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Chapter 1
New Chapter


These 2 chapters are samples of "Black Wolf: Loco Lobo", the
fourth in the "Black Wolf" series.  This ebook may be
purchased at https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/4391. 
Others in the series are "Black Wolf: Lakota Man," “Black Wolf at
Rosebud,” and "Black Wolf on Tour."



 

 

“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.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

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[i].  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, čhiyé[ii],” the twenty-one year-old
explained.

“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, who played bass, 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, guys, 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.  He
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.  “Hi.  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 up the stairs, 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[iii].”

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 the way they
came. 

“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.






[i] Quin - [pronounced
‘keen’] Joaquin’s nickname




[ii] čhiyé – [chee YA]
Lakota term for older brother




[iii] Johnny B. Goode
performed by Chuck Berry first in 1958.














Chapter 2
New Chapter


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 misúŋ.[i]  Can I
come in?”

“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 end.

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.  ‘Dock of the Bay’[ii].”  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’[iii]?”

“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.






[i] misúŋ – [mee
SUNG] Lakota for younger brother




[ii] (Sittin’ on) The
Dock of the
Bay recorded by Otis Redding and released in
1968.




[iii] Something to Talk
About, written by Canadian singer-songwriter
Shirley Eikhard and covered by Bonnie Raitt on her 1991 album “Luck
of the Draw”.
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fourth in the "Black Wolf" series.  This ebook may be
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Rosebud,” and "Black Wolf on Tour."
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