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      My first black eye of the year came only seconds after midnight when the band began playing everyone’s favourite song. I stopped my search for Will long enough to take in the scene, to smell the stale beer and body odour. I appreciated those kids—the ones pressed against me, the ones I saw every weekend, the ones who accepted me when I showed up uninvited. Caught up in it all, I forgot about Will and absorbed the music. The voices singing together, the vibrations of the bass. Everyone surged toward the stage, screaming the band’s lyrics back to them.

      When the crowd shifted again, the blonde guy in front of me tumbled backwards, his body knocking the plastic beer cup from my hand before his elbow collided with my cheek. He crashed to the ground and disappeared as the crowd filled in around him.

      Ignoring the sharp pain, I pushed two boys out of the way and reached down to grab the guy’s sweater. The DeKay House etiquette said if someone fell, we picked them up. His honey-coloured waves were easy to spot in the sea of black clothes. A blue-haired boy and I linked our arms beneath the guy’s and hoisted him to his feet. The moment he stood the crowd rushed in, their feet stomping down in the exact place his fingers had been.

      The pain in my face yanked my attention away from the situation. Since the guy seemed stable, I let go of his arm and moved through the mass of people, hand clutching my cheek, to find Will and get out of here.

      “Hey,” the guy shouted, over the band. “Your face.”

      I turned to tell him not to worry about it, but stopped when I saw him properly. He wasn’t just some random blonde guy.

      I’d seen Chase Reid many times, but never without his guitar. Only the week before I’d watched him jumping around and sweating on a stage downtown. In the year since I found Forever July’s music, I’d never missed one of their shows. I’d seen him in clubs and venues all around town, but he didn’t belong at The DeKay House. He was from a different scene, a different world.

      I waved him off, before turning toward the stairs. I needed to be outside in the cold air. I needed to find Will so I could go home.

      All my expectations for New Year’s Eve crumbled. The best I could hope for would be to come out of the night without my eye swelling shut. A few hands patted my shoulder and back as I passed them, but they kept their focus on the band. I used the shaky railing to climb the stairs of the old punk house. The pain in my face and the humidity of the basement made my head feel light, as if I was drunk, not mostly sober.

      I made it into the graffiti-covered hallway at the top of the stairs. I pulled the phone from my pocket and sucked in a deep breath of cooler, drier air as I unlocked the screen. The only message was Kay, saying she’d made it home already—and she had put water and Tylenol next to my bed.

      Then Chase Reid’s voice came again. “Hey!”

      I glanced up—he was standing on the top stair, sweat plastering wavy strands of hair to his forehead. He looked like the Chase that appeared on stage. I didn’t know what to say to a guy like that, a guy like Chase Reid. I didn’t know why he was slumming it in a punk house. Chase belonged in proper bars and clubs, not houses that should be condemned. The DeKay House had become a place for those with nowhere else to go. But he wouldn’t have been the first to come to a show at the House to say they’d done it once, to see how the other half partied. I didn’t want anything to do with his slum tourism.

      I ran my thumb over the spot where his elbow collided with my cheek. The skin beneath my left eye was smooth and hot to the touch.

      “You’re Peyton, right?” He asked. “Peyton Young?”

      “Yeah. How’d you...” I trailed off. I tried to focus on the ache instead of thinking about the fact Chase Reid knew my name.

      “I’ve read your blog,” he said.

      I tugged at my hair, trying to hide my flushed face without being too obvious. I tried to gauge his reaction. I’d made a suggestion about the band I couldn’t imagine he would like. I pointed out that Chase Reid couldn’t handle lead guitar as well as vocals.

      “Can I get you some ice or something?” he asked, nodding his chin toward my face.

      “It doesn’t hurt.” I didn’t want to talk about my face anymore. To figure out why Chase Reid was speaking to me, I asked, “Sorry, what were you saying? About my blog.”

      “You made a solid point about my band in your post.”  He stepped up and shifted against the door frame to let someone into the basement, but he never took his eyes off me.

      I tried not to look away, wanting him to know I was listening, despite my pathological fear of confrontation.

      That post went up weeks ago, right after the band played at the Horseshoe Tavern. I had stayed awake until four in the morning, trying to detail my thoughts on the entire thing: about how Forever July had become one of the most popular local pop-punk bands, how they’d landed themselves a decent record deal with a great label, and how their lead guitarist, who also held the position of vocalist, couldn’t do the band justice. I wrote about how he, Chase Reid, couldn’t do the band justice if he refused to give up lead guitar.

      It never occurred to me that any member of the band would read my blog. I was sure none of them knew I existed. We didn’t have any of the same friends. Outside of shows, we didn’t hang out in the same place. But there stood Chase Reid, in a crumbling punk house letting me know he read my blog.

      “If I’d known you were going to read it—” I stopped myself and shook my head.

      “You would have still written the same thing?” Chase asked. He hadn’t raised his voice. It didn’t waver. There was no sign if he was on the angry side or the annoyed side of the unimpressed scale.

      “I would have still written the same thing,” I admitted, pressing myself against the wall, shoulders braced for whatever he might say next.

      An excited holler came from the kitchen, and a bunch of people cheered. It would have been the perfect reason to escape, but I didn’t want to move. Kay had gone home early and Will had disappeared. I didn’t know who to run to.

      “You weren’t wrong.” He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and went on, “You said we needed someone stronger on guitar. It’s a slap to the ego, honestly. But we decided to switch things up to see what would happen. As you probably already know, it worked. So, we made our rhythm guitarist our lead.”

      “Mitchell, right?” I asked. From the videos on their website, I knew Mitchell’s guitar skills outweighed Chase’s. Chase’s polished vocals worked and he had great range, but Mitchell needed to take the burden from him, to carry the music. Chase needed to focus on the lyrics and his vocals. Actually, in the first draft of the blog post, I made the direct suggestion that Mitchell take over the more intricate guitar pieces, but Kay said it felt like pushing the critique too far, and to let the band make their own decisions. At the time, the suggestion annoyed me, but standing in the hallway with Chase Reid I was grateful to Kay, saving me from awkwardness yet again.

      “Yeah. Would you be willing to listen to a track we recorded? Let me know if you think it works?” Chase took the phone from his pocket and waited.

      The question threw me. The blog was where I expressed all the thoughts I couldn’t say out loud. No one at the DeKay House knew of it. It became a place I expressed things without having to face the audience. I assumed no one cared to hear my opinions, so I could go off without consequence.

      The party kept moving on around us, but Chase still held the phone in front of him, an eyebrow raised. “I know you just saved my fingers from being totally obliterated down there, but could you do me one more favour? In the spirit of the holidays and all that?”

      People don’t always enjoy hearing the truth, and when they heard it, their responses didn’t always come out rationally.

      “It’s a new song. You’d be the first to hear it,” he said.

      I pressed my lips together, hoping the word ‘yes’ wouldn’t slip out. It would be an honour to be the first to hear a new Forever July track. Their self-titled album, released before they were signed to the label, occupied a spot in my top ten albums of all time. It embodied a sense of melancholy I craved in my music. With their track record, I knew the new song would be excellent and I would love it, but if I’d been wrong about Mitchell’s abilities, the truth would come out. And the night was already a disaster.

      “I really need to find my friends,” I told Chase. “Another time?”

      The corners of his mouth tugged downward. He shoved his phone into the pocket of his jeans.

      “How about this?” he asked. “I’ll put you on the list for our next show in a couple weeks and you can give me your honest feedback then.”

      I tried to keep my voice light. “You want me to write a review for one song?”

      He let out a deep chuckle and said, “No. Let us know, in person, if we still suck. If you’re cool with that.”

      “I highly doubt it’ll suck.” I attempted to smile, but the aching in my cheek doubled.

      Chase laughed again. “So, is that a yes?”

      My phone rang and we both glanced down at the screen. A picture of Will and me stared back at us, faces pressed together, glistening from post-mosh pit sweat, eyes bloodshot from too many beers. I muted the call.

      “I didn’t expect that,” Chase said. His words came out high, like a question.

      “Expect what?” I asked, turning the screen of the phone toward the ground.

      “You and Will, I guess,” Chase said. His smooth forehead creased.

      “You know Will?” I asked.

      Chase shrugged. “I used to come here all the time with my brother. I know Will well.”

      Everyone who went to the House knew Will, his quirks, his moods. No one minded his attitude. They chalked it up to Will being Will. It never bothered me that people knew all those details about him, but for some reason, I didn’t want Chase to know. My stomach tightened. “I should go. I should call him back,” I said, staring at the phone in my hand.

      “Thanks for helping me down there.”

      “Someone goes down, you pick them up. Those are the House rules.” I gave a small wave, then turned and headed toward the front door.

      I yanked my coat from the pile on the uneven stairs with one hand as I called Will back with the other. The phone rang against my ear as I pulled the door open.

      Icy air wrapped itself around me as I stepped out onto the porch. My teeth chattered, making the pain in my cheek double, maybe triple. The weather had been mild last week, but it turned bitter during our night at the DeKay House.

      “Peyton,” Will’s voice yelled at me through the phone. “Hunter’s having a party.”

      “What? Where are you?” I listened for familiar voices on the other end, but I couldn’t make out any distinguishing details.

      “I’m at Hunter’s.”

      A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed it away and listened to Will shouting at someone for another round of shots, something stronger. His words slurred. I didn’t want to go to Hunter’s. Will got out of hand when he was around that group of friends and I didn’t like how he acted when he drank too much.

      “Alright. I’ll see you in a bit,” I said, even though I had no intention of showing up at Hunter’s party. It was better not to argue, not to ask why he didn’t take me with him. By morning, he’d forget he’d called me at all.

      On top of it, I didn’t have enough money to get an Uber all the way to the east side of town, especially on New Year’s Eve. The rates would be inflated until at least three in the morning, when the majority of people had already turned in for the night. I didn’t even know how I would get home from the DeKay House.

      Unsure of what to do, I started walking, and called Kay. It rang and rang, but kept going to voicemail. Despite the snow, I sat down on the curb and pulled the coat tighter around me. Every time my fingers reached for the cellphone in my pocket, I had to remind myself I had no one left to call. To top it off, my charge was down to 2% and I could feel the tears start to well in my eyes.

      New Year’s Eve held so many expectations for me. I’d expected the night to make up for my lack of Christmas celebrations. I’d never had a real Christmas, and my first two years being out of my childhood house, I just wanted my own version of holiday celebration. But Will and Kay went to be with their families and I stayed alone in the apartment for three days, waiting for someone to return.

      The sound of steps on the sidewalk caused me to duck my head so whoever it was wouldn’t see the tears and the swelling beneath my eye. With the toe of my shoe, I pushed down the fluffy piles of snow until they were flat and marked with my tread. The person stepped off the sidewalk and stopped right in front of me.

      “Hey,” Chase said when my eyes met his. Despite the cold, he wore only a sweater, with the hood over his head.

      “Hey. Waiting for a cab.”

      “You’ll be waiting for a while. I’ll give you a ride.” Chase extended a hand. “I basically broke your face. It’s the least that I can do.”

      A lopsided smile crossed his face as he wiggled his fingers. I took his warm hand and he pulled me up from the curb. When I was on my feet, Chase said, “And I hope you know, I’m going to force you to listen to that new song I was telling you about.”

      I wiped my cheeks dry with the sleeve of my jacket. “I think I can handle that.”
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      When I first moved to the city, I remember walking home from the bus station to the room I found from an ad online. I saw a hand-drawn sign stuck to a lamppost. It read, Punk Show. Thursday. DeKay House. The address was crammed into the tiny space along the bottom of the flyer. I had to squint to read it. The most enticing part of the poster were the words no cover charge. The first night I showed up at the DeKay House, I had expected little more than a place to hang out for the night.

      Five minutes after I walked into the DeKay House, Kay approached me with an energy drink and asked me my name. She said she noticed I was alone and asked if I wanted a tour, asked me what my story was. I gave her some version of the truth and she accepted it. Before the night came to an end, she offered me her couch for the night so I didn’t have to walk home alone. Within a week, after she met the intense woman I’d rented the room from, I’d officially moved into Kay’s spare bedroom.

      Kay strolled into our living room with a mug in one hand and a bag of frozen peas in the other. Day-old eyeliner smudged straight across to her hairline.

      Despite being sober by the time I got home that morning, the day dragged like any other would have after a DeKay House party. My stomach roiled. My head ached. I flinched when Kay tossed the frozen peas in my direction. The movement made me notice the plastic wrap covering her bicep.

      “What did you get done? And when?” I asked, nodding at the new tattoo on her arm.

      Kay grinned and curled up into her Lazy-Boy, twisting her body so I could see the colour added to her tarot tattoo. The black cloak of Death stood out against her pale flesh. The various shades of red in the roses added splashes of colour to her mostly black work tattoos.

      Kay’s chuckle rumbled out of her, like stones in a tumbler. “Turns out Alain is a tattoo artist. That’s where we went when we left the House.” She wrapped both hands around her mug of coffee and stared back at me. Her smile faded as she scanned my face. “What happened last night?”

      I’d been waiting for the question. My body tensed and readied itself for the interrogation. To compose myself, I picked up the bag of frozen peas and pressed it against the warm spot on my cheek. A jolt of pain radiated out across my forehead and down to my jaw. The skin beneath my eye had turned deep red with flecks of purple and black. It would only get more hideous in the days to come. I knew the process well.

      “I took a hit in the mosh pit and then I came home.”

      Kay ran a hand through her raven bangs and asked, “That happened in the mosh pit?” The pitch of her voice felt accusatory, like she assumed I had been caught in a lie.

      I sighed and pulled the peas away from my face. “I was looking for Will.”

      “Where was he?”

      “Hunter’s, apparently.” Without wanting them to, or meaning to, the words came out sharp. Somehow the questions always came back to Will. What he was doing? Where he was going? Kay never pretended to like him, but I wanted her to. I wanted her to say hello when he showed up instead of rolling her eyes and finding excuses to leave the room. I wanted to have a conversation where I talked about something Will and I did, without her judgmental eyes watching me for signs of something that didn’t exist.

      “Hmmm.” Kay sipped her coffee again.

      “It wasn’t like that, Kay. I’m not some pushover…” Like my mom, I wanted to finish, but held it to myself. I folded my arms across my chest. “And he’s not a bad guy.”

      Kay blinked. Nothing I could have said would make her change her mind. The conversations hadn’t been original since I started hanging out with Will. Kay didn’t like him and she’d never kept it a secret.

      I watched her sip her coffee and wondered if she had always been so cynical or if it came after.

      In the nearly twice years I’d lived in Kay’s apartment, she only spoke in vague statements about what happened before I knew her. What I picked up came from people at the DeKay House. There weren’t any pictures in the apartment or on her social media. The only details I discovered could be counted on one hand: his name was Daniel; he liked getting high; he wasn’t picky about substances; he died. Not surprisingly, Kay had yet to recover.

      I glanced at the painting above the bricked-over fireplace. For months after I moved in, I saw nothing but smudges of greys, blacks, reds across the canvas. That changed when someone let it slip at a party the previous August that it happened to be the second anniversary of Danny’s death. I started to see the shapes in the brush strokes; The hands reaching out for each other, the distance they could never close.

      “Who drove you home?” Kay asked. She shoved some books away from the edge of the coffee table to set her mug down.

      I picked up the thawing peas and pressed them against my cheek. “Some guy from the DeKay House,” I said. My cheeks began to feel warm. I moved the bag of peas to hide my embarrassment.

      “Really? Who?” Kay curled up with her legs tucked in and head against the back like she might fall back to sleep.

      “The guy who gave me this,” I said, lifting the peas off my face. “He says he used to go there all the time with his brother or something, but he was really clean cut.”

      The car ride turned out to be far less awkward than I suspected. We talked about music and about how he had to drive out of the city to pick up his girlfriend from a house party in Milton. I told him about my job on Queen Street and how I both appreciated and loathed tourists. It had been easy conversation, especially when we both got caught up singing along to the music. The ride made the night feel less horrible.

      “Oh, someone I know?” Kay asked. She adjusted herself in the seat until she sat upright.

      “Doubt it. Chase Reid. He’s in this band, Forever July. I think I told you about them.” Just mentioning his name caused heat to flood my cheeks. How ridiculous Chase and I must have looked getting into his car together. A mix-matched pair.

      “Forever July...” Kay drifted a minute, then found it. “You wrote that blog post about them a bit ago.”

      “Yeah. He’s the lead singer.”

      “That was nice of him. Are you going to see him again?” Kay asked.

      I wondered if she had mistaken my earlier blush for something more than it was. A golden boy like Chase Reid didn’t date girls like me.

      Before I had to answer, an aggressive buzz came from the intercom. We both jumped, startled. I pushed myself from the couch, taking the peas along with me. Without asking who wanted in, I pressed the white button to let them enter. Another buzz filled the apartment, letting us know the main door was unlocked. I made my way back to the couch and settled in.

      Kay gathered her books from the table, never setting down her coffee. “I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

      “Why?” I asked, but she didn’t answer.

      I watched her walk toward the hallway and disappear around the wall. Even if it was Will coming up to the apartment, she never left so abruptly.

      Maybe she didn’t believe me about the black eye. It wouldn’t be the first time she assumed Will did something that he didn’t do.

      The front door opened and Will walked in with two paper cups from the cafe below our apartment. The ever-present circles under his eyes were deeper than normal. He strolled over and kissed me. He tasted like beer and cigarettes.

      “What happened to your face?” he asked, handing me one cup of coffee. He tossed himself onto the couch next to me, tucking his feet under my thighs. The physical touch made me smile. I enjoyed closing my eyes and feeling his heat next to me.

      “The mosh pit last night,” I asked.

      “Sounds like we both had a crazy night. I don’t even remember how I got to Hunter’s place.”

      A small piece of me wanted to remind him of how he had left me alone at the party. Another part of me, the large part, knew it wouldn’t be worth the fight. If Will got defensive, it would be days before his anger subsided.

      I took a sip of the coffee. The bitterness caught me off guard.

      “I think I got your coffee,” I said, handing the cup over to Will.

      He sipped from the cup in his own hand before shaking his head. “Nah, they’re both black. What did you want in it?”

      “No, this is good,” I lied, squeezing his knee.

      I pushed myself up from the couch, grabbed the thawing bag of peas, and headed into the kitchen to get myself some cream and sugar.
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      “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Will said, as he slipped between a group of guys with three tall boy cans of beer. It had only taken two bands before he started complaining, so I considered it a win. I accepted the beer with one hand and tapped the last comments into my phone with the other. I wanted to remember that the drummer of the previous band was inconsistent, but the vocals were solid. I also wanted to note how hectic their movements were on stage, how their antics fit the chaos of their sound.

      My phone stored details to keep me inspired for the blog post I’d type up later that night. Since I’d reviewed Forever July’s live show several times, I finished the last of my thoughts and slipped the phone into the back pocket of my jeans. With the work complete, I could just enjoy the rest of the show.

      “You act like I’m torturing you,” I said as he worked his way against the wall next to me.

      A couple on one side of us were too busy making out to notice we had taken over the space one of them had occupied earlier. On the other side, a group of friends in their late twenties were talking about what it was like when they were young enough to slam around in the mosh pit. It felt safe there, hidden behind the crowd.

      I knew how much Will hated going to anything but shows of the most intense political punk bands. I’d only asked him to accompany me a handful of times, because going alone was easier than trying to make sure he had a good time. Going to shows alone didn’t bother me, but that night I needed the backup. If Chase Reid didn’t remember inviting me to the show, I didn’t want to look like a fool standing alone, like I was waiting for him.

      It had been almost three weeks since Chase and I had talked, since he’d said he would put me on the guest list for the show. When we got to the door, I handed over tickets I bought the week before. I couldn’t bring myself to ask if he’d given them my name for the list. I didn’t know if I’d be able to go in if they said they had no one with my name on record.

      “This is torture. I can’t believe you like this music. It’s watered-down punk. It shouldn’t even have punk in the name. It makes a mockery of real punk. I didn’t know you were into this shit.” Will shook his head in disappointment. He chugged his beer, dropped the can on the floor and crushed it with his boot. Meanwhile, I hoped everyone around us was too busy to hear his rant.

      “I’m sorry I’m ruining your night,” I mumbled before taking a large mouthful from my own can. I wanted to have a good time and I wanted to see how things had changed since Mitchell took over lead guitar.

      Having Will there made it different. Going to shows outside of the DeKay House had never been a social activity for me; it was more like meditation. Surrounded by people, yet I didn’t need to talk and didn’t need to worry if someone else was having a good time. I could focus on the lyrics, the vibrations of bass in my chest, the melodic guitars. I wanted to get back to that, but I couldn’t.

      “If you stay at my place tonight, we can call it even,” he said, leaning over and planting a kiss on my collar bone.

      I glanced around to see who might have seen. I turned my face away from everyone, toward him. “Your mom hates me.”

      “They’re out west until next week.”

      I shrugged. “All right, deal.”

      The crowd stretched out in front of us, becoming denser as it neared the stage. The opening bands had drawn the audience in, but when Forever July would come out, things would erupt.

      The double doors that led backstage opened and a photographer I knew from other shows walked out. The door swung shut behind her and I turned away.

      “Are you in a mood?” he asked, staring at me with a raised eyebrow. He wrapped an arm around my waist and whispered loud enough to be heard over the music, “Did something happen at work today? Were the tourists pissing you off again?”

      The question made me realize I’d made a mistake. Asking Will to come with me didn’t make sense. If I ran into Chase and he mentioned inviting me there, I’d spend the night trying to mitigate Will’s anger.

      “Yeah, the tourists.” The lie made its way up my spine, straightening my back under Will’s touch.

      If I’d told him why I had wanted him to come, the whole truth, he wouldn’t be pressing his cheek against mine. It would hurt him if he knew I invited him because of Chase Reid. It would devastate him if he knew that I begged him to watch bands he hates, because I was worried about what another man would think about me.

      “We should go.” I slipped my hand into his. “Let’s just go back to your parents’ place.”

      “That sounds like a way better plan than this,” Will grunted.

      I turned away from him and straight into the photographer from earlier, Camila Gutierrez. She had one hand gripping the lens of her camera, the other perched on her hip.

      “You’re Peyton, right?” Camila asked.

      I nodded. I had seen her work online. Not only did she have an eye for live shows, capturing the perfect moments when they jumped, screamed, spit water into the air, she always took great portraits of bands, and great candid shots of them backstage.

      “I’m Camila. You free after this?” she asked. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and watched me, waiting for me to say something.

      “Um, I’m not sure. What’s up?” I asked, hoping my voice came off more confident than I felt.

      She might have been a few inches shorter than me, but her shoulders were squared, her head was tipped high. Her confidence intimidated me. I knew how many followers her social media accounts had and I saw first-hand the way people gravitated toward her.

      “I actually gotta get back up there,” Camila said. Then the lights dimmed. “Stick around after the show for a few minutes? I have to talk to you.”

      She didn’t wait for an answer, but gave a short wave and jogged toward the stage. I couldn’t tell if she didn’t have time to care about the answer or if she was just confident that I’d wait.

      The crowd’s collective voice rose and hands shot up in the air. Over everyone’s heads, I caught sight of Chase Reid strolling out in front of the crowd with such ease, like he entered a room of friends. He waved to a few people up front before pressing his lips to the microphone. His eyes turned in my direction or at least, I felt like they did.

      “If we’re staying, you’re buying the beer for the rest of the night,” Will shouted over the sound of Forever July crashing into their first track.
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      Forever July never put on a disappointing set, but that night felt surreal. Their timing was flawless. Their energy was high. Mitchell’s guitar riffs were on point. Chase’s voice had elevated since the last time I watched them. Between songs, their fans kept moving, so not to miss the beat when the next one started. It was a show that fans of Forever July would talk about for months.

      Many nights, I left inspired after their performances. Heading home, I’d still feel the vibration of the bass notes through my body, still hear the lyrics looping in my head. Nights like that I had to get it all down before the feeling faded or became ground down by the monotony of everyday life. That was how my blog began.

      But only a few moments in my life felt like that night, like a shift in the world as I knew it.

      I felt it the morning I found the envelope of money hidden in my mother’s box of tampons. It was there the night I stole the money and shoved it into the bottom of my backpack. I also felt it the first time I went to The DeKay House, the night Kay offered me a place to stay.

      A shift in the atmosphere. The pressure filled the space around me I stood there.

      The house lights came on and the night ended. The crowd shoved their way out the exits while some people stood around to chat with each other.

      Will sighed and said he was going to have a cigarette while he waited for me.

      I reached for his hand, but by the time I thought of the right way to ask him to stay, he’d already put more distance between us than I could reach across.

      Alone, waiting for Camila was excruciating. I kept my eyes on the stage, watching the crew tearing down the equipment. Every time someone stepped out of the wings, I sucked in a breath, hoping it wouldn’t be Chase. I didn’t want him to see me pressed against the wall and think I’d stuck around to see him.

      The double doors next to the stage opened and Camila walked out with the camera around her neck. Before the door swung shut, Chase Reid followed her out, talking as he and Camila strode toward me.

      I uncrossed my arms, crossed them again, unsure of what to do with my hands. I wished I had a drink to make me look busy.

      Chase grinned at me.

      “I heard you two know each other,” Camila said, gesturing to Chase.

      “We started the new year as new friends,” Chase said.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from smiling too wide.

      “I was going on and on about this idea I had and Chase mentioned your blog,” Camila said. She dug into the sleek, brown camera bag across her chest, pulled out a card and handed it to me: her social media details, phone number and email. The embossed black letters on the stark white card looked so professional.

      “Good thing you came tonight,” Chase said as he tugged on his sweat-soaked t-shirt. 

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “I have a proposition,” Camila said. 

      My stomach tightened.

      Chase chuckled. “It’s a good one.”

      Camila swatted at him to hush. “I like your blog a lot. I read all your posts in a day. I think we could team up and make it something next level.”

      When she’d asked me to wait after the show, I hadn’t thought about what she wanted. If I’d known, I might have left with the rest of the crowd. My blog wasn’t meant to be next level—I never dreamed that big.

      “I’m a shit writer. I can’t form a grammatical sentence to save my life, but I had this dream of one day creating a publication.” Camila pulled out her cellphone and turned the screen toward me. “I’m only decent at web design, but I’m a good photographer, so I can bring something to the table.”

      The screen showed some logos for my blog name, Eternal Spin. My favourite had to be the small ‘A’ being replaced with a record and tonearm.

      She swiped, and the next image made my breathing hitch: a mock-up of my blog, expanded. Headers read Music, Shopping, Venues, Resources, Eats, among others. The colours were simple. The page was mostly white with the banner in black and soft yellow, typeface black with the same yellow dividers. Sleek and professional.

      “Wow.” I was staggered. It was a mock-up of what the blog could be.

      “When we get some traction, we’ll sell ad space. Get a calendar together for shows and events. You already have the foundation, but together we could turn it into something not just profitable, but bigger than both of us.”

      The idea was too big. I had no chance of pulling off something like that—and the thought of working with Camila Gutierrez was overwhelming.

      “This isn’t something I can do on my own,” Camila said.

      I’d never been the person people relied on. I didn’t know how to take the request.

      “And I would like to create it with someone who has a similar vibe,” she went on. “I get that from your work. I get that from you now.”

      “You do?” I said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, I’m looking to avoid ego. I’ve dealt with egos. It’s not my thing. I want someone honest, someone I could see being my friend, not just a business partner, you know?” Camila gave a small shrug, like those demands weren’t a big ask.

      But I was drawn to her concept. I didn’t know if I could keep up with Camila and her vision, but I liked the idea of spending time with her. We liked the same music and I liked the idea of sharing that with someone. I knew how massive her photography following was and the attention she’d bring to my blog. What I couldn’t decide was if that’s what I wanted.

      Sensing my withdrawal, she said, “How about this? We collab on a post about tonight. You do your thing, write your review of the show. I’ll post one picture on my Instagram and mention that the others will be on your blog. We can see how it goes? If you don’t want to do it, it brings a little attention to your blog and we go our own way.”

      “As a fan of both of you, please do it.” Chase chuckled. His enthusiasm made its way to me, running up my fingers, tingling through my chest. 

      “I don’t really have followers to promote it to,” I confessed.

      “How many visits do you get on your blog?” Camila asked.

      “Only about four hundred—I don’t promote it,” I admitted. “But I could try, try to promote it.”

      I’d been working on the blog for a year and a half, averaging the same steady numbers every week, the same people clicking on my page, looking for updates, and links to new music. My followers weren’t growing daily, like Camila’s.

      I pushed the hair behind my ears and glanced
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