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By the time Roman closed up New Winslow House of Pizza for the night, there hadn’t been any customers for at least an hour. Not that he was surprised by this. The temperature had dipped well under zero over the past few hours. The picture windows in the front of the shop were frosted over, casting the neon light of their PIZZA sign out over the empty street out front.

Roman had driven his truck here this morning. He hadn’t been thrilled about it, since the daily walks to work were part of the new healthy living routine he’d been trying to set up ever since Celine had told him about her visions of his death. He didn’t have time to do a full workout every day, even on the treadmill at home. But today, he’d needed to bring some supplies they’d had shipped to the house.

Now, as the icy wind seeped in through the windows, he was grateful to not be walking the mile home. After all, one day off wouldn’t kill him.

Roman counted the money in the register, keeping an eye on the doors the whole time. Not that anyone was getting in here for the hundred dollars he had out of the safe right now. If someone was willing to freeze their ass off for that amount of money, they had bigger problems. But being here alone at midnight, he didn’t like to be caught off guard by anything.

A crash in the back room did exactly that. Roman yelled and swore, scattering one-dollar bills on the counter as he jumped. Heart racing, he went to the grill area and picked up the biggest knife they had.

“Who’s back there?” he demanded, hoping his voice sounded fiercer than it did in his head.

There was no answer, obviously. Knife still out in front of him, Roman walked carefully out back. In the fluorescent lights of their back office and storage area, there were very few places to hide. And a quick search came up with nobody.

It was the cold, it had to be. The temperature dropped, making some surface contract or something. He didn’t fucking know. Charlie was the contractor, he’d know better than Roman. But Charlie had gone home two hours ago, so Roman would just have to assume he was right.

Eyes still darting from side to side as he walked, Roman went back up front. The scattered bills were on the counter and he scooped them up, counting them quickly and trying not to imagine the monsters behind every little noise.

Not that he was scared of them, of course. No, he was pissed. All he wanted to do was go home and go to bed. He had to be back here tomorrow morning, and he hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in three days because his son Aidan was teething. He’d probably get home tonight and be up for another hour because of it.

All he wanted to do was sleep.

And the delivery hadn’t arrived for tomorrow yet. And the printers hadn’t sent their holiday meal catering menus back. How the fuck was he supposed to let people know about the catering if he didn’t have menus? They said they’d be in today, he’d call up tomorrow and give them hell. For Christ’s sake-

Roman stilled as the flood of furious, vengeful, petty thoughts surged through his brain. Where the hell was this anger coming from? The printer had let him know the menus would be in by ten tomorrow morning. The delivery was coming first thing. And Aidan was just a baby, he couldn’t control his teething. So why was Roman shaking with anger at just the thought-

CITY SIDEWALKS! BUSY SIDEWALKS! DRESSED IN HOLIDAY STYLE!

Bing Crosby’s voice boomed from the speakers Roman had turned off forty-five minutes ago. The knife fell from his hand and bounced off his work boot as he spun toward the controls. From here, he could see the knob moving on its own, the volume wavering between loud and head-splitting.

How the fuck had Roland gotten in here?

Roman should have thought of it before. The stupid pranks, the anger. The ridiculous poltergeist had been roaming the town of New Winslow for nearly a year now, since Iris had released it in some ritual she refused to talk about. Roman hadn’t spoken to Iris in days, not since her carelessness had nearly gotten Olivia Walker killed. But she and Celine had managed to keep Roland out of the pizza shop since he’d come in and nearly brought Roman and Charlie to blows with each other.

Roman still thought maybe he could have survived that fight, but he was grateful for Celine’s intercession, anyway.

But how had Roland gotten in here now? Roman scanned the closest doorway, looking for signs of disruption in Celine’s subtle protections. They had similar sigils up at home, so it only took him a moment to realize that one tiny protective packet had fallen off the door frame and landed on the worn tile below. The cold must have frozen the adhesive.

“Shut that off,” Roman snapped, walking over to the speaker controls and hitting the power button. “Get out of my shop.”

A rush of wind blew past him, and Roman suppressed a shiver. In the claw machine near the entrance, a little pink teddy bear wriggled out from the pile of prizes and stood on top, waving a tiny paw at him. Roman rolled his eyes. “Out!” he ordered, jabbing a finger toward the door.

He marched over and undid the deadbolt, then pushed the door open. As he did so, a burst of icy air came into the shop. The teddy bear stopped moving mid can-can.

And then, standing there with the door propped open, Roman’s parental instincts kicked in at the absolute worst time.

God dammit, it was too cold and too dark to kick anybody out of anywhere tonight. Even if it was some kind of chaos entity. Roman didn’t know if Roland could feel cold, but that didn’t make him feel any less squeamish about booting him out with nowhere else to go.

He sighed, closing the door and locking it. “Listen,” he said, unsure if he was talking to thin air or not. “It’s too fucking cold out there. You can stay here until the sun comes up. But God help you if I come back and a single thing is out of order. I’ve seen my wife shoot light out of her hands and that’s going to be your problem before I banish you into the Marianas Trench. Understood?”

There was silence beyond the humming of the appliances in the grill area. Roman took that for a yes and went back to the register. He was done counting the money in minutes, then headed out back to get his coat. As he came back out front and flipped off the lights, he still couldn’t sense the poltergeist anywhere in the shop.

Maybe Roland had left anyway. Oh well, that wasn’t Roman’s problem. Even if the sharp wind hitting his face as he opened the door made him uneasy.

As he locked the door behind him, the pink teddy bear waved through the window. Roman rolled his eyes, but he waved back.
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Cleo wasn’t sure what she’d expected to happen once her mother was back home. Sure, Tara Stevenson was a godsend, staying with her mother for some overnights and when Cleo was working. And Tara’s sister, who her mother apparently also knew, had been able to help for a couple of days while she’d been in town. But now her mother could not be left alone and it was her and Tara who were responsible for that.

Someone had to stay with her overnight every night, and that was falling on Cleo. So she was working during the day, then instead of going back to her own home and partner, she was coming straight to New Winslow to set up camp in her mother’s tiny living room.

Now here she was, sitting on the couch with her guitar beside her, scribbling lyrics and hoping for some kind of spark. Her mom was in her room. She claimed she was taking a nap, but Cleo was pretty sure she was hiding. And she completely understood. Her mother had gone from having her own privacy, her own space that no one rarely interfered with, to needing twenty-four-hour care. No matter what she did, someone was in her house. And while it was always someone she knew, sometimes she didn’t know them at the time. So if she was going to hide from strangers or her own daughter, Cleo couldn’t blame her.

Cleo yawned, covering her mouth with a fist, then brushing her choppy black hair back over her shoulder. That song, now officially called Pull You Back, was still growing. She didn’t get all the social media aspects of it, but Edie was four years younger than her and seemed to understand exactly what was happening. And anything she didn’t catch, her bandmates were right on top of. Meanwhile, Cleo understood the fact that her song was being played on streaming services (not a moneymaker) and sales of her existing albums were growing (actually an okay moneymaker?) And now she was also getting emails about licensing, something she had no clue about. But from the way the others talked about it, that could be a decent income as well.

So while she had no idea how a teenage drama had gotten ahold of her song and incorporated it into their ten-minute episodes, she wasn’t going to complain about it. Not if it might get her out of delivering food all over Massachusetts.

She picked up her guitar and strummed a soft chord, muffling it so that it wouldn’t travel into her mom’s room and wake her up. The sound was dull and uninspired, but Cleo tried not to let that get into her. Instead, she glanced at the lyrics on the coffee table in front of her, words she’d scribbled out in between possibly paranoid checks on the locks and standing outside her mother’s closed door, listening for the faint sounds of movement from inside. As of now, she didn’t like this song so much. But maybe it was one of those that would clean up nicely in the revision stage.

Cleo was spending the night here again. She’d been staying on the worn-out couch and the springs inside it were starting to hurt her back. If this kept going, maybe she’d need to get her mom a new couch. Or a foldout bed for herself. She didn’t want that, she wanted her own bed with Edie. But she had a responsibility to her mom too.

Cleo jotted down a few more lines, each more tired than the other. No, this wasn’t going to work. She needed to build an entire album around Pull You Back.

Yeah, she felt that pain she’d poured into that song still. It was ridiculous, but she really was trapped here. It wasn’t her mother’s fault, and it had nothing to do with the curse after a lifetime of fearing it. No, it was the fact her mother needed her and Cleo wasn’t going to let her down.




* * *




Her phone rang a few hours later as she was making supper. Her mother had come out of her room by this point and was sitting in the living room, sullenly watching the news and pretending Cleo wasn’t there. Cleo set down the wooden spoon she was using to stir the frozen pasta and picked up her phone. “Hello?”

“Hey. Just checking in.”

Edie’s light voice was like a shot of sunshine cutting through her mood. Cleo smiled, then shifted her phone to her left ear and picked the spoon back up. “No changes,” she said, trying to keep her voice light in case her mother overheard her from the living room. “I’m staying the night and I’ll be home for a little while tomorrow.”

“Want me to come there and keep you company?”

She did. She wanted it so badly. And considering Edie had already been to New Winslow during that nightmarish evening when her mother had gone missing, Cleo should have been more comfortable with the idea. “No, that’s okay,” she said. “It’s a… a touchy day.”

What she wanted to say was it was a frigging nightmare and her mom was alternating between sulking and not knowing Cleo’s name. And Cleo so badly wanted to go home, take a bath in their amazingly large bathtub, and rest for a few hours before starting it all over again. But again, a small house. And if her mom heard her complaining, she might either feel guilty or get mad and kick Cleo out. Neither of which Cleo wanted.

“You’re sure?” Edie asked.

“Yeah. I’m fine, I promise. I’m just doing some writing.”

“Speaking of,” Edie started, trailing off a little.

Cleo waited patiently, hearing the sound of a hissing pot on the other end. Edie must have been making their own dinner too. They swore softly. “Sorry,” they said. “My soup overflowed. But what I was about to say is that Tyler and Ryan are going to come over in a few days to do some tour planning. If you can get home for a few hours, or maybe overnight, we can discuss what to do…”

About Cleo’s song going viral. There was no non-douchey way to put it, was there? She felt like an ass even thinking it, but that was exactly what had happened. And now they were doing everything they could to jump on that and use it as a launchpad to keep her career moving to the next level. Or more, Ryan had been doing his best to at least keep his finger on the pulse while she’d been busy with her mother. She was so grateful for that, because the idea of even dipping a toe into whatever was happening with her song on the internet was way too overwhelming to even consider on top of everything else.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’ll be there. I’ll talk to Tara and we’ll figure it out.”

“Great,” Edie said. “I figure we really need to have a sit-down and just figure this all out on both sides. Because our numbers are going up too.”

Edie, Tyler, and Ryan made up a Boston-based rock band called The Blossom Step. Edie had replaced their old drummer right before they’d all left on tour together nearly a year ago. The band had been far from struggling when they were on tour, but their devoted fan base was small and localized. Either way, the idea that her song was bringing them all up made Cleo dizzy just thinking about it.

“Cleo?”

Her mom’s voice sounded uncertain, almost scared. Cleo shook her head. She couldn’t think about touring right now though, she needed to make sure her mom was fine. “I have to go,” she said to Edie. “I’ll be home tomorrow for a little while, but I’ll probably be back later in the day.”

“Of course,” Edie said. “And I mean it, babe. I will go to New Winslow to help you out. This is too much for two people to do by themselves.”

Emotion tightened her throat, and she nodded. “Love you,” she said.

“Love you too.”

Cleo hung up and turned the pasta down to low heat. Then she set her phone down and headed into the living room to see what her mom needed.








  
  3

  
  
  Episode Three

  
  




Andrew wasn’t sure that they should have so many candles burning while the store was open. Sure, the ornate glass barriers Iris had set up protected them enough. But it still seemed unsafe to have fire all over the store with the number of Christmas shoppers they had today.

He’d decided to stay at his job, after all. As mad as he was at Iris, he needed to keep working. Both to earn money and to keep his sanity as the curse continued to keep him in New Winslow. He’d been hesitant at first, but then Olivia had sat him down and told him flat-out that she wasn’t going to tell him not to work with Iris. She knew how important getting out and breaking the curse was. So while Olivia might never speak to Iris again, that was between the two of them.

The burden that had lifted off of Andrew’s chest when she said that was something he hadn’t even realized was there. But he also knew that, if she’d asked him to stop, he would have been done. No question.

A woman came up to the register with a small plant and a book about astrology. Andrew rang her up quickly. She was on her phone and barely glanced at him as she paid and took the bag. Next up came a thin, jittery-looking man holding a piece of tourmaline. He looked nervous as Andrew rang it in, his eyes darting back and forth as he scanned it. Andrew’s first thought was he was shoplifting, or he was the distraction as someone else shoplifted. And, if that was happening, Andrew was just going to murder them. He didn’t have the patience for it and there was nothing in this shop that was going to keep someone from starving to death.

He handed the stone back to the man, whose grip was so tight that his fingers were white. Something was off here and Andrew didn’t have to be psychic to see it. The man was pale and the dark circles under his eyes stood out against his sallow skin. Someone laughed in one of the small aisles and he flinched, nearly dropping the crystal.

This wasn’t shoplifting, this was something far more metaphysical.

“Mate,” Andrew said softly, knowing he might regret it. “You alright?”

The man nodded rapidly, but his eyes didn’t meet Andrew’s. “You’re sure then?” Andrew asked.

“Y-yeah.”

“You know there are wards up all over this shop, right?”

He felt like he’d cracked the code as the man relaxed, just slightly. “Listen,” Andrew said. “Want me to go get the owner? She might be able to help you with whatever is going on?”

“Can she?”

“I reckon it depends on the situation. But she’s the real deal. Stay here.”

Andrew assumed the man was going to slip out the door the second he turned around. But for once, he decided to trust his intuition and get Iris. This wasn’t a shoplifter. And if it was, they had him on security cameras.

Iris was standing in her tiny back room, looking for something on one of the storage racks. Her long, blonde hair was untied and it looked like a waterfall, flowing down her back as she tilted her head up to look on a high shelf.

“Iris?”

Iris jumped and whirled around. “Sorry!” Andrew said, holding up his hands in surrender. “Sorry! I just have a customer who needs some help.”

After everything that had happened with Olivia, he was still hesitant to trust Iris with his own health and safety. But this was a customer and, even with her poor judgment calls of the fall, she was probably his best bet. Plus, she was actually at work and focused on what she was doing, not halfway out the door for a mysterious meeting that ultimately proved useless. He saw that flash of hesitation in her eyes that showed she was clearly thinking along the same lines. But then she nodded.

“What do they need?” she asked, turning and walking back out with him.

“I’m not sure,” Andrew admitted. “He’s got some kind of a situation and the tourmaline isn’t going to cut it.”

This wasn’t the same scenario, and he knew that getting it right this time wasn’t going to redeem Iris in the eyes of everyone she’d disappointed. And he wasn’t doing this intentionally in hopes that maybe he could stop being so disappointed in her. No, this was purely professional. It was exactly the same thing he’d do if the man needed to know the difference between two essential oils.

Iris walked out and took the man off to the side. Their conversation was too quiet for Andrew to hear, so he busied himself by putting back stock that had been left at the counter. They planned to do a ritual tonight after they closed, some kind of astral projection nonsense that wasn’t going to get Andrew any closer to leaving New Winslow than he had been when he woke up this morning. And he was so tired that even if it somehow did release him, he was going to curl up and sleep on the other side of the boundary before doing anything else.

It was just going to be the two of them again. Even though it had started out that way, Andrew had gotten used to the team of Iris, him, Roman, and Dr. Degas. But Roman was out. He hadn’t spoken to Iris since before Andrew had driven the possessed Olivia over to his and Celine’s home for help. Andrew had to give him credit because he knew that in the past, Roman would have gone over and blasted Iris. He wasn’t proud of the fact that he’d done that exact thing himself, but he wasn’t sorry either.

Dr. Degas was more level-headed about the situation, but she was also stepping aside for a little while, with the promise that she was here if they needed her. But she had no interest in setting foot in Iris’s shop again after the string of irresponsible behavior that culminated in Olivia’s possession.

The bamboo were crooked in their cute porcelain cups. Why did she sell bamboo? Was there some kind of magical property to it that Andrew was unaware of? He’d have to look into that. The duplex was currently covered in sigils and protective wards, but he couldn’t help trying to think of all the other ways that he could keep them safe. Olivia was still scared. Even if she didn’t say it, he could see it in the way that she avoided leaving the house and kept checking the doors.

Not that he blamed her. That had been the scariest night of his life and he hadn’t even been the one possessed by an angry spirit.

If he couldn’t do anything else, he could at least use his apparently not useless new knowledge to protect their home. It was his home too, at least as long as he was here.
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Roman woke up the next morning sure that the House of Pizza had burned down in the night. Celine had gone into work earlier than he had, letting him sleep in a little after last night’s late shift. He got up and glanced at the clock. Seven-thirty. Time to start the day.

Celine’s nightmares about his death still lingered, no matter how much he tried to push the thoughts aside. He was taking her advice to heart, even right now as he began his new morning stretching routine. At forty-three, his muscles had not been happy when he started this. But in the short time, they’d adapted and he felt off all day if he didn’t take the time to stretch.

A little while later, he was showered and dressed. As he was making a smoothie for breakfast, the babysitter they’d hired to watch Aidan and Abby during the overlap in shifts arrived. She was a sweet girl, one of Jamie’s classmates who had been looking for weekend work. She seemed a little nervous around Roman, but he figured it was just shyness. Still, he was polite and offered her some breakfast, which she declined. Now, with one final thank you to her, he was on his way out the door.

Normally, he’d have his music blasting before the car was out of the driveway. But as he’d peeked in one last time before leaving, Aidan and Abby had both been so peacefully asleep in their little beds. Even the thought of scaring them physically hurt Roman, so he kept the music quiet until he was halfway down the street.

The House of Pizza was still standing when he pulled up and parked in his usual spot. He scanned the front for any signs of broken windows or graffiti. But there was nothing. And as he walked inside a few minutes later, all he smelled was the slight char of the oven warming up.

“Morning!” he called as he locked the door behind him.

There was a beat, then Celine called back a greeting. He made his way out back to find her sitting at the desk, the communications log book open in front of her.

“Hey, you,” she said, leaning up for a kiss.

Roman kissed her back, running a hand over her hair where it was tied up in a messy bun. Then he pulled away and glanced down at the book. “What was the damage when you got in?” he asked.

She shrugged. “A couple of burnt pizzas last night that were comped. It seemed fairly normal. Weren’t you the one who comped them?”

“No, I mean with Roland.”

She glanced up at him. “Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“No, I expected at least something. But there wasn’t even a pizza box out of place when I got here.”

There was no way that hadn’t been Roland last night. The wards had broken just enough to let him in and they’d been put up specifically for him. So it wasn’t like a random stray ghost with the same terrible personality was going to find their way in. But to have nothing out of place after a visit from Roland was just odd. It made Roman uneasy.

“Maybe he’s got something planned,” he said, as though Roland were capable of thinking ahead.

“Or he appreciated having somewhere to go on a cold night.”

He didn’t believe it and Celine didn’t seem to either. But instead of dwelling on it, he could just appreciate the fact things had gone alright.

“I’ve got everything stocked,” Celine said. “But I didn’t get the vegetables prepped over on the grill side yet.”

“I’ve got it,” Roman said.

He could do this work in his sleep after ten years of it. So instead of dwelling on everything, on Roland, on his anger toward Iris, on that lingering fear that still followed him around, he threw himself into the physical labor of the job and tried to relax.




* * *




“Give me about three minutes and I’ll be done over here.”

Roman didn’t bother looking up when he felt Celine’s eyes on him from over the grill shelf about fifteen minutes later. He had three more green bell peppers stacked up that needed to be chopped, plus a stack of dirty dishes that needed to go out back to the sink. It was ordinary stuff, but they were getting close to opening time and he was feeling that urgency building to get it all done.

“Don’t worry about it,” he continued. “The order isn’t in until ten and-”

He shut up as soon as he looked up past the shelf and realized he was talking to thin air. “Babe?” he called, confused as he looked around the empty shop.

“Back here!” Celine called from out back.

No, he hadn’t been imagining it. Was Roland back? How did the little shit manage to get past the barriers again?

Peppers temporarily forgotten, Roman hurried around the grill and out past the front counter. The doors were still locked, and as he went to check the nearest one, he could see that the protective charm was not only still there, it had been reinforced by Celine that morning. A quick walk over to the other door showed the same thing. Everything was in place and reinforced. The sigils Celine had used were the same ones she used on their home, so Roman knew that they were solid.

So it wasn’t Roland coming back for Round Two. But he’d been so sure that someone was standing there. And unless Celine was suddenly an Olympic athlete, there was no way she could have gotten out back that fast.

Roman made his way back to the front of the shop, unable to keep himself from glancing around for any signs of something weird going on. He glanced in the claw machine, where the dancing teddy bear from last night was lying as still as it should have been on top of the pile of cheap stuffed animals. Roman stayed where he was for a moment, watching the teddy bear. But it didn’t move.
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Cleo was home for the first time in three nights, so she’d figured that she and Edie would maybe go on a nice date or have some quiet time at home. However, Edie had sheepishly mentioned that they were having that band meeting when Cleo got home. The guys had shown up about ten minutes later. Cleo was half-frustrated and half-relieved. She kind of wanted to just lie down on her bed for ten hours, but they really did have a lot of things to discuss.

“So, um, Tyler’s kept me up to date with…” Ryan gestured vaguely at Cleo as he stepped away from the front door and kicked off his shoes. “How is that all going?”

Cleo laughed. “Overwhelming?” she said. “It’s been a month and there’s no sign of it ending.”

“It’s a good song,” Ryan said. “And you hit the trends just right apparently. We’ve been, like, researching how to get it just right and you just did it.”

“I’ve seen it in at least twenty serious videos,” Cleo said. “And don’t even get me started on the parodies.”

“If you’re getting parodied, you’re doing something right.”

Edie had stepped into the room and was now taking the bags of chips and dip from Ryan. There was a noise from the hallway and a minute later, Tyler was walking in with three pizza boxes.

“Hi all!” he called cheerfully as he swung the door shut behind himself.

A few minutes later they were all seated around the kitchen table with pizza and cans of soda. They caught up for a few minutes, Cleo mostly hanging back a little as the others traded stories. Then Ryan turned to her.

“Alright,” he said. “So you wanted to discuss where to take it from here?”

“Yeah,” Cleo said. “Basically, I have no idea what to do.”

He motioned for her to hand him the sheet she’d printed out and she passed it over. Even with his septum piercing and sleeve tattoos, he looked more like an investment banker than a lead guitarist as he looked over the numbers Cleo gave him. He nodded thoughtfully, then looked at her.

“So this is…”

“Yeah.”

“What do you want to do?”

Cleo blew out a laugh. “You tell me,” she said. “Every minute I haven’t been worrying about my mom I’ve been worrying about this. I have no idea what to do.”

Ryan took a chip and thought for a second as he ate it. “So, like, I’ve never been viral,” he said. “We’ve been doing well, but it’s been a grind. A good grind, but a grind. And we’re gotten a boost from this too. Like, guys, we might need to hire a real accountant to start doing this if it keeps up.”

“We’ve finally made it,” Tyler said, deadpan.

Edie snorted, but reached over and squeezed Cleo’s hand. “You gotta get out there and support it,” Ryan said. “You have to be playing live. And maybe we can do some live streams or something. How’s your social media strategy?”

“Terrible.”

“Fucking thirty-somethings,” Ryan muttered.

Oh right, she was about five years older than everyone in the room. Ryan was laughing as he said it, but Cleo felt her face heat up anyway.

“So right now it looks like streams on your entire discography are up, but the version of this song you posted is obviously above and beyond all that. But looking at this pattern, it’s early obviously, but I think you can definitely build on this momentum. Obviously your income won’t be predictable, I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know. But Cleo, I think this is a turning point for all of us. We really need to get planning for that tour. You need to be putting out more music. We all need to be putting out more music. And you said you’ve been getting requests for licensing?”

Cleo nodded. “I’ve got a few different things. A couple college films and a marketing agency, but I think a couple more have come in.”

“You’re gonna want to talk to a lawyer about that.”

“I can’t afford a lawyer!”

Ryan looked back down at the numbers. “I mean, give it another month and you might. Streams are crap for revenue, everyone knows that. But you’re getting sales, you’re getting streams. I mean, look at this. You’re selling merch. When was the last time you even updated your merch store?”

“I have a…oh yeah!”

“Alright,” Ryan said, tapping his pen on the table. “We need you playing live, we need you writing more music, and we need you getting out there more on social media. I think that’s a good start. And we need to do the same.”

He winked at Cleo. “We’re gonna be opening for you on the next tour.”

Now her face was on fire. “It’s not that-”

He waved her off with a laugh. “Seriously though,” he said. “A tour will make a big difference right now. I’ve been in touch with some of the folks in the UK that I was talking about and they’re able to get us some shows if we want them.”

The giddy feeling in her stomach faded, replaced with unease as she realized that wasn’t possible. “I don’t know about a tour,” she said. “I can’t-my mom…”

Ryan’s smile faded and she could almost see the wheels in his mind turning as he tried to find a solution for her. “It’s me and her best friend taking care of her and we can’t leave her alone,” Cleo continued. “The fact that I could be home tonight is honestly just because Mrs. Stevenson kicked me out to get some sleep.”

“What about local places?” Ryan suggested.

“That could work,” Cleo said. “But it’d be tricky to manage.”

“For playing live, couldn’t you talk to Olivia?”

Edie’s questions punctured the bubble of overwhelm that was surrounding Cleo. She turned. “What do you mean?”

“She’s got the bar. I mean, it’s not like Apex, but it’d be convenient. And we could record it and get it online.”

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Cleo thought she said it calmly, but now all three of them were looking at her oddly. “What?” Cleo snapped.

“Why isn’t it a good idea?” Tyler asked. “Is it a shitty bar?”

“That doesn’t matter,” Ryan said. “It can be an ambiance.”

He stressed the last word in a way that showed he was half-joking, but Cleo shook her head. “No, listen, I’d rather not connect anything else from my career with that town, okay? It’s bad enough that…”

She managed to shut her mouth before she finished saying it was bad enough that Edie had gotten involved. But Edie clearly grasped where that had been going and they weren’t impressed. For a second, Cleo thought they might say something. But instead, Edie just shook their head.

“Whatever,” they said. “Sure. Yeah, if you don’t want to do a dive bar, we can figure something else out.”

“No, dive bars are fine. I’ll go with anything else. I just really don’t want to get stuck in New Winslow. I’m there often enough now that I’m regularly risking it, why add on more?”

Tyler raised an eyebrow, but Ryan shrugged. “There’s plenty of other places. I want to get us some shows too, so maybe we can schedule some and take turns being the opener. Our buddy’s got a brewery that we’ve played a few times, let’s talk to him. And we’ll get in touch with the bookers over at Apex, Johnny Q’s, a few other places.”

Edie nodded. “I’ll talk to Sarah over at Johnny Q’s and see what they’ve got.”

They were moving past the New Winslow conversation, but Cleo knew it wasn’t over for good.




* * *




It was nearly midnight when Tyler and Ryan finally headed out. Cleo watched them drive off, heading back to Boston, with a guilty longing in her heart. She wanted to leave too. She wanted to be back in a city where she actually saw people coming and going. And there was nothing wrong with that, right? She could love Edie, love living with them, and miss what she used to have.

Edie was already in the bathroom, brushing their teeth, but Cleo stayed by the window a couple more minutes. She was making money and she was in a position to make even more. Maybe she could get her mom to leave New Winslow. And maybe Edie would be up for moving back to Boston with her. Edie didn’t dislike the city, they just couldn’t afford a place there. But the two of them together probably could. And she could have her mom nearby and know she was getting good care.

No, she couldn’t go down that road right now. Because if she started planning it all out, eventually she’d have to reach the reality that her mother wasn’t going to move. Or that Edie wasn’t going to move. And her mom’s condition was only going to get worse. But for now, maybe she could just start working on the slightest little beginning of a plan that might, maybe happen.

“Hey, I’m sorry.”

Edie’s soft voice made Cleo jump and turn around. They were standing in the middle of the living room, wearing an old band tee-shirt and soft purple shorts. Their face was gleaming with eye cream, but they looked a little sheepish as they looked at Cleo.

“I know you’re trying to avoid New Winslow as much as you can,” Edie continued, shifting a little on their feet. “I just thought maybe it’d be a good way to get some live footage of you doing newer songs.”

Cleo sighed. “It’s okay,” she said. “And I know you want to help and I appreciate it. But if I got you stuck there too, I wouldn’t forgive myself, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“Besides, I can probably manage some gigs in Boston if I plan it carefully.”

“It doesn’t need to be Boston,” Edie said.

Cleo felt silly, but yes, it did need to be Boston. At least for some of it. Even if she wasn’t living there again (yet), the urge to be in the city nearly choked her. “True,” she said.

Edie stepped toward her, so close that she had to awkwardly crane her neck down to look at them. They were smiling at her. “Look at you,” they said, running a hand through Cleo’s long, black hair. “You’re famous.”

Cleo blew a raspberry at that and Edie laughed. “Seriously,” they insisted. “How great is this? You’ve worked hard, you’ve earned this.”

“I think I’m numb,” Cleo admitted. “Ask me again in the morning, maybe I’ll have a real answer for you.”

Edie slid their arms around Cleo and laid their head on her chest. “Hmm, I’ll make sure to do that.”

Cleo knew tomorrow morning she was going to have to go straight to a delivery shift, then to her mother’s for the night. And the day after that would look exactly the same. But for now, she could just enjoy this.
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  Episode Six

  
  




“Noah? Hey, Noah.”

Someone was calling him from somewhere over the ocean winds. Noah groaned and put a hand to his face to shield his eyes from the sudden light that was flooding into them. As he lifted his head, things weren’t quite right and it took a moment for his sluggish, waking brain to catch up. The light was at a weird angle and the carpet was way too soft under him. The fact that there was a carpet underneath him was strange in itself.

Oh, and he was completely naked.

Noah sat up quickly as someone touched him again, gently shaking his shoulder. “What? What the hell?”

Jude took a step back, holding up his hands. “Whoa, sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said. “Um, what are you doing out here?”

Right. He was at Jude’s house. Still blinking, Noah looked around at the now-familiar living room and tried to put the pieces together. He’d come over under the pretense of dinner. Then they’d had sex. He’d planned to go home but had fallen asleep instead.

And then apparently sleepwalked again. But unfortunately, not into oncoming traffic, which could have helped him avoid this embarrassment.

“Shit, I’m sorry,” Noah said, rubbing his eyes as he stood up. “I must’ve been sleepwalking or something.”

Jude laughed. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “It’s two in the morning. I thought maybe you’d gone home, but I came out and saw you on the rug.”

Noah stretched his neck from side to side, cracking it. “Nope,” he said. “Nope, just…wow.”

Jude smiled, his eyes tracing the length of Noah’s body, then coming back up to his face. “I’m not complaining,” he said. “Are you alright though?”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just embarrassed. It’s something that’s been happening for a little while. Since, um, since I got home.”

From rehab. While he wasn’t embarrassed about getting sober, talking about it still made him uncomfortable. As if there was some big life thing that everyone else understood, but he’d never learned. Like they could live their lives without needing to be admitted to the hospital in order to learn how to be a functioning adult.

Jude’s face softened and Noah was relieved he didn’t need to elaborate. Things with Jude were nice. There were no expectations and no promises. He wasn’t about to get in a relationship this soon, he wasn’t that foolish. But companionship and sex with no strings attached? Sure, he’d take it.

“It’s okay,” Jude said, pushing a lock of his long, red hair back out of his face. “I did that when I was a kid. My mom ended up putting an alarm on my bedroom door.”

“God, if Liv finds out about it, she’ll probably do the same to me,” Noah said with a laugh.

He was aware that he was standing here very naked except for the cast on his wrist while Jude was still in the doorway with a thin bathrobe over his small frame. At six and a half feet tall, Noah always felt like he was lumbering over everyone in his life. And with Jude, the height difference was almost comical.

“So it’s pretty late,” Jude said. “What do you want to do? You’re welcome to stay if you want?”

The condo was warm while the December night outside had dipped well below freezing. And while Noah’s truck had a good heater, the idea of driving home right now wasn’t too appealing. So instead, he set his embarrassment at this whole thing aside and grinned at Jude.

“I mean, if you’re offering,” he said.

Jude’s eyes locked on his. “Oh, I’m offering,” he said.

He turned and started walking back into his bedroom. Still slightly unsettled, but mostly focused on the prospect of a warm, affectionate body, good company, and a soft bed, Noah followed.


* * *


Four hours later, Noah woke up to the sound of Jude coming out of the shower. The other man’s hair was wrapped in that twisted towel thing he’d never quite figured out whenever Olivia did it. Another towel hung low on his thin hips, where Noah could see a bite mark he’d accidentally left behind. Jude was scrolling through something on his phone as he walked in, then looked up and
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