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Аннотация
Book 3 of the series Intemperance. Celia, Jake, Nerdly, and Pauline form KVA Records to independently record and release solo albums. They are hampered, however, by a lack of backing musicians for their efforts, have no recording studio to work in, and, even if this can be overcome, will still have to deal with the record companies in order for their final efforts to be heard. Follow them through their progress, their struggles, their new romances and old demons as they find unconventional ways to keep moving along. Meanwhile, the other members of Intemperance have gone their own way and are doing their own things as well. The most character-driven installment of the series yet, full of the signature dialogue and raunchy exploits that are the mark of the series.


Al Steiner
Intemperance #3
Different Circles


Chapter 1: A Visit Home

High above central California
July 3, 1991
The 1982 Cessna 414A Chancellor cruised placidly along in level flight 17,500 feet above sea level, its twin Ram VII turboprop engines driving it through the thin air at 220 nautical miles per hour. Inside the aircraft the pilot and his passengers sat comfortably in a cabin pressurized to eight thousand feet of altitude. Outside the windows they enjoyed a panoramic view of the cloudless summer sky and the foothills and peaks of the Sierra Nevada mountains off to their right. To their left, the broad expanse of the Sacramento Valley stretched off to the west, framed by the low, rolling hills of the California coastal range. The city of Sacramento and its suburbs could be seen sprawling out beneath an ugly brown haze of summer smog. The aircraft flew more or less directly above the boundary between the valley floor and the foothills of the Sierras.
Jake Kingsley, former lead singer of the former rock band Intemperance, was sitting in the left-hand cockpit seat, his hands resting gently in his lap as the autopilot handled the mechanics of keeping the plane straight and level and on course. Jake had been a licensed private pilot for three years now. He carried an instrument rating, a multi-engine certification, and a pressurized aircraft operational certification. As of leaving the ground for this flight, his logbook showed 424 total hours of pilot time, including ninety-seven in the 414A Chancellor, which he had purchased two years before. If not for the months he had spent in self-imposed exile in New Zealand, he likely would have had another hundred hours or more in the log.
Jake was thirty-one years old on this day. His brown hair, which had been shoulder length, sometimes even longer, for his entire life past the age of thirteen, was now cut short, just barely falling over the tops of his ears. On his upper lip he now sported a carelessly trimmed mustache that extended just a tad beyond the corners of his mouth. Since his return to the western world from Oceania six months before, he had found that the short hair and mustache made for an almost foolproof camouflage. After all the years of trying to disguise who he was from adoring fans and committed haters by putting on hats and sunglasses and bulky clothing, the simple haircut and lack of shaving his upper lip had succeeded almost too well. Sometimes, these days, he had trouble convincing someone he really wanted to know he was Jake Kingsley that he was Jake Kingsley.
Jake�s body was looking a little better these days as well. Currently dressed in a simple pair of denim jeans and a button-up short-sleeved shirt, the blossoming beer belly he had recently sported was gone, replaced by the mostly flat and firm abdominal region that had marked much of his younger days. True, he was no longer skinny and gaunt as he had been back in his high school days, when his peer-assigned nickname had been �Bone Rack�, but he cut a respectable figure thanks to the morning runs he now habitually engaged in up in Griffith Park above his Los Angeles home, the thrice-weekly sessions on the weight machines in the downstairs of his home, and the relative reduction�though certainly not the elimination�of his alcoholic beverage intake.
Since the sky was clear with more than thirty miles of visibility, Jake was flying the plane under visual flight rules, or VFR, though he was only five hundred feet below the maximum altitude for such a thing. He did have his transponder squawking at Oakland Center for courtesy flight following, both so they would know that he existed and where he was if something went wrong, and so they would know where he was in relation to the commercial traffic flying above him. The plane passed a waypoint on the flight path�the VOR beacon located near Mather Air Force base outside of Sacramento�and turned gently to the right, settling on a new heading of 015 degrees�directly toward the small foothill town of Cypress, California thirty-six miles outside of the Heritage metropolitan region.
�We�re sixty miles out from Cypress muni now,� Jake told the woman in the copilot�s seat. She was not a licensed pilot, and was, in fact, never comfortable in the air at all, despite the fact that she had chosen both a profession and a marriage in which frequent air travel was pretty much mandatory.
�That means we start to descend now?� Celia Valdez, former lead singer of the former pop band La Diferencia asked, her white teeth nibbling a little on her lower lip. It was something she did when she was nervous, a habit Jake had learned to recognize over the past few months as they had spent an average of fifty hours a week together in a small, rented studio in Santa Clarita outside of Los Angeles.
�That�s right,� Jake said with a nod. He checked the frequency settings on his communications radio, confirming the primary channel was still set to the regional ATC frequency. It was. He keyed it up and spoke, his words picked up by the microphone on his headset. �Oakland Center, November-Tango Four-one-five.�
�This is Oakland Center,� a female voice replied. �Go ahead, Four-one-five.�
�Four-one-five is beginning descent toward KCCA, maintaining present course, will cancel flight following at four thousand feet.�
The air traffic controller repeated back his words, her voice calm, cool, professional. Jake suspected her voice would remain at that same tone and inflection even if a fully loaded 747 was reporting a catastrophe and declaring an emergency. I copy you�ve collided with another aircraft, your roof has peeled away, and you�ve lost three engines, she would chirp. Can I give you a vector to the nearest airport?
Jake punched the altitude he wanted to descend to�3000 feet�and the rate of descent he wanted to maintain�1200 feet per minute�into the autopilot panel. Upon hitting the enter key, the plane immediately began to nose down. His avionics package did not include an auto-throttle, so he had to manually pull back the two levers, his eyes tracking on the airspeed indicators to keep them at or about 220 knots indicated. The engine noise wound down and the altimeter began to spin downward.
�See?� Jake said to Celia with a smile. �Nothing to it.�
�As long as nothing goes wrong,� she said, giving her lip another chew.
�As long as nothing goes wrong,� he agreed. �Remember the first rule of flying with me though.�
�As long as you don�t look worried, then I have nothing to worry about,� she dutifully recited.
�Exactly,� he said. �That�s the beauty of getting to sit in the cockpit.�
Celia gave him a weak smile, chewed her lip one more time, and then continued to grip the sides of her seat with her hands. She was just one of those people who was never going to be comfortable in the air.
Like Jake, Celia was looking a little better these days than she had in recent times. She too had had her entire musical career thrown into turmoil and uncertainty at about the same time as Jake and the rest of Intemperance had gone their separate ways. Type-cast as a teen pop singer despite one of the most beautiful contralto voices since Karen Carpenter, she had been unable to secure an acceptable contract for a solo album after Aristocrat Records refused to pick up La Diferencia for another album. Locked into depression and anxiety that was amplified by the problems her husband�actor Greg Oldfellow�was experiencing in his own career, she had put on thirty pounds and let herself go to some degree.
The challenge of going independent and producing her own solo album had had the same effect on Celia as it had on Jake. Hope and purpose were great healers. She had stopped the midnight snacking (and early afternoon snacking, and the late morning snacking) and had started hitting the gym once again. The effect was now apparent. As she sat in the right cockpit seat, dressed in a pair of tan slacks and a sleeveless cranberry colored blouse, she was back to her fighting weight of one hundred sixty-five pounds on her nearly six-foot tall, Amazonian frame. Her dark hair flowed majestically over her shoulders and her breasts pushed alluringly at the front of her blouse. Her hips and rear-end were back to their premium proportions�the curves of which made men ache with wanting when they saw them.
Sitting immediately behind the two vocalists in the cockpit, in seats that faced the rear of the plane to maximize the room, were Bill �Nerdly� Archer and his wife of almost two years, Sharon Archer (formerly Cohen). They were part owners of KVA Records (the �A� in KVA belonged to them), the limited liability company formed to produce both Jake�s and Celia�s upcoming solo albums. The Nerdlys (as they were called by pretty much everyone who knew them) were perhaps the most sought after audio engineering and mixing team in southern California. They could have named their own price at any of the major recording studios that produced more than ninety percent of the American music market. Instead, they worked for free with Celia and Jake in a tiny, three-room studio in an empty commercial complex in Santa Clarita. Actually, they worked for more than free. They had put up a million dollars of their own money for the privilege of having that A.
The Nerdlys were looking pretty much like they always looked. Bill was sporting a button-up black shirt with a pocket protector and four pens in it; a pair of khaki cargo shorts with multiple pockets, most of which were filled with a variety of objects like a Velcro wallet, a tape measure, extra pens, an asthma inhaler, and even a protractor (�you never know when you might need a protractor,� Nerdly always said); a pair of black socks; and an open-toed pair of Birkenstocks. Sharon had on a pair of baggy jeans; an even baggier T-shirt from her alma mater: UCLA, from which she held a Master�s Degree in Audio Engineering; and a pair of generic sneakers she had bought at a discount shoe store near their home. Both had headsets on that were plugged into the plane�s communication system.
�Do what I do when I ride in this contraption with Jake, Celia,� Nerdly said.
�What�s that, Bill?� she asked.
�I think about the mathematical calculations related to air travel.�
�You mean the odds?� Celia said.
Nerdly winced a little. �I�m not a fan of that term,� he said, �but, yes, that is what I�m referring to. Now, granted, flying in Jake�s plane is not as statistically safe as flying on a commercial airliner, but as long as he is a qualified pilot and the aircraft is maintained properly at the prescribed intervals�and I happen to know that Jake is quite fastidious about that�and, of course, you�re flying in good weather conditions, such as we are now, then you�re talking a likelihood of fatal accident that runs around one in twenty thousand or so. Compare this to a likelihood of one in five thousand for automobile travel.�
�That is a pretty good statistical analysis,� Celia had to admit.
�Indeed,� said Nerdly. �It�s all a matter of perspective.�
�If we do all crash and die, it can�t be right now,� said the fifth person in the plane�Pauline Kingsley, Jake�s older sister, the manager of both Jake and Celia, and part-owner of KVA Records. She was seated in the very rear of the cabin in a forward-facing chair. �If we have to go, it needs to be after we�ve put your albums out, or at least recorded them. That way, we�ll be able to cash in on the tragedy.�
�Well ... our next of kin will be able to, anyway,� Jake said.
�Yeah,� Pauline agreed. �The situation does have its drawbacks.�
�Can you imagine though?� piped up Sharon, in all seriousness. �Jake and Celia both dead in a plane crash and then the albums are released a few months later? We wouldn�t even have to promote them. We�d go platinum on both in the first week.�
�That would make Greg very happy,� Pauline said. �You know ... once he got over his wife dying and all that.�
�This conversation has taken a turn toward the morbid,� Celia said with a shake of her head.
�Hey, C,� Jake said. �We�re just talking industry realities here. Nothing stirs up album sales like a well-publicized death. We just need to pick the right time to cash in on it.�
�Madre de Dios,� she muttered, though she could not hide a slight chuckle of amusement.
When they passed below five thousand feet and were only ten miles out from Cypress Municipal airport, Jake declared a sterile cockpit condition. All of his passengers knew that meant they should not talk or otherwise distract him from his task of safely landing the plane. Despite their earlier conversation, all knew it was in their best interests to follow the rule, particularly when they were to land at an airport Jake was not familiar with.
Jake brought them down to thirty-five hundred feet and followed his navigation notes until the small airport was in sight. It was nestled onto a plateau just north of the historic gold rush town, its single runway a 7/25 that was thirty-two hundred feet in length. There was no wind to speak of, so he decided to bring them in from the southwest approach. There was a ridge about half a mile from the runway on the northeast approach�something he really did not want to deal with on his first landing at the field.
He circled around once in the pattern and then lined up with the runway for his final approach. The engines wound down, the flaps were incrementally deployed, slowing them to ninety knots of airspeed, the gear were lowered, and they touched down neatly on the centerline of runway 7 with barely a thump.
�Nice one,� Celia said appreciatively as they completed the rollout.
�Naturally,� Jake replied with a smile.
He parked the aircraft in one of the visitor spots near the airport office, pulling it in between a Cessna 172 and a Piper PA-24. The five of them exited the plane and spent a few minutes stretching their legs after the semi-cramped two hour and twenty minute flight. Jake spent a few minutes securing the plane to the two tie-down rings embedded in the concrete of the parking slot and then directed everyone to remove their baggage (one bag apiece, no more than thirty pounds) from the cargo boot in the nose of the plane. Once the bags were all removed and the doors all securely locked, they headed over to the airport office. Here, a 1990 Toyota Land Cruiser had been parked.
�Is that our ride?� asked Sharon as she looked it over.
�I�m thinking so,� Jake said, �since it�s exactly the model I requested and parked exactly where I told them to park it.�
�A Land Cruiser, Jake?� Pauline asked. �Really? You couldn�t have got us a Caddy or something comfortable?�
�Well, Mom and Dad live up in the mountains now,� he said. �I thought the four-wheel drive might come in handy.�
�They only live two miles off the main road and their access is paved,� Pauline told him. �Not only that, it�s July, not the dead of freaking winter. Were you picturing some Donner Party shit or something?�
�Well ... I didn�t know what to expect,� he admitted. �I know they live on the edge of the canyon, so ... you know?�
Pauline shook her head. �They�re only at an elevation of thirty-two hundred feet. It only snows there once or twice a year, sometimes not at all.�
�Well, it�s better to be overprepared than underprepared, right?� Jake said.
�No,� Pauline said. �It�s better to ask someone who has freakin� been there what vehicle would be appropriate.�
�I�m a man, sis,� Jake told her. �We don�t ask for advice.�
This earned him another shake of the head. He ignored it and went inside the airport office, where a young woman, moderately attractive, was working behind a counter. She looked up at him without interest or recognition when he entered.
�Help you?� she asked.
�I�m Jake Kingsley,� he told her. �I just flew in from LA. The rental car company delivered a Land Cruiser here for me. I believe that is probably it outside in the parking lot.�
The name caught her interest a bit. Her eyes immediately locked onto his face, examining him carefully for a moment. She took in the short hair and the mustache and then gave a little shake of her head. No, not that Jake Kingsley, her disappointed expression said. The disguise had worked its magic yet again. She put her eyes back on her desk and pulled up a set of keys on a tab. �Right here, Mr. Kingsley,� she told him. �I�ll just need to see some ID first.�
�Absolutely,� he said, pulling out his wallet and opening it to reveal his driver�s license. He had recently had it updated with a new photo, one that showed him as he currently appeared.
She looked it over briefly, her eyes flitting from the photo to his face a few times. She either did not notice or did not realize the significance of the address and zip code listed. �That looks like you,� she said, handing him the keys. �It must be weird to go through life with Jake Kingsley being your name, huh?�
He smiled a little. �Why would that be weird?� he asked.
She looked up at him again. �Uh ... you know, because it�s the same as Jake Kingsley the singer.�
�There�s a singer named Jake Kingsley?� he asked, as if surprised.
�Uh ... yeah,� she said, as if talking to a retard. �From Intemperance? He�s only the most famous singer of the past ten years or so.�
Jake shrugged. �Never heard of him,� he told her. �I mostly listen to talk radio.�
�He�s the singer that snorted cocaine out of that girl�s butt crack that one time,� she said, somewhat exasperated.
�Wow,� Jake said, shaking his head a little. �Cocaine from a butt crack? That sounds kind of depraved ... not to mention unhygienic.�
�Yeah,� she said dreamily. �Some girls have all the fun.�
�I guess so,� Jake told her. �Anyway, I�d better get going. You have a nice day now.�
�You too,� she said. �And give Intemperance a listen sometime. You�ll love them.�
�Maybe I will,� he told her and then walked back out, singing the chorus for I Am Time, one of Intemperance�s most popular hits, softly under his breath. The girl stared at him, wide-eyed, as the door closed between she and Jake.
They loaded up everything into the back of the Land Cruiser and then piled in after it. Jake and Pauline sat up front. The Nerdlys and Celia crammed together in the back, sitting shoulder to shoulder with Sharon in the middle. Pauline directed Jake to drive out of the airport grounds and onto Highway 49, the main route through Cypress, until they reached State Route 38 in the center of town. There, Jake turned east and they began to climb higher into the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains.
Approximately fifteen miles later, after a twisting, turning, climbing drive along the badly maintained two-lane road, Pauling directed him to turn right onto an even narrower two-lane passage called Canyon Ridge Road. They wound through a forest of towering pine trees for about ten minutes and then came to a narrow, paved access road that was marked with a wooden sign on a post. The sign read: Paradise Homestead. Below it was a smaller sign that read: Private Property.
�This is the entrance,� Pauline said. �Just another quarter mile or so to the houses.�
Jake turned onto the road and drove about five hundred feet before coming to a closed steel gate, painted forest green, with a camera and an intercom box. Pauline directed him to stop at the box and push the button. He did so and was rewarded with his mother�s voice.
�You made it!� Mary Kingsley said excitedly. �Hold on a second while I open the gate.�
�You got it, Mom,� Jake said, feeling the first stirring of emotion. He had not seen his mother or father in person in nearly eighteen months now.
�Come right to our house,� Mary told him. �Stan and Cindy are already here. We have lunch ready for you.�
�On the way,� he said as, before him, the gate started to slowly swing open.
He drove down the access road, which rose steeply through the trees beyond the gate. At the top of the hill it turned forty-five degrees to the right and entered a large cleared area a little more than a quarter mile wide by five hundred yards deep. Two houses sat upon the land, one at either end, both tucked into the far corners. The area between the houses was mostly manicured lawn with a few isolated evergreen trees poking up. There was a tennis court almost equally between the two houses. There were two outbuildings that appeared to be garages, one near each of the houses. Beyond the land was a steep, rugged hillside that dropped down into the Heritage River Canyon. On the other side of the canyon�which was perhaps a half a mile wide at this point�were jagged, hillsides of rock and tree-lined plateaus that grew higher and more rugged. Rising beyond these were the granite mountains of the Sierras.
�It�s beautiful,� Jake said appreciably.
�Yeah,� Pauline said with a smile. �They picked their place well. Take the right fork of the road. Mom and Dad�s place is the one on the right.�
Jake nodded. He would have known that even had he not been told. The house on the right side of the property was a single story, spread out to take advantage of horizontal space and to avoid staircases. Jake had advised his parents on that design back when development of the property had still been in the planning stages. The house that belonged to Stan and Cindy�Nerdly�s parents�was a two story with a wrap-around balcony on the second level. The Nerdly parental units preferred to be a bit more pretentious with their domicile.
There was a circular driveway in front of Tom and Mary�s house, currently empty of any vehicles. Jake pulled in and brought the Land Cruiser to a halt. Before they even stepped out, the front door of the house burst open and two sets of parents came rushing out to meet their children.
Tom and Mary, Jake and Pauline�s parents, were both in their late fifties. Tom, the former lawyer for the ACLU, was tall, just an inch shorter than Jake�s six foot one inch, and had not the merest trace of the beer belly he had sported for much of his life. His hairline had receded slightly from his forehead over the past ten years, but, except for a few speckles of gray around the ears, maintained the dark brown color he had been born with. He was wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a pullover t-shirt with the logo of a local brewery printed on it. His legs were well-muscled and his eyes were free from the glasses that had adorned his face for as long as Jake could remember.
Mary also retained her natural dark blonde hair color, though she too was showing a few streaks of gray here and there. Her legs were short, her body thin and well proportioned. Her face was attractive, the resemblance to Pauline unmistakable, though Pauline�s hair was much darker. Once she had been capable of turning young men�s heads as she passed. Now, in her moderately late middle age, she was a distinguished and attractive woman who could still easily pass for early to mid forties. One of the most distinguishing things about her, however, was the asymmetry of her arms. There was nothing wrong with her left arm, but her right was quite noticeably larger in diameter, tighter, and significantly more toned and muscular through the bicep, triceps and forearm region. This was from a long career spent playing the violin professionally, mostly for the Heritage Philharmonic Symphony Orchestra. The right arm was the one that had spent a lifetime moving a bow across the strings of her instrument.
Jake�s parents took a brief moment to take in the sight of their wayward son�they had not seen his hair so short since he had been in grammar school, they had never seen him with a mustache, and, undoubtedly, they had feared he would look haggard and strung out after the last year and a half he had put in during his journey through the life of a rock musician�and then both rushed up to him.
Tom reached him first. He did not bother with a handshake, he simply wrapped his only son up in a big bear hug that Jake returned heartily, feeling a small tear form in his left eye.
�Welcome, Jake,� Tom said when the embrace was broken. There was strong emotion in his voice and Jake saw him wiping at his own eyes. �It�s good to see you.�
�It�s good to see you too, Dad,� Jake told him. �Sorry I�ve been away so long.�
Mary embraced him next, her hug softer, more motherly, longer in duration. She was freely crying as she held her son, her words choked with joy at holding him in her arms. �Welcome to our place, Jake,� she told him. �I�m so glad you�re here.�
�Me too, Mom,� he replied, kissing her on her wet cheek. He pulled from her hug and stood back a moment. �You two look great,� he observed. �Retirement is definitely agreeing with you.�
�It�s all the tennis we play,� Tom said. �And the hiking we do on the canyon trails.�
�We get a lot more exercise these days,� Mary said. �Not having to go to work every day frees up the time.�
�It shows,� Jake said. He turned to his father. �Where are your glasses, Dad? You look really different without them.�
�I had the RK surgery,� Tom told him. �I wrote you about it when you were living in New Zealand�several times I mentioned it, in fact.�
�Oh ... yeah,� Jake said guiltily. �It must have slipped my mind.� It had not slipped his mind. He had not opened any correspondence from home during his expatriate phase, which was why Pauline and Jill Yamashito, his accountant, had had to fly across the globe to finally track him down and pound a little sense into him. He still had not read any of those letters. In his haste to get back to California and start working on putting KVA Records together, he had left all of them unopened in a drawer in his home on the South Island.
�Yeah,� Tom said with a nod, �it sounds like you had a lot on your mind back then.�
�You don�t know the half of it,� Jake said.
�I kind of like your new look, hon,� Mary told him, reaching out to touch his mustache.
Jake shrugged. �It�s an almost perfect disguise,� he told her. �I can walk around in public now without people hounding me.�
�I almost didn�t recognize you,� Tom said. �My first thought in the first second was: �who the hell is that?��
They had a chuckle over this and then the Kingsley parents finally acknowledged their other offspring, Pauline, who was standing just behind Jake. Hugs were exchanged, as were warm words of greeting, but the emotion of the moment was not quite as strong. Pauline, after all, kept in regular touch and flew down to visit every few months. She had helped them hire the contractors who had built the place and had helped her father clear all the legal obstacles that had cropped up along the way.
After greeting their daughter, Tom and Mary turned their attention to Celia, who was shyly hanging back near the rear door of the Land Cruiser. She had never met Jake�s parents before and they were a bit puzzled why she had come along for the visit. They knew who she was, of course, and that she and Jake were partners in the record company and both working on solo albums, but they also knew she was married to Greg Oldfellow and that there was not (or at least there shouldn�t be) any romantic involvement between her and their son. He was not bringing her home to introduce a girlfriend, so why would she be here?
Still, they were gracious when the introductions were made and they made her feel welcome.
�It�s very nice to meet you, Celia,� Mary told her. �I have one of the guest bedrooms all set up for you.�
�Thank you, Mrs. Kingsley,� Celia replied. �I�m looking forward to a tour of the house.�
�Oh, call me Mary, please,� she said. �I don�t even let my music students at the high school call me �Mrs. Kingsley�. It�s so formal.�
�And I�m Tom,� Tom said. �We don�t stand much on ceremony here.�
�Mary and Tom it is,� she said with a smile.
�Pauline said your husband can�t join us?� Mary asked.
�He wasn�t able to make this leg of the trip,� Celia replied, keeping the answer vague, implying that Greg was simply too busy with movie business to accompany her to meet Jake�s parents. In truth, there was no movie business for Greg Oldfellow these days. The abomination that was his last movie�The Northern Jungle�had all but destroyed his career. He had been offered no roles except for in slapstick parody movies as comic relief. No one was taking him seriously as a serious actor anymore. The real reason he had not accompanied her was he refused to fly in Jake�s plane, thinking it a cramped deathtrap flown by an inexperienced pilot. He had not wanted Celia to come along either and Celia�s insistence on making the trip had led to a long, still unresolved argument between the two of them.
�That�s too bad,� Tom said. �I would have enjoyed meeting him. I think he�s a wonderful actor and I own several of his films in my collection.�
�He�s going to meet us on the second leg of the trip in Oregon,� Celia said. �I�ll give him your praise.�
They beamed at the thought that a famous Hollywood actor�even one who was technically washed up at the moment�would be hearing their names.
Meanwhile, at the other end of the driveway, Stanley and Cynthia Archer had finished greeting their son and their daughter-in-law�it had been the better part of six months since they had last seen them in person�and wandered over to meet Jake, Pauline, and Celia.
�Stan, Cindy,� Jake greeted, shaking hands with the former and giving a hug to the latter. �It�s good to see you both.�
�It�s good to see you as well, Jake,� said Stan. He was a shorter than average man, standing around five foot six inches, and he had a moderately advanced receding hairline. He, like Jake�s parents, looked to be in better shape these days than he had throughout his previous life. A career desk jockey who had worked for Mutual of California Insurance as a specialist in structural and business underwriting, he had always been more than a little round around the middle. He was now at least four inches smaller in the waistline than he�d been at his son�s wedding some eighteen months before.
�I like your new look, Jake,� Cynthia told him, her brown eyes tracking up and down from his face to his hair. �Haven�t your mother and I always said you�d look good with short hair?�
�You did always say that,� Jake had to agree. �You look good as well.�
And she did. Whether it was from walking the trails in the canyon or playing tennis or just generally living better in retirement, Cindy�who he had always thought of as almost a second mother�had dropped at least fifteen pounds since the wedding as well. Her brunette hair had been cut short and neatly styled recently and her face also appeared to defy her age. She could have passed for forty easily, despite the fact that she was fifty-four.
After greeting Pauline, the Archers were then introduced to Celia.
�It�s very nice to meet you at last,� Celia told them. �Bill talks about both of you all the time.�
�Only the good stuff, I hope,� Stan said with a chuckle.
�Is there any bad stuff?� Jake asked. �I�d like to hear that.�
�I�m sure he has a multitude of fascinating narratives about his career as an insurance underwriter,� Bill said seriously. �I always try to get him to share some with me, but he only says they would be boring.�
�Insurance underwriting, boring?� Jake said as if appalled. �Get the hell out of town with that, Stan!�
�Exactly!� Bill said. �Promise me that you�ll share something with us over dinner.�
�Uh ... well,� Stan said, casting an evil (though amused) glare at Jake, �I�d love to but ... you know, there are privacy issues involved.�
Bill nodded seriously. �Oh, of course,� he said. �Forgive me. I wouldn�t want to imply that your honor and professionalism should be forfeit simply because you�re now engaged in financially stabilized voluntary unemployment.�
�Well put, son,� Stan said, then turned his attention back to Celia. �So ... I hear you and Jake are making solo albums together with Bill. How is that going?�
�We�re moving along quite nicely,� Celia said.
�In fact,� said Jake, �the solo albums are part of the reason we came to visit.�
�It is?� asked Mary. �What do you mean?�
�We�ll talk about that in a bit, Mom,� Pauline said. �Maybe with lunch.�
�Of course,� Mary said. �Although I can tell you my curiosity is now piqued a bit.�
�We�ll un-pique you soon,� Jake assured her. �For now, how about you show me your house. I�ve been dying to see it.�

The house was quite nice. Though not as large as either of Jake�s houses�the one in the hills of Los Angeles or the one in the hills of New Zealand�it was practical, roomy, and well built. There were four large bedrooms spread throughout the single floor. The master bedroom where Tom and Mary slept was almost a house onto itself. A large picture window on the southeastern wall faced out over the Heritage River Canyon and the mountains beyond. The bed�a super king sized with a canopy�occupied only a quarter or so of the available space in the room. There was a large walk-in closet that was the size of a standard bedroom in a standard house, a sectional dresser and mirror set made of solid mahogany, and an entertainment center�also of mahogany�that was equipped with a forty-two-inch television set. The master bathroom featured a large soaking jacuzzi tub and separate glass enclosed shower. Another picture window looked out over the canyon from in here.
In addition to the bedrooms, there was a large kitchen equipped with propane fired appliances set into a granite topped kitchen island. The cabinetry in here was also of mahogany. Adjacent to the kitchen was a formal dining area that Mary and Tom confessed they rarely used, preferring instead to take their meals in the more intimate kitchen nook. The living room was adjacent to this and featured a projection television set resting in another large mahogany entertainment center. The wrap-around sectional furniture was light brown and rested upon a dark colored hardwood floor. In the corner of the room was a wet bar stocked with a variety of liquors, beers, and wines. Beyond the living room was a hallway that led to the secondary bedrooms, all three of which were equipped with queen sized beds and thirty-inch television sets. Two of the secondary bedrooms shared a connected bathroom with a smaller version of the shower and tub combo in the master. The third secondary room was right next to the communal bathroom in the hall.
At the far end of the house was another room that was larger than the guest rooms but not quite as large as the master. It had its own half-bath attached to it. This was what Tom called the entertainment room. A pool table was the centerpiece of this room. A variety of chairs and loveseats were arranged around it. On the wall near another large window was a top-of-the-line stereo system that had two turntables, a CD player, and a cassette player in addition to the stereo receiver. Arrayed on shelves to either side of the stereo were Tom and Mary�s music collection, which was considerable. Records�some dating back to the early 1950s�were neatly arranged alphabetically. Jake remembered many of these records from his childhood. There were complete collections of Neil Diamond, the Rolling Stones, the Animals, The Beatles, Peter, Paul, and Mary, Simon and Garfunkle, Beethoven�s symphonies by a variety of performers, Bach, Straus, and, of course, Intemperance. The CD collection was considerably smaller and consisted almost entirely of duplicates that his parents had purchased in order to enjoy the superior musical reproduction of their favorites. Most of the classical as well as the Stones and Neil Diamond were represented here. Jake was a bit chagrined to note that there were no Intemperance CDs in the collection.
On the wall opposite the stereo system and the music collection was a glass encased display cabinet. It contained Mary Kingsley�s Nicolas Lupot violin. An instrument worth around twenty thousand dollars (it had its own insurance policy, the underwriting paperwork issued back in the day by none other than Stanley Archer of Mutual of California), she had played it through the last eighteen years of her career with the Heritage Philharmonic. It had been retired with its owner, resting in the case ever since. Though his mother still played the violin quite regularly in her position as conductor and instructor for the Cypress High School orchestra, she played one of her many secondary instruments for that gig. Jake had a notion that maybe that violin would be coming out of that case soon. For what he had in mind, his mother would insist upon the very best.

Jake was installed in the guest room that did not have its own bathroom. Celia and Pauline were given the two rooms that did have the connecting bathroom. Nerdly and Sharon were given their own room over in Stan and Cindy�s house�a house that Jake promised to come over and tour soon.
By the time he was settled in and unpacked, it was time for the late lunch Mary and Tom had prepared. The Archers all returned to Tom and Mary�s to partake in the food festivities as well. Finally, the formal dining room table got to see some action as everyone sat down and tore into the fajita platter full of marinated chicken breast, homemade pinto beans, Spanish rice, tomatoes, lettuce, and freshly grated cheddar cheese.
Jake ate gratefully, sipping out of a glass of iced tea after turning down the offer of a beer. Celia, Sharon and Pauline each had a glass of white wine. Nerdly, Stan, Tom, and Mary all went with the beer.
�This is great, guys,� Jake told his parents after putting away his third taco and sopping up his second helping of beans.
�I agree,� said Celia, who was just finishing her second taco. �It�s nice to have a down to Earth meal once in a while.�
�Don�t you have servants in your home to make homemade food for you?� asked Mary. She was quite fascinated with the fact that Celia Valdez�the Celia Valdez�was taking lunch with her family just like she was a real person.
�We do,� Celia confirmed. �We have a live-in chef who follows us to whatever house we�re staying in�LA or Palm Springs.� She blushed a little. �Madre de Dios, that sounds a little pretentious of me, doesn�t it?�
Jake gave her a smile and waved his hand in a see-saw motion. �Yeah, that was pretty much an elitist statement if I�ve ever heard one,� he told her.
�Jake!� Mary said, aghast at his rudeness.
But Celia was chuckling at his words. �It�s okay, Mary,� she told her. �Jake and I have been working pretty closely together these last few months. We�ve both been granted put-down privileges.�
�And we�re not afraid to use them,� Jake added.
�They use them quite often on me as well,� Bill said, perhaps a bit huffily.
Mary looked at her son and the beautiful, married Venezuelan singer he had brought home to meet her. Her mother instincts were firing very strongly as she looked at the clear affection each displayed in their eyes. She wondered again just why Celia was here. �Well now,� she said dismissively, �I don�t think you were being pretentious at all. You were simply stating a fact. One should never feel ashamed for the success one has achieved in life.�
�Well said, Mary,� Celia told her, holding up her wine glass in salute. �In any case, I was complimenting your meal. Our chef is wonderful�don�t get me wrong�but he only makes gourmet dishes. He would die before he would make a fajita platter, and I am not talking figuratively here. My mouth started watering the moment I smelled the chicken cooking. And it tastes as delicious as it smells.�
�Hear, hear,� Jake said, hefting his own iced tea glass in salute. �I have Elsa who cooks for me, and she does make things like tacos and meatloaf, but there is nothing that compares with your own mom�s cooking, am I right?�
�Fuckin� A,� said Pauline, causing all four parents in the room to stare disapprovingly at her. Now it was she who blushed. �Uh ... sorry,� she said. �I think I�ve been hanging out with Jake too much lately.�
�Oh sure,� Jake said, rolling his eyes. �Blame your profanity on me.�
�You say that all the time!� Pauline told him.
�Not at the freakin� dinner table in front of our parents and their guests, I don�t,� he countered.
�He does have a point there, Pauline,� Nerdly put in.
�Oh, shut your ass, Bill,� she told him. �How about another hit of this wine, Dad?�
Amused at her discomfort, Tom poured her another glass of chardonnay. She quickly drank a quarter of it down.
�Anyway,� Mary said, �I appreciate your praise of my cooking. I�m happy everyone likes it.�
�I chopped up the tomatoes and grated the cheese,� Tom put in.
�And a fine job you did, Dad,� Jake said. He looked at Pauline for a moment and the two of them passed a silent message back and forth. Pauline gave a small nod at him. It was a good time to bring up their request.
�What�s up?� asked Mary, who had picked up on the exchange quite easily.
�Well,� Jake said, �there�s a reason that we all came out here to see you.�
�A reason?� asked Tom.
�Well, I really wanted to see you all and check out your pads, that�s the real reason, of course. But we also have a bit of an ulterior motive. I can see you and mom wondering why we brought Celia here. She�s a part of this ulterior motive.�
�Really?� Mary said slowly, all sorts of strange possibilities running through her mind. Were Jake and Celia involved with each other? Was Celia going to announce a divorce soon? Was she, perhaps, pregnant? Did they maybe not know who the father was?
Jake caught the jist of her thoughts through sheer familiarity with her expressions and thought patterns. He chuckled aloud. �It is nothing like what you�re thinking, Mom,� he assured her.
She looked at him sharply. �How would you know what I�m thinking?� she asked, a tinge of guilt in her tone.
�What was she thinking?� asked Celia.
Pauline handled this one. �She was thinking that you and Jake are ... you know ... doing the naughty with each other and we came here to break the news.�
Mary was appalled by her daughter�s words. �Pauline Marie Kingsley!� she shouted. �How dare you accuse me of something like that! I was thinking no such thing!�
�Really now?� Pauline asked, amused.
�Me and Jake?� Celia said with a gasp. �Madre de Dios, no. I�m a happily married woman, Mrs. Kingsley.�
�Mary,� Mary said, blushing furiously. �Call me Mary, please.�
�Mary,� Celia corrected. �I�m not sure how we might have given that impression, but believe me, Jake and I are nothing but friends and partners in the record company we�re trying to get going. I assure you that our relationship is platonic.�
�I assure you as well, Mom,� Jake said, giving a little glance at Celia. Did she really have to protest that firmly?
�I assure you that is not what I was thinking,� Mary told them, though her eyes were cast downward as she said it. �Can we talk about something else now?�
�Absolutely,� Jake said. �How about the real reason we�re here?�
�What is the reason?� Tom asked.
Jake looked at Pauline and then at Celia. They both gave him the nod. He turned back to the parents. �We need the help of the ladies,� he said.
�The ladies?� Mary said. �You mean ... uh...�
�You and Cindy,� Jake clarified. �We�ve hit a wall in our music composition and we would like to ask you to help us over it.�
�Our help?� asked Cynthia. �What could we do?�
�You�re both retired professional musicians,� Jake said. �We�d like you both to help us get our albums into production.�
�By playing music for you?� Mary asked.
�Yes,� Celia said. �That�s exactly what we�re asking.�
The two mothers looked at each other. They looked back at Jake. �I�m not sure we would be much help to you, honey,� Mary said. �We�re musicians who specialize in classical music. You�re a rock and roll musician, Jake. And Celia, you�re a popular musician. Don�t you think it would be better to get ... well ... musicians who are younger and more adept at playing the style of music you compose?�
�Exactly,� said Cynthia. �And you have William here, don�t you? He plays the piano better than I do�he always has. Not only that, but he�s used to playing your style of music.�
�Well,� Jake said, �let�s address those concerns one at a time, shall we?�
�That would be the proper format,� Bill said.
�Right,� Jake said. �As for what kind of musicians you are, that does not matter as much as the fact that we need a violin player and a piano player to help us with our tunes. Do you remember when we composed the song for Bill and Sharon�s wedding?�
�Of course,� Mary said.
�I remember it quite fondly,� said Cynthia. �I particular liked it when we jellied after doing the song.�
�Jellied?� Pauline asked, confused.
�Jammed, Mom,� Nerdly corrected. �You jammed, not jellied.�
�Oh ... jammed, right,� Cynthia said. �An interesting term.�
�Semantics aside,� Jake said, �you ladies were badass. I remember thinking at the time that I�d love to do some original material with the two of you someday. That day has come. We need your help.�
�Surely there are other violinists in Los Angeles you can use,� Mary said.
�And, as I said, William plays much better than me,� Cynthia repeated.
�Not much better,� Bill told her, �only a little better. You are a premium pianist, Mom.�
�Well, thank you, but...�
�Let�s go back to the other musicians thing,� Jake interrupted. �It�s not as easy as you seem to think to secure a professional level violinist or pianist for the length of time we�ll be needing them.�
�It�s not?� asked Tom. �LA is the music capital of the world. I would think it would be teeming with musicians of all categories.�
�It is,� Jake said, �but remember the key phrase here: Professional level. We don�t want some hacker playing the violin or the piano on our tunes. Most of the musicians at the level of skill we require are already working under contract of some sort for either the record companies or some studio that produces soundtrack music or one of the orchestras in one of the cities. We had a hell of time just finding a bass player and a drummer so we could work up our tunes in their basic format.�
�Couldn�t you just ask to borrow one for a while from one of the record companies?� asked Stanley. �My understanding from talking to Bill is that you�re going to have to use one of those companies to distribute your music once it�s recorded anyway, right?�
�Right,� Pauline said. �We don�t have the financing available to actually make our own product. We�ll have to contract with a record company for manufacturing and distribution.�
�Then wouldn�t it behoove them to lend you some musicians to get your albums done?� Stan enquired.
�Perhaps it would,� Jake said, �but we don�t want to do that. We don�t want any publicity or knowledge about this album leaking out to the music industry until we have master tapes in hand and are ready to negotiate terms with them. We don�t want them knowing how our progress is going. It will hurt our negotiations later.�
�And,� added Celia, �it would open us up to interference from them and advanced publicity leaks to the entertainment media. If they didn�t like what they were hearing in the early stages of our efforts, all it would take would be a few negative reports about our music leaked to a few reporters and people would end up hating our music before they even heard it.�
�We�ve already got enough cards stacked against us,� Pauline said. �Celia is considered a has-been and it would delight the entertainment media to report that she�s making horrible music. Jake is trying to switch genres from what he is associated with and he is going to be following in the footsteps of two former Intemperance members� projects�Matt�s upcoming heavy metal album and Coop�s upcoming super-group album. Both of them are recorded and pending release. The media would love nothing more than to report that Jake�s music, compared to Matt Tisdale and Veteran, sucks ass.� She blushed again. �Sorry, another term I picked up from brother dear.�
�One that I can also refrain from using at the parental dinner table,� Jake said with a smile.
�Anyway,� Pauline continued, �that�s the reason we can�t use actual professional musicians. For our bass player we were able to find a guy who teaches guitar at a local community college. For our drummer, we found a former professional drum player who has an impressive resume but he�s been working as a paramedic for the last ten years.�
�He�s also more than a little messed up in the head,� Jake added.
�A premium drummer though,� Nerdly said.
�Yeah, he can pound them all right,� Celia put in.
�So that,� Jake concluded, �in a nutshell, is why we need the two of you. We�ve gone as far as we can go with just me and Celia playing guitars and using our two hired guns.�
�What about William?� asked Cynthia. �You still haven�t explained why you need me as a pianist when you have him.�
�Several reasons,� Celia said. �Bill and Sharon are our primary engineers and mixers. They are in charge of the sound of our tunes and how it plays out. Also, Bill is our synthesizer player.�
�One of the first things I bought when we became a limited liability company was a Korg M1 digital synthesizer,� Bill said proudly. �It is a premium and versatile musical instrument capable of producing a variety of aesthetically pleasing compositions.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �Bill would marry that freakin� thing if he didn�t already have Sharon.�
�True,� Sharon said. �I hesitate at times to even leave him alone with it.�
�You have no reason to be jealous of a musical instrument,� Bill told his wife. �It does not have the ability to satisfy me sexually.�
�All right,� Jake said. �I�m putting the conversation back on track now.�
�Bless you,� Mary and Cynthia said in unison.
�My point is,� said Jake, �that Bill has already got his hands full keeping on top of the engineering of the tunes and the playing of the synthesizer. Having him play the piano on top of all that is too much for him. We need an independent pianist who can play at a professional level and take direction from a composer. That�s you, Cindy.�
�Well, I�m flattered, naturally,� Cynthia said, �but ... well, I�m just not sure about this. Would I have to go to Los Angeles?�
�You would,� Jake confirmed. �That�s where our studio is and where our backing musicians are.�
�How long are we talking about, Jake?� asked Mary. �I have the high school orchestra to conduct. I can�t do that from Los Angeles.�
�It�s summer now, Mom,� Pauline said. �School doesn�t start back up until September, right?�
�Well ... right,� she said, �but ... well, that�s only eight weeks away. Didn�t you tell me it takes months to record an album?�
�We�re not recording the album right now, Mary,� Celia said. �We�re just trying to get the tunes put together in a basic format.�
�So ... you�ll use other musicians for the violin and piano parts when you actually record?� Mary asked.
�Well ... not exactly,� Jake said. �We were hoping to use you for the recordings too, but that�s a few steps ahead of where we are now. When we get to that point, we can work around your school schedule. We�ll fly you in on the weekends or on days you�re not otherwise busy and just concentrate on your particular pieces of the songs while you�re with us.�
�What do you mean?� Mary asked, confused. �How would you just work on my parts?�
�It�s easy,� Jake said. �When a song is recorded it�s not done with all the musicians playing together. Each instrument and each vocalization are recorded independently and then mixed together on a final recording. By the time we would have you come into the studio we would already know exactly what we would want you to play and would have already recorded our tracks for you to overlay your contribution onto. We�ll have the sheet music all printed out for you and all you�ll have to do is lay it down until we get it right.�
�Really?� she said, her eyes showing clear interest in the process.
�What about me?� asked Cynthia. �Would the same apply to me?�
�You would be a little more involved,� Bill told her. �The piano parts are much more extensive and part of the base melody of the songs, particularly in a few of Celia�s efforts. You would have to spend more time in the studio with us during the initial laydown of the basic tracks.�
Cynthia seemed to like this idea. �You mean ... I would get to hang out in a recording studio with you? That I would be involved in the actual making of the album?�
�Two albums,� Celia said. �One by me and one by Jake.�
�That sounds like fun,� she said.
�It�s actually kind of tedious,� Jake admitted. �We�ll get on each other�s nerves and you�ll be so sick of the tunes by the time we�re done that you�ll swear you never want to play them again. At that end of it all, however, when you hear what the final master sounds like ... well, that�s a very special moment.�
�I�m in,� Cynthia said. �It�ll be wonderful to spend so much time with William and Sharon.�
Jake chuckled a little. �I�m glad to hear that, Cindy, but wait until you�ve heard Bill and Sharon tell you for the hundredth time to play this piece again, or to make that piece a little louder, or this section a little off-timed for effect. Tell me then how wonderful it is.�
�Hey now,� Bill said. �Our job is to achieve perfection in our audio reproduction. One should not criticize the harshness of one�s taskmaster when perfection is at stake.�
�One does not criticize,� Jake countered, �but one can have one�s nerves frayed a bit by said taskmaster.�
Bill thought this over and then nodded. �I suppose that�s a fair statement,� he allowed.
Mary, however, was still having her doubts. �This all sounds like an awful lot of work,� she said. �Exactly how long would we need to stay in Los Angeles?�
�Well,� Jake said, �I promise to get you back home before school starts.�
�That�s eight weeks,� Mary said. �You want me to leave my home and my husband for two months?�
�You can stay at my place, Mom,� Jake told her. �Dad too. You�ll have your own bedroom downstairs, a pool to swim in, a hot tub to hot tub in, access to my wine collection, and Elsa will take care of your meals and the cleaning�well, except on the weekends. She gets those off. I�ll pay for everything. I�ll even pay to have someone look after your place while you�re gone.�
Tom and Mary looked at each for a moment. �What do you think?� Mary asked him.
He shrugged. �I�ll leave it up to you, since you�re the one who will be doing the work, but I�m up for a little stay in LA if you are.�
Mary sighed. �I just don�t know,� she said. �I want to help you out, of course.�
�I wouldn�t have asked if we didn�t really need your help, Mom,� Jake said.
�I know, honey,� she said. �It�s just that eight weeks is a long time to be away from our home. And ... well, what about your privacy during all this? Are you sure you want to have your parents living with you? I mean ... I�ve heard of some of the things you get up to, Jake.�
�Some of the things I get up to?� Jake asked, partially amused, partially ashamed.
�Well, you�re a rich rock star,� his mother said. �You like to ... you know ... party and stuff like that. I�m not sure I would want to be witness to some of the things you might do.�
�I assure you, Mom,� Jake told her, �I will do nothing to embarrass myself or make you uncomfortable while you are under my roof. There will be no orgies, no sniffing cocaine out of butt cracks, and no vomitus episodes of gross intoxication.�
�At least not while you�re there,� Pauline said with a chuckle.
�Exactly,� Jake confirmed with a smile. �I�ll send you off on a day trip to Catalina or something if I want to do all that.�
That brought a smile to Mary�s face, but she still was not quite convinced. �Can I think it over for a bit?� she asked.
�Absolutely,� Jake said.
�Okay,� she said. �I�ll have an answer for you before you leave.�

The loose plan was for everyone to make the walk over to the Archers� house after lunch so Jake and Celia could get the grand tour over there. Jake had a few requests first.
�Dad,� he asked, �do you still have that old acoustic guitar of yours?�
�That old Yamaha?� Tom said with a nostalgic smile. �Yeah. It�s up in the attic with a bunch of other stuff we haven�t found a place for yet.�
�I think we should hang it up in the entertainment room,� Mary opined. �That and that old Les Paul and those two Fenders he used to play.�
�That was my next question,� Jake said. �Do you still have any of those electrics laying around? And the amp and the cords?�
�All of those are up there in the attic,� Tom assured him. �Why do you ask?�
Mary turned to Celia. �Jake used to play those instruments much more than Tom ever did,� she told her. �Tom only picked them up every once in a while after he got into law school.�
Usually when you two decided to burn a little, Jake could not help but think, though he did not say this. Instead, he said: �I was thinking maybe we could go grab the acoustic and the Les Paul and the amp and take them over to Stan and Cindy�s with us.�
�What for?� Mary asked.
�Well,� Jake said, �I assume that Cindy has her Baby Grand over there somewhere, right?�
�Of course,� Cindy said. �It�s the centerpiece of our formal living room. I still play it several times a week.�
�Outstanding,� Jake said. �I was thinking maybe mom could grab a fiddle as well and maybe we could sit down and play a little music together over there.�
�Play some music?� Mary asked, her eyes showing definite interest.
�Right,� Jake said. �Celia and I could pound out the melodies and rhythms we�re working on and you two could jump in with the violin and the piano so we can see how they sound together.�
�Well ... I still haven�t decided if I�m up to this whole thing, Jake,� Mary said.
�Understood,� Jake assured her. �But maybe this will help you make the decision.�
�Well...�
�Oh, come on, Mary,� Cynthia said. �I think it�ll be fun.�
�Yes,� said Celia. �I would love to play with you. Imagine, jamming with the former lead violinist for a symphony. What an honor! Please, Mary? Let�s just try it for a little?�
This served to push Mary over the edge. The thought that a successful recording star felt it would be an honor to play with her was too much to resist. �I�ll go grab my rehearsal instrument,� she said. �Tom, you and Jake go grab those guitars from the attic.�
�Yes, dear,� Tom said with a smile.

Thirty minutes later, the entire troop of them were sitting in the formal living room on the bottom floor of Stan and Cindy�s two-story house. The tour of the home had been brief, taking less than five minutes, as the musicians among them were eager to get to playing. The formal living room was the biggest room in the house, just inside the main entrance. It was done up in earth tone Berber carpeting and, instead of being filled with antique furniture that no one was allowed to sit on, it featured, as the centerpiece, a 1954 Steinway baby grand piano that had been recently appraised (for insurance purposes) as being worth thirty-seven thousand dollars. Arrayed around the piano and its bench were a series of comfortable, tasteful chairs and an oak coffee table. Jake, Celia, and Tom spent a few minutes plugging in the small Marshall amplifier and hooking up the 1970 Les Paul to it.
Jake felt a strong sense of nostalgia as he held the sunburst patterned Les Paul in his hands for the first time in many years. This was the first electric guitar he had ever played in his life, the instrument he had used to form the beginnings of his eventual mastery of one of the most important tools of his trade. The Marshall amp he had plugged it into was where he had begun to learn the intricacies of electric distortion levels that were the signature of rock and roll music. He remembered playing the Les Paul for hours upon hours, experimenting with feedback and reverb and distortion, trying to nail down the exact sound of various songs he had learned to like. It was this instrument and this amp with which he had first learned to duplicate Jimmy Page�s riff from Whole Lotta Love, Tony Iommi�s riffs on Paranoid and War Pigs, and, of course, Ritchie Blackmore�s most common first riff ever learned by new guitarists: Smoke on the Water.
The instrument now was showing its age. The paint was faded and chipped in a few places (Jake knew that many of those chips were from him). It was covered with a layer of dust. Still, after wiping it down and plugging it in, after turning on the Marshall amp, he heard the gratifying hum of connection coming out of the speaker. He twirled the volume and tone controls and then flipped the switch for the dual Humbucker pickups to the setting that would allow simple clean output. He adjusted the reverb and the vibrato on the amp to zero and then turned up the volume to five, just enough to mix with the sound of Celia on the acoustic and Cynthia on the baby grand.
He gave the strings a strum on the open chord. The sound was flat, flatter even than the proverbial pancake. It was extremely offensive to the professional musician ear.
�Jesus Christ, Dad,� Jake said with a wince. �When was the last time you tuned this thing?�
Tom looked more than a little guilty. �Uh ... well ... probably around 1984 or so.�
Jake looked at his father sternly. �Goddamn Reagan was still in his first term then,� he told him. He shook his head. �This shit is not all right.�
�Sorry,� Tom said, visibly ashamed.
�Uh ... I�m afraid this one is in about the same shape,� Celia said. She had the Yamaha acoustic six-string in her hands.
�Oh ... well, that one I�ve tuned more recently,� Tom assured them.
�Yeah? When?� Jake asked.
�Well ... I distinctly remember playing it one night while we were watching a news report on the Challenger investigation. And I had recently tuned it then.�
�So ... that would be 1986 then?� Jake said. �Reagan�s second term?�
�Has it been that long since the Challenger explosion?� Tom said, shaking his head now. �Wow, how time passes.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. He looked at Mary, who was sitting in one of the chairs, her rehearsal violin (which meant it was only a two-thousand-dollar instrument) sitting in her lap. �Mom, can we borrow your tuning fork for a few?�
�Of course,� she said, reaching in her case and pulling it out.
It took a while, since the strings on both guitars were badly in need of being changed in addition to being out of tune, but eventually Jake and Celia were able to get the instruments into passable tune for what they were trying to accomplish.
�All right then,� Jake said, looking at Celia. �What should we try first?�
�How about you run through Insignificance with Mary?� Celia suggested. �It�s a simple piece�well, you know what I mean�that will help us kind of get plugged in.�
Jake thought this through for a moment and then nodded. Insignificance was one of his tunes, an original he had penned shortly after returning from exile in New Zealand. It was a lively ballad musically, strong on acoustic guitar, but with lyrics that were dark when analyzed�lyrics that described the essential meaninglessness of life no matter what one managed to accomplish during it.
�All right,� he said, giving the Les Paul a strum and then grabbing a C-chord. �Let me play the chorus for you first, so you can get a feel for the melody.�
�Sounds good,� Mary said, fingering the handle of her bow.
Jake began to fingerpick out the chorus. It was a gentle, almost hypnotic melody. He ran through it three times and then added his voice to the fourth.
�Insignificance,
Just a speck in time and space
Insignificance
One day we�re gone without a trace
Insignificance,
We fight so hard to leave our mark
Insignificance
In the end, we�re all nothing but a spark�
�I like the melody, Jake,� Mary told him.
�Thanks, Mom.�
�And your voice sounds ... well ... richer.�
�I quit smoking cigarettes,� he told her, and then, with a guilty shrug, �for the most part anyway. It�s increased my range and timbre considerably.�
�Well, I�m certainly glad to hear that,� she said, delighted. �Such a nasty habit.�
�Yeah, I�ll agree with that,� Jake told her. �Anyway, what I�m hoping for on this tune is a subtle, constant accompaniment with your violin during the vocal portions and then some accent enhancement over the guitar chords during the chorus breaks and the bridge.�
She nodded thoughtfully. �Give me some specifics on the composition,� she told him.
�It�s in the key of C-major,� Jake told her.
�Obviously,� she said, giving him a little eye roll.
Jake nodded. �It�s a four, constant throughout at ninety per minute. The primary instruments will be the acoustic guitar and the violin. When we mix, there may be some subtle bass dubbed in, but that is still to be determined. There will be no percussion at all.�
�Okay,� she said. �That sounds easy enough. Abafando during the vocalization parts and accentato on the changeovers.�
�Uh ... right,� Jake said. Unlike his mother, he had not had a formal musical education other than a semester at community college. He knew the concepts inside and out, but was a bit weak on the official terminology. �That�s pretty much what I said, right?�
Mary smiled. �Right,� she said. �Is there anything else?�
�I think that�s the long and short of it,� Jake told her. �Except for the solo, of course.�
Mary�s eyes widened. �The solo?�
�Naturally,� Jake said. �There needs to be a nice, melodic violin solo between the bridge and the final chorus. It will be one of the highlights of the song.�
�It will?�
�It will,� he confirmed. �I�ve actually composed the basics of the melody with the thought of that violin solo in mind. It�s going to be awesome. I can just feel it.�
Mary smiled, warming to the thought. �Well ... I suppose I could do that,� she said. �I�ve done more than my share of solos with the symphony. As long as the notes are properly placed on that page and I�m allowed to rehearse it up to the point that...� She looked up to see her son shaking his head at her. �What?�
�You have to compose your own solo, Mom,� he said.
�I have to compose it?�
�It�s tradition,� Jake told her. �In rock and roll music the musician composes his or her own solo. You�re the one most familiar with your instrument and what it can do. Matt always composed his own guitar solos for Intemperance songs, even if they were my tunes. And Nerdly always composed his own piano solos as well.�
�Please don�t call him Nerdly, Jake,� Cynthia said with a wince.
�Uh ... sorry, Cindy,� Jake said. He turned back to his mother. �Anyway, that�s the way things work with rock music.�
�But Jake,� Mary said, �I�m not a composer. I play music that others have written. I do it very well, but as for coming up with something on my own ... well ... I just don�t know.�
�You�ll do fine, Mom,� Jake assured her. �Remember when we jammed at Bill and Sharon�s wedding? You came up with that on your own and you freakin� rocked it once you got into the feel of it. You�ll rock this as well.�
�Well ... that was kind of fun,� she said, �but...�
�Let�s not worry about the solo just yet,� Bill said. �Remember, Mary, that you haven�t actually agreed to do this yet?�
�Uh ... well, yeah,� she said. �That is true.�
�So, this discussion about violin solos might be putting the confirmation of our hypothesis ahead of our empirical and repeatable evidence, correct?�
�Uh...� Mary said, looking over at Jake.
�Putting our cart before our horse,� Jake translated for her.
�Oh,� she said brightly, �I see. Yes, I suppose we would be doing that.�
�How about for this moment in time,� Bill suggested, �we just concentrate on the basic composition of the piece and worry about the solo if and when you decide to commit to the project?�
�Well put, Bill,� Jake told him.
�All right,� Mary said. �I find you make a good argument.� She looked at her son. �Why don�t you run through the whole tune for me and we�ll go from there?�
�An outstanding idea,� Jake said.
He began to play. His mother and Cynthia listened.

Once they started, all five of the musicians, as well as Sharon, the sound technician extraordinaire, quickly lost focus on everything else around them. They ran through Insignificance for the better part of an hour. Jake played it all the way through on the clean output of the Les Paul and then Mary slowly, hesitantly began to accompany as instructed on her violin. She played softly as Jake sang, and then stronger, with more emphasis on the notes, during the changeovers, utilizing the basic notation of the tune that Jake had quickly penned out for her on a piece of scrap paper. They left out the solo for now, although everyone could tell that it was high on Mary�s mind. Everyone agreed that they were definitely onto something.
They then moved onto one of Celia�s songs, a piece that would require both piano and violin. It was called This Just Can�t Go On. It was one of the tunes Celia had sung for Jake during their drunken jam session prior to the Grammy Awards ceremony several years ago, the time they had truly bonded together as musicians. It was planned to be one of the more radio friendly songs on her upcoming album.
�Okay,� Celia told the ladies after she and Jake ran through the basic acoustic version. �I know we don�t have the bass or the drums here, but we�re going for a four at one hundred ten per minute with a few tempo changes down to ninety. Our key is G-major. Everyone got that?�
They got it.
�What I�m looking for here,� Celia explained, �is the piano to be the primary melodic instrument with my guitar as the rhythm accompaniment and the violin and Jake�s distorted guitar as the fills.� She picked out the primary rhythm again and then named off the chords in order. �Cynthia, can you duplicate that?�
�Well, not at one-ten at first,� she said. �Let me run through it at half speed until I get the feel.�
�By all means,� Celia said. �Do you need me to write it down for you?�
�No,� she said. �Compared to Beethoven and Bach, it�s actually quite simplistic.�
Celia looked at Jake, an amused smile on her face. �I think I�ve just been musically insulted,� she said.
Jake chuckled but Cynthia was appalled with herself. �Oh my God, Celia,� she gushed. �I didn�t mean to ... I mean, what I meant was...�
�It�s okay, Cynthia,� Celia assured her. �I took no offense. Rock and popular music is simplistic compared to classical.�
�We understand that, Mom,� Bill assured her. �Now go ahead and run through it.�
It took her a few minutes, but she was soon able to play the melody reliably at half speed. Celia strummed out the accompaniment at the same rate while Mary slowly began to add the fills where Jake indicated they should be.
�I think we got it,� Celia said. �Now let�s kick it up tempo to one-ten and I�ll start the vocalization.�
It was a little rough at first, but soon they were harmonizing fairly well. Celia, continuing to strum her part, sang out the lyrics, avoiding the bridge section for now since that was where the tempo change came in. The lyrics were fairly simplistic and straightforward�it was a song about breaking up, in the same tone as Jake�s own Point of Futility�but Celia�s beautiful contralto voice carried them well, projecting the emotion of the end of a relationship to the listener.
�Such a sad song,� Cynthia remarked at one point. �This one and Jake�s both.�
�There�s a lot of sadness in life,� Jake replied. �It�s an easy subject to write about.�
�That�s pretty deep, son,� Mary said.
Jake shrugged. �Shall we go through it again?�
They went through it again, and then a few more times. They then moved on to another song, this one from Jake. It was called The Easy Way, a tune he had penned a few years before and had really liked but, because it had not fit the Intemperance formula, had never fully developed.
�Okay,� Jake explained, �this one is going to feature a distorted drop-D tuned guitar as the primary melodic instrument with an underlying synthesizer track from Bill and his Korg. It is going to need some violin accompaniment and some piano fills. We�re talking G-major here at ninety to start and then we�ll go up tempo to one-twenty.�
�Let�s hear it,� Mary said. She was now fully into the jam session.
�Right,� said Cynthia. �I�m ready to get down.�
Jake introduced the song to them and they began to play around with it. Perhaps twenty minutes went by before anyone noticed that Tom and Pauline were no longer with them. And even when they did notice, they did not stop playing.

It was not that Pauline and Tom did not enjoy music. Both were lifelong lovers of the art and both spent much of their leisure time listening to a wide variety of compositions and genres. And it wasn�t that they did not enjoy watching the composition process take place. On the contrary, both had been fascinated with the interaction between the musicians and the bare beginnings of the evolution of the tunes. It was the repetitiveness of the process that got to them.
After hearing them go over This Just Can�t Go On for the twentieth or so time, and after coming to the realization that the five of them seemed to have every intention of running through every single song in both Jake and Celia�s inventory, Tom turned to his daughter.
�Do you want to go back over to our place and grab a beer or something?� he whispered to her.
�I thought you�d never ask,� Pauline replied.
They quietly got up and left the Archer domicile, heading back across the property to the Kingsley structure. Once inside, Tom pulled a couple of green Steinlager bottles out of the refrigerator and popped them open with a wine opener that hung from a hook.
�To family bands,� he said, raising his bottle to Pauline.
�Family bands,� she returned, clinking her bottle to his.
They took a drink and then Pauline looked at him, a sly smile on her face.
�What?� he asked.
�You got any pot?� she asked him.
His eyebrows raised slowly. �Pot?�
�You know? Weed, smoke, buds? I could go for a hit or two about now. How about you?�
Tom was blushing now. �Uh ... well ... wow, this is a bit awkward, isn�t it?�
�A bit,� Pauline admitted. �But let�s look at it rationally here. Jake and I have both known all of our lives that you and Mom like to get high on occasion. You�ve never actually done it in front of us, but you never really went to great lengths to hide it either.�
�True,� Tom said slowly, �but...�
�And I�m sure that you and Mom know that Jake and I have been known to flame a bowl on occasion, right?�
�Well ... with Jake there are actual pictures of it in the American Watcher, so, yes with him. You, however, well, I did kind of assume that you probably did it on occasion, but still, it�s not the sort of thing parents do with their children.�
�Why not?� she asked. �We drink beer together, don�t we? We�ve actually gotten quite hammered together more than once.�
�Again, true, but pot is something else entirely.�
�Yes, it is,� Pauline agreed. �So ... what�s the deal? You got any, or what?�
Tom looked at her for a moment and then took a drink of his beer. He swallowed it and then let out a great exhalation of breath. Finally, he shrugged. �Oh, what the hell?� he said. �I�ll have to check, but I think I just might have a little sitting in the back of a drawer somewhere.�
Pauline chuckled. �I thought that maybe you might,� she said. �Go get it. Let�s burn one, Dad.�
He left the room. He returned a few minutes later carrying a wooden cigar box that had been manufactured back in 1968 and had served as his stash box since 1970. Pauline smiled as she saw it. It was the same box she had pilfered from on dozens of occasions back in the early to mid-seventies, her high school days. She had always been careful only to take a few pinches out of it and to place it exactly back in its perpetual hiding place: the far corner of the top shelf of their closet. She had never found the box empty. She had never been caught.
Tom set the box down on the coffee table and opened the lid. Inside was the same small tray that had always been there. Next to it were a few packs of rolling papers, a disposable lighter, a small pair of scissors, and a plastic bag that held a respectable amount of green buds. He pulled the bag out and opened it.
�Wow, Dad,� Pauline said as she got a whiff of the odor. �That�s some top-shelf shit you got there.�
Tom nodded wisely. �If you�re going to do something, you do it right,� he told her.
�A good philosophy,� she agreed.
He set the tray down on the table and then pulled a medium sized bud out of the bag. Pauline could tell by the moisture of the bud that this was not weed that had been sitting forgotten for years. It was stuff that had been harvested in the past two months. He pulled a paper from the pack and then picked up the scissors and quickly cut the bud up into tiny pieces. He then rolled a nice, tight, fat joint. He handed it to his daughter along with the lighter. �Would you like to do the honors?�
�I�d love to,� she said, putting it in her mouth and sparking up. She took a tremendous hit and then passed it over to her father. He took it in his hand, hesitated for the briefest of seconds, and then, with another shrug, put it to his lips and inhaled.
They only took three hits apiece, not even half of the joint, before both felt they had reached therapeutic intoxication level. At that point, Tom dropped the joint into an ashtray and closed up his stashbox.
�Pretty good shit, Dad,� Pauline said appreciatively. �Where do you get it?�
�Let�s just say I know a gentleman who is willing to part with some from time to time,� he told her.
�Oooh, very mysterious,� she said. �Is it anybody I know?�
Tom smiled. �Perhaps,� he said. He would say no further on the subject, although Pauline had a strong suspicion that her uncle Phil�her mother�s younger brother�was the source. Uncle Phil owned and operated a skateboard shop in Heritage and had always seemed to be just a bit more well-off than his marginal business could explain.
�Let�s turn on some music,� Pauline suggested.
�Sounds good,� Tom said, nodding slowly, his eyelids at half-staff.
�Do you have any Pink Floyd?�
�I do not,� Tom told her. �I never really got into them.�
�Really? You don�t like Pink Floyd? Have you ever listened to them while you were high?�
�Not that I can remember,� he admitted.
�You have got to try it sometime,� she said. �I�ll get you a copy of Dark Side of the Moon and you�ll have to listen to it while you�re baked.�
�I�m willing to make the experiment,� he said. �In the meantime, however, how about a little Sergeant Pepper?�
Pauline thought that over for a moment and then nodded, a nostalgic smile on her face. �Throw it on,� she told him.
Tom went to his music collection and thumbed through the albums for a moment until he found the colorful cover of the Beatles� eighth album. He carefully removed the vinyl from the cover and set it upon the turntable. He threw a few switches, turned a few knobs, adjusted the equalizer just a bit, and then gently set the arm of player down on the first track of side one. A moment later, the distinctive sound of an orchestra tuning up began to issue from the speakers.
�I haven�t heard this in years,� Pauline said. �Not since I lived here, I think.�
�It�s a classic,� Tom said, taking his seat again as the opening song began to play.
�You and Mom used to listen to this all the time,� she said. She gave a knowing look. �Usually at night, after me and Jake were settled in for the evening.�
�What can I say?� he said with a smile. �Your mother and I were very fond of this one.�
They listened in silence to track one and track two, both of them just enjoying the musical composition with their hallucinogenic enhanced minds. It wasn�t until track three�Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds�that Tom spoke again.
�Tell me, Pauline,� he said, his tone a little more serious now. �How is Jake doing these days?�
�Jake?� she said with a shrug. �He�s doing fine. He�s working hard�he and Celia and Bill and Sharon put in at least eight hours a day, six days a week.�
�That�s good to hear,� Tom said. �He certainly looks better than the last time I saw him. But how is he doing? You know what I�m talking about?�
�Ahhh,� she said. �You mean the drinking, the drugs, the self-destruction.�
He nodded. �You didn�t tell me much about what you found when you went to New Zealand to talk to him, but ... well ... I got the strong impression that things were not very good there.�
She sighed, taking a sip of her beer. �No, things were not very good there. He was in pretty bad shape, actually. The breakup of Intemperance, particularly the acid and the hatred that Matt was spewing both publicly and privately, really threw him for a loop. On top of that, there was his breakup with Helen. That was still pretty fresh as well.�
Tom nodded. �I really liked Helen,� he said. �I thought she was good for Jake.�
�She was,� Pauline said. �They were good for each other. They truly did love each other too. It was just that Helen couldn�t take the celebrity lifestyle.�
�You can hardly blame her,� Tom said. �That crazy woman showed up at her house and obviously intended to torture her and kill her. That would tend to put a doubt or two into one�s head, wouldn�t you say?�
That crazy woman he was referring to was Jenny Johansen, a twenty-eight-year-old woman from Los Angeles who had become obsessed with Jake at least as far back as his romantic relationship with Rachel�his girlfriend before Helen�but who had become incensed and over the top once his relationship with Helen became public knowledge. Her obsession had come to a peak one day when she had gone to Helen�s house with a bag containing a pistol, a pair of handcuffs, a roll of duct tape, four butcher knives, and a portable blow torch. Fortunately for Helen, Johansen had sent several letters to Jake beforehand explicitly threatening her and Jake had arranged to have a state-of-the-art security system installed in Helen�s house. Johansen had triggered that system and was arrested by Ventura County sheriff�s deputies before she could attempt to put her plan in motion. Since she had not actually tried to kill Helen, and since she had not actually broken into Helen�s property, she could not be charged with those crimes. Instead, she had pled guilty to a firearms charge and ordered to submit to a year of psychiatric evaluation. Permanent restraining orders were in place forbidding Johansen from being within five hundred yards of Helen, Jake, or any of their family members. Though a restraining order is nothing more than a piece of paper, Jake had heard no further from Johansen since her plea and neither, as far as could be determined, had Helen.
�Yeah,� Pauline agreed. �I can�t say I blame her at all. She just wasn�t cut out for the public life. All she wanted to do was teach people to fly airplanes and live anonymously on her little plot of land out in Ventura County. Her goals were incompatible with Jake�s.�
�That�s the way it goes sometimes,� Tom said sadly. �Still ... a shame. Anyway, we were talking about New Zealand.�
�Yeah ... New Zealand,� Pauline said. �You should see Jake�s house there sometime. It really is nice. Sits up on a hill overlooking a little coastal town.�
�I would love to see it someday, but you were telling me about Jake?�
�Uh...� she hesitated.
�I�d like the truth, Paulie,� he said, using her childhood nickname. �Not what you think I want to hear, not what you think you need to say to protect him. I need to know how he was and how he is.�
�All right,� she said with a sigh of resignation. �No bullshit. He was drinking pretty heavily over there.�
Tom raised his eyebrows a bit. �Heavier than he was drinking out on the road?�
�Much,� she said. �Out on the road was nothing. I mean, they got drunk and snorted some coke and smoked some weed after their shows, but there was always another show to do, always another long trip on the bus. They were working and the partying was just part of the experience. You know what I�m saying?�
�I think so,� Tom said. �It certainly seemed like they were having a good time.�
�Yeah,� Pauline snorted. �About thirty-nine thousand dollars worth of good time on their last full tour, according to Jill anyway.�
Tom gave a little whistle. �Thirty-nine thousand dollars worth of booze?�
�Well ... that includes the pot and cocaine as well, although the alcohol was the majority of that particular entertainment expense.�
�Wow,� Tom said. He didn�t know whether to be impressed or appalled.
�Anyway, my point is that the road drinking is nothing. It�s just the road. Over in New Zealand, however, Jake didn�t have anything else to keep him occupied. He had nothing to do, was depressed, was lonely, and ... well ... he pretty much spent all day, every day drunk. He stopped exercising. He didn�t compose much. He was heading straight down a road to destruction. If Jill and I hadn�t gone out there ... well ... I don�t think he would�ve made it another year. He either would have drunk himself to death or he would have ended up crashing his motorcycle or getting stabbed by some jealous boyfriend of a girl he was sleeping with.�
�Jesus,� Tom said. �I didn�t realize it was that bad.�
�Have you seen his new tattoo?� Pauline asked him.
�No,� Tom said. �I didn�t know he had a new tattoo. This is the first time I�ve seen him since he came home, remember?�
�It�s a map of the South Island of New Zealand,� she said. �It�s up on his arm. It�s beautiful art, really. It shows all the rivers, the snow on the mountains, even the islands offshore.�
�Uh ... okay,� Tom said. �I�ll have to take a look at it.�
�He has no memory of getting that tattoo,� she told him.
�Really?�
�Really,� she confirmed. �Apparently he was in a state of blackout in some waterfront bar and started bragging about how much he loved South Island. The locals questioned his devotion to their locale. In order to prove how much he loved the place, he made them wake up the best tat artist in town and put the map on his arm. All of this information came to him secondhand, the next day. He has no recollection of any of it.�
�I see,� Tom said slowly.
�That was his state of mind, his lifestyle when Jill and I found him. We were able to bring him around with a little plain talk.�
�What kind of plain talk?�
�Well, if there is one thing that Jake hates more than anything, it�s being exploited. We pointed out that National Records would like nothing better than for him to have a well-publicized death so they could cash in on it by releasing tribute albums and unpublished material and whatever else they could think of to honor and profit from the great Jake Kingsley.�
�And he didn�t like that thought?�
�He was appalled at the very notion,� she said with a smile. �That was what flipped the switch over in his head. He started to get his shit together right at the very moment. It was very gratifying, really. Not often in life do things actually work out like that.�
�That�s when he agreed to come home?�
�Not right at that second,� she said. �That was the kick in the ass. The deciding factor is when he came up with the idea for KVA Records�the joining of forces between Jake and Celia with funding from me, Jake, Bill, and Celia�s husband. That was what got him home. And that is what we�ve been working on ever since.�
�I see,� Tom said. �That brings me back to my original question. How is Jake now?�
Pauline smiled thoughtfully. �I think he�s ... well ... doing kind of okay currently.�
�Kind of okay? What does that mean?�
�He�s cleaned himself up quite a bit now that he has something to occupy him, a goal to set his sights on. He hasn�t stopped drinking, but he�s slowed it way down ... for the most part anyway.�
�For the most part?� Tom asked. �Can you clarify?�
�Well ... you have to understand that this is information I get from Elsa, his live-in housekeeper, with a little bit of corroboration from Jill, who sees his expense reports. And I don�t get this information directly from Elsa, I kind of have to finagle it out of her in an indirect fashion. She is very loyal to him, you understand, and she would not appreciate it if she realized that the little tidbits she�s shared were being discussed with Jake�s father or with anyone else.�
�I understand,� he assured her. �I�m not planning to confront Jake with anything you tell me. I�m just worried about him. I worry about him much more than I�ve ever worried about you.�
She smiled warmly. �I always was the good child, wasn�t I?�
�Relatively, anyway,� he said.
�I�ll take a relatively. Anyway, he doesn�t drink during the day at all anymore, at least not on Monday through Saturday, when they work on their music. He is, however, in the habit of coming home from a day at the studio and having a beer or two or three, or maybe a bottle of wine, but he stops there and he doesn�t get wasted on worknights. He gets himself to bed by eleven at the latest and gets up promptly at six-thirty so he can go run five miles in Griffith Park and then get to the studio by nine.�
�He does that every day?� Tom asked.
�Pretty much,� she confirmed. �You didn�t see how much he had plumped up over in New Zealand, but it was considerable. He was borderline obese. I almost didn�t recognize him when I first saw him at the airport there. Once he got back in the exercise routine, however, he dropped at least twenty pounds in a matter of a few months. In addition to the running, he�s hitting the weights again too. He�s not quite back down to what he was in his early twenties, of course, but he�s pretty fit again.�
�That�s good to know,� he said. �And he said he stopped smoking too?�
She gave a sideways glance. �He�s stopped smoking a pack a day,� she said. �He hasn�t given them up entirely. The smoking is like the drinking. He does them together. When he comes home and has his beer or his wine, he lights up and smokes a few. When he�s working and sober, he doesn�t.�
�Well ... baby steps, I guess.�
�He�s getting there,� she said. �That brings us to Sundays though.�
�Sundays?�
�Sundays,� she said with a sigh. �The one day of the week they always take off. Jake calls it �the day of rest�. He kind of reverts back to the old ways on Sundays. He sleeps in until late morning, gets up, has a little breakfast, and then starts drinking the hard stuff by noon or so. He gets himself good and drunk and then takes a nap after dinner until around nine o�clock or so. He then usually goes out to a club and finds himself ... well ... you know ... a little companionship for the night.�
�Ahh,� Tom said. �I see.�
�Needless to say,� Pauline said, �he ties another one on while he�s doing that. He tends to roll in around one or so, always alone. He never brings women back to his place. He told me once he only picks women who are willing to take him to their place.�
�He told you this?� he said, surprised.
�It was a Sunday when he passed on this little bit of trivia,� she confirmed. �He was drunk at the time.�
�I see,� Tom said, scratching his head. �Do you think his drinking is under control then?�
She shrugged. �Under control is a phrase that can come in and out of application. Right now, yes, I think he�s got things under control. He�s found a rhythm that includes drinking on his terms without giving it up completely and without venturing into self-destruction. What�s going to happen when they�re done with this project and he starts to have more free time on his hands ... I don�t know. I guess we�ll just have to wait and see and take that one as it comes.�
Tom nodded. �What about the drugs?� he asked. �How much of a problem is that?�
�There is some good news there,� Pauline said. �Drugs are not a problem with Jake at all. He smokes some pot now and then, although I don�t think he has had any in at least a month now. And as for the coke, I honestly don�t think he�s had so much as a sniff of it since before he left for New Zealand. Coke is very much a social thing and a road thing for Jake. He�s never really had a problem with it at all, unlike Matt, who snorts the shit up like he needs it to live.�
�That�s a relief,� Tom said. He gave his daughter a meaningful look. �That thing with the groupie and the butt crack. Did that really happen?�
She chuckled. �I�m ... uh ... gonna have to refuse to answer that one on the grounds of attorney-client confidentiality,� she told him.
Tom smiled, receiving the message quite well. It was a true story. He had always rather suspected it was. The male part of him could not help but feel a little twinge of envy for his son. True, he worried to death about him, but the life of a rock star was certainly an entertaining one�in multiple ways.
�I withdraw the question,� he told her.
�Very well,� Pauline said. �Those sitting in judgement will disregard that question and draw no inference from my answer.�
They shared a laugh at this. Nothing like a little lawyer humor between two active members of the bar.
�Well,� Tom said, �I�ll say that you�ve set my mind at ease a bit�just a bit.�
�Glad to hear it.�
�I do have just one more question though.�
�What is that?� Pauline asked him.
�What�s the deal between Jake and Celia?�
Pauline looked at her father meaningfully. �Interesting,� she said. �You were able to pick up on it after just meeting her a few hours ago.�
He nodded. �It�s hard to miss�especially when you see them playing music together. I picked up a definite chemistry going on there.�
�It�s there all right,� Pauline said. �I can see it, Bill and Sharon can see it, even Jill the accountant can see it. I�m forced to wonder if Greg can see it as well, although he�s been kind of unofficially banned from showing up at the studio when they�re playing.�
�Banned from the studio?� Tom asked, surprised. �What is that about?�
�He means well, but he has a strong personality and he kind of gets in the way if he shows up. He has no musical knowledge whatsoever, but he starts making suggestions about how they should do this, or how they should change that. He kind of feels that since he put up a quarter of the money for KVA Records, he should have some input into the product. Celia had a talk with him about a month ago. She didn�t say what she told him, but he stopped showing up after that.�
�Interesting,� he said. He gave his daughter the serious look again. �You don�t think that Jake and Celia are actually ... you know...�
She shook her head. �No,� she said firmly. �Nothing like that. For one thing, they�re never really alone together�they only see each other in the studio when Bill and Sharon and the band are there as well. For another, I don�t think that either of them would do anything even if they had opportunity. Celia genuinely loves Greg and I don�t think she would cheat on him. Jake is genuinely a friend of Greg�s. They�ve been known to hang out together, play golf together, go out and have beers together. Jake may be oversexed and may sometimes display poor judgement�particularly when he�s drinking�but he would never sleep with a friend�s wife.�
�I would hope not,� Tom said.
�Having said that, however, there is something strong between those two, something that is plain to see for anyone who cares to see it.�
Tom nodded. �I guess that�s just one more wait and see item, isn�t it?�
�I guess it is,� Pauline agreed.

Mary Kingsley had planned to make chicken-fried steak and mashed potatoes and gravy for dinner�one of her specialty items. Unfortunately, the musicians became so enthralled by their playing that they did not return to the Kingsley house until well after five o�clock in the afternoon. Making enough of that particular entr�e for nine people would take at least two hours. She apologized profusely for losing track of the time, but Jake and Celia deflected her apology, stating that it was their fault. After a minor argument was resolved on whose fault it actually was, Celia offered to take everyone out for dinner instead, her treat.
�Let�s go to the nicest place we can get into wearing these clothes,� she told Tom and Mary and Stan and Cynthia. �Money is no object. I have a platinum credit card with no limit that my husband�s accounting firm pays off every month.�
Though they were hesitant to take advantage of her generosity, Pauline finally convinced them by saying: �Her old man has money falling out of his asshole. Trust me, we�re not going to break him.�
And so they headed back down to Cypress and had a very nice dinner at the Hilltop Inn, a landmark restaurant, known for its generous portions and high quality, that had been in business atop the hill just outside of town for more than fifty years.
The food was wonderful, the wine equally good. Four bottles of top shelf Merlot from the Napa Valley were opened during the course of the dinner. Everyone had their share except Jake. He sipped water instead, explaining that he had to fly tomorrow and, though he was well outside the eight hours from bottle to throttle rule, he did not want to take any chances.
It was as they were enjoying their desert that Mary Kingsley gave them her decision.
�Count me in,� she told them. �If you want my fiddle on your albums, I�ll give it to you.�
�Yay!� Celia said happily. She had really enjoyed playing with the mothers and was already envisioning how she would use them on several of her songs.
�That�s awesome, Mom,� Jake said, just as happily. He got up and gave her a hug.
They all finished dessert and then Celia paid the check. It was three hundred and sixty-three dollars, to which she added a seventy-five-dollar tip. Everyone thanked her for her generosity and then they piled back in the cars and headed back up the hill�Jake driving the Landcruiser, a slightly impaired Mary driving her husband�s Chevy sedan.
Back at Kingsley Manor, there was a little socializing but soon people started drifting off to bed, one by one. Mary begged off first, followed by Pauline. Then the Archers all went back to the Archer homestead as a group, leaving only Jake, Tom, and Celia standing. At this point, Jake finally broke down and asked for a beer.
�Well, of course,� Tom said. �You know where they�re kept. Are you still within your eight-hour window?�
�Well within it,� Jake assured him. �We�re not taking off until ten in the morning. I can drink all the way up until two in the morning.�
Tom looked up at him a little sharply. He saw his son staring back at him in an amused fashion, as if he knew exactly what his father had been thinking.
�Not that I really intend to do that, of course,� Jake said with a smile.
�Of course,� Tom said.
�Can I get you a beer as well?�
�Uh ... sure, I�ll drink one with you,� Tom said.
Jake nodded and then turned to Celia. �How about you, C?� he asked. �Need one more for the road?�
�I�m good,� Celia said. �I�m kind of tired and I think I�m going to hit the bed, just as soon as I get up the energy to lift mi grande pompis off this couch.�
Jake scoffed at her. �Tu grande pompis?� he said. �A typical woman, fishing for compliments. You know very well tu pompis es magnifico.�
Celia giggled. �Not bad,� she told him. �You managed to sound flirty there and use the proper sentence structure.�
�Gracias,� Jake said. He looked at his father again. �Celia�s trying to teach me a little Spanish in our spare time. As you can tell, we don�t have much spare time.�
�I see,� Tom said. �What exactly is a pompis?�
While Celia explained it, Jake made his way to the bar and opened up two bottles of Steinlager out of the refrigerator. When he returned, Celia was still sitting there. He sat on the couch next to her, though at a friendly enough distance. He took a large drink out of his beer, obviously savoring the experience.
�So, Dad,� Jake said. �You were talking earlier about these trails down in the canyon?�
Tom nodded. �Oh yes,� he said. �There�s the primary trail that runs all the way from Gibbons Lake in the High Sierra to Cypress. It�s called the Northwestern Trail and it�s an offshoot of the Pacific Crest Trail, which runs all along the crest of the mountains from Canada to Mexico. The Northwestern runs along our canyon rim just a half a mile down from the edge of our property.�
�Really?� Jake said, interested.
�There are a dozen or so other trails interspersed around here as well,� Tom said. �The canyon is a very popular hiking area. There�s Stevenson Trail, which leads down to the bottom of the canyon�that�s quite a hike, I�m here to tell you, especially coming back up�and then there�s the Cross Circuit trail, which comes off the Northwestern and leads to a really steep granite cliff that drops all the way down to the river level.�
�And you�re familiar with all these trails?� Jake asked him.
�I�m getting there,� Tom told him. �I have a USGS map of the area. It shows all the trails and the elevations. I�ve marked up all the trails your mother and I have hiked. You�ll really have to give some of them a try sometime.�
�That�s actually why I was asking,� Jake said. �I want to get up early tomorrow and take a run before breakfast. Are those trails suitable for running, or are they just for hiking?�
�The main trails like the Northwestern and the Cross Circuit are good for running,� he said. �I see people doing it all the time. It is pretty hilly though, and the terrain can be uneven. You�ll have to take care not to break an ankle down there.�
Celia suddenly perked up a bit. �Trail running, huh?� she said. �That sounds like a good workout.�
�That�s why I do it,� Jake said. �Running in Griffith Park is great cardio�and it�s up above the worst of the smog. I thought I�d try Dad�s trails and push myself a bit.�
�Can I come along?� Celia asked him.
Jake gave her an amused look. �Are you sure you�re going to feel up to a six-thirty run after drinking all that wine?�
�Probably not,� she admitted. �But I should do it anyway. I need to burn off all the calories that wine provided me.�
�It is actually safer not to go alone,� Tom told them. �The trails can be dangerous. They�re very remote for California. There are cliffs, rattlesnakes, mountain lions, and ankle breaking terrain. It�s best to have a buddy who can go for help if something bad happens.�
�All right then,� Jake said. �I guess it�s a date. You want to join us, Dad?�
He laughed. �When you want to hike in that canyon on a day when I haven�t spent the previous one smoking weed with my daughter and drinking beer and wine with everyone else, I�ll take you up on it. As for running there, you�re on your own under all circumstances. I�m too old for that shit.�
�Wimp,� Jake said, not unkindly.
�Guilty as charged,� Tom said.
�You think I could take a look at that map of yours though?� Jake asked him. �It�s probably a good idea for us to know where we�re going, right?�
�Yeah,� Tom agreed. �That would be a really good idea. Hang tight for a second. I�ll go get it.�
He disappeared down the hallway for several minutes. When he returned, he held a folded paper map with the logo of the United States Geological Survey on it. He sat down on the couch between Celia and Jake and unfolded the map on the coffee table before them. The map was an extremely detailed snapshot of the surrounding three hundred square miles of terrain. Just off to the right from the center was the region around the property they now sat upon. The area to the right of the property was marked up with highlighter ink on many of the trails. Most of the highlights were yellow. A few were red. Fewer more were blue. Tom put his finger on the lines and explained his color-coding scheme.
�Blue are the main trails,� he said. �This one here is the Northwestern and here is the Cross Circuit. The yellow ones are side trails that we�ve explored and are familiar with. Look right here.� He tapped one of the yellow ones. �This one is the trail you can pick up just a quarter mile north of here on the canyon ledge, just a bit off our property. It leads down to the Northwestern...� He trailed his finger along it until it intersected with a blue squiggle, � ... right here. You hang a left there and you can go for about a mile and then pick up another upward trail to get back to the canyon ledge and the main road back here. Or, you can hang a right, or a downhill, if you prefer, and it will take you down to the Cross Circuit about three hundred vertical feet further down into the canyon. If you hang a right there, it will take you along a reasonably horizontal stretch for about a mile and a half or so, and then you�ll start to climb back up to a high ridge on the canyon wall just to the south of us. That�s where that cliff I was talking about is�very majestic scenery there, though you have to be careful. Anyway, from there, you can continue along the Cross Circuit until you get to this trail here...� He tapped another yellow squiggle, � ... which will take you back up the main Northwestern, at which point you can hang a right and come back to the main access trail to the north of us.�
Jake followed all of this quite easily. He was a good map reader. Celia, however, looked confused.
�Are these trail intersections marked with signs or anything?� she asked.
�They are not,� Tom told her, �but the trails themselves are fairly prominent. It�s hard to mistake them for something else.�
�If you insist,� she said doubtfully. She pointed to one of the red squiggles. �What are the red ones?� she asked.
He gave her a smile. �Trails that are too steep or too dangerous for Mary and I,� he explained. �You two might want to avoid them as well.�

Jake slept well in his parents� guest bedroom, despite the fact that it was an unfamiliar bed in an unfamiliar place. The life of a traveling musician had adapted him well to grabbing sleep anytime, anywhere that opportunity presented itself. He was awakened at 6:15 by the alarm clock radio�s insistent beeping. He shut it off and then, as had become his habit, got immediately out of bed. Experience had taught him that failing to do this would often result in a drift back into slumber and the missing of the workout.
He stretched out a bit, shaking off the sleep, and then opened his suitcase and pulled out his running clothes. He donned them and then put on his battered running shoes and grabbed his water bottle. Only then did he emerge from the bedroom and into the bathroom to take care of a few morning necessities.
It was 6:25 when he walked into the kitchen. He more than half expected Celia to be a no-show, but there she was, filling up a water bottle of her own in the sink. She was dressed in a loose white T-shirt and a pair of baggy red shorts that fell to mid-thigh. Her hair was tied back in a loose ponytail. Though it was not the most alluring outfit Jake had ever seen, she still managed to look good in it. Her legs were a sight to behold, long and tanned and well-muscled. Her breasts were confined in a black sports brassiere that could be plainly seen beneath the white of her shirt, but they still retained their basic aesthetically pleasing shape and bounce. Jake felt his usual tug of frustrated attraction as he took her in.
�Good morning,� he greeted.
�Is it?� she asked, looking at him and giving him her smile.
�Well, it�s certainly morning anyway,� he said. �You ready to do this thing?�
�I suppose,� she said. �Are you sure we won�t get lost out there?�
�Not at all,� he admitted. �I do want to take another look at my dad�s map before we head out.�
�I think that would be a wonderful idea,� she said.
Jake filled his water bottle up and then they both went over to the kitchen nook table, where Tom had left the map for them. They spread it open and Jake began to peruse it, quickly orienting himself to their present location and then looking to see where they wanted to go and how he should get them there.
�How energetic are you feeling?� he asked.
She thought it over for a moment and then gave him the little see-saw with her hand. �Moderately energetic,� she said. �I think maybe I had one glass of wine too many.�
Jake chuckled. �That can happen,� he said. �I was thinking of doing that route my dad suggested, the one that leads to that cliff.� He put his finger on the map. �It looks like we head north from the ledge, hang a right at this trail here, go downhill into the canyon, and then hang a right at the main trail and then a left at this connector here. We take another right at this trail and it�ll lead us to the cliff. That seem about right?�
�Uh ... yeah, if you say so,� she said.
�I say so,� he said. �The whole second half of this run is uphill, but it looks like a gradual uphill with only a few steep climbs.�
�All right then,� she said. �Let�s do it.�
�Let�s do it,� he agreed.
Though it was July, the air at this altitude, at this time of the day, had a slight bite to it as a steady wind blew through the canyon. The sun was low in the east and the sky was a brilliant shade of blue that was virtually unseen in Los Angeles. All in all, it was a beautiful morning.
They stretched out for a few minutes, limbering themselves up for exercise, and then Jake led them off, moving at a steady pace that was a little slower than what he usually set when he was alone. Soon, they reached the trailhead and started down into the canyon. The exertion started to work on them almost immediately.
�I thought it would be easy going downhill,� Celia said.
�Not when it�s steep like this,� Jake said. �You expend a lot of energy keeping yourself balanced in this kind of terrain.�
The trail was narrow, full of rocks, holes, and covered by needles from the evergreen trees that grew with moderate density around them. It twisted and turned back and forth through the clusters of trees, always going downhill. Just as they were really starting to get warmed up, they reached the main trail.
�We hang a right here,� Jake said. �This will take us down to the Cross Circuit trail that leads to the cliff.�
�Sounds good,� Celia said, wiping a little sweat from her brow.
This trail was wider, better maintained, not as steep, and featured frequent glimpses down into the canyon. Jake picked up the pace a bit and Celia matched him easily. They spoke little as they made their way downward. After another half a mile or so, they reached an intersection with another trail, this one a little narrower.
�Here�s the Cross Circuit,� Jake said. �We turn right here and go until we reach the cliff.�
�I�ll have to trust you on that,� Celia said. �I am thoroughly disoriented.�
Though Tom had described this portion of the trail as horizontal, they quickly found that that was a relative term. Over the next mile, though their mean elevation remained more or less steady, the path moved up and down over a series of forty to sixty foot undulations in the terrain. Jake was used to running in these conditions. Celia was not. Her pace slowed a bit and she began to pant quite audibly on the rises.
�Doing okay?� Jake asked her at one point.
She gave him a thumbs up but no verbal reply.
And then they came to the uphill portion. It was not steeply uphill, but it was relentlessly uphill, with no downhill or even horizontal sections for momentary relief. Jake pushed himself into it, feeling his heart hammering in his chest, his breath tearing in and out of his lungs. His legs began to burn with the exertion. He was pretty sure he could have made it to the top at this pace, but Celia had to slow to a walk about halfway up.
�Sorry,� she panted, wiping perspiration from her face. �I couldn�t run anymore. Not ... not used to this.�
�No problem,� Jake said, slowing to a walk to stay beside her. �This is a bit of an ass-kicker.�
They trudged onward, still breathing heavy, but no longer breathless.
�It�s funny,� Celia said. �I run on the treadmill for my normal workout. I set it at a pace that�s faster than what we were doing and with more of an incline and I can keep that pace up for forty-five minutes. But here...� She shook her head, � ... I just can�t hang.�
�It�s real terrain,� Jake told her. �Real terrain is always going to be harder than artificial runs.�
�I see why you run in Griffith Park now,� she said.
The trail angled to the right, away from the drop-off into the canyon and into a dense cluster of trees. The grade grew a bit steeper. They pushed on, now hikers instead of runners. Both of them drank frequently from their water bottles. Eventually the trail cut back to the left. After a final rise it emerged from the trees and, just like that, the vista of the canyon opened up before them.
�Nice,� Jake said appreciatively, as he took in the view.
�Hermoso,� whispered Celia.
�That means, good, right?� Jake asked her.
�It means �beautiful�,� she confirmed.
And indeed it was. The trail was now hugging the very ledge of a sheer granite cliff, offering an unobstructed view of the canyon. They could see the Heritage River some eight hundred feet below, a roiling bed of Sierra Nevada meltwater making its way down toward the valley and its eventual storage in Lake Heritage behind the Eastside Dam. The surface was dotted with whitewater rapids and long stretches of placid blue. The banks were narrow widths of craggy rock that pushed up against the steep walls.
�Dad was right,� Jake said. �The view is worth the effort of getting here.�
�Agreed,� Celia said, still taking it in.
�Why don�t we rest here for a few?� Jake suggested. �Get our breath back before final push back up to the top.�
�I thought you�d never ask,� she told him.
Places to sit down were somewhat limited, but they finally found a moderate sized boulder that had come down from higher up and was now sitting just to the right of the trail. They both planted their botines on it, their legs stretched out before them. The fit was a bit cozy. Their hips and legs were touching. Jake felt a little thrill at the contact.
They sat in silence for a bit, taking in the view, listening to the breeze blowing through the trees above them, letting their bodies repay the oxygen debts they had incurred, occasionally sipping from their water.
�Are you ready for today?� Celia finally asked.
�The meeting?� Jake asked. They were scheduled to meet with Oren Blake II�an influential and controversial country music singer and songwriter�at the recording studio he owned in Coos Bay, Oregon. The subject of the meeting was to discuss the possibility of Jake and Celia renting some studio time from him so they could get their music recorded. The problem was that Blake was rumored to be very particular about who he allowed to use his studio.
�The meeting,� she confirmed. �I�m a little nervous about it. If this hidalgo doesn�t sell us some time, we�re going to be forced to go to National or one of the other companies to get our recordings done. You know what that means.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. He did indeed know what that meant. �It means we�ll be letting National or whoever have access to our efforts before we�re ready for release�something that is bad�and that we�ll probably have to offer them additional royalties on sales once we�re in production since they�re unlikely to simply rent us the time at a flat rate�something that is worse.�
�Or, they could just flat out turn us down,� she said. �Something I wouldn�t put past those corporate putas. Neither of us exactly left our contracts on good terms.�
�That would be a worst-case scenario,� Jake had to agree. �That would force us to utilize a second-rate studio somewhere, something like that little place we did our initial demo recording in back in the day. All those places are still analog, as far as I know. Not only would an analog master not sound as good, but it would also take us longer to mix and we�d still have to pay some place to convert it over to digital for us.�
�All of which would eat further into our capital,� Celia added. �And we�re already over budget. Pretty soon we�re going to start eating into our production funds.�
�Yeah,� Jake sighed. They had just had a meeting with Jill the previous week and she had laid all this out for them in her usually sterile and immaculately organized manner.
�I�m worried about all this, Jake,� she said softly. �We get one shot at this. We have just enough money to put out one album apiece. We�ll need to sell enough of those albums to not only cover the costs of production, manufacturing, and distribution, but also to make enough profit for follow-up albums.�
�That was the understanding going in,� Jake said. �Why are you getting cold feet now?�
She took a deep breath and another sip of water before answering him. She looked at him meaningfully, some shame in her eyes. �I�m not sure my stuff is good enough,� she confessed.
�Your tunes are great, C,� he told her. �Once we get the mothers working with us, we�ll dial them in tighter than a...� He paused, making the decision not to say what Matt would have added at the end of that phrase, � ... well, you know what I mean. They�ll be tight.�
She nodded. �I think the music will come out good,� she said. �If that was the only consideration, I wouldn�t be so worried. It�s not the only consideration though. You know that as well as I do.�
He did. They could put out absolutely groundbreaking, colossal albums full of high quality, commercially viable tunes and still fail in their endeavor because of circumstances and decisions that were outside of their control. There were a dozen things that could go wrong. The record companies could refuse to contract with them for distribution. They could agree to contract for distribution but not aggressively promote the albums because some peon in the marketing department might think the effort a money loser. Even if the albums were promoted, radio stations could refuse to play any of the tunes if program managers didn�t like the idea of a Celia Valdez or a Jake Kingsley solo album. Or, the most distressing thought, fans, the people who bought albums, might hear the songs on the radio and not want to buy the albums because Celia was considered a has-been and Jake was switching to a genre that was quite different from the Intemperance sound that had made him famous.
�Yes, I do know that,� he told her. �And there�s nothing we can do about it right now. All bridges to cross later.�
�It�s not just a simple matter of putting our music down and then sending it off into the world,� she said. �We have to think about how it is going to promoted. With me, they�re going to refer to me as �the former singer for the teen pop band La Diferencia�. With you, they�re going to constantly compare your guitar work with Matt�s.�
�Yeah,� Jake said sourly. Though his acoustic guitar skills were without reproach and considered among the best out there, and, though he could play a distorted electric extremely well, he was following in the footsteps of Matt Tisdale, perhaps the best electric guitar player to put his licks down on vinyl since Eddie Van Halen. �That discussion and issue have serious possibilities of overriding the music I�m making. It could be that no one will actually listen to the song, they�ll just bag on my guitar riffs and especially my solos, no matter how good they are.�
�All factors that could lead to failure,� Celia said. She looked at him meaningfully. �This stuff is keeping me awake at night, Jake. I can�t get my head to shut down.�
Jake put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him. She accepted the embrace willingly, her hot, perspiring body pressing against him, her damp hair touching his neck. �It�s a scary thing we�re doing here, C,� he told her. �Sometimes I wonder how this is all going to turn out myself. Failure is an option, there is no denying that, but so is success. I think that success is the more likely scenario.�
�And what facts do you have to base that judgement upon?� she asked him.
�Absolutely none,� he told her.
This got a laugh from her. She looked up him, her head still resting on his shoulder. �Thanks, Jake,� she said. �You have a way of making me feel better.�
�Anytime,� he said.
And then, acting on an impulse brought on by the feel of her body against his, he put his finger under her chin and lifted gently, so her head came up. He leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. She kissed him back, letting it linger for two seconds, then four. It was not a kiss of passion, but it was not a chaste, sisterly kiss either.
When their lips parted, she stared into his eyes. He could see a plethora of emotions at work there, undoubtedly a mirror of what she saw in his eyes. It was not the first time they had kissed�the first had been during the rehearsal ceremony for her wedding, the second after he�d flown her to Palm Spring one day�but it was the first one initiated by Jake.
�What was that for?� she asked quietly.
�For good luck,� he told her.
�That�s a nice way to wish someone luck,� she said, smiling, her face flushed more than the recent exercise could account for.
�I thought so as well,� he said.
They sat there for a few more minutes, his arm still around her, her head still nestled into his shoulder. They did not kiss any more, but the memory of it hung between them quite heavily.
Finally, Jake released her and stood up.
�Well,� he said, �shall we push on up the hill and get ourselves back to the house?�
�I guess we�d better,� she said, standing up as well.
�I�m thinking it�s about twenty minutes or so back. After that, we�ll have a little breakfast and then go see a man about a studio.�
She nodded and they headed up the trail. Both of them had the energy to run now.

Chapter 2: Wheeling and Dealing

Coos Bay, Oregon
July 4, 1991
North Bend Municipal was the largest airport on the coast of Oregon. Even so, it was not very big and the only commercial passenger service it supported were daily flights to and from Portland. Situated on a peninsula of flat land that protruded out into Coos Bay�the largest natural harbor between San Francisco Bay and Puget Sound�it was just south of the large cantilever bridge where Highway 101 spanned the neck of the bay.
Jake overflew the town of Coos Bay itself and then brought them in for a gentle touchdown on Runway 22 at 11:43 AM. The weather on the Oregon coast was clear and pleasant, with only a light onshore breeze blowing and the temperature sitting nicely at sixty-two degrees. As they stepped out of the plane in the general aviation parking area, everyone took a moment to enjoy the contrast between hot and sticky inland California and where they were now.
No sooner had he secured his aircraft for an overnight stay than Jake heard the high-pitched whine of jet engines approaching. He looked up to see a Lear jet on final approach, its landing gear down, its flaps fully deployed. It touched down on the same runway Jake had just used and then taxied over to park near the GA terminal. The engines shut down and, a moment later, the side door of the aircraft opened. Out stepped Greg Oldfellow, washed up character actor and Celia�s husband. He was dressed in a custom tailored three-piece suit and carrying a briefcase. He was the only passenger on the plane.
Greg looked a little older than he had back when he�d made The Northern Jungle. His hair was a little thinner, his cheeks a bit hollower, his eyes a little more tired. Still, he was an extremely good looking man and, like most professional actors, in fine physical shape thanks to a stringent diet and regular workouts. Though he had no prospects in sight for making more films, he made a point to keep himself in Hollywood form in case something did pop up.
Celia rushed over to him as he emerged. The two of them shared a warm embrace and a lengthy kiss. It was quite obvious they were happy to see each other.
�I missed you,� Greg told her as he touched the side of her face.
�I missed you too,� she said. She then whispered in his ear: �I told you Jake wouldn�t kill us.�
�That�s good to see,� he returned. �Still, I�m much happier knowing you�ll be flying back with me.�
�Fair enough,� she said with a shrug. She did not enjoy flying on a Lear any more than she enjoyed flying in Jake�s plane, or even a commercial jetliner. All of them scared the mierda out of her.
Jake waited until their embrace broke and then headed over himself.
�Good to see you, Greg,� he greeted, holding out his right hand.
�You too, Jake,� Greg returned, shaking with him.
�Nice suit. Do you always fly dressed like that?�
�Only when I�m to attend a business negotiation,� Greg said. He looked Jake up and down, taking in his casual pair of slacks and a button-up short sleeved shirt. �Is that what you�re wearing?�
�That is my plan,� Jake said. �I�m told that Mr. Blake isn�t much for putting on airs.�
Greg nodded thoughtfully. �Hopefully that information is correct,� he said.
�Hopefully,� Jake agreed. �How was the flight in?�
Greg gave a sour look. �A little bumpy and a little cramped. I�m not a big fan of private aviation. I�d much rather fly first class commercial, if given a choice. It�s cheaper, there is more room, and you can actually sit down in the toilets without breaking your kneecaps on the door.�
�I don�t know,� Jake said, thinking of some of the exploits he had enjoyed on private jets in his time. �There is a lot to be said for having the plane to yourself.�
Greg picked up what he was laying down. He nodded appreciably. �I do see where you�re coming from with that. You�ll have to tell me some stories about it over a drink or two.�
Jake laughed. �Deal.�
Greg looked around at his surroundings for a moment. �A quaint little place, I suppose,� he said. �The weather is certainly nice. Where is the limo? Is it running late?�
�There is no limo,� Jake told him. �This entire area only has twenty or thirty thousand people in it. It�s too small to support a limo service.�
�No limo service?� Greg said, shaking his head. �Barbarians. How are we going to get around then?�
�I rented a couple of cars for us.� He pointed over to the terminal parking area, where two 1991 Lexus 400s were parked. �You and Celia can have one, I�ll take Pauline and the Nerdlys in the other.�
�Cars,� Greg said, as if he had never seen such a thing. �I guess that�ll have to do.� He looked at Jake suspiciously. �What about the hotel? Do they have decent lodging in this place?�
�I guess we�ll find out,� Jake told him. �I booked us rooms at what is reputed to be the best place in town. It�s right on the bay.�
Greg gave a sigh. �I can�t wait to see it,� he said. There was little enthusiasm in his voice.

Jake thought the Ocean View Hotel and Resort was a pretty good place. Everyone had suites that did indeed enjoy a view of said ocean, and they were nice enough to let the group check in early. Greg, however, sniffed a little when he saw the Presidential Suite he and Celia were to share.
�I suppose it�s adequate,� he commented.
�Quit being such a snob,� Celia told him, slapping at his shoulder.
�I can�t help it,� he returned. �It�s in my makeup.�
They all gathered to have lunch in the hotel�s restaurant. Greg�s mood seemed to improve a bit when he and Celia were recognized by several of the other diners. Two of them even came over to ask for autographs. Neither mentioned his role in The Northern Jungle, which improved his mood even further.
�What are you doing here in Coos Bay?� one of the autograph seekers�a mid-thirties woman with tremendous breasts�asked him.
�Just a little trip to the coast with some friends of ours,� Greg answered, waving toward the friends in question. Jake and Bill went unrecognized.
�That�s cool,� she said, awe still showing in her eyes. �I hope you like our town.�
�It�s a beautiful place so far,� Celia told her.
She made her way back to her table, leaving them to themselves once again. Jake, now that Greg seemed happy, decided the time was right to broach the subject that needed to be broached.
�So ... Greg,� he started. �The rest of us all had a chance to talk about this on the plane coming over here, but maybe we should share some of our thoughts with you.�
�Thoughts about what?� Greg asked.
�About how we�re going to run this negotiation,� Jake said. �You see, this guy Oren owns what is perhaps the most advanced recording studio in the United States right now. It�s a completely digital, fully computerized facility capable of almost immaculate sound reproduction. It is truly state of the art, and we need him to agree to let us use it.�
Greg nodded thoughtfully. �That is my understanding,� he said. �And that is why I�m here. To help you negotiate the use of the facility.�
�Uh ... yeah,� Jake said. �And we appreciate that. I know you have lots of experience negotiating movie contracts and things like that, and that can be helpful to us.�
�Exactly,� he said confidently.
�The thing is, however,� Jake went on, �our information is that Blake will only provide studio time to those he signs to his record label, and even if he did want to sign rock and pop musicians to his label�something we�re inclined to believe he does not want to do�we are independents and plan to stay that way. He�s an obscenely rich man, so financial pressure is not the way to gain ground with him. We need to have a united front and a clear game plan when we go in there to talk to him.�
�Absolutely!� Greg said enthusiastically. �I couldn�t agree more.�
Jake took a deep breath and slowly let it out. �So ... with that in mind,� he said, �I need to point out that we are going in there as a team�a mutually supporting group of people all working for the same goal.�
�Right,� Greg said. �A team.�
�And every team,� Jake went on, �has to have a leader. The leader of our team is Pauline.�
Greg�s eyes flitted over to Pauline for a moment and then back to Jake. �Well ... naturally Pauline is the leader,� he said slowly. �She is the manager of both you and Celia.�
�Exactly,� Jake said. �That means we follow Pauline�s lead and we support her whether we agree with what she is doing or not. I just wanted to make sure we were all on the same page with that.�
Greg seemed to sour a bit, but he nodded. �I understand completely,� he said.

Oren Blake II was a large man, standing a full six feet six inches and weighing in at close to two hundred and fifty pounds. He was forty-four years old on the day he met Jake and Celia and their entourage and he looked exactly as he did on his album and CD covers. He sported a full beard and mustache, both of which were speckled with a subtle amount of gray hair. The dark brown hair on his head was long, falling almost down to his shoulders. He was dressed in a pair of faded blue jeans and a button-up flannel shirt. His jeans were secured by a belt that was closed with a fourteen-karat gold buckle in the shape of the state of Oregon, the beloved locale where he had been born and raised.
OB2, as he was called in the popular media, was to country music what Intemperance had been to rock music, which was to say he was wildly popular among fans of the genre, but more than a little controversial. His father, Oren Blake, had been a popular honky tonk singer back in the fifties and early sixties�a contemporary of Hank Williams, Bob Wills, and Ernest Tubb�who had died in an alcohol related automobile accident just when his career was really starting to take off. His son, who had only been twelve at the time, eventually picked up the reins of the family legacy and ran with them, achieving much more success than the father had ever imagined.
OB2�s music was technically in the category of Outlaw Country, made popular by the likes of Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings. His version of outlaw, however, made their version seem tame in comparison. Fond of writing songs about alcohol and drug abuse, cheating on one�s spouse or girlfriend, fighting in bars, and, in one memorable song, taking one�s girlfriend to the abortion clinic, he was the only country musician to have earned himself a Tipper sticker on his albums. Several radio corporations actually refused to play his tunes on their stations and OB2 himself had once been arrested for obscenity after a live performance in Memphis�just as Jake had in Cincinnati.
What this all meant, of course, was that his albums and singles sold like mad whenever they were released. It helped considerably that he was an excellent musician with a strong voice perfectly suited for country music vocals. He had also proven to be a shrewd businessman. He had never been subjected to a first-time contract that exploited him horribly as Intemperance and most other new acts in the United States faced. Knowing that his family connection with his father was a valuable tool, he managed to negotiate his first release contract with Mason-Dixon Records out of Nashville for a significant amount of positive revenue and only three option periods. When those first three albums went multi-platinum, and with each spawning two to three multi-platinum single releases, his second contract was even more lucrative and he became a multi-millionaire before the age of thirty.
There had been no third contract for Oren Blake II. He went independent two albums before and produced yet another multi-platinum album that made him rich beyond his wildest dreams. Using that revenue, he founded Blake Family Records, built Blake Studios in his hometown of Coos Bay, and used these assets to sign acts and record albums for up and coming country musicians that caught his eye. So far, four of those he had signed to his label had gone platinum as well. One of them�Jeffery Appalachia�had pulled in a Grammy the previous year and was considered to be the best young country musician of his generation.
Blake Studios was an unassuming building that sat in an unassuming section of Coos Bay. There were no views of the ocean or anything else that was interesting. The building itself was only two stories and looked like a government facility more than anything else. There were only a few windows in the structure and the parking lot was small and surrounded by chain link topped with razor wire. Entrance was accomplished an intercom box before an automatic gate. Blake himself met them at the front door after they had cleared the security checkpoint. His eyes went immediately to Celia, where they looked her up and down unabashedly.
�Celia Valdez!� he greeted. �It is so nice to meet you.� He held out his hand to her.
She gave him a small smile and stepped forward to shake with him. �It�s nice to meet you as well, Mr. Blake,� she said.
�Oh, screw that Mr. Blake shit,� he said. �Call me Obie. That�s the name I answer the most to.� He chuckled. �I�ve certainly been called a lot worse.�
Celia laughed as well. �Haven�t we all?� she asked.
Blake turned to Greg next. �And I have no trouble recognizing you, my friend. Greg Oldfellow, Celia�s husband and actor extraordinaire. How the hell are ya, Greg? May I call you Greg?�
�Uh ... of course,� Greg said, holding out his hand. �It�s nice to meet you as well, uh ... Obie.�
They shook. Obie then asked: �What the fuck was up with that Northern Jungle flick? Why the hell did you ever agree to be in that atrocity? Didn�t you read the fucking script first?�
This threw Greg for a considerable loop. �Uh ... well ... it�s a long story,� he stammered. �Let�s just say it seemed like a good idea at the time.�
Obie nodded. �Yeah,� he said. �I know where you�re coming from with that. Same thing I said when I got the fuckin� Asian clap over in Hong Kong.�
Jake couldn�t help but let a chuckle come out of his mouth. This attracted Obie�s attention. He looked at him for a moment, his eyes probing. Finally, recognition seemed to creep in.
�Hole-ee shit,� Obie said. �Don�t tell me you�re Jake?�
�That�s me,� Jake confirmed. �It�s nice to meet you, Obie.�
�What the hell did you do to yourself, boy?� Obie demanded. �You look like a cross between a fireman and a San Francisco faggot.�
Jake raised his eyebrows a bit. �An interesting description,� he said. �It�s kind of a disguise. I find I can walk around in public without being recognized this way.�
Obie continued to look him up and down. �Yeah,� he said. �I suppose you have a point there. How do you get yourself laid if no one recognizes you?�
�The old-fashioned way,� Jake told him. �I have to earn it.�
This seemed to pique Obie�s interest. �Wow,� he said. �Going out and trying to get your weenie wet on your own merits, without being able to use your celebrity status. I haven�t done that in twenty years. Intriguing.� His eyes bored into Jake. �Does it make the conquest more satisfying when you succeed?�
Jake nodded. �Absolutely,� he said.
�Hmm,� Obie said thoughtfully. �Something to think about.� He turned to Bill and Sharon, who were standing just behind Jake. �And you two need no introductions.�
�We don�t?� asked Bill.
�Of course not,� Obie said. �Nerdly and Sharon Archer. You two are rumored to be the best goddamned audio engineering team currently operating in these United States. I am honored to make your acquaintance.�
�Uh ... I was also the piano player for Intemperance, and I�m one fourth owner of KVA Records,� Nerdly said.
�Yes, yes,� Obie said. �That too.� He held out his hand. �Shake with me, Nerdly. It�s an honor to meet you.�
Bill held out his hand and shook.
�And you, Sharon,� Obie said next. �It�s an honor to meet you as well.�
�Uh ... thank you, uh ... Obie,� Sharon said shyly, holding out her hand timidly.
�And,� Jake said, �I know you�ve talked to her on the phone, but let me introduce Pauline Kingsley, my sister and the manager for both myself and Celia.�
Obie then turned his attention to Pauline. He looked her up and down as appreciably as he had done for Celia. �It�s nice to meet you at last, Pauline,� he said. �You never mentioned in our conversations that you had a body that could stop a goddamn express train in its tracks.�
Pauline smiled. �I guess it never came up,� she said. �Thank you for seeing us today. Hopefully we�ll be able to do business together.�
�Perhaps we can,� Obie allowed. �I�ve heard a few tales about you, you know?�
�Have you?� Pauline asked.
�Little tales about how you managed to get a new contract for your brother and his boys a few years back. That would take some shrewd negotiating indeed.�
Pauline gave a little shrug. �I have no idea what you�re talking about, Obie,� she told him. �You know that National Records would never renegotiate a first-time contract with a successful band.�
�Oh, they might,� Obie said. �They would have to have a compelling reason though.�
�Perhaps,� Pauline allowed.
Obie smiled. �Come on inside, all. Welcome to Blake Studios. How about we start this little shindig off with a tour?�

To Jake, the studio looked pretty much like every other he had been in, though perhaps a little more modern looking, and with nicer furniture. To the Nerdlys, however, it was a combination tour through the Taj Mahal and Disneyland combined. There were three complete studios on the ground floor of the building. Two of them were in use, but the third was not. Obie took them into the empty studio to show them around.
�The primary setup, as you can see, is essentially the same as in an analog studio,� Obie told them. �This is the control room, naturally, where the engineers and the mixers play.�
The control room was the biggest in the studio and contained most of the electronics. It was semi-circular in shape, with large windows set into the circular half. In the middle of the room was a mixing console full of dials, switches, levers, knobs, and, interestingly, computer terminals, all of which were dark at the moment. It looked more complex than the cockpit of a 747, and arguably was.
Nerdly ran his hand over it in awe, caressing it as if it were Sharon�s naked thighs in the bedroom. �The AudioMaster 9000,� he whispered.
�It�s beautiful,� added Sharon, who seemed afraid to actually touch it. She turned to Pauline. �This is the latest in audio recording technology,� she told her. �It�s completely digital and equipped with a MIDI interface that is hard linked to the DAWs and the input generation equipment. Do you know what that means?�
�Uh ... no,� Pauline said. �Actually, I don�t.�
�It means we could use this equipment to isolate each individual instrument and vocal track perfectly, without so much as a squeak of extraneous sound,� Jake explained. �The digital nature allows the engineer to filter out all but the sound desired, or to mix in other sounds from a MIDI synthesizer.�
Pauline nodded slowly. �And ... that�s good, right?�
�It�s more than good,� Nerdly said. �It�s exactly what we need. The things we could do in here. Laying down the initial tracks would still be an exercise in tedium, but once that is done, the true advantage of digital and MIDI becomes apparent. Overdubs would be nothing. An extra guitar or a violin overlay could be recorded and then custom altered to fit into the section desired. Vocalization overdubs would be much easier as well. We could use this equipment to mix perfect songs, with every audio nuance under our control.�
Obie was smiling. �Your boy knows his audio,� he told Pauline. �That is exactly why I spent so much fucking cabbage equipping this place. Country music is going through a resurgence, some of which I like to think I am responsible for. It gives us a distinct advantage to package our product in the best manner possible. Thus, I seek out and find the best musicians and young talent I can and bring them in here to hone their output like one would polish a diamond.�
�That sounds very lucrative,� Pauline said.
�It is,� Obie assured her. �And for that reason, I�m very selective about who I grant studio time to. I am particular about who I sign to my label, and I�m not in the habit of renting my studio out to those who are not signed with me. It�s a business decision, you see.�
�We see,� Pauline said. �And I will even say that your policy makes perfect sense.�
�I�m glad we�re on the same page here, darlin�,� Obie told her.
�But,� Pauline added, �I cannot help but point out that you did invite us here to tour your studio. You must be considering our offer on some level or you would have just told me to fuck off when I contacted you.�
Obie smiled. �Maybe I just wanted to show off,� he suggested.
�Nonsense,� Greg said, speaking for the first time inside the building.
Everyone turned to look at him. Obie raised his eyebrows up. �Nonsense?� he said. �Where I come from�which is here, by the way�that could be construed as a fighting word under these circumstances.�
�Forgive me for speaking plainly,� Greg said. �It seemed that was your favored method of communication. In any case, you did not invite us here just to show off. You�re a businessman, and a busy one at that. Your time is valuable. I hardly think you would waste it just to show off for the sake of showing off. You wanted us to come here and see this studio. There is something you want from us. How about we go sit down somewhere and talk about whatever that might be?�
Jake and Pauline were now glaring at Greg. This was exactly what they were afraid would happen. But Obie did not seem the least bit upset. He was actually chuckling.
�Well, all right then,� he said, clapping Greg on the shoulder nearly hard enough to knock him over. �Why don�t we go upstairs to my office and have ourselves a little jaw?�

Obie�s office was actually quite modest. He had a simple oak desk with a computer terminal and a calendar on it. A plaque on the desk read: THE BUCKS START HERE. On the walls behind him were a series of platinum and gold records, neatly arranged in an aesthetically pleasing pattern. The carpet was plain earth tone. On the wall adjacent to the desk was a small wet bar with a refrigerator. A spread of chairs was arrayed before the desk, six of them. Exactly enough for the guests he had invited up. Jake suspected that was not a coincidence.
�Help yourselves to drinks, everyone,� Obie told them, waving to the bar. �I find these things usually go a lot smoother with a little lubrication.� He then proceeded to drop some ice cubes in a glass and pour himself four or five fingers of Jack Daniels.
Taking that as a command, everyone went over to the bar and poured themselves a little something. Jake, taking Obie�s lead, went with JD on the rocks. Though he hadn�t planned on putting alcohol into his system this early, he figured it was a business decision.
Once the drinks were poured, everyone took their seats. Obie then raised a toast.
�To negotiations,� he said, holding up his glass. �May they be fruitful and profitable for all concerned.�
�Negotiations,� everyone echoed in unison before taking sips of their respective beverages.
Jake felt the smooth whiskey slide down his throat, warming him. He nodded appreciably. Though there certainly was better bourbon in the world, you couldn�t beat the distinctive taste of Jack Daniels.
�All right then,� Obie said. �Let�s begin by me telling you what is not open for negotiation. I will not sign either of one you to my label. Blake Records specializes in country music only and having a rock or a pop act would not be conducive to our image.�
�We understand and agree,� Pauline said. �Both Jake and Celia have had more than enough of record labels. Their overriding desire is to be independent. That is why KVA Records was formed. We are simply looking to rent studio time from you.�
Obie took a thoughtful sip of his drink. �I am not in the business of renting out my studio,� he said. �I believe I mentioned that earlier. There is no profit in it. This studio exists to produce recordings for my label and that is its only reason for being.�
�Are there no exceptions to this rule?� Pauline asked.
�There are exceptions to every rule,� Obie allowed. �And I might be inclined to grant one here, but y�all need to make it worth my while.�
�We are prepared to pay you three hundred dollars an hour for studio time,� Pauline said. �And we would not require the assistance of your sound engineers. We have the Nerdlys for that. All we would need is a techie for basic equipment operations.�
Obie chuckled. �Three hundred an hour?� he said. �That�s where you open negotiations, Pauline? Come now. That�s what an ordinary analog studio would charge you. I would accept nothing less than five hundred an hour with a minimum commitment of two hundred hours, paid in advance.�
Pauline nodded thoughtfully. �That�s pretty steep,� she said. �How about four hundred an hour and a hundred and fifty hours of commitment?�
�How about five hundred an hour and two hundred minimum, paid in advance,� Obie countered. �That part of the deal is non-negotiable.�
�Everything is negotiable,� Pauline said.
�Not that price,� Obie said. �I have what you need and, if I�m not mistaken, you do not have much else in the way of options. I�m kind of sensing that you want to keep these projects secret until you have masters ready. That eliminates all of the major record label studios�even if they would do business with you. That kind of gives me a monopoly, doesn�t it?�
Pauline sighed. �I suppose it does,� she admitted.
�It does,� Obie said. �I am a reasonable man, however. I could have named six or even eight hundred an hour and you would have had no choice but to accept it, right?�
�I don�t know,� Pauline said. �That would be something we would have to talk over.�
�But you don�t have to talk over five hundred an hour and two hundred minimum?�
The six of them looked at each other. They all nodded, even Greg, who was usually the most fastidious about what things cost. Pauline turned back to Obie. �I guess we have a deal,� she said.
Obie was shaking his head. �We do not yet have a deal,� he said. �That was just the negotiation on price for studio time if I do decide to grant it to you. There are several other aspects to this deal I�m proposing.�
�There are?� Pauline asked.
�There are,� Obie said with a smile. �You see, even five hundred an hour and two hundred hours of commitment is paltry compared to what I could make by actually having one of my artists use that studio time for the production of a new album. I would be losing money�an assload of it, in fact�by renting out time to an act I do not receive primary royalties on. In order to agree to something like that, there needs to be something in it for me.�
Greg spoke up before Pauline could. �Why don�t we just cut to the chase here, Obie, and you tell us what you�re after?�
Again, Pauline and Jake shot a glare at the actor, but again, Obie actually seemed to appreciate his candor.
�Very well,� Obie said. �First of all, I�m going to have to ask for royalties on any album you produce in my studio.�
�Royalties for simply renting studio time?� Pauline said.
�That is what the bigs would have asked of you, isn�t it?� he countered.
�Possibly,� Pauline admitted. �We never actually approached them.�
�They would have asked for five percent minimum,� Obie told them. �Trust me on this, y�all, I used National�s studio for my first independent album back when I broke free. They charged me five percent royalties on top of the fuckin forty-two percent royalties they got for distribution and promotion. Now me, I�m a reasonable man, not prone to unrelenting greed...�
�So, your greed does relent at some point?� asked Nerdly.
Obie stared at him for a moment and then burst out laughing. �That�s pretty fuckin� good, my friend,� he told him. �Does my greed relent.� He shook his head and laughed a little more, then, suddenly, turned back to serious. �I�ll charge you three percent royalties on all albums and singles produced in my facility in perpetuity, and, the accounting of which will be subject to random and unscheduled audits by a firm of my choosing at my expense whenever and however many times I deem it necessary. This figure and those terms, like my price of studio rental, is non-negotiable.�
Again, Pauline looked at her crew. They all nodded their agreement to her.
�Agreed,� she told Obie. �Do we have a deal now?�
Obie was shaking his head. �Not yet,� he said. �We haven�t negotiated the most important part of the deal yet. All the rest of this shit is just ticky-tack financials that don�t really mean shit when you come right down to it. The most important part is the reason why I didn�t just hang up on your ass when you contacted me, Pauline. Y�all have something I need.�
�And what is that?� Pauline asked.
Obie smiled and looked at the Nerdlys, who were sitting together just to the left of him. �These two,� he said.
�Us?� Bill asked.
�What do you mean?� asked Sharon.
�You two are hot commodity,� Obie told them. �Your skills at the mixing board and with audio engineering are the stuff of fucking legend, my nerdy friends. I want it on my side. Any deal we make will be contingent on the two of you working to train up my techs and my engineers.�
Everyone sat in stunned silence for a few moments. Finally, it was Bill who spoke. �Well ... we are flattered, naturally, Obie, but we have a financial and a time commitment to KVA Records and the production of these two albums. I don�t know how we could possibly commit to entering your employ at any point in the near future.�
�You would not be entering my employ, per se,� Obie told them. �And I understand your prior commitments and obligations. What I want is for my techs and engineers to work closely with you and Sharon while you�re recording these two albums. You see, my guys and gals are not bad at what they do, but they�re not the cream of the crop. They�re mostly young�uns, just out of school, and they lack experience in the industry. I want them to train under fucking masters�and that�s what you two are.�
Sharon and Bill looked at each other, and then at Pauline. Pauline shrugged. �I don�t see any disadvantage to such a relationship,� she finally said, �as long as it is understood that Bill and Sharon are in charge of the engineering.�
�I wouldn�t have it any other way,� Obie said. �The masters are supposed to be in charge.�
�Well ... in that case,� Pauline said, �I think we...� She stopped as Obie held up his hand.
�There�s more,� he said.
�There is?� Jake asked.
�There is,� he confirmed. �I�m working on a new album right now, as is Jeff Appalachia. Both are still in the development stages currently, but ... about the time y�all are done recording your albums, we oughta be about ready to start recording ours. I want you two on those projects for me. You agree to that, and, well, I guess we got ourselves a deal.�
�That is a considerable demand for time commitment,� Pauline said.
Obie nodded. �Take it or leave it,� he said. �Those are my terms.�
Another look was passed around. Before anyone could give a nod or a shake of the head, however, Greg spoke up.
�I think we should leave it,� he said bluntly.
This time, Obie was not amused with his candor. Neither was anyone else.
�Now wait a minute...� Jake started.
�Greg!� said Celia.
�Hang on,� said Pauline.
Obie shook his head. �I think my offer was quite generous,� he said. �Charitable even. And it, like everything else we�ve discussed, is not negotiable.�
�Everything is negotiable,� Greg said in a quiet voice, sipping out of his drink. �That is the one hard and fast rule, especially when you are playing from a position of strength.�
�Which y�all most certainly are not,� Obie said. �No negotiation on terms. In fact, I�m about half a cunt hair width away from just kicking y�all the hell out of here and forgetting this whole thing.�
�No no,� Pauline said. �There�s no reason for that. Your terms are...�
�Unacceptable,� Greg said. �That is the word you are looking for. He wants to hijack our engineering team for some unknown length of time of his choosing, just when our efforts will begin to pay off. And he wants to do this without compensation? That is not acceptable!�
�Then we have no deal,� Obie said softly, his eyes glaring into Greg�s.
�Really, Greg,� Pauline said. �I�m going to have to insist that you step out of these negotiations immediately. I am the manager here.�
�You are,� Greg said. �And you are caving to his every demand without a fight. You call that negotiating? I don�t. I call it capitulation. You never let your opponent set the tone as Obie has done here today. The financials you negotiated were bad enough, but letting him kidnap the Nerdlys? That is outrageous, especially when you realize that is what he is really after, what is actually important to him. Negotiate, people! If you won�t do it, I will. After all, I�ve got a million of my own dollars tied up in this shaky venture. I will look out for my interests if you will not.�
Everyone looked at him in stunned silence�everyone except for Obie, who was sizing him up as one poker player did to another.
�May I make a counter proposal?� Greg asked him.
�I�m listening,� Obie said softly.
�The financial terms are as negotiated,� he said. �The royalties, the rental, the auditing, all of that, just as proposed. Those are not unreasonable terms.�
Obie nodded. �Go on.�
�As for the Nerdlys, they will train your teams during the production of the two albums we are here to record. They will do all they can to instill their knowledge and experience to your people. After that, the deal is done. If these albums sell like we�re hoping they will, we�ll be back for second albums within the year. The training can continue at that time.�
Obie chewed his lip for a moment and then took another sip from his drink. He continued to stare at Greg the entire time. Finally, he shook his head. �I want the Nerdlys on my upcoming album at the very least,� he said. �I�m doing some experimental stuff and I want them involved. I�ll drop Appalachia from the proposal.�
Greg thought that over for a moment and then nodded. �That is reasonable,� he said, �if we place a cap on the amount of time you can have them. How about one hundred hours maximum?�
�Two hundred max,� Obie countered.
�One-fifty max,� Greg countered back, �and, of course, you will pay them for their efforts at the standard audio engineer rate plus ten percent.�
�Pay them?� Obie barked. �Are you out of your mind? Pay them for the privilege of me doing y�all a favor?�
�A favor is in the eye of the beholder,� Greg said.
Obie took a deep breath and let it out. �Standard rate only,� he countered.
�Standard plus five,� Greg shot back.
Obie continued to stare. Ten seconds passed. Everyone was now staring in awe, caught up in the drama.
�All right,� Obie said, holding out his hand. �I think we got a deal.�
Greg shook with him. He then turned to Pauline and Jake. �And that is how you do that,� he said smugly.

The next day, just past noon, Jake�s plane was back in the air, heading south toward Santa Monica airport, where it was based. Only Jake and Pauline were aboard for this flight, as Celia and the Nerdlys had all chosen to go back home with Greg aboard his chartered Lear. Jake didn�t blame them. The ride would be faster, more luxurious�there would be an actual bathroom aboard, for instance�and drinks would be served, although it was likely that if everyone else was feeling the way Jake did, there probably wouldn�t be much of that occurring.
Jake and Pauline both were suffering from hangovers of moderate intensity. Obie, after getting a contract drawn up by Pauline (�Put it in plain English that spells out the terms we�ve agreed to,� he had insisted. �Don�t try putting any of that fancy lawyer speak in it. If I have to call my lawyer to interpret it, the deal is off.�) and signed by all participants, had proven himself a generous host. Since it was Fourth of July, he had used his personal limousine and hired driver to take them all out on a tour of his town�which was to say they toured his favorite bars and drank like fish. Everyone in town knew Obie and he was a well-liked figure, partly because of his celebrity status, partly because he donated heavily to town programs such as the library, the hospital, and the high school music program, but mostly because he was a friendly, down to Earth guy who would strike up a conversation with anyone and would usually buy them a drink in the process. By the time they made it to the town waterfront for the impressive fireworks display (said display was also heavily funded by Obie), all of them were roaring drunk. And they had not stopped drinking during the celebration of America�s independence by means of air launched explosives. It had been close to eleven before Jake had finally poured himself into bed.
�All right,� Jake told his sister now as he watched the winding of the altimeter. �We�re past ten thousand feet now. The cockpit is no longer sterile.�
�Bleah,� Pauline said sourly. �If we keep bouncing around like this, this cockpit is going to be seriously unsterile in a minute.�
�It�s the turbulence caused by the onshore wind pushing up over the coastal range,� he told her. �It should smooth out a bit as we get further inland.�
The aircraft took another impressive lurch, making Pauline groan. �Let�s hope so,� she grunted.
They bounced and banged their way onward for a few more minutes, but by the time Jake leveled them off at sixteen thousand feet, the worst of it was indeed behind them. Pauline finally opened her eyes again.
�You doing okay, sis?� Jake asked her.
�I�m not used to drinking like that,� she said. �I should�ve stopped after the second bar.�
�You certainly seemed to be having a good enough time,� he pointed out. �It looks like you and Obie kind of hit it off. Any chance he�ll be joining the Kingsley clan at some point?�
�Yeah,� she said sourly, �like I�m looking to be some horny old goat�s fourth wife�especially since the prenups he makes his women sign are legendary.�
�Oh yeah?� Jake asked.
�Fixed alimony that is negotiated prior to the marriage, paid for a duration of two-thirds the length of the marriage, coupled with an immediate payout of one half of all net salary that Oren Blake II the individual, not the limited liability corporation, made during the course of the marriage. Child support, if any, to be negotiated at the time of the divorce. And, of course, the standard agreement that the undersigned wife will forfeit all of this in the event of infidelity.�
�I�m assuming that clause does not apply to infidelity on Obie�s part,� Jake said. Obie was absolutely notorious for his womanizing, particularly when out on the road.
�That would be a correct assumption,� she confirmed.
Jake nodded appreciably. As far as prenuptial agreements went, that was a good one. He couldn�t imagine having the balls to actually ask a woman to sign something like that. How would you even bring it up? When would you bring it up? Right after you proposed? And what kind of woman would even sign something like that?
�Well, anyway,� Jake said, �I�m glad we were able to come to terms with him. The use of that recording studio is going to make our music shine. And most of all, we can put it all together in reasonable privacy.�
�We�re certainly going to be paying a steep price for it,� she said. �You�ve done the math, I�m assuming? Five hundred an hour times two hundred hours of commitment is a hundred grand, payable in advance. That is not a paltry amount.�
�Oh, it�s going to be more than that,� Jake said. �There�s no way in hell we�ll be able to get two albums laid down and mixed with only two hundred hours of time. Hell, we spent nearly three hundred hours on Lines on the Map alone, and that was when we had Nerdly somewhat reigned in. We�re going to have to release his bonds on these albums.�
Pauline looked at him sharply. �How much time are we talking about?� she asked.
Jake considered for a moment. �Well, the digitization of the studio will cut down somewhat on the mixing time once we get the basic tracks laid down, so maybe it won�t be that bad in the end, but ... well ... I don�t think that two hundred hours per album is an unreasonable estimate.�
�So ... at least two hundred grand just to get masters in hand,� she said. �And then we�ll have to pay Obie three percent royalties on all sales forever.�
�That�s the deal,� Jake said. �You wrote it down yourself, remember?�
�I remember,� she sighed. �And it could�ve been even worse ... if not for Greg.�
Jake chuckled. �Yeah,� he said. �I guess we maybe underestimated him a bit?�
�We did,� she conceded. �I was pissed at him when he weighed in like that. I wanted to kill his ass right then and there, but ... he was right. He knew where and how to hit Obie so we could twist things in our favor�as much as things could be twisted in our favor, anyway.�
�We probably should have realized he would be a shrewd operator,� Jake said. �He has spent the past fifteen years negotiating movie contracts, after all. I guess you don�t get to be worth fifty million by being bad at making deals.�
�I suppose not,� she allowed. �I just wish he wouldn�t be so pompous. He drives me crazy with that snobbery sometimes. And when he starts telling me how to manage you and Celia ... that is infuriating. He knows nothing about managing musicians, about producing music. That was why we had to ban him from the goddamn studio, remember?�
�I remember,� Jake said. That had been an awkward and uncomfortable time in their relationship.
�He did a good thing yesterday, Jake, but he also did a bad thing. I can�t have him thinking he can undermine me when it comes to management decisions. I am in charge of the day-to-day operations of KVA Records. Only one person can be in charge. That needs to be made clear to him.�
�I�ll talk to C about the day-to-day things again,� Jake said, �but...� He took a deep breath.
�But what?� Pauline asked.
�Did I ever tell you the story about when we first signed up with Shaver, our so-called manager before you?�
�The guy who screwed you like a Bangkok whore,� she said. �No, you never told me that story.�
�Yeah,� Jake said with a sigh, �that was not the most productive business relationship we�ve ever forged, that�s for sure, but when we first met him, he tried to screw us even worse than what we ended up with. He tried to soak us for thirty percent, claiming that was his standard rate for signing an unknown band.�
�Thirty percent?� Pauline said. �That�s outrageous. Twenty is the industry standard for new bands. Successful established acts can actually get away with ten to fifteen.�
�And we knew that at the time,� Jake said. �Still, we were desperate to get signed and he flat out told us that it was thirty percent or he was going to hit the highway. You see, he saw our potential back then, and he wanted very badly to exploit us for every dime he could squeeze out of us. He ran a bluff on us. Matt�who was our leader at that time�wanted to cave to him. He didn�t want to risk losing our connection to a record contract.�
�But he didn�t cave,� Pauline said. �I remember your actual contract with Shaver was for twenty-one percent.�
�Matt did cave. So did the rest of the guys. I came to the conclusion that Shaver was bluffing us and I stepped up. I defied Shaver, told him I would refuse to sign a contract for anything more than twenty percent. Matt was pissed. He threatened me with violence, but I was right and I held my ground. It was Shaver who caved when he realized he might lose us completely. He held onto that one percentage point over twenty just so he could save face with himself, and I allowed it to stand, but he was the one to cave.�
Pauline looked at her brother, her expression unhappy. �I see the parallel with our situation yesterday,� she told him. �What are you trying to say?�
�I�m saying there is a time and place for someone to step up and make themselves heard, even if they are not in charge. I did it with Shaver, and Greg did it with Obie. In both cases, the ends justified the means. We�ve got a lot of tough negotiations in our future, sis. We�ll need to negotiate with one of the record companies for royalty rates and distribution and promotion terms. We�ll need to negotiate the amount of control we retain over the manner of how our products are released. In all of this, you will remain firmly in charge, but I think maybe it might be a good idea to have an attack dog on a leash sitting in on those negotiations.�
She was clearly not happy with this suggestion, but she was smart enough to see the merits of it. �I suppose you�re right,� she allowed.
�I�ll talk to Celia about getting him to chill on the day to days,� he promised. �But I want him around when we sit down with the suits to talk terms, okay?�
She nodded. �Fair enough,� she replied.

Meanwhile, 610 air miles to the south, Matt Tisdale, former lead guitarist for Intemperance, a man who had once called himself Jake Kingsley�s brother, was suffering from a hangover of his own. He had celebrated the birthday of his country by partying at his two-million-dollar house on the beach just outside the town of San Juan Capistrano. Independence Day had only served as a titular theme of the party. Matt hardly needed to have a reason to throw one his infamous gatherings.
He opened his eyes, wincing at the light streaming in from the picture window is his master bedroom. He was naked and reeked of sexual musk, his head pounding rhythmically with the beat of his heart, his mouth as dry as the Sahara. He turned his head to the right and saw the equally naked body of Kim Kowalski�the former porn star known as Mary Ann Cummings�curled in a fetal position next to him. She was snoring slightly, her respiration deep and regular. Kim pretty much lived in Matt�s house now�she had been for the past year and a half�but she did not live there officially. Matt saw to that. She still owned her own house in Los Angeles, though she rarely visited it these days. He did not even refer to her as his girlfriend, though in some states they would actually be considered common-law spouses. No bitch was ever going to lay claim on Matt Tisdale.
He looked at the clock on the wall, seeing it was just past noon. Christ, he thought, what time did we go to bed? He wasn�t entirely sure. As often happened at one of his parties, his brain stopped recording memories at some point before he actually made it to bed, but he did have a reasonably clear recollection of doing shots of tequila with Kim and some stripper that she had been trying to recruit for a porn production her start-up company�Mary Ann Cummings Productions�was working on. That had been at 4:30 AM. He remembered looking at the clock in the living room. They had been discussing the possibility of a little threesome action to show her what could be expected of her if she agreed to sign on. Had that happened? He didn�t remember having a threesome, but he also didn�t remember not having a threesome.
He looked around the room. There certainly was not a stripper in the bed with Kim, although that was not proof one way or the other. All guests to Matt�s parties were invited with the understanding that they not let the sun rise on them there. Come in, party down, enjoy my hospitality, and then get the fuck out, was the motto that was made quite clear. Sometimes he even printed that on the actual invitations.
He looked to the right, to the nightstand on his side of the bed, and saw three condom wrappers crumpled up there. Ahhh, so there had been a little action up here at some point after 4:30. If he had just been boning Kim by herself, there would have been no condoms involved. Kim was on the pill�the only woman in his life he had ever trusted to actually be on it�and, since she no longer performed as an adult film actress, disease was no longer a worry�at least it wasn�t as long as Matt himself capped his weapon whenever he railed someone who was not Kim, and as long as Kim made sure any weapon other than Matt�s that penetrated her was capped as well. It was an unconventional relationship, but it worked.
I wonder how she was? he thought as he pulled himself out of bed. She was a pretty good looking piece of skank. A pity I can�t remember what we did. Oh well. Life was like that sometimes. Some days you remembered the threesomes, some days you didn�t. Maybe Kim would remember what had happened and would be able to fill him in.
He trudged slowly across the bedroom, heading for the bathroom. He had just celebrated his thirty-second birthday the month before, but a casual observer might have thought him ten years older than that based on appearances. It wasn�t his body that was the issue. On the contrary, he was in pretty good shape. Broad shouldered and standing at five-ten, his arms, though covered with tattoos, were well muscled and powerful looking, his stomach was flat, and his chest, though also covered with tattoos, was equipped with a set of well-defined pectoral muscles. It was his face where those unearned years were apparent. Years of smoking cigarettes, snorting cocaine by the gram, and drinking alcohol like it was water, had taken their toll. There were permanent bags under his eyes, lines and wrinkles forming on his cheeks. Even his hair, which still hung down well below his shoulders, and which he had stopped dying black a few years before, looked tired and used. And it was starting to thin in the front�his forehead growing at the rate of a half-inch or so per year. Sometimes, when he looked in the mirror these days, he had a hard time equating the reflection staring back at him with the way he felt inside.
Who is that old fucker? he would wonder. How in the fuck did he get here? What in the fuck am I doing to myself?
He would handle such epiphanies in typical Matt Tisdale fashion. He simply stopped looking in the mirror so much, particularly when he first awakened after a party.
He employed such a strategy now. He emptied his bladder in the toilet, brushed his teeth, and then stepped into a shower as hot as he could physically stand. He shaved his face in the shower, operating entirely by feel. He then combed out his long hair, got dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a tee shirt that featured the name of an infamous resort in Cabo San Lucas, and put on his shoes and socks, all without so much as a single glance in the mirror.
There would be no epiphanies today.
Kim was still sleeping soundly so he made his way out of the bedroom and into the main part of the house. There was no sign whatsoever that a drunken, cocaine-fueled party with more than thirty guests had finished up its ten-hour run only six hours before. The tables were all clean and dusted, the debris removed, the hardwood floors and the carpets neatly vacuumed and swept, the dishes all cleaned and put away. That would be the work of Carmen, his housekeeper. At sixty-four years old, she was as fastidious about cleanliness as a career navy admiral. She worked tirelessly picking up the messes that Matt and his friends managed to create and she never so much as batted an eye or raised a brow when those messes included cocaine mirrors, used condoms, or even, on occasion, the odd strap-on sex toy. For all this she was paid quite well. Matt compensated her at thirty-six thousand dollars a year, plus room and board, plus a yearly Christmas bonus that was always in the five-digit range. His butler, Charles, and his cook, Louisa, were similarly compensated. Though Matt still harbored an intense hatred for Jake Kingsley and still considered him to be the primary catalyst in the death of Darren Appleman, their former bass player, he had learned much from him in the manner of how one should treat one�s servants.
Matt followed his nose into the kitchen, where Louisa, who always seemed to know just when he was going to get out of bed, was preparing a chili verde omelet for him. She greeted him with her usual �buen dia, senor� and then told him breakfast would be served in three minutes.
�Thanks, hon,� Matt replied. �I hope you�re making it extra spicy today.�
�Indeed,� she said with a smile. She knew that her boss believed that spicy food was a hangover cure�the spicier, the better�and she had seen the condition of the house earlier.
At a small desk in the corner of the kitchen sat Charles, the butler, though he did much more than simply buttle. He was the titular supervisor of the other two servants and the primary accountant of all household finances. He kept track of Matt�s appointments and obligations, making sure to remind him and, when necessary, harass him to make sure they were attended. He arranged for all maintenance on everything that had to do with the house and made sure it was carried out. He was, as Matt often told him, �the most important motherfuckin� thing in this house after my cock and my Strat.� Though Matt was not finicky about the attire of his servants, Charles would never be seen on-duty in anything less than a pair of dress slacks and a dress shirt with tie. He was dressed as such now, as he tapped away on the IBM computer at his workstation.
�What up, Chuckie?� Matt greeted him as he poured a large glass of fresh squeezed orange juice from a pitcher in the refrigerator.
�Good morning, sir,� Charles returned, not giving any indication how much being called �Chuckie� annoyed him. �I trust you had a good time last night?�
�I�m thinking I did,� Matt said. �I�m pretty sure I scored a little threesome with Kim and a stripper in the wee hours, although I don�t actually remember it.�
�That would be the young lady I called a cab for at six o�clock this morning,� he said dryly. �She did indeed smell as if she might have been participating in such an activity. She told me that I should thank you for your hospitality and that she will be contacting Ms. Kowalski this week regarding the offer that was made.�
�Six o�clock huh?� Matt said thoughtfully. �No wonder I still feel drunk. I probably am.�
�Undoubtedly, sir,� Charles told him. �Would you like me to attempt to reschedule your meeting for today? I know you have a rule regarding business meetings while in a state of intoxication.�
Matt thought this over for a moment and then shook his head. �Naw,� he said. �The meeting is not until three o�clock. I�ll be okay by then. Besides, I really need to talk to that fuckstick, Crow about my album release. If I bow out today, he�ll do everything he can to try to put me off for another week or two. I can�t have that shit.�
�As you wish, sir,� Charles said. �I have the limo scheduled to pick you up at one-fifteen. Traffic should be light today since it is the day after a holiday. I do not anticipate it taking more than one hour and twenty minutes to get to your destination.�
�You the man, Chuckie,� Matt told him, clapping him on the shoulder. �I�m gonna need some blow when I get home. How�s the supply?�
�All that you laid out for your guests last night has been consumed,� he said.
�All of it?� Matt asked. �Jesus fucking Christ! That was ten grand worth of premo shit I put out.�
�It would seem your guests enjoyed themselves quite well,� Charles said. �You do still have three grams of Bolivian flake in your safe, as well as four grams of the Peruvian in your bedroom supply.�
�All right,� Matt said, nodding. �Go ahead and bust me out some of the Bolivian and put it in in the bowl in the living room. And have a nice Scotch and Pepsi waiting for me.�
�As you wish, sir,� Charles agreed.
�And you probably oughta start thinking about securing a new supply of blow for entertainment. After all, if this meeting goes as I plan, my album release party is coming up soon, and it�s going to be fucking epic.�
�I will start working on that today,� Charles assured him.
Louisa brought his breakfast over to the table. He thanked her absently and then sat down to eat it. His stomach grumbled at him at first, but soon the spicy chilis and the wonderful texture of her lovingly prepared meat started doing their work. The nausea and dizziness he had been struggling with began to fade�not as quickly as it would have with a few lines of coke, but it was a start.
As soon as he was done eating, Louisa swept the dishes away and carried them to the sink. Since she was in charge of the kitchen, it was she who took care of the day-to-day dishes. By the time Matt returned from his post-meal, post-party bowel movement, the kitchen was back to its sparkling self and Charles was on the phone with one of his connections, arranging for a late morning delivery of six grams of Bolivian cocaine that would be put in the entertainment storage container in Matt�s safe.

The limo picked Matt up exactly on time and delivered him to the front steps of the National Records Building in Hollywood at twenty-two minutes after two. He made his way into the lobby of the building and was greeted by a few tourists who recognized him and wanted his autograph. He signed three or four until someone asked the taboo question.
�Dude,� a long-haired surfer type in his twenties enquired, as Matt raised his pen to sign the piece of paper, �are you and Jake and the rest of Intemperance ever going to get back together?�
�No,� Matt responded, glaring at the surfer with enough venom to make the man take a step backward. He handed the piece of paper back, unsigned. �There is no Intemperance anymore. We are never getting back together. I thought I had made myself clear on that point.�
�Uh ... sorry, dude,� the surfer stammered, absently taking the paper back. �I just thought that ... since ... you know ... you were the greatest fucking band on Earth ... I mean, don�t you owe it to the people?�
�I don�t owe anybody a fucking thing,� Matt said. �Excuse me. I got shit to do.�
With that, he walked away, heading for the elevators. He passed through a security checkpoint without stopping. The guards knew better than to question Matt Tisdale. Three minutes later, he was up on the top floor, standing in the inner office of Steve Crow, his A&R representative for his upcoming album.
�I�m here,� he told the secretary. �Let�s get this show on the road.�
�Uh ... good afternoon, Mr. Tisdale,� the harried secretary said. �You are still a bit early for your appointment. If you wouldn�t mind having a seat until...�
�What the fuck?� Matt asked her, making no move to take a seat. �Does he got Mikey fucking Garcia in there slurping on his schlong again?�
�Uh ... no,� she said. �Mr. Crow is alone, but...�
�Then let�s get this shit going,� Matt said. �Pick up that fuckin� phone and tell him I�m here.�
She picked up the phone and told Crow he was there. She seemed quite relieved when she was told to go ahead and send him in.
�Mr. Crow will see you now,� she said.
�Thanks, baby,� he said.
Steve Crow looked no different than the first day Matt had met him. That had been eight years before�God, has it really been that long? Matt pondered�when he replaced Intemperance�s initial A&R rep, Max Acardio, who had gotten a little heavy handed during a dispute about the band doing pre-written material. He still had his hair immaculately styled, his clothing custom fitted, the single gold stud in his right ear, the perpetual sunglasses covering his eyes, and the same untrustworthy grin perpetually on his face. He was a snake, as were pretty much all of National Records� upper management, but he was the devil that Matt knew, so that was why he had not balked when National assigned him to his solo effort.
�Mattie, my man,� Crow greeted, the grin becoming so wide it looked like his jaw might actually separate. �It�s good to see you. How are they hanging?�
�High and tight,� Matt told him. �The way they always do when I have to visit this fucking place.�
Steve laughed as if that were the funniest thing he�d ever heard. �Have a seat,� he invited. �Can I get you something to drink? Or maybe some blow?�
�You know I never take you up on that shit, Crow,� Matt said, planting his butt in the chair. �Why do you always ask?�
�Just trying to be a good host,� Crow said. �Can I get you anything at all?�
�Nothing,� Matt said. �I�m here to talk some business. Shall we skip all the fake-ass preliminaries and just get to the point?�
�No problemo,� he said with a shrug. �What�s on your mind?�
�The album, of course. You fucks have been delaying and delaying the release for months now. I want it on the shelves as soon as possible.�
�Well ... that�s what we want as well, Matt. We are releasing it as soon as possible. It is in the queue for manufacturing as we speak. It�s just that there are higher priority items that need to be produced first.�
�Bullshit,� Matt said angrily. �Don�t try to blow smoke up my fuckin� ass, Crow. My cheeks are too tight for that shit. We completed that master back in late March. It was supposed to be on the shelves by May, but it�s still sitting in your fucking queue and we haven�t even started talking about putting a tour together. What the fuck is going on here?�
Crow shook his head. �There is no conspiracy going on, Matt,� he said. �We just have a number of projects pending release and our manufacturing capabilities are limited. We have to schedule these things accordingly. And if the release of the album is not imminent, then there is no point working on the tour. Tours, as you�re aware, must coincide with the release of the album.�
�I know how the fuck the system works,� Matt told him. �That�s why I know you sneaking little pricks got some reason for delaying me. I ain�t gonna put up with it. Now tell me what the reason is and we can start talking about how to get around it.�
�There is no reason,� he insisted. �It�s just that...�
�Crow,� Matt interrupted, his eyes boring into him. �Can you just drop the slimeball-record-executive-talking-to-the-fresh-young-talent-we�re-going-to-exploit act for this meeting? I�ve been around the fucking block a few too many times with you ass wipes for that shit to work on me.�
Crow returned his stare for a moment and then sighed. �All right,� he said. �We talk straight.�
�Hopefully straighter than you,� Matt muttered.
�Hey now,� Crow warned.
Matt held up his hand in appeasement�about the closest he could come to apologizing to someone�and then resumed his steely stare. �What�s the deal?� he asked.
�It�s complicated,� Crow said.
�I�m a smart guy,� Matt assured him. �I assure you, I can follow along.�
Crow nodded. �Well ... it primarily has to do with the marketing of your project, the best way to get maximum sales out of it.�
�Marketing?� Matt asked, rolling his eyes. �My shit don�t need no fancy-ass marketing, just basic promotion and saturation airplay of the release cuts on the hard rock stations. It will sell itself.�
Another sigh from Crow. �That�s just the thing, Matt,� he said. �The boys in the marketing department and the promotions department are not quite as confident as you in the potential of the project.�
�Why the fuck not?� Matt asked. �I laid down eight goddamn tracks of some of the best guitar work to ever be recorded in any medium. I put my fuckin� heart and my fuckin� soul in that shit and it rocks. There are millions of adoring Matt Tisdale fans in this country and throughout the world that are going to eat that shit up once they hear it. They are going to snatch those albums off the shelves like they�re fuckin� rubbers in that drug store over on Western Avenue.�
�Uh ... an interesting analogy,� Crow had to admit, �but the thing is ... we ... uh, that is they, feel that the lack of even basic audio engineering on your project will be a detriment to airplay and sales.�
Matt�s face darkened into a scowl. �Again with that overdub shit,� he growled. �Will you motherfuckers ever let that shit drop?�
Overdubs were something that were done on virtually every album produced since the development of the modern recording studio in the mid-twentieth century. It was the practice of adding additional instrument or vocal tracks on top of the basic tunes to enhance the sound of the music for radio airplay and the record consumer. Some bands, like Intemperance, for example, used them minimally (that had always been at Matt�s insistence) and some bands, such as Boston, Queen, or Rush, used them extensively, to the point where it was sometimes difficult to reproduce their finished product live. Matt was a staunch conservative when it came to overdubs. He considered them dishonest�a misrepresentation of the art�and, as such, he had refused to allow any overdubs of any kind on any of the tracks of his album. And as an established artist, he had insisted that his contract give creative control of the recording process to him and him alone. Though everyone from the head of National Records down to the janitor who swept up the mixing room had begged Matt to allow the audio engineers to dictate at least a few enhancements to his work, he was as unmovable as a granite cliff when it came to this issue.
�You�re making a mistake, Matt,� Crow told him. �Those tracks are too harsh for airplay, particularly with the length of them. You don�t have a single cut under six minutes on the whole album.�
�Those tracks are raw!� Matt insisted, for perhaps the thousandth time. �They sound exactly as they do live. And they�re long because of the guitar work. That�s the appeal of them.�
�The length we can work with,� Crow said. �We�re not trying to sell singles of your cuts here�hell, singles have been pretty much going the way of the dodo bird ever since CDs became the primary format anyway�but that rawness, that simplicity of only three instruments and one vocalist...� He shook his head. � ... that�s what going to hurt us. Station managers aren�t going to like taking up six to eight minutes of airtime that won�t appeal to a broad cross section of their demographic. At least not without some sort of enticement to give your tunes a little kick in the ass.�
�What kind of enticement are you talking about?�
�We need to wait until Intemperance and the members of the group (he saw Matt begin to scowl dangerously)�sorry, former members of the group�are back in the public spotlight a little. That will raise awareness to the point that we can release your album and there will be an intrinsic demand for it, tunes unheard. That will increase sales if you insist on putting the project out as it stands now.�
�What the hell kind of shit are you spouting?� Matt demanded. �Lines On the Map is still in the top ten on the album charts. I get a buttload of letters every week from fans asking me if we�re getting back together, asking me when my solo album is coming out. Every time I run into a fucking reporter from those entertainment rags, I get the same shit from them. I hardly think we�ve faded from the public consciousness.�
�That�s not my point,� Crow said. �They�re still going to be playing Intemperance on the radio forty years from now. You guys will undoubtedly be accepted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame the first year you�re eligible.�
�I�m not standing with any of those fuckers at the induction ceremony!� Matt suddenly yelled. �I�m not showing up if any one of those assholes are there!�
Crow held up his hand in appeasement again. �How about we cross that bridge in 2007, Matt? That�s the first time Intemperance will be eligible.�
�That don�t fucking matter,� he insisted stubbornly. �I ain�t never gonna change my mind about that shit. I�ll never stand with those fucks again!�
Crow let out another sigh. �Fair enough,� he acquiesced. �Anyway, my point is that overall popularity does not matter to what we�re discussing here, we�re talking about current projects that bring the band and its former members back into the current public consciousness.�
Matt closed his eyes tightly for a few seconds and then slowly reopened them. He took another deep breath and then said: �Please explain what kind of metaphysical bullshit you�re talking now.�
�It�s simple,� Crow said. �When there are new Intemperance related albums on the chart, when there are new Intemperance related tunes being played on the radio, the public interest in the former Intemperance members becomes part of the current public consciousness instead of the nostalgic-based public consciousness. Interest in any new Intemperance related project will then be automatically increased at that time. That will increase the willingness of radio station managers to play Matt Tisdale solo tracks. That, in turn, will increase distribution of your work and pull in more music consumers who will then buy the album.�
Matt rolled his eyes to the ceiling. �Are you talking about that fucking Greatest Hits album you�re planning to release?� he asked in disgust. Since National Records owned the rights to all Intemperance tunes released under their label�which meant all Intemperance tunes that had ever been recorded and released�they had the right to do with them as they pleased. And what they pleased was to continue to make money off of them for as long as they could conceivably get away with it. As such, they were now in the process of putting together a double CD package of all of the band�s most popular songs�an album that would be sold for a wholesale rate of nine dollars and a retail rate of sixteen dollars. There was nothing any of the band members could do about this. It was in the contracts they had signed that the exclusive rights to the songs belonged to National for twenty-five years. Though the band members would be paid royalties on the sales of the album, and had the right to participate in the mixing and arrangement of the album if they wished�none of them wished to do so�they could not prevent the project from going forward.
�It�s due for release late at the end of September,� Crow said. �It�s going to go platinum in a month, guaranteed. Intemperance will be back on the album charts again and the current exposure will begin to climb.�
�Undoubtedly,� Matt said, �but that�s not going to increase airplay of Intemperance tunes. There�s nothing new on that album. You�re just repackaging the shit we already did to profiteer from it.�
�True,� Crow allowed, �but that�s not the only Intemperance related project that is set for release around that time.�
Matt�s face became dangerous again. �Are you talking about the album that motherfucking traitorous ass-sucking mole Coop has been working on?� Of all the former Intemperance members, Matt hated Coop the most. At least Jake and Nerdly and that faggot motherfucking freak Charlie had stuck to their convictions when it had come to voting Darren out of the band�the act that had led directly to his overdose and death (at least in Matt�s mind). Coop had initially had Darren�s back, had been loyal to him and against his removal and had been the standoff vote that kept the issue at a stalemate. But then, because he�d knocked up some twat and had been worried about his precious income, he�d turned his back on his brother and sold him out.
�Veteran will be releasing their debut album about a week after Intemperance�s Greatest Hits is released,� Crow said.
�A bunch of fuckin� sellout assholes,� Matt spat.
Crow simply shrugged. �Your opinion of them aside, I�m told that their album is quite compelling. It is projected to garner extensive airplay of multiple tracks and to reach multiplatinum status by the end of the year.�
�They�re not even on this label,� Matt said. �Those losers signed with Aristocrat. How the fuck do you know all this shit?�
�We have our sources,� he said mysteriously.
Matt looked at him with open suspicion. �You motherfuckers collaborated on this shit, didn�t you? You got together with some executive cocksuckers over there at Aristocrat and put together this plan to release all these albums in a certain order based on this witch doctor speculation you all have, didn�t you?�
Crow gave a sideways smile and a little shrug. �We do have a certain degree of cooperation with competing labels when there is a mutually beneficial issue at stake,� he said. �This is one of those times. It was felt that releasing Greatest Hits first would enhance the popularity of Veteran�s debut, which would then have the rebound effect of enhancing Greatest Hits even further. Once both of those albums are well into popularity and in the current consciousness, that will be the proper time to release your album and start your tour.�
�That�s fuckin� bullshit!� Matt shouted, feeling the need to do some violence swelling up inside of him.
�It�s not bullshit,� Crow returned. �Remember who you�re dealing with here, Matt. These decisions were made by industry professionals who have a combined experience of hundreds of years in predicting album success. They are valid.�
�Right,� Matt said. �These would be the same professionals who tried to get us to perform those fucking hacker tunes and cover tunes time and time again? The ones who tried to tell us the tunes we wrote and composed were substandard? We defied you and we got our way, remember? And who is the biggest fucking seller your label has signed in the past twenty years?�
Crow had no choice but to concede this point. �Intemperance,� he said, �by a significant margin, in fact.�
�That�s right,� he said. �And now you�re sitting there trying to tell me I don�t know what I�m talking about. You need to release my album immediately. It needs to be out before this Greatest Hits bullshit and before those sellout losers start slinging their pop-rock around. My shit can stand on its own.�
Crow was shaking his head. �The decision has already been made, Matt.�
�Well fucking un-make it!� he yelled.
�I�m sorry,� Crow said. �You�re not going to win this one. We will release your album as it was produced, but it�s going to be released at the time and in the manner of our choosing. That is in your contract, as I�m sure you well know.�
Matt refused to accept this. �You�re fucking cock-blocking me here!� he said. �I want my shit out first. That�s why I busted my ass for sixty fucking hours a week in that studio getting it done!�
�That is not going to happen, Matt,� Crow said. He then gave a shrewd look. �Unless...�
Matt glared at him. �Unless what?� he asked through gritted teeth.
�Well, I�m not authorized to actually offer you this, of course, but I have a feeling that if you agreed to go back into the studio and let us engineer those tracks a little more, maybe, just maybe, the big bosses might agree to let your album out first.�
�You�re talking about overdubs again, right?�
Crow nodded. �Overdubs and some professional engineering of the tracks. We�ll put our best people on it, I can guarantee that. You�ll have to bust your ass, of course�two months is not a lot of time�but it would make your album so much more marketable, at least in the eyes of those who make these decisions.�
Matt looked up at the ceiling, angry, frustrated. It always came back to this issue with these fucks. He just wanted to put his music out there in the form that it was intended to be heard in. They wanted to dress it up like a fucking Barbie doll and package it like an aspirin tablet. He opened his mouth to say something�he wasn�t sure what, but it was going to make his previous tirades sound like a mother�s praise in comparison�and then an idea suddenly occurred to him. He closed his mouth again, taking a moment to formulate the idea a little further, to quickly polish up a few details, and then ... finally, to ask himself if he actually had the balls to suggest it.
�Matt?� Crow said hopefully. �You look like you�re pondering the thought.�
�I�m pondering all right,� he said. �Tell me something, and don�t bullshit me either. Was what you just suggested part of the plot all along, or did you just come up with that shit on your own?�
�It was not part of the plot all along,� Crow assured him. �When we signed you for this solo album, we knew the potential you held as an artist. We know that there is a significant market for your style of music. We knew you were stubborn on the issue of mixing and overdubs, but we didn�t know you were going to stonewall to the extent you have. We really do want to put a quality Matt Tisdale album out, and we think you have a diamond in the rough with what we�ve got on that master, but it needs to be polished, Matt. If you don�t let us polish it, it�s going to suck hind tit to the other Intemperance projects. That�s the simple fact. What I�m suggesting was never discussed, but I can tell you, I�m pretty sure they�ll accept the offer.�
Matt took him for his word. He was pretty good at reading Crow. Nevertheless, he shook his head. �I can�t accept that offer,� he said. �The music I laid down was meant to be heard as it is. I�m certain of that.� He paused. �But I�m willing to let you prove me wrong.�
Crow looked at him carefully. �What do you mean?� he asked.
�If Next Phase is released before these other atrocities, and if you follow through with even minimal promotion of the project, it will go gold at the very least. That�s five hundred thousand copies sold, regardless of what kind of airplay I get. Do you agree?�
Crow gave a sideways glance and a shrug. �I won�t argue with that figure,� he said. �There are certainly enough Matt Tisdale fans in the United States to sell half a million copies of your album once they know it exists and it�s for sale.�
�All right then,� Matt said. �And if the album was to go gold and no further, would National Records show a profit from that?�
�Of course they would show a profit from a gold album,� he said. �In a contract like yours, the margin between profit and loss is somewhere in the vicinity of a quarter mil, but that�s not the point.�
�I know that�s not the point,� Matt said. �The point is you want to make maximum profits. You�re a business and you have stockholders and all that bullshit. I�ve heard it a thousand times. But what I�m saying is that maybe we can have ourselves a little wager here.�
Crow raised his eyebrows. �A wager?�
�Release my album by the end of the month,� Matt said. �Release it as is and make sure it gets out before Greatest Hits and that traitor Coop�s shit. Promote it to the best of your abilities and see what happens.�
�Okay,� Crow said tiredly. �And what is the wager?�
�If it doesn�t go platinum by the end of the year, I�ll concede that you corporate fucksticks just might have a point about this engineering crap. I�ll allow my next album to be mixed and engineered under the supervision of your best people. I will allow your overdubs and all that other shit.�
Now it was Crow who was giving a look of suspicion. �You�re fucking with me, right?� he asked.
�I�m not fucking with you. I�m willing to put my money where my mouth is.�
Crow nodded thoughtfully. �An interesting offer,� he said.
�Before we go any further, there will be stipulations.�
�Such as?�
�I still compose the original tunes for that second album. I still retain creative control over the tunes that are put on the album. I still play all guitars on the album. If there�s going to be guitar overdubs on it, I�ll be the one to compose them and put them there. I still handpick any musicians who do bass or drum overdubs. And there will be no instrumental overdubs that represent an instrument that does not exist in the composition. In other words, no fucking synthesizers, no fucking piano, no fucking string sections.�
Crow scratched at his head for a moment. �Are you willing to put this in writing?� he asked.
Matt barked out a laugh. �Putting things in writing is the only way I would do business with you motherfuckers,� he said.
�Fair enough,� Crow said. �I don�t have the authority to agree with this offer, of course.�
�Never thought you did.�
�But I�ll bring it up to Doolittle and the rest of the team. They just might play ball with you on this.�

Two days later, in Los Angeles, Jake pulled his BMW 750 iL into the circular driveway in front of Pauline�s house on the shore of Silver Lake Reservoir. He parked just behind a somewhat battered 1987 Mercedes 500 series that was already there and stepped out, taking a moment to stretch. It was just past noon. The southern California summer air was warm, muggy and smoggy and, as such, he was dressed in a pair of shorts, tattered brown sandals, and a tank top that showed off the tattoos on his upper arms. He walked to the door, an envelope with official looking writing on the front in his hand. He made a quick check of his watch and nodded. Right on time. And the presence of the Mercedes meant the man he had come to see was still here. With a brief smile, he walked up to the front door and rang the doorbell.
Gloria, Pauline�s housekeeper/cook/butler, opened the door thirty or so seconds later. She had the requisite smile on her face as she saw who the allegedly unannounced visitor was. �Mr. Kingsley!� she greeted. �Welcome. Ms. Kingsley did not tell me you were expected.�
�I wasn�t really expected,� Jake lied. �I was in the neighborhood taking care of some business and thought I�d stop by to drop something off for her.� He held up the envelope. �It�s something for her but it came to the studio by mistake. I thought it might be important.�
�Oh ... I see,� she said, nodding, her words heavily accented. �She is with one of her clients right now. You want me to take to her?�
�That was my plan,� he said, �but it looks like her client is Coop, am I right?�
Her face darkened a little. �I no at liberty to tell others who Ms. Kingsley is meeting with,� she said sternly.
He nodded, actually respecting her discretion. �I understand,� he said, �but I�d know that car anywhere. I even threw up in it once.�
She wasn�t quite sure how to respond this this. �Uh...�
�It�s okay,� he said. �Just slip in and tell Pauline I�m here and ask her if she minds if I pop in for a minute. I haven�t seen Coop in ages. I�d love to say hello to him.�
She still looked doubtful but she allowed him entry. Jake handed her the envelope�which had nothing but a stack of blank pieces of paper inside�and she carried it down the hall toward Pauline�s office.
Jake stayed in the foyer, looking out the living room window at the lake, where a dozen or so pedal boats were cruising around. Interspersed among them were a few wind surfers who were struggling to have any fun out there due to the lack of any significant wind. Two attractive women in shorts and half-tops came jogging by on the running path that circled the reservoir. Jake stopped looking at the watercraft and looked at them instead, giving an appreciative whistle at the bouncing breasts and well-muscled feminine legs. That reminded him that he needed to get laid. It had been well over a week now since he had engaged in �meaningless fornication�, as Nerdly would have put it.
Gloria returned. Her face was much more relaxed now. The envelope was no longer in her hand. �Ms. Kingsley say that she and Mr. Cooper are finished with their business and you may come back.�
�Thanks, Gloria,� he told her, stepping in that direction. �I know the way.�
�Very good, Mr. Kingsley,� she said. �Can I get you anything? Some Corona with lime?�
�No, thank you,� he replied. �I�m not going to be here long.�
�As you wish, sir,� she said.
He walked down a hallway lined with original oil paintings done by a variety of local artists, living and dead. The office door was standing open and he stopped at the threshold, giving a quick knock on the door frame. �Cool to come in?� he asked.
Pauline was sitting behind the desk, a few manila envelopes and file folders sitting next to her computer monitor, all closed. The envelope Jake had just delivered was sitting separately. She was wearing a sleeveless blouse and had her hair down. She gave him a knowing look and invited him inside. �Come on in, Jake,� she said. �We were just finishing up our business.�
John Cooper�aka Coop�former drummer for Intemperance, was sitting in the chair in front of her desk. He looked pretty much the same as he always had: a tall, wiry figure with light skin and a mop of curly blonde hair that poofed out in a near afro form and spilled down onto his shoulders in an unruly glob. His face was still smooth and unlined, despite the years of substance abuse he had participated in and flirted with. He wore a pair of tattered blue jeans and a tank top that showed off his well-muscled drummer�s arms, both of which were fully sleeved in a variety of tattoos. His face had a smile on it as he turned to take in his former bandmate. The smile changed to a look of confusion as he got a good gander at Jake�s new look.
�Jake?� he said carefully. �Is that really you?�
�It�s really me, Coop,� Jake assured him, stepping forward and holding out his hand. �It�s good to see you, brother.�
Coop stood and stepped forward to meet him, slapping his hand into Jake�s with significant force. They shook warmly and then pulled each other into a bro-hug, holding the embrace for a bit longer than the requisite three pats on the back.
When they broke apart, Coop looked him up and down again. �What the fuck did you do to yourself?� he asked him.
�Just got a haircut and grew a �stache,� Jake said. �Keeps the ladies from attacking me in public.�
Coop scowled in confusion. �Why would you want that?� he asked.
Jake laughed. �I do have to ask myself that sometimes,� he said. �You�re looking good.�
�Thanks,� Coop said. He reached out and touched the tattoo on Jake�s right arm. �Got yourself some new ink finally, huh? I like it. What is it, Hawaii or some shit like that?�
�South Island of New Zealand,� Jake said, turning so he could see it better. �You see that red dot there?�
�Yeah.�
�That�s where my house is.�
�That�s fuckin� awesome,� Coop said. �I love the detail.�
�The best goddamn ink slinger in Lyttleton, New Zealand put that on there for me. I insisted on the best.�
Coop nodded. �Good work. I didn�t even know they had tats in New Zealand.�
Jake chuckled. �They got �em, all right. Fancy meeting you here. You and Pauline talking some business?�
�Yeah,� Coop said. �We were just going over some of the particulars about that Greatest Hits bullshit that National is putting out. She was telling me how they�re leaning more heavily for the earlier tunes, the ones before we renegotiated our contract. That way they don�t have to pay us as much.�
�Yeah, they�re snakes,� Jake said.
�It�s the way the fuckin� world works,� Coop said solemnly.
�That�s the God�s truth,� Pauline had to agree.
�How�s the gig with Veteran going?� Jake asked. �Pauline tells me you�re up for release soon.�
�We are,� Coop said. �We just started tour rehearsal last week.� He shrugged. �I�m excited to get back out on the road again, but, you know, it ain�t gonna be the same without you and Matt and Nerdly and ... you know ... Darren.�
�Yeah,� Jake said, feeling a strong tug of nostalgia that almost brought tears to his eyes. �We had some good times out on the road, didn�t we? It was a grind, but goddamn did we party.�
�Fuckin� A,� Coop agreed. �Remember when we used to have them contests with the groupies? The two by twos and the three by sixes?�
Jake laughed. What Coop was referring to were challenges between the band members regarding how many groupies each could have sex with in one night and how many orgasms they could give themselves and the groupies in question. A two by two, for instance, meant that the band member had to have sex, to completion, with two separate groupies and give each of them one orgasm apiece. A three by six meant that three groupies had to be screwed with each receiving two orgasms of their own. �Who had the record back then?�
�It was toss up,� Coop said, �depending on how you rank them. Matt had a fuckin� four by four one night but Nerdly pulled off a three by nine. And didn�t you get a two by eight one night?�
�I did that,� Jake agreed. �My fuckin� abs were sore for a week after.�
Pauline was looking at them with an expression of disgusted amusement. �I am sure I want to have no idea what you two are talking about,� she told them.
�I�m sure you�re right,� Jake agreed with a grin.
�Oh, sorry, Pauline,� Coop said, flushing a little. �I forgot you were a prude.�
She glared at him. �I am not a fucking prude!� she barked. �I just don�t brag about my exploits in mixed company.�
�She�s right you know,� Jake told Coop. �There was this one night in Las Vegas, back when I was banging Mindy Snow, Pauline went with us to the...�
�Jake!� Pauline yelled, blushing furiously.
�Sorry,� Jake said, though he was anything but. If you couldn�t embarrass your own sister, who could you embarrass?
�Hold on a second,� Coop said. �This sounds like a bitchin� story.�
�Don�t you dare tell it to him,� Pauline warned.
�Sorry, Coop,� Jake said. �The boss has spoken.�
Coop was disappointed. �What a rip,� he said.
Pauline stood up. �Look, guys,� she said. �I hate to cut the little reunion short, but I really have somewhere I need to go.�
�Oh,� Coop said slowly, seemingly taken aback by the abrupt dismissal. �That�s cool.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �I just stopped by for a minute anyway. Just needed to drop that envelope off.� He looked over at Coop. �What do you got going after this? Anything?�
Coop gave a shrug. �I was just gonna go home and fuck off a little, maybe catch a nap and then go out and hit the club tonight to score some pussy.�
�I got nothing happening right now either,� Jake said. �You want to go out and grab a few beers and some tacos? There�s a great Mexican place over on Sunset not very far from here. Cold brew and the best chicken tacos you ever had.�
Coop thought that over for a few seconds and then nodded enthusiastically. �That sounds like a good idea,� he said. �I could go for some tacos right now, and I can always go for some beer. Do they have that Mexican shit that comes in the brown bottle?�
�They got it,� Jake assured him.
�Fuck yeah then. Let�s hit it. Why don�t we take my car and I can drop you off back here when we�re done?�
�Uh ... I can take my own car and you can just follow me,� Jake said.
Coop was shaking his head. �I might get lost, homie,� he said. �You know how I am. I really think we should go in my car so you can direct me ... if you know what I mean.�
�Ahhh,� Jake said, nodding. �I know what you mean.� He looked over at Pauline. �Is it cool with you if I leave my car here for a bit?�
Pauline knew what he meant as well. �No problem at all,� she said. �Have fun, you two.�
Jake nodded at her with a smile. �It�s what we do,� he assured her.

Coop�s car was quite cluttered. The seats were ragged and torn, there were beer cans and empty fast food wrappers all over the back seat, and the interior smelled strongly of both tobacco and marijuana smoke. A pair of slinky pink thong panties hung from the rear-view mirror. Before they even pulled out of Pauline�s driveway, Coop pulled a large joint out of his cigarette pack and handed it over to Jake. �Here you go, bro,� he said. �Fire this fucker up. I gotta get stoned if I�m going to be eating me some tacos.�
The joint was why Coop had insisted on taking one car. Everyone had their favorite vice. Matt�s was cocaine, Jake�s was alcohol, Nerdly�s was theoretical physics, and Coop�s was marijuana. Though he had spent a fair amount of time as a heroin addict back in Intemperance�s first contract days�thanks to Darren, God rest his soul, who introduced him to it�good ganja had always been his first love. And he truly loved smoking out with his friends.
Jake took the joint and lit it with the lighter from his front pocket. He was carrying one today since he had planned all along to have a few beers and that meant he would want to smoke. He took a shallow hit, just barely enough to qualify as one, and then passed the joint to Coop.
�Thanks, brother,� Coop said, sucking noisily and tremendously, causing a flare of bright orange to erupt at the tip of it. Approximately one sixth of the length of the doobie disappeared down his throat in less than ten seconds.
�Good shit, Coop,� Jake squeaked, though he had blown his own hit out almost immediately after sucking it in.
�You gotta love Humboldt County,� Coop squeaked back, passing the smoldering joint back to Jake.
By the time they reached La Familia bar and grille on Sunset�a trip of less than three miles from Pauline�s place�the joint was nothing but a roach sitting in the ashtray among dozens of similar roaches. Jake, despite the fact that he had only taken small hits and held them for only a second or two, was feeling the rush of THC worming through his brain. He hadn�t really wanted to get stoned, but now that it was working on him, he went with it gladly. It had been months since he�d last felt the sensation.
Why do I not do this more often? he found himself wondering. It seemed like there was a good reason, but he couldn�t quite remember what it was now.
La Familia was a hole in the wall place, family run for two generations, exactly the sort of place that Jake tended to seek out in order to spend his food and beer dollar. The lunch crowd was in full force when they walked in, but, since it was a weekday, there were a few tables available. They were led to one near the rear�a few of the patrons giving Coop and his long hair odd looks�and given menus. Jake did not bother opening his.
They ordered beers and Coop asked what was good here.
�Everything is good here,� Jake told him, �but the chicken tacos are one of the best things you�ll ever put in your mouth.�
�Better than Mindy Snow�s pussy?� Coop asked with a grin.
Jake laughed. �Not quite as good as that,� he allowed. �But close.�
Their beers came and they munched on freshly made tortilla chips that were still warm and homemade salsa that had just the perfect amount of bite. By the time the waitress came to take their orders, they had already worked their way through their first beers and most of the bowl of chips. They ordered their tacos along with more beer and chips. The waitress headed off to the kitchen, wondering why the pale hairball who smelled like pot looked so familiar to her.
�Pauline said she gave you a copy of our CD,� Coop said. �Did you give it a listen?�
�I have,� Jake said. �Several times, in fact.�
�What did you think?�
�Good solid tunes,� Jake said. �I think it�s gonna sell a bunch.�
He was telling the truth, but carefully not mentioning his personal opinion. In truth, he found the tunes on Veteran�s debut CD to be more than a little formulistic. They were heavy on electric guitar and synthesizer and pounding drum beats, but with simplistic lyrics that relied heavily on the musical sophistication that had been produced by the veteran musicians. In short, they were more productions than compositions. More tunes that had been finely honed in the recording studio rather than tunes from the heart. They would sell like mad because they would be radio friendly on rock and pop stations both and would be appealing to the musically unsophisticated music consumer�which was to say that eighty or more percent of those who bought rock genre music would like it. The same people who liked acts such as The Beastie Boys and Kiss were going to love Veteran and declare them the up and coming thing. Those who were musically sophisticated, however, were going to pass them off as nothing more than another fad.
�That�s what Tim Jenkins�he�s our A&R guy at Aristocrat�keeps saying as well,� Coop said. �And those of us in the band are already spending our royalty money. We know we�re going to hit big with this shit.�
�How was it working with those guys?� Jake asked. He knew every one of Coop�s bandmates by name and reputation. All of them were former members of bands Jake had listened to and enjoyed in his late teens to early twenties. The only one he had ever actually met, however, was Mike Hamm, the bass player. Hamm had been the bass player for Earthstone prior to their breakup after their last album. Earthstone had been the band that Intemperance had opened for on their first tour�or at least they had opened for them until it became clear that the fans were buying tickets to see Intemperance primarily and National had broken up the tour to send Intemperance out as the headliner. Jake�who had considered Earthstone one of his favorite bands in his formative years�had found Hamm to be an unlikable sort when he actually got to know him. He was an aggressive and confrontational anger ball when he was drunk and coked out, which he had been most of the time out on the road.
�It was all right,� Coop said with a shrug. �Nothing like when we were all together though.�
�No?�
Coop shook his head. �No,� he said. �You thought you and Matt had fucking ego problems with each other? I�m telling you, what you two had wasn�t shit compared to Jerry Hawk and Rob Wilkes. Those two motherfuckers fight like Arabs and fuckin� Jews over every single goddamn note on every goddamn track. It took us forever to get the tunes locked down and into format. And they don�t listen to me at all, just tell me to shut up and play my fuckin� drums like they tell me to. Me and Steve�that�s Steve Carl, the keyboardist?�
�I know who Steve Carl is,� Jake said. �He�s a master at the synthesizer.�
�He is,� Coop agreed, �but he�s in the same boat as me. They just want us to shut up and play like we�re told while they measure each other�s fucking dicks. And we�re both so much younger than they are�fucking Hawk and Wilkes are both in their goddamn forties, you know and been playin� for more than twenty years�that they don�t think we got anything valuable to add.� He shook his head. �It ain�t nothin� like Intemperance man. When we got together and jammed, fucking everyone�s opinion mattered, we all had input on the tunes. We argued sometimes, hell, a lot near the end, but we always listened, you know what I�m saying?�
Jake nodded. �I know what you�re saying,� he said.
Coop�s good mood seemed to have faded a bit. �That�s what�s up with that,� he said. �I�m glad the composition and recording is over, that�s all I have to say. I�m just looking forward to hitting the road so I can start bagging groupies and getting wasted again.�
Jake brought the subject back around to more pleasant things. They spoke about their early years on the road, reminiscing about their exploits but staying away from the touchier subjects such as the drugs and alcohol before hitting the stage, the heroin addictions, the decline and eventual death of Darren, or the venomous separation from Matt. Their tacos came and they ate them. They drank three more bottles of beer apiece. They smoked cigarettes and blew the smoke out into the room (it would be another eight years before California would ban smoking in restaurants). And they laughed and felt the warmth of old friendship.
Early in the conversation, Coop asked Jake if he was working on anything musically these days and Jake deflected the question. It was easy to do with Coop. You simply had to point out a nice pair of tits or talk about how good a particular variety of cannabis was. After the fourth beer, however, Coop brought the subject up again.
�Seriously, dude,� he said. �How are things with you? I hear Matt�s got a solo album coming out soon. You been working on anything?�
Jake took a slow, long drink of his beer and then set the bottle down on the table. He picked up a chip, dipped it in salsa, and then crunched it up. Only then, did he speak. �I actually am working on something, Coop,� he said, �but we�re kinda trying to keep it quiet.�
�No shit?� Coop said happily. �I thought you might be. I ask Pauline this all the fuckin� time, but she never gives a straight answer.�
�Pauline�s a good manager,� Jake said.
�Fuckin� A, she is,� Coop said. �If it weren�t for her, Veteran never woulda made it to the point where we had something to release. She knows when to come in and kick some fuckin� ass and take names. She can put Hawk and Wilkes right the fuck in their places when she has to and get them to kiss and make up.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �She is good like that.�
�The only piece of advice those assholes ever took from me was to get with your sister as manager instead of that slimeball Shaver. I�m glad they listened to me on that, at least.�
�Yeah,� Jake said, now worried that Coop had actually forgotten what they were supposed to be talking about. �Anyway ... Pauline would be really upset if I were to tell you about our projects.�
�What projects?� Coop asked.
He licked his lip a little. �The ... uh ... projects that I�ve been working on lately? The ones I�m not supposed to talk about?�
Coop�s face lit up. �Oh yeah!� he said. �Those projects. What do you got going, dude? You coming up with some cool shit, or what?�
�Well...� Jake said hesitantly, �like I said, I�m not really supposed to talk about it. Can you keep this quiet?�
�You know it, brother,� he said. �My mouth stays fuckin� shut when it�s inside information, you know what I�m saying?�
Jake nodded slowly. �I know what you�re saying,� he said. �All right, here goes. The fact is, me, Pauline, Nerdly, and Celia Valdez have put together an independent record company.�
�Celia Valdez?� Coop said, amazed. �That Mexican bitch from La Diferencia? The one whose brother you and Matt got in a fight with that time?�
�That�s the one,� Jake confirmed. �Although she�s from Venezuela, not Mexico. Anyway, she got released from her contract the same time we broke up Intemperance. Her and I kinda got to be friends over the past few years.�
�Oh yeah?� Coop said slyly. �You tappin� into that shit, brother?�
�Unfortunately, no,� Jake admitted. �We�re just friends. But she is a very talented musician and her voice is probably one of the best in music right now.�
�Yeah,� Coop said, �and she got a set of titties that won�t fucking stop!�
�That too,� Jake agreed. �Anyway, we all got together and we�re working on a couple of solo albums on our label. KVA Records, we call it. We put some material together and we just secured some studio time at Blake Records up in Oregon to start recording in late September.�
�Blake Records? Ain�t that the place owned by that country singer dude?�
�Right,� Jake said. �OB2. We call him Obie. He�s charging us a pretty penny for the studio time, and he gets to kidnap Nerdly and Sharon for a while, but he�s going to let us record there. It�s a completely digital studio.�
�That�s fuckin� awesome, Jake,� Coop told him. �Congratulations.�
�Thanks,� Jake said. �I�m looking forward to putting something out there. So is Celia.�
�That explains why we couldn�t get Nerdly to help us with the final mix on our album.�
�Yep,� Jake said. �He was working with us.�
�I guess I�ll forgive him for that shit,� Coop said. �But tell me something.�
�What�s that?�
�Did you ever even get a feel of Celia Valdez�s titties?�
Jake shook his head sadly. �Not even a feel,� he said.

Coop dropped Jake back at Pauline�s house a little after three in the afternoon. He was most definitely not within the legal parameters of sobriety for operating a motor vehicle, but he proclaimed himself to be fine.
�It was good catching up with you, Coop,� Jake told him as they shared one last bro-hug in the circular driveway.
�Fuckin� A, Jake,� Coop told him, seemingly near tears. �It was almost like old times, wasn�t it?�
�Almost,� Jake said.
�Well, I�m gonna hit the fuckin� road. Go home, take a little nap, then go find me some big fake tittied bitch to bone.�
�Sounds like a good plan,� Jake allowed.
Coop climbed back in his car. Just before he drove off, Jake leaned in the driver�s window a little. �Remember,� he said, �that shit about me and Celia and our solo albums ... mum is the word.�
�No problemo,� Coop said, making the my lips are sealed gesture, followed by the throwing away the key gesture.
They promised each other they would get together again soon and then Coop drove off. When his car disappeared from sight, Jake turned and headed, not for his own car, but Pauline�s front door. It opened just as he mounted the steps and Pauline was there, looking at him.
�Well?� she asked.
He gave her a thumbs up. �The rumor that Celia and I are working on a solo album and have rented studio time from Obie should start circulating from Aristocrat Records and spread far and wide from here. I give it a week, maybe less.�
Pauline smiled. �Excellent,� she said. �Are you sure this is the right thing to do?�
�I�m sure,� Jake assured her. �Slow release of information without any means to verify it or, more importantly, listen to the efforts we�re producing, will generate interest far ahead of the release. You just get your �no comments� ready when they start asking.�
�Armed and ready,� she said.
Jake took a deep breath. �It was good catching up with Coop like that, even if it was to use him as a rumor conduit.�
�He�s a good guy at heart,� Pauline allowed.
�He is,� Jake agreed. �Now then, do you mind if I crash out in your spare bedroom for a bit? I think I need a nap.�

Chapter 3: The Supporting Cast
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Santa Clarita, California
July 15, 1991
The headquarters (and the only physical building) of KVA Records was located in a nondescript single-story office building in the midst of hundreds in a newly developed Santa Clarita business park. The buildings were all black and gray with large tinted windows and spacious parking lots. They had all been constructed in the last two years with the intention that family doctors and dentists, personal injury lawyers, chiropractors, low-end accountants, and minor league architecture firms would be the target tenants.
Unfortunately for the real estate developers who had planned and built the complexes, the economy had taken a sharp downturn shortly after the wildly successful conclusion of the Persian Gulf War. Fully ninety-five percent of the more than one million square feet of office space in the complex stood unoccupied and with no prospects in sight. KVA Records, the lessees of three thousand square feet of rear building space at 2501 Prospect Park Lane, did not mind this at all. They had been able to sign a two-year lease on their offices for the absurdly low price of twelve dollars per square foot per year. The owners were so desperate for tenants that they had even thrown in the required sound-proofing of the studio portion of the office for ten percent less than cost.
It was ten minutes to nine o�clock in the morning when Jake pulled his BMW into a parking spot in front of the office. Already parked in their accustomed spots were a silver 1991 Mercedes S-class, and a lovingly cared for gray 1985 Honda Civic. That meant that Celia and the Nerdlys were already present and accounted for. This was typical. There was not a battered 1982 Toyota pickup or a 1988 Honda Accord currently parked in the lot, however. That meant that Ted Duncan and Ben Ping, their hired drummer and bass player, respectively, were not here yet. This too was typical. Ben always showed up exactly at nine o�clock, which was starting time. Ted tended to come rolling in at least five minutes late, sometimes as much as twenty.
Sitting next to Jake, in the passenger seat, was his mother. She was dressed in a pair of tan slacks and a white button-up blouse. Her hair was loosely tied back in a ponytail. She sipped from an insulated mug of Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee that Elsa had prepared for her to take on the road. Today would be her fifth session in the studio and she was still enjoying the novelty of working with her son and his friends and learning the ins and outs of how their music was put together.
The two of them stepped out of the car and walked to the main office door. It was made of reinforced glass and was secured by an electronic lock. KVA STUDIOS LLC was printed in simple white text at eye level. He punched in the code�it was 40191, the date they had moved into the building�and the lock disengaged. He opened the door for his mother and they entered an empty reception area. There was no furniture here, no water cooler, no telephone. There was no need for a receptionist at KVA currently and no money to spare to hire one even if such a position was needed.
At the back of the reception area was another door that had no words printed on it at all. They walked through this door and into a hallway. Opposite the reception area door was a restroom that contained a simple shower area. Left from the reception area door, the hallway led to a conference room in which a simple wooden table and eight simple chairs had been placed. Here, a phone sat upon the table and, in the corner, was an IBM computer that, at the insistence of Nerdly, was hooked into a separate phone line and connected to something called CompuServe, the purpose and usefulness of which only Nerdly himself understood. Jake ignored the empty conference room and turned right instead. Here, the hallway ended in a heavy soundproof door. Beyond this door was the actual studio part of KVA Records. This door was of steel construction and was equipped with two deadbolt locks, a security bar, and was wired to a remotely monitored security system. No one gave a shit if a burglar made it into the front part of the building, but the heart and soul�not to mention a good portion of invested money from the partners�was behind the studio door.
Jake disengaged the locks with a key and they went inside. The studio was fifty feet by twenty, windowless, and featured cheap industrial gray tile flooring. The walls were bare of pictures or other decorations. The studio chairs were identical to the conference room chairs, which was to say that they were cheap office supply chairs designed for maybe two years of useful service. The recording equipment in the room was not commercial quality. It consisted of an analog sound board hooked to three amplifiers and a bank of cassette player/recorders. There was a platform just in front of the soundboard, made of treated plywood. It held Ted�s ten-piece drum set. Sitting to the left of the drum platform was Nerdly�s pride and joy: the Korg M1 digital synthesizer. To the right of it was a Yamaha electronic stage piano on a stand. Scattered haphazardly to the sides of the platform were a variety of guitar cases, extra microphone stands, extra amplifiers, and extra chairs. In racks installed on the walls were the guitars. There were seven of them. Ben�s Brogan bass hung in the center. To the left of it were Jake�s guitars: a black Les Paul that was his primary weapon, a Marshall acoustic-electric, and a Brogan Les Paul knock-off that was drop-D tuned for some of the heavier of Jake�s songs. To the right of the bass were Celia�s guitars: A Fender Grand Concert acoustic, a Brogan acoustic-electric, and a drop-D tuned Fender Stratocaster that she did not play on any of her tunes, but that she used to back-up Jake on a few of his.
Celia was sitting in a chair near her microphone stand, sipping out of a cup of coffee and leafing through a sheaf of musical scores on her stand. She held a pencil on her right hand and was scratching a few notes here and there. Sharon was at the soundboard, making notations on the switches and dials and making a few notes of her own. Nerdly was sitting in a chair behind the Korg, looking at a diagram in the manual. Cynthia was sitting in a chair behind the Yamaha piano, frowning at it. She had never played an electronic piano before and was still getting used to it.
�Good morning, everyone!� Mary greeted as she entered the room. Jake echoed the sentiment. Everyone in the room gave his or her version of a return greeting.
Mary went over to a shelf next to the guitars and opened up the case that contained her rehearsal violin. She spent a few minutes putting rosin on her bow and then carried the instrument and her tuning fork over to the chair next to Cynthia and her piano. She began to go to work, making sure her strings were in proper tune.
Jake walked over to his seat next to Celia�s, but he did not sit down. �How�s it going, C?� he enquired.
�So far, so good,� she replied.
�What do you want to work on first today?� he asked. They alternated whose songs they worked on day by day and today it was Celia�s turn.
�The Struggle,� she said. �It�s going to be my first release and I�m still not liking the way it�s coming out.�
Jake nodded in understanding. The tune was solid as a rock, with good melody, deep, meaningful lyrics, and a nice hook in the chorus, but Celia was right. The way they were putting it together just didn�t sound quite right. �We�ll get it dialed,� he told her.
�Eventually,� she sighed.
Now that he knew what song they were going to work on first, he knew which guitar to grab. He walked over to the rack and pulled down the Les Paul, which he slung over his right shoulder. He carried it over to his chair and sat down. Just in front of his chair were two effects pedals he could use to change the basic sound of the instrument before it came out of the amplifier in the rear of the room. His guitar cord was sitting next to his seat but he didn�t plug in just yet. First, he picked up his tuning fork from the music stand in front of him and went to work on his strings. They were not terribly out of tune, since this was a daily ritual, and only a minor adjustment to the G-string and the E-string were required.
Just as Jake and Mary finished up with their tuning, the studio door opened and Ben Ping walked in. Ben was Chinese, born in the city of Cixi, on the eastern coast of the country. His family emigrated to San Francisco in 1960, when Ben was only three years old. He was brought up in American schools with American friends and American values. Though his parents had always wanted him to be a doctor or an engineer at the very least, young Ben�s life-path was altered when he was fourteen years old and picked up a guitar for the first time. He fell in love with the instrument almost immediately and discovered he had a significant aptitude for it. Soon, he found himself falling in with the musician crowd, playing in various bands through his high school years, learning to smoke marijuana and go to keggers, learning to grow his hair long, and forgetting how to produce and turn in quality school work. He retained just enough of a cultural reverence for education to successfully graduate, but his final grades and GPA precluded him from getting into any institute of higher learning that was not a community college.
That was okay with Ben, if not his parents. He got a job in a low-end restaurant as a busboy and then gradually worked his way up to a waiter at a higher end chain restaurant. This allowed him to move out of his parents� house in South San Francisco and into a studio apartment in the City, where he spent much of his non-working time pursuing his musical interests with various bands that were getting together in the Bay Area. At some point along the way he came to the realization that he was pretty good with the guitar, but not great, so he made himself a little hotter of a commodity by switching to the bass, an instrument he had a little more aptitude for as it fit well with his engineering oriented mind. The band hookups came easier after this. Guitar players were a dime a dozen, but bands were always looking for a good bass player because, since it was not quite as glamorous of an instrument, there weren�t as many people playing it.
Though he was good with his instrument�Jake rated him as better than Darren had been, but still well short of Charlie�s skills�his big break never came. The closest he ever came to fame was that he had once played with a band called True, whose drummer claimed that he had once played in a band with a guy who had learned his guitar skills from a then un-discovered Neal Schon of Journey fame. It was a story that had never been verified, but he had liked to believe it was true.
After a few years of playing hundred-dollar gigs on his nights off, he decided that maybe it was time to establish a fallback position in case he did not ultimately end up being a famous recording star. He started taking classes at City College of San Francisco, focusing on general education and music. A little more mature in those days, he took his college education seriously enough to accumulate a 4.0 GPA by the time he maxed out all he could take at that level. This was enough to allow him admission to UCLA for the completion of his Bachelor of Arts in Music. And so, he packed up his meager belongings and made the move to the southern part of the state. After graduation, he picked up a teaching credential and was hired as a guitar teacher at Los Angeles Harbor College, a campus of the LA Community College district. It was not the most lucrative position in the world, but he enjoyed teaching young people the art of the guitar and it fulfilled him.
Until meeting Jake and Celia two months before, he had pretty much given up on his dream of being a recording star, but that had not kept him from playing in bands when he could. He had been playing bass for a group called Black Dog�a Led Zepplin tribute band�in a little club in the valley when Jake, Nerdly, and Sharon had wandered in one Saturday night after yet another frustrating session at their studio. The lack of a rhythm section at that point in their development had been hampering them quite badly, leaving them unable to progress much beyond the basic melodies of their tunes.
Black Dog was merely okay at what they were striving to do. The guitar player was never going to be mistaken for Jimmy Page and their singer did not have even a third of the range of Robert Plant, but they were able to put out palatable imitations that served to provide some nostalgic entertainment while one sipped on one�s drink and ate greasy bar food.
It was during their rendition of Rock and Roll when Jake began paying more than superficial attention to them. It was the drummer he pondered first. The guy was pretty good, he realized. He was not just keeping the beat, but was also hitting all the flourishes that Jon Bonham had put into the same performance, and he was hitting them exactly as they had appeared on the album. And then he noticed the bass player. He too was laying down the exact rhythm required for the tune, keeping the other musicians in time, just like a good bass player was supposed to.
Life is just not fair, Jake thought at the time. We can�t find a goddamn rhythm section to save our lives, and these fucking hackers up there managed to pull in a decent one.
He shook his head, went back to sipping from his beer, and watched as Black Dog finished up Rock and Roll and went onto the number that would close out their set: Kashmir. Again, Jake paid primary attention to the bass player and the drummer and, just as the singer began declaring he was on his way, a simple thought occurred to him. Why don�t we see if we can steal these guys from them?
He mentioned his idea to the Nerdlys, both of whom had to agree that, for their purposes, the two musicians just might be what they were looking for. They both had some concerns though.
�Isn�t it a bit unethical to steal musicians away from an established band?� Sharon had asked.
Jake simply shrugged. �It�s an unethical world,� he said. �If they want to come of their own free will, what�s it to us?�
Nerdlys concern was more practical. �We know nothing about these people,� he said. �How do we know their level of commitment? Their personalities? They may be incompatible with our basic level of camaraderie.�
Again, Jake shrugged it off. �They gotta be more compatible than what we got now,� he said.
Nerdly had to agree that this was a valid point.
And so, the three of them hung around after the set was done. Soon enough, the band began to filter out, one by one. The singer and guitar player both headed directly for a group of women hanging around at the bar. The drummer, on the other hand, came out and started working to disassemble his set. He was a big guy with a beer belly and a balding head. His face was haggard and drawn, as if he were in perpetual pain. Jake guessed his age at around fifty, although he soon found out that Ted Duncan was only forty-one.
�Hey there,� Jake greeted from the edge of the stage.
�Hey,� Duncan grunted back, not even glancing in Jake�s direction.
�That was a good set you put on,� Jake told him. �You seem to know your way around the drums.�
�Thanks,� he said plainly, continuing to unscrew wingnuts on his snare drum.
�My name is Jake Kingsley,� Jake said. �Maybe you�ve heard of me?�
That got Duncan�s attention. He turned and looked at Jake, his eyes focusing on his face. He obviously did not like what he saw. �Jake Kingsley, huh?� he said. �And my name is Jon Bonham. Nice to meet you, Jake.� With that, he went back to work.
�I really am Jake Kingsley,� Jake insisted. �I just cut my hair and grew a mustache.�
�Of course you did,� Duncan said. �Look partner, I don�t mean to be rude or anything, but I need to get this stuff taken apart and back in my truck. I have to work a shift at six in the morning and I really need to get some sleep, you know what I mean?�
�I understand,� Jake said, �but I thought that maybe I could talk to you for a minute or two. You see, I�m putting together a solo album and it just so happens that I need...�
Duncan turned back to him and gave him a dangerous glare. �Goodbye, Jake, or whatever your name is. I�ve been about as polite as I�m going to be.�
The exchange had caught the eye of one of the club�s bouncers, a large Hispanic man with tattoos that looked like they had been put there by the best goddamn tat artist in San Quentin Prison. He came over and stood next to Jake, uncomfortably close to him. �Is there a problem here?�
�No,� Jake said, holding up his hands. �No problem at all. I was just leaving.�
He walked back over to the bar, where Sharon and Nerdly were waiting.
�That did not look like it went well,� Nerdly observed.
�He doesn�t believe I�m Jake Kingsley,� Jake said.
�Unsurprising,� Nerdly said. �Your current style of grooming precludes immediate recognition. Maybe I should go try?�
Jake shook his head. �I�m not sure that�s a good idea. Here comes the bass player. Let me go talk to him instead.�
And so he had met Ben Ping. Ben took a little convincing, but soon he realized that he really was dealing with Jake Kingsley and that Kingsley really was offering him an audition to play bass for him and Celia Valdez in their rehearsal studio.
�I�ll have to leave Black Dog,� he said.
Jake nodded. �Is that a problem?�
�No, no problem at all, but I also have a full-time job as a music professor at LA Harbor. That might be a problem. They kind of like me to show up for work.�
Jake was actually impressed that the guy was a music teacher. �I see how they might like that,� he said. �Do you teach summer classes?�
�No.�
�It�s May 16th right now,� Jake said. �How much more of the semester is left?�
�Only two weeks,� Ben said, �but I�ll need to be back in the classroom on September 3.�
�So, you�ll be available for the entire summer?�
�Well ... yes, but that can�t possibly be enough time to get two albums recorded.�
�We�re not trying to record right now,� Jake explained. �We�re just trying to put the tunes together and we�re somewhat hampered by the fact that we have no rhythm section. All I�m asking for right now is a competent bass player and a competent drummer who can help us out until it is time to hit the studio. We�ll cross the bridge of what musicians will actually record with us when we come to it. The summer should be enough for us to get things in gear.�
�I see,� Ben said. �I guess I�ll have to say that I�m in. I�ve been an Intemperance fan since you released Descent Into Nothing. It would be an honor to play with you.�
�Assuming you pass the audition,� Jake qualified.
�Naturally,� Ben said. He did not seem the least bit nervous about the prospect of playing for Jake.
Jake nodded over in the direction of the drummer. �What�s his story?� he asked. �He seems like he knows what he�s doing.�
Ben nodded. �I�ve only known him since I hooked up with Black Dog, but he�s a good drummer. He says he used to do sessions back in the day. Claims he did some studio work for Graham Nash, Sammy Hagar, Don Henley, and a few others. He�s working these days as a paramedic over in Pomona.�
�A paramedic, huh?� Jake said. �That�s interesting.�
�He�s kind of fucked up in the head, if you ask me,� Ben opined. �I think maybe he�s been doing the paramedic thing a little too long, that maybe he isn�t so good at forgetting about the shit he sees in that job.�
�Really?�
Ben nodded. �Really. He�ll tell you stories that�ll have you almost puking ... or almost crying. He�s pretty emotional.�
�But a good drummer?�
�Probably the best I�ve ever played with. He could do a lot better than this tribute band, but he seems to have lost his ambition over the years.�
�Well,� Jake said, �maybe I can get it back for him. You think you can convince him to audition for us as well?�
Ben nodded. �I�ll see what I can do.�
And he had. It took a little convincing, but both Ben and Ted came to KVA�s studio two days later and showed what they had. Jake, Nerdly, and Celia had all been impressed by both of them and had made them an offer on the spot.
�Fifty bucks an hour,� Jake told them. �We�ll work six days a week, for the most part, with Sundays off, all through the summer. Lunches will be on us. Saturday night beers will be on us as well.�
Ben had no problem accepting the offer. He was free and clear through the summer months. Ted, on the other hand, had a full-time job with Southern Medical Services and would have to put it aside in order to accept the offer. He didn�t agonize over it long. Fifty dollars an hour was nearly four times as much he was making as a medic. He applied for a leave of absence and it was granted. On May 29th, two days after the community college district started its summer break, Ben and Ted both reported for duty. Ted was ten minutes late for his first shift.
�Good morning,� Ben greeted now, as he entered the studio for the day�s work. He was dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a cotton pullover shirt with a picture of a bicycle on it. His hair was shoulder length and he sported a Fu Manchu goatee. He had a dangling earring in his left ear and a wedding ring on his left hand. His wife, Lisa, was a former student of his. She was now in the college�s nursing program and pregnant with their first child.
The group offered their good mornings back to him. He walked over to the rack and pulled down his bass, carrying it over to his chair on the far side of Celia�s position. He began to tune.
�We�re going to be working on The Struggle to start the day,� Celia told him.
�Sounds good,� he said with a nod. He still couldn�t believe he had actually gotten this gig, that he was really playing with Jake Kingsley and Celia Valdez. And though they had already told him they would likely be getting another bass player for the actual recording process, he was hopeful that he could impress them enough that they would keep him on for that stage of the album. True, it would mean he would have to take some sort of leave of absence from the college, but it would be worth it. He would be a recording star! His dream come true! And he could tell by the tunes they were working on that both Jake�s and Celia�s albums had high potential. The music was solid, even if it wasn�t of the genre that each were associated with.
It was ten minutes after nine when the door opened again and Ted Duncan walked in. He had the harried look on his face that was his signature when arriving late for work�which he pretty much did every morning. He was dressed in a pair of khaki cargo pants and sandals, his shirt a faded and tattered souvenir from the 1983 US Festival that was about a size and a half too small for him and served to accent his beer belly in a most unattractive manner.
�Hey, guys,� he greeted, putting the proper tone of apology in his voice. �Sorry I�m late. The damn traffic coming into the valley was pretty bad this morning.�
�Yeah,� Jake grunted. Traffic was Ted�s most frequent excuse for his tardiness, followed a close second by car trouble with his old pickup. No one mentioned that fact that all of them had taken the same route into Santa Clarita from LA proper and had found the traffic to be its normal congested but predictable self. After all, most of the morning commuters were heading into LA, not out of it. �Why don�t you grab your sticks and we�ll get started on the sound check. We�ll be working on The Struggle for the first part of the morning.�
�The Struggle, right,� Ted said, heading over to his drum set. He had a seat and pulled out a pair of sticks from the holder on his bass drum. �Good tune.�
Now that everyone was here and had tuned the instrument he or she was going to be using, they started the ritual of the sound check. Sharon fired up the sound board while Nerdly turned on the speakers and the amps. Everyone plugged in, except for Ted, who played strictly acoustic in the intimate confines of the rehearsal studio (and had to keep his beats somewhat light, at that), and Mary, who played into a microphone set in front of her seat. In deference to everyone�s hearing, the speakers and amps were not set to a performance volume. Instead, they were adjusted to just have enough output so the music could be heard well. Sharon and Nerdly then had everyone play a little piece so the input levels could be adjusted. After this, the vocal mics belonging to Jake and Celia were sound checked as well. Since Jake had convinced the Nerdlys shortly after the acquisition of the rhythm section that perfection was not really needed for this phase of the production, and since they were used to doing this every morning before getting started, the process only took about twenty minutes to accomplish. Five of those minutes were taken up by Ted, who launched into one of his paramedic stories.
�I ever tell you about the time we had this guy with a chain link support pole through his chest?� he suddenly blurted, just as Mary was checking her mic.
�Uh ... no,� Jake said. �I don�t think we heard that one. Maybe after...�
�It was over in The Ranch,� Ted said. �You know, that ritzy-ass section of Pomona near the park? It was on Village Loop, which runs along the green belt there, and the road is kind of winding through these small hills. This college age dude and his girlfriend were flying down that road in the middle of the night�drunk you know�and he lost it on one of the curves. Fuckin� car went up an embankment and goes airborne�just like something out of goddamn Dukes of Hazzard, I�m telling you�and comes down straddling this chain link fence around a water pump station. They land perfectly parallel with the fence and sever the top support pole with the front end. That broken pole went right through the goddamn windshield and through the chest of the dude driving.� He shook his head. �That was some shit to see.�
�I ... uh ... I bet,� Jake said.
�It killed him?� Cynthia asked, her eyes wide.
�Eventually,� Ted said, �but not right away. He was still talking and screaming when we got there, a goddamn three-inch aluminum pole going in through his sternum and out right between his shoulder blades and then through his seat and into the back seat. He wasn�t even bleeding. His girlfriend�talk about freaking right the fuck out�she didn�t have a scratch on her but we had to transport her for hysteria.�
�I can imagine,� Celia said, both fascinated and appalled.
�So, anyway, we had to get the fire guys to cut that pole down so we could get him out of the car. It was still attached to the fence, you know, and it was sticking through the seats in the rear. They got in there with a power saw and cut both ends. Man, that must�ve hurt like hell. That kid was screaming while they did it, sparks flying everywhere. I had to get in there with him and start a line and light him up with some morphine just to get him through it. And then, once they had him cut free, you could fuckin� see right through from one end of the pole to the other. It was freaky, dudes. One of the freakiest things I�ve ever seen. You could�ve put a water hose in that thing and it would�ve squirted out the other side.�
Everyone looked at each other for a moment, this image in their heads.
�Once we got him out of there,� Ted continued, �we took him over to the trauma center. He stayed awake through all that. They took him into surgery right away, but once they took that thing out, he crashed and died in about two minutes. The surgeon said his aorta was ripped, along with a couple of the major branches off it. The pole itself was keeping him from bleeding out, but as soon as they removed it: El gusho.�
�Wow,� Jake said after a few moments of horrified silence passed. �That�s ... an interesting story.�
�Quite gruesome,� Mary said. �Whatever in the world prompted you to tell us that?�
�Your violin,� Ted said, pointing at it.
�My violin?�
He nodded solemnly. �Yeah. You see, there was a violin in the car. Apparently, the girlfriend played it. Whenever I see you tuning it up, it always reminds me of that call. I had a therapist tell me once that I should talk about these things instead of obsessing over them.�
�Uh ... right,� Jake said. �Good advice, I suppose. So ... you�re better now?�
Ted nodded amicably. �I�m cool,� he said.
�All right then. How about we finish the sound check?�
They finished the sound check without further incident. They then began to play.
They went through The Struggle three times�which was to say they started it from the beginning eight times but only finished it three because the mothers were still not completely familiar with their parts. It was a soft-rock song with Mary providing the melody with her violin while Celia and Cynthia laid down the accompaniment to the rhythm set by Ben and Ted. Jake used his Les Paul on mild distortion to provide fills. He also had a fairly tame, easy listening type of guitar solo between the bridge and the final verse. Neither Celia or Jake was happy with the way it was coming out.
�It�s the violin,� Celia said after they finished the third run-through. �It just doesn�t ... sound right.�
Jake nodded. �I think you�re right.�
Mary was a bit taken aback. �What was wrong with it?� she asked. �I�m hitting the notes well, just like they�re written. Is it my phrasing?�
Jake and Celia were both shaking their heads before she even finished. �It�s not you, Mary,� Celia assured her. �You�re playing beautifully. It�s just that the timbre of the violin doesn�t match the feeling I�m trying to project here. It doesn�t convey the mood of the piece properly. I don�t think the violin is the right instrument for the melody.�
Mary nodded thoughtfully. �Now that you mention it, it doesn�t seem to quite be what is needed there. What did you have in mind?�
�I tried using the guitar to pick out the melodic notes before we recruited the two of you,� Jake said. �That didn�t sound right either. It was too harsh, too ... oh ... hard rock I guess.�
�I think an alto sax would sound better,� Celia suggested. �Not only that, it would free up Jake�s guitar for the fills and Mary�s violin for the accompaniment. A sax was actually what I envisioned when I first thought about putting the piece together as a recording.�
�Does anyone here actually know how to play the sax?� asked Sharon.
The two rhythm section members shook their heads, as did the two mothers. Nerdly joined the chorus of no�s. Jake gave a little shrug. �My dad used to have an alto sax in his collection when I was a kid and I played around with it a little. I never took to it much though.�
�But you�ve played one before?� Celia asked.
�That was close to twenty years ago, C. I was just a kid screwing around. I sure as hell don�t remember how to do scales on the thing now.�
�What about your old man?� asked Ted. �It was his instrument, wasn�t it? Can he play the thing?�
All eyes turned to Mary, who was shaking her head slowly. �Tom plays a pretty mean blues guitar, but he was never any good with the sax. He bought it in a secondhand store back in the early fifties, when he was still trying to make it as a musician. He thought it would increase his marketability if he could lay down some brass. He was never very good with it. He could play the notes, but he could never put ... you know ... any soul in it. He stopped playing it years before Pauline and Jake were even born. I�m not even sure where the thing is now. I don�t remember seeing it when we moved.�
Jake, who knew he had accidentally broken the instrument one day while pretending to be a hard rock marching band member, looked at the floor and said nothing.
�Well ... I guess we�re going to have to get ourselves a saxophonist, aren�t we?� Celia said.
�Just for one song?� Sharon asked. �Pauline and Greg are not going to like that.�
�It�s not just for one song,� Celia said. �I can use a sax as the primary melodic instrument in at least three of my songs, and I can envision using it for fills and solos in two or three of the others. This is actually something I�ve been meaning to bring up for some time.�
�Where in the hell are we going to find a professional level sax player?� Jake asked. �We�ve had a hard enough time just finding a rhythm section and our violin and piano players.�
Ben, who was typically the quietest, most reserved member of the group, suddenly spoke up. �Maybe I can help,� he said.
�How so?� Jake asked him. �Do you know a professional level saxophonist?�
�I used to,� he said. �Back when I was working on my graduate degree at UCLA, I played bass in the school�s jazz band. There was a girl who played the sax with us, and she was pretty good at it�a natural, if you know what I mean.�
�Is she a professional musician now?� Jake asked. �If she is, that runs us right back into our primary problem. Pros are usually committed elsewhere, or forbidden by contracts to play with someone like us.�
�She�s not a professional�or at least she wasn�t the last time I was in touch with her. She was an English major and she was working on her teaching credential. I always told her she was wasting her talent going into teaching. She had what it took to be a professional studio musician at the very least.�
�Intriguing,� Nerdly said thoughtfully.
�Agreed,� Jake said. He gave a meaningful look to Ben. �Were you and she ... you know ... tuning each other�s instruments?�
�Jake!� Mary barked at him.
�Well, sorry,� Jake said. �It�s something we need to know though. I don�t want to hire this girl if there�s going to be some ex-girlfriend drama going on between her and Ben. We�re having enough trouble keeping productivity up as it is.�
�Laura and I were only friends,� Ben assured him. �I haven�t even talked to her in almost two years. I have no idea if she�s even still playing or, if she is, if she would be willing to come play with us. I don�t even know if the phone number I have for her is current. This could all be for nothing�probably is, in fact.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said. �Go ahead and give it a try when you get home. See if she�s willing to come and audition for us.�
�Will do,� Ben promised.
�In the meantime,� Jake said, �how about we get back to work? What do you want to work on next, C?�

Laura Best was home when the phone rang that night. She sat on the couch in the $1200 a month Burbank apartment she shared with her best friend�Phil Genkins�dressed in a pair of tattered sweat pants and a long white T-shirt that hid every curve of her petite body. Her copper colored hair was down around her shoulders as she watched reruns of Cheers on one of the cable channels.
Laura, who was three months past her twenty-sixth birthday, was alone tonight. Phil was out with one of his many boyfriends and likely would not be home until well after midnight. And David Boulder, DDS, her fianc� (and her dentist�that was how they had met), had been unable to stop by tonight after the practice he was a partner in closed for the day. This was all very typical. Phil went out almost every night after his shifts as a singing waiter in an Italian restaurant, and Dave could usually only stop by on the weekends or the very occasional weeknight. His most frequent visits were during his lunch hour, since her apartment was only a mile from his office.
Sometimes she was forced to wonder just how committed to their relationship and eventual marriage Dave really was. She did not have much experience with love. Raised by a strict Mormon family, the youngest out of two brothers and two sisters, dating and socializing with the opposite sex had been something that was heavily regulated and supervised during her teen years. She hadn�t kissed a boy for the first time until she was in her first year of college. And she hadn�t gone all the way with one until her junior year at UCLA�and that had been a frightening and painful experience, one she would be happy to forget, if possible. Though she was no longer an active member of the Church of Latter Day Saints�which was to say she no longer attended services and she no longer gave ten percent of her meager teacher�s salary to them�she managed to graduate college with the basic prudishness of her upbringing still relatively intact�at least until she started dating Dave. He was the first man she had had sex with more than once, the first whose penis she had put in her mouth, and the first she had slept in a bed with�though that, like his visits, was an extremely rare occasion as well.
Phil certainly had a more interesting social life than she did. He would often bring his boyfriends home and disappear into his bedroom with them for an hour or two, though he rarely bothered to introduce them to her. That was fine with her. Though she was accepting of Phil�s lifestyle�the lack of sexual tension between the two of them was a major part of why they were such good friends�she had no desire to get to know his conquests on anything other than a superficial level.
When the phone rang, she stared at it for a moment, debating whether or not to simply let the machine get it. It usually wasn�t for her, and if it was, it was usually her mother or her sister Elizabeth, the only two members of her family who still spoke to her since she�d moved in with Phil three years before. And if it was Mom or Liz, they would only try to tell her what a sinner she was, and how she could obtain forgiveness and reinstatement into the church if she would only go see the Bishop and confess her sins. As to what those sins might be, her family was not exactly clear. They knew that Phil was gay�which they definitely did not approve of, of course�but they also assumed that any male and female living together had to be up to some kind of sexual impropriety as well. As of yet, none of her family knew about Dave. They certainly would not approve of that relationship.
She was so bored that she decided that even her family or one of Phil�s desperate boyfriends was better company for a few minutes than her own. She slid to the other end of the couch and picked up the receiver.
�Hello?� she enquired.
�Hi,� a slightly familiar voice said in her ear. �Is this Laura? Laura Best?�
�Yes, it is,� she said. �Who is this?�
�Hi, Laura,� the voice said brightly. �This is Ben Ping�from the UCLA jazz band?�
�Ben!� she said happily. �My Lord, it�s been quite a while, hasn�t it?�
�It has,� he agreed. �I was afraid the number I have for you wouldn�t be good anymore.�
�I�m still here,� she said.
�Still living with old Phil, the singing waiter?�
She laughed. �Going on three years now,� confirmed.
�That�s awesome,� Ben told him. �Is he still doing that gig?�
�Fridays through Wednesdays, five until closing time,� she confirmed. �He�s pretty good at it. He brings home as much in tips as I do from teaching my seventh graders.�
�Ahh, so you did manage to land a teaching job, huh?�
�I did,� she said. �I�m with the LA school district, teaching English at George Washington Carver middle school.�
�Where is that at?� asked Ben.
�South city, on McKinley Avenue.�
�Hmm,� Ben said. �Kind of a rough neighborhood, isn�t it?�
�That it is,� she said. �It�s good for me, I suppose. I�m learning how to speak ghetto with some fluency.�
�Sounds like fun,� he said.
�It really isn�t, but it�s a job. It pays the bills.�
�That�s what it�s all about, isn�t it?� he asked.
�Indeed,� she said. �How are you doing? Last I talked to you, you were going to teach guitar at one of the JCs, right?�
�Right,� he said. �And that�s my primary gig these days. I got married last year and we�re expecting our first in about six months.�
�That�s awesome!� she said, genuinely happy for him. �I�m glad things are going well for you. I�m engaged to be married myself.�
�Congratulations,� Ben said. �Who�s the lucky guy?�
She giggled a little. �He�s my dentist,� she said. �Can you believe that?�
�You�re engaged to your dentist?�
�Yeah, isn�t it funny? I picked his practice out of the phone book about a year and a half ago and, well ... we kind of hit it off. He asked me out after he got done filling a cavity and we�ve been together ever since.�
�That�s a true love story if I�ve ever heard one,� Ben told her. �Have you set a date yet?�
She frowned. �Not yet, but we�re getting there. There are a few things that have to happen first before we can start moving down the actual planning road.�
�I see,� Ben said, perhaps a little slowly. �Anyway, I suppose you�re wondering why I called?�
Actually, she hadn�t been wondering that, she had just been enjoying the novelty of non-confrontational conversation with an old friend. But now that he mentioned it, she supposed there must be a reason for the communication. �Sure,� she said. �What�s up?�
�Are you still blowing the horn?� he asked.
�Not in any kind of organized fashion,� she said. �I do take it out to the park and play for the fun of it once a week or so.�
�So, you�re still in practice then?� he asked.
�I am,� she said. �I love my sax. It�s the only thing that keeps me sane sometimes.�
�Yeah, you were always pretty good with that horn. That�s the reason I called, to see if you want to get in on a paying gig�a pretty good one.�
�What kind of gig?� she asked, remembering her jazz band days quite fondly. It had been her favorite part of going to school.
�It�s kind of a long story, but I got hooked up with Celia Valdez. Do you remember her?�
�Celia Valdez?� Laura said, her face wrinkling a little. �The I Love to Dance chick from that Mexican band?�
�One and the same,� Ben confirmed, �although they�re from Venezuela, not Mexico. She and Jake Kingsley from Intemperance�I know you�ve heard of him, right?�
�Right,� she said, her sour expression getting even sourer. �The guy who sniffs coke out of girls� butts.�
Ben chuckled. �Well ... I don�t think he does much of that these days, at least not that I�ve seen. Anyway, Jake and Celia and Nerdly�that�s Bill Archer, the pianist from Intemperance�went in together and started their own record company called KVA Records. They�re both putting together solo albums and they found me playing in a club and offered me the gig as their bass player to help put their tunes together before they hit the studio. I�ve been doing that for a couple of months now while I�m on summer break. Today, while we were rehearsing up one of Celia�s tunes, it came up that we need a competent saxophonist on three or four of her songs. Good horn blowers who aren�t already committed somewhere are kind of hard to come by on short notice, and that made me think of you.�
�Hmm,� she said softly, her initial burst of enthusiasm at the mention of a possible gig having drained completely away. �I�m sorry, but I don�t think that that sounds like something I would be interested in.�
�Why not?� he asked.
She took a breath and let it out. �Well, to be truthful, I�m kind of a music snob. I love classical music and jazz and not much else. I have no use for popular music and I absolutely abhor rock and roll music with all the noisy guitars and the screaming vocals. I really don�t think I could play something like that.�
�We�re not really playing heavy metal or formula pop,� Ben told her. �Celia�s got some good tunes going. I like them a lot, actually. They�re more in the genre of ballads and soft rock, particularly the tunes you would be playing on. I was a little skeptical about what she might�ve come up with too, and then I started playing with her and my respect for her went up considerably. She�s a good musician. So is Jake, for that matter.�
�Are you saying that Jake Kingsley is playing in Celia�s band too?�
�He�s doing the electric guitar work primarily,� Ben said. �We�re kind of a throw-together operation at this point. Jake and Nerdly�s mothers are part of the band as well.�
�Their mothers?� she asked, feeling a little icky at that thought, not to mention that the zero respect she was feeling for the project took a sudden dive into the negative.
�It sounds odd, but it�s really not,� Ben said. �Both are retired professional musicians who played for more than twenty years with the Heritage Philharmonic Symphony. Mary�that�s Jake�s mom�plays the violin like a dream. And Cynthia�Nerdly�s mom�is the pianist. Celia plays acoustic guitar mostly and Nerdly plays the synthesizer.�
Laura heard his words, but they were not having much effect. She couldn�t get over the thought of Jake Kingsley being one of the band members. All she knew of him was from the popular press sensationalizing him over the past decade as Intemperance took the rock music scene by storm. She knew he was a greasy looking, long-haired freak who was notorious for womanizing, abusing drugs, and beating up on the women he dated. She had never listened to an Intemperance song voluntarily and, on the rare occasions when she had been in a situation where one was playing and she could not turn it off�in a club with Dave or Phil, when at a party, or, in her younger days, in the college dorms�she had never even attempted to appreciate the musical or lyrical quality of the piece because it was nothing but annoying noise to her.
�I�m sorry,� she said again, shaking her head. �I just don�t think this is for me.�
�They pay us fifty dollars an hour for the gig,� Ben said.
The shaking of the head stopped instantly. �Fifty dollars an hour?� she asked, thinking she had to have misheard.
�Fifty dollars an hour,� he repeated. �Plus, lunches are catered and paid for, and we have after work beers on Saturday nights. Not only that, but there�s a pretty good chance that we�ll get picked up as the studio musicians once they start the actual recording. They haven�t promised us this, or even mentioned it, really, but they�re not out looking for other musicians and they�ll have the same problem recruiting competent professionals. If that happens, the gig will go on for another six months or so. That could add up to a pretty good chunk of change.�
�Fifty dollars an hour,� she said again, trying to wrap her brain around that. That was far above union scale for session musicians, far above what her hourly salary as a teacher worked out to�particularly when you added in all the correcting of papers she did on her own time. �How many hours a week would they need me?�
�We work six days a week, eight hours a day, typically,� Ben explained. �We alternate days working on Jake�s and Celia�s tunes, so, assuming you don�t need to come in on the days we�re working on Jake�s stuff�he doesn�t have any saxophone parts as of yet�we�re talking three days a week, so that would be twenty-four hours at fifty an hour.�
�Wow,� she whispered, doing some quick mental arithmetic and liking the sum that appeared quite a bit. �I�m starting to warm to this idea.�
�I thought maybe you would,� Ben said. She could hear the smile in his voice.
She did still have her initial worry, however. �How is Jake Kingsley and that piano player though. They�re not going to ... you know ... rape me or anything, are they?�
This caused another chuckle. �I think you�ve been reading too many American Watchers in the supermarket line,� he said. �Jake is actually a nice guy, very professional, very competent as a musician. He�s a great boss. And Nerdly ... well ... he takes a little getting used to, but not in a bad way. And his wife is always with him, so I don�t think he�s going to rape you either.�
�Well ... I guess I can at least meet them,� she said. �When can we set that up?�
�Are you doing anything tomorrow morning?� Ben asked.
She was not.

Laura arrived at KVA promptly at ten o�clock the next morning, her cased saxophone in hand. The band had just finished tuning and completing their sound check, including the installation of a new microphone stand and chair for the sax. Ben led her into the studio, where all the players, as well as Pauline and Jill, were present.
Jake�s first thought upon seeing her come through the door was that she was very cute. Her body was small and petite, perhaps five foot three inches and maybe a hundred and twenty-five pounds if the saxophone were weighed with her. She was dressed in a beige pantsuit and a green sleeved blouse. Though the clothing was loose upon her, it could not hide her feminine curves, which were nicely proportioned in an aesthetically pleasing way. Her hair was her most prominent feature. It was copper colored and spilled loosely down her shoulders. Her skin tone was pale and she had a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Her face, however, was without expression. She did not smile as she was introduced to everyone.
�And this is Jake Kingsley,� Ben introduced when it was his turn.
�Nice to meet you, Laura,� Jake said, holding out his right hand to shake with her.
She made no move to shake at first. She was just looking at his face. �You�re Jake Kingsley?� she asked, a bit of surprise in her voice.
�Last I checked,� he confirmed.
�You don�t look like ... you know ... like you do in the papers.�
He shrugged. �I almost look respectable this way, huh?�
�Yes,� she said, nodding.
Jake raised his eyebrows a bit. �All right then,� he said. �Are you going to shake with me? Because holding my hand here like this is going to turn awkward in a couple seconds.�
�Oh ... yes,� she said. She reached out and gave a soft squeeze to the offered hand and then quickly released it. She did not tell him it was nice to meet him. Jake saw her rubbing the hand on her pants as she moved on to the next person.
Okay, Jake thought. She�s pleasant.
Celia was introduced next. Laura did not smile for her either, nor did she tell her she was happy to meet her. She did not wipe her hand on her pants after shaking with her, but one could feel the lack of musical respect radiating off of her in waves.
�I�m looking forward to hearing you play,� Celia told her. �If you sound good and can mix well with us, I�ve got at least four tunes I can use you on.�
�Well, I�ve never played your type of music before�in truth, I don�t even listen to it�but I think I can probably adapt my style down to the pop music genre without too much trouble.�
Celia cast a glance at Jake and then turned back to Laura. �I see,� she said slowly. �I hope you�re as good as your confidence suggests.�
�I�m pretty sure I am,� Laura said.
She was then introduced to Pauline and Jill.
�I�m the manager of these folks,� Pauline told her, �and Jill here is our accountant and money manager. If the musicians here like you and you agree to work with us, we�ll get you dialed in under a contract and take care of the employment paperwork.�
�A contract, huh?� Laura said.
�We�re big fans of them,� Pauline told her. �They prevent misunderstandings.�
Laura nodded slowly and then looked around. �Is that everyone?�
�That�s everyone,� Ben told her.
�Okay. Should I take out my horn and get started?�
�By all means,� Celia said.
She opened her case and pulled out her sax. It was a Yamaha, though Jake did not know enough about them to know which particular model it was. He did know enough to glean that it was not a beginner instrument, but a professional level one that had probably cost well over a thousand dollars new. The brass was polished, without so much as a fingerprint marring its surface.
�I�m assuming you�re already tuned,� Celia said, �but you�re probably going to want to warm up a bit, right?�
�Correct,� Laura said.
�Why don�t you have a seat right there,� Celia told her, pointing to the chair that had been set up for her. �We have a microphone for you and Sharon is going to want to do a sound check. If you just go through some scales a few times, you can warm up and she can get the levels right.�
Laura looked at the chair and then at Sharon, who was sitting at the mixing board. �You�re going to mic me for the audition?�
�It�s kind of killing two birds with one stone,� Jake said. He waved his hand to the chair. �If you will?�
Laura shrugged, as if to say how quaint, and then took a seat. She adjusted herself and then the microphone stand and then the microphone itself until everything was where she wanted it. Finally, she looked up. �Are we ready?�
�We�re ready,� Sharon said. �Go ahead and start warming up.�
Jake�s first impression of Laura Best was, so far, not a good one. Other than the fact that she was quite attractive, she seemed a cold fish, humorless, and condescending in a situation where she had no right or call to be so. She was a teacher who was judging the musical abilities of professionals? She had the gall to look down upon them for making music that was popular?
That impression began to shift a little, however, when she started to warm up. She was only playing scales, a simple warm-up exercise to go through the notes of each musical scale the instrument was capable of producing, but he could tell just by the way she did it, by the way those notes came out of the business end of that alto sax, that she really had cause to be arrogant. She started with C major, playing the notes of C, D, E, F, G, A, B, C from bottom to top and then back down again. She then switched to G major, and then D major, playing up to down, down to up. And it was music they were hearing. Not a hacker pushing buttons like a trained monkey who had memorized a diagram, but like a musician.
Jake and Celia glanced at each other again, sharing a look and then a slight nod. They were both starting to develop a little respect.
In all, Laura went through twelve separate major scales several times while Sharon played with the switches and dials on her board and the rest of them listened. The notes sounded sweeter with each repetition. Finally, Laura declared that she and her instrument were both warm and Sharon declared that the sound of the sax was at the optimum for what they were trying to accomplish.
�All right,� Celia said, her voice a little warmer now. �Let�s hear what you got.�
�What do you want me to play?� Laura asked her.
�Whatever you want,� Celia told her. �We�ll listen to you play a little and then maybe we�ll try having you mix in with us.�
Laura nodded, her face remaining expressionless. She shifted her instrument a little and then said: �I�m going to play Rhapsody for Alto Saxophone. It�s one of the first pieces I learned back when I started playing and it�s always been one of my favorites.�
Jake had never heard of it before. Neither had Celia. Mary and Cynthia, however, both lit up with pleasant recognition. �A beautiful piece,� Mary said.
�Absolutely,� said Cynthia.
�You know it?� Laura asked the mothers. She seemed surprised.
�Of course, we know it,� Mary said, somewhat taken aback. �We were symphony musicians, remember? We�ve done the accompaniment for Rhapsody for Alto many times.�
Laura looked at them as if she thought they might be lying for a moment�as if the Heritage Symphony could not possibly be sophisticated enough to have played something like that�then shrugged. �Okay then,� she said. �Tell me how I do.�
She played a melodic, sweet sounding piece that started slow and then gradually built in intensity. Any doubts that Jake had about her ability to actually play her instrument disappeared by the time she was halfway done. She was not Charlie Parker by any means, but the notes coming out of her horn were perfectly rendered, wonderfully phrased, and they had soul. He could hear her appreciation for the music issuing into the air around them, could sense her emotion by the way she put out the sound.
�That was wonderful,� Celia said happily when she was done.
�Agreed,� said Jake. �You seem to know your stuff, Laura.�
�I do,� she said. �Shall I do another?�
�By all means,� Celia invited.
She played something a little more familiar to both Jake and Celia. It was Someone To Watch Over Me. Again, she rendered it beautifully, with phrasing that drew out the emotion of the piece in a way that actually moved Jake a bit. After finishing this, she launched directly into a little more up-tempo jazz by belting out When the Saints Come Marching In. This one got everyone�s feet tapping on the floor and even prompted Ted to start playing out the rhythm with her on his snare drum, which, in turn, caused Ben to start setting the rhythm with his bass as well�acts that she tolerated but did not seem to be happy with.
�Excellent!� Celia said when she finished with that.
�Hell to the yeah,� said Ted. �I like her. Can we keep her?�
Everyone had a chuckle at that except Laura. She actually seemed a little alarmed at his words.
�You are definitely talented, Miss Laura,� Jake told her.
�Thank you,� she said softly, with no actual gratitude in her voice. It was like she was saying naturally, instead of thank you.
�Now then,� Jake said, �how about we see how you do with our stuff?� He turned to Celia. �The Struggle?�
She nodded. �The Struggle,� she confirmed.

Laura�s first impression of the motley collection of so-called musicians was not a great one either. They were the King of Raunch and the deposed Queen of Pop daring to judge her musical abilities. It was all she could do to keep from simply walking out. Was twelve hundred dollars a week really work debasing herself? Especially since they were apparently not going to pay her under the table, as she�d assumed would be the case, and taxes were going to be taken out. Unfortunately, she was a simple teacher with a simple teacher�s salary trying to pay rent and pay for gasoline in the Los Angeles region and, as such, she was stuck firmly in the rut of living paycheck to paycheck and being chronically behind on her credit card payments. She really could use that money.
She knew she played beautifully on her audition pieces and when they showed her the so-called song they wanted her to play melody for, she almost yawned. It was a simple, repetitive three chord melody that was about as challenging and technical as the scales she had done for warm-up.
�We�ll run through it once the way we�ve been rehearsing it,� Celia told her as everyone picked up their respective instruments and took their places. �That�s with Mary playing melody on the violin. We know it doesn�t sound right, that the timbre is not what we�re going for, but it�ll let you hear the gist of what we�re shooting for.�
�Okay,� she said with a shrug, slightly insulted that they thought she couldn�t just read the sheet music they had given her and play from that. In truth, she was actually surprised that they even had sheet music and that their songs were notated out at all. She had been picturing a session like a punk rock band would have, with everyone simply playing in their own keys at a random tempo and improvising as they went.
The group began to play, with Mary laying down the melody. Laura had to admit that Kingsley�s mother was actually pretty good with her instrument. And then Celia began to sing. She really did have a nice voice, a well-honed contralto that conveyed the dark emotion of the lyrics quite well. Though Laura could not relate to the theme of the song�she had never had a romantic relationship go sour and die as she was currently in the first such relationship of her life (and it was going very well, thank you very much)�she could picture the angst that Celia was projecting. All in all, for a cheesy pop song, it wasn�t that bad. She had been anticipating some kind of heavy metal atrocity�and she still assumed that such a piece would eventually rear its head.
They ended the song after the second verse, just before what the sheet showed would be a guitar solo. She was grateful. She did not approve of the distorted electric fills that Kingsley had been laying down and she just knew that his guitar solo would start to edge into that heavy metal genre. Kingsley was undoubtedly capable of nothing else. In truth, she thought the song would be a lot cleaner without Kingsley�s guitar in it at all. Celia�s acoustic and the piano playing from Archer�s mother and her sax would carry the tune quite nicely. Perhaps she would suggest that after they started working together.
�All right,� Celia said. �That�s kind of what we�re after for the melody. How do you want to plug yourself in? Do you want to practice it up a few times solo, maybe at half tempo?�
�Uh ... yeah,� she said, surprised that Celia knew to suggest something like that. �I have found that is the best way to learn a new piece, to let my fingers get used to the sequence.�
�That�s how we usually do it,� Jake said.
�Interesting,� she said. �Anyway, it is a very simple melody. It shouldn�t take me long to build up a little muscle memory.�
�It�s a good thing I wrote it simple, I guess,� Celia said.
�Yes,� said Laura, completely missing the sarcasm.
She put her mouth to her horn and positioned her fingers for the key of B major. She began to play the notes of the melody, starting at sixty beats per minute�half of the piece�s tempo. She ran through it once and then again, her fingers pressing the keys, raising and lowering the pads over the holes, varying the pitch coming out of the instrument in the exact fashion written on the sheet she was reading from. It was child�s play, almost literally, and within a few minutes she had the melody down. She brought the tempo up to the full 120, running through it a few more times. When she finally paused to take few deep breaths, she saw that Celia and Kingsley were both frowning at her.
�Is something wrong?� she asked.
�No,� Celia said carefully, �probably not. You�re just getting used to the piece so your phrasing isn�t quite there yet.�
�Yeah,� Kingsley agreed. �It�s a little flat sounding at the moment. I�m sure it�ll get better after we run through the opening verses a few times.�
�Flat sounding?� she asked incredulously. �Are you kidding?�
�I wouldn�t kid about something like that,� Kingsley told her. �Like I said though, you�re just starting out with it. The phrasing will come.�
She had to grit her teeth against an angry reply. This perverted drug addict with tattoos on his arms was questioning her phrasing? Where did he get off? What did he know about the saxophone? Still, they were going to be paying her that twelve hundred a week. No sense getting herself fired before she was even hired. �Okay,� she said. �I�ll see if I can juice it up a bit.�
Kingsley nodded, an amicable enough gesture, but she wanted to slap that arrogant expression off his face. Flat? What did he know about flat?
�You ready to try it with the other instruments chiming in?� Celia asked her.
�Yes,� she said. �Let�s give it a go.�
�Full tempo or half?� Kingsley asked her.
�I�m ready for full,� she said confidently.
�Let�s do it then,� Kingsley said, picking up his guitar. �Ted, give us a four count when everyone is ready.�
�You got it, boss,� Ted said.
They started the song. She played the melody while the piano and Celia�s acoustic accompanied her and the bass and drums set the rhythm. It was rough and a bit hesitant, but she thought she was putting down decent phrasing and she did not miss a single note. Celia sang out the lyrics through the first verse and the chorus and then they ran through the second. Again, they stopped before they arrived at Kingsley�s guitar solo.
�How was that?� she asked when the last feedback whine and stray string strike faded out.
�Not bad for a beginning, I suppose,� Celia said. �Your technical skill is good. I�m sure the phrasing will improve as we work.�
Again, with the phrasing? Laura thought angrily. Seriously? �So ... do I get the gig?� she asked.
Kingsley was looking doubtfully at her�how dare he? she thought�but he kept quiet. Celia had no particular expression on her face, but she was the one to answer. �You get the gig,� she told her. �We�re actually going to be working on Jake�s tunes today, but if you�re up to starting tomorrow, we�ll put in a full day.�
She nodded, already thinking of how she was going to spend that first paycheck. Do they pay every week? she wondered. �That sounds good,� she said.
�All right then,� Kingsley said. �Thanks for coming in and welcome to the band. Pauline and Jill will take you to the office and go over the paperwork with you. We�ll see you at nine in the morning.�
�Nine o�clock,� she said. She did not thank them for giving her the job. After all, it was she that was doing them a favor, right?

As soon as the studio door closed, they had an impromptu meeting about their new saxophonist.
�I don�t like her,� Jake said.
�She is going to take some getting used to,� Celia allowed, �but she plays beautifully and she�s technically competent. She is exactly what I need.�
�She played beautifully when she was putting out the music she liked,� Jake said. �Her output took a serious turn to the shitty as soon as she started playing Struggle.�
�There was a marked difference in phrasing when she was playing the melody,� Mary said, �but don�t you think that it�s just unfamiliarity with the piece, like Celia suggested?�
�I don�t,� Jake said. �I can give a bit of a pass on the unfamiliarity aspect, but that�s not what I was hearing. When she was playing that alto sax thing, that was a technically complex piece of music and she played it perfectly and managed to put soul into it. When she was playing Someone To Watch Over Me, she almost brought a tear to my eye. When she was playing Struggle, however, which, as she so delicately pointed out, is very simplistic in comparison, her notes were listless and flat. She wasn�t even trying. She doesn�t like our music and because of that, I don�t think she is going to be able to impart any soul to it. We might as well use Nerdly�s synthesizer to make artificial sax notes.�
�That would not be the optimum solution to the dilemma,� Nerdly said.
�I wasn�t really suggesting that, Bill,� Jake told him. �Just making a point.�
�Oh ... I see,� Bill said.
�I think she�ll fall into line,� Ben said. �I used to play with her, remember? She may not be taking this seriously right now, but she�ll warm up to what we�re doing here. She is a professional level horn blower, I promise. The rest of us in the jazz band used to tell her all the time that she had a good shot at making it as a studio musician at the very least. She�s that good.�
�I could hear that when she did her audition pieces,� Jake said. �We�re just going to need her to put that expertise and talent to use on Celia�s stuff. I�m not sure she�s capable of that. She seems to hold our music in contempt and she is not going to give her all to something she�s contemptuous of.�
�And she definitely took an instant dislike to you in particular, Jake,� Sharon said. �Did you see the looks she was giving you whenever you spoke to her?�
�I saw them,� he confirmed. �Not sure what I did to earn them, but that was beyond your normal stink eye by a factor of five.�
�Maybe even six,� Nerdly suggested.
�Why would she dislike Jake so much?� Mary asked. �He did nothing to bring that on.�
�Well ... actually,� Ben said, �she already had a big case of dislike for Jake before she even walked in here. It�s a combination of your ... you know ... your reputation and the fact that you make heavy metal music. She doesn�t approve of either.�
Jake shook his head. �I swear to God,� he said. �You sniff cocaine out of a girl�s butt crack one time, and you�re condemned for life.�
�I thought you said you didn�t do that, Jake,� Mary said.
�Of course I didn�t, Mom,� Jake assured her. �Just making another point.� He turned back to Ben. �She does realize that she�s going to have to work closely with me if she wants this gig, right?�
�I think she�s starting to realize that,� Ben said. �Like I said, give her a little time. She really is a nice person. This is all just new to her.�
Jake gave another shrug. �I�ve made my feelings known,� he said. �I don�t like her and I don�t think she�s going to be able to work with us. It�s not my decision to make though. It�s Celia�s tunes she�s going to be working on. It�s her call.�
Everyone looked over at her. She gave a soft smile. �I�ll give her a chance,� she said. �Right now, she�s all we got, right?�
They all had to agree with that.

Laura was still fuming about the whole phrasing thing when she got home just before noon. Flat? she kept thinking. No one had ever referred to any music she produced as flat since her fifth grade music teacher during her first year of playing the instrument. How dare they? Those unsophisticated pop icons. They sell a few million records to the unschooled and unsophisticated masses and they think they�re maestros or something. But still, she had a well-paying gig in hand. That was at least something to be grateful for. She had filled out a W4 form and everything and they really were going to pay her fifty dollars an hour for twenty-four hours a week of playing their drivel for them. Maybe she was selling out, but at least she was getting a good price for it.
No sooner had she gotten into the house and put her horn away than she heard a key turning in the lock on her apartment door. Since Phil was asleep in his bedroom, she knew her visitor could only be Dave making one of his lunchtime visits. Though she knew what he was here for�it was what he always came over for during lunch�her mood improved considerably. Her fianc� was here! And she had news to share with him.
The door opened and Dr. David Boulder DDS came strolling in as if he owned the place. He was a short, stocky man with the beginnings of middle age swell developing in his abdomen. This was primarily because he was just entering middle age. He had just turned forty-seven a month before and his face showed his age quite well, with a few tracks of crow�s feet around his eyes and a noticeable sagging in his chin. His hair was speckled with gray and his hairline was receding quite dramatically. Laura didn�t care, not about the age difference and not about the hairline or his looks. He was her man and she loved him with all her heart.
�Hi, doc!� she greeted happily, trotting over to him and putting her arms around him.
�Hey, Red,� he greeted back, calling her the term of endearment he�d assigned at the beginning of their relationship. He put his arms around her and pulled her close, angling his face down to kiss her. A moment later, his tongue was in her mouth, swirling with hers.
�Mmmm,� she said with breathlessness that was quite feigned when the kiss broke. �I guess someone is a little hungry for lunch, right?�
�You know it, baby,� Dave told her, his hands going down and getting a good squeeze of her butt. �Let�s go dine, shall we?�
She giggled and tried to pull out of his embrace. �We�ll dine in a minute,� she said. �First, I need to tell you something.�
�Tell me later,� he said, refusing to let go of her. �Is Phil around?�
�He�s sleeping,� she said.
�Damn,� he said. �I was hoping to do it on the couch. Oh well, let�s go hit the bedroom.�
�I got a gig playing my sax,� she told him as he dragged her toward her bedroom.
�That�s nice,� he said. �I can�t wait to hear you play.� His hand cupped her left breast through her shirt. �Goddamn, I love these little titties of yours.�
�Dave,� she said, exasperated as he shut the door behind them. They were in her room now, standing at the foot of her neatly made bed. �They�re going to pay me twelve hundred dollars a week for this gig. Can you believe that?�
He whistled appreciably but did not unhand her. �That�s pretty good money,� he said. He took her hand and put it on his crotch. She could feel the swelling of his member throbbing beneath his dental scrubs. �Can you feel how happy I am for you?�
�I feel something,� she said with a giggle.
�Why don�t you taste it?� he asked, his fingers going to the drawstring on his scrubs and giving a pull. The tie came undone and the scrubs fell to the floor, leaving him standing in a pair of white briefs that were bulging out quite alarmingly.
With a mental sigh, she resigned herself to what was to come. He was in the mood and he wasn�t going to listen to anything she said until his lust was slaked. Might as well get it over with, she thought. Then we�ll talk.
She sank to her knees before him and pulled his briefs down to his ankles, letting his drill bit spring free. It was swollen and throbbing, four and a half solid inches, ready for action. She took it in her mouth and began to slurp and suck on it softly. This was not an act she particularly enjoyed, but it gave him pleasure so she did it willingly and often. She only hoped he didn�t want to finish in her mouth today. She did not really enjoy the taste or consistency of his semen.
He put his left hand in her hair and then drove his right hand down into her blouse, forcing two of the buttons to pop before he was able to squirm down under her bra and cup her breast. He began to squeeze the nipple between his thumb and index finger. She moaned around his cock, not because it felt good�it actually kind of hurt�but because she knew it was expected of her.
�Damn, I love your tits,� Dave panted. �Yeah, baby. Suck that dick. You really know how to give head.�
�Mmm hmm,� she hummed, her right hand going to the base of it and starting a slow, jacking motion. If he meant to come in her mouth, this would make short work of him.
But he didn�t want to come in her mouth today. After only a few strokes, he pulled his hand out of her bra and pulled her up by her armpits. �Get those pants off, baby,� he told her. �I want to bury myself in the fire!�
She kicked off her shoes and then unbuttoned her pants. She pushed them and her panties down and stepped out of them, baring her untrimmed nest of copper colored pubic hair to his lustful gaze. Though she preferred to keep herself trimmed down there, Dave liked a natural hairy bush on his women and seemed to have a particular fetish for the color of hers. It was but a small price to pay for love.
�Oh yeah, baby,� he said, nearly drooling at the sight of her pubes�the fire of which he spoke. �Go get a rubber and let�s do this thing.�
�Right,� she said, stepping over to the nightstand beside the bed. In the drawer was a large box of condoms from the drugstore�a fifty pack that she had bought a few months ago and that was now nearly half empty. It was her responsibility to supply the rubbers for their noontime trysts. For obvious reasons, he could not keep them at his place.
She pulled one out, tore it open, and expertly applied it to his member. She then reached over to the same nightstand and squirted some of the body lotion from a large bottle into her hands. She rubbed some of the lotion into her vagina�it was always dry, as she seemed to have some medical issue that prevented her from lubricating naturally�and then smeared the rest over his encased penis.
�How do you want to do it?� she asked him, still talking breathlessly, though she was not the least bit breathless.
�I want you from behind,� he said. �Get up on the bed.�
She got up on the bed, positioning herself on her hands and knees. She felt his hands gripping her waist and then, in one strong stroke, he was inside her and thrusting. She felt a dim sort of pleasure from the act, a pleasant friction that gave her a little warmth, but that was about all. Before the lubrication even started to dry, she felt his rhythm become erratic, heard his breathing become a frantic pant. That was her cue. She began to moan loudly and thrust herself back at him. Just as he began to spasm, she cried out loudly and jerked her butt back and forth a few times.
�Oh God, yesss!� she cried, as if ecstasy had overwhelmed her. It hadn�t. She had never actually had a real orgasm before, was half convinced that, for women anyway, they were nothing but a myth.
Dave spasmed a few more times, made a few articulations of his own, and then slowed his pace down to a stop. She felt him remove himself from her body. A moment later, he was standing on the floor again, the used condom in his hand, his fingers tying a knot in it. He carried it to the bathroom attached to her room. A moment later, she heard the sound of the toilet flushing.
By the time he came back, his now flaccid penis flopping with each step he took, she was lying on the bed on her back. Dave then kept his part of the bargain. He climbed in next to her and cuddled up against her.
�That was great, baby,� he whispered to her, kissing her on the forehead. �It sounds like you had a nice come.�
�It was awesome,� she assured him. �One of the best.�
�I aim to please,� he said slyly, his fingers twirling through her hair.
�And you do,� she said, stroking his leg, enjoying the warmth and the closeness of his body. �Don�t you think it�s been long enough now that we can do it without those rubbers? I�m on the pill, you know. I won�t get pregnant.�
�I know you�re on the pill, baby,� he told her. �That�s not the issue. We�ve been over this.�
�I know we�ve been over it,� she said.
�It�s for your protection, not mine. I told you, I have no idea who that bitch has slept with. She might�ve passed something on to me.�
That bitch was Barbara Boulder, the woman he was still technically married to�thus the factor that was putting a bit of a kink into setting a date for their own wedding. She was a lying, cheating whore of a woman who was doing her best to delay the divorce and keep Dave from seeing his kids�both of whom were in their late teens and approaching high school graduation. He couldn�t officially divorce her until both kids were out of high school and his practice was completely paid off. And so, they had to keep things on the down-low between them, lest her lawyers try to use the relationship against Dave in the upcoming divorce proceedings. It was a horror story the likes of which she had never conceived of and her heart cried for him on a daily basis. But still...
�It�s been two years since you�ve had sex with her, right?� she asked. �That�s what you always tell me. Isn�t that long enough for anything you might�ve picked up from her to be out of your system?�
�Not HIV,� he said solemnly. �I�m telling you, that bitch has slept with drug addicts. She has no standards whatsoever. That shit can stay in your body for years before you have symptoms.�
�But you�ve been tested, right?� she asked.
�Of course I�ve been tested,� he said. �That doesn�t mean anything. The virus can stay dormant and not show up in a test for up to five years.�
�I read that you�ll test positive within three months with the technology they have today,� she countered.
�That�s not true,� he said firmly. �I�m a doctor, remember. Don�t trust what you read in those magazines. I know what I�m talking about.�
She nodded slowly. �I guess you�re right,� she said. After all, he was a doctor, right? And what reason would he have for deceiving her about this?
�Anyway,� he said, �you said you got some kind of music thing? What�s that all about?�
�Well,� she said, quickly forgetting about the condom discussion, �I�m almost ashamed to even tell you about it, but it pays so good, I just have to.�
�You said twelve hundred a week? Did I hear you right?�
�You did,� she said. �Fifty dollars an hour and twenty-four hours a week.�
He gave her a look of concern. �That�s an awful lot of money, Red. Are you sure playing the saxophone is what you�re being hired for?�
She slapped at his shoulder. �Oh, you!� she said. �Of course that�s what I�m being hired for.�
�What�s the catch?� he asked. �You said you were ashamed.�
She gave a sideways smile. �I�m kind of selling out by taking it,� she said. �Do you know who Celia Valdez is?�
He shook his head. �Never heard of her.�
�She�s a pop singer from Venezuela. She used to be the singer for that cheesy group La Diferencia.�
He shook his head again. �Never heard of them either.�
�She�s married to Greg Oldfellow, the actor?�
�I�ve heard of him,� Dave allowed. �He was in that horrible flick about elephants in Seattle. One of the biggest bombs of all time. I don�t know anything about his wife though. I�m not a celebrity follower.�
�Well ... she�s married to him. She�s the one who sings that song I Love to Dance.�
That rang a bell with him. �Oh yes,� he said. �They play that one from time to time on the music feed we play on the overhead at the practice.� He made a sour face. �Absolute drivel, just like most of that music.�
�It is absolute drivel,� she said. �That�s the part I�m ashamed of. She�s working on a solo album and I�m going to be playing sax for her.�
�No kidding?� he said. �How�d you meet up with her?�
She told the story of Ben from her UCLA jazz band days and how he had called her out of the blue. This part of the story seemed to alarm him a bit.
�He still had your number?� he asked. �What�s up with that?�
�We were bandmates,� she said dismissively. �We all had each other�s number. He�s married and has a kid on the way.�
�Men have been known to cheat on their wives,� he said�with a complete lack of any sense of irony, no less.
She did not pick up on the irony either. �Ben is not like that. He�s a nice guy and he�s not my type anyway. You don�t have to worry about that.�
�I suppose,� he grunted.
�Anyway,� she continued. �The gig is just to help her work up the songs right now. If it works out, however, they might ask me to play on the recording itself.�
�Won�t that interfere with your job?� he asked.
�The recording gig pays better,� she said. �A lot better. I would be willing to ask for a leave of absence if they offered me the recording gig.�
�Would they grant something like that?�
She shrugged. �I guess I�ll cross that bridge when I come to it. Right now, I�m still trying to figure out how to dumb down my playing for her.�
�Is it really that bad?� he asked.
�Well ... the one thing we worked on at the audition was simple ... not very technical at all, but ... well ... I guess it was okay, for a pop song anyway. It was little like some of the stuff we used to play in jazz band ... in a way, anyway.� Another shrug. �I don�t know. I�m a snob when it comes to music. You know that.�
�I do,� said, looking at the clock next to the bed. �Well ... keep me updated on how it goes. And stay away from this Ben guy. No one gets to play in the fire but me.�
She leaned over and kissed him. �My fire is only for you,� she assured him.
A minute later he was up and climbing into her shower for a quick rinse. He couldn�t go back to the practice smelling of fire now, could he?
It occurred to her as she watched his steam distorted image through the shower door that she had gone out of her way not to mention anything about Kingsley. Dave certainly didn�t need to know that she would be spending twenty-four hours a week with someone as notorious as that.

Chapter 4: Making Things Click

Santa Clarita, California
July 17, 1991
Laura came pretty close to just telling them all what they could do with their fifty dollars an hour by the time they broke for lunch the next day. No amount of money was worth this abuse, this questioning of her musical abilities.
They spent the first two hours working on The Struggle. While the tune was actually starting to grow on her a bit�it really was poignant when you considered the lyrics�she could not seem to make Celia and Kingsley happy with her rendition of the simple melody that was required.
�It�s coming out flat,� Kingsley told her bluntly. �You�re just mouthing the notes mechanically. You�re not putting any emotion into them.�
�I�ve never had any complaints about my phrasing before,� she insisted. �Especially on something as straightforward as this.�
�Well, you�re getting complaints now,� Kingsley told her. �It�s listless and flat. We can�t do anything with what you�re putting out.�
Her appeals to Celia did no good. Though she was kinder in her words than Kingsley, her opinion was no different. �I�m not feeling the expression I�m trying to convey with the tune,� she told Laura. �I�m hoping to start hearing some improvement as we go along, but we seem to be stuck in a rut here.�
�I have the notes down,� she insisted. �I don�t even have to look at the score anymore. It�s a three-chord melody for heaven�s sake. How am I supposed to phrase it any differently than I have been?�
�Phrasing is the signature of the musician,� Celia said. �It�s up to you to come up with the way to shape it.�
�Yeah,� Kingsley grunted. �And right now, that signature is being shaped by a daisy wheel printer in block letters. It�s mechanical and flat.�
They tried a few more times. The results were the same. She played the notes out perfectly, but they weren�t happy with them. And, in truth, part of her knew what they were talking about. It really was a listless rendition. She just couldn�t feel their music the way they wanted it to be felt. There was very little enthusiasm for her to put into it. That was hardly her fault, was it?
They then moved onto another tune, this one called Done With You, and things got even worse. It was an up-tempo tune and Kingsley�s electric guitar was the primary melodic instrument. It was not quite heavy metal, but it was a long way from jazz. Celia wanted her to provide fills throughout the tune with her sax and then, perhaps put in a solo.
�A solo?� she asked, surprised. �Who is going to compose it?�
�You are,� Celia told her simply.
�It is traditional for a musician to compose her own solo in rock and roll music,� Mary said.
�But ... I�m not a composer,� she protested.
�Neither am I,� Mary said, �but I�ve put together a nice little solo for Jake�s tune, Insignificance.�
She looked at her in surprise. �He has a violin solo in one of his songs?�
�Strange but true,� Kingsley told her. �She nailed it too.�
�It�s still a work in progress,� Mary said modestly. �I�ll play it for you if you think it�ll help.�
�Well ... I don�t know,� she said.
�How about we don�t worry about the solo just yet?� Kingsley suggested, his voice more than a little impatient. �We haven�t even tried her on the fills yet. Let�s work on those first.�
�Uh ... sure,� Laura said, still trying to picture how a violin would fit into one of Kingsley�s songs. What kind of atrocity were they putting together?
They ran through Done With You and Laura did not have a good opinion of it. True, it had a catchy beat, and Mary�s violin provided a flowing accompaniment over the top of the piano, and Celia�s voice carried the lyrics well, but that electric guitar noise! She couldn�t get over it. It jangled at her nerves just to hear it! And there was a synthesizer mixed in as well. How was she supposed to provide fills atop of all that?
�Okay,� Celia told her after they played the first two verses without her. �This is where we start plugging you in. You can see on the score where your fills go over the top. We want loud and strong, almost overwhelming to everything but Jake�s guitar and the backbeat. Jake, can you play the basic gist we�re shooting for here so she can hear it?�
�I can,� Kingsley said. He picked out a distorted electric version of the primary fill they wanted, his fingers pressing on the G and B strings, moving up and down through the fret boards.
The sound of it actually caused her to wince. Something that did not go unnoticed by Kingsley. �A problem, Ms. Best?� he asked her.
�No ... not at all,� she replied. �I�m just not used to that much distortion. It�s kind of ... rough.�
Kingsley nodded. �That�s why we want you to play the notes and not me,� he said. �Why don�t you give it a try. Work it up a few times and then we�ll try it with everyone in.�
She looked down at the score before her, back up at Celia, and then put the mouthpiece to her lips. She blew, working through the notes of the flourish at half speed. Even she could hear the flatness issuing forth.
�Not the sweetest sound I�ve ever heard,� Kingsley pointed out.
�It�s my first time playing it!� she barked back at him. �Give me a few run throughs before you start hating it.� She then blanched as she realized she had just yelled at a man who was not only her employer, but who had been known to beat women severely�it was said that he had even thrown one girl off a boat after raping her. �I�m ... uh ... I�m sorry,� she told him. �I�m just getting a little stressed, I think.�
�No problem,� Kingsley said, his voice calm. �And I accept your offer.�
�My offer?�
�I�ll give you a few run throughs before I start hating it. Sound good?�
She cast her eyes away from his, seething on the inside. That was when she first started thinking about just walking out.
She did not improve much on the piece as the morning went on. As with Struggle, she could play the notes without any problem but she just could not feel the music enough, could not appreciate it enough to phrase it in anything other than a mechanical fashion. She tried faking it, drawing out the notes a little here, varying the strength of them there, but it did not make Celia or Kingsley happy and, truth be told, it did not make her happy either. She knew they sounded flat. Could not deny it even to herself.
At one o�clock they broke for lunch. She was more than grateful for the interruption.
The catering company that KVA did business with brought in a tray full of sandwich makings and a variety of breads, a tub of potato salad, and an ice chest full of soda and fruit juices. Everyone went about fixing themselves plates and then they drifted over to various places to sit and eat. Talk was minimal during this, and what little there was had nothing to do with music or music production.
Laura made a small sandwich out of turkey meat and sourdough bread, spreading a little mayo, a little mustard, then throwing some lettuce and tomatoes on it. She then put a small dab of the potato salad on her plate next to it. She loved potato salad�loved anything made with potatoes really�but she knew that it would go straight to her hips and butt if she had more than a dab. Dave was always warning her not to plump up on him. He didn�t like fat women.
She went back to her seat in front of her microphone stand and began to pick at her food. She was really too stressed out to be hungry, but she knew she needed to put something in her stomach.
Celia came and sat next to her, in the chair normally reserved for Mary, but Mary was sitting next to her son over on the drum platform. They were laughing about something as if they had no care in the world. Was he telling her some tales about his drug fueled orgies, perhaps? Any mother who raised a son like Kingsley would probably be amused by such tales.
�How are you doing?� Celia asked her.
She shrugged. �I�m starting to feel like maybe this whole thing was a mistake,� she said.
Celia nodded thoughtfully. �Perhaps it was,� she allowed. �That all depends on you.�
�On me?�
�On you,� Celia said. �We all heard you play when you auditioned. You�re capable of amazing expression and phrasing with your instrument. You impressed us all greatly.�
�I�m very good at what I do,� she proclaimed firmly. �I�ve been playing this instrument since I was ten years old. I�ve been studying music theory almost as long and I�ve always worked on playing expressively.�
�No one is questioning your talent,� Celia said gently. �You�re just not displaying it when you play my tunes. And, unfortunately, that is exactly what you were hired to do.�
�I�m trying,� she insisted.
�That�s just the thing,� Celia said. �I don�t think you are�not really, anyway.�
�You heard me work more than two hours with you on The Struggle. How can you say I wasn�t trying?�
�You don�t like the song, do you?� Celia asked.
�I have nothing against it,� she said softly.
�Let�s be truthful, Laura,� Celia said. �You don�t like it much, and you like Done With You even less. Am I right?�
She shrugged. �The Struggle is starting to grow on me a little,� she said, �but you�re right, I don�t care for Done With You at all. It�s rock and roll music, with electric distorted guitars, and I just don�t care for the entire genre.�
�And, because of that, it�s hard to come up with proper phrasing because you don�t enjoy the underlying song?�
She took a deep breath. �Maybe,� she admitted. �Like I said, maybe I�m not the right girl for your little project here. The money is good, of course, but ... well ... it might be best if I just let you find someone else.�
�I don�t want someone else,� Celia told her. �I want you. I want you blowing that horn the way you did on Someone To Watch Over Me, the way you did on When the Saints Come Marching In. That talent will make my songs shine, will make people sing along with them when they hear them on the radio, make them buy the album in droves when it comes out. And, quite frankly, I don�t have anyone else. I want you to stay but I need you to find a way to get over your contempt for my music and start plugging in the way I�m sure you�re capable of.�
�But how?� Laura asked. �I can�t help the way I feel.�
�Perhaps not,� Celia said, �but you can open your mind a little, can�t you?�
�What do you mean?�
�You try to wrap your mind around the thought that maybe we don�t suck as much as you think we do, that maybe we really are capable of producing some palatable music you might actually enjoy.�
�Well...� she said doubtfully, not daring to articulate what was actually on her mind.
But Celia did not really need a full answer. �And we,� she continued, �will start working on a way to generate a little camaraderie, a little band cohesion with you. I think that is an important factor in mutual composition.�
�How are you going to do that?�
Celia smiled. �You�ll see after lunch,� she said.
She would answer no more questions about her plan. She simply went on eating her own sandwich and sipping from her diet Coke. Laura thought about asking her a few questions�primarily about how she had ended up being friends with such an unsavory character as Kingsley. She seemed to remember that a few years ago Kingsley had ended up getting in a fight with some of Celia�s band at the Grammy Awards. Obviously, they had gotten over whatever that issue had been about. Was it because Jake had come on to her, perhaps? That seemed a likely possibility. In the end, however, she kept her mouth shut. Did she really want to know any more about these people than she already did?
When the lunch break was over, both Ben and Ted went after the leftovers and began packing them up into Tupperware containers.
�You want in on the swag, Laura?� Ted asked her.
�The swag?� she asked.
�The rhythm section gets to keep the leftovers,� Ben told her. �That�s the rule they laid down when we signed on. Of course, you�re not the rhythm section, but I�m sure we can include you in the deal.�
�Hell to the yeah,� Ted said. �My goddamn refrigerator is already full. I haven�t had to buy groceries in a month.�
�Uh ... I�m okay,� she said. �You go ahead and keep the ... the swag.�
�Fair enough,� Ted said. They went back to packing up and soon, the food was neatly stowed away in ice chests that both had brought just for this purpose.
At promptly two o�clock, lunch was declared to be at an end and everyone returned to their seats.
�All right then,� Kingsley said, twirling a guitar pick in his fingers while his black Les Paul sat on his lap. �What next? Back to Done With You? Maybe try to make some headway?� He cast a sour glance at Laura as he said this�a look that implied he knew who was responsible for that lack of headway. Again, she almost wanted to call him out, say something nasty in reply, and, again, she remembered what kind of man she was dealing with. She kept quiet.
�I think,� Celia said, �that I want to try a little experiment.�
�What kind of experiment?� Kingsley asked.
�Well, it occurred to me that we need to have a little exercise in band cohesion here.�
�We have band cohesion,� Kingsley said. He then looked directly at Laura again. �For the most part anyway.�
Laura could hold her tongue no longer. �I�m sorry I don�t fit in with your little group here,� she told him. �I�ve tried, but this music you�re playing is just not ... not what I�m used to. Like I was just telling Celia, maybe this wasn�t such a good idea after all.�
�Maybe it wasn�t,� Jake agreed.
Laura opened her mouth to say something else�quite possibly something along the lines of Fine, I�ll just be on my way then, and you can stick your fifty dollars an hour up your derriere! �but Celia opened her mouth first.
�This is exactly what I�m talking about,� she said. �We need group cohesion, and the member who is feeling like she doesn�t belong here is Laura.�
�I don�t think I do belong here,� Laura said. �I�m not sure I�m ever going to feel like that.�
�It�s only been two days, Laura,� Ben told her. �You haven�t really given us much of a chance.�
�Nor have I been given much of a chance either,� she returned.
�Touch�,� Celia said. �That�s why I want to try this little exercise�a kind of a jam session, if you will.�
�A jam session?� Kingsley said. �How is that going to help anything?�
�By helping us find common ground,� Celia said. She looked at Laura. �When you were doing When the Saints Come Marching In yesterday, everyone really liked it. Ted and Ben even chimed in with the rhythm. Everyone was tapping their feet. It was a piece that all of us liked and knew, right?�
�Well,� Kingsley said, �it�s not up there with Bohemian Rhapsody or Kashmir in my book, but it�s catchy and easy to play. It�s ... fun.�
�Right!� Celia said. �Making music is supposed to be fun. We need to learn how to have fun together.� She looked at Laura. �All of us.�
Laura wanted to keep stewing in her anger and perceived lack of respect, but she forced herself to put it aside for the moment. Maybe Celia was onto something here. True, Saints was no Rhapsody for the Alto or Romeo and Juliet, but it was fun and easy to play. Something to just tear up with for the sheer enjoyment of it. That was why she had chosen it to round out her audition. It was something she could play at a whim without having to think about it and something she enjoyed, that she could phrase with some soul.
She nodded her head slowly. �Okay,� she said softly. �How do we do this?�
�Alternating melodies,� Celia said. �Ben and Ted set the rhythm up, I�ll play accompaniment on my Fender and maybe sing if the mood strikes me, and then Mary, Cindy, Jake, and Laura all take turns throwing down the melody, one by one. Each of you do your best, make it sing! Make us feel it! You know what I�m saying?�
Kingsley was now smiling, his eyes looking at Celia with clear affection. Interesting. �I know what you�re saying,� he assured her.
�Let�s do it!� Mary said enthusiastically.
�I�m in!� said Cynthia.
They all looked to Laura. She offered them the first smile of her tenure with them. �Let�s do it,� she said. �Who�s going to start?�
�You are,� Celia told her. She turned to Ted. �Four count and let�s get it on.�
�Hell to the yeah,� Ted said, grinning. He tapped his sticks together four times and they began to play.
Since it was an unrehearsed piece, and no one had any sheet music to help them remember the notes or to set the tempo or the key, Laura let them go through a couple of reps first so she could plug into the groove they were setting. She picked it up by tapping her foot in time to it. When she felt she was locked in, she began to play in the key of C major, the way she had always played that particular piece.
The music came out of her horn and it had soul. There was no doubt about it. She even began to move her shoulders back and forth as she played. After the drivel they had been making her produce, it was a true pleasure to play something she enjoyed.
�That�s the shit!� Ted shouted at her at one point.
�Agreed,� said Celia, who was strumming away at her Fender. �Let�s try it with some vocals.�
�Sing it, C!� Kingsley called out.
�Oh, when the saints,� Celia belted out, �oh when the saints. Oh, when the saints go marching innnnnn. Oh yes, I want to be in that number, when the saints go marching in. Blow it, Laura!�
Laura blew it, belting out another round of the melody. This time around, she added some style and few fills of her own, putting some more soul into it.
�Hell to the yeah!� Ted cried again, adding a little drum fill of his own. This time around, however, it did not annoy her. It added to the piece and he had struck it out with improvised precision.
�Oh, when the saints, � Celia continued. �Oh, when the saints. Oh, when the saints go marching in. Oh yes, I want to be in that number, when those saints go marching innnnnn. Hit it, Mary!�
Mary hit it, playing out the melody on her violin with an enthusiasm and style, moving her own shoulders to the rhythm. She too brought a sense of phrasing to the piece�a playful, happy outpouring of musical emotion. She went through it twice, on the second time adding a few of her own fills, drawing some of the notes out, chopping some of the others.
�Way to go, Mom,� Kingsley said with a smile, his own foot tapping on the ground before him.
Celia sang out the chorus again. This time she called out Cynthia. �Do it, Cindy!�
Cindy pounded on the piano keys of her stage instrument. Laura was impressed with her competency and her phrasing. The piano had a lot more room for adding fills to a piece and she took advantage of them well, almost erupting into a mini-solo as she closed out her turn.
�We�re smokin� now,� Celia said, and then sang out the chorus yet again. This time, she called on Kingsley. �Jake! Let�s hear what you got!�
She winced a little in advance as Kingsley took his turn on the electric guitar, hitting the notes with distorted loudness, his fingers bending and pulling at the strings to elicit the music. So prepared was she to dislike it that it took her a moment to realize that it actually was not all that bad. She wasn�t a big fan of the blues, but she certainly liked it better than rock music, and Kingsley was putting the notes down in blues style with a distinct emotion to his phrasing. He too was having a good time with the piece. She could hear that in his expression, could see in the tapping of his foot, in the sure way his fingers moved across the fretboard of his guitar.
�That�s the way!� Celia yelled when he was done. �Sing it with me, Jake!�
They sang the next chorus in harmony, their voices mixing together surprisingly well. Kingsley did not scream even once, and he had a decent sounding tenor voice that mixed well with Celia�s contralto. They went through twice and then Celia called out her next command. �Mary and Laura together! Do it!�
She hesitated a moment�double with a violin? Absurd!�but when Mary began to play the notes she dutifully stepped in and played them with her. It actually sounded much better than she would have thought. True, it was not a traditional doubling of instruments, but it worked!
�That�s badass!� Ted encouraged from behind his drum set. �Bring up the volume some!�
�Yeah,� shouted Kingsley. �Really grind it!�
Laura and Mary looked at each other for a moment and shared a nod. As they entered the next rendition, Laura blew harder, putting more strength into her notes. Mary did the same, moving the bow across her strings with a little more force, drawing louder and more authoritative sound out of the instrument.
�All right!� Celia said after finishing the next chorus. �Jake and Cindy this time. Show us what you got!�
They showed what they had. Laura was again prepared for it to be hideous, and was again pleasantly surprised to hear that it wasn�t. Kingsley laid down a solid blues track that mixed in with the piano rendition of the melody. It could not quite harmonize on the level that a sax and a violin, or a sax and a guitar could, but that was actually its strength. The notes came out in harmony but their rendition was quite different and complimentary.
�That is sweet shit,� Ted said, adding another impressive drum fill.
�Okay,� Celia said. �Final time around. All of you together! In harmony for the finish!�
�And then take us down tempo for the final sequence,� Kingsley added.
They went through it, with all four melody instruments playing in unison to the back beat. It sounded good ... deep, Laura could not help but feel. This was music they were making, turning a simple, repetitive piece into something quite more than its base melody.
�Bring it down,� Kingsley instructed after going through it twice.
Ben and Ted obediently brought the tempo down and those on melody followed them, making the final rendition march out slowly, down to almost a stop until they all let the very last note draw out and fade away.
�Hell to the yeah!� Ted said yet again. �That was bitchin�!�
�Agreed,� said Kingsley.
�That was the barest beginning of band cohesion,� Celia told Laura. �Do you get it now?�
�I get it,� Laura said. �I really do, but I still don�t know if that�s going to help me phrase on your original pieces.�
�Then we�ll keep doing this until you start to feel them,� Celia told her. �What else can we do? What else do all of us know?�
�Probably not much,� Kingsley said sourly. He turned to Laura. �Are there any rock or pop songs that you know? Some Beatles maybe? Some Elton John? Some Journey perhaps?�
Laura shook her head. �No, none of that. How about you all? Do you know any jazz? Any Charlie Parker? Any Louis Armstrong?�
Kingsley raised his eyebrows a bit. �Not much,� he said, �but there is this one...� He fiddled with the pedals on the floor before him and then flipped a switch on his guitar. He gave a quick strum and the music came out clean instead of distorted. He played a few open chords and then gripped his fretboard and began to strum out a melody in F major. She recognized it immediately.
�You know What a Wonderful World,� she said, surprised.
�Since I was a kid,� he confirmed. �It was always a good, mellow piece to play around the old campfire.� He chuckled. �Especially when there were ladies present.�
�I see,� she said doubtfully.
�I�ll play the chords,� he told her. �You play the vocal parts on the sax. Let�s see if we can make some music together.�
�Jesus Christ,� Ted said. �You�re talking elevator music here, Jake.�
�Anything for the cause,� Jake said, continuing to strum. �Jump in any time here, Laura.�
�Right,� she said, surprised to find that she was actually impressed with Kingsley�s guitar playing. It was soft and sweet, exactly at the right tempo and phrasing for the piece. And that from a guitar that had been hammering out distorted notes just a few moments before. Who would�ve thought?
The melody came around to the beginning again and she jumped in, playing a soft, mournful expression of where the vocals would be if someone were singing. The weird drummer guy was right. It was elevator music, but good elevator music, the kind that made you happy when you heard it, that made you hum along.
�Nice,� Cynthia said, smiling.
�It is, isn�t it?� said Mary.
They worked their way through the entire song, through three verses, the bridge, and three repetitions of the one-line chorus. On the final rendition of the chorus section, Kingsley sang out the words in harmony with her sax�about how he speculated in his own mind how nice the planet he lived on actually was. His tenor voice expressed the line with perfect tone, perfect expression, and she found herself actually feeling a little shiver going down her spine.
He really can sing, she thought. Amazing! Why in God�s name is he wasting that talent singing the trash he puts out?
�Bring it home, Laura,� he told her after repeating the chorus twice. �Close us out.�
She did it, going through one more, slower tempo version of the final chorus and then improvising out a drawn-out outro to end it.
She was surprised when everyone applauded. She blushed nervously.
�What do you know?� Kingsley said, giving her a smile�the first one she�d seen him display. �We really can make music together.�
�I guess so,� she said, feeling the barest beginnings of a smile touching her mouth as well.

Real life is not a situation comedy or a weekly drama, where problems are encountered and solved to the happiness and prosperity of all in thirty minutes. Laura�s opinion of Jake Kingsley did not magically change at that moment in time, nor did Jake Kingsley�s opinion of Laura Best. She continued to think of him�and, by association and example, Celia Valdez�as a sellout who was in the business of making tripe compositions for the unsophisticated masses. She continued to dislike and, though she would not ever admit it to herself, fear Kingsley. And Jake did not magically warm to Laura in the moment either. He continued to think of her as an unjustifiably arrogant cold fish, and one who was probably not going to work out ultimately.
What that moment in time did accomplish, however, was to plant the initial seeds in everyone involved of how things could be, if only they worked at them a little. Laura saw that both Jake and Celia actually did possess some significant musical and vocal talents�a considerable amount actually, if those first flashes of insight she was witnessing were correct. And Jake and Celia both saw that Laura had the potential to not just fill in the missing pieces of Celia�s compositions, but to enhance and compliment them, perhaps brilliantly, if she could only learn to put her heart into them.
For her to learn to put her heart into them took a little longer.
They spent the rest of that first full day just trying to find a little more common ground. It wasn�t easy, but they dug up a little. There was When Johnny Comes Marching Home, which Ted pounded out brilliantly on the drums while Jake and Laura took turns playing the melody on their respective instruments. They played around a little with A Mad Russian�s Christmas, only because it was familiar to all of them, but abandoned that effort after only fifteen minutes or so because the complexities of it would have taken too long to learn properly (Jake would remember that effort in astonishment and envy five years in the future, when just such a rendition helped propel the band Trans-Siberian Orchestra to international fame). And then, to the embarrassment of Jake and Laura both, they found that they all knew Sweet Caroline, by Neil Diamond and, at the insistence of Mary and Cynthia, they laid it down, with Cynthia playing primary melody, and Jake strumming the chords out on his acoustic-electric and singing the lyrics while Laura and Celia added fill with the sax and the drop-D tuned strat, respectively.
�If anyone tells anyone what I sang here today,� Jake threatened after they put Sweet Caroline to bed, �I swear to God, I will kill you all in a painful manner.�
Ted, Ben, and even Laura all agreed to keep mum. None of them wanted it to be known they enjoyed themselves a little Sweet Caroline either.
The next time they got together to work on Celia�s tunes, it was a Saturday. Things started off pretty much the same as their first session together. They worked on The Struggle and then Done With You for the first part of the morning. Laura�s notes came out sounding listless and flat, just as they had before.
In frustration, Jake suggested that maybe they should give Laura a little break and work on something that did not include the sax in it until lunch. Everyone agreed except for Laura, who wanted to keep pushing on.
�Just kick back, relax a little, and watch us work,� Jake insisted to her. �We need to work on these other things anyway. After lunch, we�ll try again.�
She agreed. What else was there to do? She sat in her chair, her sax idle, while they worked on a tune called Why?, yet another sappy bad relationship tune from the woman who seemed to make them her signature.
As they played it out, however, Laura got another one of those flashes of insight into the talents of who she was working with.
It was a soft, mellow, melancholy piece, with no percussion at all and minimal bass. Celia strummed out the primary rhythm on her acoustic and her playing was sweet indeed. Mary played the melody with her violin while Cynthia added the occasional fill with the piano. The tune took great advantage of Celia�s voice. She sung of hopeless love that was unreturned, that was being utilized for the purpose of taking advantage of another, of the self-destructive impulse for the person being taken advantage of to continue on anyway.
Again, Laura could not relate to the theme of the piece, really. She was, of course, deliriously happy with her one and only relationship in life, but still... She really does have the most beautiful voice, she could not help but thinking. And she knows how to use it, too.
As they ran through the song three or four times, stopping here and there to make suggestions or to start over due to a minor error, Laura actually found herself humming along with it at times, actually starting to appreciate the depth of the lyrics�although not in any kind of self-reflective fashion.
Celia must have had some messed up relationships in her time to write with that kind of angst, she felt herself thinking, not with contempt or pity, but with respectful understanding.
Between two of the takes, Laura got a little more insight, not only to their talents, but also their professionalism and their composition technique.
�I really think that two-part vocal harmony on the first stanza of each verse and through the chorus repetitions would make it flow much better,� Celia said.
Kingsley thought that over for a moment and then nodded. �I think that would be sweet,� he said. �Do you want to try it with me?�
�No,� she said. �A tenor voice in harmony would not mix well for the expression I�m going for. This is a girly song and a male voice in it just wouldn�t ... you know...�
�Yeah ... I get you,� Kingsley said. He then looked over at Laura. �Do you sing at all, Laura?�
�Me? Heavens no,� she replied, with an honest declaration. �Not unless you want to scare cats away from your garbage cans at night.�
�A pity,� Kingsley said.
�We can just double track you in the studio,� Sharon suggested. �Lay down the first vocal track and then have you record another one while you listen to it. You could harmonize with yourself.�
This was something that Laura had never heard of before. �Harmonize with herself?� she asked. �Is that possible?�
Sharon nodded. �It�s a fairly common recording technique. It serves to accent the vocal style of the singer.�
�It�s usually used to make a weaker voice sound stronger,� Kingsley said. �Celia doesn�t need that kind of help.�
�I agree,� Celia said. �I want there to be two distinct voices on those stanzas and choruses, but both of them can�t be mine. It should be a mezzo-soprano or even a soprano singing with me. Something higher than me to distinguish the harmony, not hide it.�
�We don�t have anybody like that,� Kingsley said.
�Maybe Obie could suggest someone in studio?� the male Nerd put in.
�Are you kidding me?� said Kingsley. �We�re already into that guy for more than we can probably afford. Can you imagine what he would charge us for a backup singer, assuming he even has one we can use?�
�How about we go on a singer hunt?� suggested Mary. �You kids seem to have pretty good luck stumbling across just what you need.�
Celia shook her head. �We don�t have that kind of time,� she said. �We�re already struggling to put everything together as it is. We need to be ready to hit that studio and start putting down tracks by the end of September.�
�What about the harmony then?� asked Cynthia.
�It�ll keep,� said Kingsley. �The tune is solid as is and I think people are going to like it even without the vocal harmony thrown in.�
�True,� Celia said. �I guess two-part harmony is a luxury at this point in time.� She shrugged. �Maybe on the next album.�
They all agreed with this assessment and then ran through Why? a few more times. By then, it was time to break for lunch�it was Mexican food on this day, in honor of it being the end of the workweek, Kingsley said.
After lunch they tried again with Struggle. By now, the tune was very familiar to Laura. She knew the lyrics by heart and she knew the melody she was supposed to play. As much as she hated to admit it to herself, the song was actually growing on her quite a bit. She felt herself tapping her feet to the rhythm, not because it helped her keep time, but because her foot just wanted to tap. This time, when she blew out the melody, her fingers moved with a little more flare. She was able to picture how she wanted to express the music. In short, she started to figure out how to phrase it.
They ran all the way through, even through the bridge and Kingsley�s guitar solo, which, she was surprised to hear, was actually a skillful rendition that matched the emotion of the song quite well�some phrasing of his own.
When the tune ended, she found everyone looking at her.
�What?� she asked, self-consciously, bracing for another scathing round of criticism.
�That was almost un-shitty,� Kingsley told her.
�Right,� Celia said, smiling. �A definite improvement.�
�Though still with a lot of work to be done,� Kingsley added�of course.
They ran through it a few more times and she continued to evolve her phrasing with each repetition. It was still not her best effort�she knew that�but she was starting to sense that she might be able to get behind it after all, at least for this particular piece.
They then played Done With You. Her playing was as flat as ever, even to her ear. She just could not feel that song, could not express through her instrument what Celia wanted her to express.
�I�m sorry,� she told them, surprised to find that she really was sorry. �I just can�t get into it yet. Give me some more time.�
�We really don�t have any other choice,� Celia observed.
They knocked off for that day at four o�clock, an hour earlier than usual. Kingsley explained that this was customary on Saturdays, in honor of their one day weekend.
�Don�t worry though,� he assured her. �We�re still paying you for the extra hour.�
�Oh ... well, thank you,� she said, packing up her horn. �It�ll be nice to go home early and maybe start a little...�
�Oh, you don�t get to go home early,� he interrupted.
�I don�t?�
�You don�t,� he said. �You are required by the unwritten rules of the contract you signed to have some beers with us before you go.�
�It is tradition,� Celia said, patting her companionably on the back.
�Uh ... I�m not really much of a drinker,� she said.
Kingsley scoffed at her. �And you call yourself a musician?� he asked, opening up an ice chest that was sitting on the floor near the drum stand. Funny, she hadn�t noticed it until then. He pulled out a couple of bottles of beer and set them down on the stand. He used an opener to pop the tops off and handed her one. �Fire up,� he commanded.
She took the bottle. It was icy cold, dripping with nearly frozen water from the ice chest. It was a brand she had never heard of before�something called Moosehead. She took a sip to be polite, her plan to sip sparingly out of it until they released her, but as the beverage went down her throat, she found it tasted quite wonderful�as far as beer went anyway. She took a hefty swallow, feeling the soothing sensation on her stomach almost immediately.
�Not bad,� she said with a nod.
�It�s Canadian shit,� Kingsley told her. �If there�s one thing those hosers know how to do, it�s make a decent beer.�
Everyone else grabbed a beer as well�even Kingsley�s and Archer�s mothers. Ted, the drummer, went through two bottles in less than five minutes. It was obvious where that beer belly of his came from. As they drank, they talked of the session they had just had, of the week they had just put in.
�I think you�re coming along, Laura,� Mary told her.
�Right,� said Cynthia. �It�s still a little rough, that�s true, but we really made some improvement today.�
�Do you really think so?� Laura asked. By now, three quarters of the beer was in her stomach and she was starting to feel quite fine indeed.
�I do,� Cynthia said. �We could tell you were starting to feel The Struggle there.�
�I am starting to feel it,� she said. �It�s actually a fairly deep song.� She looked over at Celia, who was sitting next to Jake. �You seem to write a lot about lost love, about breaking up, about dysfunctional relationships.�
Celia nodded amicably. �We�ve all been through those, haven�t we?� she asked. �It�s an emotional subject that most people can relate to.�
�I really can�t,� she said. �That might be part of my problem getting into your tunes, feeling them.�
Jake looked at her with disbelief. �You�ve never had a bad relationship?� he asked.
She shook her head. �I�ve never really had a relationship�on a romantic level anyway�until the one I�m in now. Certainly nothing on the level of writing a song about.�
�Amazing,� Celia said. �I can�t even count the number of times I�ve had my heart broken, or had to break someone else�s, since I was fifteen years old or so. How did you manage such a feat?�
She shrugged a little. �I was kind of shy and withdrawn growing up. I never really dated at all until I met my fianc� eighteen months ago.�
�Ben mentioned you were engaged,� Celia said. �Congratulations.�
�Thank you,� she said.
�Tell us about him?�
�There�s not much to tell,� she said. �He�s a dentist, my dentist, actually. That�s how we met. He�s a little older than me, but that doesn�t matter. Love is ageless, right?�
�It can be,� Kingsley allowed.
�Have you set a date yet?� Celia asked. �I remember how frantic things were when Greg and I were getting close.�
�Well ... not yet,� she said. �There are a couple of hurdles that need to be overcome before we can start planning things on that level.�
�Hurdles?� Kingsley asked.
Another shrug. �It�s complicated, and kind of boring,� she said, giving her pat answer to enquiries of that sort. �We�re getting there.�
Kingsley nodded slowly, a cynical expression on his face, but he enquired no further. Neither did anyone else.

Pauline was sitting in her office the following Monday morning when the first phone call came in. Unsurprisingly, it was Joshua Flag, the artists and repertoire manager from Aristocrat Records�the A&R guy assigned to Veteran. Since he was in charge of a group that she managed, he had her direct line and was able to bypass the answering service she employed.
�What can I do for you, Josh?� Pauline asked him after enduring nearly five minutes of boring, unproductive preliminaries. She was sitting in her pajamas at her desk, had still not taken her shower for the day, and her coffee was getting cold.
�Well,� he said, his weasel-like, used car salesman voice firmly in gear, �I was mostly calling just to update you on how the boys are doing. They�ve been rehearsing up a storm in that warehouse and they�ll be ready to hit the road for the first scheduled date on September 30 in Boston.�
�I�m aware of that,� Pauline told him. �I do keep in touch with my band, you know. I spoke to them after their rehearsal on Friday.�
�Yes, yes, of course,� Joshua told her. �I just wanted to touch bases with you on that and let you know we�re still on track. And then there�s the whole Matt Tisdale thing.�
�You mean that he�s releasing his album at the end of the month?� she asked.
�Right,�
�You told me about that last week,� Pauline reminded him. �Is there any new information about it? Any new thoughts on how that might impact sales and airplay for Veteran?�
�Well ... no,� he said. �Our assessment of the situation remains the same. It is projected that the album is going to have minimal airplay and only sell to the hard-core Tisdale fans. He�s actually doing us a favor by putting his crap out first. It�ll bring Intemperance back into the current public consciousness. It can only help Veteran.�
�Yes,� Pauline said. �I seem to remember talking about this subject at length when it was first brought up.�
�Right,� Josh said. �Again, just touching bases here, making sure we�re all on the same page.�
�We�re all on the same page, Josh,� she said. �Is there anything else?�
�Uh ... well ... now that you mention it,� he said, as if it were an afterthought and nothing of consequence, �I�ve heard a rumor floating about that your brother and Celia Valdez are working on some sort of independent project.�
Pauline smiled. Thank you, Coop, she thought. Jake had called that one. There was no way Coop could possibly keep his mouth shut about that kind of news. Still, she had to play cool. �Wherever might you have heard something like that?� she asked Joshua.
�Nowhere in particular,� he said. �It�s just a little rumor that�s floating about. We here at Aristocrat just wanted to know if there was any truth to it.�
�I�m not really at liberty to say, one way or the other,� she told him.
�But you�re not denying it?� he asked.
�Nor am I confirming it,� she said. �What business is it of yours, anyway?�
�It�s not really our business, but ... you know ... if it�s true, maybe we could make it our business, depending on what kind of stuff Jake is working on.�
�Just Jake?� she asked. �What about Celia?�
She could almost hear the eye roll he had to be doing. �Celia doesn�t interest us much,� he said. �She�s a has-been. That contract we offered her last year was just something we were doing out of ... oh, kindness, I suppose. We weren�t really anticipating making much money from it.�
�Wow,� Pauline said. �Aristocrat Records doing something out of kindness? That kind of brings a tear to my eye, Josh.�
�We did have an expectation that a Celia Valdez solo album wouldn�t lose money for us,� he said. �That is not likely to be the case these days. Too much time has gone by since she was hot.�
�It�s only been two years since their last hit album,� Pauline said.
�An eternity in the popular music biz,� he said. �Anyway, we were talking about Jake. Has he come around and started producing some hard rock tunes in the Intemperance genre? If he has, we would certainly be interested in giving them a listen. He remains a huge, untapped resource you know. That contract offer we made him would still stand.�
�If this rumor were true and he and Celia were starting their own label, why in the world would he sign a contract with Aristocrat?�
�I would think that would be obvious,� Josh told her. �For financing and development of the project.�
�Correct me if I�m wrong,� she said, �as I am just a relative newcomer to the music business after all, but when one starts one�s own label, one necessarily has the financing for development of the project in place. That�s the whole idea of being independent, right?�
�Well, yes, of course,� Josh allowed, �but isn�t it always better to have someone like us footing the bill in advance?�
�Hmmm,� she said slowly. �I�m thinking the answer to that is no, when someone like you gets to keep eighty percent of the profit and retain rights to the music being produced. I can pretty much assure you that Jake and Celia are both done traveling down that road.�
�Then they are working on something?� Josh asked.
�Again, I neither confirm nor deny that information,� Pauline told him.
�Understood,� Josh said. �But if Jake is working on something and he insists on remaining independent, he is going to need a partnership with one of the labels in some form in order to get his project manufactured and distributed, not to mention promoted. Am I correct, or are you trying to imply that he raised enough capital to fund his own manufacturing facility as well?�
�I�m not trying to imply anything, Josh, but I would have to say that you�re correct, if Jake and Celia were working on such projects, they would need to partner with a label at some point.�
�Again, we don�t give a rat�s ass about Valdez,� he said. �But we would be very interested to hear what Jake is working on. A proper Jake Kingsley solo effort would bring in millions for our stockholders, even if we�re only getting royalties for the partnership instead of the sponsorship. If he wants to be independent, we can accept that, but we want in on the effort.�
�Assuming the tunes are something you approve of,� Pauline said.
�Well ... naturally we would want to evaluate the marketability of the project,� he said. �That�s why I�m asking you to let us have a little listen to what they�re doing. Have they made a demo tape yet?�
�There are no demo tapes,� Pauline said, truthfully even.
�Well, how about me and a couple of our artist development specialists go over to their studio and take a listen to them?� he suggested next.
�What makes you think there�s a studio?�
�Come now, Pauline,� he said, using the condescending tone that always infuriated her. �You, of all people, should know that information regarding limited liability companies such as KVA Records are matters of public record. There is a studio on Prospect Park Lane in Santa Clarita that is leased by KVA Records. The papers list the owners of KVA Records as Jake Kingsley, Pauline Kingsley, William and Sharon Archer, and Celia Valdez. You guys didn�t even bother setting up shell ownership to keep people off your trail.�
�You certainly seem to have a lot of information on KVA, Josh,� she said. �Could it be that this was perhaps not just a casual enquiry made at the end of a touching bases phone call?�
�It could be,� he said. �Are you still going to deny that you brother is working on something?�
�Officially, yes,� she said. �Unofficially, I�ll tell you a couple of tidbits that you�re going to need to mull over.�
�Do tell.�
�If Jake was working on something, any business deal he would make would be dependent on a few things. The first would be that you don�t get to pick and choose which project or which part of a project you decide to accept and promote. You would be paid a flat fee to manufacture and distribute whatever KVA wants you to manufacture and distribute, whether you think it worthy of the effort or not. You would then be offered a percentage of the royalties on the album for following through with promotion.�
�That is not how we do business with independents,� Josh said.
�Then I guess you wouldn�t be doing business with KVA Records,� she said. �The only way we would do business is if you agree to both Jake�s and Celia�s projects, at a royalty rate to be negotiated at the time of production, of course.�
�So, Jake is trying to drag Celia along on his coattails, huh?� Josh said. �What�s the deal there? Is he boning her?�
�He is not boning her,� Pauline assured him. They certainly did not want that rumor floating around. �He has confidence in her musical ability. You folks over here at Aristocrat have greatly underestimated her talent and capability, Josh. You�re sitting there talking about untapped resources and you passed up on a goddamn gold mine when you let her go.�
Josh scoffed at this. �You�re trying to tell me that some of the best and most experienced artist development talent in the nation are wrong about Valdez, but you and your brother are right?�
�That is exactly what I�m suggesting,� she said. �Like Jake always says, your so-called experts are completely out of touch with their target audience. You�re in the process of killing the music industry with your arrogance. You are dead wrong about Celia Valdez. As wrong as someone could be.�
Josh sighed into her ear. �Well ... I guess we could at least give her a listen as well. What could it hurt?�
�There will be no listening in the near future,� Pauline said. �If Jake and Celia are working on projects, they will not be heard by any record company representative until the tracks are all recorded and they have masters in hand. At that point, we�ll let someone hear them and then the negotiations may follow.�
�Again, Pauline, that is not how we do business.�
�I understand your position,� she told him. �That is, however, how we do business.�

The following Sunday, at precisely eight o�clock PM, a black stretch limousine pulled into Jake�s driveway and honked its horn. It was one of the limos from Buxfield, a family owned company that the members of Intemperance used to have an endorsement contract with. These days the contract was no more, since Intemperance was no more and Jake, their most photogenic advertising model, no longer wanted his picture floating about. All the same, he maintained a good relationship with the company and used them frequently at full price�particularly on Sunday nights.
�It sounds like my ride is here,� Jake told his parents, both of whom were sitting on the couch in the entertainment room, watching a movie on the VCR.
�Okay, honey,� his mother said. �Have fun.�
�I�m certainly going to try,� Jake replied.
�And don�t do anything I wouldn�t do,� said his father with a grin.
Jake returned the grin. �Can you give me a real quick list of what you wouldn�t do?� he asked him.
They shared a laugh at that and then Jake headed for the front door. He was dressed in his going out clothes�a pair of slacks, a button-up short sleeved shirt, and wing-tipped shoes that were polished to a high gleam. His hair was neatly combed and styled and his mustache was trimmed. He looked like a respectable businessman out for a night on the town.
�Have fun, Jake,� said Elsa, who was putting a few finishing touches on her nightly clean of the foyer. �And be careful.�
�I�m always careful, Elsa,� he told her. �You should know that.�
She smiled at him, then stepped close. �You have plenty of prophylactics, I trust.�
�A three-pack in my wallet,� he assured her.
�Excellent,� she said, her British accent particularly strong. �See that you use them, but throw the wrappers away, if you please.�
�I know the drill, Elsa,� he said.
�Yes,� she said, �yet I still find condom wrappers in your pants at least every other Monday morning.�
He gave her a one armed hug. �Why do you put up with me?� he asked her.
�Because you pay extremely well,� she said. �No other reason.�
He opened the door and stepped out into the late July twilight. The driver of the limo was Zeke, one of the longer termed employees of the service. He was standing near the rear door, holding it open.
�Good evening, Mr. Kingsley,� Zeke told him.
�That�s not my name, Zeke, remember,� he scolded. �On Sunday nights, I�m JD King. You can call me JD.�
Zeke flushed a little. �My apologies ... JD,� he said.
�That�s the way to say it,� Jake said, sitting down in the seat. JD King was the name he went by on Sundays when he went out on the town. It was the name that National Records had wanted to hang on him back when they had first signed, thinking Jake Kingsley was boring and not as marketable. Now, he embraced the name as his alter-celebrity persona. The challenge: to get laid on Sundays without revealing who he really was. Since many of the trysts in question ended up occurring in the limo itself, having the cooperation of the driver was necessary.
Zeke closed the door and then sat down in the driver�s seat. �Where to tonight, JD?� he asked.
�Let�s hit the Alturas Club over on the west side,� Jake said. �I haven�t been there in a while.�
�As you wish,� Zeke said. He dropped the car into gear and pulled away.
Before they were even out of the driveway, Jake was mixing himself a potent rum and coke from the bar before him. It would be his first drink of the day. Having his parents stay with him had cut down on his alcohol consumption considerably more than the drastic cut down he had already been undergoing. He still had a beer or a glass of wine at night after coming home from the studio, but gone were the drunken Sunday afternoons. He just didn�t want his parents to see him in the condition he tended to achieve when alone.
The first rum and coke was in his stomach before they even made it out of the neighborhood and down to the main street. Feeling the comforting warmth spreading throughout his body, and the pleasant relaxation of the pre-buzz, Jake quickly mixed up another, not even having to replace the ice as none of it had had much time to melt. He took a few sips out of the second drink and then flipped on the radio set into the panel next to the bar. He quickly tuned it to 98.5 on the FM dial, KRON, one of the local hard rock stations. Without surprise, he found they were playing Who Needs Love?, an Intemperance song from their first album.
As always when he heard one of their songs on the radio, he felt a flash of nostalgia for days gone by, for tour buses and gross intoxication, for endless groupies and endless battles with the evil empire that was National Records. Those had been the days.
�A good tune, JD,� Zeke told him through the open partition. �You guys really were the shit.�
�We were, weren�t we?� Jake returned.
�I hear you�re working on something new though,� Zeke said.
Jake looked at him in surprise. �Where did you hear that?� he asked.
�From Coop,� he said. �We still drive him around quite a bit�especially when he goes out on Saturday and Wednesday nights. He told me you and that Mexican chick had hooked up and were putting something together.�
�Wow,� Jake said appreciably. He had known that Coop had loose lips, of course�that had been the plan, after all�but he hadn�t known they were that loose. He was telling the limo drivers? Jesus Christ.
�I can�t wait to hear it,� Zeke said.
�It�s a ways from reaching the consumer still,� Jake told him, �but I�ll be sure you get a pre-release copy.�
�Signed?� Zeke asked hopefully.
�Signed,� Jake promised. He then took another sip�a sip that anyone else would have defined as a gulp.
Who Needs Love faded out and the voice of Steve �Boom Boom� Callahan, the night DJ, came on. �A little Intemp action for you here on your Sunday night cruise on the Chrone Bone, your station for all things that rock in the greater LA region. And speaking of Intemp, we got a little track here from Matt Tisdale�s upcoming album, Next Phase, which is due to hit the stores in about two more weeks.�
Jake�s attention perked up. Matt�s tune? He knew that the release was imminent, but he had yet to hear anything from the album. This must be a pre-release track that National had sent out in advance to generate interest in the album. Now he would get to hear what the man who had called him a murderer, who had declared he would never play with him again, had managed to come up with on his own. He reached over and turned up the volume a little.
�The tune we have here is called Into the Pain,� Boom Boom said. �It features Tisdale himself on lead guitar, of course, but also on the lead vocals. Give it a listen and tell us what you think. Here we go. Get ready for a ride on the new music train.�
The tune started with a long, drawn-out solo that ramped up from sedate into a screaming, finger-tapping maelstrom. That then evolved into a complex, palm muted riff that was joined by the pounding of drums and the hammering of a bass. Jake noted right away the lack of any overdubs or complex engineering to the tune. It was only those three instruments playing. It was almost as if Matt and his two bandmates were in a studio, playing out a live track into a microphone.
�That�s some heavy sounding shit, there,� Zeke said.
�That it is,� Jake agreed, letting his foot tap along to the rhythm, trying to get into it, trying to evaluate it on its merits and not on his personal feelings for the man who had produced it.
The song played on for nearly three minutes before any vocals were laid down, switching back and forth between the main riff and some hard jamming solos. Finally, Matt�s voice came forth, singing out a series of short verses about the harshness of life and how everything good led to disaster. The chorus was also short and simple, though expressive.
�Into the Pain! It�s inevitable!
�Into the Pain! It�ll suck your soul!
�Always know that whatever ground you gain...
�Will only lead you into the Pain.�
It was a brutally angry tune, of that there was no doubt, a marked change both musically and lyrically from what he had typically written for Intemperance. His voice work wasn�t bad�Matt could definitely carry a tune well�but it, like the instrumentation, was unsupported by any backup singing or vocal engineering. It was as if he were singing the song into a microphone at a club.
�Quite a long song,� Zeke commented about four and half minutes in.
�Yeah,� Jake said, still listening with the analytical ear�the best he could, anyway. For each set of two verses and two choruses that Matt sung out, he would then spend thirty or so seconds laying down blistering guitar work. There were variations on the main riff, secondary riffs, and seething, angry solos, most done by utilizing tempo changes�sometimes slower than the primary tempo, sometimes faster, often interspersed with pounding drum fills that added to the general blackness and mood.
Finally, after what Jake estimated to be more than seven minutes, the tune came to an end in a flurry of drumbeats and guitar notes that were allowed to fade naturally down behind one final scream of �Into the Pain!�
�Well now,� Boom Boom said when it was over, �that was certainly a hard rocker, wasn�t it? And I could�ve totally gone and had myself a little sit down in the restroom while it played, had I been so inclined. Anyway, that was Matt Tisdale�s new cut from his solo album, heard for the first, but surely not the last, time, here on KRON, your rockin� LA station. And now, how about we mellow down just a bit and get our hearts back to normal. Here�s a little G&R for you.�
Jake turned the radio down as Sweet Child o� Mine began to play. He looked over at Zeke. �What did you think of that?� he asked him.
�It sounded kind of rough,� Zeke said. �A little rougher than I really care for�and it was long, with lots of guitar and not much singing.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �It definitely wasn�t pop music.�
�I don�t know,� Zeke said. �I like Matt and all, but I�m not sure it�s something I can get into. What about you? What did you think?�
�The guitar work was impressive,� he said. �I�ll give him that. The man knows how to play.�
�No argument there,� Zeke said.
�I can see a definite potential in that song, but he didn�t carry it out the way it should have been.�
�Carry it out? What do you mean?�
�There was no studio engineering or refinement on it,� Jake explained. �Not even minimally, like we used to do when we were laying down Intemperance tracks. Overdubs, level blending, maybe some double tracking of the vocals. Matt was always opposed to all those things, but we always managed to get them in there to some extent. It sounds to me like he didn�t allow any input from the sound people at all, that he basically just laid down the tracks as is and let them stand.�
�And that�s not good?� Zeke asked.
�Not if you�re trying to put out solid, palatable music that will appeal to more than one audience.�
�Interesting,� Zeke said, mostly because he really had no idea what Jake was talking about.
�He could have done much better,� Jake opined. �If he would�ve let the Nerdlys engineer that for him, he could�ve blown fucking Metallica out of the water. If that track is indicative of the entire album though, I think that Pauline�s information is correct. No one but a hard-core Matt fan is going to buy it and most of the radio stations aren�t going to play the cuts.�
�That�s too bad for Matt,� Zeke said carefully. He knew the score between Matt and the other former Intemperance members.
�Yeah, too bad for Matt,� Jake agreed, unable to help but a feel a sharp pang of petty satisfaction.

Even though it was Sunday night the Alturas Club, a trendy, upper-end nightclub, was fairly crowded with a variety of men and women, most between the ages of twenty-one and thirty. Jake waited in line like everyone else and paid his cover charge from a thick roll of twenty dollar bills he had pulled from an ATM machine earlier in the day.
Modern dance music was playing and couples were moving and grooving to it out on the large dance floor. Most of the cocktail tables were occupied currently, but there were a few spots open at the large bar that sat in a square in the center of the room. Jake grabbed a seat and ordered a rum and coke, tall, from a mid-thirties female bartender.
He paid her in cash and left a hefty tip, one that would insure she would make him another drink whenever he started to get low. He lit up a cigarette and then, drink in hand, turned around in his chair to scope out the room. Like always, it was a target rich environment. He noted three young women sitting at one of the cocktail tables drinking fruity looking concoctions with little umbrellas in them. All were wearing short skirts that showed off their legs and low cut tops that showed off their cleavage. Two were platinum blondes, one a brunette. He noted their existence and then continued to scope.
He was two drinks in when he finally decided to try an approach. The young brunette he had noted earlier was still sitting at the cocktail table but her two friends had gone out to dance. He set down his empty glass, put out his cigarette, and then walked over to her. She eyed him as he came closer, looking him up and down, her face remaining without expression. She certainly displayed no sign that she knew it was Jake Kingsley coming over to her.
�Hey there,� Jake greeted, putting a shy smile on his face.
�Hey,� she said, still with no expression, no tone in her voice.
�Care to dance a little?� he asked, waving his hand at the floor.
She hesitated a bit and then shrugged. �Sure,� she said. �Why not?�
She stood and took his hand, allowing him to lead her out onto the floor. The song currently playing was Gonna Make You Sweat (Everybody Dance Now), one of the staples played in clubs such as this. Though Jake did not have much appreciation for dance music in general, he did enjoy the simple, powerful beat of the tune. Without further conversation, he and the girl began to dance. She wasn�t bad, perhaps a bit less than enthusiastic. Jake, on the other hand, was a fantastic dancer and he knew it. He had no problem exploiting his natural sense of rhythm and showmanship for the cause of fornication.
�Nice moves,� his partner said appreciably after a particularly enthusiastic spin and shoulder dip maneuver.
�Thank you,� Jake told her. �I�m JD.�
�Darla,� she said, a small smile appearing on her face now.
They danced through that song and through the one after it, with Darla becoming a little more enthusiastic as they went. Still, Jake was not getting good vibes from her. She kept her distance from him, going out of her way to avoid touching anything but his hands, and even that was a rarity. So, when the second song ended, he thanked her for the dance and headed back to the bar, not even offering to buy her a drink. She did not seem disappointed.
He nursed another rum and coke, smoked another cigarette, and then drank a large glass of water to keep himself hydrated. He struck up a conversation with a cute brunette sitting next to him, but it only lasted until her boyfriend returned from wherever it was he had been. Jake took this in stride. The night was still young.
He danced a few times with a platinum blonde named Bobbi, and got enough vibes out of her that he asked her if he could buy her a drink. She smiled at him and told him that she was capable of buying her own drinks, thank you very much, and off she strolled.
�All right then,� Jake said to himself as she walked away. �Moving along.�
It was well after ten o�clock, and well after his seventh rum and coke, when he spotted the redhead. She was strolling around the perimeter of the dance floor, nursing a glass of white wine while she watched the dancers. She had on a slinky black miniskirt that was perhaps a bit shorter than propriety dictated. She was a bit on the chubby side, not obese by any means, but not model thin either. Her legs were nice, however, if perhaps a bit plump. And her face was cute, though her skin tone did not seem to contrast exactly with the shade of red that her hair was.
Jake decided to ask her to dance, not thinking it a bit odd that he had not been with a redhead since that fateful day in Cabo San Lucas when he�d cheated on Rachel, his girlfriend at the time, with one and had been caught, thus ending the relationship. There was just something about this girl that struck his fancy. Perhaps it was those huge mammaries she was displaying proudly. They would certainly feel nice if he managed to get his hands on them.
�Would you like to dance?� he asked her.
She did, in fact, like to dance. They went out on the floor and shook their booties to three straight songs. She was not shy about putting her body into contact with his and he felt those large breasts moving up and down his chest several times, her silky smooth legs sliding against his. She had no problem with him putting his hands on her waist as they moved to the beat of the music.
�You dance great!� she told him, visibly impressed with his moves.
�You�re not so bad yourself,� he returned.
�I�m Clarissa,� she said. �Clarissa Fowler.�
�JD King,� Gath told her, not missing a stride or a move. �It�s nice to meet you, Clarissa.�
�You as well.�
The song wound down and a slow song started. Jake decided not to chance it at the moment. �How about I buy you a drink, Clarissa?� he offered.
That brought a big smile to her face. �I thought you�d never ask,� she said.
They worked their way over to the bar and found an empty spot to sit down. Jake got a brief flash of her black panties as she maneuvered herself onto the stool�a flash he was pretty sure had been deliberate. Yes, Miss Clarissa was putting off some good vibes. Even in a place like this, it was a challenge to find a young, attractive woman who was willing to head off and have meaningless sex with a total stranger. But there were always a few in the crowd.
�What�ll it be?� the bartender asked.
�Rum and coke for me,� Jake said. �And for you?�
�Chardonnay,� she said.
�What kind would you like?� the bartender asked.
Before she could say anything, Jake answered for her. �The best you got,� he said.
The bartender raised her eyebrows a bit. �Uh ... that would be the �87 Inglenook Reserve,� she said. �It�s eighteen dollars a glass.�
�Sounds reasonable enough,� Jake said with a shrug. He then whipped out his roll of twenties and laid two of them down. �Fire us up.�
The roll of bills and the purchase of the most expensive wine had the desired effect on Clarissa. She beamed at him while the bartender retreated to prepare their order. �Thanks, JD,� she said. �You must have a pretty good job.�
He gave a shrug. �I do all right,� he assured her. �But tell me about you. What do you do?�
�Me? Nothing much. I work as a billing clerk over at Plano Healthcare.�
�That sounds kind of interesting,� he said.
She chuckled. �It�s not. I work in a tiny cubicle on a floor filled with a hundred other cubicles. I spend all day talking on the phone to people who really don�t want to talk to me.� She shrugged. �It�s a living.�
�Is that what you want to do with your life?� he asked. �Be a billing clerk in a cubicle farm?�
�No, of course not,� she said. �I�m taking classes at Harbor College, just one or two at a time for now. I want to be a vet tech.�
�A vet tech?�
�You know? Like a nurse for veterinarians. It�s not the most high paying job in the world, but I love animals, you know?�
Jake nodded respectfully. �Pursue your dreams,� he advised with complete sincerity. �It is worthwhile in the end.�
The bartender brought their drinks over and then picked up the two twenties. �Keep the change, hon,� Jake told her.
�Really?� she asked surprised.
�Really,� he confirmed. �Just make sure we don�t have empty glasses for long.�
�Absolutely,� she said, giving him a warm smile.
�Wow,� Clarissa said. �You just tipped her like eighteen bucks.�
Jake shrugged as if it were nothing. �It�s only money,� he said casually. He picked up his drink and held it out to her for a toast. �To following our dreams.�
She smiled again. �To following our dreams,� she repeated.
They clinked their glasses together and drank. Her expression turned very happy when she tasted the wine. �Wow,� she said. �This is very good stuff. Smooth as silk.�
Jake nodded. �The �87 Inglenook is pretty good�a decent example of what the Napa Valley can produce. It doesn�t really compare to French chardonnay, however. I have a couple of bottles of the �86 Chateau St. Claire from the vineyards in Chablis, France in my collection. Now that stuff is something you should try sometime�a nice smooth finish with just a hint of oak and citrus on the exhalation. It goes beautifully with pork and chicken dishes, or just to catch a buzz on the old balcony at sunset.�
�Wow,� she said. �It sounds like you know your wines.�
Another shrug. �I know what I like,� he said, his eyes looking her up and down and sending a definite message.
She smiled warmly back at him. The message was received.
After two drinks, they headed back out onto the dance floor and showed off their moves once again. This time, Jake grew a little bolder with his touches, as did Clarissa. By the third song in she was brazenly rubbing herself against him and her hands were flirting with boundary of his ass. His hands, in turn, were dipping down onto her bare legs on occasion, and straying up to the side swells of her breasts. This was the point where he knew he would have to pull a major screw-up to not get laid.
A slow dance came on�Open Arms, by Journey. This time he did not ask her to leave the dance floor with him. Instead, he opened his arms and she stepped into them. They swayed softly to the music, her lush body pressed against his, her head resting on his shoulder. He blew softly in her ear and she turned her face to his, the wanting look in her eyes. He put his lips to hers and they kissed, just long enough for the tip of her tongue to dart out and touch his.
�That was nice,� she breathed.
�Yes,� he agreed, pulling her a little closer, enjoying the feel of those soft boobs pressing into him. In his pants, Little Jake was starting to get very interested in the goings on.
Clarissa felt this as well. She did not shy away from it. Instead, she pushed herself more firmly against him. �I�m starting to think you like me,� she giggled.
�I do,� he said, his fingertips caressing her jawline, just below her ear. �Listen, do you maybe want to take a little ride with me?�
�A ride?� she said, an air of caution edging into her voice.
�I have my limousine out front,� he said.
�That�s your limousine?� she asked, having obviously seen it on her way in.
�It is,� he said. �We could take a little drive along the ocean maybe, have a few more drinks, get to know each other a little better, see what develops?�
She pushed back from him and looked into his eyes. �Tell me you�re not a serial killer trying to lure me away from here,� she demanded.
He chuckled. �I�m not a serial killer trying to lure you away from here,� he promised. �My intentions are honorable.� He looked her up and down, unabashedly. �Well ... mostly honorable.�
She continued to look into his eyes for a moment and then she smiled. �Let�s go,� she said.
They went.
Zeke saw them coming and rushed out to open the rear door for them. �Welcome back, Mr. King,� he greeted. �Where would you like to go?�
�How about a little drive down the PCH near Sunset Beach?� he suggested. True, the Hollywood Hills were a little more scenic at night, but experience had taught him that the winding, twisting road would often cause motion sickness in his prospect. Having one�s date start vomiting on the drive was a sure-fire way to bring an abrupt, and sometimes messy end to an otherwise pleasant evening.
�Very good, sir,� Zeke said.
They stepped into the back and settled in, Jake making sure the partition between the passenger and driver�s compartment was closed, Clarissa goggling at the bar and the television and the panel of knobs and switches that controlled everything.
Jake mixed himself another rum and coke and then poured Clarissa a glass of chilled 1991 Mondavi Sauvignon Blanc from the well-stocked wine refrigerator. She took it from him, toasted with him �to beauty�, and then looked out at the traffic passing around them.
�This is just so cool,� she said.
�I�m glad you�re having a good time,� Jake said, sliding a little closer to her.
She looked at him again. �What is it that you said you did for a living?� she asked.
�Nothing much,� he said. �I�m a partner in a business here in the LA area. We do well for ourselves.�
�What kind of business?� she asked.
�Nothing fascinating,� he said. �We�re kind of a support arm for the music industry.�
�The music industry?� she asked, her interest piqued. �Do you know any famous people?�
He shook his head. �No, not really,� he told her. �Like I said, we�re not part of the interesting branch of the music industry. What we do is really quite boring, actually, but it pays the bills.�
She looked around at the inside of the limo again. �And some,� she said.
Jake smiled and then flipped on the radio, which, per standard operating protocol that Zeke knew well, was now tuned to 93.7 FM, the easy listening station. Bread was on, playing I�d Like to Make it with You. Perfect.
He put his arm around Clarissa and she snuggled into him.
�This is like a dream,� she whispered.
�A dream come true,� he replied, and then put his lips to hers.
She was a good kisser. She tasted of white wine and her tongue slid expertly against his while her arms went around his neck. He let his hand slide down along the flank of her body, just barely touching her breast, and then moving across her hip and onto the bare silkiness of her thigh. He caressed her here, relishing the feel of female flesh against his fingertips.
They never saw the ocean at all. By the time Zeke got them to the Pacific Coast Highway, Clarissa�s top was down and Jake was suckling on her large nipples while his fingers slid up and down the damp crotch of her black panties. She, in turn, had unzipped his pants and was gripping his erection through the gap in his underwear, feeling the girth of it and liking what she felt.
�Do you want me to suck it?� she asked breathlessly.
�Uh ... sure, go for it,� he said, raising his hips up so she could pull his pants and underwear down and off.
His was not the first dick that had been in her mouth, he surmised as she swallowed him whole. She slurped up and down, down and up, unconsciously moving to the rhythm of the song If You Leave Me Now, by Chicago, which was playing on the radio.
�Oh yeah,� he groaned, his left hand running through her red hair, his right hand up under the back of her skirt and feeling the cheeks of her ass. �This is what it�s all about.�
Before long, her little black panties were on the floor of the limo and she was sitting on his lap, his erection in hand. He was a bit disappointed to find that the drapes did not match the carpet. While the hair on her head was a luxuriant shade of red, the neatly trimmed patch on her pubis was as black as night. He should have known. Her skin complexion just did not match that of a natural redhead.
Not that this was a deal breaker, by any means. Armpit hair, maybe a deal breaker. Leg hair, definitely a deal breaker, but a simple mismatch between pubes and top cover? Never. He pulled a condom out of his pants and, with one hand only, expertly opened the wrapper and applied the product, hardly missing stride in his kissing and breast suckling as he did so. He wasn�t sure if Clarissa even noticed that he had done it.
If she hadn�t, she certainly made no attempt to stop him when he lifted up on her hips and planted her atop his straining member.
�Ohhhh, fuck yeah!� she groaned as she sank down on him, taking him into her dripping wet passage.
�Agreed,� Jake panted as he began to move her up and down.
He gave her his best work, as he always did. Even if it was a cheap one night stand, there was no sense in leaving her with a bad impression of JD King. He let her ride him for a bit, until she was fully lustful and sweaty, and then he laid her down in the plush back seat and hammered into her in the missionary position, using every move he�d developed over the years to draw an orgasm out of her.
�Oh ... God ... God ... Godddddddddddd!� she screamed as she came.
In the front seat, Zeke, a veteran of such shenanigans in his limo, gave a knowing smile and a little thumbs up. He kept driving.
Jake then flipped her over and drove into her from behind, slamming in and out with enough force to actually rock the three ton limo on its springs. This drew another blissful orgasm from Clarissa, and forced Jake to have to struggle with his mental block to keep himself under control.
For the finale, he put her on her back again, her legs tight together and bent upward toward her shoulders while he hammered in and out. She managed to squeak out one more orgasm in this fashion before Jake let the mental block down and allowed him to blast off into the condom.
They cuddled together afterword, still naked from the waist down, finally able to see the darkness of the ocean for the first time.
�That was fucking incredible,� Clarissa told him.
�Yeah,� Jake said softly. �It was, wasn�t it?�
She looked over at him. �Are you for real?� she asked.
�For real?�
�This isn�t just a dream I�m having, right? Because it kind of feels like one of those things that�s too good to be true. I meet a rich, good looking guy in a club, he�s nice, he pays attention to me, and he gives me three fucking orgasms in his limousine while we drive along the ocean. Shit like that doesn�t really happen.�
He smiled and kissed her on the nose. �I assure you, this is not a dream,� he said. He then reached down and pulled the condom off his junk. He tied a careful knot in it and then tossed it into the garbage slot installed in the partition. He would, of course, keep a careful eye on that garbage slot until after Clarissa had exited the vehicle.
She watched this all with a careful eye and then turned to him. �Will I ever see you again?� she asked.
�You most certainly will,� he said lightly. �I enjoyed your company very much. And you�re a wonderful dancer.�
That brought a smile to her face.
�Now then,� Jake said. �Shall we take you home, or do you need to go back to the club to get your vehicle?�
�Uh ... home is good,� she said. �A friend of mine took me to the club tonight. She ... uh ... won�t think it strange that I found another ride home.�
�I see,� Jake said. �Why don�t we make ourselves presentable and then you can tell Zeke where you live.�
They made themselves presentable and then Jake lowered the partition with a switch.
�How are things back there, Mr. King?� Zeke asked, without the slightest hint of knowing in his tone or expression.
�Perfect, Zeke,� Jake told him. �Absolutely perfect. The young lady would like to go home now. Can you take us there?�
�I can,� he said. �Just tell me where home is.�
She named off her address. Zeke did not need to ask for any clarification on where that was. He simply turned in the direction of Santa Monica.
Clarissa looked at Zeke for a moment and then leaned close to Jake. �He wasn�t ... uh ... able to hear what was going on back here, right?�
�Of course not,� Jake assured her�lying through his teeth this time. �Limos are perfectly soundproofed. It�s like we were doing it in a bank vault.�
�Oh,� she said brightly. �That�s a relief.�
The trip to her home took just over thirty minutes. It was a shabby looking apartment complex just off Santa Monica Boulevard. Just before stepping out, she scratched her number on one of the drink napkins.
�You�ll call me?� she asked.
�You know I�ll call you,� he promised, folding the napkin and putting it in his shirt pocket.
They had another luxuriant kiss and then he walked her to her door. They had another at her doorway. He promised again that he would call her.
�I�ll be waiting,� she said, her face glowing as she stepped inside and shut the door.
He walked slowly back to the limo, lighting a cigarette as he went. Zeke was there, holding the door open for him.
�Thanks, Zeke,� he said, sitting down inside.
�Back home, JD?� Zeke asked, once he was strapped in.
�We can go back to Jake now,� Jake told him. �And, yes. Back home will be fine.�
�Very good, sir.�
They pulled out of the complex.
Jake helped himself to a glass of the opened wine. No sense letting it go to waste. As he sipped, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the napkin with Clarissa�s phone number written on. Without even a second glance, he tossed it into the garbage bin where it landed atop the used condom with the knot tied in it.

Chapter 5: Tight Quarters

Coos Bay, Oregon
September 24, 1991
In the bedroom of the hillside house overlooking the Pacific Ocean, Jake�s digital alarm clock clicked over to 6:30 AM and the radio began to play. The device in question sat on the oak dresser eleven feet from the bed. The radio was tuned to 88.7 on the FM dial, which was the local Catholic station that played nothing but Christian oriented music. The volume was turned up to nearly the loudest setting.
�A pleasant morning to all the righteous out there,� intoned the soft-spoken disc jockey to the nearly three hundred current listeners in the greater Coos Bay region of Oregon�s southern coast. �That was Amy Grant with Father�s Eyes�a true classic if ever there was one. And now, to get you up and moving for your day, we have Sandi Patty and the Mormon Tabernacle Choir with their rendition of What A Friend We Have in Jesus. Enjoy.�
�Oh, fuck no,� Jake said, quickly pulling the covers off and rolling to his feet. He nearly sprinted across the room and hit the off button on the alarm clock before the Mormons of the Tabernacle Choir could even hit their first high note. The strategic positioning of the alarm clock, the radio dial, and the volume setting had done their magic. Jake was awake and out of bed. Once these two things were accomplished, there would be no chance of him drifting back off.
He yawned deeply, rubbed his eyes and then stretched a little. Though his head was still fuzzy from the sudden sleep to awake transition, he did not feel badly. He had gone to bed at eleven last night after only two glasses of wine, so there was no hangover, no straining bladder, no headache. There simply was not enough time to do any serious drinking now that the recording process was in motion.
The ragtag group of musicians with no name, official or unofficial, and their sound team, had packed up and come to Coos Bay one week before and were staying as a group in a rented house. Though the house, which was costing KVA Records LLC eleven hundred dollars a week, had six bedrooms, five bathrooms and nearly 4500 square feet of living space, it was still quite crowded with nine permanent residents and eventually, though it hadn�t happened yet, four transient ones.
Nobody had to share bedrooms currently. Jake had the largest of the secondary bedrooms�the only one other than the master with its own attached bathroom. Celia had the master suite on the third floor because Greg was planning to pop in and out for a few days with some frequency during their stay. The Nerdlys had the secondary bedroom next to Jake�s�one without its own shower but they had refused to take Jake�s room when it was offered on the grounds that he was one of �the talent� and therefore their reason for being there in the first place. Cindy and Stan, the Nerdly parental units, had a smaller bedroom tucked away at the very end of the second floor hall. Laura had a tiny room that was tucked away in the rear of the first floor, just off the kitchen. Ted and Ben each had tiny little rooms located off the main entertainment room. Ted�s room had bunk beds in it, and the plan was to have the drummer and the bassist bunk together in Ted�s room when Mary came to play her pieces, or when Pauline came to take care of business (she was actually flying in this afternoon for her first visit). Phil Genkins, Laura�s roommate from Los Angeles and the latest part-time member of the band, would also be coming and going with some frequency later in the process, but Laura said he could stay in her room with her. This, of course, raised a few eyebrows among everyone�mostly the elder Archers�because everyone knew that Laura was engaged to her dentist. When she reminded everyone, however, that Phil was quite gay, the eyebrows came back down among everyone except Ted, who was a self-proclaimed homophobe.
Yes, Jake thought, things are going to get interesting as this little project floats along.
The morning air in the bedroom was brisk and damp, as Jake enjoyed sleeping with the window open so he could hear the sound of the waves rolling into shore a hundred and thirty feet below the cliffside the house sat upon. He shivered a bit and then shut the window, taking a moment to look out of it. His bedroom did not directly face the ocean, so he had to crane his head a bit if he wanted to see it. Sunrise had yet to occur, but the sky was starting to brighten with its approach. The stars were out, and could be seen, so that meant there was no marine layer this morning. That was good. He did not particularly like running in the damp morning fog that occasionally rolled in.
He turned away from the window and walked to his bathroom. After taking care of his morning business and washing up, he came back out into the bedroom and put on his loose fitting shorts and a sleeveless shirt. He donned his running socks and his battered running shoes and then made his way out of the room. The hallway was dark and the doors around him were all closed. From behind the door at the end of the hall, he could hear the rhythmic drone of Stan snoring.
He walked downstairs and made a left into the large kitchen area. Here, the light was on and Celia was standing at the sink wearing a pair of running shorts of her own, as well as a baggy T-shirt with a frog on it. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was filling her water bottle up. She looked over when she heard Jake enter and gave him a smile and a good morning.
�Good morning,� he returned, flashing a brief smile of his own. �How�s the tide?� The status of that tide would determine their running route, as there were places that were inaccessible to them when it was high.
�I haven�t looked,� she said. �My eyes aren�t even all the way open yet.�
Jake picked up a tide table that sat atop the refrigerator. He looked at it, found the day�s date and nodded. �It�s incoming, but we�re only two hours past low. High tide won�t be until just after ten.�
�We should be good for the beach then, right?�
�Right,� he confirmed. Both of them liked the route that took them along the beach for part of the way instead of the one that stuck entirely to the road. It was a better workout as well.
Jake filled up his own water bottle and they made their way out of the kitchen, through the dark entertainment room�they could hear the amazingly loud snores of Ted coming from behind his closed door, snores that were often interrupted by the jarring silence of sleep apnea, which he had proudly proclaimed to everyone he suffered from�and into the foyer. They walked out the front door and closed the door behind them. Jake opened a small lockbox installed next to the door by punching in a code. Inside was a key to the house. He used it to lock the door back up and then returned it to the box. They then walked down to the large circular driveway, where Jake�s BMW, Celia�s Mercedes, and a large white 1982 Ford van that KVA had purchased locally for its mass transportation needs, were parked.
They stretched out for a few minutes�Jake, as always, taking a moment or two to admire Celia�s magnifico pompis as she bent over to loosen up her hamstrings�and then walked out to the small, winding road that ran along this section of the coast. They could see the breakers rolling onto the small strip of exposed rocky shoreline below. Both of them were shivering slightly in the cool air.
�Shall we do this thing?� Celia asked.
�Let�s hit it,� Jake said.
They headed south down the road, going for a little more than a quarter of a mile, passing other ocean view houses, most of which were rentals, all of which were smaller and more modest than the one they were staying in. A narrow access trail intersected the road and they turned right. It was a steep, uneven trail full of switchbacks and liberally sprinkled with loose rocks. They treaded carefully here, not just because of the risk of a rolled ankle, but because if one fell in the right manner on this portion, one might find himself or herself tumbling over the cliff.
They reached the bottom without incident and were now on a strip of sand beach strewn with driftwood and sea kelp. During some of the higher tides, the water would come all the way up to the bottom of the trail, thus their need to carefully check the charts before heading out. At the moment, however, the breakers were rolling in twenty or so yards away. They jogged over to just outside the average breaker zone and turned to the south, quickly settling into a pace of about a nine-minute mile.
They spoke very little as they made their way two miles down the beach, their feet pounding into the sand, their path weaving back and forth depending on the terrain they were following. They curved along into a cove that was surrounded by even more towering cliffs. It was here that their tidal information became particularly important. During every high tide in this part of the cove, the water cut off both the north and south entrances and there were no trails out from within the cove itself. Though they probably would not drown if they found themselves here at the wrong time, they would certainly find themselves sitting on some rocks for six or seven hours until the water retreated enough to let them back out.
�This place is just so beautiful,� Celia remarked as they worked their way around rocky tidal pools and clumps of kelp. Tiny beach crabs scuttled to get out of their way. �I can see why Obie likes living here.�
�It beats the hell out of LA,� Jake had to agree. �No smog, very little traffic, not many earthquakes, just the occasional tsunami rolling in because of earthquakes somewhere else.�
�Not a bad deal,� Celia opined, �as long as your house is up out of the tsunami zone.�
�I�d like to find a place like this, but in California, within easy flight time of LA for when we�re working. Something to think about when our fortunes come rolling in.�
�You really think they�re going to?� she asked.
�I really do,� he assured her. �We�re underway now and our shit sounds good�or at least it will once the Nerdlys get their little hands on it. We only have the tedium of the recording and mixing process now.�
�And the negotiations with the labels for manufacturing, distribution, and promotion,� she reminded.
�They�re going to be fighting with each other over who gets to sign us once we present our masters to them,� Jake predicted. �Now that we got Laura playing her best and Phil on board, things are all falling into place.�
And indeed they were. It had been very touch and go with Laura for a bit, but gradually she warmed to the group, both musically and, perhaps more important, personally. And they had warmed to her as well. That band cohesion they were seeking did not appear magically overnight, but in small phases that nobody seemed to notice until they were well along. It had started with smiles. She actually had one, and it was a very pretty smile at that. They first started seeing it around the second week with her, just occasional flashes when someone noted that she was actually playing better, or when someone made a joke during the lunch breaks or during the setups. The smiles then came more frequently, became more animated and spontaneous, easier to appear.
Around that same time, they noticed her starting to converse more with them. Instead of sitting by herself during lunch, she would join in with the group, even occasionally add something to the conversation. And then, as that developed, they discovered she possessed a sense of humor as well, a dry, deliciously quick wit that caught one completely by surprise when it was displayed�the kind of thing that made one stare at her for a moment and think: Did she really just say that?
As the camaraderie and friendship developed between the pretty, square saxophonist and the rest of the band, her musical expression improved as well. Though she still proclaimed disdain with extreme prejudice for all things rock and heavy metal and most popular music, she did admit to them at one point that the music they were making with her seemed to transcend her preexisting stereotypes.
�Transcends your preexisting stereotypes?� Jake asked when she�d laid that one on them.
�It means,� she explained, utilizing that usually hidden wit of hers, �that you don�t suck quite as much as I thought you were going to.�
Everyone had looked at her in astonishment for a moment, and then burst out laughing.
�Did you really just say that?� Celia had to ask, shaking her head in amusement.
�No offense intended, of course,� she said, a smile on her own face.
�Of course,� Jake returned with a chuckle.
Whatever her personal opinions of their compositions, her phrasing got better with each repetition of each tune, until the music coming out of her instrument was just dripping with soul, was coming forth with all the talent that she had displayed when playing her favorites for them at her audition. Ben had been right all along. She was good enough to play professionally and make a decent living with her horn, and now that she was onboard with them, they were happy to have her as part of the team.
It was during this period of enlightenment that she suggested they give her roommate, Phil, a try as well. That had been during a Saturday afternoon beer bash when both Jake and Celia were complaining about their lack of suitable backup singers. True, they could double track themselves in the studio, and, true, Jake could sing some backup for Celia and Celia could sing some backup for Jake, but there were certain combinations of voices that certain of both of their tunes needed. In short, they needed someone who could sing soprano or mezzo-soprano for female backing on Celia�s Why? and Tell Me About Love, and someone who could sing baritone for male backing on Jake�s Hit the Highway and Can�t Keep Me Down.
It was the mention of the baritone that led Laura to speak up.
�My roommate, Phil is a baritone,� she said. �He�s a pretty good singer, too. He works over at Operetta While You Eat as a singing waiter.�
Everyone looked at her, perhaps wondering if this was yet another display of that dry wit. It was not.
�Operetta While You Eat?� Jake asked incredulously.
�It�s not as cheesy as it sounds,� she assured him. �The food is pretty good, and they make the waiters audition for the parts. It�s a good way for vocalists trying to break into the industry to pay the bills while they�re on their way up. Phil is actually classically trained.�
�No kidding?� Jake said, pondering that.
And so, they�d given him an audition and found that Laura was right. He really could sing, and he understood about things like keeping time and staying in key. He hesitated not in the least to take them up on their offer of fifty dollars an hour, once or twice a week, and to possibly make some trips up to Oregon once things really got rolling.
�I�m sure Laura has told you all,� he said to them after accepting the offer, �but I just want to disclose my sexual orientation to you all right now. I am gay. Hopefully you can all live with that.�
Laura had not actually told them that, but Jake didn�t give a rat�s ass if the man liked to fuck chickens while watching clown porn, as long as he could sing. Celia was actually somewhat delighted with the disclosure�she had a fondness in her heart for gay men since her brother, Eduardo, was one of them (though her family did not know this). Only Ted seemed to have an issue with the disclosure.
�Gay?� he asked. �You mean ... like you have sex with men kind of gay, or you�re just a happy motherfucker?�
�The former,� Phil told him.
�I see,� Ted replied, his face turning into a scowl.
�Is there a problem with that, Ted?� Jake asked.
�No, no problemo,� Ted assured them. He then turned his gaze upon Phil. �I just want it to be known that I am not gay, so don�t be hitting on me.�
Phil looked his morbidly obese body up and down for a moment, taking in the fat rolls and the triple chin, and then nodded. �I will try to control myself,� he promised.
�You do that,� Ted said.
After Phil had left the audition, Laura confided something to Jake. �He was kind of hoping that you might be gay, or at least bi,� she told him.
�Really?� Jake asked.
�Oh yeah,� she said. �He has the major hots for you. Always has.�
Jake nodded thoughtfully, unoffended. As a decent looking male celebrity living in Los Angeles for nearly a decade now, he was regularly hit on by gay men wherever he went. It was just part of the life. �Hmmph,� he said. �You should have told me that before you brought him here. I probably could�ve got him for thirty dollars an hour with a little flirting.�
�Probably,� she agreed. �But you know what the tradeoff would�ve had to have been, right?�
He looked at her in astonishment for a moment and then laughed. She had popped off another one.
There was one boundary, however, that Laura did not break down. She would discuss nothing about her personal life with her fianc�. She had let everyone know that she had a fianc�, that he was older than her by a considerable margin, that he was her dentist, and that no date for the nuptials had been set, but other than that, she was mute. She deflected any and all questions about her lack of an engagement ring, about if her fianc� would like to meet them all, about any plans she might have with him on her day off, or about whatever the mysterious �it�s complicated� might be. Even Phil did not know much about the good doctor, although he was able to confirm a few strong suspicions.
�I�ve met him a few times,� he told Jake once during a Jake day, when Laura wasn�t in the studio. �He usually comes over during lunchtime to boff her and then leaves right after. Every once in a while, once every two months or so, she�ll go away somewhere with him for the weekend. I�ve never once heard her tell me she was going over to his place and, unless she�s going away on a trip with him, she never spends the night away from home.�
�Interesting,� Jake said. �Married, I assume?�
�Obviously,� Phil said. �He has a goddamn wedding ring on his finger when he shows up at our place for his nooners.�
�That�s a pretty reliable sign,� Celia, who had been listening in, could not help but observe.
Phil simply shrugged. �It�s her business, and she�s made it clear to me that she doesn�t want me sticking my nose into it. I love her to death�she�s the sister I never had�but I�m not going to push her for information or judge her. I�ll just be there for her when this finally comes crashing down.�
�That�s sweet, Phil,� Celia beamed at him, patting him on the thigh.
Phil smiled at her and then went back to taking surreptitious glances at Jake�s juicy ass, pondering what it would be like to get his hands on it.
Now, as Jake and Celia reached the furthest inset of the cove and began to turn back toward the southern exit of it, Celia said: �I�ve forgotten how monotonous the recording process is. Over and over and over again with the same thing.�
�And we�ve only just begun,� Jake said. They were, in fact, still working on the first drum and bass tracks for the first song�Celia�s Playing Those Games�and they hadn�t even gotten past the first chorus yet.
�And the Nerdlys,� she said, shaking her head. �Madre de Dios, I love them and respect them, but I just might have to kill them before this is all said and done.�
Jake laughed. �You haven�t even begun to appreciate how annoying they can be,� he told her. �Wait until we start mixing.�
She groaned.
They ran on, exiting out of the cove and then going another half a mile, onto a broader beach that was part of Sunset Bay State Park. Here, was the most difficult part of their run. It was a set of steep switchback stairs that climbed two hundred and eighty feet back up to the main road. They mounted them and conversation quickly became impossible as they huffed and puffed and their legs burned with the exertion. By the time they made it to the top, the sun was now visible in the eastern sky and they were both dripping with sweat.
�That part is a killer,� Celia panted as they took up position on the left side of the road and headed back north.
�At least it�s mostly downhill from here out,� Jake said, panting as well.
And it was. Two and a half miles later, which they accomplished with an easy seven and a half minute mile pace, they were back at the rental house, both of them feeling the satisfaction of yet another day�s run being over and done with.
They walked up and down the road a few times to let themselves cool down and then went back in. They would have a little breakfast, take their showers, and then start getting ready to hit the studio.
Another day in Coos Bay had begun.

Everyone in the house except for Stan piled into the white van at 8:45 that morning. Ted got behind the wheel. He had been designated their driver since it was part of his profession to drive similar vehicles. On the way, he made a point to tell them another of his stories. This was quickly becoming a morning routine.
�I was working the night shift, you know, and around two thirty we got this call for a single car accident over on North White, just off the Ten. This dude was in a Mazda Rx7 and must�ve come off the ramp at well over a hundred miles an hour, lost it at the bottom, and spun into this oak tree on the roadside. Hit that fucker with his passenger side and destroyed that car. It was gnarly shit, dudes. We couldn�t even tell what the car was until we found a piece of the bumper. The dude himself got ejected from the vehicle and had to have hit something, maybe the tree, because he was on the ground about twenty feet away, smashed as flat as a fuckin� pancake, deader than shit, his goddamn skull broken open. Didn�t even have to put the monitor on him to declare his ass.�
�Jesus Christ,� Celia whispered, unconsciously giving the sign of the cross.
�That wasn�t the weird part though,� Ted continued.
�It wasn�t?� asked Jake, encouragement in his tone. Ted�s stories were actually growing on him in some bizarre, morbid fashion.
�Naw,� Ted said. �The weird part is what we found later. You see, we start looking around the area after I pronounce him, shining our flashlights here and there, just to make sure there wasn�t someone else in the car with him�sometimes that shit�ll happen, especially with newer crews who get focused on the one patient and don�t think to consider if there�s more than one. Anyway, there wasn�t nobody else in the car, but about twenty yards away or so, one of the fire guys finds the dead guy�s brain. It�s just sitting there on the fuckin� pavement, perfectly intact, like something out of an anatomy class or something. It flew out of his head in one piece and just landed there.�
�It had to have been ejected from the broken skull in a relatively stable parabolic arc in order to have landed intact,� Nerdly observed.
�Uh ... right,� Ted said. �My thoughts exactly.
�That is a disgusting story,� Cynthia declared.
�That ain�t no shit,� Ted agreed. �Of course, us medics, with our gallows humor, we can�t leave that shit alone. The first thing my partner says�old Jimmy Cann, a good medic, ex-Vietnam guy, he ended up killing himself a few years later, ate his fuckin� gun, you know�anyway, he says: �That guy must�ve lost his fuckin� mind, huh?��
Cynthia, Celia, Laura, and Sharon were all appalled by this. Jake, Nerdly and Ben actually found it pretty funny. Out of political correctness, however, they kept their smiles to themselves.
�All right,� Jake said to Ted. �You know I gotta ask. What made you remember that story?�
�Drivin� this van,� Ted said solemnly. �It�s the same year as the rig we were drivin� on that call. I�ll never forget the old 82-973.� He looked back at Jake, who was sitting in the seat behind Celia. �It was the one where the heater would only blow on high.�
�That sucks,� Jake said.
�Yep,� Ted agreed. �It�s a sucky world sometimes.�
They made it to Blake Studios at two minutes to nine and all eight of them trooped in through the security and made their way to Studio B, which was theirs for the duration. Troy Stinson, a recent graduate of the master�s program in audio engineering at the Berklee College of Music in Boston, one of the most prestigious music schools in the United States, was waiting for them in the control room. He was twenty-six years old, looked like he was fourteen due to a severe baby face, and had been assigned by Obie to be the Nerdlys� prot�g� for the duration of the recording and mixing process. Troy was an eerily smart guy, long on knowledge and with a good ear for music, but short on actual experience at his new profession. He was typical of the engineers that Obie employed.
With Troy was Alicia Hernandez, the twenty-four year old audio technician who had been assigned to work on the project as the Nerdlys� assistant. She was a chubby, short woman with tremendous breasts and a pretty face. Though short on experience as well, she was a whiz with the digital software of the studio and had a good ear for the sound characteristics of the studio and the isolation rooms attached to it. She also made a pretty good pot of coffee.
Everyone said their good mornings and then all but Laura hit the coffee station in the corner of the room, annihilating Alicia�s first pot. She was used to this by now and quickly went about constructing another one.
They spent about thirty minutes drinking their coffee and talking over the plan for the day. The plan was not all that complicated: they were going to continue laying down the bass and the drum tracks for Playing Those Games. Nobody was na�ve enough to think that they were going to finish them today, not with the Nerdlys in charge.
Once the coffee was done, everyone pulled their instruments and headphones out of the storage room in the rear of the studio. Jake was working with the Brogan drop-D tuned guitar for this one. Celia was not playing any guitar at all on this track, as there was no need for a rhythm track. Laura was not involved in the piece either�in truth, there was really no reason for her to be involved at all while they were only laying down the rhythm tracks, even when they moved on to pieces that did feature the sax�but Jake and Celia had made the decision to keep her in the studio with them for all sessions, both so she could learn the process of recording and so they could maintain that camaraderie with her. True, this decision was costing them money, but what the hell? It was only money. It wasn�t like Pauline, Jill, and Greg�the financial Nazis who nitpicked every expense�actually knew that Laura wasn�t really needed.
In the center of the primary studio room, Ted�s drum set was assembled with a total of six microphones arrayed in strategic positions. Two hung from overhead and had been painstakingly positioned by the Nerdlys over a period of nearly two hours on their first day. There was a kick mic on the bass drum, one on each of the snares, and another on the tom drum. All of these were wired into the sound board and then into the recorder itself. The drums would be the only instrument that was actually heard in the studio for this session, as it was pretty much impossible to silently play percussion. Everyone else�s instruments would be heard only in the headphones to avoid having their output bleed over into the drum mics.
Sitting well back behind Ted, but within easy sightline of him, was Ben, who sat in a studio chair. His bass was in his lap, the output from it being recorded as well. This required his amplifier to be enclosed in one of the isolation rooms and then microphoned from there, with the output going through the soundboard and into the headphone sets. The decision to record the bass and the drums together had only been made after another agonizingly long and technical debate between the Nerdlys regarding the advantages and disadvantages of doing the rhythm instruments separately or together. Doing them together meant that whenever either one of them screwed up, or just didn�t play to the Nerdlys� satisfaction for the take, the process needed to be stopped and restarted. Doing them separately would have taken longer, but would have meant that only an imperfection in the instrument being recorded would necessitate a stop.
Jake was just to the left of Ben, his Brogan wired into a set of effects pedals and an amplifier that was locked in a foam insulated isolation box, and microphoned in there. He was not being recorded, but Ben and Ted both needed to hear his notes to keep themselves tuned into what they were doing. He would play along with the tune but if he screwed up, the tune would go as long as his screwup did not cause either Ben or Ted to screw up in turn.
Cindy was to the rear of the studio. Since her electronic piano was digital, it was easy to wire her into the soundboard and keep the output from her instrument from permeating the room and interfering with the drum mics. Of all the musicians in the room, she was having the most difficult time adapting to this method of playing. She had never recorded before and listening to the music coming through the headphones instead of just hearing it through the air was foreign and distracting to her. That was why they had started with Playing Those Games. Her part in the tune was minimal. She played the opening melody during the first verse and then had only a few fill parts once Jake came in with his guitar and the tempo picked up. The hope was this would help her get used to the process.
Celia was closed into the other isolation room. She would hear the output of all the other instruments in her headphones and sing the lyrics to the song into her microphone. Again, she was not being recorded currently, was just there to provide her part of the song and keep the rhythm section locked in.
Laura, with nothing to do, sat in the control room with the Nerdlys, Troy, and Alicia, listening to everything through her own headphones and thinking to herself how complicated this all was. It was certainly a bit more than just trooping into the studio and laying down the tunes.
The first thing the Nerdlys did was sound check every single microphone and instrument individually, starting with the ones that were being recorded. Ted hit every drum in his set multiple times, one by one and then in succession, following Sharon�s directions as he heard her voice in his ears. They then moved onto Ben and his bass, having him adjust volumes on his instrument itself, having Alicia adjust volumes and levels on his amp, while she herself adjusted things on the soundboard while staring at the computer screen with its lines, graphs and dots. Just to get Ted and Ben dialed in to where they wanted them took the better part of forty minutes to accomplish.
They were not so anal with the rest of the instruments, but they were the Nerdlys, after all, and musical imperfection, even if it was not being recorded, offended them. Getting Jake�s guitar, Cindy�s piano, and Celia�s voice output at levels that complemented each other, and, most importantly, did not override the output of the instruments that did matter, took another twenty minutes.
�All right,� Sharon said at last. �Looks like we�re copacetic. You guys want to run through the piece once to plug yourselves in before we get started?�
They did. Cindy started them out, playing out the melody at eighty beats per minute on the piano. No one else chimed in just yet. She went through it three times and then Celia began to sing, her voice soft, mournful as she went through the first verse. When she got to the hook line at the beginning of the chorus: I�m so tired of ... playing those games ... everyone jumped in at once. The beat came up to 120, pounded out by Ted and supported by Ben. Jake began to hammer out the primary riff with classic rock and roll distortion. Celia sang the second verse out with more strength, with more anger and emotion.
They had not originally planned to perform Games (as they called it) in this fashion. As Celia had originally composed it, it was to be a ballad, sticking to the piano as the primary melodic instrument and keeping the tempo at 80 throughout. Mary would have played a secondary melody while Jake would have done nothing but provide a few fills on the in-betweens. Slowly, however, as they rehearsed it up, they all came to realize that it just wasn�t working that way. It was an angry, heartfelt tune and the slow beat of it mixed with the mellow, almost orchestral melody of the instruments contrasted a little too much with the emotion.
It was Jake who suggested maybe stepping things up a bit. That had been during one of his session days after they�d worked on Can�t Keep Me Down, the hardest rocking tune in his current inventory, a tune that featured the very drop-D guitar he was using combined with Celia on her acoustic-electric to back him�the only tune he had, really, that even approached the Intemperance genre (though it was still quite a bit shy of that level). Down (as they called it) was an angry tune as well, one that Jake had written after they put KVA together. It was a declaration of liberation for him, a rant in three verses and a bridge stating, in no uncertain terms, that he was going to live life as he wanted to live it, control his own destiny, and not let anyone fuck him over�though he did not actually say this in those words. It was Celia�s comments about how his guitar work fit nicely with the emotion of the piece that turned on the little light bulb above Jake�s head.
�What if we played Games like that?� he suddenly asked her.
�Games?� she returned, giving him a look of confusion. �You mean with the distorted drop-D?�
�Why not?� he asked, already pondering what it would sound like in his head. �Throw out the piano, throw out the violin�sorry, Mom, sorry Cindy�and just hammer that melody out as a distorted rock and roll riff with some pounding drums and a solid bass line.�
�I don�t play rock and roll music, Jake,� she said.
�Is there a law that says you can�t?� he returned, liking the idea more and more by the second.
She thought it over for a moment, obviously still doubtful, but she was open minded. �We would have to go considerably up tempo.�
�Naturally,� Jake said. �Probably one twenty or so.� He fiddled with his guitar a little bit and then suddenly struck out the melody as a rock and roll riff. He went through it three or four times, each repetition getting a little stronger. �What do you think?� he asked, once he stopped.
�It�s uh ... really loud, Jake,� Mary told him.
�I�m not sure I care for that,� agreed Cindy.
Jake grinned at Celia. �The mothers hate it,� he said. �You know what that means, right?�
�What?� she asked.
�It�s means we�re on to something here.�
�Jake,� Mary said. �That�s not very nice.�
He ignored her. �What�s your first impression, C?� he asked her.
�It did sound angry,� she admitted, �just like what I�m trying to convey.�
�Let�s try it again,� he suggested. �This time, Ted and Ben need to hop in.�
�Jake, it�s your day,� Celia said. �We need to work on Highway next.�
�Screw whose day it is,� Jake scoffed. �We�re dealing with inspiration here.� He stood up from his chair. �Come and sit down. Sing into my mic.�
She did, reaching over and adjusting it to her level.
�All right,� Jake said. �Let�s try this thing. You down with this, boys?�
�Hell to the yeah,� Ted agreed.
�Where are we starting?� Ben asked.
�First verse and see how far we can take it,� Jake said. �I�ll start with the riff and you chime in after. Once we hit it a few times, you jump in, C.�
They did it, and it wasn�t spectacular that first time�in fact, it was kind of jangled and jarring. But it was enough to see that they really were onto something. To the chagrin of the mothers, they spent the next three hours working on it, playing with the riff a little here and there, and coming to the conclusion that the best way to intro the tune was to play out the first verse as originally intended, with Cindy on the piano and Mary laying down a sweet secondary melody atop it. And then, once that verse was done, they would kick into gear.
By this time, in the studio, while they were trying to actually lay down the tracks, they had fine-tuned and adjusted Games into what they all believed was going to be a tune that changed the public�s musical opinion of Celia quite drastically once it was given some airplay. It was going to give her some rock and roll street cred. Even the mothers had learned to like the beat of it and they tapped their feet along as they listened to Jake�s guitar and Celia�s angry verses in their headphones. The only one who didn�t really care for the song was Laura, but that was okay because there was no saxophone in it. And even she sometimes caught herself tapping along to the rhythm, though she would not admit this to anyone, anywhere, even under torture.
The tempo dropped down to ninety while Celia sang out the bridge. After that, it kicked back up again and Jake laid down a blistering guitar solo, the likes of which he had never composed before. He had no complex solos in his own tunes, knowing that trying to get too intricate would only serve to open him for negative comparisons to Matt Tisdale. As such, he had left solos completely out of most of his work and when they were there, such as in the outro to Down, he made them deliberately simple, as if to say: I know I�m no Tisdale, so I�m not even going to try.
On Celia�s tune, however, he let it all hang out. His fingers moved up and down the fretboard while he hammered on the strings with his pick. He showcased his virtuosity quite well and was more than a little proud of the composition, although he knew, without reservation, that he was still not up to Matt Tisdale level. He also knew that the comparison game would not matter much here. They had no intention of crediting Jake Kingsley as Celia�s guitar player when the album was released.
After the solo wound down there was one more verse and then the outro, which consisted of a few more repetitions of the riff combined with some complex drumming by Ted and then a final close out. In the groove, they managed to make it all the way through the song without anyone making anything more than a minor error.
If only they could do that in the actual recording process.
�Nice one, guys,� Sharon said from the control room. �Now ... is everyone ready to start laying some track?�
They were ready. It was time for the tedium to truly begin.

They managed to make it all the way through the first two verses of Games by lunchtime�a minor miracle. The catering service that Jake had hired for them then brought in their daily caloric intake. Today it was hamburgers, a pot of chili, and a large garden salad. Soft drinks and iced tea were included as well.
�Good fuckin� grub,� exclaimed Ted as he worked on his second double cheeseburger and his third bowl of chili.�
�Only the best for our musicians,� Jake said, carefully keeping his eyes off of Ted so he wouldn�t have to ponder the juice running down his chin and onto his neck.
�You know what this reminds me of,� Ted said. �I was working over on the south side one shift and we got this call for...�
�Ted!� Jake said warningly, holding up his hand.
�What?�
�Not while we�re eating,� Jake reminded. �Remember Rule Number 3?�
�Oh ... oh, yeah, sure,� Ted said. �But this isn�t a gross story or anything, it�s actually kind of...�
�Gross is in the eye of the beholder, Ted,� Jake said. �Rule Number 3.�
�Rule Number 3,� Ted agreed sadly. He went back to eating.
After lunch, they got back to it. It was time to work on the bridge section of Games, the part just prior to the solo. They bogged down immediately and entered what seemed to be a hopeless purgatory of one or the other of the Nerdlys intoning: �Let�s just run that through again, from the top.�
Just after two o�clock, they took a break. Jake wandered over to the cafeteria area to get something cool to drink. There he found his sister and Stan, who had driven her here from the airport, sitting at one of the tables nibbling on some of the cheesecake they served.
�Hey, Paulie,� he greeted, going over to her and giving her a big hug.
�What�s up, little bro?� she returned. �How goes the session?�
�Like a stream eroding a rock,� he said with a shrug. �It�s the life we choose, huh?�
�I suppose so,� she said.
�How was the flight in?� he asked her.
�The flight from LA to Portland was fine,� she said. �That little puddle jumper they flew me in from Portland to here though, that was a bit disconcerting.�
�It was a Jetstream 31, wasn�t it?� Jake asked.
�How the fuck should I know?� she asked, then blushed. �Sorry, Stan.�
�I�m just the chauffeur,� Stan said with a smile.
�That�s a safe plane,� Jake said. �It�s more than three times the size of mine, and my plane doesn�t scare you.�
�That�s because I know you are flying it,� she said. �I trust you. You know who flies those little twin prop jobs, right? The guys who don�t have enough time in yet to fly the real planes.�
Jake gave her a sad, nostalgic smile.
�What?� she asked.
�You just reminded me of someone I used to know there for a minute,� he said. �Anyway, I�m glad you made it here alive. What�s up?�
�What�s up with what?� she asked.
�You said you had some business to discuss,� he reminded her.
�Oh ... that,� she said dismissively. �It�s nothing terribly important. I just wanted to come check up on how things are going out here, and I�ve got a few things to talk over with Obie about how the expenses are being tracked and handled.�
�Anything I need to be concerned with?�
She shook her head. �In truth,� she said, �I just needed to get out of LA for a few days. A little trip to the Oregon coast seemed like just the thing.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said. �How are things going with Veteran? I hear their song on the radio quite a bit.�
Veteran�s debut album had been released on the same day Jake and the others had entered Blake Studios. Their first song being promoted, Borrowed Time, was receiving heavy airplay all across the nation.
�Aristocrat is promoting the shit out of that album,� she said. �It�s selling like hotcakes. More than fifty thousand sold so far. The tour convoy has already left for Boston. Coop and the boys fly there on Sunday for their first tour date.�
This brought another nostalgic smile to Jake�s face. �I envy them,� he said, thinking of groupies and beer and pot and coke and endless fatigue and abraded genitals and, most of all, the unequaled thrill of playing live in front of thousands of people every night, of hearing those cheers.
She smiled. �I�m sure you do,� she said. �Don�t worry though. You�ll get to experience all that again at some point.�
�Not in the near future,� he said. The simple fact of the matter was that neither Jake nor Celia could afford to tour to promote their albums once they were released. They were already considerably over budget on production alone. Their albums would have to stand on their own.
�You never know what the future might bring,� she said.
�I suppose,� Jake said.
�Have you read the reviews for Veteran�s album?� Pauline asked next.
�I haven�t read anything but the back of a shampoo bottle while I sit on the toilet in a week,� he said.
�Uh ... I see,� she said. �Interesting share there. Anyway, Veteran�s album is loved by those reviewers who think New Kids On the Block are the next coming of Mozart, but universally derided by those publications that actually have musical knowledge, like Spinning Rock and Rolling Stone. They�re being called things like �cheesy, recycled pop rock� and �formulistic drivel produced for the unwashed masses�.�
Jake nodded. �I wish I could say I disagreed,� he said.
Pauline simply shrugged. �Hey,� she said. �The unwashed masses have a lot of money in their pockets, apparently. As long as they keep buying those albums, me and the boys are going to rake it in.�
�And that�s what it�s all about, huh?� Jake asked, frowning.
Pauline patted his shoulder. �No,� she said. �That�s not what it�s all about, but that�s what a lot of it�s about, right?�
Jake had to concede that point.

Stan had been placed in charge of procuring groceries and other supplies for the household. Though he was not known for his cooking, several members of the group were, and they rotated daily cooking duty amongst themselves. Jake, Cindy, Ben, and, surprisingly, Ted, were all exceptional food preparers and whoever�s turn it was to cook that night would give Stan a list of ingredients to buy at the store for that evening�s prep.
On this night, it was Jake�s turn. He made chicken enchiladas, Spanish rice, and refried beans, lovingly constructing each enchilada by hand and then covering the two pans full with his homemade white sauce.
�Pretty good shit, bro,� Pauline complimented as they ate at the large formal dining room table at seven o�clock that evening.
�Thanks,� he said modestly. �It�s just something I threw together.�
After the dinner dishes were all cleared away and after the group teamed up to clean everything up�Rule Number 1 was that the house will be completely cleaned by bedtime, no exceptions, and everyone will help�everyone dispersed to do their own things until bedtime. Ted and Ben went to the entertainment room to shoot some pool. Pauline and Celia opened a bottle of wine and retreated to the balcony to drink it while discussing woman things. The Nerdlys settled in front of the computer to open up CompuServe and do whatever it was they did there. The elder Archers went up to their bedroom to watch television�or so they said. Jake went upstairs and changed into his bathing suit and covered himself with a robe. He then came downstairs, grabbed a bottle of beer, and headed out onto the balcony himself.
The balcony ran the length of the rear of the house, sitting atop the pilings that kept it level on the cliffside over the ocean. On one end, where Celia and Pauline were sitting, were a few outdoor tables and chairs and a gas powered barbeque grill. On the other end, where the best view of the ocean could be found, was a large, ten-person hot tub. Jake opened it up and released a cloud of chlorine scented steam into the damp air. He turned on the lights and the jets, dropped his robe on a chair next to the tub, then mounted the steps and climbed in.
�Ahhh, yeah,� he moaned, feeling the soothing, one hundred and two degree water caressing him. He settled himself all the way in, until only his head was sticking out, and enjoyed a few drinks of his beer. If only he could have a smoke to go along with it. Alas, since he would be singing soon, he did not want to damage his voice. He had not had so much as a single drag off a single cigarette in more than a week now.
He listened to the sounds of the jets and the fainter sounds of the ocean waves crashing below, letting his mind drift pleasantly, thinking of nothing in particular. After perhaps ten minutes of this, just as his beer was starting to approach critical emptiness, he heard the balcony door open up.
�Oh ... hey, Jake,� a female voice said, surprised.
It was Laura. He looked over his shoulder and saw she was wearing a robe of her own and had a glass of white wine in her hand.
�Hey, Laura,� he greeted. �Come to join me?�
�Uh ... well ... I didn�t know anyone else was out here,� she said doubtfully.
�I like to have a little soak at night,� he told her. �It relaxes the muscles, gets you unwound for sleep.�
�That�s uh ... kind of what I was thinking,� she said. �We have a hot tub at the apartment complex, but I never use it.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �I�m not a big fan of public hot tubs either.� He waved to the other side. �Hop on in. The water�s fine.�
She seemed very hesitant to do this. �I ... uh ... I don�t know,� she said. �I don�t want to disturb you. I can just wait until you�re done.�
�You�re not disturbing me,� he assured her. �And I think there�s enough room to squeeze you in.�
�Well...�
�I don�t bite,� he assured her. �Especially not if you grab me another beer before you hop in?�
She hesitantly smiled. �Okay,� she said at last, setting her wine glass down. �I�ll be right back.�
She disappeared back into the house and was gone so long that Jake began to suspect she was not really coming back. Though she had warmed up to him considerably since they had first met�and he to her�she was still almost painfully shy at times. Getting into a hot tub with him was probably well outside of her comfort zone. After perhaps five minutes, however, the door opened again and she came out, cold bottle of beer in hand.
�Sorry I took so long,� she said. �I couldn�t find the beer opener.�
Jake raised his eyebrows a bit. �Wasn�t there one on the other end of the corkscrew you used to open that wine?� he asked.
A look of comical embarrassment formed on her face. �Well ... shit,� she said, shaking her head. �I guess that didn�t occur to me.�
Jake laughed. �Thanks for undergoing the search anyway,� he told her.
�No problem,� she said. �If you need one for the future�one that doesn�t have a corkscrew on the other end�it�s in the back of that little doodad drawer two below where the silverware is kept.�
�Noted,� Jake told her.
She handed the beer over and then took off her robe. Jake had been happily anticipating seeing her in her swimwear, hoping that she would be sporting a string bikini or something similar. Alas, she was wearing a staunchly conservative one piece that barely even revealed her cleavage. Not that she didn�t look appealing in it. On the contrary, he got a good look at the swell of her breasts�which were quite nice indeed�and the smoothness of her bare legs, which were nothing to scoff at either.
She noted his gaze upon her and blushed, quickly dropping her robe to the chair and nearly plunging into the water to hide herself. Waves went splashing back and forth from her entry.
�Nice dive,� Jake commented, holding his fresh beer up into the air to keep from getting water in it.
�Sorry,� she said. �I was starting to feel a little cold.�
Jake nodded as if he believed her and then settled back into the water.
They sat in silence for a few minutes, Laura sipping from her wine, Jake drinking from his beer and staring out over the ocean, where the light from a lighthouse could be seen rhythmically flashing out its signal. Just before the silence became uncomfortable, Laura finally broke it.
�This really does feel good,� she said. �I might have to make this a nightly routine.�
�I�ve had a hot tub everywhere I�ve lived since we signed our first contract and National Records put me up in a condo in LA. I never get tired of it.�
�No?�
�No,� he said. �Whenever I get tired, or sore, or depressed, or angry, I can always come out and soak for a bit, have a little something to drink, and I always walk away feeling better. It�s therapeutic, as Nerdly would say.�
�Hmm,� she said. �Something to put on the wish list, I guess. I can�t even afford to live in a house on what they pay me as a teacher, let alone buy a hot tub to go with it.�
�It is a travesty what they pay teachers,� Jake agreed. �You think you�re going to stay in that gig for the rest of your life?�
�It�s a steady job,� she said with a shrug. �I keep meaning to go back to school and get my masters so I can teach at a higher level�you know, at a JC or even one of the state colleges. The pay is better. I just can�t seem to find the time or the motivation.�
�Maybe after you�re married?� he asked, fishing a little.
She did not take the bait. �Maybe,� she said.
�Have you ever thought about playing music professionally?� he asked her next.
�Well ... of course I�ve thought about it,� she said. �I would love to be paid for playing my sax full time.�
�That�s kind of what you got going right now,� Jake reminded her.
�Well ... yeah, of course,� she said. �And I really appreciate what you are paying me to do it too. But this gig won�t last forever. I wouldn�t even know where to begin looking for a permanent gig.�
�I�ll tell you something,� Jake said. �You�ve got what it takes to be a studio musician at the very least. You play very well. And this gig you�ve got going for us will look really good on your resume when it�s all said and done.�
�You think so?� she asked, her tone telling him she did not believe that for a minute.
�I know so,� he said. �I understand our music is not quite your cup of tea, but you�ve risen to the occasion quite well�a few early bumps in the road aside�and being able to say you�re the saxophonist on Celia Valdez�s top ten album will impress the shit out of the guys who are looking for competent professional musicians to do sessions in the studios. Particularly if you use Celia, the Nerdlys, and me as your references.�
�But I like classical and jazz,� she reminded him. �If I was going to play professionally, that is what I would want to play. I can�t help but wonder if ... oh ... I don�t know. Never mind.�
�No no,� Jake said. �Finish your thought.�
She took a deep breath and another sip of her wine. She then looked at him. �It�s like this,� she said. �I�ve come to realize that you and Celia, despite being rock and pop musicians, really are good at what you do. You are professional musicians and I was wrong about you when I pre-judged you.�
�That�s nice of you to say,� he said. �But?�
�But I�m not sure I�m doing my reputation any good by being a part of this,� she said. �It�s still rock and pop. The people I would want to play professionally with are the same as I was. They hold your music in contempt. I think they would consider me a sellout for playing with you all.�
Jake laughed, shaking his head.
�What?� she asked.
�I think you�re making the mistake of viewing the entire world through your own prism,� he told her.
�What do you mean?�
�A professional level musician is a professional level musician,� he said. �That�s why I enlisted my mom to play with me. That�s why I enlisted Cindy. I knew they could rise to the occasion because they�re good at what they do, even if they don�t like heavy metal and hard rock music. They can and they do produce. Any talent scouts who would hire you for jazz or classical work, first of all, they probably don�t dislike rock music as much as you think they do�you�re just assuming that because that�s the way you think�but even if they did, that wouldn�t matter to them. They would just want to know that you can play and you can play well. Knowing that any professional recording artist thought enough of you to have you play on their album would be a tremendous boost to your marketability, regardless of what their personal opinion of that music might be.�
She shook her head a little. �I have a hard time believing that,� she said.
�That�s because you�re not in the business,� he said. �I�ve been in this game for nearly ten years now, Laura. I was a primary member of a group that sold tens of millions of albums and continues to sell them today. Our Greatest Hits album just hit the shelves and it�s already sold more than a hundred thousand copies. I have worked closely with the recording industry all of this time. I�ve fought with them, been in meetings with them, rolled around in the goddamn gutter with them on occasion, and I�ve beaten them at their own game. You may think I�m just a dumb rock star, but I know how this business works. I know it inside and out. I don�t give false flattery. When I say you have what it takes, I mean that. When I say that your association with me and Celia is going to do nothing but boost your career, I mean that too. It�s true. You can take that to the bank. The only question is whether or not you have the courage to follow through when the time comes.�
She was looking at him closely now, obviously wanting to be angry at his words, but with a certain amount of respect in her gaze as well. �Maybe I will,� she said at last.
�I will be disappointed in you if you don�t,� he said. �Follow your dreams. Take your chances. Use the weapons you�ve been given. Play all of the cards you�ve been dealt. That�s how you make it in this business. That�s what I�ve always done and look at me now. Out in the real world, I couldn�t get a job teaching, like you, because I don�t have a college degree. I can�t be a doctor or a lawyer like my dad and my sister, or an architect or an engineer. I might be able to get a gig driving a garbage truck, or maybe working on the docks unloading ships, but that�s probably about the best I could hope for.
�Instead, I live in a mansion overlooking LA. I have another mansion in New Zealand.� He brought his right shoulder out of the water and turned it toward her, tapping the red dot on his tattoo. �That�s it right there, as a matter of fact. Anyway, my point is that I followed my dreams and I used the talent that God or whoever gave to me and I�m a rich bastard now. Follow those dreams. It�s what we�re here on this planet to do, I think.�
She considered his words, nodding slowly. �You�re smarter than you seem,� she said, almost in wonder.
He chuckled. �I�ll take that as a compliment,� he told her.
�Oh ... I didn�t mean it like that,� she blurted. �What I meant was...�
�I know what you meant, hon,� he assured her. �No offense taken. Listen, I have an idea.�
�What�s that?�
�I noticed you brought a whole collection of CDs and a CD player with you. You like to listen to music at night before you go to bed?�
�I do,� she said. �I usually put a little something on and mellow out to it until I get sleepy. Why do you ask?�
�I do the same,� he said. �And I brought a good chunk of my CD collection as well. How about we have a little challenge?�
�What kind of challenge?�
�We�re going to be here in this town for months. How about a week by week challenge? Starting tonight, I give you a CD from my collection, something I think is a great example of the genre I enjoy�namely rock and roll. You listen to the CD every night and see if it grows on you at all, see if you can start to appreciate the musical quality of the album and the band. In turn, you give me something from your collection and I�ll do the same. Let�s see if we can enlighten each other.�
She made a sour face. �Are you going to give me heavy metal music?� she asked. �I�m not sure I can do that.�
�No heavy metal,� he assured her, �at least not at first. I think I have just the CD to start this out.�
�Hmm. And I can pick anything I want as well, and you have to listen to it?�
�That�s the challenge,� he said. �The goal, however, is not to bore me or make me disgusted or prove how musically unsophisticated I am. The goal is to find something that the other person will like. Do you understand?�
She nodded. �I do,� she said.
�And I�d stay away from the classical side for me,� he advised. �Remember, I grew up with a symphony musician for a mother. I already like classical just fine.�
Another look of surprise. �You do?�
�Strange but true,� he said. �Hit me with the jazz. I�ll listen and do my best to appreciate it. You do the same.�
Her smile widened. �Deal,� she said, holding out her dripping wet hand.
He took it in his and gave it a shake.

Later that night, they met at the bottom of the stairs, just before each headed off to their respective bedrooms. He held in his hands a copy of Journey�s eighth studio album: Frontiers, which, while not the best rock and roll album of all time (or even the best Journey album of all time), was something that he thought Laura might actually learn to like due to the blues progression guitar work of Neal Schon and the absolutely stunning vocals of Steve Perry.
�Interesting cover,� she said, looking at it.
�Never judge a CD by its cover,� he told her. �What do you have for me?�
She handed over a plastic case. He took it and looked at the cover. There was a mishmash of multicolored, seemingly senseless images arrayed across it. He did not judge it based on this. The title was Time Out, by something called the Dave Brubeck Quartet. Jake had never heard of it before.
�Hard core jazz?� he asked.
�It�s actually of the genre known as cool jazz,� she said. �A little lighter in tone than traditional jazz.�
�And you think I�ll like it?� he asked. �That was the challenge, remember?�
She nodded. �If this doesn�t grow on you,� she said, �I�ll be forced to question your very musicianship.�
�Fair enough,� he said.
�And this?� she asked, holding up Frontiers.
�I�ll give you permission to skip over the track Back Talk,� he said. �But other than that, the same deal. I really think it�ll grow on you.�
�All right then,� she said with a smile. �Let�s get to listening.�
They went to their respective rooms and they got to listening.

Celia and Jake came stumbling in after their run at 7:35 the next morning. Both were damp, partially from the sweat of their exertions, but mostly from the marine layer fog that had rolled in in the wee hours. They set their water bottles down next to the sink and greeted Cindy, who was dressed in her pajamas making a large pan full of scrambled eggs with potatoes and crumbled sausage in it.
�That smells wonderful, Cindy,� Celia told her. �Is there anything I can do to help?�
�You can wash your hands and start making some toast,� Cindy suggested.
�I�m on it,� Celia responding, using a phrase she had picked up from Jake.
�I�m gonna go hit the shower before everyone else has the same idea,� Jake said. As the maker of yesterday�s breakfast, he was exempt from having to help with this one.
While he disappeared upstairs, Celia washed her hands at the sink and then started popping slices of bread into the toaster four at a time. When they popped out, she replaced them with more and then, while waiting for that batch to toast, went about spreading butter on the first pieces. She kept this up until she had eighteen pieces of toast prepped and arranged on a large plate.
By that time, the others had begun to drift in, drawn by the smell of cooking and brewed coffee. Stan sat at the table and opened the Portland newspaper that he had arranged to have delivered every morning. Cindy rattled off a few groceries that would be needed for her dinner tonight�it was going to be beef Florentine with steamed broccoli�and he dutifully wrote them down. Ted and Ben came staggering in next, the former in a pair of tattered sweat pants and a Led Zepplin t-shirt, the latter already showered and dressed in his jeans and polo shirt. Laura followed soon after. She too was already dressed and ready for the day.
�You look a little tired, Ben,� Celia remarked to the bassist. He had visible bags under his eyes.
�Yeah,� Ben said sourly. �You try sleeping with a guy that snores loud enough to cause seismic readings to register.
�I told you,� Ted said, �I got the sleep apnea. I can�t help it.�
�I know,� Ben said. �That�s what kept me awake. As soon as I started getting used to the snoring, when my mind started thinking of it as white noise, you�d suddenly stop breathing and that would wake me up. A couple of times I thought you�d died.�
�It is a pretty bad disease,� Ted said, pride in his voice.
�Have you seen a doctor for this?� Celia asked him.
�Doctors don�t know shit,� Ted scoffed. �Ask any medic. A bunch of morons, all of them.�
�I guess that would be a no,� Laura said, pouring herself a glass of juice.
�How long is Pauline going to stay here?� Ben asked�her presence was, of course, the reason why he had to sleep with Ted.
�A couple of days,� Celia said. �Sorry. I wish there was another way.�
�Maybe you could say you�re gay and Laura will let you sleep with her,� Ted suggested.
�That could work,� Laura said brightly. �Of course, I�d have to see proof of gayness first. How about you make out with Ted there?�
Celia looked at the redheaded saxophonist and grinned. That dry wit again.
Pauline came in next. She was still wearing a pair of silk pajamas, her hair in disarray, her course directly toward the coffee pot.
�Good morning,� Celia greeted. �How did you sleep?�
�Not bad,� Pauline said, pouring herself a cup. �I did what Jake suggested and left the window open. It got cold in there but the sound of the ocean was so soothing.�
�Yeah,� Ben grunted. �Unlike other noises one might hear in the night.�
Pauline chose to ignore this. �How long until breakfast?� she asked. �It smells incredible.�
�About another five minutes or so,� Cindy said.
Pauline nodded. �I�ll grab my shower after we eat. I have a ten o�clock meeting with Obie down at the studio. Stan, will you be able to drive me?�
�Of course,� he said. �I�ll wait for you there and we can hit the grocery store on the way back.�
�Sounds good,� she said. �Where can I take a shower?�
Ben nodded over toward the guest bathroom in the hallway. �That�s the one Ted and I use,� he said.
�I need to hit that bad boy right after breakfast though,� Ted said. �If I don�t, we�ll be late for the session.�
�I can wait, I suppose,� Pauline said.
�Or you can use the shower in my room,� Celia suggested. �I�m gonna hit it right after we eat, but I�ll call down to you and you can hop in when I�m done.�
�Okay,� Pauline said. �Sounds good.�
�Oh, what�s up with that crap?� Ted demanded. �She gets to use the master shower? The walk-in glass job with the pulsating head and the self-contained heater?�
�Uh ... Ted,� Ben said. �She�s one of the owners of the record company we work for, and the manager of all of us, remember?�
�That�s right,� Laura said. �I believe she�s the one who makes sure that we actually get paid.�
�Oh ... yeah,� Ted said. He smiled at her. �Sorry. Shower wherever you want, boss lady.�
�Thank you, Ted,� she replied.
Jake came back down just as breakfast was being served. He was now dressed in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt he�d picked up at one of the local souvenir shops. It had a picture of a lighthouse on it and the name of the town emblazoned below it.
�So, what did you think of Frontiers?� Jake asked Laura as they sat down at the table.
�It wasn�t that bad,� she told him. �The vocalist has an amazing voice and the music itself, while not exactly my thing, was put together pretty well.�
�Remember,� Jake told her, �you have to listen to it every night for a week.�
�I understand,� she said.
�What are you two talking about?� Celia asked, curious.
�A little challenge that Laura and I have going with each other,� Jake said. �We�re each going to listen to a CD that the other picked out for a week and see if we can get into it. The goal is to find something the other person will like.�
�Interesting,� Celia said thoughtfully, not referring to the challenge itself, but the interaction between Laura and Jake. It seemed that some sort of bond was forming between them. Who would have thought? She was surprised to feel a sharp little dig of jealousy as she pondered this development. Where in the hell did that come from? she had to wonder.
�What CD did you give her?� asked Ted from around a mouthful of food.
�Frontiers, by Journey,� Jake said.
Ted nodded thoughtfully. �Not bad,� he said. �I would�ve gone with a little Steely Dan though. Maybe Can�t Buy a Thrill?�
Jake looked at the drummer respectfully. �I actually have that one on my list,� he said.
�That album is fuckin� tight,� Ted said.
�Ted,� said Cindy, �can you please try to remember Rule Number 5?� Rule 5 was: Please try to restrain yourself from using expletives above the level of �shit� while in the presence of anyone�s parent. It was undoubtedly the most ignored rule of them all, and not just by Ted.
�Sorry, Mrs. A,� he said. �Sometimes they just slip out, you know?�
�Maybe we should get a swear jar,� Celia suggested.
�Naw,� Jake said. �Ted would end up owing us money by the time we were done with the albums.�
�What did you think of Time Out?� Laura asked Jake.
�Time Out?� Ted asked, happily. �You hit him with the Brewster, Laura? Goddamn! That�s going for the old jugular right there.�
�You�re familiar with Dave Brubeck?� Laura asked him.
�Hell to the yeah!� Ted said. �That is a sweet fuh ... uh ... freakin� cut of vinyl there. I used to play that back in my session days just for the fun of it. The Brewster can lay down some serious cool.�
�Agree,� said Ben. �We used to play Take Five and Pick Up Sticks back when we were in the jazz band. Remember, Laura?�
�I remember,� she said. �It�s one of my favorite jazz albums. That�s why I gave it to Jake.� She looked at him. �So?�
�I liked it,� Jake said. �The music flowed quite nicely. The arrangement was well thought out and meshed together in a manner I hope to emulate. And the engineering, such as it was, was actually astonishing considering the live to tape studio technique it had to have been recorded under. I�m really looking forward to hearing it again tonight.�
�It�ll grow on you,� Laura told him with a smile. �I promise.�
�Things have a way of doing that,� Jake said, returning her smile with one of his own, a definite flirty tease in his eyes. He obviously meant that statement in more than the literal sense.
Laura picked up on this. Her blush was quite easy to see thanks to her fair skin. She did not look the least bit embarrassed, however. She actually giggled�the first time any of them had ever heard such as sound emit from her mouth.
Celia felt that little stab of jealousy again and forced herself to push it deep. What the hell? she thought again, mentally shaking her head at herself.
They ate their breakfasts and then went about the ritual of cleaning up. With nine of them pitching in, it didn�t take long. Celia then went upstairs to take her shower and get ready for the long, grinding day of retake after retake. She was hoping they would at least finish up Games today and move on to setting up for Struggle, which they planned to do next, but she knew her hopes were probably in vain.
As she soaped and rinsed herself under the spray in the oversized shower, she found herself pondering that little connection that seemed to be developing between Jake and Laura again. On the surface, it seemed like just friendliness, the formation of a bond between two musicians who were learning to respect each other. But was that all there was? The fact that the two of them had been in the hot tub together while she had been talking to Pauline the night before had not escaped her notice. What was that all about? And why was she even thinking about this? If there was some sort of quasi-romantic chemistry forming between those two, what business was it of hers? None, of course. She was a happily married woman. True, she had some feelings for Jake�always had since that night they�d played together in his house�but that was just simple affection and respect. It was nothing that should be causing twinges of jealousy in her. Right? Of course right!
And then she thought of Jake and the way he had looked when he had climbed into the hot tub last night, of him shirtless, his cute pompis in those swimming shorts. She felt a strong wave of sudden lust wash over her. She then thought about when he kissed her on that trail behind his father�s house, about how his arm had felt around her, about how his lips had felt touching hers. Without even realizing how it had happened, she found herself with her fingers between her legs, touching herself. Her nipples hardened and she began to rub them with her other hand, alternating from one to the other, twisting and turning them on a layer of slippery soap.
�Madre de Dios,� she muttered, her breathing suddenly heavier. �What am I doing?�
A dumb question, of course. The real question was: did she want to stop doing it?
She found that she did not. She closed her eyes and began to rub herself in earnest, her fingers making a V around her clitoris, pinching it and squeezing it, making herself feel good. In her mind, Jake was before her, his shirt off, his lips on hers. Her hands were his hands and they were touching her just the way she liked to be touched.
She began to pant and the orgasm exploded out of her in less than two minutes, making her see spots before her eyes, making her knees weak to the point that she almost fell down. As it faded slowly away, so did the images of Jake, leaving behind a vague feeling of shame at what she had been thinking about.
A harmless fantasy, she told herself when she finally stepped out of the shower and began to towel off. Everyone has them. It�s nothing that I would ever, in a million years, actually do. Right? Of course right. That was why they called them fantasies.
I wonder, she thought, as she dried the water from her skin, moving the towel with the mechanical precision of a daily routine, if Jake ever thinks of me when he�s in the shower and touching himself. The very thought of that was enough to send another shiver of lust through her.
�For God�s sake,� she said aloud, banishing the thought. It went with a considerable amount of reluctance. �I need Greg to come visit in a bad way.�
She tossed the wet towel into the hamper and then grabbed a dry one, which she wrapped around herself and secured. She then went to the door of the bedroom and cracked it open.
�Paulie!� she yelled down the stairs. �The shower�s free!�
�Okay,� Pauline�s voice came drifting up. �Be right there.�
She settled herself in behind the mirror and used yet another towel to start drying her hair. The door opened behind her and Pauline came in, a handful of clothes, towels, and toiletries in her arms.
�Thanks for letting me use your shower, C,� she said, closing the door again with her foot.
�No problem,� she replied.
�Are you okay?� Pauline suddenly asked her.
�Uh ... yes,� she said. �Why do you ask?�
�You look kind of flushed,� Pauline said.
Oops, Celia thought, embarrassed. �Uh ... it�s probably from the hot water,� she said. �I like my showers steamy.� She flushed again. That had certainly not come out as intended.
�Yeah,� Pauline said wistfully. �Nothing like a good steamy shower, all right.�
�That wasn�t really what I meant,� Celia said, her eyes looking everywhere but Pauline�s face.
Pauline chuckled. �I�m sure it wasn�t,� she said. �Guess I�d better climb in.�
The shower was around a broad partition wall from where Celia was working on her hair, so she did not actually see Pauline undress and climb in, but she heard it. She paid no attention, simply went back to toweling. When it was as dry as she could get it by towel alone, she picked up the blow dryer on the stand before her and turned it on. For the next four or five minutes, she blew hot air over her long hair, evaporating away as much of the water as she could. She then shut the machine off and set it down, picking up a brush. She would brush for a bit to smooth things out and then probably have to hit it with the dryer for a few more minutes. Guys really did have it easy when it came to hair maintenance.
As she brushed, she could hear that the shower was still running, but she heard something else as well. Pauline was singing as she showered. The talk of Journey�s Frontiers album must have inspired her, because the tune she was belting out was Send Her My Love, one of the ballads on the album.
Celia smiled as she heard this. Pauline actually had a pretty voice. That was unsurprising, really. She was Jake�s sister, after all, and shared the same genetics as he. Hadn�t Jake told her once that his dad had been known to belt out a tune or two in his time? And, though Mary didn�t sing, she certainly had the musical genes in her as well.
Pauline got to the bridge of the song, the part about how he was calling out her name and dreaming. She hit the notes pretty good, and her vocal range was actually quite suited for covering a Steve Perry production. She sounds like a soprano, Celia thought, as she started humming along with the tune herself. Wasn�t that funny? A soprano was exactly what she needed to accompany her on several of her tunes, yet they didn�t have one. And there was Pauline in there, singing out a Journey song in exactly the range that...
The brush suddenly came to a halt in her hand, mid-stroke. In exactly the range that I need!
�Madres de Dios!� she said, thoughts of naked Jake, of jealousy, of how she was going to rape Greg when he got here, of the sneaking suspicion that she had just been caught masturbating, all flowing right out of her consciousness. Pauline could sing!
She got up and nearly ran into the shower area. Pauline was behind the door, a pink blur of femininity seen through the steamy glass. She was still singing. Celia went to the shower door and ripped it open.
Pauline squealed in alarm, the song dying instantly on her lips. �Jesus Christ, Celia!� she barked at her once she identified her intruder. �What the fuck?�
�You can sing!� Celia said. �Madres de Dios, you can sing, Paulie!�
�What?�
�I heard you singing in the shower,� Celia said. �You�re a soprano!�
�I�m a what? What the fuck are you talking about?�
�Sing for me,� Celia said. �Sing ... oh... Magic Man, by Heart. Everyone knows that one, right?�
Pauline was astonished. �Celia, I�m standing naked in a shower and you want me to sing Magic Man? What the hell is going on?�
�Ann Wilson is a soprano and so are you,� she said. �Sing it for me. I want to hear how you do it.�
�I was just singing in the shower, C,� Pauline said. �I always do that. Was it bothering you? Is this some kind of weird Venezuelan ritual or something?�
�No,� she said. �Just do it. Please?�
Pauline sighed, the shower water still cascading down her naked body. �Can I at least close the door and rinse off while I do it?�
�Oh, sure,� Celia said. �Sorry to burst in on you like that, but inspiration needs to be followed immediately.�
�What inspiration?�
�I�ll tell you in a few minutes,� Celia said, stepping back and closing the shower door. �Now sing.�
Pauline sang. It was uninspired and forced.
�No!� Celia cried at her. �Sing it with soul! Sing it like you fucking mean it!�
Pauline started over, intoning about that cold late night, so long ago, when she was not so strong, you know. This time it was better. By the time she got to the first chorus, she was really into it. Her voice was not going to knock Ann Wilson off the map, that was for sure, but it was pretty and she could carry a tune. How insane was the idea she was having?
�That�s beautiful, Paulie!� Celia encouraged. �You can sing!�
�Well, in the shower anyway,� Pauline said. �I�m about done in here. Can I come out now?�
�Yes,� Celia told her. �Please do.�
The water shut off and Pauline stepped out, grabbing the towel from the rack. She looked at Celia, who was still standing there�in nothing but a towel. �Uh ... is this like a lesbian thing?� she asked. �Because if it is, I�ve never done anything like that before, though, to tell you the truth, I have thought about it on a few...�
�No,� Celia said, chuckling. �It�s not a lesbian thing. I heard you singing in there and realized you were a soprano and I...�
�Celia, I don�t know what the hell a soprano even is, other than it has something to do with opera, right?�
�It�s the highest of the female singing voices,� Celia explained. �Between middle C and high C, loosely.�
�I don�t know what that means either,� Pauline said, exasperated.
�I�m a contralto. My range is lower in pitch than yours. A soprano complements a contralto quite nicely in duets, and vice versa. I need a soprano to double with me on several of my tracks, and here you are!�
Pauline nearly dropped her towel. �You�re saying you want me to sing with you?� she asked. �On the album?�
�That is exactly what I�m saying,� Celia said. �Tell me you�ll do it!�
�C, I�m not a singer,� she said. �All I know about putting voice on musical tracks is that it�s much more complicated than it appears. I sing in the shower. I sing in my car. I sing while I�m doing housework. I do all this for the sheer enjoyment of singing, but I do not sing into microphones.�
�We can work with you,� Celia promised. �Jake and I both can teach you what you need to know. You can do this, Pauline! I know you can!�
She looked at her and took a deep breath. �Well, can we maybe run this by Jake? See what he has to say about it?�
�Absolutely,� she said. �Let�s do it right now.�
�Okay,� Pauline said, slowly. �But maybe we should get dressed first?�
�Oh...� Celia said, realizing that she was still in a towel and that Pauline was still buck naked. �I guess maybe that would be a good idea.�

�Is this some kind of a joke?� Jake asked when they told him the idea fifteen minutes later.
�No joke,� Celia said. �She has a pretty soprano voice. Haven�t you heard it before?�
�Well ... sure,� Jake said. �I used to hear her singing in the shower all the time when we were growing up, as I�m sure she used to hear me, but...�
�Why didn�t you tell me about it?� Celia demanded. �We�ve been looking for a soprano all this time and you didn�t tell me your goddamn sister was one?�
�She�s not a singer,� Jake said, exasperated at her anger. �She has a good voice, that is true, but she has no vocal training whatsoever.�
�I tried telling her that,� Pauline said.
�We can train her,� Celia insisted. She turned to Pauline. �Sing for us, Paulie!� she barked. �Do ... oh, Dancing Queen this time. That�s a soprano piece.�
�Celia, really...� Pauline said.
�Dancing Queen?� said Ted, who was sitting on the couch near them. �That�s some cheesy-ass shit right there, isn�t it?�
�Shut up, Ted,� Celia barked. �Sing, Paulie. Fucking sing!�
�Hey,� said Ted with a chuckle. �Remember Rule Number 5.�
Pauline sighed and began to sing, obviously acutely embarrassed about it, but she put some soul into it. They listened to her intone through the first two verses and choruses. It wasn�t bad, Jake had to agree with that, but it was far from professional.
�You see?� Celia said, patting Pauline on the shoulder affectionately.
�I see,� Jake said with a nod. He turned to his sister. �Paulie, what key is Dancing Queen played in?�
Pauline shook her head. �I have no idea,� she said.
�Uh huh,� Jake said. �And if I told you it was in the key of A major, would that mean anything to you?�
She shook her head again. �Not a goddamn thing,� she admitted.
�Jake...� Celia started.
�Hold on,� Jake interrupted. He turned back to his sister. �And if I told you that you were singing that song in the wrong key, that you, in fact, moved between several different keys while singing it, would you know how to correct that problem?�
�No,� Pauline said. �I don�t even know what a key is.�
Celia rolled her eyes. �The key is the scale of notes that the...�
�It doesn�t matter!� Pauline barked at her. �I don�t know what the scale is either. I know what notes are, at least I think I do, but that�s as far as it goes. I�m not a musician, Celia. I don�t think I can do this. I�m sorry.�
�I think you can,� Celia insisted. �I know you can. Let Jake and I work with you a bit and we�ll get you singing like a pro.�
�Celia, really, I...�
�I need you, Paulie,� Celia insisted. �I really need you. If it doesn�t work out then it doesn�t work out, but can you at least try? For me?�
Pauline sighed. �All right,� she said. �I�ll try.�
Celia smiled. She then turned to Jake. �And you,� she said. �Will you help me work with her? Will you help shape that voice and give her enough training so we can pull this off?�
Jake gave a sigh of his own. �For you?� he asked.
�For me,� she confirmed.
He nodded his head. �I�ll give it a shot,� he said. He turned to Pauline. �It�ll actually be kind of fun to get to boss you around for once.�
Pauline pointed her finger at him. �You boss me around and I fuckin� walk!� she threatened.
�Hey now,� Ted said from the couch. �That�s another Rule 5 violation there.�

Chapter 6: Coming Together and Falling Apart

Washington DC, USA
October 29th, 1991
Matt stood on the stage under the bright spotlights, his iconic black and white Fender Stratocaster�the only guitar he had ever played before an audience�in his hands, his fingers moving surely and steadily over the fretboard with a skill and talent nearly unequaled among current guitarists. He was alone on the stage, ten minutes into a long, drawn-out guitar solo he had composed just for his live performances. The members of his band�John Engle on bass and Steve Calhoun on the drums�were sitting backstage at the moment, waiting for the end of the solo and their cue to return for the final number before the encore break.
The cheers from the audience as he played his instrument were loud and enthusiastic, but not deafening by any means. They were certainly nowhere near the volume he�d received regularly when he�d done his requisite live solos while playing with Intemperance. A big part of that was the size of the audience. Though the arena he was playing in�the same one where the Washington Bullets played hoop for the hometown crowd�had a capacity of more than sixteen thousand for concerts, it was not even half full for tonight�s Matt Tisdale concert (with Breakdown, a new death metal band recently signed by National, opening for him). This was typical so far, at least after the first fifteen dates of the east coast leg of the tour. He had not sold out a single venue since then. The scalpers weren�t even bothering with him, as there were always tickets available at the door on show nights. According to Greg Gahn, his tour manager, the night-of-show tickets accounted for approximately twenty-five percent of all ticket sales on any given night. That was absolutely pathetic, Matt had to admit to himself. Especially when Intemperance tickets, during their prime, had been going for several hundred dollars apiece on the illicit resale market, which was arguably�since it was the free market system truly unrestrained�the best marker of how popular a band really was.
He did not let his mind think about any of this as he played. Above all else in life, he was a professional and he gave his all to the seven thousand some-odd fans out there watching him. Sweat poured down his face and onto his chest�he had removed his shirt shortly after the third song of the set. He was cold sober currently, as he refused to allow himself or his band members to engage in any intoxicating substance for at least four hours prior to any show. He played with a focus and intent that was almost supernatural, pouring out his heart and his soul into the licks coming out of the Strat. When he sang, his vocals came out powerfully and with all the emotion he could wring from them.
And he knew it wasn�t what the people wanted. That fact had been painfully driven home to him over the past three months in a variety of ways.
His album was selling dismally. Only three hundred thousand copies so far, well over two-thirds of that within the first month of release. Sales were only a trickle now, a few thousand each week at best. It was quite apparent to him that he was not even going to make Gold before the end of the year, let alone the Platinum required for him to win the wager with National Records and keep control of the post-production of his next album.
He wanted to blame the National executives for this pathetic album performance�wanted to do that with every fiber of his being, with every paranoid and suspicious bone in his body�but he just couldn�t. They had held up their end of the bargain. He knew that. They had pulled out all the stops to promote the album and push for airplay of his tracks with all of their connections across the nation. He had been monitoring their efforts during every step of the process. Uncharacteristically, they had done their best, probably, he figured now, so they could say they told him so and not be accused of trying to sabotage the deal.
Where the fuck did I go wrong? he asked himself over and over again. My shit rocks! It�s some of the best guitar work in the history of the fucking guitar! Why the fuck aren�t people buying it? Why the fuck aren�t the radio stations playing it?
Sadly, he thought he knew what the answers to these questions were, and they were all the same answer. It wasn�t Intemperance. He had inadvertently type-cast himself by playing with those fucking traitors and it was now coming back to haunt him.
The reason his initial concerts had sold out large halls was not because of Matt himself, but because National, in promoting the tour, had heavily implied�though not actually promised�that Intemperance songs would be performed as part of the set. They were not. Though Crow and the boys had begged, threatened, demanded, and begged some more for him to lay down some of the tracks he had written for Intemp, the contract Matt had signed with them gave him control over the set list and composition of any tour. And there was no way in hell that Matt was going to perform any Intemperance tunes on his fucking tour.
And so, National, being National, had employed a little innuendo and bending of the truth when announcing the tour dates in the localities they were scheduled in.
MATT TISDALE � The legendary guitarist for Intemperance performs his material LIVE IN CONCERT! read the posters, announcements, and promos done by DJs across the nation.
It only took about fourteen shows for word to spread across the nation that Matt was not, in fact, laying down any Intemp after all. There was no Who Needs Love?, no This Life I Live, no Grandeur, no The Thrill of Doing Business. Once that rumor became verified by word of mouth, ticket sales plunged into the proverbial toilet. Now, the hope that this tour�which was reasonably low budget due to the lack of any technological flourishes such as lasers, complex lighting, complex sets, or pyrotechnics�would actually turn a profit was all but dashed. They were losing upwards of thirty thousand dollars per show, sometimes more depending on the venue.
�Why?� Crow, Doolittle, and other bigwigs from National management had demanded of him when it became clear he would not be doing any of the Intemp material. �Why are you cutting your throat like this? Don�t you know that this is what they want to see?�
�They�ll get my new shit,� was Matt�s only reply. �The tour is to promote my new album, not to play a bunch of shit from a job I used to have.�
�It was that job that made you what you are!� Crow nearly screamed at him when he heard this.
But Matt did not budge an inch. He would not play so much as a single riff from any Intemperance tune. He gave the National executives no explanation. He gave the many rock media reporters who questioned him about this no explanation either. Unfortunately, however, he could not hide the explanation from himself. He knew all too well why he was not performing any Intemperance material: his voice work could not compete with Jake Kingsley�s. He had a decent singing voice and he could carry a tune with it well�that was evident enough on the tracks for Next Phase�but he could not carry those tunes the way Jake had. He knew that. He fucking knew it. And he was not going to be compared unfavorably to that traitorous asshole. Not while he was still drawing air on this Earth.
I will never sing a song that fucking Kingsley has sung before me, he vowed with the same level of zeal and determination with which he�d vowed he would never play anything onstage but his old Strat.
That old Strat was screaming now, as Matt played out the final, furious crescendo of his fourteen minute long guitar solo�the second of two such solos in the set. He let the final note fade slowly away while the crowd cheered enthusiastically in response. While they were cheering, John and Steve came back out on the stage, the former picking up his bass guitar, the latter taking a seat back behind the double bass drum set.
�You like that shit?� Matt asked the crowd.
They liked that shit�after all, anyone who had bothered to show up had to be a Matt Tisdale fanatic�and they let him know they liked it by increasing the decibel level of their cheers, standing up on their seats, and holding their lighters in the air to create an artificial starfield out in the arena.
�Fuck yeah,� Matt said. �Let�s do one more here, then I gotta get the fuck on down the road, you know what I mean?� He turned to the band. �Let�s do it, boys.�
They did it, Matt churning out the intro to Into the Pain, the only song on the album that had been played on any radio station in the Washington/Baltimore region. John and Steve chimed in to set the rhythm. The crowd went wild once again.
The tune was seven minutes and twenty-three seconds on the album. In concert, it ran nine-fifteen thanks to Matt extending two of the guitar solos and the entire band making a huge production out of the finish to the song since it was the final number of the main set. At last, however, they finished it up and left the stage. They were not done yet, of course. The crowd cheered and yelled, stamped their feet, and shouted for more.
Matt and the boys gave them more. They did a two-song encore that lasted another eighteen minutes. The first song was Coming Down Fast, an unrecorded piece that had been worked up but not included on Next Phase due to time constraints. Matt intended to put it on the next album, although he was already cringing when he thought of what those sound engineers in the studio were going to make him do to it. The final song was Stir it Up, the multi-tempoed, multi-guitar soloed final cut on Next Phase�the song that had been Matt�s favorite of them all.
At last, they put their instruments down and left the stage after taking their bows. The house lights came up, signaling to the audience that it really was over this time. As the crowd began making its way to the exits, Matt, Steve, and John headed back to the dressing room, where the requisite food trays, tubs of beer, and, of course, marijuana and cocaine, would be laid out.
�Not a bad show, guys,� Matt told his band as they each grabbed a bottle of beer out of the ice and popped them open.
�Thanks, Matt,� said Steve. �I felt like we were really clicking up there tonight.�
�Yeah,� agreed John. �Me too. We were really in the groove.�
�I guess,� Matt said with a shrug. �Of course, you are both nothing but studio hackers, remember? There is only so much groove you can actually slide into.�
�Well ... just because we worked in the studio before hooking up with you...� started Steve.
�Don�t give me that fucking shit again,� Matt said. �Granted, you�re the best of the studio hackers, but you are still, by definition, studio hackers. Ass sucking little moles employed by the biggest ass in existence. Just because you�re not shitty, don�t let that shit go to your head.�
�Right,� Steve said sourly.
John simply grunted.
�Now then,� Matt said, picking up the cocaine kit that had been placed next to the beer cooler. �Anyone want to light up their life?�
All three of them did. Matt, though not the kindest boss in the world, was at least generous. They each snorted up two lines of pure, uncut Peruvian flake. That put everyone in a better mood�or at least it did until the dressing room door opened and Greg Gahn walked in.
�What the fuck are you doing in here?� Matt demanded of him. �I thought I was very clear in my tour instructions that I wanted to see as little of your hypocritical ass as humanly possible.�
�You made it quite clear,� Greg said. He was looking a bit haggard these days as well. Greg was quite fond of the white powder himself�this despite being an allegedly devout Mormon. Unlike when he went out on other tours, however, he was not allowed to imbibe in the drug, at least not from the supply that Matt maintained for himself and his inner circle. This was not out of any concern for his health or well-being, or even his performance, but for financial reasons. Cocaine was expensive and Matt�s contract stipulated that �entertainment expenses�, i.e. the cocaine, marijuana, and alcohol that flowed each night, did not cover National management members. Though Greg was a well-paid National Records employee, he was not well paid enough to finance his own considerable habit. And so, he was currently in a clean phase, having been dumped in a rehab center just prior to the tour heading out.
�Then explain yourself,� Matt said, holding up the cocaine mirror. �Did you come to offer to suck somebody�s dick for a little hit of this shit?�
�He ain�t sucking my dick,� said Steve.
�Mine either,� put in John.
�I do not and would not engage in homosexual sex!� Greg said firmly. �Not for anything in the world. And as for the devil�s powder, I am now almost eighty days clean. Heavenly Father has, once again, guided me out of the addiction.�
Matt simply shook his head. �You�re so full of bullshit,� he said. �What do you want, Greg? Speak and get the fuck out.�
�Well ... it has to do with the upcoming tour dates,� Greg said. �It�s good news, really.�
�The upcoming tour dates?� Matt asked, alarmed. �What about them? They�re not fucking canceling us, are they? I�ll fucking kill someone!�
�No, no,� Greg said hurriedly. �It�s nothing like that. As I said, this is actually good news. There are going to be some changes of venue, that�s all.�
�Changes of venue?� Matt said. �What do you mean?�
�Well,� Greg said, pulling a sheet of paper out of the jacket of his tailored suit, �starting with the show in New York, which will be November 5, you�ll be moving to smaller arenas whenever we can make the arrangements.�
�Smaller arenas?� Matt asked. �What the fuck?�
�Yes, smaller,� Greg confirmed. �You won�t be playing Madison Square Garden in New York. Instead, you�ll be playing Queens Memorial Auditorium.
�They�re pulling me out of MSG?� Matt asked angrily, his cocaine cheer evaporating in an instant. �Why?�
�I would think that would be obvious, Matt,� Greg told him. �The decision is financial in nature. We�ve only sold seven thousand tickets for the New York show. Why would we pay to rent MSG with eighteen thousand seats when Queens Memorial, with a capacity of eight thousand, rents for half the price, even with the cancellation fee for MSG thrown in.�
�They can�t do that!� Matt nearly screamed.
�Oh, but they can and they have,� Greg countered. �Tour composition and set list are yours to do with as you please under the contract. But tour management, including venues, cities, and ticket prices are the exclusive responsibility of National Records. And they are exercising their management powers to downgrade the venues across the map. There�re nothing you can do about it, Matt.�
Matt clenched his fists nearly hard enough to draw blood in his palms. �Those motherfuckers,� he grunted.
�You�re looking at this the wrong way, Matt,� Greg told him. �As I said, this is good news.�
�How the fuck is this shit good news?�
�I would think that would be obvious,� Greg said. �With the reduced costs of venue rental, the tour may end up being profitable after all. In New York, for instance, instead of losing thirty-eight thousand dollars, we�ll be in the black by more than five thousand, and that�s without even accounting for merchandise receipts.�
�Fucking money,� Matt said in disgust. �That�s what it�s always about with you dickwads. I thought you were always spouting off about how the purpose of a tour is not to make money, but to promote the album.�
�That is true,� Greg said. �But the purpose of the tour is not to lose money hand over fist when the same promotion aspect can be accomplished at a lower cost. There is no downside to this, Matt. I don�t understand why you�re protesting so much.�
Matt was not about to explain it to the grinning freak, but he knew why he was protesting. Madison Square Garden was where top acts performed when in New York City. It was where Intemperance had performed every single time they�d visited the Big Apple. Queens Memorial�which Matt had never even fucking heard of�was a second-rate arena. It was where second-rate acts were booked. And now they had booked him there. Matt fucking Tisdale at Queens Memorial? That was humiliating! And New York was only the start. They were going to do this shit to him all across the country, moving him from top billing to second-rate status just to save a little money.
�Get the fuck out of here, Greg,� Matt told him.
�Don�t you want to go over the...�
�I don�t want to go over shit,� Matt said. �Get out of my dressing room before I decide to vent some steam by twisting your fuckin� head around and then bending you backward so you kiss your own ass.�
�But...�
�Go, Greg!� Matt barked.
�I think I would go if I were you,� Steve suggested mildly.
Greg went, shutting the door behind him.
�Assholes,� Matt said, taking a long drink of his beer.
�You all right, Matt?� John asked carefully.
�Yeah,� Matt spat, setting the cocaine mirror back down and then crunching up another two lines. �What can you do?�
�Not much, I guess,� the bassist allowed.
They ate some of the food that had been laid out for them. Matt chomped down on some ribs and potato salad, washing it down with two beers. John and Steve each made a sandwich out of the fixings. More than half of the food was still there when they were done.
�All right,� Matt said with a sigh as he tossed his latest beer bottle in the general direction of the garbage can. �I guess I�m gonna hit the shower.�
�Sounds good, Matt,� said Steve, who was loading himself up a nice bonghit from the tray.
�I�ll be in right after you,� said John, who was putting together a gin and tonic.
Before heading to the shower, Matt opened up the dressing room door. Standing outside was Brian Browning, one of the security guys. �Hey, Bri,� Matt greeted.
�What�s up, Matt?� Brian returned.
�I�m hitting the shower now. Have Jack bring the bitches back in about ten minutes.�
�Will do,� Brian said, picking up his portable radio and putting it to his mouth.
Matt hit the shower, taking off his stage clothes of jeans and a sleeveless shirt and putting them in the laundry bin. He rinsed and cleaned the sweat from his body, washed out his long hair, and then stepped out to dry off. Once dry, he put on his after-show clothes, which consisted of a pair of jeans and a sleeveless shirt.
He was still quite upset about the change of venues. When he emerged back into the dressing room and saw what Jack had brought for him and the boys, his mood did not improve.
There were four girls out there. Two were well into their thirties. The other two, while in their twenties, were not the most impressive examples of young female adulthood. The one with the fake blonde hair was at least thirty pounds overweight, her body squeezed into a denim miniskirt that was perhaps two sizes too small. It rode quite high on her chunky legs, which were covered with a pair of fishnet stockings. A roll of fat bulged out from beneath her top. The other young one was painfully skinny, her face somewhat pockmarked with acne, and she had no tits at all. Her legs were knobby little sticks that looked like they had been drawn on. Of the older two, one, though marginally cute, was clearly inebriated to the point that she was about to pass out. The other was even fatter and more inappropriately dressed than the young fatty.
�Oh my God, it�s you!� the young fatty yelled when she saw him emerge from the shower room.
�It is!� screamed the young skinny one. Is she that skinny because of fucking meth? Matt had to wonder. He strongly suspected that was the case, particularly when he saw she was missing a few teeth.
The four of them ran over to him and began telling him how much they loved him, how they were so into his music, how they would do anything he wanted them to do.
�It�s nice to meet you all,� Matt told them. �No need to tell me your names. Y�all know the rules.�
�No names!� the inebriated one squealed, delighted. �Everyone knows that Matt doesn�t wanna know your fuckin� name!�
�Just call me nameless,� said the old fatty, as she reached down and ran the back of her hand across his crotch.
�All right then,� Matt said, twisting away from her probing hand. �Why don�t you bitches grab something to drink, or...� He looked at the fatties. � ... or some grub if you want. Give me just a second.�
They practically ran to the bar and food spread and began helping themselves. Matt watched them for a second and then walked over to the door, where Jack Ferguson, head of tour security and procurer of the groupies, was standing.
�What the fuck is up with this bunch, Jack?� Matt asked him. �I don�t recall asking you to find the skankiest bitches in the arena.�
�Sorry, Matt,� he apologized, �but the pickings are a little slim. These are the best I can do.�
�Seriously?� Matt asked. While it was true that the quality of groupie on this tour was considerably less than what he had enjoyed during the Intemperance tours, Jack was usually able to come up with four to six acceptable bitches each show. What he was seeing now was bottom of the barrel shit.
�We�ve been over this before,� Jack told him. �Unlike in the Intemp days, your solo fans are mostly male. Greg tells me that eight out of every ten patrons coming through the door has a fuckin� dick swinging between their legs. And of that twenty percent that have a twat, probably five out of every six are only here because a boyfriend or a husband dragged them here. I�m telling you, it�s hard to find any groupies out in the crowd who even want to come back and entertain you and the boys, let alone pay the price they have to pay to get back here.�
�I know,� Matt sighed. �I understand all that and I appreciate what you do, Jack. You know I think of you as a brother, right?�
�I know, Matt,� Jack said.
�But these four?� Matt whispered to him, jerking his head in the direction of the women. �Is that seriously the pick of the litter?�
�For Washington, District of Columbia, it is,� Jack confirmed. �The male to female ratio in this town is higher than the average because it�s a government capital region. That eighty-twenty mix of male to female we see in the other venues was about ninety-two to eight here. We had a hell of a time even finding these four.�
Matt looked them over again, shaking his head sadly. �That�s a damn shame,� he said.
�You want me to get rid of them?� Jack asked. �Maybe you can score something a little better when we get back to the hotel.�
Matt thought it over for a few seconds. �Naw,� he said. �Let �em stay. I guess I can bag the two heifers. Hell, maybe I�ll be inspired to write a song about it like Brian May.�
�Anything can happen,� Jack said. �And if it makes you feel better, the older one sucks a mean dick.�
�Yeah?� Matt said, his interest growing a bit now.
�Yeah,� Jack assured him.
�Well, maybe there�s something to be salvaged from this night after all.�

Meanwhile, about four hundred air miles to the northwest, in Detroit, Michigan, another show was just wrapping up as well. The contrast between Matt�s show and the concert by Veteran could not have been greater.
Veteran was playing in famed Cobo Arena, on the north bank of the Detroit River, just a hundred feet from the Canadian border. Twelve thousand screaming fans filled the bleacher seats. Another two thousand were on the floor before the stage. A large screen showed live views of the show while a complex scaffolding hung above, flashing hundreds of computer controlled lights of different colors onto the five-man group. Intermittently, lasers would fire through clouds of carbon dioxide gas generated by machines fueled with dry ice. Explosions would echo from time to time as well, to the delight of the crowd.
Coop sat behind his drum set, his shirt off, his blonde hair flapping wildly about, sweat dripping from his body as he pounded his sticks down during the final number of the main set. He was playing his best, giving all his energy, all his heart, all his soul to the performance.
Unfortunately, his bandmates were not doing the same.
Coop was stone cold sober as he played. He was the only one of the five that could make that claim. He had learned the hard way back when he and Darren had started playing around with smoking weed, then drinking prior to performances when out on the road. Matt was a supreme asshole to the tenth degree, but his rule against imbibing for at least four hours prior to a show was a good rule that made a lot of sense. It was a rule that, when disregarded, had led to Darren getting his stupid ass blown through the air like a fucking soda can over a firecracker one night in Austin, Texas. It was the injuries from that incident that had led first Darren and then Coop himself to get started down the nasty road of heroin addiction. Coop had managed to walk away from that road. Darren had not, and, because he had not, he was now dead, buried in a cemetery in Heritage, California with only thirty years between the two dates on the tombstone.
There was no such rule in the band Veteran.
Every night, before every show, Mike Hamm, Jerry Hawk, Rob Wilkes, and Steve Carl drank no less than eight beers, snorted endless lines of cocaine, and smoked bonghit after bonghit while waiting backstage for their opening band to finish up. By the time they took the stage each night, all four of them were cruising far above the stratosphere and in considerably less than ideal shape for putting on a concert.
Hamm and Wilkes were the worst of the bunch, and the most prone to making the errors that went along with gross intoxication. Rare was the show where Hamm didn�t start playing the wrong part of the rhythm for at least one of the songs, or didn�t lead through a switchover the way he was supposed to, or sang out a backing vocal at the wrong time, when he wasn�t supposed to be singing. And Wilkes ... it was amazing that he made it through any of the shows at all. He could barely walk at times up on the stage. His lyrics were slurred and he often sang the wrong verses, or came in late, or missed his cue entirely. And his between-song banter! He couldn�t remember what the hell he was supposed to be saying half the time. When he did speak, his slurring was even worse and the audience could barely understand him. Twice now he had actually gone off into rants about anti-nuclear shit and banning the fur trade�topics that were most assuredly not scripted into the banter.
Coop had tried to reason with them, had tried to explain that they would put on a much better show if they could simply hold to a four hour window of sobriety once a day when they were scheduled to perform, but his pleas had fallen on deaf and hostile ears.
�That�s the stupidest fucking thing I�ve ever heard!� declared Hamm when the suggestion was first put to them. �We�re fucking rock stars! Getting wasted before a show is what we do.�
�Fuck yeah,� agreed Wilkes. �Our fans expect us to be fucked up.�
And the truth of the matter was, that actually seemed to be the case. Whenever there was a screw-up onstage, the fans cheered louder and held their lighters higher. The reviews of their shows�which Coop considered to be pathetic shadows of what they truly could be with a little discipline and effort�were almost universally positive. All of this pleased Aristocrat management in general and Larry Candid�their tour manager�in particular.
�You boys just keep doing what you�re doing,� Larry told them after each review came out. �You�re killing this tour. Absolutely fucking killing it!�
We�re killing it all right, Coop thought now, as they prepared to close out the Detroit show. Fucking Wilkes had just sung the wrong verse again, putting the third verse where the second one was supposed to be. Coop followed along the mistake, leading the rest of the band through it as well, but that meant that they�d skipped the entire bridge section and the guitar solo. And no one onstage even seemed to realize it!
The audience did, however. They were playing Off Track, the second release from the album, a song that was now in the midst of heavy airplay on the radio. A chorus of boos erupted when it was realized that they were closing out the song without the solo. But even the boos seemed playful and understanding, more amused than angry.
Coop sighed as he played out the outro to the tune. They had just started the second leg of the tour. There were two more to go after this one and he had even heard talk of an international tour of Europe and Asia. He wasn�t sure how much more of this he could take.
The tune mercifully ended and the crowd cheered with their normal enthusiasm despite the screw-up. Coop threw his drumsticks into the crowd and stepped down from his set.
�Thank you, Cleveland!� Wilkes shouted out to them. �We love you! Thank you and good night!�
Another chorus of boos erupted from the crowd, this one considerably louder and angrier.
Jesus fucking Christ, Coop thought helplessly. Fucking Cleveland? Cleveland was where they had played last night! That drunk asshole had just shouted out the wrong goddamn city�an unforgiveable blunder.
Coop grabbed the singer with one hand, the bass player with another, and dragged them off the stage, wondering how they were going to fix this fuck-up. Should Wilkes apologize to them? Should he just not mention it when they came out for the encore set? He didn�t know. This was a little beyond simply missing a solo.
�What are those fuckers booing us for?� Wilkes shouted once they were safely in the stage left area.
�You shouted out �thank you, Cleveland�,� Coop barked at him. �We�re in fucking Detroit, you moron!�
Wilkes looked surprised for a moment and then started laughing hysterically, as if that was the funniest thing he�d ever heard. �Did I really say that shit?� he asked.
�You really said it,� confirmed Larry, who was looking at the singer sternly. Though the musical screwups did not bother him, he did not seem amused by this particular brand of fuck up at all.
Wilkes laughed even harder. �Fucking classic!� he declared. �Oh my God, I�m fucking wasted!�
�Yeah, no shit,� Coop said.
From out on the arena floor, the sounds of stamping feet had begun, calling for the encore. The audience was chanting something as well, and it wasn�t �more, more, more� or some variation of that, the normal encore call. They were chanting, �We�re NOT Cleveland! We�re NOT Cleveland!�
�All right,� Larry barked over the noise, �this is how we handle this. Wilkes, when you go out for the encore, you need to...�
The sound of violent retching interrupted him. Everyone turned to see that Mike Hamm was now bent over a storage box, emptying his stomach onto the wooden stage floor. The vomit smelled strongly of beer and had chunks of hot dog in it.
�Fuck me!� Larry said, shaking his head. He pointed to one of the roadies. �Go get some towels so we can clean that shit up!�
�Right,� the roadie said, rushing away toward the bathroom area.
The retching went on for the better part of two minutes. The chants of �We�re NOT Cleveland!� continued unabated, as did the angry stamping of thousands of feet. When the vomit finally stopped pouring out of Hamm�s body, he remained in that position, slumped over the storage box, drool running out of his mouth.
�All right, Mike,� Larry said, putting his hand on Hamm�s shoulder. �You got it all out, now let�s get you boys back out there for the encore.�
But Hamm did not respond to him. He remained as he was, only grunting when Larry shook his shoulder and told him to wake the fuck up.
�He�s fucking passed out!� Coop said in disgust.
�I can see that,� Larry said. �Do you have anything helpful to add, Coop?�
�Yeah,� Coop said. �This is why we shouldn�t get wasted before a show. This ain�t the way the world is supposed to work, Larry!�
Larry dismissed that with an angry shake of the head. �He�ll be fine in a minute,� he said, pulling his radio from a holder on his belt. He keyed it up. �This is Head Man,� he told whoever was on the other end, using his official code name (with its double meaning). �Bring me two lines of coke as quick as you can fucking get them here.�
�Right!� squeaked a voice from the speaker, not bothering to ask for clarification of any kind. Such was life on a rock tour.
While they were waiting, Larry went back to Wilkes, who was still giggling about his Cleveland snafu.
�Listen up, you idiot,� Larry told him. �You need to go out there and make this shit right. Tell them that you�re tired from the road and from doing show after show and you apologize for calling them Cleveland. Tell them Cleveland is a fucking shithole and you�re appalled that you made an error like that. Hell, you can tell them you�re fucking wasted if you want, but you�ve got to apologize to them before they storm the fucking stage and lynch your ass!�
Wilkes, who had nodded through all this as if he was agreeing, remained silent. He just kept nodding.
�Do you fucking understand that?� Larry demanded.
�Understand what?� Wilkes asked.
�Fuck me!� Larry barked in frustration.
Tim Bollinger, one of the security guys, came bursting into the stage left area, a mirror and a plastic baggie in hand. �Got the shit!� he told Larry.
�Give it to me!� Larry said, holding out his hand.
Tim gave it to him. Larry quickly dumped a sizeable amount of the white powder onto the surface of the mirror and then pulled a razor blade from his shirt pocket. He quickly chopped up the cocaine and formed it into two fat lines. He then walked over to Hamm and grabbed him by his long hair, forcing his head up. He set the mirror down before him and then whipped out a plastic drink straw that had been cut in half.
�Mike!� he yelled, jerking his head back and forth. �Got some blow for you! Snort this shit up!�
Hamm did not wake up, so Larry began slapping the side of his face, first one cheek and then the other, until the bass player finally opened his eyes.
�What ... what ... what the fuck!� Hamm yelled.
�Snort this shit!� Larry told him. �We need to get you back out there!�
�I don�t...� Hamm started.
�You do!� Larry barked, cramming the straw into his nose and forcing his head down toward the mirror. �Fucking hit this shit!�
Hamm finally got the idea. He snorted up the first line and then Larry forcibly moved his head a little, so he was lined up with the second. Hamm sucked up that one as well.
�All right!� Larry said. �Now on your feet. Help me get him up, Coop!�
Coop, still shaking his head at all of this, walked over and grabbed underneath Hamm�s right arm. Larry grabbed under the left. They bodily jerked him to his feet. At first, his feet didn�t want to hold him up, but after a few seconds, as the stimulant made its way into his brain cells, he got the idea.
�All right, all right, all fucking right!� Hamm barked. �I�m up. Get your fucking hands off me!�
�You cool now?� Larry asked him.
�I�m fine!� he said, then promptly stumbled forward. Only the fact that Coop and Larry were holding him kept him from face planting.
�You better get fine, quick!� Larry said. He turned to Coop. �Walk him around a little, let that shit circulate some. I need to get moron number two in order.�
�Good luck with that,� Coop said as Larry let go of the bass player and walked back over to the singer.
While Wilkes was having his apology barked at him again and as the crowd continued to chant�their words were now, �We�re NOT fucking Cleveland! We�re NOT fucking Cleveland!��Coop pulled on Hamm�s arm. �Let�s walk,� he told him.
But Hamm did not want to walk. As was often the case when he snorted cocaine atop alcohol, he became mean and belligerent. �Get your fuckin� hand off of me!� he barked, trying to pull away.
�You need to walk, Hamm!� Coop told him. �We have to go out and do the encore!�
�Fuck the encore!� Hamm spat, jerking himself free of Coop�s grip. This caused him to stagger backwards again, flirting with the edge of balance. Steve Carl, the keyboardist, who had been watching everything with the detachment of the ruinously stoned, reached over and grabbed Hamm�s arm to steady him. Hamm did not appreciate the gesture. He jerked himself free from this grip and then pushed the keyboardist forcibly in the chest, causing him to fall backwards to his butt.
�Motherfucker!� Carl barked, jumping back to his feet. �You don�t put your fuckin� hands on me!�
�Fuck you, motherfucker!� Hamm barked back. �You don�t put your fuckin� hands on me!�
�Hamm, chill!� Coop said, stepping up behind him and putting his hand on Hamm�s shoulder.
�I said not to fucking touch me!� Hamm yelled, spinning and throwing a right cross at Coop�s head. His fist connected with the side of Coop�s face, stunning him momentarily, and causing an intense flare of red anger to go rushing through him.
�That�s your ass, dickwad!� Coop told him, throwing a straight right jab. And since Coop was both sober and the veteran of more than a few barroom brawls thanks to his former friendship with Matt Tisdale, his fist did a lot more damage. The first blow shattered Hamm�s nose. He followed it up with a left cross that connected with the bassist�s right temple, dropping him to the stage floor in an untidy heap.
�Jesus fucking Christ!� Larry yelled, rushing over. �What did you do that for?�
�He fucking punched me first!� Coop said. �No motherfucker punches me without getting my fist in return! That�s the way the fuckin� world works, dude!�
�He had that shit coming,� Carl said. �If Coop wouldn�t have done it, I would�ve.�
�Fuck me,� Larry said, kneeling down next to the now unconscious bass player. He shook him a few times but Hamm would not wake up. Blood continued to pour from his nose onto the wooden floor.
�Did I fuckin� kill him?� Coop asked, half hoping that he had.
�He�ll live,� Larry sighed, �but he�s gonna need to take a trip to the hospital.� He shook his head. �I think we better start making a strategic withdrawal from �Cleveland�, huh?�
�I�m thinking so,� Coop agreed.
And that was why Detroit missed out on the three song encore, and how Indianapolis and Cincinnati both had their shows cancelled completely on account of the bass player suffering from a significant concussion that put him out of action for almost a week. It was also how Veteran got their first scathing concert review.
It would not be their last.

Pauline got the call about the Detroit incident at nine o�clock, Pacific Time, the night it happened. She was spending the month in the rented house in Coos Bay now that she had been recruited by Celia as a backup singer. Her nightly lessons with Celia and Jake had just wrapped up and she was enjoying a glass of wine on the couch in the sitting room, trying to purge her brain of all the keys and timbres and exercises she had been doing�all things that had turned an enjoyable pastime she had once enjoyed into a freaking chore.
�Sing from your fucking diaphragm,� she muttered to herself, repeating a phrase she had been told at least a hundred times. �Let me hear that middle C.� She gunned down a healthy slug of the chardonnay. �I�ve got your fucking middle C right here.�
At least the house was not as crowded these days. Since the basic rhythm tracks had all been put down�at last! It had taken a few heart to heart talks with the Nerdlys about easing up on their anal retentive obsessions with perfection to finally get them done�Ted and Ben had both gone home to Los Angeles for now. They would need to come back when the overdubs began in another month or so, but for now, they actually had spare bedrooms in the house and a lot less drama going on.
Not that Pauline was completely happy about the situation. They were still paying Ben and Ted even though they were not here and were not producing anything. Jake and Celia had insisted upon it. Both had taken leaves of absence from their normal jobs in order to participate in the recording process, thus cutting off that income source. Since it was unreasonable for them to ask their respective employers if they could come back from their LOAs and then go back out again when the overdubs and mixing process began, it was decided�not by her, to be sure�that the best solution was for them to just stay on the LOAs and KVA Records would pay them what they would have been making had they gone back to work. That meant the LLC was shelling out the equivalent of both a community college professor�s salary and a paramedic�s salary every two weeks. It was not as much as they had been paying them as musicians, but they weren�t getting anything in return out of the deal.
It now seemed inevitable that the owners of the LLC that was KVA were all going to have to shell out a little more money before this project was said and done. The only question was how much? She did not look forward to telling this news to Greg, who had been staying in the house for the past week now. That conversation would have to be had soon, probably when Jill made her next visit on the 15th of November, just about two weeks from now.
She heard the phone ringing in the entertainment room, noticing it only because of its rarity. They did not get many phone calls here, as hardly anyone in the world knew they were here. Greg called Celia sometimes, but Greg was already here, so it couldn�t be him. Laura�s fianc� had not called her a single time, although he had been given the number. So who could this be? A wrong number, perhaps? She sincerely hoped so. Because they only other reason someone would call would be if there was an issue with...
�Paulie!� Jake�s voice called to her. �Phone call!�
�Fuck,� she muttered, taking another slug of her wine before getting up to see what this latest shit was all about.

Jake handed his sister the phone and then went back to the pool table, where he and Laura were having a friendly little game of eight ball with Greg and Celia. It was Greg�s turn and he lined up carefully on the fifteen ball, examining the shot from several angles, trying to work out the best way to nudge it into the corner pocket while getting the cue to bounce back and line him up for the twelve.
�This is Pauline,� Jake heard her say into the mouthpiece. �What�s up?� She listened for a moment and he saw her scowl. She then said, �You�re fucking kidding me.�
Apparently whoever was on the other end of the line�the caller had not introduced himself when Jake answered the phone�was not fucking kidding her.
�Jesus Christ,� Pauline said. �The hospital? How bad is it?� Another pause, another shake of the head. �A week? Seriously? That means they�re going to miss at least three dates, right?�
Jake had now lost interest in the game entirely. Obviously something had gone wrong on the Veteran tour, something that had landed someone in a hospital. Was it Coop?
Pauline was now talking about something else entirely, something about how the hospital and a couple of missed shows was not the worst part of the story. �He didn�t?� she asked. �They do?� Another pause. �He actually said that to your face?� A shake of the head. �Jesus Christ. I�m assuming that alcohol was involved in all this?� Another scowl. �Don�t fucking bullshit me, Candid! Were they drunk?� A shake of the head to go with the scowl. �Uh huh. So it would seem you did not introduce that little sobriety before performance rule that Coop and I suggested?� A pause, a sigh. �Yeah. I believe that about as much as I believe in Santa Claus. All right. I�ll get there as soon as I can and see if I can put Humpty back together again. I�m in fucking coastal Oregon right now though, so it�ll probably be late evening tomorrow at best.� Another pause. �All right. Bracken Memorial Hospital. Got it. I�ll let you know when I�m close.�
She slammed the phone down and shook her head again.
�Trouble on the tour?� Jake asked.
�Yeah,� she sighed. �Coop and Hamm got into a fight after the show in Detroit�or actually during the show, since it happened at the encore break. Coop put him in the hospital with a broken nasal bone and a concussion.�
Jake nodded appreciably. �Nice going, Coop,� he said.
�It is not nice going,� Pauline said. �They�re going to miss the next two dates at least because of this shit. That�s the best-case scenario. The bigger problem is that Hamm says he won�t ever go onstage with Coop again, that they can just cancel the whole tour unless they fire Coop�s ass and get another drummer.�
Jake raised his eyebrows. �That�s not exactly a rational declaration,� he said. �It would take at least a month to train up a new drummer for the tour.�
�Or a new bass player,� Pauline said. �Coop is spouting the same shit. He says he won�t go back onstage with Hamm.�
�What was the fight about?� asked Greg, who had been listening in as well.
�Who the fuck knows?� Pauline said. �Candid, their tour manager, was just blowing smoke up my ass about that part. It seems pretty clear that alcohol, at the very least, was a catalyst.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �When we toured with Earthstone after Descent was released, they liked to party hard before their shows, particularly Mike Hamm. And he was a mean drunk too. The kind of guy that tries to deliberately pick fights.�
�Sounds like he bit off a bit more than he could chew,� suggested Greg.
�Sounds like it,� Pauline agreed. She turned back to Jake. �I need to get to Detroit as soon as I can and try to sort through this mess and get them back on the road.�
�Understood,� Jake said. �You need me to fly you to Portland?� Since it was now almost winter, the offseason on the coast of Oregon, the commuter airline that provided service to and from Portland International Airport had cut down the number of flights from one per day to two per week. And those flights were on Fridays and Wednesdays. Tomorrow was Sunday. Jake�s plane, however, was currently parked at North Bend Municipal and had been the entire time the band had been in Coos Bay. So far, he had not had occasion to fly it, so busy had they been.
�Yeah,� Pauline said. �I�m gonna get on the horn and see what time the earliest flight to Detroit leaves in the morning.�
�I�m at your disposal,� Jake assured her, already looking forward to climbing behind the controls and taking to the sky, even if it just for the one hour hop to Portland and back.
�Thanks,� she said, picking up the phone book that was stored beneath the table. She opened it up and began to flip through it.
�It�s your turn, Jake,� Laura told him, pointing at the pool table.
�Right,� Jake said, picking up his pool cue and examining the table. There were three solids left, not including the eight ball. As he was lining up on the three ball, something occurred to him. �Hey,� he said, abandoning the shot and turning to Laura. �Why don�t you come with us to Portland tomorrow?�
�Me?� she asked. �What for?�
�Two words,� Jake said. �Soprano sax.�
She knew immediately what he was talking about. A few weeks earlier, while working on the basic melody track for one of Jake�s songs: South Island Blur, a heavy acoustical guitar piece he had penned about the drunken stupor he�d been in while on exile in New Zealand, it had been agreed upon by Jake, Celia, and the Nerdlys that the song was missing something. And so they�d experimented with having Laura play her alto sax as a secondary melody atop the primary one. It fit, and it had improved the sound of the tune, but it had been just a little too heavy. They needed an instrument that could play higher notes. It was Laura who suggested a soprano saxophone might do the trick.
�Can you play one?� Jake had asked her.
�Sure,� she said with a shrug. �I played around with one back when I was in the marching band in high school. It might take me a few days to get plugged back into it�you know, because of the breathing and the differences in projection and all that�but I can do it.�
The problem, however, was that she did not own a soprano saxophone and the one small music store in the Coos Bay region did not carry one either. And so the experiment had been shelved for the time being as other, more pressing concerns popped up with the recording process. But now, since he had to fly to Portland anyway, and since somewhere in the Portland metropolitan region there had to be a major music store ... well, perhaps things happened for a reason.
�I don�t know,� Laura said now. �It seems like an awful lot of trouble just for one song. And we don�t even know what it will sound like.�
�There�s only one way to find out,� Jake said.
She was still doubtful. In fact, Laura had been in somewhat of a funk the past two weeks, moping around, going back to those uncommunicative ways she had displayed when they�d first hired her on. Though her musical expression hadn�t suffered, she had gone back to speaking only when spoken to, hiding out in her room for much of the off time, and those precious flashes of her smile and her deliciously quick wit had all but disappeared. Tonight was the first time she had actually socialized with her bandmates since the funk had started, and that was only because Jake had actually ordered her to report to the entertainment room for a few games of pool.
It did not take a rocket scientist to figure out what the reason for this funk was. Three weeks ago, just after the rhythm tracks had been laid down and they were getting ready to start the primary melodies, Laura, who would not be needed for the first steps, had asked if she could take a week off to fly home. They had granted her wish and she�d climbed onto the puddle jumper out of North Bend her normal self, happy, bubbly, and excited to go see her fianc�.
When she�d returned a week later, she was in the midst of the funk. She did not speak of what had happened while she had been home. She, in fact, denied that there was anything wrong with her at all. But it was quite obvious that something had gone wrong during her visit, something that had sapped a good portion of the life right out of her.
�A good soprano sax is not going to be cheap,� she told Jake now. �We�re talking at least fifteen hundred dollars for one that will produce recording quality sound. Maybe even two thousand.�
�Don�t worry about what it costs,� Jake said.
This drew the attention of Pauline. �Jake,� she said sternly, �I think she makes a good point there. Two grand is a lot of money. You know how far over budget we are.�
�Over budget?� Greg said, looking at her. �How far are we over budget?�
�It�s not that bad, Greg,� Jake assured him. �Look. I won�t use KVA funds for the sax. I�ll pay for it out of my pocket. After all, I�ve got fresh royalties coming in from that Greatest Hits album, right?�
�Are you sure you want to do that, Jake?� Celia asked. �The tune stands up on its own.�
�I�m sure,� he said. �I really think that sax will help set the tune to the emotion I�m trying to convey.� He turned back to the redhead. �What do you say, Laura? Let�s go out and find us some sax, huh?�
That actually brought a smile to her face. The first one they had seen since her return from LA. �All right,� she said. �Let�s do it.�

There were no direct flights from Portland to Detroit. The best that Pauline could do was to book an 8:20 AM flight to Denver, change planes and wait out a two hour layover, and then hop on a connecting flight to Detroit that would arrive at almost 10:00 PM, Detroit time. And in order to get to the airport in Portland on time, Jake�s plane needed to be wheels-up from North Bend Municipal by 6:00 AM.
�This is going to be a long, miserable fucking day,� Pauline declared as she, Jake, and Laura piled into Jake�s BMW at 5:30 AM that morning.
Fortunately, the weather was cooperative. A few scattered clouds at ten thousand, a light onshore wind, and the temperature in the low fifties. Jake filed his flight plan and did his preflight on the aircraft. Laura, who was a little nervous about flying in such a small plane�her only flying experience in her life had been the flights she had taken to get to Coos Bay and then return home and back two weeks ago�was offered the copilot�s seat by Pauline.
�Shouldn�t you be sitting there?� Laura asked her.
�Why?� Pauline asked. �I can�t fly this thing any more than you can.�
�You can�t?�
�I can�t,� she confirmed. �Besides, I can doze off a bit back here.�
They strapped in and Jake took off on schedule, barreling down Runway 22 into the breeze and lifting off for the one hour flight.
Laura quickly got comfortable with the trip as Jake explained everything he was doing and why he was doing it as he did it. She picked up instinctively on what Jake always had to explain to Celia�as long as he didn�t look nervous, there was nothing to worry about.
They landed at Hillsboro Airport, a municipal general aviation field just west of Portland, at 7:03 AM. Jake taxied over to the GA terminal and secured the plane. From there, they made their way to the rental car area and Jake procured a Lexus sedan for the day. Since it was a Sunday, the drive to PDX, as Portland International was known, only took about fifteen minutes. They dropped Pauline and her single bag off in front of the terminal for her airline.
�Have fun, sis,� Jake told her.
�Not fucking likely,� she muttered and then walked off, disappearing through the sliding doors.
Jake looked at his watch and then at Laura. �Well now,� he said. �I don�t think any music stores are going to be open on a Sunday before nine.�
�Probably not,� she said with a yawn. It was obvious she was not a fan of getting up so early.
�How about we go downtown and grab some breakfast? My treat.�
�Okay,� she said. �I could use a little something in my stomach.�
Jake had been to Portland before, a few times when he was a kid and on every tour that Intemperance had done, but he had never driven around in it before. Still, he was a good navigator with an instinctive grasp of direction and a pilot�s knowledge of the geography of the region. He drove them through the city, heading west and then north, until reaching the downtown area with its high rises and bridges over both the Willamette and the Columbia Rivers. On the Columbia waterfront, in the heart of downtown, he found a little caf� overlooking the huge river. It conveniently had a parking spot directly in front of it.
�This looks like the place,� Jake said as he pulled in.
There were only a few people in the restaurant and they were seated right away, at a booth near the window. A middle-aged waitress wearing a green uniform put menus and glasses of water before them.
�Can I start you folks off with some coffee?� she asked. �Or maybe something a little stronger?�
�Stronger?� Laura asked, raising her eyebrows.
�We�re famous for our bloody Marys,� the waitress told her. �It�ll kick you right into the morning, if you know what I mean.�
�Hmm,� she said. �I�ve never had one of those before. People really drink them this early?�
�That�s why they exist,� Jake told her. �Bloody Marys and mimosas are the two drinks we, as western society, have deemed socially acceptable to consume before noon. You can have one at eight in the morning and no one will look twice at you. However, if you ask for a rum and coke at eight in the morning, they think you�re an alky.�
�Interesting,� Laura said thoughtfully.
�You wanna try one?� the waitress asked. �You won�t be sorry.�
She hesitated. �Well...� She looked at Jake. �Will you have one too?�
He chuckled. �I try to stay away from the hard stuff when I have to fly later in the day. It�s one of those FAA things, you know.�
�Oh ... yeah,� she said. �I guess that makes sense.�
�But far be it from me to rain on someone else�s parade,� he said. �Go ahead and fire up. You don�t have to fly a plane, right?�
She nodded. �No, I guess I don�t.� She looked at the waitress. �Hit me.�
The waitress smiled in approval. �One bloody Mary, coming up,� she said. �And you, sir?�
�Coffee,� he said. �And keep it coming.�
They perused the menus in silence, with Jake settling on the southwest scramble. When the waitress came back with their drinks, Laura ordered a simple plate with two scrambled eggs, sausage, and whole wheat toast.
�Kind of boring,� Jake chastised.
She simply shrugged and then tried a tentative drink of her bloody Mary. Her eyes lit up a bit as she rolled the flavor around in her mouth. �Hey,� she said, �this is pretty good.�
�Yeah?� Jake asked, a little jealous.
�It�s got a nice, spicy bite to it,� she said, and then took another, larger drink. �You can hardly taste the booze at all.�
�You�re making me drool,� he said sourly.
Another tiny hint of a smile. �Sorry,� she said.
Silence reigned again, becoming almost awkward, until Laura got about half of the potent bloody Mary in her empty stomach. And then, clearly feeling the effects, she started to speak again, at first just making a few remarks about the instrument they were going to search out, and then moving into more personal matters.
�I�ve been meaning to ask you,� she said, her green eyes looking at Jake�s face over her glass.
�What�s that?�
�The cocaine from the butt crack thing. Did you ... you know ... actually do that?�
He gave an embarrassed smile. �What do you think?�
She considered. �Well ... it�s pretty depraved,� she said. �Exactly the sort of thing I would�ve thought you would do based on your reputation. You have quite the reputation, you know.�
�Oh, I know all right,� he assured her. �Let�s see. I�m a Satanist, that�s the most common one. I�m a drug addict, that�s a close second. I beat my girlfriends regularly. I once threw a girl off of a boat after raping her because she wanted to break up with me. I�m a serial cheater when I do have a relationship. Have I covered all the high points?�
�They�ve been saying you�re bisexual now,� she added. �That because you�ve slept with so many women, you�ve gotten bored with it and are giving guys a try.�
�Really?� he said with a chuckle. �I haven�t heard that one.�
�Why do you think Phil was so excited to make your acquaintance?� she asked. �He was really hoping that one would be true.�
�Alas, it is not,� Jake said. �I haven�t quite gotten that bored with the female sex yet.�
�He�s still holding out hope for it though,� she said with a giggle. It was nice to hear the sound come out of her mouth. �Anyway, you didn�t answer my question.�
�About the butt crack?�
�About the butt crack,� she said. �I�ve gotten to know you well enough that I have a hard time believing some of that other stuff. For instance, I know you�re not a Satanist and I know you�re not a drug addict. As for beating your girlfriends ... well ... I�m not the most sophisticated judge of men, I�ll be the first to admit, but I just can�t picture that either. You�re too even tempered. You always seem to stop and think before you do something.�
Jake laughed. �Yeah ... I�ve gotten into plenty of trouble in my time because I didn�t stop and think about something, although that was back during my heavy drinking days, and there was usually alcohol involved when I made a particularly poor decision.�
�Like what?� she asked, taking another sip of her drink.
�Where do I begin?� he asked with another chuckle. �Hooking up with that redheaded groupie in Cabo San Lucas while I was dating someone ... that was a bad decision. Getting involved with Mindy Snow for the second time ... while she was married ... that was a bad decision, and one that I just kept repeating.�
�You were involved with her a second time?� Laura asked, eyes wide.
�Guilty,� he said. �We met by chance in Fiji, and...�
�Fiji?� Laura asked incredulously. �How do you meet someone by chance in Fiji?�
�It was quite the coincidence,� he said. �She was there filming Tropical Dreams, that flick about World War II and the romance between a nurse and a wounded soldier. I was coming back from a visit to New Zealand and had a layover that I turned into a day on the beach. We were both staying in the luxury hotel on the beach.� He shrugged. �It was almost inevitable that we would run into each other once the coincidence of both of us being there at the same time was fulfilled. Anyway, that was a mistake, fueled by alcohol. We kept the relationship on the downlow since she was married to Scott Adams Winslow at the time.� He shook his head. �What a pompous asshole that guy was. I mean, Greg is pompous, but he�s almost charming in how he carries it off. Winslow was just a prick. Really thought he was superior to everyone. That�s part of what made it easy to justify boning his wife, really. Well, that and Mindy was...� He blushed a little. �Oh ... never mind. You don�t need to hear about this.�
�Actually,� she said, �this is pretty fascinating to hear about. Mindy Snow is one of my favorite actresses. I grew up watching The Slow Lane and I�ve seen every movie she�s been in since. She was what?�
�She was really good in bed,� Jake told her. �The best I�ve ever experienced, truth be told.�
�Really?� Laura said, wide eyed. �That�s remarkable considering how many women you�ve been with�I mean, unless that�s just a story as well.�
�Let�s just say that I�ve had my fair share of experience with the opposite sex.� And maybe ten or fifteen other guys� shares as well, he did not add.
�So ... we�re talking more than ... like, thirty girls you�ve slept with in your life?�
He nibbled his lip a little. �Uh ... yeah,� he said. �We�ll go with that number.� Thirty? That�s her idea of a lot of sex? He had fucked more women than that on the first leg of the first Intemperance tour.
�And with all that, Mindy Snow was the best?�
�Hands down,� Jake assured her. �She had an appetite for sex that knew no boundaries. She was aggressive about pursuing it and quite skillful in execution. Though I regret the relationship with her�both of them, since she was using me both times�I don�t regret the things we did together.�
Laura�s face suddenly lit up with understanding. �Your song Nothing�s Different Now,� she said. �That�s about Mindy Snow, isn�t it?�
He nodded. �On the nosey,� he told her.
�I was wondering who you were singing it about,� she said. �Wow, this is really interesting stuff, Jake.�
�Yes, my tales of failed relationships are fascinating, aren�t they?�
�And the other song you sing,� she said. �Hit the Highway. Is that about her as well?�
�No,� he said. �That�s about Helen, my latest failed relationship.�
�She was the flight instructor? The one they accused you of paying off and sleeping with so you could get your license?�
�The one and only,� he said with a sigh. Thinking about Helen was still painful�a wound that had closed but had not completely healed.
�And none of that was true either, right? I mean, I watched you in the cockpit today and you certainly don�t seem to be someone who cheated his way through flight school.�
�It�s pretty much impossible to cheat your way through flight school,� Jake assured her. �For one, you have to ride with an FAA guy to get your license. For another thing, I wouldn�t have cheated even if I could. When matters concern my own life, I take them very seriously.�
�But ... were you and she actually ... you know ... doing it while she was teaching you?�
�Well ... yeah,� he admitted, �but that didn�t matter. Helen was ... is a professional. She never would have signed me off if I didn�t know what I was doing, even if we were rubbing pee-pees at every opportunity.�
�What happened with her?� Laura asked. By now, her drink was almost completely in her stomach.
Jake sighed. �We really loved each other,� he said. �But our lifestyles were incompatible. She couldn�t take the life of being involved with a celebrity. She thought she could at first, she took a lot of things in stride�having her picture in the American Watcher, having reporters stalking her and asking her how often I beat her, having women dropping domestic violence cards in her hand and urging her to get help�but then things started to escalate.�
�There was a crazy woman, right?� Laura said. �I seem to remember that some psycho tried to kidnap her.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �That�s what pushed her over the edge. She went a little nutso after that�understandable, really, I guess�and our days were pretty much numbered from that point on.�
The waitress returned, now carrying their breakfast plates. She set them down before them, asked if they needed anything else�Laura declined the offer of a second bloody Mary�and then left them to their cuisine.
�You still miss her?� Laura asked when she was gone.
�Yeah,� he said. �I do. You know the song we�re working on, the one we�re here to get the sax for?�
�South Island Blur,� she said. �It�s about being in a drunken stupor in New Zealand, right?�
�Right,� he said. �An autobiographical piece if there ever was one. The inspiration for that tune was the months I spent there, hiding from the world, drowning my sorrows. One of those sorrows was that Intemperance had just broken up and my musical prospects weren�t looking too good. The other was the breakup with Helen.�
�It�s kind of a depressing song,� she said. �Don�t get me wrong, I like it and I can feel the melody when I play it, but it�s sad, almost hopeless.�
�It was a hopeless time,� he told her. �Writing songs about such things helps with the healing process, I think.�
She nodded, putting a bite in her mouth and chewing thoughtfully. She swallowed and then wiped her mouth with a napkin. She then looked at him pointedly. �You still haven�t answered my question.�
�The butt crack thing?�
�The butt crack thing,� she confirmed with a smile. �True or false? I have to know.�
�You have to know, huh?�
�I will die if you don�t tell me,� she said.
He chuckled again, shaking his head. �It was our first tour, back when we were still living the lifestyle that National wanted us to live. I was a twenty-two year old punk, finding myself in a situation where people adored me, would do anything for me, where security guys led a bunch of naked women into our showers every night after a show. It was kind of hard to turn some of the stuff down.�
�Naked women in the showers, huh?� she said. �And they did this every night?�
�Every night,� he said. �But that was just the warm up. The real partying took place back at whatever hotel we stayed at after the show. They�d bring a bunch of groupies with us and ply us with booze and pot and cocaine. And then ... well ... things sometimes got a little wild.�
�Wilder than women in the showers?� she asked. �I can�t even imagine things much wilder than that.�
�Some of the stuff we did defies imagination,� Jake agreed. �Anyway, on the night in question, a Spinning Rock reporter was hanging out with us, doing an article about a day in the life of Intemperance. The record company was pushing hard for us to have that reputation as oversexed degenerates, so they encouraged us to be wild and crazy and oversexed and obliterated with drugs and alcohol. I guess we were kind of living up to the reputation back then. Anyway, Matt�Matt Tisdale, Intemperance�s guitar player?�
�The one who swears he�ll never play with you again?�
�That�s him,� Jake confirmed. �He decided to rise to the occasion. It was his idea to snort coke out of the groupie�s butt crack. He had her bent over on the floor, her face in the crotch of another groupie and...�
�Wait a minute,� Laura said, wide eyed again. �The girls were doing it to each other? In front of other people?�
Jake shrugged. �Yeah, you know how it is.�
It was obvious that she did not know how it is. �That is so depraved,� she whispered, almost in awe.
Jake shrugged again. �We were twenty-two,� he said. �Didn�t you do dumb things when you were twenty-two?�
�Uh ... yeah,� she said. �Things along the line of locking my keys in my car or forgetting to turn off the iron when I left the house. Nothing quite on the level of group sex in a hotel room with another girl.�
Jake nodded. �I guess there are degrees of stupidity at twenty-two. I never did lock my keys in the car or leave the iron on.�
She giggled. �Fair enough,� she said. �Please finish the story. I am completely enthralled with it.�
�Well, not much to tell,� he said. �I was in another room with a couple of groupies of my own.�
�A couple?�
�A couple,� he confirmed. �You have to understand that I was pretty wasted at the time. I barely remember any of this. Anyway, Matt calls me out of the room, telling me he�s got something cool to show me, so I go out there and...�
�You go out there?� she interrupted again. �Were you ... you know ... naked at the time?�
�Not quite,� he said. �I had a condom on.�
A slow blink. �I see.�
�So, anyway, Matt�s got the two groupies doing their thing on the floor, and he�s standing behind the one with her butt up in the air, and ... well ... he did it. He poured some coke in her crack and snorted it up. And then one of the other groupies snorted some too.�
�One of the other groupies? There was a third girl involved in this?�
�She didn�t do anything other than hold the girl�s cheeks apart and then snort the coke out of her butt. Some of those girls aren�t into the whole dyking out thing.�
�Nobody�s perfect, I guess,� Laura said with a smile.
�Exactly!� Jake told her. �So ... anyway, once the girl was done snorting up, Matt pours a little more coke in the crack and he offered the straw to me.�
�And you took it?�
�I took it,� he said. Another shrug. �It seemed like a good idea at the time. And it was only that one time. It wasn�t like we did that as a regular gig. Nobody would have even known about it if that Spinning Rock reporter hadn�t put it in her article. And for some reason, Matt doesn�t ever get associated with that, only me. But that�s my legacy now. And that�s the story of the coke from the butt crack incident. I hope I didn�t shock you too much.�
�I found that story strangely fascinating,� she told him.
�It�s nothing I�m particularly proud of,� Jake admitted. �You�re one of only a handful of people I�ve even admitted the truth of the tale to.�
�Well, I appreciate your trust in me,� she said. �It certainly a lot more interesting than any of my stories.�
�I don�t know,� Jake said. �You�ll have to tell me some of them and let me make the call.�

Just south of the downtown proper, they found a large music store named, appropriately enough, Portland Music Store. They arrived just after nine o�clock and found three clerks on duty and perhaps ten customers browsing through the collection of instruments. As in most music stores Jake had been in in his life, the floorspace was divided up into four main sections; one for stringed instruments, one for percussion, one for brass and woodwinds, and one for electronic instruments.
�Can I help you find something?� a long-haired clerk asked them as they looked at the display of horns, flutes, and clarinets.
�We need a soprano sax,� Laura told him.
�Right this way,� he said, leading them to a display of saxophones on the wall. He pulled a straight sax off and held it up for her perusal. �This is the basic beginner model of the instrument. The Xanadu 1500. It goes for a hundred and ninety-nine normally, but this week we�re having a sale and I can offer it to you for only...�
�It�s a piece of crap,� Laura told him, making no move to take it. �Good for an elementary school kid learning how to blow for the first time, but not much else.� She pointed to a locked display case that held several saxophones of various size, two trombones, a couple of flutes, and a clarinet. �I see you have a Yamaha YSS there. Can I have a look at it?�
The clerk raised his brows a bit. �That is a fine instrument,� he said, �but it�s pricey.�
�How much?� Jake asked.
�Twenty-four ninety-nine is the asking price,� the clerk told them.
�A little more than I thought,� Laura said.
Jake simply shrugged. �It�s only money,� he said. �Is the instrument worth that much?�
Laura turned back to the clerk. �What model YSS is it?� she asked him.
�Uh ... it�s the 875,� he said. �Perhaps the finest of the YSS series as far as construction and sound production, but, as you can see, that kind of quality comes with a steep price.�
Laura turned back to Jake. �The 875 is about the best you can get in a soprano,� she said. �At least among the straight ones. There�s a school of thought that the curved sopranos have superior sound quality, but they�re also pricier.�
�Is that school of thought valid?� Jake asked.
�I don�t know,� she said. �I�ve only played the cheap models back in high school, remember. I don�t have enough experience with the instrument to have an opinion one way or the other.�
�Well ... how about we take that thing out and you give it a blow?� Jake suggested.
�That would be the logical next step,� she agreed. She turned back to the clerk. �Can you pull that thing out for us so I can try it out?�
He made no move toward the cabinet. �You certainly seem to know your saxophones,� he told her, �but are you sure that that instrument is in your price range? We have several other models that I can let you...�
�Hey, partner,� Jake interrupted. �Can I ask you something real quick?�
�Uh ... sure,� the clerk said.
�What is your name? You never introduced yourself to us.�
�I�m Frank,� he said.
�Okay, Frank. One more question. Do you work on commission?�
�Well ... yes, I do,� Frank confirmed.
�I thought you might,� Jake said. �Let me tell you something, Frank. We are both professional musicians and we are quite serious about purchasing a high-quality soprano saxophone for a project we�re working on. We have money to spend right here and right now if we like that instrument. I would suggest you check your snobby attitude immediately, because you�re just one more condescending remark away from losing out on a hefty commission. You dig?�
Frank dug. �My apologies,� he said, with what sounded like actual sincerity. �Let me just unlock that case for you.�
He unlocked the case and brought out the instrument. It was highly polished and of solid construction. Laura looked it up and down for a moment then put her fingers on the keys and manipulated them one by one. She seemed pleased with the mechanical action. She then put her mouth on the instrument and blew. She winced at the note that came out. She manipulated the keys a little and winced some more. Jake�s ear understood why.
�It�s out of tune,� he told Frank.
�Uh ... well ... yeah,� he said. �It�s a brand new instrument.�
�Can you get her a tuning fork?� Jake asked.
�That�s okay,� Laura said. �I can do it by ear.�
�You can?� Frank asked, surprised.
�She is a professional saxophone player, remember?� Jake replied.
Laura began fussing with the mouthpiece, first pushing it in and playing what was supposed to be the A note and then the F note, and then pulling it back out and repeating the process. After five or six repetitions of this, the notes were coming out more or less like they were supposed to. She then played out a middle C, which also came out sounding pretty much normal.
�Okay,� she said. �Close enough. Let me do some scales now and warm this thing up.�
She ran through the major scales for the soprano sax. As always when she was warming up, the notes came out sounding like music even though they were just exercises. It didn�t sound quite as beautiful as when she played her alto sax, but that was probably just her unfamiliarity with the instrument. As she continued, the notes became more fluid, more expressive, cleaner.
�She really is pretty good with that thing,� Frank observed, a measure of respect showing plainly in his eyes now.
�You ain�t seen nothing yet,� Jake told him.
As soon as she felt the instrument was warm enough, she launched immediately into the melody that Jake wanted her to play for Island (as they called it). It was a little rough at first, only half tempo from what it would be on the actual recording, but Jake liked it. He liked it a lot.
�I think we�re onto something here, Laura,� he told her.
�Yeah,� she said. �It�s a good instrument. I need to adjust my breathing of course, and the keys are a little smaller and closer together, but it�s nothing I won�t be able to work out with a little practice.�
�What song is that?� Frank asked her. �I�ve never heard it before, but I kind of like the way it flows.�
�It�s an original composition,� Jake said. �A little something we�ve been working on.� He turned back to Laura. �I�d like to hear it with my part accompanying before we commit to this.�
�I think that�s a good idea,� she said. She looked at Frank. �Can you get him a guitar?�
�A guitar?� Frank asked, as if he had never heard of such a thing.
�I�m a guitarist,� Jake told him. �The piece we�re working on is primarily acoustic guitar and soprano sax for the melody, with some piano thrown in for fill. We�d like to hear the blend and how they mix. You do have acoustic guitars in this place, right?�
�Uh ... yeah, of course we do,� Frank said. �It�s just that ... well ... I�m not trying to be insulting here, but if my boss saw me walk away from you two while you�re holding a twenty-five hundred dollar instrument in your hands, he�ll have my ass.�
Laura was insulted. �You think I would steal it?� she asked.
�No no!� Frank said, shaking his head almost violently. �I don�t think that at all, but it�s store policy that...�
�It�s okay, Frank,� Jake said. �I get where you�re coming from. There�s an easy solution here. How about we just all walk over to the guitar section together and try the experiment there?�
�Uh ... oh, yeah,� Frank said. �I guess that�ll work.�
They made the walk, Frank trailing behind them. The guitar section was where most of the current customers and browsers were congregated. Two guys in their late teens or early twenties were messing around with a Brogan Strat knockoff over in one corner. An older guy with gray hair was playing around with an acoustic-electric. Two other people were just looking at the displays.
�What kind of guitar do you need?� Frank asked. �As you can see, we have quite a collection of various...�
�Any old acoustic that is reasonably in tune,� Jake said. He pointed to one on the wall, a Yamaha model that was advertised on sale for three hundred dollars. �How about that one?�
�Okay,� Frank said, reaching up and pulling it down. He handed it across to Jake.
�Guitar pick?� Jake asked.
�Right,� Frank said, trotting over to a jar on the counter that had picks with the name of the store on them. He pulled one out and brought it to Jake.
�Thanks,� Jake said, sitting down in a chair and resting the guitar on his lap. He strummed it a few times, listening to the sound. It was not in tune, but he was able to quickly make it so by ear. Once he was happy with it, he looked up at Laura. �You ready?�
�I�m ready,� she said, putting her mouth to the sax.
Jake began to play out his melody, not bothering with half time, just going straight to full tempo. The moment he started, everyone else in the guitar section stopped whatever they had been doing and turned to watch.
�Nice,� Frank said as the melody recycled for the third time.
�Thanks,� Jake said. �You ready to hop in, Laura?�
She nodded. The next time the melody came around, she played her part. As before, it was a little on the rough side and she missed a few notes, but it was clear that this was the sound they had been looking for.
�I like it,� Jake told her. �Let�s smooth it out a little.�
They continued to play and each repetition sounded better, mixed a little smoother. Laura instinctively brought the volume down to match what Jake was putting out and he nodded in encouragement, his foot tapping to the rhythm. The other customers, meanwhile, were enjoying the show. They all wandered over to get a closer look, a closer listen. Soon, most of them were tapping their feet as well.
�These two are good,� one of the teens said respectfully.
�Hell yeah,� agreed the older man. �What is that they�re playing?�
�I heard him say it was an original piece,� said someone else.
�No shit?� the man asked.
�No shit,� Jake told him, his fingers still strumming.
As the melody came around again, Jake suddenly began to sing the lyrics.
�I climbed on a jet plane
Flew ten thousand miles away
Left behind everything and everyone that I knew
Didn�t plan to stay long
But there was just too many things wrong
So I stay on this island and don�t think of you
�Hiding away from it all on the South Island
Watching the days tick by in a haze
Drinking the time away
Keeping the pain at bay
The South Island blur, I think I�ll just stay�
�Wow,� Frank said, now quite obviously awed by what he was seeing.
�He sounds familiar,� one of the younger guys said.
�Yeah,� agreed the older guy.
Jake ignored them and sang out the second verse, this one dealing with visiting the waterfront bars, hooking up with questionable women, and waking up at home with no memory of arriving there. After singing out the chorus again, about hiding away from it all, he brought the guitar to a halt. The bridge portion was a little more than he thought they could pull off in such an impromptu manner and, being the showman that he was, he didn�t want to leave this small audience remembering the imperfections that would surely result.
�That was awesome, dude!� the younger guy declared once Laura stopped playing her part.
�Yeah!� agreed the older man. �Did I hear that you�re a professional musician?�
�I make a living at it,� Jake told him.
�I swear I�ve heard your voice before,� the other younger guy said. �Who do you play with?�
�Nobody of significance,� Jake told him. �What did you all think of Laura here? Can she blow the horn, or what?�
They all agreed that she was pretty badass herself.
�You see?� Jake told her. �The audience has spoken. What do you think of the horn?�
�I love it,� she said. �But the price...�
�I�ll worry about the price,� Jake said. He turned back to Frank. �It�s listed at twenty-five hundred, you say?�
�That�s correct,� Frank said.
�I�ll give you two grand for it right here, right now,� Jake countered.
�Uh ... I�m afraid the price is not negotiable,� Frank said.
�Sure it is,� Jake said. �Everything is negotiable.�
�Well ... I don�t have the authority to...�
�Then go get whoever does have the authority,� Jake suggested.
That turned out to be the store manager, a mid-forties man who claimed he had once played with the Philadelphia Symphony. He too claimed the prices of the instruments were not negotiable.
�Really?� Jake asked. �How long has that instrument been sitting in your inventory?�
�Uh ... a few years at least,� he admitted. �That is often the case with the higher end instruments.�
�Right,� Jake said. �So if I leave here because you won�t come down on the price, it�ll probably sit up there for a few more years, won�t it?�
�Possibly, but...�
�No buts,� Jake said. �What�s the wholesale on something like that? Maybe fifteen hundred bucks at the most?�
�I don�t have that information before me,� the manager said.
�I would think closer to twelve hundred,� Laura suggested.
�I assure you it�s more than that,� the manager said stiffly.
�All right,� Jake said with a sigh. �I�ll tell you what. How about twenty-two hundred? That�s my final offer. There are other music stores in Portland, after all.�
�Well ... I guess I could let it go for twenty-two hundred,� he said.
�Excellent,� Jake said with a smile. �And, of course, you�ll throw in a case for it, right?�
�A case?�
�You know, to carry and store it in? And don�t be trying to pan off one of those cheap cases on us either. An instrument like that should be stored properly, wouldn�t you agree?�
He agreed. For the price of two thousand, two hundred dollars, Jake was sold the Yamaha soprano sax and a mahogany, felt lined case to carry it in.
�And how will you be paying for this?� Frank asked once the horn was in the case and they were ready for check-out.
Jake pulled out his trusty Visa platinum card, the one with a sixty thousand dollar limit that Jill the accountant paid off each month with money from his royalty accounts. Frank took the card from him and looked at the name on it. It took him a few seconds, but his eyes finally widened.
�Jake Kingsley?� he said, looking from the card to Jake�s face and then back again.
�That�s what they call me,� Jake allowed.
�Holy shit!� Frank blurted. �The Jake Kingsley?�
�It�s the name my mother gave me,� he confirmed. �Can we wrap this up?�
�Oh ... sure,� Frank said. �I�ll just need to see some ID to go with the card.�
Jack passed him his California driver�s license. Frank stared in awe again at the name and the address. �Los Angeles,� he whispered, as if that was the final confirmation. �I just want you to know, Jake, that I�ve always been a fan.�
�Thanks,� Jake said. �Do you mind sliding the card through the little thingy there so we can get on with this?�
�Oh ... right,� he said. �That song you sung ... are you working on new Intemperance material?�
�No,� Jake said plainly. �I�m not.�
�That�s a bummer,� Frank told him.
�A bummer is in the eye of the beholder. Now swipe the card, please.�
He swiped the card. The little machine did its thing and, after only two minutes or so, got an approval of the charge and spit out a little piece of paper. Jake signed it and then he and Laura left the store, sax in hand.
As soon as the door shut behind them, Frank rushed back out onto the sales floor to tell everyone that they had just witnessed an unplugged performance by Jake Kingsley.

They got back to Jake�s plane just before noon. After checking the weather in the airport office and finding that skies were currently clear all along the Oregon coast, he turned to Laura, who was sitting next to him, still clutching the saxophone case.
�It�s VFR conditions all the way back,� he told her.
�VFR?�
�Visual flight rules,� he said. �That means I can just putter along where I want and whatever altitude I want once I get out of the Class B airspace around PDX.�
�Okay,� she said slowly. �And that�s good?�
�It means we can fly lower and do a little sightseeing if you want,� he said. �Feel like taking the long way home?�
�How long?�
�Maybe closer to two hours,� he said. �I was thinking of following the Columbia River to the ocean and then hanging a left and flying along the coastline back to North Bend. Once we�re over the water I can drop down to four thousand or so. I�ll burn more fuel but the scenery should be spectacular.�
She nodded. �That sounds like fun,� she said.
�Let�s do it then,� he said. �I�ll file the flight plan real quick. Be sure you go pee before we board.�
�Right,� she said. �Can you watch the sax while I pee?�
�I�m on it,� he told her.
They lifted off at 12:03 and climbed into the blue sky. By 12:20 they were out of the controlled airspace and flying sixty-five hundred feet over the Columbia River, heading west. Jake maintained manual control of the aircraft, giving the autopilot the day off so he could steer them along the course of the river.
�I had a good time today, Jake,� Laura told him, her voice coming through the headphones.
�Me too,� he said. �It was nice to get away from the studio and the house and all that for the day. And I�m glad we got the instrument you needed. It�s really going to enhance Island.�
�I still can�t believe you spent twenty-two hundred dollars on a sax we�re only going to need for one song. That�s crazy.�
�I�ve been accused of that.�
�What are we going to do with the sax when we�re done?� she asked. �Sell it back to them? Sell it to someone else?�
�It�s yours to keep,� Jake told her. �Do with it whatever you want.�
She looked at him. �Mine to keep? Jake, I can�t accept something this expensive.�
�Sure you can,� he assured her. �I sure as hell don�t have any use for it, and going to the trouble of selling it will be more trouble than it�s worth to me. You�re a saxophonist, and officially a professional one now. Use it in your future endeavors. Being able to play both the alto and the soprano is something else to add to that resume, right?�
�Well, yeah ... but...�
�No yeah-buts,� Jake said firmly. �The instrument is yours to keep. Consider it a bonus for doing such a good job.�
She was genuinely touched by this. �Thank you, Jake,� she said. �I�ll treasure it always.�
He reached over with his hand and rubbed her left shoulder. �It was worth it just to see you smile again,� he told her. �You�ve been kind of bummed out lately. I�m glad I was able to cheer you up some.�
She flushed a little, whether from his touch or his words he did not know, and looked down into her lap. �Yeah,� she said. �I guess I have been a little sour lately. I�m sorry. It wasn�t directed at any of you.�
�I don�t think anyone took it personally,� Jake assured her.
�No?�
�No. I think everyone kind of suspects what the issue is.�
She looked back up at him. �They do?�
He nodded. �It�s not hard to figure out, hon. You left to go visit your fianc� in a good mood. You came back in a bad mood that has been lingering for a few weeks now. It�s only logical that something happened during that visit to get you like that, right?�
She sighed. �Very perceptive,� she said bitterly.
Jake shrugged. �Like I said, it�s not rocket science. You want to talk about it?�
�No,� she said. �I don�t want to talk about it.�
�Suit yourself,� he said. �But it really does help to talk about these things. And I�m a good listener.�
�I appreciate the offer,� she said, �but it�s very personal.�
�More personal than the stuff I was telling you earlier?�
She giggled a little. �Maybe not that personal,� she said. �There are no butt cracks or cocaine in my story.� She hesitated for a moment, and then blurted, �Although there is an asshole.�
�I see,� Jake said. �That would be your dentist?�
She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. She then tapped the headset on her ears. �Is everything we�re saying being recorded?�
�There�s no CVR on this aircraft,� he assured her. �It�s not required on a private plane. The only time anything is recorded is when I�m talking to ATC with the microphone keyed.�
She looked at him sternly. �You�re not bullshitting me, right?�
�I�m not bullshitting you,� he promised.
�All right,� she said. �What the hell? If you can tell your butt crack story, I guess I can tell mine. I went home because Dave�that�s my fianc�had a week off from work. When I called about two weeks before, he told me that and that�s when I started asking if I could take a break, remember?�
�I remember,� Jake said.
�He owns a rental condo in Palm Springs. He told me that if I came home, we could spend the week there together. I�ve been there with him before, although usually only on the occasional weekend, and once you and Celia told me I could have the time off, he told me we were in. We were going to leave as soon as I got home and stay the whole week. I was really looking forward to it. After all the time we�ve been apart while I was working on the album, I really wanted to reconnect with him.�
�Understandable,� Jake said. �What happened?�
�When I got home, he was already in Palm Springs. He�d left the day before I arrived.� Another deep breath. �That bitch he�s still married to was there with him.�
�That bitch he�s still married to, huh?�
�Yeah,� she spat. �Apparently she insisted on going with him on the trip. He didn�t even tell me in person! He left a message with Phil. Can you believe that?�
�It�s a little unbelievable all right,� Jake said. �Do you mind if I make an observation here?�
�Sure,� she said.
�When you say, �that bitch he�s still married to�, you�re talking about his wife, correct?�
She shook her head sternly. �They�re only still married because of the kids,� she said. �Once they graduate high school, he�ll finally be able to divorce her.�
�But they�re still living together now?� Jake asked.
�Yes,� she said. �He has to keep letting her live there for now or she�ll take the whole house and get half of the profits from his practice. They�re mostly just roommates. They haven�t slept in the same bedroom for years and they don�t have sex anymore�at least not with each other. She�s always going out and sleeping around though. Dave says she�s a real slut.�
�I see,� Jake said. �And ... well ... have you ever actually met her before?�
�No,� she said, appalled. �Why the hell would I want to do that?�
�All right, different tack here,� Jake said. �You say that he can�t leave her now because of the kids and because she�ll take half of his practice and the house, right?�
�Right.�
�Why, once the kids are graduated, wouldn�t she still be able to take half the practice and the house?�
�Well ... she still will be able to do that,� Laura said, �but at least the kids will be on their own. It�ll be easier if she can�t use them as a weapon. He says the divorce will be more amicable that way and she won�t be able to get child support on top of everything else.�
�I see,� Jake said again. �So, you never got to see him at all on your trip back?�
�Oh, I saw him all right,� she said. �He came home on Friday night. Saturday morning, he showed up at my apartment. He was dressed in golf clothes because that�s where he told that bitch he was going. He only stayed long enough to ... you know?�
�To have sex with you?�
She nodded. �He was in and out of the house in less than an hour, just long enough to get what he wanted and then take a shower. He didn�t apologize for going to Palm Springs without me. He didn�t listen to me when I tried to tell him about our recording sessions and how things were going in Coos Bay. He didn�t tell me...� She wiped at her eyes a bit. �He didn�t tell me he missed me. It was like I hadn�t even been away at all.�
�He sounds like a real prince,� Jake said.
She shook her head, wiping at her eyes again. �I don�t know what to think anymore. I love him, but ... well ... sometimes I have to wonder if he really loves me. I�ve never really been in a relationship before, Jake. Is this how people act?�
�It�s not how people in love are supposed to act.�
�I want more out of the relationship than he�s giving me,� she said. �Do you know that he hasn�t called me a single time since I came up to Oregon? Not even once, just to see how I was doing, just to check up on me. And then he takes that bitch to Palm Springs and doesn�t even have the nerve to tell me to my face, or even on the phone. What the hell?�
Jake made a quick scan of his instruments and then another scan outside. Everything was as it should be. He made a quick bank to the left to follow a southward bend in the river far below. When the plane was level again he looked at the redhead sitting next to him. �Do you want to hear what I really think?� he asked her.
�Probably not,� she said.
�Fair enough,� he said. �I�ll keep my thoughts to myself.�
�No,� she said. �Go ahead. I started this conversation. Might as well finish it.�
�All right,� Jake said. �Let me start off by saying I�m not judging you. Far be it from me�a man who has sniffed coke out of an ass crack, who has had an ongoing affair with a woman I knew was married, who actually boned said woman in her very marital bed while her husband was downstairs, who has gotten it on with groupies two and sometimes three at a time�to lay any judgements on you for sleeping with a married man.�
�Two and three at a time?� Laura asked.
�Everyone needs a hobby,� Jake said. �Anyway, my point is, that despite how you label her, how her husband describes her to you, you are, in fact, sleeping with a married man. A married man who still lives with his wife, who still, if I have my facts correct, wears a wedding ring, right?�
Her face soured. �Phil�s got a big mouth.�
�I understand that�s quite an asset in the gay community,� Jake said. �In any case, I think, based on what I�ve heard and what I know about the male species, that your dentist is playing you for a fool.�
The sour look turned to a scowl. �What do you mean?� she asked.
�Happily married men cheat on their wives all the time,� Jake said. �But they also know that most single women won�t knowingly give themselves up if they know the man is happily married. And so, they almost always tell whatever piece on the side they�re trying to land that they�re in an unhappy marriage, that they don�t have sex with their wives, that they�re staying for the children, that their wife cheats on them. It�s really kind of a classic, almost a clich�.�
She chewed on her lip for a moment. �You�re trying to say that Dave�s wife is not actually a bitch? That he�s been making all of this up all of this time?�
�I don�t know for sure,� Jake said, �since I�ve never met either one of them, but I strongly suspect that this is the case, yes.�
She was shaking her head. �No,� she said. �Impossible. I may be na�ve�I�ll be the first to admit it�but I�m not that na�ve. There is no way that he could lie to me that smoothly, that convincingly. You�ve got your wires crossed on this one, Jake.�
�Perhaps,� Jake said. �Like I said, I don�t know either one of them. But maybe it�s time you really started thinking about the kind of relationship you�re in. You�re sleeping with a married man, Laura, and one who seems to do nothing but show up to have sex with you and then leave. Have you ever been to his house?�
�No,� she said.
�Have you ever met his children?�
�No.�
�When you go to your dentist appointments, does he acknowledge your relationship to his coworkers in any way?�
Another sigh. �No,� she said. �He tells me we have to be discrete.�
�Put yourself in someone else�s shoes for a minute,� Jake suggested. �Pretend you�re Pauline, or Celia maybe. Pretend you were told the story you just told me and you were able to look at it with the detachment that comes with not being involved. What would you think?�
She looked out the window, refusing to meet his eyes. �I don�t know,� she said at last.

They didn�t speak much more on the rest of the flight, and when they did, the subjects remained neutral. Jake flew them at 4500 feet along the coast, both of them watching the scenery go by impassively until they circled into land on Runway 4 just after two o�clock.
Laura disappeared into her room as soon as they got back to the house, not even bothering to show anyone her new instrument.
�What�s with her?� Celia asked.
�She�s got a lot on her mind,� Jake replied.
Celia let it go at that.
Dinner that night was pot roast prepared by Cindy. Laura came out for dinner but contributed little to the conversation. She helped clean up the dishes and the kitchen and then retreated back to her room. Shortly after that, the sound of her practicing notes on her new saxophone came drifting out.
�She sounds pretty good with that thing,� Celia observed.
�Yeah,� Jake said appreciatively. �I think maybe that was a trip worth taking.�
Jake went upstairs and changed into his bathing suit for his nightly ritual hot tub soak. He came downstairs, grabbed himself a beer, and then headed out. He saw that the lid was already open and someone was in the tub. It was Laura. She had a glass of wine with her. Though Laura was not a nightly visitor to the tub as Jake was, she typically came out once or twice a week. Since returning from her trip home, however, she had not been out a single time.
�Well, hello,� Jake greeted, setting his beer down and dropping his robe. �Decided to join the living again?�
�Yeah,� she said with a sigh. �I think maybe it�s time for that.�
Jake climbed in and settled down, stretching his legs out before him. He took a few drinks of his beer and then looked at his companion, who was looking out over the dark ocean. �I�m sorry if I upset you earlier,� he told her. �That was not my intention.�
�I know,� she said quietly. �And I�m not upset ... at least not with you.�
�No?�
�No,� she said. �On the contrary. You gave me a lot to think about.�
�Yeah?�
�Yeah,� she said, finally looking at him. Tears were running down her eyes. �And I�ve concluded that I�m such a fucking idiot.� She broke down completely, sobs coming out of her uncontrollably.
�Hey now,� Jake said, quickly scooting around the perimeter of the tub until he was next to her. He put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to him. She came willingly, burying her face into the side of his neck. �It�s okay,� he soothed.
�I�m such a fool,� she said. �You were right, Jake. He is just using me. Everything you said makes perfect sense!� She sobbed again, her hot tears spilling onto his shoulder.
He held her, rubbing his hand up and down her back, part of him quite enjoying the silky smoothness of her flesh, the press of her wet breasts against his side, the feel of her soft leg pushing against his. It had been a while since he had held a woman in his arms. His weekly trysts with club girls had come to an end when he�d traveled to Coos Bay and gone to work. He fought back his natural inclination, which was to pull her closer, into a more intimate embrace. He could not fight back the natural biological response, however. Blood began to flow down below, stiffening his member, which did not know or care that this was not that kind of situation.
The sobs continued for the better part of five minutes and then began to peter out. She clung onto him almost desperately, her arms going around his back, her hands moving up and down on his shoulder blades. He whispered soothing things into her ear, telling her it was going to be all right. Finally, she became capable of coherent speech.
�I�m sorry,� she said against his neck. �I�m usually much more in control of my emotions.�
�It�s okay,� he told her, still stroking her back. �You�ve had a hell of a revelation.�
�Yeah,� she said bitterly.
�What are you going to do now?� he asked her.
�Well ... I�d say I was going to give him back his ring, but he never fucking gave me one.�
�Yeah ... I guess that eliminates that step,� he agreed. �So, you�re not going to see him anymore?�
�I ... I don�t know,� she said. �I�m very confused right now. I don�t know what to think, what to do. Part of me keeps trying to say that you�re full of shit, that I�m in a perfectly happy relationship, but ... well ... most of me knows you were right. I think a part of me has known it all along.�
�I think maybe you�re right,� Jake said. �That would explain why you always refused to talk about the relationship. You knew it was wrong.�
�Yeah,� she said with a sigh. And then she adjusted herself a little, probably trying to shift and release the embrace they held. But as she did so, her hand slid under the water to brace herself. And as it did, it brushed across the bulging erection that was tenting out his bathing suit. She jerked her hand away the moment she realized what she had touched, but her eyes grew wide. She looked up him, startled.
�Uh ... I�m sorry,� he said weakly.
�You ... you have a boner,� she said, her voice full of wonder.
�Uh ... yeah,� he said. �I�m sorry. It�s kind of a ... a natural response when ... you know ... a girl in a bathing suit is...�
�I gave that boner to you?� she asked.
�Well ... yeah, kind of,� he said.
�Wow,� she whispered, still full of awe, not the least bit angry. �Does that mean ... you know ... that you�re attracted to me?�
�Yes, I�m attracted to you,� he said. �You�re a very beautiful woman. It�s only natural that...�
�Kiss me!� she suddenly said.
�What?�
�Kiss me!� she said again, putting her arms around his neck. �Don�t you want to?�
�Well...� he said, uncharacteristically awkward all of a sudden. What the hell was going on here? �Uh ... I hadn�t really ... I mean...�
She took matters into her own hand, or at least her own lips. She leaned forward and put her mouth against his. Her tongue slid out and forced its way between his teeth. On reflex, he put his own tongue out to meet it. The two organs began to dance. She was not the best kisser in the world, but she was certainly enthusiastic about it. They swirled tongues and pressed lips for the better part of a minute. As they kissed, her hands began to move up and down his back.
Finally, they broke the kiss, but she did not let go of him.
�Laura,� he breathed. �What�s going on here?�
�I ... I think I�m making a pass at you,� she breathed back. �Am I doing it right?�
�Uh ... yeah, you�re doing just fine, but ... why are you doing this?�
�Can I touch it again?� she asked.
�What!?�
�Your boner,� she said, her left hand dropping below the water line. �I only got a quick feel of it the first time.�
Without waiting for the answer, her hand found the bulge in his suit again. This time she grasped it and began to squeeze and palpate it. He groaned at the sensation, feeling his rational self, the part that wanted an explanation for this behavior, starting to move toward the back seat.
�It�s so big,� she whispered. �So hard.�
�Yeah,� he grunted, �but...�
�Let�s go upstairs,� she said.
�Upstairs?�
�To your room,� she said. �Take me up there and ... and fuck me.�
�Why?� he asked again, holding onto his self-control by the slimmest of margins.
She gave a little growl of frustration and then looked him in the eyes. Her hand was still squeezing his manhood through his shorts. �Because I want you, Jake,� she hissed. �Jesus Christ. Are you going to make me beg?�
�You want me? When did this happen?�
�I�ve been hot for you for several months now, but I�ve been keeping it hidden. I think it started about the time we really started clicking together as a band. I�ve been pushing it to the side all this time, not letting anyone see it, because I didn�t want to be unfaithful to my fianc�.� She barked out a laugh. �What a joke that turned out to be. And I didn�t think you liked me�not that way anyway, but when I felt your boner, when I realized that you really are attracted to me ... for God�s sake, Jake. Why are we still sitting here?�
�I�m not sure this is really a good idea, Laura,� he said. �We have to work together. Shouldn�t we maybe take things kind of slow if we decide to go down this road?�
�Do you like me, Jake?� she asked pointedly.
�Yes, of course I like you,� he said.
�Are you sexually attracted to me?�
He looked down to where her hand was still gripping him. �Obviously,� he said.
�Then let�s not think. Let�s fuck. Do you want to do it right here, in the hot tub? I�ve never done that before.�
�It�s not all it�s cracked up to be,� he said.
�Upstairs then?�
�Laura, listen...� he started.
She kissed him again, driving her tongue into his mouth. With the hand that was not stroking his erection, she grabbed his hand and put it on her breast. It was a soft, very squeezable breast. He longed to see it bare, to touch it.
She broke the kiss and then removed her hand from him. �Upstairs?� she asked again.
He nodded. �Upstairs,� he agreed.

Getting there required a little bit of logistics. First of all, Jake had to wait for his hard-on to deflate a bit. Even with the towel and the robe, a noticeable bulge would have been present. Second of all, everyone except Stan and Cindy were still awake. Celia and Greg were watching TV in the entertainment room. The Nerdlys were on the computer. Though nobody would think twice about Jake and Laura coming in from out in the hot tub, the eyebrows would certainly go up if they were seen going upstairs together.
Jake created a distraction. The Nerdlys were not much to worry about since they were absorbed in whatever they were doing, but Celia and Greg were another story. From their position on the couch, they would only have to turn their head the slightest bit to see someone going up the main staircase. He went over and talked to them, asking Greg about an idea he had been tossing around about investing in a golf course project just north of Coos Bay.
Greg, quite animated when discussing this possible project, did not notice at all when the small, redheaded figure in a robe and bathing suit went creeping up the staircase. Celia, on the other hand, heard the small squeak of a stair riser under foot and looked up just in time to see a pair of pale, feminine legs disappearing over the first landing. She bit her lip a little, but said nothing.
When Greg�s enthusiasm finally ran its course, Jake excused himself.
�Going to bed early tonight?� Celia asked him.
�Yeah,� he said. �It�s been a long day.�
�Well, sleep tight,� she said. Her eyes bored into his in a manner that could only be described as intense. �Don�t let anything bite.�
He gave her a look for a moment�what the hell was that supposed to mean? he wondered�but her face gave no further clue as to what was on her mind. He shrugged this off and headed up the stairs, still thinking that what he was about to do might not be the best idea, but also knowing that he was going to do it anyway.

Laura�s aggressive manner seemed to have been left down in the hot tub. When he entered the room, she was sitting nervously on the edge of his bed, her robe still around her, her butt on the towel. She was chewing her lips and wringing her hands.
�Are you okay?� Jake asked her after shutting and locking the bedroom door.
She nodded slowly. �I�ve uh ... never done anything like this before,� she said. �You know ... seducing someone.�
�Are you sure you want to do this?� he asked her. �It�s not too late to call it a night.�
�I�m very attracted to you, Jake,� she said. �I never would�ve thought I�d feel like this when I first met you, but ... yeah, I�m sure I want to do this. I�ve never wanted to do it with anyone before�I�ve just done it because I knew that it was expected of me�but I ... I think about you all the time.�
�Do you?� he asked, feeling a little burst of pride and warmth at her words.
�I do,� she said. �And I want to do it with you. I want it very badly.�
He nodded slowly. Truth be told, he wanted to do it with her as well, very badly. And not just because he hadn�t been laid in a while. He wanted Laura the person, not just her body. �All right then,� he said, slipping his robe off and letting it fall to the floor. His bathing suit was once again bulging out before him.
Laura smiled. She stood and let her own robe to the floor. She then reached up for the straps of her bathing suit. �How do you want me?� she asked.
Jake raised his eyebrows. �How do I want you?�
�Yeah,� she said. �What position?�
�Uh ... well, why don�t we put ourselves together and see what inspires us?�
�Huh?� she asked. This seemed a completely foreign concept to her.
�I mean, how about we don�t choreograph this thing, don�t plan it out in advance. How about we just do what feels right? That�s the best way to go about this procedure, I�ve found.�
�Uh ... okay,� she said nervously. She took a step toward him. �Should I ... you know ... take off my bathing suit now?�
He smiled and took her in his arms. He lifted her chin up, so he was looking in her eyes. �I think maybe I�d like to do that,� he told her.
�Oh ... okay,� she said. �But what about...�
�Laura,� he said.
�What?�
�Shut up,� he said, and then brought his lips to hers.
Their tongues began the dance again and her arms went around him. He stroked the bare skin of her back and then let his hands trail downward, until they were moving over the cheeks of her buttocks. He squeezed them, liking the firmness. She enjoyed the touch as well. She held him tighter, grinding her stomach into his erection.
�You�re a really good kisser,� she panted when their mouths finally parted.
�I like to kiss,� he whispered in her ear. �You can�t kiss just anyone, you know?�
�How�s that?�
�Never mind,� he said. �Let�s do it some more.�
They did it some more, long, tongue swirling, passionate kisses that heated both of them up. Jake let his hands go back upwards and he ran his fingers through her red hair. He broke the kiss and moved his lips to her neck, kissing and nibbling the salty flesh there.
�Oh God, Jake,� she whispered. �That feels so good.�
�It�s not supposed to feel bad,� he said.
They kissed some more. This time, Jake let his hands slide over to the straps of her bathing suit. He twirled his fingers in them a few times, getting the feel of the terrain, and then he slowly began to push them down. He broke the kiss and moved his head back a little, so he could cast his eyes on what he was about to reveal. Laura was blushing furiously, her pale skin almost lobster red in her excitement and nervousness. The tops of her breasts came into view as he pushed the suit lower on her body.
�Go ahead,� she told him, her voice husky. �Make me naked.�
He pulled the suit down further and her small breasts came fully into view. The size of apples, they were capped with pink nipples the size of pencil erasers. They were standing up proudly, just aching to be suckled.
�Beautiful,� Jake whispered to her, letting his finger slide over her left nipple.
She gasped a little at his touch. �You don�t ... don�t think they�re too small?�
�No,� he said. �I don�t think that at all.�
He turned himself around, turning her with him, and then planted his butt on the edge of the bed. This put his head on the same level as her breasts. He took immediate advantage of the situation by sucking her left nipple into his mouth.
�Mmm, God,� Laura breathed, her hands going to the back of his head, pulling him closer.
His hands, meanwhile, continued working on the bathing suit. He pushed it lower, baring her pubic region, pushing it down her legs to puddle at her feet. He took his mouth off the nipple so she could step out of it. As she did so, he took the opportunity to gaze upon her nakedness for the first time. Her body was beautiful, pale and lightly freckled. He was a bit startled, however, to see the unruly nest of copper colored pubic hair surrounding her womanhood.
Wow, he could not help but think. That�s quite the bush she�s sporting there.
Not that it was a deal breaker. Though modern grooming standards favored women keeping themselves trimmed down there, he had come of sexual age in an era where wild and untamed had been the rule. A hairy bush did not bother him in the least. He just hadn�t seen one in a while. And when his nostrils got a whiff of her odor, the sharp, exciting tang of female sexual arousal that was coming off of her in waves, all thoughts of anything else were pretty much driven from his mind.
�You�re beautiful, Laura,� he told her. �Absolutely beautiful.�
�Thank you,� she said softly, her body trembling. �Can we do it now? I really really want to.�
�Well,� he said. �If you really really want to, I guess we should.�
That earned him a giggle. �Take off your shorts,� she told him.
He stood and slid them down his legs, freeing his straining member. Her eyes took it in and she nodded appreciably. �It�s nice,� she said.
Nice? he thought. That�s how she describes my cock? Nice? Well, at least she didn�t say cute.
�I should probably go get a condom,� Jake told her. �There�s some in my nightstand.�
�I�m on the pill,� she told him. �I promise.�
He looked up at her, sensing no deceit in her eyes. �What about me though?� he asked. �I know I�m clean, but are you sure you want to take the chance?�
�I trust you,� she told him. �I�ve never done it before without a condom. I�d really like ... you know ... to try it. If you trust me, that is.�
�I trust you,� he told her. He sat on the bed again. �Come on. Let�s get in bed.�
She nodded. �Okay,� she said. �But ... well ... do you have any ... you know, hand lotion or anything like that?�
�Hand lotion?�
�For lube,� she said. �You see, I have this medical condition ... I probably should have brought this up before now, but, I don�t get ... you know ... wet like I�m supposed to.�
�Really?� Jake asked. His nose was certainly telling a different story.
�I�m sorry,� she said. �I really should have ... uhhhhh, oh my God!�
Her exclamation was because Jake had just slid two fingers into her body. She was tight, hot, and extremely wet. They had penetrated her without any problem whatsoever. He pulled them back out and showed them to her. They were glistening quite plainly with her juices.
�I think maybe I cured you,� he told her, running the fingers over the side of her face, transferring that moisture to her cheek.
She took in a deep breath. �Fuck me right now!� she demanded.
�Right,� he said, taking her in his arms and propelling her onto the bed.
She lay on her back and he climbed atop her, pushing her legs apart with his knees. He took himself in hand and then slid inside of her, feeling her muscles gripping him, sinking all the way in to the hilt.
�Oh my sweet Lord!� she exclaimed as she felt the intrusion.
�My thoughts exactly,� he said. He kissed her again and began to thrust inside of her.
She wrapped her legs around his body and dug her fingernails into his back as he powered in and out. He gave her all of his best moves, angling upward on the downstroke, grinding his pubis into hers, moving side to side on the upstroke. He alternated kissing her lips, her neck, her ears as he ground his body against her. He stroked her with his hands, touching her breasts, her butt, her hair. Sweat formed on his face and began to drip down on her.
Soon she was panting, her breath dragging in and out loudly, her face flushed and red. Her pelvis began to thrust back at him, meeting him on each downstroke.
�Jake ... Jake,� she breathed. �Something ... something is happening to me.�
�Is it a good something?� he breathed back.
�I ... I ... oh my God. Oh my sweet Lord, Jake!�
�Shhh,� he hushed. �There are other people in the house.�
�Jake! Something ... Oh my Godddd!�
He covered her mouth with his, jamming his tongue through her teeth, trying to shut her up. She kissed back instinctively but she continued to moan into his mouth, her pelvic thrusts now erratic and spasmodic. Her fingernails dug painfully into his back as she let out a final grunt and moan and then pulled his body into hers with a tremendous amount of strength.
He slowed his thrusts down as she regained control of herself. He finally broke the kiss.
�Oh my God,� she breathed. �I just had an orgasm.�
�No shit,� Jake said with a chuckle. �I think it entirely possible that everyone in the house knows that.�
�You don�t understand,� she said. �I�ve never had one before.�
�You mean during sex?� he asked.
�I mean never,� she said. �I kind of thought that maybe the whole orgasm thing was just a myth. Oh my God. That was intense.�
�Wow,� Jake said, in awe. �I feel kind of honored.�
�That was incredible,� she said. �I kind of see what all the fuss is about now.�
�Well,� Jake said. �How about another one?�
�Another one? I can do that more than once a night?�
�I guess we�ll find that out, huh?�
He began to thrust harder again. It turned out she could have more than one.

Chapter 7: New Year�s Day

Coos Bay, Oregon
January 1, 1992
The room was fairly bright when Jake�s eyes creaked open late in the morning of New Year�s Day, 1992. His mouth was a bit dry and had a sour taste in it�the taste of a little more wine than he was accustomed to the night before. His head throbbed with a mild headache behind his eyes and his bladder was full, straining for its contents to be released. The motley group of musicians and spouses of musicians currently inhabiting the beach house on the cliff had had themselves a little impromptu New Year�s Eve celebration the night before.
The house was completely full now, and had been for the past three weeks, since the overdubs had started. Mary and Tom, Greg and Celia, Stan and Cindy, the Nerdlys, Jake, Ben, Ted, Laura, Pauline, and even Phil were all taking up residence now. Every bed was full, every room filled to capacity. It was actually working out better than they had any right to expect�partially due to the camaraderie that had developed between them all during this long and sometimes painful process, and partially due to the set of house rules (they now numbered eighteen) that served as a guideline to keep order, or at least to reduce chaos.
The party had come together when Jake had brought home two prime rib roasts and all the fixings for the New Year�s Eve meal. Celia and Greg, who had gone shopping shortly after, had picked up a couple of cases of good wine from the Napa Valley. Mary and Cindy had then constructed a couple of impressive deserts. Ted and Tom had then pitched in for a pony keg of good beer. And so, the fourteen of them had stayed up until the turn of the year, eating, drinking, eating and drinking some more, while listening to music and gathering into groups to talk about anything and everything except the recording process.
And though everyone managed to get their drink on quite nicely�Mary, Laura and Ted had had themselves a particularly good time, Jake remembered�Rule Number 1 had been adhered to. Everything had been cleaned up and put right before everyone drifted off to bed. But there were probably going to be a few sour mouths and sore heads today.
And, alas, though it was a holiday for most of the world on this half of the International Date Line, it was not for the band with no name. Though they were allowing themselves to sleep in a bit in deference to the festivities of the night before, they had to get some work done today. They were considerably behind schedule with a few hard deadlines fast approaching. Ben�s leave of absence was over and he needed to report back to work by January 18�and even if not for that, his wife was due to have their first baby somewhere in the vicinity of February 2. That meant they needed to be sure that all of the bass work overdubs were complete for all of Jake�s and Celia�s songs before then. And Mary needed to be back to her high school orchestra by January 6, although they could still snag her back any Friday through Monday stretch that they needed her. Right now, however, they were smack in the middle of a section that featured Jake�s mother quite heavily and they needed to finish it as soon as possible before her next break.
Jake creaked his eyes open, wincing a little at the light at first, but then he quickly got used to it. He turned his head to the left, to the digital clock across the room, and saw that it was reading 9:23 AM. Not bad, he thought. A little over seven hours of sleep, give or take. Not that he had gone to bed at 2:23 AM. It had actually been closer to 1:00 or so. But he had not gone to sleep right away.
He turned his head to the right and beheld the reason for that hour and twenty-some-odd minute lag time. Laura was curled up next to him. She, like he, was naked. Her right arm was sprawled across his midsection and her right leg was intertwined with his. She was breathing softly, her eyes closed, her red hair in a tangled mess of disarray. She smelled strongly of stale alcohol and sexual musk.
They had had themselves quite the little session after hitting the sheets. Not that this was unusual. Since that first time they�d gotten naked together and engaged their compatible parts just over two months ago now, they had pretty much repeated some variation of the act every single night, and often during the morning hours as well. Jake had unleased a monster of sexual lust and desire in the saxophonist with that first orgasm�or, with those first three, to be truthful�he had pulled out of her that night. Since then, her appetite for more had been insatiable.
Jake had no problem fulfilling her desires. After more than a year and a half of nothing but meaningless one-night stands punctuated by long stretches of nothing more than his own hand and his own imagination�or the occasional porno mag�having an actual woman to care about, to form a relationship with, to call his own, and to have regular sex with was a blessing on the order of a miracle. It was amazing how such a simple thing as that could bring serenity to a troubled life, could put into perspective what had once seemed unfathomable.
I have a girlfriend again, he thought now, a little trepidatious about the thought, but mostly happy. And I will not treat her badly. I will NOT.
He rolled over, gently disentangling himself from Laura�s embrace, and put his feet on the floor. She groaned and grunted a few times and then slowly opened her own eyes.
�Bleah,� she said, sticking out her tongue. �I don�t feel so good.�
Jake chuckled and then leaned down to kiss her on the forehead. �The price you have to pay for pouring them down,� he told her. �I don�t feel so great myself.�
�What time is it?� she moaned.
�Almost nine-thirty. We all agreed to get to the studio by eleven-thirty.�
�We did?� she asked. �I don�t remember agreeing to that.�
�You were pretty drunk at the time,� he said.
�Well ... yeah,� she said, �but I remember what we did when we got up here. It was quite unforgettable, actually.�
�It was all right,� Jake said, waving his hand back and forth in a see-saw motion.
She looked at him in alarm for a moment, saw his expression and then concluded he was joking. �You�re an asshole,� she told him, not unkindly.
�I have certainly been accused of that,� he assured her.
�I didn�t do anything ... you know ... embarrassing last night, did I?�
�Other than giving my dad a lap dance, not at all,� he said.
Another startled look. Another shake of the head when she saw he was kidding. �A hemorrhoidal asshole,� she told him.
He laughed and then picked up the pitcher of water he habitually kept at bedside just for such occasions. Next to it were two glasses and a bottle of Tylenol. He poured himself a healthy glassful and then used it to wash down two of the little white pills. �You want a hit of this?� he asked Laura.
�Yeah,� she said. �I think I better.�
He set her up and then handed the glass and the pills over.
�Thanks,� she said, taking them.
�I�m gonna hit the shower,� Jake told her. �Might as well get it over with.�
�Let me go pee first,� she said, rolling over and putting her own feet on the floor. They had not yet reached the stage in their relationship where they could comfortably pee or pass gas in front of each other.
�By all means,� he told her, waving to the door.
She disappeared into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. He heard her shuffling around a bit, the faint sound of urine hitting the water in the bowl, the sound of the toilet paper roll spinning, the flush of the toilet, and then the running of the sink. She came back out, still naked, and he took a moment to admire her.
�Ugg,� she groaned. �Don�t look at me. I must look absolutely terrible.�
�Actually, you�re quite beautiful,� he said. �I never get tired of looking at you naked.�
This earned him a warm smile and a kiss on the corner of his mouth. �Go take your shower,� she told him. �I�ll be in right behind you.�
�You got it,� he said. �Just give me a few minutes to uh ... you know ... take care of a few things in there first.�
�By all means,� she said.
Jake closed and locked the bathroom door behind him and then quickly took care of the first two of the three S�s of the morning routine and then brushed his teeth. He then fired up the shower to take care of the third S. The warm spray and the metabolism of the Tylenol served to knock his headache back to a faint ache. He left the water running and then opened the door back up.
�Shower�s free,� he told Laura, who was back in the bed, a pillow over her face.
�Thanks,� her muffled voice responded.
He toweled himself off and then stepped back into the bedroom area just as Laura was heading into the bathroom. She reached out and gave his wilted penis a playful stroke as she went by. He returned the favor by giving her a little pat on her shapely rear end.
She did not bother closing the door behind her so Jake kept half an eye on her nakedness as he put on a fresh pair of underwear, a fresh pair of blue jeans, and one of his t-shirts. He was just tying his shoes when Laura shut off the water and stepped out. She quickly toweled herself dry and then wrapped her hair in a white towel.
�Better?� Jake asked her as she came back into the room
�Much,� she said. �There is one thing I could use though.�
�Oh?�
She gave him her saucy smile. �Would you be a dear, dear, and eat my pussy out for me?�
Jake raised his eyebrows. �Again?� he asked. �I just did that last night.�
�I like having my pussy eaten out,� she told him, stepping closer. �I like it a lot.� And this was true. She had never had that particular sexual act done to her until Jake had introduced it to her on their second night together. Since then, she had become quite the fan of it, particularly after one night when Jake had gone down and drawn four rapid fire orgasms from her with his skillful lips and tongue.
�I would have to brush my teeth again if I did that,� he said. �How about after we get home from the studio?�
�I don�t want to wait that long,� she said with a pout. �I really think an orgasm right now would help with this hangover.�
Jake laughed. �You�re suggesting that oral copulation to completion is medically therapeutic?� he asked.
�Shut up,� she told him, slapping at him. �Don�t use Nerdlyisms on me. I�ll tell you what. I�m not above bribery. Why don�t you stand up?�
�Why?�
�How about I make it so that both of us need to brush our teeth a second time?�
�Hmmm,� Jake said, already stiffening at the thought. �An interesting offer.�
She sat down on the edge of the bed and looked at him pointedly. �Do we have a deal?�
�Deal,� he said, standing quickly and turning to face her.
She unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his pants. By the time she pushed the jeans and underwear down, he was already hard, this despite the two ejaculations he had only seven hours before. She smiled as she pondered his manhood and her hand reached out to touch it. She stroked it up and down a few times and then slowly sucked it between her lips and went to work.
�Oh yeah,� Jake groaned, his hand caressing her bare shoulder as she slurped and sucked on him. Despite her relative lack of sexual experience in her life, she was actually pretty good at fellatio. Her dentist had apparently been a fan of the act and, as she had told Jake on one of their after-sex intimate discussions, so she had learned the best way to finish him off quickly. Though she had never enjoyed performing the act on the good doctor, she professed that sucking his dick was different.
�How is it different?� he�d asked her. �A dick is a dick is a dick, right?�
�No,� she replied, indignant. �A dick is not a dick is not a dick. Are you trying to say that all pussies are alike?�
�Well ... no,� he had to admit. �There are a lot of pussies I wouldn�t go within ten feet of with Matt Tisdale�s mouth, but...�
�No buts,� she said. �First of all, your dick is bigger, but that�s not the primary reason.�
�What is the primary reason?�
�It�s your dick, you idiot,� she told him. �It�s attached to your body and I�m quite hot for your body.�
He had pondered that for a moment and then nodded. �I can get behind that,� he told her.
�I thought you might,� she replied. �And I have something else you can get behind, if you�re ready.�
He hadn�t been ready, but he quickly made himself so.
Since time was a bit limited on this morning, she did all she could to make short work of him. She concentrated primarily on the head and glans with her lips and tongue while her soft hand jacked him up and down. The friction she was creating was delightful and he enjoyed it without employing any of the mental blocks he used to keep orgasm at bay under normal circumstances. Within three minutes his hand gripped her shoulder and the familiar waves of pleasure exploded throughout his body. He groaned, his legs wobbly, as he shot jet after jet of semen into her sucking mouth. She swallowed every drop and then licked her lips.
�All right,� she said eagerly, laying back on the bed and spreading her legs wide. �My turn. Get to work.�
He looked down on her, seeing the now familiar sight of her wet vagina, glistening and ready for action. She had trimmed her bush considerably since that first time, removing and maintaining the removal of all the hair save a quadrilateral patch of copper on her pubis. She had also told him that he was never to refer to her vagina, pubic hair, or any other part of her genitalia as �the fire� or any analogue of synonym of that phrase. That had been the dentist�s term for it and she never wanted to hear it again. It really was a pity. Though Jake loathed the dentist and men like him, sight unseen, calling a red-haired pussy �the fire�, as in: �I�m going into the fire� or �Let me stand next to your fire�, would actually have been kind of cool. Another reason to kick the dentist�s ass if he ever did meet him.
�Are you sure you want to do this?� Jake asked teasingly now. �You know this is illegal in some states, right?�
�No teasing!� Laura barked at him. �I fulfilled my end of the bargain. Now get your mouth down there and start eating.�
He got his mouth down there and started eating. He did not bother with a slow build up. He simply tongued her slippery lips up and down�plunging his tongue between them once in a while for good measure�until her clitoris peeked out of its hood to see what was going on. Once that happened, he slid two fingers inside of her and began to thrust them in and out while simultaneously latching his lips onto her clit and starting to suck.
�Oh sweet Lord,� Laura breathed. �That�s it! That is it!�
She came less than a minute later, her pelvis thrashing up and down on the edge of the bed, her legs tightening around his back, her left hand gripping his hair hard enough to hurt. Her right hand, meanwhile, picked up a pillow and she used it to cover her face and muffle her cries. This was due to Rule Number 17: Make every effort possible to keep audio in all forms from penetrating outside the walls of your sleeping area.
She thrashed and groaned and moaned for the better part of a minute before finally slowing down and eventually relaxing. Her legs and hand released their respective grips on him. She pulled the pillow away from her face, revealing a bright red blush of satisfaction.
�Oh my God, you are so good at that, Jake,� she breathed.
�My talents go beyond music,� he said. �Are we even?�
She nodded. �Even,� she told him. �I guess I�d better get dressed now.�
�Yeah,� Jake said, �but first, we�d better go brush those teeth.�
They went and brushed their teeth.
And so began the first day of the new year.

Jake and Laura came down the stairs together, into a kitchen and living room where most of their fellow housemates were already present. They did not try to hide the fact that they had just come from Jake�s room and that Laura had spent the night there. They had given up trying to keep their relationship on the down-low after only the third night of it. In the first place, there was no reason to hide their togetherness. True, Laura had been allegedly �engaged�, but everyone pretty much knew the score on that relationship. And in the second place, it was impossible to hide a sexual and romantic relationship when you lived in a house with other people. It just could not be done. Nerdly had told him after they�d come clean (so to speak) that everyone knew the two of them were together by the afternoon of day two, most because they�d heard Laura�s orgasmic expressions during that first coupling, the rest because they�d been told by those that had heard. And the fact that Rule 17 had been proposed and approved�with the specific wording: in all forms�on day three of their relationship did not seem a coincidence, as much as they wanted to believe it was.
Except for Ben and Ted, who were still absent, Jake and Laura were the last of the group to make their morning appearance. Mary was at the stove, putting the finishing touches on a large pan full of scrambled eggs with potatoes and kielbasa sausage. The Nerdlys were making toast. Stan and Cindy were setting the table. Pauline was on the phone�she often was these days. Celia and Greg were sitting at the table, drinking coffee with Phil. Tom was allegedly helping Mary but was actually just standing next to her, doing little.
�Good morning, everyone,� Laura greeted brightly. Jake echoed the sentiment.
Everyone except Pauline�who was barking something about how she was sick of having to deal with this shit every goddamn day�returned the sentiment in some form or other.
�It smells great, Mom,� Jake said. �Anything we can do to help?�
�Just sit down and have some coffee,� she told them. �Everything is under control.�
�You talked us into it,� Laura said, heading for the pot.
�Of course, you two will have primary dish washing and loading duties after we�re done,� Mary advised.
�Aww,� Jake whined good naturedly. �Doesn�t being one of the big bosses swing any weight around here?�
�I�m your mother,� Mary said. �I am always going to be a bigger boss than you.�
Jake smiled and gave her a brief hug on the way to the coffee pot to pour himself a cup. She smiled at the embrace, feeling that sense of love and contentment a mother feels when she has the sensation her child is doing all right. She, along with Tom, was most definitely in favor of the relationship between Jake and Laura, could not have been more delighted, in fact, for both of them. Jake needed a woman in his life, someone to stabilize him and keep him somewhat steady on the straight and narrow�as straight and narrow as Jake could be, anyway. And Laura ... Mary had really grown to like and respect Laura since first meeting her and had been appalled at the relationship she had been in with that married man�appalled on several different levels. She thought that Laura and Jake were very cute together and complimented each other. And they had so much in common�unlike her son�s previous long-term girlfriends going all the way back to Michelle, the religious fanatic who had publicly accused him of raping her and beating her.
After pouring his coffee, Jake looked at Nerdly, who was in charge of putting butter on the toast and was doing it with his normal methodical engineering. �Bill,� he told him, �I have to say, I have never seen such uniform distribution of a sandwich spread on a piece of heat-treated bread before.�
�Thanks, Jake,� Nerdly replied, pleased with the praise. �It�s all in the proportion picked up by the knife and the wrist action during the spread itself. I would venture to say that each piece of toast has an even spread to the edges within a tolerance of less than a millimeter, and an equal volume of butter on each piece within a milliliter of variance from slice to slice.�
Jake nodded approvingly. �That�s badass, Nerdly,� he told him.
�His name is Bill,� said Cindy, irritation in her tone. She had had more than her share of the fermented grapes the night before as well.
�Sorry, Cindy,� Jake apologized.
The Archers, as a group, were also quite in favor of the burgeoning relationship between the singer and the saxophonist, particularly Nerdly himself. Jake was Bill�s best friend in the entire world�except for Sharon, of course�and his oldest, most loyal friend. They had known each other for as long as either of them had memories in this life. They had grown up together, had played music together, had fornicated with band followers of loose morality together, had done illicit drugs together. Jake had been the best man at his wedding, his name signed on the ketuvah, or wedding contract with Sharon. He was the brother Nerdly had never had. Bill wanted nothing but happiness and contentment for him and had watched in alarm as Jake�s life had nearly spiraled out of control following the near simultaneous breakups of his relationship with Helen and the band Intemperance. He had noticed over the years that Jake�s stability and happiness levels were directly correlational with his stability and contentment in a romantic relationship with a woman. And Laura seemed such a copacetic companion for him now that she had abandoned the socially unsanctioned relationship she had been in before. Though he had liked Helen tremendously�he and Sharon had both been quite despondent for a time after the breakup�he too realized that Jake and Laura had much more in common. He liked her, and he thought, in time, he would like her as much as, if not more, than he had liked Helen.
The couple carried their coffee cups over to the large dining room table and sat down in the chairs across from Greg and Celia, next to Phil.
Phil was perhaps the worst dressed gay man that Jake had ever met. He was currently wearing a pair of baggy black jeans and a bright orange sweater that made him look like a county jail inmate, or perhaps a misplaced San Francisco Giants fan. This was typical of his attire, perhaps even a little quieter than some.
�How�s the morning going, Phil?� Laura asked him, reaching over to finger the material of his sweater.
�Pretty good,� Phil said. �Just wondering if you�re going to need me today.�
�We�re not,� Jake told him. �We have to get those bass and drum tracks laid down today. That is our mission. And even if we manage to complete it, we�ll still be working primarily on the outro. No vocals are likely to be recorded today.�
Phil nodded. �All right then,� he said. �Looks like a day off. Can I use your car again, Jake?�
�It�s all yours,� Jake assured him.
�Perfect, thank you,� Phil said, smiling, hoping that today might be the day he successfully found whatever gay community had to exist in this place so he could get himself laid. Having Jake�s Beemer would undoubtedly help in the second endeavor, if not the first.
Phil too was quite pleased with the relationship between Jake and Laura, and not just because the singer was nice enough to let him use his sixty thousand dollar car. He genuinely loved Laura as a man would love his own sister and he was quite happy that she had finally ended that horrid relationship with Dave the dentist�well ... Dave had yet to acknowledge the fact that the relationship was over, but that was just a formality. And though Phil had been a bit chagrined to find that Jake was not gay or even bisexual�what a goddamn shame that was!�he liked the man and respected him musically. True, he had quite a colorful past, some of which was dotted with reports of him not treating his girlfriends so nicely, but he had gotten to know the man over the past few months and he had a hard time equating those reports with what he saw and knew. Jake treated Laura well and he cared about her. And, based on the sounds he had heard coming out of that bedroom on a few occasions, he knew his way around the female anatomy. Those sounds, after all, had never come out of Laura�s bedroom when Dr. Dave had been in there.
�Just don�t leave me an empty tank,� Jake warned.
�I wouldn�t dream of it,� Phil assured him.
Jake turned back toward Greg and Celia. �What are you gonna do today, Greg?� Jake asked the actor, who was impeccably dressed in a pair of slacks and a dress shirt, as usual. Perhaps Phil could learn a few fashion tips from him?
�Well, now that there seems to be a break in the rain,� Greg responded, �I�m going to drive out and look at the site again.�
The site he was referring to was a 3000-acre parcel of beachfront dune property outside of the Coos County town of Bandon, about twenty minutes north of the Coos Bay Bridge off Highway 101. Currently owned by a land rich, income poor extended family that had held title to it since the days when the State of Oregon had been called Oregon Territory and the coastal regions had been accessible only by ocean going vessels, they were looking to unload it for the purpose of cashing in on land they had no financial means to develop. Greg, who had fallen in love with the region after visiting it the first time, had seen the potential of the property. Since it sat atop sand dunes, for the most part, it could not be developed into a dense residential and commercial area, but it would be ideal for an exclusive oceanfront golf resort worthy of the PGA tour. He was currently in the process of trying to find investors for the project and he was actually starting to get a few nibbles of interest, both from individuals and real estate development companies.
�You really think you�re going to get this thing off the ground, huh?� Jake asked.
�I am unequivocally going to get it off the ground,� Greg replied confidently. �My mind is set. When my mind is set, I accomplish what I�m after.�
Jake nodded. You had to respect an attitude like that.
�I�d love to come out and look at the area some time,� Laura said shyly. She was still somewhat awed by the fact that she was living in a house with Greg Oldfellow and that she could just converse with him whenever she wanted like he was a normal human being.
�Funny you should ask that,� Greg said. �I�ve been wanting Jake to come out and take a look at it as well. Maybe we could make a day of it the next time there�s a break in the action.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �I would like to take a look. Maybe next Sunday?�
�It�s a date,� Greg said. �I�ll pencil it into my schedule.�
Greg was also quite happy about the new relationship between Jake and Laura. Though he considered the rock and roll musician a close friend�one of his closest true friends, as opposed to professional friends, hangers-on, and business associates, although Jake was, in fact, a business associate as well�he had not failed to pick up on the uncomfortable vibe that existed between his friend and his wife. It was a vibe he had first noticed when Jake and Helen had visited his new home in Palm Springs more than two years ago, when they had put on a little impromptu concert with their guitars after dinner. That vibe had grown considerably stronger, easier to pick up on in the past six months since they had started working closely together on their album projects. Of course, he did not understand what Celia could possibly see in the musician when compared to himself�Jake after all, was worth only a twentieth or so of what Greg was, was uneducated, and sang songs for a living, for Christ�s sake�that connection was undeniably there. But now that Jake�s attention was occupied with the cute saxophonist�Greg often wondered what she looked like naked, and how she was in bed (perhaps Jake would share some of those details with him they next time they pounded down some drinks together without the women present)�he was hopeful that vibe would dampen down to some degree. Not that he feared that Celia would actually act upon the vibe, because he knew she wouldn�t, and not because he thought that Jake would be so crass as to sleep with his friend�s wife, because he knew he wouldn�t, but just because the mere existence of that connection nagged at him, like a piece of meat stuck in one�s tooth, or a canker sore in one�s mouth.
�Be sure to bring your hiking shoes when you go,� Celia advised them.
�Yeah?� Jake asked.
�Yeah,� she confirmed. �There are no roads on the property at all except for the little dirt access road that comes off the highway. And some of those dunes are huge.�
�I don�t even have any hiking shoes,� Laura said.
�We�ll get you some,� Jake assured her, reaching over and giving a playful stroke to her shoulder.
Celia noted the contact and then took another sip of her coffee. Of everyone in the house, she was the only person somewhat conflicted about the Laura/Jake coupling. Her instincts were to be opposed to it but she knew it was an instinct born out of irrationality and ... she had to admit it to herself, despite being loathe to ... jealousy. She loved her husband and enjoyed the life she had with him. Of that there was no doubt. But she had powerful feelings for Jake and suspected he had them for her. They had so much in common with each other, shared connections with each other on so many levels. Their shared love of music and their shared profession of making music meant she could talk to Jake about things that Greg was simply unable to understand or even comprehend. But it was more than an intellectual or a professional attraction she felt for him. There was an intense physical and emotional attraction to him as well. She thought about him all the time, about his voice, his smile, his sense of humor, about the way his eyes flitted to her when he thought she wasn�t looking, examining her body. There was a heavy degree of simple infatuation involved, but it was much more than that as well. Sometimes she wished she had never met Greg, that she had been single when Jake and Helen had broken up. And always she felt ashamed and guilty when these thoughts flitted to her forebrain.
She remembered the first night that Jake and Laura had gone upstairs together, the night she had glimpsed her sneaking up to his room like a teenager trying to get away with something. How that dark stab of jealousy had hit her directly in the heart when she realized what was going on. And then later, when the sounds of Laura�s excited, frantic moans had come drifting down, taking away any doubt about what they were actually doing up there, that stab had become an icy grip of despair that had caught her completely by surprise. She had actually hated Laura in that moment, had had the thought that maybe firing her from the band was in order.
Those feelings had faded, of course. In the first place, who Jake slept with was absolutely none of her business. The rational part of her knew that and knew it well. And in the second place, it was really hard to hate Laura, especially when she wasn�t doing anything wrong. She was, at heart, a really sweet person with a sharp and witty personality and a love of music that equaled that belonging to herself and Jake. And she was talented as well. Laura�s saxophone playing was a major factor in what was going to help make her upcoming album a success. She was grateful for the tireless efforts the redhead had put in. Nor could she deny that Jake seemed much happier since the two of them had hooked up, that they actually made quite a cute couple.
No, she could not hate Laura for more than that fleeting moment in time. She actually enjoyed talking to her, hanging out with her, playing music with her. She considered Laura to be a friend and, when the thoughts of Jake were taken out of the equation, she was genuinely glad that Laura had gotten out of that horrible exploitive relationship she had been in before.
At the same time, however, she knew in her heart that she would secretly rejoice if their relationship ultimately did not work out.

Just over two hours later, the band was in the studio, their instruments tuned, their sound checked, all of them that were participating in this particular phase ready to start the initial run-through exercise before the actual recording of today�s piece began.
Though they were technically in the overdub stage, which meant that all of the basic tracks for both albums had already been laid down and the focus was now on adding additional instrument and vocal tracks, today�s project (and probably the project for the next week at least) was not quite an overdub. It was a reworking of the outro to Celia�s song Done With You (or Done, as they called it), the final portion, after the vocals, just before the song ended in the terminal flourish.
As originally laid down, the tune had featured heavily both Mary on the violin and Laura on the alto sax with a simple violin solo that would fade to black as the outro. But it just hadn�t sounded right to any of their ears once put down. There was something else needed, some subtle change that needed to take place to advance Done from a good tune to a great one.
It was Nerdly who came up with the idea. Instead of having Mary play the melody with her Nicolas Lupot, as she had played every other melody and fill so far, he set her up with a solid body electric violin with steel strings and piezoelectric pickups that he then ran through a pre-amp and a guitar amplifier adjusted for mild distortion such as what an electric guitar used. He then had Mary play the exact same melody at the exact same tempo as before. This allowed her to convey a tougher, angrier tone to the piece, much more suitable to the emotion that needed to be projected.
Needless to say, Mary liked none of this at first. In fact, she hated it. She loathed the electric violin, even though it was the same size, shape, and general weight as her primary violin.
�I can�t hear it when I play!� she complained the first time she tried it out.
�You hear it through your headphones, don�t you?� asked Sharon, confused, wondering if she had forgot to turn a dial or flip a switch.
�Yes, but that�s not the same,� Mary said. �When I�m playing my Lupot, even when I�m listening through headphones, I still hear the sound coming from the strings themselves, I still feel what I�m doing. This isn�t the same.�
�I know it�s new to you, Mom,� Jake said. �You�ll just have to get used to it.�
�I can�t get used to it,� she said. �The strings feel different too. The bow doesn�t slide across them like it does on my instrument. I�m not sure I can do this.�
�You can do it, Mom,� Jake assured her.
�And the sound it�s making!� she continued on. �Not only is the output quite inferior to my Lupot, but it�s distorted!�
�That�s what we�re going for here, Mom,� Jake reminded her. �The distortion is the whole point of using that instrument.�
She gave it her best efforts�she was a professional, after all�and gradually, though she would never embrace producing music in this manner, she warmed to it a bit and got used to the idiosyncrasies. The melodies came out well in the end, so well, that Celia, with encouragement from Jake and Nerdly, decided to up the game a bit and rework the entire outro to the tune. Instead of just having the single violin solo to close it out, they put Laura to work and had her and Mary work up a complex dueling solos mixture that would culminate in them playing in harmony for the finale. Since this had changed both the length and the structure of the outro they had originally laid down, they needed to re-record all of it�the rhythm tracks, Jake�s and Celia�s guitar tracks, and the piano fills�for the final thirty-eight seconds of the tune.
Today they would be recording the rhythm tracks: Ben and Ted simultaneously�the method they had found worked best for those two.
�Okay,� Sharon told everyone now, her voice going to their respective headphones. �Let�s do the run-through of the outro section only, picking up from just after where the fade out of Celia�s last vocalization ends. Is everyone ready?�
Jake, Ben, Ted, Mary, and Cindy were all in the main studio. Celia, with her acoustic-electric guitar and her vocal microphone, was in one isolation booth, Laura, with her alto sax, was in the other. Everyone gave Sharon a thumbs up.
�All right,� Sharon said. �Go ahead and get us started, Celia.�
Celia began to sing and strum out her portion of the rhythm and sing the final line of the song: �It�s time to say, it�s time to go. I�m finally done with youuuuuuuuuuuuu!�
As she drew out the last syllable, stretching it over a lengthy series of notes, everyone else kicked in. Jake played the distorted guitar chords, Cindy played a flurry of piano keys, Ted pounded out a complex drum arrangement, and Ben kept the time. And then they all switched over to the primary melody of the tune again and the outro began in earnest with Laura blowing out her first solo.
Mary, bow in hand, electric violin on her shoulder, waited without playing until Laura finished up. She then opened up her own first solo of the outro, a fairly simple arrangement that matched the intensity of what Laura had just laid down, but was unique instead of simply a repetition with a different instrument.
Mary finished up, stretching out the last note, and then Laura picked up again, upping the intensity and the complexity for her second solo, almost as if she were challenging Mary to keep up.
Mary rose to the challenge. Even before Laura�s last note was gone, Mary laid down a blistering piece of her own in answer, her arm pumping that bow up and down, changing the angle of attack with each stroke, her fingers flying over her strings, the distorted notes sounding out in their headphones.
Nice, Jake thought from his position. He was playing mechanically, a simple three chord rhythm that repeated over and over, something that did not require intense concentration on his part. He watched as the two women played off of each other, as they both fully immersed themselves into the music, as they bonded together over the piece. Neither of them were looking at their music sheets�they had long since memorized their parts�they were looking at each other through the glass of the isolation booth, occasionally giving each other a little nod of respect and encouragement. It was all Jake could do to keep from shouting out some encouragement to them.
Laura did her final solo of the tune, a lengthier piece that was extremely technical and complex. It flitted up and down, down and up, and then drew out to a finale that she allowed to slowly fade down while Mary started in with her final solo. Hers was no less complex, no less technical. She played a flurry of notes up and down the scale, her tempo changing up and then down as well. And then, when her last note was played, the two of them launched into the harmony section, which was an up-tempo variation of the tune�s primary melody. They ran through the repetition of it three times, varying the key with each repeat, and then closed out with a final cascade that everyone else matched as well.
The sound faded away and the two soloists smiled happily at each other, giving each other the thumbs up.
�That was badass!� Jake yelled. �Holy shit!�
Celia, who couldn�t hear what Jake was saying because she was in the isolation booth, offered some praise of her own. �Madres de Dios!� she told them. �That was intense! You did it!�
�I agree,� said Nerdly�s voice. Since there was no synthesizer in the primary tracks�though there would be some overdubbed in later�he was next to Sharon in the control room. �The challenge and answer methodology of the solos was enhanced by the musical camaraderie that has developed between Mary and Laura.�
�Well put, Bill,� Celia told him.
�Thank you,� Bill said. �And the knowledge that Laura is having non-legally sanctioned intercourse and cohabitation with her son did not seem to affect Mary�s playing a bit.�
�Uh ... right,� Celia said slowly, while both Mary and Laura blushed and Jake looked down at the floor, shaking his head.
�In fact,� Bill added enthusiastically, �I suspect the relationship might have actually helped enhance the basic emotional content of the...�
�We get the idea, Bill,� Sharon interrupted, pulling his microphone away from his mouth.
Jake set his guitar down next to his chair and walked over to his mother. He put his arm around her and gave her a hug. �That was tight, Mom. Seriously. You nailed those solos, you and Laura both.�
�That was rather enjoyable,� Mary admitted. �I think I�m starting to appreciate the emotion of playing with electric distortion. It has a certain ... feel to it.�
Jake smiled and gave her another hug. �Everyone hear that?� he asked loudly. �Mom just got her rock and roll on!�
Mary smiled. �I guess I did, didn�t I?� she asked in wonder.
�It sounded great,� said the voice of Sharon�their heartless taskmaster. �Now let�s do it again. This time with the recorders on. Think you can lay down the rhythm for that in one take?�
That was funny enough that everyone enjoyed a laugh about it.

At one o�clock that same day, in another part of the Blake Studios complex, Pauline was having a meeting with Oren Blake II, aka OB2, aka Obie, in his office. She was there at his request, the subject of the meeting something he had not cared to share with her when requesting it.
�You look like you were rode hard and put away wet, Obie,� Pauline observed as she sat before his desk beneath the gold and platinum records on the wall.
�Thank you for pointing that out,� Obie told her, though it was true. His eyes were red and his beard was a bit frazzled. There were bags under his eyes. �I enjoyed New Year�s Eve perhaps a little more than I should have last night.�
�Yeah,� Pauline said. �A lot of that going around.�
�Can I get you anything?� Obie asked her next. �Some coffee? A little hair of the dog, maybe?�
�I�m good,� Pauline said. �I had three cups of coffee before I came here, and I never have alcohol or anything else mind-altering before a business discussion or meeting.�
�No?� Obie said, raising his eyebrows a bit.
�No,� she confirmed. �A little something I learned from brother dear. It�s served him well in the past, and me too.�
�Interesting,� Obie said. �I�ll have to consider that someday. For now, however...� He reached over to the bar and pulled a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black down. He set it on the desk and then put six ice cubes in a highball glass. He poured a healthy shot of the scotch over the ice and then picked it up and had a sip. �Ahhh,� he said. �That�s heaven.� He looked at her. �How are things going with your boys out on the road? I heard you have had some issues.�
Pauline did not ask how Obie might have heard that. He had connections far and wide throughout the music industry. Not that he would have really needed them for this. Much of Veteran�s issues were finding their way into the entertainment press and even the popular press on occasion.
�It�s a shitshow,� she told him. �I�ve got five guys that don�t really care for each other trying to put together a show night after night while four of them are wasted to the gills. At least twice a week someone threatens to quit. At least once a week two of them get into a fight. And three times now fucking Hamm has been too wasted to go onstage and we had to delay the start of the show while we sobered him up.�
Obie nodded sympathetically. �Sounds like them boys need a little discipline in the ranks,� he observed.
�From your mouth to God�s ears,� Pauline said. �Or at least to Aristocrat Records� ears. They are doing nothing to discourage this behavior. They think it helps sell their albums.�
�Perhaps they have a point?� Obie suggested. �Veteran�s debut album has been number one on the charts for the past month now, right?�
�There is that,� Pauline admitted.
�You�ve already gone platinum and you�re sure to go double platinum by March. Not bad at all.�
�I don�t think those sales figures have anything to do with my band getting wasted and fucking up their performances night after night. If anything, they would have sold more albums if they�d kept their shit together and put on decent shows.�
Obie shrugged. �I guess we�ll never know, huh?�
�I guess we won�t,� she had to agree. �So, what�s up, Obie? Why�d you haul your hungover ass in here on New Year�s Day to talk to my hungover ass?�
He took a larger drink of his scotch and appraised her for a moment. He then set the glass down. �I�ve been keeping an eye on the progress of Jake and Celia,� he told her.
�Oh yeah?�
�Yeah,� he said. �Troy and Alicia have been giving me reports, of course�and they are really enjoying their time with the Nerdlys, by the way.�
�Glad to hear it,� she said. �They�re fast learners and good at their jobs, Sharon tells me.�
�That�s why I hired them,� Obie said. �Anyway, they tell me your people are laying down some pretty impressive tunes in that studio. Not just feel-good pop or formula rock music, but actual artistically pleasing shit that is probably going to sell quite well once it�s released.�
�That is our goal,� Pauline allowed.
�That�s everybody�s goal,� he said. �The problem is that most people can�t seem to pull it off to the level they hope for. That�s kind of what I assumed was going to happen when I signed y�all up for the studio time, you know.�
�Oh really?� Pauline said with a smile. �You didn�t have faith in them, Obie?�
He shrugged. �I had no reason to have faith in them,� he said. �I didn�t know them. I like a few of those Intemperance tunes I�ve heard over the years. The road songs that Jake writes are particularly poignant. I Found Myself Again is deep, gets me right here.� He pounded his fist on his chest, just over his heart. �And as for Celia, I�ve heard that drivel that she used to put out with those other beaners, and I never really cared for it, except for listening to her voice and watching those titties of hers bounce around in her videos, you know what I�m saying?�
�I know what you�re saying,� Pauline allowed. After all, she had gotten an almost glimpse of the titties in question one night after she sang in the shower. And they really were a set to be reckoned with.
�Anyway,� Obie continued, �I had no reason to suspect that those two were actually going to put out something worthwhile and profitable. I was trying to get my hands on the Nerdlys for a bit. That was the sole motivation of doing business with y�all.�
�I understand that,� Pauline said, wondering: Where is he going with this?
�But anyway, when I started hearing reports from my people that they actually are putting down some decent tunes, well, I decided to check into it a little.�
�Check into it?�
He nodded. �It�s my recording studio, and I have access to everything that�s stored here. So the other night I had Alicia stay after y�all left and told her to cue me up some of their work.�
�Really?� Pauline said, wondering if she should be offended or not.
�I wasn�t trying to pry or anything ... well ... okay, maybe I was. Anyway, I took a listen to your basics and I have to say I�m impressed. They really are putting down some good solid tracks, and the Nerdlys haven�t even really started to work on them yet.� He looked at her pointedly. �Those albums are going to sell.�
�Again,� Pauline said, �that�s the goal.�
�It�s a goal you�re going to achieve,� Obie said. �And I want in on it.�
�You are in on it,� she reminded him. �You�ll be pulling in three percent royalties on both albums for eternity. Not a bad deal, really.�
�It�s not,� he agreed. �Especially since y�all are also paying me for studio time and I get the Nerdlys for a bit when it�s done. Still, I want more.�
�You signed a contract with us, Obie. You�re not entitled to more.�
He dismissed that with a wave of his hand. �That�s not what I�m talking about,� he assured her. �I�m not trying to change the terms of our contract. I�m happy with that part and, even if you don�t agree to what I�m about to suggest, I�ll still pull in a healthy profit from y�all.�
�Okay,� she said slowly. �What are you suggesting?�
�I�m suggesting y�all contract with Blake Family Records for manufacturing, distribution and promotion of those albums.�
Pauline blinked slowly. �Contract with Blake Family Records?� she asked.
�I did not misspeak, ma�am,� he said.
She sighed. What kind of bullshit is he trying to pull here? she thought, then decided it was a valid enough concern to say aloud. �What kind of bullshit are you trying to pull here, Obie?�
�No bullshit,� he assured her. �I am sincere in my offer.�
�Correct me if I�m wrong,� she said, �but doesn�t Blake Family Records have to contract with Mason-Dixon Records for MD&P?�
�Well ... yes, that is true,� he admitted.
�You don�t have your own manufacturing and distribution network set up, Obie. How are you planning to manufacture and distribute and, most importantly, promote these albums without that very necessary apparatus in place?�
�Obviously I would have to contract with one of the record companies for that,� he said.
Pauline shook her head and gave him an eye roll. �I fail to see how this suggestion could possibly be advantageous to KVA Records. You�re talking about adding a middle man where none exists currently. That cannot possibly make KVA more profitable. We are prepared to negotiate directly with the record companies once we have masters in hand.�
�And that is what I�m offering you,� Obie said. �I know it sounds like a scam on the surface, but it�s not. I am prepared to offer both Jake and Celia complete and total packages of manufacturing, distribution, and promotion for forty percent royalties atop what I already have in place for giving you studio time.�
Pauline looked at him sharply. �Forty percent, huh?�
�It�s a fair offer,� Obie told her, �and I�m offering it prior to engaging in any negotiations of my own.�
�In other words,� Pauline said, �you seem to think you can negotiate a royalty rate for Jake and Celia�s albums that is considerably less than forty percent, otherwise you wouldn�t have made the offer.�
�That is correct,� Obie said. �I believe I can probably get thirty-two percent, thirty-five at the most.�
�If you can get thirty-two or thirty-five, then so can we,� Pauline said.
�Ahhh now, that�s where you�re wrong,� he said. �I have extensive contacts throughout this industry and I am well respected as a musician, businessman, and negotiator of all things music related. Furthermore, I know how to talk to those people. Now you, Pauline, I�m not saying you haven�t done a fine job at being a manager�the tales of your renegotiation of the Intemperance contract are fuckin� legendary, you know what I�m saying?�but you�re still relatively new to it, you still don�t have all that many contacts, and, perhaps most damning, you�re not an insider to the biz. You pushed your way in where many felt you didn�t belong. The fact that you did it successfully doesn�t mean shit to them. I�ve grown up with these people. I can talk to them. I can get that thirty-two to thirty-five, but you�ll be lucky if you can negotiate them down below forty-five. If you were to get forty, it would be a miracle on the order of the baby Jesus Himself. And there is no way in hell you are going to get below forty, even if you threw in a few blowjobs along the way.�
She was shaking her head again. This still didn�t ring true to her. �I don�t see why any record company would offer you thirty-two percent if they know that they can just come to us and offer forty�the same that you would be charging us�and we would take it. Explain that to me, Obie.�
�Obviously it would only work if I already have a contract with you and they cannot go behind my back and offer you forty. That is why I�m offering you this now, before you have masters in hand and before any of those pricks have had a chance to hear what it is y�all are going to be negotiating with. You see, I�m taking advantage of my unique ability to evaluate your efforts before anyone else can and I�m making this offer on the strength of what I�ve heard so far. I have faith in Jake and Celia. Those albums are going to sell. And, if you sign with me at forty percent, that is all I�m going to take from you in royalties no matter what I ultimately end up with. You see, I�m taking the risk here, not you. If I�m wrong, and no record company will sign a MD&P deal with me for less than ... say, fifty-five percent, I�m the one who is going to have to eat that, not you. I�ll be paying fifteen percent royalties out of my own pocket, not you.�
That did actually sound kind of intriguing, Pauline had to admit to herself. Truth be told, their best-case estimates of what royalty rate they would end up paying the record company they signed with had been in the thirty-five to forty percent range� and those were the best-case estimates. And here was Obie offering to sign them to forty, masters unheard. Very interesting.
�You have certainly given me something to think about, Obie,� she told him.
�That was my intention,� he said.
�It�s not a decision I can make right here and right now, however. I�ll have to talk it over with Jake and Celia and the Nerdlys ... and Greg, of course.�
�I wasn�t trying to push for a deal here and now,� he said. �There would still be a whole lot of particulars that need to be negotiated anyway. I just wanted to put the offer on the table for you.�
�I will pick up that offer and present it,� she said.
�Very good,� Obie said. �There is one thing I would like to impress upon you, darlin�, and I hope that you convey it to your people.�
�What is that?�
�I�m an honest man,� he said plainly. �I don�t play games, I don�t lie, I don�t cheat. I�m interested in making money, and making lots of it, and I�m a tough-ass negotiator who will try to get whatever advantage I can, but I play by the rules at all times and I will tell you what is on my mind at all times. My offer is genuine and my assessment of how y�all would do on your own is my best opinion, without exaggeration. I don�t have any way of proving to you and yours I speak the truth, but I do, and I expect the same out of y�all.�
Pauline looked in his reddened eyes with the brown irises. She nodded. �I believe you, Obie,� she told him sincerely. �And I can assure you that Jake and Celia and I operate the same way.�
�Fair enough,� he said with a smile. �Now then, our business seems to be concluded for the day, right?�
�I suppose it is,� she allowed.
�How about that drink now?�
Her smile got bigger. �Stolichnaya on the rocks?� she asked.
�Coming right up,� he told her.

That same evening, one thousand, eight hundred air miles to the southeast, in Houston, Texas, Matt Tisdale was more than a little hung over as well, more so, by a considerable margin, than his normal level of hangover just prior to a show.
New Year�s Eve had been an extended travel day off, a day of rest after traveling from the December 30 show in New Orleans. He and his band and a few select roadies who were part of his inner circle had spent the entire day, the entire night, and most of the early morning hours in a state of catastrophic annihilation. They had done it all: Cocaine, marijuana, a little bit of the methamphetamine that the roadies were fond of, and, of course, gallons and gallons of high-tension booze, mostly consumed directly from the bottles.
Matt did not even remember the turn of the year. His last recorded memory was sometime around ten o�clock. He remembered snorting two lines of coke and chasing them down with a swig from a bottle of some kind of clear booze�it might have been gin or vodka�while a hot looking young groupie they�d picked up in the hotel bar earlier (at least, he thought she was young and hot looking, but he knew the beer goggles had been on) was sucking his dick out on the balcony of his hotel room. The next thing he knew, it was nine-thirty in the morning, he felt like he had been dead for the past two weeks, and Greg fucking Gahn was telling him that he needed to be at the local hard rock station for an interview in one hour.
Though usually Matt�s rule of four hours prior to a show meant that he actually did no intoxicating substance for the entire day before the show, he made an exception on this day and accepted two more lines of coke from Greg to get himself moving. It didn�t work very well, but it was enough to get him through a shower and into the bus, where he needed two more lines so he could be coherent enough to speak to the moronic DJ who would be interviewing him.
And now, ten minutes to showtime, as he and his band sat in the stage left area, listening to the enthusiasm of the six thousand, three hundred and twelve Matt Tisdale fans who had shown up for his show in Spencer Arena south of downtown, he still felt only slightly better than terminally ill and fading. His head throbbed rhythmically despite having taken two grams of Tylenol on two occasions today. His mouth was as dry as a ninety year old woman�s pussy, despite the nearly gallon of water he�d put down his throat in the last two hours. And he ached all over, every joint in every appendage he possessed.
Maybe I oughta start thinking about slowing down on some of this shit, he thought, not for the first time, and with not so much of an inkling of sincerity.
Still, the show must go on was a credo that Matt believed in with every fiber of his being. When the time came, he stood up with his band and walked out on that stage. The cheers of adoration seemed to revive him a bit. He picked up his Strat and, when the lights came on, he started to play.
No one out in the audience noticed anything amiss. Matt played with his usual enthusiasm. He did not miss a single riff, did not misplay a single note, did not fail to follow a single tempo change. His voice sounded good despite the dry throat. If there was any outward sign of what was occurring, it was perhaps the amount of sweat coming out of his pores. Though sweating during performance was normal and expected�after all, a performer was standing under hot lights and moving at aerobic exercise level for ninety minutes at a time�this fell well into the range of excessive. Sweat was pouring down Matt�s face and dripping onto the stage floor, was running freely down his arms, down his chest. Though he usually waited until the first extended guitar solo to take off his shirt, he pulled it off during the second song on this night.
As for Matt himself, he knew that something was not right almost from the start. He could feel his heart hammering in his chest, a physical, pounding, beating thing that felt like a jackhammer. And it seemed like he just wasn�t getting quite as much air as he really needed. He sang fine, but it seemed he had to gasp between verses, between chorus and bridge, something that he had never had to do before. And there was this troubling ache in his chest. It was a burning sensation, an unpleasant heat that spread from his sternum into his shoulders.
He ignored all of this the best he could and went on with the show. As the time stretched by, he began to feel worse and worse, his breathing now a pant when he wasn�t singing. When the final number of the main set came to a close, he didn�t even have the energy to give them the fake good night bit before the encore break. He simply staggered off the stage into the stage left area. He immediately sat down on a crate and began to pant.
�Matt, you okay?� asked Roger Stone, his personal assistant, who was standing there with a large bottle of Gatorade.
�Gimmee that shit,� Matt panted, nearly snatching it from him. He drank heavily, but had to keep pulling the bottle from his lips to take a few breaths.
�Dude, you seriously don�t look all right,� Roger told him. �You�re as pale as a fuckin� ghost!�
�My heart is beating kind of funny,� Matt said. He took another drink of Gatorade, took another couple of deep breaths, and then held out his hand to Roger. �Take my pulse.�
�I don�t know how to take a fuckin� pulse!� Roger replied.
�Jesus Christ,� Matt muttered. �Gimmee your watch.�
Roger looked at him for a moment and then took the cheap Timex off his wrist and handed it over. It was an analog watch, the kind with a second hand. Matt wrapped the band around the fingers of his right hand and turned it so he could see that second hand. He then felt on the thumb side of his inner wrist with his left hand, seeking and finally finding the beating pulse there. He could tell without even counting that it was going far too fast, but he counted anyway, noting each beat for fifteen seconds on the watch. Fifty-five beats went by in that time frame.
Fifty-five times four is ... is... His stressed out mind struggled for a moment to do the math. And when he did come up with the answer, he couldn�t believe it. Two hundred and fucking twenty? No way! I counted wrong! He repeated the procedure. This time he came up with fifty-six beats. He did the math again. Two hundred and twenty-four? Fuck me!
�Roger, quick, check my math!�
�Your math? What the fuck are you talking about?�
�What�s fifty-six times four?�
�What?�
�Fifty-six times fucking four!� Matt screamed at him. �Is it two hundred and twenty-four, or not?�
Roger was looking at him as if he were some kind of alien. Matt wanted to punch him�would have if he had the energy.
�Somebody fucking check my math!� he screamed. �Fifty-six times four! Do it now!�
Steve finally grabbed a scrap of packing paper from one of the crates and then grabbed a pen from one of the tech roadies. He scratched out the equation on the paper and then began to solve it. All the while, the crowd out there were stomping their feet and calling for the encore. They were now a couple of minutes behind schedule.
�You�re right, Matt,� Steve told him after carrying the two and doing the final addition. �It�s two hundred and twenty-four. What does that mean?�
Matt took another deep breath, feeling actual fear flowing through him now. Two hundred and twenty-four was way too fast. Even at the height of a cocaine blitz, his heart rate was usually no faster than a hundred twenty or so. And even after jumping around on stage at top speed, it was usually no more than one-fifty. What the hell was going on here?
�Matt?� Roger said. �What�s going on, dude? Tell me what to do!�
�Get Gahn down here,� Matt told him. �Tell him to bring his little doctor bag with him.�
�What? Are you serious?� Roger asked.
�I�m dead fucking serious. Get that asshole down here. Tell him my heart is beating two-hundred and twenty-four fucking beats a minute.�
�And that�s not good, right?� Roger asked.
�No, it�s not fucking good. Now get on it!�
Roger rushed off to get on it. Matt took a few more deep breaths and then felt his pulse again. It was still trucking along at the same rate.
�What now, Matt?� Steve asked.
Matt looked up him. �Now,� he said, throwing Roger�s watch on the floor, �we get our asses back out there and finish the show.�
�Finish the show?� Steve asked. �But your heart...�
�My heart will hang on for another eighteen minutes,� Matt said. �I ain�t leaving this place without finishing what I started. Now let�s hit it.�
They looked doubtful but they headed for the stage entrance. Matt breathed deeply a few more times and then forced himself to his feet. He had a momentary attack of dizziness that was staggering in its intensity. His vision started to gray. A wave of nausea swept over him. He powered through it the best he could, remaining standing and, after twenty seconds or so, it started to fade. He looked up and saw that his bass player, his drummer, and every roadie in visual range was staring at him.
�I don�t think you should go out there, Matt!� Steve told him. �You kind of bleached out on us for a minute there.�
�I�m better now,� Matt said. �Let�s hit it.�
�But...�
�Let�s fucking hit it!� Matt yelled. �Come on. I need to get this shit over with.�
With that, he walked back out onto the stage, waving his hand at the crowd like nothing was wrong at all. The cheers erupted anew as they saw him. His band, with nothing else to do, followed him out and took their places while Matt picked up his Strat once again.
�All right, motherfuckers!� Matt yelled into the microphone. �Let�s do a little bit more here, okay?�
The cheer increased and he began to play.
He went through the two encore songs just as they had been rehearsed. He moved about on the stage just as he had in every other show of the tour. He sang out his lyrics with all the force and emotion that he always put into them. And through it all, his chest ached like a rotted tooth and he felt like he could hardly breathe.
He finished and he and the band took their bows at the front of the stage, Matt in the middle, his arms around their shoulders. When the bow was done, he did not release the embrace as he normally did.
�Walk me off this stage,� he panted to them. �Make it look cool.�
With scared faces, they did as he asked, escorting their boss out of the spotlight and back into the stage left area. By the time they got him to the crate he had sat on before, he could barely breathe at all and his chest felt like it was being squeezed in a vice. His legs could no longer hold him up.
�Put him down right there!� Greg barked at the bandmembers, pointing to the stage floor next to the crate. �If he�s truly as tachycardic as he says, he�s probably hypotensive as well.�
�What the fuck does that mean?� asked Steve.
�It means put him down where I told you!� Greg yelled. �Now! Do it now!�
They did it now. Greg, who, per directions, had his little back bag in hand, made no move to open it. Instead, he knelt beside Matt and picked up his sweaty wrist.
�How are you doing, Matt?� he asked him.
�I�ve been better,� Matt gasped.
Greg looked at his Rolex watch as he felt Matt�s pulse. He chewed on his lip a few times during the fifteen seconds. He then shook his head. �Two twenty-eight,� he said. �You�re having a cardiac arrythmia, Matt.�
�No fucking shit,� Matt barked. �Give me something for it!�
�I don�t have anything for this,� Greg said. �We need to get some paramedics here and get you to the hospital.�
�You don�t have anything for this?� Matt yelled. �You have fucking heroin in there, speed, downers of all kinds, Valium, Narcan, fucking Demerol, but you don�t have anything to slow my heart down?�
�No, this is not something I�m trained to deal with,� Greg told him. �Relax. Take deep breaths. We�re going to get you some help.�
There was a local paramedic team that had been on standby for the event. One of the security team went and got them just as they were packing up their equipment so they could go home. They were dragged backstage and brought to the stricken guitarist.
�Holy shit!� said the paramedic of the crew, a tall, lanky brown haired guy in his late thirties. He sported an unruly mustache and was dressed in a dark blue uniform. �This is Matt Tisdale!�
�You mean the guy who everyone came here to see?� asked his partner, an EMT. She was much younger, perhaps only early twenties, and cute enough that Matt might have tried to pick up on her under different circumstances.
�The guy that everyone came here to see,� Matt breathed. �I really feel like I got one foot in the fuckin� grave, guys. How about you do some paramedic shit here?�
�Right!� the medic barked. �Tell me what happened.�
�My heart is beating too fast,� Matt told him.
�It�s two hundred and twenty-eight the last I checked,� Greg put in.
�Right,� Matt said. �And I can�t breathe very well, and my chest feels like a fat chick is sitting on it.�
�How long has this been going on?�
�Pretty much since the show started, but it�s been getting worse the whole time. When I came back in for the encore break is when I actually took my pulse and found out how fuckin� fast it was going.�
The medic�s eyes widened. �You mean ... you knew your heart was doing this and you still went back out for the encore?�
�The fuckin� show must go on,� Matt told him. �Those are words I live by.�
�Jesus Christ,� the medic said, appalled respect showing in his eyes. He shrugged this off and resumed his assessment. �Has this ever happened to you before?�
�Never,� Matt said.
�Any drugs tonight?�
�Cocaine about eight hours ago,� Matt said. �Other than that, nothing. I always perform sober.�
�I heard that about you,� the medic said with a nod. He turned to his partner. �Get him on the monitor and get me a blood pressure. Let�s see what we�re dealing with here.�
�Right,� she said.
It took her a few minutes to apply the heart monitor. He was so sweaty that the little sticker electrodes kept falling off. Finally, the medic opened up a couple of alcohol prep packages and wiped his skin down on his chest. That let them stick long enough for him to get a good reading.
�SVT at two-twenty,� he said. �Let�s get that BP, Lisa.�
�Working on it,� she said, as she put a cuff around his arm.
�What�s SVT?� Matt asked.
�Supraventricular tachycardia,� the medic told him. �The electrical system of your heart is in a feedback loop and triggering the beats too quickly. You heart doesn�t have time to fill with blood between beats. It�s a very inefficient way to run things.�
�I can feel that,� Matt said. �What causes it?�
�Sometimes it just happens,� the medic said. �In your case, however, I�d have to guess the cocaine had something to do with it, particularly if you use the shit a lot.�
�I use the shit a lot,� Matt assured him.
�Well ... this is the consequence of that,� the medic said. He turned to his partner. �How we looking?�
She let the air out of the blood pressure cuff and shook her head. �Sixty-four over thirty,� she said. �I checked it twice.�
The medic nodded slowly. �I see,� he said.
�What do you see?� Matt asked. �That�s a pretty fucked up blood pressure, right?�
�Pretty fucked up,� the medic agreed. �I need to get you out of that rhythm right away or you might die.�
�Well fucking do it then!� Matt barked.
�I will,� the medic said, �but ... well ... I only have one way of doing it.�
�And that is?� Matt asked.
�I have to do what�s called synchronized cardioversion.�
�I don�t care what it�s called, just fucking do it.�
�It means I have to deliver electricity to your heart to reset it,� the medic explained.
Matt looked up at him. �Deliver electricity?� he asked. �You mean you�re going to fucking shock me with those paddles?�
�Yes,� the medic said.
�While I�m fucking awake?�
�Sometimes we start an IV and sedate a patient before doing that,� the medic said, �but you�re too unstable. We can�t wait. I have to do it now.�
Matt took a nibble of his bottom lip. �Is it going to hurt?� he asked.
�Yes,� the medic said. �It is extremely painful, but it should get you back in a rhythm that is conducive to life.�
Matt took another breath. �All right,� he said. �Fucking do it! Let�s get this shit over with.�
�All right,� the medic said, pulling his heart monitor a little closer and then opening a zipper pocket in its case. He pulled out a tube of what looked like lube. It wasn�t lube. Matt could plainly read the words, Conducting Gel on the side of it. That was when things really started to get real for him.
This motherfucker is actually going to shock me with those paddles, his mind screamed at him. While I�m awake! What the fuck?
The medic pulled the two paddles from the top of the monitor. Each was rectangular in shape, with rounded corners, the business ends a smooth expanse of silver metal about five inches by four in size. The handle parts were white and each had a big red button right where the medic�s thumb would rest. The handles were attached to the monitor by lengths of white stretch cord like that on a telephone handle. The medic opened the top of the Conducting Gel and, instead of squirting it onto the silver surfaces and rubbing them together like seen on a hundred medical dramas, he squirted some directly onto Matt�s chest, one blob just above his left nipple, the other on his flank, just below and to the right of his right nipple. He then put the paddles in those spots. The metal was cold against his skin. It felt dangerous. He squished the paddles around a bit, spreading the Conducting Gel around, and then removed them, setting them down on the floor next to him.
�Why didn�t you do the rubbing thing like on TV?� Matt had to ask, though he was as terrified right now as he�d ever been in his life.
�Because real life is not like TV,� the medic said. �That scratches the surfaces of the paddles and makes the electricity arc in the scratches. You can burn though someone�s skin if the arc is too narrow. Besides, it�s easier to just squirt the gel onto the patient.�
�Makes sense,� Matt said with a nod.
�You ready for this, my friend?� the medic asked him.
�Yeah,� Matt said. �Let�s do it.�
They did it. The medic flipped a few switches on the monitor and then pushed a button. A high-pitched whine, similar to a camera flash charging, filled the air, getting louder until it shut off.
�Charged!� the medic said, picking up the paddles again. �Everyone get clear.�
Everyone backed off a ridiculous amount. Matt wished he could do the same.
The medic put the paddles to his chest and flank again. They were a little warmer now. This did not make him feel better.
�Okay, we�re going to do this. Hang tight.� He looked up and down Matt�s body. �Cardioverting now!� he barked. �I�m clear, everyone clear. Here we go!�
Matt saw his thumbs push down on the buttons. For a moment, nothing happened and he had time to think that maybe the fucking machine had malfunctioned. And then the most incredible, intense pain he had ever felt or even imagined came slamming into him. It was centered between the two paddles, but it erupted outward from there to his entire physical being, from the top of his head all the way down to his toes. He was vaguely aware that he screamed like a little fucking girl. He saw that smoke was actually coming up from his chest and he could smell burned flesh.
�Fuck me!� he yelled as the pain eased off. He looked to his right, at the medic�s monitor, with its green line going up and down and showing the state of his heart. He could see a big, disorganized jumble on the right side of the screen, where the shock had been delivered only a second or so ago. On the left side of the screen, however, which was current time, the green line was flat as a pancake.
I�m fucking flat lining! his mind screamed at him. That motherfucker just killed my ass!
As if to lend credence to this, Matt felt the chest pain swelling up in him, overriding the fading pain of the electrical shock, making him feel as if it was going to swallow him whole. And he could not take in a breath, despite the fact that he desperately needed to. He felt his consciousness starting to slide downward. I�m living the last fucking seconds of my life, right here and right now.
And then the flat line grew a single blip. It went flat for another second or two and then two more blips occurred. After that, they kicked into gear, blipping one after another in a regular pattern. Matt felt the drain of consciousness reverse and energy came flowing back into him. The pain in his chest faded off and disappeared. He took in a few breaths and never had the air tasted so good.
The medic let out a great exhalation of breath. �All right,� he said. �You�ve converted back to a sinus rhythm at ninety-two.�
�It worked?� Matt asked carefully.
�It worked,� the medic assured him. �That was a little bit of a butt-pucker moment there, wasn�t it?�
�Imagine it from my end,� Matt told him.
�Good point,� the medic said. �That first couple of seconds after cardioversion seems to take an hour. I just pushed the reset button on your heart. It necessarily stops for a bit after I do that.�
�Yeah,� Matt said. �It hurt like a motherfucker when you did that shit, but seeing myself in a flatline was worse.�
�I think you�re going to be all right now,� the medic said. He turned back to his partner. �Let�s get another BP.�
�I�m on it,� she said.
She pumped up the cuff and took her reading. She smiled as she recited it to the medic. �One thirty-eight over seventy-six.�
The medic gave a thumbs up and then looked down at Matt. �Let�s get you to the hospital, Matt.�
�Do I have to?� Matt asked. �I feel a lot better now.�
�Yeah, you have to,� the medic told him. �I don�t know that you�re not going to go back into SVT at any second. And if I were to release-at-scene someone I had cardioverted, they would take my paramedic card and use it to start the fire at the base of the stake they tied to me.�
�All right,� Matt said. �I�ll go, but I have a show to do tomorrow in Dallas.�
�I don�t think you�re going to make that show,� the medic said.
�The fuck I�m not,� Matt told him. �The show must go on.�

They took him to the emergency room of Houston Methodist Hospital, which was both the closest facility to the arena and, according to paramedic, the best cardiac center in eastern Texas. He was treated well there, brought immediately to a room where he was hooked to dozens of wires, tubes, and other doodads. The medic had started an IV on him on the way in, but the nurses started another one anyway. They drew blood from him, had him piss into a bottle so they could send it to the lab, and ran some IV fluids into him, which made him have to piss every ten minutes or so.
Through it all, Matt continued to feel pretty good. True, his chest and flank hurt as if he�d been sunburned badly in those regions, but otherwise he felt the best he�d felt all day. He was well enough to even try picking up on one of his nurses�a hot looking brunette with a thick southern accent who smiled and teased back at him, but shot down every advance he made with the skill of a long-term gunner.
The emergency room physician assigned to his case was Dr. Goldstein, a late thirties guy who looked like about the squarest motherfucker Matt had met since Nerdly himself, but a guy who knew his shit.
�I have to say,� Goldstein told him once the tests were all back, �that you actually tested positive for every single thing we check for on our urine toxicology screen.�
�Yeah?� Matt asked.
�Yeah,� the doc told him. �Cocaine, marijuana, opioids, and amphetamines. That is quite impressive.�
Matt shrugged. �I don�t do opioids normally,� he told him. �The medic lit me up with some morphine on the way in though.�
�Yes, of course,� Goldstein said. �And the cocaine and the amphetamines?�
�Well, I don�t normally use meth either,� he said. �It�s kind of raunchy for my tastes, you know what I�m saying?�
�I really don�t,� the doctor told him.
�Anyway, I think the meth might be what triggered this whole fuckin� thing. You see, I was kind of tired from the bus ride yesterday and the coke wasn�t really doing it for me like it normally does, so one of the roadies set me up with a couple lines of their meth to get me in the mood for New Year�s Eve.� He shrugged. �I guess that was a mistake. I ain�t doing any of that shit anymore.�
�I would hope not,� Goldstein said. �What about the cocaine use?�
�What about it?� Matt asked.
The doctor blinked. �You use it a lot, do you?�
�Oh, fuck yeah,� Matt said. �Like every day, dude. It�s the elixir of life out on the road. I don�t use it before a show, of course, but after the show, when they roll the groupies on back and they start slurping on some schlong, that�s when the coke feels the best.�
�I ... uh ... I see,� Goldstein said slowly. �Well ... I think maybe you might want to stop doing that in light of what happened to your heart today.�
�Stop having groupies suck my schlong?� Matt asked. �What the fuck does that have to do with anything?�
�Uh ... no, not the groupies thing,� Goldstein said, �although I think I�ll suggest that Dr. Fator add a standardized STD panel to your admit labs. What I was referring to was the cocaine use.�
�Stop doing coke?� Matt asked. �Fuck that! You and that medic both seem to think that it was the blow that did this to me. It can�t be the blow, doc. I�ve been doing that shit for years and nothing like this has ever happened before. It has to be that meth. That�s the only thing that was really different.�
�Uh ... Mr. Tisdale...�
�Matt,� Matt told him. �Call me Matt, doc.�
�Matt,� he said. �Just because cocaine has not caused these symptoms in the past, does not mean it wasn�t the primary cause of them today. Damage done by stimulants�methamphetamine and cocaine both�is cumulative, not immediate. You say you�ve been using cocaine for a number of years?�
�Well, I first tried it when I was about fifteen, I think, but I didn�t start using it like really regularly until Intemperance hit the big time. That was back in eighty-two.�
�Then we�re talking about nine years of heavy, daily cocaine use?�
�Well ... not exactly daily, per se, but ... yeah, for the most part, that�s an accurate statement.�
�Nine years of heavy cocaine use is quite enough to cause cumulative damage to the heart conduction system and lead to the dangerous rhythm you displayed today. I understand you�re a smoker as well?�
�Yeah, a pack a day or so,� Matt admitted.
�That factors into the damage as well,� Goldstein said. �And I couldn�t help but notice that your liver enzymes were quite high despite the fact that you did not have any measurable alcohol in your system when you came in.�
�What�s that mean?�
�It means your liver is quite unhappy with you, and it probably has been for some time. The usual reason for this is alcohol abuse. How much do you drink, Matt?�
�As much as I can,� Matt assured him.
�So ... you drink every day?�
�Pretty much, although never before a show.�
�Of course not,� Goldstein said. �And if you don�t drink, do you get shaky, or tremors in your hands, or anything like that?�
Matt shrugged. �I don�t know,� he said. �I never go long enough without drinking to find out.�
�I see,� the doctor said. �Well, I�m going to be honest with you, Matt. You�re thirty-three years old and you have the body of someone fifteen years older. If you keep living the way you are right now, it is doubtful that you will see your fortieth birthday.�
Matt shrugged again. �That�s the same shit they told Keith Richards and look at that motherfucker. I�ll tell you what I�ll do though, doc. No more meth for me. That�s a promise.�
Goldstein looked at his patient and gave a little shake of the head. �Well ... I suppose that�s a small victory,� he said.
�Sometimes those are the best kind,� Matt told him. �So ... can I get out of here now?�
�You mean leave?� the doctor asked in disbelief.
�Fuck yeah I mean leave,� Matt said. �I got a show to do in Dallas tomorrow.�
�You�re not going to make your show in Dallas tomorrow,� Goldstein told him. �Nor are you going to make any shows for the next week or so. I�m going to have you admitted to the cardiac floor and we�re going to do a complete cardiac workup on you in the morning. Treadmill stress test, nuclear stress echo, the whole bit.�
�Uh ... yeah, doc,� Matt said. �That�s awfully nice of you to offer, but I�m going to have to decline that shit.�
�Decline?�
�Decline,� Matt said. �My heart�s back to normal, right?�
�Well ... for the moment, but it could go back into a lethal arrythmia at any time.�
�I�ll just have to deal with that when it happens,� he said. �The show must go on, doc. I�m busting out of here. Go ahead and start getting the paperwork together, huh?�
�Matt, this is a very bad decision,� Goldstein warned.
�Yeah,� Matt said. �I�ve made a few of those in my time. Anyway, while you�re working on the paperwork to get me out of here, can you send someone out to the waiting room to collect Greg Gahn for me? He�s a grinning little weasel of a freak. Looks like a cross between a car salesman and one of those TV preachers that rip off old ladies.�
�Matt, I think we should talk about this some more.�
�Are you going to try to keep me here against my will?� Matt asked.
�No, of course not,� the doctor said. �You have the right to refuse medical care as long as you�re coherent, but I don�t think you�re taking what happened to you seriously. You need to have that cardiac workup so we can determine to what extent the damage to your heart is.�
�I�m gonna have to pass on that,� Matt told him. �Like I said, there�s a show tomorrow and the show must go on.�

Matt signed out of Houston Methodist twenty minutes later, wearing the jeans he had come in with and a paper hospital shirt. Greg drove him back to the hotel in a rented car and they arrived there just after midnight.
There were still a few groupies hanging around. So Matt had a few drinks, a few bonghits, and two lines of cocaine. That put him nicely in the mood for some meaningless fornication.

Chapter 8: Wrap it Up

Coos Bay, Oregon
February 25, 1992
The Water�s View Restaurant on the west side of Coos Bay certainly lived up to its name. Perched on a cliffside over the rocky shore, its huge westward facing windows offered an impressive vista of the rolling blue ocean stretching off to eternity. And though the sky was overcast on this late winter day, there was just enough of a break in the clouds off to the west for a decent sunset to occur as the party truly got rolling.
Jake and Greg had rented out the entire top floor of the exclusive eatery for the evening. The cause for celebration was threefold. The first reason was that two days before, Greg, Celia, Pauline, and Jake had come to an agreement with Obie over manufacturing, distribution, and promotion of the two albums. This came after a lengthy series of negotiations and compromise that had stretched at times the friendly relationship they had developed with the country singer. The forty percent royalty rate, which Obie had offered in that initial meeting with Pauline on New Year�s Day, had only been the starting point for the deal, and, though that number did not change (nor was it ever suggested by either party that it should change) there were dozens of other numbers and directives that had to be presented, squabbled over, re-presented, modified, and then, one by one, agreed upon. The fact that all of that was done and a deal was in place, with contract signed by all relevant parties, was cause for celebration in and of itself.
The primary reason for the gathering, however, was to serve as the wrap party for the band with no name. As of that very afternoon, at 1:30 PM, the last overdub of the last song had been laid down. It had been a backing vocal track by Phil, Jake, Celia and Pauline singing in harmony for the outro to Jake�s tune Hit The Highway. As of the moment that Sharon and Nerdly approved of the take and committed it to the digital memory of the studio, the recording process was officially over. The band had completed their mission, although there was still at least a month of tedious post-production mixing that would start in two days, and then the final mastering after that. Only Jake, Celia, and the Nerdlys were going to be involved in post-production, however. Almost everyone else would be flying out on a chartered aircraft in the morning to head back to their respective homes and lives. That lent credence to a third aspect of the party. It was a goodbye celebration for a group that had been through quite a lot in the last five months.
Ben had already gone home in mid-January. He was now back at his gig teaching community college students the finer points of guitar playing, and staying up late at night with the infant baby girl his wife had delivered on February 10. Aside from him, however, every other member of the crew was here, seated at the long table, eating seafood or steaks (or, like Jake and Ted, both) and drinking expensive wine. Obie was here as well, having been invited by Pauline. He was not a wine drinker and was instead swilling down whiskey sours like they were going out of style.
�You know what this reminds me of?� Ted, who was sitting across from Jake and Laura, suddenly asked.
�Whatever it is, it�s probably a Rule 3 violation,� Jake told him.
�No, no,� Ted said, shaking his head. �It�s not gross at all, I promise.�
�You�ve said that before, Ted,� Laura told him. �And the stories are inevitably gross on some level, even if you think they�re not.�
�Yeah,� Ted said, �I guess I do have a different standard of what gross is than you all. But even if it is, Rule 3 doesn�t apply here. We�re all done eating, right?� And indeed they were. All the plates had been taken away by the wait staff and everyone was just enjoying their drinks at this point.
�Well ... that seems a bit of a technicality,� Laura said.
�Screw it,� Jake said. �Tell the story, Ted. We�ll stop you if it gets too gross.�
�All right,� Ted said happily. �This one is actually kind of funny, in a weird way. I was working with Maureen States this one shift. She�s a cute little redhead EMT, or at least she was cute when this happened. She got into drinking and popping pills a few years later and well ... she ended up pretty haggard once that shit started�got fired about a year ago after she passed out behind the wheel at post and they found narcotics and alcohol in her system. Last I heard, she was living with some loser dude she met in NA and collecting welfare to get by. Anyway, back then she was still straight in the head and cute as can be. Whenever I look at you, Laura, you kind of remind me of her back then.�
�Uh ... thank you,� Laura said slowly. �I think.�
�So, we get this call for a fall in a shower. A common thing, right? But usually when there�s a fall in a shower it�s some old geezer. This time, however, we get there and find this woman in her early forties, naked as the day she�s born, on her back on the floor of the shower. She was a fatty, you see. At least three and a half bills, maybe even pushing four. She had big old fat rolls, floppy titties that you could�ve wrapped around her waist if you�d wanted to, acres of cellulite, the whole bit. Not exactly someone you really want to see naked, you know what I�m saying?�
�Uh ... yeah, I know what you�re saying,� Jake said. �And you�re edging into the land of gross here.�
�Hey, at least she was clean, right?� Ted asked. �Anyway, she�s not hurt or anything, just too fuckin� big to get up out of the shower on her own. She�d been sitting on this shower chair deal because she had a hard time standing for the amount of time it takes to shower. Anyway, she fell over backwards�was being really vague about exactly what had made her fall�and that chair is all tangled up between her legs and shit. So, the first thing we do is get that chair out of there. That took a minute or two, and all the time she�s moaning about how she can�t get up. Once the chair was free, me and two of the fire guys get hold of her arms and pull on her until she�s kind of in a sitting position on the floor. We can�t get her up any further than that, though, because she�s so fuckin� big and she�s slippery�got soap and water and fuckin� baby oil all over her.�
�Eww,� Pauline said. �Do you have to go into so much detail, Ted?�
�I gotta tell things like they are,� Ted said. �That�s what makes a good story. You gotta set the scene. Anyway, we realized that someone needed to get behind her and push her from that direction while the rest of us pulled and kept her feet braced. Now it was me, three fire guys, and Maureen on the call. There wasn�t much room behind this fat chick, so Maureen had to get in the shower stall with her and get around behind her. She was the only one skinny enough for it.
�She gets into position and me and the guys take our spots. We count to three and everyone puts their asses into it. With Maureen back behind the fatty, she finally comes up to her feet. And then we hear this big thunk from underneath her.� Ted looked at them and grinned. �It was a fuckin� eight-inch vibrator that made the thunk. It had been stuffed up inside of her the whole time, but we couldn�t see it or hear it because her big old stomach rolls were covering her fuckin� hoo-haw while she was down. Once she was up, however, gravity pulled that thing right out and it landed exactly between Maureen�s work boots, and it was still buzzing away, jittering around back and forth like them little tiny magnetic football players on that old game we used to play as kids, remember that? Anyway, Mo�that�s what we called Maureen�was still holding this bitch up, but she don�t want that fuckin� dildo touching her boots. So she starts dancing around back and forth, trying to avoid it. She even screamed at one point. Me and the fire guys, meanwhile, we�re just staring at the fuckin� thing, still trying to process what we�re seeing for a minute, and then trying not to fuckin� laugh as we realize what was going on. That�s why the bitch fell in the shower. She was hammerin� herself and overbalanced when she had the big O.�
�Jesus Christ,� Jake said, grinning. He had to admit, this one was pretty funny, as promised.
�Wasn�t she embarrassed?� asked Laura, her eyes wide.
�She really wasn�t,� Ted said. �She just kind of shrugged it off and said, �oops�.�
�Wow,� Jake said. �And just looking at Laura reminds you of that?�
Ted nodded solemnly. �Almost every time,� he said.
Laura chewed on her lip a little. �I�m not sure how to feel about that,� she said.
�It�s no big,� Ted assured her. �Like I said, Mo was really cute back then, just like you are now. I�m sure you�re not going to start popping oxy and pouring vodka in your Big Gulp, right?�
�My Big Gulp?� Laura asked, her eyes flitting to Jake for a moment, her face blushing. �You�re not talking about ... you know...�
�Uh ... no,� Jake cut in, picking up on her thoughts. �That�s not what he�s talking about, hon. A Big Gulp is a drink.�
�A drink?�
�Yeah,� said Ted. �A thirty-two ouncer from 7-Eleven, to be exact. The lifeblood of a medic crew. I like a mixture of Pepsi and Dr. Pepper in mine, sometimes with just a splash of Sprite.�
�I see,� Laura said slowly. She really didn�t though.
Jake decided this was a good time to share a few things with the group. He picked up his wine glass and rapped his finger against it in the traditional manner of telling everyone it�s time to listen to me for a minute. The conversations quickly died down and everyone gave him their attention.
He stood, keeping glass in hand. �Sorry to interrupt, everyone, I just wanted to say a few words before we finish this thing up and start heading back to the house for the last time. First of all, to all of us here. It�s been a long road, full of twists and turns, but we�ve come to the end of it now. Soon, we�ll be hearing ourselves on the radio.� He held up his glass. �To success!�
�To success!� they echoed happily, everyone taking a slug from whatever they were drinking.
�And that success is coming,� Jake told them. �I can feel it. I�m proud of all of you. You all did a bang-up job on these projects. Now then, having said that, how about I discuss a few boring financials regarding the albums?�
A good-natured groan erupted.
�Oh, come now,� Jake chided. �I think some of you will find this a very interesting topic.� His eyes flitted to Greg and then Pauline, the two people who did not find what he was about to say interesting, and had, in fact, argued strenuously with Jake and Celia about implementing either all or part of it. Jake and Celia had won.
�Let me address the mothers first,� Jake said. �Mom, Cindy, you two put down some incredible tracks for us during this process, working on both albums, on nearly every cut, and without you we would not have been able to get this thing off the ground, let alone make it the success I know it is going to be.�
�Hear, hear!� said Tom, who was working on his fourth glass of wine and feeling very festive.
�Right,� Jake said. �And through this all, neither one of you have accepted any compensation for your time. We tried to pay you what we were paying Laura and Ben and Ted and Phil, but you would not hear of it.�
�We�re your mothers,� Mary said indignantly. �We don�t charge for our time.�
�No, you did not charge for your time,� Jake agreed. �But Celia and I are going to see to it that you are compensated for your efforts.�
�Jake, that�s not necessary!� Cindy told him. �Bill, tell him that we don�t need money for what we did.�
�I cannot, in good faith, tell him that, mother,� Bill said. �He�s right. You two deserve to get paid for what you did and we are going to see that you do.�
�What do you mean?� Mary asked.
�I�m talking royalties here,� Jake said. �You, Mom, and you, Cindy, are both going to collect one percent royalties on each of these albums, in perpetuity, whether you like it or not.�
�One percent royalties?� Mary asked. �Jake, that�s absurd!�
�Oh, do you want more?� Jake asked playfully. �We can negotiate on that if you want, but I don�t know if we�re going to come up any further. You see, one percent of the wholesale rate of six dollars per CD�we�re not releasing on vinyl or cassette, as we�ve mentioned�works out to six cents for each unit sold. Now I know that doesn�t sound like a lot when you say it that way, but both Celia and I plan to go Platinum at least. That is one million units of each album sold, which means two million times six cents in your pockets if we just reach our minimum goal here. That works out to ... Bill, tell them what it works out to.�
�One hundred and twenty thousand dollars for each of you,� Bill said without the slightest hesitation, �assuming that both albums reach Platinum status. In actuality, I sincerely believe we will go far beyond Platinum with both, however.�
�We are not trying to get more,� Mary cried. �We�re trying to have you not give us anything at all!�
�No deal, Mom,� Jake said. �You�re taking the money, even if we have to go behind your back to give it to you.�
�You earned it, Mary,� Celia told her. �The albums are going to sell well because of what you and Cindy did. You deserve to share in the profits.�
�A hundred and twenty thousand dollars?� asked Stan, who was obviously warming to the idea.
�That�s a low-end figure,� Bill told his father. �It will likely be at least double that in the short term, and a number that defies current estimations in the long term.�
�Well...� Mary said slowly, obviously turning that figure around in her mind as well, �if you absolutely insist.�
�We absolutely insist,� said Pauline, who had been in favor of this part, just not the next part.
�Okay then,� Mary said. �Thank you, guys. You didn�t need to do this, but the money will come in handy.�
�Money always does,� said Greg, who had been opposed to both parts of Jake and Celia�s proposal. After all, if the mothers didn�t want the money, wasn�t that their right?
�You�re more than welcome,� Jake said. �And that brings me to our other musicians and singers here. Laura, Ted, the conspicuously absent Ben, and Phil. You guys were important to these projects as well, and your contributions also made them what they are going to be. Now, all of you were paid as we went along, and paid at a fair rate, right?�
�Hell to the yeah,� Ted said. �I made more on this gig than I would�ve made in three years as a medic.�
�And I surely didn�t mind giving up the singing waiter gig for this one,� Phil added. �It pays better and will look awesome on my resume.�
�I like to think it will,� Jake told him. �In any case, we, the owners of KVA, engaged in some discussion the other day regarding what kind of bonus we were going to give you all now that your parts in the projects are complete.�
�Bonuses?� Ted asked, liking the sound of that.
�It seemed like something we should do,� Jake said. �Bonuses weren�t in the contracts you signed with us, of course, but Celia and I both wanted to add a little kicker for you anyway. Ultimately, however, when we discussed the matter with Greg and Pauline, it was decided that we would not give you simple cash bonuses after all. Sorry about that, guys.�
Ted�s face fell. So did Phil�s. Laura tried to hold hers steady, but a frown crept onto her face anyway. Jake could almost read the thoughts in her head. Why the hell did you bring up bonuses if you aren�t going to give them to us?
Jake let them dangle for a few more seconds and then smiled. �Anyway,� he said. �It was eventually decided that, in lieu of cash bonuses, we just go ahead and dial you all in on the royalties as well, the rate and linkage to the albums being tied to your participation in each.�
�Royalties?� all three of them said in near unison. Royalties for session musicians were almost unheard of. But KVA Records was not the typical record company.
�Royalties,� Jake repeated. �Ben and Ted will each get a half percent tied to both albums, since they participated heavily in both. Laura, you�ll get a half percent of Celia�s album since you were heavily involved in that, but only an eighth of a percent from mine, since you only appear on one cut there. And Phil, you contributed backup singing to both albums, but played no instruments. It was decided that a quarter percent of each album is a fair bonus for you.�
The three of them looked at Jake, mouths agape for a moment.
Jake chuckled (while Greg and Pauline frowned). �Do you want Bill to do the math for you? He will, you know.�
�No no,� Laura said, shaking her head. �I�m just trying to process this.�
�Yeah,� Phil said. �I don�t know what to say, Jake.�
�Say thank you,� Obie advised them. �They didn�t have to do this. I sure as shit wouldn�t have.�
�Thank you!� they all gushed happily.
�Happy to do it,� Jake said, smiling. �Or ... at least most of us are. Pauline will have some contracts for you all to sign with your rates and all that. The most important thing to remember is that these royalties will be reported to the good folks at the IRS and the State of California Franchise Tax Board, but KVA will not be taking taxes out as your royalty checks are issued. Be sure to account for taxes or you�ll get hosed the next year.�
�I would recommend a good accountant,� Nerdly said.
�As would I,� Jake said. �Any questions?�
There were none.

That night, after dinner, Jake and Laura were in their bedroom putting the finishing touches on Laura�s packing. She, along with the rest of the not-needed-for-mixing crew, would be flying out on a chartered business jet at nine o�clock the next morning. She had her two saxophones packed neatly and securely in their cases and all but her toiletries, the clothes she would wear tomorrow, and the clothes she was wearing currently in her large suitcase.
�Looking forward to getting back in the classroom?� Jake asked her. Her leave of absence with the school district was now officially over. She was due back in her classroom on Monday morning, just five days from now.
�No,� she said honestly. �I�m not looking forward to that at all.�
�Then don�t do it,� he told her.
�Don�t do it?� she asked. �Seriously? Just walk away from the teaching gig?�
�Why not?�
�Uh ... because I got a bunch of people�like my landlord, the bank that financed my car, and the bankers who issued my credit cards�who all prefer it when I pay them a certain amount of money each month.�
�You have enough banked from this gig, don�t you?� he asked. �That should carry you until you get a paying music gig. With those references from Nerdly and Celia and I, and with the Nerdlys using their pull down at National, that shouldn�t be too long.�
�I can�t rely on that, Jake,� she said. �Sure, I have a hefty chunk of change in the bank now, enough to pay off all of my credit card debt and still have enough to carry me for a while, but I can�t just quit my paying job. It would stress me out terribly not to have a source of income.�
Jake caressed the side of her face gently. He then kissed his finger and put it to her lips. �You�ll be fine, Laura,� he told her. �Nothing bad is going to happen to you.�
She smiled at his touch, at his gesture. �I wish I could be as confident in me as you are.�
�I wish you could too,� he said.
She looked at him for a moment, melancholy in her eyes, a little bit of fear as well. �Jake,� she said. �I know we�ve never really talked about ... oh ... you know ... where this thing between you and I is heading.�
�This thing between you and I?� he asked, raising his eyebrows a bit.
�Our relationship,� she said. �I�ve had a great time with you these last few months, the best time I�ve ever had in my life, as a matter of fact.�
�I�ve enjoyed our time together as well,� he said.
�But ... but now I�m going home,� she said. �And you�re staying here.�
He nodded. �For a few months at the most,� he said. �I�m still hoping we can get masters in hand before May, and CDs on the shelves by July.�
She rubbed at her eye a little bit. �What�s ... what�s going to happen to us once I go home?�
�Well, I�m going to miss you,� he told her.
�And I�m going to miss you horribly,� she said. �But that�s not what I was talking about. What�s going to happen to ... to us? Is this our last night together? Are we ever going to ... you know ... be together again after this?�
Jake put his hands gently on her shoulders and moved her to the edge of the bed. He had her sit down. He then lifted her face to his, so he could see the tears forming in her eyes, could see the nervous angst in her expression. �You think I�m going to just drop you from my life because we�re going to be separated for a bit?� he asked.
�Uh ... well, I don�t know,� she said. �I mean, I�m kind of new to this whole relationship thing. And you�re a rich rock star who can get any woman he wants, right?�
�Not any woman,� he said. �Just most of them.�
Her expression darkened.
�Just kidding, hon,� he said with a smile. He stood up and walked over to the dresser. He opened a drawer and pulled a small, black felt box out. He carried it back over to her. �I bought you a present the last time I was in Portland. I was going to give it to you right before you got on the plane, but I think I�ll go ahead and do it now.�
She eyed the box carefully. It was obviously a jewelry box of some sort. �What is it?� she asked carefully.
Again, he picked up on her thoughts. �Uh, it�s not an engagement ring,� he told her. �I wouldn�t presume to move that quickly in this thing, for a multitude of reasons. But it is something I think you�ll like, something I put some thought into.�
�Okay,� she said.
He opened the box and showed her what was inside. It was a pendant attached to a 14-karat gold chain. The pendant was a G-clef in 24-karat gold, surrounded by a silver heart studded with a half a carat worth of polished diamonds. It wasn�t the most expensive piece of jewelry Jake had ever bought for a woman, but it certainly wasn�t the cheapest either. It had set him back nearly four thousand dollars�enough to earn him a stern telephone lecture from Jill once the charge reached her.
�Oh my God, Jake,� Laura whispered as she looked at it. �It�s ... it�s beautiful.�
�And it�s for you,� he told her, pulling it out of the box and letting it dangle. �Can I put it on you?�
�Jake ... this looks really expensive.�
He shrugged. �I�m a rich rock star, remember? Now, are you going to let me put it on you? Because just having me leave it dangling here is going to get awkward in a minute.�
She looked up at him and smiled, remembering that those were very similar to the first words he had ever spoken to her, back when they�d first been introduced. The mood between them had been a bit different then. �Yes,� she said. �Please put it on me.�
He unclasped the tiny fastener with his fingernails and then leaned forward to put the chain around her slender neck. He then fumbled for a minute, trying to fasten it back together. At last, he accomplished his goal and took his hands away, letting it hang free. �You know the meaning of the G-clef, of course,� he told her. �It�s symbolic of our relationship as musicians, of what brought the two of us together.�
�I love it,� she said, lifting the pendant up so she could look at it.
�You�ll also notice there�s a heart there,� he said softly.
She looked up at him. �Yes,� she said. �I did notice that.�
�The heart is the symbol of love,� Jake said. �I didn�t choose that symbolism randomly, or on impulse.�
A nibble of the lip. �What ... what are you saying, Jake?�
�I�m saying that I love you, Laura,� he told her. He then said it again. �I love you.�
She looked at his face carefully, her green eyes looking for deceit there. There was none to be found. �You�re ... you�re serious?� she asked. �You�re not just fucking with me?�
�I�m not just fucking with you,� he assured her. �Although I was hoping to do that later.�
His joke went right over her head�either that or it wasn�t really that funny. She continued to stare at him while her face blushed bright red. A tear formed in her left eye and ran down her cheek.
�Are you okay, Laura?� he asked, wondering if maybe he shouldn�t have told her that after all. It was true, he was in love with the petite red haired saxophonist, had been so for some time now, but ... was she in love with him? Had he just committed a romantic faux pas? Was she going to say something like, That�s very nice, Jake, but maybe you�ve been taking this relationship too seriously? I was just with you because you�re good at eating my pussy out.
�Yes,� she said slowly. �I�m okay. I�m very okay. In fact ... I feel like I�m about to explode with emotion here.�
�In ... a good way?� he asked carefully.
She smiled, a genuine, heart warming Laura smile. �Yes, in a good way,� she said. �Nobody has ever told me that before�not in the romantic sense anyway. I�m afraid I�m a little flustered.�
He nodded, touching the side of her face. �You�re blushing like a red traffic light,� he told her.
�I can feel it,� she said. �Will you say it again, Jake?�
�I love you, Laura,� he told her. �I am experiencing romantic bonding with you on the biochemical level causing a state similar to obsessive-compulsive disorder.�
Her mouth gaped. �Huh?�
He chuckled. �Sorry, I lapsed into Nerdly speak there for a second. Maybe I�m a little flustered too. But I am love in with you.�
She took his hand in hers, her thumb caressing the back of his hand. �And I�m in love with you too, Jake,� she told him.
�Really?� he asked.
She nodded. �Really,� she said. �You�re all I think about these days. I just want to be with you all the time, and not just for ... you know ... the naked stuff ... although I really do like the naked stuff. Look at me, I�m still flustered.� She took a deep breath. �Anyway, I ... I love you.� She shook her head. �Wow. I�ve never said that to anyone either.�
Jake smiled. �I think you did a really good job of saying it,� he told her.
�Yeah?�
�Yeah,� he said, taking her in his arms. They held each other tightly for a moment and then they kissed, a soft, romantic kiss.
When it broke, Laura looked in his eyes. �Do you want to do some naked stuff now?�
�Always,� he assured her. �But before we do, I want to tell you the point of why I just professed my love to you.�
�There�s a point?�
�There�s a point,� he said. �I wanted to reassure you that when you go home tomorrow, I�m still going to be with you, in spirit and in soul if not in actuality. I am not going to find another woman while you�re gone. I�m not going to forget about you. This is not the end of our time together unless you want it to be.�
�I don�t want it to end,� she said.
�Neither do I,� he said.
They kissed again, this time with a little more passion. When it finally broke, both of them were breathing a little heavily.
�That�s it,� Laura said. �It�s naked time.�
�Agreed,� Jake said.
She paused in the unzipping of her pants. �I�m going to keep the necklace on while we fuck,� she said. �Is that okay?�
�Absolutely,� he said, �but remember, we�re in love now. We don�t fuck anymore. We make love.�
She looked at him for a moment and then shook her head. �No,� she said. �I think we should still fuck. I like to fuck.�
Jake grinned. �Fair enough,� he told her and then began removing his own clothes. �Let�s fuck.�
They fucked, and it was very good, because they fucked like two people who knew they were in love.

The Citation business jet took off from North Bend Municipal and landed a little less than an hour later at Heritage Muni to drop off the parental Archers and the parental Kingsleys. Twenty minutes later, it was back in the air, where it flew for another seventy-three minutes before landing at Van Nuys�its home base. There, Ted, Phil, Greg, Pauline and Laura disembarked. A few hugs were exchanged�again, Laura thought it was very surreal to be hugging Greg Oldfellow just like he was a normal person�and then they went their separate ways, heading for their respective homes.
In the case of Phil and Laura, it was the same home. They called a cab and split the cost of it. The cabbie dropped them off twenty-five minutes later and they dragged all of their luggage up the stairs, piece by piece.
The apartment was musty and a little warm, since the AC had not been running, but it was clean.
�I gotta tell you again, Laura,� Phil said as he tossed his suitcase into his room. �Thank you for getting me that gig. I feel like the king of the world.�
�The king of the world?�
�Hell to the yeah,� he said, and then winced. �Jesus, I can�t believe I just said that. Anyway, because of that gig, my bank account is full and my credit card balances are not. I just got to fly private in a business jet. I have been hanging out with Jake Kingsley and Greg Oldfellow for the past two months. Most important, I really think that gig is going to help my career take off. I have credits on a Jake Kingsley and a Celia Valdez album. I have recommendations from them! No more singing in a goddamn restaurant for me. I�m going big time. I can feel it!�
�I think maybe you will,� she told him, happy for his enthusiasm. �And you�re very welcome. You did me proud, by the way. You sang your little gay ass off.�
�I did,� he said. �And speaking of my little gay ass, it needs some companionship of the non-heterosexual type. I�m gonna catch a little nap and then I�m going to the club. And I�m not coming back until I have put my dick somewhere that Jerry Falwell would not approve of.�
Laura gave him a nod. �That shouldn�t be very hard to do,� she said.
Phil disappeared into his bedroom, closing the door behind him. Laura finished dragging her luggage into her own room and then looked at the suitcase blankly. She really did not feel like unpacking right now. She and Jake had been up late last night, doing naked things until well after midnight, and she had gotten up early and then spent the day traveling. She was tired. A nap actually sounded like a good idea. True, she would have to sleep alone for the first time in months, but that was something she was going to have to learn to deal with.
She turned to the bed, which was neatly made, just as she�d left it back when she�d come home in the hopes of going to Palm Springs with Dave. It was then that she noticed the envelope. It was leaning against one of her pillows and had her name written on the front. She knew immediately who it was from. She recognized the crappy handwriting, for one thing, but even if she had not, there was only one person it could have come from.
He was in my apartment! she thought, feeling a sense of violation and outrage. I told that asshole that we were through, and he came into my apartment while Phil and I were in Oregon!
Although, a part of her had to admit, Dave hadn�t really listened to what she had been saying when she�d called him up that fateful day�the day after she�d first slept with Jake�to tell him that they were through. He had been more concerned with the fact that she had called him at work�the only place she could get hold of him since he had never given her his home phone number (oh my God, how stupid I was then, a part of her cried now, as she thought about this).
The conversation had gone something like:
�Dave, I need to tell you something.�
�Jesus Christ, Laura, you called me at work! You know how that gets people talking!�
�Well, they�re not going to talk anymore. We�re through.�
�We�re through with what?�
�We�re through with us. I don�t want to see you anymore.�
�Laura, I don�t have time to deal with this right now. I�ve got two patients in the chair and a receptionist who is giving me dirty looks. The next time you�re home, we�ll sit down and talk about whatever has got a bee in your bonnet.�
�There�s no bee in my bonnet, Dave. We�re through. I�m seeing...�
�I can�t talk anymore. Let me know when you�re back!�
�Dave, I need to...�
�Gotta go. Bye, Laura.�
And then had come the click of a broken phone connection. And though she had tried calling back several times, she was always told that Dr. Dave was busy, or was not in the office, or was on his lunch break. There had been no closure of the relationship. He didn�t even know that she was now letting Jake into her precious fire. She really wanted him to know that!
She reached down and picked up the envelope. She opened the flap and pulled out a piece of lined paper. She read.
Laura,
I haven�t heard from you in a while and I really miss our fire sessions, if you know what I mean. You seemed a little emotional the last time we talked and I hope you�ve gotten over whatever that was about. Anyway, I can�t wait until you come home and we�re able to pick up where we left off. Call me at the office during a lunch hour when you get back. Tell Alisa that you�re Mrs. Carmello calling about a problem with her son, and I�ll know it�s you so we can talk. Waiting to get back into the fire,
Dr. D
�Asshole,� she spat, then looked at the time. It was 12:55. It was still lunch hour. She smiled and picked up the phone extension. She dialed the number from memory. It was picked up on the second ring.
�Pasadena Dental,� a bright voice chirped. She recognized it as Alisa, the primary receptionist.
�Hi, Alisa,� Laura told her. �This is Laura Best. Dave told me to call him and tell you that I�m Mrs. Carmello, calling about a problem with her son. Will you be a dear and tell him that?�
A long pause, and then, �Uh ... okay. I�ll tell him.�
There was a click and then the on-hold music started up. With a smile she realized it was the Muzak version of Already Gone, by the Eagles, a song on one of the albums that Jake had introduced to her during their challenge, one of the albums she had actually quite enjoyed after listening to it for a week. The Eagles certainly did a better job of it than the Muzak folks, but the theme of the tune was quite relevant.
The music cut off and Dave�s voice was suddenly on the line. It was not a happy voice. �Red?�
�Hello, Dave,� she said. �Nice of you to take my call.�
�Are you crazy?� he demanded. �Did you actually tell Alisa that you were Laura Best, and that you were supposed to say you were Mrs. Carmello?�
�Wasn�t that what your note said?� she asked sweetly.
�NO, you stupid twit! The whole idea was that you were not supposed to tell her who you were! Jesus Christ! Are you trying to let everyone know about the two of us? Don�t you know how much this could complicate my divorce later on?�
�There is only one thing I�m trying to do here, Dave,� she told him. �I�m trying to tell you, unequivocally, that you and I are through. We will not be seeing each other anymore. You are not to come to my apartment anymore. Please throw away the key you have and never come here again.�
A pause, and then, �Obviously you�re upset about something, Laura. I don�t really have time to analyze what it might be right now, but if you call me back tomorrow at lunch, or, better yet, if I come over tomorrow...�
�I am not upset about anything, Dave,� she told him. �In fact, I am deliriously happy right now. You see, I�m seeing Jake Kingsley. We�ve been together since the night before I called you the last time. We are in love with each other and you and I are through. I just wanted to make sure you know that and understand that.�
�You�re talking crazy, Laura,� Dave said. �But, like I said, I don�t have time to discuss this any further right now. I�ve got patients in the chair waiting for me. Tomorrow, we�ll...�
�Do not come over here,� Laura said. �Throw away my key, Dave. I mean that!�
�We�ll talk,� Dave said. �Gotta go. Bye.�
�Dave! Listen, you asshole! You need to understand...�
But Dave was no longer there. She was talking to an empty phone.
�Shit!� she barked.

She had to go into the school where she taught the next day. There was paperwork to do, lesson plans to review, and several in-service presentations on new policies and procedures she had to complete before starting back to work on Monday. She had acquaintances at the school, but no real friends. Everyone knew she had been on a leave of absence to work on some sort of music project, but no one knew any of the details. She did not share any with anyone she ran into.
The only one who noticed anything was Jolene Fullar, the assistance principal, an up and comer in the district who gossiped about anything and everything she could and loved to brag about how much money her husband, the architect, made each year. She drove a Mercedes and was always dressed in expensive clothes. Nobody liked her, and Laura was no exception.
�Laura, dear,� she said, as Laura was packing up her things to leave just before noon. �Is that a new necklace you�re wearing?�
�Uh ... yes,� Laura said. �A little something I got up in Oregon.�
Jolene stepped closer, her eyes examining the jewelry closely. �It�s quite becoming,� she said, almost suspiciously. �Is it real?�
�Real?� Laura replied. �Do you suspect it�s a hologram?�
Jolene looked at her crossly and then shook her head. �No, I mean is it real gold? Are those real diamonds?�
�Yes,� Laura said. �It�s real.�
�Impressive,� Jolene said, actually reaching out and touching it. Laura was too surprised by her boldness to back away. �Something like this must have cost a few thousand dollars at least.�
�At least,� Laura agreed.
�It�s quite a gift,� Jolene told her. �Or did you buy it yourself?�
�It�s a gift from a friend,� Laura told her.
�I see,� Jolene said. �A diamond studded heart around that music thingy. This must be quite a friend.�
Laura smiled. �You could say that,� she said. �Is there anything else, Jolene?�
�Uh ... no, I think you�re ready to come back on Monday ... as ready as you�re going to be anyway. I hope you realize how fortunate you are that the board elected to grant your leave of absence. They didn�t have to do that, you know.�
�I know,� she said simply.
�I was opposed to it, of course. We had the hardest time keeping your slot filled with subs.�
�Somehow you got by though, right?�
�Well ... yes, we did,� Jolene said, taken aback. She was not used to the mousy redhead speaking so plainly to her.
�Now then,� Laura said. �I�ll be on my way.�
�This man who bought you the necklace...� Jolene started again.
Laura turned and smiled sweetly at her. �Who said it was a man?� she asked.
While Jolene tried to process that through her shock, Laura turned and walked out the door. Twenty seconds later, she in the parking lot and unlocking her six-year-old Toyota Corolla, feeling absurdly proud of herself. She had never talked back to Jolene�that gossipy, power hungry bitch�in that manner before. Now, however, she just didn�t care. What was the worst she could do to her? Not like her? She already didn�t like her. It wasn�t like she could fire her for not telling her who had given her a piece of jewelry.
She drove home in the late morning traffic, pondering the newer, more aggressive, more self-assured her. Jake really had changed something in her. And it was a change for the better. It was sad that she couldn�t see him every day like she used to, however. She was accustomed to having a couple of orgasms a day now. What was she going to do without the naked games they played? How was she going to get by? How was Jake going to get by?
I could use a little orgasm right now, she thought sadly as she pulled her car into her designated parking spot. Maybe I could do a little experimentation with my fingers? She had tried masturbation a few times in her younger years, but had never quite gotten the hang of it. Maybe it was time to revisit that subject? Now that she knew orgasms really did exist after all, she could probably figure out the procedure.
She was already starting to juice up at the thought of the coming experiment when she put her key in the door and opened it. She closed and locked it behind her and tossed her folder full of official district papers that she had no intention of reading onto the end table near her favorite spot on the couch. She would let it sit there, unopened for a few days, and then toss it in the garbage can.
She headed toward her bedroom but paused for a moment when she saw that the door was closed. That was odd. She typically left it open when she wasn�t in there. She looked around at the rest of the apartment, seeing that Phil�s door was closed as well, but that was not unusual. He was a bit on the messy side�she often told him that he was the worst gay man ever since he had no fashion sense, no decorating sense, and was a slob�and keeping the room shut off kept her from complaining about it to him. She didn�t even know if Phil was here, hadn�t noticed whether his car was present when she�d parked.
A little confused, but not alarmed in the least, she continued her trip to her bedroom. She had probably closed it absentmindedly as she�d left. It was not exactly an unheard of thing, just a bit unusual. And she really couldn�t remember one way or the other if she�d shut it or not.
She turned the handle and opened the door. And there, laying on her bed as if he owned it, dressed in his red scrub bottoms and green scrub top, was Dave. He was smiling at her salaciously.
�I was hoping you�d get home before lunch hour was over,� he told her.
�Jesus fucking Christ!� she spat, unconsciously using one of Jake�s favorite expressions. �I told you not to come to my house anymore, Dave. What in the hell are you doing here?�
�You were obviously not in your right mind, Red,� he said. �I could tell that just by talking to you.�
�Out!� she yelled, standing back and pointing in the direction of the front door. �Get the hell out of here! And leave the goddamn key when you go. We are through! What in the hell did you not understand about that?�
�Look ... you�re upset,� Dave said, pulling himself into a sitting position. He patted the bed next to him. �Come over here and we�ll talk about it.�
�There is nothing to talk about,� she told him firmly. �We are no longer seeing each other. I am seeing Jake Kingsley now. We�re a couple.�
�Jake Kingsley?� he asked. �I seem to remember you saying that yesterday too. Who the hell is Jake Kingsley? You don�t mean that death metal guy, do you?�
�He�s the one,� she said. �He�s part of the record company that Celia is with. He�s doing his own solo album and he played guitar on most of Celia�s tunes.�
�You never told me about that!� Dave accused.
�No,� she said firmly. �I didn�t. I was under the impression you would take it the wrong way.� She giggled a little. �Although, as it turns out, you would have been taking it the right way. We�re involved with each other now.�
�Involved?�
�We fuck, Dave!� she said, almost viciously, her tone intended to hurt. �And we fuck very well together.�
�You�re telling me that you went to Oregon with this ... this freak you never told me about, and you�ve been having sex with him?� he asked.
�He is not a freak!� she barked. �He is a kind, loving man who just happens to not have a wife, if you can imagine that. He is the most honest person I�ve ever met in my life, including my own fucking parents! And he is extremely good in bed.�
That hit Dave a little bit where it counted. �Well, I can see that you fell under his spell,� he said, shaking his head in pity. �I can see how someone as na�ve and vulnerable as you would fall for whatever bullshit someone like that would throw at you.�
�The bullshit that he would throw at me?� she asked, feeling her face turning red, feeling her temper climbing into the danger zone. �You, who has been stringing me along for the past two years, actually have the balls to say something like that to me? Fuck you, Dave. It�s over and done. Now get the hell out of my apartment!�
Dave stood up and, for a moment, she thought he was actually going to do what she said. But then he shook his head. �I can�t do that, Laura,� he told her. �Not until we talk this thing out and make things right.�
�There is no right with you!� she said. �There is nothing more to talk about! I�m with Jake now. Now go home to your wife!�
�How long do you really think this Jake character is going to be with you? He�s a rich and famous rock star. Do you really believe he�s going to stay with you? That he�s going to stay faithful to you even if he does?�
�That is not any of your business. Nothing I do is any of your business anymore. Get out, Dave. I mean it.�
Dave walked over to her. �I don�t think you do mean it,� he whispered to her. He put his hands on her shoulders.
She angrily shook them off, spinning out of his grasp. In doing so, however, she put Dave between herself and the door. That was when the anger started to give way to fear. Though she was fifteen years younger than Dave, he outweighed her by close to a hundred pounds. �Dave,� she said slowly. �I�m only going to say this one more time. Get out.�
He shook his head. �I came over here to have a little lunchtime fun with my fianc�,� he told her. �I�m not leaving until I�ve done that.�
�No,� she said, backing slowly away.
�Yes,� he said, advancing toward her.
The back of her legs fetched up against the foot of the bed. She had run out of room to back up. His hands came down on her shoulders again, this time gripping them, making it hard for her to twist away.
�Get your hands off of me!� she yelled, approaching terror now.
�Let�s get that shirt off of you,� he said with a grin. �Let me at those little titties of yours. I�ve missed them.�
�PHIL!� Laura screamed as loud as she could. �I need some help in here! Get in here!� Oh God, please let Phil be home.
�Stop acting like you don�t want it,� Dave told her. �You know that nobody can burn in your fire like I can.�
�PHIL!� she screamed again, still trying to twist out of his grip. �For God�s sake, Phil! Help me!�
And then she heard the most blessed sound of her life: Phil�s bedroom door slamming open. �Laura?� his voice called out.
�In here!� she yelled. �This asshole is trying to rape me!�
�What?� he barked. She heard his footfalls pounding rapidly on the floor.
�Rape?� Dave said, still holding onto her. �Don�t be ridiculous, Laura! My god, you are so overdramatic.�
Phil rushed into the room, his hair in disarray, wearing nothing but a pair of white boxers with characters from The Little Mermaid on them. His face was alarmed at first, then turned quickly to anger as he saw who Laura�s assailant was.
�Get your hands off of her!� Phil yelled at the dentist.
�Look, Phil,� Dave told him, trying to make his voice sound reasonable. �Laura and I were just having a little discussion. Nobody�s trying to rape anybody here. She�s my fianc�, for Christ�s sake.�
�She is not your fianc�,� Phil said through gritted teeth. �And I�m only going to say this one more time. Get your fucking hands off of her. NOW!�
Dave released his grip on her, putting the hands up in appeasement. Laura immediately rushed around him and threw herself into Phil�s arms, the adrenaline and relief now surging through her, making her tremble. Phil put his arms around her protectively.
�Holy shit, Phil,� Laura breathed. �Thank God you were home!�
�Look,� Dave said, his hands still up in the air. �I can see there is some sort of misunderstanding going on here.�
�Get the fuck out of here!� Laura yelled at him, tears running down her face now. Tears of shame, of fear, of relief.
�I think you�d better leave, Dave,� Phil told him. �Right now.�
�I�m not leaving until Laura and I...�
�I�m going to count to three,� Phil interrupted, �and if you�re not moving toward that front door by that point, I am going to start using physical violence on you to compel you to leave.�
Dave took an angry step toward him. �You listen to me, you little fudge-packing faggot,� he said, pointing a finger at Phil�s chest. �I don�t know who you think you are, but...�
�All right,� Phil said. �You just lost your three-count.� He gently moved Laura to one side and then took a step toward Dave, throwing a left jab at him from the shoulder, just as he�d been taught by his boxing instructor in high school. Phil had not really been interested in boxing back then�his motivation had been to hang out in a gym with a bunch of sexy, shirtless, sweaty guys�but the lessons had taken, nonetheless. His fist connected with the right side of Dave�s face, making a resounding smack that echoed off the walls. Dave�s head snapped backward, instantly shutting his mouth. He staggered backward a few steps and then fell to his butt on the floor.
�You fucking faggot!� Dave screamed at him, outraged. �How dare you put your dick stroking hands on me!�
�I�m going to put them on your again if you don�t get up and walk out that door right now,� Phil told him.
�You assaulted me! Laura, call the cops on him! I�m pressing charges!�
Laura looked at him in disbelief. �Call the cops on him?� she asked, and then used another Jake-ism she�d picked up along the way. �What fucking world do you live in?�
�I want him in jail!� Dave said.
�Maybe we should call the cops, Laura,� Phil suggested. �I think they�d find the circumstances here very interesting indeed.�
�What are you talking about?� Dave asked.
�You were trying to rape me, you asshole!� Laura screamed.
�I was not trying to rape anyone!� Dave insisted. �Laura and I are in a sexual relationship with each other. We have been for more than a year! Trying to have sex with her is not rape!�
�You have an interesting definition of rape,� Phil said. �I�m pretty sure the cops won�t agree with it, however, especially since Laura broke up with you weeks ago.�
�And especially since you came into my apartment without permission, after you�d already been told several times not to come here, and especially since I�m pretty sure you left bruises on my shoulders when you grabbed me.�
�I ... well ... I wasn�t ... I mean, how was I supposed to take you seriously?� Dave asked her. �Look, things got a little out of control here.�
�And they�re about to get more out of control if you don�t get your ass off that floor and out of this house,� Phil said. �I�m going to start that three count again. If you�re not moving by then, I�ll blacken your other eye and then drag your ass out of here myself.�
This time Dave took him seriously. He slowly got to his feet and walked through the doorway, back into the living room. He trudged toward the door. He turned back once more. �Laura,� he said. �We can work this out. Won�t you please let me...�
�Out, Dave,� she said firmly, still tremoring with adrenaline. �Never come back here again.�
�And leave that key on the end table,� Phil told him.
He dug in his pocket and pulled out the key. He dropped it where told. �This isn�t over,� he said. �I�m not letting you go this easily.�
�You call this fucking easy?� Phil asked.
�We�re meant to be together, Laura,� he said. �I�ll be in touch.�
�No, you won�t,� Laura said. �Never come back here again, never contact me again. We are through, Dave. Completely and irrevocably through. Now get the fuck out of here.�
He turned and opened the door. Just before he stepped through, they heard him mutter, �I�ll be back. You�ll see.�
Phil shut the door once he was through it. He engaged the lock. The two of them then went to the blinds and peered out to make sure he was really leaving. He was. They watched as he staggered down the stairs and out of sight around the corner of the building.
The moment they pulled their faces from the blinds, Laura�s emotions overtopped their dam and she burst into tears. Phil took her in his arms again, hugging her face to his chest, running his hands over her back, comforting her.
�Oh my God, Phil!� she sobbed. �He was really going to do it! He was going to rape me! He as much as said that!�
�I know, hon,� Phil said. �He�s a scumbag, but he didn�t rape you. I stopped him.�
�What if you hadn�t been here?� she cried. �I don�t know if I could�ve fought him off!�
He ran his hand through her hair a few times. �I think maybe you�re not giving yourself enough credit,� he said. �One kick to the balls and he would�ve been out of the game. And even if not, if you�d kept screaming like that, one of the neighbors would�ve called the cops.�
�Still ... he was going to do it!� Another round of sobs.
�But he didn�t, hon,� Phil told her again. �It�s over now.�
�Is it?� she asked. �He said he was going to be back.�
�He doesn�t have a key anymore,� Phil said.
�How do I know that?� she asked. �How do you? How do we know he hasn�t made a duplicate key at some point?�
�Well ... we don�t,� Phil said, �but I�ll call a locksmith and get the locks changed.�
�We can�t do that!� she said. �It�s against the rules of our lease!�
�I�m sure the landlord will understand under the circumstances,� Phil said.
Laura was shaking her head. �But what if he waits outside for me? What if he comes to my work and catches me while I�m leaving? Jesus fucking Christ, Phil. I can�t live like this!�
�What are you saying?� Phil asked. �You want to move out of here?�
�I need to do something,� she said. She released her grip on Phil and looked up at him. �I�m going to call Jake. He�ll know what to do.�
Phil nodded. He suspected that Laura was right.

Jake was watching a rerun of MAS*H on the television�the one where Hawkeye and Trapper try to acquire an incubator for the unit�when the phone rang. The Nerdlys were, as usual, at the computer doing mysterious things on CompuServe. Celia was in the kitchen, puttering around and making some sort of snack. No one made any move to get the phone so Jake, with a sigh, stood and walked over to it.
�Yeah?� he asked, wondering who in the hell would be calling them now.
�Jake?� a tiny, hesitant voice enquired.
�Laura?� he asked, feeling a little sense of dread worming into him. It was definitely Laura�s voice, but it sounded so un-Laura like.
�It�s me,� she confirmed.
�What�s going on?� he asked. �You don�t sound good.�
�I�m ... I�m really not good right now,� she said.
That worm of dread grew stronger. Was she breaking up with him? Why would she do that? She�d been home less than forty-eight hours, for God�s sake! What could have possibly happened? Had she thought things over and decided it was a bad idea. �What�s going on, hon?� he asked.
�Something ... something just happened to me.�
�What happened?� he asked, his voice loud enough and alarmed enough to attract the attention of both the Nerdlys and Celia.
She told him the story, her voice halting at first, but gaining power and anger as the tale unfolded. Jake�s sense of worry about their relationship faded out and was replaced with a black anger of his own. That motherfucker! he thought, his fist gripping the handset tightly. He came into her apartment and tried to rape her? Fucking rape my girlfriend? That shit was not going to stand!
She told of how Phil had intervened in the attack, stopping it and blackening the asshole dentist�s eye in the process. Way to go, Phil! he thought happily. It�s a pity I�m not gay or I�d suck your dick for that. She also told of Dave�s final words as he�d left�about how he would be back.
�What do I do, Jake?� Laura asked. �I don�t feel safe anymore, especially not here, in my apartment. I mean, Phil�s already called a locksmith to come and change the locks, but that doesn�t mean much. If he wants to get in here, he will. And even if he doesn�t get in here, he knows where I work, what time I go to work, what time I get off. I can�t live like this!�
�You�re not going to have to,� Jake assured her.
�What do you mean?�
�I�m going to take care of this for you,� he said.
�What do you mean?�
�Go ahead and get the locks changed, but you�re not going to stay in that apartment anymore.�
�Where am I going to stay?�
�My place,� Jake said. �If I give you the address, will you be able to find it?�
�Uh ... well ... I think so. Phil is good with maps and he�ll be able to help me, but ... your place, Jake? Are you sure about this?�
�I am completely sure. As soon as I get off the phone with you, I�ll call Elsa�I told you about Elsa, right?�
�Your housekeeper,� Laura said. �You told me about her. Will she mind having me come to stay there?�
�She will not mind, and even if she did, that doesn�t matter. I�m her boss. She�s been freeloading these past five months anyway since I haven�t been staying there. It�s about time she did some goddamn work. Anyway, I�ll tell her you�re on the way. I�ll have her put you up in the master bedroom where I sleep. She�ll give you a key to the house, the alarm codes, and she�ll cook and clean for you while you�re there.�
�Cook and clean for me?� Laura asked. �I can�t ask her to do that!�
�She�ll do your laundry too. It�s her job, Laura. I pay her more than thirty grand a year for that shit. Besides, she going to love you, and you�re going to love her.�
�Do you really think so?� she asked.
�I know so,� he assured her. �Now I don�t want to hear any more argument about this. You�re going there.�
�Okay,� she said softly. �Thanks, Jake.�
�No need to thank me,� he said.
�But what about when I�m at work?� she asked.
�I�m going to make sure your dentist doesn�t bother you anymore.�
�How are you going to do that?� she asked, perhaps a little nervously.
�He and I are going to have a talk.�
�A talk? When? Where? What do you mean?�
Jake looked up at the clock on the wall. It was now 12:30. �Today,� he said.
�You�re going to call him?�
�No,� Jake said. �I�m not going to call him. You told me at one point he closes up the practice around five-thirty, right?�
�Right,� she said slowly.
�Then shortly after that moment in time, we will have our talk.�
�You�re going to fly down here?� she asked incredulously.
�You bet your ass I�m going to fly down there. I�ve found that shit like this is best handled immediately.�
�Wow,� she said. And then, �You�re not going to ... you know ... hurt him or anything, are you?�
�Probably not,� Jake said.
�Probably not?�
�Best I can promise,� he said.
�Jake ... don�t get into trouble over this,� she said. �It�s not worth it.�
�I can promise I won�t get into trouble over this.�
�Really?�
�Really,� he said. �Now, do you have a pen and paper to write down my address with?�
�Uh ... sure.�
He recited it to her and then had her read it back to him. �If you have any trouble finding it, call back here and Nerdly can help you. I�m going to call Elsa and then I�ll be on my way to the airport and out of communication until I get back on the ground. Don�t linger in the apartment. Pack what you need and get over to my place as soon as you can.�
�I will, Jake,� she said. �And you be careful.�
�I always am,� he assured her. �I�ll see you tonight, okay?�
�Okay ... I ... I love you, Jake.�
�I love you too,� he said. �And don�t worry too much. Things are going to be okay.�
He hung up the phone and looked at the Nerdlys and Celia, who were all staring at him, various versions of alarm and concern on their faces. He could only imagine what they were thinking from having just heard his end of the conversation.
�Trouble with Laura?� Celia asked carefully.
�Yeah,� Jake said. �Her dentist apparently didn�t take the breakup very seriously. He was waiting for her in her apartment after she got home from a school meeting. He tried to ... to rape her.�
�Madres de Dios!� Celia exclaimed. �Is she all right?�
�She�s physically fine,� Jake said. �He didn�t get very far in his attempt thanks to Phil, who did a little ass-kicking on her behalf.�
�Thank God,� Sharon said.
�Thank Phil,� Jake corrected. �Anyway, she�s kind of rattled, so, as you undoubtedly heard, I�m having her go to my place to stay for now.�
�A wise move,� Nerdly said approvingly.
�Yeah,� Jake said. �And I know we�re planning to dive into the mixing tomorrow, but I�m gonna have to take a sick day for that. I need to fly home right now and deal with this guy so this doesn�t happen again.�
�Are you sure that�s a good idea, Jake?� Celia asked.
�I think it�s the best idea I�ve had in quite some time,� he said.
�Do you plan to pursue a course of violent intimidation against him?� Nerdly asked. �If so, I must ask you if you�ve considered the ramifications of such an endeavor.�
�I don�t think I�ll need to resort to violence,� Jake assured them. �I�m just going to have a little talk with him, but I need to roll now if I�m going to make it to LA in time to have that discussion today.�
�Are you sure you know what you�re doing?� Celia asked him.
�I am sure,� Jake said. �Now let me call Elsa and then I gotta roll.�

Jake drove quickly and almost recklessly to the airport, arriving there at 12:55. He hurriedly filed an IFR flight plan and then made a phone call to the limousine service, asking them to have a car and driver at Santa Monica Airport when he landed. They promised they would. After that, he called Pauline. He briefly explained the situation to her and asked her for a certain piece of information she�d dug up for Laura a few months back, when her dentist had refused to return her calls. She provided the information and then expressed the same concerns everyone else had expressed so far.
�You�re not going to hurt him, are you?�
�Probably not,� he assured her.
�Jake, I really don�t think this is a good idea.�
�No? Well, I do. Anyway, I got to go, sis. Don�t worry. I know what I�m doing.�
�I certainly hope so,� she replied.
He then went out to the tarmac and had a fuel truck pump his tanks two-thirds full. That would be enough to get him all the way to Los Angeles with fuel to spare for emergencies, but would not be enough weight to slow him down, particularly with no passengers or luggage in the aircraft.
He forced himself to go through the preflight checks carefully, using his checklists and not cutting any corners. Finally, he taxied to the runway and lifted off into the overcast sky at 1:31 PM. His assigned altitude was nineteen thousand feet. It took him thirteen minutes to climb that high and then, once leveled out and on course, he did not retard the throttles as he usually did for cruise flight. Instead, he kept them at the climb-out level, so both engines were sitting just below the red line on the tachometers. His airspeed settled at 220 knots, about 260 miles per hour, fifty miles per hour or so faster than he normally cruised at. It was not the most fuel-efficient way to fly�in fact, it was sucking up that kerosene like no tomorrow�but with 812 air miles to fly, he would get there in time as long as nothing delayed him.
�Come on, baby,� he said softly, patting his control panel affectionately. �I got a dentist appointment I need to get to.�

Dr. David Boulder, DDS, was in a foul mood as he left the practice at 5:35 PM that day. His right eye was swollen and surrounded by a large purple bruise. It throbbed and he had a bit of trouble seeing out of it. He still could not believe that goddamn fudge packer had actually hit him. Of all the nerve! He still had half a mind to call the police and have him arrested. Only the thought that they might have to call or visit his house at some point for some sort of follow up and, as a remote consequence, his wife might find out the details of the assault, kept him from actually doing it.
It�s a good thing I�m good at coming up with cover stories, he thought as he walked out to his 1991 Dodge Ram four-wheel drive. The way everyone looked at me when I came back from lunch ... Jesus Christ, what a mess.
His cover story for them was an oldie but a goodie. �I was walking into the deli to get my sandwich and someone opened the door in front of me and it hit me in the face.� Simple, succinct, to the point. He was pretty sure everyone had bought it, which was a miracle in and of itself since that stupid twit piece on the side of his had actually told Alisa who she was when she�d called yesterday. What a dumb cunt! That had not been easy to explain, although he had managed to come up with something. �Laura Best is Mrs. Carmello�s niece,� he�d told Alisa. �She has kind of a strange sense of humor. I think she thought she was being funny.�
�That makes perfect sense,� Alisa had told him with a nod.
Thank God for dumb-ass receptionists. It seemed this whole Laura situation was still under control�at least as far as his wife or his colleagues and staff finding out about it. There was still the problem with Laura herself, of course. Had she seriously hooked up with Jake Kingsley, as she claimed, or was that just some sort of story she was making up for purposes of her own? He kind of suspected it was a story�probably to make him jealous, to try to push him into leaving Barbara and marrying her (like that was ever going to happen). Jake Kingsley could have any woman he wanted. Why would he go after the meek little redhead? Did she really even know Jake Kingsley? Was this whole thing with Celia Valdez a lie as well? When you thought about it, her getting a job playing her little saxophone for either one of them seemed kind of farfetched, didn�t it?
As he approached his huge pickup truck with the oversized tires and the lift kit�he had needed to have a stepping rail installed just so he could get into the thing�he noticed there was a limousine parked out near the back end of the professional complex his practice was located in. He glanced at it for a moment, thinking that its presence was a bit odd, and then dismissed it, his mind turning back to this little tiff he was having with Laura. Perhaps not calling her the entire time she was away had been a mistake? True, she was dumb as a rock and na�ve as a seventeenth century pilgrim girl in modern New York City, but still ... everyone had their limits, he supposed. He might have crossed over hers just a bit. That was undoubtedly what had led to this whole we�re through fit she seemed to be in the midst of. He just needed to let her cool off for a few more days�the amount of time it took for his eye to heal, perhaps�and then he would go back over to her apartment on one of his lunch breaks and smooth talk her a little, put on the bullshit extra thick.
Yeah, he thought, his mood already starting to improve. That�s the ticket. Dazzle her with some more smoke and mirrors, maybe get her some flowers or some shit like that, give her the usual bit about how he couldn�t stand living with Barbara any longer and was seriously considering just leaving now, before the kids were even out of school, and, before he went back to work that lunch period, he�d be dancing in the fire once again.
His thoughts were interrupted when he came around the Lexus that belonged to Dr. Carlisle. The view of the driver�s side of his monstrous truck was now open and he saw that a man was standing there next to his door. He was a tall man dressed in blue jeans and a t-shirt that had a lighthouse on it. His brown hair was a little frazzled. He had a mustache that looked like it needed to be trimmed. And he was looking directly at Dave, his eyes full of what appeared to be anticipation and ... maybe recognition.
Dave slowed his advance, feeling a slight sensation of discomfort creeping into him. He had no idea who the man was, but he looked to be formidable, perhaps even a bit dangerous? And he was standing between Dave and his truck with no apparent business there. Dave almost turned and went back into the office to wait until the man left, but then chided himself for being a pussy. He was in a public place, for Christ�s sake. What could this man do to him?
He continued his approach.
�Howdy,� the man hailed as Dave came within six feet of him.
�Uh ... hello,� Dave returned.
�Is this your truck?� the man asked, turning his head briefly to look up and down the length of it.
�Yes,� Dave said, feeling a little relief. It was just another admirer of his wheels. Ever since he�d put in the lift kit and bought the oversized wheels and rims, people often stopped him to talk about them. �That�s my baby.�
The man turned back to look at him. �Really nice truck, my man,� he told him. �Sorry about the dick though.�
Dave stopped, feeling himself flush. �Excuse me?� he asked.
�The dick,� the man said. �Obviously it�s not a very formidable one or you wouldn�t have to attempt a pathetic compensation for its inadequacy by buying and equipping a form of commuter transport that is more suitable to Papua New Guinea jungles than suburban Los Angeles.�
�What?� Dave asked, stunned and a little angry.
�Sorry,� the man said with a light chuckle. �I went a little Nerdly on you there for a minute.� He shrugged. �Sometimes that happens and I don�t even realize it. What I was trying to say was that it seems pretty obvious to the thinking person that the size of your truck and the manner in which you display it can only be inversely proportional to the size of your member. I mean, you went to college and shit, right? Somewhere in all that education, you had to have taken a psych class or two.�
Dave was now feeling a mix of emotions. Anger, confusion, shame�this last particularly poignant because he knew that his weapon really wasn�t all that formidable, at least not to the eye�although Laura always seemed to like it, even if Barbara had never really been impressed and had even made fun of it on more than one occasion. But to suggest that the size of his truck had anything to do with that ... that was asinine! And who the hell was this guy anyway? What was this shit?
�Look, partner,� Dave told the stranger. �I�m just trying to get home after a hard day at work. If you�ll just step aside so I can...�
�I mean, really, dude,� the man interrupted, as if he had not even heard him. �How can you claim this truck is anything other than a compensatory mechanism for a tiny dick? What is the name of this truck? It�s a fucking Ram Big Horn. Seriously, could they have come up with anything more phallic than that without obscenity charges? I would be willing to bet that when the suits got together to design your truck and then had the meeting about what to name it, they actually had a discussion about how it would sell really well with guys with small dicks.�
Dave�s anger broke�at least as far as his anger was capable of breaking when talking to someone who could probably kick his ass if he wanted. �Now you listen here,� he said sternly, pointing his finger at his tormentor. �Not that it�s any of your business, but I�ll have you know that my cock is quite large, large enough that I actually considered a career as a male pornography performer to get me through college.�
�Is that a fact?� the man asked him.
�That is a fact!� Dave said.
The man nodded his head up and down a few times, as if considering this information, and then suddenly shook it back and forth. �Sorry, my man,� he said. �I�m going to have to call bullshit on that. You see, I happen to know just what the size of your dick actually is.�
�Excuse me?� Dave repeated, flushing again, so angry now that he was almost ready to fight the man.
�Yeah,� the man said with a smile. �You see, Laura told me all about it.�
Dave felt that surge of dread again. �Laura?� he said slowly.
�Laura Best,� the man said. �She and I are, shall we say, acquainted with each other. Intimately acquainted.�
Dave looked at the man�s face again. This couldn�t be ... No! It looked nothing like him ... well, except maybe for ... No! He shook his head. And then his eyes dropped down to the man�s t-shirt again, the shirt that had a picture of a lighthouse on it. COOS BAY, OREGON, read the motto. THE REAL BAY AREA!
Coos Bay? That was where Laura had been these past months. Where she claimed she had been recording an album with Celia Valdez. Where, just today, she had claimed she had been sleeping with... �Jake Kingsley?� he asked.
Kingsley smiled. �Nice to meet you, Dr. Dave,� he said, stepping closer. �I think you and I need to have a little talk.�

�Now wait a minute,� the little weasel of a dentist protested. �You�re claiming that you are Jake Kingsley, the singer?�
Jake smiled. He was immensely enjoying this confrontation and could not wait to see where it led. �I could show you my identification if that would help,� he suggested.
�Your ... identification?�
�Or maybe I could just sing something for you?� He then belted out the primary chorus of Point of Futility, the song he could be pretty certain the dentist had to have heard multiple times before and would recognize since it was Intemperance�s most mainstream hit. He sang it out a-capella, but with all the tonal inflection he would have used had he been singing it into a microphone before an audience. The fact that it was a song about realizing when your relationship was over was perhaps an added bonus.
The dentist�s eyes widened as he heard this. �You ... you are Jake Kingsley,� he whispered, partially in awe, partially in shock.
�One and the same,� Jake told him. �Now then, going back to the subject of dicks. I must confess that I�m not the most well-hung specimen on the face of the Earth myself. I�m kind of average in member size, perhaps a tiny bit above. Like any guy, I�ve actually measured my shit before and I�m hanging at just a tad over six inches.� He shrugged. �Not exactly porn movie material, I�ll admit, but I get the job done�and trust me on this, I�ve done a lot of jobs in my time. Anyway, you want to know what Laura said to me the first time she ever put her hand on my Johnson?�
�I see no point to this conversation,� Dr. Dave said through gritted teeth.
�She said, and I quote: �It�s soooo big!� But it really isn�t, just average. Now why do you suppose she would think that my manhood is so huge unless she was used to something considerably less than average for comparison?�
�Look, Kingsley,� Dr. Dave said. �I don�t know what you�re doing here, but...�
Jake took a step toward him, letting the amusement drain away from his face, putting a look of intimidation there instead. �You don�t know what I�m doing here?� he asked incredulously. �Are you fucking with me right now?�
�Uh ... no,� he said, taking a step backward. �I�m not ... uh ... not doing that.�
�Laura broke up with you, dude,� Jake said. �She told you this on the phone on several occasions. She told you not to contact her anymore, not to come to her house. She told you she was with me now. And, despite all this, you went to her house and went inside, uninvited, where she told you once again that she was done with you. And then you tried to rape her.�
�Rape her?� Dave said, shaking his head violently. �That is not what happened at all!�
�You put your fucking hands on her, asshole. You did not take your hands off of her when you were told to. You tried to rape her. And now you actually have to balls to say to me that you don�t know what I�m doing here?�
�Look now,� Dave said, trying to sound reasonable, putting his hands up in appeasement. �This is all just a big misunderstanding.�
�Well, Dr. Dave,� Jake told him, �that is what I am doing here. We are going to clear up any and all misunderstandings, right here and right now. You are going to stay away from Laura Best for the rest of your natural life. You will not call her. You will not go to her house. You will not go to the school where she works. You will make no contact of any kind with her at any point, ever again.�
�You have no right to tell me something like that!� the dentist barked at him, his face red.
Jake took an angry step forward. �I have every fucking right in the world to tell you something like that. Laura is with me now and she has expressed to me, in no uncertain terms, that she does not want to see you ever again. You will stay away from her or the consequences are going to be quite severe.�
�You�re threatening me?� he asked, trying to sound tough.
�Hell to the yeah I�m threatening you,� Jake told him plainly. �Have you heard of a restraining order?�
�Laura would never put out a restraining order on me,� he scoffed.
�She already has,� Jake explained. �And I�m fucking serving that order on you right now, right here. It is not a restraining order issued by the court, however. It is a restraining order issued by me. It is not in writing. You just need to absorb the terms of it with your fucking ears. You will not come within two hundred yards of Laura Best, anyone she knows, anyone you might think she knows. You will not come within a mile of her place of work, of her home, of my home, of anyone�s home she might be visiting. You will not show up at any place that Laura Best is visiting or patronizing or doing anything else in. If you are in a public place and Laura Best just happens to coincidentally show up there, you will immediately leave that place without making any attempt to contact her or make eyes at her. In short, if you�re in the fucking coffee shop, minding your own business and Laura Best walks in, you will leave as quick as you can and get as far away as you can. If you�re about to give a speech before the fucking Nobel Prize committee in Stockholm because you�ve invented some new dentist shit and Laura Best pops up in the audience, you fucking leave right then. Am I making myself clear here, Dr. Dave?�
�You cannot dictate terms like that to me!� he said petulantly.
�I am dictating terms like that to you,� Jake told him. �And you will follow them, or I will find you. I know where you work, as is quite obvious by my presence here. I also know where you live.�
�You do not!� Dave spat. �My house is unlisted.�
�Two-nine-one-seven Morning Glory Lane,� Jake said, repeating the information that Pauline�s shady �associates� had dug up and that Jake himself had memorized during the flight. �Nice neighborhood. Not as nice as mine, of course, but decent enough.�
This made an impression on the dentist. He paled a bit, but tried to keep up the tough fa�ade. �So you know where I live,� he said. �What good does that do you?�
�It makes it easy to find you,� Jake told him. �And when I do find you, I will beat the living shit out of you. And that is only if you simply violate the proximity clause of this restraining order. If you actually talk to her or make any contact with her, I will put you in the fucking hospital.�
�And you would go to jail,� the dentist told him. �You�re not going to bluff me that easily, Kingsley. In fact, I have half a mind to simply call the police now and report this terroristic threat you�re trying to put on me.�
�You have half a mind all right,� Jake informed him. �Do you really think I give a flying fuck if I go to jail for beating your ass? Hell, I�ve been to jail numerous times for more serious shit than kicking the ass of some dentist. I�m a rich motherfucker, Dr. Dave, and I�m a celebrity on top of that. I have high-priced lawyers who get me out of any shit that I get myself into. Hell, I could beat you to within an inch of your life, leave you sitting in a hospital bed with broken bones everywhere and breathing through a tube in your neck, and I wouldn�t spend more than a day or two in the slam before they got me out of there.
�But you know what would happen if you decided to go down that road�other than the fact that you would be in the hospital sucking air through a trach tube? The press would be all over that shit. Not just those sleazy entertainment rags, but the mainstream press as well. It�s way too fucking juicy of a story for them to not cover it. Jake Kingsley beats some dentist�s ass and puts him in the hospital! The fucking headlines would be screaming that shit. And, of course, they would make me out to be the bad guy�they love to demonize me, sometimes quite literally�but they would also dig into you like a pig in a trough. They would dig into Laura as well. All the stinky details of your relationship with Laura would be on front page headlines in every newspaper in the nation, with pictures and everything.� He looked at the Dr. Dave pointedly. �What do you suppose your wife would think about all that?�
This actually made Dr. Dave turn a whiter shade of pale�as it were. He swallowed slowly. �Well now ... there is no real proof that Laura I were actually ... uh...�
Jake chuckled. �Proof?� he scoffed. �The press doesn�t need proof to print something. What fucking world do you live in? Is it warm there?�
�Uh ... well...�
�Look, doc,� Jake told him. �I�m a reasonable man, which is a good thing for you. If you�d a pulled this shit on Matt Tisdale, you�d probably be wrapped in chains and sinking to the bottom of the ocean off the deck of a fishing boat about now. I�m not like that, however. I just want to solve this particular problem, you dig?�
�Uh ... yeah, I think I dig,� Dave said slowly.
�Now I must admit, when I got that call from Laura and she told me what you�d done, I really wanted to do some serious physical violence to your person. I still do, really, to tell you the truth. But I can control my basic instincts in matters such as this, and I will continue to do so as long as I�m confident that you understand the terms of this restraining order I�ve just laid out for you. You come near Laura again, even accidentally, and I will put you in the hospital. If I put you in the hospital, everything about you and Laura is going to be printed in every newspaper in the country and your little wifey is going to know about where you�ve been putting that little dick of yours. If you abide by the terms of the restraining order, however, you go about your life, me and Laura go about ours, you stay out of the hospital, and no one knows about any of this shit. You�re free to go find yourself a new chick to put it in and pump a few times. Does this sound reasonable to you?�
Dave continued to stare at him for a few moments and then slowly nodded. �Yes,� he said softly.
�Yes what?� Jake asked.
�Yes, it sounds reasonable,� he said.
�Then you will abide by the terms of this restraining order?�
�Yes,� he said. �I will abide by it.�
Jake smiled. �All right then,� he said. �I guess I won�t be seeing you around then. You have a nice day, doc.�
And with that, Jake walked slowly back to the limousine, almost strolling.
He did not look back and Dr. Dave said nothing more.

It was just before 6:30 when the limousine dropped Jake off in front of his house. He tipped the driver fifty dollars, thanked him for his part in the mission, and then went to the front door. He had to ring the bell to get in because, in his haste to leave Coos Bay, he had not brought his keys with him.
Elsa opened the door. Her dark-skinned face showed a mixture of concern and relief as she saw him standing there. �It�s good to see you, Jake,� she said. �Is everything okay?�
�Everything is okay,� he assured her, stepping in and giving her a hug. �How�s Laura?�
�She�s up in your bedroom,� she replied. �I made some dinner for her�my stuffed pork chops�but she didn�t eat much. She told me about her ordeal this afternoon. She seems very upset ... very worried.�
�She�s had quite a day,� Jake said, closing the front door behind him.
�It sounds as if she did,� Elsa said. �She seems a very nice girl, Jake.�
�She�s a sweetheart,� he agreed.
�I assume things are quite serious between the two of you?�
He nodded. �Quite serious.�
She smiled her smile of approval. She then turned her stern, motherly look upon him. �Do I need to expect a visit from any police officers?� she asked.
�No,� he told her. �I handled the situation without violence.�
�Really?�
�Really,� he assured her. �The doc and I had ourselves a nice little talk and we came to an agreement.�
�An agreement?�
�He stays away from Laura forever and, in return, he stays out of the hospital and out of the newspapers.�
�Are you sure he�ll abide by that deal?�
�I�m pretty sure he will,� Jake said. �He seemed more intimidated by the thought that his wife would find out about all of this than the thought that I might put him in traction.� A shrug. �Maybe he�s never been in traction before. Anyway, I think we�ve seen and heard the last of Dr. Dave.�
�If you say so,� Elsa said doubtfully. She hesitated for a moment and then said, �I mentioned this to Laura earlier, and she was quite opposed to the idea, but I must ask you now. Shouldn�t the police get involved anyway? He did attempt to force himself upon her if I understood her story correctly.�
�If she wants to get the cops involved, I will support that decision and stand by her, but if she doesn�t, I will do the same. In truth, involving the cops would accomplish little but getting bad publicity for everyone.�
�But it was attempted rape,� Elsa said.
�It�s hard for a woman to get any justice even when it�s a completed rape,� Jake said. �This would just be a convoluted mess. She has a previous sexual relationship with the perpetrator. He has had a long-standing open invitation to her apartment and a well-established pattern of coming over there at lunch for sex. She has nothing but her own word that she told him they were through and he should not come over to her house anymore. It�s your basic he-said/she-said situation through and through. It is very unlikely the investigating cops would consider it anything other than a domestic squabble that maybe turned a little violent, or maybe didn�t. I doubt they would even arrest him, but the word of the situation would make its way to the press and Laura would be dragged through the mud along with the good doctor and probably me and Phil as well.� He shook his head. �No, I think the way I handled the situation is probably the best for all concerned.�
She still looked doubtful. �If you say so, Jake.�
�I say so,� he said. �I�d better get up there and see her. Thanks for taking care of her, Elsa.�
�No need to thank me,� she said. �It will be nice to have someone in the house again to feed and look after.�
�Yep,� Jake said with a smile, pulling her into another hug. �Your free ride is over, Elsa.�
She laughed and returned the hug with considerable affection. �Never boring working for you, Jake,� she said, not for the first time and not for the last.
He headed for the stairs. Just before mounting them, he turned around again. �Are there any of those stuffed pork chops left?�
�There are,� she said. �I�ll heat a few up for you and then cook up some fresh spinach to go with them.�
�That would be awesome, Elsa. Thanks.�
She headed off to the kitchen and he went upstairs to his bedroom. He opened the door and found Laura sitting on the edge of the bed. Her eyes were puffy, as if she�d been crying. Her face, however, lit up when she saw him.
�Jake!� she cried, springing to her feet and rushing over to him. �Oh my God, I�m so glad it�s you!�
He took her in his arms and hugged her tightly. She hugged back just as hard. �Were you expecting someone else?� he asked.
�I heard the doorbell ring a few minutes ago,� she said, still clinging to him, speaking into his neck. �I thought it might be ... you know ... the police.�
�Sting and the boys?� Jake asked. �Why would they be here?�
She broke the embrace and looked in his face. �What?� she asked, confused.
He chuckled a little. �Sorry,� he said. �Bad joke. Why would you think the cops were here?�
She shook her head a little. �Well ... I thought maybe they might be coming to say you were ... in jail or something.�
�Naw,� he scoffed. �It was just me ringing that bell. I�m a dumbass and forgot to bring my keys from Oregon so I had to have Elsa let me in. What do you think of Elsa?�
�Uh ... I like her,� Laura said. �She�s easy to talk to and very nice, but ... but ... what happened? Did you talk to Dave?�
�I talked to him,� Jake said.
�And?�
�And you don�t have to worry about Dr. Dave anymore. He will not bother you, me, or anyone we know any further.�
�He won�t?�
�He won�t,� Jake assured her.
�Well ... what did you say to him? How can you know he�s not going to bother me?�
�I laid out some plain facts for him and he agreed with my assessment of the situation.�
�What does that mean?� she asked.
�It means I told him that if he comes within two hundred yards of you ever again, even on accident, that I was going to find him and beat his ass. And if he ever contacted you, spoke to you, or, worst of all, touched you, I was going to put him in the hospital.�
She looked in his eyes as he said this. �You said that to him?�
�That was a paraphrase, of course. The actual conversation was a bit longer, but yes, I said that to him and I made him believe my words.�
�How did you do that?�
�It was easy,� he said. �My words were true. Truth conveys very well in situations such as this one and it�s a great motivator.�
She gave a little shudder. �You would really do that ... for me?�
�Yes,� he said. �I would really do that for you. I was not bullshitting the good doctor. My threat, coupled with the additional information that his wife would find out all about his little affair with you if this thing started involving the cops, did the trick. He has assured me that he will stay away from you. And I believe him.�
She licked her lip a little. �Wow,� she whispered.
�Are you okay with that, Laura?� he asked gently. �I mean, if you want to go to the cops and try to press charges on him for what he did, I�ll stand beside you.�
She was shaking her head violently. �No cops!� she said firmly. �I may be na�ve, but I know how something like this would be handled. They�d make me out to be some slutty little whore who was trying to pull some scam. No way. I�m not going down that road. That�s why I didn�t call them in the first place.�
�That�s kind of my take on the situation as well,� he said. �The decision, however, is yours to make.�
�No cops,� she said again. �I�m just ... just amazed that you did what you did. I mean, it�s crazy, Jake. This only happened six hours ago and here you are, telling me you handled it. And I believe you!� Another shake of the head. �Wow. Just wow. No one has ever done anything like this for me before. I mean, no one has ever tried to rape me before, obviously, but I thought I was just going to have to just suck this up and live with it�another example of the screwed up world we live in. You actually went and talked to him, Jake!�
�I actually went and talked to him,� he said. �The problem has been handled.�
She put her arms around him again and pulled him close. He held her, feeling her warmth, her softness, against him.
�Are you okay, hon?� he whispered to her.
�I�m trying to be,� she said. �This is probably going to screw with my head a little for a bit, but I�m really glad you didn�t get hurt, or in jail or anything like that.�
�Wasn�t going to happen,� Jake said. �I know his type and I know what buttons to push with that type.�
�You never fail to surprise me,� she said, speaking into his neck again. She hesitated for a moment and then, softly, �Do you ... you ... still love me?�
He pushed gently on her shoulders, breaking their embrace so they were looking into each other�s eyes again. �Of course I still love you,� he said. �Why would you ask that?�
�Well ... while I was waiting for you here, my mind was thinking all kinds of horrible things. One of those things was that ... well ... you would see me differently because he�d ... he�d put his hands on me like that. Like ... you know ... you wouldn�t want me anymore.�
Jake felt a strong surge of emotions running through him at these words. He had to choke back on a tear. �Laura, hon,� he told her. �I love you. Nothing has changed about that. Love doesn�t turn on and off like a light switch, you know. Nothing he could have done was going to change my feelings for you.�
�I ... uh ... just wasn�t sure,� she said. �This is my first time being in love, remember. I don�t know all the rules.�
He smiled. �There really aren�t any rules, but be assured, the love is still there.�
�Is it?�
�It is.�
She walked over to the edge of the bed and began unbuttoning her shirt. �Then show me,� she challenged.
He rose to the challenge quite easily.

Chapter 9: The Masters

Santa Monica, California
May 16, 1992
Jake�s plane touched down gently on Runway 21 of Santa Monica Airport after the three and a half hour flight from Coos Bay. It slowed to taxi speed and then turned off onto the taxiway and made its way to the row of hangars just south of the main airport buildings, where it came to a halt in front of hangar number 37, one of the bigger ones on the grounds, a precious space that Jake paid six hundred and fifty dollars a month for. The engines shut down, the lights were turned off, and then the door opened and Jake himself stepped out onto the concrete. He stretched out a little, limbering up his legs and his lower back, which were a bit stiff from the flight. He was feeling a mix of emotions�melancholy, excitement, a little fear, and a great deal of anticipation. The project of the two albums was finally done, the tunes for both put down on masters in their final formats and mixes. He was home for good this time�or at least in what passed for home.
Jake was the only one in the plane. Celia and the Nerdlys had flown home two days before, leaving Jake behind to take care of the final details of their stay there. He�d sold the van they had used while in Coos Bay, taking an eight hundred dollar loss from the purchase price. He�d arranged to have the rental house thoroughly cleaned before it was returned to the vacation rental company. And he�d arranged to have his BMW driven back to LA. One of the studio techs they�d worked with was performing that task for him for the price of six hundred dollars and an air ticket back to Coos Bay. The car would be back in his garage by Monday, if all went as planned.
He looked at his watch�it was just after two o�clock in the afternoon of a beautiful southern California spring afternoon�and then back down the tarmac between the rows of hangar complexes. That was when he saw the car approaching. It was the old Toyota Corolla that belonged to Laura. Since it was not a school day, she had volunteered to come pick him up when he arrived. He smiled, anxious to finally see her. They had not laid eyes on each other in two and a half months, since the morning after the Dr. Dave incident.
She parked her car where Jake pointed�just next to the hangar door of number 36, well out of the way of any other aircraft that might come through. The engine had barely died when she was out of the car and rushing toward him. She was looking particularly adorable to his eyes, dressed in a green and white pullover sundress that showed off her legs and accented her breasts, her hair loose and flowing freely over her shoulders, a large anticipatory smile on her own face. They came together in an embrace and Jake relished the feel of her body against him, the whisper of her breath against his neck, the touch of her lips against his.
�Welcome home,� she breathed when their kiss finally broke and they pulled back a little to look at each other.
�That was a good welcome,� he told her, his fingers playing with a lock of her hair. �You look beautiful, hon. The best thing I�ve seen in months.�
�Thank you,� she said, flushing a bit. �I can�t wait to get home and get naked. It�s all I can do to keep from jumping you right here.�
�I know the feeling,� he said, letting his hand trail downward, sliding it slowly across her bare shoulder, over her breast, and then down the curve of her abdomen to her hip. Soon he was touching the soft skin of her thigh, just below the hem of her dress. The hungry look appeared in her eyes and he was about to slide his hands up under the skirt for a quick feel, but then another car, a Toyota pickup, suddenly turned into the row and started driving toward them.
�Hmmph,� she grunted as they took their hands off of each other and stepped apart. �Let�s gets this plane in there and go home.�
�Right,� he said, smiling at the thought that she considered his house to be home.
Jake opened the cargo compartment at the nose of the plane and unloaded his two suitcases. He carried them over and stowed them in Laura�s trunk. All of the rest of his belongings�including the four guitars he had taken to Oregon�were being brought back in his car. He grabbed the aircraft caddy out of the hangar and attached it to the nose wheel of the plane. It was electric powered and fully charged from sitting plugged in for the last six months. He used it to first pull the aircraft out in front of the door and then to push it backwards into the hangar itself. A veteran of the process, he managed to perfectly park the plane on the first try.
�Nice work,� Laura said appreciably as he leaned over to remove the caddy from the wheel. She could not resist running her hand over his ass. �Did I ever tell you how nice your butt is?�
�No,� he said, enjoying her touch on him quite a lot. �Please do.�
�It�s like ... mmmm, really nice,� she said, continuing to stroke it.
�You keep that up and we�re not going to wait until we get home,� he warned.
�Really?� she asked, interested, but also confused. �Where would we do it?�
He turned and looked at her. He was already half hard in his pants, working toward full-on boner status. He was quite unaccustomed to going two and a half months without sex that did not involve only himself. He was starting to like the idea he was having more and more. �Right here,� he told her. �In the hangar.�
She looked around for a moment, her eyes going from place to place. �There�s no bed in here, Jake,� she said.
Jake chuckled. �It is possible to fuck without a bed being involved,� he informed her.
�It is?� she asked. �How come we�ve never done that before?�
�A good question,� he allowed. �How about we do it now?�
�Are you serious?�
�I am dead serious,� he assured her. �You up for it?�
�But how would we ... I mean, where would we...�
He lifted her face and put a kiss on her lips, shutting her up. When he pulled his lips away, he waved her into the hangar. �Step inside my office,� he told her.
�Okay,� she said, walking in, stepping carefully around the left wingtip and going behind it.
Jake reached up and pulled down on the hangar door. He did not close it all the way, however. Instead, he stopped it about a foot above the ground. He then turned and made his own trip around the wingtip.
�Jake,� Laura said. �The door is still open a little.�
�It has to be,� Jake told her. �There�s no ventilation in here. If I don�t leave it cracked it�ll get hot as hell in here in about three minutes.�
�I can�t do it with a door open!� she hissed at him.
�Nobody is going to come in here, Laura,� he assured her. �And nobody is going to peek under the door. You�re just going to have to be quiet while we do this.�
�I�m sorry, Jake,� she said, shaking her head. �I can�t take off my clothes while that door is open like that.�
�Who said anything about taking off your clothes?� he asked, stepping close to her.
�Huh?� she asked, genuinely confused now.
�Let me show you how it�s done,� he whispered to her, taking her in his arms.
�Jake, I...�
Once again, he shut her up with a kiss. This time he slid his tongue into her mouth. She swirled her tongue with his, hesitantly at first, but then with growing enthusiasm. Her own arms went around his neck.
He let his hands slide downward, over her ass, which he paused to give a little squeeze, before continuing downward, onto the backs of her thighs. He then began to move the hands upward again, beneath the hem of her dress. Soon he had a double handful of her butt, his fingers feeling the lacy material of her panties. He pulled her against him, so she could feel the bulge of his erection pushing into her stomach.
�Mmmm,� she said, pulling her mouth free for a moment. �Oh God, Jake. That feels so good.�
�It does,� he confirmed, sliding his lips down to kiss and nibble at her neck. Meanwhile, he let his fingers probe under the elastic of the panties, so he was now touching her bare buttocks. He squeezed some more, enjoying the feel of her silky-smooth skin on his fingertips.
�I�m getting really hot,� Laura whispered to him, still quite cognizant of the partially open door. �How ... where ... do we do this?�
�Right here,� he said.
�Next to the airplane?�
�On the airplane,� he corrected. He pulled back from her.
�On the airplane? You mean inside of it?�
�No,� he told her. �I mean on the airplane.� He slid his hands down and grabbed the hem of her dress. He then lifted it up until it was above her waist, showing the frilly green panties she was wearing. They matched the dress perfectly. �Put your arms around my neck.�
She did this, grasping firmly. He stood up tall, lifting her feet off the ground. He carried her two steps forward and one to the right before setting her down on the wing of the plane, well clear of the retracted flap, right near where the primary flight surface attached to the fuselage. The height was just about perfect.
�Oooh,� she squealed. �This is cold on my butt.�
�It�ll get warm in a minute,� he promised, letting go of her. His hands went to the buckle on his belt. She watched him with growing lust as he opened his pants and pushed them and his underwear down to his knees, freeing his erection.
�Mmm,� she said, looking at it hungrily. �I�ve missed that so much.�
�And it missed you,� he assured her, his hands now stroking the skin of her bare thighs.
�I kind of see what you�re going to do here,� she told him. �Should I take my panties off?�
�No,� he told her, stepping a little closer and adjusting his stance. �You shouldn�t.�
She reached out to stroke his member, her fingers gripping him, feeling him, playing with him. �But how are we going to ... you know... do it, if I leave them on?�
�Like this,� he said, sliding his right hand over her thigh until his fingertips were caressing the crotch of those panties. They were damp and he could feel the outline of her lips beneath them. He caressed her in this manner for a few more seconds and then hooked his fingers beneath the elastic band and pulled the crotch to the side, exposing her swollen lips to his gaze, letting a powerful whiff of her aroused juices into his nose.
�Oh...� she said softly, her green eyes shining. �I get it now.�
�You certainly do,� he told her, pushing her hand off his straining erection. He put his left hand around her, grasping her by the ass while pushing himself forward, aiming for where he wanted to go. The head of his manhood touched warm wetness, feeling the slippery juices that had been produced. He pushed forward and slid in the tip. He then pushed a little harder and buried himself inside of her body.
�Oh ... sweet Lord!� she squealed delightfully at the intrusion.
�Shhhh,� Jake hushed her as he ground around a little, feeling her grip at him, lost in the sensation of sinking into female flesh after so long without it. �Remember the door.�
�Right,� she panted, putting her arms around his neck again. �This is so ... so ... dirty!�
�It is,� he agreed. �Do you like it?�
�I love it,� she whispered. �Now fuck me, Jake.�
�Gladly,� he said and began to thrust.
His thighs quickly became tired and threatened to cramp up on him, and his lower back wasn�t really pleased with the angle of attack, but he powered on, driving himself in and out of her body. Almost immediately he had to employ his best mental blocks to keep from firing off quickly. It felt just so damn good to be inside of her again.
She was obviously enjoying herself quite well too. She thrust back at him as much as she could, kissing his face, his neck, nibbling on his lower lip, occasionally plunging her tongue into his mouth and sucking on his tongue. Her hands kept busy too, going up and down his back, sometimes dropping to his ass to pull him harder against her, sometimes going up to his head to run her fingers through his hair.
�Come for me, baby,� Jake whispered to her when he felt his blocks starting to crumble. �Come and then I�ll shoot up inside of you.�
That did the trick. The moment these words were out of his mouth, her thrusting became erratic and her breathing grew heavier. The flush of her pale skin darkened almost alarmingly.
�That�s it,� Jake whispered, thrusting harder, giving her the little grind at the bottom of each stroke. �Come for me.�
She began to squeal and Jake had to cover her mouth with his to keep her quiet. She tightened up against him as her orgasm blasted through her body. Jake could tell it was a little more powerful than her typical one. As soon as she started to relax a little against him, he let himself go as well. A few seconds later it was he who was erratically thrusting, he who had to have his mouth covered with hers to keep the audio level outside family friendly. The exquisite pleasure exploded from his center and he poured himself out into her.
They held each other tightly, exchanging soft kisses for a bit, before he finally withdrew his wilted member from her body. A stream of their combined juices ran out and puddled on the surface of the wing. Jake saw that the side of his penis was abraded from rubbing up against the band of her panties. That was the price one had to pay for the old pull-the-panties-to-the-side trick. It was worth it.
�That was incredible,� Laura told him as he helped her back down to the floor. Her face was sweaty and still flushed.
Jake gave his signature see-saw of the hand. �It was all right,� he said.
�Fuck you,� she said, slapping at him playfully. �You know that was hot. How do you come up with ideas like that? I never would have thought of doing it on the wing of a plane.�
He shrugged and then reached down to pull up his pants. �When you think about sex as much as I do, some good ideas will inevitably form.�
She giggled a little, and then turned a little more serious. �Have you ... ever done that before?� she asked. �You know ... with someone else?�
�No,� he assured her, quite truthfully. �That was the first time I�ve ever screwed someone on the wing of my plane. Hell, I�ve never even screwed inside the plane before.�
�Hmm,� she said. �I guess we�ll have to try that one later.�

Jake drove home, not because he wanted to, but because Laura was old-fashioned enough that she insisted the man drive whenever feasible. As they made their way out of the airport and toward Santa Monica Boulevard, Jake pointed out a small paper bag he had stashed in the back seat.
�Why don�t you take a look in there,� he suggested.
�What is it?� she asked.
�Look and you�ll see,� he said.
She picked up the bag and then squealed when she saw what was in it. She reached in and pulled out two CD cases, both of them white with plain black writing on them. �The master CDs?� she asked excitedly.
�Well ... copies of the masters, but yes. Those are them.�
�Oh my God, I can�t wait to hear them. I wish I had a CD player in the car.�
�Maybe we can get you one,� Jake said.
�A CD player?�
�No, a new car,� he said. �This one has almost a hundred thousand miles on it. What kind of car would you like?�
She was shaking her head. �Jake, I can�t afford a car right now.�
�I can,� he said.
She looked at him pointedly. �You�re not serious, are you?�
�I�m pretty serious,� he said. �How about a Volkswagen Jetta convertible? A green one, maybe. You would look so totally cute in one of those.�
She was shaking her head. �Jake, I can�t let you buy me a car.�
�Why not?� he asked.
�Because ... well ... it�s just ... well, I really don�t know, truthfully, but I just can�t.�
He shrugged. �Well, think it over. I�m going to keep pestering you about this.�
�I thank you for the offer,� she said.
�And who knows?� he said mysteriously. �Maybe this Corolla might meet with some unfortunate accident one of these days and you�d be forced to take me up on my offer.�
She looked at his face for a moment, trying to determine if he was joking or not. A slight smile gave him away.
�Anyway, new subject,� Jake said. �How is Phil�s gig down at the studio going?� Armed with vocal credits on the upcoming Jake Kingsley and Celia Valdez solo albums, and with letters of recommendation in hand, and, with a little phone call from the Nerdlys to certain bigwigs in the recording department at National Records, Phil had gotten himself a few sessions singing backup for various projects that needed a baritone voice. According to earlier conversations Jake had had with Laura on the phone, Phil was making a good impression over there.
�He�s getting called in about twice a week now,� she told him. �Usually working on low end stuff, but they pay him union scale�forty dollars an hour with a minimum of four hours just for showing up.�
�He�s getting by then?� Jake asked.
�It�s not quite enough to make the rent in and of itself,� she said, �but he�s still got most of the recording money banked, so he�s making it okay for now.�
Jake nodded. �Tell him if he ever needs any help to contact me. I owe him a big one for keeping Dr. Dave off of you.�
�I�ll do that,� she said softly, shuddering a little at the mention of the dentist. Though she had not heard a word from him since Jake had had his little talk with him, she was still scarred by her relationship with him and by what had almost happened that day. She had confessed to Jake that she sometimes obsessively thought about how things might have turned out if Phil hadn�t happened to have been home to hear her screams.
�And what about you?� he asked her next. �You have ... what? Three more weeks of the teaching gig before summer starts?�
�About that,� she said.
�Are you going to go down and audition at the studio as well?� he asked. �You know that Nerdly got you an open invitation to blow some horn for the head studio hauncho, just like he did for Phil. And I�m told there�s a much bigger demand for sax session players than there is for singers.�
She frowned a little. �I ... well ... I just don�t know,� she said. �I�m still thinking about it.�
�What�s to think about?� he asked. �You have an in, hon, and they�ll probably put you to work. Don�t you want to play your sax and make some money from it?�
�I do ... but...� She shook her head. �It�s complicated.�
�Explain it to me.�
�I�m ... well ... I�m afraid I�ll do the same thing I did at your audition,� she said.
�The same thing?�
�Yeah ... you know what I did,� she said.
�You mean come across like an aloof, cold fish and then play the horn like shit on the pieces we wanted you to play?�
�Yeah,� she said sourly. �Thank you for putting that so delicately.�
�You�re not going to do that, Laura,� he told her.
�How do you know?�
�Because you�ve learned something from the time you spent with us ... or at least I hope you did. You�ve grown musically and learned to appreciate music that is outside your favored genre. I mean, look at you. You listen to Led Zepplin sometimes now, and Journey, and didn�t I hear you cranking out some Bad Company a time or two back there in Oregon?�
She gave him an embarrassed smile. She had indeed learned to like about half of the albums that Jake had introduced to her during their challenge�as he had learned to like about half of the albums she had introduced him to�but this was not something she was particularly proud of. When she was caught listening to something in the rock genre she always blushed and acted a little like a teenage boy who had been caught masturbating. �I like the technical aspects of that album,� she said defensively.
�Of course,� he said, giving her a little eye roll. �And I read Hustler for the journalistic excellence they represent. Anyway, my point is not what you listen to, it�s your musical growth. Go to the audition and play. I think you�ll surprise yourself.�
�I�ll keep thinking about it,� she told him.
�And I�ll keep pestering you about it,� he promised.
�Deal,� she said.
He made the turn onto Santa Monica and started heading east. �I�m kind of hungry,� he said. �You want to stop somewhere and grab a bite?�
�Uh ... no,� she said, quite firmly.
�Why not?�
�Jake,� she said, �we just had sex. I still have your ... you know ... your stuff up inside of me. It�s leaking into my panties.�
�That�s hot, baby,� he told her.
�It is not hot!� she said, and then she reconsidered. �Okay, maybe it is kind of hot, but there�s no way I�m going to a restaurant like this.�
�Prude,� he told her with a smile.
�I am not a prude,� she said. �I�ll have you know that I just fucked a guy in an airplane hangar on the wing of a plane while still wearing my dress! What do you think of that?�
�Anyone I know?� he asked.
She slapped at his shoulder. �Shut up,� she said. �No restaurant if I have stuff in my cooter. Besides, Elsa is making you a special dinner for your homecoming.�
�Oh yeah?� he asked. �What is it?�
�You�ll just have to wait and find out,� she said. �I�ve been sworn to secrecy.�
�What a rip,� he said sourly.

Jake played the master copies for her when they got home, starting with Celia�s album. The first cut was The Struggle, and she listened in awe as she heard the final version, as she listened to her saxophone�that�s me playing that, she thought in wonder�coming out of the speaker, mixed perfectly with the rhythm instruments and Jake and Celia�s guitars.
�Wow,� she whispered, feeling pride and wonder competing for top billing.
�Pretty good shit we came up with, eh?� Jake asked.
�I can�t believe how good it sounds.�
�The Nerdlys outdid themselves on this project,� Jake said. �They used that mixing board as another instrument, maybe even the most important instrument. They blended all of those basic tracks and all of those overdubs into a work of freaking art.�
�It�s amazing,� she said, listening to Jake�s guitar solo on the cut. She had heard him play it dozens if not hundreds of times before, but she had never heard it like this. It sounded crisp, clean, the timing absolutely perfect, the blending of volume in perfect symmetry with the backing instruments.
The next cut was Done With You, which featured the dueling solos between Laura and Mary on the outro. Again, she had personally played her part of that dozens upon dozens of times during the recording process and the overdubs, but hearing it now, fully mixed and integrated, was almost like hearing it for the first time. She knew the notes, of course, but hearing the blend of the instrument with the others, hearing how it played against the backbeat of the drums and bass, was surreal, as if she were listening to someone else�s work�someone with some talent�but at the same time, she knew it was her lips, her fingers, her aptitude that had produced the music.
�That chick on the horn kind of rocks, huh?� Jake asked her.
�She really does,� Laura said with a smile.
They listened to the entire CD from start to finish and then put in Jake�s and listened to that as well. She was not quite as familiar with Jake�s work as she was with Celia�s, as she was only featured on one cut: South Island Blur. True, she had heard all of Jake�s tunes just from being in the studio while they had worked on them, but she did not know them quite as intimately. Had she been hearing them for the first time ever, especially without the benefit of her recent experience as part of the unnamed band, she probably would not have cared for most of them. Most featured some level of distorted electric guitar for the primary melody, a sound she had emphatically abhorred in her pre-enlightenment days. But now, now the tunes sounded sweet to her ears, particularly Insignificance, which had been mixed into a hypnotic blending of Jake�s tenor voice, his fingerpicking acoustic skills, and Mary�s brilliance on the violin.
�You guys did a really good job in the mixing,� she told him.
�And the mastering,� Jake added. �Don�t forget about that.�
�What�s the difference?�
�Mixing is the blending of the tracks together to construct the cut out of the available tracks. Mastering is the setting of the cut order and the adjustment of the volumes and levels so that all of the tracks on each and every cut on the CD mix together in a similar manner and sound good in whatever format they�re being played. It�s what keeps Insignificance from being louder than Island, or vice versa. It�s what makes the CD sound good while being listened to in someone�s car, but also while being played over the airwaves as a radio song.�
�I had no idea there was so much involved,� Laura said. �Now I know why you had to stay another two and a half months after I left.�
�That was what we were doing,� he said. �Making CDs and then listening to them over and over again under all kinds of different conditions. We listened to them in the house, in the cars, out of a boombox down on the beach, you name it.�
�What�s the next step?� Laura asked.
�The next step is to let some record execs hear what we have. Obie has already sent out some copies to certain people. Once they get a listen ... well ... that�s when the fun really starts.�

The following Monday afternoon, in a conference room on the upper floor of the National Records Building in Hollywood, that fun was about to start.
Steve Crow, who had been assigned as the contact between Oren Blake II, the holder of the MD&P contract with Jake Kingsley for his solo album, and National Records, the entity that had the ability to fulfill that MD&P contract if the price was right, had called a meeting. He had received the envelope with the two master copies that very morning. It was time to hear what Kingsley had come up with.
Also present at the meeting was James Doolittle, the head of the artists and repertoire department, and Rick Bailey, the head of the new artist development department. All three participants remembered another gathering they�d participated in a few years before�in this very room, in fact�to listen to a cassette tape that had been presented by the band Intemperance. That tape had been a joke, filled with songs like Fuck the Establishment, which was an angry, profanity ridden piece that, while powerful, was also completely unsuitable for airplay; and The Choice, which was a contrite yet playful tune about picking out a can of soup in the grocery store; and The Discovery, which was about finding a piece of lint in one�s navel. Intemperance�Jake, Matt, and Bill the ringleaders, of course�had deliberately produced and recorded substandard and offensive tunes as a ploy to renegotiate their contract.
And it worked, Crow had to remind himself sourly. He still had some hard feelings over having a band full of young punks get one over on him.
�All right,� said Doolittle, who was the highest ranking member of the meeting�for what that was worth. �I understand we�re going to hear Kingsley�s master, at last.�
�Got it right here,� Crow said, holding the white CD case up.
�It�s kind of a boring album cover, isn�t it?� asked Bailey. �Is he going for a White Album kind of feel, or maybe The Wall?�
Crow rolled his eyes. He was not a real fan of Bailey, never had been. The man had obviously been put into his position because of connections, and not because of his musical and industry knowledge. �This is not the final album cover,� he explained, as if he were talking to a four-year-old. �This is just the master copy they sent us. If we decide to go into production with the project, an actual cover will be designed for the shelf product.�
�Oh ... I guess that makes sense,� Bailey said.
�Glad I could clear that up,� Crow said.
�Is there a copy of the Mexican chick�s master in there as well?� Doolittle asked. �Remember, any deal we make for Kingsley�s work is contingent on us agreeing to manufacture, distribute, and promote Valdez�s work too.�
�Yeah,� Crow said unenthusiastically. �It�s in here as well. I guess we�re kind of obligated to give it a listen.�
�That�s pretty shrewd of Kingsley to include her in the deal like that,� Bailey observed. �He�s got to be boning her. Why else would he tie up his career with such a has-been?�
�Yeah, he�s sliding her the salami all right,� agreed Crow, �but I wouldn�t use the word shrewd to describe him. I�d use the word stupid. Depending on how bad her crap is, that could be the deal breaker.�
�I�m not sure there�s much hope for a deal with this bunch anyway,� said Doolittle. �They already signed a contract with OB2 for forty percent royalties. That means that OB2 won�t accept anything more than mid-thirties. There would have to be some extremely marketable shit on those masters for us to even consider entering a deal for that kind of a percentage. Especially when they�re not planning to tour to help us promote the fucking things.�
�Well,� Crow said, pulling the CD out of its case. �Shall we get on with it?�
�Let�s hear it,� Doolittle said.
Crow put the CD in a small boombox and turned it on. The first cut started. It was called The Easy Way, according to the track sheet. It started off slow, with a gentle melody played out with a mildly distorted electric guitar and backed by...
�Is that a synthesizer?� Bailey asked.
�It is,� Crow confirmed.
�On a Jake Kingsley cut?� Doolittle said. He shook his head. �We�re not off to a good start here.�
They continued to listen. Jake sang through the first verse and then did a slow, mellow rendition of the first two lines of the chorus, using his voice to its best advantage. And then the tempo kicked up. The distortion on the electric guitar grew more distorted, more authoritative. Percussion kicked in along with bass. Jake�s vocals became stronger, more authoritative as well. But still, there was that synthesizer laying down the secondary melody.
Crow stopped the CD when the song faded out. �Well?� he asked his companions.
�It�s kind of catchy,� Bailey offered. �And Jake does some good vocalizations there.�
�Yeah,� said Doolittle, �but it�s not heavy metal. There was no guitar solo in that song at all. Who is playing guitar for him?�
Crow looked at the track sheet and shook his head. �It doesn�t say,� he reported. �It just says that Ben Ping is on the bass guitar, Ted Duncan is on the drums, Mary Kingsley is on the violin...�
�Violin?� Doolittle said incredulously. �A fucking violin is on this CD?�
�Mary Kingsley?� asked Bailey. �Does Jake have another sister?� They were, of course, very well acquainted with Pauline, the sister of their nightmares.
�Not that I�ve ever heard of,� Doolittle said.
�His mother is a symphony musician,� Crow said, pulling a bit of trivia out of his ass. �You don�t suppose that�s who Mary Kingsley is ... do you?�
�His mother playing on his album?� Doolittle thundered. �That�s absurd!�
�And the piano player is listed as Cynthia Archer,� Crow read. �Nerdly�s mother is a pianist! I remember him telling me about that.�
�Holy Jesus,� Doolittle said, shaking his head again. �They�ve actually got their mothers playing music for them? And they want us to agree to thirty-five percent? Good fucking luck with that.�
�And then there�s this Laura Best chick listed as the saxophone player,� Crow finished up.
�Saxophone?� Doolittle nearly screamed. �He�s got saxophone on this album too?�
�I hear it�s for sure that he is boning this sax player,� Crow offered. �Word is that he�s set up an audition for her with Frank Vile down in the basement.�
�Is she hot?� asked Bailey.
�I don�t know,� Crow said. �I�ve never met her.�
�If Kingsley�s boning her, she must be hot,� Bailey opined.
�I don�t give a fuck who Kingsley is boning,� Doolittle said, �or what she might look like. I do give a fuck that he is expecting us to help promote an album that has fucking violins and synthesizers and saxophones on it. Kingsley is associated with the heavy metal genre. He can�t just go changing to this catchy feel good shit and expect us to go thirty-five percent. That�s why we didn�t offer him a contract after Intemp broke up! Because he wanted to do shit like this.�
�Why don�t we listen to the rest of the cuts?� Crow suggested. �Maybe there�s some heavier shit in there.�
Doolittle sighed. �All right,� he said. �Let�s hear what else he�s got.�
They weren�t terribly impressed with what else he had, at least not on an economical basis. There was only one tune on the entire CD that could be considered hard rock�that was Can�t Keep Me Down, according to the track sheet�and, while it was a powerful song with deep, meaningful lyrics and a catchy hook of a chorus, it was still not even close to heavy metal, which was what Jake Kingsley fans were going to want. And then there was Insignificance, the song that featured Kingsley�s mother quite heavily on her violin. There wasn�t a single lick from a single electric guitar in the whole tune! There was no percussion either! It was mostly just Kingsley�s voice (mixed with a chick�s voice during the choruses) and a fingerpicked guitar backed up by the violin�a fucking violin! True, the lyrics were quite dark and the chorus was quite catchy�Baily actually found himself humming the melody and singing the chorus under his breath�but it was barely rock and roll. Who was going to buy something like this? What radio station was going to play it?
�I�m inclined to just reject this deal out of hand,� said Doolittle once the last track was played. �Maybe if we could get sixty or sixty-five on royalties�and even that�s a big maybe�but with Kingsley slinging this feel good pop shit and OB2 asking for thirty-five.� He shook his head. �Negotiations wouldn�t even be worth our time.�
�I don�t know,� said Crow. �I�ll agree that it�s not quite what we were hoping for in a Jake Kingsley solo album, but some of those tunes actually sound pretty good.�
�That�s not the point,� Doolittle said. �I�m not saying he made bad music here�I�ll even admit that I keep turning that song with the violin around in my head like a fucking ear worm...�
�Which one?� Bailey asked. �He had three songs with violin in there.�
�The one about how life sucks,� Doolittle said. �The one without any fucking percussion or electric guitar in it.�
�Yeah,� Bailey said. �I kind of like that one too.�
�But again,� Doolittle said. �That�s not the point. It�s not what people are going to be looking for in a Jake Kingsley release. His fans want to hear grinding guitars and ripping solos and pounding drums, not fucking violins and horns and synthesizers. I just can�t see this thing selling all that much. He�ll go Gold just on hype alone, but I seriously doubt he�ll come anywhere near Platinum.�
�Do you really think his reputation is that important?� asked Bailey.
�What?� Doolittle asked.
�Well ... pretend this master didn�t come from Jake Kingsley,� he said. �Pretend it came from some unknown band that we were considering signing. Judge those tunes on that basis and what do you think?�
Doolittle sighed. �They�re good tunes,� he said. �I�ve already said that. And if I were to judge them by themselves, without considering who had put them down, I think we would probably offer a contract and would even expect to cash out on it. But this is not an unknown we�re talking about here. The music industry is a harsh one and the consumers that buy our albums have their own psychology about them. This is Jake Kingsley putting these tunes down and they will reject them because it�s not what they want to hear from him.�
Bailey sighed. �I suppose you�re right,� he said.
�All right then,� Doolittle said. �So, we�re in agreement then? No offer to negotiate with OB2 on this shit?�
�We haven�t heard Valdez�s master yet,� Crow said.
Doolittle looked at him as if he were a bug. �Valdez�s master? Why would we listen to that crap if we�ve already decided not to go with the deal?�
�It�s part of the same deal,� Crow said. �Shouldn�t we at least give it a listen, just so we can speak with authority when we reject OB2�s offer?�
Another roll of the eyes. �Sure, why not?� Doolittle asked. �Maybe it�ll be good for a few laughs.�
Crow opened up the CD case and removed the disc. He ejected Jake�s master from the boombox and inserted Celia�s. He closed the compartment and pushed play. The music began to issue from the speaker.
They listened to the entire CD, track by track, saying little, but passing some looks back and forth.
When the final cut came to an end they simply sat there in silence for a moment.
�Holy fucking shit,� Doolittle whispered.
�My feelings exactly,� Crow said.
�Can we listen to that again?� asked Bailey.
�Later,� Doolittle said. �For now, I think maybe we�d better contact OB2 and get him to fly down here.�
�Right,� Crow said. �I�ll get my secretary working on it right away.�

Twelve days later, it was a Saturday once again, the last Saturday of the month of May 1992. Jake and Laura had been enjoying their experiment in non-legally-sanctioned domestic cohabitation in Jake�s house. So far, things had gone smoothly enough. They slept in Jake�s bed every night and usually had sex in some way, shape, or form at least once a day. Elsa cooked meals for them and cleaned up after them�taking particular care to wash the sheets on the bed every single morning. Laura went to school each weekday morning and taught her seventh and eighth graders the finer points of the English language and it nuances�or at least she tried to. And Jake, with not much else to do, simply stayed at home, answered some fan mail once in a while, and worked on composing new material with his battered old Fender guitar. He had a few beers or a few glasses of wine at night, but he avoided drinking during the day unless it was a special occasion. And even at night, he rarely progressed much beyond a solid buzz before calling it quits. He did not want Laura to see him hammered unless she was too.
Tonight was somewhat of a special occasion. An old friend of Jake�s was coming over for dinner and bringing his new fianc� with him.
�Have you ever smoked weed before?� Jake asked Laura as they were getting dressed for the occasion at five o�clock that evening.
�Weed?� she asked, looking over her shoulder at him from her spot before the bedroom mirror. She was dressed only in a strapless white bra and a pair of slinky matching panties. Her hair was damp from her shower and she was combing it out stroke by stroke. �You mean pot?�
�Right,� he said, admiring her form. She really did look good in a state of undress. �You ever fire up?�
She smiled. �I was raised a Mormon, remember?� she said. �Mormons aren�t even allowed to have caffeine. They particularly disapprove of marijuana.�
�Yeah,� Jake said, pulling on a pair of tan slacks over his black BVDs, �but I can�t help but notice you swilling down the Jamaican Blue every morning when Elsa puts it before you.�
�Well ... I�m not really a Mormon anymore,� she said.
�So I noticed,� he said with a chuckle, thinking of the many non-Mormon approved things she had done with him. �Now give it up. You ever burn or what?�
�I played around with it a little back in college,� she allowed.
�Played around with it?�
�My roommate in the dorm was a pretty good stoner. In fact, she flunked out her junior year because of it. Anyway, I used to smoke a little with her every once in a while�just to see what it was like, you know?�
�Oh yeah, I know,� he assured her. �Did you like it?�
She shrugged. �It was okay. Mostly it just made me hungry, but it felt kind of good. It was really hard to study though.�
�Yeah, I could see that,� Jake agreed, walking to the closet to pick out a shirt.
�Why do you ask?�
�Well, Gordo is probably going to want to burn a little while he�s here,� Jake told her. �I just wanted to mention it to you before the subject came up.�
�You have some?� she asked, surprised.
He laughed. �I�m a musician,� he said. �Of course I have some. I just don�t smoke it very often. It�s one of those things that used to be really important back in my teens and twenties, but that I can take or leave now that I�m in my thirties. Most of the time I leave it. Still, there is a time and a place for burning. Tonight just might be both.�
She nodded, giving her hair a few more strokes (and causing her boobs to jiggle in a most appealing way). �Are you asking me if I want to smoke some tonight?�
�I suppose I am,� he said. �You don�t have to. Again, I�m just broaching the subject now so we go into the evening with an understanding.�
�That�s a very mature thing to do, Jake,� she told him.
�I thought so.�
�Anyway, as a public school teacher, I�m subject to random drug testing.�
�Really?� he asked.
�Really,� she confirmed. �And testing positive for marijuana is an automatic termination offense. No union representation, just pack your stuff and get out.�
�Oh ... I see,� he said, a little disappointed.
�But,� she said, �since I only have one more week of classes before summer starts, and, since I�ve never been randomly tested a single time since I did my initial hiring pee test ... what the hell? The odds are in my favor. Let�s burn, sweetie!�
Jake grinned at her. �All righty then,� he said. �Let�s burn.�

Gordon Paladay, more commonly known as Bigg G, rang the doorbell at precisely 5:30 PM that evening. Jake answered the door personally, allowing Elsa to keep cooking the tacos she was working on in the kitchen. Bigg G was standing there on the porch, his top-of-the-line Cadillac parked in the circular driveway behind him, an exotically attractive light skinned woman who appeared to be a mix of African-American and Asian on his arm. G was wearing a pair of purple slacks and a red, button-up shirt that was unbuttoned to midway down his chest. A silver medallion in the shape of a clenched fist hung in the gap between the buttons. A large gold hoop dangled from his left ear. His hair was neatly styled into cornrows and shiny with oil.
�Jake?� Gordon asked as he got a good look at the rocker�s new image.
�It�s me,� Jake assured him. �A little disguise action so I can pass, you know what I mean?�
Gordon chuckled. �I know what you fuckin� mean,� he said, holding out his hand.
They exchanged a complex, multi-faceted handshake that involved three different grasps from three different angles, two fist bumps, an elbow tap, and then Gordon pulled him into a bro-hug that was full of affection and sincerity.
�It�s good to see you, Gordon,� Jake told him, pounding his back a few times and then releasing him.
�Fuckin� A on that shit,� Gordon returned. �Can I introduce you to my lady?�
His lady looked like the epitome of high-class. Aside from the exotic beauty of her face and the almost painful curves of her body, she was dressed to kill. The white and black evening dress showed off her legs quite nicely and clung to her curves in a manner that could only spell custom fit. Her black, straight hair was done just so, styled to the point that it looked like a work of art in a museum. And the ring on her left fourth finger ... it belonged in a museum as well. It was huge, with a central diamond that had to be somewhere in the vicinity of four carats, surrounded by a perimeter of another carat at least.
�I am anxious to make her acquaintance,� Jake said, struggling to keep his eyes on her face instead of her body.
�Jake,� Gordon said, �this is Tanisha Jefferson, my fianc�. She likes to be called Neesh. Neesh, this is the infamous Jake Kingsley, although he ain�t looking himself, as you can see.�
�It�s nice to meet you, Neesh,� Jake told her, holding out his right hand.
She smiled, a warm, friendly smile that contrasted with what had been an unfavorable first impression Jake had based entirely on appearance. Neesh just looked like she might be a stuck-up bitch. Perhaps she really wasn�t?
�It�s nice to meet you at last, Jake,� she told him, taking his hand in hers and shaking with him. �Gordon has told me a lot about you.�
Jake chuckled. �And you still came here?� he asked.
Her smile widened into a laugh. �It can�t all be true, can it?� she asked.
�We�ll have to go over the stories case by case,� Jake told her. �Come on in. Elsa�s making her tacos for us�as requested by Gordon.�
�It�s what I had the last time I was here,� Gordon said. �The woman makes a mean-ass taco.�
�I can�t wait to taste them,� Neesh said.
He led them into the main part of the house and then to the entertainment room, where Laura was waiting. She was a little nervous about meeting the famous rapper and his fianc�, but she made an effort not to show it. She smiled as they entered the room and met them halfway across the floor.
�Gordon, Neesh, this is Laura,� Jake introduced. �She�s my girlfriend�at least for as long as she can put up with me. Laura, this is Gordon and his fianc�, Tanisha, who likes to be called Neesh.�
Handshakes and �pleased-to-meet-you�s were exchanged all around. Jake saw Laura looking Neesh up and down, obviously a bit intimidated by her spotless appearance and her dark beauty. She was probably comparing herself unfavorably to Gordon�s fianc�. Laura, despite all the growth she had done over the past eight months, still had a significant self-esteem problem.
�How about some drinks?� Jake offered. �Anyone up for one?�
It turned out that everyone was up for one. In honor of the coming tacos, Jake made a pitcher of Midori margaritas, which he served on the rocks after putting salt rings on the glasses. They gathered at the bar and sipped from them as they went through the getting-to-know-each-other ritual.
�So,� Neesh said to Laura, �tell me how the two of you met.�
�Well,� said Laura, blushing a little, �I was the saxophone player on the albums we just recorded.�
�Oh, you�re a musician as well,� Neesh chirped brightly. �That�s very cool.�
�Where did old Jake dig you up?� asked Gordon. �Were you doing studio sessions?�
�No, actually, this was my first recording gig. I�m not really a professional musician at all, I�m a teacher.�
�A teacher?� Gordon asked, surprised. �What do you teach?�
�Junior high school for LA unified,� she said. �Seventh and eighth grade English over at Carver in the south City.�
This earned her a significant look of respect from both the rapper and his lady. �You teachin� in the hood, baby?� Gordon asked.
�I am,� she confirmed. �Going on three years now. It�s challenging at times, but when I get those moments that I feel like I�ve actually reached someone ... that�s special.�
�Teaching is such a noble profession,� Neesh proclaimed. �I could never do something like that, especially not in the ghetto.�
�It�s a living,� Laura said with a shrug.
�So how did a junior high ghetto teacher end up playing saxophone with Jake Kingsley?� Neesh asked next. �I sense a good story here.�
�I don�t know if it�s that great of a story,� Laura said, �but I�ll tell you, if you really want to hear.�
�We really want to hear,� Gordon said. �Tell us how this ugly mofo ended up with a hot piece like yourself. You took pity on him, didn�t you? Because he used to ride the little bus?�
Jake laughed and Laura blushed again, but she told the story, starting with her association with Ben Ping, the bass player, and working her way to her audition with the band with no name and how none of them had really cared for each other at first. She glossed over her relationship with Dr. Dave, just mentioning that she�d been in a long term relationship that wasn�t really going anywhere, leaving out the details about how he was married and about how he later tried to rape her. She described their trip to Portland to buy the soprano sax and how they�d bonded together on the flight back to Coos Bay. She then described in PG detail their first romantic interlude in the hot tub that very night.
�And we�ve been together pretty much ever since,� she concluded. �We�ve been living together here ever since Jake got home from Oregon.� She shrugged. �So far, so good.�
�That is a cool story,� Neesh said with what seemed sincerity. �It has romance, an airplane, a hot tub. What more could you ask for?�
�So, you�re saying that an airplane is a good way to pick up some trim?� Gordon asked with a grin.
This earned him a slap on the shoulder by Neesh. �That�s all you got out of that story?� she demanded.
�That was the primary theme, I believe,� Gordon said. �I�m thinking maybe it�s time to start taking me some flying lessons.�
�Oh, shut your ass,� Neesh told him with a shake of her head.
�I actually think it�s the airplane/hot tub combo that sealed the deal,� Jake put in. �What do you think, Laura? Could I have gotten past first base without the tub?�
�Probably not that night,� she said with a smile.
They had a laugh and then Laura asked to hear the story of Gordon and Neesh�s acquaintance and romance. Neesh gladly told the tale. She was a second-year student at the USC-Gould School of Law, her emphasis on corporate law in general and entertainment law in particular. She and Gordon had met when she had been interning with the law firm of Jacobs, Patterson, and Myers, which was the firm that Bigg G, the entity, did business with. She had been assigned to his case because he was the only black client they had and she was the only thing resembling a black person in their office who was not assigned duties such as cleaning the restrooms or serving coffee. It was thought that they might be able to relate to each other. They had. They started dating almost immediately and she had moved into his Malibu mansion within two months.
�I�ll have to introduce you to my sister, Pauline,� Jake told her. �She�s a graduate of Stanford Law School and worked her first few years in corporate law before she took pity on us poor musicians and became our manager.�
�That�s right,� Gordon said. �I hear she�s the badass bitch that got those tighty whities over at National to renegotiate the Intemperance contract.�
�Assuming something like that ever really happened, of course,� Jake said with a grin. He was still technically bound by the non-disclosure clause of that little renegotiated contract.
�Of course,� Gordon said.
�I�d love to meet her,� Neesh gushed, clearly excited about the thought. �Maybe she might want to take on an intern? I�m committed to Calloway and Jackson this summer, but maybe next summer?�
�I can�t speak for her in that regard,� Jake said, �but I�ll see to it that the two of you meet. You can go from there.�
�Thanks, Jake,� she said. �That would be fantastic.�
They finished their drinks and then poured some more before making their way into the kitchen to check in with Elsa.
�It�s good to see you again, Mr. G,� Elsa told Gordon after Neesh was introduced to her.
�You too, Elsa,� Gordon said. �Although I�m surprised that a strong, highly skilled sista like yourself is still letting The Man here...� He pointed at Jake. � ... so shamelessly exploit your talents for his own prosperity.�
�I am actually the one exploiting him,� Elsa replied, deadpan. �He actually thinks that this is his house. He actually pays me money to live here in my home. Part of the deal is that he gets to sleep here too�on occasion anyway. I�m working on that.�
Gordon chuckled. �I might have to write me a rap song about this shit,� he said. �And how are those two grandkids of yours?�
This was Elsa�s favorite subject to discuss and she became quite animated, telling Gordon all about the latest exploits of Gerald and Delilah, both of whom she was justifiably quite proud of. Delilah was now a junior at USC, her major: biology, her plan to apply for medical school once her degree was awarded. Gerald would be graduating from high school in only one more week, salutatorian of his class and already accepted with a partial academic scholarship to UCLA, where he planned to major in computer technology.
�A good school, UCLA,� said Neesh with approval. �That�s where I got my graduate degree in Business.�
�It�s one of the best,� Elsa agreed. �And he wouldn�t be able to do it without Jake.�
�Oh?� Gordon asked. �How�s that?�
�Jake is picking up the cost of his college expenses that aren�t covered by the scholarship,� Elsa said. �He�s been doing the same for Delilah. It�s a godsend, really. They don�t have to work to get by because of that, and because the schools are local, they can stay with their parents and not pay the housing costs.�
Gordon looked at him with new respect. �You�re seriously doing that shit, Jake?� he asked. �Putting a brother and a sister through college?�
�I�m just helping out a little,� Jake said, embarrassed by his good deed. He would have preferred it if Elsa had not mentioned it. �They did the hard part, getting themselves into those schools in the first place. I just wanted to make sure they could live up to their potential.�
�That�s very generous of you, Jake,� Neesh told him.
�Goddamn,� Gordon said, shaking his head in wonder. �Just when we start to think we should send all you whitey mofos back to Europe, one of y�all goes and does something like that.�
They ate Elsa�s tacos a few minutes later, washing them down with another pitcher of the potent margaritas. Elsa, as usual, refused to sit at the table with them, her position being that it just wouldn�t be proper. She also refused any and all offers of assistance in clearing the table.
�Go, get out of here,� she shooed when the meal was done. �Go sit on the balcony and smoke your shit, or whatever it is you do out there.�
�Well, you heard the boss,� Jake said. �Shall we retire to the smoking area?�
They grabbed seats out on the balcony that overlooked the Los Angeles basin. The smog wasn�t too bad today. You could kind of make out the outlines of the buildings downtown. Jake rolled a joint out of his supply of Humboldt green bud, fumbling with the construction a few times since he was out of practice. He then lit it up and passed it around. Everyone took a few hits, even Laura, who nodded appreciably as she felt the first inhalation go to work on her head.
The girls soon got very giggly, laughing at things that really weren�t that funny, and swilling down the margaritas as fast as Jake could supply them. Soon, one of the more notorious side-effects of good ganja made its appearance.
�I�m kind of hungry,� Laura declared. �I could really go for another taco.�
�Mmmm,� Neesh said, her pretty brown eyes reddened and half-lidded. �That sounds amazing.�
�Let�s go!� Laura said. �Elsa will be done cleaning by now. She keeps the leftovers in a little Tupperware thingy in the refrigerator.�
�I�m in!� Neesh said, standing up. �You two coming?�
Jake and Gordon looked at each other and then shook their heads.
�I�m still pretty stuffed,� Gordon said.
�Me too,� Jake said. �But go knock yourselves out.�
They trooped off into the house, giggling the whole while. The two men watched them go and then turned their attention back to the view.
�I really dig your lady, Jake,� Gordon told him. �She�s got this whole innocent charm thing going on. Is that shit for real?�
�It�s for real,� Jake assured him. �She was brought up pretty sheltered�Mormon you know.�
�Aww man, that�s some fucked up shit,� Gordon said sadly.
�She�s recovered from it mostly,� Jake said. �Although her family still doesn�t know she�s dating me. They know she moved in with a guy�which they certainly do not approve of�but she still hasn�t told them who I am.�
�Does that bother you?�
Jake shook his head. �I�m not really anxious to meet them anyway. They sound like a bunch of Book of Mormon thumping hypocrites to me. When she�s ready to tell them, she�ll tell them, I guess.�
�Yeah, sometimes it�s best to let the ladies decide those things.�
�Your lady seems pretty cool too,� Jake said. �She puts off this air of classiness...�
�Yeah,� Gordon said with a smile. �Like she�s got a major stick up her ass or something, right?�
�Well ... I wasn�t going to say that, but she does kind of give that as a first impression. It�s a wrong impression though. She�s very nice, very down-to-Earth once you start talking to her.�
�That�s the truth,� Gordon said. �I knew she was the bitch for me the first time I met her.� He chuckled. �Of course, it took her a little while to get the memo on that one. I had to fight for that shit, homey. Had to win her over with my charm.�
�Yeah?�
�Yeah,� he said. �She didn�t give a fuck that I was Bigg G�in fact, she seemed to be kind of put off by that shit at first. I slowly wore her down though and she warmed up to me. I think that�s a big reason why I love her. She ain�t like the other bitches I fuck. I had to earn that shit; you know what I�m saying?�
�I know what you�re saying,� Jake said. He picked up his margarita glass and held it out. �To earning our bitches,� he toasted.
�To earning our bitches,� Gordon returned. They clinked their glasses together and drank.
�How goes your career?� Jake asked him next. �I heard you had some trouble with C-Block Records.�
�Yeah,� Gordon said sourly. �That has-been motherfucker No-Bail tried to fuck me outta some of my royalties. Thought he was being all slick and shit. That�s how I ended up in that law office where I met Neesh, as a matter of fact. I was putting together a lawsuit against his ass to force him to pay out what he owed me.�
�How�s that going?�
�He settled shortly after we filed. Gave me all I was asking for and paid my lawyer fees. He knew he was gonna lose his ass if we went to court. He didn�t have a leg to stand on and would�ve been hit with punitive damages, sure as shit.�
�A happy ending, I suppose,� Jake allowed. �What about now? Are you working on anything new?�
�I�m putting together a new album now,� he said. �Still in the development stages. I�m hoping to go fully independent like you and Celia did.�
�It�s been quite a journey,� Jake said. �We ended up going considerably over budget, and we still haven�t paid the manufacturing and distribution costs yet. Do you know what studio you�re going to use?�
�I got some feelers out, but I�m still a few steps away from needing studio time. Like I said, I�m still putting the material together right now, and ... well ... there was something I thought you might be able to help me out with.�
�What�s that?� Jake asked.
�I�m trying to go a little experimental on this next release,� he said.
�Experimental?�
�Straight rap is getting old,� Gordon told him. �Both for me and for the music consumer in general. It�s evolving into something else and I want to evolve along with it ... or help shape that evolution. You know what I�m sayin�?�
�I�m not sure I do,� Jake said.
Gordon sighed. �I�m gonna tell you something right now that could destroy my reputation if it got out, you dig?�
�Uh ... yeah, I dig,� Jake said.
�I�m not just a rapper, Jake, but a full-on musician as well. I can play the drums, the fuckin� harmonica, some �bone, and even a little guitar, though I was never good at that shit.�
�I didn�t know that,� Jake said.
�I try not to let that get out,� Gordon said. �Especially not this part: my primary instrument, the one I actually compose the basics of a lot of my shit on, is the piano.�
�The piano?� Jake asked incredulously, trying to picture Bigg G sitting at a bench and fingering the ivories.
�The piano,� he said, his face showing shame. �I�m actually classically trained, like my homey Nerdly, though I�m nowhere near as good as him.�
�Ain�t that some shit?� Jake said wonderingly. He looked back at Gordon. �Where you going with this, G?�
�I got a tune I want to put on the next album,� he said. �It�s called Step In and it�s about putting yourself in the place of someone in a fucked-up situation and learning not to judge them. Some strong lyrics in the piece, but something I don�t think translates well into a rap song.�
�Okay,� Jake said. �Sounds intriguing enough. What does it have to do with me?�
�I composed it on my piano and I really like the melody that goes with the tune. I don�t want to change it, but having a piano play it on a Bigg G album might be just a little too much for my audience. I was thinking that maybe a strong acoustic guitar might be what I�m looking for.�
Jake�s eyes widened. �An acoustic guitar? You want me to play for you?�
�You�re the best fuckin� acoustic guitarist I know, Jake,� he said. �You would be able to lay down that melody with style and really bring out what I�m trying to do. And having you credited on the album would probably help with sales and airplay as well, especially if your shit sells as well as you�re hoping it does.�
�Interesting,� Jake said. �Tell me more about the piece.�
�The melody would be in G-major and the guitar would be the primary instrument with a little gentle drum beat, heavy bass behind it, and some rhythmic turntable for secondary melody. Three verses and a bridge with a fade-out of the primary chorus for the outro.�
Jake nodded. �That would be something new,� he offered.
�That�s what I�m counting on. Will you help me with it?�
Jake smiled. �I will,� he said. �I�m intrigued. When can we get together and try jamming it out?�
�How about tomorrow?� Gordon asked. �My place? Say around noon?�
�Well ... I normally go to church on Sundays, you know,� Jake said with a grin.
�Yeah. Fuckin� right!� Gordon scoffed.
�I�ll be there,� Jake told him. �It�s about time I got to see the notorious Bigg G�s crib.�

Obie�s suite was on the top floor of the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills. It was quite opulent, with a large sitting room, a fully stocked bar, a sunken jacuzzi tub, and an inspiring view of the Hollywood Hills from the main bedroom.
At 11:00 AM on Monday morning, while Obie was dozing contentedly in the large bed, the phone rang. His bare arm shot out, groped around for a few moments, and then found the phone handle. He grasped it and hauled it in, putting it to his ear.
�This is Obie,� he grunted. �Speak to me.�
�Mr. Blake,� a female voice, annoyingly chipper, said in his ear. �This is Darla from National Records. Can you hold a moment for Mr. Doolittle?�
�Why not?� Obie said with a yawn, feeling the sleep slip away bit by bit.
The phone clicked in his ear and the Muzak version of Daniel, by Elton John, began to play. It barely made it past the first chorus before there was another click and a gruff male voice was on the line.
�Obie?�
�The one and only,� Obie told him. �What�s up, Doolittle?�
�I�m calling to let you know that we�ve decided to accept the terms of your proposal,� he said.
�Very nice,� Obie said, smiling. He�d had a feeling they would. But they were also notorious game players. �I trust you mean all of the terms I presented?�
�Well ... the board didn�t like some of those terms, Obie. I have to be honest with you about that.�
�I don�t give a fiddler�s fuck if they like the terms or not,� Obie told him. �Those terms were part of the contract I proposed and they will be spelled out in detail on anything I sign. Jake and Celia absolutely insist upon that.�
�I understand that, Obie, but ... well ... it is our opinion that letting Jake and Celia dictate the manner and the order in which their tunes will be released and promoted ... it�s very hard for us to do business that way.�
Obie sighed, sitting up a little straighter in the bed. There was a half a glass of scotch sitting next to him, the ice long since melted, but enough of the liquid left to still have a somewhat amber color. He picked it up and swigged it down, wincing a little at the watered-down taste but knowing he needed it. �Listen up, Doolittle,� he said. �If you don�t do business that way, then I guess we won�t be doing any business at all, and this whole goddamn phone call is nothing but a waste of my time. Those terms are not negotiable. I though we went over this shit when he had our little sit-downs last week. I thought I�d made myself perfectly goddamn clear with you people. Jake and Celia will retain rights to dictate the promotional aspects, release dates, and release order of both the songs and the albums of the project. Why are you jerking my fucking chain with this shit now?�
�We�re not jerking your chain,� Doolittle protested. �I�m just expressing the concerns we have with putting the promotional aspects of the releases into the hands of people who don�t really know what they�re doing. This is really unprecedented.�
�Everything is unprecedented until someone comes along and sets a precedent, right?�
�Uh ... well ... I suppose,� Doolittle said. �In any case, our promotions department has a combined total of more than three hundred years of experiencing dictating how and when songs should be released. We really think those decisions should be in their hands, not in the hands of a couple of musicians who have no idea about the ebbs and flows and the ins and outs of music promotion.�
�Ebbs and flows and ins and outs are kind of the same thing, aren�t they?� Obie asked.
�Uh...�
�But that�s neither here nor there,� he continued. �I�ve gotten to know Jake pretty damn well over this last year. He seems to have his head on straight to me, and he seems to know what he�s talking about when it comes to promotion. I trust the man with this thing, otherwise I wouldn�t have agreed to it in my contract with him.�
�Jake talks a big game, and he can sound very convincing,� Doolittle said, �but...
�Ain�t no fuckin� buts involved here,� Obie told him. �I have a contract with KVA Records that says Jake and Celia get to dictate promotion. I have to allow that or I�m in breach of contract with them and putting my royalties at risk in this deal. We ain�t having that shit, Doolittle. If you want me to sign, then those clauses related to Jake and Celia being in charge of promotion had better be there. You with me, or should I go over to Aristocrat and see if they�re ready to play some ball? I�ll sacrifice that extra two percent y�all offered me to keep those promotion clauses in place. That ain�t no shit, there.�
Another sigh. �We�re with you,� Doolittle said. �We were just hoping some common sense might erupt.�
�I�m kind of hoping the same thing,� Obie said. �When can we sign?�
�I�ll get the documents all printed up and ready for final review and signatures tomorrow morning around nine.�
�Better make it closer to noon,� Obie told him. �Nine is a bit early for the likes of me.�
�Noon it is,� Doolittle said. �You�ll tell Pauline about this?�
�Absolutely,� Obie promised. �I�ll tell her as soon as I hang up with you.�
�Very good,� Doolittle said. �See you tomorrow at noon.�
�Looking forward to it,� Obie replied. He hung up the phone, a smile on his face.
He turned to his left, where Pauline was on her back in the bed, the sheets pulled down, her enticing breasts on display.
�Doolittle says we have a contract,� he told her.
�Very nice,� she replied. �Noon tomorrow?�
�Noon tomorrow,� he confirmed, reaching out to put his hand on her right breast. He began to play with it. �You up for another shot, darlin�?�
�So soon?� she asked with a smile. �I thought you old people needed a couple of days to recharge.�
�Old?� he barked. �I�m forty-seven, hon, only ten years older than you.�
�That�s still pretty damn old,� she told him. �You sure you�re gonna be able to get it up?�
�Try me, darlin�,� he challenged.
�All right,� she said, pushing the covers the rest of the way down. �Let�s see what you can do here.�

�So, here�s the deal,� Obie told Jake, Celia, Greg and the Nerdlys as they had a pre-meeting breakfast at The Brick Town Restaurant the next morning. �National collects thirty-five percent royalties on the deal, which will come out of the forty percent that I collect from y�all.�
�You called it, Obie,� Jake said, impressed. �That is exactly what you predicted you would get.�
�Yeah, I could�ve got a little better I think, if not for that promotional clause y�all wanted to slip in.�
�Obie,� Pauline said warningly, though with a smile on her face. She seemed in a particularly good mood this morning, Jake could not help but notice. What was up with that? Was it just the contract?
�I know, I know,� Obie said. �I�m not bitter about it or nothing. I agreed to that clause in the contract with my eyes open, knowing it might cost me a percentage point or two.�
�Which, apparently it did,� Nerdly added helpfully.
�Yeah ... right,� Obie grunted. �Anyway, National agreed to play ball on the promotions as well, although they fought tooth and nail to try to keep it for themselves. They really seem to think they know a lot better than you, Jake, about how to sell those albums.�
�They have always thought that,� Jake said. �And we�ve proved them wrong time and time again. If we�d listened to them, Intemperance would�ve been hawking a bunch of hacker tunes about Satanism mixed in with some cover tunes as filler. That promotions department is the very epitome of killing the goose that lays the golden eggs.�
�I suppose,� Obie said. �In any case, they assure me those clauses will be there and will be intact. However, I know how sleazy they can be as well. Pauline here is going to look that contract over like ... well ... like a lawyer looking over a contract. She assures me that they will not be able to slip anything past her.�
�I know how those fuckers operate,� Pauline said confidently.
�And I will look things over as well,� Greg said.
�Hey, the more eyes the better,� Pauline told him, unoffended�at least externally.
�If we sign this thing today,� asked Celia, �when can actual production start?�
�They can start in two weeks, I�m told,� Obie replied. �That is, of course, contingent on the transfer of funds to their account to cover manufacturing and distribution costs, which, under my contract with them, I will be financially responsible for, but, under my contract with you, you all are financially responsible for.�
�So ... we have to wire the money to your account,� said Nerdly, �so you can wire it to theirs?�
�That�s the way the game is played,� Obie confirmed.
�Do we have an amount?� asked Greg.
�We do,� Obie said. �Three hundred thousand dollars per album for manufacture and distribution of one million copies apiece.�
Greg whistled. It was not a happy sound. �Six hundred grand, huh?�
�That is the minimum amount,� Obie said. �If you don�t sell a million copies, they�re not giving the money back, by the way. And if you sell more than a million copies, then you will be responsible for the extra costs associated with producing more than a million.�
�That�s goddamn highway robbery!� Greg said.
�Perhaps,� Obie said, �but it would be a nice problem to have, wouldn�t it?�
�I suppose,� Greg grunted.
�A silver lining to every cloud, eh?� Obie asked. �And if y�alls� records both tank and don�t even sell a million copies, at least you won�t have to worry about additional fees.�
�You do have a way of finding that proverbial silver lining, Obie,� Nerdly observed.
�I do,� he agreed. �Now, let�s go into this here meeting with our facts straight and with all of us on the same page, okay?�
�Okay,� Celia said, and then furrowed her brow. �What are you talking about exactly?�
�About you, darlin�,� Obie told her. �I want y�all to understand exactly which way the toast is buttered here.�
�A good analogy Obie,� Jake told him. �But we still don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�No, I suppose you don�t,� he allowed. �Here�s the deal.� He looked at Jake. �Sorry to say this, Jake, but they weren�t all that impressed with your master.�
�They weren�t?� Jake asked, raising his eyebrows.
�They weren�t,� Obie confirmed. �It�s not that they think the music is bad, it�s that they think it�s too much of a departure from the genre you�re normally associated with. They are of the opinion that it won�t sell many copies and that it won�t get much airplay.�
�Really?� Jake said, feeling a little surge of anger at this information, but not surprise.
�That�s the way it is,� Obie told him. �They were inclined to trash the whole deal when they first heard it, but then they listened to Celia�s master.�
�My master?� Celia asked.
Obie looked at her and nodded his head. �You blew them away, darlin�,� he told her. �They took one listen to that thing and they knew what I knew when I first heard your work. It�s good shit that is going to sell like hotcakes. They�re anticipating a multi-platinum seller at the very least, maybe even a Grammy at the next awards, maybe even multiple Grammys.�
Celia was astonished. �They�re anticipating that?� she asked. �From my album?�
�Wait a minute,� Jake said. �How did you get this information?�
�They told me,� Obie said. �They weren�t trying to make no secret of it. In fact, they even hinted around the edges about how if I wanted to just sign Celia and keep you for myself, they�d offer a better rate.�
�Son of a bitch,� Jake whispered. They didn�t like his tunes? What the hell?
�What makes them think my album is going to be so great?� Celia asked. �I mean ... I think we did some good work there, but it�s not exactly groundbreaking or anything.�
�Actually, that�s where you�re wrong,� Obie said. �It is groundbreaking work, going from a pop music icon who relied on teenagers to sell your work to a fully mature, deep artist with some deep music. And then there�s the whole female artist thing.�
�The female artist thing?� asked Greg.
�We�re in the beginning of a little renaissance for female singers, a trend that is only projected to get stronger over the next few years. Don�t sell yourself short, darlin�. You�ve put down some powerful, wonderful tracks and now it�s time to cash in on them. That is what I wanted y�all to know before we went in there. Celia is the true negotiating point, not Jake. Any games they try to play with promotion is going to be toward Celia, not Jake. Those assholes honestly believe that they know how to promote Celia better than y�all do. They will try to worm their way into the process, no matter what is written down in the contract we sign.�
�So, I�ll just be left on my own?� Jake asked, more than a hint of bitterness in his tone.
�No, I�m sure they�ll try to stick their little noses into your crotch as well,� Obie assured him. �And I don�t want you to get me wrong, Jake. I like your music and I have great confidence in it. Don�t go projecting onto me what those assholes believe. And, most certainly, don�t go projecting it onto yourself. I�m just telling you the plain facts about how they feel in there, about what their motivating factors are. This is information for us to use against them, not to believe in ourselves. You copy that?�
�Yeah,� Jake said, nodding his head slowly. �I copy that.�
�All right then,� Obie said. �Let�s finish up our breakfast and then get our asses over there to look this thing over. Remember, they�re likely to start trying to put the pressure on for Celia right away. If y�all want to keep their sleazy little hands off of her, you establish your no interference maneuver firmly and immediately. Copy?�
They copied.
They finished their breakfasts. Obie picked up the check. Once it was paid, they headed for the National Records Building, two blocks away.

For Jake, the meeting was a little blast from the past�an unpleasant past that he associated with conflict and getting screwed in a figurative manner as opposed to a literal one. Steve Crow, Intemperance�s long-time adversary and the face of the evil record company they had most seen and dealt with, was the host of the meeting. Also present were James Doolittle, Crow�s boss and the man they would be sent to when Crow could no longer control them, and Rick Bailey, who was so fond of telling them his opinions on what they should do to their music to make it sell better. But the real treat was Eric Frowley, the lead lawyer for National Records.
�Frowley, my man!� Jake greeted when he saw him sitting there amidst two of his flunkies, all of them dressed in custom fitted Italian suits. �How the hell have you been, brother?�
�Uh ... fine, Jake,� Frowley said. �It�s good to see you. You look ... well ... different.�
�And you look just the same,� Jake assured him. �Still whoring yourself out for these freaks, huh?�
�Uh ... well, you know how it is?�
�I know how it is,� Jake assured him, remembering all the times that he and Frowley had butted heads and measured dicks. The man was as unscrupulous as any lawyer and would do whatever he needed to give an advantage to his side, legal, quasi-legal, or even outright illegal. This was the man who had arranged to have one of his fraternity buddies from college take the case of National vs Intemperance when their contract dispute had been raging�a move that Pauline managed to neatly counter. This was the man who had tried to threaten Jake and Matt with legal action if they did not agree to use pre-written material for Intemperance�s third album. This was the man who had vehemently argued against National Records� renegotiation of the Intemperance contract, trying to call what he thought was a bluff�and which might very well have been one. He was also the man who had stood up in a Cincinnati courtroom and defended Jake Kingsley against obscenity charges�successfully, no less�like he was defending Jesus Christ Himself. He was a punch-clock villain, of that there was no doubt. But he was a good one.
�All righty, y�all,� Obie announced one all the preliminaries were done. �How about we get this rodeo in operation here?�
They got the rodeo in operation. Frowley passed out copies of the contract that he wanted Obie to sign, the contract for manufacturing, distribution, and promotion of two albums being released by the entity known as KVA Records.
�All of the terms that we discussed and agreed upon have been put down in that contract,� Frowley assured them when he saw that Pauline, Obie, Nerdly, and Greg all seemed to have every intention of reading through the twelve-page document word by word.
�Well, Mr. Frowley,� Pauline said sweetly, �it�s not that we don�t trust you, but ... oh hell, who am I bullshitting? We actually don�t trust you, and with good reason. We�ll just peruse this document a bit before Obie signs it, if you don�t mind.�
�Be my guest,� Frowley said.
They read it over and, sure enough, there were numerous subtle loopholes inserted into the language that could have been construed as giving the power of promotion decisions over to National Records under certain circumstances. Pauline found the first two such clauses. Nerdly found the third. Greg the fourth and fifth. Obie the sixth and seventh. At that point, they simply stopped reading and threw the copies back at Frowley.
�It�s pretty obvious you�re trying to screw us without lube here, Frowley,� Obie told him. �Didn�t I warn you about shit like that?�
�I told you,� Frowley insisted, �you�re being paranoid. None of those clauses were intended to circumvent the rights of KVA Records in promotional decisions. They were all just innocent wordings meant to address what would happen in the unlikely event that Jake and Celia decided to not exercise those rights.�
�Uh huh,� Pauline said dryly. �And how about that little phrase in chapter nine, subsection three that states: �... dependent upon National Records� approval of the plan�?�
�That�s just saying that the promotion department has to approve of all of the plans made by Jake and Celia,� Frowley told them. �It doesn�t mean that National�s approval is necessary.�
�That�s how it reads,� Pauline told him.
�That�s just a housekeeping clause that outlines how National is going to carry out its responsibilities under the contract,� Frowley said. �I�m telling you, you�re reading way too much into this.�
�No, you�re putting way too much into this,� Obie said. �Didn�t I tell you people not to fuck with me?�
�I see no need for that kind of language in this setting,� Frowley said huffily.
�I do,� Obie said plainly. �Take these contracts away and bring me back what we fucking agreed to in negotiations. Do not try to slip any of this shit into the next copy. We will read it over just as carefully. You have one hour to make this happen. If you do not have the contract in front of us in one hour, I walk and take my business elsewhere. If you try to slip one more sleazy little lawyer trick into the next contract, I walk and take my business elsewhere. Do I make myself clear?�
He made himself clear. An awkward silence developed around the table as Frowley and his merry men disappeared to rewrite the contract, but they had fresh copies before them in forty-nine minutes.
Once again, Pauline, Greg, Obie, and Nerdly examined them with all the care of forensic analysts perusing an ancient text document. There were no sleazy lawyer tricks in this one.
�All right then,� Obie said. �I think we got ourselves a deal.�
�Finally,� Crow said.
�Who has a pen?� Obie asked.
Frowley handed him one. A minute later, it was official. KVA Records had a partner for manufacturing, distribution, and promotion.

Chapter 10: On the Radio

Los Angeles, California
July 2, 1992
KPID was the most listened to radio station in the Los Angeles basin. Licensed by the FCC since 1956, its format was pop music, primarily songs that were currently on the Top 100 list, with heavy emphasis on those in the Top 20. For that twenty percent of airtime in which they were not playing something from the current Top 100, they used approximately half playing songs that had been in the Top 10 in recent years but were now off the charts, and about half playing up and coming songs that were projected to hit the Top 100 soon.
KPID was but one of ninety-seven radio stations in the United States and Canada owned by the publicly traded entity known as Consolidated Radio Communications Corporation, or CRCC. Most of those stations, like KPID, focused primarily on popular music, but they owned a decent variety in other formats as well: Soft Rock, Hard Rock, Country, and even a few talk radio stations. Their headquarters was in the Library Tower Building in downtown LA, the tallest building in the United States west of the Mississippi River, where they occupied the entirety of the 66th Floor.
It was those popular music stations owned by CRCC and that latter ten percent of airtime in which new music was played that concerned Michael Riley, not just on this day, but on every day. Mick, as he liked to be called, was an independent record promotor, though that title�which did appear in bold on his custom designed business cards�was a wee bit of a misnomer. While he did promote music, he was not really independent, per se. He was paid by and answered to the National Records Music Promotion Department, an entity that took up the entire sixth and seventh floors of the National Records Building and carried an annual budget of forty million dollars, with access to another twenty million in emergency funding if such a thing became necessary. For legal reasons, however, Mick and those like him�National contracted with at least one independent music promotor in every major market in the nation�were not allowed to actually be employed by the record company itself.
The reasoning behind this was because of little thing called payola. It was illegal under FCC rules for a record company to directly pay a radio station or a DJ or a program director or anyone else affiliated with a radio station or radio stations to play certain music. However, if the person paying the radio station or the program director to play certain tunes was an independent contractor, well, that did not technically violate the letter of the law, though it did tramp rather ruthlessly over the spirit of it.
Mick Riley, at age forty-six, had long since made peace with the ethical concerns attached to his profession. Payola would go on with or without him. It was one of those things like police corruption, political corruption, or judicial corruption, that was just never going to go away. He considered what he did to be no different than being a corporate lobbyist who influenced congress members and senators. He was simply the conduit for delivering bribes in a fashion that was technically legal. And he made a pretty good living at it too. Last year he�d cleared a quarter million in taxable income plus another eighty thousand in under the table income. And that was not to mention the all-expenses paid trips he often made on National�s behalf, trips in which he was flown first-class, put up in five-star hotels, and usually treated to a round of golf at whatever the local country club happened to be.
He pulled his 1990 Corvette C4 into the valet parking area of the seventy-seven story building and brought it to a halt. He stepped out�after a moment of struggle to unwind himself from the low-riding driver�s seat�and stood up straight, stretching out to his full five feet eight and a half inches of height. His head was balding but he displayed it without shame, not bothering with a combover or a toupee. He had learned long ago that when one made more than a quarter mil a year, it did not really matter what one looked like to the opposite sex. When he wanted to get laid�and that was quite often, actually�he got laid, balding head, bulging stomach and all.
This was not to say that he did not display a certain amount of style. After all, in his business, image was almost as important as connections. He dressed his part well. He was currently wearing a stylish, custom fit Italian suit that had cost him four grand in a Rodeo Boulevard shop�one of six such suits that he owned. His shoes were custom fit wingtips, highly polished, that had cost him three hundred dollars in a different Rodeo Boulevard shop. In his left ear was a gold stud imbedded with a diamond. And, to complete the picture, a pair of three hundred dollar Ray-Ban Aviators were perched on his nose, completely obscuring his eyes.
Mick was here often enough that the valets all knew who he was, and he knew them. Jesus, an aspiring actor (of course) who worked the day shift, came rushing over when he saw Mick get out. He knew the record promotor was a good tipper.
�Mick, my man,� Jesus greeted. �How�s it going today?�
�Like an old man who just had a prostatectomy,� Mick replied, reaching into the car and retrieving his sixteen hundred dollar Louis Vuitton briefcase.
Jesus furled his brow a bit. �Does that mean good?� he asked.
�It means good, Jesus,� Mick assured him, holding out his hand. They had a shake and then Mick asked him about his career.
�I auditioned for a deodorant commercial last week,� he said. �Still waiting to hear back.�
�Good luck on that,� Mick told him. �Many the prestigious career was launched on the back of a good deodorant commercial.�
�That�s what my agent says,� Jesus said.
�He sounds like a wise man,� Mick said. �Now take care of my car for me, huh? I�ve gotta go talk some music with some people.�
�You got it, Mick,� Jesus told him, folding himself inside the sixty thousand dollar car. He fired it up and roared off toward the parking area beneath the building.
Mick walked to the large doors and into the spacious lobby of the building, going past the row of shops, the restaurant, and the main kiosk. He came to the primary bank of elevators. An armed security guard behind a desk guarded access here. He too knew Mick by sight.
�Welcome, Mick,� the guard greeted. �Heading up to sixty-six?�
�You know it, Jeff,� Mick returned. �I have a ten o�clock up there with Larry Justice.�
�Here you go,� Jeff said, handing him the keycard pass that would allow him into the elevators.
�Thanks,� Mick told him.
He used his keycard to call one of the express elevators and, two minutes later, he was on the sixty-sixth floor. The offices of CRCC were tastefully decorated, using primarily blacks and whites and shades of gray, the furniture and the artwork modern and incorporating the same basic color scheme. He checked in with the receptionist at the main desk�her name was Julie and, though she was friendly to him, she had rejected every offer he�d ever made to go out with him�and barely had time to sit down in one of the chairs before he was called into the office of Lawrence Justice III, the head of the music promotion department.
LJ3 was one of the higher ups in the CRCC hierarchy. Mick wasn�t sure what kind of coin he was pulling in, but he knew it had to be at least in the low seven figure range. He was a fit man in his late forties, the holder of a master�s degree in Business and Accounting and a card carrying CPA. He was also a former musician, having supplemented his family income through school by playing sessions on the drums at both National Records� and Aristocrat Records� studios.
There was no trace of that former drummer in his appearance now. He looked like something straight out of a Republican Party recruiting poster. His dark hair was immaculately styled and held in place by enough hair spray to constitute an explosive hazard. His suit was dark and he made a point to keep his jacket on whenever meeting with someone. The pictures on his desk were of his trophy wife and their two trophy children. It was common knowledge, however, that he was actually a fan of young men in their late teens�or maybe even a little younger?�who were willing let him into their back doors for a little game of may-I-push-in-your-stool?
�Mick,� LJ3 greeted from behind his twelve thousand dollar oak desk. �It�s good to see you.�
�Glad you had time to squeeze me in today, Larry,� Mick returned, reaching out and taking the offered hand for the obligatory shake. He then sat down in the leather chair across the desk and set his briefcase down on the Berber carpet.
�Hey now,� Larry said. �It�s you and your fellow IMPs who are the lifeblood of this industry called radio. And National is one of the bigger music producers we play at CRCC. You bet your mutual fund I�ll always make time to see you.�
Right, Mick thought cynically. It�s actually the two and a half million dollars a year I transfer from National�s promotion budget account to CRCC�s general fund that keeps that door open for me and lets me call you Larry. If it wasn�t for that, they wouldn�t let me sweep the floors in this place. Of course, he would never actually say anything like that, or even hint at it. The game here was that they had to pretend that Mick was just suggesting new music and they were just considering and then ultimately accepting those suggestions. That deuce and a half in �incidental promotion costs� had nothing to do with anything.
�I have some new material being released soon that National thinks you might be interested in,� Mick told him.
�Always happy to hear new releases from National,� Larry said with a smile. �What do you have?�
Mick opened his briefcase and pulled out four CD cases, all of which had printed papers with very specific promotional instructions and information attached to them.
�These first two,� he said, �are a couple of new acts that National has signed and that they�re getting ready to release debuts on.� He slid one of the cases across�a mostly black case with a human skull the primary feature on the front. �This is Primal Fire, a thrash metal group out of Albuquerque. Bailey over in the NAD department is really excited about this one and the promo boys are telling me that we�ve got two solid radio friendly cuts on there they would like to see given saturation airplay�assuming, of course, that you folks like the cuts.�
�Of course,� Larry said, looking at the cover with a bit of distaste. �I�m guessing this would be for our hard rock stations?�
�Correct,� Mick said. �They�re radio friendly for that genre only. We�re talking about the cut Born to Die as the first promoted and then Cut Your Wings as the second. If we get enough airplay with those two, the album sales should be good and everyone is happy.�
�Sounds reasonable,� Larry said, pushing the CD and the paper off to the side.
�This next one,� Mick said, handing him a case with a barely concealed naked woman riding a black unicorn as the featured photo, �is Immaculate Conscription. They�re an all-female pop group aimed at the eighteen to thirty-fours ostensibly, but what National is really shooting for are the teens.�
�Ahhh,� Larry said knowingly. �So, they�re a bit too edgy to officially be a teen targeted group, but you anticipate they will be the primary audience anyway.�
�Exactly,� Mick agreed. �They�re a bunch of anorexic mid-twenties chicks that look like concentration camp survivors if you see them in real life, but look like hotness personified on camera when they�re all made-up and constructed. They do a lot of four-part harmony backed by dance beat and synthesizer tracks. The lyrics are simplistic, but full of heavy sexual innuendo that will appeal to the primary demographic, both male and female. Their videos are pushing up against the very boundary of obscenity. Fucking parents are going to hate them.�
�That is never a bad thing when you�re shooting for that demographic,� Larry said.
�It is not,� Mick agreed. �The teen guys are all going to be pumping their pythons to the videos and the promo pics, and the teen girls are all going to want to be them.�
�I like them already,� Larry said. �Would you suggest playing them heavily on the pop stations during the two to seven period?�
�It�s like you read my mind,� Mick said. The 2:00 PM to 7:00 PM was the time period when the twelve to eighteen male and female demographics were most likely to be listening�a sharp contrast from the 6:00 AM to 10:00 AM slot, which was when the eighteen to thirty-fours were most likely. �The first cut we would suggest promoting is In the Park, which is suggestive about furtive sex in a car while out on a date. The second cut to be promoted should then be Go Downtown, which is suggestive about male to female oral sex.�
�Only suggestive, right?� Radio executives nationwide lived in constant fear of actually having a song legally declared obscene on some level that would set a precedent.
�Naturally,� Mick assured him. �The lyricists that penned the tunes for these chicks are some of National�s best. Everyone will know what they�re really talking about, but the verses are ambiguous enough and symbolic enough for plausible deniability.�
�Very good,� Larry said. �We�ll give them a listen and see what we can do. What else do you have?�
�These next two kind of go together in a strange way,� Mick said, picking up the last two CD cases. �They�re not really new artists at all, but members of former top-selling groups that are now solo.�
�Oh?�
�Celia Valdez and Jake Kingsley are both releasing solo albums in the next two weeks.�
�Really?� Larry said, taking the CDs in hand and looking at them. �I�ve heard some rumors floating around about that.�
�The rumors are true.�
�They�re not on National�s label,� Larry said, seeing the KVA Records emblem on the back.
�That�s correct. They�ve gone independent and they signed with National for MD&P, therefore they fall under my umbrella for this region. They come as a package deal with some very specific ... uh... suggestions for how their music should be promoted.�
�Is that a fact?� Larry said, raising his eyebrows a bit.
�It�s a fact. National agrees strongly with their suggestions and would request that they be followed, if you can accommodate, of course.� This was the polite way of saying that CRCC needed to follow the instructions carefully or their income string could take a hit.
�We will certainly accommodate you if we can,� Larry said, which was the face-saving way of saying he would make it so. He then flipped the CDs back over and looked at the covers.
As a primary homosexual�though he was confident that no one knew about this�his eyes were drawn to Kingsley�s cover first. Can�t Keep Me Down was the title of the album. There was a glossy photo of Kingsley sitting on a stool with a battered looking acoustic guitar in his hands, as if he were playing it. He was wearing a pair of ripped and faded blue jeans and a sleeveless black shirt that displayed the tattoos on his upper arms. His face looked pretty much as it always had, perhaps a bit older than his cover photo for Lines On the Map, the last Intemperance album, but still unmistakably Jake Kingsley. He still had the shoulder length hair and the slight scruff of whiskers on his face. Larry did not suspect in the least that the scruff had been put in by photographic effects over the image of a clean-shaven face and that the hair itself was a carefully matched and styled wig that Kingsley had worn just for the photo shoot.
A little old for me, Larry thought, but I�d still hit that in a hot minute.
�I assume we should play this on the hard rocks?� he asked Mick.
�Well ... yes, naturally,� Mick said, �but it is also thought that there will be some significant crossover into the pop genre among the entire eighteen to forty-nine spectrum for both sexes.�
Larry raised his eyebrows. That was a very bold statement. �Really now?�
Mick nodded seriously. �It�s not quite of the Intemp genre,� he said. �It�s rock music, have no doubt about that, but it�s not heavy metal at all. Some of the stuff in there doesn�t even have electric guitar in it.�
�You�re putting me on,� Larry said.
�I wouldn�t do that,� Mick assured him. �Kingsley�s gone experimental. He�s come up with some pretty cool stuff. National thinks it will appeal to more than just the hard rock demo.�
�It sounds a bit risky. You understand that we do have to maintain our primary goal of keeping ears on our stations, right?�
�I understand,� Mick assured him. Again, they were discussing the unwritten rules and understandings of the relationship between record company, radio executive, and promotor. CRCC was obligated to promote the music as suggested if they wanted to keep receiving their funding from National. But if that music turned out to be unappealing to the music consumer and CRCC could show that people were actually turning their radios to other stations in large numbers when one of the songs they were being paid to promote was played, they were free to stop playing that song without penalty. This was exactly what had happened with Matt Tisdale�s tunes and Larry was undoubtedly thinking about that. �National does not expect you to lose advertising revenue if the tunes turn out to be unpopular. They just ask that you give them their fair shake and let the consumers and the listeners be the judge.�
�Fair enough,� Larry said with a shrug. He then picked up the Celia Valdez CD. The Struggle was the title of album. The cover showed a full color side profile shot of Valdez that had apparently been taken in the recording studio. Her dark hair was spilling across her shoulders and a pair of studio headphones�cans, as they were called�were covering her ears. Her hands were on the outer part of the earphones and her mouth was open, showing impossibly white teeth, as she sang into a ceiling mounted voice microphone. The side profile was the perfect angle to show the side swell of her left breast in a tight maroon sweater. Though Larry wasn�t really into that sort of thing, he had enough heterosexuality and artistic appreciation within him to recognize how alluring the shot made those fabulous boobs of hers look. Celia really was an attractive representation of femininity. The profile shot was the only part of the cover that was in color. Blended into the rest of the cover was a background, in black and white, of a grove of fruit trees in full blossom stretching off to the horizon. Rising above that horizon, also in black and white, were menacing looking thunderheads that seemed to threaten Valdez with their approach.
�Good photo effects on that cover, huh?� Mick asked.
Larry nodded with genuine appreciation. �I�m impressed,� he said. �It looks like she�s recording in the middle of a dark orchard and about to get hit by lightning, and that juicy tit of hers almost looks like you could reach out and touch it.�
�That�s exactly the effect they were going for.�
�How�s the music though?� Larry asked. �I seem to remember that La Diff�s last two albums were varying degrees of failure.�
Mick smiled. He had listened to The Struggle (the album, as well as the song) several times now, and though it didn�t happen often in his business dealings, he now spoke the complete truth. �This album is going to blow people away,� he said. �She has ten extremely solid cuts here that are going to appeal to the entire spectrum from pop to hard rock and across the entire teen to sixty-five range.�
Larry looked at him in disbelief. �You almost sound as if you believe that bullshit,� he said.
Mick�s expression did not change. �I�m not bullshitting, Larry,� he said. �This album is a once in a decade piece, I�m telling you. The combination of her voice, the lyrics, and the musical composition is just ... I can�t even describe it. You�ll see what I�m saying when you give it a listen.�
�If you say so,� Larry told him. �We�ll certainly give it enough airplay for the people to let their opinions be known. After that ... well ... as long as our ears on the other side of the airwaves aren�t turning the station whenever she comes on, we�ll keep it up.�
�I don�t think you�re going to have to worry about that,� Mick assured him. �Now ... how about we go over the specifics of how we ... uh ... that is National, wants these albums promoted?�
Larry gave a little frown. �Aren�t the suggestions written on the promo sheets like always?� he asked.
�They are. And for Primal Fire and Immaculate Conscription, I�ll just let you read those sheets and do your thing. With Valdez and Kingsley, however, the suggestions are a bit more than the normal play this and then play that in this demographic kind of thing. National wanted to make sure I went over the plan in detail with you so you can draft specific directions in your memos to your affiliate stations around the country.�
�All right,� Larry said with a sigh. �Lay it on me.�
�Okay� Mick said. �The albums are going to hit the shelves on Tuesday, the 14th of July. Naturally, National wants to start getting some exposure to the initial release cuts before that date to build up a little familiarity in advance.�
�Nothing unusual about that,� Larry said.
�No, but hang with me for a few. They want Valdez�s initial cut to be The Struggle, the title cut of the album, and Kingsley�s to be The Easy Way. They want both of them played across the entire eighteen to fifty-four demo, with heavy concentration on the morning and evening peaks. They want no other cuts from either album to be played at all until the initials start to catch and chart.�
�Assuming that happens,� Larry said.
�Assuming that happens,� Mick agreed. �Now, for Struggle, it will only be on the pops, and they want universal mentions of the artist name by your jocks whenever the cut is played, but only after it has played. They want no artist ID beforehand during the pre-release period.�
Larry raised his eyebrows up. �You want me to tell all of the DJs in sixty-plus stations not to say the artist before they spin Struggle?�
�Correct,� Mick confirmed. �That means the cut cannot be played at the beginning of a set or in the middle, only at the end. Until the CD reaches the shelves, artist name announced every single time after the song is over. Once the release date comes, you can start going back to the normal scheduling, but always have the jock say that Valdez is the artist until the cut starts to chart.�
�Okay,� Larry said slowly.
�Now for Easy,� Mick continued, �things are a bit more complex.�
�More complex than what you just told me?�
�Correct,� Mick said. �Easy is to be heavily played on both the hard rocks and the pops. On the hard rock stations, always announce Kingsley as the artist prior to playing the cut, never after. On the pop stations, however, use the same rule as Valdez. Put the cut at the end of a set and then announce artist consistently after it has played, never before. This is to be kept up, not just until the release date, but until the cut starts to chart.�
Larry was shaking his head. �I don�t understand the purpose of all this.�
Mick gave a shrug. �It seems the plan for Valdez and for Kingsley on the pops is to let the listeners hear the song and connect with it before they know who is singing it. This will hopefully avoid having station switch occur just on name alone. On the hard rocks, however, they want listeners to know that a new Jake Kingsley tune is about to be played. That way the Intemp fans will hang around and give the tune a listen just because it�s Jake Kingsley.�
Another raise of the eyebrows by Larry. �I believe that somebody over at National is overthinking things a bit.�
�Perhaps,� Mick allowed, �but they are very insistent upon these suggestions.�
He gave a little shake of the head and an eye roll. �I�ll make it happen. Is there anything else?�
�There is,� Mick said. �There is to be no mention that Kingsley and Valdez have gone independent. Most of the listeners won�t even know what that means anyway, but for those that do, just let them go on thinking that a major label is behind the albums until they buy the CD and see the KVA logo.�
�What is the point of that?� Larry asked.
�National does not want Kingsley and Valdez to be associated with each other. They want the general public to assume that these two albums have absolutely nothing to do with each other.�
�What about when people buy the CDs and see the KVA label on both? Surely, if National thinks these things are going to appeal to a broad spectrum of the demographic, there will be people who buy both, right? Won�t that clue them in?�
�Not your average music consumer,� Larry said. �If anyone notices the KVA label at all, they�ll just assume it�s another record company out of LA. They�ll have no way of knowing that Valdez and Kingsley are the only two artists on the label.�
�I suppose,� Larry said.
�Your jocks, however, might notice something like that. That�s fine and dandy as long as they keep those speculations and suppositions off the air. No mention of KVA Records on air. No pondering of the relationship between Kingsley and Valdez.�
�Just what is that relationship anyway?� Larry had to ask. �Are they boning each other?�
�Undoubtedly,� Mick said, �but that stays privileged information. National would be very upset if one of your jocks started spouting off about it.�
�I will see to it that they are instructed to avoid any on-air speculations,� Larry promised. �What are you going to do about the independent stations though? My word doesn�t cut any shit with them.�
�Don�t worry about the indies,� Mick said. �You will not be held in any way accountable for what they do or say or play. Not under your control.�
Larry nodded. �Fair enough,� he said. �Is there anything else?�
�Not at this time,� Mick told him. �Once the initial promos start to chart, however, I�ll have more suggestions about what to release next and how to promote it.�
�I can�t wait to hear them,� Larry said, hardly even bothering to sound sincere.

Larry Justice did not listen to either CD. He did not actually care what they sounded like. It was not his job to care about that. Instead, he dictated a memo to his secretary that laid out the specific instructions on the suggestion form, adding a little language that made it very clear that the instructions were to be followed exactly (particularly those dealing with the speculation about KVA Records and the Kingsley-Valdez connection). This memorandum was then faxed to every CRCC station that would be playing either or both of the soon-to-be-released cuts.
The faxes, which were each addressed by name to the program directors of the stations in question and marked CONFIDENTIAL in bold lettering, went out before the close of business that day. In most cases, they were sitting in the program director�s inbox the next morning. The program directors read the memo and then compiled memos of their own that would be sent to their DJs. As of yet, however, none of the stations even had a copy of either CD. This was deliberate. The promotion instructions had to be received, understood, and acknowledged before anyone had actual access to the music.
Twenty-four hours later, the CDs began to arrive. They came in boxes shipped from National Records� manufacturing facility in Indianapolis, Indiana, stuffed in among more than two dozen other new release CDs from other artists old and new, corporate and independent, who had music that would be released on Tuesday, July 14, 1992. In most cases the program directors had already received their promotional instructions on how/when/what to play from each one. This was a routine aspect of the business of radio in the United States.
The program director at KPID in Los Angeles was Ron Jenkins, a fifty year old UCLA alumni with a master�s degree in communications with a minor in business. Ron had been in the radio biz for more than thirty years, starting out spinning vinyl on the night shift at the UCLA station and working his way steadily up the ladder. He had enjoyed his life a lot more when he had actually been the power behind what KPID played on the air�back before CRCC had come to town and acquired the station (as the term went) from the independent owners in 1987�but he made a lot more money these days being a corporate lackey. Though he found the instructions regarding the Jake Kingsley and Celia Valdez releases to be a bit overbearing and odd, he nevertheless composed his memos and even had a mandatory meeting with all of his DJs to make sure they all understood the instructions regarding these particular releases. Once he was satisfied that they did, he made note of the length of play of each tune and then got together with his staff to start working on plugging the airplay times and frequency into the schedule. Ron Jenkins did not listen to the CDs either. Being involved in the business of music had long since destroyed his ability to enjoy simply listening to it.
The actual first employee of CRCC in the southern California market to hear anything on either CD was Frank Terrell, aka Freaky Frankie, the flamboyant KPID DJ who played music for the LA basin during the six to ten morning commute slot. At 5:30 AM on Monday, July 6th, the first commute day after the holiday weekend, he was in his booth going over the day�s playlist and organizing the CDs he would need preparatory to starting his show. He saw that both Struggle and Easy were to be played several times during his shift, always at the end of a set, just before the commercial breaks. Having been at the meeting last Friday, he knew it would be his responsibility to announce the artist name before cutting away to those commercials. He was quite aware that this was all shameless promotion for a record company�s releases, promotion that National Records had bought and paid for, but he was unoffended by this. He had been in radio long enough to know the realities.
Curious, he grabbed the Celia Valdez CD from the hopper before him and took a look at it. He gave an appreciative nod as he saw the side profile of Valdez on the cover. Nice fucking tits, he thought, licking his lips a little. I wonder if she�s going to show up here for some promo at some point? That was certainly not outside the realm of possibility. Maybe I could accidentally cop a feel of one of those hogans if she stops by? Definitely something to think about. He could ask her to pose for a picture with him, put his arm around her for the shot, and maybe his hand could just creep around a bit onto the side boob. The plan had some merits.
He pondered the idea of groping Celia Valdez for a few more minutes and then decided to see what all the fuss was about. He popped open the CD case and put the disc into the number two of his three CD slots. He put his headphones on and heard the sound of Linda Fong, the late night DJ who was sitting in the next booth over, getting ready to start her final set, announcing that the next song would be Friday I�m in Love, the first of eighteen spins it would receive on KPID today. With a quick flip of a switch, the headphones went silent, cutting off The Cure before they could even get started. He looked at the back of the CD case and saw that The Struggle was the first cut. He took one quick look to make sure his output switch was set to headphones only instead of transmit, and then started it playing.
The music filled his ears�a mournful saxophone melody, some acoustic guitar, a violin, a mild electric guitar. Nice opening, he thought appreciatively, with the ear of a professional music evaluator and aficionado. And then the vocals started and his opinion of the tune started to climb. Damn, she�s got a nice voice. And the lyrics�they were just so sad, so realistic. He had spun quite a few La Diferencia tunes in his career�KPID still played I Love to Dance once or twice each day, as a matter of fact�and he remembered them as cheesy pop staples, perhaps a cut above other such tunes just because of Valdez�s voice and the acoustic guitar work. Valdez certainly seemed to have upped her game on her solo effort.
He listened to the tune all the way through and genuinely enjoyed it. This tune is going to chart big time, he predicted to himself with confidence. It was a confidence that was well-earned. A career of listening to pop music and playing it for LA had turned him into a fairly good authority on the subject.
He popped the CD back out of the slot and then carefully replaced it in its case, handling it only by the edges, and then returned the case to the frequent play hopper where it belonged. That done, he took out the Jake Kingsley CD from the same hopper. He looked at the picture on the front for a moment, taking in Kingsley�s face. He had met the man several times back during Intemperance�s heyday and he was a fan. Though only a few Intemp songs had been regularly played on KPID over the years, those that were had been huge hits. He respected Kingsley on two different levels. Musically, he was beyond reproach, but his reputation as a prolific plunderer of pussy Frank held in particularly high regard. How could you not respect a man who had nailed Mindy Snow? And now the word on the street was that he was slamming Celia Valdez. He had been instructed to keep that rumor off the air, but that did not prevent him from pondering it in his own mind. I wonder if she moans in Spanish to him while he�s railing her? He liked to believe she did. And does she take it up the old poop chute? He chose to believe she did that as well.
When he finally tired of contemplating the sexual practices of Jake and Celia, he removed the CD from its case and popped it in. The Easy Way was the first cut on the album and he fired it up. It caught him off guard when he heard the synthesizer and the underlying beat, but once Kingsley�s voice started singing, he warmed up quickly. And then when the song went up-tempo and the guitar started to crunch a little more, his appreciation increased.
Not bad at all, he thought, nodding his head to the beat. Not exactly what I was expecting from a Kingsley tune, but it works. I think this one is going to chart as well.
He listened to this tune all the way through as well and then put the CD back where it belonged. He went back to his programming list and looked it over again. Struggle would be played for the first time at 7:05 and then again at 8:34. Easy would be played at 7:27 and then 8:48. He found himself looking forward to spinning both.

This same story was going on all across the United States and Canada. The corporate owned stations got the CDs first and played them first by virtue of the fact that they were, by definition, corporate and, thus, could receive instruction and direction at multiple stations by the authority of a single office, which made it easy for someone like Mick to do his job.
On July 6, 1992, every major market in the US heard both The Struggle and The Easy Way on at least one station, but usually on several. In every case, the local programming directors and the DJ or DJs spinning the tunes followed their presentation directions to the letter.
Nothing terribly dramatic happened on this first day. Nobody fell down in the streets in awe as they heard the tunes and nobody vowed to blow up a radio station either. About the only thing of note was that a dozen or so of the hard rock stations received phone calls from male listeners�they were all males�asking if that tune they�d just played was really Jake Kingsley, The Jake Kingsley? Of Intemperance fame? Most of these callers, when told that it really was The Jake Kingsley, expressed degrees of disappointment with the tune that ranged from �not what I was expecting� to �What a fuckin� sellout!�
Two days later, the independent stations�which, at this point in the history of radio broadcasting, still made up more than half of all FCC licensed broadcasters�began to receive the CDs as well. The delay here was because each individual program director and/or station manager had to be contacted directly, one by one, by whatever independent music promoter was assigned to that particular region.
KRON was one such station. As the most popular hard rock station in the Los Angeles region, KRON was worthy of having two hundred thousand dollars a year indirectly paid into its account by Mick and his team, acting on behalf of National Records. This was not to mention the unreported cash payments, elaborate trips to �radio conferences� in Hawaii or Las Vegas, and the three martini lunches that both the director and the manager were routinely treated to by Mick himself. As such, when Mick gave them their list of �suggestions� regarding the Kingsley CD, they listened and implemented those suggestions.
By July 13th, one day before the release of the CDs for sale in music stores, Walmarts, department stores, and everywhere else CDs could be purchased, every market in the USA and Canada were regularly playing both The Struggle and The Easy Way, and most music consumers who cared enough to know the names of artists they enjoyed were aware that Jake Kingsley and Celia Valdez solo albums existed.

Jake and Laura were together when they first heard one of their efforts played on the radio. It was 7:05 AM on the morning of July 6. Jake had just come in from his morning run up in Griffith Park. His T-shirt was damp with sweat, his shoes and socks brown with trail dust. On his face, his mustache was nearly grown back now after being shaved for the album cover photo session.
�Hey, babe,� he greeted Laura, who was sitting before the master bath mirror wearing only a pair of black panties. She had just come out of the shower and was combing out her hair. She had another gig down at the National studio today and needed to be there at 9:00 AM. It was her fifth such session in the past two weeks, doing overdubs on a smooth jazz project by someone Jake had never heard of, but Laura had.
�Hey, sweetie,� she returned, flashing him her smile. She seemed very happy these days and was always in a good mood. �How was the run?�
�It was there,� he said, and then reached down and ran the back of his hand across one of her exposed breasts.
�Stop that!� she said, pushing the hand away. �You�re all grimy and sweaty!�
�You don�t seem to mind that at other times,� he challenged.
�I�m not getting ready to hit the studio at other times,� she shot back. �You can play with them all you want when I get home, but hands off right now.�
�Prude,� he told her.
�Am not,� she said stiffly. �I�ll have you know that I let some guy lick my butthole while I was in the hot tub last night.�
�Yeah?� he said, smiling at the memory. �Anyone I know?�
�Shut up,� she said, slapping at him again.
Jake gave her a quick kiss on the back of her exposed shoulder and then pulled off his shirt and dropped it into the laundry hamper. His shorts, underwear and socks soon followed. He then walked over and turned on the shower. While waiting for it to heat up, he flipped on the radio that was on the counter next to Laura. It was already tuned to KPID, the pop station, not because Jake or Laura listened to pop music�they really didn�t�but because they both knew their cuts were going to be played soon and they wanted to keep their ears out for them.
Friday I�m in Love was in its final throes and winding down. Jake was glad. �What a stupid fucking song,� he opined, having heard it multiple times over the past few weeks as it climbed the charts. �Talk about formulistic. You just repeat the days of the week over and over again with some simplistic lyrics and people eat the shit up.�
�Yeah, it hasn�t really grown on me either,� Laura told him, putting down her brush and picking up her lacy black bra.
�A perfect example of how the MTV phase mortally wounded the music industry.�
�I�ll have to take your word for that,� she said. �The music I like is still around and still going strong because it�s not popular. That means it�s not treated as a commodity by guys in suits and remains relatively pure to its message and cause.�
Jake looked at her and nodded thoughtfully. �That�s pretty deep, babe,� he said.
She smiled. �I came up with that while we were smoking pot last night. Pretty cool, huh?�
�Pretty cool,� he agreed.
He was just stepping toward the shower and Laura was just snapping her bra into place when Friday (as they undoubtedly called it in their inner circles) faded out and a very familiar melody began to play over the top of it. Both of them stopped what they were doing and stared at the radio.
�This is it!� Laura said excitedly. �They�re playing Struggle!�
�Yes, they are,� Jake said, a little excited himself.
They listened to the tune all the way through, Laura transfixed, an expression of awe on her face as she heard her own saxophone coming out of the speaker. Jake watched her face, knowing how she felt. There was nothing quite like hearing your first piece on the radio after all the hard work, all the ... well, the struggle. He remembered when he�d heard Descent Into Nothing played for the first time. He had been in bed with Angie�his girlfriend at the time�in her Hollywood apartment when it had come on the cheap bedside radio/alarm clock that they had turned on while they were having sex. He remembered being entranced as he heard his own voice, his own guitar chords coming out. That had been special.
Of course, shortly after that moment in time he had climbed on a bus for the Descent Into Nothing tour and had never seen or talked to Angie again. He felt a sharp stab of guilt as this part of the memory surfaced, wondered for a brief moment what Angie was doing now, and then he pushed those thoughts back down and went back to watching Laura�s face. Jake was not one to dwell on the past, especially when the present was looking and feeling pretty good.
The song ended and the DJ�someone who called himself Freaky Frankie�began to speak: �What do you think of that cut, LA?� he asked his audience, which, since this was the highest rated non-syndicated morning show in the market, was considerable. �That was some new music for you, a little tune called The Struggle, which is the title cut from a solo album by Celia Valdez. Remember her, LA? She was the lead singer for La Diferencia a few years back and now she�s on her own. That album will be available in stores on July 14th, I�m told, but remember, you heard it here first on KPID on the Freaky Frankie morning show!�
�Wow,� Laura whispered, a smile on her face. �That may be the coolest thing that�s ever happened to me.�
�Cooler than me licking your butthole?� Jake had to ask.
�Even cooler than that,� she confirmed.

It took Celia a few more days to hear her cut for the first time. She and Greg were in their house in Palm Springs, California and that particular market did not have any corporate owned radio stations currently.
It was just after seven o�clock in the morning on the morning of July 9th, 1992. Greg had just showered and was putting on his golf clothes�a pair of tan shorts, a white polo shirt from Saint Andrew�s golf club in Scotland, and a pair of ninety-dollar athletic socks�preparatory to hitting the club for his 7:45 tee time with a couple of potential investors in his Coos Bay golf links project. Celia was still in bed, dressed in her standard pajamas: a long T-shirt with a picture of a cat on it. She had no bra on because she hated trying to sleep in a bra. She did have on a pair of blue panties because she and Greg had not had sex last night.
She was halfway between asleep and awake. She did not want to climb upward into the land of full wakefulness because she�d been up until nearly midnight trying to compose some new material. She could not, however, drift back down into sleep because Greg was puttering around and making noise and the damned alarm clock radio, which had awakened him, was still on and pumping out pop music hits.
She rolled back and forth a few times, twisting the covers around, kicking until one bare leg poked out, her long hair getting wrapped around her forehead and her eyes. She was in a bit of a cranky mood of late. The stress of her impending CD release coupled with the fact that Greg had dragged her to the goddamn desert in June just so he could schmooze with the rich people who lived here was wearing on her nerves a bit.
And then she heard it. I�m Too Sexy faded out and the familiar intro to The Struggle began to play. Sleep fell away from her like a robe being shrugged to the floor. She sat up in bed, pushing the covers down and the hair out of her face.
�Hey,� said Greg lightly from the mirror, where he was painstakingly working on his own hair (which he was just going to cover with a golf cap anyway). �That�s your song.�
�Yes, it is,� she said in wonder.
�Nice to finally hear it on the air,� Greg said, still fussing with one of his locks, trying to make it just so. �And they didn�t intro it first either. I guess all that stuff Jake was pushing for came off, huh?�
�So far,� she agreed, still transfixed, wishing that Greg would just shut up and let her listen.
Though she did not say this to him, he picked up on it nonetheless. He kept his mouth shut and let her listen. He had heard the song several times since Celia had brought home her copy of the master, and he liked it well enough, but he didn�t understand why she was so fascinated to be hearing her own voice coming out of the radio now, especially when it was a tune she had just finished playing hundreds, if not thousands of times.
Musicians, he thought with a shake of the head. They�re a strange bunch.
The song played out and then the DJ came on. It was a female with a sexy sounding voice. �This is Barbara Jo here on the Hot 97, KROK, Palm Springs and the desert region. We just played a little new music to get your morning mood set. That was Celia Valdez, formerly of La Diferencia, with the title cut from her new solo album: The Struggle. I kind of liked that one, if I do say so myself. I think we�ll give it a few more spins later in the morning. But now, how about we take care of a little business?� And with that, she cut to a commercial for Desert Motors, who were allegedly the premier Toyota dealer in the greater Palm Springs area.
�That was cool hearing the song on the airwaves,� Greg said. �You guys did a good job in that studio�even if we did all have to pony up another quarter mil to launch the projects.�
�It�s all starting to seem real now,� she said. �We really did put out something worth listening to. They really are playing it on the radio.�
�Did you ever have any doubt?�
She gave a crooked smile. �Yes,� she admitted. �I did. Multiple times, in fact.�
He walked over and kissed her on her forehead. �I didn�t,� he told her. �I saw how determined you and Jake were the whole time.�
She looked up at him and smiled, feeling the love she had for him coursing through her. He was a bit stiff at times�no pun intended�but he had his moments. �Thanks, Greg,� she told him. �For everything.�
�Hey,� he said. �Someone has to start bringing some income into this marriage, don�t they?�
She laughed. �I guess so.�
�What happens next?�
�Now, we sit back and go along with the ride. Hopefully it�ll be an enjoyable one.�

Ted Duncan was on duty on the afternoon of July 8, 1992, when he first heard Struggle played on the air. He was working with Caryn Brown, a five year EMT who was currently engaging in a struggle of her own: She was trying to work full-time hours while simultaneously putting herself through a local paramedic school so she could upgrade and, hopefully, get herself a job with LA County Fire in the next few years.
Caryn�an out of the closet and proud to be there butch lesbian�sat in the driver�s seat of the blue and white converted Ford van ambulance as it sat beneath a tree in the back reaches of Corrigan Park near central Pomona. She had a large textbook�The Principals of Emergency Medical Trauma Assessment and Care�balanced on the steering wheel and open to the chapter regarding mechanisms of injury and how to evaluate them. In her lap was a notebook that she was jotting down sample test question answers on. In the passenger seat was Ted, her assigned partner for this particular six month rotation. He was currently dozing in his seat, his head slumped over to the side in a position that looked hideously uncomfortable, loud snores issuing from his mouth on occasion�snores that were often cut suddenly off for alarming amounts of time by sleep apnea. Both medics were dressed in the standard summer uniform of navy blue cargo pants and light blue polo shirts with their last names and positions stenciled on them. Ted�s polo was untucked and would remain as such unless a field supervisor happened across them�an unlikely scenario on such a warm day. Their communications radios�one tuned to the Pomona City Fire channel and one to their dispatch channel�were squawking out an endless stream of traffic, but both were veteran enough that the volume was kept low. If something came across either radio that concerned them, they would hear it. The music radio was on as well, and tuned to the afternoon show on KPID.
Eric Clapton�s song, Tears in Heaven, came to an end and Caryn�s attention was diverted from her studying when she heard the familiar sound of The Struggle by Celia Valdez start. Though Caryn had not heard the song played on the radio yet, she�along with pretty much every other member of the Pomona division�s paramedics, EMTs, dispatchers, supervisors, and managers�had been given a cassette copy of both Celia Valdez�s The Struggle CD and Jake Kingsley�s Can�t Keep Me Down CD that Ted had recorded from the master copies he�d been given. She had listened to both cassettes multiple times in her car during her commutes and really enjoyed both. She had always liked working with Ted�he was a funny guy and a great medic�but that enjoyment had gone up a few notches once he returned from his leave after spending the better part of a cycle recording music with Jake Kingsley (who Caryn considered a legend) and Celia Valdez (who Caryn wanted to palpate in more than a clinical manner).
�Hey,� Caryn said, reaching over and giving him a shake on the shoulder. �Wake up!�
Ted went immediately from sound asleep to wide awake�this was a skill essential to first responders and Ted possessed it�his eyes flying open, his head turning to look at her. �What?� he asked. �Was it the apnea again? I told you, you don�t need to wake me up unless it�s been more than a minute.�
�No, not the apnea,� she said. �You were staying in the thirty to forty seconds range, mostly. Your song is on the radio. I thought you might want to hear it.�
�My song?� he asked, then tuned his ears into the music issuing from the cheap stock speakers in the doors of the rig. He heard the melody playing, heard the rhythm set by his drums and Ben Ping�s bass. He smiled. �Well, what do you know?�
Caryn reached over and turned up the volume a bit, as loud as she dared without drowning out their dispatch radios. �It really is a good tune,� she told him. �I can�t believe that�s actually you on the drums.�
�I�m pretty good, ain�t I?� Ted said. �This was one of the easier cuts, of course, but I got into some pretty complex shit on Jake�s album, also on Games on Celia�s.�
�I really dig Playing Those Games,� Caryn said. �That�s my favorite song on the tape. It rocks.�
�It is badass,� Ted agreed. �Jake told me it�ll be the second cut they start promoting from Celia�s CD.�
�Who would�ve thought that the I Love to Dance girl could put out some premo shit like this?� Caryn said. She looked at Ted meaningfully. �Tell me the truth. Is Jake Kingsley boning her?�
�He�s not boning her,� Ted said. �They�ve definitely got some chemistry working between them�anyone who hangs out with those two can see that�but I�m pretty sure he�s not wetting his weenie with her.�
�A shame,� Caryn said. �I�d sure as shit would play the scissor game with her if she gave me a shot. Is she as hot in person as she looks on TV?�
�Hotter,� he assured her. �Did I ever tell you about the time she got in the hot tub with me?�
�No,� Caryn said. �Do tell.�
�It was back when we were all staying in the house up in Oregon, the one on the cliff over the ocean.�
�You told me about the house,� she said.
�Yeah ... well, there�s this big ass hot tub out on the deck just over the cliff. Jake and Laura spent a lot of time in there, especially at night right before they went to bed, but everyone else had their turns in there too. One night�this was while we were still working on the basic tracks in the beginning�I go out there with a couple of beers so I can relax and listen to the ocean a little�kind of meditate, you know? I�m just sitting out there, minding my own business and the door opens and out comes Celia fucking Valdez dressed in a robe and carrying a towel, a glass, and a fuckin� bottle of white wine. She sees I�m in the tub and I figure she�ll either go back inside or just wait for me to leave�I mean, I�ll be the first to admit that I ain�t the most attractive thing in the world with my shirt off, you know what I�m saying?�but she don�t even bat an eye. She just asks me if I mind if she joins me.�
�And you said yes?�
�Hell to the yeah I said yes,� he told her. �She smiled at me and then set down her wine and her glass and then she drops that fuckin� robe and is standing there right in front of me in a goddamn bikini.�
�Wow,� Caryn whispered. �A bikini.�
Ted nodded his head, flushing a bit at the memory. �I�m telling you,� he told her, �those titties of hers are a sight to behold. I mean, they always look nice no matter what she�s wearing�she could be in a fuckin� burqa and they�d still look good�but in a bikini ... that shit�s enough to make you believe in God.�
�What about the rest of her body?� Caryn asked. �Is it nice too?�
Ted nodded. �Fuckin� premo,� he said. �Smooth skin that�s just a little bit dark, hot legs that got some runner�s muscle on them, nice flat belly with the kind of belly button you�d like to nut on.�
�Sweet,� Caryn whispered.
�She climbed on into the tub and sat down across from me and then poured herself a nice big glass of wine. And then ... and then she just started talking to me.�
�Talking to you? About what?�
�Normal everyday shit,� he said. �We talked about the sessions we were doing and how we all wanted to kill the Nerdlys. We talked about the ocean and how much we liked it. Just a normal everyday conversation like we were normal everyday people.�
�That�s fuckin� cool,� Caryn said.
�Yep,� Ted said. �And all the while, them fuckin� titties of hers are bobbing up and down in the water as she shifts around. At one point I was even able to see some nipple bulge. It took every ounce of willpower I possessed not to fucking stare at them.�
�Yeah, staring is bad,� Caryn said. �You gotta do the whole quick glance and admire with the peripheral vision thing.�
�You would�ve been proud of me,� Ted assured her. �So, we sit out there long enough for her to drink a couple of glasses of wine and then she says she�s starting to get hot. She stands up and...�
�Hold on,� Caryn said, stopping him. �When she stood up, did ... did like the water go cascading down off of her?�
Ted gave her a nod. �It fuckin� cascaded,� he said.
�Damn,� she whispered.
�Anyway, she walks across the bottom of the tub to the step that�s right next to me. As she climbs it, her calf kinda rubbed against the outside of my thigh, just for a second, totally accidental, you know, but...� He shook his head. � ... her skin was so fuckin� soft and smooth. It was sublime, dude. Absolutely fucking sublime.�
�That�s awesome, Ted,� she said, pondering the story. �You actually touched Celia Valdez!�
�I touched her,� he confirmed. �I had to sit in that fuckin� hot tub for another twenty minutes before my shit deflated enough for me to go back in the house. And for months afterward, I wasn�t able to whack off to any other mental image.�
She smiled. �I bet you still pull that one out on occasion, huh?�
�That ain�t no shit,� he said.
On the radio, the guitar solo of Struggle was just winding down, leading to the final verse and the outro. They listened until the song ended and the DJ came on, telling them that they had just heard The Struggle, Celia Valdez�s title cut from her new solo album, which would be available in stores on Tuesday, July 14.
�You going to do any more drumming for them?� Caryn asked as the commercials started.
Ted shrugged. �If they ask me, I will,� he said. �It was an awesome gig. Paid well, I got credits on two albums as the drummer instead of just doing overdubs like they had me doing back in the day. I got to hang out with Jake Kingsley and Greg Oldfellow and I got to see Celia Valdez in a bikini. Fuck yeah, I�d do it again, but it�ll probably be awhile before they start putting together new material.�
�What about in the meantime? Are you gonna try to score a gig with someone else?�
He shrugged. �I thought about it,� he said. �And I got those reference letters from Jake and Celia and the Nerdlys, and Nerdly said he�d hook me up over at National if I want to do some sessions, but ... well ... I don�t really want to do that.�
�How come?�
�I don�t want to just do sessions,� he said. �It�s too unreliable, has too much variety. If I�m going to play, I want to play with the same people all the time and work toward a common goal.�
�You want to be in a band,� she said.
�Right,� he said. �That�s when drumming is fun instead of just a job. Until someone offers up a band position, I�ll just wait for Jake and Celia to call back.�

Little did Ted know, but someone was about to do just that. Coincidentally, Ben Ping heard The Struggle on the radio for the first time at exactly the same moment, on exactly the same station. Ben, however, was not at work, as it was summer break and he did not teach summer guitar classes. His wife, Lisa Ping, twenty-six years old and a former student in Ben�s class who had been knocking out an Art prerequisite, was also home as she was on summer break between semesters two and three of the four semester nursing program she was enrolled in. Aubrey, the five month old girl their union had produced, was taking her afternoon nap. Ben and Lisa were making good use of her slumber time.
Ben was on his back on their marital bed, naked, sweaty, laying atop two large beach towels that their experience with post-partum sex had taught them should be there. Lisa, equally naked, her large, milk-swollen breasts bouncing up and down with her rhythm, her own olive colored Italian skin shiny with her own sweat, was impaled upon his manhood and going for broke.
�Yeah, baby,� Ben grunted happily, his hands stroking her thighs. �Use my cock! Make yourself come!�
�I�m getting there,� she panted, thrusting and grinding herself upon him, shifting her body to get the exquisite contact she needed to push her over the edge. They had found long ago that this was the easiest way for her to have an orgasm during intercourse�when she could control the contact and the rhythm and the pressure. Not that Ben could not bring her to the peak otherwise�because he could�but when you lived with a baby, alone time was fleeting and precious and time was of the essence when coupling. You finished fast or there was a good chance you would not finish at all.
�Do it baby, do it!� Ben encouraged, thrusting upwards against her. �Make them things fire off!�
�All right,� she panted breathlessly, �I feel it! It�s coming, baby!�
�Come for me, baby! Come for me!�
She came for him, her body flushing and breaking out in gooseflesh, her pelvic thrusts becoming erratic. And then came the sure-fire sign that this was a genuine event and not a mere performance. Powered by the oxytocin flooding her bloodstream by the orgasm, her breasts began to expel milk out of the swollen nipples. It ran down her body, puddling on Ben�s stomach. It dripped down onto his chest. A few shots even hit him in the face, some of the pale white liquid dribbling into his mouth. The first time this had happened, four and a half weeks after Aubrey�s birth (they had been told to wait six weeks post-partum before �engaging in vaginal copulation�, as her OB/GYN put it, but hadn�t been able to hold off that long), it had startled him. Now it was just part of getting it on. In truth, he actually thought it was kind of hot.
�Fuck yeah,� he groaned, letting his hands go to those mammaries. He squeezed and stroked them, encouraging even more milk to expel. He even attached his mouth to one nipple and gave a little suck, getting a good mouthful of the slightly sweet liquid.
�That�s so fuckin� hot when you do that,� Lisa breathed. �Do it some more!�
He did it some more, switching to the other nipple and going for broke. Lisa, meanwhile, reached between them and started playing with his testicles. This made short work of him and soon he was pouring himself out into her body.
When it was over, she collapsed atop him, both of them messy with milk, sweat, and sex secretions, both of them feeling quite satisfied.
�That was awesome,� Lisa said, rolling over onto her back so she was lying next to him.
�Hell to the yeah,� Ben breathed, his hand stroking her bare leg.
�Why do you always say that?� she asked him.
�I don�t really know,� he had to admit.
The clock radio was playing next to the bed, tuned to KPID, the pop station that Lisa was a fan of. Tears In Heaven, Eric Clapton�s tribute to his son Conor, who had died tragically a year and a half before, was just wrapping up. Ben was just about to get up and head for the shower to start the obligatory cleanup when the familiar melody of Struggle began.
�That�s one of your songs!� Lisa said excitedly. She had been given cassette copies of the masters that had been sent to Ben and had been listening to them a lot of late. Jake Kingsley�s music was slowly starting to grow on her�especially Insignificance and Hit the Highway�but she had absolutely loved Celia Valdez�s work from the very first listen.
�It is,� Ben said in awe. He reached over and turned up the volume a little. He then laid there mesmerized as he heard his bass guitar playing on the radio. That�s really me! he thought in wonder. I really am a recording artist. The emotion he was feeling was quite similar to what he�d felt when he�d seen Aubrey�s big head making its emergence into the world from between his wife�s legs�not quite as powerful, true, but the same emotion.
They listened to the tune without speaking, just enjoying the moment in time. Soon�too soon�it ended and the DJ told them what they already knew: That they had just heard the title cut from Celia Valdez�s new solo album. The station then went to commercial and Ben reached back over and turned down the volume.
�That was really cool hearing you on the radio,� Lisa told him. �My husband, the music star.�
�Well, I�m not quite a star,� he said, �but it was cool. I�ll never forget this moment and what was happening when I first heard myself on the radio.�
Lisa giggled. �It�s a good thing we were doing something fun right before it happened, huh?�
�A good thing,� he agreed.
She rolled over and got out of bed, standing naked next to it. She picked up the beach towel that had been on her side of the bed and used it to wipe down her torso, cleaning off the milk and other liquids that were still clinging to her. Ben, taking the hint, did the same on his side of the bed.
�I�m gonna shower before the little monster wakes up,� Lisa said. She gave him a saucy look. �Hopefully you left enough of the supply so she doesn�t go hungry.�
�I just had a few sips,� he said, with mock defensiveness.
She stroked his cheek affectionately and then walked into the bathroom portion of their room. Other than the toilet itself, which was contained behind a door, there was no partition between the bedroom and the shower area. She turned on the taps and then dropped her towel into the hamper. While she was waiting for the water to heat up, she turned back to her husband, who was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring thoughtfully into space.
�What you thinking about?� she asked him.
�I�m still kind of in awe about hearing Struggle on the radio,� he told her. �It�s making me kind of miss the sessions and all that.�
�I thought you said it was tedious as hell,� she said.
�It was,� he said. �But it was a good tedium, if that makes sense. We had fun. That was really one of the best times of my life.�
�The recording process?� she asked.
�Well ... that was part of it, but mostly just having a regular gig to go to every day. When I was playing with them in the studio over in Santa Clarita every day, it was a grind, playing six days a week with only one day off, but I felt like I was doing what I was supposed to be doing, what I was put on Earth for, you know what I�m saying?�
�I know what you�re saying,� she said. �You�re always happiest when you�re playing in a band. Even when you were playing with that Led Zepplin bunch, you were walking around in a good mood all the time, always wanting to get it on with me.�
�Are you complaining?�
�I am not,� she said. �I suspect that we made Aubrey one of those nights after you came home from a gig.�
�Quite possibly,� he said.
�Anyway, if it makes you happy to be in a band, why don�t you get in one again?�
He gave a sideways frown. �I�m a father now,� he said. �I have more responsibilities. I don�t have the time to commit to playing in a band.�
�Being a father doesn�t mean you�re dead,� Lisa told him. �You can find the time. If you want to play, you should play. Aubrey and I will understand, and I�ll pick up the slack.�
�I can�t ask you to do that,� he said. �You�re going to be starting third semester soon. Didn�t you tell me that that�s the most difficult semester in nursing school?�
�That�s the rumor,� she said, �but don�t worry about me. I�ll get by. Your band practices and gigs are always at night, right?�
�For the most part,� he agreed.
�Well, my school is during the day. And, thanks to all that money you hauled in working for KVA Records, I don�t have to work while I�m in school. We�re in good shape. If you need to be gone a few nights a week to play with a band, that�s fine. I can study while Aubrey and I hang out.�
�But...�
�No buts,� she said. �I want you to be in a band, Ben. I really want you to do this.�
�Why?�
�I already told you,� she said. �You�re in a better mood and you�re happier when you�re playing regularly. You�re a musician, honey, and you should make music. Do what you were put on Earth to do.�
He had no counter-argument to share. In truth, he felt a wave of love for his wife washing over him that was powerful and almost breathtaking. She really did understand him. And she was willing to accommodate his wants and needs. �All right,� he told her, surprised to find himself almost near tears. �I�ll do it.�
�Good,� she said, smiling. �I�m glad that�s settled. Now, are you going to try to hook up with those Led Zepplin guys again?�
He shook his head. �A bunch of hackers, except for Ted,� he said. �I can do better.�
�Who then?�
�I have a little idea.�
�Oh?�
�I think I�m going to give Ted and Phil a call.�
�Phil? The gay guy that sang backup?�
�That�s him,� he confirmed.
She raised her eyebrows up. �Something you need to tell me, honey?�
He chuckled. �You�re funny,� he told her. �It occurs to me that if Ted and Phil are willing to get together and jam with me, we�ve got a complete rhythm section and a vocalist. All we�d need is a guitar player and we�ve got ourselves a band.�

Matt Tisdale had heard the rumors floating around about Jake and his solo album. He had also heard that he had formed an independent label with Celia Valdez, that mouthy bitch who had once called him a cabron (whatever the fuck that meant), who was working on a solo album of her own. He had even heard the whispers that Jake had to be boning Valdez. But that was pretty much the extent of his information. He went out of his way not to listen whenever that traitorous mole�s name came up in conversation. As such, he did not even know that the CDs were done and getting airplay until two days before their actual release.
On the evening he did find out�July 12, 1992�Matt had spent two hours after dinner working on new material for his planned second album. He had been doing this in his normal manner. He had retreated to the music room of his mansion and locked himself inside with his old bong, his Strat, an amplifier, and an eighth of an ounce of good Humboldt skunk bud. There, he had pounded out new riffs he was developing and occasionally jotted down some lyrics to go with them.
He was not looking forward to his next album as much as he knew he should be. He was still quite wounded from the dismal sales and airplay of Next Phase and the dismal tour numbers that had followed. National had actually cancelled the third leg of the tour, citing pathetic west coast ticket sales as the primary reason. Matt had fought them on this but they were insistent and, most importantly, they had the legal right to do that shit under the terms of his contract. For the past two months now he had been home, drinking, smoking, and snorting a lot more than normal and trying to come up with new material.
The problem was that any new material he came up with was going to be subjected to the whims of the audio engineering teams in the recording studio. He had made his gamble and he had lost. And unlike fucking Coop, he had some honor in him and was going to abide by the terms of that deal. Even if it made him a sellout rat.
He finished up for the night around nine o�clock. He powered down his amp, unplugged his Strat, and then closed up his tune notebook, which was full of scribbles, cross-outs, and corrections, both in the written word and in musical notation. He left the bong and the tray of marijuana where it was and then unlocked the door and made his way downstairs. It was time for a couple of drinks, a smoke, and then maybe a little tap in the ass with Kim.
Kim Kowalski, aka Mary Ann Cummings, was sitting at her desk in the office just off the main entertainment room. She was dressed in a pair of sweatpants and a sports bra, her hair back in a ponytail. She had an array of paperwork spread out before her and was tapping away on a calculator with one hand while holding a pen in the other. A portable radio, tuned to the local pop station, was playing softly atop the raised portion of the desk.
�Hey, Mattie,� she greeted when he walked by. �All done for the night?�
�Yeah,� he grunted. �I got a few more riffs worked out, managed to nail down a few more lyrics. Things are coming along.�
�That�s good,� she said, looking over and giving him a smile.
�What are you doing?� he asked.
�Just going over some of the financials for the company,� she said, referring to the pornographic movie company she held controlling interest in. �They�re looking pretty sweet.�
�Yeah?� he asked.
�Yeah,� she said. �Those assholes I�m partnered with keep trying to get me to cut costs on production, remember?�
He nodded. They had had this discussion before. Her partners were established porn producers who thought they knew everything about the business and considered Kim to just be an investor who should not interfere in how they wanted to do things. Kim, however, thought they were out of touch with their audience and were in the process of killing the industry with what they believed to be �the formula� for producing porn. It was a story that was very familiar to Matt. And it was the very reason why Kim had set up her company in such a manner that she had controlling interest in it, and therefore the say-so in how things were run. She was most certainly not the dumb porn actress they had all assumed she would be.
�They keep wanting us to just find some hot performers and have them fuck on camera. Little short clips of ten to fifteen minutes that are nothing but sex. No back-story at all. No establishment of who the characters are or why they�re fucking. �That�s what the porn watcher wants�, they keep telling me. �They don�t need to know the people, they just want to watch them fuck so they can get off�. Package up ten to fifteen such clips on a video, put some provocative imagery on the front, give it an attention catching name like: Buttfest 92 or Sorority House Sluts, and throw it out to the rental market.�
�That kind of porn sucks,� Matt said righteously. �I can look at fuckin� Hustler if I just want to see some tits and snatch or a dyke-out scene without any context.�
�Exactly,� Kim said. �That�s what I�ve been saying all along. I ask those fuckers all the time, �when was the Golden Age of Porn?� And they will agree with me that it was the mid to late eighties, when the factor of home VCRs and video rental both came into being. That was when porn had some fuckin� style, and a big part of that was the plot. The best selling porn movies of that era were the movies that had the most significant plotlines to bind together the fucking. They won�t acknowledge that shit, however. They whine at me because I pay higher end writers, producers, and directors to put our videos down on camera.
��There�s no need to have a director,� they tell me. �Why are you spending ten grand to have some idiot tell people how to fuck?� And the writers...� She shook her head. �You should hear them go on about me giving another five grand to a script writer.�
�But the financials are proving you right?� Matt asked.
�Fuckin� A, they are,� she said. �That piece we released back in January�Hometown Pussy�the one about the guy coming back from LA to where he grew up in the small town in the Midwest, is the top rental of the year so far. We�ve sold more than thirty thousand copies of it to adult rental stores at a profit margin of four dollars per unit. And guess what the number two rental of the year is?�
�Enlighten me,� he said.
�That would be Step Mom�s Temptation, a premier release from Mary Ann Cummings Productions and featuring a complex story line conjured up by one of the premier writers in the business. We�ve sold twenty-six thousand copies of that one.�
�That was a pretty good flick,� Matt said appreciably. He particularly liked the scene where the step mom in question gave into that temptation and dyked out with her eighteen year old stepdaughter after rubbing oil on her next to the pool.
�Of course it was,� she said. �It was hot because you knew who the characters were, because you could relate to the passion and the lust. That is what makes good porn.�
�You�re preaching to the choir, baby,� he told her, �but I will tell you one thing.�
�What�s that?�
�All this talk about porn is getting me fired up. How about I slide you some schlong?�
�Can it wait a little?� she asked. �I kind of need to finish this up tonight. There�s a board meeting tomorrow.�
�You can keep working while I bust one out,� he offered.
She thought this over for a moment and then shrugged. �Okay,� she said casually. She stood up and pushed her chair to the side. She then pushed her sweats and her panties down and kicked them off her feet. Now naked from the waist down, she bent over the desk, her shapely rear end pooching out toward him.
While she went back to the task of going over the numbers on her financial sheets and making notations in her ledger, Matt dropped his own pants and underwear, freeing his weapon for use. He slid his fingers into Kim�s famous vagina and began to pump them in and out, gently at first and then with more force. Soon she began to lubricate. When she was wet enough, he lined up on target and slid inside, where he began to thrust in and out of her while holding onto her hips.
�Mmmm,� she sighed, punching a few keys on her calculator and then picking up her pen to note down the result. �That feels good.�
�Fuckin� A, it does,� Matt said, speeding up his motion. �You want me to make you come?�
�Naw, I�m good,� she told him. �I dildoed myself earlier. Go ahead and fire at will.�
�Okay,� he said. �I�m gonna put it in your ass though.�
�Do what you need to do,� she said with another shrug.
He pulled himself out of her vagina and inserted himself into her tight back door. After working his way in and making sure there was enough lubrication, he went to town, developing a hard, fast rhythm that would make short work of him. Just as he was really getting into it, however, he became distracted by the song that was playing on the radio. It was a mellow piece, with a saxophone laying down the primary melody. He had never heard the song before but there was something familiar about it nonetheless�something in the way the guitar chords were being played, something about the voice of the woman singing.
�What�s this shit?� he asked Kim.
�What�s what shit?� she asked. �I�m clean back there. Took a bath earlier.�
�No,� he said, �I mean the song that�s playing. Have you heard it before?�
She listened for a moment and then nodded. �They�ve been playing it all week. It�s your old nemesis: Celia Valdez. She�s got a solo album coming out, apparently.�
�Ahhh, the Mexican bitch that likes to dance,� he said. �I�ll be damned.�
�I kind of like the tune,� Kim told him. �It�s got some soul to it.�
Matt, continuing to thrust in and out of her anus, listened to the song for a minute and then nodded. �It does sound like an improvement over that hacker shit she used to play.�
�I used to like La Dif,� Kim said, �but this does sound better, more ... I don�t know ... honest.�
�Hmmph,� Matt grunted. �Who would�ve thought?�
He gripped Kim�s hips a litter harder and got ready to go for broke. Before he could even set his feet, however, the guitar solo for the song started and he froze in his tracks.
�What�s the matter?� Kim asked, looking over her shoulder at him. �You didn�t come.�
�That�s fucking Jake Kingsley playing that guitar,� he said.
�What?� she asked. �What are you talking about?�
�The guitar solo that�s playing right now. That�s Jake Kingsley playing it.�
�How do you know that?� Kim asked.
�Because I�m a musician and I played with the motherfucker for more than ten years. I know the sound of his playing the same way I know the sound of his voice. That�s him playing that lead guitar.�
�Ummm, okay,� she said. �Is that a problem?�
He thought about that for a moment. It certainly felt like it should be a problem, but was it really? �I don�t know,� he finally said. �It�s just a little surprising. I mean, I heard the two of them started their own label and were working on something, but I didn�t think he�d be playing guitar for her.�
�You think he�s boning her?� Kim asked.
�Undoubtedly,� Matt said with a sigh. He shook his head. �Man, that bitch has got a set of titties on her that won�t stop. If I didn�t hate his ass so much, I�d be kind of envious.�
The song came to an end and the DJ began to speak, confirming what Kim had already told him: He had just heard The Struggle, the title cut of Celia Valdez�s upcoming solo effort. The DJ said nothing about Jake Kingsley playing guitar. He did not mention Jake Kingsley at all, in fact.
�Uh, Mattie?� Kim said. �You gonna finish up back there, or what?�
�Oh ... right, sorry,� he said, and began to thrust again. But as he powered his way toward orgasm his mind continued to ponder that guitar solo. There was absolutely no doubt in his mind that it had been Kingsley laying down those notes. Were they trying to keep that a secret? And if so, why?

Chapter 11: Selling Out

The term �with a bullet� had been coined for songs like Celia Valdez�s first single release as a solo artist, The Struggle. After only three weeks of saturation airplay on the popular music stations throughout the United States and Canada, Struggle debuted on the Hot 100 chart at sixty-seven. The next week, as the airplay continued unabated, it was at thirty-three. The week after that, it broached the top 20 at number eighteen. The week after that, it was in the Top 10 at number six. From there, it spent the next two weeks climbing to the number one position, neatly dislodging End of the Road by Boyz II Men like an infantry squad occupying a hill. Once in the number one spot, Struggle would remain there for another five weeks before being dislodged in turn by one of the masters herself: Whitney Houston and I Will Always Love You.
As Jake had predicted, the song was popular across the entire eighteen to sixty-four demographic, as it was neither a rock and roll song or a formulistic pop song. It resonated with people from all walks of life, all age groups with its universal message of love gone bad and spiraling to its death, sung out by Celia�s glorious contralto voice and accompanied by Laura�s mournful saxophone melody.
Jake�s debut effort, The Easy Way, did not fare as well, but it still put in a respectable performance. It was played quite regularly on both the hard rock stations and the pop stations, and research showed that people who enjoyed the tune and kept the station dial in place when it came on outnumbered those who switched by a considerable margin. The song moved slowly but steadily upward on the chart, reaching its peak at number eight the same week that Struggle started to fall downward. Easy held onto number eight for two more weeks and then it too began to drop slowly back down, week by week, falling faster than Struggle, which kept a tenacious grip on the Top 40.
In these days of CDs, where there was no longer any such thing as forty-five RPM records with their two songs for sale for a dollar, simply having hit tunes did not translate into any direct income for KVA Records. The only way they would make money would be to sell the actual full CDs. And people did not tend to buy a complete CD, which would run then around ten dollars at retail rate, based on a single hit song. In the time period between July 14th, 1992, the release date for the albums, and December 2, 1992, when both Struggle and Easy began to fall from the charts, only fifty-five thousand copies of The Struggle, the CD, and thirty-three thousand copies of Can�t Keep Me Down, the CD, were purchased. These numbers were alarming to Greg Oldfellow, Jill the accountant, and Pauline the manager as they meant that KVA was still operating deep in the red.
Jake, Celia, the Nerdlys, and Obie, however, were not worried. They knew that once two hit songs were getting airplay and starting to chart, the album sales would start to pick up. It was time to put Phase Two of his marketing plan into action.
On December 5, Jake arranged a meeting with Obie, who just happened to be in LA at the moment. He had noticed that Obie was spending a lot of time in LA of late, flying down from Oregon nearly every weekend even though he and the Nerdlys were hard at work on the recording of his own upcoming album, but he didn�t think too much of it. He certainly did not suspect that Obie was coming down to visit his sister so the two of them could play hide the bratwurst in Obie�s hotel room or Pauline�s house. Greg and Celia were invited to the meeting as well, and, since it was in her house, Pauline would be in attendance too. Jake brought along Laura, knowing she could use a little relaxation time. Since it was a Saturday, they decided to have a barbeque after they talked business. Jake brought some New York steaks he�d picked up at a local meat market while Pauline provided some potatoes and zucchini she�d picked up at a local farmer�s market. Celia and Greg brought a few bottles of good red wine they�d picked up at a specialty store in Beverly Hills.
They discussed business first, the six of them finding seats in Pauline�s entertainment room. Since Obie was present at the meeting, the usual rule of no alcohol was thrown out for the day. Obie refused to have a meeting without a nice glass of whiskey in some form in his hand, and he refused to drink alone.
�To success!� Obie toasted to open the discussion.
�Success!� they all echoed, drinking from whatever they had concocted at the bar. In Jake�s case it was a tall, pale rum and coke�which was still his favorite potable for general drinking.
�All right then,� Obie said. �I assume y�all want to talk about the next step in the promotion process for the albums?�
�You assume correctly,� Jake said. �It�s time to get those second songs on the air so we can start picking up some album sales.�
�That�s what those suits down at National keep telling me as well,� Obie said. �They�ve been hounding my ass for a month now about getting the release authority for the next ones. They think you�re waiting too long.�
�Are they seriously afraid that the public will forget about us over four weeks?� Celia asked.
�Especially after she just spent five weeks at number one?� put in Greg.
�You�re not exactly dealing with the most reasonable people when you�re dealing with those suits over in that building,� Obie said. �They act like the fate of the whole goddamn free world rests on putting out the next tune.�
�What tunes are they suggesting we put out?� Jake asked, curious, knowing it probably would not be what he thought they should release next.
�For Celia they want Why? as they next one,� Obie said.
�That figures,� Jake said. �They want to wring the album for all it�s worth as quickly as they can.�
�And if they can score another number one hit before the end of the year, they�ll have a little something to show their stockholders when the royalties start rolling in,� said Obie. �Not a bad strategy, really.�
�I disagree,� Jake said.
�How come?� asked Pauline. �You�ve said a dozen times that Why? is probably going to be the best-charting cut on the whole album.�
�It will be,� Jake said. �All of the tunes on Struggle are good, but Why? is a masterpiece�a work of art that is still going to be played fifty years from now. The melodic guitar work and the violin melody mixed with Celia�s and Paulie�s voices in duet. Exquisite shit. The public is going to eat it up. That�s why we don�t release it for play yet. We hold it in reserve and bring it out only after some of the other tunes have charted and peaked.�
�Okay,� Obie said slowly, nodding his head a little. �I suppose I can see the logic in that.�
�What song of mine do they want to release next?� Jake asked.
�The title cut,� Obie told him. �They want it on all the hard rocks like yesterday.�
�That figures as well,� Jake said with a shake of the head. �They want me to try to pick up some of the hard rock cred I lost.�
�The hard rock cred?� asked Laura.
�Can�t Keep Me Down is the hardest rocking tune on the album,� Jake explained. �A lot of the hard rock fans that associate me with Intemperance didn�t care too much for Easy. You should read some of the letters I got. Sellout is the kindest thing I�m being accused of.�
�Easy was still rock and roll though,� Laura said. �If a different artist had put it out, they would�ve loved it. I don�t understand why they think you�re a sellout.�
�Because I switched to a more popular genre of music and because that music is being played on pop stations and enjoyed by people who did not like Intemperance. In their eyes, that makes me a sellout.� He shrugged. �Maybe I am, in a way, but I didn�t set out to deliberately make pop music. I just put down what I composed and it came out that way.�
�And National is happy with that,� Obie said. �Believe me, they aren�t complaining about Easy�s popularity or thinking it�s bad that you might be a sellout. They fuckin� live for sellouts. That is a not a bad thing to be termed in their minds, you understand? Still, they think that if they release Down and play it exclusively on the hard rocks, you�ll get some of that credibility back with the Intemp crowd and maybe start to pick up some album sales from them.�
�If only things were that simple,� Jake said with a sigh.
�You don�t think the argument is valid?� asked Pauline.
�Down is a hard rocker, but it�s still well short of the heavy metal genre that Intemperance is associated with. The hard core rockers are not going to like it any more than they liked Easy. Down will be released eventually, and it will appeal to a good section of the hard rock demographic, but now is not the time to put it out there.�
�What tunes do you want put out next?� Obie asked.
�For me, Insignificance needs to be the next tune promoted,� Jake said.
Obie looked at him pointedly. �The mellow guitar and violin piece? The one that don�t have no electric guitar or drums in it at all?�
�That�s the one,� Jake said. �It needs to start getting saturation play on both the pops and the hard rocks.�
�The pops will eat it up,� Obie said. �I�m not so sure about the hard rocks, however.�
�I�m not so sure about them either, but we have to at least try, right? Hopefully the fact that I�m Jake Kingsley will get people to at least listen to it on the hard rocks. And, though it�s a ballad level piece, I think it has enough appeal that the rockers will like it. I honestly think that�s one of the best tunes I�ve ever composed and recorded.�
�I agree,� said Celia. �I love that song.�
�Whether or not the hard rocks keep playing it will have to be determined,� Jake said, �but I think it�s going to chart like mad on the pops�maybe not as fast and furious as Struggle did, and certainly nowhere near what Why? is eventually going to do, but it�ll be the biggest hit on my album, undoubtedly. And, once it charts�once people know there are at least two good songs on the CD, album sales will start to pick up as well.�
�Okay then,� Obie said. �It�s your show, I�m just the one who makes it happen. We release Insig next with heavy airplay on the pops and the hards.�
�Correct,� Jake said. �And I want them to mention whenever feasible that it is me playing the acoustic guitar and my mother playing the violin.�
�You want them to know your mother is playing the violin?� Obie asked, surprised.
�Damn right,� he said. �In the first place, my mom did a fantastic job on that tune. Her violin is a huge part of what makes that song what it is. I damn sure want her to get credit for it. In the second place, I think that having people know that my mother is the violinist will actually make the tune appeal to them a little more. They�ll pay more attention to it. It�ll grow on them a little faster. It will be a conversation piece when people talk about the tune with other people.�
Obie nodded thoughtfully. �An interesting theory,� he said.
�Jake, that is so sweet,� Laura said, beaming at him.
Jake shrugged. �Like I said, she deserves the recognition. She�s a wonderful musician. She didn�t get that gig just because she�s my mother, she got it because she�s badass. I want people to know that.�
�Okay,� Obie said, setting down his whiskey glass to scribble out a few notes. �That takes care of Jake�s next release. What about Miss Celia?�
�Well, it�s Celia�s album,� Jake said, �so I can only make suggestions on her behalf, but I would say that we should put Playing Those Games out next.�
�Games?� Celia asked, surprised. �The hard rock tune?�
�Exactly,� Jake said. �It�s time to establish Celia Valdez as someone who knows how to fucking rock. That tune grinds. We need to get it on the hard rocks first and then start playing it on the pops as well.�
�For what purpose?� asked Obie. �Do you really think it�s going to chart that well?�
�It�ll chart,� Jake said, �but it won�t chart as fast or as high as Struggle did or Why? is going to. That doesn�t matter though. Remember, the goal here is to sell CDs, not singles. Once people hear Games on the radio, once they realize it�s Celia Valdez throwing that shit down, they�re going to start snatching up the CD in droves, both in the hard rock and in the pop demographics.�
Obie looked over at Celia. �Sound reasonable to you, darlin�?� he asked her.
�I�ve trusted Jake this far,� Celia said. �He hasn�t steered me wrong yet. I say we go with what he suggests.�
�Good enough,� Obie said. �What kind of particulars are we talking about with Games?�
�A couple of things,� Jake said. �On the hards, you need to instruct them to not announce artist name until after the song has played�at least not for the first two weeks after release. On the pops, the opposite. Consistently announce artist before the song is played. The same reasoning as when I did it with Easy, just in reverse. We want the hard rock listeners to hear and appreciate the song before they know who it is, and we want the pop listeners to know who they�re listening to before the tune starts. That should serve to keep those sacred ears tuned in.�
Obie nodded. �It worked before,� he said. �I�m guessing it�ll work again. Anything else?�
�Yes,� Jake said. �This is very important. No mention of who is playing the guitar for Celia on Games. I�m not credited on the album cover, of course, but there are people who know or can guess that I�m actually her guitarist. Discourage any speculation or discussion by DJs about who may or may not be putting down the licks on the tune. Let everyone assume it�s just some studio guitarist playing for her.�
�You�ve mentioned this before, Jake,� Celia said, �but I have to ask you again. Are you sure you don�t want credit for Games at the very least? Like you said about Mary, you did an awesome job on the tune and your guitar playing is what is going to make it a success. You deserve the credit for it.�
�And in addition to the credit,� said Greg, �don�t you think that having people know you�re the guitar player might actually enhance popularity of the tune and increase album sales? Especially if they knew you were playing lead on all of the tunes that have an electric guitar in them?�
Jake was shaking his head. �I think that acknowledging that I�m the guitarist on any of the cuts, but especially on Games, would do nothing but distract people from the tunes, not draw them to it. There would be so many comparisons between my playing and Matt Tisdale�s, so many disparaging words about how I�m not half the guitarist that he is, that nobody would pay attention to the music itself. This is the same reason I didn�t credit myself as the lead guitarist on my CD. This is the same reason I don�t have any classic guitar solos in any of my tunes. The music needs to stand on its own, not be judged on the individual talents of the guitarists.�
Obie was looking at him. �I think you make some valid points there, Jake, and I will, of course, follow your directions, but ... well ... I�m a man who likes to talk plain and say what�s on my mind.�
�Really?� Jake said with a chuckle. �I never noticed that about you, Obie.�
Obie chuckled in return. �Yeah, well, what I�m trying to say here is that I think maybe you have a bit of a misguided opinion of your own electric guitar skills. You play well, boy. Really well. That solo you laid down in Games is top-notch, sends fuckin� chills down my spine when I hear it.�
�Thanks, Obie,� Jake said. �And I do know that I can play guitar with the best of them, it�s just that Matt Tisdale is the best of the best of them. He�s an asshole and I have at least half a stomach ulcer with his name on it, but nobody currently slinging a guitar can even approach him when it comes to riffs and solos�not Kirk Hammett, not Dimebag Darrel, not that new guy Mike McCready that plays with Pearl Jam, and certainly not me. I�m a realist, not someone with a self-esteem problem, and I know that having my name on that solo will only distract from the tune, not enhance it. The information that it�s me playing guitar for Celia will undoubtedly come out someday, but that someday needs to be in the future, not while the song and the album are making their initial run.�
Celia, Greg, and Obie all looked at each other for a moment and then exchanged a group shrug. �Fair enough,� Obie said. �We�ll play it your way, Jake.�

Jake took command of Pauline�s barbeque grill for the informal portion of the gathering. It sat out on her deck that overlooked the lake. Though it was December, they were in Los Angeles and the weather was still quite pleasant. The sky was blue�well, bluish-gray thanks to the perpetual smog�and the temperature was a mild sixty-two degrees, with just a hint of a breeze blowing in from the west. Comfortable short-sleeve shirt and jeans weather, which was what both Obie and Jake were wearing as they stood out next to the barbeque, cold beers in hand. Laura was out there with them, sipping from perhaps her fourth glass of white wine and starting to get a little giggly.
�How�d you prep those potatoes, Jake?� Obie asked as Jake used a pair of tongs to turn the aluminum foil wrapped tubers a quarter turn on the grate.
�I rubbed them in olive oil,� Jake replied, �put a little salt and pepper on them, then rolled them each in minced garlic before I wrapped them.�
Obie nodded approvingly. �Not bad,� he said. �You oughta try dashing them with just a hint of tabasco as well. Mix the garlic in with it.�
�Yeah?� Jake asked, always happy to get a new cooking tip.
�It adds just a hint of spice, mostly olfactory though since the flavor doesn�t make it through the skin, but it�s worth the time and effort in the end.�
�I�ll give that a shot next time,� he said, filing that away.
�And those steaks you got,� Obie said. �You�re going to sear them on high heat?�
�Naturally,� Jake said. �They�re nice marbled New Yorks, so the seasoning is minimal. Just salt and pepper loosely sprinkled on them, maybe four minutes a side, and they�ll be a nice juicy medium rare.�
Obie nodded his approval at this as well. �Very nice,� he said. �A man�s not really a man if he doesn�t know how to grill up a good steak, you know what I�m sayin�?�
�I know what you�re saying,� Jake said, closing the lid on the grill and picking up his beer.
Obie clapped Jake on the back nearly hard enough to leave a bruise and then turned to Laura. �And how about you, darlin�?� he asked. �This ugly mother hasn�t chased you away yet?�
She giggled. �Not yet,� she said.
�How goes the teaching gig?� Obie asked her. �Still learnin� them ghetto kids they ain�t supposed to say �ain�t�?�
�Only for a few more weeks,� she said. �I�ve put in my resignation letter with the district. At the end of this semester, I�ll be done.�
�Really?�
�Really,� she said with a nod. �I�m a little nervous about it, to tell you the truth. It�s hard to walk away from a steady job, even if it doesn�t pay all that well.�
�Do you have something better in the works?� Obie asked. �Or are you just gonna have Jake here be your sugar daddy?�
�Jesus, Obie,� Jake said, shaking his head a little.
�I�ve got something else in the works,� Laura told him. �I�ve been getting pretty regular sessions down at the National studios doing some fills and overdubs with my sax. I�ve had to turn some sessions down because of my teaching commitment or I would�ve picked up a lot more. I figured it�s time to stop screwing around and go for it.�
�Yep,� Obie said approvingly. �Sounds like a shit-or-get-off-the-pot situation if I�ve ever heard one. What kind of tracks they got you blowin� down there?�
�I�ve done some overdubs for Bobby Z, a few radio commercials, some fills on a movie soundtrack. It�s all very interesting, really.�
�Bobby Z, huh?� Obie said. �I heard he�s about as queer as a three dollar bill. Is that the straight shit�uh ... so to speak?�
�Yes, he�s pretty flamboyant,� Laura agreed. �He�s a great singer and composer though. I�ve enjoyed working with him and hope I get to do it some more.�
�How come his sax player ain�t doing the overdubs and the fills?� Obie wanted to know. �He�s hooked up with that black guy, right? What was his name?�
�Dexter Price,� Laura said. �Yes, that�s who played the melody on all of the tracks for his album. He�s a wonderful up and coming saxophonist. I would�ve loved to have met him, but apparently he and Z�Bob Zachary is Bobby Z�s real name but he likes us to call him Z�had some kind of a falling out and there is some question whether Dexter is going to go his separate way.�
�What�s their beef?� Obie asked. �Is this about them slinging their salamis at each other?�
Laura blushed a little but nodded. �That�s the rumor,� she said. �Apparently they were romantically involved and Dexter wanted to be a little more exclusive than Z did. Some harsh words were exchanged and Dexter stormed out about two weeks before I started getting the calls to help with the overdubs.�
Obie was shaking his head. �Fuckin� drama,� he said. �It just gets in the way of production, and those homos are teeming hotbeds of it. That�s why I love making country music so much. We got just as many homos as every other genre, of course, but at least they stay in the fuckin� closet since your average country fan don�t go for that kinda shit. That keeps the fudge-packing drama down to the minimum so we only have to deal openly with the hetero drama.�
�An interesting point of view,� Jake said thoughtfully.
Another shrug by Obie. �Just reality, boy. Just reality. And speaking of drama, I hear you�ve been getting� together with that rapper guy, Bigg C.�
�Bigg G,� Jake corrected. �Where�d you hear that?�
�Pauline mentioned it to me in one of our meetings,� he said dismissively. �What�s up with that shit?�
�Gordon�that�s G�s real name�is a friend,� Jake said. �I met him through Nerdly back when Nerdly was helping him mix one of his albums before he went independent.�
�I never did care for that ghetto music,� Obie said. �I hesitate to even call it music. It�s just a bunch of thumping and pounding and some nigger shouting out a bunch of obscenities about bitches and hoes and the po-lice and shit.�
�It�s not all like that,� Jake said. �Like with any genre, there are some artists and musicians who rise above the stereotyping. Gordon is hardly what I would call a nigger, in the strict privileged white person interpretation of the word. True, he was raised in the ghetto, but he�s educated and he�s a professional musician with considerable talent, as well as a fairly shrewd businessman in his own right. I actually think you would like him if you met him, Obie. He�s kind of like a younger, blacker version of you.�
�Yeah?� Obie said, not quite sure how to take that.
�Yeah,� Jake said. �Anyway, he�s smart enough to realize that straight rap music is in a death spiral...�
�About fucking time,� Obie opined.
�Perhaps ... anyway, Gordon is going a little experimental on his next album. We�re working on a cut where I play the acoustic guitar as the primary melody. It�s actually coming along pretty well. I like it a lot.�
�A mixture of rap and acoustic guitar, huh?� Obie said. �I can�t even begin to imagine what that will sound like.�
�I gotta go pee,� Laura suddenly announced.
�Then you should,� Jake told her. �You know where it�s at?�
�I do,� she confirmed. �Be back in a few.�
�Okay,� Jake said, returning the kiss she planted on his lips. She then wandered off, her gait not entirely steady, spilling a little of her wine as she made her way through the door.
Obie watched her go, his eyes unabashedly taking in the appealing form of her derriere in her jeans. When she was gone, he turned to Jake and patted him on the shoulder again. �That�s quite a woman you got there, Jake. She�s pretty, she�s smart, and I�m guessing she knows how to blow the old horn pretty well, eh?�
�Uh ... she can put on quite a performance when she�s in the mood for it,� Jake allowed.
�Yeah,� Obie said wistfully. �There�s nothing like having yourself a good woman in your life. Hang onto her.�
�I plan to,� Jake said. �Besides, we�ll probably need her sax skills on our next albums.�
�If someone else don�t snatch her up first,� Obie said.
�I just need to keep her away from dentists,� Jake said.
�How�s that?�
Jake chuckled. �Never mind,� he said. �How are things going with your new album? Are you going to give us back the Nerdlys soon?�
�We�re almost done with the overdubs and ready to start mixing,� Obie said.
�That�s when the Nerdlys truly shine,� Jake said, �although the tedium level and general annoyance level with them notches up pretty intensely in that phase.�
�Yeah ... I saw what y�all went through when you got there.� He shrugged. �We�ll get by. And I�m really looking forward to getting my stuff on the air. I picked up some young guitar players and I�m experimenting with throwing in some distorted electric in addition to the slide�kind of bringing a hint of rock and roll to country.�
�You think that�ll appeal?� Jake asked. �Or are they going to start calling you a sellout as well?�
�Time will tell,� Obie said. �Time will fuckin� tell.� He looked over at the door for a moment and saw there was no sign of Laura reemerging. He then turned back to Jake. �Listen, there�s something I kind of wanted to talk to you about.�
�What�s that?� Jake asked.
�It has to do with ... with Pauline.�
�Yeah?� Jake asked. �What about her?�
�I�m not one for mincing words and I�m not one for keeping secrets from people, so I�m just going to come out and tell you. She and I are doing the nasty with each other.�
Jake looked at him for a moment, searching for signs in his face that this was a joke. He saw none. �Doing the nasty, huh?�
�That�s right.�
�How long has this been going on?�
�The first time was up in Oregon, right after we got done negotiating and signing your contract with me. We�ve been getting together whenever we can ever since.�
�I see,� Jake said slowly. �So ... almost eight months now?�
�About that,� Obie agreed.
�Interesting,� he said. �I had no clue. That�s usually the sort of thing I�d pick up on.�
�We were discrete,� Obie said.
�That explains why you come to LA every weekend.�
�That explains it.�
�Why were you keeping it secret?� Jake asked him.
�Well ... at first it was just kind of instinct, particularly since she and I have a business relationship. We didn�t want anyone thinking there was any funny business going on with the financials and conflict of interest and all that shit. There isn�t, you know. Both of us can separate personal relationships from business relationships.�
Jake nodded. �I believe you,� he said. �Besides, Jill would�ve caught any funny business if anyone was trying to pull some.�
�Those japs are shrewd, that�s for damn sure,� Obie said. �Anyway, after we started being discrete, it just got to be a habit. In truth, the sneaking around kind of added something to the relationship. You should try it sometime.�
�I�ve done my share of sneaking around,� Jake assured him. �Why are you telling me this now?�
�Because you need to know,� Obie said. �Celia and Greg need to know as well. So do the Nerdlys. We�re all getting deeper and deeper into this whole CD release deal and we�re spending more time with each other and things are starting to come to a head. I don�t think it�s healthy for a group of people such as we are, involved in the sort of business that we are, to have a secret of that magnitude floating around. Y�all would�ve found out eventually and, if we hadn�t told you about it first, that would have opened up some mistrust between me and you, between you and Pauline, between me and Pauline maybe. It�s time to let the cat out of the bag.�
�Pauline knows you�re telling me about this?�
�She doesn�t know I�m doing it right this moment,� Obie said, �but she knows I plan to tell you and everyone else. We�ve talked about this and she agrees with my reasoning.�
�I see,� Jake said slowly.
�How do you feel about this, Jake?� Obie wanted to know.
�I�m not really sure,� he answered honestly. �Still trying to process it, mostly, but I like you, Obie. Are you treating her well?�
�I treat all my ladies well,� he said with conviction.
�You�re not beating her, humiliating her, trying to get her to do shit she doesn�t want to do?�
�I do not hit women, Jake,� he said firmly. �I did that once in my life, back when I was in my late twenties and just starting to get into the whole fame and fortune thing. I popped the woman I was with at the time a backhand across the face�and I�m here to tell you, that if there was ever a woman who deserved that shit, that fuckin� bitch was her. You see this scar on my face?� He lifted up his hat a little, revealing a four-inch, jagged scar atop his forehead.
�I see it,� Jake said.
�She did that shit with a pound of frozen elk sausage out of the freezer.�
�She hit you with a pound of sausage?�
�Frozen,� Obie said. �It packed quite a punch. Took twelve stitches to close it. Do you know why she did it?�
�Why?�
�She was drunk and belligerent and I told her I didn�t want to take her out for dinner that night because she was drunk and belligerent. Told her to cook something up instead because I didn�t want to be seen in public with her. So she went to the freezer, got that pound of sausage, and fileted my fuckin� forehead open. That�s when I backhanded her�the only time in my life I hit a woman.� He then rolled up the sleeve on his right arm, revealing another scar, this one a ragged mass of tissue on the back of his bicep. �You see this one?�
�Nasty looking,� Jake said. �What caused that?�
�That would be the police dog that bit me when they came to arrest me for domestic violence. You see, them cops were all men, and I have been known to fight with men on occasion. I lost that fight. Aside from the dog bite, I got three broken ribs from getting hit with those sticks of theirs and a dislocated shoulder from when they wrenched my arms behind me to slap on the cuffs.�
�And this story is supposed to make me feel better about you being with my sister?� Jake asked.
�It is,� Obie said. �You see, I learned my lesson from that incident. Even if Pauline does grab a pound of frozen elk sausage out of the freezer and lays my fuckin� head open with it, I�m still not gonna hit her. Once was enough for a lifetime. And Pauline is hardly the type to be so provocative, wouldn�t you say?�
�I would say,� he had to agree.
�As for all that other stuff, I treat ladies like ladies, Jake. That�s kind of how I do things. And your sister is a lady in every sense of the word. And you should know that she�s strong willed enough not to put up with any shit, from me or anyone else.�
�Yeah, I do know that, Obie. Sorry, wasn�t trying to interrogate you. Like I said, still trying to process this.�
�Then we�re cool?� Obie asked.
�Yeah,� Jake told him. �We�re cool.�

Obie gave the promotion instructions he�d been given by Jake to the suits in the National Records� promotion department. They argued with him, telling him that Jake Kingsley didn�t know shit about how KVA�s music should be promoted. They cited their hundreds of collective years of experience in promoting music. They tried to find loopholes in the contract they had signed (there weren�t any, Pauline had been thorough). They even resorted to begging. In the end, however, they put things into motion, just as directed. Mick Riley and the other independent music promotors across the US and Canada were given their instructions and they informed the corporate offices of the radio conglomerates and the program directors of the local independents what those instructions were. And in the week before Christmas, while kids were out of school and the nation was in the festive, celebratory mood, both Playing Those Games and Insignificance began to get saturation airplay.

Roundup, Montana
December 21st, 1992
It was the first official day of Christmas break and it was cold. Snow covered the land and the Musselshell River, a tributary of the Missouri, was covered with ice four inches thick as it wound its way through the small prairie town fifty miles north of Billings. The official temperature was six degrees Fahrenheit, but the icy wind blowing across the gently rolling hills from the north instilled a wind chill of around negative fifteen degrees. This was nothing to John Callaway, Renee Brown, and Corey Stillson, all members of the Roundup High School�s senior class and all lifelong residents of the mining and cattle town of 1500 or so residents.
They were sitting on a small rise on the banks of the Musselshell just outside of town. Below them, on the frozen surface of the river, a group of their classmates, mostly males, were playing an improvised game of hockey using upside-down push brooms taken from their father�s garages and a medium sized flat rock that someone had painted black. A pile of wooden pallets swiped from the rear of the local store had been busted up and turned into a respectable bonfire that offered a little warmth if you could tolerate the greasy black smoke it produced as a byproduct. Stuck into the snowbanks here and there were six packs and twelve packs of Milwaukee�s Best beer. Perversely, the beer had been covered in the snowbanks to keep it warm, not to cool it. If left to the open air, a can of beer would freeze solid in about thirty minutes. This was all part of being a teenager in small town Montana.
The three teens were all dressed very similarly to each other. They had on jeans�not Wranglers or Levis, as neither they nor their parents could afford name brands�heavy snow boots, thick jackets covering sweaters, woolen caps upon their heads, and knitted scarves protecting their necks. Each held a can of beer in their hands. John and Renee were both smoking cigarettes�Basics they�d picked up from the supermarket. Sitting on a rock near them was a battered old boombox tuned to KCLD out of Billings�the nearest station that played something other than country music exclusively.
Renee had a cute, rounded face and the body of a farm girl�a body she had earned by working her entire life on her father�s pig farm just west of town. Many of her male classmates�and even a few of her female classmates�had had more than a few unholy thoughts about her large breasts and full hips. She was not a girly girl by any means�such a thing did not really exist in Roundup�and she was not a member of the ruling clique in her class. Her family was dirt poor, but they were hard workers and she was justifiably proud of her heritage.
John and Corey had been her friends since they had all been wearing diapers together. John�s family owned the dairy farm just to the north of the Brown property. Corey�s family owned the auto wrecking yard just to the south. They had all gone to Roundup Elementary School and Roundup Junior High school together�said schools both being located in the same building�and had then gone onto Roundup High. And though both John and Corey had been attracted to her since approximately fourth grade, she thought of them as nothing more than brothers and friends�well, maybe in the case of John, a step-brother, she sometimes thought in her more pensive moments.
�Can you believe it?� Renee asked them. �Only five more months and we graduate. How bitchin� is that?�
�Pretty fuckin� bitchin�� John said sourly. Unlike Renee and Corey, he would not be leaving Roundup once he had that diploma in hand. There was no money for him to go to college so he would just remain at home, continuing to be a part of the family business. He would simply be a high school graduate going out to hook cows up to the milking machines and scramble to make sure they were all in their barns on freezing ass days like this one.
�It�s gonna be a big change,� said Corey, who had just tried to drink his beer and found it had turned to an icy slush. He tossed the can to the side and pulled another one out of the snowbank. He popped it open and took a drink. He then spent a moment pondering the life-change of which he spoke. Encouraged by his father, he had been talking to a United States Navy recruiter down in Billings and had all but committed to a four-year hitch once he had diploma in hand. That would get him money for college�assuming he wasn�t killed in some war in a faraway land�which would hopefully get him out of this tiny town for good.
�It all seems so unreal at times, doesn�t it?� asked Renee. She herself was planning to attend Billings Community College for a few years and then hopefully transfer to Montana State in the same city. Her aunt Becky lived just outside of Billings and was willing to let her stay there with her while she was in school, and there was some money her parents had put aside for her to help her pay for it. Pig farming had been reasonably lucrative these last ten years and Renee was an only child.
�Do you think we�ll be able to get together like this?� asked John. �You know ... after we graduate?�
�Probably not as often,� Corey said. �But sometimes. I�ll have leave from the navy now and then, and you�ll still be living here in town, and Rennie will be home on weekends and holidays, right?�
�I should be,� she said. �It depends on what kind of job I get to help me along.�
�We should make a vow,� said John. �At least once a year, we need to come out here and drink some beer together. Sound like a plan?�
�Sounds like a plan,� Corey said, raising his can in salute.
�Sounds like a plan,� agreed Renee, who, at the age of eighteen, was already wise enough in the ways of the world to know that such vows are much easier to make than to keep. She drank her beer slowly, feeling an uncomfortable surge of melancholy washing over her.
�Some new music here for you on K-cold,� said the DJ from the speaker of the boombox. �This is the latest from Celia Valdez.�
�Not this song again!� complained Corey.
�I thought you liked The Struggle,� said Renee, who was assuming that that was the song they were about to play.
�It�s all right,� Corey said, �they�ve just played the fuck out of it these last few months.�
�I like it a lot,� Renee declared. �It just kind of hits you where you live, you know?�
But the song was not The Struggle. �This is called Playing Those Games,� the DJ said, �the latest from her solo album, and ... well ... it kind of rocks. Give it a listen and see what you think.�
And with that, the music started. It was a slow intro accomplished by piano laying down the melody. Soothing, gentle, not bad at all. And then it kicked into gear. A grinding, distorted guitar began to play and Valdez�s voice ramped up into an angry, emotional outburst about the trials and tribulations of falling in love with someone not worthy of you.
�Damn,� Corey whispered, as his feet began to tap to the rhythm. �That�s some good guitar work.�
�The girl can rock,� said Renee, who was smiling as she listened.
�Not bad at all,� said John, who actually started miming an air guitar to the riffs.
They listened to it all the way to the end. Later on, the DJ spun The Struggle again, allowing them to reacquaint with it. Later still, just as the sun was starting to set and they were getting ready to head back to their respective homes, Playing Those Games was spun once more and they listened to it again, giving it all their attention.
On their way home they talked about pooling their money to buy a copy of the CD the next time one of them was in Billings and could hit the Walmart. They could then record it on cassette tapes and each have their own copy.

Bangor, Maine
December 22, 1992
It was icy cold in Maine as well, but inside the City of Bangor municipal building garage, it was nice and toasty thanks to a propane fired blow heater set up in the corner. The garage was responsible for servicing and repairing all of the seventy-four vehicles owned by the municipality. It was the size of a small warehouse and featured four lift stalls, each of which had its own equipment racks full of tools of all variety and an array of diagnostic machines. Lining the walls from floor to ceiling between the stalls were shelves that contained hundreds of different parts needed for routine maintenance: oil filters in varying sizes, tires in varying sizes, lights, hoses, quarts of oil, quarts of power steering and brake fluid, windshield wipers, and many other things.
Steve Bledsoe was a ten-year mechanic with the city. The job paid decently enough and had a retirement plan, although that bitch of an ex-wife of his was sucking out nearly forty percent of everything he made with those alimony and child support payments that shyster lawyer of hers had managed to get the judge to agree to. Just because he had been boning her sister�and that slut had begged him for the banana, had kept demanding it often until they�d been caught red-handed that one fateful night�Belinda got all righteous on him, filed for divorce, and went for broke. Did he really deserve that shit? Hell, he had at least been keeping it in the family, hadn�t he?
Steve was dressed in a pair of greasy overalls with his name stenciled on the breast. His fingers and fingernails were dry, cracked, and perpetually grimy with grease and oil stains. His hair was long and his stomach bulged out a bit with the beginnings of a beer belly. Currently he had a black and white Crown Victoria that belonged to Bangor PD up on the rack and he was draining the oil out if while getting ready to lube up the chassis. On the wall behind him was a boom box tuned to WZAP, the primary hard rock station for the Bangor region, the volume turned loud enough that everyone in the garage could hear it, even over the sound of ratcheting air wrenches.
Currently there was a commercial for Allied Bail Bonds playing, the announcer explaining to the target demographic of eighteen to thirty-nine year olds, many of whom would be unemployed since it was after ten o�clock in the morning on a weekday, how they had a constitutional right to bail if they were arrested and how Allied Bail Bonds� specialists in providing this service would be sympathetic and non-judgmental to all who found themselves in such a situation. And, they were conveniently located right next door to the Penobscot County jail in downtown Bangor.
The commercial ended and the late morning to early afternoon DJ came back on the air. It was Justin Side, an up and comer recently hired by WZAP after he was fired from a morning show in Montpellier.
�It�s eleven-thirty-three here on the Zapper,� Side told his audience, �and that means it�s time for some new music to guide you toward the lunch break. This is Jake Kingsley�s latest tune, a little something called Insignificance, and it�s from his solo album released last year, Can�t Keep Me Down. The tune features Kingsley himself on the acoustic guitar and, here�s a little piece of trivia: His mother, Mary Kingsley, who is a retired symphony violinist, is playing violin for him. Should be interesting, huh? Let�s give it a listen.�
Steve�s attention perked up as he heard this. He had been an Intemperance fan from the very beginning, ever since he�d seen them open for Earthstone on their first tour date ever on New Year�s Day of 1983 in the Bangor Auditorium. He owned every album Intemp had ever put out and had been quite bummed when the group had broken up. He had been unimpressed with Matt Tisdale�s solo album�he had not bought a copy of that one�but he had enjoyed the one cut from Kingsley�s solo album he�d heard so far: The Easy Way. True, it wasn�t exactly like an Intemperance tune, and it had taken a few listens for him to start getting into it, but now he truly enjoyed the song and looked forward to the times he heard it play. And now, here was something new from the album. Something with a violin in it? A violin played by Kingsley�s mother? His freaking mother? How old would she have to be? At least in her fifties, Steve figured.
The song began to play. He was a little doubtful at first as he heard the opening melody, as he realized there was no electric guitar, no drums, not even much of a bass line. But that guitar playing was kind of cool, a solid, well-played piece that was catchy. And the violin played over the top of it ... that actually was kind of interesting as well. And then Kingsley�s singing�his voice laid down the lyrics perfectly, a dark tale that seemed to suggest that everything a person did in life was ultimately meaningless.
�Pretty fuckin� deep,� Steve said approvingly, his lube gun in his greasy hand, his head bobbing in time to the rhythm.
The song ended and Steve went back to focusing most of his attention on his work. He finished the oil change on the police car and lowered it back to the ground, after which he drove it out to the ready line and marked it as being in-service. He then pulled in his next project: A city snowplow that needed a diagnostic on its cooling system. He just had time to determine that the thermostat was frozen open before it was time for lunch.
He worked out the rest of his shift and then drove over to Bradford Municipal Park just north of the downtown area. There, in the very back reaches of the recreational facility, he met with a few of his coworkers so they could unwind after a hard day. Steve had a case of beer in his trunk, the cans at the perfect drinking temperature thanks to the thirty-one degrees it was outside. His friend Tommy Vale had an eighth of some decent bud. A joint was passed around and the beers were popped open and the five men talked of things that early thirties men talked of while the radio, tuned to WZAP, played a stream of rock music from Tommy�s car.
The new Jake Kingsley song came on the radio again. As before, the DJ announced that it was about to play.
�You heard this one, guys?� Steve asked them.
�I think I heard them playing it earlier in the day,� said Tommy. �Kind of mellow shit, isn�t it?�
�Nothing like Intemp,� said John Stone with a shake of the head.
�Yeah,� said Rick Farls, who had just killed the last of the joint. �It�s got violins and shit in it. Kingsley�s a fuckin� sellout!�
�Naw, man,� Steve said. �It�s kind of cool shit, really. Give it a listen. That�s actually his mother playing that violin.�
�His fucking mother?� Tommy asked in disbelief.
�She�s a symphony musician and shit,� Steve said. �She fuckin� nails it. Check it out!�
They checked it out. Rick still didn�t care much for it�he was a hard-core Matt Tisdale fan and had never really cared for any of Kingsley�s shit, Intemp or otherwise. Tommy and John, however, seemed to get into it.
�That�s Kingsley�s mom, huh?� John asked. �She really is pretty good with that thing.�
�I did like the violin solo,� Tommy had to admit.
�I told you it was good shit,� said Steve, who was already planning to stop by Tower of Power Records on his way home so he could pick up the CD.

All over the United States and Canada for the next two weeks, similar stories were going on. People heard Playing Those Games and Insignificance on their radios, usually several times in the course of a day. Not everyone liked the songs immediately. Some never liked them at all. But a great majority had the tunes grow on them the more they were exposed to them. And since those who liked the songs also tended to be the same ones who had liked The Struggle and The Easy Way, many of them decided that they would cut loose a little of their funds and go get the CD.
By the end of the first week in January, 1993, Games was getting frequent airplay on both the pops and the hards and the album had cleared two hundred thousand in sales. Games the song, however, was not doing so well on the charts�it had only gone to sixteen in the Top 40. Insig, on the other hand, was moving up the charts with a bullet, powered mostly by requests from the pop stations. It cracked the Top 10, still moving upward. And sales of Can�t Keep Me Down, the CD, passed a hundred and twenty thousand and kept on moving.
The ride was truly underway.

Matt Tisdale heard Insignificance for the first time as he rode in the back of the limousine on his way to a jam session in a Culver City warehouse where he and his band were working up his new material. It was ten o�clock on a Tuesday morning, just after the turn of the year, only the third such session to be held. The radio in the back of the limo was tuned to KRON and a commercial break had just wrapped up. The ten o�clock DJ, who had just started his shift, then announced that the latest from Jake Kingsley was about to be played.
�Fucking Kingsley,� Matt said in disgust, his fingers reaching for the dial. The last thing in the world he wanted to hear right now was another fucking tune from that sellout motherfucker. It was bad enough he had been subjected to that last crappy tune the man had put out, which, undoubtedly due to some underhanded marketing by National and good old legal tender, was actually getting airplay on KRON instead of staying on the pop stations where it belonged. Imagine Jake Kingsley, who had always held himself out to be some kind of purist when it came to music, now involved in the sleazy marketing of his own shit when it benefited him to do so. That was the very definition of a sellout.
Matt�s finger stopped short of the dial, however, when he heard the DJ say that Kingsley�s mother was playing violin on the cut they were about to hear. Violin? His fucking mother? What kind of sad-ass easy listening abortion is he peddling now? Morbid curiosity, the same kind that made a person want to look at a roadside automobile accident, kept him from tuning out just yet. He had to hear this shit.
He heard it. And, as much as he wanted to, as much as he tried to, he could not hate it. The fingerpicked melody that Jake had laid down was a masterpiece of acoustic guitar skill and phrasing. Jake had always been incredible on the acoustic, perhaps one of the best there was. And those violin fills atop the melody ... well ... it was easy listening shit, true, but goddamn if it didn�t sound pretty good, didn�t fit right in with the tone of the song. He had met Mary Kingsley several times before and he knew that she was a symphony musician, of course, but he had never given her a whole lot of thought other than that she was a nice lady, kind of square, but someone he had respected as a person, nonetheless. She really could play her instrument. Very shrewd of Kingsley recruiting her for the piece. Matt even analyzed the lyrics to the tune as best he could on a first run-through. They were classic Jake Kingsley lyrics, deeper than some he had laid down over the years, dark, intriguing, words that rang true with a universal theme of life that many did not like to acknowledge.
�This fucking song is going to chart,� Matt whispered, partially in wonder, partially in anger.
The song faded out and was replaced by a group of hackers called Primal Fire. Matt had heard their shit before and was not impressed on any level with it. He snapped the radio off and rode the rest of the trip in silence, his mind troubled.
They arrived at the warehouse and Matt went inside. His band was already there. He had kept Steve Calhoun as his drummer, but had chosen not to retain John Engle as his bass guitar player. Instead, he now had a guy named Austin Jefferson laying down the rhythm for him. Austin was a dark-skinned black man who had been raised by upper middle-class parents in an upper middle-class section of Simi Valley�his father a civil engineer for the county of Los Angeles, his mother an athletic trainer for USC�s women�s softball program. He looked very ghetto with his Jheri-curled hair and his gold chain and the tattoos of African tribal symbols on his well-muscled arms, but the truth was, Austin had never really been in the ghetto before, was not even sure how to get there. Still, he knew his way around a bass guitar.
The two musicians had met at a party a few months before when Austin had come up and introduced himself to Matt and then, after a little inane conversation, had told him he was a bassist. Matt had, of course, not taken him the least bit seriously at first. In the first place, people were always telling him they were guitar players or drummers when they met him, and most were nothing but hopeless hackers who could barely crank out Smoke on the Water or pound out the intro to Tom Sawyer. In the second place, Austin was not white and Matt, at the time, could not even conceive of a black bassist being able to play anything other than rap music or maybe some blues.
But as their conversation had gone on that night, Matt became more and more impressed with Austin�s knowledge of musical concepts that only a true musician would be able to speak of so easily. It was then that he learned of Austin�s upbringing and his musical resume, which included playing bass for two well-known local rock bands and doing some sessions on occasion down at Aristocrat�s studios.
�Where you working at now?� Matt asked him.
Austin chuckled. �My main gig, the one that pays the bills these days, is driving a forklift over at the Sears warehouse in Long Beach.�
�Yeah?� Matt asked, having no problem picturing that.
�Yeah,� Austin said. �I got me a master�s degree in Business Administration from USC, but it seems like, for some reason, I have a hard time getting past the first interview when I try to get a gig in that field.� He shrugged. �There must be something about me that makes them guys in suits think I wouldn�t be a good fit in their employ.�
�I can�t imagine what that might be,� Matt told him with a chuckle.
�The world is what the world is,� Austin said.
�Listen,� Matt then said. �I�m probably going to regret this, but why don�t you come to the warehouse I rehearse in sometime and show me what you got?�
Austin looked surprised. �You mean an audition?�
�An informal audition,� Matt amended. �You see, I�m not really happy with the guy I got slinging bass for me now and, well, if you can play like you say you can, maybe we can work something out.�
And so, two days later, Austin arrived at the warehouse, Brogan bass guitar in hand. Steve Calhoun had been invited to attend the audition. John Engle had not been. Matt and Steve found that Austin really did know what he was doing. He was damn good with his instrument. Not quite as good as that dick-smoking freak Charlie had been, but close. They were at least in the same league.
�I�m inclined to offer you the gig as my bass guitarist,� Matt had told him after the audition, �but there�s one thing I need to know first.�
�What�s that?� asked Austin.
�Are you now, or have you ever been, a dude who would put another dude�s schlong in your mouth?�
�Uh ... no,� Austin told him. �I�m into girls, always have been.� He looked at the two musicians carefully for a moment. �Is that okay?�
�It�s fuckin� perfect,� Matt said. �You�re in.�
Austin was the first to greet him now, as he came into the warehouse to start the day�s session. �What is up, boss man?� he asked. �How are they hanging today?�
Matt shook his head a little. �You need to work on the ghetto talk a little more,� he told him. �It should be: �wassup, boss?� and �how they hangin�?� You�re letting your education show. Stop using some many fucking copulas when you talk.�
�Sorry, boss,� Austin said with a grin. �I�ll work on that shit.�
�You do that,� Matt said, giving a nod to Steve, who was sitting on his drum chair smoking a cigarette.
�Morning, Matt,� Steve greeted.
�It�s morning all right, and I fucking hate mornings. Let�s get in the proper mood for this shit.�
They got in the proper mood by smoking six bonghits apiece. Since it was not a rehearsal, but a jam session, getting stoned beforehand was mandatory. It was, as always, very good weed and it took them into the stratosphere quite easily.
They went to work, trying to put together Matt�s latest effort, a road song he had penned called: Time to Go. As had all of his solo works so far, it featured Matt�s grinding guitar riffs, multiple tempo changes, and multiple guitar solos between the verses. Matt liked how it was coming out, at least as far as the raw tune went, but he could not help but wonder what they were going to do with it in the studio now that he�d committed to letting the engineers get their greasy hands on his work. But at the same time, he also could not help but see the overt similarity that Go shared with his other work. The riffs and the solos were different, true, but what was there that would really distinguish the tune?
He didn�t know. All he could do was keep working and get the thing hashed out so they could move onto the next tune. All the same, however, as he tried to concentrate on what they were doing, tried to dial in Go, his mind kept drifting back to Jake Kingsley�s song he had heard this morning. What in the hell was up with that shit? Why was that mellow-ass shit laid down by a sellout stuck in his head? Why did he keep thinking about it?
They took a break just after one o�clock, all of them taking the opportunity to open a bottle of beer and quench their thirst a little. Matt sat on the edge of the drum platform and, after taking a few swigs, let the fingers of his right hand go to the wrist of his left arm, feeling for the pulse there. He did not have a watch on him at the moment, but he didn�t need it. By now, he could tell by simple feel about how fast his pulse was beating. So far, there had been no repeat of the SVT he�d had that night in Texas (why does so much bad shit happen in Texas? he wondered for perhaps the thousandth time), this despite the fact that he had not slowed down an iota on his cocaine consumption. This seemed to lend credence to his theory that it had been the meth that had put him in that rhythm that night. He had not touched any of that shit since. He still had the horridly clear memory of having electricity coursing through his body.
�Everything okay, Matt?� asked Steve, who got nervous whenever he saw the guitarist doing that.
�Ticking right along, just like it�s supposed to,� Matt said with a nod.
�Good to know,� said Steve, who was never going to forget that night in Houston either.
�Boss, did they really light you up with them paddles while you were still awake?� asked Austin, who had heard the tale.
�Like a fuckin� Christmas tree,� Matt confirmed.
�I was there, dude,� Steve said. �It was some freaky shit, homey.�
�Did he, like fly up in the air off the table like in the movies?�
�Naw, just kinda jerked a little, but there was smoke coming up off his chest, and he screamed like a motherfucker, and the smell! It kinda smelled like...�
�Can we change the fuckin� subject?� Matt asked, feeling the need to check his pulse again. It was still moving at an acceptable rate.
�Yeah, sure, Matt,� Steve said. �How about I turn some tunes on for a bit?�
�That�ll work,� Matt told him gratefully.
Steve got up and flipped on the radio that sat in the corner. It was tuned to KRON. The song by that new group, Nirvana, was playing, as it had been quite regularly for the past month or so. Matt couldn�t remember the name of the tune�it was one of those titles they didn�t actually say in the verses�but he liked the rhythm and the energy of it, even if he couldn�t understand most of the goddamn words the singer was spouting.
�What do they call this shit again?� Matt asked Austin, who was a little more in tune with recent rock than Steve.
�They�re calling it grunge,� he told him. �Seattle sound. It�s picking up some serious steam on the hard rocks.�
�Simplistic, but it has some soul,� Matt opined. �The guitar work is not very technical, but it�s honest, you know what I�m saying?�
�I know what you�re saying,� Austin told him.
The song went through its outro and wrapped up. While the last note was still fading, the next song started to play. It was something he had never heard before, a piano melody with a little violin mixed in (again with the fucking violin? Matt thought with a shake of the head. What�s up with the all the violins lately?) And then a female voice began to sing out the first verse. Matt�s attention focused a little more on the song. That voice sounded extremely familiar to him. It was the same bitch who sang that song The Struggle. It was Celia fucking Valdez. They were playing her on a hard rock station? What the fuck?
A moment later, he understood why they were playing it on a hard rock. A distorted drop-D electric guitar kicked into gear as the song went up tempo. It was a hard rock song. And Matt did not need to hear any more than the first few bars to know exactly whose hands that drop-D guitar had been in.
�Motherfucker,� he said, shaking his head in wonder and disbelief.
�What�s up?� asked Austin.
�This song,� he said. �Have you heard it before?�
�Yeah, a couple times,� he said. �It�s the new release by Celia Valdez. It kinda rocks, doesn�t it?�
�That�s Jake Kingsley playing that guitar for her,� Matt said.
�What?� Austin asked.
�Jake Kingsley?� Steve put in. �How do you know that?�
�Because I know what his fucking guitar playing sounds like!� Matt yelled. �Trust me on this. It�s him. And he was playing the solo for her on that other song, The Struggle.�
�No shit?� Steve said.
�Is he boning her?� asked Austin, hoping that he was. He knew what the Valdez babe looked like.
�Undoubtedly,� Matt told him.
�Good for Kingsley,� Austin said with approval. �You think her hubby, the actor from that fucked-up movie knows about that shit?�
�I don�t know,� Matt said. �I don�t fucking care. Where Kingsley puts his fucking schlong is not my concern.�
�He used to tap Mindy Snow, right?� asked Steve.
�Awww, man, that�s a fine piece of pussy there too,� said Austin.
�Can we stop talking about Jake Kinsley and who he is boning or has boned?� Matt yelled.
�You�re the one that brought him up,� Steve felt obligated to point out.
�Hey, here comes the solo,� Austin said. �Check it out, Matt. He fuckin� shreds it pretty well�not as good as you, of course, but respectable.�
Matt gritted his teeth but he listened to the solo. Austin was right. It was a respectable piece of guitar work, fast, rhythmic, and it fit the tone of the song perfectly. True, Matt would have done it differently, with a little more finger tapping mid-solo and a bit less whammy on the follow-through, but that was nothing but personal preference. Jake had done a good job with it. It was rock the way that rock was meant to be played.
�That motherfucker,� he said again, astounded, feeling an array of emotion going through him. �How come I�m the only goddamn person in the world that knows that�s Jake Kingsley playing guitar for that bitch? Why the fuck aren�t they announcing that shit every time they play the song on the radio?�
�I don�t know,� Austin said. �Maybe they�re trying to keep it on the down-low?�
�On the down-low?� Matt barked. �I heard Jake�s new tune played earlier, while I was heading in. They fucking told everyone that his goddamn mom was playing the violin for him! That don�t sound like the fucking down-low to me!�
�Yeah, I heard that tune yesterday,� Austin said. �A good piece. Really good guitar work.�
Matt gave him a glare that would�ve killed, if looks could do such a thing.
�Again,� Austin stammered, �nowhere near as good as you could�ve done it.�
�Don�t jerk me off, Austin,� Matt told him. �I�m not half the acoustic guitarist that Kingsley is and I know it. That�s not my point though. They should be letting everyone know he�s playing guitar for her. It would help both of their albums sell. So, why aren�t they? Why would they be trying to keep that shit secret?�
�I can�t think of a reason why they would,� Steve said, �assuming you�re right and that really is Kingsley playing.�
�I�m right,� Matt insisted. �I played with the man long enough to know what he sounds like. It�s as distinctive as his voice, maybe even more so.�
�Then I don�t know the answer,� Steve said.
�Neither do I,� Austin put in. �It don�t make no sense to me.�
�Me either,� Matt said as the final outro of Playing Those Games faded out and the DJ came on to tell them what they already knew, that they had just heard Celia Valdez�s latest solo effort, and didn�t it rock?

Matt had the limo driver stop at Kensington�s Records on the way home. He then gave him two twenty-dollar bills and instructed him to go inside and purchase two compact discs from the new release music aisle and then keep the change.
�Whatever you say, Matt,� Tim, the driver told him.
�And if you ever tell a single living human being what I just had you do,� Matt said, �I�ll kill you slowly in the most painful way I can think of. I�ll get a fuckin� dentist to execute you.�
�What happens in the limo stays in the limo,� Tim assured him.
Ten minutes later, they were underway once again and Matt was holding the CDs in his hands. He looked at Celia�s first, taking a moment to appreciate the juicy shape of her tit on the album cover and to fight down a pang of envy as he thought of Jake getting to put his hands on it. He then opened up the case and pulled out the insert, unfolding it so he could look it over. There were a few more pictures of Celia in there, most of them candid shots, all of them flattering to her form. On the very bottom right of the unfolded insert was a list of the musicians and their roles in the production.
Celia Valdez � Vocals, acoustic guitar
Phillip Genkins � Backing vocals
Pauline Kingsley � Backing vocals
Ted Duncan � Drums and other percussion
Ben Ping � Bass guitar
Laura Best � Saxophone
Cynthia Archer � Piano
William Archer � Synthesizers and other keyboards
Mary Kingsley � Violin
Engineering � William and Sharon Archer
Recorded and mixed at Blake Studios, Coos Bay, Oregon
�Son of a bitch,� Matt whispered, shaking his head again. He did not have the slightest idea who Ted Duncan, Ben Ping, Phillip Genkins, or Laura Best were, but he sure as shit knew the other names. Nerdly�s mother was playing piano on the CD. Fucking Nerdly himself was playing synthesizer. Jake�s goddamn mother was playing violin for Valdez as well. Pauline, his former manager, was singing backup (I didn�t know that bitch could sing!) And the entire fucking thing had been engineered by the Nerdlys. But there was no goddamn lead guitar player listed! How the fuck were they getting away with that shit? Why was no one questioning it? Was that even legal?
He ripped open Kingsley�s CD next, pulling out that insert.
Unlike with Valdez�s insert, there was only one picture of Jake on the entire thing, the cover shot of him playing his old Fender Grand Concert. There was no other artwork to speak of, just a mix of washed-out pastel colors that blended from one to the other and the track listing. In the lower right hand side were the credits.
Jake Kingsley � Acoustic guitar and vocals
Phillip Genkins � backing vocals
Pauline Kingsley � backing vocals
Ben Ping � Bass guitar
Ted Duncan � Drums and other percussion
Mary Kingsley � Violin
Cynthia Archer � Piano
William Archer � Synthesizer
Engineered by William and Sharon Archer
Recorded at Blake Studios, Coos Bay, Oregon
Special thanks to Laura Best for soprano saxophone on South Island Blur
It�s the same fucking musicians! Matt fumed. Kingsley�s and Nerdly�s mothers playing violin and piano for him. Ben Ping and Ted Duncan (whoever the fuck they were) putting down the rhythm. Pauline and this Phillip Genkins motherfucker singing backup. Even this Laura Best bitch on the sax (Kingsley�s got some fucking sax on his CD? What the fuck?) And again, there was no goddamn credit given for the lead guitar position.
How can I be the only one who has noticed this shit? Why aren�t the DJs and the fucking music media assholes all over this story?
He put the inserts back in their respective cases, not bothering to fold them up into the proper orientation, just putting them back to the size that would fit. He did not take the CDs out of the cases. Tim might say that what happened in the limo stayed in the limo, but Matt was not going to let anyone know that he had actually listened to either one of these CDs.
When he got home, however, he went immediately to his entertainment room and fired up the stereo system. His machine featured a twenty-four disc changer and he had to pull two CDs out first to make room, but he inserted both Jake�s and Celia�s work into slots 23 and 24.
He played Kingsley�s CD first. The first cut was The Easy Way, which he had already heard enough of on the radio and which he already knew was Kingsley playing the weak-ass guitar riffs. He skipped over it. The next cut was the title cut: Can�t Keep Me Down. Matt found it was a semi-hard rock tune that featured two distorted electric guitars for the melody�the first a drop-D tuned guitar, the second a standard tuned guitar with milder distortion. He had no idea who was playing the second guitar�although he had to admit that whoever it was seemed to know his way around the instrument pretty well�but he knew within ten seconds that Kingsley was playing the primary guitar for the tune. As with the riffs on that Valdez hard rock tune, the sound was as distinctive as a human voice to his ears.
He listened to the song all the way through, surprised and dismayed to find himself tapping his foot a little with the beat. There was no guitar solo in the main body of the song itself but there was an extended solo on the outro. It was not a highly technical solo by any means, but it was well-played and fit the tune. And it too was unmistakably Kingsley laying it down.
He noticed other things as the song played as well. At several points there was a third guitar playing, an electric with distortion so mild as to almost be clean, and it was mixed in atop the secondary melody in perfect harmony. That too was Kingsley�s work and Matt was familiar with the technique. It was an overdub meant to put in the sound of string strikes on that secondary melody. Intemperance had used that very same overdub atop Jake�s guitar when they�d recorded and mixed I Am Time, one of their biggest hits and their most experimental tune. Matt had fought tooth and nail at the time to not put that overdub in but, in the end, Kingsley and Nerdly had insisted upon it. And, once the tune had been played for them on the master of the album, Matt had had to admit (if only to himself) that it really had enhanced the sound of the tune when it was played in recorded medium.
He moved onto the next tune, something called Hit the Highway, according to the track list. He hardly heard the lyrics at all, concentrating instead on the instruments. The tune used a mildly distorted electric for the primary melody with piano for the secondary. Underneath all that, however, was an acoustic guitar strumming with the rhythm. Kingsley was playing the electric guitar but he was not playing the acoustic. Matt was very sure about this. The song had no guitar solo at all, not even a brief one, not even an outro piece.
He listened to the next song, and then the next until he�d heard the entire CD. He listened to Insignificance and the song with that saxophonist bitch, South Island Blur, twice. With Insignificance his opinion that it was going to be a hit did not fade, but was reinforced. With Blur, he listened again because he simply could not believe that Kingsley was actually trying to pass it off as rock. It used a fingerpicked acoustic guitar (played by Kingsley, he could tell) as the primary melody and that soprano sax as the secondary melody atop it. It sounded like a morph of mellow blues and some shit put down by a reggae band. And yet it had a catchy rhythm and a solid hook that appealed to the listener quite nicely. Once again, Matt found himself tapping along with the beat and even humming a bit to the melody.
He�s a fucking sellout, but he�s got some shit that�s going to chart here, was Matt�s conclusion when he finally finished listening to Can�t Keep Me Down.
He then used his remote control to switch to Valdez�s CD. He skipped over The Struggle, the first cut on the album, but listened carefully to everything else. Three of the songs he listened to twice: Playing Those Games, Why?, and Done With You. He discovered much as he listened. In the first place, it was not just Phil fucking Whoever and Pauline singing backup for Valdez, but Kingsley as well on several of the cuts. Jake was playing all of the electric guitar that could be heard in the album and he could be heard here and there providing some overdub acoustic as well. And now that he had heard an entire album�s worth of Celia Valdez�s acoustic playing (including the stunning fingerpicked melody on Why?) he now knew who the mysterious second guitar player on Jake�s album was. It was fucking Valdez herself.
Perhaps the most striking thing he heard on both albums, however, was the engineering of it. Both were full of overdubs and double-tracking of vocals and instruments on every single cut. But the way it had been done, no one but a professional musician or sound engineer would even notice. That was the mark of the Nerdlys in action.
�Those assholes really can mix,� he muttered to himself as he fixed himself a huge drink once the last song was over.
He sat in the silent entertainment room, sipping and pondering what he had just heard.
Kingsley and Valdez and the Nerdlys had formed their own independent label. He had picked up on the KVA Records logo and had not had any trouble guessing what those initials stood for. They had obviously been working on a tight budget for their production as they had been forced to use the same musicians for both albums. The musicians in question were Kingsley�s and Nerdly�s mothers�who undoubtedly did not charge much, if anything, for their services�and rhythm and support players that Matt had never heard of despite the fact that he had auditioned dozens of studio bass players and studio drummers for his own first album. Where had they dug those people up? They were not hackers by any means, so where had they come from?
Both albums had been engineered by the Nerdlys and recorded at Blake Studios in Oregon. Matt was certainly not a country music fan, but he was a professional musician and he knew who Oren Blake II was and knew that he owned Blake Studios, which was the most advanced recording studio in the United States, and Blake Family Records, the most successful independent country label in the entire fucking world. Valdez and Kingsley had been allowed to record in what was traditionally a country music studio owned and operated by the infamous OB2. How had they pulled that shit off?
With the combination of the advanced studio, the talents of Kingsley and Valdez (Matt had been forced to admit to himself about three songs into The Struggle that Valdez was, in fact, quite talented as both a guitarist and vocalist), and the engineering and mixing skill of the Nerdlys they had produced two albums that were going to sell a lot of copies and get a lot of airplay.
Yes, they were sellouts. But they were going to be rich sellouts, weren�t they?
He sighed, taking another drink and then lighting a cigarette.
Most puzzling of all in this entire deal was the guitar playing. Kingsley played lead guitar on all of Valdez�s cuts as well as his own. Valdez played backing guitar, both acoustic and electric, on many of Kingsley�s cuts. Neither of them, however, were given any credit for this on either album. Kingsley did not lay down any true guitar solos at all except for the well-done piece he had played on Playing Those Games�something he would receive no credit for.
What was the rationale behind this?
And why was no one making note of the fact that the same musicians and producers and engineers were credited on both albums?
�And now for the biggest question,� Matt said to himself as he took a drag on his smoke. �Why do I give a fiddler�s fuck about any of this shit?�
He didn�t know. But after he finished his smoke, he decided to take a few bonghits. Once he was feeling good in the way that only good weed could make one feel good, he used his remote control to turn on Kingsley�s album again.
He listened to it all the way through one more time, took a few more hits, and then played Valdez�s album again as well.
His thoughts then turned to his own music. He began to envision just where and how he could put those overdubs into his own work and how a little engineering might not be such a horrible thing after all.
If he was committed to selling out a bit, he might as well do it right.

On January 17, 1993, Jake�s song Insignificance reached number 2 on the Top Ten list. It was unable to dislodge Whitney Houston and I Will Always Love You from the top spot, but it did enjoy a long bout as the most requested song in the nation. It would remain in the number two position for five more weeks before slowly starting to inch its way back down.
It was during this period of time that Jake�s days of living under the radar came to an end. Now that he was on the charts with one of the most popular songs in the nation, the media reporters began to seek him out once again. Pauline�s phone began to ring off the hook with requests for interviews. As instructed, she scheduled none, but they were persistent and she ended up giving quasi-interviews herself, trying as best she could to remain as vague as possible about everything and anything.
Of course, the most common question asked was about the possibility of Intemperance reuniting.
�There are no plans for a reunion of Intemperance,� Pauline told the reporters. �Jake has moved off in his own direction and seems to be doing fairly well with it at this point, and I�m sure you are aware of Matt Tisdale�s feelings on the matter.�
It took longer than they had any right to expect, but eventually the reporters noticed some of the same things that Matt had noticed, i.e. that the same musicians were listed on both Jake�s and Celia�s albums, that both were marked with the KVA Records label, and that Pauline Kingsley was the manager of record for both soloists (as well as one of the backup vocalists for both).
�It seems like there�s some sort of connection between Jake�s and Celia�s albums,� Julie Lopez from Entertainment Weekly Magazine asked Pauline one day in mid-February. �Can you explain that?�
�What would you like me to explain?� Pauline replied, vowing to herself that it was time to open an actual office�maybe down at the rehearsal studio?�and hire an actual secretary to field all these fucking calls.
�Well...� Lopez said, �National tells us that KVA Records is an independent label and that they are simply handling manufacturing and distribution for them. We�ve found that no other acts are associated with that label beside Jake Kingsley and Celia Valdez, and that you are the manager for both of them.�
�That is true,� Pauline allowed.
�And Jake�s mother, as well as Nerdly Archer�s mother, are both listed as the violinist and piano player, respectively, on both albums.�
�That too is true,� Pauline told her.
�In addition,� Lopez went on, �Nerdly himself plays synthesizers and is the engineer of both albums.�
�His wife, Sharon, is also one of the engineers,� Pauline said.
�Yes, of course,� Lopez said dismissively. �In any case, all of the session musicians listed on both albums also have the same names.�
�They do,� Pauline said.
�So ... that is why I�m asking if there is a connection between the two albums.�
�There is no real connection,� Pauline assured her, glancing at the clock. It was only nine-thirty in the morning but she was already craving a stiff drink. She was starting to get a little understanding of her brother�s alcoholic compulsions now.
�No connection?�
�Not really,� Pauline said. �Each was recorded individually as a completely separate project. Jake and Celia are friends and it was Jake that recommended me as her manager after La Diferencia broke up. I heard what she had to offer and I was impressed enough to take her on. That is why I represent both of them. And when it came time to record the albums, they both worked with musicians they were familiar with and recommended to each other.�
�I see,� Lopez said. �Would you care to comment on the reports we�ve heard that there is a romantic involvement between Jake and Celia?�
�There is nothing to comment on,� Pauline told her. �They are friends and nothing else. Celia, as I�m sure you�re aware, is married to Greg Oldfellow and they are quite happy together. Jake himself has been dating someone quite seriously for the past year or so.�
�He has?� Lopez asked, surprised. �And who might that be?�
Shit! Pauline thought helplessly. I fucked that one up. �Uh ... I�m not at liberty to say, sorry.�
�You�re not at liberty to say?� Lopez asked. �The public has a right to know this information. Can you explain why you are not willing to release it?�
�Jake and his lady friend would prefer to keep their private life private,� Pauline told her. �As I�m sure you�re aware, there have been issues in the past with intrusions and stalking of women that Jake has dated. He and she would both like to avoid all that if possible.�
�There have been issues in the past with Jake and domestic violence as well,� Lopez said. �He is a well-known celebrity with a notorious reputation. The public has an interest in knowing his personal life.�
�I�m sorry,� Pauline said. �I�m not going to tell you who he is dating. Next question, or are we done?�
She wasn�t done, but the rest of her questions stayed clear of the subject of Jake�s romantic life.
Still, the bag had been opened and the cat had a route out of it. It didn�t take long for the reporters to start trying to coax that feline free.

It was Paul Peterson who broke the story. The notorious celebrity stalking photographer who sold his shots to the highest bidder�that bidder was, most of the time, the American Watcher publication, which had the highest budget for such things�put himself on the case as soon as he saw the report that Kingsley was dating someone and had not been officially seen in public for more than two years. That, coupled with the fact that Kingsley was back on the charts with his solo album, made for a lucrative stalking.
Peterson was forty-two years old in 1993. He and Jake had crossed paths on multiple occasions throughout their respective careers, thanks mostly to Paul�s relationship with Mindy Snow. Mindy had enlisted his help back in 1983 when she wanted to break out of the goody two-shoes reputation she had been saddled with by her childhood acting on the family-oriented TV show The Slow Lane. She set up a romantic relationship with Kingsley for that purpose and had then given Paul times and locations where he could photograph the two of them together under the guise that he had just happened across them. Paul would have performed the service for free, but Mindy had paid him for it, both in American currency and sexual favors, as long as he kept both forms of compensation secret.
He kept up his end of the bargain and, in addition to getting to bang the hot actress once a month or so during the peak of their collaboration, he made a considerable amount of money and developed a considerable amount of reputation as a top paparazzi due to the deal. It had been he who first captured the images of Jake and Mindy in swimwear on Dune Beach and he who had captured nude images of them swimming together in the waters of a secluded Los Angeles County lake. And, though Mindy had not been involved in this one, he had been the one to take the compromising shots of Jake and an anonymous redheaded slut getting ready to bone each other down in Mexico. The most memorable shots of Jake he had taken, however, had been the ones that had never been published and that only he, Mindy, and Mindy�s ex-husband, Scott Adams Winslow had ever seen. They had been the shots of Jake, Mindy, and Winslow�s secretary having a three-way that involved double penetration with Jake�s cock in Mindy�s snatch and a large strap-on dildo in Mindy�s ass. Those shots had been used to blackmail Winslow into disregarding the prenuptial agreement Mindy had signed and not contest the divorce.
Alas, his relationship with Mindy Snow was no more. The Winslow shots had been the last he had been personally commissioned to take of her and she had not contacted him since depositing the two hundred thousand dollars she paid for the job (and for his promise to never reveal their existence) into his account. Mindy was a user and he had always known that. Still, though he no longer had her help at his job, he was still quite the premier stalker of all things celebrity.
He knew where Jake Kingsley lived, of course. Kingsley�s address was a matter of public record and, when the singer had first moved into the house back in 1987, his neighbors had not been very happy about it and had staged daily protests that made national news. As far as he knew, Kingsley had not moved from that location, so it was a simple matter of driving his Mercedes to the corner of Nottingham Drive and Sherwood Avenue up in the Hollywood Hills and finding a discrete place to park and stake out the house.
He sat there for five hours, his three thousand dollar Nikon camera with its four thousand dollar Nikkor 400mm parfocal zoom lens sitting by his side. He smoked cigarettes one after the other and listened to the radio (tapping along when Celia�s song, Playing Those Games came on) while watching the traffic drive by. When he had to pee, he did it in a jar that he kept just for that purpose. When he was hungry, he pulled a snack out of a bag he kept in the center console compartment just for that purpose. It was boring, mind-numbing work but he was used to it. It was his profession, after all.
Finally, at just after five o�clock in the afternoon, he saw a royal blue, late eighties BMW 7-series car come pulling out of Kingsley�s driveway. He already knew from checking with a contact of his at the DMV that this was the car currently registered to one Jake Kingsley, of 9503 Nottingham Drive, Los Angeles, California. He crushed out his smoke in the ashtray and picked up the camera, putting it to his eye and getting ready.
He pointed the camera at the car as it approached, his hand on the lens turning the focus and adjusting the zoom rapidly, with the consummate skill of a man who made a living doing such a thing. Within a second or two, the face behind the wheel filled the entire field of view and came into sharp focus.
Who the hell is that? was Peterson�s first thought as he saw the short hair and the mustache. Does Kingsley have a male servant that�s driving his car?
But then his mind, trained for years to recognize celebrity faces in an instant, took in the size and shape of the nose, the square of the chin, the swell of the lips, the color of the eyes. He realized he was, in fact, looking at Jake Kingsley, but that Kingsley had altered his appearance from what the public knew.
Son of a bitch, he thought in wonder. That�s almost brilliant! He pushed the button on his camera and it began to take rapid-fire shots, three per second. Though there was no one else in the car with Kingsley, the altered appearance was a story in and of itself. He could score maybe five hundred dollars from the Watcher for such shots alone.
He ducked down as Kingsley approached and waited until he passed. He looked up just in time to see the rear of the car disappearing down Sherwood Drive toward the main road. He snapped a few quick shots of the license on the rear. It was California plate, number 3WFG972, the same number his DMV contact told him belonged to Kingsley. Confirmation.
Ninety minutes later, Kingsley returned and pulled back into his circular driveway. He was still alone. He parked his car in the garage and that was all Peterson saw that day. He waited another hour, until the light was too poor for photographs from a distance, and then went home, where he developed the shots he had taken in his darkroom into negatives, and then picked out a few of the better ones to turn into prints.
He was back before sunrise the next morning. He did not know if Kingsley�s alleged girlfriend actually lived with him or not, so his plan was to follow the singer if he left again, hoping he would lead him to the girlfriend in question. As it turned out, however, following the man wasn�t necessary.
At 8:15 AM, after smoking only six cigarettes and peeing in the jar only once, Kingsley�s garage door opened up and a forest green Volkswagen Cabriolet convertible backed slowly out.
That�s a fucking chick car if I�ve ever seen one! Peterson thought excitedly. Either that, or there�s a fucking fag living with him.
The camera came up, his eye went to the viewfinder, his left hand went to the lens, his right index finger went to the shutter release.
The car backed out onto the street and headed toward him. He took a few quick shots of the front license plate and then focused intently on the driver�s position. There was a cute redheaded woman behind the wheel.
Not bad, Peterson thought as he started to snap away. Looks just like the kind of chick Kingsley would be boning.
He managed to get off nearly thirty shots of her face before she passed by. Before her taillights had even disappeared down the hill, his own engine was running and he was headed for his darkroom.

He printed one shot of her license number and twelve shots of her face. The license number was a California personalized plate. SAXMSTR. He took a few moments to try to interpret that and then finally came up with ... Sax Master? What the hell did that mean? Was she a saxophone player? That thought triggered a memory of when he had examined the insert for Kingsley�s new CD looking for clues. He had mentioned special thanks to a saxophone player, hadn�t he? He remembered that mostly because he thought it odd that a Jake Kingsley song would have a saxophone in it at all.
He left the darkroom and went into the entertainment room of his house. There, on the shelf with the rest of his CDs, was a copy of Kingsley�s solo effort. He opened it and ripped out the insert again, unfolding it and going to the right lower corner.
Special thanks to Laura Best for soprano saxophone on South Island Blur.
That was far too much of a coincidence to be a mere coincidence. Laura Best had to be the cute redhead in the Cabriolet. But he had to have confirmation.
He picked up the phone and dialed a number from memory. It rang three times and then a female voice answered.
�Department of motor vehicles,� she said. �This is Julie.� Julie Barstow was one of the managers of the North Hollywood DMV office. The two of them had had an under the table business relationship for more than ten years now.
�Hey, Jules,� he said. �Paul Peterson here.�
�Paul,� her voice said, giving no inflection. �What can I do for you today?�
�I need you to run a license for me and give me the particulars on the RO.�
�Shoot,� she said, not having to mention that the service he was requesting was going to cost him fifty dollars cash, delivered within two days if he ever wanted to employ her services again.
�California personalized plate,� he said. He then proceeded to spell it out in police department phonetics. �Sam, Adam, X-ray, Mary, Sam, Tom, Robert.� As he spoke, he heard the sound of her fingers tapping on a computer keyboard.
�Gimmee just a second,� Julie told him. �Okay. Here it comes. The RO is Laura Lynn Best. The car is a ninety-three Cabriolet, first registered in October of 1992. The registration puts the address of the vehicle at nine-five-zero-three Nottingham Lane in LA. There is no loan company listed on the title, so someone paid it off at the time of purchase.�
�Perfect,� Paul told her. �What can you tell me about the RO?�
�That�ll cost you another fifty, Paul.�
�Understood,� he said. �Give it up, hon.�
�Hang on,� she said. There was the sound of her fingers tapping the keyboard again, a pause, a few more taps, another pause, and then: �Okay, here we go. Laura Lynn Best. Date of birth is April 11, 1965. She�s five-three, one hundred and twenty pounds allegedly, red hair, green eyes. No moving violations on record. License is in good standing. Address has recently been updated to that Nottingham Lane address. Prior to that, her address was 6312 Parkland Lane, number 213 in Burbank.�
�Excellent,� Paul said. �Are you able to look at her DMV photo?�
�No,� she said. �We haven�t been digitized yet.�
�A pity,� he said, �but that�s okay. You�ve given me what I need.�
�Always glad to help,� she told him.
�I�ll be by tomorrow sometime with a little envelope for you,� he promised.
�I�ll be expecting you,� she said.
And with that, they disconnected the call.
Paul hung up the phone and lit a cigarette. He smiled as he smoked. There was a just a little more grunt work to be done on this job. He just needed to stake out Kingsley�s pad a few more days and follow Laura Best around until he got a good shot of her outside of her car. It wouldn�t hurt to follow Kingsley as well and get a few more shots of his new appearance.
Experience told him that would not take more than a day or two.
And once he had the shots of the two of them in hand, he knew his contacts at the Watcher would pay him at least two grand for the photos and another grand for the information.
It wasn�t as good or as lucrative as working for Mindy Snow, but it paid the bills.

Chapter 12: Into the Black

Santa Clarita, California
April 12, 1993
As a limited liability company, KVA Records was not required by law to have a governing board in order to conduct business. Under the terms of the operating agreement that had been drawn up back in the beginning, Celia, Jake, Bill, and Pauline were the official members of the company and each had equal say in the decisions that were made and would share equally in any profit that was enjoyed. They were not a board, as much as Greg (who officially held no power in the company even though it had been his money that had funded Celia�s share) would have liked to have called them that.
�Can we at least call this a board meeting?� he pleaded as the four official members, two spouses who held a considerable interest in what occurred here, and Jill the accountant all sat down at the conference room table in the KVA Studios building.
�Sure, Greg,� Pauline said soothingly. �We can call it a board meeting if you�d like.�
�And use Roberts Rules of Order to conduct it?� he asked hopefully as well.
�Well...�
�No Roberts Rules of Order,� Jake vetoed, shaking his head. �We�re all friends here, right?�
�We are,� Pauline said.
�Then we should just be able to talk like friends, right?� Jake asked.
�You�re no fun,� Greg said with a pout.
Jake chuckled, knowing the actor was not serious. Greg was actually in a decent mood these days. His wife�s album was selling like wildfire and was currently one of the most popular albums in the nation. She was getting tons of airplay and was frequently in the media. All of this attention had brought Greg himself back into the public consciousness as something other than the star of the miserably failed The Northern Jungle flick. A few movie offers had actually trickled in over the past month�invitations to audition for up and coming projects that were not spoofs or slapstick. So far, none of those offers had interested him, but it was nice to be asked.
�All right,� said Jill once everyone was seated and settled in. �How about we get started here?� Jill herself looked pretty much the same as she�d always looked. As a full-blooded Japanese woman, she possessed those magical genes for longevity and agelessness that her race was known for. Though she was exactly the same age as Jake�they had been born on the same day and had always jokingly referred to each other as twins�she looked to be in her early twenties instead of almost thirty-three. Her black hair was cut short, falling well above her shoulders and she had a pair of thick glasses on her face. Her clothing was a conservative pantsuit and arm-covering blouse, both in dark colors. She had a leather briefcase open before her. Though she was not one of KVA�s members, they paid her family�s CPA firm in Heritage, California quite handsomely for Jill to be their full-time accountant and financial manager.
�Let�s do it,� Jake said.
�I�m ready,� agreed Celia, who sat next to Greg and across from Jake and the Nerdlys.
�She really should have a gavel to bang for this part,� Greg said.
�I have a little bit of a hangover today,� Pauline said sourly. �I�d just as soon there be no gaveling, if it�s all the same to you.�
�Prude,� Jake told her.
�I am not,� she countered.
�Then perhaps you�d care to describe the details of your most provocative sexual encounters with Obie?� said Nerdly. He too was in a good mood of late. They had finally finished Obie�s new album and he and Sharon had been released from their semi-indentured servitude.
�In your dreams, Bill,� Pauline told him.
�I believe you might be correct in that assumption, Pauline,� Sharon said. �It is my understanding that Bill has always had a sexual attraction to you and I sometimes suspect that when he awakens in the night with an erection and wants to engage in marital relations with me, that he has, in fact, been dreaming of you.�
�That is not true on every occasion that phenomenon occurs,� Nerdly told his wife.
�All right now...� Pauline started, her face blushing.
�Now wait a minute here,� Celia suddenly spoke up. �Are you saying that you�re okay with him fantasizing about Pauline, Sharon?�
�I am indeed saying that,� Sharon confirmed. �After all, I reap the benefits of it, do I not? Besides...� She looked at Pauline with a shy smile. � ... Pauline is sexually appealing on several levels. While I�ve never really desired a sexual encounter with a female and do not consider myself bisexual, I do have this underlying attraction for Pauline specifically.�
�No kidding?� Greg asked, his interest perking up considerably.
�I would not lie about something like that,� Sharon said.
�You�re saying you�d get it on with Pauline if the opportunity presented itself?� Jake asked, fascinated by this side track as well.
�It would depend on the circumstances and the mood at the time, of course,� Sharon said. �And it couldn�t be just me and her together. Bill would have to be there as well.�
�I believe I would consent to such an encounter,� Nerdly said in all seriousness.
They both looked at Pauline, who was no longer blushing, but was smiling in amusement. �Well now,� she said. �Perhaps you should have spoken to me about this a year or so ago, before I hooked up with Obie. Now we�d have to include him in the fun as well.�
Bill was shaking his head. �Sorry,� he said. �I don�t think I could perform adequately if there were another man in the room during the encounter.�
�Are you kidding me right now, Nerdly?� Jake put in. �Remember those nights out on the road before you and Sharon got together? You had no problem whipping out the old John Thomas and plowing through a two by two while we cheered you on.�
�What�s a two by two?� asked Greg, interest clearly in his eyes.
�It�s when you get two groupies and...� Jake started.
�All right then,� Jill suddenly cut in. She seemed quite flustered by the turn the discussion had taken. �How about we talk some business now?�
�Prude,� Pauline accused.
�Yes,� Jill agreed, �and quite comfortable with my prudidity, thank you very much. Shall we move onto good news now?�
�I think the fact that a man�s wife is willing to have a threesome with another chick qualifies as good news,� Jake said.
�Hear, hear,� Greg put in, raising his water glass in salute and earning himself a playful slap on the shoulder by his wife.
�Financial good news,� Jill said, glaring at Jake.
Jake gave a mock sigh. �If you must,� he said.
Jill shook her head a few times in consternation. It was certainly interesting working for this bunch, that was true. And profitable as well. �All right,� she told them. �In a nutshell, here it is. I�ve gone over the numbers from the first quarter of 1993 and KVA Records is officially operating well in the black now.�
A cheer erupted from the table as everyone basked in this announcement.
�We�ve recouped our investment then?� asked Greg.
�That and a considerable amount more,� Jill replied. �Let me pass out copies of the financial statement for you all.� With that, she pulled a sheaf of paperwork from her briefcase. They were three pages each and each set had a staple placed at a precise forty-five degree angle exactly one quarter inch from the upper left corner. �Just like back in school. Take one and pass them down.�
They obeyed, passing the pile around the table until everyone had a sheet before them. Pauline, Greg and Sharon all opened theirs and began to look at it. Jake, Nerdly and Celia just let them sit there.
�Okay then,� Jill said. �Let�s start with the basics here. As of the close of business hours in the Eastern Time Zone on March 31, 1993, the end of the first quarter, Celia�s album, The Struggle, has sold one million, four hundred and ninety-seven thousand, six hundred and twelve copies during said quarter. Jake�s album, Can�t Keep Me Down, has sold one million, one hundred and twelve thousand, sixty-seven copies during the quarter. As you can see in the table there on page 1 of the document, that means that Celia has brought in ... uh...� She looked at Jake, who was raising his hand and waving it. �Yes, Jake?�
�Sorry to interrupt,� Jake said. �Good presentation, really it is, but ... well ... we all have the exact figures here in front of us, right?�
�Uh ... right,� she said.
�For the sake of brevity, could you maybe just round your numbers to the nearest hundred thousand or so during the discussion?�
�Uh ... well ... I suppose,� she said. �If everyone wants that?�
�Is that cool with everyone?� Jake asked the table. Everyone gave some version of a nod. �Everyone is cool with it. Proceed please.�
�Right,� Jill said, thrown off stride a bit. She quickly recovered however. �Anyway, as I was saying. Celia has sold nearly 1.5 million copies. Jake has sold 1.1 million. The wholesale rate we are paid for these copies is six dollars apiece. That means Celia has brought in approximately 9 million dollars in sales and Jake has brought in approximately 6.6 million, for an approximate total of 15.6 million dollars in revenue.�
�Not bad at all,� Jake said approvingly.
�Especially for a has-been, huh?� Celia added with a smile.
Jake held out his hand across the table to her and they engaged in a brief high-five.
�All right,� Jill said. �Before we get too excited here, let�s remember what the definition of �revenue� is. It�s the income received from selling goods or services before the expenses of operation and production are deducted. And the expenses and production of these two albums were considerable.�
�Accountants are such downers,� Jake whispered to Sharon, who giggled a little at his words.
�Be that as it may,� Jill said, �I will now review the expenses of KVA during the quarter. Our primary expense set against that 15.6 million in revenue are the royalties KVA is responsible for paying out. By far, the largest chunk of royalties goes to Blake Family Records and Blake Studios. The label itself pulls in forty percent royalties on each album sold while the studio pulls in an additional three percent, which, when totaled, means that Oren Blake II pulls forty-three percent of that revenue right off the top.�
�I still think that is an outrageous amount,� said Greg.
�When you think of it out of context, perhaps,� said Nerdly. �Keep in mind, however, that when Intemperance and La Diferencia were selling millions of albums for National Records and Aristocrat Records respectively, we, the musicians and composers of the product, were only being compensated at a rate of ten percent of the gross revenue.�
�And that�s the industry standard,� Jake said. �I�ll take what we�re getting as far as percentage goes. We all knew what it would be going in.�
�I suppose,� Greg said.
�In any case, Blake Records and Blake Family Studios are only the most significant royalty payee that KVA is responsible for compensating. Don�t forget about the musicians, however. Mary Kingsley and Cynthia Archer each get one percent of both albums. Ben Ping and Theodore Duncan each get one half of a percent of both albums. Phillip Genkins receives one quarter of a percent of both albums. Laura Best receives one half of a percent of Celia�s album and one eighth of a percent of Jake�s. This all adds up to a grand total of 46.75 percent total royalties being paid out on The Struggle and 46.38 percent royalties being paid out for Can�t Keep Me Down.�
�Which leaves 53.25 and 53.62 percent gross revenue after royalties respectively, correct?� said Nerdly after only the briefest pause to do arithmetic times two in his head.
�Uh ... correct,� Jill said, a little bit impressed by his math skills. She could not do that that fast, after all.
�So, how much total royalties are we paying out for the quarter?� asked Celia.
�If you�ll look on page two of the document,� Jill said, �the total is listed.�
Everyone turned to page two and spent a moment scanning. Jake whistled appreciably when he saw the figure. �Seven million, three hundred and forty-six thousand, four hundred and sixteen dollars and forty-eight cents,� he recited. �Which means we get to keep this amount...� He put his finger on the paper and recited it. �Eight million, two hundred and fifty-three thousand, five hundred and eighty-three dollars and fifty-four cents?�
�That is correct,� Jill said.
�Not bad at all, eh?� Jake said with a nod.
�And that�s just this quarter,� Nerdly said. �Both albums show every sign of selling at least another million or so in the current quarter.�
�Hell to the yeah,� said Jake.
�Please stop saying that,� Pauline requested.
�Sorry,� Jake said. �I�m getting better.�
�Before we get too far ahead of ourselves here,� said Jill, �I should remind you that the royalties are only the primary expense. There are several others.�
�Well ... naturally,� Jake said. �There�s the rent on this office we�re sitting in and your firm�s fees.�
�Right,� Jill said. �Rent on this building cost KVA nine thousand dollars during the first quarter. Fees to the firm of Yamashito, Yamashito, and Yamashito equaled twenty-five thousand dollars plus travel expenses equaling another four thousand six hundred and eighty-three. Utilities and maintenance fees on the building ran one thousand eight hundred and forty-two. City and state fees related to the operation of a business ran six hundred and nineteen. Catering and entertainment expenses were pretty light this quarter since you�re not practicing in here yet: only two hundred and eighteen dollars so far.�
�That all sounds pretty much like chump change when stood up against the royalties we pay out,� said Jake.
�Perhaps,� said Jill. �But chump change needs to be counted to the penny as well as non-chump change. And chump change can add up.�
�I suppose,� Jake said with a shrug. He pointed to a spot on the third page of the sheet. �This appears to be the bottom line, right?�
�That is the total profits for the quarter,� Jill said.
Everyone turned to that figure. It was $8,212,221.54.
�That�s the money we have to play with for the quarter then?� Jake asked.
�Correct,� Jill said. �In addition, we have six hundred and forty-three thousand, three hundred and eight from the previous quarter still sitting in our account, along with the one hundred and eighteen thousand, one hundred and eleven left over from the original investment money. That gives KVA a total of eight million, nine hundred and seventy-three thousand, six hundred and forty dollars and forty-six cents as of the close of the first quarter of 1993. Now, the question is what would you all like to do with it?�
�Party our asses off!� Jake said enthusiastically.
�Well ... yes, I�m sure you will want to do that,� Jill said. �But aside from that, how should we distribute this profit?�
�We divide it up equally,� said Greg. �That�s what is spelled out in our operating agreement, is it not?�
�Yes, that is an option,� Jill said. �I was never suggesting that we divide up any distributions in anything other than an equal manner. What I want to know is how much do you want to distribute?�
�We don�t want to distribute it all?� asked Greg. �After all, there will be a similar amount coming in next quarter, right?�
�In all likelihood,� Jill agreed. �But it would be my suggestion that you leave a considerable amount in the LLC�s accounts to secure further operations. Jake and Celia both plan to put out another record, right?�
�I do,� Jake agreed.
�So do I,� said Celia.
�It seems likely then that production of two further albums will cost at least as much as it took to produce the two you already have, if not more. The figure of what these two albums cost is on page two of the document.�
They all turned there and saw that the composition, production, manufacturing, and distribution of The Struggle and Can�t Keep Me Down cost KVA Records a grand total of four million, eight hundred and twenty-six thousand, four hundred and eighteen dollars and ninety-three cents. And that figure would continue to go up as they paid for more manufacturing and distribution as the CDs sold. Promotion costs, of course, were accounted differently as they were covered by the royalties being paid to Obie.
�I don�t think further CDs will cost quite that much,� Pauline said.
�No?� Jill asked.
�No,� Pauline said. �A lot of that expense was first time start up expense that will not need to be repeated. In addition, now that KVA has put out two best-selling albums, we�ll be able to negotiate from a position of strength on our next efforts. We should be able to negotiate a royalty rate of around twenty-five to thirty percent with National if we agree to sign with them for the next round.�
�We sign with them?� asked Jake. �What about Obie?�
�Obie was a great help getting the deal we have now because we were an unknown risk,� Pauline said. �He was able to use his influence and reputation to get us that forty percent we now enjoy and he is profiting from the deal quite well. I doubt, however, that he would be able to offer us a lower rate than what the major labels would offer now that we�re hot commodity.�
Jake looked at his sister sharply. �You would just dump Obie, just like that?�
�I would let him attempt to match or beat whatever the best offer was,� she said. �But if he did not or could not ... hell yes I would dump him. This is business. Our personal relationship has nothing to do with it. I�m sure Obie understands that as well.�
Damn, that�s cold, Jake thought, but did not say.
�What are you saying then, Pauline?� Greg asked. �Do you think we�d be able to get two more albums recorded and mastered for three million?�
�I think that sounds like a reasonable figure,� Pauline said.
�Then you think we should leave three million in the KVA accounts and distribute the rest?� asked Celia.
�I�ll vote for that,� Nerdly said. �That would allow us to recoup our original investment and our secondary investment and still have a reasonably significant capital gain for the quarter.�
�Sounds cool to me,� Jake said with a shrug. �After all, we�ll have another eight or nine mil coming in this quarter.�
�What about taxes?� Greg asked.
�You have to pay them,� Jake said. �I�ve found, in my experience, that Uncle Sam and Aunt California absolutely insist upon that.�
Greg rolled his eyes. �Of course we have to pay taxes,� he said. �I pay enough to have my own F-14 fighter. What I mean, is does the LLC have to pay taxes on that three million we�re leaving in the account?�
�You all have to pay taxes on that,� Jill said.
�Even though it�s for reinvestment in the company?� asked Pauline.
�It�s part of the profit made by the LLC,� Jill explained. �Do you remember the reason we set you up as an LLC in the first place? It was to protect your personal finances from liability and set up distribution of the income from the investment. Taxes are still very much part of the picture, however. A limited liability company utilizes pass-through taxation. That means that the company itself is not taxed, but the members in it are taxed on the profits and must account for those earnings on their personal tax returns. You will be responsible at the end of the year for all of the profits you earn as members of this venture whether you leave some of it in the KVA account or not. Once you start spending that three million in the account on the next albums, you�ll be able to deduct those expenses against the profits that were made from that investment. Does that make sense?�
Everyone nodded, even Jake. �That makes sense,� he said.
Jill smiled and looked at her most lucrative client directly. �That means you should not spend all the money you pull in, Jake,� she told him. �I would hold off on buying any new houses, any new airplanes, any new land, until you�ve taken care of your personal tax liabilities.�
Jake smiled at her. �I will take your words under consideration,� he told her.
She shook her head a little. She knew what he meant when he said something like that.
�All right then,� Pauline said. �Are we all in agreement here? Distribute all but three million dollars among the four members?�
Greg mumbled a little, but they were all in agreement.
And so, the quarterly meeting of KVA Records� members�if not their board of directors�came to a close.
�Good meeting,� Jake said. �Does anyone want to go out and grab a little lunch? It�s getting to be that time.�
�I�m in,� Pauline said.
�Sharon and I are actually going on a date to the tar pits,� said Nerdly. �They�re having a presentation in the museum at one o�clock regarding the microfossils and mollusks that were trapped in the tar.�
�They�re going to have displays of the fossils that are not usually shared with the public!� Sharon said excitedly.
�If anyone would like to go with us, you�re more than welcome,� Nerdly added.
�Uh ... well ... yeah,� said Jake. �As fascinating as that sounds, I think I�ll take a pass and just go do some lunch.� He turned to Celia and Greg. �How about you two? We can hit that new place over on Alvarado?�
�Have we heard any reviews on the quality of the establishment yet?� asked Greg.
�We have not,� said Jake. �They�ve only been open a few weeks.�
�Well...� Greg started.
�We�d love to go,� said Celia, overruling him. �I�m starving.�
Greg sighed. �I guess we�re in,� he said.
�Didn�t you have breakfast, Celia?� asked Pauline.
�If you can call it that,� she said sourly. �I ate half a grapefruit and half a cup of cottage cheese.�
�That does not sound particularly appealing,� Jake said.
�Are you on a diet?� asked Sharon.
�Kind of,� Celia said with a shrug. �I haven�t been able to get my runs in as much as I like to lately and ... well ... I put on a few pounds.�
�You did?� asked Jake, looking her up and down. �Where did you put them?�
She smiled. �It was just a few, but it means I�m moving in the wrong direction. My trainer suggested this grapefruit and cottage cheese diet for breakfast and a low carbohydrate diet for the rest of my meals.�
�That�s what you�re eating every morning now?� Pauline asked.
�Yeah, kind of boring, huh? I�ve been doing it for about two weeks now. I used to like grapefruit and cottage cheese.� She shook her head. �Not anymore.�
�Did you talk to your doctor about this diet before you started it?� Pauline asked.
�No,� she said. �Why would I do that?�
�Well, I�ve heard that grapefruit juice sometimes interacts with certain medications and makes them inactive.�
�I�m not taking any medications,� Celia said. �Except my birth control, of course.�
�Birth control is one of those medications I heard can be inactivated by grapefruit juice,� Pauline told her.
�Really?� Celia asked, her eyebrows going up with a bit of alarm.
�That�s what I heard,� Pauline said.
�I believe that is a myth,� said Sharon.
�A myth?� asked Pauline.
�It is my understanding that certain antibiotics and other medications can be degraded in effectiveness by the consumption of grapefruit juice, but that standard progesterone-based birth control pills are not one of them. It can lead to increased side effects from the pills, but should not cause ineffectiveness as long as the dosing schedule is followed.�
�Well ... that�s a relief,� Celia said. �Kind of, anyway. I was hoping for an excuse to stop eating the grapefruit.�
�I am not a doctor, however,� Sharon said. �I would still check with yours regarding your diet.�
�I�ll do that,� Celia promised.
However, by the time they made it to the restaurant and sat down for lunch, she�d forgotten all about the conversation.

Culpepper Studios was a small recording studio owned by National Records and located in West Hollywood, just outside the Los Angeles city limits. It was a non-descript building of only two floors. Inside of it were three fully equipped studios. These studios were not, however, involved in the making of popular music that would be burned onto CDs or transferred onto magnetic tape for distribution. Culpepper�s main reason for being was to record secondary projects such as background music for television shows, music for radio commercials and other forms of audio advertisement, and, the studio�s most lucrative source of income these days: on-hold music that was sold to telecommunications firms.
Laura Best had been assigned to work full-time in Culpepper Studios for the past six weeks now, ever since Bobby Z�s album had been mastered and Bobby himself had gone out on tour to promote it. There had been a brief period of discussion when it seemed that Z might actually ask Laura to be his primary saxophonist out on the road�a prospect she had been both terrified and deliriously excited about�but then Z�s lover and usual sax player Dexter Price had come to his senses and made up with the man. Off they�d gone to tour the country and tune each other�s instruments (as Jake would have said), and off she�d gone to blow her horn in an out of the way studio for forty dollars an hour, plus benefits (the health plan was actually pretty good, much better than that offered by the LAUSD).
It was not the most exciting and respectable musical assignment of her life, but it paid the bills (not that there were that many bills to pay, of course, since Jake paid for her housing, her food, and had bought her a car) and she could quite honestly say that she was a professional musician�she would, in fact, have to list that as her occupation on next year�s tax forms.
She walked out the door of the studio at 4:30 PM and headed to her green Cabriolet, her saxophone cases�one for the alto sax, one for the soprano�in hand. She was dressed in a pair of jeans and a sleeveless white blouse. Her red hair was tied back in a ponytail that she planned to release the moment she sat down. She had just spent the day working on a semi-jazzy piece that she had rather enjoyed contributing to but which she knew was only going to be heard by people waiting on hold when they called an insurance company or a cable TV provider. Such was life.
Her mood was not the best it had ever been. She enjoyed the life she had with Jake, and she loved him to death, but she was now quite in the midst of the bad side of being a notorious celebrity�s girlfriend.
The public knew about her now and the entertainment media were quite interested in learning all there was to know about Jake Kingsley�s current girlfriend, especially since he had a best-selling album that was getting a ton of airplay of late. The problem was the media did not want to know anything good about her. They only wanted to present the bad. And if there was no bad to present, they were perfectly okay with spreading innuendo or even outright lies.
Her first indication that they were interested in her came from Pauline about two months before. Pauline had called her at Jake�s home in the early evening to inform her that a reporter from the American Watcher publication was planning to run a story and photos about her relationship with Jake and wanted to know if she cared to be interviewed on the subject or otherwise comment.
�What?� she�d asked, appalled that that sleazy rag even knew of her existence. �How do they know about me and Jake?�
�Well...� Pauline confessed, �I�m afraid that might be my fault to some degree.�
�Your fault? What do you mean?�
�I accidently let slip that Jake was seeing someone a week or so back,� she said. �It was at the end of a long day and they were hitting me with enquiries about whether Jake and Celia were getting it on, and ... I�m sorry ... I spoke without thinking it through and said that Jake had a girlfriend.�
�And you told them my name?� Laura asked, her voice climbing a bit higher than was her norm.
�No no,� Pauline said. �Of course not. I told them that Jake and his lady friend would prefer to keep their relationship private. I gave them no hint about who you were.�
�Then how do they know about me?� she demanded.
�I�m guessing they staked out Jake�s house until they caught a glimpse of you leaving it or entering it,� she said. �Once they knew he was seeing someone, they would�ve pulled out all the stops to track and identify you.�
�They staked out our house?� she nearly screamed.
�Yeah, most likely,� she said. �The reporter I talked to says they have pictures of both you and Jake and he made a point to mention that he knows what Jake looks like now. From what he tells me, they have shots of you going in and out of the studio and shopping in the grocery store.�
�They�ve been following me around?�
�It�s what they do, Laura,� Pauline said. �Welcome to the celebrity life.�
�But ... but ... how do they know who I am? You said they know my name?�
�They probably ran the license number on your car to initially ID you.�
�Is that legal?� she asked.
�No, but they get away with it as long as they don�t admit that is what they did. That�s not all they know about you.�
�It�s not?�
�No,� Pauline said. �They know where you graduated from college, that you hold a teaching credential, that you used to teach junior high school for the LA unified, and that you are the sax player on both Jake�s and Celia�s albums.�
�My god!�
�That�s all public record stuff,� Pauline told her. �Once they had your name from the DMV records, everything else was child�s play to look up.�
�What do they want with me?� she asked.
�They want to interview you about your relationship with Jake and about your life prior to meeting him. They want to take some official photos of you to include in their rag when they run the story about you and Jake. More than anything, they�d love for you to say something that they can twist and distort with a negative spin so they can sell more of their shitty papers in the checkout stands.�
�I don�t want to talk to them!� Laura said. �And I don�t want them running any stories about me.�
�Well ... you can have wish number one,� Pauline told her. �You don�t have to talk to them. In fact, it is my stern suggestion that you do not talk to them or cooperate with them in any fashion, anywhere, anytime. It will never do you any good. As for the second wish, however, I�m afraid they have a right to run whatever they want to run about you as long as it is not blatantly and provably libelous. And even then, you�d have a run for your money trying to call them on it.�
�So ... they can just print whatever they want about me?�
�As long as they have the barest and thinnest of corroboration for what they allege,� she said. �And I�m talking paper thin here for them to keep in the bounds of the First Amendment.�
�Paper thin?�
�Razor thin even,� she said. �For instance, all that crap they printed about Jake and Michelle Borrows�his girlfriend back in his club days�was nothing but lies. She accused him of regularly raping her, drugging her, beating her, and then, finally, throwing her off a boat into the river and leaving her there to sink or swim on her own. None of that was true. Michelle was truly in love with Jake at the time and they were a reasonably happy and well-adjusted couple. Yet that highly respected Christian publication�Catholic Monthly, one of the primary magazines of the Catholic church, a publication that is presumably read and approved of by His Holiness Himself�was able to print these allegations based only on the word of Michelle Borrows, with no further corroboration whatsoever, and stand free and clear of libel charges because the burden of proof in a libel case rests with the person or persons against whom the accusations are leveled. In other words, Jake would have had to have proven that the accusations were not true and that Catholic Monthly knew they weren�t true. And that was a respected magazine. Rags like the Watcher toe that line even more loosely.�
�If you�re trying to make me feel better, you�re not doing a very good job,� Laura told her.
�I�m not trying to make you feel better, hon,� Pauline told her. �I�m trying to talk reality here. The true fun and games of dating someone like Jake are about to start.�
And, of course, she had been right. Laura had refused to be interviewed or voluntarily photographed by reporters from American Watcher. And a week after that refusal was conveyed to them, a full spread about her and Jake had appeared in the tabloid, complete with unauthorized pictures.
JAKE KINGSLEY IS BACK IN THE GROOVE, read the headline on the front page. AND HE HAS A NEW LOVE INTEREST AS WELL.
Side by side on the front page, just below the headline, were pictures of Jake with his new look and Laura, standing next to her car in partial profile in what appeared to be the Safeway parking lot down the hill from Jake�s home.
Jake�s picture was captioned with: Notorious former singer for the death metal group Intemperance, Jake Kingsley, shows off his new look for our camera. Gone are the long locks and he now sports a mustache as he enjoys the success of his solo album, Can�t Keep Me Down. Laura�s photo was captioned with: Musician and former junior high school teacher Laura Best, who played saxophone for Celia Valdez on her latest solo album, is reportedly dating Jake Kingsley and living in his Hollywood Hills mansion with him. Article and more pictures on Page 12! promised a smaller text below the pictures.
And indeed, there was an article and further pictures. She looked at the photos first, seeing that all were zoom shots that had been taken from a distance. There were shots of Jake behind the wheel of his car and standing next to it. There were shots of her in the grocery store, behind the wheel of her own car, and one that had been taken in a restaurant when she and Jake had been together. They were not unflattering photos by any means�in fact the one of her in the grocery store, dressed in a pair of white shorts and a green top, was quite becoming to her figure and her bare legs. But still, she had not given permission for these shots to be taken or published! She felt violated in an icky way, as if someone had been peeping on her in the bathroom. And Pauline assured her they had every right to do this.
She then read the article and her anger and frustration grew. They knew absolutely nothing about her except what they had found in public records: They knew she was alive, that her name was Laura Best, that she had graduated with honors from UCLA with a degree in English and a teaching credential, that she had been hired as an eighth grade teacher by the LA City Unified School District, and that she had resigned her position with the district four months before. From those facts and from the supposition that she and Jake were actually romantically involved, they had woven a string of innuendo that suggested, but did not outright say, that Laura had not been a particularly good teacher, that there may have been some rumors of inappropriate behavior with her students, and that the district had strongly encouraged her to resign when it became known that she was dating the notorious Jake Kingsley. There were even a few observations about how she had been seen from time to time wearing long sleeved shirts when the weather was warm and how that was a classic sign of a woman in an abusive relationship.
�This is fucking outrageous!� she angrily complained to Jake shortly after reading the article. �They didn�t talk to a single person I worked with, a single student I taught, but they�re saying I was a bad teacher? I was an awesome teacher! And they�re saying I was told to resign because I was dating you? What the hell is that about? Nobody in the district even knew I was dating you until today!�
Jake had been sympathetic but otherwise unhelpful. �I�m sorry, hon,� he told her. �We got a free ride up until now, but that free ride is over. I�m afraid this won�t be the last or the worst you�ll hear from our friends in the popular press.�
And, of course, he was right. Now that the story had broken, both the Watcher and other celebrity watching publications began to dig deeper into her life. Reporters popped up quite frequently when she was out at the grocery store, or when she was shopping, even when she was in the parking lot at Culpepper Studios going into or leaving work. They always approached and began to launch questions at her, asking her if Jake was abusing her, if she was aware of his domestic violence background, if she was aware of the well-publicized infidelity he had displayed in the past, if Jake had bought that car for her, a dozen other questions, all of them inflammatory. She refused to answer any of them, always walked away as quickly as possible whenever this happened, but it still kept happening with depressing regularity.
Paparazzi photographed her endlessly as well. Sometimes she saw them�they were often blatant enough to just stand in front of her and start shooting�and sometimes she didn�t. Her picture appeared everywhere, on magazines, in newspapers, and on television shows such as Entertainment Weekly and Celebrity Files.
What was worse, however, was that the reporters had now branched out and started harassing people that knew her. Her parents had been one of their first targets, getting a visit from a Hollywood Reporter journalist only two days after the initial Watcher article had appeared. Joseph and Robin Best had still been trying to absorb the fact that the man their daughter had been living in sin with for the past year was Jake Kingsley, who, to devout Mormons such as themselves, was quite close to epitome-of-all-evil status. Though Joseph had not spoken to his daughter in more than three years, he had had no problem telling the journalist exactly what he thought of Jake and his daughter�s relationship with him.
�He�s a hell bound sinner right up there with Adolph Hitler himself,� Joseph was quoted as saying. �He corrupts the youth of this great country with his music and engages in perversions and sin without remorse. There is a special corner of Hell where he�ll spend eternity. And as for Laura, she has certainly destroyed any hope she might have had of entering the Kingdom of Heaven unless she pulls herself away from this atrocious relationship and comes back to the values she was raised with.�
Her mother�s statement was a bit gentler but no less judgmental. �Laura became corrupted and drew away from her faith back in college, but she was always a good girl underneath. Now, however, I�m not sure how this Kingsley character managed to pull her so far over to the dark side, but I want her to know that I�ll be here for her when she�s ready to repent. All of us in her family will be here for her.�
And on the subject of whether or not Jake was beating her, raping her, or abusing her, Robin Best had this to offer: �We don�t know what�s going on with her. Ever since she moved out of the apartment she was in before and into Jake Kingsley�s house, we hardly ever hear from her. She never comes over to visit anymore and we only talk on the phone about once a month or so. She�s always very mysterious and noncommittal about what is going on in her personal life. I know that one of the characteristics of an abusive relationship is that the man will try to keep the woman isolated from her family and friends to keep her under control. I very much fear for Laura�s safety and I pray for her every night.�
This article had prompted Laura to actually use profanity while talking to her mother for the first time in her life.
�Jesus fucking Christ, Mom!� she�d yelled at Robin on the phone shortly after reading the article. �What the hell are you trying to do to me?�
�Laura!� her mother barked, shocked. �Do not take the savior�s name in vain!�
�Fuck the savior!� she returned, as angry as she had ever been with anyone, even Dr. Dave when he had been trying to rape her.
�I will not listen to you blaspheme, young lady!� Robin told her firmly. �One more word of it and I will hang up.�
Laura took a deep breath, composed herself a bit, and then said, �Okay, sorry, Mom. I�ll try to keep my mouth under control here.�
�You never used language like that before you started seeing that ... that horrible man!�
�You don�t know anything about him, Mom,� Laura said.
�I know what I�ve read in the papers,� she returned. �I know he beats women regularly, that he worships Satan, and that he stands for the corruption of our youth.�
�He doesn�t do any of...�
�And I know that you hid the fact that you were with him from us,� she continued. �Does that sound like someone involved in a healthy relationship?�
�I didn�t tell you about him because I thought you might overreact,� Laura said. �And that�s exactly what you�ve done. Why in the name of G ... uh ... everything that is holy did you talk to those reporters? Did you read the article they published based on that interview?�
�I read it,� she said. �They did not misquote either one of us.�
�Mother, neither you nor Dad has ever even met Jake. You know nothing about him except what they publish in those rags. He is the sweetest, most considerate man I�ve ever met and I love him. He has never laid a hand on me in anger, has never done anything sexual to me that I didn�t consent to, has...�
�Then you admit you�re sleeping with him out of wedlock?�
�Of course I�m sleeping with him!� she barked, exasperated. �This is 1993, Mom, not the freaking fifties! Did you really think I was living in a man�s house for the past eight months and not sleeping with him?�
�That is not the way you were raised, Laura,� Robin told her sternly. �You are putting your very soul at risk.�
�I�ll worry about my soul, mother. You worry about your mouth.�
�Excuse me?�
�Please, for the love of God and all that He stands for, do not talk to any more reporters about me or about Jake. Just refuse to talk to them if they show up. If you have any love for me as a daughter, you will do this for me.�
�I do love you, Laura,� Robin told her. �Despite the path you�ve taken and the choices you�ve made, you are still my daughter.�
�And I love you too, Mom,� she said. �Now please, don�t talk to those sleazebags anymore. Will you promise me that?�
�I promise,� Robin said with a sigh.
And so far, that promise had been kept. Even after the next episode of American Watcher came out and featured nude pictures of Laura and Jake taken by good old Paul Peterson himself.
The shots were of she and Jake in the hot tub on Jake�s deck, where they had been having an after dinner soak one evening. Jake�s back yard was completely surrounded by privacy hedges that stood twelve feet high and blocked the view of the swimming pool and hot tub area from the prying eyes of any of his neighbors unless they wanted to climb a ladder and peer over (which, some of them had done on occasion back in the early days of his residency there). Since the hot tub was shielded from view (or so they thought) they typically did not wear bathing suits in it when they enjoyed its use. Such had been the case on this late afternoon.
�Where the hell did he take this shot from?� Laura asked when she first saw the pictures. There were four of them: One with Jake submerged but with Laura sitting on the top step with her breasts exposed; one with the two of them standing up and about to exit the tub in all of their glory; one of the two of them sharing a kiss on the top steps while holding wine glasses in their hands; and one of the two of them walking up the steps into the house, their naked derrieres on display. Of course, the breasts, genital regions, and butt shots all had those little black lines through the most interesting parts, but little was left to the imagination. JAKE AND LAURA FROLIC NAKED IN THEIR HOLLYWOOD HILLS LOVE NEST declared the headline.
Jake, who had been trying to take the media blitz in stride and help her through it to this point, was very angry about these shots.
�That motherfucker!� he spat, shaking his head in fury. �He had to have been up in the hills near the park to see over the privacy hedges. Probably at least a half a mile away and using a zoom lens as big as a whale�s cock to get detail like this. Look how the angle is always from above. He fucking staked us out in my own goddamn backyard!�
�Can they do that?� Laura asked, quite appalled in her own right. She was a very modest person by nature and upbringing and the thought that her naked breasts�line or no line across them�and her naked butt were now on display at every supermarket check stand in the United States was horrifying.
A quick phone call to Pauline assured them that they could indeed do that.
�You have a right to privacy in your backyard, that is true,� she told him, �as long as it is shielded from public view. If they had climbed your hedge to get those shots, you�d have a case for invasion of privacy and maybe even trespassing. But, if your hot tub area is visible from a public place and anyone standing in that public place has a view into it, they have every right to take those pictures and publish them.�
�But that public place is half a mile away and he had to use a goddamn zoom lens the size of a pony keg to take the shots!� Jake complained.
�That doesn�t matter,� Pauline told him. �He was still in a public place shooting from an unobstructed line of sight. For all intents and purposes, you were in a public place.�
And that was the final word on that. There was nothing they could do about it.
�Laura, really,� her mother said the next time she talked to her on the phone. �Naked in public? Having sex before marriage is one thing, but don�t you have any shame?�
�We weren�t in public!� Laura protested. �We were in Jake�s backyard surrounded by privacy hedges! That slimeball took those shots from up on the hill more than a half mile away!�
�This is the price the sinner plays for rampant sexuality,� Robin said.
�We didn�t even have sex,� Laura told her. �Well ... not in the hot tub anyway. We were just having a glass of wine out there after dinner.�
�You were not raised to be naked outdoors in front of men, young lady,� her mother told her without an ounce of sympathy in her voice. �Your father and I have never been naked before each other even in the privacy of our own room and in the bounds of matrimony. It instills lethal lust.�
�I don�t really need to know what you and Dad do or don�t do in your bedroom, Mom,� she said. �I�m just trying to explain to you that we were doing nothing wrong. We were sitting in the backyard having a glass of wine and just happened to be naked at the time. That paparazzi slimeball had no right to go zooming in on us.�
�Apparently he did have the right,� Robin countered. �Laura ... please come home.�
�Come home?�
�Move out of that house today, right now. Leave that horrid musician behind. Leave that car he bought you in the driveway. Come home to us and make yourself right with the Bishop and the church. I�m begging you, for your immortal soul.�
�My immortal soul will be just fine, Mom,� she told her. �I�ve gotta go now.�
That had been the last time she spoke to her mother. Now, as she left the studio and made her way to her car, she wondered if there was any point in ever speaking to her again. All it did was made both of them angry.
�Laura?� a voice called out to her. �Laura Best?�
Laura looked up and saw a late thirties woman wearing a business pantsuit approaching her. She was platinum blonde and carried a tape recorder in her hands. Laura had never seen her before but she knew who she was�or what she was.
�No comment,� Laura told her, resuming her trek to the car while digging in her purse for the keys.
�I�m Annie Stockland, from the American Watcher,� the woman said.
�Lovely,� Laura said, pulling out the keys and then shuffling her saxophone cases so she could use them. �No comment.�
�You might want to comment on this subject, Ms. Best.�
�No comment,� she repeated.
�It has to do with Dr. David Boulder, DDS,� she said, �and your relationship with him.�
Laura froze in her tracks, adrenaline flooding through her. They know about Dave!
�I can see by your reaction that you are acquainted with Dr. Boulder,� she said with a smile.
�He ... he used to be my dentist,� Laura said.
�My information is that he used to be considerably more than just your dentist,� Stockland said.
�I have no idea what you�re talking about,� she said, her eyes looking everywhere but the reporter�s face.
�If you two thought you were being discrete, you are sadly mistaken. Pretty much the entire office knew about the affair between you and the good doctor, pretty much since the first day it started. It was one of the receptionists who contacted our office, after all. She thought the public might like to know what the score had been between the now famous Laura Best and good old Dr. Dave.�
Laura chewed her lip a little and then said, �No comment.�
�It is your right not to comment on this information,� Stockland said with a nod. �However, I have already spoken to Dr. Boulder himself and got his take on the story. It differs greatly from what the receptionists, billing clerks, and one of the other dentists in the office have to say. It is not very flattering toward your image. Are you sure you don�t want to at least listen to what he alleges and maybe offer a counter-statement?�
�What did he say?� she heard herself asking.
�Well ... before I tell you that, how about I tell you what the other office members say? Let�s see, my juiciest information came from the receptionist who first contacted us�she will be identified as �an anonymous source within the dental office� of course, and we did have to pay her ten grand for the information.� She shrugged. �She was small time, not a very good negotiator. We would�ve gone as high as eighteen grand for something as provocative as this. Anyway, she tells me that you used to make dental appointments far more frequently than a reasonably dental hygienically inclined adult really would. She tells us that you called quite frequently, sometimes pretending to be someone else, but that Dr. Dave always took your calls, even if it meant he had to take his hands out of someone�s mouth in order to do so. She tells us that he would frequently leave the office for his lunch hour and then come back looking rather flushed and smelling freshly showered. She tells us that, just before the end, you actually called up and told him that it was you calling but that Dr. Dave had told you to say it was someone else. Shortly after that incident, Dr. Dave left for lunch and returned with a black eye. After that, they heard from you no more.�
Jesus Christ, was everything that obvious? Laura thought to herself.
�All of the office staff I talked to support this version of events, although not in as much detail. Everyone knew that the two of you were getting it on. Even the guy who sweeps the floors and doesn�t speak English knew.�
�I ... I have nothing to say about that,� Laura stammered, feeling her face blushing brightly, knowing there was nothing she could do about it.
�Perhaps you will after you hear what Dr. Dave had to say about this whole situation,� Stockland suggested.
�What did he say?� she asked again.
�According to the good doctor, you are a crazy stalker.�
�A stalker?� she asked, her eyes burning, her fists clenching.
�Indeed,� she said. �He claims that he never had any kind of sexual relationship with you, but that you became obsessed with him. Apparently, you were in the market for a rich dentist and you didn�t care that he was happily married and not the least bit interested in you. You called the office frequently trying to speak with him and trying to get him to go out with you. You made appointments much more frequently than were called for despite his attempts to dissuade you. You refused to see any other dentist in the practice, always insisting on seeing him. Most of the time you showed up there was nothing really wrong with you, but you kept trying to get him to go out with you. Only because he is such a nice guy and such a professional did he not sever the patient-doctor relationship with you.�
�That is complete bullshit,� Laura said through gritted teeth.
�I have no doubt that is true,� Stockland said with a smile. �That is why I�m contacting you now. I want to hear the real story, get your version down for the record before we go to print with this.�
They know everything, her mind whispered. You can�t let the bullshit that Dave is spouting go unanswered! You cannot let them portray you as some crazy stalker! She actually opened her mouth to start speaking, to start telling her version of events. And then she stopped, hearing another voice in her head, the voice of Pauline. Don�t give those slimy pukes anything to print, the voice told her. Do not justify any of their accusations, even if true, with a response.
�I have no comment on any of this,� Laura told the reporter.
�You have to at least confirm or deny the accusation,� Stockland insisted.
�I don�t have to do shit,� Laura said, borrowing a Jake-ism. It seemed to fit the occasion. �Now, if you�ll excuse me, I need to get home.�
�You�re making a mistake, Laura,� Stockland warned. �Without your input on the story, we�ll just have to go with what we have.�
Laura shrugged. �No comment,� she repeated, unlocking her car door and opening the back so she could put her horn cases inside.
�All right then,� the reporter said with a regretful sigh. �Can I at least give you my card in case you change your mind?�
�I have no need for your card,� she replied. �You have a nice evening now.�
With that she climbed in the front seat and closed the door behind her. She fired up the little four-banger engine and pulled quickly out of the parking lot, not even bothering to put on her seatbelt first. The reporter watched her leave, shaking her head in disappointment.

�That fucking moron,� Jake said when he heard the story from her twenty-eight minutes later.
�Who? Dave?� Laura asked, her face miserable, her lip starting to get small wounds on it because she was chewing it so much.
�Yes,� Jake said. �He should have simply denied everything, denied a relationship of any kind except the standard dentist-patient one with you and said something about how his colleagues had very active imaginations. Now he�s actually admitted there�s a connection between the two of you. And he didn�t tell the truth about it. That is the worst possible thing he could have done for both of you.�
�How so?� she asked.
�Now they have an admission by one of the principals that something was going on between the two of you,� he explained. �That carries a lot of weight, even if it is a bullshit story. It�ll add depth to the unprovable accusations laid down by that receptionist bitch and those other people. Nobody will believe Dr. Dave�s rap, of course, but they�ll be much more inclined to believe the accusations now.�
�But those accusations are true,� Laura said.
�The readers of that rag don�t know that though,� Jake said. �If Dave and you had both denied the accusation completely, that leaves room for doubt in the story. After all, there are no pictures of the two of you together, no motel receipts, no actual evidence other than the word of a few people that this ever happened. But now that he�s admitted involvement, he�s removed that doubt, both with the public and with his wife.�
�Where does that leave me then?� she asked. �Is there any way to keep them from printing this story?�
�No, that ship has long since sailed,� Jake replied. �But you can still maintain a little shred of plausible deniability.�
�How?�
�You need to submit a statement to this reporter chick saying that you absolutely deny everything. There is not, was not, and never will be a romantic relationship between you and Dr. Dave and you�re not sure where or how all these wild accusations came about. He used to be your dentist and that is all.�
�But that�s a lie!� Laura protested.
�So is what Dr. Dave has told them,� he reminded her. �This is the best way to counter this unpleasant situation in any kind of a meaningful way. You have to trust me on this, Laura. I�ve been dealing with these fucks for more than ten years now.�
She sighed, shaking her head. �I don�t like to lie, Jake, but ... if that�s the best way to deal with it ... okay.�
�Good decision,� he told her. �And I�m sorry that all this shit is raining down on you. I feel horrible about it.�
�It�s not your fault,� she said. �Not really, anyway. Now, how do we do this? Do I just call her up and tell her my version? I didn�t take her business card from her so I don�t even know her...�
Jake was shaking her head. �You do not talk to her at all,� he said. �Rule number one still applies with these scumbags. Never say anything to them directly. If you do need to answer to something�as is the case here�you speak to them by having a representative of yours issue a statement.�
�A representative?� she asked. �What representative? Are you talking about you?�
�Not me,� Jake said. �That would just add fuel to the fire. I think Pauline will be willing to speak for you as your rep however.�
�Pauline?�
�My sister,� Jake said, deadpan. �I think you�ve met her a few times?�
�I know who Pauline is,� she said, exasperated. �Do you really think she would do that for me?�
�She loves you,� Jake said. �And this is her forte, after all. I�m sure she�d be happy to do it.�
�Well ... if you really think she would.�
�Only one way to find out,� Jake said. �Let me give her a call and explain what�s going down to her.�
Pauline had finally set herself up with an official office in the KVA Studios building and the LLC had hired a full-time secretary to staff the receptionist booth and field phone calls for her, as well as schedule everything that needed to be scheduled. Darlene�the secretary in question�had been off duty for the past hour now and the office at KVA was now standing empty. That did not matter, however. Jake had his sister/manager�s personal number. He dialed it now from memory.
�What up, bro?� she asked when she recognized his voice.
�What up, Paulie?� he returned. �You busy?�
�Just having a pre-dinner scotch on the rocks with Obie.�
�Say hi to him for me,� Jake said. �Listen, we�ve got a little situation with Laura and the Watcher.�
�Another one?�
�Another one,� he confirmed. �This time it�s something she�s going to have to submit an official response to. We were hoping you could help her out with that.�
�Absolutely,� she said without hesitation. �Tell me what�s going on.�
He told her the tale. She listened to it without interruption, including his best-case solution to the problem.
�Hmm,� she said. �Just when you thought you�d seen how sleazy that rag can be, when you start to think you�d seen the worst they can do, they come along and pull some even sleazier shit like this. They really have no shame.�
�They really don�t,� Jake agreed. �Am I making the right call here? Having her officially deny involvement?�
�I really don�t see any other choice,� she said. �We can�t threaten them with libel since the story is actually true, so a denial is about the best damage control she can offer. Is she sure there is no tangible evidence of the affair floating around?�
�She seems pretty sure about that.�
�I hope so. Because if she issues a stern denial and those fucks come up with some pictures or some shit like that later on, any credibility she retains will be gone forever.�
�Understood,� Jake said. �Will you make the statement for her?�
�I will,� Pauline said. �There�s just one thing. I need to be on record as her manager if I�m going to do this. It will carry official weight that way.�
�Her manager?�
�That�s right. In truth, I was going to bring this up to her the next time I talked to her anyway. She�s gotten to be big enough now that she really needs a manager. I can probably put out some feelers and get her a better gig than playing on-hold music in that shithole studio, and I can speak for her to the media as her official representation.�
�Uh ... let me put her on the line,� Jake said. �I can�t make a decision like that for her.�
He handed the phone to Laura, who had been hovering right next to him, listening intently to his side of the conversation. �She needs to speak to you about representing you as your manager.�
�My manager?�
�She says you need one now,� Jake told her. �That it�ll carry more weight if she speaks for you as your manager.�
�Won�t I have to pay her for that?�
Jake held out the phone to her again. �That�s for you and her to discuss,� he said. �Talk to her.�
Laura took the phone and put it to her ear. �Hi, Paulie,� she said softly.
�Sounds like a real shit show you�ve got going on, hon,� Pauline said. �Why don�t we talk about what to do here?�
They talked. In the end, Laura agreed to sign on with Pauline as her manager at the standard rate of twenty percent�with a clause that Pauline insisted upon.
�That�s only twenty percent of any gigs that I personally get for you,� she clarified. �The gig you have going now and anything that is offered to you because of the work you�ve done on your own, you still pull in all the money yourself. Fair?�
�Very fair,� Laura agreed.
�All right then,� Pauline said. �What time are they expecting you at the studio tomorrow?�
�Nine o�clock.�
�Any chance you could take the day off?�
She thought about this for a moment and then shrugged. �I�ve never taken any sick time yet,� she said. �I�m sure if I call out, they�ll find something else to work on for the day.�
�Do it then,� Pauline told her. �Meet me at the KVA Studios office at ten o�clock in the morning and we�ll draw up an agreement. Once that�s done, I�ll make a little phone call to our friends at the Watcher and issue your statement.�
�Thank you, Pauline,� she said, smiling for the first time in days. �I really appreciate this.�
�I�m happy to do it,� Pauline said. �Besides, I�m pretty confident that you and I are going to make us some money with this partnership.�
They ended the phone call and Laura put the phone back in the receiver.
�It sounds like you worked it out,� Jake said.
�We did. I�m going to call in sick for tomorrow and meet Pauline at ten at the studio. We�re going to draw up an agreement and then she�s going to give my statement to that reporter.�
�Very nice. I told you she�d do it.�
�You did. And you were right.�
Jake put his arm around her and pulled her close. �I�m so sorry about all this, Laura,� he told her. �I wish it didn�t have to be this way, but, well ... this is what dating me is like. This is the bad that goes along with the good.�
�It�s not exactly a walk in the park,� she agreed, snuggling into him a little, enjoying the feel of his arm around her.
�I would love to tell you that this kind of scrutiny will end at some point, but it probably won�t. As long as you are involved with me, there is going to be paparazzi photographers and media reporters following you around and popping up everywhere. They are going to print horrible things about you, about us, and there isn�t going to be anything we�re able to do about it. It�s part of the package that is me, unfortunately. It�s the life I chose to live, does that make sense?�
�It does,� she said softly.
�You, however, did not choose this life, not initially anyway. You do have to choose now, though. If the bad outweighs the good of the relationship, well ... there�s only one way to fix that.�
�What are you saying, Jake?� she asked.
�I�m saying I love you,� he told her. �I love you very much and I love what we have together. But ... well ... if it�s too much for you to handle, if that bad is outweighing the good ... I�ll understand if you make the decision not to keep going.�
�Are you saying ... that ... that we should break up?� she asked.
�That is not what I�m saying at all,� he said. �I�m just letting you know that I understand how hard this part of this life is on you and that ... if it�s too much and you want to go ... I won�t stand in your way. I�ll be sad and my heart will be broken, I�ll mourn you terribly, I�ll probably write a song or two about the experience, but I�ll understand.�
She was shaking her head. �You�re not getting rid of me that easily,� she told him. �After all, I�ve got all of my clothes over here. And if I left, I�d have to make my own dinners, clean up my own bedroom, wash my own clothes. Fuck that shit.�
He smiled and leaned down to give her a long kiss on the lips. �All right then,� he said when the kiss broke. �I guess I�ll have to keep you around a bit longer.�
�I guess you will,� she said, caressing his cheek with her fingers.
�And speaking of dinner,� Jake said. �It�ll be ready in twenty minutes.�
She looked up at the clock. It was twenty minutes to six. You could literally set your watch by Elsa�s dinnertime. �So it will be,� she said. �I�m going to go upstairs and take a quick shower and change my clothes.�
�Sounds good, hon,� he told her, kissing her again. �Why don�t you put something on that has ... you know ... easy access, if you know what I mean?�
She gave an impish grin. �I know what you mean,� she said.
She went upstairs to their bedroom, walking through it to the master bathroom. There, she turned on the shower and then removed her studio clothes, bra, and underwear (after first checking to make sure the blinds were completely closed�they weren�t going to get any more pictures of her in the nude) and tossing them in the hamper for Elsa to collect in the morning.
She then walked to the sink and turned the tap on to cold so she could brush her teeth. Her pink toothbrush was in a holder right next to Jake�s blue one. She pulled it out and then opened the medicine cabinet to take out the tube of toothpaste stored there (one on the many sure ways to incur the Wrath of Elsa was to leave a tube of toothpaste sitting on the sink counter�she and Jake were both well-trained in putting it away). As she reached for the half empty tube of Colgate her eyes happened on a small, circular case that sat two shelves above. The moment she saw it, a brief flood of adrenaline surged through her.
She picked up the case and looked at it carefully. Inside of it were little round pills, most white, some pink, each in a little round holder marked with a day of the week. Today was Monday and the pill for Monday, which she was supposed to take in the morning, was still sitting in its holder. So was the pill for Sunday and the pill for Saturday.
Jesus fucking Christ, she thought, lapsing into a Jake-ism in her head. I haven�t taken one in three days now! What the hell is the matter with me? I�m I that stressed out that I forgot something so goddamn basic?
She hurriedly took Monday�s pill out of its case and put it in her mouth. She swallowed it with a drink of water taken directly from the tap.
How many days can you miss before it becomes an issue? she wondered uneasily. Surely not only two and a half days, right?
She simply did not know.
It�ll probably be okay, she finally concluded. I�ll just have to make sure not to miss any more.

Laura met Pauline at ten o�clock the next morning and they quickly signed an agreement of representation that Pauline had drawn up. It was a straightforward document, one page in length, and written in laymen�s terms instead of legalese. This was a characteristic of a Pauline Kingsley Esquire document.
�All right then,� Pauline told her latest client. �Let�s go over your statement and then I�ll give those fucks a call and hit �em with it.�
�Sounds good,� Laura said.
It didn�t take them long to come up with the statement. Like Pauline�s documents, her statements were succinct and to the point and very short.
��Laura Best denies any and all allegations of a romantic relationship of any kind with Dr. David Boulder DDS. She was a patient of his for several years and their relationship was never, at any point, anything other than a doctor-patient one. Nor did Laura Best ever attempt to pursue any kind of romantic relationship with Dr. Dave Boulder DDS and she vehemently denies any accusation that she was stalking him or engaging in anything other than standard doctor-patient behavior during the course of their professional relationship,�� Pauline recited when the statement was on her computer screen for printing.
�I like it,� Laura said. �Thank you so much for doing this for me.�
�Anything for my clients,� Pauline said with a smile. �Now then, for the fun part. What did you say was the name of that snatch that met you in the parking lot yesterday?�
�Uh ... Stock-something,� she said. �I�m sorry, I can�t remember exactly, I was so flustered. Maybe I should�ve taken her card after all.�
�No need to fret,� Pauline said. �I know exactly who you�re talking about. Annie Stockland is your bitch. She�s high in the celebrity news section. I�ve dealt with her before.�
�You have?�
�Oh yes,� Pauline said. �She�s the one who harassed us the most back during the contract negotiation that never really happened. She�s a prying bitch all right.�
�You know how to get hold of her then?�
�Child�s play,� Pauline said, opening up a file of phone numbers and contacts on her computer.
While she was digging through it, looking for the proper number, Laura said, �Uh ... Pauline, you take birth control pills, don�t you?�
Pauline looked up at her. �I used to,� she said.
�Used to?�
�Obie has had a vasectomy,� she said. �I guess he figured three kids was enough. He�s got OB3, of course, and Sarah, and his latest little one, Kenny, all from different mothers I might add.�
�Wow,� she said. �I didn�t know he had that many kids.�
�He�s actually a very supportive father,� she said. �He sees them as much as he can and he�s not chintzy with the child support either. Pays considerably more than he�s legally required to just to keep the exes happy and cooperative. I�ve met them all�the kids, not the exes. They�re a good bunch.�
�Interesting,� Laura said.
�Anyway, what about birth control?� Pauline asked. �Some reason you�re enquiring about it?�
�No ... not really,� she said, losing her nerve. �I was just wondering about some of the side effects.�
�I remember when I first started taking them, my boobs got sore and I retained some fluid, but after a month or so, that went away. Never had any problems with them after that. Are you experiencing side effects?�
�Well ... I�ve been a little irritable lately,� she said. �I was wondering if that might be a side effect.�
Pauline shrugged. �I suppose it could be, but you�ve been taking them for how long?�
�About three and a half years now,� she said.
�Don�t you think it more likely that recent events in your life might be responsible for that irritability? After all, you�ve earned the right to be a bit peeved at the world.�
Laura nodded. �Yeah, that�s probably it.�
They spoke no more of birth control. Pauline found the number she was looking for and, after being on hold for only five minutes, was soon talking to Annie Stockland. She identified her as Laura�s manager and issued the statement, word for word. She refused to answer any questions beyond that.
�Well, that�s done,� Pauline said after hanging up. �What do you say we go out and grab ourselves a little drinky-poo?�
�At ten-thirty in the morning?� Laura asked.
Pauline smiled. �That�s why they make bloody Marys, right?�
Laura found her logic to be sound.

A week later, Matt Tisdale sat in the back of the limousine as it drove from his house to the National Records Building in Hollywood. In an envelope beside him was the demo tape that contained nine new songs that he and his band had put together and recorded for submission. Though the recording quality was shit�only Nerdly could make a demo tape sound good with that crappy equipment they provided�Matt thought the suits on the top floors were going to be pleased. Especially when he told them that he was going to embrace the engineering of them instead of fighting it.
�This next album is going to fucking sell,� he vowed to himself as they crawled along in the late morning traffic.
He put out the cigarette he was smoking and then immediately lit another. He sipped from a cup of strong black coffee, which was a poor substitute for his morning cocaine blast but would not impair him during a meeting. He then picked up the copy of the American Watcher he�d had the driver pick up at a news stand.
LAURA BEST INVOLVED WITH HER MARRIED DENTIST? read the headline on the front page. YOU MAKE THE CALL! Below the headline was a photo of the bitch that Kingsley was fucking these days. She was a redhead with a cute face�the kind of face a man liked to nut on�but her tits were kind of small (he had seen the nude photos of her a few weeks before and had some of his people looking into whether or not he could score some uncensored copies). Still, she had a decent enough body and she could certainly blow a horn with the best of them. He could see the appeal of her. The second photo was a shot of some old motherfucker with a balding head wearing a pair of green scrubs. He looked like the epitome of nerdiness, nerdier than Nerdly, if that were possible. How someone like that could�ve possibly tapped into the saxophone bitch was way beyond him. Maybe he has a big fuckin� schlong, Matt thought.
He read the article inside, shaking his head from time to time, reading between the lines quite easily. Apparently when Jake met the bitch she was boning her married dentist, letting him come over and drill her in places other than her teeth during his lunch hours. Everyone in his office knew they were playing fill the cavity with each other but they thought they were being discrete. Right about the time Jake started tuning her up, the dentist came back to the office one day with a black eye he claimed was from running into a door (that the best you could come up with? Matt wondered with contempt). Had Jake done that? The article didn�t say, but it certainly said that the visits and phone calls from the sexy saxophonist had come to an abrupt end at that point.
The dentist claimed that he had never had anything to do with her, that she had been a crazy-ass bitch of a stalker. He had no answer, however, to the questions of why he did not report her to anyone, why he had not discontinued the doctor-patient relationship, why he always took her phone calls when she made them, and where he was always going during his lunch breaks. The saxophone bitch, on the other hand, simply denied everything, claiming that she was just a patient of the dentist and nothing more and she had no idea where all these accusations were coming from. Matt did not believe that for an instant, of course, but he couldn�t help but admire her response in the matter. Fucking deny everything even if caught red-handed. A tried and true strategy that left you with at least a little wiggle room in the renunciation game.
After finishing the article, he tossed the paper down and took a few thoughtful drags on his smoke. Thoughts of Jake and his current life and career always made him feel a little conflicted. He wanted to hate the man, and he did, but somewhere, deep inside of him, there was always a little part of him that cheered his former brother on. The two of them had been through a lot of shit together over the years�they had banged groupies together, been beaten up by cops and thrown in jail together (more than once), they had smoked weed and drank together, and, most significantly, they had made some damn good music together. If only that fucker hadn�t sold out Darren! Why the fuck had he done that?
They arrived at the National Records Building and Matt made his way up to the top floor conference room where Crow, Doolittle, and Bailey were waiting.
�You have the tape?� asked Crow, who was always a little leery when dealing with Matt.
�Got it right here,� Matt told him, tossing the envelope on the table. �Lyric sheets and musical scores are included.�
�Very nice,� Crow said, picking it up. �Can we get you any refreshments, Matt? A drink or perhaps a line or two?�
�You know the answer to that, Crow,� Matt said with a tired sigh.
�I do,� Crow agreed. �I�m still compelled to ask though.�
�I suppose you are,� Matt grunted.
�And how is that lovely lady of yours?� asked Doolittle. �Is everything well with her?�
�What lovely lady?� he asked.
�Uh ... the uh ... former adult film actress you�ve been seeing for quite some time?� Doolittle clarified. �Are you still seeing her?�
�Oh, you mean Kim?� he said. �We�re not really seeing each other in the strict sense of the word. I don�t hook up with bitches on that level. She just hangs out with me and fucks me and shit and I help her with her business.�
�Of course,� Doolittle said. �She�s well then?�
�Actually, she�s been kind of sick for a few days,� he said. �We ate at this new place on Alvarado last Wednesday and ever since then she�s been barfing up everything she puts in her stomach and shitting out her guts. We think those fuckers served her some bad shit.�
�That�s horrible,� Bailey said.
Matt shrugged. �Shit happens,� he said. �I took her to the hospital the other day and they pumped a couple of liters of IV fluids into her to rehydrate her. She�s doing a little better now. I was able to bang her last night for the first time in a few days.�
�Uh ... that�s good,� Bailey said.
�Had to wear a fuckin� rubber though,� Matt said with a shake of the heat. �That was a bitch. But that doc at the hospital said that since she couldn�t keep her fuckin� pills down we�d better use �alternate methods of birth control� for the next four weeks. Ain�t that some fuckin� Nerdly talk there? And ain�t that some fuckin� shit, having to use a rubber with your primary snatch?�
�Uh ... yes,� said Bailey. �That is indeed some shit.�
�Anyway,� Crow said. �How about we give those tunes a little listen?�
�How about it,� Matt agreed.
They gave it a listen, stopping frequently and then rewinding to listen to certain parts again. The suits were impressed.
�Interesting guitar work you�ve got going on some of the solos, Matt,� Crow said.
�You like that?� he asked brightly. �I�ve been experimenting with chaining multiple effects pedals together and then playing around with the pre-amp and the output settings. I got some really cool sounds out of that old Strat and it�s all shit I can reproduce live.�
�It�s quite amazing,� Doolittle said without a hint of condescension. �I don�t believe I�ve ever heard anything quite like it.�
�It�s the direction I�m taking my guitar solos,� Matt said. �I�m going to create a new trend.�
�You just might do that,� Doolittle said. �Now, about the riffs and the other instruments...�
�I�m keeping my end of the bargain, Doolittle,� Matt assured him. �I�ve been listening to ... well ... other albums that have been released lately, and I�m ready to try some engineering and overdubs. Let�s see what we can do with this raw material.�
�That�s the attitude we like!� Crow said happily.
�My terms still apply,� Matt said. �Any guitar overdubs will be me playing for the recording. Now, the way I�m envisioning this thing is with a solid backing guitar during the solos. I will play it on the album, as I said, but in order to reproduce it live, I�ll need to have another guitar player in the band when we hit the road to promote.�
�That�s no problem at all, Matt,� Crow said. �We�ll get you whoever you want ... uh ... assuming he is available, of course.�
�Of course,� Matt said. �And it needs to be someone who can sing. I�m planning to do some double-tracking of vocals when we mix. I�ll need a backup singer. If that backup singer is also the backup guitarist, so much the better.�
�We�ll get you a whole fucking nigger choir out of a Watts church for backup if that�s what it takes,� Doolittle promised. �As long as you�re playing ball on this engineering thing, we�ll get whatever you want.�
�You can keep the nigger choir,� Matt said. �At least for this album anyway. But start looking into guitar player/singers I can audition. I get to make the final choice. I insist upon that. And don�t bother trying to hook me up with one of your ass-sucking moles. I�ll see right through that shit and we�ll be back at odds in no time. Legitimate talent is what I�m after. You understand?�
�We understand,� Doolittle promised.
�Excellent,� Matt said. �Is the meeting over now?�
�I suppose it is,� Doolittle said.
�Good. I�ll take those lines then, and maybe a little Chivas and Coke to go along with them.�
�Coming right up,� Crow said, picking up the phone.

Los Angeles, California
May 16, 1993
She woke up at 6:50 AM, her stomach churning, her skin clammy with sweat. A male body was sleeping soundly next to her, snoring lightly, bundled in the covers.
�Oh, God,� she muttered. �Not again.�
She fought against the nausea for a few moments, trying to will it away, and then realized she was fighting a losing battle. She rolled out of bed and made her way as quickly and as silently as possible to the downstairs bathroom, the toilet that was well separated from the master bedroom. Naked as the day she was born, she tore open the door and dropped into a kneeling position before the porcelain god. She barely managed to kick the door shut behind her before the retching began. There wasn�t much in her stomach, but all that was there came up. She recognized a remnant of the chicken parmesan and green salad they�d had for dinner last night.
The retching stopped and she almost immediately began to feel better. She flushed the mess away and then padded back upstairs to the bedroom. A glance at the bed showed he was still asleep, still snoring lightly, still in the same position. That was good. She did not want to answer any questions just yet.
She went into the bathroom and looked at herself in the mirror, paying particular attention to her breasts. They had been sore the last week or so, a dull throbbing ache that got worse whenever they were touched. In the mirror, they looked a little bigger than they usually did. They were definitely swelling.
�This cannot be happening,� she muttered. �It can�t.�
But she was running out of denial. She had sore boobs and had awakened with vomiting four out of the past six mornings now. And even during the day she sometimes had nausea assault her out of nowhere. And her period ... now that was the really interesting piece of information. It should have started two weeks ago. She was as regular as clockwork, as she should be. No period had come.
But it just can�t be! her mind insisted on telling her. There is no way ... is there?
She brushed her teeth listlessly and then took a shower and got dressed. When she finished with all of this she looked and saw he was still sleeping.
She grabbed her car keys and took a drive to the twenty-four hour drug store not far from the house. There, she purchased a small package that showed a happy, excited couple on the front. She drove it home and took her purchase into the bathroom.
She opened it up and pulled out a small piece of white plastic about three inches long and about half an inch wide. On the far end was a little circular hole with white paper inside of it. In the middle was a rectangular opening, called a window, where the results would appear. The packaging recommended that the first urination of the day would yield the most accurate results.
�Here goes nothing,� she said, sitting on the toilet and spreading her legs wide. She let herself go and then positioned the little circular hole into the stream (getting urine on her hands in the process). She then placed the device on the counter, face up, and went about the process of wiping and pulling her pants back up and flushing. She then washed her hands thoroughly in the sink.
She looked down at the device, which promised results in two minutes. If the test was positive, a plus sign would show in the rectangular window. If the test was negative, a minus sign would show. Bracing herself, she looked down. The minus sign was showing quite plainly.
�Negative,� she muttered, feeling mixed emotions at the revelation. But ... it hadn�t been two minutes yet, had it?
She continued to stare and, right before her eyes, she saw the vertical cross bar in the window slowly darken up across the horizontal cross bar. After another minute or so the + was showing in all its glory.
�Well ... damn,� she whispered, wondering what was going to happen next.

Chapter 13: Occam�s Razor is Dull

Oakland, California
May 21, 1993
Jam-On Productions Studios sat on Martin Luther King Junior Way, just a little north of 18th Street, in one of the worst neighborhoods in Oakland�a city that was quite notorious for bad neighborhoods. The single-story building was very much like a fortress. It had no windows and the doors were reinforced steel similar to that on a bank vault. The entire property was surrounded by a twelve foot high chain link fence topped with razor wire. Security cameras peered out from every corner of the building.
Inside the building, however, all was clean, sterile, and professional. There were two complete studios that a host of independent rap and hip-hop artists from all over the west coast paid premium dollar to record, mix, and master their music in for distribution.
Gordon Paladay, i.e. Bigg G, had rented three hundred hours of studio time from Jam-On for the price of six hundred dollars an hour. On this day in late May, he was one hundred and ninety-six hours into that allotment and running more or less on schedule.
Jake Kingsley sat on a stool in the isolation room of Studio B, a pair of cans on his ears, his Yamaha acoustic guitar in his hands. He and the Nerdlys had flown up two days before so Jake could record his part of the song Step In, Gordon�s experimental piece he planned as his second release on the new album. Gordon had put the three of them up in a hotel in Jack London Square and had paid all of their travel expenses. Other than that, however, neither Jake nor the Nerdlys were asking for any kind of compensation for their efforts.
�All right, Jake,� said the voice of High-Top, the young engineer who was running the sound board for this session (Jake did not know his real name, and suspected that Gordon didn�t either). �We�re going to do take twelve of Step In, starting with the bridge melody. The band will pick up from the start of the second chorus section and you just fall in with them.�
Jake did not answer verbally, as no one would have heard him. Instead, he raised his left hand up and gave a big thumbs-up.
�All right,� High-Top said. �Let�s do it. Fire when ready, brothers.�
Outside, in the main studio, the drummer and the bass player began to play. The DJ began to twist his turntables back and forth, eliciting the secondary melody. Gordon himself, who was closed into the second isolation room, began to sing out the lyrics of the second chorus. Jake took a moment to orient himself to his place in the tune and then began to play, his left fingers pushing on the fret board, his right hand strumming the strings.
�Can�t you step into his mind, try to see what he been through?� sang Gordon, his voice a rich baritone that sounded vastly different than it did when he was simply rapping.
�Can�t you leave your hate behind, what if that was happening to you?
�Won�t you step into his mind, find a way to see him through?�
�Step into his mind ... yes, step into his mind.�
The bridge of the song started and Jake changed both the tempo and the melody to fit it. He began to strum out the chords while Gordon sang out a rapid-fire series of lyrics that was edging back into the land of straight rap. He sang of brothers in jail and sisters on the welfare, about kids joining gangs and ending up in the morgue, about those who try to save themselves and are called Uncle Tom, about rich motherfuckers who forgot where they come from, about how we should just step into each other�s minds, and try to see things from their different points of view.
Jake enjoyed the song a lot, both the melody and harsh realism of the lyrics. Working with Gordon on the tune had been a lot of fun and had increased his musical respect for the rapper considerably. He played his guitar with all the emotion and feeling that the song deserved, making it all the way through the bridge section and then onto a brief acoustic guitar solo backed by only the DJ. It was just as he began the transition back to the primary melody that High-Top�s voice interrupted.
�All right, homeys,� he said. �Let�s pull it in right here.�
The musicians all stopped, bringing a jangling halt to the music playing in Jake�s headphones.
�What�s the word?� asked Gordon from his booth. �It sounded pretty tight to me.�
�It was,� High-Top said. �That was a great job, Jake. Nerdly and I both think we�ll be able to use the whole take right up to where the solo ended, but as you started the transition back, you edged out of tempo a bit.�
Jake looked at the window into the studio and mouthed �How much?� in exaggerated speech, so they could read his lips.
�Just a little,� High-Top told him. �About as little as a white guy�s dick in the locker room, if you can relate to that shit.�
Jake chuckled and held his thumb and index finger about an inch apart.
�Maybe not even that much,� High-Top told him. �Truth be told, I probably would�ve let it go, but Mr. Nerdly here winced, and G told me that when Mr. Nerdly winces, that means another take is in order.�
Jake nodded and then mimed the act of strumming his guitar.
�That�s right,� High-Top told him. �We�ll do it again. This time picking up from the beginning of the solo. Sound good?�
Jake gave him the thumbs up. A minute later, they did it again.
By some miracle of fate and the Gods of Music (and the fact that the Nerdlys were just advisers in the process and did not actually have veto power), they managed to successfully record all of Jake�s guitar parts in the tune to the satisfaction of High-Top by four o�clock that afternoon without anyone directing any actual violence toward Bill or Sharon. In truth, the Jam-On team seemed somewhat impressed by their anal retentiveness and their ear for music. Particularly as it related to recording acoustic instruments.
�All right then,� Gordon said as Jake emerged from the isolation room, guitar in hand. �Damn good playing in there, Jake.�
�Thanks,� Jake told him. �I�m glad we were able to finish it up today.�
�Will you be able to come back for the overdubs and for any final tweaks before we mix?� Gordon asked.
�You bet your ass,� Jake assured him. �Just tell me when you need me and I�ll fly up.�
�Once we�ve laid down the rest of the tracks for Step we�ll be done with the basics,� Gordon said. �Hopefully that won�t take more than few days or so. After that, I�ll give you a call and we�ll work on polishing Step whenever is convenient for you. I�m thinking we should be able to pound out any additionals from you in one day.�
�Sounds reasonable,� Jake said. �And don�t worry much about my schedule. Celia and I are going to start hitting the rehearsal studio soon to start putting our new material together, but we won�t be as tight as we were for the first albums. Struggle and Down are both still selling pretty well and getting a lot of airplay, so there�s no real rush.�
�I feel you, my man,� Gordon told him. �And I appreciate all you�ve done for me. Step is going to be badass and your guitar playing is what�s gonna put that bad in that ass. Now ... how about we go out and celebrate this collaboration? Drinks are on me.�
�I�d love to, G,� Jake said, �but I really need to get home. There�s a seven o�clock out of Oakland to LAX and I want to be on it.�
�What�s the rush?�
�I talked to Laura on the phone last night,� he said, �and ... well ... she said she had something important she needs to talk to me about. She wouldn�t say what it was, just that she needed to speak to me in person as soon as possible. She sounded a little weird, not herself.�
�No shit?� Gordon asked.
�No shit,� he confirmed. �I found that when someone says something like that to you, you should go find out what�s up as soon as you can.�
Gordon nodded his head. �I can appreciate that shit,� he said. �All right then. We�ll get you to your hotel so you can grab your stuff and then get you off to the airport.�
�Thanks, G,� Jake said.
�What about you two though?� the rapper asked Bill and Sharon. �Do y�all need to go rushing back tonight?�
�Uh ... well ... no, not really,� Nerdly said. �We have no previously arranged commitments until Jake and Celia begin their rehearsal projects.�
�Then how about y�all come out and party with me tonight?� he asked them. �Drinks on me. I know a premium club over on MacArthur Avenue and MLK that we can close down. I�ll send a limo for Neesh and we�ll get hammered in style.�
�MacArthur and MLK,� Nerdly said slowly. �That�s a ... well ... kind of a rough neighborhood, isn�t it?�
�Y�all will undoubtedly be the only whities in the club,� Gordon said. �Is that a problem?�
�Uh ... will we be safe?� Sharon asked.
�Maybe not if you strolled in there on your own,� Gordon said, �but you�ll be with me. I�m known there and I carry some weight. Nobody will bother you. I guarantee it.�
�Well...� Nerdly said, looking at his wife for a moment. She shrugged. �I guess we�ll go then.�
�Beautiful,� Gordon said. �And trust me when I say, the brothers there are going to love you.�
�You think so?� Bill asked.
�I fuckin� know so,� Gordon said. �All you gotta do is start talking about your theories on space and time and the evolution of the sand flea and all that shit that you normally talk about. They�re gonna eat that shit up, homey.�
�Are you sure?� Nerdly ask.
�I guarantee it,� Gordon assured him.

The United Airlines 737 touched down at LAX at 8:23 that same evening. Jake, sitting in the first-class section, was one of the first to exit the plane. He walked to the baggage carousel and stood near the one assigned to his flight, waiting for his luggage to drop out. Other people from his flight and their loved ones gathered with him. Soon enough, someone recognized him.
�Hey,� a young man in his early twenties spoke up. �Ain�t you Jake Kingsley?�
�That�s me,� Jake confirmed, suppressing a sigh. Ever since that rag, the Watcher, had printed his current look, people were recognizing him more and more. As he had told Laura, the free ride had come to an end. Even though he�d shaved off the mustache and kept the hair cut short, it didn�t matter. The clean-shaven look hadn�t been in place for a week before some paparazzi asshole had snapped a shot of him and put it on a magazine cover.
�Dude,� the dude told him, �it�s like, so cool running into you here in the airport. Were you flying on my flight?�
No, Jake wanted to tell him, I just like to hang out near baggage carousels in the airport for the fuck of it. Instead, he said: �If you just came in from Oakland I was.�
The dude seemed completely awed by this. �That�s just so ... so ... fuckin� cool,� he said. �I guess you were sitting up in first class?�
�I was,� Jake confirmed.
�Yeah, I guess that makes sense. I was back in the back, in the middle seat, you know. I can�t afford that first class shit.�
Jake shrugged. �Maybe someday you will,� he said.
�I doubt it,� the dude told him. �My parents paid for this ticket. I�m coming down to check into rehab tomorrow. Meth, you know? I been clean for like three days now.�
�That�s uh ... good to hear,� Jake told him, spotting a guitar case coming down the ramp onto the carousel. It was black and had a green ID tag on it. It was his case. His suitcase was not behind it or in front of it, however. Naturally. �Excuse me, one of my bags is coming by.�
Jake stepped up to the carousel. The dude stepped right up with him. As the guitar case came by, Jake grabbed it and set it next to his feet.
�Dude,� the dude said, �is that like your guitar?�
Jake briefly considered telling him no, that he just liked to carry his shirts and underwear in a guitar shaped suitcase, but instead, he simply affirmed that it was, indeed, his guitar.
�Is it the one you played on your album cover?� the dude wanted to know.
�It is not,� he said. �That one on the album cover does not actually exist. It was airbrushed in by the technical people for the shot.�
�No shit?� the dude asked, seemingly unsure whether to be in awe of this information or disillusioned by it.
�No shit,� Jake told him with a straight face. �In fact, that�s not really even me in the shot.�
�It�s not?�
�Nope, I�m too busy a guy to be posing for album cover photos, you know what I mean? It�s actually a body double with an airbrushed guitar in hands and then they airbrushed in an old photo of my face on him.�
�Wow,� the dude said, marveling at this.
�The stool is real though,� Jake told him. �Though it wasn�t really a brown stool. They had to change the color in the studio.�
�Man,� the dude whispered, shaking his head. �Those dudes can do some serious shit, huh?�
�They can,� Jake agreed, spying his suitcase finally dropping down.
�Hey,� the dude said. �How about you take out that guitar and play a little something for us?�
�I�d love to,� Jake told him, �but I can�t. It�s a contract thing, you know?�
�But I thought you went independent,� the dude said. �That�s what everyone is saying.�
�I did go independent,� he said. �And those are the worst kind of contracts to try to work under.�
�The independent contracts?� the dude asked, confused.
�That�s right,� Jake said. �Very oppressive. Back in the day, I could just pull my six-string out in front of any old baggage carousel in the northern hemisphere and start playing�and often I did�but under this independent contract...� He shook his head sadly. �No airport or other public transport guitar playing in the Pacific or Eastern African time zones is allowed, except on Fridays between six and nine PM Greenwich mean time, unless it�s Ramadan, of course, then I can�t even play during those hours unless I�ve been fasting.�
�That�s fucked up, dude,� the dude said, quite righteously.
Jake shrugged. �It�s the life I choose, my man,� he told him. He then reached out and snagged his suitcase as it came by. �Well, nice talking to you, partner. Good luck in rehab.� He held out his right hand to him.
�Uh ... sure,� the dude said, shaking with him. �Nice talking to you too.�
A moment later, Jake was making his way to the terminal exit, guitar and suitcase in hand, making a mental note to wash his hands at first opportunity. He was rather proud of himself for the impromptu strategy of bullshit he had just employed. Because of it, the dude had forgotten to ask for an autograph. And because no autograph had been signed, no one else had noticed that he was Jake Kingsley. He was escaping relatively unscathed. He would have to expand upon the technique in the future. Besides, it had been kind of fun.
A limousine was waiting for him out in the arrivals section. The driver put his baggage in the trunk and Jake sat down in the back for the thirty minute drive home. He resisted the urge to mix up a tall rum and coke during the trip. Whatever Laura wanted to talk about, it was probably something he wanted to face with complete sobriety.
It was 9:40 PM when Jake opened the front door of his house and carried his baggage inside. The house was quiet and sparkling clean, with most of the lights turned down. Elsa, having heard him enter, came through the kitchen and met him just as he was leaving the foyer. She was wearing her standard uniform of jeans and a button-up shirt, though usually, by this time of night, she would have changed into her night clothes and holed up in her room.
�Hey, Elsa,� Jake greeted. �I see the house is still standing.�
�For now,� she allowed. �How was your flight?�
�Quicker than I could have done it myself, but not nearly as fun,� he told her.
�Did you finish your recording for Mr. G?�
�I finished the basic track I was responsible for. I�ll probably have to fly back up soon to do some overdubs though.�
�I hope Mr. G is appropriately grateful for your assistance,� Elsa said.
�He is,� Jake said. �He was taking Bill and Sharon out to a ghetto bar to celebrate when I left.�
A look of alarm appeared on Elsa�s face. �A ghetto bar in Oakland?� she asked. �They�ll be killed!�
�I don�t think so,� Jake said. �Nerdly�s got quite a bit of street cred, you know.�
�William? Street cred?�
Jake shrugged. �G�s with him anyway. They�ll be safe.�
�I suppose,� she said doubtfully. �Anyway, go ahead and leave that suitcase right there. I�ll get it unpacked for you and wash the clothing.�
�Thanks, Elsa,� he said, setting it down. �How�s Laura been?�
�A little mopey these last two days,� she told him. �She didn�t want anything for dinner tonight and she went upstairs early. She didn�t even have the glass of wine she�s accustomed to.�
�Really?� Jake said slowly, not liking the sound of that a bit. His mind had developed several possibilities for what Laura wanted to talk about, and this news about her abstention from alcohol fed directly into one of the more alarming ones.
�Really,� Elsa said, picking up the suitcase. She looked up her employer. �There is nothing I should not witness in this suitcase, correct?�
�I wouldn�t do that to you, Elsa,� he told her. �I keep my lingerie and my sex toys in the guitar case.�
�Very good,� Elsa said. �I�ve trained you well.�
�You have,� he said. �Well, I�m going to head up. Laura has something she needs to talk to me about.�
Elsa nodded. �I hope it�s good news,� she told him.
�Me too,� he agreed.
He went to the music room to drop off the guitar and then walked up to the master bedroom. Laura was still awake when he entered. She was supine upon the bed, wearing nothing but a long white t-shirt with a cartoon cat playing a saxophone on it. SAX KITTEN was printed in playful script beneath. The hem of the shirt was well up on her upper thighs and he cast an appreciative look at her smooth legs. Her thighs were just a bit apart, letting him catch the barest impression of copper at their junction. The jiggle in her chest told him that she was not wearing a bra.
�Hey, babe,� he greeted, hoping that no matter what she wanted to talk about (even if it was THAT!) he would be able to sink into her flesh at the conclusion of the discussion. After all, it had been nearly three days since he�d been laid.
�Hi, sweetie,� she returned, giving him her smile. �Welcome home.�
She sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed (an action that rucked the hem of her shirt up even higher) and then stood to embrace him. They shared a warm kiss and a long embrace, longer than normal for such a situation. Laura just did not want to let go of him.
�What�s the matter, hon?� Jake asked softly, his hand rubbing her back.
�I ... I got some news the other day,� she said, her face buried in his shoulder.
�Okay...� he said slowly. �Is it good news or ... or bad news?�
She took a deep breath against him. �A little bit of both,� she said. �Depending on how you look at it.�
Jake swallowed slowly, feeling a little burst of adrenaline going through him. You will be calm and cool through this, he told himself, and you will deal with this situation as a rational, sober adult. �Okay,� he said softly. �How about you tell me what this news is?�
�I will in a minute,� she said, her arms still around him, her hands scratching lightly at his back. �How was your flight?�
�The flight was good,� he said, pulling himself back a little, so her face had to come out of his shoulder. �What�s the news, Laura?�
She sighed. �I don�t quite know how to tell you.�
�Just go ahead and say it,� he said. �I kind of have a feeling I already know what you�re about to tell me.�
Her eyes opened a little wider and she stared at his face. �You do?� she asked, surprised. �How did you hear about it?�
�Uh ... well, I�m pretty good at reading between the lines,� he said.
�Reading between the lines?� she asked. �What does that mean?�
�It means that I�m able to take a limited amount of information and draw conclusions that are usually correct from that information. You�ve heard of Occam�s Razor?�
�Occam�s Razor?� she said, her look of confusion growing. �What the hell are you talking about, Jake?�
�Uh ... well ... Occam�s Razor is a principle of logic that states that when faced with...�
�I know what Occam�s Razor is,� Laura said, exasperated now. �And Occam has nothing to do with what I�m talking about.�
�He doesn�t?�
�I don�t see how he possibly could. You could not possibly have enough information to make an Occam�s Razor type of conclusion in this circumstance.�
�I couldn�t?�
�No!� she said. �No one knows about Z and Dexter yet. I only got the phone call two days ago. The cover story about exhaustion is still holding and, other than their manager, I�m the only one who really knows about it. There is no way you could have heard this news hanging out with Gordon in Oakland.�
Jake took another step back from her, releasing the embrace. He looked in her eyes, truly seeing them for the first time since walking in the room. �What are you talking about, Laura?� he asked.
�Z and Dexter had a major blowup after their concert in Harrisburg on Monday night,� she said. �Dexter resigned from the band and is flying home. He says this time it�s truly over and he will never play with Z again.�
Jake chewed his lip a little. �Z, Dexter ... are you talking about ... what are you talking about?�
�The Bobby Z tour!� she said. �Tim Flicks, their manager, called me up two days ago and told me about the breakup. They had to cancel all the dates for the next month because they don�t have a sax player now. But they need to get back on the road as soon as possible or they�re going to lose a lot of money and possibly be in danger of contract breach. They want me to fly out to Pittsburgh tomorrow and start rehearsing up to replace Dexter on the horn and finish out the tour with them.�
Jake was astounded, too surprised that the news he had thought he was going to hear was not what she had shared to even consider the implications of what she had actually laid on him. �That ... that�s your news?� he asked.
�Yes, that�s my news!� she said.
�Jesus Christ,� he said. �That is not what I thought you were going to tell me at all.�
�Obviously,� she said. �What did you think I was going to tell you?�
�Uh ... well ... I kind of thought that maybe you were ... you know ... pregnant.�
�Pregnant?� she barked, letting out a little laugh. �Me? Where did you get that from?�
�Well, you said you had something important to talk to me about, that you couldn�t talk about it on the phone, and then Elsa said you were kind of mopey the last two days and that you didn�t have your glass of wine tonight and ... well ... you know?�
�Wow,� she said, shaking her head. �Talk about jumping to a conclusion. I skip a glass of wine and your mind goes right to the pregnancy thing? I don�t drink that much, do I?�
�No, not at all,� he said, feeling a tremendous amount of relief that she was not pregnant, but also maybe feeling just a hint of disappointment as well? And was that disappointment because she was not with child or was it because of her actual news? �It�s just ... I don�t know. Forget I even went there.�
�Forgetting it,� she said. �Now then ... what do you think about the real reason I wanted to talk to you? About me leaving and going out on the road with Z and his band?�
He looked at her, trying to read what she wanted to hear from him in her eyes. They were sending extremely mixed messages, however, and he was unable to interpret. He took a deep breath and then slowly blew it out. �Is going out on the road something you want to do?�
She nodded slowly. �I used to love playing in front of an audience when I was in the jazz band with Ben,� she said. �That was one of the best times of my life, truth be told. I�d really love to do it again, to play for larger audiences, with true professionals.�
�Then you should do it,� Jake told her.
�But ... what about us?� she asked.
�What about us?�
�I�ll be gone for five or six months,� she said. �I�ll be traveling all over the country, staying in cheap motels, riding on buses...�
�I�m familiar with life on the road, hon,� he reminded her. �It�s really one of those �best of times, worst of times� things. I think you should do it if it is something you want to do. I�m not going to stop loving you because you�re gone for a few months.�
�Are you sure?� she said quietly.
He leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the nose. �I�m sure,� he told her. �And besides, I can fly out to see you every now and again while you�re out there. Remember, I�m rich. I can afford shit like that.�
She nodded slowly. �I ... well ... I have some other concerns as well.�
�Such as?�
A few chews of her lip, a few deep breaths, and then: �I�m not sure I�m good enough to do this,� she said.
�That�s absurd,� he scoffed.
�It�s not!� she insisted. �This is Bobby Z we�re talking about here, one of the best smooth jazz artists in the world! I�m just a teacher who likes to play around with the sax!�
�No,� Jake corrected. �You�re a professional sax player who used to be teacher. And you�re damn good at what you do. You�re a big part of why Celia�s album is selling like wildfire right now. You�re a big part of why South Island Blur is getting airplay right now.�
�They�re just playing that song because they know you and I are getting it on,� she said.
�That may be why they started playing it, but it�s not why the song is moving up the charts. That soprano sax you laid down for the melody is badass, just like everything else you did on Celia�s album. I know that, Celia knows that, and Bobby fucking Z knows that shit too. That�s why he picked you to lay down those overdubs, and that�s why he�s asking you to go out on tour with him.�
�But...�
�No buts,� Jake insisted. �We can talk about what the separation might mean for us if you want�after all, you won�t be around to help us lay down the next two albums if you�re out on tour�but don�t you dare stand there and tell yourself that you�re not good enough to play with Bobby Z. You are good enough. You wouldn�t have been asked otherwise.�
She took another deep breath and then gave him her smile. �Thanks, Jake,� she said. �That means a lot coming from you.�
�Yes,� he told her. �It does.�
That earned him a giggle and an embrace. He lifted her face up and then kissed her; a long, luxuriant kiss that involved tongues.
�Wow,� she breathed when it broke. �What was that for?�
�That was to put you in the mood for letting me up under that nightie of yours,� he said.
�Oh yeah?�
�Yeah,� he said. �How did I do?�
�I�m definitely leaning in that direction,� she said. �But shouldn�t we talk about this road thing a little more first?�
Jake shook his head. He ran his hands down to the bottom of her long t-shirt and then slid them slowly up the back of her thighs until he was touching the bare cheeks of her buttocks. �I haven�t been inside of you in three days now. Let�s talk after.�
�But...�
�No buts,� he said again, pulling her close to him, so his strengthening erection was pushing onto her belly. �After.�
�Mmm,� she moaned, grinding herself into him a little, her nipples hardening before his very eyes. �I think that after will work.�
Their lips came together again. They made their way to the bed. She never did take off the SAX KITTEN shirt, but it did not really get in the way.
And when they were done, after their breathing returned to normal and the sweat dried on their skin, they talked about it.

The next afternoon, in the quaint little thirteen thousand square foot mansion that Greg Oldfellow kept so he had a place to stay when he or Celia needed to be in Los Angeles for extended periods of time, another discussion of significance was taking place.
�So ... what do you think?� Celia asked her husband, a small amount of nervousness in her tone as she pondered the ramifications of the discussion. She was wearing a pair of tattered sweatpants and a tank top with no brassiere beneath. Her feet were bare and her hair was not done. She had no intention of changing out of her sleepwear today since she was not going out.
Greg, who was wearing slacks and a dress shirt even though he had no plans to go out either, was looking at a sheaf of papers in front of him. He had just gone through all of them, reading carefully and absorbing every word. �It�s ... well ... an interesting concept,� he told her.
�An interesting concept?� she asked. �That�s what you�re calling it?�
�That�s what it is,� Greg insisted. �Nothing is written in stone, right? There is no reason why there has to be a follow-through with this thing if the timing isn�t at its best.�
�The timing?� she asked, feeling a flush in her face. �You would disregard a gift like this because you don�t think the timing is right? That�s insane, Greg!�
�But...�
�And when would the timing be right?� she demanded. �Even assuming that this gift would be repeated at some point ... something that probably won�t happen, exactly when would be the right time?�
�I ... really don�t know,� Greg said, uncharacteristically at a complete loss of the ability to explain himself.
�You don�t know,� she said softly, her eyes boring into him. �Why don�t you tell me what is really bothering you about this whole thing?�
He did not answer her immediately. Instead, he kept looking at the papers in front of him, his eyes refusing to look up and meet hers.
�Greg?� she said, her voice a little softer now. �Tell me what�s wrong. Tell me why the thought of not going through with this has even entered your mind.�
�I told you,� he said, still not looking at her. �The timing isn�t...�
�There is never going to be a better time,� she interrupted. �My album is selling well right now and I�m just starting the process for putting together the next one. Your golf course project is on track and we�re in the middle of the waiting period for that environmental impact report to be done, so that won�t take time away from you. You haven�t worked as an actor in almost four years now. You need to do this!�
He finally looked up at her, his expression miserable. �I�m scared, C,� he told her. �That�s why I�m hesitant to go through with it.�
She reached across and took his hand in hers. �I understand,� she told him. �Don�t you think I was scared too?�
�Well ... yes, of course,� he said. �But this is different.�
�How is it different?� she asked.
�Well ... you�re a musician and I�m an actor,� he said. �Those are two very different things.�
�True,� she said with a nod, �but they�re both still entertainment. We were both faced with the need to pick up the pieces of our career and put it back together. I did it for mine. Now it�s your turn.�
He sighed, looking down at the paper before him once again. It was a movie script titled So Others May Live. Adapted from a non-fiction book of the same name written by a former US Coast Guard helicopter pilot, it was an upcoming project about a Coast Guard flight crew in Alaska. Johnny Sparks, one of the hottest up and coming directors in Hollywood, had signed onto the project. Vincent Scanlon, one of the most respected producers in the business had signed on to produce it. And Vincent Scanlon, who had worked with Greg Oldfellow on two previous non-atrocious films prior to that atrocity known as the Northern Jungle, had sent Greg a copy of the script and told him the lead role in the project, that of Lieutenant Michael Andrews, pilot and commander of a Sikorsky HH-3F rescue helicopter, was his to refuse. If he wanted the role, he only need give a token audition for it and it was his.
�I�ve read this script twice now,� he told his wife. �It seems to be a good, solid piece of writing. There�s no cheesiness in it, and only a token amount of romance between Andrews and the owner of a bar near their base. Most of the movie is full of flight time and rescue missions. It�s kind of like Top Gun for the Coast Guard.�
�Then what�s the problem?� she asked.
�Well, in the first place, it calls for on-site filming in southern Alaska starting in August and lasting up to three months.�
�What�s wrong with that?� she asked. �God knows you�ve done lots of on-site filming before.�
�True,� he said. �It�s just a long time to be away. I�ve kind of gotten used to us being together these last few years.�
�That�s sweet, Greg,� she said. �But what�s the real reason?�
He sighed. �I�m afraid I�ll ruin the project,� he said.
�Ruin the project? How would you do that? You haven�t lost your ability to act, have you?�
�I can still act,� he said confidently. �I�m not worried about that, I�m worried that people won�t even give the film a chance once they hear I�m the lead in it. I�m afraid they�ll just remember that I was the fucking nomad in The Northern Jungle and they�ll think it�s a comedy or, even worse, they�ll just conclude it�s going to suck ass because I�m in it.�
�Suck ass?� Celia asked, raising her eyebrows a bit.
He blushed. �Sorry, I�ve been hanging out with Jake a little too much, I suppose. You know what I mean though.�
�I know what you mean,� she said. �And I think you�re wrong.�
�How can you possibly know that?� he demanded. �My reputation took a huge hit because I signed on for Northern Jungle and assumed it was going to be magnificent just because it had a huge budget and a famous director was going to be behind the scenes. I read that Northern Jungle script before signing my name, C. I read it and I thought it was going to be the film that got me that academy award! I actually thought that after reading that fucked-up piece of shit for the first time!� He shook his head. �I�m afraid my ability to judge a project based on a script reading might be in question.�
�Perhaps,� Celia said thoughtfully.
�Perhaps?� he repeated. �That�s what you have to say about it? C, my reputation is teetering on the brink already. It can�t take another hit. If this project flounders, either because it�s really not a great script to begin with or because people will automatically hate it before they see it because it�s me in the lead role, I�ll never be cast in another role again�not even those slapstick parody roles they�ve been offering.�
�That is true,� she told him, �but how is that any different than the situation you�re in now?�
�What?�
�If you turn this project down, how likely is it that someone else will offer you something with as much potential?�
�Not very,� he admitted.
�Sometimes you have to take a chance, Greg,� she told him. �That�s what I did by signing on with KVA and Jake. Look at me now. My career is back on track and I�m now respected as a musician and a songwriter. We might have failed, but we didn�t. And if we hadn�t of taken the shot, we never would have known and I�d still be languishing as a has-been.� She cast her look upon him once more. �You don�t want to languish as a has-been, do you?�
�Of course I don�t!�
�Then pull your thumb out of your ass, put on your big-boy panties, and do what the hell needs to be done,� she said.
He looked at her in astonishment for a moment. �Pull my thumb out of my ass?� he asked. �Put on my big-boy panties?�
She giggled. �Sorry,� she said. �I�ve been hanging out with Jake too.�

Meanwhile, in San Juan Capistrano, Matt Tisdale had just returned home after spending the workweek staying in his Los Angeles condo. The recording of his second solo album�tentatively titled Hard Time�was now well underway in the National Records studio in the basement of the big building. He stayed in the condo Monday through Thursday so he could put in twelve-hour days without traveling all the way home each night, and then came home on the weekends.
He parked his Maserati in the garage. He had only gotten his driver�s license back and started driving it again two months before, after the lengthy multiple suspensions of the driving privilege that DMV had saddled him with finally ran its course. It was just incredible how they had overreacted to that one little incident nearly five years ago now. You drive a little bit drunk and run from some cops (and get in a knock-down, drag-out fight with them at the conclusion) and they act like you�re some hardened criminal. It wasn�t even like they were allowed to consider the cocaine and marijuana charges. Those had been dismissed! And then there were those extensions of the eighteen-month suspension just because he got caught driving suspended a few times. Those cops had been out to get him, staking out his property and waiting for him to slip up. He just knew those motherfuckers were still sore at him for getting away during the chase. And they still insisted they�d let him get away in the name of public safety! Assholes.
In any case, it was nice to be able to drive legally again. He was in a good mood as he exited the car and headed into the house. The recording process was going well and he had some good, solid tunes for Hard Time. Even though he was selling out by letting them engineer and overdub the tunes, he was selling out with style. In only another month or so they would be done with the basic tracks and ready to start polishing.
The servants all had the weekend off and were nowhere to be found when he came inside. Kim was there, however, sitting at the kitchen table and sipping a glass of what appeared to be lemonade. She was wearing a pair of shorts and a loose-fitting t-shirt. Her blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail and she had a thoughtful expression on her face. The smell of garlic and oregano was heavy in the air.
�Hey,� he greeted, walking directly over to the refrigerator and pulling out a bottle of beer. He saw the pitcher of lemonade in there, noting that it was about half gone.
�Hey,� she returned, her voice quiet. �How was the drive?�
�I made it in fifty-one minutes,� he told her proudly. �Average speed, ninety-three miles per hour.�
�You�d better be careful,� she warned. �If the cops pull you over and cite you for excessive speed again, the DMV is going to yank that license right back away from you.�
�Fuck �em,� he said. �I gotta be me.�
�I�m just asking that you be a little careful, Mattie,� she said, a distinct tone of bitchiness in her voice.
He looked at her pointedly. �What�s with the nagging housewife routine?� he asked. �It ain�t like I don�t have the ability to get by without a fuckin� driver�s license.�
�I just think you might want to behave a little more responsibly as you get older,� she said.
�Responsibly?� he scoffed. �What the fuck has crawled up your ass? And why the fuck are you drinking lemonade? I�ve never seen you drink that shit before.�
�There�s something I need to talk to you about,� she said.
�Oh?�
�Yes,� she confirmed. �It�s important. And I thought that maybe drinking before the discussion might be a bad idea.�
�Oh...� he said slowly. �That kind of discussion.�
�Right,� she confirmed.
�So ... I shouldn�t drink this then?� he asked, hefting his still unopened beer bottle.
�You might want to hold off for a few,� she said. �I�m not sure how you�re going to react to this, but you should probably keep a clear head.
A feeling of dread wormed its way into him. It was a feeling that Jake would have been familiar with. Slowly, deliberately, he walked back to the refrigerator and returned the bottle of beer. He pondered the lemonade for a moment and then shook his head. It was better to go without liquid than to drink any of that shit. He closed the door and then walked back to the table and sat down across from her. �You got my attention,� he told her.
�Thank you,� she said. �By the way, there�s a lasagna in the oven. Louisa made it last night before she took off. It�ll be done in about another half an hour or so.�
�Just give it to me straight,� Matt told her, dismissing the lasagna (even though Louisa made about the best fucking lasagna in the free world). �Are you knocked up, or what?�
Kim�s eyes widened almost comically. �Knocked up?� she asked. �Why would you ask that?�
�Is that not what this is about?� he asked, confused.
She barked laughter. �No, that�s not what this is about,� she said. �Whatever gave you the idea that I was pregnant?�
�Well ... you said you had some important shit to talk about, and you�re not drinking, and last month you had that thing where you barfed up all your pills, and ... well ... it seemed like the logical fucking conclusion to make.�
She laughed again and reached out to stroke his arm affectionately. �Oh, Mattie,� she said, shaking her head. �Fucking pregnant. Holy shit. Don�t you know that if that shit actually happened, I would�ve just gone to the abortion clinic and you never would have known about it?�
�I did think that was our unspoken agreement,� he said. �Still, you kind of threw me for a loop with all the bitchiness and drinking lemonade and shit.�
�I�m not pregnant,� she assured him.
�Well, all right then,� he said, nodding, feeling a surge of relief flowing through him. �But ... if that�s not what this is about, what is this about? We�re not really in a relationship, so you can�t be breaking up with me, right?�
�Right,� she said. �It has to do with a certain offer that has been made to me regarding a new project in the works.�
�A new porn project?� he asked.
�Yes,� she said. �A new porn project.�
�Someone wants you to come out of retirement and slam some schlong on camera again?�
�In a manner of speaking,� she said.
�Is it those assholes that sit on the board with you?� he asked. �You have controlling interest, remember? They can�t compel you to do anything you don�t want to do.�
�It�s not them,� she assured him. �I have every one of those pricks by the balls. They don�t even jack off without an okay from me.�
�Then what�s the issue?� he asked. �You don�t need to go back on camera if you don�t want to, right? Mary Ann Cummings Studios is fucking raking it in since you brought back plot to porn. You can�t sell those videos fast enough.�
�That is true,� she said. �And under ordinary circumstances I wouldn�t even consider going back on camera. I did my time spreading my legs under the lights. But this offer involves getting it on with someone familiar to me and ... well ... not only does it sound kind of fun to do, it�ll be pretty lucrative as far as profit goes.�
�Yeah?� he asked, wondering who she was supposed to fuck and for how much.
�Yeah,� she said. �Do you remember Rodney Carver. You met him at the Adult Film Awards a few years back.�
�Ahh yes, the porn convention,� Matt said fondly. He had good memories of that weekend�memories that involved two grams of cocaine, an eighth of good greenbud, and four women. �I don�t remember him though. Is he one of the actors?�
�He is not,� she said. �He is the CEO of Essex Home Video, the largest distributer of adult films in North America. It is he that most of Mary Ann Cummings videos are sold to for distribution, either directly through me or through a middle man.�
�Okay,� he said. �And he wants to fuck you?�
�I�m sure he does,� she said, �but that�s not part of the deal. He wants me to fuck you.�
Matt raised his eyebrows. �Fuck me? On camera?�
�That�s right,� she said. �But it won�t be just an ordinary fuck scene or a standard fuck flick movie. It�ll be much more interesting than that.�
�Explain,� Matt said.
�He has this idea that we produce a little thirty or forty minute video of the two of us getting it on in your bedroom, a typical fuck session, unchoreographed�or, so it will appear on the surface anyway�shot using only a home video camera. No extra lighting, no director, no other people. The idea is for it look like just a home video that you and I filmed because we�re kinky-ass people who would do something like that.�
He nodded thoughtfully, wondering why they had not actually done something like that yet. �And he thinks people would want to buy that?� he asked. �I don�t get it. I mean, I put on a pretty good performance if I do say so myself...�
�That you do,� she agreed.
�But why would anyone want to pay money just to watch us bump uglies like we normally do?�
�It�s all in the presentation,� she said. �We present it as private tape, never intended for anyone but us to see, that was stolen from your house by ... oh ... say a contractor or a valet driver or something like that. We make a big deal about how we don�t want the video released to the public and then Essex suddenly announces they�ve purchased the video and are going to distribute it. We have a little fake media battle with them, maybe even go so far as to actually file a lawsuit or some shit like that, but then Essex releases the tape for sale anyway, charging twenty dollars a copy, no rentals at all.�
Matt scowled as he thought about this. �And you think this will make money?�
�I think people will snatch that tape up like there�s no tomorrow,� she said. �Especially if we�re able to hype it up sufficiently before it�s even released and we manage to convey the feeling that, once it is released, we might get some judge to halt sales of it at any time.�
�This all sounds kind of sleazy,� he said.
She raised her eyebrows at him. �Sleaziness from the porn industry?� she asked. �Who would�ve thought?�
�Yeah, I guess,� he said. �What would be in it for you? For me?�
�Fifty percent royalties on all copies sold, evenly distributed between you and I. Essex handles all the costs of production and distribution.�
�Fifty percent of wholesale rate or retail rate?� he asked.
�Wholesale,� she said. �That�s nine dollars per tape.�
�Which means I would get two and a quarter per copy,� he said. �How many copies do you think would sell?�
�I don�t think that half a million would be an unreasonable guess,� she said.
�Hmm,� he said, pondering. �A million plus for just boning you like I always do. Not a bad payoff.�
�And that�s just the monetary factor,� Kim said. �The publicity angle is pretty sweet too. Nothing like having a sex tape of you floating around to keep you in the public consciousness, especially since this will all go down right about the time your album will be released.�
�Yeah, I could see how that might pick up a few sales for me,� he said. �It sounds like you�re in favor of this deal?�
�I�m leaning heavily in favor of it,� she said. �It�s something new in the industry, something that might become a trend. It might be fun to get in on the ground floor, to be the first.�
He thought it over for a few more seconds and then nodded. �All right,� he said. �Let�s fuckin� do it.�
�Are you sure, Mattie?� she asked.
�I�m sure,� he said, already pondering what moves he was going to make. Maybe start off with some doggy style and then work up to a little reverse cowgirl? �When can we start?�
�Uh ... well, we still have to meet with Rod and his people, come to terms with the official agreement, get our lawyers involved, work out all the little details, all that kind of shit.�
�Oh,� he said, disappointed. He had kind of been hoping she had the camera upstairs and was ready to get started right now. �How long will that take?�
�A month or so,� she said. �Once everything is finalized and the paperwork is signed, we�ll submit a minimum of four takes for consideration, each one at least forty minutes in length.�
�Four?� he asked.
�A basic principal of photography is that it takes at least four exposures of any given subject to produce one good shot.�
�Oh,� he said again. This was now starting to sound like turning one of his favorite activities into a chore. Oh well ... a million bones spoke volumes. �Well ... how about we go up and get in some practice then? Start gearing up for the show?�
She nodded. �Let me tell Rod that you�re in and then I�ll meet you upstairs.�
�All right,� he said. �But don�t take too long or I�ll get started without you.�

�You sure I can�t get you a drink?� Obie asked. �A little scotch on the rocks? A glass of wine, maybe?�
�Uh ... I�m sure,� Pauline told him, watching with a little bit of envy as he filled a glass with ice and dumped five fingers of Crown Royal on top of it. It was her bar in her house�Obie no longer bothered staying in a hotel when he was in town�full of booze that she had paid for, yet it was off limits to her now.
�Suit yourself,� he said with a shrug. �What�s the deal with you anyway? I haven�t seen you have a drink all week. You givin� up the sauce, hon?�
�For a little while,� she said softly.
He looked at her with a scowl. �What brought this on?� he asked. �You having some health problems?�
�In a manner of speaking,� she said. �Look, why don�t you grab a seat, Obie. There�s something I need to tell you.�
He took a long, slow drink of his Crown and then poured a little more on top, refilling it. He then walked slowly over to the couch and sat down next to her. �What is it, hon?� he asked. �Is it your liver?�
She shook her head. �It�s not my liver,� she told him.
�Then why else would you have to give up the hooch?� he asked. �I don�t get it. You don�t drink nearly as much as I do. You�re not thinking you�re an alky or some shit like that, are you?�
�No, I�m not thinking I�m an alky,� she said. �I ... well ... I have a little clump of rapidly replicating cells inside of me�that�s how the doctor I saw termed it.�
�Rapidly replicating cells?� Obie asked. His expression darkened. �Are you talkin� cancer here, hon?�
She shook her head. �No, not cancer,� she told him. She took a deep breath. �I�m pregnant, Obie.�
His face paled just the slightest bit. His hand gripped his glass a little harder, causing his knuckles to turn white. He blinked slowly, took a moment to compose himself, and then said: �Pregnant? As in, with child?�
�That�s the only kind I know about,� she said.
Another deep breath. �You have something else you need to tell me, darlin�?� he asked. �I know we never spelled out the terms of this little thing we got going, but I always kind of assumed that there was an unspoken agreement about us not doing things with anyone else.�
�I have nothing else to tell you, Obie,� she said. �I haven�t been with anyone else since the first night we hooked up�actually, it was at least six weeks before that since I was in the middle of a dry spell that first time.� She chuckled a little. �Why do you think I let you in so easily?�
�I�ve had a vasectomy, Pauline,� he said. �I can�t get you pregnant.�
�Well,� she said lightly, �unless we�re dealing with a case of immaculate conception here�something I seriously doubt�I�d have to say that something has gone wrong with that vasectomy of yours, because I haven�t been with anyone but you in more than a year now and I am knocked up without a doubt, truly and completely knocked up.�
�You took a test and everything?� he asked.
�I�ve peed on two sticks and had a blood test,� she said. �Everything came back positive. Not only that, but I feel pregnant. My tits hurt all the time. Nearly every morning I wake up nauseous and barfing. Trust me on this, Obie. I�m pregnant.�
�I trust you on that, hon,� he told her.
�Uh huh,� she said. �And what about the other thing?�
He looked her in the eye for a few moments and then nodded. �I don�t get any sense that you�re lying to me about that either,� he said. �One of the great things about our relationship is trust, right?�
�Right,� she said. �We�ve always been very honest with each other.�
�But I need to know,� he said. �I can�t have any discussion about what we do from here until I know for sure that I�m really firing live rounds again. It�s not that I don�t believe you, but ... well ... it�s such a long odds kind of thing. You have to know what this Occam guy your brother is always talking about would have to say about this, right?�
She nodded. �The most likely explanation is usually the correct one,� she said. �And the most likely explanation is that I�m been letting someone else supply the tube steak for me. I get where you�re coming from, Obie. But believe me on this one, Occam is full of shit today.�
�It�s easy enough to check, I suppose,� Obie said. �I�m gonna get on the phone with Doc Renter in Portland. He�s the urologist that did the deed on me. You feel like taking a little trip up north tomorrow?�
�You think he�ll be able to get you in tomorrow?� she asked.
�The asshole better get me in tomorrow,� Obie said. �If I have to go to another doctor to verify that he fucked up my vasectomy, he�s gonna want to cut his own balls off.�
�All right then,� Pauline said. �I�ll call Darlene and tell her to cancel all my appointments for tomorrow.�
�And I�ll call that quack and start making arrangements.�
Obie used the house phone while Pauline used the business line. Pauline�s mission only lasted two minutes. Obie�s took a little longer, but it was still pretty quick.
�The fuckin� answering service,� Obie said, shaking his head.
�Well ... it is after hours,� Pauline told him.
Obie ignored her as someone started speaking to him on the line. �No!� he interrupted. �I do not want to talk to the urologist on-call. I want Renter on the phone and I want him on the phone now.� He listened for a moment and then shook his head. �Now listen, darlin�. Don�t you go telling me what is and is not possible. I know for damn sure you got Renter�s private number in your file there. I am Oren Blake the Second. Perhaps you have heard of me?� Another pause. �Yes, I�m really him and I�m extremely agitated at the moment. I�m having a potential problem with a surgery Renter did on me and I want to speak to him about it now. Now be a dear and get his ass on the line.� Another pause. �Yes, I�ll wait, but not very long.�
Pauline was smiling despite the situation. �It really is fun watching you assert yourself, Obie,� she said. �I�ve never had the balls to pull the old �do you know who I am� routine.�
�You play the cards you�ve been dealt,� he said. �That�s always been my motto.�
Two minutes ticked by and then Obie�who had no idea he had been listening to a piece of on-hold music that featured Laura Best on the saxophone�suddenly perked up again.
�Renter!� he barked. �Oren Blake the Second here. I need you to check something out for me tomorrow morning.� A pause. �I don�t give a shit if you�re not scheduled in the office tomorrow, I�m going to be there at ten and I expect your ass to be there and ready to go.� Another pause. �I don�t want to deal with the on-call or one of your partners�at least not at this point. I want you! You�re the one who possibly botched my fucking vasectomy!�
This, apparently, got Renter�s full and complete attention. There was a longer pause, followed by Obie saying: �I�ll tell you what the problem is. My girlfriend just told me that she�s pregnant. And furthermore, she assures me that mine is the only dick that�s been shooting things up inside her body for more than a year. I have no reason to disbelieve her on either one of these revelations. That only leaves one possibility when you rule out God Himself knocking her up to give us all a new savior: that I�m firing live fucking rounds here despite the fact that you cut those little wires that lead to the detonator! Now, I�m going to be there at ten tomorrow and so are you and we are going to look into this thing. You with me?�
Another pause and then Obie smiled. �Very good, Doc,� he said. �I�ll see you then.� He hung up the phone and then turned to Pauline. �He�s with me.�

They lifted off from Van Nuys airport aboard a private jet at 7:00 AM the next morning. They landed at Portland International Airport at 9:03 AM. A limousine picked them up from there and took them to a medical office building just south of downtown. At 9:40, they were standing before the receptionist�s desk.
�Uh ... yes, Dr. Renter just arrived and is expecting you,� said the slightly frazzled young woman. �He said to send you right back.�
�Thank you, darlin�,� Obie told her. �Would you be so kind as to lead the way?�
Renter�s office was a fairly standard one. He had a desk with his medical degrees on the wall behind him. Two chairs sat in front of the desk. Renter himself was in his early fifties, balding, but in fairly good shape. He wore the obligatory white coat and had a stethoscope around his neck.
What�s with the stethoscope? Pauline wondered as they were directed to sit down in the chairs. Why the hell would a urologist need a stethoscope?
�Doc,� Obie greeted as they took their seats. �This is Pauline Kingsley, the girlfriend of whom I spoke on the phone.�
�It�s uh ... nice to meet you,� Renter said, holding out his hand to her.
�Nice to meet you as well,� she said mechanically as she shook with him. How many dicks has he held in this hand? she could not help but wonder. More than a career prostitute, I�d imagine. She made a mental note to wash her own hand before touching anything else with it.
�Obie,� Renter said, �while I appreciate your desire to see me personally for this matter, I must point out that you could have gotten this test done in Coos Bay. They have a fine medical center and laboratory facility there.�
�I wasn�t in Coos Bay,� he told her. �I was in LA.�
�Well ... you certainly could have gotten this done in Los Angeles.�
�No deal, Doc,� he said. �You�re the one who snipped the wires�allegedly�and you�re the one who is going to check and see if they grew back together or not. It�s called taking responsibility for your actions; and I�m a real big fan of that concept.�
�Well ... yes, we�ll certainly check a sperm sample and see if there is any kind of a sperm count present.� He cast a look at Pauline and then back at Obie. �I just need to point out that a spontaneous reattachment of the vas deferens, while a known complication of the vasectomy, is extremely rare. We�re talking one in thirty-thousand here. I�ve personally done more than ten thousand vasectomies in my career and I�ve never had that happen. And if it does happen, it usually happens in the first sixteen weeks.�
�There�s always got to be a first time,� Pauline said.
�And what if it wasn�t a spontaneous reattachment?� Obie put in. �What if you just fucked up and didn�t do the operation right? Isn�t that a possibility?�
�Absolutely not!� Renter said, clearly offended by the very suggestion. �It is a simple operation that I perform ten or more times per week. Yours was no different than any other.�
�So you say, Doc,� Obie said.
�Look,� Renter said. �I performed that vasectomy on you nearly five years ago. Six weeks post-surgery you submitted a sperm sample to the lab that showed zero sperm. Not a few, not one, but zero. The sample was clear. If I had botched your surgery somehow, there would not have been a zero sample. Does that make sense?�
�Well ... yeah,� Obie had to admit.
�And�excuse me for getting too personal here�but how many women have you slept with without protection since I gave you the all clear to go after you submitted that sample?�
Obie looked up at the ceiling for a moment, pondering that, and then said: �Well ... quite a few, I guess.�
�Quite a few?� Renter said. �How many is that?�
�Fifty or sixty maybe,� he said. �Those are just the ones I did without rubbers, of course. The bunnies out on the road I always used protection with�diseases, you know.�
�Fifty or sixty?� Renter said, astonished. �In five years? Really?�
�I�m slowing down as I get older,� Obie said, shame in his eyes. �Anyway, you were trying to make a point?�
�Oh ... right,� Renter said, still pondering fifty or sixty. �Anyway, my point is, did any of those women turn up pregnant?�
�Not as far as I know,� Obie said.
�Don�t you think that if you were firing live rounds all this time that at least one of them would have?�
�Yeah ... I suppose,� Obie had to admit.
�Look, Doctor,� Pauline said. �I�m pretty good at reading between the lines here. I know what you�re trying to imply. I will agree that the most likely scenario from your point of view, and maybe even Obie�s, is that I was fucking someone else and got myself knocked up. I get that. I�m also here to tell you, however, that I have not been fucking anyone else and this baby growing inside of me was put there by Obie. There is no other explanation. Now, how about we stop talking about this and stop pointing fingers of innuendo here and check this thing out. It�s a relatively simple test, right?�
�Well ... yes,� Renter said. �I�ll send you home with a specimen cup and you�ll just need to submit a sperm sample to our lab. Now, it�s important that you bring the sample back here within...�
�Fuck that shit,� Obie said. �I�m giving you the sample right now and we�re going to run this test while we wait.�
�Uh ... that�s not how we really do things,� Renter said. �I know that the popular media likes to portray such a thing as taking place in a medical office�s bathroom, but in actuality...�
�Well, today life is going to imitate art,� Obie cut in. �Go get me the cup and point me to the bathroom. It won�t take long.�
�But...�
�No buts,� Obie said. �We�re doing this thing. If you got anything like a Penthouse or a Playboy laying around, it�ll make the job easier.�
�We have no such magazines in this office!� Renter assured him.
�Oh ... well, how about a medical book with pictures of naked women in it? Anything like that?�
�Really, Obie, I must insist...�
�You don�t need a magazine,� Pauline said. �I�ll give you a hand.�
Obie smiled and pointed his finger at her in appreciation. �Give me a hand,� he said, chuckling. �That�s good, darlin�.�
�Isn�t it?� Pauline said. She turned to the doctor. �Now then, the cup?�
He gave them the cup and they went into the patient restroom together, scandalizing the staff quite visibly. They made no noise in there but when they emerged ten minutes later, Obie held a specimen cup in his hands. �I�m gonna have to write this one down in my journal,� he said, handing the cup to Renter.
�It�s a first for me as well,� Pauline said.
Flustered, Renter took the cup and a written lab order and disappeared out the office door. Pauline and Obie went back to his office and sat down. Three minutes later, Renter returned.
�How long will this take, Doc?� Obie asked him.
�Not very long,� Renter said. �I had them run it stat and let them know we needed the results as soon as possible.�
�So ... an hour, two hours? What are we talking?�
�Ten or fifteen minutes at the most.�
Obie nodded his head in appreciation. �Now that�s service,� he said.
It actually took twelve. The phone rang and Renter answered it. He listened for a moment, jotted something down on a piece of paper, and then thanked the person on the other end of the line. He hung up the phone and looked at the singer.
�Well?� Obie asked.
�There are viable sperm in the sample,� he said simply.
Obie let out a sharp breath. Pauline looked at him. �I told you so,� she said.
�You did,� he agreed.
�It�s a very low count,� Renter said. �The average ejaculate for someone your age contains around forty to a hundred million sperm per milliliter. Under fifteen million is considered to be a low sperm count that might hamper conception. You�re firing eight million per milliliter, but they�re fully motile, which means they�re moving around just like sperm should.�
�What does that all mean?� Obie asked. �Are you still trying to say that I didn�t knock Pauline up?�
�No, I�m inclined to believe that you did,� Renter said. �It just wasn�t very likely. With a count of eight million, you�re almost considered infertile.�
�It only takes one though, right?� Pauline said.
�Well, it only takes one to get through,� Renter said, �but the odds are against any one particular sperm. Once you get much below fifteen million, the odds of any one achieving penetration of an ovum outweigh the number of sperm present. You see, the woman�s body attacks the sperm as they�re making their journey, and not all sperm are capable of penetration of the ovum, and then there�s the whole matter of timing with egg release. They can fight their way forward like hoards of German soldiers trying to attack Stalingrad, but if there�s no egg in position it�s all for nothing.�
�But one did get through, it seems.�
�So it seems,� Renter said.
�How does something like this happen?� Obie asked. �Are we talking spontaneous reattachment here, or medical malpractice?�
�It is almost certainly what we call a recanalization of one of the vas deferens,� Renter said. �The low sperm count suggests that quite strongly.�
�What does that mean?� Pauline asked.
�It�s not a reattachment as you are thinking of it,� he said. �The ends of the vas that I cut and tied off did not grow back together. Instead, what probably happened is that granulation took place from the sperm leaking out of the proximal end of one of the vas�that�s the end that leads from where the spermatozoa are formed. Over time, through a mechanism that is very rare and something that we don�t quite understand, those sperm accumulate and can form a channel of sorts. This channel, if it happens to connect with the distal end of the vas deferens�that�s the end that leads to the prostate and the urinary tract ultimately�viable sperm can work their way through and into the ejaculate.�
�Are you making this shit up as you go along?� Obie asked. �Trying to bullshit me out of suing your ass for malpractice?�
�I�m not making this up as I go along,� Renter assured him. �It�s a well-documented phenomenon that is responsible for most vasectomy failures that take place after one year. It�s also extremely rare. One in a million kind of rare. This is the first one that I have personally ever heard of.�
Pauline and Obie looked at each other for a moment and then back at the doctor.
�All right then,� Obie said. �Now that we know what happened here, how about we fix it?�
�Fix it?� Renter said.
�You can fix it, right?� Obie said. �Put me back on the table with the stirrups, tie my little buddy up out of the way, give me the shot, break out the little scalpel and the cauterizing thing?�
�Well ... yes, I can go back in and separate the vas again,� he said. �But that�s only after we�ve done some more...�
�Fuck that,� Obie said. �No time like the present. Let�s head over to the little room and get this shit done.�
�You mean right now?� Renter asked.
�Right fucking here, right fucking now. Come on, Doc. Let�s do this thing.�

Two hours later, Obie was sitting on the couch in a suite at the Portland Sheraton Grand Hotel, a glass of scotch on the rocks at his side and a bag of ice resting on his crotch.
�Does it hurt?� asked Pauline, who had gotten the barest glimpse of his black and blue scrotum when she�d helped him change into a pair of sweat pants.
�It feels kind of like I got kicked in the balls about an hour ago,� he said. �Oh ... I guess you probably can�t relate to that. Anyway, it�s uncomfortable, but nothing I can�t handle.�
She nodded and then sat down next to him. �This has been a most interesting day,� she said.
�Yep,� he agreed, taking a sip from his scotch.
She let him sit in silence for a few minutes and then said, �So ... do we want to talk about this situation now, or wait until you�re feeling better?�
He looked at her and gave her a weak smile. �I guess now is as good a time as any. I�m sorry I had to get confirmation first, but it�s the way I am. Now I know. You�re carrying a baby that I put in there.�
�I am,� she said. �And before the idea is even brought up, I�ve already decided that I�m going to keep it.�
�You have?�
�I have,� she said. �I�m a firm believer in a woman�s right to choose whether to carry a baby to term or not. I think that abortion is a necessary evil in our society today. I also know it�s not for me. My choice is to keep this baby no matter what else happens between you and I.�
�And you�re sure on that?� he asked.
�I was about ninety-nine percent sure when I first found out,� she said. �I�m coming up on forty now and I�ve never had a child. I have a maternal instinct, Obie. I have a life growing in me and I want to raise it to adulthood. I might not ever get another chance if I terminated this one and I don�t think I�d be able to live with myself. And then, when the doc told us how long the odds were for something like this to happen ... well ... it just seems like something that is meant to be, you know what I mean?�
Obie nodded. �I know what you mean,� he said. �I feel the same way. I�m not a big fan of women having abortions to begin with�I was raised a Christian, remember�but I�m certainly opposed when the baby in question carries my genetic code. I would�ve tried to talk you out of it if you�d gone down that road. And if you�d refused to be talked out of it, that would�ve been the end of us forever. I wouldn�t have been able to look at you after that.�
�I understand,� she said. �But since we�re not going down that road, what road are we going down? I don�t need anything from you if push comes to shove. I�m not going to try to get child support or any of that crap out of you. I have money of my own and I�m perfectly capable of raising a child on my own.�
�I know you are, hon,� he said. �But I�m not the kind of man who is just going to knock you up and never have anything to do with you or the child again. That�s my baby in there and I intend to be a part of its life, whether that includes you in the picture or not. I will insist on having a relationship with the child, just like I do with my other children.�
�Fair enough,� she said. �In the meantime ... we go on like we have been? See where it leads?�
�Works for me,� he said. �My equipment is out of action for about a week though. I hope that isn�t a deal breaker.�
She laughed. �I think I�ll manage,� she said, cuddling into him.
He put his arm around her and then adjusted his ice pack a bit. �When do we start telling people about this?�
�I want to tell Jake and my parents and Celia right away,� she said. �They should know.�
�I suppose.�
�As for the media and the public ... well ... let�s wait until I�m in the second trimester, huh? There�s always the possibility of ... you know ... and there�s no sense creating a sensation until we know it�s for real.�
�Sounds like a plan, darlin�,� he told her, letting his hand rub her shoulder.

At the same moment that Obie and Pauline were producing a revealing sperm sample in the patient bathroom of a Portland medical office building, Jake and Laura were in the first class lounge of United Airlines at LAX. They were sitting at the bar, Jake sipping a bloody Mary, Laura drinking a cup of black coffee. Her alto saxophone case and her suitcase of clothes had already been checked.
�Still no word on Pauline?� Laura asked as Jake hung up the white courtesy phone on the bar.
�No,� he said. �All Darlene knows is that she�s in Portland with Obie. She cancelled all of her appointments for today and gave no explanation for why she was going there or any number she could be reached at.�
�That is very unlike her,� Laura said.
�It is,� he agreed with a shrug. �I�m sure there�s a reasonable explanation though.�
�I feel bad just leaving without telling her this news,� Laura said. �She is my manager after all. I have to sign a touring contract, remember? I�d really like to have her there to go over it before I sign.�
�I�ll keep trying to get hold of her,� Jake promised. �Just don�t sign anything until you talk to her. You can start rehearsing with them and learning the ropes, but don�t sign anything.�
She nodded slowly. �I�m really nervous about this whole thing, sweetie,� she said.
�You�re gonna kick some ass out there, hon,� he assured her. �You know what you�re doing.�
She nodded a little and then leaned into him. �I�m going to miss you so much,� she said, a tear running down her face.
�I�m gonna miss you too,� he said.
�I�ll call you every night,� she promised.
Jake jerked reflexively as he heard these words. They were the same thing he said to Angie before he had gone out on tour. �Don�t say that,� he told her, perhaps a little more sharply than intended.
�What?� she asked, pulling back and looking at his face.
�Just call me when you can,� he said. �Don�t make it a chore. And I�ll come out and visit you whenever I can. Pauline will give me a copy of your tour schedule once she touches bases with you.�
�Do you promise?� she asked.
�I promise,� he assured her.
Five minutes later, flight 841 to Pittsburgh was called for boarding. As a first class passenger, Laura was in the first group.
�I love you, Jake,� she told him as they embraced in front of the jetway.
�I love you too, Laura,� he said, giving her one last kiss.
Her carry-on bag in hand, she walked down the jetway and disappeared. She did not look back.

Chapter 14: Wheels and Deals Revisited

Los Angeles, California
June 5, 1993
The Waterloo Club was a trendy venue on the west side of LA, known for featuring up and coming rock and roll bands on Saturday nights. Van Halen played the Waterloo multiple times back in the day, as had Motley Crue, Guns N� Roses, the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Rage Against the Machine, and a multitude of other southern California acts over the years�some of whom went on to fame, most of whom did not.
Tonight�s featured act was a group called Weezer. Jake, Pauline, Nerdly, and Celia arrived at the venue at 6:00 PM, two hours before Weezer was scheduled to play. They had not come to see Weezer. Of the four of them, Pauline was the only one who had even heard of the group. Her information was that they had been signed to Geffen Records�one of the smaller, newer labels�and had just finished recording a debut album, but it had not been released yet. Geffen, it seemed, was a little more liberal about allowing its artists to play gigs prior to an album release than National had been for Intemperance.
The band opening for Weezer was called Lighthouse. It was they the three musicians and their manager had come to see and they were also the reason Lighthouse had gotten such a good gig in the first place. The band featured Ben Ping on bass guitar (and sometimes on acoustic rhythm guitar), Ted Duncan on drums, Phil Genkins laying down the lead vocals, and a man named Lenny Harris on lead guitar. Lenny, like Ben himself, was a lifelong guitar player who, not having made the big time, had gone into teaching the instrument. He was the lead instructor and primary driving force of the guitar program at Thomas Jefferson High School in the valley. The band had been in existence for a little over nine months now and was just starting to pick up some local popularity in the clubs. Whether this was because they were actually good, or because it was known that three of the four members had been the musicians on both Celia Valdez�s and Jake Kingsley�s hit albums, was the subject of endless debate.
The club was moderately crowded as they entered and, within thirty seconds of walking through the door, everyone knew that Jake and Celia (oh ... and Nerdly too) were in the house. The manager of the club, a man named Lou Pinkerton, met them personally at the bar, told them they were not allowed to pay for a single drink during their stay, and then set up a little VIP section for them near the front of the stage.
�Thanks,� Jake told him as they took their seats.
�What can I get for you all?� asked a young waitress with a nose piercing and a tattoo of a snake on her left thigh. She introduced herself as Samantha. She seemed quite starstruck by their presence.
�Captain and Coke,� Jake said.
�I�ll have a glass of the house chardonnay,� said Celia.
�I�ll have an appletini,� said Nerdly.
�An appletini?� asked Samantha, thinking she had misheard him.
�That is kind of gay, Nerdly,� Jake told him.
�Is it?� Nerdly asked.
�Not that there�s anything wrong with that,� Celia put in.
�All right,� Nerdly said. �I wouldn�t want to be accused of consuming a drink associated with male homosexuality. How about an Absolute vodka and cranberry juice on the rocks?�
�Uh ... Absolute and cranberry ... sure,� Samantha said.
�Yeah,� Jake said with a little shake of the head. �That�s a lot more manly there, Nerdly,�.
�Good,� Nerdly said. �I would not want to present a negative public perception regarding my sexuality.�
Samantha then turned to Pauline, the one person she did not recognize in the group. �And you, ma�am?� she asked.
�A Sprite,� Pauline said sourly.
�Sprite?� Samantha asked, raising her eyebrows a bit. �Just a Sprite?�
�Just a Sprite,� she said, her tone turning even more sour.
�All right then,� the waitress said. �I�ll get those right out for you.�
�Thanks,� Jake told her.
While she headed off to the bar to fill their order, Celia turned to Pauline. �Are you sure it�s a good idea for you to be in here, Paulie?� she asked. �All this cigarette smoke is probably not the best thing for your little bundle.�
�Well, I�m not going to make a habit of visiting places like this,� Pauline told her, �but I think we�ll get by with just a few hours.�
�Her developing fetus should remain unaffected,� Nerdly said. �There have been no studies that have conclusively shown passive secondhand smoke in short exposures to be a teratogen. Long term exposure, on the other hand, has been linked by correlation in some studies I�ve read, although, as I�m sure you�re aware, correlation does not equal causation.�
Pauline looked at him. �You read studies about the effects of secondhand smoke on developing fetuses?� she asked.
�Of course,� Nerdly said. �Doesn�t everyone?�
Before Samantha could bring their drinks over, a mob of patrons of the establishment came over and began striking up conversations, asking for autographs from Jake and/or Celia (but never Nerdly) and occasionally asking to have their pictures taken with the two celebrities. Jake and Celia accommodated them with good humor.
�Hey, Jake,� a long-haired, tattooed man in his thirties spoke up, �where�s Laura at? I heard she went out to tour with Bobby Z.� That piece of news had been reported in the entertainment rags several times in the past week.
�Uh ... yeah,� said Jake. �That is true, and that�s where she is. In Pittsburgh getting ready to tour with Bobby Z.�
�She�s a hot piece,� the man told him. �A lot hotter than that fat chick you used to go out with. You know, the pilot chick?�
�Uh ... yeah, I remember the pilot chick,� Jake said. �Although I wouldn�t say she was fat.�
�Yeah, she was fat,� the man said in a matter-of-fact manner, as if his opinion carried the same weight as a law of physics. �She did have some big old fuckin� titties though.�
�I never really noticed,� Jake said dismissively. He then turned to talk to someone else�a skinny blonde woman wearing a denim miniskirt. She had just asked him if he needed someone to keep him company while Laura was away. �I think I�ll be able to get by,� he told her.
�I�ll be around all night if you change your mind,� she assured him.
�I don�t think I will, but I appreciate the offer,� Jake said.
Celia, meanwhile, was being told by a butch lesbian in leather how deep and meaningful her song Why? was (Why? was currently topping the charts across the United States, three weeks at Number 1 so far) and how it always elicited an emotional response when she heard it.
�I love everything on the album,� the woman told her, �but Why? just gets me right where I live. I play that song over and over again, sometimes thirty times in a row.�
�That�s quite a lot of playing,� Celia told her.
�Yeah,� she said dreamily. She then gave Celia a smoldering look. �So ... where�s your husband? That Greg guy?�
�Greg�s not a big fan of going out to clubs,� Celia told her.
�That�s too bad,� she said. �Tell me ... you ever gotten together with another woman?�
�Uh ... no, I never have,� Celia said.
�Ever thought about it?�
She smiled. �Of course I�ve thought about it,� she said saucily. �But, alas, I am married. I don�t think Greg would approve.�
�Who says he needs to know about it?� the woman asked.
Celia laughed a little and said lightly, �You�re funny.� She then turned and began talking to someone else.
When their drinks finally came, Lou Pinkerton showed up at the table with two large bouncers in tow. They chased everyone away from the table, telling them to leave the special guests alone and let them enjoy the show. There was some grumbling of displeasure but nobody wanted to challenge the bouncers. They all wandered a respectful distance away but stayed as close as they could get away with, in a loosely defined perimeter.
�Thanks for the drinks, Lou,� Jake said, dropping a ten dollar bill on Samantha�s tray.
�Tipping is not necessary, Jake,� Lou told him. �Your presence is gratuity enough, right Sam?�
�Uh...� Samantha started.
Jake shook his head. �I would not dream of not tipping someone who brings drinks to me,� he said. �Especially when the drinks are on the house.�
�Well ... okay, I suppose,� Pinkerton said.
�Thank you,� Jake said. �And thank you as well, Samantha.�
�You�re very welcome, Jake,� she said with a flirtatious smile.
She retreated to other duties and Lou headed backstage. One of the bouncers stayed nearby, to make sure that perimeter around the celebrities stayed intact. They settled in and sipped from their drinks, Pauline making a sour face every time she sipped from her Sprite.
�Tell me again why you needed to drag me here?� Pauline asked Jake as she looked around at everyone staring at them.
�You are the managerial face of KVA Records,� Jake told her. �If these guys agree to sign back up with us for the next two albums, they�re going to need to hear some management shit.�
�They will be just as well compensated for their work on the next two albums as they were on the first one,� Pauline said. �I cannot conceive of musicians of their present stature trying to squeeze out a better deal than what we gave them last time. In fact, we could have just done all of this over the phone and I wouldn�t have to be sitting here pregnant in a smoky bar and Celia wouldn�t have to fend off propositions from bull dykes.�
�Yes, that was quite blatant, wasn�t it?� Celia said with a little shake of her head. �And she really has no chance with me�the poor thing. If I was going to do it with a woman, it would have to be a feminine one. Otherwise, what would be the point?�
�I�m with you there, sister,� Pauline said. She turned back to Jake. �Anyway, those are my feelings on the matter.�
Jake shrugged (still pondering the thought of Celia getting it on with another woman�not exactly an unpleasant mental picture). �I kind of wanted to see how these guys play,� he said. �Ben told me this guy they got on guitar is pretty good with it, and he�s a songwriter. They�ve got like six original tunes in their set.�
Pauline sighed and took another sip of her Sprite. �Okay then,� she said. �We�ll check them out. But can we leave after we talk to them? I really have no interest in seeing Weezer get up there and hack away.�
�Deal,� Jake said with a nod. In truth, he didn�t really want to see the headliner play either. Though he would have declared with a straight face that he was not one to judge a band on its name alone, he privately thought that any group who called themselves Weezer could not possibly be any good.
�We should�ve invited Coop to come here with us,� Nerdly said. �He probably would�ve liked to get out ... you know ... since the whole debacle with Veteran.�
�I�m not sure Coop would have really wanted to see us negotiating with musicians for an upcoming album now that he�s in contract lock,� Pauline said. �Nor am I particularly fond of being reminded of that whole mess.�
Veteran, the supergroup Pauline had been managing and had profited quite nicely from, had had themselves a little meltdown just as they finished up their North American tour. The strife between the band members and the drunken, coked out, stoned performances had become too much for Coop. He resigned from the band and was now back in Los Angeles, riding out the rest of his contract and living off the royalties from Veteran and Intemperance. The band had recruited another drummer but were having endless difficulties putting together material for the follow-up album they were contractually obligated to make. At some point along the way the remaining members decided that their problems were all Pauline�s fault and told her she was fired. She could have fought the firing�after all, she had signed on as their manager for the entire duration of their contract with Aristocrat (four periods) and they really did not have the legal right to fire her�but, tired of dealing with them, she had gone quietly. She would still collect royalties in perpetuity for their debut album�which had recently passed triple platinum and was still selling upwards of twenty thousand copies a month�but anything they sold from here out would go into the pocket of Ronald Shaver, who had swooped in and snatched them up before the ink had even been dry on the severance paperwork between Pauline and Veteran.
�I suppose you have a point there,� Nerdly admitted.
�Veteran�s next album is going to bomb,� Jake predicted. �If they even manage to put one together.�
�Well ... far be it from me to wish ill upon them,� Pauline said, �but ill is what I wish them. Except for Coop, they were nothing but a pain in my ass from day one.�
�Everything in life is a lesson, right?� asked Celia.
�Right,� Pauline said. �And I�m putting the lesson of �don�t sign up to manage a band full of egotistical druggies� right up there with �vasectomies are not a completely reliable method of birth control�.�
Jake nodded respectfully. �Well said, Paulie,� he told her.
�Fuck off,� she returned.
Jake managed to get two more Captain and cokes into his stomach before the house lights went down and Lighthouse took the stage. The crowd cheered enthusiastically for them, especially after Pinkerton told them that the key members of the band had been the musicians backing both Jake Kingsley and Celia Valdez on their recent hit albums and that Jake and Celia (oh, and Nerdly too) were currently in the audience to watch their prot�g�s in action.
The band put on a decent enough performance and Jake was impressed with them. It was obvious that they had put in a lot of rehearsal time. They opened up with a cover of Del Shannon�s Runaway, playing it with an almost heavy metal style, including a nicely done guitar solo after the second verse. The only real issue was that Phil, with his baritone voice, was unable to quite hit the high notes in the chorus as Del had back in the day. After Runaway, they stepped neatly into a cover of Paint It Black by the Rolling Stones, again adding a little heavy metal flair to the tune. Then, after a little between song banter by Phil, they launched into two of their original tunes.
The originals were a stark contrast to their covers. The first one�which was apparently entitled The Lost Times�was performed with both Lenny and Ben playing acoustic guitars and only a gentle backbeat from Ted on the drums. The lyrics were a concise and thought-provoking examination of a failing relationship that kept plodding along anyway. The second one, titled The Firing Line, did feature Lenny on the distorted electric and Ben back on the bass, but the tempo was slow and the distortion was not heavy. Essentially a song about taking a chance and trying to change a desperate situation, it played out rather nicely and included a good, mellow guitar solo and some nice vocal work by Phil.
In all, they did all six of their original tunes and four covers, closing out with a pleasant version of While My Guitar Gently Weeps that was played more or less as true to form, as if the Beatles themselves had been up there laying it down. The crowd cheered enthusiastically as Phil thanked them for coming and told them to enjoy Weezer, who would be taking the stage in forty-five minutes.
�Not bad, huh?� Jake asked as the lights came back up and the crowd began to move toward the bar or the restrooms.
�I enjoyed it,� Celia said. �Particularly the last number. I�ve always loved that song.�
�I thought their original material was decently arranged,� Nerdly said. �They really should have someone work on their sound mixing, however.�
�Not everyone can have a Nerdly working their sound, Bill,� Jake told him.
�True,� Nerdly agreed. �What did you think, Pauline?�
She shrugged. �They weren�t painful to listen to,� she offered. �And at least they�re keeping in practice for us.�
It took the members of Lighthouse about fifteen minutes to clear all their equipment from the stage. Once that was done, Jake and the others were led through a small door into the backstage area by Pinkerton himself. As had been the case when he�d gone back to meet the group Brainwash in Boston after Celia�s wedding and the little aircraft incident that had compelled him to stay an extra day (I wonder how Brainwash is doing these days? Jake took a moment to wonder. Are they still together? Still touring?) an overwhelming rush of nostalgia for his own club days washed over him. Everything reminded him of those chump-change sessions they had done for more than a year in Heritage: the smell of sour sweat and cigarette smoke, the tubs of beer on ice, the tiny, cramped accommodations, the instrument cases and amps stacked in a corner, even the filthy, undersized bathroom that smelled like stale urine and had a perpetually running tank.
�Jake! Celia! Nerdly!� greeted Ted as he saw them come in. �Oh ... and Pauline too. Welcome!�
At his voice, the other members of the band offered their greetings as well. Hugs and handshakes were exchanged. Everyone was introduced to Lenny, the guitar player and songwriter.
�Nice work up there, Lenny,� Jake complimented. �Both in playing and composition.�
�Thanks, Jake,� Lenny said, pleased with the praise. �I have to say that I�m having a lot of fun with this group.�
�I hear you�re a guitar teacher like Ben,� Celia said. �At one of the high schools?�
�That�s right,� Lenny replied. �That�s how Ben and I met. We were both at one of the music instructor seminars we were taking for continuing education credits on our teaching credentials. We were the only two guitar players there.�
�That was a stupid class,� Ben said with a shake of the head.
�It was,� Lenny agreed. �Absolutely nothing said there applied to teaching guitar in any way.� He shrugged. �It was eight CEUs though.�
�True,� Ben said. �And they did have that cool bar just down the street from the complex.�
�Hell to the yeah,� Lenny said. �I don�t think the instructors appreciated much that we hit that bar up during the lunch hour.�
They shared a laugh over this.
�Anyway,� Ben said, �Len and I kind of bonded during that class and we got together a few times after it, then we kind of lost touch a bit when I started working with you guys on the albums. When it came time to put Lighthouse together and we needed a guitarist, Len was the first one I thought of. I gave him a call and we got together. It�s kind of a bonus that he�s a songwriter as well.�
�I�m trying to be, anyway,� Lenny said shyly.
�I think you�ve succeeded,� Jake told him. �I enjoyed the original tunes you laid down out there. Good work.�
�Really?� Lenny said, his eyes looking at Jake carefully, as if to see if he were being jerked off.
�Really,� Jake assured him. �I don�t give false praise.�
�I thought you did a good job as well,� Celia added.
�You really should work on your sound mixing a bit though,� Nerdly put in.
A look passed between the members of Lighthouse, a look that Jake was not quite sure how to interpret.
�You really liked us?� Phil asked.
�We really did,� Jake assured them.
�That�s very good to hear,� Ben said. He hesitated for a moment and then said, �You see ... we were kind of hoping that maybe Pauline might be interested in ... you know ... managing us.�
�Managing you?� Pauline said. �You mean like ... as your manager?�
�That�s right,� Ben said. �The way you do Jake and Celia and Veteran.�
�I don�t manage Veteran anymore,� she said. �They fired me.�
�Man, that�s fucked up,� Ted said, shaking his head. �But that means you have an opening then?�
�Well...�
�We�d be really grateful, Pauline,� Phil put in quickly. �I honestly think we have what it takes to make it in the industry once we come up with a few more tunes.�
�Hell to the yeah,� Ted said. �And with your connections, we can get better gigs and get our name out there. Once our name is out there, I�m sure you can get us a recording contract, right?�
�Uh ... well...� Pauline said, uncharacteristically at a loss for words.
�Or maybe we could sign with KVA?� Phil suggested. �That would be my preference, actually.�
�Mine too,� said Ben. �I remember hearing your horror stories about signing with the majors, Jake.�
�Uh...� Jake said, and then could think of nothing to follow it up with. This conversation had turned awkward quickly.
�That�s ... well ... a very interesting proposal, guys,� Pauline said, �but ... honestly, I�m not sure it�s feasible at this particular moment in time.�
Their faces all fell a few notches as they heard her words.
�Not feasible?� Ted said. �What do you mean? Why not?�
�Well ... primarily is the reason we actually came to see you,� Pauline said.
�What reason is that?� asked Ben.
�We came to see if you�re ready to start working on Jake and Celia�s next album,� she told them. �They�ve got some tunes they want to start putting together.�
�The next albums,� Phil said slowly. �That�s why you�re here?�
�That�s right,� Jake said. �We would offer the same deal as before. Fifty dollars an hour for the sessions, including the recording time, and royalties on the completed projects.�
They all looked at each other for a moment and then back at Jake. �Uh ... well, we certainly appreciate you thinking of us again,� Ben finally said. �But ... well ... I don�t really think that I�ll be able to do it.�
�You won�t?� Pauline asked, raising her brows a bit.
�Me either, to tell the truth,� said Ted.
Jake had not been expecting this answer from them. After all, they had cleaned up quite nicely on the last albums, each of them pulling in handsome hourlies from KVA Records and, now that Struggle had gone well past double platinum and Down was fast approaching it, were raking in a respectable amount of royalty pay each quarter. �Why not?� he asked them.
�There is no way the college is going to grant me another leave of absence,� said Ben. �That�s the big reason.�
�Me either,� added Ted. �I used up all my favors and strings to pull taking that last LOA. I�d have to quit to commit to you for the next round, or at least drop to part-time and do some really complicated scheduling to meet my minimums.�
�Oh ... I see,� Jake said. That the work conflict might be a problem had honestly not occurred to him.
�I�m really sorry, guys,� Ben said. �I had a blast playing with you the last time�it was the time of my life, to tell you the truth�but now I�ve got a baby at home and a wife who needs to work as well and ... I just can�t commit to the same thing this time around. It won�t work.�
�I see,� Pauline said. It was obvious she had not been expecting this answer either. She turned to Phil. �What about you?� she asked him. �You�ve been doing some vocal sessions over at the studios, right?�
�That�s how I�m getting by these days,� Phil confirmed. �It�s thin pickings at times, I won�t lie about that. The royalty checks from KVA and the money I banked recording with you the first time are what is keeping my head above water most months.�
�Would you be able to commit to being our baritone backup singer once we get to the studio?� Jake asked him. �That won�t be for a few months at least, of course. We can work the tunes up without you but we would need you for the recording process.�
Phil swallowed. �Uh ... well...� He looked at his bandmates for a moment and then back at Jake. �The truth of the matter is ... uh...� He faded out.
�What is the truth of the matter, Phil?� Pauline asked him.
Ben answered for him. �I said that work scheduling was one of the reasons we can�t do it,� he said. �The other is that ... well ... we�re kind of committed to making Lighthouse into a success. We all think we�re making a lot of progress with that. That�s why we were excited to have you come see us.�
�Yeah,� said Ted. �We wanted to show you what we got.�
�You showed us what you have,� Celia said. �And we were impressed.�
�That was our goal,� Ben said. �To impress you and hopefully have you manage us, Pauline.�
�Even if I did manage you,� Pauline said, �and was able to secure a recording contract for you, wouldn�t the work issue still be there? Wouldn�t you still have a baby at home, Ben? Wouldn�t you still have to quit or drop to part-time, Ted?�
�Yes, of course,� said Ben, �but then we�d be getting paid by whatever record company you got us signed with. We would have permanent income to replace our job income and not just a temporary influx of money that is going to end at some point.�
�And actually, we were really hoping that KVA would be the label to sign us,� Ted said. �You guys are badass.�
�Thank you,� Pauline said, �but, unfortunately, there are several things wrong with that scenario. In the first place, KVA is not financially in a position to sign any other acts to the label. It costs about a million and a half or so to get an album into production. We would have to lay out that money in advance, long before any revenue came in from the album itself. With Jake and Celia, we know they�re going to sell enough to cover that and produce profit. With Lighthouse however ... well ... I don�t quite know how to say this, but ... you�re an unknown variable, especially at this point in your evolution. We have no idea if your music is marketable. And even if it is, you would have to tour to promote it, something KVA really can�t afford to finance. We simply cannot risk the unknown like that.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �We have a Japanese accountant and a certain character actor who would ream our asses out if we even considered such a thing.�
They all nodded solemnly at this, but they weren�t giving up quite yet. �What about another label?� asked Ben. �You could still manage us, Pauline, and maybe get us signed to one of the other record labels, couldn�t you?�
She was shaking her head. �I�m sorry guys, but it just won�t work. I�m not a highly connected music manager in the industry. I have some connections, of course, but I�m not well thought of. The best I could ever hope for would be to get someone to at least listen to a demo tape of you, but even if they agreed to sign you, they would push one of those first-time contracts on you. Jake has told you about those contracts, hasn�t he?�
�Yes,� Ben said slowly. �He did talk about the Intemperance contract a few times.�
�It�s a contract that virtually guarantees you will not make any actual money,� Jake said. �To put it kindly, you would be signing on to get raped in the ass with a sandpaper dildo.�
�Without sufficient lubrication on said artificial phallus,� put in Nerdly.
�And I absolutely will not have any part of signing anyone to a contract such as that,� Pauline said. �I would be the most awful hypocrite if I did, and I would not be able to look at myself in the mirror.�
�But couldn�t you negotiate us something better?� asked Ted. �You know, at least something like the second contract between Intemperance and National?�
�Hey now,� Jake said seriously. �No one ever said there was a second contract between Intemperance and National. That is nothing but speculation.�
�That�s right,� Pauline said. �But let�s talk theoretically for a moment here. If there was a second Intemperance contract�something that made sure the band at least made money for their efforts and removed the sandpaper from the dildo and allowed a little lube to be in place�there is no way in hell that any major label would agree to such a thing for an unknown band represented by me. It just wouldn�t fly. They wouldn�t even listen to me about it. I would quite literally be laughed out of any exec�s office for even suggesting such a thing.�
Lenny spoke up for the first time. �You don�t seem to be very confident in your abilities as a band manager,� he said.
She turned and locked eyes onto him. �I am an outstanding band manager,� she said, �and I have every confidence in my abilities. Part of what makes me effective in this role is my self-honesty. I am not blowing smoke up your ass, my friend. I do not do that. I am giving you a completely realistic assessment of that which you are proposing. The music industry is a brutal game with no clear set of rules. Unknown bands are chewed up and spit out by the industry on a daily basis�and those are the few that are even lucky enough to make it into the mouth to be chewed on. There is no way in hell that the four of you are going to be able to walk into any kind of profitable recording contract right now. Your odds of even getting screwed are pretty steep at this point. I�m sorry if that�s not what you want to hear, but that is the situation as I see it.�
�Damn,� Ted said, shaking his head. �What a bummer.�
�It is a bummer,� Jake had to agree. �It took us almost three years and two best selling albums just to get in a position where we could even think of negotiating with those fucks. And even after that, it was like pulling teeth for every step forward.�
�So ... you�re rejecting us then?� Lennie asked Pauline. �You won�t manage us?�
�I simply can�t be a part of even trying to set you up for exploitation,� she said. �I�m sorry. I wish it was otherwise.�
�How about if you just agreed to manage us for the club scene then?� asked Phil.
�How�s that?� Pauline asked.
�I still think you can help us,� Phil said. �Leave the recording contracts out of it. How about if you sign up to manage us and just use your influence to get us gigs in the clubs here in So-Cal?�
She wrinkled her brow in confusion. �I don�t have any connections in the clubs,� she said.
�You wouldn�t really have to,� Phil said. �We got this gig here today simply because we were part of Jake and Celia�s band on their album. If you just called up some of the more exclusive clubs in the region and told them you were Jake and Celia�s manager and were now representing us, they would probably at least give us auditions. I think we�re good enough that they would accept us if they heard us. We would pay your standard rate, of course.�
�Of course,� she said slowly. �And tell me, what did they pay you for this gig?�
�Uh ... well ... three hundred dollars,� Phil said.
�Three hundred dollars,� Pauline said. �My standard rate is twenty percent. So, let�s say I could get you gigs at other clubs for similar compensation. That means I would be making sixty dollars a gig, right?�
�Well ... I know it�s not much,� Phil admitted, �but our gig money would go up as we got more popular, right?�
�Especially if you�re in there negotiating for us,� added Ted.
�A good point,� Pauline said. �After a few months of doing this I might expect to start getting as much as a hundred dollars a gig for using my valuable time in this manner.�
�Uh ... well ... when you put it like that,� Ted said, �I guess it really doesn�t sound like much, does it?�
�It does not,� Pauline said.
�I have an idea,� Jake said.
�What�s that?� Pauline asked.
�Maybe there�s room for a deal here, a compromise of sorts.�
�Yeah?� Ted asked.
�Yeah,� Jake said. �We each have something the other wants. You need a manager to help you get better gigs and more exposure, right?�
�Right,� Ben said.
�And we need some professional level musicians to help us put two albums worth of songs together.�
�Right,� Ben said again. �We still have the problem of not being able to get leaves of absence to help you out with that though.�
�Summer is now here,� Jake said. �Ben, you�re off during the summer, correct?�
�I am,� he said.
�And Ted, you said there was a possibility of dropping to part-time and only working occasionally. Is that something you could do in the next two weeks?�
�Well ... they wouldn�t like it, but I could probably get them to agree to it.�
�And Phil, you�re pretty much wide open, right?�
�Pretty much,� he said. �They wouldn�t miss me too much down at the studios. But what about the band?�
�I�m getting there,� Jake said. �My proposal is that you come work with us through the summer in the KVA studios. Help us get our shit together until it�s time to go back to school. We�ll pay you the same rate as we did before and work the same hours. And then, when the summer is done, Pauline will sign on as your manager for the purpose of getting you club gigs around the region.�
�Now wait a minute,� Pauline protested. �Don�t you think you should�ve discussed this with me before proposing it?�
�What�s to discuss?� Jake asked. �I think I�m offering a fair deal here. You spend a few hours a week calling clubs and getting the boys booked places by throwing your name and ours around. You get your twenty percent, which will be able to keep you in beer money, right?�
�I�m not drinking much beer these days,� she reminded him.
�Oh ... right,� Jake said. �Diaper money then.�
�Diaper money?� asked Ted.
�Never mind that,� Pauline said, casting an evil glare at her brother.
�We might be open to something like that,� said Lenny, who seemed to be the unofficial leader of Lighthouse. �But what about me? What about Phil?�
�They�re included in the deal,� Jake said. �Phil can help us plug the backup singing in right from the workup phase. You can too, Paulie. And as for you, Lenny, well, I�m sure we can find some use for another talented guitar player.�
�Now hold up a second, Jake,� Pauline said, starting to get truly flustered now. �Are you suggesting that we pay Lennie and Phil�two musicians we do not truly need for the work-up process�fifty dollars an hour for sixty hours a week?�
�Yeah,� Jake said simply. �Trust me, we�ll find use for them.�
�But the expense...�
�Fuck the expense,� Jake said. �We�ve sold almost four and half million records so far. We can afford this, Paulie.�
�I don�t think Greg and Jill are going to like this idea very much,� Celia said.
�No,� Nerdly agreed. �It is highly probable they will vehemently protest the excessive outlay of operating expense funds in this phase of the project.�
Jake simply shrugged. �You gotta do what you gotta do,� he said.
�What about when the summer is over and it�s time to start recording?� Pauline asked. �What are we going to do for a bass player and a drummer at that point?�
�I guess we�ll have to find some studio musicians for the actual recording,� Jake said. �I�m sure Obie can point us in the right direction there. If not, National will probably be able to lend us some if they think it�ll give them an edge in future negotiations.�
�Then why don�t we just get the studio musicians now?� asked Pauline. �Are we making this whole thing more complicated than it has to be?�
�Not at all,� Jake said. �We�ll have to scrounge up a new sax player from somewhere, that�s true. And we still haven�t asked the mothers if they�re willing to do this whole thing again. As far as the bass player and the drummer go, however, I would rather work with Ben and Ted here for the workup stage. It is my opinion�and I�m sure that Celia will agree with me here�that initially working up the tunes from the composition stage into the basic layout is the most important part of the entire process.�
�Absolutely,� Celia agreed.
�We know Ben and Ted,� Jake said. �We know how they work and they know how we work. That familiarity is important to this step and will save us considerable time and, I think, will produce a superior product in the end.�
Pauline sighed. She looked at Celia. �Is he jerking me off, C?� she asked.
Celia shook her head. �He is not jerking you off,� she assured her.
Another sigh. �All right,� she said. �It�s against my better judgement, and I don�t know how we�re going to explain all this to Jill and Greg, but I�ll agree if they will. I�ll manage them for club gigs�and club gigs only�if they get us through the summer.�
Jake smiled. He turned to the members of Lighthouse. �Well, boys. The ball is in your court. What do you say?�
�It�s ... it�s ... a very interesting offer,� Ben said.
�Hell to the yeah,� Ted agreed.
�Would all of this be in writing?� Lenny asked.
Pauline nodded. �It�s the only way we do business,� she said. �Everything will be spelled out in clear, concise language down to the last detail.�
The band members all looked at each other again.
�What do we think?� asked Phil.
�I say we do it,� Ted said. �I love working with these guys and fifty bones an hour is nothing to scoff at.�
�True,� said Lenny. �But it would mean no more Lighthouse for almost three months. We might start to lose our cohesion.�
�If you guys lose your cohesion after only a three-month break, you never had it to begin with,� Jake said.
�The man has a point,� said Ben.
�I�ll tell you what though,� Jake said. �Let me sweeten the pot a bit. You agree to this thing, and we�ll grant you unlimited use of the KVA studio building for rehearsals once we start the actual recording process and don�t need to use it anymore.�
�Your studio?� asked Ben.
�Once we don�t need it anymore,� Jake clarified.
�Wow,� Ted said. �It�s a pretty nice fucking studio. A lot better than your garage, Len.�
�No shit?� Lenny asked.
�No shit,� Ted assured him.
They passed another look among each other and then came to a silent agreement among themselves.
�All right,� Lenny said. �We�re in.�

Penn Hills, Pennsylvania
June 6, 1993
The warehouse that National Records had rented for Bobby Z and his band to rehearse in was not in the greatest neighborhood in the Pittsburgh metropolitan area. It was in the township of Penn Hills, a high crime suburb on the outskirts of the city. Full of tenement buildings, public housing, streets lined with liquor stores with bars on the windows, and shabby post-war duplexes, it was not the kind of place you wanted to stroll the streets on at night�or even during the day really.
The building itself was in the industrial section of the township, near the railroad switching yard and a few blocks away from one of the shabbiest of the shabby neighborhoods. In the warehouse�s heyday, which had been from the end of the Korean war when it was built, up to the midpoint of the Vietnam war, it had been an important storage facility for manufactured aluminum products produced by one of the metals industry leaders. Until Bobby Z and company took up temporary residence in it, however, it had been abandoned and for sale for years. It had been necessary to evict a gaggle of homeless squatters from the interior before the power could be connected and the band equipment moved in. The walls inside were covered from floor to ceiling with gang graffiti, much of which dated back fifteen years or more. And, though the owners had hired someone to clean the place up, not a day went by without someone stumbling across an old hypodermic syringe or a used condom.
The stage had been set up near the rear of the 50,000 square foot building, in the corner furthest from where the line of truck docks was located. It was through these sliding doors that the unwanted transient visitors typically entered. Two members of the tour security force were present in the warehouse at all times, both to the protect the musicians, technicians and managers and to prevent the theft of the equipment itself. Sitting on the stage was a ten-piece single bass drum kit, a scattering of microphone stands, stacks of Marshall amplifiers, and the microphoned Baby Grand piano that Bobby Z himself played. All of these instruments were wired into an elevated sound and control board, staffed by a few longhaired technicians, that sat in the center of the warehouse�about where it would in one of the venues the group played in. Above the stage was a scaffolding holding various spotlights that would shine down on the musicians. Sitting in front of the soundboard were a few chairs were Stan Jacobs, the tour manager, and few of his assistances sat.
�All right, everyone,� Stan announced as their morning officially began. �No need to go crazy with the lighting or the theatrics. We�re still just trying to get Miss Laura plugged in for now.�
�I wouldn�t mind plugging into her,� one of the sound techs said to the other techs through the microphone and headset system they shared.
�You got that shit right,� said one of the others. �She�s a lot better looking than Dex ever was.�
�Probably doesn�t suck dick as well though,� remarked the lighting operator.
�I don�t know,� returned the first. �She�s Jake Kingsley�s old lady. If she wasn�t up to standards, I bet he would�ve paid for professional dick sucking lessons for her.�
Laura, who along with the rest of the band, heard none of this conversation, was at her assigned microphone stand just to the right of Bobby Z�s piano. Unlike several of the other stands, hers only had an instrument mic and not one for vocals. It had been determined rather quickly in the process that using the redhead for backup singing on some of the tunes that needed it was not helpful to their cause. A music stand stood next to her mic stand and contained the sheet music for the tunes they were doing (although the goal was to lose this accessory as soon as possible). She held her alto sax in hand and was dressed in a pair of loose-fitting jeans and a white T-shirt. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She was the only female member of the band or the crew. She was also, thanks to Pauline�s negotiating skills and the fact that National desperately needed her to continue the tour, the highest paid member of the tour other than Z himself. For this gig she was being paid a weekly salary based on what Jake and Celia had been paying her�fifty dollars an hour�multiplied by the average of sixty hours per week of actual work. In addition, it was written that she would be given her own hotel room at each stop and her own private, enclosed bunk in the tour bus.
�How about we take it from the top to start the day?� asked Z, as everyone called him. He sat in a chair behind the piano. He was in his late thirties and had a head of dark hair that was meticulously styled even though this was only a rehearsal and not a performance. He was skinny and wiry, his thin arms on display thanks to the tank top he wore. He had on a pair of cut-off jeans that fell to just above his knobby knees.
�Sounds good to me,� said Stan. �We can skip the intro piano solo though. Laura is not in that part and this is all for her benefit. Just hit it from the first notes.�
�Right,� Z said, looking at Eric Bland, known as �Squiggle�, who played the trumpet, and Ross Salazar, known as �Sally� who played trombone. Neither of them was featured in the opening song, Crying in the Dark. They nodded and set their instruments down on stands behind their microphone stations, and then walked over to the stage left area.
�All right,� Z said, playing a few random notes on his piano. �Are we ready to do this thing? Homer?�
John �Homer� Coyle was the drummer and one of the primary backup singers. �I�m ready,� he assured Z.
�How about you, Groove?� Rob asked the bass player, Russel Steele, who was called �Groove�. He did not play an electric bass on stage. Instead, he had his arms wrapped around a microphoned stand-up double bass that stood six and a half feet tall and was played pizzicato, or by plucking the strings instead of using a bow.
�Ready for Freddy,� Groove assured him. As if to show this, he plucked out a brief serious of notes.
�And you, Laura?� Z asked next. She had yet to be given a nickname. They had wanted to call her �Red�, naturally, but she had told them in no uncertain terms to come up with something else. They agreed to this but they were still getting to know her�and she them�and nothing that seemed to fit had been determined as of yet.
�I�m ready,� she said with confidence. This was the second week of rehearsals and she thought she was doing pretty well. It helped that she had always been a Bobby Z fan and was very familiar with all of the tunes on his first three albums and several of the tunes on his newest release.
�Okay then,� Z said. �Crying in the Dark. Give us a four count, Homer.�
Homer gave them a four count with his drum sticks and they launched into the tune. Since it was one of the songs from the new album, and thus not one she was as familiar with, Laura had to keep her eyes on the sheet music. Her playing was a bit listless through this one, but nobody faulted her for it, understanding that she was still trying to memorize her parts. Proper phrasing would come later.
They ran through Dark three times, including having to stop and restart twice, and then began working on the next song in the set, Eyes of Blue, which was from Z�s second album. Laura did not need the sheet music for this one�it was one of her favorite Bobby Z songs�and did not even bother turning the page to it. She shined, playing her parts with proper phrasing and not making a single error or missing a single note. Nevertheless, Z had them run through the tune two more times, just to make sure they had it down.
By this time everyone was hot and sweaty despite the fact that they had been swilling down Gatorade like it was going out of style. There was no air conditioning in the warehouse and they were in western Pennsylvania in the summer. It was hot and muggy.
�Let�s take ten, guys,� Z told everyone. �Maybe even fifteen.�
Everyone left the stage and the soundboard and scattered around the room in various groups. Z and Stan sat together on the instrument cases and lit cigarettes while sipping from their Gatorade. Homer, the drummer, picked up another bottle of Gatorade and drifted over to talk to one of the security guys. Laura sat down on the edge of the stage and picked up her own bottle of Gatorade. Her mouth was very dry. Sally and Squiggle both came and sat next to her. Sally lit up a smoke. Squiggle took out a piece of gum and popped it into his mouth.
�Hey, guys,� Laura greeted, offering a slight flash of her smile.
Sally only nodded. He was a man of few words, Laura had found, and he always seemed to be scowling. Squiggle, on the other hand, liked to talk and make jokes. He was in his early thirties, appeared to be in decent enough shape, and had a mop of long blonde hair that fell to his shoulders. His arms were covered in tattoos, most of which were music related.
�You�re doing pretty good, Laura,� he told her. �I think we might be able to get back out there in a couple of weeks at this rate.�
�Do you really think so?� she asked doubtfully. She felt worlds away from being ready to actually step out on a stage before an audience.
�I do,� he said. �You seem to be a quick study. You�re definitely a natural with your instrument. Been playing all your life?�
�Ever since grade school,� she confirmed.
�Yeah, me too,� he said. �I was in the music program in fourth grade and could have picked any instrument available�I didn�t really have a preference at that point�and what did I pick? The goddamn trumpet.� He shook his head a little. �You ever heard of a rich trumpeter?�
�Louis Armstrong,� she said immediately.
Squiggle chuckled. �He�s the exception that proves the rule. I got a joke for you. What�s the best way to make a million dollars playing jazz?�
�Uh ... I don�t know,� she said.
�Start off with two million,� he told her, laughing at his own humor.
She laughed along with him, the expression genuine. For those who played jazz, it was a true statement.
�Do you play anything else?� she asked.
�I�ve played around with the sax, the piano, a couple of the woodwinds, and the harmonica, of course. The trumpet has always been what I�m best at though, the only one I can really feel, if you can dig that.�
�I can,� she said truthfully. To feel one�s instrument meant that one would reach a level when playing it in which it felt as if the instrument was an extension of your body and your brain, that you could just envision the notes in your mind and your mouth, fingers, or any other body part involved would just automatically do what they needed to do to produce that note without conscious thought. �I feel the sax when I play it. I always have.�
�I can tell,� he said. �You know, we were a little antsy when Z told us you were going to replace Dex on the sax.�
�He�s a hard act to follow,� she admitted. �I was more than a little nervous about even trying to fill his shoes.�
�Don�t be,� Squiggle told her. �You�ve got the talent. I won�t say you�re as good as Dex is�that�s hard to do because he�s one of the best there is�but I�ll put you in the same league with him.�
�I think that�s a compliment,� she said.
�That�s how I intended it,� he said. �Hey, here�s another one: You�re locked in a room with Saddam Hussein, Muammar Gaddafi, and Kenny G. You have a gun but it only has two bullets in it. What do you do?�
A smile came to her face. �I don�t know,� she said. �What do I do?�
�Shoot Kenny G twice,� Squiggle told her.
They both laughed a considerable amount at this one. It was jazz humor at its finest. Though Kenny G was admired and loved by the non-musically sophisticated masses, he was despised as a hacking sellout by any true jazz musician.
�God, I�m so sweaty,� Laura said when the laughter died down. �I thought it was warm in LA.�
�Yeah, nothing like Pennsylvania in the summer,� Squiggle said. �Once we get you up to snuff and start hitting the road again, we�ll be heading south down the eastern seaboard. It�s only gonna get hotter and muggier.�
�I�ll be looking forward to it,� she said sourly.
�Life on the road,� he said. �At least the bus has good air conditioning. Sometimes I sleep in it instead of the motel room. The cheap places they put us up in don�t always have working air conditioning or heat.�
�They don�t?�
He shook his head. �That�s what you get for choosing jazz,� he said. �They spare lots of expenses for our tours. Cheap motels to stay in and cheap venues to play in. Occasionally, we�ll get a little food poisoning from the cheap caterers.� He chuckled. �Nothing like trying to clench the old butt cheeks together to keep from having an accident when you�re only three songs into the set.�
�That sounds horrible,� she said.
�It builds character,� Squiggle told her.
�What happens if you can�t ... you know ... hold it?�
�You�ll find a way,� he assured her. �You can�t leave the stage and you can�t let it go while you�re up there. The show must go on, right?�
�The show must go on,� she agreed. �Thank you for giving me one more thing to worry about.�
�My pleasure,� he said.
They sat in silence for a few minutes�not exactly a companionable silence, but not exactly an uncomfortable one either. Finally, Laura broke it. �Why do they call you Squiggle?� she asked.
�Because I�m left-handed,� he said.
�Come again?� she asked. She had noticed that he was left-handed�it was quite obvious from the way he fingered the valves on his instrument�but she did not see the connection to the nickname.
�Left-handed people have terrible handwriting,� he explained. �When I first hooked up with Z, they put me in charge of ordering supplies. Several of my order sheets got sent back because no one could read my squiggles on the paper.� He smiled. �And that�s the genesis of a nickname.�
�Interesting,� she said.
�And advantageous too,� he said. �They stopped asking me to do the supply orders within a month.�
�Hmm ... Squiggle,� she said. �I kind of like it. Are you all still working on a nickname for me?�
He shrugged. �It�s not like a committee thing where we sit down and try out names to see what we think. Something will come up and it�ll stick. Trust me on this.�
�Can I make some suggestions?� she asked.
�Absolutely not,� he said. �You don�t get to pick your own nickname. That�s a law.�
�Is it now?� she asked.
�I think that�s in the constitution,� he said. �And if it�s not, it should be.�
A few minutes later they went back to work. They made their way slowly through each song of the set before breaking for lunch at 12:30. The food was greasy hamburgers and French fries from a nearby McDonalds. After lunch, they carried on until just before five o�clock, when Z called an end to the day�s session.
The two security guards were left to guard the warehouse while the rest of the crew climbed on the tour bus for the trip back to their lodgings. They were staying at a Motel 6 just south of downtown Pittsburgh, again, not in the best of neighborhoods. Laura went to her room�she was the only one, including Z himself, who had a private room�and stripped off her sweaty, smelly clothes and took a cold shower. She contemplated masturbating while she showered but, in the end, just didn�t have the energy for it.
The entire group met in the motel�s dining room for a tasteless, cheap dinner that went on National Records� tab. It was not terribly satisfying. After dinner, Laura went to her room and dialed long distance to Los Angeles (Pauline had insisted in negotiations that Laura be granted unlimited use of long-distance phone calls at every lodging they stayed in).
�Hey, babe,� Jake greeted when he picked up the phone. �How was the day?�
�Hot and miserable,� she said, �but we�re making progress.�
�Yeah?�
�Yeah,� she said. �I�m starting to think I�ll really be able to pull this thing off.�
They talked for about twenty minutes, Laura describing her day and Jake telling her the news about Ben and Ted and Phil and Lenny agreeing to play with them for the summer. Laura was genuinely glad to hear this. A large part of her wished that she had refused this particular opportunity and would be in LA playing with them. But she had already done that. She had never toured with a jazz group before�and it was Bobby Z!
�I love you, hon,� Jake told her when the conversation finally wrapped up.
�I love you too, sweetie,� she assured him. �I�ll call you again tomorrow night, if I can.�
They hung up and Laura sat on the edge of her bed for a moment, pondering the thought of going over to the bar next door and getting a drink to help her sleep. In the end, however, she was just too tired. She stripped down to her panties and then turned off the lights. She had the air conditioner on high but it was still hot and sticky in the room. She lay directly atop the covers and curled up to go to sleep.
Tomorrow, she would do it all again.

Jake and Celia and the band that still had no name�but did have a few additional members now�got together for the first time the following Monday. The mothers had both agreed to play with them as well, but, as of yet, they were still in Cypress. The new projects had not yet even advanced to the point where they even knew which tunes were going to need a violin or a piano, or both.
Indeed, much of that first day was spent just setting things up. Ted�s drum set needed to be assembled atop the platform and then microphoned to the exacting perfection standards of the Nerdlys who, if anything, were actually getting more anal as they aged (if such a thing were possible). Once the drums were set, the amplifiers, the electric piano, the synthesizer, and then each individual instrument had to be adjusted, sound-checked, folded, mutilated and spindled, and then the entire ensemble had to be mixed together so that the sound coming out of the primary speakers sounded as optimum as they could make it.
�All right, guys,� Jake finally declared as they neared the three o�clock hour. �I think we�ve got audio output we can live with for rehearsal now.�
�I don�t know, Jake,� Sharon said, still frowning. �I�m still not quite happy with the high-end output coming out of the stringed instruments.�
�I agree,� Nerdly agreed. �It seems to me that if we just tweak the...�
�No more tweaking, please!� Celia pleaded.
�Right,� Jake said. �We�re not recording here, guys. We just need to be able to hear what we produce. I think we should get started.�
�Well ... I guess so,� Sharon said, clearly unhappy with this.
�If you insist, Jake,� Nerdly said. He was not happy either.
�I insist,� Jake said. �Let�s see what we got.�
They didn�t get very far in the next two hours. Jake had a total of twelve tunes he had put together as possibles for the next album and Celia had fourteen. They were able to do little more than just introduce a few of these prospects to the band by strumming them out on their acoustic guitars.
Over the next four days, however, they were able to develop a rhythm and start to fall into the groove a little bit. They reinstated the pattern in which they would work on each artist�s material on alternating days. Celia was assigned Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday for her tunes. Jake took Monday, Wednesday and Friday. On Jake�s days he started working primarily on his two favorite tunes�one a mellow piece called Standing Up High, the other a harder rocking piece called On the Water�s Edge�typically spending half of each day on each. On Celia�s days, she liked to concentrate primarily on one tune�it was called Should We Believe? and it was a profound examination of the religious beliefs she had been raised with�for most of the day and then begin playing around with the basics of some of her other tunes when burnout with Believe started to creep in (as it inevitably did after six hours or so).
Jill and Greg had indeed been upset to learn that Jake, Celia and Pauline had committed KVA Records to pay fifty dollars an hour to two musicians who were not really needed at all during this phase of the production. However, when the situation was explained to them, they�d reluctantly signed off on it. As it turned out, both Lenny and Phil were making themselves useful�perhaps not fifty dollars an hour useful, but useful nonetheless. Lenny, in addition to playing the guitar, could also play the piano. He was no Cindy Archer at it, but for simply playing out a melody as directed, he was more than adequate. He could also play a pretty mean harmonica and, though neither Jake nor Celia had envisioned any harmonica in their tunes, it was now an option as they started to work them up. And Phil, though he was not skillful with any musical instrument save his voice, did have an ear for music and was able to make suggestions and participate in discussions on how to put things together. He was also a good runner, going out for guitar strings, food supplies, beer, or anything else needed to keep the operation rolling. When none of these tasks were needed at a particular moment in time, he would hang out with Sharon at the sound board and help her by being a runner to whatever piece of equipment needed adjustment or manipulation.
One thing that did become clear before the first week was up, however, was that they needed to get a saxophone player as soon as feasible. Celia really liked how Laura�s playing had enhanced her last album and made it what it was and she had sax melodies and sax solos in mind for well over half of the tunes in her collection. Jake too had two of his tunes in which he thought a good sax would fit in. For the basic workups they could always use Nerdly on his synthesizer to simulate sax sounds, but they were poor imitations and did not usually convey what a skilled player with a real instrument would sound like.
�Fucking Bobby Z,� Jake complained during the lunch break on Friday. �Not only does he take my girlfriend away, thus cutting me off from my supply of sexual gratification, he takes our goddamn sax player as well.�
�At least you won�t have to worry about Bobby trying to fornicate with her,� Nerdly said. �It is my understanding he prefers external genitalia on his sexual partners.�
�Nothing wrong with that,� put in Phil, who preferred the same thing.
�I was not trying to imply that anything was amiss with that orientation,� Nerdly told him. �I was just pointing out a piece of information that, while not completely verified beyond a reasonable doubt, has been suggested and implied enough that it could be considered a likely hypothesis.�
�Uh ... yeah, of course,� Phil said, still trying to translate all that in his head.
�Wow,� Lenny said, awe in his voice. �You really do talk like that, Bill. It isn�t just media hype or image shaping.�
�Talk like what?� asked Nerdly. �Did my voice sound strange?�
�I have an idea,� Celia said.
�Let�s hear it,� Jake told her.
�Since Bobby Z stole our sax player from us, how about we steal his?�
Everyone looked at her. It seemed like a simple solution to their problem, but was it really?
�You�re suggesting we try to recruit Dexter Price to play sax for us? The Dexter Price.�
�Why not?� Celia asked. �He seems to be out of a job at the moment, doesn�t he?�
�I don�t think he will be for long,� Jake said. �He�s probably the hottest thing that blows a horn in the country today. Laura says he�s like Kenny G, except he can actually play. Someone will snatch him up in a heartbeat.�
�Why can�t that someone be us?� Celia asked.
Jake had to admit that she had a point there.
�Do you think he would play with us?� asked Sharon.
�If he did, I believe he would request a considerable amount of financial compensation for his efforts,� said Nerdly.
�True,� said Jake. �Laura mentioned to me once that he was pulling in a hundred an hour when he was with Bobby Z.�
�A hundred an hour?� Celia said. �That�s twice what we paid Laura!�
�It is,� Sharon said. �And I�m not inclined to think that he�s twice as good as Laura.�
�Laura gets royalties from the album though,� Jake said. �Maybe he�d be willing to go fifty for a piece of the royalties?�
�Perhaps,� Nerdly said. �This all sounds like something we should be talking to Pauline about.�
�That it does,� Jake agreed. �Phil, is Paulie still here?�
�Last time I went out to get ice she was in her office,� he said. �That was about forty minutes ago.�
�Go drag her in here, will you?� Jake asked. �Don�t tell her what it�s about. Just say we need to talk to her about something.�
�Right,� Phil said, standing up.

Dexter Price was a light skinned black man, short, stocky, his curly hair buzzed short. Though he was a self-proclaimed homosexual and quite proud of it, he did not display any of the mannerisms or speech typically associated with his sexuality. His voice was deep and without even the barest hint of a lisp. He dressed fashionably but without flamboyance of any kind. He sat firmly in the chair provided to him, with no crossing of the legs, no bending of the wrists. He did, however, exude a definite air of confidence in his abilities�almost an arrogance.
�What do you think of progressive rock music?� Jake asked him. He was sitting on the drum platform, sipping from a glass of iced tea that Phil had made. Celia and the Nerdlys were sitting next to him. Pauline sat in one of the chairs. The rest of the band members were at their stations, except for Phil, who was sitting at the soundboard in Sharon�s usual spot.
�I have nothing against it,� Dexter said with a shrug. �It�s a new evolution in the basic rock and roll formula, nothing particularly groundbreaking.�
�Do you like rock and roll music?� asked Celia.
Another shrug. �I like any genre that is done with honesty and good musicianship. Rap, pop music, rock music, even country. On the other hand, I dislike any music of any genre that is dishonest or made for the purpose of profit only.�
�Could you give me an example of a particular band or artist you do not like?�
�Jesus, where do I start?� he said with a chuckle. �The first one that comes to mind is the Beastie Boys. I despise them. They are nothing but a comedy act that appeals to the tone deaf.�
�They�ve sold over twenty million records,� Pauline pointed out.
He gave her a sharp look. �If you think that just because a band sells twenty million albums they are worthy of musical respect, then perhaps we are wasting each other�s time here.�
�No, not at all,� Jake said. �You are entirely correct about the Beastie Boys. They suck ass. They more than suck ass, really. There are certain groups or artists that, if someone even likes them, I automatically lose all respect for that person musically. The Beastie Boys are extremely high on that list.�
Dexter nodded as he heard this, a smile on his face. �You�re feeling me, Jake,� he said.
�I am,� Jake said. �Now, for the big question. What do you think about my work? About Celia�s? Honesty, please.�
�I wouldn�t have it any other way,� Dexter said. He looked at Jake. �I like the stuff you did with Intemperance a lot. It�s a heavy sound, not what I�m normally into, you understand, but it has feeling, it has soul. Your lyrics are some of the best I�ve ever heard and Matt Tisdale�s guitar playing ... a work of art, truly it is.�
�That�s good to hear,� Jake said.
Dexter then looked at Celia. �As for La Diferencia ... well ... I can�t say that I cared much for the work you did in those days. Sorry. It was formulistic pop music designed to appeal to the masses by using hook lines and catchy choruses. The only thing redeeming about it was your voice, which is simply beautiful, and the acoustic guitar playing on a few of the cuts.�
Celia nodded. �I can�t say I disagree with you on that,� she told him. �We started out in a mold that was cast for us by Aristocrat Records. They never changed the mold even though I begged and pleaded with them to give me more artistic freedom. I do appreciate that you appreciate my voice and my guitar work, however.�
�I call things as I see them,� Dexter said.
�Yes, you do,� Celia agreed. �Now, since you would be primarily working on my tunes if you accept this position, I have to know. What do you think of my solo work? What is your opinion of the songs you�ve heard from The Struggle?�
Dexter smiled at her. �I own a copy of the CD,� he told her.
�You do?� she asked, surprised and pleased.
�I do,� he said. �I bought it shortly after hearing your second release�Playing Those Games�on the radio. I really enjoyed the song The Struggle itself�a very good use of sax for melody in that piece, by the way�and when I heard Playing Those Games, I knew I had to hear what the rest of your stuff was about. I am quite pleased with my decision to purchase that disc. I listen to it frequently and I can truly say I got my twelve dollars and eighty-nine cents worth out of it.�
Celia was now beaming at him. �That�s good to hear coming from you,� she said.
He shrugged a little and then turned back to Jake. �I own a copy of Can�t Keep Me Down as well,� he told him. �I believe it shows a significant expansion of your musical boundaries since the Intemperance days. The acoustic guitar work is some of the best I�ve ever heard, and your lyrics ... classic Jake Kingsley musings about life and relationships.�
�So ... you like it then?� Jake asked.
�I like it,� he confirmed.
�Then you are considering our offer?� Jake asked him.
�Obviously I�m considering it or I wouldn�t have come here, sax in hand, would I?�
�Good point,� Jake allowed.
�Has it occurred to you,� Dexter enquired, �that maybe you won�t like my playing? What do you know about me? How much of my work have you heard?�
�I�ve heard enough,� Jake said. �Laura and I had a little contest with each other back while we were recording the first albums. She�s primarily into jazz, you see, and did not care for anything outside that genre. I had never really gotten into jazz before meeting her. And so, we would each present the other with an example of the genre we were trying to introduce from our respective music collections. One of the albums she gave to me was Bobby Z�s Come Again CD, which featured Dexter Price on the sax. She let me know that it was the sax playing that truly made the album one of her favorites. And she was right. I was impressed with your playing. I also have listened quite extensively to Downwind, the album Bobby Z just released�the one that Laura is finishing up the tour for. Again, the sax is what makes the music happen.�
Dexter nodded appreciatively. �Fair enough,� he said. �And what about you, Celia? You say that most of my work will be with you on your cuts. Do you enjoy my playing as well?�
�I do,� she said. �I�ll admit that I hadn�t listened to much of your work until your name came up as a possible player here in our little band, but once it did, I purchased all CDs that feature your work and I have been listening to them every night. I am enthralled.�
�What�s your favorite?� he asked her.
She thought for a moment and then said, �That�s not an easy question to answer, but I�ll give it a try. As far as melodies go, I think your work on the song Inside Out on Bobby�s most recent album is the most moving as far as eliciting an emotional response and fitting the theme of the lyrics. As for solos, I have to say the outro to Going My Way on the album you did with Val Ignatius is probably the best, although I have yet to really hear a solo or a melody from you that is not pleasant to the ear.�
This brought a smile to Dexter�s face. �I see you really have done your homework,� he told her. �All right. I�m willing to give this thing a shot, if we can all play together and if we can come to terms on a contract.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said. �Shall we play a little? See how we do?�
�Let�s do it,� Dexter said, standing up and walking over to his saxophone case, which was sitting near the guitars.
Of course, it was not a simple matter of just having Dexter stand up and start playing. There were the Nerdlys to contend with. For the better part of an hour they fiddled around with the microphone, the amplifier, the controls on the sound board, and the volume on the speakers until they had him almost to their idea of perfection in sound reproduction. Dexter, for his part, did not complain about their ministrations. In truth, he seemed to actually respect it.
�All right then,� Celia said when it was finally time to start playing something. �This is the first song we�ve been working on and it�s going to need some alto sax for the secondary melody. It�s called Should We Believe?.�
�A good title,� Dexter allowed.
�It�s a quad, in the key of G-major, at one hundred beats throughout. Jake is playing the primary melody with a mildly distorted electric, I�ve been doing rhythm acoustic guitar, and Lenny has been giving us a few piano fills on the in-betweens. What I would be looking for out of you, Dexter, is a nice, even secondary melody to help backfill and then a solo just after the bridge.�
�All right,� said Dexter. �Let�s hear what you got.�
�We will,� Celia just. �Just keep a few things in mind before you judge us too much. We�ve only been working on this for a week, so it�s still pretty rough around the edges.�
�And I�m not a professional pianist by any means,� added Lenny. �I�m just here to plug in and keep things moving.�
�That�s right,� Jake said. �Nerdly�s mom will eventually be playing the piano parts, just like she did on the first album.�
�I know what songs in the early stages sound like,� Dexter assured them. �I won�t judge anyone on that basis.�
�All right then,� Celia said. �Let�s do this.�
They did it, going through the first two verses and working their way to the bridge. No major mistakes were made, but the tune was very basic at this point. Still, Dexter was nodding his head to the melody, tapping his foot to the beat. Just at the point where Celia was envisioning the saxophone solo, they came to a halt, Celia ceasing her playing first followed by everyone else in a disorganized jangle of instruments.
�Well,� Jake asked. �What do you think?�
�It�s got some potential,� Dexter told them. �I like that melody a lot. Did you come up with that, Celia?�
�I came up with the basics of it,� she said. �Once we started working it, Jake helped shape it to some degree.�
�That�s a good way to work,� Dexter said. �That means y�all are open to suggestions?�
�We are,� Celia confirmed.
�I�ll keep that in mind,� he said. �Start from the beginning again. Let me see if I can plug myself in, if I can get into your groove, if that makes sense.�
That made sense. They started the tune over, playing with a little more confidence now. Dexter let them get through the first verse and the first chorus and then, when they started the second verse, he began to play. It was gentle, flowing melody that complimented the primary melody being played out by Jake, standing beside and slightly behind it, but not overwhelming it in any way. It was a little rough, of that there could be no doubt, but for a first-time contribution to the tune�especially since Dexter had only heard the tune once�it was impressive to behold. It had vast potential for improvement and refinement. Everyone in the room�even Pauline�was impressed.
�Well?� Dexter asked when they�d stopped playing. �What do you think?�
�I think I�m ready to talk terms,� said Jake.
�Yes,� said Celia. �Me too.�

Dexter proved himself a shrewd negotiator. He knew he was in a position of strength and he took full advantage of it. Jake and Celia needed him. He did not necessarily need them. For him to sign onto the project, it would have to be made worth his while.
He outright laughed at their offer of fifty dollars an hour for sessions, stating he would not do it for a penny less than a hundred and fifty an hour.
�National was only paying you a hundred an hour for working with Bobby Z,� Pauline felt compelled to remind him.
�That was then, this is now,� Dexter returned. �I was doing Z a favor by working for that little. He and I had a thing, you know.�
�Yeah, we heard about that,� Jake said. �How about seventy-five?�
�One hundred and fifty,� Dexter insisted. �And I want the entire weekend off. I will not work on Saturdays and only have the Lord�s day as my day off.�
�Do you go to church?� Nerdly asked.
�What is this, a religious discussion now?� Dexter asked.
�No, not at all,� Jake said. �Nerdly was just making conversation.�
�Indeed,� Nerdly said. �I was just curious about your worship habits. You see, Sharon and I are both of the Hebrew faith and we are unable to attend services at the Temple while we�re working on these projects because, in our faith, those services take place on Saturdays. Of course, our Rabbi is very understanding about...�
�I think we�re moving into irrelevancies here,� Dexter interrupted. �I�m holding firm to one hundred fifty and Saturdays off. Once we agree to that, we can start working on the incidentals.�
�Incidentals?� Pauline asked.
�Yes,� he said. �Travel expenses, healthcare costs, hours per day of work before overtime compensation kicks in, contributions to my retirement fund.�
�Retirement fund?� asked Pauline incredulously.
�Of course,� he said. �I have an IRA plan that I contribute twelve percent of my income to. You have to plan for the future, you know. I would ask that KVA Records match my contributions to this plan up to ten percent of the total yearly salary I am paid.�
Jake and Pauline looked at each other, bewildered. �Are you saying,� Pauline finally summarized, �that you want us to pay you an extra ten percent above what we already pay you and put it in your retirement fund?�
�That is correct,� Dexter said. �That does come out pre-tax, you know, so it�s not actually as much as you think it is.�
�We�ve never done anything like that before,� Pauline said.
Dexter shrugged. �You�ve never asked Dexter Price to play sax for you before. In any case, that�s an incidental, only to be discussed after we�ve agreed on the basics. As of yet, you have not agreed to a base hourly rate of one hundred and fifty dollars per hour with Saturdays off. Let us agree to that first, shall we?�
�Seventy-five an hour,� Jake suddenly said.
Dexter shook his head sternly. �There is no negotiation on the hourly rate,� he insisted. �Offer me less than one-fifty again, and I�m walking.�
�What about royalties?� Jake asked.
This got Dexter�s attention. �Royalties?�
�Is Bobby Z paying royalties to you?� Jake asked. �Is Val Ignatius? Or did you just get session pay for being a major part of the success of those musicians?�
�I just got session pay,� Dexter said. �And I�m hot commodity. That is why I insist on a high hourly rate for my work and a contribution to my retirement. I�m hot now and I can command that. Who knows what the future will bring? The only money I�m going to get out of you people is what you pay me while I�m actually working for you.�
�That�s not how we work, Dexter,� Jake said.
�Are you saying you pay royalties to your session musicians?� he asked.
�Laura got one percent of Celia�s album and an eighth of a percent for mine,� Jake said. �Ted, Ben, and the mothers of Nerdly and I all got one percent of both albums. We�re prepared to offer you royalties, but you�re going to have to come down on the hourlies and work out your retirement and your healthcare on your own.�
�I�m listening,� Dexter said.
�Seventy-five an hour, you get Saturdays off, you get time and a half for anything over eight hours in a day, not including lunch, and you get one percent royalties on Celia�s album and a half percent on mine.�
Dexter thought that over for a moment. �One hundred an hour,� he countered. �Time and a half after eight, including lunch, two percent on Celia�s album and one percent on yours. Oh ... and I get the entirety of Pride Week off, with pay.�
They went back and forth a few more times, settling at last on eighty dollars an hour, time and a half after eight not including lunch, one and a half percent royalties on Celia�s album, three quarters of a percent on Jake�s, and he got all of Pride Week off without pay.
�Deal,� Dexter said, holding out his hand to Jake.
�Welcome aboard,� Jake said, shaking with him.
�I�ll get all this written up by the end of the session today,� Pauline said.
�You do that,� Dexter said. �And, once I have my lawyer look it over, we�ll be in business.�

Albany, New York
June 25, 1993
�Nervous?� Squiggle asked Laura, who was pacing in small circles around one of the equipment boxes.
�Yes,� she answered without hesitation. �Extremely.�
They were backstage in the historic Palace Theater in downtown Albany. More than three thousand fans of Bobby Z were out in the seats, waiting for the show to start. It was Laura�s first show. They had rehearsed up the set over and over again, including three straight run-throughs of full dress rehearsals over the past two days before leaving Pittsburgh, and she had performed well, without making any mistakes, but nonetheless, she was suffering from a considerable case of stage fright right now. This was Bobby Z she was playing with here! And she had never performed before so many people before. Back in her jazz band days in college, they had considered two hundred people to be a good crowd. There were more than three thousand out there now! Three thousand!
�You don�t need to worry at all,� Squiggle told her. �You�re gonna kick some ass out there, Teach.�
She smiled as she heard the nickname they had been calling her for the past week now. It had been Squiggle who had come up with it, of course. As Laura had played with and bonded with the group during their time in Pittsburgh, any and all attempts to come up with a suitable nickname that did not somehow involve a reference to her red hair had failed. It had been noticed, however, that whenever Laura introduced herself to someone, she did not say: �I�m a saxophone player�. Instead, she would say, �I�m a teacher who plays saxophone.� And so, one day, Squiggle just started calling her �Teach�. It caught on instantly and Laura was actually quite pleased with it.
�What if I mess up?� she asked Squiggle now.
�Then you mess up,� he told her. �You cover it the best you can and play on. We�ve all done that a time or two.�
�You have?�
�Of course,� Squiggle told her. �We�re human. We make mistakes. You just try to make as few as possible and learn to cover them up when you do make them.� He reached out and rubbed her shoulder companionably. �You�re gonna be fine, Teach. I�ve watched you play. You�ve got this.�
She smiled, actually feeling a little better from his words. �I got this,� she repeated.
�Damn straight,� he said. He looked up at the timer on the wall. �Three more minutes. Did you remember to pee?�
�I tried,� she said. �Nothing came out.�
He nodded. �It happens. I like your outfit, by the way.� She was wearing a thin green summer dress that fell to just above her knees. It clung to her curves alluringly and showed off her bare legs. Her feet were clad in a pair of Nike cross trainers with ankle socks.
�It was Z�s idea,� she said. �He thought having me look cute and feminine up on stage would make the audience bond with me a little more.�
He looked her up and down appreciably. �You�ve achieved that goal,� he told her. �You are incredibly cute.�
She blushed, feeling the warmth rise in her face. �Thanks,� she said. �It won�t stop the comparisons that are going to be made between me and Dexter Price, but maybe it will soften them.�
�It�s a good theory,� Squiggle allowed. �Come on, let�s start getting ourselves into position.�
�Right,� she said.
The entire group gathered near the stage left door as the timer continued to tick down. Z, who was dressed entirely in black, was at the center of the gathering. �We all ready to do this thing?� he asked them.
Everyone gave him a thumbs up.
�How about you, Teach?� he asked Laura. �Got the nerves under control?�
�As best I can,� she said.
�You�re gonna be fine,� he said.
�It�s time guys,� said Stan Jacobs, who was hovering just outside the circle of musicians.
�Let�s do it then,� said Z. �Have �em bring down the lights.�
Stan spoke into his portable radio and, a few seconds later, the house lights dimmed down. A cheer came up from the audience. It was nothing like the cheers that Jake had been accustomed to in the Intemperance days, not even in the smallest arenas they had played�smooth Jazz fans were both less numerous and more sedate in their enthusiasm than hard rock fans�but it was the loudest cheers Laura had ever heard on her behalf. She felt her heart rate kick up a few notches in her chest, felt the butterflies in her stomach start to flap around a little faster.
�Ladies and gentlemen of Albany, New York,� a disembodied voice announced over the speaker system. �Welcome to the main act of tonight�s show. I give you, Bobby Z and his band! Let�s hear it for them!�
The applause from the audience picked up in intensity. Some cheers and whistles accompanied it.
�Let�s go!� Z barked at them. With that, he walked through the door and out onto the stage. The moment he stepped out there, the stage lights came on. It was showtime.
Homer and Groove followed Z out the door. Laura took one more deep breath and then, after a glance at Squiggle, who was giving her a thumbs up, she went out after them. Squiggle and Sally stayed behind, since they were not needed in the first song of the set. Z was standing at the front of the stage, waving to the audience. Homer sat down behind the drum set and picked up a pair of sticks. Groove grabbed hold of his stand-up bass and pulled it into position. Laura walked to her microphone stand. Her alto sax, which one of the roadies had spent nearly an hour polishing after the sound check, sat in a holder at the foot of the stand. She picked it up, drawing strength and courage from the familiarity of it in her hands.
I can do this! she told herself. And not only can I do it, I can do it well!
Z left the front of the stage and sat down at his piano. He adjusted the positioning of his microphone the slightest bit and then said, �Well hello, Albany!� into it.
The crowd cheered louder.
�Thank you for coming out to see us tonight on our first show after the little dramatic hiatus we just went through. We�re going to start the show with a little something from the new album. It�s called Crying in the Dark. Let�s get it on, guys.�
Homer gave them a four count with his sticks and, just like that, they were playing. Laura put her mouth to her mouthpiece and began to blow, her fingers moving over her pads as she belted out the now-familiar primary melody into her microphone while Z accompanied her on the piano and sang, and Homer and Groove laid down the rhythm.
I�m doing it! she thought happily as she made it through the first verse without anything untoward happen. I�m actually doing it!
After the second verse was the first of many saxophone solos she would be doing on this night. It was one of the least technical ones, thankfully, and she launched right into it without even a thought. She could not see much of the audience because of the brightness of the stage lights contrasted with the dimness of the house lights�all she could make out were a few shadowy forms in the first two rows�but she could hear them! As she soloed, moving her shoulders back and forth to the melody, tapping her foot to the rhythm, they cheered loudly and enthusiastically for her. For her! They�re cheering for me!
In that moment she knew she was doing what she had been put on Earth to do. She was finally able to think of herself as a musician, and not a teacher who played the saxophone.

The set lasted one hour and sixteen minutes, including the two encores. It went well. Squiggle missed a transition during one number and Homer misplayed an intro during another, but both of those errors were minor and had been covered so skillfully that no one in the audience even noticed. Laura herself played flawlessly and the audience cheered for her with enthusiasm during every solo she played.
�That was a good performance, Teach,� Z told her backstage, as they sat down in chairs and opened bottles of beer from the cooler. �You kicked some ass out there.�
�Thanks, Z,� she said happily. She was hot and sweaty from being out under the lights for more than an hour. Her face was flushed and she had damp areas on her back and down the front of her dress. She was thirsty and hungry both, and the only thing to drink back here was beer. Nevertheless, she was very happy and very proud of herself. I really did kick some ass! she kept thinking. I really can do this!
�I would say that the audience had a positive reaction to her,� said Stan, who was smoking a cigarette and sipping from one of the beers.
�I told you they would,� Z said. �She�s just so fucking cute, especially in that dress. Most of them like her at first sight, before she even puts that horn in her mouth. And then, when she starts to play and they realize she�s got some talent ... fucking putty in her hands.�
�They did seem to like me,� she said. �Even if I�m not as good as Dexter.�
�Don�t sell yourself short, Teach,� Squiggle told her. �You blow a goddamn good horn. Dexter had more experience than you, especially in front of an audience, but you got just as much raw talent. By the end of this tour people are going to be comparing Dexter to you.�
Laura smiled at his words, enjoying the thought even if she knew they it was not true. She could never play as well as Dexter Price, but to even be mentioned in the same conversation as him ... that was special.
�Now then,� Z said, pulling a fat joint from his cigarette pack. �Who wants to burn?�
It turned out that everyone wanted to burn, even Laura. Soon the entire band was flying high. It was quite the fun experience.
�There�s one thing we need to work in to the future shows,� Z said shortly after opening his third beer of the night.
�What�s that?� asked Homer.
�An extended solo,� Z said.
�What kind of solo?� Laura asked, wondering when someone was going to serve some food.
�A saxophone solo, of course,� Z told her.
This immediately pushed the thought of food to the back of her mind. �An extended sax solo?� she asked. �You mean you want me to stand out there by myself and play?�
�Damn right,� Z said. �We have to work one in. When he rehearsed up the set in the beginning, we had Dex doing a five-minute solo right after Walking and then leading us into On the Beach. Naturally, we just concentrated on the actual set when we pulled you aboard, Teach, but now that we have that down, I need you to start working something up.�
�But ... I�ve never done anything like that before,� she protested.
�Didn�t you come up with the solos you did for Celia?� Z asked.
�Well ... yes,� she said. �That�s different though. Those were brief solos that I did on a recording.�
�It�s not that different,� Z said. �Now you just need to compose a long solo that you�ll perform live. And, of course, you�ll need to work out a way to transition the end of the solo into the intro for Beach.�
All of her stage fright was now back, the feeling enhanced by the THC coursing through her brain. Compose a five-minute saxophone solo? And then play it live night after night, all by herself out on the stage? I can�t do that!
�You can do it,� Z assured her, as if reading her mind. �I have complete confidence in you, Teach.�
�But ... but ... when would I even work on this?� she asked.
�We have a six-hour bus ride tomorrow morning,� Z said. �That�s a good time to get started on it. After that, you can work it after the sound checks. It doesn�t have to be the exact same thing every time. You only have to get the transitions to be smooth and repetitive. Everything in the middle can just be improv.�
�I don�t know about this, Z,� she said.
�You�ll do fine,� he assured her again. �Squig can help you out with it if you want, can�t you Squig?�
�I�d love to,� Squiggle said. �We�ll start playing around with it tomorrow, as soon as we sleep off a little partying.�
�Well ... all right,� she said. �I guess I can come up with something.�
�That�s the spirit!� Z told her. �Now then, how about we go hit the showers and get some chow? Anyone up for that?�
Everyone was up for that. They went back to the dressing area where a catering company had set them up with ribs, potato salad, baked beans, and more tubs of beer. Since Laura was the only girl among them, they insisted that she shower first. She agreed and retreated into the shower room.
She washed and rinsed herself beneath the weak spray�all the time worrying about the sax solo she was expected to come up with�and then toweled off. She put on fresh underwear and a fresh bra and then threw a pair of jeans and a t-shirt over them. Her dress she dropped into a hamper that had been placed in the locker room specifically for stage clothes. She then combed out her hair a little and left it down. By this time her stomach was making insistent noises at her. She needed to eat.
She walked back out into the dressing room to find that there were a few more people out there now. Someone had brought some fans back to hang out with the group. Squiggle, Sally, and Groove all had young women sitting next to them. Z himself had two young men sitting on the couch beside him, both of whom were smooth shaven, well-muscled, and quite attractive. Only Homer had no companionship. He sat at a table, munching on some of the ribs and drinking beer.
�Hey, everyone!� Z announced when she emerged. �This is Teach, the sax player. Say hi to her!�
All of the companions dutifully greeted her before going back to what they were doing. Laura gave a dutiful hi in return and then walked over to the table and sat down next to Homer. He gave her a brief nod and then went back to gnawing on his rib.
�Who are all these people, Homer?� she asked him.
He raised his eyebrows a bit. �Are you serious?� he asked.
�Uh ... yeah,� she said.
�You�re dating Jake Kingsley and you don�t recognize groupies when you see them?� he asked.
�Groupies?� she asked, her eyes wide. �You mean these people are going to ... that they�re here for ... that they�re coming back to the hotel with us?�
�It�s a motel, not a hotel,� he said, �but yes, that is their purpose in being here. Ron�he�s the security guy, remember?�is pretty good about finding a little something for everyone. He didn�t get anything for you because you didn�t tell him your preference.�
�My preference?�
�Yeah, you know, do you like young guys, old guys, girls? Whatever you�re into, he�ll find it. You just need to let him know.�
�I�m involved in a relationship,� she said, appalled.
Homer simply shrugged. �What happens on the road, stays on the road,� he said. �Nobody�s gonna tell Jake what you do out here.�
�I don�t want to do anything!� she said.
That earned her another shrug. �That too is your right,� he said. �Just don�t put your request in and Ron won�t bring you anything.�
�Wow,� she whispered. �Is that what you did?�
�Yeah,� he said, taking another swig of beer. �I�m married.�
�That�s good to hear,� she said. �So, you just sit it out every night?�
�Well ... not every night,� he said. �I�ll usually have him bring me something cute and nasty once a week or so.�
�You cheat on your wife out here?� she asked.
�Cheat is a strong word,� he said. �I prefer to think it as relieving the tensions of the road by using the resources available to me. You should give it a try some time.�
�I most certainly will not!� she assured him.
Another shrug. �Think it over before you decide,� he said. �Remember, what happens on the road, stays on the road.�

Chapter 15: Blasts from the Past

Over the Gulf of Santa Catalina, off the coast of southern California
June 25, 1993
The morning sun was still ascending into the sky to his left when Jake flew his plane out of the Class B airspace that extended twelve miles offshore of Los Angeles and its suburbs. He was flying almost due south at an altitude of 5500 feet. The calm, blue Pacific Ocean stretched out all around him. Rising from those gentle swells, directly ahead, was the rocky island of Santa Catalina, its northern shores some twenty miles distant. Sitting next to Jake, in the copilot�s seat, was a man named Emery Wilkens, who liked to be called �Em�. He was a professional camera operator for NVC Studios and he had a portable Sony video camera in his lap�a camera with a 150-millimeter zoom lens that was capable of reading newsprint from a hundred yards away and probably cost more than the average movie consumer made in a six-month period. Thanks to union regulations that covered things like hazard pay, work before 9:00 AM, special assignments, and weekly overtime, Em was getting paid more for each hour of this mission than KVA Records paid Dexter Price for each hour of blowing his horn. But it was NVC Studios that was footing this particular bill. They were also paying Jake ninety dollars an hour, plus fuel expenses and a stipend for wear and tear on his aircraft. And even with all that, the union rep for the production crews had thrown a major bitch because Jake was not a member of any labor organization.
�You see anything yet?� Jake asked, his voice transmitted through the microphone and going into Em�s ears.
�Just a whole lot of ocean down there,� Em replied with a yawn. He was a bit tired. The lack of restroom facilities aboard the plane had kept him from enjoying his normal two cups of strong and black prior to going to work. True, there were urinals aboard in case of emergency, but there was no way in hell he was going to whip out his Johnson with Celia Valdez sitting just behind him.
�This is the meeting spot, right?� asked Celia, who really had no business related reason to be on this flight, and was therefore not getting paid for it, but who had come along because it sounded like fun, fun enough for her to put aside her fear of flying�that and she really wanted to see an old friend again.
�This is the place we agreed on,� Jake said. �They�re out there somewhere. Look just below us. She said they�d be at five thousand feet and that they would be circling ten miles off the north coast of the island.�
�Ah...,� said Celia as something occurred to her. �Then the reason we�re at five thousand, five hundred feet is so ... you know...�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �So we don�t find them the hard way. It seemed a prudent precaution.�
�Makes sense,� Em said, wishing he could at least smoke in here.
Jake spotted what they were looking for two minutes later. He saw a glint of sunlight and, after staring at the spot, was able to make out the tiny form of a single engine aircraft just below them and about three miles away. Once he was able to focus on it, he saw it had an overhead wing and fixed tricycle landing gear. A Cessna 172. Exactly the type of aircraft they were looking for.
�I got them,� Jake said. �Two o�clock low, moving parallel to us.�
Em and Celia both peered in that direction. Celia was unable to spot it, but Em found it after a few seconds. �I see it,� he said. He made no move, as of yet, to bring his camera to bear.
�Let me get them on the radio,� Jake said. �I gave her a frequency to monitor when we talked on the phone. Hopefully she wrote it down.�
�I�m sure she did,� Celia said.
Jake dialed up the frequency�one that was not used for anything else within four hundred miles�and keyed up. He had the tail number of the Cessna 172 that belonged to Brody Flight School�an aircraft he had loaned the down payment money for so the school could purchase it�written on his kneeboard. �November-Tango six-three-seven,� he said into his microphone, �this is November-Tango four-one-five. We�re at five-five-zero-zero feet and I believe I have a visual on you from about two miles back. Confirm you�re heading roughly one-eight-zero?�
There was a click in his ears and then, suddenly, an intimately familiar voice was speaking to him. �This is six-three-seven here,� Helen Brody told him, her tone calm, cool, professional. It was her flight voice, the one she�d used when she�d been teaching Jake how to fly, the voice she always used when in command of an aircraft. �We are currently on a heading of one-eight-zero at five-zero-zero-zero feet with a speed of one-one-zero knots. I�m thinking that the aircraft you have in sight is probably us as long as you�re in the vicinity of the agreed upon location. How about I give you a wing waggle to verify?�
�Sounds like a plan, six-three-seven,� Jake said. �Go ahead with the maneuver.�
Jake watched the plane before him. It banked first to the left, then the right, then back to the left again, using no rudder. It then leveled off. �I�m going to call that a positive identification six-three-seven,� he said. �We�re currently heading one-eight-four degrees and moving at one-six-zero knots. Maintain your current heading and I�ll come down and form up on your left wing.�
�Sounds good, four-one-five,� Helen said. �Are you using flight following?�
Jake smiled. �I am,� he said. �Someone taught me once that it�s always a good idea to have The Man keep an eye on you while you�re up here.�
�You must have had a good teacher,� she replied, the slightest hint of a smile in her tone. �In this situation, however, you�re going to want to discontinue it or we�ll set off a TCAS alert when we close with each other.�
�Okay,� Jake said. �I�ll let Center know.�
�Be sure and explain why to them,� she said. �They won�t have a problem with what we�re doing, but it�s the sort of thing they like to know about.�
�Will do,� Jake said. �I�m going to pop back over to the Center frequency and then I�ll start my approach.�
�Sound good,� she said. �Be careful, Jake. Formation flying is not as easy as it seems. It doesn�t take much to screw up and have a midair. Maintain at least five-zero feet of horizontal separation from us at all times.�
�Will do, Sensei,� he said, calling her by a name he hadn�t used since he had been her actual student.
This time the smile in her tone was more apparent. �Talk to you in a minute, Jake,� she said.
He flipped over to the frequency for LA Center and told them they could discontinue flight following for now and that he and aircraft NT637 would be doing some formation flying just north of Santa Catalina for the purpose of photography for a film project. The controller calmly repeated back what he said and then told him to have a nice day. He wished her the same and then switched back to Helen�s frequency. �Four-one-five is back on this frequency,� he said. �I�m coming up on you now. We�ll approach and maintain on the left side.�
�Sounds good, four-one-five,� Helen said. �That�ll be our good side for the purposes of this mission.�
The mission they were embarked upon, a mission that had put Jake back into contact with Helen, his ex-girlfriend (although, so far, that contact had only been over the telephone and over the aviation airwaves), was nothing more than a publicity stunt. Greg Oldfellow was currently sitting in the left-hand pilot�s seat of the Cessna 172 they were closing on. Helen Brody was �instructing� him on the flight. Greg did not have any actual interest in learning to fly an aircraft�he considered piloting to be a working-class skill that he had no need to acquire in order to live his life to its fullest�but he was about to take on the role of a rescue helicopter pilot and he wanted some publicity shots of him �training for his role� by learning the basics of flight operations from a certified flight instructor. The film they were going to shoot today�there was another one-hundred and twenty dollar an hour cameraman in Helen�s plane�would be used for pre-release shorts to generate interest in the film. They wanted exterior shots of the aircraft Greg was flying and interior shots of him practicing turns and banks.
�Why?� Jake had asked when Greg first asked him to contact Helen about the project. �Is any of this really practical? I mean, you�re playing a helicopter pilot and Helen�assuming she agrees to this�would just be giving you a little turn behind the controls of a single-engine fixed wing. It�s hardly the same thing.�
�It doesn�t have to be the same thing,� Greg assured him. �Practicality doesn�t enter into the equation. It�s only for publicity.�
�Are you even going to be in a helicopter when you film this flick?�
�Lots of times,� Greg said. �The Coast Guard is cooperating with the making of the film. They�re going to take me up and put me in the pilot�s seat to film a lot of the flight scenes.�
�They�re not going to let you fly it though, are they?� Jake asked, appalled. �Flying a chopper is not like flying an airplane. It�s considerably more complex and difficult. You can sit down behind the controls of a fixed wing and have someone talk you through the mechanics of controlling it. You can�t do that shit with a helicopter. You have to know what you�re doing there.�
�No, I�m not going to be flying it,� Greg said. �The real pilot will be sitting in the copilot�s seat and will be in control of the aircraft. The real copilot will be one of the extras in the cabin. I�ll just put my hands on the controls when they�re filming me and I have been instructed not to move anything or so much as touch any switches, knobs, or dials. Any actual control manipulations I do for dramatics will be filmed on the ground.�
That made Jake feel a little better, and, in truth, the project actually sounded kind of fun. Burn a day of band rehearsal to go do some formation flying near Catalina? Hell to the yeah. He was up for that shit. Calling Helen had been a bit on the awkward side, the part of the project that gave Jake the most trepidation. The two of them had parted in an amicable manner�they had, in fact, enjoyed one last glorious weekend together (the occasion of the Nerdlys� Star Trek themed traditional Jewish wedding) just prior to her telling him they needed to talk�but they had not seen each other or spoken since. Jake had moved his airplane out of the small Ventura county airport where Brody Flight School was based and she had dropped back into anonymity, which was the way her relationship with him had taught her she liked to live life. Will she tell me to take a flying fuck? he had to wonder. Will she even speak to me long enough to say that?
To his surprise, however, she seemed quite delighted to hear from him. She warmly enquired about how he had been doing of late, expressed her opinion that Laura was a very attractive girl who seemed quite nice�at least based on the information she�d picked up from the popular media�and, when Jake told her the reason for the call, she agreed to it immediately, with only a few questions about just how seriously Greg would be taking the lesson.
�Not very seriously at all,� Jake assured her. �He�ll do what you tell him to do and he will be a polite, non-pain-in-the-ass student, but he has no actual interest in learning to fly beyond these publicity shots he wants.�
�Fair enough,� she said. �It�ll just be one of the introductory lessons we sell for two hundred bucks to try to rope people in. I�ll talk him through the mechanics of flying the plane as he�s doing it, have him operate the throttle and the yoke for takeoff while my hands rest on the controls in case he fucks it up, have him do some basic turns and banks when we get on station, and that�ll be that.�
And now, here they were, putting the plan into action. Jake throttled down a bit and then pushed the nose down some, dropping his altitude down to 4900 feet as he came up on the 172�s left side. It was more than a little disconcerting to be so close to another aircraft in flight�all of a pilot�s training and instinct were geared around keeping one�s aircraft away from anything else that flew through the sky�but it was also kind of thrilling. Em was filming now as Jake throttled down even further, dropped his flaps to five degrees, and then pulled up his altitude to bleed off his own airspeed so he could match the Cessna�s velocity. It was not a maneuver he had ever practiced�flying with flaps deployed at any time but during landing or takeoff was generally a big no-no�but he managed to take up position fifty feet off Helen�s left wingtip with only minor adjustments required.
�All right,� Jake told her over the radio link. �I�m more or less in position now.�
�More or less,� Helen agreed. �Now, my understanding is that we want Catalina in the background of your shots and that the sun should be behind the camera to avoid interfering with the light conditions.�
�That is correct,� Jake replied.
�This is the plan then,� she said. �I�m going to mate myself to you. That is not a Nerdly way of saying we�re going to get it on, okay? It means you do the maneuvering that needs to be done and I will match what you do to maintain our separation. Call out your banks just before you make them, giving me the direction you�re banking, what roll angle you�re going to use, and what compass heading you�re going to roll out at. Let me know when you�re starting your bank back to level as well. We will not do any right banks at all because my ability to visualize you during a right bank will be compromised and you will not be able to see me very well either because you�re sitting on the left side. That�s too dangerous.�
�No right banks?� Jake asked. �In order to pass by the eastern portion of the island I�m going to have to maneuver left and then return to one-eight-zero. How am I going to do that without making a right bank?�
�By making three left banks instead,� she said. �Just go out further and treat it like you�re doing a left approach to an airport with a runway one-eight.�
�Oh ... yeah,� Jake said, resisting the urge to slap his forehead. �I suppose that makes sense. If we�re not doing any right banks, do I still need to call out which direction I�m banking? That seems extraneous.�
�Perhaps,� Helen said, �but please do it anyway. Formation flying is dangerous and we do not want to leave any room for misunderstanding each other.�
�Madres de Dios,� Celia said nervously. �Is it too late to back out of this little project?�
�Far too late,� Jake told her with a chuckle. He then keyed back up. �I copy that, Sensei. I will call out my banks giving you direction, angle of bank, compass heading, and I will let you know when I�m returning to level. I will make no right banks at all. Are we ready to do this thing?�
�I was born ready,� Helen told him.
Jake smiled and looked at his two passengers. �You two ready?�
�Let�s get it on,� Em replied, still filming the Cessna.
�I�m never ready,� Celia said, �but let�s do it anyway.�
�Right,� Jake said with a smile. He keyed up again. �Banking three-zero degrees left to nine-zero. Starting now.�
He rolled the aircraft left while simultaneously pushing down on the left rudder pedal with his foot. The horizon tilted before them, the ocean rolling up on the left side, the bright blue sky on the right. Jake�s eyes tracked over his instruments, watching the compass heading spin to the left, watching his angle of attack indicator shudder as the nose tried to drop down, watching his bank indicator to make sure he did not overshoot. He pulled back a little on the stick, compensating for the decrease in lift caused by the banking wings. The compass spun through 140 then 130 then 120. At 100 he keyed the mic again.
�Coming out of the bank now,� he said. �Will settle on nine-zero.�
�I copy you�re coming out of bank,� Helen�s voice spoke. �Will settle on nine-zero.�
He brought the plane back to straight and level flight, pushing back down on the stick a bit now that the lift had returned to normal, making minor adjustments to his trim wheels to lock them onto a due east heading and a steady altitude of five thousand feet. He looked to his right and saw the Cessna was still on station, flying placidly along fifty feet away.
�Nice one, Jake,� Helen said. �It�s almost like you know what you�re doing over there.�
He chuckled again. �Almost,� he told her.
They flew on this heading until they were several miles east of Catalina�s coastline. Jake then banked them to a heading of zero degrees�due north. After a brief position check, they banked left again, this time to two hundred seventy degrees�due west. They flew in this direction until they were approaching the angle of Catalina�s coast once again and then he banked left yet again, bringing them back to their original heading of one eight zero, or due south. Through it all, Helen banked simultaneously with him, maintaining that fifty feet of separation and holding the altitude.
�All right,� Jake said. �Looks like we�re on course for this thing.�
�I concur,� Helen agreed.
�We�ll be crossing over the approach path for AVX, but at five thousand feet we�ll be well above the glideslope.�
�I concur with that as well,� Helen said.
�What�s AVX?� asked Celia.
�The airport at Catalina,� Jake said. �We�ll be intersecting their approach path, but we�re well above the altitude at which anyone landing or taking off will be flying.�
�Oh ... I see,� she said, clearly not liking the idea of crossing an airport�s approach path.
�Do you think that one pass will be sufficient?� Helen asked.
�What do you think, Em?� Jake asked. �One pass good?�
�It should be good, as long as I catch some of the island in the shots as we go by,� he said, still peering through his viewfinder, the lens pushed up against the side window.
�One pass oughta do it,� Jake told Helen. �We�ll continue on one-eight-zero until we�re about a mile south of the island and then we can separate.�
�Sounds like a plan,� she said.
�We won�t be doing any more formation turns?� Em asked.
�We shouldn�t be,� Jake said.
�Can we adjust our positioning a bit then?� he enquired. �Pull a little bit more in front? That�ll let me catch some good shots of Greg without the wing strut getting in the shot.�
�I think we can do that,� Jake said.
He got back on the radio and told Helen his intention. She had no problem with it so he throttled up some, letting their position creep forward another fifty feet or so.
�Perfect, right there,� Em said.
�Right,� Jake said, throttling back down to a hundred and ten knots. His plane really did not like to fly this slow, but it was for a good cause.
�Can you really see Greg though that thing?� Celia asked.
�As clear as if he was sitting in front of me,� Em replied. �I can see the expression on his face. He seems like he�s having a good time.�
�Amazing,� Celia said.
�Maybe you could have him give me a few thumbs-up gestures?� Em asked.
�Why the hell not?� Jake said, keying up again.
It took them about twenty minutes to fly past the island�s east coast and back out over the open ocean. Ahead of them and slightly to the right, they could now see the island of San Clemente rising up. Several cargo ships and an oil tanker could be seen on the surface, either heading toward the Port of Long Beach or away from it.
�Okay now,� Jake said to Helen. �Em tells us he has sufficient footage for the project. Are we ready to separate?�
�We are ready to separate,� Helen confirmed. �The best way to do that is by altitude first. You pull up at least five hundred feet before making any turns. I�ll stay at present altitude and maintain one-eight-zero until I see you turn away. Once I know you�re back up to speed, I�ll simply maneuver away like normal.�
�Sounds good, Sensei,� Jake said. �Before we do this, is anyone over there up for a little breakfast?�
There was a pause of maybe twenty seconds and then Helen responded. �We do have some hungry people over here. What are you suggesting?�
�The DC-3 Grill?� Jake said, referring to the restaurant at Santa Catalina�s airport. Back when they had been dating, he and Helen had made that a fairly regular destination for breakfast or lunch dates. Jake had not been there a single time since the breakup.
�That�s kind of expensive, isn�t it?� Helen asked. �We�ll each have to pay a thirty-dollar landing fee, and the food isn�t cheap either.�
�It�s my treat,� Jake said. �Landing fees and all. NVC is paying me a couple of hundred bucks for this gig. It�s found money, as my mom would say. I might as well spend it on something fun.�
�All right then,� Helen said. �I guess we�re in. Have you landed at AVX lately?�
�I haven�t been there since the last time you and I were there,� he said.
�Me either,� she said, perhaps a hint of melancholy in her voice. �I hear that the runway surface is still pretty crappy though.�
�It always was,� Jake said. �Like landing on a dirt road.�
�Still, visibility is good and the winds are light. The last time we were there was in your Cessna. You�ve never landed your twin engine there?�
�I never have,� Jake confirmed.
�Should be fun then,� she said. �Why don�t you go in first since you have the speed?�
�Will do,� he said. �I�m pulling up now. See you on the ground.�
�Looking forward to it,� she said. �And be careful. AVX is bit tricky, remember?�
�I remember,� he said, pulling back on his yoke and watching his altimeter start to spin up. Once he had a good solid rate of climb, he throttled up and then retracted his flaps, putting on some speed. When he reached 5500 feet he banked left again, turning them back to the east so he could get into Catalina�s landing pattern.
�Uh ... what does she mean that it�s a bit tricky?� asked Celia nervously.
�It�s no big deal,� Jake assured her. �It�s just that it�s a single runway that sits sixteen hundred feet up on a plateau.�
�Sixteen hundred feet?� she asked.
�Yeah,� he said. �It�s fun to land there. It�s even more fun to take off. The land just drops around you and disappears and you�re out over the ocean nearly two thousand feet up. It�s a rush.�
�As long as something doesn�t go wrong,� put in Em, who had stowed his camera once again and was sitting calmly, enjoying the ride.
�Yeah,� Jake agreed. �As long as something doesn�t go wrong.�
�Why in the hell did they build the airport up on a hill?� Celia asked.
�I don�t know,� Jake said. �They didn�t consult me before they started construction. It really is impractical when you come down to it. Maybe they just thought it would be kind of cool.�
�Kind of cool?�
Jake shrugged. �It is kind of cool,� he said. �The runway does suck though. It�s asphalt and very bumpy. It�s also not completely level.�
�Madres de Dios,� Celia said, making the sign of the cross. �How do I get myself into these things?�

Jake brought them in without incident, touching down neatly on the center line of the runway and then rolling out to the second taxiway. He followed the yellow line to the general aviation area and pulled into a parking slot. After shutting down the engines and turning off all the avionics and the lights, he opened the doors and the three of them stepped out into the pleasantly cool late morning ocean air.
�I need to go drain the dragon,� Em said. �Where can I do that?�
�The airport office is right over there,� Jake told him, pointing to a two-story building.
Em headed off, still carrying his camera with him. It was expensive enough that he did not trust it out of his sight.
Jake and Celia tied down the aircraft and then headed over to the office as well. Celia made her own march to the restroom while Jake paid the landing fees for two aircraft. By the time he was done with this, Em and Celia had both come out of the facilities and were standing behind him. He led them back outside just in time to see Helen�s plane on final approach. It touched down neatly and then taxied over as well, coming to a stop in the parking slot next to Jake�s.
The engine sputtered to a stop and then the lights went out. The doors opened and Greg Oldfellow, wearing a pair of aviator sunglasses, tan slacks, and a dress shirt covered by a leather bomber jacket, stepped out first. He was smiling the smile of someone who had just had a pretty good time.
Helen stepped out from the right-hand seat. She looked no different, really, than the last time Jake had seen her. She was not a large woman, but she was not petite either. She was solidly built like a farm girl. Her dark hair spilled over her shoulders and was carelessly styled with nothing more than a brush. Her face was rounded and cute to behold, with brown eyes and a bulbous nose. She wore a pair of jeans that outlined her legs and her backside quite nicely and a beige Brody Flight School polo shirt that bulged alluringly from her large breasts. Jake�s heart skipped a few beats as he saw her�this woman he had once loved, this woman who had broken his heart.
She is still beautiful, he thought as he took in her hair, her eyes, her smile.
While Rick, the cameraman assigned to Helen�s plane, squirmed his way out of the back seat of the aircraft, Helen rushed over to Jake, her smile widening as she got closer. She held out her arms to him and a moment later, they embraced warmly. Jake felt the press of those big breasts into his chest, felt the softness of her body, the strength of her arms around him, smelled the familiar musk of her exertional sweat, and a powerful bolt of lust and wanting surged through him like electricity. He remembered feeling that body naked against his, his manhood plowing into her wet and dripping womanhood. Helen had always been very juicy when aroused, sometimes leaving wet spots a foot or more in diameter when they coupled, usually squirting out a big blast of her vaginal secretions when she came. She was a genuine squirter, something that Jake had not believed really existed until the first time she had demonstrated the ability for him in an Omaha hotel room one night.
The embrace broke just as Jake�s penis began to get fully interested in the goings on. He had not been laid since the night before Laura had left, after all, and had not even had time to pleasure himself much during her absence.
�It�s so good to see you again, Jake,� Helen told him as they looked at each other. Her face seemed a little more flushed than it had been just a few moments ago.
�It�s good to see you too, Helen,� he said, giving her hand a little squeeze before they broke physical contact completely. �I appreciate you helping us out with this thing.�
�No problem at all,� she said. �This was a lot of fun, truth be told. And the money they�re paying me for all this ... it�s me who should be thanking you for getting me involved.�
�Greg wouldn�t fly with anyone else,� Jake said. �He said, �if I�m going to climb into some tiny little plane, I want someone I know and trust at the controls�.�
�I�m flattered by his confidence in me,� she said. �He did all right for an amateur. We got lots of good shots of him at the controls.�
Helen was about to say something else but was interrupted by Celia, who was now rushing over to her with a squeal of delight, her arms held out wide. Helen matched the squeal and held out her own arms. The two women came together and embraced warmly, with genuine affection. Jake felt another little surge of lust blasting into him as he watched their breasts smash together, as he watched Celia give her a big kiss on the cheek.
While the two women talked and hugged each other repeatedly, Greg came wandering up and stood next to Jake. He looked at the two of them appreciatively, nodding his head, probably thinking similar things to what Jake was thinking, though he kept them unsaid.
�How was it?� Jake asked him.
�I rather enjoyed the experience,� he said. �I hardly think I�m ready to land an airliner after the captain is stricken with a heart attack or something, but I do have a much better understanding of the mechanics of flying an aircraft. I think it will help my methodology on my upcoming film.�
�Then it was worthwhile, right?�
�It was,� he agreed. �It�s hotter than hell in this bomber jacket though. I think I�ll leave it in the plane.�
�Why are you wearing that thing anyway?� Jake asked. �I told you that it gets stuffy inside a 172. You must be sweating like a pig.�
�It�s an image necessity,� he said. �If I�m going to be filmed flying a plane, I have to look the part.�
�I see,� Jake said, resisting the urge to shake his head.
Greg stowed the jacket in Helen�s plane and then they all headed across the tarmac to the DC-3 Bar and Grille, which sat just behind the airport operations building, very near the cliff�s edge that overlooked the ocean. The two camera operators tagged along with them, still carrying their respective cameras in hand but not filming anything with them. The restaurant was only about half full and they were given a table for six right away. Jake and Helen ordered coffee to drink. Everyone else ordered a bloody Mary since the DC-3 was famous for them.
�Just remember to pee before we head back,� Jake reminded everyone.
�Yeah,� said Helen. �Especially you, Celia. It�s hard for a girl to use the urinal in-flight.�
�I would let my bladder burst before I tried to use the urinal in-flight,� Celia assured her.
Helen sat down next to Jake, on the end of the table. Across from them were Celia and Greg. On the other end were the two camera operators who sat facing each other. The conversation stayed mostly between Celia, Jake, Greg, and Helen. The two camera guys talked mostly to each other in low voices, likely discussing the footage each had managed to get during the mission. Greg dominated the conversation among the four of them. All it had taken was for Helen to ask him what the movie he was going to make was about. After chastising her for using the word �movie� (those in the business never called a movie a �movie�, it was always �the film� or �the project�) he launched into a detailed synopsis of the project, paying particular attention to his role in it.
As he talked, describing the rescues that were going to be portrayed (particularly one unsuccessful rescue that would haunt Lieutenant Michael Andrews throughout the film [actors always spoke of the characters they were playing in third person]), Jake became aware that Helen was going out of her way to flash her smile at him whenever she could, to touch his shoulder or his arm, and to give him warm looks. She was most certainly sending out a vibe in his direction, a vibe he could read quite clearly.
It took until they were almost done with their breakfasts before Greg wound down enough that Helen was able to change the subject. �How goes the new albums?� she asked quickly when he paused to take a bite. �Greg told me you�re both working on them every day.�
�They�re coming along pretty well,� Jake replied. �We got the mothers on board and doing some really cool stuff for us. Dexter Price is blowing the sax for us like ... well...�
�Like someone who�s getting paid eighty-five an hour plus royalties,� Celia said.
�Right,� Jake said with a chuckle. �But I think we�re getting our money�s worth out of him. The only real downer is that we�re going to lose Ted and Ben, our drummer and bass player, at the end of next month. That�ll force us to find a new rhythm section for the actual recording.�
�We�re going to lose Phil too,� Celia said. �He�s our baritone backup singer.�
Helen was not musically inclined by any means. She could not dance, could not sing, played no instrument, and had absolutely no idea what baritone even meant. Still, she was polite as she listened to the explanation about Ted, Bill, and Phil and their band.
�Where do you find a bass player and a drummer?� she asked when the explanation was complete. �Do you just put an ad in the newspaper, or what?�
�No, you don�t put an ad in the paper,� Celia said. �It can be somewhat of a process. Hopefully it�ll be easier now that we�ve established ourselves.�
�It should be,� Jake said. �I actually have an idea of where we can dig up some good people.�
�Oh yeah?� Celia asked, interested. �Where?�
�I�ll tell you later,� Jake said dismissively. �A discussion for another time.�
�What about your girlfriend, Jake?� Helen asked suddenly. �The saxophone player. What�s her name again?�
�Laura,� Jake said. �What about her?�
�She�s out on tour, right?�
�She is,� Jake confirmed. �I believe they�re in Savanah, Georgia tonight. They�re working their way west across the south.�
�How long will she be gone?� Helen asked.
�At least until December,� he said. �Possibly even longer. The last time I talked to her she told me there had been some discussion of a South American tour. Bobby Z is apparently very popular down there.�
�That�s a long time,� Helen said. �Don�t you miss her?�
�Terribly,� he confirmed. �But she�s doing what she wants to do and I would never ask someone not to do that. Besides, I�ll probably be able to fly out to see her once we get our new rhythm section up to speed. We�ll be hitting the studio in Oregon on October 10th. Bobby and the group will be working their way through Texas the first week in October. I thought maybe I�d meet them in El Paso or Amarillo and ride the bus with them for a week or so.�
�Slumming, huh?� Celia asked with a laugh. �Didn�t you get enough of that back in the Intemperance days?�
�Well ... there�s something else I�m not getting enough of these days, if you know what I mean.�
This generated a laugh among everyone, even the camera guys. It also generated another very interesting look from Helen.

It was decided that Helen would fly the two camera guys back to Ventura with her and that Jake would fly Greg and Celia back to Santa Monica with him. Someone would have to go get Greg�s car the next day, but that was not an issue for him. He had people on his staff who sat around just waiting to run an errand like that.
�I call shotgun,� Greg said as they walked out of the restaurant and headed back toward the general aviation parking.
�No way in hell,� Celia told him. �The copilot�s seat is mine. Jake always lets me sit there, don�t you, Jake?�
�I do,� he agreed. �It keeps her from gripping the back of my seat in fear.�
�I understand that,� Greg said, �but I do have flight training now. Shouldn�t the more qualified person sit in the seat next to the pilot?�
�You have a freaking hour of flight time,� Celia told him. �I hardly think you�re ready to take the controls of a twin engine plane on a flight over the ocean.�
�It�s an hour more flight time than you have,� Greg countered.
�Not really,� she said. �Jake has let me take the stick a few times when we�re up in the air.�
�You have?� Greg asked, his eyes wide.
�I just had her do a few turns and banks,� Jake said. �Oh, and I let her take off a few times.�
�You see,� Celia said. �I�m actually more qualified to fly that thing than you are.�
�But I learned from an actual flight instructor,� Greg said. �No offense to Jake, but he�s not certified.�
�True,� Jake said, �though there are some who would say I�m certifiable.�
Helen was laughing and shaking her head at the conversation. �While you guys figure out the seating arrangement, maybe Jake and I can go file our flight plans?�
�Yeah,� said Jake. �Good idea.�
The two of them left the rest of the group standing by the aircraft while they walked back into the aircraft office. Business was slow currently and the clerk on duty was sitting behind her counter, watching an episode of Oprah on a small television set. She nodded at them and then returned her attention to the subject at hand. Jake and Helen went to a rack of flight plan forms and each pulled one from the stack. They carried them over to a table in the corner of the room where a cup of pens and a couple of air charts of the southern California region were sitting.
�I�m glad I got to see you today,� Helen told him warmly as she began scratching out her intended course on the form.
�Me too,� Jake said. �I�ve forgotten how much fun we used to have flying with each other.�
�We did spend a lot of time in the cockpit together, didn�t we?� she asked.
�It�s where I fell in love with you,� he told her.
�And me you,� she returned.
Jake looked away from her face�he was starting to get lost in it�and looked down at the air chart. He picked out the first VOR station he would be heading for and then wrote it down on the form. He then looked up to see Helen still looking at him. He gave her a brief smile. �Tell me,� he said. �Have you met anyone else? Any new boyfriends?�
�I�ve had a few dates,� she said. �I�ve hooked up with a few guys here and there. Nothing like what we had though.�
�That�s too bad,� he told her. �You�re a catch, Helen Brody. You need to get yourself out there and reel someone in.�
�Maybe,� she said. �You�re a tough act to follow though, Jake.�
�I�m flattered,� he said. �Remember though, it was you who broke up with me.�
�I remember it very well,� she said, scribbling something on her form. �I was as cool and calculated about that break up as I am about everything in life. I had a good reason to do it and I don�t regret the decision.�
�No?�
�No,� she said. �I couldn�t live that life any longer. After that woman tried to kill me ... I knew at that point that I couldn�t go on with you. But ... well ... just because I had to leave, that doesn�t mean I stopped loving you, or that I don�t miss you, or that you weren�t one of the best things that ever happened to me.�
�We were just incompatible,� Jake said. �I�ve made my peace with that and moved on.�
�Yeah,� she said softly. �I hear your song on the radio. Hit the Highway. That�s about our breakup, isn�t it?�
He nodded. �It is,� he confirmed. �I write from the heart.�
�It gave me some insight into your soul,� she said. �I like it. Whenever it comes on the radio, I stop what I�m doing and listen to it ... appreciate it. It�s deep. It�s powerful to know you�re singing about me.�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �Like I said, it�s from the heart.�
�But now your girlfriend is gone for God knows how long.�
He looked up at her. �She is,� he agreed. �But she�ll be back at some point.�
�It must be hard,� she said.
He shrugged. �Nothing I can�t handle,� he assured her, starting to feel decidedly uncomfortable now.
�I�m sure it�s not,� she said. �But ... well ... I just wanted to remind you that there was one part of our relationship in which we were very compatible.� She gave a come-hither look. �I�m sure you know what I�m talking about.�
�Yes,� he said tonelessly. �I know what you�re talking about.�
�Maybe ... you know ... we can get together and explore that part of the relationship again,� she suggested. �Maybe tonight? Over at my place?�
Jesus Christ, Jake thought, feeling a mix of powerful emotions go churning through him, I forgot how forward she can be. She was raised by a man, after all. �Uh ... as flattered as I am by the offer...�
�I�m not trying to steal you away from Laura, Jake,� she cut in. �I don�t want to resume our relationship on the level we had before. I just want to feel your cock inside of me again, to feel your mouth between my legs again, to feel your hands squeezing my naked tits while you put your tongue in my mouth. Nobody will know about it.�
Goddamn, she�s good, he thought as he felt a surge of blood go rushing into his penis, making it swell against the crotch of his pants. Temptation reared up inside of him, a powerful urge he was all too familiar with. I could be sinking into her hot body in two hours. She could be squirting her juices all over my face in even less time.
He took a deep breath and surreptitiously adjusted himself in his pants the tiniest bit. He then looked at her and shook his head. �I�m sorry,� he said. �I would know about it and I don�t think I would have much respect for myself if I allowed myself to do it.�
�It wouldn�t mean anything, Jake,� she assured him. �Just physical release for both of us. Remember, I�m not like most women.�
�You�re certainly not,� he agreed. �And you wouldn�t believe how tempted I am right now, but ... I�ve grown up a little bit these past few years. I�m sorry. I�m going to have to say no.�
She nodded sadly. �Well, all right then,� she said. �No hard feelings?�
�None from me,� he said. �How about you?�
She smiled. �I would think you would know me better than that,� she said. �Come on. Let�s get these things filed and get ourselves home.�
�Right,� he said, bending back to his work.

She tried one more time just before they climbed into the planes. After embracing Celia and Greg warmly and telling them goodbye, she walked over to Jake, who had just finished visually checking his fuel level as part of his preflight.
�Don�t be too much of a stranger,� she told him, holding out her arms for a hug.
He hugged her, feeling her push her body alluringly against his, feeling her breasts on his chest again, feeling her fingers scratching at his back in a way she knew he liked. She then kissed him softly on the mouth�a kiss that appeared chaste and sisterly to anyone looking on, but that was actually full of passion and lust. The tip of her tongue shot out for the briefest instant and licked at his upper lip. Once again, blood went flowing into his manhood.
�The offer�s still good,� she told him. �Not just for tonight, but for any night.�
�I understand,� Jake told her, his voice not quite steady.
�You have my number,� she said, releasing him. �Don�t hesitate to call.�
�I think I�m going to have to hesitate,� he said.
She gave him another smile, unoffended by his words. A moment later, she was helping the two camera guys into her plane. She did not look back at him again.
He was unusually silent as he flew Greg and Celia back to Santa Monica. Celia, who had won the battle over the shotgun seat, even commented on it.
�A lot on my mind today,� he told her.
�Was it weird seeing Helen after all this time?� she asked him.
He shrugged. �Nothing I can�t handle,� he told her.
He landed on schedule and parked in his hangar. Celia and Greg got into Celia�s car and drove off toward their Los Angeles home. Jake got in his own car and drove to his home. Once there he went immediately upstairs and locked himself in his room. He glanced at the phone for the longest time and then opened the drawer in the bedside stand. Inside this drawer was a bottle of lube and a couple of pornographic magazines.
He took out the lube. He would need that. He left the magazines where they were. He would not be needing them for this session. Not with Helen�s feel and smell still fresh in his mind.

One week later, Pauline, Jake, the Nerdlys and Celia were sitting in the conference room at KVA Studios for the weekly meeting. The subject of the meeting was the rhythm section. They only had Ben and Ted for another three and a half weeks and they needed to secure new musicians to replace them and get those new musicians up to speed if they were going to hit the studio in time.
�Greg got off okay?� Jake asked Celia.
�He left for the airport at seven o�clock,� she confirmed. �By now, he�s probably somewhere over Canada.�
�I can�t imagine being separated for so long,� Sharon said. Since their marriage, she and Bill had not been apart for more than twenty-four hours at any point.
�I�ve gone through this before,� Celia said with a sour smile. �Principal photography in Alaska is going to take about three months, assuming no delays. They�re going to go back up there in February to shoot some winter rescue scenes as well. I�ll get by.�
�Maybe you can go up and visit him before we hit the studio,� suggested Jake.
�Perhaps,� she said with a shrug. �Cold weather has never really been my friend though.�
�Anyway,� Pauline said, eager to dispense with the preliminaries. �Jake says he might have a solution to the problem of our rhythm section.�
�You do?� asked Sharon.
�I do,� he said. �Something so simple, I�m surprised it took me so long to think of it.�
�What is it?� asked Celia.
�Why don�t we see if we can get Coop and Charlie to be our rhythm section for the studio?� he asked.
�Coop and Charlie?� Celia asked, astonished. �Can we do that?�
�What do you mean?� Jake asked. �Of course we can.�
�But that�ll be four of the five members of Intemperance playing together once you count Nerdly on the synthesizers,� she said. �The only thing missing would be Matt Tisdale on guitar. How would the public feel about something like that?�
�I think it would be a good selling and marketing point,� Jake said. �And we can emphasize that they are just our supporting band and we�re using them because we need them. We are not trying to reproduce Intemperance here and we should make that very clear.�
�That might just be crazy enough to work,� said Sharon.
�Now hold on a second,� Pauline suddenly cut in. �Far be it from me to piss in anyone�s bongwater, but there might be a few snags with this idea.�
�Coop�s contract?� Jake asked.
�That�s right,� she said. �He is still tied down to the Veteran contract with Aristocrat Records. Unless they release him from it, he cannot perform live or in a recording for another three years.�
�Then get them to release him,� Jake said.
�Oh ... of course,� she said with a roll of the eyes. �Why didn�t I think of that? I�ll just call up the suits over at Aristocrat and ask them to release a touring caliber drummer from contract so that we can use him to make money for ourselves. I�m sure they�ll be all over that shit.�
�I think maybe they will be if you sweeten the pot for them a bit,� Jake said.
�What do you mean?�
�Imply that maybe we�ll use them for MD&P on the next albums if they play ball with Coop�s contract.�
She shook her head. �I�m afraid that a mere implication would not fly. They would want an agreement in writing before they even considered such a thing. And if we give them an agreement in writing, they�ll have a royalty rate locked down before we even have a chance to negotiate with Obie and the other labels.�
�It certainly would not behoove us to lock down a fixed rate without exploring the offers from the other labels,� Nerdly said.
�No, it really wouldn�t,� Jake had to admit.
�However...� Pauline said.
�However what?� Jake asked.
�Maybe if I gave them an agreement that we�ll go with them for MD&P if they match the lowest offer given by the other labels ... that might convince them.�
Jake thought this through for a moment. �So ... you�re saying that we still have all the labels bid for MD&P, but we sign a contract with Aristocrat guaranteeing that we go with them as long as they match the lowest bid?�
�Right,� she said. �That way, we get to have our cake and eat it too.�
�That will pretty much depth charge Obie, won�t it?� Jake asked.
�Pretty much,� she said, her hand rubbing her belly, where the barest beginning of a baby bulge was now present. �He understands this shit though. He�s a businessman.�
�You�re sure on this?� asked Celia. �I�d hate to have this issue screw up our studio time.�
�Can�t happen,� Pauline said. �We�ve already negotiated a deal and signed a contract for that studio time. It�s written in stone now.�
�Okay,� Celia said. �I guess it�s worth a shot. What about Charlie now? Any issues with him?�
�Other than the fact that he�s about the strangest motherfucker you�ll ever meet in your life,� Jake said, �there should be no issues. I would think he�d be happy to get back in the game.�
�I�ve only met him once,� Celia said, �but I�ve heard the tales of him. Germ phobias, OCD, pathological fear of parasitic worms.�
�Yes,� Nerdly said. �He certainly has a host of psychological issues and bizarre idiosyncratic behaviors that border on clinical psychosis.�
�All true,� Jake said, �but he�s the best goddamn bass player I�ve ever heard outside of Geddy Lee, and the best I�ve ever played with.�
�Is he still living in San Francisco?� asked Sharon.
�The last I heard, yes,� Jake said. �He has two of his vegetarian restaurants up and running in the bay area�one in the city and one in Menlo Park. I believe that he�s living with the manager of one of them.�
�A male manager, I�m assuming?� asked Celia.
�Yes,� Jake said. �He came out as gay shortly after moving up north. Is that a problem for anyone?�
�I�d keep him and Obie apart,� suggested Pauline, �but being gay is actually the least bizarre of his personality traits.�
�True that,� Jake said. �Anyone else?�
Celia was shaking her head. �We all work with Phil and Dexter and we�ve never had a problem with them.�
�Correct,� said Nerdly. �Where a man chooses to insert his phallus is his own business as long as he is doing no harm to anyone else.�
�And we�ve all seen Charlie�s phallus out on tour,� Jake said. �I don�t think he�s going to be hurting anyone with that thing.�
�Okay,� Pauline said. �That was a little factoid I most certainly did not need to hear.�
�I concur,� said Sharon.
�Third the motion,� said Celia. �No more discussion about Charlie�s phallus.�
Jake chuckled a little. �Fair enough,� he said. �But are we in agreement that we give him a call and see if he�s interested?�
�You give him a call, Jake,� Pauline said. �And after that, give Coop a call as well. This is your idea, after all.�

Jake made the phone call to Charlie that night, after he returned home from rehearsal. He mixed himself a tall rum and coke and drank half of it while he searched through his old address book for Charlie�s last known phone number. He finally found it, not under the C�s for Charlie, or the M�s for Meyer, but in the F�s, for Freakboy, the name that Matt had dubbed him with shortly after making his acquaintance.
Feeling a little ashamed for classifying him in such a manner, Jake took another large drink of his rum, considered for a moment, and then slammed down the last of it. He got up and mixed up another one, this one a little heavier on the rum. If one had to talk to Charlie, it was best if one had a little alcohol buzz in one�s corner.
He sat back down at the desk and picked up the phone. He dialed the San Francisco area code and then the number. The phone started to ring. It was picked up after three rings and he was listening to an answering machine message.
�Hi!� chirped a lisping, effeminate voice. �This is Malcolm Stone!�
�And this,� said a second, more familiar voice, �is Charlie Meyer.�
�We can�t come to the phone right now,� they said in unison. �But if you leave your name and number, we�ll get back to you just as soon as we possibly can!�
�TTFN!� chirped Malcom�s voice.
Well, at least I know this is the right number, Jake thought, feeling a little nauseated at the content of the message.
The beep came and Jake began to speak. �Hey, Charlie, Jake Kingsley here. Hope things are going well for you up there in the bay area. The reason I called is I wanted to touch bases with you about a little project...�
There was a click, a whine of feedback, and then Charlie�s live voice was suddenly in his ear. �Jake!� he said excitedly. �Is that really you?�
�It�s really me,� Jake said.
�It�s good to hear from you, Jake!� Charlie said, sincerity in his tone. �I�m sorry I didn�t answer right away. We screen our calls, you know.�
�I understand,� Jake said. �How are you doing? Things going well?�
�They�re going fabulous,� Charlie told him. �The restaurants are popular and we�re looking into the possibility of opening a third one somewhere in the north bay.�
�That�s good news indeed. It would seem, based on your answering machine message, that you and Malcolm are still together.�
�We are,� Charlie said. �He is my life partner. We�re hoping someday to adopt a child or maybe have a surrogate carry one for us.�
�Uh ... yeah, cool,� Jake said slowly, shuddering a little at the thought of Charlie raising a child. It wasn�t that he was gay, it was that he was ... well ... weird. �Anyway, the reason I called is that Celia Valdez and I are putting together our next albums over the next few months. We hit the recording studio in October.�
�That�s awesome,� Charlie said. �I own the CDs of your last albums. Good shit, man! Both of them.�
�Thanks,� Jake said. �The reason I called is...�
�That was you playing the lead guitar on both albums, wasn�t it?� Charlie interrupted.
�Uh ... yeah, it was,� Jake confirmed. �Although I�d appreciate it if you kept that information kind of tight.�
�No problem,� Charlie said. �I understand completely ... or ... actually, I don�t understand, but I�ll keep it close. I knew it was you though the first time I heard them play Celia�s hard rocker on the radio. You have a distinctive sound.�
�And you have a good ear, apparently,� Jake said. �Tell me, Charlie, are you still playing the bass?�
�Well, I�m not in a band or anything, but I still play around with it quite a bit. Don�t want to lose the calluses on my fingers, right?�
�Right,� Jake said, smiling as he heard this.
�I usually pull it out and plug in when Malcolm and I get stoned. He likes to hear me play when he�s high. Of course, one thing usually leads to another, and then we�ll start...�
�Uh ... I get the idea,� Jake cut in before too much of a mental picture could form. �Anyway, Celia and I have been using the bassist and the drummer from our last album to put our tunes together...�
�They�re not bad,� Charlie said. �Not as good as Coop and I, of course, but they put down some good tracks for you.�
�Yes ... they did,� Jake said. �The problem is that they both have other jobs they�re committed to and they also have a band they put together. Neither one of them will be able to play for us when we hit the studio.�
�No shit?� Charlie asked. �That�s too bad.�
�Yeah, so ... that�s kind of why I called you. I wanted to see if maybe you�d consider helping us out.�
�Helping you out?� he asked.
�Uh ... yeah,� Jake said. �You know? We need someone to play bass for us.�
�And you want some recommendations from me?� Charlie asked. �I don�t know that I�ll be all that useful for that. I don�t know any musicians up here at all.�
�Uh ... no, I don�t want recommendations,� Jake said. �I was kind of hoping that maybe you might play with us.�
�Me?� he asked, genuinely surprised. �You�re asking me to play bass for you?�
�That�s right,� Jake said. �We�re trying to recruit Coop to play the drums as well.�
�Coop too? No shit?�
�No shit,� Jake said. �Coop�s situation is a little more complex than yours. We haven�t quite nailed him down just yet. Whether he can do it or not though, we�d still really like to have you putting down the rhythm for us.�
�Wow,� Charlie said. �This is all kind of overwhelming. I didn�t think I�d ever play professionally again. Would I have to come down to LA?�
�You would,� Jake said. �We have a studio in Santa Clarita that we rehearse in. After we get you and the drummer up to speed with two albums worth of tunes, we�ll head up to Coos Bay, Oregon to record.�
�Hmmm,� Charlie said. �Where would I stay?�
�In Oregon we all stay in a big house on the ocean. I�ve already reserved it for the time we�ll be there. In LA ... well ... I don�t know. My parents are staying in my house and Nerdly�s parents are staying in his. We�ll find something for you though. Maybe you could stay with Pauline. If she�s not cool with that, we�ll rent you an apartment.�
�This all sounds like fun,� he said. �Would you pay me?�
�Of course we would pay you,� Jake said. �We�ll give you royalties on the albums as well.�
�How much are we talking about?�
�We paid Ben and Ted fifty an hour plus one percent royalties on each of the albums. For you, I�d say we could go seventy-five an hour plus those one percent royalties and your room and board will be covered.�
�Not bad,� Charlie said. �That beats the hell out of what National was paying me for doing sessions. Are you sure my reputation won�t drag you down?�
�Are you talking about the fact that you�re gay or the whole transvestite thing?� Jake asked.
�Both, really,� Charlie said. �I still kind of embarrassed about the tranny thing. I really didn�t know that was a dude.�
�Shit happens, I guess,� Jake said carefully. �In any case, we still went out on tour with you after that happened, remember? People still bought tickets to see us and they still bought the album.�
�They threw men�s underwear at me up on the stage,� Charlie reminded him.
�Uh ... yeah, that was a bit uncalled for, I�ll agree, but we�re not going to be touring, just rehearsing and recording. No one will throw underwear at you. I promise.�
�You promise?� Charlie asked. �Because if there is any one article of clothing that is infested with E. coli germs, it is underwear. Do you know what E. coli does when it gets a foothold in someone�s body?�
�I imagine it�s pretty unpleasant,� Jake said. �And yes, I promise that no one will throw underwear or any other articles of clothing at you while you are in the employ of KVA Records.�
�You�ll put that in writing?�
�We will put it in writing,� Jake assured him.
�All right,� Charlie said. �I guess I�m in. When should I head down there?�

Coop was agreeable to joining the project as well, though he did express some concerns about playing with Charlie again.
�The dude is a freak,� Coop told Jake on the phone. �I don�t care that he likes to suck dicks, as long as he doesn�t try to suck mine, it�s all the other shit about him. The fucking tapeworm shit, the wiping down of everything with disinfectant wipes, the fucking handwashing all the time. Does he still do all that shit?�
�I have no reason to think that he does not,� Jake said.
Coop sighed. �Man,� he said, �that ain�t the way the world is supposed to work.�
�It is not,� Jake agreed.
�It does sound kind of bitchin� to get everyone back together again�except for Matt, that is.�
�Yeah, except for Matt,� Jake said. �Do you think you�re interested, Coop? We could really use your help.�
�All right,� he said. �I�m in, as long as Pauline can get those tight-asses over at Aristocrat to release me. They were pretty pissed off when I resigned though. They might just say no for the fuck of it.�
�I�ll have Pauline get in touch with them today,� Jake said.
Pauline did get in touch with them and they rejected her offer out of hand initially. It was kind of a knee-jerk reaction, she told Jake. She said she would call them back after they�d had time to think it over a bit.
She was correct. The next day the Aristocrats suits allowed that they just might be able to release Mr. Cooper from his contract if KVA Records would commit to signing up for MD&P with Aristocrat for both upcoming albums and lock in a forty-five percent royalty rate, the right of promotional management, and the standard rates for manufacturing and distribution.
�You guys must be smoking the good shit,� Pauline countered. �We will commence bargaining in good faith immediately or the offer is off the table.�
�Then you wouldn�t get to have Mr. Cooper play drums for you,� was the response.
�That would be a shame,� Pauline said, �but not an insurmountable obstacle. We would simply find another drummer somewhere. I�m sure either National or Blake Studios has someone they can recommend to us. And if you do not release Coop from his contract, we will not accept a bid from Aristocrat for MD&P of the albums no matter what rate you offered.�
�That�s not how competitive bidding works, Pauline,� she was told.
�No, but it�s how we work,� she said. �I think I�m offering fair terms here. You release Coop and we will sign with you provided you match the lowest bid from the other competitors. We will pay standard rate for manufacturing and distribution. All promotional decisions will originate with KVA Records and will be followed. That�s the gist of the deal. Take it or leave it.�
They took it. Aristocrat was, after all, a greedy corporation that had to answer to its stockholders and whose primary motivation for anything was profit. They knew that both Jake and Celia�s second albums were going to sell well as long as they weren�t atrocious. Anything they could do to get an edge over the competition, they would do. The deal was put into writing and Coop was released from his contract.

�You told him he could stay with me?� Pauline yelled at Jake. �Are you out of your fucking mind?�
They were in Pauline�s office in the studio, sitting at her desk below an impressive collection of gold and platinum records on the wall. The unnamed band was having its lunchbreak after working on some of Jake�s tunes. They now had only two more weeks to go before Phil, Lenny, and the rhythm section parted ways. Pauline had been working on the travel arrangements involved in getting Charlie to LA when it occurred to her that she did not know where he was going to stay.
�I told him it was a possibility,� Jake said. �It would certainly be a lot cheaper than renting him a hotel room, wouldn�t it?�
�Why can�t he stay with you?� she asked. �Your house is bigger than mine.�
�And I have Mom and Dad staying with me, remember?�
�So?� she asked. �You still have an extra bedroom, don�t you?�
�I do,� he agreed, �but I thought that having Charlie cohabitate with Mom and Dad might not be the best idea.�
�They�re going to have to cohabitate up in Oregon, aren�t they?� she countered. �Why not start now?�
�Because they need a little time to get to know him first,� Jake said. �You can�t just fully immerse yourself in Charlie, you have to get used to him, little by little. He�s kind of like swimming in a mountain lake full of snowmelt.�
She sighed. �Yeah, I suppose you�re right about that.�
�At least you know he�s not going to hit on you, right?� Jake said.
�Not funny,� she told him. �And Obie�s going to be hitting the road for his tour next month. He won�t be around to kill Charlie if he gets too weird.�
�You�ll just have to do it yourself,� Jake said.
�All right,� she said. �We�ll give it a shot, but I�m going to have some serious rules. His boyfriend can visit him, but he is to invite no one else into my home. And he can wash his hands all he wants, but he will not disinfect any of my belongings or furniture. If he tries that shit, Gloria will cut his balls off herself.�
�I�ll give him a call,� Jake said. �And I�ll explain the rules to him.�
�Right,� she said.
�And don�t forget,� he reminded her. �You have to put that no one will throw articles of clothing at him while he�s in our employ into his contract. I promised.�
�Understood,� she said sourly, not even bothering to ask how that negotiation point had come up.

National Records Building
Hollywood, California
September 1, 1993
�Here it is,� master studio technician Bob Weller said as he held up a black CD case in his right hand. He was sitting at the recording station across from the sound board of Studio C in the basement of the building. �The first copy of the master of your new album.�
Matt Tisdale, who sat in a chair next to him, nodded and reached out to take the case in hand. It weighed just as much as any other CD in the world, yet it seemed heavier. Eight months of hard work, including selling out, had gone into this little circular piece of plastic. This was a special moment. It always had been in the past, but it seemed heavier with this one.
�All right,� Matt said. �Good fucking work, Bob. You and everyone in the crew.�
�You as well, Matt,� Bob told him. �We appreciate you working with us on this one. I think we got something to be proud of here.�
Matt nodded. As much as he hated to admit it, letting the sound guys and the engineers dictate overdubs and double tracks and the mixing had actually improved the sound of his music considerably over his last effort. The shit on this CD wasn�t raw like Next Phase had been, it was refined and filtered, shaped and polished, full of multiple guitars mixed into a crunching, hard rock masterpiece of sound. In addition, the tunes were shorter, with all coming in well under seven minutes and most in the five minute range. They were going to be radio friendly, both in length and composition.
�I�m keeping this copy for my display,� Matt said. �Can you burn me another one I can actually listen to?�
�Damn right,� Bob said. �It�ll take about five minutes. I have to burn one for the suits as well. I told them we would likely be done today and they�re waiting.�
�Burn me that one right now,� Matt said. �I�ll take it up to them personally. I want to see their fucking faces when they listen to it.�
�Fair enough,� Bob said, rewinding the master tape so he could do another high-speed dub.
Ten minutes later, Matt was stepping out of the elevator on the top floor of the building, CD case in hand. He walked into conference room without knocking and found Doolittle, Crow, and Bailey sitting in the chairs next to the boombox, their suit jackets off, their ties loosened, and a mirror with a razor blade and white powder residue smeared across it in front of them.
�Welcome, Matt!� Doolittle greeted with cocaine fueled good cheer. �I understand that congratulations are in order.�
�Fuckin� A,� Matt said, walking over and sitting down. �I bring to you the second master copy of Hard Time, the second Matt Tisdale solo album.�
The three of them broke into applause that came off as more than a little cheesy. He chose to ignore it. �Shall we give the shit a listen?� he asked.
�By all means,� Bailey said. �We�ve been getting very favorable reports from the techies on this project.�
�That�s right,� said Crow. �I think we�re going to have a winner here.�
�I can�t wait to hear it,� Doolittle said. �Can we get you anything, Matt? We were just enjoying a little pick-me-up, as you can see.�
Matt shrugged. �Why the fuck not?� he asked. �Line me up.�
�Really?� Crow asked. �This is kind of a meeting, remember?�
�It ain�t an official meeting,� Matt said. �Besides, I just finished up the album. I need to celebrate. Can you get one of your bitches to bring me a Crown and Coke too?�
�Absolutely,� Crow said with a grin.
Doolittle pulled out a little silver case and opened it. He dumped some white powder onto the mirror and chopped it up with the razor for a few minutes before sweeping it into two healthy rails. He then picked up the mirror and handed it to Matt along with a rolled up one hundred dollar bill.
Matt took the mirror but not the bill. �No offense, Doolittle, but I have no idea what kind of orifices the three of you have been sticking your noses in. I�ll just use my own straw.�
�Suit yourself,� Doolittle said, unoffended.
Matt reached in his shirt pocket and pulled out a sterling silver straw. He put it in his nose and made the two lines disappear. It was good shit, pure, uncut product from the finest illicit production facilities of Bolivia. His heart began to hammer in his chest and those familiar feelings of invulnerability and clarity washed over him.
�Thanks for the shit,� he told Doolittle.
�I�m happy to provide,� Doolittle said. �Your drink should be here momentarily.�
�Sounds good,� Matt said, pulling out a cigarette and sparking it up without asking for permission. He dropped the match into an empty glass on the table and took a healthy drag. He then dipped the ash into the same glass.
�Uh ... remember last month when you were telling me about that little project you and Kim had going with the porn distributor?� asked Crow.
�Yeah,� he said. �That whole deal where we�d release an alleged home video of us tearing one off. That shit kind of fell through.�
�It did?� Crow asked, disappointed. �What happened? I was hoping that that video would hit the public at about the same time as the album is released and the tour starts. The publicity would have been priceless.�
Matt shrugged. �It wasn�t meant to be,� he said. �That asshole wanted to choreograph our fuck, that was one thing. We could�ve lived with that, I suppose, but he insisted that Kim do a couple of those fake orgasms she�s so famous for.�
�Those orgasms are fake?� Doolittle said, clearly disillusioned by this revelation.
�Of course they�re fucking fake,� Matt said. �You didn�t really think she was getting off by having Ron fucking Jeremy cram nine inches of meat up her ass, did you? She fuckin� bled for a week after that shit.�
�But they look so real!� Bailey said, shaking his head.
�That�s because she�s an actress and can act,� Matt said. �When she really comes, she�s quiet as a fucking mouse, although her pussy does some interesting shit when it spasms.� He took a drag from his smoke. �Anyway, that was the deal breaker. I�m not gonna have a bitch I�m fucking on camera fake no fucking orgasm and this Rodney Carver motherfucker insisted that she pull off some of her fake ones for the audience. We came to an unbreakable impasse on the matter so he decided to drop us and try this scheme with someone else. He said he wanted to find someone who�s not a professional porn star anyway. He was also hoping to find someone with a bigger dick than mine.� He shrugged. �I mean, my shit ain�t small and it�s certainly had its share of snatch, but I ain�t exactly porn material I guess.�
�That�s too bad,� Crow said.
�Yeah,� Matt agreed, �at least we got those demo tapes we made for him. We threw down some decent fucking on those. If I live long enough to end up in a nursing home or some shit like that, I�m going to play those tapes non-stop to remind myself of the good old days.�
�A good plan,� said Doolittle, who believed that Matt would live long enough to end up in a nursing home about as much as he believed in Santa Claus.
�Live and fucking learn,� Matt said. �That�s what I always say.�
The door opened and a busty young woman in a tight skirt entered carrying Matt�s drink in her hand. She set it down next to him with a smile. He thanked her for it and then ran his hand up the back of her nyloned leg.
�You got a mondo set of wheels on you, honey,� he told her.
�Thank you,� she said with a smile and giggle, even as she twisted and maneuvered herself out of his grasp. �Will there be anything else?�
�A blowjob?� Matt suggested.
�Sorry,� she said. �I�ve got far too much work to do right now. Maybe later?�
�Count on it, baby,� he said.
She smiled again and made her retreat, disappearing through the door.
�All right then,� Doolittle said. �Shall we give this thing a listen?�
�Let�s do it,� Matt said, gulping down the top third of his drink.
They gave it a listen, playing the tracks on the CD one by one. Matt had, of course, heard all the tunes a hundred times before during the mixing process, but he still felt that familiar sense of awe at hearing the finished product for the first time. That is fucking me! he thought. I made this music! I wrote it and put it together and played all the guitars on it. It�s fucking me!
The suits of National had not heard the tunes yet�nothing but the occasional snippets on the rare occasions they�d visited the studio�and they were quite impressed with the effort. They were not enjoying the tunes on an aesthetic level or an artistic level, but rather on a business level. This is what they�d envisioned when they�d signed Matt Tisdale for his solo work. It was hard-driving, complex heavy metal music laid down by one of the best in the business and then honed and polished by the best engineers in National�s employ.
�This is going to sell a ton,� Crow said when the last track finished.
�Goddamn right,� Baily said excitedly. �It�ll go triple platinum at least!�
�The hard rocks are going to love this shit!� said Doolittle. �I want the release date for this to be the first week of October. We need to have the first cut playing on the radio by mid-September!�
�What about the tour?� asked Matt. �When are we going to launch the tour?�
�We�ll need you to start rehearsing it up as soon as possible,� Crow said. �We�ll want you on the road by mid-October. You can start up in New England and then work your way south before the snow starts to fly up north.�
�Sounds like an ass-fuck,� Matt said. �I do need another guitar player though, remember? The problem with engineering my shit the way we did is that it now will take two guitarists to reproduce it live. I will play lead, of course, but I�ll need someone who knows his fucking A-string from his dick playing rhythm for me. I�ll want the best studio hacker you got.�
�You�ll have him,� Crow promised.
�And I�m not going to play those second-rate venues either,� Matt said. �You book me in first-rate arenas across the board or I�m not playing.�
A look passed among the three suits. �Matt,� Doolittle said. �You can�t dictate something like that to us. You are still under contract. Tour scheduling is our responsibility and privilege.�
Matt was shaking his head. �I ain�t playing second-rate fucking venues,� he said. �I�ll breach my fucking contract before I do that shit again. First-rate across the board. Once we start getting airplay of my tunes, once the album starts selling, I�ll fucking fill those venues.�
Another look passed among them. It was a longer look this time but it ended with a collective shrug. �All right,� Doolittle said. �First-rate across the board. But don�t push us too hard.�
�I�ll push as hard as I need to,� Matt said. �That�s how the game is played, right?�
�I suppose,� Doolittle said with a sigh.
�Now, there�s one other thing,� Matt said. �I�ve been hearing some rumors floating around that that fucking sellout motherfucker Coop and that tranny-fucking motherfucker Freakboy are hooking up with Kingsley and the Valdez bitch for their next albums. Is there any truth to that shit?�
�We�ve heard those rumors as well,� Crow said. �So far, Pauline Kingsley has not confirmed or denied this.�
�What�s our position on that shit?� Matt asked. �Can they fucking do that? They�re putting Intemperance back together without me! I�m the founding fucking father of that band! Can they just get together like that and start playing?�
�If they are just using Coop and Charlie as studio musicians for solo efforts, there is no legal basis for trying to stop them,� Doolittle said. �Neither Coop nor Charlie are under contract to National any longer. Coop was under contract for Aristocrat because he was a member of Veteran, but I�m told they officially released him from that contract.�
�Why the fuck would they do that?� Matt asked. �Is there some backroom dealing going on here?�
�In all likelihood, yes,� Doolittle confirmed. �Again, Pauline is keeping this pretty close, but I�m guessing they made some sort of deal to favor Aristocrat for MD&P in exchange for releasing Coop.� He shrugged. �We�re not happy about it, but that is their right.�
�But they can�t do any Intemperance shit, can they?� Matt asked. �They can�t call themselves Intemperance or perform any of our previous material, right?�
�They can�t perform any previous Intemp material without our permission,� Doolittle said. �And if they do not sign with us for MD&P, we�re certainly not going to give them that permission. As for calling themselves Intemperance ... well ... that�s a bit of a gray area. Remember when David Gilmour put Pink Floyd back together and Roger Waters sued? Waters lost that lawsuit when the court ruled the band name belonged to them all. If Jake and the boys wanted to get together and put out some new tunes under the Intemp name, chances are they would get away with it as long as they didn�t perform anything from the previous albums.�
�That�s fucked up!� Matt said angrily.
�Indeed,� said Crow, �but I think maybe we�re worrying about this unnecessarily. I don�t think that Jake is trying to put Intemp back together. By all indications it looks like he and Valdez just needed some musicians to put their solo albums together. The rhythm section they used for the last album went and formed their own band. My guess is they chose not to go into the studio because of that obligation. Coop and Charlie are known factors that Jake knows can produce good music.�
�It still ain�t right,� Matt said, downing the last bit of his drink.
�True,� Crow said. �But lots of things in life that ain�t right happen anyway, don�t they?�
�Yeah,� Matt said sourly. �I guess so.�

Chapter 16: Playing the Star Again

Canyon, Texas
October 2, 1993
The campus of West Texas A&M was located in the Amarillo suburb of Canyon, Texas, about fifteen miles south of the main city proper. The taxi that was carrying Jake and his baggage from Amarillo International Airport entered the campus and drove through the tree lined streets, which were quiet and sedate since it was a Saturday, and pulled into the spacious parking lot surrounding the twelve thousand seat arena where the college�s Division II basketball team�the Buffalos, or, the Buffs, if you were a fan�played their matches. The arena parking lot was almost completely empty, but in the loading area in the rear were two tractor trailer rigs and two large commercial transport buses.
�This is where you want to be dropped?� the cabbie asked Jake in confusion. He was Hispanic and in his late sixties. He did not recognize his passenger.
�This looks like the place,� Jake told him. �Just pull up over there by the loading door.�
�As you wish,� the cabbie said. �There is no game tonight, however. Basketball season doesn�t start until November.�
�There�s a concert here tonight,� Jake said. �Bobby Z.�
�Bobby Z?� the man asked. �Is he one of those rap people?�
�No,� Jake said with a chuckle. �Smooth jazz. My girlfriend is his sax player.�
�Ahhh, I see,� the cabbie said, though it was quite clear that he did not. �Very well. That will be thirty-one dollars, my friend.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said, pulling out his wallet. He pulled two twenties out and handed them over. �Keep the change.�
�Thank you, sir,� the cabbie said, his voice more friendly now. �Let me help you with your things.�
�I got them,� Jake said. �Just pop the trunk for me.�
�Very good.�
Jake stepped out and went around to the rear of the cab. He pulled out the battered old suitcase that had accompanied him through every Intemperance tour he had ever been on and set it down on the ground. He then pulled out a guitar case that contained his Brogan acoustic-electric and another case that contained the soprano saxophone he had bought for Laura in the Portland Music Store that one fateful day. She had had no use for it on the Bobby Z tour up to this point, but she was going to need it now�perhaps.
Jake slammed down the trunk and waved goodbye to the cabbie. The cabbie waved back and then drove away, heading on to other fares. Jake picked up all of his baggage and walked through the muggy autumn air to a set of stairs that led up to a man-door next to the loading docks. He pounded on the door for a few moments before the sound of footsteps on the other side reached him.
�Yeah, yeah,� a voice called out. �Hold your fuckin� horses!�
�Holding them!� Jake answered back.
There were a few clicks as the locks disengaged and then then door swung open, revealing a large bear of a man with tattooed arms and long hair tied back in a ponytail. He looked like the kind of man that rode a Harley-Davidson chopper, the kind of man who enjoyed a good fight and was particularly good at carrying one out. Hanging around his neck was a backstage pass. Jake had seen enough of such things in his career to recognize that this one was an all-access pass, which allowed the wearer go anywhere in the arena at any time. His eyes looked Jake up and down for a moment before recognition flared in them.
�Mr. Kingsley,� he said, his voice still gruff but a little more polite now. �Welcome. We�ve been expecting you.�
�Call me Jake,� Jake told him. �I guess I�m in the right place?�
�Indeed you are,� the man said. �I�m Ron Adopolis, head of security for the tour. Come on in. Can I give you a hand with some of your things?�
�Sure,� Jake said, handing over the guitar case. �I see the buses are here. Is the band on site?�
�They just got here a few minutes ago,� Ron said. �The roadies just finished putting up the set and they�re getting ready for the first sound check. Z was hoping you�d get here in time to try to put your part together.�
�I guess we�ll find out,� Jake said doubtfully. He wasn�t too sure of the feasibility of what Z wanted from him, though it did sound like fun if they could pull it off. When he had talked to Bobby Z a week ago to ask if he could come visit the tour for a week of shows, Z (as he insisted Jake call him) had been delighted. But his permission came with a price.
�I�d like you to join me on stage for a couple of numbers,� Z told him.
�Excuse me?� Jake had replied, sure he had misunderstood.
He had not misunderstood. �You�ll be a special guest,� Z said, excited at the thought. �I�d like to have you and Laura do South Island Blur about mid-show and then have you sing one of my numbers you�re familiar with. How does that sound?�
�It sounds like you�ve been watching too many movies,� Jake replied.
�How�s that?�
�You know? The Hollywood jam sessions where musicians who don�t know each other and haven�t played together just step up on stage and pull off a masterpiece? Like Michael J. Fox in Back to the Future? Real life doesn�t work like that, Z. You have to rehearse up a tune to pull it off live.�
�I know that,� Z said. �I wasn�t suggesting you just step up on stage and start playing. We�ll rehearse our numbers during the sound check. If we can�t dial them in, we can�t dial them in, but we�re all familiar with South Island Blur and Teach says you�ve been listening a lot to some of my earlier work.�
�Who is Teach?� Jake asked.
�That�s Laura�s nickname,� he said.
�Ahh, I see,� he said. �Fitting.�
�We thought so. Anyway, let�s at least give it a shot, huh? How badass would it be to have Jake fucking Kingsley stepping out on the stage with us?�
And so, Jake had agreed to at least try. In truth, he really wanted a chance to step back up on a stage in front of an audience. That had always been his favorite thing about being a musician. At the same time, however, he was not going to put himself in a position where he was unprepared for a performance. I will not go up there and look like some fucking hacker, he vowed as Ron led him into the loading area of the arena.
They walked by empty boxes, empty crates stacked atop one another, spare pieces of scaffolding, and a variety of equipment that was used for moving all of this stuff around. From there they walked up a set of steps and into the locker room area, passing down a hallway lined with pipes that had doors every few feet. At the end of this hallway was a wooden wall�not part of the arena construction�that formed the rear of the backstage area. A door cut into the wall led them inside the stage left portion. Here was another haphazard collection of crates, boxes, instrument cases, and spools of wire. Several roadies were moving about, stepping over wires that were strewn across the floor.
�You know,� Jake said to Ron as he took in the sights, sounds, and smells, �I�ve really missed all of this shit.�
Ron nodded. �The road is a bitch, but she has her charms.�
�True that,� Jake agreed.
�We can set your things down here,� Ron said, pointing to a corner that was relatively debris free.
�Sure,� Jake said, putting his suitcase and the saxophone case down where told.
�Come on,� Ron said. �The band is probably out on the stage, getting ready for the check.�
Jake followed him out through the stage left door and onto the platform where Bobby Z and company (and possibly me, he reminded himself) would be performing later that night. The instrument stands had all been set up and arranged and the drum set was in place on its wheeled platform. The entire band was there. Jake only recognized Bobby Z and Laura.
Laura was dressed in a pair of faded blue jeans and a ragged white T-shirt with a picture of a basset hound on it. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail. She looked tired and worn down, but she was also one of the most beautiful things he had ever seen. She saw him as he walked out on the stage and her face lit up in huge smile.
�Jake!� she squealed, rushing over to him. �You made it!�
�I made it,� he agreed.
A moment later he was holding a hundred and twenty pounds of squirming redhead in his arms as she threw herself into him, wrapping her arms around his neck, her legs around his waist. Her mouth was kissing him on the lips, on the cheeks. He relished the feel of her soft body against him, knowing that he would, sometime in the next few hours, be naked and thrusting himself inside of her.
�Now that�s what I call a happy to see you greeting,� Z said with a smile.
�Yep,� said one of the other musicians with a nod. He had a scowl on his face, but did not seem unhappy.
Laura kissed him a few more times, including one smoking hot exchange that involved her tongue penetrating his mouth, and then finally allowed him to put her down.
�It is so good to see you,� she told him. �God, I�ve missed you.�
�I missed you too,� he said, having to squirm a little to adjust his expanding erection. �Anyplace we can be alone?�
She giggled. �Not just yet, unfortunately. Let me introduce you to the guys.�
�Right,� Jake said, looking at the band members who were all looking at him. �Hey, guys! I�m Jake.�
They laughed (except for the scowling guy). All knew who he was, of course. Laura then made the official introductions. He had never met Z before, but had spoken to him on the phone. Z had a firm handshake and did not seem the least bit effeminate. Next came the scowler, who was called Homer and who played the drums. Groove was the bass player. Sally played the trombone. And then there was Squiggle, who played the trumpet. Squiggle told Jake that he�d always admired his work and was looking forward to playing with him.
�Well ... we�ll see how this goes,� Jake said. �I�m not sure we�re going to be able to put together anything with such limited rehearsal time.�
�You never know until you try, right?� asked Z.
�I suppose so,� Jake allowed.
�I really want to perform up on stage with you, Jake,� Laura said. �Let�s try really hard.�
�I promise to give it my best,� Jake assured her.
She smiled and then pulled him into another hug, squeezing him tightly and covering his face with kisses again. �Sweet Lord, you feel good,� she whispered into his ear. �I just want to eat you alive.�
�I could get into that,� Jake whispered back, feeling even more blood go rushing south.
�But, business before eating,� Z said. �We have a sound check to do, and Jake is going to want to plug in and dial in his sound as well, right, Jake?�
�Right,� Jake said with a sigh. �Business first.�

The sound check went quickly, as they tended to do once a band was in the groove of touring and used to performing them day after day (and didn�t have the Nerdlys to nitpick and over-analyze every adjustment). When all of the primary instruments and microphones were dialed in, the techs had Jake plug in his Brogan to a pre-amp. Since he would be playing clean�if he played at all�there was no need for effects pedals of any kind. He strummed his strings when told as the techies adjusted volume levels on the pre-amp, the amp, and then the speakers themselves. Once that was done, they set up a microphone stand and a voice mic for him next to Z�s piano and went through the same process with that.
�All right,� Z said in satisfaction once Jake and his guitar were locked in. �Do you want to dial in that soprano sax now, Teach?�
�Let�s do it,� Laura said, pulling it from the case and attaching a clip-on microphone to it.
It took her a little bit of time to tune the instrument and get it warmed up for proper playing. The techies used her trips up and down the scales to dial in the sound as she did this. Finally, she and Z were both happy with the sound.
�Okay now,� Z said. �Are we ready to try a little South Island Blur now?�
�I suppose,� Jake said. �You all have the sheet music I brought?�
They all did, except for Squiggle and Sally. There was no trumpet or trombone in Blur and trying to fit them in just for the sake of doing it would have increased the complexity of what they were trying to accomplish exponentially.
�Okay,� Jake said. �I�m told you�re all familiar with the tune from hearing it on the radio and CD copies, but that you�ve never actually played it before. Is that correct?�
�Not in a formal manner,� Z said, �although I have been practicing the piano parts by ear since you agreed to give this a shot.�
�This should be interesting,� Jake said. �Let�s do it just like the studio version, except you should probably allow me to lead in with the guitar and then have Laura pick up on it after the first repetition and then everyone else jump in for the third rep. It�s a four, in the key of A minor, and the beat is consistent at one hundred. Sound good?�
�Sounds good,� Z said, giving a nod of respect. �So, we�re talking four reps of the intro melodies before the vocals start instead of two reps like in the recording?�
�That�s right,� Jake said.
�Everyone down with that?� Z asked.
Everyone was down with it.
�All right,� Jake said, gripping his guitar. �Let�s do this thing.�
He began to play. Laura jumped in on the second rep, blowing that sweet, sad melody from her soprano sax. Z, Groove, and Homer jumped in on the third rep. After the fourth rep, the melody settled down and Jake began to sing.
They ran through the entire song and it sounded much better than any of them had any right to expect. Things got a little rough during the bridge section, when Homer misplayed the changeover and Groove followed his lead, and then again when they brought the tune to end and didn�t quite hit unity in silencing their instruments, but all in all, it wasn�t shitty, particularly not for a first run through of song that three of the five had never played before.
�I think we can do this,� Z opined once they were done. �We just need to jam it out a few more times.�
�Yeah,� Jake said pleasantly surprised with their efforts. �Maybe there is something to those Hollywood jam sessions after all.�
They ran through it four more times and each repetition sounded better than the one before it. They were not performing the tune flawlessly, by any means, but any errors made were easily covered for and would likely not have been even noticed by the audience had they been there to hear them. True, the rendition wasn�t as polished as it could have been, but they were going to be presenting it to the audience as an impromptu piece anyway. It was actually desirable for it to sound a little rough around the edges and quickly thrown together.
�All right,� Jake said when they finished the fourth rendition. �I guess I�ll give it a shot.�
�Perfect,� Z said, smiling. �We�re going to replace Sea Breeze with Blur for the next five shows then. Jake, that�ll be the sixth song in the set, right after Time to Talk. You down with it?�
�I�m down with it,� he said.
�Excellent. Now then. Which one of my tunes do you want to sing?�
�My favorite Bobby Z tune�and the one I�m most familiar with�would have to be I�ll Call You Tomorrow.�
�Aww man!� Z complained. �That�s one of my most popular pieces! One of the few that actually hit mainstream.�
�It�s a good tune,� Jake said. �I like the cynical tone of the lyrics quite a bit. And you did say I could do any of your tunes I wanted, right?�
�I did say that,� Z said, shaking his head. �All right. Let�s hear you do it. If you can pull it off, we�ll move that one from the number eight slot and make it the first encore. Do you need the specs on the tune, Jake?�
Jake shook his head. �As long as you�re playing it in G major and I�m only singing, I think I can handle it.�
�We are indeed playing it in G major,� Z said. �All right. Let�s give it a shot.�
This turned out to be even easier than playing Blur had been. The band, including Sally and Squiggle this time, were already well-rehearsed on this particular tune since they had been playing it nightly for the past three months. Jake was familiar enough with the tune and the lyrics to it that it was simply an exercise in karaoke for him. Again, it sounded a tad rough at times (primarily because of Jake�s timing), but again, that was kind of the effect they were going for.
�Very nice,� Z said when they finished. �Let�s do it again.�
They did it again, and then again, and then one more time for good measure. After that, they decided to go through Blur two more times, just to be sure of themselves. They continued to play Blur in an aesthetically pleasing manner as well.
�All right then,� Z said with satisfaction. �It looks like we got ourselves a special guest for the next five shows.�
�Looks like it,� Jake agreed.

Laura had her own private dressing room in the arena. She and Jake retired to it as soon as the sound check was done and Z�s opening band (they used local jazz bands to open for them at every venue�in this venue it was the West Texas A&M ensemble) began to assemble their equipment for their own sound check.
�Jake, I should take a shower first,� Laura said breathlessly as Jake threw her against the sitting chair and began tugging on her shirt to remove it.
�Shower after,� he told her, running his hands over the smooth skin of her flanks for a moment before returning to the task of taking off the shirt.
�But I�ve been on the bus all day,� she panted. �And then out doing record store signings in this muggy heat, and then in the hot arena doing the sound check. I�m all smelly and gross! And I haven�t shaved ... you know... down there in a couple of days now.�
�I don�t care,� he told her, pulling off the shirt and tossing it behind him. �I�ve been waiting months for this moment. I need you now.�
�But...�
�No buts,� he said, covering her mouth with his. He slid his tongue between her lips while his hands went to the snap on her bra. A second later it was loose and fluttering to the floor.
�Wow,� she breathed as his hands covered her breasts, squeezing them, pinching at the nipples. �I find you make a good argument.�
�Yeah,� he said, nibbling at her neck. �Let�s get those pants off of you.�
She dropped her pants and underwear to the ground and he turned her around, bending her over the back of the dressing room chair. He then dropped his own pants. A moment later, he had himself in hand and was rubbing the head of his little buddy against her slit. She was very wet down there, red stubble and all. And there was indeed a strong odor of musk and girlish sweat rising into the air from her. This did nothing but turn him on more. He pushed forward and sank inside of her in one stroke.
�Ohhh, my god,� she moaned. �Yes! Fuck me!�
He fucked her, falling quickly into that age-old motion of love, thrusting away, his hands gripping her hips as his member felt the glorious friction of an orifice that was specifically designed to pleasure it for the first time in forever.
�Oh ... Jake,� she panted as she thrust back at him. �I�ve missed this so much.�
�Me too,� he breathed.
�Do it harder!� she commanded. �And feel my tits! Put your hands all over them!�
He was nothing if not obedient.

None of the members of Bobby Z�s band caught the West Texas A&M jazz ensemble as they performed their forty-five minute set. Jake didn�t catch them either. They were all in the locker room area, sitting in chairs, drinking water from plastic bottles, and telling each other tales from the road. All were now dressed in their stage clothes. For Z it was a pair of tight black pants and a black button-up shirt. For Laura, this was a green and white dress that fell to just above her knees. Her hair had been washed and styled by Roger �Ribby� Jones, the flamboyantly gay hairdresser who proclaimed that the highlight of each of his days on this tour was getting to style an actual female�s hair. Squiggle and Sally were both dressed in neatly pressed slacks and dress shirts to match Laura�s look in the horn section. Groove and Homer, like Jake, were both dressed in jeans and simple dark colored pull-over shirts. All of them had their all-access backstage passes hung around their necks.
�So, I hear you and Celia Valdez have been working with Dexter on your latest projects,� Z said casually. It was the first time he mentioned his former lover.
�That�s right,� Jake said with a nod. �We had to sign him up after you stole Laura from us.�
Z chuckled. �I suppose that�s fair enough,� he said. �He�s a great sax player, a great musician in general.�
�He is,� Jake agreed. �He was able to get into our groove pretty easily.�
�Unlike someone else you used to play with?� Laura asked. She was sitting in one of the large chairs next to Jake, her legs stretched out across his lap.
�Hey, you got into it eventually,� Jake said. �Once we broke you of that snobby attitude.�
�Shut up,� Laura said, slapping at his shoulder. �I wasn�t that bad of a snob.� Jake gave her a look and she giggled. �Okay, maybe I was,� she then conceded.
�I�m glad to hear Dex is doing okay,� Z said. �A great musician, but not so great as a boyfriend. A little too much jealousy in that heart. Couldn�t stand to see the ladies fawning over me after the shows. He kept accusing me of going all hetero on him behind his back.� He shook his head. �As if.�
�That�s kind of an interesting dynamic,� Jake had to admit.
�Right,� Z said. �If you think being hetero in this business is complicated, try being a homo sometime.�
�I think I�ll pass on that one,� Jake said. �Seems more trouble than it�s worth.�
�A pity,� Z said with true regret. He had been admiring Jake�s derriere ever since he�d arrived. �Anyway ... has Dex been ... you know ... seeing anyone?�
�Well...� Jake said carefully, �I kind of make it a point to mind my own business in matters such as that, but ... honestly ... I don�t think he�s been seeing anyone exclusively. He and Phil�that�s Laura�s ex-roomie who sings some backup for us�were in the habit of going out together on Saturday nights after rehearsal, but I�m pretty sure they were not ... you know... together. They were just going out to hit the clubs and pick up a little something for themselves.�
�Yeah, I know Phil,� Z said. �We met a few times in the studio. He�s a bottom boy, like Dex. They wouldn�t be into each other in that way.�
�A bottom boy?� Jake asked.
�Are you sure you want to know what that means?� Z asked with a grin.
�I�m thinking you probably don�t,� Laura advised him.
�All right then,� Jake said. �Moving on to the next subject. What�s the word on that South American tour?�
Z chuckled and shook his head in amusement, but he let the subject drop. �It looks like the tour is going to happen. They love me down there, particularly in Brazil and Venezuela. The suits over at National are working on coming up with some kind of schedule and booking venues. If all goes well, we should be heading south just after the last leg of the US tour is done.�
Jake nodded sadly. That meant another three or four months away from Laura. And she would be in a place where it was a little more complicated for them to communicate or he to visit. �I hope it works out for you,� he said, almost sounding sincere. �I�ve never done the South American thing. There was talk about it with the last Intemperance tour, but ... well ... you know how that worked out.�
�Yeah,� Z said. �I heard about it. Drama and a shitshow all wrapped up in one. Is Tisdale really as big an asshole as he seems to be?�
�Sometimes an even bigger one,� Jake said. �Still, he and I went through a lot of shit together. It�s hard for me to hate him. I felt bad that his last album bombed like it did, but ... you know ... part of me was kind of glad too.�
�I heard that shit he put out,� Z said, shaking his head sadly. �It was astounding how unrefined those tracks were. I mean, the dude�s got incredible talent, but he should�ve let the engineers go to work on his shit. Even straight jazz cuts get more engineering than Tisdale�s shit had.�
�That was the downfall of that album,� Jake agreed. �He was always a hard-core traditionalist when it came to post-production. Even back in the good old days, before Darren�s botulism and Charlie�s tranny issues, we fought tooth and nail over every overdub, every double track, and every tweak of the levels. He basically just wanted to record a live cut in the studio and call that the tune.�
�Have you heard the new shit he�s put out?� asked Squiggle. �That road song they�ve been playing on the radio sounds pretty tight.�
�I�ve heard it,� Jake said, and he had, and had been fairly impressed with it. �It sounds like maybe he learned from his mistake�which is odd because learning from a mistake was never one of Matt�s strong points.�
The door to the locker room opened and Ron poked his head in. �The jazz ensemble has cleared the stage,� he said. �Our locals from the radio contests are being brought back right now.�
�All right,� Z said with a sigh. �I guess it�s time to get into character, huh?�
�Let�s do it,� Squiggle said, standing up.
Homer just scowled, but he stood as well.
�Time to go smile pretty for the locals,� Laura said, pulling herself up from Jake�s clutches.
�What about me?� Jake asked. �You want me to hang back here or go meet and greet with you?�
�Why don�t you hang back here?� Z said. �We don�t want anyone in the audience to know you�re here until you step out on that stage.�
�Sounds good,� Jake said.
�I�ll send someone to come get you right before stage time,� Ron said.
�I�ll be here,� Jake promised.
�I�ll see you out there,� Laura said, leaning down and giving him a big, juicy kiss on the mouth. She then whispered in his ear. �I can�t wait until after the show.�
�Me either, hon,� he told her. �Me either.�

Jake watched the show from the stage left area, peeking out through the access door as Bobby Z and company laid down their collection of smooth jazz. He paid particular attention to Laura, whose saxophone playing was required on every tune, unlike Squiggle and Sally, who got to sit out several. Laura played very well, hitting her notes with the expression and phrasing that came from being firmly in the touring groove. She looked incredibly cute in her dress and sneakers and had developed some pretty good showmanship, moving about on the stage now that they had gone to using a clip-on microphone to her horn instead of a fixed one on a mic stand. At one point, during the song Last to Go, she stood shoulder to shoulder between Squiggle and Sally as they blew out a lengthy harmonious outro to the tune. The three of them moved in near unison and then stood with hands clasped together and held high after the finale, giving each other warm looks as the applause washed over them.
She certainly seems to be having a good time doing this, Jake thought with a smile, remembering his first national tour, how it felt to know that you were playing well, that you were clicking with your bandmates, and that the audience was into you.
As the group launched into the tune Time to Talk�which meant South Island Blur would be the next one on the list�Jake felt the familiar nervousness of stage fright, which had been mildly simmering to this point, ramp up considerably. It was nothing even close to what he�d felt that first performance at D Street West back in Heritage, or that first performance in Bangor, Maine on the first national tour, but it was there all the same. It seemed that no matter how experienced one became at the game of performing, that anxiety of stepping out in front of the audience never quite went away.
As Time to Talk came to an end, one of the roadies suddenly appeared at Jake�s side. He was called Toadie, though no one had explained why, and he held Jake�s guitar in his hand. �You ready for this?� he barked into Jake�s ear.
�Ready as can be,� Jake said, removing his backstage pass and handing it over. He then took the guitar and slung it over his shoulder.
�Now remember,� Toadie said. �We�ve got your cord dangling from your mic stand. Just flip it over the hook to free it and plug in. All your knobs are exactly where you left them from the sound check.�
�Right!� Jake replied as the audience applauded the ending of the tune. Squiggle and Sally came trotting off the stage. Both of them clapped Jake on the shoulder as they passed and gave him a thumbs up.
�How is everyone doing out there tonight?� Z asked the audience. They cheered that they were doing pretty goddamned good.
�All right,� Z said, picking up his microphone out of the stand and standing up from his seat at the piano. He walked over to Laura and put his arm around her. �This is Laura Best blowing the sax for us tonight. How is she sounding out there?�
Another enthusiastic cheer erupted, a little louder this time, and Laura smiled at the audience.
�We call her �Teach�, because she used to be a teacher,� Z told the audience. �And some of you may know that she has kind of a famous boyfriend as well. You see, she used to play sessions for Celia Valdez and it is her fine playing that can heard on Celia�s album The Struggle�maybe some of you have heard her work there?�
Another cheer erupted. It seemed there were quite a few Celia Valdez fans out there.
�And that�s how Teach came to my attention when I found myself in need of a new saxophone player,� Z went on. �But, during her tenure with Celia Valdez, she also came into contact with Mr. Jake Kingsley, who was putting together a solo album of his own at the same time and in the same studio. Well, let�s just say that something clicked between Teach and Jake, and not only did they start dating each other, but she also laid down some smooth soprano sax for him on one of the cuts on his album, Can�t Keep Me Down. Anyone out there heard this album?�
Another round of cheers washed over them. It seemed there were quite a few Jake Kingsley fans out there as well.
�Now, by this point,� Z said, �you�re probably wondering why I�m telling you all of this. I do have a reason, you know. You see, since Teach hit the road with us, she and Jake have kind of been missing each other. You know how that is, right? The life of a traveling musician can be a lonely one; long trips on the bus day after day, sleeping in cheap motels, being far away from those you love. So, anyway, Jake thought maybe he would come out and pay a little visit to his lovely lady. He flew into Amarillo International just a few hours ago and is here with us, in this arena, right here and right now. How about that?�
This generated another cheer, the loudest so far, as the audience started to pick up on where Z was going with this.
�And,� Z said once the noise level mellowed out, �since he�s here, hanging out with us for a bit, I talked him into coming up and playing a little something from his solo album�the song that he and Teach did together. Ladies and gentlemen of Amarillo, Texas, give it up for the one, the only, the legendary Jake Kingsley!�
�All right, go!� Toadie said, clapping Jake forcefully on the back.
Jake took a deep breath and walked out onto the stage, guitar in hand, feeling the lights shining on him, feeling the heat, seeing the blur of faces in the first few rows, but, most of all, hearing the tremendous roar of the crowd washing over him. It was not quite as loud as what he�d heard during Intemperance concerts, of course, since there were only about four thousand people out there, but it was no less thrilling, no less motivating, no less life-affirming.
Goddamn, I�ve missed this, Jake thought as he flashed a huge, genuine smile at the crowd, as he waved at them. Z met him halfway to his microphone stand. They exchanged a handshake and then pulled each other into a spontaneous bro-hug, just as if they�d known each other for years instead of just meeting for the first time a few hours ago. When the embrace broke, Laura came over to him next. They hugged tightly, each having to shift their respective instruments to the side to accomplish this, and then she kissed him soundly on the mouth, causing the cheers to ramp up in volume once again. A few wolf whistles drifted up as well.
He finished the walk to his microphone stand and, while the cheers were still going on, quickly located his guitar cord and unhooked it. He plugged it into his Brogan by feel and then gave a quick, instinctive sweep of it to keep it from tangling around his legs. He pulled a pick from the inlay of the guitar and held it between the thumb and index finger of his right hand. He then put his mouth to the microphone.
�Hello, Amarillo, Texas!� he greeted. �Thanks for letting me steal a little of Z�s show tonight!�
He had to wait out another round of applause and cheers. While waiting for it to die down, he checked positioning, seeing that Z was seated back at the piano and Laura now had her soprano sax in hand and was plugging in. Toadie was just disappearing back through the stage access door with her alto sax.
�All right!� Jake said. �Bear with me here, it�s been awhile since I�ve been up on stage, you know. Like Z said, we�re gonna do a little tune from my solo album that Laura and I put together with her on the soprano sax. Maybe you�ve heard it before. It�s called South Island Blur. I hope you like this.�
Another cheer swelled up. When it dampened back down, Jake glanced at the other musicians, got nods of readiness from them, and then he began to play, strumming out the opening melody of Blur. Just as they�d done in their rehearsal earlier, he went through one rep alone (generating another round of cheers) and then Laura began to play on the second rep. Z and the rest of the group joined in for the third rep. And then, after the fourth, they settled in and Jake began to sing his tale of hiding away in the far corner of the Earth and drinking his days and nights away.
They played the song almost to perfection. Again, it was just a bit rough on the transition from second verse to bridge, but that only seemed to add charm to the rendition. As Jake played and sang, he felt himself taken away by the lost but not forgotten thrill of performing. Everything else in his life�all of his worries, all of his doubts, all of his fears�became insignificant, forgotten. He basked in the vibes of love and appreciation he sensed flowing in from the audience out there on the floor of the college basketball arena. He did not want that sensation to end.
But soon, too soon, it did. The song came to an end and the loudest, most sustained applause of the night swept over him.
�Thank you,� Jake told the audience as he unplugged his guitar and draped the cord back on the hook. �You�ve been great. I appreciate you having me here. And thanks to Bobby Z for letting me come up here and play for you!�
�Jake Kingsley!� Z shouted into his microphone. �Let�s hear it for him!�
They heard it. Jake continued to bask in the applause as he walked back toward the stage left door. Z gave him a high five as he went by. Laura gave him another hug and a kiss on the cheek. Homer and Groove shook hands with him as he passed. And then he was off the stage and out of the lights, passing by Toadie, who was running out to give Laura back her alto sax for the next number.
�That was badass!� said Sally as he headed back out on the stage, trombone in hand.
�Thanks,� Jake said, shaking hands with him.
�Nice rendition,� said Squiggle. He clapped Jake on the back and then headed back out as well, disappearing before Jake had a chance to thank him.
Toadie came back in, carrying Laura�s soprano sax in his hands. He gave Jake a thumbs up and then carried the instrument over to its case and carefully set it inside.
�All right,� Z told the audience. �We�ll see if we can talk Jake into coming back out here a little later. But for now, back to your regularly scheduled Bobby Z concert. Let�s do it, guys!�
They did it. Jake resumed his position by the stage door, watching as they went on with the show, already looking forward to his next trip out onto that stage. After two more songs, Z and the rhythm section left the stage, leaving Laura, Squiggle, and Sally up there playing a complex and technical piece that involved Sally laying down a melody while Laura and Squiggle engaged in brief rounds of dueling solos.
�This is where your lady truly shines,� a freely perspiring Z told Jake between gulps out of a large bottle of Gatorade. �She composed this solo herself and it�s fuckin� blistering, my man! Blistering! Dex himself couldn�t have done better.�
�Yeah?� Jake asked, proud to hear that.
�Yeah,� Z confirmed. �Check it out! It�s coming up now.�
The three horn blowers finished up their piece with a fancy harmonious flourish and then Squiggle and Sally stopped playing while Laura dragged out the final note. The trombonist and the trumpeter then trotted off stage, leaving Laura alone. The moment they disappeared, she launched into her solo.
�Damn,� Jake said, feeling his pride in her swell even more as she played up and down the scales, changing back and forth through different levels of tempo and intensity. She played with all of her heart and soul, moving her shoulders back and forth, her fingers moving rapidly and knowingly across the pads, her breath heaving in and out while sweat dripped from her face onto the stage. Z had not been bullshitting him. Jake had been playing with Dexter Price for a couple of months now and he was familiar with his style and talent level. Laura was every bit as good.
She played for nearly five minutes before wrapping up the solo with a fast paced crescendo that was intensively technical. When she finished the final note, she took the horn from her lips and held it high in the air with her right hand while the applause�which was every bit as loud and appreciative as that Jake had enjoyed a little earlier�washed over her.
�All right, go!� Toadie told the rest of the band.
They went, running back out on the stage. Squiggle put his arm around Laura and gave her a big hug, while Sally handed her an opened plastic bottle of Gatorade, which she put to her lips and began to swill down greedily.
�Let�s hear it for Teach!� Z yelled into his microphone. �Can she blow that horn, or what?�
The applause continued for some time before slowly dying down. Laura tossed the now empty bottle back toward the rear of the stage and put her horn back to her lips. She then began to play the melody for the next song.
In all, the concert went on for ninety-three minutes. Jake came back out for the first encore�to the wild cheers of the audience�and sang I�ll Call You Tomorrow, Z�s gentle yet cynical tune about one-night stands. Once again, the tune was slightly rough in execution, but that was expected. His rendition was well received by the audience and resulted in another lengthy period of cheering applause and adoration when he was done.
He trotted back off stage and watched while the rest of the band carried off the last two encores. When they finished the final song, they put their instruments down and linked arms together for a group bow. Jake trotted back out to join them, waving at the audience once again and then linking arms with Squiggle, who was on the end of the chain. They bowed once and then twice and then headed back to the stage left area for the final time as the house lights came up behind them.
�Good show, everyone!� Z told them. �We brought the fuckin� house down!�
�Damn right!� Laura said, wiping the sweat from her brow. �It was great playing with you, sweetie!�
�This is the most fun I�ve had in quite some time,� Jake admitted.
�And we get to do it all again tomorrow,� Squiggle said.
�But first, there�s tonight,� Z said. �Let�s go get cooled off and get some chow, huh?�
�Now you�re talking,� Jake said.

The catered food was not quite up to the standards Jake and the rest of Intemperance had enjoyed after their performances back in the day, but it wasn�t that bad either. And the beer was cold and plentiful. Jake had two of them in his belly before he even finished his ribs and potato salad. He was surprised to see Laura swilling down the beer at the same rate. He was even more surprised when, after Z produced a couple of fat joints and started passing them around, Laura sucked down multiple hits of each like a professional. She had been a very casual pot smoker before coming out on tour, generally only smoking a hit or two once a month or so, almost always when they were out in the hot tub.
�It looks like you�re well into the spirit of touring,� Jake observed as she sucked the last joint down until it was a mere roach.
�When in Rome,� she squeaked, handing the smoldering remains over to him.
�When in Rome,� he repeated, taking it and sucking another hit down.
When they finished eating, Z explained that they always let Teach shower first, since she was the only girl among them.
�I think tonight,� Laura said, �I�ll need someone to help me wash my back.� She looked at Jake. �Any volunteers?�
�All right,� Squiggle said with a sigh, as if pondering an unpleasant task, �I�ll do it.�
Laura gave him a look that was not the least bit unfriendly. �Nice try,� she said with a laugh. �What do you say, Jakey-poo? You want to help me get clean?�
�How can I say no to an offer like that?� he asked, standing up.
�Don�t take too long in there,� Z said. �The rest of us still need to clean up as well.�
�We�ll see what we can do,� Laura said.
They went into the enclosed shower area and quickly stripped off their clothes. After spending the better part of ten minutes washing and caressing each other�s naked bodies under the warm spray, Jake dropped down to his knees before her and tongued her out until she became weak and wobbly and came all over his face.
�Oh my God,� she panted when he was done. �That was awesome. Do you know how long it�s been since I�ve had my pussy eaten out?�
�Hopefully not since the last time I did it,� he said.
�That was the last time,� she said, reaching out to stroke his hardness. �Why don�t I return the favor?�
�Mmm, maybe later,� Jake said, squirming reluctantly away from her. �The others are probably waiting for the shower and ... well ... we have a hotel room all to ourselves tonight, don�t we?�
�It�s a motel room,� she corrected, �but yes. I�ll have you all to myself for the whole night.�
�Let�s save it for there,� he said.
�If you insist,� she sighed, giving one last stroke of his member. �But I do want you to come in my mouth at least once tonight. I�ve kind of missed that.�
He nodded. �I think we�ll be able to arrange that.�
They toweled off and got dressed in their street clothes, leaving their stage clothes in the laundry hamper just inside the door. They emerged back out into the locker room to find that the groupies had been brought in. Jake was actually kind of surprised to see them. He had not realized there was even such a thing as smooth jazz groupies.
�About time,� Z said with a knowing smile. He had two fine looking male specimens sitting beside him. �Did you leave any hot water for the rest of us?�
�We were just making sure everything was clean,� Laura said sweetly. She grabbed another beer and then held out her hand to Z. �Got any more pot?�
�Of course,� he said, pulling a fresh joint from his pack of cigarettes.
She took it from him and put it in her mouth. �You got a light, sweetie?� she asked.

The motel they stayed in was just west of the airport in Amarillo. It was indeed squalid, but it was private. Laura and Jake retired to her room as soon as the bus pulled in. Z retired to his own room with his two male groupies in tow. Squiggle and Sally had brought no groupies with them on this night, but they went to Squiggle�s room with a bottle of Jack Daniels and a couple of two-liter bottles of Coke. Homer and Groove had each picked up a single groupie. They too retired to their rooms to enjoy the spoils of their status.
Jake and Laura fully reacquainted themselves with each other�s bodies behind the closed door of Room 114. They quickly undressed and then licked and sucked, probed and touched, caressed and stroked every little part they could find for the better part of an hour, until both of them were raging with desire and wanting. Laura then collected her prize, sucking Jake off until he shot a huge load into her gulping mouth. She swallowed every drop and then he returned the favor, starting at her toes and then licking his way up to her dripping chasm. After pulling three orgasms from her with his tongue, his little buddy was back in the game and ready for more action. He provided that action, sliding into tightness and fucking her in a variety of positions for the better part of another hour.
Finally, at long last, they collapsed onto the bed, both of them sweaty, panting, sated.
�Going without that is, by far, the hardest part of being out here on the road,� Laura said, as she sprawled her naked leg across his thigh.
Jake had never actually had to go without sex while out on the road�there had always been either groupies or Helen to keep him satisfied�but he knew where she was coming from. After all, he had been living on the other side of the equation for months. �I know what you�re saying,� he told her. �We�ve got a lot to make up for.�
�I want to do it at least twice a day every day you�re with us,� she said. �Oh, and I want to do it on the bus too.�
�On the bus?� he asked. He had never actually had sex on the bus before. The bus rides were for sleeping and intoxication.
�I have a private sleeping area,� she said. �It has a curtain for privacy. It�ll be tight with two of us in there, but we have to do it. I insist.�
He nodded. �We�ll see if we can make that happen,� he said, his hand idly stroking her bare breast.
They lay in silence for a bit, letting their sweat dry in the muggy air, letting their hearts return to normal. Finally, Jake looked over at her. �Are you having fun out here, hon?� he asked.
She nodded. �I�m having the time of my life,� she said. �It�s brutal, especially the long bus rides, but I think this is what I was put on Earth to do. I love getting up on that stage every night, listening to them cheer for us, for me. And tonight, having you up there with me ... that was special, sweetie. I�ll treasure that always.�
�So will I,� he said, leaning over and giving her a kiss.

The next morning, at 6:30, they climbed aboard the bus, all of them weary and out of sorts and tired. They climbed into their spaces and settled in for the ride. It would be a seven hour slog to El Paso.
They had a show there tonight.

Six miles south of Land�s End, Baja Peninsula, Mexico
October 7, 1993
The forty-foot vessel Pescador de mar road easily up and down on the rolling swells of the Pacific Ocean six miles off the southern tip of the Baja peninsula. The vessel was captained by Mario Delgado, a sixty-year-old mariner who had spent his entire life on the sea. His two sons, Miguel and Jesus, who had grown up on the vessel, assisted their father in his business.
The boat was capable of holding thirty anglers per trip. Today it only held four. Matt Tisdale, who owned a home on the beach in Cabo San Lucas, where Pescador de mar�s home harbor was located, had chartered the entire vessel for the day so he could show his bandmates what real fishing was all about. They had been out for nearly eight hours now and had caught three blue marlin, two bluefin tuna, and two dorado, totaling well over two hundred pounds of fish. They were now heading back to the harbor, chugging along through the swells, Mario at the helm while Miguel and Jesus moved about, cleaning the deck and putting things back in order.
Matt, Austin Jefferson (his bass player), and Corban Slate (the twenty-three year old studio guitar player Matt had picked to be his rhythm guitarist on the upcoming tour), sat on the benches at the stern of the boat, passing a joint around and drinking cans of beer from one of the two large ice chests Matt had brought with them. They were the only three who had had a good time on the trip. Steve Calhoun, the drummer, had never been on a boat before today and had not found the experience to his liking. He had become seasick even before they left the harbor and had been pretty much incapacitated ever since they moved out into the open ocean. He was curled up on one of the benches on the port side, getting up a few times an hour to barf into the sea, but otherwise just lying there and moaning.
�What a fuckin� pussy,� Matt said with contempt as he saw the drummer rise up for another round of puking over the side. At this point in the game, Calhoun had little left in his stomach to vomit up and was reduced to nothing but dry heaves.
Austin, who was quite intoxicated after drinking twelve cans of beer and taking part in the smoking of three communal joints, laughed and called over: �Hey, Calhoun! You�re looking a little empty over there! You want one of these sardine sandwiches we got?�
Calhoun looked at him for a moment, seemed to turn an even darker shade of green, and then leaned over the rail again for another round of retching.
�I guess he don�t want the sandwich,� said Matt with a chuckle.
�Do we really have sardine sandwiches?� asked Corban. Though he was twenty-three, he looked like he was fourteen at the most. His face was smooth skinned, as if he had never shaved a day in his life. His brown hair was cut short on the sides and spiked up on the top with blonde highlights brushed in�apparently that was the latest rage among his age group. Matt thought he looked and acted like a fucking faggot, but Corban claimed that he was completely heterosexual. And he was quite the prodigy on the guitar. Matt had been impressed with both his acoustic and distorted electric skills, particularly his ability to pick up a riff and reproduce it exactly just by listening to it once or twice.
�No,� Matt said, irritation in his voice. �We don�t have any fucking sardine sandwiches. What is the matter with you? Can�t you keep a fucking joke going?�
�Sorry,� Corban said, taking a swig from his beer. �I don�t smoke ganja very often, dude. It makes me hungry, and a sardine sandwich sounds pretty fuckin� gnarly right about now.�
�Stop calling me dude, dude,� Matt told him. �You make it sound like you�re talking to an old motherfucker when you say it.�
�Well ... you are kind of old, dude,� Corban pointed out. �What are you, like forty-five? That�s fucking ancient.�
�I�m thirty-fucking-four!� Matt barked.
�Dude!� Corban cried. �No shit?�
�No fucking shit,� Matt barked. �And your ass is about one �dude� away from swimming back to shore!�
�Sorry, dude ... uh ... I mean Matt,� Corban said. �What do we have to eat though?�
�Fuck me,� Matt whispered. He opened up the ice chest and pulled out a soggy chicken and cheese burrito in a plastic bag. He�d bought it from one of the roach stands on the waterfront. �Here,� he said, tossing it over. �Munch on this.�
�Thanks, Matt!� Corban said happily.
�I hope it gives you the shits,� Matt told him.
�Dude, that�s not cool,� Corban said, ripping open the wrapper.
Matt just shook his head and took another swig of beer. It was quite clear that Corban didn�t have a hair on his ass, but one had to wonder if he even had any on his balls. Still, a good guitar player�the best of the bunch that National had paraded before him for auditions. He had picked up his part of the show with an uncanny speed and skill over the past six weeks of rehearsals.
They had just finished up the final two full dress rehearsals for the tour two days ago. As they floated out here on the ocean, the road crew were engaged in extensive training on how to tear the set down and set it back up again. In two more days, the entire set�including that belonging to their opening band, Primal Fire, who had just released their second album after their first had gone gold�would be packed up in four tractor trailers and shipped across the country to Bangor, Maine for the first date of the tour on October 16th. Primal Fire would ride on the bus with the caravan. Matt and his band would be riding the bus between venues themselves, but they at least would be flown out to the first date instead of having to ride cross country. That was why Matt had invited/ordered his bandmates to accompany him down to Cabo. Though he considered all of them to be nothing more than the best of the best of the studio hackers, they needed some serious bro-time after all the rehearsals and recording. They needed to cut loose a bit before submitting to the grind of the road.
�Here�s the deal,� Matt said now. �Once we get ashore, the beaner bitches that work the docks will gut and filet all these fish for us. Most of the shit I�m going to ship back home to put in my freezer, but we�ll hold back enough for a serious fish fry out on my patio as the sun goes down tomorrow night. We�ll get some drinks going, find some local gash to invite and violate in as many ways as possible, and burn some of that Acapulco Gold shit I picked up the other day.�
�Sounds like a plan, Matt,� Austin said. �Are the local bitches into brothers?�
�If you�re a guest of Matt Tisdale they are,� he said.
�Out of sight,� Austin said.
�When you say, �local bitches�,� Corban asked, �what exactly are we talking here, dude? Do you mean Mexican women?�
�We are in Mexico, dude,� Matt reminded him. �Do you have something against Mexican gash?�
�No, not at all,� Corban said. �I mean ... I don�t think so, anyway. It�s just that I�ve never had any of that.�
�It�s just like American gash,� Matt told him. �Except a lot of times they don�t speak English. Oh ... and they don�t tend to shave their pussies like American bitches do.�
Corban�s eyes widened. �They don�t shave?� he asked, frowning, as if he had never conceived of such a thing.
�At least they shave their fuckin� armpits,� Matt said. �When we were touring over in Europe, you should�ve seen some of the shit I fucked over there. Most of the bitches there don�t shave anywhere.�
�Anywhere?� Corban asked, appalled.
�Anywhere,� Matt confirmed. �Hairy fuckin� pits, hairy fuckin� arms, hairy fuckin� legs. I boned this one French bitch that had so much hair on her gash I had a hard time even finding it. That shit grew all the way past her asshole in the rear and all the way up to her belly button in the front.�
�That is disgusting!� declared Corban.
�Why?� Matt asked. �There was a pussy under all that, and it still felt like a pussy once I managed to search it out and stick my fuckin� schlong in it. Variety is the spice of fuckin� life, dude.�
�I�m feeling a little bit sick,� Corban moaned, tossing the remains of his burrito into the ocean.
�Did I tell you that they don�t wear deodorant over in Europe either,� Matt said with a smile.
�Dude,� Corban said, shaking his head. �That is not all right.�
They talked a little more about Matt�s road history, including the time he managed to score some genuine Icelandic gash on the beach in France (this was one of Matt�s proudest accomplishments of his life and career). By the time this tale was told, they were back in the safety of the harbor and motoring toward the boat�s berth.
They dragged Steve ashore and parked him under a tree while they attended to their fish. It took less than thirty minutes for the two elderly women who worked the dock to gut and clean their catch and pack it into vacuum sealed plastic bags separated by species. For this service, Matt paid each of them ten American dollars, plus two bucks apiece for a tip. They thanked him sincerely in Spanish and Matt answered them in the Pidgin-like method of expression he�d adapted when dealing with the non-English speaking locals.
�All right,� Matt said, once the fish was all packed away. �Let�s get a taxi home.� He looked down at the drummer, who was slumped over beneath a tree, his eyes tightly closed, his skin red with sunburn. �You gonna live, Calhoun? I hope so. It�s too late for me to break in another drummer.�
�The nausea is better,� he croaked, �but I think I�m suffering from dehydration. Is there a hospital in this place?�
Matt laughed. �You don�t want to go to no fuckin� hospital in Mexico, dude. This is a like a fuckin� third world country here. They�d charge you money just to walk in the door, some dude who got his medical degree by bribing their board would examine you with dirty hands, and then they�d give you the fuckin� hiv when they started an IV on you by reusing shit they�d already used on someone else.�
�No shit?� Calhoun asked.
�No shit,� Matt assured him, although he had never actually used the Mexican healthcare system in any capacity or even heard anything about it. He just assumed that was what it was like.
�What do I do then?� Steve asked.
�Get your ass up and get in the cab,� Matt told him. �Drink some of the bottled water I have back at my place when we get there and then smoke a few bonghits of the gold. Best cure there is for everything up to and including pancreatitis.�
The drummer thought this over for a moment and then nodded. �All right,� he said. �Let�s do it.�
They did it, helping Steve into one of the cabs and then piling in after him. The trip to Matt�s 3200 square foot house, which sat on two acres of beachfront property on the Sea of Cortez, took only ten minutes and cost Matt ten American dollars, including the tip. They dragged their drummer and all of the ice chests inside and then, while Steve started quaffing down water bottles, and while Corban and Austin headed to their respective rooms to shower and then take some much needed naps, Matt carefully packed up all the fish he was going to ship home and moved it into his walk-in freezer. Tomorrow, while he was out rounding up some local snatch to come to his fish fry, he would pick up some dry ice to put in the shipping boxes.
Once the fish were tended to, he went upstairs to the master suite, which featured a large picture window that looked out over his deck and the shimmering blue Sea of Cortez beyond it. He took a moment to appreciate the view�at least playing with those fucking sellouts for the first part of his career had allowed him to lease this property and the house upon it�and then stripped off his fishy smelling clothes and took a long shower.
He dressed in a pair of tattered gym shorts and a faded Corona t-shirt that had holes in the armpits and several permanent stains from spilling bongwater on it. Still, it was one of his favorite shirts and he couldn�t bear to part with it. He headed back downstairs to the entertainment room, where a sixty-five-inch projection television and a top-of-the-line sound system were installed. The television was hooked to a satellite dish that had been installed beside the house and pointed southeast, where it was able to hook into the feed from a Hughes communications satellite in geosynchronous orbit over the coast of Brazil. Though his setup�which had cost him twelve thousand dollars to install�was not exactly legal, and the Hughes Telecommunications Company would undoubtedly disapprove of it, this was Mexico and if any legal authorities decided to look into how he got his television programming, a few envelopes full of greenbacks would quickly make them conclude that Matt�s satellite dish was nothing more than a yard decoration.
Steve was sitting in one of the chairs, still wearing the clothes he had gone fishing in, still looking like death warmed over. Four empty water bottles were sitting on the end table next to him and he was sipping out of a fifth.
�I should kick your ass for sitting on my fucking furniture after being out on a fishing boat all day,� Matt told him, �but it�s not like you actually touched any fish, right?�
�I don�t ever want to see or smell a fish again,� Steve groaned.
�Fuck that shit,� Matt said, walking over to a cabinet next to the entertainment center. �You gotta try the beer-battered marlin filets I�m going to be cooking up tomorrow night. I won�t play music with any man who won�t eat my fish.�
This caused Steve to groan and swig down some more water.
�Here,� Matt said, opening the cabinet door. �Let�s get you fixed up.� He pulled out an old water bong and one of his baggies of Acapulco Gold and carried them over to the couch. �Pour some of that water in here,� he said, holding out the bong.
Steve poured some in, filling the water chamber.
�All right,� Matt said, opening the bag of pungent, sticky cannabis. �Let�s go medicinal here.�
They took three hits apiece, and Steve actually reported he was starting to feel a little better as the THC surged through his system.
�Told you,� Matt said. �You up for some chow yet? We got some leftover pizza in the fridge.�
�Uhhhhh,� Steve said, shaking his head. �Not just yet. I�ll get there.�
�All right,� Matt said, �but eat something before you crash out. Don�t starve yourself.�
�I won�t,� the drummer promised.
Matt picked up the two remote controls that controlled his television and satellite receiver. �Let�s see what�s on the tube,� he said, turning on first the TV and then the receiver.
The screen came to life and he began to flip around through the channels. He could pull in literally hundreds of separate channels, but many of them were aimed at the Latin American nations and were either in Spanish or Portuguese. He dialed over to the bank where the American broadcasts were primarily found and began to channel surf, passing over an episode of Love Boat, several episodes of Cheers, a variety of news broadcasts, a couple of porno channels, HBO, Cinemax, Showtime, and ESPN, before finally stumbling onto a broadcast of American Entertainment, the celebrity gossip show based in Los Angeles. He was about to flip onward to the next station�he had no interest in that show whatsoever�when he noticed a picture of himself up there, standing with the other members of Intemperance. It was the group photo from the back cover of the Lines on the Map album, Intemperance�s last studio work.
�What the fuck?� he asked, pausing, turning up the volume a bit.
�Coming up next on AE,� said the skinny female commentator with the bolt-on titties and at least a hundred grand worth of facial surgeries, �a report on the infamous death metal band Intemperance and it�s notorious former members. What are they doing these days? Some of their exploits just might surprise you.�
�They�re talking about you,� Steve said. �What�s up with that?�
�I don�t know,� Matt said. �Nobody contacted me about doing a piece on that slander show.�
�Do they have to contact you?�
�Not really,� he said with a shrug. �The gossip shows don�t really count as journalism.�
He waited through the commercial break, which was kind of odd with his setup. Sometimes it was just a blue screen because the actual ads were being broadcast from the local stations, not over the satellite, and sometimes the commercials were there because they were network commercials. After two periods of blue screen interspersed with two ads for upcoming network shows, AE came back on. The picture of Jake, Matt, Coop, Nerdly, and Charlie reappeared.
�The members of the death metal band, Intemperance,� the commentator said, �went their separate ways almost three years ago now, breaking up after the tragic heroin related death of former bass player Darren Appleman while his replacement, Charlie Meyer, was out on tour with the rest of the band. It was well publicized at the time that iconic guitarist Matt Tisdale�known as much for his relationship with adult film actress Mary Ann Cummings as for his prowess with the guitar�blamed the rest of the band for Appleman�s death because they�d voted to replace him over Tisdale�s objections. Tisdale is on record multiple times accusing the other band members of murder and vowing that he will never play music with any of them ever again. So far, that is a vow he has kept as both he and former Intemperance lead singer Jake Kingsley have both released solo albums.�
�Fuckin� A right, I kept that vow,� Matt grunted.
�You really called them murderers?� Steve asked.
�I did,� Matt said softly.
�Dude, isn�t that a bit harsh?� Steve asked.
Matt sighed. �Maybe,� he reluctantly allowed. �It was how I felt at the time.�
The graphic on the screen changed to show a silent video clip of Matt up on stage, shirtless and playing his strat. Matt recognized the clip as having come from a publicity video that had been shot during the Next Phase tour. He even remembered the venue where they had shot it. It had been in Jackson, Mississippi, just four days before his little bout with SVT and having electricity coursing through his body to shock him out of it.
As the clip played on, the commentator continued commentating. �Tisdale released a solo album last year and went on tour to support it. The critics panned his album, Next Phase, as �poorly executed noise� and sales of the album were quite dismal. The tour itself was far from successful, with ticket sales a mere shadow of what they�d been in the Intemperance days.
�Undaunted, however, Tisdale returned to the studio a few months ago and his latest effort, an album called Hard Time, just hit the shelves two days ago. The first release from that album, a song called Time to Go, has been getting extensive airplay across the nation for the past two weeks now and it is receiving much warmer reviews from the critics. His effort has been called �the true next phase of his music� and �a complex masterpiece of metal guitar work and dark, powerful lyrics�.�
�How about that shit?� Steve asked. �They like our tune!�
�What�s not to fuckin� like about it?� Matt asked.
�Tisdale and his band will be hitting the road again soon,� the commentator continued on. �They will be starting their tour in Bangor, Maine and working their way across the northeast United States over the next few months. According to Steve Crow, of National Records, Tisdale�s artist and repertoire representative, Matt is being booked in first-rate arenas across the board and advance ticket sales, while still lagging, are starting to pick up.�
�Fuck yeah!� Steve said. �I can�t wait to get out there and play our shit!�
�Crow didn�t tell me he�d talked to those fucks,� Matt growled. �Fucking typical.�
The graphic changed again, this time showing silent video of Jake Kingsley strumming his Les Paul and singing into a microphone on stage. Once again, Matt recognized the source of the video. It was an old clip taken from the video release of In Action, their live album. This particular segment had been filmed in Detroit, Michigan and Jake was singing the tune Life of Toil, one of the non-studio cuts from that show.
�Jake Kingsley, meanwhile,� the commentator stated, �has been enjoying his own brand of success since parting ways with Intemperance. His solo album, Can�t Keep Me Down, has spawned four Top Ten hits on the Billboard chart and, just last week, achieved triple platinum in sales. While Kingsley has not toured to support the album, just this week he made several surprise appearances on stage as a guest performer with smooth jazz legend Bobby Z.�
�He did what?� Matt asked.
�Jake and Bobby Z?� Steve asked. �What the fuck?�
�As we reported a few months ago,� she continued, �Bobby Z and his former saxophone player, Dexter Price, had what Bobby�s manager termed �a professional disagreement in musical direction� and parted ways just as his tour was getting underway. Price was replaced on the sax by Laura Best, who came to fame recently when she put down the saxophone tracks for Celia Valdez�s hit album, The Struggle, which, as we reported two weeks ago, has now passed quadruple platinum and is still selling well. Kingsley and Laura Best became romantically involved with each other during the recording of this album, as Jake was recording his album at the same time and in the same studio as Valdez.
�Jake decided to go visit Laura out on tour while Bobby Z and his band were making their way through the southwest last week. Bobby asked Jake if he would be interested in joining him on stage for a few numbers and Jake took him up on the offer. Here�s a clip of Kingsley performing his hit song, South Island Blur, in Albuquerque three nights ago.�
The screen changed to a video clip, with sound this time, of Jake up on stage. He was holding a Brogan acoustic-electric in his hands and singing the lyrics to South Island Blur into a microphone. On Jake�s right, Bobby Z was playing the piano. On Jake�s left, the redheaded bitch he was boning was playing a straight sax. Behind them were a drummer and some dweeb playing a fucking standup bass. The clip played for nearly twenty seconds. The sound quality was not the best, but Matt could hear that Jake�s voice was still strong and carried well.
�Can you believe that shit?� Matt said, shaking his head. �He actually got up on stage and played with that fucking faggot!�
�Bobby Z is a faggot?� Steve asked.
�Of course he�s a fuckin� faggot!� Matt said. �Don�t you know anything?�
The clip came to an end and the commentator came back on. The graphic behind her changed once again, this time to a shot of a black man with dreadlocks. It took Matt a moment to recognize the face. It was Bigg G, the rapper.
�Playing on stage with Bobby Z is not the only side project that Jake Kingsley had been working on these days,� the commentator said. �Rapper Bigg G, who grew up on the mean streets of East Palo Alto, California and turned his talent for rap and hip hop into four multi-platinum albums, just released his latest effort this week as well. And the first cut on this new album, a tune called Step Inside, represents a new direction for Bigg G�s musical style and it features none other than Jake Kingsley playing acoustic guitar on the cut while Bigg G sings the vocals and his band and DJ accompany.
�Jake Kingsley and Bigg G doing a song together?� Steve asked, astonished. �Have you heard of this shit, Matt?�
�No,� Matt said, just as astonished. �How the fuck can you put an acoustic guitar into a rap song? How does that shit work?�
The graphic changed again, this time showing several still shots of Jake and Bigg G in a studio, both with headphones on their heads, Jake sitting in a chair with his guitar, Bigg G with his mouth in front of a microphone. It was obviously a staged publicity shot since there was no way that Jake and Bigg G would have been in the same room during the actual recording process.
�Pauline Kingsley,� the commentator went on, �Jake Kingsley�s sister, is the former manager of Intemperance and the current manager of both Kingsley himself and Celia Valdez. She tells us that Jake and Bigg G have known each other for several years now, having met in the National Records studio back when both were signed with that label. They became friends and socialize with each other on occasion, and that was how Bigg G came to ask Jake if he felt like helping him out with an experimental cut. Jake agreed and the rest is history. The tune has only been getting airplay for a few days now, but, so far, critics seem to enjoy it. Roger Eagle of Music Monthly magazine declares Step Inside to be �a delightful and thought-provoking merger of rap and rock music for which there is no precedent�.�
�No precedent?� Matt yelled at the screen. �That�s fuckin� bullshit! My song Grandeur on Lines on the Map is a mix of rap and rock! I pioneered that shit!�
�That is a cool fuckin� tune,� Steve said. �One of your best from those days.�
The graphic changed back to the collective band photo from Lines on the Map.
�Now the question that everyone always has,� the commentator said, �is whether there is any possibility of an Intemperance reunion. While that seems very unlikely, as Matt Tisdale has been quoted as saying many times that he will never play with any member of Intemperance again, Pauline Kingsley tells us that the other four members of the group�Kingsley, Nerdly Archer, John Cooper, and replacement bassist Charlie Meyer�have put together a little reunion without Tisdale. Jake and Celia Valdez are both about to enter the studio to begin recording their second solo albums and they are using the former Intemperance members as studio musicians to lay down the tracks for those recordings.�
�It�s fucking true,� Matt said, feeling anger, and another emotion he was not completely familiar with: jealousy.
�Can they do that shit?� Steve asked.
�Apparently they can,� Matt growled.
�That Charlie Meyer motherfucker is a real freak-o-rama, isn�t he?�
�That doesn�t even begin to describe him,� Matt said.
�Pauline Kingsley stresses to us,� the commentator said, �that we should not expect anything like an Intemperance album from this reunion. �Jake and Celia are both fully committed to the new direction they�ve taken their music,� she says. �Nerdly, Coop, and Charlie are there as studio musicians only, chosen because they are quality musicians that Jake has familiarity working with and professional respect for. They are not attempting to recreate Intemperance and will be performing or recording no Intemperance material�.�
The graphic changed once more to a silent clip from the In Action video. This time it was showing the entire band at once, again in Detroit, and playing the hard-driving bridge portion of Living by the Law.
�So that�s the inside story on the former death metal band Intemperance and the different circles the members of that groups paths have taken them on since the break-up. This is Maureen Willow reporting for AE. Stay tuned for our next segment, where we�ll discuss the latest exploits of sultry, controversial actress, Mindy Snow.�
The show cut to blue screen as a commercial came on. Matt picked up the remote and turned everything off. He was no longer interested in the television. His emotions were now in a state of turmoil. Jake Kingsley out performing with Bobby Z? Ludicrous. Jake doing a rap recording with Bigg G? Insane. The members of Intemperance getting back together to be studio musicians for Jake and that Venezuelan bitch with the nice titties? Infuriating!
There was nothing he could do about any of it. He wasn�t even sure why all of this made him angry. But it did.

Jake had been with the Bobby Z tour for seven days now. They traveled from Amarillo to El Paso, from El Paso to Albuquerque, from Albuquerque to Phoenix, from Phoenix to Tucson, and then, an extended travel day from Tucson to Las Vegas. Through it all, Jake was a part of the band, with all the rights, privileges and misery that such a position came with. He rode on the bus with them (he and Laura had indeed managed to pull off a fairly decent coital encounter in her bunk on the second road trip). He stayed in the cheap motels with them and ate the greasy catered food with them. And each night, at each venue they visited, he stepped up on stage and played music with them to the delight of the crowds.
Word of mouth and through the media had quickly spread to each upcoming venue that Jake Kingsley was going to be a special guest at the performance of Bobby Z and ticket sales increased exponentially. National Records� management, which had been opposed to Jake performing with Z and the band on general principals when they first heard about it (but who had no legal way to stop it since Z was operating on a second contract that gave him power over performance lineup and decisions), suddenly became extremely enthusiastic about the guest appearances. So enthusiastic that Steve Crow himself actually called Jake on the phone one night to try to get him to keep touring with them.
�I can�t, Steve,� Jake told him. �I�m just here for a visit. I have to be in Obie�s studio on the 11th to start laying down the basics for my next album.�
�Put it on hold!� Crow nearly begged. �It�s worth it, Jake!�
�Worth it for who?� Jake asked him.
�For everyone!� Crow cried. �We�ve got a positive feedback loop going on here. Word that you�re performing with Z has spread and we�re selling out the goddamn arenas, raking in the ticket revenue. This means that people who are not Bobby Z fans, who don�t even like smooth jazz as a genre, are coming to those concerts to see you play. They�re being exposed to Z�s music and getting into it. His album sales are spiking well above the baseline in every city you visit right after you leave there! Do you know what that means?�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �It means I�m helping introduce Z to some new fans and he�s selling more albums because of it. It�s cool, and I�m happy for Z, but I�ve got a contract in place for that studio time. I can�t put it off.�
�What if we pay the cancellation fee for you at Blake Studios and let you use our studio after the Bobby Z tour at half cost? Would that convince you?�
�Sorry,� Jake said. �That would screw up Celia�s schedule as well, even if I was inclined to spend six months traipsing around the US and South America. It�s just not going to happen, Crow.�
Crow actually worked his way up to offering to pay Celia�s cancellation fee as well, upgrading the accommodations for Z and the rest of them, and then to let Jake, Celia, and the entire group use National�s studio for free if Jake would just stay throughout the American portion of the tour.
�No can do,� Jake told him. �I�m on the plane from Vegas back to LA on Friday night. The next morning, I�ll be in my own plane on the way to Coos Bay.�
�You�re passing up an incredible opportunity for publicity and album sales, Jake,� Crow chastised once he finally concluded that Jake was serious and not just sweetening his negotiation position.
�Yeah,� Jake told him, �most of which would benefit National Records. Goodbye, Crow. As always, it was a pleasure speaking to you.�
He hung up before Crow could try again.
Now, however, as he packed up his belongings in Room 207 of the North Las Vegas Motel 6, where the band was staying on their extended travel day before tomorrow�s show, a big part of him wished he had shirked his responsibilities and agreed to stay with the tour.
His motivation was not financial in any way. Part of it was that he�d truly enjoyed his brief foray back into life on the road. He was a traveling musician and it had been a blast to dip back into the lifestyle for a week. Getting up on stage and performing before an audience was a great high, better than the finest bud, the purest cocaine, the most premium of spirits. He longed to do it more, to walk out into the bright lights and play his guitar and sing. It was an addiction like any other and now he�d had a renewed taste of it.
The biggest part of his regret, however, was the redheaded sax player who was laying on the bed, wearing only a T-shirt that barely covered her sexy legs, watching him pack up with a mournful, sad expression on her face. She did not want him to go either, but she knew he had to.
Spending the last seven days and nights with her, performing with her on the stage, watching her perform alone on stage, had done nothing but reaffirm the intense love he felt for her. They had reveled in each other�s presence as they had back in Oregon when they first became romantic with each other. Their spark for each other was still very much alive and had burned brightly for the past week. They had been after each other�s body at every opportunity, doing it every night in every hotel room, in the showers after performances, on the bus one time, and even in the backstage area, inside one of the packing cases, on one memorable occasion. They had just been at each other twenty minutes before, right before Jake had stepped into the shower to clean up before leaving for the airport.
�How long until your cab gets here?� she asked him as he closed up his suitcase and dropped it next to the door beside the guitar case and the soprano sax case.
�Less than five minutes, they say,� he said.
She nodded softly, a single tear running down her face. �God I�m going to miss you,� she said. �I can�t believe how fast this week went by.�
�I know,� he said, coming over and sitting on the foot of the bed. He reached out and stroked her bare leg. �It was the experience of a lifetime though, wasn�t it?�
She wiped the tear away and smiled. �It was that. And my poor little pussy has been rubbed raw by all the fucking we�ve done.�
�My poor little dick is in the same shape,� he said.
�At least we�ll have time to heal up before the next time, huh?�
�I guess there�s always a silver lining,� he agreed.
She spread her legs apart, showing him that she was not wearing any underpants. She then reached forward and grabbed his hand, pulling it further up her leg, onto her thigh. �Do you think that maybe we have time for one more quick one before the cab gets here?� she whispered.
He looked at the junction of her legs. She had just shaved when she�d taken her post-bus ride shower. She was still swollen and wet from their last encounter. Despite the fact that he�d already come once in her mouth and once in her vagina in the past twelve hours, he felt himself stirring inside his pants. He swallowed audibly.
�I have to fly on an airplane in an hour,� he told her. �I can�t do that smelling like you.�
�Why not?� she asked. �I�m sure that�s not the nastiest thing you�ve ever done on an airplane, is it?�
�Uh ... well...� he said, remembering another redhead in the bathroom of a 747 many years before. �I�m gonna take the Fifth on that one.�
She moved her bare foot up and began to caress his crotch with it. �Come on, sweetie,� she said. �You�re sitting in first class, aren�t you?�
�What does that have to do with anything?� he asked, his voice not quite steady, his member stiffening even more as her foot rubbed it.
�I have no idea,� she said with a giggle. �But you�re Jake Kingsley. People expect you to smell like you just fucked someone. Now come on, earn that smell. I want one more before you go.�
�Well ... if you insist,� he said, standing up and moving his hands to his belt.
�I insist,� she said, scooting up the edge of the bed and hiking up the hem of her T-shirt.
They did it fast and hard, his manhood plunging in and out of her, his hands pulling on her hair, his mouth alternating between bites on her neck and deep tongue swirling kisses on her mouth. She came quickly under this treatment and he was right behind her, pouring himself into her body one last time.
No sooner had the final spasm faded out, the final post-coital kiss of passion wrapped up, that the splash of headlights from outside suddenly blazed across the cheap motel curtains covering the window. A horn sounded twice.
Jake sighed. �I gotta go,� he said.
�I know,� she said, still holding him tight against her. He could feel her tears on his neck now.
Finally, after the horn sounded again, she released him. He stood up, his now wilted penis slipping out of her body with a drool of their combined juices. He still had his shoes and pants on. He pulled them up and buckled them, wincing a little as the material of his underwear rubbed against his abraded and sore phallus. He walked quickly to the door, opened it a crack, and made eye contact with the cabbie behind the wheel of the idling Yellow cab. He held up one finger and got a thumbs up in return.
When he turned around, Laura was standing there, the tears flowing freely down her face now. �I love you, Jake,� she told him.
�I love you too,� he assured her.
They shared one last hug, one last kiss, and then he picked up his baggage and walked out the door. Laura closed it behind him and he walked to the cab. The driver had already popped the trunk. Jake put the baggage inside and slammed down the trunk lid. He took one last look at the closed door of the motel room and then wiped at his eyes. He then opened the rear door of the cab and sat down.
�Good evening, my friend,� greeted the cabbie, a man in his fifties who was wearing a turban. �I understand we�re going to the airport?�
�That�s right,� Jake said. �United Airlines terminal.�
�Very good,� the cabbie said.
They drove off into the night. Jake did not look back.

Chapter 17: Out of the Blue

Coos Bay, Oregon
December 18, 1993
It was 6:30 AM and Jake, dressed in his running shorts, running shoes, and a white T-shirt, came downstairs from the secondary bedroom he was staying in. They were in the same house they�d rented before, the one up on the cliffside overlooking the ocean. The owners had been happy to let them occupy it for the premium price they were paying during what was usually the slowest of seasons for the Oregon coast vacation rental market. This time around Jake and Celia�since both were going to be sleeping alone for the duration of the recording process�had insisted that the Nerdlys take the master suite and the elder Nerdlys, Cindy and Stan, take the secondary suite. Jake was in one of the upstairs secondaries and Celia was in the other one. Coop and Charlie were sharing the bunk bed room (Coop had not been very keen on this arrangement, but he�d reluctantly accepted it) while Pauline stayed in the downstairs single room. Dexter had one of the downstairs bedrooms to himself�and he complained endlessly about the accommodations�while Stan and Cindy had one of the others. Tom and Mary, who had just flown in yesterday after Christmas break started for the school where Mary conducted, were in the last of the bedrooms upstairs, the tiny one intended for a single guest.
There was a light on in the kitchen and Jake figured it was Celia, who occasionally liked to join him on his morning runs, though not with the same regularity she had their first time around, especially not lately. His mood improved a bit at the thought of C hitting the trail with him. Maybe she would finally open up about what was bothering her so much.
When he went into the room, however, he found it was not the beautiful Venezuelan singer puttering about, but his beautiful, glowing sister, who was making some sort of concoction on the stove. Pauline was now well into her third trimester of pregnancy�her due date was January 24�and it showed. She was wearing a large maternity pullover shirt and a pair of black sweat shorts. Her stomach bulged out impressively, as did her breasts, which had grown considerably along with the baby. Her hair was in disarray and she wore no shoes or socks upon her feet.
�Well now,� Jake greeted as he carried his water bottle over to the sink to fill it, �look who�s all barefoot and pregnant in here.�
�Shut your ass,� Pauline grunted at him. �That�s all I need, is for one of those rags to hear you say something like that.�
Jake chuckled. Pauline�s pregnancy, and the fact that Oren Blake II was the father of record, was now public knowledge and the entertainment magazines and shows were having themselves a good time with it, especially since the two had announced no plans for marriage or even living together and Obie was currently out on tour, promoting his latest album. Despite the fact that he was on record as having planned the tour so he could have a month off starting the week before she was due and stretching for three weeks after, despite the fact that Pauline was on record as saying she fully supported Obie�s career and his need to tour, not a day went by when there was not some sort of report implying that Pauline had been abandoned and the couple were not speaking to each other.
�Hopefully they don�t have hidden microphones in here,� Jake remarked as he turned on the sink.
�I wouldn�t put it past them,� she said sourly as she watched a pot full of boiling water with pasta shells in it.
Jake shrugged and then turned his attention to what she was doing. �You�re up early,� he said. �Hungry?�
�Fucking starving,� she said. �Apparently the clump wanted to eat.�
Jake smiled a little at her reference. They knew the baby inside of her uterus was a little girl, and both Pauline and Obie loved her fiercely already. They had even given her a name: Tabitha Marie, and they were already referring to her as �Tabby� on occasion. But she was still, while in utero, called �the clump� by her mother more than anything else�always with the utmost affection. This stemmed from that first primary care visit she�d had way back in the beginning�back before she had even told Obie about their little gift from God�when the doctor had described her condition as �a clump of rapidly replicating cells in your uterus�.
�The clump wanted macaroni and cheese at six-thirty in the morning?� Jake asked.
�Not just macaroni and cheese,� Pauline said, picking up a small, flat can with a picture of a smiling fish upon it. �Macaroni and cheese with tuna.�
�Macaroni and cheese ... with tuna? You mean ... like mixed into it?�
She nodded, a sour expression on her face. �Yeah,� she said. �With tuna. I woke up about twenty minutes ago drooling at the thought of it. The funny thing is, I don�t even like tuna. I think it�s fucking disgusting�at least I always thought that before, when I didn�t have a clump hijacking my body fluids and putting in orders for what kind of goddamned nutrients it wants.�
�Wow,� Jake said. �Pregnancy is some weird shit.� He meant this with sincerity. Until his sister got herself knocked up, he had never been around a pregnant woman on any kind of familiar basis. The experience was certainly eye-opening and mind expanding.
�Pathetic, isn�t it?� she asked, giving her pasta another stir. �Hand me the milk and a stick of butter, will you?�
He opened the refrigerator and pulled out the requested items. �Has C been down here?� he asked as he handed them over.
Pauline shook her head. �I don�t think I�d expect her this morning,� she said. �She was up pretty late last night.�
�Really?� Jake asked. �Later than the rest of us?�
It had been a bit of a reunion last night as the Kingsley parents had arrived to spend Christmas break with their family and friends�and to get as much of Mary�s violin tracks recorded as they could. Celia had seemed particularly happy to see them. She had been more than a little down in the dumps during this foray into the Pacific Northwest, primarily because it had kept her from seeing Greg. Jake and Celia and the others had traveled up to start recording just two weeks before Greg had returned from his first trip to Alaska. Greg had been unable to join them in Oregon, however, because his presence was needed in Hollywood where the studio portion of So Others May Live was undergoing principal photography six days a week, eight to ten hours a day without break. And now that the studio photography had finished, he was on his way back to Alaska for another two months, at least, so they could film the on-location winter scenes that were planned for the film.
And so, Celia had taken the opportunity of the reunion to imbibe in some intoxication therapy last night. She, Jake, and Jake�s parents had gone out on the balcony after dinner and spent some time having a little informal jam session. Jake had played his old Fender while Celia played her beloved twelve-string and Mary accompanied on her violin. Even Tom took a few turns with either Jake�s or Celia�s guitar. They had played and sung some of the classics�Proud Mary, Yesterday, Can�t Take My Eyes Off You, Highway Star (Jake and Celia did that one together), Mister Bojangles (Tom did an impressive rendition of that one, singing it, and playing the guitar quite well), to name a few�while Cindy and Stan had watched and sang along on occasion and all of them drank wine or beer or both. Celia had been swilling down the fermented grapes and the fermented grain faster and in higher volume than everyone else, becoming quite hammered by the time the little party broke up around 11:00 PM�though her singing and playing never faltered even a little. Jake himself had been one of the first to call it a night. He had not been drinking much of late and he had gotten up early to fly to Portland and pick up his parents from Hillsboro and fly them to South Bend (the regular airline service was once again down to only two flights a week), so the combination had made him quite sleepy.
�I got up to grab a little snack just after midnight,� Pauline told him, �and she was still out there on the balcony, all by herself, just strumming her guitar and drinking wine. I was going to go out and talk to her, then I saw she was smoking a cigarette. I�ve never seen her do that before. I had no idea she smoked.�
�She only does it when she�s stressed,� Jake said thoughtfully. �I�ve only seen her smoke a few times since I�ve known her.�
�Nobody else here smokes,� Pauline said. �You�re the closest thing we have to a smoker, right?�
�I haven�t had one in ... God ... probably four months now,� Jake said. �And that one made me dizzy and I almost threw up.�
�That means she bought a pack of smokes somewhere,� Pauline said, shaking her head. �Something is definitely up with that girl, something more than just Greg not coming to see her, don�t you think?�
He nodded. �Yeah,� he said. �I think you�re right.�
�Maybe you should have a talk with her?� Pauline suggested.
Jake shook his head. �If she wants to talk to me, she�ll talk to me. Until then, I�ll just let it go. She�s still singing and playing well in the studio, so whatever is going on with her is not affecting her performance. Until that starts to happen, this falls under the umbrella of �none of my business�.�
�I suppose,� Pauline said, picking up her pot and pouring it into the strainer in the sink. A cloud of steam billowed up into the air around her.
�Anyway,� Jake said, walking back to the refrigerator, �I�m gonna hit the trail.� He checked the tide chart and saw that it was low tide right now. Good. He would be able to run on the beach. �Enjoy your macaroni and tuna,� he said, picking up his bottle.
�I can�t wait to put it my mouth,� she assured him.
�Words I�m sure that Obie would love to hear you say,� Jake told her.
She rolled her eyes and shook her head at his crude joke. �Just when I start to think you�re beginning to mature,� she said.
He smiled and gave her a little pat on the belly. �Feed the clump,� he told her. �I�ll be back in an hour or so.�
�Break a leg,� she replied as she poured the pasta back into the pan.
He walked out of the kitchen and into the darkened living room. The sliding glass door that led to the balcony where last night�s festivities had taken place was closed, but the curtain that was usually pulled shut to cover it was still standing wide open and the outside light that provided illumination was still shining brightly, casting an eerie glow over the room. Jake saw through the glass that Rule Number 1 had been broken. Wine bottles and wine glasses, beer bottles and beer steins were sitting on the tables. He also saw that a significant marine layer had come ashore sometime during the early morning hours. Everything looked wet and drippy out there, with condensation plainly showing on the furniture, the glass debris, and even the balcony railing.
�Well ... shit,� Jake muttered, walking to the door. If the fog was too thick out there, he would have to cancel his run. The reduced visibility would make the trails down to the beach and, especially, the run on the roadway, a little too dangerous for his tastes.
He walked to the door and opened it to see how bad it really was without the window glare interfering. The fog was quite thick indeed, it�s damp chill instantly biting into his face and arms. But the fog only caught his attention for a moment. He looked over to where Celia had been sitting last night, in one of the wooden framed deck chairs. On the table next to it were four empty beer bottles, one empty wine bottle, another wine bottle still half full of red wine, and an empty wine glass. Next to the empties was an ashtray with six or seven soggy cigarette butts sitting in it. Next to that was a red and white package of cigarettes�also quite soggy�and a disposable lighter. Behind the table, leaning against the wall of the house, was Celia�s twelve-string guitar. It, like everything else out here, was covered with condensation.
�Jesus fucking Christ,� Jake muttered, stepping out onto the balcony and grabbing the three-thousand-dollar instrument, strongly suspecting it was already far too late.
Water dripped off of it as he picked it up, pattering to the deck. It was soaked. Moisture covered the entire instrument�which was bad�and was even inside the chamber�which was worse. He quickly carried it inside the house and back to the kitchen, where Pauline was now stirring the can of tuna into her mixture of pasta and powdered cheese sauce.
�Back so soon?� she asked him lightly, and then saw what he was carrying. �Why do you have Celia�s guitar?�
�She left it outside,� he said. �And the marine layer rolled in. It�s soaking wet!�
�Oh ... and that�s bad, right?� Pauline asked.
�That�s bad,� he confirmed. �It probably destroyed the instrument. The water soaks into the wood, especially inside the chamber, and as it dries it�ll warp.� He opened a drawer and pulled out a couple of kitchen towels.
�Shit,� Pauline said. �She loves that guitar. She must�ve been really drunk to have left it out there.�
�She is going to be very upset with herself,� Jake said, starting to wipe at the outside. Within a few seconds the first rag was already close to saturation and he had to switch to the next. He finished drying the outside as best he could and then looked inside. There was actually enough water in the chamber for it to slosh a bit. He shook his head. �Jesus fucking Christ,� he said again.

Celia was indeed very upset with herself. She came downstairs just before eight o�clock, freshly showered and groomed, but looking like death warmed over all the same. Her eyes were bloodshot and her skin was pale. She walked slowly, almost wincing with each step she took. She smelled primarily like a freshly bathed woman�fruity shampoo, toothpaste, and vanilla body wash�but beneath that was the faint undercurrent of stale alcohol and old cigarette smoke seeping from her pores. She made a sour face as she caught a whiff of the bacon and sausage that Mary was preparing for the communal breakfast.
Jake took her into the living room and showed her what had become of her guitar. He had tried to save it by removing all the strings, wiping out the inside as best he could with kitchen rags and then turning a portable hair dryer on it to try to get the water to evaporate from it without damage, but his efforts had been in vain. The body of the instrument had bulged out in several places, bulged inward in others. Even worse was the neck. It was now warped inward into an uneven C shape and twisted considerably out of alignment. No one would ever be able to put strings on it and get it into anything resembling proper tuning again.
�Madres de Dios,� she said, shaking her head, tears running down her face. �I can�t believe I left it out there!�
�Things happen, C,� Jake told her, putting his arm around her and pulling her against him. �I tried to keep it from warping but ... it was too late.�
�Mi padre gave me that guitar,� she said, her voice distraught. �He bought it for me for Christmas the year before we signed with Aristocrat. He couldn�t afford it, Jake, but he bought it for me anyway. I loved this guitar. It always sounded so sweet when I played it. And it always makes me think of papa when I hold it, makes it seem like he�s here with me.�
�I�m sorry,� Jake said again as she buried her head in his shoulder and cried, wetting his shirt with her tears.
�How am I going to tell him what happened to it?� she asked into his shoulder. �How am I going to tell him I was drunk and feeling sorry for myself and left it out in the rain? Madre de Dios!�
�I�m sure he�ll understand,� Jake said, although this sounded weak even to him.
�Oh my God,� she said. �This is just jodidamente perfecto!�
Jake had picked up enough Spanish from her to know that that meant �fucking perfect�. �I know,� he told her soothingly, his hand rubbing up and down her back. �It�s like losing a piece of your padre. But I�m sure he�ll understand. When it comes down to it, it�s just a thing. You�re still here and he�s still there, right?�
�It�s not just that,� she said. �I need that guitar! I need a twelve-string for Riding and for Faith and for the intro to Going. We were going to work on those tunes this week! I can�t duplicate those with a six string. How am I going to do them?�
�We�ll get you another guitar,� Jake told her. �I bet that music store in Portland has a few�you know, the one I took Laura to for the soprano sax?�
�I can�t replace my papa�s guitar!� she said.
�The show must go on,� Jake told her soothingly. �Your papa will understand that.�

The loss of Celia�s guitar caused the entire group to change their recording plans for the day. Their intention had been to work on Celia�s song, Riding Up Front, a clever reference to where she sat when she flew in Jake�s plane used as a metaphor for facing one�s fears in life. Riding featured Mary on the secondary melody with her violin and Celia laying down the primary melody with her twelve-string. There had been high hopes of getting Mary�s tracks down and then, perhaps, to start working on some of Celia�s while they were in the groove, but now they had no twelve-string for her to play.
�Maybe I should just stay here for the session today,� Celia suggested when they discussed the matter over breakfast (which she did little more than pick at).
�Stay here?� Jake asked. �We�re not going to get much done that way.�
�We�re not going to get much done now that I�ve destroyed my guitar,� she countered. �Besides, I�m feeling like someone who died two days ago and just doesn�t know it yet. I�ll go back to bed and get some more sleep and you and everyone else can start working on getting Mary�s tracks down on Free.� Free was Jake�s tune, Free to Choose, an examination of the aspects of making informed and sometimes not-so-informed choices in life that lead to lasting consequences down the road. It featured Jake�s acoustic as the primary melody with Mary�s electric violin playing a mildly distorted secondary and a solo.
�That won�t work,� Jake said. �Not without you there. We only have the rhythm prerecorded, remember? I would need someone on the distorted electric to back me.�
�I don�t think I�m ready to just jump right into Free anyway,� Mary said. �I�d really prefer to get into rhythm with my Lupot before going distorted.�
Celia sighed. �I really don�t feel up to going into the studio today,� she said. �Isn�t there something else you can work on without me?�
Jake gave her an apologetic smile. �Sorry, C,� he told her. �We need you. The show must go on, remember? Neither snow, nor lack of sleep, nor vicious hangover shall keep you from your appointed rounds.�
Another sigh, a deeper one this time, but she finally nodded. �All right,� she said. �The show must go on.�
�I think we should work on Ocean View first,� Jake said, referring to one of his tunes. It was the hardest rocking cut he planned for his second album, a song about his desire to own a huge chunk of land on a plateau overlooking the ocean and live his life in solitude there, away from the hustle, bustle, and smoggy air of LA. It featured two drop-d distorted guitars and a steadily progressing tempo and intensity that led to a grinding solo and a heavy metal style finish. It was a tune that was the closest in genre to Intemperance than anything else he�d done or was planning to do so far.
�Ocean View?� Celia said. �That doesn�t have Mary in it at all. I thought our goal was to get as many of her tracks down as we could while she�s with us for the break.�
�And that is still the goal,� Jake said, �but I�m sure Mom wants to just watch for a bit at first, get back into the rhythm of the studio. Right, Mom?�
�Uh ... right,� she said, quickly picking up on what Jake was laying down. �That sounds like a good idea.�
�You see?� Jake said. �We work on Ocean for the first part of the day to get Mom back in the swing of things. And I really want to try out our little idea.�
�What�s your little idea?� asked Mary.
�Instead of recording each guitar track individually, like we normally do,� Jake explained, �we thought it might help to record both at once, the way we do the rhythm tracks.�
�What is the advantage of that?� asked Tom.
Celia, to everyone�s surprise, fielded this one. �We thought it might better capture the camaraderie that flows between Jake and I on the tune,� she said.
�Camaraderie?� Mary asked.
�That�s right,� Celia said, her face getting a little more animation in it as she spoke of this. �You see, it�s not quite a dueling guitars kind of riff we�re laying down, but we�re definitely playing off of each other as the intensity builds up. It�s kind of a moment by moment thing as we�re playing, each of us responding in real time to what the other is doing. If we record individually, we kind of lose that to some degree and we think it would make the tune sound more mechanical, more manufactured. Does that make sense?�
Mary, Cindy, Bill, and Dexter all nodded quickly. It made perfect sense to them. Charlie and Coop agreed as well. Sharon, Tom, and Stan, however, had no idea what Celia was talking about. Tom actually became a little uncomfortable with the conversation once the beautiful and obviously troubled singer started talking about �intensity� and �playing off of each other� in regards to his son, who was involved in a romantic relationship with a woman he cared very much for. Just how much playing off of each other were they talking about?
�Of course,� said Jake, �whenever you decide to record two tracks at one time, you at least double the likelihood of having to stop and do a retake. I think we can pull it off though. We really click on that tune once we get into it, don�t we C?�
�We do,� she said, a slight smile on her face�the first sober smile anyone had seen her offer in more than a week now.
�Let�s open up the day with Ocean View,� Jake said again. �It�ll be fun, it�ll get you in the groove and take your mind off your hangover and your guitar, and it�ll help Mom get back into the swing of things.�
�All right,� Celia said, pushing a little bit of her scrambled eggs around once again, but making no move to put any in her mouth. �I find you make a good argument, Jake.�

Since the primary rhythm tracks for all songs on both upcoming albums had already been recorded, Coop and Charlie had the day off. They would, in fact, have most of the next month off unless they were needed to come in and do some rerecording in the event that one of the tunes was changed�something that happened frequently enough this time around that neither Jake nor Celia wanted to send the bassist and the drummer home until it was time for the overdubs as they�d done to Ben and Ted.
Since they would be playing Ocean View to the prerecorded rhythm laid down by Coop and Charlie weeks ago, and since both Jake and Celia would be playing electric instruments which had their amps enclosed and microphoned in isolation boxes, and since there were no other musicians or instruments that needed to be played in order to capture the primary riffs, there was no need to use the isolation booths. A microphone stand was set up in the center of the main studio and Jake took position there, sitting on one of the stools with his Brogan Les Paul knockoff in hand. Celia had no microphone or need of one (Charlie and Pauline would be Jake�s backup singers on the tune�s choruses, but they were a long way away from needing them at this point). She took up position directly in front of Jake, so they could see each other. She too sat on a stool. Her weapon of choice for her part of the tune was a purple Fender Stratocaster tuned to drop-d and running through a set of effects pedals that would allow her to change the level of distortion as the riff progressed.
�All right,� said Sharon from her position at the soundboard. They had just finished the lengthy sound check process. �Should we do the run-through?�
Jake and Celia both gave a thumbs up.
�All right, everyone,� Sharon said into her mounted microphone. �Quiet in the studio, please.�
Mary, Dexter, Cindy, and Nerdly were all clustered around the sound board with her. They all acknowledged her command silently.
�Cueing up the rhythm tracks for Ocean View,� she said. She fiddled with controls and the computer mouse for a few moments and then looked over at Jake, pointing a finger at him.
Jake nodded and then began to play. The tune opened with his guitar only, playing out the primary riff, only moderately distorted and at a tempo of ninety without any rhythm backing as of yet. He ran through the first rep and then, as it recycled, he began to sing.
�I�m so tired of dirty old LA
I think it�s time to find a new way
Someplace quiet where I can be alone
Someplace high above the crashing foam
Someplace a man can stretch his wings
It�s time to reap what this life brings�
With the first verse complete, Sharon pushed a button on her panel and the recorded tracks of bass and drum sounded in everyone�s headphones, picking up just where they were needed. At the same time, Celia began to play her guitar, duplicating Jake�s riff but deliberately playing it slightly out of synch with him.
Jake sang out the second verse, increasing the strength of his voice, projecting a little more power as he spoke of a big empty hillside, of the sparking blue of the ocean, of the solitude he desired. He brought them through the first chorus, Celia keeping up her slightly out of synch harmony, and then, for the third verse, they picked up the tempo and increased the distortion. As they powered through this part, heading for the bridge section, they looked at each other, smiles of satisfaction on their faces. They were nailing the tune and they both knew it.
At the sound board, everyone watched them and tapped or nodded to the heavy rhythm. Though the tune was not exactly Tom�s or Mary�s or Stan�s or Cindy�s cup of tea, they could all appreciate the energy and the power of it, could easily pick up the meaning of Jake�s lyrics. He hated LA and wanted to get away from it, to live on the ocean and be able to look out and see nothing but the ocean and empty land that belonged to him.
They transitioned into the bridge section and powered through it. Jake then laid down an impressive guitar solo while Celia continued to grind out the primary riff, now with heavy distortion and at the tempo of 120. They maintained this tempo during the transition out of the solo and then Jake sang out the last verse, his voice now projecting powerfully, forcefully, at almost a scream while both guitars went back to playing their heaviest version of the riff yet. From there, they went into the outro, which featured another guitar solo and then, finally, a grinding finale of drums and guitar that cut off suddenly instead of being prepped for a fade to black in the post-production.
�All right!� Jake said with a smile once the instruments were silenced. �That was badass, C!� He stood from his stool and walked over to her, holding his right hand up in the air, palm toward her.
She slapped a high-five on him and gave him a genuine Celia smile. She did not say anything, however, because he probably would not have heard her with his cans on his ears.
�I�d call that a good run-through,� Sharon said. �A little off initially on the timing of the rhythm cut-in, but that was probably more me than you two.�
Jake shrugged. He hadn�t noticed any timing issues, but then he wasn�t a Nerdly.
�Shall we try it for real now?� Sharon asked them.
Jake sat back down and gave her a thumbs up. Celia gave one as well.
�All right then,� Sharon said. �Ocean View by Jake Kingsley, basic guitar tracks, take one. I�m cued up over here. Play when ready.�
They played when ready. Jake did not even make it to the first vocals before Sharon stopped him and made him start take two.
The tedium had begun once again.

�Thanks, Jake,� Celia told him in the cafeteria a little past 1:00 PM. They had just broken for lunch after managing to lay down acceptable guitar tracks for Ocean View all the way through the second verse. They were now sitting at one of the tables, Jake with a turkey sandwich and a Sprite before him, Celia with small salad she�d made at the salad bar. She was actually eating some of it too.
�Thanks for what?� Jake asked her.
�For making me come in here today instead of letting me stay back at the house with Coop and Charlie and the dads, feeling sorry for myself.�
�You�re welcome,� he said. �I didn�t think hanging with Charlie for the day was going to improve your mood much.�
�No, I�m pretty sure it wouldn�t have,� she agreed. �And getting me to play Ocean View with you ... that was pretty ingenious. You know that playing the hard stuff always gets my blood moving.�
He shrugged. �I thought it might be just the thing you needed today.� He looked at her pointedly. �How are you doing now? Feeling any better?�
�I still have one of the worst hangovers of my life�even worse than that one the day after my wedding. Remember how trashed I was that night?�
�I remember,� he said with a smile. That had been quite a night all right.
�And I�m still kicking myself in mi culo for destroying the guitar papa gave me, but ... all in all, I feel a little better having put in some honest work today.�
�We�ll get you a new guitar,� Jake promised.
�When?� she asked.
�Tomorrow is Sunday,� he said. �No studio time is scheduled. We can fly over to Portland and hit that music shop. I�ll give them a call and see if they�d be willing to open up an hour early for us.�
�Play the celebrity card?� she asked. �That�s not like you, Jake.�
�Not just the celebrity card, but the celebrities who are going to be spending a couple thousand dollars on an instrument card,� he corrected. �I have no problem playing that one if it keeps every Tom, Dick and Harry in the shop from mobbing us while we try to conduct business.�
�All right,� she said with a nod. �To Portland we go. This has the feel of a two-day hangover, but hopefully I�ll be reasonably human for the flight.�
�Hopefully,� Jake said. �We might even take the long way home along the river and the coast.�
�No no,� she said, shaking her head. �I�ve certainly gotten more comfortable flying since you took me up that first time�I mean, really, I actually volunteered to go up with you when Greg did his little publicity shoot�but I�d still rather not be off the ground any longer than is strictly necessary.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said. He finished the last bite of his sandwich and then looked at Celia carefully. �Are you really doing okay, C?�
She looked back at him, her eyes touching his. �I don�t know,� she finally said.
�Do you want to talk about it?� he asked. �It�s more than just Greg not being able to join you, isn�t it?�
She nodded. �Yeah,� she said. �It�s more than that. And I�m not ready to talk about it just yet. It�s ... well ... it�s complicated.�
�All right,� he said, reaching across and giving her hand a squeeze. �Just know that I�m always here for you.�
�I know you are, Jake,� she said. �And I appreciate that. Have you heard from Laura lately?�
Jake�s situation with Laura was similar to what Celia was undergoing with Greg. She had finished up the US portion of the Bobby Z tour and returned to Los Angeles, but she had not been able to come up to Oregon to visit him because they were working every day rehearsing up the new set they would be doing for the South American tour. �Not in a few days,� he said. �Last I talked to her they were still working on their set, getting it dialed in. They leave for Caracas the day after Christmas.�
�I envy her,� Celia said at the mention of her native country�s capital city. �It�s been so long since I�ve been home ... my real home. Caracas is only about a four-hour drive from Barquisimeto. It�s one of my favorite cities.� She shook her head a little. �All the things I could show her if I was there. All my old stomping grounds.�
�Maybe you should take a trip home once we�re done recording,� he suggested.
�Maybe I will,� she said. �I�d love to show you my home town sometime, Jake�Caracas too. Will you think about going with me?�
�Uh ... well ... maybe,� he said, caught off-guard a little. �It depends on what Laura has going at the time. And what about Greg? I�m sure he�d like to see the sights of Venezuela with you.�
�Maybe,� she said stiffly. She then gave him a meaningful look. �And maybe not.�
Whatever is bothering her, he thought, it sure as shit has something to do with Greg. What happened between them? It was more than just the separation. It had to be. They had been separated for longer periods during their relationship.
�Are you sure you don�t want to talk about it?� he asked her softly.
�I�m sure,� she said. �Sorry to be such a downer.�
�You undoubtedly have your reasons,� Jake told her. �Listen, I�m going to go call that record store and see what I can arrange. Sound cool?�
�Sounds cool,� she said. �And think about Venezuela, huh? I think you�d like it there.�
�I�ll keep it in mind,� he promised.
In the corner of the cafeteria was a desk with a phone on it. Jake sat down and pulled a piece of paper and a pen from one of the desk drawers. He then dialed nine for an outside line and then information for the Portland region. He asked for and received the number for the Portland Music Store�a robotic voice recited the number to him in exaggerated, monotone fashion, something that had popped up over the past year or so and that Jake was still not used to�and he jotted it down. He then dialed another outside line, dialed a one for long distance, the area code, and then the number. Two hundred miles away, a phone began to ring.
�Portland Music Store,� a male voice chirped up. �This is Frank. How my I help you?�
Jake smiled. He remembered Frank from his first visit there. �Hey, Frank,� Jake said. �Jake Kingsley here. How are you doing?�
�Jake Kingsley?� Frank said slowly. �The Jake Kingsley?�
�Well, every Jake Kingsley is the Jake Kingsley, if you know what I mean, but yeah, I�m the Jake Kingsley you�re thinking of. I was in there last year with a cute redhead and we bought a soprano sax from you, remember?�
�I certainly remember that, Mr. Kingsley,� Frank assured him. �It�s an honor talking to you again. I understand that the sax we sold you is the one that Laura Best plays on your song South Island Blur.�
�That is right,� Jake said.
�And that was the song you two played in the store!� he said excitedly. �The first time I heard it on the radio I remembered how you and she played and sang for us that day.�
�We were just trying out the instrument and needed to see if it sounded like we thought it would before we committed to purchase. As it turned out, that was a good investment.�
�And a pretty good commission for me as well,� Frank said. �What can I do for you today, Mr. Kingsley?�
�You can call me Jake,� Jake told him. �And the reason I called is that Celia Valdez and I are over here in Coos Bay recording new albums. You�ve heard of Celia Valdez, right?�
�Of course I�ve heard of her,� he said. �We play her album on the overhead all the time.�
�Very nice,� Jake said. �Anyway, to make a long story short, Celia is in need of a new twelve-string acoustic guitar; a high-end Gibson model hopefully, although I�m sure she can live with a Guild or an Ibanez if that�s all you got, as long as it�s of recording quality caliber. Do you have such a thing in the store?�
�We have two professional quality Gibson twelve-strings in stock right now,� Frank told him. �One is the strict acoustic, the model 24. The other is the acoustic-electric version. We don�t have any high-end Ibanez twelve-strings at all, but we do have a mid-range Yamaha if that would suit your needs.�
�How much is the model 24?� Jake asked.
�I�m afraid it�s rather pricey,� Frank told him. �It�s listed at $2599.�
�That is rather pricey,� Jake agreed, but he knew it was well worth it. The Gibson model 24 was a well-made instrument that would last for generations�as long as someone didn�t leave it exposed to the fog overnight.
�I�m afraid I don�t have the ability to negotiate price with you, Mister ... uh ... I mean, Jake.�
�That�s okay,� Jake said. �I understand. Now, Celia and I were thinking about coming in tomorrow morning to check out the instrument and, as long as nothing is wrong with it, to buy it from you.�
�That�s awesome, Jake!� Frank said.
�Yeah,� Jake said. �But the thing is, we�re both pretty recognizable these days. We�d like to make this transaction quietly and privately if that is possible. What are the chances we could get you to open the shop an hour early so we could conduct business without getting mobbed?�
�Uh ... well ... I think for a sale like that, my manager would be happy to do it. Can I just check with him on this?�
�Absolutely,� Jake said.
�Hang tight, Jake,� Frank said. �I�m gonna put you on hold for a minute.�
�No problem,� Jake said.
There was click and then the on-hold music began to play. Jake felt a little tug of sadness as he heard the tune. It was a saxophone melody being laid down by Laura Best herself. He had never heard it before, but he knew her playing.
Just as the tune was winding down, the phone clicked again and Frank was back. �Are you still there, Jake?�
�I�m still here,� he assured him.
�Bart ... that�s the manager, says he would be happy to open up the shop an hour early for you. That would be nine o�clock.�
�Perfect,� Jake said. �We�ll see you then.�
�Uh ... before you go though, how exactly are you getting here? Are you driving?�
�No,� Jake said. �I have my plane. We�ll be flying into Hillsboro and then renting a car from there. Why do you ask?�
�Well ... I don�t know if you�ve been paying attention to the weather reports,� Frank told him, �but there�s supposed to be a storm coming in.�
�A storm?� Jake asked. He had not, in fact, looked at a single weather report in days since he had not been planning any flights ... until now.
�That�s right,� Frank said. �It�s supposed to be high winds, rain, sleet, maybe even some snow. They say it�s going to hit late tomorrow afternoon. If you�re flying, you should be okay. I was thinking that if you were driving from Coos Bay you might get caught in it driving home over the mountains.�
I�d rather get caught by the storm driving over the mountains then flying over them, Jake thought mildly. �Thanks for the warning, Frank,� he told him. �I�ll look into this. If I have to cancel because of weather, I�ll give you a call back. If I don�t call back, we�ll be there at zero-nine-hundred tomorrow. Sound good?�
�Sounds good, Jake,� Frank told him. �I�ll be looking forward to seeing you again.�
�Me as well,� Jake said. �Oh ... and Frank?�
�Yes?�
�Please keep this meeting discrete. If we show up there tomorrow and there are a bunch of people waiting for us, particularly media people, we would likely be inclined to pass on the meeting and take our business elsewhere.�
�We will be discrete, Jake,� Frank promised. �You have my word.�
�Very good,� Jake said. He said goodbye to Frank and then reset the phone. He dialed nine again and then punched in a number he had committed to memory during his last temporary residential stay in Coos Bay.
�North Bend Airport operations,� a voice answered. �This is Guy. How can I help you?�
�Hey, Guy,� Jake greeted a man he had talked to dozens of times but had never actually met in person. �Jake Kingsley here.�
�Jake!� Guy greeted warmly. �What�s the word, my man?�
�Weather is the word,� Jake told him. �I�m planning a hop to Portland in the morning but I just heard there might be some nastiness coming in. What�s the poop on that?�
�Yeah, there�s a pretty good storm rolling in out of the Gulf of Alaska,� Guy told him. �It shouldn�t hit us here in the bay area, but it�s going to pound the hell out of northern Oregon and southern Washington.�
�No shit?�
�No shit,� Guy confirmed. �We�re talking snow and icing conditions with high winds over the coastal mountains; rain, sleet, and likely some snow in the Portland metro area. Extremely high winds�up to eighty knots, they say�through the Columbia River Gorge.�
�That sounds a bit disconcerting,� Jake said. �What�s the timeline?�
�It�s still well offshore,� Guy said. �It�s forecast to make landfall around thirteen hundred tomorrow. Should make it over the mountains to Portland by fifteen hundred.�
�Okay,� Jake said, nodding. �I should be able to stay ahead of that, especially if I fly south through the valley before cutting back over the mountains. What�s the forecast for the coastal regions before thirteen hundred?�
�The low-pressure system might throw some decent wind at you starting around eleven hundred for the north coast,� Guy said. �South coast should be cold but calm. All in all, as long as you bust ass out of Portland by noon, you should have visibility greater than twenty and nothing but scattered clouds around twelve thousand.�
�That sounds doable,� Jake said. �Thanks, Guy.�
�No problem, Jake. Have a good flight.�
�Will do,� Jake said.
He hung up the phone and walked back over to Celia, who was still picking at her salad. �Looks like we�re in business,� he told her. �They have a Gibson model 24 listed for twenty-five hundred bucks and they�re willing to open up the shop at nine o�clock to do some business with us on it.�
She nodded. �That�s good news,� she said. �At least I�ll be able to get my hands on a new twelve-string. What time do we need to leave?�
�We need to be wheels-up by seven-thirty at the latest,� he said. �A little earlier if you want to grab a little breakfast in Portland before we hit the store.�
�Can we grab breakfast after?� she asked.
�I�d rather not,� he said. �There�s a storm moving into the Portland area tomorrow afternoon. The sooner we head back to Coos Bay, the less likely we�ll be caught by it.�
�A storm? What kind of storm?�
�The usual for this time of year in this part of the world,� he said. �It�s a typical winter storm out of the Gulf of Alaska. Maybe a little stronger than most. No big deal, as long as we�re not trying to fly through it.�
�All right then,� she said. �Breakfast before music shop. Will anything be open on a Sunday morning that early?�
�I�ll take you to that same little place I took Laura,� he promised. �They make a really good bloody Mary, I�m told.�
�Bleah,� she said sourly, sticking out her tongue. �I think I�ll pass on the bloody Mary. It would go against the vow I made this morning to never drink again.�
Jake chuckled. �I�ve made that vow a few times myself,� he said. �In any case, if we�re doing breakfast, we�ll need to be wheels-up by six-forty-five, which means we need to be out of the house and on the way to the airport by six so I can fuel up and file a flight plan.�
�That is insanely early, but I�ll be ready.�
�I know you will,� he said, and then glanced at the clock on the wall. �And now, it�s about that time.�
�Yep,� she said with a sigh. �Back to the grind.�

Celia did not talk much on the flight to Portland and Jake did not try to encourage her. It was still dark when they took off, but by the time they were at altitude and flying over the coastal mountains, the sky had lightened with the coming dawn, casting an eerie, yet beautiful red glow over the western horizon.
�It�s true what they say,� Jake told her.
�What�s true?� she asked.
�Red skies at night, sailors delight, red skies at morning, sailors take warning.� He pointed out the left-side window. �That is one red-ass sky and we know there�s a storm moving in.�
She looked at the glow for a few moments. �It is pretty,� she said. �Is there really a scientific basis for that saying?�
�There actually is,� Jake said. �At least there is in the mid-latitudes. The red sky in the morning means the rising sun is shining on moisture-bearing clouds off to the west. Since most weather in the ocean regions moves west to east, that means we�re looking at the eastern edge of a storm that is coming right towards us.�
�I see,� she said. �And the red sky at night?�
�That means the setting sun in the west is shining on those moisture bearing clouds to the east. Once again, since the weather moves west to east it means those moisture bearing clouds are moving away from us.�
�Interesting,� she said, nodding as she thought about it. �Where did you learn that? Is it something they taught you in flight school?�
�No,� he said. �Basic meteorology is a big part of ground school, but mostly focuses on cloud formations and rain patterns and winds instead of old sailor lore. It was actually Nerdly who told me about the red skies thing. I asked him about it one day and he found the answer for me in some database he got to through CompuServe.�
�Really?� she asked. �He got on the computer and found some obscure article about meteorology in a database somewhere?�
�Yeah. Kind of cool, isn�t it? He says that in a few years everyone will be connected to a big global web of computers and that basically the entire sum of human knowledge will be at anyone�s fingertips.�
�The entire sum of human knowledge?� she asked, raising her eyebrows a bit. �And all in the next few years?�
�That�s what he says,� Jake said. �And get this ... he says that it won�t be the access to the entirety of human knowledge that gets people to sign up for all this and make it work, but the availability of free porn.�
�Free porn?�
�Free porn,� Jake said. �Apparently there is already a bunch of it available through CompuServe and some of the other services they�re coming out with, but as this collection of computers grows, the porn collections will �proliferate exponentially��as he puts it�and become as easy to find as typing whatever kink you happen to be into in a search box.�
�That�s crazy,� she said. �You�re saying the porn would just appear on your computer screen? Are we talking movies, pictures, what?�
�The whole spectrum,� Jake said. �And Nerdly says that will be the prime motivator for people to sign up. They won�t admit that�s why they�re signing up, maybe not even to themselves�they�ll say they want to be able to chat with people in other places, access those databases and libraries, maybe even do their banking online.�
�Banking online?� she asked. �Is that possible?�
�Not just yet, but they�re getting there. Anyway, that�s what guys are going to tell their wives they�re signing on and paying the monthly fees for. In reality, it�ll be so they can sit in the privacy of their own home office and browse through the entire human history of pornographic images to their heart�s content and not have to pay for it.�
�And you believe this?� Celia asked.
Jake nodded. �If Nerdly says it�s going to happen, it�s going to happen.�
�Hmm,� she said thoughtfully. �Maybe we should invest some money in the computer industry.�
�Maybe we should,� Jake agreed.
They flew on, and soon the sun itself popped up over the horizon, prompting Jake to put on his aviator shades to combat the glare. They touched down neatly and on time. After securing the plane in the general aviation parking area, they walked to the rental car area and Jake procured a 1993 Lexus for their use.
�All right,� Jake said. �Let�s go get us some breakfast.�
The same waitress that had served Jake and Laura on their trip last year served Jake and Celia now. She did not recognize either one of them�either from Jake�s previous visit or from their general celebrity status. That was fine with them both.
Celia, who was feeling much better today (though not quite back to normal�the hangover had been brutal) promptly broke her vow to never drink again and ordered one of the famous bloody Marys. She had most of it in her stomach before they even ordered food�both of them went with the eggs benedict�and then ordered a second bloody Mary to drink with her actual meal. By the time the plates were removed and the bill was paid, her mood had improved considerably and she was even smiling on occasion.
�All right,� Jake said as he checked his watch. It was 8:34. �Let�s go get you a guitar.�
Frank and Bart were both waiting for them when they arrived at the Portland Music Store. They were polite and subservient as they showed her the instrument and they watched in fascinated awe as she began to strum out some of her work on it once it was in proper tune.
�I like it,� she told Jake. �It sounds good and feels good in my hands. Of course, it�ll never replace the one papa gave me, but it�ll certainly do for the rest of the recording sessions ... as long as I don�t leave it outside.�
�As long as you don�t leave it outside,� Jake said.
Bart even gave them a good deal on the instrument. He let Celia have it for cost�which was sixteen hundred dollars�in exchange for allowing him to take a picture of her and Jake together with the guitar and being granted permission to use the picture in newspaper advertisements that would say that Jake Kingsley and Celia Valdez chose the Portland Music Store as their go-to shop when they were recording their albums in Oregon.
�Fair enough,� Celia said, shaking hands and sealing the deal. �After all, it is true.�
The two of them scratched out a little handwritten contract granting the store their permission to use their image and quotes in their advertisements and then Jake picked up a few odds and ends�extra guitar strings, extra guitar picks, a few replacement cords, and a new tuning fork. They then took their purchases and left the store twenty minutes before it officially opened.
�All right,� Jake said, climbing behind the wheel. �We�re ahead of schedule. We should be back in Coos Bay sipping a drink out on the patio before the first drops of rain even touch the coast.�
�That�s good to hear,� Celia said.

Jake would have let Celia take the controls for the takeoff�it was something he had let her do on several occasions and she always got a nervous little kick out of it�but the two bloody Marys she�d quaffed down earlier precluded this plan. Later, he was forced to wonder if things would have turned out differently if she hadn�t had the bloody Marys and had been able to take the controls for takeoff. True, she would not have really been flying the plane, per se, just making control movements at his direction, but would that have been enough of a difference in their flight path to avoid the collision? He thought it likely. And since everything that followed occurred because of the collision, wasn�t it logical to conclude that everything else might have worked out differently?
There was no way to know for sure. And as he turned the plane onto Runway 13L and made a final check of his takeoff configuration, he had no inkling, no premonition of what was about to happen. It was just another routine flight about to start.
�Flaps at fifteen,� Jake recited, mostly to himself as we went through the checklist, but also for Celia, who had flown enough with him to have picked up the terminology. �V1 is ninety knots ... set. VR is one hundred knots ... set. Mixture ... set ... cowling one ... open ... cowling two ... open ... and ... we�re ready to roll.�
�Ready to roll,� Celia said lightly, her hands gripping the armrest. The mild buzz she�d had from the drinks had pretty much faded away and her normal nervousness at leaving the ground in a vehicle in which she could not actually see what was holding it up had returned.
�Off we go then,� Jake said, pushing his two throttles forward, his eyes watching the RPM gauges.
The engines roared and the plane began to accelerate rapidly since it was nearly empty of passengers and the fuel tanks were less than half full. Jake used his rudder pedals to keep them aligned with the runway center line. The airspeed indicator moved steadily upward, passing through V1�the speed at which they were pretty much committed to takeoff because there would not be enough runway to stop if something went wrong�and then quickly moving to VR�the optimum takeoff speed for the weight of the aircraft and the altitude of the airport.
�Rotate,� Jake said, pulling gently back on the yoke. The nose came up and they broke contact with the ground. As soon as he saw a steady, positive rate of climb, he reached down and pulled the lever for the gear. The machinery began to whine beneath them and, just as the altimeter wound its way past eight hundred feet, became silent once again, leaving only the engine noise. The ground dropped away beneath them, falling further and further. They passed over the airport perimeter fence and out over a golf course beyond it.
�Turning right to one-eight-zero,� Jake said aloud, putting them in a shallow left bank and adjusting his stick a bit to maintain the rate of climb. By the time the bank was complete and they were on course out of the Class B airspace, they were passing through twelve hundred feet.
Everything was looking good. It was time to retract the flaps and start picking up some speed. Just as he reached for the flaps lever to complete this action, his peripheral vision caught the briefest impression of a white object in the sky, just off to their left, moving left to right and closing with them rapidly.
�What the fuck?� he barked.
Before he had a chance to even attempt a course correction, before Celia even had time to respond to his words, there was a solid thump from the left wing as whatever the white object had been slammed into it. The plane shuddered a little but otherwise kept climbing like normal.
�Shit!� Jake said, his eyes looking everywhere at once�out the windows, at his gauges, straight ahead, back behind.
�What was that, Jake?� Celia asked, tension in her voice.
�Quiet,� he told her, still searching for any sign of malfunction. Out the window he could see streaks of blood between the left engine nacelle and the fuselage. And there was a rhythmic rattle coming from out there, just audible under the sound of the engine turning.
�We hit something, didn�t we?� Celia asked.
�Quiet!� Jake barked again. �I need to concentrate for a minute.�
She kept quiet and he continued his survey. They were still flying steady on a due south heading, but the plane was trying to pull minutely to the left because the right wing was trying to come up. He compensated for it easily, first with the yoke and then with the trim wheel. Both engines were still turning at the proper RPMs. Both props were still spinning at their proper RPMs and providing thrust. Oil pressure was good. Fuel was good, showing no signs of a leak. They were still airworthy. But there was still that rattle, and that pull to the left.
�Okay,� Jake said. �I think that was a bird strike.�
�A bird?� Celia asked. �We hit a bird?�
�I think so,� he said. �I saw something white flash in front of us just before the bang happened. And there�s blood on the wing.�
�Can that damage us?� she asked.
�It can,� he confirmed. �It was probably a goose at this altitude. Geese are pretty massive and we were traveling at about a hundred and ten knots. That�s a good chunk of kinetic energy.�
�What do we do now?� she asked, her eyes intently staring at him, undoubtedly to see just how nervous he was about this development.
He was nervous about it, but he did not let it show. He commanded himself to keep calm, cool, and collected and work the problem�if there even was a problem�methodically. �We�re going to go back to the airport,� he told her. �We�ll inspect the plane on the ground and see if there is any damage. If there�s not, we�ll take off again and fly home.�
�Okay,� she said slowly. �And everything is good right now?�
�We�re still in controlled flight,� Jake said, watching his altimeter. He planned to level off at two thousand feet for the go-around back to the same runway they had taken off from. �That�s always a good thing.�
�Yeah ... I suppose it is,� she said, her hands gripping the seat so hard now that her knuckles were white.
Jake keyed up his radio, which was still set to the airport�s departure frequency. �Hillsboro tower, this is November-Tango four-one-five with priority traffic.�
�Go ahead, four-one-five,� a male voice responded.
�We suffered what I believe was a bird strike on climb out,� he said. �We�re going to circle back around in the pattern and return to Runway one-three left.�
�I copy you had a bird strike on climb-out,� the controller answered, his voice calm, as if they were discussing something mundane, like the weather. �Are you declaring an emergency or a pan-pan?�
�Not at this point,� Jake replied. �We�re in controlled flight and the aircraft seems to be responding well. I have a slight rattle coming from the left wing and a slight pull to the left, but nothing I can�t handle. We�ll level off at two thousand and circle around left for one-three left.�
�Copy that, four-one-five,� the controller said. �I will keep the runway clear for you and have incoming traffic stay out of your way.�
�I appreciate that,� Jake said, pushing down on the yoke and adjusting his throttles as he reached two thousand feet.
The plane responded normally to his inputs so he banked left, turning them ninety degrees. There were no issues with the turn either. Outside on the wing, however, the rattling seemed to get a little louder, hopefully just because the engine noise had gotten quieter.
�We�re cool,� Jake told Celia. �We�ll be back on the ground in less than five minutes.�
�Glad to hear it,� she said, chewing on her bottom lip a little.
He flew on this heading for about half a mile and then made another left turn, bringing them to a heading of 310, exactly one hundred and eighty degrees from the runway alignment. He maintained 130 knots of airspeed, watching as the airport passed by on his left side. He flew several miles past it, passing over open green fields and the occasional residential area now. He wanted a nice, long approach path in case anything went wrong.
He turned left onto the base leg, flying perpendicular to the runway now, still experiencing no problems except the rattle and the slight pull. It was when he turned back to the runway and began his final approach that a little trouble reared its head.
�Reducing power,� he said, calling out his actions for Celia�s benefit. �Gear down.� He flipped the lever. �Watch my gear status, C.�
�Right,� she said. Checking that the gear was down on approach had been the first thing he had taught her when she started flying regularly with him. Not that he needed someone to check that for him, but it was a little task that made Celia feel she was helping him fly, and when she was helping him fly, she was less nervous.
The machinery whirred and then there was a solid clank as the gear locked into place.
�Three greens on the gear,� Celia reported as the indicator lights came to life on the panel.
�Three greens on the gear,� Jake said, his eyes tracking on the runway ahead and then dropping back to his speed indicator. �Increasing flaps to thirty degrees.� He reached out and pulled the flap lever back one notch.
He knew immediately that something wasn�t right. The motor that drove the flaps sounded strained, as if was pushing against an immovable force. The pull to the left got worse, forcing Jake to correct for it. The motor whine got louder, began to sound like an imminent failure in progress.
�Fuck,� Jake said.
�Fuck what?� Celia asked, her nervousness kicking up considerably. �Why are you fucking over there?�
He put the flap lever back where it had been. �The flaps are jammed in the fifteen degrees position,� he said. �That bird must�ve broke something.�
�What does that mean?� she asked. �Can we land without the flaps?�
�We can land at fifteen degrees,� Jake said. �We�ll just be going a little fast. I need to talk to the tower.� He keyed up. �Hillsboro tower, this is four-one-five. We�re having a little issue with our flaps.�
�Four-one-five, this is Hillsboro tower. What is the issue?�
�Flaps are jammed at one-five degrees,� Jake said. �I cannot fully deploy them for landing. We�re going to have to come in hot.�
�Understood, four-one-five,� the controller said. �State your intentions.�
�I�m continuing the approach,� Jake said, �but I�m requesting to land on one-three right instead.� 13R was 6600 feet in length, as opposed to the 3600 feet of Runway 13L. He might need that extra length.
�You are cleared to land immediately on Runway one-three right,� the controller said. �All traffic on the ground has been held on the taxiways until you�re down.�
�Copy that,� Jake said, throttling down a bit more and adjusting the heading so he could line up with the new runway assignment. �We�re coming in.�
Jake had never landed a plane without his flaps properly deployed before, but it was something he had read up on occasionally and the procedure seemed pretty straightforward. You just came in faster and needed more room to stop. He throttled down so gravity could pull him gently toward the earth and used his yoke to adjust his descent rate and keep him on the glideslope. His airspeed stayed right around one hundred and fifteen knots, thirty knots faster than what he normally touched down at, but still fifteen knots slower than what a 737 touched down at on the same runway�and a 737 was a lot heavier and harder to stop once that touchdown occurred.
�I got this, C,� he told her as the runway grew larger before them. He could now read the large, white 13R on the threshold, could see the perimeter fence, could see other aircraft lined up on the taxiways.
�I know you do,� she told him, still chewing on her lip.
In the end, it was almost anticlimactic. He touched down neatly on the center line just a hundred feet beyond the threshold. There was a slight thump as the wheels made contact with mother Earth once again and then he throttled down completely and applied the brakes. The rollout took quite a bit more runway length than normal, but he was able to slow to taxi speed well before he was even close to running out of room. He would have, in fact, been just fine landing on 13L had he chosen that route.
�All right,� Jake said. �Nothing to it.�
�Nothing to it,� Celia said, breathing a great sigh of relief.

Jake asked for and was given permission to taxi his aircraft over to Westside Aircraft Maintenance, the private business that leased space at the airport and provided maintenance and repair services for anything from a Cessna 150 all the way up to business jets. Jake had never used their services before�if he needed maintenance done on his plane while in Oregon, he used the facilities at North Bend�but he was familiar with their reputation, which was that they were expensive but excellent.
One of the mechanics�an early thirties man in blue coveralls with smudges of grease on them here and there�met him as he parked in the service area. He was already examining the damage when Jake and Celia stepped out of the aircraft.
�Would it be a little gauche of me to kneel down and kiss the ground right now?� Celia asked. Now that they were safe, she was shaking a little from the adrenaline rush.
�It�s okay with me,� Jake said, �although we were never really in any danger.�
�Uh huh,� she said. �What if that bird would have hit the engine, or the windshield?�
�We likely would have still been fine,� Jake assured her. �It�s a two-engine plane, so even if we�d lost one, I still would�ve got us down safely. And as for the windshield, it�s designed to survive a bird strike. It would�ve been messy, but intact.�
�Oh ... I see,� she said, seemingly disappointed that her near-death experience had not been as near as she had thought. �Can�t you let me freak out just a little? Haven�t I earned that?�
�I suppose,� he said, pulling her against him and giving her a quick, one-armed hug. She accepted it gratefully.
He released the embrace and then walked over to the mechanic. �Howdy,� he greeted. �Jake Kingsley.�
�Brad Martinez,� the mechanic said, holding out his hand. �It�s an honor to meet you, Jake. I�ve always enjoyed your music.�
�Thank you,� Jake said, looking at the wing of his plane. The leading edge seemed to be in good shape, although there was quite a bit of blood with fuzzy white feather clumps in it smeared across the underside. The smear stretched all the way to the underside of the flap, which was still deployed at fifteen degrees. �It looks like it was a bird strike all right.� And I�m thinking that the bird in question didn�t fare so well.
�Yep,� Brad said. �A Canada goose would be my guess, based on the damage that was done. How high were you when the strike happened?�
�We were just passing through twelve hundred,� Jake said.
�That�s a goose for sure then,� he said. �We get seagull and duck strikes here on occasion, but they don�t tend to fly that high. This airport is right underneath the Pacific Flyway, the primary migratory route for birds on the west coast of North and South America. We�re past the migration time for the Canadian geese, but there are a few flocks that hang out in this area�the lazy ones I guess, the ones who think Portland is as far south as they need to go.�
�I guess that turned out to be a bad decision for Mr. Goose, huh?� Jake asked.
�Apparently so,� Brad said. He leaned down and got up under the wing, his eyes looking at the flap itself. �It looks like it hit the leading edge and then got sucked under the wing by the air pressure. The body then slammed into the flap right here.� He pointed to the junction where the flap connected to the wing. �It looks like he bent the flap itself and some of the debris got into the pivot points. They told me you weren�t able to deploy the flap beyond fifteen?�
�That�s right,� Jake said. �It was jammed. When I tried to lower it to thirty, the motor began to whine loudly and the pull to the left got worse.�
�Did you try to retract the flaps after you landed?�
�I did,� Jake said. �They wouldn�t retract either. They�re jammed in that position.�
Brad nodded and then pulled himself out from under the wing. �I assume you have insurance on this aircraft?�
�Full coverage,� Jake confirmed. �The bank that financed my loan kind of insisted upon it.�
�That�s the good news then,� Brad said. �I can see that I�m going to have to replace that section of the flap completely and probably the motor and the push-arms as well. I would also recommend a complete safety inspection of the entire wing and everything attached to it or associated with it.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said. He had a five thousand dollar deductible for damage repair. And, since this would not be an at-fault incident, his premiums probably would not go up. �How long will it take?�
�At least two days,� Brad told him. �The work itself can be done in a few hours, but it�ll take a day or two to get the parts in.�
Jake sighed. �Well ... I guess we�re not going to get out of here in front of that storm after all.�
�I�m thinking you�re not,� Brad agreed.

They had to stay at the airport until an official from the FAA drove over from PDX to interview Jake and examine the damage. His name was Martin Rollins and he was a sixty year old engineer approaching retirement age. He had no idea who Jake or Celia were, but he did raise his eyebrows a bit when Jake told him �musician� when he was asked what his occupation was for the form.
�A musician?� Rollins asked. �That�s all you do?�
�That�s all I do,� Jake assured him.
�And you make enough money doing that to afford a two hundred thousand dollar aircraft?�
�Well ... I�m partial owner of the record label we play for as well.�
�Are you now?� Rollins asked, his tired eyes looking into Jake�s.
�I am.�
The intense gaze intensified a little more. �You�re not making this all up, are you?� he asked Jake. �This is an official investigation into an aircraft incident, you know.�
�Trust me,� Jake said. �The last thing in the world I would do is lie to the federal government. I�m a professional musician and I am part owner of KVA Records. So is Celia, by the way.�
Rollins looked over at the beautiful brunette, who had bummed a cigarette from one of the mechanics and was now puffing away just outside the hangar. �Which one?�
�Which one what?� Jake asked.
�Is she a professional musician or a part owner of the record company?�
�Both,� Jake said. �We�re comrades and business partners.�
�I see,� Rollins said, giving a knowing look. Jake could almost read the thought bubble above his head: He�s boning her.
�I�m not boning her,� Jake said, as if the investigator had said the thought aloud.
Rollins looked sharply at Jake for a moment and then back at Celia. �A pity,� he remarked. �Now then. How about we go through the events of the morning one by one. Let�s start with when you left Coos Bay this morning and what your business here in Portland was.�
�All right,� Jake said with a sigh. He began to speak.
In all, the telling of the story took the better part of an hour, with Jake describing everything that had happened that day from the time he woke up (Rollins actually spent a considerable amount of time questioning Jake about how much sleep he�d had the night before and if he�d been drinking alcohol or doing drugs) until he pulled his plane into the parking slot at the maintenance hangar and shut it down. He then went over and interviewed Celia for a bit as well, asking her many of the same questions. From there, he took out a notebook and a camera and spent about thirty minutes taking photos of Jake�s plane and jotting down notes.
�Jeez,� Jake said as he stood next to Celia and watched. �They say that most bird strikes go unreported. Now I know why.�
�Why is he taking pictures of the other wing?� Celia asked, puffing on yet another cigarette. �Nothing hit us there, did it?�
�We�re dealing with the federal government here, C,� he said. �Can I get a hit of that?�
She handed the cigarette over and he took a few drags. They made him cough so he gave it back.
Rollins finished up with them twenty minutes later, after crawling around inside the aircraft and snapping more pictures in there. He then stowed all of his things back in a large briefcase he carried with him.
�All right,� he told Jake. �I�m just going to go interview the air traffic controller you were dealing with and then get a copy of the radar data for the incident and then I�ll probably be able to close out the investigation.�
�Okay,� Jake said slowly. �What does that mean?�
�It means that this looks like a bird strike on climb-out with flaps still set in takeoff configuration, which, in turn, caused the flaps to be damaged and unable to retract or deploy further.�
�Yes,� Jake said. �That is what happened.�
�Well, now it will be what officially happened, if that makes sense,� Rollins explained.
�That does make sense,� Jake said. �And my insurance company will be able to get a copy of this accident report?�
�Incident report,� Rollins corrected.
�Incident?� Jake asked. �It�s not an accident?�
�I�m classifying it as an incident,� the investigator said. �No one was injured�except the avian, of course, and he or she doesn�t count�no property was damaged except for your aircraft, and there is no question about the ongoing safety of the aircraft itself, the aircraft type, the airport, or you as a pilot. We get bird strikes here a few times a year, most commonly in late spring or late autumn. If they�re reported at all, they�re usually classified as incidents.�
�Groovy,� Jake said. �So, my insurance company will be able to score a copy of the incident report?�
�It should be available for public review by the end of next week.�
�Excellent,� Jake said. �Are we free to go then?�
�You are free to go,� Rollins said. �I thank you for your cooperation.�
They shook hands and then Jake and Celia made their way back toward the rental car area. It was now well after two o�clock in the afternoon and the skies were starting to get cloudy.
�What now?� Celia asked. �Do we drive home?�
Jake shook his head. �That storm is still coming in, remember? It�s probably almost here. We�re going to have to wait it out here in Portland. Once we have good weather again, I�ll charter a private flight back to Coos Bay.�
�Great,� Celia said. �Another airplane ride.�
�You gotta get right back on the horse,� Jake said.
�I suppose,� she said. �Do you want me to work on hotel rooms while you get the rental car?�
�Sounds like a plan,� Jake told her.
Jake�s part of the plan came off pretty easily. He rented the same Lexus they had just turned in. He then called the house to let everyone know what had happened. It was Charlie who answered the phone.
�What up, Jake?� Charlie asked him. �Where are you at?�
�In Portland,� Jake told him. �Celia and I are kind of stranded here for the night.�
�What are you doing in Portland?� Charlie asked. �I didn�t even notice you were gone.�
�Uh ... we flew down here to pick up a new guitar for Celia, remember? We talked about it last night while we were having dinner.�
�Oh ... yeah, I do seem to remember you guys talking about something like that, now that you mention it. How�s Portland?�
�It�s fine,� Jake said. �Anyway, can you let everyone know that we...�
�I always thought about learning to fly like you, Jake,� Charlie interrupted. �It seems like such a cool thing to do.�
�Uh ... yeah,� Jake said, shuddering a little at the thought of Charlie in control of an aircraft. �It is a lot of fun. Anyway, could you let everyone know that...�
�I imagine there�s some weird germs and shit up there in the atmosphere though,� Charlie cut in.
�Weird germs?� Jake asked.
�That�s right,� Charlie said. �Little microbes that live in the air currents and just float around up there all the time. You fly your plane through a colony of them and they�ll get sucked in through your ventilation system and then you�ll breathe them into your lungs. The next thing you know, you�re coughing up blood and laying in some hospital bed breathing through a tube while they try to figure out what this weird-ass infection you have is and your muscles slowly waste away.�
�Uh ... wow,� Jake said. �You�ve put a lot of thought into this, haven�t you?�
�Haven�t you?� Charlie countered.
�No, not really,� Jake told him. �You see, I�m pretty sure there�s no such thing as weird-ass infectious microbes that float around in atmospheric air currents.�
�Just because none have been found yet doesn�t mean there�s no such thing, Jake,� Charlie admonished.
�Right,� Jake said slowly. �Hey, is Pauline there?�
�Yeah,� Charlie said. �She�s in the kitchen, making something out of rice and the leftover bread from last night.�
�Can you get her for me?�
�Right away,� Charlie said.
Jake told Pauline what the deal was. She expressed concern for the situation and gratitude that both of them were okay. She did not discuss weird-ass microbes in the atmosphere, at least not with Jake. And she promised to let everyone else know what had happened.
Once his conversation with his sister was done, he went back over to Celia, who was still on the phone herself and was jotting something down on a piece of paper. She had her wallet open before her and was holding one of her credit cards in her hand, reading off the number. He sat next to her until she finished.
�Did you get us some rooms?� Jake asked.
She shook her head. �I got us a room,� she said. �It�s the Presidential suite over at the Sheraton and it was apparently the last hotel room available in the Portland region tonight.�
�Really?� Jake asked. �Everything was booked? On a Sunday?�
�It�s the Sunday before Christmas, remember?� she asked him. �And it seems this Portland Festival of Lights thing we�ve been seeing flyers for is a big deal�the kind of thing that people from all over the country come to see. Not only that, but the Sacramento Kings are in town to play the Trailblazers. All the hotel rooms have been booked for months in advance. I had to name drop to get the suite at the Sheraton, and they�re charging me eleven hundred dollars for it! Highway robbery.�
�We�re going to share a suite?� Jake asked.
�It�s not a big deal, Jake,� she said. �It�s a big suite with two complete rooms. It�s not like we have to share a bed in a Motel 6.�
�I suppose,� he said. �I only hope the media doesn�t get wind of this. Can you imagine the stories they�d run if they found out we shared a hotel room? Greg would fly down here just to kick my ass.�
This caused a sour look to appear on Celia�s face. �I seriously doubt that,� she said, more than a hint of anger in her tone.
Jake debated saying something for a moment and then decided not too�not in the waiting room of a rental car agency anyway. �All right,� he said. �I guess we got no choice. I called and let Pauline know what was up. I�ll update her where we�re staying when we get there.�
Celia nodded. �Let�s go check out our suite then. They say it�s ready for occupancy as soon as we get there.�
�Let�s do it then,� Jake said.
They walked out to the rental car, stowed Celia�s new guitar in the trunk, and then headed for the Portland riverfront. As they drove, the rain started to fall and it began to get very cold.
Pretty soon, it would start to snow.

Chapter 18: What Happens in Portland...

Portland, Oregon
December 19, 1993
The Sheraton Presidential Suite was not the most opulent hotel room that Jake or Celia had ever stayed in, but it was still pretty damn nice. It featured a large sitting room with a fold-out couch, several claw-foot sitting chairs, and a fully stocked (but not complimentary) wet bar. The windows were large and looked out to the south, over the downtown area and the bridge over the Willamette River. The bedroom was large and had a King-sized bed, a fireplace, and a master bath with a sunken hot-tub. It was advertised that from the bedroom window, Mount Hood could be seen, although that was not the case currently since the sky was cloudy and gray and spitting a mixture of rain and snow that was blown by the ever-increasing winds.
�Not bad,� Jake commented as he checked the place out.
�Yeah, it�ll do,� Celia agreed. �Do you want the bedroom?�
Jake shook his head. �You paid for the room, you get the bedroom,� he told her.
She smiled. �I was hoping you�d say that. If it�s all right with you, the first thing I�m going to do is catch a nap on that big-ass bed. I�ve been up since five-thirty, I still have a little hangover left from the day before yesterday, and I almost got killed in a plane crash a few hours ago.�
�You did not almost get killed,� Jake told her.
�Let me have almost getting killed,� she insisted. �It makes a better story.�
�All right,� Jake said with a sigh. �You were almost killed. Only my heroic flying skills managed to bring our crippled plane back down in one piece. Sound good?�
�It sounds magnifico,� she told him. �What are you going to do?�
�I�m going to go downstairs and buy some clothes,� he said. �It�s possible I might�ve soiled these a bit when that bird hit the plane.�
�Really?� she asked.
�No, not really, but I�m tired of wearing these jeans and this shirt. And I�m a rich motherfucker, so it�s easier for me to buy new shit instead of washing the old shit when I�m stuck in a strange city I didn�t bring luggage to.�
�Does that happen to you a lot?�
�You�d be surprised,� Jake said.
He took his keycard with him and went down to the lobby, which was fairly crowded with people. He managed to pick up a toothbrush, some toothpaste, and a stick of Old Spice deodorant in the sundries shop without anyone realizing who he was. As soon as he went into the clothing store, however, someone recognized his face and, after Jake confirmed he was indeed the Jake Kingsley, he was quickly mobbed by people asking for autographs, asking what he was doing in Portland, asking if he had any concert tickets, asking when his next album was coming out. He signed pieces of paper and answered inane enquiries for the better part of twenty minutes before he was able to finally pick out a couple pairs of slacks, three new shirts, a few pairs of underwear, and a pair of sweat pants. He tried none of these items on, going strictly by sizes, and paid for it all with his bottomless credit card. As she bagged up his items for him, the clerk�who was rather cute in an exotic way�made a point to let him know that her shift ended at 5:00 PM and she would be happy to join him in his hotel room and �see what develops�.
�Thanks for the offer, hon,� he told her, �but I don�t think my girlfriend would approve.�
�Are you still with that saxophone player?� the clerk asked, distaste and disapproval clearly in her voice. �I heard you and she broke up a few months ago.�
�You heard wrong,� he assured her, grabbing his bag. �Have a nice evening. And drive safe. It�s kind of nasty out there.�
�Okay,� she said, disappointed. �I�m here until five if you change your mind,� she called after him.
He rode the elevator back to the top floor and used his keycard to reenter the suite. The door to the bedroom was closed so he took his purchases into the second bathroom, which had its own tub and shower combo with jacuzzi jets. He had planned to simply take a shower, but seeing the large tub and its jets, he decided a little water therapy was in order instead. He turned on the taps and quickly adjusted the temperature to as hot as he thought he would be able to stand. While it was filling, he walked back into the main room of the suite and quickly fixed himself a potent rum and coke in the largest glass he could find. He looked at his construction thoughtfully for a moment and then mixed another just like it. It wasn�t like he was going to be flying a plane anytime soon. He carried both drinks into the bathroom with him, closed the door, and then stripped off his clothes and settled in for a nice soak. Once he was in the water, he turned on the jacuzzi jets and let them spray on his tense shoulders and neck while he sipped his drinks and pondered the day�s events.
The second drink was almost empty and he had just finished warming the water back up when there was knock on the door.
�Jake,� Celia called. �Are you in there?�
�I am,� he yelled back. �Just having a little soak and drink session.�
�Sounds like fun,� she said. �I�m going to head downstairs and do a little shopping myself. Be back in a bit.�
�Okay,� he said, �but be advised, there�s a lot of people down there and I got mobbed. Keep a low profile.�
�Will do,� she said. �Hopefully nobody will put two and two together when they see me and realize we�re here together.�
�Hopefully,� Jake said, although he thought that was doubtful. How often did two celebrities show up at this hotel on the same day�especially two celebrities it was known had some sort of relationship with each other? The best they could probably hope for was that no one would realize they were sharing a room.
�Enjoy your bath,� she told him.
�I already am,� he replied. �And if the clerk in the clothing store tries to invite herself up here, tell her no. I already turned her down once.�
�I�ll keep that in mind,� she said.
Jake finished the rest of his second drink�he was feeling nice and mellow now and had been able to put the day�s events into perspective�and then turned off the jets and released the drain on the tub. He quickly showered, using the complimentary soap and the complimentary shampoo and conditioner and then, after drying off, he brushed his teeth using his new toothbrush and toothpaste and then applied some of his new deodorant to his armpits. He then put on some of his new clothes�a pair of tan slacks and a black button-up shirt. When he emerged from the bathroom, he felt reasonably human again.
He went immediately to the bar and mixed up another rum and coke. When one had to make an emergency landing of one�s plane, that was a good reason for one to indulge a bit. And the bar was stocked with top-shelf shit too. He settled into one of the claw foot chairs and used the remote control to turn on the television. The news was on. There was nothing about his incident at the airport, just a lot of coverage about the storm that was still building in intensity outside.
�Jesus,� Jake muttered. �You�d think it�s never snowed here before.�
He managed to make it through that drink and halfway through the next before he heard the clanking of the door releasing and the opening of the door. Celia came back in, two shopping bags in her hands.
�How was it?� Jake asked her.
She shook her head tiredly. �I barely even made it out of the elevator before they were all over me like vampires. And they definitely connected my presence here with yours.�
�What did you tell them?� Jake asked.
�The truth,� she said. �I said that you and I are working on new albums in Coos Bay, that we had to fly up here to get me a new guitar, and there was an issue with your plane that made us have to stay the night.�
Jake nodded. �I guess sometimes the truth really does set you free,� he said.
�I�m pretty sure the assumption is that we�re staying in different rooms,� she said. �As long as the hotel staff doesn�t blab, we should be good.�
�That�s a big �as long as�,� he pointed out, remember a little incident in Omaha a few years back when he and Helen had stayed there�in separate rooms, no less.
She shrugged. �What can you do?� she asked. �In any case, I�m thinking that going down to the restaurant together is probably not such a good idea. How about we order room service?�
�Sounds good to me,� Jake said. �What time do you want to eat?�
�Why don�t you order us something now? I�m going to go grab a quick shower and change into my new jammies I just bought and then peace out for the rest of the night.�
�Okay,� Jake said. �What do you want me to order?�
�Surprise me,� she said, walking toward the bedroom. �Oh ... and if you have one of those drinks waiting for when I come back out, I�ll love you forever.�
�Who could say no to an offer like that?� he asked.
She went into the bedroom and closed the door behind her. Jake pondered the thought of her getting naked in there for a moment�it had been a long time since he had been laid after all�and then shook the image off and walked over to the writing desk. He picked up the room service menu and spent a few minutes perusing it. He then ordered two filet mignon meals with saut�ed mushrooms and baked potatoes, two bottles of local merlot, and two cheesecakes for dessert.
�That will be delivered within thirty minutes,� the room service girl promised.
�Thanks,� Jake replied and then hung up.
He went back to the bar, carrying his glass with him. He refreshed his own drink and constructed a new one for Celia, going heavy on the rum for hers. She had some catching up to do, after all.
Celia emerged from the bedroom about ten minutes later. Her long, dark hair was down and still a little damp from her shower. She had indeed put on her new pajamas. They were maroon in color and looked very silky. The pants were capri style, with the hems at about mid-calf. The top was short-sleeved and button-up, loose-fitting across her chest. It was plainly apparent by the way her magnificent breasts bounced and jiggled as she moved that she was not wearing a bra beneath the top. Jake felt a wave of intense sexual lust go coursing through him as he watched her walk over and retrieve her drink.
Jesus fucking Christ she�s hot, he thought resisting the urge to stare at her mammaries, at her beautiful face, at the manicured nails on her sexy feet. Is she deliberately trying to drive me insane?
�Ahh, thanks for the drink, Jake,� she said, picking it up. �I guess I have to love you forever now, huh?�
�That was the deal,� Jake agreed, picking up his own drink and shooting down a healthy slug of it.
Celia carried her beverage over and sat in the clawfoot chair next to Jake�s position on the couch. As she settled in, the hem of her top rode up a little, exposing her bare midriff and her belly button. Jake exhaled forcefully as he saw the smooth expanse of skin. It looked incredibly soft�the kind of skin a man would like to run his hand across ... or perhaps his tongue. He took a deep breath and forced himself to look away. Celia, seemingly unaware of the view she was providing, took a long sip of her own.
�Oh ... this is heaven,� she said, relishing the taste. �I feel like getting drunk is in order. Did you order some wine with dinner?�
�Two bottles of merlot,� he said, still checking out her bare tummy with his peripheral vision.
�Excellent,� she said, taking another sip. She then casually reached down and pulled her top down, covering her belly up but creating another delicious rippling of her breasts.
Jake took a deep breath. He was buzzing a little from the booze he�d consumed but he could still sense a strong sexual tension in the air and it was making him nervous. The two of them had flirted with each other for years, each knowing the other was not really serious about it, but this seemed different somehow. Did Celia have any idea what she was doing to him, coming out in sexy pajamas without a bra on? He suspected that she did. But why was she doing it? She was married�to a good friend of his, no less�and he was in a committed relationship�with a good friend of hers. In addition to that, they were business partners. What was going on? Was anything going on? Was she just treating him as a good friend, a brother, a roommate and he was reading into things? That was certainly possible, wasn�t it?
Not just possible, probable, the rational part of his mind assured him. She�s having some sort of trouble with her husband, she just lost an instrument that was very dear to her, and now she�s stuck in Portland because we had to make an emergency landing. She�s just trying to get comfortable for the evening. And she�s comfortable enough around me that she can wear her pajamas just like she�s at home. That is all that is going on here.
They sat in companionable silence and Celia took the opportunity to play a little catch-up with him. She drank down her entire rum and coke and then walked over to the bar to mix up a fresh one. Jake couldn�t help but stare at her impressive derriere as she made the trip to the bar, and at her jiggling, unencumbered breasts as she made the trip back. This time she noticed his interest.
�Sorry,� she said. �I let the girls free for the night. That bra I was wearing was one of my tight ones and I just couldn�t stand it biting into my shoulders anymore.�
�No problem at all,� Jake assured her, feeling himself flush a little at being caught.
�I could go put it back on ... you know ... if it grosses you out or anything.�
He gave her a meaningful look. �You know goddamn well your jiggling boobs are not grossing me out. They�re making me have impure thoughts, is what they�re doing.�
She giggled a little. �Impure thoughts, huh? It�s nice to know I still have it.�
�Oh, you have it all right,� he told her.
This statement obviously pleased her. �Thanks, Jake,� she said. �My ego needs a little boost about now. I will go put the bra back on though if my �jiggling boobs�, as you say, are distracting you too much.�
�No need for that,� he said. �You should be comfortable, especially after everything that happened today. I�ll try not to ogle you so much.�
�All right,� she said, making herself comfortable in her chair once again. �Although there�s nothing wrong with a little ogling, is there? You know, between friends?�
Jake thought it wiser not to answer that one.

Celia stepped out of the room when the server arrived to bring their meal order in. This precaution was undoubtedly pointless since the staff at the hotel had to know the two of them were here together and were staying in the same suite together�and even if the server did not know that the two of them were in the same suite, he had just brought up two dinners�but there was no sense in giving him visual confirmation of what he knew, especially not with Celia dressed in a pair of sexy pajamas with no bra on. Over the past few years a handful of incidents such as what had happened to Jake and Helen in Omaha had forced hotels to put in place rigid rules about discretion when it came to famous guests who were staying with them�any staff member found to have blabbed any details were summarily fired these days�but those maroon jammies and free-range boobs just might have been enough to get a few tongues wagging despite the consequences.
Jake tipped the server twenty dollars and then engaged the privacy lock on the door once he was gone.
�The coast is clear,� he called to Celia. �Let�s eat.�
They ate, sitting at the fancy oak dining room table in the padded oak dining room chairs. The steaks were excellent, cooked to a perfect medium rare and covered with the saut�ed mushrooms. The wine was excellent as well, and they killed the first bottle well before getting to their cheesecake.
Jake opened the second bottle of merlot while Celia took the first bite of her dessert.
�Oh, this is heavenly,� she declared, savoring the bite.
�Yeah?� Jake asked.
�Oh yeah,� she confirmed. �I can feel it going to my hips as we speak, but it�s worth it.�
Jake poured them each another glass of wine and then tried a bite of his dessert as well. Celia was correct. It was excellent cheesecake, with just the right level of sweetness and an absolutely decadent texture. And the fact that he could see the bulging of Celia�s hard nipples poking out as she sat across from him only added to the experience.
�I think I�m ready to talk now,� Celia said softly after chewing up her next bite and washing it down with a drink of wine that was a little too high in volume to qualify as a sip.
�Haven�t we been talking?� Jake asked, catching a glimpse of a slight smear of cheesecake on her pink tongue. He wished he could suck it off of there. Jesus fucking Christ, he thought lustfully, I need Laura to come visit in a bad way.
�I mean talk about what�s been bothering me,� she said.
He let his eyes move up a bit, from her tongue and lips to her eyes. They were very beautiful eyes, a rich, luxuriant brown. And they were serious now, no longer flirty or teasing. �Oh...� Jake said slowly. �That �ready to talk�.�
She nodded. �If your offer is still good,� she said. �Your offer to listen and be here for me?�
�You know it�s still good,� he assured her. �Let me just shift my brain out of ogling and impure thought mode and into friend who will listen and absorb mode.�
She smiled, a weak smile but a smile nonetheless. �Go ahead,� she said.
He took a deep breath, hit the side of his head with his right hand dramatically, shook his head a little, and then looked back into her eyes. �All right,� he said. �Switching of gears complete. What�s been going on, hon?�
She took another bite of her cheesecake, chewing it thoughtfully, seemingly composing in her mind how she wanted to put her problem into words. She chased it down with another gulp of her wine and then simply blurted out the summary of her issue in four simple words: �Greg cheated on me.�
Jake had strongly suspected that whatever her problem was, it had something to do with her husband. Still, he was caught off guard by this. He knew Greg very well and had come to respect and like the man over the years of their acquaintance with each other. Greg did not seem the cheating type. He was pompous, arrogant, more than a little conceited, but he was honest and he truly loved Celia. Jake never would have pegged him for a cheater.
�Really?� he said after pondering for a moment. �Cheated on you with ... you know ... another woman?�
�With another woman,� she confirmed. �Some puta who works in the makeup department for the film crew. It happened about two months ago, while they were doing the principal photography up in Alaska.�
�How do you know this?� Jake asked. �There hasn�t been anything in the celebrity rags about this, right? They�d be all over the story.�
�They don�t know about it,� she told him. �I know because Greg himself told me.�
�Greg ... told you?� Jake asked, surprised.
She nodded. �He called me on the phone and confessed the night after it happened.�
Confessed? the essential male part of Jake�s mind asked with appalled bewilderment. Why the hell would he do something like that? Who in the hell confesses if you haven�t actually been caught? Maybe that was it. Maybe he had been caught.
Celia was apparently able to read these thoughts in his brain. She shook her head. �I never would have known if he hadn�t told me,� she said. �He says he felt so guilty after doing it that he couldn�t sleep, couldn�t eat, was having trouble with his acting even. He said he needed to get it off of his chest.�
�Jesus, C,� Jake said, still trying to wrap his mind around an unsolicited confession. �I�m so sorry. I never would have thought Greg would do something like that.�
�Neither did I,� she said, picking at the edge of her cheesecake but not actually cutting into it any further. �Of all the things I worried about with him on that project�helicopter crashes, the film being another Northern Jungle...� She looked up at Jake meaningfully. � ... my own temptations�Greg sticking his polla in some puta�s concha was down at the bottom of the list.�
�Did it just happen the one time?� Jake asked.
�That�s what he says,� she said bitterly. �And I believe him. Why would he lie about that? He didn�t even have the decency to keep me in the dark about the first time.�
�Would you have preferred he keep you in the dark?� Jake asked.
She put the fork down and picked up the wine glass. She shot down another healthy slug of it. �I don�t know,� she said. �That�s part of what�s been running around in my head ever since that asshole told me. Is ignorance bliss? In a way, I suppose it is. If he had just kept this shit to himself...� She shook her head. �But then again ... I hate the thought of being played for a fool almost as much. I just don�t know, Jake. I can tell you what he should have done though. He should have not fucked that bitch in the first place.�
�Agreed,� Jake said, �but the deed is done, right? And so is the confession.�
�Yeah,� she said with a sigh. �The deed is done, as is the confession.�
�Is he still working with this woman?� Jake asked now.
�According to Greg, as of the last time I talked to him anyway, she is still part of the crew, but she is no longer put in the position of working with him.�
�Why don�t they just get rid of her?� Jake asked. �Wouldn�t that kind of be the logical thing to do?�
�They can�t just fire her,� Celia said. �That can�t even reassign her. It�s a union position protected by a very strong collective bargaining agreement. She would own that movie studio if they dismissed her just because she slapped her fucking twat down on my husband�s chorizo. And even if they could fire her, how long do you think it would be before she was talking to the goddamn Watcher about what happened? As it stands now, as long as she�s employed in that position, she is held to a strict nondisclosure clause in the contract. Revelation of any details about the film, the actors in it, the crew making it, or even the subcontractors working on the periphery of it would lead to immediate termination, blacklisting, and legal action. If she is unjustly fired, all that goes right out the window.�
�That is a bit of a dilemma,� Jake said. �I can see how this would tend to keep nagging at you.�
�Yeah, that�s the goddamn understatement of the year,� she said spitefully.
�Did he ... well ... explain how this happened?� Jake asked.
�Of course he explained!� she barked. �His fucking dick got hard and he put it in her snatch! That�s how these things normally happen, right?�
�Well ... yeah,� Jake agreed. �In my experience, that�s usually how it goes. What I meant, however, is that doing something like that seems ... oh ... out of character for Greg. Or am I wrong about that?�
She sighed again. �I�m sorry, Jake,� she said. �I shouldn�t be yelling at you. None of this is your fault.�
�Hey,� he said with a shrug, �once you�ve had your ass beat in a New York hotel room by a bunch of cops, once you have an article put out that says you rape women and throw them off boats into the river, once you eat a woman�s pussy out and then have her break up with you without even returning the favor, things like that just kind of roll off your shoulders.�
�You ate someone out and then she broke up with you without returning the favor?� Celia asked.
�It�s a long story,� Jake said with a wave of dismissal.
�You�ll have to tell me that one someday,� she said, shaking her head. �Rude! In any case... si, you�re right. It was out of character for him. He tells me that the two of them had a little flirtatious relationship with each other�it seemed harmless at the time�and then, on the night in question, they ran into each other in town after the filming was done for the day. They had dinner together and then some drinks at the bar. He says he had a little too much to drink, was feeling a little too horny from not having been with me for months, and ... one thing just led to another and it happened. They started kissing in the bar. They walked back to the hotel and she came up to his room with him. He didn�t ask her to leave. He said he started to feel guilty pretty much the moment they got undressed.�
�But he didn�t stop,� Jake said.
She shook her head. �He didn�t stop. They did the deed and then she went back to her own room. He says he couldn�t sleep at all that night, that the guilt just kept spinning around in his head. And in the morning, when he was sober again, it just kept getting worse. It started to affect his work. That�s why he called me up and told me about it.�
�Uh huh,� Jake said with a little shake of the head. Even after hearing the whole story, he still thought confession had been a bad move. Who the hell had it helped? �And how�s that guilt been since?�
�I�ve only talked to him a few times since he ratted himself out,� Celia said. �And when I did talk to him, the conversations were brief because I simply can�t stand talking to him about it. I get too angry ... with him and with myself for letting this bother me so much.�
�It should bother you,� Jake said. �He cheated on you.�
�Yeah,� she said. �That does seem to be the topic at hand, doesn�t it? In any case, to answer your question, I think he did drop that guilt when he confessed to me. He�s been able to carry on with work and he even seems excited about the progress they�re making. Maybe confession is good for the soul, huh?�
�I�m sure he is still carrying a pretty heavy load of guilt with him, C,� Jake said.
�Maybe,� she said. �In truth, I�m not sure I even care. I�m not sure what�s going to happen now, Jake. Can I just let this go? Can I just go back to living with him as his wife once that damn film is shot and we�re done with our recordings? I don�t know the answer to any of that.�
�You say you believe him to be sincere when he says it was only that one time and that he felt immediately guilty for it?�
She took another gulp of wine, finishing what was in the glass. She then held it out to Jake for a refill. �Hit me again,� she told him. While he was pouring, she answered his question. �I believe he is sincere. I believe it was only one time and that he will not repeat the mistake.�
�That�s something, isn�t it?� Jake asked, finishing her pour and then freshening up his own glass.
�It�s something,� she agreed. �I just don�t know how big of a something it is. I don�t know if I can go back to my happy little life I was having and just forget about how he betrayed me. I don�t know if I�ll ever be able to completely trust him again.�
�Those are valid concerns,� Jake said.
�Yeah,� she said. �And ... well ... there�s another variable in this equation as well.�
�What�s that?�
She turned those dark brown eyes on his, her stare intense. �You really don�t know what I�m talking about?� she asked.
He swallowed nervously under her gaze. �Uh ... no,� he said. �I don�t think I do.�
She reached out and took his hand in hers. He noticed for the first time that she was not wearing her wedding ring. �You are the variable, Jake.�
�Me?� he asked, managing to put an air of surprise in his tone, but it was only his own mediocre acting skills that put it there. He had a pretty good idea of what she was talking about.
�You,� she said. �I�m in love with you, Jake. And I�m pretty sure you�re in love with me as well.�
Jake took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his brain trying to process and qualify what she had just said. �You ... you are in love with me?� he finally said.
�I am in love with you,� she repeated. �I have been for quite some time now.�
�I see,� Jake said. �Well ... I do love you as well, Celia. You�re a very dear friend of mine and we�ve been working very closely together these past two years. I would do anything in the world for you, just like I would do anything for Nerdly, or Pauline.�
�I�ve never seen you look at Nerdly�s boobs with that hungry look you�ve been giving mine all night,� she told him. �Pauline�s either, for that matter.�
�Uh ... well ... no, I never really have,� Jake stammered. �But...�
�I�m not talking about friend love, Jake,� Celia said. �I�m talking about romantic love. I�m talking about the feeling that I want to be with you, to be in an intimate relationship with you, that I want to spend my life with you, that I want to wake up beside you every morning with my naked body pushed up against yours.�
That intense burst of lust that had been buried when the discussion turned serious suddenly reared its head again, this time with a boost of power added to it. �Yeah,� he said softly. �That doesn�t sound like friend love to me.�
�It�s not,� she said, her eyes still staring into his, her ringless hand still grasping his. �Do you feel the same about me, Jake? Do you love me, not as a friend, not as a sister, but as someone you would want to spend your life with, someone you would want to spend an eternity ... you know ... waking up naked next to?�
�Wow,� he said. �That�s quite a question, C.�
�It is,� she agreed. �And you don�t have to answer it if you don�t want to, or if you�re not sure, or if the answer is really no and you don�t want to hurt my feelings and make this goddamn conversation even more awkward than it already is, but...�
�Yes,� Jake interrupted.
�Yes ... uh ... what?� she asked.
He smiled. �Yes, I love you, Celia.�
She looked at him. �In the waking up naked way?�
He nodded. �In the waking up naked way,� he confirmed.
Her smile got bigger. A single tear formed in her right eye and ran down her cheek. �Well now,� she said. �Confession is good for the soul, it seems. I feel like a little bit of the weight has been taken off my shoulders.�
�Yeah,� Jake agreed. �I feel that as well. But now some extra weight has been added in other places, wouldn�t you say?�
�What do you mean?� she asked.
�We love each other,� he said, �but we�re both in love with someone else, in committed relationships with someone else. That�s kind of an issue.�
�Yeah,� Celia said with a sigh. �That is a little bit of a problem, isn�t it?�
�I love Laura as well,� Jake told her. �I really do, C. In fact ... well, I haven�t told anyone this yet ... but I�ve been kind of pondering the thought of proposing to her once her tour is over with and we�re both back in the same place again.�
Celia�s expression darkened a bit. �Propose huh?� she asked. �You love her that much?�
He nodded. �I love her that much,� he confirmed. �I loved Helen too, but she was right about what she said when she broke up with me. She said that she and I didn�t have anything in common. We didn�t and we don�t, nothing except for our mutual love of flying. Laura is different though. We do have something in common: our love of music and the fact that we�re both musicians. And she�s cute and quirky in a way that Helen never was.�
�She is an incredibly cute and adorable woman,� Celia agreed with clear reluctance. �I like her a lot, Jake. I consider her a friend. That makes all of this even harder.�
�And I consider Greg a friend as well,� Jake said, �although I must say I�m a bit disappointed in him in light of this new information you�ve given me.�
She gave his hand another squeeze and then let go of it. �So ... what is the answer?�
�There is no answer,� Jake said. �We go on with our lives, just like we have been. You deal with this issue with Greg however you�re going to deal with it. I should not even be in the equation at all. Laura will come home and we�ll reunite with each other and, if that spark is still there between us�and I have no reason to believe it won�t be based on our last reunion with each other�I�ll probably ask her to marry me. I have a strong suspicion that she�ll say yes to my proposal. She will probably ask you to be her maid of honor at our wedding.�
Celia nodded slowly as she absorbed this. �It sounds like you�ve got this all planned out.�
�As much as I plan things out ... yes,� Jake said.
Celia chuckled. �She�ll make a beautiful bride. I can just picture her dress now. Are you sure she�ll want me as her maid of honor though? I stand eight inches taller than her.�
Jake laughed. �I�m sure she�ll pick out suitably ugly bridesmaid dresses to offset the vertical difference,� he told her.
�Yeah,� Celia said. �That�s what I would do.� She picked up her wine glass and had another healthy slug of it.
�Are you all done with your cheesecake?� Jake asked.
She nodded.
�Let me clear all of this away and put it out in the hall,� he suggested. �After that, how about an after-dinner drink? They have some cognac in the bar�some of the good shit.�
�All right,� she said. �You grab the dishes. I�ll go pour us some of the good shit.�
Jake policed all the dishes, put them back on the serving tray, covered them back up, and then carried the entire works to the door of the suite and set it outside. When he came back in, Celia had just finished pouring each of them a healthy snifter of cognac. She handed him his snifter and they walked back to the sitting room. She sat down on the couch, her pajama top riding up a bit once again and giving Jake another brief view of her midriff. Jake, without much thought about it, did not sit down in the clawfoot chair. Instead, he sat next to her on the couch.
�To awkward discussions,� he toasted, holding up his glass.
She smiled. �Awkward discussions,� she said, clinking her glass to his. They sipped. The cognac was indeed excellent.
�You�ve heard my plan,� Jake said. �Have you come up with one of your own?�
�Nothing so detailed as yours,� she told him. �I plan to wait and see what happens next. Greg and I won�t be back together again until ... what? ... February at least? That�s about when we�ll be done in Coos Bay and ready to start working on the release. Greg will probably still be working on post-production at that point, but he�ll at least be in LA. Maybe this anger and betrayal I�m feeling right now will have eased up by then. Maybe when I�m actually looking him in the eye and we talk face to face I�ll be able to put this into perspective and forgive him for what he did.�
�Maybe,� Jake allowed.
�It�s the trust issue that I�m the most concerned with. Will I ever be able to trust him again? When he�s out doing promos for his film and running around the country for weeks at a time, am I going to be constantly worried that he�s boning some other puta he meets?�
�You might,� Jake said.
�I might,� she agreed. �And if that�s the case ... well ... I�m not sure I can live like that.�
�You�re going to let time tell then?� Jake asked. �That�s the plan?�
She shrugged. �It�s what I got,� she said.
�Yeah,� Jake said. �I�m not sure what else there is for you to do.�
She gave another sigh and then shot down some of her cognac. She then set the glass down on the table in front of them. She scooted closer to Jake, until her right hip was in contact with his left. She leaned into him, her soft body pushing against his, and leaned her head on his shoulder. Instinctively, he put his left arm around her, pulling her a little closer to him. Though it was a hug of comfort and friendship�at least that was how he was interpreting it currently�he felt that familiar thrill surging through him. She felt really good against him, and she smelled incredible, the smell of shampoo, clean skin, and freshly bathed female.
�Thank you for being here for me, Jake,� she told him, putting her hand down on his knee. �I feel better just being able to talk about this whole mess.�
�I�m always here for you, C,� he assured her, leaning down a bit and kissing the top of her head. Her dark hair was thick and luxuriant and tickled his nose a little.
�And even though it was awkward, I�m glad I was finally able to ... you know ... confess my feelings toward you. That�s another weight off my shoulders, even if there�s nothing we can do about it.�
He nodded, his hand caressing her upper arm gently, feeling the silky material of her pajama sleeve, the exciting femininity of her flesh beneath it. �I�m glad I was able to confess my feelings to you as well. I really do love you, C. We just had bad timing.�
�Yeah ... bad timing,� she said sourly. She then turned her face toward him, her brown eyes looking into his. Her hand came up and gently stroked the side of his face. �Kiss me, Jake,� she whispered.
He took a slow, deep breath, a flurry of conflicting emotions fighting within him. �I�m ... I�m not sure that�s such a good idea right now,� he said softly ... though he did not try to pull away from her.
�Why not?� she asked. �We�ve kissed before.�
�I remember every one of those kisses,� he assured her. �They are among my fondest memories, to tell the complete truth ... but...�
�But what?�
�We were never alone in a hotel suite far from anyone else before,� he said.
�Don�t trust yourself?� she asked lightly. �Or do you not trust me?�
�I have proven myself untrustworthy on many past occasions,� Jake said. �And as for you ... I would trust you to the ends of the earth in pretty much any situation, but this ... this is starting to feel a little volatile.�
�It is,� she whispered. �I notice, however, that you haven�t tried to extricate yourself from this embrace.�
�No,� he said, starting to feel the danger of this situation ramp up. �I haven�t.�
�Just kiss me one time,� Celia asked. �Like you did on the trail behind your parents� house.�
�Just one time?�
�Just one time,� she said, still stroking his face, her own face coming closer.
�Well ... I guess one kiss won�t hurt anything.�
She smiled�a sexy, teasing smile�and he brought his lips to her, touching against them softly, sweetly. They were full and slightly damp, soft and sensuous. They tasted of strawberry lip gloss and cognac. He felt her gentle exhalation blowing against him. A surge of wanting powered through him at the contact, at the taste and feel of her mouth touching his.
�Mmm,� she whimpered against him.
They held their lips together perhaps a little longer than propriety dictated and then slowly broke the kiss, pulling their faces a little bit apart�but only a little bit. His arm remained around her, her body against his. Her hand remained on his face, gently caressing him.
�That was nice,� Celia said softly.
�It was,� he agreed. �The nicest one we�ve had, I think.�
�Absolutely,� she said. She sighed a little. �Why didn�t we realize our feelings for each other sooner? Before I met Greg? Before you met Helen? Why does life work that way?�
�Because it�s life,� Jake said.
�Yeah,� she said sourly. Then she smiled again. �Okay, my turn now.�
�Your turn?�
�You kissed me,� she said. �Don�t I get to kiss you?�
He swallowed, knowing this situation was deteriorating quickly, knowing that the two of them were entering very dangerous waters, but unable to help himself. She just felt so damn good in his arms, had tasted so damn good when they�d kissed.
�I suppose that is only fair,� he said. �But then we have to stop, C. We have to.�
She nodded slowly, the smile still on her face. �I guess we�d better make it a good one then, right?�
Before he could answer, her lips were once more against his. This time the contact was a little more substantial, the lips a little wider, the pressure a little firmer. It was a very good kiss, the kind of kiss one could get lost in. Things might have ended right there�possibly�but just as the kiss was starting to break, just as the pressure of their mouths in contact with each other started to ease by some unspoken, mutual agreement, Jake slid the tip of his tongue out just the tiniest bit. It was almost an instinctive move, certainly nothing that he had planned in advance or even thought about on a conscious level, but it happened. The tip of his tongue touched the underside of her upper lip, feeling for just a second the smooth wetness of the flesh there. And then Celia�s tongue reached out as well�again, probably entirely instinctively�and the two organs came together.
It was as if rational thought�already hanging by the thinnest of damaged threads�came crashing to the ground. A moment later, their tongues were intertwining deeply into each other�s mouths as the kiss turned passionate. Their arms were holding each other tightly, pulling their bodies even closer together. They swirled their tongues on a film of saliva, tasting each other, probing in and out between swelling lips as their breathing picked up in pace and intensity.
Soon, Jake was sucking Celia�s lower lip into his mouth between probes of his tongue and she was running her fingers through his hair between tugs to pull him closer to her, applying pressure to keep his face against hers. Jake�s hands slid up and down her back, over the silky material of her top as she turned her body to face his.
How long did they kiss? Neither knew. Was it a minute? An hour? An eternity? But finally, their mouths came apart (Jake giving one last nibble on her lower lip as the contact broke). They did not release their embrace of each other. Her hands were now caressing the backs of his shoulders. His hands were on her waist, dangerously near the hem of her pajama top. They stared into each other�s eyes, each seeing dilated pupils and raw sexual wanting in the other.
�We�d better stop this,� Jake breathed.
�We should,� Celia panted back, �but I really don�t want to.�
�Celia,� he said, giving one last-ditch effort. �This is wrong.�
She nodded. �It is,� she agreed. �But there is no reason why anyone needs to know what happens here tonight, is there?�
�I would know,� Jake told her.
�And so would I,� she said. �But nobody else would as long as we keep our mouths shut about it. That�s a good thing, Jake, not a bad thing. We would not have to spend the rest of our lives wondering how it could have been. We�ll know how it is and that memory will be able to sustain us, will keep us from temptation in the future.�
�You�re rationalizing,� he accused.
She pulled back from him a bit, not entirely breaking his embrace of her, but opening up some separation, so he could see her entire body once again. He saw that her nipples were pushing insistently against her top, creating two mouthwatering points that stuck out. Jake�s manhood, which was already stiffening up quite nicely, took a sudden lurch in his pants. With that lurch, a little more of his better judgment fled into the proverbial basement.
�Yes,� Celia whispered. �I am rationalizing. You should do it as well.�
He swallowed audibly, unable to take his eyes off those two points of hard nipple, off the jiggling of those glorious breasts beneath the silky maroon pajama top. �Celia...� he croaked. �I really think we ... we ... what are you doing?�
She did not answer him, as it was quite obvious what she was doing. She was unbuttoning her pajama top, releasing the fastenings from top to bottom, one by one. The seam of the top fell slightly open as she moved down, bringing the inner edges of her breasts into view, allowing him to almost (but not quite!) see the areolas and the nipples.
�Celia...� he stammered, still thinking it was possible to put a stop to this before it went too far.
But then the final button was released and she pulled the top completely open, baring those magnificent breasts to his complete and unobstructed view. And what glorious, utterly beautiful breasts they were! Rounded, the size of grapefruits, the flesh of them slightly paler than the surrounding flesh, with clear lines of demarcation where her bikini top had routinely rested during her outdoor bikini sessions last summer. They were not perfectly shaped, nor were they without a hint of sag, but this only added to the attractiveness of them, as it validated their beauty as being natural, not the result of a surgeon�s skillful construction. The nipples were indeed hard, the diameter of a dime, standing up proudly a half an inch above perfectly circular coffee-colored areolas the diameter of fifty-cent pieces. Jake had seen, with his own eyes, some amazing breasts in his time�Helen�s, Mindy Snow�s, and that backstabbing bitch Michelle Borrows� (now Rourke, assuming she was still married to him) came immediately to mind�but none of those held a candle to Celia�s mammaries. They were, quite simply, works of art that should be displayed in the Louvre.
�There is a God,� Jake said in awe as he drank in the sight of them.
Celia chuckled with a naughty lilt to her voice. �Now that�s a good compliment,� she said. �Would you like to touch them?�
�I shouldn�t,� he said, unaware that he was licking his lips.
�No,� Celia agreed, �you shouldn�t. We shouldn�t be doing any of this, really. But you didn�t answer my question. Would you like to touch them?�
He nodded his head and she smiled. She reached forward and took his hands in hers and pulled them to her, placing them palm down on her breasts.
�Oh my God,� Jake cried as he felt the soft femininity of them against his hands, as he ran those hands in small circles to increase the sensation, as he gave gentle squeezes to the flesh he had dreamed about for years and was now touching. �It�s like ... like shaking hands with Mother Mary,� he intoned.
Celia�s hands were now covering his, encouraging his explorations. She giggled at his words. �I certainly seem to bring out the religious analogies in you, don�t I?�
�Yeah,� he whispered, feeling the throbbing of his erection in his pants as his hands continued to stroke and caress.
She removed her hands from his and then shrugged off the pajama top completely, letting it flutter to the floor next to the couch. She then stood up and shifted herself, until she was standing directly in front of him, his hands still on her breasts. She swung her left leg over his right thigh and then stepped forward, so she was straddling his thighs. She then sat down on his lap, facing him, her breasts now directly in front of his face.
She pulled his hands off of them and leaned forward, simultaneously grabbing the back of his head and pulling him forward.
�Suck them, Jake,� he heard her say as his face was pulled against her right breast, the nipple sliding first over his forehead, then his nose, before brushing his lips. Without hesitation, he took it into his mouth and began to suckle, his tongue lashing it, feeling the little bumps and ridges. �Oh ... yesss,� Celia sighed, her head falling back a little.
�Mmmm, hmmm,� Jake moaned, lashing the nipple a little more and then switching to the other one and giving it the same treatment. His hands, meanwhile, began to explore the flesh of her upper body, sliding over her back, around to her midriff, up and down her flanks, feeling the softness of her skin, touching everywhere.
�Kiss me some more!� Celia groaned, pulling his face from her nipple and attacking his mouth with hers.
Jake had no problem with this plan. They went back to hungry, open mouth, tongue swirling kisses of pure passion and lust while their hands continued to stroke each other. Celia�s hands pulled on Jake�s shirt forcibly, ripping it open and sending buttons flying across the room in several directions. She then ripped the shirt off of his back and began running her hands over him, scratching at his bare back, touching his bare front.
Jake broke the kiss and then attached his mouth to her neck, which he began kissing and licking, occasionally nipping at with his teeth. Celia really enjoyed this and she began to moan softly, turning her head this way and then that to encourage more of this treatment. Her hand slid down his stomach and across the waist of his slacks. She moved it further south and was soon grasping the bulging protuberance tenting out in front of him. She squeezed it and palpated it, as if trying to learn its exact dimensions. Jake moaned at the sensation and his last remaining shred of self-control, his last hope of putting a stop to this, fell smoking to the ground in a heap.
�So nice,� Celia whispered in his ear. �So hard.�
�Yeah,� Jake breathed back, his tongue swirling around her ear lobe now.
�Let�s go in the bedroom now, Jake,� she suggested, though it was not really a suggestion, it was a demand.
Jake, out of his mind with lust, love, but mostly wanting, quickly agreed. �Let�s go,� he said.
They went, Celia leading Jake by the hand. She closed the door behind them and then walked to the edge of the King-sized bed. Outside, night had now fallen and the snow was still coming down, obscuring their view of the city. �Why don�t you close the blinds?� Celia suggested. �You never know whose prying eyes might be looking in that window.�
�Right,� Jake said, rushing over and closing the blinds on both windows, sealing them into the room. When he turned back to the bed, Celia had dropped the pajama bottoms as well and was standing there completely naked. Her vaginal lips were pink and very swollen, the flesh around them smoothly shaven. Just above, on her mound, was a narrow, neatly trimmed strip of black hair about an inch wide and three inches tall. It was as aesthetically pleasing a pubis as he�d ever seen in his life.
�I shaved when I took a shower earlier,� Celia told him.
�Were you planning this then?� Jake asked her.
She shook her head. �Not consciously,� she said. �Subconsciously... maybe. Who knows what goes on in a woman�s head?�
�Not me,� Jake said, still drinking in the sight of her glorious nudity.
�Why don�t you take your pants off, Jake?� Celia asked him. �Don�t make me be the only one naked here.�
Again, a little bit of sanity tried to rise up in his head and tell him to get out of the room right now, that he still hadn�t done anything truly irrevocable�not really anyway. But before the thought could even fully form, could be pondered at any length, Celia sat on the edge of the bed and opened her legs a little bit, showing him her entire womanhood in all its glory. It was glistening in a most appetizing manner. And he could smell her now! The biting, aroused musk of Celia ready for love. And it was he who had made her ready!
He practically ripped open his pants and quickly pushed them and his underwear to the floor, stepping out of them. His manhood was as rigid as steel, aching with the need to be put somewhere warm and soft and wet, the veins bulging out on it, the head an angry purple in color. Celia�s eyes locked onto it and she smiled.
�Very nice,� she said, holding out her hand. �Come here. Let me touch it.�
He stepped forward, until he was almost standing between her knees. She grasped him in her soft hand, stroking him up and down gently. He moaned at the contact.
�Can I taste it?� she asked softly.
Before he could answer her�not that he would have been likely to say no�she pulled him gently forward and took him into her mouth. Her soft, full lips sucked him in and her tongue began to slide around, licking and caressing him. His moan was considerably louder this time and his hand dropped down, his fingers plunging into her hair, sliding through the soft strands.
She sucked him for the better part of a minute, her head bobbing back and forth, her skillful mouth informing him non-verbally that this particular act was something she had taken the time to learn and master. Just as he started to feel his control slip a bit, as he started to think that she intended to bring him to orgasm in this manner, she stopped, pulling her mouth free with a little plop, a slight string of her saliva stretching and then breaking.
�Uhhh,� he grunted in frustration at the sudden loss of contact.
�Sorry,� she said, �but I�ve got other plans for this thing.�
She scooted herself backward on the bed and then lay on her back, spreading her legs wider, opening herself up to him submissively.
�Put it in me, Jake,� she told him.
�Can I lick you first?� he asked, looking at her glistening lips, smelling her musk. The longing he felt to put his mouth on her was almost overwhelming.
�Oooh,� she crooned, her smile getting naughtier. �I heard here and there that you are particularly good at that.�
�Here and there?� he asked, wondering if it had been Laura or Helen who had given her that information. Or maybe both of them?
�Here and there,� she confirmed. She spread her legs a little wider. �I accept your offer, as long as you promise to put that weapon of yours where it truly belongs after.�
�I promise,� he promised.
He climbed into the bed with her and put his face between her legs. Ordinarily, he would have started slow, teasing her with his lips on her breasts, on her thighs, in the creases of her groin before moving onto the main event. But it was clear that she neither needed nor wanted the teasing or the build-up for this encounter. She was dripping wet and swollen, her pencil-eraser sized clitoris already sticking out of its hood and ready for ravaging.
�Madres de Dios, Jake,� she hissed as she felt him go to work.
He licked up and down her slick lips, plunged his tongue in and out, tasting her tart juices, and then he went after her clit, sucking on it gently while his hands caressed the baby-smooth skin of her upper thighs. Her breathing picked up to a pant and her hands went to the back of his head, pulling him tighter. Her thighs wrapped around his neck, squeezing him, cutting off his hearing. Her calves draped down over his back, pulling against him there as well.
He sucked harder on her clit, moved one of his hands over and slid first one and then two fingers into her clutching chasm. She was wonderfully tight, wonderfully slick. Her membranes squeezed and contracted at the intrusion and she began to shudder. Her moans grew louder.
�Oh... si, si, si!� she cried, her hips starting to move up and down on the bed a little.
She came less than a minute later, the orgasm exploding throughout her, seemingly catching her by surprise. She yelled out some guttural Spanish profanity to the ceiling while pulling his head more forcibly against her mound. Her legs tightened up around his neck, making it difficult for him to breathe. Her pelvis was now rising and falling spastically, involuntarily. Sweat formed all over her body and goose flesh rose up.
Jake held on for dear life, his free arm�the one that was not plunging fingers in and out of her�wrapped around her pelvis to try to keep her from actually bouncing off the bed and dislodging him. Her juices gushed into his mouth. Her membranes clutched at his fingers with an exciting strength.
Finally, the orgasm faded out. Her legs released their grip on his and fell back open. He raised his head out of her junction and looked up the length of her naked body, seeing damp skin that was flushed red, seeing nipples that looked hard enough to cut glass, seeing a mad look of lust in his lover�s eyes.
She put her hands in his armpits and pulled on him. �Now, Jake!� she demanded. �Put your cock in me now! It�s time!�
�Yeah,� he agreed, allowing himself to be pulled forward. �It�s time.�
He slid up the length of her body, enjoying the feel of his naked flesh against hers. When they were pressed chest to chest, face to face, her mouth attacked his, licking at his lips, sucking at them, and then plunging her tongue back into his mouth to taste him some more. Her legs opened wider, her hands dropping to the back of his buttocks, where she began to squeeze and knead the cheeks.
�Do it, Jake!� she barked between kisses and sucks. �Put it in me! Fuck me!�
He adjusted himself a little, putting his weight on his elbows while his hands went to her breasts. The head of his manhood slid along her inner thigh and then onto a wet, dripping heat as it touched her swollen lips. The rest was purely instinctual. He adjusted his hips a little, shifted his weight, and then his little head�which had done entirely too much of his thinking over the years�found itself seated and in position. All that needed to be done now was to drive it home.
He did not even hesitate. He pushed his hips forward and sank into her body, feeling those strong muscles gripping every square millimeter of his most sensitive part, caressing it, loving it. The sensation, coupled with the fact that this was Celia he had just driven himself into�and it was not a dream or a fantasy, but reality�sent a surge of pleasure radiating throughout his entire body, his entire soul.
�Madres de Dios!� Celia cried as he pushed in to the hilt. �We�re doing it, Jake! We�re really doing it!�
�We�re really doing it,� he panted in agreement. He then began to thrust himself in and out of her.
He didn�t last long, but then he didn�t need to. Celia was just as hot as he was, particularly after the first orgasm he�d just given her, and within three minutes she was bucking back at him, once again shouting out shocking Spanish obscenities, her hands pulling on his ass, urging him to go deeper, urging him to go faster. Her second orgasm was even more powerful than the first, and barely had it finished up when Jake�s usually ironclad control over his own orgasm overloaded and burned to a crisp.
�Yes!� Celia cried, feeling the increased force of his thrusts, feeling the loss of control in his rhythm. �Do it, Jake! Come in me! Come in me!�
He came in her, exploding with a burst of sheer pleasure more powerful than any he could remember in recent memory. He shot an incredible amount of pent-up semen into her body, so much that it overflowed and ran out of her, making a large wet spot on the bed.
�Madres de Dios, it�s hot!� Celia moaned as she felt his gift. �So fucking hot!�
The spasms seemed to go on forever, the pinnacle of pleasure to hold at the plateau for an eternity. But, at last, it started to fade. His thrusts slowed to a gradual stop and he collapsed atop her, a sweaty, flushed, panting mess.
They kissed tenderly, though still with considerable passion as the sweat evaporated from their skin. Their tongues danced together while their hands stroked up and down, back and forth.
At last, they broke apart. Jake pulled his now-wilted member from her body and rolled off of her, so they were laying together, their sides in contact, both looking up at the ceiling. They said nothing for a while, did nothing, did not even think. They just basked in the afterglow of their forbidden love.
The time to deal with the consequences would come later.

They made love two more times that night before falling into an exhausted sleep in each other�s arms. They did not talk about what they had done, about the future, about anything at all really. At around 1:30 in the morning, Jake woke up in the darkness, shivering in the cold despite the fact that Celia�s warm body was still cuddled into his chest.
The covers for the bed were on the floor, kicked there shortly after their second round and not yet recovered. He extricated himself quietly from her embrace and then padded to the bathroom to relieve himself. When he came back, he picked up the covers from the floor and draped them over Celia�s naked body. He thought about retreating back to the sitting room, where his fold out bed awaited him, but, in the end, he just couldn�t bring himself to do it.
He climbed back into bed with her and they cuddled up once again.
Around 4:30, they woke up and did it again, this time with Jake taking her from behind.
After this round, they fell back to sleep.
The next time they awoke, it was 7:30 in the morning and the room was considerably brighter.
Now it was time to face what they had done.

�I wasn�t drunk,� Celia told him. She was still naked, still next to him in the bed. She had gotten up to go to the bathroom and had crawled right back into bed with him, as if she had every right in the world to be there. Her hand was idly caressing Jake�s shoulder, her breasts covered with the comforter. �I was buzzed a little�those rum and cokes and the wine, you know�but I was not drunk. I cannot and I will not blame what happened on being drunk.�
Jake nodded slowly. Under the covers, his hand was resting on her knee. It was not a sexual touch�not really anyway�it just felt right to put it there. �I wasn�t either,� he said. �I mean ... I wasn�t completely sober, but I was not drunk enough to blame our actions on that either.�
�I�m glad we�re in agreement with that,� Celia said. She looked over at him. �I also do not regret what we did.�
�No?� he asked, unsure how to respond otherwise.
�No,� she said. �That was the most amazing lovemaking I have ever had the privilege of being a part of.�
�Oh yeah?� he asked, proud of himself.
�Yes,� she said forcefully. �Not only was the sex good, but there was an emotional aspect to it that made it even better. I love you, Jake. That was part of what brought last night on, remember?�
�I remember,� he said.
�And because I love you, because you love me, because we were doing something that both of us have wanted to do for years ... it made it that much more incredible, that much more real. Am I making sense?�
�You are making sense,� he agreed.
�Did you feel it too?� she asked. �Was it as incredible for you as it was for me?�
He smiled and touched the tip of her nose with his finger. �Even more so, I suspect,� he admitted. �No matter what happens after today, I am going to cherish the memory of last night forever.�
�Me too,� she said softly. �That�s what I meant when I said I have no regrets about it.� A pause, and then: �Do you?�
�Regret is a strong word,� he told her. �I feel guilty for what we did, conflicted. I cheated on Laura, the woman I plan to ask to marry me.�
�You did,� she said. �And I was the one you cheated with. Laura is my friend, one of my best friends, as a matter of fact. Will I ever be able to look her in the eye again? Will I ever be able to be in the same room with her, to watch the two of you together, without feeling horribly guilty about this betrayal?� She shook her head. �I don�t know.�
�I feel the same about Greg,� Jake said. �Assuming the two of you survive the events that brought us to this moment in time, how am I going to feel when we go play golf together? When we go out to the bar for a few drinks? Am I going to be able to live with the fact that I had sex with his wife in a Portland hotel room?�
She sighed. �I think the very fact that we�re worried about something like that speaks a little about our underlying morality, doesn�t it?�
�Yeah,� Jake said bitterly. �We�re not moral enough to stay out of bed together, but we�re moral enough to at least feel guilty about it.�
She frowned. �That�s not nice, Jake,� she said.
�No, not nice ... but it�s the truth.�
�I suppose,� she said.
They lay in silence for a few minutes, both of them looking up at the ceiling, as if the answers to all the questions of life could be found up there. It was Jake who finally broke the silence.
�We can never do this again,� he said.
She nodded. �A true pity if there ever was one, but you�re right. One time has to cover it all.�
�It was actually four times,� he reminded her.
She giggled. �You know what I mean,� she said. �From this moment on, no more. We can hug each other like friends, maybe even steal a quick, platonic kiss here and there when the occasion seems right, but nothing else, no matter how tempted we are, no matter what kind of circumstances conspire to give us an opportunity.�
�Agreed,� he said. �And we never speak of this. Not to anyone else in the world, certainly, but also not to each other. Not even when we�re alone together somewhere and no one else can hear what we say. We keep the memories, lock them away, treasure them, and that�s as far as this goes.�
She nodded solemnly. �I think that would be for the best.�

Jake left the bedroom shortly afterward, heading to the other bathroom to take a much-needed shower and freshen up. He winced as the water hit his member. It was raw and abraded in a few places secondary to the action it had participated in. It was a good hurt though�as good as any hurt could possibly be.
When he emerged back into the sitting room, dressed in clean clothes now and feeling human once again, he found Celia clean and sweet smelling and dressed in one of her new outfits as well.
�Good morning,� he greeted, as if he had not just spent the night with her.
�Buenos dias,� she returned, as if she had not just spent the night with him. �How did you sleep?�
�Pretty good,� he said. �I had a rather pleasant dream.�
She smiled. �Me too,� she told him.
The shades covering the window were now open and he saw that the storm of last night had passed and the sun was now shining brightly. The city, however, was still covered in a blanket of fresh snow. There was very little traffic moving about on the streets, especially considering it was now a workday.
Jake�s mind made note of this but he did not think too heavily about it. Instead, he called the concierge�s desk on the room phone and asked him if he could arrange a private flight for two passengers from either PDX or Hillsboro to North Bend Municipal.
�Absolutely, sir,� the man promised. �I�ll call you back as soon as have the information. How will you be paying for this flight, sir?�
�My credit card,� Jake told him. �Can I give you the number?�
�That would make the booking easier, sir.�
Jake read off the number and then hung up. He then turned to Celia. �Should we order up some breakfast?�
�Breakfast sounds wonderful,� Celia said. �I am famished.�
�Yeah, me too. Do you want to look at the menu?�
She did. She came and sat next to him at the writing desk and they began perusing the breakfast menu together. Before they could even begin to make a decision, the room phone began to ring insistently.
�Wow, that was fast,� Jake remarked, picking it up. �Jake Kingsley here.�
�Mr. Kingsley,� said the voice of the concierge, �I�m afraid I have some bad news for you.�
�You do?�
�Unfortunately, yes,� he said. �All of the Portland area airports have been shut down today because of the storm. There are no flights, commercial or private, leaving until tomorrow morning at least.�
�You�re kidding me,� Jake said. �The storm is over. The sun is out now.�
�Well ... yes,� the concierge said apologetically, �but the snow is still on the ground, and there is apparently ice on the runways.�
�Why don�t they remove it?� Jake asked, exasperated. �I�ve flown out of Chicago and New York in the middle of storms like last night before.�
�Such storms are routine in Chicago and New York, sir. Here in Portland, however, they�re a bit of an unusual occurrence. Our airports are not equipped to deal with snow and ice on the runways because it doesn�t happen very often.�
�Well ... that kind of bites,� Jake said.
�Again, I am sorry about this, sir.�
�It�s not your fault,� Jake assured him. �What about other airports? Eugene maybe? That�s only a hundred or so miles south. We could drive down there in a couple of hours.�
�Eugene was hit by the same storm and is likely in the same situation,� the concierge told him. �But even if it hadn�t been, you would probably have a hard time getting there. You see, Interstate 5 has been shut down in several places as well due to black ice.�
�They shut it down because of black ice?� Jake asked. �Are you serious?�
�I am quite serious, sir,� he assured him. �I�m afraid you�re probably stuck here for another day.�
�Well ... shit,� Jake said.
�I�m sorry, sir,� he said again.
�That�s okay,� Jake assured him once again. �You�re not to blame for the black ice either.� He looked over at Celia, who had a puzzled look on her face. He took the phone away from his mouth for a moment. �We�re stuck here,� he told her. �The airports are closed because of snow and the highway south of Portland is shut down because of black ice.�
Her look of puzzlement increased, as if she was not quite catching his meaning. �So ... we have to stay another night?�
�Yeah, looks like it,� he said. �You cool with that?�
�I guess I�ll have to be,� she said.
Jake put the phone back to his mouth. �All right,� he told the concierge. �I guess we�ll be staying. Can we get this room for another night?�
�Absolutely, Mr. Kingsley,� he assured him. �No one has reserved it for today.�
�Excellent,� he said, and then glanced at Celia again. �And ... uh ... what are the odds of getting another room as well? You know? So we each have our own?�
The apologetic tone returned in an instant. �I�m sorry, Mr. Kingsley,� he said, �but we remain otherwise booked up. The Festival of Lights is still ongoing, and it is Christmas week.�
�That�s okay,� Jake told him. �Thought I�d give it a shot. Go ahead and book it.�
�Shall I put it on Ms. Valdez�s credit card like before?�
�No, put it on mine,� Jake said. �I�m the dumb-ass who crashed his plane into a bird during the Festival of Lights while a storm was moving in.�
�Yes ... that�s very unfortunate, sir,� the concierge told him.
�Yep,� Jake said. �And I remember my flight instructor specifically warning me about that. She�d be very disappointed in me.�
�Uh ... yes, sir,� he said slowly, obviously unaware that Jake was joking. �I suppose she would. Would you care to read off the credit card number for me?�
Jake did so and then hung up.
�Another night together, huh?� Celia asked him, her face expressionless.
�Looks like it,� he said, careful to keep his face neutral as well.
Though neither let their faces betray the thoughts behind them, both knew what the other was thinking through sheer familiarity. Both were thinking the same thing: It looks like our newly forged agreement is going to be put to the extreme test tonight.
�There�s one thing I don�t understand about all this,� Celia said.
�What�s that?�
�How did black guys manage to shut down Interstate 5? And why can�t they reopen it?�
�What?� Jake asked. �Black guys? What are you talking about?�
�When you were talking to the concierge,� she said. �You told me that the interstate was shut down south of here because of black guys. What the hell does that mean? And shouldn�t they say, �African Americans?� That�s the term we�re using these days, right?�
�African-Americans?� Jake asked, feeling like Alice in Wonderland. �What are you talking about?�
�And really, how many black people even live down in that part of the state? It�s kind of rural south of Portland, isn�t it? Is this some kind of media exploitation thing?�
Understanding dawned on Jake and he smiled widely, and then he started to chuckle. �Black ice,� he told her, annunciating carefully. �Not black guys.�
�Ohhh, black ice,� she said, and then she started to crack up as well. �That makes a little more sense.�
They laughed for the better part of five minutes over this, probably a little longer than it really deserved, but it was a healing laugh that served a higher purpose. Every time the laughter started to die down, one of them would say, �black guys shut down the interstate� or some variation of that and the laughter would rear back up again.
�Madres de Dios,� Celia said when they finally got themselves under control again. �I really needed that laugh, Jake.� She shook her head. �Black guys.�
�Yeah,� Jake agreed. �Me too.�
The last chuckle died away and they looked at each other with affection, the affection of friendship and not intimacy.
�All right then,� Celia said. �How about we get back to ordering breakfast?�
�Sounds good,� Jake told her, picking up the menu.

They ate breakfast together. Later, they ate lunch. They stayed in the hotel suite all day long, each doing their own thing, sometimes doing simple things together, like playing rummy or cribbage. That night, they had dinner. They ordered no wine. Throughout the day and night, neither of them consumed so much as a drop of any beverage containing ethyl alcohol. Neither of them made any remarks, directly or indirectly, or any innuendo about what had happened between them the night before.
They slept in separate beds that night.
The next morning, Jake was finally able to book a flight back to North Bend municipal aboard a Cessna Citation.
Everyone was happy to see them back.
They went back to work.

Chapter 19: Shake it Up

Los Angeles, California
January 16, 1994
The dinner meeting was held at Jake�s house on the very day that he, Celia, and the Nerdlys flew back to Santa Monica in Jake�s plane, master CD copies for both new albums in hand. They had finished well ahead of schedule, both with the recording process itself and with the mixing and mastering. After returning from their two-day excursion to Portland, Jake and Celia, by unspoken consent, had driven themselves, their band members, and their engineering team into overdrive, asking them to work twelve hour days, six days a week, and to step up all aspects of production while doing so. Part of this was because they wanted to get the projects done and out into the world. A bigger part, however, was that the constant workload kept them from having to think too much about what had happened between them that one snowy night.
It was a plan that worked quite well. Though some nerves and tempers had been frayed on occasion, Jake and Celia kept their hands off of each other and they did not speak, even when alone with each other, about their transgression. Though neither would ever be able to forget it had ever happened�Jake, in fact, took the memory out quite often, usually when alone in his bed at night�no one else in the group seemed to have the least bit of suspicion that the two singers had done anything but platonically share a two-room suite together for a few nights out of necessity.
And now, on their first day home, the Nerdlys, along with Pauline and Obie, sat at Jake�s dining room table at six o�clock that evening, Jake with them while Elsa was in the kitchen working on the dinner portion of the meeting. She was making chicken parmesan with garlic bread and the entire house smelled incredible. Jake, Sharon, and Nerdly were all sipping from glasses of a 1989 Inglenook Merlot that Jake had pulled from his collection. Pauline, who was now exactly one week from her due date and quite enormous in the stomach and boobs (although she remained remarkably trim everywhere else) was drinking a glass of iced herbal tea. Obie, who had just started his tour break paternity leave two days before, was drinking some of Jake�s Jamaican Blue coffee. Though he longed for a nice scotch on the rocks with every fiber of his being, he had made a vow to remain sober until the birth so he could drive her to the hospital when the time came.
The doorbell rang. Jake�s nerves ramped up a few notches at the sound of it. It could only be Celia and Greg ringing it, the two of them here to attend the meeting and have a little dinner. It would be the first time that Jake had been face to face with the actor, the first time he had even spoken to him, since he had left for Alaska the first time some months ago. A lot had happened since then, most notably that Greg had cheated on Celia and then (stupidly, Jake still thought) confessed it to her, and that Jake himself had spent a long, wonderful night naked and in bed with Greg�s wife. Greg and Celia themselves had only been reunited since the incident for a few hours. The potential for awkwardness was extremely high.
�Jake!� Elsa called from the kitchen. �Get the door, please. I�m right in the middle of breading these cutlets and I have egg all over my hands.�
�I�m on it, Elsa,� he called back. He stood from his seat at the table, took a deep breath, and then walked to the front door.
He opened the door slowly and there, standing out on his front porch, was one of America�s favorite couples. The dress code for meetings at Jake�s house was understood to be casual comfortable�it always had been, always would be�and Celia was adhering to it nicely. She had on a pair of loose-fitting designer jeans and a simple button-up blouse covered by a light sweater. Greg, on the other hand, had a different idea of what casual comfortable meant. He was wearing a pair of dress slacks and a long-sleeved Pierre Cardin dress shirt buttoned to the collar. A fashionable sport coat rounded out the outfit. Both of them smiled when they saw Jake standing there.
�Hey, guys,� Jake greeted, putting a smile on his own face�a smile that felt decidedly forced. �Welcome. Come on in.�
They stepped inside and Jake shut the door behind them. When he turned around, he saw that Greg was holding out his right hand.
�It�s good to see you again, Jake,� the actor told him with what seemed genuine sincerity.
�You too, Greg,� Jake returned, putting out his own right hand and shaking with him. To his surprise, Greg pulled him into a bro-hug and patted him firmly on the back. Jake returned the gesture out of reflex.
�I brought us a little something to go with dinner,� Greg said, holding out two identical bottles of white wine. �It�s an eighty-nine Sauvignon Blanc from the Piqure Pretentieuse vineyards in the southern Bordeaux region.�
�Very nice,� Jake said appreciably. He had heard of the vineyard but had never purchased any wine from it. It was reputed to produce some of the best white wine in Europe but Jake had a hard time believing that it could possibly be worth the price. He took the bottles and found they were already chilled.
�They�d better be very nice,� Greg said, �for six hundred dollars a bottle.�
Jake whistled. �That�s a lot of coin for a bunch of smashed grapes,� he said. �Thanks for bringing them. I�ll have Elsa keep them chilled and open them just before dinner.�
�It smells incredible in here,� Greg commented.
�Elsa makes a chicken parm that is close to orgasmic,� Jake assured him.
�I can�t wait,� Greg said.
With that, Jake turned to Celia, who was offering her friendly smile of greeting. She held out her arms to him, inviting their usual hug they shared when encountering each other. Still feeling awkward, but�ironically enough�knowing it would seem odd to Greg if he didn�t hug her, he stepped into her embrace and put his arms around her, giving her about as chaste a hug as he could possibly manage. Even so, she still felt really good in his arms and his mind flashed back to that night, the night he�d held her in a much closer embrace and his manhood had been buried to the hilt inside of her body. He released her before the surge of blood heading south could do much more than get started.
�It�s been forever, hasn�t it, C?� Jake asked.
�Yes,� she said with a chuckle. �Almost three hours now since we landed in Santa Monica.�
Jake led them through the house and into the dining room, where everyone else was still sitting. He watched as the greetings were exchanged among the group. Pauline and Sharon both shook Greg�s hand and then hugged Celia. Nerdly and Obie both hugged Greg and then Celia. They all told each other how happy they were to see each other. As this went on, Jake watched the couple carefully. They seemed genuinely happy to see their friends and business associates and there did not seem to be any palpable conflict between the two of them at the moment. So far, so good. The true test, however, was going to be when they all sat down and started talking.
Jake poured each of them a healthy glass of the merlot he�d opened and they sat down at the table, sitting next to each other just across from Jake and Pauline. Jake proposed a toast �to the masters�, and everyone had a drink to that. That done, the conversation began to move around the table, the topics mostly catching up related. Greg told them about the progress of So Others May Live, which was now well into post-production.
�When will it premier?� asked Pauline.
�Memorial Day weekend is when it will open nationwide in the theaters,� Greg told them. �Of course, there will be a black-tie, invitation-only premier the weekend before at the Hollywood Hilton. I�m hoping that all of you will be able to attend.�
�I can�t wait,� Pauline said. �I�ll have a four-month old baby to bring into the theater to scream and cry and disturb everyone.�
Greg looked at her sharply for a moment and then figured out she was kidding. He chuckled a little and then began talking about the gala premier again.
Jake watched carefully as the conversation traveled about the table. Celia did not participate much. She smiled and nodded when it seemed appropriate to do so, answered any questions that were thrown her way, but otherwise just looked politely at whoever was speaking and kept to herself. She also showed no marital affection to her husband�no touching of his hand, no patting of his leg, no smiling at his words. Very interesting indeed.
Finally, the inane preliminaries wrapped up and they started to talk business.
�Ten o�clock tomorrow we start making the rounds,� Pauline told them. �All four of the bigs are expecting us�National at ten o�clock, Aristocrat at eleven-thirty, Capitol at one-thirty, and Warner Brothers at two-thirty. We give them copies of the masters and have them submit bids for MD&P by close of business hours on Wednesday.�
�I�m surprised you were able to get so many appointments for tomorrow,� Nerdly said.
�Why are you surprised about that?� Pauline asked.
�Well, it is a federal holiday,� he said. �It�s Martin Luther King Jr. Day. I would have thought that some, if not all of the major labels would be shut down in honor.�
�Honor?� Jake scoffed. �Are you kidding me right now, Nerdly? Those fuckin� suits don�t honor anyone or anything, especially not when there�s money to be made.�
�A cynical, yet accurate description,� Pauline said. �Not a single suit I talked to on Friday had any problem with the meetings being held on MLK day. I�m pretty sure that most of them don�t even know that tomorrow is MLK day.�
�At least the traffic should be decent,� Obie observed.
�As long as we stay away from the parade route,� Sharon said.
�We�ll stay well clear of it,� Jake said.
�Okay then,� Pauline said, her hands rubbing her belly. �Now that we�ve had the obligatory politically correct discussion about a martyred civil rights leader and the celebration of his birthday, how about we get back to the business at hand? Since Obie won�t be bidding this time around, our little arrangement with Aristocrat for releasing Dex to us puts us in a decent bargaining position as long as the big four don�t actually collaborate with each other.�
�Something I would not put past them,� Jake said.
Pauline shrugged. �I wouldn�t either, but I think their own greed and sleaziness precludes that possibility. Quite simply, they know that both albums are going to sell well and be money makers, or at least they will once they hear the masters. You�ve both gone multi-platinum with your previous releases and they�re all going to want a piece of a future multi-platinum. Since they all know that Aristocrat has the right to match the lowest bid, there�s a good chance that the other three will all try to lowball them and name a royalty figure Aristocrat won�t want to match. In sense, playing the Dexter card was the best thing we could have done.�
�What kind of royalty rate do you think you�ll be able to secure?� asked Greg.
�We�re hoping for something in the vicinity of twenty-five percent,� Jake said.
Greg whistled. �Twenty-five, huh? That would be sweet.�
�Indeed it would,� Pauline said. �We are, however, prepared to go as high as thirty.�
�What if they don�t offer thirty?� Greg asked. �What if the lowest bid is thirty-five?�
�Never happen,� Obie said confidently. �If the lowest bid was thirty-five, that would be as good as a signed confession that the suits at the big four are in cahoots with each other and agreed to highball y�all.�
�And if they did something like that,� Pauline explained, �all bets are off. The deal we made with Aristocrat would be off the table. We would be inclined to go with Obie again for thirty-three or so and then let him open negotiations with them like we did for the first albums.�
�Is that a legally defensible position to take?� asked Nerdly.
Pauline shrugged. �If Aristocrat decided to file suit for breach of contract against us, the burden of proof would be on us to establish that corroboration actually took place, and, quite honestly, I�m not sure how we would be able to meet that burden. However, I truly don�t think things would come to that. Remember, there is no advantage for the other three of the big four to cooperate with Aristocrat in any collusion deal, and there is a lot for them to lose. They want to sign Jake and especially Celia because they know they�re going to be moneymakers for whoever does sign them. That�s why I think they�ll try to lowball Aristocrat and bid down in the twenty-five percent range.�
�That sounds like a sound hypothesis,� Nerdly said with a nod.
�Then we agree that our hard ceiling is thirty percent?� asked Celia, contributing to the discussion for the first time.
�That�s correct,� Pauline said. �Not a single dime more than thirty percent of wholesale rate. If all bids are higher than that, we walk.�

After dinner, Jake asked Obie and Greg if they wanted to join him for a little cognac and a cigar out on the deck. Greg was all for it. Obie, on the other hand, refused, since he couldn�t have the cognac and since a cigar wouldn�t taste right without either cognac or scotch to sip with it.
�Oh ... I see,� Jake said, feeling nervous at the thought of being alone with Greg. �Well ... how about you, Nerdly? Care to join us?�
Nerdly wrinkled his face in disgust. �You know that simply smelling those cigars sets off my asthma,� he said. �And now you�re actually asking me to smoke one? Are you attempting to unlawfully profit from a surreptitious life insurance policy you�ve taken out on me?�
Greg chuckled at this and clapped Jake on the back. �He�s on to your plot, Jake,� he told him.
�I guess so,� Jake said sourly.
�Looks like it�s you and me,� Greg said. �Lead the way.�
Suppressing a sigh, Jake led him over to the bar, where he first poured two healthy snifters of his best cognac and then opened his humidor to pull out two of his finest illegally obtained Cuban cigars. He then led the actor out onto the deck, where the sun had now set and the city lights of LA were shining brightly in the brisk air.
They sat in the chairs and prepped their cigars before firing them up with a lighter Jake kept out here just for that purpose. They puffed away for a few minutes, sipping from their snifters every now and then. Just as Jake was starting to feel that the silence was awkward, Greg asked him how Laura was doing these days.
�She�s in Santiago, Chile,� Jake told him. �They�re doing three shows there and then moving on to La Paz in Bolivia for six shows.�
�Are they flying her from venue to venue, or is she riding on that horrid tour bus?�
�The band is flying,� he said. �The roadies and the equipment are moving by truck and bus. She says that she�d almost rather travel by ground though. Some of those aircraft they fly her on are pretty primitive by American standards.�
�Oh yeah?�
�Yeah,� he said, taking a long puff. �She told me she got in one plane to fly between cities in Peru and as they�re bouncing and banging along through a pass in the mountains, she looked out at the wing and saw that part of the flap assembly was being held together with duct tape.�
�Duct tape?� Greg asked, astonished.
�Ain�t that some shit?� Jake asked.
�Indeed,� he said, shaking his head. �When does she come home?�
�The tour will finish up in Sau Paulo on March 15,� Jake said. �She should be home by March 17.�
�That will be a happy day for you, huh?�
�You have no idea,� Jake said.
�Actually, I do,� Greg said. �I just went through a similar separation, remember?�
�Oh ... yeah, I guess you did,� Jake said awkwardly. How about we turn this conversation in another direction? he thought.
Before he could do that, however, Greg exponentially upped the level of awkwardness. �Celia told me what happened that night in Portland,� he said.
Jake�s hand tightened on his cognac glass. She fucking told him? his mind screamed angrily, with disbelief. She told him what happened in Portland? What the fuck happened to �we�ll never speak of this again, even to each other�?
�Uh...� Jake stammered, unsure what to say. �She ... uh ... she told you?�
�That�s right,� Greg said seriously, twirling his cognac around and around. �She said you two got stranded there when your plane was broke and had to share a suite and that ... she was upset with me ... and ... and she had a few drinks, and then she ... she told you about what happened between me and that makeup girl.�
Jake licked his lips slowly and then gave his own cognac a little swirl. �Yeah...� he said slowly. �That did happen.� He swallowed slowly. �Did she ... uh ... tell you anything else?�
�Anything else?� Greg asked, raising his eyebrows a bit. �Is there more than that to tell?�
Jake shook his head rapidly. �No, nothing at all,� he assured the actor. �She was just ... you know ... pretty emotional that night.�
Greg nodded sadly. �My fault completely. I�m still kicking myself in the ass for doing that. I was weak. I know a lot of these Hollywood marriages are rife with infidelity�they cheat on each other routinely, without even a first thought, let alone a second one�but Celia and I have always had something special.� He sighed. �Or at least we did until I let my Johnson do the thinking for me one night.�
�I can relate to that,� Jake said honestly.
�Yeah,� Greg said with a nod. �You�ve performed your share of indiscretion over the years, haven�t you?�
You have no fucking idea, Jake thought guiltily. �I like to think I�m getting over that these days,� he said, feeling like a hypocrite even as the words left his mouth.
�I admire you, actually,� Greg said. �You haven�t seen Laura in how long now?�
�Not since October when I went to visit for a week out on her tour,� Jake told him.
�That�s almost as long as Celia and I were apart, yet somehow you managed to keep your dick in your pants, right?�
�Uh ... right,� Jake said softly. �It ... uh ... hasn�t been easy though.�
�Not easy, but you did it. You know the funny thing about all this is that fucking makeup girl meant nothing to me, nothing at all but someone to flirt with. And she wasn�t nearly as attractive as Celia is, not even close. I didn�t even enjoy it while we were doing it, all I kept thinking about was how wrong it was, how I�d just taken something special that Celia and I had going and smashed it against a wall.�
�You made a mistake, Greg,� Jake told him. �It happens. As I said, I can relate quite well. What I�m wondering however, is do you really think confessing what you�d done to Celia was the right thing to do?�
�The guilt was overwhelming,� he said. �I couldn�t think of anything else but how I�d betrayed her. I had to confess, Jake. It was the only way I could put it behind me.�
�Well ... maybe you were able to put it behind you, but by doing that, you put it in front of Celia. And it�s still there, isn�t it?�
He nodded. �Yeah,� he said with a sigh. �It�s still there. She was cold as ice to me when she got home today. Hasn�t said more than a dozen words to me. She�s refused to talk about it. To be quite honest, I�m not sure where we�re going to go from here.�
Jake reached over and patted the man on his shoulder. �Keep the faith, Greg,� he told him. �She�s got a lot on her mind that�s unrelated to her problems with you. We have our meetings with the big four and then we�ll have negotiations after that. Let her get through tomorrow and then maybe she�ll be more open to communication.�
Greg nodded. �I suppose,� he said. �Things always look better in the morning, don�t they?�
�That�s what they say,� Jake agreed, completely unaware that tomorrow was going to be a most interesting day for them all and for an entirely unforeseen reason.
And their day was going to start much earlier than planned.

It was 4:30 AM when it happened. Jake was sound asleep in his bed in the master bedroom, wearing only a pair of black boxer briefs, the sheets and comforter pulled tight around his body, the ceiling fan spinning along on high. Elsa was asleep in her bedroom as well. The sun was still more than ninety minutes away from broaching the eastern horizon.
A ferocious jolt of the bed rocketed Jake instantly from REM sleep to complete wakefulness in less than two seconds, adrenaline surging through him. His first thought was that an intruder had broken into his home and was violently shaking the bed�apparently wishing to wake him up before killing him with a hatchet or a machete. He sat up quickly, ready to fight or flee, his eyes looking around the dark room for his tormentor. There was just enough ambient light from the clock radio and the nightlight in the bathroom for him to see that there was no one there at all. But the bed was still being hammered back and forth. And it wasn�t just the bed. Above his head, the ceiling fan was gyrating madly as well, seemingly about to rip itself out of its mounting and drop right on top of him. And over against the wall, books were tumbling out of the bookshelf and thumping to the floor. From inside the bathroom, he heard the sound of objects falling onto the counter, the contents of his medicine cabinet undoubtedly�his deodorant, his bottles of cologne, his Tylenol and vitamin B tablets.
Earthquake! his mind finally screamed at him. And it�s a fucking big one! That had to be what was happening. As someone who had lived in southern California for more than ten years, he had felt tremors of the Earth before. There were generally quakes that could be felt a few times a year in LA. This was something different though. This one was violent. This one felt like the house was going to come apart around him.
�Fuck me!� he barked, casting the covers aside and rolling out of bed. He put his feet on the floor and tried to make his way to the doorway, which was where he had always been taught to station yourself in this kind of situation. His feet, however, did not seem to want to cooperate with him. It was like he was walking across the deck of a pitching, rolling ship after drinking a fifth of Jack Daniels. He fell down, skinning his knees on the carpet. From downstairs, he could hear the sound of other things crashing to the ground and breaking. He began to crawl frantically, growing more fearful by the second. Just as he finally made it to the doorway, the shaking came to a halt.
From outside he could hear the sound of dozens of car alarms braying out. He looked around at the room. The ceiling fan was still jittering back and forth but seemed like it was trying to steady itself. The blades were still rotating. The lamp on his nightstand had fallen over but the clock radio on the dresser across the room was still sitting there, still lit up and showing the time: 4:31. The power was still on. He stood up slowly, carefully, and flipped on the light switch. The room lit up, showing a mess of books and knickknacks spilled onto the carpet, showing his bed had actually moved about a foot to the right. The walls, however, seemed to be intact, with no signs of imminent collapse.
�That was some shit,� Jake said, feeling his heart hammering in his chest. He took a few deep breaths and then opened the bedroom door. Out in the hallway he saw several pictures on the ground.
�Jake!� Elsa voice called up to him. �Talk to me, Jake!�
�I�m okay, Elsa!� he called back. �The bedroom is kinda trashed though. Are you okay?�
Before she could answer him, the house began to shake again.
�Oh Lord!� he heard Elsa cry. �Another one! Stand in the doorway, Jake!�
�Fuckin� A!� he yelled back at her, putting his hands against the doorjamb and bracing himself.
This shaking was not nearly as violent, but it was still respectable. Jake heard a few more things go crashing to the floor or to the counters in various parts of the house. After what seemed an eternity (but which he would later find out was only eighteen seconds), the shaking subsided and disappeared once again. He stood there for another minute, afraid to move lest there be another one.
�Still okay up there, Jake?� Elsa asked.
�I think so,� he called down. �You?�
�So far, so good!� she returned. �We have a considerable mess down here though.�
�At least we�re alive to fret about it,� he told her. �I�m gonna get dressed and come down. That felt like it was a big one. The kind that kills people and destroys shit.�
�I suspect you�re right,� she told him. �I�ll get the television on and see what�s going on.�
Jake hurriedly pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, nervously anticipating another round of shaking the entire time. None came, though outside he could hear the car alarms still braying away. He almost walked out of the room barefoot but then, thinking that there was probably broken glass to contend with, grabbed a pair of socks and his battered running shoes and put them on.
He left the room and made his way down the hallway, stepping over the fallen pictures for now, flipping on light switches as he went. He walked down the staircase and emerged in the entertainment room. His large screen television was still mounted on the wall, though it looked a little crooked, but several of his guitars had come crashing down. Fortunately, he saw, his most prized guitar�the sunburst Gibson Les Paul that had been signed by Les Paul himself (or Himself, as Jake thought of Him)�was still firmly in its case and hanging where it had always hung. His CD cabinets, on the other hand, had tipped over and spilled out their contents all over the polished hardwood floor and the rack for storing the pool cues had come down as well.
He made his way into the sitting room adjacent to the kitchen where he found Elsa, fully dressed in her jeans and blouse, staring at the television on the wall, the remote control in her hand, next to the remains of one of Jake�s wine racks, which had fallen over and broken open approximately three thousand dollars� worth of premium vintages. The smell of wine was quite potent in the air.
�That is a goddamn shame,� Jake said, looking at his spilled wine.
�You do not exaggerate,� Elsa said. �I�m never going to get that wine out of the carpet. We�re going to have to replace it.�
�And the wine too,� Jake said.
Elsa shot him an irritated look. �The power is still on and the television works, but nothing is on the air right now. All the local stations are just showing a blue screen and the national channels, like CNN, are showing the technical difficulties screen.�
�The cable company must�ve been taken out,� Jake said.
�Yes,� she said. �That means it was a big one indeed. I need you to go outside right away and check the gas meter.�
�The gas meter? For what?�
She gave him another look of irritation. �For leaking gas,� she said sternly. �Why else would one check the gas meter after an earthquake? If you smell any gas at all, even a little bit, you�ll have to shut the valve off. I�m going to check around in here to see if any of the internal gas plumbing is damaged.�
�Shut the valve off? How do I do that?�
She shook her head and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. She then walked into the kitchen. He heard her opening a drawer and then slamming it shut again. A moment later she walked back into the room with a large crescent wrench in her hands. She handed it to him. �Shut it off with this. There�s a large, round valve with a rectangular protrusion atop it. The rectangle is currently pointing in the direction of the pipe. If you need to turn off the valve, put the wrench on that protrusion and turn it ninety degrees, so that the rectangle is perpendicular to the pipe. Do you understand?�
�I understand,� he said. �And I should only do this if I smell gas?�
�Or if I smell gas and instruct you to do so,� she said. �Now hurry, before we get blown to Timbuktu.�
�I�m on it,� Jake said. �Just one more question.�
�What?�
�Where exactly is the gas meter?�
�Oh, for the love of God, Jake,� Elsa moaned, shaking her head. �It�s right next to the backyard gate, on the street side, near the garbage cans.�
�Right,� Jake said. �I seem to remember seeing it there before.�
While Elsa began to move about the house, checking everywhere there was a gas line, Jake opened the front door and stepped out into the night. The sound of car alarms was still the primary noise out here, interspersed with a few house alarms and the distant sound of sirens. A good portion of his neighbors were outside, some seemingly on the same mission as Jake, but most just looking around anxiously. Jake did not have a good relationship with his neighbors and made no attempt to communicate with any of them, nor did they with him.
He found the gas meter right where Elsa had told him it would be and he put his face up near it, sniffing loudly, trying to detect even a hint of natural gas odor. He smelled nothing, so he went through the gate and into the backyard, still carrying his wrench in hand. He found more destruction out here. It appeared that a considerable amount of water had sloshed out of his swimming pool during the quake and flooded over his deck area. Patio furniture and tables had been pushed around or overturned and there were several inches of standing water on the lawn itself.
Jake looked out over the hillside to the cityscape below and got his first hint of just how bad the quake had been. Entire sections of the city were darkened of city lights and he could see the orange spark of multiple fires and columns of smoke rising from them. Everywhere, he could see the flashing red and blue lights of emergency vehicles moving about on the streets.
�Christ,� he muttered. For the first time it occurred to him to worry about Pauline and Obie, and the Nerdlys, and Celia and Greg.
He ran up the stairs onto the upper deck, where he and Greg had had their conversation the night before, and then pounded on the sliding glass door until Elsa came and unlocked it for him.
�For God�s sake, Jake,� Elsa scolded. �Why didn�t you come back in the same door you went out?�
�This one was closer,� he said dismissively. �No gas smell out there. How about in here?�
�Nothing,� she said. �And the water is still running as well, although we should probably not drink it until we hear from the authorities that it�s safe.�
�Yeah ... good idea,� Jake said, glad that Elsa was here. Abstaining from drinking the water would not have occurred to him. �Have you looked out here yet?� He pointed to the cityscape.
�I haven�t,� she said, stepping out onto the deck and taking a gander. �My God, Jake. Half the city is dark ... and there are fires.�
�Yep,� he said. �It was a bad one all right. I�m gonna call Paulie and make sure she and Obie are okay. She�s only a week from her due date. This would be a real bad time for her to go into labor.�
�Lord have mercy,� Elsa exclaimed. �I didn�t think of that.�
�That�s okay,� Jake told her, heading for the phone. �You thought of everything else.�
Jake picked up the cordless phone from its holder, pushed the button that turned it on, and then put it to his ear. He was gratified to hear a dial tone. His gratification turned to dismay, however, when he pushed the first three numbers of Pauline�s digits and was interrupted by the shrill three tone warning and a recorded female voice telling him that she was sorry, all circuits were busy right now, and that he should hang up and try his call again later. He did so, with the same result. He then tried dialing Nerdly�s number. The circuits were busy for that one as well. And for Greg and Celia.
�Well ... shit,� he said, putting the device back in its folder. �The phones are all jammed.�
�Unsurprising,� Elsa said. �Everyone in Los Angeles is trying to call someone else at the same time. It�ll probably be a few hours before you�ll be able to get through.�
�What do we do then?� Jake asked.
�Let�s see if the radio works,� she suggested. �Maybe they�re still on the air.�
He went over to the stereo and flipped it on, turning it to the radio setting. The entire FM bank was silent except for some staticky blurbs that were indecipherable. He had a little better luck with the AM band�which he never listened to. All of the local stations were off the air but, since it was still dark outside, he was able to pull in several stations from Mexico, Arizona, and northern California. Most, however, were only playing crappy music or talk shows that were saying nothing about an earthquake. Finally, he happened upon a news channel from the Sacramento area. They were reporting on the earthquake in LA but had no more information than Jake had, which was to say that all they knew was that a large quake had just rocked the LA basin and that they were waiting for word of damages and injuries.
�Well,� said Elsa with a sigh. �I guess there�s only one thing to do right now.�
�What�s that?� Jake asked.
�Start cleaning this mess up. You want to start upstairs and I�ll start working down here?�

Gradually, as the day went on, first the radio stations and then the television stations began to come back on the air. The earthquake was, of course, the only story they were telling. They said it was centered in the San Fernando Valley, in the community of Northridge, and that it was estimated to be 6.7 on the Richter scale. Multiple buildings had collapsed into rubble, including several hospitals. Several elevated freeways and freeways ramps had collapsed as well, including the I-10 corridor, which was the busiest and most important stretch of freeway in the Los Angeles region, and the I-5/Route 14 interchange, which was also quite important to LA travel. Dozens of deaths were reported, with the toll expected to rise as the rubble was cleared. Hundreds upon hundreds were injured and many were unable to get medical treatment because of the hospital damage. Gas lines and water lines had been severed all throughout the valley, wreaking further havoc. It was even reported that the scoreboard at Anaheim Stadium, where the Angels played, had fallen into the bleachers which, thankfully, had been empty at the time.
Phone service remained spotty throughout the day but Jake was finally able to get hold of Pauline just before noon.
�Yeah, we�re okay,� she told her brother. �We got some damage, mostly shit that fell off the walls or came crashing out of cabinets, but the house is still standing.�
�That�s good to hear,� Jake told her, relieved.
�Yeah, but there�s a problem,� she said.
�What�s that?�
�The fuckin� hospital where I was going to deliver the clump has been damaged and evacuated. Not only that, but a lot of other hospitals are in the same boat. All the hospitals that aren�t damaged are being overwhelmed with the injured and with the evacuees from the hospitals that were. I�m due at pretty much any time, Jake. What�s going to happen if I go into labor today, or tomorrow, or even three days from now? The fuckin� roads are a mess. If I can even get to a hospital, which one am I supposed to go to?�
�That is a problem,� Jake had to agree.
�No shit it�s a problem,� she said. �I need to get out of the LA area as soon as I can.�
�What about your doctor?� Jake asked.
�Fuck him,� she said plainly. �Dr. Bradshaw has seen me through this whole thing, but an OB doc is an OB doc. There are no complications expected with this delivery. It�s more important that I be in a decent, undamaged, un-overwhelmed hospital somewhere than making sure that Bradshaw is the one to pull the clump out of my cooter. I need you to fly me out of here someplace where it�s safe.�
�Like where?� he asked.
�How about Heritage?� she asked. �Mom and dad will be thrilled if I have the baby there and they can visit right away. And it�ll be fitting in a way, having little Tabby be born in my hometown.�
�That�s a two-hour flight in my little plane that has no bathroom aboard with a woman who pees every five minutes and might go into labor any time,� Jake said. �Are you sure that�s such a good idea?�
�It�s the best one I�ve had today,� she said. �I�m a first-time mom. Even if I do go into labor in flight, the odds are the clump isn�t going to come squishing out before you can land. And as for the bathroom, I just won�t drink anything for six hours before takeoff and then I�ll pee right before we board. Hell, I�ll get some of those adult diapers and wear them for the trip in case that isn�t enough. I need this to happen, Jake.�
Jake sighed. What she was saying made sense (even though the diaper thing was more than a little disgusting of a thought), but he was still quite uneasy. Still, it seemed the only logical solution to the problem. A commercial airliner and even a private jet would likely not allow her to fly with her pregnancy so advanced. �All right,� he said. �If I can, I will.�
�Great,� she said. �When can we do it?�
�Well ... not today, that�s for sure,� he said. �I heard on the news that all the LA area airports have been closed until they can be inspected for damage. And even if they were open, I don�t think we�d be able to get there with the roads being how they are. Hell, I haven�t even been out in the garage to make sure my car is still functional. For that matter, I don�t know that my plane is undamaged either. For all I know, the goddamn hangar it�s parked in might have collapsed on top of it.�
�If that�s the case, we�ll have to come up with a Plan B,� she said. �For now, however, how about we assume your plane is still in good shape. It probably is, right?�
�Probably,� he had to agree. �Those hangars were built to live through an earthquake.� He hesitated for a second. �At least, I would assume they were.�
�As soon as they open that airport then, let�s bust ass,� she said. �We�ll fight our way through the surface streets to the airport and get the hell out. I need you to make this happen for me, bro. I don�t want to push this baby out in my fucking house with Obie�as fond as I am of him�serving as the catcher.�
�I�ll make it happen, Paulie,� he promised.
�Thanks, Jake,� she said, her voice a little softer now. �I know I can count on you.�
�Always,� he said. �What about those meetings with the big four? It seems pretty apparent that we�re going to have to reschedule.�
�Yeah,� she said. �It�s probably going to have to wait until after the clump is born. I�m sure they�ll understand. And even if they don�t, fuck �em.�
�Should we at least find a way to get those masters to them so they can give them a listen and start putting together their bids?�
She pondered that for a few moments and then said: �That would be cool if we can pull it off. I wouldn�t want to send those master copies through the mail though. We�d have to have someone drop them all off once the roads get back in traveling shape. Maybe one of the Nerdlys?�
�No deal,� Jake said. �I haven�t got hold of them yet, but assuming they�re all right after the quake, I�m pretty sure they�re going to want to come to Heritage and be with you when you have the baby.�
�Yeah,� Pauline said. �I�m guessing Bill is hoping to catch a glimpse of me nursing the clump so he can finally lay his eyes on my tits.�
�Uh ... yeah, sure,� Jake said. �Maybe Celia and Greg?�
�Have you checked in with them yet?�
�No, you�re the first one I�ve talked to, but I�ll call them as soon as I hang up with you.�
�Sounds like a plan,� she said. �You call the Nerdlys and Celia, and I�ll call Mom and Dad to let them know we�re all right and that we�re coming to visit soon.�
�Deal,� he said.

Jake got hold of Celia about an hour later. She and Greg were both uninjured and their LA house was still standing as well, although, like almost everyone else in the region, they�d suffered a considerable amount of interior damage from falling objects. Jake updated her on the plan to get Pauline out of the area and asked if she and Greg would be able to get the master copies to the big four suits while they were gone.
�Greg can do it,� Celia told him.
�What about you?� Jake asked.
�I�m going with you,� she said matter-of-factly.
�You are?�
�I am,� she said. �There�s no way in hell I�m not going to be there when Paulie has her little bebita. I�m calling dibs on one of the seats on the plane right now. In fact, I�m calling shotgun.�
�Um ... well, okay, I guess,� Jake said. �But shouldn�t you talk to Greg about this first?�
�No,� she said plainly. �I shouldn�t.�
�I see,� Jake said slowly. And he really did.

It actually took two days before the Santa Monica airport was declared safe for operations and re-opened to traffic. Jake got hold of someone in the administration building and was able to confirm that there had been no damage to the private hangars and that no one had reported damage to any aircraft stored within them. A good sign.
They planned the trip for Thursday morning, their hope to be one of the first aircraft off the ground once the night time restriction on takeoffs expired at 7:00 AM. It was a plan that did not quite work out.
The trip from Jake�s house in the hills beneath Griffith Park to the Santa Monica airport was just over twenty miles. It usually took him about thirty-five to forty minutes to make the drive as long as he was not so foolish as to attempt it during the peak traffic hours. The problem was that, since the earthquake and the subsequent damage to the arteries of LA�s circulatory system, all hours were peak hours now and the most direct route was cut off. Interstate 10 was completely closed between the 110 and the 405. The 405 itself, the most obvious alternate route, was a slowly crawling parking lot at all hours, moving an average speed of less than two miles per hour. Jake left his house at 5:00 AM and ended up taking the 101 far out of his way and inching along that at an average speed of maybe seven miles per hour all the way to Sherman Oaks and then taking winding, twisting Cahuenga Boulevard back over the pass, crawling along with thousands of others who had had the same idea, all the way to Wilshire Boulevard, where a right turn got him heading west, toward Santa Monica. From there, it was only a matter of waiting through at least three light changes at each intersection until he was able to start working his way south through the grid of streets paralleling the 405, all of which were becoming steadily more congested as the morning progressed. It was, without a doubt, the absolute worst traffic jam he had ever experienced in his life.
He finally pulled into the airport just before 8:00 AM. It had taken him two hours and fifty-six minutes to go thirty-eight miles. Cranky, out of sorts, and desperately needing to drain the dragon, his mood was not improved when he discovered that, although Pauline and Obie were there�they had arrived only ten minutes before Jake�the Nerdlys and Celia were still unaccounted for. Since both Pauline and Nerdly had cell phones�Jake, Celia, and Obie did not, as of yet, see any need to have one�they were quickly able to determine that Bill and Sharon were still at least thirty minutes out, stuck in gridlock on Lincoln Boulevard just north of Marina Del Rey. Celia�s whereabouts was unknown.
�All right, I�m going to get the plane ready to go and file a flight plan,� Jake told his sister after relieving his straining bladder. �You stay here, near the bathroom, and wait for the others.�
Jake found his plane just as he�d left it the day before the earthquake. The only thing amiss in the hangar was that a few of the tools hanging on the wall had fallen off. He cleaned everything up and then wheeled the aircraft out through the doors so he could look it over. After performing the initial preflight check, he headed for the operations building to compose and file a flight plan to Cypress Municipal Airport.
There were considerably more than the usual amount of pilots in the building filing their own flight plans and making their own preparations. It seemed like getting out of LA for now was a popular idea. He found himself an air chart and some table space and went to work. It took him about twenty-five minutes to come up with a navigation course and calculate out his weight and the fuel load he would need to make the trip. Everyone had been told to bring no more than ten pounds of luggage (including the bag itself) since they would be carrying the maximum number of passengers that could fit in the plane. Having a full plane meant extra fuel in the tanks to provide a healthy safety margin, which, in turn, meant the plane was going to be quite close to maximum takeoff weight. This did not worry Jake much, but it did worry him some. Just one more thing to stress about on an already stressful journey.
Paulie better hold that clump inside of her until we land, he thought as he walked out of the ops building, carrying his kneepad with his navigation notes in hand. There�s sure as shit not enough room for one more.
Celia was there when he made it back to the GA building. She, like everyone else, was cranky and out of sorts and had a tale of horrible gridlock and nightmare traffic to tell. It had taken her over three and a half hours to drive thirty-six miles.
�Greg�s onboard with delivering the masters?� Pauline asked, turning immediately to business.
�He�ll get it done,� Celia said. �He�s going to start working on it this afternoon.�
�Did you warn him about the traffic?� Jake asked.
She simply shrugged. �He�ll find out on his own,� she said simply.
Pauline cast a strange look at her and then looked at Jake, her eyes questioning. He simply gave a shrug of his own.
The Nerdlys finally arrived ten minutes later.
�All right,� Jake said after everyone dutifully listened to their tale of traffic Armageddon. �Let�s get this show on the road�or up in the air, actually. Everyone go hit the bathroom and let�s get loaded up.�
This took another fifteen minutes to accomplish. It took another ten to get all the baggage loaded into the cargo hold and everyone squeezed into the plane. The Nerdlys, who were the smallest of the bunch, squeezed into the two rear seats. Pauline and Obie sat in the rear-facing seats just behind the cockpit. Jake and Celia took the pilot and co-pilot seats, respectively. He fired up the engines again, programmed his radios and his navigation gear, and then went methodically through the preflight checklist until it was complete. He contacted the tower and was given permission to taxi to the fueling area. Once there, he had to wait for two planes in front of him to be serviced first before they were able to pump 650 pounds of JP-8 fuel into his wing tanks.
Jake paid for the fuel with his bottomless credit card (over the objections of Pauline, who thought that she should pay for it) and then, after clearing the fueling area for the next customer (there were already two more planes waiting behind him), contacted the tower again asking them to activate his IFR flight plan to Cypress Muni. This they did, and then they gave him taxi and runway information. Since, for Los Angeles anyway, it was cold this morning, the air temperature cooler than the surface of the ocean, the wind was offshore instead of onshore, which meant that Runway 3 was being used instead of Runway 21.
�Be advised,� the controller told him, �traffic is heavy this morning. You�re sixth in line for takeoff behind the Cessna Citation with tail number November-Tango-Seven-Six-Six. We�ve also got multiple incoming aircraft in pattern.�
Jake sighed and then repeated the information back. Another par for the course.
Pauline had not been joking about putting on an adult diaper for the trip. This was a fortunate thing because, despite the fact that she had consumed no liquid since the previous night, she had to make use of before they even made it to the runway. The cramped aircraft interior soon smelled like urine.
�I�m sorry, guys,� she said, genuinely appalled and embarrassed.
�No sweat,� Jake assured her. �This is all going to make a great story to tell little Tabby when she gets older.�
�Fuckin� A,� Obie agreed with a smile, patting her leg affectionately. �You�ll be able to hold this shit against her for the rest of your life, darlin�.�
Finally, at 10:17 AM, it was Jake�s turn. He throttled up and accelerated down the runway, lifting neatly into the air just thirty degrees east of due north. He pulled in the gear and then retracted the flaps as they climbed out. The air around them, though cold, was quite clear, with visibility well over twenty miles�a rarity for the LA region even under the best of conditions.
Jesus fucking Christ, he thought in amazement as he got a good look at the sprawling metropolis below. Would you look at that.
Directly ahead of them was the interchange of I-405 and I-10, the former choked with gridlock traffic in both directions for as far as the eye could see, the latter empty of all but construction vehicles clustered around where the freeway used to cross over La Cienega Boulevard until the earthquake had caused that particular crossing to collapse to rubble. Aside from the freeways, every surface street in sight was packed full of automobiles and occasional trucks, none of which were visibly moving from this height.
After passing over the 405, Jake banked left to 350 per standard departure procedure. As they crossed over I-10, the abandoned and condemned Kaiser Hospital came into view. The structure was still standing, but it was plain to see that things were not all right with it. It appeared to be leaning forward at an unnatural angle, with dozens upon dozens of trucks, tractors, and a few cranes arrayed around it.
They climbed up over the Santa Monica Mountains and then were over the San Fernando Valley, which had been hit the hardest by the quake. The traffic on the streets here, if anything, was even worse, but there were also many areas where no traffic was present at all due to flooded streets or road closures secondary to quake damage. In multiple places they could see apartment buildings that had collapsed and a few columns of smoke were still rising lazily into the air from different points here and there.
Celia was staring at the view below just as hard as Jake. She shook her head sadly. �Madres de Dios,� she said, violating the sterile cockpit condition.
Jake let it pass, and then violated it as well. �Yeah,� he said. �It�s something, isn�t it?�
�All that from just a couple of seconds of shaking,� she said.
�People weren�t meant to live here,� Jake said. �At least not in the density that they do.�
�You might be right,� she said.
�I am right,� he said. �And this whole experience has made up my mind for me.�
�About what?�
�About leaving,� he said. �I�ve been talking about it for years, but now it�s time to do it. It�s time for me to find that piece of land I want and get the hell out.�

Pauline decided to deliver her clump at Presbyterian of the Valley Hospital which was located in the well-to-do suburb of Gardenville just northeast of the city of Heritage. It was the newest and most modern facility in the Heritage metropolitan region, opened just three years before. It featured a women�s and children�s center that was state of the art and reflected the recent philosophy of in-hospital childbirth in that all of its delivery suites were large, private rooms designed to accommodate a family through all stages of the birthing process, from check-in to delivery to postpartum care and discharge home all without ever leaving the room. In addition, the center was equipped with a neonatal intensive care unit that was considered the very best in the northern central valley. Pauline and family sincerely hoped they would not be needing the services of the NICU, but it was nice to know it was there just in case.
Though Pauline was not an established patient of the facility, money and celebrity status both talked quite loudly. Within six hours of touching down at Cypress Muni, even before the six travelers from LA checked into their suites at the Hilton of Gardenville hotel, Pauline managed to hook herself up with the most reputable OB/GYN doctor with privileges in the hospital and complete all of her preadmission paperwork over the phone from Mary and Tom�s house. She was scheduled for a complete examination by Doctor Jennifer Lu at her office on the P of the V campus at 10:00 on Friday morning. Dr. Bradshaw�s office was already faxing all of her records over.
�I gotta say,� she said as she sipped from iced tea and munched on a tuna sandwich that Mary had made for her, �it really is nice to be a rich bitch.�
�Amen to that, mi hermana,� Celia told her.
Jake, meanwhile, was having a phone conversation of his own.
�You�re serious about this, Jake?� Jill the accountant asked him from her office in downtown Heritage, her voice the tired exasperation it tended to have when he instructed her to do something like what he had just instructed her to do.
�I have never been more serious about anything in my life,� Jake assured her. �If there is a God, he just sent me a clear and unmistakable sign. When you get shaken out of bed at four-thirty in the morning by a couple of rocks grinding together under the surface of the Earth, when you have to crawl through traffic for three hours just to get thirty miles, when your pregnant sister has to pee in a diaper just so you can escape, that means it�s time to get the hell out. I�m getting the hell out. I want a big chunk of oceanfront land somewhere within two hundred miles of LA, preferably near an airport or big enough and remote enough that I can build my own goddamn airport on it. I want to be able to hook up to power, obviously, and be able to have a reliable water supply. I want it to be high enough above the ocean that a tsunami from some earthquake in fucking Japan or Alaska doesn�t drown my ass or wash away all my shit. Are you writing all this down, Jill?�
�I�m writing all this down,� she assured him. �Can I assume that you�re going to put your assets in New Zealand on the market to partially finance this venture?�
�Hell to the no,� he told her. �I love my New Zealand pad. No way I�m giving it up.�
�Jake, you haven�t even been there in almost three years,� she said. �You�re paying a mortgage and construction loans on a house and property that is sitting empty, not to mention the monthly upkeep costs. Not to mention your airplane over there that you�re also still paying for and that some tour guide pilot is using for free.�
�When things settle down with Laura and I, we�re going there,� Jake assured her. �I�m keeping the New Zealand place.�
�Do you have any idea what a large chunk of southern California hillside oceanfront property is bound to cost?� she asked him.
�A few million, I�m thinking,� he said.
�Try at least double that,� she said. �And that�s the low end. And that does not include the cost of architecture, land improvement, road improvement, construction costs, infrastructure costs, and taxes.�
�Understood,� he said. �It�s a major expense. I get it. But I�m pulling in a lot of money now since the last album did so well, and I�ll be pulling in even more with the next one. This is a major life goal of mine and I�m going to do it. Now will you please stop lecturing me on it and start working on finding it for me. Hire whoever you need to hire, pay whatever you need to pay, but I want some possibilities to look at as soon as possible. You dig?�
A quite audible sigh, and then: �I dig.�

Pauline did not go into labor by the time her January 26th due date rolled around. She did not even experience false labor. This was no problem. Dr. Lu offered to induce her on the 27th if she was up for it.
�Hell to the yeah, I�m up for it, doc,� she said at her morning appointment that day. She then winced. �Jesus. I can�t believe I just said that.�
�That you�d like to be induced?� Lu asked, confused.
�No, �hell to the yeah�,� she clarified. �I fucking hate that expression.�
Dr. Lu raised her eyebrows. �Uh ... I see,� she said.
�Never mind, doc,� she said. �When can we get started?�
�I�ll call the hospital right away,� Lu said. �They�ll call you when there�s a birthing suite available and they want you to come in.�
�Sounds like a plan,� said Obie, who was sitting next to her and holding her hand.
The phone call came just after one o�clock that afternoon. Pauline was politely asked if she could arrive at the women�s and children�s center at four o�clock.
�Bet your ass, I can,� Pauline assured her. �I want this thing out of me.�
�Very good,� the schedular said. �We�ll have the Manzanita Suite all ready for you.�
Pauline checked in ten minutes early, the entire bunch, including Tom, Mary, Stan, and Cindy coming to the hospital to be with her. They took up every seat in the Manzanita Suite, which was essentially a large room with a bed in the middle and designed to look like a master bedroom instead of a hospital room. The sinks and medical cabinets and other medical equipment were all designed to be unobtrusive and to kind of fade into the background.
�Jesus Christ,� Pauline remarked. �I could live in here.�
�We do like to make the birthing experience as pleasant as it can be,� said the labor and delivery nurse who was caring for her�her name was Collette and she was absolutely thrilled to be taking care of Jake Kingsley�s sister so she could deliver OB2�s daughter. And having Celia Valdez be part of the party was an added bonus.
�Let�s get this show on the road then,� said Obie, who had been through this particular experience twice in his life but was still thrilled and anxious.
They got the show on the road. Pauline changed into a hospital gown and got into bed. Collette started an IV on her and then hooked her up to a variety of sensors and monitors, including one that wrapped around her enormous stomach and could tell when she was having a contraction. The same device also monitored the clump�s heart rate in real time.
�All right,� Collette told her as she hooked up a separate set of tubing to Pauline�s IV. �The Pitocin is starting now. I�m starting it slow, but you should start to feel some mild contractions within fifteen minutes.�
�And that�s when that epidural goes in?� Pauline asked. She was not looking forward to the pain of childbirth.
�No,� Collette told her. �The epidural goes in after the contractions are well established.�
�Why?� Pauline asked. �Isn�t the purpose of it to keep me from feeling pain? I�m here to tell you, sister, I am not one of these chicks that thinks you gotta do this shit all natural. They invented epidurals for a reason, right?�
�That is true,� Collette assured her, �but I�m afraid the standard procedure is to wait until the contractions are well-established so, in case of a failed induction, we didn�t put a needle in your spinal column unnecessarily.�
Pauline shook her head. �You people and your rules,� she said with a grunt.
The contractions started right on schedule, almost fifteen minutes to the second after the Pitocin drip was initiated. They were mild ones at first, hardly more painful than menstrual cramps, but when Collette turned up the rate on the �Pit�, as she and her colleagues called it, the strength of the contractions went up as well.
�All right!� Pauline grunted unhappily as a particularly strong one rolled across her about an hour into the process. �This shit is no longer fun!�
�You seem to be well-established now,� Collette told her as she looked, not at Pauline, but the rhythmic lines tracing across the computer monitor. �I�m going to call for the anesthesiologist to come in now.�
Pauline experienced four more moderately strong contractions�they were coming about seven minutes apart�before Dr. LaFleur, the anesthesiologist, got the needle inserted into her spine and followed it up with the nerve blocking agent. These were the last she would feel completely.
�Better?� LaFleur asked her.
�Much,� she panted. �I can still feel a lot of pressure down there, and it�s not exactly comfortable, but it doesn�t feel like someone is squeezing my fucking guts out anymore.�
�That�s the idea,� LaFleur said with a smile. �And, if you wish, I can give you some fentanyl in the epidural space to help relieve the discomfort of the pressure.�
�Fentanyl?� Pauline asked. �Isn�t that a narcotic?�
�It is,� he confirmed.
�Wouldn�t that be bad for the clump ... uh ... the baby, I mean?�
�Not at all,� LaFleur said. �It would go in your spinal column, which is on the brain side of the blood-brain barrier. Fentanyl cannot cross that barrier. It�ll go to your brain directly and not get anywhere near the baby�s.�
�No shit?� Pauline asked.
�No shit,� LaFleur assured her. �It�s perfectly safe.�
Pauline grinned. �In that case, fire me up.�
He fired her up, and soon, Pauline was feeling mighty fine indeed.
�Oh man,� she said happily. �This is some good shit.�
�I think I�m jealous,� Jake told her with a chuckle.
�Obie!� she said, turning to him, not even noticing that, on the monitor, a huge contraction was currently ripping through her. �You know what I need?�
�What do you need, darlin�?� he asked.
�Some fuckin� headphones and Pink Floyd, The Wall playing through them.�
Obie gave her a laugh. �That would probably be nice all right,� he told her. �Unfortunately, we don�t have either of those things available right now.�
�Then go find them somewhere,� she demanded.
He laughed again, and then realized she was serious. �Uh ... I�m not going to leave you while you�re in labor, Pauline,� he told her.
�We got time,� Pauline said. �Tell him, Collette! I�m still hours away from squishing this thing out, right?�
�Right,� Collette confirmed. �At least six. Probably closer to eight.�
And so, Obie left the women�s and children�s center, got in his rental car, and drove into the nearby suburb of Lemon Hill, where he went into a regional mall that had both a record store and an electronics store. He bought her a Walkman CD player, the entire collection of Pink Floyd they had available, a Moody Blues CD just for good measure, and five sets of extra batteries.
He took his purchases back to Presbyterian of the Valley and Pauline rode out the rest of her labor in style.

The clump came into the world in the usual way at 4:20 in the morning on January 28th, 1994. At Pauline�s invitation, everyone stayed in the room to observe the birth. Jake, who had seen many a vagina in his time, was awed almost to tears as he watched one being used for this particular purpose. Celia, who had held the hand that Obie wasn�t holding through the process was awed as well. Nerdly was also awed, but he also became sick to his stomach and had to throw up in Pauline�s bathroom.
And so was born Tabitha Jean (named for Mary�s mother, God rest her soul) Blake. A pink, squirming little thing that was twenty-one inches in length, weighed seven pounds, six ounces, and had a dense mop of black hair atop her head. As she was placed on her mother�s belly and commenced nursing for the first time, she had no idea whatsoever of the kind of family she had just been born into.

Jake, Celia, and the Nerdlys flew back to Santa Monica aboard Jake�s plane three days later, landing just before the nighttime restrictions for operations began. Traffic was still terrible, but not nearly as bad as it had been on the outbound leg, and they all managed to make it home in less than an hour.
Pauline, Obie, and little Tabby stayed with Mary and Tom for another two weeks and then they flew home as well, utilizing a private jet arranged for by Obie. Mary went with them, her intent to help her daughter out for at least a month.
Pauline was glad to have her mother with her, particularly since there was a considerable amount of business to take care of as soon as she got back. All four of the big four record companies had, by this time, been able to listen to the master copies they had been given and had submitted their bids. Pauline smiled as she read them. She then called a meeting of the owners of KVA Records.
The meeting took place at her house, as there was no way in hell she was ready to leave Tabby behind and go driving around in earthquake damaged LA. There were lots of preliminaries before they got down to business because everyone, even Nerdly, wanted to spend some time holding and talking to Tabby first.
�All right,� Pauline finally said from behind her desk, Tabby in her arms and her left boob out of her shirt, the nipple in Tabby�s mouth. �Let�s talk business.�
�Uh ... right, business,� said Nerdly, who was blushing and trying to look like he wasn�t looking at Pauline�s breast.
�What�s the word?� asked Jake. �No hints of collusion between the suits?�
�None at all,� Pauline said. �It went just as I expected. The lowest bid submitted was from Warner Brothers. They offered twenty-three percent royalties based on wholesale rate for promotion, and an even fifty-fifty split of straight cost for manufacturing and distribution.�
�Nice,� said Celia, nodding appreciably for a moment and then going back to staring at the infant suckling on Pauline�s nipple. The sight was triggering some strong urges in her, urges she had never really felt before. She wanted to grow a baby of her own.
�I trust that bid includes the stipulation that control of promotion remains the exclusive right of KVA Records?� Jake asked.
�That is not a stipulation in the bid,� Pauline told him. �That was put into the language as a requirement to be agreed to just to submit a bid in the first place. In other words, just by bidding they agreed to accept that clause in any contract negotiated as a given.�
Jake nodded appreciatively. �You lawyers can come up with some cool shit every now and then,� he told her.
�So can you musicians,� Pauline allowed. �In any case, once I had the bids in hand, I faxed a copy of Warner Brothers� over to Aristocrat. They agreed immediately to match it. That means we are contractually obligated to go with them at twenty-three percent and fifty-fifty for M&D. I let Warner Brothers, Capitol, and National all know that we went with Aristocrat. They thanked us for considering them and told us to submit again for the next albums.�
�It sounds almost too easy,� Sharon said. She too was feeling a sharp tug of maternal longing as she watched Tabby feed. She, in fact, was planning to have a little talk with Bill as soon as they got home about throwing away her birth control pills.
�Well ... like I said before, playing the Dexter card worked out to our advantage,� Pauline said, absently pulling her breast free, adjusting the infant in her arms, and allowing her to re-latch on. �We�re far from making this a done deal though. We�ve just agreed to the basics. There�s still a bit of negotiating to be done before we put our signatures on the line and start pumping out those CDs. If they decide to play hardball on things like touring, breakage rates, promotional budget, or audit rights, the deal could still fall through.�
�Do you think there�s any danger of that?� asked Jake.
�Honestly, no,� Pauline said. �The suits over there at Aristocrat seemed quite happy to go along with almost anything we suggested�within reason, of course. My guess is the first cuts will be on the radio by April 1 and the CDs will be on the shelves by the time taxes are due.�
�Outstanding,� Celia said happily.
�Agreed,� said Pauline, taking the infant away from her breast since it seemed she was done feeding. She buttoned up her blouse and then put a washcloth on her shoulder and patted Tabby on the back until she issued a healthy burp. �Now then. Anyone need any practice changing a baby? I believe she needs it.�
Celia and Sharon had a minor battle over who would get the privilege.

Negotiations with Joshua Flag, head of the Artists and Repertoire department at Aristocrat Records, commenced the following Monday morning. Present with him in the top floor office of the Brubaker Building in downtown LA, were Miles Crawford, the head of the promotions department, and Gene Rickens, a high-priced lawyer from the high-priced firm that Aristocrat kept on retainer.
It was Pauline�s first trip away from little Tabby since she had been born and she was anxious about it. She turned that anxiety into determination and grit, preparing herself to get down and dirty and pull out all the stops to keep the slimy suits in line. As it turned out, she needn�t have bothered. Flag and Crawford�sleazy, untrustworthy snakes, just like all record company execs�were most eager to get the CDs into production and were agreeable to just about anything she suggested. In fact, they added a few enhancements of their own.
�Let�s talk tour,� Crawford suggested once the primary details had been discussed and agreed upon.
�Tour?� asked Jake, who was feeling decidedly uneasy about how easy all of this was going. �There is no tour. We told you that when we first asked for bids. We�re not prepared to finance a tour at this stage in our development.�
�You don�t have to finance a tour,� Crawford said. �We will.�
A look passed between Pauline and Greg, the primary negotiators. Celia and Jake passed their own look.
�You will finance a tour?� Pauline finally asked. �What kind of game are you trying to play here?�
�It�s called the game of making money,� Crawford said. �We think that if Celia goes out on a nationwide tour for the new CD, sales will benefit by at least twenty percent, perhaps as much as thirty. Since that equates to more royalties for Aristocrat stockholders to benefit from, it behooves us to do what we can to make such a tour happen.�
Another look passed between the four of them.
�Are you talking one hundred percent financing of the tour?� Pauline asked. �That includes the opening band, band member and crew salaries, transportation, lodging, food, entertainment expenses, the whole shebang?�
�The whole shebang,� Crawford assured her. He turned to Celia. �We want you out playing the first date by the end of April. We�ll book first-rate venues across the board, put you and the band up in first-class accommodations in every city, and transport you and the band by private air between each venue.�
�That sounds ... very generous,� Celia said carefully.
�It does indeed,� Pauline said. �What about Jake? Are you offering the same for him?�
Crawford shook his head apologetically. �Unfortunately, we cannot offer the same deal for Jake,� he said. �You see, our financial advisers believe that a tour by you, Jake, would only result in a ten to twelve percent increase in CD sales. This number, of course, is nothing personal and is no reflection on your music, but is rather the end result of a complex set of calculations that takes into account such variables as your target demographic, past album sale patterns, your pre-existing fan base from the Intemperance days, and other things such as that. Does that make sense?�
�It does,� Jake said with a chuckle. �You�re saying your witch doctors read the chicken entrails differently.�
Crawford laughed as if that was the funniest thing he�d ever heard. �An apt way of putting it, Jake. In any case, the best we can offer for a Jake Kingsley tour is fifty percent of tour costs if Jake and band ride the bus between venues, and KVA pays for lodging and entertainment expenses on the road.�
Pauline looked over at Jake, her eyes questioning. Reluctantly, he gave her a little shake of the head. As much as he longed to get back out on the road again, that was just too much money to lay down for too little of a likely gain.
�We�re going to have to decline the tour for Jake,� Pauline said.
�We understand completely,� Crawford said. �What about Celia�s tour, however? Do we have a deal?�
Greg spoke up at this point. �We�re going to have to talk that one over among ourselves,� he said.
Celia shot him an angry look and then turned back to Crawford. �The hell we will,� she said. �I�m in. If those terms you offer are genuine and you put that all in writing, I�ll start working on a set list tomorrow.�
�Those terms are indeed genuine,� Crawford said happily.
�Now wait a minute,� Greg said. �This is a major decision that affects things on many levels. C, I really think we should talk this over.�
�And I don�t,� she told him coldly. �I�m ready to hit the road and play music. I�ve never been more ready in my life.� She turned to Pauline. �Let�s make this happen.�
Pauline looked back and forth between Celia and Greg for a moment. Finally, she nodded. �All right,� she said. �I guess we�ll make it happen.�

Chapter 20: Providence (the one in Rhode Island)

Somewhere over northern Utah
February 28th, 1994
The Gulfstream IV business jet cruised forty-one thousand feet over an endless expanse of high desert salt flats. Out the left side of the aircraft and slightly ahead, the gray-blue surface of the Great Salt Lake could be seen, as could the sprawling city named for it on the southeast shore. Beyond that were the snow-capped peaks of the Wasatch Mountain Range. The air was clear and calm, with not so much as a hint of turbulence since they had crossed the Sierra Nevada Mountains an hour before.
This private flight from LAX to Teterboro Airport in New Jersey, just across the Hudson River from Manhattan, had cost twenty-eight thousand dollars for the eight passengers aboard. Since it was KVA Records business, however, the funds to pay for it had come out of the KVA account. Celia and Jake had both been nominated for several Grammy awards and the ceremony was at Radio City Music Hall in New York City tomorrow evening. Neither of them expected to win anything�business as usual, especially when Whitney Houston was the primary competition�but their presence at the venue was quite expected and, though they were an independent label and answered to no corporate masters, the media would have jumped to (and reported) all kinds of wild speculations had either or both failed to accept their invitation.
Celia, in particular, was unhappy to take time off from her tour rehearsals to participate in the farce that was the awards. She and her band�Coop and Charlie playing rhythm, Dexter Price on the horn, and the best of the best available Aristocrat studio musicians playing piano, synthesizer, violin, and lead guitar�had been putting in eight-hour days, six days a week in a rented warehouse in West Covina, dialing in the show she planned to put on. And it was to be her show, not what the suits and promotion managers of Aristocrat had been envisioning. At the very first meeting Celia had with them after signing the MD&P contract, they had laid out before her a meticulously planned set list they wanted her to do, complete with choreographed dance numbers that would feature professional dancers accompanying her, multiple costume changes throughout each performance (said costumes being ridiculously scanty and sexual), and, worst of all, they had actually had the gall to suggest that each performance would be lip-synched by her while she was wearing a headset mic that would be turned off during the vocals, but on for between song banter.
�Are you out of your fucking minds?� she asked, so appalled she lapsed into a Jake-ism. �I�m not doing any of this shit!�
�But Celia,� they insisted, �this what your fans want to see! This is what they expect to see! You�re a sex symbol. You need to embrace that and go out there each night and show them what you�ve got!�
�What I�ve got is my music,� she replied. �And that is what they are going to get: a musical performance. I am going to wear jeans and a sleeveless shirt for my stage clothes. I am going to play my guitar and sing live into a microphone that sits on a stand while my band provides the music to accompany me. I am going to have simple stage lighting that lets the audience see me and the band. I am not going to dance. I am not going to have dancers on the stage with me. And I most assuredly am not going to have anything I do up on that stage choreographed by your troop of brain-dead imbeciles.�
�You want to go up there in jeans and just play your guitar?� asked Vernon Crandall, the suit assigned as her tour coordinator. �That�s boring! Nobody is going to pay money to come see that!�
�I�m pretty sure you�re talking out of your ass right now,� Jake, who had been present at the meeting (along with Pauline), put in at this point. �People are going to love her show because she�s a talented musician, songwriter, and singer. The fact that she�s attractive is secondary to all that. She doesn�t need to shake her tits and show off her legs and belly in order to keep their attention.�
�We disagree,� Crandall informed them. �And your proposal is not what we had in mind when we signed the touring contract and agreed to finance this endeavor.�
This was where Pauline came in. �It may not be what you had in mind, Vern, but it�s what you�re going to get. That contract grants all rights for tour planning, composition, lineup, musicians, and production to KVA Records. The tour is what Jake and Celia say the tour is.�
�I believe,� said Gene Rickens, the Aristocrat lawyer, �that an argument could be made for misrepresentation of terms for that contract.�
The look he got from Pauline at this point actually made him back up his chair a few inches. If looks could kill, he would�ve been halfway to the Pearly Gates. �You go ahead and make that argument, Rickens,� she challenged. �Try to get a judge to agree that you have the right to dictate tour production to KVA Records when you signed a goddamn contract that specifically states in black and fucking white that KVA Records retains those rights for itself.�
�Well...� stammered Rickens, �I�m aware of the wording of the contract we signed. I�m just suggesting that an argument could be made that, since we were clearly anticipating a choreographed production when we agreed to finance this tour, KVA�s insistence on a non-choreographed, simple production constitutes misrepresentation and bad faith negotiation.�
�You can just cram that shit right up your ass,� Jake told the counselor.
�I beg your pardon!� Rickens said, outraged now at the lack of decorum.
�What my brother means to say,� Pauline put in, �is that you don�t have a leg to stand on. You�re just blustering for your clients and you know it, I know it, and I�m reasonably sure they know it as well.�
�I do not bluster!�
�Hmm, a lawyer who does not bluster?� Pauline said mildly. �You must have skipped the first year of law school?�
�I most certainly did not!� he assured her.
She shook her head a little and chuckled. �In any case,� she said. �Did you forget that I audio-recorded all negotiation sessions? I still have those tapes and they are legally admissible evidence that can and will be presented if necessary. At no time during the negotiation of this contract did Aristocrat express, in any way, that they were expecting a particular type of performance out of Celia other than the obvious one: that she put on a ninety-minute concert on a North American tour consisting of sixty-four dates in fifty-two cities. Choreography, dancing, costume design, lip-synching ... none of these things were brought up in any way. And now you�re trying to say that we misrepresented ourselves? That�s the biggest load of bullshit I�ve heard since ... well ... since the last time I negotiated something with you record executives.�
�I do the show my way, or I don�t do it at all,� Celia said firmly.
�And that is the final word on that,� Pauline said. �Can we put this subject to rest now?�
They had put the subject to rest.
Now, as the Gulfstream flew through the sky en route to their date with rejection, Celia was sitting in the rear of the plane, just in front of the door that led to the bathroom/shower area forward of the tail. She was by herself�she and Greg had arrived at the airport together in the same limousine but had been sitting as far apart as they could get ever since boarding�sipping out of a glass filled with ice and a clear liquid that Barb, their flight attendant, had brought her a few minutes ago. Jake was reasonably sure the glass did not contain water. Greg sat alone at the front end of the cabin. He was drinking scotch on the rocks and staring out at the passing scenery, a morose expression on his face. The Nerdlys were sitting across from Greg at another of the tables, both of them working intently on something that had to do with audio reproduction while Sharon sipped from a glass of wine and Nerdly from a vodka and prune juice.
Jake was sitting in one of the chairs arranged next to a table. Pauline, who was holding Tabby in her arms and rocking her gently back and forth, sat across from him. Directly across the small aisle from them was Veronica, the twenty-two year old UCLA Business major who Pauline used to babysit her little clump on those occasions she had to leave her house for business. Ronnie, as she liked to be called, had agreed to cut two days worth of classes so she could fly private across the country, be put up in Paulie�s suite at the Sheraton New York in Times Square, and be paid two thousand dollars on top of all that just to take care of Tabby during the hours Pauline was at the ceremony as Jake�s date. For the lower middle class girl who was going to school on an academic scholarship and working two jobs just to keep from sinking under water, it was a dream assignment on several different levels.
�Shouldn�t you be going over your speech?� Pauline asked Jake when she saw he had an old Sony Walkman�the kind that played cassette tapes instead of CDs�in his hand.
�What speech?� he asked.
�The speech you�ll have to give if you manage to win one of the three Grammys you�ve been nominated for,� she said, a bit exasperated.
He shook his head. �I didn�t even come up with one,� he said. �I�m not going to win anything. This whole thing is a farce, a little production put on by the big four to help promote their own albums and their own artists. They�re sure as shit not going to hand one of those things to an independent label�s act�especially not one who is known to sniff coke out of ass cracks on occasion.�
�I have no doubt you�re correct about the awards being a farce,� Pauline said. �But remember, National is making money off your first album and Aristocrat will be making money off of your second one. Did it ever occur to you that it might behoove them to throw you a little bone and at least give you Best Rock Performance?�
He shook his head. �Nope,� he said plainly. �It never occurred to me.�
�And what if you�re wrong?� she asked. �What if they actually do hand one of those gramophones to you? What are you going to say?�
�I�ll wing it,� he said.
�Wing it?�
He nodded. �How hard can it be? I�ll say some shit like: �Wow, I just can�t believe this, this is all so cool. First off, I�d like to thank my sister, Pauline, who has been my manager ever since the Intemperance days and was a real inspiration in getting this song and the album into production. I�d like to thank my mom and my dad, for encouraging my musical interests back when I was a child, and, naturally, I�d like to thank the judges for selecting me for this great honor, blather, blather, blather, bullshit, bullshit, bullshit.��
Pauline looked at him for a moment, as if considering, and then nodded. �All right,� she said. �I guess you can wing it if you need to.�
�Performing is what I do, Paulie,� he told her.
�Forgive me for doubting you,� she said. She pointed at the Walkman. �Is that the tape I listened to?�
�It is,� he told her. �I�m going to have Celia give it a listen, if she�s up for it.�
Pauline looked at the beautiful, yet obviously troubled Venezuelan singer/songwriter/guitarist. �She doesn�t look like she�s up for much of anything right now, except for swilling down those vodka and tonics.�
Jake sighed. �Yeah. She does not seem to be having a good time over there. Maybe the music will cheer her up.�
�I don�t think multiple orgasms would cheer her up,� Pauline said. �Do you know what the issue is between her and Greg?�
He nodded slowly. �Yeah, I do,� he told her. He said no more.
�None of my business?� Pauline asked.
�The details ... no, not really. As her manager, co-owner of KVA, and friend, however, you should know that they�re in kind of a bad spot right now.�
�Well, no shit,� she said. �Any moron can see that. I haven�t seen them say a dozen words to each other since we came back from Oregon. They�re sitting as far apart as they can sit right now. How bad is it? Are we talking divorce here?�
�I honestly don�t know,� Jake said. �She�s extremely focused on getting out on the road. I think she�s using the stress of the planning to avoid thinking about what is really bothering her.�
Pauline nodded. �Let her know I�m here for her if she needs me.�
�I�ll do that,� Jake said.
�And as for that...� She pointed at the Walkman again. �I trust you, Jake. You know that. But you�re talking about a huge risk to KVA money. Are you sure this is a good idea?�
�As long as they�re still in the groove they were in five years ago, yes, I�m sure.�
She sighed. �All right then,� she said. �As long as Nerdly and Celia are down with it, I guess I am too.�
�Thanks, sis,� he told her. �If Celia�s up for it, we�ll need to fly up to Providence after the ceremony, spend a few days there. Is Ronnie going to be up for that?�
�Probably,� she said. �She doesn�t need to be back to school until Monday. If I keep paying her, she�ll hang in there.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said. He stood, picking up his drink glass and the Walkman, and then said, �Here goes nothing.�
�Good luck,� Pauline said.
He made his way to the rear of the plane. Celia, dressed in jeans and a peasant blouse, her hair down and with no makeup upon her face, looked away from her perusal of the passing desert and put her eyes on Jake�s face.
�Time to offload?� she asked him, nodding toward the bathroom door.
�Not just yet,� Jake told her. �I was hoping to talk to you about something.�
�Yeah?�
�Yeah,� he said. �Can I sit down?�
�Be my guest,� she said, waving to the seat next to her.
He sat, putting his drink and the Walkman on the table. Celia looked at the latter with amusement. �Wow,� she said. �That�s some retro technology you got going there.�
�I had to dig it out of storage in my attic,� Jake told her. �That and the tape that�s inside of it.�
�What�s the tape?� she asked.
�It�s a demo tape put together by a band from Providence called Brainwash,� he told her.
She raised her eyebrows up a bit. �A demo tape?�
�That�s right,� he said. �I don�t think I ever told you the story of Brainwash, did I?�
�I�m pretty sure you haven�t,� she said. �I would�ve remembered a band with a name like that.�
�They�re teachers,� Jake said. �Most of them high school teachers, but one is a middle school teacher.�
This brought a little bit of a smile to Celia�s face. �Teachers,� she said, nodding appreciatively. �Brainwash. Very clever.�
�I thought so as well,� he said. �Anyway ... the story of Brainwash. It was actually you who introduced them to me, in an indirect way.�
�Me?�
�You,� he confirmed. �I saw them perform in Boston the night after your wedding. Do you remember me telling you about the little aircraft incident Helen and I had as we were flying back home the next morning?�
She nodded. �Your plane lost an engine on takeoff,� she said. �You had to come back to the airport.� Another chuckle. �Shit like that sure seems to happen to you a lot, Jake.�
He shrugged. �I don�t know that two incidents in five years when one flies more than fifty thousand miles each year quite qualifies as �a lot�, but yeah. Perhaps more than your ordinary traveler. Anyway, Helen was not fond of flying commercial to begin with. That little mishap really scared her and she was afraid to go home right away. So, we decided to spend the night in Boston and go home the next morning on a different flight on a different kind of plane. That meant we had a night to kill. We went out to a club to catch some live music and that was where Brainwash was playing.�
�And they impressed you?�
�They impressed me greatly,� he said. �They�re kind of like a modern-day Fleetwood Mac. Three singer/songwriters�one male, two female�and they each sing their own tunes while the others back whoever is singing. Lots of three-part vocal harmony. The male singer used to be with the band Courage, which was a one-hit wonder group back in the early eighties. Aristocrat�lovely folks that they are�didn�t pick them up for their third option and the band broke up. When the contract term expired, he formed Brainwash with his wife�she�s the keyboardist and one of the singers�and three other teachers with some musical talent. The lead guitarist�she�s also the other female singer�can shred pretty good.�
�A female lead guitarist, huh?� Celia said, pondering that.
�She�s a lesbian,� Jake said. �The club owner I met the night they were playing seemed to think that is why she�s so proficient at the lead guitar position.�
�Well, of course,� Celia said with a chuckle. �It didn�t even occur to me that she might not be a lesbian.�
They had a laugh about this�the first genuine Celia laugh he had seen in a while�and then she turned serious again. �So ... why are you telling me all this? Why did you bring me their demo tape in a Walkman? I presume you have a reason?�
�I do,� he said. �You see, I thought so much of them after seeing them perform, that I went backstage to meet them after the show. They told me their story�how they met, who they were, how they got together, all that shit�and I asked them if they�d ever tried to go big. They said they�d made a demo tape a few years before�a copy of which is in this Walkman�but, despite the fact that they were pulling in more than five bills a show and were the most popular club band in New England, no agent would give them the time of day because they didn�t look good on camera.�
�Ahhh,� she said knowingly. �MTV syndrome.�
�Exactly,� Jake said. �I still think the music video is the first nail in the coffin of the music industry. It�s been in a steady, downward spiral ever since they first played Video Killed the Radio Star that fateful day.�
�August 1, 1981,� Celia said with a nod.
�I think that date will go down in history as the true �day the music died�,� Jake opined. �In any case, no one would give them a chance because they weren�t skinny sex symbols who could dance around in their underwear on a video. So, I offered to use the pull I had to get them heard by National�s suits.� He shook his head. �I really thought I was going to be able to help them go big. God, I was still pretty na�ve back then, as much as I hate to admit it.�
�No deal, huh?�
�No deal,� Jake said. �I had them put together a complete portfolio to go along with the demo tape and I presented it to Crow and Doolittle, absolutely sure that they were going to be calling me up, demanding I get Brainwash in their office immediately for contract negotiation. I was going to have them use Paulie as their manager and we were going to make sure they didn�t get screwed into a typical first-time contract.� He gave a bitter bark. �None of that happened. The suits at National would not even listen to the demo once they saw what the band looked like in their publicity shots.�
�Are they ugly?� Celia asked.
�Not at all,� Jake said, �they just aren�t camera-friendly attractive. Marcie Scanlon is farm-girl sized; kind of like Helen was. She�s cute and curvy but she�s not a size zero, so Crow and the boys considered her too fat. Stephanie Zool, the guitarist, is in good shape and is kind of cute in her way as well, but she looks a bit masculine. The lesbian thing, you know. And Jim Scanlon and the other guys in the group, though not unattractive, look like what they are: a bunch of teachers. The suits didn�t give a shit how good Brainwash�s music was�that�s pretty much a direct quote, by the way�they just didn�t look right for music videos.�
�That�s a shame,� Celia said slowly. �And I think I�m starting to pick up where you�re going with this. You want me to give them a listen because you want to sign them to KVA Records.�
Jake smiled. �It�s like you�re a mind reader,� he said.
�That would cost KVA a lot of money,� Celia said. �More than it cost to produce one of our records.�
�That�s true,� Jake said. �We�d have to fly them all out here, house them, give them advance money to live on, and then pay for their studio time�hopefully up in Oregon, if Obie can get behind this. In addition, we�ll have to contract again for MD&P for the album, though we won�t be negotiating from a position of strength since Brainwash will be an unknown and I�m sure they�ll still be judged harshly for their appearance even before they give the master a listen. Promotion will cost more because of the unknown factor as well. In addition, I would refuse to exploit Brainwash the way any of the other labels would. If we sign them, they�ll have a fair contract that ensures that as long as we make money, they make money as well.�
Celia looked up at him. �You know something, Jake?�
�What�s that?�
�I think it�s fortunate you�re so musically talented and are able to make a living doing that, because you would have made a terrible salesman.�
He laughed. �Just being truthful,� he said.
�You should never be truthful when you�re trying to sell something,� she told him.
�Just my nature,� he said. �I wanted you to have all the facts and figures on the table. I know I�m asking a lot here. It�s a risky venture that might fail and cost us money. I don�t think it will, but it is possible. I�m asking you to trust my instincts for what quality music is and how to promote it. This can work. These guys have talent and, assuming they still sound as good as they did back then, I think we can pull at least a Platinum CD out of their asses.�
�You haven�t talked to them about all this yet?� she asked.
�Not a word,� Jake said. �I wanted to get everyone aboard first. For a decision like this, we all need to be unanimously in agreement to go for it.�
�I see,� she said. �Are the Nerdlys and Pauline onboard?�
�Nerdly and Sharon both loved the demo tape and can�t wait to get them into the studio and start ordering them around,� he said. �And Pauline, though not as enthusiastic, is onboard as well. She liked the demo well enough, but she�s mostly going on trust in me.�
Celia nodded carefully. �All right,� she said. �I can respect that. One thing though. If you haven�t talked to Brainwash about this yet, are you sure they�re still performing? It�s been five years, right? Bands break up all the time, especially when they�re not actually making their living by performing.�
�They were still touring around New England as of last summer,� Jake said.
�How do you know that?�
�The Nerdlys,� he said. �They spend all their time screwing around on their computer with this thing they call �the internet�.�
�The internet?�
�That�s what they call it,� he said. �Apparently this prophecy they�ve had for a few years about everyone connecting their computers together in this massive web of information is starting to come true. Right now, only nerds are using it, but ... well ... they�re the Nerdlys so they�re part of the club. Anyway, they were able to pull up recent reviews of Brainwash off some bulletin boards they were able to access from New England internet geeks. The reviews are all good.�
�Interesting,� Celia said. �All right. No promises, but I�ll give them a listen. I�ll let you know what I think when we land.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said, smiling. �I�ll leave you to the music.�
�You do that,� she said. �Oh ... and will you have that flight attendant bring me back another vodka and tonic? And tell her to go a little heavier on the vodka this time.�
�You got it,� Jake said.
Jake put in her drink order, as requested, and then went back to his seat next to Pauline. For the rest of the flight, as he played with little Tabby, his niece, drank a few more rum and cokes, and watched the scenery go by below, he kept half an eye on Celia. He saw her listen to the demo tape at least twice. Her face had no particular expression on it as she did so.
As they exited the plane into the chilly New Jersey night, she handed him back the Walkman just before they got into the limo for the trip to their hotel.
�If Brainwash is willing,� she told him, �I�m onboard. Contact them and run with it.�
�That�s awesome, C,� he told her, taking the device. �Thanks for listening. Thanks for trusting me.�
�Don�t let me down, Kingsley,� she warned.
�I�ll try not to,� he assured her.
�Oh, and one more thing?�
�What�s that?�
�When you meet up with them, can you score another copy of the demo for me? It kinda grew on me.�
His smile got wider. �I�ll see what I can do.�

After checking into his suite in the Sheraton of New York, it was almost 9:00 PM, although to Jake, whose body was still on California time, it only felt like early evening. He had the phone number for Jim and Marcie Scanlon in his notebook. It had not taken Pauline and her nefarious connections to acquire the number. Nor had it taken the Nerdlys and their so-called internet. The Scanlons were listed in the Providence phone book and a simple call to information had provided it.
He picked up the hotel phone, dialed for an outside line, and then punched in the number. In the earpiece, the phone began to ring.
�Hello?� a male voice answered on the fourth ring.
�Is this Jim Scanlon?� Jake asked.
�This is Jim,� the voice assured him. �With whom am I speaking?�
�This is Jake Kingsley, Jim,� Jake told him. �Do you remember me?�
A lengthy pause, and then, �Rob, is this you? Are you fucking with me again?�
�It�s not Rob, Jim,� Jake told him. �It�s Jake Kingsley. And I�m not fucking with you.�
Another lengthy pause. �Uh ... you�re serious? Is it really you, Jake?�
�It�s really me, Jim,� he said. �I�m in New York City at the Sheraton, here for the Grammys tomorrow night. Sorry it took me so long to get back to you, but I�m still pretty interested in you and the rest of Brainwash.�
�You ... you are?�
�I am,� he said. �And so are the other co-owners of KVA Records�that�s the label we own. Tell me, are you all still playing together these days?�
�Uh ... yeah! We are, as a matter of fact. We�ve been working on some new material for the summer tour.�
Jake smiled. �That�s exactly what I wanted to hear,� he said. �Do you still jam together on weekends?�
�Whenever something doesn�t come up to prevent it,� he said. �You know ... kids, stuff like that. Marcie and I have a five year old and a three year old now, and Jeremy and Rick both have kids too. And Steph, she and her ex had a baby about four years ago and they share custody now.�
Jake wondered for a moment how two lesbians had had a baby, then dismissed it as irrelevant. �What about this weekend?� he asked Jim. �Are you planning to jam on Saturday and/or Sunday?�
�We are,� Jim said. �We rehearse in a storage unit in Warwick ... that�s a suburb just south of Providence. Did uh ... you know ... you want to come see us?�
�That is exactly what I want to do,� Jake told him. �I have Pauline, my sister, our manager, and part-owner of KVA with me�she�s my date for the Grammys. I also have Bill and Sharon Archer�commonly known as the Nerdlys�with me as well. They�re our audio engineering team and part owners of KVA too. They loved your demo tape and can�t wait to get their nerdy little hands on you. Are you all still interested in maybe throwing down some of your tunes on a CD and seeing if we can sell them?�
�Whoa ... wow, Jake,� Jim said slowly. �This is all a lot to process right now. I mean ... we all have kids now, most of whom go to school and all that.�
�If you�re onboard with us,� Jake said, �we can probably record over the summer when they�re not in school. I�m not asking you to commit to anything right here and right now. We just want to give you a listen and then maybe talk about what we can do. Low pressure. That�s the way I like to do things, the way we all like to do things.�
�Well ... I guess I�ll invite you to the jam session then,� Jim said. �We get together around ten o�clock on both Saturday and Sunday and then jam for three or four hours.�
�That sounds perfect, Jim,� Jake said. �How about this? The Grammys are tomorrow night, which is Tuesday. Celia and Greg are going back right away. Celia is rehearsing up her tour and Greg is getting ready for a movie premier. Me, Pauline and the Nerdlys are gonna hang out here in New York for a few days, take a little vacation, do some New York shit, and then we will fly up to Providence on Saturday afternoon. You and the group can jam together a little performance for us on Saturday and we�ll meet up with you to listen to it on Sunday at ten. Sound like a plan?�
�It sounds like a plan,� Jim said.
�Perfect. Now, what�s the address of the place you rehearse?�
Jim recited an address to the Rhode Island Storage facility in Warwick, Rhode Island. He then gave him a four-digit code that would let him in the gate. He then gave him his cellular phone number, in case he needed to call.
�I don�t have cell phone myself,� Jake said, �but Pauline and the Nerdlys all do. If there�s any issues, we�ll give you a call.�
�All right then,� Jim said happily, nervously. �I�ll see you Sunday at ten.� A pause. �You really aren�t Rob fucking with me, right?�
�I�m really not Rob fucking with you,� Jake assured him once more.
�All right,� Jim said, �but just know, if you are Rob, I�m so gonna kick your ass for this.�

The Thirty-sixth Annual Grammy Awards ceremony was held at Radio City Music Hall on March 1, 1994. It was hosted by Gary Shandling. Celia Valdez was nominated for Record of the Year (for Why?), Album of the Year (for the entire album, The Struggle) and Best Pop Vocal Performance � Female (also for Why?). Jake was nominated for Best Rock Vocal Performance � Solo (for Insignificance), for Best Rock Song (Insignificance again), and for Album of the Year (for Can�t Keep Me Down, the album).
As expected, neither won anything. Celia was edged out (again, as expected) by Whitney Houston and I Will Always Love You in both the Record of the Year and Best Vocal, and by the Bodyguard soundtrack for Album of the Year. Jake was edged out by Meatloaf (of all fucking people, he thought bitterly) and David Pirner, and Whitney Houston. Neither shed any tears. They had been rejected too many times for that.

Just after eleven o�clock in the morning, Mountain time, the day after the Grammys, the buses and trucks that carried the crew and equipment for the Matt Tisdale Hard Time North American Tour of 1994 rolled into Denver, Colorado, where they would be playing for three nights in McNichols Sports Arena while the Denver Nuggets were on a road trip.
While the trucks and the roadie buses drove to the arena to begin setting up for the first show later that night, the buses with the band and the management personnel in them rolled into the parking lot of the Hilton Hotel near the airport. It took forty minutes to check everyone in. Matt, of course, was the first.
�I�m gonna go grab a shower,� he told Greg Gahn, the tour manager, once he had his passkey in hand. �I still smell like those groupies I fucked last night in Santa Fe.�
�Uh ... yeah,� Greg said. �That�s probably a good idea then. Make it a quick one though. We have to leave for the autograph session by one o�clock.�
�I�ll be ready,� he assured the Mormon. �How about you start working on a coke deal for me? I�m getting low. There�s only about six grams left in the stash box.�
Greg nodded sourly. �I have some connections here in Denver,� he said. �I�ll get one of my people working on it.�
�And make sure it�s good shit,� Matt said. �No fucking cut. That shit you got me back in Cleveland was at least half cut. I ain�t some fucking ghetto motherfucker who don�t know the difference between good shit and bad shit. I want my coke to be pure.�
�I had to use an unknown dealer in Cleveland,� Greg said. �I�ve told you that. Such people are unreliable.�
�No shit,� Matt said. �I�m lucky there was any fucking blow in that shit at all. You have a reliable guy here?�
�I�ve known him for years,� Greg assured him. �He is completely above reproach, particularly when one is purchasing twenty grams at a time.�
�He fucking better be,� Matt warned. �If you bring me that fucking teething powder shit again, I�m flushing it right down the toilet and demanding they take the money out of your fucking salary.�
�It�ll be quality product,� Greg promised.
�And don�t forget,� Matt warned. �I�m weighing the shit when you bring it to me. I better not be so much as a microgram short. Not a single flake of my shit is to go up your nose, or in your lungs, or up your asshole, or whatever else you might think to do with it.�
�I�ve told you a thousand times,� Greg said. �I no longer use the devil�s powder.�
�Uh huh,� Matt said. �But I have no fucking doubt you�d climb right back up on that ride if you thought you could score some without having to pay for it. So, keep that shit in mind. Your ass is on one hundred percent audit when it comes to my blow. You dig?�
�I understand,� Greg said, not letting the sadness he was feeling show.
Matt checked into his suite and looked at the neatly made King-sized bed longingly. He had been up partying until well-past 3:00 AM and then had only bagged a few hours of broken sleep on the bus trip from Santa Fe. He could use a solid crash-out about now. Alas, there was a show tonight so it was not to be. He removed his clothes, put them in a collapsible hamper that was part of his luggage, and then fired up the shower.
Once he was clean and dressed in fresh clothes, two lines of cocaine took care of that fatigue quite nicely. He would have two more just before the record store signings and that would have to do him until after the show tonight. Though he had adjusted his own personal moratorium hours prior to performance�it was currently shakily holding at six hours�he still considered the four-hour mark to be a sacred, unbreakable line in the sand.
It just seemed like he couldn�t get through the day any more without a little pick-me-up to keep him going.
It was probably because he was getting older. That shit kind of sucked, they said.
Though he was tired and out of sorts, Matt was, nonetheless, in a pretty good mood. Hard Time, his new album, was selling very well thanks to the saturation airplay it was receiving on the hard rock stations across the country. Matt�s road song, Time to Go, was currently the most requested tune on the hards nationwide. The title cut of the album, which the promo team had just released for airplay two weeks before, was the third most requested. Now that two songs were being heard and being enjoyed, sales of the album were bumping up quite nicely�Hard Time had just passed Platinum status and was still picking up momentum�as were sales of concert tickets in each city. Matt had sold out his last fifteen dates, had sold out all three of the Denver shows, and was close to selling out both of the Salt Lake City shows after Denver. And, just to add to the fun and nostalgia, the SLC city council was trying to get his concert permit revoked on the grounds that Matt Tisdale did not conform to the community standards of decency in their fair city. The effort had no hope of succeeding�this issue had already been fought and lost several times back in the Intemperance days and a solid precedent had been set�but the publicity it was generating was doing nothing but selling more tickets and albums.
Tower of Power Records, as it had been in the Intemp days, was a major sponsor of Matt�s tour. Nearly every city they visited featured a T of P visit for autograph sessions. The crowds at such events were always large and enthusiastic on this tour. The crowd at the Denver store was no exception. Perhaps a thousand people were there, maybe even more. They stood in a loose, unruly line that stretched from the front door of the establishment all the way around the block. A quartet of Denver police officers and twice that many unarmed private security officers were on hand to keep things under control. Or so they hoped.
The bus parked behind the business. Matt and Greg Gahn got out. The rest of the band stayed on the bus.
�They ain�t here to see your asses,� Matt had told his crew at the very first autograph session back when the tour began. �They ain�t here to get your fuckin� autographs. They�re here to see me and get my fuckin� autograph. Now give the people what they want and stay your asses on the bus.�
By this point, the band was well-adapted to the routine and used the time to catch up on some sleep�after all, they�d been partying almost as hard as Matt the night before.
Matt and Greg entered the Tower of Power through the rear door and were led through the business. Cheers erupted as those customers already inside saw the guitarist in their midst. Matt smiled and waved at them, pausing to shake a hand here and there, before he got to his signing table just inside the front door. Here, was a simple folding chair for him to sit in and a poster board tacked to the front of the table showing the cover of Hard Time, at the bottom of which was the times Matt would be available to sign CD inserts: 1:30 PM to 3:00 PM. Next to the table was a display featuring hundreds of copies of the CD, for those who had not already purchased one. The manager of the store had a table of his own set up and a portable cash register available to him so he could facilitate such purchases. One of the Denver PD guys and one of the unarmed rent-a-cops stood at post just behind the table.
Matt greeted everyone at the table, even the cop, and then grabbed a seat. Greg took up position just behind the manager�s position, keeping his trademark phony grin on his face.
�All right,� Matt said, picking up a pen. �Let�s get this fuckin� show on the road.�
They got the fuckin� show on the road. One by one, customers approached the table and got to spend about twenty to thirty seconds each in the presence of Matt Tisdale. Overwhelmingly, most were males. When there was a female present, she was generally on the arm of a male. Most were between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five, the primary demographic that bought Matt Tisdale albums and attended his concerts. Most were dressed in jeans and rock group shirts�Intemperance shirts being the most prevalent. Almost all had copies of Hard Time in hand when they approached, the inserts pulled out of the case and ready to be signed. The word had been passed well in advance of this signing, as it was for all signings, that Matt Tisdale would not sign any Intemperance albums, CDs, shirts, hats, or anything else associated with his former band. This information had been announced for days on every hard rock station that was helping promote the session. Still, not everyone had gotten the word. Those few that showed up with Intemp material in hand were told at the front door that they would need to stow it out of Matt�s sight and buy a copy of Hard Time if they wanted an autograph.
Matt shook hands, greeted fans, answered inane questions, and signed CD inserts one after the other, maintaining a cool politeness for the most part, but also managing to stay in character.
�You fuckin� rock, dude,� one twentyish longhaired male told him as he shook Matt�s hand enthusiastically. �You�re like the best fuckin� guitar player on the planet and shit.�
�Fuck yeah, I am,� Matt told him. �Who the fuck says I�m not?�
This generated a cheer from those in line behind the longhair. Matt then scratched his signature on the insert and thanked the longhair for showing up.
Everything was pretty routine until about forty minutes into the session, when a young man of perhaps twenty-one came up to the table and set down the insert for Next Phase.
�How you doing, dude?� Matt asked him, holding out his hand to shake.
�I�m all right, Matt,� the guy said, shaking with him. �I was hoping I�d get to talk to you before you finished up.�
�And here you are,� Matt said, scratching out his signature just below the picture on the insert. �Not too many people bringing in Next Phase for me to sign. Did you like the album?�
�I fuckin� loved it, dude,� the man assured him. �I�ve listened to it a thousand times at least. I know every note, every riff, every solo by heart. It�s some of the best guitar ever put down.�
�Thanks,� Matt said, genuinely pleased with the praise. It was always nice to know that someone got what you were trying to do. �I put my heart and soul into that album. A lot of people just didn�t appreciate it, you know?�
�Idiots,� the guy said, picking up his insert. �They don�t appreciate real talent, real energy.�
�Fuckin� A,� Matt told him. �That�s what I was saying the whole time. What do you think of the new album?�
�Well ... to be honest with you, dude, I�ve only heard the songs they play on the radio.�
�Hey,� Matt said. �They�re selling copies of it right fuckin� there.� He pointed to the manager�s display. �Get one now and I�ll sign it too.�
The kid shook his head. �I�m gonna pass on that,� he said.
Matt looked up at him. �You�re gonna pass?�
�Yeah,� the kid said. �I like your real shit, dude, not that fuckin� sellout shit you just put out.�
�Sellout shit?� Matt asked incredulously. �You think my new shit is selling out?�
The kid shrugged. �Don�t you?� he asked. And then he walked away without another word.
Matt continued to sign autographs and make conversation until 3:30, when it was time to head for KROK, the most popular of the local hard rock stations. But the kid�s words kept echoing in his mind, bothering him.
The echoes got worse during the radio interview with Jack Flasher (not his real name, obviously), the afternoon DJ at KROK. After the usual blather about the show tonight, the direction Matt was taking his music, a few anecdotes about life on the road, Flasher asked a loaded question.
�A lot of our listeners are giving us feedback on the two cuts we�ve been playing from Hard Time,� he said. �They seem to feel that you�ve gone quite a few steps into the mainstream with this album, that you�ve tailored your music to appeal to a broader demographic. Many of them feel that you�ve sold out to some degree, that you�ve sacrificed the integrity of your art in order to make money. How would you respond to that?�
It was fortunate that the station manager had taken the precaution of setting up the interview with a ten-second delay, or they might very well have been fined by the FCC.
And then, just before the opening band took the stage, Matt and the rest of his band were backstage, meeting with the locals who had won various radio contests or, through whatever other means, managed to get their hands on backstage passes to meet the performers. One of the locals was a hard-core metal chick, one of the few dedicated fans of Matt who did not have a Y chromosome. She was dressed in a leather miniskirt, a black Hard Time Tour �94 t-shirt, had multiple piercings in both ears, her nose, and her tongue, and a tattoo of the Intemperance logo on her right shoulder.
�I fuckin� love you, Matt!� she told him enthusiastically as she hugged him tightly and suggestively after he introduced himself. She made a point to grind her ample breasts into his chest.
�Damn, baby,� Matt told her, wondering what it would be like to get a blowjob from a chick with a tongue stud. Something to add to the to-do list for sure. �It sure seems like you do.�
She broke the embrace and then asked Matt if he would sign her tit.
�Fuckin� break it out,� he told her.
She rucked up her shirt, revealing the fact that she had no bra on and that she had tremendously huge breasts. He took a sharpie from her and signed his name just above the left nipple while she giggled at the touch.
�Tomorrow morning,� she told him, �I�m going to the tattoo parlor and having him tat that signature in for good. For the rest of my life, I�m going to have Matt Tisdale�s autograph on my tit.�
Matt nodded, impressed at her dedication. Maybe he should invite her backstage after the show? She was moderately good looking in a young female sort of way, and he could scratch the whole blowjob-by-a-tongue-stud thing off the list on the same day it was put on there.
Before he could make the offer, however, the girl�her name was Anna�pulled a long-haired male, perhaps a year or two older than her, forward by the arm. �This is Clay, my boyfriend,� she told him.
Clay was a formidable looking man, well-built, well-muscled, and with the air of someone you did not want to trifle with. He was wearing jeans and an Intemperance t-shirt from the Lines on the Map tour.
�Hey, Clay,� Matt said, holding out his hand for a shake. �How they hanging?�
Clay did not shake with him. �Like they should,� he said plainly. �Unlike yours.�
�Clay!� Anna barked at him, her face alarmed. �I told you not to do this shit! This is Matt Tisdale!�
�I know who it is,� Clay said, contempt in his voice. �The guy who used to be the greatest fucking guitar player on the planet, but who is now nothing but a sellout.�
Matt glared at the man, slowly letting his hand drop back down. �Sellout?� he asked. �You�re calling me a fucking sellout?�
�You are a fucking sellout!� Clay told him. �You went mainstream, dude, just so you could sell a few CDs to the unsophisticated who are too fuckin� dumb to get your music! That is selling out!�
�That�s fuckin� bullshit!� Matt told him, taking a step forward.
�Clay!� Anna said, trying to grab his arm again. He shook it off and continued to stare at Matt.
�I used to worship you, man!� Clay told him. �I used to listen to every cut on your albums and try to imitate what you were playing. I never could get it right, man, because that�s how fuckin� awesome, how fuckin� fast you are! And now I want to puke when I hear that pop music shit you just put out. It�s fuckin� garbage!�
The security guys, who had been standing over in the corner, started to move in their direction. They knew Matt well enough to know that when someone talked to him like that, some sort of physical confrontation was about to happen. They were not wrong.
�Hey, fuck you, bitch!� Matt said, stepping forward into Clay�s personal space. �How dare you come onto my stage and accuse me of selling out! Who the fuck do you think you are?�
�Someone who knows the fuckin� truth,� Clay told him. �You�re an ass-sucking little sellout who compromised your music just to make a little money. Admit it!�
�I think you better leave right now, motherfucker,� Matt said, �before I start mopping up this stage with your fuckin� face.�
�Clay! Let�s get out of here right now!� Anna cried.
Clay ignored her. �Give it a shot, sellout. I�d love to kick your ass for you.�
Matt gave it a shot. He threw a sharp right directly at Clay�s face. Clay, expecting the jab, blocked it easily and then countered with a right of his own. Matt, however, was a veteran of many brawls and was quite wily. He grabbed Clay�s jabbing hand in his, grasping it tightly, then twisted it to the outside, causing Clay to have to bend sideways to the right and take a step in that direction to keep from falling down. This left his face exposed. Matt immediately began to hammer that face with right hooks. He managed to get three of them in before the security guys got hold of him and dragged him away.
�You�re still a fuckin� sellout!� Clay yelled after him, his nose dripping blood, his left eye already starting to swell. �Go on, go sing some of your fuckin� pop music for us!�
Matt had to take a couple of Ibuprofen from Greg�s little black bag in order to go on stage two hours later. His hand was sore where he had punched the asshole�s face in. Fortunately, it was his picking and strumming hand, not his chording hand. Still, the experience left a sour taste in his mouth and the confrontation continued to bother him all throughout the show that night. He was a professional, however, and he played just as he always did: with heart, with emotion, with feeling. The cheers he received after each song were genuine.
After the final encore, while the house lights were coming up behind him and the audience was starting to make their way to the exits, Matt walked off stage into the stage left area and found Greg Gahn and Jack Ferguson (head of tour security) standing next to a couple of Denver police officers.
�What�s this shit?� he asked them.
�You don�t have to say anything to them, Matt,� Greg said. �I�ve already got our lawyers working on it.�
�Working on what?� Matt asked. �What the fuck is going on?�
�We have a complaint that you assaulted a fan before the show tonight,� the first officer said. He was a younger cop, so young he looked like a boy scout with a gun. �We�re here to interview you and get your side of the story.�
�That fuckin� loser?� Matt said, shaking his head. �He was no fuckin� fan, but yeah, I kicked his ass.�
�Matt!� Greg hissed. �I said you don�t have to say anything! It�s your constitutional right!�
�Fuck my rights,� Matt said. �That asshole deserved it.� He turned to the second cop, she was female and a little older, perhaps thirty, and in exquisite physical shape. Matt wondered what kind of titties she had under that bullet proof vest beneath her shirt. �Can you imagine?� he asked her. �The asshole comes back into my backstage area and starts talking shit to me, calling me a fuckin� sellout and shit like that. I can�t let shit like that go unanswered.�
�Then you admit you punched him?� the female cop asked. Her nametag said she was R. Brooker.
�Fuck yeah,� Matt said.
�Only after he took a swing at you first, right Matt?� Jack said carefully, loudly.
�Naw,� Matt said, shaking his head. �I threw the first punch. He blocked it and then tried to catch me with a right. Weak ass shit. I got him in a hand lock and was able to tune up his face a bit before the guys pulled me away.�
Jack was now burying his face in his hands and shaking his head. Greg�s signature grin had faded.
�Interesting,� said the first cop. His nametag read Z. Timpkin. �Even the guy�s girlfriend claims that Mr. Carver threw the first punch. All of your security people back her up. But you�re saying that you threw the first punch?�
Matt laughed. �The bitch turned on her own boyfriend, huh? That�s fuckin� classic.� He turned to R. Brooker again. �She�s a hard-core fan,� he explained. �She wasn�t too happy about her boyfriend talking his shit to me. Not only that, I�m pretty sure she wants to slurp on my schlong, you know what I�m saying?�
R. Brooker blinked slowly but her face did not otherwise change expression. �Mr. Carver,� she said, �wishes to file charges against you for assault and battery.�
�What a puss,� Matt said with contempt. �Remember the good old days, when you could get in a fight when someone talked shit, kick their ass, and that was the end of it? Whatever happened to those days?�
�We often ask ourselves that same question,� R. Brooker said. �In any case, this assault that you admit to does not rise to the level of a felony. Since it was a misdemeanor, not committed in our presence, we told Mr. Carver that we could not arrest you for it, but that he can make a citizen�s arrest if he wishes. Well ... he wished. That is why we are here, Mr. Tisdale.�
�You�re going to arrest me?� he asked.
�We are,� she said. �We will then take you down to the jail and book you. Now, my understanding is that you�ve had some run-ins with law enforcement before, that you�ve resisted arrest violently on several occasions.�
�Yeah,� Matt said carefully. �You could say that.�
�We would appreciate it if you would just accompany us to the jail without fuss,� R. Brooker said. �This is not a big deal at all. We won�t even handcuff you if you just agree to go with us. This is a shitty misdemeanor assault charge that the DA will undoubtedly drop as soon as he gets his hands on it. I am absolutely sure you�ll be released on your own recognizance once the booking is completed. You can be back to your hotel room before midnight.�
Matt pondered this information for a few moments and then nodded. �Sounds good,� he said. �Take me away and let�s get this shit over with.�
�Do not answer any more questions, Matt,� Greg warned. �Just cooperate and do what they say. I already have a lawyer on the way to the jail.�
�Bitchin,� Matt said. He turned to R. Brookings again. �This bitch of Carver�s,� he said�he did not remember her name. �Is she still floating around somewhere?�
�I have no idea,� R. Brookings told him. �Carver went to the hospital in an ambulance, and...�
�An ambulance?� Matt said, shaking his head again. �He really is a fuckin� pussy.�
�Yeah,� R. Brookings said. �Be that as it may, his girlfriend elected not to go with him. She seemed rather upset about the whole thing.�
�I�m sure she is,� Matt said. He turned to Jack. �Hey, Jack, see if you can find her out there, will you? If you do, see if she wants to come to the after-gig party at the hotel. She�s got a fuckin� tongue piercing with my name on it, brother.�
Jack chuckled a little. �I�ll see what I can do,� he said.
�And if you can�t find her,� Matt said, �try to find me some bitch who does have one of them tongue studs. I�m kinda intrigued by this shit.�
�Understood,� Jack said.
Matt turned back to the two cops. �All right then,� he said. �Take me away!�
As the two cops led him away, unhandcuffed and unbeaten, he took a moment to reflect upon how much he had matured since his last run-in with law enforcement officers.
I guess I�m growing up, he thought.

The Rhode Island Storage facility in Warwick, Rhode Island was a large lot, surrounded by chain link topped with razor wire, just adjacent to the interchange of Interstate 95 and State Highway 37. Most of the facility was general storage bays, unpowered, with no environmental controls. In the very back, however, in the areas that nestled up against the interstate, was a row of larger buildings that featured power and heating within larger bays big enough to hold a vehicle.
Jake parked the rental Audi he�d procured from nearby T.F. Green International Airport in front of stall 433, which was standing open and had two other vehicles�a Toyota Corolla and a white Ford Van�parked beside it. Inside the bay were the regional rock group Brainwash and their equipment. There was a double bass drum set sitting on a platform, three microphone stands arrayed in a line, one of which had an electric keyboard set sitting in front of it. A few amplifiers were in the rear of the stall and a variety of guitars and open guitar cases were stacked here and there.
Jake, Pauline, and the Nerdlys got out of the vehicle and walked to the open stall. Jim Scanlon, looking a little older and slightly pudgier around the middle than the last time Jake had seen him, walked over to greet them.
�It really wasn�t Rob fucking with me,� he said in wonder as he held out his hand.
�It really wasn�t,� Jake said, shaking with him. �It�s good to see you guys again. This is Pauline Kingsley, my sister, my manager, a badass lawyer, and one of the owners of KVA Records.�
�It�s nice to meet you,� she said, shaking with Jim while the rest of the band came forward.
�And this is Bill and Sharon Archer,� Jake told them next. �If you�re an Intemperance fan, you know Nerdly here was the piano player. These days, he and Sharon are our sound engineers and they also own a quarter of KVA.�
Handshakes were done and then Jim introduced the rest of the band to those who had never met them before. �Marcie, my wife and our keyboardist,� he said, pulling her forward.
Marcie Scanlon had also put on a bit of weight since Jake had seen her last. It did not look bad on her as she distributed it well. Her hair was now long and had a few speckles of gray in it. All in all, she was still an attractive woman of farmgirl proportion. Her hand was soft, but her grip firm as she shook with everyone and told them how pleased she was to meet them.
�Stephanie Zool,� Jim said, �lead guitar and vocalist on her material.�
Stephanie also looked different than before. Her hair was shorter and she looked like she was trying to display her lesbianism instead of downplaying it. She looked just like a butch dyke, complete with loose fitting jeans, studded leather belt, and a wife-beater shirt that showed off the tattoo on her well-muscled left upper arm�a ring of female gender symbols (a circle with a cross attached at the six o�clock position) that went around the entire circumference. Both of her ears were studded with multiple piercings.
�I can�t believe we�re actually going to play for you,� Stephanie said, her eyes showing a certain amount of awe at their presence.
�I�ve actually been quite looking forward to this,� Jake told her.
Next came the bass player, Jeremy White. He looked no different than the last time Jake had seen him. His hair was cut short and professional, he had no tattoos, and a pair of glasses rested on his face. After him was Rick Jackson, the drummer. He no longer had any hair. A victim of premature male pattern baldness the first time Jake had met him, he was now apparently shaving up there. It was a good look for him, though he still looked like a teacher instead of a drummer.
�All right,� Jim said. �How do we want to do this?�
�Well, I�m assuming you got your instruments all tuned and your sound dialed in to your satisfaction?� Jake asked.
�Yes, of course,� Jim said.
�And I assume you have some tunes you�ve been rehearsing of late that you could play for us?� he asked next.
�We�ve been mostly working on new songs these past three weeks,� Marcie said, �but we have a considerable catalogue of material after doing this for eight years now. A lot of it we could do in our sleep.�
�Then let�s hear what you got,� Jake said. �Play a little something from each of the singers. Play a little mellow shit and then hit us with the hard stuff. We want to see a good cross section of your work.�
�All right,� Jim said, nodding thoughtfully.
�Oh ... one thing,� Jake said.
�What�s that?�
�The Nerdlys are going to hate your sound set-up, no matter how good it is. Don�t take it personally. They�re anal to the tenth power when it comes to sound. It�s just one of those things that has to be, like a law of physics.�
�We�ve asked them not to criticize or judge too much based on your sound reproduction,� Pauline said.
�That�s right,� Nerdly said. �And we will honor that agreement and concentrate instead on just how much better you will sound when Sharon and I are the ones setting it up for you.�
�Assuming we get that far,� Pauline said.
�Assuming we get that far,� Jake agreed with a nod. He turned back to the band, who was now looking a lot more nervous than they had been just a minute before. �Now then, let�s hear what you got.�
The band took their positions and picked up their respective instruments. Jeremy flipped a few switches on their sound board and powered up. They then held a whispered conversation among themselves, seemed to come to an agreement, and then got ready.
�All right,� Jim said into his microphone. His voice was now coming out of the speaker. �We�ll start with one of mine. This is one we worked up for our tour last summer and it was always a crowd favorite. It�s called Look at Me. I hope you like it.�
With that, Jim stepped on one of the three effects pedals arrayed around his microphone and began to play his Stratocaster guitar, the music coming out clean, as if he were playing a straight acoustic. Marcie began to play as well, setting a secondary melody on the piano sound. Jeremy and Rick set a gentle backbeat at around a hundred a minute. Stephanie contributed little at this point, just some minor fills with her distorted Hamer guitar.
Jim began to sing. His voice was a pleasant tenor and he had good command of it. He sang a song that seemed to be a declaration that he was somebody, that he did not care what people thought about him, what their opinion of him was, but that he still had a need for them to know who he was and what he was about. As the tune went on, the tempo picked up and the intensity increased with each verse. Stephanie�s fills became more numerous, more powerful. Jim himself pushed down on a pedal and changed over to distorted sound. On the choruses�which contained what Jake thought was a good hook line (I need you to look at me, see what�s here to see, understand me... )�they sang in perfect three-part harmony, the tenor, contralto, and mezzo-soprano mixing beautifully.
�Not bad,� Nerdly said to Jake, �although they really do need someone to work on their sound.�
�What do you want from a couple amps and a speaker in a storage room, Nerdly?� Jake returned. �Just listen to the music.�
�I�m listening,� Nerdly assured him. �It is aesthetically pleasing.�
They wrapped up Look at Me with a bit of a rough ending that was the mark of a lack of recent rehearsal of the tune. They then played one of Stephanie�s tunes, a hard driving, almost heavy metal piece called I�m Sorry. It seemed to deal with the way she�d treated a former lover, acknowledging that she�d treated the lover badly during the relationship, that the lover had, in fact, left her because of this treatment. The chorus, which contained the title, served as a flippant apology that seemed to want to be taken as insincere and without regret. It was actually a masterful piece of cynical, realistic songwriting and it included a blistering guitar solo between the third and final verses.
After this, they did one of Marcie�s songs. This one was called It Never Fails, and was a mellow piece featuring the clean guitar from Jim and the piano as the primary melodic instrument. It was a song about self-doubt and making mistakes but always learning from them, always pushing forward, and never giving up. Pauline, in particular, liked the theme of the tune.
From here, they played some of their older stuff, their classics that the New England fans particularly enjoyed. It was plain to see that Brainwash was intimately familiar with these classics as they played them perfectly, without so much as a missed note or a single lapse in timing.
�How are we doing, guys?� Jim asked his guests after song number eight was finished.
�You�re doing great,� Jake assured them. �We�re thoroughly enjoying the show.�
�Although,� Nerdly could not help but saying, �if you ramped up the high end on the keyboard and cut down the low end just a bit on the vocal mics, it would serve to...�
�That�s his way of saying he likes it too,� Jake interrupted. �If he didn�t like your shit, he wouldn�t be trying to think of a way to improve it.�
�I would think that would go without saying,� Nerdly said.
�Uh ... right,� Jim said. �Have you heard enough? Or should we do some more?�
�How about one more?� Jake suggested. �The best you got. The one the audiences love. One of the songs you wrap up the final encore with.�
Marcie, Jim, and Stephanie all looked at each other knowingly. A nod passed among them. They turned to the rhythm section. �Together,� Jim said.
�Fuck yeah,� Jeremy said with a smile.
�Let�s do it,� agreed Rick, twirling one of his drumsticks.
�It sounds like you have just the tune,� Jake said.
�We do,� Jim said. �It�s kind of a duet ... sort of. Marcie and I sing it together. She sings the verses but I come in for the choruses and the bridge. It�s about ... well ... it�s about the ups and downs of a long-term relationship. Sometimes we open with it, but usually it�s our final encore. The audiences get royally pissed, however, if we don�t play it at some point during a set.�
�I�m intrigued,� Jake said. �Let�s hear it.�
�Well ... the thing is,� Jim said, �it�s also kind of technical and we haven�t rehearsed it up recently, not since the last tour anyway. It might be a little rough right here and right now.�
�We can see through rough,� Jake said. �Let�s hear it.�
�All right,� Jim said. He looked at his bandmates again and they all gave him non-verbal communication that they were ready.
Marcie began to play the piano, a gentle repetitive melody. She started singing, her contralto voice up in the higher range, asking how can you look at me each day and not see the same thing? As soon as this line was sung, the tempo kicked up as the drum and bass came in. Stephanie began to play a distorted build-up riff. Jim started playing a mildly distorted rhythm to match the tempo. Marcie asked another question about the relationship, answered her own question, and then, as they reached the first chorus, the tune truly kicked into gear. The tempo came up even more and the guitars began to crunch out a heavy metal sound backed with pounding drum beats. Jim sang out the chorus, a proclaiming of unconditional love that was sometimes strained by familiarity and needed renewal. Marcie then assured him that the renewal was a two-way street that would always be there.
Jake and Nerdly looked at each other as the tune pounded out for them. Holy shit, Jake thought in amazement. We�re really onto something here. Nerdly could tell what he was thinking. He nodded in agreement. The tune was awesome, well put together, relevant, and driving. It was the kind of tune that made you feel good just listening to it.
This will be the first cut released from their album, Jake thought. The first thing people hear on the radio from them. And they�re going to fucking love them.

The two groups agreed to meet for lunch in the lobby of the Hilton hotel in downtown Providence, which was where Jake, Pauline, and the Nerdlys were staying. On the drive back to the hotel, the group from Los Angeles talked over what they had just seen. All had a favorable opinion.
�So ... we go for this?� Jake asked at the end of the discussion.
�It�s still a big gamble,� Pauline said. �We�ve done the math. They�ll have to sell more than five hundred and fifty thousand CDs before KVA gets into the black on them. That is considered extremely high risk for an unknown band, particularly one that will not be touring in support of the CD.�
�Understood,� Jake said, �but I have faith in my ability to predict success and in my ability to promote their album. They sounded amazing. You heard that, right?�
Pauline nodded. �They did sound amazing,� she admitted. �And I have faith in you as well ... you know that ... but five hundred and fifty thousand? That�s a lot of CDs to sell.�
�They�ll sell them,� Jake assured her. �The public is going to love them.�
�I vote we proceed with the project,� Nerdly said. �They have a unique sound and I think the world is ready to hear them.�
�Right,� said Sharon. �And I can�t wait to start putting their tracks down. I�m very excited by this.�
Pauline sighed. �All right,� she said. �We already have Celia�s go-ahead as long as the rest of us are unanimous in moving forward. Far be it from me to be the hold out. Let�s sign them if they�re willing.�
�Hell to the yeah,� Jake said, and then winced. �Sorry. It just slipped out.�

The members of Brainwash sat on one side of the table. The representatives of KVA Records sat on the other. Everyone, at Jake�s suggestion, was drinking iced tea.
�Rule number one when dealing with sleazy record company executives such as ourselves,� Jake told them, �is do not drink alcohol or use any other intoxicating substance prior to or during any meeting. Drink your booze and smoke your shit after an agreement has been reached.�
�We don�t do much shit smoking ourselves,� Jim said. �The five of us seem to get �randomly� chosen for drug testing an awful lot.�
�Especially after we come off tour,� Stephanie said. �I don�t think a September has gone by that didn�t find me peeing in a jar in a bathroom with blue toilet water.�
�I take it the school district still has not embraced your art?� Jake asked, remembering their discussion about that subject back in Boston on that fateful night.
�We are the biggest thorn in their side that they have,� Marcie said with a chuckle. �The district, the PTA, and a good chunk of the �good citizens� of Providence all think we�re evil personified because we sing rock and roll music.�
�And because I�m a lesbian,� Stephanie put in. �Or at least they believe I�m a lesbian. I�ve never actually admitted it before.�
�They do jump to some pretty big conclusions,� Jim said.
�Exactly,� Stephanie said. �Just because a girl has short hair, wears jeans and flannel shirts, never dates men, is a PE coach, has been known to frequent gay bars in Boston, and has a ring of female symbols tattooed around her bicep, they go right to the lesbian thing. What can you do?�
�Don�t forget the Subaru Forester,� Marcie put in. �You drive the number one lesbian car.�
�Only because it�s practical and gets good fuel mileage,� Stephanie said with a chuckle.
They all had a laugh over this.
�Trust me,� said Jim. �The district would fire each and every one of our asses if they could find any reason whatsoever. Only the fact that we�re damn good teachers and our students love us�they think we�re cool�keeps us hanging in there. That, and we don�t give them any ammunition.�
�We are the subject of endless rumors, however,� Marcie said. �The most prevalent one is that Jim, Steph and I regularly engage in group sex with each other.�
�Do you?� Nerdly asked, intrigued by the very thought.
The two women looked at him harshly for a moment, but then saw in his face that he was merely curious, not sexually harassing them.
�Not regularly,� Marcie said with a smile.
Jim and Marcie laughed as if this was the funniest thing they had ever heard. Jeremy and Rick were pretty amused by it as well. Jake laughed with them, but he sensed that there was a little more than a joke implied by Stephanie�s words.
�All right,� Pauline said. �Enough about Subaru Foresters and lesbian love ... as appealing as the subject can be. How about we talk some business here?�
�All right,� Jim said. �Let�s talk.�
�We all like your music,� Jake said. �We�ve been listening to the demo CD you sent me and we were all impressed with what you just played for us. I�ve been impressed with you since the first time I heard you. I wanted to get you signed back then. Unfortunately, the powers-that-be of the time did not include me. The suits of National Records that I tried to get to sign you would not even listen to your demo, not even after I begged and pleaded with them to. Do you know why?�
�We don�t look good on camera,� Jim said. �That�s what we�ve been told every time we�ve tried to hook up with an agent.�
�That�s correct,� Jake said. �That is exactly what they told me. �Brainwash will never amount to anything, no matter how great their music is, because they don�t look good in a music video�. I felt that was bullshit then, and I feel that is bullshit now. Now, however, I�m part owner of my own record company and we can do whatever we want. And what we want to do is have you record a CD for us and we�ll see if we can sell it. We want to put my theory that good music will still trump image to the test.�
�And you want us to record this album over the summer?� Jim asked.
�That would be ideal,� Jake said. �We have a connection with Oren Blake II.�
�He�s your baby�s daddy, right?� Marcie asked Pauline.
�That�s right,� she said. �He put the little clump in my belly. And he owns Blake Studios in Oregon, where Jake and Celia recorded their past two albums. He�s out on tour right now, but I believe he would be inclined to help us out with studio time over the summer break�for his usual price of five hundred dollars per hour and three percent royalties on all CD sales in perpetuity.�
The members of Brainwash all shared a look with each other and passed around some silent communication.
�Five hundred dollars an hour?� Jim finally said. �There�s no way we could afford that.�
�We�re just a group of teachers,� Marcie said, �making teacher pay.�
�You would not be paying that five hundred an hour,� Jake said. �We would.�
�You would?� Stephanie asked.
�Yes,� Jake said. �That�s what signing you to the label is all about. We pay to get the album recorded, manufactured, distributed, and promoted and, in turn, we get to make a good chunk of the profit from it. Did you not understand that this is how the recording industry worked?�
�Uh ... well, yeah, I did understand that,� Jim said. �I just never thought about it so ... you know ... clinically.�
�When you say that you get to keep the profit,� Stephanie said, �what exactly do you mean by that? How do we get paid?�
�You�ll be given royalties on your album,� Pauline said. �The industry standard for first time contracts is ten percent.�
�Ten percent?� Jim said. �That�s not very much.�
�It�s not,� Jake said. �It kind of sucks, really. Fortunately for you, Nerdly and I were the victims of one of these first-time contracts back when Intemperance was first signed to National and we have sympathy for your cause. We are not going to screw you like we got screwed. I could not live with myself if I participated in something like that.�
�What are you offering then?� asked Marcie.
�We�re offering fifteen percent royalties on all CDs sold,� Jake said.
�That�s not a lot more than ten percent,� Stephanie said.
�It�s not,� Jake said, �but it�s also the highest we can go without taking too large of a financial risk ourselves. You have to understand that putting an album together and getting it out into the world is expensive. Our estimation is that it will cost approximately one and a half million dollars to get you recorded, mixed, mastered, manufactured and distributed. And that�s only the first part. You�ll also have to be promoted or no one will ever hear you. The only way for us to promote you is to use the thoroughly corrupted system that has been put in place and maintained by the big four record companies for decades. That is perhaps the most expensive part of the process. For an unknown band that they will probably think is going to ultimately fail�because you don�t look good on camera, remember?�we will be lucky if can secure promotion for forty percent royalties to whomever agrees to do it. That means that forty percent of every wholesale album sale�and that rate is at six dollars apiece currently�goes to National, or Aristocrat, or Warner Brothers, or whoever else picks up the MD&P contract. Are you following me so far?�
�You�re saying that even though you�re an independent record company,� Jim said, �you still have to deal with the bigs in order for your music to be heard.�
�Correct,� Jake said. �And the bigs aren�t cheap. So, right there you have forty percent royalties going to one of the big four and three percent going to Obie for letting us have the studio time. That�s forty-three percent, right?�
�Right,� Nerdly said.
�Add your fifteen percent royalties to that and we�re now at...� He looked at Nerdly.
�Fifty-eight percent royalties committed to production, promotion, and band compensation,� Nerdly said. �That leaves forty-two percent left over for KVA Records.�
�That�s quite a lot,� Stephanie said. �More than anyone else is getting.�
�True,� Jake said, �but I think you�re looking at this through the wrong prism. KVA is the one who is financing everything. We�re the one plopping down the million and half to get the CDs on the shelf. A million and a half is a lot of money, guys. Do you know how many CDs you�ll have to sell before we get that million and a half back and start showing some profit?�
�How many?� Jim asked.
�Tell him, Nerdly,� Jake said.
Nerdly told him. �At the going rate of six dollars wholesale per unit sold, multiplied by zero point four two�KVA�s royalty rate�we will get two dollars and fifty-two cents for each CD purchased. That means, that in order to recoup our investment, Brainwash will have to sell at least five hundred and ninety-five thousand, two hundred and thirty-eight CDs.�
�Wow,� Jim said. �That�s a lot.�
�You will have to go Gold and then some before KVA gets into the black on you,� Jake said. �We�re taking a fairly big risk here, guys. None of the big four would take a chance like this.�
�Absolutely not,� Pauline said. �They consider a break-even point of two hundred thousand units sold to be high risk. Granted, they can put albums out more cheaply than we can because they have all the infrastructure in place, and, of course, they screw their artists up their collective asses without using lube in order to maximize their profits.�
�That�s right,� Jake said. �We�re making things more expensive because we refuse to screw you in the industry standard manner. For instance, the only recoupable expense we will saddle you with will be advance money so you can settle in and take care of yourselves while you�re recording. We will pay for your housing, your food, your transportation to and from the studio. In addition, your royalty rate is your royalty rate without strings and exceptions attached. No breakage fees, manufacturing fees, shipment fees, fucking entertainment expenses or housing clauses�all the shit that they fucked us with on our first trip to fantasy land.�
The members of Brainwash looked at each other again. This time Jake was able to interpret their silent communication. They were starting to feel they were in over their head.
�Look, guys,� Pauline said. �This is a straightforward deal, the best you will ever be offered as a band that needs a record company to get them heard. Jake is sincere when he says that he wants no part of a screwing and I don�t either. We�re being extremely generous here with fifteen percent and no additional expenses tacked on. You will have virtually no risk whatsoever. The worse that can happen to you is that we�re wrong and your CD doesn�t sell that much. You�ll still get your share of royalties for each unit sold. And as long as you sell enough to cover your advance money, you�ll be in the black long before we will.�
�What do you mean?� Stephanie asked.
�We�re proposing an advance of fifty thousand dollars to take care of your living expenses during the recording process,� Pauline explained. �That is all you will be responsible for covering under this deal, and, in truth, in the unlikely event that your album completely bombs and doesn�t even sell enough to cover that fifty-k, we�re not going to go after you for the balance anyway.�
�How many albums would we have to sell to cover that fifty thousand dollars?� Stephanie asked.
�Bill, tell �em,� Pauline said.
�At fifteen percent royalties,� Nerdly explained, �on a six dollar wholesale rate, that means Brainwash, the band, will be collecting ninety cents per CD sold. In order to cover that fifty thousand, you will need to sell only fifty-five thousand, five hundred and fifty-six CDs. Everything after that is pure profit for the band, even if we end up losing money on this endeavor.�
The band pondered that for a minute. �Wow,� Stephanie said. �This sounds almost too good to be true.�
�We have faith in you,� Sharon said. �Or, at least we have faith in Jake�s ability to pick winners.�
Jim looked at Jake. �How much do you think we�ll sell?� he asked.
�I am absolutely confident that, as long as who we contract with keeps their end of the bargain and promotes you properly, you will at least go Platinum. That is one million copies sold.�
�One million copies ... times ninety cents per copy...� Jim struggled to do the math in his head.
Nerdly helped him out. �The band would pull in nine hundred thousand dollars if you went Platinum,� he said. �If you divided that evenly among the five of you, that would be one hundred and eighty thousand dollars each.�
This definitely got their attention. �One hundred and eighty thousand dollars?� Jim said. �Holy shit!�
�That�s three hundred and sixty thousand for the two of us!� Marcie exclaimed.
Jake smiled as he saw their excitement. Though, to him, they were talking chump change amounts, to a group of middle-class school teachers, this was like winning the lottery. He did need to bust their bubble just a little bit, however. �One thing you need to take into account, guys,� he told them, �is that this money is pre-tax. We�re not like a regular employer who will take your taxes out each check. Your quarterly royalty checks will arrive in their full amount. You will be responsible for figuring and paying taxes on the income.�
�I would suggest you get a good accountant immediately,� Nerdly said. �Assuming you accept our proposal, that is.�
�Oh ... yeah, of course,� Jim said. �But what about an agent? When I was with Courage, we had an agent who helped us negotiate things and watched out for us.�
�And what did your agent charge you for this service?� Pauline asked.
�Twenty percent, right off the top,� Jim said.
�You�re free to get an agent if you think you need one,� Pauline told her. �Far be it from me to discourage that, since I was Intemperance�s agent until they broke up and that is how I made my first million. For a band in your position, however, the primary purpose of having an agent is to be heard and to secure a record contract in the first place. We have already offered you a record contract that is far more generous than any agent could have dreamed of securing for you. If you want to pay someone twenty percent of what you make when you have already accomplished what he or she might have done, you go right ahead.�
�Oh ... well ... I guess that makes sense,� Jim said.
�There�s another reason to have an agent,� Stephanie said. �They can look over the contract you offer before we sign and make sure ... you know ... that everything is on the up and up. Not that we don�t trust you ... but ... you know...�
�I know where you�re coming from,� Pauline said. �We�re a group of Hollywood music people who just swept in here from out of nowhere and are offering you a contract that seems too good to be true. I would hope that you would have someone look it over before you signed it. Instead of getting an agent and committing to that twenty percent, however, I would suggest you dig up a lawyer that specializes in entertainment contracts and pay he or she to review it for you. You can probably find such a creature in New York, although I will admonish you to be careful that the lawyer doesn�t try to take advantage of you in some way. In any case, you and the lawyer will find that the contract we�re proposing will be written in plain language that spells out the terms we just proposed and has no hidden clauses. That is not the way we do business, but you�re certainly welcome and encouraged to confirm that.�
�That sounds like a good idea,� Marcie said slowly, after thinking this over for a moment.
�Like we�ve been saying,� Jake said. �We�re not here to screw you. We�re here because we like your music and we think there�s some potential to make some money off of it. This contract we�re proposing, unlike the first one we signed as Intemperance, is only for one album. In addition, you get to retain the rights to your music in all ways other than we reserve the right to exclusively sell the CD for ten years. If you all want to sign up with another label after the first album, you�re free to do so and you�re free to perform any music on that CD at any time, at least as far as we�re concerned. Because of this, we are not offering songwriting royalties to the songwriters like a standard contract. You�re free to market and sell the rights to your music to anyone you please for extra money and we�ll stay out of it. Jim, if you want to let the Ford motor company use your song in a commercial, that�s your business. Marcie, if you want to let them use one of your songs as part of the score in a Hollywood chick-flick, you can do it. And Stephanie, if you want to lay down one of your tracks to help Subaru sell some more of those Foresters to their target demographic, fuckin� go for it. We won�t care because that�s your business.�
�And on the other side of that coin,� Pauline said, �if you are appalled by the thought of your music being used to sell cars or shampoo or beer or soda, like I know Jake is, that too is in your business. KVA cannot sell those rights to Pepsi or Budweiser or Subaru because we do not own the rights ourselves.�
�All right,� Stephanie said. �I�m really starting to warm up to this proposal. I still got this nagging feeling of �too good to be true�, but I understand that�s just my natural cynicism of the world.�
�Understandable,� Pauline said.
�Tell me about the recording process,� Stephanie said next. �How would it work? You say we can do it over the summer break?�
�Yes, assuming Obie is on board with the studio time,� Jake said.
�He�ll be on board,� Pauline said. �Otherwise, I�ll be forced to cut him off.�
�That�s playing dirty,� Jake said.
�You do what you gotta do in this business,� she said. �Anyway, let�s assume the studio time is a done deal. I�ll handle it.�
�Right,� Jake said. �Making the assumption.� He turned back to Brainwash. �We�ll need you to rehearse up at least fifteen of your best tunes before summer break starts. We�ll want a relatively equal mix of Jim songs, Marcie songs, and Stephanie songs. We�ll want a couple of ballads and a couple of your hard drivers. I�m going to strongly suggest that you include that tune you just closed out your set with. I think that will be the breakout tune for you, the one that makes people notice you.�
�People do love that one,� Jim said.
�And I never get tired of playing it,� Marcie added.
�In any case, have all that shit ready to go when the school year ends,� Jake said. �Then we�ll ship all of your instruments and equipment out to Oregon by truck. We�ll fly you all out to North Bend�first class of course since we know how to take care of the talent�and put you up in a rental house for the duration.�
�What about our kids?� Marcie asked.
�Bring them with you,� Jake said. �They can stay in the house. We�ll hire a nanny of some sort to keep everyone watched and fed and safe while you�re all recording. How many kids are we talking here, and what ages?�
�Five and three from us,� Jim said.
�Mine will probably stay with his other mom,� Stephanie said. �Although he might come out to visit here and there.�
�Fair enough,� Jake said. He turned to the rhythm section. �And you two?�
�Well ... I have a six year old and an eight year old,� Jeremy said. �But what about my wife?�
�Bring her along,� Jake said. �Maybe she can be the nanny? Hell, we�ll even pay her.�
�She works,� Jeremy said.
�Doing what?� asked Pauline.
�Uh ... a retail job,� he said. �She sells appliances at Sears.�
�Does she like doing that?� Pauline asked.
�No, she hates it with a passion.�
�Well,� Jake said, �I�m not going to tell you what she should do, but I know what I would do if I had a job I hated and my husband was being given an opportunity and someone was offering to pay me for childcare duties at a rate that would probably be equivalent to what I was being paid for selling appliances.�
�Assuming, of course, that Marcie and Jim trust your wife to watch their children,� said Nerdly matter-of-factly.
�Jenny would be awesome at the job!� Marcie said immediately. �She�s a wonderful mother! Germ, you�ve got to convince her to come with us. It would be perfect!�
�I�ll talk to her,� he promised, still trying to process everything.
�And what about you, Rick?� Jake asked. �You have kids too, right?�
�Right,� he said. �A ten year old and a thirteen your old.�
�And a wife?�
�Thirty-eight years old,� he confirmed. �And I don�t think she would be up for dragging herself and the kids across the country for three months. She�s a nurse at Providence General. It�s a good job that pays more than what I make.�
�Is this a deal breaker?� Jake asked.
�What? No! Not at all,� Rick said, shaking his head. �We�ll work it out. She�s used to having me away touring with the band most of the summer anyway. Her sister and her mom can watch the kids. Hell, maybe I can even fly them out for a few weeks. They�ve never been west of the Mississippi before. And if Jenny is there to babysit ... well ... I think they�d have a good time.�
�All right then,� Jake said. �It sounds like you all are seriously considering our deal?�
�We would have to look at the specific contract first,� Stephanie said, �and, you know, have that lawyer look it over, but...� She looked at the rest of the band. �What do you think, guys?�
�If everything is on the up and up,� Jim said, �I�m in.�
�Me too,� said Marcie.
�Sign me up,� said Jeremy.
�Me as well,� said Rick.
�Awesome,� Jake said, happily. �Pauline will draw up the contract before we fly out tomorrow and get copies of it to you all. Look it over, have that lawyer look it over, and then get back to Pauline as soon as you�ve made your decision.�
�What if we want to negotiate on something in the contract?� Jim asked.
�There is no negotiation,� Jake said. �We�re offering you a very fair contract. It�s a take it or leave it deal.�
�I see,� Jim said, somewhat taken aback.
Jake ignored his discomfort. �Now then,� he said. �It seems the business part of this meeting is now complete. Anyone up for a cocktail?�
It turned out that everyone was up for a cocktail.

Chapter 21: Red Skies at Night

Los Angeles International Airport
Los Angeles, California
March 17, 1994
It was 9:30 AM, twenty-four minutes after the big board reported that American Airlines Flight 612 from Sau Paulo had ARRIVED, when Jake first caught sight of her. He was sitting in one of the hard plastic chairs near the bottom of the escalators that led downward from the gates of Terminal 4 to the main concourse. A steady stream of arriving passengers from a variety of American Airlines flights had been making their way down those moving staircases ever since Jake had planted his butt there. Now, at last, he saw a familiar female figure with a head of hair a familiar shade of red at the top of the ride. Gathered around this familiar looking person were several other people who looked familiar as well�a group he had spent a week hanging out with and playing live music with five months before.
His eyes locked onto her, a smile coming to his face. She was wearing a pair of faded jeans and a loose-fitting t-shirt with a picture of a chili pepper on it. Her hair was down and flowing across her shoulders. Even from a distance, Jake could see that she looked tired and haggard from her travels. Even so, she was beautiful, he loved her, and his heart was extremely happy to see her with his own two eyes.
He stood and made his way toward the bottom of the escalator. He waved his right hand at her as he approached. About halfway down, she spotted him and her face lit up. She waved back enthusiastically. The moment her feet stepped off the bottom step, she rushed to him, weaving in and out of other passengers and loved ones in the crowd until she slammed into him nearly hard enough to knock him down. They put their arms around each other and she began to cover his face with wet kisses.
�I missed you so much!� she told him, kissing his lips, his cheek, his ear. �It�s so good to finally be home!�
�I missed you too, hon,� he told her, relishing the feel of her body in his arms, not minding at all that she smelled of sour sweat and stale cigarette smoke (smoking on domestic flights was no longer allowed, but the ban had yet to be applied to long-haul international flights). He could not wait to get her back to the house and into bed. He was already springing a semi just from the thought.
By the time they broke their embrace�after one final, passionate mouth kiss that involved a bit of tongue play�the rest of the musicians had made their way over to the couple. Squiggle, Groove, Sally, Homer, and, of course, Z himself�all looking burned out and haggard to varying degrees themselves�each shook Jake�s hand and gave him warm greetings.
�How was the flight?� Jake asked.
�Fuckin� long,� Homer said. �Thirteen goddamn hours in the air.�
�Yeah,� said Z, �but at least it led to home.�
�Damn right,� said Sally. �No show tonight, no show tomorrow, no show anytime in the near future. We�re back in the land of wanton waste and the twenty-four hour drive-through, where it�s reasonably safe to drink the tap water and eat from a roadside taco stand.�
�You got that shit right,� Z said, shaking his head with a painful grimace. �You ever had dysentery, Jake?�
�I never have,� Jake said.
�Take it from me and Sally,� Z told him. �Don�t try it just to see what it�s like. Especially not if you have to do a ninety-minute show.�
Laura giggled a little. �I had to extend my sax solo for him a few times that week so he could go take care of some emergency business. I improvised for nearly ten minutes straight one night.�
Jake nodded, impressed. �The show must go on, right?�
�Right,� Z said sourly. �Sometimes, however, I think maybe we should change that to �the show might go on�.�
The group made their way through the concourse to the assigned baggage claim area for their flight. They found a spot near the carousel and, while Jake and Laura held hands and stood with their bodies in contact, the rest of the band continued to regale him with a few anecdotes of their time in South America.
It took the better part of twenty minutes for everyone�s checked baggage to drop down and get collected. Laura had one large suitcase and her saxophone case�an insurance policy had been taken out on the sax to cover its potential loss or damage by American Airlines�and they were among the last items to emerge (naturally). From there, the group made its way to the terminal exit. A limousine had been arranged to take away the rest of the band and it was waiting out front.
It took another ten minutes for Laura to give a tearful farewell to the group of men she had been traveling and playing with almost constantly for the past eight months. The emotion of the moment was quite thick in the air as they exchanged hugs and goodbyes with her. Though Bobby Z intended to start putting together his next album very soon, he would not be needing a saxophonist for quite some time and Laura had not, in any case, even committed to being that saxophonist when the time came. This would be the last she would see of this bunch for months, possibly even forever.
Jake watched quietly as this played out, his hand resting on Laura�s suitcase. He could not help but notice that when it came time for her to say goodbye to Squiggle, the hug was extra-long, extra-snug, that the tears running down her face began to run a little faster, in higher volume, and that the kiss on the cheek she gave him was positioned a little closer to the corner of his mouth.
�Take care of yourself, Teach,� Squiggle told her. �Maybe we�ll play together again sometime.�
�Anything is possible,� she told him, giving him one last hug and then tussling his hair.

Laura absolutely insisted on showering first.
�I cannot wait to get my hands on your dick,� she told him, hunger in her eyes, �but I am not going to let you see me, smell me, taste me, or fuck me while I�m all sweaty, gross, and my hair smells like cigarettes.�
�I don�t mind,� he insisted.
�I do,� she told him. �Now go pour us some wine and wait in the bed while I get cleaned up.�
�Wine? It�s ten o�clock in the morning.�
�I�m still on Sau Paulo time,� she reminded him. �It feels like mid-afternoon to me. And besides, I�ve been flying all night long. I want some wine, some dick, and then some sleep. In that order.�
�Yes ma�am,� he told her, smiling and giving her a little salute.
He got the wine for her but she did not end up drinking any of it. When she emerged from the bathroom she was wearing only a white robe over her bare flesh. Jake was wearing nothing at all and his little buddy was standing tall and proud, ready to perform the service for which he had been designed and constructed.
The robe came off and they fell into each other�s arms. They kissed hotly, their tongues swirling together, their hands touching everywhere, everything. Jake licked and sucked her nipples for a few minutes and then began to kiss his way southward, heading for that freshly shaved, sweet smelling junction between her legs. He barely made it to her belly button, however, before she hooked her hands into his armpits and began pulling him back up.
�Fuck me!� she demanded, her voice full of lust.
�Let me eat you first,� he said. �You love it when I put my mouth on your pussy.�
�I do,� she said, �but I don�t want that right now. I want cock, baby and I want it all the way in!�
Though he really wanted to get a taste of her juices, he did as requested. He slid his body up atop hers, found the proper positioning, and sank into her hot wetness in one stroke.
It was absolute heaven after so long feeling only his own hand for stimulation. He hardly thought of Celia at all as he began to thrust in and out of her.

April 1st, also known as April Fools Day, was a beautiful example of early spring in southern California. The temperature at noon was seventy-two degrees, with just enough of a westerly wind to blow some of the smog out of the basin and let one see the actual blue of the sky above.
Jake and Greg were spending the day at the Pacific View Country Club above Malibu. Greg had been a member of this exclusive set of links for the past ten years and the two of them played here together several times a month when time, work schedules, and weather permitted. Greg, who was a better golfer, almost always won the matches. Jake, on the other hand, almost always won the bets when his handicap and his greater propensity for shining under pressure were factored in.
He had already taken the first nine by sinking a twenty-foot putt just prior to the turn and edging out Greg on the automatic press. Now, as they mounted the tenth, fresh beers in hand and Cuban cigars smoldering in the cart�s ashtray, Greg declared it was time to start kicking some rock star ass.
�You always say that,� Jake told him, pulling a driver from his bag walking up to the tee.
�I know,� Greg said sourly. �This time, I�m going to do it.�
�Care to double the bet?� Jake asked lightly, knowing that Greg could not resist such a thing even when he knew he was likely going to lose.
�How about we double the stakes but take out the automatic press for the game?� Greg suggested.
�I can still request the press if I�m behind?� Jake asked.
�Of course,� the actor told him. �But I�m not compelled to grant it.�
Jake smiled. He knew that Greg could no more refuse a request to press the bet than he could refuse to have an olive placed in his martini. �Deal.�
�All right,� Greg said. �Let�s do this.�
The tenth hole was a long, picturesque par 5 that stretched along the ridge and offered stunning views of the ocean (the name of the club was not false advertising by any stretch of the imagination). Jake, who had won the ninth hole, made a slow, easy swing and blasted his little white ball more than two hundred and fifty yards downrange, where it rolled to a stop near the right side of the narrow fairway.
�Nice,� Greg said, nodding. He then proceeded to outdrive Jake by a good twenty yards and end up with favorable positioning for the second shot.
They put their clubs in their bags and got back into the electric cart. Greg was behind the wheel for this round�they took turns being the driver from round to round ever since Jake had yelled at the pompous actor several years before that he wasn�t a goddamned limo driver�and he drove them down the well-maintained cart path. Both puffed on their cigars as they made the journey.
�You seem a lot more relaxed since Laura got home,� Greg pointed out.
�Yeah,� Jake said, nodding. �There�s still a shitload of stressful things going on, but ... you know ... when you�re back to getting regular sex after a long stretch without it, it does tend to have a mellowing effect.�
�I wouldn�t know,� Greg said sourly.
�She�s still not giving up the trim?�
�She�s not refusing to have sex with me,� he said, �but she�s not offering it up either. The two times I�ve gotten some since she�s been home were only after I initiated things quite strongly and fought through a concrete wall of disinterest on her part. And even after all that, she just laid there and let me do what I needed to do, not participating much in the effort.�
�That thoroughly sucks,� Jake said with sympathy. He knew, after all, how passionate Celia could be in bedroom.
�No kidding,� Greg said. �Quite honestly, taking myself in hand is more pleasurable than that. At least my imaginary lover moves a little.�
�I wish I knew what to tell you,� Jake said. �Is she still giving you the silent act?�
�She claims she isn�t. She�ll talk to me when I talk to her, answer whatever I�ve asked, but that�s about it. We talk about business things, scheduling things, household things, but not much else. She doesn�t tell me about her day, not even if I ask about it. She doesn�t ask about my day. When I tell her things about my day, she just nods and grunts�never asks any follow-up questions.�
�It certainly sounds like you have a communication issue of late,� Jake said.
�That might be the understatement of the year,� Greg said.
They had arrived at Jake�s ball. He got out, took a quick look at his distance to green�it was still well over two hundred and fifty yards�and then pulled out his three wood. He took a few practice swings until it swished over the grass at just the right level and then addressed the ball. Greg kept respectfully silent behind him. He swung the club and the head made good contact with the ball, launching it into the air with a resounding smack. It sliced a little to the right, but not enough to really matter. It landed thirty yards short of the green, bounced a few times, and rolled to a stop an easy chip shot away.
�Nice one,� Greg said when Jake got back in the cart.
�Could�ve been better,� Jake said as the cart began to roll again.
�It can always be better.�
�This is true,� Jake allowed. He took a puff from his cigar, a drink from his beer. �If it makes you feel any better, Celia�s not all that communicative at tour rehearsal either.�
�No?� Greg asked. He seemed a bit surprised by this.
�Strictly business with me and the Nerdlys both. Even with the band, she�s short, succinct, to the point and not much else. She even yelled at Charlie the other day when he took too much time disinfecting his bass during the encore break. Almost made him cry.�
�That guy is bizarre,� Greg said. �And as someone who regularly works with homosexuals, directors with over-the-top OCD, production managers with undiagnosed bipolar disorder, and just plain crazy people, that is saying a lot.�
�Charlie does take some getting used to,� Jake agreed as Greg brought them to a halt at his golf ball.
Greg�s shot was about as close to perfect as it could be. He made solid contact with his own three wood and the ball was right on the line. It bounced and rolled and finally stopped just short of the fringe of the green.
�Almost on in two,� the actor said with a shake of the head.
�You�re just showing off,� Jake said.
�I do not show off,� Greg said. �I perform.�
�Right,� Jake said as they lurched forward again, heading for Jake�s ball.
�How is the tour rehearsal going anyway?� Greg asked. �Celia is obviously telling me very little about it.�
�It�s dialed in tight,� Jake said. �She may be dealing with her demons and her own issues off that stage, but when she steps up there and starts playing, all that shit seems to slip away and she puts on a hell of a show. The audiences are going to love the performance. She�s a natural.�
�That�s good to hear,� Greg said. �The suits over at Aristocrat keep insisting that the whole thing is going to be a failure�she did tell me that much. They continue to pressure her to put on the sexy outfit and do a little bit of dancing.�
�Yeah, Pauline and I both keep hearing that crap as well. Trust me, not them. It�s a stellar performance we�ve put together that is pure music in the format it�s supposed to be heard in. Even the opening band that Aristocrat is sending out with her isn�t half bad�for a bunch of hackers anyway. We�re doing two days of dress rehearsals next week. After that, the roadies will start setup and tear-down training so everything will be ready when they hit the road for the first date in Phoenix on the 27th.�
�Hmm,� Greg said. �As of yet, I have not been invited to either of the dress rehearsals.�
�I�m sure you have an open invitation,� Jake said. �We�re doing them Wednesday and Thursday nights, with the openers taking the stage at 7:30, which is what time the show starts at most of the venues.�
�I will talk to C about it,� Greg said. �I�m sure she�ll just tell me to do what I want. That�s been her standard answer these past months.�
�Hopefully things will get better,� Jake said with sincerity. He honestly did want things to work out between Greg and Celia. �She�ll have lots of time to think while she�s out on the road.�
Greg nodded. �That�s kind of what I�m afraid of,� he said softly, speaking more to himself than Jake.

Since returning home from South America, Laura had turned into a considerable homebody. She would go days at a time without ever leaving Jake�s house, and if she did leave, it was only to perform a brief, necessary errand and then she would come right back home. Her routine these days was to sleep until well after ten o�clock in the morning, at which point she would shower and dress in comfortable clothes like shorts and a T-shirt, usually leaving out the bra. She would then eat whatever Elsa had prepared for her�or leftovers if it was the weekend and Elsa was off�and then spend the rest of the day either reading some novel from Jake�s collection or watching television. She listened to no music and her saxophone remained in its case in the music room. At night, after dinner, she would drink wine and smoke some of Jake�s marijuana, getting herself into a mellow mood. Most nights Jake would imbibe with her and they would end up in bed for a lengthy session of sex. Her lovemaking (or �fucking�, as she still preferred to term it) was as passionate as ever with one small exception. She no longer asked Jake to perform cunnilingus on her�an act she used to demand during nearly every session�and, if he went downtown on his own, she would usually let him lap away at her for only a few minutes before dragging him back up and encouraging him to bury himself in her body.
Jake thought this new aversion to having him eat her out was a bit strange�and disappointing, as he truly loved performing that particular act�but in all other things Laura was pretty much the same Laura he had fallen in love with. True, she had developed a considerable taste for drinking wine and getting stoned during her tour, but other than that she was still the funny, quirky, adorable redhead she�d always been. He did not mind that she was doing little work these days. He certainly understood that tours were brutal and one needed to rest up after completing one. Her bank account was nicely swollen thanks to the tour revenue and the royalty checks she regularly received from KVA Records, and even if it hadn�t been, Jake had more than enough money to support them both.
�I�ll pick up the sax again soon,� she assured Jake the one time he had asked her about it. This had been in bed, just after they�d finished taking a few hits from the old pipe. �I�m just a little burned out on playing after all the touring. Right now, there�s only one horn I want to blow.�
�Oh yeah?� Jake asked, smiling as her hand began to caress the horn in question.
�Yeah,� she said, licking her lips and then lowering her head to begin the performance.
On the night of April 8th, however, her presence at Celia�s final dress rehearsal was pretty much mandatory. She put up no fuss when Jake told her this. In truth, she was getting anxious to start interacting with the world once again, and she had not seen or talked to Celia in a long time now�since a few days before she�d left on the American part of the Bobby Z tour. She dressed in a pair of new blue jeans and a fashionable blouse, put on a little makeup for the first time in weeks, and even did her hair a little. Before getting into the limo that Jake had arranged to take them to the performance she made sure to pack her one-hitter pipe and a baggie of Jake�s greenbud in her purse.
�Greg�s going to be there?� Laura asked Jake as they sat in the back of the limo and sipped from a bottle of wine she�d opened.
�That�s the rumor,� Jake said.
�Is it awkward being around them?� she asked. Jake had told her what the situation was between the actor and the singer, including the reason for the rift. She felt bad for both of them, but also more than a little sympathetic. She certainly did not approve of infidelity in a relationship, but she also knew what it was like to be far away from the one you loved and understood the sexual frustration that went along with it. Yes, she understood that very well indeed.
�Most of the time, no,� Jake said. �They both remain personable with everyone else, and they don�t fight or put each other down or anything like that. It actually takes a while to realize sometimes that they�re not talking to each other. It�s subtle.�
�Interesting,� she said, pondering that. She then turned to Jake and grinned. �Do you mind if I suck you off really quick before we get there?�
�Uh ... well ... no,� he said. �I�m certainly not going to say no to that.�
�All right then,� she said, putting her wine glass down. �Break that thing out and let�s do this.�
He broke it out and she did it, putting her head in his lap and sucking his manhood between her lips. She had been doing this a lot lately. She tried to tell herself she just loved the taste and texture of Jake�s cock�and she truly did�but she knew that wasn�t the complete truth. Being out on the road all those months, the only girl among a band and crew of males while her lover was far away had put a sexual pressure on her that she had never experienced before�had never even really imaged. She was still trying to come to grips with how she had chosen to deal with that pressure in order to remain sane and faithful to Jake. Her compulsive need to have her hands, mouth, and vagina on Jake�s erection now that it was available to her was how she was dealing with a combination of guilt, confusion, and desire brought on by the experience.
She finished up the blowjob, swallowed down the offering without spilling a drop, and still had enough time to reapply her makeup and rinse out her mouth with another glass of wine before they arrived at the rehearsal warehouse.
�I�ll give you a call when we�re ready for pick-up,� Jake told Tony, their driver, after passing him a folded green piece of paper with a picture of Ulysses S. Grant on it.
�My cell phone is on, Jake,� Tony promised, taking the bill and making it disappear. �I�ll be here ten minutes after you call.�
�Good enough,� Jake said, taking Laura�s arm.
They went inside the building, where the stage, the lighting, and the soundboard had all been set up in the exact configuration that was going to be used in the actual venues out on tour. Though the warehouse was much smaller than a concert venue, there was still enough room for a couple of dozen folding chairs between the soundboard and the stage. Many of these chairs were already occupied by men in suits. These were bigwigs from Aristocrat Records, Brogan Guitars, and the Yamaha Corporation�s music division. The Aristocrat suits were here because they were financing the tour and were entitled to see what they were paying for (even if they didn�t like it). The Brogan and Yamaha people were here because several of the musicians in the band had signed endorsement contracts with them for the tour and they wanted to see what they were paying for.
Jake led Laura over to these front row chairs and introduced her to the suits. She shook their hands, told them she was happy to meet them, and smiled pretty for them, knowing she would not remember a single name, and hoping she would not have to talk too much to them.
She did not. After making small talk for less than five minutes, Greg came in through the front door. He was alone, dressed in a custom-tailored business suit complete with jacket and tie. Laura rushed over to greet him and gave him a big hug before kissing him on both cheeks. Greg seemed very pleased with the greeting, his smile genuine instead of an actor�s pretend smile.
�You look as beautiful as ever, Laura,� Greg told her.
�Thank you,� she said, feeling herself blush a little. She loved Jake with all her heart, but it was always flattering to have a handsome Hollywood actor call you beautiful.
�Are you going to come with Jake to the premier of So Others May Live?� he asked her.
�Absolutely!� she said. �I�m looking forward to it. I�ve never been to a real Hollywood premier before.�
�It�s just like going to see a film at your local movie theater,� he assured her. �Except, you know, the dress is formal, and there are a bunch of stars and directors there, and there are appetizers prepared by the best chefs in the region.�
�Jake said the drinks are free?� she asked.
�The drinks are free,� he assured her.
�That�s all you had to say,� she said. She then leaned forward and gave him another kiss on the cheek.
Pauline and the Nerdlys showed up next. Laura had had a meeting with Pauline, her manager, shortly after arriving back home, so she rushed right by her to give big hugs to Bill (who blushed furiously as she embraced him) and especially to Sharon.
�Congratulations!� she told the master of audio engineering, who was already exhibiting a distinct glow. �Jake told me the news last week. It�s so exciting, isn�t it?�
�It�s actually kind of nauseating, truth be told,� Sharon said. �Now I understand what my mother is always holding over my head.�
�The tendency toward circadian rhythm disturbances and early day nausea and emesis should pass around the completion of the first trimester,� Bill said matter-of-factly. �At least all of the internet research I�ve done on the subject seems to suggest this.�
�Early day nausea my ass,� Pauline said sourly. �When I was growing the clump, I�d puke any fucking time, day or night, usually with only six or so seconds of warning.�
�Did this condition resolve by the end of the first trimester though?� asked Bill.
�More or less,� Pauline said with a shrug.
�That is fortunate,� Bill said. �I am quite looking forward to the surge of hormones in the second trimester that is purported to trigger increased sexual desire.�
�The second trimester horniness,� Pauline said with a fond nod of the head. �That�s a real thing. Obie almost didn�t survive it.�
�He told me he had to turn it down a few times during that phase,� Jake said.
Pauline nodded. �This is true. He�s such an old man.�
�How much longer until he comes home?� Laura asked.
�He�ll be here for Greg�s premier,� Pauline said. �The final tour date is May 16th in Portland. Tabs and I are going to fly up there to catch the show and then spend a little time in Coos Bay.�
�You�re going to bring a baby to a concert?� Laura asked.
�Damn right,� Pauline said. �She�s from a musical family, isn�t she? I want her first concert to be her daddy�s�even if it is that crappy-ass country music.�
7:30 was rapidly approaching, so everyone found seats to plant their respective butts in. Laura and Jake sat as far away from the suits of Aristocrat, Brogan, and Yamaha as they possibly could. The Nerdlys tried to sit at the sound board so they could monitor the hand-picked engineers and techs they had assembled for the day to day operations, but were soundly rejected on the grounds that it was time to let their little birds fly free. They ended up sitting next to Jake and Laura. Greg sat on the other side of Jake and sipped from a glass of wine he�d poured from the small bar that had been set up.
The opening band was a group called Flex, an alternative rock group from Minneapolis that Aristocrat had signed six months before. Flex�s debut album, titled Under the Surface, had been released for sale three weeks before and the title cut was getting some decent airplay across the nation. They were, of course, operating under a first-time contract that exploited them horribly and pretty much guaranteed that, no matter how successful they became, they would do nothing but lose money and go into debt to Aristocrat. The owners of KVA Records did not approve of this, but they knew it was the world they lived in and there was little they could do about it.
Flex took the stage and played a forty-five minute set that included every cut on their debut album and two unrecorded songs. Laura was not terribly impressed with them, but she understood that this was primarily due to her still-present prejudice against rock and roll music. Good rock could impress her�Jake had shown her that�but almost never at first listen, and only if it was truly good. Flex did not have the sound of something that might eventually grow on her.
The newbies finished their set and then left the stage to the sound of polite applause from the fifteen people who made up the audience. The roadies began to clear Flex�s equipment from the stage so Celia could come on in thirty minutes. It was as much a dress rehearsal for the roadies and the techies as it was for the musicians�maybe even more so.
�Where do you think you�re going, Nerdlys?� Jake asked as Bill and Sharon began to rise from their seats.
�We just want to have a brief word with Flint and Jeff over on the sound board,� Nerdly said.
�Right,� said Sharon. �The mid-range on the bass was just a little too high and the secondary mic volume was a little too low. We want to make sure that...�
�Sit down,� Jake said firmly. �We�ve been over this, remember? It�s time to let them do their jobs.�
�But the mid-range!� Nerdly said. �It has to be adjusted before Celia steps out!�
�Flex sounded fine to me,� Jake said. �Celia will sound fine as well. Let your guys do their work.�
The Nerdlys sat back down, but it was under protest. �Can I at least send a note over?� Nerdly asked.
�No,� Jake said.
�Don�t be so disappointed,� Pauline told them. �Pretty soon you�ll have Brainwash to pick and probe at and to be anal about.�
�Yes,� Jake said. �I pity them already.�
Celia and her band took the stage exactly on time. The house lights went down and the stage lights remained dark. The vague silhouettes of the performers could be seen moving about the stage, getting into position. And then a single spotlight came on, lighting up the front-center of the stage, where Celia�s microphone was positioned. Celia was there, wearing, as promised in negotiations, a pair of jeans and a sleeveless blouse. Her hair was down and flowing across her shoulders. She held a Fender acoustic six-string guitar in her hands. She began to pluck out a gentle melody on it.
�Good evening, West Covina,� she said into the microphone. �Welcome to the show.�
She continued to pick out the melody, gradually increasing the tempo and power of it, finally morphing it into something solid and fully organized, something that displayed her skill with the acoustic guitar quite well. She paused at the top of a bar�obviously a cue, Laura could tell�and then the rest of the stage lights came on, revealing the rest of the primary band. At once, they launched into a song, all of them playing together. Laura had listened to a copy of Celia�s new CD (and Jake�s as well) a few times�it was, in fact, the only music she�d listened to since returning from tour�and she recognized the tune as Should We Believe?, which Jake had told her was going to be the first released for airplay.
Celia played and sang beautifully, strumming her guitar for the rhythm while belting out the sure-to-be-controversial lyrics that questioned the existence of the Christian God. Laura had never met Coop or Charlie before, but she recognized them from their pictures on the Intemperance album covers she�d seen. The baby-faced man on the lead guitar and the slightly chubby older woman on the piano were completely unfamiliar to her but were competent enough. The sound, which the Nerdlys had been agonizing over since the first note of Flex, came across as damn near perfect to her ears, with just the right volume on the vocal mics and the instruments so that every word Celia sang could be heard and every instrument being played could be distinguished from every other. It was dialed in far better than she had ever heard Z�s people accomplish even on their best day in the most favorable acoustic conditions.
After Should We Believe?, Celia and her band moved into territory that was more familiar to Laura. They played The Struggle, with Dexter Price stepping out onto the stage and laying down the saxophone parts that she had spent so many hours perfecting. He played them as they�d been recorded, his phrasing a little different than hers, perhaps, but that was to be expected. The young guitar player handled Jake�s parts, including the solo, quite nicely as well. All in all, it was a wonderful rendition of the first song she had learned in Celia�s employ. She clapped enthusiastically when it was over.
In all, Celia and the band performed almost every song on both albums during the ninety-minute set, loosely alternating between the new songs and the old ones, playing the bigger hits toward the end�with the conspicuous absence of Why?, which was her biggest hit of all and was likely being saved for the encore. Dexter was given no extended sax solo, but the young kid on the guitar was allowed to wail for about five minutes after finishing up the outro on Small Talk, one of the harder-driving pieces from the new album. They closed out the main part of the show with Playing Those Games, the breakout hard rock song from the first album�Celia abandoning her own guitar and singing into the microphone while moving back and forth on the stage.
�Thank you, West Covina!� Celia shouted into the mic when Playing was over. �Thank you and goodnight!� She and the band then left the stage but the lights stayed on. This was where the audience would be shouting for more�presumably.
Celia came back out on the stage a few minutes later, waving, carrying a twelve-string guitar in her hands. With her was the chubby piano player, but she did not go to the piano and sit down. Instead, she accompanied Celia to Celia�s microphone. The young eastern European girl who had been playing the violin during the show walked out as well and positioned herself just to the right of Celia. The young guitar player also came out, carrying his own acoustic guitar instead of an electric. Coop, Dexter and Charlie stayed backstage.
�All right,� Celia told the audience as she started to strum her guitar a little. �I guess we have time for a few more.�
With that, she began to play the melody for Why?. Laura couldn�t help but break into applause as she heard this. Though she had had no playing time on the cut, Why? had been one of her favorites on the album anyway. It was such a hypnotic, profound tune, with harmonious acoustic guitars, gentle violin, and, of course, the two-part harmony of Celia and Pauline�s voices singing the lyrics. The pianist standing next to Celia actually sounded better than Pauline, both in aesthetics and use of her voice, and the rendition was enough to almost bring tears to Laura�s eyes.
After Why?, Coop and Charlie came back out while the guitarist swapped back to an electric and the pianist returned to her instrument. They then played a song from Celia�s days with La Diferencia: Carabobo, which, Laura knew, was one of the few songs that Celia had penned back then that had been included on one of the albums. Since Aristocrat had been La Diferencia�s label, they were allowing her to perform La Dif songs�had, in fact, tried to pressure her to play some of the bigger hits like I Love To Dance�but Celia refused to do anything she had not written. The rendition they did now sounded considerably better than the studio version, probably because the musicians and the sound were both better.
The final song of the encore was Done With You, another one of Laura�s absolute favorites. She had happy, vivid memories of putting this tune down up in Oregon, playing the dueling solos with Mary on her electric violin while Jake and Celia laid down the backing rhythm with their guitars. Dexter and the young eastern-European looking violinist did considerable justice to the outro, expanding upon the dueling solos for the better part of three minutes before finally winding up the tune in a flurry of instruments punctuated by one last repetition of the chorus that was drawn out by Celia.
�Yes!� Laura yelled happily, standing up and clapping enthusiastically as the musicians came to the front of the stage to take their bows. Nor was she the only one. It had been a great show and the applause was quite real and heartfelt.
�All right!� Jake said to the audience once the house lights came back up. �That�s the show we�re going with. Was it badass, or what?�
�Outstanding!� Pauline said. �They�re going to kill them!�
�Hear, hear!� Greg agreed. �That was my wife up there, and she was amazing!�
�A premium performance,� Nerdly said. �Although, in truth, I think if we adjusted the medium range on the...�
�Shut up, Nerdly,� Jake barked at him. �They�re dialed in. The guys did a great job on the sound.
�It was acceptable,� Nerdly grunted.
�It was fucking badass!� Jake insisted. He then turned to the suits from Aristocrat. �Well, boys, what do you think? Did she manage to keep your attention?�
�It was pretty good,� the head suit acknowledged. �But still, imagine what it would have been with a little choreography, and some costume changes, and some professional dancers.�

The suits all took their leave shortly after the performance. Everyone else met out on the warehouse floor to have a few drinks and talk things over. The band made their way out from the backstage area one by one after taking their post-performance showers. Laura was formally introduced to Coop and Charlie.
�I�m sorry,� Charlie told her when she held out her hand to him. �I don�t shake hands. Nothing personal, it�s just that we, as humans, touch some really nasty things with our hands and those bacteria linger there, just waiting to be passed from one person to the other.�
�Uh ... right,� Laura said. �No handshake. I did enjoy your playing very much though.�
�It�s good to have a gig again,� Charlie said.
�I bet,� she said.
�Have you ever wondered,� Charlie asked her suddenly, �if some of the bacteria we�re exposed to each and every day might have actually been brought here from a different civilization on a different plane of existence?�
�Uh ... no, I�ve never actually wondered that before,� she said. �Maybe the next time I get high I�ll ponder it though.�
�You do that,� Charlie said seriously. �Now, if it�s all the same to everyone here, I�m going to head home and try to score as much dick as I can before we hit the road.�
�A good plan,� Jake told him. �Catch you later, Charlie.�
Charlie wandered off. Laura watched him go and then turned to Jake. �You�re right,� she said. �He is really weird.�
�He�s so fuckin� weird that weird people say he�s weird,� said a large man with blonde curls.
�That�s deep,� Laura said.
�I thought so,� the man said. �I�m Coop. Jake�s told me a lot about you. And I�m not afraid to shake your hand.�
�That�s good to know,� Laura said, holding out her hand to him and accepting the shake. �And Jake�s told me a lot about you as well.�
�Really?� said Coop, a little alarm showing on his face. He turned to Jake. �You didn�t tell her about the time me and Darren got wasted and ended up fucking that grandmother together, did you?�
�Uh ... no, Coop,� Jake said. �I didn�t tell her about that.�
�Oh ... good,� Coop said. �That shit�s embarrassing, you know?�
�The secret is still safe,� Jake assured him.
Next, she was introduced to Elizabeth Watertown (�Call me Liz,� she told Laura. �It�s what I prefer�), the pianist and secondary vocalist. Up close and personal, Liz showed her age even more so than up on stage. She was forty-six and had been playing and teaching both piano and voice for more than twenty-five years. To supplement her income from the private lessons, she had worked on and off for Aristocrat Studios over the years doing sessions, mostly overdubs and dramatic television soundtracks. She had two children in college and an ex-husband who couldn�t hold a job. Aristocrat, Jake had told Laura, had not wanted to use Liz as Celia�s pianist and vocalist even though she was, by far, the most talented of those who had been auditioned. �She�s old and fat,� they insisted. �Nobody wants to see her up on the stage.� They had been wrong about that. Celia had wanted to see her up there, and, more important, to hear her up there. For Liz, this was a dream assignment. She would make more on this tour than she made in two years of giving lessons and doing sessions.
After Liz came Natalie Popanova, the violinist. She was tall, thin, young and pretty�which was why Aristocrat had recommended her for the job. She was also classically trained in her art and an excellent performer, which was why Celia had chosen her. Natalie had been doing sessions for Aristocrat�s film soundtrack studio for the past three years and was married to a doctor who was twenty years older than her.
�I�m Russian, not Ukrainian,� Natalie told Laura sternly, even though Laura had not asked about anything even remotely connected to her ethnicity.
�Uh ... okay,� Laura said. �Got it.�
�Ukrainians are nothing but tundra trash,� Natalie insisted. �Corrupt thieves who would sell their own mothers for a pack of counterfeit food stamps. The only thing worse are those Romanians�oh, and the Chechens, of course.�
�Of course,� agreed Laura, who had no idea what a Chechen even was. Nor did she really have any interest in finding out.
Dexter Price was the next to emerge.
�Well, well, well,� he said, looking Laura up and down. �The girl who replaced me on the Bobby Z show. We meet at last, Miss Laura.�
�I guess we kind of replaced each other,� Laura told him with a smile. �And it�s an honor to have you playing my tracks up there on that stage.�
�You did some good work on C�s first album,� Dexter told her. �And I�m told you filled my shoes quite well out on the road with Z.�
She blushed. �I did my best,� she said. �As for filling your shoes ... I don�t know about that.�
�Don�t be modest, girl,� Dexter admonished. �I keep my earballs to the ground and I heard you were badass out on that road. Embrace it.�
�Okay,� Laura said. �I was badass.�
�That�s the way!� Dexter said. �You just keep that attitude and it�ll take you far.� He hesitated for a moment, and then: �How is Z doing these days, anyway? Is he ... you know ... seeing anyone regular like?�
They had a little discussion about Z�s current love life�not that Dexter gave a shit or anything, he proclaimed�before Celia herself finally emerged from the back stage area. She was freshly showered, her hair still a bit damp. She was now dressed in a pair of beige slacks and a frilly blouse. She headed immediately for Laura�walking right by her husband without so much as a sideways glance at him�and threw her arms around her.
�It�s so good to see you again,� Celia told her, kissing her soundly on the cheek.
�It�s good to see you too,� Laura said, returning the embrace, feeling her cheek burn a little where C�s lips had touched her. �I loved the show.�
�Did you really?� Celia asked as she released the embrace.
�It was very entertaining,� Laura said honestly. �The fans are going to love it.�
�Thank you,� Celia beamed. �We�ve been working so hard on it. How was your tour? Jake said you came home with some road fatigue.�
�That�s a good way of terming it,� Laura told her. �The tour was great, but being on the road is draining, especially when you�re always in a foreign country.�
�Well ... my tours have always been in a foreign country,� Celia said with a chuckle.
�Oh ... yeah,� Laura said. �Sometimes I forget you�re from Venezuela.�
�And you did some shows there, didn�t you? What did you think of mi tierra?�
�I loved Caracas,� Laura told her. �A very vibrant, very alive city. The people there were fantastic ... very friendly, very enthusiastic about our performance. And then we went to Mara ... something. I don�t remember the name.�
�Maracaibo,� Celia asked. �That�s our financial center, where the oil industry is based.�
�Right!� Laura said. �Sorry, that seems like it was so long ago now. It was a nice city too. It seemed a little more working class, a little rougher, but the people still loved us there. We did three sold-out shows in the arena downtown.�
�I�ve only been there a few times myself,� Celia said. �I�m hoping to take you and Jake on a little trip to mi tierra with me sometime, once all the touring and recording and releasing settles down.�
�I�d love to go back and spent a little time in Venezuela,� Laura said. �A few other places down that way as well.�
�Let�s do it!� Celia said. �We could spend a few days in Caracas and I could show you two the places the tourists don�t know about. After that, we can go see my family in Barquisimeto. Madres de Dios, it�s been a long time since I�ve seen mama and papa. Not since the wedding.�
�I�m up for it anytime,� Laura told her. �I seem to be between gigs at the moment.�
�Savor it,� Celia advised. �Breaks are heavenly.�
�That�s what I�m doing,� Laura assured her.
�Me too. As of the end of that encore song, I am officially on hiatus until it�s time to hit the road. Hey, what are you doing tomorrow?�
�Tomorrow?� Laura said. �I have no plans at the moment.�
�How�s this sound? Girls day in Beverly Hills. We hit Rodeo Drive and burn a hole in some credit cards, go to the spa for a mani-pedi and some of those cucumber slices on our eyeballs, and then go grab some food�either late lunch, or early dinner, depending on how much shopping we do.�
Laura was a bit taken aback. She and Celia were friends, but their relationship had always been primarily professional. The few times they�d socialized it had always been a couples thing, with Jake and Greg present. And even on those occasions, the gathering had always been business related in some way. Still, a girls shopping trip with Celia Valdez sounded like fun. It sounded like a very Hollywood celebrity thing to do. �Sure,� she told the singer. �I�m up for it. What time?�
�Ten o�clock,� Celia told her. �I�ll get a limo and pick you up at your place. That way we can ... you know ... enjoy a few drinks while we�re doing our thing.�
Laura smiled widely. �I�m looking forward to it,� she said.

The two ladies did indeed enjoy a few drinks on their outing, and then a few more. It started with mimosas in the limousine as they made the trip to Beverly Hills. After that, it was bloody Marys to wash down a couple of breakfast crepes in one of the restaurants. They then spent the better part of two hours wandering in and out of shops on Rodeo drive, looking at pants, skirts, dresses, shoes, jewelry, and more shoes. Their credit cards were put into action in most of these places and by the time they decided to hit the spa for their pampering, they had a combined total of four thousand dollars worth of merchandise in the trunk of the limo. In the spa, they refreshed their fading buzzes with glasses of chardonnay while their fingernails and toenails were clipped and filed, painted and buffed.
Celia genuinely enjoyed hanging out with the redheaded saxophonist. She was glad to discover this because she had been extremely nervous about coming face to face with her the night before. Only her own acting ability�much of which she had learned from her husband�had allowed her to avoid projecting that nervousness and guilt to a level that Laura might have picked up on it.
I slept with the man this woman loves! her mind kept screaming at her as she�d walked across the room to embrace her, to talk to her. Not only did I sleep with him, but I�m in love with him as well. She understood at that moment how awkward it must have been for Jake when he�d first come face to face with Greg after the deed.
The invitation for the girls shopping trip today had come out of her mouth spontaneously, from well out in left field. She had had no idea she was going to invite Laura on this outing until the words were already spoken.
What the hell? she�d asked herself in the moment. Where did that come from? She actually tried a few times to come up with a reason to cancel the trip�a family emergency, a sudden illness, a twisted ankle�but the fact was, while she was a decent enough actress, she was a terrible liar and didn�t think she�d be able to pull off such a falsehood.
Now, however, after spending hours in Laura�s company, going from shop to shop, trying on clothes with her, judging shoes with her, and having their toes and fingers done up, she was glad she�d made the invite, glad that Laura had accepted. Laura really was a fun and likable soul, someone she really did feel a kindred spirit with. They were having a blast, and although their camaraderie of the day had served to smooth over the awkwardness of the hidden and not-to-be-discussed infidelity that she and Jake had shared one snowy night, the guilt at what she had done was not assuaged. In fact, that guilt had ramped up a few notches.
Laura would just die if she knew what Jake and I did, she thought as they walked out of the spa and back out onto Rodeo Drive. I wouldn�t trade the experience for anything, but I must never let her find out it happened�for her sake, not for mine or Jake�s.
�Where to now?� Laura asked as they made their way back to the waiting limo.
�Let�s get some food in us,� Celia suggested.
�Let�s do it,� Laura said. �Where shall we eat?�
�I�m thinking that French place just past the shops,� Celia said. �Nourriture Chere.�
�Nourriture Chere?� Laura said. �Are you kidding? I hear the waiting list for that place is months long.�
Celia smiled at her warmly. She was just so adorably na�ve sometimes. It was part of her charm. �Have a little faith in me,� she told her as they stepped into the limousine.
�You already made a reservation?� Laura asked.
�No,� Celia said. �I won�t need one.�
�You won�t?�
�I won�t.�
She didn�t. They arrived at the small eatery less than five minutes later, both wearing some of their new clothes they had changed into after the spa. They approached the ma�tre� d�s desk and listened as he explained to a well-dressed older couple (in a voice that was quite condescending) that there was simply no way he could seat them at any time today. And no, there was no possibility of a cancellation later on allowing them to slip in. Nourriture Chere simply did not work that way. The couple went away disappointed and Celia stepped forward, dragging Laura with her.
�Can I help you, madam?� the ma�tre d asked, his eyes showing a hint of recognition as he looked at Celia�s face.
�I think you probably can,� Celia replied. �I�m Celia Valdez. This is my friend, Laura Best. We were hoping you could find an open table for us so we could grab a little bite.�
That hint of recognition became full-fledged. The little smile on his face turned instantly from pretentious to subservient. �Why yes, of course, Ms. Valdez,� he said at once. �We can certainly accommodate you and your friend.� He looked down at his master list, perused it for a few moments, and then scratched one of the entries off. �It looks like table seventeen is open. We�ll get you right in.�
�Thank you,� Celia said with a smile. She took a couple of twenties from her purse and laid it on him. He made the bills disappear.
Two minutes later they were sitting at a circular table, glasses of ice water with lemon slices sitting before them, a plate of goose liver pate and little bread crusts between them.
�That was amazing,� Laura said, looking around the place. �You name dropped and they let us in ... just like that.�
�Well sure,� Celia said. �It�s one of the perks of being a celebrity�a little something to offset the stalking by paparazzi and the publishing of pictures of your ass in the National Watcher with headlines proclaiming how much weight you�ve put on. Doesn�t Jake ever do things like that?�
�Well ... he�s taken me to Flamers a few times, but he always calls first and makes the arrangements. And my understanding is that Flamers encourages that, that they like to be known as a place where celebrities eat.�
�And so does this place,� Celia told her. �It�s just not as formalized here. That snooty-ass ma�tre d might not even like me, might detest the very ground I walk on, but he�ll let me in because he knows that having me in here is good for business.�
�But he scratched out someone else�s reservation to seat us,� she said. �That�s not right.�
Celia simply shrugged. �They were probably some pretentious rich pricks he scratched out,� she said. �The odds are pretty good.�
�I suppose,� she said, though she still looked doubtful.
Celia picked up a piece of the bread and shoveled a slice of the pate onto it. �Look,� she said. �I don�t do stuff like that very often�I don�t mean to give that impression�but it�s okay to play the celebrity card every once in a while. Embrace it. Like I said, it�s the good part of being who we are, and it offsets a whole lot of bad parts.�
Laura seemed to think this over for a moment and then she smiled. �All right,� she said. �I�ll embrace it�at least for today. How is the pate?�
�Excellent. Fatty liver never tasted so good.�
Their waiter was named Jacque and he spoke with a heavy French accent. Celia suspected that he was actually an American actor wannabe named Jack and that he had probably never even been to France before, but he was good enough at his craft that the suspension of disbelief held. She ordered a ninety-dollar bottle of chenin Blanc and a plate of garlic simmered escargot from him.
�I�ll have it out to you immediately, Ms. Valdez,� he promised.
�Merci beaucoup,� Celia replied.
They drank the entire bottle of wine and ate all of the garlic tasting snails before ordering their main courses. They ordered another bottle of wine to go with it and by the time their plates arrived, Celia was feeling quite tipsy once again and could tell that Laura was feeling the effects as well. Her words were slurring just the tiniest bit and her lips began to get a little loose.
�Jake told me about what happened,� she said after the waiter made his retreat.
Celia looked up at her sharply. �What ... what happened?� she asked. He wouldn�t have told her that, would he? And if he had, she wouldn�t be sitting there talking so casually to me, would she?
He hadn�t and she wouldn�t. She wasn�t talking about that at all. �About ... you know ... what Greg did up in Alaska.�
�Ohhhh, that,� Celia said, unmistakable relief in her voice.
�What did you think I was talking about?� Laura asked her.
Celia shook her head rapidly. �Nothing,� she said. �I wasn�t sure what you were referring to at all.�
�I hope you�re not mad that he told me,� she said. �Or that I�m bringing it up now.�
�It is a rather sore subject with me,� Celia said. �But I understand him telling you. After all, I told Greg that Jake knew. Couples share things with each other.�
�I was shocked when I heard about it,� Laura said.
Celia snorted. �Imagine it from my end,� she said, though in her mind she was thinking, you don�t have to experience it because Jake and I both had the common fucking courtesy not to confess what we did.
�I can imagine it,� Laura said softly. �It seems like you and Greg are not doing so well because of this?�
�No, we�re really not,� she agreed. �Although in truth, it�s not just the infidelity that led us to where we are now. That was just what got the ball rolling. There are other factors in the equation.�
�Like what?� Laura asked.
Like the fact that I�m in love with your boyfriend, know that he is in love with me, yet he plans to ask you to marry him soon and I can�t get this out of my fucking head. �It�s very convoluted,� she said aloud. �It�s also deeply personal.�
�I get you,� Laura said with a nod. �None of my business.�
Oh, but it�s very much your business, Celia thought. You just don�t know it. �It�s just complicated,� she said. �And a little too much to go into here, in a pretentious French restaurant.�
�I understand,� Laura said. �Anyway, I hope you and Greg can work this out.�
Celia shrugged. �We�ll have to wait and see on that one. I�m hitting the road very soon. I�ll have lots of time to think about what comes next. In truth, that was the primary reason I jumped so fast when Aristocrat offered up this tour. I knew it would get me away from Greg and from...� She slammed her mouth shut, then shuddered a little as she realized she�d almost said, �from Jake�. � ... from, you know, everything, and give me a chance to bury myself in my music and let me try to find perspective.�
Laura nodded slowly. �It gets lonely out on the road though,� she said.
�Yeah,� she agreed solemnly. �Incredibly lonely at times. Maybe that�s a good thing for me to experience just now.�
�Do you really think so?�
Another shrug. �Who knows? I�m just a simple singer who doesn�t even have a college degree. It could be I�m making a bad mistake here. It could be that I�m being unreasonable in how I�ve been treating Greg since he told me. I just don�t know. Getting away seems the right thing to do though.�
�I think that trusting your instincts is a good thing,� Laura said. �Jake taught me that.�
�Jake is a wise man,� Celia said. �He has impressive insight into things.�
�I love him a lot,� Laura said. �I really do.�
�I know you do,� she said, fighting to keep the bitterness out of her voice. �You two make a cute...�
�Can I talk to you about something?� Laura interrupted. �Something ... very personal? Very private?�
Celia looked at Laura�s face. She saw it was anxious, nervous, perhaps a bit ashamed, but also determined. �Uh ... sure, of course,� she said slowly. �I�m here for you.�
�I�m not sure talking to you about this is the greatest idea I�ve ever had�you and Jake are so close, such good friends�but ... well, I�ve got to talk to someone. This is tearing me apart inside. And you�re the closest thing I�ve got to a friend, other than Jake himself that is, and I can�t very well talk about this to him.�
�Talk about what, Laura?� she asked. �What�s going on?�
�Something ... well ... happened between me and Squiggle down there in South America.�
�Squiggle?� Celia asked, confused. �Who or what is a Squiggle?�
Laura sighed. �Squiggle is Eric ... Eric Bland. He�s the trumpet player for Bobby Z. He was out on the tour with me for the entire thing, North America and South America. We grew kind of close to each other. There was a certain chemistry between us.�
Holy shit! Celia thought. Is she talking about ... about what I think she�s talking about? �And ... something happened between you and this Squiggy guy?�
�Squiggle,� Laura corrected. �They call him that because of his handwriting ... but that�s not important. And it�s not what you�re thinking ... well ... not really anyway. We didn�t ... you know... do it or anything like that.�
�You didn�t do it?� Celia asked. �You mean you didn�t have sex with him?�
�Not ... uh ... in the conventional sense of the word,� she said.
�What do you mean, Laura? I�m not quite following you here.�
Another sigh. Another miserable look. �I got used to having sex regularly since Jake and I got together,� she said. �Good sex, incredible sex even. Jake is very good in bed.�
I know, Celia thought bitterly. �Uh ... I imagine he probably is,� she said. �He�s certainly had a lot of practice in his time.�
�I missed having sex when I was out on tour,� she said. �I missed it a lot. So, I ... you know ... learned to take care of myself when the pressure got too great.�
�Ahhh,� Celia said knowingly. �You started paddling the pink canoe, as they say. Yeah, I�m familiar with that method of coping. My canoe has been getting quite a workout of late. I�m probably about halfway to a circumnavigation of the globe at this point.�
�Really?� Laura asked, surprised. �You do it too?�
�Often and well,� she said quite truthfully. �When one has made the decision to cut one�s husband off, yet is not going to have extramarital relations, one must have a release valve or the pressure will make you explode. Is that what this is about? Were you jilling off thinking about this Squiggy guy?�
�Squiggle,� she said. �And yes, I did bring the thought of him up more than a few times while I was doing it.�
�And you�re feeling guilty about that?� Celia scoffed. �Girlfriend, we all think about someone else while we�re getting lost in the deep end. Guys do too. It�s perfectly normal and natural.�
�That�s uh ... good to know,� Laura said. �I was raised by Mormons, remember, and they did not discuss sex with me in any way, shape, or form other than to say that you never do it until you�re married and you never do it to yourself.�
�That�s something right out of the 1950s,� Celia said, appalled.
�Right,� Laura said. �Jake has done a lot to bring me out of that world and into the real one. But ... it wasn�t just fantasizing about Squiggle that has me all torn up inside. Something else happened.�
�What do you mean? You said you didn�t have sex with him, right?�
�Right,� she said. �But ... we did ... uh ... I�m not even sure there�s a word for it.�
�What did you do?� Celia asked, quite intrigued now.
�Well ... like I said, we got to be close to each other, and there was a definite chemistry between us. If I hadn�t been with Jake, I�m sure we would have hooked up.�
�Does Squiggle have a wife or a girlfriend?�
�He�s divorced,� she said. �And he�d been seeing someone before going out on tour, but it was casual. He would hook up with a groupie once a week or so, but he wasn�t really a fanatic about it. Certainly nothing like what Jake has told me he was like out on the road.�
�There are smooth jazz groupies?� Celia asked, surprised.
�Yes,� Laura said. �Anything you want and Ron�he�s the head of security�would get it for you.�
Celia nodded. She was familiar with the duties of the head of tour security. �I see,� she said. �Anyway, you were saying that you and Squiggle ... did something.�
�Squiggle was really easy to talk to,� she said. �That�s where it started. It got to where we could tell each other about anything. And I was attracted to him as well, not like I am to Jake, but ... he�s cute, and in good shape, and he plays the horn just like I do, and ... well ... at some point we started talking to each other about ... you know ... how we took care of ourselves out on the road.�
�Very intimate conversation indeed,� Celia observed.
�Yeah,� Laura said with a sigh. �And then one night ... it was after the show in Lima, we were having drinks on the bus on the way back to the hotel, and we�d just smoked some pot. Squiggle was rooming with Sally�he�s the trombonist�and Sally had himself a groupie that night but Squiggle didn�t. I roomed by myself because I was the only girl and it was in my contract that I got a private room. Anyway, I offered to let Squiggle come back to my room for a little bit and hang out until Sally was done doing his groupie. This was nothing unusual. He�d been to my room before without anything happening. Like I said, we talked a lot and in my room was where a lot of that talking took place.�
�But something different happened on this night?�
�Yeah,� Laura said. �On this night I was particularly horny. Just playing with myself wasn�t really doing it for me the way it used to. As such, I hadn�t done it in more than a week and ... I was like a bomb about to go off. As it turned out, Squiggle was in the same boat. We sat in my room, talking like normal, and then the subject of self-pleasuring came up ... as it often did. I mentioned that I was going to have to take care of myself that night�it was just naughty, flirty little fun ... at least in my mind.�
�Not in Squiggle�s though?� Celia asked.
�I guess not,� she said softly, looking around to see how close the waiters or any eavesdroppers might be. �Squiggle let me know that he was going to have to take care of himself as well. And that led to a discussion about what we were going to be thinking about while we did it. I was a bit vague with my answer at first ... until Squiggle told me that he was going to be thinking about me while he played with himself.�
�Uh huh,� Celia said softly. �And then...?�
She sighed. �The thought of that turned me on even more. It was flattering, it was ... dangerous. And so ... so I told him that I would be thinking of him as well.�
�Very risqu�,� Celia said.
�Yes,� she said. �A little too risqu�, really. Because once that was out there, Squiggle suggested that since we were going to be thinking of each other anyway, wouldn�t it make sense if we just ... did our little deeds right there in the room and ... and watched each other doing it.�
�Wow,� Celia said. �That�s quite a suggestion.�
�It was,� she said softly. �And I was a little drunk and a little stoned and a lot horny, and I knew what he was suggesting was wrong but ... but it seemed like a harmless idea all the same. It was just watching, as long as we kept it on that level. And watching isn�t cheating, right?�
�A debatable point,� Celia said. �And that�s assuming the game stays at just watching.�
�Yeah,� she said, sighing again. She said nothing else.
�Did you do it?� Celia asked her at last.
She nodded slowly. �We did it,� she said quietly. �I laid down the ground rules. No touching of any kind, just looking. He agreed to that. And then ... I laid down on the bed in the room and I ... I took off my shorts and my panties and started touching myself. Squiggle stood at the side of the bed and undid his pants and let them drop. He was already hard.�
�I bet,� Celia said, feeling a little surge of moisture starting to brew between her own legs.
�And we did it,� Laura said. �He asked me to pull up my shirt so he could see my boobs too. I did it. He reached down to touch them as soon as I did this. I told him �No! No touching!� and he pulled his hand back. He didn�t try to touch me again but we kept going. It was very sexy, very erotic. I�ve never even done that with Jake before ... you know ... playing with myself in front of him, and it didn�t take me very long until I was on the verge. And through it all, Squiggle just kept stroking himself, and he was panting, and his face was flushed. When I came, he did too. He shot his ... you know, his stuff ... all over my belly and my boobs.� She chuckled a little. �There was lot of it.�
�I bet there was,� Celia said. �What happened next?�
�Well ... he was a gentleman. He pulled up his pants and then went and got me a towel so I could clean myself up. After that, I got dressed again and ... well ... things were awkward between us.�
�I can see how that would be,� she said, thinking of her and Jake the morning after their little encounter.
�I made him leave the room,� she said. �Once the orgasm was over, I felt guilty as hell. I almost ... this might sound stupid ... or maybe not, since Greg did this exact thing to you ... but I almost called Jake right then and there to tell him what I�d done.�
�No,� Celia said with bitterness. �It doesn�t sound stupid at all. Based on my own experience, I�m pretty sure Jake is better off not knowing about this ... assuming, of course, that it wasn�t repeated ... or furthered.�
�It wasn�t,� she said. �I enjoyed what we did, and I still had an attraction to Squiggle, but I also loved Jake and I still do. I didn�t want to hurt him. And I knew we could never do that again. I may be sheltered and not wise to the ways of the world when it comes to sex and all that, but I�m smart enough to know that if we kept doing that it would eventually ... quickly even ... lead to us doing other things. One of the times he reached down to touch my boobs while we were playing with ourselves ... I�d probably let him, telling myself it was only a little touch. And then that, of course, would lead to other touches, and pretty soon I would be letting him put that thing of his inside of me.�
�Yes,� Celia said blandly, thinking of that certain snowy night again. �It�s funny how one thing can lead to another like that.�
�I told Squiggle the next morning that we could never do anything like that again. He was disappointed, tried to talk me into just doing it when the pressure got to be too much. He promised that he would take responsibility and never let it go beyond just watching and touching ourselves, even if I begged him to let it go further, but I was insistent that it had to stop and I think he was picking up on how guilty I was feeling. He let the matter drop. He never brought it up again, never tried to convince me to do it again, even indirectly.�
�How was your relationship after that?� Celia asked.
�It wasn�t the same,� she said, a distinct note of sadness in her voice. �The flirtation between us stopped pretty much completely. No more innuendos, no more of the old double entendre. Those had always been kind of fun, one of the basics of our relationship with each other, and it was sad when we lost it. And he could never come to my room again to hang out while Sally was doing his thing with some groupie. Until that night, I�d never thought twice about having him in there. After that night, it seemed too ... dangerous.�
�Once you cross a certain sexual boundary, it�s hard to keep things the way they were,� Celia said. �It�s a fact of life unfortunately.�
�Yeah,� Laura said. �I guess I found that out. We stayed friends otherwise. We could still talk about non-sex things with each other, we were still close to each other throughout the rest of the tour, but it wasn�t the same. It will never be the same. I haven�t talked to him a single time since we came home, not in person, not on the phone.�
�That�s sad,� Celia said, �but maybe for the best?�
�Maybe,� she said, shrugging again. �In any case, once I told Squiggle that we couldn�t do anything like that anymore, that still left the problem of ... you know ... horniness and the pressure.�
�Yeah,� Celia said. �That would be the other trade-off, I suppose. What did you do? Just go back to she-bopping again?�
�Uh ... well ... not exactly,� Laura said.
�Not exactly? What does that mean?�
�Well ... I was kind of afraid if I didn�t find a way to relieve the desire by something other than ... you know ... touching myself, that I might be tempted to invite Squiggle back to my room some night. I didn�t want to do that.�
�So ... what did you do?�
�I found a solution,� she said simply.
�Which was?�
Laura told her. Celia could not have been more surprised by her words than if she had seen Laura rise up out of the chair and float off into the sky. �Madres de Dios,� she whispered to her. �You�re not making this up to fuck with me?�
�No,� she said. �Everything I just told you is true.�
�Madres de Dios,� she said again, making the sign of the cross. She was quite surprised to find that her panties were now soaking wet inside her new outfit.

The limo dropped Laura off in front of Jake�s house about an hour later. The two ladies chatted about neutral things on the trip home but stayed well away from what they had talked of in the restaurant, not wanting the limo driver to overhear anything. Though the limo drivers were, as a general rule, very discrete about what they saw, heard, or smelled in the backs of their conveyances, this subject was dynamite.
They shared a hug just before Laura stepped out.
�Thanks for listening to me,� Laura said. �I�m sorry if I embarrassed you or shocked you.�
�Embarrassed no,� Celia told her. �Shocked, yes.�
�Mum�s the word though?� Laura asked. �Even to Greg?�
�Even to Greg,� she promised. �I will give you one piece of advice though.�
�What�s that?�
�Two pieces, really. Don�t tell Jake about the first part, the part about you and Squiggle. Take it from me, he doesn�t want to know and as long as you�re not doing it any more, he doesn�t need to know.�
�Okay,� she said. �That�s kind of how I was leaning anyway.�
�Good,� Celia said. �The second part of your story, however. I would tell him that part.�
�You would?�
�Yeah,� she said, her eyes shining a bit. �I would.�
Laura went inside. Celia sat in the back of the limo and had another glass of wine on the trip home.
After being dropped off and tipping the driver a hundred dollars, she carried all of her purchases inside of the modest, eight thousand square foot home she and Greg slummed in when they were staying in Los Angeles. She dropped her packages in the foyer and then went to the back of the house, finding Greg in the entertainment area, watching the large screen television, which was currently showing the promo for So Others May Live�the one that showed how Greg had taken flight training from an instructor to prepare for his role.
�Hey,� Celia greeted him.
�Hey,� he returned, seemingly a little surprised that she was talking to him. �How was the shopping trip?�
�Very enlightening,� she said.
�Oh yeah?�
�Yeah,� she said, walking over to him. She put her hand on his shoulder. �Let�s go upstairs.�
�Upstairs?� he asked slowly. �For what?�
�I want you to eat my pussy out until I come all over your face, and then I want you to fuck me.�
He looked at her for a few moments, as if trying to determine whether this was some joke or not. Finally, he said: �All right. Let�s do it.�
They went upstairs. They did it.

Chapter 22: Indianapolis, Indiana

April 20, 1994
The second of two shows in Indiana�s capital city went very well, with more than sixteen thousand Matt Tisdale fans giving the band a standing ovation as they took their bows just before the house lights came back up. Only one DJ and two record store patrons had accused Matt of being a sellout prior to the show�that was a good day indeed�and, now that they were all back at the hotel for the after-gig festivities, it was April 20, or four-twenty, the unofficial National Get Stoned Day, and they had some particularly fine bud to smoke in honor of it.
The party was in Austin�s room tonight and there was a nice selection of groupies present for the band�s use and enjoyment. Matt had already staked his claim on a twenty-year-old bleach blonde slut with a fantastic body and a nineteen-year-old goth bitch with a tongue piercing. He had just smoked his tenth bong hit (in honor of the holiday) and was currently crunching up a few lines of cocaine on a mirror to wash away the road fatigue. Sitting on the end table next to him was his seventh beer of the evening.
�I like ... totally didn�t know they still made cocaine like that,� said Bleach Blonde as she watched the operation.
�Me either,� said Goth, who seemed just as fascinated. �Are you sure it�s not meth? I�m not into meth.�
�I�m sure it�s not meth,� Matt said. �Trust me, meth and I do not get along. It�s pure, uncut, Bolivian cocaine, the likes of which is pretty fuckin� hard to come by for white trash bitches like yourselves, but easily available to someone who has money falling out of his asshole like I do.�
�If you say so,� Bleach Blonde said.
�I say so, baby,� Matt said. �Now as soon as we get these lines done, let�s get to work.� He pointed at Goth. �You, I want down on your knees sucking my schlong. And be sure to make full use of that tongue stud, you know what I�m saying?�
�I know what you�re saying, Matt,� she said with a smile.
�And you,� Matt said, pointing to Bleach Blonde, �I want you sucking on her fucking tits while she blows me. You down with that?�
�Hell yeah,� Bleach Blond said enthusiastically. �She�s got some nice ones.�
�Right fuckin on,� Matt said happily, stowing the razor blade away in his kit and removing the straw. �It�s good for us all to be on the same page here.� He picked up the mirror.
�Have you ever snorted that out of a girl�s ass crack like Jake Kingsley did?� asked Goth.
Matt gave her an irritated look. �Baby, I�m the one who came up with that whole coke from the ass crack thing in the first place. I�m the one who did it first. For some reason they always give fucking Kingsley credit for that shit. Just another reason for me to hate that motherfucker.�
�He really did it then?� Bleach Blonde asked.
�Yes, he fucking did it!� Matt said. �But he only did it after I did! Now no more talk of that traitorous motherfucker or you ain�t getting no Matt Tisdale schlong tonight. Do we have an understanding?�
They both assured him that they had an understanding.
�All right,� Matt said. �Now let�s hit this shit.�
He brought the mirror to his face, put the sterling silver straw to his nose, and quickly made two of the assembled lines disappear. It really was good shit and it started to work on him even before he could pass the mirror over to Goth. The two girls snorted their two lines up�both with a bit of hesitation at first�and then the primary festivities began with Goth pulling off her shirt to reveal an extra-large pair of nineteen-year-old tits.
�Fuck yeah,� Matt said with a grin as she sank down to her knees before him. He unbuttoned his jeans and pushed them and his underwear down. It was time for some serious schlong slurping.
Or at least he thought it was. Goth was looking at what he had to offer and the expression on her face was not one of amazed awe, as he expected. It was an expression of doubt, mixed with perhaps some pity? �Uh ... oh ... wow,� she said quietly.
Matt had never heard someone use that particular tone of voice while looking at his shit before. He looked down at himself and was startled to see that he was not ready for action�not even close, in fact. His crank was soft and withdrawn, just dangling there uselessly instead of standing tall and proud. What the fuck? he thought. He felt like he was ready to get some head from a barely legal with a tongue stud, but someone had forgot to send the memo down south.
�Uh ... I�m not sure what�s happening here,� Matt said.
�It�s okay,� Goth told him. �I can wake him up.�
She gave it her best shot. She took him into her mouth and began to slurp and suck on him, alternating her mouth action with jacking motions with her hands. Bleach Blonde handled her assignment as instructed and began to suck on Goth�s tits with a real enthusiasm. The sensation on his cock was very pleasant, as was the visual stimulation of the hot blonde slurping on those big nipples, but his manhood remained stubbornly unimpressed.
This cannot be happening to me! Matt thought helplessly, angrily as his dick remained soft and squishy and useless to his cause. This absolutely cannot be fucking happening to me!
�Boss, you okay?� asked Austin, whose own rather impressively sized manhood was being passed back and forth between two sluts who were kneeling before him.
�Fine, perfectly fine!� Matt barked back at him, nearing panic at the thought of not being able to get it up, of the thought that word of this incident might reach beyond this room. This shit does not happen to me!
�You sure, Boss?� Austin asked, his face showing alarm. �You�re all pale and shit. And you�re sweating.�
�What?� Matt asked, forgetting for the moment about his first-time onset of impotence. Pale and sweating? For the first time he noticed that he did feel a bit off. It seemed like he was having trouble catching his breath. And Austin was right, he was sweating. It was a cold sweat that was making his arms, his chest, his face damp, making him shiver in the processed hotel room air. The last time something like this had happened...
�Boss? You still with us?� Austin said.
�Fuck me,� Matt said.
�I�m not sure we�re going to be able to do that just yet,� Goth said apologetically. �Not until ... you know...�
�It�s just an expression!� Matt barked at her. He pushed her off his cock, perhaps a bit more roughly than was necessary. He pushed Bleach Blonde away as well. He then reached down and pulled up his pants.
�I was trying!� Goth told him. �It�s not my fault that you can�t get your...�
�Shut up,� Matt barked, zipping up. Then, afraid of what he was going to find but needing to know anyway, he reached down with his right hand and felt for the pulse point on his left wrist. He didn�t need to even count it. It was running like a freight train, at least two hundred beats per minute. �Shit! Not this again!�
This got the attention of Steve, who was over on the couch sliding his salami in and out of a brown-haired chubby groupie from behind while a skinny groupie was getting eaten out by her. �Not what again?� he called over, alarmed. �You ain�t doing that heart shit again, are you?�
�Yeah ... I am,� Matt said softly, now starting to feel a little ache in the middle of his chest. Maybe that had been meth after all? But no, he knew what meth smelled like, tasted like, what its effects were. And he certainly knew what cocaine smelled like, tasted like, and what its effects were. That had been coke, there was no doubt about it. And premo shit too. What the fuck then?
�Fuck!� Steve said, quickly disengaging himself from the action and hurrying over, his condom-capped schlong pointing the way like a divining rod. At least he could get his fucking dick hard.
�The heart shit?� asked Austin. �No fucking way!�
�Dude!� said Corban, who was lubing up the anus of a brunette groupie and preparing to slide in her back door. �You mean that shit where your heart goes fast?�
�Don�t call me dude,� Matt told him. �How many times I gotta fuckin tell you that shit!�
�Sorry, dude, but ... but ... are they gonna have to light you up again?�
�How fast is it going?� Steve wanted to know.
�At least two hundred,� said Matt, who was still feeling his pulse racing under his fingers.
�Goddamn, Matt,� Steve said. �What do you want me to do? You want me to get Greg?�
�Yeah,� Matt said, �but first, I think you�d better call 911.�
Steve did this, in that order. Greg arrived well before the medics did. He did nothing but confirm what Matt already knew, that his heart was going way too fast again. He was at least able to quantify the situation though. He counted the pulse rate as steady at 212 beats per minute.
�Shit,� said Matt when he heard the number. �Looks like I�m gonna be riding the fuckin� lightning again.�
It turned out, however, that he did not have to ride the lightning. An engine crew from Indianapolis Fire Department�s station 13 and a paramedic unit arrived together about ten minutes after the 911 call was made. After a few moments of bewilderment and confusion as the first responders took in the hotel room full of booze, pot, cocaine and groupies�two of the latter were still engaging in lesbian sex on the room�s couch while another, the goth, was still shirtless, her impressive mammaries out for all to see�and then realized that their patient was the Matt Tisdale, they went to work on him. The paramedic of the crew hooked Matt up to his heart monitor and confirmed that he was, indeed, in a supraventricular tachycardia rhythm at a rate of two hundred and twelve beats per minute.
�Fuck me,� Matt barked. �All right. Let�s get this shit over with. Go ahead and bust out the paddles.�
�This has happened to you before?� asked the paramedic�his name, coincidentally, was Matt, which at least made it easy for Matt the musician to remember.
�Yeah,� Matt said. �Back in Houston. New Year�s Day of 1992, right after a show. The medic said I was almost dead. He fuckin� lit me up right there in the backstage. Hurt like a motherfucker, but it worked.�
�He didn�t even sedate you first?� Matt the paramedic asked.
�He said I was too critical to wait for that. Is that sedation shit an option here?�
�Let�s see what your blood pressure is, my friend,� Matt the paramedic told him. �It could be we won�t even have to cardiovert you at all.�
�No shit?� Matt the musician asked.
�No shit,� said Matt the paramedic.
One of the firefighters took his blood pressure and then called out the reading. �One oh-two over forty-eight.�
�That�s good, right?� Matt asked.
�A little on the low side,� said Matt the paramedic, �particularly for someone who just used cocaine, but it�s in the range we consider stable when we�re talking about SVT. You said you�re having a little chest pain?�
�Just a little,� Matt said.
�And you�re a bit diaphoretic as well.�
�Dia-pho-what?�
�A fancy way of saying you�re sweating for no good reason,� Matt the paramedic said. �We paramedics don�t really like it when people do that shit. You�re bordering on unstable, but still technically stable, so ... as long as you don�t deteriorate, I�m not going to shock you.�
�How do we fix this shit then?� Matt wanted to know.
�There�s a medicine they can give you at the hospital,� Matt the paramedic explained. �It�s called Adenosine and it�s the chemical equivalent of cardioversion. It almost always works to convert SVT back to a stable rhythm.�
�If it�s so fuckin� cool, why don�t you have it?� asked Matt.
�They haven�t approved it for field use yet,� Matt the paramedic said with a shrug.
�You�re saying that they�ll let you fry me with electricity but they won�t give you a medicine that does the same fucking thing without making you feel like you�re Ted Bundy taking his last ride?�
�That�s what I�m saying,� Matt the paramedic said. �Life is like a Dilbert comic, isn�t it? Now, let�s get an IV started on you and then bust our asses out of here.�
Matt the paramedic started his IV in Matt the musician�s left arm and then they loaded him up on the gurney. He was driven with lights and sirens to the Methodist Hospital of Indianapolis, which was not terribly far from the hotel, and wheeled immediately into a bed in a crowded, chaotic emergency room. Matt the paramedic gave a brief report to a doctor and two nurses, who quickly hooked Matt the musician up to a cardiac monitor, did a twelve-lead EKG on him, and then got him ready for the chemical cardioversion.
�So ... this shit is going to like ... stop my heart?� Matt asked the doctor, an Asian looking woman with the last name of Lee.
�Just for a few seconds,� Dr. Lee said. �And then it should restart in a normal rhythm.�
�And this is not going to hurt?�
�There might be a momentary sense of discomfort,� Dr. Lee said. �It will pass.�
A momentary sense of discomfort turned out to be an understatement. While not painful like the cardioversion had been, about five seconds after one of the nurses injected the Adenosine into his IV line, it felt like a fat chick had just sat down on his chest. He suddenly couldn�t breathe. It felt as if his chest would simply not respond to his brain�s command to inhale. He felt like he was suffocating. An odd sense of impending doom filled his head. He opened his mouth to say something to the assembled medical crew�all of whom were looking intently at the monitor screen above his head and not at him�but his mouth couldn�t form the words. Just as it felt like he was going to actually pass out�and probably never wake up, his mind gleefully informed him�everything suddenly went away. The weight came off his chest. He was able to a take a deep breath of wonderful oxygen. The sense of doom evaporated away like shot of Everclear on a hot sidewalk. The sweat on his skin started to dry.
�And there we go,� Dr. Lee said with a smile of what could only be interpreted as relief. �Back to a normal rhythm.�
�Damn,� Matt said, continuing to take deep breaths. �That was not as much fun as getting some Icelandic gash.�
Dr. Lee looked at him, raising her eyebrows just a bit. �Icelandic gash, huh? You�ve been to Iceland?�
�No, I scored it in France,� Matt told her. �That�s what�s so fuckin� cool about it. It ain�t much of an accomplishment to score Icelandic gash in Iceland. I mean, what other kind of gash are you going to get there?�
Her eyebrows went up a bit more. �I suppose that�s a valid point,� she said at last. �Now then, the paramedic told me you ingested cocaine right before this onset of SVT?�
�Yeah, a couple lines of some premo Bolivian shit.� He shrugged. �Normal after-show stuff.�
�Uh huh,� Dr. Lee said. �And you also smoked some marijuana?�
�A couple bong hits after the show,� Matt said. �It is four-twenty, after all.�
�Yes, it certainly is,� Dr. Lee said. �And I can smell alcohol on you. How much did you have to drink tonight?�
Another shrug. �Seven or eight beers. The usual amount.�
�Well, it seems obvious that your heart did not appreciate all of that tonight,� Dr. Lee said. �I�m guessing that the cocaine was likely the trigger of the episode. You use cocaine regularly, it sounds like?�
�Pretty much every day,� Matt confirmed. �Especially out on the road. The last time this happened it was the meth that got it started.�
�The meth?�
�Right,� Matt said. �I was dragging ass that day and some of the roadies fixed me up with some of their tweak. Raunchy shit that meth, and then I ended up with that paramedic frying me like a fuckin� chicken. Man, that shit sucked. I�m here to tell you, I learned my lesson that night.�
�What lesson was that?� Dr. Lee wanted to know.
�Not to do meth, obviously,� Matt told her simply. �And I haven�t done so much as a sniff of that shit since. That�s what�s so fuckin� weird about this. If I didn�t do any meth, why did this shit happen again?�
�Uh ... as I said, the cocaine was likely the trigger.�
Matt shook his head emphatically. �No way, doc,� he told her. �I snort coke all the fuckin� time and it don�t ever make me go into that SVT shit. And I always get good coke, you know, the pure shit with no cut in it. It has to be something else that triggered it tonight.�
�Mr. Tisdale...� Dr. Lee said patiently.
�Matt,� Matt said. �You can call me Matt, doc.�
�Matt,� she corrected. �You do realize that cocaine is a powerful stimulant, right?�
�Hell yeah,� he said. �That�s why I use it on the road. Touring is some tiring shit. The coke helps keep me awake for all the goddamn record store signings and for the after-show partying. I never do it before a show though. Every time I step on that stage to play, I�m stone cold sober.�
�An admirable work ethic indeed,� Dr. Lee said. �Be that as it may, however, long term use of any stimulant has been irrefutably linked to early onset heart damage and susceptibility to life-threatening arrythmias such as SVT. Just because this doesn�t happen every time you use cocaine does not mean that the cocaine is not what caused it or triggered it.�
�It doesn�t mean that it did either though, right?� Matt countered.
�It is impossible to prove a negative,� Dr. Lee said. �That is one of the principals of logic. But...�
�Hey, that�s some deep shit there, doc,� Matt said brightly. �Impossible to prove a negative. Nerdly used to say shit like that all the time�at least he did before he turned traitor and helped kill Darren. Were you a nerd back in school? I�m guessing a lot of you docs were.�
�Yes, I was a nerd and I still am, in fact. My teenaged angst aside, however, there is another principal of logic which says that if it walks like a duck and talks like a duck and looks like a duck, it�s probably a duck. Your SVT episodes walk like they are induced by long term cocaine use, they talk like they are induced by long term cocaine use, and they look like they are induced by long term cocaine use. Therefore...� She held her hands out invitingly, trying to get him to draw the conclusion she was trying to illustrate on his own.
Matt thought this over for a moment and then nodded. �I�m picking up what you�re laying down, doc, but I still don�t think so. There had to have been something else that caused this.�
Dr. Lee sighed. �All right then,� she said, giving up. �In any case, I�m going to admit you to the telemetry floor for a complete cardiac workup in the morning. Before we do that, however, I want to get some ... why are you shaking your head at me?�
�I can�t stay in the hospital, doc,� he told her. �We�re heading to Chicago in the morning. I got three shows to do there. After that, we�re going to Minneapolis.�
�Matt, you�ve had a significant cardiac event,� Dr. Lee said. �And this is the second time it has happened to you. You need a cardiac workup to see what kind of shape your heart is in. I must insist that you stay here and let us check you out.�
�No can do,� Matt told her. �I�ll sign your little against medical advice paper for you, but I gotta hit the fuckin� road. The show must go on.�
�You could die if this happens again, Matt,� she told him.
�We all gotta go sometime,� he said.
�Will you at least let me run some labs and do some tests here in the ED before you go?� she asked.
�Sure, why not?� he said. �I�m sure the groupies are all gone from the hotel by now anyway.�
�Uh ... right,� Dr. Lee said. She turned to the two nurses, who had been watching the entire episode quietly, their faces without expression. �Go ahead and get a repeat EKG and then draw standard cardiac labs on him. I�m also going to order an ETOH, a urinalysis, a drugs of abuse panel, and an STD panel.�
�You don�t need that STD panel, doc,� Matt told her. �I always use a rubber ... unless I�m boning Kim, that is. We go bareback when it�s just the two of us.�
�Kim?� Dr. Lee asked.
�You probably know her as Mary Ann Cummings,� Matt clarified. �She used to be a porn star.�
�And ... you have a sexual relationship with her?�
�Yeah, she hangs out at my house and we fuck each other when I�m home. I help her run her business too. She�s all right.�
�I see,� Dr. Lee said. �If it�s all the same to you, Matt, we�ll go ahead and run that STD panel, just to be sure.�
�Whatever juices your clam,� Matt said with a shrug. �And speaking of that...� He looked at the nurses, who were pulling things out of a cart in preparation of carrying out Dr. Lee�s orders. �Do you mind if they step out for a minute? There�s something personal I want to talk about with you real quick.�
�More personal than what we�ve already been discussing?� Dr. Lee asked.
�Yeah,� Matt said. �It�ll only take a minute.�
�Sure,� Dr. Lee said, looking at the two nurses and giving them a nod. They left the room, closing the door behind them. �All right. What did you want to talk about?�
�Well ... it�s kind of embarrassing really. The shit I tell you stays between us, right?�
�Right,� she said. �Doctor-patient confidentiality is a thing.�
�Cool,� Matt said. �It has to do with ... you know ... my equipment.�
�Your equipment?�
�My schlong,� Matt said with a whisper.
�You mean your penis?�
�Right, my schlong,� Matt said. �You see ... right before all this shit happened tonight, I had a couple of groupies with me. One was this bleach blond bitch, the other a goth bitch with a tongue stud. Hot skank, you know? The kind of sluts I fuck all the time after shows.�
�I see,� Dr. Lee said slowly. �Is there a point to this story?�
�Yeah,� Matt said. �You see, when it came time for the action to start, I ... I wasn�t ready.�
�You mean you failed to obtain an erection?�
�Right. My shit wouldn�t get hard. Goth went down and started slurping on it, tongue ring and all, and Bleach Blond was sucking on her tits while she was doing it, but I couldn�t get it up. That shit ain�t never happened to me before, doc. It was distressing.�
�This happened right before you noticed you were in SVT?� Dr. Lee asked.
�That�s right,� he confirmed. �Does this SVT shit keep you from getting a boner?�
�Well ... in all honesty, I�m amazed that with all the substances you abuse simultaneously that you�re able to achieve an erection at all, under any circumstance, but to answer your question, yes, if you are in SVT it is unlikely that you�ll be able to �get a boner� as you say. The blood flow in your body during SVT is compromised to some degree and this causes what we call a sympathetic response, meaning that your sympathetic nervous system is putting you in fight or flight mode. Sexual arousal is primarily controlled by the parasympathetic nervous system, which is suppressed during a fight or flight response. Does this make sense to you?�
�Are you saying that there�s nothing wrong with my shit? That it was the SVT that kept me from getting it up?�
�In all likelihood,� she said.
This made Matt happier than he�d been all night. �All right,� he said. �Thanks, doc.�
�Anytime,� she told him.
She left the room so the nurses could start their work. Even though she had only touched Matt Tisdale a few times to listen to his heart and lungs, she had an almost irresistible urge to go take a shower.

Jake had lived in California all of his life, in southern California for the last twelve years of his life, but he had never heard of the town of Oceano before. Now, at 1:30 PM on April 21st, he was flying into the small San Luis Obispo County town to check out a piece of property that was for sale just a few miles north of it.
Laura sat beside him in the copilot�s seat. She had a notebook open and was transcribing notes on the trip for Jake. Jill the accountant, who had scoped out this particular piece of property for him (very much against her better judgment and advice), was sitting in the passenger seat behind Laura.
�Airport in sight,� Jake said, looking out the right-side window at the single runway facility located only a hundred or so yards from the beach. �What�s our flight time from takeoff?�
Laura checked her watch, wrote down the time, compared it with the time they went wheels-up from Santa Monica, did some quick mental arithmetic, and then reported her answer. �Thirty-eight minutes.�
�Not bad,� Jake said. �And we�ve only burned a hundred and fifty pounds of fuel. Definitely commuter distance as far as I�m concerned.�
�How many gallons is a hundred and fifty pounds of fuel?� asked Jill, who had her own notebook open before her and was jotting down her own notes.
�About twenty-five gallons,� Jake said.
�Twenty-five gallons of jet fuel for a one-way flight,� Jill said. �And you paid four dollars and eighty cents a gallon at Santa Monica, correct?�
�Correct,� Jake said.
�That means that every round trip you take from here to LA and back will cost you two hundred and forty dollars in fuel alone. And how often do you suppose you�ll be making the trip once you get a house built and you move in?�
�If I have a house here and I�m working on something in LA, I�ll fly home every night. I won�t stay in LA at all if I don�t have to. That�s kind of the point of the whole thing.�
�So, we�re talking about five round trips a week on average?� Jill asked.
�Sounds about right,� Jake said.
�Two hundred and forty times five is twelve hundred dollars a week in fuel just for the aircraft. That�s forty-eight hundred dollars a month.�
�What is your point?� Jake asked her.
�That�s a lot of money, Jake,� she said. �All of it for an unnecessary project.�
�Yeah, but I�m a rich motherfucker, Jill. I can afford shit like that. You only live once, right?�
�It�s a frivolous waste of money,� she insisted.
�Fuckin� A,� he agreed. �And I�m happy that life has made it so I can be frivolous in this manner. Now then, let�s see how easy it is to get into this airport. It looks pretty dead there from up here.�
�A poor choice of words, perhaps?� asked Laura.
�Perhaps,� he agreed, giving her a warm smile. �Winds are onshore right now. We�ll land on two-nine.�
Oceano County Airport had no control tower. Jake used the radio to announce on the facility�s approach frequency that he was entering the pattern with intent to land on Runway 29. No one answered him, which meant, in theory, that there was no other traffic in potential conflict with him. He flew out over the ocean and then turned right, directly into the downwind leg of the approach, dropping down to eighteen hundred feet as he did so. This brought him feet-dry over an extensive and impressive expanse of sand dunes and then over the small town itself. He turned left into the base leg and then left again for final approach, calling out his actions on the approach frequency each time. The radio remained silent and he saw no other aircraft in the sky or moving about on the ground at the airport. He touched down neatly at 1:35 PM and taxied over to the aircraft parking area.
�Engine shutdown at 1:38,� he told Laura.
�That gives you sixty-three minutes from engine start to engine shutdown,� she told him. �That�s from the fueling area, of course.�
�Of course,� he said. �An hour each way, add in a little more if I need to fuel up. The flight time is in my parameters.�
�Agreed,� said Laura.
�How much are they going to charge you to land here?� asked Jill.
�Let�s go find out,� Jake said. �I also want to scope out what hangar space goes for here. Since this is where I�d be living if the land checks out, I�d house the plane here and then just pay landing fees in LA.�
�Do they do maintenance here?� asked Laura.
�Another excellent question,� Jake said, opening the aircraft door. �That�s why we�re checking all this shit out.�
Jake was happy to find that they were close enough to the ocean that they could hear the waves breaking in the distance, could smell the salt air. The sky was blue above them, without so much as a hint of smog. So far, so good. Although his original plan had been to have his own airstrip on the land he bought, that was simply not feasible in this particular location. The land in question was not zoned for that and, even if it had been, the expense of building, operating, and maintaining one�s own airstrip was enough to trigger even Jake�s almost non-existent financial sensibilities. Still, this was a nice looking airport, conveniently located and seemingly easy to fly into and out of.
They went into the airport operations building and met with the manager of the facility, a man in his early sixties who had no idea who Jake Kingsley was and who looked at his longish hair with distaste. He collected the ten-dollar landing fee and then quoted Jake the price for hangar space. Jake thought he misheard him at first.
�Forty-eight dollars... a month?� he asked the man.
�That�s the goin� rate, my friend,� the man told him. �And we�re the only airport in town, so I guess you�re kinda stuck with it if you want to house your plane here.�
Jake realized that the man thought he was in disbelief because that price was high. �I would be happy to pay forty-eight a month,� he said. �I�m paying four times that for a hangar in Santa Monica right now.�
�Ahhh,� the man said with a nod. �You�re from the city then?�
�Not any longer than I have to be,� Jake said. �How about maintenance services? Are they offered here?�
�No maintenance here,� the man told him. �But just up north at San Luis Obispo airport they have full services. Take you maybe ten minutes to fly there. Old Zeke and his boy Jimmy run Anderson Aircraft Services there. They�re good honest folk, give you a fair shake.�
�That�s good to know,� Jake said. He looked at Jill and Laura. �Are you guys writing all this down?�
�Zeke and his boy Jimmy,� Laura confirmed.
�Forty-eight dollars a month,� Jill said. �That is a pretty good price.�
�You lookin� to set up shop here, boy?� the man asked Jake.
�It�s possible,� Jake told him. �We�re here to check out some land for sale just north of town. If I like it, I might very well put an offer down and build myself a little house there.�
�You�re kinda young, ain�t ya?�
�Thirty-four years old,� Jake said. �Old enough to go after what I want.�
The man scowled a little. �Just what kinda business are you in, if you don�t mind my askin�?�
�Drug running out of South America,� Jake told him with a straight face. �It�s a pretty good gig.�
The man�s eyes widened comically.
Jake chuckled. �Sorry, couldn�t resist that one. Actually, I�m a musician.�
�A musician?� the man asked, as if he�d never heard of such a thing.
�Yeah. You know, guitars and singing and shit? I do okay.�
The man looked very doubtful at this, as if he was more inclined to believe Jake�s first answer.
�Anyway, I appreciate your time,� Jake told him. �We have a real estate agent who is going to meet us here at two-thirty. Do you mind if we stroll around a bit while we�re waiting, check the place out?�
�Uh ... sure,� the man said. �As long as you stay off the runway and the taxiway.�
�I think we can manage that,� Jake promised.

The real estate agent was a man named Dan Brook. He was in his late forties, bald, more than a little chubby, and drove a 1993 Mercedes 500sel. It seemed he was doing well for himself. Unlike the airport manager, Brook knew who Jake was, although he apologetically admitted that he wasn�t really into hard rock music.
�To each their own,� Jake said with a shrug. �I believe you talked to Jill a few times on the phone?�
�Yes, of course,� Brook said. �It�s nice to meet you in person, Jill. I hope the land lives up to your expectations.�
�Yeah, that would be wonderful,� Jill said sourly.
�Jill is a bit of a mother hen to me,� Jake explained. �She thinks I�m being wasteful for wanting to buy land outside of LA.� He lowered his voice into the conspiratorial range. �She�s an accountant.�
�Ahhh,� Brook said with a chuckle. �I understand.�
�You promised there would be no more accountant jokes,� Jill told him.
�I don�t think that falls into the category of a joke, per se,� Jake said.
�He chuckled,� she insisted. �If you make someone chuckle, it�s a joke.�
�All right,� Jake said. �Point conceded. I apologize for making light of your profession.�
�Thank you,� she said.
�It is a pretty boring profession though. You do realize that, right?�
�Jake!�
He held up his hands in appeasement, then put his arm around Laura�s shoulders to continue the introductions. �Anyway ... this is Laura Best, my girlfriend and my note keeper for this particular trip. She�s a musician as well.�
�I know who she is,� Brook said. �I saw you playing sax for Bobby Z when you performed in Santa Barbara last year. It�s an honor to meet you, Ms. Best.�
�Uh ... thank you,� Laura said, surprised that someone recognized her as anything other than Jake�s girlfriend. �Did you enjoy the show?�
�It was outstanding,� Brook said. �I�ve been a smooth jazz fan for years, and Bobby Z is one of the best out there. I think you�re just as good, if not better than Dexter Price. That solo you did was amazing. It brought tears to my eyes.�
This proclamation obviously made Laura�s day. �I�m glad you enjoyed it,� she told him.
�Are you and Bobby Z working on a new album yet? I understand you just go back from a tour of South America.�
�Z is probably working on some new stuff now,� Laura told him. �Myself, I�m on a little hiatus from performing currently. He might ask me to play with him when it�s time to hit the studio, or he might not. Either way, that�s a few months in the future, at least.�
�Well, I just want you to know that I�m a definite fan, Laura ... may I call you Laura?�
�You may,� she said, smiling.
�All righty then,� Jake said. �Now that we all know each other, how about we go take a look at the land?�
�Let�s do it,� Brook said, waving toward the Mercedes.
They piled in and made the drive. Jake asked Brook if he could make a run through the town of Oceano on the way so he could check it out, make sure it had the basics of what a person would need if one chose to live there.
�Sure can,� Brook told him. �In fact, going through town is the only way to the property from the airport. Highway 1 is Oceano�s main drag.�
The made the drive, with Laura keeping track of how long it took while Jake checked out the town. It seemed to have most everything a resident of the area would reasonably need. There were gas stations, several grocery stores, a few restaurants, a fair number of bars and pubs. A pharmacy. A hardware store. There was no hospital in the town itself, but Brook assured him that there was a fine hospital in nearby Arroyo Grande, just a little bit inland.
They left the town to the north and Highway 1, the Pacific Coast Highway, or PCH as it was commonly called, merged with Highway 101 for a stretch just outside the city limits. The two-lane road paralleled the coast but they were rarely able to see the ocean itself in this stretch due to the huge sand dunes that stood sentinel between the water and the road. Dozens of all-terrain vehicles of varying type, all of which had tall red flags mounted on poles that stuck far up into the air, could be seen zipping around up and down the dunes and even on the beach itself when it became visible.
�The sand dunes are what this area is known for,� Brook explained. �They stretch for miles along the coast here. People come from all over the world to ride those ATVs in them.�
�What�s with the flags?� Laura asked.
�It�s for visibility,� Brook said. �Riders on opposite slopes of a dune can see each other coming that way and avoid colliding.�
�Ahhh, makes sense,� she said.
Jake had a more practical concern. �Are they riding those things on the property we�re going to see?� he asked. He was all for people having fun, but he didn�t want to hear the constant whine of ATV engines covering up the sound of the ocean.
�No,� Brook said. �The property is just north of where the dunes end. The plot sits on a plateau over a stretch of rocky cliffside seacoast. Just to the south of the property is the northern fringes of Pismo Beach State Park. Just to the north is Dinosaur Caves Park. The land is a little piece of privately-owned property tucked in between two stretches of state-owned land.�
�So, they won�t be able to develop around it?� asked Jake.
�Not unless the state decides to sell off some of its prime beachfront land to a developer,� Brook said. �Something that is extremely unlikely to happen.�
Eleven minutes outside of the town, the highway curved away from the coast a bit. Another mile after this, Brook turned the Mercedes onto a badly maintained gravel path that wound through a passage between a set of hills dotted with sagebrush and a few Cyprus trees. About a half a mile in, they came to a metal gate, painted forest green, that blocked the road. A large sign reading PRIVATE PROPERTY, NO TRESPASSING! was mounted on it. A rusty padlock dangled from the bar that secured the gate.
�This is the start of the property here,� Brook said. �Everything on this side of the gate is owned by the County of San Luis Obispo and is zoned as protected coastal hills unsuitable for development. The owner of the property is granted a perpetual easement for the road itself as long as the owner pays for the maintenance and upkeep of the easement. On the other side of that gate is a little chunk of private land that was granted to the Simmons family shortly after the Mexican-American War. They used to be one of the prominent families in the area, but they squandered their wealth away back during the Great Depression and sold the land to a development company that wanted to build a hotel here. That never came to pass and the land has been sold from one developer to the other a few more times. Currently it�s owned by the Heliodorus Development Company, which is controlled primarily by Andre Heliodorus and his wife. They are probably the richest people in the five-cities area. Most of the development that takes place in coastal SLO county involves land that they own or otherwise have some interest in.�
�Do you know these people?� Jake asked.
�I do,� Brook said. �A very nice family. Very down to earth for people with a net worth that is well into the eight-digit range. They live in a mansion just a little bit north of here, in Avilia Beach.�
�How come they have never developed this property before?� Jill asked.
�Because about the only thing it�s good for is what Jake here is proposing for it,� Brook said. �You can�t really slap down a hotel or condos or a resort because it�s surrounded by state or county land on all sides and it doesn�t really have an accessible beach. There would be no reason for anyone to want to stay here other than the view of the ocean. It would be perfect for a private home as long as one is able to pay for development of the lot, wells, connection to the power grid, and all the other things that go along with building in a place like this. Such buyers are few and far between. Jake, in fact, is the first person who has shown any interest in the property in the past ten years.�
�Why did they buy the land if it�s not good for anything?� asked Laura.
�Because they�re real estate developers and that�s what they do,� Brook said. �Real estate will always go up in a value over time�they can�t make any more of it, after all�so the plot was a long-term investment. There will always eventually be someone like Jake who comes along and wants to buy oceanfront property in California.�
�I guess that makes sense,� Laura said.
�I�m pretty sure they didn�t expect it to take this long to unload, however,� Brook added.
�Then they�ll give me a good price?� Jake asked.
Brook chuckled. �They�ll give you what they feel is a good price,� he said. �They are business people and they will demand fair market value, plus a little more.�
�Fair market value I�ll pay,� Jake said. �I will not put up with anyone trying to screw me though. The first hint that they�re trying to slide it in, I walk and I never do business with them again.�
�I�ll be sure to pass that along to them,� Brook said. �Before we start opening negotiations, however, how about we go in and take a look at the land? Maybe you won�t like it and this discussion is all for naught.�
Jake nodded. It was a reasonable suggestion. �Let�s do it,� he said.
Brook unlocked the padlock with a key he carried and swung open the gate. It creaked quite loudly as he did this. He returned to the car and they bounced and bumped their way down the road a little further. As soon as they passed the last hill, they were on a broad, flat plateau, roughly half-oval shaped, covered with scrub brush and tall grass that waved in the wind. There was an unobstructed view out over the blue water of the Pacific Ocean. A few fishing boats could be seen a mile or so offshore. Much further out, the ghostly silhouette of a large ship�probably a container ship heading to LA or Long Beach�could just be discerned.
�Beautiful,� Laura breathed, taking it in.
�It really is,� Jake said, starting to fall in love immediately. �How far above the water are we?�
�Almost a hundred and fifty feet,� Brook said.
�High enough that a tsunami won�t hit us?� Jake asked.
�More than high enough,� Brook said. �The topography of the land here is such that even the worst tsunami would wash out to the north and south of this point of land. Water takes the path of least resistance, and that cliffside is a pretty formidable piece of resistance. The wave would swamp the dunes to the south and the estuary of the river to the north and leave this plot sitting high and dry.�
�That�s good to know,� said Laura.
They reached the end of the gravel road. They were still well over a hundred and fifty yards from the edge of the cliff. Brook shut off the car and the four of them got out. There was a steady wind blowing over them from the ocean and the sound of waves breaking could plainly be heard. Seagulls and the occasional cluster of pelicans flew overhead.
�What are the boundaries of the property?� Jake asked.
�It�s two hundred and twenty acres,� Brook said. �The terms offered on it are that the entire plot will be sold in one piece. It stretches from the gate behind us all the way to the high tide mark on the water�s edge, although that�s kind of a meaningless designation because at high tide what little beach there is down there disappears and the waves crash against the cliff itself. To the south, the property goes to the base of that dune.�
Jake looked south and saw a sand dune rising up. It was perhaps a thousand feet from where he now stood.
�And to the north,� Brook went on, �the property extends to that rock formation.�
Jake looked over there and saw a huge protrusion of black rock rising at least three hundred feet above the plateau. It was perhaps five hundred feet away from them. The land contained within those boundaries was more than enough for his needs, especially since he would not be building an air strip. �I like it,� he said. �Let�s take a little walk around.�
They strolled the plot, walking first to the edge of the cliff to take in the view of it. It was currently low tide and there was a narrow stretch of beach visible down there, perhaps twenty yards wide. The cliff face was steep and rocky and it appeared that one would try to climb down to that beach only if one had a death wish. That was okay with Jake. If one could not climb down there, it was unlikely that unwanted visitors would be able to climb up here.
They then walked around the entire perimeter. This took the better part of forty minutes to accomplish, partly because they walked slow, partly because the ground was uneven. When they finally made it back to the car, Jake turned to Laura and asked what she thought.
�It�s beautiful,� she said. �The air is clear, it�s private, there�s the sound of the ocean. I really like it a lot, Jake.�
�Think you could live here?� he asked.
She smiled and then leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips. �Yeah,� she told him. �I could live here.�
Laura was easy to win over. Now for the hard part. �And what do you think?� he asked Jill.
�Well, you know overall how I feel about this whole endeavor,� she said.
�I do,� Jake agreed. �But let�s go with the assumption that I�ll be disregarding your advice, because I will. What do you think otherwise?�
�It�s a nice plot of land,� she said. �If it checks out, I think it will meet your desires.�
�I agree,� Jake said.
�You�ll note that I said, �if it checks out�,� Jill said firmly. �And there�s a lot of things that need to be checked out. We need to get a survey team in here to assess the property. We need to make sure there�s sufficient groundwater here for you to have a well. My understanding is that, in many cases, you cannot get potable water out of land on the coast. That�s the number one thing. We need to look into how much it will cost to run power to the property. We�re close to half a mile from the main road here. I�m sure it won�t be cheap to turn on the lights. We also need to make sure the land itself is suitable for building a structure.�
�Right,� Jake said. �All the shit we had to do before we built the place in New Zealand. You�re familiar with the procedure, right?�
She sighed. �Yeah,� she said. �I�m familiar with it.�
�I want to put in an offer,� Jake said. He turned to Brook. �I understand the asking price for this plot is six million dollars?�
�That is correct.�
�That�s a lot of dinero,� Jake told him. �What do you think they�ll accept for the land?�
�Uh ... well ... in my dealings with the Heliodorus family, I�ve always found that what they offer is what they mean. If they say six million dollars, that�s what they want.�
�Uh huh,� Jake said. �I like this place, and I�m willing to pay good money for it, but not six million, not for land that�s been sitting here empty forever and that no one has even looked at in the past ten years. What�s your commission on a sale like this, Brook?�
�Three percent is the standard rate,� he said.
�I see,� Jake said. �So that means if this sale falls through because of games with what the fair market value is, you�d be missing out on a pretty hefty chunk of change, right?�
�Uh ... right,� Brook said slowly.
�Then it would behoove you to answer my question honestly,� Jake told him. �What do you think they�ll accept?�
He sighed. �If you offer five million, they�ll probably counter with five point seven five and you�ll likely be able to meet in the middle at around five and a half.�
�Very nice,� Jake said. �That wasn�t so hard, was it?� He turned to Jill. �I want you to offer five million tomorrow and set a hard ceiling of five point five. Sale dependent on a satisfactory survey, naturally.�
Jill looked downright miserable. �Are you sure, Jake?�
�As sure as I�ve ever been of anything,� he told her.

On the 22nd of April, 1994, the first promoted cuts from Celia Valdez�s new album, Small Talk, and Jake Kingsley�s new album, Living in This World, began to get pre-release airplay across the nation. Directed by Jake, who was KVA�s promotion guru, the first promoted cuts were Should We Believe? for Celia and Breaking Down Fast, for Jake. Both cuts, within forty-eight hours, were the most requested nationwide on both the hards and the pops and the release of the respective albums was highly anticipated. And, as expected, Celia�s cut was generating criticism and even protest due to its purported anti-Christian theme (although if one actually analyzed the lyrics carefully, one would find the overall message was to keep one�s faith in the face of disbelief).
On the night of April 24th, a combination business meeting and going away party for Celia was held at Pauline�s house. The Nerdlys were there, as was Jake and Laura, as were Celia and Greg. Everyone took turns holding little Tabby and talking business for a bit before any alcohol was served.
�Living and Talk will both be released for sale on Tuesday, May 3,� Pauline told them as they sat at her dining room table. �The suits at Aristocrat are still bitching about the order of song release for promotion, and the fact that we�ve made no videos for the songs, but bitching is all they�re doing. The promotion campaign proceeds as Jake has dictated.�
�You would think,� said Nerdly, �after the significant measure of success KVA enjoyed with Jake in charge of promoting the last albums, they would embrace his methodology.�
�You would think,� Pauline said, �but we�re talking about record company suits here. Their opinion is that Struggle and Down would have sold twice as many albums if only record company professionals would have been in charge.�
Jake shook his head in disgust. �Leave it to them to scoff at triple platinum for me and quadruple platinum for Celia. It can�t possibly be that I know what I�m doing here. They write it off as luck. They won�t even acknowledge that our tunes and engineering are what made those albums. They think we just accidentally blundered into the right gimmick for the times.�
�They�re a piece of work all right,� Pauline said. �In any case, once Celia hits the road this week, I�m expecting over-the-top sales on Talk in every city she visits. You ready to shine, girlfriend?�
�I�m ready,� she said. �Eager to get out there and start playing.� She frowned a little. �I still think they�re screwing me on the whole air travel between venues deal.�
�They�re leasing a plane and a flight crew for the exclusive use of you and the band,� Jake said. �How is that screwing you?�
�It�s a tiny plane,� she complained. �With propellers! I understand that my contract said they would fly us from venue to venue by first class or private, but I really wasn�t expecting them to interpret private as a goddamn puddle jumper.�
�It�s a King Air 350,� Jake said. �That�s a nice plane. It has a bathroom and everything.�
�That�s your qualification for what�s a nice plane?� she asked him. �If it has a bathroom?�
�Yeah,� Jake said. �You�ve been in my plane, right? No place to take a leak there.�
�I know,� Pauline said sourly. �I seem to remember a flight with you where that was an issue.�
�You see?� Jake said. �Paulie agrees with me.�
�How is the tour doing anyway?� asked Greg. �Have they left for Phoenix yet?�
�They rolled out last night,� Pauline said. �The Phoenix Suns are playing their final home game of the season the night before the show, but the arena should be ready when the crew starts setting up on the morning of the 27th. That show has sold out America West Arena. That�s nineteen thousand tickets sold. Word is that the scalpers are charging up to eighty bucks a ticket.�
�Hey, not bad for a show where I don�t show my tits or dance around and lip synch,� Celia said.
�Exactly,� Pauline said. �And you�ve sold out all of the dates for the next two weeks after the Phoenix show. Of course, Aristocrat credits their concert promotion department with this.�
�Naturally,� Jake said with a shake of the head.
�Hey, as long as the paychecks keep coming in, right?� Pauline said.
�Fuckin� A,� Jake agreed.
They moved on to the next item on the agenda: Project Brainwash. Jake was in charge of securing lodging for the members of the band from Providence, who would be arriving in Los Angeles on June 6, families and children in tow. They discussed a few details of the itinerary for that. The band would stay in a hotel in LA and occupy KVA Studios for two weeks so Jake and the Nerdlys could help them pick ten or eleven solid tunes from their repertoire to record. They would then move the entire operation to Coos Bay to begin laying down basic tracks for those tunes. Obie agreed to rent the studio time for them at his standard rate and Jake managed to secure the same house on the cliff KVA had used before, though the actual bedroom assignments were still up in the air.
�We�re on budget with this Brainwash thing then?� asked Greg. He was not a fan of the project�he considered it far too risky to KVA�s capital�but had accepted that they were going forth with it over his objections.
�So far, so good,� Pauline told him. �Although the real grinder is going to be how much studio time will be needed and what sort of promotion royalties we�re going to have to pay once we get masters in hand.�
�Both things to worry about on another day,� Jake said.
�I think we should at least open a discussion about this now,� Greg countered.
�If we stop talking about business now, we can start drinking,� Jake replied.
�I move we adjourn the business part of the gathering then,� said Pauline.
�Seconded,� said Celia.
�All in favor?� Jake asked.
The vote was unanimous. Even Greg was ready for a drink.

About an hour later, Greg and Jake were sitting out on Pauline�s deck, watching the windsurfers ply across the lake while they sipped scotch on the rocks and smoked cigars. Greg seemed a lot less stressed these days and he and Celia seemed to be speaking to each other a little more.
�It looks like you and C are getting along better?� Jake asked him.
�There�s still a strain,� Greg said, �but we�re moving in the right direction now. She still won�t talk about ... you know ... what happened up in Alaska or what it means going forward, but she�ll hold a civil conversation with me now. And her interest in sex has come back. Thank God for that.�
�Oh yeah?� Jake asked, unsure whether he should be happy about that or jealous.
�She�s actually been quite amorous of late. It started that night she came home after going out shopping and to the spa with Laura.�
�Really?�
Greg nodded. �I�m not sure what happened that day, what those two talked about, but it obviously had some sort of effect on Celia. That was when she started speaking to me again. And it was right after she got home that she ... well ... she resumed our sexual relationship with a passion.�
�Hmm,� Jake said. �Laura didn�t mention anything about any deep conversation they might have had. She can be pretty insightful though.�
�Well, I thank her for whatever she did. One odd thing about it though.�
�What�s that?�
�Well ... it�s kind of private,� Greg said. �Maybe I shouldn�t discuss it.�
�Oh come on now,� Jake said. �You can�t bring up some shit like that and then shut it down. Give it up.�
�Well ... ever since she resumed having relations with me, she ... well ... she�s become kind of obsessed with ... you know ... oral sex.�
�Oral sex?� Jake asked. �You mean sucking your dick?� That would be odd indeed, as Laura had certainly developed that same obsession since returning from tour.
�No,� Greg said. �The receiving of oral sex, not the giving.�
�You mean she wants you to eat her pussy out?� Jake asked. This was still odd. Laura had chilled a little with her aversion to this act over the past few weeks, but she still never asked for it to be done like she used to.
�That�s right,� Greg said. �She wants that all the time now. It�s how we start out every session.�
�Are you complaining about this?� Jake wanted to know, thinking he�d eat at Celia�s Y all day long if she wanted him to.
�No ... not really,� Greg said, �although my mouth and jaw do get a bit sore at times. I do enjoy participating in that act. I just think it very strange that she suddenly developed this obsession with it. Any thoughts on where something like that might have come from? Something Laura might have said to her to trigger it?�
Jake honestly did not have a clue, though he could not help but think there had to be some connection between Laura�s aversion to the act and Celia�s obsession with it, especially since Celia�s apparently started the very day the two of them had gone out together and gotten drunk. �I don�t know,� he told Greg. �I guess my advice would have to be that you just go with it. Eat all the clam you can get before she goes out on the road. You�re not going to get any more for a while after she climbs on that plane on Tuesday, right?�
�That is true,� Greg said thoughtfully.
Jake raised his glass. �To tuna casserole,� he said.
Greg gave a little nod. �To tuna casserole,� he repeated, clinking his glass with Jake�s.

Meanwhile, back in the living room, Laura and Celia were sitting next to each other on the couch, each drinking a glass of white wine. Across the room from them, Sharon was holding Tabitha in her arms while she and Nerdly cooed and made faces at her. Pauline was at the bar, mixing herself a little drink.
�Did you tell Jake about ... you know?� Celia whispered to Laura.
�No,� Laura said. �I�m still not sure it�s a good idea. What will he think about me?�
�Knowing Jake as I do, I honestly don�t think he�ll be offended ... unless, of course, you keep it a secret from him and he finds out about it some other way.�
�How would he find out about it?� she asked. �You�re the only one who knows ... well ... except for the guys in the band of course, and Ron, but they would never say anything to anyone. What happens on the road stays on the road. That�s the rule, right?�
�That is the rule,� Celia agreed. �But sometimes, when the tale is particularly juicy�as this one is�the rule can be broken.�
�I just don�t know,� Laura said. �I�m afraid he�ll leave me if I tell him.�
�I don�t think he will,� Celia insisted. �It�s not like you were cheating on him or anything�certainly not in the traditional sense of the word. It was a very unique solution to a significant problem.�
�I have a hard time seeing it that way,� Laura said. �I certainly wouldn�t like it if Jake told me he was relieving his sexual tension in that manner. I wouldn�t like it at all.�
�Jake doing something like that would not be the same thing,� Celia insisted. �It�s an apples and oranges comparison.�
�Why?� Laura asked. �How is it different?�
�It just is,� Celia said. �Is it a double standard? Sure. But it�s also reality.�
�Yeah ... I suppose.�
�Look, I just give advice when I�m asked. You asked. You don�t have to do what I suggest, but before you decide to ignore the problem, I�d think through all the ramifications. What�s going to happen if Dexter and Z get back together at some point. I�d say that�s a very likely possibility. Do you think Z might mention this to Dex? Do you think maybe Dex might feel honor bound to mention it to Jake if they play together again? Maybe not ... but also maybe.�
�Yeah,� Laura said. �I�ll keep it in mind.�
�You do that,� Celia said.
�Anyone need a refresher on their drink?� asked Pauline, who was holding up the wine bottle.
�Hit me,� said Celia, holding her glass high.
�Yeah,� Laura said. �Me too.�

On Tuesday morning, April 26th, one week before the scheduled release of her new album for sale, Celia Valdez reported to the Van Nuys Airport for her flight to Phoenix for the first date of the Small Talk Tour of 1994. Greg drove her there, parking in the general aviation lot and carrying her one small suitcase for her.
�That looks like my ride,� Celia said as they approached the twin-engine prop plane that sat next to the building.
�Not exactly a Gulfstream,� Greg said, �but it certainly looks safer than that deathtrap Jake flies around in. More comfortable too.�
�Yeah ... I suppose,� she said.
The rest of the band was already there, bags in hand�or, actually, resting at their feet as the plane was still sealed up and no flight crew was visible.
�I�m going to miss you, C,� Greg told her.
She looked at him, seeing sincerity in his eyes. �I�m going to miss you too,� she said. �But maybe that�s a good thing at this point, right?�
�I don�t know if it�s good,� he said, �but, like Jake always says, it�s the life we choose.�
�The life we choose,� she agreed. Her look sharpened a bit. �You�re going to behave yourself while I�m gone?�
�Yes,� he said. �I�ve learned my lesson on misbehaving. It�s definitely not worth it.�
She smiled a little. �I�ll hold you to that.�
�Do you want me to stay until you leave?� he asked. �I have that meeting to go to about the premier, but they�ll understand if I�m late.�
�No, you get to your meeting,� she told him. �I�ll call you after the show tomorrow.�
�I�ll be looking forward to it.�
He set her bag down on the ground and they embraced warmly�the warmest non-sexual embrace they�d shared since the Alaska incident. She kissed him softly on the mouth and then did it again.
�I love you, Celia,� he told her.
�I know,� she said. �And I love you too. I�ll be seeing you soon.�
�I�ll fly out to catch your show as soon as I can.�
�I�ll hold you to that as well.�
He went back to his car and got inside. With one last wave at her, he drove off, disappearing from view. With a sigh, she picked up her bag and walked over to her band. They all greeted her happily. There was a definite excitement in the air about finally heading out.
The flight crew emerged from the building a few minutes later. It was two pilots, dressed not in the standard white uniform shirts and hats, but in blue jeans and light blue button-up shirts with Peterson Aviation stenciled on the breast. Celia was surprised to see that one of the pilots was a female. She appeared to be in her early forties and had a cute face but her hair was cut extremely short. The other pilot was a younger male, possibly early thirties but more likely late twenties. He sported a mustache and long sideburns.
�Hello everyone,� the female pilot greeted. �I�m Susan Granderson, and I�ll be the primary pilot in command of this aircraft as we embark upon this tour. We�re going to get to know each other very well over the next five months, so you can call me Suzie if you like.�
�And I�m Mark Laughlin,� said the other pilot. �I�ll be the copilot on our journey. I just want all of you know that it�s an honor to fly you all around the country. I think we�re going to have some fun together.�
�Nice to meet you both,� Celia said, stepping forward. �I�m Celia Valdez and this is my band for the tour.� She turned and began pointing out the assembled musicians behind her. �That�s Charlie who plays the bass and Coop who plays the drums. They both used to be with Intemperance. Over here is Dexter Price, sax player, and Liz the pianist, Nat is the violinist, and this kid with the baby face here is Little Stevie, the lead guitarist.�
�We�re pleased to meet you all,� Suzie told them. �Celia, I�ll remember your name quite easily, same for Coop and Charlie, as I used to love Intemperance back in my military days. As for the rest of you ... it might take me a day or two to remember names, so please don�t be offended if I have to ask for them until then.�
�Were you a pilot in the military?� Celia asked Suzie, who was intriguing her in some subtle way that she couldn�t quite put her finger on�well, actually she could, but she didn�t want to admit it to herself.
�I was,� Suzie said. �Air Force. I have a master�s degree in aeronautics and I spent almost ten years flying C5s out of Travis Air Force base up north. I decided to take them up on their generous offer to pay me to leave during the downsizing after the Gulf War. I�ve been flying for Peterson ever since.�
�Impressive resume,� Celia said. �What about you ... was it Mark?�
�It was,� he said. �I�ve never done any military time myself, but I�ve been flying planes since I was sixteen. Got my commercial license five years ago and I�ve been with Petersen since ninety-two.�
�Well, it seems like we�ll be in good hands,� Celia said.
�You will be,� Suzy said. �We�re a good team, Mark and I, and this is a great aircraft. It may not be a luxury ship, but it�ll get us where we�re going quickly and safely.� She looked at the baggage on the ground. �I see that everyone followed instructions and brought only one bag apiece. I trust that none of those bags weigh more than fifty pounds, right?�
All agreed that their bags were under the weight limit.
�Okay then,� Suzy went on. �Since this is the first of many flights we�re going to share, let�s cover the boarding procedure right now and then I�ll open up the aircraft and get you all in there. You�ll notice that Mark is carrying a scale with him. I know people are sensitive about their weight, but prior to getting on the aircraft each and every piece of baggage and each person will be weighed beforehand on every single trip ... without exception. This is not a 747 we�re flying here, and total weight of passengers and cargo is something we have to factor in to make sure we stay balanced in flight and that we don�t exceed maximum takeoff weight when we add fuel. So, you�re going to have to get used to that, okay?�
There was a little grumbling but no actual protests.
�Very good,� Suzie said. �And as for your baggage, it will be stowed in the front of the plane on each flight, inaccessible while we�re in the air, so any personal items like music players, video players, writing materials, or anything else you want to use to entertain yourself in flight, must be carried aboard with you and weighed with you before boarding. Mark and I will load your luggage into the compartment. None of you are to ever place anything in there yourselves. Again, this is for proper weight distribution, not because we�re control freaks. We know how to put your bags in there so they are balanced and don�t move around in flight. You do not. Are we clear on that point?�
Everyone was clear.
�And speaking of baggage, I want it made clear that nothing dangerous or illegal is to be brought aboard, either on your person or in your baggage. Nothing that shoots, blows up, is full of compressed gas, or that will attract the attention of the DEA�like cocaine or heroin or meth. If you should happen to slip a little baggie of weed in your baggage, that�s not a big deal�just don�t tell me about it�but if I find out you are transporting any of that other shit, I will personally call the cops on you. Are we clear on that?�
They were.
�There is no smoking on this aircraft�no smoking of anything�but there is a small bar aboard if you�d like to have a few drinks in flight. There is no flight attendant and Mark and I are not servants, so you make your own drinks if you want them and you throw away the little plastic cups when you�re done. There is one bathroom aboard. It�s in the rear of the aircraft and it is tiny. It is also the one that Mark and I have to use if the need comes upon us, so please try to keep it reasonably clean and we would appreciate it if nothing weird occurred in there.�
�Define �weird�,� said Charlie.
�Anything other than urination, defecation, or washing your hands in that bathroom would be weird in my book,� Suzie told him.
�Uh ... okay,� Charlie said, �but what about...�
�Anything other than urination, defecation, or washing your hands,� Suzie reiterated. �It�s a simple guideline.�
�Okay,� Charlie said with a sigh.
�And now the most important rule,� Suzie said. �Once we step onto the aircraft and close those doors, I am unquestionably in charge. Mark is unquestionably second-in-command. You will do anything we tell you to do as soon as we tell you to do it whether you agree with it or not. There will be no deviation from this rule and no negotiation with it. I am the captain, Mark is the first officer, and you are the passengers. Are we all clear on that?�
Everyone was clear on that.
�Very good,� Suzie said. �Any questions?�
�I have one,� Charlie said.
Suzie sighed. �Does it have to do with the bathroom?�
�No, it has to do with high altitude bacteria.�
�High altitude bacteria?� Suzie repeated slowly.
�Right,� Charlie said. �I�m assuming this plane has some sort of HEPA filtration system to keep dangerous microbes from the stratosphere out of our breathing air in the cabin?�
Suzie licked her lips a little. She looked over at Celia. Celia, hiding a smile, gave her a little nod.
�Uh ... yes,� Suzie said. �Of course we have a HEPA filtration system for the air. Not only that, we also have an ultraviolet sterilizer downstream of it to zap any bacteria that manage to get through the HEPA filter.�
Charlie was impressed. �Cool,� he said. �I didn�t know that technology was available yet.�
�It�s a prototype,� Suzie said. �We�re among the first to test it out.�
�It�s about time someone started taking high altitude microbes seriously,� Charlie said happily.
�Right,� Suzie said. �Any other questions?� She looked at Coop, who was raising his hand. �Coop. What do you want to know?�
�I�m just wondering,� he said. �You�re like a lesbian, right?�
�Coop!� Celia barked, horrified.
Suzie glared at him. �I hardly think my sexual orientation is any of your business, any of your concern, or has any bearing on this discussion,� she told him icily.
�Hey,� Coop said appeasingly. �I wasn�t tryin� to piss you off or nothing. And I don�t care if you like to munch clam�hell, I do it all the time myself�I was just curious about the whole Air Force thing. I thought they didn�t allow lesbos in the service back when you woulda started. How�d that shit work?�
�Madres de Dios, Coop,� Celia muttered.
Suzie took a deep breath. �They didn�t ask,� she said. �And I didn�t tell. Now, any more relevant questions that concern the operation of this aircraft?�
There were no more.
�All right,� Suzie said. �Mark�s going to open the aircraft up. Form a line, with luggage in hand, and we�ll get you all weighed.�
They formed a line. Celia pulled rank and put herself first. She stepped forward and placed her bag on the scale�it was forty-two pounds. She then stepped onto it herself.
�One-fifty-eight,� Suzie said, noting this down on a chart. �How tall are you, Celia?�
�Five-eleven and a half,� Celia said.
Suzie nodded appreciatively, her eyes looking the singer up and down for a moment. �You keep yourself in good shape.�
�Thanks,� Celia said with a smile. �I�m sorry about Coop. He�s a great drummer but sometimes his mouth just ... you know?�
Suzie shrugged. �And I�m sorry if I came across as a hard-ass. I�m really not one, not unless I have to be. I just need to establish the rules before we get on the plane for the first time.�
�You did a good job with that,� Celia said.
�Glad to hear it,� Suzie said. She gave another appraising look to Celia�s form, not bothering to hide her interest. �I think we�re going to have a lot of fun on this tour.�
Celia returned the smile. �Maybe,� she said.

Even though Brainwash wouldn�t arrive on the west coast until June 6th, and wouldn�t need accommodations in Coos Bay until June 21st, the house on the cliff there became available for the use of KVA Records on May 30. This was because the owners would only agree to reserving the house for KVA during the lucrative summer vacation period if KVA would rent it for the entire season. Jake, who was in charge of the Brainwash Project and whose motto most of the time was �it�s only money�, simply cut them a check.
On June 1st, Jake and Laura climbed into a Lear jet that Jake had chartered out of Van Nuys and were flown to Coos Bay to take possession of the house. Jake told Laura they were making the trip to start getting things in order. They needed to make sure the house was up to standards, needed to secure a vehicle for the use of the musicians while they were there, and wanted to have a little visit with Obie and Pauline and Tabby, who were currently staying in Obie�s house. All of these things were true and Laura did not question them. Jake, however, did have an ulterior motive as well.
They touched down at North Bend Municipal just after three in the afternoon. They were checked into the house by five o�clock. Jake had the taxi that delivered them to the house stop at the store first and he picked up supplies for a nice dinner of filet mignon and scampi, which they enjoyed over a bottle of red wine out on the deck.
They had a brief session of fucking after dinner and then took a little nap, waking up just before sunset.
�How about we watch the sun go down from the hot tub?� Jake suggested.
�Sure,� Laura said brightly. �That sounds like fun.�
�I�ll meet you out there,� Jake told her. �I�m gonna grab some wine first.�
�How about a joint too?� she asked.
�Maybe after we come back inside,� he said.
Laura looked a little confused at this, but shrugged it off. As long as she got to toke up at some point tonight, she would be happy.
Jake gathered up the wine, some glasses, and one other item from his luggage, and then made his way out onto the balcony in his robe. Since they were alone tonight, he was wearing nothing beneath it. The sun was about five degrees above the horizon and there were no clouds, no marine layer to obscure it. Perfect. Laura herself was sitting naked on the first step, her small breasts exposed to the air, a contented expression on her face. Jake poured them each a glass of wine, shrugged off his robe, and then stepped into the tub beside her. The water was the perfect temperature.
�It�s going to be a good sunset tonight,� Laura remarked, taking the glass from him.
�I certainly hope so,� Jake said with a smile that hid his true feelings. He was a bit nervous.
�Are you okay?� Laura asked him, picking up on his angst a bit.
�Perfect,� he assured her. �It�s nice to be here with you, by ourselves, away from LA, away from all the hassles.�
�Yes, it is,� she said, leaning against him and giving his leg an affectionate squeeze. �When is Greg going to get here?�
�Uh ... he�ll be flying in day after tomorrow,� Jake said. �He has another movie promo to do in Detroit tomorrow and he�ll fly directly here from there.�
�He seemed very excited to come out here,� she said.
�He is,� Jake said, watching the sun sink lower and lower. He needed to make a little small talk until it was just about to sink into the sea. �His golf course project finally has the green light. The county approved the plans, the investors have all got their money in, and they�re going to start surveying the property next week.�
�I�m happy for him,� she said. �He can be pompous, but he really is a sweet guy. I hope he and Celia stay together. They seemed like they were getting along better, didn�t they?�
�They did,� Jake agreed. �And he�s very happy about his film too. I read in the paper this morning that it was the number one money maker at the box office for Memorial Day weekend. And the reviewers seem to like it as well.�
�I liked it a lot,� Laura said. �I mean, it was fun going to the premier and all�thanks for taking me there, hon�but I really liked the movie. It was much better than that Northern Jungle.�
�It would almost have to be,� Jake said, although, in truth, he had really enjoyed the movie as well. It had been a well-done, action-packed two-hour flick with lots of exciting flight scenes and rescues and a fair amount of suspense. Though it probably wasn�t Oscar material, it was entertaining throughout.
�It�s too bad Celia couldn�t be there for the premier,� Laura said.
�She sounds like she�s having fun out on the road,� Jake said. �She�s continuing to sell out every venue so far. And her album is already approaching Platinum.�
�Your album is doing pretty well too, isn�t it?�
�I�m holding my own,� Jake agreed. Living in this World had gone Gold just the previous day, in fact. And his tune Breaking Down Fast was currently number twelve on the single chart and still rising.
�I�m very proud of you, Jake,� she told him, snuggling a little closer. �You�ve worked so hard on your music. You deserve everything you get.�
�Thanks, babe,� he told her, giving her a little kiss above the eye. He checked the sun again. The lower edge was just starting to touch the waves. �Listen, Laura. I brought you out here tonight, at sunset, for a reason.�
She took her eyes off the sun and looked at his face. �What�s the reason?� she asked.
�This place is special for us,� he said. �This house is where we fell in love with each other. This hot tub is where we first ... you know ... got together.�
She giggled a little. �I remember that night very well,� she said.
�So ... it seemed an appropriate place,� he said, watching as the sun went a little lower, �for me to ... well ... to give you this.� With that, he brought his right hand out of the water. It was closed. He slowly opened it, revealing the three and a half carat diamond ring he had purchased back in LA and had been holding ever since leaving the bedroom.
Laura took in a sharp intake of breath. �Jake,� she whispered. �Is that ... is it a...� She couldn�t say it.
Jake said it for her. �It�s an engagement ring,� he told her. �Will you marry me, Laura?�
She continued to stare at the ring in his palm, her mouth wide, her eyes big. �Oh my God,� she said.
�Caught you by surprise?� he asked, reeling with anticipation.
�You did,� she agreed.
�Well ... what do you think?� Jake asked. �I don�t want to rush you or anything if you need to think about it, but ... well ... this is going to become awkward in a minute.�
�Oh my God, Jake,� she said. �You�re really asking me to marry you? You�re not fucking with me?�
�I�m not fucking with you,� he assured her.
�I ... I don�t know what to say,� she said.
Jake swallowed. This was not going exactly as he�d envisioned. �Uh ... yes would be an acceptable answer,� he suggested.
�I want to say yes, Jake,� she said. �I really do. I love you and I�d love to be your wife. Oh my God ... I can�t believe this is happening!�
�Uh ... I�m not sure here,� Jake said. �Did you just say yes?�
She sighed. �I didn�t,� she said. �I said I want to say yes.�
�But ... but you can�t?�
�Oh wow,� she said, shaking her head a little. �Before I answer you ... well ... there�s something I need to tell you first.�
�What is it?� he asked. This had definitely become a bit awkward.
�Well ... it�s about something that I ... that I did out on tour. It might change the way you feel about me.�
�Something you did out on tour?� What the hell are we talking about here?
�I should have told you a long time ago, but I didn�t know you were going to propose to me. Oh my God, what a mess!�
�What is it, hon?� he asked. �What did you do?�
She took another deep breath and prepared her confession. She wasn�t even sure how to begin.
The End of Book III
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