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For my dad, who taught me that no dream is too big




Author’s Note
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Love Felt Like This is a stand-alone romance novel, set in the cozy North Carolina mountains. Sometimes life might feel sad, but this love story isn’t meant to be. I only write happy endings.

Please note the following content warnings:


	Descriptive sex scenes

	Explicit language

	Alcohol consumption

	Death of a loved one (off-page)

	Grieving of a loved one

	Parental abandonment and estrangement

	Cheating (off-page; not main characters)



Be kind to your heart as you read, friends.

Now, grab a plate of diner pancakes, cuddle up in that fluffy blanket, and enjoy your time in Elk Grove!

xo Julie O.
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“As you start traveling down that road of life, remember this: There are never enough comfort stops.”

—Jim Henson

“Only time can heal your broken heart. Just as only time can heal his broken arms and legs.”

—Miss Piggy, Miss Piggy’s Guide to Life






CHAPTER ONE

The Professional Bird

BEVERLY
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Sometimes I wish I’d been lucky enough to inherit a resting bitch face. Life would be easier if I were consistent. Instead, I wear every single emotion the moment it happens.

Every. Single. One.

Tell me surprising news, and my jaw drops to the floor. I attempt to cover my mouth afterward, but I can’t pull that shock back in. If you publicly tell a joke that doesn’t land, I—God, I’m so sorry—feel your pain with a cringe that everyone in the room can witness.

I’m so sorry.

“Are you all right?”

And if I’m tired and haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours, my face falls like melted butter. I gain about three discolored creases beneath my eyes that I wish said Thirty-two-year-old woman working overtime to achieve dreams, but it’s more like That poor woman has the flu. Bless her heart.

I wave to the concerned production assistant at the end of the hall, clearing my throat to call over, “I’m all right! Thanks, Tara!”

Tara smiles. I smile. We have a blast pretending I told the truth.

Finch’s voice chimes through the phone pressed to my ear, “I don’t know who you’re talking to, but I bet they don’t believe you.”

“They definitely don’t,” I respond, giving a tight grin as the production assistant trails off, clipboard held close.

“Are you all right?” Finch asks.

“Absolutely not.”

I am five minutes away from appearing on live television. The risky steps I took to get here feel like a slow, inevitable march into a career grave I dug for myself.

Step one: Fly to Los Angeles to live with my now ex-boyfriend and pursue puppetry, like my grandfather before me.

Step two: Deplete my savings account to purchase the intellectual property of a canceled children’s show.

And step three: Appear on this live variety show solo, as a last-ditch effort to find sponsorships for my revival, all before moving back to my hometown in two days, penniless and a loser. Nationwide television exposure could prevent the whole penniless part. Or not. Especially since I’m not supposed to be performing solo.

“Please tell me you’re close,” I plead over the phone.

Finch’s mournful sigh responds. “I’m still stuck in traffic.”

Traffic.

Traffic in Los Angeles.

Repeating it in my head doesn’t make it an easier pill to swallow. I know better than to leave late and risk traffic, and so does Finch. But he’s also seventy, and he moves a lot slower now than he has over the past fifty years of spearheading Flock Workshop.

I pull in an unsteady breath and let it out.

“Bev? You there?” Finch asks. My mentor’s gentle voice could just as easily be delivered by an all-knowing wizard with a pipe. My grandfather sounded the same way. “My hearing aid is whining. Oh wait, or is that just you?”

I choke out a laugh at his joke. “Just figuring out which floor of this building has windows that aren’t barred so I can fling myself out.”

“The fourth.”

“Thanks for the tip. You’re an awful influence.”

Calmly, sagely, totally ignoring my freak-out, Finch asks, “How is Bernie taking all this?”

I bite my bottom lip and nod to myself. “He’s hanging around.”

Slung across my lap, Bernie Bird is just a sack of felt and feathers with his beak agape. I smooth the blue feathers over his forehead. They float back into place, guided by meticulous construction and maybe a little static. This iconic bird puppet is valued at more than my gross earnings in a single year. Well, what I was earning until recently. Until our corporate sponsors didn’t renew their contracts. Until federal grants were cut. Until Flock Workshop, our nonprofit that produces Birds on the Block, couldn’t stay afloat and we had to close up shop.

“You’ll be fine,” Finch reassures me.

“Yep. I’ll be fine,” I echo, more to myself than to Finch. I sandwich my phone between my cheek and shoulder so I can flick a speck of dust off Bernie’s eyeball. I stretch my fingers and shake out my palms. “We’ll be fine.”

“I’ll be there as soon as possible,” Finch assures me. “But you’ll have to go on without me.”

“So dramatic,” I tease.

“If you flop, I’ll keep an eye on the fourth-floor window. I’ll put out a mattress or a trampoline.” It’s terribly dark humor for two people creating silly voices for a living, but that’s the way of the industry.

I stand from my cross-legged position on the vinyl faux wood floor. I can’t handle the way my feet bounce when I sit. I turn my attention to my chipped blue nail polish, painted to match Bernie. Maybe I should have repainted them, but my nail polish is packed up with the rest of my apartment. Not that pretty nails matter. My hands will be shoved up one end of a sock sleeve in less than five minutes.

I halt when laughter erupts from down the hall. The Late Night Laughs Show is in full swing. People dressed in black turtlenecks and slacks rush past with headsets. The skit onstage comes to its closing punch line. I try to ignore the cackles from the audience—maybe they’re genuine, or maybe their laughter is prompted by monitors, who knows?—because it feels like they’re taunting me. Their joy is an insult to me personally, like How dare they be amused while I prepare to ruin all their fun?

Oh God, I’m gonna bomb onstage. In front of everyone.

The Late Night Laughs Show is a weekly sketch-comedy show. The show’s cast performs every Saturday, and it’s a live broadcast. Mistakes, breaks, and all, for the whole country to see. This is old hat for these comedians. For me? Not so much. My performances are always prerecorded. Not this time.

I need to breathe. Tonight isn’t all about me. I’m only one guest out of three tonight. But I bet neither the host nor the musical guest have as much on the line.

Tonight’s guest host is some older, classically handsome actor my momma adored back in the ’80s who is coasting toward the end of his career. The live feed could be cut, and he’d happily take his check and go back home to his mansion in Malibu. Easy night.

And then there’s the musical guest.

No, not just a musical guest—the golden-boy musician right now.

Griffin Harvey, heartthrob singer-songwriter, has absolutely nothing to lose if he makes a mistake onstage.

Griffin Harvey, who took home five awards for his debut album two years ago.

Five.

Best New Artist. Song of the Year. Best Rock Performance. Best Rock Album. Album of the Year. My friends saw Griffin Harvey in concert last year and claimed it was a borderline religious experience. I wouldn’t know. As a rule, I stay away from musicians now.

At least I know my family will be watching The Late Night Laughs Show for my performance. They’re home in North Carolina, probably in the living room with the fireplace going. I bet the January mountain breeze is pushing against the sliding glass door as they tuck into their thick quilts that Momma stitched. The TV is on mute for commercials while Daddy makes popcorn in the kitchen. Uncle Greg will have a crossword or a sudoku or whatever it is he’s obsessed with nowadays. Nana will shush them all when I appear on-screen.

But aside from my family, Griffin Harvey is the only reason anyone else is tuning in tonight. I can only hope that Griffin’s fans have kids and love Birds on the Block, but more than likely, his audience consists of a bunch of horny single people. I could tell that all my former Flock Workshop colleagues were biting their tongues to keep from asking if I’d get his autograph. My little brother, Rob, was the only one who sheepishly called me with the request, as if wanting Griffin Harvey’s signature would mean supporting me less.

Unfortunately, I’ll be lucky to get Rob a gum wrapper signed.

Griffin Harvey barreled through the backstage door earlier tonight, one full hour before his call time, announced by pounding footfalls of his black leather boots. The hallway fell silent, and I swear even the air-conditioning shivered off.

Griffin didn’t say a word or look at anyone. He was a whirlwind of wild brown hair that flew well past his bulky shoulders as he made a beeline for his designated greenroom. His sheer height and wrestler build had me convinced he’d have to sidestep through the doorway, but he fit snug, like a rectangular peg in the perfect rectangular hole.

There are rumors about Griffin Harvey. That he’s difficult and mean. That he’s a diva on tour. That he literally growls at people as they walk past. I don’t know if I believe that one. I try not to trust everything I hear, because LA’s rumor mill can be rabid. I know that firsthand. But I’ve also had insight into a famous musician’s life before, and rumors … well, they can be true.

Griffin Harvey has been in his greenroom all night, only coming out once to refill his water bottle at the cooler down the hall. He glowered at everyone who passed by, including that kind production assistant, Tara, who simply asked if he needed a snack.

My brother will have to miss out on that autograph. I won’t be another fawning fan stroking a celebrity’s ego. There are far happier people I could get autographs from. Maybe I’ll ask the production assistant. She seems lovely. In fact, she was part of the crew who howled with laughter when I brought Bernie Bird to life during rehearsal.

Performing live can’t be any different, right?

My leg bounces again.

“Bev, you still there?” Finch asks. I’ve been quiet on the phone for too long.

“Yes. Jittery, but yes.”

“How many cups of coffee have you had today?”

I peer over at a discarded cup in the trash bin, thrown onto a pile of other coffee-stained cups littered in throughout the day—two or three of which are probably mine. I’ve lost count.

“That’s too personal of a question and you know it,” I answer.

I hear his grin through the phone. “Albert was the same way.”

“If Grandpa died because of too much coffee, then I’m convinced he died happy.”

Finch chuckles. “Well, that and the burgers and smoking.”

“So what I’m hearing is that coffee wasn’t the true problem.”

“Bev.”

“I need it.”

“Bev.”

“I’m joking.” Not a joke.

“You’ve got this,” he reassures me.

“I do,” I echo, just so he doesn’t worry. But I’m not so sure.

I refocus all my overcaffeinated attention on Bernie Bird in my arms.

I can logically say that I know what I’m doing. I’ve practiced Bernie Bird’s mannerisms and voice almost my entire life. My grandpa, Albert Starling, was his original puppeteer, and I’ve mastered the same squawk through mimicry and general childhood obsession. But Finch is supposed to be my helping hand—literally the other hand needed to perform Bernie Bird—and that clearly isn’t happening, so we roll with the punches, don’t we?

“I’ll just pin Bernie’s hand to his stomach,” I say, reaching into my pocket and pulling out a safety pin. I hook it through Bernie’s right hand—the one Finch was supposed to operate with his own—and secure it to Bernie’s body. “Nobody will notice.”

“See? There you go. Problem solved,” Finch says. “And seriously, no more coffee.”

“Hmm? What? Did you say More coffee?”

He gives a raspy laugh. “Knock ’em dead, Bevvy.”

“Well, if you’re sure …”

Finch’s chuckles continue until I hang up. Taking a deep inhale, I put my phone on silent and tuck it into my coveralls pocket. As if on cue, the kind production assistant pokes her head around the corner “You and Bernie ready?”

My heart pounds into my throat. My body buzzes. I tell myself it’s not nerves but excitement. That’s what Nana would say.

I plaster on my best beaming grin.

“Let’s do this, Tara.”

Tara smiles. People always do when you remember their name, and everyone deserves to feel seen. Especially if they’ve been ignored all day by celebrity musicians like Griffin Harvey.

I follow Tara from the narrow hallway that swaddled me and my nerves, all the way to the stage. The overhead lights are dimmed. A countdown shows that we have one minute remaining in the commercial break. The crowded audience shifts in their seats, chattering among themselves while I walk out with the feathery blue puppet on my arm.

I avert my eyes to the ground and pull in another deep inhale. My white sneakers squeak across the stage floor as I’m guided behind a low partition set up in front of a blank wall. It feels ridiculous now that I scrubbed my shoes clean last night. Nobody at home will see my feet anyway.

Once behind the partition, I lower myself to sit on a small apple box with a cushion and disappear from the audience. My held breath leaves on an exhale. This—being out of sight—already feels more comfortable, even if I am alone.

Puppeteering generally involves quite a few of us sardined together, smelling like sweat and minty gum. Puppeteering is an intimate job; most people don’t realize that. You learn quickly once your ass is shoved near the hips of your coworker as you both operate a puppet teaching children about manners.

No ass shoving tonight. Just me.

Tara pats against the wall. “We’ll count you down, all right?”

I nod vigorously, probably looking like a bobblehead.

I mutter to myself, “You’ve got this. You’re a professional.” A practice. A mantra.

The thing is, I can puppeteer in my sleep. In fact, I might have that one year I worked double duty filming Birds on the Block while also moonlighting at a production of A Christmas Carol when they were short one puppeteer. Despite the sleep puppeteering, it was fun. Grandpa always said that things either get done or they don’t. It’ll just take hard work, and I’ve never shied away from work.

But I’ve never performed on live television. If I miss a line or fall short with comedic timing, the world will see. It could go viral online. I need sponsors, not another scandal. People finally don’t recognize me on the street anymore. This is a chance for a new start.

I look up at the catwalk lined with studio lights. Maybe one will drop on my head Looney Tunes–style and corporations will partner with me out of pity. No, I’ve never been that lucky.

A small rectangular monitor at my feet displays what the audience will see on television. It currently exhibits a blank space where Bernie Bird will be performed. I place one hand against the headset strapped across my forehead, slide it side to side, and shift my bangs away from my eyes to give myself a clearer view.

Suddenly, the stage lights turn on. Hot. Bright.

The live band plays the show’s theme in a symphony of brass.

I shoot both arms into the air, one tucked inside Bernie’s beak and the other through a feathery hand. I lean my ear to my shoulder so that none of my head shows on-camera. The monitor below—what the viewers at home will see—shows only Bernie Bird, alert and ready.

Someone counts down, “Back in three. Two.”

One.

The set is dead quiet. My ears buzz.

“And now,” one of the cast members announces, “we have a very special appearance tonight. Ladies and gentlemen, returning to us after two years off-air, Birds on the Block’s very own Bernie Bird!”

The audience erupts with cheers and clapping.

My heart is thrumming in my chest. My arm is shaking inside Bernie’s feathery sleeve. I pull in a breath. Release it.

I can do this.

I’ve performed Bernie Bird a million times before.

I wait for the host to rush back behind the partition to perform the skit, just like we rehearsed.

Bernie Bird is ready.

I’m ready.

Instead, a pair of roughened black lace-up boots stumble into place next to me. The person attached almost knocks into Bernie suspended above my head.

I look up and let out an involuntary gasp that echoes into the mic. My knee-jerk, over-the-top expressions betray me again.

Griffin Harvey stands beside me, squinting into the stage lights with a scowl beneath his beard as he tucks his phone into his pocket.

What in the world is he doing here?

This isn’t what we practiced at all.

The studio goes silent.

I hold my breath. We all do.

For one second.

Two.

Three.

That’s too long.

Because we’re on live television, because it’s quiet on set to the point of someone in the audience awkwardly coughing, and because I’m a professional—I’m a professional; I’m a damn professional—I flex my hand and move Bernie’s beak. I attune my voice to Bernie’s iconic nasal pitch, and then I ask into my headset, “Who are you?”




CHAPTER TWO

Another Door Opens

GRIFFIN
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A woman is sitting next to me at crotch level. I must be dreaming, because that same petite blonde definitely has her hand shoved up the ass end of Bernie Bird.

“Who are you?” Bernie says—no, she says.

I’ve had a lot of weird dreams the past two years while drifting in and out of consciousness with the TV on and my screaming daughter in my arms, unable to sleep through the night. One time, I dreamed I was onstage with my guitar, but it was Ava wailing into the mic. Another time, my bandmates took us out for drinks, except the shot glasses were small bottles of milk. But I’ve never dreamed about this woman.

Her long lashes catch on blond bangs, pressed down by the headset looped around her forehead. A dimple rests in the corner of her lips as they crook into a gentle smile.

“I didn’t—” I start to say to her, but the woman averts her eyes and refocuses her attention to a monitor on the floor. I follow her gaze to the screen. The monitor displays an exact visual of our awkward situation: my face glaring off-camera at the floor below and, beside me, Bernie Bird, staring my way with expectant raised eyebrows. My heart plummets.

“Ahem,” Bernie says. She says. I watch the woman’s lips move as her hand flexes and opens his beak, but a squawking voice asks into her head mic, “Mr. Harvey?”

I finally look up, trailing the length of her coverall sleeve until it disappears underneath the slack fabric coated in blue feathers. Where her hand should be, a bird stares at me with blank circular eyes.

“You seem distracted,” Bernie Bird continues with a slight squawk.

Cue audience laughter. I don’t join in. Nerves bubble up my chest, to my cheeks and the top of my head, boiling over and dripping heat down my spine like lava.

I’m not dreaming.

I grit my jaw. “I shouldn’t be here.”

I was distracted. I got a text from my nanny about Ava and walked a few steps too far, completely ignoring Jimmy’s hissed whispers of “Griffin!” before I landed smack-dab under this spotlight. I’ve made a lot of missteps as a sleep-deprived dad, but this takes the cake.

“Oh boy. Well, this is uncomfortable then,” Bernie says in the silence, tapping his fingers against his round stomach.

More laughter erupts from everyone but me.

“Right there with you, Bernie.”

He bounces in place, sending small dust motes from his feathers sparkling under the stage lights. “Wait, wait, Griffin Harvey knows Bernie Bird?” His feathery hand points to himself.

Christ.

Of course I know Bernie Bird. What person born in the ’90s doesn’t? I spent more afternoons with him and the Birds on the Block crew than I did with my own parents. Birds followed me into my adult life too. It was the only show that calmed Ava at night before it got unceremoniously ripped from streaming platforms six months ago. Seeing Bernie beyond the television’s glow in my dark living room almost feels like talking to a celebrity.

I glance again at the hands stuck inside him.

A very violated celebrity.

Poor guy.

We spent many long nights together, and here we are again. Both embarrassed. Both humiliated.

I look behind me, searching for someone—anyone—to drag me off this damn stage.

My manager, Jimmy, doesn’t budge. We’ve always functioned like that one law of motion. For every one of my scowls, he has the equal and opposite reaction: a beaming grin. And right now, every single crooked tooth shines back at me as he gives two giddy thumbs-up.

A soft feather brushes my arm. I whip my head back to Bernie. His hand jerks away, and he ruffles a shoulder in a makeshift shiver. The audience laughs again.

Bernie leans close. “It’s okay to be scared on television.”

“I’m not scared,” I counter. The words bite because he shakes again. More audience laughter.

I’m not scared. I’m irritated that I got myself into this mess by not paying attention. This show is supposed to be my final television appearance for a few months—easy does it, then we’re home—but now … I’m talking to a damn bird.

“Sometimes when I’m scared,” Bernie Bird muses—good lord, can we not—“I close my eyes and think really hard about somewhere else I’d like to be. Where would you like to be?”

I’d like to be at home with my daughter, singing her bedtime music. Hell, I’d like to be sitting with my guitar on my knees, writing my next album. That second one’s a distant fantasy, though. I haven’t written new material in almost a year.

Instead, I’m here. With a puppet telling me to close my eyes.

I look into Bernie’s round Ping-Pong balls and grunt, “Can you even close your eyes?”

His feathered hand reaches up and frantically pats his eyeballs. The beak contorts, squishing his face in disappointment. The audience notices his lack of eyelids at the same time he does. Laughter explodes through the studio. It only spikes my heart rate higher.

“It’s funny,” Bernie says, “Nobody has ever noticed that before.”

“Noticed what?”

“Y’know,” he says, gesturing to the eyeballs again, fanning his fingers. “That my eyes can’t close.”

“You don’t know you’re a puppet?” I deadpan.

He makes another grimace at the audience.

“You don’t know you’re difficult to interview?” he shoots back with a squawk. The audience erupts into laughs. My chest tightens.

“Fair enough,” I answer truthfully.

Suddenly, I feel like I’m back on the promotional circuit.

Griffin “Does He Even Want to Be Here?” Harvey.

Griffin “Did He Really Just Say That?” Harvey.

So-called “heartthrob” Griffin Harvey. The musician who inspires thoughtful questions such as “Single and looking for love anytime soon, Griffin?”

“That’s none of your goddamn business, is it?” I answered.

That particular interview went viral. Because of course it did. I might normally feel bad about snapping, but … well, that reporter had shitty timing.

Bernie clears his throat. “All right, Fin … Can I call you that? Fin?” At my silence, he adds, “Okay, how about Griffy?” He peers at me. “Can I use Griffy?”

I grunt out, “Sure.”

“Right, so Griffy, how about we fix your interview skills, hmm? We’re gonna try a couple things, okay? I’m gonna make you”—he pokes my chest with his finger—“laugh.”

I lift an eyebrow. The audience chuckles at my lack of response.

“Okay, okay,” he continues. “Ahem. Knock, knock.”

“Who’s there?”

Bernie immediately looks taken aback, placing one feathered hand to his chest. “You’re not gonna answer the door for me?”

“All right,” I say slowly. “I open the door.”

Bernie huffs out a breath. “You’re doing it all wrong.” He mimes opening a door instead of simply announcing it, like I did. His palm makes a ta-da motion. “There. Like that.”

“Door’s open, then.”

“No, no, no. Let’s start over.” He mimes shutting it closed, shaking his head in a fluster.

I exhale. The walls start to tilt as my fingers begin to twitch. I look down at the floor to find something that won’t move. A landing place—a place to stick. It’s worked for me over the years. A person in an audience. A piece of lint on a stage. But instead of finding something steady, a feeling like a drumstick striking a cymbal radiates through my chest. Because there is no floor beneath me—just green eyes staring back.

The woman.

I forgot she was puppeteering Bernie. Her wide eyes sparkle like emeralds under studio lighting.

No floor. But still steady. Grounding.

She blinks at me in confusion. I notice familiar etchings under her eyes, the same dark lines that stare back at me in the mirror. She’s tired. And suddenly it hits me, what the hell we’re doing.

This isn’t a rude reporter pushing into my personal life. This isn’t even a bird. This is a woman with a puppet on her arm, trying her best to play pretend for the joy of others. And I am being the biggest asshole.

I may not have my shit together, but this woman is depending on me. Just like Jimmy, my bandmates, and Ava.

Get it together, Griffin.

I clench my fists, straighten my posture, and meet eyes with Bernie Bird again.

“Okay, let’s start over,” I announce. My heart is pounding, and I want nothing more than to go home. But I’m here.

I mime jerking open the imaginary door myself. There’s a small moment of pause, but then Bernie jumps forward and shuts the door.

I open it again.

He shuts it.

I open it.

The audience hesitantly starts laughing again.

“You can’t just slam the door in my face,” I fake argue.

“And why not?” he asks.

“Because it’s rude.”

More gradual laughter.

“I’m not rude,” he says. “You’re rude.”

“I’ll try not to be. Now, let’s do this.”

“Do what?”

“Answer the door, Bernie.”

“What door?”

“The door.” I open it.

The bird is quiet. The audience waits with bated breath.

Finally, he leans forward and whispers, “You know there isn’t a door here, right?”

This time the audience bursts into cackles, and I bark out a short laugh, too, the noise odd and uncomfortable.

Bernie set me up. Well, she did.

I glance down at the woman by my feet. She’s looking up at me with a beaming smile. Flushed cheeks and twinkling eyes. Pure joy.

The cymbal in my chest rings out again.

Music starts. Saxophones, drums, jazz.

Suddenly, the host shimmies beside us into the tight space behind the partition, cheesing for the camera.

“Everybody, Bernie Bird and Griffin Harvey!”

The crowd claps like crazy. My nerves are shot. Everything is numb. Offstage, Jimmy is whistling. I can feel the phone in my pocket buzzing.

Despite it all, I can’t help but steal one final look at the woman hidden from the audience behind the partition. She’s grinning down at the monitor—at the television showing me, the host, and the bird.

The corners of my lips rise at the sight. Her proud smile is contagious. I bet she’s basking in the energy of a good performance—the creation of something new. I understand that feeling. God, I miss that feeling.

I look at the monitor again.

Me and Bernie.

A juxtaposition of cobalt blue feathers and a goofy open-beaked grin beside my long brown hair and furrowed brow.

Deep in my gut, I have a feeling this won’t be the last time I see us together.




CHAPTER THREE

Freak Accidents

BEVERLY
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“One million views in less than twenty-four hours.”

I blow out an unsteady breath. “Oh my God, stop. I’m gonna vomit.”

“Bev, look.”

I turn from the limp fleece in my hands to Finch’s cocked head. He extends his tablet toward me, with its size fifty-thousand font and blinding backlight.

“Finch, I don’t—”

“Just look.” There’s a little line between Finch’s brows that says he’s not mad at me for refusing the tablet, just disappointed. That’s somehow worse.

I take the tablet. On the screen is a still frame of Griffin Harvey and Bernie Bird.

After the variety show, I slept just long enough not to hallucinate while driving, and when I woke up, this video had exploded. It was sent to me by anyone I’ve smiled in the direction of since high school, and I’m a very generous smiler. I have texts from most of my hometown of Elk Grove, including my nana, who sent it twice just in case you ignored it the first time.

In the video’s snapshot, Griffin’s lips tilt up, showing just a sliver of his white teeth behind the rugged beard. Bernie’s feathery hand—well, my hand slipped inside—rests on his forearm.

Griffin and Bernie do not match in any sense of the word. Griffin’s long hair and black shirt are the antithesis of Bernie’s blue feathers. Griffin looks hesitant to be happy. Bernie is ecstatic to be brought to life.

“It’s incredible,” Finch says.

My stomach twists into a tangled mess, and a swallow catches in my throat.

“Psht” is all I can jokingly respond. But yes, it is incredible.

Puppeteers search their entire careers for this type of chemistry: irritated versus bubbly. Serious paired with silly. Midnight and sunshine. It’s the perfect duo, guaranteed to get those knee-slapping-type laughs. The ones comedians would cut off their right arm for. Seriously, ask me. I’d do it, if I could still puppeteer afterward.

Below the paused video, a ticker showcases more than one million views. I want to laugh in disbelief. I also want to vomit. For now, I’m somewhere in between with a nervous grin.

“This was a freak accident,” I say, handing the tablet back.

Finch blinks. “Freak accident?”

“Yeah, like if … I don’t know, if a piano fell from the ceiling right now.”

“That only happens in cartoons.”

“You’re telling me a piano has never fallen on top of someone before?”

“Sure, maybe once or twice.”

“See? That’s my point. Possible, but freaky.”

“Oh, Bev …” There’s that cute-old-man disappointment again. He knows how to work me.

I stroll over to the coffee maker in the opposite corner of the workshop, far from my guilt and away from the rolls of fabric, felt scraps scattered on wooden workbenches, and the off-duty puppets hung on rods.

I’ll miss this place. I only had enough funds to purchase the Birds on the Block intellectual property and to gain ownership of our nonprofit, Flock Workshop. But I couldn’t rescue all the assets—not the bins and bins full of felt, feathers, fleece, and foam, and not this renovated warehouse that acts as our workshop. My little slice of home.

“One hundred more views in the last thirty seconds,” Finch calls over to me.

My hand shakes when I grab the carafe’s handle, and it isn’t because I’ve had too much caffeine. (I’m only on my third cup, which is honestly child’s play.) No, it’s because one million people now know my name, nestled in the comment section of that video.


Bernie Bird, puppeteered by Beverly Lark



That thought sends the shivering glass carafe knocking against my mug.

One million people.

I acknowledge Finch’s awe with a musing “That’s a lot of people.”

One million.

I dump two packets of sugar into my coffee (okay, maybe three) and fill the rest with creamer before reaching over and rolling the dial on the workshop’s speakers. The music plays louder, creating white noise over my thoughts. But Sir Elton John serenades me for only two seconds before Finch starts talking again.

“Listen to these comments!” he yells over the music. “‘Who knew Griffin Harvey has a sense of humor,’” Finch reads. “‘I’ll whip out a puppet, too, if he smiles at me like that.’”

I reluctantly lower the volume on my precious Elton John. “Mm-hmm. He has good comedic timing.” I pace back over with my coffee, setting it on the windowsill and away from my project.

Finch lowers the table. “That’s all you can say?”

A laugh bubbles out of me. “What else do you want me to say?”

“This could be big, Bev.”

“How?”

“This is exposure. This could save Birds.”

“I mean, sure,” I sort of agree, but I feel my eyebrows stitch together.

Finch squints at me. “You don’t think so.”

I smooth my palm over laid-out felt. “The all-powerful companies have spoken,” I explain with a sardonic laugh. “We’ve pitched multiple times over the past two years. They all passed. No grants. Merch isn’t selling either. And PBN’s funding is cut, too, so …”

My words fade. He can fill in the blanks. We’ve had this conversation too many times.

Flock Workshop is the nonprofit that funds and creates the educational children’s puppet show Birds on the Block. We were funded in three ways: merchandise, federal grants, and partnerships. But the culture is different now. Merchandise doesn’t sell like it used to. Our reliable source of government support, Public Broadcasting Network, doesn’t get as much funding anymore. Our only savior would be a big partnership.

When our last corporate sponsor dropped us two years ago, we went out and pitched to everyone and their mother who had a drive to do good and some spare money to put in good places. I personally sought out different educational programs, landing on their doorsteps with a smile and a puppet armed to make jokes. But we came up dry. Slimming down our staff turned into mass layoffs; then it was just a few writers and puppeteers until our lone streaming platform didn’t renew our contract. That was the last nail in the coffin. Flock Workshop couldn’t stay afloat. My colleagues moved on to other projects. Finch is retiring. I’m out of a job and moving back home.

Finch formed the connection with the producer of The Late Night Laughs Show to get us airtime. It was a hope that maybe, just maybe, a sponsor would notice and reach out to us. But we talked to a network executive after the show, and they said they didn’t have the bandwidth to bring on such a big intellectual property. Now that we’re packing up the workshop, this viral video feels more like a last hurrah.

“You should reach out to him,” Finch says.

“Who? The producer?”

“Griffin.”

My stomach twists at the thought. “Oh, please.”

“Maybe he’ll want to get involved,” Finch insists, taking a step closer. “He could have some contacts. This looks good for him, too, you know.”

“He probably doesn’t even know this is happening. This’ll all blow over in a few days.”

“One last push, Bev.”

“He’s a famous rock star, Finch,” I say, sharper than I want. My cheeks heat, and I immediately wince. “Sorry, I just don’t really think he cares, to be honest.”

Finch clears his throat, sets down the tablet on a workbench, and shuffles to the coffee maker. He doesn’t push the topic, but we both know what I’m not saying out loud.

This is still about Beau.

Finch knows only vague details about my ex-boyfriend. Beau and I were high school sweethearts, but when he got his big break as a musician, his life moved on from small towns and small-town girls. He made that clear when I caught him at a club with his backup singer perched on his lap and sucking the air from his lungs like they were both the human version of that scream-stealing machine in Monsters, Inc.

I’m not an angry person, okay? I don’t yell. But I may have let out a really embarrassing sobbing wail that’ll make me cringe even on my deathbed. Long story short, our messy blowout was caught on video. Beau called me a gold digger, and the internet believed him. I deleted all social media, but I was still called every horrible name under the sun by anyone who recognized me on the street in LA.

Griffin Harvey is a famous musician, too, just like Beau. Arrogant, morally bankrupt, and the type of attractive that he’s fully aware of.

And yes, I noticed. I have eyes. I’m ashamed of it.

From the floor, I noticed more of Griffin Harvey’s lower half than anything else. Mostly I noted that his jeans smelled like fresh denim and his boots were real leather. It was a pleasant combination that reminded me of home. I tried not to look any higher than his knees because I know how tailored jeans fit on men who smell that good. I’ve worked in television a handful of years, and I’ve been eye level with too many people’s crotches.

Okay, so maybe I stole a look.

I don’t get starstruck anymore. Working in TV normalizes a lot of celebrities when you see them sweating under bright lights and splitting donuts in half like everyone else on set. But I’m still a woman, and Griffin is still a goliath of a man.

He’s also still a human, though. Flawed, just like the rest of us. A simple sack of meat, if you will. Much like Bernie’s sack of feathers. And if that makes me sound like a serial killer, so be it.

I watch Finch pour himself coffee. My gut wants to say I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what I’d be apologizing for. He’s done a great job at rehoming us displaced Flock Workshop employees. He only wants good things for me. But now, he looks so defeated.

So to stop those basset hound eyes, I ask, “Okay, what else are the comments saying? Anything about Bernie?”

Finch shuffles across the concrete floor, returning to me quicker than before, with a smile deepening the wrinkled lines beside his mouth. I smile back. You can tell he and my grandfather spent most of their careers together. They have the same mischievous smile, like two kids who never grew up.

Finch picks up the tablet and blinks a couple of times. “Let’s see, let’s see … ah! ‘Birds on the Block is why I know my ABC’s. It’s time America gets a refresher, if you ask me.’ ‘Some of you didn’t learn how to share from Bernie Bird, and it shows.’” He chuckles to himself. “‘Bernie Bird is the hero we need but don’t deserve right now.’”

I force my smile. “They do sound excited, huh?”

He punches the air between us. “C’mon, Bevvy. Let’s pitch some more.”

I cock my head to the side with a lamenting sigh. “You’re too energetic for being seventy. Don’t you want to watch Jeopardy!? Wheel of Fortune? Get an old dog that looks too much like you and take it on slow walks?”

“Stay in LA,” he says. “Let’s give it another whirl.”

“My savings are cleaned out.”

“Stay in my guest room.”

“I’m leaving to go home tomorrow. I’ve sold everything already. My suitcases are packed. Nana would be devastated if I didn’t show up.” I turn back to my felt project, grabbing the needle and thread to start stitching. “It’s good I’m getting out of town. Maybe it’ll help me figure out what’s next.”

“What’s next is Birds. It’s always been Birds. Alice would want you to stay.”

“Well, Nana doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” I counter. “And y’know, I’m almost excited to move back. It’ll be just like the old days when I was a kid.”

I used to lie on my nana’s crocheted oval rug in front of her big brown mammoth-sized box television, doing homework on the floor. There was always a coffee maker gurgling in the kitchenette, sunshine beaming through the blinds, and blue jays outside chirping their early-afternoon song. Well, maybe there won’t be the singing birds right now. It’s winter. Birds know better than me not to stick around.

“It’ll be fun,” I say. I’m lying through my teeth, but Finch doesn’t need to know that. I need him to enjoy retirement and not worry about me or Birds on the Block. He deserves peace after all these years. Plus, it can’t be too terrible moving home, can it? Mountain breeze. Shops that open at eight and close at three. The slow life will be … good, right?

Then I remember … it’s January.

Elk Grove closes from November to April. It’s a big tourist town, but it’s also high up a mountain. People don’t swing by when the winding roads have the potential to be treacherous, so it’s not worth it to keep retail stores open.

Okay, so it’ll be a very slow life when I get back.

My restless leg twitches at the thought.

Yep, I’m gonna pass out.

I whirl around. “We should go out to eat before I leave. Where do you want to go?”

Finch’s mouth turns down. “Eat?”

“Yeah. Maybe that ramen place you love?”

“Bev.”

“What?”

He flicks his eyes to my busy worktable. It’s filled with unfinished puppets, scattered unopened mail, and an old crocheted sweater. The space looks like I live here because most of the time I do. I need to put all this in a suitcase, but packing up my side of the workshop feels more definitive than packing up my apartment.

Finch sighs. “You take up so much space here. Why not everywhere else? Why not pitch again? Why not try?”

My heart sinks.

“I do. I am,” I insist. “We pitched … we tried. It’s over.”

“This video might have changed things.”

“I doubt it.”

“I don’t. Check the Workshop email. I dare you.”

His disappointment has shifted to determination.

There’s no stopping him now.

“Fine,” I say. “I’ll prove it to you. I’ll look at the emails, okay? There won’t be anything new. Probably just the usual scammers wanting to sell us marketing advice.”

Finch grins, scooting a stool closer as I prop open my laptop. “I had a call with one of those the other day. Wanted me to wire him one thousand dollars.”

“Only one thousand? He should increase his scam cost.”

“He deserves a raise. He put up with me on the phone.”

“Oh no, what’d you do?”

“I think he was confused when Penny Pigeon started responding.”

I’ll miss this. I’ll miss Finch. I’ll miss my life in LA, with late-night writing sessions and creating new, goofy character voices. Sure, I never made a lot of friends here, because I worked too much. But I had Birds. I had Finch. I had the last piece of my grandpa, baked into every corner of this workshop. Albert Starling was a puppeteering legend, and now all his life’s work is fading away.

I finish logging in to the Flock Workshop email. “See? There’s …”

But I instantly freeze.

Because sitting in the inbox … is not spam.

My fingers hover over the keys, unmoving. I think I’m in shock. Medically.

Finch pats my shoulder with a grin. “Told you.”

Our inbox is jam-packed with emails from viewers wanting more of Bernie Bird, more of Birds on the Block, and more of Griffin Harvey. But, most importantly, two streaming platforms have expressed interest in that more.

“What the—”

“Open it!”

We click on Starlet’s email first. They’re a platform filled mostly with shows for adults and only occasional children’s programming. They’re known for being a little shaky when it comes to renewing shows, but their budget is likely massive.

Then we see an email from Connection.

“Connection!” squeezes from my throat at the same time Finch shoves my elbow.

Working with Connection would be a dream. They’re the leader in short educational documentaries, and they maintain a massive children’s catalog. We’d slide in perfectly, but they’re notably picky with their content. They passed on us ten years ago, and Finch wore funeral black for a week.

“Connection wants a meeting,” I say breathlessly. “They want … oh …”

“They want a meeting in March,” Finch completes for me. “So does Starlet.”

“Finch, I can’t be ready by March. It’s January. That’s not enough time … they want … jeez, Connection wants five new episodes written and a bunch of new research in childhood development, new music …”

Finch hums to himself. I know he wants to say more. The wrinkles and creases on his face are always deeper when he’s thinking.

“You can make this work,” he says. “I know you can.”

A laugh bubbles out of me. “Sure, if I had a year to scout people. But less than two months? Not when it’s only me.”

“Let’s breathe and look at what resources we have. Scripts and the like, okay? Then we’ll decide.”

Yes. He’s right. Inhale. Exhale. Try not to burst into tears at an impossible task for a dream opportunity.

I snag our company tablet to pull up some of our files, but when I unlock it, the screenshot from my viral video stares back.

Griffin and Bernie Bird.

Griffin Harvey probably has no clue this video exists.

I bet he partied after the show last night. He’s probably drinking a Bloody Mary to counteract his massive hangover, with one arm slung around a model and the other clutching his guitar.

I bet I’m not even a one-word footnote on his Saturday night.

I bet he doesn’t care about this video one bit.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Guitar Guy

GRIFFIN
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The variety show clip was uploaded at six o’clock in the morning, and Ava and I have watched it no fewer than fifty times since.

My mug is in one hand, with my opposite arm holding Ava in my lap. Over and over, my daughter squeezes my phone between her tiny hands and giggles, leaning back and squealing when I shut an imaginary door in the face of Bernie Bird.

I take a sip of my coffee. Ava and I didn’t sleep, but that’s almost every night now. At least she’s laughing.

I smile and set her down before whirling myself around on the piano bench. I know I should be on my guitar. Jimmy’s gonna kill me if he hears me plunking keys instead, but I put down a few chords anyway.

The song isn’t bad. It’s kind of good. In fact, it’s sounding kinda catchy.

And … it’s “Bennie and the Jets.”

I drag my fingers down the keys, sending an erratic, discordant mess of notes echoing through the living room. A sippy cup rattles on the ledge of the piano. I have no clue when that got there. Just the other morning, I found a wrapped-up diaper beside my Gibson Les Paul instead of in the diaper genie right next to it. At some point, you accept that items end up wherever they want when you have a two-year-old.

I straighten my posture on the piano bench, as if that would help my muse. I’ve been trying to write music for months now, but no hit songs have sprouted from these tired fingertips. If I could send even one track to the record label, they might be breathing down my neck—and Jimmy’s—a little less. Agreeing to an international tour this coming March was supposed to make up for it, but the pressure hasn’t decreased.

I play again. The next combination of chords is no better, but at least it’s an original song: “Ava’s Jammies Jam.”

Ava’s head pops up. She bounces on her bottom to the rhythm. I chuckle, playing it again.

“Jammie?” she asks, pointing to the bedroom.

Educational songs for my kid are the only music I create now.

I shake my head. “It’s only two o’clock, munchkin. Not yet.”

She looks confused for a second, but it’s in one ear and out the other. She grabs the phone from the floor, taps the screen, and starts that variety show clip again.

Kids.

I’m not normally a technology dad, but Ava loves Bernie Bird. He was regularly scheduled viewing in our house before Birds on the Block was taken off streaming six months ago. We lost the five-bird crew: Bernie Bird, Penny Pigeon, Hector Hawk, Carmen Crow, Debra Dove …

I can’t believe I know all the names …

I shut my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose. Sure, I watched Birds as a kid, but not to this extent. It’s funny how being a parent makes you an expert on children’s shows.

Ava stares at the phone, wobbling to her feet before toddling over to me. She gestures toward the screen, grunting out a noise that’s asking a question without words.

I twist around on the bench seat and bend down to pull her onto my lap again.

“You like Bernie, huh?” I ask, pressing play for her as she leans against my chest. She feels so tiny and fragile. Probably because her head is the size of my upper arm.

I cave and watch the video with her, seeing all two and a half minutes of me and Bernie.

Ava points to the screen.

“What’s up?” I ask.

She pokes the video the moment my eyes dart off-camera. Another unspoken question. I love her curiosity.

“Oh, I was just checking to make sure my shoelaces were tied,” I explain. “You know how we sing a song about that?”

She nods and settles back into the video.

I wasn’t looking at my shoelaces, but I’d hate to ruin the magic of puppetry for Ava. Even in person, Bernie Bird acted so lifelike that I almost forgot about the puppeteer at my feet.

Almost.

I get flashes of that woman sometimes. The pretty smile, those green eyes, squinting at the edges with little marks of playfulness. She looked plucked straight out of the ’70s, with her feathery blond bangs and floral coveralls. She was living sunshine, breathing that light into the fabric draped over her arm. Laughing at my misfortune.

Ava squeals with giggles again.

“Daddy funny,” she murmurs.

A smile crawls up my cheeks.

“Daddy’s funny?” I repeat back to her. She nods, her brown bangs bouncing in front of her eyes. Her mom’s bangs used to do that when she laughed, too, and Robin sure loved to laugh.

What is it with women finding only humor in my scowls?

I palm the wispy hair away from Ava’s forehead and kiss the space underneath, somewhere Robin refused to let me see because she said her forehead was more like a fivehead, and I wasn’t allowing her bangs to do their one job of hiding it. Robin’s forehead was her only insecurity, and I’m determined for Ava to have none.

A key rattles in the lock on the front door before swinging open. Jimmy strides in, mid-cackle with a phone pressed to his ear. Strolling in behind him are my three bandmates, grinning at the video playing for Ava.

“Watching yourself? How egotistical,” Poe says cheekily.

“You’re one to talk,” I grunt back.

Poe is my lead guitarist, never caught without his signature fishhook earrings, pants that are tight enough to fist grip his balls, and one eye always on his own social media. The lovable Brit.

“I’m only watching because Ava wants to,” I say.

“Sure, you are,” Royce says, following Poe through the doorway. Royce is my bassist, and his voice carries the same low monotone notes leaving his guitar—a perfect fit for his sarcasm.

Dom, my drummer, only grunts in agreement. Dom is the opposite of his instrument. Silent. Only talks when necessary. He’s my oldest pal, and ever since I met him in Nashville, he’s let music express emotions for him. We have that in common.

Dom shuts the door, and the snap echoes off the white walls. I never got around to decorating. I could hire an interior designer, but I don’t want strangers in my home with Ava around. So now it’s mostly unhung frames leaning against my kitchen counter and the occasional colorful smear I’ve tried too many times to erase from the walls.

Washable markers, my ass.

Poe crouches in front of Ava, tickling her socked feet. “How’s my favorite girl?”

Behind us, Jimmy says into the phone stuck to his ear, “Right. Right, yeah, I think so.” He’s pacing in the kitchen, running a palm through his slicked-back hair. He’s stressed about 90 percent of the time. The gel is a lost cause.

Royce flops onto the couch and leans his neck over the headrest.

“Long day?” I ask.

He rolls his head over with a sigh. “Haven’t you gotten Jimmy’s emails?”

“Been a bit busy. Bad?”

Dom’s pointed stare says everything Royce doesn’t.

Poe fills in the gaps as usual. “The record label threatened to give our studio time to Beau.”

I scoff. “That asshole? Why?”

Poe waves his palms in the air, clacking his many rings together. “That’s what I’m saying!”

“He’s performing at the Grammys next month,” Royce says.

I shrug. “Okay. So am I. Why’s that matter?”

Jimmy strides over, pulling the phone away from his ear. “Because he has a new album,” he hiss-whispers into our conversation.

I grit my teeth and sigh.

Beau is the epitome of a musician who found fame too quickly. We had the misfortune of sharing a table with him at an award show two years ago. He stuck to us like glue at the after-party. I’m all for supporting rising musicians, but that guy?

Fuck that guy.

He didn’t tip the servers. He didn’t bother to recall anyone’s names. He talked trash about everyone in the industry, including Dolly Parton, and who the hell talks bad about Dolly Parton? We heard afterward that Beau publicly dumped his long-term high school sweetheart in some club. I wasn’t surprised. The ass.

If Beau can write a new album, then I sure can. I need to get my shit together. I need to snap out of … whatever this is.

Jimmy raps his knuckles on the kitchen island. “Uh-huh, well, I’ll need to talk to the big guy about that one,” he says. “C’mon, I think we can do it a bit later, don’t you agree? Get you some extra golf time in, huh?”

“Who’s he talking to?” I murmur to Dom. He shrugs, holding out a single finger to Ava. She pulls it, and Dom blows out a raspberry, sending her into a fit of giggles.

I give a wan smile. My bandmates are so good with Ava. When I brought her home one year ago, I was floundering. They helped me in ways I’ll never forget, and I’ve repaid them by not writing a single damn song. I don’t deserve this crew.

“Again,” Ava demands from my lap, shoving the phone toward me.

Royce snorts. “My kid won’t stop watching that video either.”

“It’s gonna burn her brain out,” I say, gently tugging my phone from Ava’s fists. They tighten for half a second. Her face scrunches up. I’m worried we’re about to have a breakdown, but her grip releases when a wrapped sucker dangles down over my head.

“A gift from Uncle Jim,” Jimmy announces, his phone no longer stuck to his ear. Ava takes the lollipop from him, giving me a passing glance as if asking for permission.

I sigh. “You can have the lollipop. Mind playing for a bit while Daddy talks with”—I grimace—“Uncle Jim?”

Jimmy being an uncle is laughable; kids are far from his forte. But he spends enough time here, along with Poe, Royce, and Dom, that all four of them may as well be family.

Ava crawls out of my lap and runs as fast as her chunky little legs will take her to the dumping ground of stuffed animals, plastic food, and coloring books.

I shake my head. “I don’t like her having candy, Jimmy.”

Jimmy shrugs. “Her baby teeth are gonna fall out anyway.”

Royce groans. Dom shakes his head. Poe cackles. Neither Jimmy nor Poe have a family. They’re married to their jobs, which basically means they’re married to me. I cringe at the thought.

I knock my chin toward the phone Jimmy tucks into his slacks pocket. “What was that about?”

“It was the record label demanding more music from Griffin Harvey,” he says, taking a seat on the couch. “Surprise, surprise.” He crosses an ankle over his knee, narrowing his eyes. “Y’know, their patience is running thin, big guy.”

I lean my forearms on my knees. “Yeah, I know.”

“Please tell me you’re making progress on something. Anything. And why are you at the piano? That doesn’t look like your guitar to me.”

“I’m just trying something new.”

“Nobody wants piano stuff, Griffin. You’re the guitar guy.”

“Yeah …” The words drift off.

“Y’know, for a musician, you sure don’t like to write music anymore.”

I shoot him an exasperated glance. “I do. I write stuff every day. Just … not stuff you can sell.”

Songs cycle through my mind as I’m making Ava breakfast, as we
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