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      The melody came back at three in the morning, as it always did.

      I sat on the balcony of my penthouse in downtown Florianópolis, barefoot, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs, with an acoustic guitar cradled in my lap. The night air was thick and warm, carrying the briny scent of the Atlantic, and a full moon hung so low over the Hercílio Luz Bridge that it looked like someone had pinned it there. The fairy lights strung along the bridge’s cables shimmered on the dark water beneath, and the sight would have calmed a normal person.

      I wasn’t a normal person at three in the morning. At three in the morning, I was the version of myself I didn’t let anyone see.

      My fingers found the opening chord progression without permission. A minor to E minor, the transition so smooth it might as well have been breathing. The melody unspooled from there: haunting, unfinished, the kind of thing that lodged in the base of your skull and refused to leave. I’d been hearing it for weeks, a ghost of a song that showed up in the space between wakefulness and sleep, taunting me.

      I played it through twice, my callused fingertips barely touching the strings, keeping the volume low enough that the neighbors wouldn’t hear. Not that I gave a damn about the neighbors. Noah Cartwright, my roommate and lifelong buddy, slept like the dead, so I wasn’t worried about him either. This was about me. About the fact that I wasn’t supposed to be doing this.

      I wasn’t a musician anymore. I was a restaurateur. I owned Chez Nous Bistro with Noah and our Brazilian partner, Nelson Razzini. I ran a business, managed employees, argued with suppliers, and charmed customers. I did not sit on balconies at ungodly hours composing songs for a life I’d walked away from ten years ago.

      And yet.

      On the third pass through the melody, words materialized. Not fully formed yet. Just fragments, loose threads of language that floated through my mind like smoke. Something about bridges and burning. Something about a voice you couldn’t unhear no matter how many oceans you put between yourself and the source.

      Don’t.

      I snatched my phone from the small table beside me, opened the notes app, and thumbed in the fragments before they evaporated.

      Then I stared at the screen.

      And deleted every word.

      I set the guitar against the railing with more care than the moment warranted and rubbed my face with both hands. This was the fourth night in a row I hadn’t slept more than an hour. The insomnia had crept back like a stray cat that knew where you kept the food. It was persistent, patient, and impossible to shoo away for good.

      I’d beaten it two years ago. Or so I’d believed. But a few weeks back, the sleepless nights returned with a vengeance, and I knew exactly what had triggered them, even if I refused to admit it out loud.

      Tabloid headlines. Splashed across social media, impossible to avoid even when you weren’t looking.

      
        
        “IZZIE ANDERSON TO ANNOUNCE RETIREMENT?”

      

      

      
        
        “ROCK SUPERSTAR’S MYSTERIOUS HIATUS — WHAT DOES SHE KNOW?”

      

      

      The clickbait varied, but the name was always the same. A name I had spent a decade training myself not to think about.

      I don’t care what she does with her life. She’s dead to me.

      My phone buzzed in my hand, and I glanced at the screen. A text from Bruna, who lived ten floors down.

      Can’t sleep either. Come down?

      I should have put the phone away. I should have poured myself a glass of water, taken a cold shower, and stared at the ceiling until my alarm went off at four-thirty. Instead, I stood up, pulled on a pair of jeans without bothering to button them, and grabbed my keys.

      I told myself what I always told myself on nights like these: Bruna was good company, no strings attached, and two consenting adults blowing off steam was the most natural thing in the world.

      The lie was comfortable, even as it started to fray at the edges.
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      Bruna collapsed on the mattress with a deep heave, her skin glistening from a sheen of sweat I was proud to have caused. She rolled onto her back, fanning her dark-brown curls over the pillows, and laughed. Gleaming whiskey eyes peeked at me from under heavy lids framed by long, black eyelashes. A grin as wide as the Atlantic Ocean illuminated her face.

      She murmured, “Every. Damn. Time. You’re like a machine or something. You never fail to deliver.”

      “You sound surprised,” I chuckled as I knotted the condom and hopped off the bed.

      Unfazed by my own nakedness, I strolled to the bathroom, disposed of it, and grabbed a warm, wet towel. She didn’t say a word, just eyeballed me from head to toes as I returned to stand by the side of her bed.

      When I stooped to wash her thighs, she cocked her head and replied, “I thought after we hooked up a couple of times, the novelty would wear off and you’d move on.”

      I made another trip to the bathroom to drop the towel in the hamper, pondering her words. Once back in the bedroom, I lowered myself on the mattress beside her.

      “Ouch. I like to think I’m not as shallow as that.” Splaying the long fingers of my right hand on her midsection, unable to resist, I glided them up to cup a breast. “Why did you think that, though?”

      She offered me a one-shoulder shrug. Her cheeks flushed. “Have you checked yourself in a mirror lately, Mr. Tall, Light-brown-haired, and Handsome?”

      I lifted an eyebrow. I was aware of my own assets, yet I had no clue as to how they connected to the topic at hand.

      “What does that have to do with anything? You’re saying good-looking men are all pigs? Or is it just me?” I winked because I knew she didn’t think me an asshole like that.

      Right?

      My heart sank at the possibilities her comments implied. Then, a painful cloud flashed over her expression, knotting my stomach.

      She released my stare to follow the path of my hand, now drawing circles on her belly. My fingertips could be touching silk, and it wouldn’t be as soft as Bruna’s skin.

      Her tone was deceitfully flippant when she went on, still avoiding my eyes. “I’m not the kind of woman who lands guys like you. Let’s be honest here for a second, right?” Despite the cheerful voice, her eyes became suspiciously filled with tears. She did her best to hide them by covering her face with her hands and rubbing them against her cheeks. Dropping her hands and her stare, she added, “Just look at me. You’re way out of my league.”

      I stopped outlining the suntan lines on her navel to frame her face in both my hands. “Hey, look at me.” I waited for Bruna to drag her eyes up to mine. “I like your body the way it is. There’s nothing wrong with a pair of luscious thighs.” I released her face to squeeze the object of my comments. I planted a kiss below her belly button and flashed her a naughty smile before adding, “Or a round, oh-please-swat-me butt.”

      Bruna cackled.

      “You’re an amazing woman.” I leaned down to smooch the tip of her turned-up nose. Then, I remembered I had a tight schedule. I pecked her lips. “I’ve got tons of errands to run before heading to the restaurant.”

      I withdrew and threw my legs off the mattress before I changed my mind and stayed.

      She squeezed my biceps, stopping me. “It’s not five a.m. yet. You’ve really got to go?”

      “Sorry, gorgeous.” I moved around her bedroom collecting the clothes we’d scattered. “You’re too much of a distraction.”

      I pulled up the zipper on my jeans without bothering to button them. My tight black tank top covered the dangling ends of the leather belt. I would finish dressing on the way back to my apartment.

      “See you later?” Bruna’s voice rose in an eager tone.

      That sounded out of character for her, and it caused me to furrow my eyebrows as I shoved my wallet and phone in the back pockets of my jeans. I snatched my keys from her nightstand.

      Earlier, she’d initiated things by placing the call, making sure I understood it was just a night of passionate release. No strings attached. That’s how it had always been for both of us. Now her insecurity surfaced in full display. My arguments hadn’t convinced her I meant what I said. She was a beautiful, accomplished, and independent woman.

      On the other hand, I didn’t want to mislead her. I was many things, but a jerk was not in my repertoire. True, I considered her physique amazing. True, we enjoyed scorching hot chemistry in bed. True, neither of us sought a long-term relationship.

      Yet, gazing at her bright whiskey eyes, I couldn’t find the courage to remind her of any of that.

      Not at that moment when she looked so fragile.

      I would be a crass asshole to crush her like that right now.

      I went for the next best thing.

      Running a finger along her jaw, I tipped her head up and smiled. “I’ll do my best. I’ve got a long day at the restaurant. If I’m not deadbeat when I come home, I’ll call you.”

      She nodded, and I left.
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      Thanks to my regular jogging routine on the oceanfront promenade along Beira-Mar Norte Avenue, I traded the elevator for the stairs and climbed the ten flights to my floor without breaking a sweat. Grinning at the thought my workout was paying off, I opened the door to the penthouse and stepped inside just long enough to grab the key fob to my car from the blue crystal bowl on the accent table in the entrance hall.

      Even though I’d barely slept a wink, my body begging for downtime, I couldn’t do anything about it right now. I was running late. The Farmer’s Market opened at five and closed at nine, and Chef Durand would be pissed if I brought him subpar ingredients. Hervé had a reputation to protect, and I had a budding restaurant to take to the next level.

      The elevator doors chimed open, and I climbed inside, pressing the garage button. I watched the bright blue numbers decrease from twenty-five as I descended.

      “Today’s going to be a fucking long one,” I muttered to myself, rubbing the back of my neck to ease the tension.

      The knotted muscles resisted.

      The M4 GTS roared to life when I turned the key, and the engine’s growl vibrated through the steering wheel into my palms. I revved it once, twice, savoring the sound. When I exited the garage, the predawn air hit my face, and I gunned it onto Beira-Mar Norte, weaving between a delivery van and a sluggish sedan, cutting the gap so close the van driver laid on his horn. The sharp blare chased me up the avenue.

      I didn’t slow down.

      Some mornings, the speed was the only thing that shut off my brain. The concentration required to thread a sports car through traffic at reckless velocity left no room for insomnia, or ghost melodies, or names I refused to think about. My knuckles whitened around the steering wheel as I blew through a yellow light and swerved onto the freeway ramp.

      You’re going to kill someone. Or yourself.

      I eased off the accelerator. Barely.

      The Farmer’s Market sprawled along the waterfront near the public market building, a chaotic grid of white tents and folding tables piled with produce, fresh fish, and flowers. I arrived later than I wanted, but the vendors I relied on still had decent stock. I moved through the aisles with Chef Durand’s list on my phone, filling crates with plump tomatoes, bundles of fresh herbs, and the sweet miniature bananas that Hervé used in his signature dessert.

      At the seafood stall, I counted the change the fishmonger handed me and stopped.

      “You’re twenty Reais short,” I said.

      The man, thick-armed and sunburned, waved a dismissive hand. “Tá certo, cara.” It’s fine, buddy.

      Something shifted behind my eyes. I didn’t raise my voice. I didn’t need to. I set the crate of shrimp on the counter, straightened to my full height. My six-two, barefoot, made taller by the boots I wore today, did the trick. Still, I locked my stare on the man’s face. The temperature between us dropped ten degrees.

      “Count it again.”

      He did. The missing bill materialized from the till as if it had been there all along. He slid it across the counter without meeting my eyes.

      “Obrigado.” I thanked him as I pocketed the bill and picked up my crate, already annoyed at myself for the flash of cold fury. The fishmonger had probably made an honest mistake. Or maybe he hadn’t. Either way, the ice that crept into my blood when I felt cheated, the controlled menace that tightened my jaw and emptied my expression, wasn’t something I was proud of. It lived in me like a low-grade fever, always there, spiking when I least expected it.

      Keep it together, Knight. You’re buying fish, not settling a score.

      I loaded the crates into the trunk, arranging them so nothing would shift during the drive. As I slammed the lid shut, a voice called out from behind me.

      “Hey! Hey, man, sorry to bother you.”

      I turned. A guy in his mid-twenties, American by the accent, wearing a faded t-shirt I recognized all too well and cargo shorts, was trotting toward me with a phone in his hand. Tourist. The eager grin confirmed it.

      “You’re... aren’t you the guy who wrote Shattered Glass? For Izzie Anderson?”

      My blood froze, and my stomach dropped, but neither reaction reached my face. I had years of practice.

      “Wrong guy,” I said. Flat. Final.

      “No, seriously, I’ve seen pictures of the two of you together. You’re Tristan Knight. You wrote most of her first album. I’m obsessed with⁠—”

      “Wrong. Guy.” I held his stare long enough for the smile to slide off his face. Then I turned my back, rounded the car, and climbed into the driver’s seat.

      My fingers were shaking as I gripped the steering wheel. I stared through the windshield at the market’s white tents fluttering in the morning breeze and waited for my heart rate to slow down. The kid meant no harm. He was just a fan who recognized a face from a decade-old liner note.

      But the name he’d said out loud, the name I never mentioned — her name — rattled through my chest like a stone dropped into a lake, sending ripples in every direction.

      Izzie Anderson.

      I’d written Shattered Glass for her when I was twenty-one and stupid enough to believe love was indestructible. She’d recorded it with that voice of hers, the one that could peel paint off walls or cradle you to sleep depending on her mood, and it had gone to number one in fourteen countries. My name was in the liner notes. My heart was in every line.

      And then she’d torn that heart out, stomped on it, and married the man who held the knife.

      That was ten years ago. Get over it.

      I turned the key and revved the engine hard enough to make a woman passing by with a bag of oranges jump. I pulled out of the parking lot and drove south toward the restaurant at a speed that would have earned me a ticket if I’d crossed a single cop.

      I didn’t.

      The drive wound along the coast, through thick tropical forest, past the turnoff for Armação Beach, and down the dirt road we’d invested a small fortune to build so that Chez Nous could be reached by car instead of by boat or hiking trail. When I finally pulled into my reserved spot behind the restaurant, the tension in my shoulders had migrated to my temples, settling in for the day.

      I sat in the car for a moment, engine ticking as it cooled. Beyond the restaurant’s panoramic windows, the turquoise waters of Matadeiro Beach shimmered under a cloudless sky. White sand, emerald forest, blue horizon. Paradise by any standard.

      I’d found this place ten years ago, broken and desperate to disappear. Noah had already moved to Brazil for grad school, chasing a degree and a Brazilian ex-girlfriend. I came for a visit and never left. When Noah suggested we open a restaurant together, I had invested most of my savings. All the royalty money from the songs I’d written for a woman I was trying to forget. The stock market swallowed the rest. So here I was, thirty-two years old, cash-strapped, sleep-deprived, and hiding from my past at the edge of the world.

      Best decision I’d ever made. Most days, I believed that.

      I climbed out of the car, grabbed the crates from the trunk, and shouldered through the delivery entrance. Garlic, butter, and fresh bread, the familiar scents of the kitchen wrapped around me. I set the crates down in the kitchen and exchanged a few words with Chef Durand about the evening’s specials before retreating to my office.

      Staff members called out greetings as I passed. I answered each one with a grin, a quip, or a pat on the back. The charm clicked on like a light switch, smooth and automatic. By the time I crossed the main dining room toward my office, the dark-eyed insomniac who played guitar at three a.m. and terrorized fishmongers had vanished.

      In his place stood Tristan Knight, the affable owner of Chez Nous Bistro, the tall American with the easy smile and the firm handshake. The man everyone in Florianópolis thought they knew.

      I closed the door, leaned against it, and exhaled.

      My gaze drifted to the corner of the room, where a battered guitar case leaned against the wall. I hadn’t opened it in weeks. Months, maybe.

      Liar. You opened it on Tuesday. And the Tuesday before that.

      I looked away, dropped into my desk chair, and pulled up the day’s reservations on my computer. Numbers. Logistics. Things I could control.

      In a few hours, the restaurant would fill with people, and I would lose myself in the comforting rhythm of service. I would be greeting guests, solving problems, and making sure every plate left the kitchen perfect.

      That was my life now.

      That was enough.

      It had to be enough.

      Because the alternative, the music, the memories, the name I couldn’t stop hearing even when no one said it out loud, was a door I’d nailed shut a decade ago. And I had no intention of prying it open.

      No matter how loudly the melody in my head banged at it, begging for me to open.
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      The chord progression was wrong. Again.

      I lifted my fingers off the strings of my acoustic guitar and stared at the notebook propped on the music stand as if the lyrics scribbled on the page were to blame for my inability to find a melody that matched them. The home studio in my basement had seen better days. So had I. A collection of half-empty coffee mugs cluttered the console next to crumpled sheets of paper covered in crossed-out verses. The mic stood in the center of the recording booth behind the glass, waiting for something worth capturing. It had been waiting for a while.

      I repositioned the capo on the third fret and tried the progression again, humming along. The melody fell flat before I reached the second verse.

      “Garbage,” I muttered, setting the guitar on its stand.

      Three months. Three months I’d been holed up in this studio trying to finish the album Tarmac Records had been breathing down my neck about. Twelve tracks. I had nine that were passable, if generic. Hell, performing other people’s words had sustained my career for over a decade.

      Liar, that annoying voice in my head reminded me just how hollow those songs had made me feel.

      Singing them had been like a special kind of torture over the years, no matter how high on the charts the songs got. The lyrics sounded foreign to me. They didn’t connect to my soul.

      Maybe they would if you weren’t so high on cocaine, the inner bitch retorted.

      She wasn’t totally wrong.

      Out of my frustration, I decided to write songs myself for this album, something I’d never done before. Turned out that writing my own was proving to be a different beast entirely. The three tracks I was working on refused to come together, no matter how many times I rearranged them. The songs still sounded hollow. Technically fine, but without soul.

      My gut knew exactly why I was stuck.

      I just wasn’t ready to face the truth.

      I pulled my legs up onto the leather couch against the wall and leaned back, pressing my palms against my eyes. The studio was supposed to be my sanctuary. Soundproofed walls, dim lighting, the faint hum of equipment on standby. When I’d had the house renovated after buying it, this room was the first thing I designed. A place where nobody could reach me, where the outside world and all its noise couldn’t get in.

      Lately, the silence wasn’t helping.

      The creak of the basement door interrupted my brooding before I could sink deeper into it. Heavy footsteps on the stairs. Steve Brennan was the only person who walked into my house without knocking and came straight down to the studio as if he had the right to do so.

      “You look like hell,” my manager said as he rounded the corner.

      Steve stood at the bottom of the stairs in one of his trademark slim-fit suits. No tie, top button undone, the California casual look that every industry guy in LA had perfected. He could sell ice to polar bears. He’d been managing my career for eight years, and not once had I seen him sweat. He also never showed up unannounced unless he had bad news or an agenda. Usually both.

      “Hello to you too.” I didn’t bother getting up.

      He scanned the studio, taking in the mess. The mugs, the crumpled paper, the mic stand. His jaw tightened, but he kept his voice light. “How’s the album coming?”

      “It’s coming.”

      “Three tracks short, last I heard.”

      “Still three tracks short.”

      Steve lowered himself into the swivel chair by the mixing console and rolled it to face me. He laced his fingers over one knee, the picture of patience. I knew better. His patience was a performance, same as everything else about him.

      “Iz, Tarmac called me twice this week. I’m running out of excuses to give the board. They want a release date. They want to announce a tour. They’ve got venues on tentative hold that won’t stay tentative much longer.”

      “Then let them go.”

      “Thirty-seven cities. That’s what they’ve mapped out. Thirty-seven cities, four months, starting in the fall. The merchandising contracts alone are worth...” He stopped himself, pressing his lips together. “I’m not here to throw numbers at you. I’m here because this can’t keep dragging.”

      I sat up and faced him. “I know it can’t.”

      “Then what’s the holdup? And don’t tell me it’s the songs. Why don’t you give up trying to write music yourself? I never agreed to that idea. Just go back to using the material I got for you.”

      He was right, and we both knew it. The songs were a symptom, not the disease.

      “I need to get my act together first, Steve.”

      His expression shifted. The manager’s mask slipped just enough for me to glimpse the man behind it. For all his sharp suits and aggressive dealmaking, Steve had been there the night I checked myself into rehab. He’d canceled a European tour worth millions without blinking, told the label I had “exhaustion,” and sat in the waiting room for six hours until someone came out to tell him I was stable. He never brought it up afterward. But he never forgot it, either.

      “Jim and I talked last week,” I continued. “I’ve been stuck on Step 9 for too long. He says I’m not going to move forward until I deal with it, and he’s right. I can feel it in the music, Steve. That’s why the songs aren’t landing. I’m blocked.”

      Steve studied me for a long moment. “So what does ‘dealing with it’ look like?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I offered, switching my gaze to the guitar on its stand. My heart sank like a ten-ton boulder rolling into a deep lake. I knew exactly what I had to deal with, or rather, who I had to deal with, before I could move on. I wasn’t sure I was ready for it yet. But I was certain about the recording company’s demands. I lifted my eyes back to Steve’s. Squaring my shoulders, I deadpanned, “I’m not going on a thirty-seven-city tour while I’m running from the one thing that’s been eating me alive for ten years.”

      He exhaled through his nose. “Tarmac isn’t going to wait forever.”

      “They’ll wait or they won’t. I can’t write from this place.” I gestured at myself, at the studio, at the wreckage of three months’ worth of failed attempts scattered around us. “This isn’t a scheduling problem. This is a ‘me’ problem. And if I don’t fix it, the album won’t be worth releasing anyway.”

      Steve stood, buttoning his jacket out of habit. He looked around the studio one more time, then back at me.

      “Fix it fast. The label’s patience has an expiration date.” He paused at the bottom of the stairs to look over his shoulder at me. “And so does mine.”

      I listened to his footsteps climb the stairs, the basement door clicking shut behind him.

      Then I picked up my guitar again. Tried the progression one more time.

      Still wrong.
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      Jim Evans picked up on the second ring, same as always.

      “You’re calling late, kiddo. That’s either very good or very bad.”

      I tucked my feet under me on the couch, pulling a throw pillow against my stomach. The studio was behind me now, the basement door shut, the failed chord progressions left to rot in the silence. Upstairs, the house was too big and too quiet. It had been too big and too quiet for years, but I noticed it more on nights like this, when the work was going nowhere, and the walls felt like they were leaning in.

      “Steve came by today,” I said.

      “And?”

      “Same conversation. Album, tour, deadlines.”

      “What did you tell him?”

      “That I need to deal with Step 9 before I can deal with any of it.”

      A pause settled on the line. I could picture Jim in his living room in Pasadena, feet propped on the battered ottoman he refused to replace, a cup of decaf going cold on the side table. Jim Evans was old enough to be my grandfather, which put me at ease around him and was essential for his positive influence on me. He also didn’t give a rat’s ass about my celebrity status. Having grown up as the troubled son of an unhinged, dysfunctional movie-star couple, Jim had seen Hollywood at its worst. No one surprised him. Nothing shocked him.

      Genuinely fond of me, he’d become my sponsor in the NA program. He’d stuck by my side through tough struggles, small victories, and
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