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

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Optimism is the madness of insisting that all is well when we are miserable.”

      

      

      

      
        
        -Voltaire.
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        “when love is forfeit

        the fingerprints left on your heart

        sting, and sear into immeasurable depths

      

      

      

      
        
        an indelible reminder that you are a fool.”

      

      

      

      
        
        - Renaissan.
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            NOTHING EVER AFTER

          

          DAKOTA

        

      

    

    
      The pounding in my head matches the insistent knocking at my bedroom door. It’s got to be another bad dream. I groan, burying my face deeper into the pillow, internally willing the noise to stop. But it doesn't. If anything, it grows louder and more urgent.

      "Dakota. Come on, man, open the fuck up."

      Connor. My best friend and roommate. God damn it.

      My stomach churns as fragments of last night filter through the haze in my mind.

      Shit. What have I done?

      "I swear to God, if you don't answer, I'm breaking this fucking door down."

      I force my eyes open, wincing slightly at the harsh daylight hitting me as it streams through the gap in my curtains. My tongue feels like sandpaper, and the taste...ugh. I swallow hard, fighting back a wave of nausea. I haven’t felt this bad in fucking years. But then again, I haven’t…

      "I'm up," I croak, my voice barely audible. I clear my throat and try again. "I'm up. Fuck."

      The knocking ceases, replaced by Connor's muffled voice. "You better be. You said Chaos Fuel's got that interview today. Well, it’s in a fucking hour."

      Fuck. The Rolling Stone interview.

      My heart starts to race as I push myself up, the room spinning around me. I squint at the nightstand, searching for my phone. Instead, my gaze lands on an empty Angel’s Envy bottle and my breath catches in my throat. There’s a small bag with remnants of white powder next to it. I barely remember buying either of them, let alone using them. That’s probably for the best.

      Three years. I've been clean for three years, and now...

      A sob builds in my chest as the full weight of what I've done crashes over me. Three years to the day since I lost Chloe. Three years of fighting to stay clean, honor her memory, and be the person she'd always believed I could be. Hoped I could be. We could be.

      All of it, gone in one fucking moment of weakness.

      My hand shakes as I reach for the bag, desperate to get rid of the evidence. But as my fingers close around it, a wave of longing washes over me.

      Just a little something to take the edge off...

      No.

      I clench my jaw, stumbling to my bathroom. With trembling hands, I dump the bag into the toilet and flush, watching as my temporary insanity swirls away.

      I grip the edge of the sink, forcing myself to look in the mirror. Bloodshot eyes stare back at me, ringed by dark circles. My usually clean-shaven face is shadowed with stubble, and my long black hair is a fucking mess.

      "What would she think of you now?" I whisper to my reflection.

      The answer comes without warning, her voice as clear in my mind as if she were standing right next to me. "I'd think you're hurting, babe. But you're stronger than this. You've come so far."

      I squeeze my eyes shut, a tear almost escaping. It’s a near thing, but I shake it off. I may be a weak piece of shit, but I’m not about to be fucking pathetic on top of it. It’s a weird place to draw the line, and I know it, but I have to start somewhere. If hearing ghosts in my head of my dead wife doesn’t tell me I need a line to not cross, I don’t know what would be.

      Another sharp knock on the bedroom door jolts me back to reality. "Dakota. Seriously, man, you gotta go."

      I splash cold water on my face, trying to pull myself together. "Yeah, give me five fucking minutes. Christ."

      My mind races as I rush through a shower and throw on the first clean clothes I find. Chaos Fuel is on the verge of breaking big. Our latest single is climbing the mainstream charts, and today's interview could be a serious game-changer for us. I can't let them down.

      Can't let Chloe down.

      But as I stare at an old bottle of painkillers in my medicine cabinet, I wonder if I haven't already done just that. This bottle was supposed to be my talisman. The temptation I triumphed over every day. The touchstone that kept me clean. My reminder of the slippery slope I teeter on the top of every day. The slope I just dove headfirst down last night.

      The slope that took Chloe from me.

      It could have been worse, I try to convince myself. I could have done a lot worse.

      This was just a little hiccup. I’m fine. I’m totally fine. I can handle it. Outside of my pounding headache, I’m doing alright. I slipped in private, alone, and nobody got hurt. Right?

      In fact, the painkillers in this bottle would probably help right now. I need to appear ‘normal’ for the interview with Rolling Stone, not hungover like a typical asshole rockstar.

      This is it, though. No more than this. I know my limits and am well aware that I fucked that up last night. It doesn’t have to define me going forward. After this, I can stop. The anniversary of Chloe’s death hit me harder than I thought it would, that’s all. I’m allowed my grief. I just need to make it through today.

      Just today.

      I dry-swallow two pills, praying they'll fix this hangover. With one last glance in the mirror, making sure I don’t meet my own eyes, I toss the empty bourbon bottle in my backpack, steel myself, and open the bedroom door.

      Connor stands there, arms crossed, worry etched across his face. "Jesus, you look like hell."

      I force a wry smile. "Thanks, man. Just what every rockstar wants to hear before an interview with Rolling Stone."

      Connor's eyes narrow, searching my face. "You okay? I know what day it is. Sorry I wasn’t here last night."

      For a split second, I consider coming clean. Telling Connor everything. But the words stick in my throat. Instead, I clap my friend on the shoulder as I brush past him.

      "I'm fine. Just slept like shit. I'll grab a coffee on the way."

      As I put on my sunglasses and head out, I silently vow to myself that last night will be a one-off. I'll get back on track. For the band. For myself.

      For Chloe.

      But deep down, a small voice whispers that it might already be too late.
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            HOLDING OUT FOR A HERO

          

          LAUREN

        

      

    

    
      "Lauren, we need to talk."

      My cousin Shannon's voice drifts up the stairs as I'm wrestling a brush through my tangled dark brown hair. I check my watch and stifle a groan. It's barely 5:30 AM, and I've got exactly ten minutes before I need to leave for my shift at Sunny's Diner. I usually work dinner only, but I’m covering for someone on vacation this week. My tired eyes are not going to earn me any stellar tips today, I can tell already.

      "Can it wait?" I call back, wincing as I hit a particularly stubborn knot. "I'm running late as it is."

      There's a pause, then the sound of footsteps in the hall. Shannon appears in my doorway, her red hair wild from sleep, cradling a mug of coffee. The serious look on her face makes my stomach clench.

      "It's about Seattle," she says, and my heart sinks. I've been dreading this conversation for weeks.

      I set down the brush and turn to face her. "You're moving back, aren't you?"

      Shannon nods, her green eyes apologetic. "I got a call from my agent yesterday. There's a part in a new series filming up there. It's not huge, but it's steady work for at least a season. And who knows, it might get picked up for another if we’re lucky. It’s kind of a rom-com. You’re gonna love it."

      "That's great, Shannon," I say, forcing a smile. And it is great, for her. She's been chasing her acting dream for years, scraping by on bit parts and commercials. She deserves this break.

      But the selfish part of me wants to beg her to stay in LA. Without Shannon, I don't know how I'll manage. She's been my rock since my boyfriend Miles died, helping with my nearly three-year-old son Roman, and splitting the rent on this tiny house.

      "I want you to come with me," Shannon blurts out. "You and Roman. We could get a place together in Seattle. It'd be just like here, but maybe with better opportunities for both of us."

      I turn back to the mirror, avoiding her hopeful gaze. "I don't know, Shannon. Seattle is..."

      "Where your parents are," she finishes softly. "I know it's complicated, but maybe it's time you guys mended fences?"

      The mention of my parents makes me tense. Their disapproval at my choosing to stay with Miles in LA when I got pregnant, their thinly veiled 'I told you so' when he eventually disappeared and died from an overdose... The thought of facing their judgment again makes my chest tighten.

      "I'll think about it," I promise, even though the very idea of returning to Seattle makes my stomach churn. "But right now, I really need to get to work."

      Shannon nods, stepping aside to let me pass. "Oh, I almost forgot. Roman was a bit fussy last night. I think he might be coming down with something."

      Of course. Just what I need on top of everything else. "Thanks for letting me know. I'll stop by the pharmacy on my way home after the lunch crowd dies down."

      After throwing my hair into a ponytail, I peek in on Roman, still sleeping soundly. Putting the back of my hand on his forehead carefully so as not to wake him, I note that he does feel a little warm. Hopefully, it’s just a cold and not another ear infection.

      As I head down the hall, I can feel Shannon's eyes on me. I know she means well, but the idea of uprooting our lives, of facing my parents' criticism, just isn’t something I want to deal with. I still have plans here in LA. Still have dreams of my own.

      I grab my keys and bag, pausing at the front door. The house is quiet, except for Roman's muffled snores from his room. It's not much, but it's ours. The thought of leaving it behind makes my heart hurt.

      I step further into our tiny living room, taking in the toys scattered across the faded carpet. The secondhand couch sags in the middle, covered with a bright throw to hide the worn spots. Roman's artwork adorns the walls, taped up haphazardly, bringing splashes of color to the otherwise dull rental-beige paint. The kitchen is visible through an archway, dishes piled in the sink, and a calendar on the fridge covered in scribbled appointments and reminders.

      But then I see the stack of bills on the kitchen counter and think of the long hours at the diner with measly tips that barely keep us afloat. Maybe Shannon's right. Maybe a fresh start is precisely what we need.

      I shake my head, pushing the thoughts aside. I can't deal with this now. I've got a shift to get through, a potentially sick toddler to tend to, and a mountain of other worries to ignore.

      As I step out into the pre-dawn chill, I take a deep breath. One day at a time, Lauren. That's all you can do.

      But as I start my ancient car, Miles' voice comes through the stereo system as it automatically pairs to my phone’s last playlist, an old Earth Sign song that makes my heart ache even more. I quickly turn it off, but the damage is done. Tears prick at my eyes as I back out of the driveway.

      He's been gone exactly three years now, and it still hits me like a punch to the gut every time I hear his voice. Will it ever get easier?

      With a sigh, I point the car towards Sunny's Diner. Time to put on my waitress smile and pretend everything's fine. I can't afford to fall apart, not here, not now. And I certainly can't afford to let my parents' judgment dictate my life again. But with Shannon now leaving, do I have a choice?

      Honestly, though, what do I have keeping me here in LA? Just bad memories and ghosts. But then, Seattle’s not exactly ‘home sweet home’ either. I need a better reason to stay, other than it’s slightly better than another bad place. My dream of nursing school could happen anywhere, I guess.

      Come on, powers that be, help me out here. Give me a reason to stay or go. Make up my mind for me.
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            LIGHT IN LIFE

          

          DAKOTA

        

      

    

    
      I shift uncomfortably in the plush hotel chair, trying to ignore the pounding in my head. The Rolling Stone interviewer, a sharp-eyed woman in her thirties, clicks her pen and smiles at us. I force myself to breathe evenly, to appear calm and collected. I’ve already forgotten her name. I always do.

      Just another day in the life of a rockstar, right?

      The penthouse suite we’re in is all luxury and fucking intimidating – thick carpets that swallow our footsteps, heavy curtains framing floor-to-ceiling windows with a million-dollar view of the LA skyline. Our armchairs are arranged in a semi-circle, facing a sleek coffee table where the reporter’s recorder sits like a ticking time bomb. At least three cameras are pointing at us, with boom mics stationed over our heads.

      I can do this. I can do this.

      "Let's start with your journey, Dakota," she begins. "You joined Chaos Fuel in quite an unusual way. Can you tell us more about that?"

      Jesus Christ. Why does she have to fucking start with me?

      I hesitate for a moment, my hand unconsciously tightening around my water bottle. "It's pretty wild, actually," I say, my voice a little rough. I clear my throat and continue, "I saw their post online about needing a new bassist, and I figured, why not? Sent in a video of me playing one of their songs, and somehow, out of thousands of submissions, they picked me."

      Our lead singer, Brad, leans forward, eager to jump in. Always our front man. Mr. Charisma. "It wasn't just 'somehow,'" he insists, his long blonde hair swaying as he shakes his head. "Dakota absolutely killed it. We'd been through so many bassists, but when we saw his video, we knew he was the missing piece."

      I feel a flush of pride at Brad's words, but it’s mixed with a twinge of guilt. If only they knew how close I came to falling apart last night. Actually, no. I did fall apart last night. I just hope I put myself together enough for no one to notice today.

      The interviewer nods, jotting down notes even though the cameras recording this whole thing. "And you've been touring with the band for a year now. How has that experience been?"

      Fuck. Why is she focusing so much on me? Today of all days?

      "It's been incredible," I say, and I mean it. Despite everything, being on stage with these guys is the closest thing to pure joy I've felt in years. "Every show is a rush. The energy from the crowd, the connection with the guys. It's everything I dreamed of."

      The conversation continues as she peppers the rest of the band with questions and then shifts to our latest single, with Brad explaining the inspiration behind the lyrics. "It's really about resilience," he says passionately. "About facing your demons and coming out stronger."

      I feel my throat tighten at his words. I helped write that song. Hell, I help write all the Chaos Fuel songs with me and Brad sharing lyrical duties. If only he knew how relevant that song is right now. I take a sip of water, trying to stay present.

      "Dakota," the interviewer turns back to me yet again, "how do you feel your style has influenced the band's sound over the past year?"

      I relax a little at this question. Music, I know. Music, I can talk about. "I like to think I've brought a bit more edge to the low end," I say, trying not to sound too cocky. "The guys have been great about letting me experiment with different techniques and sounds."

      Stefan jumps in this time, his lanky frame stretching out to slap me upside the head playfully. "He's being modest. Dakota's basslines have taken our songs to a whole new level."

      The praise should make me feel good, but instead, it just adds to the pressure I'm already feeling. I force a smile and nod my thanks at him.

      As the interview appears to wind down, the reporter asks about our upcoming album and tour. "We're in full prep mode," Emmett says, twirling a drumstick while flashing a crooked grin. He’s been almost normal the entire interview. I’d expected at least a few oddball jokes to fly out of his mouth. He must realize the importance of this. "Lots of rehearsals, lots of planning. We want to give our fans the best show possible."

      "And lots of team bonding," Brad adds with his own grin. "We're like a family now, and that closeness comes through in our performances."

      Family. The word hits me like a punch in the fucking throat, reminding me of Chloe, of the family we could have been. I blink hard, forcing the morose thoughts away.

      Just keep it together a bit longer. You can do this.

      The reporter pauses, her pen hovering over her notepad. Her eyes flick to me, then away, as if steeling herself. Nervous, almost. She shifts in her seat uncomfortably, and my chest tightens with anxiety.

      Don’t do it. Please don’t do it. Not today.

      "One more thing, Dakota," she begins, her tone softer than before. "My research uncovered that today marks a significant anniversary for you. Would you be willing to talk about your late wife, Chloe?"

      Fuck me.

      The question hits me like a physical blow. The room suddenly feels too small, too hot, and way too fucking crowded. It’s as if all the air has been sucked out of the room. I can feel the eyes of my bandmates on me, and Ian, our manager, takes a step forward from the sidelines, ready to jump in if I need him to. They know about Chloe, of course, but we've never really talked about it. Not like this. It’s just not something I do.

      I swallow hard, my throat dry again. The water I’ve been downing like it’s going out of style isn’t working. "I... I'm not sure what to say," I manage, my voice barely above a whisper. The plastic bottle in my hand crinkles as I grip it tighter. I give Ian a brief glance, unsure if I need him or not.

      "It's been three years today, hasn't it?" the reporter presses gently. "How has that loss influenced your music, if at all?"

      Flashbacks of that night invade my mind like lightning bolts. Chloe’s moment of weakness. The phone call from the police. The funeral. They’re like movie clips with no sound or real context, but together, they tell the tragic story. And it suddenly feels fresh all over again.

      For a split second, I consider deflecting, changing the subject. But something in me fractures. Maybe my brain is still foggy, or maybe it's the weight of the secret I'm carrying, but suddenly, I want to talk about her. I wave to Ian that it’s okay.

      "Chloe was..." I start, then stop, searching for the right thing to say. "She was everything. My anchor, my muse. Losing her... it broke something in me. But it also drove me. Every note I play, every song I write, it's all for her. It's how I keep her memory alive."

      I can feel the tension in the room, thick and heavy. The silence is almost deafening. This isn't what they expected, this raw honesty. But now that I've started, I can't seem to stop.

      "The thing is," I continue, avoiding everyone’s gaze, but my voice gains strength, "grief isn't something you just fucking get over. It's something you learn to carry. And some days, like today, it's heavier than others. But music... music helps lighten the load."

      After another weighted silence, the reporter nods, her eyes sympathetic. "Thank you for sharing that. I'm sure your words will resonate with many of our readers who have experienced loss."

      As she moves deftly on to the next question, I catch Brad's eye. He gives me a slight nod, a silent show of support. I appreciate it, but I’ve never talked about Chloe publicly like this before, and I’m not sure how to feel about it. It’s like the wound I haphazardly opened last night in private is somehow festering now that it’s exposed to open air. It almost feels like a mistake to have said anything. Maybe I should have kept it to myself like I always do.

      When the interview finally wraps up, the reporter stands to leave, thanking us for our time, and I let out a deep breath. We made it through. I made it through. But as I watch the crew pack up their equipment, I can't shake the feeling that they all saw more than I wanted them to. The equipment's being packed away, but I feel like I'm the one being dismantled. Beneath the surface of the lucky bassist who got his big break, they saw a man barely holding his shit together.

      How long before everyone else sees it, too?
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            BLACKBIRD

          

          DAKOTA

        

      

    

    
      I push through the glass door of Sunny's Diner, the bell jingling overhead. The familiar scent of coffee and burgers mingles with industrial cleaner, starkly contrasting the posh hotel we just left. Cracked red vinyl booths and gleaming chrome accents greet us, the diner's worn charm a welcome comfort.

      "You good?" Stefan asks, his brow furrowed with concern.

      I nod, forcing a smile I don’t feel. To be honest, I haven’t felt much today. "Yeah, just need some grease and caffeine."

      The truth is, I need something to fucking do other than go home and dwell on shit.

      I can still feel the reporter’s eyes on me, searching for the things I don’t share. Did she buy the story about my red eyes being from allergies? Did my hands shake when I took those millions of sips of water?

      Even after a year with Chaos Fuel, I still feel like the 'new guy.' Being picked from an internet fan contest has branded me an amateur despite years of playing in LA bands. The reporter bringing up my background during the interview might help establish my legitimacy, but the pressure to prove myself every day is still there.

      We slide into a booth, and I grab a menu, more to hide behind than to actually read. We've been coming here often enough; I know it by heart.

      "Well, if it isn't my favorite rockstars," a cheerful voice says, and I lower my menu to see Jen, one of the regular waitresses. "The usual for you boys?"

      Stefan nods enthusiastically, but before I can respond, another waitress approaches. She's new - or at least, I've never seen her here before. Her dark brown hair is pulled back in a long ponytail, and there's a weariness in her hazel eyes that speaks of long nights and longer days.

      "Sorry, Jen," she says, her voice soft but firm. "This is my section today."

      Jen shrugs good-naturedly. "All yours, Lauren. Just don't let Dakota here charm you into extra fries like he does with me."

      I feel my face heat up, but Lauren just nods politely. "I'll keep that in mind," she says, turning to us. "So, what can I get for you?"

      Stefan rattles off his order, and I manage to get mine out without stumbling. Something about Lauren catches my attention, but I can't quite put my finger on it. It's not attraction, exactly, more like a vague sense of familiarity.

      As Lauren jots down our orders, a small silver locket around her neck catches the light as she leaves. For a moment, I'm transported back to last night, to the glint of silver on my nightstand. Chloe's wedding ring, which I've kept all these years. I usually always keep it in my pocket. Today, of all days, I forgot.

      "You okay, Dakota?" Stefan's voice snaps me back to reality. "You look... off."

      I shake my head, trying to clear it. "Yeah, just thinking about the interview. Hope I didn't say anything stupid."

      Stefan laughs, running a hand through his short blonde hair. "Nah, you were great. The fans are gonna eat it up. I think it went really well, actually. She asked good questions."

      I can’t help but shrug at that. I’m not sure all the questions were that great. In fact, I’m still conflicted about talking about Chloe at all.

      Stefan leans in, lowering his voice. "But man, I gotta ask... are you okay? That stuff about Chloe... We've never heard you talk about her like that before."

      And there it is. At least I wasn’t the only one affected by it. I tense up, my fingers tightening around my coffee mug. "I'm fine," I say, maybe too quickly. "It just... caught me off guard, you know? I didn’t think that would come up, to be honest."

      Stefan nods, his expression a mix of concern and understanding. "Yeah, I get it. We were all pretty surprised. But hey, if you ever want to talk about it..."

      I force a smile. "Thanks, but I'm good. Really."

      The lie curdles something deep inside of me, but Stefan, while a great guy, wouldn’t understand. He still parties. Still lives like he’s invincible. Nothing can touch him. I haven’t gotten that close with him for that very reason.

      If I’m truly close with anyone in the band, it’s Brad. But we write lyrics together, so he sees my feelings written down all the time. He used to ask about them but has come to realize over time that I don’t really like talking about shit. So, he’s kind of stopped asking, which is fine with me. It hasn’t hindered our relationship at all.

      Stefan eyes me dubiously across the table for a minute, and I start to worry he’s seeing through my lies about being okay. If only he knew how close I'd come to blowing it all up last night. How close I still am.

      "So, changing the subject, but not really... what do you think about the way the interviewer kept focusing on you? It's like she couldn't get enough of the 'internet contest winner makes it big' angle."

      I shrug, trying to appear nonchalant. "I guess it's a good story. Better than 'Dude plays bass, joins band' anyway."

      "True," Stefan chuckles. "But seriously, you've more than proven yourself this past year. You're one of us now, man. Don't let anyone make you feel otherwise."

      His words hit me deeper than I expected. I swallow hard, nodding. "Thanks, man. I appreciate that."

      Before Stefan can say anything else, movement catches my eye. Lauren approaches our table, a welcome distraction from the heaviness of our conversation. She returns with Stefan’s drink, setting it down carefully. As she refills my coffee, her sleeve rides up slightly, revealing a small tattoo of a treble clef on her wrist.

      "Music fan?" I ask, nodding towards her wrist.

      She glances down as if surprised to see it there. "Oh, yeah," she says, a hint of something like sadness or nostalgia creeping into her voice. "It's... complicated."

      Our eyes meet briefly, and there's a flicker of something between us. Not recognition, exactly, but a sort of shared understanding. Like we're both carrying weights we can't quite put down.

      "Complicated. I get that," I say, more to myself than to her.

      Lauren nods, her expression neutral. "Your food will be out soon," she says, turning and hurrying away.

      As she walks back to the kitchen, I find my gaze following her. There's a story there, I realize. Or maybe a song. Not that it's any of my business.

      "Earth to Dakota," Stefan says, kicking me under the table. "You with me? We need to talk about the upcoming tour schedule. Please don’t make me bunk with Emmett the entire trip this time. That dude is getting out of hand with his fucking pranks."

      I tear my gaze away from Lauren, focusing on my bandmate. "Yeah, sorry. Where were we?"

      As we dive into a discussion about our upcoming tour, I can't shake the feeling that something's shifted. Not in any big, dramatic way. Just a ripple. A minor disturbance in the world around me.

      And for the first time in a while, I find myself curious about something other than the next album or show. I'm curious about someone else. Lauren, with her weary eyes and that mysterious treble
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