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Chapter one

Nick





Our fans are still clapping as we, the four members of our pop band Orchard Folly, exit from our second encore. 

“Nick! Nick Devlin!” Fans are screaming.

We absolutely killed it. I gulp down the water from the bottle that Amira, our band manager, hands me. I towel off. The lights are hot, and we were jamming out there. 

This is it. This is the year.

We hurry single file down the darkened hallway to the small dressing room at the back. Inside, I grab another bottle of water. The musical strains of “New York, New York” fill the bar—the perfect song to end this first day of January.

“Nick! The way you sang that last note…” Amira high-fives me, her gold bangles cold against my arm. “You almost made me cry. Way to go! The MusEn guy was definitely jibing along to the music.” She’s practically jumping up and down in her brightly colored tunic top, and then she hugs Kyla, our bass player, as if she can’t keep it inside.

My feeling of joy mirrors the expressions on my bandmates’ faces. We were in the zone. I hug José, our drummer, and as we separate, he pats me on the back. I look over at Sayo, our keyboard player, and she grins back at me.

The stage crew is breaking down the set and bringing our gear to the green room.

Amira suggests a photo of us together against the wall. José, Kyla, and I stand in the back, arms around each other as the taller members of the band (José and I are both 6’2”, while Kyla is 5’9”), while Amira and Sayo stand in front of us in the center. The photo could be a jeans ad, if it were selling worn, ripped jeans that are as comfortable as possible. The light flashes. The mirrors on the other side reflect our glowing faces. My ride-or-dies. It’s taken me a few years, but this group—the sound we have, the way we play off each other… This is it.

This is my family for life. If I can bring it home for us. So much is on me as the lead singer and songwriter.

We’re running out of time. Our latest single is climbing the charts on Spotify and YouTube—it’s so close after all these years, I can taste success. But José said earlier he has to take on another job for income. Sayo had nodded. But giving up our ambition to be musicians full-time will destroy a part of all of us—the part that believes that hard work, persistence, and talent can make dreams come true. And for me, I’m determined to prove to my mom that I can make a living as a musician and don’t need to be in a white-walled cubicle tied to the clock, watching my soul wither away like the sand in an hourglass. Sure, I got my accounting degree, along with my music degree, to appease my mom and I still do accounting side work for money as we wait to hit it big, but it is not my passion.

Our security guy enters and whispers to Amira.

“It’s mobbed outside, but that’s good since the MusEn guy is here,” Amira says to us and then asks Mr. Muscle if he has any friends in the neighborhood. “I don’t think you can handle this crowd alone.”

Our fans started calling him Mr. Muscle, and now we do too. He’s 6’5” and built like a bulldozer but with the softest heart.

“I called my friend, but he’s working at a bar tonight,” Mr. Muscle says.

“It’s okay,” I say. Many fans are familiar faces at this point. It’s not like we’re that big, and their loyalty is everything. “Make sure you cover Sayo.” She’s tiny, and I worry they can knock her down. Mr. Muscle and I exchange a look, and he nods.

Sayo huffs. “I’m not the one they’re mobbing.”

We pack up the rest of our things and pull on our coats. 

We exit through the back door of the club, but it doesn’t make a difference. A crowd awaits, bigger than ever before. The screams that erupt are deafening, and women surround me.

I stop to sign autographs. A fan hands me a hand-drawn illustration of me. I thank her, even as I tell her it’s way too flattering of an image, with wavy brown hair, chiseled cheekbones, deep-green eyes, and a perfect smile. I actually have a slight chip in my front tooth from when I stupidly used my teeth to open a package of guitar picks in a crunch. I hand out more signed postcards of our latest single. 

But as the packed throng presses forward, Mr. Muscle steps in. “We have to move on. Thank you. Thank you.” He shields me from the hordes as we squeeze through.

They’re pushing too close.

“Get Sayo,” I say to Mr. Muscle. 

Mr. Muscle moves to protect her. 

Lights flash. I’m blinded. Where’s the van?

Someone grabs me and hugs me tight. “Babe. You were fabulous.” The heavy perfume scent is overwhelming.

I stare into the eyes of a woman I’ve never seen before—who has locked me in a crazy vise grip. I freeze. Way too close! My instinct is to break free—I must resist the urge to push her away.

“I’m sorry, but you need to release me,” I say firmly.

She leans in. No way. I move, but she gets way too close with that open mouth. But her focus on trying to kiss me gives me the chance to push her arms away, gently—or at least try to make it look as if it’s done gently in any video captured. I’m free. I turn away from her. There’s the van.

Mr. Muscle is back, sticking his body between us and trying to block her. “Get in the van.”

I make a break for it. I hop into the front passenger seat and check to see if everyone else is inside. Sayo is seated next to Kyla, who has her bass case on her lap, José crowded next to them.

I can’t see if that woman is still outside. The crowd seems to be dispersing. It’s cold and dark inside. I stick my hands into my coat pockets. Mr. Muscle jumps into the driver’s seat.

“That was crazy,” I say. “I remembered just in time to not push her away, because that wouldn’t look good on video if I were to push her or hurt her.”

“Are you okay?” Sayo asks. “I wouldn’t like being grabbed like that.”

“I can’t say I liked it either.” I shudder. “We may need more security. I’ll talk to Luca tomorrow.” Luca is one of my best friends and runs his own security company. “But it isn’t a bad thing that the crowd was huge. It means we’re getting more popular.”

The van pulls quickly away from the curb, or as quickly as it can in New York City. We’re soon stopped at a red light, but at least we’re two blocks away. The streets are mostly empty at this hour. I turn my body so I can see my band members behind me. I’m still wired from our concert. José pulls a beanie cap over his hair, nearly hiding his brown eyes. I high-five Kyla, whose tall, lean frame is wrapped in her long red parka, her black curly hair spilling out over it. She gets cold easily. We sang several songs together tonight, and I’m still in awe at how well our voices blend. The light from outside makes the purple streaks in Sayo’s black hair glow red. Amira is behind them, her head bent over, glued to her phone.

“The MusEn guy texted that he wants to meet us tomorrow afternoon,” Amira says. “This could be it. This could be our big break.”

“We can’t get our hopes up,” I say, although mine are rising. “We’ve been here before—with Vinyl five years ago—and it didn’t result in anything.”

“I have a good feeling about this,” Amira says. “Plus, we’ve been making steady progress during those five years. We’re now ten years into this. We have a solid fan base. It’s not like the early days, when we first started and the only people in the bar where we were playing were the other bands performing.”

“Way to bring us back down to earth,” I say.

“And our friends,” Sayo says.

“And your mom and dad,” I say. But not my mom.

A cab swerves right in front of us. I brace against the dashboard. Mr. Muscle honks.

Amira gasps. “That woman who tackled you—she’s saying she’s your girlfriend, and it’s blowing up on social media. She says she’s the Cara you dedicated ‘Goodbye Cara’ to.”

No way!

“Goodbye Cara” was a song about my ex-girlfriend, Christina. And goodbye was good riddance. This YouTube woman clearly doesn’t get double entendre.

“Look at this footage.” Amira leans forward to show me her phone. “It’s too intimate. You look like you’re whispering in her ear, and then you look like you’re arguing with Mr. Muscle that you don’t want to leave her.”

That’s some good editing. It does look like there’s something between us.

“The flashes blinded me. She grabbed me before I could even react. Can’t you simply deny it?”

“I will. I’ll put out a statement,” Amira says. “I’m sorry. I should have hired more security.”

“It’s not your fault. Nobody expected that, and our fans are usually respectful.” A slight chill sweeps through me. “That was crazy.”

“This video is done so well. And she got it up so quickly on her YouTube channel,” Amira says. “I think she planned this to get her subscribers up. She’s trying to take advantage of your YouTube popularity to increase her own.”

“Isn’t that good?” I ask. “We’ve got a clear motivation for what she’s doing, so it will make sense when we deny it.”

“It’s just that she’s so public and seems to have some skill at manipulating the media. I’m your band manager, not a social media guru.”

“You’ve done well so far,” I say.

“Let me call my cousin,” Kyla says. “She does social media for her company.” As our van weaves through the streets of lower Manhattan, Kyla talks to her cousin, who recommends putting out a bigger story to drown this one out.

“I have a very bad feeling about this,” Amira says.

So do I. She had someone there to photograph that “kiss.” She uploaded this video in less than half an hour. I’d been naïve again, trusting our fans, thinking I shouldn’t hire more security and interact behind a barrier. But I was torn. Our core supporters waiting out in the cold did deserve our attention.

“I’m sure it will die down,” I say to reassure Amira. Don’t give in to the doubts.

We’re near my block on the Lower East Side.

There’s Maddie, my neighbor, her huge Mary Poppins bag on her shoulder, an enormous parka that looks like it’s completely swallowing her tall frame, black yoga pants, and black sneakers. I’d recognize her anywhere—even now, with her back to me and her hood completely up.

“You can let me off here,” I say. “Get home safely, guys. And great job.”

“But we’re still a few blocks away from your apartment. Are you sure?” Sayo asks. “You’re carrying two guitars.”

Mr. Muscle stops the van.

“I need to walk off the concert. And that woman. And Maddie’s there.” I push open the door and grab my two cases.

“Oh, Maddie,” Sayo says. And the way she says it… 

No. Definitely don’t think I want to probe into that.

I run to catch up with Maddie, a guitar case in each hand.

“Maddie,” I yell.

She swings around as if she’s going to hit me with her bag. I duck. Note to self: Do not surprise Maddie from behind.

“Oh, it’s you.” She pushes down her hood. Her hair is up, but brown wisps escape everywhere. She must have been thinking a lot.

“Let me guess, you were out late covering another story, unless it was a really hot date?” I ask, sure that’s going to rile her up. 

“Maybe I did have a hot date,” Maddie huffs.

“So hot you came home alone?” I step a bit closer. “Someday, we have to discuss your definition of hot. But you do look electrified.” At least her hair does.

“Ha-ha. I have a lead on a story that could really make my career. I’m interviewing another source tomorrow.” She hefts her bag up onto her shoulder. It’s huge, and Maddie swears it carries all the essentials.

We stroll down the street, her jumbo bag and my guitar case putting a healthy distance between us, yet we’re in step. We skirt around a couple hustling home hand-in-hand. A warm yellow light spills out from an apartment above us, its curtains still open, and it looks cozy inside. I can feel myself relaxing. I glance at Maddie, but she’s pulled her hood back up. I bet she’s worrying her lip. She does that when she’s thinking about a story angle.

We turn the corner onto Orchard Street, where we live. The glowing, round, colorful paper balloons that hang from the bare branches of the tree in front of the Sticky Rice restaurant always cheer me up. Two delivery bikes, outfitted for a cold winter with gloves encasing the handlebars, are locked together by the tree. As we pass, I see they’re actually separately locked to a pole. Not together. It depends on the angle viewed. I have to believe that on closer inspection, the truth will reveal itself with that doctored video of me with the YouTube star wannabe. Similarly, an outsider might think that Maddie and I are close friends by the way we interact, but we’ve been neighbors for several years and casual friends—friends who hang out when we run into each other in the neighborhood. At least, I like to think that. Maddie might have a different opinion because of how annoying she finds my late-night playing. I should soundproof my living room wall, but how is she in her thirties and going to bed at ten p.m.?

We walk single file between a tree enclosure and a restaurant’s plastic winter vestibule, which butts into the sidewalk, hindering the cold air from sweeping into the dining room. The sidewalk widens, and we return to strolling side by side.

“How was your concert?” Maddie asks.

“Brilliant.” I smile. If only I could capture in words that wave of energy that seems to vibrate between us on stage and our fans, pulsing back and forth. I tilt my head. How to describe it, to explain that euphoric feeling, tickles at the corner of my mind.

“Sorry I missed it.” Maddie switches her bag to her other shoulder. Maddie has only attended my concerts at Craic and Laughs, her friend’s family bar. She’s never yet come to a different venue to see me.

“You don’t look sorry,” I say, gently knocking her shoulder with mine. Maddie is so fun to tease.

“I look like a sorry raccoon because you were up practicing so late last night,” Maddie says.

“No such thing as a sorry raccoon,” I say. “Raccoons are cute—but they are nocturnal, so I don’t think that’s your animal spirit. Maybe a hibernating bear?”

She flashes a quick glance at me, and there’s some hurt there. I’ve mis-stepped, but how?

“At least I’m not a bat pretending to be a human,” Maddie says.

Did I imagine that hurt look? She now looks like her usual spitfire self.

“I’m going to take that as a compliment that I’m crucial to the ecosystem,” I say.

“Indeed. You’re a natural pest controller,” she says.

I laugh. “Anyway, I’m sorry you missed it. MusEn was there, and Amira said they seemed keen on us.”

“That would be amazing,” she says. “I can look forward to your moving out soon.”

“Won’t you miss me?” I ask.

“Not as much as I miss sleep,” she says.

“Have you ever thought you put too much priority on sleep? You’re young. You should be living it up.”

“Like you? You work as hard as I do. Harder. You’re always working on another song.”

“That’s not work for me,” I say.

My phone buzzes. I read Amira’s text, but it doesn’t make sense.

“What?” I ask. “No way.”

“What?” Maddie asks.

“Some unhinged woman is claiming I’m her boyfriend, and Amira says a news outlet picked up her story.” I show her the article. “Amira is putting out a denial.”

Maddie peers at the photo on my phone. “You don’t know her? That photo looks like…”

“I know. It’s manipulated. She grabbed me, and I was asking her to release me.”

“Wow. That’s scary,” Maddie says. “I’m sure Amira will get the denial published in reputable news sources.”

We reach the front door of our apartment building. We both love living here. For one, there’s a former speakeasy in the basement. Maddie unlocks the door. I step forward to hold the door for her with my body. As she passes close to me, she looks up for a second. She has the biggest, softest brown eyes I’ve ever seen, and her cheeks are flushed from the cold.

“I need to pick up my laundry,” she says. The building’s laundry room is in the former speakeasy. She takes a book out of the bookcase that covers the back wall of the foyer, and the bookcase (a hidden door to the speakeasy, now laundry room) swings open. It is still the coolest thing ever. She doesn’t look back as she disappears down the stairs, and the door shuts behind her. I go up the stairs alone.

She also barely tolerates me.

And Maddie is a reporter—like my ex. Christina did an exposé on what it’s like to date a wannabe rock star. It wasn’t pretty. So, I learned that lesson…the hard way. Don’t date a reporter.








  
  

Chapter two

Maddie





The sound of guitar chords being strummed echoes through the thin walls separating my apartment from Nick’s. 

“I’m going to kill Nick.” I stick the earplugs back into my ears. They keep falling out. I hit the pillow again and turn onto my side. My sleep schedule is also off because I stayed up too late last night for New Year’s Eve, celebrating at my friend Lily’s party hosted at her fiancé’s place.

The earplugs hurt. I take them out.

I sit up and decide to work on one of my little felted miniature creatures. I’m selling them at the New Jersey miniature show in two weeks, and I need more stock. I take out my wool, needles, felting mat, pull on my finger protectors (before I poke my fingers with the needle because I’m tired) and start working on a little black dog.

Nick’s voice carries through the paper-thin wall that separates my apartment from his. He’s singing about not being able to trust anyone and worried someone likes you not for you, but for what you represent.

That’s not something I have to worry about. But it makes me sad that he does.

I know he’s not dating that woman claiming to be Cara. Our wall is so thin, I’d hear any other activity. I should be grateful I only hear music.

He’s singing about loneliness and feeling like you can’t share your deepest feelings and fears because you’re afraid that person will turn away and never want to talk to you again.

I can’t help but listen.

How does he know these feelings? He’s a frickin’ rock star. Okay, he’s not mega-famous yet, but he’s getting there. He has a fan club. His YouTube channel comments are filled with comments like: “I love you,” “Your music helps me to get up in the morning,” “You got me through a dark place,” and “Your voice is all I need.” And as far as I’ve seen at concerts, he’s incredibly grateful to them all. He takes the time to chat with them but yet maintains a cautious distance.

At least he’s never had someone he dated tell him—I shake my head. I will not repeat what my ex said about my kissing ability. He also broke off our relationship abruptly. And that’s the second time that’s happened. While I was thinking that we were growing closer, getting to know each other’s inner quirks and foibles in the short time we’d been dating, my last two boyfriends were plotting how to tell me that it wasn’t working for them. I sigh. It wasn’t like I’d thought it was perfect, but I’d been willing to give it a chance. Both times.

I add eyes to my miniature dog. It’s done. I crawl back into bed and count sheep. It doesn’t work. It’s the music from next door, yes, but I’m also excited about this possible story. If I can prove corruption at the highest levels of the New York City government—that a commissioner or deputy commissioner of a city government agency is taking bribes—that will be huge. It can even affect the mayor and the upcoming elections. A front-page story about bribery will prove that I should be promoted and assigned officially to the city politics beat. Right now, I’m listed as a reporter on published articles, but I’m not assigned to any beat, so I can be given any local story to cover. I want the beat listed after my name: Madeline Hughes, Reporter—City Politics at The Intelligencer.

It’s between Sarah (or Nemesis, as I prefer to call her) and me. There is no way I want to be left covering parades while she is interviewing the mayor about the latest headline news. Not when I’ve worked so hard and she’s coasting on connections. Not that I don’t love a good parade. And not that the world doesn’t need more feel-good stories. But I became a reporter to fight corruption—to make sure the bad guys don’t win.

I turn again and pull my cover over my head. Now I’m hot. 

Nick’s voice is still in my ears. I hate to ask him to stop when he’s deep in his music magic. 

But I do not function on six hours of sleep. It’s almost midnight. I’m meeting my source at seven a.m. to confirm that he was asked for a kickback in exchange for contractor work at a public housing development. I’m so lucky that I met that mom, Tasha, at the library event today. As soon as she found out I was a reporter, she said that the senior leadership at the Infrastructure Department might be corrupt. This could be a huge break.

The Infrastructure Department is responsible for overseeing the city infrastructure, such as its public housing, led by Commissioner Johnson, who has a pristine reputation. But then, could it be one of the three deputy commissioners who serve under him? They are each assigned specific public housing developments. They’re also responsible for licensing for commercial establishments and doing safety inspections, among many other things. That’s another area ripe for bribery. I need to be on my toes later.

Now, Nick has moved to the fire escape. And he must have plugged his headphones into his amp, but he’s still singing. Softly.

It’s no use. I’m wide awake. Maybe if Nick talks it out, he’ll feel better, and he can go to sleep. He must be exhausted too.

I get out of bed, stick on a bra, slip my feet into my big bunny slippers, and open the window that leads onto our shared fire escape.

Nick doesn’t turn around. He probably can’t hear me with those huge headphones.

I walk over gingerly. Bunny slippers were not a good choice for walking on these iron slats. It feels like parts of my feet slip right through the empty spaces. I stare straight at the back of his head because no way am I looking down through the slats to see how far up we are.

I reach him and gently tap him.

He whips around. “Are you serious? I’m using headphones.”

“I can still hear your voice as you sing.”

Nick huffs. “What about those ‘super comfortable’ earplugs I got you?”

“They’re not super comfortable. They’re instruments of torture.”

“Okay, okay. Let me write one more stanza. I’m almost done.”

“Fine.” I lean against the wall and wait.

He turns and looks at me. “Having you drill a hole in the back of my head is not helping.”

“I can’t imagine why not,” I say. “Access to the inner thoughts of Nick Devlin.”

Nick faces me as he takes his guitar off and writes down the last few notes and lyrics. Strands of his wavy brown hair fall over one eye as he concentrates, and I clench my hands involuntarily. His hair is the kind that makes me want to run my hands through it.

He closes his notebook with an exaggerated flourish, and his deep-green eyes meet mine. Sometimes I can’t believe he’s my neighbor and a regular guy, because he’s just so good-looking. It’s to my benefit that his music playing at all hours is so annoying, or I’d probably be more gooey eyed around him.

“But why such a sad song?” I ask. “I thought your concert went well.”

“I wrote a happier song earlier, but then I had to balance it out.”

“Wouldn’t want to be too happy. Then there’s nothing to write about,” I say.

“There’s some truth to that. And aren’t you the pot calling the kettle black, Ms. I-can’t-keep-covering-these-feel-good-stories,” he says. “What’s your lead?”

“Absolutely confidential?” I ask.

“I’m not talking to any reporters,” he says. “Except you.”

Always a pleasure when Nick reminds me how much he hates reporters.

“I might have a lead on a kickbacks story.” I want to jump up and down with excitement. This could be the story that makes my career. If it’s true.

“Seriously? That’s amazing,” Nick says. “How did you get the lead?”

“I was volunteering at Lily’s library event, reading books to preschool kids to entertain them while their moms had a networking session. I met one mom, Tasha, who had a leaking showerhead in her bathroom. Her building’s property manager hired a contractor to fix it, but he made it worse. Although she complained about him, he is still doing ‘work’ around the housing development. Another plumber—her friend’s brother—fixed her shower, and she recommended him to the property manager, a woman named Beatrice. But when he pitched his services to Beatrice, she told him he needed to pay a bribe. I’m meeting with him and another tenant who had shoddy work done by the first contractor.”

“That’s huge,” Nick says.

“Right?” I grin.

“Alright, I’m done, and I won’t keep you up any longer. Go forth and save the city from corruption.” His eyes are shining at me.

Times like this, I really like Nick. 

As he stands up—way too close to me—my heart buzzes, and I really hope that he can’t hear my heartbeat.

I turn to go back inside, but then I remember I forgot to tell him about my research on this YouTube woman. She is a scam artist. And her name is not Cara.

I whirl around but too quickly. Somehow, I trip on an uneven slat, twisting my ankle. Ow! Pain races through me. I’m falling. 

Ooooh.

I can see the sidewalk below through the slats, and my stomach is in a free fall.

Until I’m caught by Nick and pressed against his chest.

“Got you,” he says.

I look up at him. I can’t move. Pain is still shooting through my ankle. I grit my teeth. It will fade. I need to wait it out.

“Are you okay?”

“I will be,” I say through clenched teeth. “My ankle.”

How am I going to cover my story tomorrow? I can’t believe I sprained my ankle.

Nick sweeps me into his arms and sits back down with me on the plastic crate he’s added to the fire escape.

“Are you okay?” he asks again.

“I’ll be fine. I need to wait for the pain to subside, and then I’ll be fine.”

We sit there, me cradled in his arms, as the pain slowly lessens. I gingerly turn my ankle to make sure I still can. It’s not broken—just sprained.

As the pain lessens, I am suddenly very aware that I’m sitting in Nick’s lap, leaning against his chest. He’s all muscle. His body is so hard. I knew he was in shape, but this is a whole other level.

I’m probably squashing him. I move to get up, but he tightens his arms.

Pausing, I look up at him and then duck my head, afraid that he’ll see how much I want to stay right here. In his arms. Surrounded by his warmth. He smells like cotton laundry and fresh air. He swallows, and his Adam’s apple moves. I want…

But I’m a reporter. Rock stars and reporters are not compatible careers. A reporter is behind the scenes and not necessarily recognizable. I want the focus to be on any story I’m covering and not my personal life. Whereas Nick is singing about his feelings publicly and has a fan club who surround him when he plays at Craic and Laughs. I’m not the type of woman a rock star dates, anyway. Especially if the parting words of my ex about his having no desire to kiss me are to be believed. And the last thing I want is for Nick to realize I find him attractive. Then he’d probably feel the need to be more aloof so as not to encourage any feelings. He seems to be careful to be respectful but reserved with his fans. He might even pity me. Ugh.

I jump up, yelping as I land on my foot again.

“Really, Maddie?” Nick stands, grabbing my arm. “Don’t hurt yourself just to get away from me.”

“I’m okay now,” I say. “It doesn’t hurt as much.” The pain has retreated.

“Don’t collapse and fall on my guitar over there.” He gestures with his head towards the red guitar leaning against the iron railing. “She’s my baby. You don’t want to live with the guilt that you hurt my first child. Let me help you.”

“Okay,” I say grudgingly, holding up my hand. “Heaven forbid one of your guitars is in danger.”

“I’ll carry you to your window. Do you think you can get in by yourself?”

“Yes. Don’t worry. I’ll ice it and bandage it up, and I’ll be fine. It’s not the first time, as you know.” Last year, I was running for an interview, and I went flying face down on the uneven pavement. I missed the interview, and my rival at the paper, who apparently was following me, met my source first and scooped my story.

He sets me down by my open window, and I gingerly climb back into my apartment, being careful not to put too much weight on my injured foot.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asks, concern swimming in his eyes.

“I’ve been better,” I say.

“Sorry,” he says.

“It’s not your fault,” I say.

“What time is your interview tomorrow?”

“I’m meeting the contractor at seven at Tostje’s coffee shop. He has a job near the Seward Park development at eight. Afterwards, I’m meeting Tasha and the other mom with the same issue.”

“Make sure you ice that and put your foot up on a pillow when you sleep. Do you need my help?”

No. My hormones will never settle down if Nick plays nursemaid.

“It’s not that bad,” I lie. “I don’t need your help. I will ice it and use a pillow, Nurse Nick.”

He glares at me.

“Oh, and I came out to tell you that woman is a total scam artist,” I say. “She swindled some older couple out of their life savings and served a short jail sentence. I’ll send you the link to what I found. Maybe it can help you with your denial—that she’s not someone to be trusted.”

“I’m sure it will die down.” He winks. “But I’m touched by your concern.”

Then he gives me that slightly crooked and mischievous grin—the one that makes all his fans’ hearts melt. I hate that mine does too.








  
  

Chapter three

Maddie





As I limp out my front door, I nearly jump out of my ankle brace and tightly laced black sneakers. Nick is lounging against the opposite hallway wall, two coffees in hand. 

“Rise and shine,” he says.

“Are you always cheerful in the morning?” I ask, still recovering from the shock.

“We have a meeting with MusEn this afternoon, so I’m psyched,” Nick says. “And we’re spending the morning fighting crime. What could be more exciting?”

“We?” I ask.

My orange tabby cat Sherlock, clearly taking advantage of my distraction, has escaped into the hallway and is sniffing at the mat in front of Nick’s door. I pick him up and put him back in my apartment, carefully closing the door.

“You don’t think I’m going to let you hobble forth alone in pursuit of justice, do you? What if you miss your big story again?” Nick says. “I will never hear the end of it. Plus, I need to help you get a raise and move out. I want a next-door neighbor who appreciates my singing.”

“Good luck with that,” I say.

As he slides my big bag off my shoulder, I freeze. Still, it seems I didn’t reveal anything last night. He’s not avoiding me, afraid to encourage my feelings.

This is Nick. Always up for an adventure.

Hoisting my bag up on his shoulder, he picks my newspaper off my welcome mat and offers me his arm.

“You’re seriously coming?” I ask.

He bows slightly. “You have my escort until noon, and then I have to go.”

“I hope you don’t scare off my source,” I say.

“I’ll be absolutely mum and take notes,” he says. “Not that I ever took notes in school. You might want to take your own notes, to be honest.”

I wave off Nick’s help for the stairs and gingerly, awkwardly, hop down with my injured foot up in the air behind me, gripping the worn wooden banister tightly. I’m so glad that Nick is here to witness this embarrassing descent down the building’s narrow staircase. But it is probably easier without my bag bumping against me as I bounce.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to carry you down?” he says.

“Definitely not,” I say. “What if you pull a muscle and can’t perform?”

“You’re not that heavy. I picked you up last night, remember?”

Heat flushes my cheeks. I definitely remember.

Nick escorts me to the café that is about ten blocks away. Tostje is small. A long counter runs along most of the back wall with a few tables scattered in front. The tables have enough space between them that they afford some privacy. It smells like fresh coffee beans being ground and melted cheese. It’s well-known in the neighborhood for its grilled cheese toasties, which it serves until midnight. The only server chats to the customers in a low tone interspersed with the clatter of spoons hitting the sides of the mugs.

Once I’m settled at a sturdy metal table in the back corner, with yet another two coffees plus a bagel breakfast for two, in case this guy is hungry, I thank Nick for his help and tell him he can leave me here now. What if his presence makes my contractor clam up? Tasha said he was nervous about speaking to a reporter for The Intelligencer. I pull out my copy of today’s paper.

“So much for my dreams of being Bat Boy to your Batman,” Nick says.

Exactly. He doesn’t see me as Catwoman. That’s a good thing, right? At least he doesn’t see me as a single woman with a cat. That’s what I am. He sees me as Batman—how on earth do I give Batman vibes?—and he’s the trusted sidekick. And I need to remember that.

“Great. Call me if you need my help. I’m going back to take a nap to catch up on my beauty sleep before this afternoon.” He winks at me.

I look him up and down, making sure to frown, even though my eyes want to linger. “Good luck with that.”

“Right,” he says. “How can I improve?”

I tsk, and he laughs.

“Sparring with you is better than any coffee,” he says. He blinks to say goodbye.

He walks out with that lanky step of his. He moves his body like a dancer. Mesmerizing. I pull out my pad as I sip my coffee and watch the door. Nick’s head pops up in the window, and he makes a funny face at me. I shoo him away.

A tall, young guy enters; sturdy, rubber-heeled work boots hint that he might be my source. As his glance meets mine, he clocks my Intelligencer (subtlety is not my strong point) and comes over. I offer him a bagel and a black coffee, with milk and sugar on the side. He doctors his coffee.

“Thanks again for being willing to talk to me,” I say.

“I don’t want my name revealed. This is wrong, but I have a good business going. I don’t want to mess that up.” He takes a bite of the bagel.

“Understood. I’ll use a pseudonym in the article, but someone from the paper will call to check my story. I’m using pseudonyms for Tasha and anyone else too.”

“Yes. Got it.”

More customers enter the little shop, but most order their coffee to go. Two nannies sit at the table by the window, their voices carrying as they commiserate about getting their kids ready for the school day.

I open my notebook. “Can you tell me about why you received the impression that you had to pay bribes to get work at the Eleanor Roosevelt Houses?”

“It wasn’t an impression.” He folds his arms.

“No?” I resist the urge to lean in.

“Beatrice is the property manager at Eleanor Roosevelt Houses, so I showed Beatrice my work at Tasha’s apartment, hoping to get more work. She said I could have this other job fixing a bathroom in 10F, but that I had to charge under ten thousand dollars, and I needed to kick back one thousand, so factor all that in.”

“She used the phrase ‘kick back’? That you had to pay one thousand dollars in order to get the job?”

“No, she said I needed to show my appreciation.”

“What exactly did she say?”

“She leaned in and said, ‘I’ll expect you to show your appreciation for getting this work.’ At first, I thought she meant—” he raises his eyebrows “—you know, and I think I jerked back. My woman would have my—well, you know. Anyway, she laughed and laughed and said she’s gotten smarter in her old age, and money talks, even if I was a plumber and probably knew my way around plumbing. Pardon my French. And then she said, ‘One thousand sounds like the right amount.’”

Wow. She really did ask for a bribe. “And then what did you say?”

“I said, ‘No thanks.’ I wasn’t getting involved in this. I’m doing okay on my own. And I’ve got kids. I’m not getting involved in some dodgy sh—uh, crap.” He takes a sip of his coffee. “And then she got real silent until she said, ‘I hope Tasha and Dulce like their apartments.’”

“And what did you think she meant by that?”

“She was telling me to keep my mouth shut.”

“Sounds like it,” I say.

He finishes his bagel and takes another sip from the paper cup. He hums when he drinks the coffee. They do make very good coffee here.

“But as you know, Tasha is not going to take that lying down, and she thinks it’s better to make it public—rather than her kowtowing to that dragon.”

“You didn’t get the job fixing the bathroom in 10F?”

“No.”

I nod and wait for him to speak. He seems to be thinking about what to say.

“I didn’t want to say anything, but Tasha… Tasha doesn’t take no for an answer. And she’s been a good friend to my sister.” He shrugs his shoulders. “So here I am. But make sure it’s under an alias.”

“I will,” I say. “Did you discuss this with anybody else?”

“I told some guys I was working with at this other job—that new building development around here at Clinton Street. And they said, yeah, everybody knows that she wants a little note of appreciation. A one-K note. Everyone knows she’s a fan of Grover Cleveland.”

These quotes were so good.

“Do you think they’d be willing to talk to me?” I ask.

“No.”

“Do you know anyone else I could talk to?”

He runs his hand through his hair and shakes his head.

“Okay, well, thank you for this. This is incredibly helpful. I’ll find some more people,” I say. But how? I can’t run a story based on one contractor’s word. It seems to be common knowledge, but I’m not sure I can find anyone else who would be willing to talk. 

Once he leaves, I gather up the empty coffee cups and the bagel wrappers and deposit them in the nearby garbage. I can walk on my foot as long as I don’t put too much weight on it. Going downstairs is the killer.

Only now I have to go up to 125th Street to meet a disgruntled tenant Tasha lined up for me…and the 125th Street subway station is above ground with, unfortunately, a long metal staircase down. It has an escalator, but that isn’t always working.

As I step out the door, there’s Nick, putting away his little black book in his messenger bag.

He drops into step alongside me, slowing down to match my stilted pace. “Did you get what you wanted?”

“Yes.”

“He said he was offered a bribe?”

“Shh. Yes.”

“Wow.”

“I know. I thought you went to get your beauty sleep.”

“Too wired to sleep,” he says. “And you said I didn’t need it.”

I gaze at his handsome face (but at least this gives me a reason to really drink in those sharp cheekbones and his eyes—those green eyes with flecks of hazel) and sigh in mock exasperation. “No.”

“Where are you meeting Tasha and the other mom?”

“At a playground,” I say.

“Let’s go, then,” he says.

“Are you sure you have time for this?”

“Absolutely. Amira recommended I visit a hospital to meet with sick kids to restore my rep, but I’m sure a playground will do nicely.”

“I’m sure the story will die down.”

“I’m sure it will.”


      [image: ]As I limp with Nick towards the playground, someone shrieks, “Nick Devlin!”

A woman is running full speed at us. Nick suddenly clasps me to his side. I look up at him, shocked to be anchored to him. His sea-green eyes smile down at me. “Before she knocks you over and hurts your foot.”

The woman skids to a stop in front of us. “You are Nick Devlin, aren’t you? Can I have your autograph? I saw you play at Craic and Laughs and the Chubby Cat. I’m a huge fan. I can’t believe you’re in my neighborhood. I saw you on the subway, and I was playing it cool. But then I called my friend, and she said I’d kick myself if I didn’t get your autograph. So I ran back.”

Nick releases me gently. He autographs a postcard with an illustration of his last album and takes a photo with her. I stand off to the side. Nick then excuses us, saying we’re off to meet friends. His fan then thanks him and waves as we walk off.

It’s a warm day for January—the temperature is in the fifties—so lots of children are running around the playground, their shrieks of joy and high voices filling the air. An open circular space with a currently closed sprinkler in the middle takes up one side of the playground, with a long lane branching out that leads into a smaller shallow pool area. Tasha was excited about now having a sprinkler nearby for the summer days. On the other side is a huge space filled with sand and several rope structures for climbing. Trees tower over the playground. Their branches are bare, but the shade will be great during the heat. A sign across the gate announces a concert to celebrate its opening on January 25th. 

Tasha waves hello as I unlock the green gate to the playground and let us in. Tasha and her friend both have newborns, and Tasha told me they are currently on maternity leave. Nick locks the gate behind us, and we cross over to meet them. The blue surface is so bouncy that it cushions my sore ankle.

Tasha introduces her friend, Dulce, and her two children, and I introduce Nick.

Nick offers to play with their toddlers in the sandbox while we talk. The three of us sit on the green metal benches that line the perimeter of the playground. I’m happy to take the weight off my ankle. Nick settles down on the sand with the two kids. He’s totally into it. He’s helping them build roads and drive the truck as I turn to the women.

“He’s mighty fine,” says Dulce.

Tasha takes a photo and AirDrops it to me. “He seems worth keeping,” she says.

“We’re just friends,” I say.

“That’s too bad.” Tasha shakes her head.

Yes. I can’t help smiling as I watch Nick scooping up sand to create a road for the truck. He clearly likes kids. He also babysits one of our neighbor’s kids most afternoons, and yet he doesn’t date. This is a different side of him that I hadn’t recognized before. He treats his band members as if they’re his family. He’s so protective of Sayo, Kyla, and Amira, like a big brother.

But the mystery of Nick Devlin is not for me to unwrap. 

I focus on Dulce, who has the same story as Tasha, with a repair that left her in worse straits than before.

“But listen to what Beatrice told Dulce,” Tasha says. “Beatrice is the property manager, so she’s responsible for everything—collecting rents, making repairs, etc.” She shows me a photo of Beatrice from the building’s website.

“I told Beatrice I was going to report her to the Infrastructure Department for taking bribes,” Dulce says. “And she laughed.”

“Cackled, more like,” Tasha says.

“She said, ‘Good luck. Do you think I came up with this on my own? I pay him his cut of each repair contract to keep my job. Report me, and he’s got enough connections for you to lose your apartment.’”

I hastily scribble that down. “Wow. So she implied it was someone high up in the Infrastructure Department? Did she say anything more about who it was?”

“She implied it was someone very senior who had all the power. She said, ‘He runs the district.’”

It must be Commissioner Johnson or one of the deputy commissioners. How am I going to figure that out?

“Did you ever report it to the Infrastructure Department?” I ask.

“No. She seemed confident,” Dulce says. “I don’t want to lose my apartment.”

“Beatrice seemed cozy with all the government officials who showed up for the ribbon cutting a few weeks ago,” Tasha says. “They should be here again at the concert on January 25th to celebrate this new playground.”

I note down the date to attend. “If it is someone senior at the Infrastructure Department, then it’s probably widespread. Do you have any friends at other buildings with similar issues?”

They both shake their heads. 

I ask a few more questions and then wrap up the interview. Hopefully, I can help them.

Both kids are now sitting in Nick’s lap, where I was sitting last night. 

My cheeks heat up. Stop it. We’re friends.

“Can we hire him for babysitting?” Tasha asks.

“Seriously,” I say. “He’s full of hidden talents.”

The three of us walk over to Nick. The kids clamber out of his lap and return to playing in the sand. I thank Tasha and Dulce for their help, asking them to call me if they discover anything more that would be helpful to prove this.

One child cries out, saying he hurt his finger on something sharp in the sand. We search the sand but don’t find anything. I give him a Band-Aid from my bag, and he stops sniffling.

As Nick and I walk away, I offer to pay for lunch, but Nick passes because he has to get back downtown. I tell him about the allegation that someone senior is behind this.

“That makes sense,” he says.

“There are three deputy commissioners, so that narrows it down somewhat.” I stop suddenly. “Didn’t you say your next performance was to celebrate some playground renovation?”

“Yeah, Amira booked us the gig,” Nick says. “Some joint Infrastructure Department and Parks Department deal.”

“Could it be this playground? The ceremony is January 25th.”

“I’ll check, but that date sounds about right.”

As we turn the corner of the building, ahead of us a woman stops a man with a toolbox. It looks like Beatrice! I pull Nick back out of sight against the brick wall.

“That’s the woman. C’mon.” I slip back around the corner, holding tight to the wall. A huge dumpster next to the wall blocks her view of us and ours of her.

I pull Nick by the hand and quickly scuttle up behind the dumpster. And then I take a deep breath as my ankle painfully reminds me that I don’t have full mobility.

Wow. It smells rank—as if it’s holding a million dirty diapers and poorly closed dog poop bags. I hold my nose.

“The smell…” Nick gags.

“Shh.” I hobble closer to where they are standing on the other side, but I also can’t get too close to the side of this dumpster because who knows what it’s been coated with. Other than dog piss. I can definitely smell that.

“Thanks for repairing that shower so quickly,” Beatrice says. “I have another job in 11J.”

The man says something, but I miss his reply because a car honks at that exact moment.

A phone rings, and Beatrice says, “I have to take this.”

It seems she takes a few steps back because her voice is closer as she says, “Hi, Deputy Commissioner, how are you?”

Deputy Commissioner. 

I try to peek around the edge to get a closer look at the guy she was standing with. Maybe I can follow up with him. I snap a quick picture before ducking back.

“Can I help you?”

We look up to see a woman dressed in a green suit with heels staring at us from a few feet away—probably to stay out of the draft of this odor.

“Good luck,” Nick whispers.

I put my finger to my mouth and whisper to her, “Do you see a bunch of female fans on the other side?”

She looks around the dumpster. “No. Just Ms. Beatrice and that contractor, Pablo.”

Pablo!

I limp away from the dumpster, and Nick practically runs ahead of me to escape the smell.

“I told him I didn’t think any of his fans were about to mob us, but you know, you never can be too cautious,” I say.

As she takes in Nick, she seems to believe my cover story. Nick definitely has rock star looks, with that wavy hair, along with those well-worn jeans that hug his hip bones.

“I don’t like to disillusion him that we don’t have to worry about fans every place we go, so I try to humor him.”

Nick shoots me a look that promises retribution later.

“But as I told him, it’s only Ms. Beatrice and that guy Pablo,” I continue. “I forgot his last name.”

“I only know him as Pablo,” the woman says.

“Has he done any work on your apartment?”

“No, he worked on my neighbor’s sink.”

“Was he able to fix it?” I ask.

“I wouldn’t recommend him. You live in this building?” She folds her arms. That question was bound to come up.

“No, I’m visiting a friend,” I say.

“We should go,” Nick says. “Before my legions of fans return.”

We walk away, Nick offering me his arm as he realizes I’m still limping. When we’re far enough away that no one can hear us, he shakes his head. “Wow. That was unbelievably smooth, Maddie Hughes.”

Thankfully, the escalator is working for our ascent to the 125th Street subway platform.

“Your rock star persona is really handy for investigating,” I say. “Now whenever I’m wearing a disguise, I can say that I don’t want your fans to recognize me as your next-door neighbor.”

“Ah yes, my fans,” he says. “The hordes that follow me everywhere.”

“That fan earlier was running at us like her life depended on it. Does that happen often?” I ask as we wait for the train on the outside platform.

“Once in a while,” he says.

I glance at him. “I would find it hard to give up my privacy. Do you consider it a necessary evil, or do you enjoy the attention?”

“Are you asking in earnest?” he asks.

“Yes, but not as a reporter,” I say. The platform shakes slightly as a subway train pulls in.

“It’s not that I want to give up my privacy, but I really appreciate their fandom,” he says. “They’re the ones who make it possible for me to play music. And some put so much effort into promoting me. It’s mind-boggling.”

“That feels like the answer you would give a reporter,” I say.

His mouth curves up slightly. “You are a reporter—and a very slick one, as I just witnessed. But it’s also my honest answer. There are compromises with everything.”

“Even with art?” I ask.

“I want to sell my art,” he says. “I’m willing to make a lot of compromises if it will get me where I want to go.”

“Is your no-dating policy one of your compromises?” I ask.

Nick stares at me as if surprised that I noticed. I may be focused on my career and burned out from my last experiences dating, but it seems like a waste for Nick not to be dating anyone. He shrugs, saying he has to get back downtown to prepare for the meeting with MusEn, and quickly enters the train before the doors close.
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