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  Abby


  


  I swear I’m trying. I’m willing to keep an open mind. I can almost make myself believe this is my scene. But just a minute ago a crowd surfer almost kicked me in the face—a shirtless, sweaty, hairy man holding a bottle of cheap beer. His scuffed up, stained shoe was close enough, I could smell it. Or maybe that was just the scent of pot smoke and body odor mixing in the closed space.


  So I’m still trying, but for now, I’m staking my claim on a bar stool in the back. There’s almost enough oxygen at this end of the bar to breathe in a full toxic breath. Cigarette smoke, liquor, and the musty smell of three hundred bodies smashed together in front of a stage assault my senses, along with the amps threatening to blow holes through my ear drums and the foggy haze that obstructs my view of the stage.


  Vitriol is playing their last show in the swampy hole-in-the-wall, Dazed. It’s more than evident they’ve outgrown the place. For the past few weeks, they’ve expanded to amphitheaters and concert halls, but they call this place home. It’s where they got their start, and they wanted a farewell show with their most loyal fans before tomorrow, when they hit the road on their first, large-scale cross-country tour.


  I’m not sure which the fans love more—the chaotic energy of angry rock music or the seductive nature of the lead singer, Kennedy Rose. Her platinum hair cascades to her thighs, longer than the skin-tight leather shorts she’s wearing over fishnets. Her skin is porcelain and decked out in tattoos and several layers of carefully applied makeup. We all can’t help but be drawn to her crimson-stained lips as she belts out the bridge of their song, “Tempted by Fate”. The crowd sings along.


  To her left, a bass player head bangs—his stick-straight mohawk moving along with him without a hair falling out of place. His fingers move faster than any bass player I’ve seen before and after he finishes a solo, he looks back to the audience and beams a mischievous grin. The women in the crowd scream.


  In the back, the drummer seems to be in his own world. Maybe he’s caught up in the moment. Maybe he’s on drugs. Who knows? But he never misses a beat. “Tempted by Fate” comes to an end, but he doesn’t stop playing, transitioning to the next song seamlessly. The energy of the bar intensifies, not a second to catch your breath in between one loud song and another. It’s exhausting, yet the crowd dances on.


  The guitarist sticks to the shadows for the most part—the outlier in this quartet since the rest of them seem to be fighting for the spotlight. His disheveled hair covers half his face, and the bar lights glint of a lip ring. His torn jeans reveal tattoos on his legs, and I’ll assume there’s just as much ink on the rest of his body, though the long sleeve shirt he’s wearing—Is he insane? It’s a thousand degrees in here—keep that a mystery. As the verse of “Clementine Concubine” transitions to the chorus, he steps forward to his own mic, offering backing vocals. He growls and croons as Kennedy covers a vocal range that even I can find impressive. The instruments get lower and lower as the two sing, their voices taking over everyone’s senses. Then a brief pause of silence before everything picks back up, louder and faster than before. The crowd seems mesmerized.


  It’s no wonder Vitriol is on the cusp of being signed by a major label. If they can grow a fan base as committed as these sweaty, thrashing twenty-somethings, then they can—


  “How—out—ere?” The voice suddenly at my left ear almost makes me jump out of my skin. The volume level has been raised to ‘impossible’ and I didn’t see this guy coming. A tall man with dreadlocks and jeans that have been ripped into shorts lingers over me.


  “What?” I yell.


  “I—you want—ere?”


  I have no idea what he’s saying. Is this one of those smile and nod situations, pretend like I understood him the second time? Isn’t there some sort of unspoken rule—only ask someone to repeat what they said once? After that, it’s far too awkward to ask again. You might as well act like you heard him just fine. But my eyes—squinting with confusion—give me away.


  “Beer!” he shouts even louder. “You want one?”


  Comprehension washes over me. At first, I could’ve sworn he was asking me to get out of here—with him—a total stranger. Creepy.


  “No thanks,” I shout. My voice will be gone tomorrow if this guy tries to strike up a conversation.


  The song ends and Vitriol leaves the stage. The crowd begins chanting, “Encore, encore!”


  “My treat,” this guy next to me says. “You look lonely.”


  “I’m not.” I turn back toward the stage waiting for the inevitable reappearance of the band and the final song.


  “You aren’t one of those straight-edge chicks, are you?”


  “And what if I am?” I’m not, but who’s he to judge?


  The guy laughs, throwing his head back like he’s never heard of anything more ridiculous. “Then you’re in the wrong place. There’s enough secondhand smoke to get you lung cancer and a contact high.”


  Quite the charmer, this one. “Good thing I’m about to leave then.”


  “You like the show?”


  You’d think I would’ve struck out with my other answers. “It was all right.” I’m not about to admit this was my first, and hopefully last time watching Vitriol and anything like Vitriol. Definitely not my taste in music.


  “There’s another show down the street later. This band, Kickoff. Wanna go with me?”


  “Are you asking me out?” Now it’s my turn to laugh. “You haven’t even asked me my name, but it doesn’t matter. It’s a ‘no’ anyway. No thanks.” Can’t forget my manners.


  “Man, you must be one of those tight ass chicks. Gotta loosen up. You can come to my car and smoke a joint with me.”


  He’s beginning to entertain me more than the concert did. “But aren’t I one of those straight-edge chicks?”


  “It’s good to try new things.” He reaches up and brushes a sweaty hand over my cheek. Too far, buddy.


  I pull away, trying to hide the disgust from my face. “I said no to your offers already. I’m not interested.”


  He mutters something—“Bitch”, I’m pretty sure. But the volume has been turned back up to ‘catastrophically deafening’ as the guitarist of Vitriol runs back on stage. The rest of the band remains unseen.


  “Last chance, babe,” Mr. Dreadlocks says. “You came here for fun. I’ll make sure you have some.”


  The guitarist begins to play. Miles. Miles Riot—that’s his name, I remember.


  “I didn’t come for fun,” I correct the relentless ass. “I came for work.”


  But Miles starts playing, and it’s, thankfully, too loud for any more conversation.


  “What?” the guy shouts.


  I look back at him one more time and yell as loud as I can. “I’m here for my job.”


  The same look of confusion I possessed earlier takes over his face. He still can’t hear me. I take my phone from my pocket and open a text application, typing in “NOT INTERESTED!”


  I flash the screen toward him and wave a goodbye, moving into the crowd to disappear. The song is surprisingly slower than all the others, so it’s easier to weave through all the bodies. When I’m certain I’m concealed enough to not have Dreads track me down again, I pocket my phone, and count down the minutes to the end of this show. Almost done.


  Miles is bathed in a single spotlight and the crowd sings along with every word—proving I’m probably the only one who doesn’t know this song.


  “And to you…I say…adieu…” they all sing as one big choir.


  My personal bubble is being smashed on all sides as people move closer and closer to the stage. Can’t they see just fine where they are?


  Then the spotlight goes off. The stage goes pitch black.


  The music stops.


  In the next seconds, too much happens too fast to comprehend. The crowd shifts forward. My back is shoved. The lights come on all at once. And the music kicks back on full gear—all four members on the stage again.


  Another shove, this time from my right side. I’m ready to get defensive when I’m pushed from the opposite side. The floor of bodies is moving in waves—side-to-side, backward-and-forward. A hole opens up around me, and I don’t know where to go. Kennedy sings. Miles strums. The song grows with more energy by the second. And I find myself in the middle of a mosh pit.


  Groups of people take turns pushing and shoving, ramming their bodies into surrounding people who slam back into them. I’m hit from the front by a girl in combat boots. I’m shoved in the back by someone smaller, yet much stronger than I am. I try to push through the circle to escape, but they take the wrong cue and excitedly push me back into the flailing moshers.


  “Get me out of this!” I scream at the top of my lungs to a buff guy in a white tank top.


  Again, he takes the wrong cue as he lifts me up effortlessly. Other arms reach up to support my body over their heads. Now I’m above the crowd, staring at the ceiling as countless hands trade off carrying me. I can only think back to the crowd surfer that almost kicked me in the face. Now, I’m focused solely on my own feet, grateful I skipped the heels tonight. Please don’t let me hurt anyone.


  Oh wait, please don’t let me get hurt!


  The stage is getting closer and closer, and if I’m not already terrified, horror rushes through me. I do not want to be dumped off on the stage for all to see.


  “Turn, turn, turn,” I plead, as if anyone can hear me. But the stage draws nearer. Oh no.


  I catch the edge of the crowd and realize I have no idea how to get down. I’m just going to plummet to the ground and scurry away. I started this night trying to immerse myself. Trying to be okay with what may be eating up the next week of my life. But seven feet off the ground, floating horizontally, trusting the hands of drunk concertgoers…I’m done trying.


  Suddenly another face emerges beyond the backs of a bunch of sweaty heads. Two huge arms reach for me, waiting.


  A bouncer is coming to my rescue.


  As quickly—albeit awkwardly—as he gets me to the ground, I hurry out of the bar. I’ve seen enough. I’ve experienced enough. I’m done. And not just with this evening.


  The cool night breeze hits me as I push through the doors, and I suck in a deep breath of clean air and close my eyes for a second. No way in hell can I do this again.


  I reach for my phone as I start walking away. The last song ends, and I round the corner of the building just as the front doors swing open—ecstatic fans pouring into the empty street. It’s quieter back here as I dial my boss’s number. After a couple rings, I hear Jonathan pick up.


  “Abby. You have any idea what time it is?”


  “Trust me, I do.” No need to be rude. I inhale trying to calm my nerves. Adrenaline is rushing through me—my hands and legs are still shaky from my near-death experience. Okay, that’s dramatic, but still. That was some scary stuff. How can people enjoy it? “Sorry,” I tell Jonathan. “I just needed to call and tell you I can’t do the assignment. I’m sure there are plenty of others who’d jump at the chance, so can we just switch some things around and—”


  “You woke me up to tell me you’re quitting?”


  “No-no-no. I just can’t do the assignment. I’ll take any other, just not this one. I’ll even do that one story—you know, the one about the pageant girl who’s now doing that mix of yodeling and harmonica?”


  “Yeah, sounds to me like you don’t want your job anymore.” Jonathan’s tone is light, but I know what he’s trying to do.


  “I definitely do want my job. I love working for Lydian Magazine. But—”


  “Great. I’m glad you’re taking the assignment then. Enjoy the scenery!”


  He hangs up before I can argue any further. Believe it or not, Jon and I are friends. But the boss side of him takes no nonsense, and that clearly includes music journalists trying to turn down music journalism assignments. He also has this thing with pushing me out of my comfort zone—as if that’s not obvious here.


  So it’s all or nothing. Apparently, I’m going on tour with Vitriol.


  A nearby back door opens and roadies carry out amps and instrument cases. Another one walks out with a rolled up rug over his shoulder and a set list in his hand. They head to a smaller trailer attached to a pickup truck parked behind a bus. Right after they disappear back inside, the band members begin their exit.


  First, the bassist. I think his name is Nate. He carries his own guitar case, and his free arm is draped around the half-naked hips of a tall brunette. She’s smoking and holds her hand up to let Nate take a puff. I catch enough scent to know it’s definitely not a cigarette.


  Next, a female voice from inside threatens, “You better fucking not.” As she emerges, I see Kennedy with a phone to her ear. “No. We agreed on tonight… Yeah. I’m still coming.” She lowers her voice to a seductive tone. “And so will you.”


  Nate and the woman clinging to him go inside the bus. Kennedy stops short and calls to him. “Nate, you know the rules. If you’re gonna screw her, make it quick. We need to get out of here.”


  I feel my own cheeks flush at the candidness as the girl with Nate giggles and says to him, “Well, you heard her.”


  “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Kennedy’s got a mouth on her. My mama would not be proud. I turn to see who she’s yelling at now. Two men are walking this way, camera’s pressed to their faces as they take a steady stream of shots.


  While journalists are the busy bees of entertaining news stories, paparazzi—or paparatzzi, as I see it—are the disease-ridden rodents infesting everyone’s homes and livelihoods. Of course, a lot of people bulk us together, and I’ve received my fair share of hostility. But I need to talk to someone in Vitriol. I need to introduce myself and prepare for tomorrow when I’ll be cramped on that bus with them. These guys, now practically in Kennedy’s face, are going to make this extra hard for me to find my opening and break the ice.


  Kennedy’s off the phone now, pointing an angry finger at one of the ratz. “Don’t you have more important people to violate? Get out of here, you pieces of shit!” Just then, the back door to Dazed opens again. Kennedy swings around and sees it’s her drummer. “Dax, deal with these assholes.”


  Still looking as dazed as he did on stage, I’m not sure how Kennedy expects him to get rid of them. She’s probably the most vocal of them all. What’s Dax going to do? Stare them down with his intensely dark eyes?


  He waltzes up to the first rat, the one closest to Kennedy, and shoves his hand into his camera. The camera, being near his face, slams into the guy’s right eye, and there’s a crunch where the side of the camera’s body hits his nose hard. He falls to the ground, the camera hitting the pavement, and I watch as a small trickle of blood streams out of his nostrils.


  Holy crap.


  Just as quickly as Dax drops the first one, he moves to the second, swinging a fist that connects with the guy’s mouth. This one tries to fight back, letting his camera dangle on its strap around his neck and shoving Dax with both arms. Dax grabs him by the elbows and shoves a knee into his groin. The rat—well, now I feel bad thinking of him like that, they’re getting brutalized. The pap hunches over trying to brace himself, not giving up on the fight.


  Eyes wide, I can only stand and watch. What should I do? I could call the cops and make instant enemies with Vitriol. I could say something and try to stop it, but I doubt a random stranger will have much effect on them. Others have found their way over to this side of the building too. Scantily-dressed women and a lot of guys wearing all black. Some of them snap photos with their phones while others cheer Dax on. This is preposterous. I should step in and say something…


  Miles comes out of the bar, unsuspecting. The fight catches him by surprise, but I don’t think I need to get involved anymore. “Hey!” He runs to Dax and pulls him away. “What the hell, man?” He surveys the scene. One guy on the ground. Another bent over in pain. An expensive camera tossed on the sidewalk. Kennedy and Dax still reeling with anger and aggression. “Paps?” he asks Kennedy.


  She nods. “Have no sense of people’s privacy.” She looks down at the two cameramen. “And I don’t feel bad for kicking your asses.”


  I almost laugh as she takes credit for Dax’s work. Miles shakes his head disapprovingly. “Great start, guys. Let’s not do this at every stop on the tour, ‘kay?”


  The paparazzi help each other to standing and hobble away. “You get a decent shot?” I hear one ask.


  “Damn right,” the other answers. “And it’s gonna make the front page.”


  Unbelievable. After all that, and they’re just happy they got the story they wanted. See what I mean? Ratz.


  Kennedy and Dax disappear onto the bus with Miles behind them. A second later, the girl who’d gone in there with Nate comes back out, adjusting her barely-there skirt and looking deeply satisfied. A woman behind me takes notice, and tells her friend, “She got to bang one of them. I’m going to too, dammit. I’m way hotter.” Her friend giggles, and my stomach turns.


  The bus door still stands open, and before these other girls rush to it, I need to finish what I came here to do. I start forward, my pulse pounding in my ears. Impulsive, violent, reckless. How am I supposed to fit in with this band? This is insane.


  I stop a couple feet short of the bus door. Thanks a lot, Jonathan. This is the opposite of the perfect job for me.


  Suck it up, buttercup. At the end of the day, I’m still a professional. I can do this.


  Now I just need to walk onto this bus.


  In three…two…one.


  


  *



  


  Miles


  


  “It’s our last night in L.A., and you’re getting into fights with fucking media?” The night had been a success up to this point. Great show. Great energy. A farewell to those who got us here. Tomorrow we leave California, starting a four-week national tour, playing at venues bigger than we’d ever imagined. This is a great fucking moment for Vitriol. Leave it to my jackass bandmates to try and screw it up. Kennedy’s locked herself in the one bedroom in the back of the bus, and I’m waiting for an explanation from Dax or Nate.


  “Don’t stick up for them.” Dax stands up like he’s going to confront me. He knows not to lay a finger on me. “Your sister needed help. Where were you?”


  “Inside talking to Eddie. You know? The guy who’s bent over backward to help make all this happen? He’s going to rip you a new asshole when he sees the tabloids tomorrow.”


  Nate looks amused, slouched in the corner of a couch. I stare down my bassist. “And what the hell were you doing?”


  “A five-foot-seven beauty who likes to be on top,” he answers with no hesitation.


  I shake my head. Sex is Nate’s way of finishing every show. It’s like a ritual to him at this point.


  Dax laughs and high fives Nate, plopping down next to him and turning back to me. “If you really cared, you’d run inside right now and tattle on us like a fucking five year old. Get out there and find yourself a bang. You need to relax.”


  They’re like brothers I never wanted. We spend more time arguing and harassing each other than anything else. But they do give good advice. I need to get laid.


  Outside, a sea of people wait to see if we’ll hang out with them or fuck them. I see enough exposed belly buttons and lip gloss to know I have a magnificent share of options tonight.


  I step outside and see a short blond first. She seems timid and scared but is the closest one to the bus. Good for her, building up that courage. She’s cute, but not my type at all. I’m into confident women, those who know what they like, what they want, and go after it.


  “Hi, Miles,” the blond girl says, clearing her throat. “Real quick, I just wanted to—”


  “You’re sweet,” I tell her, giving her my trademark grin. “I’m a little busy though, all right? I bet there’s a nice guy in the crowd for you.”


  I keep walking, my eyes settling on two women who are nearly identical twins. They both have long wavy hair—one dyed deep red and the other, light blue—like fire and ice, and the seductive gaze I’m getting from both pairs of emerald eyes is promising. But I’m not into family affairs, if you know what I mean. “Sisters?” I ask them.


  “Best friends,” one answers.


  “Perfect.”


  I’ll take them back to my place on the beach where my king sized bed and a bottle of tequila await. The three of us walk back to the bus—groans of disappointment sounding off behind us. I won’t lie. I get off on how much these ladies want to get on me. Nothing better than an ego boost accompanying unlimited opportunities for orgasms. The two ladies flanking me have no idea what they’re in for tonight. I love pleasing them just as much as they love pleasing me, and tonight, it’s double the pleasure.


  As we near the bus, I see Eddie sprint out of Dazed. “Miles, hold up a second.”


  Damn. I’m ready to play, but my work isn’t done.


  “Why don’t you ladies go inside, but stay away from the others. I don’t share women with them.” I give them each a kiss on their soft, wet lips. “Touch them, and I won’t touch you,” I say in a lower growl.


  One of them squeals while the other sighs, and they both step up onto the bus. I remind myself to get their names at some point.


  “Whatcha need, Ed?” I try not to sound annoyed. Our manager has done a lot to get us off the ground fast. Not only did he coordinate this tour, he hooked us up with a top-of-the line tour bus—luxury shit—and he’s got several big name labels watching us closely. That’s the main reason I can’t have the rest of the band screwing things up.


  Eddie stops next to the short, blond girl, still standing where I left her. Can she not take a hint? But then Eddie looks at her, looks at me, and says, “I need you to meet Abigail Clarke.”


  “Abby,” she corrects him.


  “Abby,” Eddie repeats. “This is Miles.”


  “I know,” she says, smiling. “It’s nice to meet you.”


  Great. He’s trying to hook me up with a groupie. Must be his cousin or something. I don’t do those kinds of favors though, and fire and ice are inside ready to shake up all the earth’s elements.


  “Abby is a journalist with Lydian Magazine. She’ll be writing a feature on Vitriol, and to do so, she’ll be joining you for the first week of your tour.”


  Hold everything. Did he just say what I think he said?! A journalist is going on tour with us? It’s hard enough keeping media away, and Eddie’s invited one right onto our bus? He’s out of his fucking mind. “Sounds great.” I put an arm around Eddie. “Mind if we talk for a second?”


  We get on the bus, and I close the door behind us. “Five minutes ago, I broke up a fight between Dax and the paparazzi. We cannot have one of them on this bus.”


  “She’s not pap. She’s legit. And she’s helping get you all visible—in a positive light.”


  I notice we have an audience of curious eyes. Nate, Dax, and Kennedy lounge on one couch taking shots of whiskey and tequila. My fire and ice pseudo-twins stand on the other side. They’re all looking our way, waiting to be filled in.


  “Eddie’s invited the tabloids to tour with us,” I say bluntly. The easiest way to prove this is a bad idea is to let the rest of the band react to the announcement.


  “The fuck?”


  “You’re joking.”


  “No way in hell.”


  They’re a predictable chorus and give me just the response I needed.


  I turn back to Eddie. “You know how much time I spend doing damage control around here? When we’re out there,” I nod toward the windows and the public world beyond, “I work full-time trying to keep the drama under wraps. I break up the fights, I keep the assholes away from Kennedy. I solve all the fucking problems. But when I’m in here, I’m not doing it. This is our privacy you’re invading by letting that woman in. She’s going to learn things she shouldn’t, and that’s all going to hit the pages of a magazine for the public to read. You know why that’s a bad idea. You think any label will take us then? Did you think about that? How’s that beneficial to any of us? It’s not an option. She has to leave.”


  Eddie lets me get out my rant. He wanders to the table of shot glasses and fills two of them with the nearly empty bottle of whiskey. He hands me one. “You’re the king, Miles. I get that. But when it comes to your career, I’m your god. I’m calling the shots here, and Abby stays. Drink up.” He clinks his glass with mine and downs the shot before opening the bus door and leaving. As he passes Abby, he pats her on the shoulder and tells her to come in here.


  I watch as the hesitant woman takes a deep breath and joins us on the bus. This is not going to go well.


  I drink my shot, toss the empty glass to Nate, and stomp off the bus. Screw this. I’m not here to make friends with the person who can tear us down.


  Leave it to Nate, though. I’m not two feet away from the bus when I hear him say, “At least she’s hot.”
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  Abby


  


  Last night did not go well. “It was a mess, Chord.” Yes, I’m talking to my golden retriever. The tour bus leaves soon, and my bag’s nearly packed. “The music is too much. The chaos is too much. The attitudes of the band members…too much. I’ll be lucky to survive the first day.”


  Chord wanders out toward the kitchen and loudly slurps from his water bowl. Go figure, he’s a terrible listener. I return to packing, but laugh. What do you take on a cross-country rock tour? My usual—jeans, cowboy boots, cute blazers—they’re far too small town Texas girl for this, which is precisely why Jonathan should’ve known better than to send me on this assignment. It feels like one big practical joke. I sort through my belongings and settle on tank tops and a few spring dresses. The boots can stay home, but I’m not leaving behind my sandals and heels. Add my curling iron and some wide headbands, and I should last a week without looking too out of place.


  I look around my studio. It’s a small space, simple and homey. Leather couches sit in front of my TV with a thick, cream rug on the floor to designate my ‘living room’. I’m on the opposite side next to my platform bed—unmade and loaded with extra pillows. My wardrobe holds all my necessities, including the framed photos sitting on top—my mom and I after I graduated from the University of Texas, my sister with her newborn [son], and an older family photo from when I was thirteen, the last one taken before my dad passed away. I’m a long way from home, both in distance and lifestyle. I never expected Los Angeles would be a city where I’d settle, but after finishing school at UT Austin, my dream job at Unwired Press in Dallas hadn’t opened up yet, and Lydian was too good an opportunity to pass up. Of course, it’s assignments like this—following a wild rock band on tour—that makes me want to kick myself for ever taking this job to begin with. I could be back home, sitting on the front porch, listening to nature instead of highways, eating home-cooked meals instead of fast food.


  I’ll go back home someday.


  My doorbell rings, interrupting my daydreaming. “Chord, that’s for you, buddy.”


  I go to the door and let in Dee, my friend and coworker who’s offered to pet sit while I’m gone. She opens her arms wide for a hug, her smooth, dark skin is hot from the midday sun. “You must be so excited. I’m jealous.”


  I laugh. “Something like that.”


  She comes in and makes herself at home. I love that about her. Must be because she grew up in Georgia. We both understand the need for hospitality and comfort, so when we hang out, we’re either taking care of each other or acting like we’ve lived together our whole lives. Dee drops into my armchair, patting the side to invite Chord over. “We’re going to have such a good week, aren’t we sweetie?” Chord smothers her in kisses. Dee looks up at me. “You have everything ready?”


  “I don’t think I could ever be ready for this.” Her comforting laugh makes me worry less. “Let me get you a drink. Water? Sweet tea?”


  “Water’s fine. And it’ll be a great experience for you. So what if it’s not your dream gig. You’re branching out. You never know, you might even become a fan by the end of things.”


  I laugh. I get her a drink, dropping a couple slices of lemon into the water and bring it over. “My plan right now is to find the quickest story possible, draft it, and go home. If I’m lucky, I can be back here in a couple days.”


  Dee shakes her head and pulls her ponytail loose, letting her black curls fall. “Live for the moment, girl.” She shakes her hand through her hair and sinks down further into the seat, relaxing. “You never know when unexpected things will happen. Like your band, Vitriol. I bet that guy from it wasn’t expecting to see ScandalLust this morning.”


  Back to the tabloid talk. We’re both college-educated journalists, we both take our jobs seriously, yet our topics of conversation always lead back to the trashy mags. I promised myself I’d never stoop to tabloid level, but I’ll admit, it’s a little fun seeing the crap they come up with.


  “Was it about the fight last night?”


  “What fight?” She sits up straighter, intrigued.


  I fill her in on Dax beating up the pap ratz.


  When I finish, her eyes get wider. “See what I mean? You’d never have been there to witness it if you kept to your old ways, staying in your comfortable little box.”


  “I like my comfortable little box, thank you very much. Now what were you talking about? What other trouble did they get in last night?”


  She reaches into her purse and pulls out her tablet. This is the device she writes stories on, and I have no idea how she types on the thing so easily. I’d end up with gibberish if I gave up my laptop keyboard for a touchscreen. I watch her fingers move fast as she pulls up the ScandalLust site. Then she flicks the tablet my way like it’s a Frisbee.


  “Careful!” I say, catching it.


  “Eh, it’s under warranty. Plus, it’s a company loan.” She winks, and I look down at the page she’s pulled up.


  ScandalLust’s flashy homepage is cluttered with ads and headlines and slideshows of photos. It’s easy to pinpoint what she wanted to show me though. Right at the top of the page I see “The Lust List: Check Out Our Newest Hottie”, and right there, for all the Internet to see is a photo of Miles Riot on a stage, shirtless, with his guitar. My hunch was right—there are tattoos sprawled all over his chest. I thought of getting a tattoo once, but those things are forever. Miles, though, he doesn’t seem to care what they’ll look like when he’s eighty. The ink trails over the hard lines of his chest and abs, dipping down past the waistline of his jeans. The muscles in his arms are taut and covered with a sheen of sweat as he plays for his audience. And he’s looking up, his face clearly visible, unlike the show last night. His dark eyes gaze out toward the crowd and the grin on his face is both alluring and mischievous.


  The rush of excitement that warms my body frightens me. This guy is not my type. No. Not at all. The way he acted last night—how he blew me off, how he hooked up with random strangers—it was unappealing, a little disgusting.


  But my body betrays me as my heartbeat quickens and my hands get clammy. I listen to my pulse thunder in my ears as I click the link and read the next page.


  Fresh from the L.A. night scene, Miles Riot is our next stud to watch. He’s talented, beautiful…and single—just how we like them! This sexy guitarist is one-quarter of Vitriol, a rock band on the rise [complete with Kennedy Rose—Miles’s younger sister—on vocals, Nate Camden on bass, and Dax Miller on drums]. The band is heading out on tour, so it’s only a matter of time before the stunningly gorgeous Miles is scooped up by some lucky girl. Get ‘em while you can!


  My heartbeat hasn’t settled as it dawns on me just how close I’ll be to Miles for the next week. Working near him, eating near him, sleeping near him, showering near him. Every ounce of me wants to quit right now. I’ll give my official notice to Jonathan, go back home to Texas, stay with my mom, find a simpler job.


  “Are you awake over there?” Dee asks.


  I look up at her. “I think I’m going to puke. I can’t do this.”


  “Do what? You can definitely write a better story than that,” she says, pointing to the tablet. “Plus, that guy really is hot. How can you say no to spending a week with him while getting paid?”


  Hot? Miles? Tattoos, lip ring, and overdue for a haircut. “Maybe you should do it then.”


  Her mouth opens to say something before she changes her mind. I think she’s catching on to my predicament. “You want him, don’t you?”


  “No. Absolutely not. He’s…dirty…or something. He’s not my type. It’s just weird that I’m going to be spending all this time with him—with all of them, I mean.”


  “Mhmm. If you say so, but I’m not buying it. Part of your good girl, tiny town, healthy upbringing brain is wondering: what would it be like to get plowed by a rock star.”


  I chuck the closest pillow at her in response, then hear my phone ringing, grateful for the interruption. It’s Eddie, the guy Jonathan went through to set this up.


  “I’m out front,” he tells me, and I panic. I’m not even done packing.


  I scramble to my wardrobe, nearly knocking over my acoustic guitar, and grab the last of the things I need, the essentials. I scoop up a handful of panties and bras and shove the pile of lace and silk into my bag. In my bathroom, I snatch my packed toiletry bag, tossing it in, zipping it closed, and stepping into a pair of flats.


  Chord watches me quizzically as I hug him. “I’ll be back soon. You and Dee stay out of trouble.”


  I hug my friend and thank her again for helping me out.


  As I leave, the door closing slowly behind me, I hear Dee say one last goodbye. “Let yourself go a little crazy.”


  I took the assignment, didn’t I? I’ve already gone crazy.


  


  *


  


  When they said I’d be on a tour bus for a week, my stomach turned. I assumed a grungy, nearly broken down, oversized vehicle filled with trash and strange odors. I’ve seen buses and vans used by other bands that shouldn’t be approached without donning a hazmat suit. Last night, when I got onto Vitriol’s bus—and again just now—my mind was blown. This is high-end luxury. I’ve never seen anything like it. When you step on, your breath is taken away by the modern lines and the glow of LEDs imbedded in chrome rails overhead and in the floors under the furniture. The kitchen you first walk past is nicer than the one in my studio. It’s like an optical illusion. From the outside, it’s a cramped bus. Inside, the space grows and looks more like a luxury private jet than an oversized vehicle on half a dozen wheels. There are enough seats and couches to comfortably fit twice as many people than will be in it, and they’re all plush, flawless gray leather. Everything is either wood or leather, and a silky curtain in the back leads to even more. Of course, I’m not sure what to make out of the shiny metal stripper pole in the middle of the lounge area. My cheeks flush with visions of naked girls and wild parties, but I shake it off. Just because it’s an…amenity…doesn’t mean it’ll be used. The only thing missing…the band.


  “Where is everyone?” I ask Eddie, who’s taken a seat behind the steering wheel.


  “It’s only one o’clock. They’re sleeping.” He motions to the curtained off bunks. “Enjoy the quiet while you can.” He points to one of the open bunks. “That’s where you’ll sleep. It doesn’t look like much, but I assure you it’s much more comfortable than you think. Like a personal cocoon. Next time my wife and I fight, I know where to go.” He laughs like his marital issues are a common, insignificant occurrence. “There’s room for your stuff up there too. The bathroom’s in the back right before the main bedroom.” He lowers his voice. “That’s destined to be their fucking room, so stick to your loft when you need a nap or buy your own sheets, if you know what I mean.”


  Gross.


  “We’ll be in Vegas in about four hours. Make yourself comfortable and let me know if you need anything that’s not already here.”


  “You’re riding with us, right?” I ask. I’m not sure I can take on the whole band by myself.


  “Hell no. I’ll follow in my Benz. You’ve got Mark driving. You’re in good hands.”


  I thank Eddie and move toward my designated loft. It’s small, but it’s nice to have something of my own. I pull my laptop out and shove my bag into the empty shelf at the end of the mattress.


  Taking a seat in a lone chair by the refrigerator, I open my computer and open a text window to start taking notes.


  Vitriol. National tour.


  Need personal info on each band member.


  Kennedy Rose


  Miles Riot


  Nate Camden


  Dax Miller


  Reference notes should be the easy part. It’s my experiences and how I weave that into an entertaining story that’ll be harder. I skip a couple lines and type two words that feel as if I’m sealing my fate.


  Day One


  


  *


  


  My computer dings—an alert telling me I have a new message. I open the app and see it’s Dee.


  Dee: How are things going?


  A moment to procrastinate. Thank God.


  Me: I’ve been staring at a screen for 15 minutes. No ideas.


  Dee: That’s because it just started. Nothing’s happened yet, dummy.


  Movement catches the corner of my eye. The curtain on the right side loft in front of me slides open, and two tanned legs drop down. The rest of Nate follows and he slinks over to the kitchenette, ignoring me.


  Me: I should go. I’ll keep you updated.


  Dee: Better hook me up with backstage passes when y’all get back to LA.


  Nate opens the mini-fridge and pulls out a carton of juice, drinking from it, and returning it, before turning back to the couch and collapsing into it. He runs his hands over his face as if to wipe away his exhaustion and probable hangover, and then, as if he’s just now waking up, he spots me.


  “Oh hey.” He looks out the window, squinting his eyes. “Where are we, Mark?” he calls to the driver.


  “Still in L.A. We’ve barely begun this trip.”


  “Yeah, well, did you make sure it was clear of groupies before you started driving? Looks like you forgot to let one off.” He looks back at me. “Who were you with last night? Dax?”


  Is he serious? He met me last night—knows why I’m here. Or did he forget? “I’m Abby. I’m the journalist with Lydian, remember?”


  “You let a fucking pap on the bus?” he yells at Mark.


  “Journalist,” I correct him, not bothering to conceal my irritation with the accusation. “Big difference.”


  “You go to college or something?” He leans back and plops his feet up on the table in front of him.


  “I did. UT Austin. Summa cum lau—”


  “Smart chicks.” He grins, nodding his head slowly as he informs me, “I like smart chicks.”


  “Do us a favor and wait until we get to the hotel to screw her, okay?” Kennedy’s emerged from the back bedroom. Her hair’s in a messy knot on top of her head, and I’m surprised to see she’s wearing flannel pajamas. This is far more ordinary of her than I’d have expected. “Don’t let him bother you,” she tells me with a smile that I eagerly return. I thank the stars Vitriol chose a female lead singer. Us girls have to stick together.


  


  *



  

  Miles


  

  I hear Kennedy stumbling back toward the bedroom and pull open the curtain to tell her my big revelation of last night. After going down on Fire and taking Ice from behind, I had this epiphany.


  Vitriol is a shitty band name.


  We’ve already changed it four times, but if we’re about to be signed, we have to have a name that can last decades. Fire and Ice were like a storm raging on an open sea. They were like riding a rollercoaster without a safety bar. It was wild and got me thinking—I think great during sex. A violent storm. Thrashing.


  All these ideas are coming back to me as I climb out of the loft. Nate’s already up, hitting on the reporter chick. I head to the liquor cabinet and find the bottle of vodka, pouring a shot into a lowball glass. I gulp that down and pour another, this time, grabbing the orange juice carton from the fridge behind me and topping off the glass. Breakfast.


  Nate reaches for the vodka bottle and I hand it over as I tell him, “We need a band meeting. I’ve got an idea.” I smack the last closed curtain of Dax’s loft. “Get up, lazy ass.” I call to the closed door in the back, “Kennedy. Out here.”


  It’s clear they lack my enthusiasm, but I know they’re listening.


  I sit down next to Nate and relay my great idea. “We should use something like cyclone. Or typhoon. Make it sexy sounding somehow.”


  “Like Hurricane Descends,” Nate offers. “Or, uh…Maelstrom Fury.”


  A voice from above us says, “Those are shit.” Dax is up now. “Sound like elementary vocabulary lists. Nothing sexy about that.”


  “Tempest,” I hear.


  It’s Abby, the journalist. What’s she know about this? I open my mouth to tell her to butt out, but then…Tempest. Shit, I like it.


  “Kennedy,” I call again, but she doesn’t respond. “Something Tempest. This can work.” I start running through name ideas while the guys call out their own.


  “Epic Tempest.”


  “Tempest Max.”


  “Tempest Ultra.”


  “High Tempest.”


  I stop them. “Wait, wait. Go back. That one was good. Tempest Ultra.”


  Nate and Dax repeat it. Tempest Ultra.


  Hell yeah. We did that quick.


  “Tempest Ultra!” I hold up my glass and clink it against Nate’s vodka bottle. Even reporter girl is happy, seeming a little too pleased with herself though. It’s not like it was her idea.


  Then Kennedy storms out of the room. “Stop the fucking bus!” she yells at Mark, while buttoning the last button on her shorts. She loops a belt around, fumbling and shaking.


  “We’re on a schedule, Kennedy,” Mark tells her. “Unless it’s an emergency—”


  “It is.” She’s practically hyperventilating as she pulls her hair down and puts it back up. I’ve seen this side of my sister enough to know she’s most likely being over dramatic. And it probably has to do with a guy.


  “It can wait, Ken,” I tell her.


  “I can’t breathe in here. I’m getting off this bus now, whether it’s moving or not.”


  She moves to the door, but I stand up and quickly get between her and her suicide mission. “Pull over, Mark.” I glare down at Kennedy as I talk to Mark. “She’ll make this quick.”


  No sooner than we stop, Kennedy jumps off the bus and starts pacing down the L.A. highway. The rest of us stay back to let her get it out of her system. She’s got to choose her boyfriends better, and unfortunately, the current one has the power to bring us all down.


  “Is she okay?” Abby asks, again butting in where she has no right.


  “She’ll be fine.” I take this woman in again. Nice body. Sweet face. A kind demeanor. She’s got no business hanging out in this scene. She’ll be eaten alive. I almost feel bad for her.


  Eddie storms onto the bus. “We gotta go, you guys.” Eddie’s annoyed, but he should be used to this by now. Kennedy’s impulsive, emotional, stubborn. It makes her great on stage but a pain in the ass behind the scenes. I should know, I’ve known her her entire life.


  “I’ll go get her,” I volunteer, because no one else will. It’s always big brother to the rescue.


  I follow down the freeway until I catch up to her. “Where do you plan on going?” I ask.


  She’s crying and looks like she’s ready to scream. “Devon’s.”


  See? Told you it was boyfriend problems. “And you’re going to walk the whole way there? Then what?”


  She swings around toward me. “The fucker waited until I got on the road to dump me. No, not just dump me, but rip my heart out. He says he was with some slut last night. And the night before. Fuck him.”


  “Well, you can’t murder Devon Stone. Not when there’s a chance Stone Records is going to sign us. So let’s get back on the road and get out of California.”


  She doesn’t hear a word I say. “I’ll show him. I’ll slash every tire of his precious car. Or sink his fucking yacht.”


  I turn and see Eddie waiting outside of the bus, his arms up in the air as if I didn’t already know this was inconveniencing the asshole. I signal for them to drive down this way. “You know what? Let’s see who offers us a contract first. If and when the Stone label is off the table, you can do anything you want to him.” I don’t like the guy anyway. He and Kennedy are always doing this. They cheat on each other and break up. They screw each other and make up. It’s been
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