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IN TIME, THINGS WILL FALL RIGHT INTO PLACE...

Rae
It wasn't supposed to turn out like this. 

When I walked away from Sam to be with Trevor it was so I could have the future I'd always wanted. But I soon found out life with Trevor wasn't what I dreamed and it all fell apart. I fled to California and now I'm trying to live a new life, running a vintage shop and missing Sam. When I found out he was playing a show nearby, I couldn't resist seeing him again. I hope we can start over, but I'm worried. It's been years and he hasn't reached out to me since I turned him down. And if we do discover each other again, will I be able to handle the truth about the years we spent apart?

Sam
Rae refusing to come with me was hard to get over, but I didn't have a choice. I had to keep going. I tried to live my life and find someone new, but I couldn't love anyone like I love Rae. It left me with a son, but still no partner. When I see Rae again, I have no question in my mind we are supposed to be together. But my career hasn't changed. And I wonder if she’ll be willing to try again when she finds out it's not just about me anymore.
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Rae

Try as I might, no matter how hard I stared at the door to my vintage shop, it didn't actually make any customers appear. So much for manifesting success and whispering desires into the universe or whatever the hell that was that I heard droning from my TV in the middle of the night. The fact that it was well past the hours when most normal people were up trying to find any form of quality entertainment on TV probably should have been the red flag that told me not to get drawn in. 

Or maybe I just hadn't heard that particular secret clearly and so I wasn't applying it correctly. I had always been pretty terrible at the Telephone game when I was in elementary school. On that note, it could have been me. Perhaps I was mumbling and the universe didn't know what I was trying to manifest for myself. 

Or this was a bunch of nonsense and I was slowly losing it.

Whatever was happening, I obviously had more than enough time to let my mind wander trying to figure it out. The day had been miserably slow. A couple of customers came in right at opening, giving me a boost of optimism, but they were the kind that only came in to browse around and take in the atmosphere. 

When I first opened the vintage shop, I thought those customers were fun. It felt like a compliment that something about my shop had called to them and they wanted to come in and see what it was all about. They walked around almost like it was a tiny museum. Sometimes they tried on the hats and big retro sunglasses and laughed as they took selfies and posted them. It was like watching a montage scene from a terrible early 2000s buddy romance comedy playing out in real life.

The novelty and amusement from that wore off real quick. 

I soon recognized that these people would have been a lot of fun to watch and even mock a little bit in the back of my own mind if they were in someone else's store. When it was my store, I had to be very aware that after those pictures were taken and the posts made, the clothes went back on the displays and the giggling was brought elsewhere. 

These weren't even the kinds of people who could post about something and have it actually get the word out about the shop. They were just kids with too much time and technology on their hands.

And it might have felt nice to see people wanting to admire my offerings. But when they roamed without ever purchasing, I developed the strong compulsion to hang a sign proclaiming this was not a park or a tourist destination and they needed to absorb the atmosphere in some other location. 

My phone rang and I glanced at the screen before answering. 

"How long do you think it would take me to learn to cross-stitch?" I asked. 

"Are you contemplating your sign again?" Amy asked. 

"Yeah," I said, pushing away from the counter where I'd been leaning as I stared at the door. "It's been a really slow day and all I've had is meanderers and non-influential influencers. I'm thinking if I make a cross-stitched sampler telling them the store isn't their personal prop closet it would make it less confrontational. And it might even look trendy. That's a thing right now. Counter-culture cross-stitch."

"Rae, I say this with all the love in my heart because you’re my best friend. Stop attempting to weaponize handicrafts. At least people are coming in. That's a good thing."

I sighed. "I guess you're right. Maybe they're telling their friends."

"Word of mouth is the most powerful form of marketing. Speaking of mouths ..."

"I don't think I like that transition."

"I'm up at the winery, but I'll be coming in later. I'm bringing pizza and wine," she said. 

"Oh. All right. I'll forgive the segue."

"You’re so kind. I'll see you soon."

We got off the phone and I allowed myself a few more seconds of staring at the door, hoping the law of attraction would kick in and I'd get some real customers for the day. When that didn't work, I turned on my music streaming service to fill the silence of the shop. Instantly Sam's voice came toward me. Like it always did, the sound made my heart clench a little in those first few seconds. 

I was frustrated at myself for the reaction, but not as much as I was for essentially teaching the service to play his music as the default. I'd searched for his songs and replayed them so many times now the service played them more than anyone and anything else. It wasn't unusual for there to be whole blocks of time taken up only by Sam's band's music without reprieve. And I'd done it to my damn self. 

It didn't stop me from listening. After the first few painful seconds, hearing Sam sing was comforting. It made me feel like maybe I wasn't quite as far away from him as the years made me feel. 

My phone chimed to let me know I'd gotten a text. I expected it to be Amy, but saw it was from an unknown number. That didn't mean I didn't know who it was. I didn't interact with anyone enough to give out my phone number to new people, which meant if I was getting a text it was from someone I already knew. In this case, it meant Trevor. 

I'd already blocked his number countless times, so this was not a new dance to me. Letting out a heavy sigh, I opened the message. It was a smiley face. That was it. No commentary. No greeting. Just an obnoxious yellow circle with two dots and a semi-circle being given the heavy burden of communicating everything Trevor meant. Part of me felt bad for the smiley face, and the other part of me saw it for what it was. A picture on a screen that meant my ex couldn't even be bothered to come up with words. 

And that was one of the many reasons why he was my ex. Just like I always did when these types of messages from him came through, I deleted it without any response and blocked the number. There was never any sort of finality that came with that gesture. I knew most likely it wasn't going to be the last I heard from Trevor. 

He'd already been through a couple dozen phone numbers as far as I could tell. I didn't know if there was some sort of bulk number distributor or if he was single-handedly holding down the burner phone market in his town, but blocking his number never stopped him before and it wasn't going to stop him this time. 

It had been years since I broke up with him for the final time. Yes, the final time. It wasn't an easy process by any means. It should have been. When I looked back at my younger self and saw what that man put me through, I couldn't believe I put up with his bullshit for as long as I did. And yet all the memories of the two miserable years he had control over my life were all there.

Sam going on tour with his band was really what pushed me into officially dating Trevor. Not that it was Sam's fault. It wasn't. He offered me the world, pretty much literally, and I didn't take it. Rather than going with what my heart was telling me and leaving my hometown to go on the road with him and his band, I decided to stay behind and keep trying to find my golden ticket to a better life on the coattails of wealthy, privileged Trevor. 

I turned the other way and pretended I didn't notice his horrible attitude, repeated jackassery, and cheating for an entire year before I couldn't take it anymore and broke up with him. That should have stuck. I should have just put all that behind me and continued trying to find my life elsewhere. But I didn't. He sweet-talked and manipulated his way back into my good graces and we started a roller coaster of a year-long relationship that left me feeling just as sick to my stomach and disoriented as the namesake ride. 

Throughout that year we broke up and got back together over and over. With the exception of one time, it was always me to do the breaking. Trevor would be an ass or a thoughtless jerk or a womanizer and I would toss him aside. Then he'd reach out, and before I even realized what happened he would manage to wriggle his way back into my life. 

I finally shook him for good three years ago when Amy and I headed for California. It felt fantastic to put him behind me once and for all, but he didn't share the sentiment. Almost immediately, he started sending the texts. They were much more frequent at the beginning, but even now he contacted me once a month like clockwork. And once a month I didn't answer his text, deleted it, and blocked the number. 

There was nothing else he could do. I never told him where I was moving, and I didn't keep up with social media, so he didn't know where I was. Over the years a couple of people had told me I should just change my number so he couldn't keep doing it. I refused. Maybe it didn't make sense to everybody, but keeping my number was very symbolic to me. It was the same number I'd had since I first got a phone. Changing it would have been giving something else up to Trevor. 

I'd already let him control me, abuse me, push me around, and make me miserable for long enough. I wasn't also going to give him the power of changing something that was mine. He could keep right on sending me the unsolicited texts once a month. I would just keep right on blocking him. 

I listened to the music for a little while then started roaming around the shop, changing up displays and keeping myself busy as best I could. Finally, Amy arrived. She whisked in with a pizza box in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other, her easy, confident smile a bright spot in the day. 

"Hey, boss," she said. "I'm reporting for duty."

I scoffed. "There really isn't much of anything for you to do. But I'm glad you're here."

Amy didn't need to be there with me. Officially she worked part-time at the shop, but there was no real necessity for her to do so. She was rather successful at the winery, and I knew she only continued to work at my vintage shop because she wanted to help and liked spending time with me. I had to admit it was a relief to not have to hire someone else for the occasional days the shop did have enough customers to warrant two people. It was also a relief she didn't actually cash her paychecks. 

But I kept giving them to her. And she kept stashing them away in her drawer. She didn't ever say anything about it, but it seemed she thought I didn't know she didn't cash them. Which might have been commentary about my bookkeeping skills I didn't really want to delve in to too deeply. I'd just keep up the ruse as long as she wanted to. 

I went to the door and locked it, flipping over the little sign that said I'd be back in half an hour. Most of the customers who came through the door didn't realize that sign itself was a vintage piece. It used to hang on the door of a soda shop and apothecary in the 1950s. It was one of my favorite details about my shop, and every time I looked at it I got the little tingle of excitement that reminded me of why I opened the place to begin with. That was enough to help keep me pushing, even on my bitter days. Like this one. 

Amy had taken over a mid-century coffee table for our early dinner and was already tearing off slices of the pizza for herself when I came to join her. I'd grabbed some plastic cups out of the little storage and supply room at the back of the shop and filled them with wine when I sat. 

"Classy," Amy said. 

"Nothing but the best."

"Thank you," she said, accepting one of the cups as I held it out to her. "So, tell me about your day."

I looked around, holding my arms out like I was gesturing to the empty shop. "You're looking at it."

"You didn't get any customers at all? I mean, other than the non-customer visitors," she said.

"There were a couple," I admitted. "I sold a few records and a piece of costume jewelry."

"That's at least something," Amy said. 

"It is," I agreed. "But not enough. I really need this place to pick up. It's been a struggle, and I'm worried if it doesn't turn around sometime soon I'm going to have to think about cutting my losses and finding something else to do."

"There's no need to think about that yet," Amy said. "And I don't think you're going to have to think about it at all. You're going to figure something out. This place will catch on. I know it will."

"Well," I said, tossing the crust of the slice of pizza I'd just eaten back into the box and reaching for another. Amy was already on her fourth. "I've actually been thinking about some things that might improve business a little."

"Like what?" she asked. She wiped her fingertips on a paper napkin and finished off her wine before refilling her cup.

"I might rethink the layout. I've been watching the people who come in just to look around and a lot of them don't seem to flow through the space easily. It's like they get caught up in certain areas and end up backtracking rather than continuing through the rest of the shop. If the layout was more approachable it might encourage people to walk all the way around it, which would let them see more of what there is to offer."

"And possibly find something they just can't live without," Amy said.

I nodded. "Exactly. The big box stores do it all the time. They arrange the products to make them the most appealing and then have the aisles laid out so customers walk a path that will give them the most face time with the merchandise they want to move the most. Especially when there are big sales. I need to do the same thing here. Like Black Friday, only with really old stuff I'm not marking up a ton to put on discount."

"I'm liking your logic," she said. "What else have you got?"

"I've also been thinking I need to focus most of my attention on pushing the record collection. As much as I love the clothes and accessories, they don't move anywhere near as well as the records. A lot of the people who come in and actually buy something mention they heard about the shop from other people who collect records, or found out about it because they are specifically looking for vinyl. As much as we’re known, which isn't much but it's something, we're known for those records, so I should focus on putting that forward."

Amy nodded, moving on to her fifth piece of pizza. "It's definitely worth a shot."

I let out a short laugh and took another bite of my slice. It never ceased to amaze me how much this woman could consume at any given time. Amy was just a little slip of a thing, yet she could eat everyone I knew under the table. I'd witnessed her take down entire pizzas by herself and still have room for dessert and breadsticks. It was impressive in a way. 

The conversation moved away from the vintage shop and to her day at the winery. It was definitely more interesting, and it gave my mind a bit of a break from worrying about my own business, which was very welcome.
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Sam

“Room’s all ready, boss,” Mike said as we got off the elevator.

“I could have slept on the bus,” I said.

Mike shook his head. 

“Mr. Cooper said you should be sleeping in the buildings,” he said. “It’s a safety thing.”

“Well, Jarod is my manager, not my boss,” I said, more irritably than I perhaps intended. 

“Got you, boss,” Mark said, and I wondered if he was poking fun at me or not. Shrugging, I decided I didn’t care. I was too tired to care.

“What room again?” I said, having reached almost the end of the hallway. 

“This one,” he said, pointing at the last room on the right. 

“Ah,” I said, opening the door with the key that he handed me on the elevator. “Thanks.”

“Goodnight, boss,” Mike said as I closed the door. 

“’Night, Mike,” I said, and then leaned against it for a second and shut my eyes.

Mike Windham was a good guy. A great roadie. Always had everything prepped and ready, and never complained about anything. But he was also a people pleaser, and needed that constant pat on the back that he was doing a good job. It was exhausting at the best of times, but lately...

It was the fifth city in five days. Before that it was twenty-two cities in thirty. Before that, six straight months of a show every other night or every night all over the country. At least it was almost over. For the first time in my entire life, I was actually getting a little bit tired of playing music. 

Normally, I was good with touring. I didn’t care how many cities we played or how long we did or didn’t stay in them. I didn’t care if we were flying or driving or taking a bus or train. I wanted to do it all. Every city, every show, I was ready and on. I loved it.

It loved me back. I was, by all measures, at least semi-famous. My music was on the radio all the time, and while I wasn’t exactly in the Beyoncé level of stardom I did pretty damn well for myself. Rock and roll was making a comeback, and in a day and age where everything was streaming for free my music was actually making money. I was a top earner on some of the paid-purchase apps, and my songs were streaming at a rate that made Spotify very happy and my manager Jarod even happier. 

But I was finally getting a little tired, not just from the constant grind but from what I felt like I was missing by being on the road. Primarily, my son. 

Owen was the light of my life, and being his father had changed who I was to my core. I didn’t get to see him often, but when I did he still recognized me and knew I was his father. That was something at least. Besides performing, Owen was the only thing worth waking up for.

Owen represented a shift in my career perspective. No longer was it about playing big shows and being a star. Now it was about securing a legacy and a future for my son. To make sure I could give him everything he ever wanted, certainly everything he needed, and make sure that he had the freedom to do whatever he wanted when he grew up. 

His mother and I had what I thought was a perfect arrangement. She had been a one-night stand after a show in Vancouver. She had been working as a waitress and we hit it off before the show and then tumbled into bed afterward. Neither of us thought it would be anything more; we didn’t even really want it to be either. But nine months later I got a call and found out that she was pregnant. I barely remembered who she was, but a quick paternity test would make it clear I was the father.

Jessica and I dated very briefly after that, trying to see if we could make something work. But with my schedule, and her interests being so different from my own, it fell apart within weeks. Neither of us held a grudge about it, and she was very happy with the arrangement we came up with. She moved to L.A. and would keep Owen with her and raise him, and I would get to see him as often as I liked between tours. Until I didn’t have a career anymore or wasn’t on the road, or Owen got old enough to make choices as to who he wanted to spend time with, we would keep it that way. 

It was better than any court arrangement since I couldn’t make sure I was in town on any certain day with my touring schedule, but if I wanted to take a couple of weeks off at some point I could see him as often as I wanted. I even bought a house for her to stay in when I was in Los Angeles so I could be around him and he could still have his mother there.

And his stepfather now.

That was an interesting wrinkle. 

Jessica had married last year, and it seemed like true love. I was genuinely happy for her, and played a song at their wedding. The guy she married was a nice man, and he understood our situation without getting jealous or weird about it, which I was sure was a rare quality in men. I always felt a little bad for the situation any man she dated was instantly in. But Kevin was good with the whole thing, and seemed to really care about Owen and Jessica, so it worked out. 

Still, I hated the idea that Owen would think of him as his father. It was a jealousy that I had, that I knew I had no real right to. Kevin was his father in all but name. I was just a guy who came around once in a while. 

I needed to stop beating myself up. I opened my eyes and crossed over to the bed, leaving clothes where they fell as I went. I was a rockstar. If a maid found me in the morning passed out naked in bed, then that was just another story in the mythos, right? 

The only thing I kept with my was my phone. I made a sharp turn at the bed, forcing myself to go get a shower first. I didn’t know how much time I would have the next morning. Plus, I had a bad tendency not to sleep in a hotel room anyway and needed to take every chance I had to bathe. 

I hopped into  the shower and let the water rush over me as I let the tension out of my neck and shoulders. Performing always locked my body up with adrenaline and when I got back to the hotel rooms, assuming I was staying in one, I needed a while to relax. For a lot of performers that usually meant they took drugs, but not me. I preferred hot showers and bad TV. 

As I stood in the shower, an image came to my mind that I shoved away quickly. It was an image that often cropped up in moments where I was trying to relax and I was alone. A face. A face of a woman I had never gotten over. Someone I missed terribly. Someone I would never see again. 

I shoved that thought away violently and focused on getting clean. When I was done I climbed out and got dry, stumbling toward the bed in only my towel. I crawled into bed and pulled up my phone’s messages. There were a few in there, all from Jessica. Pictures of Owen playing at the park, drawing a picture, eating spaghetti. 

I loved those pictures. I loved that Jessica sent them to me reliably, every day or every other day. It meant I got to see some of those lost moments of him growing up. In a way I was still part of his childhood, even from far away. 

There was also a message. It was short but to the point, and I knew how hard it was for her to write. She didn’t like pressuring me.

“When will you have some time off?” the text read. “You haven’t been to see him in two weeks.”

“I’m at the end of this tour,” I typed back. “Tomorrow is in Santa Rosa, then the tour ends next week. I’m taking some time off to record after that.”

The message was read but not responded to, and I tried to take that as a good thing. She saw it and she was going to plan for it, but she wasn’t going to pressure me for exact times. I never
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