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Auditory pareidolia:

a psychological phenomenon where your brain perceives meaningful words, music, or voices in random, unstructured background noise. Like seeing faces in clouds, it is a normal trick of the brain’s pattern-recognition system trying to make sense of chaos

Grace in Motion

Victor Montrose was born with rhythm in his blood. From the toddler banging wooden spoons on his grandmother’s pots to the teenager commanding the drum line at Friday night football games, drumming has always been his escape, his power, his everything. It’s the one thing that’s never let him down.

For over a decade, Vic has chased that high from band to band, believing every promise that “this one” would be different. He’s the ultimate chameleon—the drummer every frontman wants—but never quite finding a place where he truly belongs.

When Benny Jones offers him a spot in Occupy Yourself, Vic dares to hope again. The chemistry is electric. The music feels like home. Then Benny’s near-fatal overdose threatens to tear the band apart, leaving Vic stranded in Indiana with their gear and a crumbling dream.

Now, Vic must decide whether to fight for the one family that’s ever felt real... or finally walk away from the only constant he’s ever known.

Enter Bonnie Dupont—fierce, independent, and everything Vic never knew he needed. As their sparks ignite both on and off the stage, Vic finds himself questioning everything he thought he wanted. Because for the first time, the music isn’t enough.

He wants her.

A powerful, emotional rock romance about chasing belonging, second chances, and finding grace in the places you least expect.

Grace in Motion is Book 2 in the Occupy Yourself series—where the beats are heavy, the hearts are guarded, and love hits harder than any drum fill.

Glossary of Drumming Terms & Phrases from Grace in Motion

This glossary collects and explains the drumming terminology, techniques, equipment, and concepts used throughout the novel. Terms are drawn directly from Vic’s perspective and the story’s musical scenes.

Backbeat The strong emphasis on beats 2 and 4 in 4/4 time. Vic often drives the backbeat hard to make crowds move.

Bass Drum (Kick) The largest drum, played with the foot pedal. Vic frequently mentions “stomping on his bass” to command attention or anchor a groove.

Chameleon Drummer Vic’s self-described ability to adapt his style instantly to fit any genre or artist’s vision whether that’s country swing, pop precision, blues feel, electronic glitch, etc.

Click Track A metronome heard only in the headphones during recording. Vic sometimes rejects it to play with more organic “feel.”

Cymbals (Hi-hat, Ride, Crashes)

	Hi-hat: Two cymbals operated by a foot pedal. Vic loosens it for breathy, swinging feels.

	Ride: Used for steady timekeeping.

	Crashes: For accents and big moments.


Fill A short, flashy drum break between sections of a song. Vic’s signature powerful, rolling tom fills are mentioned repeatedly.

Ghost Notes Very soft, subtle notes (usually on the snare) that add texture and groove without overpowering the main beat. Vic uses them often for swing and feel.

Groove / Pocket The rhythmic feel and timing that makes music swing or move. “Locking in the pocket” or “pushing the pocket” are recurring phrases for Vic finding the perfect feel with a band.

Half-Time Feel A groove that feels like it’s in half the tempo (heavier on the 3 instead of the 2 & 4). Used for big, dramatic sections.

Paradiddles A fundamental rudiment (RLRR LRLL). Vic warms up with them and uses them as building blocks for more complex patterns.

Press Roll A fast, buzzy roll created by pressing the sticks into the drumhead. Vic deploys them for tension and texture in blues and rock.

Rim Click / Rimshot

	Rim click: Stick hits the rim of the snare for a woodblock-like sound.

	Rimshot: Stick hits both the rim and head for a sharp, loud crack.


Session Drummer A highly adaptable player hired for studio work rather than a fixed band. Vic’s early career and occasional return to Blackbird Studios.

Snare Drum The sharp, cracking drum at the center of the kit. Vic’s primary voice for backbeats and ghost notes.

Swing A triplet-based rhythmic feel (long-short-long) common in blues, jazz, and some country. Vic excels at making it feel loose but powerful.

Throne Drummer’s seat. Vic often “settles onto his throne” before a set or session.

Toms The melodic drums (rack toms and floor tom). Vic’s explosive, rolling fills across the toms are one of his trademarks.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One
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Vic

Dinner would be late, probably burned, but Vic found he wasn’t so much on the hungry side of things now. This could be because the volume of the screeching coming from his old man’s room was nearing metal concert decibels. He slid off his bed and closed the door, hoping that thin as it was, it would at least keep the visual of the breakup at bay.

“You never gave a shit about my art, Rosie,” Cammi screeched, just a bit louder than the last ten times she’d screeched the same thing.

Cammi was his dad’s latest girlfriend, and while she was nice enough when not plastered out of her gourd, right now she was definitely plastered out of her gourd, and her feelings were hurt to boot.

“Nevah,” she shrieked, and Vic slid his headphones back into place, turning up the volume because he was already tired of listening to her. Tired of listening to the collective of his old man’s women when they realized that the man they’d hooked up with, who was funny as shit, could party like a rock star, and also looked like the rock star he’d always wanted to be, gave all that up as soon as you met him. Right off the bat, you knew every part of him. Vic Montrose Sr., known to everyone far and wide as Rosie, held nothing back, which meant there wasn’t anything to discover. He wasn’t holding a supremely nice guy at bay, wasn’t concealing a guy who gave a shit about anything but the current party, or the current beer. Or, in this case, the next party along with the next beer—and now, clearly the next woman, seeing as how Vic had already seen Cammi haul her suitcase to the door.

But they hoped and planned, playing up sweet to both of the Montrose men and trying to find the door to that guy who never existed. They’d leave when their hopes were inevitably dashed and their life plans had been derailed, because chasing a ghost was a sure way to break your own heart.

Vic was jolted out of his music when his door slammed open. He looked up to see his dad staring in at him. Making a brusque motion with his hand, he instructed Vic to take off the headphones.

“Cammi’s history,” his dad said as soon as he’d complied.

“Got that,” Vic said and sighed, waiting for whatever would be coming next.

“Nashville called. Gonna go up and do some studio work. Blackbird Studios. Might turn into a regular thing with the band.”

That was good. His old man was far from a slouch on the guitar, and him getting called in on gigs at the Blackbird would pay bills Vic knew were piling up. The fact that he was already making plans that were full of air and ready to pop wasn’t good. That delusion meant his dad was away in dreamland, wishing up an unlikely ending.

“Sounds good, Pop,” he said, then waited again.

“Meg said they want you too. Drum track for demos.”

Meg meant Meghan Delorio, talent scout and main force behind a small independent record label. This was both good and bad, because being a demo meant less money for the studio gig, but good because it showed she dug his drumming and might make good on the promise that he could beat the skins for her sometime.

“I got school and the football game,” he reminded his dad. Senior year meant there wasn’t much more schooling left for him, since there wouldn’t be any money for college. “Shift at Maggio’s too.” Maggio’s was the sandwich shop he worked at after school and on weekends, pretty much any time they’d schedule him and he wasn’t working a party. He did DJ work too. Birthday parties and shit, mostly with little kids where you were guaranteed at least one multicolored spew fest, or older parties where kids whose folks had money celebrated things like their bar mitzvah or making the grades to graduate and get into a good college.

“So call off.” His dad shrugged. “You’re a good worker, never bail on them. They’ll get this is important.”

“School,” he reminded him, already anticipating the next shrug coming.

“Not like you’re going for perfect attendance.”

“Football game?” He could anticipate the dismissive response now, but he wouldn’t budge on this. He was lead on the drum line and proud of what his crew had accomplished already this season. They were the reason the fans were on their feet and cheering half the time.

“We’ll go Saturday morning, then. I’ll clear it with Meg, but she’ll be cool.”

Vic stared at his dad for a long second, then shrugged. “Fine. I’ll go.”

***
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Thirty-six hours later, he was in Nashville, warming up behind a beautiful drum kit in a dimly lit tracking room at Blackbird Studios. The air smelled like warm electronics, and that particular scent that came from creative tension. Meg had set it up. Rosie had sweet-talked his way into the room, which was cool. Vic loved the idea of playing with his old man. Maybe this time the music was truly listening back.

Sitting on his throne for the first session, he couldn’t help but grin. It was for Malachi “Mace” Buckley, a grizzled country singer in his late forties whose voice sounded like gravel soaked in bourbon. The scent of coffee seemed to permeate the air around him, a wake-up call Vic had never needed. He sat waiting, sticks balanced lightly in his hands, heart already racing with that familiar mix of nerves and hunger. He was more than ready to play.

Mace wanted a swing groove, something loose but muscular, the kind of vibe that felt like broken-in work boots stomping across an old wooden porch after a long day in the fields.

Vic listened to the scratch track once, eyes closed, letting the song sink into his bones. On the first take, he gave them exactly what they asked for: a relaxed kick-snare pocket, gentle push on the hats, and just enough forwards motion to keep the train rolling. It was solid.

Didn’t mean it was right. He knew he could do so much more.

For take two, he opened everything up. He loosened the hi-hat until it breathed like a sigh, slipped a soft ghost note onto the “and” of three so the snare had air around it, and added a subtle drag on the kick that made the whole groove lean back like a man settling into his favorite chair. The steel guitar wept in response.

They were three minutes into the song when Mace stopped playing mid-verse, spun around on his stool, and pointed straight at Vic with wide, shining eyes.

“That’s it, kid. That’s the damn thing I’ve been hearing in my head for six weeks and couldn’t explain.”

The control room erupted in whoops. Vic felt a quiet thrill race through his chest. This was the kind of electric moment when the vague idea from someone else became a real and solid thing under his hands. He wasn’t just drumming. He was translating. Turning emotion into motion. It was powerful.

And it was lonely.

No one else in that room would ever fully understand how much of himself he had to reshape, mute, or amplify to become exactly what the song needed. They heard the perfect pocket. They didn’t see the seventeen-year-old kid who had already spent years learning to disappear inside someone else’s vision so the music could shine.

Still...it felt good. Really good.

And the next day when he showed up, the music was from a completely different universe.

The studio had been transformed into all glass and sharp angles, now populated by a polished pop-rock trio in their early twenties who looked like they’d stepped out of a fashion magazine’s spread. Their producer, who was a fast-talking guy in designer glasses, kept repeating “tight, tight, tight” like a religious mantra.

Vic dialed everything back. He locked in with the click track like it was his own heartbeat. His fills became surgical—precise, economical, no wasted motion, with no extra flair. Every hit was intentional. When the singer nailed a tricky high harmony on the third take, she actually clapped her hands and pointed at him through the glass.

“You made that so much easier,” she told him during the break, handing him a bottle of water. “Most drummers fight the song. You were able to hold it up for us. To steady the contrasts in the melody so I could fly. Thank you.”

Vic smiled, accepting the compliment, but inside he felt the familiar double edge sharpen. He could be whatever they needed. He was a chameleon, a shape-shifter, the ultimate support player. It made him valuable and useful. Producers loved him because he kept studio time down by playing exactly how and when the singer wanted. According to Meg, artists had begun to request him by name now.

But sometimes, in these quiet moments between takes, he wondered what would happen if he ever played exactly like himself for an entire session. Would anyone even want that raw, unfiltered version? Or was his greatest strength also the thing that kept him invisible?

The final session on the third day felt like coming home to something ancient.

They were in the smallest studio, where it was darker, and when he walked in, he caught the hint of whiskey, cigarette smoke, and years of sweat-soaked stages. The three old-school blues guys who’d been playing juke joints since before Vic was born wanted the drums to feel like Saturday night in a sweaty club—no click, no rules, just pure feel.

His heart leaped at the idea, and during the first attempt, Vic let go completely.

He dug into the pocket with a dirty, swinging abandon, laying back on the two, pushing the one just a hair, throwing in press rolls and ghost notes that made the upright bass player grin like a kid stealing his grandma’s best cookies. During the third song, which was a slow, aching blues in E, he dropped the volume almost to nothing, letting the silence breathe, then brought the whole kit crashing back in with a thunderous fill that felt like a freight train coming through the walls.

When the final note faded, the room fell into reverent silence for a long beat.

The leader, a grizzled guitarist everyone called Big Ray, looked at Vic with something close to awe. “Boy...you got old souls living in those hands. You ever think about doing this for real instead of just picking up session checks?”

Vic laughed, wiping sweat from his face, but the question lodged somewhere deep. “This pays the bills.”

“Someday you’re gonna want more, and I hope I’m around to see it,” Big Ray told him as he bent to unplug his guitar, ready to pack up. “I sure hope I’m around.”

Vic rode that high all the way home in Rosie’s beat-up Chevy, windows down, radio blasting whatever came on. It was the kind of bone-deep satisfaction he’d never felt playing covers in smoky dive bars for tips. For three straight days, he had been exactly what each song needed. He had bent, adapted, muted parts of himself and amplified others—and had still come out feeling more like himself than ever.

He was still smiling when they pulled into the driveway at two in the morning, the satisfaction humming in his veins like the perfect afterglow of a great set.

The smile died the second they stepped inside.

The house was stripped.

Not messy. Not trashed. Emptied.

Cammi had taken everything she could carry. The couch where Vic used to fall asleep watching late-night TV. The TV itself. Rosie’s favorite guitar that had hung on the living room wall for years. The kitchen table where they ate when they bothered to eat together. Even the damn coffee maker—the one Vic had bought with his own deli money last Christmas—was gone.

And the most vicious cut of all was that Vic’s drum kit, his pride and joy, the one he’d saved for over two years working every shift Maggio’s would give him, was also gone. The corner where it usually lived was just bare carpet and faint rectangular ghosts in the dust.

The only things left were a few cardboard boxes in the corner, some clothes scattered on the floor that she apparently hadn’t wanted, and dust outlines where furniture used to be.

Rosie stood in the middle of the living room, hands on his hips, staring at the empty space like it might magically refill itself if he looked long enough.

“Well...shit,” he muttered, the words hollow.

Vic felt the rage boiling up hot and fast in his chest. His hands curled into fists at his sides so tight his knuckles cracked. He wanted to yell. Wanted to grab his dad by the shirt and demand to know how he could keep doing this. Keep bringing women like Cammi into their lives, letting her strip the house bare while he chased another “big break” that never came. How he could be so fucking careless with the few things they actually owned.

But he looked at his dad, standing there with slumped shoulders and tired eyes, the rock-star charm suddenly looking worn thin and pathetic in the bare room—and the words died in his throat.

Yelling wouldn’t bring the kit back. It wouldn’t fill the fridge or replace the couch or fix the fact that they’d have to start over from scratch. Again. It never did.

Vic exhaled slowly through his nose, forcing the anger down into something quieter. Something manageable.

“I’m gonna call Maggio’s in the morning,” he said, voice low and steady. “See if they need extra shifts this week.”

Rosie looked over at him, guilt flickering across his face. “Vic...”

“It’s fine, Pop.” Vic forced a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ve done this before. We’ll figure it out.”

***
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At sunrise, he stepped out onto the porch, the early-morning air cool against his skin, and dialed the deli. While the phone rang, he stared at the empty driveway where his dad’s latest “big break” had once again turned to dust.

The high from the studio sessions still hummed faintly in his veins—that intoxicating feeling of being able to become whatever the music needed.

He clung to the memories.

Because if he could make music feel that good, even for three short days, then maybe the rest of this shit didn’t have to define him.

Maybe one day he’d find a place where he could play exactly like himself...and still be enough.

“Maggio’s, this is Tony.”

“Hey, Tony, it’s Vic. Any chance you need extra coverage this week?”
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​Chapter Two
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10 Years Later

The heat hit him at the same time the light registered through his closed eyelids, and he dropped his chin, giving them the top of his head. He knew instinctively that the spotlights were trained on him, the house lights dimmed. Vic gave it a four-beat, then lifted his leg, feeling the quads in his thigh tense and bunch with coiled energy. Then he stomped on his bass.

Once.

That’s all he gave them. One resonating pound that he knew they could feel in their chests, and then an echoing silence.

He held it for four long beats, then gave them another stomp. Vic kept time like a clock, pausing for four beats, then a heavy stomp. Then a little faster. Two beats and a stomp. Two beats, stomp; two beats, stomp. Hearing the hands of the audience begin to echo his lead, palms coming together as they began following him down the path that would lead forever forwards, towards the music. One beat, stomp, one beat, stomp.

He knew some guys would want to pull the power card on what he had going with this crowd, do something to disrupt the flow to prove they had control, but that wasn’t Vic’s way. When the mob picked up on the shit he was pounding out like they were right now, he would feed them all day long. That interaction nourished something inside when everyone was participating. Even him.

Maybe especially him.

One beat, stomp, snare, stomp, repeat, and effortlessly they moved with him to the new rhythm.

Seamless.

Flawless.

Powerful.

Both feet, both drums pounding out the measures that led into their radio classic, the intro to the song that reliably got everybody up and moving. The tune that got the crowd jiving in the space they occupied, making them lose their shit, and God...he loved to watch that. Nothing worse than someone who fought their ass off to get to the rail and then simply stood there, taking up space three feet from the stage and giving him nothing. Standing there like they were at a bus stop, not invested in the music, not giving a single shit about the sound. No energy feeding back to him so he could turn around and throw it back a thousandfold. He needed the exchange, ate it up like candy, looked through the crowd for the people who dug it, who got it, real and right, and he fed from them.

Power. This was his power, and he craved it. When he wasn’t onstage, he dreamed of it, longed for it. A drug as potent as anything on the market, and he had it every night they played a gig.

Pounding, head up now, he was watching the crowd closely, seeing the heads and hands jerking and bobbing to his beat. Bodies twisting to him working the toms and snares, cymbals and bass. Music. Power.

A chick at the rail had her horns in the air already, stiffly extended arm moving as her torso plunged forwards and backwards, her pink-tipped hair flinging all around. Energy. Life. Feeding on her feelings, he caught her eye and grinned, and she repaid him with an open-mouthed howl.

Power.

His power.

***
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“Holy fuck,” Dom said, glancing back over his shoulder, scowl firmly in place. He and Vic were pushing past a massive crowd of people standing at the side of the merchandise table. “Can’t you take your fucking groupies elsewhere, man?”

These were the people who’d already laid down their cash for a CD or a poster, some of them picking up bracelets and beanies, or other bits of shiny merch they had for sale. They would come around to the side, away from the crush of folks still making purchases at the front of the table, and wait for the guys to sign their swag. Dom was right—most of the folks were waiting on Vic, and since he handled teardown, he was always the last one to show up at the booth.

“Vic!” “Hey, brother!” “Killer show!” “Can I get your autograph?” “Vic, a pic?” Normal greetings from the fans sailed through the air, and he grinned widely to hear them. The next band was about ready to start, so this crush of people would die down fast, meaning he needed to get a move on handling every request. His attitude was that every fan mattered, something his old man hadn’t understood enough to teach him, but Meghan Delorio had. Snagging a Sharpie from the top of a bin behind the table, he turned and approached the throng.

Later, there were still a handful of folks who hadn’t gotten their fill of chatting with him, even if for the last ten it had been only occasional shouted comments over the music.

A fan leaned close, mouth to Vic’s ear, pointed toward the stage, and shouted, “They’re good.”

Vic nodded.

Occupy Yourself was playing, and as always, he dug the vibe they threw out. Their lead guitar and vocalist, Ben Jones, had chops, and Vic used to wonder why the band stayed pushed nearly to the bottom rung of tour life. He only carried that question until he’d both heard and witnessed an epic meltdown from their drummer. For bands to make it, they all had to be on the same page, and clearly Blake Downey wasn’t anywhere near the same page as Jones and his bassist, Danny Schraff.

A tug at his sleeve drew his attention away from the stage, and he looked down to see a petite brunette smiling up at him. Vic tilted his head, questioning, because she didn’t have anything in hand for him to sign. Then she moved, tugging at her neckline, and he knew what she wanted. Jesus, I’m tired of this shit.

Forcing a smile, he picked up the Sharpie again and waited for her to pull her shirt and bra down, far enough to give him more than a flash of nipple. Careful to not touch her flesh, he drew his signature on her tit. At least she kept her top on, he thought, smiling politely again and turning back to the stage to see the final few moments of OY’s closing song.

Benny stood on the ego box at the front of the stage, arms held out wide, chin tipped high, and Vic knew what he was feeling in that moment. Waves of sound from the crowd beating at him, pushing all their love and energy into his bones, into his veins, giving him a fix until the next time.

That was what music meant to Vic. Not the groupies who wanted their piece of you. Not the chicks who wanted to say they sucked off the drummer for whatever-the-fuck band he was playing with at the time. Not the money, little as there was. He could make four times as much doing sessions in Nashville or Memphis, and have steady work, a place to sleep every night, and abundant stability. But the magic wasn’t in any of those things.

Magic was when you fed your music into the beast and ate up whatever that beast gave back to you. When it was right, there wasn’t anything like it in the world.

Twenty minutes later, he saw Ben Jones slide sideways between the two tables that made up the merchandise area for the non-headline bands. Occupy Yourself had the lion’s share of space available, partly because it was deserved, as they were the last opener before the headline act of Squirrel Bait, but partly because Benita Owens, their tour manager, was a douche, and no one wanted to pick a fight with her.

Vic stepped behind the table and crossed through the space reserved for members and crew. Ben had a bottle of water lifted, nodding. He was smiling around the mouth of the bottle, patiently waiting for the venue manager to finish talking. Vic closed in, and Ben saw him, dropping the bottle an inch and shooting a grin his way. “Yeah, man, I got you,” Ben told the manager, who whirled to stalk out, Vic barely getting out of the way to avoid being mowed down.

“Pissed much?” Vic shook his head, watching Ben upend the water, draining the bottle.

The chatter from the Occupy Yourself fans increased in volume, and Ben cut a glance toward the front of the table, where Benita was handling purchases, swiping credit cards, and doling out cash in change.

“Great set,” Vic offered, shoving out his hand, surprised at the clammy feel of Ben’s grip. Looking closer, he could see the sweat wasn’t the normal saturation from exertion. Ben looked wiped, like he’d been sick. His skin was gray, and on closer inspection, he appeared exhausted. His eyes showed how tired he was. “You okay, man?”

“Yeah, just beat from the show. Was good, though, thanks.” Benita called from the front of the table, and Ben looked that direction. “I gotta.” He jerked a thumb toward the growing crowd, and Vic nodded.

He stood there and watched as Ben did exactly what Vic knew he would do, which was to try his damnedest to speak with every fan, patiently pose for every selfie and portrait, graciously sign every piece of paper or merchandise shoved his way, and to do it all with a ready smile, a quick quip, and an attitude of gratefulness.

He gets it, Vic thought, turning back to his own table, grinning at one of his everlasting fans in this region, a chick who showed up at nearly every venue, nearly every gig, no matter the day of the week or the time he hit the stage.

“Sheri, honey, how you been?” Vic slipped out from behind the table, arms out, waiting for her trademark hug. She was a doll, always looking for ways to help whatever band he was with. “Good to see you.”

“Good to see you too, big man,” she joked, squeezing him tight for a moment. “How’s—” She craned her neck, looking at the banner hanging over the top of the rafters behind the tables. “—Domatella’s Abyss? Jesus, Vic, who named this one?”

Without turning around, he tilted his head toward the lockers lining the back of the booth, knowing Dom was probably still sitting on one. “Dom did. It’s his band.” Vic forced a grin, because she wasn’t wrong. The name was as bad as the band. This group would never be more than a fifteen-minute opener session, five songs, all covers, not an original note in the set. Not what he wanted to be doing, but when Vic took the gig, Dom had talked a good game.

“You fell for another pretty boy, didn’t you?” Sheri shook her head. “When are you going to learn, Victor?”

Vic rolled his eyes. “Pullin’ out the full-name scold now, Sheri?”

A discordant sound from the stage followed by painful feedback pulled his attention away from her and toward the headliner’s riggers. Squirrel Bait’s guys were shoving one of the amps back and forth because the wheels had hung up on the fringe of one of the rugs that were layered on the surface of the stage. Vic winced when a rigger stumbled backward, hands going out and tangling with a hi-hat, cymbals jangling as it tottered sideways. Then a crash as he stumbled again, voices raised in shouts. Almost in slow motion, Vic watched as the rigger put a foot out to catch himself, the heel of his boot going through the front head of the bass drum.

A shout from the drummer was followed by a heavy shove, and in about a nanosecond, there was a full-blown beatdown on the stage between the drummer and his tech and the rigging crew. Vic just stared, watching as punches were thrown, remembering so many nights just like this.

They’d have a good show, great even, but then something fell apart, the venue would get locked down, and they wouldn’t get paid. He turned to see Dom already shoving merchandise into lockers.

Giving Sheri another squeeze, he told her, “I gotta see to stuff.”

“I can help,” she offered, and he nodded, moving one table out so they could both get behind the area. Sirens were already sounding from outside because this kind of thing was so frequent that the police staged cars near the venue. He winced as the doors slammed open, cops running in, batons already in hand.

Later, outside, he stood next to the van listening to Dom argue with the back of the venue manager’s head, not even realizing he wasn’t being heard by a man who was far more interested in screaming at the Squirrel Bait tour manager.

“You got money for supper?” Sheri had stuck next to Vic throughout the hectic evacuation from the building, working alongside him to make sure things got secured and brought outside. As he’d expected, the headliner’s show was now canceled, cops pushing all the fans out the front while people who worked these gigs for a living made their way out the back.

Vic shook his head as Dom’s volume ratcheted up a notch when he realized no one gave a shit.

“Know where they’re headed next?” She scooted close, wrapping an arm around his waist.

“Yeah, we’re down by the air base tomorrow night.” He was mentally calculating the cost of renting a truck to take his kit home, thinking to himself that tonight had pushed things to the ass end of done for him. An idea struck him, and he looked down at her. “You still got that huge-ass car?”

“The SUV? Yeah,” she answered. “Why?”

He was already moving, opening the back doors of the van, pulling out the cases for his kit, laying them on the venue’s flatbed dolly he hadn’t yet returned inside.

“I’m out of here. Can you give me a ride...to a motel?” I’ll figure it out when I get there, he thought, then wasn’t able to control his laughter, because there really wasn’t anything to figure out. I’m broke and hate this gig. Time to go home. “Or a rental place.” I can call Grandma. She’ll be happy to see me for a few weeks. “I need to get out of here.”

She stared at him for a moment, then wordlessly began helping him unload his kit. She’d helped with setup and teardown often enough that she made quick work of sorting out cases without being told.

Vic looked up, saw Dom’s eyes on him, and waved. “I’m out, man.”

Dom just nodded, a bleak expression on his face. “Good luck.”
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​Chapter Three
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Vic

Vic woke with a start, head jerking up from the pillow. He looked around and centered himself in what he could see and smell. Sheri’s place didn’t have a guest room, so he’d been crashing on her couch for the past week. He could see the tasteful wallpaper she’d told a story about the first night he’d been here. The scent of coffee wafted through the air, and he flopped over to his back, stretching out his back and legs.

I need to figure out my next steps.

“Vic,” Sheri called from the kitchen, “breakfast is nearly ready.”

He rolled his eyes in affectionate amusement. He’d told her every day that she didn’t need to feed him too. Giving him a place to lick his wounds in peace mattered more than she seemed to know.

“Okay. Smells good, Sheri. I’ll be right there.” He hit the head first, taking care not to shake those last drops anywhere but in the toilet bowl. A quick washup, and he ran a wet hand through his hair, slicking it back and away from his face. The man in the mirror looked better rested than he had in a while, and less gaunt.

“Staying with Sheri is good for the complexion.” His reflection grinned back at him. “Let’s go inhale another couple thousand calories.”

He padded into the kitchen in socks and yesterday’s jeans, the hem of his T-shirt brushing the waistband. Sheri stood at the stove flipping eggs, her dark hair pulled up in a messy knot, wearing an oversized band tee that had seen better days. She glanced over her shoulder and gave him that easy, no-pressure smile that had been his lifeline for the past seven days.

“Morning, rock star. Coffee’s fresh. Eggs are over easy with the bacon extra crispy, just how you like it.”

Vic dropped onto one of the barstools at the counter and accepted the mug she slid his way. “You really don’t have to keep doing this, Sheri.”

“I know.” She plated the food with practiced efficiency and set a heaping dish in front of him before taking the stool beside him. “But I like doing it. And you still look like you haven’t had a decent meal in months. Eat.”

“You aren’t trying to fatten me up for some nefarious reason, are you?”

“Would I tell you if I was?” She laughed. “No, Vic, you just...you can’t run a percussion engine without some good fuel.”

They ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the scrape of forks and the low hum of the refrigerator. Vic’s mind, though, wouldn’t stay quiet. It kept circling back to the same rut it had been stuck in since he walked away from Dom and the van outside that venue.

He’d spent years chasing the next gig, the next crowd, the next rush of power that
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