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Sloane Donavan, Alternative Press.”


Tugging my press pass from my back pocket, I hold it up for the beefy man in the overtight black shirt that reads SECURITY.


He gives his stickered clipboard a cursory glance before opening the graffitied door for me. A blast of music ushers me inside, and I return the badge to my pocket while my eyes adjust to the darkness of the venue. This is my first time here, but all backstages are roughly the same. Bare-bones, all the effort put into the part the concertgoers will see. Back here, it’s all metal rigging and scuffed wooden floors covered in leftover tape from past events.


I love it. It’s my second-favorite place in the world.


Once I can see, I follow the flow of bodies, weaving in and out of roadies trying to do their jobs amongst the ever-growing crowd backstage. Amidst the flurry, I find the bespectacled woman I seek.


“Robb!” I call over the crowd.


Head whipping to the side, her eyes meet mine and she gestures me over, making room for me side stage. Everything sounds terrible in the wings—too much drums and not enough of literally everything else. I never watch shows from here, but it’s where we always converge beforehand, where all the latest gossip is traded. Musicians, groupies, photographers, roadies, journalists—we’re all crammed in here and everyone has stories to share. I’ve never been big on talking, but listening? That I can do.


I wind through the clusters of people toward Robb, one of the senior writers at Alternative Press. That alone is enough to make me idolize her, but her effortless style—pixie cut, thick black-rimmed glasses, and Monroe piercing—would also do it. Robb oozes cool, the older sister I always wanted in a house full of brothers. With her dark blue eyes and (albeit bleached) blond hair, we could be sisters.


As soon as I reach her, I recognize the face next to her, the very person we came to Battle of the Bands to see: Hudson Chase, lead singer of Hollow Graves and the next big thing to come out of Cleveland, if my instincts are correct, and I’m usually right about these things. I don’t have a musical bone in my body—save for my ear—but I know talent. Maybe it’s from growing up next door to a boy who’s now the drummer for Post Humorous, whose single has dominated the alt-rock charts all summer. Or maybe it’s the sheer number of hours I spent in skate parks as a gangly teen, listening to the local Boston bands. Whatever it was, it got me my internship at The Offbeat, the alt-music offshoot of Rolling Stone, and now, freelancing for Alternative Press.


“Hudson,” he says, introducing himself.


I always find it endearing when the lead act isn’t too proud to introduce themselves.


“Sloane Donavan,” I say for the second time tonight.


I can’t help but full-name myself. It’s a leftover habit from childhood. Growing up with four older brothers in a sports-obsessed Boston suburb, the Donavan name was well-known for gracing the back of a lot of jerseys. That name may not mean the same thing here, but it does get me in the door.


What I don’t expect, however, is the spark of recognition in Hudson’s eyes. It’s a little too knowing. I’m not vain enough to think it’s because of my prowess as a writer. I’ve only been out of college for two years, and while I’ve worked for impressive magazines, I’m no one. I’m not even a full-time staff member—yet. But even most veteran journalists aren’t on a name-recognition level. I’m a part of this world, sure, but I’m a fly on the wall, observing, not the spectacle. I don’t know why he recognizes my name, but my anxiety automatically assumes it’s a bad reason.


“Sloane started at AP last month,” Robb tells him. “You’ll be seeing a lot of her, I’m sure. She’s helping me with the Artists to Watch column.”


Hudson’s brows rise, intrigued. It’s a list any up-and-coming artist would kill to be on, as it’s bolstered many a band from local talent to household name. “We’ll have to get you by the studio sometime.”


“I’d love that.” I realize a moment too late I’m talking too loud, the crowd having finally quieted in anticipation of the opening act taking the stage.


I grimace apologetically. Hudson hangs his head, wavy brown hair falling forward to hide his smile. Yes, Hollow Graves is absolutely going to blow up. In part due to their talent, which even from their demos is undeniable, but also because Hudson’s boyish charm is so refreshing amongst the sea of overconfident, cocksure vocalists. I’m intrigued to see how this translates on stage.


The opening band takes the stage with a scream of “Battle of the Bands 2010, let’s fucking gooo!” and Robb gets dragged into a conversation with someone I don’t know.


I dither awkwardly in place. I hate being new. Making friends has never come easily to me. I’ve learned how to make small talk when I’m working—how to get other people talking, that is—but making actual friends on purpose is not a skill in my arsenal. I blame being grandfathered in by my older brothers, always tagging along behind them, the five of us inseparable after our mom left. Then Charlie—my neighbor in the band—introduced me to his bandmates, who are my closest (and only) friends a decade later. I have no idea how to make friends as an adult. I think Robb and I are becoming friends, despite our eight-year age gap. I’ve got an old soul and resting bitch face, and I think she kins with that.


Catching Robb’s eye, I jerk my head in the direction of the crowd and she nods, gesturing that she’ll catch up with me.


“You going into the pit?” Hudson asks with a twinkle in his startlingly light eyes.


I laugh. “Absolutely not. I’m headed to the sound booth.” It’s the best place to watch a show. Far enough back that you can see and hear everything, with no one elbowing you to get to the front.


“Can I come with you?” he asks earnestly.


I smile. “Sure.”


We make our way around the side of the room before venturing out into the crowd. No one stops us or recognizes Hudson. I flash my badge and the sound technician lets us into his booth—a rectangle of metal fencing barricading the crowd from thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment.


As we settle into the booth, I exhale deeply. This is my favorite place in the world. The constant buzz of anxiety inside me quiets when I’m at a show. I’m fully present in a way I’m normally not. I’m not five years in the past, overanalyzing everything I could have done differently, done better. I’m not five years in the future, laying bricks to follow, paving the path to my dreams. I’m here, now. I’m simultaneously anonymous and a crucial part of something bigger than myself.


Leaning over, I bring my mouth close to Hudson’s ear so he can hear me. “You won’t be able to do that much longer.”


“Do what?” he asks with a smirk, already knowing full well what I’m going to say. The humility is incredibly charming.


“Walk through a crowd undisturbed.”


He tries and fails to contain a grin. This is why I still spend so much time at smaller venues, skulking around skate parks I’m starting to feel too old to visit. I love being the first person to discover a talent. I know some people find it insufferably snobby—I knew them before they were cool—but watching the crowds at their shows get bigger, the venues growing larger to accommodate them, until the crowds are bursting at the seams there, too… It fills me with proud papa bear feelings.


It’s my job now, sure, but being a small part of someone else’s journey to actualizing a dream—that’s not work to me.


The band playing isn’t bad. All female, which piques my interest. Even one woman or person of color in a band is a welcome sight on the punk scene. These girls are young, high school age at most, but they’re talented. Musically, at least. They haven’t quite figured out their stage presence yet. They look like they all saw the same photo of Courtney Love and said, “Yeah, that’s the look.” I can’t help but find it endearing, because I did the same thing—albeit with her other half.


My mom left when I was in kindergarten. Growing up in a household of only men and cargo-short hand-me-downs, I was predestined to be a grungy tomboy. But by the power of Kurt Cobain and Winona Ryder, I scrapped together some semblance of a personal style—even if it is just the same jeans and band tees over and over, like a cartoon character with a closet full of one outfit and one outfit only.


As the headliners, it’s obvious Hollow Graves will be winning tonight’s Battle of the Bands and thus the prize—a feature in Alternative Press—but I make a mental note to put something together for these girls, too, before the next pitch meeting. Unlike the writing staff, freelancers aren’t guaranteed assignments, so I’m constantly on the hunt for my next article—and my next paycheck.


At the end of their set, the band leaves the stage to lukewarm applause. Robb joins me in the sound booth and Hudson takes his leave to warm up with his bandmates backstage.


“Get ready,” Robb warns.


“For what?” I ask in alarm, pivoting to the side to scrutinize her and her odd greeting.


She doesn’t clarify, but I already have my answer. Over her shoulder is Hudson, in one of those half-hug handshakes with the lead singer of Final Revelations—hands down the biggest band to come out of Cleveland in the past decade. The lights dim as the next band takes the stage to enthusiastic applause, and it’s only that which saves Dax Nakamura from being recognized by a crowd of metalheads. Over six feet tall, half Black, half Japanese, industry bad boy turned straight edge and every groupie’s white whale, he couldn’t blend in if he tried.


He breaks away from Hudson—who’s due on stage next—and is now heading toward our makeshift sound booth. If he spotted me, recognized me, I don’t know, my attention now trained straight ahead.


Robb leaves my side to open up the barricade for Dax, but because she stepped aside to let him into the tiny booth, the only place for Dax to stand is… directly next to me. My heart knocks around inside my chest like tennis shoes in a dryer.


The last time Robb, Dax, and I were in the same room was on what was supposed to be my first date with Dax. We made a pit stop at the AP office because Dax had merch to sign for some fundraiser. Running errands on our date: the height of romance, I tell you. But I met Robb, and that ended up paying off for me when I decided to leave The Offbeat and needed an in at AP.


The last time I saw Dax was in my hometown of Boston, where I broke up with him. The East Coast leg of Punkapalooza was over. I was touring with Post Humorous as their PR manager (aka MySpace blog writer), and since it was their last tour stop, it was my last stop, too. As one of the headliners, Dax was continuing on. He invited me to go with him, but I had other plans. Plans to complete the final year of my journalism major and an internship in California. And what was the point of delaying the inevitable? I was in Boston, he was on tour, in lots of cities, none of them mine. That was three years ago.


And now, he’s here. I’m here, in his city, with an apartment I signed a year lease on in the hopes AP will hire me full-time.


Once I’m sure he’s watching the stage, I sneak a peek, drinking him in under the premise of tucking my hair behind my ear.


He must’ve spent time in the sun recently, his normally light brown skin deeper, warmer, like if I were to brush my knuckles along his unfair cheekbones, trace the line of his singular, rarely seen dimple, I could feel the sun’s kiss on his skin. His hair is the same, the curls atop his otherwise close-cropped hair sticking out in every direction. A silver septum piercing winks at the bottom of his nose, drawing my attention to his mouth. I don’t allow my gaze to linger there. I can’t. Not when the memories of what he can do with that mouth are branded on my skin like an invisible tattoo. At the base of his throat, the chain that holds his sobriety chip disappears under the frayed collar of his shirt. I don’t spy any new tattoos, but real estate on his body was already hard to come by three years ago. I can smell his soap from here, the same piney scent I mourned when it faded from his sweatshirt I stole.


I close my eyes against the flood of memories, but the smell of him wraps around me like the sweatshirt I still wear. I face forward again and stop breathing for a moment in the hopes that it clears my head. I knew seeing him again was an inevitability. I just thought I was prepared for it.


I could not have been more wrong.


He leans down, lessening the difference in our heights, his lips brushing against my hair, the evergreen smell of him surrounding me once more. “Hi, Sloane.”


My eyes snap open, the low timbre of his voice like velvet, my skin tingling like static between silk sheets, something inside me waking up after a three-year nap.


The sound of my name in his mouth sends me back to when he first said it, three years ago.
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It’s 2007, the second day of Punkapalooza. I’m sunburnt, hungover, dehydrated, and lost in a parking lot. I had to trudge all the way back to the van to unearth my Nokia charger from my duffle. A simple enough task for a hungover girl with a dead phone, except the fairgrounds we’re playing at today are a maze. I’ve been wandering amongst the towering tour buses three times the size of our dinky van for the past ten minutes trying to find the chain-link corridor that connects the parking lot to backstage. I tie my hair up so I can concentrate better.


“You lost?”


Of course I’d meet Dax Nakamura for the first time after sweating my ass off all day. I can feel the Georgia humidity pasting my baby hairs to my neck and forehead.


It doesn’t bode well for my future in journalism that I’m completely tongue-tied, but I’d argue that I should get a pass when it comes to Dax. I didn’t think people this attractive existed in the real world. The headline “Hot People: They’re Just like Us!” flashes through my mind, with placeholders for images of Dax doing mundane activities like grocery shopping and taking out the trash. I can’t fathom it. Surely his trash just sets itself on fire to save him the hassle, much like I want to do right now.


After a day in the stifling Georgia heat, I look like a sad, twice-warmed-up lasagna. Dax looks insufferably perfect. The way his warm brown skin drinks up the blood orange of the sunset has my cheeks reddening worse than my sunburn. I’ve been silent way too long, staring—gawking—at him. To my horror, I realize my mouth is hanging slightly open. A moment longer and I may be drooling.


His whiskey-colored eyes, which have been so intent upon my face, flick down, assessing me briefly. It’s like breaking a spell, the instant he relinquishes me from his gaze. The sounds of the festival come rushing in, as if it, too, had been holding its breath. I breathe shakily, and my tongue unsticks. Unfortunately, it chooses to form a completely nonsensical response to his question.


“I’m allowed to be back here,” I hear myself saying like a dolt.


The corner of Dax’s mouth twitches up, not quite a smile. “I know.”


His response makes even less sense than my statement. He couldn’t possibly know. Tour started yesterday, and I’ve only seen him 1.5 times—from a distance. (Not that I’m counting.) There’s no way he knows me. He must have glimpsed the VIP badge hanging from my back pocket.


He jerks his head in the direction of the festival. My desire to get out of this parking lot maze overrides my desire to get away from him before I can embarrass myself again. I nod, falling into step with him as he confidently begins cutting through the rows of buses.


I can’t help but try to smooth over my weird proclamation. “It’s just, I left my badge in the van this morning and security had me escorted out. It was a whole thing.”


I’m boring myself with this line of conversation. I can hear myself talking, droning on, but I can’t stop, can’t find more interesting words to say to this industry icon who will forget this entire interaction in a matter of hours. I, on the other hand, will spend the rest of eternity cringing about The Time I Met Dax Nakamura and Was a Complete Wet Blanket. This is not the way it goes in my daydreams. In those, I always have the perfect quip, some scintillating story where the punchline always lands. This is… not that.


He nods. I don’t know him well enough to know if he’s also bored by me or if that’s just his face. “You’re with Post Humorous, right?”


I trip, barely recovering before I face-plant.


He gestures down, and I realize my shoes are untied. Kneeling, I pray he keeps walking so I can’t embarrass myself further. Alas, his beat-up black Vans stay firmly pointed in my direction as I make bunny ears out of my laces, a rote task that shouldn’t feel as mortifying as it does.


I try to remember what he said before I tripped. Dax speaking to me, I can wrap my head around. Dax knowing who I am? That doesn’t make sense at all. But it does remind me that I’m not some groupie trailing after him. I am here of my own merit. (Okay, a slightly fudged merit that I’m my friends’ band’s PR manager.) Despite being escorted out earlier today, I am allowed to be here. When I straighten, my posture is less slouchy than usual.


“You didn’t have to wait on me,” I tell his shoes because I cannot meet his gaze.


“It’s not like they can start without me.”


There’s that famous Dax ego. Alas, he’s not wrong. Glancing up, he looks abashed for half a second before shrugging it off. He doesn’t care if some random girl thinks he has an ego—earned or not. He jerks his head, taking off again. I fall into step with him and try to reconcile the guy I’ve heard about—a diva, a lush, a liability—with the guy who patiently waited for me to tie my shoes before safely seeing me back to the venue. It doesn’t feel like I’m talking to one of the most famous people on the tour. He’s just… a dude.


“Besides”—he speaks as languidly as he walks—“I could use the company.”


We’re through the chain-link tunnel now, reentering the fray of backstage. I glance meaningfully at the crowd we’re weaving through. “Yeah, company must be so hard for you to come by at such a massive festival.”


Dax scoffs, something akin to surprise flickering across his perma-bored expression.


As the youngest of five and the only girl, petulance is in my DNA. Based on the way he’s eyeing me, I don’t think he minds.


Our steps slow to a halt as we near the main stage—time for us to go our separate ways.


His gaze is sharper, like he wasn’t fully paying attention before, but he is now. “I’m Dax, by the way.”


As if I don’t know that. He knows I know that. “I know.”


Brilliant, Sloane. You make words in the right order so good.


Dax shakes his head, looking away and laughing under his breath. I want to drown in the deep, husky sound of it. “I figured, but—” His full attention is on me now, the corner of his mouth quirking up in another not-quite-smile. This time, a ghost of a dimple winks at me. Is he—Oh my god, is he flirting? Or is he just hot and talking? Do I want him to be flirting? God, no. I’ve barely made it through this laughable excuse of a conversation. I have no desire to continue mortifying myself in front of this man. “I was trying to get your name.”


“Ah” is all I can manage, still struggling to wrap my head around the concept that Dax Nakamura could maybe, possibly, be flirting with me.


Surprise flickers across his face once more. He’s losing the fight against his smile, one corner creeping higher and higher the longer we drag this out. “Are you… are you really not going to tell me your name?”


My mouth twists off to the side in a show of consideration. I don’t know why giving it to him feels so big. As an aspiring journalist, I should want one of the biggest names in the industry to know my name. But… if he knows it, he can forget it, and in this moment, nothing feels more tragic than telling him my name, crossing paths with him again in a year, two years, and he’s forgotten it, forgotten me. I don’t want to invite the opportunity to be so devastatingly disappointed, so I shake my head.


If I thought I had his full attention before, I was wrong. Challenge lights his irises from within, his pupils dilating.


I fear I’ve only made him more interested, somehow. Before I can figure out how to assure him I am a lot more effort than I’m worth—just ask every single guy I’ve ever dated—I’m enveloped in a sweaty, sticky hug that smells like cheap beer. My friends have found me.


“SLOOOOOOOOANE!” my friend Drew bellows from across the backstage area before hugging whoever is hugging me from behind. Soon, all five of my friends are squeezing the ever-loving shit out of me.


To his credit, Dax is completely unfazed by the spectacle. Worse, he’s smirking. “See you around”—he says each word like it’s delicious, savoring each syllable—“Sloane.”


Goddamnit, Drew. But god bless Drew and my friends for hugging me so tight right now because my knees are inexplicably weak.


“Let’s hope not.” I was aiming for snark, but it comes out on a wheeze thanks to the sheer number of limbs still squeezing me like a long-lost husband returned from war.


Oh, fuck me. There it is. Dax’s full smile. A quick flash of white teeth, a singular dimple in his left cheek. As quickly as it appeared, it’s gone. He hums thoughtfully, giving me a curious once-over, like he’s memorizing me, like we’ll be doing this again.


I don’t know what to make of that. When he turns and waves two fingers lazily over his shoulder, I breathe fully for the first time since we crossed paths.


I blink back to the present, the noise and smells of the venue rushing back in. Dax’s voice echoes in my ear and I shiver, goose bumps rising on my skin.


Hi, Sloane.


Three years ago, he won my name. Three years later, he still says it like a prize.
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I’m not a coward for hiding in the alleyway between sets.


I’m not.


It’s been three years with no contact. I don’t know Dax anymore, but too much has happened between us to make small talk like strangers. So, after the final supporting act’s set ended, I feigned needing to use the restroom, slipping out of the sound booth that was much too tiny for all that history, and retreated to the alleyway to do breathing exercises. I don’t actually know how to do breathing exercises, but now seems like an ideal time to start.


The alley smells like stale beer and cigarette smoke. I get far enough away from the ragtag group of people clustered out here and rest my forehead against the brick wall, still warm from the sun that set a while ago. For half a second, I’m ashamed for hiding back here, but the idea of exchanging bland pleasantries with Dax—as if we didn’t spend a summer stealing moments together behind tour buses with desperate hands and pleading noises—sounds like my own tailor-made purgatory.


The crowd roars, and I shake my head to clear it—once, twice—before heading back inside. Hollow Graves will go on soon, and I don’t want to miss the start of their set. The sound tech lets me back into the booth, and Dax takes half a step back—as much as he can in the cramped space—so I can squeeze by to be next to Robb. A well-intentioned gesture, except my ass brushes up against Dax’s front as I pass, and even the opening notes of the Hollow Graves set can’t drown out the groan Dax fails to muffle.


I can see the band on the stage, I know there’s music playing, but all I can hear for the entirety of the first song is that moan. The applause that follows the opening song jars me out of… whatever that was… and I shove it all down. I will not let my nostalgia for that summer get the best of me. I know all too well the specific pain of waiting for someone who’s never coming back, but I’m not a five-year-old girl anymore. I have a job to do. If I want Alt Press to offer me a full-time position and, thus, keep my five-year career plan on track, I need to focus—not get swept away.


When the Hollow Graves set ends, Dax is out of the booth before I can blink. I’d be offended if I weren’t so relieved. It’ll be easier to concentrate on work without wondering if he’s sneaking glances at me like I’m sneaking glances at him. It should be easier, except I blink and I’m backstage, with no memory of how I got there, going through the postshow interview on autopilot. I’m supposed to be leading this interview—Robb wants to hand off the Artists to Watch column to me so she can finally launch the vertical she’s been gunning for—but Robb has to jump in a couple times with follow-up questions that I like to think I would have thought of were my mind not half on a man who’s not even here. I hate that it’s affecting me this much, but fuck. Seeing him, hearing his voice, the smell of him that evokes memories of his soap resting on my shower caddy for that one perfect weekend before everything fell apart—


“And how’s working with Final Revelations?” Robb asks, cutting off my trip down memory lane and bringing Dax into the present.


I blink over at her. She didn’t share that fun fact about Hollow Graves with me. She’s avoiding my gaze, and I know the omission was intentional.


Hudson glances at me before answering, and my chest flushes as I realize why he recognized my name earlier. Not many people know about Dax and me. Our “relationship”—for lack of a better word—was brief and bright and burned out quickly. Whatever it was, it’s not a part of my past that I like to flaunt.


While Robb knows I knew Dax—Dax introduced us, after all—I don’t think Robb knew we were more than a tour fling. But there’s no way she doesn’t know now. The tension in that sound booth could’ve been cut with a knife.


Thankfully, Final Revelations doesn’t talk to the press, so the likelihood of our history ever getting out, of that summer being used against me, is slim. It’s fine.


But tell that to my inner monologue. If there’s something to overanalyze and nitpick until three a.m., then I’m wide-awake, alternating between the highlight reel of Dumb Shit Said by Sloane Donavan and my favorite think piece, All the Ways Anything and Everything Could Go Wrong.


So when Robb asks if I want to go for a drink after the interview, I say yes even though I don’t really want to. Well, I kinda want the drink, but I’m tapped out as far as being social goes, even though I can’t remember the last time I just hung out with someone. My new apartment doesn’t feel like home yet, but I still long to return to it, a place where I can’t be blindsided by the appearance of the only man who’s ever made me come.


“I’m sorry,” I blurt as soon as Robb reappears with two beers in hand. This dive bar’s minimal decor isn’t nearly distracting enough to drown out the heady turn of my thoughts.


Robb hands me one of the beers before promptly downing half of hers. “For what?”


“I was unprofessional back there. I’m sorry, I… I was off my game. I swear I’m normally better at this.”


Robb smiles knowingly over at me. “Sloane, this isn’t our first time working together. You think I’d be handing off my column to you if I didn’t know that? You think they’d even let me give it to a freelancer if they didn’t also know that?”


I take a deep breath, nodding. “Yes. Thank you, I needed that reminder.” I begin absentmindedly picking at the label on my bottle. “I guess… I didn’t expect it to be this hard.”


“Choosing art as a career?” Robb asks, brows arched high above her glasses.


The laugh comes out of me in a snort, which makes Robb laugh, which makes me laugh harder, and soon, I’m lightheaded. Rubbing my brow, I try to pull it together. “Thank you, I needed that, too.”


“Besides,” she says quietly, rolling her beer back and forth between her hands contemplatively. “I owe you an apology. I should’ve told you Dax gave me the tip on Hollow Graves, but I didn’t think he was coming, so it didn’t seem relevant. When I met you, I suspected you two were”—she wiggles her eyebrows suggestively—“but I didn’t know it was…” Her eyes widen. “Like that.”


I take a long sip of my beer to delay answering. “We dated for, like, a month.”


Technically, a month and a half, but it’s what I always say if someone asks about it. A month is nothing. Unless you’re on the same tour. Then there are multiple cities, thousands of miles, all day, every day, isolated from the real world so it’s nothing but you and them and music. It’s all-consuming.


It’s the only relationship I’ve ever had that’s actually worth talking about, except for the fact that I absolutely do not want to talk about it.


So, I downplay it. A few weeks. Small potatoes. Conversation moves on.


“Must have been an intense month.”


Goddamn Robb and her pitch-perfect journalistic instincts.


I can’t look back on that summer and not blush. I went from having done nothing more than kissing with a side of heavy petting to realizing I’d put my underwear on inside out after hooking up with Dax in the back of an empty tour bus. I met a side of myself I hadn’t known existed. On the road, suspended from reality, the summer before my final year of college, my postgraduation internship at Offbeat already lined up. For perhaps the first time in my life, I felt secure enough to let loose. It’s not that I didn’t like that version of myself—it’s that I did. And that scared me. I finally understood how my mom once thought building your life around another person could be enough. It was the antithesis of everything I’ve ever worked toward. So, at the close of that magical summer, I ended it. He let me go with two mumbled syllables, and I knew it had been the right thing to do, even if, three years later, the ache refuses to fade.


Bracing my elbow on the dingy pub table, I rest my face in one hand, tracing the condensation rings on the surface with the other. “It was, yeah. Off the record, though, please,” I say with a grimace.


Robb huffs a laugh. “Dating Dax isn’t exactly a story.” She flinches. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that how it sounded.”


I shrug. She’s not wrong. I wasn’t Dax’s first or last, never mind that he’s both for me. “I would appreciate it if no one else at work knows, though.”


Robb tilts her head to the side. “Okay, but… knowing Dax is a good thing. Networking is everything in this business.”


Before I can shove the words back in, they come spilling out. “I wouldn’t call what Dax and I were doing networking.”


Robb throws her head back and laughs, attracting the attention of a few nearby tables. “I meant if it’s possible for you and Dax to move past, well, the past, he knows a lot of people. You’ve got connections—use them.”


“A girl using her ex to get ahead in her career? Yes, everyone will think, Aw, poor Sloane, so brave, getting her heart pulverized but still soldiering on. Not, Ah, she slept her way into her career.” I fix her with a frown.


Robb grimaces but doesn’t contradict me, knowing I’m right. I don’t name-drop Dax for a reason.


“One last thing—and then I won’t mention it anymore,” Robb hedges carefully. “But I think he was just as thrown seeing you as you were at seeing him.”


I frown. Dax said hello and not a single thing more. Never mind I did the same.


“He asked about you,” Robb continues. “When you left between sets. He tried to be subtle about it, asking why Offbeat was here. I told him you were with AP now.”


I wait for Robb to continue, but she only studies me with a knowing look before draining the last of her beer. She won’t tell me more unless I ask—and we both know I’m too proud to do so.


“Anyway,” I say around a heavy sigh, steering the conversation back to shoptalk. “I don’t care if it takes me longer, or if I have to work harder, but I’m going to earn this on my own merit. Well”—I gesture between us—“besides utilizing you to get the job in the first place. Which I still owe you for.” I laugh self-depricatingly, kneading my brow. “I still can’t believe we met because Dax ran errands on our date.”


Robb makes a noise of disbelief, methodically peeling the label off her bottle.


I don’t need a journalist’s intuition to tell me she’s holding something back. “What?”


She smirks. “That wasn’t chance. He was supposed to come by the day before with the rest of the band but asked to come that day, with you, and for me to be there and pretend it was chance because he didn’t think you’d accept the networking help.”


I blink, sitting back in my seat. That considerate, genius asshole.


“Don’t overthink it, babe.” She swats me lightly on the arm, bringing my attention back to her. “We needed more women on the team, and I’m sorry all I could get you was freelance for now, but knock it out of the park with the Artists to Watch column and you’ll be on staff soon enough.”


I sincerely hope so. With the inconsistency of freelance paychecks, and rent eating up the entirety of my meager internship pay, I have no savings to speak of, no cushion to fall back on. I need this to work out. I’ve already left one dream behind in California. I’m not ready to give up on this one, too.
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I​’ve barely gotten a word in during the past half hour of our Buncha Punks Skype call, but I hardly care.


I miss my friends so much. My laptop screen is divided into six squares, my own face in the bottom right corner, the other five occupied by my friends, best known as the band Post Humorous. Even when they tour, they don’t miss our weekly chat, and I appreciate that, even if seeing them all cuddled up on one screen while I’m all alone on mine makes me jealous—and guilty for feeling jealous. It’s hard being on the outside of all their stories when I was once a key actor in them. I romanticized moving away from home, going somewhere no one knew me, somewhere I could find myself and chase my dreams. No one warns you how lonely choosing yourself can be. These weekly Skype calls are a lifeline back to myself.


Charlie is in the top left corner. With his soft brown hair and even softer brown eyes, he’s all boy-next-door charm and “aw, shucks” attitude. I’ve known him since I was in diapers. There were two loose boards in the fence that separated his backyard from mine (literally the boy next door). After his mom caught us sneaking back and forth, squeezing through the slats, my dad put in a gate. Charlie’s house is as much home to me as my actual home.


In the bottom left of the screen is Reid, who is probably the only person on this call who has said fewer words than me. The curtain of his straight dark hair hides his face as he cleans under his nails with a guitar pick. All of my friends bring something different—but equally necessary—to the table. Reid is the one you go to when you want to angst it out without actually talking about anything. Reid and Charlie make up Post Humorous’s rhythm section, bass and drums, respectively. While they may be the quietest members of the band, they’re its heartbeat.


In the middle of the screen, exactly where they’d want to be: Brooklyn and Drew. B has foregone her usual armor of impeccable makeup today, the Chu family freckles on full display, her thick mane of black hair in a topknot that’s more chic than messy—an art I’ve never quite mastered. Brooklyn is the only person who could rival Charlie for the title of my best friend. We met when we were sixteen, at a show. I’d seen her in the corner of the venue, looking slightly out of place in her too-colorful clothes, but when she got on stage to sing a duet with one of the bands… there was no question where she belonged. I begged the boys to record a song with her. After years of playing incrementally larger venues, that single blew up, playing on all the local Boston radio stations. She didn’t officially join the band until after she finished college, but there’s no doubt she’s an integral part of the group, because:


Drew. Our frontman and lead guitarist. With dark brown hair whose life mission is to defy gravity, arching over his head in clashing waves, and eyes the gray of the ocean before a storm, he’s the quintessential sexpot frontman. He could have chemistry with a wall, and his onstage presence with Brooklyn is mesmerizing. Their will-they-won’t-they energy is no doubt responsible for a large part of their fan base. The two of them are currently finishing each other’s sentences as they recount a story we’ve rehashed a million times, becoming more and more embellished with each retelling.


The only person who can match their energy is Tyler. Sweet, golden-retriever-in-human-form Tyler, our keyboardist. His hair is held in a perfect swoop across his forehead with an elastic headband, and between the thick blond hair, dark blue eyes, and chin dimple, we could easily pass as twins.


“I didn’t suck his dick at Disney World,” Tyler interjects. “It was the Disney hotel our fans got us a discount at so we didn’t have to sleep in the van with Reid’s smelly ass.”


“That was Drew,” Reid drawls. He’s now painting his nails with black polish, seemingly distracted, but he provides his expected response on cue, nonetheless. “You’re the one who insisted on Indian food, knowing damn well—”


I look to Charlie because my spidey sense tells me he’s looking at me. We share an eye roll while our friends bicker.


“I saw that,” Brooklyn chastises us. “And while we’re taking a walk down memory lane, anything you’d care to share with the class, Sloane Marie?” She fixes me with a glare through the screen. I cannot believe she middle-named me.


For the first time since we all logged on, everyone in the chat shuts up, waiting for her to continue. She was born to be a leading lady.


“No,” I say simply. Turning away from the laptop camera, I dump my ramen packet into the now-boiling pot of water.


“Wait, what happened?” Tyler stage-whispers. “What did Sloane do? Sloane never does anything.”


“Hey,” I call over my shoulder. “I do things.”


“Yeah, like ditch us and move across the country,” Drew says with a pout.


I splutter. “Brooklyn lives in LA! I’m so much closer now,” I remind him. “But if you don’t wanna crash at my place next time you tour—”


“Ignore Drew,” Charlie insists. “That’s just his way of saying he misses you.”


I flash them all a smile as I stir my ramen. “I miss you all, too.” So much, I don’t say, my heart squeezing.


“Okay, but what’s the drama?” Tyler cuts in, done with this heartfelt moment. I love him, but damn it. I know exactly what Brooklyn is going to grill me for, and frankly, I’m surprised it’s taken this long. The article came out a week ago.


Brooklyn clears her throat dramatically, holding up the latest volume of Alternative Press. “Artists to Watch, curated by Sloane Donavan.” She pauses as all the guys whoop and cheer for me, my name in print for the first time ever. She rattles off the first few bands, omitting the short blurbs I wrote for each one, until—“Hollow Graves. Ohio has a long history of producing household names, and under the tutelage of Final fucking Revelations, with their heavy riffs and Hudson Chase’s powerhouse vocals, Hollow Graves is primed to be the next big thing out of Cleveland.”


I clear my throat. “I didn’t say ‘fucking.’”


Brooklyn purses her lips.


“So what?” Charlie shrugs, twirling a pen between his fingers like a drumstick. “We know half the bands in Boston. It’s not weird they’d know the Final guys.”


“True, but I find the choice to name-drop her ex interesting.”


Reid snorts. His half-lidded eyes always give the impression that he’s perma-stoned, but the slight redness around his green irises gives away that he definitely smoked before this call. “B, if I was working with Dax or any of the Final guys, I’d want everyone to know.”


“So, you’re not trying to bat signal to Dax that you’re living in his city now?”


Broth sloshes everywhere as I pour my ramen into a bowl. I delay responding by cleaning up my mess. “Dax already knows I’m here. I saw him at Battle of the Bands a few weeks ago.”


It sounds like the words were literally strangled out of me. Weirder yet is the complete silence that meets them. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve seen this group speechless. They always have words. And feelings. Or worse: feelings words.


I tap my laptop trackpad. “Did you guys freeze? Is my Wi-Fi…?”


“We’re here,” Brooklyn says, ruffling her pile of jet-black hair in disbelief. Her eyes flutter shut as she takes a controlled breath, lashes casting a shadow on her freckled cheeks. “You’ve been holding this back for weeks?” She screeches the last word, glaring daggers at me through the screen. “Details, Sloane! What happened when you saw him?”


“The usual,” I say, shoving noodles into my mouth. “I feigned indifference. Showed zero emotion whatsoever.”


“Yeah, that checks,” Drew mutters, running a hand through his already mussed hair.


“Smart,” Reid says, endorsing me.


Brooklyn waves off their commentary. “Did he see you? Did you talk?”


“We were trapped in a sound booth together.”


Tyler makes a noise of intrigue. “Like, in a sexy way?” He bites down on his fist, eyes rolling back into his skull in feigned orgasmic ecstasy.


I snort into my ramen, broth flying everywhere and speckling the counter. “No. In a terse-silence kind of way. We said hi and I’m pretty sure that’s it.”


Brooklyn sighs. “You’re a travesty, you know that?”


“I’m aware.” I grin goofily, a curly noodle hanging from the corner of my mouth.


“Do you think you’ll see him again?” Charlie asks cautiously. I did my best to hide how much the breakup with Dax fucked me up, but as my neighbor, Charlie was definitely privy to how many nights I spent sitting on my roof, crying and blasting My Chemical Romance’s “I’m Not Okay (I Promise)” on repeat through my bedroom window. He had the decency not to comment on my lack of subtly in song choices, but a few nights in, he did note, It sounds really good through a wall.


I avert my gaze, dragging my spoon through the bowl of broth as I consider, as if I haven’t been wondering the exact same thing. “I’m writing a bigger article on Hollow Graves, so I might run into Dax again, depending on how hands-on he is.”


“And are you hoping to get ‘hands-on’ with him again, or…?” Tyler asks with a not-so-innocent affectation.


I choke on my noodles as Charlie utters, “Jesus, Tyler.” As I struggle to dislodge ramen from my windpipe, I gesture for them to move on. “I’m done being the main character of this chat. What’s the plan for Halloween—y’all still coming out for the AP show on the thirtieth?”


Brooklyn arches a brow. “Anyone we know on the bill?”


I sigh heavily. “Yes, Final Revelations is headlining. Dax will be there.”


On the screen, Brooklyn presses her lips into a thin line. She’ll be texting me as soon as this call is over, wanting to hash this out further. Thankfully, she knows I won’t want to do that on a call with all the guys, and heartily embraces the subject change: them coming out to see me for AP’s Halloween show. But because she’s my best friend and because I’m hers, I know her next word is intentional:


“Okay,” she says simply, a dull affectation to her tone so unlike her usual chipper one. It’s a message for me and me alone, the guys oblivious, happily chatting about their plans to road-trip out in the van rather than fly. I barely hear them, knowing Brooklyn will email me all the important trip details in the form of a color-coded Excel spreadsheet. It’s her subliminal message that has my full attention, echoing hollowly in my brain.


Okay.


Three years ago, at Punkapalooza. The memory I do my best to bury, the one that haunts me, nonetheless. I’ve just told Dax we should end things, and I’m waiting for him to say something—anything. The muscle in his jaw twitches like he’s preparing to fight me on it, but when he opens his mouth, all he says is Okay. I wait for him to say more. He doesn’t. I want to provoke him until he does fight me on it. I don’t. Because what’s the point? I’m going back to finish my degree, and Dax is continuing on tour. I’m not going to follow him around and we both know it, and yet…


And yet.


That haunts me, too. Because it wasn’t just the distance that scared me. The distance is the excuse I tell everyone, knowing it gives little room for rebuttal. Mostly, I was just scared. Dax was like gravity. I feared that if we tried to make it work long-distance, the gravity would win out. That I wouldn’t finish my degree, that I’d follow Dax around on tour, settle down in Cleveland, get a job at AP, and never know if I was doing it for me or for him.


It’s why my mom left. I spent my angsty teenage years hating her, but the older I get, I understand her more and more. And I hate her for that, too. She married my dad at nineteen, had my oldest brother, Nate, at twenty. Her entire identity was being a mother, no life outside of us. She put her dreams on hold to settle down with my dad, and it slowly ate at her until she felt she had no other choice but to leave, to find herself.


I rub the tiny scar on my ring finger. My brothers all have an identical one. When Nate dragged his heartbroken self home from college—his third-choice school, having chosen to follow the girlfriend that dumped him two weeks into the first semester—we crawled onto the roof outside my bedroom window and made a blood pact: to never repeat our mother’s mistake, to never give up our own dreams for another person, because those people can leave. I was ten. I didn’t fully understand the promise I was making, but I cut my ring finger and spilled a few drops on the scratchy roof tiles anyway. And for the next eleven years, I kept my promise, made big plans for myself, and couldn’t imagine ever giving up on them for a boy.


And yet…


I chose my dream that summer, and that dream later blew up in my face. And now, I’m back in the same city as the love I left behind. A more romantic person than I might call it fate. Brooklyn would call it fate. Instead, she’s reminding me of how, with two syllables, that relationship ended. We spent months overanalyzing that one word, the monotone way in which he said it, picking apart those measly four letters for any hidden meaning. Three years ago, she’d championed me and Dax, how good he was for me. Both of us have changed since that summer—because of that summer. I don’t regret Dax or anything we did, but I can’t have rose-colored glasses about it. Not right now. Not when I know, without a doubt, I will run into him again. Soon. Possibly this week.


The noodles in my stomach turn leaden. I talk a big game, pretend like it doesn’t bother me, that I don’t feel anything anymore. But the truth is, Dax is the only person who has ever made me feel, well, anything. Discovering I could feel those things was important to me, special. How do you hold all of the good inside the same heart they shattered?
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I see Dax again sooner than I thought.


I’ve been in and out of the studio with Hollow Graves the past few days, interviewing them for their article. Despite my wariness that I’d run into Dax, the closest I’ve come to any member of Final Revelations is the near-reverent way each member of Hollow Graves speaks about them. The lack of run-in has lulled me into a sense of security. Maybe Dax and I can orbit the same scene without actually colliding as often as I’d feared.


When the studio’s receptionist kicks Hudson and I out at closing time and asks us to leave through the side door, I wish she’d mentioned who else she’d just sent that way.


As I push open the alley door, October night air rushes in and steals my warmth and I regret leaving my jacket in my car. In the alleyway, the haze of cigarette smoke greets us, hanging like a cloud over—of fucking course—the entirety of Final Revelations. My gaze skips over Dax, and I drink in the sight of Marcus, Jonah, Cain, and Barrett—an absolute bear of a man who I have to actively resist the urge to hug.


Barrett’s face lights up as he exhales a stream of smoke. “Boston, is that you?”


I can’t help but return the smile, my feet dragging me over to him automatically. He squishes me into his side in a one-armed hug, his ’80s rocker curls tickling my cheek. “It’s me.” I hope the thickness in my voice is disguised by its natural raspiness and my face being half-smothered in Barrett’s massive barrel of a chest. God, when was the last time someone hugged me?


“Thought you were in LA,” Jonah asks in his nonasking way. In his knit sweater, he looks more like he just clocked out of a day at the office than a guy in a metal band. “At Beatoff.”


“Offbeat?” I correct.


“That’s what I said.”


I purse my lips to keep from laughing. The band’s beef with Offbeat predates my internship by a few years. “I was in San Fran, but not anymore. I’m freelancing for AP.” I moved to California a year after Dax and I broke up, so I have no idea how Jonah knows that.


“You live here now,” Jonah clarifies, shaking his shaggy black hair out of his face as he exhales a cloud of cigarette smoke.


I nod, and I’m acutely aware that while Dax and I were ignoring each other last time, he’s definitely paying attention now. I can’t bring myself to look at him, but his gaze bores into the side of my face. I’m not entirely sure why. Robb told him all this at Battle of the Bands last month when he asked, though why he asked, I don’t know.


“Anyway,” I say slowly. I peel myself out from where Barrett still has his arm around my shoulders, hitching my backpack higher. “Good to see—” The words get stuck in my throat, my eyes bouncing between all of them and then back to the studio door. The reason they’re all here hits me over the head like a brick. “You’re recording.” The words come out of me on a breathy exhale, and I’m unable to stop the grin spreading across my face.


None of them confirm or deny anything. Of course they don’t.


Final Revelations recording a new album is massive news. Five albums and over a decade in, it’s been years since they last toured, even longer since they released anything new.


“I’m not asking for an interview—I know that’s a nonstarter. Just… whenever you’re ready to announce”—I begin backing out of their little circle so they can’t immediately shoot me down—“let me have the exclusive that there’s gonna be a new album. That would be huge for me.” I’m not really sure what weird movements I’m making with my hands, but I’m trying to convey how no pressure I’m being despite how intensely I want this. “Please.”


I aim the last word at Dax in a Hail Mary. If there’s even a shred of affection for me left in him—


Our gazes meet for the first time in three years. The alley’s atmosphere shifts, every particle separating me from him crackling with electricity. Overhead, the sky thunders out a promise and a warning. Even in the low lighting, I can see on his stupidly beautiful face that he feels it, too. He glances away, a muscle at the corner of his jaw twitching, like he’s forcing himself not to speak—or smile.


Tearing my gaze off of him is like prying two magnets apart. To the group at large, I say, “Think about it?” I back up until I’m out of the halo of light over the alley door, safely wrapped in darkness. Once my back is turned, a dopey grin spreads across my face. If I can snag that exclusive, it might not be enough to make AP hire me full-time, but it would be a huge step toward getting that offer.


“Sloane!”


I turn, disappointed to find that it’s Hudson and not Final Revelations chasing after me. I really need to hedge my expectations when it comes to them. They don’t need the press—need me—and they know it. I need to know it, too.


I rub the scar on my ring finger subconsciously. It was a long shot, but at least I tried.


“Walk you to your car?” Hudson offers. Before I can tell him that’s not necessary—it’s dark out, but it’s only seven o’clock and there are plenty of people milling around—he continues. “I can talk to them for you.”


I shrug. “We both know they won’t do anything they don’t want.”


Hudson laughs under his breath. “True.” He glances at me sidelong, and I don’t know how I know it’s coming, but I do.


I want the ground to open up and swallow me whole. Our interview went really well, and it wouldn’t be the first time a subject confused Actual Conversation with flirting. And now… He’s going to ask me out. But I know how this goes. We go on one date—maybe two if they’re feeling chivalrous—before they try to sleep with me. They’re going for a home run, and I haven’t even decided if I want to step up to the plate.


Before Dax, I was half-convinced I was asexual, that I simply didn’t have those feelings like other people. Now I know that I do—it just takes time, trust, and attraction, three things that rarely collide for me. Normally, I’m grateful my demisexuality weeds out the ones who only wanted one thing from me. Other times, I resent it, wishing my body’s wants could be fulfilled without my heart and brain needing to be so involved. I want to be wanted, but this isn’t some video game I can speed run my way through. It’s as frustrating for me as it is for them. They call me a tease. Say I’m too much effort. They leave. I let them. It’s never worth the headache.




OEBPS/images/Art_Ch4.jpg
< CHAPTER FOUR%*





OEBPS/images/Art_Ch3.jpg
< CHAPTER THREE%*





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
OO

FOREVER





OEBPS/images/9781538759455.jpg
AUTHOR OF UNROMANCE

| ERIN CONNOR

THE YEAR’S HOTTEST ENCORE
ISN’'T HAPPENING ONSTAGE.






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Ch2.jpg
~CHAPTER TWO%*





OEBPS/images/Art_Ch1.jpg
< CHAPTER ONE*





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
STILL
INTO
YOU

ERIN CONNOR

RRRRRRR

New York Boston





