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      I try the gray two-story colonial’s front door first. Of course, it’s locked. I knew it would be. I thought if Cara wasn’t home, someone might be, and I could just hang out in her room and wait. No such luck.

      “Ugh,” I groan, wiping sweat from my brow. It’s exceptionally warm for late spring.

      I should’ve known nobody would be here—Cara’s got practice, her parents are always working. But today my own house feels so empty, I’m actually debating whether to befriend the spider hanging out in the dusty corner of the Cotes’ porch. Or worse, join the soccer team even though I can’t stand sports, just so I’d have more people to hang with than my one best friend who somehow knows everyone. It’s that same old ache in my chest, like I’m on the outside looking in.

      I’m content each day when I pick Cara up for school. I’m fine at school, the two of us moving through our classes together, eating lunch in the courtyard with her boyfriend, Liam. It’s after school when Cara and Liam have sports or activities, and I don’t, that the loneliness settles in. That’s when the isolation burns through me, making me feel as if I’m the last person on earth.

      I plop down on Cara’s front steps to wait for her to get back from spring soccer practice. She won’t be back for another hour, but I have nowhere else to be. My parents are home, but they’re constantly at each other’s throats. I don’t feel like listening to it. Cara’s parents won’t be home for hours, and her house feels like a vacation compared to my own. I’m an only child, a junior in high school, and I swear my parents are waiting until the day I graduate to announce their divorce. There’s not an ounce of love left between them. I mean, not that I’ve ever been in love to know, but I can just tell. They can barely stand to be in the same room together.

      This is usually my favorite time of year in my hometown of Cape May, New Jersey. The weather is perfect: not too hot, not too chilly. When it feels too warm in the sun, there’s a salty ocean breeze to cool you down.

      The hiss of a school bus stopping in front of me startles me out of my pity party, and then Cara’s younger brother Josh sprints down the steps. I look up at him and smile. 

      “Hey,” he says with a grin. “Cara’s at soccer.” He stops in front of the stairs where I’m sitting and leans on the railing, gazing down at me. For a sophomore, Josh has some height to him. He’s taller than me by at least four inches. Sparse facial hair peppers his cheeks, and two dimples bookend his mouth. When he smiles at me, his blue eyes glisten. Why have I never noticed this before? 

      I rush to a stand. “Oh, I know.” I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. “I just figured I’d wait for her. I didn’t want to go home… I’ll go.” I swallow the knot in my throat and start gathering up my things.

      “Mel, you don’t have to go,” Josh says, catching my elbow.

      I sigh, meeting his gaze. “I should go. It’s weird—me waiting for her like this.” I nod like it’s just now occurring to me that sitting on my friend’s front porch until she gets home is odd behavior. I pick up my book bag and sling it over my shoulder, wincing with embarrassment. “Don’t tell Cara I was waiting for her, okay?”

      Josh smirks and gestures to my emotional support guitar leaning against the side of the porch—it comes everywhere with me. “Do you want to jam? I don’t have any homework so…”

      At this, I crack a smile at my friend’s formerly goofy little brother. I’ve known Josh since I was a toddler—basically since I was born. Our moms met at Library Story Time and the rest is history. He and Cara have always treated me like one of their own.

      This isn’t weird.

      I take in his relaxed fit jeans, slate blue Quicksilver T-shirt, and mussed up vans. He looks like he’s always looked, but now I notice he’s wearing a white puka shell necklace. A woven leather bracelet sits on his wrist, drawing my eyes up his toned forearm. An iPod sits clipped to his jeans pocket, headphones around his neck. He’s changing for sure. He’s growing from a boy to a guy.

      “Mel?” Josh interrupts my assessment of him, shaking his shaggy hair out of his eyes with a flick of his head. “I said, ‘Do you want to jam?’ You spaced.”

      Josh took up guitar in seventh grade and even though I play too, we’ve never played together. I always keep my music just for me. I don’t share it with anyone. I have a notebook I carry around with me with lyrics I jot down and when I’m feeling inspired, sometimes I turn them into songs. I have no idea if they’re any good, but I do know singing and writing music makes me feel good and with all the other crappy things happening in my life, that counts for everything.

      “Sorry.” Heat creeps to my cheeks but I shake it off. “Sure, let’s see what you’ve got.” Pushing my wavy strawberry blonde hair behind my ear, I pick up my guitar case.

      “Well, come on then.” He jogs up the steps and unlocks the front door while I wait behind him. This feels a little strange, hanging out with Josh without Cara, but I think it’s only because today, I am noticing Josh in a more-than-my-best-friend’s-little-brother way. And Cara likes music, but she’s an athlete. She doesn’t get it and teases me sometimes for carrying my guitar and my notebooks around. It would be nice to collaborate with another musician. Plus, I’m desperate for some meaningful connection.

      Josh leads me through the house I’ve been inside a thousand times. The family’s two Bernese mountain dogs, Bear and Teddy, immediately greet us with boisterous barking. “Okay, okay, hi, pups.” Josh stops to ruffle the dogs’ ears. They sniff us both and lick our hands and then immediately go back to lying by the back door.

      I’ve been here often but without Cara, it feels unfamiliar. Like I shouldn’t hang out with Josh without her. Like it’s some kind of awkward first date. Even though this is so not a date. We’re friends. We share a study hall. He’s my best friend’s brother. That’s all this is.

      “Do…you want to go get your guitar?” I ask, jutting my thumb toward the stairs. 

      Josh’s cheeks turn pink. “Oh, yeah, duh. I guess you wouldn't come up to my room. That would be weird.”

      I giggle. “Just a little.” I pace around the kitchen, looking anywhere but directly at Josh. I will not make this more than what it is. This is Josh. 

      “I’ll be right back.” He jogs up the steps and is back in less than a minute with a deep blue Ibanez acoustic-electric guitar in his hands and a shit-eating grin across his face. “Check this baby out.”

      “Wow,” I breathe, reaching out to pluck a string. “She’s beautiful.”

      I move into the living room and set my case on the carpeted floor, opening it to reveal my surf green Fender Newporter, my most prized possession.

      “Yours is nice too.”

      I pull my guitar out of the case and sit on the edge of the couch, tuning it and plucking the strings as I go.

      Josh watches me, shifting back and forth, silence hanging between us.

      I look up from my guitar. “You can sit down, you know. It’s your house,” I tease, a gentle smirk playing on my lips.

      “Right, yeah.” Josh slings the guitar strap over his shoulder and perches on the edge of the armchair. “So, what songs do you know?” 

      I laugh. “I know a lot of songs. What songs do you know?”

      “‘Wonderwall’?” Josh suggests with a quirk of his eyebrow.

      I nod. “Yeah, okay. I know ‘Wonderwall.’”

      My fingers find the chords, a little stiff at first, and when I open my mouth to sing, my voice wavers. I can feel Josh’s eyes on me as he starts to sing along, his voice warm with a rough edge to it. The way he looks at me, the way he sings like it’s no big deal. Not perfect, but real. It’s like he’s giving me permission. And it makes me brave. Something in me loosens, and the words tumble out before I can stop them. For the first time in my life, I let my voice pour out, unguarded.

      I watch Josh’s strumming fingers through my long lashes but don’t look up to meet his eyes.

      He beams, slipping into the riff like it’s second nature and adding in a punchy rhythmic tap on his guitar between chords. The sound fills the space between us, steady and sure, and it makes me want to keep going.

      Our eyes meet, and I have to ignore the unexpected tingle sparking up through my ribcage when our voices come together. We finish out the entire song in unison, taking turns grinning at each other. Something blossoms inside my chest, and I recognize it as happiness. I haven’t had fun playing music in a long time. It’s usually me writing sad lyrics or singing sad songs. This isn’t sad. This is collaborative. This is fun. This makes me really happy.

      “What else do you know?” Josh asks when we finish the song.

      I push my lips together thoughtfully. I’m kind of an emo girl, and not many people know it. “Do you know any Saves the Day?” I bite my lip, waiting for Josh to tell me they suck, but instead he grins.

      “‘Through Being Cool’?” He doesn’t wait for me. Instead, he jumps right into the song, strumming and singing like it’s second nature.

      It takes me a moment to get over my shock but then I join in, matching his melody with harmony on the chorus. His fingers expertly pluck the strings without a guitar pick, and I am more impressed than I care to admit. I stop singing, finding myself overwhelmed by Josh, no longer the little brother type he has been to me for most of my life. My fingers move instinctively, but I can’t find my voice, so I let Josh’s smooth melody seep into my soul while he finishes out the song.

      Before I can react, we’re interrupted by clapping. “Well, look at you two.” Cara’s cheerful voice startles us. “You sound great together.” She plops next to me on the couch, still in her soccer uniform, blue eyes glimmering. Cara cracks open a water bottle, taking a long gulp before letting out an ahh sound. Her blonde hair is piled in a knot on the top of her head, a few stray pieces escaping. A streak of dirt runs across one knee, and her cheeks are flushed like she just ran a mile, but her signature wild energy is still buzzing off her.

      “You’re home early.” Josh leans his guitar against the chair and scratches his chin.

      “Coach wasn’t feeling well so she let us go early,” Cara says with a shrug. “Sorry to break up your little music date.”

      I feel my cheeks heat and scoff, embarrassed. “It’s not a date.”

      “Yeah, we were just jamming.” Josh’s voice cracks, and I realize he may be just as mortified as I am at his sister’s insinuation.

      Cara barks out a laugh. “Right, okay.” She rolls her eyes, her mouth twisting into a half-smirk as she treks into the kitchen, retrieving a bag of chips from the pantry. “Well, Mel, do you want to work on this project or stay here with Josh?” She drags out his name in a taunting way that only makes me more self-conscious.

      I stand abruptly and move to put my guitar in its case. “Definitely the project.” I shoot Josh an apologetic look, but he’s avoiding eye contact with me. I close my case and walk into the kitchen with Cara before turning back to him. I pause, turning back to him. “This was fun, Josh.”

      “It was,” Josh agrees, planted in his spot. “Maybe we can do it again.”

      I grin. “I’d like that,” I say, because it’s true. I turn to go. “See you later,” I say over my shoulder.

      I follow Cara upstairs, trying my best to put Josh out of my mind. It’s probably just because no guy has given me attention in a really long time. I’m sure that’s all it is.

      I almost convince myself of that when Cara whirls on me, wagging a finger and frowning. “What the hell is up with you and my brother?”
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      “Same shit, different day,” I mutter to myself, swiping a bar towel across the sticky counter, still tacky from the happy hour rush. Soon it will be the dinner rush and the open mic night rush.

      I sigh, dreading the evening ahead of me. There was a time when I loved this job. Being a bartender means you get to talk to people, hear their stories, sometimes be their therapist. The same people come back to me, again and again, and I have come to look forward to my regulars. Except for today. Today, I am drained. I’m tired of it. Life is monotonous and boring. I am forty-one years old, single, living in an apartment above a storefront, and managing a bar. I used to think I was going places and now the only place I’m going to is the kitchen walk-in for more maraschino cherries.

      “Mel, earth to Mel.” My boss and friend Andrew is waving his hand in front of my face. “You good here? Chelsea has a track meet, and I missed the last one.”

      “Yeah.” I let out a breath and give him a tight smile. “I’m good. Wish her luck for me.”

      “Open mic night. Should be a good one.” Andrew arches his eyebrows.

      “My favorite,” I say sarcastically.

      I’ve been working at The Ugly Mug for longer than I care to admit. After high school, my life went a little off track. I thought I’d work here for a couple of months and then figure out my future. Maybe even go to college. But months turned into years. Waitressing turned into bartending, which turned into managing.

      Andrew treats me well and quite frankly, I don’t know what else I would do. I don’t know what another life looks like for me. But I am sick of it. I just don’t have the courage to find out—to pick up and try something or somewhere new.

      “Why don’t you sing a little tonight?” Andrew gestures to my guitar case, leaning against the stage area. “You bring that thing with you everywhere, but you never sing.”

      I shake my head. “It’s always a full night,” I say, not meeting his assessing gaze. “The bar is always packed, and the list of performers is always too long to squeeze me in.”

      “Then put your name on there now,” Andrew urges, handing me the sign-up clipboard.

      I let my gaze linger on the empty spaces, mulling it over for a moment before shoving the clipboard back at him. “Don’t you have a track meet to go to?” I roll my eyes.

      Andrew laughs softly, holding up his hands. “Okay, okay.” Then softer, “I’m just worried about you, Melanie. You seem…sad.”

      The truth is, he’s not wrong. Up until a year ago, some of my friends were still single so I had people to do things with. I had plans every weekend. It didn’t feel like I was on my own. Gradually though, everyone started to pair off, each finding their person.

      I wanted to find mine too. I tried fix ups and dating apps. And it’s always the same—awkward small talk that fizzles out, or someone who’s only looking for a hookup. After a while, it just didn’t seem worth it to keep swiping. I’ll admit, I’m lonely. When I come to work or on the rare occasion go out with friends, I put on a happy face. But continually going home to an empty apartment wears on a person.

      I turn away from Andrew and tap the computer screen, distracting myself from uncomfortable emotions. “Well, I’m not,” I retort.

      Andrew is about ten years older than I am, but he’s known me a long time. He knows when I’m not okay.

      “Okay, I’ll leave it alone.” He starts for the door but turns back. “Mel? I’m always here, you know.”

      I soften at this and offer him a tight smile. “I know.”

      “Have a good night,” he says. Then he’s gone.

      A Friday night in the beginning of June picks up fast. The dining room and outdoor seating are packed and on a wait. I’m tending bar faster than I have in weeks. Our open-mic night attracts bands and singers from all over the area since there aren’t too many places offering this opportunity. Every performer gets a twenty-minute time slot, serving as the perfect background noise for a busy shift.

      When things get underway, I am finally able to get out of my own head. There’s no time for anything else when there are customers to be served and lines out the door. Finally, around nine thirty, things calm down enough that I can take a break.

      “I’ll be back in a bit. I’m going to see who can be cut,” I tell Kasey, the twenty-something girl tending bar with me tonight.

      “Sounds good.” Her eyes light up.

      I know she’s hoping to get cut early because she wouldn’t shut up about going to Atlantic City with her friends after this. My body aches just thinking about going to a club after working a bartending shift. Oh, to be young again.

      “Start rolling some silverware,” I say, gesturing to the quiet corner of the bar. “I’ll try to get you out of here.”

      “Thanks, Mel,” Kasey chirps.

      I push through the double doors to the kitchen and duck straight into the closet-sized office. The spinny chair creaks as I drop into it, and I kick the door shut behind me. Finally, some silence. Just me, the hum of the ancient mini fridge, and the stack of shift schedules I don’t want to look at. I check my phone like someone might’ve called me in the last couple of hours. Spoiler: nope. No texts, no missed calls, no nothing. Most of my friends are posting pictures of their kids’ soccer games or anniversary dinners. Meanwhile, I’m sitting in a bar office that smells like fryer oil, muttering to myself.

      “A fucking lonely loner,” I say out loud, because apparently, I’m also my own best company. “How did I get here?”

      Once upon a time, I thought I’d be somewhere else entirely. A singer-songwriter under the neon lights of Broadway in Nashville, playing sets until someone offered me a record deal. I had notebooks full of lyrics, the guitar, the voice people said could take me places. Instead, I’m here—scrubbing spilled beer off sticky counters and cutting servers early like it matters. The worst part is, I don’t even know when I stopped believing Nashville was still a possibility. I still carry my guitar everywhere, but now I only play music for myself. The clock on the wall ticks slowly, a stark reminder of life passing me by.

      If my parents cared, I’d imagine they’d be disappointed in me. They split up just after I graduated high school as predicted, and my mom doesn’t even live here anymore. She and her new husband live on a lake in the Pocono Mountains, and I’m lucky if I see her for Christmas. I sigh, swiping a stray water bottle cap into the trash, imagining her with her new husband in their beautiful lake house. If I think about it too hard, it makes me bitter.

      My dad worries about me, though. He lives locally and I see him regularly. Every time I see him, he asks if I’m okay. I think he hoped I’d eventually find someone to settle down with but…it’s complicated. Now, I can’t help but think it's too late for me.

      A knock at the door interrupts my pity party. “Melanie?” It’s Tyler, one of my best servers.

      “There’s a table out here asking for a manager.” His voice sounds pained.

      I paste a smile on my face. “Be right there.”

      It’s another hour before I’m back behind the bar. The restaurant has quieted down, and most of the patrons are sitting around the bar, listening to various singers and bands. I’m refilling a Cape May IPA for one of my regulars when the door swings open, bringing with it a gust of air and a face so familiar to me, I think I might be hallucinating. The man is tall, easily six-foot-two, with a five-o'clock shadow and sunglasses propped on his head, despite it being dark out. He wears a tight gray T-shirt and has a soft black guitar case slung over his shoulder.

      It can’t be. I squeeze my eyes shut and then open them again. Just someone else showing up to try to sing tonight. I shake my head in disbelief and turn away, allowing the man to sit down and settle in before I approach him.

      “Mel, can I have a refill?” my good friend Miles calls from the corner. He and his fiancée, Jenna, are open-mic night regulars.

      My neck tingles and my cheeks flush. “Yeah, sure.” I zoom over to Miles and take his empty pint glass, replacing it with another full one.

      He side-eyes me. “You okay, Melanie?” Miles’s brow furrows.

      “Yeah, you look pale.” Jenna reaches for my hand.

      I suck in a steady breath. “Yeah. Yes. I just saw a ghost, is all.” I force a smile. But when I turn around, he’s still there, perched on a stool on the opposite corner, out of Miles and Jenna’s sightline. The furthest thing from a ghost. He’s perusing the menu, and since I cut Kasey, I’m the only bartender left. I have no choice but to go over and take his order.

      I watch him carefully for a moment or two from behind the post in the middle of the bar. If he’s noticed me already, he hasn’t let on. He looks the same, just older. His hair is still that dirty blonde color with traces of honey. His body is lean but muscular, his forearms sinewy, probably from always holding and strumming a guitar. He glances up at the young girl singing a Taylor Swift song and smiles, showing his twin dimples that I never could get over. Josh.

      It’s him all right. He has aged gracefully; he’s got to be forty now. Close to forty-one. I am suddenly extremely self-conscious. The makeup on my face is hours old by now, probably settled in the crow’s feet around my eyes. What does my hair look like? I try to catch a glimpse of my reflection in the computer screen. I pull my lip gloss out of the apron tied around my waist and smear some on, then pressing my lips together, I walk over to him. Maybe he won’t remember me.

      “Hi,” I say tentatively, placing a bar napkin in front of him.

      “Hey.” His voice comes out husky, but he doesn’t look up, still scanning the menu. “Is your kitchen still open?”

      “Yep,” I squeak. “What can I get you to drink?” I’m desperate for a reason to turn around.

      “Just a Coke, please.” Finally, he tears his eyes away from the greasy laminated menu and offers me a tight smile.

      “Coke, got it,” I breathe nervously. “Coming right up.”

      I whirl around to safety. My heart is hammering in my chest like it might just break through it. My palms are sweating, and the back of my neck is tingling. But he didn’t immediately react to my face so maybe I’m in the clear. I’m scooping ice into his glass when his voice catches me off guard.

      “Melanie, is that you?”

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      
        
        Mel,

        I had fun playing guitar with you the other day. Want to jam again soon?

        Josh
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        I’d like that. But let’s keep it between us for now.

        Melanie
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      I watch the blush creep up her neck to the tips of her ears before she finally turns back to me, Coke in hand. She offers me a guarded smile. I’m sure she’s angry at me. I’m angry at me. For so many things in my life, but suddenly, ditching Melanie twenty-five years ago without a word is at the top of my list.

      “I thought that was you,” she says cautiously. She moves toward me and sets the Coke down.

      “I wasn’t sure,” I admit, “until I saw your wrist tattoo.”

      Melanie bites her lip and looks down at her left wrist, studying it. My sister’s name, forever etched on Melanie’s skin: Cara. Warmth blossoms in my chest.

      “Oh,” she says, looking back up to meet my eyes. “I got it as soon as I was old enough. It’s her handwriting.”

      I smile wistfully, raking a hand through my hair. “I know,” I breathe. “I’d recognize it anywhere.” Then I roll up my sleeve and turn my forearm over to show her my own tattoo in my sister’s honor: “Love you, bro – Cara” from my sixteenth birthday card.

      Melanie is speechless but she reaches out and grazes the ink on my arm, her eyes glassy. A jolt of energy sizzles up my arm from her barely-there touch. It’s been far too long since I’ve laid eyes on Melanie.

      “You haven’t changed a bit,” I tell her, offering a half-hearted smile. Her strawberry blonde hair, the color of a new penny, piled on top of her head, has streaks of rose gold in it, and her blue eyes look tired, but they still glimmer when she smiles. She’s wearing a short-sleeve black polo shirt with the name of the bar on it, but I’m able to see a hot pink Hawaiian flower tattoo cascading down her upper arm. Shamefully, I find myself wondering if she has any more. I shake the image from my mind. We were just kids, and unlike me, I’m sure Melanie has her life together. She’s probably married now with children of her own.

      Melanie offers me a grin. “Neither have you.” She takes a step closer to me and leans on the bar. “Did you want something to eat?”

      “Uh, yeah. I’ll just do the crab cake sandwich.” I push the menu toward her and take a sip of my Coke.

      “Coming right up.” Melanie turns and swiftly walks toward the computer, entering the order and then turning her attention to the other patrons.

      I let myself watch her for a while. She is as beautiful as she ever was, her cute teenage figure filled out with the curves of a woman. She talks happily with customers at the other end of the bar, bouncing from party to party, ensuring that they have whatever it is they need. She leans against the center post, arms folded across her chest, watching the various singers taking their turn on stage. From here I can see there is no wedding ring on her left hand. Of course, that doesn’t mean anything. If being in Nashville all these years has taught me anything, it’s that the tips are better when you’re single.

      Why am I hoping she’s single? We were so close back then. She was my first girlfriend, but it felt like so much more than that. Melanie was my first love. I feel terrible about the way I left town, but I was just a kid, mourning the loss of my sister, and doing what I was told.

      Melanie doesn’t look my way again until my dinner comes out. She takes it from a food runner and brings it to me herself, smiling at me. She looks less hesitant now, and I can’t help but wonder why. I’m sure she has questions. I was hoping to run into her while I’m here. I assumed she’d have moved away the first chance she got, but there was a part of me that really longed for the chance to see her again. Now that I’m here, I have to say something. I can’t let this regret linger in the air between us.

      “Here you go,” she says, lips curving as she puts the plate in front of me. “Be careful, the plate is super hot.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur, plucking a fry from the plate and shoving it in my mouth to buy myself a minute to think.

      Melanie doesn’t immediately turn away, which gives me hope that maybe she’d like to talk too.

      I finish chewing, and we speak at the same time.

      “So, how are⁠—”

      “It’s been so lo⁠—”

      We laugh, and it feels like yesterday, sitting side-by-side in Mr. Herman’s study hall, laughing at inside jokes no one else got.

      “You first,” she says, gesturing to me. She moves to lean in the corner of the bar adjacent to me and I can smell her perfume. Suddenly, I’m back in high school. Her scent—cinnamon and vanilla maybe?—is so familiar to me, I could pick it out anywhere.

      “I was just going to ask how you are.” I flick my gaze to hers.

      Melanie plasters a smile on her face that looks forced, guarded somehow. Like maybe this is the smile she gives everyone who comes in here, that doesn’t really know her. “I’m well,” she says quietly with a convincing nod.

      “You look great,” I say, but my words fall flat. Small talk has never been something I was good at, and it feels especially strained, given our history.

      “What brings you back to town?” Melanie asks, knowing my entire family left the state shortly after Cara’s death. My parents couldn’t take the pitying looks that small-town life offered everywhere they went. They moved us south, to Tidehaven, South Carolina, where the towns are equally small, but no one knew us—traces of Cara nowhere to be found.

      I sigh and run my fingers along my jaw. “You want the publicity version or the truth?” I smirk so she knows I’m not going off the deep end.

      Melanie lets out a little snort of laughter. “You can tell me whatever version you want, Josh.” She smiles, but it doesn’t meet her eyes.

      I push my lips together in a tight line. “I got dumped. By my band and by my girlfriend.” I let out a huff of air. When Melanie doesn’t immediately react, I keep rambling to fill the silence. “The truth is, I’m stuck. I’m supposed to be writing an acoustic album, and I can’t come up with a damn thing,” I admit, scraping a hand down my face.

      “So, you came back here for inspiration?” Melanie raises her eyebrows. She doesn’t acknowledge my music career, though I’m sure she knows it took off. I also know it’s something she used to want for herself.

      I let out a grunt, scratching the stubble on my jaw. “I came back here because it’s one of the last places I remember feeling happy, despite losing Cara.” I pick up my sandwich, no longer too hot, and take a bite.

      “I see,” Melanie murmurs. “Well, I hope you find what you’re looking for.” She turns away, scouring the bar for anyone who may want her attention. There’s a lull in the music. Then her eyes find mine again, and just as hope blooms in my chest, it disappears when she says, “I’ll let you eat before it gets cold.”

      And then she’s gone.

      

      
        
        Then

      

      

      
        
        Josh,

        I have been having such a great time making music with you. I’ve never been able to collaborate with someone else. It feels really good.

        The thing is, Cara is asking me questions, and I think she thinks it’s weird. Has she said anything to you? I don’t know why it matters. It’s not like we’re dating. And she spends all her free time with Liam and then I’m all alone. I’m tired of feeling alone. (sigh)

        So listen, this can be our notebook. Let’s pass it back and forth and we can put lyrics in it or just chat, ok? If she sees me with notes, she’s going to want to know who they’re for. This is much less obvious. And if you don’t mind, let’s just downplay this for now. Maybe instead of practicing at your house, we should go to the park or somewhere else? Just a thought. Let me know what you think.

        Mel

      

      

      

      
        
        Mel,

        I like it. You know how dramatic my sister can be. I’m really not in the mood to deal with it. The notebook is a good idea. Let me think where we can play besides my house. What about the park on Lafayette with the gazebo? Meet there after school? 3:30? Let me know.

        Josh

        PS – This has been really awesome for me too.
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      As the night wears on, I keep waiting for Josh to wave me over and ask for his check, but he never does. He settles in, picking at his food and nursing his soda. I can’t help wondering why he didn’t order a drink, but that’s hardly the only thing I’m curious about. Every time I sneak a look at him, something catches me—how his hand drums the counter, how he seems settled here, like doesn’t want to be anywhere else. He looks older, sharper around the edges, but somehow still the boy who used to sit on his porch with a guitar and make me laugh until my stomach hurt.

      Around midnight, the crowd in here thins, and I find myself able to breathe a bit. I hover, debating whether I want the solitude of the office closet or the chance to talk to Josh. He’s been here for hours, and even with my check-ins, he doesn’t look like he’s in any rush to leave.

      I duck behind the center of the bar where he can’t see me and reapply my lip gloss, sticking a piece of gum in my mouth while I’m at it. I don’t usually mind these late-night shifts, but I always end up leaving here smelling like food and beer. I smooth my hair, like that’ll undo hours of grease and fryer smoke clinging to it. I never cared what anyone thought before—not really—but with Josh, it feels different. It feels like being seventeen again, waiting for him to notice me.

      I can’t help thinking about the way he said goodbye. Or, rather, didn’t say goodbye. He left me a stupid note in my mailbox. Didn’t even have the courage to give it to me himself. I thought we were close and that he’d at least respect me enough to come by and tell me to my face that he was moving. I was stuck at home with a broken leg. I should be mad at him. Part of me still is. But watching him now, it’s hard to hold onto it. He’s here. After all these years, he’s here, and something in me can’t stop wanting to know why. I let out a sigh. I saunter over to him, hands in my back pockets.

      “I thought you’d be heading out by now,” I say, fighting the twitch of my lips.

      Josh lifts a brow. “I could say the same for you.” He nods toward the other patrons at the bar. “You’ve been hustling.”

      I laugh. “I’ve still got two more hours till we close.” I duck under the bar and pull out the stool next to Josh. Surely, I can sit for a minute. “Ugh, my feet ache.”

      “I bet they do,” he says, glancing down and then slowly raking his eyes up the rest of my tired body. “Do you always close?”

      “Andrew and I take turns,” I say, resting my head on my hand and peering up at him sideways. “His kid had a track meet tonight, but usually I’m off on Fridays.”

      Josh nods in understanding. “Got it.”

      “So how long are you in town for?” I ask, hoping my voice doesn’t give away my desire to see him again.

      “Indefinitely.” His lips quirk and he gives me an easy shrug.

      “Indefinitely?” I repeat, curiously. “Well, where are you staying?”

      He laughs sheepishly, scratching the back of his neck. “That…I haven’t figured out yet.”

      “Josh, it’s midnight. Don’t you think getting a place to stay should’ve been one of the first things you did?” I cross my arms over my chest, but I’m smiling.

      He nods, pushing his lips together. “Yeah, probably. I didn’t plan on staying here this long and now it’s late.”

      I shake my head, fighting a smile. I can’t believe what I’m about to say next.

      “You could stay with me,” I offer, eyeing him cautiously. “As long as you didn’t turn into a predator in the past twenty-five years.”

      Josh barks out a laugh. “Who, me? You’ve known me since I was in diapers. I should’ve known we’d pick up right where we left off.”

      I laugh with him, both of us eyeing each other, years of bottled-up feelings threatening to spill over. I wait for him to speak first. Where we left off was a lot more than…this. At least it was to me.

      “Okay,” he says, shaking his head. “If you insist.”

      “Well, I’m not going to beg you or anything.” I roll my eyes. “But I also don’t want you sleeping in your car.”

      “Oh, I brought my tour bus,” Josh deadpans.

      We stare evenly at each other for a beat before I let out a peal of laughter. Then we’re both cackling and wiping tears from our eyes.

      After a moment, Josh quiets and holds out an open palm to me. A gesture of unspoken apology. Maybe even an invitation. I slip mine into his, and the shock of his skin against mine is like static—unexpected and electric. I don’t let go, and neither does he.

      “Are you still playing music?” he asks.

      I push my lips together and shrug. “Sometimes. Just for myself though.” I look down at our locked hands.

      “You were supposed to go to Nashville,” Josh says, his voice husky.

      “That didn’t work out,” I mutter. “Clearly.”

      My chest constricts when I think of all the reasons why it couldn’t have worked out between us.

      He chews on his lip. “But you still play.” He says it more like a statement than a question.

      I gesture to my ax, leaning against the wall in the corner. “I do. I always bring my guitar to open mic nights, thinking maybe if it’s slow enough, I’ll get up there and play a cover song.” I let out a short laugh, shaking my head. “It’s stupid.”

      “It’s not stupid,” Josh scoffs. “It’s slow right now. Get up there and play,” he urges. “I’ll man the bar.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t. I have to go check on those guys.” I gesture to three older men who come in weekly.

      Josh quirks his eyebrows, a smile playing on the corners of his mouth. “They look fine to me,” he says, nudging me with his foot.

      My ankle sizzles. Josh is so much like Cara. Both always had the power to make me do anything they wanted. I’m not sure what that says about me, but his encouragement brings me right back to our youth. Memories flood through me and I have to fight back the sting of tears. Tears for the past and everything we both lost. And tears for the present.

      “Come on, no one else is coming in here tonight.” Josh glances toward the door. He’s probably right. There are only about ten patrons left in the whole place and most of them are at tables, being taken care of by our closing server Lexi.

      Before I can answer, Josh hops off his barstool and heads for the now-empty stage. He takes the mic, and at first, I’m sure he’s going to sit down and play one of his songs. After all, he’s Josh Cote now—rising country music star. No longer the boy I once fell in love with. Instead, I’m flabbergasted when he speaks.

      “Hey everybody, we have a special guest here at The Ugly Mug tonight. She’s your favorite bartender and mine—your own, Melanie Glick!”

      It feels like everyone in the entire restaurant has their eyes on me, and the three older gentlemen in the corner of the bar start clapping and hollering my name. I have no choice but to go up on the tiny platform stage.

      I look at my feet the whole walk to my guitar I left leaning in the corner. My palms are slick on the guitar neck, and I’m shaky, like I just downed three espressos. I glare at Josh as I pass, though really it’s myself I’m mad at—for being terrified and yet still wanting to impress him. Josh steps off to the side, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, amusement dancing in his eyes.

      I lick my lips, my cheeks burning, and adjust the mic. Then I clear my throat. “I, uh, I haven’t played anything for anyone in a really long time. But Josh wouldn’t let this go,” I murmur into the mic. A chuckle from the small crowd. Okay, I can do this.

      My pulse is racing with stage fright but for the first time, I look up and there isn’t a face in the bar that isn’t turned toward me, smiling. “Let’s see if I remember this one.”

      My hand is shaking as I strum the first chords to an old Dashboard Confessional song Josh has never heard me sing. It comes back to me, and I remember how to play it in the same way that I remember to breathe. Second nature. Suddenly, I’m right back there in the Cote’s living room, playing with Josh for the first time. Halfway through the song, I look toward him. He’s in the same position, but his blue eyes are piercing straight through me, and I wonder if he’s remembering the first time too. I force myself to look away. I can’t sing the song to Josh. That would be weird.

      When I finish, everyone left in the bar claps and cheers. The men in the corner start shouting “Encore, encore!” to which I roll my eyes and shake my head.

      I pull the mic to my mouth murmuring, “This was a one-time gig.” I grin and lean my guitar back against the wall, brushing past Josh with a teasing glance. “I hope you’re happy.”

      He follows me back to the bar, perching again on his stool. “Happy doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

      I duck back behind the bar and pick up his glass, refilling it with Coke. I set it in front of him and turn to check on my three regulars.

      “I can’t believe you’re still here,” I tease them.

      “Yeah, well, we can’t believe you can sing and have never gotten up there before.” Carl, the older man in the middle says with a finger wag in my direction.

      “I just don’t sing too much anymore,” I say, waving him off and diverting my attention to their empty glasses.

      “Didn’t look like that to me,” Bob, the balding grandfather type says.

      I decide a change of subject is needed. “You boys ready to go home and go to bed?” I give them a pointed look.

      They all laugh. Carl groans with a stretch. “Yeah, let’s cash out boys.”

      “I’ll be right back,” I smile and turn toward my kiosk.

      It’s nearly one a.m. before the rest of the patrons leave, and Josh and I are the only ones left. “You don’t have to wait for me, I’m going to be at least an hour,” I say cautiously. “Maybe I could give you my key.”

      Josh waves his hand. “Naw, I’ll help you. I’ve worked in my fair share of bars. Just tell me what to do.”

      I hesitate, bite back a grin, and finally hand him my sticky, laminated closing task checklist and a wet rag. “You can start by wiping down the counters and the bottles back behind the bar.”

      Josh cocks his head at me. “You’ll let me back there with you?” There’s a sultriness to his voice that sounds vaguely flirtatious. I force myself to ignore it. Josh couldn’t possibly be interested in me, and I don’t dare let myself hope otherwise.

      I roll my eyes, stepping around him. “I’m going to dry storage to get some more bottles for tomorrow.”

      Lexi is in the back, perched on a stool, rolling the last of the silverware. Her eyes flick to me and she grins when I push through the door. “Who’s your friend?”

      I frown. “I’d hardly call us friends now. We were a long time ago, in high school… He moved away. I haven’t seen him in years.”

      “Doesn’t look that way to me—he’s hanging on your every word,” Lexi says with a smirk. Leave it to the young twenty-something to pick up on everything I don’t. The truth is, I thought Josh seemed interested, but I don’t want to let myself go there. All it will do is give me false hope for something that died a long time ago.

      “Pshh, he is not. We’re just catching up.”

      “What’s his name?” Lexi asks, and it sounds like a challenge.

      I whirl on her just as she’s putting her last roll of silverware in the bin and standing.

      “Josh Cote,” I say, silently wondering if the name will ring a bell. I head for the walk-in.

      Lexi follows me. “Josh Cote?” Her jaw falls slack in disbelief.

      I spin around and narrow my eyes at her.

      “The country singer?” Lexi asks, her eyes bulging out of her head.

      “Maybe?” I push my lips together. Is Josh really that recognizable now? I mean, I know all about him, but for Lexi to know who he is? That’s…unexpected.

      “Maybe? Melanie. He’s like…a celebrity. Maybe like a C-lister, but still. Tell me you knew this.” Lexi puts her hands on her hips.

      I fumble for words. The truth is, I paid attention to Josh’s career for a long time when he first moved to Nashville. Then I stopped because seeing him follow his dream when I so lacked the courage to follow mine was just too painful. I guess I hadn’t realized just how famous he is.

      “I might’ve heard something like that,” I admit, throwing my hands up.

      “Jesus, Melanie. You live under a rock.” Lexi spins around to go. “Have a good night,” she calls over her shoulder.

      When I walk through the door to the bar a few minutes later, Lexi is getting Josh’s autograph and asking him for a selfie. He happily obliges her, eyeing me from across the bar with a slight upturn of his lips.

      It’s another forty-five minutes before Josh and I leave. He follows me two streets over to my apartment above an antique store. The building is sky blue and old. The creaky wooden steps that were once painted white are now chipped and splintering, but it’s home. It’s been home for the past five years. I unlock the front door to the shared foyer space and place my finger to my lips, signaling for Josh to be quiet so as not to disturb my neighbor. Then I push open the front door to my apartment. It’s cozy enough with a gray sofa and navy-blue armchair. A TV sits on a small catty-corner entertainment center. Beyond that is a dining area and a kitchen to our left.

      I head right to the linen closet and pull out a pillow and blanket for Josh. He drops his duffel bag at his feet and kicks off his shoes.

      “I’m sorry. This is a two-bedroom, but the second room is now my closet.” I wince as I say it, assuming Josh will think I’m ridiculous.

      He chuckles. “All good, I’m fine with the couch.” He sits down on it and hugs the pillow to his chest, inhaling. I have to stop myself from wondering if it’s my scent he’s looking for.

      “Okay, well, wake me up if you need anything.” I chew on my lip and fumble with my hands instead of meeting his earnest expression.

      “I’ll be just fine. Night, Mel.” He shoots me a reassuring smile.

      I return it and turn to go. “Good night, Josh.”

      “Sleep well.” I hear him say just as I close my door.

      
      
        
        Then

      

      

      
        
        Josh,

        Cara was grilling me
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