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      Jack abandoned the search for his underwear and decided to throw on his jeans, fastening them low at the waist. He felt the crinkle of the magazine picture he had in his back pocket. Carefully, he pulled it out and unfolded it. The picture should have made him smile, the memory forever etched in his mind, but it only brought him sadness.

      A rustle of sheets caused him to fold the paper back up quickly, accidentally letting it slip from his fingers. He turned to see Amber, still asleep, the sheets having slipped further down her back. Amber was still a beautiful woman; her blonde curls were fanned out against the silk of the pillows, and the curve of her back narrowed at her waist. Being divorced was as complicated as being married.

      The doorbell from deep within the house brought him out of his thoughts. He didn’t want Amber to wake up until he was already gone, and the damned maid wasn’t answering the door. He resolved to make his way downstairs and put an end to the incessant ringing.

      Jack padded barefoot through the marble hallway, and down the wide staircase.

      “Is no one going to answer the door?” he asked, annoyed, as the chimes continued to echo through the house. “What am I paying you all for?” he yelled to no one in particular as he opened the door, frustration beating at him.

      A petite, dark-haired, doe-eyed woman was standing in the doorway. She was dressed casually in jeans, ankle boots, and a slim-fitting button-down shirt. She was definitely not from L.A. He cocked an eyebrow instinctively. “I don’t remember ordering one of you,” he purred, noticing the woman’s cheeks change color.

      “Jack O’Donnell?” She scanned his attire with curiosity and Jack realized he wasn’t wearing a shirt, only his ripped jeans, and bare feet.

      Placing his hand on the doorframe just above her head, Jack leaned in.

      “In the flesh,” he said.

      “I’m Erin Langford from Edge.” She leaned away from him.

      “Shit,” Jack mumbled, recoiling. He realized he may have forgotten to tell someone to cancel. “Ah, not interested.” Jack pushed away from the door trying to close it, but failing.

      Erin pushed the door further open and followed Jack partway down the hall. “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry that you came all this way.” Jack tried to look apologetic but he wasn’t. He had a reputation with the press anyway for being difficult, and this would be no different.

      “That’s all you have to say? I took a redeye from New York, sat next to someone who should have bought an extra seat, and to top it off, forgot my earplugs so I ended up staying awake to the steady falsetto of someone doing their best impression of sawing wood.” She placed her hand on her hip, looking incredulous.

      “I’m sorry, Jack,” Paul, his bodyguard and driver, rounded the corner in a hurry, out of breath. Paul was tall with wide shoulders and a slim waist. He had sandy brown hair cut close, and wore a thin white t-shirt and jeans. A greasy rag protruded from his back pocket indicating that Paul must have been in the garage working on the sedan.

      Jack was slightly amused at Erin’s frazzled state. “I don’t do blogs,” he blurted out, suddenly remembering where she was from.

      Erin managed to sidestep Paul which was quite a feat for someone of her stature. “Edge is not a blog, and if you weren’t stuck in the nineties, you’d realize that music content websites have a huge following.” She pointed at him with an indignant look on her face that was more cute than menacing.

      “Music Blogs,” he made a point to use air quotes to piss her off, “are someone’s need to be trendy and over-hyped,” he smiled, “instead of putting out a real magazine which takes some effort.”

      Jack thought the look on Erin’s face meant that she wanted to agree with him but couldn’t bring herself to admit it.

      “I was sent here by my editor because this interview was agreed to…” she paused, “by you.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.” Jack started to walk away. Now was not a good time to do this anyway.

      “Come on young lady, out you go.” Paul grabbed her by the arm and led her back to the door.

      Today was not a good day and Jack could feel a little pebble of anger forming in his stomach. He turned and looked at Erin with her dark hair and familiar features. “Your editor sends you,” he looked her over in a condescending manner, “thinking I’ll open my mouth faster than you can open your legs. Well, forget it,” he scoffed.

      Erin seemed temporarily taken aback. “How dare you! I mean… I wouldn’t do that, you egotistical ass,” she returns, clearly getting angry.

      Jack laughed. “There are two scenarios here. Either you are incredibly gullible, or you are incredibly cunning. You pick.”

      Erin, looking as if she were trying to work through his comment, stayed put even though Paul tried to maneuver her out the door again. “Come on.” Paul looked a little sympathetic but continued to lead her out. He was always a little soft-hearted when it came to women.

      Erin managed to turn around. “I’m not just some fresh out of college reporter. I am a damn good journalist, and if you could read, you’d see that.” Paul pushed her out through the threshold, but a second later, Erin poked her head back around the door. “And for the record, I don’t spread my legs for aging musicians past their prime.”

      Paul kicked the door shut and Jack could hear her yell “Shit!” from behind the heavy wood.

      “Sorry about that boss.” Paul gave him a sympathetic look.

      Jack peered through the front window and watched as Erin stomped down the driveway.

      “Am I an aging musician past my prime?” Jack rubbed his chin and asked no one in particular, but Paul answered anyway.

      “Last time I checked you were still relevant,” Paul chuckled. “At least relevant enough to sign my paycheck.”

      Jack raised an eyebrow at him while turning his attention back to Erin strutting down the driveway to what was obviously a rental car. They must think he was a fool. As if sending her could get him to talk. He hadn’t given an interview in a very long time, and even the ones he’d done before earned him a black checkmark amongst the journalism community. His publicist could be persuasive and he must have been in a really good mood that day to have even agreed to do the interview in the first place.

      “She didn’t seem so bad,” Paul said, shrugging his broad shoulders.

      “Wolf in sheep’s clothing.” Jack lifted his eyebrows in knowing fashion.

      Paul clapped him on the back. “Those are the best kind,” he chuckled as he headed back towards the entrance to the garage.
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      Jack headed back upstairs. Looking at the watch on his wrist he realized how late it was. Amber was always a good distraction, and as much as she hated him, she could never seem to tell him no. He knew it was an unhealthy relationship, and like all of his addictions, he couldn’t seem to kick this one.

      When life became too much, Jack wanted to escape to something familiar, and that familiarity was probably still lying naked in the bed where he left her, thoroughly satisfied. He shook his head, and willed himself to just get his shit, and leave.

      Walking down the hallway to the master bedroom Jack passed his daughter Hayley’s room. Her door was shut, and he didn’t even know if she was inside. She was twenty, had her own life but he still remembered her riding her bike down this very hallway, Amber trailing after yelling to stop for fear she’d ruin the marble. Jack had been waiting at the end, having just gotten back from tour, and Hayley’s little fingers would grab hold of his shirt sleeves as she launched herself off the bike, to hug him. There was no better feeling than those little fingers wrapped around his. Her smile was like the sun kissing the ocean after a long draining day.

      Memories were like ghosts to him. They haunted his once peaceful dreams, crept into his mind during the day when he least expected it. He wanted nothing more than to numb the pain but he’d made a promise that he would not break. He lived inside of that promise as if he were a prisoner. Just as the memory entered his head, it was gone like a whisper. Hayley was not a little girl anymore. He barely knew her. The thought made him deeply sad, and he just wanted to collect the rest of his clothes and get out.

      The bed was empty when Jack entered the room. He could only smell the faint impression of Amber’s perfume. The bedroom was decorated in soft feminine colors and fabrics. On one wall were professionally hung pictures of Amber from her modeling days. She always looked her best with barely anything on, he smiled to himself. Whenever he thought of Amber, silk and skin came to mind. So much so, that he had written a song about it, long ago.

      Grabbing his shirt from the back of the vanity chair, he sniffed it, and then absently slipped it over his head. After looking in corners, under chairs, and lifting a few of Amber’s discarded garments off the floor, he finally found his shoes. The faint sound of water running came from the ensuite. Wanting to avoid an argument with Amber, he decided to tell her he was leaving instead of slipping out like he usually did.

      “Amber!” He called. “I’m leaving.” She was probably whispering ‘good’ under her breath right now, he thought.

      Their relationship was a toxic cycle but his whole life was one big toxic cycle with a few gold records thrown in. Knowing Amber hated him made it easier to leave afterward. That’s what he was good at anyway, leaving, whether it was to the studio, to go on tour, or to someone else’s bed. He may be a recovering addict but he was not a recovering asshole. If anything, he was working on perfecting asshole.

      When he didn’t get a response, Jack walked into the bathroom. Amber was in the large jacuzzi tub situated in the middle of the room. “Nothing I haven’t seen before,” he made a joke waiting for Amber to throw a fit that he’d walked in on her but she seemed to be giving him the silent treatment.

      He turned to the sink and splashed water on his face and made an indignant noise deep in his throat. The bathroom was probably bigger than his whole house in Venice.

      Water dripped from his chin as he stared at himself in the mirror. Shit, he was an aging musician. His hair was a little long, curling up around his ears from the steam in the bathroom. His eyes refocused on the bathtub behind him. Amber’s arm hung over the edge, and the blood drained from his face. His knees went weak as he noticed how eerily quiet, and still, she was. An instinct within him registered that something was wrong. Panic raced through his veins as he ran to Amber’s side, calling for Paul over his shoulder. His lungs ached from the exertion, not realizing the house was so big there was no way Paul could hear him.

      He pushed Amber’s hair from her face, trying to wake her but she stayed limp in the water. How long had she been in here? Jack thought and pulled her body out of the tub, and onto the floor next to him. He didn’t know what to do but managed to grab a towel from the rack, and wrapped it around her. Stupidly all he could think was how pissed she would be if he let anyone see her naked. He kept calling her name as if he expected her to open her eyes, and tell him to shut the fuck up. Was he supposed to give her CPR? Vague memories of something similar happening to him crossed his mind but he didn’t know how to replicate it. He was always the recipient, not the one giving the medical attention.

      Where was Paul? Jack looked around wildly, conscious of every second going by as if it were in slow motion. Reaching for the intercom on the bathroom wall, he called to the garage. After what felt like an eternity, Paul finally came rushing into the bathroom. Like an expert, assessing the situation, he snatched a pill bottle that Jack had overlooked. He read the label and put the bottle in his pocket.

      “The paramedics will want to know what she took.” Paul explained, giving Jack a look that steadied him. Things were under control, Paul’s eyes conveyed, reassuring Jack.

      Reluctant to let go of Amber, Jack thought that if he did, he’d never touch her again. When the paramedics arrived they began to hook up tubes, pulling out equipment he couldn’t name, and injecting her with something he was familiar with. They hurled questions at him that he couldn’t answer, and just as quickly as they arrived, they left, taking Amber in a stretcher, leaving Jack alone in the bathroom.

      Jack propped himself up against the wall, taking a moment to collect himself. With the ability to refocus his eyes now that the adrenaline had left him, he was able to see the magazine page laying on the floor near the tub. The same picture he’d pulled from his back pocket earlier. How it got in the bathroom, he didn’t know. Grabbing the piece of paper, he carefully folded it, and gently placed it back in his pocket. With his heart still pounding steadily against his chest, he realized he needed to get his shit together.

      Paul came into the bathroom and gave Jack a worried look. “The sedan is not operational. I’ll see if I can find the keys to Amber’s car.”

      Jack nodded, and Paul left the room. He didn’t know if he was supposed to go to the hospital or if Amber would even want him there. Someone needed to call Hayley, and he fumbled for his phone.
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      Erin was sitting in her rental car outside of the O’Donnell mansion, kicking herself for being such an idiot. The guy was an asshole, but she shouldn’t have been so hostile. Reluctant to tell her editor about what happened – especially after they paid for her flight and hotel – she sat in the car longer than necessary.

      Erin had dealt with obscure bands who didn’t want to ‘sell out’, up-and-coming bands who were obsessed with how to present themselves in the media, and established artists who’d thought they’d already said it all. Jack O’Donnell was on a whole other level. She had been an idiot, letting her anger get the better of her. Aging musician past his prime, what was she thinking?

      Leaning her head against the steering wheel, Erin tried to figure out a way to get back into the house when a siren in the distance steadily grew louder until it was screaming up the driveway. Every hair on her arms was standing on end as she watched the paramedics race into the house.

      Something was very wrong.

      Like a dream, time slowed down. The best thing to do was leave, but it went against her every instinct as a journalist. She was taught to get the story, but this was not the story she was after. The paramedics wheeled someone out of the house and into the back of the ambulance. Suddenly, the passenger door was yanked open, scaring the shit out of her. In shock, she realized it was Jack; a very pale, shaking Jack…with his shirt on, which was slightly disappointing because she enjoyed the view earlier. Get it together! Erin mentally smacked herself.

      “Drive!” he yelled, causing Erin to jump. “Go!” Jack shrieked, snapping her to attention.

      Erin hit the gas and followed the ambulance through the curving streets of the Hollywood Hills. She had no idea where she was going but kept a respectful distance from the ambulance. Each time she missed a light, panic coursed through her, watching up ahead to see where the ambulance was going, hoping not to lose them in the heavy L.A. traffic. Used to navigating the crazy New York streets, she had a good sense of direction, but mostly as a passenger in a cab or on a bike. L.A. was a whole other beast to master.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Erin could see Jack’s leg bouncing nervously. He was definitely in no shape to have driven himself. He didn’t speak, and she wondered if it was because he didn’t want to, or if he couldn’t find his voice. Navigating the L.A. streets in silence, she didn’t dare ask. Hospital signs up ahead directed her into the parking lot where the emergency room entrance awaited. When she pulled the car up to the curb, Jack sat motionless, staring at the double doors sliding open and closed as people came and went.

      The silence was like a thick blanket. Finally, she placed her hand on Jack’s knee to stop it from shaking. It was a bold move and she half expected him to slap her hand away or yell, but he didn’t. “Do you want me to go in with you?” she asked, surprising herself. She didn’t want to since she hated hospitals, but seeing how panicked Jack was, she felt compelled to stay with him.

      Surprisingly, Jack nodded but did not attempt to open the door. Realizing he probably couldn’t get out of the car without help, she took control of the situation and opened the door for him. Jack exited the vehicle on shaky legs, and the two of them walked through the double doors into the emergency waiting room.

      After arguing with the receptionist at the desk that he was family, she finally let him pass, but Erin had to stay behind. Wanting no part of this, Erin was relieved. It was the opposite of every journalistic instinct, but every part of her human instinct. Too afraid to ask, she still didn’t know what happened. It was none of her business anyway.

      After Jack went past the reception desk, Erin walked outside to move her car. She contemplated just leaving and going back to her hotel room to book an earlier flight home, but something made her park the car and go back inside. She didn’t want Jack to come out thinking he had been abandoned, so she sank into one of the green chairs that was bolted to the floor. For an L.A. hospital, she expected something cushier. Who cares about chairs? she thought. This whole situation was absurd. Feeling completely out of place but not wanting to leave either, she kept busy by exploring the emergency room area. Coffee from a vending machine was not ideal, but it was the best she could find.

      By the time Jack came back, she had eaten a bag of Doritos and tossed two cups of coffee in the trash. She thought the first cup was just bad luck, but the second solidified the fact that vending machine coffee was just plain disgusting.

      “You’re still here,” Jack stated and looked at her, surprised. She didn’t blame him; she was surprised too, but all she did was smile and hand him the third cup of coffee she couldn’t bring herself to drink. Jack took a sip and then promptly handed it to the rude woman behind the desk.

      “Here, I got this for you,” he said with a grin.

      “I should go,” Erin said as she collected her bag from the nearby chair, but Jack grabbed her arm.

      “Why are you here?” he asked.

      Erin didn’t know. Having been caught up in all of this by pure happenstance, she found it difficult to just walk away.

      “For the story?” he prodded when she didn’t answer right away.

      “No!” Erin replied a little too loudly, causing people in the waiting room to pay attention to their conversation. Jack looked uncomfortable and walked out of the emergency room, turned the corner, and lit a cigarette. He offered one to Erin, but she declined.

      “Then what?” Jack asked before taking a drag and blowing out a long stream of smoke.

      “Yes, I want a story, but not this story,” she said. “I mean I want your story, the one I came here for,” she stammered.

      “You really are green,” Jack said with a shake of his head, a hint of a smile showing on his face.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Erin sniped back, taking offense.

      “Any reporter in their right mind would have already called this in,” Jack muttered and gave a tired laugh. “Unless you already have?”

      “I guess journalists aren’t supposed to have integrity anymore,” Erin sighed, feeling indignant. “You climbed into my car, remember? I didn’t ask for this.”

      Jack seemed to soften a little, realizing he was the one who’d brought her here in the first place. His silence gave Erin the nerve to ask what happened.

      Jack gave her a look like she was stupid, and she replied with a sarcastic, are you fucking kidding me right now, expression.

      “Amber did something stupid,” Jack muttered, his gaze moving from her to the pavement. Erin took the implied statement to mean she did something stupid to herself.

      “How is your wife?” she asked.

      “Ex-wife,” Jack corrected.

      “Of course,” Erin said. She knew this, but things were confusing. Jack and Amber were married and then went through a very public divorce, but then they were photographed together all the time. Erin didn’t know left from right, even after all her research.

      Jack flicked the cigarette on the ground and stomped on it with his boot. He squeezed his forehead between his fingers as if to push out a headache that was building.

      “Sleeping pills,” he managed to choke out. “That’s all I heard before I got kicked out.”

      “Kicked out? But you’re family!” Erin said, appalled. After Jack had struggled with the rude lady at the front desk, she thought his battle was over. Even though he was her ex-husband, he had a right to be there, she thought.

      “Yeah, well, tell that to my daughter,” he said, his voice full of resignation as he leaned on the wall and placed the bottom of his boot flat against the brick. It reminded Erin of an old magazine cover she saw of Jack in his younger years, looking very James Dean. His hair was still the same, a little long over the ears, and his eyes were the same brilliant blue. Jack had definitely aged well. During her research she’d poured over pictures, but now, here was Jack in the flesh, and she was not disappointed.

      “What the fuck did you do to my sister this time?” Erin was caught off guard when a woman came tearing out of nowhere and started yelling and swinging at Jack. She looked slightly familiar with her stylish shoulder-length blonde hair, high cheekbones, and grey/blue eyes. Jack held his arms up defensively to block her purse from hitting him in the face.

      “You never deserved her, you piece of shit!” she shrieked and smacked him one more time. The commotion caused several people to come out of the waiting room, including the indignant receptionist from the front desk.

      “Do I need to call security?” the receptionist hollered as she stood rigidly with her arms crossed over her chest.

      The woman gave Jack one final shove and walked away. “No!” she sneered at the receptionist as she walked past. “I’m here to see my sister.” With that, she stormed inside, her designer bag that was wielded as a weapon only moments ago demurely clutched under her arm.

      “Are you okay?” Erin asked, touching Jack’s arm out of concern, as he attempted to smooth down his hair. After witnessing the aggressive display, she felt oddly protective of him.

      “No, I am definitely not okay,” he sneered, not at Erin, but in the general direction of the retreating nurse and the two orderlies she brought out with her.

      “What was that all about?” Erin asked, her mouth still agape.

      Jack looked at her skeptically. “Off the record,” he stated definitively.

      Erin nodded. She couldn’t blame him for not fully trusting her. There was a little glimmer of hope that the article was still on the table, but now was not the time to bring that up.

      “That was Rachel, Amber’s sister,” he said, peering over at the hospital entrance again.

      Erin waited for him to continue.

      “She hates me,” he offered.

      “I gathered that,” Erin said sarcastically, and Jack gave her an amused grin. “Why?”

      “I’m an asshole,” he shrugged.

      “Really?” Erin questioned, pretending to be shocked.

      Jack, ignoring her sarcasm, pulled out a wrinkled picture from his back pocket, the torn edge making it obvious it was ripped from a magazine. Jack smoothed it out against his thigh and gave it to Erin. Taking it from him tentatively, she recognized the cover. It was a recent article but an older picture of Jack and his bandmate, Mia. This picture stood out the most during her research because it was like eavesdropping in on someone’s private moment. The way Jack looked at Mia, their foreheads close together as they were singing, and the genuine smile on Jack’s face. Erin could only describe it as intimate.

      No one had ever looked at Erin the way Jack looked at Mia.

      Erin peered at the photo enviously. She had always been a people watcher, imagining what their lives were like as people walked down the street, shopped in a store, held hands with a lover. She supposed that was what drew her to become a journalist. She wanted to be able to tell human stories, not just imagine them. Staring at Mia, she wanted to know the story behind this picture and so many others. Jack and the band had always been private, limiting interviews and press, but it only seemed to fuel the media’s need to know more as the band grew in popularity.

      Jack was aloof, sharp-edged, and had confidence that bordered on egotistical. He was the kind of guy you didn’t know whether to slap or kiss. There was no in-between when it came to a guy like Jack; people either hated him or loved him. The way his fingers plucked the guitar strings with such force and pleasure, or the way he screamed into a microphone made you fall in love with him.

      “This is why Rachel hates you?” she asked quietly as she handed the picture back to him.

      “Among many other reasons,” Jack added with an eye roll, taking the picture back.

      “Found this on the bathroom floor,” he murmured and held it up to her again before folding it and sliding it in his pocket, “where I found…” he trailed off, not finishing the sentence.

      Erin remained still, watching him as if he were a bomb about to explode.

      “It’s so stupid. This whole thing is just so stupid,” Jack whispered, his expression pained. It was obvious to Erin that he cared for Amber, even though their divorce had been nasty and riddled with tabloid fodder.

      “It’s life,” Erin spoke plainly. “I don’t pretend to know anything about you or Amber or her crazy sister, but pain has a way of cutting into all of us, and sometimes it’s so deep that it can’t heal.”

      Jack looked at her thoughtfully, his dark hair hiding part of his face. It seemed to be perpetually messy, casting a shadow across his painfully clear blue eyes. Erin found them jarring to look at for too long. The eyes are described as a window to the soul, but Jack’s were like a clear pool of water reflecting only her image.

      “Sounds like you know what you’re talking about,” Jack ventured.

      “We all have our own story, don’t we?” Erin replied, momentarily thinking about her dad. “You don’t get to corner the market on stupid shit happening to you, right?” she added, to lighten the mood.

      “Maybe being a selfish prick has its advantages,” Jack jested.

      “How so?” Erin had a feeling there was more to Jack O’Donnell than the egotistical asshole he wanted everyone to see.

      “Of all the shit that’s happened to me, not once did I contemplate offing myself.” He sounded almost proud.

      “Ego does have something to do with it I guess,” Erin replied, a little uneasy discussing suicide with the lighthearted nature they were using.

      “The world would have missed me too much,” Jack smirked and pushed himself away from the wall, linking his arm with Erin’s. In a surprising change of mood, he asked, “Do you think the cafeteria has cappuccinos?” as he led her back inside the hospital.
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      Jack had been overly optimistic about the hospital cafeteria having cappuccinos, so he settled for a slightly better cup of coffee than the vending machine. He was acutely aware of his shaking hands as he set the cup back down on the table. Wrapping his fingers around the Styrofoam seemed to ground him a little; at least he had something to hold on to. His body had been so tense, and now that he had settled down, his muscles were protesting.

      Erin sat across from him, pretending to be pleased with the coffee. He smiled on the inside and thought how funny some of the places life takes you are. Jumping into Erin’s car without thinking of the consequences or the implications was a stupid thing to do. She was a journalist after all, but as far as he could tell, she had not called in the story to her editor or through any other channel. He checked his phone regularly for alerts, as did his publicist. Maybe his first impression of her was all wrong, but he did understand the tactics used by news outlets to get a story or an interview – no matter what. He’d had bad experiences in the past with pretty young journalists tasked to get a story out of him. Erin was too familiar for his liking, and he knew that was not a coincidence. Jack hated being manipulated.

      With her dark hair and brown eyes, Erin seemed genuinely unaware of any similarities to another person that would make Jack uncomfortable. He did notice when they were outside the hospital that the sun’s reflection made her eyes an almost golden color. Erin took a sip of coffee, probably in hopes of hiding her reddening cheeks after noticing his scrutiny. He seemed to have that effect on her if he stared for too long.

      Erin looked like she was about to say something when a hospital administrator came by the table and sequestered Jack. He got up and noticed a cop standing by the exit of the cafeteria. Erin looked more nervous for him than he felt, but he was no stranger to cops.

      “We’d like to ask you a few questions,” the officer said.

      Jack gave him his signature defiant smirk. “Am I under arrest?” he joked, and held his hands towards him to be cuffed. The vein that popped out of the cop’s temple told Jack he had gotten under his skin.

      “Not yet,” the officer huffed.

      Jack had not expected Hayley to appear, but she must have known the cops were looking for him. “What’s going on here?” Her demeanor reminded him of Amber, the same way her looks did: blonde hair, high cheekbones, but her eyes were all Jack.

      “This doesn’t concern you,” the cop stated and held his hand up to stop Hayley from coming closer, causing Jack’s protective instincts to kick in.

      “Do not,” Jack stepped in front of Hayley, “touch her.” He gave the cop a menacing look.

      “I see you bring dates to the hospital now, huh?” Hayley sneered, ignoring the cop and looking in Erin’s direction, who did her best not to crawl under the cafeteria table.

      “She’s not my date.” Jack didn’t know what Erin was, but he certainly wasn’t going to say she was a journalist. He turned to face the cop. “Look, I don’t know what you want, but now is not a good time.”

      “I just need to get a statement,” he replied.

      “How insensitive are you?” Hayley asked the cop, tears filling her eyes that hadn’t yet spilled over. “My mother is lying in a hospital bed right now, fighting for her life. We don’t have time for this.”

      “I’m sorry, Ma’am,” the officer apologized, looking embarrassed. He turned toward Jack and said, “If you could come to the station later today and give a statement, we would appreciate it.”

      Jack nodded but had no intention of going to the station this afternoon – or anytime for that matter. Not that he did anything wrong, but he was smart enough to know how things could spin out of control. Once the cop left, Hayley wheeled around to face Jack, and the look on her face made his heart deflate like a balloon. “She’s fighting for her life?”

      Hayley’s expression changed to one of annoyance. “I only said that to get the cop to leave.”

      Jack nodded appreciatively, and Hayley looked away.

      “Is she okay?” Jack asked.

      “No thanks to you,” was her response. Hayley stood with her arms crossed over her chest, looking so very much like Amber it was scary. “She doesn’t want this in the press,” Hayley said sternly. “You need to speak to your publicist.”

      “Already done.” He knew Amber well enough to already have that taken care of. “Can I see her?” Jack asked tentatively.

      “Like I said before, now is not a good time. I think you should go.”

      He scratched the back of his head, messing up his hair even more. Clearly she was okay enough to worry about the press.

      “Hayley…” he said, more of a plea than anything else.

      “You’ve done enough already,” Hayley said, clearly assuming this was all Jack’s fault.

      Jack admitted to causing Amber a lot of pain in the past, and lord knows they had their moments, but he didn’t force her to jam a bottle of sleeping pills down her throat. He watched as Hayley walked back down the hall without saying goodbye. When she was out of sight, he turned and kicked the nearest chair, causing it to land on its side after skidding across the floor a few feet. The administrator looked at him alarmed and eyed the emergency phone on the wall.

      “Don’t bother, I’m leaving,” he said to her in a huff and headed down the long hallway towards the exit. There was a tightness in his chest, like someone had reached in and grabbed hold of his airways. Once outside, the fresh air hit him like a slap to the face and he breathed in deeply. He was ready to bolt when he realized that he didn’t have a car, and he had completely forgotten about Erin. He started to call Paul when he heard a whistle. Pulling up to the curb of the entrance was Erin.

      He peered in the car, looking quizzically. “What are you doing?”

      “I thought you might need a getaway car.” The look on her face was part amusement and part serious.

      Jack shook his head and laughed. It was a laugh that escaped when you had no other option. A laugh that was pure hysteria. “Alright, let’s get out of here.”

      “Where to?” Erin asked.

      “To get a decent fucking cup of coffee,” he replied and slid into the passenger seat.

      Erin put the car in gear and pulled out of the hospital parking lot. “Are you alright?”

      It took him about a block to answer because he didn’t know what to say. He definitely was not alright. “You want me to do the interview?” Jack asked and turned to face her. There was one thing he knew for sure: if he agreed to talk to her, then he didn’t have to be alone.

      “Are you sure you wanna do that?” Erin asked out of concern.

      “Turn left at the light,” he said.

      “You’re not going to regret this,” Erin smiled

      “Darlin’, I already do,” Jack said, only half-joking, and gave her a wicked smile.
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      Jack settled into the chair near the window, and Erin in the one opposite him. The coffee shop was off a busy street, not too far from the beach. The sign advertised breakfast was served all day, but she wasn’t hungry at the moment; her stomach was still in knots. Erin looked around observing the long family-size table near the wall, mismatched chairs on one side, and a long bench on the other. A large light fixture hung from the ceiling that was made of recycled glass bottles. In the middle of the shop were a few two-seater round tables made of faded wood. Along the large window spanning a view to the street were oversized chairs with low coffee tables between them. The chairs were much more comfortable than the ones in the hospital cafeteria, and Erin tucked her feet under her legs, enjoying the stretch.

      Jack looked out the window while Erin pulled her phone and a notebook from her bag. She felt guilty interviewing Jack under these circumstances; however, this story had become more important to her. Erin was a seasoned enough journalist and no stranger to the music scene, having interviewed musicians in various stages of rushing to and from publicity stops and shows, and once from the other side of a bathroom stall while said lead singer inconspicuously got high, but this was by far one of the oddest situations based on circumstances alone.

      “What can I get you?” the waitress asked, interrupting her thoughts as she stood waiting to take their order. She was a short blonde with wide eyes, a set of stacked rings on her fingers, ear piercings up her left ear, and completed the look with a nose ring. Erin, being in her mid-thirties, was in a place in her life where she owned up to her shortcomings, bad decisions, and had just started to become comfortable with herself. She did not envy twenty-somethings anymore and smiled to herself.

      “Hey, aren’t you Jack O’Donnell?” the waitress gushed. “I just love your music.” She smiled with bleached-white teeth.

      Jack gave her one of his ‘fan’ smiles that Erin could tell was well-rehearsed. He ordered a cappuccino, and the waitress almost left the table without getting Erin’s order.

      “Chai tea latte with almond milk, dirty.”

      “Dirty, eh?” Jack teased and cocked an eyebrow, his grin exposing the cleft in his chin that Erin found very sexy.

      “It means with an espresso shot,” Erin clarified.

      “I know what it means,” Jack mused.

      “I bet you just love that,” Erin teased, motioning to the waitress as she retreated. She could tell Jack liked the attention – which, from Erin’s experience, was true for most musicians. Only a rare few didn’t like the spotlight and all the attention that came with being influential.

      Jack chuckled softly and crossed his ankle over his opposite knee, settling in. “It has its perks,” Jack agreed and lifted his eyebrows. He could be very charming and playful when he wanted to be, but it felt like a facade. There was a curtain he was hiding behind, and Erin wondered who the real Jack was. Perhaps she would find out… if he would let her.

      Erin remembered a comment Jack made from earlier; how upset he became when he came to some conclusion about why the magazine had sent her. It gnawed away at her because she got assignments on merit, not in the way Jack thought.

      “I didn’t get this gig because of my looks,” Erin began, but he seemed unfazed. “Just so you know.” Never had she cared about such a thing from any other potential interviewee, but she wanted Jack to respect her. That was the only way this interview would be taken seriously.

      “If you say so,” he said, though he didn’t seem convinced.

      “I have a pretty extensive portfolio.” She felt compelled to make him understand that she was not being used as bait or whatever he thought. “Edge is just one of the magazines that I’ve written for,” she clarified. “You can look up my work.”

      “I believe you,” Jack said putting his hands up in surrender, but it was Erin who was not convinced now.

      Erin decided the smartest thing to do would be to return to business. “I’m going to turn on my recorder,” she said.

      “Ah, we’re getting serious now.” Jack leaned back in his seat, trying to appear comfortable, but everything about him was tense.

      “Where should we start?” Jack asked, smoothing his hair with a nervous swipe of his fingers.

      Erin took out her notebook and clicked the pen open, always well prepared. The waitress dropped off their drinks, and discreetly placed a napkin near Jack with her name and number written on it. This angered Erin as she felt slightly protective over Jack after the events of the morning, and gave the waitress the stink-eye as she left the table.

      Jack ignored the waitress and gave all his attention to Erin, waiting for her to continue. “You look displeased,” Jack ventured.

      “I just think that’s presumptuous,” Erin explained and motioned to the napkin.

      “How so?” Jack asked, cocking his head.

      “Well, for one, we could be on a date,” Erin said in an annoyed tone.

      “Would you like for us to be on a date?” Jack teased, his smile unnerving her.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Erin scoffed.

      “You brought it up,” Jack argued and shrugged innocently.

      “Okay, that’s not…” Erin trailed off, frustrated. “Never mind.” She settled back in.

      Erin cleared her throat and went back to business. “It’s been 20 years since the first album came out. I’d like to go back to how the band was formed. There’s not a lot of information on this subject, other than you being high school friends, but I’d like to go a little deeper and talk about what it was like before the fame,” she said.

      Erin could see a slight tick at the corner of Jack’s eye. “If that’s okay,” she added, swallowing hard.

      Jack took a sip of his cappuccino and Erin could tell he was very pleased with it. “I was a sixteen-year-old asshole of a kid who was destined to drop out of school and end up in jail,” he began. “Music was all I had.”

      “Well, you did drop out and you did end up in jail, on more than one occasion,” Erin stated as she sifted through her notes, “but my guess is that there was a lot that happened in between.” She took a sip of her latte. Every place made chai differently and she was not impressed with this one, but it was drinkable. She was partial to a shop around the corner from her apartment in Queens.

      Jack chuckled. “That’s a matter of public record.”

      “You said music was all you had. Why?”

      Jack’s expression darkened.

      “How did the band get formed?” Erin rephrased.

      “It’s how every great love story begins,” Jack started, a touch of nostalgia in his eyes. “I met a girl.” A smile spread across his face that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I met a girl… and she ruined me forever.”

      Erin couldn’t tell if he was talking about Mia or Amber. She only knew that she wanted to find out.
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      Jack tiptoed down the stairs, holding his breath when the wood bowed and creaked under his weight. The house was old, and he knew by now which steps were loose, but sometimes in his haste, he made a mistake. It was always best, in Jack’s opinion, to be a ghost. He could hear his father’s snoring skip a beat, but thankfully the snoring resumed, and Jack let out a relieved breath. He went into the kitchen and stood in front of the fridge, debating whether he should risk the noise of opening it. There probably wasn’t anything with a use-by date that hadn’t already passed. He knew there was a box of pop tarts in the cupboard, so he opted for that instead.

      Jack peered into the living room, seeing his father’s leg slung over the back of the couch, a dirty sock slipping precariously over the heel. The cabinet door above the sink was hanging on one hinge. His father had obviously pulled on it too hard and then used it to steady himself, after going through a six-pack of beer and what looked like a bottle of whiskey – hence the reason he was passed out on the couch this morning. Last night, Jack had listened to the ruckus from his room upstairs. First, there was the unmistakable creak of wood splitting, and then his father’s curse floated up the stairs that were just off the kitchen. Jack knew better than to come down and see what happened. He also knew it would be best to fix it in silence while his father was at work.

      A ghost.

      His backpack hung over the kitchen chair, and when he pulled it, he mistakenly knocked over the chair, making a loud noise. Righting it hastily, he quickly slung the bag over his shoulder and headed for the back door. Jack could hear his father groan something indiscernible from the front room, and before Jack could reach the threshold of the door, he was pulled back, hard. He felt his neck jerk like the snap of a rubber band. He was flung so hard he landed on the floor, the wind knocked out of him.

      His father grabbed him by the collar and pulled him from the floor. “Where do you think you’re going?” his father sneered. “Always sneaking around like a goddamn coward.”

      No longer a ghost.

      Although they were the same height, Mick O’Donnell was much stronger. His arms were all sinewy muscles, the product of extensive manual labor. His hair was dark and curled around his collar at the nape of his neck. His eyes were the color of sea glass, very pure, but it was a lie of the person who peered through them. It unnerved Jack how much Mick looked like an older version of himself. Mick was a mean drunk who came home from a job he hated to a life he hated even more, only to drink himself into forgetting his reality.

      Jack was finding it hard to breathe, his neck constricted by his father’s grip on his shirt collar. Jack didn’t answer because he knew it didn’t matter what he said. All he could think was how stupid he’d been to let the chair fall over when he was so close to leaving unscathed. Every day Jack walked on eggshells, never knowing how Mick would react. His father was a labyrinth of dark corridors, and Jack never knew what he might find when he turned a corner.

      “Huh?” Mick shook him, waiting for an answer.

      “I was going to Wade’s to do homework,” Jack lied, Wade Kernish was one of Jack’s best friends.

      A rumble in the driveway signaled one of Mick’s buddies picking him up for his shift. The constriction in Jack’s throat was relieved when his father let go.

      “Homework?” Mick looked down on him. “You’re stuck in this shit town just like your old man,” Mick laughed, leaving Jack on the floor of the kitchen, rubbing his neck. Jack had been lucky this time.

      “Homework’s not gonna get you out of here.”

      This was not the worst of it.

      Jack supposed it was his destiny to be stuck here just like his father told him. He’d probably end up in jail, too, but Jack had other plans, and that was why he was heading to Wade’s. Jack watched as Mick grabbed his jacket, slug a half-empty bottle of warm beer that was left on the table, and walked out the front door without so much as a glance back at Jack.

      Jack never knew his mother. She died when he was a baby, and Mick never talked about her. He would never find out what kind of woman she was, the plans his parents had made, or if they were happy together. All he knew of his mother was a picture that sat on the side table in the living room, of her holding Jack when he was a baby.

      Jack had lived with his maternal grandmother after his mother died. Mick had been in jail for who knows what at the time. Unfortunately, Jack’s grandmother passed away when he was in middle school. He had to move back to Payson from Phoenix and live with his father, who was neither pleased nor displeased about the situation. Mick was not a complicated person. He liked to drink and play poker with his buddies who were also drunks. When Mick was drunk he hit Jack, and Mick was drunk often. Whether or not Mick found pleasure in hitting him, Jack never knew, nor did he care to know.

      On the rare occasions when Mick wasn’t drunk, he was quiet and somber. Sometimes Jack saw a flicker of regret in Mick’s eyes, but it was a ghost of a thing, just like Jack. It appeared and then it was gone in a blink, so it was hard to tell if it was ever there in the first place.

      Jack knew that if he stayed in Payson, Arizona, he would end up just like Mick. There was nothing here for him but a bar stool, a mill job, and a jail cell. Jack picked himself up from the floor and looked at the hanging cabinet door. From the drawer, he grabbed a screwdriver and hauled himself up onto the counter so he could reach the screw. He made a new hole and secured the door back in place. When he was done, he left out the back door and ran through the woods behind his house. The woods were like a corridor from the life Jack had to the life he wanted. His friend, Cash Morgan, was waiting for him outside of the gas station in his parents’ Buick.

      “What took you so long?” Cash asked, giving Jack a look of annoyance. Apparently he had been waiting a while. Cash was tall, his seat pushed back to make room for his legs to work the gas and brake. He had a large nose that fit perfectly on his face. His hair was the wheat-colored blonde of youth, and he wore it slicked back with gel, high in the front, and combed to a point in the back. The remnants of a Mohawk still showed, but the sides had finally grown in enough to give the slightest whisper of what it once was.

      “Had to fix a cabinet door,” Jack explained.

      Jack never gave his friends any indication that something was wrong at home. Of course, they all saw unexplained bruises that they had the decency not to ask about. There were times when Jack would bunk in Cash’s room or on the couch in Wade’s garage when things at home were unbearable.

      “Jesus, you drive like a Grandpa,” Jack said, annoyed. Payson was a small town with no traffic, and Cash stopped at the four ways, looking in all directions as if he expected a traffic jam.

      “Don’t give me shit, O’Donnell,” Cash said and looked at him crossly, but with the hint of a smile.

      “Someone steal your Cornflakes this morning?” Jack teased.

      “Yeah, your mother,” Cash returned with a smack, causing the car to swerve. “See what you made me do?” Cash yelled at him, righting the car.

      Jack chuckled.

      Jack met both Cash and Wade in junior high when he had moved back after his grandmother’s passing. Payson was a small mountain town and everyone knew Mick, and therefore, Jack. The three of them bonded over their love of absurd punk music. That was how the band was started. Wade got a set of drums from his parents that year. They expected he would grow tired of them quickly, but four years later, much to their dismay and the neighbors’ chagrin, Wade still banged away in the garage, joined by Jack’s old Fender guitar and Cash’s Gibson bass.

      Cash parked the car in Wade’s driveway, right in front of the open garage door. Wade had his drums set up in the corner. A dusty, stained rug lined the space in front of it, and an old couch that looked like something salvaged from his Grandmother’s house squatted along the side. A few amps sat next to the couch with cords running back and forth, just waiting to trip the next unsuspecting person.

      Jack learned to play the guitar while living at his grandmother’s. She had a neighbor who introduced Jack to his first guitar. The minute he’d picked up the Fender it was like a door slid open inside him, revealing a room that was to be filled with music. He was still an angry kid, but now he had an outlet, a way to expel the demons. Too impatient to learn how to read music, he could listen to a tune and replicate it, which he was told was something rare and beautiful.

      He liked the sound of that because like a ghost was rare and beautiful in its own right, Jack was similar.

      The guitar and his clothes were the only things he took with him to live with his father. Five years later, that’s still all he had. Jack soon learned to find a hiding place for his guitar, and later, to leave it at Wade’s for fear that his father would pawn it. It sat in its case next to Wade’s drums; such an idle place for such a monstrous force. Only when Jack had it in his hands did he feel right in the world. In a world that was mostly chaos for Jack, the Fender was a piston that fell into the engine block, ready to ignite.

      They played the songs of their heroes. The lyrics talked about breaking out, standing up, not giving a fuck. It became Jack’s little ember of hope. Over time, Wade’s parents had stopped wearing earplugs and embraced the fact that the drums were here to stay. Sometimes the neighbors would stop on their walks around the neighborhood to be treated with a mini concert. “Say, what’s that song?” or “Do you know any Rolling Stones?” they would call out.

      “Ruby Soho!” Jack would yell out, and he’d receive a confused look along with a “Huh? Never heard of it.” Then he would break into the chorus of ‘I Can’t Get No (Satisfaction)’, to which he would be rewarded with a thumbs up.

      Wade sat on the ratty couch that sometimes doubled as Jack’s bed. Wade’s inky black hair looked like spikes all over his head. He had impossibly long eyelashes, and over-friendly brown eyes. Even though Wade was seventeen, his high cheekbones made him look younger than he was. Compared to Jack and Cash, Wade was the calm one, always getting them back in line with practice schedules and local gigs. However, there was nothing calm about the way Wade played the drums. He was like a contained bomb, if there was such a thing; the tick, tick, tick in perfect cadence until the explosion.

      Wade’s house was a typical middle-class ranch model; two parents, a little sister, and a dog. Wade even had a fish named Larry in a little glass bowl in his room. Cash and Wade were invested in the band’s success, but the difference between them and Jack was that they wanted the band to succeed, but Jack needed it to.

      Jack worked at a mechanic shop in town and used the money he made to buy amps and gas money to get around. They managed to buy a van to carry band equipment, which they affectionately named The Beast because it expelled black smoke from the tailpipe every time Wade jumped on the gas. If Cash drove like a Grandpa, Wade drove like he was trying to win a NASCAR race.

      Wade’s mom came into the garage from the side door. She held out a can of soda to each of the boys and a plate of sandwiches, which Jack quickly gobbled up. He was hungry since he never did get to eat the Pop Tart.

      Wade’s little sister ran out after her and plopped down onto the couch next to Wade, a satisfied smile on her face.

      “Mom!” Wade yelled, not giving his sister
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