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Free from Falling

The Breakaway Series, Book Four

E.L. Massey


For my dad, who wishes I would just write a nice Western. This is as close as I get to a Western, Dad. Look! Horses.


Chapter One

“HEY, MATTY. ARE you petting a dog in some back room at a party again?”

He almost hangs up the phone. Because, yes, Justin Edward Matthews—Matts to anyone who matters and Matty to his asshole stepbrother—is hiding in a back room at a party petting a dog. Again.

“I hate you,” Matts says.

“You don’t. What’s the dog’s name?”

“It’s Hawk, Eli’s dog.”

“Give her a kiss for me.”

He does. He’s sitting on a fancy bench thing at the base of an equally fancy bed in one of the dozen bedrooms at the house where the party is taking place. He doesn’t know if Hawk is allowed on the furniture or not, but he figures if she’s mostly in his lap, they’re good either way. He leans into Hawk’s warm bulk and briefly buries his face in her neck.

“So,” his stepbrother says, “the gay kid talked you into going out and socializing, huh?”

“Don’t say it like that,” Matts says, straightening.

“I’m not saying it like anything. I’m stating a fact. He’s a kid. He’s gay.”

“He’s twenty-one, and he’s married to my captain. He’s not a kid. And he’s one of my best fucking friends. Use his name.”

“Fine. Whatever.”

Matts is regretting calling Aaron already. They used to do it all the time—calling each other whenever they got drunk. It was the way they bonded as teenagers when their families were recklessly combined. Matts was off at boarding school, so lonely it was hard to breathe sometimes, and Aaron was unceremoniously uprooted from the only town he ever knew, suddenly expected to call a stranger “Dad.” Their relationship was easier then, born out of isolation and a shared resentment for the people they called parents. But in recent years, their conversations have gotten more and more stilted. Exhibit A: this conversation.

“Hey,” Aaron says, like he can hear what Matts is thinking. “I’m trying. You know I’m trying.”

“Try harder.”

“Okay,” he says quietly. An extremely awkward pause follows. “Well. Why are you hanging out with Hawk and not a less furry lady?”

Aaron has a point. The only good thing about going to parties is that sometimes girls will recognize him, and he can get laid without having to stumble his way through a conversation first.

“I came upstairs to use the bathroom. And it’s time for Eli to check in anyway. I’ll go back downstairs when he does.”

Hawk is Eli’s service dog. Eli doesn’t go to parties much, but when he does, he brings her with him and keeps her somewhere quiet where he can have her sniff him or whatever she does to predict his seizures every so often. And he always has someone with him as human backup too. Tonight, Matts is the human backup. Because he’s still doing PT for another week and isn’t cleared to travel with the team yet. He made the mistake of having dinner with Eli, and afterward, Eli looked at him with his big stupid sad eyes and asked him to please go with him, and Matts is a pushover.

He doesn’t like parties in general, but he especially doesn’t like them when he keeps having to explain that, no, he’s not Eli’s professional-hockey-playing-husband. He’s Eli’s professional-hockey-playing-husband’s injured alternate captain. Which is weird. Not because people are assuming he’s gay. That’s fine. That’s whatever. But people are assuming he’s married. Twenty-one-year-olds should not be married. Even if it seems to be working for Eli and Alex.

“The drinks are all colorful and sparkly,” Matts says. Making fun of rich people’s alcohol preferences is always a safe topic with his family.

“No,” Aaron gasps with faux outrage. “Sparkly?”

“No beer cans in sight.”

“The horror. Not even a bougie IPA?”

“There’s a tended bar, and the menu is all cocktails.”

“Gross. What color did you go with?”

Matts sighs in the direction of his drink on the nightstand. “Green. And then purple. And the worst thing is that I’m drunk after two of them.”

He regularly goes shot-for-shot with Russian NHL players. A neon drink should not be laying him out. He tries to look at his tongue to see if it’s changed color and is unsuccessful.

“Are you still on meds?”

“No, Mom, I’m off everything as of two days ago. Healing great. Should be playing again in another week. And I can’t even celebrate with a beer.”

“What a brave little soldier you are,” Aaron says. “Hey, speaking of moms. Are you coming home for Christmas or not?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Is my dad…” He flips Hawk’s ears inside out. One will stay that way. The other won’t. He boops her nose, and she sneezes.

“You’re gonna need to finish the question if you want me to answer it.”

Matts sighs. “I don’t know. Just…you think he’ll ever apologize?”

“I think those would be hell-freezes-over type odds.”

“Yeah.”

“Come home anyway.”

“I’ll think about it.”

The door opens, and Eli slips inside, music from downstairs bleeding through before he shuts it again.

“Hey,” Matts says, “I gotta go. I’ll call you Friday, and we’ll talk about Christmas, okay?”

“Sure. Hey, uh, say hi to Eli for me.”

“Yeah,” Matts says, “I will.” The word “thanks” gets a little stuck in his throat, but he mumbles it out and follows it with “bye.”

He slides his phone back into his pocket as Eli slides onto the bench beside him.

“You okay?” Eli asks. He’s a perceptive little shit.

“Fine.” Matts gestures toward the door. “It’s just a lot. Do you always have to be so damn good at social shit? You’re making me look bad.”

“Oh, no,” Eli says, “you do that on your own.” He gives him a second look and gentles his tone. “You do look a little rough though. You want to go outside? Or we can call it early.”

“Outside works.”

They sit with Hawk for a few more minutes, and when she remains calm and sleepy, they bid her goodbye and head downstairs toward the backyard.

But halfway through the living room, Matts stops.

Because there’s a girl in the kitchen.

Well, there are a lot of girls in the kitchen. But this girl is wearing black ripped skinny jeans, and her equally black ripped shirt—advertising some incomprehensible metal band on the front—has no sleeves or collar. The shirt’s sides have been cut from arm to hem and reattached with long lines of glittering safety pins. Her lips are full. Her hair is a wild riot of brown curls.

She looks like the unholy offspring of ’80s hair-metal-era Bon Jovi and ’70s Joan Jett, and her whole vibe is…unexpectedly but thoroughly doing it for him.

“Who,” he asks, “is she?”

“Absolutely not,” Eli answers. “You are not ready for Sydney.”

“Sydney,” he repeats.

“No,” Eli says again, forcefully steering them toward the back porch. For someone so lean, he’s surprisingly strong. Sydney also looks lean and strong. Her glutes and thighs are particularly nice. She could probably squat him. He’d be happy to let her try.

“I thought the whole point of me coming tonight was that I needed to…expand my social realm or whatever.”

“Social repertoire is the phrase I used.” Eli is still pushing him. Matts is still resisting.

“Repertoire. Right.” He cranes his neck to keep Sydney in sight. She’s completely flat-chested, but her ass is something else. He wonders if she plays hockey.

“And, yes, it was,” Eli agrees. “But I know that look, Matthew.”

“Not my name.”

“I know that look, Justin Edward Matthews.”

That is, admittedly, his name.

“You don’t want to meet her,” Eli says. “You want to hook up with her.”

“And that’s…bad?”

“Have you ever even spoken with a trans woman before?”

“Trans…as in transgender?”

“No, as in transformer. Yes, transgender, idiota. And clearly, your taste in music is worse than I thought if you don’t already know who she is.”

“Wait, she’s a boy? Or—used to be a boy?” She doesn’t look like a boy. Though that might explain the boob thing. Is that bad to think? Eli would probably hit him if he said it out loud.

“And this is why you’re not allowed to talk to Sydney,” Eli says. “She would eat you alive.”

Sydney catches him staring, and Matts waves as Eli finally, successfully, shoves him around the corner and through the sliding doors to the porch.

Sydney appears again, moments later, from the opposite side of the open-concept kitchen, and purposefully makes her way toward them.

“Oh, fuck me,” Eli mutters.

“No thanks.”

“Eli,” Sydney says, stepping over the threshold to join them. “Who’s your friend?”

“Hi,” Matts says. “I’m Matts. I play hockey with Eli’s husband. Eli says I’m not allowed to talk to you because you’ll eat me alive.”

She gives him a considering once-over. “Eli is likely correct, but I’m sure we’d both enjoy the experience.”

Eli throws up his hands.

“Don’t let him fool you though,” she says conspiratorially, bowing with a flourish that somehow doesn’t spill her drink. “I am but a humble bard, at your service.”

“Bard, sure,” Eli mutters. “Humble though—”

“You look like you need alcohol, Eli,” Sydney interrupts.

He sighs. “I do. Syd, behave. Matts, good luck.”

“Wait,” Matts says, “aren’t I supposed to be…monitoring you?”

“Monitor me with your eyes while I go acquire a beverage. I promise to swoon obviously if I need your attention.” Eli throws one wrist against his forehead and falls briefly to one side before straightening and making his way back inside.

“So you’re Hawk’s understudy tonight?” Sydney asks.

She has dimples. It takes him a beat longer than it should to respond because of them.

“That’s me. Temporary service human. Not as cute as the A-team upstairs, I know.”

She gives him another leisurely assessment, and he suddenly wishes he was wearing something more edgy than khakis and boat shoes.

“I wouldn’t say that,” she murmurs over the rim of her glass.

He watches her drink; he watches the light from the hanging lanterns on the porch glint off the rings on her hand; he watches her tongue slide over her drink-stained lips. He realizes he’s staring.

“So how do you know Eli?” Matts asks, only a little desperately.

She tips her head, expression suddenly assessing. It’s an oddly predatory look for someone whose curl-augmented height barely comes up to his chin.

“You have no idea who I am, do you?” Sydney says.

“I—no.” He squints at her, remembering Eli’s assertion about his taste in music. “Should I?”

She reaches out to flick the collar of his button-down. “I guess not. Though one of our songs is on syndicated radio currently.”

“You’re a musician?” That makes sense. That makes a lot of sense. “What’s your band called?”

“Red Right Hand.” She looks like she’s braced for something as she says it, but the name means nothing to him.

“Is that, like, a Twister reference?”

She coughs on a laugh, then hides her smile with the back of her wrist, her long fingers—guitarist fingers?—splayed over the mouth of her cup.

“It’s a Paradise Lost reference,” she says:

 

“What if the breath that kindled those grim fires,

Awaked, should blow them into sevenfold rage,

And plunge us in the flames; or from above

Should intermitted vengeance arm again

His red right hand to plague us?”

 

The cadence of her voice, the tone, is almost unbearably musical. She’s not a guitarist, he thinks with sudden certainty. She’s a singer.

“Math was more my thing than English,” he says. “You’re going to need to explain that.”

She kicks one of his shoes with the toe of her boot, like they’re sharing a secret. “See, that’s the fun part. There’s no easy explanation. Because the red right hand is meant to be a kind of divine vengeance against the rebellious demons. But the form that vengeance will take is uncertain. Maybe the red right hand is God himself. Maybe it’s Jesus since he sits at the right hand of God. But also, the mark of the beast is supposed to be on the right hand. So maybe it’s the antichrist.”

Matts thinks this is the most interesting conversation involving God he’s ever had. If sermons were more like this, his mother wouldn’t have had to poke him awake with her Bible highlighter so often during Sunday services growing up.

“So…you wanted to imply that you’re a divine tool, but no one knows if you’re good or evil? That’s why you chose the name?”

“Mostly, we just thought it sounded badass. But it makes me look cooler if I say I appreciate the complexity of its literary origins.”

It startles a laugh out of him, and she looks pleased.

Her whole face changes when she smiles. Though she quickly ducks to hide her smile behind the curtain of her hair. It’s an odd, habitual gesture. Shy in a way that seems at odds with the rest of her.

“You met Eli through YouTube stuff then?” he asks.

Eli is a popular vlogger who started with videos about cooking but now talks about skincare and skating and service dog stuff too.

“Yeah.” She considers him for a long moment and then seems to make a decision. “I’m a singer.”

He knew it.

“And I’m trans. I started a vlog when I was fourteen to document the process of going off blockers and starting hormones. But I ended up posting a lot of videos of me singing covers, too, just for fun. By the time I was sixteen, I had a solid following and decided to share some original songs. And then I started doing short-form stuff. A couple went viral. Got the band noticed. We signed a record deal last year, and now we’re touring and making a living doing it. So—living the dream.”

She pauses for a beat. He tries to look attentive and supportive and not like he’s wondering what exactly the whole gender changing process entailed. He doesn’t need Eli to tell him that’d be a wildly offensive thing to ask. He probably shouldn’t even be thinking it.

She narrows her eyes at him, and for a brief, drunken moment, he’s afraid she can read his mind.

Pink Elephant, he thinks quickly. Pink Elephant Pink Elephant Pink––

“Anyway,” she says. “There was this Texas influencer meetup thing downtown last year, and Eli and I ended up hiding on the roof together for an hour. We’ve been friends ever since.”

“Eli is pretty great. Though he did try to keep us from meeting.”

“Point deduction, for sure.” She studies him over her cup, taking a leisurely sip. “You handled that better than I expected,” she says finally.

“Handled what?”

“Realizing you were hitting on a trans girl. Worst case, guys like you, they get angry. Best case, they fall into a mental spiral about the Schrödinger’s dick situation. You at least made an effort not to immediately look at my crotch.”

He redoubles that effort now.

“Schrödinger’s—wait. ‘Guys like me’? What does that mean? And what does ‘angry’ mean? Have people hurt you?”

“Clearly, I can handle myself. And I just mean that most straight dudes typically need an adjustment period to be comfortable with the idea of sleeping with a trans girl. Or even the idea that they want to sleep with a trans girl.”

“I guess,” Matts allows. “But at least dicks are straightforward. I’d for sure know how to get a girl off if she had a dick. That’s, you know, not always the case the other way around.”

He can’t believe he’s saying this out loud. He’s never drinking again. Or talking to another human. This is why he doesn’t go to parties.

She’s full-on grinning at him now, wide and completely unobstructed by her hair.

“Full disclosure—if you are looking for a hookup tonight, I am not your girl. I’m just flirting.”

He can’t decide if he’s relieved by that or not. “Ouch. Am I not your type?”

Someone pushes past them, and she shifts to stand beside Matts rather than in front of him. She nudges him in the ribs with a pointy elbow.

“Consenting humans are my type,” she says. “But I don’t do one-night stands. Which I’m guessing is what you’re angling for. If you’re angling for anything.”

He considers being insulted by that.

“No judgment,” she adds. “If I was a twenty-something professional athlete, I probably wouldn’t want to settle down yet either. Well…” She glances across the room at Eli. “Unless I was Alexander Price and found my soulmate at nineteen.”

“Do you do friends?” Matts asks. “Or— Shit, not— I didn’t mean—”

He tries to find a different way to say it other than “do you want to be my friend” like a five-year-old. Fuck, maybe that’s his best option. “Do you want to be my friend?”

She studies him, bottom lip tucked between her teeth. “You know, weirdly, I think I do.”

“Cool.”

“I also do my friends sometimes, too, just FYI.”

Matts chokes a little.

“But only the really good ones. They have to have tenure.”

“Something to aspire to,” he manages.

“Something to which to aspire,” she corrects, “if you want to be grammatically correct.”

“I’ve never wanted to be grammatically correct in my life.”

She laughs and gestures to the room at large, rings glinting. “Since I’m not an option, do you want me to introduce you to some cute ladies with absolutely no interest in marriage, kids, and a white picket fence?”

“Do they have legs like yours?”

She nods contemplatively as if she’s taking the question seriously. “How do you feel about horses?”

“Uh. Generally positive?”

“Good enough. Let me introduce you to our resident rodeo queen. I have personal hands-on experience with her legs, and they’re not quite as nice as mine, but few are. Hey now. Don’t bluescreen on me. You okay, bud?”

“Sorry. You two have, uh… Are you—?”

“I told you; I sleep with my friends sometimes.”

She did say that.

“So she…has tenure.”

“That she does.”

“Would she be interested in me?”

She looks at him like he’s an idiot. “A six-foot-three professional athlete? Yeah, I think so.”

“Okay. But I don’t look anything like you. So if she’s attracted to you—”

“Her type is also consenting human.”

“Oh, good.”

“Though, fair warning, she will want to talk about horses before, after, and possibly during sex.”

“Weird, but not a deal-breaker.”

He grew up on a ranch. His first vaguely sexual experience was under the bleachers during a rodeo. Horse girls are familiar territory, at least.

“I need to keep an eye on Eli though,” he realizes.

She pats him on the back. “Well, they’re currently both in the kitchen, which makes that easy. Let’s go.”

They go.

*

IN THE FOLLOWING week, Matts doesn’t think much about Sydney.

He doesn’t.

She’s just a person he met while inebriated. And he was weirdly into her. And he completely embarrassed himself in front of her. And he hasn’t been thinking about her.

Except.

The following weekend, the Hell Hounds are traveling again, and Matts is spending the night with Eli so he doesn’t have to exist in his apartment alone. His roommate, Asher, is traveling with the team, and Matts just can’t sleep in an empty house. Having slumber parties with his captain’s husband is probably weird, but after the first two nights home alone with zero sleep, he stopped being proud, and Eli graciously allowed him to call the guest bedroom his own.

Tonight, though, Matts is sequestered in the guest room because Eli is filming a video in the kitchen before dinner.

Matts is poking around aimlessly on his laptop, and without really meaning to, he googles Red Right Hand. The first video in the results is just lyrics and sound, but the second is from a live concert, and he clicks into it, sliding on his headphones.

A drummer sits to the right back, and a bass guitarist stands to the left. Sydney is front and center in another pair of destroyed jeans, another cropped black shirt. Only, this time, she’s wearing a patch-spangled denim vest, and she’s got an electric guitar resting on one thigh. Her hair obscures her face as she picks out a starting riff that wouldn’t be out of place in a Metallica song. The tension builds, the bass guitarist joins her, the drummer enters with a clash of cymbals and it’s—compelling. Objectively. It gets a whole lot more compelling when Sydney looks up, grinning and fierce, finds the microphone on the stand in front of her and leans into it, bared teeth pressed against the grill as she starts to sing.

Matts’s father raised him not to take the Lord’s name in vain, but his father isn’t here. And Sydney is singing.

Jesus Christ.

She’s good. Really good.

Her fingers are still flying on the fret, her eyes closed, face tipped toward the stage lights, and it’s—

He glances at his own acoustic guitar on the bed beside him—a guitar he’s been playing nearly daily for more than a decade—and has to admit he wouldn’t be able to keep up with her.

That probably shouldn’t be as hot as it is.

Matts tries to focus on the lyrics as Sydney approaches the chorus the second time, turning up the volume on his headphones.

 

Won’t bow to you

Or your test of litmus

Try me and see

If you doubt my fitness

 

I’ll swear to your god

And mine as my witness

If you’re asking for proof

I’ll provide it with quickness

 

Are you asking for it?

Are you asking for it?

I’ll burn your house down

With the match that you’ve lit

 

And then she’s stomping across the stage to play, hip to hip, with the bassist who is also incredibly talented, and Matts has to start the song over. Too much is happening at once. He’s sure he’s missing things.

He plays it three more times, all the way through, before watching the next video.

And the next.

And then Eli is knocking on the door asking if he wants to wash up for dinner, and Matts realizes he’s been glued to his laptop for over an hour. He almost says no to Eli’s cooking because he wants to keep watching. He isn’t prepared to handle Eli’s rightful concern if he does, though, so he pauses the video he’s on and goes to eat.

After dinner, Matts forces himself to work on some sponsor and social media stuff he’s been putting off. If he procrastinates much longer, his publicist will call him and use her disappointed voice, which is never fun. However, it occurs to him, as he’s sending off the approval for the final shots of the most recent ad campaign he was part of, that he hasn’t posted his weekly short-form content yet. He made an agreement with the team’s management that he would post something Hell Hounds related once a week. It’s part of the marketing team’s initiative to have the players be a united, positive, visible force on social media. He typically fulfills his duties by hastily editing together highlights or putting trick shots or stickhandling drill videos to music.

But now, Matts has an idea.

He finds the first Red Right Hand song he listened to and chooses a thirty-second segment of it that ends with the kickass chorus. He spends a solid hour splicing together a series of his most impressive goals (and a couple fights) to accompany it. Matts even throws some filters on the footage and slows a few clips down so the action in the shots is synched with the bassline. He’s proud of it when he’s finished. The lyrics, the building tension belied by Sydney’s nearly whispered soprano crooning just before the blatant alto aggression of the chorus—it’s perfect. It’s the perfect song for showcasing an athlete’s talents in a “fuck anyone for ever doubting me” way.

The song reminds Matts of being sixteen, of driving his uncle’s truck with the windows down, summer air in his face, Black Sabbath throbbing through the speakers, and a hunger for something he couldn’t describe gnawing at his gut.

He thinks other people will empathize.

He posts the video and goes to cuddle with Hawk on the living room floor and do Sudoku puzzles while Eli finishes his homework.

Matts needs to chill out if he’s planning to sleep tonight, and watching more of Red Right Hand’s videos is not conducive to chilling.

He leaves his phone, face down, charging on the nightstand.

He doesn’t think to look at it again until morning.


Chapter Two

SYDNEY MARIE WARREN rarely remembers her dreams. But when her brother inhospitably awakens her, banging on her bedroom door early on a Sunday morning, Sydney imagines she was dreaming about being an only child.

“What?” she snarls.

“I’m coming in,” he says.

Sydney throws the first thing she can reach at him—her jeans from the night before with the belt still threaded through the belt loops.

Contact.

“Ow, fuck.”

The belt buckle nearly hits her face when he throws them back at her.

“Swear to God, Devo,” she hisses, shoving away the denim and pulling the quilt over her head. “I will end you.”

“You say that a lot for someone who struggles to open heavy doors sometimes.”

“I got back at 4:00 a.m. Go away.”

“Okay, fine. But have you been checking your socials?”

Her jaw pops with a yawn. “You know we didn’t bring our phones with us.”

Sydney, Rex, and Sky—Red Right Hand’s bassist and drummer—had been holed up working on their next album for the past three days. It had been a productive seventy-two hours but terrible for her sleep hygiene.

“You might want to find your phone.”

She deigns to peek out of her blanket burrito at him. “What? Why?”

“Do you know a Matthews underscore 72?”

“A who?”

“On TikTok. And IG. Matthews underscore 72.”

Sydney blinks blearily at him.

“A bunch of professional athletes are using one of your songs. It started with NHL players and then soccer and football players picked it up, then rugby folks…” Devo waves a hand. “Now it’s trending as a sound. Your Spotify hits are way up. And Rex just texted me a mostly incomprehensible paragraph, but it had a bunch of dollar sign emojis in it.”

“Well, shit. What song?”

“‘A Prayer for Arson.’” He proffers his phone’s screen like that will mean anything to her before she puts her contacts in. “Looks like this Matthews underscore 72 guy was the first to use it. He plays for the Hell Hounds.”

“Matts,” she realizes.

“Hm?”

“I…might know who that is.”

“Why are you making that face?”

“I’m not making a face.”

“I’ve had the displeasure of looking at you daily for two decades. I’ve seen you more than you’ve seen you, and I promise; you’re making a face.”

“Fuck off.” Sydney reaches for the jeans again, and he holds up a placating hand.

“Easy, Syd Vicious. So how do you know this Matthews guy?”

“I don’t.” She army-crawls to the side of the bed. “I talked to him for ten minutes at a party a week ago.”

“Well.” He wiggles the phone at her. “Clearly you made an impression.”

“Give me that.”

She nearly pulls the drawer out of her nightstand searching for her glasses, jams them on her face, and snags the phone out of Devo’s hand.

It is Matts.

Sydney doesn’t recognize him at first. Because there’s nothing of the awkward, if endearing, man she met at the party to recognize. The man in the video wearing the number 72 on his back is brash and fast and elegant and undeniably, confidently, physical—throwing himself after the puck and into fights, screaming for his victories and shouting obscenities at his opponents as refs push him toward the box. But in the close-up footage of him licking his blood-smeared lips, grinning, it’s undeniably Matts. Just a very different Matts than the one Sydney met.

The way he’s synched up the video footage of his goals and fights to her music, to her voice, is… It makes the song feel as if it’s something bigger than it is. Like something more than just words and sound.

“Good, huh?” Devo says.

She plays it again.

Matts is sort of beautiful in his element. Even with his sweaty too-close-to-a-mullet-for-comfort hair in his face; even with blood in his teeth.

“It is.”

Devo sits on the bed, and Sydney’s too preoccupied playing the video a third time to hit him about it.

“The football and basketball players’ versions are getting the most traction, but Matthews is the one who started it. And frankly, his is the best I’ve seen. I take it you didn’t ask him for some free publicity?”

“No. I mentioned the band’s name, but he hadn’t heard of us before.”

“You have his number?”

“No.”

“Might want to get it and thank him. Posting that was a small thing for him, but shit like this makes a difference for us.”

“You know you’re not actually our manager,” Sydney mutters, starting it over again.

“Until you hire a real one, I’m the best you’ve got. Speaking of, we need to talk about the spring tour set list.”

“No. Please. Just let me sleep for a few more hours. I can’t be a person yet. Please.”

“All right, fine. You’re gonna need to stop watching that if you’re planning to sleep though.”

He has a point. She drops the phone into his waiting hands.

He pockets it and stands, then cups the back of her head so he can press an obnoxious, wet kiss to her forehead before she can lean away.

“Sleep well, baby rock star.”

“End you,” she mutters, flopping over. “And shut the damn door!”

*

SYDNEY WAKES UP four hours later feeling vaguely human again.

She locates her dead phone in the tangle of her duvet, nearly falls off the bed reaching for the cord to plug it in, and then lays there waiting until it revives. She finds Matthews’s IG profile and watches the video a few times, volume low. Sydney follows him before she can overthink it. She texts Eli.

You free later? I want to talk about Justin Matthews.

Her phone rings.

“What did he do?” Eli asks in lieu of saying hello. “He’s a work in progress, but I swear he’s decent underneath the two decades of unchecked patriarchal nonsense.”

“No—” Sydney clears her throat, voice raspy from disuse, and tries again. “No, he didn’t do anything bad. He used one of our songs in his short-form posts, and it’s blown up.”

“Oh. Yeah. You know, he put real effort into that video. You should feel honored.”

“I kind of am. What’s his deal?”

Eli is suspiciously silent.

“What do you mean?” he hedges.

“Just—he’s a weird one.”

“You have no idea,” Eli mutters. “He’s basically living with me right now while the team is on their road trip. And I thought Alex was bad, but this boy’s dietary habits are—”

There’s a muffled shout in the background.

“Yes, I’m talking about you,” Eli yells back. “No, that’s not— Honey, I’m from Alabama; I won’t judge you for ketchup on scrambled eggs, but what you do to toast is a war crime.”

“Oh,” Syd says. “He’s there?”

“Mm. Constantly, these days. It’s nice to have company, though, with Alex gone.” Eli raises his voice again. “Except when said company rearranges your spice cabinet!”

The muffled voice—apparently Matthews—tries to argue, but Eli cuts him off.

“No, all spices should not be organized alphabetically. Go back to your puzzle, and let me talk to Syd.”

Matts’s voice suddenly goes quiet. He’s still speaking, but Sydney can barely hear him.

“Yes, Sydney from the party,” Eli says. “Well, I don’t know. Do you want to talk to her? Uh-huh.” His tone shifts, speaking to Syd again. “Sorry about that. Matts says hi, I think.”

“You think?”

“It was implied. Anyway, what did you want to talk about?”

“Well, I wanted to talk about him, but that seems rude if he’s right there. I guess I just wanted to see if he’s good people.”

“He is. Or trying to be, at least.”

“Aren’t we all. Okay. Can you send me his number? Provided he’s okay with that.”

“I…can…” It sounds like Eli wants to say a lot more.

“Stop thinking whatever you’re thinking. The band wants to invite him to the cookout this weekend. To say thanks.”

They probably do; it’s not like she’s outright lying. “You’re still planning to come, right?”

“As if I would deny Hawk a chance to see her beloved.”

Hawk is absolutely infatuated with their livestock dog, Boogie. Boogie tolerates Hawk, which is apparently all she requires to feed said infatuation.

“You think Matts will come?” Syd asks.

Eli sighs. “He’s been playing your album nonstop for the last three days straight. He’ll be there if you invite him.”

Matts’s muffled voice in the background interrupts her response.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Eli answers him brightly. “Was that supposed to be a secret? Well, how was I supposed to know that your music preferences were suddenly confidential information? Listen, Syd wants me to send her your number so you can be friends, is that—? Lovely.”

Sydney laughs into her pillow.

“All right, Syd,” Eli says. “I’m texting it to you now. See you Saturday.”

“Mm. Thanks.”

Syd knows if she doesn’t do it now, she’ll take twenty minutes to rewrite it a dozen times later. So as soon as Eli sends Matts’s number, she opens a new conversation:

Hey this is Sydney. Are you in town this weekend?

Hi. This is Matts. He answers immediately.

And then:

You already knew that.

And again:

Yes, I’m in town.

Syd sends her address. The band wants to thank you in person for the free publicity. Come to the cookout at my folks’ place on Saturday.

Is that an invitation or a command?

Sydney thinks it over, then: 11am start, but food is served at 12:30. Don’t be late.

What’s late? After 11 or after 12:30?

Sydney considers answering and then decides against it because that’s funnier. If he really needs to know, Eli can tell him.

She tosses her phone to the side and rolls onto her back, stretching.

It’s always strange to come back to her bedroom at her parents’ house after time away—like stepping into a time capsule that was never buried, all the different eras of her childhood mingled together. The glow-in-the-dark stars have been on the ceiling since she was eleven. The rock and metal posters papering the walls were accumulated over a decade of preteen and teenage angst. Her first and second guitars hang in a place of honor over the desk where she wrote her first song. Tickets and receipts and postcards cover her door: memories, good and bad.

The first memento Sydney taped to the door at ten years old is still there, front and center: a receipt from a gas station in Mississippi for a bag of candy and chocolate milk. The bravest, stupidest decision she ever made.

Her eyes linger on the sticker-covered lamp. On the milk crate full of sports medals and 4H ribbons. Lying in a childhood bedroom, still uncertain about what adulthood means, provokes a strange sort of nostalgia. Sydney doesn’t want to go back, exactly, but the glow-in-the-dark stars and the ticket stubs remind her that those parts of her never left. She’s twenty now, but she still houses her sixteen- and twelve- and six-year-old selves.

There’s probably a song in that somewhere.

Sydney doesn’t have a chance to feel out the possibility, though, because the distinct sound of Rex’s motorcycle clatters into the yard and stops to idle, likely on purpose right in front of her window. She resigns herself to not going back to sleep.

“Syd,” Rex yells from the hall a minute later, the front door slamming behind him. “If we’re awake, you can be awake. Team meeting in five.”

She goes in search of pants.

The landline is ringing when she squints her way into the kitchen five and a half minutes later, but none of the occupants—Devo at the stove, Rex standing in the open refrigerator sniffing something, Sky face down on the table—appear interested in answering it.

She snags the phone from the cradle on her way to collapse in a chair next to Sky.

“Ninth circle of hell, Judas speaking.”

“What, Satan’s busy?” her mom asks.

Sydney glances at Devo. “He’s making eggs. Can I take a message?”

“Be nice to your brother,” her mom says, more habit than anything. “And tell him to move fixing the back pasture fence up on his to-do list. The section by the creek is going to fall over the next time a cow so much as sneezes on it.”

“I shall tell him to ready his post hole digger with haste.”

“You do that. Save some eggs for me.”

Syd disconnects and lobs the phone at the counter; Rex helpfully returns it to the cradle.

“Devo, Mom says save her some eggs and fix the back fence,” Sydney relays, pushing hair out of her face. “Skyler. Rexler. I thought we agreed we needed at least twenty-four hours before we saw each other’s faces again.”

“Rex was having a moment about ‘A Prayer for Arson’ going viral and wanted to talk about capitalizing on it,” Sky says. “Also, we’re out of food.”

Rex looks up guiltily from the open container in his hand.

Rex and Sky live together in a tiny studio in the city. Even though they swear there’s nothing going on between them, they share a wardrobe, a bed, and often, it seems, a single brain cell. Sydney has known them for six years and has been playing with them for just as long, and she has never met a more codependent pair of human beings. Luckily, that translates well musically.

“I invited Justin Matthews to the cookout this weekend,” Syd says, standing to go investigate the refrigerator’s offerings herself.

“Pay up,” Devo says.

Rex sets down his food and grudgingly gets out his phone.

“What was the bet?” Sydney asks. “That I’d invite him?”

“Nah, we knew you’d invite him,” Rex says. “You can’t resist a pretty face. The bet was whether you’d do it now or later. I figured you’d wait until after one of us suggested it. So you could pretend it wasn’t your idea.”

“Whereas, I know you have no shame,” Devo finishes, “and said you’d do it before you even left your bedroom.”

“A plague on both your houses,” she grouses, fishing a container of blueberries from the crisper drawer.

“You live in the same house as me so that’s weirdly self-sabotaging,” Devo says.

“It’s a metaphor.”

“Oh,” Rex says. “Is it time for another lecture from Professor Sydney? What are we discussing today? Austen? Milton?”

“No, I bet it’s the… Who was the wizard guy?” Devo snaps his fingers. “Tolkien.”

“It’s Shakespeare, you heathens.”

“Thank God you decided against going to college,” Rex says. “The pretention would be unbearable.”

“Pretentiousness,” Sydney corrects.

“I think we’re there already,” Devo mutters.

She closes the refrigerator door. “You’re both fired.”

“Yeah?” Devo crosses his arms and leans back against the counter. “What’s your blood type and your social security number?”

“…Devo is unfired,” Sydney allows.

“In all seriousness,” Rex says, returning to his leftovers. “How much do you know about this guy?”

Sydney pulls the protein powder out of the cabinet. “Eli says he’s good people.”

“He’s still a professional hockey player.”

“Guys. I just invited him to the stupid barbeque. To say thanks. I’m not interested in him.”

“We also have a bet about that,” Rex tells her.

Sydney doesn’t dignify that statement with a response and assembles her shake with as much pride as she can muster. She might run the blender a little longer than is necessary if only to prevent further conversation.

“Hey,” Devo says softly, knocking shoulders with her as she returns the milk to the refrigerator. “We just want you to be careful.”

“I know.”

“Speaking of being careful. I saw the new bike in the garage. Please tell me it’s not yours.”

“It’s not mine,” she answers dutifully.

“Syd.”

“It was a good deal. And 250ccs was not cutting it anymore. I’m finally making real money; let me enjoy it a little.”

He sighs. “Please remember that if you die, all of us lose our primary source of income.”

“Noted.”

“Hey.”

She pauses because that’s his serious voice.

“Hey,” she answers, meeting his eyes.

I worry about you, his face says. Because I love you. But I’m not going to say it out loud.

I appreciate it, she tells him back. And I love you too. But I’m also not going to say it out loud.

“Okay,” he says.

“Okay,” she agrees.


Chapter Three

ON SATURDAY MORNING, Matts puts the address Sydney sent him into maps on his phone. When the route loads, under “places at this address,” there’s a business listed. Black Bull Ranch.

That can’t be right.

“Eli,” he yells over the music Eli’s playing in the living room. Alex and the team get back that night, and Eli has been hit by a sudden need to clean everything as if Alex is going to be looking at the counters after two weeks away from his husband.

Matts will not be spending the night. His bag and guitar are already packed up and by the door.

“What?” Eli yells back.

“What’s Sydney’s address?”

“Didn’t she send it to you? I don’t remember; just put in Black Bull Ranch.”

Huh.

Matts toggles to a new screen and googles it. “Black Bull Ranch,” he reads, “dedicated to producing top quality Wagyu, Black Angus, F1, and F2 cross beef.” He skims the rest of the website and can’t help but be impressed. It looks like a small but well-run operation. Commercial and direct-to-consumer sales. And their stock is good-looking, even if he’s used to Red Angus.

Thumbing through the pictures under the “Our Family” tab, he pauses.

Because there’s a picture of Sydney.

She’s on a dark quarter horse with a white blaze, grinning beneath a gambler hat, wearing black jeans, a brown canvas jacket and beat-to-shit work boots. Her reins are loose in one hand. The other shades her eyes as she laughs at the photographer.

The cognitive dissonance of Sydney on a horse is a little overwhelming.

Matts knows he shouldn’t make assumptions about people, but after their brief meeting and his not-so-brief time spent Spotify-stalking her, he’s put Sydney into a tidy little “rock star/city girl” mental box.

A box which is currently shattered.

“She grew up on a fucking cattle ranch?” Matts yells. “Why did no one tell me this?”

Eli just laughs.

Asshole.

Matts tells Eli he’ll meet him there and drives back to his apartment to change. No way in hell he’s showing up to a ranch in boat shoes.

But by the time he’s tried on the only two pairs of jeans that are cut right to fit the one pair of boots he has with him in Houston, he’s already running behind, and it takes another five minutes to get the sleeves of his white button-down rolled in a way that isn’t going to drive him crazy for the next several hours. Matts chooses a plain brown belt to match the boots and decides against one of his belt buckles. He doesn’t want to look like he’s trying too hard. And then he messes with his hair for a few more minutes before giving up.

It’s the longest he’s ever spent getting ready for something that wasn’t a date. Matts chooses not to interrogate that.

He only hits minor traffic heading down I-10 toward Katy. Just past the city limit, he turns off the highway and then turns off that street onto a one-lane, pothole-choked road. Staring out at a rolling sea of yellow grass on one side and corn fields on the other, the sun bright on the asphalt ahead, dust in his rearview mirror, Matts gives in to the impulse that’s been sitting in the back of his head for the last week.

He rolls down the windows.

He puts on Black Sabbath.

He sings along.

When Matts arrives, the ranch gates are already open under an iron crossbar with BBR welded to it and the silhouette of a bull hanging beneath it. He quiets the music as he drives over the cattle guard and starts up the winding gravel road to the house, where several vehicles are already parked on the front lawn.

It looks a lot like the house he grew up in—a single-story stone structure sprawling a little awkwardly in the scrubby land where it sits. Not impressive, but well-kept. Not large. Not small. Not new. Not old. It’s a ranch house. It serves its purpose.

When Matts slides out of the car, he can smell the cattle. Cattle and horses and heat and dirt. A tractor is parked off to one side of the house, a collection of trucks on the other, a horse trailer just visible around the corner. A barn sits farther down the hill, and a shop perches on the slope of the hill behind it. Hay bales and a slow-moving, content herd in loosely clustered groups spot the rolling open terrain. The familiarity is briefly overwhelming.

When he walks up the stone front steps, Matts finds a note taped by the bell that says, “Come in, we’re out back.” But he opens the screen door and knocks on the glass, just to be safe. When no one appears, Matts tentatively lets himself inside.

The long hallway off the entryway is dark and cool and cluttered with framed pictures. Matts gets distracted by a series of photographs that feature what appears to be Sydney and a boy who looks very similar to her, standing in a pothole in the middle of a country road. It’s possibly one of the potholes he narrowly avoided on the way here. The pictures start with Sydney around the age of nine or ten (tiny, mostly hair, tongue out) and proceed with annual updates until what appears to be a present-day version of her (destroyed black jeans, vintage band shirt, still mostly hair, tongue out), arm slung around the waist of the now also adult boy.

“Dad says we’ll take the picture every year until the city fixes the pothole or he dies. We’re still not sure which will happen first.”

The boy—now man—in the picture is standing next to Matts.

He’s got Sydney’s same dark eyes, mole-spotted skin, and wildly curling hair. But he’s dressed more like a cowboy than a rocker, which makes sense, considering. It seems Sydney’s style is the exception to the rule here.

“Hi,” the guy says, extending a hand. “I’m Devo. Sydney’s brother.” He pronounces it “Dee-voh,” and Matts is tempted to ask, but considering his own nickname and the story behind it, decides not to.

“Matts,” he says, accepting the handshake.

“Yeah, I recognize you from the video. That was cool of you, by the way.”

“I mean. It wasn’t anything. I just liked the song.”

The handshake seems a little tighter and goes a couple seconds longer than it should, but Matts has been over-analyzing the appropriate length and pressure of handshakes ever since he learned what a handshake was, so that’s not a new concern.

“Where’s Sydney?” he asks.

“Milk run. Literally. Though I think it was more an excuse for her to show off than anything else. Can’t imagine who she’s trying to impress though,” Devo says pointedly.

Matts doesn’t say anything, stymied.

“She just got a new bike,” Devo clarifies. “Going to the store is an excuse to arrive after the guests and park where everyone can see it.”

“Bike. Meaning, motorcycle?”

“Unfortunately.”

Matts needs a minute. He was just starting to get acclimated to the idea of Sydney on a horse. Adding a motorcycle to the mix just isn’t fair.

“Eli’s here,” Devo says, nodding down the hall. “You know Eli, right?”

Matts manages a return nod, still trying to decide if he should be picturing Syd on a cruiser or a sport bike or maybe a little café racer— It would have to be one of the latter. A cruiser would be too heavy, right? He looks back toward the door, like maybe she’s arrived in the last five seconds without them knowing. Beside him, Devo makes a noise that might be a suppressed laugh.

“Come on, kid. Let’s go out back, and I’ll introduce you around.”

Matts isn’t sure how he feels about being called “kid” by a guy who’s maybe a year older and several inches shorter than him. But he goes.

The back porch is almost entirely devoted to rocking chairs that have seen better days and a selection of barbecue grills. Matts recognizes at least two from his father’s similar configuration. There’s a narrow in-ground pool and scattered lawn chairs around a fire pit beneath a few scrubby trees that provide a respectable amount of shade for their size.

The people are mostly located on the porch, though Eli is standing by the pool, shaking his head at Hawk, swimming happily in the wake of a handsome cattle dog with a tennis ball in its mouth.

Devo leads Matts to the group around the largest grill. “Everyone”—he claps Matts on the back—“this is the man who padded our paychecks this month. Justin Matthews. But he goes by Matts, right?”

“Right,” Matts says faintly under the sudden scrutiny of all present.

“Matts, as in the plural of Matt?” a long-haired Asian guy with a full sleeve of tattoos asks. Matts recognizes him as the bass player in Red Right Hand.

“He contains multitudes,” Eli says, stepping onto the porch. “Also, those are brave words from a man who calls himself ‘Rex.’”

“We respect everyone’s chosen names and pronouns in this household,” an older woman says sternly. She has curly brown hair shot through with gray and a smile that makes Matts want to smile back at her.
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