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A Note from the Author


Rock Chicks is set in another time, another place. Artistic license has been used with some of the events, dates, bands, geography and famous names. However, I would like to assure readers that no actual rock stars were harmed in the making of this book.




OVERTURE

1991. The Chateau Marmont, Los Angeles.

 



The Steel Spikes are in residence.

Last night, the puddles on the carpet were Jack Daniel’s, sweat and water from the bath that had overflowed when one too many rake-thin blondes cast aside their handbags and headshots and climbed in to join Sly Rammer in the kind of bathing session that had more to do with getting dirty than clean.

In the main bedroom all the usual suspects were orbiting Planet Fucked Up. On the floor, the other band members, Dax, Spank, Tye, Strings and Muff, were all coked up, sexed up and letting the action come to them. And come, it did. The girls lined up to please them, desperate to inhale the stardust alongside the white powder that rose in snowy peaks from every surface. On the round, scarlet silk bed lay Marny Rammer, naked, stoned, her legs wide enough to accommodate the long brown locks that were undulating between them, completely oblivious to the fact that if she and Sly were a normal couple they’d be having dinner right now to celebrate the sixth anniversary of the day they met.

Over at the huge mahogany dining table Coco LaBiba was  performing her party trick - all it took was flexibility, an open mind and three dicks. Tonight two of them belonged to the band and one to a journalist who would for ever consider this the most incredible night of his life.

No one paid much attention to the first gunshot - the music was so loud that everyone thought it was a sound effect on ‘The Law Don’t Matter’, the Spikes’ global hit that was blaring from the sound system.

It was only when the music stopped and another shot rang out that they were forced to pay attention. Lori Wyatt held the smoking gun; over six foot in her steel stiletto heels, a leather catsuit adhered to every inch of her body, her hair scraped back into a two-foot-long black ponytail that reached the small of her back. She had their attention now.

‘If I don’t know you then fuck off,’ she announced, her clipped voice perfectly calm, raised barely above conversational level.

Ten minutes later the suite was empty of everyone except the core players: Marny, Coco, Dave, Diana and the band, a few of them wondering aloud when their manager was going to find a new party trick. It wasn’t the first time Lori had shot up a hotel ceiling but shit, there had to be an easier way to clear a room.

All that had happened last night.

This morning the room is silent and the numbers even fewer. One man lies slumped against the window, his pulse long stopped. Near the door, another body, perfectly still. On the bed lies a woman, her motionless limbs splayed like a broken starfish. Only her shallow, sporadic breaths give any clue that she’s not already destined for the morgue, an occasional rasp audible over the tinkling sound of the music coming from a wooden box that lies open on the floor.


Rock-a-bye baby . . .

A bored Honduran maid walking by with a large pile of eight hundred thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets stops, listens, smiles, remembers.


On the tree top . . .

Her reminiscence is cut dead by a sudden realisation. As the fluid seeps out under the door and spreads across the deep-pile, monogrammed carpet to the white canvas of her shoes, she understands . . . and the only sound now is the sound of her screams.

Because this morning, the puddles are red.




TRACK 1




ONE

1985

 



Invisible. Marianne Tucker was invisible. The family sitting in the corner, joined by clutched hands, their faces tear-stained and drawn, didn’t even register her existence as she walked by their table. The group of nurses over by the door didn’t pause in their conversation when she cleared their plates. Even the hospital chaplain, normally good for a libidinous leer, didn’t take his gaze from the young, puffy-faced, PVC-clad woman next to him. Another hooker for Father Sean to save just as soon as he got a good eyeful of those naked, creamy white thighs.

Invisible. Nothing to look at. Nothing to see.

The shapeless brown uniform that she’d pulled on at the beginning of her shift counteracted every physical plus point that she possessed. It drained her complexion, making her look pale, washed-out and older than her nineteen years. The A-line, mid-calf-length cut of the fabric shrouded her full, pert breasts in cheap cotton while camouflaging her tiny waist, slender hips and shapely legs. The hairnet constrained and concealed her ponytail of fine blonde hair. The flat, battered espadrilles that completed the ensemble were a size too large and scuffed as she walked,  adding to the general demeanour of weary defeat as she pushed the trolley between the rows of tables, clearing away half-eaten plates and crumpled cardboard coffee cups.

Invisible. And that was just how she wanted it to be. In fact, she was counting on it. Her eyes flicked to the large clock on the wall above the door. 11pm. She wasn’t due off shift until midnight but she’d already decided that it was time to leave. Who would notice? The cooking staff had already clocked off for the night, leaving Old Abe, the lifelong pot wash, behind the counter to finish clearing away the dried, congealed food from the row of steel bain-maries.

The swing doors to her right opened and a tall, baby-faced doctor strutted through, scanned the room, then made for the family in the corner, every one of them now staring at him with expressions that were a tortured mix of fear and hope. A few seconds later, it became clear which emotion was the more appropriate - a traumatised scream came from the middle-aged woman in the centre of the group, an almost feral noise thick with pain and devastation. The young doctor looked apologetic now, the family stunned, the mother begging for a different outcome.

Marianne had seen it so many times: the news of the dead. No one ever sat in St Joseph’s Hospital canteen late at night unless they were being paid, being solicited by God or in danger of losing a loved one.

The woman was rocking back and forth now, still wailing, the three twenty-something women that surrounded her gasping for breath between their own sobs, the one solitary teenage male in the group tight-jawed as he flicked a stirrer between his fingers and stared intently at his feet.

Marianne slammed the mental door on the emerging flashback, pushed her trolley to the back wall of the room and parked it behind the partition that concealed the stinking waste bins and boxes of sugar sachets, milk portions and napkins. No more. Time to go. She pulled at the apron, feeling a surge of liberation  cut through her nervous apprehension as the poppers flew open, then yanked off the hairnet and grabbed the bag that she’d left squashed in between the industrial-sized tins of coffee and the stacks of well-worn trays.

She could hear Old Abe banging away in the background, muttering to himself as he filled the huge dishwasher for what was probably the final time of the day. He wouldn’t notice if she sneaked away early and even if he did the smell of Wild Turkey on his breath would prevent him from seeking out anyone to report her to. His mind was so addled with cheap bourbon and weed that he barely functioned, except to perform his duties and occasionally, in his more lucid moments, attempt to feel her up when she was bent over the battered old steel sinks.

Now dressed in a simple pink T-shirt and jeans, Marianne moved silently towards the exit, careful to stay out of the eye-line of Father Sean, who was now preaching his gospel directly to the partially exposed, bruised breasts of his companion.

It had to be now. Right now. And as she slipped out the door, she realised that her racing heart was an over-reaction, because no one had noticed the invisible girl leave.

Silently, her sneaker-clad feet padded down the drab green corridor to the staff exit, then slipped through the door to the alley that ran behind the ambulance bay. As she met the humid blanket of darkness, the first thing that hit her was the stench from the yellow and black bags piled high between the overflowing dumpsters that punctuated the opposite wall.

Even at that late hour, an August night in Philadelphia was much too warm for goosebumps, but nonetheless Marianne shivered as she rubbed them away from her forearms and then turned to her right, thankful that her early escape wouldn’t be caught on camera. The nurses’ union had been calling for surveillance in the area since a spate of attacks on staff leaving after their night shifts, but the hospital management’s answer had been to employ an extra security guard to patrol the area. It might have been an effective policy if the new guard had felt any compunction to  leave the linen cupboard where he napped from 10pm until sunrise.

She was almost at the end of the alley when she heard the moan. Shit! A tramp? A junkie? Security? The scumball who had already put three interns in intensive care? Her stomach twisted as a jerking movement at the top of the dumpster only a few feet away entered her left field of vision. Her fight/flight reflex was about to opt for an urgent sprint, when she spotted the footwear: bright red Converse baseball boots, dangling from two black denim tubes draped over the rim of the large steel depository. An image flashed up in her head: Benny, her brother, the last time she saw him he’d been wearing red Converse. But that was years ago, before . . . She shook off the memory. That was a scab too painful to pick.

There was another moan, barely discernable over the noise of her thumping heart and the blood that was rushing to her brain.

Go. Just go. Quickly. But her feet weren’t paying attention. Benny. It could be Benny. Before sense and reason could intervene, she acted. Years of regular exercise served her well as she clambered up the side of the dumpster then swung the top half of her body over the top. The stench made her retch, the sight made her reel. Of course, it wasn’t Benny, and given the state of this guy she thanked God. He couldn’t have been much older than her. Long, tangled brown hair was stuck to his face, his sallow skin unnaturally grey. A droplet of blood was smudged beneath his nose and a line of crusted vomit trailed from the edge of his pale blue mouth and spread over his black stain-splattered Aerosmith T-shirt.

His leg jolted as if a spasm ripped through it, the shock jarring her from her precarious position and sending her careering to the ground where she landed on a refuse bag stuffed with contents she’d rather not think about. She should go. This was nothing to do with her. None of her business.

If she ran now she’d still make it to the station in time for the bus. She’d been planning this night for months, she had a  schedule to keep and she couldn’t let some fool in the garbage distract her from it. But . . . he didn’t look good. This man/boy looked sick and if she left him . . .

Nope, she couldn’t do it, she decided as she headed back in the direction of the hospital to get some help.

Marianne had turned her back on someone once before and the consequences would last a lifetime. It was a mistake she wasn’t going to make again.

 



Colette Belmont was in heaven. The strings on Nikki Sixx’s guitar counted the beat that took her step by step up the butt-clenching, clit-throbbing path to an orgasm. Faster, pounding faster, her nerve endings prickling with bliss as Vince Neil burst in with that howling, grating vocal that had given her rush after rush since she’d discovered the joys of masturbation.

But tonight she wasn’t relying on her own manual dexterity.

‘That’s it baby, I told you I’d fuck you real good.’

Immediately, the urge to come began to dissipate. ‘Don’t speak!’ she hissed to the hulking form between her legs. Determined to get back to that intoxicating, ethereal place, she pulled her stomach muscles in hard and switched her focus back to the sounds of Mötley Crüe. Tommy Lee was pounding out the beat and Sixx was warming up now, going into the bridge of ‘Too Young to Fall in Love’, the section that always made her lips smile and her nipples harden.

She pushed back her damp waves of ash blonde Christie Brinkley hair and pursed her bee-stung lips as she pushed back against the third participant, who sat behind her in the rear seat of the Oldsmobile. His back was pressed against the side window, his beautifully defined abdomen a firm support for her head and shoulders, his rock hard thighs wide open to let the top half of her torso nestle between them. His arms cupped around to her front and he squeezed her tits. Hard. The way she liked it.

‘Fuck, I’m going to come!’

The voice came from the other end of the back seat, followed  by several grunts as Dale Lawson pounded against her, only the constraints of the condom preventing him from filling her with his hot sticky liquid.

Exhausted, spent, he exhaled noisily as he slumped into the corner, his legs numb from kneeling in such a cramped space for so long. But it wasn’t long enough for Colette.

All anticipation of an imminent orgasm now gone, she slid her long, coltish legs down from Dale’s shoulders and switched her attention to his brother who was still kneading her tits, his hard-on pressed against her back. Colette flipped herself around; head slightly crouched to avoid matting her hair on the roof of the car. She’d discovered months before that good posture was one of the casualties of having sex in the Lawson family car. She didn’t mind.

Facing him now, she climbed on to the upright cock of Mack Lawson, and leaned forward to slip a rigid nipple in his mouth. His hands found her buttocks and he squeezed them the way he knew turned her on. In the years that this ménage à trois had been a regular occurrence, Colette had told them everything that she liked, and when words failed her, she’d simply given them a step by step demonstration. Three things never varied: she liked the music loud, she liked the boys silent and once was never enough.

The air in the car was sticky and thick with the smells of sex and sweat as she rode him, slowly at first, concentrating on nothing but the sounds that were still oozing out of the car stereo. Gradually, she allowed her other senses to return to the present, her thigh muscles easily taking the strain as her pace increased, her hand behind her now, reaching downwards and cupping Mack’s balls. She smiled as she felt a movement behind her and realised that Dale had rejoined the proceedings. Ah, the joys of fucking boys her own age. She’d screwed a few older men but none of them could shoot and be ready to get going again just a few minutes later. And none of them had a twin brother with an equal amount of energy.

Without turning around, she knew what Dale was up to  behind her. His hand was in her wild mane and he was tugging it while simultaneously tugging himself. It was a familiar scene that sent a wave of excitement rushing down to her clit. She loved that she got them so hot and she’d realised long ago that it was nothing to do with lust. No, this was power. Pure, unadulterated power. Inside her she felt Mack throbbing quicker now as she rose and fell on his cock. This was bliss.

Vince Neil was still singing to her, creeping under her skin and making her pupils dilate with the raw sex in his voice. In her mind, that’s who was fucking her. It wasn’t the two physically perfect star quarterbacks from her high school football team. It was Vince Neil and Nikki Sixx, one behind her, one beneath her, both of them worshipping her, adoring her, both completely powerless to do anything other than what she wanted them to do. Over the musical soundtrack, she could hear their whispers in her head now, telling her she was the best ever. They’d never had anyone like her. So sexy. So hot. So . . . Her back arched and her vaginal muscles squeezed like a vice as she climaxed, her screams of sheer ecstasy all it took to make Dale and Mack follow suit. The three of them shuddered to a halt a few seconds later, then collapsed in a tangle of limbs that was suddenly too excessive for the back seat of the Lawson family car.

After a long enough pause to let her pulse rate return to something near normal, Colette disentangled herself and stretched over the passenger seat, popped the cassette out of the stereo system, flicked it over and re-inserted it. A large Diet Coke on the driver’s seat, all that was left of their drive-through dinner, gave her an idea that she couldn’t resist. As the first bars of ‘Shout at the Devil’ burst out of the speakers at either side of the dashboard, she turned around to face the boys again and repositioned herself above them, balancing herself against the top of the front seats and stretching her legs so wide that they almost touched the windows on either side of the back seat.

The cup lid slid off easily and slowly. Provocatively, she tipped what was left of the drink down her body, excitement surging  once again as a cold trail of ice coursed down her chest and abdomen and soaked the thin strip of hair between her legs. She grabbed her breasts and began to massage them, before leaning down and taking it in turns to flick her tongue across each nipple. God bless huge tits, she thought, before slipping one in her mouth again and performing her latest trick. It had been a long, happy, revelatory night when she had discovered that she had both the voluptuousness and the flexibility to tend to her own needs in that department.

The temperature in the car notched up another few degrees, the air suddenly heavy with anticipation and longing. Dale Lawson unintentionally groaned, making Colette smile. Sitting side by side now, intently studying her every move, there wasn’t much to choose between them - they were both identically gorgeous, blonde haired, blue eyed American boys, both perfectly formed, and their gradually re-erecting dicks might not be the biggest she’d ever had but they were impressive nonetheless. Dale’s little outburst was enough to convince her that he should win the prize. She beckoned him towards her with her index finger and when he was close enough she pushed her fingers through his hair and pulled him towards her pussy.

Fun. Music. Sex. That was all she needed to get through the day.

As his tongue found her clit and started to work it just how she’d shown him, she tuned out of Dale Lawson and back into the sounds. It wasn’t the high school jock who was licking her out - Nikki Sixx was playing her like the most precious Stratocaster. And Colette Belmont was just about to sing.

 



Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust . . .

Right on cue the heavens opened and the minister and collective gathering were drenched in a summer shower.

Lori Wyatt rolled her eyes to the sky, thinking that even in death, the old bastard she’d had the misfortune to call her father had a sick sense of humour. If by some miracle the drunken waster had made it to heaven, he had probably turned the tap  on personally and was right now slugging Jim Beam from the bottle while cackling at the freak show below. And freak show it was.

A minister. A daughter. And ten yards away, two aging ex-hookers in leopard print and lamé and four dishevelled old drunks, huddled together on a barren patch of brown earth under a cypress tree, counting the minutes until the service was over and they could get to the wake. If the turnout at a funeral reflected the life that had been led then this pathetic gathering, Lori decided, was just about right.

Slowly, jarring off the sides as it was lowered into the freshly dug hole by four glum-faced cemetery workers, the cheap pine coffin disappeared as the minister wrapped up the service. Lori nodded to him, acknowledging that God’s work had been done and he made off in the direction of the shelter, ostensibly to comfort the other mourners, but in reality to escape the downpour. The rug manufacturer offered a two-year guarantee against rain shrinkage, but he didn’t want to push his luck. The episode with the severe winds at the garden wedding had proven that inclement weather was not a friend to the follicly challenged.

Slowly, the stiletto heels of her black leather boots sinking into the turf, she walked to the very edge of the graveside and waited until the workers had retreated to the dry haven of their nearby van, one of the younger ones receiving a surreptitious thump across the back of the head for a glance that lingered on Lori for a few seconds too long.

The rain was thundering now, infusing the air with the scent of freshly cut grass and sodden earth.

It was just her. And him. The way it had been since their mother had taken off in the middle of the night when Lori was six years old, pushed over the edge by one too many drunken brawls and public humiliations. Lori had never seen her since but she’d heard stories that her ma had headed east to New York, presumably figuring a city with almost five hundred murders in an average year still had to be safer than living with Jack Wyatt.

But this wasn’t the time for reflection or for memories that still cut like a scalpel along a vein. It was a time for last words and for bidding farewell.

‘Goodbye Pa,’ she whispered quietly, tossing a mound of earth into the hole. Then she pulled herself up to her full height, straightened her back, and spat on his coffin. ‘I hope you rot in hell.’

Her black dress clung to every curve of her athletic frame as she crossed to the squad of desperados tweaking for their next shot or their next smoke, a shambling embarrassment of dregs and scum. Just her old pa’s kind of people. The minister gaped open-mouthed as she tucked a hundred dollars into the wrinkled, crêpe cleavage of Rita Mae, the sixty-year-old tramp who still turned a trick if the guy was too loaded or too desperate to care. ‘There won’t be a wake so take this for your trouble,’ she said in a voice that made it clear her announcement wasn’t up for discussion. Not that they cared. A hundred dollars would keep them all mighty happy for the rest of the day and even better, they could go wherever they wanted and avoid any pretence of loss over the death of Jack Wyatt.

With another nod to the minister, Lori headed off to the late Jack’s old Chevy pick-up and hot-wired the ignition. No keys. It was another one of fate’s cruel little games. They’d been missing since the day he had been found dead almost a month before. He’d been discovered by the cleaner who’d opened up Jack’s Alehouse first thing in the morning on a seemingly normal August day. When Maria had seen the broken chairs and the smashed glassware, she’d realised that nothing about the scene in front of her was normal, least of all the state of her boss. He’d been lying behind the bar, his face unmarked and eyes closed. It wasn’t the first time she’d found him flaked out, but this time the frozen expression, blood-matted hair and stillness of his chest told her it would be the last. Her first call had been to 911, her second to Lori, her third to her cousin Emilio. She ordered him to collect her and get her out of town before the cops passed her name  on to immigration and she found herself on a one-way ticket back to Havana.

Lori had arrived at the same time as the cops and despite her protests they’d insisted that she stand to one side as they swept the bar to make sure the perpetrators had left the scene. The broken window in the stinking gents’ toilets had told them that Jack’s killers were long gone. Waiting by the door, Lori had noticed that the till lay open, the takings from the night before cleaned out. Bottles of spirits were missing from the gantry and the door through to the back office had been ripped off its hinges. Through the hole, she’d seen that the safe was lying wide open and empty. It was a mess - even by the Alehouse standards, where hygiene and decor were low on the priority list and the clientele spat, vomited and passed out on the floor on a nightly basis.

Lori had shuddered, prompting a young female cop to rest a sympathetic hand on her forearm and give her a kindly smile. Murders in Rackstown, Pennsylvania were rare, and although Jack was well known to every cop in town as a violent drunk and a vehemently vocal bar-room anarchist, as far as the rookie was concerned, he didn’t deserve to die like this. Lori had returned the gesture with a sad smile that dissipated as soon as the sheriff re-appeared from the direction of the toilets.

‘Lori, you know it’s not procedure, but before anyone else gets here you can go on over. Just don’t touch anything and I’m sorry Ma’am but that includes your pa.’

Lori had smiled at the formality of the ‘Ma’am’. Sheriff Donnachy had been a good friend of her mother and had known her all her life, regularly stopping to give her a ride on a wet day and frequently dropping in to check on her every time her father had been slung in the slammer. At least that would be one community service he could cross off his list from now on.

Being careful to avoid the debris and the spatters of liquid that were splashed randomly across the floor, she’d edged over to where he lay. Bile had risen in her throat when she’d reached him and she’d inhaled furiously, an action that the young female cop  had interpreted as a distraught gasp of grief. Jack’s eyes were wide open and his face was contorted into an angry scowl, his standard expression, for Jack Wyatt had been mean-assed furious since the day he was born. Lori had knelt down, ignoring the tense vibes from the cop who still stood beside her and who had no desire to be hauled over the coals in court for allowing the crime scene to be contaminated. The officer needn’t have worried. Lori had no intention of throwing herself on the body in a hysterical demonstration of grief, or sentimentally running her fingers through his blood-matted hair. She crouched until her face was only twelve inches from his chest and then paused, perfectly still, staring straight ahead. After a minute or so she was reassured. Jack Belmont was finally, indisputably, very definitely dead.

Only the fact that they’d broken procedure by permitting Lori anywhere near the body stopped the rookie from telling her colleagues back at the station about the peculiar reaction of the bereaved daughter.

Lori Wyatt had smiled.




TWO

‘Hi.’

His voice sounded exactly as she’d imagined. For two days Marianne had spent every possible minute next to him, watching his face, willing him to wake up, wondering what he’d sound like, what he’d say. After the doctors had pumped his stomach and stabilised him on that first night, they’d warned her that he’d already ingested a massive amount of opiates so a deep, prolonged sleep was inevitable. She didn’t mind waiting. Instead of whiling away her breaks in the suffocating, nicotine-coated surroundings of the staff smoking room, all her spare time had been spent in the sanitised atmosphere of his hospital room, sitting on a big old leather chair by the side of his bed, talking to him, asking him questions that went unanswered. Naturally shy, she was surprised to discover that it was actually easy to talk when there was no one awake to listen.

There had been no other visitors. Right now, somewhere in the city, was a mother frantically looking for her son? Was a father begging God to bring his boy back to him?

Everything he’d had in his possession when he was found now sat on top of the teak veneer table next to his bed. One packet  of Marlboro cigarettes, one Zippo lighter, one Sony Walkman (batteries dead), one cassette, unlabelled. It wasn’t a lot to go on. John Doe. Smoker. Likes music.

Now he was staring at her with eyes that belied curiosity rather than fear. Suddenly embarrassed by being there, by her tatty brown uniform and her chewed-up nails, Marianne flushed as she leaned over towards him. ‘Hi,’ she answered, her speech thick with self-conscious apprehension. ‘I’m Marianne.’

‘Are you a nurse?’ His voice was hoarse, the gravelly tone dipping out on the words that were too much of an effort to form.

‘No, I er . . . found you.’

Confusion contorted his beautiful features. She could see now that his eyes were dark brown, framed by sweeping thick black eyelashes. ‘Where?’ he croaked.

‘In the alley at the back of the hospital. You were . . . out of it. They had to pump your stomach.’

He groaned, understanding now why his throat felt like he’d swallowed razors. ‘Fuck. What day is it?’

‘Sunday.’

‘Shit.’ He thumped the bedspace beside him.

Marianne flinched; her eyes widened, then instinctively fell to the floor, the hunching of her shoulders adding to the outward reflection of her inner discomfort. Anger scared her. Especially when it seemed to be directed at her.

‘Sorry, I didn’t . . . Sorry,’ he croaked. ‘Married. I was supposed to be getting married yesterday. Shit, she’ll kill me.’

‘Do you want me to call her for you? Your . . . girlfriend?’ Her stomach twisted just a little more. This was suddenly becoming too real, too messy to deal with and for the first time since she climbed up on to the dumpster she felt a rising surge of regret. What had she been thinking? Hadn’t she learned that the only way to live was to keep yourself to yourself and stay away from meddling in other people’s business?

A rueful smile crossed his face as he shook his head. ‘So first you save my life and now you want to get me killed - you’re like  a regular superhero,’ he laughed, and then buckled as racking coughs overtook his amusement.

Marianne grabbed a blue plastic beaker of water from the side table and held it to his mouth to let him sip. When she replaced it she realised that he was still holding on to her other hand.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered. His dark eyes were wide now, sad, maybe even a little scared.

‘S’OK,’ she replied, trying her best to keep her voice steady. ‘Is there someone else I can call for you?’

A puff of air escaped from the pillow as his head fell back into it. ‘No. Somehow I don’t think many people would be too happy to hear from me right now.’

An inherent sense told her not to argue or cajole. He’d been through a lot and the most important thing was that he was going to be OK. Everything else could wait. An alarm sounded on her Casio digital watch.

‘I . . . I have to go now - my break is over.’

‘Your break?’

‘I work in the canteen here. I was just leaving on the night that I found you.’

‘Lucky for me,’ he whispered softly, finally releasing her hand, his gaze still surveying her face as if there were answers to something there.

‘Will you come back again?’

She hesitated. This was ridiculous. Why would she come back? She didn’t even know this guy. And there was no point striking up a friendship because . . .

‘Please?’ he asked, with just a hint of something between desperation and panic.

‘OK. Tomorrow. My break is around six. I’ll come back in then.’

‘See you then, Supergirl,’ he joked softly.

Walking to the door, she pulled her hairnet out of her uniform pocket but then changed her mind and shoved it back in, deciding to put it on outside. Her fingers were already on the handle  when she realised the first question that she should have asked. Turning back, she was surprised to see that his eyes still hadn’t left her.

‘Your name. You didn’t tell me your name.’

‘Sylvester. But everyone calls me Sly. Like the Rocky guy.’ The grin was there again and something in Marianne responded to it. Two days ago this guy was pulled out of the trash, he’d missed his wedding, had his stomach pumped, woken up to a stranger’s stare and yet he was acting like this was just another day on easy street.

For a fleeting moment she wondered what her mom would have made of him and the unexpected idea brought more goosebumps. She hadn’t thought about her parents for a long, long time but now a mental vision flashed up of her mother. Dorisanna was sitting in the backyard of their apartment block in the area of Philly that nice folk avoided, surrounded by deadbeat neighbours, berating her eldest daughter for her shy, sensitive nature and pointing out her children’s faults to anyone that was sober enough to listen. Marianne wondered if the angels were listening to Dorisanna now.

A flush of colour rose from the top of her uniform as she returned his smile. ‘I’ll let the nurse know you’re awake.’

‘Marianne?’

The door had almost closed behind her so she pushed it back open.

‘Yes?’

‘Thanks babe.’

 



Mack Lawson didn’t understand it. As star quarterback of the school team, he’d talked his way into a few of the cheerleaders’ panties and they’d all been almost comically similar. They wanted sweet words, soft loving and declarations of love. But not Colette - this chick was wild. As he pulled up outside her front door, she kissed his cheek and then stretched over to repeat the gesture to his brother Dale, who was still lying across the back seat, before giving them a breezy smile and strolling inside with  a casual wave that gave no indication whatsoever of the night’s activities.

But that was Colette’s style.

The first night they’d got together was at a major-league party to celebrate her sixteenth birthday. His mother had been stoked when the invitation had come in, thrilled that she could boast at the cross-stitch club that her twin sons had been invited to the Belmont estate, former home of J.J. Belmont. The property baron had been one of the richest landowners in the Tri-state area until the heart attack that ended his life just a year before that pink invitation had dropped through the door of the Lawsons’ tidy, white clapboard house.

The Belmont parties were legendary. Since Mack was a little boy the townsfolk would gape and gossip as the Gulfstreams flew overhead bringing politicians, European royalty, rock stars, dignitaries and even, it was once rumoured, President Ronald Reagan. They would fly in, landing their jets on the airstrip that slashed across the dense forestry on the outskirts of the ranch that occupied almost a thousand acres of prime Connecticut land.

His mother had badgered his dad Ed into taking a day off from his dry-cleaning business to get the boys fitted for suits, so it was a very smart Mack and Dale Belmont who had boarded the bus that was leaving from outside Conn Liberty High to chauffeur their classmates to the soirée.

Inside, it was clear that any residual mourning had been suspended for the day. The party was held in the west wing of the house, where they’d converted a huge dining area into a disco by blacking out the windows and laying a temporary dance floor. On a stage at one end, a suited band blasted out covers of hits from bands like REO Speedwagon and Huey Lewis and the News.

They’d just broken into a soulful, enthusiastic rendition of Tears For Fears’ ‘Everybody Wants to Rule the World’, when Mack, on his way back from the john, stopped on a balcony above the action to watch the teenagers take to the floor below.

So far it was just pockets of girls, most of them nervously shuffling on to the dance floor, pretending not to care if they attracted the attention of the boys who stood in groups around the periphery. Conn Liberty High pupils congregated at one end of the hall, with what he presumed were Colette’s friends from her posh Catholic school keeping to themselves at the other.

It was almost an hour into the party, but so far there had been no sign of the birthday girl. Until now.

‘Sooo, Mack Lawson, does it meet with your approval?’ The playful voice had whispered in his ear as a body pressed against his back. Mack’s erection was as swift as his blush. Shit, he wished he could control either or both, but it seemed like lately parts of his anatomy were unilaterally deciding on their own actions.

Turning around, he added his gasp reflex to that list.

‘How fucking embarrassing is this?’ she grinned, gesturing to the revelry below. The mouth was pure locker room, but the face and body were about as stunningly feminine as it was possible to be.

The white strapless leather dress looked like it had been painted on as it clung to every curve from her incredible tits to the top of her long, bronzed thighs, and the gold zip that ran from top to bottom had been left open an inch or two giving a mesmerising view of her cleavage. Almost two feet of dark blonde curls cascaded down over one shoulder, the other side pulled back and secured with a diamond clip, holding her locks away from a trail of glitter than ran from her cheekbone to her collarbone. There was no way that the girl in front of him looked sixteen.

For the last few weeks Mack had been jerking off over a  Playboy with a ten-page spread of Kim Basinger. The actress was white hot, but something told him he wouldn’t need to rely on magazines from now on.

Regaining his composure, he leaned back against the balustrade, keen to maintain eye contact in the hope that she wouldn’t notice the bulge in his new pin-tucked black pants.

‘Hey, you got the right brother this time?’ he joked, referring to the pranks that he and Dale had played on her for years when they were children. His mom used to work as a seamstress for Mrs Belmont and the boys had visited the ranch almost daily for weeks every summer, playing with Colette while their mother fashioned new drapes and soft furnishings for every room in the house. Over the last few years, though, since Mrs Belmont started using one of those fancy interior designers from New York, the extent of their interaction had been the occasional conversation at town fairs and Sunday service.

‘It’s the mole,’ Colette grinned, running a purple nail very lightly along his cheekbone, stopping at the small brown spot that sat just under the outer corner of his eye. Explanation complete, her gaze flicked over his shoulder as she checked out the scene below and groaned.

‘I begged my mother not to do the whole party thing, but would she listen?’ Hormone-induced confusion and sleight of hand prevented Mack from noticing from where Colette produced the pack of Camel Lights that she was now opening. She pulled a cigarette and a pencil-slim gold lighter from the pack. Whoa, she was smoking! If he went home smelling of nicotine his mother’s delight at her son’s newfound social status would be temporarily postponed while she invoked the wrath of God and beat him with a broom.

‘I mean, look!’ she gesticulated to the crowd of teens that Mack didn’t recognise. ‘I’ve no idea why she thought inviting anyone from my last school would be a good idea.’

‘Last school?’ he asked, the testosterone surge still making it difficult to keep up.

‘St Mary’s expelled me,’ she answered glibly. ‘Apparently no amount of money can make up for getting caught at a rock concert with a joint in one hand and some guy’s balls in the other.’

Mack momentarily wondered if it was normal that his wind-pipe seemed to have swollen to a point that made breathing impossible.

‘But thank God at least mother is allowing me to start at Conn Liberty after the summer, thus this little introductory, break-the-ice bash. I know some of the Liberty girls from church and I figured it had to be better than starting all over again from scratch. What do you think? Are they all going to be bitches to the poor little rich girl?’ she asked, in an amused tone that hinted that this wouldn’t bother her in the least.

‘Probably,’ he shrugged, still struggling with the mental picture of the whole joint/balls scenario.

‘Great. Then at least it won’t be dull. I hate dull. So . . . I’m going to need a friend when I come to your school,’ she giggled, ‘and I’ve decided that you’re it. Can you handle that?’ She was teasing now, and he was finally starting to relax and play the game. Come on, he was Mack Lawson, he told himself, of course he could handle it. There wasn’t a female downstairs who would say no to the town’s rising football star. Reminding himself of his own importance, he felt his confidence restore itself to its naturally inflated level.

‘Sure,’ he shrugged, throwing caution to the wind by taking the cigarette from her lips and slowly inhaling on it, praying that he wouldn’t react the same way that he did on the one and only other occasion when he’d experimented with smoking. Buckling over at the waist and choking so violently that he puked would definitely put a bit of a downer on the current situation.

‘Oooooh, a bad boy - I like that in a friend.’ A sexy pout dissolved into a wide smile that revealed a perfect row of porcelain-white teeth. He handed the cigarette back and there was a comfortable pause as they stood side by side, both watching the action below while mentally adjusting to their newly restored connection. Colette was the first to speak.

‘God, I don’t want to go down there. It’s my birthday; I’m supposed to be having fun.’

Mack’s ego took a momentary hit. This was like nothing he’d ever dealt with before. Fun? Usually the chicks had fun just being around him, but this one was a whole different ball game and  obviously his very presence wasn’t enough to satisfy her amusement quota.

The five-inch steel heel of one of her white stilettos finished grinding the cigarette out on the marble floor and suddenly her hand grabbed his.

‘Come with me.’ It was more of a gregarious command than a request.

‘Where?’

They were halfway down the hallway before she answered by opening a door and pulling him inside. It was the most incredible bedroom he’d ever seen. White silk fabric covered the walls, contrasting with the shocking pink, thick-pile carpet. The bed was a huge mahogany four-poster with blood-red satin sheets and a six-foot square heavy gilt mirror balanced behind an overstuffed gold chaise that was thick with silver and red cushions. But it was the pictures that really made it stand out - huge, black framed posters of Van Halen, Twisted Sister, KISS and a couple of other bands that he didn’t recognise.

‘Mother’s refusing to pay the decorator’s bill. She gave him a brief but I managed to persuade him to add a few of my suggestions. ’

‘How did you do that?’ he asked with his very best cocky jock smile.

‘You want me to show you?’ she teased, taking a swig out of a beer bottle she’d picked up from her dresser.

Oh, dear Lord, he prayed - I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve this, but thank you.

Colette playfully pushed him back a few paces, then without breaking eye contact even for a second, she slowly pulled down the zipper on her dress and let the rectangle of leather fall to the floor.

‘Like this.’

Mack’s gasp reflex sprung back into action. He was no virgin - he’d screwed three girls already, two in the school changing rooms and one on her sofa while her parents were at a bible rally in the church hall - but it had always been a fully clothed,  panties-to-one-side, rushed fumble, so he’d never actually been presented with a fully naked woman.

And Colette Belmont was definitely standing in front of him in nothing but a pair of white high heels.

He made a mental note to torch the Playboys because he’d definitely never need them again now that his memory had a real-life image of a female who was 100 per cent cock rod.

Jeez, she was beautiful. Her huge breasts sat high above the curves that met at her waist and then spanned out to gloriously generous hips and firm, perfectly shaped thighs, with a small round bush of blonde wiry hair contrasting against the dark, golden tan. Slowly, she turned around 360 degrees, giving him a perfect view of the most gorgeous, pert ass he could ever have imagined.

Mesmerised, he’d watched as she walked towards him, unzipped his fly, and flicked out his dick, massaging it as she gently guided him backwards to the wall behind him, then pulled herself up onto his solid cock. Only after he’d come - an embarrassingly short period of time later - did he realise that he’d fucked her in between Van Halen and KISS.

That had been two years ago, and now, as he and Dale got home, handed the car keys back to his dad and confirmed to their mother that yes, they’d had a good night at the mall, he remembered the words she’d whispered on that first night as they belatedly and reluctantly joined the other party guests.

‘I think we’re going to have a great time being friends,’ she’d whispered. ‘And next time, wanna bring your brother?’

 



Religion was a big thing with the Ramones. Everyone within fifty yards of the payphone heard the thankful prayers of Sly’s mother when he called her to let her know he was OK. A few seconds later, he had to hold the phone three feet from his ear to avoid certain deafness as a result of the hysterical, incomprehensible hell and damnation rant of fury when he refused to tell her where he was. He figured that the last thing the rest of the sick  folks in this hospital needed was his mother, father and four sisters storming the corridors with huge pots of spaghetti carbonara - and not to mention Gloria, his fiancée. Or should that be ex-fiancée? Fuck, her old man would have his guts, if his mother didn’t get them first.

The matriarch of the Ramone family had told him in no uncertain terms that now she knew he was still alive, she planned - in the name of the blessed Madonna - to punish him for the rest of time. Such was the shame and pain that he had wreaked on the parents that had done nothing but cherish him since the very day he was pushed from his mother’s womb. And yes, he would be paying her back for the wedding hat that had ‘cost a hundred bucks of her sweat, blood and tears!’

The world then heard how the havoc caused by his actions didn’t stop there. Apparently, Uncle Sol was so distraught he’d had to take a double dose of his angina medication, Aunt Maria Christina had taken to her bed for two days and his father had taken a chainsaw into the garden where his fury had resulted in the destruction of two huge oak trees that had been there for decades. Oh, and two of his fiancée’s cousins had been sitting in a beat-up Mustang at the end of their street all week and the neighbours were whispering.

Jesus, Mary and Joseph, how could she have raised such a son? How could any child of hers leave a girlfriend, her belly swollen with a gift from God, and take off like some two-bit slimeball?

He said sorry. And then sorry again. And again. Then another sorry just in case she hadn’t heard the first twenty. In fact if there was a world record for saying freaking sorry then he reckoned he’d just about broken it.

‘I’ll make it up to you Ma, I promise. I’ll make it all good and I’ll sort it out with Gloria. Keep the hat, Ma, you’ll still be wearing it.’

Eventually, after another ten minutes of abuse that cost him almost two dollars to hear, she grudgingly hinted at forgiveness as long as he said three Acts Of Contrition and visited Father Domenici as soon as he got home.

‘And when will that be?’ she demanded.

‘Soon, Ma. I’ll be home soon.’

As he hung up the phone and wearily wandered back to his room, Sly Ramone realised that right now an anonymous hospital bed on the other side of town from everyone who loved him seemed like the healthiest place for him to be.

 



Lori handed over a cheque to the beer delivery driver and saw him off with a cheery wave, then stepped back down into the backroom of the bar and kicked the trashcan so hard it split in two.

‘Motherfucker!’

She reckoned she had about five days before the cheque bounced and he was back, a little more hostile this time, to demand cash. He would look at her the same way that the liquor supplier, the water company and the soft-drinks rep had looked at her the day before, when they’d all shown up demanding to be repaid for the bad cheques that Jack had written in the days before his head had a meeting with a baseball bat. Whoever had raided the bar that night had cleaned out the previous weekend’s takings that Jack had been too lazy or too drunk to take to the bank - and the days when anyone within fifty miles of Rackstown would give the Wyatts credit were long gone. She just hoped that the next few days would bring in enough money to keep the bar open for another week. Week to week. That’s how her pa had lived for years, and nothing was going to change now.

It had occurred to her that she should just pull down the shutters and leave - after all, what was there to keep her there? But the truth was that she had nowhere to go, no money to pay for the journey and no roof over her head when she got there. Staying and somehow finding a way to make this shithole work seemed like the best option.

It was an hour until opening time so she picked up a mop and bucket and headed for the ladies’ toilets. That damn maid hadn’t been seen since the day Jack died and finding new help who were  willing to work for intermittent cash in hand had so far proved impossible. No one wanted to come near The Alehouse, at least not until they’d had vaccinations against the vermin that frequented it. And she didn’t mean the rats.

The front door banged and Lori’s heart sank. If this was another enraged creditor then she wouldn’t be responsible for the destination of the mop pole in her hand. Dear Lord, she said a silent prayer, if that old bastard somehow made it to heaven, then please round up your biggest guys and order them to beat the crap out of him once again. Amen.

The deadbolt on the door put up a fight but eventually she wrestled it open to be greeted by a sweating, fat middle-aged man with a nasty combover and a cheap suit.

‘Councillor Gorman,’ she sighed, stepping back to wave him in. She’d been waiting, but had fervently hoped that the fact that she’d been robbed, abandoned and effectively orphaned within the last month would have been enough payback to whatever gods of fucked-up karma were playing with her life.

She re-bolted the door, grimacing as the stale smell of sweat from his body made her gag.

‘Well there, Lori, I was mighty sorry to hear about your father. Mighty sorry.’

‘I must have missed you at the funeral,’ she countered dryly.

‘Ah, you know that the work of a public servant leaves little personal time, even for someone as close to the community as I am,’ he sneered, his smug, leering grin almost as nauseating as his personal hygiene. Lori moved behind the bar, figuring that putting a couple of feet of thick wood between them could only be a good thing.

‘I’ll have two fingers of bourbon since you’re asking.’

‘I wasn’t.’

‘Well then I’ll still have them all the same now, won’t I?’ he baited, flicking a fat cigar out of his pocket and lighting up. This guy was slime. He was abhorrent. But . . .

‘I thought it was about time we had a little chat about the  licence for this here bar.’

. . . a degree of amiable behaviour was called for because Councillor Gorman was also the head of licensing for the district.

Two fingers of her cheapest bourbon were delivered in the pause that followed. ‘Why that’s mighty kind of you, Lori.’ The sarcasm dripped from every elongated vowel. Still Lori said nothing, determined not to buy into this piece of crap’s twisted, vile little world.

‘The way I see it, Lori, this bar is now operating illegally. The licence was in your daddy’s name and since you’re still a minor in the eyes of the law you can’t take it over. And even if you are of age, you would still require the support of your local councillor. That creates a problem right there now, doesn’t it?’

And once again, Lori thought, today’s performance was taking place thanks to the kind sponsorship of the fucked-up karma gods. A big cheer for the sponsors, ladies and gentlemen!

There was no getting out of this one. There was only her, and she alone was going to have to fix this.

‘So what do you intend to do about this problem then, councillor? ’ she asked, her tone as conciliatory as she could manage.

The smug grin conveyed his pleasure that she was coming round to realising just how important it was to be nice to the man who could control her future.

‘The way I see it there are three possible solutions,’ he said, before pausing to take a long draw on his cigar and wash away the taste with a swallow of bourbon. ‘You can shut the place down. Or we could close it temporarily until you find another partner who is an authorised licensee. Or . . .’

There was no mistaking where this was going.

‘Or what, Councillor Gorman?’ she asked, putting on her very best sweet smile and endearing expression.

‘Or . . . Let’s just say your local councillor could make the licence problem disappear.’

Lori’s eyes widened and her heart picked up just a little bit of pace.

‘You could do that for me Councillor - you could really fix this?’ The relief in her voice puffed his chest out just a little bit more.

‘I could, little lady, yes I could. Of course, we’d need to come to some . . . arrangement.’

Lori decided not to even pretend that she didn’t know what he was talking about - hadn’t she suspected that it would come to this? And hadn’t she already realised what she would have to resort to when it did?

Bourbon and cigar were forgotten as the town official watched her slowly slip one hand up and undo the top two buttons of her red shirt, allowing him a full view of the black lace bra that concealed her apple-firm breasts.

‘An arrangement?’ She was in full survival mode now, playing with him, leaning over the bar, giving him a spectacular view as she shot another couple of inches into his glass.

‘I always knew you were a smart girl, Lori.’

‘Oh, I am, Councillor,’ she giggled. ‘I’m real smart.’ She opened the rest of the buttons and tossed the shirt on to the ledge behind her. ‘Now why don’t we just get everything out in the open and let’s get on with fixing this “problem”’.

Lori leant over, gently took hold of his tie and pulled him towards her, forcing him to stand on the bar stool’s footrest to reach her. With a playful smile, she slowly ran one nail down his chest.

‘Why don’t you get it out and let me see what I can do for you,’ she purred seductively, instinctively knowing that what she was about to do was the only way to hang on to the one thing she had left.

His face now red and his breathing heavy, he winked at her as he hastily unbuttoned his fly, wobbling slightly as he struggled to balance on the narrow strip of wood. He exhaled heavily as he flipped his semi-flaccid penis onto the bar top.

‘Oooh, now what shall I do with this?’ she asked playfully, making the cock grow just a little more in the process. ‘I think  I’ll have to . . .’

The elected member didn’t even see it coming. While he was still playing out the best damned sexual experience he’d had in years, Lori lurched towards him, grabbed his lapel with one hand, and with the other snatched up the bourbon bottle and brought it down hard on his dick. The screams could be heard all the way to Pittsburgh.

Pulling her shirt back on, she jumped across the bar and stood over the pathetic lump of crap that was now buckled in two and writhing on the bar floor.

‘Let me tell you something, Councillor Gorman,’ she spat, giving him a swift kick in the kidneys just because she could. ‘I turned twenty-one today, and I think my local councillor just decided to support my appliation so I’ll expect that licence to be in my name by the end of the day.’

‘You. Fucking. Bitch. I’ll. Have. You. Fucking. Jailed.’ He could barely get the words out between the screams. The next kick didn’t make that situation any better. She was six feet and four inches of solid, athletic muscle, he was five foot ten inches of unconditioned lard - he didn’t stand a chance.

‘I don’t think so, you fat, spineless fuck. Because see that up there . . .?’

She grabbed what was left of his hair and twisted his head to see the newly installed camera with the flashing red light in the corner of the room, the one that had caught every single moment since he entered.

‘A present from Sheriff Donnachy - he said it would protect me from the trash. I guess he was right. Now get your dick back in your pants and get out of my bar and let me tell you this - if I ever, ever get another little “problem” from you, two things will happen: the whole town will see that tape and then I’ll track you down, wait until we’re alone and then slowly, painfully, slice that fat, useless dick from your body. Are we clear?’

Eyes blazing with pain and fury, he tried to spit in her face, but missed and gave himself a new stain on his shiny suit instead.

Using both hands, she dragged him up, shoved him to the back door and threw him out into the alley, where he landed in a heap next to the empty kegs and crates.

Then for the second time that day, she stepped back down into the back office and kicked the trashcan across the room.

It was only then that she felt the tears creep up to the back of her eyes, forcing her to lean back against the wall and swallow hard. Lori hadn’t cried since the day after her mother left and she wasn’t going to start now.

‘Hey Mama,’ she blurted, knowing that only the termites and those gods of karma could hear. ‘Happy Birthday to me.’




THREE

‘Doctor Callow says I’m getting out today,’ he announced as soon as Marianne slipped into his room on the sunny morning of the fifth day. He looked so much better now and she had even noticed a couple of the younger nurses coyly flirting with him as they filled up his water jug and checked his temperature and blood pressure. She didn’t blame them. She’d never had a boyfriend, but if she had, she’d have wanted him to look exactly like Sly. His hair was clean now, thick and shiny as it fell to below his shoulders. His jaw was angular and he had the kind of high, defined cheekbones normally seen on women, yet the end result was resolutely masculine. But it was his eyes that had her hooked, huge brown pools that Marianne - if her shyness would have allowed - could happily have stared at all day.

Instead, she sat in the chair beside the window, her gaze downwards, her stomach tight. She’d known this would come soon. The last week had been like a stolen episode in time, an unnatural detour from the outside world, where all that mattered were the two of them.

Other than her day off, when prior plans made visiting him  impossible, she’d dropped by every few hours. He’d managed to acquire new batteries for his Walkman - she suspected they came from one of the young nurses who seemed to think he needed extra care and attention - and often he wouldn’t hear her enter, so she’d watch him for a few seconds, hesitant, unsure of what to say. His head would bob up and down in time to the music, his fingers drumming a tune on the wheeled Formica table stretched over the bed.

It was his music, he’d told her. Songs he’d written. Marianne knew nothing about popular music - where she lived, tunes were never high on the priority list. Neither were friends. Perhaps that’s why casual conversation had never come easy to her. She naturally avoided questions about herself, convinced that she had nothing of interest to say.

‘So tell me about your family,’ he’d asked her during one of her earlier visits. Marianne wasn’t sure if the lurch of her stomach or the heat in her face had come first.

‘I don’t have one,’ she’d shrugged, surprised by the sudden constriction of her vocal chords. Why was she getting emotional about that now? It wasn’t like it was a recent development. ‘My parents are both dead - a car crash when I was ten. My brother too. Don’t have any other relatives.’

‘Shit,’ Sly whistled, followed by a silence that was long and excruciating.

‘So you live . . .?’

She finished his sentence for him, ‘Alone.’

‘Do you want to talk . . .’

‘No.’

That was it. Over. The sum total of Marianne’s contribution to their personal disclosures. It was exactly how she liked it. Years of solitude had blocked her ability and desire to share on any kind of personal level.

Thankfully over the next few days her shy awkwardness was balanced by Sly Ramone’s easy stream of chat, a consequence, he told her, of coming from a large Italian American family who  were only ever silent for the two hours every week that they were in mass.

Now the time had come for him to return to them. For the first time in years, Marianne felt the sensation of tears welling behind her eyes and chided herself. Hadn’t she learned that tears achieve nothing? They were wasted, useless. Maybe it was good that he was going. He’d distracted her from her plans, taken her mind off her goals. Now she’d come to the end of the temporary delay, she could reschedule her move and get on with the new life that she’d been planning for as long as she could remember.

‘Marianne, I’m not going back home.’

His voice cut through her thoughts and as she looked up at him she saw that his fists were clenched and his jaw firm in resolution. ‘If I go back then it’s over. The wedding will be back on, we’ll live in the apartment over Uncle Sol’s garage while Gloria busts my ass every day because we don’t have our own place, I’ll work twelve-hour days in the restaurant and that’ll be it.’ He shook his head. ‘Can’t do it, man. That’s fucking death. I mean, don’t you think that ending up whacked-out in a dumpster on the night before your wedding should tell you something?’

Marianne nodded. Over the last few days they’d speculated as to how he’d ended up there but with no conclusion. He remembered knocking out a few songs at the local bar, then going outside to smoke some hash. A while later all the male relatives of both the bride and groom had descended and they’d tanked down a serious amount of shit in the back of his uncle’s pizza joint. That was as far as he got - the journey between there and waking in a hospital was still nothing but blackness.

‘That shit’s not for me. Gloria even goes nuts when I turn the music up too loud, says it could damage the baby. I mean come on . . . like Keith Richards ever had to keep the tunes on low.’

‘So what do you want?’ she blurted, an edge of impatience in  her voice. It was a toss up as to who was most startled at the outburst. Until that moment, Marianne’s modus operandi had been listening, comforting, caring.

‘I want to get out of here. I want to make music. Man, I want to rock the fucking world.’

‘Then do it,’ she challenged him, her eyes glinting with tears. So that was it then. It was time to move on with her life.

He swung his feet on to the floor and in three paces was crouching in front of her. He slipped a hand around her neck and pulled her head towards him, landing his beautiful, pillow lips on hers. Her hands stayed by her side, her whole body rigid with a terrifying mix of thrill and fear. Marianne Tucker was nineteen years old and she’d never been kissed by a boy. Now she had a tongue darting into her mouth, running along the side of her gums, flicking against hers, and a strange sensation that seemed to be flooding her stomach and making her nipples harden against the cheap brown fabric of her uniform.

Suddenly, he pulled back, his eyes latched on to hers, his hand still woven into the back of her hair.

‘You’re gonna come with me Marianne.’ It was a half question, half statement.

Slowly, hesitantly, Marianne Tucker nodded her head. And changed her life forever.

 



Sweet Lord, when would it be over? Colette counted the number of students in her row who were still to collect their graduation certificate. Another eight, including her. She instinctively felt a stare burning into the back of her head and turned to see Dale Lawson grinning behind her. She gave him a wink and turned back to face the front, relishing the little flutter of excitement in her chest. Dale and Mack had been her favourite discoveries of the last two years and her time at Conn Liberty High wouldn’t have been half as much fun without them. Sure, she’d made friends among the girls too, but although she acted otherwise when she was with them, the truth was that they really  didn’t have too much in common. They were just too . . . intense. Too uptight. They were on a whole different wavelength that Colette just found exhausting and frankly didn’t understand.

Kimmy and Cindi, her two closest girlfriends, could spend hours, no days, analysing the behaviour of their boyfriends or the guys they had the hots for. They’d talk until the end of time about a flirtatious discussion or kiss. And dear God the weekend that Cindi had finally let her boyfriend Colt have a feel of her bush would go down in history as the most hysterical event of all time. The tears, the recriminations, the declarations of love and then the overwrought regret when he didn’t call her the next day . . . And although Colette had been appropriately sympathetic and supportive, she only got through the forty-eight-hour marathon of emotional hysteria by promising herself that as soon as she got home she’d roll the biggest joint since Woodstock, have a cold bottle of beer and then play something hot on her video recorder until she mellowed again. A music video she’d taped off MTV had restored her equilibrium - a new Australian band called INXS and their song ‘Love is (What I Say)’. It wasn’t the hard rock that she usually preferred, but she had never limited herself to only one genre and got off on the rush that came with discovering new bands. And besides, their lead singer was so damn sexy she could watch him all day.

Seven more to go now.

All eyes swung to watch the next candidate mount the side of the podium, causing the town mayor in the front row to veer swiftly to one side to avoid collision with the extravagant black hat of the woman next to him. Colette was thrilled that her mother had taken her advice and worn it - this whole repressed, conservative town needed a little bit of ridiculous now and then. Of course, no one would dare criticise her mother’s choice to her face. Oh no. The same women who espoused sympathy for the tragic loss of the Belmont widow would haughtily pass comment behind her back, and the men . . . well, the men were too busy salivating to notice what was going on above eye level. With her  patrician, Grace Kelly looks and her long limbed, beautifully postured frame, Darcy Belmont had always been the most stunning woman in any room. It was the happiest day of Darcy’s life when she’d won Miss Tri-State South in 1965 at the age of nineteen. J.J. Belmont, the forty-eight-year-old, multi-millionaire land baron had been one of the judges, and within three hours of putting the crown on her head she was on his private jet and headed for the Bahamas. It could so easily have been just another young virgin for the legendary playboy to indoctrinate into the ways of the world, but a combination of a Presbyterian upbringing and a fair measure of intelligence had deemed otherwise. Darcy had played it perfectly. She’d wandered around in sheer chiffon sarongs. She’d worn nothing but the tiniest of bikini thongs and a lick of sunscreen. She’d been fun and beguiling and utterly adorable. But despite his efforts she had never let the man who was used to getting his own way get past a glancing brush of her nipple. Three weeks later they were married and ten months later Colette was born. Darcy’s middle class parents had been ecstatic. J.J. Belmont was a pillar of the community, an illustrious businessman and thanks to his service in Vietnam (volunteered, not conscripted) he was an American hero. An American hero that had died of a massive heart attack while driving their fifteen-year-old daughter to the pony club three years ago.

Six more to go.

As was often the case, songs pushed any thoughts out of Colette’s mind and Bruce Springsteen’s rasping vocals were in her head now. As the opening line of ‘I’m on Fire’ consumed her the weight of the music slowed down her breathing and pulled her eyes closed. She’d never get bored with that song. She’d been playing it over and over now for months, letting the Boss’s poetry speak to her, soothe her.

Five more to go.

Colette imperceptibly shifted her weight from one buttock to another. Shit, her ass and thighs felt like they’d been in a rodeo. Riding the Lawson twins the night before had been a better  workout than three hours with those Jane Fonda tapes that everyone was talking about. Who needed leotards to feel the burn when you could have a red-hot night with two of the most gorgeous boys in the state? Apparently sex burned off five hundred calories an hour, so by rights doing it with twins should burn off double. The flutter of excitement was back, this time accompanied by a tightening in her groin - just thinking about those boys got her horny.

Four more to go.

Bruce was still singing to her, telling her that she was the only one he wanted. Wanted to see. Wanted to feel. Wanted to fuck.

Three more to go.

Springsteen would understand her plans. He knew about the small town upbringing. He knew about wanting to change the life you were born into. He knew that at the end of every day nothing mattered more than love and the sounds that were created by truly great musicians.

Persuading her mother had been tough at first. Years of conditioning had moulded Darcy’s dreams for her daughter - university, European travel, a fine husband, a family. That was all she’d ever wanted for her little girl. But after months of fighting, friction and sulks, she had finally, reluctantly, conceded to her daughter’s wishes. Colette didn’t know why. She had no idea that one quiet Sunday morning Grey Masters, the ranch manager who had been with the family since he rolled up straight out of school twenty years before, had wisely pointed out to Darcy that she herself had lived in constraints her whole life. She had been held first in the suffocating bubble of the expectations of her parents, then in the suffocating bubble of J.J. Belmont’s life, standing and reputation. He had told her that she had to let her girl run free, let her find her own way. And then he’d kissed Darcy and made love to her all over again.

Two more to go.

Cindi, Kimmy and the Lawson twins didn’t need to know what was going on. She’d leave them a note. What was the point  of discussing it? The emotional drama of it all would be just too tiresome for words. They’d try to change her mind, try to persuade her to join them at university or in internships, prisons of conformism and normality. Her mind’s cassette ejected the current track and inserted another, the song that had inspired her, driven her to the point of such conviction that she knew, absolutely and without doubt, what she wanted to do with her life.

One more to go.

Suddenly, Jon Bon Jovi strutted into the camera in her imagination. The ass-kicking truth in the first verse of ‘Runaway’ kick-started the adrenalin that surged every time she reminded herself that her future was so close she could almost taste it. Or listen to it. Or screw it.

Ladies and gentlemen, Colette Belmont!

She turned the internal volume down and approached the stage, the claps of the townsfolk echoing her steps. Somehow she didn’t think they’d be quite so enthusiastic if they realised that the reason she walked just a little slower than the other graduates was because of a three-way workout in the back of an Oldsmobile the night before. Her mother met her gaze and returned it with a smile of love and hope. Only the very perceptive would realise that it was also tinged with sadness. She mouthed a message that her daughter immediately understood.
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