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        Bad things do happen to good people. This story is for all of those good people. Don’t give up hope. Remember to love yourself.
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      April 2012

      St. Germaine Building

      French Quarter

      New Orleans

      

      Jaylene Charles

      

      We all made our way down to the weight room after quick runs to the bathroom for morning business and teeth brushing. Star and Mage hit the weights, and Jade and I ran alongside each other on the treadmills. Music was blaring from the speakers and we were all just in our own worlds.

      I realized I still wasn’t used to all the skin. The guys were all shirtless, but it didn’t feel as weird after our night of bonding. I felt a lot closer to them, even though I still didn’t know Mage and Jade as well as Star. They’d all opened up to me and I was grateful for that.

      I worked up a good sweat and then went over to an area with mats on the floor to stretch out. I stifled a laugh when I realized how hard they were trying not to watch me.  They didn’t look at me as if I was a sister or friend, but they were really trying to. I guess you couldn’t take the rock star completely out of them.

      Mage took my place on the other treadmill and he and Jade fell into step together. Jade had pulled his long black hair back in a hair tie. Mage’s brown curls were sweaty and plastered against his back. Star’s short blonde hair was sticking out all over.  They were all beautiful in their own way, but they had really won me over with their boyish charms and goofy humor. Part of me was loath to think of them in their real element. As rock stars, they probably weren’t this accessible.

      “So guys, I have another question.” They looked curious but concerned. I laughed at their expressions. “It’s not a huge deal. I’m just wondering how different you are when you’re doing the rock star thing. Because you guys are so much fun to hang out with, I just wonder if when my contract is up, when I’m done tattooing you, and you guys go back to being big time, how different are you going to be?”

      They looked at each other and I thought I detected a note of sadness.

      Star spoke first. “I don’t know that we’re really that different. We don’t try to put on an act, I don’t think. But we don’t really share our nerdy sides. Makes it rough with the fans when they think we are still nerds.”

      Jade was smiling now. “And if they want to think we’re like the songs we play, I guess I don’t mind.”

      I rolled my eyes. I didn’t want to know the answer to the next question but I thought I’d better ask. “Do you think you guys will ever settle down with someone or do you still like the chase?”

      Mage frowned. “I think what you’re really wondering is, will Devon settle down or if he’s still going to be chasing skirt.”

      I frowned and shook my head. “No, I don’t think I’m asking that. I wouldn’t want you guys to speak for him. Only time will tell what happens with me and Devon. No, I’m curious about you guys.”

      He was still frowning but he looked like he was deep in thought.

      Star said, “I hope to settle down. I don’t need any more empty relationships. I don’t want that life anymore.” After what Star had shared the past few days about going to rehab, I could pretty much guess what he meant by empty relationships. He seemed determined to stay sober. I was determined to help him however I could.

      “I think you’ll have what you want, Star. I’ll be here however you need me.”

      He smiled and winked at me.

      Jade sighed. “If I can find the perfect woman, I’ll settle down. I just don’t really know what I want. I can’t see past getting this album done right now so I don’t know what the hell is going to happen to me. Or what’s going to happen to us. To Maggie’s Bones.”

      Mage cut in. “Dude, we’re going to be fine. We’ll do the album and then we’ll figure it out. I don’t think we’re done yet. The Bones still got a lot of music left in us, we. As for settling down?” He got a sly smile on his face. “My woman is out there. She just don’t know she’s my woman yet. When it’s time, I will grab her up and we’ll have about twenty kids together. I can’t wait to be a dad.”

      I giggled. “I can totally see you being a dad. You’ll be a good one. But twenty kids is a lot to ask of a woman. I’m assuming you meant one woman?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, one woman. Okay, maybe ten kids. Is that too much?”

      “I don’t know, the thought of giving birth scares the shit out of me, so I am probably not the right person to ask.”

      Jade raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you want to have kids?”

      I concentrated on stretching. I wasn’t sure how to answer that. “I don’t know. It’s scary. I am only just now doing a good job of taking care of myself. I don’t know if I’d make a good mom. I wouldn’t know what to do with a baby. I love kids… Other people’s kids.”

      The truth was that I was terrified of ever having kids. What if I screwed up? My own mother couldn’t handle it, how did I know if I’d be any better? And with the upbringing I’d had? I didn’t ever want to put a kid through what I went through, the constant judgments and the pressures. I didn’t think I was that kind of person but I didn’t want to gamble a child’s life on it.

      Jade shook his head. “You’d be a great mom, Jaylene! Just look at how well you take care of us."

      I snorted. “Yeah, but you guys are already grown ups with healthy egos. A child? I don’t know. They are so fragile. I wouldn’t want to screw them up.”

      They all snickered. Jade said, “You’ve spent over a week with us and you don’t think we’re screwed up? Maybe your counseling skills are a little rusty.”

      He was right about my skills. Before I started wallowing in self-pity, I decided I’d better go shower.
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      September 2012

      Hollywood, Los Angeles

      

      Sammara Gunderson

      

      When news first came out that Maggie’s Bones were working on a follow-up album to their smash from last year, I begged my editor to let me do a feature on them. As a music reporter for Feedback Magazine, the premier rock magazine in the U.S., I’d followed their career since the beginning and loved their music. Then, when tragedy struck and they lost their manager in a freak accident, I became even more intrigued. The guys put on a brave front for a bit, then their lead guitarist, D, disappeared and people in their camp were tight-lipped about the rest of the band.

      The next thing everyone knew, they were all back in New Orleans working on the album, which they tentatively titled Haunted. The rock world was dying for news on what was happening with them. I was in contact with their manager and my good friend from college, Sherry Jordan, and she assured me she would ask the guys to do the interview. I could barely contain my excitement. There was something about their music that called to me, and though I knew I needed to remain objective, I couldn’t wait to meet them and experience their magic in person.

      That was four months ago. The next thing I heard was that they were back in L.A. with Scott Cross, an amazing producer who had given several bands their masterpieces. I figured I’d never get access while they were recording, but I was hoping for a break. Luckily Sherry called me and invited me to meet her and some friends at the Formosa Cafe on a random late-September afternoon.

      “Sammara! How are you, girl?” We hugged and Sherry invited me to sit with her and the two women she was dining with in the back section of the restaurant, which looked like an old railroad dining car. “This is Mackenzie McGowan and Jaylene Charles. Ladies, this is Sammara Gunderson, reporter extraordinaire from Feedback Magazine.”

      I scoffed at her introduction. “Extraordinaire?  Please. How do you do?” I asked as I slid into the booth next to her.

      I hadn’t been to the Formosa in a while and I loved the mix of food here.  It was a great place if you could get past the tepid service. All of the servers were bored locals. I’d had several meetings here in the past and actually loved the atmosphere of feigned disinterest.

      “Jaylene and Mackenzie snuck out here to visit the guys while mixing is going on, and I promised I would show them the town. What have you been up to?” Sherry asked.

      I tucked some hair behind my ear. “I had a meeting with Patricia Gordon about interviewing Blackened. They are about to head into the studio as well and I was hoping to catch them before that.”

      Sherry and her friends all sighed at the prospect.

      “Have you met them before?” Mackenzie asked. When I nodded, she exclaimed, “Oh my hell, Danny Black is so friggin’ hot!”

      Sherry laughed and said, “Mackenzie, you’re a walking hormone.”

      Jaylene rolled her eyes and sipped her soda, giggling a little at her friend.

      “I have interviewed him before. He’s pretty damn funny. He’s just kind of a dick when you first meet him,” I said with a laugh. My first piece on Blackened cemented my position as a features writer with the magazine, and since then Danny only wanted to deal with me. I was grateful for that.

      “I wanted to see when we could have you meet with the Bones. They’re ready to talk…about everything. I told them you would be the best person to tell their story.”

      I dropped my suddenly slimy hands into my lap. “Really? That would be… Thank you, Sherry! I would love to work with them. When were you thinking?”

      Sherry opened her calendar on her phone and chuckled. “They have tonight free, or Saturday. I think it would be perfect if you came out to the house they’re staying in. It’s perfect for them.”

      I checked my own calendar and frowned. I had a work function tonight, and Saturday I was scheduled to see a show at the Whisky. “I can do either. You tell me and I’ll make it work.” My managing editor, Joshua Freeman, would let me out of my commitment tonight for this. I could catch the other band at another venue.

      I wasn’t going to miss my chance to interview Maggie’s Bones. For some reason I couldn’t put my finger on, I knew in my heart I had to do this, that the repercussions of this interview would be massive in my life. When I had “feelings” like that, I paid attention.

      “Why don’t you come by tonight then? You’re always bound to get them at their goofiest at night. They’re so serious during the day.”

      I opened the GPS app on my phone. “Where should I meet them?”

      Sherry made a face. “Uh, they’re staying at the Los Feliz Murder Mansion.”

      My phone clattered on the table. “Say what? I thought the owners wouldn’t let anyone in that place?” The mansion had one of the creepiest histories in Hollywood. I was definitely intrigued.

      “It just so happens,” Sherry said with a chuckle, “that one of their kids is a huge fan of Maggie’s Bones and she talked her parents into letting the band use the place after they initially refused. They cleaned it all up, only leaving a couple of the rooms untouched. The owners hadn’t changed anything since the night in 1959 when the dude killed his wife. Mage was all excited about it. He thought it would be an inspirational place for them to stay while they were in the studio.”

      Sherry shuddered and Mackenzie barked out a laugh. “That guy is obsessed, I’m tellin’ ya. You should have seen the creepy-ass house he wanted to buy in New Orleans. He’s even convincing the guys to go ahead and purchase the St. Germaine building where they stayed in the French Quarter and turn it into a club. Club Haunt, he wants to call it.”

      Jaylene swirled her straw around in her glass and smiled fondly at the mention of Mage’s name. “Poor guy. He swears the building is haunted, but nothing happened while I was there.”

      Sherry turned to me. “Jaylene stayed with the boys while they were writing for the album. She’s a tattoo artist.”

      Jaylene raised an eyebrow in surprise, as if she thought Sherry was spilling the beans about confidential information.

      “It’s fine, Jay,” Sherry reassured her. “The guys are going to give her complete access, so she’ll find out anyway. Don’t worry.”

      Jaylene relaxed noticeably. Her eyes darted between her two friends then her phone started buzzing. She picked it up and her cheeks turned rosy.

      “Is that loverboy?” Mackenzie asked, peeking over her shoulder.

      Both of their eyes went wide.

      “O-kay! I didn’t need to see that…or maybe I did. Bring that back up!”

      Jaylene was trying to respond, her bottom lip between her teeth, while also trying to block Mackenzie’s view.

      “Damn, he’s got a fine⁠—”

      “Kenz! He’ll be so embarrassed if he knows you saw that, now stop!”

      Mackenzie winked at Sherry, then frowned. “How come mine doesn’t send me hot pics like— WHOA!”

      It was Mackenzie’s turn to blush at whatever had just buzzed her phone.

      Jaylene peeked over her shoulder and gasped. “He wants you to do that?”

      Mackenzie got a dreamy look. “I always dreamed I’d date a man brave enough to let me do that. Sherry? When does their tour start?”

      Sherry laughed nervously. “Why? You aren’t thinking of… Let me see that picture!”

      Mackenzie held the phone to her ample bust. “I promise he will be okay to play. Scouts honor.”

      Jaylene snorted. “Yeah, you’re just lucky he hasn’t yanked out his nipple rings while playing yet.”

      “That was so much fun,” Mackenzie said with a sly smile.

      I thought I was picking up the gist of what this conversation was about. Mackenzie showed Sherry the phone across the table and as much as the reporter in me wanted to be nosy, I really didn’t want to be tempted to print something this salacious.

      Sherry looked horrified and intrigued at the same time. “How do you even do that? Can’t that cause permanent damage?”

      Mackenzie shook her head. “Not if you do it right, and I’ve done plenty. Yes, ma’am, there are plenty of dudes walking around New Orleans with these babies!”

      Okay, that was too much temptation for me. “So you do body modification?”

      Mackenzie smiled wickedly. She swirled a lock of her teal hair around a manicured finger with polish in a matching shade. “Give me a needle and I can pierce anything,” she said with a wink.

      I shivered. I had my ears pierced three times on each side and had considered piercing my navel for about five minutes, but anything lower… “Gotcha. Why do people want to pierce their, um, their⁠—”

      “Dicks? Adds sexual pleasure. I have yet to actually get to experience it, though.  Sadly. I’ve provided pleasure for hundreds of other women.” She wiggled her eyebrows and rested her chin on her hands. “But now, I just might⁠—”

      “Kenz,” Jaylene interrupted by throwing an elbow into Mackenzie’s boob. “You do know she’s a reporter? You really want Star’s business about his business out there?” Jaylene’s eyes bugged out. “Oh God. You won’t report that, will you?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I’m off the clock right now, don’t worry. I can’t say I’m not intrigued, though. So you tattoo them and Mackenzie⁠—”

      “Only Star has been brave enough to let me go to work on him. Jaylene’s tattooed them, but for some reason they’re afraid of little ol’ me!” Mackenzie tried to do her best to look demure, but she didn’t fool me. “If you’re ever in New Orleans, you could come see my portfolio,” Mackenzie purred. “Maybe you might want a little something yourself.”

      I gulped. Since leaving behind my home and strict upbringing, I’d worked really hard to overcome my naiveté about the more eccentric aspects of the world. I encountered a lot of crazy shit while writing about rock ’n’ roll, but every once in a while I came across something that shocked me. I’d had quite an education since moving to Hollywood from a bedroom community in the East Bay after attending UCLA’s School of Journalism. Luckily, I had a good poker face when faced with something a little out there.

      “Then it’s settled,” Sherry said while working her phone frantically. “Sammara, you’ll meet the band out at the house tonight. I’ve texted you the address and we can touch base after in case you need anything further.”

      Jaylene frowned as Sherry packed up her things to go. “Will you be there, Sherry?”

      The usually poised and self-assured manager for the band looked flustered. “I’m going to pass, I think. I’m not in the mood for a certain person. He’s been texting me all week and I just don’t want to hear it.”

      I wondered which “certain person” she was talking about but didn’t want to butt in if Sherry didn’t want to share. We’d been fairly close since college and had confided in each other many times, but it was obvious this was a detail she’d decided to keep from me. I wasn’t upset. She didn’t always tell me who she was seeing. Unfortunately, the ones she’d usually kept from me in the past were guys who’d hurt her really badly. I hoped that wasn’t the case this time.

      “But he really wants to fix things with you,” Jaylene pleaded gently. “He’s been such a good boy since New Orleans. I’m not asking you to do anything other than talk to him.”

      Jaylene seemed like a caretaker. She was guarded, or maybe just quiet. I couldn’t tell for sure yet, but I could tell she didn’t know how much she could trust me by the way her eyes darted to me with every topic of conversation.

      Sherry exhaled loudly. “I’ll think about it. Let’s get you two to your spa treatments and back to the house before Devon starts blowing up my phone looking for you. I swear, it’s like you’re his security blanket or something.”

      Jaylene blushed, Mackenzie laughed and Sherry winked.

      I was already thinking of questions I wanted to ask tonight. “I’m glad you called today, Sherry. I’ll be there tonight. About what time?”

      Sherry checked her watch. “Around eight o’clock? They should be back from the studio, fed, and will have had time to snuggle up with their ladies for a bit.”

      Jaylene and Mackenzie groaned and laughed.

      “No problem,” I said. I wanted the women to feel comfortable around me. “And don’t worry. I know they’ve had a rough year. I won’t push.”

      Sherry’s smile dropped. “Thanks, Sammara. I reassured them that you would take good care of them.”

      I was grateful for Sherry’s confidence. It was often hard to earn respect in this crazy business.

      Sherry stood from the table and said, “Now, I need to get my lovely guests to the spa.”

      “Oh, Sherry, can we skip the spa and go to that Hollywood History Museum? Devon said they are finished for the day and he wants to meet up there. He says there’s a replica of Hannibal Lecter’s cell in the basement!”

      Sherry’s expression was priceless. “You and your horror movie fascination. You guys are creeps!”  She shuddered and shook her hands out as if she’d just seen a big hairy spider in her bathroom.

      Jaylene just smiled innocently and bounced on her toes.

      Sherry rolled her eyes. “Fine, sure. No problem. Sammara, we’ll see you tonight, okay?”

      I waved goodbye and gathered my sweater and purse. I had a night with Maggie’s Bones to look forward to.
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      Skinny jeans, an off-the-shoulder sweater with skulls on it, and black combat boots were the dress code for my evening with the band. My black bob was straight and smooth. I went with minimal makeup and wore my favorite jewelry: silver hoop earrings, onyx ring, and my mother’s pentagram necklace. I wore it for her as she couldn’t exactly wear it herself any longer.

      I rubbed my hands on my pants just before knocking on the door. The mansion was just as creepy up close as it was from the street. What would possess the guys to want to stay here, and why had I agreed to do the interview in this morbid place? I had a tendency to get really affected by places such as this, where there was likely to be unrest.

      It didn’t help that I was nervous for the first time over an interview. All of my other writing assignments had been exciting and a little bit nerve-racking, but this time was different. I wondered if the feelings I had meant that this piece was going to have repercussions on my life professionally…or personally.

      The door flew open as I was about to knock for a third time and I was face to chest with none other than Mage, the bassist for the band. His long, curly tresses were pulled back off his face and his green eyes were wild with excitement.

      “Hurry! You’re going to miss it!” He grabbed me by the arm and yanked me inside, closing the door behind me. He pulled me down the entry hall and to the entrance to the living room, where the doorway was boarded up.

      Just then, a grandfather clock started clanging and chiming totally out of whack. It was so loud I had to cover my ears.

      I shouted, “What is⁠—”

      “Shhh. Just wait,” he murmured close to my ear.

      The clanging continued for almost a minute. When it ended, I looked at my watch. It was 8:06 p.m. And Mage still had his hands on my arms.

      “That is so cool!” he said excitedly. “It gets me every night!”

      I could hear other voices chatting towards the rear of the house. It smelled a bit musty inside the entry hall, and I wondered what was on the other side of the wood.

      “So you’re the reporter,” Mage spoke again near my ear. His breath brought chills to my body.  He was around six feet, I’d guess. Much taller than my five feet six.

      I turned and looked up at him. I felt like I had marbles in my mouth as I tried to speak. “Mmmm, yes. Mm-my…I’m Sammara Gunderson. You’re Mage.”

      His smile lit up and he took my hand gently. Then his eyes fell to my necklace and he froze. “Do you worship the Mother?”

      I felt my cheeks flush and I reached up to touch my pendant. “It’s my mother’s. I wear it for her. How do you do?” I would have reached out to shake his hand, but he was crowding me. He was standing so close, I could make out the flecks of gold in his irises. He just kept staring until I grew uncomfortable and started giggling. “Mage?”

      After a moment, he shook himself. “I’m sorry. You probably want to meet everyone else.” Actually, I was in no hurry to leave my current space.  Even if I was, the draw between us had me anchored to the spot.

      Neither of us made a move until someone shouted his name. Again, he shook himself and then took me by the elbow. He walked us into the kitchen, where people were gathered around food trays and talking. “Guys? This is Sammara Gunderson from Feedback Magazine.”

      The other members of Maggie’s Bones came over and said hello. They were just as incredible looking up close as when I’d seen them perform. That, and they all smelled really good, as if they’d all come home from the studio and showered recently.

      “I’m Jade. Nice to meet you.” Jade Lambert, their rhythm guitarist, shook my hand and kissed my cheek.  I hadn’t been greeted that way before and didn’t quite know how to respond.

      Star Stevenson, the drummer for the Bones, peeled himself away from Mackenzie. She waved and smiled at me from the other side of the bar.

      “Hi. I’m Star. Thanks for coming.” I did my best not to swoon as he greeted me like Jade had, but damn they were a lot to behold!

      Jaylene was sitting on D’s lap on a couch and he looked in no hurry to move. He waved to me and Jaylene smiled. Those two definitely were going to require some work to get them to open up.  I didn’t mind.  It wasn’t unusual for folks to be guarded around me.

      Marcus Lambert, the front man for the band, was nursing a root beer and was much less in-your-face than he had been the first time I’d met him. “Good to see you, Sammara,” he said, making his way over with a little less swagger than he’d had in the past. He took my hand gently and lingered a little with his kiss on the cheek.

      “You, too, Marcus. Thanks for having me.”

      Mage was at my side this whole time and for some reason, I felt really comforted by that. I turned back to face him and could feel all sorts of emotions coming off of him. I was still confused about what I’d witnessed when I came in, so I asked him, “What’s up with the clock?”

      He grinned and took me by the hand. “Let me give you the tour.”

      As he pulled me out of the kitchen, laughter followed. “Mage, you can’t hog her all night,” one of the guys yelled.

      He ignored them and tugged me down the hall, his eyes studying me. We stopped near a staircase, which I assumed went to the second floor.

      “Where are you from, Sammara? Where have you been all my life?”

      I barked out a laugh. He didn’t waste any time.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, blushing a little. “It’s just… Wow. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      I stopped walking and faced him. I crossed my arms over my chest, raising an eyebrow. “Try me.”

      His hand came up to rub his chest and he swallowed hard. “What if I told you I dreamed about you?”

      My smile fell a little, but I was intrigued. Mage didn’t seem to be afraid to speak his mind to me. It was refreshing.

      “Tell me what you saw.”

      He stepped closer. I dropped my hands to my sides and backed up as he was now totally in my personal space. He took my hand in his, turning it palm up. He traced a finger along my palm as he spoke. “I dreamt of you under a night sky. Stars were falling all around you and there was fire. The moonlight hit your necklace and it was glowing.” He reached his other hand up to touch my necklace and I didn’t move to stop him. “I couldn’t see your face, just your necklace and your black hair. But it was you. I could smell you. You smell like roses.”

      Smell me? I stepped back and hit the wall.

      He let go suddenly. “I’m awful sorry. I hope Sherry told you I’m harmless. I am. It’s just, I felt like I was supposed to meet you, and now I have, and…Whoa.”

      Mage stepped closer to me, until our chests were almost touching. I had nowhere to go and waited to feel the panic come on. It didn’t. Luckily for him, Sherry had warned me in the past that Mage could be a little different, but that he wasn’t like a creep or anything. It was also lucky for him that he was ridiculously attractive and I was already quite taken with him, despite my usual response to a man hitting on me this blatantly.

      “Why do you think you were supposed to meet me?” I asked breathlessly.

      He started to speak, then stopped and licked his lips. “If I tell you, you’ll run. I think I’ll keep it to myself for now. So you know about the murders? Isn’t it crazy?” He took a half step back with that subject change, presumably to give me some space.

      I shook my head. “It is crazy. It’s crazy the owners are letting you guys stay here.”

      He was still standing close, appraising me. “We were told not to go in the living room, nor the master bedroom that the murder happened in. They’re boarded up. Star and Devon and their ladies each have master bedrooms up there,” he said, gesturing upstairs with a chin lift. “Marcus has the last bedroom, and Jade and I each took a room in the maid’s quarters. We turned the ballroom into rehearsal space. It’s got great acoustics. But yeah, there is definitely an unhappy spirit in the place. There’ve only been a few strange occurrences—the clock banging like that at eight-oh-six every night, and one night we heard banging on the floor upstairs just after the clock started. Jade said he heard children crying a couple of nights. We’re just all wondering why the guy went off and killed his wife and tried to kill his daughter, then offed himself. No one knows.”

      I looked around a little. The place was definitely in disrepair in the front hall, where we were still standing, but the kitchen looked as though it had been renovated. “The owners finally decided to fix the place up?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, pulling his t-shirt tight and smiled proudly. “They couldn’t resist their daughter. She loves us. They let us bring a team in here to make repairs before we moved in this past July, as long as we didn’t touch the bedroom upstairs or the living room. We had the place cleaned up, restored the hardwood floors in the rest of the house, painted, and repaired the bathrooms so they were usable. We didn’t want to disrupt anything, you know. There’s a story here.”

      I smiled and looked up the stairs. “You’re really fascinated by this place, aren’t you?” I turned back to look at him and his eyelids had grown heavy. He reached out to touch my face.

      I know I should have recoiled, normally I would have, but for some reason it wasn’t weird that a man I’d just met, this man, was acting so familiarly. Still, I thought I’d remind him why I was here. I figured it might cause him to cool his burners a little. Sometimes people forgot they were talking to a reporter, and when they remembered, they’d be angry with themselves and resentful that they’d spilled their guts. I didn’t want Mage to feel that way about me.

      “I was hoping to talk to all of you tonight. Is that still okay?” He raised an eyebrow and let his fingers graze my jaw. His eyes were on my lips as though he wasn’t really hearing me, as though he was somewhere else. “Mage?” I asked, trying to pull him from his trance.

      “Hmmm? Sorry,” he said with a smile. “Yeah. We’ll talk. But when it’s over, when it’s done, you and I have some things to discuss.”

      I frowned, wondering what he could mean by that. He leaned even closer and my heart started jumping around. He grazed my cheek with his nose and lips and breathed once again in my ear. “We’re just getting started, chère.”

      He pulled back with a serious look and started walking back to the kitchen.

      What was that all about? Was he for real? His attentions didn’t feel slimy, like those of the other celebs I’d interviewed who thought every woman was going to invite them into their vagina. I’d quickly learned to ignore that kind of behavior, turn it back on them, or call them on it outright. I was very careful to never give anyone the wrong impression of me, especially after a few bad experiences.

      Back in the kitchen, I was still a little dazed from my non-tour with Mage. I had this feeling, like an intuition, that something really big was happening tonight. I never ignored my feelings like this. I intended to stay on guard.

      Marcus was still hunched over his root beer in the kitchen, not at all looking like the dazzling front man he usually portrayed himself to be. The two couples were cozy on the couch and Jade was entertaining them with some story. Sherry hadn’t come over, which maybe explained why Marcus was moping. I was incredibly curious and hoped the story would come out at some point without too much prodding.

      Mage gestured grandly for me to enter the kitchen before him. He entered the kitchen behind me rubbing his hands together. “Why don’t we go in the ballroom, guys? We’ll have more room.” He opened the fridge and pulled out some more snack trays. “Sammara, can I get you something to drink?” he asked while presenting his backside.

      I bit my lip at the sight. He was striking, a real stunner, and obviously paid attention to his body. He wasn’t hulked out or anything, but he looked damn good in his black jeans that hugged all the right places. He turned and said my name again before I remembered what he’d asked. “Um, sure,” I replied, kicking myself for spacing out while ogling him. “Something cold. Iced Tea?”

      Jaylene yelped and hurried over to us. “Better tell him whether you like it sweet or not. These boys like their tea sweet enough to give you a cavity just looking at it.”

      I laughed. “That’s right. Southern thing, right? Unsweetened. Please.”

      Mage turned and handed me a bottle, his fingers lingering over mine long enough to add to my goose bumps. “Jaylene tried to train us to ask.”

      I uncapped the bottle and raised an eyebrow at Jaylene. “You local?”

      She shook her head. “I’m from the East Bay originally.”

      “Get out!” I exclaimed. “Me too. I grew up in Fremont.”

      Jaylene high-fived me. “Hayward. How funny!”

      We chatted for a moment about high schools, old hangouts, land marks. It was funny to meet people down here that were from back home. I hadn’t met too many Bay Area folks who’d transplanted to Hollywood.

      Mage looked between the two of us as Jade joined our conversation. Mage elbowed him in the arm and stage whispered, “Bro, we might be in trouble here,” he joked.

      Jade looked confused. “Why?”

      Mage paused as though he was going to explain his statement, and then decided against it. He shook his head and closed the fridge with his hip instead.

      “C’mon. I’ll show you to the ballroom,” he said to me as he led me from the kitchen.

      I could not believe I was walking through the famed Los Feliz Murder Mansion on the arm of the charming and handsome Mage of Maggie’s Bones, a band I’d followed for a long time but had never met as a whole group. I had even written their first live performance review for Feedback before being promoted to features writer.

      I’d grown up listening to everything from Fleetwood Mac and the Grateful Dead to Korn, Slipknot, and Judas Priest. Maggie’s Bones, in my opinion, had staying power like those bands. They’d been a tight unit; cousins and friends who’d played together for years, and each album only got better and better. I’d heard the stories of their excesses and I knew they’d been through rough times, but seeing them together tonight they seemed to be in a good place. I couldn’t wait to hear what they’d been working on. Getting to hear new music first was one of the best perks of the job with the magazine, and I hoped I’d get a sneak peek tonight.

      Mage led me up two flights of stairs to the third level. We entered a large ballroom that had been cleaned, but not fully restored. Faded wallpaper peeled from the walls and the room had a faint odor of mildew and bleach. The hardwood floor, however, had been resurfaced, and new light fixtures were strung from the ceiling. A large leather sectional filled one corner near a bar and instruments and equipment were strewn across the rest of the room.

      “Jade,” Mage called over his shoulder. “Can you grab those beanbags so we have enough seating?” Mage guided me over to one end of the sectional and gestured for me to sit. Star and D took the other, longer portion of the sectional with their ladies on their laps. Jade plopped down in a beanbag and Mage dragged the other one a couple of feet away from the couch on my right side and sat down, still staring at me. Marcus looked at the couples, frowned, and took a seat on the large matching ottoman.

      I took out my recorder and a notebook. I’d jotted down some notes as soon as I got home from the cafe. I liked to keep my interviews organic, though, so I didn’t have a list of questions, more like a collection of thoughts. Once I was organized, I looked around to find them all staring at me. Time to break the ice. “So. A blonde and a brunette walk into a bar…” I waited a beat for someone to ask for more.

      Jade was the one to bite first. “Then what?”

      I fought the urge to laugh at his confused face. “They went to the hospital with concussions.”

      I heard a snort from D, a snicker from Mackenzie, and then Star started belly laughing.

      Jade just looked confused. “I don’t get it.”

      I took pity on him. Sort of. “I’m sorry. Ok, let’s try another one. Want to hear a dirty joke?”

      Jade laughed. “Hell yeah!” He rubbed his hands together. Marcus muttered something under his breath. The rest of the group waited with smiles.

      I cleared my throat for effect. “White horse fell in a mud puddle.”

      Jade’s smile was gone and the confused look was back.

      I continued. “How about a clean joke?” He smiled again. I said, “He took a bath.”

      Star started howling and the others chuckled. Jade still looked confused. “C’mon! I really don’t get it. Star? Why is that funny?”

      Star kept laughing, holding his belly. “Aw, man. Those were good. Dude, they’re non-jokes. They’re hilarious? Don’t you ever watch YouTube?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said when I realized Jade was still upset. “I just wanted to break the tension a little. I know being interviewed can be uncomfortable. I hate making people uncomfortable and I suck at telling jokes, so this is my solution.” I was also rambling, a habit of mine when I was nervous.

      Mage placed his hand on my knee and squeezed. “You can’t suck more than Jade at telling jokes. He always forgets the punch line.”

      Jade gave him an ugly look. “Oh yeah? What about you? You ruin every fucking movie by telling us what’s going to happen!” He turned to me. “He does. Even the ones he hasn’t seen before. It fucking pisses me off!” He stood up and walked over to the bar to stuff his mouth full of cheese. “I thtill can’t bewieve you ruined Theven!”

      D and Star laughed along with their band mates, and I guessed by their reactions, Jaylene and Mackenzie hadn’t heard this story before either.

      “I can’t help it, Jade,” Mage said. “It just comes to me!”

      Jade threw a piece of food at him. “Yeah, well keep it to yourself next time.” Mage picked it up and threw it back.

      Jaylene crawled off D’s lap and bent down to whisper in Jade’s ear.

      A shit-eating grin lit up his face. “Yeah, at least I’m not ticklish,” he said with a laugh. Jaylene winked at Mage, who rolled his eyes, and then she left the room for a minute. D watched her go out the door. There was such love in his gaze. I sighed internally at how sweet they were. My attention was pulled away from watching them by a flying ice cube. The food fight was continuing between the combatants and I didn’t want to be a casualty.

      “Alright, boys,” Sherry called from the doorway. “Enough! Jade, grab a broom. We just cleaned up after the last mess you guys made in here.”

      Marcus immediately perked up and stood as she approached. She glanced at him, irritated, and made her way over to hug me, avoiding any contact with him.

      “Fine,” Jade groaned. “Make me clean it up. Mage started it,” he mumbled as he left the room.

      Mage gave me a repentant smile. “I can’t help it. He’s my best friend, has been since we were kids, but he’s so easy. The dude struggles to detect any subtlety, sarcasm, or innuendo. I have to be careful with him.”

      Jaylene came back in with a sketchbook in hand and was in the act of sitting down on D’s lap as Mage spoke. “Mage,” she scolded. “Remember what⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled. “I’ll try.” Jaylene smiled at him and snuggled up to D, who kissed her neck, causing her to giggle.

      I was a little shocked. I’d heard rumors about the stoic guitarist, that he didn’t have much time for women. There were even those who speculated he was gay. But he was utterly consumed with Jaylene. Obviously the rumors were false. Seems he just hadn’t found the right woman until now. I thought about that as I prepared to ask my first question.

      “This past year has been full of trials and tribulations for you as a band and personally. Can each of you share one thing you are grateful for right now? Something that has put you in a good place, whether it be personally or professionally?”

      They all took a moment to think about it.

      Star was the first one to speak. “My sobriety. Without it, I wouldn’t be here right now, able to contribute to the band and able to be next to this lovely lady.” Mackenzie leaned over and bit his ear, causing him to shiver. Their looks toward each other weren’t necessarily sweet, like D and Jaylene’s. Mackenzie looked as though she wanted to eat Star alive. He appeared completely prepared to be the main course.

      I nodded in understanding, appreciating his candor. “Thank you. Given what you all have been through, I can imagine being sober is incredibly important to you now.” Star gave me a look in return that seemed to bore right into me with its depth. It was as if he was showing me his battered soul through eyes that showed a determination to stay healthy. I felt his pain so tangibly my hands shook for a moment and I dropped my pencil. I had a feeling that as we got deeper into this conversation, their emotions were going to start affecting me deeply. I became a reporter not because I wanted to know the scoop, but because I wanted to tell peoples’ stories. The emotional experience was important to me.

      Mage reached for the pencil at the same moment I did and our hands brushed. He handed it to me, holding on to it a moment longer than necessary just to make a connection. That touch grounded me and I was able to get it together. Interesting development.

      “Thanks,” I stammered. Just as Star had projected his pain, I was getting some very different vibes from Mage. He was throwing all kinds of lust and desire my way. He must have realized it, because a moment later, it was gone. I started to speak, to call him on it, but stopped as I remembered we weren’t alone.

      “I’m just grateful we’ve got a fucking album to deliver,” Marcus remarked.

      I turned my attention to the leader of the band. I’d spoken at length with Marcus several times before. I did an interview with him two years ago and had seen him since with Sherry a couple of times. He was way toned down tonight. Everything about him was mellowed out. He’d left off the guyliner and was dressed simply in black jeans and a t-shirt with none of his usual accessories. His hair was kind of flat and hanging around his face. He seemed grim, not cocky. I wasn’t sure what that was about, but Sherry’s strange reactions to him made it clear she had something to do with the change.

      “The writing process this time was plagued with one thing after another,” he continued. “D left L.A., we relocated back to New Orleans temporarily, our Uncle Daryl had a heart attack, Jaylene got hurt… It was fucked up for awhile.”

      Mage leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “But then the stars aligned for us. Scott Cross was able to reschedule our sessions with him. We did some amazing work with Jaylene that really focused our songwriting. We went back and did the cleansing at D’s house⁠—”

      “Mage,” Marcus said, giving him a stern look and shaking his head, as if he wanted his band mate to shut up.

      “What? I think that made a huge difference,” Mage said. He looked to D. “Can I tell her?”

      D shrugged, let out a tired breath, and then nodded.

      Mage seemed determined. “Cool. So. When we got back home, we decided to stay in New Orleans ’cause that’s where D was living with his mama, Miss Marie, and it was close to Mr. Daryl and my family. But you know we’re from Houma, right?” he asked me. I nodded and he continued.

      “So much of our history happened in D’s house. Maggie heard us play there the first time, we wrote our first songs there…it was where it all started, dig? So I told my brothers here that we should have a medium come to the house. I thought it might help us and make it a healthy place again. My auntie Babette knew a woman who was supposed to be an expert. Madame Genevieve, a Creole woman from my gran’s neighborhood, agreed to meet with us at the house⁠—”

      “Dude, Mage, you gotta tell her what happened when you called her,” Star said, his eyes wild.

      Mage shook his head. “See? You always do that, Star. So what if she said she knew I would be calling? So fucking what? You want to laugh⁠—”

      “I’m just saying, bro, that it’s an important part of the story!” Star gestured for Mage to speak.

      “Fine. When I called her, she said she knew I was going to call her, that our case was going to be a difficult one because Maggie died in California, and that she’d have to consult with her advising spirits as to whether we could even contact Maggie from Louisiana, which would cost us an extra three hundred dollars. I hadn’t even told her who I was or anything about Maggie, but she knew.”

      Jade and Star snickered, Devon smirked, and Marcus continued to mope, shooting looks at Sherry every so often. Poor man. I didn’t care that he wasn’t always a great guy. He was obviously hurting. He looked in my direction and the sadness hit me like a bucket of cold water. I closed my eyes for a moment and tried to send him some soothing energy. Sometimes I could do it, sometimes it didn’t seem to make any difference, but it couldn’t hurt to try.

      Marcus looked away and rubbed at the back of his neck. I turned my attention back to Mage.

      “So you hired the woman? She came out to the house?” I smiled at Mage and his eyes lit up.

      “Yeah, we did,” he said in a low voice. “I gave her directions to Miss Marie’s house and we met her out there on a Saturday evening at dusk. She only worked on Saturdays, she explained, because that was when her powers were aligned with the spirits. When she arrived, she did a thorough cleansing of the house with bay leaves and used some other herbs to make sure the environment was welcoming⁠—”

      “It smelled like shit,” Marcus muttered.

      Jade snorted a laugh and then looked sorry when Mage gave him a frustrated glance. “Bro, I’m sorry, but he’s right. Whatever she was burning smelled like hot ass with foot funk thrown in for good measure.” Everyone cracked up at that olfactory memory and Mage shook his head.

      “I understand for those types of visits it’s important to make sure the spirits feel welcome. Did she use burdock root or wormwood?”

      Mage blinked hard a couple of times. He moved off of the beanbag to sit closer to the couch, crossing his legs and resting his hands on his knees, almost in a meditative position.

      He flicked his ponytail back over his shoulders. “I don’t think so. It smelled more like vervain. I asked her what she was burning, but she went into a trance before she would answer me. I always thought vervain was more for sexual energy?”

      I set my notepad aside and clasped my hands in front of me, trying to decide how to tell him he’d been had. “Vervain is supposed to bring about love or lustful feelings. It’s more used for love spells or⁠—”

      “I knew it,” he gasped, leaning closer. “I knew she was using the wrong⁠—”

      “Dude, she was trying to get into your pants,” Star said. “You wanted to think she was the real deal, brother. I know you. She just wanted to get on your good side,” he said, dropping his eyes to Mage’s groin. Everyone laughed, except Jaylene. She put a hand on Star’s arm and gave him a look.

      “Mage,” Jaylene said. “Finish telling the story. I want to hear what happened next.” Mage smiled gratefully at her and I could feel a strong connection between them. Devon whispered something in her ear then and she blushed.

      “Anyway…” Mage drawled. “Y’all gonna let me tell this tale?” They all grumbled and encouraged him to continue. “So, we were sitting around the table, except Marcus. His allergies were bothering him.” Mage frowned at Marcus like he was a misbehaving child.

      Jade snorted, which brought on more chuckles. Marcus smirked and shrugged his shoulder. “Yeah, I was allergic to that woman’s sex magick, Mage. I like my sex magick a little more organic, feel me?” The women groaned and Devon kicked at Marcus’s seat. Mage just seemed to grow impatient. Poor guy. He probably got razzed like this all the time. I could totally relate to the ridicule.

      “Funny, Lambert! See what I have to put up with? Anyway, Madame lit her candles in the middle of the table and it started getting real smoky inside. We held each other’s hands and as Marcus rejoined us, lightning cracked almost immediately and the outside lights went out. It started pouring down rain hard and she shouted, ‘Don’t let go, no matter what happens!’ We stopped laughing because shit was getting serious. Jade started to let go, but I held on, not wanting to unleash whatever this woman had conjured. The front door blew open and rain splattered loudly against the windows behind us. Star screamed and fell over in his chair, breaking the circle. Madame shrieked and moaned in this otherworldly voice and then a huge crack of thunder boomed and we heard loud crashes outside. That was it! Everyone else let go and ran to look outside. A whole tree had been yanked out of the ground in the front yard and crashed against the garage.”

      “Yeah, it was so fucking scary. It did damage, too, huh, D?” Jade was sitting forward and totally engrossed in this part.

      “Yeah,” Devon said quietly. “It was just a storm, though.”

      Mage shook his head. “Call it what you want, bro, but after she got pissed and said she’d need more money to reestablish the connection, it got crazier outside and then that window broke, remember? That wasn’t all from the storm.”

      “Sounds scary. Then what happened?” I asked, creeped out and excited at the same time. I’d always been too chicken to attend a séance or any type of attempt to reach the other side. My mother had warned me that I felt things too deeply to get involved with spirits, that I could be overcome.

      “Well, we told her we wouldn’t pay her anything else, and anyway, the other guys wouldn’t come back to the table, so she left. We went about setting things to rights in the house while D ran out to check on his baby in the garage.”

      Jaylene sucked in a breath. “You mean Rose could have been damaged?” Everyone laughed.

      “His precious Dodge was fine, Jay. We just had to have someone replace the window on the house, repair part of the gutter on the garage, and the front doorknob went through the drywall in the entryway so we had to patch that up. But we didn’t stay there that night,” Marcus finished, shivering a little.

      Mage nodded. “Yeah. Madame called something out and she didn’t end her ceremony properly. I ended up bringing Auntie Babette out there and we did a more thorough cleansing at the house. I think everything is okay now, but I should go out there again and check.”

      I wanted to know more, but I needed to get on with the band’s story before I lost them.

      “Were you able to gain any relief from this experience, or are you still dealing with your grief? And how are you dealing with it?”

      The room got really quiet. The guys kind of looked around at each other. Sherry waited for someone to speak. Jaylene pulled Devon’s head to her shoulder and kissed him.

      “Well, Jaylene tattooed us, and she got us talking. That sort of made it better,” Jade offered.

      Mage nodded, tugging on his hair. “It’s still really hard, but we’ve pulled together. Sherry really stepped up and made things come together for us when we needed her to.”

      Sherry smiled at Mage and he nudged her foot with his.

      “Sherry, what’s been the hardest part, do you think, about picking up where Maggie left off?”

      She looked at the faces of her charges around her, purposely avoiding Marcus. “Gaining their trust took some time. Getting the label to stop dicking with them, forcing them to do this album when they weren’t ready. There was a lot of flack from the label because of the courts— I’m sorry, Devon.”

      Our eyes went to Devon and he shook his head, his huge blue eyes sad, but also angry. “It’s fine, Sherry.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief and looked to me, ready to continue. “Because Maggie’s husband, Thomas, was also an employee of the label, and his court case was still pending, the band was pressured to not say anything about it and to just shut up and make music. The label was very insensitive.”

      “Yeah, but you stood up for us, Sherry. You made it right.” Jade was such a puppy dog, the way he talked to people. He was incredibly handsome, just like his brother, but had an innocence about him. I gathered the other guys let him get away with more.

      “Sherry was instrumental in getting us to where we are now. Without her, we wouldn’t have had our time with Jaylene, we wouldn’t have gotten Scott Cross, and we wouldn’t be getting ready to do this short fall tour,” Marcus said. He took a drink of his root beer and watched Sherry intently. She smiled sadly.

      I waited a moment, and then Jaylene spoke. “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to talk or not, but these guys worked so hard, not just on the album, but on themselves.”

      Star smiled at her and hugged Mackenzie tight. “That was your doing, Jay,” Star said. “She made us talk to each other again, made us, like, get along again like we used to. She had to shoot us to do it, but it worked.”

      The room erupted in laughter and Jaylene turned bright red. She play-swatted Star but he caught her hand and kissed it like the rascal he was.

      “And the tattoos…?”

      “Yeah,” Jade said, his voice full of admiration. “The tattoos she gave us are fucking brilliant.” Jade jumped up, stepped in front of me, and lifted his shirt to reveal a beautiful black and gray tattoo on the left side of his chest. It was an angel kneeling and cradling a fleur-de-lis in its hands. Some of the feathers were falling from the wings. I leaned a little closer so I could see the detail.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “You do incredible work, Jaylene. Did you all get the same one?”

      One by one, they nodded.

      “I’m glad you were able to do this. I understand that you guys are thinking of starting some sort of foundation for victims of domestic violence?”

      Star spoke in a firm voice. “Our management firm and the band have begun looking into some options. We want to do something to help people in that situation. My mama was beaten nearly every day of her life, and I just can’t stand seeing anyone else go through that. Maggie had been dealing with the threats and the drama by herself, and that was awful. No one should have to be afraid.”

      Mackenzie smiled down at him and looked very proud.

      “That’s wonderful. Let me know when things are finalized. I’d love to help with publicity, or however else I can,” I said with a shaky voice. I knew this was a tough topic for Star and the band. Their sorrow washed over me. I was near to gasping for breath before I realized what it was. I needed to redirect the conversation.

      I asked them questions about the album and the tour and they all shared ideas and concepts they were working on. They even played me a couple of rough cuts from the album. I was blown away. I wanted to ask about some of the songs.

      “Can you tell me about the lyrics of ‘Heavy’? It’s quite a departure.”

      They looked a little grim, like maybe they were concerned about the reaction from fans.

      “D wrote it,” Marcus said. “He really should have sung it⁠—”

      “Marcus,” Devon interrupted in a low warning voice.

      “It’s true,” Mage said. “But the label wasn’t interested in ‘adding a new voice to our repertoire⁠—’”

      “And we have a singer,” D interrupted. “I never intended to sing it.” Jaylene spoke to him in soothing tones. D was visibly upset. I could tell he had a long way to go until he was really okay. His grief was tangible. It was different from that of the others. I could see it like a dark spot on his aura, as though it was a diseased part of him.

      “When D brought us ‘Heavy’, it was kind of the game changer. After that, we decided to take the album in a new direction, with Maggie as our focus. Jaylene had us all talk about our most important memories of her, and it just grew from there. I’m really proud of the album. It’s very spiritual, very reflective of where we are right now in our lives.” Mage’s words had the rest of the band nodding.

      Then Marcus chuckled. “I should let you do all the interviews from now on,” he laughed.

      Mage looked down at his lap and grew quiet. He had really spoken from the heart. I was so drawn to him that it was hard not to touch him. His back was now leaning against the couch to my right, next to where I was sitting. It would be so easy.

      “I can hear it in the music,” I said softly so just Mage could hear. He turned and smiled up at me. There was something so compelling about him. This wasn’t just a rock-star crush happening here. I couldn’t explain it really, but it felt as if I was connecting with him on a deeper level. Everything he shared, the way he viewed the world…it resonated with me.

      I had to get myself together and continue this interview. “It seems like things are changing personally for many of you. What’s next for the band, and what’s next for each of you, if you care to share?”

      They looked around at each other and then looked to Marcus. He cleared his throat.

      “I can’t speak for personal, necessarily, but for the band, we’ve got some dates in October, the album drops in December, we’ll film the first video in November, and then we go on a world tour in the spring and summer. We’re going to play the festivals, starting in Australia, then the European big ones, including Download and Sonisphere and hopefully Wacken. We were asked to do Warped Tour again, but I think we’re going to focus on some heavier acts supporting us this time. But we’re definitely going to take breaks in between. We’d been on the road almost the entire four years before Maggie died. We were a wreck before that even happened. I think we’re in a healthier place, but I don’t want us getting back to that again.”

      Their gazes were solemn. I could tell they’d been through so much.

      Mage sat up a little bit. “In addition to the band stuff, we’ve been talking about buying the St. Germaine building in New Orleans. We’d like to turn it into a live-music venue. Capacity for live shows could be up to a thousand if we do some renovating upstairs. The French Quarter doesn’t really have anything like that right now. It’s small for us, but we’d like to be able to support other bands and bring something classy to the area. Plus, after the time we just spent there, it feels like ours, you dig? Like we bonded with it. I don’t know. There was something really special about that building and what happened there.”

      “I still say it ain’t haunted, dude.” Jade was smirking. Mage threw an ice cube at him and they were at it again.

      Sherry leaned over to me and said, “I think you’re about to lose them. Is there anything else you want to know?”

      As a matter of fact…

      “Hey guys? I wanted to ask. I heard you were big fans of that Nickelodeon channel band, Big Time Rush? What’s the appeal?”

      Jade hopped up and looked shocked. “Are you kidding? They are awesome! I don’t remember how we found them. Mage?”

      Mage laughed. “Yeah, we caught their TV show once while we were stuck on the bus broke down somewhere. It was cold outside, we were bored out of our heads and weren’t going anywhere. The show is funny, but we just liked their vibe, man. They had some moves and some catchy hooks. I don’t know. We all like to dance and when we was kids we had to sing in the church choir and we learned how to do harmonies and all that.”

      “Then you guys dragged me to that show when we were in the Bay Area,” Sherry groaned, rolling her eyes.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, I’ve been to one of their shows. Not bad for pop music, I guess. The show reminds me of⁠—”

      “—The Monkees.” Mage and I said at the same time.

      “Yeah! How did you⁠—”

      “I had an auntie who loved all those old seventies shows and being at her house was like a time warp, man. When my mama left my daddy and we moved to Houma, we lived with my auntie Poppy. She was an old hippie.”

      “That’s crazy. I thought I was the only one raised by leftover hippies. Far out!”

      I had so many questions for Mage.

      “When did you move to Houma?”

      He shrugged and looked to Jade. “I don’t know. Seventh grade, was it?”

      “It was sixth grade, man. You started middle school with us.” Jade smirked. “You stood out like a sore thumb in your hippie clothes and long hair.”

      “What the fuck you talking about? You grew your hair out after you met me, so I’d watch it with the insults.” More ice cubes thrown.

      “Truth is,” Marcus said, diffusing the situation, “Mage was a little lost in Houma. He’d grown up in Tremé and his mama run them outta there when he was just entering his formative years. We took care of the rest.”

      They all laughed.

      “Yeah, they turned me from a stand-up-bass, jazz-lovin’ beau from Tremé, to an honorary zydeco-listenin’, metal-playin’ Cajun. I blame them for my corruption.”

      “And you loved every minute of it,” Marcus said. “We got the other kids to quit picking on him…well, him individually. See, we all kinda stood out and often had to assert ourselves. At least me and Jade and Star did. D was the talented pretty boy and everyone left him alone. The rest of us were looked at as the scourge of Houma. Our mama and Mage’s mama both worked nights at the hospital, and we were barely supervised. Star’s uncles let us do whatever when we were there. D’s mama was working the restaurant until late. As long as we stayed away from Maggie, we were safe to get into whatever trouble we wanted.”

      “Yeah, but if she caught us, she made sure we got busted,” Jade said seriously. “She’d tell Uncle David and Uncle Daryl, and then we’d be runnin’ for cover!”





OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.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/book3_fated_ebook_final.jpg
R.L. MERRILL







