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      For my husband, Dane, who’s always ‘tuned in.’

      XOXO

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Think for yourself, or others will think for you, without thinking of you.

        HENRY DAVID THOREAU
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            NIKKI SCOTT, SUPERSTAR

          

        

      

    

    
      It was all white noise.

      The surge of the ocean waves and the roar of 38,000 screaming fans sounded the same. When pop star Nikki Scott shut her eyes, she couldn’t tell the difference. The rising hum let her pretend, for just a moment, that she was somewhere else. The spotlight—her sunshine. The roar—the tide. Somewhere free.

      Except the ocean didn’t chant her name.

      “Nikki Scott! Nikki Scott! Nikki Scott!”

      Three syllables. Taunting. Demanding. Pulling her back to the stage. Her lifeline. Her leash. The crowd rumbled like the jet engines that carried her from show to show.

      Because she was a star—and stars are meant to shine.

      Until they burn.

      The chants throbbed through the walls of her dressing room—a muffled pulse that shook the mirrors and made the ceiling light buzz. Nikki’s heart raced. The sound rolled through her like a bass drum. It drained and charged her at the same time. Every show began this way—the ache before the fix.

      Ten minutes—a stage manager’s voice crackled over a loudspeaker.

      Nikki wrinkled her nose as the makeup artist dusted powder over her tanned skin and swept a rose-colored blush across her high cheeks. The scent of powder mixed with sweat and nerves.

      Nikki shifted in the chair. Her fingers wouldn’t stop tapping.

      “Sit still,” the makeup artist said, uncapping a fuchsia lipstick. Nikki couldn’t recall the artist’s name—the staff changed with every city. She considered asking, but there wasn’t much time. She shut her eyes to steady herself, then flinched as the door burst open. A rush of hallway commotion swept in before the door slammed shut.

      Nikki opened her eyes. Of course, it was her mother.

      “Nikki!” Mom called, heading straight for the makeup chair.

      Nikki met their reflection—hers and her mother’s—staring back like a pair of lost souls. The makeup artist capped the lipstick and reached for more eyeliner.

      “Do you mind?” Mom glared at the artist.

      The skinny artist with the high ponytail furrowed her pencil-thin brows.

      “The show is in five minutes,” she said. “I’ve got to touch her up.”

      Mom held her stare, willing the artist to leave. The artist muttered something in French, tossed the eyeliner down, and left.

      “Seriously, Mom? What now?” Nikki snapped. It’s always something. Always at the worst time.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” Mom said, spinning Nikki’s chair to face her.

      “Now? I have a show.” Nikki spun her chair back to the mirror. A dull ache pressed behind her eyes.

      The ache brought the usual flash—a memory of slippery rock, cold water closing over her. She rubbed her forehead, waiting for the pain to fade. Ever since her near-drowning accident, headaches came and went, taking bits of memory with them. Doctors called it temporary. Nikki called it inconvenient.

      Nikki glanced at her reflection, making sure the scar on her right temple was covered. I don’t need this going viral, she thought, dabbing more powder over it.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Mom said. “How about after the show? We can talk then.”

      “I’ve got the party after the show.”

      “Cancel it. We’ll slip out incognito.” Mom yanked Nikki’s flannel and baseball cap from behind the dressing room door.

      “You’ve lost your mind,” Nikki forced a laugh. “It’s the end-of-tour party. Do you know how many people Ava and Nolan invited?”

      Just the mention of Ava and Nolan made Mom twitch. Nikki didn’t blame her. Nolan ran Harmoni Corp. He was their biggest investor. When he said jump, Ava asked how high.

      “Fine. Before the party then, all right? Let’s take some time, just you and me. We need to talk.”

      Nikki narrowed her eyes. “Seriously, Mom, what about?”

      Mom stared at Nikki as if expecting something to click. “I think you know.”

      Nikki ignored Mom and looked back in the mirror. For a fleeting second, the years peeled away. She saw herself as she used to be—young, with messy braids, sunburned cheeks. She shook it off, and the image vanished.

      “Know what?” Nikki stood up. “Why are you doing this to me two minutes before a show?”

      The door burst open once more. This time, Ava entered.

      “Nikki, darling, do you hear that crowd? That’s money screaming your name.” Ava sang with stereotypical wit as she sashayed into the room with a model’s grace, slicking her long black hair off her shoulders. Dressed in frayed jeans, a tailored black leather jacket, phone in hand—Ava commanded the room in a way only a pop star’s manager could.

      “Oh, sweetie,” she continued, brushing past Mom like she wasn’t there. “You’ve got lipstick on your teeth.” She handed Nikki a tissue.

      “She needs a different shade,” Mom cut in, setting Nikki’s flannel on the back of the chair. “I’m not sure fuchsia suits her.”

      Ava smiled too sweetly. “I think you’re right. She should wear red. It’s more, Marilyn, don’t you think?” She sifted through the lipsticks on the vanity until she found a bold red. She handed Nikki the tube. “Now, don’t forget to blot, darling.”

      “Or maybe purple,” Mom said, holding up another tube. “What color do you like, Nikki?” Her voice cut sharp, pressing Nikki to choose.

      Nikki felt the tension slice between them. She froze, caught between two voices and the countdown to showtime. What color did she like? This was ridiculous.

      A loud knock at the door interrupted the standoff. Relief washed over her.

      “Showtime,” Ava said, spinning around. “Let’s go! Let’s go! Let’s go!” She clapped her hands.

      As Ava opened the door, Mom leaned close, took Nikki’s hand and squeezed it into a fist. “See you after.”

      “I’m not skipping the party,” Nikki said defiantly.

      Mom didn’t argue. She just looked at her, calm but intent.

      “Of course not,” Mom said, tucking a loose strand of blonde hair behind Nikki’s ear. “Your life is a show … don’t forget it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The stadium pulsed with light and sound. Nikki drank it in, even from below the stage. Gripping her mic, she stood poised, ready to rise from below the trapdoor. Her heart fluttered as Mom’s mysterious words ran through her mind. Cancel the after-party. The very idea of it made no sense.

      Maybe Ava’s right, Nikki thought. Maybe I should fire Mom. Ava had been pushing it for weeks. “She’s just after your money, Nikki,” she’d said. “It’s what happens to all celebrity kid parents.”

      But they’d been in it together from the start. Nikki couldn’t bring herself to cut Mom out. Worry clawed at her chest. Something’s not right.

      Mom had been disappearing all the time lately. No reasons, poor excuses. Nikki had barely spoken to her in the past two weeks. Not until now, in the dressing room.

      Nikki’s stomach twisted. It can’t be easy for her, she thought. Managing me, then the accident, and this sudden rush of fame. That was the biggest burden. Nikki knew deep down that she was only beginning to understand fame. On one hand, it was a train ready to run you down. On the other hand, it delivered. It was more than accolades or designer clothes and front-row seats. It was a platform to be heard.

      Fame. I need more of it. Nikki shivered at the ridiculousness of the thought as her fans’ chants thundered above.

      She clutched her mic tighter. One more show, then I can go home to Sandy Pointe. She could almost taste the salty air, feel the sand between her toes. The shore was the only push-and-pull she didn’t mind.

      A bass drum thumped over the crowd’s roar, signaling it was time. Nikki’s heart pounded as the emcee boomed her name across the stadium. The floor lifted.

      Nikki rose into a cloud of smoke. A hypnotic beat pumped through the crowd, setting the stage for her grand entrance. It pounded inside her, overwhelming her body with stirring sensations. Flashing lasers displayed her silhouette behind a white screen. As the screen lifted, Nikki stared into the arena, instantly transformed. No longer a worried teen below the stage, she was now the superstar above it. The spotlight blinded her eyes.

      Raising an arm to the crowd, she launched into her opening song. The fans roared, swaying in rhythm with the beat. The electric pulse of the music vibrated through Nikki’s core. This was when she felt alive. It was as if the universe itself pulsed through her song. She wished the hour on stage could last forever.

      Tonight, anything is possible.

      Until the signal.

      At first, she thought she’d imagined it. The music deafened everything. But then she heard it again. Crackling, like an interruption to a radio broadcast. A voice in her earpiece erupted into static code. 5, 4, 7, fly.

      What? Nikki ignored it. She kept singing. A glitch, she thought. Talkback from security? Nikki tried to remember if she’d overheard the code at any of the security meetings, and what it could mean. They were always saying one code or another, a way to keep track of her comings and goings. Just sing, she reminded herself as she moved to each choreographed beat with precise ease.

      Until she heard it again: 5, 4, 7, fly. It crackled in her earpiece, echoing in her mind as if it were scratching a memory just out of reach.

      Nikki adjusted her earpiece, hoping it would fix the malfunction. As she did, she felt a shock surge through her body, sharper than static electricity. It stabbed her temples, radiating from her head to her neck.

      Nikki moved toward the edge of the stage, inching closer to Mom, who was watching from the sidelines. As Nikki drew closer, keeping her composure, she noticed Mom’s hand clamped over her mouth, stifling a scream. The color drained from Mom’s face.

      The code crackled again: 5, 4, 7, fly. Faster this time, the numbers rang in her ears. Electric sensations buzzed through Nikki’s whole body. All she could do was look at Mom, whose arms now flew to her chest as if the surge had hit her too. In an instant, Mom collapsed onto the stage floor, her body convulsing.

      Nikki tried to scream for Mom, but the sound caught in her throat. A wave of dizziness overtook her, spinning the arena into a blur. The roar of the show faded into a distant echo. Nikki felt her mic slip. Her knees buckled. The stadium lights flickered.

      Her body hit the stage with a smack. Lights streaked across her vision. Cheers warped into screams. A jolt of white noise ripped through her ears—grinding static, ocean waves—swallowing her whole.
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      A steady buzz pulled Nikki awake. She breathed in the salty air drifting through her bedroom window as seagulls cried outside. Sunshine slipped through the blinds, casting narrow strips of light on her white duvet.

      For a moment, Nikki forgot where she was—and what had happened. She stared at the ceiling. It spun endlessly, like her thoughts, trying to find a center.

      Nikki grabbed the side of the bed to steady herself. A sharp pain shot across her forehead. Her throat burned raw, each swallow a blade.

      How am I going to sing with this throat? Nikki worried about letting her fans down. I’ve got to do the show.

      The show!

      Blurs of it came flooding back.

      The stage.

      The fans.

      The thunderous chants.

      And then, the crackling, the electric shock.

      Mom’s face.

      Mom’s fall.

      Nikki sat up. The blankets fell to the floor. Beside her, a lamp glowed. Across the room, a pastel watercolor hung over a long white bureau. She swung her legs out of bed, feet hitting the floor, and moved toward the balcony. The dizziness faded as adrenaline took over. Heart thumping, she peeked out the window. Outside, the Atlantic roared as waves crashed on a rocky shore. Sandy Pointe.

      “Nikki,” a man’s voice said. “You’re awake.” Nikki turned to see Nolan standing in her doorway, hands shoved in his pockets, bare toes stuck to the wood floor. Nolan hardly ever wore shoes. He was always grounding his feet—connecting to the earth, as he liked to say.

      “Where’s my mother?” Nikki asked, avoiding small talk. “Is she okay?” She rubbed her eyes, then looked down at her own feet, covered in pink fuzzy socks that matched her organic cotton striped pajama pants. She didn’t remember changing her clothes.

      “It’s morning,” Nolan said, stepping closer, reaching out his hand. Nikki grabbed it as he led her away from the balcony door. “Why don’t you take a seat?” Nolan motioned to the blue Queen Anne chair.

      Nikki’s chest tightened. Every possible outcome of what might have happened to Mom flooded her brain. But something about the way Nolan stayed calm comforted her. Nikki sat.

      “What day is it?” Nikki asked. She couldn’t seem to place herself in time. The show felt like it had been just minutes before, yet her body ached as if she’d been sleeping for days.

      “It’s Tuesday,” Nolan said.

      “Tuesday? How long have I been in bed?” Nikki stood abruptly, but Nolan gently placed his hand on her shoulder, encouraging her to sit back down. He pulled a white wooden chair from her vanity and sat, too. Leaning forward, he took Nikki’s hands in his.

      “Nikki,” Nolan said. “Your mother is gone.”

      His words hung in the air. Nikki stared at him, not understanding.

      The sheer drapes danced as the sea breeze pushed its briny scent farther into the room. A chill shivered down Nikki’s spine.

      “Gone?” The word felt foreign on her lips.

      “She—” Nolan let go of Nikki’s hands and pushed his chair further back. He ran his fingers through his shoulder-length brown hair, then pulled the elastic off his wrist to tie it back. Nikki read the slogan across his black Harmoni Corp T-shirt. Good Vibes. Great Science. Better World. The words flashed like a warning as her world tilted.

      “Your mother collapsed at the concert, Nikki.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” Nikki’s breath caught in her throat. The fan’s whir filled the silence.

      “The doctors think it was an aneurysm,” Nolan spoke softly and steadily.

      “An aneurysm?” Nikki echoed, as if saying the word would explain it.

      “It’s when a blood vessel…”

      “Stop,” Nikki said, covering her ears. “I don’t want to hear this.”

      “It happened so fast, Nikki. There was nothing—absolutely nothing anyone could do.”

      Nikki shook her head, unable to process Nolan’s words. “But she was fine!”

      “I know it’s a terrible shock,” Nolan said.

      “I saw her right before the show.”

      “I really wish this weren’t true. If we’d only known… Harmoni Corp could have saved her. That’s our mission—to heal people. There’s so much we can do with sound wave therapy.”

      Another gust of wind burst into the room from the balcony door, rattling the space.

      The memory of Mom standing behind her in the dressing room flashed through Nikki’s mind. Mother. Daughter. Pain washed over her like a tidal wave. The lights flickered.

      “This can’t be real.” Nikki headed toward her suite door and called for Mom, waiting for her to appear and prove Nolan wrong.

      The sound of footsteps from outside the door stopped Nikki. She stepped back, watching the doorknob turn.

      “Oh, darling,” Ava said, her voice tender with care as the door opened. “I’m so sorry. Nolan must have told you.” As Ava reached out her arms to hug, Nikki noticed Ava’s red eyes and smudged eyeliner.

      Nikki’s pulse pounded in her ears. She stepped backward, not accepting Ava’s hug. She couldn’t. She wouldn’t. Because doing so would mean Mom really was gone.

      Images from before the concert played in Nikki’s mind. Cancel the after-party, Mom had said. The beaded sweat on Mom’s forehead. It all flooded back. The crackling code in her ear, the electric charge. Mom’s hand covering her mouth. Mom’s stifled scream lost in the crowd’s thunder.

      Ava walked closer, her heels clicking softly on the wood floor. “Oh, baby girl,” Ava said, brushing the hair out of Nikki’s eyes. “Your mother loved you so much.”

      Ava’s words stole the breath from Nikki’s lungs. Nikki staggered back. Her vision blurred.

      Nikki stumbled, catching her balance on the Queen Anne chair. Ava grabbed her. This time, Nikki didn’t resist, collapsing into Ava’s arms as she sobbed. Her cries were like shards of glass, cutting the silence with their sharp edges.

      Ava rubbed Nikki’s hair and whispered, “Your mother was so proud of you.”

      The fan rattled overhead as Nikki’s world spun off-axis. Its hum kept pace with her cries.
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            BIRD IN A CAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nikki tugged her Red Sox cap low, shadowing her eyes. The leather chair in Dr. Fischer’s office felt cold against her legs. I don’t need a shrink. I need Mom back.

      Ava and Nolan made her come. It’s all been a lot, darling, Ava had said. Talking will do you good. Nikki’s throat tightened. Easy for them to say. This didn’t feel like healing. It felt like stage prep. Like marking something off on a to-do list now that Mom’s cremation was done.

      A gnawing pain crawled beneath Nikki’s skin. Everything about Mom’s cremation felt wrong. Ava’s hands on her shoulders, whispering something about “closure” while Nikki had stared at the urn. Unable to believe Mom was in it.

      I wish Ethan were here.

      It had been two years since she’d seen her special forces brother. He hadn’t come home after Nikki’s near-drowning accident, and there was no guarantee he would now. Deployed on missions, he didn’t always have a choice. Does he even know Mom died?

      A hollow pain settled in Nikki’s chest. Mom gone. Ethan on assignment. And her father—she’d never truly known him. He’d left when she was two.

      Nikki rose from her chair. Where is this shrink, anyway? She’d been waiting at least ten minutes, listening to the tick-tock of the cuckoo clock fill the silence. The mahogany walls smothered her, thick with secrets. Nikki shivered. The house dripped with mystery, its antiques looming in the shadows like eyes watching.

      Nikki eyed the bookshelf. Freud. St. Augustine. A well-worn copy of The Catcher in the Rye.

      Eclectic taste.

      Nikki moved closer to the monstrous desk. Hanging on the wall behind it, degrees in large frames. On it, a ceramic skull bust, polished and white, mapped with words like “self-esteem,” “spirit,” “time,” and “tune.” Her fingers traced the smooth surface.

      Uneasy, she pulled back. Maybe I shouldn’t be snooping.

      The door creaked open. Dr. Fischer’s eyes fixed into her.

      “That’s a phrenology bust,” Dr. Fischer said from the doorway. “It’s a pseudoscience from the 19th century that believed one could tell a lot about another person’s character or mental abilities by feeling the bumps on their head.” Dr. Fischer moved into the room, carrying a black birdcage. Inside it, a yellow canary sat perched on a wooden rod. He hung it on an ironclad hook on the ceiling. The bird chirped, sharp against the silence.

      Nikki backed away from his desk, embarrassed. “What’s pseudoscience?” she asked, the new word feeling strange on her tongue.

      “Ah, pseudoscience.” Dr. Fischer rubbed his hands together. “They are beliefs that claim to be scientific but lack evidence.”

      “Like horoscopes?” Nikki laughed. “I swear the tabloid magazine horoscopes never get it right.”

      Dr. Fischer smiled, his gold tooth glinting. Not a rap star grill, more like something a dentist placed years ago. He looked like a man who smoked cigars in dark mahogany-walled offices, brooding over whiskey. Straight out of a movie.

      “It depends on who you ask. Reality is subjective. Now please sit.” Dr. Fischer motioned to the leather chair Nikki had first sat in.

      She sat. The scent of Dr. Fischer’s musky cologne tickled her nose. She couldn’t help but notice he had on wool pants, even on the warm June day. It is cold in here, Nikki thought, rubbing the goosebumps forming on her arms from the AC in the corner.

      “So, you’re a famous pop star,” Dr. Fischer said. “I’m very sorry to hear about your mom.”

      Nikki gasped at his choice of words. She wasn’t sure if it was the way he said ‘pop star’ before mentioning Mom or just his tone. She snapped back with a comeback.

      “You’re a doctor. Not famous though, right? I’ve never heard of you.”

      “I suppose that depends on the circles you travel in.”

      “I travel in a lot of circles.”

      “I bet you do,” Dr. Fischer said. “But your tour just ended, right? How are you feeling with this break?”

      “I wouldn’t call it a break. Like you said, my mom just died.” Nikki looked away from Dr. Fischer. His stare pierced into her, as if he were reading her thoughts before she knew them herself.

      “But you’ve been taking some time off, right?” he asked.

      “If you want to call it that, Dr. Fischer,” Nikki said.

      “Just call me Fischer. No need to add the doctor.” Fischer opened his drawer and pulled out an old-fashioned tape recorder. “Do you mind?”

      “Mind what?”

      “If I record? I use it only because I’m not as fast at taking notes as I used to be. I’ll destroy the tapes after.”

      Nikki stared at Fischer. He pushed up his round glasses from the bridge of his nose. Is this guy for real? What doctor doesn’t want to be called doctor? And why was he using an old tape recorder and not his iPhone to record? Nikki looked over at the yellow canary. Its high-pitched shrills moved up and down in tone as if it were rehearsing its vocal cords for its own concert.

      “I hope Ava and Nolan had you sign an NDA,” Nikki said, eyeing Fischer, not trusting his methods.

      “You know what an NDA is?”

      “Yeah. Nondisclosure agreement.”

      “Surprised you know that.”

      “I’m a pop star. Of course, I do.” Nikki’s cheeks grew hot.

      “Well, don’t you have people for that?”

      “I have people for everything.”

      “So, why are you worried about an NDA?”

      Nikki shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “I may only be seventeen, but I’ve had to grow up fast. You have to in this business.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “What question?”

      “Can I record?”

      “If you must.”

      Fischer hit record. The canary let out another chirp. It’ll be amazing if he hears anything besides that bird on that tape, Nikki thought. Fischer ignored the bird.

      “Tell me about your mother’s death,” Fischer said, pen in hand, ready to take notes.

      “What about it?” Nikki avoided his stare by playing with the frayed edges of her shorts, twisting the threads around her fingers. Nothing like getting to the point.

      “How did she die?”

      “Sudden and strange.” Nikki folded her hands together now, looking straight at Fischer.

      “What do you mean? It says here in your file that it was an aneurysm,” he said.

      “That’s what it says. I suppose.” Nikki looked away.

      “You suppose? You’re questioning the doctors who examined her?”

      “They’re only guessing. It takes time for an autopsy. I know that much from true crime shows. Besides, Mom’s already cremated anyway. I guess I’ll never know what caused it.”

      “People drop dead all the time, Nikki. Whether it was an aneurysm or a heart attack, or something else. I don’t quite understand why you think it’s strange. Can you tell me more? Why do you think it’s strange?”

      The canary shrilled again, relentless, like throwing punches. Even his own bird is sick of him.

      “Well, I collapsed too,” Nikki said. “Don’t you think that’s weird?”

      “Did you see your mother? When she collapsed?”

      “Well, yes, I couldn’t miss it. She was standing on the side of the stage, like always. I look over at her sometimes for support while I’m performing.”

      “Okay. So perhaps seeing her fall upset you, stressed you out. The lights, the fans, the music, seeing your mother fall. Perhaps you grew faint from panic.”

      “It seemed more than that,” Nikki said. “I felt strange.”

      “Strange how?”

      “I can’t explain it.”

      “Try,” Fischer said.

      The weird code she’d heard flashed in her mind. The electric charge. Mom’s face. What did it mean? Nikki kept quiet.

      “It’s just hard to accept she’s gone,” she said. “And now I can’t eat or sleep. I just sit at the piano and stare.” Nikki rubbed her eyes.

      “It’s only been a week and a half, Nikki. These things take time.”

      “I don’t have time. I have an album to write.” A feeling of pressure swelled from Nikki’s stomach, burning her throat with a raw burn.

      “Well, it’ll have to wait.”

      Nikki laughed. “Tell that to Ava and Nolan. They’ll fire you in an instant if you do.”

      Fischer ignored her comment. He scribbled down some notes, then asked, “What about before?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Before. Before your mom collapsed on the side of the stage. Did you see her before the show?”

      “I did.”

      “And how was that?”

      “How was what?”

      “When you saw her last? How was it? Did you talk?”

      “What does that matter?” Nikki looked away.

      “Sometimes we hang on to the last time we saw our loved ones when they pass. Especially if we have regrets.”

      “Who says I have regrets?” She looked back at Fischer.

      “Well, I didn’t say you do. I’m asking to see if you do.”

      The canary’s high-pitched trills jabbed at Nikki’s skull. Is it mocking me? Something in its song stung the air.

      “It was fine. Like always,” Nikki said, leaving out Mom’s strange warnings. Maybe if I’d canceled the show, Mom would still be alive.

      “And you always got along?” Fischer asked. The bird erupted again, its relentless notes slicing the quiet.  

      “Can you, like, make that bird stop?” Nikki asked, nodding to the canary. She looked over at it, watching it swing on its wooden perch as if it hadn’t a care in the world.

      “Why? Is it bothering you?”

      “Isn’t it bothering you? How can you hear yourself think?” Nikki asked.

      Before Fischer could answer, the bird exploded into song once more. Nikki’s head cracked.  

      Pop.

      The tape recorder shot off the desk, slamming onto the floor.

      Fischer looked at the tape recorder, unfazed, then at Nikki. He jotted down some notes.

      Nikki’s heart felt like it was going to beat right out of her chest. What just happened? Fischer didn’t flinch. Instead, he draped a black cloth over the canary’s cage. The bird fell silent.

      After a moment, Fischer picked up the smashed recorder. “Maybe just sit at that piano,” he said. “Play what you feel. No pressure. No album. Just play.”

      And with that, he walked to the office door, opened it, and added, “See you in a couple of days,” cueing her that the session was over.

      Nikki rose, eyeing the birdcage, covered with Fischer’s black cloth. Poor thing, trapped.

      She knew the feeling.
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            MISSING NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      Nikki’s hands hovered over the piano keys, but her eyes were drawn to the window. Fog pressed thick against the glass, like a ghost pushing its way in. The rain hammered relentlessly, its rhythm stifling her concentration.

      Cursing the notes, she slammed her fists on the keys. The discordant clatter shattered the silence, echoing into the corners of the room. Sleep was impossible. She’d woken every hour on the dot. That maddening bird’s tweet haunted her dreams.

      Just play. Fischer’s words taunted her.

      What a strange man, Nikki thought, another distraction she couldn’t shake. The visit had been irritating and peculiar, yet she found herself strangely looking forward to the next one. Nikki cracked her knuckles and pressed a high-pitched “C” on the piano. The note lingered, suspended in the air. As it faded, the hard reality hit Nikki like a punch to the gut. The world outside—rain, obligations—wouldn’t wait for her to grieve. She’d have to keep showing up—ready or not.

      At least the charity dinner will distract me, she thought. The Harmoni Corp-sponsored event was scheduled for that evening. For the past year, Harmoni Corp had been her whole life. The company’s lucrative investment in her tour and albums had given her everything: glossy studios and endless deadlines. Now, those deadlines seemed distant, pushing her toward things that had nothing to do with music—things like music pods to heal disease and even program DNA. Nolan’s enthusiasm for the new tech was all he could talk about.

      “Imagine it, Nikki,” he’d said, “Music as medicine!” He’d animated with his hands, as if drawing Harmoni Corp’s upcoming inventions in the air. Of course, these particular products weren’t yet available, and Nikki hadn’t agreed to promote any of them. She was set to promote something else: StarWave.

      StarWave was Harmoni Corp’s soon-to-be-released vitamin water drink. Made in rockstar flavors—Burst, Remix, and Pineapple Pop—these drinks promised refreshment and boosted immunity. They were the “next big thing,” according to Nolan, who loved to sing the slogan, Feel the Heal, whenever he talked about them.

      I could use some StarWave right now. She pressed down more keys. This time, a low, deep B-flat minor chord resonated its overtones into the silence. Her fingers felt stuck on the melodramatic sound.

      “I thought I heard you up,” Ava said, walking in.

      Nikki moved her hands away from the piano and shut the lid. Ava had been staying with her since Mom’s passing, but her endless company was beginning to wear thin.

      “Here I am,” Nikki said, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

      “Did you sleep?” Ava handed her a cup of coffee. Nikki welcomed it, feeling guilty for wishing Ava wasn’t there.

      “Thanks.” Nikki took the mug, feeling its warmth as she cupped it with her hands. “And no.” She took a sip. “Real cream?”

      “Sure thing,” Ava said.

      “From the farm?”

      “Fresh from the cow,” Ava smiled.

      “Nolan’s really into this new farming venture, huh?” Nikki laughed.

      Nolan had recently bought a local farm to grow his own vegetables. He’d also invested in cows and equipment to get his own raw milk. Of course, he didn’t work the farm himself; he hired people and flew in on his private jet when needed.

      “I still can’t believe he found farmland between Boston and Sandy Pointe.”

      “That’s Nolan,” Ava smiled, then took a sip of her own coffee. She sat down next to Nikki on the piano bench.

      “Play me a song,” Ava said.

      “I can’t.” Nikki sighed. “I haven’t been able to play since Mom—” Nikki stopped talking. She still couldn’t say it out loud.

      “Your mother wouldn’t want you to give up, Nikki,” Ava said. “She loved to hear you play. She knew you were a star even before you did.”

      Nikki gave a half-smile. “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”

      Ava cupped both hands around her mug. The rain tapped harder on the window.

      “Your mother and I didn’t see eye to eye all the time.” Ava spoke slowly while staring into space, as if she’d find the right words written in the air. “Especially in the past few weeks.”

      “You think?” Nikki looked away from Ava and stared at the piano. She wanted to accuse her. You wanted me to fire Mom, she thought, but the words wouldn’t leave her lips. Instead, a solid lump formed in her throat.

      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t love her. She was a great lady. We both just wanted the best for you.” Ava slurped her coffee.

      Nikki rolled her eyes. “Red is more Marilyn, don’t you think?” She imitated Ava’s dramatic tone from the ridiculous lipstick drama the night of the show.

      “Ugh, do I sound that bad?” Ava covered her mouth to stop her laugh and not spit out her coffee.

      Nikki smiled.

      “So, what’s next?” Nikki asked, giving in to Ava’s distraction. The song would have to wait another day.

      “Well, we need to get you some breakfast, cardio, and into makeup for tonight.” Ava paused. “You’re up for it, right?”

      “I can’t miss Nolan’s charity dinner,” Nikki said.

      “Nolan would understand.”

      “I’m looking forward to it. Sort of,” Nikki paused. A ball of curiosity swelled in her belly. “Is Edge 22 going to be there?” she asked, trying not to show her desperation. Edge 22 was the boy band she’d toured with last summer. For a while, she’d dated their lead singer, Landon, not long after her accident. That is, if dating meant texting, a few public appearances, and a story in Teen News Beat, anyway. Nikki had really liked Landon. It was their schedules that didn’t click.

      “I think the band is in London.”

      “Good.” Nikki lied, not admitting she’d been secretly hoping to see Landon at the event. She hadn’t been able to stalk him on social media because both Ava and Nolan insisted she stay off her phone and tabloids for a while—to avoid getting upset about all the reports about Mom’s collapse.

      “Good?” Ava raised her eyebrows.

      “You know, to avoid that media frenzy.”

      “Don’t you worry. Nolan will make sure that the only media near you will be the Meet & Greet for your luckiest and best fans.”

      A twinge of pain knotted Nikki’s gut. She had forgotten about Meet & Greet. She’d auctioned off tickets to help raise money for Harmoni Corp’s research. I’d rather stay home and hide under blankets than greet fans, she thought. She had been hoping that, for once, the event would be all about Harmoni Corp and its technology. That and Bhodi Sharma, the humanitarian guru from India, was also going to be there to talk about the upcoming Unity Concert they were promoting together. But now she had to turn on Nikki Scott superstar charm for her fans.

      “So, you’re good?” Ava asked, breaking up Nikki’s thoughts. “If you want to cancel, we can.”

      “No,” Nikki said, almost robotically. “I’ll do it. It’ll shake things up, right?”

      “If you’re sure.” Ava set her cup of coffee down on the floor and reached into her pocket. “I almost forgot. I wanted to give you this.” She pulled out a gold ring with three small prongs that adorned the front of it, like a crown. “It’s the first piece created for your new costume for the Unity Concert. Your mom had it made special. It just came in yesterday. Isn’t it cool?”

      Nikki took it in her hands. “It feels pointy,” she said, touching the crowned top of the ring with her fingers.

      “It won’t hurt you,” Ava said. “Maybe you could wear it tonight?”

      “I’ll flash it to the paparazzi as a warning: Don’t mess with the pointy ring.” Nikki laughed.

      “There you go,” Ava smiled.

      Nikki slipped it onto her finger. It fit perfectly.

      “Awesome. Okay then.” Ava stood up. “Now, chop! Chop! You know how long it takes to curl your hair.” Ava winked, then hummed as she left the room.

      Nikki stared at the ring, feeling a piece of Mom with her. Ava’s right, Nikki thought. Mom would want me to keep going. Still, nagging thoughts about Mom’s sudden death tore at her as the vision of Mom’s terrified face flashed across her mind. Something isn’t right, Nikki thought. The feeling gnawed at her like the missing notes from the song she couldn’t write.

      Outside, the rain stopped.
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      Harmoni Corp shone like a jewel in the summer evening glow. Its octagonal shape and mirrored panels danced to the beat of techno music, shooting laser rainbows into the dimming sky. Nikki stared at the futuristic display through the tinted window of her limo. She braced herself as the driver eased to a stop. The Boston skyline loomed in the distance.

      The entrance was full of people. Limos, dark-tinted SUVs, paparazzi, and fans lined the red carpet. Celebrities dazzled the crowd with their entrances through velvet ropes and the monstrous glass entryway. Nikki inhaled, then exhaled, trying to shake her nerves. She pressed her fuchsia-colored lips together, feeling itchy in the sparkly hot pink minidress Ava had chosen. Just a few hours before, she’d been in wrinkled pajamas, hair twisted in a knot. Now, her blonde curls cascaded luxuriously over her shoulders. That can’t be me, Nikki thought, eyeing her reflection in the limo window. Her toes scrunched inside her pointy pink heels. Her feet already hurt.

      “You’re too oily,” Ava said, fluffing Nikki’s hair. She took out a powder brush from her tiny diamond-studded purse and dusted Nikki’s nose, one last touch-up. “You ready?”

      Nikki managed a thin smile. “As I’ll ever be.” The words sliced the air like a blade. Nikki shuddered; even makeup and sparkly dresses couldn’t hide her pain. “I can’t believe I’m doing this without Mom.”

      Ava squeezed Nikki’s hand. “Do it for Mom,” she said.

      Nikki nodded, her throat tightening.

      “You’re looking good, Ms. Scott,” Donovan said from the front, his voice steady and familiar. “You’ve got this.” He flashed a smile in the rearview mirror to show he was rooting for her. Nikki felt grateful. He’d been her driver since the beginning, one of the few constants in her ever-changing world. His familiarity was an anchor.

      “Thanks, Donovan.” Nikki smiled as the limo pulled up to the curb. Donovan parked and got out to open her door.

      “Security?” Nikki asked Ava, now realizing she didn’t see them anywhere. Security always opened the door for her.

      “They’re here, discreet,” Ava said. “Nolan thought it would be best if you arrived with less drama.”

      Nikki wondered how she could ever arrive with less drama.

      As Donovan opened the limo door, a thousand lights erupted on Nikki’s face. She could see the drones circling above, streaming the event. A sea of cell phones marked her path forward, like digital constellations. She’d walked the red carpet a million times before, but tonight—tonight felt different. Her heart hammered in her chest as the beat pulsated through her body. She worried her eye would twitch.

      Nikki hesitated.

      “Nikki Scott!” A swarm of paparazzi, reporters, influencers, and fans called from the sidelines. Nikki shut her eyes and took a deep breath.

      “Center yourself,” Ava whispered into her ear. “You’re a star, remember?”

      That’s right, Nikki thought, straightening her posture. I’m a star. The public didn’t want to see the depressed Nikki still stuck in her pajamas with knotted hair. They were waiting for the superstar. Nikki lifted her head, and poised with a smile, she stepped out of the limo. Flashing lights sparkled on her dress like the tail of a comet against the velvet sky. Now, work it.

      Nikki walked. The questions swirled, cell phones streaming, mics out. How are you feeling? We’re sorry about your mom. Will you perform again? When’s the next album coming? Love the dress. Can I get a selfie? You’re amazing.

      “No, you’re amazing,” she said to the crowd with a playful wink. Because it was true. They were all amazing. Every single one.

      This is what I was made for, Nikki thought. She kept walking, pausing every so often to pose. For a moment, she forgot about Mom. But then she saw the Harmoni Corp banner. Feel the Vibe, it said. A memory of Mom flashed through her mind. It was the day she’d signed her contract with Harmoni Corp. Mom’s words sang in her mind with full force. You’re going to be a star. It’s a brand-new life.

      Nikki breathed in. Mom’s missing all this. She pushed the thoughts away. There was no time to cry, not now. Nikki swallowed the ever-growing lump in her throat and ignored the headache creeping behind her eyes.

      “Nikki,” Ava tapped her shoulder. “Come on, let’s get inside.”

      Nikki jolted, realizing she’d spaced out. She followed Ava to the entrance.

      That’s when she saw him.

      Landon. Edge 22 Landon. There. At Harmoni Corp. Another girl on his arm.

      And not just any other girl. Lily Harper. The new, up-and-coming teen actress who won the part to the movie Nikki had wanted to audition for, but Nolan said it wasn’t in her current career plan. So, Lily Harper got it instead. Looks like she’s got Landon, too.

      Nikki couldn’t help but stare. Landon draped his arm around Lily, a smug smile on his face. His disheveled blonde hair appeared as though a stylist calculated it. Lily had slicked her straight brown hair back into a low ponytail. What’s he doing with her? Nikki’s mind raced.

      “I thought Landon was in London.” Nikki shot Ava a look.

      Ava glanced at the duo who paraded around as if they had a fluorescent heart permanently drawn over their image.

      “Well, that’s what I heard. How was I supposed to know?” Ava shrugged. “It’s not like I’m his assistant.”

      Nikki’s stomach twisted as the weight of her emotions sank her into the ground. Why do I even care? Not like our relationship was real, she thought, remembering it was all a publicity stunt. But that didn’t mean Nikki hadn’t enjoyed their time together, his arm draped over her shoulder. The late-night chats they had after their shows. Nikki had liked him. Really liked him. And now, as she gazed upon his muscular frame and dimpled smile, her heart felt trampled and torn. She pushed the thought of kissing him out of her mind.

      “Just ignore them; let’s get inside.” Ava tugged at Nikki’s arm as the cameras turned from Nikki to direct their attention to Landon and Lily instead.

      As Nikki and Ava entered Harmoni Corp, Nolan rushed over.

      “Nikki!” Nolan said, as if he’d been waiting for her arrival all his life. “You made it.”

      “Of course I made it,” Nikki said. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “And the world thanks you! So many stars here tonight. We’re going to raise so much money for new sound wave health technologies.” Nolan winked. Nikki wondered why he needed donations anyway. Harmoni Corp was a billion-dollar empire. But then she remembered it was all about the show. The publicity. That was how Nolan rolled.

      “I see you’ve got shoes on tonight,” Nikki smirked, looking down at Nolan’s feet.

      “But I didn’t forget my new grounding strips,” he said, flashing a smile. He pointed to the shiny strip near the sole of his shoe to show he was still committed to his natural health goals. The same white-lettered slogan from the banner, Feel the Vibe, peeked out from under his tuxedo jacket that hung loosely on his skinny frame. He has way too much gel in his hair.
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