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DEDICATION

 

To Karen – That inbox was priceless. Sharing it with me is what started this whole ride. Thank you.

To Sally – Thanks so much for checking in on me and talking me off the ledge.

No books will be left behind, even if there are tears while questioning our life choices.

To Gep – I couldn’t have done it without you. I know it’s my process but I need the reminder and you by my side.




 

 

White Trash Circus will be taking an extended break and won’t be playing any time in the foreseeable future. Please lodge all your complaints to my guitarist—and my ex best friend—who I found inside the girlfriend I’ve had since high school. I will pull the freaking knife from my back and continue—without either of them—when the time is right. With enough hate and anger coursing through my veins to keep me in therapy for life, I’m going to save my cash and let the music heal me. Prepare all your bleeding hearts to be tormented with the most righteous, heavy and cataclysmic tunes to ever come out of me. So there’s that to look forward to. Thank you for all the support over the years, the gigs, the love and most of all memories. Don’t trust anyone and stay metal—Vaughan.

 

PS. Connor, you left your guitar and rig at my house so I took the liberty of relocating it to my front lawn. I might have dropped it on the way out the door. In your own words, brother, “Sometimes stuff just happens.”

 

PPS. Our drummer spontaneously combusted and is no longer with us.

 

 

WhiteTrashMegaFan - Whoa! Is this real?

 

VaughanLover4Eva - I love you Vaughan, you were too good for her anyway. I want to have your babies.

 

HeavyBrad69 – So rock and roll!! Can’t wait for the new stuff, it’s going to be metal AF!

 

Nico – Ummm, Vaughan, what about me?

 

LicksNStick - LOL awks

 

White Trash Circus – No one cares about the bass player, Nico.
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Vaughan

 

Fuck.

Pretty sure my soul had checked out of my body twelve hours ago with my liver about four hours before that. I didn’t much care what the hell happened, except I was starting to sober up and that just wouldn’t do. Everyone knew the best way to beat a hangover was to stay drunk, and I was on a bender that had no expiration date.

My head lifted off the bed only to be hit with the smell of stale beer and sweat floating up from my shirt. Screw that, my eyes squinting shut as I immediately lowered it. Why the hell was there banging on the front door? Wasn’t the whole idea of being in the fucking woods so that everyone left you the fuck alone? It wasn’t my boss, that much I knew. The asshole who ran the Get Go gas station I worked at, called and fired me on the spot for not turning up for my shift. And surely the other two cocksuckers weren’t dumb enough to come crawling back.

The cocksuckers in question were my ex-girlfriend and my ex best friend. Those two shitstains had been fucking each other behind my back for who knows how long, which meant they not only killed their relationships with me but the only other thing that I loved.

My band.

Damn it.

I was positive we were on the edge of greatness, just waiting to be discovered when it all went to shit. And while we might have survived losing our drummer—his exit completely coincidental—there was no way I was going to play with a dude who could stab me in the back so freaking hard.

“Vaughan, open the door.” The knocking had graduated to shouting, my head not fond of the new progression. At least it wasn’t Connor or Lindsey, meant I wouldn’t end up in a jail cell before the end of the day.

“Vaughan! Open. The. Fucking. Door.”

Wow.

Who knew he had it in him?

“Go away, Nico,” I yelled, not in the mood to hear his bullshit. Fine, I probably should have consulted him before pulling the pin and posting the status, but it was my freaking band and I’d do what I wanted.

Before I could add that while my comment about “no one giving a shit about the bass player” might have been harsh but undeniably true, a boom vibrated through the room. The door that had been locked shut had flung open, separating from the splintered jamb.

Old door, not great lock and a solid kick would do that.

“What the fu—” I didn’t even get to finish the sentence, six-foot-six of pissed off coming through the hole where the door used to be, only stopping short when he saw me.

“What the hell happened to you?” Nico covered his nose, taking a step back. “It smells like something died in here.”

Ha.

Wasn’t that the truth.

I felt like I’d died too, and couldn’t remember when I’d last taken a shower. My eyes were probably so bloodshot I was going to need a gallon of Visine, while my long hair had started to form dreads. Not that personal hygiene was running high on my list of priorities.

Nico had about four inches on me, and I was a respectable six-two. He also carried at least ten to fifteen more pounds because he got beat up a lot as a kid. I didn’t have the same problem, which meant I stayed just under two hundred.

“What happened?” I asked, wondering if Nico was actually stupid or just playing the part real well. “Connor fucked Lindsey and—”

“Ok, look, that’s not why I’m here.” He cut me off, waving his hands and taking a step forward. “I need to talk to you about something important.”

Great.

I wasn’t drunk enough to hear him bitching about whatever it was he needed to say. “Nico, if this is about the fucking status—”

“Can you shut the fuck up for a minute and listen to me?” His voice boomed, echoing off the walls. “The status went viral, Vaughan. It’s been liked and shared over three hundred thousand times. It’s been what? Two days? Closer to three if you counted the extra hours. There are more comments than anyone can read and my phone hasn’t stopped buzzing.”

“Huh?” My hand scrubbed the front of my face trying to understand what he was saying.

We had maybe a thousand fans on our pages, and some of those were family and friends who didn’t give a shit about the band but were just being supportive. Which was why I put up the status in the first place, made it easier to tell everyone that Connor was a dick, Lindsey a whore, and the band was done.

Not wanting to see either of them—or anyone else—I headed to my grandpap’s cabin in Nemacolin where I could drink myself into a stupor and connect with nature or some shit. My grandpap swore the place had magical fucking powers, and while the old dude was a drunk and had been dead ten years, I didn’t have anything else to do. Not like I had a job or anything, my life pretty much in the toilet.

“Viral,” he repeated, not telling me anything more than he had the first time. “A few people shared it and then it sort of exploded. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram—likes, shares, comments. Phone calls, people knocking on my door—I’d been trying to get a hold of you for six hours before I finally went and saw your parents. They told me that you grabbed the keys for this place and took off.”

The room swayed, or maybe I was, my head feeling weird as I shuffled back and found a seat. “Three hundred thousand?” I swallowed, not even being able to visualize what that number would even look like. “What the hell are they saying?”

It felt like a crazy-ass dream. And I wasn’t sure if it was my blood alcohol level, the fact I couldn’t remember when I’d last ate, or that Nico had grown a set of balls all of a sudden, but none of it made sense.

Three hundred thousand—so many zeros my head hurt—over a fucking status about the band being over?

What did that even mean?

“Radio stations looking for interviews, people wanting to hear from us—and considering no one gives a shit about the bass player,” the sarcasm thick in his voice, “I figured I’d come here and get your sorry ass.”

He pulled his phone from his pocket, swiping up my original post, and thrust the phone in my face. Even with bloodshot eyes and blurry vision, I could see the counter clicking over live as that three hundred thousand moved closer to four.

“Holy shit.” I grabbed my own phone and brought it back to life. I’d switched it off when I’d left my apartment in Swissvale and hadn’t even looked at it since. The minute it found a signal, the thing buzzed, beeped, vibrated and flashed like a slot machine spitting out a jackpot in Vegas.

 

Love you, Vaughan. Keep fighting the good fight —Luda92

 

Hey Guys, you need a guitarist? I can play AND keep my dick in my pants. DM me—SiTheShreddingGuy

 

Is this for realz?—LolliPop8

 

Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck. Condolences Bro, don’t fade into the darkness, we’ve got ya back—DOA

 

This is Kasey Blackwell from KDP News, can you please check your inbox and email account for our messages. We’d love to get a statement.—KaseyBKDP

 

How can you do that to your boy, Connor? I hope you get herpes and your dick falls off. PS your guitar work sucked ass. Vaughan was being held back IMHO. Rise above, brother!—RitchM

 

“See, told you.” Nico smirked, tipping his head to my phone which seemed like it was going to explode from the activity.

Message after message appeared, new ones popping up faster than I was able to keep up with. And my voicemail was full too, texts not being enough for some, the need to call me too overwhelming.

“I need to get back.” I tried to stand, my body swaying as I unsuccessfully tried to get upright. To be fair, I hadn’t spent a lot of time vertical in the last few days so I was probably out of practice.

Nico grabbed my shoulders, putting that extra muscle to good use as he kept me on my feet. “Maybe we get you some coffee and sober you up a bit first. And for all our sake’s, I hope there’s a shower in this place too.”
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The old water heater still had some life in it and I was able to wash away the stench of bad decisions and cheap beer with the help of a bar of Irish Spring. Thankfully, I had some clean clothes stashed in a gym bag in the back of my truck, because the ones I’d been wearing were going to need an exorcism and about a gallon of Tide if they stood any hope.

After downing three cups of coffee, a bag of beef jerky with a questionable expiration date, and two Advil, I was as close to being human as I was going to get. Not sober enough to drive though, which meant I had to leave my beat-up Ford pickup at the cabin and hitch a ride with Nico in his Nissan Altima.

The two-hour drive back to Swissvale gave me time to try to weed through some of the comments and get a handle on what we were dealing with. Sure, there were assholes who called me a crybaby for airing my dirty laundry. Or others who assumed Lindsey strayed because she wasn’t getting enough satisfaction at home. But for the most part, they were supportive. Of course, it would have been nice if even one tenth of these people had shown any interest in our music or turned up to a gig. Not that it mattered now.

“Fuck!” Nico slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop as we pulled into my apartment complex. There were people everywhere, hanging out on their phones, banging on my front door and trying to peek through my drapes.

“Jesus, who the hell are they?”

There had to be at least thirty people in the parking lot, most of them faces I didn’t recognize.

“Fans?” Nico shrugged, slowly reversing out of the complex and onto the road. No one seemed to notice his Altima, probably expecting my Ford truck.

“Fans? Dude, our last gig there were fifteen people in the bar. We don’t have that many fans.” I scoffed, wondering how the hell I was going to get back into my apartment. “Look, just go to Johnny’s place.”

Nico hesitated, continuing down the road with no real conviction. “You sure, man? You think he’s going to want to see us?”

“Well if he doesn’t, he’ll be the one person in Pittsburgh who apparently doesn’t. Just go to Johnny’s.”

Johnny Cash—legit, his name—was destined for rock stardom. How could he not be? If you were named after a legend, you had to follow in their footsteps—it was like an unwritten law. But instead of taking up guitar like his namesake and becoming a superstar, Johnny decided drums were more for him. Suited me fine though, because we needed a drummer and no one else was interested.

But as far as talent went, he drew the short straw. He could keep time—barely—but you could tell his heart wasn’t in it. It wasn’t until two weeks ago that he sat us down and came out to us as a band. Confessing he’d been living a lie and it was eating him alive.

No, he wasn’t gay.

Gay would have been awesome. He could have sucked as much dick as he wanted to and I would have been his number one supporter. Because I didn’t give a shit what anyone’s sexual preference was, and truth be told, it meant there was less chance of him screwing Lindsey like Connor did.

But noooooooo, he couldn’t be fucking gay and make us all happy. Instead, he came out as a fucking circus freak. You know the kind that wear one-piece white leotards that show off your junk. And maybe it would have been easier to take if he did something cool like breathe fire or scare people as some demented clown. But unbeknownst to any of us, he was a fucking acrobat.

Flips through the air like it’s happy hour at Cirque du Soleil.

And you think you know a guy.

So he packed up his sticks, told us he was joining the freaking circus—like an actual one—and that we were going to be less a drummer.

For a second I thought it was some sick, perverted joke and then I saw his costume. Yeah, the joke was on me since I’d been the dick who’d named the band. And yet, like I’d been a freaking crusty old Greek dude sprouting a prophecy, one of our members legitimized our name.

No way in hell I was fessing to that truth, which was when I decided I’d turn to Spinal Tap for inspiration. I mean, he might as well have died. As soon as he took off with the carni folk, he was as good as lost to us. It was worse than a cult.

We pulled up to Johnny’s place and thankfully it was a ghost town. His parents had retired to Florida—or left from the shame—leaving their only son their two-story aluminum-sided house in Munhall.

“Vaughan?”

Before we’d even knocked on his front door, he’d pulled it open and was staring at us from the other side.

He looked so fucking normal, still dressed as a regular guy in a pair of jeans and a tee, keeping his junk as well hidden as his dirty secret.

“I’m here too, asshole.” Nico rolled his eyes, pissed that despite being right beside me with his fist ready to knock, I was the first one who was acknowledged. Pfft, bass players—they just didn’t get it.

Johnny shook his head, pulling open the door a little wider and welcoming us inside. “Yeah, I know. But you aren’t the cocksucker who told the world I fucking died.”

“C’mon, man,” I scoffed, still not sober enough to be less honest. “There wasn’t a chance I was writing the truth. This way, you got a dignified exit. Everyone is happy.”

“Tell that to my parents who have been fielding calls from concerned friends and relatives ever since you posted it.” He pointed to a couch and I was more than happy to take him up on the offer. “And next time you decide to post something like that, how about you give me a heads up.”

If my head didn’t hurt so much, I would have rolled my eyes. And had I not been so pissed at Connor and Lindsey, I’d have probably extended him the courtesy. “Yeah, yeah fair call. You want to rail me a little longer or can I have a minute to work out what the hell is happening?”

Johnny might have traded drumsticks for a big top but he’d been a friend for a long ass time and had always had my back. I was willing to overlook his recent indiscretions on account he’d given us a safe place to hide out.

Huffing out a breath, he parked his ass on the armchair opposite us and opened up a laptop that was sitting on the coffee table.

It seemed absolutely impossible, that in the time between driving from the cabin to civilization that the likes, comments and shares had multiplied so much I couldn’t even process the number. How many zeros were there? And where the hell did these people come from?

 

Will fuck you so hard you’ll forget her name—AnnieGee

 

Disseminate them in lyrics! They deserve each other—TulsaTodd

 

Blowjob will make you feel better babe. Slide into my DMs—TawneyM

 

“Jesus.” I scanned over the comments, unable to focus as the screen blurred. “It doesn’t look like it’s slowing down.”

Johnny barked out a laugh, cracking his neck to the side like he was enjoying himself. “Yeah, that ship sailed, brother. And no offense, but you’re not hiding out here. I leave to go on tour next Tuesday.”

Didn’t think there was anything that could manufacture a laugh, but that statement made me chuckle.

“Dude, stop saying you’re going on tour like that’s what it is. You’re joining a traveling freak show and roaming through the country like fugitives.”

Johnny raised his brow, not finding the same humor. “Says the asshole who has wanted fame his whole life and now that he has it, is hiding out in my house.”

Touché.

The man had a point.

I’d waited my whole life to have their attention.

It was time to think about what I wanted to say.
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Vaughan

 

It seemed like everyone in the city was looking for me.

A few local news stations had picked up the story, knocking on Connor’s door, looking for a statement. Unsurprisingly, he chose not to answer it, leaving reporters to make up their own BS as they crossed back to their studios while putting his address on blast.

My lack of sympathy was also unsurprising, guess there were only so many fucks I had to give and I was all out.

It was only a matter of time before they tracked down Johnny, the story of his untimely demise debunked by his crazy Uncle Earl who ran a trailer park out in Jeannette. So rather than wait until they smoked us out like criminals with a list of warrants, I decided the best thing to do was face the music—pun intended.

The lack of wheels—my truck still at the cabin—meant Nico was acting as chauffeur, but it was me who was firmly in the driver’s seat. Metaphorically of course, we weren’t sitting on each other like a couple of clowns ready to join Johnny’s circus.

While Nico drove, I dialed, waiting as each passing second felt like an eternity.

“This is Amy at WJVE, the station that rocks and never sleeps, how may I direct your call?”

“Hey, Amy, it’s Vaughan Hale. How’s your day going?” It wasn’t the first time I’d called the station, but I had a hunch she wasn’t going to shoot me down like she usually did.

“Vaughan? Vaughan from White Trash Circus?”

“Awww you remembered me.” I smiled, trying not to see the irony that it was exactly two weeks ago since we’d last spoken. She’d told me they didn’t take unsolicited calls to get music played on air and then laughed at our name saying she’d never heard of the band.

And yet, there we were.

“Of course, I remember you.” Her voice so sticky sweet I was at risk of developing diabetes. “You’re my favorite person in the world. And I’m so glad that you called me, you want me to patch you through to Jasper on the air?”

Yeah, I thought so. She might be lying through her teeth about giving two shits about me, but she knew dollar signs when she saw them.

“That would be grand, Amy. I’d love to talk to Jasper.”

Love might have been too strong a word considering he wouldn’t have been my first, second or third choice. But all the good DJs didn’t come on until drive time so it was either chat to Jasper or hide out in the parking lot of a Giant Eagle until then.

Not happening.

“Great. Now don’t hang up, okay. I need you to stay on the line,” she warned, the sweetness gone and in its place a FBI negotiator trying to secure the release of hostages from a terrorist. “I’m going put you through in just a minute.”

She’d over estimated, the pop of my call being taken off hold exactly thirty seconds later.

“Vaughan Hale, this is Jasper and you’re on the air. How are you doing, buddy? People are turning over the city looking for you.”

“Yeah, I was out of cell range,” I lied, rolling my eyes. “And I am doing  . . . okay.”

That might have been a lie too considering I hadn’t had time to evaluate exactly how I was feeling. Still, I wasn’t calling in for a therapy session, so my feelings weren’t really the point.

“Anyway, I just wanted to say that I appreciate all the messages and likes on the post and I want the fans to know that this will not end me. I’m going to come back heavier and harder than ever, and rest assured I’m going to shake the ’Burgh to its foundations.”

“Wow, sounds great. Have you spoken to Connor or Lindsey?”

“Those two ass—”

“Oh, hey, Vaughan, we’re live. Can’t have you saying things that are going to get us shut down by the FCC,” Jasper laughed, cutting me off before I could finish my colorful description.

“Right. Yeah, maybe it’s best we don’t talk about them then.” I coughed, not having it in me to find something nice to say.

“Probably for the best.” He chuckled. “Hey, why don’t we talk about your plans for the future? You going to hold auditions for a new guitarist? We could run a competition for you? Find you the best one in the state.”

“Dude, I’m not interested in becoming a fuu, I mean, freaking reality show.” There’d be a cold day in hell before I’d do that.

“You’re kidding, right? You know what an amazing opportunity it would be? How many bands would kill for that kind of exposure?” I heard the disbelief in his voice, like he couldn’t believe I’d had the stones to decline.

“Yeah, not going to happen.”

There was a beat of dead air where I wasn’t sure if I’d lost connection. But I could hear the squirrely little bastard still breathing so I guess he just wasn’t used to being told no.

“Okay, well fine.” He tried to recover. “Hey, why don’t we take some callers? Hear what the people have to say.”

The “sure” I was about to say got stuck in my throat, the hesitation something that seemed new to me.

It sounded like a bad idea.

So incredibly bad that the only part of my subconscious brain that had anything smart to say was screaming at me to say goodbye and hang up.

“End the call, Vaughan.” I heard it echo in my head, reinforcing what I already knew.

“Vaughan!”

My head snapped, the voice so loud I’d assumed someone else had said it. But when I looked over at Nico—the only other person in the car with me—he was squinting at me like he had no idea why I was suddenly giving him attention. He’d pulled over, letting the car idle in the abandoned parking lot of a closed strip mall. And it was clear I was either hearing voices in my head or he’d become a ventriloquist. And let’s face it, Nico wasn’t that talented.

“Hey Jasper, got to go.” I killed the call, not bothering to give him the chance to say goodbye or convince me otherwise.

“Well, that went different from how I imagined it.” I shrugged, feeling no better for it. “Can you believe the nerve of that guy suggesting we hold auditions with the station? Like that wasn’t the worst idea ever.”

Nico grimaced, weighing his words before he spoke them like he knew I wasn’t going to be a fan. “I didn’t think it was a totally bad idea, they’d have more reach than we have. Might have been a good way to find—”

He didn’t get to finish his sentence, my ring tone breaking the silence with the caller ID displaying an unidentified number.

It was probably Jasper, no doubt pissed I’d hung up on him without letting him get in the last word. Well screw him, and his shady idea.

My chest expanded, the smile on my face not allowing him the courtesy of a greeting. “I’m not sure why you think I’d suddenly want to turn my band into an episode of The Bachelor to boost your ratings, but it ain’t going to happen. So why don’t you save us both the time, because honestly, you asked me twice and I said no and now it’s just embarrassing.”

“Are you done?” A female voice I didn’t recognize responded. “Or do you want to keep going with your one-sided conversation a little longer?”

Wow, what? She didn’t sound mad but she wasn’t amused either. Her voice steady and controlled with so little emotion I had no choice but to pay attention.

“Good, I’ll take your silence as a sign you’re finished. My name is Gillian, and I’m assuming you’re Vaughan Hale.”

“Yeah, I’m Vaughan.”

“Great, nice to know I haven’t wasted a complete morning tracking you down. I’m from Domination Music Group, and we’d like to have a conversation.”

Domination Music Group was a progressive label, who, unless you’d been in a coma for the last ten years, you’d have heard of. While the big boys out of New York were recycling same-ole-same-ole, Domination took chances and signed new acts no one would give a second look to. And a phone call from them was akin to a nod from the capo of “the family.”

No one was ever the same after it.

They either made you. Or broke you.

“You want to have a conversation?” I repeated, stalling while I tried to find something more intelligent to say.

“Yes, other than the one we are currently having on the phone. In person is preferable.”

She was ice cold, almost impersonal and to the point with such a snap that I wasn’t sure if I should be impressed or annoyed she didn’t seem to give a shit. But I wasn’t an idiot either, and while my judgment was still questionable, there wasn’t a chance I was telling Gillian from Domination anything but yes.

“Okay, sure. Where do you want to meet, and when?”

“We have a room at the Westin on Penn, you know where that is? Let’s say two o’clock. We’ll leave your name at the front desk.”

“Downtown? You’re here, in Pittsburgh?”

If it had been any other label I might have been able to hide my surprise, but Domination was like the hot girl in high school. You showed your interest, and if fate was smiling on you and she found you worthy, you were summoned. She never chased, and sure as shit didn’t come down from her ivory tower to slum, or in this case, leave NYC.

“Yes, we’ll expect you at two. Goodbye.” And just like that I was listening to dead air, the call ending almost before it had a chance to start.

Whiplash.

All I could do was stare at the cell in my hand and wonder if I hadn’t hallucinated the whole thing. It had been a strange morning so nothing seemed out of the realm of possibility.

“Who was that?” Nico asked, confirming if nothing else, I had been on the phone with someone. Well, at least I wasn’t totally losing it, always a plus.

“Domination.”

My one-word answer was all I was capable of giving, still not entirely sure what they wanted.

Nico whipped his head around, his face screwed up in confusion. “That bondage shop on South Side?”

“No, the music label, dumbass. They want to meet.”

“Why?”

Well wasn’t that the question of the fucking day.

Who knew why? Considering I no longer had a band, it wasn’t likely to hand over a wad of cash and give me a deal. But then I wasn’t ruling it out either. I was a solid singer, maybe they wanted to see what I could do solo? I had promised to write the most epic music of all mankind.

“Not sure, but I’m going to go and find out.”

Beats the hell out of driving around in Nico’s Altima all day, and it was clear I couldn’t go back to my apartment right now. Not like I had a lot of other options. Unless I wanted to take up Jasper’s offer and hand out roses to guitarists and pick the one that didn’t get voted off the island. So yeah, no others worth considering.

Nico tapped the steering wheel, putting the car in gear. “Okay, well I’m going to have to drop you off somewhere because I need to be at work soon.”

Even if I had a job, I’d be blowing it off, the situation demanding attention. Granted, that was why I was probably currently unemployed, but still—it was like an emergency.

“Work?” I shook my head. “You’re not seriously thinking about going to work are you?”

First he was pissed I hadn’t included him in the decision to end the band, then he was blowing off a meeting with Domination. Seriously, he was worse than a child.

“Yeah, Vaughan, work. I can’t afford to lose this job, I just started getting health benefits and the hours are good. Look, I’ll drop you off at your parents’ house and then we can catch up tonight after your meeting.” He didn’t wait for a reply, pulling out of the parking lot and onto the main road.

The dude worked in the mailroom at PNC Bank, it wasn’t like he was scheduled to do heart surgery, but sure, whatever, I’d go on my own.

“Fine. Go punch a clock and collect your health benefits.” I threw my hands up in disbelief. “It’s probably better you didn’t come anyway.”

I wasn’t entirely sure that was true, but I wasn’t going to act like a pussy and beg him to come hold my hand.

Nope.

Fuck. That.

I would do this on my own.

Well, at least I would once I got to my parents’ house, and asked my dad to borrow his car. I’d probably have a lot of explaining to do, which would take more time than I wanted but it wasn’t like I could avoid it.

After that, then it was all about me.
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Vaughan

 

The room was stock standard for a fancy hotel. Heavy drapes, carpet your boots sunk into when you walked, and walls that looked so freshly painted I was surprised I couldn’t smell the fumes. No Holiday Inn for these folks, it was a flashy penthouse with a living room bigger than my whole apartment.

“Something to drink?” A woman wearing glasses and a scowl directed me to a chair. She didn’t sound like the lady I’d spoken to on the phone, but her attitude was definitely on par.

“Coffee would be good.” I decided to go the safe route, figuring my caffeine levels hadn’t caused tachycardia just yet so I was good.

She turned, giving me a view of her unremarkable ass as she went to the bar area and poured me a cup. She wasn’t unattractive, but her vibe was decidedly unpleasant.

I accepted the cup she handed me—no sugar, no cream and no fucking smile—and shot her my best attempt at charm. “So now you have me here, Gillian, what do you want to talk about?”

If the ice queen was capable of surprise, she didn’t show it. Best I got was a raised eyebrow, the corner of her mouth twitching into what were the makings of a grin. “Oh, I’m not Gillian Duzan, I’m her assistant. Mr. Duzan will be with you shortly.”

Well that was interesting.

Her name was Gillian Duzan.

It was probably no coincidence she had the same last name as the head honcho. Warrick Duzan was not only the founder of Domination but the CEO. And while he was a shark in business, he had a Baskin Robbins approach to marriage and liked to thirty-one flavor his wives. Hey, not that I was one to judge but by my limited knowledge, he’d been divorced like five times, which would probably make Gillian lucky number six.

Fucking perfect.

Just when I thought the conversation might be for something legit—not sure exactly for what considering I didn’t have a band but still—a whole heaping load of realty was dumped into my lap.

Gillian no doubt had seen the noise online when she was busy Instagraming her morning latte and decided she needed a new plaything. Nothing like a bored rich wife who wasn’t getting enough attention at home to stoke a fire under her husband’s ass. She got a younger, more agile model to keep her happy and he got to do whatever he wanted to do without interruption. At least that was the way I assumed it worked, I’d seen enough movies to figure it out.

And while I wasn’t on the cover for GQ, I knew I was a decent-looking dude. I worked out, kept myself in shape, and was never hurting for female attention. Whether it was random numbers stuffed into my pockets or more direct propositions, I wasn’t stupid enough to think it was my stellar personality that turned heads. Nope, girls liked what they saw even though for the most part I turned it down on account I had a woman. That had probably been my bad, keeping myself monogamous when it clearly hadn’t been a requirement. But even though I was obviously single, turning into a whore for some asshole’s wife hadn’t been the plan either.

I was half way through my debate when old man Duzan walked in, he was alone—and unlike his wife’s assistant—he was grinning ear to ear.

“Vaughan, thank you for joining us.” He strode through the room with a confidence that came with either a big dick or a fat bank account—I was guessing the latter—and extended his hand with no hesitation.

Despite the urge to leave, I accepted the handshake, giving him my best I’m-not-going-to-fuck-your-wife smile.

It wasn’t about me taking a moral high ground either. I wasn’t committed to anyone nor did I have an issue with fucking around. And lord knows, I could use the cash. But if I ever wanted to graduate from singing in seedy bars, then screwing Duzan’s wife didn’t seem smart. Last time I checked, I wasn’t Julia Roberts and I wasn’t going to end up with a fist full of cash—or in my case, a record deal—after it was over.

“Hey, no problem. Happy to chat.”

That wasn’t a lie. I was genuinely happy to chat; it was whatever else he might propose that I had a problem with.

We both took a seat, him opposite me, and with a flick of his wrist he made the nameless assistant disappear. Probably better for all concerned if there were no witnesses.

“Do you know who I am?” He tilted his head, waiting for my answer.

Ordinarily, a total jerkoff thing to say but it seemed like he was asking honestly. Like, do I have to go through the whole saga of telling you my life story or can we just cut to the chase. Have to admit, I liked the man’s efficiency.

I nodded, because as much as he probably didn’t want to do the whole song and dance about who he was and all that shit, I didn’t want to hear it either. No point. Didn’t serve any purpose and I wanted us to move to the part where he told me why I was sitting in the hotel room at the apparent request of his wife.

“Good. So, Vaughan, Gillian brought your post to my attention.” He unbuttoned his jacket, relaxing into his chair. “And to be honest, I was skeptical. But she likes what she likes and I can’t really reason with her.”

“O-kay.” I measured my response, pretty sure where it was heading but shocked that he was actually going to say it.

He nodded, seeming to appreciate my lack of chatter so he could continue. “And while I’m happy for her to have her fun, I want you to know I’ll be making the decisions when it comes to how this plays out. My money, my rules. You got it?”

Awesome, because it wasn’t bad enough this dick wanted me to fuck his wife, he wanted a say in how it happened. Was he going to watch, jerking off while calling out suggestions from the sidelines? Film it for posterity? Or perhaps he was going to give me a contract, letting me know what I could and couldn’t do and then threaten to string me up by the balls if I didn’t follow it.

And why the fuck hadn’t I told this idiot I wasn’t interested? My ass hadn’t moved from the chair, mouth shut as I listened to him, curious to how much cash he was talking about.

Jesus.

What the hell was I doing?

Was I actually considering it?

“Dude, no offense but I’m not sure I’m cool with this agreement.” Thank you, Jesus. And while I might not have turned him down flat, I was hoping he was reading between the lines that I wasn’t about to become a plaything for the Mrs.

His eyebrow rose, like he was surprised I hadn’t pulled out my dick and asked him where he wanted it. “Really? Without even hearing my offer?”

Yeah, asshole, we haven’t even heard his offer yet.

“Doesn’t matter.” I wasn’t sure if I was arguing with myself or him. “There isn’t enough money,” at least I didn’t think so, “you could offer me to fu—I mean, scre—I mean, sleep with your wife.”

There.

A freaking line in the sand.

He looked at me in silence, his eyes narrowing like he couldn’t believe I’d said it out loud. And truth be told, I was a little surprised I’d said it too.

Might have taken me a while to get there but I’d made my choice. And look at me taking the highroad.

“My wife?” He leaned in, like he hadn’t heard me properly the first time.

Lord, and to think the man was supposed to be some kind of business genius. And here I was, dropped out of my first year of college and having to draw the man a diagram.

“Gillian, the one who saw the post, brought it to your attention and now you’re happy for her to have her fun.” I couldn’t be any clearer, using the exact words he’d said to me when we’d sat down.

His face hardened. “Gillian is my daughter, not my wife.”

Not sure if the sudden gasp of air I took was audible but my chest actually felt tight. There was an odd stirring in my pants too, with my cock taking an interest. And it took me a minute to evaluate if it changed anything, my lips hesitating before asking A. how old she was and B. if he had a picture.

My hands were slightly sweaty as I rubbed them down the front of my jeans, my heartbeat kicking up a notch or two as I continued to debate. And really, since when did I get on this high fucking horse, being so judgmental? If he wanted to pull some strings and help his daughter—she had to be at least twenty-one though—get a date, as long as it was all consensual, what was the freaking problem?

If the tingling in my crotch was anything to go by, I’d say there was no freaking problem at all. Hmmm, sure not as clean cut as I first thought.

“You thought I was asking you to sleep with my wife?” he baited me, daring me to confirm that I’d accepted Gillian’s invitation and sat down with him on that assumption.

“No, not initially.” I tried to salvage the situation. “It was just . . . there was a wire crossed in the communication, no big deal. And to be fair, I already told you I wasn’t interested.” That had to count for something, right?

Before either of us had time to clarify our position, the door burst open. Dressed like she was ready for a raid at midnight in head-to-toe black, her dress and jacket giving no clues as to whether she was hot or not. Standing around five-seven, with a mess of dirty blonde hair that had been pulled back, her whiskey-colored eyes looked at us with suspicion.

It wasn’t that she was ugly, because she sure as hell wasn’t, but there was something about her that was so understated it messed with my head. She couldn’t have been any less remarkable if she tried, almost like her body was just a vessel. An alien life form taking up space in the chamber and she was going to shed her shell when it was no longer necessary.

A shiver traveled up my spine and I had no idea why. It was something else, like an energy force—maybe she was an alien—that made it almost impossible to look away. Those eyes were hypnotic, her stare was addictive and her mouth so pink and perfect.

But other than that, she looked so . . . normal, so ordinary I could have been standing next to her at a club and she probably would have faded into the décor. And not going to lie, I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed. I was already reconsidering my stance on being a Duzan-sanctioned gigolo, if she’d walked in looking like a Victoria Secret model not sure I’d have been able to say no.

“Sorry I’m late, I had some loose ends to tie up.” Her voice commanded the authority her body hadn’t but her face did, striding into the room like she owned the place. “I’m Gillian Duzan, so glad you could make the time, Vaughan.”

It took me a minute to notice her hand was extended, her eyes not dropping from mine while she waited for me to get with the program. There was no hesitation on her part, gripping my palm firmly and shaking it when I finally offered it up. And without waiting for me to say something—what exactly, I hadn’t worked out—she dropped it and took a seat on the couch separate from her father.

Being speechless around women wasn’t my usual thing. I’d been in enough clubs to see all kinds. Pretty, beautiful, sexy, plain—take your pick, so while I appreciated the scenery, it didn’t usually render me mute like a rookie. Which was why I wasn’t sure why I was rocking the silent routine as I retook my seat.

Say something, loser.

“Ah, thanks.”

Great.

Should have just kept my mouth shut.

She raised an eyebrow, waiting for me to go on while those golden-colored eyes stayed locked on me. That intense stare she had going on was lethal, it was like she could see directly into my soul.

Ignoring my lack of chatter or elaboration on the greeting, Gillian immediately turned to her dad. “There’s a signed contract on your desk, how are things going here?”

Warrick coughed, no doubt trying to find a diplomatic way to frame it. “We. . .we hadn’t really got into it. I was just about to put the offer on the table.”

It was funny, the conversation in the room being about me while they clearly were talking to each other. I fought the urge to wave my hand and let them now I was still there.

On cue, appearing to having mindreading abilities as well as seeing into my soul, Gillian’s eyes swung back to me. Their heavy weight traveled up my body like she was scanning it for information to take back to the mother ship.

“I see.”

What? What do you see? I was tempted to look around and see if there was something else I was missing. Like a camera crew ready to jump out and tell me it was a big joke.

“Vaughan, let’s cut to the chase, shall we?” Warrick took over, his mouth moving even though my attention was still on his daughter. Damn, she was like a riddle, and I couldn’t seem to leave it alone. “I want White Trash Circus.”

Well that did it.

Whatever trance I’d been in was blown apart with that little bombshell, but a record label telling you they want you will do that to a man.

“Err . . .” I stalled out, trying to not freak the hell out.

I’d waited for this opportunity my whole life, and now that it had presented itself I was struggling with the English language. Not cool, asshole. “I don’t—” have a band anymore, I finished in my head. Sure, I still had a bass player if I wanted—Nico probably happy to stay on—but without a lead guitarist and a drummer it was kind of a moot point. “I’m going to need some time to find new band members.”

How hard could it be? It wasn’t like Connor was a reincarnation of Jimmy Hendrix and Johnny was adequate at best. So I hadn’t planned on reforming so quickly, but I could roll with the punches.

“No, no new members.” He shook his head. “I want White Trash Circus. As is. The original line up.”

And here I was thinking I’d been the only one drinking.

The laugh that bubbled up my throat was unable to stop as it was pretty much confirmed the whole thing was a joke. Maybe it had been Jasper, pissed I’d blown him off on the radio, or some other asshole trying to bait me. Fair effort though, I’d believed it for about a second.

My hands clapped, applauding their performance both physically and figuratively as I continued to chuckle. “Yeah, I’ll get right on that. Tell me, are you even the real Warrick Duzan? Or just some cheap look-alike in an expensive suit?”

To be honest, I had no idea if the suit was expensive but judging on appearance I’d say at least that part was authentic. As far as him being the real deal, I’d never been close enough to know.

“Not a joke, Vaughan, and this is a real offer.” He didn’t seem to share my amusement. “And Gillian has assured me the internet buzz from your post spiked on some matrix and people are interested. So what we’re going to do is give them what they want. And what they want is the band—and all the drama that comes with it—on a stage.”

Speechless.

And if I hadn’t already been sitting on my ass I probably would have been knocked off it.

I opened my mouth, all ready to tell both of them there wasn’t a chance in hell, when Warrick held up his hand to stop me. Obviously, he hadn’t finished sprouting crazy talk and needed more airtime.

“I know your situation.” He waved his hand around as my eyes widened. “And we’re not asking you to reform long term. This is a one-time thing. One show. An arena. And we give you twenty thousand dollars. Then you can walk away, reform, sit in your basement and be emo, or do whatever it is you had your heart set on.”

“Twenty thousand?” It was more money than I’d see in a long time, but I still wasn’t sure it was worth the effort. “You know, split four ways it’s only five K.” Was I willing to sell myself for five grand? It was only one time, and it would be easy money. Nope, not worth it. Not to mention that I would have to get the others to agree.

“Twenty thousand each. Eighty thousand even,” he clarified, my face unable to hide the shock.

Twenty.

Thousand.

Dollars.

All I had to do was get on stage—something I’d have paid for—and play a set.

One.

Time.

Oh, and I was still unemployed which meant it would pay rent for a while too.

While every fiber inside my body screamed it was a bad idea, my head nodded. It was probably going to end up the biggest disaster of all mankind. But hey, what else was new.

“What if Connor or Johnny don’t agree?” I asked, not sure on where either of them stood on the issue.

“They’ll agree.” He chuckled to himself like he had some kind of insider knowledge. “But just in case they don’t, we’ll allow for additional variables in the stipulations.”

I had no idea what those variables or the stipulations would be, but it sounded like a conversation for another time. Besides, he was probably right. Who in their right mind would turn down twenty grand for a one-night show?

Nobody.

“You’ve got yourself a deal.” I held out my hand, ready to shake on it.

Warrick’s eyes dropped, a smirk spreading across his lips while his might-be-hot-might-be-not daughter looked on with expressionless eyes. “I’m happy to shake your hand, Vaughan, but we do things a little more officially in New York.” He accepted the shake nonetheless. “I’ll have a contract drawn up by the end of the day.”

“Sure, whatever.” I shrugged knowing for twenty K I was going to probably sign it no matter what it said. “I guess that’s it then.”

Not sure what I expected, but it wasn’t the low-key affair we had going on in the room. Yeah, there had been some fireworks when he mentioned I’d be getting on the stage with the cocksucker who was supposed to be my best friend. And there was the misunderstanding of me thinking he wanted me to be a gigolo, but other than that . . .nothing. We’d barely even talked.

“Looks like you were right.” He turned to Gillian, smoothing out his suit jacket. “Glad to see you didn’t disappoint me.”
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Vaughan

 

When Warrick had said the meeting was over, he meant it was over. Done. No fucking lingering in the room making small talk, no finding out about my hopes and dreams. He couldn’t have cared less if he tried, leaving without so much as “see ya around.”

Gillian—who had been surprisingly silent—stood, giving me a once over as she stuck out her hand, waiting a little longer after her dad had left. “I’d assumed you would have said no.”

Pretending I wasn’t freaking ecstatic she had stuck around, I was trying to play it cool. “Oh really?” I coughed out a laugh. “Should I have asked for more money?”

I wasn’t sure if they were good cop, bad cop’ing me but it felt like a weird game I didn’t know the rules to. Still, the more I looked at her, the more I was intrigued.

Her eyebrow lifted, giving me the bare minimum, like she was rationing out the fucks she’d give in any one particular day. “I’ll let my personal assistant, Melanie, get your details. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

“Wait.” I fought the urge to barricade myself in front of the door to stop her from leaving. “Hey, why don’t we have a drink or something.”

I’d clearly been out of practice because as far as asking a woman out on a date, that had been terrible. Worse than bad. I’d have turned myself down. But like a lot of hotheaded front men, my mouth and brain worked at two different speeds and there was something about her that was so goddamn compelling.

She tilted her head, the edges of her lips twitching a little. “A drink? You’re not asking me on a date, are you?”

“No, of course not.” I scoffed, lying through my teeth. “I just thought seeing as we’re going to be working together, it might be fun to get to know each other. You know. Be social.”

Not my best effort, but I appreciated I hadn’t made a total fool of myself. And while she probably had better things to do, I had to at least ask.

She didn’t leave, instead leaning in, closing the distance between us, the space almost nonexistent. I wasn’t sure if it was her perfume or her shampoo but she smelled clean and fresh without the cloud of toxic fumes most girls wore. “Vaughan, you seem like a decent guy, but we can’t have a drink. I don’t socialize with the talent.” Her tone was different, softer around the edges. Maybe it was pity—likely—because deep down we both knew we had no business having that drink.

“Yeah, you’re right.” I rubbed the back of my neck awkwardly. “Guess I’ll see you.”

Or not, not like I was planning on heading to NYC any time soon and she didn’t look like a woman who’d stick around in a city she didn’t live in. And what the hell was I thinking anyway? She was nothing like a girl I’d usually be interested in, so clearly I’d fried my brain or something.
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