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      To my brother-in-law, Gabe Abel, a truly exceptional soul who loved great music and was taken too soon. You are missed every day.
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      Dear reader,

      

      This book contains references to suicide and past deaths of a parent and young sibling by illness and accident. There are also characters struggling with past and current alcohol abuse/addiction.

      Thematically, this entire series is a little more heart-wrenching than my other books, but there still is humor—because life is messy, but it’s also funny.

      I provide this warning so you can make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed. If you would rather read something more lighthearted, please check out the Imperfect series or The Dorky series if you haven’t already!

      

      Take care of yourself,

      <3

      Mary
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      She’s sworn off dating musicians. She wasn’t expecting him to rock her world.

      

      Mindy Fox is sick of drama. After being dumped by her rock-star boyfriend and losing her record label job in one scandalous swoop, the betrayed A&R talent seeker decides to strike out on her own. And when she hears an audio clip from a struggling songwriter, the former music mogul believes she’s found her first artist in the handsome crooner.

      

      Luke Fletcher hides his paralyzing anxiety behind a charming exterior. But guilt is a constant companion when he conceals his crippling stage fright from the gorgeous entrepreneur who’s giving him a shot at making it big. And if that wasn’t distraction enough, the easygoing guitar player quickly realizes he’s got chart-topping chemistry with the dark-eyed beauty.

      

      Pulled out of her workaholic world by an onslaught of intense family strife, Mindy struggles to stop a feud with her sister from poisoning the fledgling project. And while Luke comes clean about his hang-ups, he fears his attraction to the off-limits woman has become a forbidden refrain.

      

      Can they recompose their future into a delightful duet?
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      Mindy

      

      “Jeanette’s pregnant.” Blake’s voice is a deep rumble, a timbre that’s launched five platinum albums and over a dozen top-10 singles.

      At first, the words don’t register. Once they do, they sink into my skin, reverberating through my bones.

      But the logic still doesn’t click.

      “But you haven’t been together in⁠—”

      My mouth snaps shut.

      Of course they’ve been together.

      I’m an idiot.

      He winces, his eyes darting away from mine.

      The sun is rising over Turtle Pond, spread out in front of us. The stillness of the water and the quiet tranquility of the park are a stark contrast to the storm taking place inside my mind.

      The park bench is cold underneath me. Even though it’s midsummer, the morning air is cool and damp. I take a slow breath, trying to calm my pounding heart.

      My hands clench into fists in my lap, tightening so hard my nails dig sharp points into my palms.

      “I wanted to tell you before it leaks to the press. I wanted you to hear it from me, because I care about you, Mindy. I am torn up about all of this.” His soft hand covers mine where it’s clenched in my lap.

      His fingers are icy.

      I wrench away. “Wow. Thanks.” Sarcasm drips from the words.

      “I would never do anything to hurt you.”

      “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”

      He doesn’t reply.

      A sharp pain lances through my chest, but it’s over in a second, the slender thread becoming encased in a much larger, thicker pipe of steely anger. I wrap my arms around my middle like the action might contain the fury burning a scorching path through my veins.

      “How far along is she?” I angle my head to stare at his profile.

      His head dips, his throat bobbing as he swallows.

      Blake is not conventionally attractive.

      His nose is slightly too large for his face, his dark hair flirts with his chin, his eyes are a touch too small, and his mouth a little too wide. None of it should fit together, and yet he commands attention. He’s tall, over six feet, and as broad as a tank. On top of that, he plays the guitar like the instrument is part of his body. When he sings, he can bring a stadium full of people to their knees. He’s the reason that his band, Vacation Mustache, is Rebel Records’ largest client. My client.

      I dismissed his flirting and ignored his flattery for years. Until I didn’t. Then I fell. Hard. But I didn’t fall alone . . . at least, I didn’t think I did.

      We’ve lived in our little bubble of sex and romance for nearly a month. It was like no one else existed. He overwhelmed me with his sheer presence. With his relentless persistence. With the way he would simply watch me like I was everything.

      Maybe he looks at everyone that way. Maybe I saw what I wanted to see.

      The past two weeks have been hell. I’ve barely slept. Giant gray bags have taken up residence under my eyes. Airlines would charge me extra to fly with these things. I’ve lost 5 pounds.

      Blake looks fine. Great, even. He ran here, under the pretense of taking a jog, apparently, sporting a fashionable athletic tracksuit and the most expensive Nikes money can buy.

      He’s bright, alert, and well rested.

      I look like I’ve been run over by ten dump trucks, set on fire, then left in a pile of molding sandwiches.

      “Eight weeks,” he finally answers.

      We were together for three weeks. It’s been two weeks since the press dropped the bomb on our fledgling relationship. When did Jeanette conceive? Before or after he told me he was devastated by me?

      Devastated. That’s the verb he used the last time we were together. He was devastated by me, by what we had together.

      “You don’t want children.”

      He told me he didn’t want kids. He also told me he and Jeanette weren’t together and that they hadn’t been a true couple for years.

      One broad shoulder lifts in an approximation of a shrug. “It was a surprise.”

      Finding a twenty dollar bill on the side of the road is a surprise. Getting a curly fry mixed in with an order of regular fries is a surprise. A baby is a life-changing event.

      They were about to separate publicly. Then, when a reasonable amount of time had passed, Blake and I could stop hiding our relationship. We had plans. I couldn’t wait to share my joy with everyone, including my friends and my family, announce it to the world, and maybe even go on an actual date with Blake that went beyond my bedroom.

      “You were never going to leave her.” I don’t bother making it a question. It’s an unequivocal fact that I couldn’t comprehend before now because I was too busy being dazzled by Blake and everything he is.

      He was devastated. I was dazzled. Clearly a recipe for disaster.

      He drapes an arm behind me on the bench. “I can’t leave Jeanette now. Splitting from her when she’s pregnant?” He shakes his head. “I can’t do that. What would people say? We’ve both agreed that we have to do what’s best for our careers. I know that you of all people can understand that.”

      I don’t understand. It’s true that I’ve been single-minded when it comes to work, which is the main reason I was able to resist him for so long, but this is . . . beyond even my greatest flaws and ambitions. He's talking about having a baby for his career and staying in a loveless marriage for show.

      The real ass-kicker is that none of this is a surprise. I’ve always seen him clearly, and despite his obvious self-absorption, despite the anger churning in my gut, even now if he said he would give it all up to be with me, I . . . I don’t think I could resist him.

      I’m such a fool.

      “I already have three songs written about what I’ve been going through. All of this press stuff,” he waves a hand, “even though it’s a little hard right now, think about how much interest it will generate in my music.”

      Blake keeps talking in soothing tones, low and intimate, but the words are lost over the roaring in my ears.

      I doubt he’ll notice I’m not listening and responding. He can’t comprehend a world where people don’t hang on his every syllable. I’ve never had blinders on when it came to Blake’s flaws, but I loved him anyway. I’m not sure he could say the same about me. I’m not sure he loves anyone, really, except himself.

      On the one hand, I miss him. On the other hand, he’s being a total self-absorbed asshat and I hate him, and I hate myself for wanting him still.

      “Maybe after the baby is born and things calm down, we can try again?”

      The steely anger burns a path through my veins. “Are you kidding me?”

      He frowns, a crease forming between his brow. “Is that a no?”

      “It’s a hell no.”

      His mouth pops open in surprise.

      Before I have a chance to enjoy his astonishment at being rejected, my phone rings, the jarring, musical sound filling the space between us. I pull it from my pocket and stare at the number on the screen.

      It’s the executive VP of Rebel Records.

      “Hey, Sonya.” Mouth dry, I stand, taking a few steps away from the bench, putting my back to Blake and his words and this entire conversation.

      “Hi, Mindy. Can you come in sometime today so we can chat?”

      I’ve been on administrative leave, waiting to hear from them about the status of my position for weeks. “Absolutely. I can be there in twenty minutes.”

      This has to be good news. They can’t fire me, not without firing Blake, too. They would never do that—he’s worth too much.

      So am I.

      I turn back toward Blake. “I have to go.” And then I walk away.

      He doesn’t stop me.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes and an Uber ride later, I walk through the glass doors of Rebel Records, offering a tight smile to Skip at the security desk. He nods and waves me through.

      I make a beeline for Sonya’s office, crossing paths with a few employees along the way. One woman talking into a headset about a mechanical license stops the conversation midsentence and then rushes quickly past me, her voice continuing in hushed tones.

      I keep moving.

      At Sonya’s office door, her receptionist stands to greet me.

      “They’re all waiting for you in the conference room,” Arthur says, not quite meeting my eyes.

      My career has been my everything for the past decade. They have to recognize how valuable all my contributions have been. I can’t have my whole life derailed over one poor decision.

      I round the corner and stare at the conference room door. They can’t get rid of me. They need me. Don’t they?

      I slip inside, shutting the door.

      “Mindy.” Sonya’s smile is strained. “Thanks for coming in so quickly.”

      She’s not alone. Peter from legal and Amy from HR flank her on the opposite side of the gleaming mahogany table that spans the length of the room.

      I swallow. Today is the day for awful conversations, apparently. “I see they’ve sent in the triumvirate of terror.”

      Amy coughs a laugh into her palm.

      “Please, sit.” Sonya gestures to the chair opposite them.

      I sit, folding my hands in my lap and keeping my head high. “Give it to me straight.”

      Sonya nods. “I’m afraid it’s not the best news.”

      My teeth clench. I can’t believe this.

      “You’re letting me go.” It’s not a question.

      “We have to mitigate the damage. What happened, it wasn’t good for the label’s image of professionalism, not to mention our reputation in general.”

      What happened.

      I have to press my lips together to avoid a snarky retort, definitely the opposite of professionalism. What happened was my fault, and I can’t take it back. I slept with Blake. I agreed to a sexual relationship with him, gave in to his advances and entreaties despite my initial misgivings.

      “I’ve made this label millions. I’ve dedicated my life to this job.”

      Sonya’s eyes are pitying. “Mindy. He’s married.”

      “Yes. He is. I, however, am single. Maybe this is a conversation to have with him.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s not how it works and you know it. He was your client.”

      Was.

      All the fight bleeds out of me.

      Peter won’t meet my eyes. Amy’s face is nearly green with misery, like she might throw up at any moment.

      Of course. He’ll be fine. I’m the other woman. The slut, the homewrecker, the bad guy. It’s not only because Blake is a man, although that’s a big part of it.

      His wife though . . . .

      Jeanette Adams is one of those America’s sweetheart–type actresses. Everyone loves her. She’s charming in late-night interviews, witty, quirky, and self-deprecating.

      She and Blake were, I mean, they are, a media-darling couple. They’ve been able to use their relationship as fodder over the years to help fuel both of their careers.

      He was going to leave her for me.

      They were waiting until she wrapped up her next film, then they planned to publicly split, and she could have used the tabloid fodder when she had her press tour.

      Terrible but true: There’s no such thing as bad press.

      Except now she’s pregnant. Maybe they were never going to split. Maybe it was all a lie.

      Blake and I are completely, unequivocally over.

      And I’m being fired.

      “Peter has some paperwork for you to sign. Skip will escort you to your office to grab your things.”

      “Right.” I won’t crumble. I won’t let this be the end, be my end. I will find another job. Perhaps even a better job.

      Brave thoughts, but my stomach is shredding and my heart, what’s left of it, is shattering all over again.

      I stand up, hold my head high, and walk out.

      Skip is waiting for me right outside the door, holding an empty box. “Sorry about this, Miss Fox,” he murmurs.

      “Not your fault.”

      He hands me the box and waits outside my office.

      I was so proud when I moved in here. The hard work and sacrifice over the years had finally paid off, or so I thought. I had made it. I had a corner office in Manhattan. I had walls lined with my accomplishments and awards. Now they are worth nothing.

      When I’m done, I stand in the center of the room, taking in the space that used to be mine for the last time.

      I pick up the small box of my things and follow Skip out.

      I’ve lost my job and my boyfriend. At least things can’t possibly get worse.

      I’ll find another job. I’ll pick myself back up and move on to something even better. I built my career from nothing, and I will rise from the ashes like a phoenix.
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      Mindy

      

      “Although your qualifications are very impressive, we’ve already made a decision to proceed with another candidate who will be a better fit with our team. I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to reach you before you made the trip here.”

      I choke back the sharp questions threatening their way up my throat. Why am I not a good fit for your team? Because you think I’m going to sleep with all of them?

      Damn it, I’m never going to find a job.

      “Thank you for letting me know,” I tell Nina, the hiring manager at Last Resort Records. It’s not her fault. She stares down at the floor like she wants it to open up and swallow her.

      The irony of the label’s name isn’t lost on me. This job is, quite literally, my last resort.

      Variations of this same rejection have played out again and again. That is, when they even bother to inform me of anything.

      Almost half of the companies I’ve applied to either ghost me or don’t bother calling for even a token interview. I’ve received generic emails about how “we won’t be moving forward with your application” and “we’re moving in another direction” and one job offer for half my proposed salary—a number I had already reduced from what I was making previously. I said no, but now I’m almost considering calling them back to see if they’ll take me. A third of my prior income is better than no income at all.

      They had scheduled an interview this morning at Last Resort, but apparently Nina has been living under a rock and didn’t realize that I’ve been blacklisted by the entire music industry.

      Someone must’ve filled her in—probably right before I arrived.

      I give her a tight smile and then walk back to the elevator with my head held high even though on the inside I’m a boiling mess of frustration and despair.

      The elevator doors shut, and once I’m alone, all of the bravado holding me together dissipates. I deflate, my shoulders slump, a discouraged breath gusting out of me.

      It’s been four months. Four months since Blake and I imploded along with the rest of my life, and I’m still getting the looks. The side glances. The knowing smirks.

      When will it end?

      I should have listened when Finley offered refuge back home in Whitby. I could have rented my apartment temporarily and applied for jobs remotely to save money. But I couldn’t leave. I don’t run away from problems. I face them head-on and find ways around them or through them. Leaving would have been admitting defeat.

      Damn my pride.

      I didn’t think I would still be searching the never-ending mice maze for gainful employment with no end in sight.

      My savings are almost depleted. I can’t go on like this. I’ll have to start dipping into my retirement if something doesn’t shake loose. Living in New York, especially in a trendy apartment nestled in the West Village, isn’t exactly cheap.

      My search for a job in the city ends here. It has to. I’ve exhausted all efforts. I’ll have to start looking at labels in Nashville and California. My heart sinks along with the dip of the elevator, coming to a smooth stop on the ground floor.

      Out on the sidewalk, I join the morning rush of pedestrians. I’m meeting my sister Piper in Central Park in an hour and a half. She wanted to be there to either celebrate or commiserate with my latest attempt at finding work.

      Commiseration it is.

      Tugging my deep blue blazer closer, I squint up at the cloudy sky, keeping pace with the scurrying bodies around me.

      My phone rings. Still walking, I pull it out of the side pocket of my briefcase.

      I thumb the answer icon. “Hey, Finley. Is everything okay?”

      My sister wouldn’t be calling right now unless it was important.

      “Mindy.” Surprise laces her tone. “I didn’t think you would answer. I had my mind set on venting on your voicemail. Don’t you have an interview right now?”

      I grimace. “Don’t ask. I’m not ready to talk about it. What’s going on with you?”

      She sighs, and I could reach out and touch the stress weaved into the sound, even through the phone line. “I don’t want to worry you. You have enough going on.”

      I hasten my steps to get around a group of slow-moving tourists. “Finley. We’ve talked about this. You don’t need to carry all your burdens alone. Spill it before I drive over there and waterboard it out of you.”

      She releases a sound that’s a half groan and a half laugh. “I almost wish you would.” She pauses for a few seconds and then imparts the next words in a rush. “Jake fell off the wagon last night.”

      I stop at a busy intersection, waiting for the light to turn, my stomach a riot of distress. All my worries about money and my career diminish under the weight of concern for my little brother. “Oh, no. Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine. Hungover, but fine. I think he’s mad at himself more than anything.”

      The light turns green and I move with the crowd into the crosswalk. “We knew this could happen. Sobriety is a tough journey and can be a twisted path with ups and downs and everything in between.”

      “I know. But this is Jake. The little guy who used to fall asleep between us on the couch every Friday night. The same kid who was afraid of the dark until he was fifteen and wouldn’t answer to anything but Batman for a full month when he was four.”

      Our mom left when Finley was eight and I was seven. Jake and his twin sister, Aria, were babies. They don’t remember her. I barely remember her anymore. The only mother Jake and Aria had was Finley, and me, but mostly Finley. She’s always taken care of all of us.

      “I want to punch him in the face, but also wrap him in bubble wrap and lock him in a room where he can’t hurt himself anymore.”

      “I know.” A pang of guilt slices through me. “I should have come out when you asked me last month.”

      She offered me a place to stay if I needed to get away. Maybe she needed me there for support more than I needed a break from the job search, and I couldn’t see past my own problems. I’m a self-centered moron.

      “It’s fine, Mindy. You have a lot going on.”

      I swallow. “It’s not your fault he slipped up, Finley. You’re doing the best you can. We can’t take away what he’s gone through.”

      We can’t take away what any of us went through after Aria died.  Since Jake was with her, and they were twins, the loss was especially brutal. I didn’t realize how bad his drinking had gotten until he crashed the truck earlier this year. I was too focused on my own life and my career to comprehend how much he was struggling, and how much Finley was shouldering.

      He hadn’t drunk for over nine months, but sobriety is like walking a razor’s edge sometimes.

      “So what happened exactly?”

      “He went out with Frank.” Finley says Frank’s name like someone might say phlegm or mucous or moist. “They’ve hung out periodically since Jake got out of rehab, but for whatever reason, this time he couldn’t say no to a few drinks, which led to a few more drinks, which led to him calling us in the middle of the night, drunk and upset. Archer picked him up at Frank’s house at three this morning.”

      I sigh in frustration, trying to find the silver lining. “At least he didn’t drive.”

      Her responding chuckle is bleak.

      “How’s Archer dealing with it?” I ask.

      “You know how he is. He’s already making a list of activities to keep Jake occupied.”

      “That sounds like him.”

      “Taylor is coming home soon, so that will help distract Jake, I hope.”

      I press my lips together. Every time I think about Taylor, my stomach fills with a twisting dread that I can’t shake. Of course she’s coming home to visit—she doesn’t have a job. She flits around the country from one music festival to the next, working odd jobs and living in her van.

      “Mindy?”

      “Yeah, I’m here.” And I’m going to change the subject. She knows I don’t want to talk about Taylor. I don’t know why she’s always trying to bring her up. “So, has Archer proposed yet?”

      She huffs. “We haven’t even known each other a year.”

      “Didn’t stop you from moving in with him,” I tease.

      “Hey, that’s not true.” She pauses. “He moved in with me.”

      I can’t help but smile. Even though my life is in shambles, at least I have Finley, and she has Archer. “Well, make room because I might move in with you, too, at least temporarily.”

      She gasps. “You know, I hate you’re going through a rough time, but if it means you’ll come home, even for a little while, I can’t say I’m not gonna be excited. Do you want to talk about your interview yet?”

      “No.” I glance around, taking stock of where I’m walking and adjusting my course toward the 79th Street transverse through Central Park.

      Finley sighs. “Fine, fine. Just let me know when you plan on coming out and we can make some plans. We have plenty of room. I know Jake would love to see you, too.”

      “I’ll keep you updated.” And I’m definitely not going home until Taylor’s visit ends. “Thanks, Finley. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I shove my phone back in my briefcase and quicken my steps, like if I walk fast enough I can outpace my problems.

      Coming across the stairway leading into the park, I jog up the steps.

      Once I’m at the top, the view of Belvedere Castle freezes me in place. I’m a short distance from Turtle Pond.

      A pang of distress resonates deep in my stomach. No.

      I clench my jaw and shove the unwanted, unnecessary emotions to the side.

      Central Park may have been where Blake chose to end our relationship, but there is no way in hell I’m going to let him ruin the park for me. He already destroyed my career.

      “Asshole!”

      An elderly couple shuffling nearby startles, the gentleman giving me a dirty look.

      I wince. “Sorry.”

      I continue walking, burning off my aggression with each forceful stride down the curving path. I take a deep breath and focus on my next objective. I will face Turtle Pond. I will return to the scene where it all ended. I have plenty of time until I need to meet Piper.

      With each step, my stomach twists tighter and tighter.

      I haven’t talked to Blake since the morning everything went to shit, but I haven’t been able to avoid encountering all his social media updates and the press surrounding Jeanette’s pregnancy. I need to keep on top of what’s happening in the industry, and unfortunately, especially lately, updates on their “bundle of joy” are everywhere.

      The pregnancy did do one thing: It took all the heat off Rebel Records. Fuckers.

      The most recent picture that went viral was of the two of them picking out a crib. It was an obvious setup, completely fabricated, like they don’t have assistants running around at their beck and call to do all their shopping and errands for them. Please.

      From a purely PR perspective, it was a good shot. He was standing behind her, his chin on her shoulder while they both looked down at their potential purchase, his arms wrapped around her, one hand resting on her stomach.

      It’s like everything that happened between Blake and I was just a figment of my imagination or some kind of fever dream.

      I come to an abrupt halt in the middle of the path. I don’t think I can do this. I don’t need to face this demon, not today.

      I spin around suddenly and trip over a walking guitar and the ground rushes toward me.
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      Mindy

      
      “Are you all right?”

      I open my eyes, staring up at a dreary gray sky offset by a swath of red maple leaves flickering in the breeze. A blurry head blocks the view, moving into my line of sight.

      I blink a few times and the face comes into focus, right along with the events of the past thirty seconds.

      Shit.

      I ran over someone—someone’s guitar—and then dropped face first onto the sidewalk like a felled tree.

      The man looming over me is . . . attractive. Maybe mid-to-late-twenties, with bright, concerned eyes, an average nose, and wide cheekbones that give him an almost a baby-faced look save for the golden stubble adorning his strong jaw.

      He’s vaguely familiar. I swear I’ve seen the same shaggy light brown hair stuffed under that same cowboy hat somewhere before.

      Do I know you?

      “Are you all right?” he asks again. The vowels are slightly elongated, giving the words the hint of a Southern accent.

      I nod and the motion scrapes the back of my head against the hard pavement.

      Wincing, I push myself up onto my elbows and black spots crowd my vision. “Um.” My mouth is dry, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I swallow and try again. “I’m okay. How did this happen?”

      The man’s mouth pulls into a wince. “You tripped over my headstock.” His head tilts to one side, toward the tuning pegs of the guitar resting next to him.

      “That part, I remember.” I got tripped by a guitar. If that’s not irony, I don’t know what is considering I’ve been banging my head against the music industry’s walls for months.

      “I may have been following behind you a little too closely. You have a subcutaneous bruise here.” His fingers hover over the side of my face.

      As if his fingers are remotely connected to my skin, the side of my head gives an answering throb.

      “I’m more worried about the back of your head where you hit the pavement.” Concern furrows his brows. “You might have a slight concussion. Do you feel okay? Is there someone I can call?”

      “No. I’m fine. I’m meeting my sister soon.” I shift, propping myself up on my hands so I can push myself to standing.

      He stands and offers his hand.

      I take it, thankful for the warm, stable grip as he smoothly pulls me to my feet.

      After a second, I let go and immediately waver on my heels.

      “Whoa there.” His hands clasp my shoulders, steadying me.

      My face goes hot with embarrassment. I am not some damsel in distress. I grit my teeth and pull myself together, brushing dirt and leaves off my navy-blue slacks.

      “Thank you for your help. You can release me now.”

      He does, immediately, but the worried divot between his brows deepens. “Do you have any nausea?”

      “No.”

      “Blurry vision, ringing in your ears, or lightheadedness?”

      I eye him with curiosity. “Are you a doctor?”

      “Used to be.”

      I squint at him. “You seem young to have retired from a career that requires over a decade of school and residency.”

      One corner of his mouth tips up, a faint dimple appearing in his cheek. “Now, why can’t I tell if that’s a compliment or an accusation?”

      Unfamiliar heat stirs in the pit of my stomach.

      What is that?

      Attraction.

      The same annoying sensation that got me into my current mess.

      After a second, he rubs the back of his head, his gaze darting away. “I skipped a few grades, and the emergency medicine program I was in only had a three-year residency.” Pink tinges his cheeks, like he’s embarrassed at the admission.

      I’m still reeling that I’m somewhat attracted to this handsome stranger—is he a stranger? I could swear I’ve seen him somewhere before, the memory hovering at the edges of my mind.

      I must be imagining things. Maybe I hit my head harder than I thought.

      “Thanks for all your help. I have to go. My sister is waiting for me.”

      I move around him.

      “Wait, Mindy,” he calls out.

      I turn around.

      He opens his mouth as if to speak and then changes his mind and shakes his head. “Never mind. Just promise me you’ll see a doctor if any symptoms crop up or worsen. Okay?”

      “Yeah. I will.”

      Heading back the way I came, I attempt to shrug off the strangeness of the encounter.

      It’s not until fifteen minutes later, when I’ve almost reached Bethesda Terrace and I’m waiting by the fountain for Piper, that a realization strikes me, almost making me stumble.

      How did he know my name?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Come on. Tell me everything.” Piper loops her arm in mine and drags me over to the edge of the fountain and sits, patting the hard concrete next to her.

      I can’t tell her everything. I’m definitely not mentioning how I ran face first into a guitar.

      Maybe it’s the head wound speaking, but I unleash a small measure of my frustration.

      “I can’t find a job.” The gurgle and rush of the water behind us forces my voice higher than I would like. I take a sip of the latte Piper brought me and stare straight ahead. “I’ve applied everywhere. I’ve run out of options. I’ve ruined my own life. The whole world knows I slept with Blake Bonham. I might as well sew a giant A onto all my clothes.”

      Piper rests her shoulder against mine, a slight and comforting warmth. “They don’t know the whole story. They don’t know how he led you on and lied to you. You did the right thing. You told the truth.” She shakes her head and blows out her breath, a small crease forming between her brows. “You told the truth to protect me. It’s more my fault than yours.”

      Initially, the press dropped a story that Blake was having an affair with Piper. I had to come clean to protect her, and I was immediately put on administrative leave while they investigated and evaluated my situation at the label.

      Of course I had to come clean. Piper has gone through enough. When she first came to stay with me last spring, she was a tired, thin wisp of herself.

      Now she looks healthy, happy, and vibrant, even with her hair pulled back in a messy bun and wearing old, faded jeans and a deep blue hoodie.

      I frown at her. “It’s not your fault, either. Let’s blame Ben.”

      She grins and takes a sip out of the disposable coffee cup in her hand. “Perfect.”

      Ben is Piper’s ex. He was a super psycho who’s now doing hard time for stalking, attempted murder, and defamation, to name a few of the litany of charges thrown at him.

      I can’t blame Ben for all of my problems, though, as satisfying as that would be. I chose to give in to Blake’s advances. I can only blame myself and the loneliness that I let fester into desperation. I’d had short-lived relationships in college, and since graduating—almost ten years ago now—I’d eschewed all romantic entanglements in favor of focusing on my career except for periodic flings when I needed to blow off some steam. There was no time for a real relationship. I was too busy kicking ass in the music industry. And I was happy, with work, anyway. Rebel Records raked in millions from my efforts. I’ve signed dozens of acts and watched them all succeed. I’ve plucked future Grammy winners from the bowels of obscurity, for fuck’s sake.

      And then I fell in love and my whole life fell apart.

      He made me believe I could have it all, and then it blew up in my face.

      Never again.

      Piper tilts her head, considering me. “You know, not all men are like Blake.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Of course not. Some of them are eccentric billionaires that are completely obsessed with their girlfriends.”

      She grins, covering the motion with her coffee cup. “They sure are,” she says with relish before taking a small sip.

      A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. If anyone deserves happiness, it’s Piper. Especially after the nightmare she went through with her ex. At first, I had my doubts about Oliver. He is kind of a prick. But there is no doubt in my mind that he would move the sun and Earth for her. It’s the only reason I put up with him—because Piper deserves someone who treats her like a queen, and he treats her like a goddess.

      I smack Piper on the knee. “Come on. I need to walk. It’s too cold to sit here. Let’s go toward the Mall.”

      She nods and we head in that direction.

      “I love Central Park in fall.” Piper tilts her head back, taking in the giant elm trees on either side of us, creating a lush golden canopy that blocks out the overcast sky.

      “It’s beautiful,” I agree. “Did you finish your piece for the gallery?”

      “Almost. I have another month to get it completed. It was a little more challenging than I thought it would be, but I can’t wait for you to see it.” Piper is a metalwork artist. She does commissioned and original work using metal and copper and bronze and the like. She’s been creating pieces for a gallery in SoHo owned by Oliver.

      “Did Finley call you about Jake?” she asks.

      I nod. “Yes. I talked to her this morning.”

      We commiserate on the topic for a minute.

      About halfway down the path, strains of soprano strings catch my attention.

      “Do you hear that?” Piper tugs on my elbow, and we set a course toward a crowd of about six circling a middle-aged woman playing a violin.

      It’s a familiar song: “Sunday Bloody Sunday.” There’s something haunting about the notes being played with the solo string instrument. I take a deep breath of the cool fall air and try to immerse myself in the music.

      “Remember when I would come and visit before I moved to LA and you would take me to listen to your favorite buskers?”

      I nod. After Aria died, I made a point of spending time with my younger siblings whenever they asked, whenever they needed to get away from Whitby for a spell.

      Piper considers me, her gaze thoughtful. “You were always so good at unearthing raw talent. Have you ever thought about starting your own record label?”

      The question knocks me back on my heels. “No.”

      I wouldn’t even know where to start. Is it an option? I never would have thought of it. Before I have a chance to ruminate on the idea, Piper’s hand squeezes my arm, pulling me from my thoughts. “Look, it’s that guy.”

      I follow her gaze across the crowd, and when my eyes lock on that guy, my entire body flushes with embarrassed heat.

      It’s the guy from earlier, the guitar-wrangling doctor. The one who somehow knew my name. Piper’s words are another piece in the mysterious puzzle.

      I tilt my head toward hers. “How do you know him?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      I shrug. “Should I?”

      “Well, yeah. He was at that release party we went to at Nowadays last summer.”

      I frown and check him out again, mind rifling through the events of that night, most of which involve Piper’s ex. I had dragged her with me to the party, and Ben had snuck into the event. She left with Oliver, and I took Blake home for the first time that night. Two relationships that have had opposing
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