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“Sometimes angels appear in the unlikeliest of places.” 

Chapter One
“If you need anything else, Mr. Davis, please feel free to call.”  The nurse paused briefly in the doorway, waiting for a reply, a smile, some form of acknowledgement.  Sensing that none was about to come, she slinked into the hallway, pulling the door slowly shut behind her.  

Chase Davis waited to hear the door close then let out a deep breath and tossed his duffel bag onto the bed.  For the first time in a very long while, he was alone.  No agent, no manager.  No chefs, maids, drivers.  No handlers, publicists or stylists.  He was totally and completely alone.  He checked his watch.  He had been by himself now for nearly twenty seconds.  He hated it.  In fact, he couldn’t think of a worse form of torment.  

He walked slowly to the room’s lone window and pushed the curtain aside to peer out.  It appeared pleasant enough outside, a sharp contrast to the cold, forced hominess of his room.  His room.  He let out a disgusted sigh and turned back to face the interior of the small space.  The room was about eight feet by ten with a small, single bed, adorned with a grotesque looking flowered spread.  A plain, wooden dresser was situated against the wall, a mirror hanging above it.  There was a small table as well, with an uncomfortable looking chair shoved underneath.  Chase walked slowly over to the dresser and slid open the top drawer.  It was empty, save a lone black book staring up at him.  The title engraved into the leather revealed it to be a bible, placed there courtesy of the Gideons.  Chase reached down and ran his fingers across the cover.  A slight smile crossed his lips.  

Turning back to the bed, he reached down and slowly unzipped the duffel bag.  His clothes were folded neatly inside, packed with care no doubt by one of his many associates.  He couldn’t be sure which one.  He thought briefly about unpacking, placing the shirts and pants and socks on top of the Gideons’ bible.  Instead he tossed the bag carelessly onto the floor and slumped onto the bed.  It was hard and uncomfortable, much as he imagined it would be.  Leaning back onto the pillow he stared up at the white, cracked ceiling.  

So much had happened in the last day.  Or week, or month, he wasn’t sure which.  Time had little meaning to him anymore.  He removed his sunglasses and set them on his chest, then ran his fingers through his dark brown hair.  He wanted desperately to feel something, some emotion or sentiment, but none came.  He found himself again thinking of that night, trying frantically to remember what had transpired.  

He couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment that he blacked out.  He remembered the movie premiere, quite clearly in fact, and the stuffy reception afterwards.  And he was pretty sure he could remember getting back to Ryan Freel’s place, although by that point he had already had more to drink than he should have.  Bryce Cartwright, one of the few people that Chase considered to be a close friend had snuck a flask filled with whiskey into the theater.  The two men shared it, and had nearly finished it before the movie was twenty minutes old.  After the film had ended, he downed several more drinks in the theater’s lobby where the studio had set up an expensive reception.  As he sipped his drink and half-listened to a studio exec drone on about his performance, or an upcoming project, or something, his eyes drifted to the window.  Outside, the theater’s marquis shone brightly, broadcasting the reason for the evening’s celebration.  Its message was succinct, but powerful nonetheless.  “Premiere.  Tonight.  Chase Davis in ‘Fallen Hero’.”  

“Fallen Hero” was Davis’ fifth feature film.  With it came a thirty-two million dollar paycheck, his biggest payday thus far.  Chase Davis had erupted onto the Hollywood scene at the age of twenty-two.  His performance as a slightly retarded loner forced to care for his aging mother had earned him the Academy Award for Outstanding Actor in a Supporting Role.  After that, the offers came pouring in.  

In “Fallen Hero” Davis plays a young man returning home after serving in the war in Iraq.  A member of the reserves, Davis’ character leaves behind a loving girlfriend and a promising career as an architect.  During the war, he loses part of his hand in a grenade accident and finds that he is unable to continue in his chosen field upon his return home.  He also is unable to reconnect with his girlfriend.  Convinced that the government is somehow behind his steadily collapsing life, Davis’ character joins a group of fellow veterans on a rapid descent into drug abuse and rampant paranoia.   

“This is it, Chase,” the studio exec was telling him in between sips of his drink, “This is your Best Actor Oscar.”  Chase turned his attention away from the marquis and back to the man with whom he had been speaking.  He was pretty sure he had met the man before, but couldn’t remember what he did for the studio.  And remembering the man’s name was not even in Chase’s realm of possibility, especially given his hasty advancement into inebriation.  

“I appreciate that,” Chase said, flashing his world-famous crooked grin at the man, who now busily dabbed at his perspiring forehead with his cocktail napkin.  

To say Chase Davis was good looking would be a gross understatement.  He was gorgeous and everyone knew it.  Including himself.  His hair was dark brown with faint traces of red, like the color of mahogany.  Not too dark, but expensive and earthy, with a few strands always hanging slightly over his left eye.  His eyes were a bright, almost exaggerated sky blue.  He had strong facial features; high cheek bones and a defined jaw.  His teeth were straight and too white for a smoker, which Chase was, at least socially.  And nearly every picture taken of him, either by professional or paparazzi, featured his world-famous crooked grin.  

He was enough of a bad-boy that wild girls loved him, but still had the boy-next-door charm that appealed to the older and less feral breed of women.  To men, he appeared to be the proverbial buddy; the guy who could throw back a twelve-pack while watching the game, then rope in the ladies at the bar later that night.  To say the world loved Chase Davis would not be an overstatement.      

The studio exec beamed excitedly at having Davis all to himself.  He even seemed not to notice that the actor’s attention was in any one of a thousand other places.  The exec breathed in deeply, about to expound on another point, but Davis stopped him before a sound could escape his open and ready lips.  

“I’m sorry, would you excuse me for a second?” Davis offered another glimpse of the crooked smile and, placing a brotherly hand on the man’s shoulder, turned and made his way across the room.  He walked purposely, as if there were someone or something he needed to see right away.  But the truth was, there was no one.  Lately Chase found that he could only stomach for a few minutes any conversation that didn’t end with someone handing him a million dollar check or jumping into bed with him.  Since his one-sided chat with the studio exec appeared to be leading to neither, he took advantage of his opportunity to bail.  

Davis frantically scanned the crowded lobby for someone else to talk to.  Ryan Freel, his agent, chomped on a cigar and laughed heartily with a few men in expensive suits that Chase didn’t recognize.  Freel always looked out for Chase’s best interests.  He seemed to be trustworthy.  Still, he had made a pretty nice fortune off of Davis’ talent, and the shit-eating grin plastered across his face as he guffawed with the fancy suits reflected the wave of fortune he was riding.  

Laney Gray, Chase’s leading lady was holding court near a large cardboard cut-out of her and Chase.  It was a promotional piece for the film; life-size replicas of the two of them, he in his green army fatigues preparing to depart for war, and her, the tear-stained girl being left behind.  A group of men flanked the real-life Laney on all sides, laughing stupidly at every word that left her lips.  And why not?  She looked fabulous.  She wore a plain red dress that was just short enough to show off her thin, toned legs.  Spaghetti straps served to highlight her soft shoulders.  She wore her blond hair pulled back, allowing the diamonds in her ears to glow with the stand-out luminescence of a lighthouse on a foggy night.  An equally bright but substantially larger diamond hung around her neck, drawing attention to the flawless curves of her neck and chest.  

Upon seeing her, Chase ceased his promenade and stared at her with the same dumb grin of admiration worn by the men surrounding her, only from a greater distance.  It’s amazing, he thought, how simple clothes can seem to accentuate the beauty of a truly gorgeous woman even more than an elaborate gown can.  Chase had enjoyed working with Laney.  The months they had spent on location together were some of the most enjoyable he had experienced while filming.  And though they hadn’t slept together, the chemistry was definitely there.  On more than one occasion they sipped wine and stayed up way too late talking.  Once, after a particularly grueling day of shooting, she fell asleep in his arms as they lay on the couch watching TV.  His attention turned quickly from the nightly news to the rhythmic rising and falling of her chest as she slept.  Her face was as peaceful as he had ever seen, the faint trace of a smile still painted on her lips.  As she slept, he leaned down and kissed her gently on the forehead.  It was the only time his lips had touched her, but the charge that it sparked through his body was comparable to many a long kiss he’d shared with women of slighter beauty, of lesser stature.  Just being near her, just flirting with her was enough.  That certainly wasn’t the case with most women.  But Laney Gray wasn’t most women.  Women like her could get away with just flirting.  

Laney raised her martini glass to her lips, and as she did she lifted her eyes, finding Chase staring at her from across the room.  She smiled and waved her pinky at him as she sipped from the glass.  Chase smiled in return and gave her a wave of his own.  There was something in her smile that comforted him.  It wasn’t the same forced polite grin that she doled out to her group of admirers.  There was something more to it; an acknowledgement, perhaps, of a past together.  Or at least the beginnings of a past.  Chase smiled again then continued on his trek across the lobby.  

Bryce Cartwright appeared suddenly out of nowhere, throwing his arm around Chase’s shoulders with such force it nearly knocked the glass out of Davis’ hand. 

“Hey man,” Bryce offered, “How you holding up?”  Chase smiled in relief at having been approached by his friend instead of a studio drone or one of many hangers-on who managed to finagle an invite to the exclusive post-premiere reception.  

“Bryce,” he replied with a genuine grin, “Having fun?”  Cartwright raised his nearly empty glass to his mouth and sucked on the small straw, surveying the room as he did.  Nearly everywhere you turned, in all directions, beautiful young women could be seen.  Some were actresses; even those with bit roles in the film were usually invited to the post party.  Many were dates, invited by the much older and much less attractive men that could usually be found within three feet of them at all times.  

“I’m having a blast,” Bryce answered.  Bryce Cartwright and Chase Davis had been friends for a long time, both growing up in a small Pennsylvania town.  It was Bryce Cartwright that was responsible for Chase moving to Los Angeles in the first place.  Just after college, Cartwright decided to move west and try his hand at stand-up comedy.  And although show-biz never panned out for him, he quickly found that the weather and California lifestyle suited him just fine.  And it didn’t take him long to convince his best friend, out of work and mired in the dreary Pennsylvania winter, to join him.  

Chase had done some acting in high school and college, and although he enjoyed it, had never really thought of it as a career.  However, there must be something about the Pacific air, he has said in many an interview, that takes even the slightest hint of desire within a person and rapidly evolves it into an all-out obsession.  

Within a few months of coming to LA, Chase had landed a bit part in a local theater company’s production of ‘A Streetcar Named Desire’.  More importantly however, he landed in bed with a young girl named Gretchen Snow, the show’s Stella, who was also the daughter of Josef Snow, founder and head of Snowdrift Pictures.  Snowdrift had recently put together a string of several successful pictures, and was quickly rising to take its place among Hollywood’s premier studios.  As a favor to his daughter, Josef Snow cast Chase Davis in a small role in Snowdrift’s remake of ‘The Graduate’.  Gretchen and Chase eventually parted ways, prompted by her move to New York City to join the cast of ‘The Phantom of the Opera’, but by then Chase’s Tinseltown connections were firmly in place.  Impressed by the young man’s screen presence and work ethic, Rene Artaud, who directed ‘The Graduate’, cast Davis in his next film, ‘Nothingtown’, for which Davis would go on to win an Oscar for his performance.  

“Glad to hear you’re enjoying yourself.”  Chase swung his arm behind Bryce and gave his shoulders a squeeze as well.  He always credited his friend with helping him get his big break in Hollywood.  “After all,” Chase had said to him once, “If it wasn’t for you, I’d still be back home, working landscape and freezing my nuts off!”  It was this undying bond of loyalty and friendship that prompted Chase to bring Bryce along to nearly all of these celebrity affairs.  And doing so served two purposes.  First and foremost, Bryce enjoyed the hell out of it.  He got to mix among the famous and infamous, and even managed to get himself laid a few times.  But maybe even more importantly, bringing Bryce along meant that Chase didn’t have to bring a date.    

Chase was always careful about who he was seen attending parties and other highly publicized events with.  In fact, it was one of the first things that Ryan Freel had taught him.  

“You don’t want the public to think you’re tied down,” Freel had said during one of their very first meetings together.  “You want your female fans to believe that you’re available.  It helps with their image of you.  Keeps them buying movie tickets.”  Sure, Chase agreed, anything to encourage the fantasy.  

He had done a relatively good job of sticking to that theory too, though perhaps not for the reasons that Freel was preaching.  Chase liked to keep his options open at all times.  Besides, it’s not who you come to the party with that matters.  It’s who you go home with.  

“Any luck tonight?” Chase asked Bryce, letting his arm drop from his friend’s shoulders.  Bryce let his arm drop as well, then followed the actor’s gaze around the room, quickly surveying the faces of as many of the women in attendance as they could in one pass.  

“Not so far,” Bryce replied, his eyes still darting from one girl to the next, “But I’m holding out for Ryan’s.  His parties always rock.”  

Chase glanced quickly from his empty glass to Bryce’s, then, holding it up for his friend to see, motioned with his head toward the bar.  Bryce nodded eagerly in agreement and they started in that direction.  After just a few yards, Bryce put his hand on Chase’s shoulder, bringing both men to a stop.  

“What is it?”  Chase glanced over at Bryce, whose smile from just a moment ago had disappeared, and was replaced with a serious, almost somber look.  

“The movie,” Bryce began, looking hard into his friend’s eyes, “I just wanted to tell you…it was awesome,” he said, adding a solemn, venerable nod, “You were awesome.”  Chase reached out and placed his hand on Bryce’s shoulder.  A comment like that meant so much more coming from a friend than it ever could from a critic.  

“Thanks, man,” he replied.  He allowed for a brief second of silence to pass in order to honor the sacred bond that he felt existed between them, then flashed his world-famous crooked grin.  “Now, c’mon.  Let’s go get a drink.”  

Chapter Two

Chase Davis awoke with a start.  He was sweating profusely.  He could feel the unwelcome moisture between the joints of his knees, and around his elbows and underarms.  Everywhere it seemed, with the exception of his throat, which was bone dry.  

He blinked his eyes a few times, allowing them to adjust to the light.  Once they did he was able to glance around and take in his setting.  This certainly wasn’t the first time he had awoken and not known where he was.  Strange as it may seem, he liked that sensation; the initial dread and anxiety which soon give way to relief upon recognizing the surroundings.  But this time, as he peered cautiously around, something was different; the cracked white ceiling; the stale, practical furniture, the god-awful flowered comforter.  The dread and anxiety persisted.  The relief was nowhere in sight.  

A loud rap on the room’s solitary door interrupted Chase’s thoughts, causing him to jump.  He had heard the knocking before.  It must have been what woke him up.  

Chase sat up and swung his feet over the side of the bed.  

“Come in,” he called out.  The door slowly opened and a kind looking nurse stepped in.  She wore a white dress, with a blue sweater over top.  Her hair was still blonde, but rapidly making its way to gray, and she had it pulled back in a bun.  Her glasses hung around her neck on a chain and a pen was tucked behind her ear.  

The nurse, the uncomfortable bed, the simple décor; Chase finally remembered where he was.  It hadn’t been a bad dream.  The long-awaited relief had finally arrived.  And when it did, he found himself longing once again for the dread and anxiety.  

“Mr. Davis,” she spoke gingerly, “Its suppertime, sir.”  The nurse managed a nervous smile as she opened the door wider.  Chase remembered meeting her earlier.  Her name was Barbara.  

He ran his fingers through his hair and exhaled deeply. He was hungry and couldn’t remember when he had eaten last.  

“Sounds good, Barbara,” he said, glancing over at the nurse and treating her to one of his smiles, “Bring it in.”  The nurse smiled nervously in return and began to fidget with the buttons on her sweater.  

“Um, Mr. Davis,” she stammered, “I’m sorry but we have to go to the cafeteria.”  Chase’s legendary grin quickly faded.  “And my name is Betty, sir,” she added.  Chase continued to stare blankly at her.  The thought of having to put on his game face and mingle with a crowd of junkies and psychopaths made any appetite he had quickly vanish.  And what’s worse, most of those junkies and psychopaths were probably fans.  

Chase’s celebrity meant having to do very little on his own.  And that included dealing with crowds.  There was usually a pretty thorough screening process that took place before he was forced to actually talk to anyone.  It was usually his agent, his manager or Bryce that handled that duty, depending of course on the crowd.  But now, as he sat awkwardly on the stiff, unforgiving mattress, he knew there would be no screening.  For the first time, he would have to handle this one on his own.  And this was certainly not the time, the place, and certainly not the crowd, for firsts.  

“I’m sorry,” he pleaded, “But my agent told me that I would be taking meals here in my room.”  He searched her eyes for some sign that she knew what the hell he was talking about.  “In private,” he quickly added.  The nurse fiddled even more uneasily with her sweater and was no longer able to make eye contact.  It wasn’t easy for her to say no, especially to her patients.  And especially to this particular patient.  

“N--no, Mr. Davis,” she stuttered, “There’s no food allowed in the rooms.”  She motioned with her right arm out the door and down the hallway.  “They began serving dinner a few minutes ago.”  

There was something in her tone or demeanor that told Chase that he wasn’t going to win this argument.  He was pretty sure that if she had the ability to decide on her own, he could have convinced Barbara to let him bring his dinner back to his room.  Hell, he may have even been able to persuade her to go and fetch it for him.   But in just their brief interaction, he could tell that she was the type of person who followed the rules handed down to her to the letter.  And that meant no food in the rooms.  Not even for Hollywood heartthrobs.  

Resigning himself to the unpleasantness that awaited him down the hall, Chase rose from the bed and picked up his sunglasses from the small bedside table.  He slowly made his way toward the nurse, taking far too long to cross such a small room.  He paused briefly to stand in front of the mirror, taking a moment to brush the wrinkles from his shirt and give his hair a quick tussle.  Finally, he took one last deep breath and donned his ever-present sunglasses.  

“OK, Barbara,” he said with a half-assed attempt to summon up a smile, “Let’s go.”  

“Um, it’s Betty,” the nurse muttered softly as she pulled the door shut.  Chase seemed again not to hear her.  He stepped out into the hallway, which he found to be a suitable tribute to the color white, from the tiles on the floor, to the painted walls, to the bright fluorescent lights spaced every few feet along the white ceiling.  At least in his small room he could tell that there had been a half-hearted attempt to make the patients feel comfortable and relaxed.  The same could not be said of the institutional feel of the long, pasty tunnel down which he and Barbara now slowly made their way.  

As they paused to wait for the elevator to arrive, every prison movie that Chase had ever seen flashed quickly back into his mind.  Although he was used to people staring, hell even gawking at him, he cringed at the thought of all eyes watching him awkwardly make his way, carrying his tray full of food, to find an empty seat at one of the long, crowded tables.  He had lost his appetite a few minutes earlier in his room. Now he was just feeling plain nauseous.  

His mind continued to conjure up negative images as he and the nurse took the short ride down to the first floor.  When the doors finally parted, Chase was greeted with the first pleasant surprise since his arrival.  The cafeteria was not set up like the sound stage of a bad prison flick as he feared.  Instead, it was bright and actually almost cheerful.  In lieu of row upon row of long straight tables, there were numerous small round tables situated throughout the room.  Most sat only two people.  And even those that could accommodate up to four, seemed to only be occupied by one.  The entire far-side wall was made of glass, affording the dining patients a good view of the woods and grass outside.  

“Right this way Mr. Davis,” the nurse said, gently taking Chase by the elbow and leading him toward the entrance to the cafeteria line.  Chase quickly surveyed the menu board which announced the daily specials in various neon colors.  He was surprised to see that there were actually quite a few choices, none of which was ‘gruel’, and many which actually sounded quite palatable.  “If I remember your chart, you have no dietary restrictions,” the nurse commented.  Chase nodded in agreement, still a little too taken aback to form any words.  

As he stepped slowly to the counter, he watched the eyes on the elderly woman in the hairnet and plastic gloves begin to glow.  

“Welcome, Mr. Davis,” she said beaming, “It’s a pleasure to have you here.  If there is anything you need, please do not hesitate to ask.”  The nurse shot her an annoyed glance.  He had imagined that the hospital’s staff had been given strict instructions not to treat him differently than any of other patients, and under no circumstances to cater to his celebrity.   Chase simply nodded to the older woman and followed as the nurse ushered him through the cafeteria.  

He chose a turkey sandwich on whole wheat bread and some carrot sticks, along with a bottle of mineral water.  Toting his tray along with him, he caught up to the nurse who stood near the edge of the dining room, peering in at the available seats.  

“Dinner ends at seven,” she told him.  There was something in her tone or mannerism that indicated she was about to leave him there on his own.  Although he had only met her earlier in the day and really felt no closer to her than any one of thousands of other casual acquaintances he’d had, for some reason he wasn’t ready for her to go.  She was recognizable, even familiar.  And right now she was all that he had. “There are some empty seats over there,” she said, pointing to a group of tables near the window.  Three girls were seated at one.  They all looked to be in their early twenties, all appeared haggard, and were all staring directly at him.  Nearby, a man and woman sat across from each other at a table which seated four.  They had been both staring vacantly out of the window, but now turned their attention to him as well.  Chase wished that the nurse hadn’t pointed.  Now he almost felt obligated to join one of their tables.  Not doing so would make him seem conceited or standoffish.  God he wished someone were here to tell him what to do.  

As he continued to scan the room for other options, he noticed a small table for two in the corner which was unoccupied.  It was perfect; out of the way, but still with a view of the window.  This is ridiculous, he thought, I’m Chase Davis.  I shouldn’t have to put up with this shit.  It was the same sort of pep talk that Ryan Freel would’ve given had he been there.  I’m better than all this, he added in his mind.  

Having found within himself the reassurance that he had been lacking, Chase turned to the nurse who still stood anxiously plotting out seating alternatives.  

“Think I got it from here,” he said, finding it heartening that he was no longer having to force each smile.  Without waiting for a reply, Chase headed out across the dining room toward the small table in the corner.  Along the way he stooped down to pick up a newspaper that had been left behind at one of the other tables.  

He arrived at his table and slid effortlessly into the chair.  As he did, he noticed that not only the two tables full of people that he had shunned with his choice of seat, but now nearly every eye in the dining room, was focused squarely on him.  There was some talking going on among the patients, but it never seemed to rise above a low murmur.  In fact, since they had stepped off of the elevator he had noticed that the dining room was quite peaceful and tranquil.  His thoughts drifted again to the prison movies and the inevitable fight that always seemed to erupt among the inmates following the raucous commotion that was each meal.  Perhaps this was the solution, he thought, surveying again the small separate tables.  Maybe the hostility and aggression in today’s prisons could be expunged by simply eliminating the forced, social interaction.  

Paying no attention to the crowd of on-lookers, Chase chomped into his sandwich and flipped the paper open to the entertainment section.  It didn’t take long for him to find a reference to himself along with a photo.  There was something else, however, that quickly caught his eye.  A small news blurb alerted the anxious public to the arrival of ‘Alone and Sick’, the latest offering from the popular alternative band ‘Prester John’.  Just as quickly as had happened earlier that afternoon back in his room, Chase found his thoughts again slipping quickly back to that night.  

He remembered the band.  He was on stage, singing with them.  That part was still very clear in his mind, vivid, in fact.  He remembered the look on the faces of each member of the band.  He remembered the crowd, most of them staring up at him with that all-too-familiar look of admiration and envy.  He was the life of the party, any party.  Always.  But this had been a party for him and, by all rights, he should have been the main attraction.  

“C’mon man, sing one with us,” Rory Baxter had said to him a few minutes earlier.  Baxter was the lead singer of Prester John.  The band, fresh off their European tour, had arrived back in LA to put the finishing touches on their new album.  Ryan Freel had convinced them to play the party as a personal favor.  Freel had represented Prester John when they cut their first album.  And although they had since found new representation, they had all remained friendly.  

“I can’t sing,” Chase replied, putting his arm around Rory’s shoulder.  “Let’s just have another drink.”  He tugged at Rory, trying to pull him over toward the bar which Ryan Freel had set up in the corner of his living room.  Rory Baxter slid free from Davis’ grip and grabbed him by the wrist.    

“Sure you can.  Don’t be so modest,” he replied.  Using the grip he held on Chase’s wrist, Rory hoisted his arm up into the air above his head.  “Hey who wants to hear Chase sing with the band?” he shouted.  The crowd which had assembled in Freel’s apartment began to holler eagerly.  

The crowd was made up mostly of twenty-somethings, with a few gray heads thrown in for good measure.  Most of the latter were directors or producers, some of which were there looking to discover the next great talent.  The majority however were looking instead to discover their own personal next great conquest.  Most of those in attendance were better looking than average, and a good majority were absolutely stunning.  An invite to a party such as this generally meant a new outfit, a new hairstyle, a professional make-up job and a manicure.  And that was just for the men. A lot of money had been spent in preparing for tonight’s party, and it did not go unnoticed.  

The party was centered mainly in Freel’s living room, a wide open space with a sunken middle.  Numerous couches and chairs of varying art-deco colors and styles were expertly scattered throughout, giving the place a trendy, yet comfortable feel.  Artwork, most of it painted by Berthold Cota, Freel’s favorite, provided the room’s motif.  A particularly large painting that Chase had given him as a gift stood directly above the fireplace.  It featured a nude woman, painted from behind, and seated on the marble floor of what appeared to be a temple.  Through the many vestibules and windows, a view of rolling fields and sunlit blue skies could be observed.  The woman did not appear to have hair, but had two large horns, like those of a ram, growing out of her head.  The painting was called ‘The Changeling’, and Davis had guessed, correctly so, that Freel would love it.  

Conversations, all originating at different times and in differing pitches, melted together into a sort of electric din that made it difficult to hear even the person next to you.  Slinky wannabe actresses, usually from some small Midwestern town, sucked cocaine off of mirror-top tables, while actors with a film or two under their belts made lofty promises and glanced down their dresses.   Heroin-chic models sipped martinis, their pinky fingers waving in the air and serving as a homing beacon to anything with a dick and a platinum card.  The debauchery of a few party-goers had spilled into the kitchen, while others had snuck upstairs to one of Freel’s six bedrooms.  But no matter where they were in the apartment or what they had been doing; regardless of the conversation, the pitch, the drug; each man and women in attendance knew where Chase Davis was at all times.  Even those that wouldn’t have the opportunity to shake his hand, or brush by him on the way to the bar, would know without question, what he wore, what he drank and who he talked to.  And right now that lucky person was Rory Baxter, the lead singer of Prester John.  

“Who wants to hear it?” Rory repeated, prompting more cheers of support from the others in the room.  Chase looked around from face to face, taking in each of the sentiments being tossed at him.  He felt like a prizefighter, standing there with Rory Baxter holding his arm up in a show of victory; his drunken swagger helping with the illusion that he’d just finished a twelve-round contest.  

Chase was a different man here than he was a few hours ago at the premiere. This party was smaller, less stuffy.  And these were his people.  Sure, maybe he didn’t know each and every one of them, but Ryan did, or Bryce, or someone else that he trusted.  He was comfortable here.  He could relax, could be himself.  

“Alright, what the fuck!” he shouted.  The crowd around him erupted, many leaning forward and slapping him on the back.  Rory Baxter screamed in delight and rushed toward the makeshift stage that Ryan Freel had constructed in front of his entertainment center.  Bryce Cartwright appeared out of nowhere, barely able to stand but still clinging tightly to his ninth vodka tonic.  

“You rule, dude,” he shouted tumbling forward into Chase’s arms, “This is going to be classic.”  Regaining his balance, Bryce produced a small vial from his pants pocket and dumped a tiny pile of white powder onto the soft skin between his thumb and forefinger.  He held his hand up toward Chase.  “This is you,” he said.  Without pause, Davis leaned forward and placed his nostril on Bryce’s hand.  With his right hand he held his finger against the other nostril and inhaled deeply.  The white powder surged into his nose and instantly charged through his bloodstream.  Chase let out a loud howl, much to the delight of rapidly growing horde that filtered out of the kitchen and down the stairs to take their place in front of the stage.  Bryce quickly reloaded and polished off a healthy serving of cocaine himself.  

Chase motioned over to the bar with his empty glass and Freel’s hired bartender quickly set to work on preparing another.  Making his way through the pack to the stage, Chase stopped briefly to throw a quick hug to his agent.  

“This party rocks, bro,” he shouted in Ryan’s ear, “Thank you.”  Ryan treated him to a few hearty slaps on the back. 

“Anything for you, man,” he replied with a huge smile.  From the stage, Prester John began to warm up.  Drummer Frank Goode got things going with a snare roll followed by a series of crashes on the cymbals.  Scott Sonnett, the bassist, quickly chimed in while Dane Baxter, Rory’s brother, fired up his electric guitar.  Chase jumped up on the stage as Rory set up the microphones.  Once everything was set an eerie hush came over the party, and Rory sauntered up to the mike.  

“What’s up y’all,” he hissed.  For the moment, Ryan Freel’s apartment ceased to exist, replaced instantly instead by any one of a thousand rock and roll venues.  Chase had been a fan of Prester John since they cut their first CD.  He knew nearly every song and was confident that even in his drunken state he would have no trouble with the words.  This hadn’t been the first time he’d sung in front of a crowd.  Growing up, he and Bryce used to hang out with a group of guys who played in a garage band.  They’d spent many late nights getting stoned and jamming until all hours of the morning, much to the chagrin of their neighbors.  This would be no different, he thought.  

The music started to grind.  It was ‘Like You’, one of Prester John’s first hits.  Chase knew this song well.  This would be child’s play.  He gripped the microphone, tilting it back toward his mouth, and letting his voice roar.

Hey You!

Can you see me standing there,
With my mouth around the barrel

Swallowing my seventh pill

He screamed into the microphone, pointing out over the audience as he sang.  Rory, normally the singer, instead just thrashed about on the stage, further inciting the crowd.  

Your people live above us, spit upon us,
Leave their dead among us
Laughing as you cut me, you don’t even care about me
But I like you!


The entire three minutes and some odd seconds went by like a blur.  Chase finished the song by pushing the microphone stand forward, causing it to tumble off of the stage and into the sea of partiers who seemed not to mind.  


“Give it up for him!” Rory sprang forward and shouted into the microphone once it had been returned to the stage.  Dane Baxter and Scott Sonnett both stepped forward and gave Chase a congratulatory hug.  Frank Goode acknowledged his performance with a point from one of his drumsticks.  Chase couldn’t be sure, but he thought that he sounded pretty damn good.  Besides, it wasn’t like anyone at the party was going to tell him differently.  


He had just finished thanking Rory and the band for allowing him to jam with them, and was making his way off of the stage with the helping hands of several of the men and women standing in the front row when he noticed her.  She was standing against the wall, below the painting of ‘The Changeling’.  She was breathtaking.  Chase refused to take his eyes off of her for fear that if he did, she may vanish. 


She was standing next to another girl and sipping a glass of red wine.  Her hair, blonde with a healthy sort of Iowa cornfield glow, flowed down to just beneath her shoulder blades.  Her skin was a perfect shade of gold, with bare shoulders, bereft of any tan lines, that forced the mind into an instant tailspin.  She was wearing a short, silver cocktail dress that complimented perfectly her long legs and ample curves.  


Chase was most taken immediately with her mouth.  She had a sexy, crooked smile that would disappear only when she spoke, and then only for the briefest of moments.  She was chatting with the other woman and seemed completely absorbed in their conversation, almost distant or removed from the rest of the crowd.  It was as if the whole spectacle; the party, the drugs, the singing, were tiresome to her.  It was as if she hadn’t bought into the whole Chase Davis myth.  And this fascinated him.  

“Chase, that was awesome,” his loyal friend Bryce offered, appearing out of nowhere to hand Chase another drink.  


“Thanks, man,” Chase replied, taking the drink while still keeping his gaze firmly fixated on her.  “Hey,” he said motioning across the room with his glass, “Who is that?”  Bryce leaned forward and craned his neck to see to whom it was that Chase was referring.  


“Where?  In the silver?”  Chase nodded slowly.  Before he could blink or react, Bryce set out across the room.  


“Wait, Bryce,” Chase called after him, but to no avail.  He watched as Bryce approached the two girls, interrupting their conversation.  Bryce was handsome in his own right, however, and neither girl seemed to mind.  After two quick handshakes and a few brief introductions, Chase watched as all three turned to look in his direction.   Bryce raised his glass and shot a smile and a quick wink to Chase, who smiled back and nervously sipped from his drink.  Within seconds the girl in silver left Bryce and the other woman and made her way directly for Chase.  


Chase took another sip from his drink and turned his back toward her slightly, so as not to appear too eager or interested.  


“Hi,” he heard her speak as she approached.  He turned again toward her, noticing as he did the faint smell of her perfume.  Seeing her up close was even more satisfying than the view he had from across the room.  


“Hi,” he replied, trying to sound even more suave than normal, “I’m Chase.”  He reached out and offered his hand.  “It’s…it’s nice to meet you.”  As crisp and polished as he believed his voice to be a few minutes earlier during his song, he now noticed that his words were starting to come out slurred.  


“Nice to meet you too,” she replied, “I’m…”


“Mr. Davis?”  The nurse gently shook Chase’s shoulder, snapping him instantly out of his self-induced trance.  


“Wha…what,” he stammered.  He looked quickly around the dining room, which was now empty, save himself, the nurse and a few perplexed looking busboys.  


“Mr. Davis, sir,” the nurse repeated, “Dinner is over.  It’s time to go back to your room.”  Dinner was indeed over.  He had hardly touched his meal, having lost himself in his meditation.  The other patients had long since left the dining room, leaving him to sit quietly at his table for one.  


“I’m sorry,” he replied, quickly trying to recover.  He made his way to his feet. “I must’ve lost track of the time.”  The nurse looked up at him and smiled.  Chase wondered if the pity in her smile was specifically intended for him or if her many years of service just made it appear naturally.  Either way, he didn’t like it.   The nurse looked down at the half-eaten sandwich.   


“I’ll see if we can’t get that sent up to your room,” she said.  Chase nodded and decided to forgive the insult that she had bestowed upon him along with her pity.  He leaned down and placed his mouth near her ear. 

“What happened to the rules?” he asked, half-mockingly.  The nurse chuckled and smiled again.  


“We can make an exception,” she replied, “But just this once.”  This time, there was no pity in her smile.  

Chapter Three
He knew her name.  Of course he knew her name.  It was April Mansfield.  Hell, he would never forget it.  The problem was he couldn’t remember hearing her tell him.  

That must be it, he thought, that must be when I blacked out.  He had been straining his mind, searching for memories, so hard and for so long that his mind thumped with the force of a jackhammer.  He had seen her from across the room, he was certain of that part.  And he remembered Bryce approaching her, telling her that Chase wanted to meet her.  He remembered her making her way across the party to him.  That’s where it ended.  

He knew full well the events that transpired during the remainder of the evening.  But he knew them only because they had been told to him, not because he had remembered them for himself.  He now was able to pinpoint the exact time at which his actual memories were replaced with ones that had been dictated to him.  

The next true memory that he could recall only served to confuse him even more.  When he awoke in the hospital, it took him several minutes, which seemed like several hours, to figure out where in the hell he was.  Some sort of mask which had been fit over his mouth and nose was the first thing he noticed, as the top of it partially obstructed his peripheral vision.  Instinctively, he tore at it, ripping it away from his face.  He breathed in deeply, convinced that the apparatus had been impeding his breathing rather than assisting it.  

He glanced quickly from side to side, noting that every movement sent sharp pangs of pain coursing through his body.  He was in a bed, but it wasn’t his own.  There were all sorts of electronic gadgets on either side of him.  The room was bright, far too bright for any room where he would consciously fall asleep.  He tried to call out for help, but found that no sound could escape his throat.  

I’m in a hospital, he deduced.  He closed his eyes and made a conscious effort to try and calm himself down.  The realization of where he was, however, did little to help.  He breathed in deeply then exhaled slowly, deliberately.  He was sore, but didn’t appear to be in significant pain.  Try to think, he ordered himself, think what happened.  From his prone position, he craned his neck slightly until he was able to see his feet, which protruded from below the white blanket.  He wiggled his toes, then his whole foot, then finally bent his leg slightly at the knee.  

“Oh thank God,” he muttered aloud at the realization that he was not paralyzed.  

Having overcome his first concern, Chase slowly worked his hands back up to his face, running his fingers over the skin of his nose, cheeks, mouth and brow.  He fingers shook visibly as he searched for any indication of deformity; any scar or cut.   He let out a relieved sigh upon finding none.  

The large wooden door to his right flew suddenly open and a pudgy, middle-aged woman in blue scrubs shuffled through.  

“You gave us a scare, Mr. Davis, we’re glad to have you back,” she muttered in a tone that expressed neither fright nor elation.  She rushed quickly to his bedside and in a quick and fluid motion that allowed him not even a second to protest, replaced the breathing mask over his face.  “You need to keep that on,” she instructed.  Chase stared up at her, waiting for her to stop fidgeting with all of his bedside gadgets and make eye contact with him.  When she finally did, he slowly mouthed three simple words: “where I am?”  The nurse smiled at patted him on the arm.  “You’re at Cedars Sinai,” she replied.  She set out to continue on with her litany of tasks when Chase, summoning up all the strength he could muster, seized her by the wrist.  

“What happened?” he spoke, the words barely above that of a whisper.  Using her other hand, the nurse freed herself from his grip, then began to tuck his blanket underneath the mattress.  

“Just rest now, Mr. Davis,” she replied, glancing hurriedly one last time at the various gadgets, “You’re safe now.”  The nurse turned away from his bed and exited his room, dimming the lights as she stepped out  

He didn’t want to rest.  He wanted to know what the hell had happened to him.  He needed to know.  He tried feebly to raise a protest as the nurse pulled the door shut, but instead felt himself growing weaker, more tired.  He wasn’t sure if his body was still weak from whatever trauma he had been through, or if the sudden weariness he felt was the result of the one of the many tubes plugged into his arm.  He closed his eyes and within minutes had drifted off to sleep.  

When he next awoke, the light which shone from behind the shades covering the window to the left of his bed alerted him that it was daytime.  He squinted his eyes against the new light, then opened them slowly, allowing them time to adjust.  When he could see clearly, Bryce Cartwright and Ryan Freel were standing next to his bed. 

Over the next few days, Bryce and Ryan remained nearby, becoming as much a fixture to the room as the numerous machines to which Chase was attached.  Little by little, as he drifted in and out of consciousness, they filled him in on what had transpired that night after he had met April Mansfield.  

According to Bryce, Chase and April moved their conversation to the orange leather couch next to Ryan’s fireplace.  They continued to sip cocktails and flirt until Bryce and Sheila, the woman to whom April had been speaking earlier, coaxed them over to the bar for some tequila shooters.  After a while, Chase and April disappeared.  Bryce had lost track of them at this point, but Ryan remembered someone telling him he saw them sneak into one of the coat closets on the second floor.  Bryce made some raunchy comments about what was likely to have taken place in that closet, causing all three men to laugh.  Chase held his hand firmly against the side of his abdomen as he laughed, as each convulsion of his body brought with it fresh and poignant pain.  His suffering would be short-lived, however, as the stories from the remainder of the evening were not nearly as lighthearted.  

Ryan remembered Chase saying goodbye and thanking him again for the party, refusing his agent’s offer of a limo ride home.  Finding his car gridlocked among those still at the party, Chase opted instead to take Freel’s Mercedes.  This wasn’t unusual as the two men would often switch rides, usually in similar situations.  

Once Chase and April left the party, the details of what happened were anyone’s guess as no one else was with them and Chase’s memory had long since checked out.  According to the police, the car would have to have been traveling at speeds in excess of one hundred miles per hour when it careened off the bridge.  Both passengers were thrown from the car, probably before it hit the water.  April Mansfield did not survive. Chase Davis, for the moment, had.  

They had appeared to be en route to Chase’s house in Santa Monica.  Of course, this is only speculation as they never arrived.  A passing motorist, who drove by just after the car had gone into the river, radioed for the police before pulling Davis to safety.  April’s body was found floating several hundred yards downstream.  Her death was ruled the result of blunt trauma to the head, which may have occurred either as she smashed through the windshield or upon hitting the water.  

The Benz was fished out of the Los Angeles River where police discovered marijuana and traces of both cocaine and ecstasy.  A toxicology test, performed as part of the autopsy, revealed the same three drugs in April’s bloodstream.  

Chase lay deathly still as Ryan Freel recounted these events to him for the first time.  Try as he may, he could conjure up no memories of the accident.  One minute he was at the post-premiere party at the theatre and the next, he was lying in a hospital bed.  Eventually, he would be able to recall more of the night, up to and including his meeting with the now deceased April Mansfield.  

Chase showed no emotion upon learning what had transpired.  “Chase?” Freel had asked more than once, just to be certain that the actor was still listening.  “Should I go on?” he asked.  Upon receiving no reply, affirmative or otherwise, the agent continued tenuously on.  

He was unconscious when he was pulled from the water, and remained so for nearly two full days.  Since regaining consciousness, he had shown steady improvement and the doctors were confident for a full recovery.  He did suffer a concussion and plenty of cuts and bruises, but no permanent scarring.  That was important; no permanent scarring.  

“You aren’t going to be charged.”  Only upon uttering that phrase did Ryan Freel receive anything that resembled a response from Chase Davis, who shifted his eyes toward the speaker, keeping his head still.  Although it had been widely speculated that Chase Davis had been the driver of the vehicle, because both he and April had been thrown from the car, there was no way to prove it.  Ryan Freel helped to foster any uncertainty by lying to the police about who had been driving.  

“When he asked me if he could borrow my car, I told him he shouldn’t be driving and he assured me that he wouldn’t be,” Freel told the detective who met him at the hospital early that morning.  

“He told you that?” the detective asked, making it abundantly clear through his tone that he thought Freel was full of shit.  The detective was wearing black slacks, black wingtips and a gray turtleneck sweater.  His hair was expertly styled with just the right amount of a wise shade of grey in the temples, giving way to the younger, hipper black throughout.  As he folded his arms and stared doubtingly at Freel, he looked like nearly every bad cop in nearly every bad cop movie.  

“Yes sir.”

“Did he say who would be driving then?”

“No.”

“So you’re assuming it was Ms. Mansfield?”

“I wasn’t really sure who was going with him to be honest.”  Freel wasn’t enjoying this line of questioning in the least.  Even if Davis had been driving, which in all likelihood he had, this had still been a traumatic night.  He had nearly lost a good friend, not to mention his most profitable client, and was certainly not in the mood to be browbeaten by this cocksucking Hollywood detective.

“But you said earlier that Ms. Mansfield had been behind the wheel.”  The detective flipped open a small wire-ring notebook to check his facts as he spoke.  He actually carries one of those little notebooks, Freel caught himself thinking.  You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

“I said I ‘believed’ she was,” Freel corrected.  “As I was going down the stairs, I glanced out of the window and could see Chase and the girl making their way to the car. It appeared to me that she was heading toward the driver’s side, he to the passenger side.”  Freel demonstrated with his hands what he was trying to make the detective believe he saw.  The detective flipped his notebook closed and nodded slowly, as if in deep thought.  

“So you didn’t actually see her get into the driver’s side,” he questioned, “Didn’t actually see her drive off in the Mercedes?”  Now it was Freel’s turn to cross his arms, his rapidly escalating irritation rapidly becoming more apparent.  

“No.  I did not.”  There was only so far he could go with this lie.  But he had accomplished what he had set out to do.  He raised some doubt.  And doubt meant no charges.  

During the remainder of his stay in the hospital, Chase had never again asked about the accident.  Apparently hearing the story once had been plenty.  He did however ask Ryan on multiple occasions to confirm that he would not be going to jail.  Ryan was happy to oblige, although it wasn’t quite as simple as that.  He had more to tell Chase, but was just waiting for the right time to break it to him.  Specifically, he was waiting until the last possible minute.  When he showed up at the hospital for his daily visit and found Chase sitting up, dressed for the first time in shorts and a sweatshirt instead of his hospital-issued garb, Ryan knew that moment had arrived.  

“You look good,” Freel said, pushing the door shut behind him as he entered.  Chase looked eagerly toward the door when it opened, smiling as his agent entered.  He was sitting sideways on the bed, his feet dangling inches above the floor.  He had lost weight during his stay, which caused his clothes to seem oversized.  That, along with his perch on the higher-than-normal bed made him appear almost like a child.  

“Thanks, Ry,” he replied with a wink.  “You do too.”  As Chase Davis’ strength returned, so too did his confidence; that self-assured swagger that had made him a superstar.  Ryan strolled over toward the bed, stopping to poke his foot at a large sack of mail resting on the floor.  

“Been reading your fan mail?”  Chase slurped milk loudly from a bowl of cereal he had been eating. 

“Trying,” he replied.  “It’s coming in faster than I can read it.”  With his spoon, he directed Freel’s eyes to the corner of the room where two additional mail sacs sat unopened.  “Ruby told me they aren’t going to bring any more up.  They’re just going to leave it in the mail room.”  He brought the bowl up to his lips and drank down the remaining milk.  “I can pick it up later.”  

Ryan walked around to the foot of the bed, dragging his hand over the sheets as he did.  He clearly had something on his mind.  “Ruby?” he asked.  Chase swung his legs back onto the bed and scooted back to lean against his pillow.  

“My nurse.”  He reached over to his bedside table and picked up a copy of Sports Illustrated.  “It’s almost time, Ry,” he said, flipping the magazine open to the middle.  

“Time for what?”

“Time to go home.”  Freel chuckled and fidgeted with the string from a bouquet of balloons that hovered near the bed.  

“Is that right?”

“Yep.”

“Says who?”  Chase flipped a few pages further, carrying on the conversation with Ryan Freel without looking up.  

“My doctor.  He says I’m almost strong enough to get out of here.”  

No immediate reply from Freel finally prompted Chase to divert his attention from an article on the Red Sox pitching woes.  As he looked up, his agent quickly darted his eyes to the floor, avoiding Chase’s glance.  

“What is it?” Chase asked.  Ryan attempted feebly to look up and meet his eyes.  “Ry…” the tone of Chase’s voice changed quickly to that of stern earnestness.  “What is it?”  

Ryan Freel mustered up all of the courage he could from within himself. 

“OK, Chase,” he said coming again around the bed to stand closer to his client. “It’s like this.”  He needed to sound confident, to display a certain coolness.  He could not afford to sound like an idiot, tripping over his words like a high school kid asking for a prom date.  So far, he was failing.  “You see…you remember when I said that you weren’t being charged?”  Chase’s eyes widened instantly and he sat forward in the bed.  

“Yes. Why?”  His replies were succinct and definitive.   

“And you’re not,” Freel quickly added, sensing the sudden trepidation coming over his friend.  “But…”

“But what?”  Chase loved Ryan Freel, but was rapidly losing patience.  

“But you won’t be going directly home either.”  Chase sat motionless, his eyes boring into Ryan Freel, waiting for further explanation.  “We’ve agreed to have you spend a month at the Summer Garden Clinic.  It’s in Champaign. Illinois”  Ryan Freel finally spit out the words that had taken him this long to say.  “It’s rehab,” he quickly added.  

He had expected to be immediately assaulted with a verbal tirade from Davis, but none came.  Instead Chase looked at him for a few seconds longer before breaking into laughter.  

“Yeah right,” he chuckled, “You’re kidding.”  Ryan raised his head solemnly and shot Chase a somber glance.  He didn’t need to say anything; didn’t need to shake his head.  The look accomplished all of that.  “You’re fucking kidding me,” Chase screamed, the verbal haranguing arriving a few seconds behind schedule.  

“Listen man, we had to,” Freel said, sliding a chair next to the bed and leaning in close to his friend.  

“Why?”

“To appease the police for one,” Freel quickly explained.  “A girl is dead.  This is national, hell worldwide, news, and these guys don’t have an arrest.  Since they will never be able to prove that you were driving the car, they’re never going to get one.  This helps them save face and takes the heat off of us.”  

“It makes me look guilty.”  Chase, who still hated the idea, was trying his best to remain calm and let his agent explain.  

“I hate to say it, pal, but, despite what the police can prove, a lot of people already think you are.” Chase sank back into his bed, turning his head toward the window and away from Ryan Freel.  He looked defeated.  As he was absorbed into the bed and pillow, he looked like a giant parade float with the air slowly leaking out.  “Besides,” Freel added, taking caution to phrase his next statement as carefully as possible, “We need this.”

Chase turned back toward him, unsure of how to interpret Freel’s last assertion. 

“How do you mean?”

“From a P.R. standpoint,” Ryan explained, “It looks better than if you were to just walk clean away from this.”

“But I’m not an addict,” Chase pleaded, tossing his hands in the air.  “I mean, sure I use, but socially.  I like to have a good time.”  Ryan rose again to his feet and began pacing around the bed.  He could tell by the tone in Chase’s whining pleas that he had resigned himself to the idea.  He wasn’t going to go quietly, but he was going to go.  He had placed himself back into Ryan’s hands.  Ryan was back in control; right where he needed to be.  “It doesn’t interfere with my work,” Chase continued to plead his case for sobriety.  “Besides, who doesn’t take drugs?”  

“That’s not going to work, Chase,” Ryan retorted.  He was regaining his poise, and with it the silver-tongued repartee that made him successful as an agent.  “I can’t sell the whole ‘I just get high to have fun’ rap.  No one’s going to buy it.  Nobody wants to hear about the pretty boy actor who parties and gets so out of control that people end up dead.  Addiction, on the other hand, they’ll eat up.”  The blank look on Chase’s face prompted Freel to continue on his soapbox.  “If you admit addiction, you become the victim.”  Freel began to get more and more animated as he paced.  He definitely knew how to spin a story.  Chase had always thought so. “Now you’re seen as this good kid from blue-collar America, who gets swept up in all of the glitz and glamour of Hollywood and falls victim to the..the evil vices of stardom!”  

Ryan snapped his fingers and pointed at Chase to add emphasis to his last point.  Chase still didn’t like the idea.  To him, addiction meant weakness.  And he wasn’t about to admit that he had any weaknesses.  

“And what’s more,” Freel continued, “By going to rehab, you’re showing that you want to get better.  You’re trying to get better.”  He looked pensively at Chase, hoping to see some sign that he’d made his point.  It wouldn’t come yet.  

“No one is going to buy that shit,” the actor spit back at him.  “Besides, look at all of this fan mail.  Everybody loves me.  This hasn’t changed peoples’ opinions.”  He reached over to the bedside table and picked up a small stack of cards and letters.  He flipped through a few of them before finding a suitable example.  “Here listen,” he said, reading, “Chase, I just wanted to say that you are my favorite actor and I love you.  I hope to see you in a new movie soon.  Get well soon.”  Ryan reached over and plucked the note from Chase’s grip.  

“This is from a thirteen year-old girl,” he said, guessing based on the penmanship and flowered stationary.  “How much?” he asked, kicking at one of the bags of mail near his feet, “How much of this is from little lovestruck teen girls?”  He tossed the letter back at Chase. It landed gently on his chest.  “I mean come on, man, you could kill the pope on national TV, then shit on his corpse and they would still hang your poster in their lockers.  They’re not the ones I’m worried about.” 

Chase sighed deeply and placed his hands over his face.  He had always trusted Ryan, had followed his advice thus far in his career.  He knew he shouldn’t stop now.  

“Why are you just telling me this now?” he mumbled through his hands.

“I wanted you to get better as quickly as possible,” Ryan said shrugging.  It was the truth. “I didn’t want this hanging over your head.” Chase lifted his hands and looked at Ryan.   

“For a month?”

“At least,” Freel replied, nodding. 

“What the hell does that mean?”  Before Ryan could address his next concern, the door to the room swung open and a heavyset black woman poked her head in.  

“Mr. Davis,” she said, “The doctor is coming in a few minutes to run some tests, sugar.”  She smiled at Chase then turned to Ryan.  “You’ll have to leave sir,” she said, still beaming delightfully, “I’m sorry.”  Ryan nodded to her.  She had nothing to be sorry about. He was more than ready to get the hell out of there. 

As the nurse pulled the door shut, Ryan walked over to Chase and placed his hand on his shoulder.  

“Listen, all you have to do is behave yourself.  The doctors will see that you’re making progress, and you’ll be out of there in no time.”  He felt sorry for Chase.  He could definitely see a look of disappointment in his friend’s face.  But at the same time, they needed to do some damage control.  And if that meant Chase spending another month away from his posh Santa Monica estate, then so be it.  

Ryan turned and walked toward the door.  As he placed his handle on the knob, Chase called to him.  

“Hey Ry,” he said.  Freel paused and turned back to look at him.   

“Yeah?” Chase stared hard into his eyes for a few silent moments before speaking.  

“Was I driving?”  The question surprised Ryan.  He surveyed Chase’s face to see if there were some emotion that might betray why he had asked it.  There was none.  He didn’t appear scared or remorseful.  There was no trace of anger or relief.  There was, well, nothing.  Ryan smiled at him.  

“It doesn’t matter.  Now get some rest.”

