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Chapter 1

“Align steering wheel, check rear-view, right at a forty-five-degree angle, invert…and, done.” Jane pressed the button to switch the car off.

“Whoa, one-shot reverse parallel park. Driving goals right there,” Sara said as she jumped out. “And on the wrong side of the road too.”

Jane joined Sara on the footpath and admired the lovely, even distance she had managed to get from the curb. “Like I said in your driving lessons—stick to your process, and you can manage any situation.”

Sara flung her arm around her aunt’s shoulders, and they headed towards Wilshire Boulevard. “You’re the only Aussie I know who’s not shit scared to drive in LA.”

“I first learned to drive in Sydney. The drivers there are a lot more unpredictable than the polite Brisbane motorists you’re used to. The freeways here still scare me, though.”

Sara took a deep breath and flung her head back.

Jane inhaled the dry winter evening air as well. There was no escaping the high concentration of car exhaust pollution, but she didn’t say anything. Sara would only call her a worry wart. Tonight was all about fun, after all. Jane needed it after the year she’d had.

They rounded a corner, and a queue of people came into view, snaking up towards the brightly lit El Rey Theatre.

Jane smiled as Sara skipped and clapped her hands. Sara had expressed joy through movement ever since she was a baby. At twenty years old, she showed no signs of stopping, so she probably never would.

As they joined the end of the queue, Jane assessed the other concertgoers. They were almost exclusively women in their late twenties or early thirties. Jane was nearing forty, so she and Sara fell outside the typical age range.

Jane cleared her throat and tapped her fingertips on the side of her leg. She often shied away from doing things that would cause the people around her to have big reactions, even if they were positive ones.

“Sara.”

“Yes, Aunt Jane.” She smirked, making fun of Jane’s sudden formality of tone. She usually called her just Jane, or sometimes Jane-O.

Jane inclined her head then continued. “I know how much you enjoy this singer’s music, so I upgraded our tickets to premium platinum, front-row balcony—oof!”

Sara had clamped her into a tight hug and was emitting an “eeeeeeee” noise right next to her ear.

Jane smiled. “OK! Listen for a moment. The package also includes a private meet and greet after the concert.”

“Ahhhhh!” Sara wrapped Jane up in another massive hug, bouncing her up and down but not quite able to lift her. “Oh my God! I don’t fricken believe it! What the heck am I going to say to her? Eeeee! Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

Jane righted herself and straightened her button-down shirt. “You’re very welcome.” She cleared her throat again. “Plus, well, this outing was going to end up costing a little less than I originally planned for.”

Sara’s eyebrows creased. “Because you had to resell Lauren’s ticket.”

Jane nodded. “Luckily there are enough fans of this singer in LA that someone on the website wanted it.”

“Hold on.” Sara narrowed her eyes. “You have no idea who we’re going to see tonight, do you?”

“Um, well—I know the name. It’s…” Jane had her back to the theatre but jerked her head around, trying to read the illuminated black-and-white marquee.

Sara jumped in front of her, holding her backpack up to block the view.

Jane jumped. “It’s—oof!” She landed awkwardly. Then, with a swift movement, she dodged around her niece and read the marquee.

“Amber Hatfield!” she said, still trying to catch her breath.

There was a smattering of applause from the group in front of them in line. “Got there in the end, love!” said a bloke in a puffer vest in a broad Australian accent.

Jane flushed and leaned towards Sara. “You know it’s not that I don’t care about you and your interests. Some things just don’t stick in my head like they should: pop star things, reality TV things, and that TikTok dance you attempted to teach me. I’m sorry.”

“Oh shit, no! Don’t apologise!” Sara flung her arms around her. “I shouldn’t have teased you. You wouldn’t be you without your epic blind spot for all things pop culture. Plus, it’s more important that things like baseline anthropological studies and peer-reviewed sociology theory papers stick in your head. Just let everything else slide right off, like, you know, a club sandwich off a car roof.”

Jane chuckled. “To quote the famous old saying.”

Sara gripped Jane’s arm. “Oo! The line’s moving.”

They fell into step as the queue became a slow procession.

“I can’t believe you didn’t know about Amber Hatfield. She’s the definition of a household name. An Aussie legend. It’s like never having heard of Vegemite.”

Jane glanced skywards for a moment. “I’ve heard of Vegemite. I guess your Jade Caulfield is a household name in every house but one.”

Sara snorted with laughter. “You’re low-key hilarious, you know that? Jade Caulfield.” She chuckled and shook her head.

Jane’s eyes darted back up to the marquee. “Ha ha, yes, got you. Just kidding. Amber Hatfield is the name of the musician we’re about to see.”

The queue stopped again, and they stood for a while, the twilight fading into night-time as Sara chatted to the other fans, scrolled on her phone, and read some of a thick paperback with a unicorn on the cover.

Excited murmurs from the front of the queue reached them, and Jane put away her copy of Sociological Paradigms and Organisational Analysis and trudged along with the line.

As they neared the doors, Jane tried to quash the trepidation that was buzzing around her insides. Pop music isn’t all that bad, even at an intense volume, for potentially hours at a time. She let out a “tsk!”. She had forgotten her earplugs. I’ll have sore feet and lifelong hearing loss from this show.

Jane rolled back her shoulders and reminded herself that doing something different might be the best thing for her.


 

Chapter 2

Amber crashed down into the chair in front of her dressing room mirror. Her skin was hot and had a sheen of sweat. She closed her eyes and took three deep breaths.

Her assistant hovered behind her holding two towels. He stayed silent.

“Gorgeous energy tonight, Teddy,” she finally said, opening her eyes and holding up her hand.

Teddy handed her the hot towel, and she started patting at her neck. The sweat had to come off, but there wasn’t time before the meet and greet for a new face of make-up, or new hair. Just time for an on-the-run touch up. And a new outfit, of course.

She leaned forward and curled her upper lip down, wiping away beads of sweat but none of her lipstick. She gave her reflection a nod.

After twenty-five years as a touring singer, she couldn’t begin to count the hours she’d spent in front of dressing room mirrors. The features she saw there gave her satisfaction—made up with incredible artistry by Fabia—her eyes done with a subtle cat’s-eye flourish.

“We’ve got twelve groups for meet and greets tonight,” said Teddy.

The margins on touring were tight, especially now with transport costs so high. It was never rivers of gold, but recently the diehard fans paying overs for a chance to meet her was often the difference between a tour being profitable and barely breaking even.

“Thank heavens LA is crawling with Aussies, eh?” she said to his reflection over her left shoulder in the mirror.

“There’s always a good number of American fans who want meet and greets too. You’re not a complete nobody over here.”

Amber patted her forehead and grinned at her assistant’s ability to deliver a sentence that was a little reassuring but full of snark. She loved Teddy (short for Tadahisa) to death and appreciated that his Japanese sincerity and seriousness had been blunted down to a truly Aussie shit-talking dryness.

Twelve parties for meet and greets was the best number they’d had on this US tour. On a snowy night in Boise, Idaho, a couple of weeks ago, only one married couple had shown up. Amber could have talked to them much longer, but the two men had needed to head off to avoid a forecasted blizzard.

Amber had questioned whether having the last show of the tour in LA the day after Christmas would sell any tickets, but her management had talked her into it. Their argument was there were plenty of people with disposable income kicking around LA that time of year, and they would be desperate to kill the dead time between Christmas and New Year’s.

She scoffed at her reflection. Desperate souls, doing anything to kill the dead time. Helping these people was the very point of the entertainment industry, after all. What else was any performer or creator doing?

Teddy headed for the dressing room door. “I’ll give you ten minutes and then send Fabia in.”

“Five will be plenty.”

He nodded and closed the door behind him.

She changed into the new outfit Fabia had hung for her. Some artists who stood demurely at a mic stand for seventy minutes might be able to be within smelling distance of their fans soon afterwards, but Amber’s show was high-octane. She couldn’t sing her upbeat songs without bouncing around the stage—sometimes on top of a piano or a big bass drum, specially reinforced to take her weight. The new outfit was a blue spangly top and some black shorts. She wiggled in the mirror and smiled at how the spangles caught the light. The little reflections of her dressing table lights danced around the room.

There was a knock, and Fabia came in.

“I love this outfit you got me. Check this out,” said Amber and spun around. “I’m a human disco ball.”

Fabia laughed. “You look just like my daughter playing dress-ups. I had to give you something pretty for the last meet and greet of the tour.” She gave Amber’s shoulders a squeeze as she sat down in front of her at the mirror. “Beyoncé takes a team of stylists and a team of make-up-and-hair people on tour with her. You’re stuck with little old me picking your outfits and clipping in your hair pieces.”

Amber placed her hand over Fabia’s. “I’d pick you over Beyoncé and Taylor’s teams combined. And throw Miley’s in there for good measure!”

Warmth flowed through Amber at the thought of the little team she had assembled around herself. Teddy, with his perfect peacocking hairdos, Fabia bringing in Tupperwares full of leftover empanadillas, and the odd assortment of bandmates and roadies she had collected. They had become her friends, and she trusted them.

When she had first moved to LA more than twenty years ago, aged nineteen with an Australian number one album under her belt, there had been plenty of people promising to propel her to superstardom, who latched onto her because they saw the potential for big dollar signs. But as the years passed, those people had fallen away, and Amber had gotten better at trusting her gut when it came to people’s energy.

The energy and love of her little crew sustained her. Touring was gruelling, but as this current US tour wound to a close, she got a little pang of anticipated loneliness when she thought of her comfortable little house. There wouldn’t be another person to talk to at all hours of the day or night, to start singing old Wham songs at the drop of a hat, or to fry up eggs and bacon on a camp stove on the side of the road while waiting for a tow truck for their broken-down van in the middle of Nebraska.

She’d had partners, both female and male, and had even been engaged for a period a few years back. But relationships were tough when she was on the road so much, and she had found herself single more often than not.

“There,” said Fabia, placing a final touch of lipstick. “You’re a picture, my love.”

Amber’s phone rang, and she jumped.

The country code was Australian. It was the middle of the afternoon there on a workday. Maybe a rep from her management? She pressed the button to accept the call.

“Amber, sweetie! How are you?”

A chill swept down Amber’s spine and her hands went numb.

“Darling? It’s Mum.”

I know. The voice, which she hadn’t heard in so long, froze her to the spot. She worked her throat muscles, willing herself back into action. Into a space of control. “What do you want?”

Fabia’s eyebrows shot up. She spread her hands out, palms up, in an unspoken question.

Amber nodded and mouthed, I’m fine.

Fabia backed towards the door and made an exit, poking her face once more around the door before she closed it behind her. She looked torn, probably wondering if Amber needed privacy or a burly security guard more.

Her mother didn’t miss a beat. “Just calling to see how you are, my angel. Checking in on my girl.”

Amber shook her head. Her mother’s tone sounded for all the world like Amber was responding to her with equal easy warmth. Like a normal daughter should. “I don’t know how you got this number, but I want you to lose it. Nothing has changed. I said I didn’t want any contact with you, and you need to respect that.”

“Amber, if you would just—please. Listen for a—”

“I’ll stop your payments if you contact me again. That was the agreement. I’m serious. I’ll stop the payments.”

Amber hung up and blocked the number.

She placed the phone down in front of the mirror with shaking hands.

Her shoulders sagged, and she sighed.

Someone at her Sydney management office must have slipped up. An intern or someone recently hired and wanting to please. Her mother could talk practically anyone into doing anything. It didn’t matter where this security breach had come from—it was pretty much inevitable that it would happen again.

She would have to get a new American cell number. Amber couldn’t block every incoming number in New South Wales.

She smiled humourlessly. Who was she kidding? The threat of the money being cut off would probably be enough to stop her darling mum trying to speak to her again.

She flung her head back. She would set Teddy to the task of changing her number—after New Years, maybe.

For now, there were more pressing matters—a line of paying customers waiting to be charmed.

She moved her mouth around to release the tension in her jaw and took a deep breath. She gave herself a last once-over in the mirror, leaning in and flicking a tiny clump of mascara off the end of an eyelash.

“The old razzle-dazzle,” she said to her reflection and headed for the door.


 

Chapter 3

A young chap with trendy hair and fancy tight, red trousers led them through to the backstage area and to an old wooden corridor. Jane and Sara were at the end of the line of about twenty people. Mr Hairdo told them to wait there and he would show parties through, one by one.

Jane hid a yawn. She had come over to spend Christmas with her sister, brother-in-law, and niece and was going to house-sit and cat-sit for them for a week while they went away skiing in Whistler the following day. It was taking longer than usual to kick her jetlag from the flight from Brisbane. When did I become middle-aged?

Sara bounced on the balls of her feet and squealed a little under her breath. She had been in raptures about the concert they had just seen ever since Amber Hatfield bounded offstage after her encore. “I didn’t even ask you—what did you think?”

Jane glanced at the line of diehard fans in front of her. Did she imagine it, or did a few shoulders tense and ears perk up, as if to hear her response? “Well,” she said. Her palms were clammy. This was ridiculous! She had built a career on parsing through personal and societal biases and expressing herself clearly. She looked into her niece’s expectant expression. The truth shall set you free! “I enjoyed it,” she lied.

No, it wasn’t a complete lie. It had been much too loud, and all the songs had sounded the same. Jane had been baffled when the audience screamed in recognition after hearing three notes and bellowed along with every lyric. She would not have been able to recite one line of any of the songs she had just heard, even for a million dollars.

But she had enjoyed watching Sara, grinning from ear to ear and dancing with her hands above her head. Jane wondered if she had ever, once in her life, looked as full of joy as Sara had just been for seventy solid minutes. Maybe when a new peer-reviewed research study she had contributed to was published and put in her in-tray at the university? No, that was pleasing, but it didn’t make her dance.

Finally, Mr Hairdo opened a door and ushered the first party through it. A faint, musical “hello” could be heard just before the door shut again.

Sara gasped and grabbed Jane’s hands. “That’s her! I’m dying. I can't believe I’m going to meet Amber Freaking Hatfield.”

Many of the other members of the queue murmured similar sentiments.

After a while, the first party, a pair of women clutching vinyl records with the covers scrawled in black Sharpie, was shown out. They made their way past the waiting fans. One was bright red in the face.

Her friend fanned her with a record. “Oh, Brandice, I’m never going to forget this night for as long as I live! Amber is an angel sent from heaven.”

Jane frowned and glanced sideways at Sara. Surely these women weren’t for real!

But Sara had her hand pressed to her chest and her mouth open. “Was she just the nicest?” she asked.

“Sweet as pie,” said Brandice.

“And gorgeous! Didn’t look a day over twenty-five, and that’s a fact,” said her friend.

“Enjoy, enjoy! Goodbye!” The pair waved and blew kisses to the waiting queue of fans.

Jane’s head snapped up whenever another party was led out. How funny would it be if just one person, instead of gushing and swooning, reported being underwhelmed? It didn’t happen, though.

She thought about all the sociology research she had read over the years about cults, groupthink, and multilevel marketing seminars where people cheered slogans in unison for hours on end. This level of agreement and harmony was often cringe-worthy, and sometimes downright dangerous.

Mary, Mary, quite contrary.

Lauren’s voice echoed in her head. She shook it, like she was trying to stop the thought taking hold. Lauren had called her Mary whenever Jane was being, in Lauren’s words, a grump. She had called her Mary more often than her real name in the final few months.

At last, they were the only ones left. Mr Hairdo opened the door and gestured for them to enter. Sara exhaled sharply and straightened her shoulders. She didn’t move.

Jane linked her arm around her niece’s and gently moved them both forward.

Inside, Amber Hatfield finished sipping on the straw of a gigantic cup with a lid and walked up to them. The cup was almost comically large for such a tiny woman.

“Hello, thank you so much for—” Sara burst into tears, and Amber wrapped her in a tight hug. “Aw, honey!”

“I–I’m sorry,” Sara said between snuffles and sobs.

“Hey now, sweetie. There, there. No need to cry. You haven’t been called to the principal’s office to get in trouble. I’m nice, I swear.” Amber rubbed Sara’s back.

Jane stood with her arms hung by her sides. She wanted to step in and help in some way, but Amber had Sara all wrapped up. She locked eyes with a big man standing in the corner in a security guard’s uniform, but his gaze slid away. The situation unfolding in front of him must not have been on his list of responsibilities.

Sara smiled. It was watery, but her breathing was returning to normal.

“Here. Why don’t you have a little sip of water.” Amber handed Sara a little half-size plastic bottle, like the ones on planes, and offered her a box of tissues.

Sara took a couple.

Jane raised her eyebrows. The room was set up like these tearful breakdowns were common, even expected. No wonder Amber had been so quick to de-escalate the situation.

“If I’m not mistaken, I detect a familiar accent?” Amber said to Jane.

Jane blinked.

Amber raised her eyebrows and cocked her head a little.

Jane wasn’t the type to be starstruck easily, unless she counted that time she had met Laureate Professor Clare Figgins-Thorpe from the Australian National University after a talk on anthropological interconnectivity a few years ago. But having the woman whom she had just watched perform to screaming fans right here in front of her in a little room, looking so intently at her, created a strange dissonance that threw her a little. Plus, Amber was so…bright. Eye-catching blonde hair, all different little hints of colour on her face–even her fingernails were a loud orange. And she was wearing a shirt that shone and reflected the light. Jane had the urge to shield her eyes as if she had been dazzled, but at the same time, it was difficult to look away.

“Um, yes. We’re Australian. Like you.” Jane nodded. She cleared her throat, all of a sudden remembering that Amber was an actual person, so normal manners and conversational conventions applied to this very strange situation. “I’m Jane, and this is my niece, Sara.” She gestured to Sara. The last thing she wanted to do was monopolise all the time at this meet and greet. Mr Hairdo was probably outside the door with an old-fashioned stopwatch, like a very overdressed swim coach.

“Sara, lovely to meet you. Do you live here in LA, or are you visiting?”

Sara’s eyes went wide. Her throat muscles started working, but to no avail.

“Uh,” said Jane, hoping to give her niece another minute to recover herself. “Sara and her parents live here. I’m visiting from Brisbane.”

“Aw, beautiful! I love Brissie. Some great venues. I played the Fortitude Valley Music Hall this year.”

There was a short silence. Sara looked at her, still with a stunned expression.

“We, uh, very much enjoyed your concert tonight. Thank you,” Jane said. She was fully aware how idiotic she sounded. Thank you? She was talking to an internationally renowned singer, not her Uber driver.

But it was so important that this experience was a positive one for Sara, who had built it up so much in her head. If the whole conversation crashed and burned, Sara would be devastated.

“No, thank you for being part of such a great audience. What song did you enjoy the most?”

Now it was Jane’s turn to be a deer in the headlights. Her throat muscles worked overtime, but no words came out. “Mmmmmmmm. Yep. Favourite number, hey? It would have to be… the one—the one about…the heart?” She finished this response in a pitch so high, only dogs would have heard it.

Amber pressed her lips together.

Was she annoyed?

“ʽThe Moonlight Moves Meʼ.” Sara’s voice rang firm and clear.

“Oh, fantastic,” said Amber. “That’s one of my absolute favourites to perform. I wrote it with—”

“Benny Linten. The same month he was signed for his first album.” Sara’s words tumbled out.

Jane neck muscles loosened for the first time since they’d walked into the room.

Amber giggled. “Wow! You really know your stuff, Sara. Benny really is a sweetheart. Hey, what’s your favourite song off his latest album?”

And they were off to the races. Sara was utterly charmed by her idol, like a snake in a basket in the thrall of a guy with a flute.

Jane’s cheeks started to ache. She was grinning too.

Amber chatted, laughed, and took Sara by the arm. At one point, Sara asked how Amber got her ideas for songs.

Jane pressed her lips together. How many times must the singer have been asked that question?

But Amber’s brows knitted, and she answered in a very genuine way, her eyes intent on Sara the whole time.

After a few minutes of chat, Sara was on a happy rolling boil. “And Jane bought the tickets for me for Christmas. You should have seen my face when they fell out of my card. My dad got a photo. She said she originally bought three, but then Lauren broke up with her, so—” She sucked air between her teeth. “Shit, sorry Jane. I didn’t mean to mention Lauren.”

Jane flinched. She forced a smile, although her face struggled to cooperate. “It’s fine.”

“Let me get Teddy back in here to take some photos!” Amber said, sounding for all the world like the idea had just occurred to her. She gave a brisk double tap on the door.

Mr Hairdo took his place at a tripod with a big camera on it.

Amber and Sara smiled as the camera clicked.

“Let’s get some fun ones, Sara. Say ‘LA, baby’!” Amber dragged Sara close with one arm, and they threw their other arms into the air.

“LA, baby!” Sara laughed.

Jane stood behind Mr Hairdo’s shoulder to watch her niece having the time of her life.

“Get a close-up, Ted!” said Amber.

She squeezed Sara with both arms, their cheeks pressing together.

Jane shuddered inwardly. Amber was brave, getting so up-close-and-personal with complete strangers. This flu season had already been a bad one. She had a mini bottle of hand sanitizer in her pocket and a big pump bottle in the car. Hopefully Sara could be impressed upon to use a good amount of it.

“Jump in here, Jane,” said Amber, waving her hand.

“Oh, no thank you,” she replied, a little louder than she meant to. She was surprised Amber had remembered her name, having heard it just the once. Jane was terrible with names.

“Come on, Aunt Jane!”

“Yes, don’t you want to memorialise this night forever?” Amber asked.

Amber and Sara both laughed.

Jane didn’t get what was funny. She ran what they had just said in her mind but couldn’t identify the joke.

Jane moved forward and stood next to her niece.

“Nope, I’m too short to be on the end. Plus, I like being the centre of attention.” Amber pulled Jane by the arm and positioned her on her other side.

Amber held Jane loosely around the waist. She hung on a little tighter as Mr Hairdo asked them to say cheese.

Amber’s hair was very close to Jane’s face. It smelt good, something floral but not too sweet. She had expected it to smell of chemicals, like old-fashioned hairspray.

But since when had she started noticing how people’s hair smelled, let along forming unsolicited preconceptions about it?

She blinked a few times. Focus up! You’re going to look in these photos like a confused stranger who wandered in off the street. “Cheese.”

“Perfect!” said Amber.

When the photos were done, including some selfies on Sara’s phone (she couldn’t possibly wait the twelve hours until the email came through with all Mr Hairdo’s photos attached), they said their goodbyes. Sara and Amber hugged like old friends at an airport.

Mr Hairdo pointed them down the corridor towards the exit.

“Can you even?” Sara said.

Jane wasn’t sure what this meant or how to respond, so she stayed silent.

“Amber is a dream. My hands are still shaking. I need to splash some water on my face. And pee. Not at the same time, though. You know what I mean.”

Sara ducked through a dark-green door into the loos.

Jane looked up at the ceiling of the El Rey Theatre hallway. A modern smoke detector flashed its little blipping light, but otherwise the woodwork, and even the dark-maroon paint, could have been original.

Jane yawned. The absence of Sara was also the absence of the excited energy that had carried Jane through the long evening. And Sara would be leaving for longer the next day. More time alone. The days stretched out grey and empty in front of her.

“Excuse me.”

Jane started.

Mr Hairdo had snuck up and was standing right beside her. His bright-orange sneakers had masked the sound of his approach.

“Sorry, sorry. Amber asked me to give this to you.” He handed her a folded piece of lined paper.

“Oh, um, my niece already got an autograph.”

He winced. “No, uh, this is not for your niece. It’s for you. Thank you.” He walked a few steps backwards, then turned tail and hurried away.

Jane narrowed her eyes as he retreated. Very strange behaviour. There was a lot about this unusual evening that put her off kilter.

She unfolded the scrap of paper. The top had the little bits still on it, where it had been ripped from a notepad.

In deep purple pen was written: Amber Hatfield. Followed by a series of digits that looked like an American cell phone number.

Jane narrowed her eyes so much, her vision went grey.


 

TO CONTINUE READING, PLEASE PURCHASE


[image: Image of the cover in simplified form]



OPS/navtoc.xhtml


    

    Table of Contents





    

    		

        Table of Contents

    



    		

        Chapter 1

    



    		

        Chapter 2

    



    		

        Chapter 3

    



    		

        TO CONTINUE READING, PLEASE PURCHASE

    



    



    

    

    Guide



    

    		

        Table of Contents

    



    



    



OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
The

Liz Rain





OPS/image0.jpg
Liz Rain






OPS/image1.jpg
Liz Rain






