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Chapter 1

Tania nudged me. I thought she was only rolling over in her sleep, but her knee pressed into my thigh with clear intention. I rolled my head over and stretched an eye open.
The back of the van was mercilessly cold. Our four bodies were burrowed under heaps of blankets that settled like snow between sillouhetted ranges formed by stage monitors, amps, drum kit, and mic stands, all heaved into the back in a hasty run from the last gig.
Tania was waiting for my eye to appear with a finger pressed to her lips. Her hand wormed through the blankets and up my leg to wrap around my thigh. Was she holding onto me, or was she taking control of me? Did she need me, or did she think I needed her?
It was like that for me that whole crazy tour. Was the band’s fame and success rising up as a result of my recent attachment to them, or was it consuming me only to spit me out at its own debauched depths? We were blind to where we were going from the beginning, both across the local geography, and through our own personal journeys.
I lifted my head and scanned around the dim yellow parking lot light that reached around the cardboard taped over the back windows. Bianca and Natalee were lost elsewhere under other mounds of blankets piled between other stage gear.
Each gig we played, Tania tore the hearts out of eager and ambitious boys who filled the campus pubs, only to walk off abruptly and defiantly, leaving them all panting and ripped open when the lights came back up. She was too raw and too open as wounds go, I couldn’t help thinking, but they always seemed to want more of her the more she bled for them. The relationship between the performer and the audience is not a clear one. 
What her college boy audience didn’t know was that Tania never came out of character —  what they saw on stage was no act. She was impulsive, she was constantly on the edge, and she was as liable to trip into a new round of self-destruction from a single side-eye or some under-the-breath comment, as she was to feed on it to write yet another powerful hit. Tania was the high string on the guitar, and stretched too tight, she was on the verge of snapping with one errant pick. But oh, could she sing like a picked and bent string!
At the moment, however, she was pushing her hand up through the bottom of my shorts. I remained stock still, confused — a not unusual state for me then. Mine wasn’t so much a mid-20s journey of self-discovery — though it was all that, too — as it was a journey of discovery of everything in the world.
Starting with Tania. What was it about her that unsettled me so much, that left me so fascinated? Was it her ever-present risk of explosion, or was she a stark reminder to me of my own cowardice in life?
“Tania,” I whispered to her in the quiet dark of the back of the van, “they’re right beside us.”
But she covered my lips with her mouth and slid her body like smoke over top of me. She pulled her knees up and sank her hips down. Her hair hung draped around my face, obscuring the world to me.
She crouched lower over me and snickered, curling her spine in. She teased me down there with the tiny textured triangle of the front of her panties, rubbing herself slowly and softly up and down on me, teasing me, urging me. Beckoning me over to her side.
I swallowed hard. She pressed her breasts down into my chest and reached behind herself to pull a blanket over our bodies. She purred against my ear. The intimacy shivered me. The closeness was intoxicating me. She pulled every string, bent every note. She writhed over me and snaked her tongue into my ear.
I felt by comparison like a floating log, the way I’d been drifting, her life by contrast a race-boat at full throttle, though still without anyone at the wheel. I had to wonder which Tania she was now, insistently crawling over me in the back of the van, the caring and soothing Tania who already knew how I liked my gas-station coffees, or the devilish and feral Tania, who threatened only a few hours earlier to slit my throat and leave me for dead on the side of the road? And laughed about it when I shuddered.
She inhaled with her mouth buried against my neck. I barely knew this girl, it had only been a couple of days by then. But she dropped into my world like I was someone she’d been intimate with for years. I caressed the skin on her back — I was still exploring her.
My mind flipped back and forth over which Doug I was to her. Was I a lost soul for her to rescue, or was I a man launched anew by the force of her powers, and ready to take control? In reality, I was just the driving roadie for an indie rock act.
I agreed back home to drive her and her band to a few far flung campus gigs, but I had no clue what that would become. We flew out the chute and immediately launched into a lengthy, chaotic, and maddening tour without any known end. I couldn’t tell if I had allowed myself to be pulled into someone else’s self-destructive spiral, or if I had stepped into my own redeeming baptism by fire. If the latter, Tania made for a most unexpected guide. Was I trapped by her, or was I set free?
Her performances were the physical embodiment of the words you seek to swallow, the screams you need to muffle. She expressed through mics and under spotlights every frustration, every failure, and every anguish I’d ever felt, but that I’d swallowed. She kept none of hers inside. If she felt it, she screamed it. I stared at her transfixed every night on stage.
Off-stage people like me, we learn to forgive unreliable friends, to report for soul-sucking jobs, to make auto-payments to thieving landlords. Tania made me gasp with a heady mix of admiration and fear because she was so raw and loud and unaccepting of any of that. I loved her fight, but I wasn’t sure I was so keen to be splattered by her blood.
The thing about crossroads is, when you come to them, you never recognize them for what they truly are until years or even decades later. I causally said yes to that odd but striking stranger about driving her to her gig that day, but my needle had been jerked over the vinyl and dropped into a whole other track the moment she climbed up and into my van.
Tania enveloped me in her arms in the back of the van and gyrated her groin down into mine. She cried a high-pitched moan into my ear and curled her hips in sharply, her weight pressing me down harder under her, until her body shook and strained, and she finally collapsed and fell away. I laid still the whole time, nothing spoken between us. What was I to her, anyway?




Chapter 2

The dream of the sound engineering business with my two best friends was dead. I was playing it out to the end of the month in my apartment. Moving back home loomed like a white flag. 
“You still have your van, right?” Alicia said to me with her ever-wide and bright eyes. Alicia was barrista at the cafe, and de facto psychologist to all the regulars in the bohemian ‘hood, which included me for little more than a week longer.
“All van and no gas,” I said. Our dream was to stage “authentic” old-school rock shows in aging stadiums, but the reality never got past setting up for weddings in banquet halls and shows for kids under tents in parks. Our interest waned, and so did the calls.
“I bet if you pay him for the gas,” Alicia said to a person hiding inside a hoody hunched behind me, “he’ll drive you to your gig.”
I turned to find leaning against the side counter a girl, about 25, just like me, with her sleek black hair pulled down over her face, dressed in black leather motorcycle jacket, torn black jeans, and heavy and huge black boots. She was leaning on a beat-up guitar case waiting for customers like me to get lost so she could continue pouring out some tale of woe to our barrista-psychologist
Thus I met Tania.
“You hardly need a whole van for one guitar,” I said, gesturing toward the case she leaned over like a crutch.
She looked sideways down the length of the narrow cafe like she could barely take it anymore, and pushed her hand up in her hair to sweep it over the top of her head and off her face. “This,” she said, slapping the side of it and turning up to me, “plus stage monitors, amps, mic stands, bass, drum set,” she said, and she rolled her eyes. “Cables, mics, pedals . . . “ she went on, making her point clear. “And there’s three bodies, too,” she said. “Still.”
“He’s not doing anything tonight,” Alicia said. She glanced at me. Alicia, fixer of everyone’s problems.
“Thanks for announcing to everyone my fucked-up life,” I said to her with a nod.
“It’s the west side of town,” Tania said to Alicia. “A real gig, though, money and everything, only Bianca broke up with her boyfriend, so now we don’t got no ride no more,” she said, before slowly drifting her eyes over to mine. “Bianca plays bass,” she said to me as though it was on me for not knowing that. Pissed off seemed her default state.
“A band?” I said.
“A band,” Tania said. “Yaba Daba?” Tania added.
“Oh, I heard of you guys,” I said, lying.
“Never start relationships with a lie,” Tania said, “or that’s all you’re going to get back from them.” She turned and went down the side of the cafe and out the front door where she plopped herself in a chair along the sidewalk.
I wasn’t sure how she knew I was lying, I thought I was able to hide myself better than that. But she seemed so bared from her soul on out. I quelled a shiver in my spine.
I saw her pressing a lifted corner of tape down on her guitar case and shake her head like it was just one more thing. She had an instant vividness about her that stood out from the black and white world around her. Our encounter inside the cafe might have been brief, but she hit me like a dust devil. She made me feel like I was prematurely aged and counting down life’s clock already, though I was the same 25 years old she was.
I looked up at Alicia as she put my cup down between us. She shook her head at me and gestured for me to go on outside, too, to join Tania out there, as though I didn’t know the first thing. I guess she saw how I watched Tania go outside. She knew I was coming to an end.




Chapter 3

And so I did — I followed Tania outside. Because Alicia was right, I had nothing better to do. I found her with her eyes closed leaning her head back against the stucco wall along the front of the cafe, letting the sun warm her face.
“Fine,” I said to her. “What time?” I sat down being sure to leave an empty chair between us, just to be safe.
She covered her eyes with her hand to shade them from the sun, and pulled a sideways grin slowly up one side of her face. “We got to go right the fuck now if we’re going to set up like we should,” she said.
“There is literally no gas in the tank,” I said.
She stared with squinting eyes across the park and toward the hazy downtown with her lips pursed deep in thought, calculating. I was able to steal another lingering glance across her face, to watch her lips crease and protrude as images formed behind her eyes. “Wait here,” she finally said, and she popped up from her chair and strode with purpose up the sidewalk, and away.
I watched her go, intrigued, conflicted, and utterly mesmerized by her. It was when I said to her, “Fine, I’ll drive you to your gig,” that this whole thing lurched to life and stumbled forward with a motion all its own.
I could have finished my coffee. I could have gone back to my shit van to get my crap out of it and abandon it where it sat. I could have walked back to my parents’ house. My dad held out a standing offer to join him in the beer sales racket, touring his circuit of pubs, pushing the product line.
I made the decision walking down to the cafe only that very morning. “They’ll love meeting the son of!” he always said, slapping my back with his massive hand. “Finding out what it was like growing up with a star for a dad like me!” He was a fan favorite for sure, but a pugilist more than a passer. He did have that prized Stanley Cup ring of his, though.
There was no point to arguing with him any longer. He was always right: my sound and light business went down just about when he predicted it would. Still, something drew me up the sidewalk toward Tania, and blocked me from heading out in the direction of home. Home was safety and stability — a job, a room, at least, a known future with a salary, a pension, paid holidays.
That Tania girl lying in wait up the other way looked just crazy enough to blow things up. Her band could be a train wreck. She was probably poorer than me. I should have learned my lesson about dreams and the chasing thereof by then, shouldn’t I have?
These are the moments fate leans in on. She was a chaser of dreams, too, but she was at least still kicking, wasn’t she. How could I not go up the sidewalk and see?
I drained my cup, dropped it in the saucer, and winced. I knew I was done for, but I made my mind up for the second time that morning, and hurried up the street to find where that crazy chick had got off to.
She didn’t get far. I found her in front of the liquor store with that guitar case open and her “ax” slung around her neck. With her face turned up and her eyes closed, she sang some ballad that sounded like something I’d known all my life. I stepped back and out of the way of people walking by and leaned against a tree to watch them.
Nobody who passed her was left unmoved by her. She stopped people in their tracks. Couples murmured to each other and nodded and widened their eyes. Little kids stared and hung their jaws open. She made money manifest, too, down in the velvet pit of her guitar case, all duct tape and peeling faux leather.
She caught sight of me and gestured with her chin to come over. During a soulful guitar solo bridge, she murmured to me, “How much we need?”
I nodded at the pool of bills. “More than enough for crosstown and back,” I said.
She slipped her guitar strap over her head, crouched to scrunch the bills and coins up in her fist, and shoved it deep into my front pocket. “Gas money,” she said, and she laid her guitar in the case and nudged me with her shoulder, hitting me square on the back with it, causing me to stumble forward over the sidewalk in front of her. She didn’t care a dozen people were still standing, watching, struck dumb.
“Up here,” I said, nudging her right back and steering her around the corner up the alley where I parked the van. I was amazed at how she made money appear on demand, but she treated her gift like a simple fact of life.
She climbed up into the passenger seat of my van, and ended my previous life. She gazed around the cavernous metal back. “That’ll do, pig,” she said. “That’ll do.”
We got gas down at the end of the street and she texted while I watched the numbers, taking care not to exceed the amount she stuffed in my pocket.
She guided me through so many lefts and rights, I got lost in the streets below the main drag where the three-floor walkups fought for space between wide and squat warehouses.
“Stop here!” she shouted halfway through an alley lined with dumpsters. A girl came out of the back of a building with a long-neck bass guitar hung on her back and a small amp and speaker weighing heavily in her hands.
“Bianca,” Tania said to me. “Open the side door.”
I climbed back between the two front seats and yanked it sideways. Below me and lifting her face up to me like a girl at first communion, was a fresh, young thing framed in waves of tumbling blonde hair, all clear eyes and white teeth — and so utterly opposite to Tania’s appearance, I startled.
“You must be Doug!” she said cheerily.
I turned to Tania. The contrast could not have been more stark. One was night, the other was day.
“Bianca, Doug, Doug, Bianca,” Tania said without looking up from her phone that she was madly texting on again.
Bianca climbed in and found a milk crate to sit on and Tania directed me through the maze of more streets and alleys until we pulled up in front of an old house with a roof that sagged in the middle of its spine.
“All hands on deck,” Tania said to me as she shoved her phone in her jeans and pushed open her door and hopped down. Bianca threw open the side door, and together they went to the garage door in front of us and pounded on it furiously.
It opened from the inside. Revealed to me in its falling shadows was a smaller Asian girl with jet-black bob-cut hair and fierce, sharp eyes. She was tiny, but she was ripped.
“Late,” she said with an utterly flat tone.
“Needed gas money,” Tania said. “Had to busk it.” She ducked inside the garage and picked up whatever black box was nearest.
“Doug?” she said to me. She didn’t wait for me to answer. “If it’s black, it goes in back,” she said, and she hoofed it inside the darkness only to drag out a black case far too big for her.
“All of this?” I said, looking at Tania.
“All of it,” she said, and she dragged out a black case as big as the first one. “Natalee’s drum kit,” she said to me over her shoulder.
I puffed my cheeks out and scratched the top of my head.
“You wanted the rock-n-roll experience?” Bianca said to me, picking up a smaller but heavier piece. “Welcome to the rock’n’roll experience, don’t let the glamor hit you in the ass,” she said, and she laughed.




Chapter 4

I dug in and carried out what I could. Natalee stacked the equipment in the back as the three of us brought it out. Finally, Bianca loaded herself in the back and her and Natalee found space where they could. Tania hopped into the passenger seat and shouted out the window, “Let’s go!” and she slapped the outside of her door.
I came around the front and climbed into the driver’s seat. “All girl band, huh?” I said.
“I thought you said you heard of us,” Tania said, and she laughed, confirming my lie. “Don’t worry, the whole point of being an indie rock band is being unknown,” she said, “isn’t that right girls!?” she shouted up through the rearview mirror. She twisted it around to find bandmates in it.
“I might need that,” I said.
“What’s behind you,” she said, “does not matter anymore.” She said it like a guiding principle of life and not a joke. Funny or not, it hit me like a message from the ether. I was being pushed and pulled into a new direction whether I was ready or not.
We weaved our way across the city aiming for the campus on the far west side where the ivy grew thick up limestone walls. I instinctively reached for the rearview mirror, but Tania snatched at my wrist.
“Oh no you don’t, you’re not going pervy on me now,” she said. I looked over at her frowning and she shook her face back at me. “They’re changing — and so will I be in a second, so no fucking peaking!”
I stiffened my neck, gripped my steering wheel, and kept my eyes on the road. Tania snorted.
“Go!” I heard Natalee’s voice shout behind me. At the red light, Tania slipped her belt off and dove down between our seats. A moment later, Natalee rose up from between the seats behind me and took Tania’s place up front.
“Holy shit,” I murmured, my eyes popping out.
“Light’s green, roadie,” she said.
I swallowed hard and glanced over my shoulder into the back. There were clothes flung all over the equipment in the van. Tania and Bianca were crouching in front of a kiddie’s make-up mirror with tiny lights all around it, dabbing costume make-up on their faces. I looked back at Natalee.
She gestured with her open hand at the road in front of us. Her eyes were lined in red with deep black wings coming out their corners. Her lips, emphasized to form a tiny round circle, were crimson. She wore a crop-cut black t-shirt and a short skirt. She made me nervous. Her transformation was spellbinding.
She guided me around the leafy campus with short, sharp orders, and we pulled in behind the old armory. Tania, on her knees, leaned through the two front seats. “Now don’t be alarmed,” she said. “The frat boys come for the sexual fantasy, but fuck it, we get to play our music, right? Who cares what they’re thinking.”
I glanced over my shoulder. She was in a sheer black top that did little to hide her black lace bra beneath, and black leather ass-kicking high ankle boots. I swallowed harder. A whole other world seemed to be dropping down around me. But I liked it.
Natalee leaned out her window and guiding me with her rotating hand until the side door of the van drew up square to two grey metal doors. She got out and slapped them like she was already pissed at them, and she threw open the side door of the van. I  saw Bianca bend over with her hands already wrapped around the handles of two cases, ready to start slinging. She was now in a tight white t-shirt with a colorful butterfly on the front, and short denim shorts with frays all the way around, plus tall white leather boots that went half-way up her thighs. I couldn’t get the grin off my face.
Natalee leaned through the open side door of the van. “If you have delusions of playing hero to three ladies in distress, and you feel like helping us with all this fucking gear, you can stick around and take it all home for us after, too — fifty bucks in it for you,” she said. Without waiting for my answer, she grunted and pulled up an amp and speaker from the floor of the van and hauled it through the now-open armory doors.
I slipped my belt off and came through the back to leap down and haul inside the heaviest thing I could find. I found Tania on the stage motoring around with purpose, connecting cables, extending mic stands, and tearing off pieces of duct tape to stick everything down.
Setting up for sound was something I knew a little bit about, so I started placing the monitors and speakers around the stage.
“All wrong, all wrong!” Natalee shouted at me as she darkened the doors at the back of the room, and she came huffing across the floor dragging more black cases.
“I just thought . . . ” I started.
“Point them the other way,” she said, cutting me off.
I turned to Tania. “My business,” I said  “was setting up sound and light for weddings and shit. It’s what I did — until I didn’t,” I said.
Tania pulled her face back from me as though to judge my truthfulness, and her eyes glazed over a moment before she nodded. She turned to Natalee below her on the floor. “Motherfucker’s a sound engineer,” she said.
I laughed. “Not quite . . . “ I began, but Natalee cut me off.
“Fine, show us your shit, then,” she said, dropping down a case where she stood, and she turned to go back to the van for more stuff. “You’re on,” she said and she flipped me the bird over her shoulder.
I looked at Tania.
“You heard the girl,” she said. “Your turn to shine, princess.”
Our contact person for the student union came out. “Soundboard guy is gonna be late,” he said.
“Tell us something we didn’t already know,” Natalee shouted from the middle of the room, huffing and grunting with more gear.
“And here we were, thinking maybe a soundcheck before the paying customers arrive would be a good idea,” Tania said to him.
“Soundboard is here though?” I said to him.
“Sure it’s here, in that room,” he said, and he gestured with his head to a pair of locked doors along the wall. “But nobody touches that shit but Paul.”
“What’s your name again?” Natalee quietly said to me.
“Doug,” I said.
She walked up to the guy who was easily a foot taller than her. “Now it’s nobody but Paul and Doug who touch that shit, because this here is Doug, our own sound engineer, and he’s gonna school Paul in the art of sound and light to make your buddy cry and run home, yeah?”
The guy looked from her to Tania, to me, and back to Natalee again, either fear or amusement filling his face, you couldn’t tell which.
“Because a real sound guy is never fucking late!” Natalee said, and she turned and walked away.
I felt giddy in the middle of that gathering storm. Natalee was like a chihuahua: small but more than enough to put the scare in you. The guy lead me to the doors, pulled out his keys, and gestured for me to have at it.




Chapter 5

I pulled the soundboard out on its wheeled cart and took a moment to look it over. It was antique but it was nothing I hadn’t worked with before. I got busy plugging my lines in and feeling that gathering thrill again of setting up for a live show.
“You got to be ready for us in five,” Natalee barked at me. She always sounded like she was about to rip someone’s head off, but I could see the dedication and focus in her eyes. This was a serious band.
The girls went upon stage and pulled their instrument straps over their heads. Natalee climbed into her drum set like an astronaut climbing inside her space capsule. Bianca and Tania tuned up and Natalee whacked her drums and shifted their positions around her.
I flicked the switch and moved their feeds one by one onto the big speakers and hovered my hands over the array of knobs and sliders ready to twist and push and pull like a motherfucker. The music cut through the room raw and powerful. The girls fell into rhythm together. They picked up one of their songs somewhere in the middle and they looked at each other and nodded in synch. The sound they made together became a rhythmic pulse I could feel in my chest. That’s when I knew this show could be good — you feel the sound more than you hear it.
Natalee came down from the stage and circled the room to its farthest corners listening closely before she came back up to me. “It’s good,” she said, grudgingly. “But it’s too heavy down on the floor.”
“When people fill the room,” I said, “the acoustics will change. Bodies are baffles. They absorb the high end especially. I’m putting more of the high end out over the ceiling to reach the back — the sound will be full for the whole room once its filled up with people,” I said.
She gave me a sharp look before nodding and she went back up on stage. The three talked and Natalee went back to her drums. Bianca grinned at me and gave me a secret thumbs up. Natalee shouted “One, two, three!” and all three of them struck out on a heavy-hitting signature song. I made my adjustments, they adjusted their placings, and the music flowed like honey. They went through two more songs before they took their instruments off and came down from the stage together.
“Okay, let’s eat,” Natalee said. Almost as an afterthought, she turned to me over her shoulder. “We sounded good. You’re not bad at this,” she said.
“Thanks,” I said, trying not to let my exhilaration show.
We ate in the back of the van after they sent me to the nearby Arby’s to get their orders. “Can never leave the gear unattended,” Tania said to me.
“Also, we like to keep the mystique of our act out of the public eye until we’re on stage,” Bianca said, and she flicked her blonde hair over her shoulders and dug into her sandwich.
If everything was fierce and angry with Natalee, it was all sexual and playful with Bianca. Tania, meanwhile, was the emotional flywheel that held the whole thing together, however much it wobbled and rattled under her style of leadership. But without her, there was no band, that was instantly clear.
“I drive this bus,” Natalee said. “Bianca here navigates us down the centre of the road,” she said, “and this one,” she went on, gesturing toward Tania, “is the reason there’s a bus at all.”
“Tania writes the songs,” Bianca said to me, clarifying it for me.
“We all write the songs,” Natalee said, correcting her. “But we’re all just living inside her head just the same,” she said to me more privately and she snorted.
Bianca kicked my thigh. “So what does that make you, then?” she said. “On this big ol’ bus we ride.” She laughed.
“We have a tour we were putting together,” Tania said. “But Bianca here kicked our driver, along his van, to the curb last week. We had to start cancelling out, but . . .  what are you doing the next two weeks?” she said.
“Nine nights so far, seven cities, all college pubs or college rooms just like this one,” Natalee said. “Could use you, you know.”
“You mean you could use my van,” I said.
“Natalee knows her shit when it comes to how we want to sound,” Tania said. “And she doesn’t complement people easily.”
“She doesn’t complement anybody,” Bianca said quietly to me and she kicked me again.
Natalee lifted her face to mine. “You seem to know your sound, I’ll give you that much,” she said.
“I don’t have any money,” I said. “I can’t go on a trip.”
Tania laughed. “None of us got money!” she said. “That’s half the fun!”
I chewed my sandwich and stared long and hard out the back windows of the van and up into the early evening sky all smudged and discolored.
“This is the dream, isn’t it,” I said sardonically. But in my case, it really was. I was already having more fun that I ever had with my friends and our defunct business, and we hadn’t even started yet.
“You got something better to do the next two weeks?” Tania asked me again.
My father’s offer to join him in the beer sales racket hung from my shoulders like a wet and heavy coat, but this — this was something else entirely. I probably already knew most of the pubs the band were lined up to play, having done the circuit with my dad enough times.
You just never know what you’re building your talents for. I was already broke, so going more broke wasn’t going to be an issue. My friends and I already sold all our equipment off, so I didn’t have the tools to go out on my own anyway.
“Coldest part of the night is right at sun-rise,” Tania said, as though reading my mind.
“I want to be The Mechanic,” I said after a long pause. I turned around to find them all looking quizzically back at me. “That’s what I want to be on this big ol’ bus we ride,” I said. “I want to be The Mechanic.”
Natalee smiled for the first time I’d ever seen.
“The Mechanic,” Bianca said, and she grinned and nodded.“That’s not half-bad,” she said. She turned to Tania. “He’s The Mechanic, right?” she said.
“So you gonna fix us, mechanic?” Tania said, and she pierced me with her dark eyes and grinned.
“Just don’t put me on the stage,” I said. “I stay strictly behind the scenes.”
“We can work with that,” Natalee said.




Chapter 6

And that’s how I ended up sleeping in the back of my van with an all-girl indie rock band behind a gas station middle of nowhere with two hours to go to the next venue for the first gig of the official tour.
Tania reached down between our bodies and slithered her hand under the waist of my shorts.
“Shhh!” she said close to my ear. I could feel her body jiggle on mine from constrained laughter.
“Tania,” I said.
Her hand came back up to join her other hand covering my mouth. She curled her back, thrusted her hips, and sank her herself down my full length. There was no denying her, that was plainly evident. But nor was I in a state to try.
Her wavering hair swept my face and her gasps sank into my neck. The van rocked and squeaked with the thrust of her hips. I tried to hold her ass still and slow her down, but she grunted defiantly in my ear, bit the skin on my neck, and forced herself harder and deeper down onto me.
I grunted accidentally too and she snickered, pushed her hair up over the top of her head, and made a tent of it for our faces. She kissed me deeply, probing my mouth with her tongue and moaning lightly inside our kiss. She made love to me in the back of the van the way she made love to the microphone on the stage: enthusiastically.
There’s a crude saying I remember some older guy told me in some tribute band we did sound for one night, “Nothing fucks better than crazy. If you’re game to try crazy, that is,” he added in his torn and raspy voice, and he laughed and coughed like something living in the bottom of a barrel. I was getting an idea of what it meant.
“Come inside me,” Tania whispered in my ear and she bit me too hard on my chin. Was Tania crazy? I held her head in my hands and turned it to bring her ear to my mouth. “You’re fucking nuts,” I said to her in a whisper, because I decided, yeah, she was. Her two friends and bandmates were one arm-length away.
It didn’t help. She only squirmed on me with deeper contortions and pushed her hips down harder against my hips. Being told she was nuts was just playful dirty talk to her. You can hold a bare electrical wire in your hands all day long, but you only get in trouble when you make ground with your feet. Tania was a live wire. And my toes were almost skimming ground.
We both chirped out loud and we covered each other’s mouths with cupped hands. She pushed herself up with the heels of her hands pressing into my shoulders, and she lifted her body up til it arched high over mine. The blanket fell from her shoulders and revealed her writhing body to me in theyellow  light that came in around the cardboard taped over the back windows of the van. I pushed her top up to her neck and seized her pendulous breasts in my hands and squeezed her. I was sinking down into whatever this new world was fast and without any resistance anymore.
She flung her head back so far, her hair hung down to my legs, and she pushed her hands into the back of my hands and made me squeeze her breasts harder. She rose and fell on me, plunging my cock deeper inside herslf. She dropped her chin down and screamed at me, but with silence, and she held her breath.
I felt her contract around me and flood inside. She grimaced as though in pain. I arched up in my own back and drove my heels and shoulders down into the floor under me and lifted her off the floor as I strained throughout my body. Time stopped for us for three full beats, as did our breathing. Light seemed to swirl and sound seemed to rise like a choir’s crescendo. The last thought in my mind was of that guy and his quip about fucking crazy.
She buried her face in my neck and her body shivered like death throes. I shot myself into her and contorted madly under her. We finally sank down together exhausted and panting and I felt my stuff run from her pussy and down over my thighs and balls. We’d made a mess back there.
She slid off me the same way she came up onto me, like smoke, and she rolled onto her side and reached behind her to find my arm which she pulled around herself to gather me snugly up against her back.
I woke up with bright morning light flooding my face and cool refreshing air pushing out the night’s stuffiness from the back of the van. I sat up and scratched my head. Tania was sitting with her legs hanging out the open side door. Bianca and Natalee were just then walking back up to the side of the van carrying a tray of coffee and microwaved breakfast from inside the gas station store.
“Fuck sakes, Tania, fucking the guy right beside us?” Natalee said, handing her a sandwich and coffee.
Tania turned around. “Hey, you up yet?” she said to me over her shoulder and she grinned and shrugged at me and wiggled me by the ankle. “Don’t blame him, it was my fault,” she said to Natalee.
“I’m not blaming him,” Bianca said, and she rolled her eyes at me and pulled herself up beside Tania to dangle her legs over the side to eat and drink, too. “I for one think it’s beautiful.”
Natalee pulled herself up to sit on Tania’s other side. “It’s not professional,” she said, but mostly to herself. “Well don’t be shy now, lover boy,” she said over her shoulder to me, and she patted the floor of the van beside her. “Little late for modesty and decorum, don’t you think? Fuck sakes,” she added under her breath.
Bianca looked over her shoulder again too. “Hey Mechanic,” she said, and she snorted. “Looks like you’re part of the band now, so get over here.” She continued smiling at me, making eyes at me, communicating something that was entirely incongruous with her innocent all-American appearance. Maybe she wasn’t anything like she appeared to be. Maybe none of them were. Maybe their whole lives were one un-ending performance.
I puffed a breath out through my full cheeks and scrambled over the bedding and around the equipment and pulled myself up to sit beside Natalee and the other two to eat and drink breakfast with them.
“How far did you say?” Natalee said to me with reluctance still in her voice.
“Two hours,” I said. “About.”
“Plan when we get there is,” Natalee said to me, shading her eyes, food in her mouth, “check in to the motel, get a shower, go over to the venue, see if someone’s there to pay us, set up, do a sound check, then go back to the motel to get ready and get some dinner to bring to the venue. You stay there to guard the shit, and then . . . “ Natalee stopped.
“And then we do it all over again,” Tania said with a smile.
“Except for the last part on the floor of the van halfway to the next stop,” Bianca said, and she laughed too loud and abruptly and swung her legs.
Natalee held her finger up to the middle of my face. “No fucking anybody tonight!” she said. To the pavement outside the open van door, she said, “I’m sleeping in Tania’s bed in the motel. God damn, girl,” she said, turning to her. “Right in front of us?”
“I’m sorry, okay?” Tania said. “It was an accident.”
Bianca snorted and elbowed Tania in the ribs. “Accident,” she said.
We tidied up and shut the doors and hit the road. The consequences were not nearly as bad as I worried they would be. Crazy as Tania appeared to be, strict as Natalee appeared to be, and straight and narrow as Bianca appeared to be, there was also an unexpected  foundational compassion between the three of them. I leaned over the steering wheel and stared down the road, everyone else quiet on their phones or snoozing. It felt like I was joining more than just a band. Or did the feeling come from sharing tight space on the road all day and night, not to mention a stage?
The motel we came to was dingy. The bathroom was too small and too dim to do make-up properly. The shower was scary with mold. The price was steep. We looked at each other with queasiness on our faces, reluctant to touch anything.
“You can have half back for refund,” the check-in clerk said with a body-scratching shrug when Natalee and I went back to ask about another room.
“I see dead people,” Bianca said when she opened the closet door, but nobody laughed.
“Why are we setting up so early at the venue?” I said. “I thought it was dangerous to leave equipment there.” I was reluctant to let my feet touch the carpet with my shoes on.
“We got to rehearse,” Natalee said. “Can’t do it in the van, obviously, can’t do it in motel rooms, either, they never let us,” she said and she shrugged. “It’s the way it is.” 




Chapter 7

The soundboard at the venue was so substandard, I wasn’t able to generate the sound they wanted no matter what I adjusted. The venue speakers were limited and not big enough for the size of the room. To make matters worse, the guy paid Natalee less than what she was told the deal was for.
“I just can’t even, anymore,” Natalee said, coming back into the auditorium. “Shit, this rock and roll is too fucking hard. I got to get a real job.”
“You guys rehearse,” I said. “I got to go pee.”
Instead of the bathrooms, I wound my way around the hallways of the building and found the guy she had been talking to, deeply ensconced in his office, President, Student Society glued to his door. I shut the it behind me.
“What’s up?” the guy said, grinning, I thought, stupidly. I was getting to learn the type. But like the rest of the band, I was losing my capacity for diplomacy.
I leaned over the front of his desk, my hands pressing down on his papers. I didn’t say anything other than the number Natalee told me she thought they agreed to for the fee. Like that, we silently stared at each other’s eyes for what felt like half a minute.
“Oh!” he finally said, and he rolled back in his office chair. “Yeah, no, some now, the rest after they play,” he said, and he chuckled like I was the dummy.
“All of it up front,” I said. “Now.”
Now, normally I was the type of guy who said too much rather than too little, and also the type of guy who avoided confrontation at all cost. I took the bigger picture into view, I liked to tell myself, and tended to excuse other’s behaviors — maybe they didn’t sleep, perhaps they’re dealing with shit. Who wants to fight all the time? was my motto.
But I didn’t sleep the previous night, not with Tania going at me like she did, the drive in was exhausting through the morning rush hour, especially with the tension between Natalee and me and Tania still keeping the air in there thick, and the motel room was shitty and expensive and possibly infectious. The fact was, I didn’t mean to come off like I did — stoic and silent, menacing the guy over his desk, acting powerful — but I had no plan. I didn’t know what I was going to say or do next, and he could have said anything and I would have accepted it. My performance was improvisational.
“Okay,” is what he said. And he proceeded to pay me on the spot directly to my phone. I went out of his office, found my way back to the auditorium, and found Natalee rehearsing on her drums with methodical if uninspired routineness. 
While continuing to play and not missing a beat, she leaned over on her stool to look closer into the face of my phone that I held up for her, and she frowned. “What’s that?” she shouted over the sound of the band. “The money you and he agreed to,” I said and I gave her one sharp. I felt like I was the performer this time.
She half turned her face away and grinned at the back wall of the stage before turning back to me. “You went back and made him pay?”
“He paid,” was all I said, and I put my phone back in my pocket walked away. I had work to do, after all.
Tania backed up and leaned over to Natalee. “What is it?” she shouted at her.
Natalee grinned back at her. “Just our fucking mechanic fixing things,” she said, and she burst into a drum solo that made everybody stand back, stop playing, and stare. She swung her head around so hard you thought it was going to fly off. And then she screamed like something from another world.
The show went off surprisingly well, given how bad the venue and equipment was. Everybody came back to the van pumped. “It always feel good to get paid!” Natalee said, when she settled into the passenger seat beside me. It felt like the incident with Tania in the back of the van was possibly forgiven.
We had loaded the van and, tired and sore, unloaded it back into the room. “Can’t leave it in the van overnight,” Tania said. “Motherfuckers steal shit all the time.”
We showered despite the bathroom and crashed, Tania and Natalee taking one bed, and Bianca sliding into the bed I was already falling asleep in. It’s funny how the later it gets, and the more tired you are, the less the sate of a room and the shape of its beds matter.
She slid her back toward me and only glanced over her shoulder, her blonde waves falling over her face, her blue eyes glowing, and her bare shoulders gleaming where they stuck out of the blankets. But her expression was that of someone recruiting a confederate into a secret crime.
Unlike Tania, Bianca had a stage persona clearly distinct from her off-stage personality. On stage, she played up her girl-next-door looks with a cheerleader-like costume, and she liked to flirt, too, with Tania mostly. For the whole show, and much to the intrigue and delight of the audience, she made eyes, flashed smiles, and licked her lips at Tania as they rocked through their set. Natalie played the role of the suspicious spouse glaring from behind her drums. The whole play within the play drove the audience wild.
In person, though, Bianca was a keen observer and showed stunning flashes of penetrating intelligence. “No funny business, you!” she said over her shoulder to me loud enough for the other bed to hear, and she squinted her eyes and pursed her grin at me, too. But she also pushed herself over the middle of the bed and nuzzled her back into my chest. The feel of the touch of a  body against mine never ceased to startle me. I didn’t touch her the way you don’t touch porcelain in a fine china shop.
“Make me warm,” she whispered over her shoulder to me. “You’re the Mechanic, aren’t you?” she said, and she grinned slightly.
I took care to remain on my side of the bed as I draped my arm around her shoulder and pulled her tighter against me — but only a little. I had Natalee’s orders to consider, and I had Tania’s reaction to remain mindful of, which could be worse still.
“Are they sleeping yet, do you think?” she whispered nearly too quietly for even me to hear.
I rolled my head and looked over my shoulder to Tania and Natalee behind me. They were definitely out, I concluded. “Yes,” I said into Bianca’s ear. But to me that only meant we should be, too.
But Bianca pushed a little harder against me until her tush brushed against my groin. She definitely felt me, too — I was unable to not grow hard. She rolled her head back toward me. “Naughty boy,” she said in an even quieter whisper than before. And then, under the blankets, she slowly and stealthily slipped her hand over her waist and down between her ass and over my groin. She felt my cock through my shorts. There was no longer any presence between us.
“Bianca!” I said into her ear, trying to remain as quiet as possible, however shocked I was. The room was too quiet and far too small to get away with anything. My mind, additionally, was far too weak to calculate the myriad consequences of any further actions. I was not like them. I was never rash.
But she “shh’d” me and pushed her fingers under the waist of my shorts. Silently, she touched me there, she ran her finger along me there, and she finally wrapped her whole hand around my bare cock, cool and soft.
I stared into the back of her blonde head, my eyes peeled wide, my heart racing. How could this be happening?
She pulled her hand out of my shorts, but only to carefully, slowly and silently, push the waist of my shorts down my thighs. I tugged them up against her pressure, but she won out with her unrelenting insistence. She reached between us again, and wrapped her hand around my now harder cock. My eyes were falling out of my face.
She slowly pumped me in her hand. Her body stretched and she emitted tiny sighs, but she obscured them as the sighs of someone getting comfortable in bed for sleep. She removed her hand from my cock, and I was momentarily  relieved — until I realized it was only to slide her panties down her legs. She rolled back against me in the same position as before, but now with nothing but the bare skin of her ass pressed against my bared groin.
I hugged her with my arm around her shoulders trying to keep her from moving against me so much, but she hugged one arm around my arm and dug her fingernails into my skin. Her other arm fell draped over her hips, and her hand squeezed, shook, and stroked my cock, poking the head into the crease of her ass cheeks.
I swallowed hard with my eyes peeled wide at the back of her head. She evidently meant it when she was flirting me with all day. What would severe Natalee say if she woke up just now? What would crazy Tania say? I was out of my depth with all three of them. I could die on this road trip, I realized. I was not reckless.
I began to whisper into Bianca’s ear that we can’t do it, but she pressed her head back and covered my mouth with her hair. She arched in her back and let go of my cock — but only to find it again, reaching down through her legs from in front. I tried to pull myself away from her, but she squeezed me hard enough to hurt me. I glanced over to the other bed again, but no movement stirred there that I could see.
And then I felt it. It was a burning sensation at first, but the wetness made my spine snap erect. Her fingers stretched and pressed against the underside of my cock. She had pulled me through between her legs and teased the top of her pussy with the head of my cock. Her body curled and straightened so that, pressing me down, she dragged her soaking wet pussy lips up and down the length of my shaft. I’d never known so much wetness. She flowed with it.
And then the head popped inside her and she let go of me with her hand and flared her hips back into mine.
I dropped my mouth wide open against the back of her head, my face lost in all that blondeness like some cloud of bliss enshrouding me. She pushed both of her fists into the bed in front of her and curled her body back to push her hips up harder against mine, and she took me much deeper inside her. I felt her smile with my fingers on her lips. Her head lolled around the pillows. She seemed filled with ecstatic joy. 
I wrapped my hand around her hip to try to stop her from swallowing me completely inside her, but she was forceful with me and determined where I was weak and overcome. I slipped my other hand under her other hip, and lying on our sides, I held her body in front of me and could not stop myself from thrusting my body into her’s from behind. She’d overcome my resistance and broke me down. It was a far different route she took compared to Tania, but we ended up in the same place all the same.
Though she breathed deeply and rapidly, she made no sound. We fucked slowly like that, avoiding slapping our bodies together, instead grounding ourselves into each other, slow, hard, and deep. She reached behind her back and sank her fingernails into my waist. Her body shuddered and her breath stopped.
I realized she was climaxing, and the thought made it impossible for me to hold myself back as well. I clenched my eyes tight and set my jaw. I shuddered against her and was unable to stop myself from letting go. I filled her in a peak of released pressure every bit as much as I had filled Tania only the night before.
I flopped out of her and rolled onto my back, drained and bewildered. In the other bed, Tania and Natalee remained still. Bianca slipped out of our bed and tiptoed to the bathroom. She came back with a warm, wet cloth, and silently she reached under the blankets and wiped me clean.
“Thank you,” she said with no breath and little voice, and she rolled onto her side and pulled me up behind her just as we had started that night, cuddling together as innocently as anything. I glanced one last time over my shoulder. I caught a glint of light flash over Natalee’s eyes, and I definitely saw them shut again, I was sure of it.




Chapter 8

In the morning, we packed the van and headed out to the next gig in the next college town, having agreed that we’d try for breakfast there rather than spend another minute more in that place.
The drive was nearly completely silent. At breakfast, Natalee went to the bathroom and Tania slumped back in the booth seat opposite me and she snapped a slice of bacon off with her teeth looking hard at me.
“You two fucked last night,” she said.
Bianca gasped and turned to her and slapped her shoulder. “As if!” she said.
“You haven’t said a word to each other all morning, you’re both such bad liars,” Tania said, and she sneered.
Bianca turned red and flared her eyes at her. “No telling Natalee,” she said through gritted teeth.
“So you did!” Tania shouted with a whisper, her eyes bulging. 
“You just gave it away,” I said to Bianca.
“I hate you!” Bianca said to Tania and she stole the second strip of bacon from her plate and shoved it whole into her mouth. She was smirking. They both were. I stared across the table at them both, unsure how that even works.
Natalee came back and everybody sat up and fell quiet. She studied all our eyes in turn, all of us looking down and away.
“We taking a vow of silence this morning?” she said, sliding in beside me. She saw me glance up at Bianca, and she followed my line of sight and lifted her chin.
I drew her dangerous attention away from Bianca and out the window and across the street. There was an RV sales and rental lot there with a web address. “Check it out,” I said, and I pulled out my phone and looked them up.
They all gazed blankly out the window.
“Hm,” I intoned, and I flopped back in my seat and looked out the window at it again.
“What?” Natalee finally said.
“That one right there,” I said, pointing with my finger at the RV parked alongside the road. It was a 40-foot silver and white monster motorhome.“Retirement special,” it said, reading the sign down the side of it. Bianca and Tania remained with Natalee staring out the window and across the street uncomprehendingly.
“The rent per day turns out to be not much more than the cost of these fucking motel rooms,” I said. “The van, by the way, isn’t going to make it. We’re going to end up having to rent something anyway.”
They all continued to stare at it before Natalee broke the spell. “What are you saying?” she said.
“I’m saying, why not go look at it. We can park right at the venue that way, stay there, not load and unload all the shit five times a day, and you can even rehearse and practice inside it,” I said. “We can park where you won’t disturb anyone.”
“I just don’t see us as a big retirement motorhome type of act,” Natalee said.
“We can’t keep doing these cheap motel rooms,” I said.
So we dodged the traffic running across the busy road and had a rep show us inside the thing. “It’s got undercarriage storage on it, which locks,” he said. “And check this out,” he said, and he lifted a metal loop in the floor and pulled up a hatch. “Access to the storage bay from inside.”
“No hauling gear in and out of motel rooms,” Bianca said, her gears turning.
“No more motel rooms, period,” Tania said.
The rep offered us a better deal than even what was advertised. It must have been the combination of the fact the girls were a band he heard of (and he wasn’t lying about that either, unlike me), and Bianca, who flirted with him the whole time. I ran back, brought the van over, and we transferred all our stuff right away into the RV.
“Can we trade in the van?” I said to him as a joke. The thing was worth less than a scrap pick-up fee.
“We do have a push-pull-or-drag deal on,” he said thoughtfully. He cut us a bigger discount and laughed with us. “It’s for sales, not for rentals, but I can probably throw it on someone else’s sheet,” he said.
“Don’t get yourself in trouble,” I said to him.
He shrugged. “The boss will be happy enough something moved today,” he said. “Been a slow week.”
“Just for this trip,” I said to Natalee.
“I won’t die on this mountain,” she said, bending slightly.
But there remained tension between us. It was different from before. She had a defeated curl to her shoulders now, and it wasn’t all due to the new image the motorhome projected for the band. She picked up on what Tania had suspected about Bianca and me, I could tell. It was beginning to feel I was playing with matches inside a fuel shed.
I slipped into the luxurious captain’s chair. The girls whooped and hollered in the back, even Natalee, to a measured degree. We pulled out onto the road and made our way to the next gig in our new and improved style.
One hour out from the next venue, we came to a dip in the road that skirted along the shore of a lake and spotted some beaches. I pulled off and found an empty parking lot. I located the generator and it fired up like new stuff always does, soft and quietly, and when I shut its bay door, we couldn’t even hear it. 
The three of them went to the beach and I pulled up some speakers and amps from below and set them in the back bedroom and flicked them on. I took the girls to the bedroom when they made their way back to the RV. I was counting on Natalee appreciating the efficiency of it, and getting over her growing reticence. “Rehearsal space,” I said, gesturing widely with my arm at the set-up. “All set to rock and roll.”
I sat on the couch examining maps while the girls banged through their playlist. They were  as loud as they wanted to be. It made me smile, especially hearing the drums hit so hard.
“This is truly unbelievable,” Bianca said when she came back up to the kitchen.
Natalee came up too, and checked her phone. “We really got time for this, though?” she said, but her tone carried an edge that wasn’t about the clock.
“No motel room too far from the gig,” I said, shrugging. “No check-in with some sleaze-bag, you got rehearsal already done, you get dressed and made-up right outside the back doors of the gig,” I went on. I pointed at the kitchen.”We can even cook our own dinner — fridge and stove right here — we can start eating better and cheaper, too, and we don’t even have to load and unload anything. We have way more time,” I said.
“We should have thought of this earlier,” she said, and she eyed me narrowly. I took it as a win.
“Well, we got it now,” I said.
“He does fix things, doesn’t he,” Bianca said, and they both stared at the back of Natalee’s head. She was coming round, but it wasn’t quick. 
Bianca and Tania went for a walk to explore the rocks further up the coast, but I knew it was to talk over a few issues that had arisen between them, probably at least partly to do with me. They rehearsed loudly, but they weren’t in synch, not as well as they usually were. There was a general frustration mouthing despite the improved conditions. I took the set down and packed it away under the floor. Natalee remained behind and got busy on her laptop checking socials and messages and confirming with the contact people at the next few gigs, and canceling motel reservations. 
I chose to nap. I had a couple more hours of driving to do and I wanted to make sure I was rested. I fell straight asleep.
But I awoke fifteen minutes later with Natalee leaning over me, glaring fiercely down at me with a severe look that I had become familiar with. “I know what you and Bianca did last night,” she said.
I pursed my lips up at her. There was no point in trying to lie, I saw the glint in her eyes that night in the motel room. “I’m sorry,” was all I had to say.
She paused and narrowed her eyes at me. Finally, her shoulders sank forward. “Don’t be sorry,” she finally said, and she sighed with some kind of grave resignation. “It’s me,” she said.
She pressed a knee down into the couch beside my hip. “Bianca needed that, anyone can tell,” she said, and she chewed the inside of her cheek. “Because you don’t know what it’s like,” she said. She leaned over me and checked out the window again. “How far did they say they were going, anyway?” she said.
I strained to lift myself from the couch, but she pulled her other knee up onto the cushions and straddled my hips, keeping me below her, facing her torso. When I began to speak, she dropped her head down between her shoulders and pushed her mouth up against my mouth.
But she tore herself away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I watched you two last night. And I wanted it to be me,” she added more softly, and she covered my mouth with her mouth again and penetrated my lips with her probing tongue. “I miss it,” she said nearly inaudibly.
“Natalee,” I said.
But she grunted at me and pulled my face back to her. “You think it’s easy being the only serious one half the time?” she said. “We have a sound, you know,” she said. “It’s very particular.” She pushed herself up from me and suddenly pulled her t-shirt up and over her head. “We have an identity — we have something real going on here, you know,” she said. She pulled the button open in the waist of my jeans. “And I’m not about to let some guy passing through tear us apart.” 
I wasn’t sure if I should acknowledge what she was doing with her clothes, and mine, or pretend, like her, that nothing was happening. “I know that,” I said, watching her fingers working. Wrong as it was, there was also something undeniably natural about the way Natalee moved on me.
“I take this band very seriously,” she said, and she glared down at me with suddenly dark, furious eyes. But they were watery, too.
“I don’t doubt that,” I said.
She kissed me with a long inhalation before she pulled back from me, rose up high on the couch over me, and peeled her pants down and off before she came back down onto me, now in only her panties and bra. “What are you even doing here, Cal?” she said.
I remained silent.
She kissed me again. “I’m going to be honest with you, we’ve never heard our music sound the way you make it sound,” she said, and she kissed me all over my face with a sudden burst of frantic energy. She seemed to embody a tug-of-war emerging from deep inside her. “Tania has never looked so loose and good on stage as she did the night after you and her . . . ” she said, and she trailed off. She kissed a trail down my body where she had pulled my t-shirt up, and she came to the floor and pulled my pants, and then my shorts, off, too.
I let her. Interfering seemed far more dangerous at the moment.
“And now Bianca too,” she said, and she began to kiss my bared shoulders and chest, and my stomach. She sat back down on me. “She’s got that look, doesn’t she, like she’s back,” she said. 
I looked down at her moving on me, but unable to stop her. Nor did she appear to be able, or willing, to stop herself. There was an inevitability to it.
“So . . . ” she said, and she slid down off the couch and onto her knees on the floor of the RV in front of me. She stood my bare cock up in front of her face. “. . .  the way I see it, probably the only way we’re going to keep this whole thing from blowing up is if we all . . . “ she said, but she stopped herself short again.
“You all what?” I said.
She glared at me like she was angry at me all over again. The moods passed over her like clouds over the sun.
“If I . . . “ she started again, but stopped.
“If you . . . “ I said, beckoning her on.
She shot forward and crouched her body heavily down over my lap. “I can’t say it,” she suddenly cried into my neck. Her breath came deep and rapid. 
“You don’t have to say it,” I said. I ran my hands down her nude body and back up her sides.
“Tania and even Bianca are just so . . .  easy with it!” she said.
“You can be too,” I said, not entirely sure yet what we were talking about.
“You’re going to laugh at me,” she said.
“Hardly,” I said and I rolled my eyes at her for emphasis.
She pushed her mouth against my ear. “I masturbated watching you and Bianca do it last night, just so you know,” she said.
“Even though you warned us not to do it,” I said, and I smirked.
She squirmed all over me. “Don’t make me say it,” she said.
“Say what, though?” I said.
She squealed and writhed the more I pushed her to say what she clearly wanted to say. I slipped my hand down her back and she instantly pushed her thumbs under the waist of her panties and pushed them down her legs, and off. She dove down between my legs and consumed my cock through the back of her throat. I fought through the sensations to try to focus my mind on what she was struggling with.
“You know what I want,” she said coming back up and off me. “You can probably tell. I am true to form if anything. I’m the predictable one, aren’t I,” she said.
“You are, but why can’t you say what you want?” I said. Between the three of them, Natalee was also making a case for the most surprising of them all.
She shot up and glared out the window over the back of the couch again squinting carefully up and down the shoreline. “If I say it, will you do it?” she said, looking back down at me under her.
“I mean . . . “ I started, mystified, but she squealed, leapt up, and yanked me by the wrist to drag me urgently to the bedroom in the back of the RV. I had less of an idea of what she was talking about the more she spoke.
“Lay on me?” she said, and she crawled up on her hands and knees over the foot of the bed. “On my back?” she said in a quieter voice, and she laid down on her stomach in front of me. She looked at me over her shoulder with her face half buried in the sheets. “Crush me under you?” she said in a near-whisper.
I knelt on the foot of the bed.
“Only, I’m going to pretend I’m sleeping, okay?” she said. “No telling Bianca or Tania!” she squealed, and she hid her face.
“Okay, okay,” I said. “So you pretend to sleep, then.”
She grinned and laid her face on her arms under her head and wiggled around before finally settling herself down. She even snored comically, and then she laughed again. “Okay, seriously now,” she said.
I stood over the foot of the bed and looked down at Natalee’s body lying there, nothing on her but her black bra. It was easily the most unexpected afternoon of the trip to date, the way  Natalee transformed in front of me.
When I gave her enough time to put herself in her scenario, I gently knelt on the foot of the bed and nudged her legs apart with my knee. I came down over her, and at first, I held my body over hers suspended on my hands and knees. But then I lowered myself down onto her back.
I covered her completely. As I let more and more of my weight come down onto her, she began to moan under me. My cock grew hard, of course, where it nestled between her thighs. She spread them open wider. I could feel her pussy with the tip of my cock. The intimacy of it made me think this wasn’t a test. Natalee didn’t seem the type to play around. There was a deliberateness to her.
She pretended to sleep, her breath deep and deliberate, daring me to resist. She lifted her hips from the bed with a tiny groan, and before I could retract myself away from her, she curled her hips up and pushed her pussy back to swallow the length of my cock inside her.
I gasped and grunted before I let the rest of my weight come down onto her back and I pushed my hips into her ass and ground myself deeply into her. 
She buried her face in the sheets, her sounds unfamiliar, almost unrecognizable. We made love like that, heavily.
When we finally fell apart, both of us panting and sweating, we heard squealing and laughing and the light thumps of feet running away. I lifted my face and Natalee pulled the sheets over her head.
“Oh my fucking god!” she said. “You said they went far away!”
I didn’t say that, but I let her believe it was my fault we got caught. Everybody knew, now, what everybody else was doing. There were no secrets left. 
“You stay here,” I said to her. “I’ll go see what they saw.”
She pulled the sheets down enough to show me her eyes only. “No,” she said. “This needed to happen. It helps the show, doesn’t it.” She bit her lip and stared at the back of the door. “We’ll talk,” she said mostly to herself.
I went out of the bedroom and pulled the door shut behind me. I found Bianca and Tania sitting at the kitchen table, both of them pretending to be ensconced on their phones. Tania’s phone buzzed but she didn’t respond. Bianca’s fingers tapped idly on her own screen, her eyes flickering at the bedroom door down there, then back to me. I saw the face of it: Tania had texted to Bianca, “Now we’re all even.”
“We about ready to roll into town then?” Bianca said, flipping her phone over. She took her time rotating her face around and up to me. Her expression was more blank than a white wall. She said it like a joke, but there was something unsteady in her voice. We were a band, sure, and the music was getting tighter and the sound more full all the time, but this? The timing miscues in rehearsal told me, it was becoming something else entirely.
“ETA?” Tania asked, her own eyes wide, her eyebrows up, her face as innocent and unknowing as a cow in a field. She was in on it, clearly.
I nodded to myself grimly and went up to the driver’s seat and started the motor. I heard the bedroom door open and close but I didn’t look behind me. Instead, I found the drive gear and rolled the rig around and back onto the road. The next gig beckoned, but I couldn’t shake the feeling the wheels were coming off.




Chapter 9

Bianca and Tania made sandwiches and salads from what they brought back from a store they found and we made it the rest of the way to the next gig with time to spare, just as predicted.
“You guys stay on-board,” I said when we pulled up behind the pub’s back doors. “I’ll get some guys inside to help me carry your shit in.”
“We’re not used to this,” Tania said to me as I lingered on the steps out the door of the RV.
“Well get used to it,” I said. “I’m going inside to get us paid up front.”
I looked around and over my shoulder. All three of them, Tania, Bianca, and Natalee, smiled at me and waved with fluttering fingers, eating and drinking. All their eyes were bright, all their smile wide. We seemed to have crossed a bridge, for now.
I locked the door on my way out. Always protect your shit, I thought to myself, and I went inside looking for useful grunts. I supervised the set up while the girls got themselves made up and in costume. The show went off like we’d become a machine. Whatever looseness evident in rehearsal was gone now. The same grunts showed up after the show to load us back up. We were flaps-up by 1 AM.
The next gig on the calendar was a long drive away. This wasn’t the only thing I planned to clean up for the next tour, I thought. A lesser gig half-way to a good gig was superior to two straight travel days between good gigs. But in lieu of a small gig, I knew of a magical golden field off a side road back in those undulating hills we were cutting through. 
I had been shown the way during one of my dad’s beer promotion circuits he used to take me on as a teen. It was the home of one of his old team’s stars from back in the glory days of their big championships and bigger contracts. The guy said, when we visited him back then, that I “must” call him anytime if there was anything he could ever do for me. He maintained in every post-career interview that dad was his bodyguard on the ice, and it was dad’s ready fists that were the main reason for all of his league-leading goals — and his name getting to the Cup.
I called him up out of the blue and I told him my situation, that I was managing an indie band, we were out touring, we had our own motorhome, but I needed the band to soak up that golden field magic at the back of his land — the setting sun, the waves of breeze visible through the tall grass, the cliffs and the streams and the hawks in the sky. “I need them to take a night off and decompress,” I said.
He was glad to let us drive up his long driveway, keep going past his hilltop mansion with it’s pools and golf course and landing strip, and keep going all the way out to the back forty and out of sight. “They don’t want to meet the great superstar?” he said, only half joking.
“They’re not sports fans, these three,” I said. He understood.
I pulled the motorhome sideways against the sunset and as Tania, Bianca, and Natalee stepped out and down the steps, they stared bewildered and awed at the western landscape master painting I had put them in the middle of. I dragged out a table and some chairs and even a couch and a lamp and side tables — I made an inside-out living room in the wide-open space — and I went back in to make a gourmet dinner I’d been planning on in my head the whole way up.
“It’s exhilarating,” Bianca said, after they ate dinner and drank wine and settled into the couch to watch the sunset show.
“It looks like what you think of when you hear the word ‘freedom,’” Natalee said. She eyed me as though to reassure me things were settled.
Tania, on the other hand, now became the agitated-sounding one. “I never even knew this kind of shit was real,” she said. “Why is it way out here? And how is it owned by someone?”
We all glanced at each other but left her query alone. Her tone, however, seemed to infect the others’ minds.
“We don’t deserve it,” Bianca suddenly announced, seemingly picking up on Tania’s mood.
“We’re just visiting,” I said.
“I don’t mean just this,” Bianca said. “The motorhome, the meals, the treatment,” she said. “It’s not our image.”
“It makes it a fuck of a lot harder to write songs about pain and suffering, I can tell you that for free,” Tania said, twisting around to give me a pained and suffering expression. 
I chewed the inside of my cheek, unsure what to say. Had this been yet another mistake?
Natalee jumped in for me, probably thinking she could speak for me, now. “You could, you know, Tania, show a little fucking gratitude once in a while — this scene, this food, the rest:  it’s someone’s hard work, you know,” she said, and she gestured with her tilting head over to me where I sat face down and silent. “We all expect our hard work to be respected, what about him?”
It’s not what I was thinking or would have said. What I would have said, if I was able to form the words, would have been something about the ambiguous effects of success. I wanted to tell them all, don’t worry, nothing ever lasts.
But we were interrupted: Joshua, the retired hockey superstar, and Carrie, his wife, had come strolling through the grass toward us, their arms around each other’s waists.
“Just wanted to properly welcome you all,” Joshua said. “We won’t stay, but just wanted you to know, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want, and if there’s anything you need.”
“Mi casa,” Carrie said, and she laughed lightly.
“It’s incredibly beautiful here,” I said. “Thanks for letting us pull in.”
He handed me a bottle of wine. “From our winery,” he said. “Enjoy!” He and his wife smiled and turned around.
It was Natalie who stopped them. “Weren’t you Joshua . . . ?“ she started, and she stopped, squinting and half grinning. “I had brothers,” she said, “they had your poster all over their walls.”
He snorted. “I still am Joshua,“ he said. 
“We’re having trouble with success,” Bianca suddenly blurted out to him. “And we’re not used to all this,” she said, gesturing with her arm sweeping across his acreage, but also to the food and wine and motorhome and the rest of it. “How did you learn to handle it?”
His wife rolled her eyes and puffed her cheeks out and patted him up and down all over his back. They met glances and he grimaced at her.
“Not all too well, in a nutshell,” his wife said for him, and she nodded and chuckled.
Joshua sat down in the grass and leaned back on his hands behind him and gazed at the flaring, enlarging sun. “His dad, this one here,” he said, nodding toward me. “I tell everyone it was his fists that gave me the room out there to score so much,” he said.
The three girls spun around at me. “You never said!” Natalee said.
I shrugged. “Not something I go into a lot,” I said.
“But it wasn’t all his dad’s fists. It was what he said to me,” Joshua said.
Now I perked up. I’d never heard any other version of things other than the fighting, and it was as a simple version: If anyone checked Joshua too hard, my dad would take him out, plain and simple. Players learned to give the superstar a wide berth, or face the consequences.
“For anybody who’s on show, who’s on stage, and hockey — all pro sports — they’re on a stage, they’re just entertainment, too,” he said, “there develops a tension between your stage-self and your true self. And when the stage self becomes more widely known, and more successful — more rewarded . . . ” he said to Bianca, “ . . . like for you, that tension increases,” he said. “Your true self receives all the adulation from the fans and all the contracts from the managers, but it’s the stage self that is earning it. It was the same thing between me and his dad,” he said. “Everybody thought I was some smooth skater flying freely down the ice with the puck on a string, not realizing that other players got out of my way. They knew his dad was following right behind me,” he said, and he laughed. “They pretended to be trying to check me, pretending I was too slippery, but in truth, they didn’t want his dad punching their lights out for laying a hand on me.”
“His best friends were always the guys he fought with the most,” I said, and I laughed.
“Well that’s right,” Joshua said, and he nodded. “Being true to yourself doesn’t mean you deny your ability to play with your alternate selves,” he said. “That’s what your dad taught me. It’s okay to go out there on the stage as some made-up avatar of yourself,” he said. “Fans loved believing he and those other guys hated each other. But they were always having beers after.”
His wife chuckled. “And then you hang up your mask at the rink and come home again,” his wife said, playing with her fingers in his hair, “and resume your true self.”
“That sounds so fake,” Tania said. “Where’s the authenticity?”
Both Bianca and Natalee piped up, and I did too, but Joshua hushed us all with his outstretched hand. “You’re a creator,” he said to Tania. “You’re an artist. And a very good one. I looked at some YouTubes. But you are not the creation.” He paused a moment. “You are not the art.”
“And you’re full of sellout bullshit,” she said back to him, and she kicked her chair backward and went up the steps and into the motorhome, slamming the door behind her.
“We’re going through things,” I said to Joshua with a shrug.
“Come on,” his wife said to him, “we’ll leave you guys to it. Stay as long as you need,” she said.
Bianca, Natalee and I remained on the couch quietly drinking his wine and the sun went down to let dark purple light fill the sky.




Chapter 10

The RV had become more than a touring vehicle. It became our mobile studio, with a soundproofed closet-turned-control room and a bedroom converted into the rehearsal and recording space. It felt like a cocoon for the band, perfect, I thought, for cutting songs and  broadcasting the personas we carefully crafted for social media.There were pushouts both sides of the RV that turned into single beds. The couch up front turned into yet another bed that I used.
The side door swung open and Tania hung her head out. “Well are you going to fuck me or what?” she screamed across the field at me, and she went back inside, leaving the door swinging open.
I glanced over my shoulder. Joshua and his wife were far enough away, thankfully. Bianca and Natalee continued staring into the nearly invisible horizon.
“Well go on, then,” Bianca finally said. “Fix that shit, you’re the mechanic, aren’t you?” She glared at me.
Natalee, though, was the one that surprised me. She turned to me, pulled my chin to make me face her, and she kissed my lips lightly with her pursed mouth. “Do it for all of us,” she said. “Or nobody is getting any sleep tonight.”
I nodded. “Wish me luck,” I said.
I crept toward the open RV door and leaned my head inside before climbing up the steps. I closed it behind me. The dim point-lights buried in the trim around the ceiling of the RV cast a soft golden glow throughout the space. I didn’t see her at first, but when I found her standing stark naked directly in the middle of our hang-around room, I startled. She had pulled her long, straight hair down over the front of her face, but I could still see her dark eyes peering at me through strands. Her hands were both cupped over her groin. I noticed movement and glanced down. Her middle finger was bent and moving. I drew my gaze back up her body to her eyes. She dropped her mouth open and gasped lightly. I realized she was masturbating.
“You okay?” I said to her.
She snorted and half turned away and looked down. A grin spread over her face before she twisted it back up to me. “It’s all a show, isn’t that what your dad’s friend just said?”
“Not quite sure that’s what he meant,” I said.
She rolled her eyes and swung her head around and stepped up to me high on her toes. “You don’t understand anything,” she said in a murmur, and she pushed my t-shirt up over my head and undid the waist of my pants. She slid her body down the front of my body and came to her knees, pushing my pants, and my shorts down with her.
With little warning, she grunted, she pressed her palm into my abdomen, spread her fingers over my stomach, and pushed her open mouth all the way down the length of my shaft.
“Tania,” I said, but she pulled off me, gripped me hard in her fist, and pumped me against her face.
“It’s what you want, isn’t it?” she said.
“Not going to say no,” I said.
She came up my body like a snake uncoiling, one foot curling around my leg, her arms sliding around my waist and neck. She licked my chest, up over my shoulders and neck, and all over my face. She took my mouth with her mouth and grunted inside our kiss. She moved against me like she moved on stage. Sh was making a point.
“It’s what I want,” she said in a shivering whisper against my ear. She pulled on my cock and lead me with it to her bed in the side of the motorhome. “I need a good Doug-fucking,” she said, and she laughed maniacally and laid down in front of me. “Take my mind off things, baby?” she said.
I knelt on her bed between her upraised knees. She reached down past her hips and tugged on my cock and curled in her torso to reach further with her straining neck, and she closed her mouth over the head of my cock and pumped herself down on me again. I could see out the window the glow on the faces of Bianca and Natalee with the fire ring in front of them.
“Come on, baby,” Tania said, drawing my attention back to her. “I need it so bad!” She lifted her feet and pushed her heels into the backs of my thighs, urging me forward and down and into her. Her body writhed beneath me, a mix of raw desire and something I couldn’t name — need, maybe, or just the weight of everything she was trying to escape. 
I braced myself with one hand against the wall beside me and my other hand against the wall above her pillows. “You’re in a different mood,” I said to her beneath me.
“Different?” she said, and she pulled harder on me and squirmed more wildly under me. “You think you know me? None of us even know ourselves,” she said, her voice tight. “We’re all just wearing masks, whatever fits.”
“Success in music can be hard, sometimes,” I said. “We all know the stories.”
She flipped her head back and guffawed at the wall behind her before she raised her body right up off the bed and suspended it on her heels and the top of her head, searching and pushing with her hips, trying to aim her pussy at the head of my cock. She dropped down, frustrated, angry.
“Fame and fortune,” she started singing long and deep and crooning-like, “how empty they can be.”
I was alway struck by the depth and range of her singing voice. It made me shiver. Scratchy and smooth at the same time — she was unique. “Who’s that?” I said.
“The King of Rock and Roll, of course,” she said, and she laughed half-way to crazy up at me.
“Michael Jackson?” I said.
She gasped and play-slapped me across the face. “Elvis!” she shouted, and she widened her eyes at me and shook her head. “Just for that, you have to fuck me now,” she said.
I sank down on my knees and she let go of my cock. She made the head push her between her lips and she stretched out long under me and arched high in her back. I came down further and filled her by an inch or so. She inhaled deeply, rolled her head hard to the side, and pressed her palms into the wall behind her pillows, bracing her body. I pushed down with my hips, and in one long, smooth movement, I filled her completely. She writhed under me and thrashed her head side to side, whipping her hair over her face. I watched her jerk with spasms.
“Fuck ya!” she moaned with a deep exhalation. “What I’m talking about!”
The springs of the motorhome heaved. She laughed and bit and scratched and pulled at me, before she rolled us both over and sank the heels of her hands into my shoulders and pumped her hips down against my hips, slapping my body with hers and pushing herself down past the base of my cock, grinding herself deep into me.
I came out of her and threw her down under me. I had seen this side of her before — the part that craved chaos. It wasn’t just sex, it was her way of silencing something inside, a tension she never let go of. Watching her unravel under me, I wondered if I was helping her, or just feeding the storm. She yelped as I rolled her over, her body twisting under my grip. I slapped her ass and she spun to glare at me, her hair wild over eyes that gleamed with fury, and something deeper, too.
“You think you can just take me like that?” she snarled.
I pulled back on her hips and plunged myself into her.
She inhaled sharply and her fists twisted up in her sheets. I pulled back and slammed myself into her harder, and she grimaced at the wall in front of her. The RV swayed with every thrust. Each sharp crack of our bodies rang out too loud for the night’s surrounding silence. I slapped Tania’s ass harder and she screamed loud enough I worried the hockey star and his wife could hear.
“Fuck, Doug!” Tania cried into the sheets. “So good!”
I felt her contract around me and I gripped her waist harder and threw myself into her deeper. I erupted inside her. She fell forward, curling into herself with a deep sigh, as though she'd spent all the energy she had left. I stayed beside her for a moment, watching her sleep, her face oddly peaceful. I couldn’t help wondering about the future of the band. Was I helping them hold things together, or were we going to burn up on re-entry like some space capsule coming in too hard at all the wrong angles?




Chapter 11

I stirred awake and stumbled onto my feet, rebooting my code, reorienting to who and where I was. Tania stretched but didn’t want to wake up, and I tucked her in and pulled on some clothes. I came into the main room just as Natalee and Bianca’s faces appeared in the door.
“Coast clear?” Natalee said in a quiet voice.
I shook my head and fell into the couch, wasted, and I poured a glass of water down my gulping throat.
“Did you kill her?” Bianca said with fake concern on her face.
“Sounded like it!” Natalee said.
I scrolled on my phone. Clips of the previous show — especially thos showing Tania making eyes at Bianca, and Natalee glaring at them both — were trending wildly upward. Rumors were building on rumors. Theories compounded and speculation ran rampant. Who was with whom? Who was on the outs? What was being faked, and what was real? Who were they anyway? Could the band last under the pressure? Was a blow-out coming?
We weren’t even putting anything online anymore. The story acquired a life of its own. I checked our ticket site and found the next show already sold out. They were being resold at three or four times their face value. I chose not to show anyone.
The next morning, as we rolled back out of the golden field, I jumped out, tucked a note of thanks in the gap between the double front doors of the mansion, and we cruised at ease into the next college town.
I no longer had a problem arranging help carrying equipment into the campus gigs. Guys fought for the chance. When the bus was spotted behind the building, campus security was needed to set up cordons and keep the growing crowd away from the RV. I made a note to myself to pre-arrange security at the rest of the stops on the tour, however many that was going to be. The girls tuned up and I turned the knobs and pushed the sliders of my new soundboard.
Sound check went well. I left them to their rehearsal on the stage and, being anonymous compared to them, I took the new motorcycle down from the back of the RV and screamed off to the nearest grocery store for lunch makings. We ate in the motorhome and relaxed.
“This is so crazy,” Bianca said. “We actually have fans!”
“Fucking groupies,” Tania said. She pulled a curtain aside to look out, and instantly, a roar of cheering broke out. “This is so fucked.”
“What is so fucked about it, Tania?” Natalee said. “The whole point of playing music is to have listeners,” she said.
“They’re not listening to our music, they’re just getting off on the story they think is going on between us, which is all just prurient horseshit!” she said.
I reflected quietly to myself that it wasn’t exactly incorrect, most of the theories out there. They didn’t in fact go far enough, most of them.
“Meanwhile, we’re sold out,” Natalee said.
I glanced at her and frowned.
“You’re not the only one with access to our website, dummy. I’m the one that built it!” she said.
“This is not us,” Tania said. “Look at us, this is beautiful, look how we eat, so healthy, and we don’t even carry our own gear anymore. Look at us on stage, playing out some twisted fucking fantasy for teenage campus jocks! Three poor, lonely, struggling girls! It’s bullshit! And we don’t even own any of this, it’s all leased.”
I shrugged at Bianca and Natalee. I’d added new lighting equipment and some better sound equipment to our traveling show. “Leasing lets us write the expenses off our taxes easier,” I said.
“Us?” Tania said.
“I created a corporation for the band,” I said. “So we can write off expenses like these,” I said, and gestured around the RV.
“When did you do that?” she said.
“I showed you, you all signed off,” I said.
“See!?” Tania screamed. “We’re a fucking god-damned corporation now! We’re collecting fucking god-damned receipts for tax write offs for fuck sakes!” she screamed louder.
I shrugged. “I did it before with two friends, a staging business, I just know how,” I said.
Natalee thought about it a moment before she turned to Tania. “It makes sense though,” she said.
“I don’t want to make sense!” Tania screamed.
“Cal, can you come check something for me on stage?” Bianca said.
I gladly pushed up and followed her out the door.
We went inside the bar and up onto the stage. There were a few people in there post-lunch — students and servers — and they ignored us as we wove through the tables and up the three steps at the side of the stage.
“What’s up, B?” I said.
She tugged on my shirt and pulled me behind the tall black velvet curtains that were one-quarter closed.
“You know I need to feel dirty, sometimes, right?” she said.
We continued filing our way through layers of curtains hung at random angles until we got to the black back wall.
“I kind of need it right now,” she said.
“But . . . “ I started, and she pulled me against her and covered took mouth with her’s.
“I’ve never felt this out of control,” she said, her voice breaking. “It’s like I’m not even me anymore. The way you calmed Tania right down last night, it did something to me.”
Her fingers shook as she opened my pants and pulled the fly down.
“I ned to be calmed down, too,” she said in a loud whisper. She pulled my cock out of my pants, and with her arm shaking and her foot stomping impatiently, she wrapped her fingers around my shaft. “I just feels so — disembodied.” she said. “Always playing this goody-two shoes on stage, always being the cute one, the nice one, I just need to get down and dirty, sometimes, I just need to  . . . “ she said, and she looked left and right before pushing her mouth into my neck. “ . . . I just need to get good and fucked sometimes! Like right here and right now. I’m like Tania, only not so obvious about it.” she said.
I held her head in my hands but she whimpered at me and fought against my hold, eventually winning out and dropping violently to her knees where she consumed me sloppily and noisily. She didn’t look so much anymore like the girl-next-door from that angle.
We could hear the recorded music in the bar and the murmur of patrons and the clanking of beer kegs and glasses as the staff got ready for the big night.
Bianca came up against my body and smothered me with sloppy kisses all over again. She backed up against the matte black wall and pulled her skirt up and drove her panties down.
I turned to her to try to cover her in case someone came up on the stage, but she grabbed at me and hooked her elbow around the back of my neck. She stroked my cock with her shaking hand and raised a heel to press into my back.
“Fix me too?” she cried out with a whimper “You’re the mechanic.”
“Bianca,” I said, but she wrapped her other arm around my neck and hoisted herself up to wrap her thighs around my waist and she leaned back against the wall. She pushed her hand down between our bodies, and before I could do anything to stop her, she pulled her hand away and sank herself down the length of my shaft.
I heard a voice come too close and spun around, pulling her off the wall. I wrapped my hands under her ass to keep her from falling and drawing attention to us. She kissed me frantically and rose and fell on my hips, fucking me as I stumbled around the backstage maze of helter-skelter black velvet curtains.
She laughed at my alarm and spread her arms out wide, letting go of my neck and making me do all the work holding her up. She was light, it wasn’t the issue, but she leaned back to push her face up to the black indeterminate ceiling and she laughed out loud.
I struggled to hold her. She reached behind herself and clutched her fists into bunches of black velvet, and was able to pull herself up and let herself down on my cock.
I tried to step back but she clung to the curtains and began to gasp and cry, quickly becoming as nearly out of control as Tania had been earlier. I wrapped my hands around her waist to try to pull her off the curtain she hung herself from, but she continued to haul her body up and down and to fuck me with even wilder abandon. There was a neediness to it that alarmed me. Plus, Bianca was not a risk-taker, ordinarily. The changes in everyone were becoming mesmerizing.
I pulled back and the whole curtain came down over us. Her laughter bordered on hysterical, like someone trying to drown out deeper things. She pulled the fallen curtain around us like a cocoon, turning the chaos of the moment into something immediately intimate, yet raw. She pinned me down under her, pressing my wrists down into the floor, and she caught my cock with her pussy and rode me. It was frantic. It was animalistic.
I was unable to hold her off. I was unable to hold back my climax. Her own orgasm gripped her from her head to her toes and she shook like a leaf and grunted like a trapped beast.
I shot up into her and clutched at her body. She crouched down over me and bellowed, before she almost instantly started laughing. I rolled her off me — she had become incapacitated with laughing. Was it a release for her, or was it an escape? Was I fixing her, or was I breaking her?
I got up and took her hand in mine to help her up. She straightened her skirt down over her hips just as a bar server found her way through the black velvet labyrinth.
“Oh!” she said. “Was just checking if I could get you anything,” she said. She looked at the black velvet curtain on the floor and couldn’t decide if it made sense or not.
I spotted Bianca’s panties still scrunched up on the curtain and stepped over them to hide them. “I think we’re done here, but thank you,” I said.




Chapter 12

I lead a meek and mild Bianca, head down, cheeks flushed, back through the tables of the bar and out the back door and to our  RV parked there.
We found Natalee and Tania in the back rehearsal room working out a kink in some song. They waved at us through the window of the control room. Bianca went through into the studio to pick up her bass and join them in their efforts. I caught Natalee and Tania glancing at each other, and even smirking.
For all their talk of finding it confusing and troubling to manufacture one image on stage and live a whole different life in the motorhome, they never lost sight of their true selves that got them as far as they had: when it came to music, they were pros all the way. Shorn of the three-way play-act on stage, in our private studio, they were all work.
Tania could be surprisingly serious, and she was a good musician — she knew what their sound was and how to attain it. Natalee was intuitive with the beat of a song. Together they were as great as any songwriting duo in the biz. Bianca, fun, bouncy, and naive blonde on stage, was a musical theorist and scholar in the studio, the one who knew exactly where to insert the one crying discord that made the song click. I loved their shows on stage. But I marveled at their work in the mobile studio even more.
Rehearsal done, we made our way inside the bar. It had become their signature move to come in the same door patrons came in, to filter through the tables the same way the audience did, and to jostle and push through the crowd nearer the front, growing impatient for them, until the crowd began to notice the band amongst them. That kind of entry required a walk-through to keep it safe, and a heads-up to the servers and manager.
They worked out with the manager the path they’d take. On stage, they discussed where to place their red-tape X marks. Nothing was left to chance when it came to the show within the show. The chaos that was becoming their brand was in fact choreography. 
Details settled, we re-convened on the RV for a pre-show meal. These were the times I was reminded of my place. They considered where a new solo could be inserted, how a bridge could be improved, and how a look could be extended with a sustained twang of a guitar string, pulled slightly out of chord. My input was not sought, nor entertained. They handed up their empty plates over their shoulders for me to take from them, to clear space on the kitchen table where ideas of movements and configurations were sketched out, marker on paper. It was like interrupting three mathematicians solving the three body problem just to ask them if they wanted more sparkling water.
Up until this particular show, their unique entry had been more of an amusing schtick. This time, when the girls ran around to the front doors, a cheer went up in the crowd outside, anticipating the moment. When bouncers cleared the way and they came through the front doors,  the cry was deafening. It was as if they’d become true rock gods milling among immortals. A clap and chant started up and the audience cleared the way for Tania, Natalee, and Bianca to get to the stage. They held serious expressions, eyes focused on the stage. They were already in character.
I took to the sound board for last minute adjustments and gazed around the full room from the side, struck by the new level we’d seemed to hit overnight. They were crossing the line from indie college band to phenomenon. The girls struggled with the widening dichotomy between their stage personas and their real lives, but they didn’t hesitate to milk it all the same. When they made it to the stage, they truly appeared to have arisen from among the audience itself, as though they were truly one of them. No wonder their songs, which were mostly about angst, loneliness, and desperation, were becoming hits on campuses all over the region. They were a defining voice.
“What does Yabba Dabba even mean?” A college podcaster asksed Tania in an interview.
“It means, yabba dabba doo, fuck you too,” she replied.
“No really,” he said.
“It means nothing fucking matters anymore, burn it all the fuck down, throw it all the fuck out — the Earth is going to burn up anyway, we’re never going to own anything, we’re all losing our jobs to AI, so just fuck it all!” she screamed and then she laughed. “Yabba dabba doo, it’s all over too!” she cried into the mic, holding it up against her mouth.
I did my final sound check with the bar full of people and came up on stage to go over a few remaining details. Natalee came out from inside her drum set, and we went over the playlist one more time, re-arranging the order in light of the over-the-top energy the bar seemed to be filled with that night.
“We get paid?” Natalee shouted to me over the chanting of the crowd.
I pulled her aside from Bianca and Tania. I didn’t want them to be distracted by the dollar signs. And this dollar sign would have distracted them a lot.
I pulled up the band’s bank account and turned the face of my phone to Natalee. “They want to keep us here a second night. They pre-paid for both nights. I told them, we want a percentage of the bar, then. He said, next time, but threw in what he thought 5% would be, to incentivize us to stay.”
She dropped her eyes wide open and her chin fell to her chest. “How can we do that?” she said.
“No problem,” I said. “I’ll drive through the night to the next one while you guys sleep,” I said.
“I don’t mean that, I mean, how can we take that kind of money?”
“You want me to give it back?” I said. “You guys are hot, I keep trying to tell you.”
She tugged on my arm. “Need the motorhome now!” she said.
Natalee was the one who held the group to a higher standard. If something was bothering her, it wasn’t just personal — it threatened to ripple through everything thy did. I followed her, sensing this wasn’t just about the show but something deeper stirring inside her.
We ducked out the back door. The bar was raucous and impatient. I could hear Tania tuning her guitar. Bianca walked her bass up and down. The people in front of the stage were clapping in time over their heads chanting “Yabba Dabba! Yabba Dabba!”
Natalee ducked her face down as though that would hide her from the sizable crowd gathered outside still waiting to get in. I was worried something was wrong with the pay. It couldn’t be that she wanted more: I knew they’d never seen a number like it before.
She went up the stairs and I followed her, closing and locking the door behind us sealing off the world out there. 
“I can’t breathe” she said, her voice raw and trembling. “I need to let go. I’m going to fucking snap.”
“What do you need?” I said. Natalee was the last one you’d think could lose it.
She didn’t answer me. Instead she roared at the ceiling and formed fists she made to hit me with. But then she dropped her shorts and bent over at her waist. She turned and braced herself against the edge of the kitchen counter. “It’s too much! The show, the crowd, the money! I can’t take it!” she cried out loud.
I dropped my jaw and stared.
“Come on!” she cried out louder, her voice breaking, her urgency coming through every rapid breath.
I hesitated, unsure if it was passion or desperation. Natalee was always composed, always guarded — but now she was coming apart, tearing down the walls between who she was and who she pretended to be. I stepped closer, wanting to help, but afraid of what I’d unleash.
We could hear the crowd inside start to stomp their feet in unison. She pushed her bare hips back at me. “Jut do it!” she cried out loud. I opened  my pants and stepped up behind her.
“Fuck me!” she nearly screamed with her face pressed down into the counter top. “Fuck me like you did Tania, fuck me like you did Bianca!” she shouted.
“But Natalee,” I said. “This isn’t you,” I wanted to say, but the point had no meaning even before I said it. Everybody was changing. Nobody was who they were. I was losing track of what was stage persona, what was road tour, and what was anyone’s true self anymore. Mad crazy Tania had become the studio fascist making everyone work out every single note. Easy does it Bianca was doing enough math in the studio to make John Coltrane weep. And Natalee, who played poker she gave so little away on her face, was now panting and crying out loud, shoving her naked body back at me.
So I entered her.
Her urgency swept me along. The gravity of her need overwhelmed my hesitation. She moved against me, her intensity brimming over, her need unrelenting. She was demanding release from the storm breaking out inside her. I pushed myself into her and she pushed back against me harder, meeting me with her ass smashing into my thighs. I held her by her hips and rammed her as hard as I could, but she clenched her teeth and growled and smashed herself back at me like too much could never be enough.
I read somewhere that peace implies war, prosperity poverty, and birth, death: in every yin, there’s a yang. Inside every consummate professional Natalee, there seemed a wildly undone girl. We slid down to the floor together and she rolled onto her back and strained her legs up to point her toes at the ceiling.
I looked at her below me, Natalee now in her newly exposed and full-blown state of yang, and I finally understood the yin within that drove her. I got down on my knees and pummeled her body under me. She arched in her back and dropped her mouth wide open, screaming with breath alone, whipping her face side to side. That was how tightly wound up inside she was. It wasn’t about the passion with her, it was her rebellion. On stage, she embodied cool precision, but here, she tore through every constraint and demanded wild freedom from her world of perfection. 
My knees hurt. Her nails tore holes through the skin on my back. I re-centered myself on her and she gasped and gnashed her teeth and punched me and pinched me and writhed like a creature electrocuted under me. She stopped breathing and her whole body seemed to rise up off the floor of the RV, before she slammed herself back down, and she inhaled like someone who’d been thrown off the side of a cliff. I was sure people outside could hear her, if not see the RV rocking.
She clenched me inside her so hard, I had no ability to hold myself back, and I filled her and collapsed. She clawed at the floor out from under me, dragging her body like it had become a carcass, and even as I flopped over on my back huffing and puffing and delirious with the rush of it, she pulled her shorts back on, ducked out the RV door, and ran through the back door of the bar.
I was still wavering on the steps of the RV trying to re-gain my focus. I leaned against the side of the RV, the crowd still there paying no attention to the roadie. Natalee was already back on stage, her voice ringing out her commanding “One, two, three!” and the bang of her drums a declaration of war. The crowd roared in response, embracing the dogs she unleashed, completely unaware of the storm she lived with inside her.




Chapter 13

I came to the side-stage just in time to lower the lights and hit the spots with my remote, and from the wings, I watched Natalee, lit up alone in harsh white light, smash her drumsticks together over her head in the song’s bridge, then Tania, lit up — just as I had planned it — in glaring red light, fling her arm down and stroke her guitar back to life, and then, in cool blue light, Bianca walk her fingers up her bass and bop her head like some kind of cool killer re-loading her gun.
The crowd couldn’t get enough. Natalee was right — give them the best song first. Kick ‘em in the balls and get the fight started right off the hopper. I wondered around the perimeter of the bar with my remote controller adjusting the sounds and playing with the lights and I began to feel what Tania told me I could feel — the energy of the audience, the way they talk with their bodies, the way she talked back to them. 
The light show was new to the girls, though. They didn’t know it was coming. They didn’t know about my new remote light and sound board, either, that I hung around my neck. I saw them searching for me from the stage while they played and while the audience between us lost their shit.
We never used any venue’s green room anymore, since we had our motorhome right out back. Between sets, we ran out the door and locked ourselves inside. I had already planned all the nourishment and hydration they’d need. The energy of the crowd put them into a high state of vibration and nobody talked, they just ate and drank like desert survivors. When it was time, they went solidly professional again. They held a quick conference on a couple of notes about how to play up their tension even further on stage, and they flung the door open, ran to the back door of the bar, and burst back out onto the stage.
I was ignored the whole break. I was in fact mostly ignored the whole double-show weekend, and I couldn’t have been happier. I loved becoming invisible. Those two shows that weekend in particular became legendary. They became the shows a select few could claim to have been to, and thousands more lied about being there. Those were the shows that brought  the band to national attention. 
I locked the girls inside the RV at the end and I hired hands to load us up. It was past midnight and we had to make double-time to get to the next gig. Having overseen the loading and making sure every last mic was in it’s box, I paid the guys and climbed up into the motorhome. The girls were in t-shirts and panties and stumbling around high on the energy and giddy from the lights. They were abuzz.
“That was amazing!” Bianca said, and she draped her arms around my shoulders.
“No time,” I said. “Shower up and get to bed! I got to get driving!”
“You’re no fun!” she said, but she also knew to leave me alone. I was a pro, too, when it was my turn to work, and they learned to respect it.
I shut the curtain behind my head and put down the lights up front and rolled the rig out into the night. We crawled through the streets looking for the freeway. Just before the ramp, I spotted a 24-hour Starbucks and pulled in. At the counter, the barista leaned out to see over my shoulder before she gasped. “Is that . . . ?” she said, and she clasped her hands over her mouth.
I barely got my coffee and got out of there. It was starting to happen more and more — random recognition in the strangest places. I looked at our media on the way back across the parking lot to the RV. It was exploding to completely new levels. Even I was getting scared of it. The shows were electric, but the sexual tension on stage felt like a lit fuse, and it was burning ever closer to some inevitable explosion. I didn’t know how long we could keep it together before something gave.
I drove all night. My goal had previously been to always find a place outside the next town to rest and relax, to find some place with a view, some place away from everyone, and make them a good breakfast and get them back into their heads.
But this time there was no time for that. I pulled off the highway and parked in a nondescript strip mall just to feed them and get moving again — there remained hours to the next gig, and setting up was going to be a bitch.
I did my best and slammed their plates down. Everyone ate, but the tension was still there. Natalee and Bianca started arguing first, and then Tania started yelling. She stood up and shouted, “Success is the enemy of creativity!” and she punched her fist in the air. It was some line from some vintage book she was reading.
Natalee turned to me, her voice low. “I was showing Bianca the account. Tania saw.” Her eyes darted toward the studio where Tania’s screams punctuated the air. Money wasn’t just success — it was pressure, and Tania felt it more than anyone.
“Not good,” I said and I admonished her with my severe expression.
“I know,” she silently mouthed back to me.
We heard Tania in the back studio scream and start throwing things. “How can I write like this!?” she cried out loud.
There was no time to deal with it. I stopped at a place where I picked up more lighting and sound equipment. I couldn’t stop building the show, just like they couldn’t stop building the on-stage tension, and just like Tania couldn’t stop refining their songs, pumping them up to hit the audience harder.
We set up, we pumped that crowd, the band came on stage and blew the them away all night long, and they fell back, exhausted, into the motorhome, and I drove through that next night to the next gig, where we did it all over again.
The shows were hot. We looked professional. We were the buzz in the music world — we were hitting the big time with all cylinders firing. But the cracks were appearing everywhere.




Chapter 14

The more refined we got, the better we sounded, the better we sounded, the bigger our crowds grew. But the bigger our crowds, the less satisfied the girls became. Natalee groaned about our quality. Bianca sulked about how nothing was fun about anything anymore. Tania grew more alienated and drank more heavily. The squabbling over breakfast was constant, and breakfast remained virtually the only time they sat face to face anymore.
It was my idea to plan a night off. I thought the retreat to the golden fields worked pretty good to reset everyone’s state, so what could another night off hurt? Only I was losing it, too. Instead of a remote natural setting, for some reason I got it in my head to bring them to a famous downtown bar where all the biggest bands needed to play to ever be considered having finally made it. I thought it would focus them on the grail. Instead, the night nearly broke them.
Fans bought them drinks all night. I nearly had to drag Tania out by her collar, she was getting so wasted, and not just on the drinks, but on the energy and the tension, too. She was coming apart in front of my eyes.
Outside, a group of party girls passed us on the sidewalk, laughing and talking loudly. Suddenly, Tania spun around and strode back menacingly at them. “What did you call me, bitch?!” she screamed.
Before I even noticed that she had turned around, her fists were flying. Feet kicked out and a crowd quickly formed. I struggled to grab Tania around her waist but she pulled hair and slapped faces. Someone started pounding on the back of Natalee’s head where she was trying to pull Tania’s hand out of someone’s hair. Bianca squatted on the sidewalk and covered her ears and screamed.
“Flag a cab!” I shouted at a guy standing there staring. We managed to bundle everyone into the car. I assured the driver I was going to calm his passengers down, but I had no confidence I could do that, and his look told me he didn’t either.
Our motorhome was already parked at the gig, another campus pub. I got them inside and tried to get them to bed. But Tania went on her phone and found clips posted already showing her freaking out in front of the famous club and fighting and pulling hair.
“What the fuck?! What the fuck!?” she screamed, running up and down the length of the RV in only a top and not even panties on. Bianca and Natalee were both in their beds yelling at Tania to shut up. Tania may not have remembered what happened earlier that night, and had no idea her public fight was sure to be caught on so many cameras.
Before I knew what she was doing, she had bolted for the door outside. I ran down after her, but she slipped away from my grasp and I tripped holding her shirt. It tore off her body, and she went flying completely naked across the campus screaming like a hyena.
I chased her, but she ran faster and pointed at me and screamed. If I stopped, she stopped. It was like trying to catch your runaway cat and just praying they don’t run into the road.
“What did you do to us!?” she screamed.
People started gathering. Phones came out.
“Look what you turned us into!” she screamed louder. She half collapsed, crying now. 
“Tania, let’s talk inside the rig,” I said.
“You’re a fucking devil!” was her reply.
Bianca came out beside me. “What is wrong with her?” she said, her voice trembling with fear.
“Go back and get a coat,” I said to her, and I approached Tania as calmly and non-threatening as I could.
“Why did you do this to us!?” she cried out at me, and she began to bawl. “I don’t know who th fuck I am anymore!” she screamed up to the black sky. “I don’t know what this fucking shit is anymore!” she bellowed.
I came closer. “Just put this coat on,” I said.
She reached out at me and snatched at the coat. “You’re a fucking monster!” she screamed. “I don’t want to do this anymore!” she yelled. But she also put the coat on and drew it around herself. There was at least that, a small part of the reasonable Tania still present.
I held out my arm and she let me wrap it around her shoulder.
“I don’t know what I am anymore!” she sobbed at a lower volume. People laughed and gawked and pointed. There were phones all over and there was no point asking for privacy. I hustled her back onto the RV and shut the door and locked it.
“Hold her,” I said to Natalee. “We can’t stay here,” I said, and I got into the driver’s seat and started the motor. People had crowded around the motorhome and reached up to the front windows with their phones hoping to get pictures of the inside. I drew the curtain and honked the horn and rolled out onto the main street, and we barely got away before the crowd got to big to navigate through.
I drove awhile and finally parked far behind a hotel near the freeway and came into the back. They were all at the kitchen table hunched over and subdued. I sat down with them.
“So I think we should just cancel the next show,” I said.
“We don’t have to do that,” Tania said. “The show must go on, don’t you always say that?” She looked up at me and wiped tears out of her eyes.
“He never says that,” Natalee said.
“We’ll schedule a few days off, it won’t be a problem,” I said. “Get out of the cities. Slow down a bit.”
“I’m fine,” Tania said. “It’s not like I’m going to kill myself!”
We looked at each other with alarm. Nobody had said we thought she would.
Of course, the fighting episode ramped public interest up into the stratosphere. The naked screaming rant across the campus sent us into orbit. Cancelling shows only made us bigger. Every worsening state of the billowing crisis fed the maw. The more I tried to slow things down and keep them private, the more we exploded across the music universe.
We set up for a show, but Tania could not make it off the motorhome. We set up for another, but she staggered around the stage high on something I didn’t know she had hidden away somewhere, and she only abused the audience with screaming insults until they booed the band off the stage and I bundled them away into the RV just ahead of a riot, and we shot out of town that night.
“We can just go home,” I said. By then, the tour had become self-perpetuating, an eternal crank that ground us up without a direction or a goal. We had been out far longer than the initial two week tour — it had been months. I had been setting up gigs as we went. “W can quit the tour,” I said.
“Quit the fucking band more like it,” Bianca said. “It hasn’t been an ounce of fun in a long time.”
“You done counting the money, you fucking Judas?” Tania said to Natalee.
Natalee looked at me with outrage but I managed to calm her and keep her from responding with my eyes.
“The point of the music is lost,” Natalee said, getting up from the table. “And this god damned RV is way too fucking small.”
We had been driving around the whole area in circles, showing up for shows and canceling them, one gig after another. Tania went from pushing everyone into the studio to work out more songs and get down more tracks and looking as professional as a veteran, to crying, to screaming, and to storming around scaring all of us. The crazy spiraling trip around several states was becoming a suicide watch.




Chapter 15

In another city in another state we stopped far from prying eyes and gathered again for another breakfast on the road. I was only driving anywhere anymore because I didn’t know what else to do. It had been ten days since we played anywhere.
“So is the band breaking up then, is this it?” Natalee said.
Bianca’s non-reply spoke volumes.
“If it’s what y’all want,” Tania said, and she threw her toast down on the table and stormed off to the studio out back.
My phone buzzed in my pocket and I looked at the face. It was my dad texting, of all things. “You need to take the phone call that’s coming,” he wrote me.
“Not now, dad,” I wrote back. But the phone rang in my hand anyway and I rolled my head back and puffed my cheeks out.
“So we’re breaking up, for real?” Bianca said to the ceiling.
Nobody answered her. Nobody could. We had exhausted ourselves. I doubted we could even make it home, if that was where we decided to go.
“Hello?” I said on my phone.
“Is that Doug, then?” I heard a voice say in an English accent.
“Doug here,” I said, probably more exhausted than any of them.
“This is Rando,” the voice said.
I squinted at the table.
“Planet Neptune?” he said.
“Oh yeah,” I said. I was unwilling to believe it. Planet Neptune was the biggest act in the country. Rando had just done SNL. I put the phone on speaker and put it face up on the table. Why not end our whole thing with a laugh? I thought. “Rando,” I said to the girls. “From Planet Neptune.” I grinned and nodded. Of course it wasn’t. Or so I thought. 
They got the joke and they all snickered and snorted. We all needed the laugh. We’d just broke up the band, didn’t we.
“So yeah,” the voice, whoever it really was, went on, “we were just wondering if maybe Yabba Dabba would open for us next weekend,” the voice said. “Delta Stadium,” he said. “Downtown Chicago.”
“Sure! Whatever!” Tania shouted back at the phone on the table, and she laughed and whooped maniacally at it. She reached out to end the call, but I caught her wrist and stopped her.
The voice, I thought. It did sound a little like Rando, didn’t it . . . .
I snatched the phone up and I slipped through to the bedroom studio at the back of our motorhome and I took it off speaker, too. If it was a prank call, whoever it was did a good job sounding dead-to-rights like Rando from Planet Neptune, even down to the excitable, scratchy voice.
“You all doin’ okay there?” he said when I got him private.
“We’re just going through some things,” I said, by way of explaining the background sounds: Tania screaming and Bianca and Natalee yelling at her to shut up, the table being thumped, or was that the wall? It was quickly becoming a sardine tin for us.
“So I’ve been reading,” the voice claiming to be Rando said.
“I’m sorry,” I said, “but how can I be sure it’s you?”
The voice laughed. “I’m not sure — how can anyone be sure who they really are?” he said. “I’m never sure I’m really me!”
“There’s a lot of people trying to get information on us,” I said.
“Yeah, you guys are in the big-time now,” he said. “But look, I don’t need information. If you’re near Chicago, just come meet us in person.”
I pondered his offer. We’d been doing nothing but circling the whole midwest for days on end for no reason. Making it back to Chicago wouldn’t be a problem, even it was the scene of that fight and that naked, mad streaking — and the hair-raising video clips that instantly popped up all over online.
So I agreed to meet. But only to meet.
“Great! Look forward to seeing you all then!” the voice I wasn’t so sure was only pretending to be Rando anymore said. “Doug, I’m going to put our manager on the phone and you two can work out the deets,” he said.
“You sure this isn’t some prank call?” I said to the next voice that took the phone.
The manager for PNE — Planet Neptune Experience, as they officially called themselves — laughed. “Well, I know I’m real, do you know if you’re real?” he said.
“Can you prove it?” I said. I wasn’t in a laughing mood anymore.
“Give me an email, and I’ll pay you a 10% deposit for doing our show, right now,” he said. “Non-refundable, you keep it regardless of what you decide.”
I thought about it and decided that would be a pretty convincing test. So I gave him my email and a moment later, my phone pinged in my hand. I clicked through and stared at the screen. A payment of $10,000 appeared ready for deposit straight into our bank account.
“That real enough for you?” he said.
I stared at the back wall of the motorhome. I was expecting one or two hundred. “What’s your name again?” I said.
“Allan,” he said.
“Allan,” I said. “Seriously, are you a trustworthy guy?”
He laughed. “I like to think I am, Doug,” he said.
“I need to tell you something and I don’t know who else to tell,” I said.
“Manager to manager,” he said. “It’s under the professional cone.”
“I think Yabba Dabba just broke up. I mean, just as you phoned. They’re in the kitchen talking about it right now, around the table. I think they’re deciding to break up the band at this very moment,” I said.
“Oh,” he said. “So that stuff I’m seeing in the socials isn’t part of the act, then,” he said.
“No,” I said. “That isn’t part of the act. What’s Delta Stadium, like 18,000 seats?” I said.
“20,200 for concerts,” he said.
“Our biggest show ever was 3,000,” I said, “give or take. And we’re cracking up under the pressure of that.”
“Look,” he said, “if you can get them to the hotel before they kill each other, I’ll reserve rooms for all of you. We’ll pick the tab up no problem, and you and me will get Yabba Dabba — if it’s still existing by then — together with Planet Neptune for a nice, private dinner. They’ll have a few drinks and they’ll relax and they’ll share their own war stories and see if we can’t impart to your group whatever wisdom we picked up along the way.”
I nodded at the wall in front of me. Aside from keeping them all inside the motorhome, the plan sounded pretty good. “You can arrange that?” I said.
“Listen, Doug, Rando and the guys really like Yabba Dabba, they really like what they’re doing. But I’m going to tell you, manager to manager, okay? We did not get to where we are now by smooth sailing. The pressure of success is real. The conflicts are internal as much as external — and they are serious. The choices that start coming up are very tough. As you’re finding out now. And make no mistake about it, you guys are big.”
I nodded and rubbed my eyes. “You got that right,” I managed to say to him. “We’re cracking up out here.”
“Look,” he said, “the jackpot of success you hit is one in a million. It’s another one in a million for those who can survive it,” he said.
We exchanged emails and he gave me the info for the hotel and the dates. I ended the call and chewed my cheek. A meeting with Planet Neptune, dinner with Rando and the band, an offer to play back-up at the Delta — over 20,000 fans in attendance. If our success to date was tearing us apart from each other and individually as well, how, I wondered, would ramping up our success more than 7-fold make things any better?




Chapter 16

The opportunity was too big to turn down. I came back up through the motorhome hallway to find Tania, Bianca, and Natalee silently sprawled on chairs and couches, everyone facing away from each other, eyes glazed over and staring at floors or ceilings. The exhaustion was deep and the morass was palpable. Everyone looked done.
“So that really was Rando from PNE,” I said, and I exhaled a long breath out through my puffed cheeks and sat at the vacated kitchen table.
Tania laughed with a sarcastic drawl. “You really going to fall for that shit?” she said.
Natalee and Bianca, however, looked at me through squinting eyes, unsure to doubt or believe.
“They’d like to have a dinner with us,” I said. “Just talk shop,” I said. I withheld the bigger offer of the show for the time being.
“Oh sure they do!” Tania shouted and she laughed manically. “Good one Dougy!”
“Shut up, Tania,” Natalee said. “Is there a place? A time? Of is this just some bullshit line?”
I gave them the name of the hotel and the dates they’d be there. I didn’t mention yet that they were putting us up in suites too. How on Earth were they going to react to Yabba Dabba being offered the warm-up act on stage in front of a stadium crowd of over 20,000 like that? They weren’t ready to hear it.
“Why not?” Bianca said. “Got nothing better to do.”
Natalee didn’t say anything but she shrugged at me and nodded.
Tania, on the other hand, stared at me with continuing suspicion. “You actually think that’s for real?” she said.
“Are we still a band?” I said. “At least long enough to hear them out?”
Tania narrowed her eyes at me even more. I realized my error. “Hear them out about what?” she said.
I swallowed hard and we locked eyes. It was always hard to hide things from her. And Bianca and Natalee knew it, too, so that when Tania called me out, they lifted their faces to mine, all of them waiting on my reply.
“They would like to put you all up in their hotel, get us out of this thing for a couple nights,” I said, “or three,” I trailed off.
“Oh!” Tania said, and she grinned crookedly up the side of her face. “That’s the big thing you didn’t want to tell us? PNE wants to pay for hotel rooms for us,” she said. “That makes perfect sense. And of course there’d be no reason for them to do that, is there,” she said.
I narrowed my eyes this time and I clenched my teeth and bulged my jaw muscles. I didn’t want to say it. “They wanted to have dinner to talk over the issues we might be having,” I said.
“Give it up, Doug!” Tania shouted. “You bullshit about as well as a fish fucking walks!”
“Just tell us,” Natalee said and she sank down in her chair and rolled her forehead into her palm.
I bit my lip. Tania was right and they all knew it: I was holding something critical back. They could tell.
There was no way out of it. “So,” I said, and I looked down at the table. “PNE also wants Yabba Dabba to back them up at the Delta.”
The silence was so deep and sustained, I had to glance up and around through the tops of my eyes to see if they were still there, still breathing. All of Bianca, Natalee, and Tania stared back at me, silent, still, and ashen-faced.
“Back them up?” Bianca finally said. “What?”
I nodded at her. “Play their show,” I said.
“The Delta is a fucking stadium,” Natalee finally said. “What, 18,000 seats?”
“20,200,” I said, and I nodded at her. “Two shows. Starting with that venue, anyway,” I said.
We all turned toward Tania. She widened her eyes and dropped her mouth wide open.
“What are you all looking at me for?” she yelled. “Whoo-hoo!” she cried out loud, and she leapt up from her chair. “We’ve got work to do!” she shouted, and she ran down the hallway to the studio at the back. “What’s our setlist going to be?!” she shouted.
I turned back to Bianca and Natalee. “So we’re not broken up anymore?” I said.
“We’re backing up Planet Neptune?” Natalee said, and she cupped her hands over her face and inhaled deeply, still unable to compute the news. Stunned and robotic, Bianca and Natalee both went down the hall to the studio, and I slumped back in my seat in the kitchen. If this thing didn’t break us, it was going to launch us into the next galaxy. Or it could do both . . . .  Point being, we were not evidently broken up quite yet.
I parked behind the hotel in Chicago and told the girls to wait inside the motorhome. It had become our practice to send me out to surveil the situation and make sure we weren’t going to be mobbed. Allen met me in the lobby. “Go down the ramp to the underground, you’ll see me down there,” he said.
I went back out to the motorhome and found what he was talking about. The hotel was designed for hosting popular celebrity guests. The underground entrance was highly secure. We got checked in at a private concierge down below decks and Allan brought us around to a side room. “Freshen up, get a nap if you want,” he said. “The staff here will get you at your room doors at 6. Special elevators,” he said, and he laughed and gestured to plain aluminum doors. “They’ll escort you to our private dining room. Shouldn’t be any trouble once we’re all in there.”
We looked at each other. It was ironically frightening to be so protected. It was the realization that we now needed that level of protection that unsettled us.
“You going to be okay?” I said to Tania as we rode up the private elevator to our floor. She only nodded. But it was enough for me. For now. It would have to be.
We had two hours to spend before we were to be “escorted” back down to some private restaurant in the hotel for dinner with Rando and PNE. I went into my suite and fell back on the bed and thrusted my arms out sideways. The fact there was still a band amazed me. The fact we made it to Chicago astounded me. The fact the whole thing was real — that it was actually happening — blew my mind. A stadium.
What nobody mentioned yet, what nobody was the least bit ready to talk about yet, was how in hell these three nervous wrecks were actually going to step out onto a stage in a venue filled with over 20,000 ravenous fans. They were still thrilled with my hobby-level antics with the lights and sound in our campus pubs and halls. The stage they were blithely considering stepping out onto in a matter of 24 or so hours — if they managed to live that long — was bathed in multi-million dollar lighting wizardry, and the sound crew was not a guy who also drove the bus, but an actual crew of 15 or 20 professionals setting things up for days before, not two hours before. I don’t think they realized what a leap it was from the minors to the majors they were about to experience. I know I wasn’t.
There was a light tap on my door. I opened it and found Natalee chewing on her cheek and collapsing her shoulders around her chest, entwining her hands together, her arms stretching down. Her face was cast down and her eyes pushed up through her straight black bangs.
“You busy?” she said.
“Busy shivering in fright,” I said.
She brushed past me and pushed into my room. “What have you got to be scared of? You’re not the one going out on that stage!”
“True that,” I said.
“I’m so fucking wound up right now,” she said. “Can we just go? Can we get back out in the motorhome like now?” She sat on the edge of my bed.
“Let’s go through with dinner with these guys,” I said. “We got here, we’ll hear them out, and then we can decide,” I said, and I shrugged.
“But you know we can’t do this,” she said. “Why drag us through it?”
“It’s just another show,” I said. “It’s a drum set, it’s a stage, and it’s an audience. Same same.”
“It’s not the same,” she said and she rolled back over my bed and covered her face in her hands. “Look at me,” she said. She held up her hand and flattened it. It was visibly shaking. “Does this look the same to you?” she said. “And I’m the calm and steady one!” she cried out. “I’m supposed to be the one who keeps the rhythm even! I drive the fucking bus!” she bellowed. “We’re going to crash, Doug.”
“We’ll crash or we’ll fly,” I said. But I didn’t believe it.




Chapter 17

I sat on the edge of the bed beside Natalee before I swung my legs up and behind her and I stretched out with my head propped up against the pillows. “You must have been nervous the first time you played in front of an audience,” I said.
She rolled over and crawled up over my body to lie completely on top of me. They’d all become familiar with me like that. It meant nothing. She curled both hands into fists and stacked them under her chin on my chest. “Hardly the same. That was my family,” she said.
I reached around her shoulders and ran my fingers up her back, massaging her shoulders and neck. She laid her face down sideways on my chest. “They say you can’t even see the audience in this kind of venue because of the stage lights,” I said.
“That’s a myth, and anyway, you can hear them. It’s all a bunch of lies. You can totally tell who’s out there,” she said.
“I know it’s scary, playing in front of a crowd like that,” I said, and I kissed the top of her head.
“And with PNE — fucking PNE! — watching us!” she said, and she picked her face up from my chest and widened her eyes at me and dropped her chin to my chest.
We kissed. It was as though accidental at first, but we paused, our eyes sank back, and we kissed again. I pulled my hands up her waist. I didn’t mean to pull her top up too, but she thought I did, and she sat up on her calves and pulled and stretched to get her top up and over her head. She fluffed her hand into her hair and came back down on top of me. And then, still unsatisfied, she leapt up onto her feet and quickly dispensed with her sweatpants. She laid back down on me in only her bra and panties.
“Do you mind?” she said, and she reached her chicken-winged arms behind her back and unclasped her bra, too. She threaded her arms out through the straps and finally came back to rest on me, now in nothing more than her panties. She wrapped her hands around my shoulders and laid her cheek gently down on my chest.
I allowed it. I allowed anything by that point. In that moment, letting go was the only option I had left. Allen — a legendary manager — thought I was Yabba Dabba’s manager. So my first act as manager was to let go. After what we’d come through, the staggering heights, the crushing depths, nothing seemed outrageous anymore. We weren’t just sharing an intimate moment together. We were desperately clinging to each other, struggling to feel alive, searching for re-connection in the maelstrom our lives had been through.
There came another tap on my door. “I better get that,” I said. I had no idea what was next in the company of Allan and Rando and the PNE. The bedroom was in a separate room in the suite they gave me and Natalee remained on my bed in the same position I left her in after I carefully slid myself out from under her. I shut the bedroom door and went to the main door and opened it to find Bianca standing there.
“Oh my god, I am so fucking dying!” she said, and she barged into my suite. “I cannot take it! I am not going to make it!”
“Come in,” I said, and I shut the door behind me, but not without a glance up and down the hallway. 
She paced back and forth and pulled on her bottom lip and pushed her palm up over her forehead. “I feel like I’m going to be sick,” she said.
“Just relax,” I said. “It’s just dinner.”
“It’s not just dinner!” she yelled at me. “Oh my god!” she screamed, “do you not get it?!”
“Tell me what’s the real problem,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say.
She spun around and stared at me with narrowed eyes. Her blond hair was messy and tangled like she had been pulling it out the whole time.
“I’m supposed to be the one who knows where this whole thing is going, I’m the navigator, remember?!” she said. “But this? This is going off the cliff!” she cried out loud.
“We can decide later,” I said. “Right now, we’re just going to have dinner. We’re going to talk. We’re going to think about it.”
“If we have time right now,” she suddenly said, “I know what I need.”
She started for the closed bedroom door, but I slipped quickly over and got between her and the bedroom. Undeterred, she pulled her t-shirt up and over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She twisted the button in the waist of her shorts.
“Bianca, no, not now,” I said in a low, private voice. 
“Now!” she said. As it had become with Natalee, so it had been with Bianca. We were already well past the point of asking or denying. She pushed my shoulder and charged past me. I tried to hold her by her wrist, but she yanked herself free. Her shorts fell down her legs and she stepped out of them and flung the bedroom door open.
I peered over her shoulder from behind with a grimace of fear over my face. Bianca froze half way through her step. Natalee twisted around and stared back up at her. 
“Oh my god,” they both said at the same time. 
I winced and turned away and clenched my teeth and braced myself for the explosion. But like a dud fireworks, nothing happened. I cautiously peeked out the corner of my eye and over my shoulder.
“I am so nervous!” Natalee said to Bianca, and she sat up cross legged and patted my bed to invite Bianca over to join her on it. And so she did — sitting cross legged on my bed with her, both of them in nothing but their panties. Neither of them seemed overly phased by it. To be honest, that was often how things were on the motorhome half the time anyways.
I heard another tap on my door. “No way,” I murmured to myself. This time I looked to see who it was. As I feared, it was Tania.
“Let me in, I can see you checking me out!” she said to her side of the peephole. I could hear her voice clearly through the door. I opened it a crack but she was ready for me, and shoved it open the rest of the way.
“Oh my god, I so need you to fuck me right now!” she cried out loud.
“Tania” I said and I took her in my arms, but she struggled free of me and charged across my suite. By the time she got to my bedroom door, her top and pants were already strewn on the floor.
“In here, Tania!” I heard Natalee’s voice shout from behind the door.
Tania flung the door open and charged inside. I winced again and turned away, wishing I could leave the suite. It was like pouring gasoline on a tub of nitro and glycerin.
But again I was surprised. Instead of the explosion I feared, there was laughter — deep, unrestrained, almost delirious laughter. It was as if they had flipped a switch, channeling all that fear and frustration into ecstatic joy.
“Doug, get in here!” I heard Natalee’s voice cry out for me.
“On the double, mechanic!” came Bianca’s voice.
I was full of trepidation, but I cracked the bedroom door open anyway and peered around the edge of it like someone lifting their head above the parapet to spy on an unexploded grenade.
Tania laughed and gestured for me to come to the bed. Bianca and Natalee laughed, too, and they pulled the sheets down and crawled up inside the bed. I took a few steps inside the door and closed it behind me and leaned back against it. The three girls bounded around the bed on their hands and knees and laughed and bumped their bodies together. They pulled the sheets up over themselves and turned their faces to me, grinning and laughing all of them.
I couldn’t help thinking of the expressions of joy that come over the faces of dying soldiers, as their comrades in arms would tell it.
“Get over here!” Natalee shouted, and she pulled the sheet up to her eyes. They all laughed. It was not how I expected the afternoon to go before the biggest evening of their lives.
I went to the edge of the bed. “All of it off!” Tania shouted, before she also pulled the sheet up to her eyes.
“You aren’t naked, though,” I said to her.
“Fine!” she squealed, and she stood up on the bed, wavered and caught her balance with her hand pushed down into Bianca’s head, and she pulled her panties down and off her feet.
Natalee laughed and rolled her knees up to her chest and pulled her panties down and off her legs, too, and then Bianca also followed suit. They all laughed all the more and they squealed and shrieked and taunted me.
They left me no choice but to do the same. It felt like the pause between the lightening and the thunder. With all three of them cheering and laughing, I stripped what I was wearing off, and came back to the edge of the bed and knelt on it, stark naked, just like them. Pressure makes people do strange things. For this band and its sometime manager, roadie, and driver, it made us all get naked in a big hotel bed together the afternoon before the biggest night in our lives.
“Come here, you!” Natalee said, and she patted the bed between her and Bianca. Tania stood up on the bed and knelt behind me. She pushed on my back like I was a boulder she struggled to roll down a hill.
I fell forward and rolled onto my back and pushed myself up against the headboard between Natalee and Bianca. They immediately started pushing their hands into my hair and chest and spreading their bodies over mine. They kissed my shoulders and chest and neck, and each other. They played at being kittens, saying things like, “Oh baby, you turn me on so much!” and “Make love to me now!” in funny accents, and doing other comical things they imagined from cheap porn flicks. They were having fun. They were letting loose. They were becoming giddy, even silly.
I felt high. Nothing seemed real. If a clown stepped out of the closet and began juggling flaming bottles, I would not have been surprised.
And they laughed, too. The laughter was deep and cathartic. It was a release kind of laugh, and it was contagious. Maybe they were finding themselves again. Or maybe it was the true beginning of the end, when absolutely nothing mattered anymore.
Bianca and Natalee continued kissing and stroking my body and pressing their naked bodies against me all over, writhing on me like we were in the bottom of a snake pit. Tania, on the other hand, straddled my thighs and wrapped both hands around me down there and stroked me, kneeling up high over me, pulling on me, squeezing me.
“Jesus, you guys,” I said. “Is this even allowed?”
“What’s the matter, mechanic?” Natalee said, and she laughed low and deep and she covered my mouth with her lips. “You certainly didn’t mind us one at a time. Is all three of us at once too much for you?” She reached down and joined her hand with Tania’s two hands stroking my cock. I could tell they were all feeling like me, high, unreal, and released. But none of us could stop it once it started.
“Baby,” Bianca said. She pretended to be a  breathless movie babe in my ear. “You managed to get us here!” she said, and she pushed herself up and flung her blonde head down into my lap. Tania squealed and made room for her, walking back on her knees and she played in Bianca’s hair. Natalee laughed and kissed me again, our heads pressing together over the pillows. I felt Bianca’s lips close around my cock and her mouth sink down my shaft.
“Fuck sakes, Bianca!” I said, and I caught my breath and strained in my back, arching it up. But I was sinking down into surrender.
“What?” she said, lifting her face from my lap full of her false innocence. “I thought you deserved a little head, what you put up with, us three,” she said, and she tilted her head crookedly at me.
In her absense Tania crouched down and took my cock in her mouth after her. The instant contrast with Bianca’s mouth was startling and I strained in my neck and stretched out in my body and grimaced at the ceiling.
“Fuck sakes,” I moaned. I knew it was the wick before the bomb. But I was defeated.
“Me, me!” Natalee said, and she turned herself around and lifted her body over mine before settling her leg down the other side of my chest. She took my cock in her mouth at the same time that she settled her pelvis down over my face.
“Oh my god, Nats!” Bianca said, and she laughed.
Natalee came off my cock and licked Tania where she wavered just above my groin. Tania’s body instantly stretched out and shivered and she cried to the ceiling. Bianca jumped up and humped her body over the back end of Natalee’s body, and when she thrusted her pelvis into Natalee’s hips, Natalee slid forward, and my mouth became  covered with Bianca’s legs. She was more wet than Natalee, even.
The three of them were playful as nymphs, having only in the hours before been ready to tear each other’s throats out. I remained paralyzed under the mass of three naked and undulating bodies unsure how it started, more unsure how it would end, but unable to think much about what was happening at all, the sensations were so overpowering.
It was a spiritual experience. It was transcendent. Something came over us and the release we drove each other to seemed to be as necessary as it was shocking. It was a shared religious experience, as religious experiences usually are, that interlude.




Chapter 18

We showered and staggered around my suite and drank water and wrapped ourselves in the thick robes and soft towels, and we plopped down on the chairs and couch — and avoided, all of us, any discussion or acknowledgment of what had taken place in the other room moments earlier.
Until Tania broke the damn open. “Now you know how it feels like to play music together,” she said to me. “It’s like that for us every night on the stage, you know,” she said.
I looked skeptically around at Natalee and Bianca, but they weren’t laughing at the metaphor. They only nodded seriously back at me. 
“I thought the band was breaking up, I really did,” I said.
“We almost did break up, I think,” Bianca said. “Maybe you’re going to have to tune us up like you just did once in a while, going forward,” she said, and she snorted.
Natalee snickered too and kicked Bianca’s shin. “Tune us up!” she said. “Good one.”
Tania stood up, came over, and sat down on my lap and she closed her arms around my neck. Her robe fell open to fill my nose with the fresh scent of her showered body. “You do look after us, don’t you,” she said.
I looked over at Bianca and Natalee. They weren’t bothered by what Tania was doing. They only nodded in agreement with her.
“Imagine if they found out about this,” Bianca said. She pulled on my wrist until I came up to stand. Tania slid off my lap but stood in front of me with her arms still hung around my neck. Natalee joined the other two so that we became a four-way hug. She and Tania began to kiss. Bianca necked with me, but then her and Natalee began to neck, too, and it was Tania who pushed her mouth against my lips.
“It would be quite the scandal, don’t you think?” Natalee said to me. Between us, Tania and Bianca kissed.
“Who would believe it?” I said, hugging all three of them. In truth, that reality wasn’t out of line with the rumors and suspicions shared online about all the play-acting on stage. The only shock would be to learn the rumors were not unfounded.
My phone chimed with the alarm I set and we broke our embrace and everyone dressed and dashed back to their own rooms to get ready for 6. My door was knocked on first and I came out to find hotel staff ready to escort me. We gathered up the other three and we followed beefy bodyguards back to the private elevator and went down to the private dining room.
“How we feeling?” I said to all three of them as the elevator slowed at the bottom.
“Very good,” Natalee said. Bianca and Tania smiled and nodded, too. The contrast to 24 hours earlier could not have been more stark. I wondered about it, but it was like trying to grip smoke.
Allan greeted us there. The three girls went ahead and the members of PNE greeted them at the big table like everything was normal, and they hugged and clanked glasses and became, it appeared to me, instant friends all around.
Allan put his arm around my shoulders and held us both back from the others with a slow walk. “You seem to have got things back under control for the time being,” he said.
“One way or the other,” I said, more amazed than proud.
“Good job,” he said. “Let’s let the talent get to know each other, and you and me can sit over here,” he said, “and keep an eye on our broods. We have a few details to work out.”
“Not sure they’re going to agree to this yet,” I said. “It’s a big decision for them.”
He looked over his shoulder at the big table where more drinks were clanked together, the voices grew louder, and the laughter more real and less nervous.
“We should be ready if they do go that way, though,” he said. “Just in case.”
He was right, of course. So we went over the plan together while PNE and Yabba Dabba ate and drank and told war stories and laughed. I squinted at them and realized something: my band had as many stories as his band did, now. Did we just come through the fire? Was that what that was?
The word went out that PNE was hosting a surprise guest appearance at their Chicago shows.  Yabba Dabba hadn’t played on stage in over 10 days. Nobody, according to my constant surveillance of social media, guessed what was coming. Allan took me to a sports broadcasting booth high above the floor of the stadium where we watched over final preparations.
“Amazing,” I said to Allan. “No one on the hotel staff, no one on the crews, no one anywhere spilled the beans,” I said.
He chuckled and rubbed his finger and thumb together and raised his eyebrows at me. “Money doesn’t only opens doors, it closes windows, too,” he said.
“Not much for me to do,” I said. “You have such a huge crew.”
“You did enough getting those three to town, and down there to dinner, too,” he said. “You did a fuck of a lot, I can tell, and all of it building up to this moment,” he said.
I thought about the earlier days in the van, the stinking motel rooms, back stage at the campus pubs, shaking down student union reps for our pay, and the motorhome, the long nights of travel, the fighting, the rehearsals, the breakfasts, including both the cleaned plates and the smashed ones.
We gazed down at Rando and Tania talking on big round stage and discussing things. “They don’t know how to write songs anymore, they tell me,” I said. “All this lounging in the lap of luxury. Not exactly subject matter for their kind of songs.”
He laughed. “Give it a few weeks,” he said. “They’ll always recall their memories. I’m sure you guys have been through enough for a few careers-worth of songs.”
Both the bands went backstage. I turned to leave, but Allan held my arm. “They’re fine,” he said. “Just enjoy this experience.”
We sat down with a commanding view of the empty stadium floor from high up in the rafters. The audience began to fill in. The place was sold out. The energy was high.
That’s how it felt for me, high above it all, unseen, and nowhere near the stage. I couldn’t imagine what it was going to feel like for Tania, Bianca, and Natalee, when they stepped out onto that stage in front of it. If they came out onto the stage, that is . . . .
“We’d been canceling shows,” I said to Allan. I was nervous, now, letting myself think of the disaster it could be. “Not able to come out on stage,” I said.
“They’re going to be fine,” he said, reassuring me again.
But he didn’t know. I wasn’t so sure. “Biggest audience they’ve had till now was like 3,000,” I said.
He held up his phone at me. “I’m in touch with Rando. He tells me they’re pumped and they’re ready. No issues,” he said.
“I’m dying here,” I said to him. I tried to laugh and almost erupted in a cry. But I had to be honest with him, he was the only one who could understand. “I’ve never not been with them backstage and getting them ready to send them out there,” I said. “Making sure they’re all set.”
“Your role is changing starting tonight,” Allan said.
The lights suddenly flashed like a flashbang went off and the audience of over 20,000 screamed as one. A low rumbling thunder filled the stadium and the crowd began to roar like nothing I’d ever heard, and I was a mile above it, not down underneath it. Everything went black and I actually — to my embarrassment — clutched my fist around Allan’s forearm. It was my light show, but re-interpreted and ramped up 100-fold. It was my intro, but it was exploded.
“Fuck!” I cried out loud. He chuckled.
A lone white spotlight hit the side of the stage. A speck barely discernible as Natalee came out the side, tinier than ever. Vulnerable, I thought. At risk. I’d never seen them from so far away. She strode across the stage and the narrow cone of light followed her to her drum set. A low murmur flowed through the stadium.
Another light picked up Bianca, and just as confident-looking as Natalee, she strode across the stage, came to her mark, and draped her bass strap around her neck. The murmur rose by tens of decibels.
Natalee began banging her drum sticks over her head and Bianca began to walk her fingers up the neck of her bass — but un-amplified. I spun around to Allan, but he only nodded and grinned and gestured for me to keep watching down below us.
The crowd’s murmur began to swell up into an anticipatory roar. Just when the beat came back around to the top, a third spotlight hit the side of the stage, and already inside it’s cone was Tania. The second she was lit up inside it, she dropped her arm in a wide swooping arc — her signature move — and she stroked her guitar into a whole different kind of screaming and new life form.
The stage was hit then with a battery of lights so bright you had to turn away, and Yabba Dabba lit into their first and best song with the instant energy of a nuclear bomb. Everything went loud and the crowd went wild. The screen behind the stage lit up with Yabba Dabba’s name in letters 30 feet tall. The lights were white and blinding. I fell back in my chair and nearly died. 20,200 fans came to their feet. They all knew the song, too, and screamed the words of rebellious defiance along with Tania.
Allan turned to me and stretched over the space between our seats. I leaned over to put my ear close to his mouth.
“Whatever it was you did before you brought them down for dinner,” he yelled over the din from the audience below, “that’s what you need to do before every show!” he said, and he nodded at me. “They’re fucking ready for this, even if you’re not!” he shouted, and he rolled back in his seat and laughed.




Epilogue

I rolled back into my seat and gazed down at the stage. Allen was right. They were naturals. They had that crowd in their hands all the way through their set. I leaned over to him and he leaned his ear close to my mouth. I grinned a crooked grin and I chuckled. I was this close to telling him what I actually did with all three of them before we came down to dinner to meet PNE.
But then I thought better of it and waved him off. “Too loud!” I said, and I sat back. He nodded in agreement. Maybe he already knew, maybe he didn’t. Some things were better to keep for the memoirs, I decided.
It wasn’t long before we were filling stadiums by ourselves, and flying to our own gigs in jets and booking our own top-tier and secure hotel rooms and private dining rooms.
We had found our rhythm, both on stage and off. No matter where we landed — Tokyo, Sydney, or even back in Chicago — we clung to the fragile magic that kept us going.
I think it was Berlin when, wasted and jellified by another particularly vigorous and extra-deep “relaxing experience” all over the bed in the Presidential Suite atop the Kempinski, Natalee rolled over, sank her mouth into my neck, and said, “Do you think anyone will ever figure out what we do? I mean, just before we go on stage? Or maybe we’re just waiting to see how long we can keep this going.”
I stroked Bianca and Tania’s hair where they rested their heads on each of my shoulders, all of us struggling to recover and re-inhabit our spent bodies. “Not unless one of us writes about it some day,” I said. I smiled, but a part of me wondered: can you even keep secrets like that anymore? Or was the risk part of what made it work? “I’m in it for the long haul if you are,” I added.
“Change our names,” she said, and she kissed my neck. “Be sure.”
“Of course,” I said. “You think I’m crazy?”
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