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Chapter 1 – The Man Who Couldn’t Sleep

[image: ]


The ocean was loud tonight.

Waves slammed against the cliffs below Andrew Hale’s estate with enough force to rattle the glass walls of the living room, but the sound still wasn’t loud enough to drown out the silence inside the house.

Silence had become its own kind of disease.

Andrew stood barefoot beside the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the black California coastline, a crystal tumbler hanging loosely from his fingers. Ice melted slowly into untouched whiskey while moonlight spilled across marble floors worth more than most homes.

Fifty-eight years old.

Three Grammy Awards.

Two sold-out world tours that people still talked about twenty years later.

A net worth large enough for financial magazines to obsess over every few months.

And not a single reason to sleep.

The grandfather clock near the staircase ticked past 2:13 a.m.

Andrew exhaled slowly.

Another night.

Another endless, empty night.

Behind him, music drifted softly through hidden speakers built into the mansion walls. One of Velvet Dominion’s older records. His assistant had probably queued it automatically earlier in the evening, assuming nostalgia comforted him.

It didn’t.

Andrew listened to his own voice from thirty years ago pour through the room—young, reckless, immortal.

Back then crowds screamed his name so loudly he thought the sound would live inside him forever.

Now the applause existed only in documentaries and remastered vinyl collections.

Funny how fame could once feel enormous enough to swallow the world and still leave a man completely alone afterward.

He moved toward the kitchen, the glass in his hand untouched.

The mansion sprawled across the cliffs like a luxury hotel designed for ghosts. Too many rooms. Too many empty hallways. Architects had called it modern and visionary when he bought it a decade ago.

Now it felt sterile.

Cold.

Like a museum dedicated to a version of himself that no longer existed.

A soft vibration buzzed against the marble counter.

Andrew glanced at the phone screen.

Three missed calls.

One text message.

RICK: Need confirmation for the anniversary interview next week. Media team wants final approval.

Andrew stared at the message before locking the screen again.

Another interview.

Another journalist asking the same tired questions.

What was it like being the greatest rock frontman of the 90s?

Did he miss touring?

Did he regret the addictions?

The failed marriage?

The public breakdown?

The dead bandmate?

Everyone always wanted the mythology.

Nobody wanted the man underneath it.

Andrew walked toward the piano sitting near the far wall. Black polished wood reflected the dim amber lights hanging above the bar.

He hadn’t written a real song in years.

Not one that mattered.

There were fragments scattered everywhere—unfinished lyrics in drawers, melody recordings buried inside old phones, half-written verses abandoned after midnight when inspiration collapsed into exhaustion.

The industry called him retired.

That word irritated him more than it should.

Retired sounded peaceful.

There was nothing peaceful about feeling hollow.

He sat on the piano bench slowly, fingers hovering above the keys.

For a moment he considered playing.

Instead he closed the lid.

Outside, rain began tapping lightly against the glass.

His chest tightened unexpectedly.

Not pain.

Just pressure.

The familiar restless ache that visited every night once darkness settled in.

Andrew rubbed a hand across his jaw.

Maybe the doctor was right.

The thought annoyed him instantly.

Two days earlier, his physician had spent nearly an hour explaining how stress, isolation, alcohol, and chronic insomnia were destroying his health.

“You need purpose outside your own head,” the older man had said carefully. “Something real. Something quiet.”

Andrew nearly laughed at the word quiet.

His entire life had been noise.

Stadiums.

Fans.

Interviews.

Tour buses.

Paparazzi.

Managers screaming backstage while pyrotechnics exploded around him.

Noise built his empire.

Noise made him rich.

Noise also left him unable to exist comfortably in silence.

And yet somehow silence was all he had now.

He stood again and wandered through the house aimlessly.

The walls displayed framed platinum records beside black-and-white photographs from the Velvet Dominion era. Andrew at twenty-eight standing shirtless beneath stage lights. Andrew destroying a guitar in Berlin. Andrew kissing actresses, models, women whose names he barely remembered now.

A whole career preserved like artifacts from another lifetime.

He paused at one photograph longer than the others.

Four men standing backstage after a concert in London.

Sweaty.

Laughing.

Alive.

Andrew’s gaze settled on Daniel Mercer beside him—the band’s lead guitarist and his closest friend for almost twenty years.

Daniel died fifteen years ago from an overdose in a hotel suite in Prague.

The band never recovered.

Truthfully, neither did Andrew.

The world assumed grief faded once enough years passed.

It didn’t.

It simply learned how to sit quietly inside a person.

The rain intensified outside.

Andrew turned away from the photograph and headed upstairs.

Maybe sleep would finally come.

It didn’t.

Forty minutes later he still lay awake beneath expensive linen sheets staring at shadows moving across the ceiling.

The digital clock beside the bed glowed 3:41 a.m.

He closed his eyes.

Immediately memories arrived.

Flashing cameras.

Crowds roaring.

Daniel laughing backstage.

Headlines calling him dangerous.

Another woman crying during another argument.

Another hotel room.

Another bottle.

Another year disappearing into exhaustion.

Andrew sat upright sharply.

“Enough,” he muttered into the darkness.

His voice sounded unfamiliar from lack of use.

He swung his legs off the bed and walked toward the private balcony outside his bedroom. Cold ocean air struck his face instantly.

Below the cliffs, waves crashed endlessly beneath storm clouds.

For several minutes he simply stood there breathing.

Then his phone rang.

Andrew almost ignored it until he saw the caller ID.

Megan.

His assistant.

He frowned before answering.

“It’s four in the morning.”

“Technically,” Megan replied dryly, “it’s eight-thirty in New York.”

Andrew leaned against the balcony railing. “Why are you working at eight-thirty on a Saturday?”

“Why are you awake?”

He had no answer for that.

Rain misted against the balcony stones.

“What happened?” he asked finally.

Megan hesitated briefly. “Nothing urgent. I just forwarded next month’s schedule and wanted to warn you Rick added another interview request.”

Andrew closed his eyes.

“Cancel it.”

“You’ve canceled the last six.”

“Good.”

A sigh crackled softly through the speaker.

Megan had worked for him nearly twelve years, which made her one of the few people willing to speak honestly around him anymore.

“You can’t hide forever, Andrew.”

“I’m not hiding.”

“Living alone on a cliff and refusing every public appearance is literally hiding.”

His jaw tightened.

The frustrating part was she wasn’t wrong.

He changed the subject instead.

“What happened with that charity project you mentioned?”

A brief pause.

“The library restoration?”

“Yeah.”

“The city archive foundation still needs donors. They’re hosting some fundraiser tomorrow evening.”

Andrew stared out at the dark ocean.

He vaguely remembered Megan mentioning it earlier in the week while reviewing business proposals. Something about restoring a historic library downtown before sections of it closed permanently.

Normally he ignored those kinds of events.

Too many cameras.

Too many fake smiles.

Too many wealthy people pretending generosity for magazine coverage.

Still...

A library.

Quiet.

The idea felt strangely appealing.

“Who’ll be there?” he asked.

“Writers. Historians. Local donors.” Megan paused. “Probably fewer supermodels than your usual events.”

Andrew snorted despite himself.

“That bad?”

“You dated three actresses in eighteen months.”

“And regretted all of them.”

“Exactly my point.”

The faintest smile touched his mouth before fading again.

Megan’s tone softened carefully. “You should go.”

“I don’t need another public event.”

“No,” she said gently. “You need something that doesn’t revolve around being Andrew Hale the rock legend.”

The words settled heavier than he expected.

Below him the ocean churned violently against the cliffs.

Andrew looked back toward the empty bedroom behind him.

The empty mansion.

The empty nights.

“What time?” he asked quietly.

Megan sounded almost surprised. “Seven tomorrow evening.”

“Fine.”

“Fine meaning maybe?”

“Fine meaning stop interrogating me.”

She laughed softly. “I’ll send the details.”

The call ended.

Andrew remained on the balcony another several minutes while cold rain drifted across the coastline.

Eventually he stepped back inside and closed the glass doors behind him.

The house returned to silence immediately.

But somehow it felt slightly different now.

Not better.

Not hopeful exactly.

Just... interrupted.

Andrew walked downstairs again and paused beside the piano.

Slowly, almost reluctantly, he lifted the lid this time.

His fingers touched the keys.

One note echoed through the enormous house.

Then another.

Soft.

Careful.

Like someone remembering a language they once spoke fluently.

Outside, the storm continued across the ocean.

Inside, for the first time in weeks, Andrew played until sunrise.
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Chapter 2 – The Quiet Between Shelves
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The library smelled like dust, paper, and rain.

Linda Carter loved all three.

She moved quietly between tall wooden shelves balancing a stack of returned books against her chest while morning light filtered through stained-glass windows overhead. The old city archive library sat tucked between newer office buildings downtown, almost forgotten beneath decades of urban expansion.

Most people overlooked the building completely.

Linda preferred it that way.

The outside world always seemed loud to her—cars, phones, crowded restaurants, endless conversations people filled simply because silence made them uncomfortable.

Inside the library, silence meant peace.

Predictability.

Breathing room.

She slid a weathered poetry collection into its proper place before adjusting the crooked spine beside it automatically.

“Good morning, Linda.”

She turned to find Mrs. Holloway approaching slowly from the reference desk carrying a clipboard.

At seventy-two, the senior archivist moved carefully due to arthritis, but her sharp gray eyes still noticed everything.

“Morning,” Linda replied softly.

Mrs. Holloway glanced toward the towering shelves around them. “You reorganized the restoration section already?”

“I finished before opening.”

“You came in early again.”

Linda smiled faintly. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“Or,” the older woman said knowingly, “you simply enjoy hiding here before the public arrives.”

Linda didn’t deny it.

The truth was she liked the library most in the early morning hours before visitors arrived. The silence felt deeper then. Cleaner somehow.

No ringing phones.

No tourists.

Just the quiet rustle of pages and the distant creaking of old wood settling inside the historic building.

Mrs. Holloway handed her the clipboard.

“Fundraiser preparations.”

Linda glanced at the paperwork and immediately sighed.

“I was hoping you forgot.”

“Impossible.” Mrs. Holloway adjusted her glasses. “If we don’t raise enough money tonight, the west archive wing closes by winter.”

Linda’s gaze lifted automatically toward the second floor balconies above them.

The west wing housed some of the library’s oldest collections.

First-edition literature.

Historical journals.

Rare manuscripts.

Closing it would feel like amputating part of the building’s soul.

“How short are we?” Linda asked quietly.

“Very.”

The older woman’s expression tightened.

“Utility costs keep rising. The city barely contributes anymore. Wealthy donors would rather fund glamorous museums than old libraries nobody visits.”

Linda frowned slightly.

People visited.

Not crowds perhaps, but enough.

Students came during exams. Elderly locals spent afternoons reading newspapers near the fireplace. Writers rented archive rooms upstairs when they needed quiet.

And then there were people like Linda herself.

People who needed places untouched by chaos.

“We’ll manage,” she said eventually.

Mrs. Holloway gave her a fond look.

“You always say that.”

“Because panicking never fixes anything.”

The older woman chuckled softly. “You were born eighty years old.”

Linda smiled despite herself.

She’d heard variations of that her entire life.

Too quiet.

Too calm.

Too serious.

Even as a child, she preferred libraries over parties and rainy afternoons with novels over crowded gatherings. Her mother used to worry something was wrong with her.

Truthfully, Linda simply hated

























































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





