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“Play You by Heart”









chapter one


MACK


If you think your love life is a disaster, I’m here to make you feel a whole lot better about yourself. Mine wasn’t just a disaster, but an international one. As in, anyone on the planet with an internet connection can read up about me and the parade of cliché bad boys, cheating nepo babies, and textbook narcissists I dated while I was touring the world with Thunder Hearts in my early twenties.


Tonight was supposed to be the night I turned the story around. I was already crafting the imaginary headline as I made my way to the bar: MACKENZIE WATERS ON FIRST DATE WITH NICE, SECURE, 401(K)-OWNING MAN WHO TEXTS BACK IN A TIMELY MANNER! I was the kind of proud that bordered on smug.


And now I’m propped up on a magenta barstool in the middle of happy hour at Lightning Strike, panic sweating through my pink satin tank top, and shouting, “Can I borrow literally anybody’s phone?”


Nobody can hear me over the chorus of pop sensation Serena’s catchy hit, “Kickstart My Heart.” I turn to see if one of the bartenders can lend me theirs, only to meet a familiar pair of dark, perfectly winged eyes on the other side of the bar, blinking at me in alarm.


“You good?” asks Hannah, one of my best friends and former bandmate.


Even with the bar half hiding her from the crowd, she’s unmissably stunning in a sleek purple slip dress that hugs the pale curves of her body, her glossy black hair catching the sparkles from the disco ball in the dim light. I’m never not happy to see her, but right now I could kiss her on the damn mouth.


“I thought you were uptown!” I say, hopping off the stool.


“I’m about to be,” she says. “Why do you look more freaked out than that time we accidentally ate those brownies at Coachella?”


Ah. It was after that particular performance that Rolling Stone dubbed Thunder Hearts a “force to be reckoned with,” and me specifically a “shiny ball of chaos.” The high may have worn off mid-set, but the photo of me singing through a wild tangle of blond hair as I pluck an open bag of Goldfish crackers out of my crop top will last for eternity.


I grab Hannah by the shoulders. “I need your phone.”


Hannah doesn’t hesitate. “It’s charging in the back.”


She leads me to the back office, which is littered with pictures of us in our Thunder Hearts prime. The three of us napping on top of each other on a tour bus in our glittery matching unitards. The three of us holding our Grammy Awards with wild grins. The three of us onstage at what would be our last show, huddled reverently around one mic for the final song.


I tear my eyes off them when Hannah puts her phone in my hand. I open her Tick Tune app to see an artist called Seven taking up all the top slots on her daily queue, with ominously sad songs like “Ghosted” and “Cracked.”


“It’s for the bar,” Hannah says gleefully, squeezing my arm. “We’re having a Seven night tomorrow. The tickets sold out in five minutes.”


Damn. More New Yorkers need therapy than I thought.


“How on earth did you have the time to set that up?” I ask as I tap through the app.


When Thunder Hearts called it quits, Hannah wasted no time pivoting from the stage to running her own small empire. Now Hannah Says includes a size-inclusive, retro-inspired clothing line, a full 1950s-style Target cookware set, and a set of nostalgic coffee table books full of Thai-American-fusion cocktails and dishes she and her sisters grew up with as their parents launched restaurants and bars in every borough in New York City.


On top of all that, she owns this bar. If Hannah sleeps, I sure as hell have never seen it.


“What happened to your phone?” Hannah asks.


“It got into a fight with your floor,” I tell her, waiting for the logout page to load. “The screen is more broken than—well, our brains that day at Coachella.”


“You dropped it?” asks Hannah.


“Dropped” is an understatement. That thing went down like it was in a damn pinball machine—straight into my cocktail, which then toppled onto the bar, ricocheting the phone in slow motion to the floor like it was going for a dramatic Oscar.


In my defense, I was already on edge. This date Hannah helped set up tonight is my first proper date not just in years, but possibly in my life. Hannah was trying to distract me from my nerves by watching the most recent video I scheduled to put on Tick Tune, where I’ve been posting songs anonymously as I figure out what to do with the black hole that is my current career.


Turns out Tick Tune is the ideal place to go for that. It’s like if Snapchat and TikTok created a strange little not-for-profit music baby. Musicians post their songs with undownloadable videos that can only be streamed once per day. After that, the song disappears from the user’s account for twenty-four hours—which means if you really love an artist and want to listen to the high-quality version of the audio, you better go find other friends who will let you listen with them, stat.


Because it’s so fleeting, listening parties are popping up in major cities for popular artists on the app. And because it’s so murky in nature, the app has attracted a lot of artists who want to stay anonymous.


But thanks to my idiocy, I might not be anonymous much longer. It took Hannah two seconds to point out that the frame of the video included a tiny edge of the lace dress she gifted me from her line, which she delayed the launch of last week.


In any other universe that wouldn’t matter. But we exist in a universe where eagle-eyed fans would make the connection between the unreleased Hannah merch and an anonymous singer and start posting my identity in two seconds flat.


And in the span of those two seconds I’d be professionally, emotionally, and existentially fucked.


The obvious next step was to delete it from my phone as fast as possible. My brain got the “delete” memo and my hands got the “fast as possible” memo, but their wires got crossed, which is how I accidentally smashed my phone screen into smithereens.


“It’s seven fifty-six,” says Hannah.


The service is so bad that it’ll be a miracle if I log into my account by this time next year.


“Shit, shit, shit,” I chant.


Hannah raises her eyebrows at me. “What’s the actual worst that happens if the video goes live?”


There is such a menagerie of consequences that it’s hard to pick just one. The first is, of course, that it would complicate the tentative new contract with the record label. I told them I wanted to launch a solo career a few months back, and they’ve had me in “former girl band member” purgatory ever since. According to my manager, Isla, they’re at odds with how to fit me in the market, but their instructions were explicit: sit tight and don’t post anything.


I can’t even blame them for the hesitation. My voice changed massively after Thunder Hearts broke up. While Serena immediately vaulted into superstardom and Hannah launched her lifestyle empire, I was holed up in my apartment, trying to relearn an instrument I’d been playing my whole life. The songs I spent the last year posting on Tick Tune—they were never meant to go viral. They were just meant to practice, and to get some less-than-welcome feelings about some less-than-deserving men out of my system.


Which leads me to the next consequence, which is that if anyone knew I was behind these songs, they’d know exactly who I wrote them about. And I’d rather eat my recording mic than let any of those men know they left a mark.


But in some ways neither of those things compares to the worst consequence of my alter ego being revealed to the world tonight. I deflate against the wall of the office, turning my grim gaze from the phone screen to Hannah’s expectant face.


“Serena would never forgive me,” I say quietly.


Hannah’s eyes flicker in confusion. “Serena doesn’t know?” Off my wince, she deflates, too. “You two still haven’t worked things out.”


Not for lack of trying. I have called enough times since Serena left for her tour that “Incoming Call from Mack” might as well be her phone lock screen. The few times I manage to get her on the line she’s always rushing off for an interview or a workout or a page spread, talking through her teeth with a steely politeness you’d give a guy who rear-ended you in a grocery store parking lot, not a best friend and former bandmate.


Which is to say, I haven’t told her about the Tick Tune videos, or even that I’m trying to start a solo career. I wanted us to be on more solid ground before we talked about it, but we haven’t reached it yet.


“Seven fifty-eight,” I murmur, my eyes on the still-loading screen.


“Maybe there’s better service out back,” says Hannah.


I take off like someone just fired off the starting gun at the accidental self-sabotage Olympics, busting out to the back alley. It’s a space I’m all too familiar with, since we’ve been using it as an entrance and exit for years—before Hannah took over Lightning Strike, it was a dive bar so decrepit that none of us could find a sign or a menu to learn its actual name. The kind with drinks so sickly sweet that they might have been watered-down cough syrup, and chairs so unreliable that sitting anywhere was a game of roulette. But it was one of the few places in New York where we could stay out late at the height of our fame without worrying about running into anyone who would post videos of us taking cringeworthy, tipsy selfies after a round of Fireball shots, so it was home away from home.


The service bars on Hannah’s phone instantly spike up as I mount the little flight of stairs from the back door to the alley, but not fast enough. The login page only half loads. I hold the phone up to the sky like I’m begging the moon to intervene. When that does nothing, I hike my cowboy boots up the railing of the stairs, so desperate that I’m hoping the extra five inches will be my technological salvation.


Not one second later do I remember why I never wore this particular pair of boots onstage. The pink soles are cute as a button, but have less traction than a waterslide. My foot loses its hold so fast that I don’t even have time for my idiocy to settle in before I’m pitching backward.


I scramble to grab the railing, but it’s too late. I’m going down and hitting every one of these stairs when I do it. MACKENZIE WATERS COULDN’T EVEN MANAGE FIRST DATE WITH NICE, SECURE, 401(K)-OWNING MAN WITHOUT THOROUGHLY CONCUSSING HERSELF AND BREAKING ALL HER BONES.


Only when I land, it isn’t on the cold concrete. It’s on the warm, firm plane of someone’s chest. Someone whose arms instantly wrap around me, stopping my momentum, and hold me so firmly that my feet don’t quite touch the ground.


“Well, look who it is.”


It’s been ages since I’ve heard that wry, velvety voice, but its effect on me is immediate. Shock and relief, the kind my body doesn’t know what to do with. Like blinding sunshine spilling onto the pavement when I’m still wet from the rain. Like a dislocated joint getting shoved back into place. Like my heart has been slightly off beat and something just slammed into it to knock it back into an old rhythm.


Like turning to stare into the bright hazel eyes of the person who has hurt me more than he’ll ever know, but had more of my heart than anyone else ever could.


Samuel Blaze settles both hands on my waist, skimming just under my tank top as he settles me back on the ground with a slow, shameless smirk. “And you said you’d never fall for a guy like me.”









chapter two


SAM


Well, shit. If there was a chance I was over Mackenzie Waters, it’s shot to hell now.


I knew what I would be in for if I ran into her here tonight, but I was cocky enough to think it wouldn’t matter. That time would have dulled the effect of all that wild blond hair flying with each step, all that bare, sun-kissed skin exposed by the thin straps and low plunge of her tank top.


But now she’s settled in my arms, her small, panting body an inferno against mine. Now she’s tilting her head to look at me, her startling blue eyes flashing under her dark brows.


Now she looks like something about to mess me up all over again, and damn if it doesn’t feel good. Apparently two years wasn’t near long enough for me to stop wanting something I know I can’t have.


She lets out a little gasp against my chest as she pushes herself off me. She’s back in my space just as fast, her full, flushed cheeks tilted up to face me. She parts her lips, stares deeply into my eyes, and says, “Give me your phone.”


I let out a huff of laughter. “No ‘thank you, dashing hero, for saving my life’?”


She’s already snaking a hand behind me, reaching into my back pocket for my phone. I snatch it first, unlocking it and holding it up over my head. She’s about as tall as Tinker Bell, but she’s desperate enough for it that she tries to reach it anyway.


“Someone will be saving your life if you don’t fork that over,” she warns.


I hold it higher, dangling it between two fingers. “At least say ‘please.’ ”


She takes a sharp step closer and lets out a growl through her teeth that I enjoy a little too much for my own good. It’s distracting enough that she manages to reach down and tweak my side, making me double over in surprise and drop the phone. She catches it in midair and darts to the wall of the alley before I know what hit me.


A familiar feeling, when it comes to Mackenzie Waters. I saunter in her direction, taking in the rest of her—tight denim jeans hugging the curves of her hips, a pair of cowboy boots I haven’t seen before. Nothing like the loud neon getup she and the rest of Thunder Hearts used to wear back on tour, leaving trails of glitter behind them like calling cards.


I told myself if I saw her tonight that it would be enough. That I’d head over to a discreet bar down the street and leave her be. But old habits die hard, and this one has me bracing my hand against the brick wall, leaning over her.


“You clean up well, Sparkles.”


She chafes at the old nickname, her eyes still trained on the phone. “Why are you here? Ego too big to fit on the west side?”


My smirk widens. So she knows I’m in the West Village. Guess I’m not the only one who’s been keeping tabs.


“I have a meeting with Twyla.”


One that I’ve been dreading all day, even if I’ve just short of forgotten it now. I crane my neck to glimpse at the phone screen, but she dips under me, her wild hair brushing my arm.


“Lightning Strike is our turf,” she says.


She taps something on the phone that makes her go stiller than the walls. Then she blows out a breath and taps it again, exiting out of an app. She knocks the phone into my chest to return it and I let out an exaggerated “oof,” then clap my hand on top of hers, holding her there before she can stalk off.


“Turf, huh? I didn’t realize we divided up the city.” I lean in so the words are closer to her ear. Not as close as I used to, but closer than I should. “What other lines am I not supposed to cross?”


Thing is I swore upside down and backward I wouldn’t try to rile this woman tonight. She’s doing just fine without me around and I should be glad for it. But I can’t help myself. I remember why the second her eyes fly to mine, more paralyzing than any comeback. With looks like the kind she can throw at me, she’s always had home court advantage in our little spats, both onstage and off.


She doesn’t pull away, but presses her hand harder against my chest. She tilts her head up to better meet my eye, close enough that I can smell the faint fruitiness of her hair.


“I’d make you a whole damn map of lines,” she says, “but you’d trip over the beds of half the women in this city before you found them.”


The steeliness in her expression cracks just enough that I know something must have cracked in mine first.


Shit. I shouldn’t have come here in the first place. The last thing I need is to kick up another round of this again—letting myself feel too much for this woman I’m no damn good for, who has zero interest in a guy like me. I could blame the circumstances in the past, but now there’s nobody to blame but myself.


So before she can soften, I raise my eyebrows, easing myself back. Cocky. Distant. The version of me she loves to hate.


“Ouch,” I say. “You think I could only pull half?”


Right on cue she snatches her hand back, rolling her eyes. “Depends on how many are in the mood to make a mistake.”


I keep my own hand on my chest, leaning back like I’ve been wounded. “Aw, c’mon. You’re breaking my heart over here.”


“You can cut the antics, Blaze,” she says, heading for the back door. “Our little sideshow is long over, and the last thing I need is an encore.”


She disappears into Lightning Strike, but it’s never hard to follow Mackenzie with that curtain of yellow hair in her wake. Still, I stop in my tracks when I reach the main part of the bar. It’s unrecognizable from that grimy, tetanus-infected dive bar we used as a hideaway back in the day. Back when I wasn’t just Sam, but Samuel Blaze, front man of Candy Shard. Back when I was here with a different woman every month, keeping my distance from the one woman who knew how to get under my skin. Back when I was on the verge of a life unrecognizable from the one I have now.


I skim the braided bracelet tight around my wrist. There are parts of those days I miss like a hole in me, but I’d be a damn fool to take any of what I have now for granted.


The new interiors of the bar are still dark but warm, with Technicolor on the walls and a retro shine on the stools and high-top tables. Mackenzie’s hair catches the pink light like a beacon in the back corner.


You’re no. Damn. Good for her, I remind myself.


I’ve seen her. She’s alive and well. Time to get back to my own problems.


I turn to look for Twyla, nearly colliding with another man. The haircut-twice-a-month, loafer-wearing kind who clearly just got off work somewhere farther downtown.


He opens his mouth to apologize, then blinks. “Oh,” he says. That’s how these conversations always start when I get recognized—an oh, and then they’ll ask for an autograph or a selfie or tell me how Candy Shard’s music got them through high school, and I’ll be grateful to hear it, even if it makes me feel like the most ancient thirty-one-year-old man alive.


Normally I’m happy to stop, but these days it usually comes with a follow-up of So what’s next for you, man? And if I knew the answer to that I wouldn’t be having this meeting with Twyla tonight.


So I give the stranger a firm, friendly smile I use when I don’t feel like chatting. Only he’s not looking at me anymore. His eyes are squarely set on the best part of this bar: the pixie of a woman heading toward him, smiling widely, arms outstretched for a hug.


“Grayson!” Mackenzie calls.


It’s like watching one of those cute viral videos about unlikely animal friendships. I am so unused to seeing Mackenzie interact with a man who doesn’t have “bad news” written all over him that there’s no other way for my brain to rationalize it.


Then Mackenzie plants a kiss on his cheek, and the scene is anything but cute. A hot coil of jealousy rises up in me so fast that I take a step back. Both because I am not the jealous type and also because it’s ridiculous that I’m feeling it at all.


“Hey, you,” says Grayson warmly.


Well, I’m officially in need of a drink. It’s the only way I’m going to survive glancing up and seeing Mackenzie making doe eyes at a finance bro all night. I’m about to duck out, but Grayson turns back to me.


“You two dated,” he says, like he’s pleased with himself for remembering.


The instant Mackenzie spots me, her nostrils flare. “Our bands toured together. He’s just an old coworker.”


“One hell of an office we worked in, if that’s the case,” I say wryly.


She shoots me a warning look I can’t blame her for. I used to mercilessly roast all those idiot “boyfriends” she dragged around our tour buses and hotels—the walking red flags who would make her fall head over her sequined heels by saying all the right things before doing all the wrong ones.


But this guy doesn’t look like the type. He looks like he fell out of a nineties rom-com called something cliché like Mister Right.


“But that love song you two did. Oh, what was it?” Grayson asks. “It was stuck in my head that whole summer—‘Play You by Heart’!”


“That wasn’t a love song,” says Mackenzie.


“Wasn’t the chorus something about your heartstrings being tangled?” Grayson asks.


Mackenzie smiles tightly. “The label made us release it. It was only a big deal because our bands were in a feud.”


Understatement of the century. Our rivalry with Thunder Hearts was a mismatch, considering they were a pop girl group and we were a punk rock band, but by the peak it was so notorious that there were internet writers whose entire jobs were keeping up with our antics when we were on tour together. Antics that were so well-memorialized that there’s a literal “Candy Shards vs. Thunder Hearts” Wikipedia page about it. (One Mackenzie liberally edited to change my name to Asswipe, even if she never copped to it.)


“Oh yeah? I didn’t know about the feud.” Grayson shrugs affably, turning to me. “I was a big nerd in law school. Hannah had to catch me up on half a decade of pop culture once I started working for her, and Mackenzie’s filling in the gaps.”


“And she forgot to tell you that Mackenzie and I were in a forbidden, star-crossed romance that spanned continents, years, and dozens of songs?” I ask.


Mackenzie’s boot grinds into the toe of my shoe, a clear Get lost. And damn it if I’m not trying. But something about seeing the familiar, friendly way Grayson puts a hand on her arm is locking me in place. I’ve always had a talent for masochism, but if I don’t get out of here, I’m about to add assholery to the list.


“They made us pretend there was this whole ‘will they, won’t they’ thing between us when we toured together,” she explains to Grayson. “Publicity stunt.”


“Aw,” says Grayson, laughing in that way that nice guys do. Earnest. Unbothered. It probably doesn’t say anything all that good about me that it makes me hate him more than any of Mackenzie’s exes combined. “You must have been good at it. Sounded like you two were in love.”


I know right then that it’s the last time I’m ever going to see Mackenzie Waters. At least, the last time I’ll do it on purpose. She’s been up-front about what she wanted with every song she’s ever written: someone who’s in it for the long haul. Looks like she’s finally picking the right ones for the job.


Best I can do for her now is stay the hell out of her way.









chapter three


SAM


My manager, Twyla, is easy to spot even in the happy hour crowd, wearing her usual loud uniform of bright colors and a scarf that swallows her whole. She lowers her oversized glasses at me, her dark eyes lined with a punchy blue that matches the streak of it in her graying auburn hair.


“I looked at the menu long and hard, but there wasn’t a cocktail I thought you’d like.” She casts her eyes at Mackenzie on the other side of the bar before giving me a pointed look. “So I took the liberty of getting you a ‘What the Hell Do You Think You’re Doing, Sammy Boy’ on the rocks.”


The glass she offers me is clearly straight whiskey. I raise it to toast with her cocktail, which is just as wild and colorful as her outfit.


“I’m discussing my career prospects with my wonderful, talented, impeccably dressed manager,” I say.


“Butter me up any harder and you’ll have to put me on a roll.” She tilts her head in Mackenzie’s direction again. “And here I was thinking you picked this place because people wouldn’t bother us.”


New Yorkers are already, on the whole, unfazed by famous people in restaurants and bars. But there are a few spots with enough of them that New Yorkers make a point of not noticing famous people in their midst, and I know from my old bandmates—who are far more welcome in here than I am—that this is one of them.


“I thought Mackenzie wasn’t in the city,” I say, a little too innocently.


Twyla smirks. “Aw. You saw her Instagram go dark.”


I take a sip of my drink. Caught red-handed. I can’t say I didn’t notice she hadn’t posted in a while, but I was curious if it was something to worry about or a social media move her agent, Isla, orchestrated. It’s safe to say if Twyla knows about it, it must be the latter. The whole reason our bands were in a staged feud in the first place was because our managers are identical twins and set it up from the start.


“What can I say? Life was boring without Mackenzie spicing up my feed,” I say breezily.


Twyla lets out a disbelieving hum and says, “Drink that fast, would you? I’ve got bad news and also bad news.”


I knock it back, the dread settling back in faster than the booze can burn it off.


“All right.” I set my half-empty glass down. “Hit me with it.”


“The bad news is the label said absolutely the fuck not to our proposal.”


I blow out a breath, settling my elbows on the table. “Why?” I ask.


Twyla doesn’t coddle. She hasn’t since the day she plucked me out of the YouTube trenches, where teenage me was angstily posting covers of Linkin Park songs with ten views on them, nine of which were probably my mom.


“You don’t have momentum,” says Twyla bluntly. “It’s all fine and good that you’ve got a different sound now, but there’s jack shit they can do to relaunch you without a tour and with barely any press. It’s like shooting a horse before it ever leaves the stable.”


“Well, shit.” I run a hand through my hair, then pull it out. Compose my face. I can’t afford to look upset about anything in public, and besides—this isn’t exactly a surprise. “Can we try other labels?”


Twyla nudges my drink closer to me. “That’s the other bad news. I asked around. Nobody else wants to touch that plan with a stick, either.”


I shouldn’t be disappointed. I knew it was a long shot, getting the label on board with turning their former punk rock front man into an acoustic singer after two years off the grid. But I thought maybe if they heard samples of my new work and considered my plan to do smaller, New York–based venues for a more intimate feel, they might take a chance on it.


Twyla snaps a finger in front of my face. “No moping. Game’s not over yet. It just means we have to compromise.”


I shake my head. There are things I’m willing to bend on, but not this one. “No touring. I won’t leave Ben.”


I skim the braided bracelet on my wrist again, my touchstone. Finding out I was a dad two years ago was the biggest shock of my life, and now is the best part of it. That kid is my whole world. I miss making music like nobody’s business, but if choosing music means losing time with him on the road, I can’t do it.


I could never do to him what my own dad did to me.


“If staying home is that important, you have to bring something else to the table here,” says Twyla. “Something that draws fans back in. Something that gets their attention.”


I wince. That’s the other issue. I can’t do anything too splashy. Ben’s six, so he knows by now that his dad is famous. But his mom, Lizzie, and I have done a pretty good job of shielding him from it, even when the “Samuel Blaze has a secret son!” news blew up every corner of the internet. It’s died down since then, but if I do anything that puts too much attention on myself, it could easily put it back on Ben.


“It doesn’t have to be big,” says Twyla, anticipating me. “But it has to be enticing.”


Mackenzie lets out a sharp laugh on the other side of the bar. The pang that goes through me is so instant that I’m mad at myself for it, but I can’t help it—I want to be the one winding her up. It’s a chronic condition. I’ve had it since the day we met.


“Why did Mackenzie stop posting?” I ask.


Because if it hadn’t been for that, I wouldn’t have had this ridiculous compulsion to come check on her. I wouldn’t have followed it all the way to this bar, watching her fall for Millennial Prince Charming and making this meeting ten times more miserable than it already was.


“If you were so curious you could have just called her,” says Twyla, raising her eyebrows at me.


Thing is, though, I didn’t know if she’d answer. I didn’t even know if she kept my number in her phone. Not after the way we left things. Not after she’d made a point to never call me again after that last time we talked.


Twyla waves a hand in front of my face, blocking my view of Mackenzie. I blink out of my haze.


“Sorry,” I mutter, my face hot. I aim the question at my whiskey glass. “Everything’s good with her, though?”


Twyla sighs. “If you really want to know, Mackenzie’s Instagram was dark because she’s trying to—wait. Wait.”


She whips her head at Mackenzie, then back at me, her expression shifting like a kaleidoscope—scrutiny to bewilderment to some kind of revelation that has her on her feet faster than a bomb threat.


“Are you—leaving?”


A pointless question, because by the time I finish it, she’s halfway to the door. “I’ll call you later tonight! Stay put, I ordered apps for the table!”


I am absolutely not staying put. I am going to settle our tab and sneak out the back door to nurse my bruised ego with a beer in front of the TV and pretend this entire night didn’t happen.


But Twyla isn’t the only one headed for the door. Grayson is right behind her, his phone pressed to his ear, turning to wave and mouth an apology.


When I look over, Mackenzie’s alone at the back of the bar, waving back with a static smile. She drops the smile when Grayson goes, only to immediately catch my eye. Her face instantly comes back to life—indignant, heated, and aimed right at me.


I use my foot to kick out the empty stool at my table, then lean back and cross my arms in invitation. She rolls her eyes. I roll mine back, overexaggerated and ridiculous. It wrestles the smallest smile out of her—the kind that always feels like a prize, since she tries so hard not to let me earn it.


It’s the damn apps that do it, though. The Massaman curry cheese tots and spicy lemongrass popcorn hit the table and the next thing I know, Mackenzie is standing across the table from me, plucking a tot off the plate and saying, “What the hell are you actually doing here?”









chapter four


MACKENZIE


The first thing you need to know about Samuel Blaze is that it’s damn near impossible not to fall in love with him.


One of my working theories is that it’s because he is so at odds with himself. The sharp, unyielding planes of his face against the smooth tenor of his voice. The mischief in his words against the depth of his hazel eyes. He’s a puzzle too damn compelling not to try to solve, and once you think about something too much, you can’t help but feel something for it.


I’m embarrassed to admit I was no exception to that rule in the end. But I overcame it. Through practice, time, and a few borderline-unhinged song lyrics, I’ve beaten it out of my system.


All I’m doing by walking over to him is proving just how effective I was. But then Sam aims one of those shameless smiles at me, and I’m not so sure about that.


“I’ll tell you what I’m doing here,” he says, “if you tell me what on earth you were doing with my phone.”


He tosses a piece of popcorn in the air and catches it in his mouth, the smile blooming into a boyish grin as he gets his first taste of Hannah’s inspired fusion menu. I keep my face as neutral as I can, sipping on my cocktail and imagining what his face would do if I told him the truth.


!I’m the woman who’s been blowing up Tick Tune writing songs about each of her exes one by one, I could say. Or just cut straight to the point with three little syllables: I’m Seven.


The song that was supposed to go up tonight is the last one. A song to close out the embarrassment of my old love life once and for all. But now I’m sitting in front of all six feet of the man who inspired that last song and, damn, do I love staring into his fallen-angel eyes.


I settle on the stool across from him. “I asked first,” I say coolly.


He doesn’t hesitate. “I missed you.”


That’s a bold-faced lie. We were told to play up the “enemies to lovers” trope onstage with our constant barbs and shenanigans, but the enemies part wasn’t an act. I couldn’t stand being around him and the loud parade of groupies he partied with every night, the women who’d come and go like ice-cream flavors of the month. I steered so clear of him that I didn’t realize I was stupidly in love with him until it was too late to do anything to fix it.


“You missed me,” I deadpan.


Sam’s gaze is so sincere that I almost believe him. Then without warning he reaches for another piece of popcorn and tosses it across the table at me. I tilt my head to catch it in my mouth and he lets out a low whistle, impressed.


“You didn’t miss me?” he asks.


“Like a feedbacking amp.”


His eyes flicker with mischief. “So,” he says. “My phone?”


I skim my tongue over my teeth, swallowing. “I was subscribing you to Aging Punk Rockers Anonymous. Heard it helps with the flannel addiction.”


He stares down at the flannel he’s got on now, the grin curling wider. Someone else might be tempted to touch the softness of that flannel against the warm planes of his body. Someone else might appreciate the way his lanky frame has filled out enough to see the faint outline of muscle against the worn-out T-shirt he’s wearing under it.


Thankfully, I am cured of all of that. It’s just hot in here because of the happy hour crowd, is all.


“Is your new boyfriend going to be mad when he comes back and sees an old-timer stole his girl?”


My face flushes. Grayson is the head of Hannah’s legal team, and I only met him at one of her launches last week. I ended the cookware demonstration with more sauce on my shirt than the plate, and he valiantly attempted to save it with a Tide-to-go pen. Hannah set up the date a few days after: If you’re serious about dating good guys, Grayson’s one of the best.


But that’s none of Sam’s business.


“We rescheduled,” I tell him. “His mom locked herself out of her apartment and he’s got her spare key.”


I brace myself. This was one of Sam’s favorite bits during rehearsals, when we were forced to share space—finding little things to mock about the guys I was all starry-eyed over, smirking like a cat just before he did it.


Babe. Babe. Baaaabe! he would call in a hazy voice, making fun of the startup guy who was always blitzed out of his mind. Or he’d put a finger up to his bandmates and say, Shhh. You’re interrupting my process, roasting that trust funder I brought around a few times who called himself a “sculptor” and clearly had never so much as touched Play-Doh in his life.


I hated him for it then, but hated him even more for it later. He saw through all those jerks long before I did.


This time, though, Sam just nods. “Good on him.”


There’s a beat of quiet, so I decide it will be the last one. I passed the test. I faced off with the final boss. I am over Sam Blaze once and for all, and can move on with my life.


I slide off the stool.


“Wait.”


Sam’s hand wraps around my wrist, stopping my momentum. My breath stalls, at first in surprise, and then something else entirely. A feeling that doesn’t creep in, but floods. It’s all over me before I can stop it—every nerve in my body is humming to the point of screaming, wanting to get closer, let the flood in until it drowns me.


It’s the warmth of his grip. It’s the unexpected need in his eyes. It’s the way I feel, irrationally, like every place in New York is the wrong place to be except right here.


Fuck the test. I’m still failing the pop quiz.


Sam eases his grip but doesn’t let go. “This is one of her best,” he says.


An unexpected hush has fallen over the bar, so I can hear the verse of the soft, acoustic song playing through the speakers, with a low, slightly raspy voice.


I only make it through one verse. I can’t bear it another moment. The rest of the bar is still at half volume, a few even singing along, but I clear my throat.


“Sounds like she could use one of these cocktails,” I say.


Sam blinks. “Tell me you’ve heard of Seven.” When I don’t answer, Sam is downright incredulous. “She blew up a few months ago on Tick Tune.”


He clearly has more to say, but I cut him off. “Maybe I’ll check her out.”


His hand is still around my wrist. He slowly lets it go, and his warmth is immediately replaced by an ache. I’m dizzy with it, and the impossibility of this whole moment—his eyes on me as he listens to words he has no idea I’m the one singing.


I pull in a breath, avoiding his gaze. “This is new,” I say, gesturing at the braided bracelet around his wrist.


Sam’s entire face softens in a way I’ve never seen. “Ben made it for me.”


I nod. “Your son.”


Sam was a magnet for wild antics back in the day, but the grand finale was the wildest of all—on the last night of our final joint tour, Sam discovered he had a four-year-old son. In the brief conversation we had in the aftermath, he said he was doing everything he could to keep it quiet for Ben’s sake, but it was splashed all over social media within days.


There were so many times I almost called. But checking in felt too self-serving. By then I knew I’d always want something more than he could offer, and would always be looking for it. It was better to have a clean break, and besides—I had problems of my own to deal with. Big ones.


Still, I couldn’t help but worry. It’s a relief to see the ease in his posture, to see the quiet pride in his smile.


“He’s the best,” says Sam.


My throat goes thick. “Proud Dad” looks good on him, the same way everything does. Which means I better get the hell out of here before it starts looking too good.


“I’ve got to go,” I say, knocking back the rest of my drink. “Maybe I’ll see you in another two years.”


Sam stands, too, and for a moment I think he’s offering to leave with me. He surprises me by wrapping me up in a hug, the full-body kind that’s impossible to resist. Just like that, my arms are sliding up the sinewy muscles of his shoulders, my head settling in the tempting crook of his neck. He smells sweet; he always has. Sweetness with a depth to it. Like browned butter. Like a lazy sunset.


God dammit if I’m not already drafting more lyrics about this man as I let him go.


“Take care of yourself, Sparkles.”


And I do. I go home and edit the video on my laptop so it’s just the window curtains fluttering, no telltale unreleased merch in sight. Then I open the desktop version of Tick Tune and upload the new draft of the song—the last song the anonymous singer known as Seven will ever publish. The song I’ll sing to finally let Samuel Blaze go.


I take a breath, and another, and another. But my thumb doesn’t press “Post” just yet. The story between us may not have had a good ending, but that doesn’t mean it won’t hurt, closing the book.


Just as I’m hovering over the button, an incoming text from Hannah pops up on my laptop screen:




Excuse you?? What happened to the perfectly nice lawyer I set you up with?????





I open the link she sent. At the top of the article is an image of me and Sam hugging in the bar. You can tell it’s me because of the trademark messy blond curls down to my waist, but Sam’s face is in full view of the lens. His eyes are crushed shut. It looks like he’s in pain.


It looks like a feeling I know too well.


Waters set ablaze once more? it reads, with the teaser, “Smack” spotted together for the first time since steamy awards show.


The comment section of the article is already on fire, but I don’t let myself read it. I close the tab. I close my eyes. It doesn’t work—I’m still stuck on the expression on his face, stricken by the recognition of it. By the way it wraps around my heart and tugs with a pull he’s had on me since before we even met.


I toss the laptop on my bed. “God dammit.”


Because despite everything, the story isn’t over. Or rather—for some reason, I still can’t let it end.









chapter five


SAM


Lizzie Ford is a lot of things. The mother of our son. The co-owner of New York City’s most delicious bakery. My best friend.


But right now, she is primarily a pain in my ass.


“Nope!” she says, swatting my hand before it lands on one of the milk tarts on a back counter. Her thick pepper-brown braid swings over her shoulder as she turns back to her cake batter. “No dessert until you see reason.”


Little does the world know, this is how “punk rock” my life is now. When Ben is in school, I spend most of my days in the back of Sugar Harmony getting bossed around by Lizzie and her wife, Kara, who opened this hybrid Scandinavian and West African bakery based on their grandmothers’ recipes just before Ben was born. It’s my favorite place on earth, even if I have to check most of my free will at the door.


“I helped make them,” I protest.


Lizzie raises her brows at me. “Licking the emptied-out bowl does not qualify as ‘helping.’ Now give me one good reason why you won’t hear Twyla out on this.”


By “this,” Lizzie means the call from Twyla that I was dumb enough to take on speaker in front of her after I got home from Lightning Strike last night. If I had any idea that Twyla had spent the evening conspiring with Isla, I might have changed my damn number before I heard her say, “Good news! We’re pitching you and Mackenzie to the label as a duet.”


The call was over too fast for me to protest, but lasted just long enough for Lizzie to latch onto the idea like a dog with a bone.


“If you’d seen Mackenzie last night, you’d know she would sooner strangle me with a guitar string than work with me again,” I tell Lizzie.


She tightens the strings on her bright blue Sugar Harmony apron. “Are you saying that because it’s true, or because you’re secretly chickenshit?”


“Hey,” I protest. “I play all the time.”


New York is a city full of “if you know, you know” places, and one of them is the back room at Sugar Harmony. At night we convert it into a speakeasy where I started holding open mic nights a few days a week, no phones allowed. My old bandmates Divya and Rob started inviting friends, who invited friends of friends, and now it’s a mix of newbies and regulars every week.


Lizzie smirks from under the brim of her baseball cap. “I meant about getting Mackenzie on board.”


Fun fact: Lizzie only got half a psychology degree before she quit for culinary school, but will never let me, Kara, or any of our friends forget it.


Fortunately, I am spared any more of her cross-analysis by someone opening the back door. Unfortunately, it’s Twyla herself.


“Don’t worry,” she tells me, sweeping in with a loud orange-and-red ensemble, complete with a giant butterfly brooch. “I’m too magnanimous for an ‘I told you the fuck so.’ ”


“Told me the fuck about what?” I ask.


“Don’t be coy,” she says, flashing her phone screen at me.


Sam Blaze not so Waters-proof after all?


Mackenzie and I generated enough headlines in our rivalry to paper-mache the Empire State Building, so the terrible pun is no surprise. The image just under it is another story. Someone caught us mid-embrace. Her face is mostly concealed by my shoulder, but there’s a little crease between her brows—one I only ever saw a handful of times.


“Oh,” I manage.


Twyla lets out a disbelieving snort. “Look at you pretending you don’t have internet.”


Lizzie winces on my behalf. “We blocked Sam’s name on our phones and all the laptops. Little eyes and ears.”


Little eyes and ears that didn’t need to be reading headlines about the dad they didn’t even know about for the first four years of their life. Particularly headlines like BLAZE RUMORED TO HAVE DOZENS OF OTHER SECRET KIDS!! and Lizzie’s personal favorite, AN ANALYSIS OF THIS DECADE’S LINGERIE TRENDS, BASED ON UNDERWEAR THROWN AT SAMUEL BLAZE ONSTAGE.


“Did you come all the way downtown to torture me with this?” I ask Twyla.


“That’s just a bonus. I came here to take a look at the cupcakes. Or did you forget that your favorite manager is turning fifty?”


I doubt there’s a soul in Manhattan who doesn’t know about Twyla and Isla’s joint fiftieth birthday party this weekend. Not only did they rent out several floors of a building for the night, but the invitations were sent with massive masquerade masks that were “required dress.” Half the music industry was Instagramming about it before they could type out an RSVP.


“I heard a rumor,” I say.


Lizzie heads back to grab the cupcake design sampler book. My hand is halfway to the counter when she calls from the office, “No treats for Sam!”


I grab a milk tart that’s too ugly for the display case, breaking it in half and winking at Twyla. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”


Twyla takes her half. “Only if you care to explain the origins of this . . . Doritos muffin?”


“Ben special,” I explain, lifting one of them up from the experimental batch for her inspection.


A “Ben special” is really just shorthand for “somehow Lizzie and I created a kid who hates sweets.” Every week he comes up with a different “dessert” we help him make—pepperoni cinnamon rolls, mac and cheese scones, even an ill-fated lasagna cake. We’ve gathered that he doesn’t like to eat these “specials” of his half as much as he loves to watch customers react to them on the shelf.


“Horrifying,” Twyla declares. “I must have one.”


I grab one from the pan and hand it to her, cutting right to the chase. “If you think an article is going to sway me on this, you’re wrong. Stunning as ever, but wrong.”


Twyla flips her hair appreciatively, but doubles down. “That’s because you haven’t read the comment section. Fans think you’re up to something. They want you to be up to something.” She taps the phone adamantly. “The draw the label wanted—it just got handed to us on a silver platter.”


I occupy myself with taking the now-empty batter bowls to the sink.


“Mackenzie hasn’t performed in two years,” I point out. “The last thing that’s going to get her on a stage is me.”


Twyla’s lips thin smugly. “So you do want to perform with her.”


Of course I do. Nobody in their right mind would pass up the chance to perform with Mackenzie. But performing with Mackenzie comes with a price, and that just might be my damn sanity.


But Twyla’s playing hardball. She reaches over and shuts off the sink before I can start scrubbing.


“I’ll cut right to the chase here,” she says. “The label thinks you’re both a risk on your own. It’s why they haven’t relaunched Mackenzie yet, either. But this—this has potential. This has people talking.”
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