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To the Swifties,
and Miss Swift,
for inspiration evermore









PROLOGUE


Riley


THERE’S NOTHING LIKE the sound of heartbreak.


I lower my lips from the microphone, exhaustion deep in my chest, head humming with restless melody. I’ve immersed myself for weeks in the hardest memories of my life, the deepest hurt, searching them for inspiration. It’s where I’ll find what I need, I know it is. I just need to keep listening.


I’m frustrated, honestly. When I’ve spent fifteen hours in the studio, I expect to have polished whatever I’m working on to perfection.


Instead, nothing is working. The chorus is cheaply grand, synthetically sorrowful. The verses have no culmination, no urgency. The instrumentals have come out well enough—it’s my singing I can’t get right. I sound like I’m performing, not like I’m myself. It’s left me here, rerecording vocals. The more I wrestle with the song, the farther I get from the music in my heart, refrains insisting I let them free.


I wish I could. It physically pains me how much I wish I could. This song was supposed to be my masterpiece. It needs to be my masterpiece. It deserves to be my masterpiece.


He deserves to be my masterpiece.


Sighing in exasperation, I roll my shoulders under the shining studio lights. In the expansive soundproofed space, it’s easy to forget it’s one in the morning. Nothing changes in the windowless, sterile room of microphones and minimal furniture. Usually I welcome the emptiness, the lack of distraction, the freedom to pursue whatever musical inspiration I’m hearing.


In this moment, however, it just reminds me of the progress I’m not making on the song I can’t finish.


Part of me wants to resign for the night. I’m half-desperate to surrender to the impersonal comfort of my suite, my home for the past few months. The Victory Hotel off San Vincente near Sunset, one of Los Angeles’s highest-powered entertainment industry neighborhoods, has hosted me in discretion while I procrastinated on house-hunting, instead hurling myself headlong into my music.


I couldn’t help it. After my divorce, what else could I do?


The end of my marriage was a summons. I knew I could write us unforgettably. The whole perfect, painful ruin. Everything I hoped with him, everything I imagined. I chased the promise of the song of us until finally, “One Minute” was finished.


Moving out of our house, packing my possessions into suitcases, I listened to the demo on repeat. Over and over, the reminder of the music I found in the hurt kept me from sobbing. My ex wasn’t home—he let me relocate in peace, one of his few recent kindnesses. I packed rhythmically until, in one unassuming moment, it happened.


Inspiration.


I was proud of how I’d rendered our whole relationship in one song. It gave me the idea for my entire next album. I pitched my label the premise, which they loved. I started writing, and once I started, I couldn’t stop. It consumed me. Writing shifted into recording, and many days I did some of each.


I’ve practically lived here in Stereosonic’s huge recording studio, spending wild hours of productivity playing and polishing, often sleeping on the couch. When I’m chasing inspiration, sacking out on the cushions is just easier. Honestly, I’m probably the Victory Hotel’s favorite guest.


The songs emerged, each memorializing a relationship. I worked and worked until they were exactly the way I wanted. The process was like no inspiration I’ve ever experienced. I could hear everything I wanted. I worked relentlessly until I executed them flawlessly. Eleven of them.


Everything was magic. The sound of heartbreak. It was going startlingly well.


Until now.


At first, I didn’t even know whether I wanted to write the song I’m struggling with. Our relationship was long ago, in the privacy of the past. It holds no public recognizability unlike my infamous flings and marriage. It’s not even a footnote in the many, many stories of the musicians and movie stars I’ve loved and lost.


Yet I decided I had to include him, for one undeniable reason.


I know, quite simply, I loved him most. I heard every harmony. I could feel the wonder of every coming reprise. I was unforgettably in love with him.


The song I wrote for him has eluded me for days. Once I finish the recording, the album is done. In the weeks since I wrote the lyrics, I’ve recorded plenty of passes—none of them satisfying. Whenever I fell short, I would procrastinate, redirecting my efforts to one of the album’s other songs.


Now I’m out of unfinished songs.


Fuck, I feel wrecked. My voice is sore. My back hurts from the stool where I’ve sat for hours in front of the studio microphone.


The Victory is nine minutes from here on the empty streets of midnight in West Hollywood. I imagine the cool comfort of the marble floor under my feet, the windows’ gauzy curtains letting the light of the low skyline into the room, contouring the furnishings in gentle gray-white. The pillowed comforter of my California king, solitude I reassure myself is independence.


Instead, I wander over to the studio couch. I won’t permit myself the comforts of “home,” I decide. Not when I’ve failed so profoundly. Spending the night in the studio is my reminder to myself of the work yet undone.


In the dark of my mind, a dangerous possibility lurks. What if I only have eleven songs of heartbreak in me? This song is desperately important to me. What if importance isn’t enough? What if I’ve exhausted myself in months of divorce and relentless heartsick songwriting?


It’s unimaginably depressing. I force the idea away.


However, I do need sleep. What I’m feeling now is no way to record. I’m miserable. Defeated, frustrated, hopeless. I feel like—


I sit up straight.


What if it’s the perfect way to record?


With every urge in me demanding I rest, I return instead to the microphone. My heart is racing. This album is about the deepest hurts of my life, the struggles. The wounds of love. It’s dedicated to devotion and defeat.


It’s supposed to sound this way, I realize. It’s supposed to hurt.


I start the recording, having put in enough hours here recently to know how everything works without the help of my engineer or producer, who have gone home given the hour. The piano fills my ears.


When the verse comes, I sing. I sing like it’s the last chance I’ll give myself. I sing like I’m giving up. I sing like I’m saying goodbye.


I put everything into the music like I know my everything isn’t enough. Like I know I can’t be what the song needs.


It hurts. It hurts so much.


With the emotion I’m devoting to every note, it never fails to surprise me how fast three verses, three choruses, and one bridge pass. The music ends, and the rest is silence. Withdrawing from the microphone, I wipe my eyes with shaking hands. I didn’t even know I was crying. Of course I was, I guess.


In the hushed studio, I hesitate. I’m out of inspiration, out of fight, out of everything except one fragile hope. I don’t know how I’ll cope if this song breaks my heart like the man who inspired it.


I play the recording. The song I’ve worked on for days, weeks, months fills the room. I listen closely.


It’s . . . perfect. Fucking perfect.


It was worth it, I remind myself while I walk with heavy steps over to the couch, knowing I’ll nod off in the Uber if I head for the hotel. The pain I gave it was worth everything I’m certain this song will give me.


The recording feels . . . life-changing. Undeniable. It feels like my hit. It sounds like my legacy.


It was worth it, I repeat to myself, my only lullaby in this windowless room. You made it worth it.









FOUR
MONTHS
LATER









ONE


Max


I REMEMBER EXACTLY what song was playing when I started my car on the night I got my heart broken.


I cranked the key in the ignition. The radio came on—Joni Mitchell’s “The Same Situation” filled the interior of the used Camry I’d gotten for two thousand dollars when I graduated from high school. Feeling foolish, pretending I was fine, I let the song play, even while I knew it would entwine itself with the day’s sad memories. I drove home on Los Angeles’s silent freeways, recognizing in the pit of my stomach how Joni’s voice would haunt me from then on.


Which is why a decade later I find myself hovering my finger over my laptop’s space bar, unable to press play.


Open on Spotify is Riley Wynn’s new album, framed on my screen in the small office I share with my sister in Harcourt Homes, the senior assisted-living facility I run with her help. It’s just me in here right now, waiting for myself, ignoring the spreadsheets printed out on my desk. January is the coldest the San Fernando Valley gets. The California chill surrounds me, invading my fingertips, expectant, urging. Listen, Max. Just listen.


I know what will happen when I start the first song. If I start the first song. The voice of the country’s new favorite pop prophetess will steal into my soul the way only she can.


I should listen, I know I should. Hit play. Let Riley’s music—her magic—ensnare me. Especially “Until You,” the undisputed song of the year. I’ve had to work to escape hearing it because it hides around every corner in the labyrinth of the same songs every radio station plays.


I haven’t entirely succeeded, instead hearing snatches in the supermarket or when I’m changing stations. Then there are the billboards, Riley looming over my commute on Sunset. She stands in the wedding dress she’s wearing on the album cover, looking caught off guard while fire licks the edges of her veil. The Rolling Stone email with her featured interview hit my inbox a week ago.


Yet, I’ve resisted Riley’s new music until today, when I suddenly knew I could hold out no longer—gravity was pulling me. Of what heavenly body, I don’t know. Stars have gravity, but so do black holes. Like one inside the other, Riley’s eyes stare out from my laptop screen.


My hesitation is sort of pathetic, I know. In fairness, however, not many people in the world face the question I do when it comes to Riley Wynn’s new album.


How do you listen to The Breakup Record when one of the songs is about you?


Maybe we should form a support group—me and the eleven other people Riley’s immortalized on her chart-smashing second LP. It’s the gripping, genius conceit of her new collection of songs—each one centers on a romantic split of Riley’s life.


Which means our nine months together in college is presumably included in the company of Hollywood-headline relationships, of short-lived flings, of her notorious divorce. Nine months when I dated the woman who would become one of the most famous musicians in the world. Nine months in which I felt like I’d found the chorus to my verse in Riley Wynn—whose lips made me ignite, whose smile looked like stage lights, whose laughter played secret chords on my heartstrings.


There’s a chance I’m not included, some hopeful part of me whispers. What if our relationship didn’t register enough to make the cut?


On second thought, that might be worse.


Riley is known for her breakup songs. Renowned or infamous, depending on the source of the judgment. On her first album and EPs—when she was popular, just not yet the most loved figure in the contemporary music industry—the songs of heartbreak were the hits.


It was easy to understand why. When I listened to them once or twice, out of nostalgia or masochistic indulgence or some combination, Riley’s preoccupation with the pain or pleasure of romantic endings was evident in the power of her voice, the sharpness of her structures, and the keenness of her lyrics.


Her reputation was made. “The Breakup Queen,” the music press calls her.


The Breakup Record is her meta-manifestation of her own reputation, self-commentary and self-realization in one. It’s ingeniously Riley, making masterpieces out of misadventures, conferring ironic honor on romantic failures memorable enough to spawn songs. While I’m pretty much the opposite of famehungry, even I would prefer Riley Wynn’s songwriting scalpel over the ignominy of being the forgotten ex.


I know there’s only one way to find out whether she wrote us into song. It’s just—how do I prepare myself for what feels like walking into the fire on the album’s cover?


Melodies hold memories. Like nothing else on earth, they recall feelings, places, moments—the needle dropping into the groove of the soul’s record player. I remember what song was playing when I had my first kiss, what I put on while having dinner alone the night I moved into my first apartment, what was on the radio while my father stiffly said I would need to run Harcourt Homes if I wanted it to stay open because my parents could no longer manage the property.


Whenever I listen to them, I’m there.


The same will happen here. When I play whatever Riley’s written for us, I’ll find myself reliving a part of my life I’m not sure I’m over, even ten years later.


“Did you listen yet?”


The sound of Jess’s voice has me snapping my laptop shut. Instantly, my furtiveness embarrasses me. It’s not like I was watching porn or something.


Sure enough, my sister smiles. She’s opened the door just a little to poke her head into the office. The loose curls of her chestnut hair hang past her collarbone. The sparkle in her green eyes says she knows exactly what hell I’m presently in. We’re obviously siblings, matched in every significant physical characteristic—the perfect pair for, say, the “About Us” page on retirement home websites.


“I’ve heard it,” I say neutrally.


“Liar,” Jess replies. She slouches in mock desperation. “Come on. I need you to listen and tell me which one is about you.”


“You don’t know if any of them are about me.” Hearing my own lack of conviction, I wince.


Jess rolls her eyes. “Um, you and Riley were obsessed with each other. I’m one gazillion percent certain there’s a song about you.” She shrugs, pretending she’s indulging in casual speculation, which I know she is not. “My guess is ‘Until You,’” she says.


I frown. Surely Jess is messing with me now. I probably have a song—not the song. The lead single. No fucking way. I’m surely relegated to the second to last track or something. The filler. The one that barely made it onto the album.


“I’m sure ‘Until You’ is about that guy,” I say.


Jess looks incredulous. “Her ex-husband, Wesley Jameson?


He’s an Emmy-nominated actor, collective crush of the internet. He’s not ‘that guy,’” my sister informs me witheringly.


“Whatever. Him,” I say, feeling my face heat. I definitely know exactly who Riley’s ex-husband is. I don’t know why I insinuated otherwise. “The song is about him. Isn’t that what everyone is saying?”


It’s not like I seek out gossip headlines. When it comes to Riley, however, they’re hard to miss. Riley has shot to the kind of stardom that makes speculation about her love life a national pastime. Everyone online is saying the biggest hit on the album is about Wesley, Riley’s husband of three months.


Had it surprised me when Riley married one of prime time’s hottest stars? No, absolutely not. Riley is . . . everything. She’s gorgeous, smart, quick-witted, uncompromising. She’d want someone who could complement her. Who could keep pace with her own relentless incandescence.


Jameson made sense. He’s machine-pressed handsome, with sharp, planar features, his eyes squinted ruggedly in every one of his numerous photoshoots. Like Jess remarked, he’s undeniably internet-crushable, with his wavy dark hair, his sinister somberness. He’s captivating onscreen, launching himself from a conflicted criminal on HBO to the leading man of fans’ fantasies.


His relationship with Riley captured the public’s obsession instantly. Photos of them close, of him whispering in her ear, found their way online from one charity event or magazine party or other. They weren’t world news, not yet. Riley wasn’t famous like she is now. In fact, he was the famous one then. Rumors followed his potent combination of popular and prestige, of roles in consideration, of other women.


The photos of them together were what caught fans’ imaginations—the dazzle of Riley’s delight, the glint in Jameson’s eye. The dark prince who snared the sharp-tongued starlet. Each garnered more and more retweets and comments until Riley Wynn and Wesley Jameson were iconic “main characters” on the public stage.


Two months later, they were married. Three months later, they were divorced.


It was the perfect reflection of the differences in the lives we’d led. Obviously I wasn’t just home on the couch swiping through photos of Riley with Wesley Jameson—I’ve had relationships of my own, some of them serious.


They’re passages of memory unnerving in their finitude, disappearing from my life so completely it’s hard to remember how much of it they once occupied. Kendra, who had her MFA in design and worked on the new progressive mayor’s campaign, and loved herbal tea and her sister. Elizabeth, one of our residents’ granddaughters, who worked in employment law, never liked Los Angeles, and dreamed of living in France.


In the year I spent with each woman, I meant it when I said I loved her. It just . . . never worked out. It wasn’t right.


Or, I wasn’t right. I can claim fault for the end of each relationship. The same thing happened—when the idea of moving in arose, I withdrew. Not immediately, yet unmistakably. Dinners got quieter. Futures faded into uncertainty. I could feel something missing, or I convinced myself I could. Either way, it scared me, and I ran.


In the meantime, I’ve enjoyed myself well enough with the one-night stands the right combination of tousled hair and glasses will earn.


Jess is watching me with skeptical wonderment. “You really haven’t listened to it, have you?” she asks.


I stand, knowing it’s confirmation enough. “I’m late,” I say instead, struggling to keep annoyance out of my voice. The problem with working with your family is that you can’t hide from them, even when you want to. “I’m due in the dining room.” I pass Jess in the doorway, hoping she’ll let the subject drop.


Of course, she doesn’t.


“One of those songs is about you, Max,” she says.


I don’t reply, heading into the hallway on the second floor. My sister’s inquisitiveness is expected, honestly. Everyone who knows me personally—which, okay, isn’t very many people outside of Harcourt Homes, where the residents don’t exactly listen to the SiriusXM hits station—has asked me eagerly which song is about me.


I’ve found refuge in saying I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Ten years isn’t enough time to get over Riley Wynn. Maybe twenty years will be. What is it Springsteen sings? In twenty years, I’m sure it’ll just seem funny.


I head down the wide staircase into the lobby, ignoring patches of peeling paint near the carpet curling up from the floor. Details our residents don’t notice, or I hope they don’t. They stand out sneeringly to me, though. Guilty indications of places where I couldn’t keep up with the demands of the property.


Once our parents’ business, now our own, Harcourt Homes is the legacy I carry proudly despite its heavy weight. In the Valley’s flatlands, only minutes outside of, yet unmistakable for, Los Angeles, we keep residents’ lives from changing. It’s the point of what we do, conserving health, comfort, consistency. It’s the business of waiting, of holding on.


Holding on despite what I found in the spreadsheets on my desk, the monthly financials I’ve printed out, no different from last month’s.


I’ve pored over them, searching for costs to cut or secret efficiencies to exploit, struggling to do right by this place. There’s nothing—except for the outright cruelty of raising prices on our residents, which we would never do. Planning for retirement is nearly impossible. When someone doesn’t correctly calculate how many years they need to save for, we work out new rates with their family based on what they can pay. Unfortunately, it’s left Harcourt Homes on the edge of bankruptcy.


I wanted to help. It’s why I changed my major from music to business. I even did help, for the first few years, keeping the home running. Only when I faced the ongoing downward spiral did I realize I couldn’t find the fixes we needed, which left me in this precarious position, learning habits for cost-cutting wherever I could.


I know the real conversation is coming. The one where we face the music, so to speak. Where I gather everyone and admit Harcourt Homes cannot continue. I just can’t dwell on it right now.


Not with the piano waiting for me.


In minutes, I’ll play for everyone, our residents and their families. I don’t want my stress over the home’s finances to bleed into my performance this evening, but of course it would if I let the harsh realities preoccupy me. Everything I feel finds its way into my music.


Music is the life in the lungs of Harcourt Homes, the sustaining spark in these walls. Whether it’s old standards I let echo from the record player into the halls, or me playing for residents during dinner, music helps us forget life’s peeling paint. Since high school, I’ve hardly ever missed my Sunday piano revue.


The dining room is full of familiar faces when I enter off the main hallway. The four octogenarians who always wear Navy hats occupy one corner. Keri eats with Grant, the pair having become inseparable since they realized their names combined into one old Hollywood star. Imelda regales her indulgent daughter with resident gossip—of which, make no mistake, there is plenty. I cross the room, nodding to the residents.


When I sit down at the ancient upright piano, I feel like I’m home.


“Finally, Maxwell.”


I smile, hardly surprised. The voice is Linda’s. Of course, my favorite Harcourt Homes resident is seated right next to the piano.


“My potatoes are already cold,” she remarks, playful petulance in her eyes.


“I’m sorry,” I say earnestly. “How about Sinatra to make up for it?”


Linda smiles magnanimously, satisfied, and I start playing.


The home’s upright is the piano I learned to play on. It’s not the nicest piano I’ve ever played, not by far, but it’s my favorite. The rich sound, the worn feel of the keys—it’s perfect. Part of the reason I never went on to pursue music despite initially majoring in piano performance is this wonderful instrument’s unwieldy logistics. I can’t just pack the piano up and haul it to gigs with me.


I place my fingers on the keys, feeling the warmth of their welcome. This piano is part of me. When my foot finds the pedal, I feel like I’m stretching my hamstrings to sprint. When I inch forward on the bench, it’s like inhaling deeply.


I play, and it’s like coming to life.


The song spills from me, rolling like the wind over the hills of Mulholland Drive ten minutes from here. “Come Fly with Me” is one of the residents’ favorites, ebulliently quick on the keys and sprightly syncopated. It plays like its title, the rush of landing gear lifting off the runway.


Half the dining room hushes to listen. The other half continues conversing. I don’t mind. Music doesn’t have to demand everyone’s attention. It’s there for those who need it. Not every song preaches from the pulpit—some hold your hand from the passenger seat.


I run down my repertoire of the residents’ favorites, from Sinatra to Elvis, Bobby Darin to Etta James. When I play, I forget the minutes drifting past on weightless currents of melody. I’m perfectly content. Everything else vanishes—the financial pressures of Harcourt Homes, the idea of returning to my empty apartment, the pattern of watching my friends from music school either make it or give up their dreams for steady jobs and families they find equally fulfilling.


I forget about the hit song I’ve possibly inspired. I forget The Breakup Record. I forget—


Well, no. I never quite forget Riley.


Dessert signals the end of my dinner revue. While staff serve key lime pie, my father’s recipe—one of the ways in which my parents’ presence lingers here, despite them having retired to Palm Springs—I finish my final song and stand, bowing my head to scattered applause. Not every table is occupied, I note with discomfort clenching in my chest, reminding me we’re not at full capacity. I can’t move in anyone new, though, not without the money for more staff.


It’s remarkable how quickly stress wraps me again in its clenching wires. How quickly the respite of music’s exhilarating ease has disappeared into the past. Looking out over the residents enjoying meals in this home, the idea of everyone we might fail is overwhelming.


“Encore!”


The single word rings out over the applause. The voice is young, female, and flickering with confident humor.


Saying it distracts me is the understatement of the century. It stops my heart.


Glancing into the back corner, I blink, certain I’m hallucinating. The figment of my overwrought imagination, the result of the billboards I saw on my drive in this morning. Of staring at the album art on Spotify.


Of remembering the sound of her small intake of breath before she would strum the first chord of her songs in college.


The figure seated inconspicuously near the entrance to the kitchen is miragelike. I feel my heart pick up its pace, emotions I can’t name crescendoing into one forbidden harmony.


While her hair is dyed sun-spun gold, her roots remain dark. She’s dressed in jet-black jeans, with the black fabric of the top she’s tucked in clinging to her frame, covering her chest and carelessly and recklessly revealing the skin of her sides. No bra. She never wore one when I knew her. If she turned to the left, I could see the first word of the line of poetry tattooed under her breast. It’s Mary Oliver, her favorite.


Who ever made music of a mild day?


She’s heart-stoppingly gorgeous and looking right at me. With her head slanted coyly to the side, her smile says she knows she’s walked out of my daydreams.


In honesty, daydream isn’t half description enough for her sense-warping effect on me. She’s a symphony when you’re expecting a solo. She’s heartbreak. She’s my first favorite song.


In the corner of the room, Riley Wynn raises her hand hello.









TWO


Riley


THE RETIREMENT HOME hasn’t changed. I remember the décor, the floorplan, the smell. Every detail of the drive, the dry, winding hills giving way to the comforting flat sprawl of the San Fernando Valley, is familiar. I even recognize some of the residents from the last time I was here nearly a decade ago. Harcourt Homes is just the same.


Max Harcourt, not so much.


With how attuned I was to every facet of his person while we were together, of course the changes over the years leap out to me now. His shoulders have broadened, his jaw sharpened. Stubble shadows his chin where he was clean-shaven in college. The russet hair I remember being unruly is now lightly tousled.


Hands lined with veins like highways on a map to my favorite places. Granite-cut smile made for offering small graces.


I’m writing him into lyrics before I’ve even spoken to him. No surprise there, I suppose.


His sense of style has changed, too. When I knew him, he lived in T-shirts and jeans. Now, his dark olive pants compliment his gray tee with nice understatement. His glasses are round, the metal frames delicate.


He’s more handsome, no doubt. Yet every change reminds me how, when we last spoke, we were just kids, sophomores in college. The decade I’ve lived since has changed me, inspired me, scared me—and every day of it was without Max. I’ve spent years feeling like I was playing sold-out shows on lonely stages. I’ve lived love songs he’s never heard.


I won’t pretend the years weren’t solitary—this shiny life of striving for new heights while losing the people I wanted to share them with. I let the days fly past while I outran hurt or doubt. The small clubs and radio interviews where I started changed into the life I live now—of office visits to Billboard or YouTube, of photographers getting coverage of me outside the house where I lived when I signed my first major-label deal, of my name in the now-ubiquitous font of my logo.


I’ve never chased the relationships I committed into song out of some vain effort to fight the loneliness. I wasn’t with Hawk, or Kai, or Wesley Jameson because I missed Max, or because I needed companionship.


I was with them because I really, really thought I’d found love. It’s my gift, sometimes my curse. My fierce conviction that every dream is within reach. Waiting to be seized. Stardom. Musicality. Love. Everything in my reach, for one inviolable reason.


I’m Riley fucking Wynn.


Riley Wynn, who loves loud. Riley Wynn, who hurts loud.


Riley Wynn, who’s maybe a little scared she needs to shine to be seen, or to suffer to be heard.


Everyone’s convinced it’s why my love life looks like it does. In the commentary surrounding The Breakup Record, I’ve heard the smirking suspicion I cause my breakups to keep writing great songs. People saying I’m “crazy” to drive partners off on purpose, or I dump them unceremoniously only to weep over them into the mic.


It’s fucking ridiculous, obviously. There’s nothing contrived in my fraught romantic history, nothing except genuine passion followed by genuine pain. While I voice them in song, the hurt is very real.


Even with Max. Especially with Max.


He’s studying me now, dissonance in his eyes. I keep clapping, my calls of “encore” earning me glances from my table. Thankfully, a woman up front has joined my refrain, and it’s picking up momentum.


Finally, with effort, Max pulls his eyes off me. He holds his hands up in surrender to the crowd, then sits back down at the piano.


When he starts playing, I feel my knees weaken with quiet delight. The song he’s chosen is “It’s Been a Long, Long Time.” While it’s possible the song is Eustace’s or Ethel’s favorite, or just one more in Max’s impressive repertoire of old standards, I doubt it. I’m pretty certain he’s replying to my entrance in the language we used to speak to each other.


Watching him play, joy steals over me. He’s like no one I’ve heard in years of playing with some of the country’s finest session musicians. When Max immerses himself in the keys, it’s like he is the music. Like Max Harcourt is a memory, leaving in his place this shimmering shape of resonant sound. He doesn’t play the songs—he embodies them.


It’s why I fell in love with him, on the night we met. It was one in the morning, and he’d brought his keyboard out into the lounge of our dorm. He explained later his roommate couldn’t fall sleep to the quiet clicking of Max’s keys while Max played with his headphones on. So whenever he was compelled to some nocturnal practicing, Max would haul his keyboard out into the vacant lounge.


Except, one night in September, I was sleeping on the lounge’s couch because I’d found my roommate hooking up with someone in my bed. I woke up to—of course—the clicking of Max’s keys, finding this contemplative boy playing with his headphones on, enraptured by a melody only he could hear. His bashful smile when he noticed me watching had me canceling the date I was supposed to go on the following night right then and there.


I guess one thing about Max Harcourt hasn’t changed, then.


He finishes the song and is met with renewed applause. I join in. The man next to me does not, instead sticking his fork into his pie. Smiling, I lean over. “Enjoying the dessert?” I ask him.


He glances up like he didn’t expect to be spoken to. When he looks me over, surprise enters his eyes. Recognition, however, does not. I know I stand out just about everywhere I go—especially in a retirement home. Still, I’d be willing to bet no one here recognizes me.


“It’s delicious,” my dinner companion replies. The impressive mustache under his large glasses moves expressively with every word he says. “Hank’s key lime pie is half the reason I chose this home.”


I coat my voice in charm. “Can I have a bite?”


“It’s not every day I get to share my pie with a beautiful woman.” He slides his plate over.


I’m of the opinion that nothing holds memories the way songs do. However, home-baked key lime pie offers stiff competition. With one taste of the custard filling from my dinner date’s plate, everything rushes over me—warm waves of reminiscence, of dinners in this very room, of the sweetness of finding what felt like my second home.


“Come on, I’m sure you shared plenty of pies in your day,” I reply, pushing past the comforting curtains of nostalgia. I love having conversations with strangers. While I might be known for my breakup songs, one of my favorite truths I’ve discovered in my line of work is how inspiration hides everywhere. It’s intuitive, once you realize it. Songwriting is storytelling. Everyone is in the midst of the story of their lives. Which means everyone has songs to share, in some form.


You just have to listen.


He sits up a little straighter, pride unmissable in how he squares his shoulders. “You could say that,” he begins, looking like he’s going to elaborate.


Instead, Max’s voice interrupts us.


“Riley.”


The low sound of my name from his lips is shockingly familiar. He’s shrouded the short word in layers of reserve. It’s a half-guarded, half-ordinary hello.


Of the pair of us, I know I’m the one less surprised by the flashback whiplash. Max didn’t even know I was coming. While, granted, it’s easier for him to hear my voice these days than it is for me to hear his, I doubt Max has listened to mine much, either.


I turn, finding his eyes right on me. There’s no hint of what’s going on underneath their perfect green.


“Max, you know this young lady?” my dinner companion asks.


“I used to,” Max says. His reply isn’t devoid of emotion, not exactly. It sounds more like he’s restraining every emotion in the world. “Why are you here?”


Smiling, I shrug one shoulder while I lounge in my seat. The man sitting next to me looks like he’s riveted by our every word. Lucky for him, I’m physically unable to avoid making a spectacle out of everything I can.


“I came for the pie,” I say sweetly, taking another bite.


Max stares at me for a moment, then seems to accept my answer. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can get for you.” He starts to leave.


I frown. I should’ve known Max wouldn’t play my game. “Excuse me,” I say to the gentleman next to me.


I get up hurriedly and follow Max out of the dining room. While his stride is clipped, I chase off the idea he’s fleeing from me deliberately. He’s just done with his dinnertime show. Just has other stuff to do.


“Max,” I say, stopping him. I feel foolish for the urgency in my voice, not far from pleading. “Is there somewhere we could have a word?” I ask more softly.


His gaze settles on me. “So you’re not here for the pie,” he replies. It isn’t a question. I listen for playfulness in his quiet validation.


“No,” I confirm. “I’m not.”


He studies me for a long moment. I recognize the look from how his eyes would rove over the staves, the rests, the notes of new pieces of music. He’s . . . sight-reading me.


I wonder what song he hears. If I’m winsome, sweet, like our fondest memories, or if I’m something sad—or if I’m nothing but the nostalgic melody he remembers from when he was younger. I don’t dare hope I’m the song he can’t get out of his head.


“Come with me,” he finally says. I was worried he would be cold when he saw me, but he isn’t. He doesn’t look happy, but if he ever held a grudge, he’s released it into the past.


I never resented him, either. I knew I could. His choices were most responsible for ending our relationship. I just . . . didn’t. I don’t. Of the notebooks I could fill on Max Harcourt, words I’ve condensed into one heart-split piece of poetry, not one would be written out of resentment. He’s not my enemy, or even just my ex.


He is my enigma.


The question of how he left us has lingered in the periphery of my mind for the last decade. I understood perfectly the choice he made while understanding nothing of why he was making it. I can ignore the riddle or write its verses into song, but even now, I can’t answer it.


Following him into the entryway, I notice the front desk, where his mom, Ruth, would welcome visitors, is empty.


The sight saddens me. Not everything stayed the same here in the years I haven’t visited, I guess. I hope she’s well.


We continue up the stairs. While Harcourt Homes looks much like I remember, I can’t help wrestling with how the context of this place has changed for me.


The home is, of course, what Max left me for. It isn’t just where he works. It’s the person he’s become. Noticing new wear on the washed-out paint, I feel like I’m entering the embodiment of Max himself, walking the hallways of his heart.


He offers no glancing smiles or efforts to make conversation on our way up the stairs. I’m fighting not to let his indifference wound my ego. Of course I’ve looked him up over the years, but he’s not really one for social media. Maybe he’s married and uncomfortable to see me again. Maybe what we had was just one in a long string of his romances.


Maybe it didn’t mean to him what it did to me.


We walk down the second floor’s long main hallway. I know where we’re heading. Sure enough, when we reach the end, Max opens the door to the small office I remember used to be his dad’s.


Inside, his sister Jess squeals when she sees me.


“Oh my fucking god,” she says.


Shaken out of my rumination, I can’t help smiling. I hold my arms out for a hug. “It’s so nice to see you,” I say honestly. “You grew up.”


When I last saw Jess, she was in high school and unsure of herself. Now, she’s her own person, with an understated classic style. Curls of her hair frame her face like they have a vibrant life of their own. She looks, simply, cool. Like when I saw Max, it makes me feel mixed up. I’m happy she’s doing well. I’m sad I missed years of this life while I was out living my own.


Her grin goes wide. In my fifteen years of exes, I’ve found sisters either warily judgmental or conspiratorially friendly. Jess Harcourt was very much the latter. Within minutes of meeting me, she was showing me videos of five-year-old Max from his piano recitals.


“You’re, like, famous now,” Jess says when she pulls out of my hug.


Self-consciousness never fails to steal into me when I’m reminded of my public image. Still, I’ve had enough practice playing it off casually. “It’s weird, right?” I ask.


Max’s sister scrunches her face up in dramatic denial. “No. What would be weird is if you hadn’t become famous.”


I’m touched by her ready endorsement. Max, however, doesn’t let the moment linger. “Jess,” he says gently, “can we have the room?”


“Right. Yes.” Jess passes me, heading for the door. “But Riley, I’m going to need a selfie and an autograph before you leave. Oh my god,” she exclaims like she’s just remembered. When she grips my elbow, I have to smile. “The album. It’s so good.”


My eyes flit to Max, who I find watching me. His silence is like a record spinning without the needle. He doesn’t echo his sister’s praise—I wonder if he’s listened to The Breakup Record.


“I’ll find you before I leave. Promise,” I tell Jess.


Jess shoots me playful you better eyes, then walks out and closes the door behind her. When Max leans on the wall, I’m instantly aware of the small space we’re in. We made out in here once. It had been hot, the way many nights in the Valley are. Max’s deft hands had found my hair, the curve of my neck, my hips while I perched on this very desk. He played every inch of my skin like a scale. His lips were sweet like key lime pie.


Remembering how I felt wrapped in him makes me feel passionate. It wakes me up. While Max may have the perfect musicnerd image, the look suggests none of his natural finesse and heartrending passion in . . . other respects. He kissed with fervent devotion. His hands explored me like I was his favorite obsession. His fingers possessed skills not even the piano knows.


I remember it now, the recollection rushing over me. Despite how out of context the feeling is, how incoherent with his stiff manner, I don’t chastise myself for the warm flash. I’ve learned to fend off embarrassment or regret—they’re no use to me when I’m searching my life for songs.


Remember fearlessly, I remind myself. Feel fearlessly.


“It’s good to see you again,” he says.


I raise an eyebrow. “Is it?”


“It’s always good to see you, Riley.” His features soften just slightly. “That’s never changed.”


His earnest words warm me like no rave review or Pitchfork profile ever could. “It’s good to see you, too,” I say with no swagger. “You look good. You play beautifully.”


Sitting down in his desk chair, he motions for me to take Jess’s vacated seat. It’s striking how naturally he fills the space. He’s grown up, too. “The piano is a little out of tune,” he demurs.


I shrug. “Some songs sound better a little out of tune.”


“That’s not true.” He sounds scandalized.


“In the era of synthesized instruments, it is,” I press. “It’s like a live show. Sometimes you want the artist to mess up the lyrics just so you know they’re really singing.”


“You never mess up your lyrics,” Max says.


I wonder if he knows how much the offhand observation means to me. It’s just, lyrics are the whole point of songs for me. I would never want to mess them up. I choose every word carefully, much like I’m doing right now. As if this conversation, this reunion, is a song I’m writing for just one listener.


Crossing my legs, I eye him with curiosity I hope comes off casual. “Been to one of my shows?”


“No, I just know you,” he replies. When he realizes what he’s just confirmed, his color drains. “I mean, it’s not like I’m not interested in going—” he continues hastily.


“Hey, no worries,” I reassure him. I mean it 99 percent. Only the smallest, most guarded part of me is wounded. I’ve played for hundreds of thousands of people over the years, way more if you count the viewership of Saturday Night Live last weekend. Was Max never one of them? “I didn’t expect you to come to my shows.”


Max swallows like he doesn’t know what to say. I wish I could sight-read him the way he did me.


I change the subject instead. “How’s your family?”


Relieved, Max nods. “Good. Everyone’s good,” he says with enthusiasm for this surer conversational footing. “Jess is probably moving to New York for the girlfriend’s job soon. My parents retired to Palm Springs, but they visit every month, usually more. They’re excited for Jess, but I can see they’re sort of sad she’s leaving.”


“The girlfriend,” I repeat. “Wow. Serious?”


“Very.”


“You?” I ask.


“I’m happy for Jess, yeah.”


“No, I mean—is—” I stumble over my words the way I never would in front of the microphone. “Is there anyone serious for you?” Hearing how clumsily I’ve led into the question, I cringe.


Max looks away. In his pause, I decide I hate silence. Hate it. This feeling isn’t just the war I wage on silence every night I fill a stage with sound. It’s deep, heart-sickening resentment of the quiet I’m desperate for Max to dispel.


“Not right now,” he says.


Instantly, follow-up questions explode into my heart. Only with incredible effort do I restrain myself. Prying into every detail of Max Harcourt’s love life isn’t why I’m here.


“This is weird,” Max says. “I could ask about you, but, um . . .”


There’s no mirth in the smile I flash him now. “But you’ve seen the headlines.”


“Hard not to,” he replies. While the comment could be flippant, it isn’t. Not the way he says it. “I’m sorry about the divorce. How are you?” He speaks like he doesn’t know how to have this conversation, which is understandable.


I shrug. “We were only together for five months.” The observation is my go-to when discussing Wesley, instinctual now. It’s not untrue, yet it reveals nothing. It leaves the listener free to infer whatever they’d like, which satisfies them enough to keep the conversation from continuing. “You and I—” I start to say, then stop myself.


“—were together longer than that,” he finishes my sentence. While what he’s said is simple, it sounds riddled with footnotes I can’t quite read. He’s capable like no one I’ve ever known of converting statements into questions. I just wish I knew what they were.


I settle for smiling again. “Right. I’m fine.”


Max starts to smile back until something new crosses his expression, shifting the room into a minor key.


“Why are you here, Riley?” he asks.


Of course he understands I didn’t just drop in to catch up. I take a breath, feeling like I’m onstage, readying myself to sing my first notes. I’m honestly not sure where the stakes feel higher. Starting every show, knowing the smallest failure or shortfall could hurt my career, or here, in this fragile flashback with the man I used to love.


“I have a favor to ask you,” I say.









THREE


Max


I LEAN FORWARD in my chair. Riley Wynn has a favor to ask me? She’s up out of her seat now, pacing the small space like staying still was starting to prickle under her skin. I watch her nervousness with mounting confusion. It’s out of character with the renegade firework of confidence I’ve known Riley to be since the night I met her.


I can’t believe she’s actually here.


When she walks to the window, I see her top has no back, just skin all the way to the waistband of her jeans. The sight is jarring in ways hearing her voice or having her in front of me isn’t, this reminder of the places I’ve had my hands when she was mine to hold.


I sit on my fingers to restrain myself from reaching out for her. I know how she would feel, sweetly soft—or sweat-slicked if she was fresh from the stage, or fresh from our first round and daring me for the next. Her scent would kiss me even when her lips wouldn’t, the intoxicating promise of how I would feel wrapped in her.


Riley.


She’s ruthless magic. I lower my eyes, struggling.


I honestly never imagined I would see Riley again except in carefully orchestrated camera angles and photo shoots. Instead, I feel like we’re living the cover song of our lives. Every lyric, every move of the melody, is the same—yet the tempo is changed, the instrumentation stripped to the lonely notes, the charge coursing under them something I’ve never heard. They flicker in my fingertips the way only unforgettable songs do.


The ones I want to play over and over.


“You’ve heard the album, right?” she asks, facing her half reflection in the window.


“I haven’t had the chance,” I admit.


She spins, incredulity replacing her nervousness entirely. It’s momentarily stunning how emotion lights her up, like staring into a camera flash. “You don’t go to my shows and you haven’t heard my music. You’re really not a fan, are you?” She nods to herself, processing. “This is good. I needed this. Fame really messes with your head. It’s good to be humbled by your college boyfriend.”


“Hey,” I reply defensively. “You try having your ex go on to be—you.”


Riley laughs. I nearly short-circuit from the sheer joy of the sound. Hundreds of flashbulbs. “Max, I’ve dated, like, three musicians with relatively popular music.”


“Do you listen to their stuff?”


“Hell yeah I do,” she exclaims. “One of them wrote this song about me that is so mean. I love it.”


Now I laugh. “No you don’t,” I say. Except, part of me knows I’m wrong. Riley works to find inspiration for songs, but she lives like she wants to inspire them.


“I do,” she insists. “It’s my workout jam.”


My merciless mind provides me with the image of Riley in workout wear, perfectly stretched fabric covering the body I know like the keys of my piano. I scold the idea instantly. “So if I were to play it right now . . .” I reach for my computer.


“I’d sing along. It’s called ‘Nightmare Girl.’”


I falter. “Wait, really?” Riley wasn’t wrong. The radio-friendly cut of resentment she’s just named is incredibly mean, which is unsurprising given its perpetually leather-clad creator’s reputation for narcissistic scorn. “You dated Hawk Henderson?”


“Unfortunately, yes,” Riley says, unfazed. “You’re honestly the last nice guy I was ever with.”


Not knowing what to say, I open my laptop. Of course, the moment I do, Riley’s face pops up onscreen on the Spotify page of her album.


Riley rounds on me, the gleam of victory dancing electric in her eyes. “Well, well, well,” she chides. “What’s this?”


When I start to close the computer, she stops me. Her hand on my arm halts my movement, not to mention my heartbeat. Even the momentary contact is shocking, the white-hot remembered charge of every single other moment her skin met mine, sitting next to me at the piano, or—


“So you do listen,” she says.


“I was . . . thinking about it,” I reply, flustered. “I haven’t yet.”


She drags her chair closer, perilously close, and sits down again. Her scent is devastatingly familiar. Sweet, smoky, like flowers on fire. Her eyes sparkle in that way that always made me itch to caress her.


When she speaks, it’s like hearing the devil on my shoulder whispering in my ear.


“Don’t you at least want to hear your song?”


Your song.


“I wondered if I’d made the cut,” I confess. “It was so long ago, and we were so young.”


She doesn’t shift her gaze. “You made the cut. In fact, yours is sort of the star of the album.”


My stomach drops. I’d sincerely meant my denial when Jess suggested I was the inspiration for the song of the summer, the chart-topping masterpiece described in hundreds of headlines—of streaming records smashed, TikTok trends, Grammy predictions.


It’s . . . about me. About us.


“‘Until You,’” I say.


Riley smiles. The faintest hint of shyness flickers in the reckless joy lighting up her features.


“You’re sure you don’t want to hear it?” she asks.


“I’d sooner if it weren’t about me.” I keep my voice even only with effort. In fact, I’m very much wrestling with the entire idea. Nothing prepares you for learning your intense, ill-fated first love is the subject of the song millions of people have memorized, sung in the shower, driven home to, and played for their friends.


Riley studies me. “I don’t get you,” she finally says.


“No, you don’t.”


The reply slips quickly from me. The way Riley goes quiet says she knows why. I don’t often permit myself to pass into the purgatory of remembering the reasons for our breakup, the doldrums of what if. In weaker moments, I’ve wondered if Riley does. I guess if I listened to the country’s new favorite song, I could find out.


When Riley sighs in exasperation, it’s like she’s shaking off the memories. “Well, it is about you. The problem is,” she continues, “no one knows it’s about you.” Despite the decade since our last conversation, I’m caught up short when I recognize the shadow darkening her eyes. She’s hurt. “Instead,” she goes on sharply, “my ex-husband has started saying he’s the inspiration for ‘Until You’ in interviews lately. And I just fucking hate how he’s using me like this. I mean, the guy divorced me because of the song I wrote for Only Once.”


I nod, remembering. The Breakup Record wasn’t yet announced when Riley, off the recognition for her second album, got asked to write the end-credits song for a major movie adaptation of a prizewinning novel. While she wasn’t nominated in the end, I remember there was a moment last October when Riley was in the Oscars conversation.


I can only imagine how Jameson reacted.


Riley shakes her head in soft fury. “He’ll never admit it, but he hated the idea I might be more famous than him.”


Once more, she stands up. Except now, when she starts pacing, it isn’t like she’s strutting up to the microphone. It’s like she’s in a cage.


“I started the album the day I moved out. He knew my label wanted something new from me. He was dreading it,” Riley explains, her voice sparking like stripped wire. “When I was alone in my empty hotel room, I wrote ‘Until You,’ and I just . . . knew. It was the song. I spent weeks recording it, redoing it over and over while I worked on other songs on the album, knowing I could get it perfect. When I sent in my final version, they replied in like . . . minutes.”


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
‘Deliciously zeitgeisty and so much fun.. ..

at once sweet and angsty . . . The perfect read’
ALI HAZELWOOD

The end of their romance

became a hit single...





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEE

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA





