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Vanessa

As I looked up at him, at his tousled hair, blue eyes filled with concern, and groomed eyebrows that were begging me to let him in, I realized he could help. Just maybe not in the way he was offering.

“All right. I’ll ‘try you,’” I said as I threaded my fingers into the hair at his nape and pulled him down for a kiss.

He grunted in surprise, but it didn’t take more than a fraction of a second for him to get on board and lean into me, his lips moving against mine. He pulled me closer, and I felt his tongue against the seam of my mouth. 

My heart pounded in my chest as I parted my lips and he deepened the kiss, reminding me of how he’d professed his love for me just a few days ago. If the kiss hadn’t been hot before that (which it was, it really was), it pretty much burst into flames at that thought. 
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I have to admit—though maybe only to myself—that everything was coming together perfectly. 

It had started out as a giant disappointment when my summer plans had all fallen apart with the sudden injury of Linda, my father’s tour manager. But then it had somehow turned into what was shaping up to be a great summer. Maybe not the Best Summer Ever, but we had a long way to go yet, so you never know. 

I didn’t want to jinx anything, but couldn’t help but secretly think and hope that Best Summer Ever was a definite possibility.

I mean, look at the evidence: Wiretap was climbing the charts and becoming even more popular than my father had hoped. That kept everyone involved in the band in a good mood. Even though we were all working like dogs, it was much easier to weather the long hours when the guys were playing to sold-out audiences, and the merch was moving as quickly as we could replenish the tables at the shows. 

Then there was the fact that I was on board with my best friend, Sandrine—Sandy—Thibeault. We didn’t get to see each other every hour of every day (see that whole working like dogs thing), but we were having a blast. Yes, even me, the girl who never wanted to go on tour in the first place, the one who always said she wasn’t into musicians and wanted to stay far away from the biz, was having a good time.

Which leads me to the final piece of my awesomeness evidence: Will Davidson. After I’d eaten my big plate of crow over going on and on about how I did not date musicians, then dating Andy and dumping him, Dave was my new sort-of-boyfriend. I say sort of because we couldn’t date while we were together on tour, but we had an agreement that as soon as one of us left tour, all that was going to change.

Now that he’d agreed to stay on with the band, the one of us to leave would be me.

And yes, while I was having a good time filling in for Linda, I was looking forward to when our life as an official couple could begin.

I was just thinking this while looking at cat videos on YouTube, when the bus went off-road. I had to grip the dinette table to keep from getting jostled around. It was late morning, and we were pulling up to the venue in Salt Lake City—our home for the next bunch of hours until the guys played the giant Fourth of July gig. And since it was an outdoor festival, driving over uneven ground to the secured lot behind the stage was a necessary evil—one that was standard operating procedure at outdoor concerts. But that I was getting used to it didn’t make it any more fun.

“What are you thinking about?” Sandy said to me just then. She was sitting across from me at the little table, wearing a Wiretap t-shirt—the one she’d gotten on the first night of tour—staring at me intently. I thought she’d been focused on her laptop, but apparently not.

I glanced down at the screen in front of me. “Cat videos.”

The withering look I got from my best friend said, “Try again.”

“What?” When the look didn’t disappear, I said, “Okay, how about ‘how not to fall out of the booth’ as Gary takes us four-wheeling?”

One of her shaped eyebrows went up. “No, what were you thinking about before that?”

I shrugged, though I was helpless to stop the blush that crept up my neck and face. I was not about to admit to thinking about the kiss that Dave—Will, I needed to think of him as Will, even in my head—and I had shared back in the hotel in Portland. I mean, I’d been barely thinking about it, but now that I’d been busted, it was all I could think about. God, had it only been four days ago that it had happened? It felt like both five seconds ago and an eternity. Weird how time could morph like that.

“Nothing,” I said. 

She shot me a knowing grin and rolled her eyes. “Right,” she said, her tone leaving no doubt that she was totally onto me.

“Shut up,” I said, looking straight into her eyes so she knew I meant it. Because the guy in question, along with the rest of the band, was sitting barely feet away from us, playing video games at the front of the bus. 

Not to mention that my father was up there with them, so, nope, not going there.

Anyway, she was one to talk, now that she’d basically hooked up with Max, Wiretap’s bass player. She said they weren’t actually dating (yet) since he was still grieving over his girlfriend’s death (he was now in therapy—Dad had flown in a shrink who was now on the payroll and living on the crew bus), but there was something going on. Something that had caused a one-eighty in the formerly broody and moody musician, so whatever that something was, I approved. 

And so did my dad. He’d said Max was returning to the guy he’d first hired to join the band, which was a relief to everyone. Not that I’d ever met that guy, but I was starting to see glimmers of him. The truth was that I liked him much better than the Max I’d known before now.

While he’d never be the super-outgoing and jokey guy in the band (which was fine, since we had a couple of those already), he’d come a very long way since Sandy had worked her magic on him, whatever that was. 

For that alone, I was thankful, but for her sake, I was really, really happy that they’d found each other, even though I never would have guessed those two would end up together. Still, I was thrilled. She was my bestie, after all, and I loved her like crazy.

Until she did things like go out of her way to embarrass me. Like at that very moment when she was making a mocking kissy face which made me blush harder. I did my best to ignore it since she had her back to them and the guys wouldn’t see it anyway. Still, I made a mental note to somehow get her back later.

Once the bus pulled to a stop, the guys knew the routine and sprang into action. They finished with their game and tucked the console away, ready to head out and start their work day. We’d only been on the road for—I had to stop and do the math—twelve or thirteen days, but they’d quickly learned once we were at a location, it was time to work. 

A glance out the window told me our security detail was already there, waiting for us. We’d had some issues with overzealous fans already, and Dad did not want to take chances, so since our gig in San Francisco two days ago, Venjamin and Stefan were our constant shadows. 

They were big shadows, too. Ven was an ex-Israeli army Krav Maga MMA type guy, and Stefan was an ex-Navy SEAL. Pretty badass. There were two other guys—Barry and Kent, who were also ex-military—dedicated to the crew and other vehicles, but we didn’t see them as much. Between the four of them, we all felt a lot safer, especially when it came to outside events where venue security could be harder to manage.

Without a word, Kiki—our wardrobe, hair, and makeup Goddess—and our driver, Gary, left the coach. Not that an explanation was needed: she needed to get wardrobe set up, and Gary usually took time after a drive to stretch his legs before he’d return to shower, wind down, and roll into his bunk.

“Looks like a great day out there,” Chris said as he bent down to look out the side window of the coach. He was at the back of the line of boys who’d grabbed their stuff and were heading outside to join Kiki and start to get ready for the day’s concert. “Good crowd already.”

“This festival pulls a big audience,” my dad said. “And they start early, it being the holiday and all. They put on a great fireworks show, too. Should be a good day all around.”

It also meant a long day, but we were used to that and the chronic fatigue that plagued tour. Nonetheless, the guys were buzzing with energy, which was a good thing, especially since an unspoken melancholy had descended the night before when it sunk in that no one would be home for the Fourth. 

The good news was that there was time enough for us to linger for a bit in Salt Lake so we could take in the fireworks after the concert. The guys were probably a bit homesick, so Sandy and I had planned to make sure there were lots of snacks and blankets, too, so that while it wouldn’t be just like home, it would be as close as we could get.

Once the boys were all off the bus, Dad came over to the table, dropped into the seat beside me and put an arm around my shoulders. He must have been reading my mind because he said, “You missing being at the beach house this year?”

It was kind of a stupid question since I had planned to spend the entire summer at our beach house, but the truth was, I wasn’t missing it as much as I would have thought. Being with him on tour meant the thing that was the most important part of my holiday weekend—him—was already with me. Though there was something to be said for sitting on the beach, eating a pile of seafood, and watching the fireworks out over the water—our longstanding tradition. It had always been my total happy place, and for good reason. 

“A little,” I said with a shrug.

“Well,” he said, giving me a wry look. “If it makes you feel better, Linda’s out there enjoying herself, so we can live vicariously through her.”

“What?” Sandy, who, had our plans not changed, would have been on that beach with me, demanded.

Dad smiled over at her and then back at me. “Well someone should get use of it. But don’t get too jealous, knowing her, she’s working,” he said with a shake of his head. 

“She’s probably hosting a huge party,” Sandy pouted.

I doubted that but looked at my dad to get his reaction, since I still wasn’t sure how to define his relationship with Linda. Were they just close work colleagues? Dating? Friends with benefits? Ugh, maybe I didn’t want to know. 

“Unlikely,” he said. “But maybe a few neighbors will drop by. She’s still supposed to be taking it easy on that foot. I’m glad she’s resting.”

“Any word on when she’ll be joining tour?” I asked, not sure where I stood on her returning, especially now that things were going so well.

“Not yet. I don’t need to tell you how physical tour can be,” Dad said, and I read from his disappointed tone that he expected her to be out all summer.

His phone rang then. As he stood and pulled it from his pocket, Sandy and I both got up and started moving. It was time to grab our gear and follow the guys off the bus. The crew vehicles had already arrived, so we’d go out and join them to get the lay of the land, check out the venue, and start on setup.

“Hey Linda,” Dad said as he answered his phone.

“Speak of the devil,” Sandy muttered as she used the elastic around her wrist to tie her hair back into a ponytail—it was funny how low maintenance she’d become in just two weeks on tour.

I slid my feet into my flip-flops, hoping that after we got the boys settled, I’d get some free time at the festival with Sandy. 

“What?” Dad barked suddenly into the phone, his surprised tone drawing my gaze to him. His eyes were wide in shock as he stared right at me.

I glanced at Sandy, who just shrugged, and then back at him. “What’s wrong?” There wasn’t much that shocked my dad, so it had to be something big. “Is Linda okay?” I hoped she hadn’t had a setback in her recovery. It’s not like she would have been playing beach volleyball or something like that to reinjure herself, but another fall...

Dad ignored me, his eyes suddenly unfocusing as he spoke into the phone. “Are you sure?” he said as his left hand rose to scrub over his face, the heel of his palm coming to rest over his eye. “No, of course. Yes...no, it was a stupid question. I’ll...I don’t know what to do. What should I...?”

Okay, so now I was getting freaked out.

“All right. No, you’re right. I’ll get back to you as soon as I have five minutes to think. Okay?” He then nodded, said a clipped, “Thanks, Linda, I’m sorry that you—okay, thanks,” and ended the call.

He looked haunted as he slipped his phone into the pocket of his khaki shorts, his eyes on mine. 

“What is it,” I said, my heart racing as adrenaline coursed through me. “What’s wrong?”

He took a deep breath, his chest expanding. He sighed and then said two words that nearly bowled me over. “Your mother.”

“Huh?” I said, not comprehending. My mother died in a plane crash after she’d run off with one of Dad’s young musicians. Did this have something to do with her estate? Then: Oh God, I thought, they’ve finally found her remains in the ocean. Nearly five years later. It seemed inconceivable, but...

I dropped onto the sofa, thankful it was behind me, or I might have ended up on the floor. “What is it?” I asked. “What did they find?”

“No, it’s not...” my father said, taking the seat beside me and reaching for my hand. That his was shaking made it even worse. “Nothing like that, Nessa. She...my God...she showed up at the beach house looking for us.”

I just stared at him as his words seeped into my brain but didn’t make sense. Who showed up? A coroner? A lawyer?

But then he made it really, really clear: “Nessa, your mom...somehow, after all this time. She’s alive.”
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Salt Lake, Salt Rivers
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“What?” came out of Sandy, echoing my own unspoken astonishment at this inconceivable news. I glanced up at her; she might have been my mirror image with her wide eyes and gaping mouth.

We both turned and looked at my father who had suddenly gone ashen, all the stress and grief he’d dealt with through therapy and the passing of time coming back like a tsunami crashing over him. I could see it on his face: Years of healing come undone in just seconds.

My need to help him put my own shock on the shelf. At least for the time being. I squeezed his hand. “Dad? How is this possible?” 

“I don’t know, Nessa...I...” He exhaled and shook his head. “They never found her body, the wreckage...anything. I guess...she must have survived somehow. I... what Linda told me just now—that she showed up at the house looking for us, assuming we’d be there for the holiday—that’s all I know.”

“That’s messed up,” Sandy said, and when we both looked at her, she shook her head. “Sorry, I mean...it’s great, though, right?”

Yes, of course, it was great that she was alive after being lost—at sea? On a deserted island?—for so long, but why did it not feel great? Why did it feel like I suddenly had the weight of that crashed airplane on my shoulders? Like I was being crushed by my horrible past jumping forward to be my present?

“Are you going to go?” Sandy asked, and I thought she was talking to me, but it was my father she was looking at.

He stared at her for a long moment before he said, “She’s my wife.” As if that was a good answer.

Anger, the anger that I’d tried to stuff down deep inside for years, the anger over her leaving, over having to deal with the aftermath, the grief, the media, the anguish of watching my father come apart, bubbled up inside me. I pulled my hand from Dad’s and wasn’t able to stop that anger from pouring out of my mouth. “The wife who left you for a kid. A kid you made into a star,” I said.

Sandy gasped, but I didn’t take my eyes off my father. 

“I hardly need a reminder of what she did, Vanessa,” Dad said in a clipped tone, narrowing his eyes at me. “And he wasn’t exactly a kid. He was twenty-one.”

I snorted because seriously, the fact that the guy was just barely legal to drink really made a difference?

“She’s still my wife,” he said again. Then his expression softened as he looked at me, tilting his head. “And she’s still your mother.”

I shook my head. “No. She stopped being my mother when she abandoned us.”

Dad reached for my hand again. “Nessa...”

“No,” I blurted as I shook him off and got to my feet. “No, I can’t do this. Not again. It was bad enough when she was dead. At least then I could have believed maybe she would have come back if she could have—realizing she’d made a big mistake by running off with him. Now? Now I know she didn’t care for five years.”

Dad dropped his head into his hands, his shoulders hunched, a show of emotion that undid me, the hot tears finally rolling down my face. 

“You don’t know,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Maybe she wanted to come back. Maybe she was stuck on an island in the middle of the ocean all that time. They never found the plane, Nessa. Maybe it’s taken her this long to come back to us.”

He looked up at me then, tears in his own eyes, but his expression was one of hope. 

My dad, forever the optimist—a big part of the reason it had taken him so long to get over her—waiting for her to come back, to be miraculously found. To realize her mistake

But when I thought of the woman she had been—and I’d thought a lot over the past several years about what kind of woman would leave her husband and daughter to run off with a young rock star—I couldn’t help but think he was in denial. She wouldn’t have come back. She sealed her fate when she left.

“There has to be more to it, Dad. Why now? What does she want from us now?” 

He looked up at me. “Of course there’s more to it. We owe it to her to hear her story.”

“Hear her story? What about your story? My story? How we had to pick up the pieces after she left. What we had to deal with. Being dragged through the media. The way she totally humiliated and abandoned us. You think it’ll be any better now?” I spread my arms wide, gesturing at the bus around me. “You think this all won’t make it a million times worse? The band is on fire right now. Everyone’s talking about them and that you put them together. Her coming back right now is going to get leveraged into the Tony Capri tabloid story all over again. Is that what you want?”

“I haven’t forgotten, Vanessa,” he said, “You seem to think I have a bad memory. I’ve chosen to get past what happened, but that doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten it. And no, I don’t want to get dragged through the media again, but if it means your mother isn’t dead...”

“Maybe it was better when she was,” I blurted, knowing the second the words were out of my mouth that it had been the wrong thing to say. 

“Nessa!” Sandy gasped. 

“You don’t mean that,” Dad said with a cringe. “That’s not...you’re not being fair.”

Fair? Fair to whom? Who did I need to be fair to? “Are you kidding? Do you seriously think she’s the victim in all this?” I asked, incredulous.

“I...” he exhaled loudly, shaking his head. “I don’t know what to think. Of course, it was her choice to leave the way she did. But after that... I don’t know. If she was out there lost for nearly five years... I feel like I need to hear what she has to say.”

That’s when it hit me. “You still love her.”

He stared at me. Saying nothing. Not saying no. 

“You do. Somehow after all this time, you still love her even though—” I broke off, overcome by the tears, unable to go on. Sandy’s arms came around me then, though there was no comfort in it. Her embrace felt like a cage closing in on me.

My entire universe had just turned on its axis. I needed time to scream, to rage, to process. I needed to be alone to figure things out. 

“Let me—” I cried as I struggled out of Sandy’s arms and ran off the bus, ignoring both her and my father as they called out my name.

[image: image]

The problem, when you’re the kind of person who rarely allows her emotions to get the better of her, is that when it does happen, it’s usually a pretty epic fail. 

Like at that moment. When I found myself a teary, slobbery mess, without a cell phone or any cash wearing flip-flops. In a secured lot at a festival. In the middle of Utah under the blazing sun.

For a fraction of a second as the wall of heat hit me and I realized I was woefully unprepared to be off the bus, I considered turning around, but couldn’t face what—and who—I’d just run from. Except that the who was my dad. The guy who meant more to me than anyone on the planet. The single (until five minutes ago) member of my family.

And then that thought made me cry even harder.

“Vanessa?” a deep voice from beside me said. By his Israeli accent, I knew exactly who it was without looking. Not the absolute worst person to run into, but a complication I didn’t need.

I closed my eyes and cursed in my head. A second later, I opened them to see Ven, the behemoth security guy standing in front of me. 

“Are you okay? What’s happening?” he reached for his radio, and I could only imagine he was two seconds away from calling in the rest of the cavalry.

“Nothing,” I said through my sobs. “Nothing that you can help with,” I added when it was obvious it couldn’t be nothing.

“I’m just...I need a minute, okay? Family drama.”

I walked away from him but felt his presence following. I stopped and turned around. “I’m not going far. Can I have some space? It’s a secure lot. I’m fine.”

He looked conflicted but eventually nodded, and I resumed my escape, getting as far away from the bus as possible.

Seconds later: “Nessa?”

Ugh. Seriously? As I looked up, the pink-haired Kiki was coming toward me from the direction of the amphitheater, concern on her face because there was no hiding that I was a complete and total mess. “Nessa, what’s wrong? Stefan said Ven radioed him that you’re upset.”

I shook my head and kept going, except... where was I going?

I stopped and wiped my eyes on the sleeve of my t-shirt, giving Kiki time to catch up with me.

“What’s going on?” she asked, her hand coming around my forearm in a gentle but firm grip. I almost laughed because she was clearly psychic: I had just been about to bolt.

Still not ready for speech, I shook my head again, definitely not ready to explain. 

“Take deep breaths,” she instructed as she pulled me into her for a hug. For someone who wasn’t a parent, she sure had the whole back-rubbing, shushing noises thing down. If I didn’t know better, I might have mistaken her for a mother. But then that thought got me going again because apparently all of a sudden I had a mother again. Although the one I had was the worst kind of mother.

“Shhhh, Nessa, shhhhh,” Kiki crooned into my ear. “It’s okay. Whatever he did, we’ll work it out.”

I pushed back from her and sniffled. “What? What who did?”

She glanced at the bus and then back at me. “I assume one of the guys did something.” She screwed up her mouth into a lopsided frown. “Andy, I’m guessing.”

I snorted. “No,” I hiccupped, feeling like a five-year-old before I managed to say, “Not boy drama. Real drama.”

Her eyebrows went up.

Now that I was slightly less hysterical, I was starting to notice looks coming from the people milling around—techs and crew members for other bands. I looked over my shoulder to see Ven standing a respectful distance away, arms crossed, his gaze unapologetically trained on us—he didn’t look away when we locked eyes.

While I appreciated his commitment to keeping us safe, it could be unnerving. I looked back at Kiki. “Where are the boys?” 

She nodded her head toward the big amphitheater that had a nondescript one-story building at the back of it. It would contain green rooms and bathrooms, along with the necessary electrical and other equipment stuff. “Backstage, where I was headed. I was just checking on Randy to see if he and the guys would bring the trunks over when Stefan told me you...” she shrugged, not bothering to finish.

“Is there a bathroom?” I asked, quickly adding, “Away from where the guys are, I mean?”

“If I say yes, will you tell me what’s going on?”

I nodded. “Just get me away from the bus.”

She sighed but didn’t say anything more as she looked over my shoulder and nodded at Ven. Then she grabbed my arm and led me toward the back of the amphitheater. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Bathroom Wisdom
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I’d always liked Kiki for her ‘take no crap’ attitude and great sense of humor, not to mention her amazing skills with making people—especially rock stars—look perfect and larger than life. But on this tour, as I was living with her and getting to know her in new ways, I was learning her skills were much broader. They extended to things like excellent listener, caring friend, and most importantly right now, voice of reason. 

Even when she was so shocked that she was, at first, rendered speechless. 

We were in a bathroom backstage—a single washroom with one sink and toilet that we’d locked, meaning we would not be interrupted. She was leaning with her butt against the sink, her ankles and arms crossed as I’d told her my story. I stood in front of her, explaining through my tears how that one phone call had made everything go completely fubar. She thankfully knew the backstory on my mom, so I didn’t have to fill her in on that part.

She listened quietly and then while it sunk in, did that gaping fish mouth thing for a while. Finally, she shook her head. “Nessa, that is...wow...I don’t know what to say.”

Neither did I. I swallowed and reached for a paper towel from the dispenser, glad I hadn’t bothered with makeup.

“What’s he going to do?” she asked.

I swallowed again, hoping I was done with the hiccups, and said, “I don’t know. I didn’t exactly stick around to find out.”

“That’s...” she sighed before continuing. “I wonder what happened. Where’s she been? How did she even get back here? She wouldn’t have paperwork or a passport or anything. Has the government been involved?”

I hadn’t even though about the logistics of her return. “I don’t know.”

“Well,” she said, pushing away from the sink. “We need to find out. We need to go talk to your dad.”

I dropped my head, fresh tears falling. “No. I can’t, I...”

Kiki’s hands landed on my shoulders. “Nessa, you can’t avoid this. I know it’s hard and you haven’t forgiven her—I don’t blame you, honestly—but you have to face this and get through it. If only to support your dad.”

It was the last sentence that got me. I closed my eyes as she pulled me into another hug. “While you think you don’t need closure and to find out what happened, he does. And I do think that once the shock wears off, you’ll realize you do, too.”

I muttered a bunch of curses into her shoulder.

“I know,” she said, pulling me tighter. “I feel the same.” 

Then she pulled back, keeping her hands on my upper arms, and looked into my eyes. All traces of her normal humor were gone. “I hate her for what she did to you and Tony. I thought Linda was going to lose her mind over it, too—I think she nearly did. But you still deserve to know what happened. Maybe...maybe she’s here to beg forgiveness.”

“She’ll never get it,” I said.

Kiki nodded in understanding. “Maybe not. And maybe she doesn’t deserve it. But you and Tony do deserve to know.”

She was right. No matter how much I hated that it was true or that I never wanted to see that woman again, Kiki was right that we deserved to know. And I guess now that an explanation was possible, I realized I needed one. One of the hardest parts of dealing with her death was the lack of closure. The never knowing what could have been and that she didn’t have the chance to see her mistake. To try to fix it.

“I can’t watch him go through that again though,” I said. “It nearly killed him.”

Kiki’s eyes softened as she took a deep breath. “I know. But we won’t let anything happen to him. We’re a family.”

I appreciated that she didn’t shove in my face how it nearly killed me, too. 

“He still loves her,” I said for some reason. Why, I don’t know. I sure didn’t need to add more shock value to this conversation.

She shook her head. “He’s loyal to a fault, and I’m sure he feels he needs to hear her out, but I can’t imagine he does. Maybe as the mother of his much-beloved daughter,” she said, giving me a sad smile. “But romantically? Like, enough to try to reconcile? I don’t know, Nessa. I can’t see that happening after all this time.”

The thought of them reconciling hadn’t even occurred to me. When I’d accused him of still loving her, I’d meant that I was afraid he’d forgive her, let her get away with what she’d done, not that I ever thought for a second he’d want to get back with her. To try to make us a family again. 

As my brain started down that road, Kiki interrupted my thoughts. “Anyway. You need to go talk to him. You don’t want him to think he’s in this alone.”

“If he gets back with her, he will be,” I said.

“Cross that bridge,” Kiki said as she finally let go of me to reach for the door. She unlocked it and then stopped, turning to look me in the eye. “Whatever happens, you’re not alone, okay? We’re with you—Linda, Cliff, me and everyone else. We’re with you and Tony no matter what.”

It helped. It helped a lot. Probably more than I ever thought it could. But it didn’t make it any easier to convince myself that I had to walk back to that bus.
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I sent Kiki out of the bathroom to go join the boys, telling her she could get back to work and that I needed to use the facilities anyway. We were used to being in close quarters on the bus but not that close. 

After she gave me a long, assessing look and I assured her I would go back to see my dad, she nodded and left me alone in the bathroom.

Finally, a moment to myself so I could try to process everything.

My mother. My long-lost, presumed-dead mother was back and at our door, looking for us. 

As much as I felt sorry for myself, I felt even worse for Linda, who would have been the one to open the door to see the ghost standing there in the flesh. 

Like Kiki, Linda wasn’t a mother, but she could sure play one on TV. I could imagine she’d want to scratch my mother’s eyes out after opening that fateful door. I allowed myself the mental image of Linda tackling my mother in the doorway, taking her down to the marble.

“So violent, Vanessa,” I said to my reflection, admonishing myself for the bloodthirsty smirk that had appeared on my face. 

Then it occurred to me how much more horrible it would have been for Linda if she was involved with my dad, which I’d suspected for some time. 

That made me feel even worse for her; that’s a lot of unexpected baggage to get hit with in a relationship. And what the hell was my dad supposed to do now? What were we all supposed to do?

Looking around the backstage bathroom, I was instantly reminded that we were on tour. One that was supposed to go on for the rest of the summer. The boys needed Dad—so much depended on him.

Once I mopped up my face and realized there was no improving my look without the benefit of some eye drops, cold compresses, and time, I sighed and left the bathroom. 

When I got into the hall, I heard the faint echo of shouts and laughter that I recognized as coming from the guys. They had no idea of the turmoil Dad and I had just been thrown into.

While I didn’t want to burden them with our problems, our very personal problems, I had a sudden ache to see Dave...Will. I didn’t want to tell him what had happened, but I did want the comfort of his arms around me. Because I knew, without a doubt, he would get it. He’d get why it felt like my heart had just been removed from my chest with a rusty spoon. And maybe he’d help me fill that hole up. 

He’d said back in Portland that he loved me. That he’d realized it ages ago, well before we had come together. Before he was even on my radar—at least consciously. If I really thought about it, I’d have to admit that he’d been on my radar since that day at Rosewood when he’d killed it on stage during the talent show. 

When he played with every ounce of his heart and soul. The moment I knew he would be a rock star. 

But now, after we’d spent the past weeks together, getting to know each other better as people, that he was a rock star was secondary to what he really was to me—friend, confidante, fellow insomnia sufferer. And maybe most importantly, soon-to-be boyfriend. 

“Please come out, please come out,” I muttered there in the echoey hall, not brave enough to go get him, but wanting him to catch my sad and needy telepathic brain waves and come find me. 

He didn’t.

And after I couldn’t put it off any longer, I girded my loins, whatever that even means, and made my way back to the bus.
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I took a deep breath and pulled open the door to the coach. The second I did, all voices abruptly stopped. There was no turning and running, no matter how much I suddenly wanted to obey that flight response. I’d never been much of a fighter, after all.

“Nessa?” my father said, the signature shuffling of his bus slippers telling me as I started up the stairs that he was coming to meet me. 

“Dad, I—” was as far as I got before he pulled me into a crushing hug. Which I suddenly returned with equal force. 

“It’s okay, we’re okay,” he said, over and over into my hair as we clutched each other hard. 

Finally, we pulled back, and I had to look away from his tear-stained face or else I would come undone all over again. Sandy was sitting quietly at the booth in the center of the bus, dabbing at her own tears with a crumpled paper towel. God, was there anywhere I could focus my eyes that wouldn’t set me off again? Hell, who was I kidding? Another meltdown was imminent.

But as I swept my gaze around the bus, trying to delay the inevitable, I saw the bottom of a leg poking out from behind the curtain that cordoned off the office at the very back of the bus. 

Normally, I wouldn’t recognize someone by their pant leg and shoes alone, but I’d already gotten used to seeing those loafers. They belonged to Dr. Curtis Carmichael, the shrink my dad had flown in to help Max with his grief over his girlfriend’s death. It had only been a couple of days since he’d arrived, but Max’s intense sessions had been held at the back of our coach when it was otherwise deserted—during sound check or when the guys were elsewhere working out. 

That he was on the bus now made sense. Dad had been through a lot of therapy to help get through my mother’s departure and subsequent (apparent) death, so it made sense that he’d turn to Dr. Carmichael now when stuff got real again. Really real.

I took a breath and looked back at my father. “Now what?” 

He exhaled, making me realize how much stress affected our breath (I had a fleeting thought that maybe it was time to return to yoga) and said, “We fly home.”

What? I blinked at him. “Fly home? To New York? We’re in Salt Lake City. In the middle of tour.”

He looked at me incredulously, like I was the one being unreasonable. “Your mother just returned from being lost at sea for five years.”

Clearly, we were still not on the same page when it came to the issue of her. “You have responsibilities here,” I said, crossing my arms. Until I realized it made me look defensive. I dropped them at my sides, wishing my pants had pockets.

Dad’s lips pressed together into a line as he seemed to consider my words. Or, more likely, the meaning behind them. “We’re flying home,” he finally said in a very decisive tone.

“We?”

“Yes, Nessa. We. She’s your mother.” 

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, my arms crossing again. I left them this time because the defensive stance felt necessary.

The leg at the end of the bus shifted, and as my gaze flicked toward the movement, in its place, the entire man appeared. It only took a few steps for him to join us. “Why don’t we talk about this,” Dr. Carmichael said as he placed a hand on my father’s shoulder. “This is big news that affects both of you and in different ways.”

Spare me from shrinks, I wanted to say. The last thing I wanted was to sit and talk about how I felt about my mother’s surprise return. But maybe having a mediator wasn’t a bad idea right now. Because there was no way I was flying home. Definitely not to see my mother. Perhaps having a doctor on my side to help me get that through my dad’s skull wasn’t a bad idea.

“Let’s have a seat,” Dr. Carmichael said, gesturing toward the couch.

Sandy sniffled and then slid from the bench seat. “I should go,” she said. “This is private.”

My father looked over at her. “May as well stay—this affects you, too.”

Sandy frowned and cocked her head. “How?”

“I promised the social worker that you would be in my care, which means you’re coming with us to the east coast.”

Oh, now there’s a twist I hadn’t been expecting. My best friend’s eyes widened as she processed this. She glanced out toward the amphitheater and then back to my dad. “But...the band...what about all the social media—I can’t...”

He shook his head. “We won’t be gone long. You can do a lot virtually. Although...maybe if I flew her here...”

“No,” I said quickly. “No one needs the distraction of her here.” Least of all me. 

Dad sighed as though he heard my thought. 

Dr. Carmichael waved toward the couch for me to sit between him and my father. Instead, I took a seat on the one across from them on the other side of the bus. 

“Why can’t you just talk to her on the phone?” I suggested. When what I wanted to say was, “Why not just let Linda push her into the ocean? For good this time.” Although when the thought appeared in my head, guilt washed over me. 

Which made me feel stupid. After what that woman had done to me and Dad, I hated that she could make me feel anything at all.

Speaking of Dad’s assistant. “What about Linda?” 

Dad did a double-take. “What? What about her?”

The look on his face gave me doubts, but: “Aren’t you a thing?”

“A thing?” he asked, confused. “Wait, are you asking if Linda and I are dating?”

“So, that’s a no?” I asked, embarrassed.

“Yes, it’s a no,” he said, suddenly seeming upset. I would have thought he’d have found it funny, but no. “Why would you think that, Nessa?”

I shrugged, feeling stupid again. “She’s your work wife.”

He stared at me for a long moment and then shook his head, looking really sad all of a sudden. “There’s nothing going on between Linda and I and even if there was...” he trailed off and waved his hand dismissively.

“You’re not going to get back with her, are you?” I asked, unable to keep the anger out of my voice.

“Vanessa,” he said. “I am just as shocked as you are. I know as much as you do about what’s happened. I have no idea how this is going to play out, but can you please give me some space to deal with it before you ask me questions like that?” It was said in a tone that he hadn’t used with me for years. One of exasperation, stress, and—if I remember correctly from the time right after she left, utter hopelessness.

Again, he wasn’t saying no.

I managed to take a breath and say “I’m not going with you.”

“Nessa,” Sandy said as she took a seat beside me, the leather letting out a soft whiff as she did. 

“I’m not. I’m sorry you have to,” I said to her, even though jetting around with my father was still better than whatever would have happened to her after her parents were taken into custody. “But I don’t.”

“You’re still a minor,” my father reminded me. “So actually, you do.”

I narrowed my eyes at him then, channeling the anger at my mother, this situation, and now him, right at his face. “You’re going to force me to see her?”

“Hold on,” Dr. Carmichael said, turning to my father and putting a hand on his arm. “Maybe we can find a better compromise. I’m getting from Vanessa that she’s not ready to see her mother. I think you need to respect her need to process what’s happened.”

“She can process on the plane,” Dad said, glaring at me. “It’s your mother.”

“After what she did?” I squeaked out because suddenly my throat had all but closed. “After what she did to us?”

“Tony,” Dr. Carmichael said before Dad had a chance to say anything else. “I think maybe we can negotiate something better here than forcing Vanessa onto a plane. How about you go and give her some time to process this and then she can decide if and when she wants to see her mother.” Dad seemed to unclench a little at that. “No good will come of forcing her against her will. She’s nearly an adult, and you told me yourself how proud you are of her and the fine young woman she’s become. Trust her to make this decision for herself. That she knows what is best for her right now. I’ll be here, along with Kiki, Gary, and the rest of the crew. She will be well-supervised here.”

Oh, you’re good, I thought as I watched Dad unclench the rest of the way when Dr. Carmichael finished his little speech. He’d hit all the right buttons, making me feel better at the same time. 

“Fine,” Dad said. “But Sandy, you’re coming with me. That’s not negotiable unless you want to get pulled into the foster care system while your parents are...indisposed.”

Resigned, Sandy nodded. “When do we go?” As she asked, she shot me a pleading look, which I ignored. 

“This afternoon,” Dad said, missing my exchange with Sandy as he pulled out his phone. “Pack a bag with a couple days’ worth of clothes while I work out the details.”

“What about the band?” I asked. “Linda’s not well enough to come out here, is she?”

He looked up at me as though the fact that he had six guys and an entire crew under him, and there were several back-to-back concerts lined up had slipped his mind. “She would if I asked her to, but no. She needs to heal.”

He sighed. “With you staying behind, I think everything’s well in hand, but obviously I can’t just leave you to run things.”

Thank God. That the crew was experienced and top-notch meant I could handle the day to day stuff, but I did not want the responsibility of everything, even if only for a few days.

“Wait,” he said as a lightbulb seemed to go on over his head. He pulled his phone out and started poking at the screen before he held it to his face. “Hey. It’s Tony,” he said into it as he got up and made his way to the back of the bus as though he’d forgotten us. “It’s a long story that I’ll explain later, but how would you like to do me a favor?”
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