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Go harder. Be better. Rise above.

All my life, I’ve had to strive to be better than I am. Good enough is never good enough. I always feel like I have to do something better, or I’m never going to be happy.

I dedicate my life to helping others, and I’ve resigned myself to the fact that I am meant to put my own needs aside to make sure the people around me are getting what they need.

That’s when they return. The brothers. All five of them. When I was younger I had a crush on one of them. At another time I had a crush on two. Then all of them. I thought I’d forgotten about them, but here they are, back again, and wanting me this time.

I thought I had my life together. I thought I was strong. But when any one of them touches me, I feel my knees go weak. How can I choose just one of them?

I can’t.
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Tommy

“Listen, Joe, I know you’re pumped, but we just got back. Why not give us a couple of days before we pack up our things and head out again?” I try to sound casual about it, but I’m hoping he knows I’m dead serious. I really don’t want to swing another European tour right now, and I can sense that’s what he’s about to suggest.

“I know, but think about it, Tommy. You guys are riding high on life right now. Sold-out stadiums, new fans in every city, and did I mention that it’s a great way to increase sales on the previous albums?” 

I wince, knowing he’s right. This is the first project that’s reached this level of success, and the more we push it on the public, the more likely we’ll be to pull some of our other work out of the ditch.

“But you have to factor in the cost of us getting over there, not to mention the cost of hotels, and all the other shit I just don’t want to deal with right now,” I reply. I hear an exasperated sigh come through the phone, and though I can hear a smile in his voice, I sense he’s forcing the charm. 

“Profit my friend. Profit. You aren’t looking at the big picture right now, and I really wish you would. Do you realize the kind of profit you could be looking at right now if you guys suck it up for a few months and give the public what they want? You don’t want to be a one-hit wonder.” I feel tension growing in my chest at the accusation.

Sure, we’ve had a tough time getting our foot in the door as a band, but that doesn’t mean that our latest hit is going to throw us into one-hit-wonder status. Our sound is good. Our lyrics are good. Our rhythms are excellent. No one is talking about this song as being anything but great. 

“We’ve got to sleep sometime, Joe.” I try a different angle. Before he has the chance to respond, my phone chirps and I glance down. I don’t recognize the number, but there’s something vaguely familiar about it. My first response is to ignore it and continue my conversation with Joe, but there’s something else compelling me to answer. 

“Hello?” I say at last, after putting Joe on hold. 

“Yes, may I speak to Mr. Bridges, please?” The voice coming through the line sounds professional. I’m curious how she knows my name, but I’m still drawing a complete blank. 

“Yes, this is Tommy Bridges. Can I help you?” I’m beginning to suspect she must be some sort of telemarketer, and I’m preparing to tell her off. 

“This is Cindy Davis from Hope Hospital and Psychiatric Center. How are you doing today?” she asks. 

“Fine, thanks.” I keep my reply short and sweet. 

“I am calling in regards to your father. Unfortunately, while the cancer is still in stage three, it has metastasized once more, and he’s in the hospital.” I feel a twinge in the pit of my stomach and my heart skips a beat. 

“What the fuck’s wrong? Is he dying?” I ask abruptly. I no longer feel the need to be polite. Though neither I, nor any of my brothers, have had a good relationship with our father for years, the thought of him passing is enough to make me feel anxious. 

“I’m not able to share much more information on the phone, but he did put in a request that I reach you and tell you he would like to visit as soon as possible.” She is speaking in a low, gentle voice, and I know it’s merely the training that has her doing so. I curse under my breath once more. 

“A visit? What the fuck does he mean by that? It doesn’t sound like he’s going to be going anywhere anytime soon,” I snap. 

“I think he means for you to come here. He wants to see you and all your brothers. So far you’re the only one I’ve been able to reach.” I can hear an almost accusatory tone in her voice, but I shrug it off. 

“We live a bit of an unconventional lifestyle, so we have to be careful about the information we make public.” I don’t want to tell her there’s another reason all my brothers had their telephone numbers changed, and that was mainly so they didn’t have to hear from our father. 

“Right.” She drags out the word, and I can sense she sees right through my lie. 

“Anyway, thank you for getting a hold of me with the update. I’ll be certain to spread the news on to my brothers, and we’ll be in touch,” I lie. I’m not entirely sure I’m going to say anything at all at this point. What is there to say? That our father is still fighting cancer and he’s probably going to die from it one day? 

We’ve known that already for years. The prognosis hasn’t changed anything in all this time.

“I would encourage you to be timely about it,” she says. I don’t give her time to continue with a lecture, thank her once more, and hang up the phone. As I hit the button to return to my call with Joe, however, I can’t shake the guilt that’s quickly growing in the back of my mind. 

“Thought I’d lost you,” Joe jokes when I get back on the line. 

“It was something with my father. I guess he’s not doing so hot,” I say, my voice more absentminded than I intend for it to be. 

“Oh shit, I’m sorry to hear that. He dying?” Joe asks. These days, he’s gotten to be as callous about the situation as the rest of us. 

“I’m not exactly sure how bad he is. He wants to see us,” I say, my mind clearly still on other things. 

“Are you going to?” Joe prompts. 

“I mean, shouldn’t we? He’s our fucking dad, after all. If he kicks the bucket, I think we’d all regret not getting to see him one more time,” I snap. I’m not sure why I’m feeling so emotional about this, but I don’t want to talk about it. 

“Well, why don’t we pencil it into the schedule?” Joe suggests. 

“The fuck do you mean?” I ask. 

“I mean, let’s take the tour stateside instead of going over to Europe. I bet you’ll get some attention going back home, small town though it is. Not to mention you can get seeing your father out of the way, and hopefully increase sales some more.” I can hear he’s already planning the trip without me, and I sigh. 

I know he’s right, and the way he’s presented the idea makes it even shittier of me to turn him down now. The truth is, it would be a great way to continue with the promotion of the album while also getting to see our father. 

For all I know, it might be the last time. 

“You still there?” Joe’s voice comes through the phone, and I realize I haven’t answered in a few moments. 

“Yeah. Listen, you work out the details like you always do. I’m going to get a hold of the guys. They’re going to need as much warning as they can get.” Joe laughs, though I’m only half-joking, and I hang up the phone. 

I sigh as I drop into a chair and drag my hand over my eyes. It’s been years since we’ve been home, and just as long since any of us have had any true contact with our father. 

Regardless of the circumstances, this wasn’t going to be a pleasant trip by any means. As far as I’m concerned, the sooner we can get this trip over and done with, the better. 

Suddenly I almost wish we’d decided to head back over to Europe. 

​​
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Nikki

“Why don’t you take it easy and treat yourself tonight? You know, go out and do something. Hang out with one of your friends. I’m surprised you don’t have a date lined up already.” I know Mr. Harvey is just being polite, but I’ve always hated that comment, even coming from him. I smile. 

“I mean, I’ve never really been one for relationships. And I don’t know if going out is a good idea tonight. I mean, maybe it would be better if I stayed late and saw how Mr. Bridges gets on.” I look over my shoulder, down the hall, but Mr. Harvey rests his hand on my arm, looking at me with compassion in his eyes. He sighs.

“Look, Nikki, I know it’s not easy for you, but you’ve got to trust me on this. This isn’t the kind of job where you can afford to take on everyone’s problems. Your job is to sit there, listen, and offer advice, then go home and enjoy your evening at the end of the day.” He tries to smile, but I shake my head, ignoring him.

Mr. Harvey has been a good friend, a mentor, and my boss since I came to work at Hope Hospital and Psychiatric Center, and I know he’s right. He’s been walking these halls for longer than I’ve been alive. Not only does he have the credentials, he’s also got the experience to back up what he’s saying, and no amount of arguing is going to change that. 

But I can’t help it. 

Ever since I was a young girl, I’ve had a heart for others. It’s part of the reason I went into therapy, and it’s part of the reason I chose to work at this particular clinic. This clinic specializes in patients with severe anxiety and depression. This is the place people who struggle with substance abuse end up. This is the place where I can truly reach out and help those who are in need. 

And lately, I’ve taken a particular liking to Mr. Bridges. 

If I’m being honest, there’s more than one reason for this. Not only is he a kind old man who is very lonely, but he’s also the father of five boys I have always had crushes on. 

Well, at one time they were boys. Now they are grown men, each with a solid rock and roll career. They formed the band in high school and, though not many in our peer group thought they’d make it very far, they are now selling out stadiums around the world and have an album on the verge of going platinum. 

At least, that’s what I’ve heard. 

“Well, if you aren’t going to make the decision for yourself, I’ll make it for you. You’ve put in enough hours today, Nik. Go home, and I’ll see you in the morning.” Mr. Harvey brings my attention back to the present and I give him a grim smile.

I want to stay later and talk to Mr. Bridges some more. Even though he’s not officially my patient, what with the conflict of interest and all, I still like to check in on him every day if I can. Today I want to hear him chat about his boys and how he hopes they’re going to come visit him. 

I don’t want to go home to my lonely apartment. 

But Mr. Harvey is my boss, and I have no choice. When he tells me to do something, I have to do it or I risk the possibility of being written up. I’m sure he wouldn’t do that to me, knowing that it wouldn’t look good on my résumé so shortly out of college. 

But then, I don’t want to tempt him. He doesn’t wait for me to respond, turning and walking back up the hall toward the back rooms. Watching him walk away, I reach up and unbutton the top of my uniform as I try to decide what to do with my evening. If I have to go home, I may as well stop by the store and get something to treat myself with. 

It’s a Friday, after all, and if I’m going to be spending it alone on the couch with my Netflix account, I’m going to be doing it with a pint of ice cream. 

“And finally, last but certainly not least, Lack of a Lover is going to be playing in town next week!” the voice on the radio cheerfully announces. 

I look down at my dashboard in disbelief. Lack of a Lover is the Bridges boys’ band. I know the clinic was going to try to get a hold of the brothers and let them know their father wanted to see them, but I haven’t heard any updates, and I can’t help but wonder now if they were successful. 

“You don’t say? They’re our own boys! That’s going to be a show to remember!” the other voice on the broadcast replies. 

I roll my eyes. Small-town radio DJs are never very good at reporting any kind of local news, and these two young guys—who I used to know in high school—are certainly living up to that standard. 

I turn off my car, save for the lights and radio, in the parking lot of the grocery store. I want to go inside and get my ice cream so I can be out of there before the rest of the after-work crowds show up, but I have to hear the rest of this first. It’s been years since I’ve thought of any of the Bridges, yet this week alone I’ve reconnected with their father and talked more about each of them than I ever thought I would again. 

I blush as I think of the crushes I used to have on each of them. That family was certainly blessed in the gene department, and each of those boys had his own unique charm. At times, I would even be harboring a crush on more than one of them at the same time, making it even harder when they were both in the same room. 

But I was awkward and homely in high school—certainly not the kind of girl any of the older brothers would have bothered giving a second glance. 

Yes, I’m still a little bitter about that fact, but then there’s another part of me that argues that it would be nice to see them again, despite the tinge of awkwardness I might feel at seeing my puberty-fueled, unrequited crushes again. 

Perhaps they’ll take the time to stop in and visit their father while they’re in town. That will make his life far more bearable than it currently is, and the thought of it makes my heart skip a beat. 

“Tickets are on sale now on our website, or you can plan on stopping in here at the studio to pick some up. I wouldn’t wait—these are going to go fast!” the first voice chimes through the radio once more. 

“It’s about fucking time,” I mutter as I grab my phone, relieved that they’ve finally given the information I was waiting to hear. I’ve made my decision, and I’m buying a ticket to the show. They’ve probably only improved with age. After all, I can’t imagine they would be able to travel the world if they haven’t. 

I smile as I slip my phone in my purse. Suddenly, my night doesn’t seem as dreary as it did. The concert’s just a few days away, plenty close enough for me to start getting excited for it now. 

In fact, I almost start thinking of this ice cream that I’m going to call dinner as something of a celebration. 

Almost. 

​​
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James

“I don’t know, maybe if you’d changed your fucking number this wouldn’t have happened? You know I don’t want to have anything to do with him, and neither does anyone else!” I shake my head angrily, amazed that Tommy had the audacity to present such an idea. 

“Look, James, I know you’re upset. I was, too, at first. But this is Dad we’re talking about. He might not have a lot of time left, and I would hate to think of how we would feel if we had this chance to go see him and didn’t take it.” Tommy gives me a look, the one he’d so often given us as kids, when he’d have to act like the dad our father never was. 

“At the very least, it’s only fair to tell everyone the message I got. We’re going to be in the area anyway; if they want to see him, they can. If they don’t, that’s up to them.” Tommy looks away as he continues to speak, and I shake my head. I know he’s right. I would be fucking pissed if he’d gotten this message and hadn’t told me. Perhaps even more pissed than I am right now. 

“You realize the only reason we’re going to be in the area anyway is because you and fucking Joe have decided to tour through the US. Last I heard we were going to be doing another European circuit.” I cross my arms and give him a look. He might plan most of the trips with Joe, but I’m still aware of what’s going on—more than he thinks I am. 

“Again, this might be our only chance. I don’t know how bad off Dad is. The chick who called me didn’t say anything about how much time he had left, just that the cancer is spreading and she feels we should visit sooner rather than later.” Tommy lights a cigarette, and I can sense he’s growing agitated with the conversation. I don’t give a fuck. I’m already agitated, and he can be, too, for all I fucking care. 

“James, I know you’re pissed off at what Dad did to us. We all are. But I also know you don’t blame him entirely. We had a fucked-up childhood, but so did a ton of other kids. We can put it behind us to see him one more time, can’t we? Besides, don’t you want to shove it down everyone’s throats how well we’ve been doing?” He grins and I can’t help but smirk. 

It’s true. We certainly got our fair share of being picked on in high school. Not just through high school, but in junior high and as far back as we can remember. It’s part of the reason I’m so angry with my father now. I remember going to him, time and time again, telling him that the kids at school were mean to us. 

His answer was always the same. 

If you want to make it in the real world, you’d better grow a pair and tell the bullies to fuck off. 

It was good enough advice in and of itself, but none of us ever saw our father grow a pair himself. In fact, we all have vivid memories of him getting blackout drunk on a Tuesday night just because he had the bottle of whiskey in the fridge. 

After our mom died when we were very young, he turned to alcohol to solve all his problems, and he was never able to give it up. It was a problem that only gained traction through the years, and by the time he was diagnosed with liver cancer, none of my brothers had much contact with him at all. 

Sure, he liked to reason that our ungrateful attitudes were the reason we wanted nothing to do with him, but the fact of the matter is that it has less to do with us than it does with him. It has everything to do with the fact that he wasn’t there for any of us when we needed him. 

It certainly doesn’t do a lot for me wanting to be there for him now. But then, I can’t ignore the fact that Tommy had been like a second father to me—to all of us—and he has a real point. He doesn’t want to see Dad any more than any of us, but he also doesn’t want us to end up living the rest of our lives filled with regret that we didn’t let this go when we could have. 

It’s a fucked-up situation, and while I want it to just go away, I know for a fact it’s not going to. 

Besides, I have a sneaking suspicion Tanner is going to be all for going home. Bumfuck, Ohio—or Clayton, Ohio, as many prefer to call it—isn’t just our hometown. It’s Tanner’s daughter’s hometown too. 

Now, none of us would ever call his daughter a mistake. Little Arya is by far one of the best things that has happened to any one of us, uncles or not. But it is safe to say that the little girl certainly wasn’t planned, and though Tanner maintains next to no contact with the girl’s mother, he’s going to leap at the opportunity to see Arya again. 

And I can’t blame him for that. He doesn’t have shared custody and is only limited to visitations. I guess it’s to be expected, considering the life we so proudly lead. Though I can’t help but wonder from time to time if he would change his lifestyle for a life with his daughter. Having no children of my own, I can’t imagine that I can relate to how he feels about the situation, though I can speculate. 

“When are you going to tell the others?” I ask, trying to embrace the more practical side of this situation. Tommy is nearly finished with his cigarette, and he takes another long drag before answering me. 

“I already texted everyone. You’re the only one who has bothered to respond.” His words hang in the air for a few awkward moments, and I can’t help but wonder how the rest of my brothers are taking the news. I can imagine they’re all pissed off about it in one way or another, and I think it’s perfectly understandable if none of them knows what to say. 

This has come out of the blue for all of us, and I doubt I’m the only one who’s going to need convincing that it’s a good idea to go. Sure, Tanner might have the added incentive of seeing his daughter, but that doesn’t mean Nathan or Janus will be on board. 

As far as I know, Janus has made it clear that the next time he intends to see our father is when we’re standing around his grave at his funeral. But then, if Tommy has been able to get through to me and convince me that this is a good idea, I’m sure he can get through to our younger brother as well. 

“I’m sure they’ll answer when they’re fucked up enough to comprehend this,” Tommy says after the moment of silence began to turn awkward. I nod. I could go for a cigarette myself right about now, but there are more pressing things that I need to tend to. 

“I’m sure Joe’s going to be in touch with the details, as he always is. He wants us down there within the next few days,” Tommy calls after me. 

I lift my hand to show him that I’ve heard, but I don’t stop or turn around. It’s the same old routine with Joe, and I know the drill. I don’t need my brother to tell me how we’re going to work this out. 

We always do things the same way. Of course, I know he’s just trying to fill the awkward void he’s probably feeling himself right now by trying to micromanage. And I can’t blame him for it. 

I thought we were done with this hit—our hometown, our father. Now, evidently, we are not. So, I better get used to the fact that some old, unpleasant memories and feelings might start to rear their ugly head. 

In a matter of a few days, we will all be heading home. 
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