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Praise for If Not For My Baby

‘Sensual, poetic, and full of delicious, excruciating yearning. If Not For My Baby is the kind of book I love to recommend to everyone in search of an emotionally resonant, profoundly romantic read. A tender, determined, heartfelt look at the vulnerable business of falling in love. Kate Golden wrote a chart-topping hit worthy of Thomas Patrick Halloran’

Ali Hazelwood, author of Deep End

‘The sultry, sexy, whirlwind romance of my dreams. No one writes an earnestly yearning man quite like Kate Golden. Thomas Patrick Halloran can literally have whatever he wants. This isn’t a book you’re going to want to miss’

B.K. Borison, author of First-Time Caller

‘If Not For My Baby is the rockstar romance of my heart. Clementine and Thomas’s chemistry is palpable, and their romance is off the charts. Kate Golden’s contemporary debut is a smash hit, and I hope she never stops writing them’

Lana Ferguson, author of Overruled

‘With a romance as mesmerizingly sensual as the lead singer himself, If Not for My Baby sings! Kate Golden is ready for her turn center stage in the romance genre’

Julie Soto, author of Not Another Love Song

‘Nothing makes me feel quite like music does, and this passionate, angsty, tender rockstar romance from Kate

Golden lit me up in all the same places. I would go anywhere with this book – on a tour bus to every major city in America, or all the way to a castle in County Kerry. If Not for My Baby might be contemporary romance, but it reads like pure fantasy in Kate Golden’s capable hands’

Alicia Thompson, author of Never Been Shipped

‘If Not for My Baby is lyrical and stunningly romantic. The music, the poetry, the pining! Tom and Clem are magical together, and I was rooting for their happily ever after from the start. I adored this swoony and sexy love story, and I will read anything Kate Golden writes’

Sarah Hawley, author of Servant of Earth

‘This book had me FERAL. Soulful. Intoxicating. Transcendent. Sign me up for anything and everything she writes next!’

Jo Segura, author of Temple of Swoon

‘What can’t Kate Golden do? If Not for My Baby completely swept me away with its intensity, softness, and killer soundtrack. I swooned from beginning to end’

Kate Goldbeck, author of You, Again

‘In equal measures soulful, sexy and sweet as cherry wine, If Not For My Baby is a rhapsodic rockstar romance with a poet’s heart. Golden’s prose and characters can’t help holding the spotlight in this romantic, unforgettable read’

Emily Wibberley and Austin Siegemund-Broka, authors of Book Boyfriend

‘Kate Golden can do it all – and her first crack at contemporary storytelling is an immersive, heartfelt, and unbelievably sexy knockout. If Not For My Baby isn’t just for music lovers. It’s for any reader who’s ever wondered how much brighter life might be if they finally got out of their comfort zone’

Lauren Okie, author of The Best Worst Thing

‘Painfully romantic, gorgeous, gorgeous prose, laugh-out-loud funny, I literally cried multiple times, INSANE original song lyrics by Ms. Golden herself . . . A top contender for fave read of 2025’

Meg Smitherman, author of Thrum

‘A smart, sexy rock ’n’ roll tale that delivers both heat and heart’

Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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To Jack,

The songs only affect me the way that they do
because of the love I’ve known with you.

And to the broadcast channel,
you know who you are.
We did this thing together.




[image: A black-and-white poster for Halloran’s Kingfisher tour. It features the profile of a man with long hair and long stubble, facing to the left with his eyes closed. Flowers interweave with his hair, and a butterfly has landed under his cheekbone. Below the image are a list of tour dates and cities.]



One

DEVOTING YOUR ENTIRE LIFE TO THE PURSUIT OF ANOTHER PERSON, when human beings are all so inherently flawed, and expecting said flawed human to fix all the broken parts of you just so you can convince yourself that you’re whole is a recipe for disappointment.” I reach for another chip and dunk it halfway into the salsa. “In fairness, it used to make a lot more sense. Once upon a time a woman needed a romantic partner to guarantee a roof over her head, or to put food on the table. And men needed a wife to produce an heir for their cobbling business or kingdom or whatever. Things are different now, you know? It’s kind of antiquated.”

I pop the chip into my mouth. Only then do I notice the wide-eyed disbelief splattered all over the face of the man sitting in the booth across from me. His perfectly gelled hair doesn’t move as he takes a slow sip of water through his straw. Mariachi music plays too loudly throughout the restaurant and embarrassment begins to creep up my neck.

“You think love is . . . antiquated?”

I finish chewing, trying to find the right words. “I think striving for a relationship above all else is antiquated. It seems pretty hard to find one worth keeping. And even if you’re lucky enough to do so, you’re still going to suffer one way or another. There are just less painful pursuits in life, don’t you think?”

“Yeah . . .” He leans back in an attempt to subtly check the time via the phone in his pocket. “I see what you’re saying.”

I sigh. Hair Gel and I are not going to be a match. “It’s okay, Hank—”

“Henry.”

“Henry!” I cringe. “I knew that. Look, Henry—I can tell you aren’t feeling this and that’s completely fine. I’m happy to just call it now.”

Henry-not-Hank narrows his well-trimmed eyebrows at me. “Call it?”

“Yeah, you know, like a doctor calling time of death.” I mime feeling my own pulse and make a yikes face.

Henry nods like he understands but I can tell that he does not. In fact—Yeah. He thinks I’m the worst.

“Seriously, I’d love to finish these enchiladas in peace before I have to go back to my shift. No hard feelings at all if you want to skedaddle.”

Nonplussed, Henry slides his phone and keys back into his pockets and begins to scoot ungracefully out of the booth. In his defense, there may not be a graceful way to do that. Then he halts mid-scoot. “You told me . . . You said you were a waitress. You scheduled our first date at the restaurant where you work . . . in the middle of your shift?”

“I—” I falter for words, mouth half-filled with enchilada. Henry bumps his knee a little too hard on the underside of the table as he stands. He winces and I wince, too, out of secondhand phantom pain. “Here,” he says, tossing two twenties onto the table.

“No, no.” I push the money back toward him, swallowing my bite. “It’s practically free with my employee discount.”

Henry doesn’t find that as altruistic as I mean it to be. He leaves the forty bucks where it lays and walks off in a huff, nearly slamming into two young boys barreling toward the bathroom from the birthday party table.

Excellent. Another successful date for Clementine Clark.

A voice calls out to the young, exuberant boys. “Hey, no running!”

I peer behind me and spot Mike. His dusty blond hair is sticking out at odd angles and there are purplish bags under his eyes. For someone who wanted this promotion, he’s been totally overwhelmed. I don’t know what he expected—the Happy Tortilla is the best fast-casual Tex-Mex spot in Cherry Grove. It’s literally only empty when we’re closed.

“All right, fun police.” I dig back into my dinner. I probably have these chicken enchiladas twice a week and never tire of the comfort food. Normally, I’d need them extra badly after a failed date, but tonight is a magnificent Ladybird Playhouse night, so I’m not taking the rejection too hard.

“If they get hurt,” Mike says, sliding into the red vinyl booth across from me with a grunt, “we could be held liable.”

“Ooh, liable. Such manager-speak.”

“Hey.” He laughs. “I’m your boss now.”

“You have rice in your hair, boss.”

Mike swats at his head. “Date didn’t go so well?”

“I’m not talking about it with you.”

“Me?” Mike steals a chip from the plastic bowl between us. “I knew you when you thought barbecue meant there would be Barbies involved.”

“We were four!”

“That’s my point. What was wrong with Mr. Apple Watch?”

But Mike knows I’m not going to tell him anything about my date. It’s one of our few no-go topics. And not just because he’s my ex—even though that was in high school—or because we still sleep together on occasion.

It’s because I know Mike is no better than my mom: they both hope one day I’ll shed my cynic-cocoon and reveal myself as a lovestruck little butterfly, fluttering into the arms of some upper-middle-class suitor. Maybe I should have told Henry that: Hey, I’m really just here to assure my mom that I won’t suffer her same miserable fate. Spring wedding?

“Come on, Clementine. Spill.”

“He wasn’t a dog person.”

“Ah.” Mike nods, satisfied. “The kiss of death.”

The sound of high-pitched squealing rolls through the restaurant and I glance up just in time to see the two little boys take a nasty tumble onto the carpeted floor. Instant crying.

Mike sighs. His eyes hold very little will to live.

“I got it.” I laugh. “Finish my enchiladas?”

“Gladly,” he says with a look of profound appreciation.

I throw on my red apron, drop Henry’s anger-twenties in the tip jar, and get back to work.

*

The pharmacy is nearly closed by the time I’m off shift. A killer eighties track is playing inside and I bop my head to the majestically synthy beat until I find Lou behind the counter. I have to bribe him with free dog walks for his Siberian husky to let me pick up my mom’s cyclobenzaprine, but I secure the goods and a new carton of ice cream to boot. By the time I’m home I can hear Mulder and Scully blaring before I even close the front door.

“Marathon’s still going?” I call out. I drop my keys in our cow-shaped tray and toe off my boots by the hand-painted, garden-themed shoe rack. A smile pulls at my cheeks at the familiar peeling paint and tiny capped mushrooms.

My mom and I never had a specific vision for our home—we just know when something is Dianentine—a mash-up of our names we invented to describe anything we both loved. A bright yellow, banana-shaped ceramic vase that holds flowers in both ends? Dianentine. Tie-dye dinner napkins? Dianentine. A needlepoint-stitched pillow on the couch that reads FBI’s Most Unwanted? Dianentine. That one especially—we’ve watched every season of The X-Files together at least three times.

“Hurry,” my mom’s voice drifts up from the basement. “It’s the Frankenstein one! He’s about to ask her to dance!”

“I’m coming,” I call, pawing through the pint-packed freezer for my most recent half-eaten carton of Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food and grabbing a soda from the fridge. “Does Willow have her bone?”

“No,” she yells. “Can you grab it?”

I double back to grab our dog’s favorite Y-shaped bone from her bed. With all my goodies in tow, I scramble down to the basement and find my mom on the couch with Willow curled up beside her. Citrus hangs heavy in the air from candles that must’ve been lit for hours.

“How was work?” she asks, eyes still on the TV.

My heart squeezes in my chest. I can tell just by her voice that my mom’s fibro is acting up. Her usually bright eyes are a bit dulled, her shiny blond hair tied into a loose knot behind her. She’s kneading her shoulder absently as if it’s been bothering her all day.

“The usual.” No need to tell her about my failed date. Frankly, that should be considered part of “the usual.”

I hand her the meds and soda and watch her down them in one fell swoop like the pro she is. Then I give Willow her bone, making a mental note to cut her bangs soon—our sheepdog’s name is a pretty good indication of how her hair falls over her eyes. I wonder if she can even see the rawhide she’s currently shoving into her mouth. I kiss her on the head and instantly release a high-pitched sneeze. Willow doesn’t flinch.

“For the love of God, you were just at the pharmacy and you didn’t pick up any allergy meds?”

“Those are, like, thirty dollars,” I say, moving her hand aside to knead at her shoulder. “My sneezes are a part of me—what if you go blind one day? How will you know where I am?”

My mom rolls her eyes. “If I go blind, too, you can just take me out back Old Yeller style.”

I swat at her head. “Hey. Not funny.”

“Beth tells me Mike got promoted. That’s very impressive, isn’t it?”

“Mhm.” I focus on her shoulder knot.

“Maybe the four of us should get dinner to celebrate?”

“Definitely.”

I don’t mind indulging her. I love hanging out with Mike and his mom. And my mom’s only trying to help. The woman was abandoned by the love of her life at sixteen with nothing to remember him by except a child with his exact likeness. Only to then be haunted by the heartbreak, develop a debilitating, incurable disease, and find herself limping from one inadequate suitor to the next, all while raising said child alone. That’s bound to make anyone determined to see their daughter walk merrily down the aisle.

And Mike’s a great candidate for aisle-walking. I’ve known him my whole life—his mom, Beth, has been like a surrogate mother to my own mom. They’re the only two single parents in our town. So Mike understood my plight from the jump. He watched me go through high school with a mom that was only sixteen years older than me, and significantly hotter. Even now, she’s leggy with a perfect bum, while I’m five three and as flat as a board on all sides. She’s got sleek cat-eyes like a runway model while I have huge doe peepers that made my middle school teachers call me Pixar.

And as far as dating prospects went at the time, Mike was a summer daisy among weeds. He was kind, helpful, and loved dogs and flea markets as much as I did. Senior-year me accepted that he and I were a foregone conclusion that I was the last to figure out. We dated for a year, until he began to bring up marriage, and I’d ended things. It was the most disappointed my mom had ever been in me.

“I heard back from the insurance company,” my mom says.

“Bad news?”

She makes a weighing face, but I can tell. It’s bad news.

I dig deeper into her tight shoulder. “Will they cover any of it?”

“Technically no, but—”

“So ridiculous. We have to get you a new provider. What is the point of clinical trials if they can’t try it on anyone because it’s so goddamn expensive?”

I can hear myself getting hysterical. Willow looks up from her bone, concerned.

My mom frowns at me, too. Even when she’s frowning, she looks so pretty. And so tired. My poor mom. “Clementine, it’s all right.”

“It’s not, though. I’ll call them tomorrow.”

“I’m really starting to feel a bit better,” she says, scooping into the ice cream with effort.

“Let that thaw a bit more.”

She says she’s feeling better about once a week, and she’s been sick for over a decade. At first they’d misdiagnosed her as anemic. Then they’d thought arthritis, lupus, cancer—that was a horrible couple of days—until they’d ruled out enough to assume it was fibromyalgia.

That’s one of the worst parts of an invisible illness like this one. No way to confirm what it is, just what it’s not. Rational problem solvers like myself are kept up at night by the fact that not only is there no definite diagnosis, there’s also no cure. Which means the medicines to manage her symptoms—flares of chronic widespread pain being the worst of it but also terrible fatigue, insomnia, and stiff limbs—are constantly changing and seem to get more prohibitively expensive every year. My mom can’t work much anymore, which means I’m lucky to be employed by an old friend who lets me skip out early when she needs to be taken to appointments.

On the TV, Scully struggles to make sense of something that defies logic. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch my mom mouthing Mulder’s charming retort: Sometimes the only sane answer to an insane world is insanity. She reaches a hand up to mine, eyes still on the will-they-won’t-they couple, and I answer her silent request by giving her a reassuring squeeze. She digs back into her ice cream, and then says wistfully around a mouthful, “David Duchovny was such a cutie. I can’t believe he’s a sex addict.”




Two

AFTER FEEDING AND WALKING WILLOW, I COME BACK DOWN TO the basement to find my mom fast asleep, empty carton of Phish Food on the floor, The X-Files marathon still playing. I tuck a patchwork quilt around her slender frame and turn off the TV. The basement, which was meant to be her pottery studio, has become her second bedroom. An unused pottery wheel still sits behind the couch next to some dust-laden drop cloths. A guy she went on two dates with bought her a kiln, which she keeps her shoes in. “Like Carrie Bradshaw,” she’d said.

Our house is strangely constructed—it’s rickety and angular. It has a basement and an attic—two things you rarely find in Texas homes. It belonged to my grandparents, and the creaking wood stairs and chipped pastel tiles will tell you as much. Because of the weird layout—four floors but very little space in any given room—it can be hard for my mom to make it up to her bedroom during flare-ups. I’ve offered to bring everything down here—Mike and his friends would help move her mattress and bed frame in a heartbeat—but she keeps saying she’s feeling better, and to just give it a week.

Only once the kitchen is cleaned, bills are paid, and trash is taken out do I realize it’s ten. Too late for me to make Ladybird Playhouse’s monthly open mic night. Depleted, I crawl into bed to watch West Side Story on my laptop. Now this is the kind of love story I can get on board with: tragic, honest, gut-wrenching.

And the music.

On bad days I like to listen to the entire one-hour-and-eighteen-minute-long album in my car and bawl my eyes out. No album on earth beats the original Broadway cast recording.

In fact, I text that exact sentiment to my fellow musical junkie and best friend, Everly.


Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: Annie Get Your Gun is better.

Clementine: You’re out of your GD mind.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: There’s No Business Like Show Business is the most famous musical song!

Clementine: Not on any planet!

Clementine: You’re just drunk on country music Kool-Aid.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: It’s true . . . I want the Gabby Robinson opener job so bad.



I got into theater because my mom couldn’t afford day care and I showed no athletic promise whatsoever. That’s where I met Everly, and how we grew up doing shows together. While I devoured all of it—the singing of course, but the acting, dancing, and producing as well—she was only in it for the spectacular riffs and vocal gymnastics. We both got scholarships to Berklee College of Music, but my mom was too sick to work at the time, so I couldn’t go with Ev. She studied music theory there and honed her voice. It’s always been unreal, but now her songwriting’s even better—like pop-punk bubble-gum in the heartland. Paramore meets Kacey Musgraves.

She’s spent the last few years touring as a backup singer for different musicians and bands, each one more impressive than the last. On her off months, she records and performs her own original tracks. She does little gigs in our town and she’s had a few in Austin. Though they’re usually pretty empty, Mike and I always show up early and bring obnoxious signs. My favorite was I WANT TO LISTEN TO YOU SING FOREVERLY.

After all her years working as a hired gun, she’d finally gotten the call a month ago. An old professor of hers had mentored massive country music star Gabby Robinson. Gabby was looking for someone up-and-coming to open for her show in Nashville, and he’d sent her Everly’s EP.


Clementine: What about the Halloran tour you already booked?

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: He’s an incredible artist. This album is topping every chart.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: It’ll be great exposure, and I doubt Gabby will even listen to my EP . . .



Before her professor had sent her stuff to Gabby’s team, Everly had gotten the biggest touring opportunity of her life. Backup vocals on the eight-week US tour of Irish megastar Halloran, promoting his second album after a Grammy-sweeping debut. When it rains it pours, and all that.


Clementine: [image: Frowning face emoji.] When do you find out about Gabby?

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: They said up to a week

Clementine: But Halloran’s tour starts in a few days . . .

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: I know.

Clementine: How are rehearsals? What’s he like?

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: Hmm . . . Kind of quiet. Stupidly talented. REALLY tall.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: His keys player is very hot.

Clementine: YIKES. Be smart.

Clementine: (Do not be smart, and I want details)

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: Lollll. You on your way to Ladybird?



Ladybird Playhouse is not only my favorite spot in downtown Austin, but also where Everly and I started doing theater when the annual play at our school wasn’t satisfying our increasing musical cravings. Everly still works front of house there when she isn’t touring. She gets discounted tickets to all their shows, which means I get discounted tickets to all their shows. These days I’ve been too busy with work and my mom to perform in them, so the playhouse’s open mic nights have become my only creative outlet all month.

I check the time—nearly eleven.


Clementine: I think it’s too late.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: Come on babe. No traffic right now. You can make it just in time for last call.

Clementine: I worked a double shift today. I may fall asleep at the wheel.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: You’re not capable of that kind of negligence.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: You have to make time for the things you’re passionate about. Come on, off you go!!



My eyelids are already protesting the sleep I’m putting off. But she’s right. I toss myself from bed and send her another text while I find my keys.


Clementine: . . . . . . . . Fine.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: Yay! Send me a vid of your set, I miss your face

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: And your voice even more duh

Clementine: Have you ever seen a zombie sing show tunes?

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: Sounds pretty entertaining.

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: Going to pass out, we have rehearsal super early in the morning.

Clementine: LOVE YOU

Everly [image: Drum emoji.] Pace: xoxoxoxoxoxoxo



The drive to Austin from Cherry Grove is about an hour but I make it in forty-six minutes flat. My car skids to a halt beneath the brightly lit Live Music sign and I dash inside. I still smell like chimichangas because I was too tired to shower and I might have pimple spot treatment on my chin but I don’t care—as soon as the swell of piano keys fills my ears I have more energy than I’ve had all week.

“Am I too late?” I ask Everly’s replacement, a frizzy-haired woman with dangling earrings. She’s filing away some sheet music at the host stand.

“Almost. You can close us out.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. “Great.”

“Take a seat,” she tells me. “We’ll call you up shortly.”

The man on the stage is an older gentleman in a fifties bomber jacket. He plays a swooping jazz melody that’s either Chet Baker or Duke Ellington but I’m too brain-dead to discern which. Either way, the swinging notes slink deep into my bones and soothe me from the inside out. I get a bubbly water from the bar and take a seat in the back to listen before I’m up.

I love the blend of people who come to this theater on open mic night. Everything from young singers hoping to make it in the Austin country scene to aged rock ’n’ rollers who’ve retired in the countryside to die-hard musical nerds like myself. I’m sure there are bars and clubs just for show tunes somewhere—maybe New York or London—but Ladybird Playhouse is even better because of the hodgepodge crowd. It’s like a playlist put together by ten people who’ve never met. A sketchbook shared among strangers. I’m really glad Everly encouraged me to come.

The jazz number ends to heartfelt applause and the woman with the long earrings calls me up. I maneuver through the familiar crowd, propping my phone to record at the lip of the stage.

Ladybird Playhouse is a pretty small venue. It can only seat one hundred and fifty, but they always allow standing room on jazz, comedy, or open mic nights like this one. Still, when I step onto the scuffed, tape-marked stage, adjust my mic, and stare out at the darkness, I feel as though I’m singing to millions. A mass of people awaiting my voice—my chest expands with the anticipation.

Inspired by my conversation with Ev, I’ve cued up the notes to “Something’s Coming.” It’s a song usually sung by West Side Story’s male lead, Tony. I do stray from show tunes every now and then—Fleetwood Mac, Lana Del Rey, Janis Joplin—but I always come back to Broadway. Especially on double-shift, crummy-date, bad-clinical-trial-news nights like tonight.

Tony’s hopeful notes and that brush of the snare drum pick up and the lifting feeling in my chest doubles. I open my mouth and am immediately lost in the wonder of it. A song about all that is to come. That feeling of knowing your life is about to change dramatically for the better—knowing it as sure as you know the sun will rise in the morning.

It’s not a feeling I can relate to, but that’s what’s so magical about musical theater. About music in general: it’s all the escapism of storytelling but with the added arsenal of slow-building chords and plunging vocals. You feel it in every part of you—the tap of your feet, the tears in your eyes, the tingle at the back of your neck. It’s as close to being swept away as one can get.

The chorus belts from my lungs. “Somethin’s comin’, I don’t know what it is, but it is gonna be great . . .”

Even though the dim lights make it hard to see the audience’s faces, I can sense the entire room is alive. They’d not expected a show tune. Probably cringed at the first few dated, plucked notes—and I don’t blame them one bit—but now . . . Now they can feel it. The swell, the kick—

That dose of sheer optimism injected into every single line.

Or maybe it’s just me—maybe I’m the only one who feels alive and lit up like a firecracker. Soaring into the sky, bursting at the seams, sending out shots of hot light. Maybe I’m the only one in this entire room that grows brighter and taller and warmer with every verse.

But that’s okay, too. These nights are just for me. They’re for all I’ve given up. All I’ve made peace with never going after. They’re so the music can live inside of me again just for a little while, and so I can remember exactly who I am when that indescribable alchemy occurs.

When I sigh out the final lyrics, the intimate crowd is already on their feet to applaud.




Three

I’M ELBOW-DEEP IN A BROKEN FRYER, SINGING “GREASED LIGHTNIN’” to myself, when my phone buzzes against my butt for the third time. Twice is concerning—three times is worry-about-my-mom status. I wipe my hands free of the cold oil and fish the phone out in time to see Everly’s name across the display. I release a sigh of relief.

“What’s up? I’m at work.”

All I hear on the other line is indiscernible screaming.

It’s so loud that even Mike hears it from his perch on the counter and sets down the napkin he’s folding. He mouths, Who is it? And I mouth, Everly.

“Ev, can you use your big girl words?”

“I GOT THE JOB!”

Suddenly I’m screaming, too, and Mike is trying, unsuccessfully, to shush me. Ted and Jose, our line cooks, watch me in amused disbelief.

“That’s amazing!” I cheer.

“I know! Gabby’s having me come to Chicago and San Diego, too, and they’re letting me hire a backing band and design my own lighting and everything.”

“Holy shit, Everly, I want to see every single—” A realization dawns on me. “Wait, what about Halloran’s tour?”

She takes a breath on the other line. “That’s the other reason I’m calling.”

I wait for more, my heart still thumping for her. This opportunity is going to change her life.

“I spoke with Halloran’s tour manager, Jen. They need a replacement singer ASAP, and someone that can leave in forty-eight hours for an eight-week stint. She said if I can find someone who can sing, she’ll let me out of my contract to take the gig with Gabby.”

“Where do we start looking? Anyone from school? Didn’t you say that girl from your music theory class—”

“Clementine,” she cuts me off. “I told her you could do it.”

Everything in me rolls to a halt. “Me?”

“You what?” Mike asks, drawing nearer.

“Yes!” Everly screams from the other side of the phone. “Jen and I are close. This is the third show I’ve done with her. And it’s pretty last-minute even to find a backup of a backup. So I showed her that video of you singing ‘Something’s Coming’ the other night.”

“You did what?!”

“She was totally blown away. I told her how you have perfect pitch, a massive range, and the quickest memory of anyone I know. You can learn his set in two days, easy. I also told her you were already a big Halloran fan . . .”

“I’ve only heard that one song!”

Why am I even engaging in this? I’m not qualified to join a superstar on tour. I can’t leave Cherry Grove for eight weeks. I can’t leave my mom.

Mike is still mouthing, Tell me what’s happening, but I ignore him.

“You’ll make it work,” Everly says. “Clementine, I need you to do this. If I can’t replace myself, I can’t open for Gabby. I signed a contract.”

My skin prickles at the position she’s putting me in. Mike grabs for my arm in desperation, but I swat at him with my dirty dishrag.

“Ev—”

“Wait,” she interrupts. “Have I told you what it pays?” When I don’t respond, she takes the opportunity to do so. “Three grand a show, eight weeks, twenty-seven shows.”

Quick mental math that I credit to my valedictorian title results in me screaming, “Eighty-one thousand dollars?”

Mike practically has a conniption. “What is going on?!”

“I’ve got to go,” Everly says. “Jen’s calling me in to discuss logistics. Please think about it, okay? Please? I need to know by tonight.”

When Everly hangs up, I stand completely still, mind reeling.

Mike sighs. “If you don’t tell me what’s happening I’m going to puke.”

“Everly got the gig opening for Gabby Robinson at her Nashville show. She needs to find someone to take her spot singing backup in Halloran’s tour, which starts the day after tomorrow in Memphis and goes for eight weeks. She showed them a video of me from the Ladybird theater a week ago.” I run the dish towel through my hands in thought. “Isn’t that insane?”

Mike shrugs, eyes a little wide. “I don’t know, Clementine. Whole town knows you can sing. I reckon you’d be great at it.”

It’s so supportive, I’m shaken from my daze. “Thanks.”

His smile is sincere and it kind of breaks my heart. “I didn’t know you still went to those open mic nights.”

“I didn’t really want anyone to know.” I twist the dishrag tightly in my hands, the words three grand a show playing on a loop in my head. “I should call her back and decline. I can’t abandon my mom.”

“My mom and I can watch over her. It’s only two months.” I open my mouth but he cuts me off, reading my mind. “We’ll keep an eye on Willow, too.”

“I’ve never left her—”

“She’s a grown person, Clementine. She’ll be okay without you for a little while.”

He’s not wrong, I guess. I lean against the fryer and stale oil fills my nostrils. It’s weirdly comforting. “My job—”

“I think your supervisor found some unused vacation days in your file.”

“You’re slammed, you can’t spare a single pair of hands. I’m not leaving you, or anyone else, high and dry.”

“You’re right.” He nods. “I’ll never find someone in all of eastern Texas that can wait on a table like you can.”

“Hey, now.” But I’m kind of out of excuses. “I have no experience.”

“How do you think folks get experience in the first place? You have to start somewhere.” And then Mike delivers the kill shot: “Clementine, it’s over eighty thousand dollars. Think what that could do for you and your mom.”

The clinical trial. I know he’s right. But I’ve based the last six years of my life on the thesis that I cannot leave my mom behind in Cherry Grove. I’ve turned down college and any career that could force me to move . . . I need a cabinet of old receipts to sort or a bunch of blunt eyeliner to sharpen. Something tactile to calm me down and help me think.

“If y’all perform in Austin or Dallas or something, I’ll come out to cheer you on.”

“This is crazy. Am I really thinking about doing this?”

“Be careful, all right? No drugs, no parties, no falling for rock stars.”

I laugh at the mental image. Me, sucked into a wild life of passion and debauchery. I’ve never even smoked weed. “Can I head home early today? I need to talk to my mom.”

“Go for it,” he says easily. “This is exciting.”

I yank my red Happy Tortilla apron off and head for the swinging kitchen doors. But not before doubling back to throw my arms around Mike. He smells like the onions he was slicing earlier and nostalgic supermarket aftershave. His familiar arms wrap tightly—intimately—around the small of my back.

“Thank you,” I tell him.

In the end, I can’t wait the entire six-minute drive home to tell my mom. I call her from a red light just blocks away from the house and fill her in. She screams louder than my car speakers are equipped for.

When I walk in the door, she’s already got Halloran music blasting from all corners of the home. It’s that one song of his I know—“If Not for My Baby.” The heart-pounding, foot-thumping, folk-rock single that went platinum, putting him on the map all those years ago. A spine-tingling pastoral duet featuring Cara Brennan, an Irish singer-songwriter, now with her own rabid fan base of melancholy twentysomethings who love wildflowers and rain and cigarettes.

“There’s my little superstar!” my mom screams, clapping her hands to the song and wiggling her butt from the living room sofa. Willow’s tail is wagging to the music, too, excited by whatever has the rest of her family so pumped up.

I can’t help the grin that splits my face, and I sway my hips to the melody as I move toward them. When I reach her, I grab Willow’s paws and we dance to those killer drums, the gently grooving bass, and Halloran’s bellowing vocals. What an insane voice.

My mom turns the music down and pulls me into a hug. “I am going to miss you so damn much.”

The words are like a gallon of ice water down my back. “I’m not actually going to do it.”

Her face is furiously stern when she releases me. “Clementine Barbarella Clark.”

I can’t help my snort. She’s been doing that bit since I was a kid. Clementine Beetlejuice Clark. Clementine Ben & Jerry’s Clark. Sometimes I forget my real middle name is Bonnie.

“You have to go. This could be life-changing.”

“I don’t know if I want my life to change.”

Her face softens and she takes my hand in hers. “This could be good change. Opportunity.”

“What if I can’t function without you?”

It’s a joke . . . but it’s not really a joke. We’ve never been apart longer than a school field trip I took to the Alamo. I was seven and only gone for two nights—I cried for my mom the whole time. It’s not that we’re weirdo close or anything. She’s my best friend, but also the opportunity just never really presented itself for me to leave. I always had to work, and take care of her, and I like doing both of those things. I like that it’s always just been the two of us. I like Cherry Grove, and my life here.

“Honey. I’ll miss you worse than you know. But this might be something worth doing. It’s not that long. We’ll be reunited before you know it.”

“Yeah.” I shift on my feet. “I did call the insurance company when I was leaving work. It would give us enough for the clinical trial.”

I expect relief, but my mom’s brows furrow a bit. “Don’t worry so much about me. Don’t you want to do this for you?”

“Sure,” I lie. But I guess it does feel good to have someone who isn’t Mike, Everly, or my mom recognize my voice as decent.

“Good. It’ll fly by. Everything will be waiting for you just the same when you get home.”

“Please don’t backslide to any exes while I’m gone. Especially not Paul.”

“Oh, God,” she says with an eye roll. “Never Paul. I’ll be fine, I swear. I’ll have Beth and Willow to keep me company.”

I look at her once more. Her sleepless eyes. Her dulled skin. This flare-up has been a rough one. And yet that Diane sparkle still pushes its way through. “Mom, are you one hundred percent sure about this?”

She says never Paul now, but I remember the post-Kevin depression that made her call Paul last time. How she didn’t leave the couch for two weeks. How I had to help her shower.

“One thousand percent, actually,” she says, rubbing her shoulder. “Go call Ev.”

I bury that petrified part of me—the one that has never left this town, the one that is tangled up in knots thinking about how sick my mom could get, how lonely she’ll be here without me, and how many shitty guys she might lean on to fill the void; the one that thinks it’s a given that I will fail catastrophically and crawl back home with my tail between my legs—deep down inside of me. Somewhere I won’t be able to find it for the next eight weeks.

I tell myself I’m doing this for us. For our future, for our debt and all the medical bills. For my mom, who gave everything up to take care of me since she was just a kid herself. Now is my chance to take care of her with more than a measly waitress’s salary.

With my new, steely resolve, I call Everly back and accept.

*

Packing is a whirlwind. Not the experience—for my first time, I am a pretty methodical packer, thank you very much, and each outfit is planned down to the number of times I will need to re-wear my lucky black jeans with the rip on the butt. No, the whirlwind is what the act of packing has done to my bedroom. It looks like the Wizard of Oz twister hit my closet.

But I’m feeling decent about my chosen wardrobe, and I have a Greyhound bus ticket leaving for Memphis tomorrow morning and an email in my inbox from the tour manager, Jen Gabler. It reads:


Hi!

So thrilled to have you joining the Kingfisher tour. Ev had great things to say about you and your voice is great. Lionel cc’d here will meet you at the Graceland Inn at 1 tmw and get you over to sound check. Will be tight before the show but should be fine. Lionel pls send Clementine the set list, lyric sheets, travel itinerary, and contract. Choreo is minimal—Halloran prefers a more intimate & authentic vibe for his shows. Should be fun!

xx Jen

Sent from my iPhone



The Graceland Inn sounds promising. I’m not not an Elvis fan, and I haven’t stayed in a hotel since that elementary school Alamo trip. It’s not like my mom and I have the money to go anywhere worth spending the night.

I’m filling out the contract when she slinks in and plops herself on my bed.

“Mom, you’re squishing all my underwires.”

She makes a face but rolls weakly to the side so I can slide them out from under her.

“Have you googled this guy?”

“Not really,” I say, sitting back at my cluttered desk to sign the deal. “That’s tomorrow’s homework. Why?”

I’ve heard of Halloran, like everyone else—I don’t live under a rock. I’ve heard “If Not for My Baby” on the radio and at bars and parties. For a handful of months when the single was released, you couldn’t escape it even if you tried. Those haunting vocals charged at you from every speaker in the country.

But I haven’t heard his other music. To be honest, I probably couldn’t pick Halloran out of a lineup. My plan is to do extreme amounts of googling and album listening on my way to Memphis.

“He’s only thirty-two. Awfully handsome if you ask me,” my mom says, scrolling on her phone. “And seems like a very kind soul.”

I roll my eyes. “You know that’s all PR training, right?”

“How’d you get your father’s cynicism when he wasn’t even here to raise you? Here,” she says, pointing the phone in my direction. “Watch this one.”

The video she shows me is a fifteen-second clip playing on a loop of Halloran jamming at some music festival. It’s golden hour, and he’s awash in soft summer light. His eyes are obscured by round John Lennon–style sunglasses, and his long, curly brown hair falls across his face as he plays. He’s wearing a pair of sensible navy slacks, white high-tops, and a casual button-down. No man jewelry. No dumb tattoos. He looks more like a classics professor than a rock star.

He plays the guitar deftly, and I know from my school’s theater band that those chords are no joke. He’s so caught up, he bares his teeth and thrashes his head, overcome by the gravity of the sound. Right when the climax of the song crests, the loop begins again.

The caption reads, Halloran last summer at Carolina Fest. Been waiting since then for a new album from our woodland dreamboat and Kingfisher did not disappoint! Counting down the minutes until he comes back to Charlotte.

And below, the comments are as follows:


Jess_ 2672: Ok and he’s 6’6 bye

Halloranmylove22: I just bit my phone in half.

Paigexyx213: I’m fine everything’s fine *walks off a cliff*

IfNotForMyBabyTom: I NEED HIM BIBLICALLY

Halcyon_Eyes: Halloran is not only the Shakespeare of our generation (srsly go listen to the lyrics of under a silver sun) but he’s THAT gorgeous and lives in a castle in Ireland how is he real????

TXmom007: What a cool guy!



I narrow my gaze at my mom. “Was that one you?”

My mom only shrugs, mischief in her eyes.

“I don’t know,” I admit. “I don’t really see it.” That whole Irish Jim-Morrison-meets-Jesus-if-he-lived-in-the-forest thing isn’t really for me. I like a clean-cut, American boy. Like Aaron Tveit or Jonathan Groff, or Mike. “But I’m excited to meet him and the rest of the band,” I add, to brighten my mom’s spirits. “It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, like you said. I’m getting excited.”

That last bit gets her. I can see it in her hopeful smile. She doesn’t want me doing this for her, and I don’t want her thinking I am even when . . . I am.

Sitting back down at my desk, I suck in a deep breath and sign my name on the dotted line. I send a picture back to Jen and Lionel and release a shaky exhale.

No going back now.




Four

ALL RIGHT, SO MY MOM—AND THE ENTIRE INTERNET, I GUESS—WAS not entirely wrong.

The guy is, at minimum, a poet.

And a spectacular vocalist.

And perhaps a musical genius.

I’m only three hours into the eight-hour bus ride to Memphis and I’ve already listened to his entire discography. The snoring older woman with the trucker hat over her face to my left doesn’t seem to mind my finger-tapping and occasional humming, but the teenage boy and his dad across the aisle have given me a few well-deserved glares.

When I catch myself singing along with one song’s grandiose backing gospel choir, I turn two shades of pink and pull my ratty Cherry Grove High hoodie over my head.

I’ve also completed my Google research, and here’s what I’ve discerned: Thomas Patrick Halloran—Thomas Patrick Flynn O’Halloran by birth, per Wikipedia—is pretty private. He doesn’t do many interviews. He still lives in some small town called Killarney. He’s released two albums—a critically acclaimed debut, To the End, and the new release he’ll be singing on this tour, Kingfisher.

The first one is a little rougher around the edges. It’s got a lot of thrilling, runaway power ballads like “If Not for My Baby.” Soaring reveries that overflow with Irish mysticism and stirring orchestrations. But then there are also indie acoustic melodies, some with bucolic hand-clapping and folksy instrumentals, as well as a few bluesy tracks. Everything is very Irish—sometimes he even sings in the native tongue, and I’m forced to look up words like buinneán (sapling).

He sings of solitude and ennui, the climate apocalypse, worshipping a woman’s mind and body and the “exquisite rhapsody” of falling in love. But mostly, he sings of heartbreak. Yearning. Begging on his knees. Someone clearly trampled this man’s heart into the ground. And then threw it into a wood chipper. Repeatedly. And judging by all the references to earth and soil, trees and wood, sunlight and bogs . . . she broke his heart in a forest? I haven’t quite figured it out. But whatever it’s about, the whole thing is very soulful and very raw.

This second album, though, Kingfisher, is more ambitious. It’s replete with classical imagery and literary allusions. There’s more rich, low drama. More gnarled bass line and wailing notes on his electric guitar. He’s polished his sound and tipped into a few late-night funk and swirling disco stompers. If the first album he released five years ago was about the anguish of heartbreak, this one is about returning to the land of the living with that heartbreak in tow. Sometimes it’s an aching lonesomeness, but other times it’s rebound sex and too much whiskey. It’s somehow brutal and buoyant. Devastating and fun.

And the lyrics . . . the writing is out of this world. He doesn’t sing about flimsy, top-forty love; he sings about soul-deep devotion. I’ve never heard anything like it. I’ve never felt anything like it.

“I’d slice out my own tongue, offer it to my baby in hands cupped, just to taste the perfect crookedness of her smile when she swallows me up.”

As evidenced by what Tony and Maria bring out in me, art has always served as my blind spot when it comes to the impracticalities of love. Something about the way a story or a song can only exist within the finite moment in which you experience it. For those three minutes, two acts, or thirty chapters, I am willing to suspend my severe disbelief. The love that Halloran sings about just doesn’t feel the same as watching your lonely mom send out a Christmas card every year that says Still looking for our Mr. Claus and it’s just the two of you and your vision-impaired dog.

There’s a fantasy to music made about romantic love. A whimsy of sorts. Whether it’s describing elation or devastation—the narrative beauty helps the song Trojan-horse right past all my protective barriers.

By the time I get to Memphis, I’m ashamed to admit I’ve almost cried twice, and blushed about four hundred shades of red. A song called “Consume My Heart Away” off the first album has some particularly racy lines that had my mouth agape like a damn cod.

But I’ve also done what I set out to: I’ve memorized all the songs in his set list, and my lines in each of them, as if I’m in a play. I’m fully prepared for sound check and the show this evening. Not a stomach flutter to be found.

The passengers file out in the heart of Memphis, and I can’t help but gawk at the liveliness of the city. It’s still the beginning of summer—not even two weeks into June—and the streets are flooded with people. Buskers, artists, tourists. Every corner I lug my bag around, I find another Elvis statue or a sign for mouthwatering ribs. There is more color, more soul, and more energy here than I’ve seen in any part of Texas, even Austin. I tip my head up toward the magnanimous sun like a delighted dog out a window. I inhale the pleasant smell of smoky barbecue, freshly cut grass, and the rushing Mississippi river.

It’s only a handful of minutes from the bus station to the Graceland Inn, which is extremely cute. Fifties-inspired but not too kitschy, painted pale blue and adorned with sweet scalloped shutters. I roll my bag inside and am greeted by blown-glass lampshades and a plush light pink rug. My heart can’t help but swell. I feel like Alice, stepping into Wonderland. I’d spent twenty-four years in Cherry Grove, Texas. Population: six thousand. And now—

Before I can do something as lame as ask the man at the front desk to take a photo of me for my mom, I’m interrupted by a frantic whirling dervish of a human.

“Clementine Clark?”

The kid who rushes up to me can’t be a day over eighteen. His baby face is wide-eyed and round, his fussy suit crumpled from the heat and a little boxy on his small frame. I’m going to guess this is Jen’s PA, Lionel.

“Yes, hi, you must be—”

“No time,” he urges, pushing sweaty dark hair from his forehead with a hand still holding not one but two phones. “We needed you at the venue hours ago.”

“Oh, no problem, let me just check in—”

“You aren’t staying the night! You were just supposed to meet the band here.” Lionel turns to the man working reception. “Can you believe what I put up with?”

Front Desk Man offers a noncommittal shrug.

“Oh, no problem. But I was hoping to shower before sound check?” I smell like an eight-hour bus ride and the Goldfish I popped open wrong and spilled all over myself.

“Sound check?” Lionel looks as if I’ve just said nudist parade. “Sound check was at eleven. You’re late. We have to make it to the show.”

I feel as though I’ve tripped into one of those naked-taking-a-test nightmares. My mouth is almost too dry to mutter, “I arrived right at one, like Jen’s email said.”

“That was a typo! She meant ten! She’s a busy woman, Clementine. Keep up!” I can’t even fathom the ridiculousness of what he is expecting of me as Lionel adds, “This first show is part of a festival here. He’s not on tonight, he’s on this afternoon at four. Jen is going to kill me and then you if we’re not backstage in twenty minutes.”

So I’ve already made a bad impression because I’m not a mind reader, and now I’m going to perform in front of thousands of people without rehearsing. And I’m late. The hairs on the back of my neck jolt up. “How far away is the venue?”

Lionel’s face is more grave than any eighteen-year-old’s should ever be. “Thirty-three minutes.”

*

To my surprise and marginal horror, Lionel successfully threatens our taxi driver into running two red lights and nearly clipping a tourist family of six. We arrive in nineteen minutes flat and I’m sure I look like I’ve been in a wind turbine.

I’m rushed through security, around men fitting all kinds of lights and fog machines for the show. Sound equipment and amps are filed past us on dollies and everyone seems to be equipped with, actively using, or talking about needing duct tape.

It becomes evident to me that Lionel is the only person in the music touring business who wears a suit and tie, and I decide that I love him for it.

“I like your shoes,” I tell him earnestly. They’re squeaky-clean black Skechers. I haven’t seen Skechers since kindergarten and I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed them. I’ve definitely never seen them paired with a suit.

“In this biz, I have to be ready for anything.” Lionel has enough sweat on his forehead to bathe a small duckling. I resist the urge to find him a paper towel.

“Clementine!”

We spin in unison. This time I know the woman who saunters toward us is Halloran’s tour manager, Jen Gabler. She’s the most Jen Gabler– looking person I’ve ever seen.

Late thirties, with a chic, shoulder-length haircut that conveys cool and casual, but I can tell by the fine layers and perfect dye job that it cost more than my car. Her black jeans and relaxed button-down feel like something Everly has described to me as model-off-duty. And her fingers are absolutely cluttered with gold and diamond rings, stacked on top of each other as if she is attempting to armor her hands.

“Hi!” I say, maybe just this side of too cheery. “Thank you so much for the—”

“Oh, thank God,” she exhales to Lionel, cutting me off. “She’s kind of hot.”

“I know,” Lionel agrees, appraising me. “I had the same thought.”

Et tu, Lionel? I frown at him and receive a rueful answering shrug.

“Okay,” Jen says, faux smiley. “Off to makeup. You’re going to smash it!”

“No wardrobe?”

Jen brushes her hand through the air as if she could swat my question away. “Halloran asks everyone to wear what they’re comfortable in. But still edgy. Comfortable but cool, you know?”

I don’t, but I say, “No problem, thank y—”

I’m whisked down another long hallway before I can finish the words. I guess my lucky jeans and white tank will have to do. We pass a swath of dark curtains where I can hear scaffolding and instruments being moved around on the other side. The stage must be out there. My stomach drops—

No, flutters. Stay away.

As we hurry down a dark hallway lined with posters of great blues musicians, Lionel talks while texting. “Molly will be in there waiting for you. She can help with makeup. Here’s my cell—” My phone pings in my back pocket. “Text me if you need anything. And turn that off before the show, obviously.”

And then he’s gone, down another hallway, yelling at someone who is only holding six coffees, not seven, and I’ve been deposited before a door marked Women’s Dressing Room.

Try as I might to fight them, the flutters have definitely arrived. As has heart racing and dry mouth. I don’t get stage fright, and I’m not even nervous about meeting new people—what I am is in way over my head. There is no statistical way I don’t mess up horrifically. I haven’t rehearsed. I don’t know the lead singer. I’ve only ever performed to a crowd of hundreds.

But there’s nothing I can do now. Time is of the essence, and I cannot fail my mom and Mike and Everly and Jen and Lionel and all these people who are counting on me . . . or who just think I’m “kind of hot.” I suck down some fortifying breaths, turn my phone off as instructed, and push my way inside.

The dressing room is far mellower than I expect. Probably because Lionel is a frantic tornado of chaos, and in here it’s actually quiet. Peaceful, in fact.

There’s only three other women inside. One who’s scary gorgeous, with luxurious black curls and flawless bronze skin, wearing a dark slip dress over mesh long sleeves. She’s applying eyeliner perfectly in the mirror under the soft fluorescent bulbs and gives me a sup head nod when I close the door behind me.

Lying on the couch reading an old Newsweek is a woman I’d guess is in her late forties, wearing beat-up, untied Doc Martens, baggy cords, and chewing a toothpick.

“Hey.” Her voice is raspy and deep. “Are you the backup singer?”

“Yeah.” My heart rate lowers with her energy. “I’m Clementine.”

“Wren,” she says around the toothpick. “Make yourself comfortable.”

The last girl has a braid hanging down her back and her freckled nose buried in a laptop. She’s sitting cross-legged on a stool pulled up to a fold-out table in the
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