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BACK BLURB

Hadley Simon risked everything to earn her spot as the manager for America’s fastest rising band. They have been invited to open for rock royalty in a once in a lifetime summer tour, and it means she finally gets to do what she loves. She is the consummate professional and knows how to keep her emotions in check... until a sexy as hell drummer enters her life and turns her world upside down.

Jack Henry is living with his demons in relative seclusion... until he’s convinced to go back out on the road with his old band. The death of his wife ruined him, and he has fought his way out from under a pile of easy women, booze, and blow, but doesn’t know if he can resist the old temptations that nearly killed him. When he meets the beautiful and sassy manager of his opening act, he feels things he hasn’t in a very long time, bringing to the surface ghosts he thought were exorcised long ago. 

But she is his new drug of choice, and he doesn’t know what scares him more... pursuing a life with her or the thought of one without her.
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To the countless drummers that helped shape my life.

Thank you for showing me who real musicians are.

Special shout out to our favorite mother-flicker, Cyndi. 

We love you, Beanie!
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Jack

One year ago... 

MUCH LIKE DANTE’S Inferno, my vision of hell contains many circles. I currently found myself in two of them simultaneously... sitting inside a corporate coffee hut... in an airport. The demons were disguised as bleary-eyed commuters and the smell of burned coffee beans replaced the traditional sulfuric stench of brimstone, but it was hell nonetheless. In my former life, at four in the morning, Rex Haddon and I would’ve been sitting in a very dark bar, many empties between us, after having closed the place down. Times had certainly changed.

“Why now?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Rex challenged. “Why not now?” 

“Well, for starters, last time I checked, rock was dead.”

“You’re lucky nineteen-year-old Jack Henry isn’t around to hear you say that.” Rex grinned. He wasn’t wrong. Nineteen-year-old Jack Henry was a scrappy, angry young man who took his music very seriously.

I ignored him and continued, “What I mean, is rock music is far from thriving right now. Everyone is listening to Katy Lovato and Selena Grande Latte.” 

“Melody Morgan,” Rex corrected.

“What?” I asked flatly.

“You didn’t raise a teenage daughter. They listen to Melody Morgan.”

“What-the-fuck-ever,” I breathed out. “That’s my point exactly. It’s all mouse ear music these days. Who’d even care about a RatHound reunion?”

“First of all, rock is far from dead, my friend,” Rex countered. “It’s only dead if we let it die... your words. Plus, there are plenty of great young rock bands that are hungry and raw; like we were. Bands like, Rival Sons, Arms Race Radio, and Roses for Anna.”

“Man, you know I don’t listen to the radio or watch those TV music game shows.”

“I’m not talking about TV star shit; I’m talking about real bands playing real music. It’s time, Jack.” Rex looked at me more seriously now. “It’s time for us to start making music again. It’s time for you to start playing again and remind the people what real music sounds like.”

I took a swig of coffee. I had to admit, it was an interesting proposition. It had been ten years since the band had called it quits. Technically, we never officially broke up; we all just went our separate ways and never played together again. Perhaps it was a small distinction to our fans, but it was a big one to us. Unlike a lot of bands back then, we never hated each other or had a big falling out. We destroyed ourselves from within, one at a time.

“It’s just a summer tour, Jack.” Rex paused for effect. “On the west coast.”

“And an E.P.,” I added.

“Yes, the label would like us to record a three song E.P. to promote the tour.”

“Rex, I haven’t touched a pair of sticks in years and you want me to go into the studio and then straight out on the road for six weeks?”

“I have faith in you. I know the animal drummer is still in there. You just have to let him out.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to invite all first-class passengers for flight 2137 to Spain to begin boarding at this time.”

“That’s my flight,” I said, and quickly stood up. “I’ll think about it.”

“Hold on, that’s it? I haven’t seen you in years, you can only meet me at the ass crack of dawn in the airport, and now you’re off to Spain? What gives, man?” Rex rose to his feet. “Are we still friends or what?”

“Of course we are.” I exhaled deeply. “I’m just not sure about the timing. I have a lot of things coming up, you know how it is.”

“Yeah, I know very well ‘how it is,’ that’s why I’m here, trying to intercept you before you’re off to your next adventure kite surfing in Bali, kick boxing in Thailand, or scaling the ice caves of Freeze-your-balls-offistan, or whatever it is this month.”

“Rex, I’m going to Spain to relax and take photos. I promise I’ll think about it and get back to you as soon as I can.”

“As soon as you can? What does that mean? Do they not have cell towers in Spain? Shit, man, send me a smoke signal or a homing pigeon, just let me know soon! I have an opening band in mind, and am in negotiations with someone to manage the tour.”

I smiled. “I promise I’ll get back to you, just give me a little time to think about it and don’t get your hopes up.”
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Jack

Present day... 

I PULLED UP to the studio and parked the truck. I still wasn’t sure this was a good idea, or if I was up to the task, but I’d said yes and that was that. I’m not entirely sure why I’d agreed to a reunion tour, but I suppose I had run out of excuses, not to mention, it was always hard for me to say no to Rex. As the youngest member of the band, I’d always looked up to him and he’d never steered me wrong. Not to say that Rex wasn’t without his faults, he was a lead singer, after all.

“Jack Henry Gornitzka, as I live and breathe,” Robbie said as he came bounding out to greet me.

“Mitchell Roberts, the third,” I yelled back, before embracing my old friend. “Robbie” as he was known, was the band’s guitarist, and the one most responsible for my joining RatHound. 

“How was Spain?” he asked.

“It was great. I got a lot of great shots. Hopefully some of them will make it into the next book.” I shook my head and grinned. “But forget about all that, what are you up to? How are Lisa and the twins?”

“They’re about to go into college. Can you believe that? Shit man, I still remember sneaking your scrawny ass into the clubs, and now I’ve got kids in college!”

I’d been a big fan of the band back when they were still playing clubs up and down the Pacific Northwest. I never missed a show when they played in Portland, and often drove as far as Tacoma and Seattle to see them. I was four or five years younger than anyone in the band, but I knew all their songs, inside and out, and was obsessed with their original drummer, Ben Gorman. Ben was kicked out for being drunk all the time. Ironic, since the rest of the guys were too, the only difference being they could still do their job shit-faced. Ben couldn’t. He’d been my hero, but that still didn’t mean I didn’t jump at the chance to audition when Robbie asked.

“I wasn’t sure you’d have the balls to show up.” Robbie grinned from ear to ear. “You know all our songs?” These were the same words he spoke to me the night that I’d auditioned back in 1990. I was just a scrawny kid trying not to embarrass myself in front of my local heroes, but I was prepared, played my ass off, and ultimately got the gig.

“C’mon, we’re just getting set up,” he said, and led me into the studio. 

Fastback Studios would be our home for the next three weeks or so. We used to rehearse here back in the day, then Rex had bought the property, even though he’d built a state-of-the-art studio on the back of his guest house. He said he “wanted to pay it forward” for other young musicians and gave them the best deal in town.

For now, however, we’d be using the space to rehearse for the tour and to record a few new songs. Pacific Records, our old label, was paying for the studio time in hopes to woo us back to them. I wasn’t convinced that we’d be able to make any kind of waves in today’s ever-changing music business, but was intrigued by the idea of creating new music with Rex and Robbie.

Rex was sitting at the mixing board, along with a recording engineer. He stood up as we entered and reached out to hug me. “It’s great to see you, brother. I can’t believe we’re all finally here.”

“I’m having a hard time wrapping my mind around the whole thing, to be honest with you,” I admitted.

“Well, you’d better get used to it fast, we’ve got a shit ton of songs to run through and we can’t play them without our drummer.” 

It was good to see Rex so happy. He’d been through a lot (hell, I’d put him through a lot), and he and Roxie had literally saved my life after Pam died.

“Roxie is so excited to have you back home. Your room is ready and waiting as usual.”

Rex and Roxie had a guest house that had served as my home for two years. They took care of me when my world fell apart, and I owed them my life. They were the most generous people I had ever known and I learned a lot about being in the service of others from them. 

Rex was a spiritual man, with an almost Shaman-like presence. Many great singers from Jim Morrison to Bono had this kind of vibe and it made them very attractive to people. I had been drawn to him as a kid and I still found myself in awe of him at times.

“I can’t believe she keeps that place empty for me. You guys should use that space and I can stay in a hotel.”

“Use the ‘Jack Henry Suite’ for something else? Like what? Plus, what would we do with your drums?” He smiled. “Although, I must admit we did have another drummer staying there not too long ago.”

“Is this Lucy’s guy?” I asked flatly.

“His name is Bam and he’s her husband Jack,” he responded.

“How the hell could you let her marry a drummer, Rex? What the fuck were you thinking?”

Rex smiled even wider. “What can I say, Uncle Jack? She loves him.”

I crossed my arms. “Don’t much care about that fleeting emotion, Rex. I’m worried about her being with a musician, a drummer no less.”

“You’re so cruel to your own kind Jack, you always have been.”

“Damn right. I hate drummers!”

Rex laughed. “Well, rest assured, Bam’s one of the good ones.”

“Guys or drummers?” I asked.

“Both, actually. I think you’ll be impressed with Roses for Anna’s music and Bam’s playing.”

“I’m not easily impressed.”

“I’m aware,” he said. “But, you should know, he’s a big fan of yours, buddy.”

“Shit. Are you kidding me?”

“Nope.” He grinned. “He’s not supposed to know that I know that.”

“Well, young marriages can be annulled, and if worse comes to worse, drummers and their bodies can easily disappear while on tour.”

“Don’t worry brother, I’ve already fitted him for his own road case in case he ever hurts Lucy.” Rex laughed and showed me around the studio complex.

“This place looks a lot less run-down than even five years ago,” I said, surveying my surroundings. Last time I’d visited Rex and Roxie, Rex had brought me here to listen to a couple of the bands rehearsing. I loved being in recording studios. They were like sacred ground to me.

“Yeah. We did a big upgrade two years ago. Hired a new engineer.”

“You’re shittin’ me.”

“Yeah, dumbass, I’m shittin’ you.” Rex grinned. “Vic isn’t goin’ anywhere.”

Vic Masters had been our engineer since almost the beginning of the band. He was an extension of us, another member, if you will, and I didn’t think I’d ever trust my drum tones to anyone else. Our producers might have changed from project to project, but Vic was always the engineer. 

Vic looked up briefly, smiled, nodded, then went right back to his work. I noticed my drums had already been set up and it sparked a feeling inside me I hadn’t felt in a long time. Until very recently, I hadn’t played in years. I’d started rehearsing on my own a few weeks ago, and the blisters and sore muscles were proof. 

Drums are a very demanding instrument, and time spent away from the drum kit is much like ignoring the gym. Getting back into drumming shape is slow and painful, and the fact that I was now approaching my mid-forties, certainly didn’t help.

Vic had set my drum kit up in the center of the tracking room and had already begun setting up microphones.

“Wow, looks like we’re already set up to record.” I was both excited and nervous about this. “I didn’t know we’d be diving right in.”

“Don’t worry about the mics. Just ignore them. I figured we may as well record our rehearsals so we can go back and review the “game tape” as a band.” Rex smiled reassuringly. “You’re not the only one that hasn’t played some of these songs in years.” 

“Yeah, but you’ve played a lot of them with your little merry band of imposters,” I challenged with a grin.

“Oh, so we’re going to dive right in, Jackie?” He laughed. “Someone had to fly the RatHound flag while you were out hanging from a cliff face somewhere. Plus, the guys in my band don’t grumble as much as you two old ladies.”

“Fair enough,” I relented. “How are Teddy and Spike? I hope they’re not pissed about being out of a job this summer.”

“They’re great and they are excited for us, actually. They send their best and will be at the opening show.”

“No pressure,” I said. “I can just imagine going out and shitting the bed in front of my replacement.”

“Pressure? You’re Jack fucking Henry!” he joked. “Modern Drummer magazine’s 1991 Newcomer of the Year. This should be a cakewalk for you, unless magazines can’t be trusted.”

“Well, obviously magazines can’t be trusted. People named you Sexiest Man Alive... twice!”

It was good to be with my brothers-in-arms again. I can’t truly explain the bond that bandmates share. It exists somewhere between brotherhood and war buddies. Musicians share an intimacy that few people can ever understand, but, on the other hand, we’re selfish and often times, guarded. Taking the piss out of one another was the best way to keep each other on the same, level playing field.

“Screw both you guys!” Robbie chimed in. “The only magazine that ever wanted me on a cover was MAD.” 

Laughter filled the air for the next half an hour, as we eased ourselves into the task at hand. I’d made the final tweaks on my drum kit and we were tuned up and ready to play.

“No time like the present, gents. Shall we?” Rex said into his mic.

“Whatta you want to start with, Jack?” Robbie asked.

“I feel pretty solid on ‘Pages.’ How about that?” 

The guys nodded, and for the first time in as long as I can remember, I counted my band in.

* * *
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Hadley

I was late. Crap! I was supposed to meet Lucy Nelson at the RatHound rehearsal ten minutes ago, but I’d gotten lost. Stupid Seattle. It was too big. I was a southern girl unused to the big city... although, truth be told, I got lost in Mobile as well.

I pulled my rental car up to the front of Fastback Studios where the band had been rehearsing for several weeks, and took a deep breath. I was about to walk onto holy ground and I wasn’t quite sure how to react. RatHound was one of the biggest bands on the planet, and they were heading out on tour with Roses for Anna (the band I now managed), which meant more pressure than I think I was prepared for.

I slid out of my car, grabbed my purse and portfolio (I was still old school enough to write everything down on paper), and walked inside.

The receptionist smiled and I made my way to her desk. “Hi. I’m Hadley Simon. I’m meeting Lucy Nelson for the RatHound rehearsal.”

“They’ve been expecting you,” she said, and rose to her feet, handing me a visitor badge. “I’ll walk you back.”

“Thank you,” I said as I stuck my badge on my blouse, and followed her to a back studio area. I stepped inside and froze. I couldn’t have moved if I’d wanted to. I was alone in a small reception area; one large glass window gave me a direct line of sight to the mixing room, another looked into the tracking room... and the drummer. 

I couldn’t breathe. He drummed like a man possessed. His long, dark hair fell over his full beard as he hit the skins, but then he looked up, and piercing blue eyes that caught mine as I stood transfixed, stared into my soul. I swallowed convulsively and then forced a slight smile. To so many musicians and music fans around the world, Jack Henry was a god. I had just become one of his willing worshipers.

He stared at me for a few tense seconds and then grinned over at Rex Haddon, and I lost my connection to him. I scurried through another door which led me to the mixing room where Lucy hugged me as soon as I walked inside. “You made it.”

I nodded. “I’m so sorry I’m late. I got a little turned around.”

Lucy Nelson, née Haddon, as she was newly married to Bam Nelson, the Roses for Anna drummer, was a full-figured, drop-dead gorgeous red-head whose father had put her in charge of this tour, and his band. Even though I was several years older than her, and had been doing my job for a while now, I knew I’d be able to learn a lot from her. We were both newly appointed female managers in the male-dominated music industry, and we were very thankful to have each other’s support on our maiden tour. We’d become very close in a short period of time, as Bam was one of my dearest friends.

“Don’t worry about it; it’s easy to get lost in this city.” She grinned. “Next time, I’ll have Sully pick you up.”

Sully was Lucy’s driver, and rather gorgeous himself. He looked a lot like Pierce Brosnan, only he smiled a hell of a lot less. I guess that was part of his job, though, as he also served as her personal security detail.

“Where’s Bam?” I asked. “I thought he’d be here.”

Lucy nodded. “He’s making a coffee run.”

I raised an eyebrow. “He’s making a coffee run? Don’t they have studio runners here?”

“Normally yes, but this is a pretty ‘closed set,’ so-to-speak, plus he doesn’t much mind.”

“You’ve got him trained that quickly? What’s your secret?”

“He’s learning that if I’m happy during the day, he’s extra happy at night.”

“Lucy Nelson, are you exchanging caffeinated beverages for sexual favors?”

“Absolutely,” she said. “I like my lattes like I like my men, strong, bold, and slightly whipped.”

I couldn’t stop a giggle... just as the door to the tracking room opened and Rex walked in. “Hey, Vic, can we get the playback? Oh, hey, Hadley.”

“Hey, Rex, how are you?”

He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “I’m good. How ’bout you?”

“Haven’t had coffee yet, so ask me again in ten minutes.” I walked over to the pot sitting in the corner and forced myself not to shudder at the powdered creamer. I needed caffeine ASAP or I’d rage like... well, like a non-caffeinated Hadley Simon.

He chuckled. “You got it.”

My eyes couldn’t stop glancing over his shoulder just in case Mr. Sex on a Stick walked in. I didn’t have to wait long. Robbie, their guitarist pushed through the door, followed by Jack.

I squared my shoulders and forced myself to look away from my own personal Dionysus. It was all I could do to stop myself from dropping to my knees as he pulled his hair into a messy man bun.

Twelve years ago, when his wife died of cancer, Jack Henry went off the grid and all but vanished from public life. I was twenty-three at the time and getting ready to start my senior year in college. I was certainly very familiar with RatHound and their music, but admittedly was never much of a fan. I was a country girl, so I mostly listened to country music. In fact, Roses for Anna was the first rock band I’d worked with. Jack had been considered a sex symbol due to his boyish good looks, he’d never really pinged my radar, because, one, he was a rocker, and two, he was the clean-cut boyish type and I’d always been a sucker for dark and rugged men.

Today, the creature who stood in front of me was all man and my girl parts were pinging and ponging. 

“Hadley, have you met Jack and Robbie?” Lucy asked.

“No,” I managed to squeak out.

Robbie shook my hand, gave me a quick nod, and then focused back on engineer Vic, but Jack... Jack took my hand and held it a little longer than I expected while he gave me a slow, sexy smile and said, “Hi Hadley. It’s nice to meet you.”

Ping!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​

[image: ]


[image: image]

Jack

HOLY SHIT, IT felt good to play again. After my wife’s death, I’d spent the better part of the past decade at the bottom of a bottle, and almost died twice myself. My life now consisted of travel, photography, and little else. This kept me sober and sane, but completely disconnected from those I loved. For the longest time, it was simply too painful to be around anyone or anything that reminded me of Pam; this included my band and my drums. Being back behind my drum kit, playing with my best friends, was an amazing feeling. I hadn’t truly realized how much I’d missed this and was surprised with how quickly we were gelling as a band.

“Let’s play it again,” I said to my fellow bandmates.

Rex chuckled. “You certainly seem to be back in fighting form.”

“Getting there,” I replied. “It was a lot easier when we were kids, that’s for damn sure.”

“It was a lot easier with cocaine too,” Robbie joked.

“Everything was certainly faster.” We all laughed before launching into the song one more time.

I attacked the kit with everything I had. Playing the drums is a constant dance between tension and release, and there is an art behind hitting hard but not destroying your body in the process. Even though I was in shape and very physically active, I was still trying to find that line. After a few weeks of practice, I felt far more prepared for the tour than I thought I’d be, and we’d managed to write and record some great new tunes. As the song came to an end, we looked at each other knowingly. Seasoned musicians know when they’ve nailed a take.

“Shit, my brothers! Now that was great!” Robbie said. “Let’s go listen to that one.”

I took off my headphones, grabbed a towel and headed for the control room. Rex entered first, followed by Robbie and me. As I entered I spotted Lucy, Rex’s daughter and our new manager. Months ago, Rex mentioned he’d been interviewing a new manager, but you could have knocked me over with a feather when I found out it was little Lucy. She was like a niece to me and Pam, and I adored her. She had always been a sweet but feisty kid, and had blossomed into an independent kick-ass woman. In the short weeks that I’d been able to see her work, I was convinced she was more than capable to handle the job. Her husband had yet to make an appearance at Fastback, however, and every time I mentioned him to Lucy, or asked any questions, she’d simply smile and say, “I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

Before I could greet Lucy, she introduced me to the other woman in the room. I hadn’t noticed her at first, but stopped breathing the moment I saw her.

“Hadley, have you met Jack and Robbie?” Lucy asked the gorgeous brunette.

Robbie shook her hand first while my brain raced for something charming to say.

“Hi, Hadley. It’s nice to meet you,” was all I could manage, but it made little difference either way. She barely looked at me.

“Nice to meet you, too,” she replied in a quiet, southern accented voice. Then she cracked only the smallest of smiles and broke eye contact with me as quickly as possible.

“Hadley is Roses for Anna’s manager,” Lucy continued. “She’s also a good friend, so you boys better be on your best behavior around her.” She raised an eyebrow and wagged a finger at us.

“When have we ever been anything less than absolute gentlemen?” Robbie asked playfully.

“You forget I’m your manager now and therefore have access to your permanent record, old man,” Lucy replied. “Hadley and I have some transportation matters to iron out today for the tour, but I wanted her to meet you all first.”

I heard every word Lucy was saying, but realized I had been staring at Hadley the entire time. She was unbelievably beautiful, with shoulder length dark brown hair and an amazing body. Curvy and soft in all the right places. Her ice blue eyes were framed by thick black glasses, completing her sexy librarian look. She appeared to be somewhat detached, but not cold. I tried again to engage her.

“How long have you been with Roses for Anna?”
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