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      For Gail and Theo

      

      You will be together again in the next life because when one moves, the other follows.
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      This book contains interactive chapters with song titles and links so you can listen while you read. The songs are listed in order of  when they appear in the book.

      
        
          	
        Burning House - Cam
      

      	
        I Wanna Be Sedated - Ramones
      

      	
        Going to California - Led Zeppelin
      

      	
        Everybody Wants You - Billy Squier
      

      	
        I Put A Spell On You - Creedence Clearwater Revival
      

      	
        She’s Got The Look - Candlelight Red
      

      	
        Shakin’ - Eddie Money
      

      	
        What I Like About You - The Romantics
      

      	
        Wrap It Up - The Fabulous Thunderbirds
      

      	
        I Wanna Be Sedated - Ramones
      

      	
        I Want You to Want Me - Letters To Cleo
      

      	
        Movement - Hozier
      

      	
        Ain’t Even Done With The Night - John Cougar Mellencamp
      

      	
        Some Kind of Wonderful - Grand Funk Railroad  and Wild Horses - The Rolling Stones
      

      	
        Plastic Hearts - Miley Cyrus
      

      	
        Jessie’s Girl - Rick Springfield
      

      	
        Rebel Rebel - David Bowie
      

      	
        Home - Sheryl Crow
      

      	
        Rocket Queen - Gun’s N’ Roses
      

      	
        Paper in Fire - John Cougar Mellencamp
      

      	
        Personal Jesus - Depeche Mode
      

      	
        Simple Man - Lynyrd Skynyrd
      

      	
        Bloodstream - Ed Sheeran
      

      	
        Without Fear - Dermot Kennedy
      

      	
        Rain on The Scarecrow - John Cougar Mellencamp
      

      	
        Such A Simple Thing - Ray LaMontagne
      

      	
        She’s A Beauty - The Tubes
      

      	
        Centerfold - The J Geils Band
      

      	
        Holy Water - Bad Company
      

      	
        (Don’t Fear) The Reaper - Blue Oyster Cult and Mystify by INXS
      

      	
        You Said Something - PJ Harvey
      

      	
        Enter Sandman - Metallica
      

      	
        Come Undone - Duran Duran
      

      	
        Dream On - blessthefall
      

      	
        Since I’ve Been Loving You - Led Zeppelin
      

      	
        The Chain - Fleetwood Mac
      

      	
        Moments Passed - Dermot Kennedy
      

      	
        Underneath the Stars - The Cure
      

      	
        Till There’s Nothing Left - Cam
      

      	
        Midnight Rider - The Allman Brothers
      

      	
        Burnin’ For You - Blue Oyster Cult
      

      

      

      Epilogue: Slow Burn - Kacey Musgraves

      Bonus Material: Pictures of You & Love Song - The Cure

      

      *Apple affiliate links are used and I may earn income if you purchase a song on iTunes.
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        The Night We Meet by Nath Brooks

      

      

      
        
        For Cash

        

        I’m not sure where to begin. Then again, when have you ever known me to be at a loss for words? Maybe it’s because you leave me speechless. You, Cash Morgan, were the light that chased away my darkness. You caught me when I was falling, and you saved me when I was hopeless. Only, I couldn’t do the same for you. It’s okay if you hate me, but maybe someday you’ll forgive me.

        

        I hope you know that I loved you, that I love you still. I promised myself to you - for better, for worse - to love and to cherish - till death do us part, but I think we both knew those bonds were always meant to be broken. Maybe we should have stopped before we even started and saved ourselves the heartache, but it’s not the ending that matters, it’s everything in-between.

        

        In the story of my life, if Jack was the villain, then you were the hero.

        

        I know you will find love again, but what I really hope is for you to find your way back to Jack. Your friendship is the purest love of us all.

        

        Love Always, Mia

      

      

      

      Love has a way of burning through you like poison. One tiny vial containing the elixir that has the power to lift you up but just as easily take you under. I wish it was something forced upon me then I would have someone else to blame but myself. The choice to willingly swallow it was mine and mine alone.

      On the way down it burns like whiskey, coats your throat like a love song, and enters your belly with a force of a hurricane.

      Hurricane.

      That’s exactly what she was.

      She tore through my life from the minute I met her to the day she left this earth. I had a hand in that.

      The end of her.

      The end of me.

      The end of us.

      I fold the letter carefully and stick it back inside the faux leather bound journal. The ties hang limp like the loose ends of our life together. So many beginnings that burned out before they had a chance to grow.

      I didn’t want to read her journal and I was determined to keep it locked away but it held the answers to questions that weren’t my own.

      Mia called this her Phoenix story where she unapologetically laid out all of the messy details of her life.

      A life before me and a life after me.

      I know better than to judge a book by it’s cover and it’s not how a story ends but everything that happens in-between that matters the most.

      I was her in-between and she loved me, I know that now but it still wasn’t enough for us.

      I thought I had made peace with everything that happened but every decision I have made since I let her go was forged in the knowledge of her. I had erected a wall around my heart, and stopped living. What I didn’t know back then was that love had the power to break me and I wasn’t about to go through that again.

      But still I loved her even though I knew she was in love with Jack and for that I willingly take responsibility.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Jack asks.

      Both of us stare into the fire.

      I don’t need to look at him to see the concern on his face. I can feel it in the timber of his voice and the shifting of his weight in the chair. There are too many years of indignation, regret, affinity, and love between us to ever be able to hide anything from the other. He knows me better than any other human being ever has or ever will. Just as I can feel his concern, he can feel my trepidation at the knowledge this journal has given me.

      I granted him only one of the secrets hidden within these pages.

      I can’t help but feel that Mia had a hand in delivering this journal to me when I needed it the most. A way of shoving me in the direction I was so afraid to go because it’s a place that I can’t take her with me.

      The intimate details of my life with Mia are contained in this journal.

      A love letter to me and me alone.

      “Yes,” I answer, hearing Jack’s empathetic sigh.

      I learned a long time ago that not asking for help was just bravery wrapped up in stupidity. I needed Jack in the same way I needed to breathe. The three of us, myself, Jack, and Mia, had always been intertwined like the branches of a bramble. It may have looked ugly to those on the outside but being wrapped up with the intimate knowledge of each other from the inside, was a thing of untamed beauty.

      No one ever said beauty was without thorns. Just pick up a single rose and you’ll feel it’s cruel sting. Just because it hurts doesn’t mean you should deny yourself the knowledge of its scent because never knowing that is the real cruelty.

      It wasn’t until I met Sasha that I realized how much of Mia I carried around with me. The mural on the wall of the record store, the journal tucked away, and the shitty bass guitar that deserves to be played but instead sits in my loft next to my bed like a fucking guard dog.

      Fate has a way of fucking with me and Sasha was the greatest curveball of my life in more ways than one. I didn’t want to fall in love with her. In fact, I was determined not to, but she danced her way into my heart with her pink glittered Converse, and the taste of peppermint that I will never be able to savor again without thinking of her.

      And then I had to fuck it all up.

      Without hesitation, I toss the journal into the center of the fire. Jack flinches but we both stare, unmoving, watching as the flames wrap themselves around the faux leather and slowly consume it.

      Some secrets should be left buried but some refuse to be.

      This one in particular goes by the name of Peter Hayes.
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        Burning House by Cam

      

      

      The camera is a liberator of sorts, in the way it can free you of something you wouldn’t otherwise be willing to give so easily. People tend to carefully erect walls or slip on masks because they are afraid to show their true selves. But you can’t conceal yourself from the lens of a camera because its sole purpose is to find what you’re hiding underneath.

      I have thousands of pictures I’ve taken throughout the last twenty-three years of my life, but the one that holds me captive the most is one I didn’t even take.

      But I know who did.

      My father.

      Only I don’t know who he is.

      I hold in my hand the faded Polaroid taken of my mother, and I can tell just as much about the person taking the picture as I can about the person in the picture. The camera is a two way mirror, and it takes just as much as it gives.

      That is how I know who took the picture.

      It was taken by someone in love with her.

      My mother had a thing for brown eyed, tattooed musicians, and it’s what cost her everything. I can only guess that my father had brown eyes because my mother’s were blue. A piece of genetic code I inherited from someone I don’t even know. When I look in the mirror I see pieces of her, like our blonde hair the color of wheat and our high cheekbones, but not the eyes. It’s like looking back at a stranger.

      I tuck the picture back in its box, along with a few other trinkets of hers, and slip it under my bed. Just like my mother, I was pulled under by the illusion of love, blinded by those brown eyes and tattooed forearms of a man that knew how to handle a guitar - among other things. He was a musician, but not a very good one, although I loved to watch him play… that is until he spent all our rent money and fucked my best friend.

      All things happen for a reason, but what happened means I’m back home with no money and a broken heart.

      As I stare at the four walls of my bedroom that was once occupied by my mother, I find comfort in the fact that she had laid on this bed, propped her feet on the same wall, and got lost for hours listening to music. Today, I don’t have that luxury.

      Before I head out the back door, I slip on my tall black boots. When I walk towards the pasture, I know that I am walking on the same dirt path my mother once had. 

      I stop halfway to the barn and prop a booted foot on the first rung of the worn wooden fence. Morning dew still clings to the grass that stretches to a line of maple and oak trees in the distance. Beyond that is Temescal Canyon Park, and one of the main advantages of living in Pacific Palisades. It’s a place where the mountains meet the ocean, quite literally. Its salty scent is carried on the breeze.

      A few horses leisurely swish their tails as they look up to acknowledge my presence. One horse in particular ignores me. He stands imposing in the distance, pawing at the ground, trying his hardest not to look my way.

      “Ivan’s upset with you,” Grandpa John comments, his voice startling me.

      He has a way of walking without making any sound, even when he wears his heavy work boots. Leaning over the fence next to me, his grey hair flares out from under his John Deere hat. His weather-worn face tells a story of long hours working outside, just like his rough, calloused hands that grip the fence beside me.

      I look at him thoughtfully, knowing he doesn’t like to take time out for himself. This ranch occupies most of his time. “Do you want me to cut your hair later?” I ask. Grandma Jo taught me a long time ago, when arthritis made it hard for her to hold the scissors.

      Grandpa John nods, never one for unnecessary words. He shoves his hands in the pockets of his jeans, chewing on the inside of his cheek.

      “It’s like a staring contest,” he chuckles, watching Ivan take glances at me, deciding whether he’s going to come over to greet me or not.

      I smile. “Something like that.”

      If I stand here long enough, he’ll come.

      We took Ivan in when I was in high school. He wasn’t a particularly nice horse, but he didn’t have a reason to trust humans. Even after several years he’s still stubborn, but I’ve found his weakness.

      “Horse like that needs to know who’s in charge,” Grandpa John grumbles. He used to be afraid Ivan would hurt me out of an instinct to protect himself, but all he needed was patience.

      “He knows,” I reassure him.

      Ivan starts to trot the length of the tree line, pacing back and forth, his long, dark mane fluttering against his massive body. In my peripheral vision I see a smile start to slowly spread on Grandpa John’s face. He knows exactly what Ivan’s doing and why. Ivan is at war with himself, wanting so badly to come to me but his past experiences prevent him from trusting what will happen when he does.

      I wait.

      Even though I’ve worked with Ivan a lot, being away at school for long periods of time has caused him to question my loyalty. Grandpa John is right, he is angry with me for leaving him. I’ll have to give him a better reason to come to me, other than to just say hello.

      From my pocket, I pull a peppermint out and take my time opening it, making sure the crinkle of the wrapper is loud enough so he can hear. One of Ivan’s ears prick in my direction and I can’t help but smile. When I pop it out of the cellophane, I hold it in my hand for a few seconds longer before popping it in my mouth.

      Grandpa John chuckles, the sound deep in his throat, and shakes his head. “I almost feel sorry for him,” he says.

      I tilt my head in his direction.

      “He doesn’t stand a chance against your charms.” Grandpa John continues to laugh softly as he pushes off from the fence. I smile sweetly while sucking on my peppermint.

      “Not my charms, just my peppermints,” I remind him.

      Before he leaves, he asks, “You got a job over the summer?”

      Even though I’m his granddaughter, no one gets a free ride here. It’s either I work here cleaning horse stalls, or I get a job in town.

      “Yes, well, I think I do.” I place my finger against my lips as if that will help me figure it out.

      It wasn’t so much a job offer, more of a forcing myself upon someone I’d just met situation. Cash said he needed help for the summer at his record store and I needed a job, at least until the fall semester started at UCLA. Granted, I applied for a couple of online classes in hopes that I would get an internship at Alt Press. The online music blog used some of my photos with the article Erin wrote about the music festival. To be able to add those photos and the credit in the blog to my portfolio is extremely helpful for someone like me who is just starting out as a photographer.

      “Doesn’t seem like something you’d be confused about,” he says, jarring me from my thoughts.

      “I’m going there today,” I reassure him.

      “Where is this job?”

      “A record store in Santa Monica,” I reply with a smile.

      He grunts. “You can use the old Jeep.” He points to the dirty tan Jeep parked near the maintenance shed. I used it when I was in high school, and it still has the rack on top for my surfboard.

      I didn’t need a car while I was living on campus in Austin or when I moved into the apartment with Danny because I would either take the bus or Danny would give me a ride.

      Here in Pacific Palisades I need a car to get around, especially if I’m going into the valley. “I checked the tires and changed the oil,” he says as he squints his eyes against the rising sun.

      “Thank you,” I say, knowing other than those two things, if the Jeep needs to be fixed, it’s my responsibility; hence the need for a job.

      Before he smacks the fence to symbolize his departure, he says, “Glad you’re home, Sunshine.”

      Without waiting for my response, he walks down the dirt path towards the large barn at the end of the walkway.

      I turn back to the field and see Ivan slowly making his way towards me, head down, hooves scraping against the grass like a spoiled child. When he gets to the fence, he shakes his body and lets out a big breath. Dipping his head over the fence, he tries to reach my pockets, searching for the peppermints he knows are secured inside.

      I move my body away from him as I touch the patch of white between his eyes and run my hand along the length of this nose. He snorts out a heavy breath and starts to push at my hand, impatient for his treat.

      “Is that all you want? My treats?” I ask, and he answers by pushing my hand again.

      I reach inside my pocket while laughing. With his intelligent brown eyes, he watches with rapt attention as I unwrap the mint. Pulling back his upper lip, he reveals large yellow teeth and gently uses his tongue to scoop up the sugary treat from my palm. He’s the only horse I know who sucks on a mint, making loud slurping noises before he bites into it, crunching loudly.
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            RESTOCKING FEE

          

          CASH
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        I Wanna Be Sedated by Ramones

      

      

      “I have people coming to the store just to gawk and they don’t actually buy anything,” I grumble into the phone.

      The bell above the door rings and yet another young lady enters and pretends to look through the record bins while trying to covertly scope out the store.

      “I thought I was helping that piece of shit record store of yours so you’d get more customers,” Jacks says, referring to the ‘plug’ he gave my store while doing a radio interview. Since then, it’s been a revolving door of women from every age group hoping to run into Jack.

      “Well, you didn’t!” I bark at him and drag the palm of my hand down my face. “You made it worse.”

      “I can hardly see how I made it worse,” Jack says.

      “You don’t get it,” I huff. “They’re coming in here hoping to see you.”

      Jack chuckles into the phone which grates on my last nerve.

      “This situation is not funny!” I yell and one of the girls looks up from the bins curiously, so I turn away and cup the phone. “It’s not funny, Jack.”

      I’m used to Jack taking up space in a room. He’s not even in my store yet he’s still depriving me of oxygen.

      “Maybe it’ll help you get laid.”

      “I do not need help getting laid!” I whisper shout.

      “Excuse me?” A voice startles me, and I turn to see a girl standing on the other side of the counter with painted red lips and lashes way too long to be real.

      I hold the phone away from my ear and look at her expectantly.

      She leans on the counter, her shirt falling open just enough not to be accidental. “Does Jack O’Donnell ever come in here?” At least she has the decency to look bashful about asking.

      Holding my finger up, I turn around while I place the phone back to my ear. “I hate you.” I hit the end button and slide the phone into my back pocket before turning around to face her again.

      “So, does he?” she asks, expectantly.

      “He doesn’t work here,” I tell her, just as the bell rings again. I’m starting to understand why Jack hates it so much. I want to walk over there, pull it from the hook, and crush it under my motorcycle.

      “Can I help you with anything else?” I ask politely while surveying the scene in front of me. Several women are now giving each other the evil eye over the record bins as they pretend to shop, all of them with skin-tight dresses and of varying ages.

      The girl at the counter gives me a disappointed look. “No, thanks,” she answers and then makes her way down the aisle to the exit.

      When the bell rings again, I’m almost afraid to look. To my satisfaction but to the disappointment of my patrons, Angel, my neighbor who owns the thrift store down the block, walks down the aisle, looking at my ‘customers’ with a questioning gaze.

      He sidles up to the counter, his belly protruding over the waistband of his pants, and his stubby fingers rubbing his goatee. “You giving away free plastic surgery, Amigo?” Angel whispers, cupping his mouth so no one hears him.

      “You wanna restate that question?”  I ask him as he looks around again, noticing that none of them are lacking in the plastic surgery department.

      “Gucci bags, autographs, salads?” He starts naming off things.

      “I don’t know if you noticed, but I have my hands full here,” I say, annoyed.

      “I can see that,” Angel says, lasciviously.

      “Ever since Jack mentioned my store during his radio interview, everyone thinks he shops here.” I roll my eyes in exasperation.

      The back buzzer sounds indicating a delivery. “Wait here.” I hold my hand up to Angel and walk down the hall to the back door. There’s a guy waiting with a dolly full of boxes.

      “The albums I ordered,” I say more to myself than to the delivery guy who honestly looks like he doesn’t give a shit.

      He drops off the first load, and while he’s grabbing the rest of the boxes, I inspect these.

      “What the fuck is this?” I point to the boxes stacked by the back door when he returns with the rest of them. The boxes are smashed and torn in places.

      The delivery man looks at me with a blank stare.

      “Your order,” he says and looks back down at his tracking device. I can tell he’s itching to leave. His truck idles in the alley, and I can smell the fuel through the propped open door.

      I kick at one of the boxes that looks like it has water damage. “Is that piss?”

      He shrugs. “I just deliver them.”

      He walks out the back door and I hear his truck change gears as he takes off. I kick the back door shut and dial the number to the company I bought them from, and immediately get put on hold. With the phone cradled to my ear, I open one of the boxes to see how bad the damage is.

      When I finally get through to someone, they argue with me about the shipment.

      “I can’t sell these if they’re damaged,” I argue back.

      “I can offer a refund for the ones that are damaged, but you’ll have to send those back to us,” the woman on the other end says.

      “There are a lot of boxes here,” I sigh loudly, not caring if she notices. “This is going to take me forever.” I’m already busy enough, and I don’t need this added onto my plate.

      I stomp down the hall to the front of the store. Fucking Daphne had to flake out on me and now I have no help. I get that she was having a hard time after her brother passed, but she barely gave any notice before she moved back to London. We’ve known each other for a long time, back to the band days, and I know how hard she took her brother’s death. I don’t think any of us knew how bad off he was. All of the bad history with Aiden didn’t seem to matter anymore.

      I look around and notice all the women are gone - along with Angel. I feel like I’m in the twilight zone as I survey the empty store, but then my eyes land on a note on my counter.

      I told the ladies that Jack likes to shop at my thrift store, I hope he doesn’t mind. Anyway, you’re welcome.

      I crumple up the note and chuckle to myself.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but we need to have the damaged albums shipped back and there will be a 5% restocking fee.” The lady on the phone refocuses my attention.

      My eyes go wide, and I can hear the blood pumping in my ears. “A restocking fee?!” I yell into the phone. “The albums are damaged!” How can they restock damaged albums?

      “We’re not liable for any damage. You’ll have to take that up with the delivery service,” she explains.

      “Are you fucking serious right now?” I can’t contain my anger.

      “Sir, I’m sorry you are experiencing an issue, but there’s nothing else I can do.” She sounds anything but sorry. In fact, she sounds bored.

      “Fine.” If I could slam the phone down I would, but all I can do is hit the end button with force, which doesn’t have the same effect.

      “Fuck!” I huff, slamming my palm into the wall and instantly regretting it. I hear a small cough and spin around to see big brown eyes staring back at me, and the longest fucking legs I’ve ever seen.
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        Going to California by Led Zeppelin

      

      

      I catch myself too late for her not to notice that my eyes travel up her body from her toned legs to her trim waist, like the sleek lines of a Fender Stratocaster guitar. Still, I try to school my expression. I am not that creepy old guy who checks out girls half my age, except… I just did.

      She seems unaffected by my outburst and gives me a small wave and a smile that brightens up the store. “Hi, remember me? Sasha?” she asks, tentatively.

      I tuck the phone in my back pocket. “You’re the one that shoved a camera in my face.” How could I possibly forget her?

      She smiles apologetically. “Sorry, I tend to do that.”

      “What? Shove cameras in people’s faces?”

      She laughs. “It’s rude, I know, but when the light is just right and the subject catches my eye, I can’t help myself.”

      I know nothing about photography, but Erin thinks she’s talented, even getting her the gig at the festival we met at.

      “I just don’t like having my picture taken,” I admit.

      “Most people don’t.” I watch as she makes her way around the store as if she’s taking everything in. She turns in my direction. “Sounds like you’re having a bad morning.”

      “You could say that.” I slump against the counter thinking about all the boxes of albums in the storeroom.

      After inspecting the posters on the wall, she moves to the display of electric guitars lined up in a row. Her fingers lightly glide down the neck of the guitar. She plucks at the string with interest, her eyes roaming over the body.

      “Do you play?” I ask, casually.

      She looks over her shoulder at me, tendrils of her blonde hair caressing the back of her neck with the movement. “Is that a requirement for working here?” she asks.

      “No,” I reply.

      “Well then, no,” she says. “I’m not musically inclined.” She turns back to the guitar giving it one last curious look. “But sometimes I wonder if I should be,” she says, as if she’s talking to herself.

      Before I get a chance to ask what she means, she turns to the posters in the bin and pulls one out.

      “This is beautiful.” She inspects the screen print that is flat laid on cardboard and wrapped in protective plastic.

      I walk over to where she stands. “That’s Patti Smith,” I point out.

      “I know who she is,” she says, surprisingly.

      The way she looks at the photo… it’s as if she’s trying to pull it apart so she can put it back together again. It reminds me of when I first learned the guitar. Emulating my favorite bassist was like dissecting their technique only to put it back together again with my own style.

      Sasha looks young and I wouldn’t have expected her to know who Patti Smith is, but it’s nice that she at least knows some music if she’s going to be working here. She turns her attention back to the poster, admiring it. “This is the artist you were talking about.” She mentions the brief conversation we had at the festival when I asked about her photography.

      Sasha turns over the poster, looking at price tag. “Wow.”

      “I don’t know why I commissioned them for my store because no one around here can afford to buy them.” My customers are mostly kids from the beach, an occasional collector, or tourists stopping in on their way back to their hotel, not someone who would pay this much for a poster.

      “Probably because you recognized the talent.” She flips through the bin, looking at the rest of them. “They are really beautiful.” Her eyes dance over each one with admiration, and I realize this is the most anyone has ever paid attention to these posters since I got them.

      “Maybe someday my photos will be in a record store that no one can afford to buy,” she pokes fun at herself.

      “It’s something to work towards,” I dead-pan, which gifts me a surprised smile from Sasha. She has dimples on each side of her mouth that become more prominent when she smiles.

      “The only professional work I’ve done is the article Erin did for No Cover, and then the ones Alt Press used for the festival,” she explains.

      “It’s not like I got paid for it, but I’m not complaining because having my name in a major music blog is worth more than money for me right now.”

      I nod, walking back to the register where Sasha joins me, leaning against the counter. “I was hoping you were serious about needing help for the summer,” she says.

      “Just for the summer?” I raise an eyebrow, trying not to sound too disappointed; partly because I really do need someone permanently.

      “I’ll be going back to school in the fall,” she explains.

      “Going back to Austin?” I don’t want to pry, but I’m curious. All I know about her is from Erin, how they met in a bar in Austin and ended up taking a road trip back to L.A.

      “No. I only have a couple of classes left and I’m doing those online through UCLA, but I’m hoping to get an internship at Alt Press,” she explains.

      I clear my throat. “I could use the summer help until I find someone permanent,” I say as I walk down the hallway to the back storeroom. I don’t hear footsteps behind me so I turn around.

      “Are you coming?” I call to her, and she hurries after me, her boots clicking on the tile.

      The room is littered with boxes, some soiled and others not, but I have no idea what the records look like inside, aside from the one I already cut open.

      “I need someone to separate out all the damaged ones so I can ship them back,” I tell her.

      Sasha kneels down, the muscles in her thighs straining and pulls one of the albums out of the box, inspecting it. “Do people still buy albums?” She looks up at me and laughs lightly.

      “Yes.” I snatch the Led Zeppelin IV album from her, turning it over in my hand. “Such a shame.” I shake my head at the damage. “This is their best album, too,” I say absently, placing it back on top of the box in disgust.

      “That’s debatable,” she speaks up, still kneeling in front of the box as she peers inside.

      I cock an eyebrow. “There is no debate.”

      She flicks her golden-brown eyes up at me. “All music is debatable,” she counters. “Just like art is subjective.”

      She has a point, but I narrow my eyes at her anyway. “You weren’t even born yet when that album came out,” I say, noticing how young she is. Her blonde hair is piled on top of her head, exposing the multiple studs and tiny hoops that adorn her ear. I notice the thin gold chain that lies against her neck and the way her chest expands with each breath, causing the necklace to gleam in the overhead light.

      “Neither were you,” she challenges.

      Straightening up, she stands a good half a foot shorter than me, even with the heels of her boots.

      “You so sure about that?” Compared to her I am feeling very old at the moment.

      She looks as if she’s trying to carbon date the lines on my face. “You don’t look that old.” It’s not just the tone she uses, but the upturn of her lips that has me on edge.

      I ask the stupidest question on earth. “How old do you think I am?”

      The way her eyes roam over my face and down my arms… I already know I’m trouble. “Early forties I’d guess, only because I know you were in a grunge band, but honestly,” her fingers play with a stray piece of blonde hair that’s come loose, “you don’t look it.”

      The way her eyes settle on me causes heat to rise up my neck. I turn away, busying myself with shifting boxes out of the way to make a path.

      “What kind of music do you listen to then?” I ask, changing the subject.

      She looks as though she’s flipping through a playlist in her mind. “I listen to all kinds, but I’m into classic rock at the moment.”

      I chuckle. “I bet ʻ90s music is classic rock to you,” I tease, just for fun, because fuck, by now it feels like classic rock to me.

      “No,” she laughs. “Actually, I don’t like ‘90s music.” She crosses her arms over her chest in a cute, defiant way.

      I shift my weight and lean against the wall. “Is that so?”

      “It’s too depressing and whiny,” she tells me.

      I think I’m beginning to like her.

      I push off from the wall. “If you can start now, we’ll sort out the details later.”

      “Weren’t you in a ʻ90s band?” she asks, not waiting for my answer as she finishes. “I just trashed your genre and you’re offering me a job?”

      “A trial period,” I clarify, ignoring her question. “If you work out, then all the better.”

      She looks at me excitedly with those not-so-innocent brown eyes.

      “I can’t pay much,” I clarify, “and it would only be part time,” I add.

      “That’s fine.”

      “Okay,” I say awkwardly.

      For some reason, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now as we stand in the middle of the boxes. She looks at me for direction.

      I place my hand at the back of my neck but then remember the box cutter, so I hand it to her. She kneels down again and starts to rip open another box.

      “Have you ever worked in a record store before?” It’s probably something I should have asked before hiring her.

      She looks up at me, blowing the loose hair from her face. “No, but I’ve worked in a few bars.”

      She must be able to read the confusion on my face and adds, “I’m pretty good with people.” She cocks her head to the side and looks at me.

      “That’s debatable.” I throw her own words back at her, and she purses her lips at me.

      “Touché’.” She rises up on those long legs of hers.

      “At least in a record store I won’t have to deal with anyone trying to grab my ass.” She smirks absently, moving the box with her foot so she can make room.

      I’m no stranger to assholes in the music business, and I’ve been witness to a lot of unsavory stuff, but the thought of someone touching her prickles at my skin.

      “I can guarantee that won’t happen here,” I reassure her.

      “Oh,” she says, biting her lip.

      Fuck. I rub the back of my neck, wondering if I made the right decision to hire her. I look down the hallway so I have something to do besides stare at her.

      I notice the Jeep in the parking lot. “Is that yours?”

      She follows my line of sight. “Yeah. I hope I didn’t park in the wrong spot,” she says. “There wasn’t one that said ‘employee of the month’,” she jokes.

      I ignore her little joke and instead tell her, “I wouldn’t leave your camera in there.”

      She wrinkles her forehead. “What makes you think I have my camera in my car?”

      I dismiss her question because I’ve been around artistic people practically my whole life.  When a physical object is part of your art form, you usually carry it with you. “This isn’t a great neighborhood. I wouldn’t want it to get stolen.”

      She narrows her eyes at me and then walks down the hallway. The bell rings above the door as she exits. I wait for her up front, watching as she leans into the open car door and grabs the camera case from the floorboard. Moments later, when she comes back in, I point to the space under the counter in front of me for her to store it.

      I move out of the way so she can tuck it onto the shelf.

      “Jack used to sleep with his guitar,” I muse. “Had it tucked under the blankets and everything.” I laugh silently at the memory.

      She straightens back up and levels me those beautiful brown eyes.

      “What did you sleep with?” she asks, not so innocently.

      Jesus. I am in trouble here.

      I lean against the counter. “Not my guitar.”
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      The back storeroom is an open space with shelves for storage and an adjacent office. The wooden door hangs open, providing a view of the old rustic wood desk inside. A computer sits amongst a pile of papers haphazardly strew over its surface. Past the desk, hanging on the wall, are dated band pictures.

      I know Cash was in a band with Jack when grunge was at its height, but when they broke up, he bought this record store and has been running it ever since. Judging by the decor, it hasn’t been updated since either, but it adds to the vintage feel, especially with the light blue and white checkered tile flooring. The neon sign out front, Underground Records, has long lost its luster, but it seems to fit.

      For the better part of the afternoon, I go through each box, separating out the damaged albums. The records themselves are still in good condition, but the sleeves are either ripped or soiled, making them unsellable.

      I hold a Sublime album in my hand, flipping it over to admire the artwork. Going through the records, I’ve gotten to see the evolution of cover designs over the decades, and wonder what it was like to photograph such artists as Bob Dylan and Mick Jagger. I had a taste of that at the music festival, but it’s not the same as working with someone in a studio, having your concept come to life in unexpected ways.

      My grandparents have a collection of old country albums and a record player, but it’s been years since they’ve used it, the dust hiding its original sheen.

      Cash has been quiet up front aside from when customers have come through, and by the sound of their familiarity, most are regulars. There are long stretches of silence. I’m used to the chaos and constant interaction of working in a bar, so being back here by myself is lonely.

      “So you used to play bass?” I ask, loud enough so Cash can hear me.

      “What?” He pops his head around the corner.

      “You used to play bass?” I ask again.

      “Yes,” he mutters.

      “What kind of bass?” I ask, trying to keep the conversation going.

      “I thought you said you weren’t musically inclined,” he responds.

      “I’m not.”

      It’s a warm summer day, and I push the stray pieces of hair from my neck. “Do you mind if I prop open the back door?” I ask.

      Cash walks down the hallway towards the back door and shows me how to prop it open by pushing what looks like a piece of parking block in place to keep it from closing. “It can get pretty stuffy back here.”

      He looks around at the boxes I have piled up appreciatively and then heads into his office, shuffling papers around.

      “What did you mean when you said you should be?” he asks, absently.

      “Huh?”

      “Earlier, when I asked if you played, you said you weren’t musically inclined but you should be?” He makes a face, clearly showing his confusion.

      “I’m pretty sure my father was a musician,” I explain, while stacking up a few more albums and shoving one of the boxes to the side with my foot.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I never knew him,” I say, shaking my head. “For all I know, you could be my dad,” I tease, tossing another album on the unsellable pile.

      I’m met with silence, and for a minute I think he might have left or passed out, so I peek around the corner of his office door and look at him.

      I am met with stormy grey eyes. “I am not your father,” he says definitively.

      It was a joke, but he’s cute when he looks uncomfortable, especially when he rubs the back of his neck.

      “How do you know?” I tease.

      “This is not even remotely funny.” He crosses his arms over his chest, showing off the corded muscles in his forearms and the ink that travels under his sleeves. He tosses his head to remove a few unruly blonde strands off his forehead.

      I lean against the doorjamb suggestively. “You were in a rock band. I’m sure sketchier things have happened,” I muse.

      “I didn’t go around knocking up random women,” he says, clearly irritated.

      I shrug defiantly, as if I don’t believe him. Just looking at him, if he was even a fraction as good looking when he was younger as he is now, no one would have stood a chance.

      “If I were you, I’d be worried about getting fired on the first day.” He slides sideways past me through the doorway, our bodies almost touching, and heads back down the hall to the front of the store.

      From behind him I say, “Not when my dad owns the place.”

      He stops and spins around.

      “You’re how old?” He assesses me from where I stand, his eyes roaming over my body and up to my face, and I swear my nipples harden. “Early twenties?” he ventures a guess.

      “Almost twenty-four.” I square my shoulders as if that would make me appear older. For some reason twenty-four seems twice as old as twenty-three, even if that’s not logical.

      “Twenty-three.” He levels me with that same steely stare that runs bone deep, making me shiver. “Then, not possible.”

      Now I’m intrigued.

      “How so?”

      “Well, for one, I was going to college in Arizona around that time, and when I came out to L.A. I was too busy trying to survive on coffee and French fries,” he explains.

      “French fries?” I ask, wondering what is so special about fries.

      “They were cheap, and you could share,” he clarifies, and then disappears around the corner, leaving me wanting more information.

      “And?” I prompt him, cocking an eyebrow.

      “What do you mean, ‘and’?” I hear him grumble. “It’s not like I had access to a regular shower, so having relations wasn’t exactly on the menu.”

      I imagine him using air quotes around the word ‘relations’.

      “Relations?” I giggle uncontrollably while ripping open another box. “I’m not five! You can say the word sex.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” I huff.

      “Because you’re my employee, and I don’t even know why we’re talking about this,” he says exasperatedly.

      “You were trying to explain how it’s not possible that you’re my dad.”

      “Stop saying that!” he gripes as he pops his head around the corner, meeting my gaze.

      “Does it make you that uncomfortable?” I laugh.

      “Obviously.” He draws out the word and I can’t help but notice how his eyes drop to my lips, and I subconsciously lick them.

      “Why?”

      “Can you just finish going through the albums?” He motions for me to get back to work and to make him happy, I start on a new pile.

      While I continue to work, I can still hear him moving around up front, the banging and shuffling of merchandise making it clear he’s irritated, which I feel bad about. I didn’t think it would upset him that much. Maybe he won’t ask me to come back after this, but I hope that’s not the case. I kinda like it here. There is a familiarity, like being home, where things are old but sturdy. Whereas everything else in L.A. glitters, providing an illusion of what’s inside, this place feels real.

      I busy myself by methodically shuffling through the boxes and hold up a Carly Simon album. My fingers glide over the smooth surface of the artwork, admiring Carly’s high cheekbones and soulful eyes.

      Something about Carly Simon makes me think of my mom, and I feel the need to explain myself to Cash.

      “I don’t know much about my dad except that he came to the house once looking for my mom, but after she died, he never came back looking for me.” I say, casually flipping another album over.

      It’s quiet for a few minutes before he speaks, and it’s as if he’s talking to himself and not me. “Sometimes people use sarcasm to hide deeper issues.” He leans around the wall so I can see his face.

      “Are you saying I have daddy issues?” I ask, haughtily.

      “Were you ever a stripper?”

      I huff, “No,” and shake my head.

      “Then I’ll venture to guess that your grandparents did a good enough job raising you to make up for not having a dad.” His head disappears.

      I narrow my eyes, even though he can’t see me.

      “That’s a bit sexist,” I challenge.

      “Oh, yeah?” he replies.

      “Saying that all strippers have daddy issues,” I grumble while effectively mocking him, only because I know he can’t see me.

      “Sue me.”

      There’s a long period of silence, but I don’t feel like an asshole anymore. I sit and stew, but the heat in my cheeks dissipates just as quickly as it rose. I hope I don’t get fired before I’ve even officially started.

      I appear at the front and hop up on the counter, letting my feet dangle. Cash looks over at me incredulously, but he doesn’t tell me to get down or go back to work.

      “I’m just taking a break,” I explain, and study him as he goes back to flipping through his phone.

      Blonde hair falls onto his forehead and my eyes travel down his strong nose to his lips. Stubble peppers his jawline, the kind that you want to rub your cheek against, like a cat wanting to be petted. I think I visibly salivate as my eyes travel down his arms, biceps covered in ink, and I watch as the muscles flex as he scrolls through his phone. He wears a graphic t-shirt, a punk band I recognize but don’t know well, and jeans that fit tight, cut open at the knees. That’s not even the best part about him. He must sense that I’m staring at him because he looks over at me with those stormy grey eyes, and all the blood rushes out of my limbs, leaving me feeling as though I could fall off the counter.

      “What are you doing?” I recover by leaning over to get a better look.

      “Looking at guitars for a client.”

      “Oh,” I say casually.

      He notices me still watching him and moves the phone from my view like I’m invading his privacy. When he walks away, I look after him sadly, but take the time to survey the store. Posters cover the front window, blocking out the light. In the middle of the store are two columns, each decorated with stickers of bands and other random things. The records are sorted alphabetically and placed in stained wooden bins that people have written on over the years. There are all kinds of names and drawings on every surface of the wood. Along one of the walls are bins that hold CDs, and there’s even a rack for cassettes. If I thought people didn’t by records anymore, I’d be shocked if anyone bought cassettes.

      Behind the register is a set of iron stairs and I wonder where they lead, but what is most interesting is the beautiful mural painted on the wall in front of me. The multidimensional blues and whites remind me of being inside a wave. It’s fitting for the area, seeing as how it’s only a few blocks from the ocean.

      A few moments later, Cash returns and hands me a bottle of water, which I take gladly.

      “It’s too quiet in here.” I look around and spot an old record player. “We should put on one of the records,” I suggest, jumping down from the counter and
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