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“A broken heart? I’ve got one too. It’s no
excuse for what you do.

Word and deed — they aren’t the same. Love
to me is no man’s game.”

 


 


[Note: Quin is Joaquin’s nickname, pronounced
‘keen’]

 



Prologue

 


 


Jade stood in moonlight and shadow, touching
Joaquin’s face with gentle fingers, her engagement ring sparkling
in the starlight. He felt himself get lost in her love for him
shining from her eyes. Leaning down, he kissed her with warm,
expressive lips, delighted with how she reached for him. Raising
his head, he whispered, “Thank you for saving me. Thank you for
loving me. I would be so lost without you.”

He felt Jade’s breath on his ear, heard her
sigh. “I love you, Quin. Forever and always. Forever and always.
Forever and alwa...” As her voice trailed away, he glanced down and
realized he no longer held her. Twisting around to look over his
shoulder, he still couldn’t find her. “Jade? Baby girl?” He spun
the other way. “Jade! JADE!”

Jerking upright in bed, Joaquin woke from
hearing himself scream her name. He threw his head back, realizing
it had all been a dream. She wasn’t in his bed, in his arms. For
over a month, she had been in the merciless ground, buried in
Kansas City. Tears streamed down his face as his waking memory
brought it all back. A cry filled Joaquin’s spirit and burst into
the room. Raising clenched fists to his face, he let himself
howl.

Flinging the covers off, he got out of bed
and crossed the room to his window. Moonlight reflected off of his
bare biceps and chest, casting half his face in shadow. Straight
black hair from his Lakota Sioux ancestry spilled around his
shoulders and down his back. His cocoa brown eyes studied the
star-filled Texas horizon while her ghost danced in front of
him.

Turning from the window, he picked up his
jeans from the floor and put them on. Adding boots and a leather
jacket, he went to the garage and jumped on his Harley, barely
waiting for the garage door to swing up before roaring down his
driveway, his tires squealing when he turned left onto the
street.

In a few minutes, he found himself on the
nearly deserted freeway, his hair streaming behind him, his
shoulders hunched over the handlebars, his mouth in a tight line.
Halogen streetlights reflected off his black jacket when he passed
underneath until he left Austin’s city limits. From there, darkness
engulfed him — darkness and wind and speed. Giving the machine more
gas, he ignored the speedometer as it climbed to
eighty…eighty-five…ninety… When it passed the century mark, he
glanced down, frowning. It still wasn’t fast enough.

 


 


 


 Ch 1 — Gary

 


 


“No way!” Matthew protested, tossing his
coffee spoon onto the table with a loud clink. The
second-oldest Black Wolf brother and keyboard player continued,
“I’m not ready to go on the road again. Lainie and I just
got married. I promised her, after our tour, we’d spend time
together.”

“Then what am I supposed to do?”
Joaquin argued, “Go out of my mind?” He threw himself back
against his chair, crossing his arms.

The four Lakota brothers sat at Matthew’s
kitchen table for the impromptu meeting called on Joaquin’s behalf
by Caleb, the oldest and lead guitarist. The men bore similar
features — tall, lean, handsome, just like their father. They
formed their band, Black Wolf, several years before and had
signed with the national label, Sonica, two years ago. They created
their own brand of Texas R&B, hot and spicy, with flavors of
Stevie Ray Vaughn and Santana stirred in.

“Look, Quin, if you could just give us a
couple of months, then I’ll be happy to hit the road,” Matthew
compromised.

“I can’t wait that long, chiye,” the
twenty-one year-old explained. [chee YA] Lakota term for older
brother

“In a couple of months, I won’t be
able to, not with Sara having the baby,” Caleb chimed in.

“Don’t look at me,” Jay, the bass
player, said. “I’ll go along with the consensus.”

“Okay, then.” Joaquin drained his coffee mug.
“I’ll find somewhere to play until we’re ready to hit it
again.”

“Are you sure?” Caleb asked.

“I don’t know what else to do. I can’t face
that empty house night after night. It’s killing me.”

Silence covered the table for a moment.
They’d had disagreements before, but not like this. This came from
pain, not anger, and they felt unsure of how to handle it.

“Hey, guys.” Lainie walked in, carrying a
laundry basket. “Awfully quiet in here.”

“Hi, Lainie.” Caleb waved one hand.

The trim Lakota woman leaned over and gave
Matthew a quick kiss. “What’s going on?”

“I’m just trying to figure out what to do
with all this extra time on my hands,” Joaquin explained.

“I thought you’d enjoy some downtime, with
the tour over and all.” She set the basket on the countertop, her
eyes flickering from Joaquin to Caleb sitting beside him. At
Caleb’s worried expression, she nodded toward Joaquin. “Still can’t
sleep?”

“Nope.” Joaquin sighed, rubbing his sandpaper
eyelids with the heels of his hands. “I’m thinking about finding
somewhere to play temporarily.”

“Where?”

“Don’t know yet.”

“Don’t go too far,” Matthew advised. “We need
to start work on our next album soon. It’s time, and we’ve got lots
of new material.”

Jay nodded. “I’ve been waiting for Sonica to
start breathing down our necks about it.”

“Now that you mention it,” Caleb said, “I’ve
been getting hints from Ruiz. With all that’s been going on with
our family, the label’s been patient, but that’s not going to last
too much longer.”

“Ruiz? Who’s he?” Lainie asked.

“Our business manager,” her husband
answered.

“Oh, that’s right. I think I met him
once.”

“Okay.” Joaquin stood and set his mug in the
sink. “I’ll find a local band that needs a drummer so I can stick
around Austin for the studio work.”

“Can you handle all that?” Jay asked.

“Oh, yeah. Easily.”

Caleb slapped the table. “Okay, I think we’ve
got it figured out.”

 


* * *

 


That night, Joaquin sat alone in his bedroom,
lit by one solitary lamp on the nightstand. Long gray fingers of
depression grabbed at his mind. It had been this way every night
for over a month.

“Baby girl,” he whispered her pet name to the
room. They had only been together a few short days in this house
and yet it became his life. The memory of the last night tore at
him. They’d returned from Matthew and Lainie’s wedding with the
deal that Jade would wear only her engagement ring and he would
keep on his tuxedo. She spent her last night on earth undoing one
cufflink, one button at a time, until his garments lay in a heap on
the floor and they lay in each other’s arms. If they had only known
then...

Joaquin shook his head, trying to clear the
memory away, but his thoughts kept returning to Jade. Waking up
with her next to him brought joy each morning. Knowing he had
someone wonderful in his life anchored his sanity. But she wasn’t
there anymore, and now what was he to do?

Pulling out a sheet of paper from the
nightstand drawer, he read it through a few times, though he knew
it by heart. He’d written a set of lyrics, but didn’t feel ready to
show it to anyone. He didn’t know if he ever would be.

 


Tormented Soul

My mind is in anguish; I’m a tormented
soul.

Without you, honey, I am not whole.

Emptiness, loneliness — the bread of my
day.

How can I breathe since you’ve gone
away?

 


Chorus:

They say it gets better. I say that they
lie.

I’m a tormented soul. Just leave me to
cry.

 


I’ve cried an ocean. It’s still not
enough.

Living without you –— girl, it’s too
tough.

Shattered and broken, lonely and cold,

Too young to feel this empty and old.

 


I tried to pray, but the words wouldn’t
come.

My soul is too crushed, my spirit too
numb.

The pain, the sorrow are too much to
take.

I don’t have strength for this much
heartache.

 


Joaquin folded the paper and returned it to
the drawer, then switched off the lamp and looked out the window.
Would he see another falling star? Her star? He grabbed her
pillow to his chest, tears welling up in his eyes. He didn’t know
when he fell asleep, but he woke up the next morning still holding
her pillow.

 


* * *

 


Austin, TX suffered no shortage of bands,
established or up-and-coming. While the coffee brewed that Monday
morning, Joaquin picked up the paper and went straight to the want
ads.

“Sax player wanted — guitarist wanted — bass
player wanted — vocalist wanted, ah! Drummer wanted for local
band.” Joaquin circled it and keyed in the number on his cell
phone.

“Yeah, I’m calling about your ad. What’s the
name of your band?...Laser Death?” He’d heard them once at a local
bar, playing heavy metal covers.

“What happened to your last
drummer?...Busted. Oh, I see.” He rolled his eyes, not interested
in a troubled band. “Okay, well thanks anyway.”

He crossed them off, walked across the
kitchen and poured himself coffee, doctoring it the way he liked
it. After grabbing a bowl of cereal, he returned to the table with
his breakfast and kept reading. “New band looking for drummer and
bass guitarist. Some stage experience required.” Hmmm,
give it a shot. Shoving a spoonful of cereal into his mouth,
he keyed in the number while he crunched.

After four rings, someone picked up.
“Hello?”

Joaquin swallowed. “I’m calling about your ad
for a drummer.”

“Oh, good. You have experience?”

“Yeah. A few years’ worth on the stage and in
the studio.”

“Great. And you’re here in Austin?”

“Yep.”

“Okay. My name’s Gary. I’m holding tryouts
this afternoon. Can you make it?”

“Sure. What kind of music do you play?”

“Rock, R&B, blues, that type of
thing.”

“All right. What other instruments are in the
band?”

“I play lead guitar and I’ve got a keyboard
player.”

“And this is a new band?”

“Yep. I’ve been playing for years, but
finally decided to put my own band together. So, are you
interested?”

“Yeah.”

Gary added, “I’ve already got drums set up.
All you need to do is get here.”

“I’ll be there.” The Lakota hung up and
finished his now-soggy cereal.

 


* * *

 


Nick sat at the table in Gary’s basement, his
long legs sprawled out, his arms across his chest, waiting for his
turn to try out for bass guitar. He listened to a few others and
knew he played better than they did. While he waited, he studied
the room. For a basement studio, the equipments’ quality impressed
him. A stack of amps lined one wall and the microphones looked
state-of-the-art. Next, he noticed a few pictures hanging on the
walls and did a double-take. One showed Gary standing with Eric
Clapton, who had scrawled his signature in one corner. Another had
Reba McIntire on stage, with Gary standing behind her, playing his
guitar. Surprised, Nick focused on Gary and another man behind
keyboards. They seemed older than him by several years. Clapton?
Reba? They’re old school. These guys need someone
fresh — like me.

When his turn came, he stood and plugged his
bass into the practice amp. Nodding to Gary, he followed the
countdown and jumped into the song, eager to prove his worthiness.
From the expressions on their faces at the end of the first verse,
he knew they hadn’t heard anyone this good all day.

At the end of the song, Gary held up one
finger for the players to wait, then walked to the bottom of the
stairs and hollered, “Hey, sis?”

“What?” she hollered back.

“Any more bass waiting?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Okay.” He returned to the middle of the room
and faced the other bassists. “I think we’ve found our guy. Thanks
for coming in.”

Nick rested his hands on the top edge of his
guitar, then swung his blond hair over his shoulder, trying hard
not to gloat at the retreating, defeated guitarists.

“Can you stick around while we try out
drummers?” Gary asked him.

“Sure. I’ve got time.”

“Thanks. Let me get the first batch.” Gary
followed the other bass players upstairs, the door clicking shut
behind him.

Nick nodded toward the man behind the
keyboard. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Oh, sorry. I’m Max.”

“Nice to meet you.” Nick leaned over, arm
extended, to shake his hand. “How long have you been holding
tryouts?”

“This is our second week. We’ve been having
trouble getting anyone good. Thought we had a bass player, but he
up and moved two days ago.”

“Go figure.” Nick shrugged and smiled
inwardly.

 


* * *

 


When Joaquin rang Gary’s doorbell, a young
woman answered and motioned him on through. He could hear music
coming from the basement.

She held a clipboard out. “Sign in, so we’ll
know how to contact you later.”

He considered it, then shook his head. “I’ll
sign in after I see how the audition goes.”

“Suit yourself.” She put the clipboard on the
coffee table and motioned toward the couch. “Have a seat.”

Joaquin nodded to two other men in the room,
then sat down to wait.

After a few minutes, three men came upstairs.
Two of them carrying cases walked to the front door and left. The
other faced the room, his clear blue eyes scanning each person. He
wore his strawberry blond hair short and had a natural ease about
him. Though tall, Joaquin stood taller.

“Anyone else here to try out for bass?”

When no one answered, he asked, “Drums?” All
three nodded. “Come on down.”

Joaquin followed him to a well-furnished
recording studio, which told him of Gary’s seriousness about music.
Someone stood behind keyboards and another man held a bass.

Joaquin noticed the bassist glance at all of
them, but when his eyes rested on the Lakota, his expression
changed, like someone had just squeezed the air out of him.

Gary pointed to the first drummer. “We’ll
start with something standard, just to see what you can do.” He
picked up his guitar while the man got settled. Joaquin and the
other drummer sat at a table against the far wall to wait. Gary
counted off and the musicians broke into “Johnny B. Goode by Chuck
Berry.”

Joaquin wondered if the young drummer’s
nerves kept him from maintaining a steady beat. He’d speed up, then
drag, then speed up again. His sweaty palms made holding the sticks
difficult, and one slipped during the chorus, dropping to the floor
and rolling toward the table. Joaquin picked it up and handed it to
him in one swift, bent-over movement.

“Okay, thanks,” Gary said at the end of that
song. “Now, you,” he motioned to the second man.

The slack jawed drummer took his seat and
proceeded to tap out a basic rhythm. His mouth moved while he
counted out the time and, on one occasion, the Lakota could have
sworn the man seemed surprised to find cymbals beside him, like
he’d never seen them before.

When he finished, Joaquin took his place and
pushed his hair behind his shoulders. Without waiting for Gary, he
twirled the sticks in his fingers, clicked the musicians off and
started “Johnny B. Goode” with a blistering beat. Three-fourths of
the way through, he went into a solo, his hands a blur across the
drums, and then brought it back down for the other musicians to
play out the end of the song.

While he played, he listened to the others.
They sounded good — all of them. The bass player seemed a little
slow on timing, but practice would straighten that out. Gary was a
talented lead guitarist and not bad as a vocalist, though Joaquin
had heard better.

“That was amazing!” Gary said when they
finished. “What’s your name?”

“Quin…Joaquin.”

“Joaquin — Black Wolf?” Gary’s
eyes widened. “I thought so! What are you doing
here? Shouldn’t you be playing with your
brothers?”

“Yeah, well, we’re catching a break right now
and I’m just too restless.”

“Oh…okay.” Gary’s internal conflict spilled
onto his face.

Joaquin saw the hesitation and offered, “I
know you’re looking for a permanent drummer, not someone already
with another band. I just thought I’d give this a shot. Thanks for
letting me play.”

He’d gotten halfway to the stairs when Gary’s
voice made him turn around. “Wait! Having you help our band get
started would give us a huge break! The only problem is that I
can’t pay much.”

Joaquin walked back, smiling. “Trust me; I’m
not doing this for the money.”

“As long as we’re clear…” Gary turned to the
other two. “Thanks for coming in, but I think this is filled.” As
the two drummers left, Gary spoke to Joaquin. “Let me introduce you
to the guys.” He pointed to the keyboards. “This is Max.”

“Hi. Glad to meet you,” Max said. As the
shortest man there, he looked wiry and energetic with short, curly
brown hair. “I love your band.”

“Thanks.”

“And on bass is Nick. He just signed on
today.”

Nick choked out a, “Hey.”

“Yeah, hi, Nick.” Joaquin wondered at Nick’s
stony expression before turning to Gary. “Black Wolf’s going into
the studio soon, so I’ll have to stick close to Austin for a
while.”

“You want to help start a new band and
go into the studio?” Gary shook his head. “Are you trying to kill
yourself or something?” Gary regretted asking the question. A look
of pain crossed Joaquin’s face, plain for all to see.

“Yeah, something,” Joaquin muttered. “So,
what’s up first?”

“We’ll need to get in some serious practice
time.”

“Here?”

“Yeah, to start. Tomorrow afternoon at
three.” He gestured over his shoulder. “Let me give you a quick
tour. In that back corner is my office. Well, rat’s nest is more
like it.” He led Joaquin in and clicked on the light. A desk and
chair filled one corner; in the opposite sat an old loveseat, the
armrests’ blue plaid fabric torn. Bits of gear and wiring and mike
stands littered the furniture and floor.

“Nice,” Joaquin murmured, then followed Gary
out.

“In there,” Gary pointed toward the opposite
corner, “is the bathroom. It’s got a shower, just in case you ever
need it.” Turning into a doorway, he clicked on a light. “And this
is my baby. The control room.” A reel-to-reel from the eighties sat
between a cassette deck and a DVD burner, each representing their
decade’s cutting edge technology. Coffee mugs and soda cans in
various stages of use vied take-out boxes for counter space. A huge
soundboard stretched underneath the long window overlooking the
studio. The board’s black cover framed a multitude of knobs and
slides and buttons that lit up.

“Sweeeet.” Joaquin ran his fingers
along the soundboard. “You’ve put some money into this.”

“I can’t help it. It’s my addiction. Besides,
this industry moves so fast, new today is obsolete in three
years.”

“I hear that.” Joaquin faced Gary. “Are you
the only vocalist?”

“Yeah. Max does a little back-up, but only
rarely.”

“Have you and Max played together
before?”

“Kinda. We kept running into each other for
studio work. I decided to make it official this time.”

“Okay. Who was the woman who let me in? Your
wife?”

“No. I’m divorced. That’s my sister. I conned
her into helping me with tryouts today.”

Joaquin grinned at that. “And Nick is new.
You know much about him?”

“Just what he told me when he called about
the audition. He’s local, born and raised. He says he’s got
experience, but I’m not sure how much.”

“He play with any bands you’ve ever heard
of?”

“No. Only garage and beer joint bands.”

“All right. See you tomorrow at three, then.”
Joaquin left the control room, waved goodbye to Max and Nick and
walked up the stairs.

 


 


 


 Ch 2 — Roni

 


 


That evening, Joaquin ate dinner in front of
the TV. None of the shows held his interest, so he clicked it off
when he finished his meal. Silence filled the room and he could
feel the depression creep in with it. With a jerk, he caught
himself staring at the far wall, and realized he had been for
several minutes.

“No. You’re not doing this again!” he
fussed at himself. “Get out of the house. Go for a drive or
something.” Standing, he patted his jeans pocket for his keys,
pulled them out and chose his car instead of his bike. Backing out
of the garage and onto the street, he turned his music on and let
the top down on his black sports car. The night air blew against
him, giving him a sense of freedom. With no destination in mind,
after a few minutes, he found himself cruising downtown Austin.
People strolled along the sidewalks, stopping to window shop, or to
go into restaurants or clubs. Hearing blues music pouring out of
one of the clubs, Joaquin found a place to park and walked back to
it.

He paid the cover and found a seat to the
side. When the barmaid came by, he ordered coffee and explained,
“I’m driving.” When the barmaid left, he settled back in his chair
and scanned the room.

The club looked like it stayed one “official
notice” away from being closed down by the Health Department. At
one time, someone had painted the brick walls mustard yellow, which
now flaked in places and streaked in others. A small stage
partially filled the back wall, and several tables crowded the
floor.

He noticed a young woman kept eying him from
two tables over. After a few minutes, she picked up her beer and
approached, her high heels clicking against the linoleum. Joaquin
recognized the predatory look underneath her thick mascara and
peacock-blue eye shadow. He’d seen that look thousands of times
before, all across the country. A year earlier, he would have taken
advantage of the situation, but not now…not after Jade. Now, his
stomach twisted at the sight she made.

“Hi.” She stopped in front of the handsome
man and smiled. “I couldn’t help but notice you’re alone. Mind some
company?”

She started to pull out a chair, but he
raised one hand.

“Keep walking,” he warned her.

“Wha…?” Drawing her head back, she
frowned.

“You heard me.”

“Sor-ry!”

He turned back to watch the musicians while
her footsteps receded.

The combo barely fit on the postage-stamp
stage, the saxophone threatening to bump into the lead guitarist,
and the bass guitar’s head waving close to the keyboard player.
They needed practice, Joaquin decided, a lot of practice.
Their timing sounded disjointed and he knew the bass guitar needed
tuned. The vocalist kept trying to hit notes out of his range, and
the resulting squeak hurt Joaquin’s ears.

By the end of their third song, he’d heard
enough and stood to leave, but stopped when a young woman stepped
on stage and took the mike. Her auburn hair gleamed under the
lights and, when she began to sing, Joaquin heard a sultry voice
with a natural ability to bend notes without breaking them. Sitting
down again, he studied her, the way she moved, her stage presence.
It was all there.

Joaquin ordered another coffee and then toyed
with the idea of approaching her.

You don’t know Gary, he warned
himself. He should be the one handling band personnel.

Yeah, but he’s not here, is he? You could at
least talk to her.

What if she agrees to try out?

Yeah, what if? Is Gary gonna fire you?

The internal debate raged on until the end of
her set when she walked offstage and sat at the table reserved for
the band. The other musicians went outside, presumably to smoke,
Joaquin decided. Taking a deep breath, he stood for a moment,
waiting to see if he’d change his mind, and then made his way to
her.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing toward an empty
chair.

She set her beer down and tilted her head.
“Sure.”

He sat across the table from her. “I’m
Joaquin Black Wolf.”

“Yeah, I thought so.” She tried to keep the
excitement out of her voice, but her eyes gave her away. “What are
you doing in this dive?”

“Got bored at home.”

“You’d have to be to come here!”

He chuckled then added, “You sing really
well.”

“Thanks.”

“You’ve got a good stage presence, too.”

She raised her beer in a salute, took a sip
and then waited.

He cleared his throat and tucked his hair
behind his right ear. “How tight are you with your band?”

“My band?” she laughed. “That isn’t my
band. I’m just doing these guys a favor tonight.”

“Oh. Do you have a band?”

She laughed again. “I’m a receptionist at a
doctor’s office.” With a shrug, she added, “I’ve always wanted to
sing, though.”

“What’s your name?”

“Veronica Pierce. But my friends call me
Roni.”

“Okay, Roni, if you’re serious about singing,
meet me here at three tomorrow.” He wrote down Gary’s address on a
bar napkin. “It’s a new band starting up. If you get there before
me, just tell them I sent you.”

She searched his face. “On the level? I’ll
have to leave work early to be there by three.”

“Straight up,” he assured her.

“Okay, I’ll think about it. If I’m not there,
then I’m not interested.”

Joaquin nodded. “It was nice meeting you.
Hope I see you tomorrow.” He stood and walked away.

 


* * *

 


The next day, Caleb’s wife Sara leaned on the
doorbell, refusing to let her brother-in-law sleep. It was 12:03
p.m., after all! Still, it would’ve surprised her if he answered.
He rarely did anymore since Jade’s funeral.

A bleary-eyed Joaquin jerked open the door,
his hair tangled, pillow creases on his face and his red plaid robe
hanging open. “Sara?”

“Hi, little misung. Can I come in?”
[mee SUNG] Lakota for younger brother

“Sure.” He stepped back, yawning, and watched
her carry in two paper bags. Sara’s dark braid complimented her
ivory skin and blue eyes. Her beauty captivated all the brothers
the first time they met her at a recording studio two years earlier
and, since marrying their oldest brother, she became their big
sister in name and deed.

“Whatcha got?” He followed her into the
kitchen.

“Some take-out. Thought I’d drop by and bring
lunch. It’s from my favorite sandwich shop.” She stood in front of
his kitchen island and, out of the white bags, pulled several
foil-wrapped sandwiches and plastic cartons. “I’ve got potato salad
and Cole slaw. There’re some jalapeño poppers in here. Oh, and
they’ve got the best brownies.”

Once she had the food arranged, she turned
around and hugged him. “How’re you doing? I haven’t seen you in a
while.”

“Oh, same ol’, same ol’. I tried out for a
band yesterday.” He carried the decanter he’d filled with water to
the counter and started the coffee.

“I’m glad to hear you’re getting out. How’d
that go?”

“We start practice this afternoon.”

“Good.” Sara refused to comment about the
dirty dishes threatening revolution in the sink. Instead, she
opened the refrigerator, looking for condiments, and frowned at its
nearly-empty condition. Finding half a jar of mayonnaise, she
checked the sell-by date and threw it in the trash.

“While the coffee’s brewing let me wash up,”
she told him. Making her way across the living room, she couldn’t
help but notice its neglect. A stack of unopened mail had tipped
over on the coffee table, some spilling onto the unvacuumed floor.
Dust lay in thick layers across all the furniture. A pile of
laundry — clean or dirty, she couldn’t tell — filled one end of the
couch while newspapers and magazines cluttered the other.

She returned in a few moments and pulled two
sheets off the paper towel rack, handing one to Joaquin for a
plate. “This place is a mess.”

“So?” Joaquin raised a roast beef and
provolone sandwich to his mouth and took a bite.

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“I’ve always been a slob. You know that.”

“Yeah, but not like this.” Shaking her head,
she added, “It’s like you don’t care.”

He hesitated before answering. “Maybe I
don’t.”

“I don’t mind giving this place a quick
once-over,” she volunteered.

“Don’t bother.”

“Quin, you can’t live like this.”

“Yeah, I can.” When she started to argue, he
stopped her. “Drop it, please. I really don’t care and I don’t want
you to worry about it.”

“All right. It’s dropped. Just do me a favor,
will you?”

“What?”

“Before I come over next time, fumigate the
guest bathroom.”

“Sure, if you’ll warn me you’re coming.”

Not wanting to start an argument, she changed
the subject. “So, tell me about this new band.”

 


* * *

 


Three o’clock found Joaquin in Gary’s
basement, adjusting the drums for his height and long legs. To his
right, the guitarists tuned up to the keyboard.

Max leaned sideways to look around Nick.
“Having you here, Joaquin, is big. If I hadn’t worked with a
lot of stars in the studio, I’d be all thumbs right now. Just
thought I’d say.”

The drummer gave him a think-nothing-of-it
wave, then asked, “What are we playing today?”

“Here’s our list.” Gary walked over to the
table and grabbed a piece of paper. Most of the list consisted of
cover songs, a rehash of old music. Joaquin only saw two songs he
thought might be original.

“Who’s the writer?” He pointed to the
titles.

“Me,” Gary informed him.

“Sheet music?”

“Sure.” He rummaged through a stack of papers
on top of an amp. “Here.”

Joaquin studied the two songs for a minute,
wanting to see what depth Gary had as a songwriter. Just as Joaquin
handed the music back, they heard footsteps coming down the
basement stairs and Roni walked in, looking for him. All of them
glanced and then stared at the stranger in her beige jacket, silk
blouse, dark brown striped skirt and heels.

“Who’s she?” Max whispered, but got no
reply.

“Hey, you made it,” Joaquin said, smiling at
her. “Gary, this is Roni. I meant to tell you about her before she
got here. I heard her sing last night and thought about your band.
She has an amazing voice. You need to hear her.”

“Hello, Roni. Would you excuse us, please?”
Taking Joaquin by the elbow, he dragged more than led the drummer
to his office and closed the door.

Gary’s jaws unclenched long enough for him to
ask, “What the hell are you doing? I’m not planning on
hiring a singer. We’re splitting any take four ways like it
is!”

“I know, but…”

“And I’m the one running this show.
You just got here yesterday, for crying out loud!”

“I know, but…”

“And one woman…” At the continued
interruption, Joaquin crossed his arms and looked away. “…with a
bunch of men brings nothing but trouble. I’ve seen it bust up bands
too many times! Good bands, too!”

The drummer’s right hand went palm out to
stop him. “Gary, I know all that. I kept telling myself those
things last night before I talked to her.”

“But you talked to her anyway, didn’t you?
Now what am I supposed to do?”

“All I ask is that you listen to her before
you throw us both out. I wouldn’t have invited her if I
didn’t think she was worth it.”

“I’ll listen to her, but only to be polite.
Then she’ll have to go.”

“Fine. You’re the boss.”

“I hope you remember that from now
on.” Gary opened the door and gestured for Joaquin to go through
first. He followed and walked up to Roni.

“Sorry about that,” he told her. “Impromptu
business meeting.”

“I guess you weren’t expecting me,” she said.
“I’ll go if it’s a problem.”

“No, that’s all right. You came for an
audition, so let’s hear what you can do.” He managed a smile and
handed her the song list. “Pick one.”

“Remember, Roni,” Joaquin cautioned her,
“except for yesterday’s audition, we’ve never played together
before, so it’s gonna be rough.”

“Then I’ll be in good company.” Her giggle
gave away her nervousness as she glanced at the other men.

“Oh, excuse me.” Gary pointed to the
keyboards. “This is Max. He and I have known each other for
years.”

“Yeah, Nick and I introduced ourselves when
you and Joaquin were in your office,” Max explained.

“Oh, good.”

Roni studied the paper for a moment and
pointed. “This one.”

Gary looked over her shoulder and nodded.
“Okay, guys. Otis Redding’s ‘Dock of the Bay’.” Then he asked her,
“What’s your range?”

“Mezzo soprano.”

“All right. We’ll have to modulate.”

“And blues it up, would ya?” she asked.

The drummer played a few bars of the beat,
getting the others in synch. Max came in on the keyboard and then
the guitarists joined in, taking it slow. After playing one verse
instrumentally, Roni began to sing. The Lakota noticed that Nick
devoured Roni’s every move and would encourage her with a smile and
quick nod every time he caught her eye. Gary, however, focused on
the far wall, his shoulders stiff, his playing wooden.

Listening to her first few notes, Gary turned
to face her with a serious, surprised expression. When she got to
the chorus, he glanced at Max, who nodded his approval. He took a
few steps to the drummer and bent over to whisper, “Dammit! I
hate being wrong, but she can put us over the top with a
voice like that!” He straightened and went back to his place,
leaned into his guitar and played with inspired, fluid fingers.

When they ended that song, they fell silent,
waiting for Gary to pronounce judgment. Instead, he asked Roni,
“Care to sing another one?”

She glanced at Joaquin and caught his wink
before answering, “Sure. If you want me to.”

“How about ‘Something to Talk About’?”

“The one Bonnie Raitt sings? Okay.”

“And relax, would ya?” Joaquin chimed in.
“You look like you’re gonna break.”

Taking a deep breath, she smiled. “I’ll
try.”

 


* * *

 


When the last note of that song faded, Roni
watched Gary put his guitar in its stand and motion toward his
office. “Come with me.” She followed him in and scanned the messy
room. “Here.” He pulled out the chair for her, then sat on the edge
of the desk. “I wasn’t planning on hiring a vocalist, but I’m glad
Joaquin invited you here. Are you interested in joining the band?
Before you answer, I have to tell you that I can’t pay anything
until the gigs start rolling in, and that won’t happen until we’re
ready to play to an audience.”

“Which means practice,” she added.

“Which means practice,” he echoed.

“I don’t want to sound rude or anything, but
what kind of experience do you have in leading a band?”

“That’s not rude. That’s being careful.” He
shifted his weight to get a stapler out from underneath his right
hip. “I’ve played in a few bands. Some of them even made money. And
I’ve spent years doing studio work for a lot of musicians in all
types of genres. You’d probably even recognize some of the
names.”

She grinned at that.

“This is the first time I’ve formed a band,
though. I’ve got a clear idea of what I want it to sound like and
have contacts in town who can help us get started.”

“Sounds good.”

“Any more questions?”

“Yeah. How does someone from Black Wolf
figure into this?”

“Serendipity. He just walked into my house
yesterday for tryouts. Blew the other drummers out of the water.”
His hand soared toward the ceiling. “I don’t imagine he’ll be here
for long, but I’m hoping long enough to get us off the ground.”

“Oh. So Black Wolf isn’t breaking up?”

“Not that he’s said. They’re going into the
studio soon to start a new CD, from what he tells me.”

“Okay.”

“So, are you interested?”

“I don’t have any formal training,” she
warned him.

“Doesn’t matter. You can learn as you
go.”

“Okay, then. Yeah, I’m interested. I’ll have
to hang onto my day job, though, so I can’t make practice until
after work.”

“I understand.” He stood and stretched out
his hand. “Welcome to the band.” She shook it, then followed him
into the studio.

“Looks like we got us a singer,” Gary
announced to the room.

“Good!” Nick nodded.

Roni glanced at Joaquin for his reaction, but
saw him leaning forward, adjusting the height on a cymbal,
oblivious to the rest of the room.

“For what it’s worth,” Nick told her, “you
don’t have to dress so fancy for rehearsal.”

“I just got off of work…at a doctor’s
office…I have to dress this way,” she sputtered, wondering why she
felt so self-conscious.

“I’m just messin’ with you.”

“If you’re done clowning around, we need to
get to work,” Gary said. “Let’s go over the song we just
finished.”

“Right, boss.” Nick ran a few quick scales on
his bass.

Finally getting the cymbal like he wanted it,
Joaquin straightened up and pushed his hair behind his shoulders.
“We wanna take this one the same speed or slow it down?”

“Let’s keep it like it was,” Gary
decided.

“Okay. Y’all ready?” Joaquin raised his
drumsticks and held them. When Gary nodded, he clicked them
together, counting them in.

 


 


 


Ch 3 — Fan Forum

 


 


Joaquin made his way home after midnight.
Clicking on the kitchen light by the garage door, he studied the
empty house and listened to its silence. The worst part of his day,
of his life confronted him every day at this time — just before he
could pass into painless sleep...if he could sleep. At least
now he had another band to fill the hours. With a sigh, he opened
the refrigerator, looking for a beer and a leftover sandwich.

He carried his supper to the computer in the
living room. Taking a bite of his turkey on rye, he set it down,
dusted his fingers of crumbs, then logged onto the Black
Wolf website. He hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention to it in
the past. It had been Matthew’s project, but he discovered he liked
reading the “Fan Forum.” The fans had organized a street team
called “The Wolf Pack” and named themselves the “Wolfies”. Over the
past few weeks, he had come to recognize some of the User IDs.

He scanned the topics, or threads, looking
for new posts.

“What’s your favorite BW song?”

“Post your review of BW concerts.”

In “Live in Concert”, BWgal wanted to
know if Caleb4ever was going to meet her in Tucson. In
another thread, Hot4J wanted a BW poster no longer in
print.

With a tinge of guilt, he clicked on the
thread: “Who is your favorite BW brother.”

“If Caleb weren’t married…” MamaWolfie
wrote. Her friend responded with, “You’re old enough to be his
mother!” “So?” MamaWolfie replied. Joaquin laughed out loud,
picturing MamaWolfie running into Sara.

He grew quiet as he read the next post. “I
like Joaquin,” BWcrazy posted. “I saw them in a show a few
months ago, and he clowned around a lot. He’s cute and
funny! I just felt sorry for the photographer. He kept throwing
drumsticks at her.”

Hot4J posted an answer. “Yeah, but did
you see her throw one back? Hit him right on his nose! LOL”
[Laugh out loud]

The drummer closed his eyes for a moment,
recalling that evening. Jade had hit him pretty hard, too. He
rubbed his nose, smiling at the memory.

He read the board for a few more minutes
while he ate his sandwich. After drinking the last of his beer, he
switched off the computer and went down the hall to his room.

Shoes, socks, t-shirt, jeans and underwear
formed a stratified heap on the floor beside the bed. On the way to
the bathroom, he stopped by his closet and opened one side.
Reaching in, he pulled a woman’s blouse toward him and held it to
his face, rubbing the smooth fabric against his cheek. After a long
moment, he put it back and flipped on the bathroom light. With the
shower beginning to steam up the small room, he picked up a bottle
of Jade’s perfumed lotion and held it. Finally, he allowed himself
to open it and, in this nightly ritual, took a deep breath of the
delicate fragrance. Setting the bottle on the sink counter, he
stepped into the shower.

Leaning forward, he put his head under the
spray, letting the warm water run down his back and arms. In spite
of himself, a memory showed up unannounced and began to loop
through his mind. Jade stood with him in this shower, his body
pressing hers against the blue-tiled wall, their hands clasped on
either side of her head, while he tried to quench his thirst for
her. He loved it that she didn’t close her eyes, but watched him
with a lover’s faith, with a forever promise.

Knowing better than to keep thinking this
way, he gave himself one final rinse, turned off the water to
squeaking taps, and stepped out. He wrapped himself in a towel,
combed his wet hair and brushed his teeth, feeling more relaxed.
Making his way toward bed, he propped up on pillows and picked up a
music magazine, hoping it would help him fall sleep. He prayed
there would be no dreams.

 


* * *

 


Not quite ten a.m., the ringing phone woke
Joaquin.

“ˈLo,” he growled.

“Hey, misung, rise and shine.” Jay’s
bright voice irritated him.

“Whad’ya want?”

“You need to get to Caleb’s with the rest of
us in about an hour. One of the Sonica execs is meeting with
us.”

“Sonica? Here? Why?”

“Don’t know. Show up and find out.”

“Okay.” He sat up and swung his legs over the
bed’s edge. “See you then.” Hanging up, he grabbed his robe and
shuffled down the hall to make coffee. If he was meeting with a
“suit”, he needed to be awake, and that involved large amounts of
caffeine.

An hour later, Joaquin drove through Caleb’s
gated driveway after keying in the code. He noted everyone else’s
car already there, including a rented BMW. “Suit’s here,” he
muttered as he unfolded his tall frame from the sports car. He
knocked on the door and opened it when someone yelled, “Come in!”
Making his way into the formal dining room, he found five men
around the table, including Ruiz, their business manager. Each had
coffee in front of him, and a platter of grapes, strawberries, brie
and crackers sat in the middle.

A bay window let in the sun to highlight the
gleaming mahogany china cabinet, sideboard, and the table. The
kitchen could be seen through a second opened door.

When Joaquin got settled, an older man in a
navy suit and gold tie stood. Except for Ruiz, he looked out of
place in the midst of sweatshirts and jeans. “Gentlemen, good
morning. I’m David Collins. I’ve been sent here to discuss your new
CD.”

“We’re anxious to get started,” Caleb
answered. “But you didn’t have to come all the way from New York
for that.”

“No, you’re right. There’s a bit more, but
we’ll get to that later.”

Sara walked in from the kitchen, holding the
coffeepot. “Who needs a refill? Oh, hi, Quin. You want some?”

“Yeah, please.”

David brought them back to the point. “How
many new songs have you got?”

“Um, about ten or so.” Caleb looked at his
brothers for confirmation.

“Yeah, that sounds right,” Jay agreed.

“Ten. That’s enough.”

“For a short CD, maybe,” Caleb noted.
“Besides, some of them aren’t ready for recording yet.”

Sara walked around the table and handed a
full cup to Joaquin.

“How’s baby?” he whispered.

“Kicking like a mule!” she whispered back,
then kissed his head.

He winked and returned his focus to the
discussion.

“Have you got anything down I can listen to?”
David asked. “I don’t care how rough it is.”

“A few.” Caleb pursed his lips while trying
to recall some.

“‘Little Miss Kiss Me’,” Joaquin said. “And
‘Wakan Tanka’.”

“We’ve got a pretty decent cut of ‘Workingman
Shuffle’, too,” Matthew said.

“Good, good.” David nodded, spread brie on a
cracker and shoved it in his mouth.

“What else did you want to talk about?” Caleb
asked.

David swallowed before speaking. “We’re
expecting you to start back in the studio in a month.”

“No problem,” Matthew answered.

“So,” David asked, “besides the few songs
you’ve recorded, when can I get the rest of the new material?”

“By the end of the week,” Matthew said. “Do
you want sheet music or just lyrics?”

“Sheet music.”

“Okay. You’ll have it. Is that it?” Caleb
asked.

“Just one more thing. To keep sales from
slumping, we’d like it if you could put on a few shows before you
go into the studio. You know, give it a little gas.”

“A few shows. How many is a few?”
Matthew spoke up. “I mean, we just came off tour!”

“Three or four. They don’t have to be large
venues. Just something to let your fans see you.”

“That’s where I come in.” Ruiz passed out
sheets of paper to each brother. “I’ve got some tentative dates set
up. Look this over and get back to me on which ones interest
you.”

Matthew muttered, “I can already hear Lainie
complaining.”

Ruiz ignored him and continued, “There isn’t
enough time to book large venues, so these are smaller, more
intimate settings.”

“How small?” Joaquin asked.

“From seven hundred to two-thousand.”

“Okay, cool.” Caleb popped a strawberry into
his mouth.

“If there aren’t any more questions, then I’m
done,” David said. When no one asked any, he shook hands all around
and left, Ruiz following close behind.

Joaquin looked at the concert dates. The list
showed six and they only needed three or four. Albuquerque,
Nashville, Denver, Dallas, Tulsa and New Orleans. “Well, at least
they’re not clear across the country,” he observed.

Dallas and Tulsa dates were two days apart,
New Orleans ten days later. Joaquin chose those three. For his
fourth, if they had to have one, he picked Nashville.

They agreed on all but the fourth one. Two
wanted Nashville and two wanted Albuquerque.

“Maybe we won’t need a fourth,” Jay said.

“What are the odds?” Matthew asked.

“We could flip for it,” Jay suggested.

“Yeah,” Joaquin agreed, “or…we could run a
contest on the Fan Forum over the next week.”

“The Fan Forum?” Jay’s eyebrows rose.

“Yeah, I’ve been checking it out lately.
There are some good people on there. I think they’d like getting
involved with this.”

“What kind of contest?” Caleb asked.

“I don’t know. Tell in twenty words or less
why we should come to their city. Or whoever has the funniest photo
of one of us gets us. Something like that.”

“I like the photo idea,” Matthew said. “But
how would they get them here in time?”

“They wouldn’t. They’d post them on the
website.”

“And we’d judge?”

“Sure.” Joaquin shrugged.

“What if Lainie and Sara were the judges?”
Matthew’s eyes lit up.

“That could work,” Jay said. “It would
certainly drum up fan interest.”

“And,” Matthew added, “it’ll keep
Lainie from killing me when she finds out I’m on the road again so
soon.”

“You can hope,” Joaquin chuckled.

“Sounds like Quin and Jay are for it. What
about you, Caleb?” Matthew asked.

“Yeah, why not.”

“Okay. I’ll run it by Ruiz and have him set
it up.”

“Are we done here?” Joaquin asked. “Or do we
need to work on scoring the new material?”

“I’ve got that covered,” Caleb said, “so I
guess we’re done.”

“Okay.” Joaquin stood. “I’ll see you guys
later.”

“Have you hooked up with another band yet?”
Jay asked.

“Yeah. I’m heading out to practice in a
little bit.”

“Speaking of which,” Jay said, “we need to
put in some practice time if we’re doing some shows.”

“Just let me know when and where.”

“Before you go,” Caleb told him, “Sara wants
to talk to you.”

“Where is she?”

“Probably in the den or our bedroom.”

“Okay, I’ll find her.” Joaquin carried his
cup to the kitchen sink, then walked through the house and found
her upstairs, sitting in a rocking chair in the nursery.

“Hey, little misung,” she smiled.
“Meeting over?”

“Yeah.” He turned around, looking at the
nursery. He hadn’t been in this room since they started decorating
it. Mother Goose characters, Humpty Dumpty, Little Jack Horner, and
the Old Woman in the Shoe covered three of the walls. “This is
great.”

“Thanks. We’re just about done.”

“Caleb said you wanted to talk to me.” He
picked up a teddy bear wearing a yellow bow tie, and leaned against
the crib.

“Yeah. I’m going to send someone over to
clean your house on a regular basis.”

“I told you, don’t worry about it.”

“I’m not worried about it. And I’m not
asking, either. Someone needs to get in there and straighten it
up.”

“But…”

“I’m not letting you live like that.
It might not solve your problems, but it will help you feel a
little bit better.”

He tossed the bear into the crib’s corner
then crossed his arms. “You don’t get it, do you? I don’t
want anyone in my house. I don’t want anyone around.”

“I get it, Joaquin, better than you know.”
Sara bit her bottom lip while she thought. “What if we schedule her
to come when you’re not home, at practice or something? Would that
work?”

A sigh lifted his chest. “You won’t let this
drop, will you?”

“No.”

After studying her for a moment, he shrugged.
“All right, I’ll give it a try, but if I don’t like it…”

“That’s all I ask. Just give it a try.”

“All right. One try.” He leaned over,
kissed her head and then leaned even further to speak to her
stomach. “Hellooo in there.”

“You and your brother!” she exclaimed. He
waved, laughing, and left the room.

 


* * *

 


Joaquin stopped by the store for a few
groceries on his way home, including cereal and oranges. After
grabbing another sandwich for a late lunch, he headed to Gary’s.
Making his way downstairs, he waved to Max and Nick before asking
Gary, “Can we talk?”

“Sure.” Gary led him in and watched him close
the door. “Is this serious?”

“No. Just some business. Sonica met with us
this morning and gave us some work. Have you got a calendar?”

“Yeah.” He pointed to one hanging on the wall
by his desk.

“Okay, look.” Joaquin took the calendar down
and picked up a pencil. Standing beside Gary, he drew a line
through the Dallas, Tulsa and New Orleans dates. “I’ll be in
concert these days. There’s one more, but we don’t know yet if it’s
this date or this one.” He put question marks over those dates.
“Other than that, I’m free for a month. Then Black Wolf goes into
the studio.”

“Okay. We don’t have any gigs set up yet, so
we can work with that.” He watched Joaquin rehang the calendar. “By
the way, where did you find Roni? How well do you know her?”

“I found her at a blues club. I walked in the
other night and there she was, with a horrible band behind
her. I’ve known her only a few hours longer than you have.”

“She’s amazing.”

“I know!”

“She doesn’t get off work till five, so we’ll
practice without her for a couple of hours.”

“Okay. Sounds good. We need to work with Nick
on his timing anyway.”

“You think so?” Gary frowned.

“Yeah. He comes in slow. He needs to tighten
up.”

“I’ll watch for that. Thanks.”

The two returned to the studio and Joaquin
took his place behind the drums.

“What was the big confab about?” Nick
asked.

“Just Black Wolf business,” Joaquin answered.
“Nothing serious.”

“Oh. All right.”

“Roni won’t be here for a few hours, so let’s
work on the rhythm.” Gary threw his guitar strap over his shoulder.
“Why don’t we practice Joplin’s ‘Piece of My Heart’?”

Joaquin clicked them off. Max met him at the
intro, but Nick showed up a split second later. Gary heard it, but
let it pass. When they got to the chorus, Nick repeated his
tardiness.

“Stop. Just a minute.” Gary raised a hand and
brought them to a halt. “Nick, you’re coming in a little slow. Can
you punch it up a bit?”

“Slow? I don’t think so.” Nick shot a scowl
to the lead guitarist.

“Well, you are. It’s not much, but it’s
there.”

“If you say so.”

“Listen to the drums and hit it on the
upbeat.”

“Yeah, I know how it goes.”

Gary sighed at the belligerence and then
nodded to Joaquin. “From the top.”

When they played through that song, Gary
remarked, “That was better. Let’s see what we can do with ‘Rocky
Mountain Way’. I love Joe Walsh!”

Again, Nick showed up late on the intro. Gary
sent him a warning look, but said nothing. When he missed again,
Gary stopped the song.

“Nick, buddy, you know what I’m gonna say.”
He tried to keep his tone light.

Nick’s brows puckered. “I’m not
showing up late. I’ve been listening and I’m good.”

“You’re not exactly on time,” Gary
insisted, with a little more heat.

“So? It still sounds all right.”

“I don’t want us to be just all right. There
are hundreds of bands in this city alone who are just all right.
We’ve got to be great! Not good. Great!”

Nick retorted, “It doesn’t matter that
much!”

Joaquin jumped in. “If you don’t want to be
sloppy, it matters!”

“Oh, look! The famous Black Wolf
speaks. Should I take notes?”

Joaquin stood at the insult. “Only if
knuckle-draggers like you can write!”

Gary raised a hand toward both of them. “All
right! I’ll handle this, Joaquin.” The Lakota jerked his head in
the opposite direction, the vein in his temple pulsating.



“And you,” Gary directed his comment
to Nick, “You are coming in slow. We’re gonna work on this
until we get it right. End of discussion! If you don’t like it,
there’s the door.”

Nick’s expression changed from anger to
sullenness. “Yeah, fine. Whatever.”

 


* * *

 


Two hours late, Roni came down the stairs.
“Hi, guys!” She waved and then posed for them in jeans and a
University of Texas sweatshirt. “Am I dressed more appropriately
for a basement full of grungy musicians?” At her laughter, some of
the tension left the room.

“Yeah, that’s better,” Nick agreed,
smiling.

“Good.” She opened her purse and pulled out a
dark brown, plastic square. “I brought you all a little something.”
Shaking it out, she revealed a garbage bag.

“Are you saying…?” Gary drew his head back in
mock affront.

“Yep. This place is a pig sty — even by
my standards. And they’re pretty low.”

“Noted.” Gary sighed and reached for the bag.
“I’ll see what I can do when we’re through here.”

“Cool.” She walked past Nick to the drums and
touched Joaquin’s shoulder, which sent Nick to a frown. “What are
we doing?”

“We’re working on timing,” Joaquin answered.
“But, now that you’re here, I don’t know. Ask the boss man.”

“Okay. Boss man?”

“I still think we need to stay on timing. You
and I can work out vocal timing while these two,” Gary pointed to
the drums and bass, “can work on the beat.”

“Sounds like a plan.” She took her place in
front of the mike stand, ready to go to work.

They started out with “Desperado” by the
Eagles. It took a few bars for her to warm up vocally, but when
they reached the chorus, Roni threw back her head, closed her eyes,
and poured music into the room.

“Don’t you drraaaww the Queen of Diamonds,
boy. She’ll beat you if she’s able.”

When she held the note on “draw” with a rich
vibrato, it came from the depths of her spirit and sent chills down
Joaquin’s arms. He shot a look to Gary, who raised one eyebrow and
nodded.

Roni reached the line, “Your prison is
walking through this world all alone.”

The beauty and conviction of her voice
cracked the wall the Lakota had constructed around his heart and,
for a moment, for one unbearably sweet moment, he could taste
Jade’s kiss. Blinking, he pushed the kiss behind the wall and
forced his gaze to Max’s keyboard.

When the song ended, no one spoke.

“What?” she asked. “Did I do something
wrong?”

“No,” Nick spoke for all of them. “You are
amazing. I’ve never heard anyone sing like that. Ever!”

Her eyes flickered to Max and Gary and then
rested on Joaquin, seeing all of them nod in agreement. “Thanks.
I…I didn’t realize…I mean, if you say so.”

 


* * *

 


That evening, they took a break when Max
returned with two extra-large pizzas and set them on the table.

“Food! I’m starving,” Roni announced
and flung open the first box lid. She took a bite of the hamburger,
onion and jalapeño combo before she sat down. The men soon
surrounded her and grabbed their first slices, eating them in
hungry silence.

“You got plans for the weekend?” Gary asked
Max as he reached for a second slice.

“Yeah. My wife and I are going to her folks
Sunday.”

“Ooohhh, the in-laws. That sounds like
fun,” Roni teased him.

“It’s not too bad. We get along pretty well.”
He took a sip of soda and set the can down. “What about
yourself?”

“Me?” Roni swallowed. “I promised myself I’d
clean my apartment. Between work all day and practice all night, my
place looks…looks worse than this!” She ducked a balled-up napkin
Gary sent flying her way. “What about you, Quin?”

“Nothing.”

She waited for him to elaborate but, at his
continued silence, she pressed, “Certainly you’ve got
something planned. Maybe take out your girl?”

“Nothing, I said.” He winked to offset his
gruffness and reached for more pizza.

Roni frowned at him, then turned to Gary.
“And you, oh fearless leader? Got any plans?”

“Not until next weekend, when I get to keep
Jesse.”

“Jesse?”

“Yeah, my son. He lives with his mother most
of the time, but I get him every other weekend.”

“Really? How old is he?”

“Six, going on sixteen.” Gary shook his head.
“That boy is into everything.”

“What happens if we get a weekend gig?” Nick
asked.

“My sister will watch him. Those two are
thicker than thieves.”

“Cool.”

“What about your weekend, Nick?” Roni
asked.

“My dad has roped my brother and me into a
yard work.”

“Your brother? Do you both still live at
home?”

“He’s older than me, and neither of us
lives at home. But, the way Dad sees it…” He picked a jalapeño
slice off his pizza and flicked it into the box. “Growing up, every
time Sean and I got in trouble, it was Dad’s house. Now when
work needs to be done, suddenly it’s everyone’s place.”

“I think they hand out the same code book to
fathers,” Roni giggled. “They all say the same thing.” Her
voice went down an octave. “As long as you’re living under
my roof,…”

“…you’ll do as I say,” they all finished in
unison.

 


* * *

 


Before he left for the night, Joaquin stopped
Gary. “Can I borrow the sheet music to your original material?”

“Sure, but why?”

“I just wanted to look it over, get familiar
with it.”

“Okay.” He pulled it off the amp and handed
it to Joaquin. “Night.”

“Yeah, goodnight, everybody.” With a wave, he
made his way upstairs.

With the drummer gone, Nick approached Roni
after he packed up his bass. “You got plans for tonight?”

“Yeah, a hot shower and then bed. Work was
rough today and I’m beat!”

“I hear that!” Nick chuckled to cover his
awkwardness. He’d wanted to ask her out for coffee. “I’ll see you
tomorrow.”

“Till then.” Roni picked up her purse and
pointed toward the garbage bag. “Gary? Don’t forget.”

“Yeah, yeah.” With a wink and a smile, he
watched her leave.

 


 


 


Ch 4 — Sue Anderson

 


 


When Joaquin got home, he repeated the
process of raiding the fridge and then going to his computer. Ruiz
had moved quickly. The BW Fan Forum buzzed about the new concert
dates and the contest.

 


 


Attention Wolf Pack! Who gets Black Wolf?

Albuquerque or Nashville?

Only YOU can decide.

 


Contest rules: Post the funniest pictures
you have of any or all of the Black Wolf boys in concert. You may
post for either city and you may enter as many times as you have
photos. They must be YOUR photos and must be posted by one week
from today. Not only does the winning photograph get Black Wolf to
play at their city, but the winner and his/her guest get a
backstage pass to meet the boys!!

 


BWgal………: Nashville is sooo going to win.
‘Querque folks don’t have cameras yet.

Caleb4ever..: Oh, we’ve got cameras AND we
know how to use ‘em. Which is more than I can say for you!

Hot4J……...: I’m posting pictures for both
cities, ‘cuz I’m going, no matter what! I already have the funniest
pictures.

MamaWolfie: Hot4J, they’re not accepting the
funniest pictures of you, ya know!

Hot4J……...: Hey! Pffttt!

 


As he read the humorous smack talk between
the two rivaling cities, Joaquin laughed out loud and spoke to the
computer screen. “If MamaWolfie wins, what’ll she do when she meets
Caleb? I’ve got to have a camera for that!”

Finished reading, he clicked off the computer
and went to the kitchen to throw the beer bottle away. Doing so, he
noticed the message light blinking by his phone.

“It’s me, Quin.” He recognized Sara’s voice.
“I’m bringing a housekeeper by tomorrow morning at ten. Be awake to
let us in. Oh, and clean off the couch so we have a place to sit.
Okay? Night.”

“Sure, Sara,” he said to the empty room.
“Goodnight.” Deleting the message, he went into the living room and
stared at the couch. “She might have a point,” he muttered before
swiping an armload of laundry off the couch and walked into the
laundry room to slam-dunk it into the washing machine, leaving the
lid up. Returning, he grabbed the newspapers and magazines and
piled them on the floor beside the couch. Satisfied with his work,
he headed down the hall to sleep.

 


* * *

 


The next morning, when his doorbell rang, he
poured himself some just-brewed coffee and made his way to the
door. Opening it, he found Sara with an older woman. The woman’s
eyes caught his attention. They seemed friendly but, even more,
wisdom sat beneath the blue irises.

He waved toward the living room. “Come on
in.”

Sara motioned between them. “Sue, this is my
brother-in-law, Joaquin Black Wolf. Quin, this is Sue
Anderson.”

“Hello, Joaquin.”

“Have a seat. Can I get you some coffee? I
just made it.”

“No, I’m fine, thank you.” Sue, dressed in
navy slacks and blue floral blouse, perched on the edge of the sofa
and set her purse down. Nervous hands touched her graying brown
hair and she coughed once. Sara sat beside her, kicking newspapers
out of her way on the floor. With his hosting duties seen to,
Joaquin chose the recliner and sipped his coffee. When Sara sent
him a silent question, he shrugged and raised both eyebrows, not
knowing what to say.

Sara made a face at him, then turned to Sue.
“If you don’t mind, tell us a little about yourself.”

“Well, I’m a widow. Have been for three years
now. We never had children, so I live alone. I’ve been cleaning
houses for several years and have met some really great people that
way. I’m bonded and have references. I love growing flowers and
stay active with my church. And, that’s about it.”

“All right. Sounds good.” Sara flicked a
glance toward Joaquin, who remained silent. “He needs someone to
come in once a week to clean, keep his laundry going and do the
grocery shopping. He’s out a lot and doesn’t have time to do
it.”

“Excuse me, but that’s more than one day’s
worth of work. If I’m to clean and get groceries and do
laundry, I’ll need two days a week.”

“Okay. How much would that be?”

“Let me take a look around. I can answer you
better then.”

At Joaquin’s lack of response, Sara
intervened. “You want to show her around?”

“Oh, sure.” He set his mug down, then led
them on a guided tour.

They started in the kitchen, with its
unwashed dishes and unmopped floor. The Lakota offered no apology,
but pointed through the open door into the half-bath/laundry room
where dirty clothes spilled over the top of the washing
machine.

Sue gave a discreet cough and followed him
back through the living room and down the hall toward the
bedrooms.

“You live alone?” she asked, looking through
the doorway into the master bedroom.

“Yep.”

“No pets?”

“Nope.”

“And you don’t smoke? It leaves a film,” she
explained.

“No. I don’t smoke.”

“So, it’s just this and one other
bedroom?”

“Yep.”

Walking into the master bathroom, she opened
the shower door and gave a precursory glance at the soap-scummed
tile and darkened grout. “It will take me a while to whip this
house into shape.”

Silence met her prediction.

“There are two and a half bathrooms?”

“Yes.”

She nodded and returned to the living room,
settled on the couch and quoted a price. Not knowing if it was too
high, Joaquin glanced at Sara and saw her nod her approval.

“I guess that’s all right,” he told Sue and
took his place in the recliner. “You should probably know that I
won’t be home for long stretches of time.”

“Oh, do you travel with your work?”

“Have you ever heard of the band Black
Wolf?”

She shook her head. “Sorry. I don’t keep up
with today’s music. Ask me about James Taylor and I’m good to
go.”

“Oh.” He sat back and stared at his
sister-in-law.

Sara explained, “His three brothers and he
formed the band a few years ago. They just came off a national tour
and are set to go into the studio to record a new CD.”

“My goodness! That sounds so exciting!”

“The record label wants them to give a few
more shows before they begin the studio work, so he’ll be out of
town sometimes.”

“Right,” Joaquin added. “I’ve also signed on
with a second band here in Austin. It’s just starting out and I
want to give it a helping hand. So, even though I’ll be here, I
won’t be at home until late every night.”

“I see.”

“So, are you interested?” Sara asked.

“Pardon me for saying so,” Sue focused on
Joaquin, “but you seem a bit reluctant at having me here.”

“‘Cuz I am. This is all her idea.” He pointed
his chin at Sara.

“Then…?”

“Sue,” Sara interrupted, “he’s not used to
living alone and he’s certainly not used to having a
housekeeper, hence his hesitation. But, as you can see…” she made a
sweeping gesture over the clutter, “he needs help.”

Sue studied the room in all its dusty,
unvacuumed splendor and then studied him. Something underneath the
surface drew her in; perhaps the sadness in his eyes, or the lonely
feel to the house. “Yes. I believe I’m interested. When do you want
me to start?”

“As soon as possible,” Sara answered.

“Would Tuesdays and Fridays be good for you?”
She glanced at Joaquin.

“Sure.” He shrugged. “I’ll either be at
practice or asleep.”

“Do you have an extra key for her so she can
let herself in?” Sara asked Joaquin.

“An extra key?” He looked puzzled for a
moment. “I think so.” Standing, he walked to his desk, opened the
middle drawer and rummaged around. “Here. It’s to the front door.”
He handed Sue the key.

“Thank you. If you’ll have a grocery list for
me, I’ll start with that.”

“Okay. I’ll help him get it ready,” Sara
volunteered.

Joaquin sat down in the recliner and leaned
forward. “Sue, very few people get through my front door. It’s the
nature of the business. Be careful if anyone approaches you about
contacting me. Don’t give out this phone number.”

“Why? Do people try to bother you?”

“You have no idea.”

She nodded, her expression solemn.

“I hope you’ll like it here,” Sara said.

“I’m sure I will.” Sue rose to leave. “I’ll
see you tomorrow, Joaquin.”

Joaquin walked them to the door and closed it
behind them, not sure how he felt about the intruder.

 


* * *

 


That afternoon, sunlight streamed through the
windows and he could hear the neighbor kids playing basketball in
their driveway. Max had called off practice that night, so the
evening stretched out in front of the drummer with nothing to fill
his time. He still felt uneasy about having someone come into his
house the next day.

“I know!” He snapped his fingers, went to the
hall closet and pushed aside jackets and moved fishing gear before
dragging out his practice drums. When he got them set up in the
living room, he turned on the radio and began playing with the
songs that came on.

He’d played for almost two hours when a song
blasted out, sending his head snapping around. “Goodness Knows”
tore through the air in a bouncing beat. With it came clear
memories of the day he’d written that for Jade — the day he fell in
love for the first time in his life. Lifting the remote, he clicked
off the radio.

Still, the memories kept pouring in. His
brothers and he had worked on polishing the song while Jade, in her
role as band photographer, clicked picture after picture of the
impromptu session.

Her favorite photo of him came from that day,
showing him at the drums. He looked straight into the camera while
pointing a drumstick at her with one hand, the other hand on his
heart. His dark hair hung loose and shone under the stage lights.
His eyes shone even brighter. He had a little half smile going on,
like he had a secret and only she knew what it was. Just after
that, when he told her he’d written that song about her, she gave
him such a kiss, it left him grinning for the rest of the
day. That joy reached out to him even now…until the reality of its
absence turned into blinding pain.

Glancing down, he noticed he still held the
drumsticks. With a violent fling, he hurled them across the room
where they slammed into the far wall and clattered to the floor.
Going to the kitchen, he jerked open the cabinet over the
refrigerator and pulled down a bottle of whiskey. He poured some
into a shot glass and belted it, then poured another and carried it
and the bottle to his bedroom, where he stared out the window.

The bottle’s contents disappeared sip after
slow sip. The sun sank lower; the shadows grew longer across the
carpet. His phone rang and, glancing at the ID, he saw Sara’s
name.

“Leave me alone, sis,” he muttered and took
another sip, ignoring the insistent ringing. “I don’t want
anyone here tomorrow. I don’t want to be here tonight!” When
the phone finally fell silent, he added, “I want Jade.”

By the time darkness fell, the need to leave
drove him out of the house, onto his motorbike, searching for
escape. He didn’t care that he risked being caught driving under
the influence. He didn’t care about driving over the speed limit.
He didn’t care about driving without a helmet. He didn’t care…

Once outside Austin, the white lines down the
middle of the two-lane road blurred into a long stripe stretching
to the horizon. He passed vehicles without much thought to oncoming
traffic and only slowed down when he reached San Marcos.

Waiting at a stoplight on the outskirts of
town, music caught his attention. He scanned the area, finding a
country and western dance hall just ahead of him. When the light
changed, he pulled into the hall’s lot and parked his bike beside
two others.

At the door, a young man greeted him in jeans
and a shirt with a snuff-can ring embossed on its pocket. “Ten
dollar cover, and I’ll need to see some ID.”

“Okay.” Joaquin reached for his wallet, but
an older man standing by the entrance stopped him.

“Wait a minute. If you’re who I think
you are, come on in.”

“Who do you think I am?”

“Black Wolf.”

“Yeah, I’m one of ‘em, Joaquin.”

“I’d be honored if you’d be my guest. I’m
Jack, by the way.”

“Thanks, Jack.”

“It’s all on the house tonight. Enjoy
yourself.” He watched Joaquin enter the bar then, reaching for his
cell phone, he let people know he had a celebrity in the house.

 


* * *

 


The Lakota stood just inside the entrance and
studied his surroundings. Besides a large dance floor and stage, in
one corner of the main room, a mechanical bull silently challenged
passersby to try their skills. The hall also featured a back room
full of pool tables. Through that doorway, he could see two unkempt
middle-aged men, one leaning on a cue stick and the other bent over
the green-felt table, studying his next move. From their uncut hair
and beards, dressed in blue jeans, denim vests with no shirts, and
tattoos adorning their shoulders, he wondered if they belonged to
the Kawasaki bikes parked outside.

A rectangular bar stood a quarter ways into
the main room, all four sides ringed by patrons drinking with
friends or dates and listening to the band. When Joaquin
approached, Jack stepped behind the counter and leaned in to talk
to one of the bartenders. He gestured toward Joaquin and smiled
when the bartender nodded. Jack went to his office while the
bartender went to Joaquin.

“Boss says I’m to take care of you. What’ll
you have?”

“Beer on tap.”

“Coming up.”

Joaquin sat on a stool and swiveled to watch
the band play their cover of “On the Road Again” by Willie Nelson.
Twirling, two-stepping dancers filled the floor to capacity by the
time the bartender slid a beer toward the Lakota.

It only took a few minutes before a young man
approached and nodded. “Excuse me but, uh…” He held out a piece of
paper and a pen.

“You want an autograph?”

“Please! I saw Black Wolf last fall in Corpus
Christi. You and your brothers are awesome!”

“Thanks.” Joaquin laid the paper on the bar
to sign it then swiveled around to return it. Hearing who he was,
surrounding patrons ignored the music and began asking him for
autographs or for pictures with them. It took only seconds for the
news to spread throughout the establishment that a celebrity was
holding court at the bar.

Joaquin watched one tan woman in short
cut-offs and a revealing turquoise tube top push her way through to
reach him. Resting a bracelet-jangling hand on his shoulder, she
leaned in and whispered, “How’d you like to get out of here?”

A wordless shake of his head and wave of his
hand sent her away.

In a moment, a blonde in a slinky purple
dress stood beside him; her cloying perfume stung his eyes. “Let me
buy you a drink, Joaquin.”

“No thanks. I’ve got one.” He held up a
beer.

“Then how about buying me one?” She pressed
closer and laid a hand on his knee.

“Not tonight. Sorry.” Joaquin reached past
her and took a bar napkin to autograph for an older couple.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another
woman with honey-brown hair walk up, eying the one in purple. Even
in the dim light, he could see her face covered in thick make-up
and bright lipstick. Her dark pink shirt had the top four buttons
undone and had been tied at her midriff, which left a lot of skin
showing above the tight hip-hugger jeans. Neon pink stilettos that
completed her outfit held his stare. He relaxed when she passed to
go into the ladies room.

 


* * *

 


The woman in the dark pink shirt pushed open
the bathroom door and stood in front of a mirror. She’d watched the
other women Joaquin had rejected and compared her reflection to
them. If she wanted to get close to the famous musician, she knew
she needed to change her image. First she took a damp paper towel
and wiped off her makeup, only to reapply it with a lighter touch.
Pulling the clip out of her hair, she brushed the tangles out,
letting it fall naturally. She fastened three of the buttons and
removed two gaudy rings from her right hand. Giving herself one
final inspection, she nodded and returned to the bar.

 


* * *

 


“Joaquin, may I shake your hand?” An older
woman wearing a tank top, jeans and boots stood in front of him,
hand extended. “I’ve followed your band since before you signed
with Sonica. If you would, please tell Matthew ‘Wakan Tanka’ is
some of his best writing yet.”

“I will. I’m always glad to meet fans of our
work.”

They chatted for a few minutes while he
finished one beer and started another and then more people
introduced themselves. Even while engaging in conversation, signing
autographs, posing for pictures, and getting tipsier with each
drink, Joaquin realized he’d been glancing at a woman on the other
side of the bar.

She wore a dark pink shirt, with only the
collar and top button undone. Her honey brown hair hung straight,
shining across her shoulders, and reminded him of Jade’s hair.
Compared to the other women who’d approached him, he enjoyed her
“girl-next-door” look.

Joaquin saw a stranger throw her a wink, but
she looked away and took a sip of her wine. When he checked the
people around her, she seemed to have come alone. In a moment, he
watched as she wiped away a tear, a deep sigh lifting her shoulders
and he wondered if she needed a friend.

The music changed to a lively number and
several couples got up to dance, leaving her abandoned at her side
of the bar. Joaquin excused himself, walked around to stand behind
her and slurred, “‘R you okay?”

Glancing over her shoulder, she spoke in a
low voice. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine. I mean, you look
fine, but something’s bothering you. What is it?” This time, he
leaned in and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Just a rough day at work.” She offered a
timid smile and turned back to her drink.

“Why don’t you dance with me? Maybe that’ll
cheer you up.”

“Maybe. What’s your name?”

“My name? I thought everyone in here already
knew.” He hesitated for a moment. “I’m Joaquin Black Wolf.”

“Joaquin, nice to meet you. I’m Vanessa.” She
stood and joked, “You’re not with the band Black Wolf, are
you?”

“Uh, yeah. The drummer.”

“Quit kidding around!”

“I’m not kidding. Wanna see?” He reached for
his wallet to show her his ID.

She drew back, her eyes wide. “That’s all
right. I believe you. I guess that’s why people were crowding
around you.”

“C’mon. Let’s dance.” He took her hand and
glancing down, thought her neon pink stilettos looked familiar, but
he couldn’t place when he’d seen them.

She let him lead her to the dance floor,
gloating over her shoulder at the woman in the slinky purple dress
and sneering at the one in short cut-offs, whose eyes sent daggers
slicing their way across the room.

They’d only been dancing a few moments when
the women in cut-offs walked up and tapped on Vanessa’s
shoulder.

Vanessa stopped. “Can I help you?”

Ignoring the question, the woman hissed, “You
can change how you look, but white trash still stinks! And
that act of boohooing at the bar…puh-leeze!” She pointed her chin
in Joaquin’s direction. “He’ll figure it out soon enough.”

“Hey, hey!” he protested, squinting through
tipsy eyes. “There’s no call for that.” Taking Vanessa’s hand, he
twirled her away into the dancers.

After that dance, the music changed to a slow
song. Joaquin drew Vanessa to him and closed his eyes for a few
steps. The familiar, delicate aroma of Jade’s perfume filled his
senses and he rested his cheek against Vanessa’s hair. In a moment,
he straightened and opened his eyes.

“Passion Rain.”

“What?”

“Your perfume. It’s Passion Rain. Right?”

“Yes, but…”

“I thought so.” Not wanting to explain
further, he added, “You’re so pretty. Not like the others here
tonight.”

“Thank you, but what do you mean?”

“They’re trying too hard. Too much makeup,
too much perfume, too much…everything. You’re a natural beauty and
I like it.”

When she blushed and ducked her head, the
Lakota closed his eyes again and took another deep breath.

“Why’d you come here tonight?”

At her question, he looked at her. “I just
wanted some company, I guess.”

“Where’s your girl? Or do you have one?”

“I…no. There’s no one.”

“Me, either,” she told him. “I came here for
company, too.”

“Really? I guess after a bad day at work,
company could be a good thing.”

“Right.” It sounded like she’d almost
forgotten she’d told him that.

“Maybe we could keep each other company
tonight.” He tilted her chin up. “What do you think?”

“I…I’m not sure, Joaquin. I have to get up
early for work.”

“Oh. All right.”

The song ended a moment later. He led her
back to her seat at the bar and kissed the side of her head. “I
hope you have a better day tomorrow.”

He started to walk away, but at the last
moment, she pulled at his elbow. “Joaquin, wait.”

“Yeah?” He turned around.

“Maybe we could go somewhere less noisy and
talk.”

“Okay. Where?”

“I don’t suppose you live close by?”

“No.”

“Then how about my house? You could follow me
there.”

“Sure. Lead on. I’m right behind you.” He
waved once at Jack and followed her out the door.

 


 


 


 Ch 5 — Loco Lobo

 


 


On the way to Vanessa’s house, a question
kept trying to bob to the surface of his mind, but couldn’t break
through the alcohol. If it could, it would have screamed, What
are you doing?! Instead, Joaquin focused on the impending
evening, hoping he could find solace in sympathetic company.

Vanessa unlocked her door, clicked on the
light and led him to her small living room. “Have a seat. I’ll be
right back.”

“Take your time.” He settled on the green
striped sofa and glanced around the room. A large potted fern
filled one corner and on the opposite wall, the TV and stereo sat
with several knickknacks on concrete block shelves. The bobble-head
doll of the Cowboys quarterback made him smile.

In a moment, she returned with two shot
glasses and a bottle of tequila. “I like mine straight,” she told
him, “but I’ve got some lime if you want it.”

“No. Straight’s good.” He took the offered
glass and sipped it, then put the glass down, trying not to gasp at
the burn.

She sat close to him, their legs touching,
and laughed at his face. “The first one is always smoooooth.”

“Ha!” Waiting for her to take a drink, he
said, “It’s been a long time since I’ve been out.”

“Really? That surprises me, you being famous
and all.”

“Being famous isn’t all it’s cracked up to
be.” He took another sip and frowned.

“I guess every garden has weeds.”

“You like football?” he asked.

“What?”

He pointed to the bobble-head doll.

“Oh, not really. But I met him once at a
party.”

A contented sigh left her at the memory, and
they fell silent for a moment, letting the tequila take effect.

“Can I ask you something?” She set her glass
on the coffee table and touched his knee.

“Sure. What?”

“When are you going to kiss me?”

His right eyebrow rose and he studied her
full lips and alluring dark eyes. Her invitation ricocheted around
his brain, feeling both foreign and welcomed at the same time. And
yet, wasn’t that why he followed her home?

“I’m sorry.” She drew back at his stern
expression. “Did I say something wrong?”

In answer, he belted the rest of his drink,
put the glass down and kissed her once, testing how that felt.
Vanessa smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him in
for another kiss. He closed his eyes and got lost in a blur of
reality and memory. Jade used to kiss him this way, with one hand
stroking the back of his neck, her scent clinging to his shirt and
skin, her lips parting against his to wait for his tongue. Vanessa
even gave the same contented moan as Jade when he caressed her
breasts.

“Please stay tonight,” Vanessa whispered
between kisses.

“If you want me to.”

Her eager hands raised up his shirt and
lifted it over his head, then took his hands and led him to the
bedroom.

“I never do this sort of thing,” she
explained, standing in front of him at the foot of the bed. “I
guess I just really need someone tonight.” In the dark, with the
alcohol, she looked a little like Jade.

“Me, too.” He covered her throat in a deluge
of kisses that followed the trail of undone buttons on her shirt.
Pushing that off her shoulders, he soon had her bra on the floor
next to it.

She lay down and held out both hands to him.
“C’mere.”

Joaquin joined her, wrapping her in his arms,
his eyes closed against burning tears. Soft, lingering, deliberate
kisses made their way from below her ear, down her throat, along
her jaw and finally to her lips. One hand slid across her stomach
and around her waist, pressing her closer. Each touch carried its
own nuance, its own meaning.

“You are amazing,” she breathed in his
ear.

“I love you so much, baby girl,” he answered
as he held her tightly and nuzzled her neck.

“Baby girl?”

At her question, his eyes popped open and he
raised himself on one elbow to stare down at her. The liquor’s fog
disappeared. A shocked look covered his face, followed by confusion
at the stranger in his arms. “You’re not…” He bolted upright to a
sitting position, raking his fingers through his hair.

“I’m not what?” Vanessa laid a hand on his
back.

“Nothing. It’s nothing. I…I’ve got to go.”
Grateful he still had on his jeans, he reached for his boots, then
went in search of his shirt.

Vanessa followed him, throwing on her blouse.
“I don’t understand. You’re leaving?”

“I’m sorry, but I have to.”

“Why?”

“I can’t do this. Not to you. Not to myself
and not to her.” He pulled his shirt on and straightened it.

“Her? I thought you didn’t have a
girlfriend.” The snarl covering her face melted her façade, leaving
an ugly truth in its place.

The change in her demeanor confused him until
his glance landed on the stilettos she’d taken off by the couch
and, in his sober state, he realized where he’d seen them before.
“You changed! At the bar.” He paused when another memory hit him.
“That’s what that woman meant. ‘White trash still
stinks!’” Leveling a glare at her, he announced, “You’re like
all the others…cheap…and a user.”

“How dare…!”

“What’s the matter, Vanessa? Losing a famous
notch on your bedpost?” Spinning around, he stormed out.

A split second after the door slammed behind
him, something crashed against it and he heard her scream,
“You’re the one with the reputation! You pig!”

Jumping on his bike, he roared out of her
driveway and headed for the freeway. A few miles passed before his
anger faded, leaving Jade's ghost riding on his handlebars all the
way home.

 


* * *

 


He woke just before noon the next morning to
the smell of coffee. At first, it confused him, but then he
remembered Sue was supposed to start work that Friday. In spite of
his pounding head, he got dressed and walked toward the
kitchen.

“Morning,” he mumbled when he found her in
the laundry room.

“Well, good morning. Hope you don’t mind, but
I made some coffee.”

“Don’t ever apologize for making
coffee.”

“So, you’re a coffee hound, too.” She grinned
and reached for the laundry soap.

“Yeah.” He turned away, but then turned back,
looking at the clothes basket. “By the way, whenever you wash my
bed sheets, don’t wash the pillowcase on the left pillow.”

“You mean this time?”

“I mean ever.”

“Okay.” She looked puzzled at the strange
request as she closed the lid to the washing machine and clicked
knobs to the right settings. “Oh, I left your change and the
receipt from the shopping on the kitchen table.”

“Thanks.”

They walked into the kitchen together, where
he rummaged for cereal and sat down at the table. Instead of
eating, he rubbed his temples and closed his eyes.

Sue put a basket of clean towels on the floor
by her chair, poured herself coffee and sat across from him.
“Aren’t you feeling well?”

“Headache.”

“Sinus? Mine gives me fits when the weather
changes.”

“No. Hangover.” He glanced at her through the
slits in his eyelids, then closed his eyes again. He heard her get
up and leave the room, only to return in a moment and set something
in front of him. Opening his eyes, he found a bottle of aspirin.
“Thanks.” He snapped off the top and shook two tablets into his
hand. Popping them into his mouth, he swallowed them dry, then took
a sip of coffee.

Sue matched the edges of a yellow towel and
folded it in half. “Tell me, Joaquin, why aren’t you married — if
you don’t mind my asking? A young, successful man like yourself
should have been snapped up some time ago.”

He grimaced and looked away.

After placing the towel on the table, she
glanced at him. “Am I being too nosy? I’m sorry. It’s a bad habit
of mine.”

Her apologetic half-grin broke through his
sullen hangover enough for him to mutter, “I almost was, but she
died recently.”

Sue remained silent for a moment. “I’m sorry.
I guess we have something in common then.”

“Yeah, I guess we do.” He shoved his spoon
into his cereal, hoping to eat breakfast in peace…peace from his
headache and peace from her.

Two folded towels later, she took a sip of
coffee and shattered his hope. “Tell me about your family. I’d like
to know whose phone calls are safe.”

“Oh, well...” He couldn’t deny the question’s
fairness. Raising one thumb, he said, “There’s Caleb.” A raised
index finger indicated Matthew. He counted the fingers on his left
hand three times by the time he rattled off his family’s names and
some business associates. “That about covers it.”

“All right.”

Glancing at the clock, he noted he still had
a few hours before practice at Gary’s. He picked up his dishes and
carried them to the sink, anxious to make his getaway to his room.
“I’ll be leaving around three.”

She nodded, grabbed her basket and went to
put the towels away. In all that list of names, he never mentioned
a friend. He’s a sad, young man, she thought. Sad and
sweet.

 


* * *

 


Max came to practice early Tuesday evening
and, when Gary let him in, asked, “Can we talk?”

“Sure.” Gary led him downstairs and switched
on the basement light. “What’s up?”

“When are we going to book some gigs? I’m in
serious need of cash.”

“I know. We all are.” Gary sat at the table
and crossed his legs. “The band is almost ready. Not quite, but
almost. Once we are, we shouldn’t have any trouble getting work. I
know some people who can help, plus Joaquin will be a big
draw.”

“I hope you’re not counting too heavily on
him.” Max scowled from his chair.

“No. I know he won’t be around for long, but
we can use his name while we’ve got him. It’ll get our foot in the
door.”

“How much longer do you think before our
first show? I’m serious about needing cash. My wife is starting in
again about this pipe dream of mine.”

“Let’s see how tonight goes. If it’s good,
maybe next week.” Gary looked past Max to Nick coming down the
stairs.

“Hey, Nick.”

“Hi, guys.” Nick set his guitar case down and
slouched in a chair at the table, his mouth in a tight line and his
eyes narrowed.

“What’s up?” Max asked.

“Rough day. My brother and I got into it —
again.”

“What about?”

“His mouth. He’s always trying to tell me
what to do.” Nick straightened in the chair. “Neither one of us
lives at home anymore. You’d think he’d lighten up!”

“Sounds like we’ve all got troubles today,”
Gary commiserated.

“Why? What’s yours?” Max asked.

“My ex. We’ve got a court-ordered arrangement
of when I can see Jesse. I’m supposed to have him this weekend, but
noooo! She and her new boyfriend are going to the River Walk
and then to Sea World in San Antonio, and want to take him with
them. I told her I had plans for him, too, but…”

“She didn’t listen?” Nick asked.

“She never does.” Bitterness covered his
face.

The basement door opened and Joaquin walked
down. With a wave to the table, he flopped into a chair and crossed
his arms.

“You look good,” Nick taunted at the
drummer’s grimace.

Joaquin gave him a sideways glance, then
rubbed his eyes. “I’ve been at practice all day with my
brothers.”

“There seems to be a theme here,” Gary tried
to joke through his irritation.

Joaquin frowned, not knowing what that meant,
then continued. “We’re working on a new song and it’s not falling
together right. Jay gets funny ideas sometimes, and nobody
can change his mind when he’s set on a riff.”

“Jay’s on bass, right?” Max asked.

“Yep.” Reaching into his back pocket, he
pulled out some papers. “By the way, here’s the sheet music to your
songs. I hope you don’t mind, but I reworked these a little. Let me
know what you think.”

The humor in Gary’s eyes died as he took the
paper. “I didn’t think they needed reworked.”

“No, not much.” Joaquin turned away at the
basement door opening and missed seeing Gary’s scowl.

“Hey, guys.” Roni made her way down the
stairs and stood behind Joaquin, laying a hand on his shoulder.
“Sorry I’m running late.”

“You haven’t missed anything,” Gary told
her.

“Good. I’ll be glad when this band starts
bringing in money and I can quit my job. My boss is such an
idiot!”

“We’ll all be glad when that day gets here.”
Max sent a pointed look to Gary.

“Then we need to get to work.” Gary pushed
back from the table and went to his guitar. The sullen group began
to work on a song they’d been having trouble with.

At the chorus, Roni came in a bit too soon
and Nick too late.

“Wait!” Gary held up a hand. “Remember to
listen to each other and keep the tempo steady.”

They played through a second time, with Max
missing two chord changes. Shaking his head, Gary started them
again.

The third time through, at the chorus,
Joaquin stopped playing and jabbed a drumstick the bass player’s
way. “Nick, you’re still coming in slow, man. You’re almost
on the backbeat.”

Nick looked at Gary. “You’re the boss. What
do you say?”

Gary sighed. “Yeah, you are still a
little slow there.”

Nick nodded and turned away, refusing to look
at Joaquin.

“Okay, let’s try it again.” Gary nodded to
Joaquin, who clicked them off once more. They got to the spot and
Nick still dragged, unable or unwilling to admit the problem.

Joaquin threw his sticks across the room. “I
give up! Can’t you get the beat right?”

“I suppose you could do better?” Nick
scowled.

“A monkey could do better!”

Throwing the strap off his shoulder, Nick
took two steps toward him before Gary stepped between them. “All
right, guys. Stop! Everyone take a break while I work with
Nick.”

 


* * *

 


While Nick and Gary worked together, Roni
picked up sheet music and, instead of studying the lyrics, found
herself looking over the top of the paper at Joaquin. He sat at the
drums, hands keeping the sticks in motion against the drums’ rims,
filling the room with a soft, rolling beat. Regal. That’s the
word! He looks regal…and strong. When she studied his dark
eyes, she felt the same tingle she did the first time they met. She
wanted those eyes to look at her now.

Laying the paper down, Roni walked over to
Joaquin and gestured to the room. “I don’t know if I’ve ever
thanked you for hooking me up with this. I really appreciate
it.”

Keeping the beat going, he turned toward her.
“The way we’re growling at each other? You sure? Why don’t you wait
till after our first gig? If we don’t have beer bottles thrown at
us, then you can thank me.”

She laughed and, stuck her hands in her back
jeans pockets. “How would you like to grab some coffee after we’re
through here?”

“No thanks. I need to get home.”

“Really? It’s just coffee.”

“Yeah. I’ve got someone waiting.”

“Oh.” She looked down at the floor and then
back at him. “Sorry. Didn’t know you already had someone.” The
sticks fell silent. When the wall came down in his eyes, she turned
away, realizing she had just upset him, but not sure why.

Gary walked back to his guitar, ready to pick
up where they left off.

“Hey, Gary.” Roni asked, “What’s the name of
our band? I’ve never heard.”

“I haven’t decided yet. I’ve got a couple of
ideas.”

“Let’s hear ˈem.” Max leaned against the
wall.

“Okay, but the first one who laughs gets a
kick in the shins.” He took a deep breath. “Cinnamon Girl, because
of Roni’s hair color.”

Nick nodded. “I like that one.”

“Or Gary’s Garage Band.”

“Ouch!” Max grimaced.

“No, huh?” Gary asked.

“How about Loco Lobo?” Roni volunteered. “I
mean we’ve got the craziest Black Wolf brother here.”

Joaquin shook his head. “Leave me out of it.
I won’t be here for the long haul.”

“I don’t know. It’s got a nice ring to it.”
Gary repeated it a few times for effect.

“Well, you won’t have to decide until we’re
booked somewhere,” Nick frowned.

“You’re right. Now, let’s get back to
work.”

 


* * *

 


That night, when Joaquin opened the door to
his house, the smell of floor cleanser, furniture polish and carpet
powder greeted him: the smell of a clean house. He smiled. I
could get used to this. However, that admission brought the
problem of telling Sara she’d been right.

He turned on the kitchen light and saw a note
on the refrigerator. Quin, I’ve fixed your dinner. Just nuke it
for a few minutes. See you Friday. Sue

“What? She’s not supposed to be cooking.” He
opened the fridge and took the foil off a dinner plate which held
two pork chops, mashed potatoes and green beans.

“Oh, man, a vegetable! Mom would be so
proud.” He laughed at his own joke and put the plate in the
microwave. After heating the food, he carried his plate and a soda
to the computer and logged onto the Black Wolf site.

Checking the posts, he read that Hot4J
needed a ride to their concert in Dallas, all the way from Chicago.
Joaquin shook his head at the dedication of some of their fans. He
wondered what Hot4J would do if she ever came face-to-face
with his brother. Or what shy Jay would do if he ran into her. Now
that would be funny.

He clicked onto the chat site, thinking it
might be fun to talk to some of them under an alias. He selected
“Q5” as his User ID and found three of them already chatting.

MissBW talked about getting tickets to
the Tulsa concert and how excited she felt. MattsBaby felt envious
because she couldn’t make any of the shows and wanted someone to
post a good review of the first concert with lots of pictures.
StratStud couldn’t make the first show, but would be happy
to take pictures of his concert. He had just gotten a new camera
and wanted to try it out.

Joaquin joined them.

 


Q5………..: How many concerts have you seen?

MissBW….: 3

MattsBaby: This will be my 4th.

StratStud..: 6

Q5………..: Wow, 6. That’s a lot.

StratStud..: Not really. I know one guy who’s
been to over 40.

MissBW….:40? Is he made out of money or is he
a stalker? LOL

MattsBaby: That’s not funny. That one girl
got shot because of a stalker.

Unnerved by that, Joaquin logged off the chat
site.

 


* * *

 


Lainie and Ruiz went to Sara’s house late the
next morning when the contest ended. Sara met them at the door and
led them to the far end of the house and into Caleb’s office. A
Navajo rug filled the center of the room with its gleaming leather
chairs and mahogany desk. Ruiz sat in front of the computer, while
the two women flanked each side.

“I know Matthew’s trying to get out of hot
water by asking me to judge this,” Lainie said, “but I’m glad he
did. This is fun.”

“The hardest part for me,” Sara added, “was
not peeking at them before now. I wonder what’s been
submitted.”

“Let’s take a look, shall we?” Ruiz clicked
on the first photo. It showed Matthew hunched over, a drumstick in
his hand, sneaking up to Joaquin, ready to “help” play the drums.
All three smiled at Matthew’s silliness, then Ruiz clicked on the
next photo.

When they finished their first run-through,
Ruiz said, “Let’s go through them one more time and print out the
ten best.”

A few minutes later they had five, then
three, then two, then they got stuck.

The first picture, taken at the end of a
concert, showed Caleb, Jay and Matthew standing together at the
edge of the stage. Joaquin stood hidden behind Caleb, holding a
drumstick on either side of Caleb’s head, making him look like a
Martian with lopsided antennae. Caleb seemed confused, wondering
why everyone was laughing at him.

The second one showed Caleb doing one of his
famous jumps just as Jay knelt down. Catching the right angle, it
looked like Jay goosed Caleb with the tip of his bass guitar.

“I don’t know, Lainie. They’re both funny.”
Sara shrugged.

“I can’t decide, either.”

Ruiz picked up the printouts and, with one in
each hand, put them behind his back, shuffling them around.

“Pick a hand,” he said to Lainie. She
hesitated for a minute and then tapped his left shoulder. He
brought that hand from around his back and produced “Caleb the
Martian.”

“Let me find out who submitted this,” Ruiz
said. He picked up his phone and made a call. After a little
conferring, he hung up and wrote a few things down.

“This was submitted by AustinBel on behalf of
Albuquerque.” He looked at his calendar. “That’s in a little over
two weeks.” He nodded and picked up his phone again to put the
wheels in motion for this newest show. With that done, he logged
onto the forum and posted the results.

 


 


 


 Ch 6 — Cactus John’s

 


 


Joaquin, still half asleep, stretched and
yawned his way across the living room late Friday morning. Sue had
her back to him while she tried to round up dust bunnies under the
sofa. He stepped over the vacuum cord and continued into the
kitchen, stopping at the sight before him. A pan of
made-from-scratch biscuits sat on the counter with a jar of
homemade preserves beside it. Instantly awake, he grabbed a plate
and loaded it with four biscuits, then carried it and the preserves
to the table. When he split the biscuits in half, steam rose from
their fluffy center and butter melted at a touch. Next he piled
peach preserves too thickly in the middle, put a top back on one
and bit into it, the preserves squeezing out and plopping onto the
plate. He closed his eyes and let ecstasy roll across his
tongue.

“I see you found them.”

Sue’s voice made him open his eyes, but he
refused to quit chewing. Instead he nodded and gulped, taking
another eager bite. She poured two cups of coffee and set one in
front of him before taking a seat at the table.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” he asked while he
readied his second biscuit.

“I already had breakfast.”

“When? At six this morning? C’mon. Have
some.” He nodded toward the pan.

“Well…they do smell good.” She rose
and got a plate for herself.

Joaquin finished his second biscuit before
she took her first bite. After sipping coffee, he reached for more
preserves. “I want to thank you for leaving me dinner the other
night, and now this. But, you’re not supposed to be cooking.”

Sue sent him a sad smile. “I miss cooking for
someone. I had a feeling you wouldn’t mind a home cooked meal every
now and then.”

“I don’t mind at all, but I should pay you
extra.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“But…?”

“Really, Joaquin.” She placed a hand on his
forearm. “It does me more good than it does you.”

He looked puzzled. “Do you cook for all the
people you work for?”

“No. Just you.”

“Why?”

Those eyes, those wise eyes gazed at him for
a long moment and he wondered what she could tell about him. “We
don’t know each other at all, but we share a sad bond. All my other
homes have family around and they don’t need me for more than
cleaning their house. Here, I can do things for you that I used to
do for my husband. I don’t feel quite so…so lost because I get to
do familiar things. I know you were reluctant to hire me, and you
might still be, but I’m hoping this will work out.”

“Man, you’re gonna make me say it, aren’t
you?” Joaquin grimaced.

“Say what?”

“I didn’t think I cared, but I like coming
home to a clean house. But, if you tell Sara, I’ll deny it!”

Sue threw back her head and laughed a deep
belly laugh, a laugh so infectious, it vibrated across the table
and jumped on Joaquin, making him throw his head back and laugh,
too.

 


* * *

 


After eating breakfast, Joaquin went to his
computer, wanting to know which city they would be playing and
which photo won the contest. He laughed when he saw his drumsticks
poking up from behind Caleb’s head.

“AustinBel, huh?” he said out loud. “Good for
you, girl. Now, which city are we playing? — Albuquerque. Okay.” He
marked his calendar and then, on a whim, he logged onto the BW chat
room and found a few people there. He recognized one name,
AustinBel.

 


Q5………: Hi, AustinBel. Congrats on your
photo.

AustinBel: Thanx. I’m really excited.

Q5………: Are you taking your boyfriend or DH to
the show? [DH=dear husband]

AustinBel: I just broke up with my @!%#
boyfriend, so I’ll be taking my sister. LOL

Q5………: Have fun.

AustinBel: Ok. Are you going?

Q5………: Maybe. I’m kinda busy.

AustinBel: If you get there, look me up.

Q5………: Okay.

AustinBel: My lunch break is almost over. I
gotta go.

Q5………: Bye.

 


* * *

 


The next Monday, Gary pushed open the
weathered door and walked into the dim, empty dance hall, its
coolness a relief from the shimmering August heat. The airborne
residue of last night’s beer and stale perfume wrapped around his
head like a turban. The bar stood at the far end of the long,
rectangular room. Over the bar, “Cactus John’s,” in eye-piercing
green neon, reflected in the wall-to-wall mirror and cascaded over
liquor bottles on the shelves. Behind the bar stood the
silver-maned owner, his biceps looking like he could serve as his
own bouncer.

“You John?”

“Yeah. You must be Gary.” John glanced at his
watch and stepped around the bar, gesturing to the room. “Have a
seat.”

The two men got situated at a table and Gary
came straight to the point. “I appreciate you seeing me today.”

“No problem. I got your band’s demo. It’s
good.”

Gary’s shoulders relaxed and he leaned back
in his chair. “Glad to hear it. Like I told you on the phone, we’re
looking for our first gig and hope you’ll give us a shot.”

“I’m a big believer at giving local musicians
a chance. You see the pictures on that wall? They’re of big name
players before they made it big. I kinda like to think I had
something to do with their success.”

Gary looked over his shoulder and nodded. A
squadron of photographs filled the center of the right wall.
Miranda Lambert, Kenny Wayne Shepherd and Los Lonely Boys stared
back at him from behind their glass. Gary did a double take and
pointed to one photo.

“Don’t tell me you helped Willie
Nelson get started?”

“No.” John laughed. “The other way around. He
helped me when I first opened. His nephew and my wife are somehow
related.”

“Oh, okay.” Gary straightened in his chair.
“So, you’ll give us a try?”

John tilted his head while he studied the
musician for a moment. “How about if your band plays a week from
Thursday night?”

“Just one night?”

“Yeah, to start. We’ll see how it goes from
there.”

“Thanks! We’ll be here.”

Sitting rock still, John stared at him,
making his smile fade.

“What?” Gary asked.

“I’m waiting for you to ask me how much I’m
paying.”

The heel of Gary’s hand thumped his forehead.
“Oh, right. So, how much are you paying?”

“Five hundred.”

“Um…could you make it a thousand? There are
five of us in the band...”

He countered John’s silent, hard expression.
“…seven fifty?”

“Not for a first gig, Gary.”

“All right. I had to ask.”

“Any good manager would.” John stood, got
some papers from behind the bar and returned. “This is a standard
work agreement. Sign this and we’re good to go. Oh, you’ll need to
fill in the name of your band.”

“We’re Loco Lobo — at least for now.” Gary
pulled a pen out of his shirt pocket and clicked it. After scanning
the contract, he filled in the blanks and signed it, then pushed it
toward John. They stood, shook hands, and Gary walked out, too
happy to notice the hot, melting air.

 


* * *

 


When everyone assembled in his basement for
practice that evening, Gary held up one hand. “Before we get
started, I’ve got some news.”

The room fell silent as all eyes focused on
him.

“We’ve been putting in long hours down here
and it’s finally paid off. We’ve got our first paying gig next
Thursday night.” A wide grin covered his face.

“Really!” “Great!” “About time.”

“How much?” Max asked when the others grew
quiet.

“Not much, but it’s a start.”

“I’ll take just about anything,” Nick added.
“I want to play!”

Joaquin nodded, then asked, “Where?”

“Cactus John’s.”

“I’ve heard of the place, but I’ve never been
there.” The drummer twirled a stick. “What’s it like,
stage-wise?”

“I’ll be honest. It’s a small stage and the
acoustics aren’t that great. They have a soundboard in place,
though.”

“Okay, boss. We’ll be ready!”

Gary picked up his guitar. “If we’re not, we
will be after tonight!”

 


* * *

 


The next Thursday, they met at Gary’s to
drive in his van to the dance hall together. Joaquin was helping
Max pack his keyboard when Roni walked into the basement. Layers of
foundation, rouge, tarantula mascara and bright lipstick
paint-balled Roni’s face. Joaquin grimaced at how high she had
teased her hair. Black pants fit so tightly the washing
instructions label could be read through them. Red stilettos and a
clingy black off-the-shoulder top completed her outfit.

The drummer set down the keyboard stand and
held up one hand. “I’ll be right back, Max.” He then approached
Roni, shaking his head. “You look like a hooker.”

“What? I do not! I’m dressed for the
stage!”

“Have you got anything else to wear?”

“All I have is a pair of jeans in my
car.”

“Get ˈem,” he ordered.

“Why?”

“You’ll see.”

She started to argue, but he arched one
eyebrow and pointed toward the door. Roni clomped her protest up
the stairs and returned shortly, carrying her jeans. He led her to
the bathroom and instructed her to change. When she came out, he
nodded.

“Better. Now, take off your shoes.”

“I’m not going around barefoot!”

“Just give me your shoes.”

She shook her head, leaned one hand against
the wall to steady herself, and handed them to him. “Why do you
want…?”

Before she finished, he snapped each spiked
heel off at the base, turning her expensive shoes into a pair of
flats.

“What the hell did you just do? Those
cost over two hundred bucks!”

“I’ll pay you for them. Now, scrape about
half of that goop off your face. Clowns don’t wear that
much.”

She snatched her shoes away from him, then
stood on tiptoes to glare directly into his eyes. “You are so damn
arrogant!” Whirling away, she hissed over her shoulder, “If you
think I’m singing with you tonight, you can for-get
it!”

He lunged for her elbow and stopped her.
“Roni, please, I’ve been in this business a while now. I know what
I’m doing.”

“What? Ruining my wardrobe? Insulting
me?” She crossed her arms, shifted her weight to her left foot and
locked her jaw.

“Think about it for a minute. What do you
want to be known for? Your talent? The music? Or that the only way
you can get people’s attention is if you look cheap?”
Reconciliatory fingers touched her shoulder and his voice softened.
“You’re too good for that, Roni. You don’t need this. I
promise.”

She speared him with another glare before she
spoke. “You’re paying for these shoes!”

“You have my word.” He touched his chest.

“Oh…all right.” She went into the restroom
again with her purse, washed her face, reapplied less makeup, and
returned a few moments later, pointing a hairbrush at him. “I
suppose you’re going to tell me my hair’s wrong, too.”

“Well…now that you mention it…”

She sighed, but brushed the tangles out,
leaving her hair falling straight and natural down her back and
shoulders.

He took a step back. “Okay, turn around.
Let’s see.”

She put both hands on her hips, tilted her
head, scrunched her face and stuck her tongue out.

“Knock it off. Stand up straight.”

She rolled her eyes but did as he asked.

Gary came in from carrying an amp to the van.
“Oh, that’s better, Roni. Good move.”

Joaquin held out both hands in a gesture of
“See, what’d I tell ya?”

“I just wanted to look good for my first
gig,” she told Joaquin.

“I know. But you look good already. You don’t
need anything extra. Okay?”

“Okay.” She cast a wary glance his way. “But
you’d better be right!”

 


* * *

 


The band arrived early to have time to set
up. The white sign, framed in blinking yellow lights, sat at the
roadside and read Loco Lobo – one night only. No cover.
Unconsciously, Joaquin compared the old stucco building to his last
venue of nine thousand.

Gary went in first. “We’re here.” To his
left, halfway down the room, the stage held a few microphone stands
and some monitors. An office filled the corner behind the stage.
Round tables lined the front and right walls, leaving space for a
dance floor in the middle.

“Good! Good! I’ll open the side door for
you.” John came from behind the bar and gestured to an acne-scarred
young man wearing a Stetson with a tightly rolled brim. “I want you
to meet Charlie. He’s running the soundboard tonight.”

“Hi, Charlie.” Gary waved, then gestured with
his thumb over his shoulder. “We’ll start unloading.” He noticed
Charlie made no move to help as he left the room.

The band members made several trips to the
van and back, wrestling the heavy amps, drum kit, keyboard and
guitars up the ramp, through the side door and office and to the
stage.

In the parking lot, when Joaquin stopped to
wipe sweat off his brow, Nick walked by with his case and smirked.
“What’s the matter? Missing your roadies?”

“No, you’re doing all right.”

“Bite me!” Nick disappeared through the
door.

Inside, once Joaquin got his drums set up, he
helped with the arduous task of getting the wiring organized from
microphones and instruments to the soundboard.

“Okay, I think we’re ready for a sound
check,” Gary finally announced. “All set, Charlie?”

“Yeah.” Charlie moved from his chair to sit
behind the soundboard.

Joaquin had wondered who the man was and now
wondered if he knew what he was doing.

“This place is too small to mike my drums, so
can we start with the keyboard?” Joaquin asked. “It needs to be
heard over my noise.”

“Sure,” Gary said.

Joaquin took a seat beside Charlie, intending
to watch his work.

After half an hour of tweaking and adjusting
sound levels on the instruments, Gary pointed toward Roni. “Come on
up. We need to check vocals now.”

When she went to the stage, Joaquin followed
her and took his place at the drums.

Gary glanced over his shoulder at the
drummer, then focused on Roni. “Just sing something a
capella for now so we can get your levels. We’ll add the
instruments later.”

“All right.” She thought for a moment then
sang the first verse of “Sugar Mama,” by Bonnie Raitt, all the
while Charlie twisting dials and pushing slides.

“Try ‘Dock of the Bay’,” Gary suggested.
“And, Max, you come in with her.”

They ran through a few bars when Joaquin
stood up. “Wait a minute. Stop.”

“What?” Gary turned around to frown at
him.

“Roni, I can’t hear you in the monitors. Can
you hear?”

“I wasn’t listening. Let’s try it again.”

They started up for the second time, but
stopped with Roni shook her head. “No. I can’t hear anything but
keyboard.”

“Charlie!” Gary barked. “Fix it.”

He twisted a knob. “Okay, now try it.”

Roni nodded and Gary gestured to Nick. “Join
in.”

When the bass throbbed through the room, Roni
tilted her head toward her monitor, but continued singing. Gary
came in with his lead guitar and, after a minute, she threw her
hands up in the air, shaking her head, and turned to face him.

“Hold up, y’all!” Gary put his guitar in its
stand to speak to Charlie, but Joaquin jumped off stage and hurried
to the soundboard.

“Get up!”

Charlie curled an insolent lip.

“Move!”

“Whatever.” He abdicated control with a
disinterested wave of his hand and let Joaquin take his place.
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