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Kimmy sat on one of the equipment cases, drumming with her fingers on the surface beside her, watching as Dice paced around twirling his drumsticks and air-drumming to the hype music playing in the green room and corridors. “Stressed?” she asked, softly enough that he could pretend he hadn’t heard her over the music. They understood each other that way — always gave the other an out, a chance to ignore what they didn’t want to answer. The big drummer and his punky little drum tech had been best friends from nearly the moment they’d laid eyes on each other.

	“Just… burnt out,” he said, and gestured with his drumsticks like what can you do?

	It had been a hell of a long tour. Kimmy nodded, and patted the box where she was sitting. “Rub your shoulders?”

	“Yeah.” He sat down, and she got up on her knees behind him, strong hands working at least a bit of the tension and fatigue away. It was the second of three back-to-back nights in Los Angeles, all sold out, to be followed by a trek across the continent — a grueling 30 hours for the convoy of tour buses and semis, though only four hours in the air for the band — for a Fourth of July event at a huge outdoor festival in Milwaukee, then another show in Indianapolis the next day. Too much, especially a year and a half into what had been nearly unremitting touring to promote their third album, My Tainted Baby. Their label expected a lot of them.

	Kimmy kneaded Dice’s shoulders as she had before and after shows so often — not part of a usual drum tech’s job, maybe, but they were close friends as well. And deep down, she found his muscular shoulders nice to look at and nicer to touch, even if she’d never do more than give him friendly massages and brush against him in passing. A good friendship and a good job were both hard things to find, and no way was she planning to jeopardize any of that. “The fans out there love you,” she said. “Think of how happy you’re making them.”

	“Yeah.” He nodded, perking up. Forcing himself to perk up, maybe, but sometimes an entertainer had to do that for the fans. Kimmy understood.

	“Five minutes,” Mack, their stage manager, called down the hallway. “Ready to go, boys?” Voices echoed readiness. “Pyrotechnics on deck.”

	“You bet,” Dice chimed in as he stood up, pulling away from Kimmy’s hands. He adjusted the bandanna that kept his floppy chin-length brown hair out of his eyes, then pinged the elastic hair tie around his wrist for luck. She wasn’t sure where that little superstition had come from — either the part about always needing to have a hair tie on his wrist during a show or the part about snapping it against his skin right before he went onstage, but it had been at least five years since she’d first noticed it. “I drum better with it,” he’d say if asked. “It’s lucky.”

	“Gather round!” Angel brought the band together as he always did, for a quick fist bump and a moment of eye contact, of gathering their energy into one connection. Then, nodding to each other, ready, they jogged down the corridor and up the ramp to the stage. An eruption of crowd noise greeted them.

	Kimmy followed, taking her place — ready, if Dice should need anything.
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	Smidge hadn’t been so famous when she’d met them on a Saturday night six years earlier — popular, sure, filling up clubs and big enough to have graduated from a van to a tour bus, but nothing near what they’d since grown into. It was the beginning of the tour for Skanky Treat, their first album, just before it all started to blow up and go big, just before everything sold out and the tour was expanded and their songs were suddenly all over radio stations and streaming services and social media. Just before that.

	It was still one of the best concerts she’d ever been to. Magic in the air, that kind of thing. She could feel in her soul that the band was going to make it big. Every song, every word of the front man’s banter, every guitar pick tossed to the crowd was all charged-up potential. For Kimmy, the night had a strange foreknowledge feeling to it, a sense that they’d look back and say we were there.

	Knowing that the event was general admission and the floor would be packed, she and her girlfriends had arrived hours early, lining up with the die-hards to get a place on the rail, reach-out-and-touch distance from the stage.

	After the concert, their group split up. They’d come in two cars, so one of the designated drivers took the drunk and tired girls home, and the other stayed with the ones who wanted to keep the night going. But that group split up further, with some wanting to find food and others wanting to wait by the band’s bus to see if they could get selfies or have their albums and t-shirts from the merch table signed. Smidge hadn’t been big enough then for paid meet-and-greets or radio show prize winners, so if you wanted their attention, an uncertain wait out back by the stage door was the thing to do. 

	“You coming to Leo’s, Kimmy?” Marisa asked. “I told Bryan we’d stick together.” Bryan was Marisa’s boyfriend and the eldest of Kimmy’s four brothers.

	“I really want to get my t-shirt signed, if I can.”

	Marisa grimaced, evidently torn. “Well…”

	“Just go get your midnight breakfast. I’ll be fine,” Kimmy said. “It’s not like I’ll be alone, and we’ll be along to meet you before you even know it.”

	And that was how Kimmy found herself outside the back of the Royal Oak Music Theater, where the big tour bus waited in the alley, wearing a borrowed blue denim miniskirt and a brand-new band t-shirt, on a summer evening that would change her life.

	There weren’t a lot of fans waiting that night, maybe a dozen, and as time slipped by and the band didn’t emerge, some of them drifted away. Eventually the stage door crashed open and some men came out with amps and mic stands and loaded them into the underside of the bus before heading back inside. She didn’t recognize them as band members, so they had to be either road crew or people belonging to the venue. “You want to just go meet up with the others and eat?” Kimmy’s friend Angie asked after a while, shuffling her feet and wrapping her arms around herself. It wasn’t cold, but the summer night wasn’t entirely warm either, and they hadn’t brought jackets.

	“No way,” said Gina, the other friend who’d stayed to try to meet the band. “I’m getting a selfie with them. They have to come out sometime.”

	“True,” Kimmy agreed, though she thought the band might not want to be bombarded with fans, if it was taking them so long to get out of the venue. Their bus would be on a schedule. It might not be convenient. Her brothers’ band had only played locally, so a tour bus schedule had never been an issue for them, but Kimmy read books like The Musician’s Guide to the Road so she’d be prepared — she knew about schedules and load-out and how fans and delays could cause trouble. “Let’s wait a while longer, but if they seem like they’re in a rush when they do come out, we shouldn’t be that kind of fan, right?”

	Angie and Gina nodded. They’d seen desperate fans at other concerts, begging and badgering the performers for one more minute, one more signature, hands clutching at clothes and body parts when it was plain the musicians were out of time and needed to be on their bus and away. None of them wanted to be that kind of fan.

	The stage door banged open and the same group of men as before came out with more gear, trundling everything over to the bus and fitting it into the cargo bays. Then back inside. And out again with more things. Load-out time. But the band didn’t emerge.

	Eventually the door opened again, and there was Easy, the bassist, his blond wave of curls glinting in the alley lights. Behind him came the guitarist, Blade, all in black with inky spiky hair. They stopped when they saw the cluster of fans, Easy with a sexy smile and Blade with a sort of diffident shrug. He looks like trouble, Kimmy thought in that instant, looking at Easy. A heartbreaker. Very attractive, no doubt, but not her cup of tea. And the word that came to mind when she saw Blade up close for the first time was unhappy. She got the silver fabric marker out of her purse and joined the line, and shortly had two of the four signatures she wanted, while the four guys who were probably road crew trundled around them getting the bus loaded, and a woman of about Kimmy’s age with electric orange hair in a sleek inverted bob towed out a garment rack with one hand, lugging a giant makeup case in the other.

	As soon as he’d signed the various items held out to him, Blade pushed off and boarded the bus. Easy stayed on, chatting to the fans who seemed happy to gather around him for as long as he was willing to talk with them, and Kimmy found herself gradually pushed to the edge of the group.

	The metallic sound of the stage door opening echoed yet again, and this time she didn’t even look over — until something clunked to the ground with a crash and frustrated voices flared up, an argument that had simmered down roiling onto the boil again. “That does it, Dyl,” said a deep voice, smooth and rich as chocolate, that Kimmy had last heard shouting goodnight from the stage. “I know you think you can do it all, but fuck it, you need a drum tech. We don’t have time to do after-show fan stuff and pack up our own gear and still make roll-out on schedule. This isn’t just us in a van anymore.”

	Then an actual prickle of… something ran down Kimmy’s spine as another voice, lighter, slightly hesitant and repentant, said, “You’re right, I know. You always are. But I like my kit the way I do it. I don’t want someone else messing with that.”

	Angel emerged, thin with drugs and his early twenties — he and Blade had both still been using back then — his bleached-platinum hair longer and in a ponytail. Then he turned back as another crash echoed in the hall behind him. “Ask if you need help, man.”

	And the lighter voice echoed from deep in the hallway, “I’ve got this. I’m coming.”

	Something about that voice… Kimmy couldn’t look away from the stage door, needed to see the owner of the voice. Logic and the conversation told her it had to be the drummer, Dice. She’d seen him on stage, seen him on posters and websites and in magazines. She knew what he looked like.

	“You waiting for Dice, babe?” Angel asked, pausing on his way to join Easy and the small crowd around him.

	“Well, I—” She held out her fabric marker with a smile. “I’ve got two of your four signatures on my shirt and I’m hoping for the full set. Would you…?”

	So Angel took the pen and signed her shoulder, with a flourish that swirled onto the sleeve in an artistic way, just as some of the fans around Easy caught sight of him and swarmed over. Once again, Kimmy found herself edged back, on the outside of the group. 

	And her eyes were drawn back to the stage door.

	He’s got a cute butt. She couldn’t help noticing it, seeing as how he’d hip-checked the door open and was backing out butt-first, dragging a wheeled hardware bag and a multi-tom drum bag while carrying — Kimmy’s eyes assessed the load — his snare, bass drum, and cymbals, plus a handful of drumsticks that hadn’t made it into any of the bags. These weren’t the hard-sided ATA cases he’d have in the future, but a battered set of padded soft bags he’d probably had since Smidge first started playing shows. Faded blue denim hugged that cute butt, and she couldn’t stop looking — not a view one got from the audience, that was for sure! Fortunately, he had his hands too full to notice.

	She jumped forward and grabbed the door to stop it crashing back onto him while he worked his big load through the opening.

	“Hey, thanks!” he said, looking over his shoulder at her. Much taller than she’d expected, taller than his bandmates, which hadn’t been obvious behind his drum kit. And he’d ripped the sleeves off his plaid shirt, giving her a view of extremely well-muscled arms. Why am I noticing this stuff? She wasn’t prone to ogling over muscles and butts, in general. But something about this man had her tongue-tied and drooling, from the moment she’d heard his voice.

	“It’s no trouble,” she managed to say. She wanted to offer to help, but I’ve got this echoed in her mind and she doubted he’d take assistance from a stranger if he wouldn’t from his own bandmate. So she waited with a hand on the door to stop the automatic mechanism from closing it on him. You could do this in two trips, she thought, though he was clearly determined not to.

	At last, he was clear of the door with all his bags and turned to her with raised eyebrows. “I guess you weren’t standing here just to hold the door for me?”

	“Any chance you could sign my t-shirt?” Then she laughed self-consciously as it clicked that his arms were full. She was holding out her silver fabric paint marker and he didn’t have a free hand to take it.

	He said, “Sure,” then paused and looked around with a grin as he too realized the impracticality of it. Then he set down his cases, all of them, and asked, “Where should I sign?” 

	He has such a sweet smile, Kimmy remembered thinking, even as something in her brain fused and she mumbled, “Whatever you like,” which wasn’t an answer to where at all. The others had signed near the collar or on her shoulders, but Dice leaned in, his hair flopping forward around the bandanna that held it — sort of — back from his face, and signed the upper curve of her left breast. She still couldn’t be sure whether he’d done it on purpose to be flirty, or whether he’d just seen a blank bit of t-shirt and gone for it without thinking, but his wrist brushed over her nipple as he scrawled his name and their eyes met in an awkward blend of horror and flirtation as the pen slipped out of his fingers and bounced to the ground.

	“Sorry,” he muttered, and began gathering up his equipment.

	As he moved away, she heard Angel say to him, “Dyl, I know you like to take care of your own kit, but you need a drum tech. This is getting ridiculous.”

	As they walked away, she heard — she remembered it so clearly, even so many years later — the frustrated desperation in the drummer’s voice as he said, “I know, but how will I find someone who can get me set up how I like it?”

	“I could do it,” she called out on a wild impulse, then bit her lip as they both turned back to look at her.

	“We’re not looking for a runner or PA,” Angel clarified kindly, and she could tell he wasn’t trying to be dismissive. “We need to find him a drum tech, someone who can take care of his kit, pack it around, repair shit as needed.”

	She knew what they saw — a girl in a miniskirt, concert makeup, and sparkles. She’d just discovered how to spangle her high fade with tiny rhinestones using eyelash glue, and maybe she’d gone overboard a bit, but it was over-the-top fun for a concert, and she’d never thought to be pitching herself as road crew that night. “I know; I heard what you said. I do pretty much everything for my brothers’ band and have since my early teens.”

	“Fetching beer for a garage band doesn’t mean shit, Sparkles,” Easy said with a smirk.

	“Maybe I shouldn’t have offered,” Kimmy said with a shrug. “I don’t really know why I did. I don’t have a music degree or fancy courses in live sound. But I can drum well enough to cover for my brother Gareth if he’s sick, I can tune and mike up a kit, and I’ve replaced a broken drumhead onstage during a concert more than once. And they’ve been playing shows in actual bars all over the state for four years now, so…”

	“That’s cool,” Angel said, and she could tell he still wasn’t sold on her offer, still thinking of her as just a fan outside a concert, which was fair.

	But Dice asked, “What’s the band called?”

	“Friends With Royalty — it’s mostly a cover band: Queen, Prince, and Elvis, you know? They’ve got a few original songs, but the bar crowd likes their classics.”

	When Dice grinned, appreciating the name, Kimmy felt warm all over.

	She saw Angel looking at Dice with affection, then he glanced over at the other band members. “Well, I guess we can give you a try, if that’s what Dice wants.”

	Dice nodded.

	“Okay, let’s get on the bus, then.” Angel turned to board the tour bus behind Easy, obviously expecting her to follow with Dice. Right then and there.

	Angie and Gina looked at Kimmy in dismay. “You can’t just get on a tour bus in the middle of the night!” Gina said. “You don’t even have a toothbrush.”

	“That’s true. I… I can’t just leave now. I didn’t plan this…”

	But even as she could see the moment slipping away in front of her, Dice said, “You could join us in Grand Rapids tomorrow. Couldn’t she, Angel?”

	Angel stepped back down from the bus. “Sure. That works. Here — what’s your name, babe?”

	“Kimmy — Kimberley Baker.”

	“Take my card, Kimmy. If you can get to Grand Rapids by four tomorrow, give me a call, and we’ll let you try out for the job. Cool?”

	“Cool,” said Kimmy, tucking the card into the pocket of her skirt, feeling like heaven had opened up for her. She still had it, six years later, pasted in a scrapbook alongside the train ticket that got her as far as Kalamazoo, the bus ticket from there to Grand Rapids, and a selfie she took with Dice behind the drum kit she set up for him that day.

	There was another picture in her scrapbook of them having drinks after that first show, all of them smiling, Dice’s arm around her shoulder. Just after the picture had been taken, she’d asked him how old he was.

	Drinks were going around and she had a beer in her hand and then someone, maybe Blade, handed her a tequila shot. She tossed it back with the others, unfazed, but it did take the edge off any last formality or discomfort she might have had with her new employers. Dice was sitting next to her, and suddenly in the shifting light reflecting from the dance floor, he looked younger than she’d noticed before. “How old are you, Dice?” she asked.

	“Just turned nineteen,” he said, looking slightly embarrassed. “But don’t worry. The rest of the guys are legal to drink and no one ever checks my ID.”

	Practically a baby. Only three years younger than she was, but it seemed like an eternity from a flirting point of view. Not that age mattered in any practical sense, but… well… friendship was good. In that moment, she set aside the spark of attraction and chemistry that flickered between them, and focused her intentions on being the best drum tech and friend she could be.

	She’d been rewarded with a closeness she’d never had with anyone, not even her beloved older brothers. They could tell each other anything — almost anything — and she knew deep in her bones that Dice would have her back and be at her side, her best friend on the entire planet, no matter what happened.
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	Once Kimmy had her immediate post-show checklist squared away, she headed for the band’s dressing room for the technical debrief. Nothing had come up from her point of view, but she always checked whether Dice had any concerns for her, and she liked to see how he was doing after the show. The Smidge tour was a family. All the musical and technical crew gathered for the debrief, to support each other and so they were aware of any issues.

	The remnants of Chinese takeout, the band’s post-show meal, were spread out on a table. Dice gave Kimmy a wink and handed her an egg roll wrapped in a napkin — knowing how much she liked them, he’d evidently saved one of his for her. “Aww, thanks, you lovely man,” she murmured before biting into it.

	Everyone seemed tired. Hell of a long tour, so it wasn’t a surprise, and this particular run of shows stacked up in a way that struck Kimmy as unnecessarily exhausting and honestly cruel. It wasn’t Phil’s fault — the road manager was doing his best, but the label and production company had worked out the schedule with the various venues and promoters and presented it as written in stone, not listening to objections.

	The guitar and bass techs talked about strings and tuning, getting a quick listen and nod from a distracted Angel, whose attention was divided between them and the sound team. He’d apparently had an issue with his in-ear monitor during the second half of the show, and the sound team was trying to figure out what had happened. 

	Blade appeared somber and distracted, glancing over often at his extremely pregnant wife Crys, who sat tiredly on a couch in the corner with a cushion wedged behind her back. She was due in two and a half weeks, but with Blade barely eight months clean after an eight-year dance with heroin, she soldiered on with the tour, keeping him calm, keeping him focused. It was nice to see Blade doing so well — he’d gained some much-needed weight and looked properly fed and rested, and his skin had a healthy glow.

	Easy listened attentively to his bass tech, Gary, who wanted to restring his blue Warwick, then good-naturedly teased Erva that he’d been out of the light during part of one song, implying that was somehow her fault, and gently punched her arm when she sassed back that he should know to stay in the light because it wouldn’t follow him if he wandered out of it. Once he’d dropped the arrogant act, he was fun to have around. Falling in love had been good for him. His partner Nell, who was also his bodyguard, stood out of the way by the door, keeping an eye on everything, and the other bodyguards were just a shout away in the hall.

	Jed, in charge of backstage public relations and first aid, stuck his head in to remind the band that they had a meet-and-greet group to see before the end of the night. “Just one, which is a mercy.”

	Just then, Crys let out a meep of embarrassed distress and crossed her hands over her lap in an instinctive effort to hide herself as something dripped off the couch onto the floor and a wet patch spread out around her. 

	Jed turned at once to look at her and said, “Looks to me like your water just broke, Crys. Are you in labor?”

	Blade’s face paled as he moved to his wife’s side, saying, “But she’s not due for another seventeen days, and they say first-time moms are always late.” He’s more scared than she is, Kimmy thought.

	“Well, unless she peed herself, dude…” Angel said, trying for humor, though he too looked concerned.

	“Crys, are you in labor?” Jed repeated. “Are you having contractions?”

	Crys looked painfully embarrassed as she murmured, “I thought it was just Braxton Hicks. I’ve been crampy and uncomfortable for weeks, and it didn’t seem much worse than the usual, and… now I’m sitting in a puddle.”

	“Oh, honey,” Sally said, and dug a couple of hand towels out of one of her makeup boxes to mop up the wetness and try to make Crys more comfortable.

	“Okay,” Jed said, taking charge. The former ER nurse had a tone to his voice that compelled everyone to cooperate. “Angel, Easy, Dice, you go do the meet-and-greet. They’ll just have to do without Blade. Who can go with them to be me and supervise?”

	Sally got up as if to volunteer, but Kimmy saw how Crys clutched at her hand, then Sally gave Erva a look.

	“I’m on it,” the lighting assistant and rigger said. “You want to come help out, Kimmy?”

	Kimmy shot a quick look at Crys, who was holding her husband’s hand and looking decidedly not ready for any of this. “Sure.”

	As the room cleared out, she could hear Jed asking, “Are you comfortable with me checking your cervix, Crys? Or would you rather wait until we get you to a hospital? We should know how much dilation is happening at this point. But I think your baby’s going to be born in L.A.”

	She shut the door behind her and quickened her steps to catch up with Erva and Dice and the others. Dice dropped back, slowing his pace so her shorter legs could catch up, reaching out as she closed the distance to ruffle her hair and destroy what was left of the gelled shape she’d given her three inches of hair on top. He often did that, but only at the end of the night when it didn’t matter — he’d never wreck her hair when she was trying to look presentable. It felt good, and she had to stop herself from leaning into his touch. “You think Crys is okay?” he asked.

	Erva overheard and turned back for a moment to look at him, laughing at him but not unkindly. “She’s having a baby. Her first baby. She’s probably pretty damn scared, dude.”

	At the room designated the meet-and-greet lounge, the band members peeled off and went in, the bodyguards settled themselves against the wall opposite the door, and with a quick smile and tiny wave for Dice, Kimmy followed Erva along to the holding room where the guests would be waiting, with an ice bucket full of sodas and a basket of packaged snacks. “You want to scan the barcodes or do the waivers?” Erva asked.

	“Barcodes, please — if you don’t hate doing the waivers,” Kimmy said. Zapping the barcodes on the backs of the VIP passes was an easy job. All she had to do was check the guest’s ID and make sure it matched the barcode’s purchaser information on the scanner. Doing the waivers meant explaining that they couldn’t take their phones into the meet-and-greet, which didn’t always go so well.

	Erva nodded. “Sure. We’ll split them up into smaller groups to go in. Take turns walking them over?”

	“Seems good.”

	An average group of guests waited, excited to be meeting Smidge.

	An older couple said hi to them and asked where Jed was, so it was plain they were die-hard fans who’d seen the band and done meet-and-greets often enough to be familiar with some of the crew. A cluster of younger guys in Smidge shirts from the Human Lollipop tour greeted the older couple and were clearly regulars too. And one of the youngest women had a Smidge tattoo on her arm and carried a painting she’d done of Angel as a gift for him. “I’m doing one of each of the guys,” she told Kimmy seriously as she was having her barcode scanned. “This is just the first one I’ve finished. I’m seeing them again in Phoenix, so I’ll bring the next one then.”

	But quite a few of the women were young and pretty and single, and some of them looked like would-be groupies or at least willing to have a night with the unattached members of the band — Angel and Dice. Kimmy suppressed a prickle of discomfort at that, as she always did. Angel could look after himself, of course, and in any case, she had a suspicion that he was already taken care of in that regard. But Dice? He deserved the best that the entire planet had to offer. Maybe the young artist was looking for a date. She looked kinder than some of the others. Better to be busy in some other part of the arena. She didn’t usually have to look the girls in the face, and could pretend not to see them, not to know anything.

	Oh, she knew the boys had indulged in wild parties and women were involved. Not so much now that Blade and Easy had permanent partners, but that had to focus more of the women’s attention on Dice. She tried not to think about what might be happening in the meet-and-greet lounge or back in the dressing room, or out on one of the buses, or wherever the party migrated to. She’d walked in more than a few times on things she’d rather not have seen — half-naked people, blow jobs in progress, sex — and no one wanted that sort of brainworm featuring one’s employers, so it was always oops and an about turn and she’d come back later.

	I just want Dice to be happy, she reminded herself. And it’s not like I’m a nun.

	After she walked the last group of guests to the meet-and-greet lounge, she waved to the group of waiting bodyguards before heading off to catch a ride back to the hotel. They were a friendly lot once you knew them, even if they looked rightfully intimidating to outsiders. Nell was more than halfway to becoming a real Smidgette, as the longstanding women of the crew called themselves, no matter that she’d only been with the tour and Easy for a matter of weeks.

	Kimmy had gone on a few dates with Blade’s bodyguard Ryan — a genuinely decent guy, cute and fit, and good in bed. He wasn’t with the others since Blade wasn’t with them, but earlier that day he’d texted her to ask whether she wanted to get coffee after the show if Blade didn’t need him for anything, and she’d said sure. He called just before midnight to say that he was at the hospital with Blade and Crys and didn’t know when he’d be able to take a break, given the circumstances — probably only when one of the others covered for him so he could sleep and shower.

	“Oh, too bad,” she told him, trying to sound disappointed. But she was tired, and not honestly in the mood for bunk gymnastics, or even company. Qingshan and Gary were in the van with her heading back to the hotel, and they invited her to join them for a drink at the hotel bar, but she declined that too. When she got to the room she was sharing with Trish the tour accountant and Lulu who ran the merch table, her roommates were already asleep. She brushed her teeth and got into bed as quietly as she could. Snug in her bed, she put earbuds in and listened to the playlist she’d named dreamtime until she fell asleep.

	With her last waking thought, she wondered whether Crys and Blade’s baby would be born by morning. How long did it take to have a baby?
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	The next morning, Ryan texted Kimmy to say that he was still at the hospital but that one of the others would be coming by to cover for him so he could take a break, if she still wanted to get coffee or lunch or something.

	“I was just heading out to get a haircut,” she told him. “Lunch after that would be great.”

	Most of the time, on the road as a drum tech for a rock band, she kept her hair neat herself with the trimmer kit she carried with her. She found barbershops comforting, though, and when she felt stressed or blue or at loose ends, she’d look for a red-and-blue-striped pole twirling in a shop window. She could nearly always find one. This time, it was almost too easy, across the street from the hotel and down half a block.

	“Are you sure?” the barber asked, when she walked in and told him she wanted her high fade freshened up, on the softer side, starting with a half-guard and blended into the top, and it would be great if he could trim that to about two inches. “There’s a salon in the next block, unisex, they do all kinds of things. Pixie cuts and all that.” He seemed taken aback at first, but that didn’t surprise her. Her short hair and facial piercings weren’t most people’s cup of tea, not to mention her ripped-up jeans, leather choker, and the fact that she’d cut the sleeves off her current Smidge t-shirt. Once she left home, she’d learned that a lot of older male barbers were reluctant to cut a woman’s hair at all, especially in more conservative places. But she’d found over time that if she smiled and asked nicely, most would agree to do the job.

	She’d waved his suggestion away with hopeful eyes. “I don’t want anything feminine. Just… do my hair like you would a guy’s. When I was six, I insisted on going to the barber with my brothers, and it was so great, I’ve never wanted anything else. I don’t feel comfortable in fancy salons. Please?”

	It was the pure truth. There were photographs of her with braids and pigtails as a small child, but she’d adored her four older brothers and begged endlessly to get her hair cut just like theirs. She had few firm memories of being six, but the vivid delight of being granted her wish still stuck with her.

	The place was empty and her money was as good as anyone else’s, so the barber shrugged and gestured her into the chair. She settled into place and let him cover her in a voluminous black nylon cape that draped around her like she was some kind of historical romance queen, and she relaxed at last, eyes half-closed as she focused on the comforting buzz of the trimmer skimming over the back of her scalp.

	At the barbershop, Kimmy Baker was secretly a queen on her throne — sometimes a warrior queen, sometimes a diplomat queen, sometimes a captive queen or a wealthy and powerful queen or a long-reigning gracious monarch. At the same time, she was entirely present in the moment, enjoying the Barbicide smell, the sensation of the hot towel on the nape of her neck and then the chill as it was replaced by the gentle scrape of the razor.

	The door swung open with a jingle of chimes, and although she didn’t dare turn her head while the barber shaved the back of her neck with his old-fashioned straight razor, she could see in the mirror that it was Dice entering the shop, followed by Angel and Easy.

	“Ryan told us you might be here,” Dice said. “The baby came. It’s a boy. No one’s allowed in to visit until Blade and Crys have had some, you know, bonding time with him? So we’re getting something to eat that isn’t hospital cafeteria food, if you want to join us.”

	“Sure.” She looked at the shadowy figures standing on the other side of the barbershop’s frosted window. “Who’s with you?”

	“Just bodyguards,” Dice said. “You know. Not supposed to go off without them, and all that.”

	The barber held up an admonishing finger — he clearly didn’t know, or didn’t care, that three-quarters of Smidge had just entered his shop. “Your friend is almost done here,” he said soothingly. “Have patience for another few minutes.”

	The three rock stars waited in silence as he finished up and whisked the cape away. “Thanks,” Kimmy told him, getting cash out of her pocket. “It looks great.”

	As they left the barbershop, Kimmy saw that only three people waited for the band. “Hi, Will. Hi, Aidan. Hi, Nell,” she said. Will, an Army veteran, was Angel’s long-time bodyguard. Aidan had been promoted from a regular concert security position to watch over Dice after his old bodyguard left to get married. And it was nice to have Nell as part of the bodyguard crew now, too. Ryan wasn’t there, presumably stationed outside the hospital room where Blade and Crys were getting to know their newborn son, and Kimmy wasn’t sure whether to be disappointed or relieved. Casual dating was far too much work, much of the time.

	“The restaurant across the street looks okay,” Will said. “I checked it out while you were in the barbershop. Not crowded, seems clean. Usual suspects in terms of food, burgers, sandwiches.”

	They nodded. 

	“I told Ryan I would have lunch with him,” Kimmy said, feeling guilty.

	Aidan waved that concern away. “Don’t worry about him. He was having a sandwich from the hospital cafeteria and chatting up one of the nurses when we left.”

	Oh. Well.

	As they crossed the street to the restaurant, Dice reached up and rubbed his fingers across the freshly buzzed back of Kimmy’s scalp. “Mmm, velcro,” he said, laughing.
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	Kimmy had no expectation of being invited to meet the new baby right away. She considered Crys a friend, but assumed that priority would go to the band and Sally and maybe whoever they considered family. Blade’s family was no-contact, and no one from Crys’s family had come to their wedding, but Angel’s father called Blade “son” and his mother sent care packages to both Angel and Blade, so maybe they would travel for this moment? It would be nice for the baby to have grandparents.

	After lunch, when they got back to the hotel, big notes were taped to the door of each band member’s suite, with Shower and change your shirt if you want to hold the baby! in Sally’s round bubble handwriting.

	Kimmy gave everyone a nod and a wave before heading to her room to relax and maybe nap a bit before showtime. As she passed Erva and Sally’s room, the door was open, so she stopped for a moment to say hello. Erva was sitting on the bed listening to music, freshly showered and wearing a hoodie with that laundry-fresh look, her braids wrapped into a high bun that sat like a crown. “Oh, hi, Erva!” Kimmy said. “I just wanted to ask Sally how it went at the hospital overnight. I bet she’s exhausted?”

	“Sure is! Dudette hasn’t slept at all, I don’t think, unless she dozed in a chair at some point. She’s just showering now.” Erva grinned, and gestured toward the bathroom door, where Kimmy realized she could hear the shower running. “Well, Crys needed her, and being there for people is what Sally does best. She’ll be out in a minute.”

	True enough, the water sounds came to an end, and shortly Sally stepped out in a towel. “Hey, you’re back! Better hop in the shower quick if you want to come with us, honey.”

	“Me?” Kimmy asked.

	“Yes, you. Come on, you’re Smidge family — you were with us for Blade’s bad times, you should be here to see his best times. Unless you don’t want to?”

	“I’ll shower really quick,” Kimmy promised. Smidge family. It was true, she’d been around longer than a lot of the crew. Longer than Erva, who’d joined the tour as a rigger when Smidge moved up from bars to bigger venues and had since cross-trained to the lighting crew as well. Longer than Jed, though not by much, since they’d hired the ER nurse after Blade’s first bad overdose, which wasn’t long after Kimmy joined the tour… Smidge family. Hearing Sally say those words felt good. With a big smile, she held up a finger to show she’d be quick, and bolted to her room to get that shower.
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The tour’s runabout van pulled up at the hospital just behind the limo carrying the band. Will got to ride shotgun in the limo and Nell of course was in the back with the boys — a privilege of being both bodyguard and partner. But Aidan had been sent back to ride in the van with Erva and Sally and Kimmy and Trish. He laughed about it to the Smidgettes, saying, “Dice and me, we’re always Team Little Brother. The youngest band member and the least-trained bodyguard.” Everyone chuckled along with him, but Kimmy wondered if Dice felt that too, and if he minded.

	When they arrived at the hospital, the van pulled into a side parking lot while the limo continued on to the main entrance. “It’s kind of a public appearance,” Sally explained. “Scott came over earlier to get some photographs of the baby and new parents, and he’ll be at the front doors now to make sure we have some official pictures of the rest of them arriving. But I’m told that the label has dropped the word to the vultures, so we can expect paparazzi all over the place.”

	“That’s rotten,” said Trish, her British accent intensifying with indignation, but none of them were surprised. Publicity — good publicity — was everything to the powers-that-be at Arleigh Hayward Music.

	Sally led them around to a clinic entrance, saying, “They’ll let us in here and we can meet up with the others inside.” And true enough, the receptionist at the desk in the clinic nodded to Sally and waved them through, to follow a green stripe along an interior corridor to the lobby and an elevator bank. A directory next to the elevators listed maternity as being on level 2, pink stripe. Up they went.

	The nurse filling out paperwork at the station smiled at Sally, who of course had been there all night, and pointed down the hall, saying, “You know the way.” It would have been impossible to miss the room anyway, even if Sally hadn’t been there only an hour before, because of the bodyguards clustered outside the door. The boys must already be inside.

	“We shouldn’t all crowd in,” said Trish in her polite British accent, so Kimmy hung back with her, still not certain that she belonged, not certain that she felt comfortable in this setting. Maybe it would be better just to hang out in the hall with the bodyguards — with Ryan, waving at her and giving her a wink, letting her know he wanted another date, another chance. And Will and Aidan were nice, comforting and kind.

	Looking around, Kimmy wondered why she felt so out of place. Maybe it was her general sense that working for a touring rock band as a career was just generally incompatible with maternity wards and all the happy-families energy that seemed to carry.

	But Sally had realized that Trish and Kimmy hadn’t followed her into the hospital room, and she stuck her head out, calling, “Come on in, we’ll squish and make room!” Faced with that, it would be rude to refuse. Smidge family, after all.

	So they shuffled inside.

	It was crowded, with the hospital bed and the clear plastic bassinet on wheels and four band members — who were not small men by any means, all of them tall, broad-shouldered and fit — plus Scott the photographer, and Sally and Erva, so there wasn’t much room for two more. Kimmy, half a head shorter than Trish, ended up in a corner by the door.

	Crys looked exhausted, circles under her eyes, and her normally perfect hair was up in a messy struggle bun. But she glowed, elated, the happiest woman in the world as she cradled the small, blue-swaddled bundle in her arms. And Blade, sitting on the edge of the bed beside her — he looked radiant like never before. “We’re parents,” he said in wonder. “Can you believe it?”

	“We’re calling him Luke Andrew,” Crys said. “You want to hold him, Uncle Andy?”

	Andy? Oh, right, Angel’s real name. Kimmy couldn’t help smiling as Blade tenderly took the baby from his wife and passed the little fellow to his best friend.

	Angel looked a bit choked up as he held the baby for the first time. “Hi there, Lukey,” he murmured. “This is going to be such an adventure for all of us.”

	“I grew up on tour buses,” Easy reminded them. “It’ll be great.”

	“Cool name,” Dice said, which drew agreement from everyone.

	“Like Luke Skywalker,” Kimmy added, not to anyone in particular and she hadn’t intended it to be heard distinctly beyond the general chiming in of approval for the name, but Blade heard her, and their eyes met.

	He grinned. “I was thinking Luke Spiller, but that works too.”

	Scott’s camera flash reminded everyone that he was taking pictures. “Don’t worry, guys, you know I’ll get you to approve anything I send to the label or make available to the media. Private stays private. Just figured you might want some real first-moment shots as well as posed ones.”

	“Fuck Arleigh Hayward,” Blade muttered, but he moved to stand with Angel so Scott could get a picture of the two of them together with the baby.

	“Get in there too, Easy. And you, Dice,” Scott said. “Let’s have a picture of the whole band with the little guy.” More flashes. “Good. Do you and Nell want to hold him together, Easy?”

	“No way.” Nell rejected that idea at once. “He’s really cute, but it might give people ideas.” And Easy just chuckled and nodded, unfazed. Kimmy was pretty sure he liked babies, in general, but he and Nell seemed to have a thing that didn’t involve anyone but the two of them, which was fair. I don’t really get it, but fair. She couldn’t imagine not wanting babies someday, with the right person, if she ever got a chance to settle down. But… settle down and leave the band? Leave Dice? Not that she’d ever get half a chance to meet anyone from outside the rock world, even, living on the road as she did.

	Then Sally said, “Crys, I brought my kit. Are you up to letting me fix your face and hair for some portraits? We’re going to have to give something to the label and the media, you know.”

	Crys sighed, but nodded. “More than anything, I want a shower, but I feel so tired and wobbly when I get out of bed.”

	“I can help you shower, sweetheart,” Blade offered, and the loving look he gave Crys made Kimmy feel a tiny bit envious — not in the sense of wanting Blade, but it would be nice to have someone look at her like that.

	“Nope,” Sally told him briskly. “You are going to let your band brothers take you down to the coffee shop in the lobby for a cup of coffee. We,” and her gesture included Kimmy along with Erva and Trish, “will take care of Crys and the baby.”

	Angel nodded his approval of the plan and gave Blade a friendly punch on the arm as a prompt to agree. “We’ll leave one of the bodyguards up here. Will can stay, unless Nell wants to…?”

	Nell grimaced at the other women. “I could use some tea, honestly. And I’m better at protecting Eamonn than watching over babies, cute as this one is,” she added with a wry laugh.

	The room emptied out as Sally plugged in a set of hot rollers, then produced a couple of fluffy towels from her bag. “See? I’ve thought of everything. And I’ve got your shower gel and shampoo so you can feel as normal as possible.”

	“That’s sweet of you.” Then, glancing over at the baby Erva was holding, Crys asked, “Is it time for him to nurse? Should I do that before I shower?”

	Sally looked at a notebook on the bedside table. “Close enough. See if he wants to?”

	So Crys took her baby back from Erva and unsnapped the shoulder of her hospital gown, draping a flannelette blanket over herself and Luke’s head so she wasn’t exposing a breast to the whole room. Even so, Trish got up and excused herself, awkwardly offering to bring tea or coffee up for any of the women who wanted it.

	“Oh,” Crys said, looking worriedly at Trish’s back vanishing through the door.

	“Don’t mind her,” said Erva. “Full back tat, travels with a rock tour, doesn’t flinch when the boys walk around naked, but she’s still somehow uncomfortable with toilet functions and bare boobs.”

	“Do you want me to give you some space too, Crys?” Kimmy offered, wondering if she was intruding on the new mother’s privacy. “I mean, nursing doesn’t bother me, two of my brothers have had kids and Marisa and Ella — my sisters-in-law — were not shy about it. Marisa says babies don’t want their heads covered up while they’re eating. But I can go out if…”

	“No,” Crys shot her a look of gratitude before pushing the cloth out of the way and looking down at Luke with adoring exasperation as she tried to get him to latch properly. “Please stay if you like, and thank you. I’m not very good at this yet, and it’s easier if I can see what we’re doing. Oh! There…”

	Kimmy didn’t mean to stare, she really didn’t, but there was something compelling and fierce in the way the newborn baby nursed, utterly committed to the moment, and the scattered, bemused joy written all over Crys was mesmerizing.

	“You want babies, Kimmy?” Erva asked casually, her voice a little too dry.

	“Me? Well, who would I have babies with, working on a rock tour? I don’t see myself meeting Prince Charming anytime soon out here.” Kimmy tried to match Erva’s nonchalant tone.

	Sally let out a bit of a laugh at that. “True enough, honey.”

	“You never know,” said Crys, making heart-eyes at her baby as she switched him to the other side. “I did.”

	The other women shared a look. “I’m glad your fairytale worked out,” Sally said to her. “It’s nice to see Blade happy like this.” And that was something they could all agree on.

	Gradually, Luke’s nursing slowed and he relaxed into sleep, his tiny jaw falling slack as he dozed. “I think he’s done,” Crys murmured.

	“Great.” Sally leaned over and took the baby from her. “Let’s get you into that shower.” She went to put him down in the bassinette, and Kimmy sucked in a breath, inadvertently loud enough that Sally glanced over at her. “What?”

	“Doesn’t he need burping? My sisters-in-law always…” Kimmy’s voice trailed off. She hadn’t meant to criticize, and was by no means an expert on infants, but she had a clear memory of Marissa saying never, ever put him down without burping him or he’ll be up screaming all night, and another of Ella saying got to get the bubbles out as she bounced her little girl.

	“Okay, sure,” and Sally turned around and held Luke out to Kimmy. “You burp him while Crys showers, huh?”

	And that was how Kimmy found herself holding the small, warm bundle against her shoulder, patting and rubbing his back as she remembered her family doing with their babies. “You’re a precious darling, aren’t you?” she found herself whispering to him. She wasn’t sure how one knew when the burping process was complete, but he seemed fast asleep. Still, she didn’t put him down in his little plastic bed, but cuddled him all the time Sally and Erva helped Crys with her shower.

	A nurse popped in briefly and tutted at Kimmy’s uncovered shoulder before tucking a cloth over it, then said she was glad Crys was showering and that she’d come back later.

	Soon Crys was out of the shower and dressed in a gorgeous powder blue eyelet nightgown and matching robe — not practical at all but perfect for photo portraits — with her hair wrapped around hot rollers while Sally applied some barely there makeup. “Not that you need it in the slightest,” the makeup artist muttered, “but why give the world anything to pick at?”

	“Seems silly to have to be perfect after giving birth,” Erva grumbled, but she got the matching powder blue eyelet baby blanket out of Sally’s bag.

	The men returned, and Sally immediately pounced on Blade to fix his hair and touch up his eyeliner.

	“You look like you know what you’re doing,” Dice said to Kimmy, who was still holding Luke.

	She cuddled the baby close, hoping he’d stay asleep with all the increased noise in the room. Not for the first time over the past couple of years, she was surprised at the pleasure she found in holding an infant, warm and tiny and trusting. “Yeah, well, I’ve got two nieces and a nephew, so I get a lot of practice whenever I’m home for a holiday or whatever.” Dice’s eyebrows rose at that, so she added, “I have four brothers, remember. Big family.”

	“Right. Well, I brought you a brownie.”

	“Aww, thanks! Do you want to hold him so I don’t wake him up trying to eat it?” she asked.

	Dice gave her a doubtful look. “What if I drop him? I haven’t held babies much, myself. At all, really.”

	“You wouldn’t,” Kimmy said encouragingly. “You’re strong. Drummers have great coordination. And sleeping babies are lovely to cuddle, like little hot water bottles with heartbeats.”

	He put the paper bag he held down on the windowsill and reached out tentatively, letting her place Luke into his arms, smiling as she guided his hands into a secure hold. “He’s a sweet little fellow, isn’t he?” Dice whispered in wonder.

	But Sally looked over with kind concern, as though she’d forgotten he was twenty-five years old now and not in the habit of dropping his drumsticks or breaking things. “You should sit down to hold him, Dice! And make sure you’re supporting his head.”

	“Here, I can take him,” Blade said, getting up and coming over to take his son. “I think Scott’s about ready to snap some family portraits.” No one could mistake the proud emphasis on family in his voice. Kimmy didn’t think he meant to imply that he didn’t trust Dice to hold the baby, but the timing — coming right after Sally’s words — was unfortunate.

	“Congratulations, man,” Dice said, handing the baby over. He didn’t seem bothered, so Kimmy decided it wasn’t her place to mind for him.

	A minute later, as they watched the photo session, she nudged him with her elbow and said, “You want some of this brownie?”

	“What, you can’t eat it all?” he teased.

	She grinned. “Well, I could, but I’m willing to share.” She held it out and he broke off a corner. “Thanks for getting it for me,” she added.

	“Got to keep my drum tech happy.”

	“Got to keep my drummer happy.” She broke off another corner and passed it to him, and a warm feeling filled her as his fingers brushed hers in taking it. Happiness.


[image: •••]


	Later, during soundcheck at the venue — because concerts didn’t stop for a little thing like a baby, as the label put it, and they had a responsibility to the fans who’d bought tickets, especially the ones who’d bought VIP Soundcheck Experience packages, which meant doing an extended soundcheck and fan Q&A on every show night — Dice told Kimmy that the band had decided to buy Blade and Crys a nursery bus as a baby gift. Not just a rented tour bus, but a proper custom job with a soundproofed nursery room so Luke could sleep and be changed and fed in comfort no matter where they were or how loud things got. “Not that it’ll help if we have to go to Europe again in the fall,” he muttered with displeasure. They had a bit of privacy, him up on the drum riser with her standing behind it, and he didn’t have a vocals mic, so talking between them was confidential enough if they took their monitors out of their ears and didn’t shout. “I’m all in favor of a chance to eat baguettes and gelato again, but this tour was supposed to be over. The contract was for three albums. We’ve done that. We’ve toured and toured almost non-stop. I don’t understand how they keep on extending things, saying we’re not out of contract.”

	“Europe again?” It was the first she’d heard of them going overseas again so soon, though it didn’t surprise her.

	“That’s what Angel said. He was told it’s because the European special edition CD for My Tainted Baby hasn’t sold as well as they’d anticipated and we need to tour there again to push it — when really the issue is their total lack of awareness that vinyl’s been seeing mega growth, especially in the UK and France, streaming is on an exponential rise, and CDs just aren’t hot. Special edition vinyl would have made more sense, but no.”

	“Angel’s pretty smart,” Kimmy agreed.

	Dice snorted. “He is, but he only said Mofford was bitching about disappointing sales and wants us over there to push the Euro Tainted CD. I figured the rest out myself.” Edison Mofford was the new A&R manager they’d been stuck with after
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