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Ava


G
od
, why did I agree to come with her? I shuffled my feet for the thousandth time and gave Lily a tap on the arm. “They’re obviously not going to show. Let’s get out of here. Steaks and shakes. How ‘bout it?”

She rolled her heavily made up eyes at me and shook her head. “They’ll show.”

Typical. She turned away from me to face the back of the guy in front. Stubborn. We’d be here all night if the band didn’t come. I eyed the dusty sidewalk and considered sitting down. Not yet. It’d take a while longer before I’d sit on the dirty sidewalk in my white shorts.

It was 8pm and we were standing outside a steel-doored club along with 198 other people. I knew it was 198 because there were exactly 200 tickets, and we had two of them. Unfortunately.

When we had first arrived at 6:30pm (Doors open at 7pm, sharp!) the crowd had been bursting with pent up energy and excitement. There was a real party atmosphere and even I, dragged along unwillingly as I was, felt myself tingling with the contagious energy of the crowd.

The party vibe was gone now though. People were getting restless. Couples were arguing, insults were being exchanged and arrogant assholes were arguing over who was a bigger fan of The Full Force, the new (at least in the U.S.) British band we were all dying to see. Well, except for me. I was too old for this shit.

Anyone looking at me wouldn’t have thought it. Hell, I was only twenty-four. But I felt older. Much older. Spending the last six years looking after Lily would do that to anyone. She wasn’t a bad kid, but she was a kid, at least back when I started looking after her anyway. She was nineteen and technically an adult now. But I still hadn’t been able to shake the urge to look after her, to spoil her, to mother her. Despite my attention I’d felt her beginning to grow distant from me over the last year. She’d been spending more time in her room, on her smartphone, lost to the world. I guessed that happened to everyone though.

I sighed. Again.

There was a crack as a heavy lock was snapped open. Then a grating sound of metal against metal as a bolt was drawn on the door. At last. The crowd held their breath for a moment, waiting for the door to open. They released it and exploded in excited chatter when the doors flew open and a greaseball in a suit emerged.

“Can I have your attention!” The man’s voice was slightly higher than average, and if I could have used one word to describe it, I’d probably have gone with annoying.

I nudged Lily. “Is this one of your rock stars?”

She didn’t return my grin. This little man with slicked back hair, shiny skin and expensive looking shades was no rockstar. He was a suit of some kind. He was from my world, not hers.

I worked in the world of marketing, PR, promotion and men like this one were two a penny. Lily on the other hand was just a student, currently going through slightly delayed teenage rebellion which mostly manifested itself through her new-found love for heavy rock and locking herself in her room for hours on end.

“We’re sorry for the delay. Unfortunately, there’s been a problem with security. I can assure you the band is eager to play for you, but due to regulations we can’t let you in until the security team arrive. Please bear with us.”

Security team? Not
bouncers
, or
doormen
or just
security
. By adding team onto the end it sounded very grand. Like the black-suited and dark-shades wearing secret service men who protected the president.

I sighed. Again. More waiting? I cursed my little sister for being so lucky. Why did she have to win the last minute tickets? This show had been announced only that afternoon on the RockIt Girl Blog and after a rapidly Tweeted entry lucky Lily had won a pair.

A pair. And she’d just broken up with her boyfriend, the first real relationship she’d had. Who else could she go with? It was too last minute for the friends that were close enough, and too far away for the friends that had time. That left me. Big sister and pseudo-mother.

I heard thunder in the distance. Great. That’s all we need, a goddamned rainstorm on top of it all.

The thunder grew louder. Louder still. It wasn’t thunder, it was engines. Unmuffled, roaring, screaming, popping Harley Davidson engines. Lily turned to face me and the direction of the noise. I raised my eyebrows at her and she shrugged in response. What was going on?

“There’s the security team!” yelled the suit by the door, his voice now shrill as he raised it loud enough to be heard over the rapidly approaching bikes.

I glanced back and saw the man was still yelling, but we couldn’t hear him now. I shook my head and looked back behind. There they were. Ten shiny chromed motorcycles and their muscular, tatted, long-haired riders.
Mmm mmm
, I thought to myself. In my world I’m surrounded by what I call the gray-Grahams - 9 to 5ers with steady paychecks, decent health insurance, a sensible car but dull as ditchwater. What I wouldn’t give to go out with someone a bit more
exciting
, something with some energy, some unpredictability, shit, even a hint of danger.

The blond haired rider at the front gave an appraising glance at the crowd as he crawled slowly past, his speed at a minimum. Leaning back casually on his bike was a good looking young woman. She didn’t look like I imagined a typical biker-babe would look. She seemed too preppy. Almost like a college kid or something, despite the new looking leathers she was wearing.

Then I caught her eye and caught a hint of steel. I realized she was no typical college kid. She reminded me of myself — someone who’d grown up fast and had been forced to toughen up quick. Some people get to cruise through life, nothing too bad ever happening. But for some of us? Shit happens. You either crack and break, end up in a shelter, or rehab, or a gutter, or a ditch or floating face down in a river. Or you toughen the fuck up and deal the hand you’ve been played. I did the latter, and when I saw her I recognized someone else who’d done the same.

The lead biker with the dirty blond hair pulled up by the steel door and parked up, front wheel facing back out to the street. He could just hop back on and leave at a moment’s notice if he needed. I found myself wondering whether they did that often.

He hopped off the bike and then held out a strong hand clad in fingerless leather gloves for his lady. She took it and hopped off beside him. They were a good looking couple and I felt a touch of jealousy seeing that girl, not dissimilar to me in age, standing with the rough but good-looking man beside her. In a different life that could have been me. I sighed.

The other bikes slowly pulled up and backed in beside him, one after the other, making a line down the street. I did a double-take at the last bike to go by. It wasn’t a bike at all, it was a massive three wheeled trike and it was being driven by what I could only call a monster. A huge slab of meat and fat and muscle and a massive beard to boot. He was a giant. A giant riding a giant trike.

Lily looked at me wide eyed. “Holy shit!”

I shook my head in slow awe. “I know right? That guy could handle this crowd on his own.”

“Looks like he could handle a whole stadium!”

I laughed. Now that this so-called security team were here we could get this show over with and start the long drive home. It might even be kind of fun.

“Doors open in five!” yelled the blond biker as he led the pack of men inside. The crowd shuffled in excitement and even I felt a little thrill. Maybe this would be kind of fun after all.


2

Lonnie


H
oly shit
, there’s an
actual
crowd waiting to see them. That’s what I first thought when we pulled up, ‘late’. I mean, I’d heard they’d blown up - even caught them on the radio a few times - but shit, to see an actual queue waiting to see the band? That was something else.

I felt a little swell of pride as I eyed the eager young crowd, a little heavy on young females but a respectable number of male rock enthusiasts too. They hadn’t gone full on teeny-bopper, thank God. Just a bit more mainstream than when they’d started out as young angsty teenagers rebelling against the system - against prime minister Major, against the Conservatives, against the legacy of Maggie. They hadn’t sold out - well not exactly - but they’d definitely steered a little closer to what a mainstream audience would put up with. Less political rage and a little more stadium rock. Not a bad sound though. Not bad at all.

I parked up beside Jase, leaving about three feet between our bikes as the rest of the guys continued to set their bikes in a row after ours.

“So this is it, huh? Your buddies pull quite the crowd,” said Jase, eyeing the anxious queue of people waiting to get in.

I nodded. “They do now apparently. Not like the old days.”

Jase offered an arm to Nicole, his new old lady who swung her leg over his steed and hopped down as if she’d been doing it all her life.

“Who’s the weasel?” said Nicole. There was no need for her to lower her voice as there were still half a dozen loud motorcycle engines running.

I looked over to the door. She was right. The guy standing there
was
kind of like a weasel. Slick brylcreamed hair, shiny skin, eager, darting eyes flickering over us, full of excitement.

“Dunno. He’s not in the band anyway. Maybe the manager? Let’s go find out.”

I wandered over to him, casual like. Jase was beside me. The little man flashed us a grin and held out his hand.

“Chad Chad Price, so nice they named me twice.”

I stifled a laugh and turned it into a cough. We have a word for people like this guy, and that word is tosser. T-O-S-S-E-R. Tosser. He looked like the kind of guy who’d try to sell you the worst car on the lot at a ludicrous markup while persuading you he was cutting his own throat in the process.

Jase grabbed Chad’s hand and gave it a firm shake along with his name. I did the same right after. His hand was cool and slick, seemingly covered in the same crap he’d put all through his greasy hair. At least I hoped that was what was on his hand.

He had a large gold watch on his wrist. A Rolex, maybe. I dunno. Don’t know much about watches. But it was the kind of watch that made a statement. Of course, the statement it made would depend on who was looking at it. For someone who came from his world it probably said
I’m a successful businessman and my watch costs more than your car.
Right then, however, I was looking at it. And the statement it made was
tosser
.

“We’re here to do security.”

Chad Chad gave an enthusiastic nod. “Yeah, you’d better hurry up. You’re late.”

Uhoh. Why’d he have to say that?

Jase arched his eyebrows and bent down, his face just inches from Chad’s. “We’re not fuckin’ late.”

This could be trouble. The first show was originally supposed to be tomorrow but that afternoon we’d got a hurried call from someone representing the band, quite possibly from this little arsehole himself, saying that a last minute show had been added, here in this buttfuck dusthole of a town somewhere between LA and San Diego. The prick on the other end of the phone didn’t even give us a chance to discuss it before he’d hung up.

So we’d discussed it anyway and decided fuck it, why not. Let’s do it. But it’d taken time to talk it over, time to put a few things together, and time to get here. We weren’t fuckin’ late. This dipstick hadn’t planned properly.

“Show was supposed to start at 7, buddy.” Chad tapped the face of his posh watch a few times. “And I don’t know about you, but--”

Chad gasped as Jase grabbed him by the wrist, hard, and gave it a little twist. I just stood back and watched, a big grin across my face. Jase was president now, and if this is how he wanted to handle little piss-stains like Chad Chad it was fine with me. No need for me to get involved though, not with this. You’d need half a dozen Chad’s before Jase would need backup, and even then I wouldn’t fancy their chances.

“Say it. Say we’re not late. Say you fucked up.”

I watched his face, curious. Sweat was beaded on his brow now and he looked a little panicked.

“Sorry! You’re not late.”

I watched as Jase glared into the smaller man’s eyes.

“I said it! You’re not late! It’s our fault!”

Jase released him and a giant grin flashed across his face.

“Alright then. Shall we go inside?”

And so we did.

T
he club was a dive
. I liked it. Reminded me of a California version of some of the places I used to hang out in as a teen back home in England. Dirty, damp, underground pubs and clubs with moisture on the walls, filth on the floor, cheap drinks, pint bottles of Newcastle Brown for a pound, rough customers in smoke-stained clothes. My kinda place.

It was empty now though -- the crowd were waiting impatiently outside -- but I knew exactly what the atmosphere would be like once the punters were in, the beer was flowing, the speakers blaring, sweat dripping and the band playing. It’d be good. Dirty, loud, a little bit dangerous, but damn good.

A little shiver passed through me as we stepped on through toward the stage. I wasn’t cold. I was weirdly nervous. I’m not scared of much - punch me, stick a gun in my face, shake my aeroplane up and down with turbulence like a shake-weight and I’ll be fine and ready with an inappropriate joke and a cheeky grin on my face. But this was different. This was people.

My people.

Or, they used to be, anyway.

I knew these guys way back, before I moved across the pond, before I joined the Sons. And when I left we weren’t on the best of terms. But that was all water under the bridge now and we’d all moved on, grown up, moved our lives forward in our own ways. At least I hoped so.

“Aboot fuckin’ time lad!” It was Rabbie. The redheaded Scottish drummer of the group. He stepped toward me, his arms outstretched. Jase and Nicole stepped to the side to give the tall man some room. He grabbed me in a bearhug and patted me on the back and I knew that it was okay, we were cool. Why the fuck had I been nervous in the first place?

“Alright?” I said.

“Oh aye. Not so bad. Look at ye!” He grabbed my cut with the Sons patch and gave me a grin. He approved.

I introduced Jase and Nicole, the rest of our little security outfit could get acquainted with the band later when there was more time.

I grinned back at him. “Where’s the rest?”

He jerked a thumb toward the back of the club where I could see outlines on the low stage moving instruments around. Either this place didn’t have house lights, or they weren’t using them. It was damn dark inside.

Behind I could hear the rest of the crew coming through. Eight more guys. Four were ours, and four were from the Dawn’s Rage MC who we were working with us for this little tour. I heard a little shriek and a slap. That was Lucy coming down the stairs too, Nicole’s friend and almost a kind of mascot these days. If a hot girl in tiny shorts can be a mascot, anyway.

“C’mon. I’ll introduce you to the boys.”

“Are they all as fucked as you?” asked Jase.

I grinned and nodded. “Worse than me mate, much worse.”

He clapped me on the shoulder and gave a laugh as we headed over to the small stage.

“Mattie boy!”, “Matt!”, “Matthew!” they called out.

Jase raised an eyebrow at me.

“It’s my name, remember?”

Years ago when I’d first met Jase he’d immediately started to call me London. I don’t know if he ever said my real name even once. I didn’t care. I was after a fresh start anyway then, and a new name seemed like a fine way to begin.

London
hadn’t lasted long though. Brodie, Jase’s late best friend had immediately started calling me Lonnie, and that name had stuck. Of course some smartasses pointed out that Lonnie was just as many syllables as London, but it doesn’t have the same ring, does it?

Lonnie
rolls across the tongue like the purr of a gently teased Harley when you twist the throttle ever so softly, or the dulcet teasing tones of a lass from Cork whispering in your ear.

London
on the other hand is, harsh, abrupt, the two syllables jar and it sounds like you downshifted too early causing your engine to let out a complaining whine. Don’t get me wrong,
London
is a fine name for a city. But for a person? It doesn’t work.
Lonnie
sounds better and that’s the name that stuck.

There they all were. There
we
all were. After all these years. At the front of the stage was Johnny, who currently used the last name Tranquil. Johnny Tranquil. Shit. He was all grown up too.

“Alright mate,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder.

“Yeah alright,” he replied, his voice soft but not girly. A true singer’s voice. Unlike a lot of rock outfits this band’s singer could actually sing. As a kid he’d been on the path to opera mega-stardom. Until he hit his difficult teen years that was. He ran away from his comfortable home and lived on the streets, busking with his voice and some homemade (
street
made) cooking-pot drums. He eventually moved into a squat and before too long
Wrack and Ruin
, the precursor to
The Full Force
was up, running and gigging.

Johnny looked good. Really good. His skin was clear and glowing, his hair was shiny (
not
greasy) and he filled his t-shirt out well with muscles he’d never had when I’d known him in the past. From what I’d heard he was now some kind of health freak. Some kind of vegetarian that not only didn’t eat meat, but also didn’t eat normal things like cheese or butter or whatever. An anti-rock-star-stereotype. As dull as that kind of life and diet must be, I had to admit it did seem to agree with him.

“Alright, mate!” I said to Si, the bass player. Dark hair down to his shoulder, gin on his breath, lively liquid brown eyes that looked like two swirls of a dark milk chocolate. He approached the edge of the stage and held out a hand. I shook it and winced when I saw his well-muscled forearm. Track marks. That was new.

Somehow Si still looked okay though, despite the tell tale marks on his arm. Strangely he seemed thicker, stronger than before. Maybe he just put on some more weight as he got older.

Jase shook hands with Johnny and Si, exchanging his American
how’s it going
for their British
alright?

The air was ripped apart by a wicked riff. Jase and Nicole jumped at the sudden intrusion of the guitar and I just laughed. I’d been expecting it. The little tune was the entrance music for the lead guitarist. He’d been working that riff since we were kids, before any band had ever been formed. It was his signature.

The notes seemed to hang in the air much longer than seemed natural and it was impossible to tell whether they were literally hanging in the air, bouncing around the enclosed space, or whether it was just the aftershock of the sudden loud noise causing them to ring in our own heads.

“C’mere you silly bastard.” Neal reached an arm down and pulled me up onto the stage before giving me an awkward hug. Awkward because of the guitar hanging around his neck, not because of the time and distance that had grown between us. He seemed the same as ever: A cocky, overconfident bastard. Who else would give themselves their own theme tune except a real arrogant motherfucker? Fame hadn’t, and couldn’t, go to Neal’s head - he’d been famous in his own mind since before he had even touched an instrument.

Standing on that little stage with my old friends around me I felt a sudden pang. Was it regret? Not quite. More just an awareness of another life that could have been lived. A different Lonnie -
Matt
- that could have existed. I loved my life in the MC, but perhaps an equally interesting life could have been lived if I’d never left England. You can never know what might have been. You can never go back. You can never take the road not taken and see what could have been seen, do would could have been done, feel what could have been felt.

I grinned at them all. Fuck it. I was
proud
of what I’d become. Putting on my MC cut every day, having the brotherhood of the club -- that was something they knew nothing, could know nothing, about.

They could take their rockstar lives and suck it. My life was
real
living.

“
W
hat’s this
?” I asked. I was holding a piece of paper with a hastily scrawled list.

Chad Chad Price gave me a wink. I hate it when other guys wink at me. Sometimes a chick can give you a little subtle wink, a wink that says
meet me out back in two
, and that’s cool. But middle aged men? Nothing makes me want to wallop someone more.

“It’s a shopping list. For the end of the night.”

I looked at him, then looked up at the band who were all grinning. “Seriously?”

“Groupies!” yelled Neal.

“Groupies, groupies, groupies,” chanted Si.

Johnny Tranquil just gave a mysterious smile.

Jase shook his head and laughed, his blond hair shaking around his head.

“Look at this shit,” I said to him as I showed him the list.

“Red headed girl-next-door. Twenty-one
max
and… a purple t-shirt? What the fuck?” I saw Jase look up at the band, trying to guess whose request that was, and saw him catch Si’s twinkling eyes.

“Skinny blonde. Air head. Big tits.” This time it was Rabbie nodding his head.

“Bisexual nineteen year old Asian identical twins.” Jase let out a laugh.

“And remember I baggsied ‘em. No one else is allowed to touch.” Neal almost sounded serious. As if there was a chance. He’d always had lofty ambitions.

“Bagsied?” asked Jase.
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