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  Chapter 1


The venue’s ceiling was as black as a starless night sky when The Seethers took to the stage. 
It was like most of the places they played, yet different. Tristen knew he would remember this music hall as the one that sealed their success. Where the scrimping and saving and playing for two people in the crowd finally made it all worth it. He and his brother had fought hard, and they had won.
This night was their trophy. The Seethers were on their way.
Tristen strummed the guitar strings as hundreds of people moved their bodies to the rhythm. Heads swayed or bopped. Fingers were thrown in the air in rock-and-roll signs, and all around, cell phone screens were lit up. Tristen couldn’t see their faces, but he loved each person in the crowd. Gratitude for the moment filled him until he thought he might burst. This was it. This was what success felt like. He and Talon had crawled out of the heart of small-town Kentucky, opioid crisis’s ground zero, to this place. Stage right at the House of Blues in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania.
All they’d needed was one band to recognize their talent and their drive. Sure, most of the crowd had come to Art of Rendering, but that was what made opening for them so important. As they waited for the headliner, the concert-goers were listening to The Seethers. And it looked as though they were becoming fans.
Tonight would change his life forever.
Tristen approached Talon, his twin brother and their lead singer, as the music dipped into the chorus. Talon turned to him so everyone could see the mirrored faces of the twin brothers. The Pelton Vikings, they had once been called. What differentiated them now were the small details: Talon with his hair short, Tristen’s long; Talon with his clean-shaven face and Tristen with his short blond beard. At the musical bridge, Talon threw himself to his knees and laughed into the microphone. Tristen stepped back into the shadows, fingers flying across the strings of his guitar.
The stage lights dipped and dived as they started the next song. Tristen felt famous, like he was Jimmy Page or Eddie Van Halen. The drums continued their beat, leading into Tristen’s guitar solo at the beginning of their most popular song. He was nothing compared to the talent of Keith Richards or Jimi Hendrix, but it was his sixty seconds of spotlight, and he soaked up every second.
“Yeah!” Talon yelled, his voice muted without a mic nearby.
Tristen bent down over the stage, making direct eye contact with a woman with a wide smile who screamed in excitement at him noticing her. Like a rock star with groupies. His solo ended. He leaned into their other guitarist, Randall, as the woman’s squeals merged with the music. The rhythm beat through Tristen’s chest, becoming one with his heartbeat.
Talon hit the mic on cue, his deep voice purring into it. He brushed aside his blond fringe, a move that made the girls in front go wild. Off-stage to the right, Talon’s wife stood dressed in black as usual, her typical scowl replaced by a smile. She didn’t seem to mind the women screaming after her husband.
A few feet away from her stood Meegan, Tristen’s girlfriend. She blew him a kiss and shimmied her body, sending a wave of pride and desire through him. He didn’t need swarms of women after him. Not when he had Meegan. She was beautiful, a mixture of a Kardashian and Grace Kelly. Rich, ambitious, classy, and always supportive of him becoming more. She was the one who’d convinced him to quit his other side jobs to dedicate his time to the band.
And it had paid off. They were here tonight because of her.
He would spend his life making sure she knew how awesome she was, how thankful he was to her. Because of her, he didn’t have to continue with the construction jobs, or random bartending gigs, or odd maintenance jobs. He loved that they were becoming professional musicians together. Life was good, and it could only get better.
Talon roared into the microphone. Micah joined him. He only had a couple of lines as backup singer, but his low growl added the perfect contrast in the song.
Don’t say aloud what you’re thinking about.
Baby, this is the life we got. Here and now.
Let’s get out of this town, run, and follow the crowd. Or jump ship.
Together we’ll make it.
The drums beat, the guitar strings vibrated, and everyone in the crowd seemed to rise and fall, over and over, for two minutes and thirty-four seconds, until together, The Seethers hit the last note and the lights snapped off as though their music had caused an electrical surge.
Tristen was panting from excitement and nervousness. Randall clapped him on the back with his own yelp of energy. He grinned into the dark. Nobody moved.
The band, minus their drummer, stayed still under the shroud of darkness. The crowd finished clapping and started moving into restless curiosity. A shiver of excitement ran up Tristen’s spine. Fooling the crowd was almost as thrilling as playing for them. Having watched Jake for the last five concerts, Tristen was beginning to understand the importance of showmanship when putting on a concert: the sleight of hand, the art of illusion and surprise. Jake was a natural showman and came up with ideas easily. Manipulating crowds into looking one direction, only to surprise them in the other, was his art form. It enhanced the concert experience and set Art of Rendering apart. They had fans who followed them from show to show just to see what would be different.
It all still felt surreal. When Talon had shown up at practice claiming he’d run into Art of Rendering at a party and that they wanted to meet with the band, it had sounded like Talon’s imagination had gone off the deep end. But then it had happened. They’d all met together, jammed for an evening, and then Jake, the lead guitarist, had asked The Seethers to open for them in six cities. Obviously, they had said yes. For the first five concerts, they’d played their last song, waited a beat, and exited the stage. But not tonight. Tonight, Jake had put together a surprise for the crowd.
Tristen wanted fans like that. The ones who bought the T-shirts and defended the group no matter what. Live shows were expensive, but they were also the most profitable. The top pop stars and bands set up tours with one-hundred-and-eight-plus shows. There was that much demand for them.
Tristen breathed out quietly, trying to quiet his thoughts. His hands were sweating and his throat was dry, but he didn’t dare move.
Murmurs flitted through the crowd until a spotlight glared stage left and the drummer for AOR walked on to manic cheers. He lifted his sticks in the air, flashing a grin at the crowd. Still in the shadows, Tristen bent down slowly for a swig of water from his bottle as the rest of Art of Rendering crept on stage.
Every hum in the crowd vanished. The air stilled. Tristen stood cautiously and got himself ready. Fingers poised, he joined the crowd’s growing anticipation as the seconds dragged on. “Always wait a little longer than the crowd expects,” Jake had told him just the other day.
Suddenly, a chord strummed through the speakers, wobbling through the air. The crowd squealed and shouted with glee.
AOR’s lead guitarist hit the chord again, then another. And another. The stage was still in black, and no one else had moved. Tristen could barely see the shapes of the others on stage.
Murmurs of excitement rose as a spotlight swooped across the stage, falling on the guitarist, illuminating his long dreadlocks. The crowd erupted, covering Tristen and Randall’s entrance into the song. Their mics weren’t up as high as Pascal’s, but that didn’t bother Tristen. All that mattered was this opportunity to play with AOR.
The rhythm quickened. Tristen’s fingers fumbled, and for a split second, he froze. He waited, nodding to the beat, but the longer he waited, the more lost he became. Randall appeared in front of him, counting for him.
Then his fingers pounced, the notes connecting to Tristen’s brain, and his fingers found their familiar rhythm. Pride replaced his anxiety as their fingers flew together. Randall grinned, his head bobbing up and down. Tristen nodded back.
The lights swooshed over them, then flashed to the center where Talon and Jake were facing off. Their voices cracked through the speakers, a mashup between The Seethers’ most popular song and Art of Rendering’s.
“And come tomorrow, I’ll be all you have.”
“Don’t you know it’s a crime…”
For four and a half minutes they sang, plucked the strings, and beat the drums. And the crowd went wild. Though the crowd’s attention was mostly on Talon and Jake, every musician on stage played with a camaraderie that Tristen wished would permeate every corner of his life.
He closed his eyes and reveled in the sound of singing and cheering. This was winning. Though most eyes were focused on the singers, the cheers were for all of them.
“Hello, Pittsburgh!” Jake yelled over the crowd.
A backdrop lowered mid-stage, leaving The Seethers in the shadows. Now unseen by the crowd, they yanked the wires out from their guitars before fist-bumping.
“That was so awesome,” Micah said, joining Tristen as he walked off stage.
Tristen gave high fives to the offstage sound and light technicians who wanted to congratulate them. Sweat dripped from his head, chest, and arms. They had given their all, and it had turned out to be the best set they’d ever played. And at the biggest venue they’d ever played. He almost couldn’t believe it. The Seethers were finally taking off.
Lights blasted back on stage, revealing Art of Rendering plus Talon. Without a moment’s hesitation, the guitars started in, then the drums, and Talon jumped in. Everything was perfectly timed.
A few feet away, Sandra still watched her husband. Her long brown hair bopped softly against her shoulders, her eyes, outlined in black, focused directly on Talon. By contrast, Meegan jumped up and down, dancing and singing as she always did. Tristen shoved his guitar in its case and ran over to her, picking her up and twirling her around.
“You were amazing,” she sang out, covering his face in kisses. He caught her lips with his, careful not to get sweat on her dress, as she had warned him before the concert. His best girl was with him in the best moment of his life. “You’re gonna be famous, and I’m gonna be famous, and we’ll be famous together.”
Her screams vibrated his eardrums, but nothing was going to ruin his mood.
At the end of the song, the crowd erupted in cheers and applause. Tristen and Meegan clapped and hollered for them. Talon singing with Art of Rendering was going to move them up the charts. Many of the fans in the crowd would become their fans. The mashup was recorded and ready to go out to all the music apps. Offers from other bands for tours would flow in. Maybe even offers from agents. And managers.
Micah and Randall caught his eye. Both jerked their chins backward. Micah had a baby and wife to get home to; their deal had been to pack everything directly after the concert. The rest of them would drive the van back to Cincinnati the next day.
“Gotta go, babe.” Tristen kissed her again. “I’ll see you in the back.”
“I’m gonna stay and watch,” Meegan said, flashing him her perfect smile before turning back to the stage.
He would have liked to watch the rest of the concert, but instead he followed Micah and Randall to their green room while Adam, their bassist, sauntered slowly behind. A deal was a deal, and he couldn’t risk Micah getting mad. Not when they were on the cusp of being as famous as Art of Rendering. AOR were full-time musicians with money pouring in from Asia and all the Americas.
Maybe it wasn’t over. Maybe AOR would invite The Seethers to join them on a tour of Asia. He’d always wanted to walk streets with noodle vendors and see the ultra-modern cities. Or maybe it would be AOR’s upcoming Mexico tour. Even going south of the border would be an adventure.
“Let’s get packed so we can see the last song,” Randall said when Tristen entered the green room.
Because of Adam’s organizational obsession, it never took them as long to pack up as other bands did. Anything not used during the concert or needed after the concert was already sitting in a neat, rectangular pile in their truck. Within forty minutes everything was zipped up and showers had been had.
“See you all at Pete’s,” Micah yelled over his shoulder as he headed out.
“Yeah, bye,” Randall and Tristen called back.
Tristen clapped Adam on the back. “I’m going to head backstage to catch the rest of the show. See you later?”
Adam waved his phone with a nod as Randall joined Tristen at the door.
Talon’s voice drifted through the darkness as they climbed the stairs to backstage. AOR was on the finale. The ballad was the perfect way of convincing the fans the show was over—before going into a four-song old-school compilation of the songs that had made AOR famous. The fans ate it up every time. In fact, they expected it, and Art of Rendering was happy to give it to them. Lights from cell phones lifted into the air, swaying back and forth as the guitar riffs combined with the slower drums. Then the compilation began, and the energy turned manic as the crowd screamed along to the lyrics they knew so well. Tristen bobbed his head unconsciously to the rhythm again, marveling at the talent Jake had for putting together a concert.
The lights went out; Tristen felt the urge to join the wild roars of the crowd to garner an encore. Randall raised his eyebrows and smiled at the thundering waves of noise that crashed onto the stage. Tristen almost felt bad for the crowd. Art of Rendering never gave an encore. Jake said it was best to keep the fans wanting more.
Tristen stood up straight, ready to greet his brother, but no one walked off stage. Randall glanced over at him, shrugging. They both looked back at the exits. No one appeared.
Softer lights came on that didn’t move or sweep across the stage. Tristen cringed. The lighting crew had done such an excellent job all concert, only to make the rookie mistake of showing Art of Rendering still on stage. But then, the band should have been off already.
“What the hell are they doing?” Randall murmured to Tristen, still focused on the stage.
“No idea. Maybe they’re going to thank Talon,” Tristen suggested as Jake grabbed a mic, waving at the crowd to quiet down. “It’d be great if he mentioned us again. Get the crowd to remember they want to buy our songs.”
Randall nodded, grinning.
“Hello, everyone!” Jake shouted, his mic getting louder as he spoke. “How about our latest singer here, Talon Levisay from The Seethers!”
Tristen jabbed Randall in the ribs as they joined the crowd in clapping for Talon, who was walking out of the shadows. Jake thumped him on the back, presenting him again to the crowd.
“Yes! He did an outstanding job,” Jake said, booming voice calming the fans. “We love you, Pittsburgh. We want you to be the first to be told.”
Jake paused. He turned to Talon, who nodded in agreement.
Randall looked as startled as Tristen felt. Even with all the surrounding noise, the sound of his own heartbeat filled his ears.
“We wish Paul all the best in his recovery. His battle with cancer is going to be long and hard, though, and he won’t be able to continue with the band. He wants to spend time with his family, his kids, and take care of himself. He’s made the decision to return to Cincinnati to get the care and rest that he needs.”
Jake paused for the crowd to clap and shout their support of Paul, the lead singer for Art of Rendering.
“We know you’re going to love our recent addition,” he went on, clapping Talon on the back again. “He isn’t a replacement. No one can replace Paul. But he is going to help us finish this tour we’ve been promising you all!” The crowd cheered again, but this time Jake kept going. “This guy is his own legend. Everyone, please welcome Talon Levisay to AOR!”






  
  Chapter 2


Tristen froze. There’d been a mistake. 
“Phoenix, here we come!” Jake shouted as the lights went out for the last time.
Phoenix. Art of Rendering had tour dates after this. And The Seethers weren’t invited. The only show The Seethers had scheduled was at Pete’s, at a local Cincinnati venue, in December.
Tristen turned to find Randall inches from his face, cold blue eyes boring into him.
“What the hell?” Randall said under his breath. “What does that mean, Tris?”
Phoenix. New lead singer. Talon. “I don’t know.”
“That’s a wrap!” someone yelled, and all backstage workers shifted into action.
Tristen looked around, trying to find Talon in the milling group of backstage workers. There had to be an explanation. Jake must have had it wrong. Or Tristen had understood wrong.
“What the hell does it mean?” Randall repeated. “Is Talon leaving our band?”
“I said I don’t know.”
Randall put a hand up to try and stop Tristen as he pushed past. “What’re you going to do?”
“Find Talon!” Tristen shouted without stopping, Randall’s footsteps and muttering right behind him.
Talon would be in the green room, Tristen was sure of it. He and Randall swerved quickly through the milling backstage hands, mic stands almost impaling him twice. They kept moving, despite the calls of irritation at their speed. Down the stairs and to the right. The acrid smell of mildew and sweat assaulted his nose, a smell he had barely registered before.
“What the hell is going on?”
Tristen whirled around. Micah stood in the hallway, his jaw set and his arms crossed. Micah was always fierce-looking with his wide, burly shoulders and full beard, but when he was angry, he became the third most intimidating man Tristen knew.
“I thought you left?”
“I was about to. Thought I’d see the last song from the perspective of a fan. I think I was the only one not clapping when Jake announced Talon was their new singer.”
“I heard it from backstage,” Tristen said. Shadows crept into his thinking, blurring his memory. Had Talon told him? Had he hinted at it? “I’m heading to the green room to get an explanation from Talon.”
He opened the door, but only Adam was there. Randall and Micah marched in behind Tristen.
“So, Talon’s left the band? When were you planning on telling us?” Micah demanded once the door closed.
Tristen felt himself buckle inwardly at the weight of not knowing. He went over the days before the concert, but he couldn’t remember any sign from Talon.
“I’m just as surprised as you,” he admitted. “Talon told me he was singing with them today because Paul was too sick.”
“Wait, they don’t want us to go with them to Phoenix?” Randall asked.
Tristen looked up out of his own whirling thoughts. “AOR didn’t ask us to join past Pittsburg. We always knew that. They have some local band starting for them when they go to Phoenix.”
“So that’s it? We’re done?” Adam asked. He threw his hat against the wall, then sank into a chair.
“Well, that’s what we had planned,” Tristen said, licking his lips to keep his voice from cracking. “We were offered these six concerts. And it helped us. You’ve seen the album sales. We’ve made more in the last few weeks than ever before.”
“And yet we’ve barely made a profit, Tristen.” Adam was always eager to point out they weren’t making enough money.
“Yeah, and now Talon’s jumped ship!” Randall was shouting, pointing at the door that remained shut. “Which means we’re actually done.”
Footsteps sounded in the hall. Tristen glanced at the door, expecting Talon to come through it, but when it cracked open, a shock of long black hair fell through as Meegan peeked in.
“Meegan, did you see Talon? Where is he?” Tristen asked. He was trying not to panic.
“I came here to see you guys. I thought he’d be here.” Meegan’s eyes were wide, sweat shining on her face.
Adam shook his head. “Man, this is so disappointing. I thought him singing tonight was going to help us out. Instead, it just helped him.”
“I think it helped you out,” Meegan said, pushing her way into the middle of them. “That crowd was crazy for you guys. And someone said we sold all the merchandise.”
“See?” Tristen said, but Adam shook his head.
“At least we aren’t losing money,” Randall said.
“You guys don’t get it, do you?” Adam asked, rolling his eyes. “It doesn’t matter if we don’t lose money. Breaking even isn’t gonna cut it. We all pitched in five hundred dollars for this tour and that merchandise. If we don’t make any money, we don’t have any money to put together another tour. And this was only six cities!” Adam finished his speech at a roar.
No one said a word.
“Well, I’m glad I didn’t quit my job,” Micah said, picking up his bags. “I’ll see you guys around. My cousin’s here.”
“You can’t leave.” Tristen’s voice revealed the panic building inside him. “I mean, you’re not leaving for good, are you? We have to figure this out. This is not the end of The Seethers.”
“Exactly,” Meegan said, her voice louder than necessary. Her face was rose pink. “You guys can’t give up. Let’s say Talon leaves—so what? You still have a band.”
No one moved as she glared at each of them.
“Talon is the front man,” Adam pointed out, his enormous arms crossed over his barrel chest. “It isn’t just about keeping the band.”
“Tristen.” Meegan turned to him, her eyes reflecting his desperation. “Lots of bands go through transition. Don’t give up. What about Nirvana? The rest of them became the Foo Fighters, right?”
Tristen glanced around. The others were unreadable. “Meegan’s right. We’re still a band. Don’t we continue on? Isn’t that what AOR is doing without Paul?”
“They stole our lead singer,” Micah said flatly. “And we don’t exactly have the clout AOR has to find another one. No one’s pounding down our doors to sing with us.”
“You ain’t Dave Grohl, Tristen,” Adam said.
Tristen swallowed, trying to not be offended.
“Exactly,” Micah said.
“I’m not Dave Grohl, but we can still fix this,” Tristen said, knowing he sounded desperate. “I look just like him. Besides, with or without Talon, we have another show at home soon, remember?”
The pause from the guys didn’t give him any confidence. Neither did Randall, hiding a snicker.
“Sorry, man, but I’m out.” Adam didn’t look sorry; he looked very serious.
“Adam, please.” His throat was dry, and the air seemed to lack oxygen. He clenched his fists to keep from hitting something, to keep himself calm. The room felt closed and pressurized. Breathing into the bottom of his lungs, Tristen let the air out slowly. “Guys, come on. We’ve been building this band for what, three years now? We can’t just stop playing because of a setback. We’ll find another singer.”
Fear had taken control of his voice, but he didn’t even try to temper it. Pleading was not beneath him.
“I got bills to pay, Tristen,” Adam said. “And a woman who expects me to marry her and let her have kids someday. I can’t do that if I don’t have a consistent job. A job I can rely on. I ain’t got time to play around anymore, man. I’m almost thirty. This was our chance, and it’s gone. We had a good run. Let it go.”
“You don’t actually believe that, do you?”
They stood motionless, all avoiding eye contact. Tristen tried to swallow, but the muscles in his throat constricted the effort. He tried not to think about the thousands of dollars on his credit cards. Most of it for the band.
“Listen,” he said, trying to find the inspiring words that would come next. He looked between his band members, their angry eyes staring at him.
“What?” Adam demanded.
Tristen scrambled. “We have to play Pete’s in a couple weeks. We have a contract. Let’s give ourselves time to cool down, okay? Then we’ll see how we feel after the next show.”
If he could get them back on stage together, he could convince them to fight for the band. They’d remember how much they each loved being on stage, and cooler heads would prevail.
Randall looked around at all of them, nodding toward Tristen. “He’s right. We owe Pete’s a last show. We’ll show up and give a statement there. Adam, you can commit to that night, right?”
Adam looked at Tristen, who met his eyes. He gave a curt nod and marched out the door. “I’ll talk to you all later.”
Micah threw his hands up in the air before following Adam. “Fine. See you at Pete’s.”
They would need to come in for practice, but Tristen bit his tongue. No need to talk about that now.
Meegan, Randall, and Tristen stood in the silence, unable to stop watching the door.
“I don’t think he’s coming,” Meegan finally said, peeling out of their circle to grab a bottle of water. “I say we go out and find food.”
“What about you?” Randall asked Tristen. “What do you want to do?”
Tristen shrugged. “Get drunk and find Talon.”
“And what? Fight him?” Meegan asked, coming over to him. She wrapped her fingers around the back of his neck, massaging his stiff muscles. Tristen kissed her, grateful she seemed to understand him.
“Nah. He’d punch him too hard,” Randall said, winking. “Come on. Let’s finish loading this stuff and go out. I need some whiskey.”






  
  Chapter 3


Tristen pulled his car up to the curb of his childhood home, a tiny WWII home in Pelton, Kentucky. The house was a perfect rectangle with three small rooms, one bathroom, and one linen closet. There was no entryway, just a straight walk into the living room. True to Kentucky style, the house boasted a small porch, reached by climbing six steps. These were ostensibly the reason he’d gone to the hardware store and was now armed with the material to fix the two wobbly ones. 
The real reason was that he had needed a break from his mother, Ivy. Tristen looked at the house from the driver’s seat and sighed. They were celebrating Ivy’s birthday, which meant Talon was coming.
He’d arrived early because the truth was, he had nothing to do in Cincinnati, and he was driving himself crazy walking circles in his girlfriend’s townhouse. Ever since Talon had left the band and gone touring America with AOR, Tristen hadn’t heard from his brother. The only project he’d had to keep him busy during the last month was recording Meegan’s album. Now it was done, he was on his own. Like a bum. Still, spending the entire afternoon with Ivy asking him why he never came to visit her anymore and why he hadn’t brought Meegan to her birthday was making him wish he’d stayed home.
He laughed at the thought of bringing Meegan to Pelton with her diamond earrings, thousand-dollar shoes and diet of only organic food. Ivy would spend the time constantly making comments, while Meegan would slowly get angrier and angrier. It was just easier to keep the two away from each other. They were too different to ever get along.
Tristen finally killed the engine, took a deep breath, and called Randall. He’d sent him multiple texts over the last week, none of which Randall had answered.
The call went straight to voicemail. Tristen tapped the call button again, putting it on speaker as he crawled out of his rusty Ford. This time it rang, but Tristen knew Randall wouldn’t pick up until the fourth or fifth ring. In the meantime, he jerked open the passenger side.
“Hello?” Randall answered. His voice sounded far from the microphone. Another voice mumbled through the sound waves, telling him to ignore the call.
Tristen balanced the phone on his shoulder while he picked up the grocery-store bouquet of flowers in his elbow. He had to get something for his mother that was tangible. Otherwise she’d be angry. Once the flowers were safe, he grabbed the brown paper bag full of wood filler, a box of nails, and sanding paper. The three planks of wood would have to wait.
“It’s me.” He looked up and down the street for a sign of Talon, but the sidewalks were empty. He expanded his lungs to shake off his nerves at seeing his brother for the first time since the concert in Philly. The texts he’d sent to Talon had also gone unanswered, perhaps because Art of Rendering had gone to Mexico for a quick tour, but since social media said nothing about Talon being permanent, Tristen hoped that meant Talon was coming back to The Seethers. Especially since he’d tried to convince the guys Talon hadn’t abandoned them. That probably he was just a temporary fill-in, regardless of what Jake had said on stage.
“I know, Tristen. There’s something called caller ID.”
“Right. Well, I heard from Pete’s. They fixed the leak and want to know if we’re okay to play on the twenty-ninth.”
Randall sighed. “Yeah, man, I guess. It kinda sucks that they left us hanging for a month.”
“But we signed a contract, so—”
“I know, Tristen. We signed a contract. I don’t want to be those guys who don’t follow through.”
Tristen set the brown paper bag down on the porch steps and tried not to panic at Randall’s strange tone. “Good. Good. I talked to Adam and Micah and they said they’d be there, too.” Randall replied with a neutral grunt. “How’d the other night go? When you filled in for that other band.”
Randall was a master guitar player in Tristen’s eyes. He could play anywhere. When he’d posted to social media about playing with some band named Los Dos, Tristen couldn’t help worrying.
A red, shiny Camaro sat at the curb of the neighbors’ house, where the Buglis had used to live. Whoever had bought the tiny World War II house had clearly spent most of their money on the car. The houses around this neighborhood were old, but not the kind of old that the do-it-yourself-shows renovated. These were tiny, one-bathroom houses contractors were pulling down when they could to build modern ones.
“It was fun, actually. Yeah.”
“You are coming to Pete’s, though, right?”
Randall didn’t respond at first. “What’s your brother up to? You talk to him?”
“He’s back. We’re celebrating our mom’s birthday tonight.” Tristen looked down the empty street. Talon should drive up any minute. He wasn’t usually late.
“Did you talk to him about the band? What’s his plan?” Randall pressed, doubt creeping into his voice. “I’ve seen AOR’s social media. They look happy to have him.”
“I’ve been watching too, and they haven’t put out an official notice he’s permanent,” Tristen said. “You’ll see, we’ll be back together by Pete’s, and everything will be fine. Don’t worry.”
Randall grunted. “No one ever says anything about him being temporary, either. Before we hang up—I can’t show up to practice between December twenty-third and the twenty-seventh.”
“But the concert is on the twenty-ninth.”
“I know.”
The silence was like a challenge, but Tristen refused to bite.
“I got my kids those days. There’s no way I’m getting a baby-sitter and missing time with them.”
Tristen held back a sigh. “I guess we’ll be fine. Maybe we could practice on the twenty-eighth,” he said, adjusting the brown bag in his arms. “Randall?”
“Yeah. Okay. Let’s let the guys know. We can work through a show order on our group chat. Tell Talon he’s an ass for me,” Randall said. “Tell him he has to try out again, and that I’m not sure he’s good enough to play with us.”
“Ha, ha,” Tristen said, ambling up the porch steps. Harassment for leaving was to be expected, but he hoped the guys wouldn’t take it too far. Talon had never taken hazing very well. “Later.”
“Yep. Talk later.”
Randall hung up, allowing Tristen to drop his sleeping arm. He needed to replace the cordless headphones he’d lost on the road that fall, but until he had some money in the bank, he was stuck holding his phone while talking.
He left the bag for the repairs on the steps and took the porch steps two at a time. He let himself inside expecting Ivy and Bobbi, his aunt, to be sitting on the couch watching Entertainment Tonight.
Instead, Talon stood in the middle of the living room drinking a beer and watching a football game.
Tristen almost dropped his flowers in surprise. “Talon. I didn’t know you were here yet. Where’s your car?”
“Sandra and I were right on time,” Talon said. “As usual. You’re the one who’s late.” Tristen’s same blue eyes narrowed in his mirror image at him, even as Talon’s lips curled up into a smile. “And of course you’ve seen my car. It’s that one.”
Tristen followed his brother’s finger to the window and on to the red car out front. “The Camaro’s yours?”
Talon shrugged. “It was time for a new ride. Here, have a beer.”
“There he is. And he brought flowers! Those for me?” Ivy shouted from the doorway between the galley kitchen and the living room.
Without warning, a beer can flew at Tristen. He sacrificed the flowers, dropping them to grab the can and avoid an explosion. “Damn, Talon, what the hell?”
“Nice catch. Maybe don’t open it for a minute,” Talon said, laughing.
“My flowers,” Ivy mourned, her voice high-pitched, her bottom lip protruding. She came into the living room with two beers in her hands, handing one off to Tristen as she bent to pick up the flowers. “Take this one, and don’t open that one inside. These are so pretty, Tris. Thank you.”
She clinked her beer can against his and winked at her younger-by-two-minutes son before returning her attention to Talon. “He’s so tan, isn’t he, Tris? While you and I get whiter by the winter day, he’s out getting tan.”
Tristen looked his brother up and down. Now that he was looking closer, Talon looked like a bronzed statue.
“That’s what happens when you’re in the desert,” Talon said.
Tristen wondered if he was too old to mock his brother while rolling his eyes. Their sister, Aimee, used to do it all the time while they were growing up. It might have been her most annoying habit, besides taking forever in their one bathroom.
Tristen downed his beer, swallowing his jealousy with the tasteless light alcohol. Talon had got an opportunity anyone in The Seethers would have died to have. While Tristen had been doing nothing, Talon had been touring. He shook his head and put down the empty can. There was no point in dwelling on it.
“Ivy! You got a phone call,” Sandra yelled from the kitchen.
Ivy jerked into motion. “Coming!”
Tristen sank onto the couch next to his brother as she rushed into the galley kitchen. Talon didn’t seem to notice. His favorite team losing was taking all of his attention.
“You’re here on the twenty-eighth, right? For practice? Randall can’t come from the twenty-third to the twenty-seventh, so I think we should try to practice on the twenty-eighth,” Tristen said.
Talon kept watching.
“Talon. Hello.”
“You’re talking to me?” Talon’s eyes focused on Tristen.
“Who else?” Tristen was starting to question his brother’s sanity.
“Thought you were on the phone. What practice are you talking about?”
“We committed to a show on the twenty-ninth in Cincinnati.”
Confusion flitted across Talon’s face, crinkling his forehead. “Nah, Tris. Sandra and I are going back for her to see her parents in Bulgaria. The whole time she was finishing her degree, she didn’t get to visit them. This year we can finally afford flight tickets. Man, having a normal paycheck is so nice. I mean, it’s not tons of money. We still have to pay back Sandra’s school loans and stuff, but it’s a relief, you know?”
The words pulled Tristen into a black hole. The world wobbled for a second, like it had when he’d fainted at age fourteen after running in July. “What?”
Talon looked at him, his eyebrows raised. “I said Sandra and I are going back to Bulgaria. We can’t be at your concert.”
“My concert. You’re saying this is my concert?”
“Fine, The Seethers’. Sorry.” Talon looked over his shoulder to find an out. Or someone to rescue him from talking to Tristen.
“I don’t know why you wouldn’t come. We signed the contract months ago.” Tristen tried to sound relaxed through his gritted teeth.
“The Seethers signed the contract,” Talon said. Slowly, like Tristen was an idiot. “I’m with Art of Rendering now.”
“Permanently?” Tristen realized he was breathing shallowly and took a deep breath to steady himself.
Talon wouldn’t abandon him like a piece of trash. Like he meant nothing.
Talon said nothing for a moment. Then he sighed. “Did you think I was coming back?”
The words hit like bullets. Talon’s tone made Tristen feel stupid. He couldn’t speak, so he said nothing. His embarrassment that he had thought better of his brother than he deserved slowly boiled into anger.
“The position with Art of Rendering is permanent. I’m with them now. You have The Seethers. It’s a win-win.”
Again, there was no suitable response. Tristen was proud to be part of The Seethers, but obviously, Art of Rendering was more popular and had greater success. And, of course, AOR had bi-weekly paychecks and agents and tours booked out. Tristen would be glad to be part of them, too. But showing Talon the comparison would make him sound jealous. Which, yes, he was. But mostly because Talon was just walking away and leaving him with the group of lesser value.
Tristen swallowed all his thoughts back until the only emotion he recognized was a sizzle of anger.
“You could have told us. It would have been nice to know so we could practice differently.” Tristen took a swig of beer to calm his nerves.
“I thought it was pretty obvious,” Talon said.
His tone was starting to grate on Tristen’s nerves. Talon had always been the more popular, more athletic brother. The one people naturally wanted to be friends with. He was more personable, so people told him stuff. When they were kids, Talon always knew the latest gossip. He was the first to know when their sister’s dad, Luke, had got out of jail, and had always made Tristen feel like an idiot for being the last to find out.
“When, exactly, was it obvious?” Tristen asked. His jaws hurt from clenching it so hard.
“Uh, when I got the job with AOR.”
“Oh, you mean it was obvious because you didn’t bother to tell your band members or answer any calls or texts to explain yourself?”
Talon rolled his eyes. He shook his beer to find it was empty and eyed the kitchen enviously. “.”
“You had a guaranteed paycheck,” Tristen said, mimicking his brother. He could remember them acting the same way for every other argument all their lives.
“I had one from the construction job, but that wasn’t what I was talking about. Although I would have taken that and still left the band.”
“But why? We were already farther than last year. Things were moving. We had the six-city tour with Art of Rendering. Things were happening.”
Talon stood. The energy surrounding him buzzed like he was just as angry as Tristen. Like he had a reason to be frustrated. Tristen’s hands curled at his sides, but he kept the rest of his body still as he watched Talon, who found the corner of the ceiling more interesting than looking his brother in the eyes.
“You know, Tristen, that’s the problem. You wait around for things to happen, and that isn’t how life works.” He shook his head and clicked his tongue.
You’re the loser twin, got that? Tristen stiffened at the memory of the words. “I worked my ass off to get The Seethers where they are now.”
Talon pulled back, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. If they hadn’t been standing in Ivy’s living room, Tristen would have punched that smile off his face.
“You never told me you were thinking of leaving. You just abandoned us and then didn’t have the guts to come face us afterwards.”
“Abandoned?” Sandra stood next to Talon suddenly. Her cat-like prowl always kept everyone oblivious to her entrance until she was already there. “He didn’t abandon you, Tristen. He found a job that better fits him. They offered, and he accepted. Now you can have full control of The Seethers. There’s no reason to be upset.”
She sounded like a teacher reprimanding him.
“I’m not upset,” Tristen snapped, too quickly. He needed to slow down before he exploded. “But it was abandonment. You never bothered to come back and explain anything to us. You never answered my calls or Randall’s. You just ghosted us.”
Talon winced. Or cringed. Tristen wasn’t sure. “I’m sorry you feel like that. I thought making a clean break was best. Maybe I should have called… but I don’t know, I was busy. You don’t know what it’s like to jump into a band that’s been together for years. I had to learn all their songs and how they interact. It was a lot. And I had to learn everything while being on tour.”
Tristen said nothing. He had no sympathy for his brother and wasn’t about to fake some to help him feel better.
Seeing he wasn’t going to get a response, Talon continued. “Maybe if I was gonna be in town, I could do the show. As a goodbye. I’m sure the fans would prefer that, actually. But Sandra and I are leaving in two days.”
Tristen counted to three to keep himself from punching his brother. The living room was too small, and Sandra was standing too close by.
He looked at his sister-in-law, who was still glaring at him as though he was the one who had done something wrong. Clearly, she wanted Talon to move on. She had always had a problem with The Seethers. Or maybe it was with him; Tristen wasn’t sure.
“Okay, I’m back. Tell me about the tour.” Ivy appeared, beaming between the three of them.
“I think we should turn the focus on the birthday girl,” Sandra said, shooting Tristen a look. Ivy didn’t miss it.
“Why?” She glared at as well, standing in lecture mode. “What did you do?”
Tristen threw up his arms. “I didn’t do anything.”
“He’s mad I can’t do the show on the twenty-ninth.”
“Tristen! Why would he do your show? He’s with another band now. You should be proud of him. He’s always been the go-getter of you two.”
Tristen pointed at Talon, the heat in his belly rising to his chest. “He left us hanging, scrambling to get things figured out without a frontman.”
Sandra crossed her arms, her eyebrows raised. “Why don’t you become the frontman? It’s what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it? It’s why you went out to do solo gigs a year ago, to see if you could break off on your own.” Hands on her hips, she scowled at him. “I think you were trying to do exactly what you accuse Talon of doing. The problem is, he got there first. But you should look at the bright side. The Seethers is now yours. Do with it as you wish.”
Tristen had three pairs of eyes on him and was caught off guard by the fact that Sandra knew about his playing solo in dive bars. He took another drink, pausing at the lip of the can to suck in air. “No. I never wanted to be the lead singer.”
Even he could tell he didn’t sound convincing.
“But now you can be.” Sandra smiled. Her eyes, which always looked like they were plotting another person’s demise, took on an even stranger glint. “Sometimes you have to cut the cord. It’s not like you two have a contract that can keep Talon tied to you.”
“I didn’t think I’d need a contract with my brother,” Tristen muttered.
“Come on, Tristen, get over it. You’ll be a terrific frontman. It’s time you do your own thing, you know? Not always lean on Talon. I know you can do it,” Ivy said, pulling a joint from her pocket and placing it between her lips.
“What?” Tristen stared at Ivy. The words struck him as something she’d said before. And offensive. “Of course I can do it without Talon. That isn’t the point.”
“Then what’s the point?” Sandra’s wide eyes bored into his.
“Remember how you used to play and sing while we sat on the porch?” Ivy asked, changing the subject.
Tristen shook his head and chose not to reply. She spoke like it was a treasured childhood memory, but it had only happened about four times. At least two of those times, Ivy had passed out in the rocking chair from too much drink. Aimee had ended up singing the rest of the porch concert with him.
“Ivy, don’t smoke that in here,” Talon said, taking the joint away from her.
“It’s my house, Talon. Don’t tell me you’ve gotten uppity since you joined Art of Rendering.”
“No,” Talon said, glancing back at Sandra. She pressed her lips together and nodded. “But Sandra’s pregnant.”
Ivy squealed, tossing her joint to Tristen as though it was on fire. “You’re pregnant? Do you know what it is?”
Tristen raised his eyebrows. He couldn’t believe how stupid his brother was. As though he had any knowledge of how to be a father. All they’d had growing up was four of Ivy’s boyfriends and Owen, the man who’d come forward when they were thirteen, claiming to be their father. None of them had been what Tristen would consider role models.
Ivy elbowed him in the ribs.
“What?”
Ivy hissed through her teeth. “Aren’t you going to say congratulations?”
“Yeah, sure. Congrats, Talon.”
“Ignore him,” Ivy said. “Sandra, are you ready to be a mom? It’s an amazing thing.”
Tristen snorted, covering the noise with a cough.
“It’s happening whether we’re ready or not,” Talon said, pulling Sandra closer. She gave him a rare public kiss before sauntering back to the kitchen with Ivy.
“We should get dinner going. Bobbi should be here with the cake soon. I saw her pulling into her driveway just now.” Talon looked at Tristen, the air between them thick and awkward. Tristen stared back, wishing he had a slew of insults that would make sense to throw at his brother.
“What’s wrong, Tristen?” Talon’s voice was strangely calm and light.
“You want to know?” Tristen asked. He swallowed past the lump in his throat.
“Yeah, I do.”
“You should have just told us. You should have said something.”
“Weird,” Talon said, his smile cold. “I seem to remember a time when you could have said something, too.”
“What are you talking about?”
Talon folded his arms across his chest and glared. “Come on, man. You could have told me about you playing in those dives alone, but you didn’t.”
“Are you serious? That was when you had just gotten married and we were struggling to put together a second album. The other guys were picking up extra work and you were busy with Sandra. We were all trying to make a living, and I was trying out some new music on people in bars. What’s the problem with that? I wasn’t looking to leave The Seethers.”
“Sure,” Talon said, looking away. “Like you said, we’re all just trying to make a living.” He paused. “I think if they had approached you, you would’ve taken it. Just like you did years ago when I was supposed to win that fight. You saw an opportunity and you took it.”
Tristen opened his mouth to protest, but Talon put up a hand to stop him.
“It’s whatever, Tris. I don’t blame you. Which means you shouldn’t blame me. I had the opportunity, and I took it. I’m a husband and going to be a father. You’d do the same in my shoes.”
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