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Chapter One

 


“You want me to spy on
them, sir?”

Sarrie stood in front of Vance Keller,
her thighs begging for a massage and her skin for a shower, as she
clarified what the well-respected manager for the well-loved band
Sin Pointe wanted her to do. The crack of dawn jogs she was putting
in with her dad were kicking her butt but she’d run marathons
through Tennessee’s hills if it kept him on the right track. And
she’d say yes to her boss right now, just as soon as she breathed
through a calf cramp. She needed this job too badly and besides
that, Mr. Keller had been nothing but fair to her ever since she’d
been hired. But had she heard him right?

He sat on the corner of his
exceptionally small desk that still managed to impress and
intimidate her and adjusted his fine slacks. He had the kind of
face that somehow appeared just as happy and kind as it was focused
and serious. While the silver in Mr. Keller’s hair said refined, in
her dad’s it was more like armor. The kind that warned, “Back off,
I’ve lived longer than you.” She guessed she shared some of that
moxie with her dad, but it just fit better on a sixty-year-old
veteran than on her twenty brief years.

“I don’t think you need to
see it as spying, Sarrie. The fact of the matter is that it’s up to
you whether or not you tell Lonerby what you’re there to do. I’m
fine either way. All I want is a yes or no at the end of the
week.”

“Yes, sir. And what I’m
there to do exactly, sir?”

He smiled and patted her shoulder. The
smell of fruit and flowers coming from his hand surprised her until
she remembered it had been her doing. For the most part, the guys
seemed to be tolerating her good deeds popping up here and there
around the studio. At least she knew they were making use of the
new bathroom soap she’d ordered. The sign of her usefulness made
her a smidgen less nervous in Mr. Keller’s presence, but when he
looked at her with his knowing dark eyes, she figured this
perceptive man sensed her apprehensions and the fact she was stuck
on the whole spying feel of the job.

“Everyone here at FMG are
fans of Lonerby, Sarrie. It’s the reason they’re getting this
second chance. I more than anyone hope to get a good report back
from you.”

“My report, sir. If you
don’t mind my asking, what will you be taking from it?”

He considered her with a long look. “I
need a third-party opinion, that’s all. Someone who’s unknown to
the band, to give me insight on how the guys handle the road. You
fit the bill perfectly. We all want to bring them back out on the
tour. Of course, it could go the other way in which case some other
up-and-comer will get their shot. That’s just the business. You’re
a hard worker and I believe you’ll be fair to them and to
us.”

It sounded like her opinion would be
given far too much weight. Her stomach tossed at the thought of
being judge and jury for this band’s touring shot. She licked lips
that felt too dry and cracked. “Fair to them and to you,
sir?”

“I’ve been at it a long
time, dear. I’ve learned the consequences of poor prioritizing.” He
glanced at a framed portrait of zippers and chains rockers Sin
Pointe and pursed his lips. “If Lonerby aren’t ready, if they’re
not strong enough to withstand the rigors of everything a tour will
dole out, then it’s best for everyone to go our separate ways. Best
for them, best for Sin Pointe and best for FMG.”

When he put it that way,
it reeked of finality. That made her wonder why she’d been chosen
for a task this important, and not someone with more tenure.
Someone like her cousin, Ben, who might look more like a pizza
delivery guy than the genius webmaster for Sin Pointe, but still a
guy who’d been doing this for at least the past decade. Ben had
gotten her this job which meant she owed it to him to be on her
game. Still, it would be nice to have his expertise on this
mission, not to mention the comic relief. But her boss wanted an
unknown face in the crowd. Which brought her back to the original
issue. This time her stomach knotted as the word
spy crept around inside
her.

Everything in Sarrie’s life had come
to her, good or bad, through brutal honesty. But this wasn’t just
about her. She dug her clunky heel against the floor, smothering
her selfishness and remembering her dad’s progress.

“I understand, sir. Thank
you for that explanation and I’m honored you think so highly of
me.” But there was just one thing she had to be clear about. “Mr.
Keller? My opinion isn’t going to be the ultimate factor in this
decision, is it?” Mr. Keller reached up and caught the hand that
was worrying the hairs of her eyebrow.

“No, not the ultimate
factor, but a very necessary and important one that’s going to
benefit everyone involved.”

She didn’t mean to but blew out a
gusty breath. At least she wasn’t the end-all-be-all in the
equation.

Just then Ben went walking by; his
raspberry colored jeans caught her attention before anything else.
His smile owned his entire face and he wiped a hand through his
long brown bangs. “Heidy ho, Sarrie. Hi Vance,” he said as he
plopped down at her desk and stuck a thumb drive into one of
several of his spare laptops. She liked sharing desk space with her
cousin, the “Big Guy” as they liked to call Ben here at the studio
office. “Oh snap, am I late for a meeting? Sorry, Vance,” he
said.

Mr. Keller must really
like Ben not to react to the loose odds and ends of his greeting.
The boss just sat there taking it all in. He must really appreciate
Ben’s hard work too. Sarrie noticed that not a single new crease
wrinkled the stylish silvery business suit Vance wore because he
hadn’t moved a muscle. He was completely comfortable and accepting
of Ben and his oddities. That’s because
he’s about business and knows his people well. That’s why he chose
me. I can do this.

Sarrie’s hopeful glance went from Mr.
Keller and back to Ben who sat ridiculously tall in his roller
chair. She’d played high school basketball but would still need a
stack of phonebooks to reach that height.

“Good morning, Ben.” Mr.
Keller smiled his way. “No meeting, officially. I was just going
over some details about the Lonerby trip with Sarrie.”

“Oh,” Ben said then tucked
his chin down, reminding Sarrie of a worrisome turtle retreating
into its shell.

What was that all about? Although she
did feel slightly better knowing it wasn’t a top secret mission.
Being sneaky rubbed her the wrong way. What was the point? To her
it was just a waste of time, and worse when it was adults doing it.
Another stray thought of her dad almost got to her but she dodged
it just in time. She had a great job now. Her dad was getting help
because of it. Sad, old memories of the turmoil they called life in
California were not invited to the office. Especially not when she
was talking with the boss about her first big task as the new
assistant. But Ben’s reaction had her curious. She regretted the
ten years they’d lost touch with each other after he’d left
California and she’d stayed, stuck.

“So,” she dragged the word
out as long as she could. “I guess I start tonight?”

Mr. Keller answered her while Ben
typed loudly.

“Yes, they’re playing a
local gig tonight at Slanger’s. You’ll have the opportunity to
introduce yourself, or not. Up to you, but please make use of your
company card. Like I said earlier, Sarrie, I trust you to do the
right thing. Whatever that ends up being.”

“I appreciate your
confidence in me, sir. I’ll get the job done.” And she
would.

Maybe her childhood had prepared her
for this very moment. All those years of being responsible for
making her own meals, forcing her dad to the grocery store when he
was hung over. She still remembered the first time she’d taken
Dad’s big heavy hand and put the pen between his fingers and then
signed her permission slip. Taking care of things might not have
been fair to her childhood but it was darn right invaluable to her
livelihood and this job. No excuses, no whining. Mr. Keller had
said there were bands just waiting for their chance at Lonerby’s
coveted position. She was sure the same could be said for her job.
Ben might have gotten her in, but it was up to Sarrie to keep
it.

Mr. Keller nodded, patted her shoulder
again, and then waved to Ben. Then he was down the hall and out of
sight.

“So. You’re on the Lonerby
job. You gonna be okay?”

Sarrie cherished Ben’s
concern. The girl he loved was exceptionally lucky. How many times
had Sarrie wished Ben could have been her big brother? Instead
she’d had Mark who’d left home the day after he turned eighteen.
She hadn’t seen Mark in eight years. Their dad, however, she’d seen
every one of those days. Positive, stay
positive. Dad’s on the right track. Tennessee has been good for
him. People can change. She grasped the
high, tight knot of her thin, mousy pony tail, wishing it was half
as healthy and thick as Ben’s, and moved it around, lessening some
of the tension from her scalp.

“So hey, Slanger’s. That’s
the bar down on Main Street, right?” she asked her
cousin.

Sarrie rounded the counter to her
chair and portion of the front desk. Once she took her seat, he
rolled her forward until their knees bumped and they were face to
face like they were about to play office chair basketball. But he
didn’t have his game-time face on.

“Okay, here’s the deal, my
little mini-me.” Sarrie couldn’t help but smile. “I wish I could go
with you tonight. And I will, if you really need me to.” He stressed the
word really.

She stopped him. “Is Slanger’s that
bad? Do I need back up?”

He shook his head. “Not Slanger’s.
That environment won’t be a problem for you,” Ben said, his voice
getting softer at the last few words.

She looked away for a moment. Ben knew
everything about her past. It was what it was. She’d accepted that
long ago. Unfortunately the shame wasn’t as easy to
ditch.

“Okay. So I shouldn’t
worry about the drunks, which leaves Lonerby. Mr. Keller wouldn’t
have picked me for this job if they were dangerous,
right?”

He twisted his mouth and tapped his
chin. “You’re right. He wouldn’t have put you on a job if you
wouldn’t be safe.”

“I get the feeling there’s
something you’re not telling me, Ben. What gives?”

He fidgeted with a few of his black
rubber bracelets and then blew out hard enough to puff out his
lips. “I had an unfortunate experience with their lead singer and
now Vance does his best to spare me any more embarrassment. Which
for the record I would gladly endure if you needed
backup.”

“Ooh, ouch. Sorry to hear
that.” Sarrie didn’t want to put Ben in a bad spot. Whatever had
happened had obviously been pretty gnarly.

“Yeah, I usually keep that
on the down low. Anyhow, my advice? Stick to the shadows. Be that
cute little fan girl who follows them from town to town but is too
shy to go up and say hi. Spare no expense with the company card.
Stay in nice hotels in good parts of town and don’t play around
with your gas tank. Keep it full. And no rest-stops. Those are big
no-no’s for—”

“For what?
Girls?”

“No. Not girls. You. My
mini-me. Make your observations, take your notes and get them to
Vance. Then be done with it. Oh, and don’t go falling in love with
Erby Wells. That’s my advice, Sare-Bear. And promise you don’t hate
me for not going. Have I told you how much I love having you as a
desk buddy?” He pinched her nose and she smelled the fruit and
flowers on his hands as well. She smiled. So she’d foregone college
for the moment. This job, this place, it’s where she loved being.
She’d never felt part of something so cool and important and she
had that here. Ben eyeballed her.

Who could be mad at that giant goofy
sweetheart? His Hazel was a lucky woman. Ben
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