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        I always thought there would be more time to fix you.
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          Let Me Be Sad

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      Safety glass. It sounds as though it’s supposed to protect you somehow. Its job is to make sure nobody gets hurt. Well, that’s a fucking misnomer. I roll the small shard of windshield between my fingers that I just pulled from my long-tangled hair, digging its dull edges into my fingerprints. I’m trying to feel some sort of pain from it, but there’s nothing. I don’t feel a god-damned thing.

      Because it’s safe.

      My head doesn’t feel like it’s attached to my body, every inch of me screams, and as I stare at the glass, I try to form coherent thoughts. First, figuring out where the fuck I am. Though it hurts to move, I turn my head toward the beeping sound in this dark room. A heart monitor. I’m hooked up to a heart monitor. Hanging on a pole, there are a few different IV bags that are plugged into the vein in my arm.

      A hospital then. Fuck.

      Fuck.

      The show at the Raven for Blackmore Records. The party backstage afterward. Moving that party to mine and Andy’s house. Heading out to the desert to find Pablo to score some homemade mezcal.

      The fucking coyote in the middle of the road.

      The swerve. The roll. The impact. The silence. The dark. The pain. The blood.

      “No. No. Tell me that’s not true,” a female voice carries into the open door of my room from the hallway. The tortured heartbreak in that voice is enough to end me. It makes me want to rip out my IV and get as far away from that pain as possible.

      Because I know that voice. I loved that voice. I grew up with that voice.

      It’s Andy’s twin sister, Cassidy. Shorty.

      Tell me that’s not true. What’s not true? From the wretched sound of her sobs, it can only mean one thing.

      Andy’s dead. On the edge of my hazy memory, I can still see it, still smell the gasoline, the fire, and burning plastic and rubber, and I know it’s true. The taste of blood in my mouth confirms it was all real.

      My best friend for as long as I can remember even having memories, is dead. My drummer. My roommate. My shadow. And his sister, who he was so close to, just had her world torn apart.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I could do the same for my ears. I can’t take much more of the crying. Cassidy is not a crier. Never was. She was always the boss, always in charge. She didn’t have time or room for emotions. So, for her to openly break down like this means my suspicions are probably right.

      ‘Let’s run out to Pablo’s and get some of his Mezcal. That’ll get this party into high gear. We can take my car…’

      Andy’s blue eyes lighting up at the idea of taking my ‘87 Monte Carlo SS into the desert is going to haunt me until I die, and after that too. He was so excited. Not only for the impending adventure but the fantastic show we’d just played. We nailed every beat and every note in every single song we performed. We’ve never been that tight before, no matter how much we’ve practiced.

      It was fucking magical. It was perfect.

      The windows down, our EP pumping through the custom stereo system I just had installed, singing along to the tunes, the warm summer night air creating a whirlwind of all our long hair.

      And then, out of nowhere, that fucking coyote.

      “Oh, good, Mr. Townsend, you’re awake.” A male nurse with his short blonde hair coiffed to perfection breezes into the room. He checks the machines and the IVs while turning on the light behind the bed. I squeeze my eyes shut again to ward off the brightness. “How are you feeling?”

      I look up at him, still taking in the scene, and try to decipher what’s real and now, and what is real but in the past. Nothing makes sense, but then everything does. I just don’t want to believe it.

      “Andy?” I croak, and it sounds as if I haven’t used my voice in years. The desperation in that one word, one name, one question, makes my anxiety worse. I need to know what happened to my best friend, and at this moment, I’m not too proud to beg for that information.

      The pitiful look the nurse gives me is the only answer necessary, but it’s not enough. I need to hear it myself.

      He puts a warm hand on my arm, and his demeanor softens. “I’m sorry, Mr. Townsend. Your friend Andy didn’t make it.”

      I expected that, but it still smacks me upside the head. Your friend Andy didn’t make it. I haven’t processed that yet. My brain isn’t understanding those particular words. My heart is caving in on itself as these revelations dawn on me one by one.

      “What about Logan? The other guy⁠—”

      “Mr. Edwards has some injuries, but he isn’t critical,” he frowns, “like you.”

      When thinking about Logan, I try to sit up. What the fuck for, I have no idea, but the nurse gently pushes me back down onto the pillows. Trying to sort through all of these emotions running through me is getting beyond difficult. There are too many, and they’re all heavy.

      Wait…

      “Critical? What do you mean?”

      “Sir, you are so full of morphine right now, you don’t feel it, but you are down a spleen and a lot of blood. And check this out,” he points to a tube coming out of my chest I somehow hadn’t noticed. “You are officially a blow-up doll. Courtesy of a collapsed lung from some broken ribs.”

      “Fucking hell,” I whisper, looking down at the tube, the IV, my arms, then my hands. I’m still holding onto the shard of safety glass like it’s some sort of talisman. It’s something physical I can touch that keeps me grounded in reality. A reality I don’t want to be in right now, but the only one I have, unfortunately.

      He holds out his hand to me, palm up. “Here. I can get rid of that for you.”

      My fingers instinctively curl around the glass, and I pull my hand out of his reach. “No. I’ll keep it.” My tone is harsh. Too harsh. I don’t care, though.

      “Suit yourself,” he shrugs, handing me a controller of some sort. His mood has shifted somehow, and I can’t quite read it. “You control your pain meds with this, but there are limits on it, so you can’t go too crazy.”

      “Andy’s sister? Cassidy?” I’m not sure what I’m asking. I want to know everything about how she’s doing, but I don’t want to face her. Not now. Maybe not ever again.

      The nurse was heading toward the door but stops and gives me a questioning look. “Do you want me to check if she’s still here and wants to see you? I know the mother was just⁠—”

      “No,” I snap. Jesus, I have zero self-control. I inhale a deep breath, but then sharp pain flairs in my side, reminding me my body’s been through shit I don’t even know about yet. “No. Thank you. I just wanted to know if she’s okay.” I can’t meet his eyes, there’s no way I could meet Cassidy’s.

      I swear the nurse rolls his eyes at me as he sighs deeply. “Of course, she’s not okay. Her brother died.”

      His words cut into me with their razor-sharp edges. It’s unexpected, and I’m not prepared to hear the truth so plainly said. It’s probably wrong on every level, but I was hoping for some compassion or coddling, even. It’s clear I won’t be getting that here.

      He must notice my reaction but doesn’t change his attitude. In fact, his stern expression hardens. “Do you have any idea what your blood alcohol reading was when you came in?”

      I stare at him blankly in shock. Where the hell is this coming from? “No…?” The morphine must be wearing off, or I’m becoming more aware of my pain because it is increasing exponentially. I don’t think this conversation is helping either.

      “Point-one-five percent. Nearly twice the legal limit. And I suspect that wasn’t the only thing in your system.” He crosses his arms and shifts his weight, agitated. “Do you know how hard it is to operate on someone who’s intoxicated? To administer anesthesia?” He obviously doesn’t want me to answer, so I don’t. His eyes pierce through me for a moment longer, and then he leaves the room without another word.

      I’m left with the echoes of his words rattling around my head. I get it. Point-one-five percent, though? That’s crazy. I didn’t think any of us were that far gone, but then I wasn’t thinking about it.

      Besides, alcohol didn’t cause all of this, it was that fucking coyote.

      I smash the button on the controller repeatedly, wishing for oblivion to take me away from here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter two

          

          Complete Collapse

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy

      “No. No. Tell me that’s not true.” My mother’s red and swollen eyes are more than enough to let me know this is really happening, but I still don’t want to believe it. I don’t want to believe her. All she told me before I left from my law office in L.A. was there was an accident and to come home as soon as possible. Surely, she’s not telling the truth now either.

      Andy can’t be dead. My brother can’t be dead. The tears streaming from my eyes unbidden are only making things worse. He would hate that I’m crying. I’m the tough one. I’ve always been the tough one. But I can’t seem to stop.

      The entire flight from L.A. I didn’t shed a tear because I had thought it was just an accident. Andy was only injured. He’d be fine eventually, from whatever happened to him. The whole drive from the airport to the hospital, completely dry eyes. But as soon as I see my mother, and how haunted she already looks, I know he’s gone, and I can’t contain my tears any longer.

      And as I hear details, I’m worried I won’t be able to stop crying.

      “Cassidy, pull yourself together. You’re making a scene.” My mom wipes at my cheeks with her well-manicured fingers and tries to arrange my dark brown hair into some sort of shape. I could care less what I look like or if I’m making a scene. “It’s okay to cry, I guess, but let’s try to have some decorum. Your father should be here soon. His flight from Seattle was delayed.”

      I can feel her body tense next to me as she mentions my father. They’ve been divorced for years, and she still can’t be civil toward him unless forced to. I’m not in the mood for that circus act. And for her to tell me to pull myself together is so callous, even for her, it cuts deep.

      “Why are we here?” I ask. I don’t like hospitals to begin with and don’t understand why we’re waiting around for my father to show up. It’s not like there is anything left for us to do. I just want to go back to my mother’s house and grieve. Being here is making me wish Andy was merely hurt, and we’d be able to see him. It’s making me long for things that will never happen now, or ever.

      My mother stares at me like I’m stupid. “We’re waiting to take Andy home with us.”

      I freeze. What did she say? “Mom? What do you mean? We can’t take Andy home. He needs to go to a funeral home.” I correct myself. “His body needs to go to a funeral home.”

      Her eyes glaze over, and it’s in that fog that she gains clarity of the situation. I don’t know what she was thinking, but watching reality set in like that is something so unnerving, I never want to see it again. A chill runs through me, and goosebumps form on my skin.

      “Oh…” she says, nodding slowly and sitting down in a waiting room chair. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. How silly of me.”

      At that moment, my mother looks old. I’ve always thought my mother was beautiful, in her old-fashioned, country club, buttoned-up kind of way. Sophisticated and elegant. Things I’ll never be. She’s always reminded me of a porcelain doll, hard but fragile. Well crafted, but dainty. And now she seems more brittle than ever before. Poised on the edge, about to fall and shatter at any minute.

      “What about Jake? Is he okay? Have you seen him?” The shock of everything is starting to wear off, and I’m realizing my mother said there were other people in the car with Andy. His best friend, Jake, first and foremost. I haven’t seen him much the last few years.

      Since I became an entertainment lawyer and moved to L.A., I haven’t been back home often at all except for a few holidays. And when they were in town to play L.A. clubs, they didn’t want me, the little sister attorney, hanging around.

      My mother glares at me, and that small expression chills my blood. “Jake? Jake Townsend? Are you serious? Why would you care about Jake? It’s his fault my only son is dead.”

      “Do you know that for a fact, Mom? You shouldn’t be accusing someone of that unless you’re positive.” I can’t imagine he would be that reckless, either. Sure, he’s never been the most upstanding citizen or made the best choices, but he’s not malicious. The Jake I knew growing up was a kind soul. Sensitive to his detriment at times. What always made him a great songwriter was his tortured, artistic soul.

      “Well, it was his car. He was probably driving. Of course, it’s his fault.” Her shock and pain are morphing into anger and indignation, and I’m not sure if it’s any better.

      “That doesn’t mean it’s his fault. Any number of things could have happened.” I get up and glance around. It’s late, and the rooms are mostly dark. A sudden urge to know Jake is alright sweeps over me, as well as a wave of guilt. In all the turmoil, I forgot Jake was involved too. I need to check on him. My conscience won’t rest until I see him for myself. “Why don’t you go home, Mom? I’ll wait here for Dad and meet you back at the house.”

      Her face pinches as if tasting something sour, not keen on the idea of going home alone. “But I should be here, in case…”

      My heart lurches for her. She knows if she goes home, it will be real. She won’t be able to escape the reality that Andy’s gone. He moved out when I did years ago and into a house with Jake, and his old room is now an office. So, it’s not like there will be a ton of reminders of him for her to walk into when she gets there.

      “Go home, Mom. I’ll get Dad situated wherever he’s staying and be there in a little while.”

      It takes a few more minutes of cajoling and coercing her to go, but as soon as I say goodbye to my mother, I locate a nurse to ask which room is Jake’s. Since I thought of him, I haven’t been able to stop.

      Once I get that information, I hang back and wait outside the partially open door to his room. I don’t know what I’ll say. Or even if I’ll be able to hold myself together when I see him. How much does he know about what happened? How hurt is he? What if the accident was his fault? Do I want to see him if it was?

      As I play out the scenarios in my head, I get more and more anxious and start to lose my nerve. I haven’t seen Jake a lot since I moved away. I’m more afraid he’s changed so drastically I won’t recognize him. He won’t be the sweet guy I crushed on for years. He’ll have turned into something or someone completely different. Or maybe it’s me that will have changed. Either way, I don’t know if I want to face him.

      Just as I’m about to turn around and head back the way I came, I hear a hesitant voice call out to me.

      “Sid? Is that you?”

      The sound of one of Jake’s lifelong nicknames for me makes my heart skip a beat. He had a few of them he rotated through. I hold my breath and peek into the room cautiously, giving myself a second to get used to the dim light, and see Jake, propped up by pillows. His eyes are bloodshot, and his face is cut and bruised, but I recognize him right away. His long blonde hair, tanned skin, and classic good looks haven’t changed, despite his current state. He’s added a few tattoos, but that’s just Jake. He does look different somehow. Weathered. He’s weathered. He’s definitely been living hard. My chest tightens, and I let the air out slowly. I wasn’t expecting a visceral reaction to seeing him. I’m surprised I’m feeling anything right now.

      “Jake?” I don’t know how to greet him after everything that’s happened. “How are you?”

      He shrugs and winces, it obviously pains him to move. “Hey, Shorty. I’ve been better.” His voice, using yet another nickname for me, is quiet and soft, and I think he’s been crying. His face is streaked, and dark shadows are painted beneath his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Sid.” It’s not quite a whisper, but full of so much emotion, my heart hurts for him. I thought I’d gotten to the point of numbness, but I guess I have room for more grief. He’s pushing a button on a controller of some sort almost frantically.

      Is he trying to call the nurse?

      “Do you want me to get someone for you?” I ask, not liking the tortured expression on his face.

      “No, no. Don’t.”

      His golden-brown eyes, which are normally bright and lively, flash briefly, but turn flat and dull and don’t meet mine. I’ve never seen Jake like this before, and while it’s understandable, it’s bothering the crap out of me. As I step deeper into the room, he comes into clearer focus as my eyes adjust more to the low light, and I see how injured he really is. His handsome face is now pale and drawn, and strewn with cuts and scrapes. There’s a line of stitches above his right eye that swells angry and red. His hand keeps reaching for it as if he’s absently double-checking it’s still there.

      “You know about Andy, then?” I ask, ignoring his earlier apology. I’m surprised I can get the words out, Andy’s name out without choking. The anguish in his reaction to my question is almost too much. Of course, he knows.

      Nodding, he stares down to where his fingers nimbly worry over a small object I can’t identify. It’s some sort of rock.

      How odd.

      “I heard you out in the hall when I woke up…put two and two together.”

      His eyes are now half-closed, and I wonder if my being here is keeping him up. I don’t want to impede his recovery by staying too long. Plus, I need to keep an eye out for my father’s arrival.

      “I wanted to see for myself you were okay. I won’t bother you…”

      “Stay. Sid. Please stay.”

      He still won’t meet my gaze, but the pleading in his voice twists me up inside, tugging at every single heartstring I have. Seeing my childhood friend in so much pain, especially emotional pain, doesn’t supersede any of my own, but mixes with mine. He understands it because he’s feeling it too. We’ve both lost a planet in our universe. Maybe even our combined gravitational Sun. We have a shared loss not many others would understand.

      So, I stay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter three

          

          Broken

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      When Cassidy pulls a chair up to the side of my bed, I almost regret asking her to stay with me. I have no right to ask this of her. She’s dealing with her own grief over losing Andy. I shouldn’t expect her to commiserate with me over mine. But of course, she’s nice enough to stay anyway.

      She always did have a way of nurturing and watching over Andy and me. Not in a bossy way, but in a way that was confident she knew what was best, and showed she cared. It wasn’t overbearing.

      As I look at her now, her stunning blue eyes glassy with grief, I’m reminded of the insane crush I’ve had on her since we were kids. Though, because of my friendship with Andy, I never acted on it. I knew it would be too weird to mention, and I couldn’t handle rejection from her. Plus, he would have kicked my fucking ass to kingdom come if I ever made a move on her.

      She’s still an incredibly beautiful woman. She had been a striking teen, and she’s even more so now. Her wide expressive eyes are framed by thick lashes, and her high cheekbones are an enchanting contrast to her full lips. It takes me a second to readjust my focus past her looks and see her raw pain. But then, her looks always did catch me off guard. But she’ll always and forever be Shorty, something I started calling her when Andy went through a huge growth spurt before she did. It just kind of stuck.

      Growing up, Cassidy and Andy were the only two people I could talk to that didn’t make me feel like I needed to change who I was. We were our own brand of the three musketeers. Being a product of the foster system, it’s always been hard for me to open up to people, and the two of them were instantly comfortable to be around because it never mattered to them where I came from.

      Sid and I were the outcasts in our class, but for different reasons. We were the two smartest in our small group of friends, though she showed off way more than I did. She went the debate team route, and I went the way of music. She went to college, and I barely finished high school. When it came down to it, I got bored, and she dug in.

      She’s a hotshot lawyer in L.A. now, while I’m in a questionably decent bar band that can’t seem to get its shit together. Now I’m the only outcast left.

      And I don’t even know if the band still exists without Andy. I can’t picture it without him at all. He’s been there since the beginning. I can’t even start to think about the band and what this means for the future. I’m still coming to terms with the reality of today.

      “Hey,” she says, shaking my leg gently. “Earth to Jake.”

      I snap out of my daydream. The morphine must finally be kicking in. I can never tell if it does anything when I push the damn button on the controller. Though, to be fair, I push it a lot.

      “Sorry.” I shove my head back into the pillow and squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. Sorry. That’s the fucking understatement of the millennia. She has no idea how sorry I am. How much regret is now festering inside of me. How much guilt.

      “How are you doing?” she asks, her voice soft and full of concern. “It must be hard, dealing with all this plus being injured.”

      It’s like her to worry about me, instead of her own pain. Sighing and resigned, I give the only answer I know. “I’m fine.”

      “I know you’re lying.” Cassidy puts her hand on my shoulder, and I almost shrink away from her kindness. “But it’s alright. I don’t expect you to be okay right now. You and Andy were like brothers, and I don’t think I need to ask how you’re doing, since I’m going through the same as you. Do you want to talk about what happened?”

      I force myself to meet her gaze, steeling against the wave of guilt I know is going to drown me. As I search her eyes, I don’t see any blame or judgment. No accusations or hatred. Only concern and sorrow, and a desire to know what killed her brother. It’s almost worse.

      I did it. I killed him. Me and that fucking coyote. Just the thought of reliving it is too much, and I start to shake.

      “I can’t, Shorty.”

      Cassidy’s face falls, and the corners of her mouth turn down. She looks like she’s going to cry.

      God, no, please don’t cry.

      I can’t handle Cassidy crying. I look away from her and down at my hands. They’re clenched in fists on top of the blankets.

      “Sid. You have to know, I never meant for this to happen. I never should have--” The shame makes my voice sound extra loud in the quiet room, so I cut myself off.

      She sits very still and doesn’t say anything, but I can see the questions in her eyes. Questions I’m not sure I can answer.

      Reaching over to grab my hand, her touch on my clammy skin shoots a jolt down my arm, and I almost expect to see sparks. The contact sends panic through me, and after everything, it feels wrong.

      “Jake. I don’t blame you. Just tell me what happened.”

      I swallow hard. Trying to conjure words that don’t exist to express how horrible this is. To explain to my best friend’s sister what killed him.

      It’s fucking impossible.

      “There was a coyote in the road...we swerved.” I close my eyes and see it all over again. Each time it replays in my mind, I see something new. It makes me wonder if my memory is even true. This time I can see the color of the coyote’s eyes, the bright yellow shine in the reflection of the headlights. The malevolent stare, as if it knew what was coming next for all of us. “It’s all still a blur. The tire must have hit the berm wrong, and... it just fucked up from there.”

      She nods, almost with a relief I don’t quite understand, but then my thoughts are getting foggy now. “I knew it had to be something like that. I knew you wouldn’t have driven recklessly or anything. It’s not your fault.”

      “Sid--” She needs to know this is all my fault.

      There’s a sharp tapping on the door, and a tall, dark silhouette fills the frame. “Cassidy?” It’s her father’s voice. “Let’s go. Duncan is here too.”

      Shit. Her parents never liked me, but her father especially hates me. And for no reason but that I played music with Andy. They thought I was a bad influence on him when it was more the other way around. But they didn’t know that. And now, they never will. But who the hell is Duncan?

      “What?” Cassidy’s brow furrows, and she glances over her shoulder and then back to me, giving my hand another small squeeze. Then she reaches up and lays her palm against my cheek. Her warm skin meeting mine makes me want to melt into her touch. The calming effect she has on me is so deep, I never want her to leave. I need her peace.

      “I’ll try to check on you again soon, okay?” I can only nod in reply, afraid my voice will crack with emotion, or I’ll blurt out the question on the tip of my tongue about this Duncan person, which is none of my business. Something about how her expression clouded over just now when she heard the name is activating my protective instincts.

      She gives me a long look I wish I could ask her about but then leaves with her father. As I watch her go, it’s as if my heart is pulled along with her out the door to wherever she is. There are so many feelings running through me right now, and I can’t trust any of them. I don’t know what’s real and what’s most likely a morphine-fueled fever dream.

      No. It’s all a nightmare. And I can’t wake up.

      But then, there’s Cassidy. The only bright thing in this prolonged darkness. This eternal night. She’s the only star I can see in the sky. I just need to keep my thoughts on her.

      That’s not going to be a problem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter four

          

          Take Me Away

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy

      What the hell is my ex-boyfriend Duncan doing here? And how did he even know to come? As I follow my father into the waiting room, we find Duncan typing furiously on his phone, his brows knitted in concentration. His sandy hair’s been cut recently, and his suit is surprisingly not wrinkled after what must have been at least a few hours of traveling. I avoid him at the office as much as possible, so I haven’t seen him lately. A small part of me wants to rush to him and fall into his arms to cry. I need to let loose these emotions I’ve been pushing down all day.

      But we don’t do that. We don’t do outbursts, and we hardly displayed any affection for each other in public. It’s one of the main reasons I broke up with him. Working in the same law firm is bad enough, but for him to think he’s welcome here now is ludicrous.

      “Duncan, what are you doing here?” I can’t contain the disbelief and disappointment in my voice, and his quick frown lets me know he’s not happy with my tone. Too fucking bad.

      He hurriedly finishes whatever he’s typing and stands up, seemingly confused with my attitude. We broke up over two months ago, and he has it in his mind I’m just “taking a break.” He’s convinced I’ll come to my senses and go running back to him once I see how good I had it with him.

      “Cassidy, honey, I heard you left the office suddenly, and when I found out why, I thought you might need me, so I grabbed the first flight I could. Your mother told me which hospital.” He has the audacity to blush as if I’d be so honored to need him.

      “We talked about this,” I start, my voice rising because the more I think about it, the angrier I get. My brother just died, and he has the nerve to presume to know what I need? He did nothing but talk down about Andy and his music career, calling him unambitious. He’s an entertainment lawyer like me, and he thinks he’s so superior to every one of his clients because they’re creatives. I don’t want to think about my mother’s involvement in his being here yet. I’ll revisit that when I get home. For now, I need him to know where we stand with each other. “Duncan, I told you⁠—”

      “Cassidy,” my father interrupts, glancing around nervously. It’s then I notice a few people are staring. God damn it. “Let’s get everyone settled, and we’ll reconvene to discuss other…topics later. Shall we?” He holds a hand out to the door, indicating we should leave, and I’m more than happy to oblige. I do not want to be here.

      We ride the elevator down in uncomfortable silence, and when we reach the parking lot, we stop awkwardly. Nobody knows what to say or do.

      Finally, my father chimes in. “I rented a car, so I can take you to your mother’s house on the way to my hotel⁠—”

      “I have a car, too. Thanks,” I say, trying to avoid Duncan. I don’t want to deal with him right now.

      Duncan is unphased by all the awkwardness and seems happy to be here. It is so diametrically opposed to my own emotions, it’s almost as though he’s mocking me, but I know he isn’t. While he may be an egotistical ass, he’s not cruel.

      “I’ll go with Cassidy, of course.” He says, holding out a hand for my father to shake. I try to catch my dad’s eye to maybe intervene on my behalf, but even if he caught my look, he wouldn’t. He likes Duncan. Both my parents do. I’m on my own now.

      I give my father a quick hug before he leaves and then turn to Duncan, unsure of what to do with him. “Where are you staying? I can drop you off.” Digging in my purse for the key to my rental car, I only hear his astonishment.

      “What? I’ll stay with you.”

      That gets my attention, and I snap my gaze up at him. He didn’t just say what I think he said, right?

      “You’ll, what?”

      “I can stay with you at your mom’s.”

      “Duncan…” I sigh, too emotionally fried to do this. I’m just on this side of numb, and it’s a dangerous line I’m walking between keeping my shit together and completely losing it.

      He steps close and starts massaging my shoulders, and damn if it doesn’t feel like exactly what I need right now. It sneaks through my defenses and puts a crack in my resolve. The next thing I know, I’m burying my face in his chest and crying as I’ve never cried before in my life. His arms wrap around me in the warmth of the late afternoon sun, and I let him hold me, inhaling his expensive cologne I’ve not smelled in months, and it’s a familiarity I crave. I am so broken and lost, I allow a man I don’t love comfort me for the only reason that he happens to be here.

      The significance of Andy’s loss is cresting, and the humongous void now in my life feels like a black hole about to pull me into oblivion. I always thought since we were twins, I’d feel if something like this happened. I’d somehow supernaturally know. But I had absolutely no warning at all. Nothing. It’s making accepting the truth so difficult. I thought I’d be able to prepare for it. I was so, so wrong.

      And then I remember Jake.

      Something changes. Both Duncan and I sense it, and the moment stretches out into an uncomfortable silence. He pulls away before I can, and I feel a little like I’ve been thrown out into the coldness of the world all alone.

      We find my rental car, and I get into the driver’s seat, trying to collect myself and get the tears under control. When I look over at him, I see something I’ve never seen in him: understanding. He knows I’m upset and lost, and he doesn’t say a word. He simply reaches out and takes my hand, squeezing it in a silent show of support.

      For the first time since he blundered his way into this situation, I’m glad he’s here. But I can feel how tenuous that is. I’m holding my breath for whatever he’ll do next to remind me why I broke things off with him, because it’s definitely coming.

      We go north in silence to my mother’s house, and I see the familiar sights of my old hometown as I drive, but they all seem alien. The sky is darkening, and the streetlights are flickering on one by one. The occasional car speeds past me, and the city is turning a murky blue color that looks almost purple.

      My mother is nonplussed that Duncan is with me when we get to her house and is happy to see him. It’s not surprising because both she and my father liked him more than I did most of the time. In their minds, he would be a perfect match for me. And to be fair, on paper, it made a lot of sense.

      He’s good-looking in a Hallmark-boyfriend sort of way. Great at his job, even though he despises his clients. He comes from a decent family, but he has practically nothing to do with his parents. My connection with Andy always stymied him since he doesn’t have any siblings of his own. So, sure, he made a weird kind of sense, and that’s why I stayed with him as long as I did.

      He was safe.

      We were together for almost two years, and it was a conversation I had with my brother not long ago that made me realize how wrong Duncan and I are for each other. We were discussing the possibility of him proposing, and Andy said to me, “Say you had a daughter, and she wanted to marry someone just like Duncan. How would that make you feel? Would you be happy for her?” I was surprised to learn of myself that I wouldn’t. I would, in fact, be incredibly sad for her. Not because she wouldn’t have a good life, but because that’s all it would be. Good.

      Good just isn’t good enough when it comes to love.

      And now, Andy won’t know love like that either. He was always too into his music, too busy to settle down with any one person, too wild to be tamed. I always thought he would find someone eventually. Someone brave enough to match his passion.

      “Well, you two can go get settled into Cassidy’s room. I’m sure Duncan is tired from traveling. I’ll order us some dinner…” my mother is saying, and if not for her bloodshot eyes, you’d never know something horrific has happened. Her words are only trickling into my brain.

      “Wait, what?” I glance at Duncan, who I swear is smirking smugly to himself at the situation, and clearly not arguing. “No. We won’t be sharing a room⁠—”

      “Nonsense. It’s the only other bed in the house.”

      Duncan chimes in halfheartedly, flashing a charming smile at my mother I’ve seen him use on high-profile clients needing sweet talking. It makes my skin crawl. “I’ll be perfectly fine on the couch. I don’t mind.”

      “Duncan, you are a guest in my home. I will not have you camping on the furniture like a vagrant.” She turns to me and glares, her red-rimmed eyes brooking no further argument. “And that’s the end of that, Cassidy. Please go get settled.”

      I feel like a child being punished and sent to my room, but it’s twisted because it’s now with a man my mother expects me to sleep with. And now I’m tempted to go find a hotel room and leave these two to figure everything out without me since my opinion doesn’t matter. My fists are clenching at my sides, but instead, I stuff my emotions down like I always do, grab my bag, and head upstairs to my room. Duncan follows behind slowly, smartly keeping his distance.

      “Really, Cass, I don’t mind the couch—” he starts, but he should know my mother by now. She’ll have a conniption if she finds him on the sofa in the morning.

      “No, Duncan. You take the damn bed,” I sigh, my shoulders slumping with my exhaustion. If I had the bandwidth for any emotion at this point, I might put up a fight or argue, but I don’t. “Once my mother turns in, I’ll take the couch. It’s fine.” Tossing my bag on the chair, I start rummaging through it for my toiletries to take into the bathroom.

      “But there’s plenty of room for both of us on the bed.” He arches a brow, but he’s not being coy, that I can tell. He raises his hands in self-defense. “I swear. I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to. You know I’m not like that.”

      I do know, but it doesn’t change my mind. Regardless of how chivalrous Duncan can be, I don’t want to blur the line between us anymore than I already have by crying in his arms not long ago. His presence here is an emotional complication I can do without. I compartmentalize everything, and there isn’t a box for him in my brain right now.

      “That’s true. I do know that about you,” I say, trying desperately not to be rude. “But I just want to sleep alone.” I turn away from him, and the disappointment I see in his eyes. He always has that look lately, like anything I do surprisingly hurts him. I don’t know what he expects of me anymore. I’ve been more than clear this isn’t a break, it’s permanent. “Besides, I want to get up early tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Totally fine.” He shakes his head like it’s not a problem, when it’s clearly a problem for him. If he somehow thought this would be some sort of opportunity for him to make his way back into a relationship with me, he’s got a rude awakening on the horizon.

      Great. On top of everything, now I’ve got guilt digging into me for a situation I didn’t create or want.

      This day has gone from worst day of my life, to whatever can be worse than that. Can anything be worse than that?

      Apparently, yes. It can.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter five

          

          Fever Dream

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      I have zero concept of time anymore, and it feels like I’ve been in this fucking hospital for a year. I swear I fall asleep every time I close my eyes, and the only time I wake up is when my pain breaks through the morphine to remind me what a fuckup I am.

      As if I need a reminder.

      “There he is,” a sarcastic female voice says. I turn my blurry eyes to the source and focus to see our band manager, Mackenzie, sitting in a side chair, combat-boot-clad feet propped on the end of my bed. She twirls a strand of purple hair while snapping her gum. She knows I hate when she does that, so I’m sure that’s why it was extra loud.

      Mackenzie Roberts is every teenage boy’s wet dream: beautiful, tattooed, smart as fuck, and knows music and its workings inside out. But, she’s all business when it comes to Murderous Crows, and out of everything, that’s my favorite thing about her. She’s our mother hen, but one that could kick our ass if it came down to it. From the look in her hazel eyes right now, she’d like to do exactly that to me.

      “Hey, Mac,” I say, glancing around to try to orient again to this stupid hospital. It’s still dark outside, so I don’t know if it’s late or early.

      “Hey, yourself.” I can’t read her tone, but she’s definitely agitated. It’s not an uncommon state for her. “I came to see Logan, and they told me you were allowed visitors, so I figured I’d check on you myself.”

      I stare at her for a moment, unsure how to respond. My brain is still playing catch-up. “How is he doing?”

      She stares right back. Mac never backs down from anything or anyone. “He’s doing. Broken leg. Dislocated shoulder. He’ll live.” We both visibly flinch at her last words. She didn’t mean anything by it, but everything is way too fresh for things like that not to hurt when they hit. “Sorry.”

      “I know what you meant.”

      “How about you? Are you going to live?”

      I shrug. “I guess.”

      “Don’t sound so excited about it.”

      “It’s kind of hard to be excited about it now. It doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Well, life isn’t fair, so there’s no reason for us to think death would be.” It’s Mac’s turn to shrug. She always has sayings like that at the ready that sound flippant but are profound. I often joke with her that she should help me with lyrics with some of the stuff she says, but she insists she’s not creative, just clever. I make a mental note of the line for possible future song use anyway.

      I’m surprised I’m able to think about songwriting, but then, times like this are what fuel my songs. The extreme lowest of lows and the highest of highs bring out the more expressive words. The deeper the emotion the truer the song.

      “How are Remy and Coop?” Seeing Mac reminds me there are other people in the band. People I haven’t thought about since it happened. Because they weren’t there. And outside of Cassidy, none of them were affected. So, they don’t count.

      I’m such a piece of shit.

      “Bummed. Obviously. And, concerned about what’s going to happen next.”

      “Next?” I’m incredulous, and now my anger is kicking in. “How can they even consider thinking about what happens next? That should be the last thing on anyone’s mind right now.” Leave it to those jerkoffs to only worry about themselves. “Jesus, Andy isn’t in the ground yet, and they’re worried about what happens to the band. For fuck’s sake, Mackenzie, they can’t be serious. I mean, I knew those two were self-absorbed spotlight chasers, but come on. This is next level, even for them.”

      Her feet slide off the bed, and her boots slap loudly on the tile floor as she sits up, her back stiffens ramrod straight, eyes narrowing. “It’s a legitimate concern since Blackmore Records has now written off Murderous Crows because of this accident. And, most likely, for the last time. This was the second chance, and you blew it. If this band isn’t going to get its shit together and actually get signed, everyone has every right to consider going elsewhere or joining other bands, Jake. And it has nothing to do with what happened, and everything to do with what will happen now.”

      Murderous Crows, mates for life! Our pre-show mantra, which started years ago as a drunken joke after we all stood up for Logan during a bar fight against a bunch of unruly bikers, runs through my head on repeat. We’d chanted it like usual before our showcase for the label. I’d thought we all meant it.

      But maybe it was just me.

      Or maybe they’re right. Losing Andy could be too much for us to survive as a band. He was the foundation of everything, all drummers are. Nobody’s going to be able to replace him.

      Fuck. What am I thinking? I can’t even consider replacing him. Not now. Not yet. Hell, maybe not ever.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen, Mac. It’s way too early to tell.” The dull pain in my side that woke me up originally is now sharpening its edges, so I start my familiar tango with the morphine controller. I hold my breath and close my eyes, waiting for a sign it’s kicking in, but as usual, I can’t tell if anything is fucking happening.

      “Well, it’s something to keep in mind.” She stands to leave, resting her hands on the rail beside the bed. I glance up and find a pitiful look on her face. I do not need pity. “It will have to be dealt with at some point, and right now, you might want to focus on mending whatever is going on between you and everyone. Nobody else will say it, but I’m always honest with you, Jake, you know this. Word is already going around this was your fault.” She takes in my lack of a response. Of course, I expected this. “I’m not saying I believe it, and to tell you the truth, I’m not sure I want to know what happened. But your name is getting dragged pretty hard, and I don’t have much of anything to refute the accusations. So, with you now persona non grata in the music scene, it means Murderous Crows gets pulled down with you.” She taps a fist lightly on the railing and turns to leave. “Nyx is chomping at the bit to see you, but I’ve been able to put her off. You’re welcome. I’ll try to come back and visit tomorrow.”

      I nod, shutting my eyes again, noting it’s a promise at an attempt, not an action. It’s more than I should expect, I guess. And Nyx, the chick who handles our merchandise, wanting to see me is surprising, but not earth-shattering. “Thanks for stopping by Mac.”

      And with that, she’s gone.

      The fucking morphine still isn’t hitting yet, and the pain in my side is now excruciating. Every single muscle in my body is starting to cramp as I try to steel myself against it.

      Fuck this.

      I push the nurse call button. I am not ashamed to say I can’t take this anymore. After a minute, Neil appears in the room, switching off the alert on the wall behind me. Shit. Why did it have to be the one nurse that hates my guts?

      “What seems to be the trouble, Mr. Townsend?” he asks and, amazingly, doesn’t sound snarky. Maybe he’s in a better mood today.

      I hold the morphine controller up to show him as if he can somehow see the problem with it. “I’m not sure what schedule this thing is on, but it doesn’t seem to be working, and I’m in a lot of pain.” My voice shakes slightly, but I do my best to keep it together, despite the increasing pain radiating through me.

      He furrows his brow for a second, studying me closely, I assume to see if I’m telling the truth, and he must see the pain for what it is. Fucking real.

      Of course, it’s real, man. I don’t normally break out in a sweat and tense every muscle for no reason.

      “Let me check something quick.” He turns on the laptop stationed on a cart in my room and looks something up. This takes approximately two years. Or twelve. I lose track. The pain is so intense, it’s to the point I’m starting to squirm, and my eyes are watering. Pretty soon, I’m going to start screaming. “Okay, I can give you an extra dose to cover you, but I have to tell you, stress makes it ten times worse, so do what you can to try to relax. You’d be surprised how stress can manifest itself in all kinds of horrible ways in your body.”

      I’m gritting my teeth, so I don’t respond. I barely heard what he said, and what I did hear sounded like utter bullshit, so I ignore it. Otherwise, I might do something stupid. This pain is seriously fucking with me.

      He pushes some buttons on the machine, and I can feel a wave of the drug flow through me, blanketing my nerves and smothering my pain. My muscles release their tension, and even the initial soreness from that starts to ease. I take a tentative deep breath, afraid it will hurt, but it doesn’t, so I take another.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, closing my eyes again, and shutting out everything around me. Every sight. Every sound. I don’t hear if Neil says anything more, and I don’t see him leave my room. Instead, I go back to the movie that replays on repeat in my head.

      The show. The party. The drive. The coyote. The blood. The silence.

      I’ve tried to remember things from before that but seem to be blocked somehow. My last memory of Andy is now my only memory, and it’s a nightmare. Concentrating as much as my murky brain can on the drive in the desert, I do my best to recollect any conversation. But there’s nothing. Just the loud music, and the windows down. I think we were singing along with our song, Dark Legacies. At least, that’s the melody in my head. I’ll never be able to sing it again.

      
        
        Our demons laugh when we conjure hope,

        Our angels cry as we fail to cope.

        We do our best to ignore them both,

        And carry on our dark legacies.

      

        

      
        Day by day, the clock ticks down,

        We’ll cede our thrones and turn in our crowns.

        Exhaling the heir to watch him drown,

        And carry on our dark legacies.

      

        

      
        We inherit our pain,

        Passed through links in a chain.

        Around our wrists,

        Around our throats,

        Erasing letters of love we wrote.

      

        

      
        It doesn’t matter.

        Everything scatters.

        Leaving us with dark legacies.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter six

          

          If I Would Have Known

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy

      Stealth has never been my strong suit, and as I try to sneak around my bedroom to get ready to leave to see my horse and go riding, I inevitably wake Duncan.

      “What are you doing up so early?” he asks, groggy with sleep, lifting up on an elbow and pulling his phone off the nightstand to check the time.

      Shit. This is precisely why I don’t want him here. He’s going to turn this into a thing. I can feel it.

      “I told you last night, I’m going to the stables for a little while to see Michelle and ride Lennox. I won’t be long. Go back to sleep,” I whisper, trying to make it more of a demand than a request. I don’t know why I’m trying so hard not to be rude to him. It’s not like me to tiptoe around anyone. Andy’s death is making me act very out of character. And that is exactly why I need to go. It’s the one place that will pull me back to center. It always has been.

      Duncan flings the covers off. “Well, I’ll go with you.” He stands, and of course, he’s only in sleep pants. It’s not lost on me that he’s an attractive man, especially in the California sun-kissed way of his. Not long ago, I thought he was physical perfection, and while that may still be true, it doesn’t make up for his personality. It does nothing for me anymore.

      “No, really. It’s fine. I’ll be back soon. Go back to bed.” I sit to pull on my riding boots quickly. In the couple times he’s been back home with me to visit, he’s never wanted to go along to ride. Maybe if I can get out the door fast enough, I can avoid this.

      He kneels in front of me, putting a warm hand over mine, halting my progress. It forces me to look at him. There’s something in his gaze again that I’ve never seen before, a compassion or empathy I didn’t think Duncan possessed, and it is making me question everything in my world. And to be honest, it’s a distraction. This isn’t the time to be thinking about him, or us, or anything but Andy. Part of me is mad at Duncan for threatening to compete for my attention when he’s not even doing a damn thing.

      “Cass, I’d like to go with you.” His brown eyes sparkle in the early dawn light peeking through the window shades and his normally neat hair can’t decide which direction to fall. “If you don’t mind, of course.”

      I stare at him for a long moment, debating how much I want to argue against it. Is this the fight I want to have today? And is my problem Duncan, or something else? Or should I let it go, and focus on what’s important? Like getting my head on straight.

      Letting the breath I’m holding slowly escape my lips, my shoulders sag. This isn’t the hill I want to die on today. “Fine. But hurry up, I want to leave soon.” I make sure to keep as much impatience in my voice as possible to let him know this is going against my better judgment. “And, I’ll be ignoring you the entire time, too.”
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      When we get to the stables about a half hour north of my mother’s house, the owner, Michelle, who I’ve known since I was a teenager, comes out to meet me at the car with a fierce hug. Her long gray hair pulled into a low ponytail beneath her cowboy hat, and kind green eyes are the kinds of familiar things I need to see today to keep me grounded. I need to be around things that don’t change constantly because I feel like the world is spinning way too fast right now, and I’m about to get hurled into the dark void of space.

      “I knew I’d see you today,” she says, holding onto me tightly. “I’m so, so sorry for your loss, honey.” Pulling me to arm’s length, she studies me closely. “You’re going to be just fine. Mark my words. If anyone can be a phoenix in these ashes, it’s you.” She wipes at the tears that have betrayed me and glances over to Duncan. “And who is this handsome devil?”

      “Oh, this is my⁠—”

      “I’m her boyfriend, Duncan Reid. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Michelle.” He holds out a hand to her, which she takes.

      “Ex-boyfriend,” I say, plastering a fake smile on my face. Michelle’s eyebrows raise, but she doesn’t comment, thank God. I don’t want to go into our non-relationship with her. Duncan, however, seems to be very put off by my correction.

      Too bad.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you. Any friend of Cassidy’s is a friend of mine.” She says, and I love how vaguely ambiguous that is considering my correction of his status. Leave it to Michelle to be so straightforward and maddening at the same time. She grabs my wrist and starts to lead me toward the main stable. “Lennox is ready for you. Like I said, I knew you’d be by today. Derek told me what happened. He wasn’t on the call, but he heard about it and told me yesterday.” Derek is her son who is an EMT for Clark County.

      Lennox was one of what Andy and I dubbed our ‘divorce gifts’ since our father gave us each something after he moved out, presumably in an effort to buy our affection. I got a horse, and Andy got his first full drum set. I’m pretty sure I got the better gift. Whether the gifts were successful on the purchase of affections or not landed on a definite, not. Shortly after the divorce, Dad moved to Washington state for work, and we’ve barely heard from him since.

      I trust Lennox with Michelle because she is one of the most kind-hearted people on the planet, and has looked after him since I got him. She also volunteers her time to run a program for children with special needs to be exposed to horses and riding. Lennox was one of the first included since he’s so even-tempered, and he’s done nothing but thrive with his new purpose.

      When I moved to L.A., I couldn’t bear the thought of taking Lennox away from the many kids who had fallen in love with him, so he stayed here. I get updates and photos all the time from Michelle, keeping me in the loop of the blossoming program. It makes me still feel a part of it, even though I’m so far away.

      I glance over my shoulder at Duncan, who is following behind, hands shoved into his jean’s pockets, looking seven ways out of place. A dusty horse ranch is definitely a foreign environment for him. I’d almost feel bad if I didn’t remember he invited himself to come along with me to begin with.

      When my gaze finds Lennox standing in the smaller paddock, the sun shining on his bright coat like a halo, all thoughts of Duncan fly out of
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