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            Prologue

         
         
            2009

         

         The second Beat Dawkins entered the television studio, it stopped raining outside.

         
         Sunshine tumbled in through the open door, wreathing him in a halo of glory, pedestrians retracting their umbrellas and tipping
            their hats in gratitude.
         

         
         Across the room, Melody witnessed Beat’s arrival the way an astronomer might observe a once-in-a-millennium asteroid streaking
            across the sky. Her hormones activated, testing the forgiveness of her powder-fresh-scented Lady Speed Stick. She’d only gotten
            braces two days earlier. Now those metal wires felt like train tracks in her mouth. Especially while watching Beat breeze
            with such effortless grace into the downtown studio where they would be shooting interviews for the documentary.
         

         
         At age sixteen, Melody was in the middle of an awkward phase—to put it mildly. Sweat was an uncontrollable entity. She didn’t know how to smile anymore without looking like a constipated gargoyle. Her milk chocolate mane had been carefully styled for this afternoon, but her hair couldn’t be tricked into forgetting about the humidity currently plaguing New York, and now it was frizzing to really accentuate the rubber bands connecting her incisors.
         

         
         Then there was Beat.

         
         Utterly, effortlessly gorgeous.

         
         His chestnut-colored hair was damp from the rain, his light blue eyes sparkling with mirth. Someone handed him a towel as
            soon as he crossed the threshold and he took it without looking, rubbing it over his locks and leaving them wild, standing
            on end, amusing everyone in the room. A woman in a headset ran a lint brush down the arm of his indigo suit and he gave her
            a grateful, winning smile, visibly flustering her.
         

         
         How could she herself and this boy possibly be the same age?

         
         Not only that, but they’d also been named by their mothers as perfect complements to each other. Beat and Melody. They were
            the offspring of America’s most legendary female rock duo, Steel Birds. Since the band had already broken up by the time Beat
            and Melody were born, their names were bestowed quite by accident, without the members consulting each other. Decidedly not the happiest of coincidences. Not to mention, children of legends with significant names were supposed to be interesting.
            Remarkable.
         

         
         Obviously, Beat was the only one who was meeting expectations.

         
         Unless you counted the fact that she’d chosen teal rubber bands.

         
         Which had seemed a lot more daring in the sterility of the orthodontist’s office.

         
         “Melody,” someone called to her right. The simple act of having her name shouted across the busy room caused Melody to be
            bathed in fire, but okay. Now the backs of her knees were sweating—and oh God, Beat was looking at her.
         

         
         Time froze.

         
         They’d never actually met before.

         
         Every article about their mothers and the highly publicized band breakup in 1993 mentioned Beat and Melody in the same breath,
            but they were locking eyes for the very first time IRL. She needed to think of something interesting to say.
         

         
         I was going to go with clear rubber bands, but teal felt more punk rock.

         
         Sure. Maybe she could cap that statement off with some finger guns and really drive home the fact that he’d gotten all the
            cool rock royalty genes. Oh God, her feet were sweating now. Her sandals were going to squeak when she walked.
         

         
         “Melody!” called the voice again.

         
         She tore her attention off the godlike vision that was Beat Dawkins to find the producer waving her into one of the cordoned-off
            interview suites. Just inside the door was a camera, a giant boom mic, a director’s chair. The interview about her mother’s
            career hadn’t even started yet and she already knew the questions she would be answering. Maybe she could just pop in very
            quickly, recite her usual responses, and save everyone some time?
         

         
         No, I can’t sing like my mother.

         
         We don’t talk about the band breakup.

         
         Yes, my mother is currently a nudist and yes, I’ve seen her naked a startling number of times.

         
         Of course, it would be amazing for fans if Steel Birds reunited.

         
         No, it will never happen. Not in a million, trillion years. Sorry.

         
         “We’re ready for you,” sang the producer, tapping her wrist.

         
         Melody nodded, flushing hotter at the suggestion she was holding things up. “Coming.”

         
         She snuck one final glance at Beat and walked in the direction of her interview room. That was it, she guessed. She’d probably
            never see him in person again—
         

         
         “Wait!”

         
         One word from Beat and the humming studio quieted, ground to a halt.

         
         The prince had spoken.

         
         Melody stopped with one foot poised in the air, turning her head slowly. Please let him be talking to me, otherwise the fact that she’d stopped at his command would be a pitiful mistake. Also, please let him be talking to someone else. The train tracks in her mouth were approximately four hundred pounds per inch, and the teal dress she’d worn—oh God—to match
            her rubber bands didn’t fit right in the boob region. Other girls her age managed to look normal. Good, even.
         

         
         What was it TMZ had said about her?

         
         Melody Gallard: always a before picture, never an after.

         
         Beat was talking to her, however.
         

         
         Not only that, but he was also jogging over in this athletic, effortless way, the way a celebrity might approach the mound
            at a baseball game to throw out the ceremonial first pitch, the crowd cheering him on. His hair had arranged itself back to
            a perfect coif, no evidence of the rain that she could see, his mouth in a bemused half smile.
         

         
         Beat slowed to a stop in front of her, rubbing at the back of his neck and glancing around at their rapt audience, as if he’d
            acted without thinking and was now bashful about it. And the fact that he could be shy or self-conscious with charisma pouring
            out of his eyeballs was astounding. Who was this creature? How could they possibly share a connection?
         

         
         “Hey,” he breathed, coming in closer than Melody expected, that one move making them coconspirators. He wasn’t overly tall, maybe five eleven, but her eyes were level with his chin. His sculpted, clean-shaven chin. Wow, he smelled so good. Like a freshly laundered blanket with some fireplace smoke clinging to it. Maybe she should switch from powder fresh Speed Stick to something a little more mature. Like ocean surf. “Hey, Mel. Can I call you that?” 

         
         No one had ever shortened her name before. Not her mother, classmates, or any of the nannies she’d had over the years. A nickname
            was something that should be attained over time, after a long acquaintance with someone, but Beat calling her Mel somehow
            seemed totally normal. Their names were counterparts, after all. They’d been named as a pair, whether it had been intentional
            or not.
         

         
         “Sure,” she whispered, trying not to stare at his throat. Or inhale him. “You can call me Mel.”

         
         Was this her first crush? Was it supposed to happen this fast? She usually found members of a different sex sort of . . .
            uninspiring. They didn’t make her pulse race, the way this one did. Say something else before you bore him to death.

         
         “You stopped the rain,” she blurted.

         
         His eyebrows shot up. “What?”

         
         I’m dissolving. I’m being absorbed by the floor. “When you walked in, the rain just . . . stopped.” She snapped her fingers. “Like you’d turned it off with a switch.”
         

         
         When Melody was positive that he would cringe and make an excuse to walk away, Beat smiled instead. That lopsided one that
            made her feel funny everywhere. “I should have thought of switching it off before walking two blocks in a downpour.” He laughed and exhaled at the same
            time, studying her face. “It’s . . . crazy, right? Finally meeting?”
         

         
         “Yeah.” The word burst out of Melody and quite unexpectedly, her chest started to swell. “It’s definitely crazy.”

         
         He nodded slowly, never taking his eyes off her face.

         
         She’d heard of people like him.

         
         People who could make you feel like you were the only one in the room. The world. She’d believed in the existence of such unicorns, she just never in her wildest dreams expected to be given the undivided attention of one. It was like bathing in the brightest of sunlight. 

         
         “If things had been different with our mothers, we probably would have grown up together,” he said, blue eyes twinkling. “We
            might even be best friends.”
         

         
         “Oh,” she said with a knowing look. “I don’t think so.”

         
         His amusement only spread. “No?”

         
         “I don’t mean that to be offensive,” Melody rushed to say. “I just . . . I tend to keep to myself, and you seem more . . .”

         
         “Extroverted.” He shrugged a single shoulder. “Yeah. I am.” He waved a hand to indicate the room, the crew who were still
            captivated by the first—maybe only—meeting of Beat Dawkins and Melody Gallard. “You might think I’d be into this. Talking,
            being on camera.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “But it’s always the same questions. Can you sing, too? Does your mother
            ever talk about the breakup?”
         

         
         “Will there ever be a reunion?” Melody chimed in.

         
         “Nope,” they said at the same exact time—and laughed.

         
         Beat turned serious. “Look, I hope this isn’t out of line, but I notice the way the tabloids treat you. Online and off. It’s . . .
            different from how they treat me.” Fire scaled the sides of her neck and gripped her ears. Of course he’d seen the cringe-inducing
            critiques of Melody. They were usually included in articles that profiled him, as well. The most recent one had whittled her
            entire existence down to the line, In the case of Trina Gallard’s daughter, the apple didn’t just fall far from the tree, it’s more of a lemon. “I always wonder if it bothers you. Or if you’re able to blow that bullshit off.”
         

         
         “Oh, I mean . . .” She laughed, too loudly, waved a hand on a floppy fist. “It’s fine. People expect those gossip sites to
            be snarky. They’re just doing their job.”
         

         
         He said nothing. Just watched her with a little wrinkle between his brows.

         
         “I’m lying,” she whisper-blurted. “It bothers me.”

         
         His perfect head tilted ever so slightly to one side. “Okay.” He nodded, as if he’d made an important decision about something.
            “Okay.”
         

         
         “Okay, what?”

         
         “Nothing.” His gaze ran a lap around her face. “You’re not a lemon, by the way. Not even close.” He squinted, but not enough
            to fully hide the twinkle. “More of a peach.”
         

         
         She swallowed the dreamy sigh that tried to escape. “Maybe so. Peaches do have pretty thin skin.”

         
         “Yeah, but they have a tough center.”

         
         Something grew and grew inside of Melody. Something she’d never felt before. A kinship, a bond, a connection. She couldn’t
            come up with a word for it. Only knew that it seemed almost cosmic or preordained. And in that moment, for the first time
            in her life, she was angry with her mother for her part in breaking up the band. She could have known this boy sooner? Felt . . .
            understood sooner?
         

         
         Someone in a headset approached Beat and tapped his shoulder. “We’d like to get the interview started, if you’re ready?”

         
         Unbelievably, he was still looking at Melody. “Yeah, sure.”

         
         Did he sound disappointed?

         
         “I better go, too,” Melody said, holding out her hand for a shake.

         
         Beat studied her hand for several seconds, then gave her a narrow-eyed look—as if to say, don’t be silly—and pulled her into the hug of a lifetime. The hug. Of a lifetime. In a millisecond, she was warm in the most pleasant, sweat-free way. All the way down to the soles of her feet. Light-headedness swept in. She’d not only been granted the honor of smelling this boy’s perfect neck, he was encouraging her with a palm to the back of her head. He squeezed her close, before brushing his hand down the back of her hair. Just once. But it was the most beautiful sign of affection she’d ever been offered, and it wrote itself messily all over her heart. 

         
         “Hey.” He pulled back with a serious expression, taking Melody by the shoulders. “Listen to me, Mel. You live here in New
            York, I live in LA. I don’t know when I’ll see you again, but . . . I guess it just feels important, like I need to tell you . . .”
            He frowned over his own discomposure, which she assumed was rarer than a solar eclipse. “What happened between our mothers
            has nothing to do with us. Okay? Nothing. If you ever need anything, or maybe you’ve been asked the same question forty million
            times and can’t take it anymore, just remember that I understand.” He shook his head. “We’ve got this big thing in common,
            you and me. We have a . . .”
         

         
         “Bond?” she said breathlessly.

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         She could have wept all over him.

         
         “We do,” he continued, kissing her on the forehead hard and pulling Melody back into the second hug of a lifetime. “I’ll find a
            way to get you my number, Peach. If you ever need anything, call me, okay?”
         

         
         “Okay,” she whispered, heart and hormones in a frenzy. He’d given her a nickname. She wrapped her arms around him and held tight, giving herself a full five seconds, before forcing herself to release Beat
            and step back. “Same for you.” She struggled to keep her breathing at a normal pace. “Call me if you ever need someone who
            understands.” The next part wouldn’t stay tucked inside of her. “We can pretend we’ve been best friends all along.”
         

         
         To her relief, that lopsided smile was back. “It wouldn’t be so hard, Mel.”

         
         A bell rang somewhere on the set, breaking the spell. Everyone flurried into motion around them. Beat was swept in one direction, Melody in the other. But her pulse didn’t stop pounding for hours after their encounter. 

         
         True to his word, Beat found a way to provide her with his number, through an assistant at the end of her interview. She could
            never find the courage to use it, though. Not even on her most difficult days. And he never called her, either.
         

         
         That was the beginning and the end of her fairy-tale association with Beat Dawkins.

         
         Or so she thought.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            December 1

            Present Day

         

         Beat stood shivering on the sidewalk outside of his thirtieth birthday party.

         
         At least, he assumed a party was waiting for him inside the restaurant. His friends had been acting mysterious for weeks.
            If he could only move his legs, he would walk inside and act surprised. He’d hug each of them in turn, like they deserved.
            Make them explain every step of the planning process and praise them for being so crafty. He’d be the ultimate friend.
         

         
         And the ultimate fraud.

         
         When the phone started vibrating again in his hand, his stomach gave an unholy churn, so intense he had to concentrate hard
            on breathing through it. A couple passed him on the sidewalk, shooting him some curious side-eye. He smiled at them in reassurance,
            but it felt weak, and they only walked faster. He looked down at his phone, already knowing an unknown caller would be displayed
            on the screen. Same as last time. And the time before.
         

         
         Over a year and a half had passed since the last time his blackmailer had contacted him. He’d given the man the largest sum of money yet to go away and assumed the harassment was over. Beat was just beginning to feel normal again. Until the message he’d received tonight on the way to his own birthday party. 

         
         I’m feeling talkative, Beat. Like I need to get some things off my chest.

         
         It was the same pattern as last time. The blackmailer contacted him out of the blue, no warning, and then immediately became
            persistent. His demands came on like a blitz, a symphony beginning in the middle of its crescendo. They left no room for negotiation,
            either. Or reasoning. It was a matter of giving this man what he wanted or having a secret exposed that could rock the very
            foundation of his family’s world.
         

         
         No big deal.

         
         He took a deep breath, paced a short distance in the opposite direction of the restaurant. Then he hit call and lifted the
            phone to his ear.
         

         
         His blackmailer answered on the first ring.

         
         “Hello again, Beat.”

         
         A red-hot iron dropped in Beat’s stomach.

         
         Did the man’s voice sound more on edge than previous years?

         
         Almost agitated?

         
         “We agreed this was over,” Beat said, his grip tight around the phone. “I was never supposed to hear from you again.”

         
         A raspy sigh filled the line. “The thing about the truth is, it never really goes away.”

         
         With those ominous words echoing in his ear, a sort of surreal calmness settled over Beat. It was one of those moments where he looked around and wondered what in the hell had led him to this time and place. Was he even standing here at all? Or was he trapped in an endless dream? Suddenly the familiar sights of Greenwich Street, only a few blocks from his office, looked like a movie set. Christmas lights in the shapes of bells and Santa heads and holly leaves hung from streetlights, and an early December cold snap turned his breath to frostbitten mist in front of his face. 

         
         He was in Tribeca, close enough to the Financial District to see coworkers sharing sneaky cigarettes on the sidewalk after
            too much to drink, still dressed in their office attire at eight p.m. A rogue elf traipsed down the street, yelling into his phone. A cab drove by slowly, wheels traveling over wet sludge from
            the brief afternoon snowfall, “Have a Holly Jolly Christmas” drifting out through the window.
         

         
         “Beat.” The voice in his ear brought him back to reality. “I’m going to need double the amount as last time.”

         
         Nausea lifted all the way to his throat, making his head feel light. “I can’t do that. I don’t personally have that kind of
            liquid cash and I will not touch the foundation money. This needs to be over.”
         

         
         “Like I said—”

         
         “The truth never goes away. I heard you.”

         
         Silence was heavy on the line. “I’m not sure I appreciate the way you’re speaking to me, Beat. I have a story to tell. If
            you’re not going to pay me to keep it to myself, I’ll get what I need from 20/20 or People magazine. They’d love every salacious word.”
         

         
         And his parents would be ruined.

         
         The truth would devastate his father.

         
         His mother’s sterling reputation would be blown to smithereens.

         
         The public perception of Octavia Dawkins would nose-dive, and thirty years of the charitable work she’d done would mean nothing.
            There would only be the story.
         

         
         There would only be the damning truth.

         
         “Don’t do that.” Beat massaged the throbbing sensation between his eyes. “My parents don’t deserve it.”

         
         “Oh, yeah? Well, I didn’t deserve to be thrown out of the band, either.” The man snorted. “Don’t talk about shit you don’t know, kid. You weren’t there. Are you going to help me out or should I start making calls? You know, I’ve had this reality show producer contact me twice. Maybe she would be a good place to start.” 

         
         The night air turned sharper in his lungs. “What producer? What’s her name?”

         
         Was it the same woman who’d been emailing and calling Beat for the last six months? Offering him an obscene sum of money to
            participate in a reality show about reuniting Steel Birds? He hadn’t bothered returning any of the correspondence because
            he’d gotten so many similar offers over the years. The public demand for a reunion hadn’t waned one iota since the nineties
            and now, thanks to one of the band’s hits going viral decades after its release, the demand was suddenly more relevant than
            ever.
         

         
         “Danielle something,” said his blackmailer. “It doesn’t matter. She’s only one of my options.”

         
         “Right.”

         
         How much had she offered Beat? He didn’t remember the exact amount. Only that she’d dangled a lot of money. Possibly seven
            figures.
         

         
         “How do we make this stop once and for all?” Beat asked, feeling and sounding like a broken record. “How can I guarantee this
            is the last time?”
         

         
         “You’ll have to take my word for it.”

         
         Beat was already shaking his head. “I need something in writing.”

         
         “Not happening. It’s my word or nothing. How long do you need to pull the money together?”

         
         Goddammit. This was real. This was happening. Again.

         
         The last year and a half had been nothing but a reprieve. Deep down, he’d known that, right? “I need some time. Until February,
            at least.”
         

         
         “You have until Christmas.”

         
         The jagged edge of panic slid into his chest. “That’s less than a month away.”

         
         A humorless laugh crackled down the line. “If you can make your selfish cow of a mother look like a saint to the public, you
            can get me eight hundred thousand by the twenty-fifth.”
         

         
         “No, I can’t,” Beat said through his teeth. “It’s impossible—”

         
         “Do it or I talk.”

         
         The line went dead.

         
         Beat stared down at the silent device for several seconds, trying to pull himself together. Text messages from his friends
            were piling up on the screen, asking him where he was. Why he was late for dinner. He should have been used to pretending
            everything was normal by now. He’d been doing it for five years, since the first time the blackmailer made contact. Smile.
            Listen intently. Be grateful. Be grateful at all times for what he had.
         

         
         How much longer could he pull this off?

         
         A couple of minutes later, he walked into a pitch-black party room.

         
         The lights came on and a sea of smiling faces appeared, shouting, “Surprise!”
         

         
         And even though his skin was as cold as ice beneath his suit, he staggered back with a dazed grin, laughing the way everyone
            would expect. Accepting hugs, backslaps, handshakes, and kisses on the cheeks.
         

         
         Nothing is wrong.

         
         I have it all under control.

         
         Beat struggled through the inundation of stress and attempted to appreciate the good around him. The room full of people who had gathered in his honor. He owed them that after all the effort they’d clearly put in. One of the benefits of being born in December was Christmas-themed birthdays, and his friends had laid it on thick. White twinkling lights were wrapped around fresh garland and hanging from the rafters of the restaurant’s banquet room. Poinsettias sprung from glowing vases. The scent of cinnamon and pine was heavy in the air and a fireplace roared in the far corner of the space. His friends, colleagues, and a smattering of cousins wore Santa hats. 

         
         As far as themes went, Christmas was the clear winner, and he couldn’t complain. As far back as he could remember, it had
            been his favorite holiday. The time of year when he could sit still and wear pajamas all day and let his head clear. His family
            always kept it about the three of them, no outsiders, so he didn’t have to be on. He could just be.
         

         
         One of Beat’s college buddies from NYU wrestled him into a playful headlock and he endured it, knowing the guy meant well.
            God, they all did. His friends weren’t aware of the kind of strain he was under. If they did, they would probably try to help.
            But he couldn’t allow that. Couldn’t allow a single person to know the delicate reason why he was being blackmailed.
         

         
         Or who was behind it.

         
         Beat noticed everyone around him was laughing and he joined in, pretending he’d heard the joke, but his brain was working
            through furious rounds of math. Presenting and discarding solutions. Eight hundred thousand dollars. Double what he’d paid
            this man last time. Where would he come up with it? And what about next time? Would they venture into the millions?
         

         
         “You didn’t think we’d let your thirtieth pass without an obnoxious celebration, did you?” Vance said, elbowing him in the
            ribs. “You know us better than that.”
         

         
         “You’re damn right I do.” A glass of champagne appeared in Beat’s hand. “What time is the clown arriving to make balloon animals?”

         
         The group erupted into a disbelieving roar. “How the hell—”

         
         “You ruined the surprise!”

         
         “Like you said”—Beat saluted them, smiling until they all dropped the indignation and grinned back—“I know you.”

         
         They don’t know you, though. Do they?

         
         His smile faltered slightly, but he covered it up with a gulp of champagne, setting the empty glass down on the closest table,
            noting the peppermints strewn among the confetti. The paper pieces were in the shape of little B’s. Pictures of Beat dotted
            the refreshment table in plastic holders. One of him jumping off a cliff in Costa Rica. Another one of him graduating in a
            cap and gown from business school. Yet another photo depicted him onstage introducing his mother, world-famous Octavia Dawkins,
            at a charity dinner he’d organized recently for her foundation. He was smiling in every single picture.
         

         
         It was like looking at a stranger. He didn’t even know that guy.

         
         When he jumped off that cliff in Central America, he’d been in the middle of procuring funds to pay off the blackmailer the
            first time. Back when he could manage the sum. Fifty thousand here or there. Sure, it meant a little shuffling of his assets,
            but nothing he couldn’t handle in the name of keeping his parents’ names from being dragged through the mud.
         

         
         He couldn’t manage this much of a payoff alone. The foundation had more than enough money in its coffers, but it would be
            a cold day in hell before he stole from the charity he’d built with his mother. Not happening. That cash went to worthy causes.
            Well-deserved scholarships for performing arts students who couldn’t afford the costs associated with training, education,
            and living expenses. That money did not go to blackmail.
         

         
         So where would he get the funds?

         
         Maybe a quick call to his accountant would calm his nerves. He’d invested in a few start-ups last year. Maybe he could pull
            those investments now? There had to be something.
         

         
         There isn’t, whispered a voice in the back of his head.
         

         
         Feeling even more chilled than before, Beat forced a casual expression onto his face. “Excuse me for a few minutes, I just
            need to make a phone call.”
         

         
         “To whom?” Vance asked. “Everyone you know is in this room.”

         
         That was not true.

         
         His parents weren’t here.

         
         But that was not who his mind immediately landed on—and it was ridiculous that he should still be thinking about Melody Gallard
            fourteen years after meeting her one time. He could still recall that afternoon so vividly, though. Her smile, the way she whisper-talked, as if she wasn’t all that
            used to talking at all. The way she couldn’t seem to look him in the eye, then all of a sudden she couldn’t seem to look anywhere
            else. Neither had he.
         

         
         And he’d hugged thousands of people in his life, but she was the only one he could still feel in his arms. They were meant
            to be friends. Unfortunately, he’d never called. She’d never used his number, either. Now it was too late. Still, when Vance
            said Everyone you know is in this room, Beat thought of her right away.
         

         
         It felt like he knew Melody—and she wasn’t here.
         

         
         She might know him the best out of everyone if he’d kept in touch.

         
         “Maybe he needs to call a woman,” someone sang from the other side of the group. “We know how Beat likes to keep his relationships
            private.”
         

         
         “When I find a woman who can survive my friends, I’ll bring her around.”

         
         “Oh, come on.”

         
         “We’d be on our best behavior.”

         
         Beat raised a skeptical brow. “You don’t have a best behavior.”

         
         Someone picked up a handful of B confetti and threw it at him. He flicked a piece off his shoulder without missing a beat, satisfied that he’d once again diverted their interest in his love life. He kept that private for good reason. “One phone call and I’ll be back. Don’t start the balloon animals without me. I’m going to see if the artist can create me a sense of privacy.” He gave them all a grin to let them know he was joking. “It means a lot that you organized this party for me. Thank you. It’s . . . everything a guy could hope for.” 

         
         That sappy moment earned him a chorus of boos and several more tosses of confetti until he had to duck and cover his way out
            of the room. But as soon as he was outside, his smile slid away. Back on the sidewalk like before, he stood for a full minute
            looking down at the phone in his hand. He could call his accountant. It would be a waste, though. After five years of having
            the blackmailer on his back like a parasite, he’d wrung himself dry. There simply wasn’t eight hundred thousand dollars to
            spare.
         

         
         You know, I’ve had this reality show producer contact me twice.

         
         Maybe she would be a good place to start.

         
         His blackmailer’s words came back to him. Danielle something. She’d contacted Beat, too. Had a popular network behind her,
            if Beat recalled correctly. His assistant usually dealt with inquiries pertaining to Steel Birds, but he’d forwarded this
            particular request to Beat because of the size of the offer and the producer’s clout.
         

         
         Instead of calling his accountant, he searched his inbox for the name Danielle—and he found the email after a little scrolling.

         
         
            
               
                  Dear Mr. Dawkins,

                  Allow me to introduce myself. I’m your ticket to becoming a household name.

                  Since Steel Birds broke up in ninety-three, the public has been desperate for a reunion of the women who not only cowrote some of the world’s most beloved ballads, but inspired a movement. Empowered little girls to get out there, find a microphone, and express their discontent, no matter who it pissed off. I was one of those little girls. 

                  You’re a busy man, so let me be brief. I want to give the public the reunion we’ve been dreaming about since ninety-three.
                     There are no better catalysts than the children of these legendary women to make this happen. It is my profound wish for you,
                     Mr. Dawkins, and Melody Gallard to join forces to bring your parents back together.
                  

                  The Applause Network is prepared to offer each of you a million dollars.

                  Sincerely,

                  Danielle Doolin

               

            

         
         Beat dropped the phone to his thigh. Had he seriously only skimmed an email that passionate? He hadn’t even made it to the
            middle the first time he’d seen the correspondence. That much was obvious, because he would have remembered the part about
            Melody. Every time someone mentioned her, he got a firm sock to the gut.
         

         
         He was getting one now.

         
         Beat had zero desire to be a household name. Never had, never would. He liked working behind the scenes at his mother’s foundation.
            Giving the occasional speech or social media interview was necessary. Ever since “Rattle the Cage” had gone viral, the requests
            had been coming in by the mother lode, but remaining out of the limelight was preferable to him.
         

         
         However.

         
         A million dollars would solve his problem.

         
         He needed to solve it. Fast.

         
         And if—and it was a huge if—Beat agreed to the reality show, he’d need to talk to Melody first. They might have grown up in the same weird celebrity offspring limelight, but they’d gotten vastly different treatment from the press. He’d been praised as some kind of golden boy, while every single one of Melody’s physical attributes had been dissected through paparazzi lenses—all when she was still a minor. He’d watched it from afar, horrified.
         

         
         So much so that the first and only time they’d met, he’d been rocked by protectiveness so deep, he still felt it to this very
            day.
         

         
         Was there any way to avoid bringing her back into the spotlight if he attempted to reunite Steel Birds? Or would she be dragged
            into the story, simply because of her connection to the band?
         

         
         God, he didn’t know. But there was no way in hell Beat would agree to anything unless Melody was okay with him stirring up
            this hornet’s nest. He’d have to meet with her. In person. See her face and be positive she didn’t have reservations.
         

         
         Beat’s pulse kicked into a gallop.

         
         Fourteen years had passed and he’d thought of her . . . a weird amount. Wondering what she was doing, if she’d seen whatever
            latest television special was playing about their mothers, if she was happy. That last one plagued him the most. Was Melody
            happy? Was he?
         

         
         Would everything be different if he’d just called her?

         
         Beat pulled up the contact number for his accountant, but never hit call. Instead, he reopened the email from Danielle Doolin
            and tapped the cell number in her email signature, with no idea the kind of magic he was setting into motion.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            December 8

         

         Melody stood at the top of the bocce ball court, the red wooden ball in hand.

         
         This throw would determine whether her team won or lost.

         
         How? How had the onus of demise or victory landed on her birdlike shoulders? Who’d overseen the lineup tonight? She was their
            weakest player. They usually buried her somewhere in the middle. Her heartbeat boomed so loudly, she could barely hear the
            Elf soundtrack pumping through the bar speakers, Zooey Deschanel’s usually angelic voice hitting her ears more like a witch’s
            cackle.
         

         
         Her team stood at the sides of the lane, hands clasped together like it was the final point at Wimbledon or something, instead
            of the bocce ball league. This was low stakes, right? Her boss and best friend, Savelina, had assured her this was low stakes. Otherwise, Melody wouldn’t have joined the team and put their success at high risk. She’d be at home
            watching some holiday baking championship on the Food Network in an adult onesie where she belonged.
         

         
         “You can do it, Mel,” Savelina shouted, followed by several cheers and whistles from her coworkers at the bookstore. She hadn’t known them well in the beginning of the season, considering she worked in the basement restoring young adult books and almost never looked up from her task. But thanks to this semi-torturous bocce league, she’d gotten to know them a lot better. She liked them.
         

         
         Oh, please God, grant me enough skill not to let them down.

         
         Ha. If she didn’t screw this up, it would be a miracle.

         
         “Do you need a time-out?” asked her boss.

         
         “What made you think that?” Melody shouted. “The fact that I’m frozen in fear?”

         
         The sprinkle of laughter boosted her confidence a little, but not by much. And then she made the mistake of glancing backward
            over her shoulder and finding the entire Park Slope bar watching the final throw with bated breath. It was the equivalent
            of looking down at the ground while walking on a tightrope. Not that she’d ever experienced such a thing. The craziest risk
            she’d taken lately was hoop earrings. Hoops!

         
         Now she was breathing so hard, her glasses were fogging up.

         
         Was everyone looking at her butt?

         
         They had to be. She looked at everyone’s butts, even when she tried not to. What would make this crowd any different? Did
            they think her floor-length pleated skirt was a weird choice for bocce? Because it totally was.
         

         
         “Mel!” Savelina gestured to the bocce lane with her pint of beer. “We’re going to run out of time. Just get the ball as close
            to the jack as possible. Piece of cake.”
         

         
         Easy for Savelina to say. She owned a bookstore and dressed like a stoned bohemian artist. She could pull off gladiator sandals
            and had a favorite brand of oolong tea. Of course she thought bocce was simple.
         

         
         The crowd started cheering behind Melody in encouragement, which was honestly very nice. Brooklynites got a bad rap, but they were actually quite friendly as long as they were being offered drink specials and strangers regularly complimented their dogs. 

         
         “Okay! Okay, I’m going to do it.”

         
         Melody took a deep breath and rolled the red wooden ball across the hard-packed sand. It came to a stop at the farthest position
            possible from the jack. It wasn’t even remotely close.
         

         
         Their opponents cheered and clinked pint glasses, the home team bar heaving a collective sigh of disappointment. They probably
            thought an underdog-to-hero story was unfolding right in front of their eyes, but no. Not with Melody in the starring role.
         

         
         Savelina approached with a sympathetic expression on her face, squeezing Mel’s shoulder with an elegant hand. “We’ll win the
            next one.”
         

         
         “We haven’t won a game all season.”

         
         “Victory isn’t always the point,” her boss suggested. “It’s trying in the first place.”

         
         “Thanks, Mom.”

         
         Savelina’s tight brown curls shook with laughter. “Two weeks from now, we have the final game of the season, and I have a
            good feeling about it. We’re going to head into Christmas fresh from a win and you’re going to be a part of it.”
         

         
         Mel didn’t hide her skepticism.

         
         “Let me clarify,” Savelina said. “You must be a part of it. We only have enough players if you show up. You’re not taking off early to visit family or anything, are
            you?”
         

         
         As a rare book restoration expert, Mel’s work schedule was loose. She could take a project home with her, if needed, and her presence in the store largely depended on whether or not there was even a book that currently required tender loving care. “Uh, no.” Mel forced a smile onto her face, even though a little dent formed in her heart. “No, I don’t have any plans. My mother is . . . you know. She’s doing her thing. I’m doing mine. But I’ll see her in February on my birthday,” she rushed to add. 

         
         “That’s right. She always comes to New York for your birthday.”

         
         “Right.”

         
         Mel did the tight smile/nodding thing she always did when the conversation turned to her mother. Even the most well-intentioned
            people couldn’t help but be openly curious about Trina Gallard. She was an international icon, after all. Savelina was more
            conscientious than most when it came to giving Mel privacy, but the thirst for knowledge about the rock star inevitably bled
            through. Mel understood. She did.
         

         
         She just didn’t know enough about her mother to give anyone what they wanted.

         
         That was the sad truth. Trina love-bombed her daughter once a year and once a year only. Like a one-night sold-out show at
            the Garden that left her with a hangover and really expensive merch she never wore again.
         

         
         Melody could see Savelina was losing the battle with the need to ask deeper questions about Trina, probably because it was
            the end of the night and she’d had six beers. So Mel grabbed her kelly green peacoat from where it hung on the closest stool,
            tugged it on around her shoulders, and looked for a way to excuse herself. “I’m going to settle my tab at the bar.” She leaned
            in and planted a quick kiss on Savelina’s expertly highlighted brown cheek. “I’ll see you during the week?”
         

         
         “Yeah!” Savelina said too quickly, hiding her obvious disappointment. “See you soon.”

         
         Briefly, Mel battled the urge to give her friend something, anything. Even Trina’s favorite brand of cereal—Lucky Charms—but
            the information faltered on her tongue. It always did. Speaking with any kind of authority on her mother felt false when most
            days, it seemed as though she barely knew the woman.
         

         
         “Okay.” Mel nodded, turned, and wove through some Friday night revelers toward the bar, apologizing to a few customers who’d witnessed her anticlimactic underdog story. Before she could reach the bar, she made sure Savelina wasn’t watching, then veered toward the exit instead—because she didn’t really have a bar tab to settle. Customers who recognized her as Trina Gallard’s daughter had been sending her drinks all night. She’d had so many Shirley Temples she was going to be peeing grenadine for a week. 

         
         Cold winter air chilled her cheeks as soon as she stepped out onto the sidewalk.

         
         The cheerful holiday music and energetic conversations grew muffled behind her as soon as the door snicked shut. Why did it
            always feel so good to leave somewhere?
         

         
         Guilt poked holes in her gut. Didn’t she want to have friends? Who didn’t?
         

         
         And why did she feel alone whether she was with people or not?

         
         She turned around and looked back through the frosty glass, surveying the bargoers, the merry revelers, the quiet ones huddled
            in darkened nooks. So many kinds of people and they all seemed to have one thing in common. They enjoyed company. None of
            them appeared to be holding their breath until they could leave. They didn’t seem to be pretending to be comfortable when
            in reality, they were stressing about every word out of their mouth and how they looked, whether or not people liked them. And if they did, was it because they were a celebrity’s daughter, rather than because of their actual personality?
            Because of who Melody was?
         

         
         Melody turned from the lively scene with a lump in her throat and started to walk up the incline of Union Street toward her apartment. Before she made it two steps, however, a woman shifted into the light several feet ahead of her. Melody stopped in her tracks. The stranger was so striking, her smile so confident, it was impossible to move forward without acknowledging her. She had dark blond hair that fell in perfect waves onto the shoulders of a very expensive looking overcoat. One that had tiny gold chains in weird places that served no function, just for the sake of fashion. Simply put, she was radiant and she didn’t belong outside of a casual neighborhood bar. 

         
         “Miss Gallard?”

         
         The woman knew her name? Had she been lying in wait for her? Not totally surprising, but it had been a long while since she’d
            encountered this kind of brazenness from a reporter.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” Melody said, hustling past her. “I’m not answering any questions about my mother—”

         
         “I’m Danielle Doolin. You might recall some emails I sent you earlier this year? I’m a producer with the Applause Network.”

         
         Melody kept walking. “I get a lot of emails.”

         
         “Yes, I’m sure you do,” said Danielle, falling into step beside her. Keeping pace, even though she was wearing three-inch
            heels, her footwear a stark contrast to Melody’s flat ankle boots. “The public has a vested interest in you and your family.”
         

         
         “You realize I was never really given a choice about that.”

         
         “I do. During my brief phone call with Beat Dawkins, he expressed the same.”

         
         Melody’s feet basically stopped working. The air inside of her lungs evaporated and she had no choice but to slow to a stop
            in the middle of the sidewalk. Beat Dawkins. She heard that name in her sleep, which was utterly ridiculous. The fact that
            she should still be fascinated by the man when they hadn’t been in the same room in fourteen years made her cringe . . . but
            that was the only thing about Beat that made her cringe. The rest of her reactions to him could best be described as breathless, dreamlike,
            whimsical, and . . . sexual.
         

         
         In her entire thirty-year existence, she’d never experienced attraction like she had to Beat Dawkins at age sixteen when she spent a mere five minutes in his presence. Since then, her hormones could only be defined as lazy. Floating on a pool raft with a mai tai, rather than competing in a triathlon. She had the yoga pants of hormones. They were fine, they definitely counted as hormones, but they weren’t worthy of a runway strut. Her lack of romantic aspirations was yet another reason she felt
            unmotivated to go out and make human connections. To be in big, social crowds where someone might show interest in her.
         

         
         It was going to take something special to make her set down the mai tai and get off this raft—and so far, no one had been
            especially . . . rousing. A fourteen-year-old memory, though? Oh mama. It had the power to make her temperature peak. At one
            time it had, anyway. The recollection of her one and only encounter with Beat was growing grainy around the edges. Fading,
            much to her distress.
         

         
         “Well.” Danielle regarded Melody with open interest. “His name certainly got your attention, didn’t it?”

         
         Melody tried not to stumble over her words and failed, thanks to her tongue turning as useless as her feet. “I’m sorry, y-you’ll
            have to refresh my memory. The emails you sent me were about . . . ?”
         

         
         “Reuniting Steel Birds.”

         
         A laugh tumbled out of Melody, stirring the air with white vapor. “Wait. Beat took a phone call about this?” Baffled, she shook her head. “As far as I know, both of us have always maintained that a reunion is impossible. Like, on
            par with an Elvis comeback tour.”
         

         
         Danielle lifted an elegant shoulder and let it drop. “Stranger things have happened. Even Pink Floyd set aside their differences
            for Live 8 in 2005, and no one believed it was doable. A lot of time has passed since Steel Birds broke up. Hearts soften.
            Age gives a different perspective. Maybe Beat believes a reunion wouldn’t be such an impossible feat after all.”
         

         
         It was humiliating how hard her heart was pounding in her chest. “Did . . . did he say that?”

         
         Danielle blew air into one cheek. “He didn’t not say it. But the fact that he contacted me about the reunion speaks for itself, right?”
         

         
         Odd that Melody should feel a tad betrayed that he’d changed his position without consulting her. Why would he do that? He
            didn’t owe her anything. Not a phone call. Nothing. “Wow.” Melody cleared her throat. “You’ve caught me off guard.”
         

         
         “I apologize for that. You’re very difficult to get in contact with. I had to dig quite a bit to find out where you worked.
            Then I saw a picture of your bocce team on the bookstore’s Instagram. Thank goodness for location tags.” Danielle gestured
            with a brisk, gloved hand to the general area. “I assure you, I wouldn’t have ventured into Brooklyn in twenty-degree weather
            unless I had a potentially viable project on the table. One that, if done correctly, could be a cultural phenomenon. And it
            would be done correctly, because I would be overseeing production personally.”
         

         
         What was it like to be so confident? “I’m afraid to ask what this project entails.”

         
         “That’s why I’m not going to tell you until we’re in my nice, warm office with espresso and a selection of beignets in front
            of us.”
         

         
         Melody’s stomach growled reluctantly. “Beignets, huh?”

         
         “They piqued Beat’s interest, as well.”

         
         “They did?” Melody’s breathless tone hit her ears, cluing her in to what was happening. The tactic that was being employed.
            “You keep bringing him up on purpose.”
         

         
         Danielle studied her face closely. “He seems to be my biggest selling point. Even more than the money the network is willing
            to pay, I’m guessing,” she murmured. “If I hadn’t mentioned his name, you never would have stopped walking. Surprising, since
            the two of you haven’t maintained any sort of contact. According to him.”
         

         
         “No, I know,” Melody rushed to blurt, heat clinging to her face and the sides of her neck. “We don’t even know each other.”

         
         And that was the God’s honest truth.

         
         Fourteen years had passed.

         
         However. Beat was a good person. He’d proven that to her—and he couldn’t have changed so drastically. The kind of character
            it took to do what he’d done . . .
         

         
         About a month after they’d met in that humid television studio, she’d passed through the gates of her Manhattan private school,
            expecting to walk to class alone, as usual. But she’d been surrounded by buzzing girls that morning. Had she seen Beat Dawkins
            on TMZ?
         

         
         Considering she avoided that program like the plague, she’d shaken her head. They’d cagily informed her that Beat had mentioned
            her during a paparazzi ambush and she might want to watch the footage. Getting through first period without exploding was
            nearly impossible, but she’d made it. Then she’d rushed to the bathroom and pulled up the clip on her phone. There was Beat,
            holding a grocery bag, a Dodgers ball cap pulled down low on his forehead, being pursued by a cameraman.
         

         
         Normally, he was the type to stop and suffer through their silly questions with a golden grin. But this time, he didn’t. He
            halted abruptly on the sidewalk and, to this day, she could still remember what came out of his mouth, word for word.
         

         
         I’m done talking. You won’t get another word out of me. Not until you—and all the similar outlets—stop exploiting girls for
               clicks. Especially my friend Melody Gallard. You praise me for nothing and disparage her no matter how hard she tries. You
               can fuck right off. Like I said, I’m done talking.

         
         That day, Melody hadn’t come out of the bathroom until third period, she’d been so frozen in shock and gratitude. Just to be seen. Just to have someone speak up on her behalf. That clip had been shared all over social media. For weeks. It had started a conversation about how teenage girls were being portrayed by celebrity news outlets. 

         
         Of course, their treatment of her didn’t change overnight. But it slowly shifted. It lightened in degrees. Bad headlines started
            getting called out. Shamed.
         

         
         And shockingly, her experience with the press got better.

         
         Melody was so lost in the memory, it took her a moment to notice the smile flirting with the corners of Danielle’s glossy
            mouth. “He’s coming to my office on Monday morning for a meeting. I’ve come all the way here to invite you, as well.” She
            paused, seemed to consider her next words carefully. “Beat won’t agree to the reunion project unless you are comfortable with it moving forward. He made your approval a condition.”
         

         
         Melody hated the way her soul left her body at Danielle’s words. It was pathetic in so many ways.

         
         Beat Dawkins was eons and galaxies out of her league. Not only was he blindingly gorgeous, but he had presence. He commanded rooms full of people to give speeches for his mother’s foundation. She’d seen the pictures, the occasional
            Instagram reel. His grid was brimming with nonstop adventures. Equally glamorous friends were pouring out of his ears. He
            was loved and lusted after and . . . perfect.
         

         
         Beat Dawkins was perfectly perfect.

         
         And he’d taken her into consideration.

         
         He’d thought of her.

         
         This whole Steel Birds reunion idea would never fly—the feelings of betrayal between their mothers ran deeper than the Atlantic
            Ocean—but the fact that Beat had said her name out loud to this woman basically ensured another fourteen years of infatuation.
            Sad, sad girl.

         
         “You mentioned money,” Melody said offhandedly, mostly so it wouldn’t seem her entire interest was Beat-related. “How much? Just out of curiosity.” 

         
         “I’ll tell you at the meeting.” She smiled slyly. “It’s a lot, Melody. Perhaps even by the standards of a famous rock star’s
            daughter.”
         

         
         A lot of money. Even to her.

         
         Despite her trepidation, Melody couldn’t help but wonder . . . was it enough cash to make her financially independent? She’d
            been born into comfort. A nice town house, wonderful nannies, any material item she wanted, which had mainly turned out to
            be books and acne medication. Her mother’s love and attention remained out of reach, however. Always had—and it was beginning
            to feel as though it always would.
         

         
         Melody’s brownstone apartment was paid in full. She had an annual allowance. Lately, though, accepting her mother’s generosity
            didn’t feel right. Or good. Not when they lacked the healthy mother-daughter relationship she would gladly take instead.
         

         
         Could this be her chance to stand on her own two feet?

         
         No. Facilitating a reunion? There had to be an easier way.

         
         “At least take the meeting,” Danielle said, smiling like the cat who’d caught the canary.

         
         The woman had her and she knew it.

         
         To be in the same room with Beat Dawkins again . . .

         
         She wasn’t strong enough to pass up the chance.

         
         Melody shifted in her boots and tried not to sound too eager. “What time?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            December 11

         

         As Melody Gallard walked into the office, Beat was reminded why he’d never called. The feeling that swept through him was
            so fierce, he launched to his feet at the sight of her without thinking, hastily buttoning his suit jacket. Wow. He’d always
            wondered if his memory was playing tricks on him, but no. That same urge to protect her that he’d experienced at sixteen was
            still alive and kicking inside of him at thirty.
         

         
         Beat swallowed hard and mentally shook himself, stealing a few seconds to look at her, this girl who had grown up in roughly
            the same conditions as him. She’d been hounded, asked questions, lived with outrageous expectations on her shoulders. Unlike
            Beat, she’d been scorned for not being what the press considered perfect. During puberty. He could still remember the time a photo of Melody dealing with an acne outbreak had gotten shared six thousand times on
            Twitter. Brutally unfair.
         

         
         If the press only knew about his nocturnal activities. He should be thanking his lucky stars that the blackmailer didn’t know, either, or he’d never get out
            from under his thumb.
         

         
         Funny how the weight placed on his shoulders by the threat to his family seemed so light at the moment. In the same way it happened fourteen years earlier, something clicked into place as soon as Beat and Melody were breathing the same air. It was almost alarming, this invisible net that cast itself around them, dragging them into their own world that no one else would understand. 

         
         The woman was beautiful as hell. Had been fourteen years ago and still was, in a softer, more polished way. But she hid that
            beauty well. Underneath a wool skirt, huge-ass sweater, and thick-rimmed glasses. If he undressed her, if he tugged her long,
            golden-brown hair out of that bun, she would be the kind of hot that men noticed a hundred yards away.
         

         
         He found himself grateful for the loose-fitting clothes. Why?

         
         It wasn’t as if Beat could or would be taking them off her. No, he had certain . . . tastes that ensured he kept his sex life
            private. He catered to them with willing parties behind closed doors, then he got the hell back to reality. The two aspects
            of his life never intersected. In deference to his mother’s fame, he’d been raised to be fiercely private, and his life experiences
            along the way had only hammered home how important it was to trust himself—and himself only.
         

         
         Bottom line, Melody’s clothes and how they looked on her body were exactly none of his business. He’d brought her here today
            to formally ask her if he could open a giant can of worms. While he didn’t yet have the full details of the project, the possibility
            that a reality show could affect Melody negatively bothered Beat enough that he hadn’t slept last night. Somewhere around
            three a.m., he’d given up and gone to the gym.
         

         
         Even now, he had the urge to carry her back to the elevator, apologize profusely, and send her on her way. Back to Brooklyn
            where she lived a normal life, as far outside of the spotlight as was possible, given their last names.
         

         
         Instead, Beat could indirectly drag her into something she definitely wanted to avoid. Attention. Because no matter how many angles from which he viewed the situation, he couldn’t figure out a way for Applause and Danielle to accomplish the reunion without Melody’s name coming up at some point. 

         
         It just wasn’t possible.

         
         “Mel,” he said gruffly, his smile feeling heavy.

         
         “Hey,” she responded, her voice barely above a whisper.

         
         And he hadn’t planned on hugging her, but as soon as that single, husky word was out of her mouth, he couldn’t stop himself
            from crossing the office and wrapping his arms around her. His eyelids drooped involuntarily, because she fit against him
            as well as he remembered. Like she was meant to be there all along. A star-crossed best friend.
         

         
         Melody dropped her giant purse onto the floor and hugged him back—and that made him feel more important than any press coverage
            or birthday party in his honor. It was instantaneous. Honest. How had he missed her like this when their acquaintance had
            been so brief? It made no sense, but there it was. His reaction to her at sixteen hadn’t made a lot of sense, either. It just
            was.
         

         
         “Thanks for coming,” he said into her hair. She smelled of gingerbread and wind.

         
         “You’re welcome.” Her amused reply was muffled by his shoulder. “Someone has to try and talk you out of this.”
         

         
         His smile turned lighter. He squeezed her. Just a little more.

         
         “Miss Gallard,” said Danielle gently from behind her desk. “I’m so glad you could make it. I hope the subway commute wasn’t
            too much of a hassle on a Monday morning.”
         

         
         “Um . . . it was fine, all mystery substances considered.” Slowly, Beat and Melody disconnected from each other, and she seemed to realize for the first time that she’d dropped her purse, the skin of her cheeks pinkening slightly as she stooped down to retrieve it. “It wouldn’t be a New York commute without at least one unidentified substance congealing on the seat beside me.” 

         
         Danielle laughed, gesturing to the side-by-side chairs facing her desk. “Very true. Please. Have a seat.”

         
         Beat held out Melody’s chair and did his best not to inhale her scent as she sat. He forced himself to park his ass a good
            foot away from her, as well. To give himself time to come down from their hug and prevent the strange impulse to continue
            touching her in some way.
         

         
         When they were both seated, they went right on looking at each other for several moments, like they were the only two people
            in the room and Beat started to wonder if seeing her again was an even worse idea than he’d originally thought. Why did he
            have to like her so much? What was it about her that made him feel normal almost instantaneously?
         

         
         He forced himself to break their stare. It took him effort to focus on Danielle, but once he did, he couldn’t miss the producer’s
            keen speculation. And she was pleased as punch over whatever she’d witnessed. Why? Did she think his distant-but-potent relationship
            with Melody would be an entertaining angle for the show? Because Melody wasn’t going to be involved. Not directly. No way
            would he let that happen, especially since he had an ulterior motive.
         

         
         To make enough money to pay off his blackmailer.

         
         “Okay. First of all, wow. I did it. I got you two in a room together and that’s a victory in itself,” Danielle started, clapping
            her hands. “But I digress. You both have busy lives and I won’t waste your time. In fact, we have no time. Applause wants to reunite Steel Birds and bring the public along for the ride. If we’re going to move on this, it needs to be fast.” She gestured at Beat. “During our phone conversation, Beat made it clear that he is volunteering as tribute. He will be the only one participating in the project.” She transferred her focus to Melody. “However, because of your proximity to the band, Melody, he won’t do it without your consent.” She folded her hands together on the desk. “Unfortunately, due to the time crunch, if you’re going to give your approval, it needs to be today.” 

         
         Beat’s pulse started to thrum faster. “We’re going to need more details first.”

         
         Danielle nodded. “Essentially, we need to strike while the iron is hot,” the producer continued, splitting her focus between
            them. “‘Rattle the Cage’ is number one again on Billboard. Thirty years postrelease. The hashtag #BringBackSteelBirds has been trending on and off for weeks on various social media platforms. A
            new generation is demanding a reunion of this band that wasn’t even around when they were born. I’ve never seen anything like
            it. If there was ever a time to consider bringing Octavia and Trina back together, it’s now, when there is a shit ton of money
            on the table and enough demand for a possible tour.”
         

         
         Silence fell heavily in the room. Beat’s heart pounded in his ears.

         
         “I was promised beignets,” Melody said.

         
         He laughed. It shot out of him like cannon fire, unexpected and . . . real. When was the last time he’d laughed for real?
            And not because it was expected?
         

         
         Melody grinned over at him. “Well, I was.”

         
         “So you were,” Danielle said, visibly amused. She picked up her phone and punched a button, speaking briefly to the assistant
            on the other end, before hanging up. “Forgive me.”
         

         
         “I’ll think about it,” Melody teased while crossing her ankles, Beat doing his honest best to ignore the way her calves flexed.
            How palm-sized they were. Quit looking, man. “So . . . you are asking Beat to meet with our mothers on camera to try and convince them to reunite? You want to film the
            process on the off chance it works out? That’s all?”
         

         
         Danielle tilted her head. “If it were that simple, it wouldn’t make for good television.”

         
         “Gulp,” Melody said.

         
         Beat got trapped between the urge to laugh again and the need to end the meeting, because the more information Danielle revealed,
            the more intrusive the whole idea sounded.
         

         
         Could he simply walk away from this chance to pocket a million dollars, though? If he didn’t come up with the blackmail money,
            his parents would become internet fodder. Laughingstocks. If he had a way to prevent that outcome, he should do everything
            in his power. Shouldn’t he? They’d given him a life of privilege, everything handed to him. This was the fucking least he
            could do. “Mel.” He turned in his chair to face her, once again tamping down the urge to hold her hand. “Did you read the
            email from Danielle?”
         

         
         She shook her head, looking between them. “I’m pretty sure I deleted it.”

         
         Beat hummed. “Applause offered each of us seven figures to do this.”

         
         “Seven?” she choked out. “As in, a million?”

         
         “Yes. A million exactly.”

         
          “Not to interrupt,” Danielle chimed in with a cough. “But the million
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