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For the real Ali

Because without you

I would never have taken that first step.

I love you, lady!
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ONE YEAR AGO

COOPER

I stare down into my Jack and Coke. The ice has melted, the condensation on the outside of the glass is long gone, evaporated away by the dense heat in this shithole of a pub. I’ve done nothing but wander aimlessly from one dodgy establishment to the other for days now. As long as they were happy to keep serving me drinks, I was happy to keep handing over my hard earned cash to get well and truly shitfaced. If there was a level of consciousness beyond shitfaced, I’d happily jump on that fucker and drive my dick right through to the other side, just to forget.

I tighten my grip on the glass until I finally feel a different kind of pain than the one in my chest, where my fucking heart used to be. My arm trembles and the bartender takes his eyes from the footy match on the screen and scowls. 

“Last drink, mate.” he says in a gruff, apathetic voice before he turns his attention back to the TV with its shitty, fuzzy reception. I pull my wallet out and slap two hundred bucks down on the bar. He eyes the money appreciatively and then cocks a bushy grey brow at me.

“Keep ’em comin’.” I slur, tossing back the remainder of my drink. “No, you know what; give me the strongest fucking drink you have.”

“Alright, but you chuck up in my bar, I’m gonna make you clean that shit up and then I’m gonna charge ya, double. You got that, kid?”

“Yeah, loud and clear, old man.”

He takes down a bottle of amber liquor and lines up three shot glasses, pouring booze into them. He slides two towards me. I down them one after the other. Revelling in that shit as it burns its way down my throat and sits like battery acid in my empty stomach.

“Jesus, what the fuck was that?”

I cough and rub at my chest. I think about retching, because my stomach feels as though it’s just been turned inside out, but the bar tender shoots me a look that says I’ll be mopping it up with my face if I chuck up on his bar.

“Inner Circle Black Rum.” He downs his shot and slaps at his own chest with a meaty fist. “Seventy-five per cent alcohol. That’ll put hair on your balls, sunshine.”

“Will it make me shit out my liver too?”

“Probably.” He studies me a moment, and pours another shot. I can’t help but notice he turns and puts his glass in the sink. “Well, whoever she was she must have done a fucking number on ya, kid.”

“Who said anything about a woman?” I say bitterly, and suck back the shot. After the alcohol burns away, deep molasses and burnt toffee roll over my tongue. The booze, though, it strikes the inside of my head like a fucking anvil. I gotta get Deb to get me some of this shit.

“No one had to.” He chuckles. “You think you’re the only sorry-arsed bastard who’s ever wound up at my bar nursing a broken heart? Look around you, kid. Everyone here is nursing a broken something.”

I glance around at the other patrons. A haggard blonde wearing leopard print sways back and forth beside the jukebox while Cold Chisel plays. There’s an old dude at the opposite end of the bar, nursing his scotch and looking as fucking miserable as everyone else in this joint.

What a depressing shithole of a bar.

“That’s life, kid. It’s a fucking shit fight. So what? You’re a good lookin’ kid, and I can tell by that fancy leather jacket you’re wearing that you probably make more money in a week than this bar makes in three months. You’re not starvin’. You’ve probably got a big fucking apartment with a soft bed to lie down on at night. So you lost a girl? So fucking what? You drink till you’re done, and you get up, and move on.”

“She wasn’t just a girl!” I stand and kick the chair out from under me, but then the world starts to sway back and forth and I stagger to the stool beside the one I just kicked over. I sit and bury my face in my hands. Is it possible to have a hangover while you’re drunk?

“You want my advice?”

“No.”

“Good. Then drink your fucking Jack and Coke and shut the hell up. I’m missing a game here.” He places a fresh glass in front of me and turns his attention to the TV. 

The door opens behind me, and noise from the city filters in. I love this city—the traffic, and the anonymity and facelessness of the people scurrying around its streets. All of it is noise, and music, all of it a rhythm so addictive and yet so mundane that we take its beauty for granted. Of course now I get to see a lot less of the city I love. I’m no longer faceless. Kind of hard to be when the record company plaster your face all over every billboard from here to Timbuk-fucking-tu.

The bartender lets out a low whistle. “Ivy Bar is a block back in the other direction, darlin’.”

I hear a familiar unimpressed laugh and slam my head against the wet beer mat lining the bar.

“No, no, no, no, no,” I mutter. But my sister doesn’t care about my objections, she just grabs a fistful of my hair and tugs my head up so I have to meet her disappointed gaze.

Fuck she’s like our mum.

Seriously, if she wasn’t my blood relative I’d be very afraid for my life right now. Or maybe that should make me more afraid.

Who fucking cares? You’re screwed either way, arsehole.

Deb releases my head without warning and my forehead slaps against the wooden edge of the bar. “Ouch, fuck. Little warning before you do that.”

“This her?” The Bartender waggles his brows up and down.

“Nah, this is just my pain-in-the-arse sister.”

“What’s he been drinking?” Deb asks.

“What hasn’t he been drinking?”

Deb shakes her head. “I’ll have a Cosmo.”

“Darlin’, we’ve got beer, wine or spirits. I don’t do none of that lolly-water shit.”

Deb smiles through her ruby-red lips. It’s not her happy smile. Come to think of it, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen what happy looks like on my sister. She’s always been a hard arse. “Fine, give me your best white that doesn’t taste like piss.”

The bartender folds his arms over his beer gut and chuckles. “Whatever you wish, princess.”

“What the fuck, Coop? You don’t answer your calls, you go on this four-day drinking bender. None of the guys can get in touch with you, and I have to give up my weekend hunting down your arse all over Sydney. Look, I know that bitch left you. I know she took your kid and went back to the fucking farm like some hometown hick traipsing back to her second cousin or something. I get it.”

“No, you don’t,” I hiss. “She left me with a note, Deb. She took my baby and left me a fucking note.”

“I spoke to her this morning.”

I sigh and raise my head to look at her. “You called her?”

“No, she called me. I hung up twice before I finally answered, and then I chewed her out for what she’d done.” She says. “I hate that she took my niece away, that she took your baby, but really what kind of life can you offer them right now? You took her away from her friends and family and left her all alone in your dive of an apartment, Coop. I can’t really say that I blame her.”

The bartender sets a glass of white wine down in front of Deb. Her smile is acidic as she takes a sip. Wrinkling her nose, she places the glass down on the bar and pushes it away from her. “Plus, I met the lumberjack. I’m sorry, but I would have followed his fine arse back to the country, too.”

“Did you just come here to rub this shit in, Deb?”

“No. I came to tell you she's worried about you. She says you've been calling at all hours of the night, trying to get her to take you back.”

“Fucking drama queen, I did that once,” I mutter. My sister just looks at me. “Fine, it might have happened more than once.” I lower my voice, “I miss her, Deb. The loft still smells like her. All her shit is there—it’s fucking everywhere and I don’t know what to do. I can’t get rid of it. What if she comes back and it’s gone?”

“It’s been two months. She’s not coming back, Coop.” She pats my hair and I push my head into her hands the way I used to when I was a kid and I’d fall over and skin my knee. “If I were a lesser sister, I’d video this moment and make you watch it back so you could see how pathetic you are in it. Holly’s not coming back. She chose the other guy and left with your kid. If that makes you sad, if it makes you want to scream and yell and throw shit, then use it. Write that bitch the song she deserves. Write a whole fucking album worth of songs about how much you hate her, but quit being a pussy, and quit hiding out in bars with lowlifes.” Deb gives the publican and his patrons a pointed glare.

“Now get off that barstool,” she says. “I’m taking your sorry arse home and sobering you up. You’ve missed an entire week’s worth of rehearsals, Coop. They’re not waiting any longer. Harbour Records needs that album finished, and the guys have no direction without you. Not to mention no vocalist.”

I take another sip of my drink, wishing it would drown out my sister, but no such luck. Deb removes the glass from my hand and holds it out to the bartender, shaking her wrist impatiently when he doesn’t immediately haul arse to take it from her.

“You can’t afford to be slacking right now. Vanessa is already pissed enough that you cancelled this tour. I know the fans love you, but that love is only so deep if you’re not out there shaking your shit in front of them. Forget Holly. Think about your career.”

I groan and slam my forehead into the bar again. “What if I can’t forget?”

“You have to, Coop. She’s not coming back.” Deb pulls her phone out from her tiny purse, punching in buttons. She holds it to her ear and barks into the receiver.

Ah, shit. She’s either talking to the guys, or she’s called our mother.

“Yeah, I found him. Well I did what you idiots were too dense to. I tracked his phone through GPS. Now tell me you’re not too fucked up to come help me with his sorry arse. Mmhmm, that’s great, Zed. I don’t care. I’ll see you in ten minutes.”

I watch my sister take another sip of her wine as if she didn’t just call my band mate to come babysit me, and then I bury my head in my hands and just wish it all away. I’d give up everything if I could escape for a day—hell I’d even settle for twenty goddamn seconds. If I could, I’d wish away all of it: the band, the groupies, the money, and the record deal. I’d throw it all away to have her back in my arms again, and the sad part is I can’t even say I didn’t know it was coming. The night I found out about the baby and returned to Sugartown, I knew. The second I saw Jackson fucking Rowe in their lounge room, I knew she loved him more than she had ever loved me. I knew, and still I did everything I could to keep her.

Everything but make her happy.
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A HALLMARK MOMENT
NOW

COOPER

Zed taps out a rhythm on the table in front of him with his bare hands. If he doesn’t shut up soon, I’m going to fucking lose it. For twenty minutes we’ve been sitting around a table in this stuffy, over-furnished room, staring down the record execs as if they were the enemy. Today they kind of are, so I guess that description is pretty apt.

In less than a half hour this has gone from a cordial meeting to every member of the band wanting to beat Guidelli and his team of lawyers over the head with their instruments. Their list of demands is grating on each and every one of us. I see it in the way Ash’s shoulders are hunched up around his ears, the way Levi is grinding his teeth and the way Zed drums his fingers on the table, working furiously the longer this meet goes on—though, it’s highly possible he’s just coming down and has the jitters. 

Vanessa—our Artist Relations Representative, which is really just some bullshit title that makes her feel important, because so far she’s done jack shit in the way of representing us—stands and presses her hands onto the shiny oak table-top. “Listen, boys, I know it seems like we’re putting a lot of pressure on you right now, but we wouldn’t invest all this time and money if we didn’t believe in you. The test audience weren’t happy with the last two songs on the album—”

“Test audience?” Zed says. All four of us share a look, which extends to Deb and Zed’s brother, Leif, who are occupying seats on the side of the room.

“I didn’t realise our music needed testing.” I sharpen my gaze, leaning forward in my seat, but I bite my tongue to keep from saying anything further. I’m so close to losing my shit today, and it has nothing to do with the bender Zed and I went on last night.

“It’s something new we’re trying. The first album was great, it received rave reviews, you now have a legion of fangirls worldwide, but cancelling last year’s tour, and given that we’ve had countless delays in getting this new album off the ground”—she glances solely at me here, which is fine. The delays she’s referring to have been my fault. In fact, all the guys could leave now if they wanted to. This fuck-up is my fault, and mine alone. “We just need to make sure our investment is a sound one.”

“The first album went platinum. How much more proof of a sound investment do you need?” I say, because I know it’s what we’re all thinking, and let’s face it, if I let Zed do the talking in a situation like this he’d probably try convincing them to pay us in booze, drugs, or tattoos.

I’ve known Zed since we were five years old. Back then he was a weird looking, wiry little kid with platinum blond hair and gangly arms. Zed and his brother, Leif, were permanent fixtures at our house. They grew up without a dad, and had a mum who was too busy getting high with her drumming circle friends to pay much attention to her unruly kids.

The four of us would play for hours in our rumpus room. We had one of those electronic four-piece band set-ups: a synthesised piece-of-shit drum kit, guitar, keyboard, and a microphone set. Zed would man the drums. Nobody ever got near his drums. I played guitar, Leif was on keys, and much to everyone’s dismay, Debbie would sing.

As soon as she was old enough, I convinced Mum and Dad to buy her a bass and she played right up until the time she was seventeen. Then it’s as if her girl switch just flipped one day and suddenly her Fender went untouched because she might break a nail. She can be a ball-busting pain in the arse sometimes, but however self-involved she could be, she never missed sitting in on a practice, or a gig. The fact that she involves herself in my life to a point where she could easily be doing Vanessa’s job with her eyes closed, only makes me proud of my little sister.

Drumming was like a natural talent to Zed. Sometimes you’re born with shit like that pumping through your veins—other times you have to work at it. I guess I never really had to work at it either, but I lack the kind of musical genius Zed possesses. He can pick up any instrument and make it his bitch, even the ones he’s never seen before. And yeah, sometimes he’s a downright prick. He’s an arsehole on tour, he’ll prank you at every fucking turn, and the drugs only serve to make him even more obnoxious than normal, but if he ever walked away, I’d be walking right alongside him.

Jesus Christ, how much did I drink last night? I feel like I ate a fucking Hallmark card and now my head is spewing sentiment all over the place.

“Look it’s not that Harbour Records doesn’t trust you. We’re thrilled with the band’s success so far, it’s just that—”

“That you don’t trust us.” Zed raps out an even faster beat on his knees this time. He laughs, but I know him well enough to know he’s getting antsy, which is always dangerous ground.

“Why don’t you tell us exactly what you need from us, and then we can all get back to enjoying our day?” I lean back in my chair and sip the hot cup of coffee in my hands.

“We want to push the album launch forward by three weeks. We’d like to launch while you’re on the US leg of the tour. We’re thinking a party in Vegas.”

“That’s impossible,” Levi says.

“Nothing is impossible,” Guidelli replies, with the expression of a man who knows he holds our balls in his hands. His smile grates on me. It might just be the alcohol soaking my blood, but my fist is itching to have a play date with his face.

“If we get you in the studio soon, we believe we can have the last two songs finalised by Monday,” Vanessa says.

“The fuck?” Zed stands and begins pacing. One thing he hates is being forced to create, but I guess it’s something we just have to deal with now that we’ve sold our souls to the record company.

“Give us ’til Friday, and we’ll have three more songs for you,” I say.

Everyone looks at me.

“Dude, are you fucking crazy?” Levi asks

“Can’t be done, man.” Ash shakes his head and stands too.

“Yes, it can. I got some new material I’ve been working on.”

“Since when?” Zed asks.

“Since a while ago.” I look over at Debbie, who glares back as if she thinks I’ve finally lost my mind.

“You sure about this?” Zed whispers in an aside. “That’s a pretty big fucking claim, man. I’m gonna need to blow a whole wad of cash on a visit to Greyson.”

Greyson is Zed’s other dealer. Leif deals on the side, prescription drugs and pot mostly, but Greyson keeps Zed stocked in the heavier shit that Leif can’t provide. Zed’s about to make Greyson a very happy man, because we’re all going to be working our arses off to get three more songs finished before the week is done.

I look up at my oldest friend, and hope that I’m conveying everything without saying very much. “I need this.”

Zed nods to me and says, “We’re in.”

“You don’t wanna run that shit by us first?” Levi asks.

“Nope,” Zed says, and goes back to drumming his hands on the tops of his thighs.

“Come on, guys. It’s just three more songs.”

Ash hesitates. “Yeah, I’m in,” he says, and then looks over at Levi.

He shakes his head. “Whatever, man. You’re supplying the booze, though.” 

“Book the studio till Friday and we’ll give you three of the best motherfucking songs ever written.”

“Now that’s what I like to hear,” Guidelli says.

“There’s just one more thing.” Vanessa gives me a look that says I’m not going to like a single second of this. “We’ve been discussing the name, and we feel The Glorious Daddies isn’t the right angle for us. We’re strongly suggesting a name change.”

“Oh, hell no,” Ash says quietly.

Levi shakes his head. “That’s rock suicide.” 

“It’s not negotiable,” Vanessa says.

“We’ve already sold out shows throughout the US. You don’t think it’s going to get a little confusing for people when they show up to a Glorious Daddies concert and find they’re seeing someone else?” I say.

Vanessa smiles at me as if I’m a child she only just tolerates. I don’t know why, but I find I like pushing her buttons. “We would re-launch the band beforehand.”

“Of course you would,” I mutter.

“What does a re-launch entail, exactly?” Levi asks, 

“We’d throw a party, roll out a new line of merchandise and give everyone a first taste of the new album. Throw in a couple of press junkets before you leave on tour. We’ll be in touch with your road manager, too. We want the tour to reflect the new image.” 

I run my fingers through my hair, trying like hell to ease some of the pressure of the massive hangover I’m currently enduring. There are moments in your life that define you. The first time you accomplish something you can be proud of; the first time a person pushes you too far and you make the decision to fight or to walk away; the first time you learn you’re going to be a parent. By comparison, this moment is insignificant. But to my band-mates, this is the equivalent of a blowtorch to the balls.

Vanessa looks to me, as if I need to get my shit together and pull rank on my guys.

“Fine,” I say. “Boys, how does Taint sound?”

Zed makes a show of mulling it over. He knows why I suggested it, because everything touched by a seven-figure deal becomes tainted in one way or another. He’s really much smarter than people give him credit for. “I like it.”

“You’re actually on board with this?” Levi asks him.

Zed shrugs. “It does have a ring to it.”

“Fine. Whatever,” Levi says, and prowls the room like a caged tiger. He’s barely keeping his shit contained, but no matter how unhappy he is he’s not going to walk away from everything we’ve dreamed of for the last eight years.

Ash shakes his head and gives me an impatient glare. “Yeah, whatever.”

“Great,” Vanessa says. “We’ll have some papers drawn up. We’ll need all of your signatures again; I’ll just have it sent to the studio this afternoon.”

“You’re putting us in there today?” Levi asks, folding his arms over his chest.

“Time is money, gentlemen. You understand.” Guidelli pushes his chair back and makes to leave as Vanessa presses a button on the intercom. I stand up too, because I’m ready to go fucking crazy from the pounding in my head. 

“Ali, I need a coffee. Would you mind?”

A quiet female voice floods through the crackling speaker. “Not at all, Miss Robinson.”

It strikes me as odd that Vanessa is sitting on her ample arse, not three feet from the table with everything she needs to fix her own cup, and yet she still requires her lackey to come and do it for her.

I really hate this bitch. I know deals are a dime a dozen to people like her, but I hate being fucking railroaded.

“Wait,” I say, before Guidelli and his team of lawyers can leave. “We have a few demands of our own.”

“Demands?” Guidelli asks with a laugh. His eyes tell me he’s not really amused though. “Well, let’s hear them, gentlemen.”

Just then a frazzled redhead juggling a stack of paperwork and packages bursts into the room. No sooner is she in than she’s tripping over her own feet and throwing shit at mine. Packages land on my boots, and one hits me in the shin. For some reason, Zed finds her mortification hilarious. He snorts and then claps me on the shoulder. “She’s falling at your feet, Coop. This one’s like a super-charged fangirl.”

“Shut up, fuckstick,” I mumble, and then before my brain catches up I say, “Her. We want her.”

“I’m sorry,” Vanessa says with a laugh. “What do you mean you want her?” 

“I need a personal assistant.”

“Um, hello?” Debbie says. “You already have an assistant, moron.”

“We need another. Leif’s been promoted to a roadie; we need someone to run errands.”

“Is Miss Jones here your only demand?” Guidelli says, emphasising the demand part of that question, as if he thinks it’s fucking endearing, or something. 

“No, we want an extra five per cent on royalties,” I say, meeting his shrewd gaze squarely. 

“Yeah, and we want a tour bus with our name on it and orange flames up the side,” Zed adds, looking all too pleased with himself. Sometimes I wish he were a mute. 

Guidelli chuckles, and his jowls wobble in time with his enormous gut. “A tour bus with flames?”

I glance down at the beauty at my feet. Fuck. Seeing her on her knees, staring up at me is causing my dick to swell. Only when I look again she’s not gazing at me with the same level of adoration. Her big whiskey-coloured eyes aren’t softened with lust the way most women’s gazes are around me. She’s actually pissed. Her cheeks flame bright pink as she gathers her shit together and then she stands and turns her back to me.

“I was hired as a personal assistant and receptionist for Miss Robinson. I’m not sure being lackey to a bunch of rock wannabes is really in my job description,” she points out.

The entire room goes silent.

Guidelli’s face turns puce. “Your job description, Miss Jones, is whatever we make it. Assuming you want to hold onto it, that is?”

She sets her packages down on the table and folds her arms, pushing up her full tits and giving the entire room an eyeful, though I suspect she doesn’t know it. “You’d fire me for turning down a job that’s not part of my description? You can’t be serious?”

“Deadly,” he bites out. “And before you embarrass yourself further, Miss Jones, remember it’s very difficult to get anyone to take a chance on you when you’ve walked out on the biggest recording house in the industry.”

I really should say something here. Stand up for her, say I was just kidding, and that we’re not really interested in having someone around who is not interested in being a part of our team. In fact, I have no idea why I even suggested her as one of our demands. It’s ridiculous. I don’t have any fucking idea what I was thinking.

“Look, its fine,” I say. “We don’t need another assistant.”

“Finally. Thank you.” Debbie stands. Her tight-lipped expression tells me I’m going to hear all about it on the way to the studio.

“Miss Jones, clear out your desk.”

“You’re firing me?” she asks, exasperated.

“No, we’re keeping you on as personal assistant to Taint.” He smiles as he emphasises our new name. “You’re to make yourself available to these fine young gentlemen.”

“Sorry, looks like you’re stuck with the rock wannabes for a little bit longer. Don’t worry, Red. Levi here will take real good care of you,” Levi taunts. He licks his lips and all my muscles clench with tension. What the fuck? I’ve got enough fucking problems with the fairer sex, I don’t need my cock all twisted up over another redhead.

And then it hits me. Ali looks just like Holly. She doesn’t have freckles, and she hides those incredible eyes behind a half-arsed attempt at a fringe, and she’s a little bit taller, but there are definitely similarities there.

Panic roils in my gut. I can’t have this girl around me twenty-four seven. I’ll go fucking mad. I have enough shit reminding me of exactly what I lost.

“We don’t need her, really. She’s just gonna be a burden,” I say.

Ali turns to me and I think I see relief in her gaze, but then Levi chuckles, drawing my attention away from the girl. Levi’s studying me with his arms folded over his chest. He’s pushing me to my limit because he’s clearly pissed at me for letting them railroad us. I shake my head, but he just laughs and says, “No, we really do need her. I mean, Deb, you know how much I love you—we all do. But sometimes you just need another girl to get the job done.”

“Levi, honey, your ego is so huge it’d take every woman in the country to ‘get the job done’.”

“Baby, you’re confusing my ego with my cock.” He winks. “Let’s take a vote. Who here thinks we need the pretty Red?”

I keep my hands firmly fisted at my sides while Levi and Ash raise theirs. Debbie doesn’t budge, but then she’s not a band member, so she doesn’t really get a vote. Surprisingly, I see Zed’s arm shoot up in the air.

Debbie scowls. “Seriously, Zed?”

“I think we need this,” he says, but he’s no longer looking at my sister. His gaze is directed at me.

“You know what? I don’t give a shit anymore,” I say, and then fold my arms over my chest and turn to Guidelli. “Are we done here?”

He nods and holds out a hand for me to shake. “We’ll have the paperwork drawn up this afternoon and Miss Jones will bring it over to the studio.”

“Fine,” I say, clasping his sweaty palm in mine and shaking.

I turn and follow Ali out of the room. Once we’ve cleared the door, she turns her fiery gaze on me. “Thanks for that, arsehat. Do you guys even stop to think about the consequences of your actions? Or are you just so fucking entitled that you don’t give a shit?”

“Hey, I’m sorry.” I smile sheepishly, trying not to incite the angry red any further. “I panicked. You were the first thing I saw.”

“Well I hope you enjoyed the view, because you’re going to be seeing a lot more of it from now on.”

Holy shit. I’d thought Holly was feisty when she got going.

“Look, I’m just trying to apologise.”

“Fuck your apology.” she snaps and flops down in her chair.

Zed comes up behind me and pushes me forward so that he and the other guys can vacate the room. He lets out a low whistle and claps me on the shoulder. Levi must have caught the tail end of Ali’s insults and he ruffles my hair as he passes. Turd.

“I gotta say, Coop, I love your spur-of-the-moment decisions,” he says walking backward and grinning like a cockhead. “Tour’s gonna be fucking awesome with some hot tail along for the ride.”

“Shut up, Levi.”

He and Ash follow Zed, Leif and Debbie through the office, past the cubicles of girls staring at them. These women must see celebrities strutting through to Guidelli’s office every day, and yet all it would take is for one of my boys to crook a finger and they’d offer themselves up like lambs to the slaughter. That part of the life still confuses the shit outta me. That’s why Ali’s reluctance to work for us is so startling, and sort of refreshing, in an infuriating way.

“Look, I’ll go back in there and talk to Guidelli. I’ll fix this—”

“Don’t do me any favours,” she says, tossing a stapler across her desk with a little too much force. It bounces off the cubical wall and lands in front of her. She sneers at it. 

I hold my hands up in a warding gesture and step back from her desk. “I guess I’ll be seeing you at the studio then.”

“Guess so.”

I pull my wallet out of my back pocket and throw a fifty in front of her. “Bring coffee. We’re gonna need it.”

“You’re kidding me, right?”

“You said not to do you any favours. This is me treating you like my assistant.” I raise my brows and give her a sarcastic little wave. She glowers at me, and if looks could kill, I’d be a pile of ash well into the afterlife. I take a few steps away and then turn back to face her. “Oh, you might wanna pick up some earplugs. You know, so you don’t have to listen to us rock wannabes doing our thing. It’s going to be a really long night.”

I smile and then casually walk away, winking at one of the blondes hanging out of her cubicle as I pass. She lets out a giggle and I suppress the urge to roll my eyes. I should be used to that, but I’m not. It’s not that I’m humble, or that I think I’m above it, but you have to understand it’s a little weird when grown women start falling all over themselves for something as insignificant as a smile.

As I walk away, I feel Ali’s eyes burning into my back. I’m going to have to keep my head in check with that one.
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CHAPTER TWO
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DOUBLE BAG THAT SHIT
ALI

I take the paperwork and the tray of coffee from the passenger seat and slam the door with my sneakered foot. I glance at all my belongings piled inside and pray like hell this neighbourhood is secure enough to not have my car and all my worldly possessions stolen. My day has already started out sucktastic.

I have ten dollars in my wallet, a bank account that was stripped bare, and I’d been in my new job for all of a week. I have no savings. Harbour Records wouldn’t pay me until the end of the week, and I don’t have enough to buy a fancy cup of coffee, let alone waste all of the petrol I’d used driving out here. I’d come home late Friday night after spending two hours helping my new boss, Vanessa, file her fucking mess of an office to find my flatmates had moved all my shit out onto the landing with a note taped to the door that read: You missed rent. Twice. We’re keeping your shitty TV. Leave your key in the pot plant by the door.

I wasn’t always this craptastic at life, but after my grandma died, things just went from bad to worse. I lost my job, my boyfriend and my house, all within the space of a month. And just when it looked like things might be finally getting back on track, I get stuck with a glorified babysitting job. What the hell else would you call having to run around after a bunch of “rock stars”?

I may have pushed a little too far with the wannabe remark. I mean their drummer is probably like the Aussie version of Keith Moon, with a serious case of ADHD, and Cooper Ryan can absolutely hold a note. But I won’t kid myself into thinking that rock music is anything like it used to be. That’s why I want in so badly—it’s not like I’ll ever have another chance at getting my foot in the door. This is the one chance I get to do it right and maybe one day I’ll even be in a position where I’ll be making the calls on what makes the next “big” thing. I can tell you right now it certainly wouldn’t be Taint. What kind of name is that anyway? And why does my head immediately go to that one part of a male’s anatomy that I have absolutely no desire to explore?

I head into the studio just on dusk. The first thing I’m met with is Levi’s very muscular, very tattooed back as he pushes a blonde receptionist in against the wall and goes to town on devouring her neck. For a second I stand there, waiting for either one of them to acknowledge my presence. They don’t. So I simply slip past and head into the back. 

There are three doors back here, each one containing a viewing window. The first two rooms sit in darkness, but I follow the music, the bass reverberating through my feet and peer through the window at Cooper and his assistant. They’re both facing the viewing window into the studio, and they look as though they’re involved in some kind of argument, but I take a deep breath and quietly push into the room, anyway. If I’m going to be surrounded by these people twenty-four seven I may as well start making an effort so this is as bearable as it can be. 

“No, the last thing you need right now is another red-headed bitch clouding your judgment. What were you thinking?” Deb demands.

“I don’t know, Deb; that she was hot and on her knees in front of me. I wasn’t thinking much past the point where all the blood rushed to my cock.”

I clear my throat and everyone turns to look at me. Zed lounges on the couch banging his fists on his chest in time with Ash’s bass and the guide track behind it, the sound engineer glances up from his porn mag, and Deb and Cooper stare at me with the wide-eyed gazes of a couple of kids caught with their hands in the cookie jar. Deb recovers first. In fact, her turnaround is really very impressive. She looks like she’d make a hell of an enemy. Which, judging by the look on her face, I’m about to experience firsthand.

“Oh look, Coop, it’s your other assistant.” Her perfectly painted red lips turn up in a vicious smile and then she stalks towards the door. “If you’re going to fuck this one, big brother, make sure to double bag it.”

He gives her an impatient smile, the kind only shared between people who’ve shared a childhood, and probably know where your most embarrassing photos are stored. Debbie leaves the room and Cooper turns his steely gaze on me.

“I bought coffee, though I didn’t know what kind you liked.” I screw my nose up under his scrutiny. Is he looking for something? Do I have something on my face, or does he always stare at women as if he wants to write songs about their eyes? “Oh, and you should probably know I’m not going to have sex with you. I’d rather choke down this Styrofoam cup.”

Zed quits banging his palms on his chest, long enough to smile at me. It’s kinda creepy when he does that. He’s all tattoos, and platinum hair, piercings and manic excitement, but he looks like a little kid when he smiles. It’s weird, given how many women want to screw him silly.

I glance back at Cooper. He laughs. At first it’s just an incredulous grunt, and then it turns into an all-out, chest-heaving, stomach-clenching laugh. I don’t know what the hell is so funny. All I really want to do is just back away from the crazy rock stars and run like hell. But, I need this job, so of course I don’t. I just wait for him to take his coffee from my outstretched hand. When it looks like he’s not going to, I set the cardboard carrier down on the table along with the paperwork from Harbour Records.

“Is that our paperwork?” Cooper asks.

“Yep.”

“Zed, you wanna go get Levi to take a look at this?”

“Au contraire, he’s busy with ze busty blonde that goes by ze name of Marie,” he says in a French accent. He’s so fucking weird.

“Please?” Cooper asks and gives him a not-so-subtle head jerk toward the door.

“Oh, you wanna talk to Red alone, huh?” Zed rises to his feet. He’s absolutely huge this close up. I don’t know how I failed to notice that earlier. “I get it, just, you know, if you’re gonna fuck her silly sideways make sure you—“ 

“Out!” Cooper shouts, and Zed sniggers as he backs out the door.

“Look, if you’re gonna be working for us, you should know that the guys are kind of idiots,” Cooper says, folding his arms across his chest as he leans against the wall.

I mirror his posture, but I’m not leaning against anything these men have touched because ... ick. Levi has more than likely already had a girl on every square inch of flat surface this studio can boast. “I already gathered that, but thanks for the heads up.”

“I know you don’t wanna be here.”

I roll my eyes. Really? Whatever gave him that idea?

He frowns, his blue-grey gaze searching my face. “Would you say something please?”

“What exactly should I say?”

“Fucked if I know. Say something about the music. About how the coffee shop was a bitch fight. About how much you don’t want to be here.”

“I don’t really see how telling you any of that stuff helps me escape this nightmare, but you want words? Fine. Ash just hit a bum note. In fact, in the five minutes that I’ve spent in this room, he’s hit about three of them. Which the sound engineer would know if he was paying attention and didn’t have his head stuck in a porn mag.” I turn and give the guy a pointed look. He stows the magazine under the table with a sheepish grin thrown Coop’s way.

“Still want more words?”

Coop smiles. “Yeah. Actually, I kind of do.”

“Okay then, Zed’s drumming makes me want to take my clothes off. He’s a genius, rivalled only by Moon, but I doubt we’ll ever see his full potential because despite what he thinks, the drugs actually impair his mojo. Your voice is okay, mediocre at best, but it’s your looks that really carry you as a front man. I’m still trying to work out what it is exactly that Levi does other than bang groupies and receptionists. And I don’t really know how I wound up being the unlucky son-of-a-bitch that gets to follow you jackarses around when there are at least forty other women at Harbour Records that would give their ovaries for the honour.” I take a deep gulping breath and blow it out slowly. “And, it’s highly possible the bitch at the coffee shop spat in one of the lattés.”

“Why would she spit in our lattés?”

“Because I’m really unpleasant when I want to be.”

“No shit.” He laughs, and my stomach does this horrid flippy thing, while my traitorous vagina practically rolls out the welcome mat.

Fucking rock stars.

“So, are we done here? Guidelli didn’t say anything about what time I was supposed to finish,” I say.

“I think the term ‘personal assistant’ kind of extends to you being at our beck and call at all hours.”

I blink up at him. “You’re shitting me?”

“Permanently.” Cooper smirks.

“They do not pay me enough for this.”

Cooper holds out his hand and says, “Give me your phone”

“No.”

“Give me your phone. I need to know where to reach you.”

I let out a resigned sigh and pull out my phone. It’s a piece of crap. I’ve had it for the last ten years, but it still works. Sometimes. “Fine.”

He snatches it from my hands and frowns down at the cracked screen. “How do you use this thing?”

“It’s an art.”

“It’s a piece of shit. Tomorrow you’ll go get yourself a new one.” He rapidly pushes buttons on my mobile, and then he fishes his wallet from his pocket and hands me a shiny black Amex card. “Here, take this. It’s the band’s expense account. We need to be able to contact you around the clock, which means you need a reliable phone.”

“I’m not taking your money, and I don’t need a new phone.” I push the card back into his hands and snatch my phone, sliding it in my pocket and ignoring the archaic sound as it dings from behind its denim casing.

“Well I guess we’re done for the day. Oh, after you hit the bottle-o, that is. It’s gonna be a long one, so if you could bring back a carton of Crowns, I’ll have a bottle of Jack, and Zed likes Sambuca. Make sure to grab some shot glasses while you’re there. Glass, not those plastic ones. He likes to set them alight before he downs a shot, and honestly we don’t need another fire breaking out.” He places the Amex card back in my hand.

“Another fire?” I shake my head. “You do know how far we are from a store, right?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. Decker’s studio is the best though; we won’t record anywhere else,” he says. “So I’ll see you back here in an hour? Zed needs a hit of something heavier than coffee if we’re gonna work him all night.”

“You really weren’t kidding, were you, when you said you weren’t going to go easy on me?”

“You asked me not to do you any favours.”

“Yes, but I didn’t think the extent of my job would be buying liquor for a bunch of frat boys.”

“Okay then, I’m glad we cleared that up.” He smirks, and god damn is it a pretty sight. What is it with guys and the sexy smirk? Do they pull boys aside in high school and teach them that crap? Like a 101 of how to get a woman to drop her panties for you instantly?

I thumb the proffered Amex card and leave the studio with my head bent low. I’m just about to open my car door to inhale the stench of the cat from hell when my phone dings in my pocket. I pull it out and scan the messages.

Me: Coop, your voice makes me want to take my clothes off and roll around in your scent.

Coop: Thanks, Red. You say the sweetest things.

That rat bastard. If I’d known he’d hijacked my messages while he had my phone I would have kicked him in the nut-sack. In fact, I really wanna go back in there, but settle instead for a typed message.

Me: Cute. Though I think the seventh grade wants their clichés back.

Coop: I may have to get you to drop off my dry-cleaning tomorrow, as long as you promise not to roll around in my unlaundered clothes.

Me: You know what’s funny? That you can know someone for such a short amount of time, and still want to beat the shit out of them.

I pocket the phone and slide into the car. My bastard cat meows from her cage on the back seat. I should take her to a shelter. I mean, it’s pretty cruel to leave her in the car all day—not to mention illegal. At least at work I could hide her in the storage closet down the hall that no one ever used. There’s no love lost between that cat and I, but she belonged to my grandmother and she loved it enough to leave her to me in the will, and I don’t know, her angry purr does kind of make the car seem like a less lonely place to sleep.

My phone dings again and I fish it from my pocket to check my messages.

Coop: Shall I bring the whipping belt, then? Or do you have your own?

Me: You know I’m really more of a hands-on kind of girl.

Oh crap. Did I really just send that? I stare at our messages, praying there was a way I could take that back. I don’t even like this guy. Why the hell would I write that?

Cat growls from the backseat and I promptly tell her to shut up, and then I drive back to the nearest bottle shop and fill up a trolley full of liquor, half of which will probably go unused. I decide to spend a little money on a packet of Smith’s potato chips—tonight’s dinner—and then I drive back to the studio on the fumes left in my tank. I’ll likely be staying here the entire week since I can’t afford the petrol to drive back to ... oh wait. I have nowhere to drive back to.

I grab the fluro pink cat harness and a faded old denim jacket that I’ve worn for far too many years, and decide to brave the angry kitty box. It takes me a few minutes to work up the courage to open it, and another few minutes of the cat hissing at me from the back seat before I launch myself at it and smuggle the harness over its fat fluffy body.

Why couldn’t my Grams leave me a dog? Or a bird? I’d even settle for a damn hamster, but a fucking cat that makes Satan look like a fluffy bunny? Thanks, Grams.

Once the harness is secure enough and the hissing has calmed a little, I tuck the cat in my jacket. It growls, and I’m sure if I wasn’t wearing a scarf I’d be sporting a ruptured artery because kitty’s claws are out, and she is PMSing like a bitch. I open the door and stalk over to the leafy garden in front of the car. She squirms and backflips out of my arms, sniffing the ground. She slinks down low and looks around, as if she’s terrified. I don’t know what she has to be afraid of—she’s scarier than Satan. In fact, if I were attacked, I wouldn’t need a knife. I’d just throw the cat at my assailant and laugh as she gouged his eyes out.

While I’m trying to get Cat to do her business, Levi comes gliding out of the studio, followed closely by Cooper. I don’t know why, but I duck down behind the car so they won’t see me, yanking a little too hard on Cat’s harness. She gives me a filthy kitty look that says she may yet claw me to death in my sleep. Both men lean against the wall. Levi pulls a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He hands one to Cooper and then they both light up, completely oblivious to the fact that I’m here.

“So?” Levi prompts. I don’t know if this is a conversation they’re continuing from inside or if Levi’s just starting up, but the mischievous smile on his face and the irritated look on Cooper’s probably means he’s not going to enjoy whatever Levi has to say.

“So what?” Cooper asks.

“Red. You fuck her yet?”

“Don’t be a dick. I just met her.”

“I just met Miss Platinum inside,” Levi says, blowing rings of smoke at Cooper. “For the record, her carpet don’t match the drapes.”

“You’re a sick bastard.”

“Hey, it was nice carpet. Soft. Plushy.” He laughs and Cooper shakes his head. “The kind you could sink into and just stay there for days.”

“Well, lucky for you we’ll be recording here for days.” Cooper leans his head back against the brick wall, exhaling a cloud of cigarette smoke and staring up at the fading daylight and blue sky.

“Nah, bitches get too needy if you fuck ’em more than once.”

“Jesus, you’re an arsehole, Levi.”

“Well we can’t all be willing to give up fucking everything for a piece of pussy.”

“She wasn’t just some random pussy you, dumb fuck.” He glares at Levi. “She was my everything.”

“Yeah, your everything that was sticking it to her ex.”

“Don’t fucking go there.”

“You need to screw that girl outta your system. You’re Cooper fucking Ryan. You’re a fucking rock star, man. Start acting like it. Do you know how many girls would be willing to offer up their pussies to the lead singer of ... Taint? Fuck me, are we really changing
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