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  About Refrain



What happens on tour doesn’t stay on tour. Not when she’s your best friend’s little sister.

Ella Robinson

I’m kinda the definition of a flake. I’m on my—one, two three—fourth career. And I’ve had to ask my brother for help navigating through all of them. I thought I’d have my life together by now. But here I am, still leaning on my big brother. He’s hired me to be his social media photographer while he’s on tour with his band, The Tin Gods. The last thing I need right now is complications. Enter Jesse Mala.

Jesse Mala

She’s the definition of forbidden—my best friend’s little sister. I’ve known her since she was in kindergarten. She was always a pest to Chase, but it made me feel good to look out for her. Until her graduation party when I almost stepped over that invisible line. Since then I’ve done my best to put distance between us. Ella is just too damn tempting.

Good thing she’s going on tour with us. And following us around with her camera. And sleeping on our bus.

No way is this gonna end well.







  Refrain Playlist



Stream it here https://spoti.fi/4b4vOMh

She’s Like the Wind—Patrick Swayze

Jessie’s Girl—Rick Springfield

Losing My Religion—R.E.M.

Shiver—Coldplay

You Belong With Me—Taylor Swift

Every Little Thing She Does Is Magic—The Police

Party Rock Anthem—LMFAO

We Are The Champions—Queen

Rockstar—Post Malone ft 21 Savage

Hot in Herre—Nelly

Pony—Ginuwine

Wanted Dead or Alive—Bon Jovi

Hurt—Johnny Cash

Thunder—Imagine Dragons

Castle Walls—T.I. ft Christina Aguilera

Heroes—David Bowie

Dress—Taylor Swift

Black—Dierks Bentley

Drunk In Love— Beyoncé ft Jay Z

Shut Up And Dance—Walk The Moon

No Leaf Clover (Live with the SFSO)—Metallica

Gone, Gone, Gone—Phillip Phillips







  Dedication



To the memory of my father-in-law, Jim. A gentle giant who raised the most amazing man I’ve ever met. We’ll miss you <3
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Ella Robinson

Los Angeles, California

Ten years ago

Maybe they called it a crush because it was so goddamn painful.

I tried to keep my face blank as I stared across the room of my graduation party to where Jesse was currently flirting with my ‘friend’ Marissa.

I used quotes because no one in high school had ever really been my friend. They all used me to try to get closer to my brother and his bandmates—either because the poser friends wanted to be famous themselves or because my brother’s bandmates were stupid hot.

Case in point, Jesse Mala. My brother’s best friend. Bass player in the Tin Gods. And my lifelong—and painful—crush.

Marissa leaned into Jesse and rested her hand on his chest. Jesse didn’t move her hand, but he did raise his eyebrows. There was something extra in his eyes as they continued to talk. I had to look away. It was just too painful.

Jesse never looked at me that way.

Maybe it was time to accept the fact that he never would.

“Congrats, brat.”

I straightened away from the wall I’d been leaning against as my brother approached with a cigarette in one hand and a carefree grin on his face. “Thanks, Chase.” I rolled my eyes. “‘Cause you know it was so hard to do.”

“Hey, don’t knock it. Not everyone graduates high school. And I remember how tough it was to keep showing up.”

I shrugged. It was hard to accept praise for accomplishing the bare minimum. It wasn’t like I was valedictorian or had a big future planned. I wasn’t going to college. I hated school.

I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do next.

“Just enjoy the moment, El. It goes by so damn fast.” Chase wrapped his arms around me and pulled in for a rare and awkward hug, careful to keep his cigarette away from me. Tears filmed my eyes at the gesture. Somehow my brother always knew when I needed that little something extra. Finally, he pulled back and patted my head in that oh so condescendingly way he had. “No boys and no booze. See ya later, runt.”

And then he walked away in a haze of cigarette smoke, squealing girls, and tough guy air.

I felt so annoyed and loved at the same time.

“Ass,” I muttered at his retreating back.

“Damn, Ella. That’s no way to talk to your favorite guy.” Suddenly Jesse was at my side with that cocky smirk still on his face. It was grating and yet so freaking hot.

“Since when are you my favorite guy?” I retorted with a roll of my eyes.

He had his trademarked cigarette behind one ear and that auburn scruff on his jawline that I couldn’t help but imagine rubbing against my thighs. Not that I knew anything about that. Both guys I’d been with had only been interested in getting me onto my knees or didn’t have the space in their backseat.

“…you okay?” Jesse waved a hand in front of my face. “Shit, don’t tell me you’re on something? I thought you were smarter than that.”

I blinked. “Wait, what? I didn’t take anything. Are you kidding me? I don’t have a death wish. Ma would kill me.”

“You got that right.” Jesse’s shoulders jerked with his laugh. “I remember this one time Chase and I stumbled home from a party. She caught us in the garage and…I don’t think I should finish that story.” He coughed roughly and rubbed the back of his neck.

“Why not? It’s not like much has changed, judging by what I saw backstage at your guys’ show last month.”

Jesse winced. “Fuck, if we’d known you were coming—”

“Chase wouldn’t have been so blitzed? Noah and Xander wouldn’t have been snorting coke? You wouldn’t have had three girls climbing all over you?”

He cursed under his breath.

I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. I know who you guys are. And I know where I fall on the priority list. He sent me tickets, but it was stupid to assume that meant he wanted me to be there.”

“Hey, now that’s not true, bug.” Jesse wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me into him. “You know he didn’t mean the shit he yelled, right? That was the liquor and the drugs talking.”

“Doesn’t make what he said any less true. I know I don’t belong there with you guys. I’m just the little sister. The hanger-on.”

“Fuck that.” Jesse pulled away to stare intently into my eyes. “You belong where the fuck you push your way in. You deserve whatever the fuck you want. Don’t ever settle for anything less.”

I couldn’t help the little hitch in my breath as I absorbed his words. And that look in his eyes. It was even more intense than the moment I’d peeped on earlier with Marissa.

Jesse opened his mouth like he was going to say something more, but nothing came out. His eyes glittered, and I could feel the intensity that was all of him focused on me. His gaze darted down to my lips, and he licked his own.

It was this amazing, huge moment that felt suspended in time.

Jesse saw me.

Jesse finally saw me and wanted more.

Holy shit, was he going to kiss me?

“Jesse!” My brother hollered from the other side of the room. “We’re ready to roll. You coming?”

And the moment was over.

I tore my gaze from his and stared down at the heels I’d thought made me look so grown up. I knew what he was going to say before the words even left his mouth.

“Fuck yeah! Let’s go. Congrats again, bug. We’re all proud of you.”

I nodded without looking up at him. I could feel him hovering next to me for a moment, no doubt waiting for me to acknowledge him.

But I couldn’t. I knew it would hurt.

Of course it hurt even more when I saw him walk out the door with one arm wrapped around Marissa Mccoy.

Fuck my life.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Ella

SoFi Stadium

Los Angeles

Now

I’d been backstage at my brother’s concerts dozens of times. Might be over a hundred at this point. And yet I was nervous. I didn’t expect to be nervous. I mean, this was my brother and his friends. I’d known most of the guys as long as I could remember. It shouldn’t be a big deal.

But it felt huge.

It was the usual chaotic scene—roadies running everywhere, guitar and drum techs carrying instruments, people pushing dollies and carts loaded with equipment. Everyone knew where they should be, where to go. Everyone but me.

I just stood there, staring at the scene in bewilderment.

Usually I was the fake-it-until-you-made-it girl, all full of brash attitude and confidence. All that was missing today. This was too important. I was finally going to have a job that I wanted—that I ached to do—and I didn’t want to screw it up.

I might also be known for that too.

Catching the eye of a road-worn roadie, he leered at me, licking his lips exaggeratedly. Yeah, not happening. Ever. But it goosed me into action. I all but ran in the opposite direction while fiddling with my camera like I had a purpose.

I had no idea where I was supposed to go.

“Ella!” Someone shouted behind me.

I jerked my head up from my fake inspection of my camera and found Wes standing a few feet away with a slight smirk on his ridiculously attractive face. I never thought I had a daddy fetish, but Wes Tippmann could convert me. Wes had that whole late forties, tinge of gray, slightly wrinkled attractiveness down pat. Unfortunately for me, the tour manager was also happily married with two kids.

But a girl could dream.

“Ella?” Wes stepped closer to me with a frown marring his delicious features. “You okay?”

“I, uh, what? I mean, yes. I’m okay.” I let my camera hang from its strap around my neck and straightened my shoulders. “Just a little nervous. I wanna do a good job, ya know?”

“Relax. You got this.” Wes smiled winningly at me, and I was a little bit ashamed to admit I felt butterflies.

Probably nerves, and not at all due to Wes’ handsomeness.

“I’ve seen some of your pics. Chase has that one of his wife up in his office and points it out to everyone. You got skills. Don’t let the insanity of all this—” He gestured to the chaos around us. “Make you doubt yourself. I believe in you, and I know your brother and the guys do too.”

I ducked my head. “Thanks, Wes. That means a lot.” After taking one last gulp to fight the nerves and butterflies, I tilted my chin and stared back at him confidently. “So where are the motley crew? I was hoping to catch some of them for a few candids before soundcheck later.”

Wes laughed. “Your guess is as good as mine.” Placing a hand on my shoulder, he gently guided me to the side of the hallway and away from a cart zooming up behind me. “How about I introduce you to Kiefer Brash, the studio’s photographer, and he can show you a few of the ropes?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Great. Last I saw he’s in the main greenroom over here. I’ll lead the way.”

I tried to nod confidently. I doubt it looked that way though.

“This your first tour?” Wes asked me over his shoulder. “I mean, I know it’s your first photography job, but you’ve never gone on tour with the guys before?”

At least he didn’t catch me checking out his very firm butt. “Is it that obvious?”

He tipped his head in an unspoken yes.

Great. Apparently, I did have newbie tattooed across my forehead.

“You just have that eager gleam of someone who doesn’t know the grind that’s coming. You know, under all that fear.”

I laughed weakly, but I had a feeling that wasn’t a joke.

Yay.

“This is the main greenroom. Everyone with a backstage pass has access to the space. So there’ll be celebrity guests here, media, and our opening band all hanging out here before the show.”

I nodded as I looked at the space. I’d been in countless similar places before with my brother’s band. Only as a family member and not an employee. Somehow it felt different. More intimidating.

On the far wall there was a bar, where everyone would no doubt be getting free drinks later tonight. A few well-worn couches lined the scarred white walls, and a few small tables were placed haphazardly around. One large table butted against the end of the bar with all kinds of food laid out—sandwich platters, boxes of pizza, candy, and chips.

Roadies still zoomed past, but a few guys stood around the food, talking and laughing.

Wes led me straight to them.

“Kiefer, my man. How’s it going?” Wes asked before doing that whole hand slap, bro hug thing.

Kiefer, a skinny guy with a long goatee, juggled his pizza back into his right hand now that it was free. “Good, good. Just fueling up before it gets crazy and the food disappears.”

“Smart. Have you met Ella?” Wes turned and gestured to me, lurking nearby. Like a weirdo.

I raised a hand and gave the guys an awkward wave.

Kiefer lifted his chin, and I could’ve sworn his ice blue eyes grew even colder. “Haven’t had the pleasure.” His smile made me shiver in a totally different way from Wes’. Kiefer held his free left hand out to me palm down. “Kiefer Brash. Stolly Records and Tin Gods’ official photographer.”

Of course he didn’t do the pizza juggle for me. And what was with the odd way he held out his hand? Was I supposed to kiss his knuckles or something?

I settled for a bro head tip. “Nice to meet you. Ella Robinson.”

I could all but hear the pissing contest about to begin.

“Right.” Wes cleared his throat. Apparently, he could hear it too. “Ella has been brought on to handle the band’s social media pictures and posts for the tour. Take some of the load off of my assistant and promote the tour. I thought maybe the two of you would wanna meet, trade some advice or whatever. I’ve gotta go take care of…everything really. So yeah. I’ll leave you two to it.”

I raised my eyebrows as Wes beat a hasty retreat.

Awesome.

“Yeah,” Kiefer drawled. “Let’s trade some advice like Wes said.”

I turned back from watching Wes’ stiff legged run and found Kiefer and I all alone at the snack table. The other guys had disappeared too. And so had all the hustling roadies.

All righty then.

Kiefer shoved the pizza into his moderately attractive face and stared me down while he chewed exaggeratedly.

“So, uh.” I cleared my throat and shrugged. “How many tours have you been on?”

Kiefer rolled his eyes and reached for his energy drink. “So many I can’t even count.” He paused, took a long slurp of his drink, and then tilted his head. “So many that I don’t have to go on tour anymore. Stolly flies me in and out for only the top concert locations. Fortunately, after our LA shows, we won’t see each other again until New York.”

So much underlying hostility bubbled up during his soliloquy, it was hard to break it all down. But the gist was that Kiefer was important while I was a peon. Check.

Kiefer was a douche.

And he kept talking.

“Very few of us can have our über famous brother invent jobs for us. Most of us had to hustle and hone our craft. Put our time in in the trenches. Do the work. So you’ll excuse me if I don’t have time for a little girl who batted her eyelashes and got her family to pull strings for her. I got shit to do. I don’t have time to hold your little nepo baby hand. We clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Great. And if you even think of running back to your brother and telling him—”

“Let’s get one more thing clear here,” I cut in, glaring at the asshole in front of me. “You don’t like me, and I sure as hell don’t like you. But I’ll be damned if I ever let my brother fight my battles. I’m a grown ass woman. I can stand up for myself.”

“Too bad you can’t find your own jobs too.”

We stared at each other for another beat before the sound of a skateboard of all things cut the thick tension.

I turned and had to laugh as Xander Lang, guitarist for the Tin Gods, came coasting down the hall and into the greenroom. His long wavy hair up in a manbun and his tongue poking out of his bearded mouth, he cruised around the room then over to the empty end. After he did a few board flips, he glided to a stop next to me.

“Ella!” Xander wrapped a sweaty arm around my shoulders in a one arm hug. “I’m fucking stoked you’re joining us on tour. And hey, you already got your camera. You know sound check isn’t for another hour or so, right?”

I could see Kiefer’s sneer over Xander’s shoulder. I blinked and turned my attention back to my childhood friend. “I just wanted to get the lay of the land. Figure out some shots. Acclimate to the venue since we’ll be here for a few days.”

“You’re freaking out, huh?” Xander laughed lightly in that way of his that had me smiling back at him. He knew me so well.

“Maybe a little.” I shrugged, picked up my camera, and blindly fiddled with the buttons.

“Hey, the greats always understand the stakes and prepare like hell. That’s why I’m here and your brother is nowhere to be seen.”

“Pretty sure he’s still home dicking down his lovely muse.”

I didn’t even have to turn around to identify the speaker. But I couldn’t deny myself the impulse of watching the eye candy.

Jesse Mala approached our little group with all the swagger of a bona fide bad boy. His auburn hair was a little longer on top and slightly curly in that way that just made me want to run my fingers through it. Between the stubble on his chin, the cigarette behind his ear, his slightly holey t-shirt, ripped jeans, and leather jacket, he personified a bad boy rocker.

And was the entire reason I’d spent more than half my life more or less in love with him.

Not that he noticed.

Jesse stopped a respectable distance away from me, and unlike Xander, didn’t lift a hand to welcome me. “Hey, bug. Heard you were joining our little dysfunctional family road trip.”

Kiefer snorted behind me, and I cringed.

Jesse’s eyes went flat in a way I hadn’t seen since Ramsay Pearce flirted with me over the chef’s table of his restaurant, Courgette, a few months ago.

Jesse turned to Kiefer and raised an eyebrow. “Did you have something you wanted to add?”

A muscle flexed in Kiefer’s jaw before he turned his eyes on me. He sent this look like what had happened was my fault before turning back to Jesse. “Nope. I think I’m good. See you guys later.”

We all watched in silence as he turned and walked down the hall.

I sighed.

Xander patted my shoulder. “Don’t take it personally, kid.”

“Yeah.” Jesse nodded. “It’s well known that Kiefer Brash is an asshat.”

“I’m just glad that asshat isn’t coming on tour with us this trip. Dude always has this way of making me feel like he is watching me. Judging me. Fucking creepy.” Xander gave an exaggerated shudder. “So stoked that you’ll be touring with us, kid. At least you don’t have any weird issues with any of us. Anyhow, who’s hungry?”

As Xander stepped away from our little huddle to survey the food, my eyes went unbidden to where Jesse stood. He blinked a few times, looking back at me, then turned and joined Xander for some food.

Nope, no issues here. Just a lifelong crush that had been doomed from the start.

A blonde woman I’d never seen before bounced over to the table and snuggled up to Jesse’s side. She said something and he laughed, smiling down at her.

And that was when it hit me.

I hadn’t just signed up to photograph them onstage. I was going to have a front row view of all of Jesse’s hookups and fuck ups. I’d have to watch women fawn all over him, and I might also have to take pictures of some of it for their social media. Backstage pics were huge on socials.

What the hell had I signed up for?

The blonde shifted her weight, and with the movement, she arched her back slightly, putting her very perky boobs on display. A show Jesse was very interested in, judging by his eyeline.

I looked down at my very small chest and sighed. If anything, I guess this tour was going to finally kill my crush on the bad boy bassist.

Yay.
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Still Ella

A few hours later, the guys were on the stage for soundcheck, and I was finding it so hard to do my job and not just enjoy the show. I was and always had been a Tin Gods superfan. The guys were so damn talented. And it didn’t hurt that they were—aside from my brother—so yummy to look at.

If only I hadn’t been relegated to the little sister category. Friend zoned forever right here.

Shaking my head, I lifted my camera and took some photos of the guys running through their soundcheck. Some closeups of Chase singing, some wide photos showing the band in the immense and currently empty stadium. Noah wailing on his drums. Xander with his eyes closed and that intense expression on his face as he played his guitar. And of course more pictures of Jesse playing his bass guitar and moving around the stage than I probably should’ve taken.

“Which one are you with?”

I jumped at the voice. Dropping my camera to my side, I took in the woman standing on my right, and only about three inches away. Skintight jeans and a ripped tee, slim body, perfect little elfin features, and a barely-there application of eyeliner and gloss that only highlighted her beauty.

“Uh, none of them. I’m the band’s photographer.”

Her husky laughter came through despite Chase wailing the lyrics to ‘Torn Up Heart.’ “Aw, sweetie. I wasn’t born yesterday. Kiefer Brash has been the band’s photographer for years. And he’s over there.” She tipped her head toward the other side of the stadium where Kiefer was snapping his own pictures. Then she reached toward me and ran a long fingernail over the lanyard attached to my official all access crew pass. “But they don’t hand these out to just anyone. So, really, which one are you fucking?”

All my interest at making a new friend drained away at the naked hostility in her voice. I blinked a few times, then shook my head. “I’m the band’s social media photographer. I’ve been hired for the Corruption Tour. It’s my first day.”

I don’t know why I added that last part. But I knew the one thing I wasn’t going to admit to this harpy was that I was Chase’s little sister. I could tell it wouldn’t buy me any brownie points with Miss Tiny, Dark, and Hostile.

She smirked. “That’s literally never been a position on the tour. And I should know. This is my fourth time around with the boys.”

Innuendo was ripe in her tone. Like the tour wasn’t the only way she’d been around with “the boys.”

Barf.

“Well it’s my job, and I should get back to it.”

Ms. Hostile didn’t say another word, but her expression said it all.

I turned away and walked down to the front to get some closeups of the guys from the pit. Anything to get away from all that attitude.

The guys continued to play, pausing now and then to fine tune something at the engineer’s request. Another time because Xander’s in-ear monitor was acting up. The whole experience was new to me. I’d been to plenty of the guys’ concerts before, but I’d never seen the behind-the-scenes work that went into the shows.

Only now my wonder was marred by the ugly reminder of the kind of women I was surrounded by. And the hostility would only increase when they realized how close I really was with the guys. Yay.

I’d been through it time and again, so I should be used to it.

I tried to shake off my funk as I continued to snap pictures, but now all I could do was wonder which of the guys had been with her. And that was not a place I wanted to let my mind wander. Better to think of light and contrast and composition. It wasn’t a coincidence that the second half of my set of photos sucked. I was too in my head. It was better when I just turned shit off and snapped. My instincts were better than my over-analysis.

Something Harper didn’t have a problem pointing out when I met up with her later. As Wes’s assistant and a fan of the band, she was very familiar with the band’s social media pages.

“This one is good. I love the way you captured the guys’ emotion and showed the fact that the stadium is currently empty. It’ll be a great post to tease the tour. But what happened after that? All these other pictures are…”

“Crap?” I tossed out when it became clear she was struggling with a nice word to use.

She bit her lip and nodded slightly.

“I kinda got into it with some brunette chick in the stands. She wanted to know who in the band I was screwing, and then let it be known that she’d already peed in a circle around all four of them.”

“Ah, sounds like you met Rowan.”

I blinked. I hadn’t even given her that great of a description of this chick. “How the heck did you figure that out? And who is she, by the way? I’ve never met her, so she can’t be that serious with any of the guys.”

“Rowan is more of a love the one you’re with kinda girl. She’s on the tour as a stylist for the guys—wardrobe, occasionally helps with guyliner, and anything else the guys ask, if you get my drift.”

“Wow. I, uh, never thought…” I wasn’t even sure I wanted to finish that sentence. I didn’t want to be one to slut shame. If Rowan was happy with her situation, more power to her. I did not, however, appreciate all her judgement about me and my job.

“Yeah, some of the guys ignore that whole don’t shit where you eat axiom. But then again, I guess rules don’t really apply when you’re a rock star.”

There was so much I wanted to unpack about what Harper had just said, but I didn’t know her well enough to pry. Did she have a crush on one of the guys in the past? Had she had a fling with one that maybe didn’t end well? It wasn’t any of my business. Plus, I couldn’t ask in the off chance my brother’s name came up.

The last thing I wanted to hear about was someone fawning all over him. I’d had more than my share of it in high school, and that shit should’ve ended since he’d found his happily ever after with Shay. The fawning hadn’t ended, but at least Shay wasn’t so graphic with her praise.

“So yeah, Rowan can be a little prickly at first. Maybe steer clear if you can. Anyway, back to the pictures, I think you should post this one after working up a little caption for it.”

We brainstormed a little blurb about the Corruption Tour kicking off in LA, then Harper helped me post it all over social media with some variations depending on the platform.

“Tyler probably went through it with you, but he’ll want video as well as photos of the concert tonight, particularly backstage both before and after. And I’m sure you know the kinds of things they don’t need photographic evidence of.”

She paused and gave me a searing look, like I didn’t know the crazy shit the guys got up to. I just nodded my reply.

“Great. I’ll leave it all in your capable hands. Here’s the laptop. All the passwords are saved. Just send me a text if you run into any problems.”

“Wait, what? You’re giving me a laptop? I thought this was yours. Where are you going?”

“Nah, Tyler sent the laptop for you. I just accepted delivery and set it up for you since I had a minute. I have other things to take care of now that you’ve taken this off my hands. And day after tomorrow, I’m flying ahead to Vegas to take care of any last-minute logistics.”

“So you won’t be on the road with us? At all?”

“Nope. No bus life for me. I’ll be around for maybe the first show then flying to the next stop ahead of you guys.”

I nodded slowly. Between Shay’s restaurant schedule stajing at different restaurants around the country while we were on tour and Harper’s flight schedule, the two people I’d clicked with were leaving me high and dry. Alone with the boys and their legions of fangirls.

Awesome.




* * *




The jitter factor was high as the crowd heaved backstage. I’d been backstage plenty before, but the energy this time was so heightened. Most likely due to my own nerves.

I wanted this job to be the one. I loved taking pictures. But could I really make a career of it? Judging by the hostile looks from Kiefer and Rowan when I ran into each of them, they believed that I didn’t deserve to be here.

I was determined to prove them wrong.

“Ella!” Chase yelled as he bumped into my shoulder as I lingered on the edge of the greenroom. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Working.” I held up my camera and gave my brother a what-the-hell look. “Remember? During soundcheck I was the one clicking away in the stands?”

“I meant after that. Shay and I were hoping to take you out to an early dinner to celebrate your new job. I texted you, Shay texted you, and no one could find you.”

Right. That would’ve been when I was wandering around the event center and having an existential crisis about my life. Something I definitely wasn’t mentioning to my overprotective brother. But my expression must’ve given me away because Chase immediately went on the defensive.

“What happened? Whose ass do I need to kick?”

“Oh my god, Chase. You gotta lay off. Treat me like a normal employee and not your sister. Please.”

“Yeah, I don’t know how to do that. It’s literally been my job your whole life to look out for you. Just ask Mom.”

“Where is she, by the way?” I dropped the fight I knew I’d never win and swung my gaze around the bustling, packed room. “She’s usually here on kickoff night.”

I should know; she’d dragged me along enough times.

“She’s coming to the last concert this round. She said something about handing over the reins to Shay. Whatever that means.”

I knew exactly what she meant. Mom always tried to have a big presence during Chase’s LA concerts to remind him to behave. Not that it ever really worked. I had more than a few traumatic memories of walking in on my brother embarrassing the family name. And an equal number of memories of our mom kicking his ass in concert venues. Metaphorically speaking of course—no literal asses were kicked. Although that probably would’ve been less painful.

I shook my head and tried to stay in the present, despite how much I loved remembering my mom yelling at my brother. Good times. “Where is Shay? I haven’t seen her.”

“Looking for you, probably.” Chase craned his neck as he looked around the greenroom for his missing wife. I knew it had to’ve been killing him not to have his wife at his side. They’d been practically attached at the hip from day one. This tour was going to be so hard on him.

“Ella!” Shay hollered just before I was enveloped in a whirling mass of hair and arms. “I’ve looked for you everywhere! Why didn’t you answer your phone?”

I laughed as I leaned into my bestie’s hug.

But then I caught a glimpse of Kiefer’s sneer on the other side of the room, and I remembered I was supposed to be working. That this was a job, and not a family reunion. Hell, I lived with Shay and Chase; it wasn’t like it’d been a while since I’d seen them.

Stepping back, I lifted my camera as my explanation. “I took some photos of Xander skateboarding backstage after soundcheck. Thought they might look good on social media later.”

Which was all true. I just failed to mention my whole existential crisis bit.

“All right!” Xander shouted as he jumped atop of the bar. “It’s time for the band’s traditional shot. Everyone grab a drink.”

I waved Shay off as she tried to hand me a drink, and I lifted my camera again. “I’m on the clock.”

“It’s tradition.” Chase overruled me and shoved a shot in my hand.

Looking around, I could see he was right. Everyone around me—band members, roadies, crew, media, celebrities—all had a drink in their hands. Even Kiefer. So I took the shot.

As drinks filtered through the crowd, I noticed the opening act, Exempty, having an argument of some kind. The longhaired guy gestured wildly at the bearded guy who full on shoved Longhair. Longhair went back a step, then charged and swung on Beardy.

Shouts went up and others waded in to separate them.

Chase sighed heavily next to me. “What’s the odds of them pulling their shit together before the show?”

“With your guys’ track record with opening acts?” I snorted. “Unlikely.”

“Fuck,” Chase muttered as Longhair staggered by shirtless, holding his wadded up t-shirt against his heavily bleeding nose.

“Hundred bucks says one of them swings on the other onstage tonight.” I held my hand out for Chase to shake on it.

“Yeah, I’m not taking that bet,” he said, laughing cynically. “Come on. Let’s go huddle up.”

We all pressed closer to the bar until Chase stood next to Jesse and Noah. They exchanged fist bumps and gave Shay and I nods.

“All right!” Xander hollered again. “Everyone got a drink? Good! So this is our little preshow ritual. Before every show, one of the four of us sponsors the kickoff shot. I drew the short straw tonight. Thanks to Wes Tippman our tour manager, Tyler Worthington our manager, and Stolly Records for all the work they do behind the scenes. We really appreciate all the roadies, light, sound, and instrument techs, bus drivers, and promotors, for all the work you guys do.”

“Don’t forget photographers!” Chase yelled, pointing at me.

I wanted to hide. Seriously? Why?

Xander smiled down at me. “And of course, our hardworking photographers. Can’t forget to thank them. Don’t want a picture of me drooling on the bus to show up on social media next week. So thank you, Ella.”

I smiled and nodded even as I felt like hiding. Seriously couldn’t believe Chase. He really couldn’t treat me like any other employee. Gah.

“Let’s kick this tour off right!” Xander yelled holding his shot glass aloft. “All hail the Tin Gods!”

“Hail!” Everyone hollered back before we clinked our glasses together and downed the shot. Then raucous cheering pulsed through the room.

I shuddered as the alcohol slammed into my empty stomach. I probably should’ve eaten something, but between my angst over Jesse and my nerves over my job, I couldn’t.

And it would have to wait.

I shoved my shot glass onto the bar and got to work.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Still Ella

Flashing my media/all-access pass at security, I double checked my ear plugs as the roar of the crowd fell over me.

Standing at the bottom of the stage with the rail and security behind me, I relished my new vantage point. Pulling out my camera, I took a few pictures of Exempty to get a feel of the atmosphere. The stadium was alive and pulsing. My fingers itched to capture it all.

I switched between cameras, making sure I could see the guys on the ego risers as well as the drummer behind his kit. The stage would change a little, but not drastically between acts.

Pleased with my scouting, I tried to enjoy the rest of Exempty’s set. But the guys were missing lyrics, tripping over nothing, and I was pretty sure the drummer was hiding vomit behind his bass drum. They were an unmitigated mess. I hadn’t been a fan before, and I sure as hell wasn’t one now.

I’d be surprised if they made the trip to Vegas with us in two days.

After their attempt at a bow, Exempty left the stage, and the roadies came out to clear the stage. They efficiently broke down the equipment and a crew hosed down the mess left behind. Towels were brought out to dry the floor before Noah’s kit was assembled. The whole process was done in less than five minutes.

Then all the lights went out.

The audience roared their approval. The roar died down. A few people hooted. Some laughed nervously. Anticipation hummed through the whole stadium.

Then came the driving chords of ‘Nowhere to Hide.’

I lifted my camera and tried to capture as much of the excitement as I could.

Spotlights lit up Noah behind his drumkit. His dark stubble shone in the lights as he slammed his sticks down on the drums with power.

Lights appeared over Jesse on the left side of the stage. I couldn’t deny that my heart might’ve skipped a beat. Despite all this time and exposure to his questionable charms, my body couldn’t deny his magnetism. His fingers raced up and down the neck of his bass guitar, and other parts of my body fluttered. I swayed with a stupid grin on my face. I had to take a breath and shake my head to get back on task. I was supposed to be taking pictures, not fawning over my lifelong crush.

Lights lit up Xander at the front of the stage.

Women screamed behind me.

“I LOVE YOU, XANDER!”

“I WANNA FUCK YOU!”

“I’LL HAVE YOUR BABIES!”

I snorted with laughter. If those women could see the way Xander drooled in his sleep… Nah, they’d still scream that stuff.

Just as Chase started to sing the opening line, spotlights lit him up. He stood at the very front of the stage, hands around the microphone, singing his heart out. My heart swelled with so much love for my brother. Despite our tussling and arguing, I was so freaking proud of him.

Then I snapped back into the present and got to work.

Switching between cameras, I tried to capture everything. How Jesse and Xander stood back-to-back on the ego risers during their duel. The intensity Noah used through his drum solo. The way Chase sung to the enraptured crowd.

But every time I let my mind wander, my camera would wander over the stage to Jesse. Something about his absolute concentration and devotion to his job made me tingle. Like maybe he’d be the same way in bed. Or up against the wall outside. His hard body pressing me into the brick at my back—

“I think some of you heard I got married a few months back,” Chase’s mellow voice broke through my very dirty mental fantasy like a slap to the face. Brothers were good at that kinda thing.

The crowd roared. A few women booed. I rolled my eyes.

“Well, my wonderful wife is kinda responsible for our latest album. When I saw her in Vegas, I swear to god, I heard this melody.” The rest of the guys had started to play the opening of ‘Can’t Tell Her’ while Chase spoke. “And I want to sing it to her in my hometown. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather share this moment with than the awesome people of Los Angeles who’ve embraced our love story so much. So can you all help encourage her to come on out here?”

The crowd roared again while tears burned at the backs of my eyes. Gah, I loved their love.

The rest of the guys continued to play while Chase waved frantically at the side of the stage. “She’s a little shy,” Chase murmured into his mic.

“SHAY! SHAY! SHAY!” the crowd chanted.

I panned my camera across the stadium, capturing the moment.

Finally, after what felt like minutes, Shay cautiously walked across the stage. Her face might’ve been flaming red, but her grin and the love in her eyes said everything.

Chase grabbed her hand and said something to her that the mic didn’t pick up. Shay rolled her eyes and let him lead her to the stool in the middle of the stage.

The band effortlessly flowed into the first verse, and Chase held Shay’s hand as he sang to her.


Can’t let her slip through my fingers

Can’t tell her, can’t let her know

Even while the taste of her lingers

Scared of how this’ll go


Tears flowed unashamedly down my cheeks. Afraid my wheezy breathing was audible, I switched from my GoPro to my Alpha 7. Chase would want some stills from this to blow up in his office anyhow.

At the end of the song, Chase kissed his wife, then swept her off the stool, and kissed her again while dipping her deep. I snapped every moment I could, grinning the whole time. After saying something to her off mic, Chase let Shay go.

Shay gave an adorably awkward wave to the audience then turned to head offstage. She got two steps away before Chase smacked her ass. Shay spun around and pointed a finger in his face. The audience howled louder.

“My wonderful wife!” Chase crowed to the audience who roared their approval.

Chase segued seamlessly into the next song and the concert blurred by again. Before I knew it, Chase was telling the audience, “Thank you, LA! We’ve had a blast. Goodnight!”

The whole band waved and walked off the stage.

The audience’s roar never wavered. They stamped their feet, screamed their heads off, and clapped so loud the stadium probably registered as an earthquake.

Not even two minutes passed before the guys ran back onto the stage for their encore. The opening chords of ‘Torn Up Heart’ ripped through the arena and fireworks exploded in the air.

I jumped and placed a hand over my heart to calm my racing pulse. But I couldn’t waste any time. I had to get back to work. I tried to capture the magic on the stage. Chase’s soulfulness. Xander’s passion. Jesse’s flow. Noah’s intensity. So much was happening on the stage. It was impossible to record it all.

“Thank you for worshipping with the Tin Gods tonight, LA! We love you!” Xander shouted, tossing his pick into the crowd.

Jesse’s pick flew through the air before he walked off the stage.

Noah stood behind his kit and flipped his sticks into the pit then followed Jesse.

“Goodnight, LA!” Chase shouted as he put an arm around Xander’s shoulders at the front of the stage.

The lights went out and a few more fireworks lit up the opposite end of the stage. The loud booms cracked through the stadium while the audience cheered.

Then all the lights flooded the arena as some elevator house music played through the speakers, signaling the end of the concert.

People flowed to the exits en masse, laughing and chattering about the concert.

“So how’d it go?” Suddenly Kiefer was standing at my side.

I blinked and shook my head. I’d almost forgot about this asshole. “Good, thanks.”

“I loved that bit with your brother and his wife. People are going to eat that up on social media. You might want to get your post on it out there before all the fans steal the moment.”

I wasn’t going to pretend that I knew everything about my job, but unsolicited advice was always fun. My smile probably looked as brittle as it felt. “Thanks for the tip. Well, I should probably get some shots of backstage. I guess I’ll see ya around.”

“Sure. And feel free to email me any questions you have on aperture, metering, or even about handling the band. They can be tough to work with on an average day.”

“Right.” I gave him my best fake smile, then slipped away to the backstage area. When I was a safe distance away, I muttered, “Ass,” under my breath.

His offer of help with my photos felt like a punch to the gut. Like he wanted me to know that he knew I wasn’t qualified for this job. I didn’t have the resume that he did. I hadn’t worked with countless bands. I’d only gotten this job because of my brother.

And don’t even get me started with his jab about dealing with the band. I’d known these guys longer than Kiefer. Hell, I knew most of them better than their own parents. Most of them had slept on my couch in high school. And they were still hanging around like annoying older brothers.

Help. Ha.

Ten feet later, I had to eat my mental pep talk. I entered the greenroom and a very different kind of chaos greeted me. Noah jumped on the only comfy sofa in the room, yelling something about purple unicorns. Xander stood in the far corner talking to fricking movie stars. I had no idea the Grier brothers were Tin Gods fans. I wanted to talk to them or at least take a few pictures, but my eyes couldn’t move away from the scene in the opposite corner. Jesse and Rowan were standing too close and talking so intently to each other. Like lovers.

It felt like another punch to my gut. Out of all the women here, he had to pick her? She’d been a bitch to me from the jump.

Jesse said something to her, and she threw her head back with a laugh.

Ugh.

My gaze bounced around the room, looking for something, anything else to focus on. A little hug from my posse would be awesome right now.

This was the part that I honestly hated. All the fakeness, ass-kissing, and women trying to sleep with my brother. Because despite his very public declaration of love, more than one woman was glued to his side, pressing their boobs into his side, flirting like crazy.

“Bleh, you want to go hang out in the private greenroom?” Shay groaned. “I can’t watch this.”

I jumped. I had no idea she was even next to me, let alone watching that ugly scene. “Yeah, sure. You know it doesn’t mean anything, right? It’s all just part of the job.”

The words felt dirty leaving my lips, but I knew they were true. And I wanted Chase and Shay to make it. They were an amazing couple and deserved happiness, especially Shay. She was awesome. And I knew my brother was stupid in love with her. He wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that…again.

I followed Shay back to the band’s tiny, private greenroom. Shay stood next to the door and slammed it shut behind me. I winced. I guess I didn’t need to ask how she was feeling.

“I know, I know, it’s all part of the deal.” Shay moaned as she collapsed onto a questionable pleather sofa. “I just don’t like it. I don’t want to watch my husband take photo after photo with women who are all prettier than me, who are all throwing themselves at him. It screws with my head, ya know?”

“I know. And it’s not like you guys have the best history with that. But Chase has changed. He’s done the work. And he loves you so freaking much.”

Shay smiled softly. “Thanks. That does help.” Then she covered her face with her hands and gave a muffled scream. “I can’t stop thinking about it. Tell me something to keep my mind off of that. What’s going on with you? How do you feel about going on the road with the guys in a few days?”

“I mean, I think it’ll be an adventure. I don’t know whose bus I’ll be on yet, but there are already a few people I definitely don’t want to be stuck in a tiny tour bus with.” I quickly fill Shay in on my run-ins with Rowan and Kiefer and how awesome Harper is. “But she doesn’t travel on the buses. Knowing my luck, I’ll have Rowan for a bunk mate. Fuck my life.”

“Are there any guys you have your eye on?” Shay teased with a grin. “All those hours on tour, hanging out backstage, down time between shows… Is there anyone you could maybe see yourself…you know?”

Shay had been raised in such a religious house that—despite being married to a rock star now—she couldn’t even say the dirty words out loud.

I laughed. “Screwing? Boinking? Fucking?”

“Yes, that.” She rolled her eyes.

“Maybe.” My mind went to Jesse and his undeniable magnetism. If only.

“What put that look on your face?” Shay squealed. “Who are you thinking about right now?”

“Yeah, I’m not telling you that.”

“Please! Let an old married woman live vicariously through you. Tell me!”

“No, but have you met Wes yet? Talk about forbidden, hot—”

The door on the other side of the room ripped open, and my brother stood in the threshold. “Who’s hot?”

“You are!” Shay shrieked as she jumped up and ran across the room to him. They did that whole legs wrapped around hips thing as Chase held Shay. And they kissed. Long and hard. Tongues and all.

Awkward.

“Guys! Please!” I groaned. “No one wants to see this. Especially me.”

“Christ, do it in a dark corner like a normal couple.” Jesse grumbled as he stood behind them. “Or at least out of the doorway. Some of us want to grab our shit and get going.”

Chase broke the kiss with his wife and turned to confront his friend. “What? No afterparty for you? Since
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