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​CHAPTER 1 - ALANA

“AIEEEEE!” TESSA SHRIEKED.

Huh? My neck creaked as I turned my head to the side. I’d fallen asleep—or rather, passed out—on the sofa, and between there and the kitchen, the apartment I shared with my brother looked as though the love child of a hurricane and a tornado had rampaged through it.

Tessa poked her head around the kitchen door. Once, she’d been my best friend, but not anymore seeing as last night’s get-together had been her idea.

“You’re either gonna love me or you’re gonna hate me.”

Judging by the apologetic grimace on her face, it would be the latter.

“What have you done?” I croaked.

“Tell you what, why don’t you get up and have a cup of coffee first? Or some more wine? There’s half a bottle of…” She ducked back into the kitchen. “Euuuch! That is not wine.”

How about I go and puke in the bathroom instead?

“I can’t believe you talked me into having a party.”

“Oh, come on, Alana. You haven’t lived until you’ve had to grovel to the police at three o’clock in the morning.”

Yes, that had really happened. Which meant my brother was sure to find out what I’d done when he got back from his honeymoon, and he’d probably lecture me for twenty-four hours straight. The police had actually been quite understanding. Possibly because I’d unplugged the stereo straight away, or maybe because Tessa had cried—crying on cue was her party trick, quite literally—but when everybody scuttled away, we’d been left with the mess to clean up. 

“Please just make the coffee.”

“When does your brother get back?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

Which meant we only had one day to make the apartment look perfect again.

Perhaps you’re thinking it was a strange arrangement, me living with my half-brother and his new wife, and I guess you’re kind of right. But Zander had raised me from the age of fourteen, so to me, sharing a home with him was normal—first a crappy bedsit in Sydenham, and now our riverside apartment in Chelsea. Plus I adored Dove. They’d only been together for a few months, but they were perfect for each other, and I couldn’t have been happier for them when they’d decided on the spur of the moment to tie the knot in Las Vegas. I’d even played bridesmaid. But then they’d decided to travel around South America for a month, and since I’d just started my summer break from university, I’d been left home alone. Then this had happened.

Carnage.

I rolled off the sofa, tripped over a cushion, then paused to pick up a lamp on my quest to find caffeine. Was that a red wine stain on the carpet? Or worse, blood? With Tessa and a blow-up doll as my witnesses, I was never holding a party again. Or even attending one. What were the symptoms of an aneurysm? Something in my head felt as though it was about to burst.

Tessa slid a mug of coffee across the kitchen island in my direction, and I propped myself up on a stool. Someone had drawn a smiley face on the clock above the sink. Dammit.

“So, tell me why I’m gonna hate you more than I already do right now.”

“Well, you might not hate me.”

“Why? What did you do?”

“It’s actually really good news if you decide not to be boring for the rest of your life.”

“I already tried that last night, and look how it turned out. The whole apartment stinks of vomit. What did you do, Tessa?” I asked for the third time.

“Remember how last night, someone put on an Indigo Rain song and we started perving over pictures of Rush Moder on Instagram?”

No, we didn’t. Tessa had been perving over Rush Moder, something she’d started doing almost three years ago when Indigo Rain had their first UK number one. I could understand why—dark hair, designer stubble, a strong jaw, piercing blue eyes… He was incendiary. She even had a shirtless photo of him set as the screen saver on her phone. And last night, it hadn’t only been pictures of Rush Moder we were looking at, but his words too. He’d posted a snap of himself holding his middle finger up to the camera then gone on a rant at the paparazzi, accusing them of printing lie after lie about the band to sell their “shitty, hate-filled gossip rags.” A proper meltdown. 

“Rush is the lead guitarist, right?”

“Right.” She paused to take a sip of her coffee. “Uh, I might have messaged him.”

That’s what she was panicking about? 

“I wouldn’t worry. He’s a rock star—I’m sure he gets loads of messages from tipsy girls.”

“You don’t understand. He freaking replied!” 

“It probably wasn’t him. I bet the band’s PR person confiscated his phone right after he unleashed that tirade on the press.”

Tessa shook her head. “No, it was him. I didn’t believe it at first either, but he even sent a photo.”

“Why? Why would he do that?”

“It was a trade. I had to send one first.”

“Let me get this straight… You were flirting with Rush Moder last night, and now you don’t know what to say to him?”

“Not exactly.” Tessa shifted so the granite expanse of the kitchen island was between us. With hindsight, I should have realised something really, really bad was coming, but my alcohol-addled brain was still functioning at half capacity. “I borrowed your phone, so technically, you were flirting with Rush Moder.”

“You what?” I picked up my coffee, contemplated throwing it, then realised I needed the caffeine too much. “My phone was locked.”

“And your PIN number’s one-two-three-four. I’ve watched you type it in a thousand times. But before you go crazy, I was doing you a favour, okay? You know how you need to get a job?”

A job? How did we go from drunken sexting with one quarter of the world-famous bad boys of rock to my employment status?

Although, yes, I did need a job.

Tessa and I had met at school soon after I moved to London, and now, seven years later, we were both studying for journalism degrees and about to start work for our placement year. Or at least, Tessa was. She’d already landed her dream internship with NewsFlash magazine, the perfect career move for a girl who wanted to become an investigative journalist. Me? I hadn’t had so much as an interview, probably because I hadn’t applied for any jobs, and I wasn’t even sure I liked journalism anymore. It had all seemed so glamorous when I signed up—flying around the world to report on breaking news and interview the rich and famous—but when I’d temped at a newspaper last summer, I’d spent my time fetching countless cups of tea for a boss who thought patting me on the arse was an acceptable form of greeting. And most evenings, I’d still been sitting at my desk at ten o’clock, correcting typos. 

Honestly, working in a fast-food restaurant would’ve been more fun, because at least they offered free fries, but when I broached the subject of dropping out with Zander, he’d looked so disappointed that I’d rapidly backpedalled. He did pay my tuition fees, after all.

So, until now, I’d been burying my head in the sand. My ex-boss said I was welcome back anytime, probably because my replacement was male and built like a wrestler, but I guess I figured if I ignored the work situation, it would go away. So why had Tessa brought it up now?

“Yes, I know I should look for a job. What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Because I might have found you one. Well, sort of.”

“Can we back up a bit here?”

My brain was struggling to process all the information. I’d missed something.

“Okay, okay.” She talked slowly, as if I were a small child. Better. “Rush Moder is sick of the media printing rubbish about him and the band, so I came up with a total brainwave.”

“Did this brainwave happen before or after you almost set fire to the curtains with flaming sambuca?”

“After, but that doesn’t mean I’m not a genius.”

A groan escaped my lips. Even before the sambuca, Tessa had been a little worse for wear, and although I loved her dearly, genius was stretching things a smidgen.

“Just tell me what you did, will you? Get it over with.”

“I sent Rush Moder a pitch on your behalf. What better way for them to set the record straight than to write their own story? A biography! That way, they can tell the world the truth.”

“And?”

“Well, you’re the perfect person to write it. Duh.”

“Tessa, I don’t know the first thing about penning a biography.”

“Don’t be so negative. Didn’t you win a creative writing contest once?”

“I was thirteen years old!”

That was back in the days when I used to translate my pain into words. I’d submitted one of my efforts to the short-story section of a local arts festival, and I could still see the judging notes in my mind now.

This heart-wrenching tale of the abuse suffered by a young girl at the hands of her stepfather moved us all to tears. A gritty and well-written piece of fiction.

Too bad it wasn’t fiction.

No, it was a cry for help, I saw that now. A cry for help that my mother either hadn’t heard or had chosen to ignore until Zander rescued me a year later. Thanks to the therapist my brother had worked his ass off to pay for, I could talk about my past more easily now, but it still hurt.

And Tessa wasn’t done. “We write stuff at uni, and you always get better marks than me.”

“There’s a world of difference between essays and articles and a whole damn book.” But then curiosity got the better of me. “Are you serious? He actually replied?”

“Yup. And he thought it was a brilliant idea. You start next week.”

“Wait, wait, wait. What?”

“Your new job. Indigo Rain arrives for their UK tour a week from tomorrow, and you need to join them next Monday. You know, to see what goes on and do interviews and stuff.”

“Show me these messages. Someone must’ve been pulling your leg. Like an intern having a joke or something.”

Silently, she slid my phone over, and the cheeky mare even had the balls to unlock it first. My hands sweated as I loaded up Instagram. What the hell had Tessa done?

It all started out quite innocently.




Raven: Rush, I just wanted to say I totally agree with your post. Publishing those pictures of your girlfriend naked was a horrible thing for that magazine to do.




Then things quickly degenerated.




RushModer: That really you in the bikini, babe?




Uh, didn’t Rush Moder have a girlfriend?

And as for the bikini, I was on the beach, okay? I’d pulled a wide-brimmed hat low over my eyes so nobody could identify me. 

Because this was the Instagram account Zander didn’t know about. He could get a teeny bit overprotective, and if he saw a picture of me in swimwear on the internet, he’d get one of his hacker friends to remove it before I had time to change my password. Think I’m exaggerating? Well, when Tessa and I holidayed in the Algarve last summer, one of Zander’s colleagues from the Lisbon office of Blackwood Security had just happened to be staying in the villa next to ours. A total coincidence, according to my brother. And I only found out when I overheard the guy on the phone. Yes, I know I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping, but he was hot, and Tessa had encouraged me.

So secret me had started using Instagram to share my photography hobby with my friends, but as my portfolio grew, so did my number of followers. I didn’t stick to a particular theme. Rather, I photographed whatever called to me that day, anything from London’s hidden history to nature’s beauty to arty self-portraits, some of which may have been a little risqué. But I never revealed my face.




Raven: Yes, it’s really me. I went to Portugal last summer.




RushModer: Prove it. Blow me a kiss.




Any normal girl would have backed off at that point, wouldn’t they? But not Tessa. Now I thought about it, I vaguely recalled her lining me up for a selfie last night and encouraging me to make a duck face at the camera. 




Raven: Here you go. But it’s only fair that you recite

Recipe

Recuse 

Damn autocorrect!

Send me a picture back…




RushModer: Lol.




Rush Moder actually did send a photo, one of him puckering up while holding a bottle of Jack Daniels in his other hand. Guess we knew what was fuelling this little conversation, didn’t we? Alcohol. 80 proof.




Raven: Aww, partying alone?




RushModer: Why? Wanna join me?




Raven: Maybe. I have a proposal for you.




RushModer: Already had four of those this week, babe. One girl even gave me a ring.




Raven: Not that kind of proposal. This is totally a business one.




RushModer: Don’t be boring, bikini girl.




Raven: Give me two minutes of your time, and then I’ll send you another bikini pic.




She didn’t. Tell me she didn’t…




RushModer: Deal.




Raven: Here’s my proposal. I’m a journalism student, and I want to write a behind-the-scenes piece on the music industry as part of my degree. If you give me access, I can totally tell your story. The real story of Indigo Rain, not trash about you and your friends. I don’t need to sell papers, so I’ve got no incendiary to make stuff up.

*incentive




RushModer: You got big coconuts, bikini girl.

*colonials

Duck.

Fuck.

Cojones. Balls. Big balls.




Raven: No, that’s totally you.




Did I mention that the drunker Tessa got, the more she used the word “totally”? Oh, and she tended to lose her flipping mind.




RushModer: I like you, bikini girl. Gonna send me that pic?




She did. She freaking did. Tessa sent a photo of me stretched out on a sun lounger in the same bikini I wore in my profile picture, drinking a cocktail sans hat. The only saving grace was that it had been taken before I fell asleep and got sunburned.

“I really hate you right now.”

She pointed at a bakery bag on the counter. “I went out to the patisserie and got fresh pain au chocolat for breakfast.”

Pain au chocolat? I almost smiled, but I stopped myself just in time. “I still don’t like you very much.”

“Have you read to the end?”

“Not yet. Just to the part where you decided to send a half-naked picture of me to a complete stranger.”

“Rush Moder’s a rock god.”

“I don’t freaking care, Tessa! I’ve never met him, therefore he’s a stranger. I barely even listen to Indigo Rain’s music.”

“Keep reading, okay?”

Why? Was I going to get to the end and find it was all just a terrible joke?

No. 

No, I wasn’t.




RushModer: Are you single, bikini girl?




Raven: Totally single.




I. Was. Going. To. Kill. Her.




Raven: What do you think of my idea?




RushModer: What idea?




Raven: Writing your biography? Interviews and stuff?




I imagined the idiot pausing to take a slug of his whisky before he replied.




RushModer: Right. A biology. Where do you live?




Raven: London.




RushModer: We’ll be in London soon. Come and meet me, bikini girl.




Raven: For an interview?




RushModer: Sure. But Dex will want to check out anything you write. He’s a control feet.

*freak.




“Who’s Dex?” I asked Tessa.

“Indigo Rain’s bass guitarist. He’s kind of serious compared to the other guys. Hardly ever smiles. So, you’re gonna meet Rush? I mean, this is a dream. I’d totally go myself if I wasn’t pretending to be you.”

Totally. There was that word again. “Tessa, are you still drunk?”

“Maybe just a little tipsy. Well?”

“No! Of course I’m not going. He was probably as drunk as you when he wrote this garbage.”

“Who cares? He said yes, and this is the chance of a lifetime.”

“He’ll come to his senses.”

“Have you read the last part?”

No, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. I also made the mistake of taking a mouthful of coffee before I lowered my gaze to the screen again.




Raven: Where should I come?




RushModer: On my dick. Or on my fingers. Or in my mouth. All three? Your choice.




I spat the coffee across the table.

“I see you’ve got to the good bit,” Tessa said. “He just sent that, like, two minutes ago.”

“What about his girlfriend?”

“She dumped him after the whole naked-pictures thing.”

“Rush Moder’s a pig. You asked a reasonable question, and he twisted it into…into this.” I stabbed at the screen and hurt my finger. “Ow.”

“At least you admit my suggestion was reasonable.”

“No! No, now you’re twisting things too. On the scale of one to utter depravity, your idea was merely stupid.”

“Well, Rush liked it.”

My phone pinged again.




RushModer: We’re staying at the Hamilton House Hotel. Meet me there at eleven a.m. a week from Monday. 




Moder was the cockiest asshole I’d ever met. Well, not met, exactly, but you know what I mean.

“There’s only one thing for it.”

Tessa grinned. “You’ll meet him a week from Monday?”

“No, I’ll have to block him on Instagram, and we’re never mentioning this again.” 

And I also needed to change my PIN number to something trickier. Four-three-two-one, perhaps.

“But—”

“Zip it. Unless you want me to put one of your bikini pics up on Plenty of Fish with a note that says you like threesomes.”

“I’ve never tried one, but it could be fun.”

Good grief. 

“I mean it. We’re never discussing this again, and while I think about it, you’re banned from wine too.”

“Where’s your sense of adventure?”

Somewhere in Surrey, in a mock-Tudor mansion inhabited by my ex-stepfather. Mother divorced him three years ago, but for the whole of their marriage, she’d brushed his abuse under the carpet in return for a platinum credit card and vacations in San Tropez. I still refused to speak to her unless it was absolutely necessary. Tessa knew about my past, but I didn’t want to bring it up now and send her on a guilt trip. Not when I tried so hard to act normal.

“I’m not going to the Hamilton House Hotel to catch an STD next Monday morning, Tessa. I’ll start applying for proper jobs instead.”

I’d been putting it off for far too long. My tone said I was serious, and her sheepish look said she’d finally got the message.

“Sorry. I was only trying to help.”

“I know. And I appreciate it, really I do. But I’m not into rock stars, and they’re not getting into me.”

Absolutely no way. I may have shared almost everything with Tessa, but the one thing I liked to gloss over was my complete lack of experience with men who weren’t paedophiles. I dated occasionally, drooled over sexy men on the internet, and read every issue of Cosmopolitan, but the one time I’d ended up naked in bed with a man as an adult, I’d flipped out, made an excuse, and left. Then, when Tessa questioned me the next day, I panicked and told her it was amazing. 

And I’d felt guilty about my lie ever since.

“No Rush Moder? You’re seriously turning him down?”

“No Rush Moder.” I forced a smile. “I’ll write some application letters after we’ve got the apartment straightened out. Will you help?”

“With both things? Sure.” She looked around and grimaced. “Did you see someone broke a leg off the coffee table? We’ll have to go furniture shopping.”

This promised to be a really long day.


























​CHAPTER 2 - ALANA

“NEW COFFEE TABLE?” Zander asked the moment he walked through the door.

Damn my brother for being so observant. Although I suppose that trait did help him in his day job as a private investigator. 

“Uh, yes. I thought we could do with a change.”

Dove sniffed the air. “Did you get an air freshener too?”

“I burned dinner last night. It smelled really bad.” I managed a smile, although that took quite an effort since I’d spent twenty-two of the last twenty-three hours cleaning. “But I made lunch—quiche and salad.” Okay, the deli down the road had made it, but I picked it up and that was practically the same thing. “Welcome home!”

Dove abandoned her two suitcases and flopped onto the sofa. “Boy, am I glad to be back. Who knew travelling could be quite so exhausting?”

“But you had a good time, right?”

I’d seen the pictures on Facebook, and I hated to say I was jealous, but… I was insanely jealous. First, they’d rented a convertible to drive parts of the old Route 66, and after they reached California, they’d flown to Mexico and spent a week on the beach. Then they travelled to Peru and walked the Inca Trail to Machu Picchu. The trip of a lifetime. 

Apart from my four-day jaunt to Las Vegas to be their bridesmaid, I hadn’t made it out of Europe since I was a baby, despite the fact that I had dual English and American nationality. Mother was from Colorado, and I’d been born there by virtue of being a month premature, but I’d spent my whole life living in England and France. When Mother went on holiday with her various husbands, she’d always left me at home with the nanny so I didn’t get in the way.

“An amazing time. I’ll show you the pictures of the cloud forest later.” Dove pinched herself. “I still can’t believe all the places we went.”

I giggled. “And I still can’t believe Zander got married.”

A year ago, if I’d had to nominate one person who’d stay a bachelor for the rest of his life, it would’ve been my brother. But now he’d fallen head over heels in love, and my new candidate was Rush Moder. Surely no woman would ever put up with him? Even thinking of the late-night conversation he’d had with Tessa made me want to vomit.

“Are you okay?” Dove asked. “You look like you’ve swallowed a wasp.”

“I’m—” A knock at the door saved my life. “Totally fine.”

Gah! Now I’d started with the “totallys.” Tessa was a bad, bad influence.

I practically ran to the door and yanked it open.

“Hi.”

Mrs. Galbreski from next door looked up at me. And I mean looked up. At five feet nothing, she stood seven inches shorter than me.

“Hello, dear.” She held out a foil-covered plate. “I thought you might be hungry after all the cleaning yesterday, so I made you a cake. I saw you out scrubbing the balcony during the ten o’clock news.”

Oh, bless her. 

“Why were you scrubbing the balcony?” Zander asked from behind me.

Dammit. Because someone had spilled a bottle of beer over the wood and it stank, but I couldn’t tell my brother that.

I conjured up a smile. “I just wanted everything spick and span for when you and Dove came home.”

Mrs. Galbreski patted Zander on the arm. “Don’t worry, dear. Everyone likes a good party. Well, almost everyone. There’s always one stick-in-the-mud who calls the police. I bet it was that young couple who moved in downstairs last month. They wrote me a nasty note complaining about my Zumba dancing the other day.”

Zander raised an eyebrow, and I sagged back against the doorjamb.

“Lanie?”

“It was only a few friends.”

“Back in my day, we’d have been fishing people out of the river,” Mrs. Galbreski told him. “Enjoy the cake.”

Busted. I closed the door and turned to face my brother. “Honestly, it wasn’t that bad.”

Zander sucked in a breath, pinched the bridge of his nose, and let the breath out again in a long exhale.

“I just worry about you, that’s all. If I’d known, I could have arranged for someone to keep an eye on things.”

Exactly, and what kind of fun would that have been?

“Honestly, it wasn’t a big deal.”

Behind him, Dove shifted on the sofa, then her brow furrowed as she fished a pair of knickers out from behind the cushions.

“Are these yours?”

No way. And I had no clue who they belonged to. I couldn’t even blame one of Zander’s pre-Dove girlfriends because he’d never brought them back to the apartment.

“Uh, possibly some people might have been messing around?”

“Lanie, next time you want a party, just let me know, okay?” Zander said. “I’ll get a couple of the guys from work to stand at the door and make sure nobody does anything stupid.”

My brother wasn’t completely unreasonable, far from it. No, he just worried too much. Nobody at a Zander-monitored party would dare to let their hair down, and he’d probably insist on background-checking everyone first. Not even kidding. He’d already informed me that Greg from my journalism course had gotten arrested last year for being drunk and disorderly, so guess who would have been banned from the party if Zander was involved? 

As it was, I’d invited Greg, and he’d brought a whole shopping trolley full of beer then had us in stitches with his dad-dancing. Tessa had wheeled the sodding trolley back to Sainsbury’s yesterday evening.

“Okay, I’ll tell you next time.”

Zander had saved me from my previous life, so I could hardly act ungrateful. But sometimes, just sometimes, I wanted a little bit of freedom.

He wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Did you say you’d got lunch?”

I swallowed down my sigh. “Give me ten minutes to heat up the quiche.”

[image: Image]

With Zander and Dove both back at work on Monday morning, I started my job-hunting in earnest. If nothing else, Tessa’s stupid stunt on Friday night had spurred me into action.

The lady in the university careers office tutted and gave me a lecture on leaving things till the last minute. Apparently, all the good placements had already gone, but she did grudgingly send me a list of possibilities. Did I want to do social media, copywriting, editorial work, or digital marketing? None of the positions paid more than minimum wage, and some didn’t pay anything at all. Luckily, I didn’t need the money—Zander had inherited our father’s fortune, which covered our living expenses—but I didn’t want to be taken advantage of either. Call it a point of principle. One of the job descriptions was basically for a PA by another title, and the PAs where Zander worked sure as hell earned a lot more money than these cowboys were offering.

Still, I did my research, filled in application forms, and sent off emails to anywhere that looked reasonable. And by reasonable, I mean I skipped the place where the boss got Twitter-shamed for timing his employees’ bathroom breaks.

By Thursday, I’d scored one interview and a whole bunch of rejection letters. Overqualified, underqualified, sorry, we’ve already hired somebody else. To make matters worse, Tessa had been messaging me all week, raving about how much she was enjoying her internship. And I was thrilled for her, really I was, but every time my phone buzzed, my heart sank a little lower.

“How’s the job-hunting going?” she asked when we met up for dinner on Thursday evening. She’d picked the restaurant, a hip new place where none of the food came on plates.

“I have an interview tomorrow.”

“Ooh, where?”

“Fly Boy Media.”

She crinkled her little ski-jump nose. “I’ve never heard of it.” 

Neither had I until I sent in my CV. “They provide news and content aimed at the under-thirties.”

The company had been around for over twenty years, according to their website, so they had to be doing something right. It was run by a father-and-son team, and they offered the opportunity to gain a rounded experience by working in all departments.

“Sounds good. At NewsFlash, we still have a few dinosaurs who insist on using shorthand. Where are they based?”

“Shoreditch.”

“It’s nice around there now.” She held up her glass of wine. “Here’s to your new job.”

“I haven’t landed it yet.”

“But you will. They’ll love you. Although I won’t lie—I’m super disappointed you turned down Rush Moder. You could have introduced us.”

“I’m pretty sure Rush Moder’s offer had nothing to do with my professional capabilities.”

He’d kept calling me “bikini girl,” for crying out loud.

“Who cares? Most girls would crawl to that hotel on their hands and knees just to lick his feet.”

Eeeeuw. “Good thing I’m not most girls. And I’ve never understood the whole foot-fetish thing.”

“Me neither. I tried sucking a guy’s toes once, but he’d been wearing trainers the whole day and it was gross.”

“Yuck. Were you sober?”

“Of course not. And speaking of not being sober…” She waved at the nearest waiter, all cute and smiley, and he came over right away. “Can we get two more glasses of white, please?”

“Chardonnay or Sauvignon blanc?”

“Hmm, I can’t decide. Just bring two of each.”

[image: Image]

Thanks, Tessa. Her insistence that we drink everything on the menu meant I didn’t check my phone until we got home, which meant I missed seeing the message from Roy Flynt, my potential new boss at Fly Boy Media, until almost midnight.

Alana, forgot to mention it earlier, but could you write a brief article on a hot topic among twenty-somethings and bring it with you to the interview? See you at two!

Oh, shit.

At that point, I could barely even focus, let alone start researching an article. I racked my brains for anything I’d written recently that I might be able to repurpose, but there was nothing. Was this a test? A challenge to see how I coped with impossible deadlines? I groaned out loud, but with no other opportunities on the horizon, I couldn’t afford to screw up this interview. Finding a placement was even harder than I thought, and I’d gone from being picky at the start of the week to being desperate by Friday as the harsh realities of the London jobs market revealed themselves. 

I had to nail this.

The alarm rang at six, and I rolled out of bed to make coffee. Zander sauntered past on his way to the gym. 

“You’re up early,” he said.

“I have to prepare for my interview.”

“I won’t bother wishing you luck. They’d be crazy not to hire you.”

I appreciated his confidence, but it would be misplaced if I couldn’t get a bloody article written in time. And what should I write it on? At that time of day, tired and a bit hungover, my mind was blank. 

Panicking slightly, I thumbed through my phone for inspiration. What topics mattered to people my age? Unfortunately, I made the mistake of clicking on Instagram, and Rush Moder’s grinning face made me groan. His drunken rant had got hundreds of thousands of likes and comments in the past week. Why was he so popular? What made girls go crazy over the assholes in Indigo Rain when they acted like idiots all the time? Hmm… That could actually make an interesting article.

I turned to my old friend Google. None of the four band members were men you’d want to take home to meet your mother. Especially my mother—she’d probably end up dating one of them since they appeared to have more money than sense.

If I had to rank them from bad to, well, less bad, the tattooed lead singer and occasional guitarist, Travis Thorne, would take the top spot. My heart might have skipped a beat when I saw his picture because there was no denying he was as handsome as sin, but no amount of messy brown hair or scruffy beard or dimples or hooded hazel eyes could make up for his character flaws.

Following a late-night party, he’d gained his first DUI conviction six weeks ago and been banned from driving for half a year. Since he most likely had a chauffeur, I imagined that wasn’t as much of a hardship as the course at DUI school, the counselling sessions, and the thousand-dollar fine he’d also been landed with. Despite breaking his arm in the incident at the beginning of May, he’d allegedly managed to push his girlfriend down two weeks later—she had a black eye to prove it—although he wasn’t charged by the police over that. Unsurprisingly, she’d dumped him, and since then, he’d been pictured falling drunk out of a club with a different bimbo every night. How he ever managed to do any actual singing was beyond me.

Rush Moder took the number two spot, and from the amount he seemed to drink, I concluded he’d have been better off at Alcoholics Anonymous sessions than meet ’n’ greets with his fans. No wonder he’d made so many typos in his messages to Tessa. But he didn’t seem short of female company either, even if he struggled to keep his temper in check on social media.

Jethro David Altierre—more commonly referred to as JD—played the drums for Indigo Rain when he wasn’t too busy doing drugs. He’d been arrested for possession last year and let off on a technicality, but a grainy picture that appeared on a gossip website six months later of a blond guy snorting white powder suggested he hadn’t changed much.

Finally, there was Dexter Reeves, the bassist. He never smiled, rarely spoke, and had—miracle of miracles—avoided significant scandal since he started with the band. A true enigma.

In all my research, the words most commonly used to describe the members of Indigo Rain were “talented but troubled,” and that about summed it up. I played some of their songs as I worked, and although I’d always been more of a pop fan than a rock chick, I could hear why they were so popular. 

In fact, I got lost in the music for almost half an hour, then gave myself a mental slap when I realised how little time I had left to write the damned article. A title. I needed a title.

Five reasons why girls go for bad boys… And six reasons why they shouldn’t.

I picked up my favourite pen and began to write.
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Since Tessa liked to visit Old Spitalfields Market in Shoreditch, and she also liked to drag me along with her, I had a reasonable idea of where I was going. Or at least, I thought I did. When I traipsed along a side road near Shoreditch High Street, I found a dusty storefront with a sign for Brightwell’s Books where Fly Boy Media should have been. I checked the email again. Number forty-four—I definitely had the right place.

I pushed the door open and hesitated on the threshold. “Hello?”

A plump man with a comb-over popped out from behind a musty stack of paperbacks.

“Can I help?”

“I’m looking for Fly Boy Media, but I’m not sure I’m in the right place.”

“Alana?”

Oh, shit. I was in the right place.

“Yes, that’s me.”

He stuck out one pudgy hand. “Roy Flynt. Why don’t you come through to the office? My boy will be back any moment. He’s been looking forward to meeting you.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes, he’s been looking at your Twittergram.”

I didn’t know what was worse—a so-called media company boss who didn’t know the difference between Twitter and Instagram or the fact that his son had been stalking me through them. At least they could only have found my regular pages, not bikini girl. Bikini girl masqueraded as Raven du Walt. Raven was my middle name, and I’d borrowed the du Walt from my maternal grandma. She died when I was five, but until then, she’d spent more time caring for me than my so-called mother had.

“Coffee?” Roy asked as he showed me into a grubby room full of mismatched desks and chairs.

“Yes, please.”

“The kettle’s over in that corner. Milk and two sugars for me, love.”

Did he just…? Oh my goodness. Welcome to the dark ages. I should have walked out right then, but two qualities my mother had instilled in me were tolerance and politeness, no matter how misplaced they might be. Plus I couldn’t afford to have any rudeness reported back to the careers advisor at uni. At that moment, I envied Rush Moder for his ability to let rip with whatever was on his mind.

“Sure, no problem. Milk and two sugars.” 

The kettle boiled—slowly—and even though I took my time, Flynt junior still hadn’t arrived by the time I set a mug of coffee on the desk in front of Roy. The old man seemed to have forgotten what I was there for, and he’d started work on some invoices.

“It was two o’clock, wasn’t it?” I asked. “The interview?”

“That’s right. Terry’s never been so good at timekeeping, but I’m sure he’ll be along soon.”

“Perhaps you could call him? Or text him?”

“Eh, I’m not so good with all that modern technology.”

I gingerly slid my article towards him. “I printed this out. Perhaps you’d like to read it while we’re waiting?”

Because at least then I wouldn’t need to attempt conversation.

In the early hours, I’d come to the conclusion that dating a bad boy really wasn’t a smart idea. Sure, they were sexy, tough, and exciting, but if you wanted a project, building flat-pack furniture was a better bet. At least it wouldn’t break your heart when it got bored. Bad boys were bad news.

Roy fished around in his drawer and came up with a pair of reading glasses, and I breathed a sigh of relief. As soon as Terry arrived, I’d ask a few basic questions, then make an excuse and leave.

Ten interminably long minutes passed before a guy younger than me slunk through the door. From his clothing, he aspired to be in Indigo Rain, although he sadly lacked the looks and presumably the talent since he was working in a place like this. He fiddled with his lip ring as he slumped into a chair opposite me.

“You’re the new girl, yeah?”

“I’m here for an interview.”

He looked me up and down, pausing on my chest. “You’re hired.”

“Hold on a second—I don’t even know what the job entails. The description was kind of vague.”

“Oh.” He glanced at his father, then shrugged. “We’ve got this website, like the Huffington Post but for our generation, and you’d be writing the articles for that.”

“All of them?”

“Pretty much, yeah. Unless you can get other people to help you out.”

“And what do you do here?”

“Load the stuff onto the website.”

So he basically hit copy and paste. 

“What about affiliate income? SEO? Traffic generation? Ads?”

“Huh?”

“How do you make money?”

“We just need to get everything up and running before we worry about that.”

In other words, they had no plan, no work ethic, and no idea how the internet functioned.

“Your website says the company’s been going for twenty years?”

“Indeed it has,” Roy said. “Up until now, we distributed religious pamphlets, but everything’s going online now. Times are a-changing, and so are we.”

Great. I’d wasted an entire day. 

“Thanks for your time, but I don’t think we’d be a good fit.” 

I strode towards the door, and Terry came to life, shifting into a new gear as he chased me to the door.

“Wait! How about we throw in some stock options?”

No. Just no.










​CHAPTER 3 - ALANA

AS IF TO rub salt into the wound, my phone vibrated as I hurried along Shoreditch High Street towards the Tube station. My university supervisor just wanted to remind me how important it was to secure a suitable work placement so my final degree classification didn’t suffer. She’d helpfully attached a project brief to the email—in order to get the course credits I needed, I had to write up what I’d learned during my spell in the real world and show how it tied into my studies.

Hurrah.

Dove was already home when I got back, and so was Bear, the dog she’d rescued with Zander. He was a bouncy ginger thing—Bear, not Zander—who drooled a lot and had a habit of eating Zander’s boots at every opportunity. During the week, Dove and Bear lived in a cottage at the fancy estate where she worked, outside of London in Northbury village. Zander usually stayed with her for two or three nights a week, which gave me breathing space, but they’d both be around for the weekend and the last thing I wanted to do was rehash my disaster of an interview.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“It wasn’t quite what I was looking for.”

“Aw, I’m so sorry. Do you have anything else lined up?”

Nope. “One or two possibilities.”

I didn’t want dinner to turn into a pity party.

“That’s great! You can tell us all about them over dinner. Maybe we can help you to prepare for your next interview? Not that I’ve had loads of practice, but I know Zander interviews staff for Blackwood.”

On second thoughts…

“I promised Tessa I’d watch a movie with her tonight.”

“Anything good?”

“Something about dragons and, uh, space. And it’s got hot guys in it.”

“Any idea what time you’ll be back? Not that it matters, it’s just, you know…”

She blushed because I did know. Dove wanted to do dirty things with my brother, things that I didn’t even want to think about, let alone hear.

“I’ll just stay the night.”

“You don’t have to…”

“It’s no problem, honestly.”

Except it was. Because Tessa had gone out on a date, which most likely meant she’d be doing naughty things of her own later. Instead of ruining everyone’s evening, I threw a change of clothes and some toiletries into a bag and slunk off to a cheapish hotel around the corner.

“Single room again, Miss Alana?” the receptionist asked.

No, that wasn’t the first time I’d stayed there, and it wouldn’t be the last. 

“Yes, that tiny one on the third floor’s fine.”

He beamed at me. “I give you discount.”

“Thanks, Marek.”

Alone in bed, I turned on the crappy TV and tried to concentrate on a detective show, but I’d missed the beginning, so nothing made sense. Much like my life, really. That hadn’t truly begun until I moved in with Zander. And now relationships confused me, and I didn’t understand boys.

Especially Rush Moder. Out of morbid curiosity, I opened Instagram and checked out his profile. The rant had disappeared, replaced by a picture of him playing the guitar on stage, complete with thousands of comments pledging to have his babies. Ugh.

Had a responsible adult finally reined him in? How did it work? I’d always figured that with their millions of dollars, rock stars would have assistants running their social media accounts for them. That was partly why I’d been so incredulous when Moder replied to Tessa in the first place.

I checked my inbox, and yes, the whole thread was still there. It hadn’t been a figment of my imagination. And possibly I had been a little harsh on Tessa over her idea, because after my visit to Fly Boy Media, spending a year writing about four spoiled man-children looked like an attractive option. At least I’d be able to pick my own hours. And it’d be easy enough to fulfil my supervisor’s brief and tie the whole project back to my studies. There was the writing I had to practise for the journalism skills module; the ethical dilemmas that had to be weighed up when considering privacy, objectivity, and public interest; the need to expand my research capabilities; and the constraints of media law.

What if I could wangle my way close enough to Rush Moder to write an article about the band? It wouldn’t need to be anything epic, just enough to satisfy my supervisor, and Moder had been open to the idea because he’d mentioned Dex wanting to sign off on anything I came up with. And the meeting time he’d suggested—eleven o’clock in the morning—hardly said one-night stand, did it? 

Should I consider it? There’d be no naughtiness, and I definitely wouldn’t wear a bikini, but I’d be willing to put on tight jeans and make-up in the name of a story.

To message or not to message… I drummed my fingernails on the cheap veneer of the bedside table as I considered my options, which were depressingly few. 

Oh, screw it.


Raven: Still on for Monday?


Nothing. The screen stayed stubbornly blank. Either someone had confiscated Rush’s phone completely, or he hadn’t noticed my message. Or possibly he’d come to his senses. Realistically, that last option was the most likely. Dammit. I’d have to start hunting for a proper job again next week.

I’d all but lost hope when a notification popped up on my phone in the middle of my Sunday-evening Netflix binge. My fingers trembled as I read the whole message.


RushModer: Yeah, babe. I’ll leave your name at the desk.


Holy shit. I had a…a what? Not a date, but a meeting with Rush Moder. A business meeting. A very businessy business meeting. And thank goodness Zander would be at work tomorrow because I absolutely couldn’t tell him about this. He’d flip out.

He’d totally flip out.
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“Hi.” I smiled at the receptionist at the Hamilton House Hotel even though the butterflies in my tummy threatened to force their way up my throat. “I’m here to see Rush Moder.”

Her polite expression faded to mild distaste. “Your name, please?”

“Raven du Walt.”

It felt strange calling myself that, but Rush only knew me by my Instagram handle. My left foot began tapping all of its own accord as I waited, and my fingernails were about to drum out a staccato on the wooden counter if she didn’t hurry up.

Finally, she shook her head.

“Sorry, you’re not on the list. I’ll have to ask you to go outside. Indigo Rain’s management has set up a waiting area for fans, and some of the band members may come down later to sign autographs.”

“Could you check again? I only spoke to him yesterday, and he promised to leave my details with you.”

“You spoke to Rush Moder?”

“Well, I messaged with him.”

“I’m sorry, Miss du Walt, but he definitely hasn’t given us your name, and we’re under strict instructions not to let anybody else up. Perhaps you could message him again and clear up the confusion?”

Her voice stayed sweet, too sweet, while her tone said she absolutely didn’t believe me. As for Rush, I hadn’t even met him yet, and I already wanted to shake the guy. Was it so difficult to remember one simple task? I took a step back and pulled out my phone, ready to berate him for wasting my time, when I had a horrible thought. Rush had never called me Raven. He’d only ever called me “babe” or…

“Uh, could you try looking under ‘bikini girl’?”

“I’m sorry?”

“My name. Try ‘bikini girl’ rather than Raven.”

“You’re the bikini girl? We were wondering who that was supposed to be.”

“Yes, that’s me. It’s a nickname.”

“Where’s your bikini?”

I was in a five-star freaking hotel, lady. “I only wear it on special occasions.”

And meeting the dick that was Rush Moder didn’t count.

“I suppose that makes sense. Okay, take the express elevator up to the top floor. The band has all four penthouse suites.”

The security guard stationed in front of the lift stepped to one side as I approached. 

“Top floor?”

I nodded. Obviously, he’d seen the receptionist pointing me in that direction, and he swiped a card that allowed me to select the uppermost level. As I sped skywards, the butterflies took a leaf out of JD Altierre’s book and got high. They were having a rave in my freaking stomach. I checked my reflection in the mirrored wall, relieved to find I was still presentable after my dash from the Tube station. I wore my make-up like a shield, and I was just touching up my scarlet lipstick when the doors dinged open on the penthouse floor.

The band has all four suites.

I paused in the hallway as the elevator whooshed back down to the ground floor. Suites A and B were to the left, C and D to the right. What was I supposed to do? Knock on each door until I found Rush Moder? Everything about today’s escapade screamed “bad idea.”

Voices came from the left, and I headed in that direction. Maybe I could ask whoever was there for help? 

The door of Suite B was closed, but A’s was wide open. I knocked anyway, but when nobody answered, I ventured inside. Further… Further…

“Oh my…”

A naked blonde lay handcuffed to the king-size bed, long hair flowing over the pillow. Three men crouched next to her, whispering amongst themselves while she slept on, oblivious.

One guy turned at my muttered interruption, his eyebrow raised. “Yes?”

JD Altierre. I recognised him from the pictures I’d been studying all weekend.

“Hi, I’m… I’m…” Speechless.

Fortunately, Rush Moder picked that moment to look up. “Bikini girl?”

“You really have to stop calling me that.”

After all, I’d worn jeans today, tucked into sensible mid-heel boots, plus a top that covered everything.

“You know her?” JD asked.

“Sort of. She wears less clothes on the internet.”

Great. Now he’d made me sound like a porn star.

“On Instagram. Rush was looking at my holiday photos. Apart from that, I remain clothed at all times.”

“Well, that’s disappointing.”

JD turned his attention back to the blonde as Dexter Reeves straightened.

“Clothes or no clothes, you need to leave.”

“But I was invited.”

“Yeah, I get that. But we’re dealing with a situation here, so unless you know how to undo a pair of handcuffs without the key, you’ll have to fuck around with Rush later instead.”

What a pig! And worse, I couldn’t even correct him on his mistaken assumption because Rush did indeed think that I was there to fuck around with him. All I could do was stop myself from getting thrown out before I convinced the band that I had a higher purpose.

“As it happens…” I slid a bobby pin out of my hair. “I may be able to help you.”

Handcuff locks weren’t complicated. I’d found that out one morning three or four years ago after I received a desperate call from Zander. Please could I come and rescue him? His friends thought it would be funny to handcuff him to the balcony in some girl’s flat, and he was terrified she’d wake up at any moment. I’d had to climb a freaking tree to get to him, and did I mention he was wearing boxer shorts and nothing else? Remind me again, who in our household was supposed to be the responsible adult?

“Are you for real?” JD asked. “You can undo the handcuffs?”

“Yes, but how did you lose the key?”

“We didn’t lose the key. Travis cuffed her to the bed, and we lost Travis.”

What the hell had I walked into?

I bent a ninety-degree kink near the end of the bobby pin and got to work. Following my first ever attempt, which had taken me a good ten minutes, I’d practised on the spare pair of cuffs Zander kept at home until I could get them open in seconds. Then I’d started practising with a bunch of other locks while I watched TV in the evenings. Call it a strange little hobby. A moment later, the cuff around the girl’s wrist popped open, and I quickly removed the other end from the bedpost too.

Rush held up his hand for a high five. “That’s my bikini girl.”

I ignored the hand. “You and me, we need to talk.”

JD snorted a laugh. “Sounds bad, buddy.”

“And someone needs to find her clothes.” I looked around the room, and something red and slinky sticking out from under a chair caught my eye. A dress, I presumed, although I had underwear that gave me more coverage. I stooped to pick it up. “Here. Put this on her.”

Rush took the garment and held it up by one strap. “How
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