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      For all the ‘Jack’s’ out there who need to find their way out of the darkness.

      There is a happily ever after waiting for you.
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      The neck of the guitar is balanced on my knee while I sit in front of the sound board. I couldn’t tell you what half of this shit does, but I know enough to turn on the playback. Wade is the equipment nerd but he’s not here most of the time. I usually come alone. I prefer it that way.

      The headphones fit snug against my ears, and they drown out whatever noise might be beyond the studio door. But it’s late and I’m guessing no one is here anyway. I listen to her songs over and over again. Her voice cascading over me like a clear pool of water I want to wash myself clean in. The sound of the piano with all of its imperfections feels as though it’s being played in the same room as me. Her voice is a powerful beacon, burning through me, threatening to tear me apart and like the masochist I am, I revel in it. Here I am, staring at this board, knowing that her voice, her music is still alive, but she is not. It’s grossly unfair. But nothing in life is fair, and certainly not for me.

      I wearily run my hands through my hair, tearing the headphones off and lean forward, closing my eyes. It’s unclear if I have the nerve or the will power to finish this album, and God knows I have tried. It deserves to be heard, but writers block consumes me every time I get in the studio. All I know is that I lay awake at night thinking about it. This album is personal. Not only is it the last music Mia would ever make, but it is the last thing we made together. I want to hold onto this as long as I can because it is all I have left. Every year, memories fade, and the feel of her loses its sharpness in my mind. I should let those memories go, but I hold on fiercely to retain them.

      I have every reason to go home right now, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      I am too deep inside my own head.

      I am no good to anyone right now, least of all Erin. She would understand but that doesn’t mean she should have to.

      This is my process.

      This is my darkness.

      The pen starts to slide off the notebook as I drag it towards me, but I grab it just before it tumbles off the edge. It’s a simple composition notebook you can get at any drugstore, but it contains notes, chords, lingering thoughts, ramblings, and drawings that I’ve transferred from my head onto those pages. If anyone were to look at it, I’m afraid of what they might think.

      This album was left unfinished. Like so many other things, I intended to leave it that way, file it away like I’ve tried to file away that part of my life, but it’s begging me not to.

      Maybe if I finish it, I can finally sleep.

      Sometimes I can’t stand to be inside my own skin. I think too much. My mind never stops and I’m exhausted. I thought writing a book would help ease this pain I feel inside, but it hasn’t. There are over a hundred thousand words in those pages that people will read, but I lived them, and they are etched inside my soul forever.

      Absently, I hit a few minor chords on my guitar, hoping it will provoke a spark of something that resembles creativity, but I come up empty. Calluses on my fingertips prevent me from feeling the strings but I don’t need to feel them to know I’m hitting the right chords. There was a time when I didn’t feel right in the world without a guitar in my hands. Now, it feels like a strange weight pressed to my thighs and against my torso. Writing songs was never easy, but it was never this hard. There were times when it felt like I was bleeding ink from my veins just to get lyrics onto paper.

      Now, I can’t even bleed.

      I’d smash this guitar to pieces right now if it wasn’t a ’56 Strat. Not the kind of guitar you obliterate unless you’re insane, and I’m not quite there yet. Although I couldn’t seem to cure my writers block tonight, I have this Strat in my hand, and it is begging to be played. Cash acquired this at an auction and because he knows what a guitar snob I am, he offered for me to check it out. He’s putting a lot more trust in me than I deserve. It has the signature dark brown-to-golden yellow sunburst pattern made from rosewood. It’s the perfect guitar to play because of its body design and balance. Even though so many guitars have emulated this style since its inception, there’s nothing like the original. I can tell this guitar has been well played, and each scuff mark and ding in the body tells a story.

      I need to get the fuck out of here before I do go insane. I pull the master tapes from the analogue machine and secure them back in their case. Some people prefer digital, but to me, the analogue sounds better. I know I’m not the only one; a few artists recently have released an analogue album or a single. Maybe I’m just old school, but technology has removed a certain human element to the process so it’s nice to see some going back to their roots. The downfall of these reels is that if something happened to them, it is the only record of this album. That is why they are kept in fireproof cases and locked in a safe in the storage room.

      There are rows and rows of reels just like this one. Some have been remastered and stored on digital, but a lot of them haven’t. It’s what makes them special. They are one of a kind. This room is a museum of sorts for the musicians who have come before me, and the ones that will come after. It’s like the dinosaur collection of music. All of my albums are stored here, and for safety reasons, once the album was completed, they were recorded on digital. But not this one. I won’t let them touch this one. I hold the metal case in my hands. This one has yet to be finished, and it the most precious one of all.

      I lock up the studio and head outside to where my car is parked. I hate driving in LA, but Paul has finally had enough of me. He realized the need to put family first and moved back to Michigan. I have yet to replace him, simply because there is no replacement. So now I’m stuck driving myself around.

      Even though it’s late, the city lights are like a million stars cast from the sky. I know they say New York is the city that never sleeps, but I feel like LA in general is a kindred spirit. There is always an open club, cars cruising the streets and tour buses chugging by because everyone wants to catch a glimpse at one of those stars. A few kids kick off their skateboards as they ride by with their converse and beanies. I realize LA isn’t all that different from when I first came here. It’s apparent in how many homeless kids roam the streets at night. The only difference is that the cops have cracked down on the squats, taking back the city and casting out those that need a home. But every time they clear one of the buildings out, people always find their way back in.

      I set the guitar on the passenger side and head over to the Lamplight. It’s a small club in the Venice neighborhood where I like to play sometimes and blow off steam. The owner is a friend, and whenever I’ve needed to test a song or just play for fun, he makes room for me. I need to get my head straight before I go home and release some of this nervous energy, because if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s when to self-isolate.

      When I pull up outside of the club, the valet comes around and takes my keys. The Lamplight is far from anything fancy, and the only reason there’s a valet is because there’s never any fucking parking around here. The club sits on a corner lot. A large wooden door painted an imposing black, beckons in the front. A warm glow comes from the wide windows flanking the door. Dramatic red curtains hang, tied at each side. Inside is a long wooden bar stretching the length of the building. At the back is a riser big enough for a full band. Can lights are placed in the ceiling to illuminate the stage. Round tables are scattered in the middle of the club. The front of the stage is cleared for dancing or mosh pits, depending on the night. The club is known to host a variety of local bands and special appearances on certain weekends out of the month.

      It’s a weeknight and the jukebox is playing an old rock tune. The club isn’t crowded which suits my purpose. I just need to play and not necessarily for an audience. I spot Benny, the owner, as I enter the club. He loves to hang out with the regulars, greeting everyone at their tables. That’s what makes this place special. It’s like coming home. He greets me with a wide smile.

      “Jack, good to see you.” One of his large meaty hands clasps my arm in a gentle squeeze while the other slaps me on the back. Benny has an unruly mustache, and bushy eyebrows. He wears a button up shirt and his belly hangs over his slacks. He always smells like whiskey and sawdust.

      He sees the guitar I’m holding and nods in appreciation. “That’s a beauty.” He comments admiringly. “You here to play then?” He walks me over to the bar and waves at the bartender to get me a coffee. I shake my head and chuckle inside because I think it’s well known that I have a substance abuse problem, and Benny is not an enabler. He’s a good person. For me, it was never the alcohol that was the problem, although it attributed to my style of self-medicating. It was more the drugs that I couldn’t handle. Even after all of these years, I know my addictive personality, and I wouldn’t be able to stop at just one drink. I don’t hang out in bars, but if I’m up on stage playing, I can block it out, and that’s exactly what I will do tonight.

      “Thanks, Benny.” I grab the cup of coffee, which isn’t going to help me sleep, but it does help me stay straight, trading one drug for another. “You got space for me to play?” I ask.

      “Sure, sure,” he says. “You see anyone playing here tonight? It’s fucking dead.” His head tips back and he lets out a boisterous laugh.

      A couple at the bar look over at us curiously, and based on their whispers, they recognize me. I’ve lived in Venice for so long I feel like I’ve become a fixture, and the shininess of celebrity has dulled. The paparazzi are everywhere though, but these days, they seem to be focusing on my kid more than me. Before she turned 18 years old, there was more I could do about it. Now that she’s 21 and of legal drinking age, it’s out of my control. Although she’d have my head if she thought I was meddling in her life. She’s a tough kid, but she’s still a kid. She has lots of learning to do, yet, especially in this business.

      I wrap my fingers around the warm cup of coffee and head up to the stage. There’s already a couple of stools, and I place the cup on the one opposite me. Benny has one of the guys hook up my equipment which consists of simply plugging the amp into my guitar, although, I can play acoustic with an electric guitar just fine. The sound is obviously different, and tonight I want the reverb and the squeal, even if there’s no bass or drums to back me up.

      People start to take notice as I warm up with a few chords. I am in a wicked mood, fire running in my veins, sorrow in my heart, and these people don’t know what they’re in for because I am going to play the fuck out of this Strat.

      “Thanks for having me tonight,” I say into the mic as I dip my neck to place the strap of the guitar over my head.

      “We love you, Jack!” I hear a woman yell from the back who I recognize as a regular.

      “Thanks, darlin’.” The cheap microphone causes my voice to sound more gravelly than usual.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I play a few covers for you tonight,” I say, looking out into the small crowd. “I have this gorgeous guitar here that I got from a friend, and, well, I gotta take it for a test drive.”

      The single coil sounds so sweet as I warm up with an old Tom Petty song, It’ll All Work Out. Maybe it’s foreshadowing or simply looking back, but this song, a less popular of Petty’s, seems appropriate tonight. The soft melodic tone and the beautiful lyrics of a legend taken from us way too soon speaks to all of us in the room of our youth and loves lost. They don’t write songs like this anymore, and it’s a shame we’ll never get another one. I close my eyes and let the muscle memory take over, remembering when I was a teenager and I first learned to play the guitar. It took time for my fingers to become flexible enough to get the placement on the strings just right, and it was a challenge to master the coordination of singing and hitting the right chords at the same time

      Now it’s like breathing air.

      If not for the air in your lungs, you would die.

      That’s how I move effortlessly into Lynyrd Skynyrd’s Free Bird, without even having to think about it. I lean into the guitar and the melody envelopes me like the ocean, gently pulling me into its depths. This song is easily one of the greatest songs ever written, and I love performing it, especially the guitar solo at the end. When I open my eyes and look out into the crowd, I see Benny leaning against the bar, watching me with a faraway look in his eyes. It’s this kind of nostalgic song that resonates with people, bringing them to a place of solemn remembrance.

      When the demons come calling, this is how I chase them away.

      I get on stage, and I play.

      It’s all I know, and if I didn’t have music as my guidepost, I would truly be lost.
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      Heat from the fire pit warms my legs as I look out at the waves. The glow from the moon on the cloudless night casts light on the ocean’s surface, mimicking tiny glittering diamonds. Nights like these remind me of growing up near Lake Michigan, back when I was young enough to think it was an ocean because it was so big you couldn’t see the other side. That was when life was much simpler, and the only thing I had to worry about was getting a flat tire on my bike too far from home.

      The expensive headphones I splurged on play some alternative music I added to my playlist recently, a band I’ve been following lately. Music is one of life’s greatest pleasures. It has the power to move you in ways you could never imagine, cause you to tear at your clothes in desperation, see what you need to in the soulful eyes of a lover, make your heart shatter into a million pieces and then put you back together again.

      My plane landed yesterday. I’ve been busy meeting with a festival promoter and ended up covering a showcase as a favor to get the band more media coverage before their tour starts. It ended up being a late night and so I headed over to Jack’s place this evening, knowing he’d be finishing up in the studio soon. It should have given him plenty of time, but now it’s late in the evening, and I’m still here… alone.

      Snuffing out the fire with sand, I grab my shoes and carry them inside with me. Jack’s house is dark and uninviting. It’s a bachelor pad with minimal furniture and barely any decoration. I used to think it was because Jack wasn’t home enough to really enjoy it, but knowing him now for over a year, I know that’s not the reason.

      It feels odd being here without Jack, like I’m an intruder, not really belonging. It could be the ghosts that linger, or the moon that casts shadows across the wood floor that make it feel unwelcoming. My fingers run over the back of the leather couch as I walk barefoot through the living room. I can see the small dent in the plaster that has never been repaired. I want to touch it, to feel the violence that caused it, but it’s impenetrable… like the walls around Jack’s heart.

      I know the story behind this dent.

      The problem is, I know the story behind a lot of things.

      They say ignorance is bliss, and sometimes I wish I didn’t know so much.

      When I look around, I can’t help but notice this house is bigger than my apartment in New York, but it’s considered small by L.A. standards, with only two bedrooms, one bathroom, a small kitchen and cozy living room. I understand why he keeps it, why he loves it, when he could afford a bigger place. Not to mention the view is to die for, and to wake up to the ocean every day would be a dream. Instead, I wake up to the garbage truck rattling down the street, an occasional domestic violence situation, and a neighbor who likes to crank Journey at weird hours. Don’t get me wrong, I like a good Journey song, but there are only so many times you can listen to Open Arms without wanting to kick someone in the balls.

      Pulling my laptop across the counter, I sit on one of the kitchen stools and contemplate working on an article. I need to get a draft of the showcase I covered this weekend to the editor by tomorrow night. I look at my phone again, but I know Jack hasn’t called or texted me back. Accustomed to his idiosyncrasies by now, I know he’s turned his phone off while in the studio, but I still worry about him. We finished the book months ago, and he’s slowly become more reclusive, inside his head more than usual, and spending a lot of time in the studio. While I try to be understanding, my patience is running thin.

      Since I quit my job at Edge, I’ve hopped from one magazine to another. I used to like the stability of a nine to five, not that journalism was always that way, but it was steady pay even though I lived paycheck to paycheck. With the book deal Jack got, my financial stress has been eased a little bit. I finally became an adult when I put my bills on autopay. Not to mention a convenience because I never seem to be home anymore to collect my bills. I travel between L.A. and New York quite often, but I’ve gotten to travel many places, covering shows and other music related events. Whichever magazine I work for, I’m the one who can leave at a moment’s notice.

      As I sit here at Jack’s kitchen counter, I can’t help but think about where I would be if I had never knocked on his door that day. It’s funny the places life takes you. If I had left right away when he shut the door in my face, he’d never have had the chance to hijack my car. So where would I be right now? I think often of when he dropped me off at the airport, parting ways and not knowing if we would see each other again.

      “When you get back to New York and you’ve had some time to think, if you still want to do the book, you know how to reach me,” Jack said to me, but I had already made up my mind. I’d spent the entire plane ride writing because I couldn’t get him out of my head. When my plane landed, the first thing I did was call him. “Are you ready to do this?” I asked. His reply was, “The question is, are you?” Imagine my surprise when I got to my apartment and Jack was waiting for me on the steps to my building. His answer to my questioning eyes, “Private planes are much faster than commercial.” That now familiar cocky grin made my stomach flutter. I smile bringing my fingers to my lips as I think back on that memory.

      Jack being on my steps was so jarring and out of place that it threw me off my game, but I was so glad that he wanted to do the book, I naively asked, “So, now what?” not knowing how any of this worked. I remember the wicked grin on his face so clearly, the one I am so accustomed to now, “You invite me into your apartment,” he said.

      Over the past year, Jack and I worked on his book together, arguments not easily won, and compromises hard to acquire. When you work on a biography about someone’s life, you sometimes find out things you don’t want to know, especially if you are in a relationship with that person. That is my downfall, my Achilles heel. I can’t separate the lines between professional relationship and romantic entanglement, especially when it comes to someone like Jack O’Donnell.

      When I finished writing the book, I submitted it to a couple of different publishing houses through some contacts I’d made. Admittedly, we knew the publishing industry would love to get their hands on Jack’s story, not only because he was a Grammy winning artist with a long history in the industry, but because he had always been so private about his personal life with the press. Here he was with a tell-all book, and the industry lost their minds. Everyone wanted to know the story behind the music. What we didn’t expect was a bidding war.

      The decision was ultimately Jack’s, and for him it was never about the money. He chose a smaller publishing house with a team of people that understood what this book meant to him. Although they couldn’t give a huge advance, we struck a deal to get money on the back end through sales. For me, the advance was more money than I’d ever had in my bank account at one time. There were more preorders than we ever imagined. The book was on the New York Times Best Sellers list, even before Jack had started a press tour.

      For two people who had met through unlikely circumstances, we created something extraordinary together, forged through long hours, patience, understanding, and without judgement. It is not a story for everyone.

      Most wouldn’t be able to handle it.

      It is brutally honest, unapologetic, raw, and exquisitely beautiful.

      Just like Jack.

      My name is not on the book. This is not my story.

      That’s just one of the problems being with a guy like Jack. The press usually leaves him alone, but with the exposure of the book, it’s put a new spotlight on him. These days though, Hayley is in the news more often than him, and I know how Jack feels about that.

      I’m having a hard time concentrating on my article as I keep looking at the time on the computer screen. It’s nearly midnight, and I can’t image he’d still be at the studio. There’s only one other place he could be.

      I change out of my shorts and hoodie into a pair of jeans, T-shirt and sweater. I slip my feet into the flip flops I carried in from the beach, because it’s L.A. and I can wear flip flops whenever I want. I grab my wallet from my bag and lock up. The Lamplight is only a few blocks from the beach house, but I call for an Uber anyway. If New York has taught me anything, you can never be too careful walking down the street alone, especially if you’re a woman.

      The neighborhood is peaceful this time of night. Most of the houses are dark, only the streetlamps illuminate the sidewalk. My Uber driver pulls up and I descend the steps. Ten minutes later I’m dropped off in front of the club, and as soon as I get to the door, I can hear the familiar sound of a guitar penetrating its thick wooden frame. I’ve heard a lot of musicians in my time, all genres and styles, but there’s something so distinctive about the way Jack plays. I would know it anywhere.

      While growing up, I had an uncle that was a real motor-head. He loved cars, especially muscle cars. The type with big-blocks and imposing bodies. He used to tell me what kind of car was driving past our house just from the sound of the engine. I could never understand how he did it. I kept thinking it must have been a magic trick, but now I get it.

      From behind the large wooden doors of the Lamplight is the sound of a ’56 Strat. I quietly slip inside, standing just at the threshold. The bar is practically empty, but the people in here are riveted to the stage. As my gaze travels the room to the man with the guitar on the small stage, playing those famous beginning chords to Layla, joining in with that raspy, deep voice, I don’t blame them. Jack lays into the song like he’s playing Madison Square Garden instead of some beach dive bar. All I can do is stand and watch because I can’t take my eyes off him. Dark brown locks of his hair fall over his eyes and his lips are so close to the mic they are practically kissing it.

      Deft fingers move over the strings of that exquisite guitar like he’s not afraid to abuse it. His voice is raw and deep, so full of emotion that I feel it deep in my belly. A small drop of sweat clings to his forehead before dropping onto the scuff marked planks of the stage. When people try to explain stage presence, this is what they mean. He’s alone, no backup band, just a hot spotlight and a shitty amp, but I can’t take my eyes off him. Neither can anyone else in the room.

      The song ends, breaking the spell, and I realize I’m still rooted to the same spot as when I entered. Applause startles me as it spreads among the crowd, and a few people stand, showing their appreciation for his talent. Jack dips his neck as he pulls the guitar strap over his head. The sweat flies from the messy strands of his hair hanging in his face, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Almost as if he finally realizes there are other people in the room, his troubled eyes look out into the crowd with hesitation. When they land on me, there’s a flicker of something visceral and dangerous in his gaze. I didn’t know dangerous could look so beautiful. I forget why I came here as the butterflies flutter against the inside of my stomach.

      I’m in over my head.

      I’m out of my league.

      But I am in so deep that I couldn’t crawl my way out even if I wanted to.

      He hops off the stage, the Strat by his side and moves through the crowd towards me with such purpose that I almost feel like I should be scared. He pushes the hair off his face revealing those outrageously beautiful blue eyes of his. When he reaches me, my knees weaken, as he holds out his hand to me. I gladly take it, mesmerized by him, shedding any anger I may have felt.

      “Let’s go home.” His voice is commanding and rough from singing.

      Perfection.

      While we wait until the valet brings the car around, his hand rests on the small of my back causing heat to radiate from that single spot like tentacles spreading throughout my body. He holds the car door open for me as I slip into the front seat of his Audi convertible. The top is down, and when we take off, my hair flies around my face in utter chaos, mimicking the beating of my heart. At this hour the streets are nearly deserted and Jack shifts gears as we move through the Venice neighborhoods. He hasn’t said anything since he approached me in the club, but the intensity of his driving says enough.

      The powerful way he hits the clutch and downshifts as he turns corners causes me to squirm in my seat. All I can think about is what will happen when we get back to his beach house and I squeeze my legs tighter to suppress the ache. I rub my sweaty palms over my thighs. A shiver runs down my spine, goosebumps giving me away as they form along my arm.

      The car comes to a stop in the driveway and Jack shoves the gearshift into park. His hand remains on it, the veins raised as he grips the knob. I lick my lips as my gaze travels up his tattooed arm to reach his face.

      “Jack.” I whisper, breaking the silence, and gently put my hand over his.

      I need to touch him, to feel the connection seep into my skin and race through my veins until it explodes into my heart.

      He swiftly reaches over to grip the back of my neck, pulling me over the console between us while his lips forcefully take mine. My stomach tightens at the bruising violent way he takes my mouth. The hiss of his breath causes heat to flow like a river down to my core. There is an invisible hold, a gold thread wound so tight around me I couldn’t pull away even if I tried. His tongue slides along mine, dipping in and out, causing me to whimper as he gently bites and pulls at my bottom lip. His erection presses sweetly against me. I am left wanting so much more when he pulls back to look at me.

      I lean into his hand like a cat wanting to be petted as he touches my cheek. I grab onto his wrist holding him in place. My eyes refocus on the tattoo covering his sinewy forearm, and through the darkness, I can make out his intense blue eyes staring back at me.

      I want him.

      I want him to be mine, but he’s somewhere else, someone else’s. Right now, I don’t care, the need inside of me tamping down any reservations. I’m ready to give him everything, even letting him take me right here in the car if he wanted.

      He has the power to break me.

      And break me, he will.

      My hand travels up his arm, feeling every muscle and every vein until I grab hold of his shirt, gathering it in the palm of my hand like the desperate, needy woman I am.

      I give in to the intoxicating scent of him, falling deeper, stretching farther into the void. He smells of aftershave and sweat that has settled and dried on his skin from exertion. The taste of coffee invading my senses as his tongue slides along my lips and slips inside in the most erotic way, all while his hands declare my body as his. I love the feel of his weight against mine, and I arch further into him like a flower bending towards the sun.

      With the top down, I have enough room to rise above him, lifting my hands towards the night sky as he pulls the sweater above my head while trailing kisses along my exposed collarbone. Each one a promise igniting a flame inside me. I grind my hips against him, chasing the sweet release of the building pressure between my legs. With just enough force to expel a breath from my lungs, Jack grips my hair and pulls my head back so he can nip at my hardened nipples through my shirt.

      At any moment, I feel as if am about to fall over the edge into the unknown.

      How can this man make me feel this good without even entering me?

      I whimper like a dog whose bone has just been taken away when he releases me so he can exit the car, pulling me with him. My legs take a moment to process the signal from my brain, and I lean against the car for support watching as he runs the back of his hand across his lips. He tracks my movements as I stumble around to the front of the car, the black shiny paint reflecting light from the lamppost. A slight breeze moves across my heated body like a soft caress as I tip my head to the sky.

      The soft sound of Jack’s feet against the asphalt of the driveway gain my attention. He stands before me, blending into the darkness of the night, a foreboding presence, a twin flame because the heat radiating off him matches my own. The hood takes my weight as he settles his body between my legs, weaving his fingers through my hair and bringing my mouth to his for a possessive kiss. I press my breasts into his chest, wanting, needing to make any kind of contact with him. His touch is addictive, flickers of flame licking up my sides, across my stomach, over the curves of my ass as his hands travel over my body.

      I feel like a teenager as we grope each other in the driveway not wanting to break apart for the few seconds it would take to walk to the front door. A porch light turning on from across the street causes him to break contact with my lips and he rests his cheek against mine, watching and waiting. I smile against the thickness of his hair, breathing it in, the smell of smoke and shampoo. I run my fingers through the thick locks, smoothing down the wild tangles. My fingers trace his jawline feeling the rough stubble knowing exactly how these tiny hairs feel against the tender insides of my thighs.

      With my lips close to his ear, I whisper to him impatiently, “Take me to bed.” My words cause his muscles to tighten.

      As he pulls back to look at me, I am forced to realize that this man steals my every breath. It’s not in the beautiful planes of his face, or those gorgeous blue eyes but in his very presence.

      With gentleness and ease, he lifts me off the hood, my legs wrapping around his waist, he carries me to the steps and up to the front porch. I am lost in his steel arms feeling every bit protected, treasured and desired. I laugh as he tries to unlock the door, fumbling with the keys and nearly dropping them in his haste to balance me and find the lock at the same time. I can tell he’s frustrated and desperate to get me inside.

      “Don’t laugh. I will fuck you right here on the front porch.” He growls and I instantly lose my grin, gulping loudly. I have no doubt he would make good on that promise.

      He inserts the key in the lock and drops them carelessly as he lets me down, backing me up against the door to close it shut with a click. Resting his hand against the frame above of my head, he looks down at me with eyes that promise to do very bad things to me. Heat gathers between my legs, and I am screaming inside for release that my body shakes with anticipation. I’m afraid the moment he touches me, the bomb that has been ticking away will detonate.

      Before he can reach for me, I drop to my knees slowly and watch as his expression changes from shock to desire. I give a tug to his belt, pulling it free from its buckle. The leather rough and worn but soft to the touch, just like him. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, and his breath escapes from his parted lips. I am turned on by his reaction and the control I have over him, no matter how fleeting it is. He treats me to a low growl from deep within his diaphragm as the material of his jeans yawns open for me. My fingers roam that delicious V pointing down into the waistband of his underwear.

      When I grab onto his length, he tips his head back and his stomach muscles tighten and quiver. The affect I have on him is euphoric and powerful.

      I want him to feel the way I do.

      Utterly lost.

      My tongue darts out and runs along his silky skin before I take him into my mouth. I feel his hands in my hair, gripping the strands as he tries to dictate my movements.

      “Fuck,” he rasps, as he fights to control himself.

      If there is one thing I know for certain about Jack, it’s that he likes to be in control at all times.

      His hands loosen their grip, letting me move freely. I use my tongue to tease him as I move up and down his length. His hips move to meet me and just when I find a rhythm, he pulls me up, his cock popping free from my mouth and pins me to the door. His chest heaves with each breath and his mouth is only inches from mine. Through thick lashes, he watches as I run my tongue along my bottom lip in nervous anticipation. The feel of his fingers digging into my waist is the kind of pain that makes me wet. He crashes his mouth onto mine as I run my hands through his thick hair, desperate for him.

      Tangled, heated, and breathless, I can’t get enough of him as he steers me toward the bedroom. Although, I gladly would have let him take me against the door. As we enter the bedroom, the urgency slows to the same cadence as the blood pumping beneath my skin, slow and steady. It feels as if time slows when I take a moment to run my hands along his rib cage to pull the shirt over his head, revealing the smooth inked skin beneath. My finger nail scrapes across his chest, tracing the black lines that make up the beautiful artwork of a fallen angel, black and broken feathers scattered along his chest like the emotional scars he hides underneath.

      I know my touch affects him by the way he breathes in a controlled manner because he is desperately trying not to slam me onto the bed and fuck me. Jack likes to be in control, denying himself quick gratification but instead, savoring in the deliciousness of anticipation, letting the pressure build until it cannot be contained any longer.

      I like knowing how much he wants me.

      I like feeling his erection against me, hard an unyielding.

      He grabs onto my wrist to stop my fingers from tracing along his other tattoo, a smattering of stars, and pulls both my arms in the air as he rids me of my shirt. My jeans now discarded on the floor, his thumb seductively runs over my collarbone down to my breast, dipping into the top of my bra and pulling the material down. My stomach quivers as his lips leave mine to run down my skin, licking, sucking and biting, promises of what is yet to come. I gasp and arch my back when his tongue runs over my sensitive and hard nipple, taking it into his mouth.

      I fall effortlessly back onto the mattress as easily as if I were falling into the darkness with him. He crawls over my body in a predatory manner making my pulse race until his face is level with mine, hands on either side of me, pinning me to the bed. All he has to do is move his knees forward to cause my thighs to rise and wrap around his waist as if that’s what they were made to do.

      He teases me with a kiss and then slowly moves back down my body, the rough stubble sending shivers across my body with the slightest brush to my skin. Locks of hair fall against my body like the tattooed feathers on his chest, as he kisses his way down to between my legs. His thumb moves over the center of my panties against my already throbbing clit and I moan. I’ve wanted his mouth on me since I saw him at the club.

      “Is this what you want?” The roughness of his voice vibrating through the thin material of my panties nearly sends me over the edge.

      “Yes.” My words come out almost inaudible as I writhe under his touch, craving him as much as I crave air.

      I think I will lose my mind when he slides the material to the side, teasing me with a dip of his finger inside me and runs the wetness along my center.

      “Mmm, Jack,” I pant, arching my back, unable to stay still. I’m so turned on that when his lips make contact, I throw my head back against the mattress. I’ve already been brought to the edge multiple times without him ever entering me, and it feels like I will explode any minute. The ache is so intense that I involuntarily try to close my legs to stop from going over the edge.

      His fingers dig into my thighs. “Don’t ever close your legs to me,” he growls. I’m not the type of girl who likes to be told what to do, but for him and in this bed, I am oh so willing. I shakily open my legs to let him in, because whatever he wants right now, I’m giving.

      He grabs ahold of my ass, roughly pulling me to the edge of the bed. Just his presence between my legs is enough to make my thighs clench. With his hands on my hips, I can feel the head of his cock barely skim the surface of my sex. It’s like someone lit me on fire. My hips move in response, rolling against him, wanting all of him in me. With great restraint he continues to slide along my core, the fire growing stronger inside of me.

      The sweetness of pleasure turns a dark corner into madness made of pure need to stop the ache inside of me.

      “Stop teasing me.” I manage to bite out and watch as the curve of his beautiful lips turns into a smirk. I know he wants this just as bad as I do, and it angers me that he has me begging. He’s moving the head of his cock along my aching sex in an agonizingly slow pace, and my legs drop open even more.

      “You want me to beg?” I ask breathlessly.

      He nods, wetting his bottom lip with his tongue.

      I’ve never met a man who likes the chase more than Jack O’Donnell. He wants to see me helpless for him, and I am oh so helpless.

      Those blue eyes make me melt inside, and I bite my lip as he peers down at me. “Please, Jack.” I whine. In response, he moves faster, rubbing against me, the friction so exquisite. There’s an inferno building inside. I reach up and grab his hair, pulling his lips to mine in desperation. I’m so close, rolling my hips to meet him, moving faster, my breathing erratic. I could cum this way and he knows it.

      “Not yet,” he whispers, sweet like honey but lethal as venom.

      Without warning, he pushes in deep, and I look into his eyes, mouth wide, fingers griping his hair, a moan leaving my lips in a broken, breathless tone. His mouth hovers over mine, our breaths becoming one unable to move, the sweet wave of pleasure leaving us both immobilized. When his lips meet mine, the kiss is so slow, so sweet, I want to dissolve into him. He moves inside of me like a slow and sensual dance taking me under his spell.

      The whines and whimpers are hard to suppress, and at this point, I am past being self-conscious.

      “God, you are so beautiful,” he whispers, and I come undone.

      My belly quivers, my thighs shake, and the fire burns through my veins as I combust. I ride the wave as he slams into me, filling me, ruining me for every other man.

      Holy Fuck, Jack O’Donnell.
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      I wake up in Jack’s bedroom, wrapped in darkness. I already know without looking next to me that Jack is not there. I move my hand across the cold rumpled sheets beside me. This isn’t the first time I’ve woken up alone. If I keep coming back, it won’t be the last.

      I look at the clock on the nightstand and see it’s almost 4 a.m. As I stare up at the familiar ceiling, I can hear the crashing waves in the distance, and I know where he is. It’s where I always find him in the middle of the night.

      Wearing only Jack’s T-shirt, I get out of bed and make my way into the living room. It’s dark and quiet as I head for the back patio.

      The curtains flutter in the breeze and I push them aside to see Jack leaning against the railing. He’s wearing only his jeans, the button open, causing the material to flare as if he threw them on casually, showing a patch of hair low on his belly. The cherry red of his cigarette temporarily illuminates his face as he takes a drag.

      Sometimes when I look at him, I can’t help but think what a devastatingly beautiful, broken man he is.

      When he turns his gaze to me, I lean against the doorframe, bathed in their intensity. The depths of his eyes, even in this twilight hour, speak to me the most. I know his secrets and his truths, and yet I still feel the wall between us sometimes.

      I knew exactly what I was getting into with Jack, but it didn’t stop me.

      To say that Jack is a complicated man is an understatement. I thought I knew everything about him, but the shadows behind his eyes tell me differently. He’s hurting, and I don’t know why.

      I’m leaving in a few hours to go back to New York, and Jack will be going on his book tour. Maybe a break will help me figure out what it is I want, and what I am willing to give up just to have him.

      He flicks the cigarette to the sand but doesn’t move. It’s as if he can’t tear himself away from his thoughts. When I found him at the Lamplight last night, I could understand that he needed to blow off some steam, but waking up alone, again, I begin to wonder.

      Will I always be the one looking for him?

      I move in front of him, wrapping my arms around his waist and placing my cheek against the warmth of his bare shoulder. If I could stay like this forever, everything would be okay, but I can’t stop time, and the world is still turning around us. His arms snake around me, the palm of his hand against the back of my head. His touch solidifies the connection we have to each other, and I can feel it like electricity running under my skin.

      But is it enough?

      “You should come back to bed,” I whisper against his skin.

      He turns around to face me, letting his eyes settle on mine, and sadly, I wonder who he sees.

      “I’m sorry if I woke you.” His deep voice vibrates against my cheek. “I know you have to leave early.”

      “It’s okay.” The lies we tell ourselves are even greater than the ones we tell others.

      I nestle my body against his as he begins to slowly rock me to a song only he can hear. I attempt to decipher the melody while he moves us inside the house. The tenderness of his actions gives me the illusion of feeling content and protected, something I have craved almost my whole life. His movements, the thumping of his heart against my body, speak to me a silent conversation.

      I have to leave for the airport in a couple of hours, but right now, I just want him because I don’t think I will ever get enough.

      That’s what scares me.

      I could be consumed and lose myself so easily in this man.

      “Don’t go,” he whispers against my neck, so softly that I almost don’t hear him.

      His kisses are soft like butterfly wings across my neck. Slowly he gathers the material of my T-shirt in his hands, while we dance into the kitchen. A shaky breath escapes from his lips like a soft breeze against my cheek.

      Little shock waves run along my spine, sending a tidal wave of goosebumps with it. I can already feel my nipples awaken and harden against his chest. I can’t help how my body responds to him, even if my mind knows better.

      I let my fingers run the length of his bare back, feeling every muscle, rough edge and scar. Jack is full of scars, not all of them on the surface, and I want to kiss away every single one of them. Familiarity guides our lips together in the darkness.

      His fingers trace the sensitive skin of my belly and up my ribs as he lifts the shirt over my head, leaving it to fall carelessly to the floor at our feet. He pulls me towards him to straddle his lap as he sits on the kitchen stool. Rocking my hips against him, I can feel the hardness beneath me. His hair tickles my nose as he makes his way down my neck to my collar bone, his kisses leaving trails of heat on my skin. My stomach tightens and heat pools between my legs at the anticipation of his mouth on my breast as I lean back for him.

      My pelvis digs painfully into the zipper of his jeans, chasing the high I am desperate for. That’s the problem with drugs, one hit is never enough. He lifts me off his lap, placing me onto

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Playlist
      


      		
        1. The Lamplight
      


      		
        2. Layla
      


      		
        3. In The Depths of You
      


      		
        4. Killer Legs
      


      		
        5. Nancy Drew
      


      		
        6. Bleeding Music
      


      		
        7. The Chelsea Market
      


      		
        8. You're Not Wearing a Suit
      


      		
        9. Find My iPhone
      


      		
        10. Ghost Writer
      


      		
        11. Huckelberry Finn
      


      		
        12. Falling Through the Glass
      


      		
        13. Lip Sync Battle
      


      		
        14. The Serial Killer Type
      


      		
        15. Very Poetic
      


      		
        16. Oh, that Axl
      


      		
        17. I'm With The Band
      


      		
        18. I Chose Me
      


      		
        19. Just A Girl
      


      		
        20. Breath to Bear
      


      		
        21. Sweet Home Chicago
      


      		
        22. Master Tapes
      


      		
        23. Gail
      


      		
        24. Fireflies
      


      		
        25. You're Staring
      


      		
        26. For Cash
      


      		
        27. The Notebook
      


      		
        28. Deja Vu
      


      		
        29. The Wedding
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Bonds We Break Preview
      


      		
        Bound To Burn Preview
      


      		
        Breath to Bear Bonus Material
      


      		
        Breath to Bear Lyrics
      


      		
        Beautiful Lies Preview
      


      		
        Also By Paula Dombrowiak
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also By Paula Dombrowiak


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/erin-press-pass.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/firefly-ornamental-break.png





OEBPS/images/jack-guitar.png





OEBPS/images/breath.jpg
DOMBROWIAK

ULA

PA





OEBPS/images/dark-angel-publishing-logo.png





