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        For Shawn Mendes.

        

        You were a beautiful and pure

        muse when life was dark.

        

        Writing this book has helped pull me out of the abyss.
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        Although this novel was inspired in part by my love for Shawn Mendes, you don’t have to listen to his music to enjoy the story. I do, however, recommend that you listen to his cover of the Kings of Leon song "Use Somebody" when it is mentioned in the book.
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            ONE

          

          SEAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PRESENT

        TORONTO

      

      

      “This is about revenge. He’s leaving so he can fuck his uncle’s wife! Some rebound bullshit!”

      Those are the words I hear floating over my shoulder as I board my jet, phone clutched in my hand, vision blurry.

      I’m used to the language from my manager, Jesse, so I don’t respond. Instead, I just put one leg in front of the other, higher and higher, step after step, until I’m surrounded by clean white and silence, save for the rapid beating of my heart.

      The jet door shuts, and I’m alone with myself. With my thoughts. With the images. The muffled moans I heard just hours earlier.

      My first anxiety attack happened right before a show. I could hear the thunder of the crowd, my name being chanted. I felt it, the rhythmic prayer. The demand for my voice. I felt it, but it could not drown out the sounds inside. The erratic beat in my chest. Moment after moment, faster. My throat was dry, and I could hear the voice in my head. The one that made no sound but was so loud I couldn’t breathe when it started chattering and cawing. 

      I locked myself in my dressing room and grabbed my phone, texting Jo, but she didn’t answer. 

      She was sick at home—at our home. She was the queen of the world we built together. I would let her rule and rest, and I never regretted letting her have anything she asked for.

      The first Toronto show of the weekend would be the end of my tour. My team and I planned it this way. Three nights: Friday, Saturday, and Sunday. Then we would finally be able to rest. To take a moment for ourselves before I looked forward, to the next album. 

      I could finally shut out the voices of every single human that demanded my attention, my voice, my input, my energy. 

      I needed Jo in that moment of panic, as I started to sweat, to go blurry at the edges. I needed her delicate wrist and her full lips. I needed her to touch me in some way so I could feel the quiet. Her phone went to voicemail thirteen times before I shoved it in my pocket and screamed. 

      I didn’t tell anyone I was leaving. It was unlike me, but I couldn’t settle the buzzing inside. 

      I felt off. 

      Then, I felt like something was wrong with Jo. I needed to be near her. 

      She didn’t hear me when I unlocked the door to our apartment. She didn’t hear me call out her name. She didn’t hear the flick of each light switch I turned on.

      But I heard her. 

      The tragic sound of the air leaving her mouth. The distinct whimpers she made when a mouth touched sensitive peaks. I knew her sounds, her warmth. 

      I was not pulling these sounds from her.

      I stopped in my tracks when I realized what I was walking in on, but I was too far in. My hand was on our bedroom door, and I could see the way the light of our bedside lamp illuminated her. The shadows carved out her shoulders, the cherry tattoo on her hip as it bobbed up and down. Two legs covered in dark hair spread out toward me. The arms that snaked around her were tan, hard. Long fingers pressed into her ass cheeks. The man’s head was back, lost in her.

      So was Jo’s, lost in him. 

      Her pink, bubble gum hair cascaded down her back, and I felt like an intruder in my own home.

      It was a flick of the wrist that stopped them. I pushed the door open hard enough to hear the doorknob ruin the sheetrock of the wall it collided with.

      They sprung to action immediately. Jo twisted, her face scrunched up in terror. My uncle reached for a black pair of boxer briefs on the floor next to the chair they were fucking on. His eyes met mine, and my vision blurred at the edges. I felt that familiar pain I got when I was holding back tears. A red hot throat and a thundering chest, the sound overtook everything. 

      It was a nightmare, and I thought I was through with nightmares. I was forced to turn away from them. I left right that moment. 

      I left to get to Calliope. His wife.
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          CALLIOPE

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Apollo

      

      
        This is what you wanted. You had someone who loved you. And you wanted this. You wanted us apart. You did this. If you don’t tell him that, I fucking will.
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          SEAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PRESENT

        THE LAKE

      

      

      I didn’t order an Uber for my arrival. I kept my phone off the entire flight, eyes clenched, brow drenched in sweat, knee bouncing in an unsteady rhythm.

      When the wheels of my jet hit the runway, I open my eyes, finally. 

      My hand feels heavy, where it grips my cell phone. I don’t want to turn it on, but I know I must. So I stand once we’ve settled, then run my moist left palm down my black jeans twice. 

      A strangled noise leaves my throat as I toss the phone in her seat and run my hands through my hair, resisting the urge to pull it all out. 

      It’s getting longer on the top. Jo loved it that way. She loved to grip it when she was on top of me. She said I looked more like a man each day, and I smiled, head back, lost in her. Lost in the same way they were.

      I see it now, the warning. The way she always held her age over me like a weapon. Calliope was right, and I wonder what she’ll say when I arrive on her doorstep. I know she’s there, in the woods of the Ozarks, in the large house they visit in the summer months. The first house that felt like a home to me.

      Burning up from the weight of everything, I give up, grab my phone, and power it on. 

      My eyes are tearing, and I want to tell the captain to take off again. To take me somewhere remote where no one knows me.

      The device vibrates in my hand. One alert after another. I scroll quickly. Texts from my best friend, manager, Jo, even my fucking uncle—Apollo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Apollo

      

      
        Don’t you fucking tell her.

      

      

      

      

      

      I feel a shiver move through me. Then I delete the text and block his number.

      The walk to the estate is too short. I need the sounds of the country around me, but I see the lights of the driveway too quickly. The words I’m practicing over and over in my head feel heavy in my mouth, not ready for her ears, not ready to be spoken at all.

      I didn’t turn my phone back off after the onslaught of messages coming in, but I did turn it on silent. 

      It sits in my pocket like a heavy weight, a dark carrier of false words and manipulation.

      When I reach the property, it looks like every light in the house is on. 

      I can see Calliope in the living room. 

      She looks nothing like I remember her. 

      Her once short brown hair is long, far past her shoulders. My crush is reignited, conflicted, as little hints, small offerings from the Calliope of the past, flash in my mind. A kaleidoscope of clues I’d pushed away.

      In front of me, the Calliope of the present spins in the dining room to a song I cannot hear. Her eyes are closed, but maybe she senses me. She opens her eyes, and her steps falter. She grabs the dining room chair next to her and clutches her chest. I see her lips say my name. Sean.

      I smile, but I know it isn’t reaching my eyes. My hands dig into my pockets as I watch her go through the house. Too many large windows, too many secrets seen. Fifteen-year-old me loved that about this house. Twenty-year-old me, constantly chased down by paparazzi, wonders how I’ll hide here. I have to hope no one will leak my location.

      I hear Calliope before I see her again, and dam the tears I can feel streaming down my face. I turn when I hear the name I saw her mouth earlier.

      “Sean, what are you doing here?” She looks around, her small arms wrapping around her chest. 

      It’s late April, and a chill clings to the air. I saw through the glass what her modesty now protects. 

      “How did you get here?” She glances over my shoulder. “I don’t see a car.”

      I turn, run my hand through my messy hair. “I walked from the runway.” I was once a runaway showing up on her doorstep. I’m running again, and this is where the compass pointed.

      “What’s wrong?” She grabs my hands from my hair; the left was joined with the right, and I was tugging before I could stop myself. She is so damn close to me. 

      I look at our connection, two pairs of pale hands. I feel it—us—in the pit of my chest. “Have you talked to Apollo tonight?” I ask her. 

      She blinks at my words, dropping my hands. 

      My uncle, Uncle, Unc. I never called him by his name. The way a child never calls his father by his birth name. My uncle was the title, the authority, the one who took me in and changed my life. 

      “No,” she says. “Why?”

      Her cheeks are pink, like I’ve struck her, and I wonder where their relationship has taken them since I last saw them together at Christmas. 

      “I caught him…” I can’t finish. The words lodge in my throat, and I suck in a breath when I feel Calliope’s thumb on my cheek, just over the scar that lingers there. 

      “Your tears always pooled there,” she says, pulling her hand away. 

      Touching me like that isn’t something she has allowed herself to do in years. 

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “What did you catch him doing?”

      She looks resigned. As if she knows why I’m here. As if it cannot wound her.

      I look at her hands. There is no wedding ring.

      “Fuck!” I scream. The woods swallow the sound of my grief, and Calliope startles. “You know?”

      “I don’t know why you’re here. Tell me why you’re here, Sean.”

      I look over her shoulder to the guest house Jo and I spent the summer in before our lives changed. Inside is the bed I lost my virginity in. The bed Jo told me she loved me in.

      I pull my eyes away and stare into Calliope’s. The opposite of Jo’s. Deep dark to her clear blue. Calliope’s eyes look even darker against the pallor of her skin.

      “He fucked her,” I say. “He fucked Jo.” 

      Calliope nods and grabs my hand, leading me inside.
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          CALLIOPE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PAST

        THE LAKE

      

      

      We all have weapons we can use against others for survival, to cause chaos. My mother made it clear she would use hers, and I should use mine for escapes, for amusement. For pleasure and whatever else I saw fit. It was my right as a woman after everything men took.

      I always watched my mother for clues, for practice. The incessant chatter she spilled and the lack of boundaries she erected left me with little else to do. And I knew my mother was right, in the end. I wanted out of the life I was born into.

      Shady Croc’s was on the water. Rich and tan, loud and smelling of sweet liquor—those were the men who frequented the bar. I watched and waited for the perfect meal ticket. The opportunity on two legs to take me away.

      My two-bedroom trailer was closing in on me every day, and I relished the thought of suiting up for work every night, craving the noise of the crowd, the demand for what I could offer. I served drinks—an easy job—and the flesh that reached for the escapes I offered served, in return, as my reward.

      I saw him as soon as he walked in. Tall and dark, with the darkest brown eyes I’d ever seen. 

      His friends smelled like money, and he was the leader. There was always one. They stand taller, talk lower, and the others lean into every syllable they speak. 

      I was on shot girl duty that night, free to roam, but I didn’t go to him right away. Instead, I circled, played the game, and felt each and every time his eyes landed on me. 

      My weapons were loaded and ready. Short shorts, a tank top knotted in the front, and the Missouri heat was wet and relentless. Even with the sun fading, I was sweating. 

      His friends had accents, and I smiled as I handed out sugary shots, ears trained on them. They were from Chicago. I was familiar with the accent, but I couldn’t place the alpha, and when I turned to them, his eyes were on me, waiting. So I smiled, pretending the thundering in my heart wasn’t getting to me. “Shot?” 

      “Hello, future wife,” he replied. 

      I’d heard similar lines night after night, felt hands on my ass, and hot breath on my neck. Many times from men old enough to be my father, but I’d learned to choke it down, to play the role. This man—his vibrato, his heat—made me feel weightless. 

      I winked in reply, then turned to his friends. “Shots, boys?” They weren’t boys. They were older than my twenty-one years, and I’d been waiting years to be old enough for a job like this. Everything the lake offered, everything my mother taught me—use what you have, use it on them—had been lost on me until now, until this opportunity. Now that I was alone and in desperate need of a miracle, of a reprieve from the misery.

      “We’ve only just gotten here. Shots already?” The blond one was slender, a crooked grin on his face. His eyes were green and messy. They’d been to another bar already. Their noses were red, and I could feel the heat of their bodies. The sun lingered on them. Maybe they were on the boat all day.  

      “It’s never too early for a shot,” I said with a smile, waiting for the wanting. To see their faces painted in yeses or nos. 

      The alpha’s boys nodded, held out their hands, so I supplied, before turning to the one I wanted, watched him fish out his wallet. As he paid, I stepped closer. His friends started talking behind me, recounting their day, and it became background music. 

      “Future wife, what’s your name?” he asked. 

      I looked down at my name tag, then back up to his eyes, stepping closer.

      “Calliope.” He said it slowly, pronouncing it right, which was more than I could say for many intoxicated bar patrons.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, taking his money, giving him his shot. 

      He downed it, eyes on my own. “Tell me your story, muse.”

      I shook my head, smiling, tingling. “I’m impressed.”

      “With what?”

      “You,” I replied, taking one of the shots. “Not only do you know how to say my name, but you also know the origin. So what’s your name?”

      His smile was big, like the rest of him. He cropped his stance wide, lowering himself closer to her level. I’d left my heels at home that night. 

      “Apollo.” He reached out, taking my hand. 

      I laughed in return, and it was real. Then, pulling the shot tray close as I let his hand go, I returned his endearment. “Hello, husband.”  

      “I think you should stay with us for the night. Don’t leave. I’ll buy the shot tray.” He reached for it, and I pulled it away.

      “Twenty-two dollars. High roller. Good try, but I need to sell more than one tray tonight if I want to keep my job.”

      “Go get your boss.”

      “I’m not for sale.”

      “Your time is. Your boss bought it for the night. Now I want to buy it.”

      “There are plenty of women in this bar.” I wanted him to work for it. Just a little.

      “There are plenty of women on this lake. There are plenty of women in Chicago,” he said, telling me that even though he didn’t share an accent with his friends, he shared their home, “but I’ve yet to meet one with a name like yours.”

      We stared at each other then. Daring, electric. He smelled like the lake, the sun. Sweat and Jack.

      “Let me get your waitress. Eva is pretty. You’d like her.” I amused myself with the offering, knowing he wouldn’t dare take it.

      “Get your boss.” He said it like a man who wasn’t often denied. 

      There were so many like him there. Powerful men, taking. But I could stomach his plea because I wanted to give him what he wanted.

      My boss sold me for the night. Everything—and everyone—has a price. And I stayed close to Apollo after that as he told me about his life in Chicago, his roots in Toronto, and I sold my past to him in return. Alterations and embellishments rolled from my tongue, and I was shiny and new. I wanted to stick. 

      He didn’t leave with my number; he left with me, our hands linked. I slept on the boat he owned, woke with him between my legs, a repeat of the fucking I begged for only hours before. 

      I was taken, toying with his plans. Making sure I was in them.
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        Remember when we met? What you were? You were nothing. I gave you everything you have.
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          SEAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        PRESENT

        THE LAKE

      

      

      My phone is blowing up on the countertop, and Calliope and I are both doing a shit job at pretending we can’t hear it. The music she was listening to is now low, and I can’t make out who it is.

      I walk around the island in the kitchen as Calliope rifles through drawers. I don’t want her to ask why I’m here, besides the obvious—the news I delivered—because I don’t have an answer. Not one I can say out loud, anyway.

      The woman in the room with me, pretending to look for a wine bottle opener when I can see it sitting next to the toaster, is a stranger to me. We have kept our distance, pretending we both don’t know the reason and that my being here violates the agreement we silently made.

      I can’t help the wonder inside me, the wonder at her thoughts on revenge. “It’s next to the toaster,” I say, pretending I just now caught sight of what she was seeking.

      “Oh,” she says breathily. Her full voice is soft in this space. She grabs the wine bottle from the countertop and fastens the clamps around its mouth.

      “Is this wise?” I muse, out loud, no humor.

      “Is what wise?” She doesn’t look at me, her hands working slowly. 

      I hear the cork pop, her wine glass sliding across the granite. “Drinking right now?”

      “Are you still opposed to it?” she asks.

      “I’m still not legal, you know.”

      She looks me over. It’s intimate, intimidating.

      Calliope has seen every change in me. From a scared boy in dirty clothes on her steps to the man I’ve grown into. We’ve eyed each other over dinner tables and across rooms during the holidays. There was never anywhere else for me to go when the world dispersed and forced merriment down my throat through their forced poses next to pictures of twinkling lights. 

      The world knows of my past, my parents, and my tragedy, but I’ve trained them to believe I left that all behind. That my surrogate family has filled the gaping hole in my chest. One half of that family stands in this room with me, and I’m making her nervous.

      “Are you ever going to stop growing?” Her question is offered to the glass of wine in front of her, too full.

      “I think I have.” I’m six foot two, but not as tall as my uncle.

      “It’s funny, you know.” She doesn’t continue, and I know she wants me to pull her thoughts from her.

      “What is?” I ask.

      She takes a long drink. “All the things you used to worry over. Your height. Your eye. Your scars. Your anxiety. They love all of it. Everything about you. No one wants a perfect hero. It’s dull.”

      I haven’t heard her speak this candidly to me in years. It was in our agreement. We never laid out rules, but it was the survival we both needed.

      I feel like I’m being interviewed, so I offer a manufactured answer. “I still let it get under my skin, though.”

      “Look at your life. Look at it.” A switch is flipped. She seems agitated. Like my presence has disrupted her routine, her safe space. 

      I know how important those things are to her.

      “I know.”

      “Three albums. Three world tours. A dozen songs in the Billboard top two-hundred. Do I need to continue?”

      “I wish you wouldn’t,” I say, but it’s a lie. It isn’t vanity that wants her to continue listing my accomplishments over the past four years; it’s the noise. Her voice is drowning out the sound of my phone. The sounds of Jo’s moans as she fucked my uncle in our bed.

      “Well, what do you wish I would do?” she challenges.

      “Tell me why you didn’t look surprised when I told you I caught them.” I cross my arms and stare at the skylight above me.

      “Your uncle and I have been separated for about six months now.”

      I look back at her, untangle my arms, and stand. “Christmas?”

      “We’ve been pretending for a little while now. It was just too much to deal with. Family and all that.” She waves her hand like it was nothing to pretend they were together still. She says family like there is anyone to impress. 

      She has no family. And my uncle has me and his older sister, my Aunt Bet, who I only met three years ago.  

      I look at Calliope hard, and she takes another drink of her wine. I find the barstool again, watching her as I sit.

      “Work-family, and friend-family, not just blood,” she says.

      She has a leg to stand on here. Every other weekend they would host a lunch or dinner at the Chicago house. 

      “Are you getting a divorce?”

      “He said he was going to file last week.” Her cheeks are flushed. From the wine or the words, I don’t know.

      “Was it for Jo?”

      “He didn’t file, though. I think you’re getting ahead of yourself, Sean. We don’t even know what’s going on between them or how long it’s been going on.” She sounds robotic, resigned.

      “Do you care, though?” I ask.

      “I care that you’re hurting,” she offers.

      “Don’t talk to me like that.” I hate the way my voice sounds. Angry and cracking. Don’t be a fucking pussy, Jo would say. I should have seen it then in the beginning. 

      “Talk to you like what?” She looks at me as if I’ve slapped her. Taken her concern and used it as a weapon.

      “Like you’re my mom. You don’t look at me like that.”

      “And how do I look at you?” she asks. 

      It is with this question that I know why I’m here. Jesse, that fucking asshole. He isn’t right, but he knows more than I wanted to admit, and it makes me wonder what my best friend—August—tells him when I’m not around. 

      “You look at me like I’m something you want, but you can’t say it out loud.”

      We stare at each other then. Daring or begging, I don’t know. I just know it’s honest, the way our eyes speak when our voices will not.

      “You’re hurting.” She doesn’t go further with the statement. Instead, she downs the rest of her wine and brings the empty glass to the sink. 

      I watch the way the muscles in her back move, the way her hair sways over her shoulders. She looks delicate, and I would never have used that word for her as a teenager. She scared me then. I think I scare her now. 

      When she turns to me, her eyes are a little bloodshot. “I’ll make up the bed in the guest house.” 

      “You don’t have to do that. I know where everything is. I’ll see myself out. Thank you, Calliope.”

      I can feel her anger mixed with want as I walk away. But maybe it’s just my imagination. Maybe it’s just what I want to feel.
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      We’d been away from home for two weeks when we arrived on their doorstep in Chicago. I could finally see out of my right eye—my good eye—when I knocked.

      I expected my Uncle Apollo, but a woman answered the door. She was small, with large dark eyes and a shade of dark beneath them. “Well, hello,” she said upon seeing us. “Can I help you? Fuck, are you all right?”

      We did not look all right. We smelled like shit, and large backpacks were on the stoop, next to our feet. Every belonging Jo and I could not part with when we left Toronto. 

      Jo’s hand clutched mine. I turned to her, kissing her dark roots quickly before turning back to the woman. “I’m sorry, does Apollo live here?”

      The woman’s face relaxed. She kept her eyes on us as she yelled over her shoulder. “Pol!” 

      She pronounced it like Paul, and I hated it. Why would you shorten a name like Apollo? It was so cool.

      I could hear the heavy footsteps of my uncle approaching. The sounds of the busy Chicago street behind us threatened to amplify my growing anxiety. The woman in front of me lowered her hand on the door, and the diamond there caught the waning daylight, pulling my eyes to it. 

      I knew nothing of my uncle except his name and where he lived. An address I lifted from my dad’s dated address book the night we left. It was our only hope, and Jo and I clung to it tightly on the nights we felt none.

      When the woman moved and the towering presence of my uncle replaced her in the doorway, I couldn’t help but shrink a little. His white shirt was crisp and clean, his sleeves rolled up, revealing large forearms. I caught a large arrow tattoo on the right one before my eyes met his.

      He looked so much like my father, a massive beast of a man with a broken mind and hands that beat. However, the man before me was younger than him by more than ten years.

      “Sean?” His brows were furrowed, and he pulled a pair of glasses from the neck of his shirt.

      I wasn’t expecting him to recognize me right away. The last time I saw him, I was seven, and the memories of that day came to me more from the photos my grandmother took than my mind. 

      “It’s me.” I attempted a smile but quickly abandoned those efforts. If I smiled, it moved the muscles around my eye, and my head felt like it was on fire. I hadn’t smiled in weeks, though it felt like it could have been even longer than that. 

      I felt Jo move behind me, her hand gripping mine. 

      “Come in, come in, both of you.” His eyes wandered to my skinny companion. 

      Jo was almost as tall as me, but my legs ached every night. I knew I still had inches to go before I reached my full height, which would surely match that of the man letting me into his home. 

      We both grabbed our bags and walked in. The foyer was white, every light in the living room, dining room, and kitchen was on. A record player was spinning on the wall behind the couch. I saw the woman who answered the door staring at us behind the bar. It was open and clean. I wanted to cry, but I knew that would hurt, too.

      “Do you guys need something to drink?” Her voice was deeper than one would expect from someone so small. 

      I looked at Jo, her eyes level with mine. She nodded. 

      “Yes. Thank you, ma’am,” I said. 

      She smiled at the respect I offered her. She didn’t look like a ma’am, but she was an adult, and manners were something my mother taught me.

      “Sean, son, what’s going on? What happened to your eye?” 

      I flinched at my uncle’s words. He was standing in his living room. The couch separated us. I let go of Jo’s hand and cleared my throat. “Well, sir, um, I had to leave my house.”

      “Leave your house? What does that mean?” he asked.

      “There was this field trip to the states for school. That was a couple of weeks ago. I snuck away. We planned it a long time ago, Jo and I. This is Jo, my girlfriend.” I was rambling, my words could roll like a runaway train if I let them, but I was trying to be clear, concise. My father hated it when I mumbled.

      “And you were on this school trip, too?”

      “No, sir,” she answered. 

      I knew it wouldn’t be lost on him that Jo was older than me.

      “And your father? Does he have any idea where you are?” he asked me.

      “No,” I said. 

      “No,” he repeated, running a hand over his chin. “Okay, Sean, walk me through this.”

      I walked around the couch, made my way for an oversized loveseat. I could hear Jo following. When we were both seated, I grabbed her hand. I stared at my uncle’s feet as I started. “I know what kind of father you and my dad had. He thinks he wasn’t that kind of father either. But that’s bullshit. He’s just like him. A drunk. My mom is gone. She left one night six months ago, didn’t even try to wake me up.” I looked up after this admission, into my uncle’s eyes. I felt Jo squeeze my hand. “He’s been beating the shit out of me for years now. If I didn’t leave, he was going to kill me. I guess my mom thought the same. Every man and woman for themselves, I guess.” I forced a laugh, and it hurt.

      But not as much as the knowledge that tears were forming. I pulled my hand from Jo’s, and it joined my left one on my face, covering the evidence.

      I heard my uncle’s wife—fiancée? I didn’t know what she was, but I heard her move into the room. The unmistakable sound of glasses hitting the coffee table in the center of the room was deafening.

      “Fuck,” my uncle muttered.

      “They have to come with us,” the woman said.

      “Shit. I know, Cal. I know. Go make up the spare room.”

      And just like that, I had a family. And I thought, I’ll never be alone again.
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      “New number. Non-negotiable.” I sigh into the phone. 

      Jesse is focusing on everything but what I’m asking him for. This has been a weakness of mine. Letting my manager treat me like a son, like he’s in control of everything in my life. 

      In truth, I call the shots, but I forget it. All the time. Jo always made me feel like shit for it. But she was right about one thing: I can’t keep looking for father figures in this life.

      “But what about your next two shows? Are you really blowing them off? You flew out there quick enough, Sean. You can fly right back just as quick.”

      “No. The tour is done. Make an announcement. Tell them I’ve fallen ill.”

      “Even on Instagram? Because I seem to be locked out of that.”

      “I changed the password. I’ll be the only one running it now.” I’ll stay up all night disabling comments on every photo if I have to. I don’t know when the public will find out about Jo and me, but I can’t look at the flood of comments. 

      My birthday is in two days. Twenty-one, finally. I pull my phone from my ear and delete the Twitter app as Jesse babbles on and on about responsibility and bad publicity. I hit the speakerphone button and turn the volume low just in case he expects a response to anything. 

      The guest house looks different. New decorations. The posters Jo and I hung up are long gone. There is a large trunk across the room. I shoved notebooks of poetry and songs into it that summer five years ago. Words about learning to drive, losing my virginity, falling in love. All the sweet things I could think of. All to fit the image Jo said I needed to perfect. The sweet Canadian singer. The perfect boy. I always tried to be the man my handlers wanted me to be. 

      I was a puppet, and I no longer want to be a puppet.

      “Are you listening to me, Sean?”

      “Yes, but you might as well be talking to a wall.”

      “You always listen when I give advice.”

      “You want me to power through when you know I can’t get the image of my girlfriend and uncle fucking out of my head. So it sounds like nothing more than concern for the money I make you. Just focus on making sure none of this comes out. That’s the bad publicity you should be worried about.”

      “You’re right. But who would leak it? Have you told anyone? Jo wouldn’t want that coming out. The public would skin her alive. And I would say your uncle wouldn’t want his wife to find out, but I’m assuming you already told her.”

      “Yes. I told her.”

      “Don’t do something you’ll regret. Calliope das Dores, Sean. Think about that. She has the same last name as you.”

      “I have thought about that.” I pause, and we let the silence surround us. “I gotta go. Let me know the new number when you get it.” I hang up and throw the phone on the couch next to me.

      I can feel the anxiety growing. A gnawing unseen presence living in my skull. It wants me to listen, but I can’t. I start to count, eyes closed, so I don’t react to the voices beginning to rise. They echo the chanting of a crowd as I walk out. Except there is no cheering, just jarring jeering and every insecurity I’ve ever owned, repeated from the phantom voices.

      A knock on the door pulls me from my nightmare. I turn to see Calliope beyond the glass door.

      I don’t break eye contact as I walk to the door and hit the latch to unlock it. She opens it, and I shove my hands in the pockets of my black jeans.

      “Have you eaten? You should eat, right?” she asks.

      “I don’t feel like I can.”

      “If anyone asks if you’re here, what do I say?”

      “I think you know the answer to that,” I say, stepping back into the guest house. 

      “He won’t come here. This is the one thing I wanted in the divorce. This house. I can’t be in Chicago with him.”

      “You had a life there, too, right?” I sit on the couch. Her gaze grazes my knees as I spread them.

      “That’s how divorce works, I guess.” She makes a motion with her hand. “You slice your life down the middle. Half and half.” She shrugs, laughs to herself. “Or something like that.”

      “I haven’t forgotten that you’re an orphan like me.” I was surrounded by them, and we made a makeshift family. They tore it apart.

      “I didn’t imagine you did.” She crosses her arms and surveys the room. “Doesn’t look like home anymore, does it?”

      There are boxes along the far wall. Packing tape and markers sit on one that’s low to the floor. “What is that stuff?”

      “Your uncle’s stuff. I’ve been packing it up. Fed Ex has been coming once a week, making pickups.” 

      I stand at her words, make my way to the door. “I can’t sleep in this room with those things here.” I brush past her.

      “Understandable.” 

      I turn at her words. This is one of those moments. I make statements, and when Jo isn’t around, I fill in the blanks. Don’t be so dramatic. It’s just stuff. That’s what she would have said to me. 

      Though the main house is large, there aren’t many bedrooms. I always found it strange. But for a vacation house that rarely housed guests, it made sense. My uncle and Calliope never entertained guests the summer we spent here. My uncle would leave some weeks, coming back on Friday nights. Calliope would go shopping. Decorate. Water the plants; there were at least a hundred of them. It looked like a jungle in there.

      I decide I need to eat, so we walk to the house. When Calliope offers to make me something, I brush her off. I need to busy my hands because I know it’ll distract my mind. 

      I pull cheese from the fridge and search for the bread while Calliope makes herself another drink. I catch her eyes on my forearm as I flip my grilled cheese.

      I was right. I’m making her nervous.

      And I like it.
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      My life was never about wealth. My family got by, but my father didn’t have the kind of success with his business my uncle had. My father was a real estate agent. Uncle Apollo was a real estate company owner.

      After staying with Uncle Apollo and his wife—Calliope—for two weeks in their Chicago home, we left for their lake house in the Missouri Ozarks. It was where he met her. Where she grew up. 

      The home was on the water. Glass windows from floor to ceiling. They said you could see the runway of the small airport we flew into when it was wintertime, when the leaves on the trees gave up. Now, you could see spring green, and white blooms in the woods. They’re dogwood trees, my favorite, my uncle’s wife had said.

      Calliope was welcoming. At first, she doted on Jo and me, but I heard her worries one night after dinner in the city. She told my uncle my relationship with Jo concerned her. That the age gap needed to be addressed, but he told her to leave it alone. To calm her crazy ass down. The tone of his voice made the hairs on my arms raise, but I brushed it away. He couldn’t help sounding like my father. 

      When we walked into our new home, the detached guest house, I had a hard time believing Jo and Calliope couldn’t hear my heart beating in my
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