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Chapter One
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Derek


To say I was jealous that Ryder and Max were playing around in Disneyland while we finished up the tour was putting it mildly. But after all the hell they had been through between Ryder’s stalker and him damn near dying in the avalanche, they more than deserved it. Even now, a few months later when the memories resurface my eyes fill with tears. The thought of losing Ryder fucking killed me. I was a total jerk to Ryder on this tour, all because I knew about the threats that had been coming in and I was jealous as fuck too. Shallow? Yeah, it was but some feelings, some things right or wrong just can’t be helped. Ryder never knew I was in love with him and as far as I’m concerned, he never will. No one will. Ever. I knew the feelings weren’t reciprocated and that was on me. The one time we kissed shortly after he joined the band was an eye opener, Ryder’s gateway into my heart. But for him, it had the opposite affect so I never pushed it any further even though it ate me alive not to. For years I thought if he’d only given us a chance. I knew there wasn’t a snowballs chance in hell but my heart refused to let go. 
You can’t always have what you want, even as a multi-millionaire. Ryder’s never been about money and fame. Ryder lives through his heart, his music, and his heart didn’t want what mine did. So I shut that down or at least I thought I had until Max came along and the red headed bitch named jealousy, reared her ugly head. That’s when the “what if someday he changed his mind” I’d clung onto all these years said goodbye. Ryder and Max were meant to be and that became crystal clear to me when Max not only saved Ryder’s life once, but twice. Granted, it was his job but the pain and anguish I saw reflected in his face told me it was more than that to him. He loved Ryder. The moment Max jumped in without pause to take care of Ryder’s needs, erased the errant emotions I’d battled and filled me with something else, something of a soothing nature. A sense of peace. Through that enlightenment, Max’s presence changed from one of an irritation to “yeah, this feels right”. Then and there I knew that Ryder and I weren’t meant to be. Something in me changed but it was too late to make up for being the dick that I had been since Max entered into the picture. How does one explain that without giving away your deepest, darkest secret? You don’t. At least, you hope you don’t ever have to.
But that issue was twofold. At the same time, the threats were increasing in both frequency and detailed velocity of what that psycho planned to do to Ryder when he got his hands on him. I tried to distance myself from Ryder, to not giveaway the fact that I knew.  I’d been sworn not to share it and was told by Fizzbo himself to do whatever it takes to get Ryder to leave Max alone so he could do his job protecting him. If anything happened to Ry and he was no longer in my life, man, I’d be fucking devastated. Ryder has always had trouble finding love, he really feared it and so many times I wanted to blurt out that I was right in front of him. Me! Me! Look at me! But our friendship came first and foremost and that alone kept me from blurting those three little words out. Well, that and I knew if I did it would be the end of our friendship and that thought was unbearable. 
Ryder’s mom was a real fucking piece of work and did a number on him. Throw in the Stoli situation and life officially compact fractured Ryder’s already fragile heart. But Max saw through that, he knew Ryder was worth it and he didn’t give up, even when he was threatened with losing his job. After that, all doubts of what Max was playing at went away. He and Ryder were meant for each other and I no longer had to worry about anyone hurting my best friend, my brother from another mother. The man who would forever have a place in my heart. They would have to get through Max first to get to Ryder and that Marine was a force to be reckoned with, especially when it came to his man.
Disney is my happy place and something Ryder fell into by default just from holding the role of my best friend. I drug him there so many times whenever I was down that he too fell for the magical allure the kingdom held. He always said, “Seeing your face light up every time we enter those sacred gates makes the price of admission more than worth it.” Hell, both my houses were decorated in subtle and not so subtle hints of all things Disney. The interior decorator I hired thought I was a nutcase when I opened twenty-two air-conditioned storage units I’d rented that held the massive collection I owned while I was house hunting. It had been so long since I’d laid eyes on any of it that it was like being a kid on Christmas morning unwrapping each crate. I had to start bidding via proxy at the annual Disney auctions just to keep John Stamos off my back. We’d battled back and forth over the years more times than I could count and had a particularly difficult round bidding on the old spinning cups from the Mad Tea Party ride when Disney revamped it. John’s a great guy don’t get me wrong, but proudly donned his proverbial horns when it came to securing new pieces for his extensive collection. Well, two can play at that game, dear John. 
One of these days, I was bound and determined to spend two weeks at Disney World in Florida. It would be hella difficult to schedule for security reasons, but it was number one on my bucket list and was a must do before I leave this Earth. Ryder laughs at me because I don’t ride any of what he considers to be “real rides”, my guts barely tolerated the drop in the Pirates of the Caribbean one and don’t even get me started on Indiana Jones. The one time I rode it with Colby, my son, I ran off the damn thing bawling like a big ‘ol baby. Colby was nine at the time and laughed his ass off at me and immediately asked if we could go again. “Hell no we can’t,” I told him so his mom, Lorraine took him. 
Lorraine and I were high school sweethearts, we married our sophomore year of college at Arizona State University against both our families wishes and bam, we were parents ten months later. I was majoring in music at the time and dropped out to work full time so Lorraine could finish getting her degree in Art History. A year later, I got the rights to the trust fund my grandfather had left me even though my parents fought it tooth and nail. But the provision was clear, no matter what it was mine upon my twenty-first birthday. 
Immediately, I bought a modest house, quit my job, and started up my first band, Dying in My Sleep. One of three I’ve been a part of to date. I tell ya, the band life isn’t for everyone and it’s not to be taken lightly. I fucked up so much and so often that Lorraine eventually kicked me out and refused to let me see Colby. I was so fucking pissed at her when I went to the bank to clear out my accounts and found she had me locked out of all of them. It took me a while to get my shit together, including doing a six month stint in rehab, but after I regained her trust things came full circle for us but we knew then that we were better friends than husband and wife. We’ve hooked up from time to time, but kept it away from Colby because we didn’t want him to get his hopes up that his parents were getting back together. It was nothing more than scratching an itch. But when Lorraine finally found the one, Stephen Sanders, a criminal defense attorney in Paradise Valley, we stopped messing around.  It was bittersweet, but I liked the stable family life Colby had with them. It was more than I could give him at the time.
The second major purchase I made with my inheritance was a used utility van that I had retrofitted like a camper, more like a tiny house on wheels. There were two sets of narrow bunk beds, military cots really. A small kitchenette and the tiniest washroom known to man. It had hookups so we could stay at campgrounds and KOA’s, but those are few and far between when you are playing dive bars in the desert southwest. Shortly after I had dumped a shit ton of money into it, was when things went south at home. Colby was barely a year old and I was never around. The band had become my life, and unfortunately, so had drugs. My weapon of choice was alcohol in the beginning before I graduated to heroin. Lorraine had had enough and on one of the rare occasions I did come home, I found the locks had been changed and all that I owned had been put into the garage. She opened it so I could get my stuff but never once stepped outside. When I was done. she shut it and shut me out. She wouldn’t even let me say goodbye to my son, which only pushed me further into the oblivion I’d already ventured into. The beginning of the end for me, or so I had made myself believe. I spent the next year living without a care, well not so much living as keeping my veins filled with as much black tar as I could and lived out of the van that had become my full time residence.
When I think back, I find the name of my first band, Dying in my Sleep, to be quite ironic considering it was how I begged whatever deity there was to take me. The band had all but dissolved, I was camped out on the side of the road in a seedy neighborhood in downtown Phoenix when I was found. Drug paraphernalia was strewn about, bodily fluids and rat shit covered the inside of the van I had basically destroyed. Well, I’m sure I didn’t do it alone but unfortunately, I remembered very little. Everything I owned had been pilfered, I was so out of it I had no clue what was going on let alone where I was. I was so fucked up I couldn’t even tell the police my own name. What got them knocking on my van in the first place was the expired tags on my plate and when I didn’t answer, they busted the door open for what they called a “welfare check” and hauled my ass in and impounded the van. I told them to call Lorraine even though we were estranged, not my parents. We had been on the outs with my parents when I got Lorraine pregnant and hadn’t spoken since. My parents were never a fan of hers. Her working-class family wasn’t good enough to be associated with our wealthy, dysfunctional one. Lorraine paid my fines in exchange for my agreeing to immediately go into rehab. It was a no brainer when she said I’d never see Colby again if I didn’t. Contrary to what my fucked-up mind believed, I knew in my heart that boy was my world and I needed to get my shit straight for him and for me. And that’s when the six-month stint began. My first and last trip to rehab, I hoped.
If anyone ever tells you it is easy to kick heroin, they are fucking lying to you, and to themselves. They don’t want to get help, they’re just playing you so you’ll let them go and they can immediately run back to their dealer. They will rob you blind, beat your ass, do whatever it takes to get that little bag with Bart Simpson’s face on it. Fucking sick when you think about it, using a famed cartoon character as a ruse to peddle drugs. How many kids find those bags lying around and think they are toys? How many kids have gotten sick playing with them? Eleven years later, I can look back and see all the fucked-up shit associated with addiction but back then, I had blinders on. All I wanted was to reach that comfortably numb stage rather than face my demons head on. I do not ever want that shit for my son. I am thankful as hell he was too young to remember what a fucked-up mess his dad had been. Redemption is my vise of choice now. Being a positive role model for my son always keeps me striving to put my best foot forward.
Once Lorraine and Stephen got married, she sold the house we had owned together and moved in with him. Stephen has been a great stepfather to Colby and I will always be thankful to him for that. He never tried to replace me nor does Colby call him dad, but he is there for him when I can’t be. Lorraine got the house when we divorced, amicably I might add, since I agreed to everything she asked for while I got myself back on track and she had my accounts released as well. At the time she had frozen them, I was pissed but in the end it was the best thing she could’ve done for me. She knew in my drug induced state of mind that I would have blown through it in no time. Had she not done that, I wouldn’t have had a dime to my name when I got out of rehab. For some, they would have high tailed it from the bank to their dealers. Not me, I made a promise to Lorraine and Colby but most of all, to myself. This addiction ended now. By the time Colby was two, I was clean and back on track.
When I am on the road Stephen doesn’t groan about my not being able to take Colby so he and Lorraine can have their alone time. Once I am home in Arizona though, I get to see Colby as much as my schedule allows for, and I make sure it allows for a lot. When I am in Los Angeles and Colby’s with me I take him everywhere. He really enjoys going to rehearsals and social engagements we get scheduled for. On more than one occasion, he has been my date on the red carpet. Now that he is thirteen and totally into music, I’m gonna see if his mom will let me take him for a couple of weeks during our next tour. Drinking is the only thing that happens when we’re on the road and I keep mine to a single beer a night and now that Ryder’s all domesticated with Max, I won’t have to worry about him openly boning some rando while Colby’s hanging out. Jaxson and Shadow are pretty chill, they don’t air any of their shit and keep their extra-curriculars behind closed doors so I don’t have to worry about them. But now that our little Ryder is growing up, there will be no more wild parties which is more than fine by me.
When I met Ryder, I’d been sober for a couple of years, had a day job working with my ex-father in law, who I was thankfully back on good terms with, making local deliveries for his produce company and had been in my second band, Sacred Realm for a couple of months. Each of us were talented in our own ways, but it was just that, our own ways and we never meshed and came together as one. It was a bummer, but I’d learned enough to know when to walk away and the wheels were already turning and I was mentally searching for my next band. When Ryder came to rehearsal that first time, even though it was only he and I, he was nervous as fuck. Poor kid was sweating like he had just run a marathon. I handed him a bottle of water, told him to take a deep breath and play whatever he wanted. He shocked the hell out of me when he broke into Metallica’s Fade To Black, those were damn big shoes he was stepping into but when it came time for the lyrics the singer in me surfaced and I belted them out,  instantly calming Ryder down and from there we had a great time hosting our two man show. He had some rough edges to tamper, but the gift was there and everything about teaming up with him felt right. Like one of those epiphanies that slap you upside the head and that little voice told me this kid was the real deal.
And yet I digress, my lonely mind wandering to the past as our buses head to the last show on our European tour, Frantic Festival in Francavilla al Mare, Italy. Stoli has rocked the shit. He is beyond worn out but has kept up his end of the promise - filling in for Ryder while he healed. We will forever be indebted to him for his generosity. I will admit, I had my doubts because of how poorly he treated Ryder way back when, but I’m happy to report he’s grown into a hell of a man. While the fans were bummed Ryder wasn’t with us, they were still pretty stoked to hear Stoli get up there and play our songs and Joey even jumped on stage a couple of times and split the mic with me. Makes our jobs fun when we can jam out with our band buds, but we are all more than ready to drag our tired asses home. We have a few weeks of break time before we play Rocktoberfest in Nevada this fall, but I am missing Colby something awful and all the texts in the world cannot take the place of spending time with my little man. I suppose I need to quit calling him that since he is damn near as tall as I am and is technically a teenager.
“Yo Derek,” Shadow called, shading his eyes from the summer sun, as I exited the bus. 
“What time is it?” I asked, stretching out the kinks. “Duh, look at your phone dumbass,” I said aloud as I slid it from my pocket. “Shit, it’s the butt crack of dawn. Where are we Reagan?” I asked my guard. He and Fizzbo had been sharing the bus with me since Ryder and Max left the tour.
“We’re in Bologna,” Reagan informed us. “Drivers needed to stop for petrol.”
“Petrol,” Shadow mimicked in a ridiculous British accent that had us busting up.
“Do you jackasses want anything from inside?” Reagan asked, clearly not sharing in our immature early morning humor. We declined, before he disappeared inside.
“Hey, check this out,” Shadow said, holding his phone out, “we’re about to hit the coastline which I bet will be gorgeous.” He had the map of Italy pulled up on his phone. Seems our concert was right along the waterfront. This might not be a bad place to wrap up a tour in after all. 
Whenever I am on the road, I send Colby as many pictures as I can. We video chatted when our times aligned which was easier while he was home for summer break but now he’s heading back to school so it will become increasingly difficult. I managed to collect some trinkets along the way to bring back to him. I was hoping to get some great pics of the Adriatic Sea to share with him before we left too. It kinda sucked that he was starting his freshman year of high school and I wouldn’t be there to go to orientation with him. Probably for the best though, Reagan would kill me before the high schoolers could maul me for the security nightmare it would bring him. Sometimes the price you pay to be in the limelight is hard on your heart.




Chapter Two


[image: image-placeholder]
Logan

This year’s student to teacher ratio was light compared to what I was used to having been in the public school sector for the last ten years. This was my first semester teaching high school freshman English at a private, upscale school in Scottsdale, Arizona. I wasn’t quite sure what I’d signed up for but having already served my tenure in a less than desirable area of west Phoenix, I was looking forward to the change.  
The first Tuesday of the opening week for the new school year was parent teacher night. Our classes were maxed out at a ratio of fifteen students to one teacher which was a nice change from the thirty to thirty-five I had in my classes in previous years. This would allow me more one on one time working with the students which was what I had always wanted. No student left behind to me meant giving them the best tools possible to move on to the next grade, not just pass them for being nothing more than a warm body in a seat so the district could receive funding accordingly. I wanted my students to learn and have fun while doing so. If you assimilate the curriculum to something they are interested in, you have a much better chance of reaching them. Granted, these were the kids of the upper echelon and would come with challenges of their own, I supposed, but hopefully I would not have knives pulled on me ever again. I’m still suffering through nightmares related to that, but at least I’m down to seeing my therapist once a week as opposed to the three times it had been during the summer months after the incident took place. This happened at the end of the last school year in May. I went into teaching with the mindset that every child can be reached, every child is teachable but unfortunately every broken home can’t be repaired and I failed to see the warning signs before things had escalated to Defcon Five with one particular student I tried so desperately to help. Hopefully that boy can turn his life around when he gets out of the juvenile detention center.
That was why I needed the change. I reached out to an acquaintance who is a headhunter and they found me this position. Thankfully, I was only renting where I was so upon signing my letter of acceptance for the new teaching job I gave my thirty day notice and moved from Phoenix, Maryvale to be exact, to Scottsdale. A new start was just what I needed, or so I kept telling myself, so I don’t feel like such a loser for tucking my tail between my legs and running away.
I’d just finished setting out the refreshments I’d purchased, a basic tray of crackers, assorted cheeses and grapes, took a deep, cleansing breath and reminded myself that I could do this even though I didn’t feel like I belonged in their gilded world. With that warming thought still fresh in my mind, I opened the classroom door, flicked the stopper into place to hold it open and anxiously waited for the first family to arrive. One by one, they trickled in. Not all showed, but I was happy to see more than half did. Each parent had brought their child with them as well which was great. They would both be hearing what I had to say when I said it as opposed to whatever would’ve been reiterated second hand or if at all.
“Good evening everyone, and welcome,” I nervously began.  “I’m Mr. Bell and I’ll be the homeroom and English teacher for your students so they get to see me twice a day,” I smiled, but only a few returned it. One man was already checking his watch and he had only been here maybe all of two minutes. I made a mental note as to which child was his. Something new I am trying out is paying more attention to how the parents act. That will give me a better perspective into their child and any potential behavioral challenges that may present themselves. At least, I hoped it would.
“I’ve written this semesters curriculum down as you’ll see on the smart board behind me. Assignments are due at the beginning of the next scheduled English class and the first book we’ll be reading and reviewing is a literary classic called To Kill a Mockingbird,” I happily announced. Even though I’ve read the book easily a dozen times, it never failed to reduce me to tears and build me back up again.
“You have our kids reading a hunting book,” the man who was so in love with his watch that he couldn’t manage to keep his eyes away from it complained.
“It’s an award winning literary classic, and it isn’t about hunting,” I preened, completely dumbfounded by his outburst. He of course scoffed at my reply. But I chose to ignore him and continued on.
“A certain number of pages to be read will be assigned on Monday each week. On Friday’s I will ask them to turn in a summary of what they’ve read. This assignment will account for sixty percent of their grade for the semester,” I said, passing out a printed copy of the curriculum I was speaking of to each parent so there’d be no questions as to what I covered.
The classroom door whipped open and a man burst forth scanning the room until he’d found who he was looking for. His eyes lit up upon doing so and his smile damn near brought me to my knees. Colby Masters, met him half way, launching himself into his arms. A hulking man entered behind him, crossing his arms menacingly and taking up residence inside the doorframe to block anyone from coming or going.
“Dad, when did you get in? How did you know we were here?” Colby rattled off excitedly.
“A little birdie told me. We just landed and drove right over, sorry I’m late Colb,” his dad said, hugging him again. “Oh,” his father said, glancing at all the faces silently staring back at him. He turned toward me, “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.” They quietly walked off together toward the woman I believed to be Colby’s mother. We hadn’t gotten to formal introductions yet, so I was merely guessing.
My mouth hung open, words escaped me and as a teacher degreed in the fine art of English, that was a big fat fail. He hugged Colby’s mother, probably his wife, before taking the seat beside their son. When my eyes met hers, she grinned, snapping me out of whatever trance this man, her man, had me in. I cleared my throat, attempting to regain some sort of control over my wayward reaction. “I’m sorry, where was I?” This was so unlike me, I was always tidy, ready with itinerary in hand and yet as I scanned the documents atop my desk I was at a loss as to what I was doing. Focus Logan, I mentally chided myself. Deep breaths.  “How about we start with introductions?” One by one we went around the room, Mr. watch ended up being Dontay Simmons father and when we got to Colby’s family I froze, hanging on their every word.
“I’m Lorraine Sanders, Colby’s mother,” she said, smiling proudly.
“I’m Derek Masters, Colby’s dad,” the gorgeous man, Derek said, equally as pride filled. Of course, my warped mind heard it as a song, but he was taken. Or hetero. Or, ugh…
“Derek fucking Masters, lead singer of the best fucking rock band on the planet!” Jamie, one of the other students yelled out, fist bumping the air. I guess that explains the hulking guard in the doorway.
“Language Jamie,” Jamie’s mother Estelle and I scolded in unison.
“Sorry. But come on,” he pleaded with her, pointing at Derek.
Derek’s grin was wide, he was watching me intently. Searching my face for what I had no idea. All I knew was I would be Googling Derek Masters as soon as this uncomfortable situation came to an end.
After the last parent introduced themselves, I began again, “On the handout I gave you earlier, it has my email address and office hours. Please feel free to contact me any time if you have any questions about how your student is doing or with regard to the curriculum. The school website is also listed and on the home page is the school calendar with the holidays and teacher in-service days listed on it,” my eyes locked on Derek’s and I once again, forgot my own name.
He smiled and winked, bringing it back around for me. “Thank you, Mr.?” he paused, scanning the smart board, “Mr. Bell. This has been most informative.”
“Uh huh,” I swooned and just as quickly, the students all converged on Derek asking for his autograph, leaving me with a feeling of worthlessness. Not only did I not know who he was, but he was so far out of my league it was ridiculous. I busied myself stacking and restacking the papers from my desk into a neat pile before sliding them into my messenger bag. Anything to keep from looking up and suffering any further humiliation.
“He’s something, isn’t he?” An unfamiliar female voice said. I glanced up and found it was Lorraine who had addressed me.
“Oh um, I don’t, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tried my best to sound uncaring when in essence I probably sounded like a complete and total idiot. Real smooth Logan…
“Yes, you do Mr. Bell,” Lorraine continued.
Great, first time meeting the parents and I already have an issue. Nice going, jackass. “Please, call me Logan. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to stare at your husband. That was very unprofessional of me. He just surprised me is all,” I replied, trying to evoke the sincerest voice I could muster.
“He’s my ex-husband, Logan in case you missed the different last names.”
“Oh,” so much for sounding uninterested.
“And he’s very single but on the road a lot,” Lorraine continued. Why was she sharing this much information with me? A complete stranger. Her son’s teacher and someone who had clearly made a total fool of themselves tonight. Do not mix business with pleasure. Do not mix…
“Who are you talking about?” Derek appeared out of nowhere, slinging his arm around Lorraine’s shoulders and kissing the side of her head.
“Oh, no one in particular,” she winked at me, “I need to meet Stephen for dinner. Do you want to come along?” she asked Derek.
“I was hoping I could steal the little man,” Derek began but was cut off.
“Dad,” Colby complained.
“Sorry Colby, I was hoping I could spend a couple hours with Colby before we both need to hit the sack.”
“How long are you in town for, dad?” Colby asked him. I pretended that I wasn’t listening to their private family conversation even though I was.
“I’m off until our next show this fall in Nevada, so I’ll be here until I have to head there or to Los Angeles. So at least for a couple more weeks, if not longer.”
“Yes!” Colby cheered, fist bumping the air.
“I missed you too, kiddo,” Derek told him, and my heart doubled in size at the endearing words he openly shared with his son. “Hey, um, could I get one of those handouts you gave the parents?” Derek asked me.
“Oh, ya, sure,” I pulled a fresh copy from my messenger bag, handing it to him, “here you
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