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      If you’ve read my previous books, you’ll know the chapter names are all song titles. Music has been an integral part of my life and always sets the mood for my writing. Whether it’s the overall energy of a song, the lyrics, or even the title, that tone carries through into my written words on the page. The playlist and a link can be found at the back of each book, or you can find them on my website: www.amybookerauthor.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        When chaos swirls around you,

        its traitorous roots taking hold,

        don’t give up or give in.

        Thrive, darling.

        Thrive.
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          BRAD

        

      

    

    
      The politics of rock ‘n roll fucking suck. And it’s not just the kissing asses and kissing babies part of it to keep our ‘image’ in check that rubs me the wrong way. It’s the whole – ‘be somebody you’re not.’ Because ultimately, that’s exactly what it is.

      ‘Whatever it is you’re doing, stop doing that. You should look like this, and sound like this, and act like this…’

      Fuck that noise.

      I have never conformed to what society expected of me a day in my life, and I’m not inclined to start now. And while we’re now sitting in the conference room of our record label getting our asses handed to us for losing another bass player, we got here by being ourselves in the first place. The suits never see that part of the equation.

      Our new manager, Ian Summer, a former British rockstar himself, seems to get it. Mostly. And is trying to stick up for us.

      “Eliza, you know that Frankie wasn’t going to be able to cut it in the long run,” he says to the VP of Blackmore Records, our label. “I say it’s better that this happened now on the way up, rather than at the top, wouldn’t you agree?”

      The exec twirls a lock of hair as she considers his question, it’s shoulder-length, and platinum with bright blue ends. At first glance, she’s not your typical boardroom filler, but she can be a hardass when she wants. Unfortunately, it looks like she wants to be one right now.

      Lucky us.

      “I get what you’re saying, Ian. I do.” She glances around at us, a bit disparagingly. “But Frankie was the third bass player this year alone. And these people have contracts that we need to pay out, even when they leave. We can’t afford to keep doing this.”

      And there it is. It’s all about the money. It always is. We’re digging into their bottom line. Fuck the music. Fuck the artistry.

      Money. Money. Money.

      Ian nods and rubs a hand down his face as if he understands. Before managing us, he was an executive with Blackmore too. In fact, he’s the guy that got us signed with the label in the first place. But he’s a former musician. He gets where we’re coming from. I really hope he’s not about to start agreeing that we need to change somehow, because that would piss me the fuck off. I like Ian, and I don’t want that to change over this stupid shit.

      Band members come and go all the time, and all over the place. Hell, I couldn’t even count the number of bands I’ve been in and left for one reason or another. Sure, not always by my choice, but that’s how it is. Everything in this business is temporary, except the music.

      The music is what fucking matters.

      “So, what are the options, then?” Ian asks, his eyes tired. “I take it you have a suggestion as to how to fix this?”

      Eliza looks around at all of us, her face unreadable. But I get the sense that she’s trying to figure out how we’re going to react to whatever she’s about to say. My spine tingles with fight or flight reactions at the ready.

      “Your auditions for a new bass player start next week, correct?” She asks, but she knows the answer already. I’m not crazy about the slight nervousness in her tone now. As if she knows she’s about to disappoint us. When we only nod, she goes on. “Well, we’ve brought in a new PR person for the label, Tess Lagerfeld. She’s brilliant at image makeovers. A little new at this industry, but she’s a game changer. And she’ll be shadowing you during the process and handling all social media going forward for Chaos Fuel.”

      We all stare at each other, dumbfounded.

      ‘Image makeover?’

      Oh, fuck this.
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          TESS

        

      

    

    
      When Eliza Kerr invited me to work for Blackmore Records, I was initially hesitant. Music PR isn’t my wheelhouse. Believe it or not, it’s a completely different skillset from working with actors or politicians, who, amazingly, are very similar in their public relations nightmares. And technically, are easier to put a shine on.

      Music fans are a little more nuanced than a typical audience because music itself speaks to the soul, not the mind. Lyrics and melodies call to a person’s heart and live there. Once that gets tarnished, it’s a lot harder to polish.

      I welcome the challenge that this will bring, but I am not one to jump ships like this. I liked the stability of my previous jobs. I knew what to expect from day to day. I needed that control in my life. Ever since my parents divorced when I was young, and I bounced between houses I’ve craved order.

      So, why I accepted Eliza’s offer, I have no idea. The only reason I can come up with is that I’d hit a mental plateau of some kind. Nothing felt fulfilling anymore. There wasn’t any purpose to anything, other than to do the same thing over and over. Rinse and repeat.

      I was bored.

      Chaos Fuel will be my first project with Blackmore, and in my research of the current state of their PR, it’s going to be a complete trial by fire. They’ve fired every manager they’ve had except the current one (so far). They can’t keep a bass player to save their lives. Brad Chambers, the singer, is known to be a playboy, though that’s slowed down a little bit the last few years. Emmett Cavenaugh, the drummer, is a horrible prankster that nobody wants to work with. And Stefan Karlsson, their guitarist, parties way too much.

      Typical rockstars.

      Brad is the one that stands out for me, and not just because he’s the incredibly hot lead singer with a voice of an angel who smokes menthols; He’s a dad. He has an eight-year-old daughter, Charlotte, he shares with an ex who is married to the bass player of Indigo King, another Blackmore Records band.

      While Chaos Fuel may be typical rockstars, with typical bad boy reputations – full of too much partying, hot lingerie models, and every other excess imaginable - fixing their image won’t be so easy. The press seems to always want to find the flaws, and never look at the good stuff. So, researching anything good about the band is almost impossible. Outside of Blackmore’s own press releases, there isn’t a lot to work with. Everything positive comes from the fans themselves.

      That’s got to be my angle - the connection between the band and the fans. But to do that, I’m going to need to see them in action. And that means I need to meet them. Soon.

      Eliza told me that the band will be holding auditions for a new bass player next week, so that’s my opportunity to get up close and personal and get an idea of what I’m working with. I won’t know how to approach any of this if I don’t know them.

      Chaos Fuel, here I come.
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      “But Jude said I could,” my eight-year-old daughter, Charlie says, opening the fridge in my apartment, looking for a soda. Something I purposely don’t have for a very good reason. Charlotte on concentrated sugar isn’t something anyone wants to deal with.

      “Well, that’s awesome for him,” I say, not sure if I don’t believe Jude would say that just to get at me. He’s married to my ex, and Charlotte’s mother, Ren, and we haven’t always seen eye-to-eye on things. We play it cool for Charlie’s sake, though.

      They’re both off to London for six weeks with their youngest child – son August, since Indigo King are judges for some TV rock band talent show that I’ve never heard of, and Charlie didn’t want to go. So, I get to spend some quality time with my girl. I was over the moon when she said she wanted to hang with me instead of taking the trip overseas.

      But now I need to entertain an eight-year-old little girl.

      We have gigs still on the schedule in a few weeks, but they’re up in the air without us having a permanent bass player in place. The upcoming auditions are even more pressing now than before Eliza’s lecture, with those dates looming.

      “You don’t have any soda,” Charlie announces, obviously disappointed, crossing her arms over her chest, her long red curls just like her mother’s bounce as she huffs.

      “I never said I did.”

      “But Jude said I could have some,” She repeats. Her lower lip is now making a bold appearance in her growing pout.

      “Well, then Jude should have given it to you and not assumed I had any,” I shrug, keeping my face impassive. “There’s always water. Or beer.”

      Charlie’s a smart girl. She’s not usually difficult, and her sense of humor is sharper than most. At my suggestion of beer her pout twitches briefly before she breaks out in laughter.

      “You’re silly,” she says between giggles. “I can’t drink beer until next year when I’m twenty-one.”

      I smack my forehead. “Oh, that’s right. I keep forgetting you’re not middle-aged yet.”

      Still giggling, she throws herself onto the couch. “And you’re out of beer too.”

      “Well, damn,” I groan, pretending to be upset. “I guess we’re both out of luck, huh?”

      She turns serious again. “So, are we going to do anything fun while I’m here?”

      I’m not sure how to take her question. I think we have fun every time we get together. Not that I try to be the ‘fun’ dad who entertains her every second, but I try to make the most of our time. However, when this stay was planned months ago, I didn’t realize I’d have to spend any of it looking for a new bass player. That’s not something I’d categorize as ‘fun.’

      “Well, you’re going to help Chaos Fuel pick out a new bass player. That’ll be cool, right?”

      Her eyes go wide. “Really? I can pick?”

      “No, you can help us pick.”

      She seems to be transported into a dream world. “What if they’re all like, really cute? I won’t be able to pick.”

      A chuckle bubbles up, and I shake my head. “Yeah, that’s always the hard part. What if they’re all really cute?”

      The size of the eyeroll that remark gets me has to hurt. How does she do that? “Dad, they have to be cute to be in your band. It’s important.”

      This surprises me. “Oh? And why is that?” Here I thought it was our music that mattered. Silly me. Maybe Charlie could be our new PR rep instead of this Tess person.

      “Because,” she sighs dramatically, “if you want girls to like your music, you have to be cute.”

      I arch a brow at her. “And who told you that?”

      “Well, it’s just my opinion. But everyone thinks that way.” She shrugs matter-of-factly, but I see a hint of doubt flash in her eyes.

      I love that doubt. She should doubt that opinion.

      “And do you always do what everybody else does?”

      She scrunches her nose at the idea.

      There’s my girl.

      “No.” Her forehead creases as she clearly starts to examine her position on the matter.

      I don’t continue and let her figure out how she wants to deal with this personal revelation. Some things just need to be figured out on their own without intervention.

      I’m not a candidate for ‘Dad of the year.’ Never have been. In fact, in the very beginning, I was downright awful. I was scared shitless to become a dad; thinking it would ruin my life, and crush my music dreams, hold me back somehow.

      The exact opposite is true.

      Having Charlie in my life has changed me so completely, it’s mind blowing to look at how we started, to where we are now. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I could do both – and succeed at either of them. Not that I’m perfect. I’m not. I still have moments of my old mindset creep in on occasion and go off the rails a bit on some quest for ‘freedom.’ But overall, I think I’m doing okay with everything.

      That’s today’s feeling. It can change in a heartbeat.

      “Okay, he can be ugly,” Charlie says ruefully, snapping me out of my reminiscence.

      “Wow, Charlie. Really?” I say, not sure I like this opinion either.

      “What?” Her bright eyes turn up to me questioningly. So innocent.

      How do I approach this now? I throw my figurative dreams of being ‘Dad of the Year’ out the window, and sit next to her on the couch, trying to gather my thoughts.

      “What’s your favorite food?” I ask as she sits up straight and gives me her full attention. I love that we can talk like this, and that she’s open to it all the time.

      “Meatloaf,” she says without thinking.

      Again, there’s my girl. Forsaking the norms of pizza or burgers.

      “Okay,” I say, nodding, trying to conjure the right lesson in my head. I don’t know if I can work with meatloaf. “Can you imagine that there are people who hate meatloaf?”

      Her serious face is confused for a moment, and she shrugs. “Well, they’re wrong. Meatloaf is the best.”

      I stifle a laugh.

      Okay, maybe meatloaf isn’t the ticket to salvation here.

      “What about Pepsi, you like that, right?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Well, I like Dr. Pepper. Some people prefer Coca-Cola. Or root beer. Or orange soda. Or none of them at all.”

      “Okay…” she shrugs again, and I don’t think my point is coming across at all.

      “Those sodas have been around for years. Even way before your great-grandfather, Pops, was born. Do you think they’d still be around now if people didn’t like them?”

      She shakes her head thoughtfully but stays quiet.

      “It’s the same thing with people, kiddo. Someone you think is ‘cute’ may not be cute to someone else. Everyone likes different things. Do you get what I’m saying?” God, I hope this is making fucking sense. I’m losing my way in my own head now.

      “I get it.” Her voice is soft as she leans onto my shoulder, sliding her arm through mine to hug tightly. “But does that mean that I’m wrong?”

      Great. Now I’ve gone and made her feel like shit about herself and her opinions. Way to go Dad.

      “No, no,” I soothe, ruffling her hair. “It just means that everyone has opinions and feelings. There are lots of people that would agree with you, but there are also lots of people that wouldn’t. Everybody is different. And everyone has a right to their own opinions and feelings. It’s how you share them with the world that matters.”

      “So, if your new bass player is ugly, I shouldn’t say anything.”

      That makes me laugh, and I can’t help it. If that’s what she got out of my stupid example, I guess it’s good enough for now. I didn’t mean for this to be a lecture, or ‘teaching moment.’

      “No. Please don’t tell the bass player they’re ugly.”

      “Can we watch Frozen now?”

      Her question throws me way off since my brain is still stuck on the soda metaphor, but I should be used to her sudden shifts in attention. Not that Charlie is flighty, but the focus of her intensity moves targets frequently.

      “Sure…” I say, unravelling from her grip and grabbing the TV remote. Movies have become our love language. Especially Disney movies. We do our own version of Mystery Science Theater 2000 as we watch; critiquing everything from the dialogue to the animation. It’s become a favorite pastime of ours, and somehow, we still find new things to comment on.

      “Some people are worth melting for,” Charlie says wistfully, quoting the snowman Olaf from the movie as she curls up next to me.

      As I start the movie, I suddenly get the feeling we’re heading into dangerous waters of her girlhood, and a fear starts to press its way down my spine. Cute bass players? Someone worth melting for?

      Oh no…

      My thoughts get interrupted by my phone blowing up with calls. It's my stressed manager Ian, no doubt freaking about our bassist problem again.

      If we can't get a solid player locked in soon, our upcoming gigs are screwed. These days bands live and die by their streaming numbers. Tanking some shows means our fan loyalty takes a hit. I can't let everything we’ve built go down the drain.

      "Dad, no," Charlie whines, bummed our movie night keeps getting messed with. I hate shutting off her protests, but this band crisis isn’t going to solve itself.

      I should answer.

      I squeeze Charlie's shoulder, feeling guilty. I’m damned if I do, and damned if I don’t. I know I need to fight this battle with the label not just for my creative pride, but to protect the career that will support her dreams someday too. As she smiles and snuggles in closer, I reluctantly turn my phone off, making a silent promise to myself that we'll get through this storm.

      Somehow

      Just not right this second.
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      The first day at a new job is always nerve wracking. My usual home turf involves high rise corner offices, stylish business suits, and triple-shot lattes. Now, I'm contending with grumbling trucks, thrift store jeans, and gas station coffee as I pull up to the gritty, low-profile warehouse space that houses Chaos Fuel's rehearsal studio.

      The paint-peeled metal door groans loudly announcing my entrance. This is definitely out of my element, but I straighten my spine. The first rule of PR: Never let them see you sweat.

      I pause, scanning the space, wary of interrupting the easy creative synergy of this band that might be happening, and I'm supposed to somehow harness. What do I really know about the alchemy behind inspiration in sessions like this? The closest my career has ever steered to actual music-making lately is damage control for drunken award show antics. This is totally new.

      Seeing this unguarded creative habitat in action stirs an unease I can't quite place. These musicians live in a carefree, uninhibited headspace foreign from the calculated corporate waters I've sailed thus far. Witnessing the messy vitality of their collaborative sparks firsthand may demolish my long-held assumptions on rockstar personalities. Everything rides on my ability to adapt and realign perspectives, but maybe they’ll just see me as an outsider incapable of ever capturing their true selves?

      Imposter Syndrome creeps in despite my efforts. I'm used to commanding rooms, but this arena makes me question what value I can possibly contribute...or if I even speak the right language.

      Taking a deep breath and straightening my shoulders, I dive in. My heels click conspicuously on the cracked cement floor, drawing the attention of the ragtag group clustered around a makeshift stage of amps and equipment.

      Here we go.

      "Who the hell's this?" grunts a shorter, stocky guy with dark hair clutching drumsticks, an unlit cigarette hanging from his lips. Emmett Cavenaugh. Chaos Fuel’s trickster drummer. I’ll need to be wary of him if the stories I’ve seen are correct.

      My gaze darts around trying to mentally map territory critical to maneuvering this intro. The beat-up leather couch and mini fridge stocked with water bottles imply the lounge area. A cluster of mismatched chairs surround various sound equipment are likely the mockup control room hub. My eyes catch on scuffed up isolation booths for recording takes, duct tape barely holding acoustic foam panels onto worn wooden dividers.

      I inch subtly closer, avoiding wires all over making precarious trails I'm certain to trip over if I have to walk anywhere. Nothing about this workspace conforms easily to every efficient, ergonomic, corporate office layout I've occupied for years. The fish-out-of-water sensation that started before I walked in, hits with full force now.

      Before I can start into my carefully rehearsed introduction, one of the tall, handsome men steps forward smiling with a hand extended.

      "You must be Tess! I'm Ian, the band manager." His British accent is adorable. Maybe I could love this job…

      His friendly handshake steadies my nerves slightly. From the wary glances, I can already tell the suits versus creatives culture clash will be steep. But maybe Ian will prove to be an allied interpreter straddling both worlds. I know he used to be in a band himself. That could come in handy as we move forward.

      Drawing a centering breath, I brace to convince these dubious rockstars that order and image can align with artistry.

      “Daddy, come look at what me and June made,” a little girl with long red curls calls from the corner, where three of them are huddled. My thoughts are instantly interrupted and derailed.

      “In a minute, honey,” says the most attractive man out of the bunch. The infamous Brad Chambers. His long blonde hair is perfectly messy, his strong jawline a mix between scruff and beard, his dark eyes are wary and guarded. The tattoos on his arms seem to dance when he moves. And it’s all sexy as hell.

      He’s around the same age as me, early thirties, but he seems older and younger at the same time. He’s definitely lived. I can’t seem to keep my eyes off him. It’s as if the rest of the room disappeared when our gazes met, and we’re the only people in the room.

      “I’m Brad Chambers,” he says, stepping closer and shaking my hand. He seems reluctant or resigned. I can’t tell which. But when his hand touches mine, it’s warm, and an odd sensation flutters over my skin as if it’s waking up from a long, dormant sleep. It’s odd, and I resist the urge to shudder visibly when I let go.

      “Nice to meet you,” I finally say, pulling my shit together.

      I stifle a surprised laugh as the compact drummer launches into an eccentric introduction.

      "I'm Emmett Cavenaugh. Resident skin-smasher and all-around chaos conductor for this operation," he proclaims, giving an exaggerated bow. "When I'm not cracking the whip on these knuckleheads, you can find me trolling paranormal message boards for my podcast. Gotta chase those ghosts, baby."

      I lift an eyebrow, uncertain if he's kidding but amused, nonetheless. Before I can inquire further, the lanky guitarist ambles up, nonchalantly blowing an unruly strand of Nordic blonde hair from his eyes.

      "Name's Stefan Karlsson. Self-proclaimed legend," he offers a dramatic wink, relinquishing his cigarette to shake my hand loosely. "Watch your step around here though, I tend to leave trails of guitar picks everywhere I go. They breed in my pockets I think."

      As he wanders off absently humming an intricate riff, I feel all the leftover tension begin to ease by their silly antics. Apparently, moods shift as quickly as the chords around here. But maybe these guys have more harmless depths than their prickly press implies.

      “So,” Ian says, clapping his hands together after an awkward silence covers us. “What do you need from us to get the good PR train rolling?”

      Suddenly, I’m on the spot. I’ve prepared for this. I had it all planned out in my head before I walked in here, but it all flew out of my brain when Brad shook my stupid hand.

      I’m a professional. I’ve been doing this for years. I’ve run my own teams, and suddenly, I’m reduced to that of a dumb schoolgirl in the presence of a crush. Not a brain cell to be found in my empty head.

      Snap out of it, Tess.

      “Well, to be honest, I’m just here to observe for the first few days,” I say, grabbing at tethers of thought from the ether in my head. I think that was my plan. “I’d like to get a sense of the band before forming any solid strategies.” At least it sounds like a reasonable thing to do. I’m pretty sure it’s close to what I prepared. I do like to get a feel for things before diving in.

      “Okay, that sounds good,” Ian says, glancing at the band for any other input. None is forthcoming. They’re all still eyeing me warily.

      I’m the enemy. I get it. Loud and clear.

      “You can sit with me over there,” he points to the group of chairs alongside a tattered couch. “Our first auditioner should be here soon. We’re just warming up.”

      “Sounds good,” I mutter, following him to sit down. I make sure to avoid catching Brad’s eye as I go. I get the feeling that’s dangerous water to swim in.

      But as I think that, I see him go over to the corner where three girls are huddled together over some project. He affectionately ruffles the redhead’s hair as he leans over to inspect whatever it is they’re working on. That must be Charlotte, his daughter. There’s not much online about her or their relationship, but it’s obvious from just their body language that there’s something special in their bond.

      My preconceptions about Brad Chambers, the magnetic frontman known for bedding groupies and trashing hotel rooms in years past, might be all wrong. Maybe there’s more to him than that. Actually, seeing him now with his daughter, I’m sure there is.

      One key thing about good public relations is that it isn’t a mask, or a one-dimensional thing. The most important part is to tap into something relatable. Something everyone, or at least your target audience, can identify with. You need to show the world that you’re human. Complex. Layered.

      Like them.

      I think I may have just uncovered Chaos Fuel’s redemption.

      Charlotte.
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      "Dad, check out this crazy creation we made!" Charlie waves me over to inspect the explosion of glue, fabric and glitter she orchestrated with the girls. I can't help grinning, mussing her vibrant red curls. No matter the chaos swirling round, her energetic spirit always lifts me up.

      “That’s awesome, kiddo. What is that? A guitar?” It looks like it might be a guitar. It’s hard to tell with all the freaking glitter.

      “It’s a bass guitar,” Ian’s daughter Hayley announces proudly, taking the piece from her sister June to show me. “For the new person, to welcome them.”

      I arch a brow, impressed that they’re being so thoughtful. I never in a million years would have thought to get a new band member a welcome present. But then, I’m mostly an asshole.

      “Well, that’s really cool,” I say, grinning at her.

      My smile fades a bit though, glancing toward Tess standing rigid in her jeans and blouse while clutching her leather covered tablet. Not a strand of straight blonde hair out of place. She almost looks kind of silly playing corporate doll in our grungy studio. I don’t know. Having a label rep hovering around us rubs me wrong, even if she is here to polish our reputation.

      Ian trails off his conversation with her seeing most of us aren't exactly welcoming Tess with open arms. An awkward silence descends on the room until Emmett shatters it by tapping his drum sticks wildly. "Who's ready to audition our next victim?" He grins deviously in Tess’s direction.

      Subtle as always.

      I shoot an agitated glance toward Tess, resenting her upcoming critique of our creative process. Her pursed lips take scribbled notes on her tablet tracking the day like some clinical fucking science experiment. I can't shake an uneasy feeling about everything riding on nailing this bassist search without it changing the raw vibe Chaos Fuel's built on. We have to find somebody soon, but we also have to be picky about who we let in.

      We’ve been doing this a long fucking time. As long as Charlie’s been alive, in fact. And we’re finally getting where we wanted to go all along. We’re signed with a label. People know who the fuck we are. But with it comes complications. Like bad press, and crazy social media. When we first started together, things like that didn’t matter. The music did.

      And now? Now we have a ‘handler’ to manage our ‘image.’ We’re getting choked by greedy corporate fingers not even polite enough to thank us after they fuck us.

      Tess hanging around now to observe is getting to me. It’s like we’re a fucking zoo exhibit or some shit. Caged animals on display for entertainment. But only if we entertain in the right way. Only if we put a certain foot forward.

      Only if…

      My thoughts get interrupted as the door to the practice space creaks open, and our first ‘victim’ as Emmett called them, walks in. I hand the artwork back to the girls and take a deep breath, steeling myself for the long day ahead.

      My fingers rake restlessly through my hair, its overgrown length starting to feel like a noose cinching my restless thoughts too tight. I shift my weight between my feet as our first prospect enters, temptation to bolt itching at me.

      Fucking label leashes.

      We’ve been through this before. Many times. Too many times. And it’s never fun. Now it’s worse with judging eyes on us. It’s almost as though we’re on that stupid TV talent show that Indigo King is in London for, even though we’re not the ones trying out.

      I’m a frontman. The spotlight is always on me. I’m used to it to a point. This is different somehow. I don’t feel like I’m the one in control here, and the strings puppeting me are now visible with Tess right in front of us. And as those ropes tighten, my grip on the steering wheel of my life slides ominously.

      I don’t like where this is headed.

      As we play, Tess circles, watching us like some freak show and irritation simmers beneath the surface at her intrusion. Yet some buried part of me prickles awake too each time our gazes catch.

      She moves through the ragged studio completely oblivious to how those curve-hugging jeans hold my distracted eyes. How the way she bites her bottom lip when she concentrates makes my blood sing. I grit my teeth, tamping down the reckless thoughts her unintended temptation sparks inside of me.

      As we take a break between auditions, I peel off towards the fridge for a water bottle. Out of nowhere, Tess appears on the same trajectory, nearly colliding into my side. I reach out reflexively, hands catching just above her hips to gently steady her on her feet.

      "Oh gosh, sorry about that!" Tess jumps slightly at the contact, cheeks flushing as she adjusts the tablet clasped to her chest.

      "No problem," I murmur. But I don't immediately release my light grip, that subtle floral scent of hers clouding my senses. Hazel eyes lift to mine for a hovering moment, something uncertain flickering in their depths before skittering away.

      I drop my hands awkwardly, taking a subtle step back out of her personal space. Tess tucks a loose wisp of golden hair behind her ear, lips curving into a tentative smile.

      "Well, uh...excuse me," she gestures politely towards the water stash before scooting around me. The absence of her warmth pulls at me unexpectedly.

      What the fuck?

      I run a hand roughly through my hair again, exhaling frustration I can't place. Get it together, man. Maybe I need some air to clear my head.

      The last thing we need complicating this bassist hunt is me mixing business with pleasure, no matter how fine the suit. I’ve got to keep clear focus without unnecessary distractions, I remind myself firmly. Even intriguing distractions who seem to read into every obvious stare no matter how quickly I flick my restless glance away.

      Something in her eyes, the way she studies me, makes me think she can see past the frontman façade that I put on, and it’s making me uncomfortable.

      Vulnerable.

      I don’t fucking do vulnerable.
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      I stare sightlessly at the cursor blinking impatiently for input, my new band homepage draft mockingly blank. A chaotic maze of noise filters in from the band goofing off across the studio space yet again. I massage my temples, stuffing down irritation.

      Focus, Tess.

      I became a sought-after crisis handler by cultivating a smooth, unflappable armor in the face of chaos. Meltdowns, scandals, disasters - bring it on. But something about this ragtag crew gets under my skin and throws me off-center. Makes me feel exposed. Vulnerable.

      It's too familiar...echoes of messy rooms strewn with empty bottles; broken promises slurred angrily through the wall vents. The only escape I had was a fierce work ethic to bury those memories under my polished accomplishments. Until my ambition felt less like atonement and more like armor.

      I rose above it all eventually. So why does this makeshift studio dredge up ghosts I outran long ago?

      These guys don't resemble the instability of my past. Not entirely. They just create freely, heedlessly, chasing inspiration wherever she might lead that day. No wonder the suits at the label struggle to harness such explosive creative forces.

      I shake off the memories clawing at my composure. This project matters. I need to guide these passionate visionaries toward the wider acclaim they deserve. My pulse rises, rallying my focus. I can see that their magic is worth fighting for. I only hope they'll let me help instead of viewing me as the enemy. So far, I’m not doing so great at that part.

      Navigating the makeshift craft services table thrown together with nearby take-out for our lunch, I cautiously retrieve a bottled tea, wary of interrupting the band's camaraderie permeating the space. Their laughter and inside banter form an exclusive barrier no corporate outsider could possibly break through. Not even me. And I don’t consider myself to be ‘corporate.’

      I find myself hovering uncertainly along the periphery, seeking any conversational opening to bridge this isolating divide. But most chatter dies abruptly if I stray too close; if I say anything.

      Emmett grunts dismissively through a mouthful of sub sandwich while Stefan seems suddenly engrossed inventorying his guitar case minutiae.

      Only Brad holds my gaze steady for a piercing moment. That magnetic tug sparks against my will once more. Flustered, I drop my eyes and retreat closer to Ian's more welcoming orbit, taking the chair next to him and his daughters. However, the ghost sensation of Brad's studying me lingers - equal parts searing and comforting.

      I wonder briefly, dangerously, what sharing their world more intimately might reveal about the intriguing contradiction that smolders beneath his brooding, bad boy façade. There’s more there, and I want to know what it is.

      I push aside that reckless thought, rallying my focus toward thawing the band’s relations professionally before tapping into anything personal. They need to see that I’m on their side. I’m not the enemy here, even though I work for the label.

      “So, out of the three so far, are there any standouts for you guys?” I ask, trying to break yet another awkward silence.

      “I liked the last one. Toby,” Charlie swoons. “He was super cute.”

      Hayley and June giggle in agreement, hiding their smiles behind their hands as they blush. They’re about Charlies age, maybe a little younger, and all three girls are adorable.

      Brad rolls his eyes at his daughter with a dramatic sigh. “We talked about this…”

      They talked about cute guys? Now that’s a conversation I would have liked to have been in on.

      Charlie swings her feet, her bright pink Converse sneakers sway as she talks. “I know. But he was cute. I can’t help it.”

      “I thought I was the cute one,” Emmett protests, pretending to be offended. He holds his hand to his chest, mortally wounded. “You’re breaking my heart here.”

      She waves a dismissive hand at him with the confidence only an eight-year-old girl can muster while breaking someone’s heart. “You’re still cute, but Toby was super cute. His smile was just…” she drifts off with a dreamy sigh.

      Brad glances at me, as if looking for my reaction, and I’m not sure if he’s checking that I agree that Toby was cute, or my response to his daughter’s antics. I just smile and shrug. It’s vague enough to cover both scenarios.

      Not going to lie, Toby was hot, but I don’t think his personality meshed with the band’s. He was a bit too flashy, and that’s Brad’s job. I could see that Brad wasn’t too impressed by him either.

      “That’s my girl,” Brad sighs, tugging on a lock of Charlie’s hair. “The Disney Princess in love with love, but who would probably turn her prince into a frog.”

      She sighs again with a dramatic eye roll. “Only if he deserved it.”

      Watching the two of them interact is heart-warming. It’s as if I’m getting an inside glimpse into the side of Brad that no one has seen before. The easy banter between them makes me wish I’d had that kind of relationship when I was her age – not the constant battles I had to be a part of. They have a unique connection.

      It's special.
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      A settling hush covers the practice space as lunch winds down. Chatter stops amidst the clinking mismatched dishes being cleared. Soon everyone’s creative endeavors resume in separate pockets - Charlie is engrossed guiding her friends in some sparkly masterpiece as Ian supervises, the other guys step out to have a smoke, leaving only Brad and I lingering uncertainly.

      I debate different conversation openers I could use to chip away at the obvious hostilities between us when Brad unexpectedly breaks the strained silence.

      "So, what deep analysis are you cooking up to fix us wayward rockers on that tablet of yours?" His wry tone echoes the band's arm's length weariness towards my purpose here.

      I smile softly, sensing an opening. "Honestly? Witnessing you all so in sync jamming today...I don't know that you actually need fixing."

      Brad's stoic features flicker with surprise at this praise-adjacent observation. I continue gently, "Don't get me wrong, image tweaks would definitely help. But tampering with your core musical dynamic could devastate everything special between you all. That's not my aim here."

      He studies me intently, perhaps glimpsing for the first time the potential fan glimmering beneath my cool handler exterior. Something in his expression shifts. It’s still guarded, but a notch less combative.

      We might find common ground yet.

      “So, what is your aim? Exactly?” he asks, and I swear it’s real curiosity. His interest in my being here has finally piqued beyond simple resentment.

      “Well, current public opinion is that you guys are spoiled brats who only care about partying.” I may as well be honest with him.

      He doesn’t seem surprised, and his lips twitch into a wry smile. “Spoiled brats, huh?”

      “Their words. Not mine,” I clarify. “At least, that’s Blindsided’s take on things.”

      “Oh, good old Blindsided,” he sighs, looking skyward as he rubs at the stubble on his chin. “The holy gospel according to pretentious assholes.”

      He’s not wrong. Blindsided is known to walk on the wrong side of journalistic integrity. They have no problem publishing whatever they think will grab readers’ attention, even if it’s untrue. I’ve had to deal with them before in my line of work, but there’s no negotiating with assholes bent on making a splash. They like to hide behind ‘anonymous sources’ for their alleged ‘fact finding.’ They take the tiniest seed of truth and warp the hell out of it for a headline.

      “Agreed. But unfortunately, people do believe everything they read.” I glance up at him, realizing how much taller he is than me. I am not small by any stretch of the imagination, but next to him I’m feeling downright petite. My senses are starting to overload standing so close to him like this, so I take a small step sideways to give myself some breathing room.

      Being close to Brad Chambers does something to me. Something I’ve not experienced before, and I can’t put a name to it because I can’t completely describe it. I feel…weird. Strange. Disoriented. It’s as if my sensibility has taken a fucking hike. It’s got to be his rockstar persona, blinding me to reality.

      I’m dumbstruck. And I don’t like it.

      “Do you think our fans read that bullshit and believe it?” he asks, snapping me out of my stupor.

      “That’s hard to gauge directly,” I admit, pulling myself back into the conversation. More like dragging myself back. “According to Eliza, sales are down, which is either a coincidence, or a direct correlation. We have no real way of knowing. So, I’m here to try to turn that around, regardless of the cause.”

      “But if it’s not the cause…” He’s guarded again. The carefully disguised shields are rising again.

      Damnit.

      “If it’s not the cause, a little positive PR can’t hurt, right?” I ask, hoping to make my case that I’m not the bad guy. “I really am here to help. Not turn you into something you’re not. I swear.”

      “But what do you think? What’s your professional opinion?”

      I try not to bristle at the way he asks the question. He’s starting to get defensive, but I need to keep being honest with him if this is going to work.

      “I belong to a few Chaos Fuel fan forums under a pseudonym for research. Your loyal fans stand by you guys. Though some do complain you seem...distant lately in meet-and-greets and interviews. Not fully present.”

      Brad’s stoic expression grows thoughtful as he digests this, but he doesn’t say anything. I continue gently, “I won’t pretend to grasp the pressures you guys deal with. But those ride-or-die fans just want to feel heard beyond the rock God façade, you know? Feel seen.”

      I hold my breath awaiting his reaction at me quoting directly from forum messages. Brad watches me curiously. “So, you’re embedded with our fans’ chatter? Why not just ask the label for data?”

      I exhale, smiling softly. “Numbers are easy to collect from socials. Nuance is harder. I prefer to go to the source if I can.”

      Something about this transparency seems to resonate. Brad's expression shifts subtly from wary to intrigue. "Guess you're more than just a suit, Handler Tess..."

      I flush, strangely pleased by his acknowledgment I’ve done my homework here. It's a small win, but my heartbeat quickens triumphantly all the same.

      He studies me closer, and I do my best to keep my own guard down. Show him that I’m being honest with him. I think it works because something manifests in his dark gray eyes; an acceptance of some kind that I pray means he won’t fight this like I know he’s wanted to all along.

      “Okay,” he says with a slow nod as he shoves his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. His long hair sways with the movement. My fingers start to itch to want to reach out and see what it feels like, the shiny strands are tempting. “So long as you’re not looking to change anything. Maybe show different sides of us or something, but don’t try to make us into something we’re not.”

      I shake my head determinedly. “Absolutely. I would never try to change you guys. That’s not what I do at all. You have my word on that.”

      His features smooth with relief and his shoulders relax a little. It’s as if I’ve put out a fire, or eased his mind somehow, and it alleviates something inside of me too. We understand each other now, or at least, he understands me. I still have to figure out the enigma that is Brad Chambers.

      There are layers to him that contradict each other so diametrically, that it’s hard to compute. Like how loving and affectionate he is with his daughter, versus how aloof and detached he appears in the press. Like I told him, even with fans he stands out as separate, like he’s holding his true self hidden away.

      He needs to let the real Brad Chambers out for all to see. I’m starting to see it. And I like it.

      I like it a lot.

      Maybe too much.
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      "Well, I say we just grab that one hippie dude with the van painted like the Mystery Machine as our bassist and call it a day," Emmett proclaims, twirling a drumstick irreverently.

      A round of groans from the rest of us echoes as we lounge about debriefing on the day’s marathon of bassist auditions. My fingers knead my forehead vainly hoping to massage away the tension headache brewing there all afternoon.

      "What? Dude was decent enough and brings that carefree vibe, ya know?" Emmett continues, undeterred. I can’t tell if he’s kidding or not. I really hope he’s not being serious.

      Stefan flicks a bottle cap at Emmett's head in reply. "Cause Scooby-Doo truly captures the chaotic essence of our sound."

      Their bickering fades to background noise as I notice Tess camping beside Charlie's craft corner. She's smiling ear-to-ear at some critter taking shape under my daughter's guidance. I can't lie, my hang-ups over Tess's involvement are easing a little seeing how effortlessly she bonds with Charlie.

      This bassist search pressure feels less crushing watching their giggling exchange. Tess playfully dots a glue-dripping rhinestone nose on Charlie's creature. Seeing her laugh it up freely with Charlie kicks my protectiveness into overdrive. I rarely let random women buddy up to my girl. Not after my past girlfriends forced me to break things off, devastating Charlie. She grows attached quickly. Too quickly. Watching tears stain my little girl’s pillow as the harsh reality of it all dawned on her still shreds my heart. I swore not to blink at another dazzling smile until I was sure about the longevity of the relationship. And that’s hard to come by in this fucking industry. Especially when all everyone wants is a piece of me. A piece of the limelight.

      Their craft corner laughter keeps pulling my gaze back. Tess admires some fluffy feathered thing Charlie made, both grinning ear to ear. My pulse revs up. Charlie latches on quickly to positive feedback. She'll be bummed when Tess likely moves on. Still, I can't deny that seeing my baby girl light up with simple joy always tugs at my heart too.

      "Check out those incredible lashes, sparkling diva style! No mythical creature could out-dazzle this." Tess winks conspiratorially, adding more glitter. Charlie absolutely beams under the spotlight of her attention.

      Noticing my reluctant staring, Tess glances up. The openness shining from her sucker punches my knee-jerk misgivings. For just a second, stripped from image or agenda, she's purely present with my daughter. And it floods over me like a tidal wave.

      Ian clears his throat, drawing all of our wandering attention back again. "Alright lads, and ladies," he amends, nodding graciously towards Tess, "Let's keep spirits high, yeah? Bassists with chemistry for our dynamic obviously aren't as numerous as we’d hoped, but hidden gems remain out there. We’ve still got a few days to go. People still to see."

      "Ugh, I’ll pass on more duds like that arrogant prick who bragged about finishing bass school ‘with honors,’" Emmett jeers, using exaggerated air quotes before mimicking playing an overzealous riff.

      "We could post flyers at every Guitar Center branch as a last resort. That’s still a thing, right?” Stefan suggests half-heartedly with a wry chuckle before glancing Tess’s way. “Maybe your PR master brain there has a better idea?”

      I follow his gaze to Tess, feeling an odd defensiveness about Stefan's mildly skeptical tone directed her way after witnessing her bonding with Charlie.

      “Who? Me? Oh gosh, no pressure on me for audition solutions,” Tess laughs graciously, obviously nervous to be put on the spot like this. “Though if fan enthusiasm matters, perhaps floating wildcard chances to the public to engage them might instill some sort of community goodwill?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “Open auditions to fans?”

      She shrugs, but I can see the doubt now cloud her features, and I feel guilty that my tone was as skeptical as Stefan’s was.

      “Sure. Why not?” Her chin juts out slightly, defiant, and stubborn. “Who’s to say where you’ll find someone who fits? Everyone you’ve seen today, or will see in the coming days, you already know. Maybe you need to start looking elsewhere?”

      Ian beams supportively. "See lads, fresh perspectives, open minds, the stuff dreams are made of. It wouldn’t hurt to put out some feelers to the fanbase, right?”

      I follow his enthusiasm with an uncertain glance toward Stefan and Emmett to gauge their reception. It’s always hard to predict which outlandish ideas might ignite their spark.

      Stefan offers a cautious thumbs up. "Worth a shot if our well is running dry with the same old professional prospects."

      Emmett practically vibrates with excitement. "Dude, this is literally my whole jam. Let’s give all garage legends-in-waiting a chance to bring the noise."

      I should have expected Emmett to embrace stirring up chaos. He lives to shatter any monotony he comes across in the world, and not in the most constructive way.

      Memories of the last media circus we inadvertently spawned fill my mind. We had a guest bass guitarist from Murderous Crows sit in on our set at a festival when our last bassist literally ran away, and the thought of it feeds my unease. We gained some notoriety from that stunt once the reasons got out – namely Emmett’s stupid pranks. I don’t think it did us any favors.

      Hopefully Tess truly comprehends the fallout potential going off script like this invites when dealing directly with fans. We could end up alienating people in the long run. Then again, welcoming a little mayhem sometimes breeds magic.

      I don’t have a lot of choice here. Even if I wanted to go against everyone, which I’m not sure I do, I’d be outnumbered.

      “Great,” I mutter under my breath. “Let’s ask the fans.”
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      The pungent aroma of burgers sizzling on the grill surrounds us in the vinyl-laden diner booth. I sink back comfortably, eying the flurry of Chaos Fuel hashtags and graphics splashed across the screen as Tess works busily storyboarding Instagram posts.

      Charlie leans over, curiously munching fries, captivated by Tess’s swift creative powers manifesting before our very eyes. Even I’m cautiously intrigued with what she’ll come up with to lure potential bass hopefuls from the virtual woodwork.

      "We obviously want to spotlight the fun perks of joining a chart-topping act without overhyping in an overly commercial or off-putting way," Tess narrates briskly, fingers flying across tablet commandingly.

      "Ooh, you should use that picture of Stefan trying on that fan’s big sunglasses from the meet-and-greet last month," Charlie suggests brightly through a mouthful of cheeseburger. "That was hilarious. I’d want to join that band."

      Amused pride swells in my chest seeing Charlie intuitively understand hooking an audience while this behind-the-scenes glimpse of image strategy unfolds. I guess a music legacy of some kind was inevitable, given that both me and her stepfather are musicians, but her keen marketing instincts still amaze me.

      “Look out Handler Tess,” I grin. “Someone might be gunning for your job.” I nudge Charlie with my forearm playfully.

      "She's a total natural," Tess smiles, and her gaze lifts, meeting mine. Something in her expression shifts subtly. Lingering sparks glitter mischievously between us. "You Chambers’ have a formidable talent of drawing people in..."

      Tess nibbles her bottom lip, on the verge of saying more it seems. But hesitation flashes briefly across her features. Is Tess flirting? Before I can reorient my scrambled thoughts, she ducks behind her tablet, tapping purposefully.

      "Let's stay focused. We need to finish brainstorming this audition call-out, okay?" Tess tosses casually over her shoulder.

      But a telling flush grazes her neck contradicting that cool recovery attempt. My pulse inexplicably skips. Was that loaded compliment aimed my way? Or is hope clouding my judgment?

      Am I hopeful?
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      "Duuuuude! Get over here, you gotta see this cat shredding in a cheetah costume."

      Emmett's raucous laughter echoes through the studio space. We're gathered around various screens critiquing the influx of video auditions generated in the last few days since our Instagram post went unexpectedly viral.

      I hover at Emmett’s shoulder, squinting critically at the pixelated fur-clad bassist currently giving an impassioned performance. Was embracing the band's ‘chaos’ brand intentional or mere social media happenstance? It’s hard to tell. Either way, it’s a hard pass.

      My eyes wander, seeking Brad's, but he's engrossed across the room strumming along expressively to a muscular girl absolutely owning the intricate bass rhythms she’s playing. Then she goes hands-free and it’s clear she wasn’t really playing after all.

      A strange pang passes through me witnessing his absorption there despite the outcome. Is it jealousy? What the hell would I be jealous about?

      We connected at dinner the other night. All three of us did. And it’s been all I can think about since. Brad and I both seemed to let down our guard for a little while, and Charlie was the catalyst. She has somehow needled her way into my heart in the time it took for one freaking meal. One freaking day. Hell, they both have, if I’m being honest. And I don’t know what to do with that. It's clearly throwing me off my professional game, and that’s something that never happens. But then, I don’t usually immerse myself with clients’ lives like this.

      I tamp it all down, redirecting back to the task at hand: filtering online standouts to potentially call back live. But my focus wavers again when another howl of amusement bursts out from Stefan at some new outrageous submission.

      I rub my eyes, echoes of raucous video riffs grating on my last nerve. I can't believe no one's taking this seriously. A call goes out begging for fans' help, and we get flooded with head-scratching stunt audition clips. I thought maybe we'd uncover some hidden talents. But all I’m seeing are posts for shock value and nothing more.

      My heart sinks.

      Even Ian can't redirect focus back to finding suitable prospects amid all the pageantry on display. Obviously that one girl captivated Brad more than her actual potential to mesh with the real band.

      My frustration simmers longer as Emmett keeps fanning the chaos flames for giggles. My leg starts to jitter impatiently. It feels like placing our PR fate in fans’ hands has epically backfired if no one respects the opportunity it really is. I stupidly ignored the variable of risking legitimacy just for visibility.

      Brad meets my eyes, clocking my vibe shift. But another jaw-dropping clip draws his attention before we connect. Creeping doubts dig into my psyche. This is a nightmare. A fucking nightmare. And it’s all my fault. This is all going to boomerang and bite me in the ass.

      Some expert I am.

      "Dad, go back!" Charlie suddenly urges, tugging Brad's shirt. "That guy with the beanie was way cuter than that surfer dude."

      Brad's eyes flare incredulously. "Pretty sure musical chemistry and talent is the goal here. Not dreamy crushes, baby girl. He probably can’t play."

      But his protest gets overridden by her persistence. Sighing, Brad scrolls socials backtracking to some long-haired bassist. I drift over and peer closer despite myself. I cross my fingers, hoping for a miraculous savior to appear on the screen.

      Shaggy ink-black strands peek from a knit beanie as soulful hazel eyes glint mischievously at the camera. The frame shakes following his fluid movements around the room, but tight low-end runs punctuate a solid solo.

      My critical mind perks up. His technical skills are meeting up with a distinctive style. Glancing around, the rest of the band have mirrored expressions of pleasant surprise. Maybe method exists in this madness after all.

      “Not bad…” Emmett concedes. “Not bad at all.”

      We all crowd around the laptop as Brad starts the video over from the beginning. It’s as if we’re all holding our collective breath that this isn’t a mirage, or some AI contrived joke of some kind.

      When the video ends, the guys all look at each other, but don’t say a word. Ian is the first to voice a real opinion, and being a former bass player himself before a hand injury, I value his take.

      “You have to admit, the guy’s got chops,” he shrugs. “Some of those progressions…I couldn’t do that even in my prime.”

      Silence falls again as everyone considers what Ian’s said. A lot is riding on this, and I think the novelty of the crank videos has finally worn off.

      This is important.

      Charlie glances around, her brows knit in confusion. “Is he the one Daddy? Did I find you a bass player, even though he’s cute?”

      With an arched eyebrow, and perhaps even a little mirth, he strokes her hair gently. “We’ll have to see, but I think you did, baby girl. I think you did.”

      She beams as she bounces on her toes, Hayley and June joining in on her celebration as they start jumping around us, giggling, and laughing.

      Brad drags his eyes from his daughter to look at Ian and me. “Let’s find this guy, and bring him in. See if he’s for real.”

      “Hell yeah,” Emmett chimes in. “Shit’s getting real now.”

      “Shit’s been real for a while now,” Stefan says, his face unreadable as he walks away. “Welcome to the show.”

      The rollercoaster of emotions from the last five minutes makes my head hurt. From Charlie and the girls’ excitement to Brad’s reticence, Emmett’s awakening, and now Stefan’s odd reaction, I’m not sure what to make of any of it.

      Part of me is relieved we might have a real prospect on our hands
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