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  Chapter 1


Megan Gamble edged onto the stage at the empty LA arena, the seats fading into the distance and her famous son almost directly in front of her. Just this morning she had decided that this time she was really going to do it: she was going to take charge of her life and change things up. 
Apparently, life had taken that resolution pretty literally.
Kyle heard her, but instead of saying hello, he turned to his buddy and bandmate Li-Fang. “Jesus, fuck. You asked my Mom to sing backup?”
Not what she wanted to hear, but far from a surprise. 
Her relationship with Kyle had been so bad for so long that she could barely remember what it was like to have a normal conversation with him. So this morning, when she’d made a two-item list of things to fix in her life, the sour relationship with Kyle had been one of them. The other? She was going to find a job that didn’t involve working in the same office as Jaimie Somerset.
Li-Fang turned. “Mrs. M! You made it!” Unlike Kyle, Li-Fang stepped forward, his arms open wide. She remembered the first time they’d met, when Li-Fang had been an earnest kindergartener. He’d told her, “Li-Fang, rhymes with song. Not fang. I don’t have super big teeth, see?“ And the five-year-old had smiled wide, pulling back his lips. 
Her heart both lifted and broke. She’d met the rest of the band, but Li-Fang was the only other person on the stage she knew at all well, and while she was happy that he was glad to see her, she hated the contrast with Kyle’s behavior.
“Great to see you Li, everyone,” Megan said. She waved at the rest of the band and ducked under the neck of Li-Fang’s electric violin for her hug. 
Then she pulled away and asked, “Kyle, did you say I’m singing?” 
Kyle looked at her, eyes wide, then spoke again to Li-Fang, shaking his head at his buddy. “You didn’t tell her? Li-Fang, you said you had a vocalist who would be perfect for this, and then you just expected Mom to, what? Figure it out? Go with it? What is with you these days?” He spoke into his mic, the sound carrying over the empty arena. It was as if staring at thousands of empty seats was as normal for Kyle these days as staring at the posters on the wall of his old bedroom had been, back when he’d still lived at home.
Great. Now Kyle was pissed off at Li-Fang, too.
Li-Fang held his bow down at his side, facing Kyle. Standing tall. “No, I didn’t tell your mom. I asked if she was flying down for the concert, and when she said yes, I figured we were set. I didn’t want to freak her out.” Li-Fang turned and looked at Megan with classic puppy-dog eyes. Those eyes made younger women do very foolish things, at least according to social media. But Megan had known Li-Fang for too many years to react that way to this man. 
“You’ll sing, right?” Li-Fang asked. 
That zing she felt? That was adrenaline shooting through her body. It had been more than twenty years since her last sound check, which had been in a church multi-use room when she’d done backup for a bunch of Christian rockers. But apparently Li-Fang had promised Kyle that Megan would sing today. 
Li-Fang had always been a sweet kid. She didn’t want to let him down, and maybe singing would help ease the tension with Kyle. So she nodded yes, figuring it was just a sound check. The normal backup singer must have had a conflict this afternoon, and Kyle was a perfectionist when it came to his music. He’d want to make sure the balance on the mics was right, run a few things before tonight’s show.
“You want me over here?” she asked, stepping to the stand mic near the rear of the stage, careful not to trip over the loose cords. After they finished sound check and finalized the setup, the roadies would make sure everything was taped down, but now they were still adjusting equipment.
She leaned into the mic. “Testing. One. Two.” 
Speaking those words felt like coming home and like jumping off a ten story building all at the same time, perfectly normal and utterly insane. 
Kyle didn’t even look over his shoulder. “Mom, you gotta get closer.”
She crowded the mic, close enough to smell the metal grid protecting the pickup. “This better? Check, check?” If this wasn’t close enough, she’d have to put the thing inside her mouth.
Kyle nodded, back still turned. 
Come on, Kyle. Turn around. Look at me.
The jeans he was wearing looked exactly like a pair she’d bought for him when he was thirteen. Maybe they actually were. His hair was longer than she remembered, the stage lighting making pale highlights stand out against the deep brown of his natural color. And clearly Kyle had been working out between gigs; the shoulders that hadn’t filled out until late in high school were broader now, and his arms seemed thicker.
There were a lot of tweets about those shoulders. And that voice. And the cut of his cheekbones.
Tweets about her kid.
“Mic’s picking you up just fine, Mrs. M.” Li-Fang put a bow to the strings of his violin and wailed out a line. 
On Kyle’s first day of kindergarten, she’d waited with the other mothers to pick up their kids. Kyle, dressed in a YMCA Super-Camper T-shirt, standing next to a cute Asian boy with a shy smile and an awful haircut, their shoulders practically touching as they avoided the girls to either side of them.
“Is that your boy next to mine?” the woman beside her had asked, gesturing with a tiny movement of her hand.
That was how Megan had met Jiao. By the end of that first week, Megan had invited Jiao to join the weekly coffee date she had with her best friend Keiko, and the three had been friends ever since. 
Keiko and Megan met in college. After passing the bar, Keiko had joined the law firm where Megan was already a paralegal, and the two of them had worked there for almost twenty years. But not for much longer. Because this time she was really going to quit, find a new job, and get away from Jaimie, even if it did mean leaving Keiko. Thinking back on what she’d learned about Jaimie this morning, she was flat out pissed with herself. She’d deluded herself about him for far too long. 
“You ready, Mrs. M?” Li-Fang asked.
Five-year-old Li-Fang had called her Mrs. M, because Kyle had his dad’s last name, Marshall. Her own driver’s license read “Megan Gamble,” but she’d always be Mrs. M to Li-Fang.
Megan looked up from the set list taped to the floor in front of her mic and nodded toward Li-Fang, then just missed catching Kyle’s eye. Darn. Look at me, please.
Kyle glanced past her to the drummer upstage and to her right, actually smiling for a change, probably looking forward to the music. “Zane, count us in.” 
Zane, a beefy man with a shaved head, smashed his sticks together four times.
They conjured music out of the air, and the sound twitched the sinews that held her bones together. She’d defy anyone who thought they could resist this visceral pull to move. She couldn’t stand still, that was certain.
As her body loosened up and she waited for her entrance, she took in the empty seats of the arena, the water bottle on the floor next to Charlotte’s array of keyboards, the dim lights at the sound boards in the middle distance, where three men with headphones manipulated hidden levers and dials. 
Damn, this was the experience of a lifetime, to hear a band as incredible as this one do its thing when she was standing literally in the middle of the action.
The beat pulsed through her, spreading from her core to her legs and shoulders. She let her head move in time.
The Sutter Boys had always been good, playing the kind of high energy music that made her forget she was in her forties now—the kind of music that made her dance, sweat, and sing at the top of her lungs. She’d been to countless concerts, starting back when the band was playing tiny venues in the Bay Area, and she knew all their music, acoustic versions to studio recordings, even the extended bridges Kyle liked to throw in during a live show.
But she’d never been on the stage with them while they were working their magic, and singing even just for sound check dialed the thrill up to eleven. She wasn’t sure exactly why their normal singer had flaked, or why they had needed Megan to stand in, but this was incredible!
At the chorus to “Days of Broken Glass,” she crowded the mic again and grabbed it with both hands, the metal cool on her palms. This was the mic where what’s-her-face would be swaying later tonight, but for now, it was Megan’s voice adding to the mix.
Of course Megan knew the harmonies. Every fan did, and some of them could hold pitch, make their voices ring with Kyle’s. Megan’s own voice, as rusty as it was, was perfectly suited to Kyle’s. The timbre of the voice was encoded by the genes, and she shared half of Kyle’s DNA. She was his mother, and could lock a harmony with her boy better than anyone on the planet. That was a powerful high for a music addict like her.
Too bad no one would ever hear this except the band, the crew, and the arena staff. Okay, focus. Kyle wasn’t messing around. 
He ran the sound check like it was an actual rehearsal. 
“Someone get Mom an in-ear monitor,” Kyle said at the end of that first piece, but there was already a tech heading her direction with a pair of the devices in his hand, pulling a genuine smile of appreciation to her son’s face. He said, “On top of things as always, I see. Thanks, Erik.”
Once Megan seated the devices, they were off again. 
Kyle asked for a faster tempo on “No More You,” and then praised the bass player, Theo, for a silky new addition to his line on that piece. He winced when their keyboard player Charlotte threw in a minor seventh to the bridge on “Finding Livvie,” and tossed the word, “Nope,” over his shoulder. He made them redo the number, of course. He also corrected Megan at least three or four times, which was kind of mortifying. She’d forgotten what it was like to sing for someone who demanded perfection. It had been that way back when she’d been with 2 Samuel 6, and apparently it was that way with Kyle. 
It was kind of odd that Kyle was nitpicking her performance, because it didn’t matter, unless maybe he thought her mistakes would throw off the rest of the band. But the comments kept coming. 
Kyle had a great ear, and he was mostly right when he called her out, so she sucked it up for the sake of self-improvement. Her entrance had been sloppy on “No More You.” Her vowel matching hadn’t been great at the start of “Running”; not nearly as good as it had been in the other numbers. She swallowed her pride, listened harder, mimicked him more closely, and admitted to herself that the music sounded better after she made the changes. Kyle even nodded her direction once, and while it wasn’t a Grammy award, she knew that there was professional respect there.
She glowed.
But then Kyle told her to lose the scoop before the chorus of “Days of Broken Glass.” 
“I like the scoop,” she said into her mic. All the band did it, using the mics instead of raising their voices to make themselves heard.
“You may like the scoop, but I don’t,” was all Kyle said. “Drop it.”
She said, “Yes, sir,” and threw a mock salute at Kyle’s back. Theo, the dark-haired, lanky bass player, caught the motion, and raised an eyebrow. She felt like she was in on the joke with one of the cool kids, but then Theo held her gaze for a tad too long. She wanted to roll her eyes; he was far too young to be paying this much attention to the old lady on the stage. 
She wasn’t really old; she knew that. But being around twenty-year-olds didn’t make her feel any younger.
Zane counted them in again, and this time she didn’t slide up to her entrance. 
Kyle didn’t cut any of them any slack. Even Li-Fang, who had been playing the violin since he was four, got called out a couple of times, though Kyle also tossed Li-Fang an awed, “Smokin’!” after one particularly nimble-fingered run.
Kyle was spot-on with his comments (except for that scoop, of course, which would have sounded great), but did he have to be so cold with her?
Sound check lasted almost forty-five minutes, but finally Kyle was satisfied. He handed his guitar to a hovering tech, and Megan sagged. Her feet were tired, and her ribs were almost sore; clearly the breath support she’d once had was shot. Megan turned to Charlotte, the keyboardist, and said, “God, I’m wiped. I don’t know how you all do this five times a week.”
Charlotte flipped a switch on one of her boards and gave Megan a warm, gap-toothed smile. “You’ll get the hang of it.”
That comment struck Megan as odd, but she was too focused on finding some water to think much of it. Her throat wasn’t exactly sore, but if she didn’t get some liquid down, her vocal chords were going to start talking to her.
It had been a long day. She’d been in her closet of an office at six this morning plowing through files for her firm’s attorneys, trying to get ahead so she could grab her midday flight from San Jose to LA. And then Jaimie had blindsided her with his news, making it almost impossible to concentrate and spoiling her productivity.
She was so exhausted now that her body felt almost hollow. The adrenaline that had been keeping her standing was shutting down hard.
Well, the concert tonight should perk her up again. After that she could head to her hotel and collapse. The alarm was going to go off awfully early if she was going to catch her flight and get home in time to make her regular Saturday morning gab-fest with Jiao and Keiko. Wait until she told them that she’d sung at sound check!
“Good work, Mrs. M,” Li-Fang said. “Grab you a water?” He dug around in a big plastic bowl filled with ice and canned drinks. The bowl was identical to the one her office kept in the big cabinet over the fridge, which she hauled out for afternoon meetings and filled with exactly the same selection of beverages. 
It struck her as pretty funny. Weren’t these rock-star types supposed to have gold-plated trays and crystal glasses and caviar? Maybe not.
Kyle grabbed an ultra-caffeinated energy drink, pried off the top, and glared at Li-Fang. “I’m guessing you owe Mom more than a bottle of water that’s already been paid for.”
Kyle had bags under his eyes. Later someone would give him guyliner, and they’d probably use concealer as well, but up close, her hot-shot kid looked pretty beat-up. 
The rest of the band drifted off, leaving the three of them at the edge of the stage. And a couple of roadies. And that guy with the headset. And the group of three very young women sitting on amp cases just off the stage, feet dangling like they were still sitting on playground swing sets. Instead of sneakers, their feet were in obnoxiously high heels, criss-crossed straps showing off painted toenails. The women eyed Kyle and Li-Fang, but turned away pretty quickly when they caught Megan staring in their direction.
Li-Fang tapped Megan’s arm with a sweating water bottle, then held it out for her. “Here you go, Mrs. M.” His eyes followed Megan’s to the girls offstage, and Li-Fang dipped his chin slightly, smiling in their direction.
Megan took the water and frowned. Li-Fang and Kyle were young, but surely those girls were too young, right? Were they even eighteen? 
Li-Fang gave each of the women a long, head-to-toe look, even with Megan standing right there. She elbowed him. “Weren’t you dating your backup singer? And where is she, anyway?”
Kyle snorted and ignored the second part of her question. “I guess that’s one way to describe what he was doing.” 
There was no doubt what he was implying. But Megan’s feet hurt, and she’d been putting up with him barking orders at her for almost an hour. “Kyle. Stop that. You’ve been a grouch to me all afternoon, and you haven’t even had the decency to really say hello. You’re not a toddler. Come on. Do better.”
His sulk was familiar, like the classic expression of a fourteen-year-old, but now it was laid over a fleshed-out face that needed a shave. He stared at her with dead eyes and spoke with a completely flat voice. “Hello.”
She blinked rapidly, her eyes suddenly watery.
What had gone so wrong with their relationship? They’d been a team, once upon a time, and now it was like he was permanently mad at her. And she never been able to figure out exactly what she’d done.
Resolutions, baby, she told herself. Two resolutions: new job, and fix whatever was wrong with this relationship.
The silence stretched out for a beat. Kyle put his energy drink to his lips and tipped his head back, which the young women seemed to find fascinating.
Li-Fang gave Kyle’s other arm a light punch. “Jesus, man. Show maybe a little respect for your mom, okay? Stop staring at the girls. You know they’ll be there later.”
Kyle lowered the bottle and glared at Li-Fang. “You’re really going to go there, and hassle me about the groupies when your inability to keep your dick in your pants is why we’re in this situation at all?”
Megan’s chin jerked forward and her eyebrows leapt upward. Wow. He really wasn’t holding back. But maybe he was even cruder when she wasn’t around, because this was really not the way she had raised her boy.
Li-Fang beat her to the punch. “Language, man. And don’t be calling me out. At least Katya was almost a girlfriend. Unlike the way you and Theo go through women.”
“Well, if Katya was your girlfriend, why were your pants around your ankles when that groupie was on her knees last night in San Diego, huh?”
Megan coughed into her hand. Okay, that was definitely worse than Kyle just using the word “dick.”
Li-Fang said, “Pot, have you met kettle? Weren’t there two girls in your dressing room last night?”
“What if there were?”
“Right here,” Megan said, but the guys barely flicked their eyes in her direction, still glaring at each other. “Maybe you two could dial this down a bit.”
After a beat where he visibly forced his shoulders to relax, Li-Fang said, “No problem, Mrs. M.”
“No, the language isn’t the real problem, now is it, Li?” Kyle took a step forward, crowding his buddy. Li-Fang had almost two inches on Kyle, but Kyle was behaving like he was calling out an employee who’d been way out of line. “The real problem was you and Katya. Resulting it the lack of Katya. And your lack of control, which put us in this position in the first place. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go talk to the ladies for a minute while you fix our problem.”
Li-Fang looked from Kyle to Megan, then back at Kyle. “She’s your mom!”
“Your problem,” Kyle said.
“What problem?” Megan asked, looking between the two men.
Kyle just raised the corners of his mouth, then actually leaned over and kissed Megan on the cheek. “Just a lovely little surprise from Li-Fang. See you.” He strolled toward the girls, who slipped off the cases to stand and giggle. One of them flicked her hair back over her shoulders and leaned in to run a hand over Kyle’s arm. 
It was downright nauseating to realize that the kid she’d raised all by herself was now an object of lust. These girls were really young, which was certainly concerning, but it could have been worse. Women her own age (and older) fan-girled for her boy. And men, too. People her own age? She shuddered. That was where her stomach wouldn’t let her mind go.
Li-Fang said, “Yeah. That must be hard to watch, but I swear he’ll tone it down.”
She could shake it off, right? “I’m just here for tonight, and of course I’m going to catch the San Jose show tomorrow. So I won’t have to put up with him for long.” Which was good, because she didn’t think she would be able to stand watching Kyle behave this way night after night.
“We-e-ell.” Li-Fang stretched the word out and grimaced. He fiddled with the label on his bottle of water, pulling a loose corner free from the sweating plastic. He hadn’t drained much of it. “You remember Katya?”
Megan nodded. “I just covered for her. Of course I remember her. Where is she this afternoon, anyway?”
Li-Fang looked back out at the arena, and Megan wondered if maybe Katya was sitting in one of the distant seats. Then Li-Fang turned back to Megan and ran a hand over his face. “I don’t really know. She kind of quit last night.”
Ah. Pants around his ankles. A groupie giving him a blow job. Right.
“She quit, huh? But who’s going to sing tonight?”
His eyes got very wide. Pleading. “You? We don’t have anyone else, and I knew you would be here.” Li-Fang looked down, scuffing the edge of his shoe against the dusty floor. At some point he’d stopped wearing Vans and started wearing dress shoes. 
“Thanks for the tickets, by the way.” Kyle certainly hadn’t thought to comp her any.
“You’re welcome. But you don’t really need them now, not if you’re going to sing.”
Why did he keep saying that? “You can’t be serious.”
The foot scuffing was back. “I’m dead serious. Who else are we going to get in time for the show? Lots of people would jump on a chance to sing with us, but Katya quit last night, less than twenty-four hours ago. We all thought she would cool off and show up this morning, but she didn’t. So now we’ve got a show in a few hours and no backup singer. No one knows our set list better than you do, and you were gonna be here and I knew you’d want to help us out. You caught every one of our shows when we were still local in the Bay Area. And of course you can sing—you did sound amazing at sound check, by the way. We don’t have time to teach someone else all this music. And you saw what Kyle was like with you. Can you imagine how stressed he would be if it was someone who barely knew our stuff? Please, Mrs. M. Eventually we’ll figure something out, but we can’t figure it out today. I guess Katya never wants to see my sorry ass again. I mean, she was pretty upset.”
Megan thought of the lovely image Kyle had painted. “I can’t imagine why.”
“Yeah, well, kinda probably shouldn’t have done that, or at least I should have been more careful.”
“Li-Fang!”
“Right. Shouldn’t have done that.” 
Megan nodded. “That’s right. You shouldn’t have.” She really didn’t want to talk to a man she’d known since he was five about the fact he’d let some random woman blow him, and pissed off his girlfriend in the process.
“So, will you sing?” He had the label all the way off his water bottle now, and was working at the little patches of glue still stuck to the side.
“Do I have much of a choice?” She shook her head to clear it, thinking about the empty seats beyond the stage and feeling her stomach drop. “How many people does this place seat?” 
“Oh, I don’t know exactly. Maybe ten thousand? More?”
“Jesus!” Now she was the one swearing. Great. “I can’t possibly do that. Ten thousand people? They’ll probably sue you guys for their money back if you throw an old lady onto the stage.”
“Well, they’ll certainly be more pissed if we cancel the show.”
“The band would cancel the show if I said I wasn’t going to sing?” Megan couldn’t even imagine that. When the car had dropped her off there had already been people lined up waiting for the doors to open. There had to be more of them by now.
“No, I guess we wouldn’t cancel. But we sound way better when we have a backup singer, and you totally rocked the rehearsal.”
“So that’s why Kyle ran so much of the set. I was wondering about that.”
Li-Fang nodded. “C’mon, Mrs. M. You’re an old pro, right? I mean, not old old, but you’ve performed before.”
She put her hand to her temple. God, her head hurt. 
Maybe caffeine would help. “Yeah, I’ve performed, but for something like a hundred people in a church multipurpose room. Not with a band like yours.” She waved her hand around, trying to indicate the size of the venue, the sheer number of people on the payroll here in LA and touring with the band. The social media. Everything. “You guys are way, way out of my league. I was a good-enough-for-a-tiny-bar singer, nothing more. So it’s not quite the same thing. Besides, the last time I performed was more than twenty years ago.”
And boy, had her days with that band ended on a sour note. It wasn’t just that life and a new baby had gotten in the way of singing. She didn’t want to think about that band ever again. Not if she could help it.
Li-Fang backed up a step, and she realized just how loud her voice had gotten. Then the idiot actually got on his knees. “Please, Mrs. M? Kyle was about ready to kill me when we realized that Katya really had bailed. Why do you think he was so pissy at sound check? He’s stressed. There’s a lot riding on this for the whole band. We could really use the help. Please.”
How had she let things with Kyle get so bad that he wouldn’t even ask her for a favor in a situation like this one? Her boy’s band needed her, and now Kyle was nowhere to be seen. Instead, he’d sent Li-Fang. “Well, why didn’t you clear this with Kyle before? It seems like he had no idea I was showing up for sound check.”
Li-Fang looked even more uncomfortable. “I probably should have, but…” He stopped. 
With a sigh Megan said, “But you knew how much he hates being around me. I used to think it was the normal way adult kids drift away from their parents, but ever since he visited home the tour before last, it’s been really bad. I’m guessing you just didn’t want to risk telling him.”
“No, can’t say that I did.”
“Well, I get that.” She took a deep breath and looked back toward all the empty seats in the arena beyond the stage. She wanted a better relationship with Kyle, not to piss him off even more. And as much as she hated to admit it, she could probably survive for a show, if that’s what it took to get this tour back on track. She took a slug from her water bottle. Her vocal chords were going to need a lot more love if she was going to sing tonight. 
Her breathing sped up. That whole arena, full. “Ten thousand people?”
“Maybe more?” Li-Fang looked very guilty. 
“What are you going to tell your mom?” 
She was thinking how appalled Jiao would be if she ever heard exactly how Li-Fang had managed to piss off his girlfriend, but that wasn’t the question Li-Fang answered. “I’ll tell her that Mrs. M bailed me out again? I can’t tell her the whole story, that’s for sure.”
“Yeah, I don’t think she’d love that.” Jiao Wang, hearing about her son getting interrupted in the middle of a blow job. Nope. That would not go over well at all.
“Please.”
She closed her eyes, not wanting to look at the empty arena when she said the word. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but…okay.”






  
  Chapter 2


After finishing makeup and wardrobe, Megan stepped into one of the backstage hallways and almost collided with a roadie carrying an open cardboard box of concert tees. The box went flying, but Kyle had just emerged from a different door and somehow grabbed the box before it hit the ground. 
And then he went on to behave so differently from the way he’d been treating her. Instead of yelling or getting upset, Kyle held the box while the other man picked up the handful of T-shirts that had fallen out and tossed them back. Kyle returned the box with a smile.
His quick save reminded her of a time when she’d almost flipped one of Kyle’s pancakes onto the floor, and he’d caught the flying food with the plate he was holding out. He’d been about seven.
The roadie said something, and Kyle gave the man’s shoulder a brief squeeze, saying, “No problem, man.”
That was the boy she’d raised.
She was just a few feet away when Kyle noticed her. Mother and son now had matching eyeliner and skinny jeans, but her heels were three inches higher; and while he was in a T-shirt, she was in something a bit like a tank top, but with snaps, and leather, and hooks, and enough support that even Dolly Parton could have gone jogging in it.
“Jeez, Mom! I should’ve hired you a while ago. You’re going to be fighting them off with a stick.”
That was his first comment? Yikes. Not exactly the conversational opening she was looking for. “Thanks, I think. Good to see you, by the way. How’ve you been? Things going okay? It’s been a long time since we had a chance to catch up.”
“And you think now is a good time, what, twenty minutes before we go on? I don’t think so. Not when you can’t even make time for me when I’m back at your place for an actual visit.” What did he mean by that, exactly? He turned as if he was about to walk away, then faced her again. “Maybe you should be taking this gig a bit more seriously, you think? Instead, here you are, acting like singing your first arena show is no biggie, like we should just hang out and chat.”
It wasn’t kindly said. 
She told herself to suck it up. Kyle was stressed, and rightfully so. His backup singer had quit, and he must be worried about how Megan was going to do. She could be a total disaster, humiliate herself, and maybe even mess up the show for the band. So if Kyle was way too brusque with her, she could understand why.
It hit her again, after the whirlwind of wardrobe and makeup and getting her inner ear monitors better calibrated: she was going onstage soon. It got very hard to swallow, and suddenly her mouth was full of saliva.
She tried again. “Yeah, this isn’t really the time, is it. Any chance you can come by the house before the San Jose show tomorrow? We could catch up then.”
“Sorry, Mom. Radio spots all day.”
Okay then. She’d have to try some other time. Maybe they’d have a chance backstage before tomorrow’s show. The band would have another singer by then, so at least Megan wouldn’t be dealing with stage fright.
A guy with a clipboard brushed past, and Kyle said, “Oh, hey, Deke, sorry to interrupt, but could you let the arena know the lock’s busted on the bathroom door in my dressing room?”
Deke pulled out a pen and scribbled a note. “Sure thing, Mr. Marshall.”
The grin crept all the way to Kyle’s eyes. “Enough with the ‘Mr. Marshall’ stuff. Come on. My name’s Kyle. I don’t bite, you know.”
“Right,” said the roadie, looking pleased. “I’ll make sure they check it out for you. Broken lock.”
“Thanks, man.” Kyle gave him a mock punch in the shoulder, and Deke continued toward the stage. 
One of the girls from earlier came out of the same door as Kyle had and swung a skinny arm over his shoulder. Her hand snaked down toward his pecs and gave his upper chest a leisurely stroke. “Who’s that, babe?”
Kyle shrugged away from her touch and the woman slid her hand back to his shoulder. “That’s my mom.”
The woman’s eyes were on Megan. “Your mom’s kinda hot for an old lady.” 
Megan took a step forward. “Excuse me?” It sounded far too much like the line Jaimie had used before she hooked up with him the first time, both of them drunk at a Christmas party days after his wife had kicked him out of the house. Well, after the first time his wife had kicked him out. She didn’t like being reminded of Jaimie at all.
Kyle reached for the girl’s hand and moved it off his shoulder. “Leave it, babe. We’re on in twenty. Still plenty of time.” He smiled down at her, touching a finger to her cheek, and the girl grinned up at him before shooting Megan a rather triumphant smile. 
Yeah, it was pretty clear that Kyle wasn’t going to be interested in a mother-son heart-to-heart any time soon. How was she going to reach him? She had to do something if she wanted a real relationship with Kyle. And that woman seemed awfully young.
“Kyle,” Megan said, “Can I speak with you for a minute?” 
Kyle turned the girl’s face toward him with one hand and used his other to tap her three times on the tip of her perky little nose. “Wait. Right. Here.” When he turned back to Megan, he dipped his chin and looked out from under his eyebrows, appearing determined to stare her down.
Megan pulled him away from the little minx, realizing she was holding a leather cuff at his wrist. Yep, her son now wore leather jewelry. “Is she even legal? I do hope you know something about consent. And protection.”
Kyle’s eyes got wide, and then he just shook his head. “Really? You want to give me a little sex ed lecture a month into tour? Because you think I’ve been doing…what, exactly, during the last five years of my career?”
Okay, so talking to him about protection had been pretty stupid, but the age thing wasn’t obvious, at least not to her. “How old is she?” Megan asked.
“Jesus,” Kyle swore, then looked over his shoulder at the girl. “Babe?” 
“Yeah?”
“Mom wants to know if you’re into me or not. Seems she’s worried about consent. And you being old enough.”
The girl oozed back to Kyle’s side and tried to glue her body to his. When she turned to look at Megan, light flashed off the tiny rhinestones dotted under the girl’s eyebrows. “Totally legal. And you may be his mom, but you’re not mine. So don’t be in my face about what I do with my body.”
“Well,” Megan said under her breath. “I guess she’s consenting.” 
She felt queasy, but who was she to judge any else’s sex life? Her own was too screwed up for words. For years she had heard how rocky her boss’s marriage was, and how it wasn’t going to last. She’d listen and sympathize, and time and again Jaimie would sweet-talk her into sleeping with him, telling her she was the only one who really understood him. 
Sometimes Megan thought she and Jaimie were headed for a relationship. But that never happened.
They’d sleep together for a few weeks, even months, and she’d get comfortable. Then one morning Jaimie would lie in her bed, sated, and casually mention that his wife had let him move back home a few days earlier. Funny how he never mentioned it before they had sex.
Then Jaimie would pretend they’d never spent time together, and that she was just some paralegal who happened to work for him.
The weeks right after one of their interludes were always the worst. Megan would be pissed off and ashamed that Jaimie had manipulated her again, but she’d also be depressed. Would no one ever love her for being herself? Did she just deserve to be treated like that? 
A few months later, Jaimie would be back at her office door. He only pulled that sort of thing when the two of them were the last people in the office, and then he’d appear, shaken and emotional, saying his marriage was over for good this time.
And the cycle would start over again. Comfort. Seduction. Betrayal. At this point, she didn’t even like Jaimie.
Especially not after the bomb he had dropped this morning. Next spring, Jaimie was taking a month out of the office—a month!—to take his “beloved” wife on a luxury cruise to celebrate their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Just ten days earlier, Jaimie had told Megan that his divorce papers were all but signed. 
So no, she wasn’t in a position to judge anyone’s sex life. She should cut Kyle a break, surrounded by women like this one, living his life in the tabloids. That had to add a level of stress that Megan could only begin to imagine. Why shouldn’t he sleep with these women if they were into it and it made him happier?
“Sorry,” Megan said. “None of my business.” 
The girl nodded and tucked herself further under Kyle’s arm.
Kyle continued to stare Megan down. “Nope. Not really your business.”
She hated that her relationship with Kyle had come to this, vaguely hurtful comments made in passing, and then months without any contact. He barely texted.
She’d supported him and his career every way she knew how, and they’d been so close when he was small, the two of them against the world. Now there was just this animosity, ever since the tour before last. And she was never with him for long enough stretches to fix anything. She needed more time with him. 
Kyle told Megan,“Have Li-Fang or someone show you where your entrance is. He’s always stashing girls offstage. He’ll know the best spot. Right now, I’ve got someplace I’d rather be.” Kyle ran his hand along the the woman’s arm, opened the door she’d just come through, and the two of them disappeared. 
Okay. That had just happened. Her son had basically taken out a billboard to say that he was going to use the spare few minutes before the show to screw this young woman.
Megan tried to get her breathing back under control. Maybe she and Kyle could connect after the show. Hopefully they’d both be calmer then.
Calmer. 
After the show. 
She didn’t even know where she was supposed to wait for her entrance. She was pretty sure she was supposed to stay offstage until the band started the set, then come out just in time for the chorus during their first song, but she should ask.
She looked at that closed door. Yeah, not asking Kyle. 
Right. Find Li-Fang.
Megan took off down the corridor, making a mental note to stay out of earshot of the room where Kyle and arm-candy had just disappeared. 
Li-Fang lounged on a greenroom couch, his arms thrown over the shoulders of the girls sitting to each side. Women, Megan reminded herself. At least, she hoped they were old enough to qualify. Each of them sported a backstage pass, just like the one Megan had around her neck. As a performer, she didn’t technically need one, but since none of the crew really knew her, she figured it was better to keep her pass on. Stay on the safe side. 
Just like Kyle had, Li-Fang did a double take when he saw Megan. He disengaged from the girls and stood, taking Megan’s hands and turning her side to side. “Hot damn, Mrs. M! Looking fine!” 
An eye roll seemed to be the only appropriate response. At least his sweet talk took her mind off how badly things had gone with Kyle. “Hush, you. Stop humoring me. Kyle said you would know where I was supposed to stand?”
“Yeah. I can help you with that. Shannon? Marcy? Give me a minute. I’ll be right back.”
From the couch, the two girls appeared to be ogling Li-Fang’s butt, but they paused long enough to nod and simper. “Hurry, ‘kay?”
“You’re both eighteen, right?” Megan demanded, giving off a pretty strong “Mom” vibe. 
“Yeah.” Sulks registered in their voices. 
“Duh. What are you, the band grandma or something?”
Li-Fang whipped his head around to stare at them. “Hey! Respect a little, okay? You sure as shit better hope you’re this hot when you’re the same age as Mrs. M. I’m pretty sure neither of you have a mom that looks this good. And you haven’t even heard this lady sing yet. She’s saving our butts tonight, so no lip from either of you now…if you want any lip from me later.”
The girls—women!—smiled at that one, and Megan tried hard—really hard—not to picture the image that comment called up. “I sure wish you’d learn to keep it zipped. Or at least not talk about it around me. You know tomorrow’s my weekly coffee date with your mom, right?”
“Sorry, Mrs. M. You’re not going to tell her about this, right?” He changed the pitch of his voice to the one he’d used to use when he and Kyle had gotten in trouble, and the two of them were trying to talk their way out of Megan ratting Li-Fang out to his mom. She’d been so young when she had Kyle, just nineteen, that she’d been the cool Mom: the one the other kids related to. 
And Li-Fang had been a nice kid, and had grown up into a pretty decent man, all things considered. She wasn’t going to rat him out to Jiao.
She shook her head no, and his relief showed in the breath he let out. Then he gave a mischievous little smile, one that some fan somewhere would probably describe as incredibly hot. “Honest to God, these girls make it pretty hard to resist.”
He gave the women an altogether different smile, and then led Megan back into the hallway. 
But wait a minute. The reason she was here, dressed in someone else’s clothes and ready to go onstage was because Li-Fang had been two-timing the last backup singer with a groupie. It wasn’t even twenty-four hours later, and he had two more girls waiting for him on the greenroom couch? Jeez. No wonder he didn’t want her talking to his mother.
At the end of a long corridor, Li-Fang lifted a thin metal chain that served as the only barrier between where they stood and the space immediately off of the stage. Just to make things abundantly clear, a sign dangled from the low arc of the metal: “Performers and Staff only past this point. NO BACKSTAGE PASSES.” Megan ducked underneath, and then Li-Fang stepped over it with his longer legs. 
“Li-Fang, at the risk of sounding like your mother, who doubtless is still hoping you’re going to marry a nice Chinese girl and finish your engineering degree, just be careful with yourself, and with these women. I’m glad you at least know their names, but remember these are people. They’ve got dreams of their own, so treat them with some respect.”
“Mrs. M, yes. I swear that every woman I’m with makes it very, very clear that she’s totally into it. I mean, you’ve seen them, right? I know this sounds horrible, but none of us have to work hard to convince women to spend time with us. We’re not taking advantage of anyone. I’m not! And neither is Kyle, if you’re worried about him.”
“Li-Fang, I was a mom before I turned twenty, and totally on my own when I was barely old enough to buy a beer. Can I point out that there’s wanting it, and then there’s living to regret it? Maybe these girls are all excited to hook up with you now. You’re a celebrity, and you’re a good-looking guy. Just, please, for me, do your best to remember that they’re someone’s sisters or cousins or best friends. Be a good guy, not a jerk.”
“Don’t have to do much jerking.” She glared, and he threw his hands up like he was protesting his innocence. “Sorry,” he said. “Don’t worry. I always wrap it up tight, and I know Kyle does, too. At least, not like I’ve… Shit, that went down the wrong track pretty quick, didn’t it?”
Megan grimaced. “I really wish I wasn’t having this conversation.”
He led her past a long row of empty equipment cases to the edge of the stage, not ten feet from Zane’s drum kit. Techs were still moving around, doing whatever tech crews did before a show. The lights were low on the stage, which somehow highlighted the noise coming from the arena floor. The opening act had wrapped up, and the audience was swelling as late comers arrived and early birds got back from buying drinks and hitting the bathrooms. 
She swallowed hard, wishing she’d grabbed a water bottle, and tried to adjust her top so things were a bit less on display. It sounded more like an approaching thunderstorm than a roomful of sympathetic fellow human beings—all of them would be staring at her, and, heaven help her, listening to her sing.
Too bad she didn’t believe in God. This would be a handy time to have a divine power at her beck and call.
Megan honestly didn’t have many qualms about her voice. Her voice was decent, judging by the compliments she’d received over the course of her lifetime. But for every person who’d listened to her sing at a show back in college, there were a hundred people in the audience tonight. 
Intimidating.
She pulled at the shoulder strap of her top again, then looked up at Li-Fang. “How do you guys do this every night? Aren’t you nervous as the dickens right now?” He was going to be shredding on the guitar and wailing on the violin. And singing.
Li-Fang gave her the grin she recognized from the band’s posters. “Wrong question. The real question is how do we stop? Just you wait, Mrs. M. The biggest high you’ve ever felt is about ten minutes away from hitting you in the face. You’re never going to want to go back to real life.” He paused, eyes unfocused. He must really love being on stage. 
Eventually he looked at her and said, “Wait here. The band’ll enter from the other side, but your mic is on this side of the drum kit, so it’s better to wait here than where we’ll be. Closer for you. Just hide back here until we get to the chorus of ‘Finding Livvie,’ but be on that mic in time. You don’t want to set yourself up for one of Kyle’s post-show rants, trust me…especially not at a big show like LA. Lots of people here tonight. Lots of fans.”
He stared off past Zane’s drums like he couldn’t wait to step out there and hear them screaming his name.
She hopped up onto a black case just out of sight from the stage and Li-Fang disappeared. Letting her feet dangle and recover from the trauma of these damn high-heeled boots, her mind drifted, watching the rather ratty-looking crew still hustle through the final moments of set up. The guys in the band, and Charlotte, of course—they were young and gorgeous, but the roadies were a different story. They were the sagging middle of the music world; the part that didn’t age well, and didn’t look pretty. They were also the crew that made things run. Just a collection of beer bellies, droopy jeans with back pockets bulging with cigarette packs, and T-shirts from bands from a generation gone by.
Why had she let Jaimie dupe her for so long? Why did she always give in? He never took her out to dinner, never treated her like a real girlfriend.
She was really going to do it this time: she was going to find a new job. She was one final exam away from finishing her undergrad degree, and after that, she’d be able to find something better, especially with twenty years of experience as a paralegal. If she stayed at the firm, she just knew she’d end up with Jaimie again. He knew exactly what buttons to push, and she’d be back in his bed.
A man who took his wife on a months-long cruise was not a man who was going to leave that wife for his paralegal. She had to make a change. She was going to make a change.
“Oh, no you don’t,” said a voice behind her. 
A hand grabbed her elbow and she turned, almost falling as someone yanked her hard off of her perch.
“Watch it,” she said, attempting to get her ridiculous heels back under her. “You trying to make me break a leg or something?”
“I swear to God, I don’t need to deal with this right now. Did Li-Fang stash you here? I’m gonna have to ream that kid out one of these days.”
She was too startled to notice much about the man holding her arm, but a touch of silver gleamed in the close-cropped hair about his ears. He must be close to her age. The hair above his forehead was all loose dark curls, longer than she’d expect from a guy in a suit.
And this guy was not only the kind of guy she thought of as “a suit,” but he sure could wear one. Why was a man backstage at a rock concert wearing a coat and tie? But here he was, his tie a perfectly-knotted powder blue. She caught a brief glimpse of his eyes in a shaft of light falling in from off the stage, and realized they were a mossy green, heavily shadowed by dark lashes. 
And then her attention was back on the hand gripping hard around her bare elbow. He began hauling her away, just as Zane started giving the count. 
She shook him off, but he had moved her a fair distance already. Now he was blocking her way and scolding her like she was a naughty teen. “Backstage passes aren’t full access to anything and everything. You’re nuts if you think I’m going to let you run around back here!” 
Kyle started singing. “I’d been searching for days, never knowing if I’d find her/Thought I’d lost her for good when she first drove away.”
She still had time, but not much.
Suit Guy looked her full in the face, eyes hard and almost dangerous; not someone she’d want to meet on a dark street. A scar ran white across his upper lip. “Don’t think about running out there. I don’t care if you are one of Li-Fang’s little friends. The VIP area’s that way.”
He pointed the opposite direction
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