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Dedication



To karaoke nights, and favourite songs, and good goodbyes












Love is not yours to own forever,

Love is borrowed and love is blue.

It’s a gift of time we don’t got, baby,

So I’ll steal my moments with you

And when I’m gone and buried under

All the baggage that we found

Remember to lose yourself, baby.

’Cause wherever you go, there you are.

Wherever you go, there we are

Alive in the sound.

—“Wherever” by Roman Fell and the Boulevard
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Love Is …

MOST SUMMER NIGHTS in the small beach town of Vienna Shores, North Carolina, there was music at the Revelry.

Everything about the old music hall was unforgettable. The sharp lights of the stage. The crackle of the stereo. The smell of stale beer and sweat that had seeped so far into the hardwood floors that nothing would ever get it out. The bathrooms were filled with signatures of people who had flushed at least once, the heavy oak tables scratched with secret love notes, the top shelves of the liquor cabinets packed with bottles full of water because no one came to the Revelry for the cocktails.

Whenever I was stuck in Los Angeles traffic and homesick in a way that ate down to my bones, I’d put on my favorite song and turn it up so loud it rattled my soul, and sometimes I could trick myself into thinking I was sitting there at the bar, my skin rosy from the hot August sun, listening to that music.

Dad had this thing where, once a band played at the Revelry, he’d take a photo and have them sign it and pin it to the wall in the lobby beside those of hundreds of other musicians who had come and played, reminding everyone that—once upon a time—they were here.

And so was I.






Chapter 1 [image: Decorative image][image: Decorative image] Kiss Me (in the Milky Twilight)

I WAS SECOND-GUESSING the heels.

The plan was to dip into the concert at the Fonda Theatre, say my hellos, and ditch before the after-party. I had an early flight home tomorrow—it was a vacation I took every summer back to the Outer Banks—but when Willa Grey offers you a VIP ticket to her Los Angeles show, you don’t say no. I hadn’t seen her since her new album took off this spring. It had changed her life—a surprise world tour, a platinum record, international fame—and it had changed my life, too, since I had written her most popular song. Now there were rumors of a VMA performance this year, a Grammy nomination—hell, even a coveted invite to the Met Gala. I’d written hit songs before, both because I was good at it and because I’d lucked into a particular subsection of popcorn pop songs at the exact right time, but nothing quite like this. Willa had been dragged off to so many tour stops and late-night talk show appearances, we hadn’t gotten a chance to chat much since “If You Stayed” hit the Billboard top ten, so I felt like I had to at least drop by, stay for a song or two, and remind her to call her therapist … the normal girl’s girl thing.

So here I was, sweating in a theater with broken AC, squashed between damp strangers, with my heels rubbing blisters onto my feet. (I could have taken off my shoes, I supposed, but I grew up in a music venue, so I knew what was on these floors.) People around me sang Willa Grey’s songs with their entire chests, swaying back and forth with their hearts in one hand and their cell phones in the other.

And I just wanted to go to bed.

I used to love concerts. They were my happy place—my home. Being in the thick of the audience. Singing at the top of my lungs to my favorite songs. Being in love with the idea of existing in this moment. Or, really, being in love at all.

I’m not sure what changed—me, or the music?

Shakespeare once wrote, “If music be the food of love, play on.” And four hundred years later, a Tinder date quoted it back to me—unironically. And that wasn’t even the worst part. Clearly the man hadn’t read the rest of Orsino’s soliloquy, because just after that line he laments, “Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting, the appetite may sicken, and so die.” He wants to be done with love, the unrequited torture of it. The promise of a happy ending expounded in three cruel words.

Maybe that was it … there wasn’t magic to the music anymore. There was just my brain listening for the verse, the pre-chorus, the bridge, the rhymes with fire, desire, higher—

Needless to say, that Tinder date was a one-and-done sort of situation. My best friend, Gigi, asked if I at least had sex with him—he was some sort of social media celebrity, but in Los Angeles you could spit and hit one, so it wasn’t that big a novelty—and she seemed very disappointed that I’d left the restaurant without him.

I’m no connoisseur of love—I learned early on in this industry you couldn’t have it all, a Great Love and a Great Career, so I chose, and I never looked back.

Well, I never looked back often.

I knew the feeling of love. Bright and buoyant and easy. Physical and visceral, emotional and impossible. I believed that. It was why I moved out to Los Angeles in the first place, to chase my dreams of being a songwriter. You didn’t relocate to one of the most expensive cities in the world to wait tables and rub elbows with greasy music moguls if you weren’t a little bit enchanted by the idea of it. And you certainly didn’t write hit songs about girlfriends in suede heels and endless summer nights if you were that jaded.

And now, I was here. A thirtysomething on the main floor of the Fonda Theatre, surrounded by people fresh out of college and dunked in glitter, screaming along as Willa Grey skipped around onstage with her sequin-covered pop band, the Tuesdays, regretting my shoe choice. Willa had this new “kiss cam” thing that she paraded around, zooming in on couples as the audience shouted at them to kiss. At the moment, there were two men on the large screen behind the Tuesdays, lip-locked for everyone to see.

My worst nightmare.

I watched for a moment longer as Willa whirled her handheld camera around and started singing into it. Her face filled the screen, bedroom eyes and sparkly lashes, framed by flaming red hair, emphasized by a saccharine lyric about the one who got away.

Certifiably not one of my songs.

Someone elbowed me in the side. Willa had told me there was a private balcony that I could sit in if I wanted to and she’d pop in to say hello after her show, but I’d bucked at the idea because I was raised in music venues. I didn’t need to escape the masses. I was a songwriter, I wasn’t famous. But I found myself asking the overworked barback where exactly this private balcony was, and he directed me to a set of stairs on the left side of the venue that would have been impossible to find if there wasn’t a security guy standing in front of it.

That was different. Willa didn’t say anything about having to pass security. I frowned, thinking there might be someone in the private balcony already who needed some muscle head to stand guard, though Willa hadn’t mentioned inviting anyone else, either.

The security guy stopped me with a beefy arm. “Sorry, that’s as far as you go,” he said, though I barely heard him over the concert.

“Oh! Right. Here,” I added, digging my VIP badge out of my too-big-but-never-big-enough purse. I had to lean in toward him and shout to be heard over the noise. “Willa said I could go up there!”

He squinted at it and shook his head. “You sure?”

I frowned. “Why … wouldn’t I be?”

He shrugged.

“Who exactly is up there?”

In reply, the security guy pointed to his earpiece, and shrugged again. As if he couldn’t quite hear me.

“Guess I’ll find out myself,” I murmured, and started up the stairs.

Behind me he replied, clear as day, “He’s just like his dad.”

He. Well, that was a clue at least. I hoped it wasn’t anyone I knew—though most men I knew refused to work with me since, well, they cited that my work didn’t fit their image. I wish I could say that female songwriters in this career were a dime a dozen, but the truth was we were rarer than stumbling upon a decent man on Tinder.

I had half a mind to just bail on the show and go home—

Stop it, Jo. You have to at least stay until the song, I told myself, because that’s why I was here, anyway. And I really didn’t want to disappoint Willa, even if I’d met her only a handful of times.

So I climbed the stairs to the balcony. It was smaller than the one at my parents’ venue, with barstools pushed up to the railing instead of theater seats. At first, I didn’t see anyone else—and then a shadow leaned back from the railing and turned to look at me.

Below, Willa launched into a bright, high-energy song I’d written a few years ago about girlfriends going out for a night on the town. The stage lights threw pinks and yellows up into the balcony, highlighting the stark planes on the man’s face and threading light into his hair.

Oh.

I’d never seen him in person, but I could recognize him anywhere.

Sebastian Fell.

Son of multiplatinum rock star Roman Fell, he had stumbled into the limelight as one of five members of the boy band Renegade, though they’d broken up over a decade ago. When I was a teen, Gigi was obsessed with them. She decked out her binders with printed photos, and wrote fanfic, and in our sophomore year of high school, she convinced me to skip school, lie to my parents and her grandmother, and drive two hours to Raleigh to see them. From the nosebleed seats, we watched most of the concert on the jumbotrons, but it didn’t matter. I was there for Gigi, and Gigi was there for Sebastian Fell. Back then he had swoopy hair and played the “bad” boy of the group, and I guess he lived up to that when he crashed his Corvette. I was a senior in high school then, I think. Renegade called it quits after that, and I couldn’t remember what happened to the guy.

Apparently, he was now attending Willa Grey’s concerts.

He’d turned twenty when he quit the band, so now he was—what—midthirties? Fifteen years looked different on everyone. On me, it grew out my hair and broke that bad habit of biting my cuticles and gave me a skin-care regimen. On Sebastian Fell, it made him unravel like a pop song turned folk. In the dark balcony, the neon lights made the shadows of the crow’s-feet around his eyes darker and the wrinkles across his forehead fine. His dark hair was unkempt and shaggy, half pulled back into a bun, the rest brushing against his shoulders. Over time, a smattering of freckles had spread across his nose and cheeks and bloomed into constellations, and his cheekbones had turned sharp, though he still had those same thick, expressive eyebrows. He wasn’t as tall as I thought.

I distinctly remember a Vogue article calling his eyes “cerulean,” though as his gaze slid over me and caught the light, they reminded me more of an ocean before a storm.

Definitely not inviting.

Quietly, I went over to a stool at the far end of the balcony and sat down. I’d learned that it was always best to ignore rich and famous people. Otherwise, they’d get spooked. Throughout the next song, he kept glancing over at me.

Then, after the next song, he asked, “What brings someone like you up here?” His voice was deep and syrupy. He propped his head up on his hand as he studied me. “Haven’t seen you here before.”

Willa ended her song and started chatting with some of her bandmates onstage, so I didn’t have to shout when I told him, “Willa invited me.”

His mouth, which some tabloid article had noted as “tricky,” twisted into a smirk. “Did she now.”

“She did.”

“Hmm. Well,” he added, sitting up a little straighter, “before you ask, no, I don’t do autographs.”

I stared at him, my mouth dropped open. “E-excuse me?”

“I appreciate my fans, but I’m off the clock right now.”

Whatever nostalgia I had for him withered away within seconds. I tried not to scowl as I said, “I don’t need your autograph, thanks. And I’m not a fan.”

He smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Sure.”

He didn’t believe me. I wrestled down the impulse to argue, and I squinted at him. “Sorry, who are you?”

His eyebrows jerked up. Then he barked a laugh. “You’re cute. I deserved that.”

“You haven’t seen me cute,” I quipped back, “but you did deserve it.”

The suave smirk on his face fractured a bit. He leaned against the railing, studying me. I wondered what he saw—obviously a woman who didn’t actually belong up here. Dark hair pulled into an orderly fishtail braid, a worn band T-shirt paired with an Alexander McQueen skirt delved from the dregs of a consignment shop, hand-me-down Manolo heels that made her feet blister. He admitted, “I can’t decide if you’d be fun to flirt with or not.”

“Wow, if you have to think about it, I think we both know the answer,” I replied wryly. I could tell him that we had a connection—that my mom once sang with his dad’s band a lifetime ago—to alleviate this sort of cat-and-mouse conversation with something relatable, but I doubt he cared. Backup singers must be like bugs on a windshield to guys like Sebastian Fell.

Halfway through the next song, he scooted over two stools, leaving one between us as if it was a safeguard. “Maybe we can start over,” he said over the song, though it was easier to hear him now that he was closer.

Or maybe the acoustics were just really lousy up here.

I didn’t deign to give him a glance. “Oh, where you believe me?”

“That you don’t want my autograph or … ?”

I snapped a glare at him. “Wow. You really are a piece of work, Sebastian Fell.”

“So I’ve been told. Though I have a feeling that you like it.”

That made me snort a laugh despite myself. “And what makes you think that?”

“A feeling.”

I leaned a little closer to him. “If this is your idea of flirting, it needs more work.”

“Ah,” he replied, biting in a grin, “should I pull out a boom box like in the movies and serenade you with a love song instead?”

“I doubt you know a good one.” I picked a piece of invisible lint off my black Willa Grey and the Tuesdays tour T-shirt. Below, the masses swayed back and forth to a slow song. “I’m very picky.”

“Since you’ve come for Willa Grey, I’m sure I could just sing ‘If You Stayed’ to you.” He leaned toward me, so close the rest of the world faded out around him. “I’ll whisper it in your ear like poetry. Make you feel like the lyrics could be real.” Then he used that syrupy voice of his to sing a few of my own lyrics back to me. “‘What we could be if you stayed, if you stayed we could be.’”

If it was any other song, that would have caught me. Despite everything. Hook, line, and sinker. I was a slut for romantic overtures.

Except for my own.

I leaned toward him to whisper, “That song doesn’t work on me.”

He was inches from me, so close that his eyes weren’t quite sure where to look until his gaze settled on my mouth.

Onstage, Willa launched into another song. It only took three notes to recognize it. The strong major chord speeding into a pop ballad. The punch of the downbeat. The synths.

She sure had perfect timing.

And Sebastian Fell smirked.

Below the private balcony, dark shadows bobbed along to the beat.

I’d written dozens of hits since I came to LA, but “If You Stayed” was the first one that felt personal. A power pop ballad reminiscent of the eighties, with strong synths and a violin melody, it was bright and airy—the kind of song that I had imagined would be on the finicky jukebox at the Revelry, beside Cher and Madonna and Bruce Springsteen—and nothing like anything else I’d written before. It was filled with nostalgia. Bittersweet.

I’d just never imagined it would become so loud.

“This song works on everyone,” Sebastian Fell murmured in the darkness of that owner’s box, surrounded by people singing my song. He was close and encompassing and immediate. “It’s a good one.”

“Why?” I asked, searching his face.

His eyebrows furrowed, and for the first time his mask fell a little, and the surprise on his face looked strangely handsome. I think I liked it. He began to answer—or, at least, it looked like he did—but then something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. “Uh-oh,” he murmured, glancing down at the stage. “We’ve got an audience.”

I didn’t follow his gaze until I realized that there was an unsettling pause in the crowd, and when I did, I saw myself on the projection screen behind Willa, as she pointed her kiss cam up into the balcony at me.

And beside me, on camera, was Sebastian Fell.

Even though she was too far away for me to see her face clearly, I knew she was giving me one of those sneaky grins, and in a flash of dread I realized that she recognized me all the way up in the private balcony, and maybe she also recognized Sebastian Fell beside me. She thought it’d be fun. I didn’t know Willa well, but I did know she liked to meddle. You ended up learning a lot about a person trapped in a recording booth during a songwriting session. So I knew she was still hung up on a girl she met back in New York City, and she knew that my love life was drier than the Sahara.

“Willa,” Sebastian grumbled under his breath.

Below us, hundreds of people shouted, “KISS! KISS! KISS!” like they could peer pressure me into locking lips with a guy I’d rather toss over the railing.

“Well, this is awkward,” he observed.

“Do you think they’d notice if we ran for it?”

“Yes. We should probably just give them what they want.” He turned his gaze to me and, with the spotlight on him, I could finally see the glimmer of cerulean in his eyes, magnetic and alluring.

I stared, mouth dry. “I … uh—do you mean—?”

“KISS! KISS! KISS!” the crowd cried.

“Kiss!” Willa Grey cheered from the stage. Incorrigible.

I froze with indecision. My cheeks felt so hot I might as well burst into flames.

Sebastian tilted his head slightly away from the camera, his eyebrows furrowing. “We don’t have to,” he murmured, so low that I was the only one who could have heard. A private out, just for me.

In all his bluster, this was the first honest thing he’d said all night.

I wondered what that Sebastian Fell was like.

The bright and poppy ghost of “If You Stayed” hummed through the air, taunting me. The bridge’s A major chord was sharp, the rhythm vibrant like a pink highlighter.

Willa drew her microphone to her lips again and serenaded the crowd, the lens of her camera never leaving us. “‘Kiss tonight goodbye if you have to go, and tell yourself you’ll come home.’”

I wrote those lyrics for the Joni Lark who had been ten years younger and drunk on the kind of longing that came with spinning around to her favorite song. Someone who believed that if music truly was the food of love, then Orsino was a fool to think he’d ever get sick of it.

I hadn’t been that girl in so long, I could barely remember her.

And I wanted to.

I wanted to remember what that felt like.

“‘What we could be if you stayed—if you stayed, if you stayed,’” she sang longingly, remorsefully, “‘we could be.’”

So as the crowd roared, I reached up and threaded my fingers into Sebastian Fell’s messy hair and pulled him down for a kiss.






Chapter 2 [image: Decorative image] (Your) Electric Touch

A SHOCK SIZZLED through me.

Bright.

Buzzing.

A lightning strike that filled my veins with Pop Rocks.

The crowd was so loud I couldn’t think. My head turned to static, a radio that had lost its signal.

Sebastian ran his thumb up the side of my neck and under my chin and sank deeper into the kiss. His mouth opened, tongue sliding along my bottom lip. He tasted like spearmint and Diet Coke, and this close the smell of bergamot was almost overwhelming. The hands framing my face were gentle. Just a moment longer, I thought, letting myself turn to putty in the warmth of his fingers against my cheeks. I hadn’t been kissed in a long time, and certainly not by someone who handled me like I was a delicacy.

For a breath, a second, a time immemorial, there was only this electrifying touch—his soft lips, and his hands traveling to my hips.

The kiss was desperate and deep and wanting, and inside of it was something new—

A melody.

Faint, but slowly growing louder. One I’d never heard before, even though it sounded so familiar.

I pressed myself against him, my hands coming down to rest on his shoulders, firm and steady, the heat from his body so warm in the stickiness of the theater, but I didn’t mind. He hooked his fingers through my belt loops and kept me planted. Grounded. Like he was afraid I’d fly off.

His tongue played across mine, then his teeth as he nibbled my bottom lip.

Get lost in him, Jo, I thought. Crack your heart open.

“She tastes like cherries.”

I gasped in surprise.

We broke apart.

Willa Grey handed off her video camera to one of her bandmates and grabbed her microphone, and our faces disappeared from the screen behind her. She jumped along to the last moments of the song, twirling around like she was a conductor orchestrating the universe. The song ended, but it wasn’t the music that left my ears ringing.

“Cherries?” I murmured. My ChapStick?

He rubbed at his mouth, looking down at the stage—and then sharply up to me. “I don’t—what?”

“You said I tasted like cherries.”

His eyes widened in surprise as if he hadn’t meant to say that out loud. It was vulnerable, as if he was about to explain why he’d said it, why the taste took him by surprise. But then he noticed a few people below us in the crowd snapping photos, and a mask closed over his face again.

And suddenly the sincere Sebastian Fell I’d kissed was gone.

He righted himself and smoothed on a smirk, his voice that languid molasses again. “I can’t recall, but I can kiss you again to make sure. I’m pretty well versed in ChapStick.”

My eyebrows furrowed. “I didn’t say it was ChapStick.”

A woman in the crowd below snapped a not-so-subtle photo of Sebastian and me. My lips felt tender from his kiss. Gigi was going to flip when I told her that he kissed just as well as her fanfics dreamed, but then again he had fifteen years on the immortalized teenager in her stories, and a long list of ex-lovers he’d practiced on.

It shouldn’t have been a surprise that he could pick up the notes of my ChapStick on his tongue. But it was a little sexy, and that was something I wouldn’t admit to anyone.

“You’re fun,” he said, tilting his head toward me again. We were still close enough that if he wanted, he could kiss me again, or I could kiss him. “Wanna get away?”

A question with a thousand possibilities.

I could just lean over, and snag his lips with mine again, and get lost in the action of it for another song or two. And maybe that song or two would turn into an entire night, and maybe if I was lucky, the night would turn into a few more, and maybe weeks and months and years would go by in the blink of an eye.

This was Hollywood, after all. Weren’t happily ever afters guaranteed?

But as soon as I thought about kissing him again, I remembered my early flight in the morning, and the long month I’d spend on the sunny beaches of Vienna Shores, and the unfamiliar dread that coiled in my stomach at the thought of it. Besides, Willa Grey was saying goodbye to her audience, thanking them for a hot night at the Fonda Theatre, waxing poetic about how dreams really came true under the starry lights of LA.

“I’ve got a car out back,” he went on. “We can sneak away and no one’ll know. Unless you want to go out the front. Have a few minutes of fame—I’m cool with that, too.”

And that was when I realized he genuinely didn’t believe that I belonged here. He flirted with me because he thought I was a fan, kissed me thinking I was the kind of decision that he could shrug off in the morning. Was this the sort of pickup line reserved for people he thought wouldn’t matter?

“Is that it?” I asked. “Fame? Is that all you could give me?”

His neatly trimmed eyebrows furrowed, making a divot in the middle. He hadn’t gotten Botox, interestingly enough, or else the lines wouldn’t have looked as deep, and he wouldn’t have looked so puzzled. “Is that all?” he echoed, shaking his head. “What else is there?”

I opened my mouth to reply, when someone called my name from behind me. “Joni! Joni!”

I whirled around. It was Willa Grey, fresh off her set. She took me by surprise, because wasn’t she supposed to do an encore?

She hurried over to me, glittering in sweat and, well, glitter. Her fiery red hair bounced around her like the curls had a mind of their own. She pulled me into a wet, sticky hug. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

“What are you doing here?” I asked, perplexed. “You—your encore?”

“They’ll wait,” she replied, flapping her hand toward the audience, who were already beginning to chant for said encore. “You made it!” she added, getting a good look at me as if she didn’t quite believe I was here, and then hugged me again. “I was half-convinced you wouldn’t show. And you know Sebby!” she added, smiling at Sebastian Fell.

The puzzlement on his face grew. “You … two know each other, Will?”

She rolled her eyes. “God, it’s like you tell him one thing and it goes in one ear and out the other,” she said to me, and then turned to Sebastian. “This is my songwriter. You know, the one I told you about? Joni?”

It took a moment for him to connect the name. “Joni … Joni Lark.”

“Now you remember, fantastic. But I could’ve sworn you two knew each other—that kiss was so intimate,” she said. I felt myself blush. “But really, you two are strangers?”

“And getting stranger, it seems,” he replied, looking at me in a new light, not like a nobody he had kissed, but calculating now. The kind of look I immediately hated.

Willa didn’t notice—her back was turned to him. Her assistant motioned from the doorway, tapping his fingers to his wrist, saying it was time to go. Willa huffed, annoyed. “Sorry, I gotta go, but …” She took me by the hands and squeezed them tightly. “I have tomorrow off from tour. Let’s hang out? Catch up? How’s your mom?”

At the mention of my mom, I felt myself tense, magnified only by Sebastian’s scrutiny. “I’m heading home tomorrow,” I replied apologetically, “for a month—longer than I usually go but I have the time and I sort of need a vacation anyway and …”

Mom.

She squeezed my hands again. Her face was sincere and open. “I get it. I appreciate you, you know.”

Her assistant was having a conniption in the doorway, waving his hands to get her attention. She motioned to him that she was coming, and then on second thought hugged me tightly around the neck. She whispered into my ear, “Seb’s not so bad if you give him a chance.”

Then she was gone, just as quickly as she’d come.

And Sebastian Fell was still studying me. I finally returned his gaze, as if to say, Do you believe me now?

He inclined his head. “Joni Lark,” he said, my name sounding like a spell on his tongue, though I wasn’t sure whether it was a blessing or a curse. I was still lingering on that kiss, and the sudden coldness. Willa liked him—and she rarely liked anyone really. Told me to give him a chance, and I thought about the flicker of someone sincere just before our kiss. Maybe she was right. I might’ve convinced myself, too, if he hadn’t smoothed on a grin and leaned toward me with all the audacity of an asshole. “Will I be the inspiration for your next song, then?”

I reeled back. The question stung like a slap. “Really?” I heard myself ask, before I pulled the rest of me back together. I felt my entire body tense with anger. “First you thought I wanted your autograph, and now you think I want to use you as a muse or something?”

He tilted his head, as if yes—that’s exactly what he thought. “Everyone wants something, sweetheart.”

“I’m not sweet,” I snapped, and held up my hands in surrender. “God, I can’t believe I kissed you.”

He narrowed his eyes. They were again stormy and muted. “You enjoyed it.”

“Until you started talking, sure.” I grabbed my purse off the back of the stool, slung it over my shoulder, and started out of the private hell I’d willingly wandered into. But then I stopped at the doorway, a thought occurring to me, and I whirled back around to him and said, “By the way? That song is a terrible pickup line.”

Before he could respond—probably with something snarky, probably something casually cruel—I fled down the stairs. The security guy was at the bottom, playing solitaire on his phone.

In the Fonda Theatre, Willa Grey came back onstage, and the crowd yelled so loudly, it vibrated my bones. Then she launched into her first hit—a song about taking chances and kissing strangers. Not mine, but it was a good song. I liked the sound. Hundreds of people sang along with her, joyful and bright and living so readily in the moment their love was almost catching.

I lingered by the door for a verse, listening.

And then I went out of one of the emergency exits into the parking lot, and called an Uber.






Chapter 3 [image: Decorative image] (I’ll) Say a Little Prayer for You

I’D LOST COUNT of the times I’d stood in front of baggage claim four, watching suitcases bump along the carousel as I waited for mine. You would think after eight years of living in LA, I would have put an AirTag in my bag, but I think deep down I liked the drama of standing there, watching, wondering if this time it would be lost somewhere between LAX and Raleigh.

It was one of the few thrills that still got to me, mostly because in the grand scheme of things it was such a tiny worry. A small bump in the road. It wasn’t like having your house get flooded, or being fired from a job, or needing to write your next song on contract but every time you sat down to try your chest began to constrict and your heart leapt into your throat as you tried to pull something—anything—from the depths of yourself, because you used to so easily, but now you just find yourself … empty.

No, waiting for my luggage was not like that at all.

I think that was why Sebastian Fell’s comment about offering me inspiration hit so hard last night—because I panicked thinking that he somehow knew. That he’d somehow divined that hitmaker Joni Lark was bone-dry, that she hadn’t written a new song in close to a year. Sure, she’d revised old ones, pulled them out from the depths of her old notebooks and journals to keep the mirage going, but now she was stuck.

Empty.

I’d never felt empty before.

My phone buzzed with a text from my manager, Rooney. HAVE FUN ON VACAY! ;)

I replied with a margarita emoji. She knew about my stuckness. She had to. She was also the only one who did.

When I first went to LA eight years ago, I had these big dreams of being a songwriter. My mom taught my brother and me piano and raised us in the Revelry, so how could I not want to make music, too? And even in that first year—which was rough, waiting tables and working dead-end catering jobs—I wrote. I couldn’t stop writing. I chiseled out time for it wherever I could, during ten-minute “smoke breaks” and inside bathroom stalls.

About a year into subsisting on ramen and Popsicles, I met a woman smoking out back by the dumpsters of one of my catering jobs. She was about a decade older than me, with a blunt platinum blond bob and sharp eyebrows and a scowl that could make grown men wither. She overheard me singing to myself as I sat on an overturned mop bucket, scratching out a song.

“The true tragedy of this city,” she had told me in greeting.

I’d been immediately confused. I’d looked around and guessed, “The full dumpster?”

“A young person with caviar on their work shirt, writing a song while catering a music exec’s ten-year-old’s birthday party,” she clarified. “And the kid’ll probably get on the radio before you.”

“I’ve been on the radio,” I replied easily, returning to my little bent notebook. “College. I took a midnight slot as a DJ and played my own demos between the top hits.”

The woman had barked a laugh. “Anyone find out?”

At which I finished my lyric and grinned at her. “No.”

She seemed impressed. “Singer, too?”

“Just a songwriter,” I replied.

“Pity.” She dropped her cigarette and crushed it under her Louis Vuittons.

“Why?”

“You probably could make it big if you sang them, too. It’s a tough industry. Your biggest fan has got to be yourself.”

I stood and closed my notebook to face her. “I know that, but I want other people to sing my songs. I want to give them words they didn’t know they had in themselves. And I don’t care about making it big—I just want to make it. I’d rather be ten people’s favorite thing than a hundred people’s tenth-favorite thing.”

The woman gave me a long, considering look, before my phone beeped, signaling the end of my break. I stashed my notebook in my pocket and politely said goodbye. As the party ended, the woman found me and slipped her card into my caviar-stained shirt. Her name was Rooney Tarr, and she was a music manager—one of the biggest in the industry.

“Send me a demo,” she told me, and walked away.

The next morning before my shift at the local coffee shop, I did just that, and we’ve worked together ever since. The first few years were rough. I poured my heart into demo after demo, but the critiques were all the same—the sound was too similar, the lyrics were too emotional, the chords too complicated, they had too many love songs already.

So I adapted, and once I found what I was good at—pop-rock anthems about best girlfriends and endless summer nights and living like that Tom Petty song—the rest just came naturally.

Rooney Tarr touted that I could write anything, and I could.

But I excelled at writing the kinds of songs you didn’t see coming. The unexpected. The new. I was a wheel constantly reinventing myself, searching for something perfect.

Something rare.

I wrote songs and scraped by on the royalties because, despite popular belief, songwriting royalties were awful even if you wrote hits. After a while, with enough songs and a foothold in the industry, I should have gotten comfortable, slowed down, but I never did. I just kept writing more and more and more—

Then Mom got sick.

And now I couldn’t write anything at all.

“It’s a curse,” I mumbled to myself, watching the same four suitcases rotate around the carousel until—finally—mine creaked around the corner. I hauled my beat-up neon-pink suitcase onto its wheels.

A moment later, my name echoed down baggage claim like an ominous siren—“JOOOOOOOOO!”

I turned around.

And there, sprinting toward me in a pickle costume and waving a sign that read you’re a real big dill now! was my best friend.

Whatever dread had clung to my heart evaporated. A laugh bubbled out of my mouth. I abandoned my suitcase and rushed toward her. She threw out her arms, poster flying away like a Frisbee, and I threw out mine, and we grabbed on to each other so tightly, I thought our spines would crack.

We almost toppled each other over, giggling. Gigi always hugged like it’d be the last time we ever would. It was one of her mindfulness exercises in college, and it stuck. The costume smelled like chili cheese dogs and beer and beachy surf, and it scratched at my face angrily, and people were looking at us weirdos making a scene, and I didn’t care.

I was home.

Finally, she let go and looked me up and down with a critical squint. “Damn, are you sure you didn’t also have to check those bags under your eyes?”

I felt the grime of LA shuck off like an old skin. Lighter. And I couldn’t stop smiling. “Carry-on only. Could you imagine if I had to check these suckers?”

“They’d be over the weight limit,” she agreed, grabbing the handle of my suitcase, and walked me back to her car, illegally parked in the arrivals drop-off. She drove a beat-up yellow VW Bug that could barely fit my suitcase, never mind the plethora of costumes she had crammed in there for her job.

“I feel like a five-hour delay is a new record—how many of those were on the tarmac?” she asked.

“All five,” I moaned. “And I had the middle seat.”

She pushed my suitcase into her trunk beside a shrimp costume and one that looked like an anatomically correct heart. “That sounds like quite the pickle.” Then she finger-gunned me.

I gave her a deadpan look. My dark hair was pulled back into a sloppy braid, and I was sure I hadn’t gotten all the Cheetos out of it from sitting between two food-fighting siblings, and while I’d thought to put mascara on in the morning, if it was still there, it’d clung on by mistake. I felt oily, and I smelled like an airplane, and my legs hurt from sitting that long.

“It was a big dill, yes,” I commented flatly.

She laughed and unzipped herself out of her costume. Right there at the curb. Then again, Gigi was so used to quick changes in odd places that she didn’t even give it a second thought. Unlike the traffic guard coming to tell us we had to move. Under her costume, she had on her street clothes, a T-shirt that read revel at the revelry, high-waist denim shorts showing off her black floral tattoo accented against the warm brown skin of her thigh, and high-top Converses. Her box braids were swirled up into a bun, and her chunky glasses matched the teal beads at the end of them. We piled into the front seats and snapped on our seat belts.

“You ready?” she asked, and I hesitated for a moment.

We could buy a ticket to Spain, I wanted to suggest. Maybe Norway? Take a vacation—ignore this summer. Ignore everything that’s coming.

But there were some things I couldn’t run from even if I tried. That awful, curling dread returned to my stomach. “I’m glad to be home,” I replied, the lie tasting sour in my mouth.

She reached over and squeezed my hand tightly. She knew the truth. “We’ll get through it.”

Georgia was my oldest friend in the world. She knew me—the real me—on a level that no one else did.

A driver blared their horn behind us, wanting our spot in the airport pickup lane. Gigi threw them the bird out her open window, took her time putting her VW Bug into gear, and crept out of the parking spot.

“You’d think you’d be flying first class by now with all those royalties rolling in,” she commented, pulling out onto the highway for the long three-hour drive back home.

I scoffed. “Ha.”

She shrugged. “I hear your song all the time! The Marge loves blasting the trap remix. It’s annoying, but also kinda cool, too.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “I haven’t heard it.”

She grabbed her phone on the console. “I think I have it on a playlist—”

“No!”

She glanced over at me with a frown. “Everything all right?”

I fiddled with my seat belt. “Oh, sure—I’m fine. I just don’t want to hear it right now, you know?”

“You’re probably sick of listening to it.”

“Yeah.” Something like that. “But you know what I do want? Do you got the goods?”

She scoffed. “As if you even have to ask.” She reached into the back seat and grabbed a greasy bag from Cook Out. “You know I always deliver.”

I dug into it. “Bless you.”

She always stopped by the drive-through before coming to pick me up because I was too cheap to get food at the airport, and too forgetful to bring anything with me from home. Cook Out was tradition. Hush puppies, two large Cheerwines, and a three-hour drive to Vienna Shores. The perfect life.

She handed me my large Cheerwine, and I sucked down half of it in one go. I tried not to have too much soda in LA—it made my adult acne go nuts—but here? There were no rules. And my skin liked Vienna Shores a lot better. But when she presented the bag of hush puppies, she pulled it back when I tried to snatch it.

“Hey,” I complained. “C’mon, I’m starving.”

She sat the greasy bag down definitively in her lap. “Then tell me what’s wrong.” And she took a glance away from the road to glare at me.

I chewed on my straw.

“If you don’t tell me, I’ll feed all these pups to Buckley.”

Buckley was the Great Dane that she shared with her long-term boyfriend. Who just happened, by no small coincidence, to be my brother, Mitchell. We all grew up together, sort of like the Three Musketeers, except fifteen years later two of them decided to start banging backstage at the Revelry.

I gasped, stricken. “You will not. Buckley doesn’t deserve the pups!”

“And neither do you if you keep lying to me.”

I sank down in my seat, sullen. “I’m not lying,” I grumbled.

She held out for a moment longer, and then sighed and handed me the bag. “Fine. I can’t stand the look on your face. You look hungry enough to gnaw off your own arm.”

“Aw, I’d gnaw yours off first,” I replied, shoving a hush puppy into my mouth. Chewed slowly. Telling Gigi what was on my mind was something I didn’t want to do, but she was my best friend. If anyone would understand, it was her. After I washed it down with Cheerwine, I asked, “Are we going to the Rev?”

“You don’t mind, do you?” She put her blinker on to merge into the next lane. “I promised Mitch I’d help out tonight. They’re a bit understaffed.”

“Really? Did someone quit?”

“It’s just for tonight,” she deflected.

I took a deep breath. Steeling myself. “And Mom … ?”

My best friend’s voice was perfectly neutral as she replied, “Don’t worry, she’ll be there. She’s having a good day.”

And there it was.

The reality of what I was coming back to. We didn’t know how quickly Mom’s dementia would progress, so a few months ago Dad called asking if I could come home for a little longer this summer. One last good summer. I hated the idea—as if all the other summers after this would suddenly be bad on principle.

It felt like everyone was just assuming the worst.

I felt that sometimes I was, too.

What was a good day, and what was a bad one? I didn’t know, those were just the ominous words I’d heard over the phone these last few months. I could have asked—maybe I should have—but I was scared to know, really. My imagination kept coming up with new bad days, growing worse and worse with every Google search, teaching me a new impossibility.

“I’m glad it’s a good day,” I said, my voice quieter than usual.

Often these last few months, I imagined what Joni Lark’s life was like—the one people like Sebastian Fell imagined for me. I wondered if that Joni would have a plan for this last great sun-soaked month, if she
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