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You can holler, you can wail


You can swing, you can flail


You can f**k like a broken sail


But I’ll never give you up, If I ever give you up


My heart will surely fail



 

- Future
Starts Slow, The Kills














 

CHAPTER One 



 

Zoe



 


 


 

"Zoe Granger!
I knew I recognised those hot legs of yours."


I looked down
at my black skinny jeans and combat boots and shrugged. That
slick looking busker with the guitar there? That's my best friend Dylan,
but I call him Dee. Everyone does and I always have.


"Sup
Dee, making any cash today?"


Pointing to
the blue velvet interior of his guitar case, he wiggled his eyebrows. "There’s a couple of tenners in
there, Zo Zo. The Milky
Bars are on me tonight."


He threw an
arm around me, tugging on my hair and planted a kiss on my cheek. I breathed in
his familiar scent of leather and musk and pushed him off with a playful shove.
I have long dark brown hair that hits my lower back and wearing it in a braid
is better than brushing it most days when I roll out of bed at five am for
work.


Dee and I
have been best friends since year seven. We were both about twelve then. The
first year of high school we were both awkward outcasts and we just fit
together. We ended up in different classes, but still managed to hang out every
chance we got. Now, we're both twenty-four and I can't remember a week going by
where I didn't speak with him. I can't even remember us having a fight that
lasted more than an afternoon.


The brisk
mid-afternoon Melbourne swelled around us along with the sickly sweet smell of
the natural cosmetics and soap shop Dee's currently out front of. How he
managed to sweet talk the girls in there to plug in his amp for free, I'll
never know. I'd bet anyone anything that they all have an epic crush on him.


Dee busked here
almost every day. He's the die hard musician type.
Always on the lookout for his big break into stardom, but truthfully he earns a
bucket load playing on the street. That's the reality of being Dee. The awkward
kid from high school grew up to be a smooth talking, handsome, tattooed man.
When the hell did that happen?


"You off
work for today?" he asked, propping his guitar against the shop front.


"Yeah,"
I said and buried my hands in the pockets of my leather biker jacket. I worked
in the mailroom of a building up on William Street, the business end of the
city, sorting mail for a law firm. It's not glamorous, but they don't care what
I wear or that I have an arm full of tattoos as long as I do my job and exit by
the side door. They learned quick smart that I put my head down and worked and
for what must be the first time in history, they rewarded me with a slackened
dress code.


"Wanna play with me? I'll take vocals," he asked.


"Hell,
no."


The last year
and a half had been hard. The only thing that kept me on the up and up was my
guitar. I just couldn't face the world anymore and the only one who stuck
around was Dee. He gave me his beat up black Stratocaster to practice on,
promising that it would take my mind off all the bullshit that had happened.
And he was right on the money. I played every day, got blisters on my fingers,
sat there for hours nutting out some silly chord
progression that should have been simple until I got it. I moved onto harder
things and worked those out on my own, too. And soon enough, life got a little
easier as well. I still hid from the world in my own shell, but I didn't dwell
on those things as much.


As I got better and better with the guitar, I decided to buy my own and
give Dee's back. I now had a matte black Epiphone Les Paul with
a pedal collection to rival Jack White's and Dee was jealous as hell. He still
tried to get me to busk with him, but I still decline and it's like a running
joke now. Hey Zo, wanna play with me? Hell, no.


Dee laughed
and shook his head. "One day I'll have you up there on a bloody stage,
chicken."


"In your
dreams, buddy."


He wiggled
his eyebrows at me again. "I have the best dreams. Wanna
hear one?"


"Ugh,"
I screwed up my face in disgust. "No thanks."


He bent down
and started scraping the coins and notes from his case. "I'm cutting it
early today. Are you going home?"


"Yeah,"
I shrugged. "Do you wanna go get a drink
later?"


"Sure.
Anything to spend time with a hot woman."


No wonder the
girls fall over themselves when he's around with a mouth like that.
"You'll never get a girlfriend if you keep flirting with me like that. You
know I'm a dead end."


"If I'm
still single at forty, I'm proposing to you."


I can't help
but laugh as I went to retrieve the other end of the amp's power cord.
"Deal."


After Dee's
done blowing kisses to the girls in the shop, we walk the three blocks down to
Flinders Street to catch the train home. Dee with his guitar
and case full of shrapnel and me with the amp. It's only a small thing,
so I don't mind carrying it into the station.


Dee lives in Prahran with dodgy roommates and I live across the highway
in St Kilda in a one bedroom shoebox. We're both
within ten minutes of the same station and it makes getting home by cab a hell
of a lot cheaper. And riding the train is more eventful with someone to share
it with. I wasn't the kind of person who made friends easily. I guess you could
put it down to a few bad experiences. Trust is a hot commodity in the world of
Zoe Granger, outcast extraordinaire.


We sat on a
seat on the open platform, waiting for the next Sandringham
train as people walk past us. There's nothing out of the ordinary about that.
It was something we did all the time. I knocked off work and go find Dee in the
city and we share the ride home. A group of girls walked past and giggled,
eyeing him as they passed. The thing about Dee is that he looks like he's in a
band even if he is only walking down the street with his slicked back quiff and sunglasses and all. He’s smooth as hell. Total ladies man. Sometimes I think I'm jealous of the
attention he got.


I snort and
look the opposite way and see someone interesting coming down the escalators.
My eyes don't focus at first, but my brain registers that this guy is worth a
second look, but Dee elbowed me.


"Train's
comin'."


I stand and
watch the lights of the train approach through the tunnel and the guy passed us
on the platform. He's a typical indie looking guy with a shock of long curly
hair in his eyes. Eyes that looked at us indirectly.
You know when you want to check someone out, but at least attempt to be a
little covert about it? He's trying at least. Me, I stared at him as he walked
by. He looked very familiar and I wondered where I'd seen him before.


Dee looked at
him over his glasses. “You know him?”


I shrugged,
“Isn’t he in that band, The Stabs?”


“Yeah. Bass
player.” I can tell Dee is disinterested.


At that
moment the train pulled into the platform and we dragged the gear into the
carriage.


Me and guys? Well, that was something that I didn't go near anymore. And guys in bands? That was something I especially didn't go
near. I absently rubbed the scar on my arm through the sleeve of my jacket and
settled into a free seat next to Dee. Yeah, I definitely didn't need a guy.



 





 

Dee and I
frequented this bar off Chapel Street, mainly for the cheap drinks and
especially not for the decor. It's called Ted's Shed and it looked exactly
like its title. They serve Mexican food and alcohol. The place isn't exactly
upper class, but the people are friendly and it's within our price range.
Because of this, it's always crammed with a lot of young locals. Students, artists, hipsters. The posters on the wall
are either Hawaiian themed or some kind of tattoo art and every now and then
there is a fake potted plant strategically placed to hide a pole or an ugly
wall of corrugated iron. There are plastic hula girls on the bar and it's
decorated with fake flowers. This place is what you call ironic.


When I'm
feeling down, I come here and get a fluro coloured cocktail. Eight bucks gets you a sugar hangover
and a few hours of ignorant bliss. Dee sat with me at a lopsided table in the
corner. He's scowling at his bright pink drink like it'll sprout wings and
steal his manhood. Mine is orange and it's already starting to help.


I stroked the
scar on my arm hidden in amongst the Japanese dragon that's tattooed there and
I don't realise I'm doing it until Dee narrowed his
eyes at me. When I broke it, it was the beginning of the end and it's never
healed one hundred percent. I covered up something ugly with something
beautiful.


"Is your
arm worrying you?" Dee asked, watching my fingers.


"No,"
I shook my head and let my hand fall away. It's a nervous gesture I'd developed
more than anything. My arm aches sometimes, but nothing bad.


A group of
girls across the bar laugh loudly and I looked over. Sometimes I think I'm
dragging Dee down by being such a mess. I feel bad about it, but I know that
without him, I'd be in a much worse place than I currently am. And right now,
I'm just coasting and I guess that's better than sinking.


I looked over
at the group of girls again as they put on their coats and I recognised Beth amongst them. I don't know who the others
are, but Beth I'd recognise anywhere. She's the super
alternative goth type, with
long black hair and Bettie Page fringe. She looks like a pin up model even when
she's in her gym gear.


"Isn't
that…?" Dee began to ask and I elbowed him.


I hope she
doesn't see us and goes the other way. I can't take her judgment tonight. I
can't take her judgment at all. Once, we used to be good friends before
everything. When I was happy and I didn't have the constant reminder of my
pathetic life scarred on my arm. Before she took sides and believed a lie. Like
I needed her around to remind me how blind I had been.


They walked
towards the door away from us and to my relief, didn't look our way. Close
call.


I needed some
serious cheering up then, so I downed the rest of my fluro
orange cocktail and dragged Dee to the bar for something else. I either needed
to get drunk to forget or find something else to dwell on. Starting with an
electric blue Fruit Tingle sounded like a good idea to me, so I shouted Dee
one, much to his horror. Girly drinks are not hard enough for him and two in
one night is stretching his friendship.


I let my eyes
scan the bar, which has emptied out since the night was getting on. I'd never
admit it to Dee or even myself, but I just wanted to look at a handsome guy. If
he smiled at me, then I would feel less like the mutant I was. That was the aim
anyway. Seeing that echo of a much happier past had shaken me up.


The thing is
when you're single you can’t help but look twice at any decent looking guy
anyway. Nice hair, nice eyes, crap shoes. The shoes are always a deal breaker.
Beat up white runners turn me off. Much the same way that skivvies and scrunchies were never fashionable. So, when I saw this guy
leaning against the far wall, I looked at his shoes first. He's wearing those
tailored combat boots with the laces all undone, scuffed to hell. Sexy as. One
hundred bonus points already. So naturally, I looked up to see what the rest
was like.


To my
surprise, it was the guy I'd seen before at the station. The
bass player in that band, The Stabs. I don't recognise
the people he's with, but right now they don't exist to me. I have time to look
at him without anyone but Dee noticing. He has a
faded Strokes t-shirt on and tight grey jeans, tattoos on one arm and
the wildest curly hair I’d ever seen on a guy. And I knew some unkempt guys.
All short at the back and sides and that shock of blonde curls falling into his
eyes. I wanted to brush it away to see what colour
they were.


“Zoe?”


“Shit, Dee,”
I cursed, looking away.


“Who you checkin’ out?” he winked at me. He saw where I was looking
and whistled. “The Strokes, huh?” he said almost sarcastically. “Since when are
you into indie guys?”


“Since when
does it matter?”


“Since I knew
you.”


“You’ll know
my fist in a minute.” When I looked back, the guy was gone and the bar was
almost closing.


"You're
so volatile," Dee said, putting his empty glass on the bar.


"You
know who we have to thank for that," I snapped and instantly regretted it.


Dee frowned
and linked his arm through mine. "C'mon, Zo.
I'll walk you home."


"Sure,"
I said, giving his hand a squeeze and making a mental note to see if I could
get a ticket to that Stabs gig I saw advertised.



 





 

The first
thing I did when I got home was go onto the Corner website and buy a
ticket to the Stabs gig. The second thing I did was swallow
my fear and get the tram up to Richmond the next day. The third thing I did was
hand over my ticket and go inside.


I'd be lying
to myself if I said the mystery bass player didn’t intrigue me. I caught myself
thinking about him when I brought the ticket to the gig. It was all wishful
thinking on my part. I would never know him. I mean, I'd never approach him in
the first place and why would he look twice at me? How could you go up to a guy
in a successful band to say hi when they probably think you're another groupie
looking for a quickie. And I don't think I could ever
have a quickie with a stranger, no matter how hot they were.


I stood
awkwardly in the semi-dark as people milled around me. No one looked at me and
no one would probably remember me, but I still felt uncomfortable. Alone in a crowd. I busied myself looking around, waiting
for the support band to come on.


The thing I
hate about this venue… I mean dislike. Hate is too strong a word for
architectural detest. There is a pole right in the middle of the floor. Right behind the mosh. Sucks if you get stuck behind it,
worse than inadvertently positioning yourself behind the only seven-foot tall
bloke in the whole place. What a stupid place to put a pole. What I do
like about The Corner is the curtains. It makes the whole
experience feel like you’re at the theatre. These red velveteen curtains that swing open and closed after each support. Who’d stand
at the philharmonic anyway?


My phone
vibrated in my pocket then, saving me from staring vacantly at nothing. That’s
what I dislike about going to shows on my own. Not knowing anybody and standing
around between sets. I mean, what do you look at? Get a drink so you have
something to do.


The text
said, Look behind you. It’s from Frank. Frank is the drummer in a
punk band called The Deadshits and to tell
you the truth he is the least deadshit-est of the
lot. I turned around and there’s Frank behind me with four bottles
of Bulmer's balancing in his arms trying to launch himself onto me
laughing like a madman. He's got a shaved head and wears an assortment of
flannel shirts and he's buff, all muscle. Tonight it's a blue shirt with beat
up black jeans. Frank kills me, he really does, but I’m glad to see him. He's
one of the few who seemed to like me.


"Thanks for
the drinks," I joked and took two from him before they ended up on the
floor. "Why you got so many? I didn’t think I’d see you here."


"Zoe,
babe! I know this guy in the support, put me on the list." He hugged me
and slapped me on the back and gestured to the bottles in my hands. "Keep
‘em and drink up!"


This is the
thing I love about Frank. He's hard as nails, but over the top generous. He
makes everyone feel included. He stood beside me and called out to some guy who
was walking past with his girlfriend trailing behind in her stiletto heels and
tiny dress. I looked at her and I looked at me and it's no wonder I get along
with guys better.


To be honest,
people at gigs kind of annoy me. There are always groups of girls dressed up
like they are going to a mainstream club, high heels and all. And somehow I
always stand behind the people taking the piss out of the support bands. Bands
that are just starting out and just good enough to get a great slot, you can
tell they are stiff on stage. What I hate are people in the crowd trying to be
funny about it and not giving them a go. Laughing and not
listening. Plenty of times I've heard these bands and later on they've
got headline slots and become the next big thing and the same people suddenly
think they're amazing.


In this case,
the support is a whiney Joy Division/Smiths wannabe band. I swear the
singer wants to be Morrissey on a bad day. They're okay, but have to find their
own thing.


Despite the
crowd, I do love to go and see bands. I like to watch them play. I mean, really
watch. How they play their instruments, how they move onstage. I like to see
what they do, so I can try it when I get home. What I don’t like especially is
if the songs sound the same as on their record. Like they are all miming to a
backing tape. It’s about the moment, isn’t it? The feeling and emotion of
whatever song they're paying, the little variations in the vocals, an added
riff or drum fill that makes it a unique experience. That's what I love.


As the
curtains begin to close on the support band, someone shoved me from behind and
I turned around to glare, but they're whispering in my ear, "Zoe, sweet
lips."


I get an
eyeful of Dee laughing like he's a comedian and slapped him playfully on the
shoulder. "What are you doing here?"


"Frank got
me in," he winked, taking one of my drinks and I knew he thought I was
here because of that guy. What I didn't admit is that he's right.


"Hey!"
I protested.


"Hey,
yourself," he elbowed me and took a swig and offered it back.


"Eww," I feign disgust. "I don't want it
now."


As much as I
keep to myself, it's nice to have someone here to talk to between sets and hang
out with. Before long, it's time for the main act to come on.


The Stabs is
made up of four guys. Two guitar players, bass and drums.
They play straightforward indie rock, nothing overly complicated, but whoever
writes their lyrics is a genius. Each song plays out like a story and it's hard
not to get sucked into it. The crowd was going nuts and the mosh pit at the
front is jumping so much, the floor felt like it was shaking.


What's also
hard not to get sucked into is watching the bass player. My eyes glue
themselves onto him and I can't find it in myself to look away. I watched
his fingers slide across the strings and my mind wandered to imagining them
doing something else. I'm suddenly horrified at the image in my head and force
myself to look away.


"That
guy," Dee whispered in my ear, "is Will Strickland. He's bad news Zo Zo. Wom-an-iser. Takes it and leaves it, from what I've been
told."


"I'm just
looking," I told him, because I was. The last thing I needed was an
unattainable crush on a known womaniser.


What happened
then was this Will Strickland, known man-whore, looked at me watching him, but
kept on staring while playing the song. The thing about someone staring at you
is that you have the overwhelming urge to look around to see if there’s someone
else behind you. In this case I'm jammed between Frank and Dee and a few
hundred people. I raised my eyebrows and he raised his. Then I looked away kind
of embarrassed. You read about these kinds of things in soppy romance novels or
in hipster chick flick movies. The lonesome plain girl in the crowd and the
handsome indie guy in the popular band chases her despite all the advice not to
from band mates and vice versa. Then again, people shouldn’t read too much into
a look.


The show was
that good, it was over before I knew it. The singer and drummer seemed to milk
the encore a little too much, but I mean, who wouldn't? As people started to
mill around and leave, Frank shot off into the mass and left me
and Dee to our own devices.


"What
did you reckon?" he asked.


"Pretty
good," I said. "I liked them."


"Why'd
you come here, Zo?"


I scowled at
his question. "I wanted to see a band."


"Plenty
of other bands on tonight, you know."


"Then
why are you here?" I snapped.


Before we
could get into a fight, Frank reappeared with another guy.


"This is
Chris," Frank clapped the guy on the shoulder. "Bass
player extraordinaire."


"Hey,"
he said and shook my hand. He seemed nice enough. He's got sandy blonde hair
that fell in his eyes and a kind smile.


"Oh, you
were in the support, right?" I asked, suddenly recognising
his face.


"Yep.
Empty Hands."


Frank
sniggered and Chris shot him a warning glare.


"I like
it," I shrugged.


"It was
nice to meet you, Zoe," Chris said. "I gotta
go take care of the gear." He shoved Frank in the shoulder playfully as he
disappeared into the band room.


"C’mon,
Zoe! Stick around for at least one more drink!" Dee picked me up around
the waist and I had no choice but to agree. He seemed to have let go of his
earlier outburst and I'm thankful.


The security
guard came in and attempted to push the last few punters out the door as we
went into the bar next door.


I know
staying around would mean a high likelihood of the guys from the band sticking
around as well. I felt a bit on edge about it. The last time I met someone from
a band that I liked turned out to be a real idiot. Then it kinda ruined their music for me. I can’t listen to
any of their records without thinking about how much of a twat that guy was.


"That
guy keeps staring at you," Dee whispered in my ear. "By the
bar."


I glanced
covertly to my left, and there is Will Strickland himself with the wild curly
hair quickly glancing away.


"If he
so much as talks to you, I'm punching him in the face."


"Dee, I
admire your protectiveness, but I don't think that'll be an issue."


"Why?"


"He
wouldn't talk to me in the first place."


I could see
he was torn between reassuring me of the opposite and his obvious need to keep
scumbags away from me.


"Don't
worry," I said. "I know."


"I
reckon we could give them a run for their money," he stated
matter-of-factly.


"What?"
I turn around.


"I
reckon we could form a band ten times better than The Stabs. Frank? Wanna play drums?"


Frank’s eyes
light up. "DO I?"


"Zoe,
you can belt out a tune." Dee looked at me with his big eyes. The same way
he did when we were twelve and he wagged school and wanted me to cover for him.


"Shit,
Dee. There's a difference to fronting a band and singing like an idiot in the
car." Shit, the last time I sung in front of a crowd was never.


"C’mon,
Zoe! Just give it a shot. Just one shot. I’ve got some
songs we can work on." Those eyes again.


"You are
a manipulative asshole."


"I’ll
take that as a yes. Pick you up tomorrow arvo."


"Tomorrow?"


"No time
like the present." He slapped me on the back and I choked on my cider.
"Hey, that Chris guy plays bass, right?" He looked around the bar and
wandered off when he saw him.


Somehow, I
think I'd just been tricked into joining a band.














 

CHAPTER TWO 



 

WILL



 


 


 

The one thing I hated about life was
that it took every opportunity to kick you in the gut. Then it smacked you
again while you're down for the count.


Pushing my curly hair out my eyes, I
pulled out the copy of Beat I'd picked up and found the article they'd
printed. It was the typical ad for 'we've got a gig come and see' type
thing. Being interviewed was fast becoming my least favourite
part of being in a band people wanted to know about.


Ahead of Saturday
nights show at The Corner,
we caught up with Will Strickland, one fourth of the band The Stabs, to see
what they're up to next.


That interview had been full of the
stock standard questions about influences, the next album, when are we going to
tour again. The same inane stuff over and over. I remembered saying a lot
more interesting things, but when they give you a third of a page for nothing,
I guess they could write whatever they wanted. At least I wasn't misquoted. The
facing page had a full-page colour ad for our gig
tonight. It still flipped me out, seeing stuff like that.


Right now, I was on my way to sound
check at The Corner in Richmond. We were doing a couple
of shows just to tide us over until the next tour. We all thrived on the high
of being on stage, playing to a packed out venue. When I got up there, I could
just lose myself and after all the shit with my ex, it was the only thing I
wanted. To lose myself.


I'd been floundering for far too long
and music was the only way I knew how to deal with it. Trying to fix something
that was irreparable had destroyed me. Ending it had taken a new kind of
courage. Now I didn't know what to do. So, chucking myself headfirst into the
band was it.


I wasn't sure where I'd be if it wasn't
for The Stabs. I played bass, though when we'd started I'd been going to Uni studying Filmography. I wanted to be the next
Tarantino, but music took over the day we were signed and it had been
recording, touring, interviews, photo shoots and all kinds of crazy stuff
since. I dropped out, but still wanted to at least make a film clip for the
band at some point. Just had to find the time. Now that we were about to start
recording again and commercial success was trickling in, there was less and
less.


My phone vibrated in my back pocket and
I pulled it out. It was a text from Pete: Where are you mate? We're at
The Corner already.


I texted back: I'm coming now.


Pete was my best mate. We've known each
other since prep. You know, since we were six. We grew up on the same street in
a small country town, went to the same schools, hung out all the time. We'd
even formed our first band together. He was this tall guy, messy hair, always
had a hoodie dragged up over his head, but he was one of the nicest guys anyone
was ever likely to meet. He was the guitarist and lead singer in the band.


The other guys that made up The Stabs
were Louie and Sticks. Louie we met when we first moved to Melbourne eight
years ago. He's this clean-cut alternative guy, slicked back quiff and traditional tattoos all over him. He plays
guitar. And Sticks was a mate of Louie's to begin with and when we needed a
drummer he helped us out and ended up sticking around. He was a typical
meathead drummer, shaved head and buff. I mean, I'm pretty built, but no one
has anything on Sticks.


It wasn't long before we began playing
together permanently and formed The Stabs. The rest was history.


In a couple of weeks we were going to
start recording our third album and go on yet another tour. We're all extremely
lucky that we're able to play music for a living. I mean, not everyone makes
it. We've played some amazing gigs, met some amazing people and been through a
lot.


We'd played heaps of gigs at The
Corner, so when I finally got there and walked in, it felt like home. Sound
check was the easiest thing for us. We'd done it so many times, it was just a
matter of getting the gear right, then letting the sound guys do their thing. We were a well-oiled machine.


Upstairs, the guys were talking
non-stop about the new songs and how excited they were. Usually, I'd be just as
amped up as they were, but I found my mind wandering and my focus
shifting. Truth was, I still didn't feel like myself. I picked at my food,
but downed my beer. Life just seemed… pointless right now.


"You okay, mate?" Pete asked


"Yeah," I slumped back into
my chair. "I'm just…" I shrugged.


"Something'll come along and
change everything when you least expect it."


"You reckon?" I grimaced, not
sure about that.


"I reckon. Shit, when we start
recording things will be awesome."


"I hope so."


"Bloody hell, Will. Cheer up
mate," Sticks kicked me under the table. "We're on soon. No moping in
the corner of the stage. I've still gotta look at ya."


His words managed to coax a laugh out
of me and I shook my head, but by the time we were ready to walk onto that
stage, I'd picked myself up enough to get on with it. Right now, all I had to
think about was the gig and if I didn't perform, the rest of the guys would
suffer for it. Time to get my ass into gear, big time.


The thing I like about playing a show
is that moment right before we go on, the lights go
down and the crowd cheers. It's a quiet moment of anticipation. When I was the
one in the audience, it was my favourite bit as well.
Going to see huge bands from overseas, watching them walk out and pick up their
instruments. It was that feeling of knowing what was about to happen that got
me every time.


We played the opening two songs of our
set and I was back in the game. The music was so familiar to me, the notes just
came without any thought and I was free to look out over the crowd and see the
effect our music had on all of those people. The way they sung back the words.
The way they jumped up and down. The way they got into it. My eyes flew over
the crowd.


That's when I saw her. She was tall and
slim, her long almost-black hair was pulled into a
haphazard braid flipped forward over one shoulder. She wasn't moving or doing
anything. Maybe that's why my eyes had latched onto her. She was my type, more
than my ex had been. This woman was a rocker and I was indie through and
through. I had wild curly hair and beat up combat boots and an arm of tattoos
and I found myself imagining how we'd look together. I wondered how her face
would light up when she smiled.


She was standing in-between two guys,
but her eyes were plastered on me. Running all over, burning
right into my skin. As I played each song, I realised
she wasn't only watching me play, she was checking me out and had been for six
songs straight.


When her eyes locked with mine, I
couldn't look away. She raised her eyebrows as if she was questioning if I was
actually looking at her. So, I raised my eyebrows. Yes. Yes, I was. To my
surprise, she shifted uncomfortably and looked away.


I don't know what the hell it was about
her, but for the rest of the gig, she was like a beacon of light in the crowd.
No matter how many people jostled her, I could still manage to find her again.
My heart thumped a million miles an hour and it was like I was falling head
first into my pent up sexual frustration. What did Pete say earlier? When I
least expected it something would come along and change things.


As soon as our set finished, encore and
all, I hurried from the stage to pack up our gear while Pete and Sticks milked
the crowd for every last drop of applause. Sometimes they really were full of
themselves, but they were my brothers. Let them enjoy it.


I fumbled with the latches on my guitar
case and shoved leads into their bags, not caring if they knotted. I hoped to
God that when we went out to the front bar, she would be there. If I saw her,
then she might be real.


Pete was watching me with a confused
expression on his face as I bashed about in the band room. He probably thought
I was losing it and to tell you the truth, I think he was right.


When we were done, the guys followed me
out to the front bar, my eyes scanning the crowd of people that had stuck
around. At first I didn't see her and this odd sensation of disappointment shot
through my gut. So, now I was hallucinating? Lost and floundering in my
Groundhog Day life, I was dreaming up beautiful women? I was beginning to worry
about myself now.


Sitting at the bar, I ordered a beer
and ran a hand over my face. A loud burst of laughter drew my attention back
across the bar and there she was. The relief that she was
real sliced through my chest and I heaved a sigh of relief.


She was with a group of guys and they
all seemed to be friends. I watched carefully, trying to figure out if one of
them was her boyfriend. The tall guy with the quiff
looked very familiar with her, but he didn't move to wrap his arm around her
waist or lean in for a kiss. Maybe they were just good friends?


"Do you know her?" Pete
asked, noticing that I'd been staring.


"No."


"Why don't you go over there,
then?"


I looked at the guys she was with and
didn't like that idea. They'd hardly left her side all night.


"What's up?" Pete prodded,
when I didn't make a move. He knew me better than anyone and could probably
tell I was worked up about something.


"Nothing." Truth was, there
was something different about her. It was like she was untouchable. If I went
up to her now, one of two things would happen. One;
her male friends would beat me up. Two; she'd shoot me down, thinking I was
only after one thing.


I was stuck in an impossible place. How
could I go up to a beautiful woman like that and not have her think I was after
sex? Well, I was in a way, but it was more than that. I wanted to know her and
suddenly it didn't matter how much of a wreck I'd been and how much I didn't
want to go down that road of hurt anymore. I would have risked it for this
woman who I didn't even know.


When I finally worked up the courage to
look at her again, she was gone. The disappointment must have been clear on my
face, because Pete shoved me with his shoulder.


"Next time," he said.


I hoped there would be a next time,
because I think I just developed a blinding crush on a mystery woman.



 













 

CHAPTER
THREE 



 

ZOE



 


 


 

Deep down, I almost believed Dee had
forgotten to pick me up. Deep down, I hoped he had.


I was draped over my couch, hands over
my eyes, silently praying to be left alone. I can't handle this singing thing.
I can't handle the thought of standing anywhere else other than in the audience
and we hadn't even started yet. My guitar sat in its case against the wall and
I swear it's agreeing with me.


Suddenly, there's thumping on my front
door and Dee's calling out, "Zoe! Rise and shine, baby cakes! I know
you're in there. No use hiding."


I flung open the door and he was
standing there with keys in his hand.


"We're going to Frank's," he
said, pushing his way inside, grabbing my guitar case before I could argue.


I had no choice but to follow him out
to the car if I wanted my beloved Epiphone
back. Truth was, I think I'm more afraid of the unknown that actually
doing this band thing. I don't know how to write music and I'm not sure how it
all works together with other instruments. Epic cluelessness.


Jumping in the car with a second to
spare, Dee pulled out into traffic and we headed across town. The sun was
shining and summer was all but over, but the days were still mild. As we drove
through suburb after suburb, I couldn't help playing with the hem of my
shirt. Dee looked over and caught me fidgeting.


"You're going to be fine," he
said, patting my leg. "We're all mates and the only person we're gunna laugh at is Frank and he's used to it."


"I'm not worried about that,"
I reassured him. "It's just the bit after."


He knew I meant the whole getting up on
stage thing. Melbourne is a big place, but small at the same time. Word gets
around.


"I know you're going to be
great," he said quietly as we started to climb the West Gate Bridge that
linked the west of the city to the CBD. "You shouldn't worry about what
anyone else thinks."


"It's not that easy, Dee."


"I know it's been tough the last
two years, but it's time to get out, Zo. I love you, you know that. I hate
to see you like this."


I felt tears prickle in my eyes and I'm
thankful I'm wearing my aviator sunnies with the
mirrored fronts. "I know," I whispered.


"I'm doing this for you. I'm shit
scared as well, but there's a time and a place, you know."


That stopped me in my tracks. Dee
admitting he's nervous? I don't think I've ever heard him say anything like
that before and the fact that he's putting himself out there for me, made me
feel warm inside. All this time I thought the world had abandoned me and I had
had Dee all along. Bloody hell I was selfish.


"I'm sorry," I said.


"Nothing to be sorry for."


"I didn't mean…"


"Stop it, Zo.
If you wanna make it up to me, then just be in my
band."


"Oh, so now it's your band?"


He let out a laugh and turned up the
radio. It was Spiderbait's cover version of Black
Betty, a fast and heavy rock song and perfect for driving to. "You
little devil," he shouted.


When the vocals kicked in we sung in
unison all the way to Frank's and I felt a lot better. Funny thing about music,
it could make you feel better almost always and I found myself hoping deep
down, that this band will finally see the start of better things.



 





 

Frank lived in a falling down miner's
cottage in Footscray. It backed onto the train line
so every thirty minutes we're overwhelmed with a shaking floor and the sound of
a suburban train whooshing by. He was excited to see us when he opened the
door and helped us bring our gear through the house to a room out the back that
has been taped up haphazardly with soundproofing. At one end he has a nice
looking drum kit set up and at the other is two old couches, where Chris is
already sitting, his bass and portable amp against the wall.


"Hey, Zoe," he said.
"Frank's been telling me how great you are." He nodded at my guitar
case.


"Oh?" I asked, looking at
Frank.


"So I hear," he said with a
wink and I knew Dee had been talking me up like I'm Da Vinci.


"Let's hear, then," Chris
chipped in.


I opened my case and pulled out my
guitar while Frank plugged me into an amp.


"Sweet guitar." Chris is in
love.


"I'm so jealous," Dee winked.
"You should see her effects peddles."


"That sounds like a dirty pick up
line," Frank declared, wiggling his eyebrows at me.


Before I could chicken out, I played
the opening bars to Black Rebel Motorcycle Club's Ain't
No Easy Way and Chris whistled. "You're tight, Zoe."


"That's what all the boys
say," I winked and he blushed.


"How long you been playin'?"


"About two years, give or
take," I shrugged, putting the guitar down.


"Yeah, she's like a prodigy or
something." Dee's up to his old tricks.


"Just had a lot of time on my
hands and I got into it." It's the truth.


"That's a tough song," Frank
handed me a cider. "I dunno anyone who'd be able
to play that after two years."


"That's because you only know
people in punk bands and they only know three chords," Dee laughed.


"Lets look at your songs," I
said to Dee. I've heard some of his stuff before when he's played it on the
street, so I know he can do it.


He handed me a tattered notebook.
"It's a bit different," he said. "I wanted to try something more
classic rock."


"Like what?" Frank asked.
"Led Zeppelin, classic? Deep Purple? Oh, I know, glam rock like
T-Rex."


"Led Zeppelin," Dee and I
echoed at the same time and he grinned at me.


He picked up his guitar then and played
through the first song in his book. It's a fast rock song.


I read through his lyrics and whistle.
"Nice words, Dee Dee."


"Naa,
not really. I want you to rewrite them."


"Me?"


"Sure, why not?"


"They're all about love and
sex," I said. "Not exactly my forte."


"How is it not your thing, Zo Zo?" Frank exclaimed.
"Look at you."


I looked at myself and shrugged.


"She doesn't see it," Dee
said to the others. "Not yet."


I looked down at the song Dee's
written, so I could hide my blush, and play the first few bars the way he's
shown me. Dee's idea of writing is to illegibly scribble the chord down and
demonstrate. Unlike me, he hasn't bothered to learn how to read or write music.
He's intended it to be a fast rock number, but I slow it down and play around
with it. I'm surprised at how pretty it sounds this way.


"Fucking hell, Zoe," Dee
exclaimed and at first I think he's mad and my fingers scratch across the
strings making a horrible sound.


"Don't stop," Chris said from
his corner.


"I never thought of it that
way," Dee's wetting his pants. "That sounds hot."


"Like sex on a stick," Frank
said, much to the amusement of the guys.


"What's it called?" Chris
asked.


"Walls," I said.


Dee pulled out another notebook from
his bag and tossed it to me. "Write the lyrics."


I looked at the empty notebook and
Dee's tattered one that's full of ideas and marks and don't know where to
start. I tried not to think about it too much as I grabbed a pen and wrote out
the music best I could manage. It's already there, I
just have to translate it into something coherent. But, when it came to the
words, I saw what Dee has written and it could be a song for me. No wonder he
wants me to change it. He wants the song to be from me, instead. My side of the story.


The couch dipped next to me and Dee
stuck his head over my shoulder to see what I'm writing. I pressed the notebook
into my chest and he tried to snatch it away.


"Hey," I cried. "I like
you and all Dee, but stop trying to feel me up."


His lips curved into a sly smile and he
knew that I was onto him and for once I didn't argue.


"What are we gunna
call ourselves?" Frank asked. Before Chris could open his mouth he added,
"No ideas accepted from Chris."


"Why not?" he grumbled.


"We're not into Morrissey,"
Dee laughed.


"I think Empty Hands is a
good name for an indie band," I said kindly.


"Thanks, Zoe," Chris smiled
and tapped his bottle against mine.


"We're not a pansy mopey indie
band," Frank said and beat on his chest. "I want to beat the shit
outta those skins, for one. I'm too manly to get in touch with my feminine
side."


Dee was watching me with a frown and I realised I'd been running a finger along the scar on my
arm.


"Tattoo," he said, his eyes
meeting mine.


"What?" I jumped and tucked
my hands under my legs.


"Tattoo," he said again and I
could almost see the light bulb over his head. "The Devil's Tattoo."


As soon as he said it, I knew he wanted
to name the band after me. I couldn't help but wonder who the devil was meant
to be. The devil scarred my arm and I covered it with a tattoo.


"Dee," I began to scold him.


"Bloody LOVE IT," Frank
shouted, on his feet.


"It's not like that, Zoe,"
Dee whispered in my ear. "You're my phoenix from the ashes. You're my
version of the devil, babe."


It sounded like he was declaring his
love for me and in a way he was, but not like that. Dee's my brother. Dee's my
family.


I smiled at him. "The Devil's
Tattoo."


"All in favour?"
Dee asked, but it's already been decided.


"Hell yeah!" everyone
shouted, and it's done.



 





 

The next couple of months flew by in a
haze of band rehearsal. We got together almost every day at Frank's place and
worked through Dee's songs. I rewrote some lyrics and together we came up with
some stuff that we were all really pleased with.


It was one Thursday night, just after
rehearsal on our way home, when Dee dropped a bomb on top of me.


"You did what?" I almost
screeched at him.


"I booked us a gig," he said
like it was the most normal thing in the world.


"And you're dumping this on me
now?"


"Yep."


"When?"


"Tomorrow night."


"Tomorrow?" This can't be
happening. I need time to mentally prepare myself.


"Tomorrow night at Cherry,"
Dee said proudly.


"Cherry?" Cherry
Bar is probably Melbourne's most famous rock venue. It sits off AC/DC Lane
in the city and is a tiny hole in the wall. It attracts rockers, punks, indies and all kinds of alternative types.


"We're supporting Ipswich."


I know Ipswich is a hard rock outfit
that have been doing pretty well locally. The thought of playing before them
made me even more edgy.


"We've got the songs, Zoe. With a
cover, we've got a tight set. This will be amazing."


The thought flowed through my mind that
there would be people I knew there. People that didn't like
me all that much. What if I bombed? It would give them fodder for years.


Dee seemed to read my mind. "It's
your chance to rub their faces in it."


"But…"


"No buts," he scolded me.
"I'd say picture them all naked, but that's a bit of a cliché."


"And it'd scar me for life."


"Ugh, don't go there."


"You went there first."


Dee pulled into the drive of my
apartment block and kissed me on the cheek. "If I don't see you
tomorrow, I'll pick you up at six thirty sharp. Doors at eight."


"Okay," I replied, getting
out the car and retrieving my guitar from the back.


As he drove away, I couldn't help but
feel my stomach churn already and what ifs bounced around my brain. Before,
when I thought about becoming fodder for gossip again? That was my only real
fear. After the break up with my ex, everyone turned on me. They didn't want to
hear my side of the story and Walls? Walls was
my side. What would happen if someone I knew from before was there and heard
it? What would happen then? I was worried it would drag everything back up the
moment I began to feel happy and destroy this great thing that Dee had created
for me. That's what I was most afraid of.


Was I destined to feel afraid the rest
of my life because of what someone else did to me?



 





 

The guys in Ipswich were actually
pretty nice. They'd listened to our hastily recorded CD of songs and were happy
to have us along to support after another group dropped out at the last second.
They'd been hanging round in the alley out front of the bar when we arrived and
chatted to us like we were already friends. They had four members like we did,
but all guys. All of them dressed like they were Guns'n'Roses
and AC/DC hybrids. Black skinny jeans, torn t-shirts and long hair ranging from
below the ears to almost as long as mine. 


Being in the band meant you had to be
there early to set up your gear. In a small venue like this, you had to DIY.
There was no such thing as a roadie and you even had to find someone to help
with the sound. Luckily, Ipswich's guy helped us out since we'd come on at such
late notice. We were doing them a favour, apparently.
Even they didn't have enough songs to fill two sets.


We were sitting in the corner on some
couches drinking and passing the time until it was time for us to go on. Frank
was all worked up and ready to go. He'd done this a million times and so has
Chris who's so mellow, I'm jealous. Right now, I felt like throwing up. Dee has
an uncanny ability to guess what I'm thinking and he poked me and feigned
throwing up.


"Not funny," I said with a
groan.


"Take your hair out," Dee
said, tugging on my braid.


"Why?"


"I'm not getting up there with you
looking like that. And if you do happen to throw up, I'll hold it out the
way."


"Thanks, girlfriend," I
punched him in the shoulder.


"You look better with it
out," he laughed. "Image, Zo Zo. And you can hide behind it and people think it looks rock'n'roll."


I pulled my braid out and shook my
hair, much to Dee's amusement. I'm suddenly very glad I let my fringe grow
out, because now I can hide behind it as well. If your eyes are the windows to
your soul, then on stage I don't want anyone looking into them.


One of the guys from behind the bar
leant over and said something in Dee's ear and my heart almost stopped.


"Time to rock'n'roll,
Zo Zo," he said to me.


I swallowed hard and for the first time, I looked up at the crowd around us and understood just
how popular Ipswich are. The place is crammed with people and now I had to go
and play in front of them.


"Close your eyes and jump,
sweetness." Frank wrapped an arm around my waist, guiding me through the
throng.


"We believe in you." Chris
squeezed my shoulder as he passed.


I stepped up onto stage and slung my
guitar strap over my shoulder and I can't hear a word Dee is saying into his mic. Frank smiled at me from behind the drum kit and began
to count us in for the first song. It's now or never, so I turned around and
began to play, the words of our opening song tumbling from my mouth and I
imagine myself in Frank's back room. We're at rehearsal. No one else is here. I
know the stuff. I know it. It's going to be awesome.


Then the first song is done and the
crowd is clapping and cheering and I don't understand what's going on until Dee's
in my ear saying, "They fucking love you Zo. I
love you."


I grinned up at him and realised he was right. They were liking
us. They were really liking us. We powered through our
set, not skipping a beat and all too soon it was time for Walls. The
song that bared my soul and nausea washed over me.


"This next song," Dee was
saying, "is one that's close to home. It's quite personal and we hope that
it resonates with some of you. It's called Walls.”


Taking a deep breath, I dove into it,
playing the intro solo, and as the music progressed, Chris added his bass and
Dee came in on the second guitar part. Frank was playing a soft beat and other
than the hum from the bar at the back of the venue, everything seemed deathly
still. I forgot about the crowd in front of me and began singing.



 

There's a calm in the stories now told


A tale of a girl gone wrong


Turned on Set upon Smash and burn


I guess you know why



 

There were no lies in the way she lay


Broken, Alone, No place to call home


Split apart, You splintered her bones


A lie you told why



 

The Walls have gone up, the Walls have closed down


The Walls that you have built up


Built up inside you



 

There was more than a break in the smiles


I'd never known her to cry


A river, a lake, a flood plain


She's shaking lost again



 

You splintered her bones


Splintered her bones


Slamming the Walls down



 

The Walls have gone up, the Walls have closed down


The Walls that you have built up


Built up inside you



 

As the last chords of the song echo out
into silence, I felt confidence brimming inside me and I looked up right into
the eyes of Will Strickland and I almost tripped over my guitar lead, my heart
doing a little flip-flop. He was shaking his head, a grin on his face, clapping
along with the rest of the crowd around him.


Swallowing the lump in my throat, I
ripped out the lead from my guitar and made a hasty exit, stage right, not
quite understanding why it had riled me up. Suddenly, I grimaced, realising that somewhere along the line, I had developed an
epic crush on him.


Dee appeared behind me and helped me
begin to pack away our gear so Ipswich can set up.


"You were ah-maze-ing," he grinned at me. "What a rush, huh?"


"Yeah," I sighed, realising it was more the rush from just having shown myself and everyone out there that I can do this band thing,
than seeing Will Strickland in the crowd. "Yeah, it was."


"Wanna
do it again?"


"Sure."


The rest of the night, I hardly looked
at anyone. If someone said hello, I would peek out from under my hair and say
hi. Mostly, I didn't recognise anyone and I breathed
a heavy sigh of relief. Our set had gone over well. So well, people stopped us
to say how much they liked it and a few even asked if we had an EP. When I
finally stood at the bar, I almost had a heart attack when I saw Will
Strickland standing right next to me, his arm pressed up against mine in the
tight space. The sudden awareness of my crush tingled down my bare arm making
me jerk away.


He suddenly realised
I was standing there and looked at me with a sly grin on his face. Like the
wolf who'd caught the lamb unawares.


"Hey," he said with a
lopsided grin.


"Hey," I said and almost
choked when Dee grabbed my arm and pulled me away.


"Not on my watch," he said,
glaring back at Will.


"What the hell are you
doing?" I'm almost shouting at him.


"He's not right for you."


"Who died and made you my
Dad?"


"Zoe," he ran a hand over his
face, "I just got you back. A guy like that will just use you and chuck
you back just as broken as before. I can't see you like that again."


"You're the one who worked so hard
to get me to move on," I said and gestured around us. "And look where
we are. He wanted to talk to me."


"Yeah, I want you to move on, but
not to another idiot."


I knew Dee's heart was in the right
place, but I can't say that I'm not annoyed. I knew exactly who
Will Strickland was. How could I forget with Dee around to remind me.


"Okay," I said. "From
now on, I'll let you screen all my dates. When I get some."


He knew I was having him on and his
face softened. "I expect a resume, you know."


I laughed, shaking my head. Chris
appeared beside us then and has a girl trailing behind him. She's quite pretty.
Blonde, friendly face, dressed in black jeans, boots and a fitted Ramones
t-shirt.


"This is my friend Simone,"
Chris said, nodding to the girl.


"Hi." She held out her hand
and I shook it with a small smile. "You were great."


"Thanks," I said with a
shrug.


"Wanna
get a drink?" she asked.


"Uh, sure."


Dee pushed me towards the bar with
Simone and I couldn't help but warming to her when she linked her arm through
mine like we're already best buddies. She smiled at the bartender and she's
pretty enough that he let it slide and jump the queue.


She handed me a bottled cider a moment
later with a grin. "I noticed you had one on stage."


Wow. "Thanks. So, what do you
do?"


"I study Music Management at
Swinburne Uni," she said. "I have no
musical talent, not like you! I wish, though. I want to manage a band or a
venue one day."


"Oh, that's cool," I said.
She seemed outgoing enough to be able to do it and I wonder if it's why she's
hanging out with me and buying drinks. We'd played one gig and she wanted to be
my friend. Or perhaps, she just wanted to get to know me. I had to get over my
own hang-ups.


"Hey," she said suddenly.
"Has anyone ever told you you look like Alison Mosshart? You know, the lead singer from The Kills?"


I blinked hard in surprise. I think I
liked this girl already.














 

CHAPTER FOUR




 

WILL



 


 


 

I stood out in the middle of the street
at the closest tram stop to the studio, darkness all around, apart from the
traffic that passed behind me.


We were in the middle of recording our
third album and usually we all got along in such close quarters. We had long
days and nights, but we'd thrived on those things. This time, we'd been at each
other’s throats and I knew it was my fault. I could tell myself that it wasn't,
that I was still messed up, but that would be a lie. Months had passed since
all of that and the only one who was keeping me back was me.


I'd been driving the guys mad with my
mood swings and even I didn't know where I was coming from anymore. As if I
hadn't done enough after all that crap with my ex.


The tram pulled up at the stop, the
doors opening with a squeal and I climbed on, swiping my card at the terminal.
I needed to get out, like yesterday, so I was headed for the city. There was a
band I'd wanted to see for ages called Ipswich. They'd been around a while and
heaps of people were talking about them and they were on tonight at Cherry.
I hadn't been out in months and I hoped this would kick my ass into gear.


There was a girl sitting in the back of
the tram with long dark-brown hair and a black jacket and I had to do a double
take in case it was her. When it wasn't, I sunk down
in an empty seat, slumping against the window. Ever since I saw that woman in
the crowd at our last gig, I found myself looking everywhere I went, hoping
that I might see her again. I never did and I began to wonder if I'd really
seen her in the first place. The only thing that stopped me from going mad was
Pete. He'd seen her too.


Sometimes, I thought going mad might be
better than this. Then I'd actually know what was wrong with me. How can you
pine over a girl who might or might not be real? I was such a wanker.


Cherry Bar was probably one of my favourite places to
catch a band in the city. It was small, dark and intimate. There was no
backstage area. There was hardly a stage. It was like one huge house party that
cost eight bucks to get into, depending on who was playing. It was a place well
known for it's dirty rock history and attracted all types of alternative
people.


As I walked down the alleyway towards
the door, I noticed the lineup had changed. The support that was on the
flyer had been dusted off the chalkboard and another had replaced it. The Devil's Tattoo. Great name. I wondered what they were
like. New bands appeared all the time and sometimes it was hard to keep up. Not
many of them made it and the ones who did didn't always stay there.


That's why I was so glad to be a part
of The Stabs. I mean, we had that success, but we were brothers. Not all bands
had that with one another, you know? Recording, touring… you had to live on top
of one another and getting along could break the best of them.


The girl on the door took my money, but
her eyes lingered on me for far too long. She was pretty enough, but not my
type at all. Tall, slender, long blonde hair, tattoos and heavy make up. I was
stark in contrast, wild curly hair, tattoos and a beat up denim jacket. Any guy
would fall over themselves for her, but I only wanted
one person. A figment of my imagination. With a
thin smile, I went inside and elbowed my way straight to the bar.


"Hey," someone called out to
me as I passed.


Looking around, I saw Billy and clapped
him on the shoulder. Billy was the guy who picked us up when The Stabs
were playing tiny places like this. He's a talent scout for our label and it's
his job to go see bands play. You know, finding the next best thing. Sounded
easy, but you had to have the right kind of ear for it.


"What are you doing out
tonight?" he asked. "Aren't you guys recording?"


I shrugged. "Yeah. I needed a
break."


"Shit," he laughed. "I
know what you mean, bro."


He introduced me to a few people he was
with and when they heard who I was they all seemed very interested. Drawback
number one of being in a band people know. They suddenly want to know you and
be popular by association. I don't subscribe to that shit.


"Have you seen 'em before?" Billy asked, picking up on my mood.
"Ipswich?"


"Na," I shook my head.
"I've heard some good things, though."


"What about that other band? I've
never heard of them before."


I remembered the band that had been
added last minute. "No. They must be new."


"Oh, they're starting," Billy said, looking over the crowd towards the stage.
"I'm going down front. Catch you round, bro."


As people moved away from the bar to
hear the band, I snuck in and got a drink and weaved my way towards the top of
the stairs. Here, I could see and not be bothered.


The Devil's Tattoo was a typical four
piece. Two guitars, bass and drums. There's
three guys and a girl and suddenly, I'm interested. Guys usually dominate these
types of rock bands. Her back was to the crowd, but I could see she must have
an attitude. She's got on a black leather biker jacket, tight black jeans that
hug her ass in just the right way and beat up combat boots. My
type of girl. Her hair is long, dark and wavy and I suddenly
wondered… When she turned around, her hair was covering most of her face,
but I'd recognise it anywhere and my heart thudded
painfully in my chest. It's her. It had to be.


God, and then she opened her mouth and
sung. Ever read one of those stories about sailors getting lost at sea and
drowning themselves because of siren calls from beautiful mermaids? Sounded
bloody stupid, but she's fucking calling to me now and I would have drowned
myself gladly.


Her fingers glided across the strings
of her guitar effortlessly and I wondered why I'd never heard of this band
before or any other band she'd been a part of. She was… phenomenal. I had to
get closer, so I threaded my way through the crowd of people and I swear
everyone who's watching is mesmerised. They're bloody
brilliant. If Billy doesn't pick them up, he's mad. Shit, I'd push for them to
be signed myself.


Standing in the middle of the room,
five people out from the stage, I just watched, the drink in my hand forgotten.
They run through song after song, people cheering and clapping around me, but
I've only eyes for her. The ghost, the siren and I think I'm alive again.


Before I'm ready, they start playing
the last song of their set and it took my breath away, how sad and soulful it
was. I hung on every word and it was so gut wrenching, I
wondered if she'd been hurt by someone. It's like she was telling a
story.


As the last notes died away into
applause, I shook my head and clapped, overwhelmed. That's when she chose to
look up at the crowd for the first time and her eyes collided with
mine. For a moment I thought she might have remembered me, but she looked
away and hurried off stage, leaving my heart thumping.


"Wow," Billy said behind me.
"I'd keep my eye on them."


Oh man, I intended to.


I watched as people stopped and talked
to her. The way she shrunk back into her hair was captivating. Was she shy? Did
she think about people the same way I did? What did her voice sound like when
she wasn't singing? I looked back at the bartender, who was still serving
another person and when I turned around, she was gone.


I leant against the bar with a sigh,
determined to talk to her. This time, I wouldn't let her get away without at
least getting her name. Someone pressed against me, a warm arm against my skin
and I turned to glare, but everywhere tingled and burned. It's her, and
abruptly I began to understand the depth of the thing I have for this woman who
I don't even know.


Angling my body face on to hers, I
smiled and managed to get out the word, "Hey."


Her face softened and she said,
"Hey."


Suddenly, someone grabbed her arm and
pulled her away from me, her eyes wide with surprise, the soft, innocent way
she'd spoken to me leaving me breathless.


Watching her with disappointment, I saw
it was one of the guys from her band and he's talking to her with a scowl on
his face. Were they together? He sure seemed protective. The thought had
never crossed my mind that she might already be taken. That guy looked pissed
and it wasn't a stretch for anyone to find out about my reputation. The guy let
her go and the way he acted towards her let me know that they were just
friends.


And the thing about reputations was
that they were not always true. I'd been pigeonholed as the typical rock star
player. Womaniser. One night stand aficionado. All
because of one woman who'd smashed me to bits. Now, I was stuck with it.


Watching as the lead singer of my new favourite band, The Devil's Tattoo, was dragged away to
pick up their gear, I knew I had to do something. First
things first was convincing Billy to take a second look. Then maybe I'd
be able to see her again in an official capacity and then maybe my reputation
mightn't get in the way.


Maybe next time, I'd get her name.



 





 

Turned out, The Devil's Tattoo did their own work towards getting signed. Billy picked them up
not long after that gig at Cherry and for once in my life,
things seemed to be moving in the right direction. And it was one
interview in Beat that gave me the information I was looking for. Her
name.


Zoe Granger.


It was probably a little obsessive on my
part, but I found myself watching their music video for their single, Walls,
over and over. This was the moment when Pete decided to call an intervention
and it was exactly how they found me on the couch in the living room of the
house Pete and I shared.


Louie snapped the lid of the laptop
closed, making me jump.


"Pussy whipped," Sticks
smirked, sitting in the armchair across from me.


"What is this, an intervention or
something?" I sighed, tossing the laptop on the couch next to me.


"Bingo," Louie stated,
perching on the arm of the couch.


"You're so strung out, mate, it's
driving us nuts," Sticks groaned.


"You know who she is now,"
Pete said. "Do something about it."


I shook my head. "If I just go up
and talk to her, she'll think I'm only after one thing."


"But, isn't that what you
want?" Sticks said with a smirk.


"No," I glared at him.


"This one's different," Pete
said and everyone stopped.


"I reckon," Louie agreed.


"You want them on tour, don't you?
This coming one."


I didn't say anything. I was a little
embarrassed that a girl I'd only spoken one word to had gotten me this wound up
and obsessed.


"You've been driving us all nuts
over this Zoe chick," Louie said, seemingly making the decision for
everyone.


"If it'll get you off our backs,
then we'll help you push for it," Sticks said, closing off his thought.


"They're amazing anyway,"
Pete agreed. "It'll be great if we could at least play a gig
together."


They seemed to have settled on it and
after a while, Louie and Sticks went off home, leaving me with Pete.


"If they get on tour with us,
you've gotta tone it down, Will. You know the
intensity level is a little alarming."


I scowled at him, knowing he was right.
"Don't screw this up for me Pete."


He held up his hands, raising his
eyebrows. "Consider these hands off."


"Good," I said, turning back
to the laptop.


"Just don't do anything
stupid."


"Since when do I do stupid
stuff?"


"Since always."


He had a point.














 

CHAPTER FIVE




 

ZOE



 


 


 

The next six months went by in a blur. I'd
gotten past the first gig, but it was only the first. Once Dee had me going, he
went full tilt booking gigs, getting our name out there. He'd even gotten me to
sing a few songs with him on the street. He told me it wasn't a coincidence
that he earned more money on those days than the ones without me.


The next thing on the list was to get
something down in mp3 form. Frank knew a guy out in Footscray
who'd set up a recording studio in his shed. Knowing the kind of people Frank
knew, I had been expecting soundproofing to be gaffer taped to the wall and the
mower in the corner, but it was a really tight outfit. The guy had helped some
other local bands record some songs and we had a really great time with it.


Everything we'd done up until now had
been just for kicks. Dee had promised me black and blue. That was, until he
posted our EP online and went on a marketing binge in his spare time. I hadn't realised what he'd done until I heard our song on the
radio. On the bloody radio. I was mad for
two seconds until I heard what people were saying about it. Then the phone
started ringing. People wanted to know what I thought and people actually
listened.


All the time we'd been playing, not
once did I see one of my old friends and not once did I think about them. Once
I'd faced my fear at that first gig, it was straight ahead and no looking back.
I felt more confident now than I had in my entire life.


Then Chris hooked us up with a guy he
knew who was a film major at RMIT. He needed a project for his finals and we
were it. We had an EP and a music video for Walls, now all we
needed was the contract and it wasn't long in following. With a label at our
backs and royalties starting to come in, I quit my job in the mailroom and
started busking with Dee for a little extra cash to put into savings.


We played a lot of gigs around
Melbourne and even went to a few regional towns and came out of it breaking
even and sometimes with a little more. We did photo shoots and interviews and
people were downloading our self-released EP in droves, but we still didn't
have enough money between us to go further afield. The label was working on it,
but these things took time. Dee's dream was coming true, but
deep down, mine was as well. For the first time
in two years, I was happy.


Truthfully, I was expecting to feel
overwhelmed by all the attention, but I felt strangely calm. I felt like I
finally fit in somewhere and I owed it all to Dee.


Today was the first day our single, Walls
was available for sale. It wasn't on our EP and it was the one thing people
wanted to hear. Anything could happen now and I was feeling a little sick about
it.


I was still asleep when the phone rang.
It was my Mum.


"I brought your single on the
computer just now," she told me. I gathered she meant from iTunes. I gushed
at how technological and modern she was and I could tell she was proud she
figured it out without having to call me first. "Are you nervous?"


Of course I was nervous today. I told
her as much. Our first single was released ten minutes ago according to the
clock on my radio. "I’ve got to go, Mum. They want to interview me and
Frank for the radio later."


I pressed the red phone button and made
sure the line was disconnecting before cursing out loud. The
phone rung again. Unknown Number. I picked it up anyway.


"Hello?"


"Walls has gone to
number fucking eight on iTunes!" It was Dee on the other end.


Shit.


"Are you there, Zoe?"


"Yeah. Shit. Already? Guess we
better organise a show or something, huh?"


"That’s the other thing I was
calling you about. Simone is about to call you anyway,
I just got off the line with her. We have been offered a co-headline tour.
You’ll never guess who with!"


Simone had become our sort of manager.
She came on with us a month ago when things started to take off and was happy
to work for next to nothing. I guess we're her lucky break. I'd gone from
hanging out with Dee, to hanging out with the guys, to hanging out with Simone.
She was the first genuine female friend I'd had in a long time.


I'm not sure who
the label has chosen us to tour with and took a wild stab in the dark.
"Prince. The Pixies. Powderfinger’s comeback tour. AC/DC. Kings of Leon.
Don't tell me there's an Oasis reunion."


"Not quite," he laughed.
"It’s the fucking Stabs."


I sat up then. "No way." I
hadn't listened to them since the awkward eyebrow incident a few months ago.


"Remember when we went to see them
that time? What did I say about being better than them! I have dreams about
showing them up."


"What? This whole time?"


"No, just for the last ten
minutes." 


"Oh my god," I paused. This
was happening way too fast. 


"Zoe, they asked for us. The band
asked for us."


"Why?"


"Because they know something shit
hot when they hear it."


I think about Will Strickland and my
stomach churned, the thought crossing my mind that he had something to do with
it and I shook my head. In what twisted reality would Will Strickland do over
his band's record label to get us on tour? Someone who'd only
spoken one word to me. I tried to forget it. "I better go, Dee.
Frank will be here soon for the call in for the radio interview."


"Say something nice about
me."


Simone called as Dee said she would.
The thing about Simone is that she's the total opposite of me. Blonde, bubbly
and talks a mile a minute about nothing and everything all in the same breath. Give her something to organise
and she's happier than a kid in a candy store. Over the last few months, we've
become friends and I'm glad she's along for the ride.


"Tour dates are confirmed February
through March, nation wide. We’ve just got to get the okay from you and Chris,
everyone else has agreed to it. The record company is prepared to foot most of
the expenses since the single is doing so well. They're cutting the same deal
they do for The Stabs."


"Even though it was only released
today?"


"They are prepared to take a risk
since sales have gone through the roof in the first few hours. The national
radio play has helped too, you know."


I sighed, "Why are we even
discussing this? Of course I agree. It’s The Stabs after all.
It’ll be good for us." What I didn’t say is that I could perv on Will Strickland for five weeks straight and watch
Dee lose his mind trying to stay between us. Not that Will
would go for it. I wasn't exactly the warmest of people. It was better as a
fantasy in my own head than in reality.


"Brilliant! Hey, good luck with
the interview this arvo. Dee tells me you’ll be
rehearsing tonight so, if you don’t mind I’ll stop by and give you
all the details for the tour. Kick off is just over three weeks!" Simone
squealed a little and abruptly hung up.


I grimaced at the phone and threw it on
the bedside table and rubbed my eyes. My earlier thought echoed around my
head like a coin in a tumble dryer. This was going way too fast. I almost felt
sick, but I rolled out of bed and dragged myself into the shower. Thank god
radio doesn't mean I have to look presentable.


I'd just managed to get dressed when
there was a knock on the door. I opened it up, hair still dripping, and found
Frank standing outside, looking all handsome and buff in a red flannel shirt
and a Devil's Tattoo shirt he got one of his mates to make up.


"Self advertising, Frankey?" I asked, letting him in.


"I love tooting my own horn,"
he declared proudly, then realised what he'd just
said. "Oh man."


Shutting the door behind him, I
laughed, pushing him onto the couch. "Make sure you toot that behind
closed doors. Some things people don't need to see."


Frank opened his mouth to shoot
something back, but thought better of it and hid his face behind his hands.


"Drink?"


"Please."


I got him a glass of water as he pulled
out his phone and dialed the number the radio station gave us for the
conference call. Butterflies fluttered around my stomach as I sat across from
him. I wondered if this would get any easier. He placed his phone on the coffee
table and turned it on speaker. As we listened to the hold music, Frank patted
me on the knee.


Hugo was the host of the afternoon
drive show on the nation wide alternative radio station, Absolute. When he came
on the line, they're still playing Walls.


"Hey guys." He sounded
really friendly. Professional.


"Hey," Frank replied. 


"Ready? We're on in a minute."


"Give us your best."


The song came to an end and Hugo took
the mic and I'm jealous of his ability to fill the
silence with his words.


"You're listening to Absolute
and that track was Walls from a new and exciting band out of Melbourne
called The Devil's Tattoo. Hey. I'm Hugo taking you right through to five. But
really, wasn't that an awesome song? And right now, as promised, I've got two
of the members from that exact band, The Devil's Tattoo on the line. Frank
and Zoe. How are you guys?"


"Great, thanks," we both
echoed.


"Latest reports are that Walls has
gone to the number six spot on the iTunes chart. That is absolutely phenomenal.
How are you guys dealing with that?"


Frank took the lead. "We have been
blown away by the response to Walls already. It really has
been quite amazing and unexpected."


"You guys only decided to form
a band together a few months ago?"


"Yeah," said Frank. "I
was drumming in a punk band at the time and this particular night Dee, Zoe and
I were at a Stabs gig at The Corner in Melbourne and
Dee decided it was an awesome idea. I don’t think we had a choice."


"He conned us into it," I
said.


"So Zoe, is it true that this
is the first band you've been in?"


"Yeah. I’ve known Dee since we
were twelve, so even though I had never sung in front of anyone, he knew I
could, even if I didn’t. I picked up guitar almost three years ago now for
something to do, but I never thought about being in a band before. I guess I
was content in watching others and enjoying their music to contribute
myself."


"That's crazy! Three years?
We've had comments coming through on the text line saying that you play like
Jack White. Another says that you put Jimmy Page to shame."


"I wouldn't go that far," I
laughed. "When I first started it was like a puzzle. I had the time to nut
it out."


"So, it's like maths
equation?" Frank asked.


"I wasn't that great at math’s in
school."


"But you could look at it that
way."


"I guess. Music can be very
mathematical. It probably depends on how you approach it."


"Enough talk about math’s,"
Hugo laughed. "What I'm dying to know is who your influences are? What
went into deciding on how your sound played out?"


"I came from a punk
background," Frank started. "So, I was listening to stuff like The
Clash, The Adicts, GBH and newer stuff like Rancid
and NoFx. The band I was in was playing a lot of
reggae and loud shouty punk. I don't think we had a
song that lasted more than two and a half minutes."


"I'd never thought about writing
before," I said. "I was just playing for kicks, but I was listening
to a lot of stuff from bands like Alberta Cross, Band of Skulls, Black Rebel
Motorcycle Club, The Dead Weather… You know, gritty rock and some mellower
stuff as well. We all have our influences and they all meld together. It's a
very collaborative effort."


"How would
you describe your sound? We’ve heard everything from dark and dirty to face
melting rock’n’roll. How would you guys describe it?"


“Waking up after an amazing night on
the booze with a sexy woman and not knowing how the fuck you got there.” Frank.
Always so astute.


“Wow,” I drawled.


"Wow, indeed.
What about you Zoe?" 


“Dark, dirty, face melting, wet dream,
sweaty rock’n’roll.”


"I think we
like you guys."


“Like?” I exclaimed.


"Okay, okay.
We bloody love you guys. We’ve gotta
get you in the studio next time. I know Robbo would
love you guys on the breakfast show for Cover Wars."


My ears pricked up at the mention of this.
Cover Wars was a weekly segment where bands get to play one of their songs and
a cover version live on air. I'd love to do it.


"For sure," Frank said,
excited. "We've got some things up our sleeve. Hook us up."


"Oh, I'm sure we'll make it
happen sooner rather than later, but the next thing everybody is dying to know
is when's the album out? And when are we gunna see
some more live shows?"


"We've had the album recorded for
some time. It’s going to be out in two weeks, to coincide with a little tour we
have planned, but you’ll have to wait for that to be announced properly,"
Frank said deviously.


"Hey, Frank. Are we even allowed
to tell ‘em about this yet?"


"Too late!"


Everyone laughed. This interview
business wasn't half as bad as I though it was going to be.


"So much exciting news from the
camp! So, what’s the album called?"


"Do Me A Favor."


"What’s the story behind
that?"


“It’s what Zoe says to Dee all the
time. Do me a favor and shut the hell up.”


“He’s really annoying.”


"Especially when he tunes his guitar."


"He takes forever."


"Oh man. You guys sound like a
lot of fun to hang around."


"We're like a family," Frank
agreed.


"It's been great having you on
this arvo. Shame its been so
short."


"Thanks for having us," I
said.


"Not a problem. Any time. Right
now, we've got a song that you guys have picked out for us. Tell us what it is
and why you chose that particular song."


"This is Future Starts Slow
by the Kills," I said. "We chose it because it's great and if there
was one tune out there that explained us as a whole and what we're about, it's
this one."


"I agree and I
think Australia would as well. This is a killer track. Cheers,
guys. Thanks again for stopping by."


As the song came on and we're off air,
Hugo thanked us for hanging out with him again and the call ended.


A text came through on my phone,
vibrating in my pocket. I laughed when I saw who
it was from and what it said.


Dee: I thought I told you to say
nice things about me? xxx


I text him back:
But you do take forever to tune your guitar.


"Do you wanna
come over now?" Frank asked. "I know we've got two hours or
so until rehearsal, but I can give you a lift."


"Sure," I said. "Just
let me get my stuff."


I was on a high after that interview
and was dying to know what the details were for the tour. Where we were going,
how many shows, how we were getting around. I'd never really thought about how
bands toured and now that we were about to do it, I
was more than a little excited. It was going to be great to get out of town for
a while and to do it with another band would be even better. I had so much to
learn about everything and I was keen to see how things worked in bigger
venues. Even if it wasn't The Stabs, I'd still feel
the same way.


At the thought of touring with them for
five weeks side by side, my stomach fluttered and I knew that this crush I'd
developed on Will Strickland was going to be trouble. All caps, bold,
underline, strikethrough.
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In a roundabout way you could probably
say that I'd done one over on our record label. We'd pushed so hard to get The
Devil's Tattoo on tour it was like a picket line of union workers at a stop
work at some factory somewhere. I swear I was that close to chucking a tantrum.
I'd driven our manager Dean to hell and back. It all depended on if the band
could commit or not, so when they'd agreed, I was suddenly anxious.


I didn't know anything about Zoe
Granger outside of music. I knew what she thought about things from her
interviews, but she never ever spoke about anything personal. She could be
anyone and the thought hadn't crossed my mind until now. And Pete had kept his
word about being hands off. He, and the others, didn't say a word about it and
I was thankful. I really was coming across like a crazy stalker. That, I had to tone down.


We'd been away in New Zealand for the
past week and a half, so we hadn't had the opportunity to meet The Devil's
Tattoo. Tonight was the first gig of the tour and I swear I was more nervous
now than when we'd first started. Pete and I went ahead of Sticks and Louie and
got to the Hi-Fi Bar in record time. I was dying to hear the band sound
check and I was also dying to see Zoe Granger in the flesh again.


They were standing on stage when we
walked in, the harsh light of day flooding into the dark room and they all
looked up at us. I suddenly felt self-conscious, but my eyes latched onto Zoe
and any rational thought I'd had just flew out of the window.


She looked different somehow from the
last time I'd seen her. It was that gig back at Cherry and I wondered if
it was because of their success or just life. Something had happened and she
looked more beautiful than I remembered.


As soon as they started playing, I knew
I'd made the right decision. Not only for my selfish ass, but
for the band. Zoe didn't open her eyes the whole time she sang and the way
she played was phenomenal. It was like it was second nature to her and I
wondered if she'd really been playing for three years like she'd said in
interviews. Maybe she was that talented.


It didn't register when the others
turned up and stood with us watching, nor did it when they tried to make jokes
at my expense. Pete dragged me side of stage, so we could get our gear as The
Devil's Tattoo finished up.


When they did come off stage, I don't
know what came over me, but before Pete, Louie or Sticks noticed, I ducked
backstage and hid in the band room. What the hell? Was I some scared little boy
now? I'd built up this image of her into something I wasn't prepared of letting
go if she turned out to be someone else.


"Uh, Will?" It was Dean.


"What?"


"Are you hiding?" he asked
with a chuckle.


"No."


"Uh, yeah. You're hiding."


Right now, Dean's most likeable trait
was pissing me off. He told it like it was and never in a nasty way. He had a full
beard and tattoos all over and was all the more friendlier
for it.


I scoffed at his comment. Yes, I
was hiding.


I was saved from more of his commentary
when the others came in and started hauling our gear to the stage. I took the
opportunity to busy myself and try and still my shaking hands. I swear I was
about to die.


After we finished our sound check, I
saw Zoe and some of the guys from her band sitting along the stairs. Swallowing
my fear, I took a deep breath and walked over.


It was now or never.
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The Hi-Fi Bar was probably
one of my favourite venues in Melbourne. It has an
upstairs area with a bar, where people can view the stage from above and down
below there is a section set down into the mosh pit with four or five steps
leading outwards, so there's a better view of the stage from most angles. I've
seen so many shows here and it's a dark, but airy place with great acoustics.


Today is the first show of the Walls
on Fire tour. The label came up with the idea to merge the names of both
our current singles. Our song, Walls, and The Stabs' song, Fire.
To date we hadn't had the chance to meet any of the members of the band we'd be
spending the next five or so weeks with. It kind of annoyed us a little, since
we were going to be with them for so long, but Simone said they'd been in New
Zealand doing a few gigs. Pete, their singer and guitarist had sent us an email
saying how excited they were, so that was nice enough.


There was a support band as well as us and The Stabs and it was our turn to sound check. I
haven't a clue what I'm meant to do, so I enlisted the help of one of the tech
guys from the venue to help me out. A few more times and I think I'd have this
which cord in what plug scenario down pat.


So, I'm standing on stage all rock’n’roll like with my beloved black sexy as hell Epiphone slung over my shoulder playing the opening bars
of Walls, Frank singing ‘Why are we waiting, slowly
dehydrating’, Chris banging his head against his microphone, waiting for Dee to
hurry the hell up and tune his new Gibson when the side door opened, letting
the harsh daylight into the dark and dirty room. Of course we all look up at
that moment, because who wouldn't, and see two of the four members of The
Stabs walk in like they owned the joint. I saw a shock
of curly hair and for whatever reason, I rolled my
eyes. Chris winked at me and I flipped him off.


“When you’re ready, pansy boy!” Frank
yelled at Dee, oblivious as usual.


When he was finally good to go, we get
on with sound check and for whatever reason I’m nervous. I didn't open my eyes
the whole time, the chords so familiar my fingers just flew over the strings
and the words came out of my mouth. I'm on autopilot and when the song ended, I
could scarcely remember playing it at all.


"Zo Zo," Frank called out to me, snapping me out of my
haze. “Get up here, sweetness,” he patted the top of the bass drum. “Gotta make sure it doesn’t fall over."


I jumped up on the step and stood on
top of the drum and gave it a little wobble. “Steady as she goes.” It had been
Dee's idea to amp our show up a little for this tour. Up until a few gigs ago,
I'd pretty much just stood on stage and played, hardly moving a metre away from the mic. We
closed our set with a fast and dirty rock'n'roll song
and there was the perfect lull, right before it ended, that he said would look
pretty sweet if I jumped up onto the kit and played the last few bars up there.
And he'd been right, of course. A photo had been published online and to my
surprise, I kinda looked
good.


One of the tech guys came along as I
wiggled the bass drum around and Dee eyeballed him. “Move this kit and you’re
dead. She falls off and breaks somethin’, you’re
mine.”


“Take a chill pill, Dee.” I smiled
apologetically at the guy and he shrugged. I handed him my guitar and jumped
back down onto the stage.


We unplugged all our effects peddles
and guitars as the drum kit was rolled off stage on it's little platform so The
Stabs could do their thing, but they didn't seem to be in any hurry as they
loitered in front of the stage. Two had become the complete set of four. I
could feel them watching us and I did my best to ignore them for now and
concentrate on what I'm doing. I kind of felt intimidated by them. They're on
album number three, so they've been around for a long time already and we've
just started.


When we wandered off stage, they came
up to us and introduced themselves and thankfully for now, Will Strickland was
absent. They all seemed very nice and welcoming and offered to give us some
pointers if we needed anything. Pete was their guitarist and vocalist. He was
tall and wiry, and his dirty blonde hair hung in his eyes, pushed forward by a
black hoodie that seemed to be perpetually over his head. Sticks
was their drummer and he reminded me a lot of Frank. He was just as
muscled and rough around the edges, but he smiled and was nice to talk with.
And Louie was their other guitarist. He had a slick haircut that was combed
back into a quiff, so he and Dee had a lot to talk
about and there were various tattoos on his arm and one that peeked out of his v-neck t-shirt on his chest. Where mine were Japanese style
dragons and flowers, his were traditional roses, pinup girls and what looked to
be an eagle on his front.


We made ourselves scarce from the
backstage area while they set up and sat together on the stairs towards
the back of the room. As they sound checked, I leant my chin against my hand,
letting my fringe fall into my eyes. As a complete set of four, they looked
quite good together. I watched them run through a few songs, just like we had
earlier, my eyes not missing a beat. As they adjusted their equipment on stage
and tested mics, I took everything in.


Dee elbowed me. "They're
quite efficient, that lot," he said as they finished up.


"They've been doing it for a
while."


"Do you still have a crush on
him?"


I almost choked on my own spit.


"I'll take that as a yes."


"I never said I did," I
hissed.


"Well you better figure it out, Zo Zo."


"Why?"


"Cos he's coming this way."


Before I could do anything, Dee jumped
to his feet and walked away as fast as he could, leaving me in the lurch. I
swallowed hard and looked back toward the stage and Will was walking towards me
and I mean it's just me. Everyone else has bailed and I wondered if I was that
obvious.


I stood as he approached, determined to
get through this with my dignity intact, but he's just too good looking and the
way his hair was falling into his eyes…


“You’re…”


“Zoe,” I said abruptly, snapping out of
it and almost falling down the stairs. My back is to the stage now, and I hoped
the light is hiding the massive blush that's crept onto my face.


“Yeah, I know.” He hid a small smile,
signaling it didn't.


I’m kind of surprised he knew my name,
but I let it slide. “I would like to say I know your name, but I don’t.”
Total lie.


He laughed at my bluntness and said,
“I’m Will.”


“Nice to meet you, Will.” I looked him
up and down and he smiled in a way that would melt the knickers of any two-bit
groupie, but I tried to keep mine on.


He took my hand and shook it, even
though I didn't offer it to him. If this was one of
those soppy romance novels, I would think that he was trying to find an excuse
to touch me, but it's not and it's probably just weird.


Behind him, I caught Simone giving me a vigorous thumbs up from where she's been setting up the merch table. When he realised I
was looking at something over his shoulder, he looked back and she turned
around quickly, pretending to tape a shirt to the wall.


I bit my bottom lip and began to back
away awkwardly. Will looked back at me, a confused expression on his face and I
couldn't help but feel stupid. The last thing I wanted was for him to work out
I had an unobtainable crush on him. Rejection day one of the tour would be
painful and I'd have to live with it for five weeks straight.


"See you round," I stuttered
and pretty much fled the scene. See you round? See you round? This
was like one of those teen movies where the popular boy deigns to speak to the
unpopular, slightly geeky girl.


It was strange how one encounter with
Will Strickland made me crash back down to earth. Like all the work I'd done in
the last few months had been nothing but a facade. I was awkward and shy again.
I hoped when the lights went down and I stood on that stage later, that the new
Zoe would come back out with a vengeance.



 





 

The rest of the night I managed, with
quite some skill, to avoid Will like the plague. I
stood side of stage and talked with the guys from the support band and to the
venue staff, monopolising on their knowledge. It was
amazing how far I'd come, even to me. Before Dee conned me into joining the
band, I wouldn't have been confident enough in myself to even approach anyone,
let alone talk to them.


Standing side of stage also afforded a
good glimpse at the crowd that had amassed and I hadn't really focused on
ticket sales, but Chris told me that it was a sell out. That meant almost eight
hundred people had crammed inside the venue and would see us play. And bloody
hell, did we play. We got such an overwhelming response it picked up my mood
from earlier significantly.


Glancing side of stage mid-set, I was
surprised to see Pete and Will watching us and when they saw
me looking, Pete smiled and Will gave me a little wave. All I could do
was grimace and look away as we went into another song. Don't get sucked in,
Zoe. Don't get sucked in.


When we're finished, I exited off the
opposite side and began to put away the gear as the change over began. As our
stuff came in, we packed it away into their hard cases ready for tomorrow. We
had to be up early for a flight to Brisbane and everything had to be secure and
ready to go.


The bar stayed open after most of the
punters had left - a few stragglers and the rest of the bands hung around
talking to fans and each other. I helped Simone clear the merch
table and pack the remains of our stuff away.


"You guys killed it tonight,"
she said, bright and happy. "We made a bunch off merch,
too. Almost everything I brought in is gone."


"Really?" I said, surprised.
"That's awesome."


"There'll be like fifty hot
looking guys out there with Devil's Tattoo t-shirts tomorrow."


"Ha," I laughed.


"Oh, hey," Simone exclaimed
when a guy stepped behind the table. "This is Dean, the Stabs' manger and merch table bitch."


"Hey," he exclaimed with a
grin and held out his hand to me. "Zoe, right?"


"Yeah," I said and took his
hand and shook. Appropriately, he wore a Stabs shirt and scuffed up jeans and
he sported a full beard that made him look a little rough around the edges.


"You guys were fantastic," he
said. "You gave the boys a run for their money, I tell ya.
A girl like you playin' rock like that?" He let
out a slow whistle.


My default response was to blush.


"She doesn't see it," Simone
told him.


"Rule number one of owning that
stage, Zoe, is to work everything you've got. A girl like you in a boys club
like this is dy-na-mite."


I laughed and scratched my head.
"Okay. Advice noted." I pointed to the boxes of t-shirts. "Do
you need help with this?"


"Hell no," Dean nudged me
towards the bar. "Go and party a little. You earn't
it tonight."


Instantly, I'm accosted by a couple of
guys who tell me how much they loved the gig and how much they like Walls.
I shied away a little, but they weren't over the top about it and it made me
feel a little warm inside that something I wrote spoke to them. I'm nervous
enough that I looked around while I listened politely and I couldn't help but
curl my lip up in disgust when I caught sight of Will Strickland in full
man-whore mode. He was leaning up against the bar, talking to a pretty girl.
She was tall and willowy with long brown hair and was wearing short shorts with
boots and a tiny little cut up t-shirt. The kind of pretty
that I'm not. He was standing too close and even though the music isn't
up very loud, he leant in to hear everything she was saying like it's an excuse
to press into her. When his hand settled on her hip, I bit back an annoyed hiss
that had been working its way up my trachea along with a pile of vomit.


Why the hell should I be jealous? I was
nothing like this girl, and I was obviously not Will's type at all. Not even
close. But something had snapped inside of me and this crush I had on him
obviously ran deeper than I thought.


I'd only spoken a handful of words with
him and this was my reaction? I was going mad and it was only day bloody one.


Dee sidled up to me as the guys I was
speaking with moved off. He saw the look of rage plastered on my face and
looked over to where I was firing death glares and patted me on the shoulder.


"You know," he said. "At
first I thought they asked for us because of you."


"They didn't."


"Looking at that," he nodded
towards Will, "I reckon I was wrong. They want to ride on our
popularity."


"Dee."


"Player," he drawled and I
knew he was a little drunk.


I took his drink away and said,
"We've gotta get up early tomorrow for the
airport and I'm not going to nurse your hangover or your attitude."


"Zoe, don't be cranky."


"You created this monster, so I'll
do what I want, thanks."


"Frankenstein," he mumbled
and pulled me in for a hug.


"Frankenstein was the doctor. I
assume you're calling me a monster?"


"You're hurting my head, Zo Zo."


"So, if I'm Frankenstein's
monster, who does that make you?"


"God."


"If you're going to smite someone,
God, smite Will Strickland."


Dee waived his hands around and if I wasn't so annoyed, it would have been comical.
"Sorry," he said. "All smited
out."


"When you're ready, God,
lets find Frank and Chris and blow this joint."


"And Simone," he drawled.
"She's staying at Frank's too."


We'd decided the best thing was for us
all to crash at Frank's tonight and go together to the airport in the morning.
He lived on the side of town near the freeway that went straight to Tullamarine. I had this thing about being early and I would
worry less if we were all together.


I glanced back at the bar and this time
Will caught my eye. Before I had to acknowledge him, I turned away, my
expression cold. Not wanting to stay inside a moment longer, I walked straight
out and up the stairs to the street outside. Deep, deep down, I hoped that I
didn't get stuck sitting next to him on the plane or anywhere else. Operation
get over that stupid crush on Will was in full swing and I didn't intend to
stop until this whole embarrassing thing was not even a blip on my radar.














 

CHAPTER
EIGHT 



 

WILL



 


 


 

Zoe Granger was not the woman I was
expecting her to be.


On stage she was something fierce and
wild, but off stage she'd been awkward and almost nervous. When I'd spoken to
her earlier, it was like my mere presence made her uncomfortable. But when I
held her hand, a painful longing shot through me. She was a puzzle. A hard one
at that, and suddenly I wanted to solve her.


Exactly how I was going to do that when
she was obviously trying to avoid me at all costs was going to be difficult. By
now, she'd come to know about my completely uncalled for reputation and that
was probably the problem. It always was.


She talked with the support band and
the venue staff and from the bits I overheard, she was asking them tech
questions. I knew she was single. I knew that guy who'd yanked her away from me
at the gig at Cherry was Dee, her friend. I knew the other guys in the
band were single, too, but they all treated her like a sister. In fact, their
bass payer seemed to have a thing for their manager, Simone.


I had a clear shot, but I had to get
Zoe in the position where she wanted to talk to me. That was the bit I was having
trouble with.


Standing by the bar at the back of the
venue, I watched as she walked up to the merch table
and started talking to the blonde haired girl, Simone. Then Dean came along and
they all started talking and her face lit up. Dean must have said something she
wasn't sure about because her face flushed and she sunk back into her hair a
little. I wondered how it would feel to run my hands through it, coaxing her
out. The warmth of her body against mine. Just
thinking about it made me feel a little hard.


My line of sight was broken and I shook
my head, leaning back against the bar.


"Hey," a female voice said
and I looked up to find a girl had wedged herself between me
and some random guy who'd been standing at the bar.


She was tall and willowy with long
brown hair and was wearing tiny barely-there shorts with boots and a torn up
t-shirt. The kind of girl I'd drowned my sorrows in. The kind of girl that
always thought they had a chance at something more. The kind of girl I
didn't want.


She was flirting shamelessly with me,
so I led her on a little. Not cool on my part. The music wasn't that loud, but
I leant into her all the same, one eye on Zoe and some guys who'd stopped to
talk to her. I could have sworn she was watching me by the way her fist clenched
at her side. The girl in front of me said something else that didn't quite
register and I let my hand settle on her hip. Was I trying to make Zoe jealous?
The thought hadn't occurred to me that this might be a way to find out if she
was attracted to me or just unashamedly didn't
like me.


Now Zoe was blatantly staring at me
like I'd just stabbed her in the heart. I didn't stop to think about the fact
that I was hurting her, all I could see was that she
had some inkling of attraction towards me. The hateful death stares were
just a minor hiccup. I'd affected her.


That was the moment she chose to leave
with Dee and tomorrow, I'd try talking to her again.


I pulled away from the girl coldly and
she cried, "Hey."


Putting my empty bottle on the bar, I
said, "Not gunna happen," and wandered off
in search of Pete for a ride home.














 


 

CHAPTER NINE




 

ZOE



 


 


 

We were starting the Walls on Fire
tour in Brisbane and travelling right down the east coast, through all the
capital cities and a few regional towns before hitting Victoria again,
bypassing Melbourne via the country cities of Shepparton
and Ballarat. Then to South Australia for gigs in Mt
Gambier and Adelaide. We'd come back the eight hour or
so drive from there to Melbourne for a final two shows before the tour
officially ended. We had a planned twenty gigs to get through in the next month
and a bit and that didn't include interviews and photo shoots along the way.


Much to my relief, I got stuck next to
Frank on the flight and we made it to the hotel at the edge of the CBD with a
few hours to kill before the gig. We had a tight turn around so we had to make
do with no sound check and hope for the best. We were playing at Brisbane's Hi-Fi
Bar, so hopefully that would sort itself out.


Check-in seemed to be a slow process
for a busy Saturday afternoon and we loitered in the lobby as the staff coded
key cards for us. I leant against the tours counter and flipped through some
travel brochures. Not that we'd get the time to see anything, but there were a
lot of things about rainforests and tropical islands that looked like a great
way to stop my eyes wandering.


A shadow loomed in my peripheral vision
and automatically, I glanced out the corner of my eye and there stood Will with
his sexy wild hair, and now that he was close enough in daylight so I could
see, stormy blue-grey eyes. My whole body began to tingle and it unsettled me,
how attracted I was to him.


"Hey," he said, leaning
against the counter.


"Hey," I said slowly and it came
out like I was suspicious. Well, that'd be the truth.


“I’ve seen you around. You know, before
this.” He waved his hands around, gesturing towards the others.


“Oh?” I tried not to let on that I knew
exactly what he’s on about.


“There was this show at The
Corner a while back,” he said, frowning at me. He seemed to think that
I would remember the awkward stage sexy eyes he gave me and
the odd eyebrow-raising incident. And that thing at
our first gig. Of course I remembered, but I wasn't going to let on. It
was months ago.


“Oh, yeah. I was there,” I said
nonchalantly, putting the brochure I had in my hands back on the rack.


“I wanted to come say hi to you, but
your mates seemed rather protective.”


“Who? Dee and Frank?” My eyebrows rose.
“Yeah, well, probably Dee, but Frank would probably push me on anything that
looked my way.” Will looked confused, so I said, “He’s all for havin’ a good time, if you know what I mean.” This didn't
seem to be going well.


"Well,” he said. “It’s gunna be a great tour. I
guess we’ll have heaps of time to hang out and get to know one another.”


I’m not sure if he just said it to be
polite or to get away from the crazy person, so I just nodded. Dee chose this
moment to come along and thump my room key on the counter and I turned around
to pick it up. Obviously Will chose this moment to escape, so when I turned
back, all I saw was his back as he went over to pick up his bags.


“So awkward,” Dee shook his head at me.
“I like, need to coach you on social interactions or something.”


“Shut the hell up,” I hissed and pushed
past him, picking up my bag.


"Don't be so bitchy, Zoe."


"Don't be such a smart ass."


I pushed the button for the elevator
about a million times, like it would make the hunk of junk faster. I heard the
rest of the guys loitering in the foyer as the door slid open.


"Zoe!" Dee yelled at me.


I turned and gave him a look, holding
the door with a hand to stop it from closing. Everyone looked at me and I felt
my face going red. Shit, I can stand in front of hundreds of people on stage,
but this made me embarrassed? What a dork.


"Pick you up at six, bitch,"
Dee declared, much to his own amusement and I glared at him.


As I walked into the elevator, my gaze
crossed Will's and he looked away before he had to acknowledge me. And that stung
more than I thought it would. God, at least I didn't declare my crush on him,
but somehow I thought I might have done that already. Sometimes
I think I'm just grateful for the human interaction, no matter how awkward.
Hiding myself away for so long had to leave some kinks for me to work out,
right? I just wished they weren't so embarrassing.



 





 

The day after the gig in Brisbane, we
stood in the middle of the hotel car park, the early morning sun peeking over the
trees and looked at our mode of transport for at least the next five weeks.
It's a gold bus with a trailer attached to the back. Enough
room to stick us all in and our gear. We're not rich enough to have a
fancy bus with beds, so seats would have to do.


The night before, I'd cut out on the
after party altogether and went straight back to my room and crashed. I tried
to convince myself I was just tired after an early morning flight and another
show, and wasn't being anti-social at all. I would do better and join in today.


Frank opened his arms wide and spun
around. "This is the lap of luxury," he yelled at the top of his
lungs.


Dee tackled him with a laugh and they
almost fell on the ground in a heap. I'm so glad that they're here.


Bob is our driver and he's laughing as
the boys wrestle each other. For me, it's too early for that kind of
enthusiasm. "Do you mind driving around a bunch of degenerates like
them?" I asked him.


"Naa,"
he shook his head. "I'm an old rocker myself, so for me it's kinda fun. Reliving the old days."


"I have a HR license," Chris
said. "If you ever want to tag team, I'm game."


"I didn't know you could drive
trucks," I said.


"I did delivery driving for a
transport company. Shipping containers, that kind of stuff."


Bob seemed pleased. "Shit, mate.
That's some heavy driving. Good cash, too. I'll have to take you up on that
offer sometime."


It wasn't a full sized bus, so once we
had stuck in our bags that couldn't fit in the trailer, we had to cram in
with little space to spread out.


Simone was following us in a rental
car, a swish little 4WD, crammed full with both bands merchandise. Dean was off
somewhere and was going to meet us in Sydney by the weekend. So, for the time
being she's the only manager with us and was more than glad to handle The Stabs
as well. Sometimes I had to remind myself that this was Simone's dream as well
as ours.


Dee winked at me from under Frank's
armpit where he was in a headlock and I knew there was incoming. Looking at the
door to the hotel, the guys from The Stabs were coming over to us, bleary eyed
in the sunlight. Seemed like they had a hard night after I left the venue and I
tried not to care how hard it had been. Will has aviator glasses on and a worn
denim jacket and I found myself staring and feeling a little hot under the
collar. He held two takeout cups of coffee and was saying something to Sticks,
but who knew what that was. I was too busy thinking about my hands in his hair.


"Got an extra coffee," he
said to no one in particular. "Anyone want it?"


"Zoe wants it," Dee said and right then, I could have
killed him.


I went to take it, but my hand shook so
much, it slipped from my fingers and fell to the concrete and splashed over my
boots.


"Shit," I cursed, my face
flaming red.


"Aw, damn it," Will hissed, jumping back a step.


I don't know what the hell was wrong
with me. I'm seriously beginning to think I had some kind of mental deficiency
where good looking guys were concerned. I picked up
the now empty cup and walked over to the bin, doing my best to ignore Dee's
laughter and so I could escape my awkward nightmare.


As I walked back, Simone gave me a
knowing grimace.


"Can I ride with you?" I
asked, wryly. It's only an hour to the Gold Coast, but I couldn't think of
anything worse than riding in that bus today.


She looked at me and then looked at the
boys loitering in the car park and nodded. "Sure."


"Zoe?" Dee called as we began
to walk towards the car.


"I'm riding with Simone
today," I called back. "I'll entertain you tomorrow."


He shielded his eyes from the sun and
even without seeing, I could tell he was concerned. He
would be kicking himself now for pushing me towards Will. Something so small
shouldn't get to me like this, but he knew me well enough to know it cut. I
waved him off and opened the passenger side door to Simone's rental. As I
settled in, she slid on her black rimmed glasses and
started the car. On anyone else, they would look awkward, but she can pull the
nerd glasses off like no one's business. She turned on the radio to Absolute and a Two Door Cinema Club song was playing. As the
bus pulled out of the car park, she followed, tapping her fingers against
the wheel. She shifted in her seat about a million times before we'd even hit
the highway and it was only a few blocks away.


"Are you okay?" I asked,
glancing to her then to the road ahead where the bus with my awkward crush and
my infuriating best friend was sitting at a traffic light.


"Can I ask you a question?"
she asked.


"Uh, sure," I replied,
curious as to what had her worked up.


"How well do you know Chris?"


"Chris?" I asked surprised.


"Yeah, you guys spend a lot of
time together. With the band and stuff."


"Yeah, I guess we know each other
pretty well."


"Does he ever mention me?"
She said it in a small voice which made me think she
was embarrassed to be talking about him.


"Simone? Do you like him?"


Her skin is so pale,
it was totally obvious when she blushed. "I've known him for years,"
she said. "But we haven't been that close. Not until now."


"You should tell him. He's a good guy.
Ask him out."


"But, what if he doesn't feel the
same way?"


I felt stupid giving her advice when I
couldn't take it myself. "You might have to take the chance."


"Could you say something to him? I
mean, to see how he might take it?"


"Like an undercover cop?" I
joked.


She laughed and I was glad my joke had
succeeded in cheering her up a little. "It's just, I'm firmly in the
friend zone."


"And you don't know how to get out
of it?"


"Totally. Would you ask him?"


"Sure. I'll scope it out."


"Covertly," she grinned at
me.


"Covertly."


We merged onto the highway behind the
bus and it was smooth sailing until we hit the beach. We both laughed when Walls
came onto the radio and she made me sing along. It always felt weird hearing my
own voice coming back at me out of a set of speakers, but it was slowly growing
on me. So far, Simone hadn't brought up the coffee incident but I should have
known she was biding her time to bring up boy chat again. It seemed to be her favourite thing.


"So, what's with you and
Will?" She peered at me with one eye on the road.


"What are you talking about?"
I said a little too quickly.


"You like him," she laughed
at my reaction.


"Not gunna
happen."


"Why not?"


"Why would it?" I grimaced.


"He'd be stupid not to go for
you."


"I don't want a fling," I
said, annoyed.


"Hmm," Simone said, in
thought. "He does have that reputation doesn't he?"


"Which is why it will never
happen."


"That was awkward as hell back
there."


"One of the more stupid reactions
I've had."


"Don't be so hard on yourself,
Zoe," Simone said kindly. "I've seen him looking at you."


"People do that when I'm on
stage."


"No, not then."


I frowned. When would he look at me?


"The other night at the Hi-Fi back
in Melbourne," she continued as if she'd read my thoughts.


"He was all over that girl."


"He was hardly paying attention to
her. He was too busy seeing how it pissed you off."


I felt myself going red and thought
about the death glares I'd shot at him.


"Will's into you."


"Too bad," I shot back with a
little too much anger in my voice. "I don't want a fling. I don't want
anything."


It was silent for a while after that
and it seemed like Simone had got the hint. I did not want to talk about Will
Strickland or any reference to my love life. Ever. Simone's next question caught
me off guard, I almost didn't know what to say.


"Did something happen to
you?" she asked carefully, breaking the silence with a resounding crash.


"Yeah," I heard myself saying
from somewhere very far away. Simone had that effect on me. The
one where she was easy to talk to.


"Do you want to talk about
it?"


I sighed, looking out the window at the
countryside as it passed. "I went through a bad break up," I began.
"Everyone believed him and not one of them believed me. I ended up with a
broken arm and a broken life. If it wasn't for Dee, I don't know where I'd be
now."


"Fuck, Zoe."


"It's much better now."


"Your arm…"


"Dee started the band to help
me," I said, ignoring her. "I owe him everything."


"Well I'm glad," she said.
"Cos, I got to be friends with you."


I looked over at her then and she
glanced back to the road with a smile.


"We're besties,
right?" she asked.


I let out a small laugh, the tension
easing from my shoulders. "Besties."














 

CHAPTER TEN 



 

Will



 


 


 

The early morning sun shone across the car park and it was all I
could do to keep one foot in front of the other. We'd had a late one last night
and I couldn't sleep at all, wondering where Zoe'd got to. After we'd finished playing, she'd disappeared and I
didn't see her again after that.


Remembering her standing side of stage watching us, a shiver
surged through me. The thought of her eyes on me set me on fire. I'd had this
harmless crush on her for months and months, but the moment she was around in
the flesh, it had turned me into this insatiable monster. I wanted every part
of her.


It was such a sudden shift, I couldn't
fathom how it had happened. Maybe with some people it just clicked.


Dee and Frank, two of the guys from The Devil's Tattoo were
wresting with each other in front of the bus and Zoe and Chris were watching
them, looking like I felt. I clutched onto both of the takeout coffees I'd
wrangled from the cafe inside and kept walking. It was way too early for that
kind of energy. It made me tired just looking at them.


Coming up behind them I said, "Got an extra coffee. Anyone
want it?"


"Zoe wants it," Dee said and I looked at her and I swore
she was annoyed.


She went to take it, but her hand shook so much, it slipped from
her fingers and fell to the concrete and splashed over her boots.


"Shit," she cursed, her face flaming red.


"Aw, damn it," I hissed, jumping back a step.


She sunk into her hair again as she picked up the now empty cup
and walked over to the bin. To my surprise, she stopped and talked to Simone,
gesturing towards the 4WD that they'd rented.


"Zoe?" Dee called out to her and she looked up with a
shrug as they walked towards the car.


"I'm riding with Simone today," she called back.
"I'll entertain you tomorrow."


Disappointment flared and I knew she was trying to avoid me. For
what reason, I wasn't sure, but I could only think about the fact that she
didn't want to be near me and I felt like a hunk of crap.


Climbing onto the bus with the remainder of my coffee, I slumped
into a seat towards the back. This hunk of junk was going to be our mode of
transport for the next five-ish weeks and it was my
least favourite part of touring. Long drives between
cities cooped up in awkward seats. We were popular, but not popular enough to
have a fancy bus with beds.


Bob was our driver again. We'd had him on our last cross-country
tour and he was a good laugh. Dry as anything, but he could drive and knew how
to tone us down when we got too rowdy.


Without any distractions, my thoughts soon shifted to Zoe. I was
tanking, big time. All I seemed to do was piss her off and I had no idea how to
turn it around.


God, and the day before in the hotel
lobby. What the hell was that? She was
awkward. I was awkward. I knew I was because I had a hard on for her big time, but
what was her excuse? Was she trying to shoot me down? Did I make her feel
uncomfortable? I'd never had so much trouble trying to convince a woman to go
out with me in my whole entire life. Before I made a bigger ass of myself, I
high tailed it out of there the moment Dee had come over with her room key.


The whole night and this morning she'd avoided me like the plague.
When I offered her that coffee just now, shit. Her hand shook so bad, she'd
dropped it on the ground. I didn't care, but she seemed to be embarrassed as
hell.


"What the hell are you doing, man?" Pete asked over the
top of the seat.


Eyeing the guys from The Devil's Tattoo, I grimaced.


"You're bloody clueless."


"She hates me."


"I dunno about that," he said
with a shrug. "But, whatever you think you're doing is
mental."


I glared at him and he knew me well enough to let it go and slid
back into his own seat.


Bloody hell, I was well and truly pussy whipped.



 













 

CHAPTER
ELEVEN 



 

ZOE



 


 


 

"Sorry."


I turned around and found Dee behind me, scuffing his toe against
the carpet. I know he's talking about the coffee incident and seriously, it's
such a small thing to be upset about, I've already let it go.


"It's okay," I said.


We were backstage at the venue hanging out until it was time to go
on. The Gold Coast was actually pretty nice if you could get past the whole
'Hollywood on the Gold Coast' slogan. It's packed with theme parks and wildlife
sanctuaries, casinos and kilometres of beaches. We
had a photo shoot scheduled for the next day down by the surf and I was
actually looking forward to it for once.


"It was a stupid thing to do," Dee said.


"It's a stupid thing for me to get worked up about."


He smiled then, and it reminded me of when we were kids and he had
something devious planned. "I've got a present for you."


"Really? What's the occasion? I mean, other than you being a doofus."


He chose to ignore me. "It's eight months today since we
started the band."


"Really?" Went to show how fast things had turned
around.


He put his hand into the back pocket of his battered jeans and
pulled out a copy of our album, Do Me a Favour.


"Uh, thanks Dee, but I've already got one of those."


"Not this one," he declared, shoving it into my hands.


I opened it up, but it was exactly the same. "What am I meant
to be doing with it?"


"Open the booklet up, Zo Zo." He looked extremely pleased with himself and I
knew he'd done something while I was in the car with Simone.


I took it out of the cardboard cover and opened it up. It was full
of black and white photos of us on stage, promo photos and candid’s. All the
lyrics were written out in long hand which gave it that
photocopied punk zine look. Towards the back there
were a few pages of bright photos that were mostly white. In the spaces there
were little messages written. One each from Dee, Frank and
Chris.


To Zoe, The raddest chick and guitar
player I know. Without you we wouldn't be here today. You are The Devil's
Tattoo, babe. Love Frank.


Zoe, Honoured to have met you and count
you as a best mate. Never change. xx Chris.


And below, was Dee's: To my best friend, Zoe Granger, aka Hot
Legs. The day I met you was the day my life began. You're my sister and my
family and I love you more than you'll ever know. To quote
Bryan Adams, Everything I Do I Do It For You. Thank you for making my
dream come true. And to quote Chris, NEVER CHANGE. xxxx Dee


I felt a tear slide down my cheek and suddenly Dee had me in his
arms.


"Stop it," I said. "You're ruining my makeup."


"Love you, Zo Zo."


"Love you, Dee."



 





 

Thankfully the gig that night was one of our best to date. Seemed
that making me angry made for a better show, you know, more raw emotion to
filter into our songs. Didn't help that they were all about love and sex, but
I'm sure the audience got their monies worth. I wondered what the review was
going to be like. Dee was so exited about the photos he was running around like
a two year old high on sugar, refreshing our Facebook
page on his phone a million times.


For the first time, I didn't stick around to watch The Stabs,
instead disappearing into the crowd where I was accosted by
people telling me how awesome I was. I spent the rest of the night with
Simone at the merch table and was even asked by a few
people to sign their albums. If someone had asked me a year ago if I could have
seen myself here as I was right now, I would have told them
they were mad. No, scratch that. I would have turned red and run away. The
Devil's Tattoo was the best thing that had ever happened to me. Period.


After the gig, the venue turned into a quasi-club that didn't
close until three am, so we all decided to hang round and have a dance and a
few drinks. We were all riding high after our performance and for the first
time, I didn't care one iota about Will Strickland.


We were all gathered around a table, Dee, Frank, Chris and I,
laughing and talking up a storm when I looked up and saw Dee's eyes darken in
annoyance.


"What?" I elbowed him.


"It really pisses me off, the way he does that," he
scowled and one look confirmed what I knew he was on about. Will's up to his
old tricks again, taking advantage of the string of female fans that have hung
around for the club.


It's no use hiding my ill-advised crush from the guys anymore.
"I need to get over that like last century."


"You should get one up on him."


"Why?" I asked with a grimace. "It's not like he's
got a crush on me."


"Totally does," Frank said. "How are you the only
one that hasn't noticed?"


"Probably because I'm firmly planted in reality," I said
with a roll of my eyes.


The Naked and Famous' Young Blood came on and Frank's eyes
lit up with a wicked sparkle. "Come and dance with me, Zoe." He
grabbed my hand and began to tug me towards the dance floor. "I know you
like this song."


"And you can show one up on man-whore," Dee said,
nodding towards the one place I didn't want to look.


"If you can't dirty dance with your band brothers to make
jerk-off's jealous, then what are we good for?"
Frank whispered in my ear.


I laughed the first genuine laugh since the tour had started and
squeezed his hand. "Let's go, bro."


We disappeared into the mass of people on the dance floor and Frank
positioned us under a blue spotlight. Grabbing me around the waist, he pulled
me against the length of his muscled body and I didn't care in the slightest. I
wrapped my arms around his neck and we moved to the bouncy song and sang along
to the words, having the time of our lives. When it inevitably slowed down, he
twirled me around and pulled me closer and we were cheek to cheek.


"Death stares at two o'clock on the rocket clock," he
murmured into my ear and I knew he was loving it.


"You're such a bad influence, Frankey,"
I murmured back and he spun me around again like we were doing some kind of
mashed up ballroom dance.


"I'm all about being used for my body," he wiggled his
eyebrows.


I threw my head back and laughed and he took the opportunity to
dip me low to the floor, before pulling me back up.


"These arms can do more than drum, Zo
Zo," he smiled wickedly. When the song came
to an end and melted into another bubbly electro number, Frank pulled me off
the dance floor. "Let me get you another drink."


"You better," I laughed. "After that dance, I think
I might be pregnant."


"Because I'm that good," he smirked. "Seriously, if
you're preggers, you better not drink."


Thoroughly disgusted, I pushed him towards the bar. "Get me a
drink, smart ass."


Dee shook his head at me as I stood next to him, my face flushed.
"Mission accomplished," he winked.


"Was I on a mission?"


"You totally were. Don't deny it."


"Okay," I shrugged. "Maybe a little."


"If you were aiming to get one up on the sleaze bag, I think
you just got a hundred up."


"I never knew Frank could dance like that."


"How is that man single?" Dee agreed like we were
girlfriends chatting about cute boys.


I didn't really care about what Will
thought, he was doing well enough on his own. Dancing with Frank was fun and we
were friends and no matter what they thought, I just wanted to make the most of
this tour with them, because who knew what would happen next. What I didn't
want to acknowledge was that deep down, I actually wanted to make Will fumingly
jealous. I wanted to see steam coming out of his ears. I wanted him to know
what it felt like.


I still didn't believe what everyone was saying, that Will was
into me. Even Simone had noticed. Was he really trying to make me jealous? If
he was, he was going about it the wrong way.


"That guy is shameless." Dee shook his head, reading my
thoughts. "I mean, I'm all for a good time, but that's a new level. I
don't string 'em on."


Frank had came back while I was
daydreaming. "He came up to me just now and I swear he was gunna hit me," Frank grimaced. "You've pussy
whipped him, Zo."


"What are you on about?"


"I don't think he liked the idea of someone else touching
you."


That made me madder than I thought it would. "He's hardly
spoken to me this entire week and spends his free time flirting with randoms. Like it's his business what I do. I can dance with
whoever I want, however I want."


"Calm down, Zoe," Dee threaded his arm through mine.
"You're drunk."


"No, I'm not," I protested.


"If he's trying to make you jealous, looks like it
backfired," Frank said, trying not to look me in the eye.


"Can't say I want to be him right now," Dee agreed.


Abruptly, I jerked away from him and ducked into the crowd before
he could pull me back. Truthfully, I was a little drunk by this stage, so
when I walked up to the bar and saw Will waiting to be
served, I scowled at him with such force I even scared myself. When he turned
around and saw the look on my face, he actually looked surprised.


"What the hell is your problem?" I asked, thumping down
my empty bottle on the bar.


"Frank told you."


"Of course Frank told me."


"This is the most animated I've seen you off stage."


"What's your problem?" I asked again and suddenly I felt
incredibly turned on at how riled up he'd made me from this one little thing.
Frank said Will had it bad? I had it worse.


"I don't have a problem."


"Why the hell do you care?" I exclaimed. "On second
thoughts, don't answer that. I could care less."


"I could care a lot."


I was too angry for that to register. "Oh, go do your skank
and leave me the hell alone."


Will stared at me dumbfounded and for once he seemed like he was
lost for words. I didn't stick around. I turned sharply on my heel and elbowed
my way back to where I'd left my next drink with the boys.


"You sure put him in his place," Dee sniggered as I
approached.


"Oh, go jump Dylan."


"Your name's Dylan?" Chris asked.


"Now see what you've done?" he exclaimed. "You've
ruined my mystique."


"Is that what you call it?" I asked.


He sighed and rolled his eyes. "Never mind. I'm taking you
back to the hotel if you're done defending Frank's virtue."


"Hey," Frank exclaimed. "I don't have any virtue to
protect."


I didn't have the strength to protest as Dee slipped an arm around
my waist and guided me from the venue. Going back to the hotel was a good idea.
I was so worked up, who knew what I'd say to Will next. Hell, what would I say
if I saw him with another girl? Yeah, going back to the hotel was a great idea.



 





 

The next day I was feeling a little delicate. I managed to get on
the bus and sink into a seat towards the back, sunnies
on, hoodie pulled up over my head and earphones in my ears. Thankfully, Dee
claimed the seat in front of me creating a human buffer.


We were off to Newcastle, just north of Sydney and had a few hours
of travel ahead of us. As everyone piled into the bus, they looked just as bad
as I felt. When Will got on, I turned my head and stared out the window, where
Simone was closing the back of the 4WD, boxes piled up high. I was so aware of him
passing me, it took all my willpower not to turn back.
He was like a bloody magnet of pent up sexual tension and I wanted to stick
myself against him. But, he made me so furiously mad,
it would be a cold day in hell when that happened.


He didn't make a move to talk to me and once the bus began to move
off, I managed to close my eyes and drift off to sleep.


It seemed like a second later, when I woke to Dee poking me with a
finger from his seat in front. "We're stopped, Zo.
Do you want anything from the shop?"


"No," I sat up, stretching. "I'll get out."


We'd pulled up at a roadhouse at the side of the highway. Bob was
filling the tank with petrol and most of the guys had gotten off for a stretch
or into the servo for drinks and chocolate. Sounded like a good idea. I could
benefit from a bottle of water with the cotton wool that was stuffed in my head
right now.


As the automatic doors swished open, the first thing that happened
was I pulled off my sunnies. The next thing was my eyes
collided with Will's. He stood right in front of me in the middle of the servo,
looking sheepish, his hair falling into his eyes in that annoying way that made
me want to brush it away.


With a dramatic sigh, I stepped around him and made for the fridge
at the back, determined to get my bottle of water and get out. But, Will had
other ideas. I felt him follow me down the aisle and I could have turned around
and yelled at him, and I did turn around, but hesitated at the last second. He
looked ten times worse than I felt.


"I'm - I didn't - " He shuffled nervously, looking
at the floor.


I looked him up and down and I should have noticed the change in
his demeanour, but I was still annoyed. He was
jealous of Frank? Well, I was jealous of all those random girls who seemed so
much better than I was. To him, I was worth less than a one
time fling and he had the audacity to get up into Frank's face about
dancing with me? Way to go making a girl feel special. Pulling a bottle of
water from the fridge I stalked away towards the counter.


"Zoe," he called out after me, but I kept going.


Pete was standing up at the counter already and turned when I came
up behind him.


"He is sorry, you know," he said kindly from under his
hoodie.


"I'm not over it yet."


"He's a good guy, he's just…" Even Pete didn't know what
was going on.


Louie appeared from behind the magazine rack with a copy of
Rolling Stone in his hand. "Strung out."


"You're gunna make him snap,"
Pete agreed.


I was going to make him snap? In what world was I the one Will
Strickland was agonising over? I sighed and paid for
my water. Sliding my sunnies over my eyes, I
went to walk back out to the bus. Turning back at the last second, I hoped the
feeling I had in my gut was right. "He's got a funny way of showing it. Jealousy
is only going to piss me off."


Louie glanced at Pete and before they could offer anything else, I
went outside, the automatic door swishing open to let me through. High fiving
Bob as I climbed back inside the bus, I noticed Will sitting sideways in his
seat towards the back, knees curled up to his chest. His head was leaning back
against the window, eyes closed. Some kind of feeling passed through me at the
sight of him looking so beat, but I wasn't sure what it was yet. With a sigh, I
slid back into my spot behind Dee.


He poked his head over the seat and wiggled his eyebrows at me.
"Pus-sy whipped."



 





 

Riding on the high of another great show in the beautiful
Newcastle, we hung out at the bar as the venue began to empty. We were on a
roll that I hope would never end. I was determined more than ever to focus on
the band and monopolise on the wealth of knowledge
that each venue presented. New tech guys, new support bands, new sound guys. I
asked them questions about everything as much to ignore my rising attraction
and anger towards Will as to learn something new.


It was a Thursday night, so a lot of people that had come out to
see the show were leaving. In real life, people still had day jobs and couldn't
hang out all night like we could. I'm watching the crowd mill around the merch table and trail their way to the door, absently
rubbing my arm.


"Is your arm bothering you?" Dee asked, appearing beside
me.


"What? No," I said.


"Cos, I know it does sometimes."


"How do you know that?"


"I see you rubbing it like its
aching. If it's bothering you, you should get it checked out."


"No, it's fine," I waved him off.


"How'd the merch go tonight?"
he asked as Simone came over.


"Like hot cakes," she smiled brightly. "I'm gunna have to call in a new order if it keeps going like it
is or we'll have nothing left for Melbourne."


"Bloody hell!" Dee chortled. "We're gunna be rich and famous."


"I'm gunna need some help, too. I'm
glad Dean is back soon."


"Already?


"Yeah, he's going to meet us at the hotel in Sydney."


Dee wandered off abruptly as Sticks walked past. He grabbed his
arm and started talking furiously with him and I wondered what the hell that
was all about.


"Have you said anything to Chris yet?" Simone asked,
drawing my attention back to her.


"No," I shook my head and smiled at her embarrassment.
"But I will."


"Thanks."


"No problem. You need help boxing up the leftovers?" I
asked, pointing back to the merch table.


"No," she said. "Louie's helping
me. He's gone to get the boxes from the car."


Nodding, I looked across the room and saw Chris siting at a table
by himself, a drink in one hand and his phone in the other. Winking at Simone,
I went over and pulled up a chair next to him.


"Hey, Zoe."


"What you doin' sitting here all on
your lonesome?"


"Just wanted some alone time," he shrugged.


"Oh, do want me to go?" I went to stand up.


"No, no. It's okay." He gestured for me to sit down
again.


We sat there for a moment in silence and it was probably as good a
time now than any to bring up Simone. "What's the deal with you and
Simone?"


"Sorry?" He seemed surprised that I would ask.


"You guys have known each other a while, right?"


"Yeah, a few years. Why'd you ask?"


"I was just thinking about it before," I said absently,
even tricking myself into thinking I was telling the truth.


"Did she say something to you?"


Oh man, this was easy. "No," I shrugged. "I just
noticed something."


He was watching me intently and I knew I had him.
"What?"


"I dunno, I might be wrong."


"Spit it out, Zoe."


"Chris?" I asked firmly. "Do you like Simone? I
mean, like like her."


He tried to hide his blush. Chris was more shy
than I thought he was and I knew exactly where he was coming from. He was so good, he'd even fooled me right until this exact minute.
"What did you notice?" he asked, deflecting my question.


"I was going to say that I thought she liked you."


"Really?"


"Yep."


"Why?"


"Why not?"


He reddened again and hung his head over his drink.


I leaned over and whispered in his ear, "She likes you. Done
deal."


He looked up at me in surprise and glanced across the room, where
Simone was laughing with Louie and Frank. She turned then, as if she sensed we
were looking and caught Chris' eye. She smiled a little and I swore her cheeks
turned pink.


"See?" I said.


"I don't know what to do," he almost wailed.


"You're so cute, Chris."


"Zoe…"


"Buy her a drink, talk to her. Tell her you think she's
beautiful. Tell her you like her." Sounded simple when I put it like that.
Why couldn't I be this coherent where Will was concerned? I fell into a puddle
whenever he came close. I was so mad with him for having a go at Frank, but I
still found my thoughts wandering to his eyes, his lips, his hands and what
they could do to me. Just thinking about it made warmth pool in all the right
places.


I shook my head to try and clear my mind of its dirty thoughts and
Chris grinned at me.


"I know how you feel," he grimaced.


"Am I that obvious?"


"No," he shook his head. "He is."


"He could care less about me."


"Zoe, he almost thumped Frank. You know, the big bear who
wouldn't hurt anyone?"


"I'm still pissed at him," I said sullenly.


"Give him the chance to apologise
at least."


"I'll take that into consideration."


"Zoe, if you feel the same way..."


"One, he flirts and feels up everyone but me. I'm not
jealous, I feel worthless to him. And two, take your own advice."


"I will when you take yours."


I narrowed my eyes at him, knowing he was dead right. 


Despite all the evidence to the contrary, I still couldn't help
but feel disappointed. How could Will like me like that when he was too
busy flirting with everyone else but me? He'd been a class-a jerk of epic
proportions and to date there had been no exception. Someone who
cared wouldn't do that. Even his attempted apology had seemed half-hearted
which made me believe he never gave them out to begin with.


Will Strickland was an a-hole. No matter how I felt, he was not
interested in me the way I wanted him to be. Not one iota.
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I sat in mine and Pete's hotel room,
staring at the wall. The gig had finished ages ago and Pete hadn't come back
yet. I couldn't believe I'd snapped like that. My lack of restraint had
made me make a complete ass out of myself.


Seeing her dancing with Frank that way… it broke something inside
of me. Another guys hands on her sent me into a rage. I had no place acting
like that. Shit, she'd made it clear that she hated me something fierce. And
that cut. I mean, I didn't even realise
how much it had pissed her off the way I'd been acting around those other
girls.


When she'd ripped through me like that… that had been the most
animated I'd ever seen her off stage.


I was doing an epic job of pushing her in the wrong direction. I
could say it was all because of this crazy attraction I had for her. Or I could
say it was because I was strung out. But, they were only excuses. The truth? I
was an asshole.


I'd apologised to Frank after Zoe left,
but I still felt like a complete wanker. He didn't seem that fazed by it and
had laughed the whole incident off. Somehow, I think he was having a laugh at
my expense.


In the servo yesterday, I'd just froze. I
mean, I knew what I wanted to say, but it didn't come out. I knew I had it bad,
but that was a whole new level. I just kept digging this big hole and now it
looked like I would never get out of it. I was acting like a freak.


I jumped as the door opened and Pete wandered in, letting it slam
closed behind him.


"What did I tell you all those weeks ago about doing stupid
shit?" he asked, sitting on the other bed.


"Bloody hell, Pete. I know. I know," I groaned.


"Yesterday at the servo…" Pete began. "We didn't
ask her, but she said something to me and Louie after you tanked."


"What did she say?" I sat up, suddenly interested.


"She said that making her jealous is only going to piss her
off. If you ain't worked that out yet, then you're
dumber than dog shit, man."


"Shit," I slumped back on the bed.


"Will, look, you've just gotta drop
the shit and talk to her. That's the only way you're gunna
fix this."


"I know."


"Sticks told me what happened before."


"Fuck," I groaned. "Does everyone know how much of
a wanker I am?"


"Yeah," Pete laughed.


"Not funny. I feel like shit."


Pete suddenly got serious. "Just talk to her. Be you. You're
a good guy. In time she'll see it and if she doesn't then you can look back at
this later and laugh."


I covered my face with my hands. "If she doesn't like me,
then I think I'll just die of embarrassment."


"Dude," he kicked me in the shin. "You sound like a
girl."


"Pete… She's just… Everything's upside down."


"Man," he laughed. "Pussy whipped is the definition
of this tour."


I'd known Pete for something like twenty years, since we were both
six, and he'd never said anything more right in his whole entire life.



 





 

It had been a few days since Zoe had ripped shreds off me and for
those few days we'd been kept apart by conflicting schedules. They had photo
shoots and interviews separate from ours and it wasn't like she went out of her
way to speak to me. Every time I tried to catch her, she found a way to avoid
me.


By the time we were ready to move on to the next leg of the tour,
I was feeling utterly defeated. I stood just inside the hotel foyer, looking
out of the automatic doors into the car park, watching Zoe talking to Simone.
Her hair fluttered in the breeze and she brushed it behind her ear. She was
wearing her trademark aviator sunglasses with a light hoodie. The sun was
shining, making her glow. Right then, I wished I'd done this right, because I
could have just walked right out and swept her into my arms and planted a kiss
right on her lips. She was wild and perfect.


I wasn't used to this feeling that had settled in my gut. The one
that said I was an asshole. I was the nice guy. I was the one who put and end
to fights, not started them. I was the laid back one. I'd only been in three fist fights that I could remember and two of those had been
in high school sticking up for Pete.


Zoe thought I was trash. I wasn't that guy. I had to show her.


I watched her talking with Simone and I swallowed my pride and
walked out into the car park. The warm summer breeze blew bits of their
conversation towards me. I was a little surprised that they seemed to be
talking about Chris, their bass player. Was Zoe playing matchmaker? This woman
was full of surprises.


Simone caught sight of Chris as he passed me in the lot and made a
hasty escape.


As Chris passed Zoe, she said, "Asked her yet?"


He paled and kept walking.


And then she was standing there alone, her back to me. Here was my
chance.
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"What did he say?"


Simone was standing beside me, an anxious look plastered on her
face. Her usual slick ponytail was haphazardly bunched on top of her head. A
few days had passed since I had; one, yelled at Will
and two, spoken with Chris. And what an eventful few days it had been. We
played an extra show in Newcastle, did some interviews and another messy, but
fun photo shoot on the beach. I was glad it was just The Devil's Tattoo for the
latter. I hadn't spoken to Will since, you know, his crap attempt at apologising, and he hadn't tried either.


We were packing up the bus for another days drive. This time we
were going down to Sydney and I wasn't looking forward to it at all.


"He hasn't spoken to you?" I asked, surprised. I'd told
Chris it was a done deal. Him and Simone.


"No," she sighed. "He's been really awkward around
me."


"I don't know why." On the photo shoot yesterday he'd
been quieter than usual.


"What did you tell him?"


"Simone," I scolded her. "He likes you. He told me.
I told him you felt the same."


"You didn't!"


"Of course I did."


"Zoe…"


"Done deal, Simone. Someone has to be the first one to make a
move. May as well be you. Obviously Chris is still scared stiff."


"Why would he be scared?" she asked with a frown.


I looked at her over my sunnies.
"Why would you?"


She looked up then and caught sight of Chris lugging his bag
across the car park. With a small squeak, she scurried off towards her rental
and opened the back.


As Chris passed me I said, "Asked her yet?" Knowing full
well that he hadn't.


He paled and kept walking.


"Playing matchmaker?" I stiffened at the sound of Will's
voice in my ear.


"What's it to you?" I asked flatly, not bothering to
turn around.


"I'm sorry, okay?"


"For what?"


Silence. I looked up at him and he was smiling at me with that
lopsided grin, the stubble on his chin infuriatingly sexy.


Anger and desire flared up inside of me and I snapped, "Still
an a-hole I see," and stalked off into the bus.


Unfortunately, we were a seat down and I'd waited too long to get
on. Will was last and he could have sat next to anyone, but as if he wanted to
irritate the hell out of me, he slid into the seat next to mine. "I
said I was sorry."


"Yeah," I glared at him over the top of my sunnies, "I got it."


"Can we start again?"


"You gotta be straight with
me," I said. "I don't do games. I don't do cryptic."


"Okay."


I didn't want to talk about it anymore, so I put my earphones in
and turned on some Queens of the Stone Age to drown him out. To my annoyance,
he pulled an ear bud out and I snatched it back off him. My breath caught as my
hand ran over his and his eyes snapped up to mine. I never once believed that
zap of electricity shit, but right then that's exactly what I felt and by the
look on Will's face, he just might have as well.


"Zoe…"


I scowled at him and put the ear bud back in with a small shake of
my head. I'd just gotten my life back on track, I
didn't need this emotional roller coaster. I was stuck sitting next to him for
the next god knows how long. I just had to focus and get through it.


I hated that I was so attracted to him. I hated how I fantasised about his hands, his fingers and his lips. I
hated that he crept into my thoughts with ease, the
thought of him near me overwhelmed everything else. I was thinking these things
right now and he was sitting right next to me. Five centimetres
separated us. I was so hyper aware, I squirmed at the tingling between my legs
and sunk down into my seat. Pulling my hoodie over my head, I hoped he couldn't
tell how amped up I was.


Thankfully, he decided not to push it any further, but he didn't
move from the seat next to me either. I'd been bitchy enough and asking him to
move would be the bitchiest thing I could do. We all had to get along for the
next five-ish weeks, so I looked out of the window
and did my best to ignore him.


With the combination of late nights and a smooth ride, it wasn't
long before I fell asleep, despite all my best efforts to keep my eyes open. It
was only two hours, but two hours extra sleep was better than none at all.


"Zoe."


Opening my eyes, I wasn't sure where I was for a moment. My leg
was pressed up against someone else's and for a moment I thought it was Dee,
but when he said my name again, I realised I was
still sitting next to Will and it was him I was pressed up against. It was
so unexpected, I jerked away like a scared animal. Like a
lamb who'd been cornered by a fox.


"Sorry," I mumbled, thoroughly embarrassed.


"I didn't mean to scare you," he frowned at me.
"We're here."


I looked out the window and we were in the lot behind the hotel we
were booked in for the next couple of nights. The boys were already half
outside stretching. 


Will slid out of the seat and held out his hand. I eyed him
suspiciously and stood on my own.


"I don't bite you know," he said.


When he didn't move out of the way, I scowled. "What?"


"I don't get you, Zoe."


"What's there to get?" I asked, silently praying that
he'd move and I wouldn't have to push him. If I had to, I'd touch him and where
would that take me? Straight into the danger zone.


"You just seem uncomfortable."


I shrugged.


"Why?"


I looked at him for a moment, blinking, put on the spot. "I
guess… I don't know what to talk about."


"There's plenty of things to talk about," he smiled at
me.


"Well, I have no idea what to say. The idea bank is
empty."


He stood there for a moment too long, the awkward silence
stretching into infinity. "Are you going to let me make it up to
you?"


"Are you going to let me off?" I retorted.


He laughed wryly and ran a hand through his hair, pushing it away
from his eyes. Standing aside he held out a hand, gesturing down the aisle.
"After you."


Not wasting a second more, I hightailed it off the bus and into the
safety of the hotel foyer.



 





 

I'd really come to enjoy sound check. It was my quiet time. I know
that sounded silly, considering the noise level, but it allowed me to sit back
and observe. I didn't have to perform, I didn't have to talk to anyone, and I
didn't have to put on a face. I could just watch. Sometimes all of that wore me
down. Typically, I was a shy person. Talking took it out of me emotionally, so
I relished these small moments.


I was watching the support band set up their gear from a step out
in the venue. The house lights were up, which gave the place a whole different
feel.


The support was a local indie outfit called Damages. Apparently
they had a song that had just been picked up by Absolute, the radio station
that was first to pick up ours. I hadn't had a chance to hear it yet, so I was
looking forward to them playing it in their set tonight.


When they finished, I noticed two of the guys talking to each
other furiously and then they looked over at me. A moment later, one of them
jumped down from the stage and began to walk over. He looked younger than I
was, maybe about twenty, tall and wiry with dark shaggy hair. He looked a bit
nervous, looking at the ground, rather than look where he was going. It was a
move I was we'll aquatinted with.


"Hey," he said as he stopped by me and I knew he was
nervous.


"Hi," I said with a smile, knowing exactly how he felt, "I'm Zoe."


"Yeah, I know," he said with a laugh. "I'm Max. I
play guitar and do vocals in Damages."


"I saw you guys sound check. You're pretty good."


"Wow, really? Thanks."


"No problem."


"I don't know if you do this, but we'd be stoked if you would
sing a song with us."


"Oh," I said, blinking in surprise. "What song? I
guess it depends if I know it."


He smiled, obviously pleased I was considering
it. "Future Starts Slow by The Kills. We've done it a couple of
times and people seem to like it, but I reckon it would sound better with a
female vocal. Man, and if you sang it with us..." He stopped mid-sentence,
realising he'd been babbling.


Really, I was taken aback by how much he seemed to respect me. I
mean, he wasn't trying to crack onto me in the slightest,
he was into my band.


"Sure," I laughed, instantly liking him. "It'll be
great."


"Yeah?" he exclaimed, eyes bright.


"Yeah. When do you do it in your set?"


"Second to last," he said. "We had a single picked
up on the radio that's doing well, so we play that last."


"Good call," I agreed.


"We don't do anything to change the tempo or key, it's pretty
faithful to the original. Will you be okay without rehearsing, I mean, it's
different with another band... I mean, shit on it."


I let out a loud laugh and shook my head. "I'm not offended,
Max. I don't know how long you've been playing together, but we're new at this
too. I love the song and if you stick to it pretty faithfully as you said, then
it'll be fine."


"God, I'm such an idiot," he laughed, smacking a palm
into his forehead. "I just really admire the way you play."


"Wow, no really, wow. Thanks. I'm going to watch your set anyway, so just gimme a
cue."


"Now you're just flattering me."


A loud booming voice echoed over the sound system then, making us
look around. "Zoooooeeeeee."


I smiled and looked up at Dee who was on stage, waving me over.
"Better go," I said to Max.


"Sure and thanks again. It's going to be amazing."


Giving him a small smile, I made my way to the stage where Dee
gave me a look.


"What?" I asked.


"Flirting with the support, Zo? Are
you on operation drive indie bass players bananas,
still?"


"Shut up, Dee," I rolled my eyes. "I'm not trying
to piss off anyone. They asked me to do a song with them tonight and I
agreed."


He let out a slow whistle. "Zoe Granger, branching out. Never
thought I'd see the day."


"I'm the product of your creation. Deal with it."


"What song?"


"Future Starts Slow by The Kills."


"Sex-y."


"Oh, tune your guitar, Dee or we'll be here all night and I
won't get the chance."


"You're a hard task master."


"All I need is a whip."


"Zoe, you're making me think dirty thoughts," Frank said
as he wandered over to the drum kit. "Especially after leading me on the
other night. No wonder everyone is hot for you."


Groaning, I went to retrieve my guitar and pedals, hoping by the
time I'd set up, Dee would have tuned his guitar and forgotten about his smart
comments.


By the time the doors opened and Damages were getting ready to
start their set, I was getting nervous. Every time I went out on stage I had a
guitar to hide behind. Going out there on my own made me feel naked. I hadn't
thought of that when Max had asked me earlier and now I wish I had.


As if he could read the blind terror that plagued my thoughts from
whatever expression was plastered on my face, Dee said, "Nothing to worry
about, Zo. You're gunna be
fabulous."


I could only nod as the stage lights went up and Damages began to
play their first song. To be honest, I really enjoyed them. They were a really
talented bunch of guys and looked at home on the stage. It was no wonder the
radio station had picked up their song and I had that odd sensation of having
my fear melt away as I listened to the set. Music had that strange effect on
me, it was hard to describe. If a song spoke to me, then everything else
slipped away.


"We'd like to welcome Zoe from The Devil's Tattoo."


Dee elbowed me sharply, breaking me out of my day
dream. "Batter up, Zo Zo."


As the song began to play, I put my head down, letting my hair
fall into my face and strode out onto the stage. I didn't hear the crowd cheer,
nor did I acknowledge the guys on the stage. I just grabbed the microphone and
pulled it from the stand. Some people would call it a rock'n'roll
attitude. I would just call it blind fear.


Standing right at the edge of the stage, I was hardly aware of
people touching my legs as I sang. Right now, more than any other time, I realised this was what I had been born to do. Music was my
life and my saviour and my blood.


The last chord died away into a loud applause and I finally look
up into the crowd and hands are raised in the air, whistles and cheers and a
lot of people holding up smart phones taking videos. Yeah, this was what I was
born to do.


A hand fell on my shoulder and I turned to find Max beaming at me.
"That was amazing."


Another of the guys came up and said, "Thanks so much."


The bass player came over too, and yelled, "That was bloody
brilliant!"


Soon we're joined by the drummer who pushed me
forward and I'm forced to give a little bow and a wave. Backing off, I
look side of stage and see that everyone had come to watch my little guest
spot.


Dee was talking to Will and they look almost friendly. I wonder
what they could possibly have to talk about and the only common denominator
right now was me. Dee clapped him on the shoulder and
walked off. I didn't want to think about it. I was enjoying this way too much.


Will caught my eye and grinned, shaking his head. He was too far
away for me to hear, but I could read the word that escaped his lips.


Beautiful.


And I couldn't help the answering smile that crept onto my own.














 


 

CHAPTER
FOURTEEN 



 

Will



 


 


 

I stood behind Dee and Zoe, watching the support band do their thing. They're called Damages and we'd seen them
play before on an earlier tour. They've really upped their game and having them
support is great. We were always happy to get younger bands on the line up.
When we'd started we didn't have the same leg up as we
were now able to offer. When we could, we liked to pick the openers.


Honestly, I wasn't really watching the band that much. I was too
busy watching Zoe. I couldn't deny that it'd hurt when she jerked away from me
earlier. I mean, it just seemed like everything I did made
her uncomfortable. She did seem to have a good time thinking of clever
comebacks to everything I said. She had one hell of an attitude and to most
people that would be a turn off, but to me it was a challenge. I kind of
wondered what she'd come out with next.


"We'd like to welcome Zoe from The Devil's Tattoo." The
sudden announcement from the guy from Damages broke me out of my
blatant ogling of Zoe's ass. She was doing a song with them?


I straightened up as she strode out on stage, her hair hiding her
face. I knew this song. It was Future Starts Slow by The Kills. She
grabbed the microphone and started singing and my heart pounded.


I knew I'd never get over seeing her on stage. Everyone in that
audience had it for her, too. All the girls wanted to be her and all of the
guys wanted to fuck her. Sounded vulgar, but it was true. I was one of them.


She stood right at the front of the stage and people were touching
her legs, but it didn't seem to bother her. Even without a guitar, she owned
it. She belonged there. In that moment, I understood her completely.


"We know you're into her," Dee said, standing beside me
as the song ended.


"What?" I shook my head as if I was trying to clear it.
Was I really that transparent?


"Everybody can see it, but she can't."


"I'm trying to make it better."


"You're not a bad guy, Will. Just stupid."


"Shit, Dee. Tell it like it is, why don't you," I
scowled.


He laughed, shaking his head. "I'll help you, but if you
stuff it up, I'll be the first person to punch you in the face. Got it?"


"Fuck, do I get it," I said wryly.


"Good." He clapped me on the shoulder and wandered off as
Damages made Zoe milk her applause.


I looked back out at her and she was beaming. I mean, her entire face had come alive. When she turned and saw me
looking at her, I couldn't help grinning and mouthing the word, Beautiful.
Because she was.


And when she smiled back, my heart skipped a beat. Maybe she
didn't hate me as much as I thought after all.
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Each and every show we did was a hell of a lot of fun. When I was
up on stage, I was someone else. I let go and rolled with it, putting
everything I had into each and every note. The applause and the whistles came
in droves and not once did I fall off the drum kit. Simone kept updating our
Facebook page with an assortment of photos she found online and ones she took
backstage and it was a lot of fun to read through the comments and write back
little status updates. I saved all my favourites onto
my own phone and looked at them first thing in the morning to remind myself
where I was now and where I was staying.


I'd shied away from social media, deleted everything and got a new
email address after the break up two years ago. The moment I looked at it and
saw all the hateful things people I'd once counted as friends had left for me…
Well, it was devastating. I promptly cancelled my internet
service and only looked at email once in a while from my phone. The only apps I
had on it, other than the base ones that came with the thing, were for the
weather and a torch. I turned old school and brought music magazines and
listened to the radio. For all intents and purposes, I'd fallen off the face of
the earth. And my savings account skyrocketed with the lack of a bill to pay.


I still didn't have any personal profiles, but with Simone at the
helm of the band's internet presence, I had nothing to
worry about. She knew a little about what had happened and had promised me that
she'd watch out for anything nasty, but so far there had been nothing.


Operation, Avoid Will Strickland at all Costs, was going well so
far. When I was forced to speak with him, it was short and polite. We had two
more days in Sydney, then we were going towards
Canberra. We were doing a few more interviews and promo shoots for some local
magazines, so we didn't have a show to worry about for a little while.


"Hey, Zo!" Frank came bounding
into mine and Dee's hotel room a little too boisterous
for nine am.


"Ugh!" I cried, pulling a pillow over my head. "I
know I'm awake, but tone it down. I'm exhausted even listening to you."


"Up and Atom!" he chortled and I didn't miss The
Simpson's reference.


"What's going on?"


"Interview, Zo Zo.
They want you."


"Do they just? Can't they want me about eleven thirty?"


"Will and Pete are going," he said. "They want you
and Dee."


Great, but instead I
said, "Fine."


"It's a print thing, so they're going downstairs."


"Is that meant to be a selling point?"


"Dee's already there," he laughed at my lack of
enthusiasm. "He said to tell you you've got thirty minutes before they get
here."


After I'd showered and made myself look presentable, I made my way
downstairs, my stomach doing little flip flops. By the
time I actually walked into the bar, I felt physically sick. Looking across the
room, I saw Dee waving me over.


There was one seat left and I knew that someone had done it on
purpose. Dee was on one side and Will was on the other. Somehow I know they're
in league with each other and I don't know who I'm annoyed at more. I should
have known something was up when I saw them talking side of stage last night.
All buddy buddy, whispering in the corner. At what
point did Dee decide to push me right in front of Will instead of pulling me
away?


Reluctantly sitting down, Dee smiled at me. "Took your time.
Got you a coffee. You're welcome." He knew I wanted to yell at him.


"I'm exactly on time," I hissed, overly conscious of
Will sitting beside me. "I want to talk to you later."


He just grinned at me knowingly, as the interviewer introduced herself.


I had no idea what half the questions were. I vaguely heard Dee
answering most of them. Pete was there too, I suppose. Out the corner of my eye
I watched as Will pulled his hands off the table and
folded them in his lap. I almost jumped out of my chair when I felt his
fingertips lightly brush across my knuckles. I forgot to breathe, I forgot that
we were being interviewed, I forgot
where we were. I had a sudden image of trailing my hand up the inside of
his thigh to...


I didn't realise I was being spoken to
until Dee elbowed me and I snapped to attention, almost spilling my untouched
coffee. 


"What do you think, Zoe?" he prodded, trying to stifle a
laugh.


"Sorry?" I asked, feeling my face turning red.


"What's it been like being on tour with each other?" the
interviewer asked with a knowing smile. I hoped I just came across as tired,
not horny.


"What do I think?" I blinked. Even though everyone is
looking at me, the only pair of eyes I can feel are Will's. "It's our
first major tour together as a band, so it's been helpful having a band along
who's done it all before." Diplomatic. Even. Not at all
desperate sounding.


"What do you think of these guys?"


I'm put off by her question, but I couldn't not
answer. "They're great musicians. I respect them."


Everyone is staring at me as if they didn't think I was telling
the truth. The interviewer looked pleased though and moved on to another
question.


Thankfully, after that Will kept his hands to himself and I said
nothing that embarrassed me, though by the time the interviewer left, I knew
everyone was onto us.


The first moment I could, I pushed my chair back and walked away,
but Dee was hot on my heels.


"Okay, hot shot," I said as he came level with me.
"Rub it in."


"Footsy under the table?" he asked with lewd wink.


"No," I glared at him. "Handsy
under the table."


He let out a loud laugh, throwing his head back.


I slapped him on the arm. "What's going on? I saw you, you
know."


"I know what you think you saw, Hot Legs, and I can safely
say, it wasn't my idea."


"Then what was?"


"I'm not at liberty to discuss such information," he
tried to say with a straight face, but apparently he found my anger hilarious.


"What happened to wanting to keep me away?"


"He's alright, Zo. He said he was
sorry. I had words with him."


"Oh, the magic 'words'," I air quoted, rolling my eyes.


"Zoe," he wound an arm around my waist and guided me
towards the elevator. "All I'm sayin' is to give
the guy a chance. If he stuffs up in the first five minutes, I'll be here to
punch on. Okay?"


"Dee," I said, lowering my voice. "You know I'm
attracted to him. I don't know how to deal with it. I'm good now. I'm happier
than I've been in a long time. I don't want to stuff it up."


He looked down at me with a frown, suddenly serious. "I know,
Zo. But, sometimes you've gotta
take a chance no matter how broken you've been in the past."


I looked away, tears stinging my eyes.


As the elevator arrived and the doors slid open, Dee gave my waist
a small squeeze. "I think you should take a chance."


I didn't like it, but he was right. "God, you piss me off
sometimes, Dee, but I love you."


He kissed me on the top of the head. "Till the end of time,
sister."



 





 

After the interview, we had free time for once. There wasn't a gig
tonight because the venue had been booked for an international band, so
we'd decided to meet up with Frank, Chris and Simone and go out for dinner
somewhere. Just The Devil's Tattoo and I was glad it was just us. I still didn't know what to do about today and every
time I thought about it, which was every bloody minute, my hand tingled.


It was such a nice night out, we sat out
front of the hotel, waiting for the taxi that we'd ordered. I sat on the edge
of the flowerbed under the windows of the hotel bar, Dee beside me. Simone was
standing as close as she could get to Chris without it looking obvious she was
into him and Frank was horsing around as per usual.


"We look like a bunch of no-hopers loitering out here,"
Frank said, pacing up and down the footpath.


"Singin' for our supper," Dee
said in a posh English accent.


Frank started to do a poor imitation of a beat boxer, but all he
managed to do was spit up all over his front, much to our amusement.


"You know they have apps for that," I said waving my
phone at him.


"You're a genius!" He pulled his own phone out and
started tapping on it.


"We should totally form an acapella
group," Dee said and sat next to me on the edge of the garden bed.


"Don't they do that with just voices?" Chris asked.


"Yeah," I said. 


"We could be a hybrid," Frank said as drum sounds began
to come out of his phone.


"I know," Simone exclaimed. "You could totally do
that with Muse's Madness."


"Yes," Dee almost shouted clapping his hands together.
"Let's give it a go. Sing it, Zo. I'll back you
up."


I know they're not going to back down, so I nod. The idea actually
sounded quite awesome.


Frank worked out his drum beat and Chris
has out a guitar app and it's going to be me and Dee on vocals. It took us a
few times to start, each time Frank started on his drum beat, we'd piss
ourselves laughing at the way he tapped the screen with both index fingers. He
looked like my Dad when he tried to type anything out on the
computer.


"Shut up!" he yelled, trying to stifle his own
laughter. "This is awesome. Don't look at me."


Third time was a charm and we got through the intro with straight
faces and it sounded really good once Chris got in with his guitar app. Dee and
I were used to singing together, so the harmonies worked better than I thought
for a song we hadn't practiced before.


By the time we reached the second verse, we had a small group of
people gathered around us, along with some of the hotel staff. They were tapping their feet and getting into it, smiling and
laughing along with our over the top actions. It was the most carefree
and completely happy I'd felt since we'd started the band. I loved every second
of it.


When the song came to an end we got a round of applause from the randoms that had stopped. Dee curtseyed for them and gave
out some flyers he had stuffed in his back pocket, ever the slick salesman.


It wasn't until we're laughing at how clever we were, did I realise we had some familiar audience members and
a future virtual one. Simone had her iPhone out recording us, her
face glowing. As she hit stop, she gushed, "That was gold! I'm
so uploading that."


"Gimme!" Dee exclaimed,
rushing over to her.


Simone replayed it for him and Frank ran over and tried to see
between them. They're all glowing and it made me feel warm inside. Happy. I was
beginning to like this feeling.


As I'm watching them with a stupid smile on my face, I
felt someone stand just behind me. I looked up right into Will's smokey grey eyes and my expression slipped and my
heart flip-flopped in my chest.


"You're fucking beautiful," he murmured in my ear and
wandered off down the footpath, a paper bag under his arm.


I watched him as he went into the hotel, trying to figure out what
just happened, dragging my teeth against my bottom lip. At the last second, he
looked back and saw me staring and his lips curved into a lopsided grin. Damn
it.


This whole stay away from Will thing wasn't going according to
plan. Not when he kept sneaking up behind me and stealing my breath.



 


 





 

After dinner, the boys wanted to go out and sample some of
Sydney's alternative rock and goth
clubs. I couldn't think of anything worse than being in a crowded room with
loud music and copious amounts of drunk people without
the safety of a stage. I excused myself and went straight back to the hotel.
Sleep sounded like a good idea to me. And there was that song that had been
rolling around in my brain for far too long. That had to go down
on paper before it rolled right out.


Before I went upstairs, I slipped into the hotel bar
and ordered myself a cocktail. It had been so long since I'd drunk
one, it reminded me of Ted's Shed and their cheap sugar laden
versions back in Melbourne. I had my phone out on the bar writing down some
lyrics, relishing the peace and quiet when I felt someone approaching me. I
didn't look up, hoping that they were just going to order a drink. If I didn't
look, then there would be no conversation. Right now, I was content with my
bright red drink and notebook app.


"Hey."


I didn't have to look up to know it was Will.
Remembering earlier that evening, I blushed a little. I was kind
of surprised to see him here, actually. Wouldn't he be
out with everyone else chasing girls? Wasn't that his
MO?


"Why are you here on your own?" he asked, sitting down.


"I didn't feel like going out," I said looking over at
him. He was wearing a black v-neck t-shirt, a light
dusting of blonde hair peeking out the top and I noticed the edge of another
tattoo.


"Ah," he nodded knowingly. "Seems like everyone had
the same idea."


"Why aren't you with them?" I asked, putting my
phone back in my pocket.


"Didn't feel like it."


We sat there awkwardly for a moment. I had to give him points for
trying. He didn't seem that easily put off. I thought about what Dee had said
that morning, about giving Will a chance. Maybe I should, but I didn't know
what to say to him. There was more to these things than physical attraction. I
wanted more.


"What kind of music do you like?" he asked suddenly as
if he'd just blurted out the first thing that came to mind.


"That's a hard one," I said, thankful he'd said something.


"Why?"


"There's so much."


"Can I look at your iPod, then?" he asked with a
raised eyebrow. "You always seem to have it in your pocket."


Surprised again, I pulled it out and handed it to him.
"Go for it." I watched as he scrolled through it and melted
a little when he smiled at some of the things he came across.


"The Clash?" he asked.


"I love Combat Rock."


"Straight to Hell is my favourite song."


"Mine, too," I said carefully, narrowing my eyes.


"What?" he laughed.


"Nothing."


He looked back at my iPod. "You have some great stuff.
Editors, White Lies. Love them. Friendly Fires?"


"I like their last album. Pala." It's a light and dancey electro record and it doesn't fit my image at
all. "I'm kinda bummed that White Lies haven't
come to Australia yet. I'd really like to see them play."


"Aren't they like on their third album?"


"New one is coming out soon."


He handed back my iPod and his hand lingered against
mine for a moment too long. He shifted uncomfortably and I frowned. It looked
like he was struggling with something and Will came
across as the kind of guy who never struggled at all.


"I'm sorry," he said after a minute of awkward silence.


"You've said."


"I haven't been myself lately." He didn't look up at me
and for a moment, I thought he might have been embarrassed. "I've
done some stupid things and I've made you uncomfortable."


When I didn't reply, he looked up and I shrugged.


"I wanna be friends with you,"
he said. "Have I stuffed that up?"


When he said the word friend, I tried not to visibly cringe. This
was Simone's issue, wasn't it? Being stuck firmly in the friend zone. They had
feelings for each other, but still couldn't seem to act on them.


"I've got this song in my head," I said, trying to be
nice about ditching him. "I want to go write it out before I forget
it."


Before I could say, see you later, Will's eyes light up.
"Can I help? I mean, I'd like to see you
play."


"Why?"


"Why?" he scoffed. "Because you're brilliant."


"You're only saying that to be nice," I declared,
downing the remainder of my drink.


"I watch you every night," he said carefully, like he
was afraid of scaring me away. "You're brilliant."


With a sigh, I slid off the barstool and took a few steps
backwards. Give him a chance. I hoped Dee was right about him. Will stared at
me, unsure. "Well, are you coming or not? Hurry up before I change my
mind."


We're silent all the way upstairs, until I unlock the door to the
room and flick on the light.


"Wow," Will said. "Who's the messy one?"


"Dee," I replied with a small groan.


"Thought as much."


In the corner, Dee had a beat up acoustic guitar he'd left in our
room. It's coved in various tattoo art stickers. I mean, it's trashed, but it
has an amazing tone because of it. Occasionally we'd try and write something,
but so far we'd done pretty much nothing but goof around.


On the bed, I'd left my notebook, a pencil sticking out of its
tattered pages. It was the same one Dee had given me at our first rehearsal and
the first thing I had written in it was the lyrics to Walls. Now, it's
dog eared and tired, the pages full of scribbles and marks.


"What are you working on?" he asked, sitting on my bed, cross legged, tapping on the cover.


"It's an acoustic song," I said, perching on the
opposite edge. "I don't know about the words yet, but I've been trying to
get down the chords."


"Play it for me."


I suddenly felt shy about playing in front of him, which was
totally stupid. I'd played on stage a billion times by now and even in the
street busking with Dee, but somehow, playing in front of Will was different. It wasn't just playing, it was something
else. I cared about what he thought and it scared the hell out of me.


I sighed, running my fingers over the strings and thankfully it
was in tune. The way I was sitting, I could angle my face away from him, but I
was still overly aware of his eyes on me. Trying to shut him out, I focused on
the melody in my head and began to play it how I thought it might go. When I
got to the bridge, it sounded off.


"See," I said, my guard dropping. "I can't get that
bit."


When I was greeted with silence, my stomach dropped and I looked
up expecting to see anything but the look that was plastered on his face.


"That's… wow."


"Shit, huh?" I grimaced.


"No," he back peddled. "I didn't mean it like that.
I meant it was beautiful. Soulful."


My face reddened and I looked down and noticed he had opened my
notebook up and had written out the music as I had played. I got madder than a
bee in a jar when Dee wrote things in there. I had personal stuff written in
those pages, stuff that I'd tried to work out into songs, but seeing the marks
Will has made… He could write in it all he wanted.


"Here," he held out his hand for the guitar. "I
have an idea, if that's okay?"


With a small nod, I pulled the strap over my head and he took it,
nestling the guitar on his knees. "When you get to the bridge, it's
natural to want to go the way you did. I would have." He played it again
and it sounded weird coming from his hands. He hit the offending chord and I
could see what he meant. "But," he continued, looking up at me,
"maybe you should try something like this." He played it again, but
this time chose a difficult chord, one that I wouldn't have even considered and
to my surprise it worked. Better than worked. It was genius.


A smile tugged at my lips and I looked up into his smiling face.
"Write it down."


"Have you thought about lyrics?" he asked, picking up
the pencil, obviously pleased with my reaction.


"No, not yet. I have a few ideas, though."


We sat there, talking through the song and working out another
guitar part for what seemed like five minutes. I don't know when I'd let my
guard down, but suddenly, I felt comfortable around him. Whatever anger I had
towards him had just melted away into nothing. I may have started to let go a
little, but I was still very aware of everything he did. The way he wrote, the
way he played the guitar, the way he sat on my bed.
Every time I looked up, he was smiling at me, his stormy grey eyes sparkling
and I wondered if this was what it was like. Being happy with someone.


"Shit," he said suddenly, looking at the alarm clock on the beside table. "It's two am."


"What?" I sat up, rubbing my eyes. We'd been mucking
around with this song for almost three hours.


"I better go in a minute."


"Sure."


We fell silent for a minute as I put the guitar down on the floor.
It hadn't taken much for us to fall back into an awkward silence.


Will was the one who finally spoke and it wasn't something that I
was expecting. "Did you really mean what you said in the interview
today?"


I eyed him, wary of his intentions. "I mean everything I say
in interviews."


"Good."


"Good?"


"Good," he said with a wink.


Damn it he was so hot when he did that. I was suddenly very aware
that we were alone and sitting on a bed together and I tried my hardest not to
look at his lips, but that's exactly what I did. Annoyed, I glanced down at the
notebook.


Will let out a low laugh and slid off the bed. "I better get
going, anyway. It's late."


"Sure," I tried not to sound disappointed as I stepped
over the guitar and walked him to the door, so I could lock it behind him.


Opening it, he said, "See you tomorrow." At the last
second, he turned back like he wanted to say something else, but grimaced and
walked out into the hall, closing the door softly behind him.


I stared after him, not sure what had just happened. Who the hell
was that guy I'd just written music with? That was not the Will Strickland I
had come to know. This guy was kind and genuinely interested. This guy warmed
my heart and all the other places I was too embarrassed to think about. I
couldn't help but wonder which one the real Will Strickland was and I hoped it
was the latter.
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I let the door close behind me softly.


What did I want to say? I don't know. Thinking about her reaction
to her own song, it made me wonder if she understood how talented she really
was. I mean, if she hadn't been writing that long, then that was even more
special. That was the kind of song even I would have trouble writing and that's
if I could've have thought it up in the first place. Which I
probably couldn't. Music made her come alive in
the same way it made me. That we had in common.


I wandered down the hall to my own room and thought about all the
reasons I should go back and all the reasons I shouldn't. I got the feeling
that she was attracted to me, at least a little. I thought I'd put her on edge
because she didn't like me in the slightest. Now I was beginning to think that
it might be because she was shy or just unsure about it. If I went back there
now, all I might do is scare her away.


Seeing her with the guys out the front earlier, seeing her alone
in the bar, seeing her just then writing that song… If that's what spending
time with Zoe was like, then I wanted that every single day.


"Where've you been?" Louie asked when I walked into our
room. I'd finally driven Pete mad with my moody behaviour
and he'd swapped.


"How long have you been back?" I asked, dodging his
question.


"Not long. Kinda
over it. It isn't any fun without Stace." Stace was his girlfriend, but before I could ask after her,
he gave me a look. "Spill it, man."


"I was with Zoe." No use making something up.


"Really?" He seemed surprised.


"Yeah," I shrugged like it wasn't a big deal.


"And?"


"And what?" I flung myself on my bed.


"Did she smack you one?" he laughed.


"No, we got on fine."


"What did you do?"


"What do you mean, what did we do? We hung out. Wrote some
music."


"You wrote music with her?" he exclaimed. "Mate,
you're in."


"By the skin of my teeth." And I knew the only reason I
was in, was because Dee had said something to her, but I didn't tell Louie
that. Right now, I didn't want to talk about it, I wanted to go to sleep and
dream about it.
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It took most of the next day until I could get Dee alone to talk
to him. We'd rocked up to sound check early and were hanging out with the venue
staff. We'd stopped in a coastal town on our way to Canberra for a show and the
place had that small town vibe. Wide, open streets, sandy beaches. The old pub
had been converted into a music venue in recent years and bands had started
passing through. It was the kind of place that saw us staying upstairs. And
when I say upstairs, I literally mean over the front bar that moonlighted as a
motel slash backpackers. It was the lap of luxury, end sarcasm.


"I took your advice," I said, cornering Dee in at the
tiny room we'd stashed our gear in backstage.


"Which bit of advice was that?" he asked, knowing full
well what I meant.


"Dee."


Leaning against the wall and crossing his arms, he regarded me for
a moment before saying, "How'd it go?"


"It went," I said slowly.


"See, I told you."


"Yeah," I sighed, thinking back to the compassionate
side Will had shown me while we were writing that song together.


"Are you into him? I mean, more than an attraction
thing?"


"I don't know," I answered truthfully. "I don't
know which is the real one."


"What do you mean?"


"There's the man-whore we've all come to know. The arrogant a-hole. Then there was this nice guy, who was
interested in what I had to say, you know?"


Dee could see how confused I was, and gestured for me to go over.
Without a second thought, I pressed into him, wrapping my arms around his
waist, taking comfort in his familiar form.


"Give it some time," he said. "The tour isn't the
be all and end all. It doesn't have to end when we go home."


He led me out into the pub, where Simone, Frank, Louie and Sticks
were hanging out.


"I'm going to get a drink," I said, before Dee could sit
me down.


Simone caught my eye and stood, "Me, too."


"What's up?" she asked, standing beside me. We
leant against the bar as a middle aged man with a wild
beard poured us our order. He raised an eyebrow at us, but didn't say anything.
I bet he could feel the boy issues looming in the air.


"Friend zone," I said.


"Ooooohhhh," she exclaimed,
morosely. She got it.


"I'm so confused."


"Aren't we all."


"Chris?"


She just shook her head.


"Don't give up," I said. "I want to see both of you
happy."


"And I want to see you happy."


"Yeah, well, we all can't get what we want."


The bartender leant towards us as he put our drinks down.
"But you can fight bloody hard for it, love."


Simone let out a loud laugh, her eyes crinkling in the corners.
"See? At least he gets it."


"Thanks," I smiled at him and handed over a twenty.
"Keep the change."


"Na," he said, handing back some coins. "The advice
is for free. Lookin' forward to the show tonight
girls. Have a good one, eh?"


"What was that all about?" Dee asked as we sat back
down.


"Secret girls business," I shot back with a small smile
at Simone.


He eyed the bar tender and said, "Somehow I don't think Big
Foot over there is a girl."


I snorted, almost choking on my drink. "Let it go, Dee. Let
it go."


After a round, people started moving off until it was only me and Simone left at the table. We were happy sitting there
in silence, just enjoying a little peace and quiet when she suddenly sat up
straight and hissed, "Incoming."


By her reaction, I knew exactly who it was.


Will slid into a seat next to me and said, "Hey." I
found my mind wandering to the way he said that simple word. It sounded like
hey, I want to undress you. I shifted in my seat and Simone caught my eye.


"Hey," she said. "I was just gunna
go check a few things with Dean. Sorry to run off."


"S'ok," he replied.


I watched Simone as she walked off, not believing that she had
just bailed so blatantly, and when she turned back I mouthed the word traitor.
Her only response was to smile and wave.


"Want another?" Will asked, amusement rippling through
his voice.


"Nope," I said, looking back. "One's enough for
me."


Unfortunately, this seemed like the answer he was
looking for. With a grin he declared, "C'mon, I've got something to show
you."


To my surprise, he grabbed my hand and began to lead
me towards the stairs. I was so dumbfounded, I
would've let him take me anywhere. The feeling of his hand in mine was so
comforting, safe and mind numbingly hot, it was all I could think about.


"You okay?" he asked with a little laugh.
"You look terrified."


"Yeah."


"I'm not going to murder you," he said,
pointing to the roof where a security camera was positioned in the corner.
"They've got me on CCTV."


"Somehow I don't think it works."


He shook his head.


"Have you seen this place?" I exclaimed,
earning myself another laugh. "Glad to see my awkwardness is so amusing to
you."


Stopping on the landing, out of sight of the bar below, he asked,
"Why do you feel awkward?" The smile dropped from his face and I was
more than aware of the darkened corner he'd backed me into.


Determined not to jump him then and there, I took a
step away, my back hitting the wall. "It's a DNA thing."


He looked at me with such intensity, I wasn't sure
if he was going to kiss me or tell me off for telling lies, but a split second
later, the lopsided grin I'd come to know tugged at his lips and he grabbed my
hand again, pulling me up the last flight of stairs.


Dropping my hand to unlock the door to his room, I
suddenly felt disappointed. Groaning inwardly, I scolded my rambling
thoughts. I was trying to get to know the guy, not throw myself at him. I
stepped into the room, closing the door as he went to retrieve his
laptop from his bag.


"Before the band got going, I was studying
filmography," he said and the way his voice lit up, I knew it was
something special to him. "I want to make a film clip for one of our
songs, but haven't had the chance so far."


"Okay."


"Don't sound so enthusiastic, Zoe," he
looked up at me. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he patted
the mattress beside him.


Perching delicately on the edge of the bed, I
was careful not to let our legs touch, fearing that tingling sensation. I
watched as he opened up a file that was full of videos and it didn't escape my
notice that one of the thumbnails was of me. Apprehension coursed
through my body and I wasn't sure what I was getting myself into.


"I made this for you," Will said quietly, watching my
reaction. "I mean, you can use it for the band or whatever, if you
want."


It was then I realised
he'd been wandering about the crowd, backstage, photo shoots, everywhere, slyly
filming. I'd been so intent on ignoring him and my rising attraction,
that I hadn't noticed.


It was set to Bombard, one of our faster
songs. The one we closed our set with and the one that
saw me on top of the drum kit every night. As the video played, it was all me.
I mean, there were shots of the other guys, but ninety
five percent had to be me. It was then I realised
that everyone had been right. I tried to brush it off, the fact that I was
attracted to him, but I didn't see it. Not until now.


"What do you think?" he asked, breaking
the spell.


I was silent for a moment, trying to think of
something coherent. "It's…"


"You don't like it." He said it with such
an air of disappointment, my eyes flew to his
face.


"No," I shook my head. "It's just, I
didn't realise."


His eyes narrowed as if he was trying to work out
the meaning in my words. "That I was filming?"


I shook my head. "No."


"I didn't mean anything by it, I…"


"I love it," I said abruptly. I didn't
want to hear the end of that sentence. It stunk of friend zone and I
didn't know why it annoyed me so much. The thought of letting someone else in
after all this time scared the hell out of me.


"Good." The laptop snapped closed and he
put it on the bed behind us. God, now he had me alone again in a bedroom and
this time there was no guitar to separate us. My heart thudded in my
chest and I swore I was about to have a heart attack.


"So," he began. "I haven't actually
asked you, but are you enjoying the tour? I mean, other than me being an
ass."


It was so unexpected, I let
out a laugh, looking up at him. His eyes were on me and I suddenly felt naked.


"What?" he asked, the ghost of a smile
tugging at his lips.


"Nothing, it's
just… that wasn't what I was expecting you to say."


He chuckled, running a hand over the stubble on his
chin and I imagined what it would feel like to run my hand over his jaw. "What's
with you and Dee?"


"Dee?" I asked with a frown. Was he
jealous of Dee now? "I've known Dee since I was twelve. We're best
friends. He's my brother from another mother. Why?"


"It's hard to tell with you guys
sometimes."


"Hard to tell what?" I asked, but
suddenly realised what he meant. "Oh, we've
never been together. Not like that."


Will nodded, looking down at my
arm, seemly studying the tattoos that covered them.
"He's a good guy."


"He is."


"He looks out for you."


"He does."


As if he sensed the conversation getting too
serious, he asked, "How long have you actually been playing? Guitar, I
mean."


"About three years now." It's a double edged milestone.


"Really?" His eyebrows rose
in surprise.


"Yeah," I smiled, the tension falling
away. "When I decide I want to do something, I work at it until I've got
it."


"I can believe that," he
laughed.


"Oh, no you didn't," I cried,
understanding the tone in his voice. "You helped yourself with that
one. I had nothing to do with it."


"I deserved that," he agreed and the smile
that spread across his face made my insides tingle.


Will had me talking and laughing more than I had ever done in the
last two years. He was making me forget about everything but right here, right
now and I was glad to share it with him. Dee's words
echoed in my head. Give him a chance. Get to know him.


Before I could move away, Will slid his hand over mine and the
smile fell from my face. My heart thumped in my chest and I felt myself start
to soften towards him, despite my deep rooted fear.


"Your tattoos are beautiful," he said, trailing a finger
up my arm.


It was too close for comfort, so I shrunk back, but not before he
felt the scar that ran through the centre of the
dragons back.


"What's that?" he asked, not noticing my reaction.


"It's a Japanese water dragon," I said like he was mad,
hoping he'd let it go.


"You have a scar."


"It's just a scar," I shrugged.


He seemed to notice that I was uncomfortable and dropped it.
"Do you want to go back down for a drink? We've got a couple of hours to
kill yet."


"I'd like to stay in if it's all the same to you," I
said. "But don't let me stop you."


He watched me for a moment and seemed reluctant. "I'd like to
hang with you, if that's okay."


"I'm not exactly the life of the party."


He smiled and shook his head. "I don't want a party."


I wanted to ask what he really wanted, but that was a dangerous
question. I decided I was better off in the dark.


He shifted back onto the bed, his back against the
headboard and gestured for me to follow. 


"I'm not gunna
bite," he said with a chuckle when I hesitated.


Feeling bold, I sat next to him, our
legs stretched out in front of us on the floral bedspread. He had on
his usual scuffed up combat boots, the laces undone. I really liked his boots.


Suddenly, his arm was around me, pulling me gently
against him, and I was overly aware of his body against mine. I could feel the
muscles down his side through the thin t-shirt he had on, his warmth spreading
through me. I didn't dare look up at him. I was too afraid of what I would
find. After he showed me that video, I knew he was attracted to me too. I could
feel it in the way he'd held my hand, the way his fingertips trailed up my
arm and even in the way he sat next to me now.


And it terrified me.


He didn't say anything, but I could hear his
breathing and as I shifted to a more comfortable position, I could have sworn
it hitched.


"We don't have to talk
about anything if you don't want," he said quietly, as
if he knew what I was thinking. "I don't know about you, but my idea bank
is empty right now."


The double meaning didn't escape me and I snorted. I
wasn't sure how to take it and I was overwhelmingly glad that he wasn't pushing
it. He probably thought I'd run away like a frightened rabbit again.


Without thinking, I let my head
rest against his shoulder and this time, his breathing definitely
hitched. 


Deliberately ignoring it, I closed my eyes. If
this was all I was going to get, then I was going to take it
and remember it fondly. I just wanted to hold on to the one little
thing that made me feel warm inside. That Will had taken notice and listened to
me. That's all I wanted.


Deep down, I could tell myself that as much as I
wanted, but it wouldn't override the fact that I still wanted Will
Strickland every which way I could get him and that was a thought too
much to handle.


I woke to my phone vibrating in my pocket. Sitting
bolt upright, I wasn't sure where I was for a moment.


"What time is it?" Will asked
sleepily. I was then I realised I'd fallen asleep
against him and my stomach flip-flopped.


Looking at my phone, I saw a text from Dee. Where
you at? xx


"Five."


"Shit."


I scrambled off the bed, my entire body aching to be
touched. "I need to go."


"Zoe," he began, but I was already out the
door. There's
one thing I don't want to be and that's a notch on Will Strickland's bedpost.



 





 

"Zoe Granger," Dee declared as I
walked into the band room. "I'd never thought I'd see the day."


"I don't want to know," I grumbled, my
head thoroughly scrambled with thoughts of Will's arms around me.


"Simone told me you went off with Will.
Upstairs."


"I didn't," I began to protest, but
the door opened, letting in Louie and Frank and
my mouth clamped shut.


Dee gave me a knowing look and began hauling the gear
out to the stage. Before anyone else could have a go, I picked up my guitar
case and leads and followed him. When I went back for my hard case of
effect pedals the room was empty save for the one person I wasn't ready to
see just yet.


"You okay?" Will asked, leaning against
the wall.


"Yeah," I said quietly, moving an amp out
of the way to get to my stuff.


"You sure? You bolted outta there…"


"I'm okay. It was just late.
I didn't mean to fall asleep."


"It's okay, Zoe. I don't mind." The
amusement in his voice irritated me more than it should and I felt the ice
queen inside of me rear her ugly head.


"I've gotta
set this up," I mumbled, hauling the hard case into the middle of the
room.


"Sometimes I don't know who you are."


I looked up at him, my heart twisting. He was watching me with a
confused look in his eyes and I couldn't say that I blamed him. I wasn't sure
who I was anymore, either.


"Up there on that stage? You sing from your
heart. Everyone believes everything you say cos you
mean it. Every girl in the room wants to be you and every guy wants to fuck
you."


All I can do is stare at him. The way he said the word fuck
stripped me bare and I felt desire burning inside of me. It took all my
strength not to fling myself across the room and kiss him.


"Whatever the hell you do on stage, do that
now. Do it all the time. That girl up there is Zoe, I don't know who you
are."


And just like that, he threw a bucket of metaphoric ice all over
me. Anger rose inside me, distorting my expression.


"What happened to you?" he said with a
frown like I'm some kind of puzzle.


I shrugged.


"Shrugging is such a noncommittal
gesture."


"I wanted a noncommittal answer," I
retorted and hauled my hard case out of the room before he
could berate me any further. I wasn't ready for that
conversation. Truthfully, I wasn't sure if I ever would be.



 





 

For a small town, the gig that night was packed. It was just us and The Stabs, but it was more than enough to keep the
locals happy. It was wild and before long the room was as hot as a furnace as
two hundred sweaty humans jumped around having the time of their lives.
Afterwards, most stayed behind, raking in a fortune for Big Foot behind the
bar.


When he saw me waiting to be served, he pulled a bottle of Bulmers out of the fridge, popped the top off and
gave it to me. "On the house," he said with a wink. It was nice of
him to remember what I ordered, let alone give me one for free. He really must
have been swimming in piles of money tonight.


Before I could turn around and melt back into the crowd, a guy
tapped me on the shoulder and said, "Great show tonight."


I looked him up and down and he seemed harmless enough.
"Thanks."


"I'm Matt," he offered his hand.


"Zoe." I shook it to be polite.


"I'd offer to buy you a drink, but I see you already have
one."


"Sorry," I shrugged a little uncomfortable.


He started talking to me about something inane and I tried to
think of a polite way to discourage him. He seemed to edge closer into my personal
space and I knew he was trying to pick me up. Wasn't going to happen.


"Sorry, Matt, but I'm not interested."


"Oh come on," he reached over and ran a finger down the
back of my hand.


"Sorry, but I'm…" I began more firmly, but was
interrupted as a tattooed arm came down on the bar between us and I recognised the panther that crawled down his skin
immediately. Will.


"She said she wasn't interested, mate." His voice was
strained, and I knew he was epically pissed off.


"Will," I said in his ear. "Drop it."


He didn't move, eyeing the guy with a dark look that said he'd
thump him one if he didn't go away.


Hoping it would snap him out of it, I slid my hand along the
waistband of his jeans, my thumb grazing across the bare skin of his back. It
had the desired effect alright. Immediately, his hand
dropped from the bar and he stepped back.


Pulling my hand away, I shoved him hard. Offering the poor guy an
apology, my hand fisted into Will's shirt and I yanked him outside onto the
deserted verandah.


"What the hell?" I hissed at him.


"Zo," he said
and I could see the apology clear in his eyes.


I stiffened and gave him a look. For some reason it
was a bit too close for comfort. Him calling me Zo.


"What? We can't be friends? I can't look out
for you? If not, then what have we been doing?"


I shrugged.


"You're in a successful band, Zo. People are giong to want a
piece of you. That includes idiots like that guy. They wanna
hear what you have to say and they're gunna make up
stuff that's not nice and they will want to feel you up." Was he drunk?


"Fucking hell, Will."


He let out a tortured moan that scared the hell out
of me. "I wanna know you. I've tried so
hard. Why won't you let me?"


I should have come back with, because I'm trying to fight this
overwhelming attraction I have for you before it destroys my carefully placed
facade, but instead I came out with, "What about that guy you almost
punched? What about him?"


"He was bothering you."


"Yeah, but I could have handled it myself. Without resorting
to physical harm."


"Shit, Zoe," he said and ran a hand over
his face. "I acted like a jerk. I didn't do much to make you think I
was nothing like my reputation."


"That you're a womanising pervert?
Or the one where you beat up on guys for talking to girls?"


"Say no once and you're
an elitist snob. Say yes once and you're a womanizing bastard. Stick up for a
mate and you've got an anger issue. Can't catch a break."


Impulsively, I held out a hand to him. He looked at
it then his eyes met mine.


"What are you doing?"


"I'm throwing you a break. You need to catch
it."


A sly smile tugged at his lips and he took my hand,
taking the opportunity to run a thumb over my knuckles. A shiver ran down my
spine and I pulled away.


"Breaks over," I said quietly, letting my gaze
wander over the street below. I would have done anything to kiss him right
then, but that was impulsive and stupid. Everything would change and I wasn't
sure if I wanted it to yet.


"You can't hide away all the time."


"Why are you telling me this?"


"Separation from that," he pointed back
into the pub, "is one thing as a muso, but
another thing as a person."


Somehow, I think he's not saying it all.


"Is this your way of telling me to get out
more?"


"Kinda," he
shrugged.


"I can't get more out than on that stage.
That's pretty out."


"You know what I mean."


Ignoring him, I looked out into the night.
"It's funny to think."


"What?"


"Suddenly people think I'm worth something and
want to know me. Before, no one gave a crap. No one wanted to know shit about me.
Don't ever think I'll fall for a smooth line from a random at the bar."


"I wanted to know you before," he said.
"But, I wasn't sure you existed."


I had no idea what he meant. I searched his face for some kind of
hint, but he turned away.


Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on the bannister, head
dipping. "Would you believe me if I said I did it because I was
jealous?"


I didn't like where this was going. Edging away, I whispered,
"Don't."


Will sighed loudly, pinching the bridge of his nose. Abruptly, he
straightened up to his full height and ran a hand through his hair, his
expression unreadable. For a moment, I thought he was going to pull me into his
arms and kiss me, but he turned on his heel, disappearing inside.


Shell-shocked, I sunk into a chair and my head fell into my hands.
What the hell was I doing?
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EIGHTEEN 
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I pushed through the crowd in the tiny pub and went straight up
the stairs to my room, slamming the door behind me. I slid my back down the wall
until I was on the floor and let my head rest between
my knees.


Why the hell did I keep doing this? Whatever I did seemed to be
either too much, too little or too stupid.


Yeah, she probably could have handled that guy, but I just had to
come right in and act like the jealous boyfriend. I
had no right.


What made it worse was the fact that I'd showed her the video I'd
been working on. I started it a few days ago, after seeing her play that song
with Damages. I didn't do it to impress her, I wanted
to make her happy. I wanted to show her how I felt because I was too chicken
shit to say it.


I remembered the way she'd flinched when I'd asked about the scar
on her arm and wondered if that had anything to do with her reluctance. Had
someone hurt her before? Not emotionally, but physically? The thought made my
rage simmer, that anyone could raise their hand to
her. No wonder she'd been so pissed at me.


I hit my head back against the wall and ran my hands over my face
with a groan. She'd fallen asleep in my arms and, fuck… it was all I could
think about. I wanted her so much it burned. I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to
touch her everywhere. Fucking hell, I was hard right now.


I'd never felt like this about anyone in my whole entire life and
it scared the absolute shit outta me. And I was screwing it up big time.


The moment she'd trusted me enough and let me hold her… I knew it.
I knew I wanted her, but I wanted her forever. It wasn't an attraction
anymore. I was falling for her and somehow I knew that like was turning into
love.


There was this awful feeling in my gut that told
me by the way it was going, it was unrequited. Maybe I just needed to
back off a little. Maybe she just needed a little space. Maybe I was the
problem.


I was such a clueless asshole.
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NINETEEN 



 

ZOE



 


 


 

"Who knew Canberra was this boring?" Dee complained as
we dumped our bags into our hotel room.


"It's our nations capital," I said. "It's full of
government types and disgruntled locals."


"Ugh, politics."


"My thoughts exactly."


"What are we going to do today? No show, no interviews."


"There's some nice museums?" I
offered.


A devilish grin crept onto his face. "Pool party!"


"It's not spring break, Dee."


"Don't be such a downer, Zo Zo. It's hot out and there's an outside pool."


"I'm not into swimming that much."


"You don't have to swim," he tried to convince me.
"You can check out all the hot guys without their shirts on."


"I don't like your tone, Dee," I smirked at him.
"Anyway, I don't have any bathers."


"So?"


"So, I'm not swimming in my underwear."


"I don't think anyone will complain." That earned him a
sharp slap on the arm. "Ow! Seriously, go
shopping with Simone. We'll be by the pool."


When I called Simone, she was all for it. It wasn't long before I
found myself in the car, on the way to the closest shopping centre.
Maybe a lazy day by the pool was just what we needed. Especially
after last nights episode at the pub in the middle of nowhere. If anyone
had gotten wind of what went down between me and Will,
nobody had uttered a word. In fact, on the bus this morning, everything seemed
normal.


The lunch time rush was bearing down on the shopping centre when we got there and we had to circle a few times
to find a park.


"I want this to be quick and painless," I said, much to
Simone's amusement.


"Not much of a shopper?"


"Nope. In and out. That's how I like
it. Snatch and grab."


Just inside the entrance was a large Target, so I dragged Simone
inside and went straight for the bathers. I rifled through the rack and pulled
out a black bikini. It wasn't that revealing, boy shorts and a halter top. My colour. My size.
Thirty-five bucks.


"I'm done," I declared.


"Bloody hell, Zoe!" Simone cried. "We've been here
ten seconds."


"Ten seconds too long," I laughed.


"Give me a minute," she huffed and began looking through
the leftovers.


"Okay."


She held up a bright blue floral one piece and I shook my head.
She held up a black and white polka dot number and I nodded. "I think this
is it," she said and as an after thought came out with, "What
happened with you last night?"


"What do you mean?" I asked, knowing exactly what she
was on about.


"You and Will. I saw you arguing."


"Nothing."


"Didn't look like nothing."


I shrugged. "His intensity level is unnerving. Especially after
he's had a few drinks."


"What's going on? I mean, is he into you?"


I shrugged. Yeah, he was.


"Do you want to be out of the friend zone?"


"I don't know," I said truthfully. "I don't know if
I'm ready."


"It's been two years, right?"


"Right," I said slowly, looking up at her from the rack
of bathers.


"Well," she began uncertainly, "aren't you horny?"
The last word came out a whisper and despite my own embarrassment, I laughed,
slapping a hand over my mouth.


"Yeah."


"That's good, right?"


"No, I don't think it's good."


"Why not?" I gave her a look and her eyes widened.
"Oohhhhh."


Sometimes Simone was so innocent it made me laugh.


"Let's get outta here," I said. "Maybe we all need
some pool therapy."


"I was thinking the same thing."



 





 

By the time we got back to the hotel and changed, everyone was at
the pool. And when I say everyone, I mean everyone. Dean had been back
for a few days now and he was there with Pete, Louie and Sticks. Frank, Chris
and Dee were fooling around in the pool. Even Bob our bus driver was kicked
back in a banana lounge. I had to do a double take when I saw Will perched on
the edge of the pool, watching the three idiots try to drown each other.


Right now, I was thankful that I had my sunnies
on. The fronts were mirrored and that meant no one could see where I was
looking, which was right at a half-naked Will. Now, I could see the tattoo on
his chest was of an anatomical heart. But, I wasn't looking at that.


"Zoe?" Simone elbowed me. "You're drooling."


"Shit. Did anyone notice?"


"No. You're safe."


I breathed a sigh of relief and she led me outside. I wrapped an
arm across my bare stomach, suddenly nervous. I knew I'd feel too exposed,
so on the way out of the shops I'd picked up a pair of short women's boardies to put over the bottoms. The moment we walked
outside, Dee let out a loud wolf-whistle and everyone looked up to see us
approach.


I felt Will's eyes on me instantly and when I dared to glance his
way, his gaze was full of heat. He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth and
before he realised I was staring back, I turned away.


I sat on a free banana lounge next to Simone and she leant over
and whispered into my ear, "No one saw you drool, but everyone's seeing Will slobber."


"Simone," I groaned. "Not now."


She smirked at me and laid back,
positioning herself for maximum sunbathing. Looking over the top of my sunnies, I caught Chris' eye. He'd been doing some drooling
of his own. I gave him a pointed look and he blushed.


"Nice threads, Hot Legs," Dee said dripping water all
over the place. He grabbed a towel and sat next to me. "I heard something
went down with you last night."


"What are you on about?" I wondered who had talked, but
if Simone had noticed, then Dee definitely would have.


"What's his face is more worked up than usual. And phwor, did you see his face when you walked
out?"


My head sunk to my knees and I groaned.


"Hey," he said loudly. "Wanna
give me a haircut?"


"What? No. I don't have any scissors." Until three years
ago, I'd been employed as a hairdresser. For some reason that was now lost on
me, I wanted to cut hair for a living. As a career. I
now saw that I was ill suited for it. The reason being, that you have to like
people and after the break up, people and I didn't get along. I'd cut ties with
almost every aspect of that old life. I'd thrown away my scissors and equipment
and every other reminder of that time that now seemed fake and empty.


"When you threw them out, I bin scabbed 'em
when you weren't looking," Dee shrugged.


"You're so annoying." I wondered what his game was. He
had to have one, because this was coming out of nowhere. Besides, he didn't
need a haircut.


"I thought they might come in handy one day."


"Yeah, when you want a free haircut."


"Yeah," he said like I was stupid, which only made me
more annoyed and he knew it.


"I don't want to go back to that shitty job."


"I wasn't thinking about that," he laughed. "I
don't trust anyone outside of you and that bloke at the barber shop."


"That bloke has been cutting you hair for three years
and you still don't know his name?"


"Nope."


"You two fight like an old married couple," Louie said,
and I realised that everyone had fallen silent and
were listening to us. I felt my face redden.


"You're cute when you blush, Zo,"
Frank declared loudly and I almost got up to drown him in the pool, but Dee
made a bold statement on my behalf.


"Who needs a haircut? She's an artist, our Zoe. Slices and
dices like Rembrandt."


"Dee," I hissed.


"What? Some of us might want to take advantage of your
skills."


So, that’s how I found myself in the bathroom of my hotel room,
Will sitting on a chair in front of me, a fluffy white towel around his
shoulders, hair dripping wet. Dee's game was revealed and right now I wanted to
give him a black eye.


Brandishing my scissors, I said, “Ready?”


“As I’ll ever be.”


It’s do or die, so I chose to do.


I tried not to be awkward about it, but I found myself thinking
almost instantaneously about how I was touching Will's hair. Hell, I’d been a
hairdresser for five years straight out of school for some unknown reason, and
I’d touched plenty of hot guy’s heads. I’d shampooed and conditioned a ton of
them. Scalp massages and all. And in all that time, I’d never felt so
uncomfortably turned on as I did right now.


I pushed his head forward so I could cut in at the nape of his
neck and was able to study one of his tattoos without him noticing. It was a
small hourglass with grey wings. I had something similar and felt myself blush
was suddenly grateful that he couldn’t see me in the mirror. I was red as a
beetroot.


“Thanks,” he said as I began to cut. "It was gettin' a bit outta control."


“No problem,” I said as evenly as I could. “What’s the use of
having a qualified hairdresser around if you can’t take advantage, right?”


“Right.”


I focused on what I was doing. I couldn't give him a shit haircut.
After Dee talked me up like I was some kind of DaVinci
with scissors, it had to be perfect. But, I couldn't quite get past the fact
that I was touching him. It took all my strength not to straddle him then and
there.


When it was time to do the top, I came around and stood in front
of him, pulling the comb through his wet curls and for the first time I could
see his eyes clearly. I did my best to look away, but he was staring up at me
like he'd never seen a girl cut his hair before. I'm frozen to the spot, my
heart thumping a million miles an hour.


He reached up and took the comb and scissors from my hands and set
them on the counter. When he stood, the towel dropped and he grasped both sides
of my face, pushing me back against the mirror, and kissed me. It took me by
surprise, so when I hit the glass, I opened my mouth with a gasp and he plunged
his tongue right in and I can’t stop myself. I kissed him back, my hands raking
up his back as I pulled him harder into me. He claimed me with a hunger that I
didn't know he possessed and I wanted him just as much. Suddenly, I was alive.


His knee pushed in between my legs and I opened them enough so his
thigh rubbed against my clit. Rolling my hips forward, I let out a deep moan
into his mouth. He kissed me deeper in response, his tongue clashing with mine.
God, it felt so good.


I tore my lips away and let out a whimper as he kissed a trail
down into the crook of my neck and his hands fell from my face, brushing across
my breasts and came to rest on my hips.


“I’m not finished,” I said breathlessly as his lips grazed the
skin underneath my ear.


“Don’t care,” he mumbled into my hair as his thumb passed over my
tight nipples.


Holy shit.


I'm wearing a bikini top and boardies
over the bottoms, but I might as well be in my bra and knickers. There is only
a thin piece of material between my skin and his hands. Suddenly, it seemed
like too much distance. Will's hand trailed up my back and he pulled the clasp
undone and tugged at the string that secured the halter at the nape of my neck
and it was gone. Cool air hit my skin and my nipples tingled.


"I've wanted you for so long," he said, caressing my
breasts as his lips found mine again. Grinding into me, I felt just how much he
meant it. A hand slid to the small of my back and pulled me harder against the
length of his body.


I couldn't help arching my back, pressing myself into his hands,
moaning into his mouth. This was going way too fast, but I couldn't stop myself.
I was beyond stopping myself. Everywhere he touched burned. I was lost.


My hands found the hem of his board shorts of their own accord and
slid underneath, eliciting a sharp gasp for their effort. God, all this time I
had wanted him, I never knew it would feel like this. So
utterly uncontrollable.


He buried his face into the crook of my neck and trailed kisses up
towards my ear making my whole body tingle and I wanted him closer. Inside. I
would have done anything.


"Zoe, baby…"


My eyes snapped open and suddenly I felt like I was back there.
That one little word pulled me back into my reality so fast it was like it had
given me whiplash. Back into the life where I didn't trust
anyone. Pain from a long time ago shot up my right arm and I bit down
hard on my lip. Automatically, I pushed my palms against Will's chest and his
hands dropped from me, the phantom pain subsiding.


"Zoe?" Will was looking at me, a frown creasing his
forehead.


A bead of water trailed down his cheek from his wet hair and I
stared at that, because it was better than looking him in the eye. So close, yet so far.


"Zoe?" he said again and it was enough to push me into
action. He still had me against the mirror, so I wriggled away from him,
picking up the top half of my bathers, an arm across my chest.


"I can't," I said thinly, not trusting myself to look at
him. If I looked at him he would see. We're in my hotel room, so I walked
out and grabbed a t-shirt and dragged a pair jeans on,
tugging my boots onto my feet.


"Zoe?" Will had followed me. "Did I do something
wrong? I'm sorry, I…"


"I'm sorry, I can't," I said, picking up my phone and
room key. "It's not you." I knew this was probably a stupid thing to
do, but I couldn't stop myself. It's like a default setting with me. Things get
good so go and shit all over it.


"Zoe," he pleaded with me again. "What just
happened?"


I went to walk past, aiming for the door, but he grabbed my arm,
forcing me to look at him. "I know a runner when I see one, Zoe." He
said it like he knew, but I tried to ignore it. I just needed to get away and
think about this.


I felt tears stinging behind my eyes, threatening to pool and I
tore my arm away. "I can't."


He just stared at me with a mixture of hurt and disbelief and
didn't try to stop me again.


It's not until I was out the front of the hotel next to the taxi
rank that I realised I had to get as far away as I
could. No one else was waiting, so I opened the back passenger door of the
first car.


"You free?"


The driver nodded and I slid inside.


"Where to, love?" he asked and I faltered.


"Is there a museum near here?" I asked. A museum would
be quiet.


"Yeah, there's an art gallery not too far."


"Okay," I said before I lost my nerve, "take me
there."
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I watched the door close behind Zoe with a look of disbelief. What
the hell just happened?


My lips burnt with the memory of her kiss. My entire body seared.
I sat on the edge of the bed, my hair still dripping and took in heaving
breaths, calming myself down.


Had I pushed her too far too fast? When she'd stood over me like
that, I couldn't control myself anymore. I had to have her. If I didn't kiss
her right then, I would have exploded. She'd kissed me back,
her hands had been all over me.


Had I hurt her? I wasn't really dressed appropriately for chasing
her through the hotel and by the way she'd run out, she didn't want me to. She
said she couldn't, that it wasn't me, but I couldn't help but feel that I'd
done something. This whole thing hadn't gone the way I'd hoped.


Right now, there was only one thing I could do. I left Zoe's hotel
room and went back out to the pool where everyone was still horsing around
enjoying the sunshine.


When I caught Dee's eye his smile fell. Gesturing to him, he came
over, a scowl firmly plastered on his face.


"I don't like that look on your face, Will."


"It's Zoe," I started, not sure how to say it.


"Where is she?"


"She ran off... I..." I didn't get a chance to finish
what I was trying to say. Dee pushed me hard against the wall, his expression
dark.


"What did you do to her?" he hissed.


"Nothing," I spat, shoving him away. "I
kissed her. That's all."


"And she just ran off? Dude."


"It's not funny, Dee. She freaked the fuck out and ran. I
don't know where she went." I'm almost at the point of panicking myself.


Dee frowned as if he understood her reaction.


"What is it?" I asked. "Did something happen to
her? Did I do something wrong?"


"I have to go find her," Dee said, ignoring me.


"Look," I said, running a hand over my face. "I
care about her. A lot. The last thing I want is to hurt her."


"Mate..." he began, but I cut him off.


"I don't know what I did, but I'm afraid..."


"Did she say where she was going?"


"No. She just bolted."


Dee regarded me for a moment, his expression conflicted. He obviously
was torn between helping Zoe and letting me into their little world.
"Look, I'm the first to admit that I thought you were a douche. I mean,
you didn't help, but I believe you. I'm going to find her, but I think it's
better you stay away for now."


"Why?"


"She'd probably kill me if she knew I was telling you this,
but she's attracted to you. Has been for ages. She's been through a lot of crap
in the last few years and I think the thought of you scares the shit outta
her."


"Dee..."


"Mate, all I'm saying is just to give her a little space. Let
me talk to her. I'll bring her back."


"I can't just leave her," I argued.


"Trust me." He put a hand on my shoulder to stop me from
following.


Grinding my teeth, I said, "I'd do anything for her.
Anything. If you say she needs space, I don't like it, but I'll give her
space."


Dee sighed, his demeanour changing.
"She's lucky to have someone like you who cares for her. You're
alright."


"I'm choosing to take that as a compliment," I said,
thinly.


He clapped me on the shoulder and left the pool, my head sagging.
I couldn't face the others and their assumptions about what had happened, so I
went back to my room to wait.


Watching Dee leave without me was the hardest thing I'd ever had
to do. Knowing that Zoe was hurting and not being able to do anything about it
tore my heart in two. And the possibility that I'd done something to cause it
cut deep.


I just had to be patient and wait.
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Turned out the art gallery I was dropped off at was the National
Gallery of Australia. I wandered through the collections, hardly taking in
anything. The one saving grace of this place was that it was quiet like I'd hoped
it would be. Being a weekday, not that many people were around. I didn't want
to see anyone. Not even a bunch of strangers.


Wandering into the Impressionist gallery, I stopped in front of a
Monet painting of a haystack and stared at all the little brushstrokes, picking
out the individual colours. I probably stood there
looking like a zombie for a full fifteen minutes before I sat on the bench
behind me. Luckily, the room was empty.


I gathered it had been about forty-five minutes since I'd fled.
What the hell had happened? My past had come crashing down so fast it had
almost suffocated me. Things had been so good lately. So good in fact, all that
crap had started to become a tiny blip on my radar. Now, it was the only thing
on it.


I couldn't do it. I couldn't. Wrapping my arms around my stomach,
I tried to forget the feeling of Will's hands on me. His lips. His kiss. But I
burned with the memory of it. I also burned with another memory.


I wasn't going back there. So, I'd ran.


My phone began to ring and it was shrill in the silence, making me
jump. I fumbled it out of my jeans pocket and saw that is was Dee calling. Will would have said something to him. He didn't have my
number.


I pressed the green accept icon and pressed the phone to my ear.


"Zoe?" Dee sounded frantic.


"Yeah," I breathed, any energy I had suddenly fleeing
the scene.


"Are you okay?"


I wanted to shrug, but it wouldn't have translated well on a phone
call. Instead I grunted.


"What happened?"


"I can't."


"He's worried about you, Zoe. So am I."


"What did you say?" I asked thinly, the accusation clear
in my voice.


"Nothing. It's not my place to tell him anything."


"You better not have."


"Zoe, come back. He cares for you. We all do. Right now
you're scaring the shit outta me."


"I can't right now."


"At least tell me where you are so I can come sit with
you."


"I can't keep draining your life, Dee. It's not fair."


"Maybe not, but I want to. I love you, you know." The
silence was deafening.


"I'm at the National Gallery," I said numbly.


"Where are you inside?"


"I'm looking at Monet's Haystacks."


"Don't move, I'm coming."


I let the phone drop into my lap and watched the call disconnect.


You know, what they say in books and movies, how
people fall in love and it consumes them? I never believed it. Not for one
second. That kind of love? I tried and tried and never
found it and I can't believe anymore. It just hurts too much.


My one true love is this silly band I'm part of. The Devil's Tattoo. And this Will
Strickland thing? That was more trouble than it was worth. It
would consume me and leave me broken again. I was fooling myself that I could
go on and not have shit happen again. I wasn't going back there. I would never
go back. Ever.



 





 

We got through our show in Canberra the next night without
incident. It wasn't one of our best, but I got up there and played and did my
thing. The moment we finished, Dee let me go back to the hotel, telling me he
would take care of our stuff. I was so thoroughly embarrassed, angry and
overwhelmed after my freak out, I couldn't face anyone and hightailed it.


Thankfully, Will left me alone. I knew Dee had something to do
with it, but I didn't question anything. I just put my head down and went
through the motions. The day before, Dee had sat with me at the art gallery in
silence for an hour before I worked up the courage to go back. He did so much
for me and I seemed to give him so little… I'd find a way to make it up to him.
I couldn't keep this up.


The next day we had another bus ride to endure. Simone sat with me
in the car park as the trailer was secured and I stared at the asphalt.


"Is there anything I can do?" she asked.


I shook my head. "I just need some time."


"Do you wanna ride with me
today?"


I looked up at her hopefully and she smiled. 


"Dean?" she called out and he wandered over, hands in
his pockets. "Do you mind if Zoe rides with me today?"


"I'll hang with the guys in the bus," Dean said, patting
me on the shoulder.


I didn't have it in me to argue as he wandered off to where I knew
the guys were standing, loading up the last of the gear. I wanted to get away
from Will. After running out on him like that, I couldn't look him in the face.
Not yet.


I had to apologise to him eventually. I
had to tell him I couldn't… I wasn't ready for that yet. I'd made it so
glaringly obvious.


My phone buzzed in my hand and I looked at the text that had just
appeared from Dee. I knew he was watching us from across the car park, but I
was determined not to look.


You okay? Do I need to smite anyone? xx


I smiled a little at his reference to our first show, when I'd
asked him to smite Will for being such a shameless man-whore. I thought Dee had
been too drunk to remember. Apparently not.


Not yet, I texted back.


"Ready to go?" Simone asked.


I folded myself into the front passenger seat and sunk into my
hair as we followed the bus to our next destination.


"Do you want to talk about it?" Simone asked once we
were out on the open highway.


"I'm sorry," I said. "I don't really have the
strength to talk about much right now."


"Okay," she replied, and I could hear the unmistakable
note of concern in her voice. "But, I'm here if you want to."


"I know. I appreciate it." The radio was playing softly,
just loud enough to be heard over the road noise, but it was still painfully
silent. "What's going on with you and Chris?" I asked it as much to
fill the void as to try and come outside myself again.


Simone glanced at me with a small smile and looked back out on the
road. "We had a talk last night after the gig."


"And?"


"We talked."


"About?"


By the way her face reddened, I knew they must have come at least
a little clean with each other. "Did you tell him?"


"Yeah," she sighed.


"Did he tell you?"


"Not in so many words, but we're going to hang out more. See
what happens."


"That's good right?"


"I suppose."


"It's a step in the right direction," I countered her
defeated sounding tone.


"Yeah, but it's still friend zone material."


I sunk back down in the seat and wondered if it was better if I
remained back in the friend zone with Will. Then I remembered how I had
struggled against it. Then I remembered my reaction to getting what I had tried
to bury away inside my broken shell. When I couldn't avoid speaking to him
anymore, how would I play it? Apologise and clamp down
the ice walls again. 


"Chris is shy," I said, squashing my thoughts back down
into the pit of my stomach. "He's a good guy and probably doesn't want to
stuff things up."


Simone's only response was to glance at me with a frown.


"When I talked with him, he said he didn't know what to do.
He just doesn't know what to say, so maybe it's a good thing. Hanging
out."


"Yeah," she sighed in reply. "The problem is, I'm
just so damn impatient."


It was like a light bulb flashed over my head when I heard those
words. Maybe that was part of my problem? I'd crushed on Will for months, but I
hadn't really got to know him that well outside of the band. It had only been
three weeks. Three weeks in close proximity, but that was such a short amount
of time and for someone like me, maybe it was too fast to jump into any kind of
relationship above friends. Maybe that was what had triggered my reaction?


Or maybe life had just broken me beyond repair. Maybe I wasn't
meant to fall in love ever again. Maybe this was it.



 


 





 

That night, we had another free one. I hid in the hotel room and
ordered room service like the coward I was. I was still rooming with Dee and
was thankful he was the only one who saw me like this. Behind closed doors, I
had come apart. I couldn't help thinking that I was selfish, relying on him so
much. I was selfish. As I'd thought that morning, I had to make it up to
him, but I had no idea how.


I could think of worse things than rooming with Dee. Like a hole in the head. That was worse. Sharing with him wasn't
bad, he was my best friend after all, so it wasn't
weird in the slightest. It didn't matter that I wore boy short underwear and a
tank top to bed. He'd seen it all before and we were firmly in the friend zone.
In fact, we were concreted there.


The only thing that did bother me was that he flung his dirty
clothes everywhere and left his damp towel on the floor. If it wasn’t for the
hotel housekeeping on the nights we stayed more than once, I'd go stark raving
mad.


It was around eleven when Dee came back to the room. He took one
look at me and lay down beside my rumpled form on the bed.


"The guys wanna know if you're
okay," he said.


I shrugged. "I don't know."


"C'mere," he mumbled, pulling
me into a hug.


We lay like that for a while in silence until I had to say
something. "I'm sorry."


"What for?"


"I keep doing this to you."


"Doing what?" he sounded confused.


"Falling apart."


"Life wasn't meant to be easy, Zo."


"I know."


"You have to talk to him."


"I will. Tomorrow."


"Okay," he said. "Well, I'm just in the next bed if
you need me, okay?"


He slid into his own bed, and in true Dee fashion, he was asleep
in minutes. But for me, it didn't come easy. When I finally managed to drift
off, it was headfirst into a dream. You know that place where you still feel wide awake, but you're in a weird place and you know it
isn't real? That's where I was and I couldn't do anything about it.


The apartment I used to live in was made from brown brick and the
stairs that led up to our floor were concreted. I'd run up and down them a
million times. Carried boxes and groceries. For two years, I'd gone out and
come home without a care in the world. That was, until the day I had run to get
away. My face throbbed with unshed tears and the promise of a black bruise
swelling up against my pale skin.


"Get away from me!" I heard myself shriek.


A strong hand grasped my upper arm, fingers biting into my flesh,
another bruise added to the list. I had been happy. So happy, I'd been blind.


"Don't fucking touch me."


The hand let go and I wanted to run down those stairs, the stairs
I had walked up and down a thousand million times. I didn't need to run. I
didn't need to walk. There was a hand on my back that would help me get to the
bottom faster than I could have ever let my legs carry me.


The ground came rushing up towards my face and I let out a scream,
like the sound of my own terror would stop my forward momentum.


"Zoe," came the sound of a voice. It was small,
like it came from a far away place and it took a long minute for it to register
that it wasn't a part of my nightmare. My eyes snapped open and I gasped for
air, my skin hot and sticky with sweat.


"Zoe, fucking hell." A hand was on my shoulder and
another came down on my forehead.


"Dee?" I rasped.


"It was just a dream," he said, his voice full of panic.


"A dream?"


"You let out an awful scream," he said, pulling my hair
from my wet face.


"I'm sorry," I gasped, sitting up. I rubbed my hands
over my face, trying to calm down. My heart was still thumping a million miles
an hour.


"What was it about?"


I pointed to my arm and he knew. Collapsing back into bed, I
couldn't help it when the tears started to flow. The dream had been so vivid it
was like an action replay. Dee slid into bed behind me and circled his arm
around my waist as sob after sob burst out of me.


"What happened?" he whispered into my hair.


"He called me... My arm," I choked out between heavy
breaths.


"Did he hurt you?" Dee said quietly, knowing I was
talking about Will. "If he even..."


"He didn't hurt me."


He held me for a long time, waiting for me to calm down.


Finally he said, "What happened?"


"Nothing," I whispered. I couldn't say it.


"Something must have," he said. "It's you and me, Zo. Just you and me."


He forced me to turn around and look at him. The room was dark,
but the muted light from the street outside filtered in and I could just make
out the familiar features of his face. Tucking my hair behind my ear, he kissed
my forehead and I breathed in his familiar smell of leather and musk.


"He kissed me," I whispered.


"That's not a bad thing, Zo."


"He called me baby. It… when he said it all these things came
back. Memories. My arm…"


"Did he hurt your arm?"


"No. He didn't hurt me. He didn't. It was weird. It felt like
that night. The pain."


"Shit, Zoe," Dee cursed, pulling me against his chest.


"I panicked. I'm sorry."


"God," he murmured into my hair. "I understand, Zo. I get it. After everything, I get it."


"I can't just wake up one day and decide that I'm over it.
You know I haven't let anyone in. No one but you. It's
not easy."


"I know, Zoe. I know."


"I can't."


"You can. When you're ready. I think you're ready."


"I don't want to get hurt again. I can't. I can't go through
that again."


"He's not Jason," Dee said. "He's nothing like that
prick. I was wrong about Will, Zo. He's alright. He's one of the good ones. That guy would go to
hell and back for you."


I didn't know what to say to that, I was too afraid to believe. I
just buried myself harder against my best friend.


"Remember when he almost beat up on that guy for just talking
to you? He wants you bad and I think you should let him in. I mean, he'll protect you from sleazy guys like me. That's ten
points right there. And he's got nice shoes. I know how you are with
shoes."


I don't know where he heard about that night from, but everything
else he said was right. The only one who had a problem with it was me.


"I know it's hard, but you've gotta
face it."


"I know."


"I can only help you so much. The last bit you've gotta do on your own."


"Mmm," I murmured.


"Are you okay now?" I knew he meant the dream, so I
nodded.


He went to let me go, but I grasped hold of him tighter.
"Stay."


He let out a small laugh and pulled the cover up over my
shoulders. "The day I get a girlfriend, Zo,
she's going to be a jealous wreck."


"I want to see her resume first."


He ran a hand through my hair. "There's the Zoe I know and
love. Don't let her get away again."


The way he said it made it sound easy. But, the conversation I
would have to have with Will tomorrow would be one of
the hardest things I would ever have to do. And I still didn't know which way
it was going to go.
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Giving Zoe space was one of the hardest things I'd had to do. I just
wanted to go and make it better, comfort her. I wanted to take her in my arms
and never let go. But, Dee had said to give her some time. He knew her better
than anyone and I had to trust him.


The show the other night had been gut wrenching. I mean, they
sounded great as per usual, but something was missing from Zoe. The spark she
had was all but gone and it broke my heart knowing that I might've had
something to do with it. Afterwards, she'd just left and the whole day after,
she'd didn't come out to dinner or anywhere.


This morning she'd even rode with Simone again. Something she
hadn't done since I'd been such a jerk to her. Dee had just shrugged and pulled
me onto the bus. He never said a word to me about what was going on and his
devotion to her was admirable. I mean, they weren't related, but he was her
family. Her brother. To anyone on the outside, they looked like they were
together. I'd thought the same thing at first. I totally got them now.


Today's sound check was already turning into another muted affair
and as the support did their thing, I sat in a corner and just watched everyone
go too and fro, putting Tab A into Tab B. That's when Zoe wandered by, not
noticing me in the shadows and my heart clenched.


I watched as she went into the band room, her shoulders hunched.
She looked utterly defeated. I waited to see if she would reappear and after
twenty minutes had gone by, no one had gone in or out. Dee had told me to give
her some time, but I was out of patience. I had to do something. I was done
feeling powerless while she was hurting.


Taking a deep breath, I strode over and opened the door.
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I sat in the band room on a beat up couch as the
support band did their sound check. They're muffled, but their music filtered
into the room regardless of the soundproofing. Leaning forward,
elbows on my knees I rubbed my tired eyes, glad for the
short reprieve from the drama. Ever since the other day after
the pool, I'd been strung so tight, it was no wonder I'd had such a violent
dream. My life was spinning out of control and I had no idea how to reign it
back in.


I still hadn't confronted Will to apologise. Dee had said that I'd scared the shit out of him
and he was just as strung out as I was. Truth was,
I just don't know how to say what I wanted to. I didn’t know how
much I should say. I knew I should tell him the entire truth, but I wasn't
ready to hear it myself.


When I heard the door open, my head snapped up and
caught sight of Will closing it behind him, his back
firmly against the door. My breathing instantly picked up and my heart thudded
painfully inside my chest. His eyes were on me and they were full of fire.
Anger, lust, I don't know.


"Zoe." His voice was so low and husky and I instantly
felt my body respond. Damn it.


I didn't say anything. I just watched him stare at me with a
fierce look that seemed a lot like hunger.


"What happened?" he asked.


I struggled with what to say. Either I didn't want to, or I was
that mesmerised by his presence. I didn't count on
this conversation going the way it was headed.


His brows knitted together in a frown and he crossed the room,
slowly and deliberately, sitting on the couch next to me. He was careful not to
touch me, though I was aware that he'd lowered his lips a mere inch from my
ear. My heart thumped so hard in my chest, I was positive he could hear it.


"I meant it," he murmured. "When I said I'd wanted
you for a long time."


My breathing hitched as his hot
breath tickled my neck.


"I will never do anything to hurt you. Ever."


Somehow, I managed to speak. "Will…"


"Zoe." His hand was on my face, making me look up at
him. "How do you go up to a beautiful woman and not have her think
you're only in it for the sex? I didn't want you to think you were like
those other women," he said. "I want to know you. I want to know
everything about you. I've never not had the guts to
talk to anyone before. I still don't know what it was about you that night.
But, I saw you in that crowd and you were different. I can't describe it."


I closed my eyes for a moment, just giving into the feeling of it.
The fact that he might feel the exact same longing I felt for him almost undid
me. At first I thought I might have been imagining it, but I felt the back of his
fingers trailing down the skin of my cheek and every place he's touched burned.
Despite all the things I had gone over in my mind to try and convince myself I
wasn't ready, I wanted him. I wanted him so much it hurt.


"Zoe," he said again. "I can't live another day and
not know you."


Opening my eyes, I found his stormy grey staring back and it's a
look so intense I can't not do something about it. So,
for the first time since I'd laid eyes on him, I gave in. I slid my palm up his
face, over the stubble that I found so irresistible and into his hair. His
mouth fell open slightly, lips parting. His breathing picked up as he leant
into my hand.


"Zoe?" It was hardly audible.


"Yeah?" I whispered back.


"If you don't stop touching me, I won't be able to stop myself
from kissing you."


I dragged my nails lightly down the back of his head, through his
hair and down his neck, pulling him towards me. "Then do it," I
murmured against his lips.


This time, his kiss was slow and deliberate. He teased me with the
tip of his tongue, lightly grazing it across my bottom lip, before claiming me
completely. My entire body came alive at the slightest touch and it felt just
as consuming as before.


His hand hooked under my knee, tugging me towards him. Following
his lead, I straddled him, my hair falling around us like a curtain, shutting
out the world. Grinding against him, he let out a deep moan into my mouth and I
could feel how hard he was already. I felt the effect I had on him echo deep inside me and it took all of my strength not to
guide his hands under my shirt.


"God," he rumbled against my lips. "What have you
done to me?"


I ran a hand along his jaw, delighting in the rasp of the stubble
that always coated it, knowing I was done. That kiss had just blown whatever
strangled excuse I had tried to formulate right out of the water. I couldn't
stay away now. If this ended badly, then it would be a billion times worse than
the last time, but I didn't care. It was too late. Will had wormed his way
inside my heart, through all the walls I had built around it and I wanted him
to stay there. He had done it without me even knowing.


"I'm sorry," he gasped through heavy breaths. "For
trying to make you jealous. I'm such a jerk."


"You are." My lips curved into a small smile and the
ghost of that lopsided grin I'd come to fantasise
over tugged at his.


"I like you, Zoe. So much. I didn't know how to handle it. I
still don't know."


"Neither do I." His hands squeezed my hips gently,
making me squirm against him.


"What happened?" he asked again, the concern in his
voice tugging at my heart. "Did I do something to hurt you?"


"No," I whispered, winding my hands in his hair.
"When you called me baby, it brought back something I'd rather
forget."


"What?"


I hesitated, not wanting to give all the details. I wasn't sure if
I remembered them all anyway. I dragged my teeth over my bottom lip, eyes
downcast.


Will brought a thumb up and caressed it across my lips, making me
let go.


"I went through a bad break up."


"Does it have something to do with your scar?"


I stiffened at his words and there was no way he could have missed
it. "It had a bad effect on me," I said, blatantly ignoring him.
"I lost all my friends and my home. Dee saved me."


"Zoe..." I could see the pity in his eyes and I didn't
like it. I didn't want it.


"Don't."


"I would never hurt you," he said fiercely, his hands
leaving my hips and winding through my hair.


"I know."


He pressed his lips against mine again and after everything we'd just
confided in each other, it was the most intense kiss I'd ever had. Will's
entire body shuddered beneath me and he only had to shift his pelvis against
mine and I would have came then and there.


"While we're on the confession thing," I said carefully,
"I do remember you that night. You know, at that gig."


"But, you said you didn't."


I shrugged.


"Zo," he scolded me with a
chuckle.


"You raised your eyebrows at me," I smiled. "Very
hot."


"You think I'm hot," he declared and the intensity of a
moment ago shifted into something lighter.


"Does that work on all the girls?"


"Eventually." The smile fell from his face and he
let his gaze rake over my features, to my lips and back into my eyes.
"You're beautiful, Zoe Granger. You know that?"


He said it with such determination and raw hunger, that I believed
him. I hadn't thought I was remotely pretty or worth knowing for a long time
and now? "I'm beginning to believe it when you say it like that."


"I'm going to tell you every day." He captured my mouth
again, sucking on my bottom lip, dragging his teeth against the skin. Gasping,
I clutched the back of his head, pulling him closer. The feeling of his tongue
against mine was consuming as our kiss deepened. My skin began to prickle in
excitement as his fingertips brushed over my back, creeping underneath my shirt
and his fingers hovered just below the waistband of my jeans.


I had to move then, grinding myself forward over his erection and
pushing against my clit. We both let out a tortured moan, breathing hard. It
felt so overwhelming and we were both still fully clothed.


"Don't move," he murmured against my lips.


I didn't have to ask why.


"Not here," he whispered, kissing the corner of my jaw,
right underneath my ear.


"Later," I said, and it came out as a low gasp as I felt
his tongue tease against my neck.


"We'll see."


I went to move off him, but he grabbed my hips, holding me in
place.


"Are you trying to drive me mad?" I asked with a small
smile.


"I don't want to let you go," he kissed my forehead.
"We've got a minute. Give me this minute."


We sat together for a moment, and previously it would have been
awkward as hell, but now it was the most natural thing in the world. We fit
together. I knew it and so did he.


Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind. The day we were told about
the tour, Simone and Dee had both said The Stabs had asked for us. Did Will…?
"When we were asked on this tour, we were told you guys asked for
us."


"Yes."


"Did you know it was me?"


"I went to your first gig," he said carefully. "I
saw you on that stage and I almost died. You were the last person I was
expecting to see."


"I wasn't expecting it either."


"You stood next to me at the bar and said, hey."


"Dee yanked me away."


"I'll never forget the look on your face," he smiled, tracing
my bottom lip with a thumb. "Until that moment, I thought you were a
ghost."


"I can assure you I'm totally solid."


Will groaned at my joke. "We heard your song on the radio and
we were told that you'd signed with our label. Then I saw your video." He
licked his lips, almost sending my body into overdrive. "I'd hoped I'd see
you again, but I never did."


"You asked for us."


He nodded, slowly. "I drove Pete nuts with my pining over a
mystery woman. With him, Louie and Sticks, we had enough sway to get you guys
on tour. The fact that you're beyond brilliant helped, of course."


"You really are a class A jerk, Will
Strickland."


His eyes snapped up to meet mine and fear flashed through them.
Trailing my fingers across his lips, I smirked and he let out a sigh of relief.


"Zoe," he scolded me. "You'll give me a heart
attack."


"I think my heart does that every time I see you."


"Well," he said wickedly, "let me start it again
for you."


This was getting dangerously close to something else and I was
suddenly aware of where we were, but I didn't care one bit. Will's hands were
back in my hair, holding my mouth firmly to his.


We both jumped as the door banged open and Dee walked in. When his
eyes landed on us and our position, he stifled a
surprised laugh.


"Oh, shit," he exclaimed. "Didn't realise."


"It's okay, Dee," I said, reluctantly getting up. I
really needed to cool off.


"We need to sound check."


"Okay, I'll be there in a sec."


He looked at us with a sly smile and closed the door behind him.


"I get it now," Will said,
pulling my back flush with his chest. "You
and Dee."


"He means well."


"He loves you." When I tensed, he said, "Not like
that. He's your family. They all are. I mean I know, I have my own."


"What did he say to you?"


"When?"


"After… what did he tell you?"


Will was quiet for a moment and I wasn't sure if that churning in
my stomach was dread. "Nothing. He told me it wasn't his place."


"And it's not." It came out a little harsher than I
intended.


"I'd go to hell and back for you. Anything you want from me,
it's yours." His hands settled on my hips and I pressed my backside into
his hard on and couldn't help but smile as he let out a low moan. "God,
Zoe."


"You better stay in here a while," I said, hoping that
he really meant every word. "You need to calm down."


As I walked out of the room, I looked back and gave him a sly
smile. The tension that had weighed itself on my shoulders had all but
disappeared. If one kiss from Will could do that, then
what else could he do? Just thinking about it made that place between my legs
throb.


"You're wicked, Zoe Granger," he grimaced as I closed
the door behind me.


Out on stage, Chris was helping Frank set up the drum kit and Dee
was fiddling with the leads that ran into his effects pedals. When his eye
caught mine, I steeled myself for one of his trademark witty comments.


As I plugged the lead into my guitar Dee asked, "You guys
good?"


"Yeah," I said, thankful that he was serious for once.


"So, are you like together now?"


I shrugged.


"Sure looked like it."


"I guess."


He knelt down and began tuning his Gibson, his E string all out of
whack. "Did you tell him what you told me?"


"The short version."


He eyed me with suspicion. "How short?"


"Bare minimum."


"Zoe, things like this have a tendency to rear their ugly
heads when you least expect it. Keeping secrets isn't a good thing."


"That's all I can manage for now," I scowled. "The
rest will come later."


His eyes searched mine for a moment, then
he sighed and went back to tuning his E string. "As long as you're
okay."


"We'll see how it goes."


Will and I were at the start of a long road. We hardly knew that
much about each other outside of music other than we were attracted to each
other with a fire I never thought was possible outside of a romance novel. The
fact that he wanted to stick around after the shit I'd pulled warmed my heart
and rekindled my hope. The hope that said I could fall in love again.


"So, is he a good kisser?" Dee asked wiggling his
eyebrows.


"Dee!"
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When the lights went down and The Devil's Tattoo went on stage, it
was a new Zoe the audience was getting that night. And Zoe mark two was amped
up and raw. I hadn't told the whole truth to Will, I was far from ready, but
I'd let him in more than anyone. Other than Dee, my saviour,
he was the only one. He said he wouldn't hurt me and that was the one thing I
wanted to hold on to. That, and his heart.


Even when it came time for Walls and the words
that described the painful memory of my past, I didn't flinch. I could feel
Will's eyes on me the entire time, I didn't have to
look side of stage to know he was there. All of our songs were about love and
sex and I found myself singing them all for him.


We were in the middle of country Victoria, the crowd was smaller
than the Capital cities had been, but it was jam packed and close. A sweaty
furnace of people pressed up against the side of the stage, singing along to
our songs, taking pictures on their phones, cheering. The fact that people knew
our stuff and loved it was a feeling beyond anything I could have ever hoped
for, but having Will there made it euphoric.


I didn't want this feeling to end.


Bombard was the song
Will had set his video to and all I could think of was the fact that he had
been watching me. It sounded creepy, but he'd done it to please me. I didn't realise at the time, but sitting with him that day had
melted something inside me. It was the beginning of the end.


As I stood on top of the bass drum, the sound of my guitar
reverbing off into nothing, our eyes locked. I stared down at him, hair
plastered to my sweaty face, and if I hadn't been standing in such an awkward
position, on stage no less, I would have thrown myself at him there and
then. It was a miracle, when I jumped down, that I landed steadily on both
feet.


Dee pulled me to the front of the stage and people held out their
hands and I shook as many as I could grab hold of. This was why we'd started
the band. Not for the adoration, but for the knowledge that the things that we
wrote spoke to someone.


When The Stabs went on stage, I stood in the wings as I'd done so
many times in the last few weeks, but this time felt like the first. I'd been
so determined to fight my attraction to Will, I'd
never really paid attention to him. The others, yes, but
never to their infuriatingly sexy bass player. I leant against the
wall and my eyes never left him. I didn't care one iota what I looked like
anymore. Dee stood with me, but he may as well have been invisible for all the
attention I paid him. We were all riding high.


As each song went by, I took in everything. The way Will's fingers
slid over the strings of his bass, the way he leant his mouth against the
microphone, the way his hair fell into his eyes. Occasionally, he'd look up and
see me watching him and a lopsided grin would invade his features. This time it
was unguarded and full of the things he wanted to do to me.


The stage was like a second home to him and I understood
completely. It was the same for me. He said that the real Zoe was the woman who
stood front and centre and gave her all to the music.
I was more determined than ever to make that a reality off stage as well.


It was like someone had flipped a switch inside me and now that
the flood gate was open, there was nothing stopping me
falling head first into this consuming passion I felt for Will Strickland. What
made me reel was that he had said he felt it too. But, he didn't need to tell me, it was in everything he did.


When their set finally finished, he
walked straight off stage and crashed into me, his lips on mine, his tongue
teasing. A whimper escaped me and he pulled
away, cupping my face.


"You drive a man to distraction, Zo,"
he said. "Looking at me like that."


"You're welcome."


"I'll see you in a minute," he said, brushing a thumb
over my bottom lip and he disappeared with his bass into the band room.


"If you're done sucking face," Dee declared beside me,
"can we go get a drink or ten?"


I'd forgotten he was there, and I don't even think he'd registered
with Will either. With a giddy smile, I threaded my arm through his and we made
our way into the crowd. When we found the others near the bar, Frank, Simone
and Chris welcomed us with knowing smiles.


"And Zoe Granger's back in the game with a bang,"
Frank chortled, pulling me into a bear hug.


"She won't be in it for long if you don't stop suffocating
her," I cried, my voice muffled against his chest.


"Seriously, Zo," he whispered
in my ear. "Glad you're feelin' better."


"I'm sorry guys," I said with a grimace. I had to take
some blame for what happened. After all, it was my reaction that had
snowballed.


"You've nothin' to be sorry
for," Chris said.


"Yes, I do. I'm sorry," I said firmly. "I let it affect
the band and a gig suffered for it. I promise I won't let it happen
again."


"You know how annoying it's been watching you two pine over
each other?" Dee said, puckering his lips at me, instantly lightening the
mood.


That earned him a sharp slap on the arm and loud laughter and cat calls from the guys. A grin spread across my face and
the sense of euphoria that had been building inside, ever since Will and
confronted me in the band room, surfaced. It was such an alien feeling, at
first it felt wrong, but the look Dee gave me when he saw the smile on my face
made me realise it couldn't get any more right than
it was right now.


Arms wrapped around my waist from behind and I caught sight of a black panther tattoo.


"Hey," Will murmured into my ear as warmth spread
through my body.


Looking up at him, I said, "Hey."


His lips brushed against my forehead. "This is nice."


"What?" I asked, knowing exactly what he was referring
to, but I wanted to hear him say it.


"Touching you."


A shiver ran down my spine and I felt his lips curve into a smile
against my skin. "Likewise."


"Ahh," he sighed. "This
is bad."


"What do you mean?"


"I just want to kiss you and touch you…" I felt his hand
run between us, over my ass and lightly press between my legs,
"there."


"Fuck," I hissed as I felt myself clench. "I'm
thinking that was payback."


"See it how you want, Zo."


I remembered how he'd called me Zo, that
night on the balcony of the pub in the middle of nowhere, how uncomfortable it
made me feel. Now, he could call me whatever the hell he wanted, as long as he
kept doing that.


"You were… there are no words to describe how you were on
stage tonight."


I turned around, so we were face to face, so I could see into his
eyes. "You make me feel alive, Will Strickland." There was no truer
statement I could have made right then.


"If I make you feel alive, then you set me on fire." He
pressed his lips against mine, hands firmly on my waist.


"You know, there are other people around," Dee said, the
amusement plain in his voice. "Stop rubbing it in."


I spun around with a laugh and thumped him playfully on the
shoulder. Louie and Pete brought over a round of drinks and we tried to spend
the rest of the night socialising, but it was
difficult not to disappear back to the hotel. Will threaded his fingers through
mine and hardly let go all night.


Simone, I noticed, was talking and laughing with Chris and he was
standing close to her, leaning in every time she said something. I caught his
eye and he smiled slyly at me. I rose my eyebrows in
question and he nodded. Good for them. It looked like everything was beginning
to work out.


It was three am by the time Will and I wandered back to the hotel,
his arm around my waist. Everyone else had broken off one by one and bailed
until we were the last. We'd made a resolve to take things slowly, despite the
deep sexual attraction. Still, we hovered outside of mine and
Dee's hotel room, reluctant to part.


"Tonight has gotta
be one of the best nights ever," he said quietly.


"It's definitely top ten," I joked.


"Top ten?" he feigned offence. "What else is better
than that?"


"Um," I pretended to think. "Music. Being on stage.
Christmas holidays."


"Christmas holidays are better than me?"


"I said top ten, I didn't specify the order," I laughed.


He planted a kiss on the corner of my mouth, silencing me.
"You're my number one."


Unlocking the door, I peered inside, but the room was dark. I
could just make out Dee's sleeping form and the pile of clothes he'd flung all
over the floor.


"Dee's already asleep," I whispered.


"I was hoping we could boot him out," Will murmured, hooking his fingers through the belt loops on my
jeans.


"We can room tomorrow."


"Tomorrow."


He pressed me into the door frame and
kissed me, slow and deep, making my insides twist with desire. My hands fisted
into his shirt as his crept underneath mine.


The one thing I suddenly hated with a vengeance about being on
tour was the lack of privacy.


"Good night," he sighed against my swollen mouth.


"Good night."



 





 

"I saw you dry humping against the doorframe last
night," Dee whispered into my ear, making me choke on the bottle of water
I was trying to drown my Will hangover with. We stood beside the bus, getting
ready to jump on for the next leg of the tour. We only had three shows to do
before we got back to Melbourne for the final two.


"You were awake?" I spluttered, wiping my mouth with the
back of my hand.


"You woke me up."


"Dee!"


"Don't worry, Zo," he elbowed
me with a sly grin. "I already arranged a room swap with Pete."


"Uh, thanks?"


He threw an arm around my shoulder and laughed. "You need to
get some."


To his surprise I said, "Yeah. I'm so bloody horny."


"Bloody hell, Zoe! Too much information.
My ears, they burn!"


"You started it."


"You continued it."


"They're at it again," Simone
laughed as she passed us.


Before she went any further, I ran forward and pulled her to the
side. "So?"


"So what?" she asked with a small blush.


"Simone?" My good mood was infectious as her face split
into a grin.


"He kissed me."


"When?"


"Last night," she sighed.


"Good," I said, firmly. "I'm glad."


"I think you inspired him, you know after everything."


I grimaced. "Well, at least it all worked out, huh?"


"I'm happy for you too, Zoe. I know I don't know the full
story, but you deserve it after everything."


"Thanks."


She gave me a small wave as she moved off towards the car where
Dean was arranging the remaining boxes of our merch.


"You're beautiful, Zoe Granger," Will whispered into my
ear.


The fact that he'd remembered his promise from the night before
sent shivers down my spine. Grabbing my hand, he pulled me towards the bus. As
I climbed into a spot towards the back, he dumped his jacket on the seat across
the aisle and slid into the seat next to mine. "I can't sit next to you,
Zoe."


"Why not?"


"You know why."


"Sorry," I shrugged. "You've lost me."


He wound a hand into the hair at the nape of my neck and pulled me
roughly towards him, his lips crushing against mine, sliding his tongue deep
into my mouth. Just as abruptly, he pulled away.


"That's why," he said through a heavy breath.


"No funny business on the bus," I gasped.


"This is a G rated bus," Dee called from the seat in
front, making everyone laugh and whistle. Bob thumped a fist down on the horn
and we collapsed into each other, unable to control our laughter.


So, this was what being happy was like. It was a nice feeling and
I hoped it was going to stick around for a while.
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We had a show that night in a country town in Victoria. The venue
was small, but nice. It had a good layout, the bar along the side, a small
stage and a large open area. There was no barrier from the crowd as some larger
places had, and the stage itself only came up to my waist as I stood looking up
at it. Intimate shows like this one were fast becoming my favourite.
I didn't know how those huge stadium bands did it, to be honest. They were so
separated from the people who'd come to see them, it
must feel at least a little alienating.


Playing at a place like this was like playing with everyone, not
playing at them. It was the way I liked it.


I found myself liking going out into the venue afterwards and talking
to people. I couldn't pinpoint the moment my attitude had changed, but I didn't
want it to change back. After so long hiding away, I felt like I was coming up
for fresh air. Dee had helped me, but Will had sealed the deal.


And the way he treated me made me feel amazing. He really had been
telling the truth when he said he'd do anything for me. As each hour passed, I
didn't know why I'd been so afraid. Still, it was early days and that honeymoon
period was still well underway. I hoped that it would never end. The happy ever
afters didn't and I wanted this to be one of those.


Will had consumed me so fast, it took my breath away. I couldn't
fathom how it was possible, but it was. This was reality. My past was gone and
only my future remained.


I never understood when people said they couldn't stop looking at
their partners. How the whole world dropped away and only they existed. I could
never see it. Right now, I got it. I stood in the middle of the venue,
watching as Will leant over the bar, talking to the
owner of the place. I wondered if the guys were annoyed at me for ignoring them
so much. It wasn't like I meant to do it. I couldn't help it.


"Do you need a tissue to wipe up the drool on your
chin?" Dee whispered in my ear, making me jump.


"He really does have a nice ass, don't you think?"


To my amusement, he almost choked. "Ugh, Zoe. I'm straight. I
don't look at other guys asses." He feigned
throwing up, but stopped suddenly, elbowing me sharply. "Uh oh."


"Uh oh, what?" I frowned.


"Blonde shorty shorts zeroing in on your man."


As Will waited for the bartender to pour
his drinks, I watched as the girl Dee'd noticed
sidled up towards him. My eyes narrowed as jealousy flared up inside me. She
was a typical young girl and one of the ones who he would have flirted with
before me. Even though he'd said he'd done it to make me jealous, it was still
his type. I wasn't his type, but I broke the mould.


"Well, if this isn't a test, I don't know what it is," Dee said, waiting beside me.


She started talking to Will, leaning towards him, obviously
flirting. When he smiled at her, I felt the jealous beast inside me rear her
ugly head. Dee threaded his arm through mine, stopping me from going over and
doing something stupid. It reminded me of that night at the pub in the middle
of nowhere, when Will had almost got himself into a fight over some guy trying
to chat me up at the bar. I'd ripped strips off of him for doing it, so if I
ran over there now, how much of a hypocrite would I be?


He leant away slightly and said something to her and her
expression seemed to fall. Picking up the drinks that the bartender set in
front of him, he turned away and walked back towards us.


"That's all the confirmation you need, Hot Legs," Dee
planted a kiss on my forehead and wandered off.


Will strode across the room, aiming straight for me, a hungry
smile on his face.


"She looked disappointed," I smirked as he handed me my
drink.


"Too bad," he said, wrapping an arm around my waist.
"I'm taken by this tough, tattooed rock goddess."


"Really? Do I know her?"


"Shut up," he laughed, kissing me lightly on the lips.


"I understand now," I said and took a sip of my drink.


"Understand what?"


"When you almost thumped that guy who was trying to crack
onto me."


His eyes narrowed, but his lips twitched, signaling he was finding
this funny. "You'd protect me from aggressive groupies?"


"Will."


"You told me off. Big time. Should I be telling you
off?"


"I wasn't yours then," I said, threading my fingers
through his. "But now you're mine."


"Oh, I see how it is." Leaning down, he caught my lips
in a kiss, teasing me with the tip of his tongue.


"Mine," I said as he pulled away.


With a smirk, he let his lips trail along my flushed cheeks,
stepping into me.


"What do I keep telling you guys about public places?"
Dee exclaimed, pretending to stick his fingers down his throat.


With a laugh, I downed the rest of my drink and murmured into
Will's ear, "Wanna blow this popcorn
stand?"


He grinned wickedly at me and replied, "Thought you'd never
ask."



 





 

We were staying at a motel at the edge of town near the highway.
It wasn't the Ritz, and it smelled a little of old moth balls,
but it was nice enough for a night. We had a separate room, one queen bed,
which was just two king sized singles pushed together and a lovely floral doona that matched the curtains, a tiny bathroom and the
stock standard electric kettle with the cheap no-name tea bags.


As the door closed behind him, Will sighed, sliding his thumbs
into the belt loops of my jeans. "Alone at last," he breathed,
tugging me towards him.


My arms snaked around his neck, coaxing his lips towards mine.


"That was a great gig tonight," he murmured.


"It was okay," I shrugged, lying through my teeth. It
had been an amazing gig.


"Only okay?"


"Well, I can think of better things."


"Like what?" His lips brushed against mine, teasing.


"This is up there."


"Really?" He walked me backwards until my back hit
the wall and his lips crashed into mine, devouring. His hard on pressed into my
stomach and that going slow business we'd talked about the other night seemed
insane. It took more strength to stop than it did to keep going. And after
witnessing him brush off that girl for me, I wanted to keep going.


Will buried his hands in my hair, holding me steady as he kissed
me with such consuming passion, I let out a deep moan
into his mouth. I wanted all of him. Now.


He pulled back, gazing into my eyes, breathing heavily. "God,
Zoe. You set me on fire."


I didn't reply, instead pushing up his t-shirt, wanting to feel
his skin.


"I thought you wanted to take it slow?" he asked.


I shook my head, biting my lower lip, my fingers curling into his
t-shirt.


His jaw tensed and I knew he was struggling with it. He was afraid
of pushing me after that day after the pool. "Are you sure?"


"Yes."


It was all he needed to hear and he pressed into the length of my
body against the wall, running a hand up my neck and into my hair, lips against
my jaw.


"Take it off," I ordered, pulling at his t-shirt and he
grabbed the back of it, pulling the annoying material over his head, messing up
his hair. How could we go slow when he was just as
turned on as I was? I could feel the evidence pressing into me through his
jeans.


I ran a hand up his chest and traced the edges of the tattoo that
was etched there, running a thumb around his nipple. When he drew in a sharp
breath, I bit my bottom lip, arching myself forward.


Slowly, he undid each button of my shirt, climbing steadily until
he reached the top and the material parted, exposing the skin underneath.
Easing it from my shoulders, it dropped to the floor, his fingers skimming the
straps of the black pinstriped bra I'd decided to wear that day, knocking one
from my shoulder.


Will didn't utter one word, the only
sound was our laboured breathing as we slowly
undressed each other. Pushing off the wall, I lifted a hand behind me and undid
the clasp of my bra, letting the straps fall from my shoulders, freeing my
breasts. His eyes left mine, raking across me, his thumbs brushing
underneath the curve, finding their way towards my already hard nipples. When
he pinched them tightly, his mouth coved mine,
stifling a sharp gasp.


"Zoe," he murmured.


I reached for the button on his jeans, hooking a thumb underneath
the waistband, but he had other ideas. Turning me around, he held me back
against the length of his body, hands running down my stomach and into my own
jeans, underneath my underwear. His other hand flipped open
the button and the zipper opened allowing better access.


When his fingers brushed against my clit and down between my legs,
a strangled gasp escaped my lips and I spread my legs.


"Fuck," he groaned into my ear, his breath hot against
my neck. "You're so wet."


"For you," I whispered, my hand sliding over his,
pushing his palm harder against my clit, but he pulled back, leaving me
hanging.


"Not yet." He pushed my jeans down and they fell around
my knees along with my underwear and I kicked them off. I was totally naked,
but it felt right.


Turning around, I unbuttoned his dark grey jeans, shoving my hands
down the back, over his ass, pulling them off, freeing him.


His nose skimmed down my neck and he trailed soft kisses along my
shoulder, his hand pressing into my back, holding my body against his. We were
skin on skin, standing together, our hands feeling every part of each other.


Will walked me backwards towards the bed until the back of my
knees hit the edge and I was on my back, exposed. His eyes ran the entire
length of me as if he was committing every inch to his memory before lowering,
pressing his weight into me.


"When I first saw you, I wanted to know you," he
murmured, sucking my nipple into his mouth. "When you first spoke to me, I
wanted to kiss you." He dragged his teeth against the sensitive skin,
earning himself a gasp. "When you first touched me, I wanted you to be
mine." He pressed his hard length against my clit, making me squirm
against him.


"Will," I moaned, rolling my hips up into his, wanting
to sate the ache deep inside me.


"Tell me what you want," he said, lips against my neck.


I was suddenly shy despite the position we were currently in. No
one had ever asked what I wanted during sex before. I wasn't sure.


I wrapped my legs around his waist, opening myself up to him
fully, my hands pressing into his ass. I grinded against him,
wanting him inside me.


"You have to tell me," he dragged his teeth against the
skin of my neck.


I had nothing to lose right now, other than the one thing I wanted
most. "I want to know you. I want to kiss you. I want to touch you. I want
to feel you inside me. All of you. Only
you."


A tortured moan escaped his lips and his eyes met mine.
"Shit, Zoe. You can't say stuff like that to me."


"Why not?"


"Because I won't last two seconds and I want to make love to
you all night."


A shiver ran down my spine and he felt it, moving against me.
"Will."


"Don't worry," he reached over to the bedside table
where he'd flung his bag, "I want to be in the same place. I can't wait to
feel you around me."


Easing up on his knees, he rolled on a condom and I watched his
every move enraptured. Hovering over my opening, he slid just inside and
it was consuming. My fingernails pressed into his back and he thrust forward,
burying himself deep.


"Fuck, Zoe," he gasped, resting his forehead against
mine.


"When I stand on stage tomorrow night," I breathed hard,
"I want to feel where you've been."


His eyes betrayed the effect I had on him and he pulled back agonisingly slow until his tip was the only thing left,
then slammed back into me, making me cry out.


"Are you okay?" he asked.


"Yes," I said, my voice wavering. "Again."


Right then, he would have done anything I'd asked him to and I
would have done anything he wanted. He pulled out and thrust again, this time
setting up a rhythm, quick, but encompassing. Every time he pushed in, he
buried deep, pressing hard against my clit.


His forearms rested either side of my head and his eyes never left
mine. He wanted to see the effect he had on me and I wanted to see his
expression when he came undone inside me. I wanted the most intimate part of
him. I wanted to take it whether he wanted to give it to me or not.


He pushed hard into me and stopped, flexing and swirling his hips,
sending a sharp bolt of desire through me. It was too much and I let out a loud
groan, my fingernails biting into his skin.


"I want to be on top," I said. "I want to watch you."


Will moaned against my lips and I knew he liked what I'd said. He
rolled us over and cool air kissed my back. Pulling my body away, I felt the
angle deepen him inside me and a shiver splintered through my
body. I tightened around him and he moaned, hands grasping my hips. As I
began to move, he helped, grinding up to meet me.


"You're so deep," I gasped, throwing my head back, hair
spilling down my back.


Reaching up, he covered my breasts with his hands, kneading and
pinching, my entire body pricking with the building orgasm inside me.


"I'm close," I panted, my hands over his.


Suddenly, I was on my back again and he was over me, eyes wild.
"I'm going to fuck you now and I'm not going to stop until you're
screaming my name."


That was all the warning he gave me before he let go of the last
shred of his control and began pounding into me, hard and fast.


"Yes," I gasped, as the promise of what was coming
swelled with each thrust of his hips.


I spasmed around him, my muscles
clenching tight as the most mind splitting orgasm I'd ever had in my entire
life crashed over me. It kept going and going as he fucked me harder and with a
grunt he came inside me, prolonging the euphoric feeling of compete sexual release.


I was hardly aware that I'd called out his name over and over,
gasping for air, clawing into his skin, sweat rolling off our bodies.


He collapsed against me, breathing hard, his hot sticky skin
against mine as he captured my lips in a soft, wet kiss. What I'd just felt was
so complete and consuming, my eyes drooped and my hands fell away from his
back.


"God, Zoe," Will gasped,
pulling out.


It didn't register when he rolled away and went into the bathroom,
but when he came back, he pulled me against him, cupping a tender breast with a
shaking hand.


Turning my head, I gazed into his eyes, committing to memory every
little fleck of grey, every hue of blue.


"Zoe? Say something. You're making me nervous."


There was only one thing I could think of saying right now.
"I just had the most amazing orgasm of my life."


His lips curved into a wicked grin. "You say all the right
things."
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As my eyes eased open, I didn't understand why I was so hot. When
a body shifted against mine, memories from the previous night came flooding
back. Will's arm was flung over my waist and his legs were tangled through
mine. Smiling, I traced the black panther on his
forearm and settled my hand over his.


"Hey," he murmured, his arms tightening around me.


"Hey."


"Did you sleep okay?"


"Yeah." I rolled over to face him, my fingers tracing
his jaw, our legs tangling together.


"I could get used to this," he smiled sleepily, his hand
running over my bare ass. His hair was wild from sleep and sex and I found my
hand running through it, untangling. Touching him was the most natural thing in
the world now.


"I feel like I already know you," I whispered.


He pressed his lips against my forehead, making me sigh. "So
do I. I know how to make you come," he silenced my gasp with a small kiss
on the side of my mouth, "I know where you like my hands." Another
kiss. "But, I don't know your favourite colour."


I laughed at his stupid statement. "Isn't it obvious?"


"No."


"It's black, of course. It's all I wear."


"Black isn't a colour," he
argued.


"I'll have you know that black is all colours
mixed into one."


"Really?"


"No idea," I bit my lip in amusement.


"No really, do you have a favourite
colour?"


"I guess if I had to do a colour,
it'd be blue."


"When's your birthday?" he asked, like he was starting a
game of twenty questions.


"I don't like birthdays," I declared, screwing up my
nose.


"What? Not even for the presents?" he laughed.


"Nope."


"Well, mines in January. Mark it in your calendar, because I
love presents."


The fact that he was talking about us in future tense warmed my
heart. "Just missed it. How old were you?"


"Twenty-seven."


"So, I'm dating a silver fox, then."


"Hey," he squeezed my hip. "I'm not that old."


"Brothers and sisters?"


He shook his head.


"Me neither."


"Favourite movie?"


"Oh, that's a tough one. The Bourne Identity."


"Really?" he asked, surprised.


"I like action movies," I shrugged. "Yours?"


"Fight Club."


"Oh, I liked the book."


His eyes crinkled in the corners as a smile crept onto his face.


"What?"


"I told you we'd have more in common that music."


"When did you say that?"


"I didn't, I can see it written all over your face."


"Am I that transparent?" I joked, biting my bottom lip.


"No," he sighed, running a hand over my ass, down my
thigh, pulling my leg around his waist. "You're guarded so much, I have a
hard time knowing what you want."


I pressed up against his chest, my hands running across his jaw
and into his hair. Our lips brushed together, but neither of us moved to
capture.


"Did someone hurt you?" he asked with such sincerity, I
knew he wasn't talking about emotions. "Because I know about hurt, Zoe. I
want to make it better."


I pulled away, my eyes searching his. Suddenly, I can't see
anything but his words. "What do you mean, you know about hurt?"


He frowned, his eyes falling away and I knew he was holding
something back, too.


"Will?"


"I just want to take care of you." He cupped my face
with a hand like I was something delicate and his lips found mine. He kissed me
with such devotion and tenderness, any worry I had melted away. His hand left
my face and brushed the length of my arm. "What's that scar
from?" he asked, running fingers along the length of it.


I moved my arm between us, resting a palm against his chest over
his tattoo, so he couldn't touch it. "I broke my arm."


"But..."


"It didn't heal properly, so it had to have surgery. I have a
metal pin stuck in it. They love me at airport security."


He seemed to get that I was edging around the question, so he let
it drop, but not before sighing.


"What?" I asked, scowling.


"It's not a very clean surgical scar."


"Well, that's what happened." I went to roll over away
from him, but a strong arm circled around my waist.


"I didn't mean anything by it, Zo,"
he said. "You don't have to tell me everything, but I'd hope that you'd
trust me enough to anyway."


"Likewise," I frowned, knowing how much of a lie that
was. It wasn't like I didn't want to tell him the truth,
it was more like I wasn't ready yet. Maybe he was the same.


His hand found mine, fingers entwining.


"I need to take a shower." I slid out of bed, wrapping
the top sheet around myself, but our fingers were still linked and he pulled me
back.


"After last night, you're embarrassed about me looking at
you?" he asked with a grin.


"Stop it," I said with a small laugh.


Before I could get up, he tugged the sheet away and cold air
caressed my skin. I watched as his eyes took every inch of my exposed body,
devouring.


"You don't have any reason to be embarrassed," he said.


"Well, in that case," I declared, and to his amusement I
stood up and wandered into the bathroom completely naked.


Turning on the shower, I smiled to myself. This feeling of
contentment was so warm, I didn't want it to go away.
I was more confident in myself than I'd ever been. I held my hand
underneath the flow of water, waiting for it to warm up, my skin pricking with
goose bumps. The door eased open behind me and I didn't have to look up to know
what Will wanted.


His lips brushed against my ear, sending a shiver right down my
spine and into all the right places. "Do you really think I could stay in
the other room, knowing you're in here, naked and rubbing soap all over
yourself?"


His hands ran down my waist and over my hips, and when his fingers
found my clit, I let out a gasp and fell back into his chest, my eyes closing.


"Get in," he ordered, guiding me into the shower. His
dominance didn't bother me one bit. I'd never been with a man before who paid
so much attention to me. Getting me off, got him off.


The warm water cascaded over our bodies, washing away evidence
from last night, but Will was far from done. He was hard against my lower back,
his fingers circling my clit, lips against my neck. A hand came up, cupping my
breast, a nipple rolling between his thumb and forefinger. It was so
overwhelming, a strangled moan escaped my lips and my hands slid over his,
pushing his fingers towards my opening.


"You feel so good," he gasped, slipping a finger inside,
grinding his erection into my ass.


As a second finger joined the first, I rolled my hips into his
hand, his palm rubbing against my clit. "Will."


He moved his fingers in and out, circling is palm against me and I
felt another orgasm building inside. Without inhibition, my head fell back into
the crook of his neck and a loud moan came from that deep place inside me, the
place that only Will seemed to inhabit.


"Come for me, Zoe," he murmured, nipping the edge of my
jaw with his teeth. "Come for me."


Rolling with each thrust of his fingers rubbed his erection into
my ass and I could feel the tension in his body against mine. But, he didn't
stop to please himself. He fucked me harder with his hand, faster until the
spasms of another shattering orgasm washed over me, my insides clenching around
his fingers. I cried out his name over and over, not caring what he thought,
only feeling the pleasure he'd pulsed through my body again.


Only when he pulled away, turning me around to face him, did I see
the effect I had on him in his features. His eyes burned with fire and that
fire was for me.


"Fuck, Zoe," he gasped, pressing me back into the cool
tiles, lips on mine, his erection against my stomach. His kiss was deep and
full of lust, his tongue tasting every inch of mine.


When he pulled away, he gazed at me with hooded eyes, his teeth
tugging against his bottom lip.


Remembering what he'd asked me last night, I reached out for him,
my fingers wrapping around his hard length. "What do you want?" I
asked, my voice low.


He drew in a sharp hiss when I moved my hand up, a thumb circling
his tip. His hips rolled forward, pushing my hand down again.


"That," he murmured, his forearms against the tiles
either side of me, my back still hard against them.


As I ran my hand up and down his length, he dropped his head against
my shoulder, and my skin tingled with the gusts of his laboured
breathing.


"Faster." He lightly grazed my neck with his teeth, a
deep moan rumbling into me. I fucked him harder with my hand, squeezing, the water from the shower pounding over us. My other hand
grasped his ass, fingernails biting into skin and he thrust harder, growling in
uninhibited pleasure.


"Come for me," I whispered into his ear and with another
thrust into my tight fingers, he came hard, spilling against my stomach in hot
bursts.


"God, Zoe," he breathed hard against my cheek, his body
sagging against mine. "I never knew it could feel like this."


"Neither did I," I whispered, reveling in the feel of
his naked body against mine. "Neither did I."



 





 

After breakfast down at the motel buffet, Will decided he wanted
to take me for a walk. It wasn't a long walk on the beach as he jokingly put
it, but a long walk down the main drag of town instead. The ocean was a couple
of hours drive to the south at least and we had a show that night.


We walked hand in hand in the sunshine, shoulders rammed together
and it was a miracle we didn't bash into anything the way we kept looking at
each other like love sick teenagers. I never thought I'd see the day when
something like this would happen to me. I'd never felt this way about any of my
ex-boyfriends, all two of them, and I hoped with every fibre
of my being that it wasn't a dream.


It was a Thursday morning, and the street was alive with traffic.
Cafes were open and people were sitting out on the street enjoying the
sunshine. We passed a small green grocer and the smell of fresh fruit wafted
out towards us. Stores had their doors propped open and music filtered out. I
was so happy and content, nothing could have come
along then and destroyed it.


"Stop," I
declared suddenly. We'd passed by the front of a music shop. Guitars were hanging
in one window and drums in the other, but what caught my eye was something else hanging just inside. I plastered
my hands on the window to get a better look.


"God, Zoe," Will was laughing at me. "We can go
inside, you know." He grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the window,
leading me into the shop.


The store had just opened, and was quiet inside. Rows on rows of
guitars hung to one side, acoustics, electrics, basses, even banjos, but I had
eyes for none of them. I went straight up to the wall just inside the window
where I'd seen it.


It was a blue starburst Fender, with a
metallic cobalt blue middle fading into black around the edges. It had a matte
black scratch pad and I knew it was a custom. I stroked my fingers along the
neck, looking for the price tag. Custom Fender equaled dollars. Big ones.


"Hey," the sales guy said, wandering up to us, obviously
smelling a potential big sale. "She's a beauty. Wanna
give her a try?"


"Go on," Will said, nudging me
forward. "I can see the lust in your eyes and I'm jealous already."


I nodded. Looks meant nothing if it sounded like shit. The sales
guy pulled out a small amp and took the guitar from the shelf and plugged it
in. I pulled the strap over my head, perching on a stool Will brought over.


I played a few chords and the sound, even though it was only
plugged into a small amp, was divine. Ignoring the look on the sales guy's
face, I went through the opening bars of Walls, wondering how it would
sound. It had a different tone without effects on it, but it sounded good. So
good, I would have killed to add it to my collection of two. I had my matte
black Epiphone Les Paul and an Epiphone
electric acoustic. I was a bit of a fan girl.


"Wow," the guy said. "How long have you been
playing?"


"About three years, I guess," I said absently, trying
not to drool over the guitar.


"Only three years?" he exclaimed. "Did you teach
yourself, or did you get lessons?"


"Myself."


"She's a genius," Will said and I could hear the pride
in his voice. I looked up to see him smiling down at me.


The sales guy was still a little flabbergasted. I'm sure he didn't
think I could play that well when we walked in. "It's tagged at three
eight, but I can cut it to three five."


Three and a half thousand? I'd never paid more than one and a half thousand for a guitar.
That would put a serious dent in my savings. I didn't like to ask for help in
case I got into a tough spot, so that money was my sense of security. I didn't
really need a new guitar, not right now, but it was so nice…


"No," I said reluctantly. "I can't right now."


The guy's face dropped a little and I knew he was bummed at losing
the sale. Will shrugged and squeezed my shoulder.


"Can I ask you about some leads, mate?" he asked, to
deflect another sales pitch.


"Sure. What are you after?"


Will wandered off with the sales guy and I unplugged the leads and
set the guitar back into its holder on the shelf. Three
and a half thousand. The band had been doing really well, but I was
still tight with my money. My parents had brought me up to be careful with it,
making me save half my pocket money as a kid. When I was fifteen, I'd gone out
and gotten my first job at a fast food joint and I'd saved half my wages, just
like I had my pocket money. So, spending that much on something frivolous, even
though it was now my job in a way, kind of made me feel sick.


As Will talked with the sales guy, I
wandered through the other guitars, but nothing caught my eye, not like that
Fender did. Damn my tight pockets.


"Ready?" Will asked, coming up behind me, a bag in his
hand.


"Sure."


"I'd prefer you look at me like that, and not a guitar,"
Will murmured into my ear as we left the store.


"I already do," I retorted.


"I'm talking exclusively."


"Such a worry when you have to compete with an inanimate
object."


He burst out laughing, tugging me towards him. "Zoe Granger,
you're beautiful, but I don't think a guitar can get you off like I can."


I squirmed, suddenly conscious we were standing out on a busy
street. "You'll just have to remind me later."


"Oh," he said, his lips brushing against mine. "I
intend to."
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TWENTY-SEVEN 



 

Will



 


 


 

Being able to walk hand in hand down the street with Zoe was the
best feeling in the world. And what we'd done last night and this morning… She
was my forever. I wanted to tell her so bad, but I was still afraid that I
might scare her away. I mean, it'd only been a week since she'd let me back in.
How I knew this so soon was beyond me. It was more than phenomenal sex. She was
the person who challenged me and set me on fire. I was never complete until I
met Zoe Granger.


And knowing the effect I had on her was better than any drug.


I wondered if she felt the same, but I remembered what she'd said
to me last night, that was the best orgasm I've had in my entire life
and I knew she had all the right words.


This morning I'd almost fucked it up again. I wasn't ready to tell
her about my ex and all of that shit just as I knew
she wasn't ready to tell me about her past. I got it. We just needed to have
this time together. Those things would come soon enough.


When Zoe suddenly cried, "Stop!" and plastered her hands on the window of a music shop, I
had to laugh. She was fucking adorable.


"God, Zoe. We can go inside you know." I grabbed her
hand and led her into the store.


It was empty this time of day and the sales assistant jumped on us
the moment Zoe put her hands on the guitar she'd spotted through the window.
She pawed a blue starburst Fender with a metallic cobalt blue middle
fading into black around the edges. It had a matte black scratch pad. Custom.
She knew her stuff.


"Hey," the sales assistant said with a big grin. He
obviously saw dollars over us. "She's a beauty. Wanna
give her a try?"


"Go on," I said, nudging her forward. "I can see
the lust in your eyes and I'm jealous already."


When she nodded, I brought over a stool and sat her down as the
sales assistant handled the guitar and plugged it into a portable amp. She
pulled the strap over her head like she was in the care of something precious
and her fingers slid over the strings. As she played the opening bars of Walls,
I didn't think I could fall for her anymore than I already had, but I found
myself wanting to get down on my knees there and then and tell her everything.


"Wow," the sales assistant said. "How long have you
been playing?"


"About three years, I guess," she said absently,
obviously captivated by the guitar.


"Only three years?" he exclaimed. "Did you teach
yourself, or did you get lessons?"


"Myself."


"She's a genius," I said proudly, smiling down at her.
She looked up at me and bit her lip and it took everything I had not to reach
down and run a thumb over it.


The sales assistant was still a little lost for words. I'm sure he
didn't think she could play that well. Maybe he was thinking it was for me.
"It's tagged at three eight, but I can cut it to three five."


Three and a half thousand? Shit.


"No," she said reluctantly. "I can't right
now."


The sales assistant's face dropped a little and I knew he thought
he was losing the sale. I shrugged and squeezed her shoulder. Dee had told me a
secret the other day and it was the perfect opportunity to get her the one
thing she wanted. She didn't seem to ask for anything and if I could do this
for her, it would be worth it to see the smile on her face.


"Can I ask you about some leads, mate?" I asked, to deflect another sales pitch on Zoe, who was looking down
at the Fender with a disappointed frown.


"Sure. What are you after?"


I led the guy away towards the front counter and when we were out of earshot, I said, "Is there any chance of
putting that Fender on hold until tomorrow?"


He looked at me with a knowing smile. "Birthday coming
up?"


"Something like that," I grinned.


"I think I can work something out," he said giving me a
card with his name on.


"And you'll do the same price?"


"Sure thing."


"Okay. Leave it with me. I'll probably have to get a mate to
come get it if we can work it out."


"No problems at all. Just get them to bring the card
in," he took it back and wrote the price on top, "and the guys here
will know."


"Cheers, mate. I appreciate it." I looked back over to
Zoe, who was putting the guitar back on the wall. "Actually, I do need a
new lead and it'll help with the ruse."


The sales assistant laughed, "Sure, this way."


The only thing I had to do now was try
and get everyone to pitch in. I was pretty good with my money, but If she knew I spent all of that on her, she'd refuse to take
it. It'd probably mean more if it was a gift from everyone. And the other
problem was trying to hide it from her for the next few days.


I don't know what she'd been through exactly with her ex, but from
the few things she'd told me, she'd had a rough time of it. All I wanted to do
was make her happy because she deserved it regardless of how I felt about her.
When she found out what I'd done, she was gunna flip.
I couldn't wait to see the smile on her face.
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The next few days went by in a blur of giddy happiness. We played
another show in country Victoria, then another in South Australia and one in
the capital, Adelaide.


Today we had an eight hour drive back
home to Melbourne where we had two sold out shows to close the tour. Even
though it had all been such a roller coaster of highs and lows, I was sad to
see it end. I knew there would be others, but nothing could compare to touring
with The Stabs, not when it ended with Will Strickland in my bed and in my
heart.


With the promise of another long day on the bus, I stood in the
car park, enjoying the sun on my shoulders and the coffee in my hand. It didn't
escape me what today was, but I attempted to forget as per usual. The last few
had been miserable.


"Happy birthday, Hot Legs," Dee whispered into my ear.


"God," I complained, almost jumping out of my skin.
"Say it a little louder, why don't you."


"I get why you didn't want to celebrate before, but this
year? Damn, Zo. You've got a hot best friend, a hot
band and a hotter boyfriend. I'd be asking for presents. Big ones."


"Since when are you hot?" I joked.


"Since always and forever. I have a butt that doesn't
quit," he laughed, puffing out his chest and wiggling his ass.
"Seriously, have you told Will it's your…"


I slapped a hand over his mouth, before he could say the dreaded
word, birthday. "No. I don't do well being the centre
of attention."


"Bloody hell, then what have you been doing the last few
months?"


"That's stage Zoe. She's a different beast." I
remembered what Will had told me, about being
different on stage than I was off. Somewhere between then and now, they'd
become the same person.


"Whichever way you put it, you're still a beast."


Laughing, I turned to climb onto the bus, but I suddenly realised we were alone. Simone and Dean were nowhere in
sight, by this time, they'd already be loading up the car. Even Bob was
mysteriously absent from his spot in front of the bus, where he was usually
smoking a cigarette and downing a coffee. Nine people were mysteriously not
where they should be.


"Dee?"


"Yes?" he said amused.


"You didn't?" I suddenly realised
he'd been up to his usual meddling. He'd used our familiar arguing as a
distraction.


"I didn't what?" he shrugged, a lopsided grin on his
face.


"I hate you so much right now."


"If I didn't annoy you at least once a day, then my work
wouldn't be done."


I felt my face turn red and I slapped a palm against my flaming
cheeks as if it was going to cool me down.


"C'mon," Dee said, grabbing my hand.


As he pulled me up the stairs everyone cheered and let out wolf
whistles and started singing Happy Birthday, the dirty version, as I hid my
flaming face in my hands. My past few birthdays had been pretty lonely affairs,
passing without much of a blip on the radar, but this was too much. I suddenly
felt embarrassed that all these people, people who I'd come to call friends and
extended family, were all looking at me, wanting to make this day special. It
was totally surreal and unexpected.


"Happy Birthday, Zo Zo," Frank pulled me into his trademark bear hug.


Chris and Pete both hugged me and planted kisses on my
cheek. Even Bob gave me a kiss on the cheek, before running out to have
his awful, stinky cigarette. Dean clapped me on the shoulder and Simone pulled
me into a long hug. Louie and Sticks got in on the action before my eyes
collided with Will's. He was holding a black guitar hard case towards the
back, a wicked grin on his face.


"No way," I gasped, making everyone laugh.


"Way," Frank said, pushing me forward down the aisle.


Will watched me approach with a satisfied smirk on his face.
Leaning the case along the seat, he flipped it open and there was that blue
sunburst Fender I'd slobbered all over days ago.


"Guys," I gasped. "This is too much."


"Shut up, Hot Legs," Dee
said, looking over my shoulder.
"If you don't want it, I'll have it."


I elbowed him in the gut. "Hands off."


Will watched me closely as I trailed my fingers along the strings.
"Yea?" he asked.


"Yea," I breathed, closing the case so I could
thank him in style. Everyone seemed pleased with my reaction and cheered one
more time before getting the hint and falling into their seats.


Will trailed a finger along my jaw, pushing my chin up.


"You weren't talking about leads, were you?" I whispered
against his lips.


"Nope." I saw the sparkle in his eyes and the curve in
his lips.


"Will."


"I sent Dean to back get it while I distracted you."


"You spent all that money on me?"


"Not all of it," he admitted. "Everyone pitched in
what they could. So, it's not just from me."


"Well, I love it all the same."


"Good," he said. "I like seeing you smile."


Despite myself, I was beginning to like this birthday business.


"You know how hard it's been trying to hide it from
you?" he said when my face split into a huge grin.


"I don't think it would have been that hard," I said,
sitting back into a seat.


"What makes you say that?"


"I've been otherwise engaged." I wigged my eyebrows at
him as he slid in the seat next to mine.


I leant my back against the window and he pulled my legs over his
lap, running his hand along my inner thigh, sending sparks into all the right
places.


"We won't always be on tour together," I said, letting
my legs fall open slightly, so he could move higher.


"No, but we knew that before this started."


"Yeah, but it doesn't mean I like it."


His fingers crept underneath the hem of my shorts. "Lets
just enjoy these last few days before we have to go back to reality."


"Fine with me," I whispered as
he pressed higher. "But, it's still a G rated bus."


Without warning, he slipped a finger inside me, and I had to
stifle a gasp. "Happy Birthday, Zoe."



 





 

When I was a kid, my parents would always take me on long drives
across the countryside, to the beach, to random little towns on all these
adventures. I loved to look out the window and see everything we passed. The
forests of gum trees and ferns, rolling hills and paddocks full of cattle and
that first glimpse of the ocean as we rolled over the hill. For most of our
trips on the bus between tour stops, I'd done the same. It gave me a sense of
where we were and where we were going. I didn't like the feeling of being lost
on the highway, so my eyes were always on the road.


But, today, my eyes were on Will as he
lounged on the seats across the aisle from mine, his back against the window,
eyes closed. He looked peaceful, even though the way he slept seemed awkward
and it gave me a chance to study him without him knowing it.


My back was against the window, hoodie over my head, sunglasses
on, knees up and against the back of the seat. If he
opened his eyes now, it would look as if I were sleeping, too. My thoughts
wandered to the most obvious place, every night we'd had consuming sex. It had
been impossible not to sleep together without it resulting in wandering hands
and just thinking about it made me wet. Feeling him inside me, his touch all
over me, the wicked things he said. He had such a dirty mouth on him, I was
surprised at how turned on it made me feel. The way he spoke about the things
he wanted to do to me awoke a beast I never thought I'd had inside me. And that
Zoe was insatiable.


I found myself thinking about Melbourne. When we got back I
couldn't wait to show him where I lived. I wanted to see his home as well. I
wanted to see what CDs he had in his collection, if he had any books. The
pictures he hung on the wall. I wanted to know everything.


Abruptly, he jerked awake, pulling me out of my daydream. He
looked disoriented for a moment and I realised his
phone must have vibrated in his pocket. Leaning my head against the back of the
seat, I watched him as he pulled it out and looked at the screen.


He looked surprised and then annoyed. I didn't know what I was
expecting, but it wasn't that and I instantly wondered who it was that had
texted him. Something I never thought I'd be was a snoopy girlfriend, jealous
of everything and everyone, but the emotion that spiked through me at that
moment felt eerily similar.


Will closed his eyes and sighed before typing in a reply. It was
impossible to read his expression. I had no idea what he was thinking and I
wanted to ask, but I also didn't want to be that girl. I had to learn to trust
again.


His phone seemed to vibrate again and he looked at the screen,
seemingly conflicted. Who was texting him?


When he looked over to me, I was glad I was wearing my sunnies and he couldn't tell if I was looking at him or
not. I didn't give myself away, watching his reaction. He frowned, hunching his
shoulders forward and looked back at his phone before typing in something.


I'd never been one to be so jealous before. Not like this. Except
for the other night when he'd brushed off that girl, I hadn't worried that
there might be someone else. An ex-girlfriend. Someone he might have been
seeing before the tour. I'd been so wrapped up in my own issues,
the thought hadn't even crossed my mind.


What if he was getting texts from another woman?


Worry settled in my stomach, making me feel sick and the awkward
Zoe was back, just like that. Will had shown me time and time again that I had
nothing to worry about, but in reality things might be different.


An hour or so later, when we got out to stretch our legs at a
roadhouse, Will seemed distant. Distracted. He'd been so open
with me until now, it was unnerving.


"You okay?" I asked, standing by him.


Her ran a hand over his face, scratching the stubble on his chin.
"Yeah. It's just... these long bus trips get to me."


It sounded like an excuse - a cover up, but I let it slide. Today
was my birthday and for the first time in a long time, I intended to enjoy it,
bus or no bus.


With a frown, I slid an arm around his waist, but he shrugged and
began to walk away, my arm dropping back to my side. And just like that, I'd
been brushed aside. Frozen to the spot, I watched him walk back towards the
bus, his lack of affection leaving me empty. It was such a turn around from
that morning, it seemed to confirm the thoughts that
plagued me.


Being on tour was another world. We all had a
reality to go back to, and what if Will's was to another woman? He'd been
strung out the first few weeks. He'd suddenly become withdrawn after getting
those texts. What if it was his reality calling? If all that was true, then
what did that make me?


A sucker for falling for it for one, but it also
made me the other woman. The things I felt for Will were real, I had no doubt
about it, and that's what made the uncertainty hurt more than anything. Maybe I
was just hurting myself by jumping to conclusions? After all, he went to all
that trouble getting me that guitar.


But, the little voice at the back of my mind
wouldn't quit. What if it had all been a lie? What if I was the bit on the
side?


And this was why I didn't like birthdays.
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It had been a long drive back to Melbourne after the roadhouse. As
we stood on the road at the side of the bus, I couldn't help but feel
conflicted. We were home, but home came with a whole new set of problems. Ones
I wanted to leave Zoe out of.


Our gear was being delivered to the venue so that just left us and our bags to go home with. I grabbed mine
and sidled up to Zoe and gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. She was
going to catch a lift with Dee, since they lived in St Kilda and I lived in Northcote on the other side of the city. 


"See you tomorrow," I murmured and high tailed it
towards a waiting taxi with Pete, my bag in my hand.


As the taxi drove off, Pete gave me a look.


"What the fuck was that?" he scowled at me.


"I got some texts from Mish." The
ex-girlfriend from hell. The one who'd fucked up my life.


"Shit. What does she want?"


"She says she misses me. That she wants to make it up,"
I sighed, running a hand over my face.


"Will. Seriously?"


"No," I scowled. "I want Zoe. I will always want
Zoe."


"Have you told her about Mish?"


"No."


"Dude, shit like this will come back and bite you on the ass.
You should tell Zoe. Did you see the look on her face just now?"


I shook my head, looking at my hands. I didn't trust myself to
look at her. What if the first thing she did was dump my pathetic ass? I mean,
were things different now that we were finishing up the tour? Did she want to
end it anyway? I was suddenly full of these doubts, Mish or no Mish.


"Pete, you know how Mish is. When she wants something, she'll
screw over everyone to get it. If she got her claws into Zoe…" I thought
about the texts she'd sent.


Hey babe. I'm back in Melbs. I miss you.
We need to talk. xx


I'd texted back: Not a good idea.


I miss you. This whole thing was a mistake. Let me make it up to
you.


I hadn't heard from her in almost a year and now she wanted to
worm her way back into my life? She must be desperate for some attention if she
was texting me.


"Will, you know she might do that anyway."


"I know. I have to go see her…"


"No way," Pete interrupted me. "Tell her to go fuck
herself."


"I have to tell her to back off. If she could see how it is
with me and Zoe now, she'll leave me alone."


"Or she'll see it as a challenge. She was always up for it,
remember?"


"How could I forget?" I groaned.


"Dude, she ruined your life. Don't even think about going
back there in any capacity. I'd leave her hanging. Text her back a very big go fuck yourself."


"Yeah, if I did that, she'd just turn up at the gig tomorrow.
And when she saw me with Zoe the shit would hit the fan."


Pete let out a long sigh and shrugged. "Do what you want, Will. You know how I feel about it."


I knew it was probably stupid, but I saw no other way that wasn't.
I got out my phone and texted her to meet me at a bar down on Brunswick Street
in a couple of hours. This had to end before it got any worse.



 


 





 

I sat in a corner table at a small bar at the top end of Brunswick
Street, nursing a beer. I was nervous about seeing Mish again. When we'd been
together I thought I'd loved her. I mean, we'd been
going out three years by that point. No one could spend that amount of time
with another person and not think it was anything else.


Mish'd worked as a model from the age of eighteen. Doing photo shoots,
catwalk, that kind of thing. All fashion magazine stuff, no catalogues for her.
She wanted to make it big and she did. A few times she'd gone overseas to work
and of course I'd been supportive as any good boyfriend would have been. When
she got cast to open a big show at Sydney Fashion Week, I went to surprise her.
Took a break from recording and all so I could go and be there for her big
moment.


Too bad her big moment included fucking male models behind my
back.


In my twenty-seven years I'd never seen something as fucked up as
another man fucking my girlfriend. To say I was destroyed was too soft a word.
So tonight, when I did finally lay eyes on her, I wasn't expecting the blind
anger I felt now. Nothing was left of the love I'd once felt. It was gone.


She hadn't changed much. She was as tall as I was, six one,
willowy and perfect almond skin. Her chestnut hair had been cropped short and
she looked like a model. It was her business to look beautiful and as she came
towards me with a smile on her face, every guy in the room watched her. I swear
she knew it and thrived. She was the kind of person who made friends with ugly
people so she could look good in a crowd.


"Will," she cried, putting her bag on the seat across
from mine. "I'm so glad you wanted to meet me."


When she leant down to kiss me on the cheek, I leant back sharply
so she couldn't.


"I know you're upset with me," she sighed dramatically
and sat down.


"Upset isn't the word I would use," I stared at her.


"Look, I'm sorry. I wanted to see you because I miss you.
Life hasn't been the same without you around."


"No, it hasn't," I said shaking my head, already
exasperated with her over-the-top groveling. I mean,
the way she was putting it was that I would be a fool if I didn't come back to
her. Not the other way around.


"I'm just going to come out and say it, Will. I can see
you're angry with me. I want to try again."


I shook my head and scoffed. This was exactly what I knew she
would say. "You should have thought about that before you went off and
fucked all those other guys."


Her eyes widened with shock. What, did she think she could just
come back and think I was a sure bet?


"You can't come back after all this time and try and make
things better," I went on. "It's not going to happen."


"Why not?" she crooned. "We were good
together." I felt her stilettoed foot climb up
the inside of my leg and I jerked away. She really was a piece of work.


"Mish," I pinched the bridge of my nose.
"Relationships are about trust. How could I trust you?"


"Exactly," she said. "That's why I want to work on it.
I know I did some bad things, but I've learnt from my mistakes. My biggest one
was letting you go."


I scowled. I didn't care about her. I didn't want her. I wanted
Zoe.


"I don't care," I cried. "I'm with someone
else."


"You're seeing someone?" she asked like it was the
stupidest thing she'd heard. How I never saw how vapid she was when we were
together was beyond me.


"Yes and I'm happy. You need to give up and move on. There's
someone out there for you and it's not me."


Her eyes began to mist with tears and I couldn’t have cared less.
Picking up her bag from the seat next to her, Mish stood abruptly and walked
away without a word. I heard the door slam behind me and I didn't bother
looking after her. She had always been dramatic and our two-minute conversation
and been just that. She'd laid it on thick. All I could do was put my head in
my hands and hope that I'd done enough to deter her from showing up again.


My thoughts instantly went to Zoe. It was her fucking birthday and
I was sitting here arguing with my ex-girlfriend. I should be with Zoe. I
shouldn't have left her the way I did this arvo. Fuck
Mish and fuck her meddling. This was exactly what she wanted.


I felt my skin prickle and my heart twist. I needed Zoe. I
needed her around me.


If I didn't have her, I didn't know if I could go on.



 













 


 

CHAPTER
THIRTY 



 

ZOE



 


 


 

It had been the longest
trip I’d ever sat through back to Melbourne. It felt like the end of an era, standing outside of the bus and
knowing it was the end. We would all go our separate ways tonight and meet up
again tomorrow for the first of our two shows that closed the tour. The venue
had no show on tonight, so our gear was being delivered ahead of time. That
just left us and our luggage to get home.


Will sidled up to me and gave me a quick kiss on the forehead.
He'd told me he lived in Northcote, the other side of
the city to me. I'd catch lift with Dee, since he lived a few blocks away.


"See you tomorrow," he murmured and wandered towards a
waiting taxi with Pete, his bag in his hand.


"What the fuck was that?" Dee asked, standing beside me.
He looked as flabbergasted as I was.


After being so close for the last two weeks, it felt like a kick
in the guts and I couldn't help but feel rejected.


"No idea," I whispered, as I watched the taxi drive off.


Dee flipped the bird after them and turned towards me. "Well,
it's still your birthday and if you want, I'll take you out."


"No, it's okay."


"I'm in if you wanna,"
Simone said coming up behind us.


Frank and Chris offered as well.


"Seriously, guys. After a whole day on that stinking bus,
it's probably better to just go home. We can party tomorrow night." I
liked my notion and didn't say it, but I wasn't in my head right now. Will had
just hit me for six.


"Well," Frank said. "We're only a phone call away
if you change your mind."


"Thanks, Frankey," I smiled
thinly.


When I finally got home, walking through the door of my apartment
was familiar, yet alien. Being away for so long, the place smelt different and
it was cold and had that abandoned feeling. I placed the Fender against the
wall and dumped my bag in the bedroom, not wanting to deal with it yet.
Standing in the middle of the lounge, I let out a
exasperated sigh. It didn't feel right, being home alone. I wanted someone
here. I wanted Will, but after his weird goodbye, I hesitated about calling
him. Instead, I sent a text to Dee.


So boring here alone.


It was only a split second later when he replied: It's weird
being home. Want to get a drink? xx


Hell yes.


Ted's Shed?


Sounds good. Let me shower and change first.


Good idea. I don't want to smell your stink. See you there in an
hour. xx


Taking one last look at the Fender, I wasn't sure if I could pick
it up and play it now. Even though it was a present from everyone, it was still
a gift that had been spearheaded by Will and I wasn't sure about his intentions
anymore.


He'd said he knew about hurt. He'd brushed it aside so easily, I'd
almost forgotten about it. Now, I was wondering if his sudden shift in behaviour had something to do with it. That,
and the person who'd been sending him those messages. Was it an
ex-girlfriend that had broken his heart? Or was it his current girlfriend
calling him out for being a cheater?


When I met up with Dee at Ted's Shed, he was waiting with
two bright orange cocktails. Sinking into the seat opposite him, I gave him a
grateful smile.


"Happy Birthday, Zo Zo. I know the orange ones are your favourite."


"Thanks," I sighed and took a long sip, the sugar and
alcohol rushing straight to my head. "I need that serotonin."


"Is everything okay?" he asked, coming straight out with
it.


My shoulders slumped and I ditched the straw and took a few big
mouthfuls.


"Well, obviously not," he said, concerned at my
reaction.


"Will started acting weird this arvo,"
I said. "He got some texts and all of a sudden he's this moody bastard. He
hardly touched me. You saw his steamy goodbye."


"He did seem off."


"It's weird. After this morning. My
birthday."


"It's very sudden," he agreed. "You should just ask
him straight up."


"Squash my fears," I declared, already feeling a little
giddy.


"Did he say who the texts were from?"


"No, I was afraid to ask."


"Zoe…"


"What if he has a secret girlfriend? What if he…"


"Stop it," he shooshed me.
"I don't believe it. Not after seeing him with you this whole tour."


"I don't know, Dee…"


"If you're so worried, you should confront him about it. It's
the only way you'll find out for sure. The only thing you're doing right now is
over thinking and jumping to conclusions."


"You reckon?"


"I reckon." He pushed my drink into my hand. "Now,
drink up. It's still your birthday and I refuse to let you to spend it down in
the dumps."


A smile spread across my face despite myself.


"That's my girl," he grinned in return.


Dee had said just to come out and ask Will. I don't know if it was
the fact I'd just downed a bright orange cocktail on an empty stomach, but I
was determined to set things straight. The moment I laid eyes on him, I'd just
say it. I was going to put my insecurities to rest once and for all and take
control of my life. I wasn't going to be a punching bag for anyone anymore.


I was just going to ask.



 





 

Everything always seems so simple when you're a little tipsy. Last
nights outing had boosted my confidence, but now that I was standing backstage,
I felt uneasy. Setting up for a show had become familiar territory, a second
home, but now it felt like a battlefield. The last time I had confronted
somebody it hadn't ended well.


The moment we came off stage from doing sound check, I found Will
loitering in the back hallway, looking flustered.


"We need to talk," I declared, grabbing his arm.


"Zoe…" he began, but I pulled him into a small room that
looked a lot like a storage closet.


Flicking the light on revealed a table, some old chairs and old
boxes full of papers. Storage closet.


Closing the door behind us, I faced him, trying to will back some
of that confidence I'd felt the night before. Having him in front of me made it
all dissolve into a pile of ash. I cared for him so much,
I was suddenly petrified he was going to break it off with me.


"Is everything okay?" I asked as he leant back against
the wall.


"Yes, of course it is," he replied like I was mad.


That wasn't really flying with me. "You've been different."


He frowned. "It's just… we're home now."


"And what's that supposed to mean?" I asked a little too
forcefully.


"Zoe," he stepped towards me, picking up on my tone.
"I didn't mean it like that."


I pulled back when he tried to wind his arms around my waist.
"Then what do you mean? Something's changed. I'm not stupid."


"Zoe, I didn't mean to upset you."


"You were okay until you got those messages," I said
quietly. I didn't want to be that girl, but that's what this was about, wasn't
it?


"What are you talking about?" he asked, cocking his head
to the side as if he were confused.


"Yesterday."


His expression changed and he knew he wasn't getting around it.
"That was nothing."


"Will," I hissed, "I saw how it got to you. Don't
say it was nothing. You hardly said a word to me when we got
back yesterday."


"It was nothing but an annoyance," he snapped and I
flinched, stepping back in surprise. He'd never spoken to me that way before.
His tone stabbed into me and I was lost for words.


"Shit, Zoe," he sighed, rubbing his eyes. "I'm
sorry. I didn't mean…"


He reached out for me and I twisted out of his grasp. "You're
not telling me something."


"You've nothing to worry about," he said firmly,
stepping into me before I could push him away again. "You're everything to
me."


His hands caressed either side of my face, forcing me to look into
his eyes and I saw such sincerity there, I believed him.


"You can't keep things from me," I said and instantly realised I was doing the exact same thing. Maybe I didn't
have a secret boyfriend, and maybe he was telling the truth, but there were
still some things I was holding back on.


"Zoe," he murmured, lowering his lips to mine. "There's only you."


I let him kiss me, long and slow, his lips firm against my own,
his tongue against mine. I let him consume me and take my fear.


My back hit the wall as his hands became more fevered, finding
their way underneath my shirt.


"Do you want to come?" he asked huskily, unbuttoning my
shorts.


"Will," I groaned as his fingers found my clit and began
circling.


"Only if you want it," he said breathlessly, nibbling on
my neck. "Only if you'll let me."


I didn't trust myself to speak, instead, I pushed my hand down the
front of his jeans, letting my body take over and squashing all rational
thought someplace else. Wrapping my hand around his hard length, I squeezed
lightly. It was all the encouragement he needed. He pulled my shorts and
underwear off and his jeans dropped to his knees.


Grinding himself into my clit, he moaned against my lips,
"Let me fuck you, Zoe. Let me be inside you. I need you."


I don't know where the condom came from, but suddenly, he lifted me up and my legs wrapped tightly around his waist, opening myself
up to him. We were still mostly dressed, the intimacy of skin on skin
gone and I knew this time was different. Positioning me on top of the table, he
took my mouth in a hard, fevered kiss, his tip against my opening. I clenched
in anticipation, wanting to feel him as much as he seemed to need me.


"God," he growled, sinking deep. "You're
mine."


Throwing my head back, I groaned as this painful, passionate, need
filled me. Right now, there was nothing but this and Will didn't stop. He
thrust deep inside me, hard and fast, relentless as he fucked me on top of the
table. This wasn't love or tenderness. This was raw sex. This
was just two people who needed to fuck to feel alive.
This was as real as it was going to get.


My hands latched onto his shoulders, fingertips digging deep as
flesh pounded into flesh, a blinding orgasm building inside of me. When I came,
I came hard, tightening around him as he prolonged the sensation, until I lost
all sense of where I was. Then he came just as hard, growling my name over and
over until with one last thrust, he stilled, tremors rocking through both of
our exhausted bodies.


His eyes met mine, both of us too spent to find each other’s lips,
let alone talk. I thought he'd stripped me bare before, but that was nothing
compared to what he just did to me.


As my mind slowly came back, I couldn't help but think he'd just
got one over me. That he'd just silenced me with sex. I wasn't sure how I
should take it.


He said I was his, but was he still mine?



 




After the show we all went to a bar down the street, everyone
seemingly determined to enjoy the last two shows together. We weren't sure what
we were doing next, but Louie had said The Stabs were going to Europe in a few
weeks and all that did was make me worry more. Things were still a little weird
with Will, especially after the way he'd seemed to fuck me into submission
earlier.


As with everything that had happened with us, things had gone up
and down just as fast in the last day. An incredible high and
a sickening low. Nothing was ever simple where Will Strickland was
concerned. I knew it the first time I'd laid eyes on him all those months ago.


As we stood at the bar, the music loud around us, I tried to put
on a happy face, talking to the guys, socialising.
Pretending. It wasn't long before I couldn't take it and asked again.


Pulling him aside, I asked, "Are you telling me the
whole truth, Will?" He went to embrace me, but I jerked away,
determined not to be put off again.


"Zoe."


"You can't screw me into silence, Will."


He let out a strangled moan, pulling me into him. "I'm sorry,
Zo."


"What's wrong? You're really fucking scaring me."


He hesitated, but finally came out with, "I didn't know if
you'd still want this after the tour was over. I was worked up about it all day
yesterday and I let it get to me instead of just asking you. When we got back,
I didn't want to give you the chance to dump me, so I bolted."


"I wouldn't…"


"I guess I panicked," he shrugged, eyes downcast.


I cupped his face, my thumb rasping across his stubble. "I
don't want this to end."


He closed his eyes and sighed, leaning into my hand.
"Good."


"What a stupid thing to think."


He opened his eyes, a smile crossing his face. This time, when he
kissed me, it was the Will I remembered. My heart fluttered a little in my
chest and I began to feel better.


"Let me buy you another drink," he said, turning towards
the bar.


"I still have a whole half."


"So? I'll get you whatever you want."


"Whatever, huh?" I smiled, the mood suddenly
lighter. Nodding, he began to move off, but hesitated, making me bump into
his back. "Ow."


Will was looking across the bar at something and frowned, biting
his bottom lip and I'd come to know it was a tell. He
was worked up about something.


"What is it?" I asked, squeezing his arm.


"I'll be back in a minute," he said without looking at
me and walked off into the crowd. It was still in the tone of that weird out of
character funk he'd been in. I began to panic a little, thinking I'd done
something this time, but I saw him grab the arm of a pretty looking brunette
and start taking with her. She was as tall as he was, with short spiky hair and
looked very slim for her height. All those things I had thought we'd just put
to rest came flooding back.


Pete was standing at the bar beside me, so I asked, “Who’s that?”


“That’s Mish,” he said as he looked across the room.


“And who's Mish?” I tried and cover my annoyance, but I don’t
think it was working that well.


“Mish was the one who got away.”


My expression instantly fell. The one who got
away. He'd never uttered one word about her. Why wouldn't he say
something? Then I realised the texts he got yesterday
must have been from her and I wondered if he'd been getting them all along. A
sinking feeling of dread settled in the back of my throat. The thought must
have translated to my face because Pete put a hand on my arm and smiled.


“They were really screwed up,” he said. I know he was just trying
to make it better, but it wasn't really helping. “He won’t go back there. He’d
be an asshole if he did. He’s only got eyes for you.”


I could only nod, not knowing what to say and took my discarded
drink off the bar and pushed through the crowd. I didn’t really want to hear
reassurances that everything would be okay. When the hell did I get so jealous?


I watched them across the dance floor and I almost threw up a
little in my mouth. I mean she was beautiful. Like model beautiful. Tall, willowy, perfect complexion, short brown pixie cut. I
looked at myself in the mirrored wall behind the bar and all I can see is some
tattooed rock chick with an attitude. If it were a competition based on looks,
then this Mish chick would shit all over me. I suddenly felt inadequate. What
the hell did Will see in me? All those things he'd
said, were they even true?


Was it morbid curiosity or a death wish I had? I just had to turn
around again and when I did I almost blew a fuse. She was all up in his
personal space, her hands running up his arms, a sick look of satisfaction on
her face. But what Will was doing is worse. His hands are on her hips and he leant
towards her as if he was trying to listen to what she's saying over the loud
music, but she pushed herself forward and kissed him. My heart seemed to do
this thing where it sputtered and almost died, but I was like a deer caught in
the headlights of an oncoming semi-trailer. A fully laden
semi that would crush me and splatter my insides all over the road for everyone
to see.


Will didn't pull back and for one horrible second, I witnessed him
kissing her back.


I turned away, feeling like I wanted to die and I caught Pete’s
eye. From the expression on his face, he had seen it too.


I walked up to him, slamming my empty bottle on the bar in front
of him and without a word, I’m putting on my jacket
and bolting down the stairs back to street level. I didn’t bother texting Dee
or the others. I just had to get out of there.


The security guard looked at me with a raised eyebrow as I pushed
the door open with a violent jab and I could only grimace and walk away as fast
as I could without running. I ignored the little voice in the back of my head
that was telling me, I told you so, and put my head down and
stared at the footpath as I fled. This was what I was trying to avoid. This feeling of abandonment. Uselessness. Trash. I couldn't
help but feel like I had been thrown away again. I clutched my arm against my
stomach and an image of blood flashed through my mind. This felt worse than a
broken arm.


My phone started to ring in my pocket and I ignored it. I just
kept walking and walking, trying to block out the stabbing pain in my chest. My
phone rung again as soon as it stopped and I let it go, but it did it a third
time and I pulled it out of my pocket and saw that it was Dee. Pete would have
told him. I wonder if Will still had his tongue down Mish’s
throat and I resisted the urge to throw myself into oncoming traffic. Then I realised I was standing on the footbridge that spanned the Yarra River, water running swiftly below me, the lights of
the city overhead. I’m the only one on it at this hour, so I leant over the edge
and thought about hurling my phone into the cesspool below. It rung again and I
almost did, but this time I saw that it was Will. And I fucking hated him.


After everything, why would he do that? After the things he
said... I didn't care who she was to him, he shouldn't
have fallen for it. But, maybe he wanted to and that was a truth too hard to
swallow. Now that we were home and the tour was ending, I wasn't good enough.


I stared at my phone, trying to fight tears, my knuckles white
around the annoying piece of crap and it stopped. Three missed calls from Dee
and one from Will. It started ringing again and I pressed the ignore button and
turned it off.


I knew I should be screaming at someone or bawling my eyes out or
something, but I just stared blankly at the dark water passing below me and
wondered why. Why did this have to happen to me? Why did I always pick the
wrong guy? Why, why, why?


I sighed, the effort seeming to burn through my tight throat and I
just want to go home. I just want to go home and curl up underneath the
blankets and forget I ever came out in the first place. I may have been alone
before, but at least I didn't feel like this.


I let my walls down only to have my heart broken again and this
time it might be irreparable. How could I come back from this? Even as I
thought it, I knew there was no coming back. Not this time.


This time, I'd truly been in love.



 













 


 

CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE 



 

Will



 


 


 

The tension between Zoe and I had just lifted when I saw Mish across
the bar. I stopped suddenly, anger welling inside me.


"I'll be back in a minute," I said, my eyes fixing on
Mish. I knew exactly what she was doing here and I wasn't going to give her a
clear shot at Zoe.


When she saw me walking towards her, she smiled, "Will."


"I thought I told you to stay away, Mish."


"Oh, you know me," she laughed. "I never do what
I'm told."


I pulled her aside, trying to keep her hidden.


"I'll do whatever you want, Will," she crooned, stepping
into me. "Remember how good it was? You and I?" She bit her lip,
running her hands up and down my arms.


I shook with annoyance. "Stop it, Mish."


"Remember the sex? Remember how I used to take you in my
mouth backstage? Remember?"


That was exactly the kind of thing a guy did remember. I closed my
eyes, trying to think of a way to get rid of her, when she pressed into me, her
mouth on mine. For a split second my body had a mind of its own and I felt
myself kissing her back.


I pushed her away sharply, feeling disgusted. "What the
fuck?"


"I had to show you," she said with a smirk and I knew
she had seen me with Zoe.


"Fuck, Mish. It's never going to happen. Get that through
your head."


She smiled, running a hand down my arm. "I'll see you
again."


"Fuck off," I hissed and walked off, leaving her in the
corner by herself.


I couldn't believe the fucking gall of that woman. I hoped to god
that Zoe hadn't seen that. Looking through the crowd, I couldn't see her at
all. I turned around to look over at the bar, but I turned right into
Dee's fist. He hit me with such force, I almost fell
flat on my back.


"I warned you," he spat as I clutched my face.


"I deserved that," I said wryly as Pete came up behind
him, pushing him back.


"Will, what the fuck are you doing?" Pete asked, just as
pissed as Dee was.


"She fucking pushed herself on me," I hissed at them.


"Well, what-fucking-ever," Dee
said sarcastically. "Zoe fucking saw, douche bag."


"What?" My heart stopped and I could have thrown up then
and there.


"She's gone, mate," Pete confirmed.


"Fuck," I cursed, fumbling for my phone.


"Don't," Dee said thinly, taking his phone out and
dialing Zoe's number. "No answer." He tried again, and when she
didn't answer again, he tried a third time. "Nothing."


I tried her then, and it rang out. I tried again and the call was
cut off. "I think she's turned it off."


Dee dialed again. "Voicemail." He looked at me with such
fury, I swear he was gunna thump me again. "If
something happens to her because of you..."


"Dee," Pete cut in. "Arguing about it won't help
anyone. If you want, we'll help you look for her. Just say the word and I'll
get the guys."


Dee glared at me, his jaw hard.


"Dee?"


"Yeah," he said to Pete. "I know a few places where
she might have gone. If I need your help, I'll call. And you," he looked
back at me pointing an accusing finger at my chest, "stay the fuck away
from her."


I'd fucked up. This was the mother load. And this time, I might
lose Zoe for good. My face throbbed from Dee’s punch and my gut twisted
painfully. It was a reality too hard to take.



 













 


 

CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO 



 

ZOE



 


 


 

I woke to someone hammering on my front door. It seemed way to
early for that kind of enthusiasm. Rolling over, the clock said that it was 12 noon. The banging was still going on, so I shouted, “Fuck
off!” and put a pillow over my head.


“Zoe?” I recognised Dee’s voice, muffled
through the material. “C’mon, open up. We’re worried sick about you. Zoe?”
He’s thumping again and the dog across the way started to bark.


Crawling out of bed with an enraged growl, I pulled on my dressing
gown and opened the front door.


“Thank fuck,” he said, pushing inside and throwing his arms around
me.


“Get off me,” I shoved him away and walked back into the kitchen looking
for something to take the edge off.


“Zoe, Pete told me about…”


I turned around and glared at him.


“I tried calling you, but you turned your phone off.”


“Duh.”


"We've got the show tonight…"


"Duh, again." Before Dee opened his mouth again, I said,
"I know all about it. It will be uncomfortable because I want to punch the
fuckwit in the face. I have an obligation to do the show. I'll be there. Don't
worry about it."


"Okay."


"Just keep him the fuck away from me."


"Zoe…"


"I don't want to hear it, Dee. Ever. I can't do it again. I'm
done. I'm so done."


He strode across the room and pulled
me into his familiar arms and despite my pent up rage, I sunk into him.


"Why does this always happen to me?" I asked, trying to
fight back the tears I knew would come after Dee's gone. "What did I
do?"


"You didn't do anything," he murmured. "You're fuckin' beautiful, you know that, Zoe? I wish I liked you
that way then it would be a match made in heaven."


"In your dreams, buddy."


He laughed at my half-hearted attempt at a joke. "Can you
imagine our kids? They would be GODS." He pulled me down onto the
couch and cradled me against his chest. "If it's any consolation, I
thumped him one."


"You punched him?"


"No one hurts you while I'm around, Zo.
No one."


Maybe it was childish for me to think it, but I hoped it hurt.


"It's just tonight," he said, voice calm.
"Then you never have to see him again if that's what you want."


I nodded, the tears that I'd been trying to hold in since last
night began to spill, staining Dee's t-shirt.


"It's okay," he said. "Let it out. Remember last
time? Holding it in is bad."


I didn't want to, but I remembered last time. I didn't cry for
weeks and when I did, it almost sent me over the edge. The
kind of edge that you never come back from. A
bottomless pit of nothingness.


So, I cried and cried and Dee stayed with me until it was time to
go face the music.



 





 

I tried not to think about the gig as Dee and I got out of the
taxi. Standing out front of the venue sent sharp stabbing pain through my heart
and my hands shook.


"You okay?" Dee asked. "You look paler than
usual."


I took deep breath. "It's just tonight."


"Just tonight." He slid a hand into mine and led me down
the side street to the stage door. Everyone was already there. Frank, Louie and
Sticks were loitering side of stage. Dean, Chris and Simone were hanging out at
the merch table setting things up. There was no sign
of Pete and Will and I was thankful, for now at least.


Simone caught my eye and offered me a small smile and I nodded.


Going backstage I found a quiet corner and leant against the wall.
I could tell myself that I was trying to be strong. Trying to be professional,
but I wasn't even fooling myself. I knew the moment I saw Will, I'd break and
I'd either cry or fly into a blind rage.


"Zoe," a voice splintered through my thoughts.


Spinning around with a scowl, I saw Pete behind me, his hands
jammed into the pockets of his hoodie.


"What?" I spat a little too forcibly.


"Can we talk?"


"I don't think that's a good idea." Talking was the last
thing I wanted to do right now. Right now, I wanted to hurt someone just like I
had been.


"Zoe, it's important."


With an annoyed sigh, I led him back into a storage room, so we
wouldn't be interrupted. This wasn't going to be pleasant and the last thing anyone
needed was an audience.


Slamming the door closed behind him, I sneered. "Talk."


"He's sorry, you know."


"Yeah, well, so am I."


"Somehow I don't think you mean it the same way."


"What gave me away?" I said, leaning back against a
shelf.


"Zoe, there's something you have to understand," he
began carefully and I didn't like where this was going already.


"You told me that she was the one who got away. Is he in love
with her?"


"That's not for me to say."


"Then why the hell are you even talking to me?" I cried.
"Explain it to me, because right now, all you're doing is sinking in the
boot."


"You need to let him talk to you, Zoe."


"Was he with her this whole time?" I asked, thinly,
holding back tears. When Pete frowned, but didn't respond, I let all my anger
out. "Was he with her this whole time? I swear to god, if you don't answer
me Pete…"


"No, he wasn't," he said, holding a hand up to calm me.
"That first gig he said he saw you at, things had only just ended with
Mish. It was bad. It destroyed him."


"So, I was just a rebound? Is that what this was?" I
felt bile in the back of my throat. The things I'd said to him. I felt sick.
He'd said he didn't know how to handle how he felt about me. Suddenly, I realised it must have been because he still had feelings
for Mish. This whole time, had he been in love with someone else?


"No, Zoe. They're over. They were over before he even laid
eyes on you. When he finally told me about you, I understood. He was
getting better. Getting over it. Because of you."


"Somehow I don't believe you. If that were true, he wouldn't
have kissed her back." Pete's expression fell and I knew what I'd
just said was the truth. All those things he'd told me. That he didn't want to
hurt me, that he would do anything I asked of him… That I was his and he was mine. They were all lies.


"I can't make excuses for him," he said quietly. "I
don't know why he did it, but I do know that you and him…"


"Me and him, nothing." It came out so full of
hate and anger, that I even scared myself. "If a quick
fuck on the side is what he wanted, then he fucking got it. I believed I was
nothing for so long and he made me believe. He made me believe I was worth
something. Now he has his fucking future back and I'm kicked to the
fucking curb. Any faith I had in the human race was pitiful before, now
it's all fucking gone."


Pete grabbed my shoulders and forced me to look at him. "Calm
down. It's not like that at all."


"I can't fucking calm down. Do you understand how I
feel? I feel like a fraud. I'm the other woman. I'm nothing but something to be
used. That's how I feel. He didn't hit me like..." I bit my lip to stop
myself and took a deep breath, "but he may as well have."


"Someone hit you?" Pete's eyes widened. "Zoe,
I…"


"Drop it, Pete."


He let go of my shoulders and took a step back, uncertainty etched
into all of his features.


"He needs to stay away from me."


But, Pete wasn't done with me yet. "Look, I know Will better
than anyone. We grew up together. We lived on the same street since we were
six. This thing with him and you? It's real, Zoe. It's
the best thing that's ever happened to him. You need to let him explain."


"I'm done with explanations." I pushed the door open and
stalked out, trying to hold myself together. He may have meant well, but all
Pete had done was make it a billion times worse.


Once upon a time, the man I'd loved betrayed me and destroyed my
life. Now, it was happening again. I was so done. No one was ever getting in
again.


And just like that, the walls around my heart slammed closed.



 





 

After the gig, I waited for the guys just inside the venue, well
aware that The Stabs were still busy packing up. So far, Pete and Dee had
stayed true to their word and kept Will away from me. It was a trend
I wanted to continue until I didn't have to see him anymore. The Devil's Tattoo
and The Stabs would never be on the same bill again if I had anything to do
with it.


Dee and Frank appeared beside me, looking like they were ready to
go. Chris had left with Simone a while ago and at least something had worked
out for someone.


"Zoe?" Dee was looking at me, a frown creasing his brow.


I looked at Frank and he shrugged, going outside.


"Zoe?" Dee asked again and this time I looked him in the
eye.


"What?"


"You love him, don't you?"


"Loved," I almost choked on the word. I had loved him,
but I couldn't live with that kind of hurt again. "The emphasis being on
the past tense."


"I don't believe you."


"Well, I believe me," I said, shoving through the stage
door. Conversation over.


It was a short walk to the bar we'd agreed on going to. The last
gig of the tour was over and this was meant to be a party to celebrate. Ninety
nine percent of our shows had sold out, our merch was
down to zero and album sales were up. We should be happy. The band was going
crazy. But, I couldn't feel anything.


Dee walked with me, his arm around my waist.


"You don't have to baby me, " I said, shrugging him off
and jamming my hands into my pockets.


"Zo."


"You should be celebrating with the others."


"I want you here," he said. "You're a part of this
too. And if that means I have to take care of you, then so be it."


We stood out front of Ding Dong Lounge, our bar of choice
and he hugged me.


"Zoe."


I stiffened at the sound of Will's voice, pulling away sharply
from Dee. I didn't dare turn around, because if I did, I would have punched him
right in the face and I needed my hand to play.


"Leave her be, man," Dee's voice filtered through my
simmering rage. "Don't you think you've done enough?"


"I need to explain."


I didn't hear any more. I kept walking, disappearing inside the
bar and leaving his empty words behind.


I never got drunk. It wasn't my thing, killing brain cells and
wasting a day away on a hang over. But right now, it's all I wanted to do. So,
I sat at the bar and ordered a triple scotch and coke and a bottle of cider.
The scotch was gone in under a minute and the cider began to follow. All this
anger was unnatural. It pooled in my gut like acid and I would have done
anything to dull it.


I'd been sitting there for at least ten minutes when someone stood
next to me and it was the last person I was expecting. But, the more I thought
about it, it was the one person that would have wanted
to confront me. After all, I'd wanted to do the same thing, albeit for
different reasons.


Mish was standing there, her pretty face contorted in anger. She
stood right in my personal space and I couldn’t have cared less. "Stay
away from him," she said like it was a threat. "Will is mine."


I stared at her, unblinking and without a trace of emotion, I said,
"If you are so secure in your relationship, then why do you feel the need
to come over here and bother me with your pathetic, empty threats?"


Mish stared at me open mouthed and I knew I should have felt a
little good about the fact I had her lost for words in under five seconds, but
she was still standing all up in my face. So I continued, "If you don't
mind, you're in my personal space and I would advise you to get the hell out of
it."


She took a few steps backward, her eyes betraying her fear. As much
as I wanted to hurt her, laying a finger on her would solve nothing. She wanted
to hurt me too, but it was better to leave everything well enough alone. So, I
just turned around and sat back on my stool and downed a mouthful of cider,
staring into space. Some after party. Some fucking tour.


"Zoe?" Chris was beside me. He'd witnessed my moment of
moral triumph. "That was epic."


"Was it?" I shrugged.


"Here's to tellin' crazy bitches
what for," he tapped my bottle with his and gave me a wink.


Suddenly, I felt a little better.


I looked up and saw Mish talking to Will, the expression on her
face furious and she's pointing at me. He looked over and caught my gaze and
all I could do was sigh and look away. I didn't have anything left inside of me
that gave a crap. This just had to end. I couldn't see him anymore. I couldn't
be within five feet of him. I had to get away if there was any chance of me
coming back from this again.


"I've gotta
get out of here," I declared suddenly and Chris gave me a look.


"Are you okay?"


"No. I just need some air." I snatched my jacket from
the bar and walked away, my breath tight in my chest.


I couldn't really hear over the music, but someone grabbed my arm
as I moved through the room. I figured they were trying to call out to me, but
I didn't hear. When whoever it was pulled me around, I stiffened. Will was
holding my arm, some unknown expression on his face, along with a dark bruise
below his right eyebrow where Dee must have punched him. It burned where his
fingers touch my bare skin and it hurt too much. My heart felt like someone
just stabbed a piece of jagged glass right through it and I tore myself away.


"Zoe," he said and it came out strangled.


"Don't touch me," I hissed, taking a few steps back.


"Please, Zoe. Let me explain."


"No."


"Why are you pushing me away? I want to make this better. I
can't…" He ran a hand over his face. "Why won't you let me
explain?"


Suddenly, I don't feel so numb anymore. Anger welled up inside me and
it's all I could do to stop myself from punching him in the face and giving him
a matching bruise. Instead, I let it all out. "Because when your boyfriend
of three years that you love and trust comes home and tells you he's been
seeing another woman for six months behind your back and that they're getting
married a week from fucking Tuesday…" I almost choked on a sob and
clutched my arm to my stomach. "He broke more than my life. That kind of
shit destroys a person. It destroyed me for such a long time and fucked if I'll
let someone else do it to me again."


He's looking at me open mouthed and I swore he might start crying.
There's nothing else to say, so I just turned and walked away. Let him go back
to Mish. Let him do what he wants. I can't care anymore. I don't care.


But, he grabbed my arm again, stopping me from running away.
"Zoe, you're everything to me. Don't say this meant nothing to you."


I wrenched myself away again and I slapped him in the face, hard.
"It meant everything," I hissed as his hand came up to his face in
wide-eyed surprise. "Then you shit all over it. I let myself care and all
it did was this. You do it once, then it's only a
matter of time before it happens again. I won't be that person ever again. I
won't let anyone else be that person." I took a few steps back. "Stay
away from me."


This time he didn't come after me as I pushed my way through the
crowd. Outside, the air was cool, so I threw my jacket on and flipped up the
collar. People were milling outside the bar and the security guard nodded as I
caught his eye. Giving him a thin smile I walked up the street a short way,
looking for a quiet place to clear my thoughts.


I ducked into a dark alleyway and leant my forehead against the
cool brickwork. I was only a few steps within, so the street
light lit me up as I tried to calm myself down with deep breaths. It
wasn't working that well.


I pulled my phone from my pocket and thought about calling Dee,
but I'd dragged him through enough of my shit already. It wasn't fair to him to
keep leaning on him as much as I had. His life had suffered for it too, in a
way.


"Hey, baby."


My head snapped up at the sound of a familiar voice. Just outside
the alleyway in the orange streetlight, stood the man who I had once loved. The
man that had lied, cheated and broke my heart. The man who had destroyed my life.


I took a step back, suddenly wary, and clutched my arm. The arm that he broke.


"Jason."


My heart thudded in my chest and it was another emotion he made me
feel now. It was fear.














 


 

CHAPTER
THIRTY-THREE 



 

WILL



 


 


 

My hand shot up to my face, clutching my stinging cheek. I
deserved that a million times over.


Zoe took a few steps away from me, a look of absolute loathing on
her face and my heart broke. I did this to her. I broke all the promises I'd
made. She deserved better.


As I watched her run down the stairs and out the bar, I realised that this feeling I had for her wasn't lust or
mere like.


I was in love with Zoe Granger.


If she wanted me to go, I would. But I had to tell her. Before she
kicked me to the curb once and for all, she had to know.


"Will." It was Mish, creeping up behind me like the
fucking snake she was.


"Go away, Mish."


"You're seriously going after her after she just hit you? She
doesn't want you, Will."


"Shut up," I hissed, turning around to face her. "I
fucking love her. Zoe is ten times the woman you are."


Her eyes widened in shock and she looked like I'd just slapped
her.


"You fucked this up," I spat. "And what for? I
could never love you. Not after all the shit you put me through. I never want
to see you again."


Before she could start another argument, I spun on my heel and
walked away.


Zoe had just run out into the middle of the city on her own, in the dark. Anyone could be out there. I
couldn't just let her go. Not in her state of mind. I would never forgive
myself if something happened to her because of me.


Taking a deep breath, I thumped down the stairs and pushed the
door open, the cool night air hitting my face.
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Jason stood at the end of the alley, hands in his pockets, a smile
on his face. He hadn't changed much since the last time I'd seen him. Same
messy brown hair, same broad shoulders, same playful demeanour. Except now, I knew it was a mask that hid
something else. Something that had always been there.
Buried.


"I saw your gig tonight," he said, taking a step towards
me.


Instinctively, I took one back, but it was only into the darkness of
the blind alley.


"How've you been?"


"How've I been?" I spat in disbelief. He was asking this
now?


"Yeah."


"Awful," I hissed.


"Yeah, so am I." He seemed to take my barb the
wrong way. I meant I was awful because of him. I was broken because of what he
did to me.


I hesitated, wary of his intentions. What did he want from me?
He'd done more than enough already.


"Zoe, I…" he frowned, stepping closer. "I broke
things off with Deb. We're getting divorced."


"Good for her." So her name was Deb. He left me for someone
named Deb.


"I realised something."


"That you're a douche?"


Anger flashed in his eyes but it was so fleeting, I wondered if I
had imagined it. "No. I realised that I should
never have left you."


Well, this was news. He should have thought about that for the six
months he was off sleeping with this Deb chick behind my back.


"I don't want to know."


"Zoe, I want you back. We can fix this."


What the hell. Was he
deluded? Was he high on something? "Did you break her arm, too?"
I asked, my voice hardly audible, even to me.


"What did you just say?" His eyes were suddenly full of
astonishment.


"I said, did you break her arm,
too?"


"Zoe, I didn't break your arm."


Rage suddenly flared up inside me and I couldn't hold it back.
"You cheated on me for six months, then when you finally had the guts to
come clean, you hit me then pushed me down the stairs. You left me there!
You're nothing but a heartless fucking prick."


"Zoe, I apologised for hitting you.
I didn't mean it. I didn't."


I had no patience for his attempted lies - I was so angry tears
began to fall. "I laid there alone in the dark with a bone sticking out of
my arm in fucking agony! You lied to everyone and destroyed my life, Jason. I
feel nothing but hate for you."


"Zo, you need to calm down." I
barely registered that he was looking around warily, as if someone would come
along and bust his arm or god forbid, find him out for the liar he was.


"You want me back?" I scoffed. "The only reason you
don't have a criminal record is because there were no witnesses. You knew it
the moment you decided to run. And here you are, the moment I get it back
together, trying to worm your way in."


"Shut up," he hissed, stepping towards me, anger flaring
up in his expression.


"Stay away from me, Jason. If I ever see you again, you'll
regret it."


That was the wrong thing to say. His expression contorted as he
lost control of his rage and before I could get out of the way, his fist came
through the air towards me. You know when people tell you afterwards, that
things happened in slow motion? That they could see everything happening before
their eyes in tiny bite sized chunks of time, but can do nothing to stop it?
That's what happened right now. Jason's fist hurtled towards me and I couldn't
get out of the way. When it connected with my left cheekbone, I felt nothing.
It was surreal.


And just as suddenly, I fell to the ground on my side with a
surprised gasp. I clutched my face, sharp stabbing pain beginning to throb
through my skin.


"Zoe!"


I looked up, my eyes wide and I saw him. Will was stalking towards
us, his eyes flickering from me to Jason and I swear he was going to snap and
launch himself head first into a fight.


"Stop," I said and peeled myself from the gutter.


He didn't hear me and pushed Jason hard in the chest. "What
the hell man? Beating up on a woman."


"Who the hell are you?" Jason scoffed, pushing him back.
"What's it to you? Mind your own business."


"I love her and if you lay another finger on her, I swear to
god..."


I scrambled to my feet and pushed between them. "Stop
it."


"He hit you," Will said thinly,
the anger in his voice raw. He stared at Jason, not taking his eyes off of him
for a second.


I ignored him, turning back to Jason. "Once a hitter always a
hitter."


Jason was seething and I knew I'd hit a nerve. Was this the reason
this Deb was divorcing him? Had he shown his true colours
to her as well? 


"You fell. How many times do I have to explain it to
you?" He was so delusional, had he managed to convince himself his lies
were the truth?


I let out a snort of disbelief. "God, you even believe your
own lies. Does it help you sleep at night? Knowing that you broke your
girlfriend's arm and lied to everyone about it? Knowing you destroyed my
life?"


Will's voice was dangerously low. "He hit you
before?"


I nodded, not taking my eyes of the man that ruined my life.


Will gently pulled me aside and stepped up in Jason's face and he
looked like he was about to beat the hell out of him. One thing I know is that
I won't let anyone fight my battles for me. I won't be a victim again. I saw
Will's hands ball into fists, knuckles white with tension and before he did
something he was going to regret, I stepped forward and punched Jason in the
face. Hard.


He stumbled back a step, hands on his face and Will stared at me
with wide eyed surprise.


"Bitch," Jason spat at me, hands clutching his face.


"I hope that hurt," I said, pointing a finger at him.
"If you ever come near me again, I'll rip your balls off and feed them to
you."


I was so wild with anger, when Dee suddenly appeared behind me, I almost turned around and hit him as well. The security
guard from the venue had followed, hopefully at Dee's request.


"Woah, Zo,"
he said, holding my shoulders. "Settle down, it's only me."


"Dee?" I asked, blinking hard. My hand suddenly began to
throb and my face matched its pace. I remembered this feeling. That day, after I'd been picked up off the ground by the paramedics, they
said that my body had gone into shock. My strong demeanour
suddenly crumbled and tears began to fall, even though I tried hard to keep
them in. I didn't want Jason to see me cry. I didn't want Will to, either.


I didn't understand what was happening when Dee eased me into
Will's arms. I could only watch as my best friend hit Jason hard in the face,
putting him flat on his back. He got what he deserved, but I couldn't feel
anything.


Dee hauled Jason off the ground and shoved him against the wall.
"You're not going anywhere. Will, call the cops." Shoving Jason hard
again, he spat, "You're not getting away with it this time, you hear
me?"


"I've got it, mate," the security guard said in a deep
rumbling voice, frowning at Dee, but he didn't mention anything about the
perfectly aimed punch that Jason had just received into his left eye. He had a
phone in his hand and dialed triple zero.


Will guided me around the corner, so I didn't have to look at
them, but he could have taken me anywhere right then and I wouldn't have
fought. I buried my face into his shoulder, breathing in his familiar scent,
trying to shut out everything. His hands rubbed my back soothingly and right
then, I didn't hate him.


"It's going to be okay," he murmured into my hair and I
hoped he was right.


When I'd composed myself enough, I pulled away from him. I
couldn't let him touch me any more than he had. I'd said that I didn't want to
hear him explain, but after the way he stood up to Jason, I knew I had to let
him. I leant against the wall behind me and closed my eyes, aware that he
didn't move from my side. I pressed the back of my hand against the cool
brickwork and hoped I hadn't done anything more than bruise it. Even though it
had felt good to take control and thump Jason, I needed that hand to play
guitar.


It wasn't long before the police arrived and relieved Dee and the
security guard of their guard duty. They handcuffed a furious Jason and read
him his rights before stuffing him in the back of their divi
van.


"Are you okay, miss?" one of the police officers asked,
his voice changing drastically.


I nodded, wiping my eyes.


"He's going to spend the night in the lock up anyway, but I
have to ask if you want to press charges."


I nodded again, unable to get the words out.


"You'll have to come down to the station in the morning and
give your statements," the cop said, handing Will a card. "Then we
can take it from there."


"Thanks," Dee said, shaking the officer's hand.


"Miss, are you hurt? Do you need to go to the hospital? We
can call an ambulance if you need it."


"No, I'm fine," I said, shakily.


"Someone better take the young lady home," the cop said.
"She looks pretty shaken up. And someone should stay with her in case she has a
concussion." He looked between Dee and
Will and they both nodded.


As the cops drove off, leaving us alone in the street, I suddenly
felt exhausted.


"Zoe?" Dee asked, squeezing my hand.


I drew in a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. Closing my
eyes again, I said, "I need to talk to Will."


"Are you sure?" I knew he was giving an epic death stare
at the guy who'd stamped on my heart the night before, but I had to do this.


"Yeah."


Then we were alone.


There were a million questions I wanted to ask him, but after what
had just happened, I couldn't think of what any of them were. Will's actions
had erased most of them. He'd defended me from my past, just like that, and
he'd said… Before I could believe that, he had to answer the one question I
remembered.


"Did you mean it?" I asked, looking up into his stormy
grey eyes. "Did you mean to kiss her back?"


"No," he said like he was pleading with me.


"Why did you?"


"I don't know. I realised what I
was doing a second too late. I told her I was in love with you, but she came
back again tonight and…"


"Stop," I whispered. He was in love with me…


I knew I didn't have the right to be as angry as I was with him.
We both had twisted relationships that had tried to crawl in and ruin
everything. He hadn't been truthful, but neither had I. I had to let him
explain, but right now, I just wanted to go home.


To Will's surprise, I stepped into him, resting my head against
his shoulder. "Take me home."



 





 

We were silent all the way back to my place in St Kilda. When the
taxi dropped us off, I led Will up to my little apartment and pulled him into
the darkness. I was so aware of his proximity in the gloom, that my amped up
emotions latched onto the fact he was there beside me. I'd always been
attracted to him, but this was something else. Suddenly, I understood the way
he'd needed me the day before and after everything, I couldn't believe it had
only been twenty four hours. All I could think about was the fact that I
physically needed him.


I was overwhelmed, but all I could think about was his lips on
mine. This was an emotional release. I needed him to give it to me. My hand
fisted into his shirt and I pulled him against me, sucking his bottom lip into
my mouth. Instantly, his body responded and he caught my kiss with one of his
own. Moaning into his mouth, I felt my insides clench in anticipation.


"Zoe," he said breathlessly.


"Shhh," I murmured.
"Don't."


Leaning back against the kitchen counter, I ran my hands down his
back and underneath the waistband of his jeans, feeling the warm skin of his
ass. He seemed to be unsure of my reaction and to make myself clear, I sunk my
nails into his skin, pressing my lips against the corner of his jaw.


"Are you sure?" he asked with a frown. "I
don't…"


"Please," I murmured against his lips. "I need
you."


"Zoe…"


"You once said that you'd do anything I asked," I
interrupted. "I'm asking. I don't care what happens next. I need you
inside me."


He let out a strangled moan, his eyes closed. "I want you Zo, so much. But after what I did…"


"I need you to fuck me, Will Strickland."


That seemed to work. He let his jacket drop the floor and pushed
mine from my shoulders, flinging it over the couch. Abruptly, he tore my
t-shirt over my head, my hair wild over my face. Pushing it out of the way, he
trailed feather light kisses down my chest, before unhooking my bra, freeing my
breasts.


Teasing my nipples with his tongue, he said, "Hard or slow,
Zoe? Tell me how you want me to fuck you."


When he spoke like that, it made my insides clench tight. I knew I
was wet and I wanted it any way I could get it.


"Hard," I gasped as he pulled his shirt off and fumbled
with the button of my skinny jeans. "Fast."


Kicking my boots off, he did the same and with one hard tug, he
pulled off my jeans and underwear in one go. His followed, but not before he
pulled a condom out.


"Do you want it here?" he whispered against my lips.
"From behind? In your bed?"


"Stop talking," I moaned. "I want to come."


With a wild growl, he picked me up, holding my body against his. I
wrapped my legs around his waist and he pressed me against the wall, thrusting
inside me, burying deep.


"God," I gasped, biting into the skin of his shoulder,
but he didn't stop. He held me against the wall and moved inside me, his
thrusts relentless, driving me closer and closer to the edge. I wanted hard and
fast and he knew how to give it to me.


"Fuck, Zoe," he grunted. "You make me burn. Just
you. Only you."


Abruptly, he pushed me back onto the kitchen countertop, my back
flat on the cool surface as he stood over me. Holding a leg over his shoulder,
he didn't slow his rhythm, pounding in and out of me. Watching him over me like
that almost undid me, seeing the unmasked pleasure on his face. I'd never seen
that look in anyone's eyes before and somehow I knew this was just for me. This
took him as completely as it did me.


As I felt an orgasm building inside me, I took my breast in my
hand, kneading the sensitive flesh and my other hand went towards my clit,
which was open and wanting at this angle. As my finger began to circle,
Will gasped, his hand tightening on my thigh.


"Don't stop," I moaned as I began to come, calling out his
name. Arching my back, I spasmed around him urging
him to follow and he did. The look on his face gave away how hard his release
was as we watched each other fall over the edge.


"Zoe," he gasped, slumping over me, my legs
wrapping around him.


My hands ran through his hair as the stubble on his jaw rasped
against my naked breasts, both our chests heaving with exertion. That feeling
of pure need I'd felt earlier was more than satisfied. It'd been
quenched for now.


"Take me to bed, " I whispered, moving against his
length that was still deep inside me. "We both have some explaining to
do."
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I carried Zoe to bed, pulling the covers back and setting her gently
onto the mattress. Tucking the doona up to her chin,
I stroked a thumb down her cheek, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her
ear. With a sigh her eyes began to droop, and I suddenly began to worry about
her eye. I couldn't see in the semi-dark, but it would probably bruise
something fierce.


Her apartment was small, so there was no missing the bathroom. As
I cleaned up, I couldn't help but let my thoughts wander and my anger simmered
as I began to mull over everything that had happened tonight.


She'd hit him. Not the slap she'd clocked me with - it was a full
fist punch, her entire weight had been behind it. She'd probably given that
bastard a black eye.


Zoe was the strongest woman I'd ever known. I hadn't heard all of
their argument, but I could guess the extent of what her ex had done to her. If
I could go back there right now, I wouldn't hesitate beating the crap out of
him. I wanted to smash him into pulp for hurting her.


She was better than that. She had the strength to stop when she
had every right to lose it. She was ten times the human being I had been.


Whatever she chose to do now, I would do it, even if she didn't
want me. I'd told her that I'd do anything she wanted and I intended to keep
that promise from now on and forever. She'd trusted me then and she'd trusted
me now when she asked me to bring her home.


I was hers to do with what she wanted.


Going back into the kitchen, I opened the freezer and found a
packet of frozen peas. Grabbing a tea towel from the bench, I wrapped them up
and went back into the bedroom, hoping to god that this wasn't the last time I
would see her.



 













 


 

CHAPTER
THIRTY-SIX 



 

ZOE



 


 


 

It didn't register completely when Will took me to bed and pulled the
covers over my naked body. Nor did it register when he went out and came
back. A cold cloth pressed against the side of my face and I gasped at the
sudden temperature change.


"I nicked your peas," Will said, propping himself up on
an elbow beside me.


"S'ok." I took the packet of
frozen peas he'd wrapped in a tea towel and pressed it against my eye. I was
sure I'd have a shiner there for a week or so.


"I'm so sorry, Zoe. I didn't mean to hurt you. I promised I
wouldn't and what did I do?" His hand caressed up and down the curve of my
waist, the muted glow from the security light outside highlighting the worry in
his features. "I'll understand if you want to end this. I don't want you
to, but…"


I silenced him mid-sentence, pulling his bottom lip into my mouth,
my fingernails pressing into his back. "Shut up."


"Zoe," he breathed against my mouth and I dropped the
frozen peas on the floor.


"Tell me the truth. Everything."


He took a deep breath. "I don't know where to start."


"At the beginning helps."


"The beginning…" He let out another long sigh. "I
didn't want you to have to deal with her. I thought I could have words with her
and get her to back off, but she turned up anyway."


"Who was she to you?"


"She was my girlfriend. We'd been together for around three years."


I'd been with Jason for almost two years. I knew a long
relationship like that would had to have been serious.
We'd both had someone before, but even though, it still hurt that he'd loved
someone else. But, despite my jealousy, I had to keep asking questions if I was
going to get over this. If we both were. "What's
her deal?"


"Mish is a model. She does stuff like fashion week and
sometimes goes overseas. A year and a half ago was when it went bad. She
was opening a show for some big designer in Sydney. It was a
big deal so, I went to surprise her. You know,
to be supportive. It wasn't until I caught her in the act that I realised what had been going on. Every time she'd go away,
she'd screw her way through any male model she came across."


"You walked in on her?"


"In the throws."


I frowned, understanding how being cheated on tore your heart in
two.


"It really messed me up. I blamed myself for the longest
time. I agonised over everything I'd done, wondering
where it had gone wrong. I must have done something to push her away, but I
didn't know what. She crawled back and I let her, but it wasn't the same. The
trust was gone, you know? I ended it a year ago. That was a month before that
gig. You know the one I saw you at?"


"Yes. How could I forget."


"I felt like I was drowning and you brought me back. This
mysterious woman in the crowd threw me a lifeline." He let his eyes fall
away from mine. "The other day… on your birthday, she started messaging
me. Saying she missed me and wanted to see me. It was so out of the blue, it
threw me."


"That's why you were so distant?" I asked with a scowl.


"Yeah. I'm sorry. It's just been such a fast turnaround… you
know with you and…" He stopped mid-sentence, a pained expression on his
face.


I knew what he meant. The emotional turnaround and given us a both
a serious case of whiplash.


"I know now that I didn't love her. I thought I did at the
time, but what that was pales in comparison to what I
feel for you. It was a mistake."


"Will…"


"I didn't mean to, Zoe. I didn't mean to do it."


I ran a hand up his warm chest, feeling the pounding of his heart.
I trailed my fingers along his collarbone and up his neck, finally cupping his
face. Looking into his eyes, I realised how sincere
he was. I'd never thought Will would be the kind of
guy to cry, but his eyes sparkled.


"Seems we both had psycho ex's that wanted to capitalise on our fragile emotional state," I said,
shifting against him, so our legs tangled.


He gazed at me with a puzzled look, like he didn't understand the
meaning behind my words, that I was beginning to
forgive him.


"Jason and I..." I began, but he placed a finger over my
lips, silencing me mid-sentence.


"You don't have to," he whispered. "I'm not mad at
you for not telling me. I understand why you didn't. You stood up to him. When
it came to me, I caved."


"I want to."


"You're stronger than you realise, Zo. You put me to shame."


"I need to tell you, Will."


"Okay. If it's what you want."


I took a deep breath, wrapping my arm around his familiar body. I
needed familiar to get through this. I hadn't told the entire story to anyone
since I lay in the hospital with Dee at my bedside. I never told my parents the
whole truth, they didn't need that kind of worry. So
much time had passed, I wasn't sure if I remembered how it went. I'd been out
of it mentally for a long time. "I knew something was wrong the moment he
came home. He was different. He couldn't look at me. I asked him what was
wrong and he just lay it out there. He'd been seeing another
woman behind my back for six months. I'd been oblivious. I was happy."
I stifled a sob.


Will's hand tightened on my waist, but he didn't say anything. He
didn't need to.


"My first mistake was to slap him in the face. Then he told
me that he was in love with her and they were getting married. The next week. My second mistake was to punch him in
the face."


"It wasn't a mistake," Will's voice was quiet and thin.


I silenced him with a finger over his lips, the tension set in his
jaw, unnerving. "Then he hit me."


His eyes squeezed shut.


"My reaction was to run. He'd never raised a hand to me
before. Ever. I was terrified. He came after me of course, and grabbed my arm
just as I was about to go down the stairs. I yelled at him to let me go, and he
did. I turned and that was when I felt his hand on my back."


"God, Zoe."


"I remember everything. I remember falling down onto the
concrete below. I remember screaming. I remember the sound my arm made when it
broke." Tears began to spill out of my eyes.


"That scar on your arm," he said, tracing the lines of
my tattoo.


"I had to have surgery. It wasn't healing and they had to fix
it. I couldn't deal with seeing it, so I had it tattooed."


"It doesn't look like a surgical scar."


"I broke it so badly, the bone was sticking out."


He drew in a sharp hiss. "Bloody hell."


"Mrs. Cooper downstairs heard my screams and came out. By
that time Jason had already ran. She called an ambulance and Dee."


"That bastard ran off?"


"I could have called the cops. He could have gone to jail.
But there were no witnesses. It was my word against his and I didn't have the
kind of money it took to fight it in court. I had no choice but to let it go.
It was a week or so before I got out of hospital and in all that time, Dee and
my parents were the only people who came to see me. It wasn't until I went home
that I knew that he'd been telling lies to everyone. I tried to tell them the
truth, but they were quick to brand me the jealous ex-girlfriend. I got hateful
emails and messages. I deleted everything. Got a new number, got a new email. I
had to fall of the face of the earth or end up in some psycho hospital. They
seemed to forget the part where Jason had blatantly cheated on me. They all
sided with him and believed the story that I'd just fallen."


"Everyone but Dee."


"Dee was the only friend I had outside of his."


"If I ever see that bastard again…"


"It's over, Will."


"What about the other woman?"


"I tried to find her in the beginning, to talk to her. Tell
her the truth. But, I couldn't find her and nobody would talk to me."


"What did he say to you tonight? Why was he even there?"


"He wanted me back."


"What the fuck?"


"He didn't admit to it, but something must have went wrong
with his marriage. He must have seen how well I was doing now and wanted to
crawl back. You know, the whole victim messed up mentality. Maybe he wanted to
take advantage. I'd never let him. Not after what he did."


"Zoe," Will murmured, holding
me close. "God, your resolve is so bloody strong. I feel like a coward
next to you."


"I was a coward," I said. "For two years I was.
Then Dee got me to play in this silly little band called The Devil's Tattoo.
Somewhere along the way I decided to live again, but even then it wasn't right,
not yet."


He pressed his lips to my forehead, fingers trembling against the
skin of my face.


I wasn't quite finished yet. "How the hell does someone
recover from that kind of betrayal? I never did. I realise
that now. I'm sorry I ran off that day. I'm sorry." I couldn't help the
tears that began streaming from my eyes.


"You have nothing to be sorry for, Zoe. Nothing."


"I panicked."


Will let out a long shaky breath and pressed his lips against my
forehead again. "I wish I could take it away. I want to make it
better."


"Did you mean it? What you said before?" I whispered.


He cupped my chin and drew my tear stained face to his. "I
love you Zoe Granger. I don't even know how that's possible. But I do. I've
never been more certain of anything in my life. I didn't tell you because I was
afraid I'd scare you away."


"I never thought I'd be able to let anyone else in," I
said carefully. "But you walked in with your infuriatingly sexy stubble
and turned me upside down. The effect you had on me scared me shitless."


"If it's any consolation, I felt exactly the same way."


"Then," I whispered. "You took it away."


He gazed at me with hope in his eyes and my heart did that
flip-flop it had done the first time he'd spoken to me. "Zoe, tell me I
haven't fucked this up."


"You really are a class A jerk, Will
Strickland." After what we'd been through, he still hesitated. I captured
his mouth with mine and kissed him, taking control. "You're mine."


He had me on my back a second later, a knee pressing between my
legs. "If I'm yours, then you are mine." He kissed me
long and slow, his tongue teasing mine, and it was full of everything he felt
for me. Everything fell away and it was just me and him.


The cold packet of peas was back against my face, and instantly it
cooled everything else down as well.


"How's your hand?" he asked, pulling it up to his mouth,
lips brushing against my tender knuckles.


"Sore."


"You have a mean right hook, Zo."


"I never knew." I pulled my hand away and pressed it
against the top of the frozen peas.


"Do you think it might be broken?"


"No," I shook my head. "It moves okay. I think it's
just gunna bruise a little."


"Damn," he sighed. "You have an awesome new guitar
to play, too."


For the first time in days, I smiled a genuine smile. It would
take a little time, but somehow I knew we were going to be okay. He loved
me.


"We're going to Europe in two weeks," he said, suddenly
serious. "I'll be gone almost three months."


"I know." And I didn't like it one bit, but maybe time
apart would do us good.


"I don't want to leave you."


"It's okay, I have a Fender to keep me warm at night."


"Zoe," he groaned, pulling me against the length of his
body. "You're making me feel inadequate."


I ran a thumb over his nipple in slow, lazy circles and teased the
edge of his jaw with small fluttering kisses.


"That's a little better," he said through heavy breaths,
moving against me, the frozen peas falling aside again. "Seriously though,
Zo. You need some rest. It's two am." He
rolled me over, wrapping his arms around me, obviously intending to stay. I
pressed my body back into his, closing my eyes. He could stay as long as he
wanted.


"I love you Zoe Granger," he said against my hair.
"I know you're not ready to say it. I know it'll take time after
everything, but I'll wait."


"Will."


"Shh," he whispered, capturing
my lips with his thumb. "I'm never letting you go again."



 













 


 

CHAPTER
THIRTY-SEVEN 



 

ZOE



 


 


 

Three months
later...



 

The day after our last gig, Will took me down to the police
station and we both lodged our statements. I told them everything from the
beginning. The day Jason had come home and told me about his cheating, his
assault, the slander that had followed. Even Dee came
and gave his statement, though he hadn't been a direct witness. They said
without substantial evidence, there wasn't much they could do to peruse a
charge for the earlier assault, but they could seek a conviction for the
previous night. With the statements from Will and the bouncer from the bar and
some CCTV footage, they were able to pin a charge. It went to court a few weeks
later, but he got off with a caution and a mild good behaviour
bond.


It wasn't ideal, but hopefully it would serve as a deterrent. He
had a record of sorts, so next time he wouldn't get off so easily. To top it
all off, I now had a fresh stamped and sealed retraining order. Unfortunately,
reality didn't always see the bad guys going to jail.


It took a week before the bruise went down on my hand before I
could play guitar again, but the one on my face took a little more time to
heal. In the two weeks before The Stabs went off to Europe, Will spent every
moment with me outside of rehearsals. He was true to his word and stuck by me.
He made everything better.


He didn't hear from Mish again and I hoped it was for good. And to
date, there hadn't been a peep out of Jason, either.


For the two and a half months he was away, Will sent me messages
and emails, updating me on everything that was going on and all the things he
wanted to do with me when he got back. It was lonely without him, but the time
apart had done us a world of good like I had hoped. It gave us both time to readjust and get our heads on straight. And when the
skies cleared, both our worlds were still full of each other. I still hadn't
told him that I was in love with him, too. That I was saving for a face to face encounter.


And tomorrow he was coming home.


But right now, Dee was hovering inside the front door of my
apartment, jumping from foot to foot like an impatient child.


"Zoe, if you don't hurry up, I'm going to drag you out to the
taxi over my shoulder caveman style," he exclaimed. "The metre's running."


"Bloody hell," I cried, scooping up my keys and sunnies. "You're such a tight ass, Scrooge."


We were off to the radio station, Absolute for an interview.
They'd picked up our record as album of the week, which meant they were playing
all the songs from it at least five times a day. Massive exposure. We'd even
been in the week before and recorded little sound bites explaining the meaning
behind each track that they played before each went to air.


The station was located just outside the CBD in Melbourne, so we
decided to get a taxi straight there and that way we didn't have to worry about
parking the rusted heap of junk Dee liked to call a car.


Hurrying me along, he bundled me into the taxi and he was way too
amped for a little radio interview.


"What's going on?" I asked as the driver puled out into
traffic.


"We're gunna be late," he
said.


"Since when do you care about being on time?"


"I've always cared about being on time."


"Dylan, I've known you since you were twelve and you've never
cared about punctuality."


"Damn it Zoe," he laughed. "Don't call me that. Now
you've ruined my mystique with the taxi driver."


"I don't think he cares," I said, catching the driver's
eye in the mirror and he only shook his head with a small chuckle.
"See?"


"You're going to the airport tomorrow?" he asked,
blatantly changing the subject.


"Yes, of course," I scoffed. "I can't wait another
day."


"Blergh," Dee pretended to
throw up. "I was gunna offer to come with, but
if you're gunna be all Suckey
McSuck Face, then I'll stay home."


"Don't be such a child," I laughed at his reaction,
knowing he was just being dramatic.


"I love you, Zo," he said with
a wicked grin.


Scowling playfully at him I said, "I know you're playing
games with me, Dee and I'll let it slide this time. But, if you're playing some
kind of prank, know that I have a mean right hook."


"Oh man," he groaned, throwing his head against the seat
back. "I really don't think my mystique can take a black eye from a
girl."


I burst out laughing and even the taxi driver stifled one of his own.


We were dropped outside the front door of the building where
Absolute had its offices and studios and when we exited the elevator, we were greeted by a representative, who guided us through the
security entrance into the office space.


When we walked past the reception area, Frank was waiting along
with Simone and Chris, who had become inseparable since they'd gotten together
on the tour. They looked perfect together and were beyond happy. Everything had
worked out in the end and I hoped it would stay that way. I couldn't think of
two more deserving people than those guys.


Dee guided me through the office, trailing behind the lady who'd
greeted us at the door. I hadn't been on this side of the radio station
before, and it was all very laid back with bright graffiti art spray painted on
the walls, posters everywhere and all the staff were in casual
clothes. Towards the back of the floor were the studios, wall to celling
soundproof glass pimped out with all kinds of sound equipment and street art
plastered all over the walls. It really was an awesome place and I thought it
would be great to work here.


When we approached the studio right at the back, the red light was
on over the door, signaling that they were currently on air, but when I saw who
was sitting behind the mic, headphones on his head,
guitar in hand, I almost had a heart attack.


"What the hell, Dee!" I slapped him on the arm and he
jumped back with a laugh.


"You know me, Zo. Always
meddling."


"Always devising little stratagems," I rolled my eyes.


Turning back to the studio I shook my head in disbelief as the one
and only Will Strickland winked and made a kissy face at me. Pete sat next to
him and with a sly smile, gave me a small wave. They weren't meant to be back
until tomorrow.


"They got back last night," Dee said.


"And what's going on?" I asked, gesturing to the studio.
"I thought…"


"Shoosh, Hot Legs. They're back
on."


We couldn't hear them through the glass, but a speaker was
positioned outside, amplifying to the entire office what was currently being
broadcast. The announcer, I realised, was Hugo, the
guy who'd interviewed me and Frank all that time ago
on the day we found out that we were touring with The Stabs.


"You're listening to Absolute and that track you heard right
there was Luck Now from a band
out of Melbourne called Big Scary. Hey. I'm Hugo taking you right through to
five. We've got a special surprise for you right now. I know you were all
expecting the guys from The Devil's Tattoo in for a chat, but we've
been hijacked by a couple of guys you might know from a band called The
Stabs. Will and Pete, how are you guys going?"


"Great, thanks Hugo," Will said, eyeing me through the glass.


"So you guys have come in this arvo
and just wormed your way into the studio. But I understand you've got
something special lined up for our listeners? Care to explain?"


"Well, we just got back from our tour in Europe. Last
night, in fact and we have this song we'd like to play," Pete said,
amusement in his voice.


"A new song?"


"This one is actually a collaboration," Will
replied. "I helped a beautiful, tattooed, rock goddess write this one
night on our last Australian tour."


"You're not talking about Zoe from The Devil's Tattoo are
you?" Hugo asked with a laugh. "Because she's standing right
outside this studio looking at you like you're mad."


"The one and only."


"Well, I'm dying to hear it now. What's the story behind
it?"


"Well, we didn't get off to the greatest start. So, one
night I managed to corner her and convince her to let me help with a
song she was writing. And it was the first time I knew I wanted her forever. I
mean, I knew I wanted her the first moment I laid eyes
on her, but that was the first time I wanted it to be forever. I hope she
doesn't mind, but I made up a couple of words."


"Ohhh, a love story in
the making," Hugo laughed, looking out at me with a wink.


Grimacing, I shrugged.


"We'd like to play it for you today and I'd especially
like to play it for Zoe."


I recognised the song immediately, after
all it had been rolling around my head for days before we wrote it out that
night. With the two acoustic guitars, it was more haunting that I remembered.
At some point he must have worked further on it. As they played through the
intro, I picked out a few progressions that weren't there before. But, when
Will started singing, my breath caught in my throat and I swear my heart
stopped beating.



 

See the colour in your eyes, I'm strung out no place to go now


Light bared on a grey soul


Soul lights of night, A spectre came stole my breath



 

Don't worry, I'll find you, I've never been gone



 

See that I'm losing my heart, It's never
seen the likes of you


My soul struck confession


Bright lights of night, That burn into my
soul



 

Don't worry, I'll find you, I've never been gone



 

Just a ghost in a crowd


Look and see her eyes, they glow


It's a hard mountain to climb


But the view from here is Undeniable



 

See me and you'll feel the same, And
we'll stay here forever


No matter where I've been


Dim lights of life, that burn a length of
years



 

Don't worry, I'll find you, I've never been gone



 

Just a ghost in a crowd


Look and see her eyes, they glow


It's a hard mountain to climb


But the view from here is Undeniable



 

Don't worry, I'll find you, I've never been gone


The view from here is Undeniable


Undeniable



 

As soon as the song finished, Will ripped off his headphones and
pushed his guitar into Pete's surprised grasp. I was too stunned to move as he
pushed through the studio door and swept me up into his arms, spinning me
around, planting a kiss right on my lips in front of everyone.


"I love you Will Strickland."


His face split into a wide grin. "I was hoping you'd say
that."


I smiled in return and couldn't help it in the slightest when I
said breathlessly, "It's undeniable."
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BOOK ONE 



 





 













 

I was born into the world covered in blood, and that's exactly the way I
left it. 


Ever since, I have been damned to walk the boundary between life and
death alone. Unwillingly turned and left to my nightmare, I have seen men
commit countless horrors and committed many of my own. 


My origins shall remain unknown, my true self hidden.
I have been called by many names, but in this life I am known as the Witch
Hunter. I have been asleep these past 150 years, until I was awoken by a
haunting call.



 

Zachary Degaud was twenty
three when he died. The problem was, he didn't
stay that way.


Present day, he's just another vampire with another unremarkable story.
That is, until he manages to provoke a two thousand year old witch named Katrin, who wants to make him pay in the most horrible way
imagined.


Along with his brother Sam, newly made vampire Liz and their only witch
ally, Gabby, his only chance for survival is to summon the ancient and
unpredictable vampire known as the Witch Hunter.


Zac is just looking for a way out of his
psychopathic witch problems, but instead will find himself falling head first
into a blood feud that has stretched thousands of years.



 

Aya has been asleep for the past 150
years, until she was awoken by a haunting call. The witch she has been hunting
for thousands of years, Katrin, has resurfaced and
marked a young, annoyingly arrogant vampire by the name of Zachary Degaud. Unless she does something, he will die a slow and
painful death. He has given her an opportunity to end the witch, but does she
want to help him or leave him to his fate?


Zac will get under her skin like no one
else has and she just might find herself making the ultimate sacrifice before
he is gone forever.



 

They will both have to choose sides and look deep within themselves
before the end. But, what Zac learns about himself,
will surprise him most of all.














 

THE WITCH HUNTER SAGA


BOOK TWO 



 
















 


 


 

I've wandered my afterlife believing that I was the monster my maker
told me I was. It was the only thing I knew. Not even my brother, Sam, could
convince me otherwise.


Not until her. Not until Aya. She walked into
my life like a hurricane of destruction and nothing would ever be the same
again. None of us could have known what would happen next. What fate had in
store...


I finally grew a heart, only to have it ripped out.


Now, I will stop at nothing for revenge.



 


 

Zac's afterlife is just going from bad to worse.
He grew a heart only to have it torn out by the founding vampire, Arturius.


Nobody is sure what he wants, but Zac doesn't
want to know. He's more interested in finding a way to end him for
good. But, it might just be that he's after Gabby, who's harboring a
secret of her own, one that Arturius would do
anything for.


Aya's past will come back to haunt Zac in ways he never thought possible and what he finds out
will alter everything he ever knew about her. He will uncover a deadly secret
that should have remained buried. A secret Aya has
fought to keep for thousands of years. One she has killed for.


In the end, who's secrets will betray them to
the one man who wants them all dead? Aya's or Zac's?



 

They'll need to figure it out sooner rather than later, because death is
not an option.
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BOOK THREE 



 















I am the oldest vampire alive and I am the most feared. Wherever I walk,
death follows.


The downtrodden have the fiercest fire inside of them. Those are
the vampires I want by my side. The pain they have been through only fuels
their thirst for blood. Those I would ask to kill for me, simply because they
bask in the glow of their true nature. The nature I created in my own image.


We are each our own devil and this world is our hell.


I was the first of six and now I am the last. My revenge has only just
begun.


You better start praying, because I'm coming for you first.



 

When a mysterious stranger from Aya's past
shows up in Ashburton it's not all
good news. Tristan, a man she saved almost a thousand years ago, brings
a warning that will affect not just her, but her new family.


Regulus is coming.


To protect Zac, Aya
has to destroy the best thing that has ever happened to her. She has to pretend
that their love has been a lie. But, is it really the right thing to do?


Aya travels to the other
side of the world with Tristan to learn the secret behind Zac's blood and to hunt down Regulus
before he can find them first. Tristan is her way into the Roman's circle, but
she might just find that both her quests are more linked than she ever thought
possible.


Heartbroken again, Zac must surrender to the
darkest places inside himself if he ever hopes of coming back. Even if that means aligning himself with his greatest enemy.
Even if that means turning his back on everything he's worked for and walking
away from his brother, Sam.


Lovers are torn apart, friends are pitted against each other and
families are splintered. But, what they find buried under the streets of London
will change everything they've ever known about their world. Something
that should have been left alone.


But, what Regulus does is the most unexpected
of all. 













I have seen empires crumble and kings and
queens fall.


I have seen mountains of fire and the
bowels of the earth as it was ripped asunder. I have seen plagues of death
claim good along with evil. I have seen war and strife take men, women and
children. I have seen the earth decimated by nature and by man. I have seen the
blood of your ancestors run through my fingers.


I have died a thousand deaths and lived a
thousand lives. I have been called countless names, but only one has
followed me from my tormented birth.


I am the devourer of worlds.


Take a deep breath, my friend, because it
will be your last.


Are you afraid? 



 

You will be.
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Book 4 in the Witch Hunter Saga





Coming 2014…



 













 


 


 


 

WHAT REMAINS


Coming late 2013 



 

I'd never known true darkness until the lights went out.


I had never known what it was to be hungry.


Everyone I ever knew was dead. If they weren't, then they wished they
were.


I know I did.


Prue Ashford has been surviving alone in
the Australian bush for the last three years. After an unknown virus wiped out
most of the human population, she escaped the chaos and hid. Every town and
city was locked down into quarantine, but that only led to the inevitable.
Death.


Living off the land, avoiding other survivors turned bad, she's led a
lonely life, surviving on the edge of a very narrow cliff. The moment she
begins to lose hope is when she meets the handsome and enigmatic, Shaw.


He's the first human being that she's seen in three years that hasn't
tried to kill her and she doesn't dare to hope. She'd given up finding anyone
alive that still had goodness inside of them.


Her only option if she wants to live is to
trust Shaw and he takes her to the isolated community he calls home. Being
among people again is it's own challenge and Prue
finds herself tested on every front. Making friends was never easy for her and
making them after an apocalypse is even harder.


Hannah, the town's apprentice doctor, becomes the closest thing Prue has to a best friend and Nan fast becomes her
surrogate mother. Shaw brings feelings to the surface that she would
rather forget and Eva, the mayor's daughter, seems hell bent on making her life
a living hell.


In the end, Prue must make a decision. Stay in
the town at the end of the world and learn how to love again, or go back into
the wasteland of human civilization and go it alone.


*


What Remains is a gritty story
of human survival. When society crumbles and chaos reigns, people become
desperate. They turn to violence and resort to extreme measures to go on
living. Parts of this story may be confronting for some people. It
contains violent situations staged by desperate people, the extremes
that people go to to show their love and a dose of
bad language. It's recommended for readers 18 and up.
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