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For the ones who never got the apology they deserved.

 

Embrace the fear of rebuilding yourself.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

 

ARE YOU on your way home? We need to talk.

I should have known there was a shitstorm impending. For starters, my mother always calls, never texts. People like her are why the phrase “this meeting could’ve been an email” exists.

My concern skyrockets when my phone steadily vibrates minutes after opening Mom’s message, Isobel’s name flashing across my caller ID. Bel, unlike my mother, would rather defuse an atomic bomb than make a phone call. Whatever happened was clearly eliciting multiple acts of God.

I sigh, allowing the camera to hang lifelessly around my neck as I accept the call. My best friend’s rage bleeds directly through the receiver.

“What the hell, Emmy?!”

To be fair, this is how most of our conversations begin, typically followed by one of three things. How she is being singled out by [insert teacher name HERE] for her latest underwhelming grade, how her hyperactive four-year-old twin brothers are causing her to consider applying to colleges in Europe, or how hot [insert actor name HERE] looks in some new action movie trailer.

“Your mom called!” Bel shouts. “You’re not coming to New York anymore?”

“What?”

“That’s what I’m saying!” I can hear footfalls treading in the background. Bel paces whenever she panics. She once thought she infected the local library’s computer with a virus trying to find a watermark remover and power-walked forty-eight laps around the Paranormal Romance section while the librarian fixed it.

“Why do you seem surprised by this?” Bel asks.

“Maybe because I am?”

“Why? Aren’t you at home?” She pauses for a breath. “Where are you?”

I bite down hard on my lip. Well, I allowed myself a dramatic moment at the pier by taking depressing ocean photos in monochrome while listening to equally depressing music. Now I’m at the drugstore trying to decide if I want a bag of chocolate-covered peanuts for dinner or sour Skittles.

“Just out on a walk,” I half-answer. “What did my mom say about New York?” Outside of my long-awaited campus visit to Virginia Tech before school starts, this vacation has been the only thing on my calendar all summer.

One of Bel’s obscenely wealthy cousins recently invited her family to spend five days dog-sitting for her spoiled Maltese in the city while she takes a cruise around Europe. It’s a dream come true for Bel, who has grand aspirations of attending a theater program in Manhattan post-graduation and starring in her first leading role on Broadway by the time she’s twenty-five.

“My parents want you to come!” Bel giddily clenched her fists and clacked them together as she shared the news. “Dad said he’d pay for you!”

I raised a suspicious eyebrow. Ungrateful, maybe, but I wasn’t used to having all-expenses-paid trips sprung on me before homeroom on a Tuesday.

“What’s the catch?”

She’d flit her hazel eyes to the sky. “Mom says it’s because she doesn’t want me wandering around the city alone while she and Dad take care of the boys. Plus, Dad Guilt.”

Dad Guilt refers to the monetary methods of endearment Bel’s father employs as a means of apologizing to Bel’s mother for that one time he lied about getting a vasectomy and impregnating her at the age of forty with not one but two children (a completely different story for another time).

“Stop overthinking it!” Bel grabbed me by the shoulders and shimmied me with a cheer. “You know your mom will say it’s okay. We’ll stuff our faces with cheesecake and visit all the boring art museums you want.”

Cheesecake and art museums. How could I say no?

For weeks, it was all we talked about. We’d text each other till one in the morning with whatever hole-in-the-wall restaurants and tourist attractions our feeds would shove into our algorithms, adding them to our ever-growing list of things to do. Just last night, I found an entire museum dedicated to the history of ice cream. Complete with a twenty-foot slide into a vat of rainbow sprinkles and an all-you-can-eat sundae bar.

Sounds like an IBS nightmare, she texted back. And it’s going to be amazing.

At least it was. Bel’s frantic breathing crackles loudly into the other end of the phone and tosses me back to reality.

“Your mom called my mom twenty minutes ago,” she explains. “She suddenly thinks we’re fighting because you’re bailing on us. And now I’m freaking out because Dad says we can transfer your ticket to Lola from Myrtle Beach.”

“Is this another cousin?” I ask. Bel has at least seven thousand cousins. Her family takes the whole thing with rice at weddings way too literally.

“Yes, and one of the ancient ones,” she groans. “I can’t spend five days being chaperoned by a sixty-year-old, Em. One of us will murder the other, and I don’t want to find out which one snaps first.”

Solemnly, I set the bag of Skittles I’ve settled on back onto their small silver rack with a heavy sigh, dashing to the parking lot while tightly gripping the keys to the arthritic Mazda I’d inherited from my grandmother.

“Not sure what’s going on,” I explain, “but I’m headed home now. I’ll let you know what’s up.”

I quickly end the call before giving her a chance to respond. This whole thing has to be one huge misunderstanding. There is no way this trip isn’t happening.

No way.

 

 

The moment I walk through the front door, I see my mom and grandfather sitting on our floral sofa in the living room. Backs arched upwards, lips pressed shut, eyes piercing through my oblivion. The whole room seizes with one solitary breath.

My camera bag digs into my shoulder as my body hunches forward. “What’s going on?”

Mom doesn’t hesitate. She thoughtfully folds her hands into her lap. “Emmy, you might be upset with me, but I’ve been in contact with your dad. He wants to see you.”

The blood in my face drains straight down to my toes. In the ten minutes it had taken me to drive home, I’d considered every worst-case scenario possible. Maybe Mom needed me to hang back with Pop until she got home from work, so he wasn’t by himself all day. Since Mimi died, we never liked to leave him alone for too long. Or maybe it wasn’t that serious at all. Maybe Mom overbooked the inn and needed an extra set of hands to help handle the summer tourist chaos.

Of all the nightmares I’d concocted, ‘your dad wants to see you’ was the only one I hadn’t. It was somehow worse than all the others combined.

I approach my family with a nervous laugh, sitting next to Pop on the couch and clenching the worn edges of the plastic-covered cushions. He uncomfortably rubs the back of his thick, gray hair, giving my mom a worrisome scan. Something told me I hadn’t missed one crucial conversation. I’d missed several.

My throat dries up as my knuckles turn a neon shade of pink. “Is this a joke?”

If the weighted seriousness on their faces is any indication, not only is my mother dead serious, she has already given my father an answer.

“Sweetie,” Mom nervously folds one leg over the other. She never uses pet names unless she’s attempting to sugarcoat something. “You know I’ve wanted you to connect with your dad since the accident.”

I yank the bag strap tighter into my skin, feeling it burn as it slides across my bare shoulder. “And I told you I didn’t want to. End of discussion.”

“It’s not the end of the discussion,” Mom snaps back. 

There’s a beat of silence between the three of us. Two seconds. Three. It goes on for far too long. 

My mouth forms an oval shape that resembles a Halloween mask, my voice going firm. “So, I don’t get a say in this?”

Mom licks her lips and knits her pale eyebrows together, calculating her words carefully. “We still have a lot we need to discuss, but he and I spoke on the phone this morning, and he thinks it would be great to have you come out and join him for some shows.”

I do a double take. Skipping New York is suddenly the least unexpected thing I’ve heard today. “What?”

Forget how I’ve never once spoken to this man in my entire life. They are talking about abruptly shipping me off to hang out with him on a tour bus for weeks like it’s completely normal. Had I inadvertently walked into some multiversal reality in that drugstore? One where any of this made sense?

“Em,” Mom says softly, “you’re almost eighteen. He’s missed out on so much and he realizes that. If you give him a chance—”

“I don’t want to!” I stand up and aggressively throw my arms toward my sides. I look like a kid at the store throwing a tantrum because her mom won’t buy her the animal crackers she’s screaming for. “Mom, this is complete bullshit!”

Neither one of them knows what to do with this unprecedented outburst. I’m usually the calm one, the compliant one. The borderline toxically positive one. There is no rainbow waiting behind the cloud in this scenario.

It’s the hail core of the shitstorm, and I’m pissed.

“Emerson,” Pop finally booms. “Sit down and listen to your mother.”

His intimidating delivery causes my knees to buckle. I lower back into my seat with a crush of plastic and gnash my teeth together to keep the volcanic tears behind my eyes from erupting.

My lips crack open to retaliate, but all I can manage is a pitiful bleat that spills out like a desperate appeal for reason.

“I know how much this trip meant to you,” Mom says. “Really, I do. But I don’t want my history with your dad to keep you away from him anymore.” Her statement is lukewarm and infused with discomfort.

I silently rock my head, my stringy hair giving off the smell of saltwater as it falls across my face. “How long are we talking?”

Mom’s tense shoulders ease a bit. “A few weeks. Maybe two or three. They’re doing smaller shows, and he said they had space for you on the bus. I explained your campus visit at the end of July and said you would need to be home before that. He said he looks forward to hearing more about it.”

I have a hard time buying that the man recently spotted having dinner with Morrissey in Italy is interested in hearing about his kid’s college plans.

No, wait, sorry. His neglected kid’s college plans.

“Emmy,” Pop reaches over and brushes a thin strand of hair off my cheek. “Your mother is right. You’re old enough to form your own opinions on him now.”

They speak as if my opinion isn’t already fully formed. Like I haven’t spent every day for the last five years thinking about how he abandoned my mom and all the questions that came along with that. Had he ever been on TV and wondered if I’d be watching? Or performed at some colossal arena and secretly feared I’d appear in the crowd?

“What about the inn?” My words are shaky, searching for any excuse to get out of this. Unfortunately for me, every eye in the room rolls back into its respective skull.

My family owns the Sand Dollar Inn in Charleston. In the five decades since my broke newlywed grandparents bought the dilapidated building and renovated it entirely, it has become one of the most famous boarding houses and restaurants in all of South Carolina. It’s been featured on a dozen Best Places to Stay in the South lists and cheesy HGTV segments. My mom and her older siblings were practically raised there. By default, so was I.

When Mimi passed away six months ago, Pop handed most of the managerial duties to Mom so he could ease into retirement. It was only a matter of time before I picked up hostess shifts after school to pitch in, eventually convincing Pop to let me post some of my photography on their social media accounts. Little did I know that by asking, I’d reluctantly agreed to run them.

“Funny how this was never an issue when New York was on the table,” Mom says, sounding slightly wounded by my lack of confidence. “We’ll be fine without you for a few weeks.”

Sure. Because Mom’s inability to comprehend TikTok is totally the reason I’m upset.

Pop turns to me with a bright smile, his saggy eyes full of concern. “You’ve always wanted to travel, Em,” he cautiously states. “I know this isn’t the trip you wanted, but it’s a trip all the same!”

What an offer. Five days with my best friend in one of the most vibrant cities in the world, away from my familiar town, my overbearing family, and all the awful memories of what happened between Tripp and me.

Versus two weeks in a claustrophobic tour bus with Mayfair: A group of pretentious rockstars and their illustrious lead singer, American rock icon Nick Addison.

My father.

Could life possibly give me a third option?

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

 

LET ME give you a brief history lesson on Nick Addison: He’s a songwriter, guitarist, and sex symbol who has been the frontman for one of the world’s biggest rock bands for the last two decades.

Other than his insane vocal range, lyrical prose, and iconic red-carpet style, he’s best known for his inebriated stage antics, a rumored sex tape with Megan Fox, and one stupid car wreck that almost ended his life over a year ago. It resulted in a highly publicized Prism Festival cancelation that supposedly got them banned for life and multiple plastic surgeries to stitch his face back together.

Considering his lengthy history with drug use, including one viral Today with Kelli and Jonathan interview a decade ago where he stood on a chair screaming, “METHAMPHETAMINE ISN’T THE PROBLEM, LACK OF PASSION IS,” the near-death incident came as no surprise to anyone.

There were always subtle clues beneath the surface as to his involvement in our lives, but frankly, what sane person stops to wonder if half of their DNA comes from someone Rolling Stone once pegged as “The Next Steven Tyler”?

Hating Mayfair was Mom’s first and most unoriginal excuse to bury the subject. Throughout my childhood, the opening notes to the band’s iconic rock ballad “Willow” would pour through the car speakers, and she would instantaneously launch into silent panic. Her hollow cheekbones would cave inward before scrunching her small forehead into a zillion tiny lines, nearly tearing the knob off the radio dial.

She’d crack an irritated smile in the rearview mirror. “I don’t like this song.”

My bony limbs sank deep into my booster seat, offering a high-pitched whine. “But I do!”

Her tense white-knuckle grip on the wheel would jerk us slightly sideways. I’m pretty sure she made four unnecessary left turns to keep the illusion of playing it cool.

“The singer’s voice annoys me,” Mom would explain coolly. “He sounds like he’s gargling with gravel.”

For a song to send my mother into fits of twitching was telling. Not that I’d be able to pick up on that. I was six. The biggest worry in my life was if Santa Claus would bring me the point-and-shoot camera I wrote to him about once a week.

It wasn’t solely “Willow” either. Any one of Mayfair’s songs would start playing, and she’d react in the same knee-jerk way. I always thought it was the one weird quirk she had. Kind of like how Mimi always refused to watch anything starring Timothée Chalamet because she found his bone structure unsettling. (I once asked if any potential maternity claims were aimed toward her feelings. She didn’t laugh.)

This especially sucked for Mom when I underwent a major Mayfair phase during middle school. Complete with all the overpriced Hot Topic merch my pittance of an allowance could afford me. Their latest album, Acrophobia, had just come out and was the only music-related thing anyone talked about for months.

Mayfair was inescapable. Every award show, every social media platform, every song on every radio station. When Nick Addison appeared on some late-night talk show with his bandmates, sporting his signature five o’clock shadow and a pair of fluorescent pink sunglasses, the entire audience would leap to their feet and offer a rigorous standing ovation.

“He looks so happy!” I would cheer underneath my blanketed cocoon as I watched the band win Album of the Year at The Grammys.

My mother raised a coffee mug of red wine to her lips and inhaled the last quarter cup in two healthy glugs. I think she polished off the rest of the bottle once I’d fallen asleep.

 

 

I found out he was my father when I was thirteen. All because of a suitcase.

Our eighth grade class planned an overnight stay in Columbia to visit the Museum of Art. For most of my classmates, it wasn’t a big deal. They were in and out of the city every other weekend. For me, it was everything.

The farthest I’d been away from home was a trip to Disney World I had taken with Mom when I was nine. She spent years saving for it, only for us to leave three days early due to an impending hurricane. Every flight in and out of Orlando was grounded, so she rented the first available car to get us out.

I vividly remember two things about that drive: miserably pulling over to puke every fifteen minutes because of carsickness, and the wide-eyed wonder of the world passing outside my window. Most kids my age would’ve been bored to tears spending an entire day in a cramped rental car without air conditioning, but not me. I soaked up every moment through our fevered, fogged-up windshield. It showed me just how much of the world there was to see, and I wanted to experience every corner of it.

The day the museum trip was announced, I ran straight to the inn and rushed to show Pop and Mimi the brochure, hopelessly trying to make it sound way cooler than it was. (There would be! A nine o’clock! Curfew!)

“Do you think Mom will let me go?”

“You’re a nomad, Emerson,” my grandfather stated with a twinge of a Southern accent.

“What’s that?”

“Someone who has trouble staying put,” he ruffled my hair with a throaty laugh. “Their ambition is too big to stay in one place their whole life. Just like...”

He swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. Mimi shot him a sideways look that said nothing and everything simultaneously.

“Who?” I asked.

He forced a tight-lipped smile. “No one.”

Mom reluctantly agreed to pay and let me go. I was ecstatic to have my first small taste of freedom outside of chaotic middle school sleepovers, where everyone’s idea of a good time was pressuring the most vulnerable girl to text their crush and confess their feelings.

A week before the trip, I ran into our disaster of a shed and began turning it into a war zone, digging through my grandparents’ private collection of clutter to find an overnight bag.

Tucked away in the back corner, piled high above Pop’s old riding lawnmower and a stack of boxes that read EMERSON’S ART GRADES 1-3, I spotted a small, blue suitcase with a giant mud stain on the side. I had to repeatedly jump and swat to knock it onto the floor, bringing two other random bags careening down with it and a box containing copious amounts of rainbow glitter and dried macaroni.

Nobody was home the night I dragged the stupid bag through the stupid house and up to my stupid bedroom, where destiny awaited me with the most shocking paternity results ever. 

I unzipped the front pocket and instantly felt the soft paper corners of a photograph brush against my fingertips. It looked like it had been taken on a cheap camera way before I was born.

I studied it momentarily, trying to figure out who the two grainy figures were nestled together on the rocks at Folly Beach. Morris Island Lighthouse stood tall in the background, accentuated by the cloud-free blue sky behind them.

Was that... Mom?

For starters, she was brunette in the photo. Mom is naturally blonde, right down to her comically nonexistent eyebrows. When had she dyed her hair dark, and how long had it taken my hyper-conservative grandparents to forgive her? Secondly, who was the guy in the picture wearing a jet-black Hollister hoodie and practically sitting on her lap?

I held the photo close to get a better look. He had the most obnoxious 2000s emo haircut I’d ever seen. His dark bangs swooped in front of his eyes, giving off an indigo hue in the sunlight like a cartoon character. My hair did that, too. In fact, other than his brown eyes and stubbly cheeks, his whole face looked sort of like mine. Same gaunt cheekbones, same naturally arched brows, same cleft chin I secretly hated.

The longer I stared at the picture, the more pronounced the resemblance became. All this guy needed was some fluorescent pink sunglasses to look exactly like...

No. No. NO.

Within seconds, the photo and I had fallen back onto the ground. Unlike me, the picture wasn’t frantically gasping for oxygen.

Mom wasn’t expected home from the inn for several hours, my grandparents never far behind her. It gave me enough time to practice my questions and mentally prepare myself for a conversation that could only be rivaled by my mom’s version of The Talk, which resulted in a few too many questionable hand gestures and ruined balloon animals forever.

Upon seeing my mom’s tired and gentle smile greet me at the front door, every iota of self-control flew out the nearest window. A vortex of emotions swirled around in my gut, causing me to stand firm and indignant like a human pillar of salt. My fists clenched tightly into balls, sweat pooling on my hairline.

Before I could control myself, I held up the photo like a bad reenactment of a Nickelback music video.

“Is this my dad?!” I croaked, forgetting to tack on the part with, oh yeah, and is he Nick Addison from Mayfair?

For a split second, I could physically see my mother’s spirit unshackle itself from the mortal realm. Her eyes locked onto the photo like I’d somehow infiltrated Fort Knox to retrieve it.

Soul swiftly re-entering her body, my mom’s horrified gaze filled with tears, wrapping me in a hug so tight, I could barely breathe. Let alone any of the other cognitive functions I was unable to operate.

“Emmy,” she whimpered into my greasy middle school fringe. “Please know this isn’t how I wanted you to find out.”

My bones dwindled into jelly. I wasn’t sure which was worse. That there were scenarios where delivering this news could’ve been seen as a positive, or that it was real at all.

I had a father.

And he was NICK FREAKING ADDISON.

 

 

There was a boring made-for-TV movie I’d watched once about a girl who was given up for adoption after she was born. She grew up unaware that the couple raising her weren’t her biological parents. The family eventually moved away, and the girl became close to their next-door neighbor, who frequently came over to babysit. As fate would have it, the neighbor was her birth mother. At the end of the movie, once the truth was out, the girl said it was like a missing puzzle piece she’d subconsciously longed for her entire life had finally snapped into place.

I wished I felt the same way she had. Until then, my mother was solely responsible for the sun coming up and going down each day. She worked harder than any of my friends’ parents to provide for us and still always had time to sit with me at dinner and answer all my dumb questions about friends, boys, and whatever other terrifying realities awaited me in high school.

There was never anything missing. Besides Bel, Mom was my best friend, and she was more than enough. That subconscious feeling for me was less like a missing puzzle piece and more like a crack in a glass that was supposed to be unbreakable.

Mom held me in that hug for a while before leading us into the kitchen and starting a kettle of water for hot chocolate—extra whipped cream required. When both of our mugs were full and Mom had pulled herself together, I sat at the dining room table and braced to hear her say the words I’d been dreading all afternoon.

“Yes, that is who you think it is, and yes, he is your father.”

My whole body went numb. Worse than numb. I felt so much of everything at once that my senses overloaded and shut down completely. I was the human equivalent of TV static.

“I had just finished my master’s program in business,” Mom went on. “He was a bit older.”

“He was older?” I slowly repeated her, unsure if I meant it as a statement or a question.

“Not by much!” she’d defend, her cheeks turning bright red. “Early thirties. Your grandparents hated the idea of me being with someone who wasn’t my age, so we weren’t exactly prancing around trying to be seen together.”

Great. Not only was I a lovechild, but I was a lovechild produced in secrecy. What every kid dreams of when they imagine their parents falling in love.

I raised my mug for a sip, scalding the roof of my mouth with sticky sweetness. My words poured out as flat and lifeless as I felt. “Was he already famous?”

“Not exactly.” She blew a plume of steam off the top of her cheesy #1 Mom mug I made in first grade. “Mayfair had recently signed to a label, but nobody knew who they were yet. Nick came out here by himself to write songs for their record. He stayed at the inn. I worked part-time as a waitress at the restaurant that summer, and that’s where we met.”

This felt like the most overdramatic reading of the world’s worst fanfiction. I chewed the inside of my cheek, squashing a glob of melted whipped cream on the corner of my lip.

“So, what exactly happened?”

Mom’s pupils bled wide into her puffy, red eyes. She carefully set her mug on the table and reached one of her hands out toward mine, breathing in through her nose.

“It was a summer thing. It was never meant to be anything serious,” she explained. “A month after he broke things off, I learned about you. He changed numbers after returning to California, so I emailed the only address I knew to let him know I was pregnant. I told him I didn’t expect anything to change between us. I promised I wouldn’t hold you over his head because having you was my choice. I never heard back. That was that.”

That was that. Like a one-sided breakup, an unplanned pregnancy, and an unanswered email would put a cute little bow on things and really clear them up for me.

“I know this is a lot to process,” Mom added as I reached my chipped polish fingers into hers. “None of it changes how it’s been you and me since the start. You will always be my best yes, Emmy.”

That last phrase took me down like the Titanic. She tucked me in when I was little and softly whispered those exact words into my ear, planting a wet kiss on my head to seal them. It was like some giant secret only the two of us shared. Hearing her say it that night felt more like a self-righteous justification.

After I lied about not having any other questions, I excused myself to my room to try and sleep. Not that I could. I tossed and turned as my grandparents’ truck pulled into the driveway with a loud sputter. As soon as they walked through the door, Mom’s faint voice muttered something quietly, followed by the boom of Pop’s tenor rattling the walls.

“SHE KNOWS ABOUT NICK?!”

Emotions boiling over, I reached for my phone and sent an urgent SOS. No more than fifteen minutes after getting a vague text, Bel was standing on our back patio, waiting for me to sneak her inside. She held up two Ben & Jerry’s pints. Stolen from her extremely pregnant mother.

I knew I could trust her with the news. Mainly because the only musicians Bel cared about were composers. She wouldn’t treat me differently because of it. Even with all the growing Mayfair pandemonium and the band t-shirts I suddenly felt the unyielding urge to burn.

“Your mom was Danny Zuko’d,” she stated.

“She was what?”

Bel lapped remnants of foamy vanilla ice cream off the lid of the carton. “You know, the guy from Grease? John Travolta’s character?”

Naturally. She’d only forced me to watch the movie with her twelve dozen times.

I plopped the plastic spork I smuggled from the kitchen into the hollow carton with a plunk, massaging my raging brain freeze and waiting for more context.

“Yes?”

“Think about it!” Bel exclaimed. “Danny met Sandy on summer break, and they had a fling. They caught feelings for each other, but he had a fuckboy rep to maintain, so he broke things off!”

“I’m pretty sure they broke up because Sandy lived in Australia.”

“Whatever,” she twirled her long, wavy hair into a rope. “It still applies. Only a selfish jerk who dresses in black leather would abandon their pregnant girlfriend.”

“Kenickie didn’t.”

Bel flopped back on my bed with a squeak from the ancient springboard. “Stop making points! I’m saying that Danny only cared about Sandy when it was convenient for him, just like your dad. It’s screwed up in a poetic way.”

Screwed up in a poetic way was hearing her refer to the man once voted one of People Magazine’s Sexiest Men Alive as ‘your dad.’ An icy shiver ran down my spine, making me colder than the entire pint of mint chocolate chip ice cream I’d heedlessly inhaled.

Mom and I never spoke about it again after that night. At least, never intentionally. Whenever a Mayfair song would come onto the radio, we’d both silently acknowledge it through subtle glances and shift the dial. When they went to the local stadium on tour several months later, Mom cheerfully welcomed legions of superfans into Sand Dollar. She’d sit in agonized silence as many of them formed a group in the foyer and sat around singing their songs acapella.

I wanted to be furious, but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Breaking up with someone is one thing. Having a kid with them is another. Imagine doing both and not being able to tell anyone. Oh, and the part where your ex’s face has been all over every tabloid globally for the last thirteen years.

 Bel casually brought it up one afternoon after roping me into taking photos for her family’s Christmas cards. “Do you think you’ll ever meet your dad?”

Bel’s father whimsically played with her baby brothers around the pineapple fountain at Waterfront Park. A swell of jealousy I’d never experienced before bubbled up and regurgitated onto my face.

I shook it off and pointed the camera at her dad’s bearded smile, the shutter snapping loudly.

“No,” I said. “Mom and I are fine the way we are.”

Even though she would never admit it, I knew Mom felt the same way. That was up until Nick’s accident. That’s when everything changed.

“I heard from your dad.”

She said it so casually. No different than ‘I heard from your aunt about Thanksgiving’ or ‘I heard it’s going to rain tomorrow.’

The backpack slung over my shoulder hit her office floor at Sand Dollar with a sagging thud. I placed my hands on my waist and waited for more information.

“Okay, so what?”

Mom’s arms folded against her chest, stubby fingers tapping her biceps. “He would like to call and speak with you, if you’re comfortable with that.”

My answer was immediate. “I’m not.”

You’d think that would’ve ended it, but no. A month went by, and the question arose again, and then several days after that, till finally, it was a biweekly occurrence.

“What if he wrote you a letter?” Mom asked for the nine billionth time as I helped her make dinner one evening. “Would that ease you into it a bit more?”

Nothing about it made sense. Mom was always the one who had taught me that ‘no’ is a complete sentence. She had spent years on her own making sure I had everything I needed to live a safe, stable, and happy life.

Suddenly, she was advocating for me to talk with the guy who left us.

I dropped the wooden spoon I was gripping into a pot of homemade mac and cheese sauce, milk splashing onto the steam vent. “I don’t want to talk to him, Mom. Ever.”

She lowered her gaze. “Ever?”

I nearly began paraphrasing Dr. Seuss. Not in a car, not in a tree. I do not like him, Mom, you see.

“Why does it matter?” I asked with an inelegant snort. “I’m sorry he almost died. That sucks, but he made his choice. He’s living with it now.”

She slowly nodded, picking up a steaming pasta elbow with her fingers and testing it for doneness. “I know,” her words trailed. “It’s just...”

“What? He feels guilty? That’s not my problem.”

Mom pinched her lips together tightly, eventually breathing out a small sigh. “I hope you’ll change your mind.”

I hadn’t, and I wasn’t going to. All the family I needed was right here. The last thing I wanted was Nick Addison knocking down the door to act like some long-lost father figure.

Little did I know he wouldn’t be knocking anything down. I’d soon be forced out of the keyhole.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

 

FOLLOWING THE family meeting from hell, I tell Pop I need some air.

I drive in circles for half an hour before throwing my car into park at Sand Dollar. Without disturbing guests, I make my way down the back steps and onto the sandy shores, sending Mom a text saying I’m at the library.

Lying about my whereabouts became second nature when things with Tripp started. It was almost too easy to keep my family out of the loop. All I had to do was name-drop one of my usual study or photography spots as a cover and rotate them frequently to keep suspicions low.

Even with Tripp out of the picture and the crater in my stomach extending deeper every time I thought about him, I couldn’t stop the lying.

My eyes pinch shut tightly as a burst of cold wind blasts against my face and tosses my hair back. The inn sometimes felt more like home than my actual home. Growing up with two opinionated elderly grandparents who didn’t understand the need for personal space frequently made things interesting for both Mom and me. Here, the whole ocean was at my sulking disposal.

Summer holidays, when I was little, were spent terrorizing guests in the restaurant, eventually being shooed outside to build elaborate sandcastles on the beach with tourist kids. I’d spend hours playing mermaids in the water, my skin turning pink and warm as I lay on the sand—not a single care in the world.

“Thought you might have wound up here.”

My hands grip fistfuls of sand with a jump, my eyes snapping open. Bel stands before me with her hands shoved deep into the pockets of her wide-leg jeans, her loose curls going haywire in the wind.

I brush my fingers off. “How did you know?”

“It’s you.” She rolls her eyes.

I clasp my hands together and hang my head, staring down at my flip-flops as I tap my toes together. “At least I’m consistent.”

Bel swats my thigh to get me to move. She sits beside me and rests her head on my shoulder. The smell of her fake leather blazer muddles the minerally aroma of the air.

“Your mom called again. She told my mom if you wound up at our house, to make sure we didn’t let you flee the country.” She giggles. “What happened?”

I tell her everything I know so far. About the accident, how Mom has been pressuring me to talk with Nick since it happened, and now, this. Bel’s head lies motionless as I emotionally vomit all over her. Once I’m finished, she sits upright, squaring her shoulders and pinching her mouth to one side.

“Who’s gonna take pictures of me being obnoxious in front of The Gershwin now?”

I lean into her sarcasm. “Apparently, Cousin Lola from Myrtle Beach.”

She cups a handful of small granules into her palm and allows them to run through her fingers. “Can’t wait to go to the Olive Garden in Times Square and watch her get blasted over a Tour of Italy while she says a bunch of unironic racist shit.”

Every muscle in my body is still drum-tight from earlier. Even the soothing grumbles of the crashing waves don’t help to relax me.

My jaw clenches. “This sucks.”

“It does,” Bel agrees. “On, like, so many levels.”

I wait for it. “But...?”

“Why does there have to be a but?”

“Because this is a token best friend lecture. There’s always a but.”

“And you call me the dramatic one,” she groans, jetting out her legs for a long stretch. “No buts here. Though I will hit you with a big, fat however. I think your grandpa might have a point.”

“How does he have a point?”

“You being old enough to make your own opinions or whatever.” She wrings her hands. “You won’t know if the asshole version of Nick in your head lives up to what you assume it is unless you find out for yourself. Maybe he’ll be a billion times worse. Then you can hold it over your mother’s head for the rest of your life. Sort of like I do with the twins.”

“I don’t exactly have a choice here.” I wet my lips with a defeated huff.

Bel places both hands on my arm and squeezes tightly. “What if he’s actually... decent?”

“Doubtful.”

She sighs. “Look, you have full permission to call me every ten minutes if he ends up being Sweeney Todd levels of evil.”

“Even if you’re busy in front of The Gershwin?”

“I may not answer, but you can leave all the angry voicemails you want.”

Seagulls squawk above us as she forcefully flops her head onto my shoulder again with a nefarious laugh. She nestles her neck into my collarbone and breathes in deeply.

“You’re brave, Emerson Harper. You just don’t know it.” Her voice muffles. “And I really wish you were still coming.”

If only that first part was true. My ears burn hot as I stare down at my lap, swallowing hard and trying to find the words I’ve wanted to say for months about Tripp. About what happened between us, how I’d been keeping it from her since the very start.

You can tell her right now, the little voice in my head reminds me. She’s not going away.

“Me too,” my defeated voice chokes. “And I’m trying to be.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

 

POP INSISTS he comes and sees me off for my flight. It ensures I don’t murder Mom and run off with her car.

We’ve been at a stalemate for weeks. Outside of work, this is the longest she and I have ever gone without speaking to each other. It’s like we are using a rubber band to play the world’s most emotionally manipulative game of tug of war.

“Did you give her the thing yet?” Pop leans up from the backseat and whispers. Which, for my grandfather, isn’t whispering. The man in the car next to us at the stop light probably hears him through both of our sealed windows.

“What thing?” Mom asks. She jolts her head up to the rearview mirror.

Pop reaches for Mom’s oversized purse in the backseat footwell and digs till he finds it. “The thing I told you to give Emmy!”

He taps my shoulder and passes the tiny object up to the front. It’s a bedazzled hot pink tube with a keyring attached. I squint at it for a moment before my lips press thin.

“It’s pepper spray.” I look back at him. “They won’t let me on the plane with this.”

Mom nearly skids into a car in the next lane. “Seriously, Dad?”

“It’s simply a precaution, Laura!” Pop smacks his hands against his lap. “You know how musicians are!”

Mom’s face is the color of split pea soup. “Have you checked in for your flight yet?” she asks, silently begging me to change the subject.

“Yes,” I trace the falling raindrops sliding against my window, refusing to meet her gaze. “Yesterday.”

“And you know where to check your bags?”

“No, I thought I’d hand them to the first person I see and hope for the best.” I throw my head back onto the headrest. “It’s not like I haven’t flown before.”

“You were also a child, and I did all the work,” Mom shakes her head. “Airports are terrifying.”

A quick list of things my mother finds terrifying: Rats, crowded spaces, and, apparently, airports. It was a miracle she’d made it two days at Disney World.

“What is the plan?” Pop asks. “There is a plan, right?”

I grip my phone, pulling up the email Mom had forwarded from Nick days prior. I’d be flying into Kansas City. Mayfair’s tour manager, Travis, would be waiting for me at baggage claim. From there, we’d go to the venue where the band is scheduled to perform.

The email concludes with Nick’s personal phone number, Mom highlighting it in neon yellow alongside the message in brackets beside it: She’s welcome to call if she gets confused.

“It’s all under control,” Mom reassures him. “It’s fairly idiot-proof. Even for Nick.”

“Unless you still think I can’t do things like read signs or follow directions,” I murmur.

Mom nervously taps the steering wheel, passing an overhead sign directing traffic to the airport. A gargantuan lump rises in my throat, delicately choking me as the car veers off the ramp.

My limbs shiver as we approach the curbside loading zone. Strangers hop in and out of cars. One large family sends off a relative with the type of sappy group hug you’d see as the credits roll on a sitcom. Another couple presses their foreheads together, sneaking one last passionate kiss before parting ways.

“Point of no return,” Mom sighs. “Are you going to be okay, Em?”

I’ve always hated it when people ask if someone is okay when they clearly aren’t. It’s like asking a person with a stab wound if it hurts.

I squint. “Does that even matter anymore?”

My words are cutting. I can tell by the sudden remorse that floods my mother’s face that I’ve tapped a sensitive nerve. Pop picks up on it, too. He clears his throat and unfastens his seatbelt with a springing click.

“So,” he nervously coughs. “Have you checked in for your flight yet?”

I hop out of the car before I succumb to the urge of throwing a used napkin at him.

A symphony of car horns blasts as a beat-up Dodge pulls out without a turn signal. I make my way to the back of the car and reach for the two heavy suitcases packed into Mom’s trunk like an overstuffed sardine can. One of them is the same blue mud-stained bag responsible for this mess years ago. I never knew it was possible to harbor resentment for a piece of luggage.

Pop jumps to my aid as all eight wheels clack loudly on the pavement. A moment later, he pulls me into a rib-crunching squeeze.

“Scary as it is, try to enjoy this,” he says into my ear. “It’s an adventure, after all.”

They kept using the word ‘adventure’ like I was some clueless character in a kid’s movie on a quest to fight a dragon. They all wanted me to see the next two weeks as some huge blessing instead of the worst thing that could ever happen.

Mom slides the handle down on the blue suitcase and apprehensively stands before me. Her movements are stiff as she leans in and wraps her arms around my neck. I inhale the scent of her familiar coconut shampoo. For a brief second, I pretend I don’t hate her as much as I do now.

“You won’t regret this,” she whispers before pulling away. No ‘I love you.’ Not even an ‘I’m sorry.’ Just another rehearsed line in an infuriatingly long list of rehearsed lines.

The moment zings like a static shock, and once she’s back in the driver’s seat, I see her dab at a few stray tears. I can’t help but wonder if they are for her or for me.

 

 

The balding TSA agent at the security podium intently stares at my license. “Where are you headed?” he questions.

“Kansas City,” I answer meekly.

He nods, studying the ID some more. “Visiting family?”

Unfortunately.

“Yes,” I say. “Seeing my dad.”

Saying ‘dad’ feels fake. What dad? Clearly, I had been the result of an immaculate conception. (I might still believe that if it weren’t for Mom’s imaginary balloon animals.)

After I get the all-clear from security, I grab my things from the conveyor belt and watch as my phone illuminates the parcel. I snatch it and read the notification, my pupils growing to the size of tea saucers.

It’s from Nick’s number.

Hey, Kiddo. Travis can’t pick you up. Sorry.

My heart slams into my ribcage like it’s playing a game of whack-a-mole.

Camera bag swinging at my side, I march to my gate and stare at my phone, awaiting another hovering bubble and three blinking ellipses. Several minutes pass… nothing. I type a response, trying not to overthink it.

Okay. Now what?

A minute goes by. Then, another two minutes. I’m stormily pacing the area like Bel would, sweat seeping underneath my t-shirt as my phone remains devastatingly quiet.

I send yet another follow-up. Who is coming to get me, Nick?

Is it weird that I’m calling him Nick? Does he want me to call him something else? And FOR GOD’S SAKE, WHY ISN’T HE TEXTING ME BACK?

I send four worried question marks before the gate agent announces our flight is about to board. Every responsible fiber of my being urges me to call Mom and ask what I should do. At the same time, I’m so upset with her for putting me in this position that my fingers autonomously refuse to do it.

Within moments, I’m standing in line for boarding, holding my phone inches away from my face as I beg the ghost of Steve Jobs to let Nick Addison somehow see the messages before I lose signal for the next three hours.

Something tells me the ghost will be no help.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

 

DO YOU ever have moments where you feel stuck in a perpetual cycle of bad luck? That’s exactly what this experience is like.

For starters, I’m in a middle seat. Pressed against the window is a tall lady who is already asleep wearing an eye mask by the time I enter the cabin. On the opposite side, there’s a frail elderly woman, her weathered hands trembling as she flips through a copy of a Martha Stewart magazine from 2004. She has to be at least two hundred years older than Pop.

Right before takeoff, she turns to me with her wilting, wrinkled face. A smear of mauve lipstick stains her two front teeth.

“Did you remember to put your phone on airplane mode, dear?” Her thin voice trails into a ghoulish howl.

I guiltily shake my head with a confused chuckle. I’ve been too busy waiting for a lifeline from a total flake. A flight attendant walks down the aisle near the end of their announcement on exit door safety, pausing in front of us and offering me the sort of plastic smile that screams, “I don’t get paid enough to babysit these idiots.”

“Phones in airplane mode, hon!” her synthetically happy voice cheers. “You can always purchase the Wi-Fi once we’re in the air!”

My body clenches tight throughout takeoff. I whip my phone out at the first tone of the elevation signal. Clenching my teeth, I hit the purchase button on the overpriced Wi-Fi and feel my bank account seizing in agony. It’s only natural that I’m met with a screen that says SERVICE NOT AVAILABLE.

A pathetic whine rises from the depths of my soul as I sink back and apathetically bump shoulders with the older woman still slowly reading her ancient magazine.

The altitude pressure—and everything else—causes my head to throb. I spend the better part of an hour hitting the refresh button as if it will make any difference, eventually slumping into my seat and forcing my eyes shut. They flip open the moment the muffled white noise in the cabin turns into an irritated flight attendant’s landing announcement.

I fold upwards with a gasp, noticing my head resting innocently on the sleeping woman near the window, gathering myself before she wakes to see. Not that the small pool of saliva I’ve left on the sleeve of her coat isn’t a dead giveaway.

After we’ve landed and everyone shuffles to the exit door, I tiredly unshackle myself from airplane mode and check my messages. My phone pings loudly, one text after another popping up in back-to-back succession from Nick.

Runners are all busy.

TM will ping a ride for you.

I’ll explain later.

Let me know when you land.

Safe flight!

My anxiety shoots through the roof of the cramped aisle. I hurriedly follow the trail of people moving into the terminal, starting a beeline for the nearest restroom. My bag awkwardly slams into several occupied stalls as I reply frantically.

I just landed!

Unlike before, Nick takes seconds to reply, faster than I can successfully hike my jeans back up. I swing my leg over the side of the porcelain seat to avoid knocking my camera bag off the hook. In doing so, I lose balance and dip one of my sneakers directly into the toilet bowl. Just my bad luck? The automatic flush hasn’t gone off yet.

“SHIT!” I shout. It’s met with a lady in the next stall muttering something about buying another test to be sure.

My face turns bright red. I set my soggy, warm foot onto the ground with a gag, giving a putrid look to the condescending bag hanging in front of me.

A handful of women standing around fixing their make-up in the oval mirrors turn their noses up as they watch me limp one dripping foot to the first empty sink. The moisture in my shoe is already creeping up and darkening the leg of my light blue jeans, making it look like... well, exactly what you think happened.

An automatic paper towel dispenser spits out several sheets at my command. I run them under warm water and lean down to scrub at the lower half of my body. Now it just looks like I’ve fallen into a pee-scented fountain.

I give up and get back to my messages. Several more text bubbles from Nick appear.

Great.

Do you have bags to claim?

Travis got you a ride. He’ll be curbside in a few.

Green Honda Accord.

The never-ending signs point me toward baggage claim, where I impatiently wait for my things to appear. My shoe sloshes with every footstep. Not only do I look like an idiot, but now I’m equipped with my own sound effects. When my bags barrel down the luggage shoot, I check my phone to see if there are any updates on my ride.

Silence.

I press my lips together and follow a large family out the automatic doors. My suitcases jiggle behind me as I hurry down the long concrete walkway, one of them getting some serious air as it hits a crack in the pavement. I double-check the text as I spot a green Honda up ahead. Through the tinted windows, I see a dark-haired man with a toothpick sticking out of his mouth and two perfectly threaded eyebrows.

The driver rolls down his window, a puff of cotton candy-scented smoke escaping through the crack as music pumps through his speakers. He eyes me up and down and raises one of his groomed brows.

“Are you Travis?” he asks, clearly not expecting a woman.

I improvise. “I’m his daughter. The ride is for me.”

He weighs his suspicions, and noting my bags and incriminatingly wet pants, assesses I’m not a threat. “Whatever.”

The car trunk pops open with a clang. The driver jerks his head to the back, signaling me to toss my things inside. I throw the heavier bag in first, taking a moment to catch my breath.

“Axis still the destination?” he asks.

The blaring techno squeal of “That Don’t Impress Me Much” by Shania Twain booms through the car’s impressive stereo system, clouding my ability to think clearly.

I chew on my thumbnail. “I guess?”

He rolls his eyes, skirting away from the loading zone before I can fasten my seatbelt. As the driver starts belting out the lyrics, I hunch over and grab my phone from my pocket, alerting Nick that I made it into the car.

He quickly responds. How long till you arrive? Probably won’t see you before soundcheck.

My cheeks puff out to stop myself from shouting an audible “screw this,” fingers bouncing across the keyboard at a breakneck pace.

“EXCUSE ME!” I holler above the driver and Shania. “My dad is asking about an ETA!” 

He taps at the GPS on his dashboard, sounding nearly mute next to the throbbing bass. “Ten minutes!”

I thank him and add the update.

Nick replies. Have him drop you at the back entrance. Travis will be waiting.

Between the music and the fact that my ears still haven’t adjusted to the change in altitude pressure, my brain feels like it’s about to burst to bits. I sink back into the seat, forcing myself to relax, only to gawk out my window and admire the scenery in childlike wonder.

Kansas City doesn’t look too dissimilar from downtown Charleston, but everything about it feels different. It’s flat and pretty, but isolated, like I could throw a rock and not hit a major body of water. The hot summer air beats through the windows differently. It’s less sticky and more searing.

“First time here?” the driver yells as the song ends.

“Yeah,” I nervously smile.

“Big Mayfair fan?”

My chest instinctively puffs out. “Sorry?”

“They’re playing the club tonight. Axis. That’s where you’re headed.”

Right. “I’m just meeting my dad outside,” I say with a careful laugh.

To make an uncomfortable situation worse, the baking heat starts evaporating the sticky liquid on my pants into steam. I’ve never felt so disgusted by myself.

“Five minutes away!” the man calls out, zooming over two lanes to a series of car horns.

“Can you take me to the back entrance?” I request. “That’s where I’m meeting him.”

The driver slowly nods, his car twisting us off a wide exit ramp as he shouts the chorus of some Lee Ann Womack song Pop probably loves.

The car shudders underneath the floorboard as the vehicle comes to a screeching halt a few blocks down the road. We’re smushed between two massive trucks for several minutes as traffic thins out. Once they’ve finally pulled away, I peer up and absentmindedly allow my phone to fall out of my grip. It hits the floor as I behold the sight outside my window.

Mayfair fans. The diehard kind. All wrapped around the block in a single file line that snakes around the buildings. They are contained by metal barricades and several traffic-directing police officers melting in their dark uniforms. One of them wipes a streak of dribbling sweat off their forehead, waving us forward and allowing the driver to pull up behind the building.

“Is that it?” I ask, pointing to the dark wooden shack up ahead.

The driver nods, causing more confusion; Axis looks more like a steakhouse than a concert venue.

I make eye contact with one of the mega fans, who looks right at me and hollers at the top of her lungs. She’s wearing a homemade shirt with a cutout of Nick Addison’s smiling face, the word DILF written underneath. The irony isn’t lost on me. I suddenly feel even more plagued by vertigo than on the plane.

“Is here okay?” The driver flicks his hazard lights on and grips the top of the steering wheel. He repeats the question several more times before I finally compute. I’m overwhelmed by the sea of screaming fans. It’s a scene right out of my mom’s worst nightmares.

“Is this the back of the building?” I ask, words warbling.

“This is as close as I’m going to get you.” He points to a policeman up ahead who is tossing his hands in the air and loudly yelling at him to move forward.

“HEY!”

I shriek, flying sideways in my seat and clutching my collarbone as a man firmly bangs the roof of the car. He cups his eyes and presses his face directly against the glass, his breath causing a foggy blob to appear. He’s short, bald, and beefy. The definition in his thighs makes it appear like his tight jeans might tear with one uneven stride. He is what I imagine a sentient human thumb would look like.

“ARE YOU EMMY?” he yells through the window, incorrectly pronouncing my name Ay-Me instead of Em-Me.

My fingers shake as I undo my seatbelt, ripping the door open to a wave of deafening noise outside. I lick my lips, trying to move fast. “Yeah! I’m Emmy!”

“Travis!” the man raises his voice. “Follow me!”

Travis. The mysterious tour manager who was supposed to meet me at the airport. I’m about to politely offer my hand to shake when he abruptly turns his muscular body and bangs on the driver’s window, demanding he open the trunk.

“You have bags?” he turns to me and asks dully.

My sarcasm nearly overrides my manners. Actually, I thought I’d spend two weeks on the road with the clothes on my back and hoped that ultimately worked out.

I settle for an uncertain nod.

Travis grabs the two suitcases from the trunk and slams them onto the pothole-laden street. I try not to lock eyes with any of the fans watching the scene unfold. From beside the barriers, I hear loud whispers. A young girl sporting bright blue space buns turns to her friend and squeals. “I think he’s their manager! Who is she?”

Travis leans the bags over for me to grip the handles. “Follow me!”

I whip my head around quickly to thank the driver, but he’s already being directed out of the sea of blinking lights by the shrill whistle of a cop conducting traffic.

Travis is yards ahead of me by the time I get my bearings. There’s no time to take in the downtown scenery or even the large distillery across the street where Mayfair fans drop like drunken, overheated flies. He’s moving toward the back doors fast, and if I don’t run after him, there’s a good chance he’ll leave me behind.

“Did you remember everything?” Travis booms as my luggage clacks behind me.

“I think so?” I reach around to make sure I’m wearing my camera bag.

“Great. Try to keep up. We’re running behind.”

Travis flashes the badges around his thick neck to the venue’s brawny guards, his firm face unflinching. The two men look at one another and toss their heads, respectively cracking the door before one of the two nudges an elbow in my direction.

“What about her?”

“She’s part of the crew. Her credentials are right here.” Travis holds up a fan of badges. Had he been holding that the entire time, or had they materialized out of thin air?

The guards usher us both into the building without another word. The heavy metal doors clang shut behind us, entrapping the chants of the thunderous crowd outside. Everything suddenly goes way too quiet. Our footsteps bounce off the hallway with glassy, sterile echoes.

“These are yours, don’t lose them.” Travis holds the badges over his shoulder without turning his head to face me. One leg swings widely ahead of him as the opposite lurches ahead half a foot, keeping him ahead of me regardless of how fast I jog to speed up.

I inhale sharply as I struggle to grasp my bags, tearing the lanyards from around his fingers. My eyes dart as we go down the narrow gray hallways, retro tour posters from various rock bands framed along the walls. The Rolling Stones played here in 1967.

The Stones walked these halls.

I take a quick moment to scan the laminated badges, bright red with Mayfair’s striking band graphic splattered across the top. All three are marked with Sharpie scribbles. Tour Personnel All-Access, Photography All-Access, and Guest All-Access. I guess old-fashioned All-Access isn’t good enough on its own.

“Those will get you anywhere you need to be. Stageside, backstage, front of house,” he pauses to hawk a loogie onto the concrete floor, causing me to gag. “Try to stay out of everyone’s way while shooting. We don’t have any hydraulics on this run, so you won’t need to worry about that.”

Cool, I think to myself, but what the hell does that mean? Did Mom tell Nick I’m into photography? Is this his way of trying to butter me up—hooking me up with photo passes?

“I’ll also need a correct email. The one Nick gave me for you keeps bouncing messages back. They’ll loop you into our daily itineraries and give you info to access the band’s socials.”

As we round a corner, an electric guitar crunches somewhere in the background.

“Nick gave you my email address?” I question.

“No, he gave me an incorrect email address,” he says sharply. “That’s how you two have been corresponding, yes?”

No. Not yes. Absolutely not yes. In fact, the texts I sent earlier were the only correspondence I’ve had with Nick since his aptly timed sperm donation roughly eighteen years ago.

Travis stops forcefully in the middle of the hall before I ask another naive question. He turns to meet my wide stare with a patronizing finger pointed at my nose.

“Look, Emmy,” his gruff tone booms, still saying my name wrong. “Nick tells me you’re a good kid and promised to act professionally, but between you and me? Babysitting those shitheads out there every night is a big enough job without throwing in a couple of teenagers.” He bounces his finger out toward the guitar noise, steadily bleeding through the air. “Do me a favor. Read the emails, mind our personal space, and try to make us all look good, okay?”

Travis tacks a knowing wink onto the words ‘look good,’ his bluntly capped smile making his two front teeth look like Chiclets. He starts moving again, oblivious to how I’m still standing frozen in the middle of the hallway, clutching my two bags like anchors.

“Email?” he shouts, sounding less like a question and more like a command. Slowly, my feet start following after, calling it out and saying my name correctly as he taps it into his phone.

“Sent!” he cheers, waving the phone and giving it a toss in the air. “The band is running through soundcheck. We’ll have you connect with Nick afterward. Your dressing room is down the hall on the left. Feel free to set your stuff in there and get to work.”

I’d ask what he means by ‘get to work’ or what any other of his cryptic statements had meant, but a second later, I have my answer.

My phone pings, and I pause yet again to pull it from my pocket, earning a grumble from Travis as he whispers something under his breath about dealing with “another fucking slow walker.”

I read the email notification flashing across my screen.

Subject line: FWD: Daily Itinerary. Emerson Harper—Intern.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

 

ACCORDING TO Travis’s color-coded manifesto on all things tour production, tonight’s concert is at The Axis, one of the oldest underground bars in Kansas City. Estimated attendance is one thousand, general admission. As in one thousand living, breathing, sweating human bodies.

My brain has a hard time comprehending that many people shoved together in some dingy bar just to see Mayfair hopefully sing the four songs that don’t all sound the same. Not that I’ve grown bitter…

This schedule is no different than reading something in a distant language. Contact numbers, time stamps, and names of people I’ll probably never meet. Off-site events are listed with military precision down to the second, including a laundry list of radio station interviews from which the band had barely returned before heading into soundcheck.

The group’s hectic afternoon explains Nick’s abrupt silence at the airport. I might have been quick to forgive it if it weren’t for what I see listed at the bottom of the page with a small, red asterisk attached.

*Emerson Harper joining us on the following dates as a communications intern. Service is counting for college portfolio/credits. Communicate your preferences upon arrival.

Communicate what exactly? And why am I being called an intern? Is this some sort of fake code, like celebrities checking into hotels under pseudonyms to stay anonymous?

Adding to my hesitation, my dressing room is locked. I yank on the door handle at least ten times before realizing it isn’t going to budge.

I wipe a bead of sweat dripping down the side of my temple and casually allow my bags to fall against the wall with a thud. I’m tempted to try opening the door to any other room nearby, only to freeze whenever a frazzled stagehand rushes down the hallway and stares at my things like oozing warts. The last thing I need is to get body-slammed by some roadie who thinks I’m out to steal Nick Addison’s underwear.

The muffled clamoring of soundcheck continues to rattle the building as I toss all three lanyards around my neck and roam the hallways.

Over the years, I’ve sat through dozens of theater dress rehearsals for Bel. Imagine watching the actual performance without any of the fun. This is exactly like that, only five billion times grungier and more intimidating.

The noise starts blending together into something that vaguely resembles real music. As I continue pacing the halls, I bob my head along, recognizing the song. They’re playing “All Your Secrets.” At least, some distorted version of it with pulsating bass that makes me fear the foundation of this ancient bar might collapse.

“TOO MUCH BASS!”

The song ends abruptly. Nick’s voice hollers at someone to fix the output because he’s unable to hear himself on his monitors. My body sprouts full goosebumps as his words bounce half-muted off the poorly soundproofed walls.

Until now, this whole thing has felt like some elaborate practical joke. At any moment, a camera crew would jump out from behind a corner, followed by some C-list celebrity wearing a tuxedo and shouting, “GOTCHA!”

It’s suddenly very real. And it’s terrifying.

Nick rhythmically shouts the word “UP” to whoever is running sound, and my heartbeat reverberates into my eardrums. I turn a sharp left down the hallway, more sweat leaking down my neck. I’m out to give myself as much space from the noise as humanly possible.

The hallway is a massive concrete maze. I look down every dead-end corridor to free myself, finally emerging from behind a half-opened glowing exit door. It spits me out onto the floor of a vacant bar. It’s faintly lit by the sunlight streaming through a tinted window and closed off from the rest of the venue.

A random bearded man in a security shirt stomps over from the side of a restroom, saying something about an orange wristband. Quickly, he looks at my lanyards and offers a permissive nod. These things are like the ultimate hall pass.

My tight shoulders relax as my sneakers squeak against the shiny black tiles, the shadow I’m casting in the glow of the bar’s red backlights looms long and narrow. The smell of toasty wood smoke hangs thick in the air and causes my empty stomach to growl.

I back up against a sticky wall for a moment to pause and check my phone. Several missed calls from my mother (shocker) and one text from Bel, reading: Please call your mom back. She knows your plane landed and keeps calling me because she thinks you’re ignoring her.

I quickly send a reply. Nonstop craziness since I landed. Tell Mom I’ll call in a bit.

There’s a moment between responses. Got it. BTW, Mayfair’s bass player is gorgeous. Just FYI.

I don’t think it’s possible to cringe harder than I am. Hooking up with one of my dad’s bandmates is the last thing on my mind. It does, however, spark some curiosity. I locate the nearest black velvet couch and sink down with a sigh, praying nobody is looking over my shoulder as I pull up a webpage and search the word Mayfair.

A lengthy band history is briefly summarized at the top of the page, followed by a recent band picture with an italicized description underneath.

Pictured left to right: Manny Torres (drums), Adam Davis (lead guitar), Nick Addison (vocals/guitar), and Lindsey Addison (bass/keys/synth).

I examine the bassist’s photo. Bright-eyed, blond, and baby-faced. Disgustingly Bel Avila’s type. According to the Wikipedia page I’ve stumbled upon, he’s the newest group member. Against my better judgment, I continue reading the rest of the article.

 

The group was initially formed in Grapevine, Texas. The Addison brothers played covers alongside Torres, a childhood friend, in their parents’ garage. The group’s name later changed to Mayfair after Addison (Nick) and Torres’s college dormitory, Mayfair Hall.

 

I continue reading, skipping to the notable bits.

 

Lindsey later dropped out of Harvard to rejoin the group... the band began gaining notoriety playing the underground rock circuit... they released their first album in 2008...

 

My face falls. I was born in 2008. On August fifth, to be exact. Mom says that I was a week overdue, and if I’d waited any longer, she would have torn me out by force.

The band exploded right as her life changed forever.

Every word on the screen goes blurry. The musty smell of the couch, mixed with the warm air, makes the space feel suffocatingly small. My shoulders roll inward as I press the corner of my phone into my cheek, quietly taking shallow breaths. How am I supposed to get through this for real when a bunch of words on a webpage sends me into an anxious breakdown?

“God, it smells in here.”

My head rapidly whips around the empty space. I lock my phone and stand to my feet, poking my head around a thick tan curtain separating a lounge from the bar. A massive Mayfair merchandise display sits dead in the center of the hallway, taking up whatever standing room it has left. A guy stands behind a crowded table, meticulously folding a stack of dark blue band shirts, looking up with a friendly wave.

“You scared the crap out of me!” I half-laugh, placing a hand on my chest.

“Oh. Sorry,” he lifts his chin. “I thought you could hear me over here. I have a habit of talking to myself when I’m counting.” He pauses. “I’m doing it right now, huh?”

I inch closer to the table to better see him under the pale spotlights. He’s tall and lean with a deeply tanned complexion. He sports bushy eyebrows and dark curls that are long overdue for a trim. A small silver hoop hangs from his left nostril, drawing attention away from his endearingly crooked nose.

“Anyway, can you smell that?” he asks.

“Smell what?”

“So, it’s you then.”

I shake my head. “I’m sorry, what?”

Mysterious Merch Guy smirks to himself, flopping the stack of shirts onto another long, rectangular table behind him and inching over to work on another unfolded stack. “If you can’t smell it, it’s clearly you.”

I cock an eyebrow and take two giant steps toward the table with one shoulder craned upward. “Whatever happened to ‘they who smelt it, dealt it’?”

“Unless I’ve accidentally pissed myself, it’s not me.”

Wonderful. It is me. I’m still wearing soiled jeans thanks to the locked dressing room situation. Between my existential dread and the smell of cheap bar food, I stopped noticing it.

I subtly grab a whiff of the air encasing my personal bubble and play off the burning sensation that develops in my eyeballs. He is being way too nice. It doesn’t smell bad—it smells rancid.

“You know,” the guy bends over the table, folding his hands with a sly grin. “I’ve heard this place doubled as a den for mafia drug deals in the eighties. Maybe we’re smelling the decomposed bodies of their enemies underneath the floorboards.”

Taking a scan of the room, I point to the empty bottles of whiskey atop an overflowing garbage can. “Pretty sure the sheer amount of alcohol on the premises would prevent the bodies from ever decomposing.”

He goes upright with an approving nod and stretches one elbow behind his head. He motions to my lanyards. “How’d you manage all that?”

A sharp sensation shoots up my back, the sweat on my body going clammy. “My dad is the lead singer” is a little too forward of an answer.

I playfully wave the lanyards like a fan, deflecting. “I have friends in high places.”

He laughs despite how dumb my answer is. “Photographer?”

“Y-yeah,” I stutter. “And you’re a volunteer?”

He swings his arm down and brings the opposite elbow behind his head with a crack and one-armed shrug. “I guess.”

“Do you live here?” I ask. “Missouri, not this lobby.”

“Sometimes,” he twitches his lips. “Missouri, not this lobby. You?”

I shake my head. “Definitely not.”

“Mysterious. You’re not part of the drug den, are you?”

I squint mischievously. “How do you think I got thirty lanyards?”

He grunts as he lifts a massive cardboard box from underneath the table, leaning forward with a sigh as he sets it down and rests his elbows casually on the folded shirts.

“Well, strange photographer who is one hundred percent not a mafia heiress, nice to meet you. I’m Sully.”

My face pinches together. “Like the fluffy, blue monster from the Disney movie?”

Sully pragmatically teeters a hand in the air. “It’s Pixar, technically, but he spells it differently. And I greatly prefer, ‘Like the badass mentor from Uncharted? Way better for my nonexistent street cred.”

I’m about to respond with my name (“Emmy, not to be confused with Amy”) when, out of nowhere, Travis’s large, vein-filled forehead peeks around the corner with a high-pitched whistle.

“There you are!” he cries. “Backstage! He’s waiting!”

Red heat creeps down my neck, my mouth hanging open as a dry squeak cuts through the silence. Sully’s eyebrows shoot up and disappear underneath his mess of wavy man bangs. He loudly snaps a wad of bright pink gum.

“Backstage,” he teases. “Lucky you.”

Yeah, I think miserably. Lucky me.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

 

BEING LED by Travis feels eerily like a prisoner being led to their execution.

It all happens so fast. I don’t even get the pleasure of having it be like some overdramatic moment on TV, where time moves in slow motion while some dejected indie song plays in the background. As soon as I round the corner, there he is. Nick Addison in the flesh. Casually resting against the doorframe of the dressing room with his tanned arms folded tightly across his chest.

Travis respectfully gestures to Nick, who is already intently staring at me. Not in an adorable fatherly way either, the way some dads look at their little girls twirling in a sea of bubbles as if they are the eighth wonder of the world. This look is more like seeing your waiter approaching the table with your sizzling fajitas at Chili’s. It’s a heaping dose of tempered excitement.

Nick’s freakishly white smile doesn’t match the rest of his face. But to be fair, his face doesn’t match the rest of his face. Everything is raised and reconstructed. His dewy skin droops ever so slightly at the eyelids. The rest of him overcompensates for his age with greasy copper highlights and dark eyeliner. He looks like he just walked off the set of a Pirates of the Caribbean reboot.

Some small part of me wants to see myself in him as much as I did the night I found the photo in the suitcase. The similar dark hair, the long, skinny fingers, the missing half of me that never fully made sense. Standing before him, it’s impossible to see anything more than... Nick Addison.

“You must be Emma!” Nick claps his hands together, revealing a spattering of small forearm tattoos. One of them is a can of Spam.

“It’s Emmy,” I correct him. I didn’t think things could get worse than Amy.

“Emmy. That’s right!” Nick playfully smacks his forehead with his palm, tacking on a derpy chuckle. “Short for Emerson! So sorry!”

His speaking voice is dry and lived-in. Like that one jacket you’ve had for years that’s worn to pieces and full of holes, but you can’t bear to throw it away.

Travis pulls his phone out of his back pocket and focuses on a text he’s typing. “Other guys at dinner?”

Nick nods. “I’d told them I’d meet them. Wanted to check in with Emmy first.” He crooks his elbow to nudge my side with yet another fake smile. “They’re gonna love you!”

It’s hard not to wince. Does he know how hard he’s trying right now? And is he aware it’s not working?

“Nick,” Travis continues to type. “Go ahead and give her the rundown on all the content and shit you want. I’ll meet you at dinner. Make sure the girl doesn’t get lost.”

‘The girl.’ My temperature sizzles, my body being held together by sheer rage. We watch as he strides out of sight, following a strip of neon green gaffer tape down the opposite end of the hall that reads FOOD THIS WAY.

Nick’s demeanor changes in the split second it takes Travis to disappear. His face sinks, stiff and slightly intimidated. His spine arches, shoving one hand into his pocket and the other onto his face, stroking the stubble on his chin with callused fingers. His dark eyes are exposed, unable to meet mine for more than a few seconds before staring at the blank wall ahead.

He clears his throat, breaking the aggressive silence. “Good flight?”

I shrug. “Don’t have many to compare it to.”

He smiles, catching my stare briefly before darting his gaze back down again. “Well, you didn’t die. That’s a good start.”

“If you say so.”

Ouch, self. Big, way too dramatic, and extremely morbid ouch.

Nick presses his lips together before cocking his head to the couch in the dressing room behind us. “Wanna have a quick chat? Dinner never lasts long, so if you’re hungry, we should—”

“Sure,” I nod quickly. The sooner this awkward heart-to-heart is over, the better.

You’d think there would be more splendor in the dressing room of one of the greatest rock bands of our generation, but it’s painfully dull. Aside from an army of suitcases puking their contents onto the carpeted floor, there’s a beaten-up leather couch and an oblong white table collecting a sea of food waste, ranging from half-eaten cookies in a bright pink box to crusty bowls of red salsa. It could all greatly benefit from a cheap vanilla-scented candle.

“Forgive the mess,” Nick flashes a grin. “I made sure Travis procured you your own dressing room over the next few gigs. The same goes with hotel rooms.”

I bite my tongue before rudely asking if those doors will be accidentally locked as well. It’s not like that is his fault. Even if I want to blame him for everything that has gone wrong so far.

This bumbling, muted version of Nick is uncomfortable and about as sterile as an operating table. He is so clearly afraid to say the wrong thing. I nearly miss the way he Freudianly called me Emma.

After a millennia, he finally speaks. “Before I say anything else...”

Nick’s voice trails as he bends to dig through one of the massive suitcases on the ground, cursing under his breath as he catches a finger on his razor and tosses it into the open suitcase next to his, creating a clever new way to contract hepatitis.

I rock on the balls of my feet as the silence grows louder. I’m starting to smell the food down the hall, unsure if it’s making me hungrier or angrier.

“Ahh!” Nick cheers. He pulls a rectangular box out of the bottom of his suitcase and lifts it high in the air as he rises to his feet.

The silvery, holographic wrapping paper sparkles underneath the lights. There’s a small paper tag attached to the top. I read as I carefully grab the box from his hand.

To Emerson. Love, Nick.

“You can open it,” Nick shoves his hands back into his pockets. “Your mom thought this was the one you wanted.”

My eyebrows raise. Mom told him I wanted this?

I tear into the paper like a kid on Christmas morning, only far more apprehensively. My eyes bulge as I unearth the box beneath the paper.

It’s a telephoto lens (a super telephoto lens, to be nerdy about it). It’s the exact model I’ve been saving for since last summer and still couldn’t afford. For someone like Nick, a three-thousand-dollar camera lens is probably pocket change.

“I hope it’s the right one,” Nick bites down again. “I thought it might help while you’re out with us. Your mom sent me the link and—”

“When did you talk to my mom about this?” I dig my dark purple fingernails into the sides of the box to contain myself. My grip loosens upon realizing Nick is sporting the exact same color of nail polish. I’d be mortified if I wasn’t so pissed off.

Nick is taken aback by my abrupt change in tone. “Emerson,” he says quietly, “I don’t want you to be upset.”

“A little late for that.” I lick my lips and shake my head, miserably wanting him to look me in the eyes so he can see how awful being in the same room with him makes me feel. “And what’s the intern thing about?”

“What?”

I raise my fan of lanyards. “Intern?”

Nick clenches his sharp jaw. “Your mom and I thought giving you a reason to be here would be the best way to protect you.”

My knees go weak. Mom knew about this, and she didn’t say a word.

“Protect me?” I seethe.

“Travis wouldn’t have allowed this if he knew who you were.” Nick’s voice becomes firm, his face stoic. He takes a deep breath and continues. “Laura and I thought it was best to keep things this way. No questions, no drama.”

To save off any unfortunate lip trembling, I twist my mouth into this weird smug grimace that looks like I swallowed a cup of lemon juice immediately after catching a whiff of a dead skunk. It’s upsetting, to say the least.

“So, you bought me a lens to be a bootlicker?”

“No,” he quietly contests, waving his hands. “I got it because—”

“Because you’re so eager to cleanse your conscience?” My nostrils flair. I take two giant steps closer to Nick. He backs up slowly, afraid I’m about to use the box as a makeshift murder weapon.

Nick tosses his hands in front of him and grabs fistfuls of air. “If you would calm down and—”

“No! I’m being asked to act like some puppet who takes your picture to make you look good when I don’t want anything to do with you!” The words fall out of my mouth like a bag of marbles spilling all over the floor, rolling away before anyone can collect them.

I’m not saying anything that isn’t true. Why does it feel so awful then?

Nick absorbs my statement, locking his vision onto the floor for good. He nods pensively, maintaining his calm demeanor despite my hurtful words. He crosses his arms back over his chest.

“I’d love to talk to you more about this,” he exhales sharply, “but I can see you’re not in a place where you’re ready for that. Let’s get through this gig tonight, okay? Act like everything is normal.”

I tap my foot, getting a solid puff of the odor radiating off my pants and trying not to wretch. In no world is any of this normal.

Travis’s familiar, degrading mouth whistle bounces off the walls in the hallway. A millisecond later, he pounds on the door forcefully and whips it open.

“Dinner packs up in ten, Nick! Hurry up! New Girl, follow me. I’ll run you through tonight’s photo pit!”

The term photo pit causes an actual pit to form in my stomach. My disdain is clear by the way Nick’s clenched jaw softens. He strokes his stubble once more and shoos at me as if I were a housefly.

“Hey, Trav,” Nick clears his voice with a grunt. “Em isn’t feeling great. Long travel day. Take her to the bus to let her get some rest. We can run over more of what we’re looking for tomorrow.”

It’s an excuse so perfect it almost sounds rehearsed.

Travis shoots Nick an annoyed glance, the same one Bel gives her parents whenever they ask her to babysit her brothers last minute. He’d sooner pass a kidney stone.

“Bring on a photographer who’s too tired to take a picture,” Travis not-so-silently mutters. He must’ve graduated from the Oscar Harper School of Whispering. “Come on, kid. I’ll show you the bus. Grab your crap from the hallway.”

I look over my shoulder at Nick as I follow Travis’s lead once again. He offers a hurt smile and extends two thumbs up, his subtle way of conveying he’ll give me the space I want.

Seven hours ago, I was a thousand miles away. That was all the space I needed. Too bad he and Mom didn’t care as much then.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

 

OUTSIDE OF what I remember from playing hide-and-seek with Bel in the old Avila family RV as kids, I’m not sure what to expect from a house on wheels. The only tour buses I’ve seen before this were on reality shows. Some had entire private sleeping quarters with massive queen beds, while others had full-blown luxurious kitchens and Swarovski crystal lighting fixtures.

Luxury might have been expecting too much from Mayfair. The first thing I notice when I step inside is the stench. It’s what your refrigerator smells like three days after Thanksgiving when your family isn’t eating the leftovers fast enough.

Not that I’m one to talk in my piss-soaked pants.

“Is there a shower?” I ask innocently, gripping my bags. “Or maybe one inside?”

Travis sarcastically laughs. “No. Bus has a toilet and sink out front. No shower in the club, either. There were showers at the hotels.”

“Oh,” I nod. “Were?”

His face is all hard lines. If there were a trace of hair on his head, it would be going white before my eyes. “The hotel run was already made. We’re driving through the night to Colorado. You really need to read the itinerary I sent.”

Smell aside, the bus itself isn’t much to look at. The lounge is small and dimly lit with cherry wood panels. A huge television sits in the upper-hand corner, with multiple gaming consoles tucked on a shelf underneath. Two long leather seating rows mirror both sides, each buried under half a dozen remote controls. There is an abysmally small dining table that would be lucky to seat two people, and a mini kitchen covered with empty coffee pods and soiled napkins. The whole thing gives off the vibe of a frat house.

Travis slides open a doorway divider and reveals the sleeping quarters. It’s pitch black, minus a few soft lights strung to the floor.

“Both bottom bunks are free,” he explains. “Nobody wants those.”

Nice of them to think that I would.

He tells me to grab what I’ll need from my suitcases so he can load them underneath the bus with the rest of the luggage, casually reminding me (yet again) to read the email he sent so I can learn the code to lock the bus and access the Wi-Fi.

“Good luck if you can get it to work,” he quirks his lips. “The back of the bus tends to stay empty. Mostly a workspace or writing area. When they write, that is. Feel free to do your thing there.”

I thank him as he finally leaves me to rest, informing me he’ll be in and out throughout the night. The bus door slams shut, followed by several high-pitched beeps and a hissing sound that sounds like the seal of a pressure chamber. Suddenly, everything is silent.

I fall face forward onto the couch and slam my head against the cushions. They’re about as comfortable as plywood and smell like cinnamon gum and sweat. It’s homey in the same way the backseat of your best friend’s car is.

As desperate as I am to scald myself under a volcanic shower, I hop into the bathroom and treat myself to the longest lukewarm sink bath of my life. I rip the clothes I’d pulled from my bag and toss them on, throwing my soiled jeans and shoes into the garbage as a way of dealing with them. I pull my forearms up to my face to inhale the sweet fabric softener effusing from my shirt and allow it to muddle all the other gross scents in the bus.

My phone buzzes as I wander into the sleeping quarters. It’s a text from Bel.

Updates? You can call. I promise I’ll answer.

You must really love me, I quickly reply.

I slide the door to the back lounge and toss my bag onto the uninviting brown sofa. It’s curved around a circular table built into the ground that looks like it was made for playing poker. Another dusty TV hangs near the window. Approximately ten dozen pairs of expensive shoes are strewn onto the floor, ranging from Italian boots to Hermès sneakers.

I move an empty pizza box to take a seat, the dried crust rattling as it lands. Who knows how long it was there calcifying before I showed up.

Bel’s ID photo flashes onto my screen as I pull a charger from my camera bag and plug my phone into a wall outlet.

“I was going to call you,” I answer. “You just couldn’t wait three more seconds.”

She ignores me. “But is your dad a dick? There’s still time to catch your flight tomorrow!”

My resting scowl softens for the first time in hours. “He got me a telephoto lens to try and bribe me, if that means anything.”

“Holy shit,” she gasps. “Dad Guilt!”

I press a hand to my forehead. “Oh my god. That’s exactly what it is.”

“Is that all that’s happened so far?”

“I mean, there is also the part where he and Mom tricked me into coming here by making Mayfair’s tour manager believe I’m here to photograph the band and run their social feeds.”

Bel goes quiet for a moment. “For real?”

“I’m an intern.” I curl finger quotes around the word as if she can see them. Saying it out loud makes me angry all over again.

A high-pitched little boy scream follows the deafening crash of glass in the background. Bel cusses at her brother and yells at him to go clean it up.

“Lola is here,” she explains. “She gave them Pop Rocks. POP ROCKS, EMERSON.”

My teeth grit together. “They’re sugar high, aren’t they?”

Another crash, followed by Bel’s dad threatening to 'pop something else’ if they don’t calm down. I didn’t know it was possible to miss their brand of chaos this much.

“Is it weird to say I wish I were with you?” Bel asks. “Not because of the hot bass player.”

“Whom I haven’t met yet,” I regretfully inform her.

Bel whines. “How has your day been less interesting than mine? We went to Carmella’s after Lola drove into town, and we ran into the Hunts. Their parents insisted we have lunch with them to catch up. It was freaking awkward. Pretty sure Mom is ready to trade me for Foxx.”

Foxx’s name is a jump scare. My heart pounds, frozen fear shooting through my nerve endings. My face turns stark white in the reflection of the tinted windows.

“Foxx Hunt?” I clarify his identity as if I need to. His name isn’t exactly forgettable.

Bel mischievously growls. “Foxx is sooo talented and handsome, Isobel! And getting accepted into the Charleston Theater Company? How proud his mother must be! Unlike you, you underachieving sack of atoms!”

Typically, I live for my best friend’s spot-on impersonation of her mother, but it doesn’t register. If they’d seen the Hunts at lunch, then that meant...

“And he was a total prick!” Bel moans on. “Weirdly, his brother asked about you. Did you follow him online after that cast party or something?”

I gulp. “Tripp?”

“Does he have another brother?” she asks bitingly. “Maybe a nice one? Are the Hunts capable of producing spawn who aren’t assholes?”

The mutant bus fragrance is making me woozy. I inhale one giant breath and purse my lips, releasing it slowly to calm my nerves. Just because Bel saw Tripp doesn’t mean she knows. If anything, she sounds more clueless than ever before.

Exactly how I want things to stay.

“Is someone there?” Bel questions after several moments of stunned silence. “I can call back. Or text. The twins might set something on fire if I don’t get back and help my mom wrangle them.”

“Yeah,” I croak, my shoulders holding the weight of a monolith. “I’ll check in tomorrow, okay? When does your flight leave?”

Pointless question. I know exactly when the flight leaves. 8:55 AM. We needed to be at the airport by 4:30 AM, according to a neurotic Mr. Avila, who would’ve happily had us sleep at the airport the night before if it reassured him we were on time. The event is still on my phone calendar even weeks after canceling.

My resolution crumbles. “Gotta go,” I spit out quickly before she can speak. “Love you.”

The call ends, and I immediately hunch into one of those silent sobs that’s so heavy to unleash, you’re unable to make noise for a solid ten seconds. Teardrops explode onto a pair of spotless Nike’s near my toes.

Whenever I think I’ve made peace with what happened between Tripp and me, something small triggers those horrible feelings all over again: driving by a place we’d gone or a memory of something I’d said. In this case, it was knowing he’d asked about me and hadn’t bothered to reach out once in the four months since saying he didn’t want to see me again.

Both of my fists dig into the couch cushions with aggressive force, unsure what to do with myself when I feel so aimless. I furiously rub my puffy eyes and reach for my phone, which apparently hasn’t been charging the entire time.

“Great,” I mutter through my teeth, forcing the prongs into the wall.

My face scrunches together as I hit Mom’s name on my recent contacts and wait for her to pick up. It takes one ring.

“Sweetheart!” she breathes a sigh of relief. “You’re alive!”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” It comes out sharp and pointed. I want my words to hurt.

“Tell you what?” Mom pauses. I can’t tell if she’s sincerely confused or playing games. She eventually cracks. “The intern thing?”

My throat is caked in a disgusting combination of saliva and tears. “Really, Mom?”

“Emmy, please understand what Nick and I are trying to do here. You think if word got out, paparazzi wouldn’t have a field day trying to hunt you down?”

“Who would care?”

“You know damn well everyone would,” Mom snips. “Is that what you want for us?”

The way she says ‘us’ cuts me to the core. There is no us in this scenario. There is only me and what I’ve been forced into.

Bel used to tease Mom and me for being real-life Lorelai and Rory Gilmore, right down to her running an inn. She wasn’t wrong. Mom and I had the type of bond most daughters wish they had with their mothers. All of that suddenly feels missing. I woke up one morning, and my mom was a total stranger. I still don’t understand why she’s acting this way, and I’m too angry to find out why.

Heavy breathing crackles across our connection. Mom doesn’t want to speak at first, but knowing it’s on her to be the grown-up, she caves.

“Nothing changes here, Em. You’ll still get to be with Nick. This assures you getting to be with him safely and without busybodies raising any questions.”

I’m trying to decide what to say to that when the bus begins to shake. The front door slams with a crunch, vibrating the floor. Loud footfalls stomp through the lounge, ceasing once they enter the sleeping quarters.

Without hesitating, I end the call and lean over to see if the door has a lock—it doesn’t.

My muscles freeze, silently hoping whoever it is isn’t here to introduce themselves or make small talk. I hold my breath and press my ear against the door, listening quietly.

The mysterious intruder whips open a bunk curtain and begins to loudly unzip whatever bag they’re reaching into. By the low grunting noises that follow, I can tell it’s a guy, not that it comes as any surprise. Any self-respecting woman would run at the first whiff of rotten fried chicken.

I set my fingers along the edge of the door, working up the nerve to slowly slide it open and gather a peek. It diminishes when the bus door slams shut again, followed by more loud footsteps and the threatening boom of Travis’s thumb-man voice.

“HURRY UP! THEY SAID THEY NEED YOU BACK UP FRONT!”

The intruder’s voice groans. He zips his bag a final time and loudly tosses it back into the bunk, running down the hallway and slamming the divider shut.

A new message from Mom dances across my screen. You’re allowed to be upset. But please don’t shut Nick out.

Silence lingers a few moments more before I sit back down and hug my knees to my chest. I apprehensively rest my head on the cushion behind me, wondering how it’s possible to feel heartbroken and homesick at the same time.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

 

I SPEND the rest of the night hiding in the lounge. At one point, I found a TV remote under a molehill of combat boots and hoped it would help pass some time. Go figure, the batteries were dead.

The time blinks red on a digital clock in the corner: 9:53 PM. Four hours of boredom have felt like forty. I guess that’s what happens when you’re isolated in the Motel 6 equivalent of a storm bunker.

I eventually pull an empty guitar case covered in stickers from behind the door and prop it against my phone charger to keep it firmly plugged into the wall. Lying sideways on the couch, I mindlessly bounce between apps. Bel updates her story every few minutes with photos of her packing for the trip, including a video where she chases her brothers down with a shoe.

The caption: Can we pull a Home Alone on their asses?

Entering hour five of absolute restlessness, I start scrolling through the list of people the inn’s account follows just to have something to read. It’s mostly a bunch of home and garden magazines that Mimi liked to keep up with when she first made the profile, and a few other photography accounts I’ve followed for networking since taking it over.

My throat goes dry when I spot Tripp Hunt’s handle near the bottom of the list.

Keeping up with him from the Sand Dollar account was my sneaky way of staying connected while dating without outing myself. Part of the whole ‘we should keep this quiet’ thing he established at the start. I immediately hit unfollow, sinking deeper into the cushions as another swell of sadness consumes my thoughts.

Toggling out of apps and into my photos, I unlock the screen and access the hidden folder I’d created to keep people like Bel or Mom from accidentally seeing any pictures of the two of us. There are at least a dozen, most of which I had to catch Tripp off guard to take. The one constant in every picture is how stupid wide I’m smiling and how he doesn’t seem to emote anything at all.

I should’ve known then what was happening.

I should’ve known better.

My legs curl into a fetal position, swiping down to the final photo I’d taken of us. Tripp is wearing a dark button-down jacket and sporting his usual scowl, his long dusky hair slicked back with my face nuzzled against his cheek, snapping a blurred selfie. We were in his car on the way to a party for one of his friends who had been accepted at Duke.

Everything about those next several hours replays in my head constantly, the disappointed way he looked at me is burrowed in my memory.

“Look, we can’t do this anymore. This whole us thing.” Tripp stroked his brow with irritation. “It’s too confusing. You’re clearly not ready to be in a serious relationship.”

Early dawn sunbeams beat through his car windows. I’d rolled mine down to get some air and wanted to scream at the nearby family of singsonging hummingbirds to shut up. Did they not realize something horrible was happening?

“I am!” I protested in a rocky tone. Even the hummingbirds weren’t convinced.

I opened my mouth to keep speaking, timorously chewing on my words and swallowing them. I didn’t want to apologize, but I knew if I didn’t say something, we didn’t stand a chance. Lying comes easily when your only other option is loss.

I forced the words out, heavy yet hollow. “I love you.”

We’d sit silently for another minute before Tripp kicked up his engine again, leaning over my body to pop my door open. He took a deep breath before shaking his head, refusing to meet my gaze. “You have a shitty way of showing it.”

“Umm, hi?”

There’s a loud knock at the door, my phone falling onto my chest in a fright. I bolt upright and smooth my tear-laden hair down to my shoulders. While wallowing in my humiliation, I’d blocked out the loud chattering that was building up in the front lounge.

Reaching for my half-charged phone with another faulty outlet buzz, I pinch the bridge between my nose and eyes and address whoever is there. “Hi?”

“Hi,” the awkward male voice repeats. I worry we may be stuck in a constant loop of saying ‘hi’ forever until he pivots. “We have food. Do you want food?”

This must be what a hamster being offered a pellet by its unassuming new owner feels like. Admittedly, I’m starving, and as much as I want to hole up and hide for the next two weeks, it isn’t exactly a long-term option.

“Uhh, okay!” I yell back. “Give me a second!”

“No problem! I didn’t want to barge in in case you were naked or something.”

My ears go bright red. I study my face in the window’s reflection and compress the puffiness under my eyes to make it less obvious I’ve spent half the night crying. I’m unsure what good it does when my cheeks are still plagued with splotches.

I slide the back door open and walk past the bunks, a wall of smoke attacking my senses. Puffing out my cheeks, I whisper to myself. “You’ve got this.”

The first thing I see when I pull the door open to the front lounge is a tall, brunette man with a gray streak running down the left side of his hair. He climbs aboard the bus with an aggressive slam, rocking his hips to one side and shooting Travis a sour look.

“Is this the motherfucking town from Footloose?!”

“Noise ordinance,” Travis replies. He’s combing over a receipt on the countertop as a blond guy climbs over him to steal a slice of pepperoni pizza from the main table. The bass player?

“Ten o’clock?!” the man shouts. “You’re telling me the noise curfew is ten o’clock?!”

“Take it up with the local government,” Travis says dryly.

The tear-inducing fumes sting my eyeballs, the smoke from the hallway becoming more robust and sulfurous. It smells if someone aboard is roasting a marshmallow using a matchstick. Only it’s the whole bag of marshmallows, plastic included.

The bus is on fire, I tell myself. Oh god, this bus is on fire.

Thin curls of mist dance across the dim lighting, the aroma worsening. I look beyond Travis and note the vapor wall plumbing from a small frying pan.

It’s Nick. He’s cooking. That is, if you consider assembling and flipping a grilled cheese cooking. A half-eaten loaf of store-brand sourdough leaves crumbs all over the counter. Bright orange cheese slices are fanned like a deck of cards next to a stick of dripping vegan butter and a stack of crooked pizza boxes.

Nick lifts up one corner of the sandwich with a melted and mangled spatula. A small plug-in burner works overtime as he cranks the heat a notch higher and smooshes the bread into the pan with an angry burning noise, cheese splattering all over the pan. He does a double take as he watches me timidly appear with a look of horrified amusement.

“Emmy!” his hoarse voice croaks.

The mere mention of my name causes all movement to go completely still. I scan the room slowly and watch as every member of Mayfair pauses mid-conversation to look up at the teenage girl gawking at them in her oversized sweatpants.

What do I say? Who prepares for a situation like this? This is the type of stuff I had nightmares about when I was twelve. This time, it’s real, and if the bus isn’t on fire, it’s about to be if Nick doesn’t flip the damn bread.

“Hey,” I say, nervously tucking a strand of hair behind my ears and doing this weird wave thing with my fingers that looks like I’m casting a spell.

“This is Emmy!” Nick points with his spatula, still unable to look at me. “Emmy, meet everyone!”

The energy in the room is stilted. Imagine a You’ve Been Bought by One Direction fanfiction, but instead of Harry Styles instantly falling in love with you, you’re being eyeballed by middle-aged members of a rock band as they cradle paper plates of greasy pizza and wait for anyone else to introduce themselves first.

A man with shaggy waves rises to his feet, offering his hand for a shake. His arms are stocky, tan, and covered in tattoos like Nick’s. His are faded with age and shrouded by dark arm hair.

“Emmy!” he says in a deep, guttural tone, pumping my arm. “Nice to meet you. I’m Manny.”

I try to place him as my brain runs through the Wikipedia article I’d read. Manny Torres... the drummer.

“I’m Eighty!” the blond boy hollers from across the couch. He waves his slice of pizza in the air and smiles with sauce-stained teeth. “Sorry about barging in on you and asking if you were naked.”

Nick’s neck snaps to shoot him an authoritative look that makes my blood boil. The last thing I need is him immediately playing the role of an overprotective father, especially when he has zero history of being a father in the first place.

I lick my lips and push past the discomfort. “Cool name.”

He takes another bite of pizza and gulps after half a chew. “It’s actually Adam, but—”

“We had an Adam on the crew when he started,” Travis cuts him off and finishes the story. “We started calling him A.D., which eventually turned into Eighty because this is America, where annunciation is dead.”

I nod, twiddling with my fingers. “So, is the other Adam still here?”

“No,” Travis barks. Note to self: Ask Travis nothing.

“Most of the crew are breaking down,” Nick explains, finally flipping his sandwich onto a paper plate. It’s leaking red liquid, and I have about nine hundred questions. “They’re in the crew bus.”

My forehead shoots up. “You have two buses?” I can’t fathom a second version of this hellhole.

“Sometimes,” the screaming man from before answers without looking up from his phone.

“Emmy,” Nick takes a bite of his grilled cheese, “this is my younger brother, Lindsey.”

The fake aloof interest in his food masks the obvious statement Nick is making with his eyes. This is your uncle. He just doesn’t know it yet.

Lindsey waves without giving me a second look. He’s engaged with whatever he’s pulling up on his phone. I can see the resemblance in our faces. Well, almost. Lindsey looks far more like Nick did before the surgeries, but younger and with a resting frown plastered onto his face.

I twist my arms behind my back, taking one short breath at a time. Manny is the only one paying enough attention to see the complete overwhelm that’s taking place and causing me to act like an alien who accidentally crash-landed here.

“Have you ever traveled with a band before?” Manny cheerfully asks. “Nick has shown us some of your photographs. You’re incredible!”

When and how? Most of my pictures are on the Sand Dollar socials. I created a personal photography account after I took a few classes last summer, but only people who really know me follow it.

“Thanks, and yes,” I lie, trying to keep the illusion going if I want them to buy this intern cover. I wrap my arms tighter behind my back to give myself some sort of supportive backward hug.

You can do this. You can do this.

I’m starting to believe it less and less by the second.

“Are you feeling better?” Nick plays into my dumb excuse from earlier. “We have a ton of food if you want some.”

I point to the half-eaten sandwich he’s consuming. “Can I ask what’s in that?”

“Gushers!” Nick smiles. An explosion of liquified blue corn syrup taints his lips.

My nose scrunches, my mouth curling inward. “As in, the liquid gummies?”

“Nick is a vegan,” Travis answers yet again. “He doesn’t eat the regular, human food we eat.”

“Ha ha,” Nick laughs dimly. “I’m trying it out. I don’t miss anything that much.”

“You’re also putting sugar on nearly everything you consume,” Lindsey argues. He grabs three slices of cheese pizza and stuffs nearly a whole triangle into his mouth. “Excuse us if we don’t buy into your Save the Bees bullshit.”

“Down knog it tell o’ve ‘ied ‘et,” Nick snaps back with a mouth full of food.

Manny looks away. “Please, Emmy, help yourself to anything. Always lots of food after a show. Water and sodas are in the fridge. Coffee and tea are in the cupboards if you drink either.”

My tense shoulders ease a bit. Bless the one somebody on the bus willing to explain this bizarre version of existence.

Cautiously, I reach for a paper plate and dig through the boxes of congealed pizzas till I find one with peppers and olives. I try to make myself small in the claustrophobic space, only to knock shoulders with Nick and have a fizzy jolt pulsate down my arm. I’m caught like a doe in headlights. By the terrified look on his face, I can see he feels the same way.

“Sorry,” his raw voice squeaks. He sharply turns to flip on the electric kettle and reaches for a box of tea in one of the cabinets, squashing the uncomfortable moment.

I timidly sit on the edge of the couch between Manny and Eighty, who seem to be the least likely of the group to sniff out my utter disdain for being here. I’m not counting Travis, who is now dutifully working on his laptop and couldn’t care less if I’m here or literally anywhere else.

“We’re playing Would You Rather,” Manny explains, pointing to the game Lindsey’s slowly loading on the shoddy Wi-Fi. “It’s a post-show tradition. Care to join?”

I shrug. “Sure.”

“PSA,” Eighty raises a finger, wagging it with a warning, “Linds takes this game way too seriously.”

“Not true!” Lindsey claims from the opposite side of the couch. “I don’t like answers that require an explanation. Either commit to being an asshole or don’t.”

Travis leans forward and smirks, folding his arms against his muscular pecks. “Screw the app. I have a good one.”

Lindsey raises an eyebrow and accepts his statement as a challenge. “Shoot.”

“Would you rather have your parents walk in on you having sex or your children?”

Nick goes to swallow the final bite of his unholy confection and nearly asphyxiates, pounding his chest with wide eyes as he struggles to inhale. Meanwhile, zero blood flows to my face. For a split second, I think I medically die.

“Hey! You good?” Eighty stands to his feet and gives his boyish hair a toss, slapping Nick’s back aggressively.

Nick holds up a hand and sucks in a breath. “Yeah,” he sputters, reaching for his tea. “Maybe we can keep the questions PG for the time being? You know, for the kids?”

Lindsey rolls his eyes. “They’re not five, Nick.” He rocks his head in my direction. “How old are you anyway?”

“Seventeen,” I answer. Color slowly creeps back into my cheeks. “But my birthday is in August.”

“Heh,” he hums. “See, Nick? She can handle it.”

I momentarily pause. What did Nick mean by kids? Last I checked, I was the only kid on this bus. Unless you count Eighty, who looks to be in his late teens. Judging by his Santa cat pajama pants, it’s not entirely improbable.

“Okay,” Lindsey goes on, taking a long swig from his can of soda. “Would you rather humanely euphonize your partner before they turn sixty or have them live past one hundred, but know that they’ll die an excruciatingly painful death?”

“Jesus Christ,” Manny sighs. “What kind of question is that?”

“That!” Lindsey cries firmly, slamming his can aggressively onto the countertop. His wrinkled forehead folds into a washboard. “That’s the virtuous bullshit I don’t want to hear during Would You Rather! Either you kill your partner, or you don’t!”

“What kind of pain are we talking about?” Eighty is lost in a contemplative stare. He rubs a cheek and slowly leans forward. “Like, illness or chainsaw pain?”

Nick looks up from the refrigerator, pulling out a bottle of expensive-looking sparkling water. “You automatically go to a chainsaw?”

Eighty dives into an explanation about one form of death being objectively faster than the other, provoking an expletive-filled tirade from Lindsey.

I’m completely zoned out, watching the bus door fly open and a poorly lit figure climb up the stairs with a backpack slung across one shoulder. A sweat mop plasters his curly hair against his forehead like overgrown bangs. My pizza plate nearly plummets to the floor as he comes into view.

“Emmy!” Manny extends his hand with a wrinkled grin. “This is my son, Sullivan!”

Sully abandons his backpack next to Travis with a huff and immediately raids the kitchen for pizza, soda, and a half-eaten yellow sack of Gushers. He quietly studies me, shifting his eyes up and down and unsticking his hair from his forehead.

Judging by how everyone observes the dumbfounded way I’m staring at him, my internal reaction must match whatever my face is currently doing. It’s a jumbled combination of Got Caught Cheating on a Test at School and Got Caught Staring at a Cute Stranger in Public.

Sully presses his lips together before politely smiling. “It’s Emerson, right?”

He tugs the stack of lanyards he has conspicuously hidden in one of his jean pockets and fans them across his waist, a callback to my embarrassing behavior in the lobby.

“It’s Emmy.” I bite my lip to clamp my shocked mouth shut.

“Was it a good night?” Travis asks him, not looking up from his phone screen. “You’re done early.”

“It was slow. Volunteers are helping the guys load up.” Sully takes several bites before nonchalantly shrugging.

Travis makes an uncertain nasal noise and drums the table with his stubby fingers. “Am I just supposed to wait for inventory, orrrr?”

Sully furrows his brow and dumps the Gushers into his mouth. “Can I eat first?”

Manny is the first one to notice the tension. Unless you count Nick, quietly offering to make Sully a grilled cheese. Nice of him to ask me…

“Trav,” Manny shakes his head. “He’s been here a day. Give him a break.”

“Don’t bother,” Sully says under his breath. He digs into his ratty navy backpack and digs out a stack of mangled notebook pages and two bright blue money bags. “Receipts in one, cash in the other. Just like you asked.” He apathetically tosses his plate into the pull-out trash. “I’m going to bed.”

“Are you sure you’re not still hungry?” Nick asks, innocently holding up the bag of vegan cheese slices called Soy Ahoy. “It will only take me a second!”

A monsoon of jealousy hits every time he empathetically looks at Sully. Which is stupid, considering Nick is giving me exactly what I asked for—space and lots of it.

“It’s fine,” Sully states in a hurried breath. “I had a long day. Goodnight, guys!”

Everyone sends him off in unison, minus Travis, who is counting the biggest stack of money I’ve ever seen and silently muttering numbers to himself.

“I’m tired, too,” I lie, shifting my eyes to my lap. It’s a test to see how Nick responds.

Unfortunately, I wind up being the one who fails.

“Makes sense. You’ve also had a long day. Did Travis show you to your bunk?”

My teeth grind from side to side. Is it too much to ask for eye contact?

“Bottom ones,” I nod. My butt leaves an indent in the cushion as I rise to my feet and give everyone a weird robotic turn-and-wave. “Nice to meet you all.”

“Are you gonna do the hike tomorrow morning?” Eighty’s bright blue puppy dog eyes look up. It’s hard to see him as cute when I secretly want to adopt him.

“He’s talking about Eldorado!” Nick beams. I think he may have accidentally turned his face toward me.

“Where?”

“State Park,” Travis rattles off, officially the world’s most annoying human date book. “In Boulder. Day off tomorrow. Show in the Springs the day after. Read the email.”

“We’re spending the morning at the park before going to the hotel when the rooms are available,” Nick explains. “I enjoy hiking and try to encourage the others to join.”

“I’ll think about it.” I tilt my head to one side. “Might need to get a jump start on some social media stuff.”

The wisecrack stabs Nick in the neck. He folds his mouth in and picks at a blackened blob of melted sugar inside his charred pan.

I hurriedly glide past the band to escape, nearly leaping into the sleeping area and crashing into Sully, hunched down over the bottom left bunk.

The distinct zipping sounds I heard earlier had come from the beat-up duffle bag on his bed. Our eyes meet briefly as I rush to retrieve my things from the back lounge.

“Is the right side okay with you?” Sully asks, pointing to the available bed. “I can move.” His generosity would be sweet if he wasn’t giving me such strange signals.

“I’m okay down there,” I state. “Thanks.”

I whip the heavy curtain open and try not to have an immediate panic attack. A flattened mattress sits smushed into a wooden cavity alongside a single pillow and thin gray blanket. It’s a bed in a literal sense, but in the same way you’d look at the colorful, oversized tubes inside a fast-food playground and call them spacious.

I’m still trying to figure out where to fit my things when Sully does this stop, drop, and roll maneuver directly into his bunk and flicks on a small overhead light. He shoves a pair of wireless headphones into his ears as he yawns and looks over with a devious smile, pointing to the lanyards poking out the top of my camera bag.

“How’d you manage all that?”

He isn’t going to let me live that down, is he?

After the day I’ve had, I’m pissed off enough to tell him to leave me alone, but he slides his curtain closed before I can. Suddenly, all I hear is the low hum of the generator and the muffled voices of the guys switching on the TV and picking a video game to play.

“Where the hell did you find the kid, Nick?” Lindsey’s gruff voice says. I pause to listen. “She looks scared out of her mind.”

“Because it’s new,” he responds, his words slow and melancholy. “She’s still fresh to touring, but she’s great. Give her a day to warm up.”

I roll my eyes. Doubtful.

My new plan: Go ice cold.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

 

A BUNK is essentially a heated coffin. At least, that’s what I’ve deduced from the time I’ve spent lying in one.

More than half the night is spent in that weird, suspended reality where your body is asleep, but your mind is fully alert. It gets worse once the bus starts moving. Not only am I serenaded by the generator, but continually jostled by a rocking motion that wants to toss me straight into the hallway with each uneasy turn. It’s like sleeping on a waterbed without the water or the fun.

My limbs pretzel into an uncomfortable position, using my toes to pull my phone from the charger near my feet. I check the time with a low whine. It’s barely after three in the morning. Most everyone is finally asleep after several hours of shouting at one another in the lounge while playing some multiplayer apocalypse game.

A light shines underneath the curtain of one of the bunks, followed occasionally by the rustling noise of turning pages. It’s comforting to know someone else is having difficulty sleeping. Unlike me, they have something to keep them occupied.

Another half hour passes before I give up and allow the next harsh turn to plop me onto the mildew-scented carpet with a thud. I pull myself to my feet and quietly wander into the lounge, sliding the door shut behind me.

The room feels eerily peaceful once it’s dark and empty, even if the group has left a disaster behind. The trash drawer is pulled open with a mountain of pizza boxes and plates stuffed inside. It’s a miracle it hasn’t toppled over onto the floor yet. The counters are sticky and full of soda residue and melted vegan butter. Half-empty cans and sparkling water bottles are sitting in the few cupholders strewn about, slowly going flat.

The curtains are drawn, making it impossible to see how fast we’re going down the road. I tiptoe to the front and stumble back as we hit a dip. “Prepare your sea legs” would have been great advice five hours ago.

A loud, throaty cough explodes from the driver’s seat, blocked off by the wooden dining room wall and a dark cotton divider. I poke my head around the corner and step forward, holding the side of the wall and placing one steady foot in the narrow, empty space between the intense-looking dashboard and the vacant passenger chair.

The man behind the wheel is thin with dark skin and a shaven head, sporting a red polo shirt and munching on a beef stick as an audiobook plays softly on the radio. I peer at the highway ahead of him through the windshield, resisting the urge to crack a goofy smile.

The stasis inside the bus doesn’t match how quickly the terrain outside flies by. Drivers occasionally pass to our right, looking up and over with curiosity before turning their eyes back onto the road, aiming to get to wherever while the rest of the world sleeps.

For a brief second, it feels like that adventure everyone kept trying to sell me on.

Key word there being brief.

“HOLY HELL!”

The bus driver catches me creeping behind him and jerks the wheel right, quickly whipping it back before we flip into the next lane. I hold my breath as I clutch the curtain and lose balance for good, slamming sideways into the passenger seat and banging my head against the door.

“Are you okay?” his rich voice shouts. He pauses the audiobook and brushes whatever random crap off the seat that my ass isn’t currently holding in place. “I’m sorry! I had no idea you were there!”

“It’s fine,” I rub my pulsating head, wet with air conditioning condensation. “My fault for freaking you out.”

He places a hand over his heart with a warm smile, gripping the massive wheel tightly with the other. “I’m not used to anyone being awake this early.”

Is this early or late? I suppose the answer depends on if you’re a rockstar or an average person.

I place a strand of hair behind my ear and massage my bump a final time. The least I can do is introduce myself after scaring the bejesus out of him and nearly getting everyone on the bus killed.

“I’m Emmy.”

“The new photographer?” he reaches for a bag of jalapeño corn puffs in the console. I nod with a guilty smirk. “I did some photography myself back in the day,” he says. “I’m Lionel.”

Some flying insect splatters and turns into indiscernible mustardy goo as I listen to Lionel’s crunching. “What kind of photography did you do?”

“Photojournalism, believe it or not,” he says. “That’s how I got this gig. Met the band years ago shooting a show in Atlanta. I had recently gotten my commercial license, and a friend connected me to Travis after the show. Seven years later, I’m still out with these boneheads,” he chuckles deep in his throat. “I’m kidding. They’re good guys. My wife and daughter do like me to come home occasionally, though.”

Lionel points to the worn and flaking photos he has taped to the sun visor. One is a wedding photo with his wife in a silky mermaid gown, and the other is of him and his daughter looking like ants as Mount Rushmore looms eerily behind them. She looks younger than me, but just barely.

“How do you like Rhiannon?” Lionel asks.

I snap out of my focused staring. “Who?”

“The bus!” Lionel wags his fingers in the air. “That’s what they named it.”

I raise an eyebrow. “They named the bus?”

“No different than people naming a car.”

I’ve always thought that was equally as weird, but far be it from me to squash his enthusiasm.

“It’s fine,” I shrug.

“You can’t sleep, though.”

“How could you tell?”

He laughs again with a heavy sigh, sinking into the seat and pulling his seatbelt tight as he resumes the audiobook he was listening to before I interrupted (slash nearly killed) him.

“It’s three in the morning, and you’re up here talking with me. Not that I mind the company.”

I twist around in the chair till I can comfortably raise my knees to my chin, wrapping my arms around my legs. I blink wildly as we pass a giant billboard where Jesus hides in a wheat field. What?

“Do you like mysteries?” Lionel offers some of his jalapeño puffs.

I politely decline. “Sort of.”

“My wife likes to recommend things from her book club. I just started Gone Girl,” he points to the radio. “You ever read it?”

“No,” I shake my head. “Didn’t they make it into a movie?”

“Hmm, probably.” He spins the volume dial up a couple of notches. “Feel free to listen along.”

Lionel explains that audiobooks are how he stays awake while driving. That, and listening to money-hungry preachers on southern radio stations that make him laugh. As he speaks, I lie back in awe of how fast we’re plowing through the state of Kansas. Would anyone ever choose to sleep if they knew they could see this much of the world in one night?

He goes silent as the book hits a moment of volatility. The narrator reads gradually through the dialogue with lengthy pauses between their words. After a beat, one of the characters dramatically says something about the difference between loving someone and loving the idea of them.

My fingernails gouge my knees with irritation. The last thing I need is a murder book to act as my personal therapist.

I rub my eyes with a fake yawn and overhead stretch. “I think I’ll go lie back down. Thanks for letting me sit up here.”

“Anytime!” Lionel waves a hand with a smile that sparkles in the multicolored lights of the passing gas station. “Us early birds got to stick together.”

I wind up back in the lounge, where I fall lifelessly onto one of the couches and press one elbow under my head, my stomach sinking into the cushions. It’s almost hypnotic how the shadows on the opposite side of the curtain settle me. Gradually, my tired eyes grow heavy as everything becomes swallowed up by the dark.

 

 

I’m scared awake a few hours later with the abrupt slam of a cabinet door, followed by a low-toned “dammit” emitted by whoever did it.

I bolt upright and rub my hands over my eyes. Neon sunrays poke through the front of the bus, it leaks directly into the hall and turns the kitchen into a giant blind spot.

“Sorry,” Sully states, grabbing a paper coffee cup from one of the drawers and sticking it under the coffee maker. “That wasn’t intentional assholery.”

My eyes squint, cupping one hand over my brow to get a good look at him without burning my retinas. His curls are tussled and frizzy from sleep, a few lighter ringlets glow in the sunlight. He’s wearing a plain white shirt and gym shorts with a muddy pair of grey running shoes laced onto his feet.

He taps the smartwatch around his wrist and digs into his pocket for headphones, a coffee pod in the machine hisses in the background. The aromatic smell of hazelnut hits my nose and prevents me from falling back asleep.

“Do you want this one?” Sully asks, pointing to the cup. He must notice how I longingly stare at the swirls of rising steam.

Unless they have a warehouse-sized bottle of vanilla creamer hiding in the fridge, I won’t be able to enjoy it. Mom says I like the idea of coffee, but I only drink it for the melted milkshake flavoring that makes it palatable.

“No, I’m okay. Thanks.”

The inside of the bus is still mostly quiet. We’re moving much slower than we were before. From the steady traction rumbling under my feet, it feels like we’re not on the highway anymore.

Sully blows at the top of his paper cup and viciously chugs the coffee. My esophagus burns as I watch every last drop go down.

“We’re almost to the Eldorado trails.” He pulls a cold bottle of water from the mini fridge. “Lionel is trying to coordinate with the other bus driver to figure out where we’re allowed to park these things. He had to buy three parking passes for ours alone.”

I fake a breathy laugh, pointing to his athletic getup. “Do you run or something?”

He twists his nose ring. “Am I making it obvious?”

“You seem antsy,” I say. And annoyingly fit. It’s a challenge not to ogle at his calve muscles. They’re almost a little too bronze and chiseled, if that’s possible.

“Do you always play with your hair when you’re uncomfortable?” Sully leans backward against the countertop and grips the edges with his hands, his warm gaze sizing me up.

My lips bunch up to my nose. “What?”

“You haven’t stopped touching your hair since you woke up. You were doing it last night, too.”

Had he noticed that? Better question, who notices that?

 “Does it bother you?” I self-consciously slide my hands into my lap before pulling a strand of sleep-dented hair behind my ear.

“No. I find nervous quirks interesting.”

“Who said I was nervous?”

“Me. Obviously.” He annihilates the water bottle with a refreshed exhale. “Not judging. This tour shit is weird. If you’d like, I can give you the beginner’s version of what to expect.”

I’m about to hit back with how I spent most of the night combing Travis’s emails and have a vague idea of what to expect, when Sully plunges onto the empty cushion beside me.

He leans forward with a cheeky look, his skin smelling peppery like the cinnamon gum I detected yesterday. On cue, he pulls a stick from his shorts pocket and slips it between his teeth.

“Travis is always an ass. It’s nothing personal, so don’t take it that way. Give it right back to him, and you’ll earn his respect.” He excitedly gnashes the gum with a snap. “Don’t let Lindsey piss you off, either. He’s generally annoyed by everything, but it’s worse lately because he’s in the middle of his second divorce.”

“Yikes. What happened?”

Sully runs his hands in circles. “He has a hard time marrying men who do this thing called monogamy.”

I hiss through gritted teeth. “That’s sucks.”

“Yeah, well, so does his attitude,” Sully jokes. “Eighty is nineteen but acts ten because he grew up in some weird homeschool cult and never left his house until he was poached by Nick. He’s socially awkward but also a musical prodigy, and the guys are all secretly obsessed with him. He’s innocent in that ‘up until a year ago, I thought Goncharov was real’ type of way.”

He really is Bel’s type: cute and oblivious.

Sully continues. “Manny—”

“Your dad?” I interrupt.

“My dad,” he snidely corrects himself, “is the self-proclaimed fixer. He’s the one people come to after a bad night when they need a pep talk, and the first one to walk up to promoters and be super intentional about learning their names.”

I nod. Judging by how friendly Manny had been from the get-go, I got that impression from him. Why does Sully seem so irked if that is the case?

“Is that a bad thing?”

Sully bites the inside of one cheek. “He’s a kiss ass. He only cares when it makes him look good. Otherwise, he’s completely self-absorbed in his own little world.”

The resemblance between him and his father strikes me when he looks down and clenches his jaw. He lowers his voice as the bus rolls to a stop, the engine roaring.

“They have a crew bus because most of the guys who work for Mayfair can get pretty wild on their off time,” he reveals. “Everyone in the band is either sober, clean, or too young to do anything legally. It’s a precautionary thing Nick asked for a few years back. Plus, it gives the crew space to talk crap about the band behind their backs.”

These small details definitely weren’t on the manifesto. Sully’s Schoolhouse Rock version of Travis’s email is more enlightening than I initially thought.

“What about Nick?” I shrug, morbidly curious. “He’s actually serious about the whole sobriety thing?”

Part of me doesn’t want to believe it. It’s easier to stay mad at him if I think his behavior is provoked by whatever he’s doing behind the scenes.

Sully jets out his lower lip, cupping his hands over his toned legs. “I mean, he’s your dad. You should know.”

All of space and time come crashing to the floor with the word dad, my fingers raking through my dark hair frantically.

Damn it. Sully was right about my nervous quirk.

“How do you know that?”

“Just because the other guys don’t see it doesn’t mean I don’t,” he sneers. “Manny knows, too. He’s playing along with all this.”

My legs wobble as I stand up, lips going dry as I try to maintain steady breathing. “Nick told Manny about me?”

“Nick and my dad have been best friends for decades,” Sully leans up. “They’re basically Bono and The Edge. There’s probably an alternate universe out there where they’re lovers. They tell each other everything.”

“But the others don’t know?”

“Like I said,” he shrugs, “they are either blind or oblivious. As far as I know, not even Linds knows you exist. Or, existed.”

My mind reels like a frantic traveling circus, complete with festive clown music. The feeling is grotesquely violating. Knowing that Nick had not only spent years ignoring me but dared to tell people about his choice to do it.

Like cruel, cosmic clockwork, Nick is the first one awake. He slides the bus divider open, wearing a bright smile and smeared eyeliner from the night before. He’s dressed in khaki shorts, a Julian Lennon tee, and a bulky hiking backpack he must’ve stuffed into his bunk. His dorky ribbed socks make him look more paternal than he should be allowed to.

He glances at Sully, wearing an innocent look, and then at me. That’s when his smile drops.

“Em?” his forehead scrunches. “Are you okay?”

My eyes are wide, and my mouth is small. My chin pokes out as my nostrils quietly flare. This isn’t a look that says I’m okay. It’s a look that tells everyone around me one thing: run.

“I’m headed out for a run,” Sully stands up with an overhead stretch and spits his gum into the garbage, clearly reading my mind. “Be back in a bit!”

Nick marches forward with concern as Sully greets Lionel at the front and wishes him a good morning, unlocking the door with a metal click.

“Do you even know where you’re going?” Nick cries after him. “I was going to give you a map!”

“I have my phone! I’ll figure it out!” Sully cries, the bus closing before we can hear the last bit.

“Em,” Nick stares, raising a finger to the window. “What did he say to you?” 

My lip trembles, unable to form words that don’t start with ‘fuck’ and end with ‘you.’ I blink back tears as I shove past him, stealing a pair of oversized men’s flip-flops from the shoe pile near the door, marching down the front stairs.

“Morning, Emmy!” Lionel sings in a carefree tone. He must’ve only seen the back of my head and not the look of disgust staining my face beet red.

All of my anger disappears for a moment as I behold what exists beyond the door. If you’ve ever seen a postcard of Colorado, this is probably what it looks like. Crystal blue sky, forest green trees shooting downward from rugged peaks, and rocky mountain terrain as far as the eye can see.

The air is thick, and the sun beats hot. I’m barely outside for a minute and am already way too warm in my sweatshirt and pants.

Frantically, I start marching away from the small parking lot as fast as my legs will take me. No wonder we had to get multiple parking passes. The buses look downright comical next to the stout Volkswagen parked a few spots over.

Sully is a speck in the distance, already bolting to a dirt path and dodging a swarm of tourists taking photos ahead. If he has no idea where he’s going and seems this confident, there’s no reason why I can’t follow his lead.

“Emmy!”

I look back from my bumbling, flip-flopped power walk to see Nick jogging behind me with his backpack jangling against his shoulders. If he didn’t look like a dejected dad before, he sure as hell does now.

Moving faster is my only goal, paying less and less attention to any of the beauty surrounding me. All I can see is the rageful exhaust pouring out of my nose. It’s a wasted moment of serenity born from such an extreme reaction that I can practically hear Mom’s voice as I turn a corner, following the signs for Fowler Trail.

“For the love of God, Emerson. JUST TALK TO HIM.”

“Will you please talk to me?” Nick shouts, catching up fast. I can’t help but wonder if anybody on the trails recognizes him, let alone asks what he’s doing chasing after a teenage girl who is clearly running away from him.

“No!” I look over my shoulder with a huff. “Will you please just—”

I never finish that sentence.

I’m too busy falling off the side of a hill.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

IT’S NOT a long fall. In fact, calling it a hill is generous.

In all my Isobel-esque hysterics shouting after Nick, I miss a step and tumble over the side of the trail into a cavernous pit of large rocks and powdery red sand. I’m not sure both flip-flops make it down with me. One is likely still somewhere on the trail as I flop over with an embarrassing scream.

“Are you okay?” Nick cries. He carefully climbs down with small steps to collect me. Bystanders walk past and watch from behind, no one nosy enough to offer any help.

I tilt up with a painful whimper, giving my limbs a once-over. Thankfully, I caught myself before my face hit anything sharp, but now I’m covered in dirt as my gashed-up hands flinch in pain. Blood drips down my left forearm in slow motion, really adding to the spectacle of the moment. I try to brush off some of the grime caked onto my clothes with my fingers, only to wince whenever the raw skin folds.

This is why I’m a perpetual optimist. Being a drama queen is too much of a hazard.

Nick finally makes it down to me, tearing his backpack off and zipping it open to dig. “You alright? Did you hurt your head?”

“No. Just my pride.”

“Very funny.” Nick squints. “Can I see your hands?”

I pull my arms close to my chest in protest. “I’m fine.”

“Give me your goddamn hands, Emerson,” he orders in a low tone. Nick is completely done with my bullshit.

The intensity shifts the gravity between us. His eyes stare into mine so seriously, I fear he might break a few blood vessels. One thing is for sure: He’s looking at me. Unmoved, unashamed looking.

I pout, tilting my hands forward and cowering as I take a good look. Nick pulls a miniature first aid kid out of the backpack and clicks it open with a snap. He grabs an antiseptic wipe and sticks the cap of an ointment tube in his mouth.

“This won’t feel good,” he muffles. “But it’ll clean them.”

He’s not kidding. The alcohol burns, making my fingers tremble. Nick dabs the ointment onto my skin and investigates the kit for a small gauze roll and medical tape. His gentle disposition is unexpected after the stunt I’d pulled. Let alone coming from Mr. Rock and Roll.

“You keep a first aid kit on you?” I question. It’s slightly judgmental, considering it’s currently saving me.

He carefully presses the purple gauze into my left hand and swathes it tight to stop the bleeding. “I do. Never know when you’ll run into a mountain lion.”

I fight a smile. “You said you like hiking.”

“More of a regional hobby,” he says, shaking his head. “I try it back home in the foothills occasionally, but it’s not the same. It’s more peaceful here.”

Nick begins to treat the opposite hand. I take my new purple mitten and attempt to play with my hair—no such luck. Also, thanks to Sully, now I’m devastatingly self-conscious about it.

“It seems nice,” I look around. “Not the ditch we’re in, but you know. The rest of it.”

“You sound like your mom,” Nick laughs, mellow and sincere. “I plan to continue the hike if you want to join me. I can’t go very far. Not like Sully, who will probably cover every trail four times.”

“He told me he was a runner.”

“I don’t think that’s the only thing he told you,” Nick raises one dark eyebrow. “Feel like you’re ready to talk?”

The bitter part of me wants to say no. Considering my predicament, it seems foolish to continue with my tantrum.

I shrug. “I guess.”

Nick helps me to my feet, telling me to grip a few times to ensure the bandages are firmly in place. My hands are still throbbing, but at least I can move them.

“By the way,” Nick yanks a pair of checkered Vans out of the bottom of his backpack before tossing it back over his shoulders. “Went back and grabbed these from the back before chasing after you. They’re Eighty’s. The kid has small feet. Thought they might be better than Lindsey’s shower flip-flops for this.”

“Thanks,” I extend, tossing them onto my feet and skipping one leg as I tie the laces.

Nick assists me up the ditch and leads us back onto the trail. He takes a deep breath and slips a pair of sunglasses out of his pocket.

“Ever been to Colorado?” he asks.

“No,” I answer. “Never really been too far outside of Charleston. Have you?”

I pinch my eyes closed tightly out of embarrassment. Not only had he already mentioned hiking here, but he probably owns a fifth home somewhere in Aspen. Isn’t that what all douchebag millionaire musicians do—buy ten houses in different places?

“A lot,” he makes a low noise, followed by a laugh, kicking up a trail of dirt smoke. “I actually went into treatment here.”

My shoulders sink. A hawk flies high overhead and squawks as if to say he can’t believe it either. Nick tells me to follow him so he can lead us to the Bastille Crack and watch the morning climbers go up. I cross my arms tight, sweat leaking through my bulky clothes.

“How long have you been...” my mouth goes dry. “Not doing drugs?” Is there a better word for people like Nick that doesn’t sound tremendously stigmatizing?

Nick’s faint wrinkles sag downward at the corner folds of his eyes. “Addiction-free for six years,” he proudly announces with the kick of a nearby stone. “My previous record was eight months, so I’d like to think it’ll stick this time.”

The toes of my shoes carve flat lines into the sediment. “What made you want to stop?”

I’m not sure if this is the most appropriate first conversation to be having, but I also feel slightly entitled to hear more. What would make him quit if Mom and I weren’t good enough?

“You really wanna know?” Nick releases a phlegmy huff as he charges uphill.

“I do.”

He sighs as he reaches down and grabs a small stone, tossing it into the open air like he’s throwing a World Series pitch. Not a good one, I might add.

“A doughnut.”

My face falls. “A doughnut?”

Nick nods. “There’s this amazing doughnut place near my old apartment in West Hollywood. It’s run by an older couple from Manila who do everything from scratch. They’ve done it for years. The wife makes the best chocolate cruller you’ll have in your life.”

He describes the pastry in excruciating detail for the next minute and a half. Velvety milk chocolate, lightly coated, pillowy fried dough. My mouth waters with every new component.

“That cruller was the reason I paid to live there,” he says. “They only make the crullers on Wednesday, though. Whenever the band wasn’t touring, you would best believe I was right there when they opened. I’d order a dozen to-go, and it was a miracle if I didn’t go down on half of them before I made it home. Exquisite doughnuts.”

Never thought I’d find myself admiring elaborate rock formations at the bottom of a mountain with bloody hands alongside a man describing ‘exquisite doughnuts’ as a sexual experience. Then again, I never thought I’d have an international superstar as a father. Stranger things have happened.

A gust of wind blows in our direction, smacking a brassy highlight against Nick’s forehead. He peers at the horizon.

“Things got bad.”

Chills shoot up my back as the breeze turns brisk. “With the drugs, you mean?”

“Yup.” He makes a popping sound on the letter P. “Not that they hadn’t before, but boredom is seldom productive for someone like me. It was December. We’d just finished a headlining tour and weren’t scheduled to be back in the studio to write until after the new year. I came home and...”

Nick pauses. He raises a finger to itch his chin, his stubble making a scraping sandpaper noise. He turns his head to me and pinches his lips together tight.

“I wasn’t in a good place,” he says, downplaying the severity. “Went on a bender and didn’t leave my house for days. I don’t remember much of it. Lo and behold, I check the calendar, and it’s Wednesday.”

“Doughnut day.”

“Bingo,” he forces a smile. “Took a bunch of pills before walking to the shop. Along with other things. It’s a miracle I didn’t fall dead into oncoming traffic. The couple knew something was off, but not wanting to piss off the unstable guy asking for a dozen chocolate crullers, they gave them to me anyway.”

Nick’s speed slows noticeably as we hit a sharp incline. “I vaguely remember crawling on the counter and laying my head on the register.” He pats the air and morphs his mouth into a smug frown. “I sat the box of crullers on my stomach and slowly ate them one by one as I sang “A Whole New World” at the top of my lungs.”

I audibly laugh, followed by a sorry expression. One might consider it rude to giggle when your father tells you about the one time he almost overdosed at a doughnut shop.

“The song from Aladdin?”

“Bingo again!” He clicks his tongue and blasts me with two finger guns. “It was late in the day, so at least the shop was empty. The couple stood there in shock, watching this punk who came in almost every week having a psychotic breakdown. You know what the man eventually said to me once I’d stopped singing?”

“What?”

Nick’s collarbone sinks, his brows scrunching together. “That it was almost closing time. They didn’t think I was coming. They actually thought I was dead.”

His voice is syrupy, the way it is when you’re holding back tears and trying not to let your whole facade crack open in front of people you care about. I would know.

“Suddenly,” Nick swallows hard, “the doughnuts didn’t taste the same. All I could remember was lying there with my mouth stuffed and crying because the one thing that gave me joy on a Wednesday morning felt like it was gone. Whatever part of me was still rational at that point didn’t want to live the rest of my life losing the things that make me happiest in the pursuit of feeling nothing.”

A couple on a strenuous hike passes the two of us, clutching their trekking poles tightly. The woman looks at the man and tugs at her baseball cap.

“Is that Nick Addison?!” she whispers. Nick and I speed up in case they choose to come back and find out if their suspicions are correct.

“I’d been to rehab before,” Nick continues with his story. “Twice. Only at the behest of management, who was afraid I was unstable. And I was!” he raises two guilty hands. “But I was never serious about it. Thought it was just singing around a fireplace with strangers. Manny helped me find the treatment center here in Boulder and told me it would be more under the radar.”

I decidedly dig my nose into Manny’s history. “Was he speaking from experience?”

“Manny had a better handle on himself. When he decided to quit drinking, he never looked back. I wasn’t that lucky. I was here for four months. Two of them were mostly isolated. Minus the therapists. I drove multiple into early retirement.”

My stomach drops. I can’t imagine being away from the people I love for that long, let alone being by myself. I crunch a nearby branch, nearly falling over again as it trips me up.

“It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done,” Nick confides, “and I’ve done some tough shit, but it also ended up being the best thing.”

Nick points ahead at the Bastille, towering well over three hundred feet into the sky. The sandstone formation leaves a massive, frigid shadow on the ground as a few speckled climbers dangle high overhead. I have a slight freak out on their behalves. He leads me closer to the rock and peers up at the top with a kind smile.

“We climbed this as one of our final group activities,” he says. “Took me half a day. It was supposed to be a lesson on conquering our own personal mountains or some metaphorical bullshit,” he waves a hand. “I wasn’t really listening. I only remember being afraid and then doing it anyway. Acrophobia,” he adds with a wink.

I’m sure there would be a lesson in that for me somewhere if I wasn’t so hung up on the one climber near the top seriously fumbling her pitch on one of the ledges. I’m convinced I’m about to witness a death when Nick turns to me with eager eyes and taps my shoulder.

“I don’t want you to assume things are good between us,” his voice grinds like worn leather. “I know they’re not, and I know you’re mad that your mom and I didn’t tell you about the plan we devised to get you here. That’s also fair.”

My heartbeat thuds inside my prickling palms. “But?”

Bel’s words on the beach a few weeks prior haunt me. Why does there always have to be a but?

“No buts,” Nick sighs. “I just really hope you’ll give me a chance, Emmy.” His thin face is pale and hollow. “I’ve carelessly burned a lot of bridges with people over the years. I don’t want this one going up in smoke, too. Think we can start over?”

How can we start over when we’ve never really started at all?

Maybe that isn’t the question I need to be asking. All he wants is what everyone else has been saying since this started: a chance to prove my expectations wrong.

I peer up with a windy squint. “Do you still go to the doughnut place?”

He smiles. “Every Wednesday. They make a dairy-free batch of glazed crullers just for me.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

NICK IS standoffish on our walk back. He asks thoughtless questions about what school is like, if I have a favorite subject, and who I enjoy hanging out with. It’s all very first-date-like and nowhere near as weighty as what was said on the way to the spire. It was like we’d made one massive step in the right direction only to be taken back to square one by, “What’s your favorite color?”

Things aren’t much better aboard the bus, either. Sully returns shortly after we do, drenched in sweat and bright red in the cheeks. He stares at me as he climbs aboard and doesn’t say a word, opting to go straight into his bunk. Nick munches on a crumbling granola bar and gives me a sad look.

We drive from the state park to our lodgings later that morning once they’re available. Other than Eighty, who does one quick lap around a giant rock pile, loses cell signal, and runs inside to fall back asleep, nobody on either bus seems interested in the idea of hiking. I’d be shocked if anyone on this tour woke up before lunch most days.

The hotel is a snooty five-star place with a French name I can’t pronounce that makes Sand Dollar look like a dive in comparison. All I know is that it has the promise of piping hot water and a massive aquamarine chandelier in the lobby that looks like a Final Destination deathtrap waiting to happen.

The former, I plan to take full advantage of.

After we’re checked in, Travis marches over with a transparent keycard that looks like some sort of sci-fi McGuffin. He gives me a judgmental once over, paying no attention to my bandages nor asking how the injuries happened.

“We roll out tomorrow morning at six,” he says in a robotic voice. “Meet down here at—”

“Five AM,” I cut him off, ripping the card from his fingers and cocking my head with a smile. “I read the email.”

His bright eyes go big. Dare I say, he looks impressed. Sully’s ‘be an asshole’ advice isn’t entirely off-base.

“Good,” he squeaks.

The long shower causes my gashed hands to fry, but I’m beyond grateful to finally be clean. Wrapped in the softest cotton towel my skin has ever felt, I plop onto the sprawling mattress and create a snow angel in the fluffy, blue sheets. I make myself dizzy staring at the gaudy palm tree wallpaper on the ceiling and bend to reach for my phone on the nightstand.

Catching my reflection on the screen, I give my narrow cheekbones a tired tug. My undereyes are bleak and sunken, my wet hair leaving water splotches all over the bed. I always look the most like my mother when I’m tired. Likely because she’s been perpetually exhausted since the day I was born. The semblance forces me to miss her in a way I didn’t think possible. It’s cruel how you can be angry with someone and still want to hear their voice so much.

Before I can chicken out, I hit her name on my list of recent contacts, ready to eat the ultimate serving of humble pie. This time, it only takes Mom half a ring to answer.

“Is everything okay?”

I roll onto my stomach and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Hey to you as well.”

Her rapid breathing relaxes. “Hey.”

“How is Pop?”

“He’s fine,” her words pour out slow. She sounds surprised by my complete disregard for the ugly fight we had the last time we spoke. “He misses you.”

“I miss him, too.” And you, I almost say. Even if I don’t want to admit it.

“How is... everything else?” Mom hesitates.

As in the band? The bus with a first name? That bed I’m pretty sure I won’t be sleeping in for the next several weeks?

“Weird,” I half smile. “We’re off in Colorado. The band is playing a show here tomorrow, so we’re in a hotel today. I hung out with the bus driver a little. He seems nice.”

“Well,” her voice raises ten octaves. “That’s great!”

We both go silent for several seconds. I flare my nostrils, annoyed with myself. We’ve moved on from being angry and passive-aggressive in person to slightly less angry and passive-aggressive two thousand miles away.

Just tell her, Emmy.

I sit upright and lean over my legs. “Hey, so I talked to Nick.”

You can hear the oxygen evaporate from Mom’s lungs as she takes one long, warbling breath. “You did?”

My damp hair hangs lifelessly across my shoulders. I flick at a few water droplets as they bead at my curved ends. “Yeah.”

“About?” Her question is ambiguously accusatory. Are there things we’re not supposed to talk about?

“Him, mostly,” I explain vaguely. “He told me about going to rehab.”

“Oh. Are you okay?”

I really wish she’d stop asking me that. I tug the towel up and dig it into my neck. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Mom is silent. The squelching sound of her biting her own tongue is painfully apparent. Maybe it’s being intimately familiar with how she reacts to things, but there’s an evident bend that occurs as she sits and puffs into dead, static air. Concern that grows from my well-being to hers.

“Em,” she finally asks, “is that all you talked about?”

I make a face. “Yes,” I reassure her. “We’re going to make this work. The guys are nice, and I want to stay. I think Nick might have my best interests at heart.”

Holy crap, did I just admit that? Had that dumb metaphorical rock hypnotized me?

“Honey, I need to get back to the office,” Mom sighs, the conversation coming to a halt. No way this is the same woman who once said she expected me to call her once a day when I moved to college.

My eyes narrow. I get another look at myself in the tall standing mirror across the floor in the bathroom. I suddenly don’t look anything like my mom.

“Fine,” I state.

“Love you, Em.”

The call ends, leaving me on edge and disoriented. One minute, Mom is telling me to give Nick a chance and try to communicate with him. The next, she’s worried we’ve spoken at all. I start to fear this whole stunt might’ve been some huge virtue signal on her behalf. Showing her ex she cares by sending her bullheaded child with the confidence I won’t make an effort… until I do.

I twirl a strand of hair around my finger, wishing someone would be honest with me instead of playing these weird mind games and making me uneasy. My train of thought derails as Bel’s name pops up in a new text.

We’ve been here ten minutes. We’ve already lost Lola on the wrong subway.

I cover my mouth to muffle a laugh, thinking up a clever reply. Did she at least have the boys with her?

Unfortunately, no, she responds. Any updates on the whole Daisy Jones situation?

The dad stuff is way too much to unpack over a text. Knowing Bel, she’d skim over it and miss all the crucial details anyway. I promise to call her later.

Works for me. Lola is calling my mom. We’re on a rescue mission to Harlem.

Godspeed, I send, adding a few prayer hands for good luck.

After messing with the TV and turning something on for background noise, I walk over to my suitcases and find a pair of clean clothes, hoping Eighty won’t mind if I steal his shoes permanently. Nick’s telephoto lens taunts me atop a stack of clean shirts, angrily shoved into my bag the night before.

Carefully, I  unbox it and disregard the instructions. If you stick anything camera-related in front of me, I can have the specs figured out in no time. Mimi used to call it a superpower.

I swish my mouth from side to side, opening my camera bag and tapping the side of my Canon with contemplation. I grip it tightly, walking over and opening the heavy blackout curtains to the city outside my window. The sunshine lures me out like a siren. I’m a photographer smack dab in a charming urban city on a perfect summer day. It’s only natural I’d want to explore a little of it.

I scroll through Travis’s emails, making sure there’s nobody I need to check in with before wandering off, finding nothing helpful.

Reluctantly, I fire off a quick text to Nick. Can I go for a walk? I don’t want Travis to murder me if I leave.

I’m snapping the telephoto lens onto the camera body and adjusting the zoom when he promptly gets back to me.

Care for some walking company?

 

 

Nick meets me in the lobby half an hour later. He looks freshly showered and half-shaven, sporting a tan flat cap and his familiar pink sunglasses. His casual shorts and band t-shirts are a stark departure from the low-cut V-necks and skintight jeans I’m used to seeing him wear. He tries to act his age slightly more when there aren’t thousands of people watching him.

He tells me he knows of a good vegan deli a few blocks away if I’m willing to walk a little farther. He says it’s in a quiet neighborhood with lots of pretty views for pictures.

“We can go somewhere with meat, too!” Nick insists, holding the lobby door open for me. “Don’t think you need to eat grass because I do.”

I yank the strap of my bag into my shoulder. “Have you been vegan for long?”

“About a year now. Since after the accident,” he says. I nod uncomfortably. “I wanted to try some new things. Keep me healthy, you know?” Nick pats his stomach as if I’m supposed to judge him for something.

He leads us down a busy boulevard and points out the landmarks he recognizes along the way; The massive library with ‘a sick manga selection,’ the renovated city center, and a random grungy tattoo parlor with a broken open sign.

“That’s where I got this one!” He points to his right bicep and the bucket of fried chicken etched into his skin. “It was an inside joke in treatment,” he explains. For someone so proud of being vegan, he sure does have a ton of carnivore-centric tattoos.

My camera bag swings into my ribcage as I walk. “So, you’ve spent a ton of time here, I take it? Outside of… you know.” Could I be any more uncouth?

Nick ganders to the end of the street, a mellow fondness spreading onto his lips. The warmth beats on our skin as the smell of waffle cones from a nearby ice cream shop wafts through the air.

“I moved here for several months afterward,” he says. “I’ve bounced around quite a bit. I get sort of restless.”

A nomad.

“You’re back in LA now. Right?”

Nick’s face is injected with reluctant contentment. “Being there is easier for the guys in terms of what we do,” he tosses a hand in the air. “I always make it a point to stop here while driving through. I like to hike the trails and unwind for a day. It’s centering.”

I wouldn’t have taken the man who once wrote the lyric “Fuck you and all your sentimentality” to be quite so sentimental.

A group of kids rushes by, their sleep-deprived mother trying to keep up and screaming at them to slow down. They’re headed for the playground ahead. One of the kids leaps onto the hot, metal monkey bars, resulting in instant third-degree burns.

“Shop is just up ahead. Wanna get lunch to go and sit at the park?” Nick asks. “There’s a little pond that always has gooses. Might be fun to photograph after.”

I don’t have the heart to tell him I’m not interested in photographing wildlife or that the correct plural usage is geese. His unexpectedly quiet nature throws me for a loop, especially with how boisterous he is everywhere else. My cynicism screams at me to resist his charm, but the side that wants to give him the benefit of the doubt can’t help but wonder if his meekness is sincere.

“Sure,” I relent.

The small vegan deli smells like green smoothies and plastic—everything made with tempeh or seitan or a hundred other plant-based foods I’ve never heard of before. Nick settles on a tofurkey wrap, and I grab a vegan cheese quesadilla. After he pays, he signs a quick autograph for the cashier, who recognizes him and hurries us out before anyone else can stop him and ask for another.

“Hazards of the profession.” Nick quirks his lips. “People really seem to like it when you write your name for them.”

We settle at the park next to a large pavilion used for Shakespeare performances during the spring theater season. It’s tucked away from the public and keeps us from further zealous fan sightings. The stage makes me wish Bel were here to frantically run down the steps and start reciting lines as Hermia.

“So,” Nick peels the silvery aluminum around his ‘turkey’ wrap. “Tell me more about Virginia Tech.”

I tear a bite of the quesadilla with my two front teeth and try not to gag. It’s like chewing salt-flavored candle wax. I reach for the faux ranch dipping sauce and dunk it heavily to make it palatable.

“I’m applying early action,” I hesitantly swallow. “My guidance counselor thinks I have a decent shot.”

“I’d say so. Your mom says you got 1390 on your SAT. You’re allowed to brag about that, you know.”

I smile. “Mom and I are going to visit the campus at the end of the month. That way, I can get a feel for it and make sure it’s right.”

“Any idea what you want to do once you’re there?”

“Double Major in Marketing and Studio Art.” I state it so matter-of-factly, it’s like I’m sure I’m getting in.

Nick’s eyebrows fly to his hairline. He whistles through his teeth. “Impressive.”

“I have backup schools,” I reassure him. “Mostly local. Community college is also an option, cost-wise.”

“You’ll get in,” he says, leaning back and crooking his head to the sky. He looks like a recharging solar panel.

“Where did you go?” I attempt to keep the conversation flowing, mostly because I’ve given up on my lunch. “I saw online that Mayfair is named after your college dorm.”

“Someone read the Wikipedia page,” Nick sings with a laugh.

My face turns a guilty shade of green. In my defense, he wasn’t exactly around all these years to tell me himself.

“At least it’s somewhat factual,” he rubs his searing eyes and squares up to me with a groan. “I never went to college. I barely got my high school diploma. Lindsey went to Texas State, not Harvard. He wishes he was that smart. And he never dropped out. He did occasional gigs with us while attending until he had his degree, then joined Mayfair full-time. He wanted a fallback if being in a band didn’t work out. Something Manuel and I didn’t believe in.”

I listen intently, blocking out the overly zealous sprinklers nearby. “You and Manny then. You’ve known each other forever? Wikipedia told me so.” And Sully, I think.

“He moved next door when we were kids. I learned he played a few instruments, and we hit it off quick. My family was...”

Nick pauses, his eyes glossing over as he stares at the stage and points with a furrowed brow. I turn my head and look to see what has him so startled.

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. He starts jabbing his pointed finger as if I’m missing it.

“Are you okay?” I ask, shifting my eyes from one corner of the stage to another. Does he see a Shakespearean ghost?

It takes him a moment, but Nick eventually rattles his head, twitches his chin, and taps his knees with his shimmery purple nails.

“Sorry. Thought I saw something. What was I saying?”

My eyes pierce the side of his face with a befuddled squint. “You and Manny?”

“Oh yeah!” Nick snaps, picking up right where he left off. “My dad,” he poofs his cheeks. “He wasn’t a fan of the music thing. He thought all the guitar lessons and weekends spent in my bedroom writing were cries for help. Then Lindsey got into it because we both liked to piss him off.”

I prudently fold the quesadilla halves into smaller quarters, still feeling weird about what just happened. Nick already said he’s been ‘addiction-free’ for six years, and he doesn't seem like he's on anything. Not blatantly, anyway. He wouldn’t lie about that, would he?

“I never went to college,” Nick repeats himself. “Neither did Manny. We named the band after a street we passed every day while we were both working at the local Senior Taco.” Nick licks his fingers and laps up the final bits of dressing clinging to the aluminum foil. “Mayfair started getting bigger and booking better gigs. It was only a matter of time before things took off.”

“And did they?” I roll my feet in circles.

“Yeah. After another decade,” he chuckles. “We signed to our label after years of trying to get them to notice us, and we were on top of the world.” He bites his lip hard, twitching his nose before returning his gaze to the spattered bird poop on the row before us. “Then I met your mom. Priorities changed.”

The whole pavilion goes silent. Even the running sprinklers nearby quit their chattering. I rub my bare arms and legs with my crusty, blistering hands to shave away the goosebumps. I don’t know what to say. So, I don’t. I reach for my bag, grasp the handle, and stand so the blood in my legs doesn’t pool up and cause me to sink into the concrete.

“I’m gonna walk around and test out the new lens,” I rattle the bag. “Do you want to join?”

Going by the dismayed look on Nick’s face, he knows he may have said too much too soon. He tugs his hat firmly onto his mop of hair and plasters a sideways grin onto his lips.

“Sure,” his cracked voice cheers. “Maybe you can teach me a thing or two!”

I might’ve been willing to… if the next hour wasn’t so uncomfortably silent. I walk around and mindlessly photograph strangers feeding wild ducks at the pond. Meanwhile, Nick stands behind me in a quiet trance, looking down at his phone to casually send a text every few minutes. I lead us to the playground and take a few shots of an abandoned teeter-totter to see if he’ll ask why.

He doesn’t.

It only serves as more proof that I am, in reality, his kid. This is exactly how I handle stressful situations, too. Observing everything while saying nothing.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

HEEDING HIS all-knowing emails, I shoot Travis a link so he can send me a reasonable dinner per diem. He recommends I order something for delivery since it’s what the other guys do. I wind up eating a mediocre rice bowl while editing playground photos that don’t deserve my attention. At the very least, they serve as a distraction from how I feel about the afternoon.

Bel eventually calls, and we spend the rest of the night bringing each other up to speed on what’s happening in our individual time zones. I leave out no details regarding my strange lunch with Nick.

“At least your drama is unironically interesting,” she whines. “I think Lola is trying to piss my dad off. She’s still mad that my mom married him. It’s been twenty years. She’s not over it.”

I dig the side of my face deep into a soft feather pillow. “Well, I’d kill to have a Lola right about now.”

“I’ll always be your Lola,” she playfully affirms. “But, like, Nick. He’s really not that bad?”

It’s too soon to say for sure. But it’s hard to keep hating him when all I can think about is how selflessly he cared for me at the bottom of a ditch when he had every reason to walk away. It’s exactly what a good parent would do. And exactly why I don’t know what to make of it.

“TBD,” is all I think to say. “At least he’s not Sweeney Todd.”

 

 

I set my alarm for four thirty the next morning to play it safe, sleepily dragging my bags behind me as I walk down to the lobby. Shocking nobody, I’m the only one awake. The word “punctuality” isn’t the first thing to come to mind when you think of musicians.

I nearly convince myself to sneak back upstairs when Travis’s muscular stature stomps over, dressed in an unbuttoned Henley and a pair of skinny jeans ready to burst right down the ass crack.

“Cute. Someone who shows up on time,” he rolls his eyes and grabs the phone from his back pocket. “Go ahead and get on the bus. I’ll round everybody up eventually.”

Lionel greets me as I approach Rhiannon, giving the hood a light smack and offering to load my suitcases into the storage area. I thank him and watch as the second tour bus parked behind ours quickly fills with a group of long-haired, surfer-looking guys in baggy clothes.

One of them walks aboard with a cigarette between his teeth. The way they carelessly toss their stuff into the luggage compartment makes me curious how many bags they destroy in a year.

“Crew bus,” Lionel explains. “They’re usually gone before we are.”

Some of the men curiously peer in my direction as I politely wait outside for the band to arrive. A few of them whistle, one invites me to climb aboard and to get ‘acquainted’ later. Nervously, I jump aboard Rhiannon before that rice bowl finds a way to reappear.

I climb into my bunk with apprehension and fiddle with the light switch. It’s as luminescent as a dead glowstick. At one point, I grab my phone and check a map to see how far we are from Colorado Springs—two hours with traffic. We’d already be a quarter of the way there if everyone had shown up on time.

It’s another forty minutes before anyone else starts climbing aboard, the engine revving every few moments in some sort of false start. Nobody speaks to one another as they individually climb into their beds with lots of yawning and grunting, followed by the rattle of their curtains closing.

“...because I’m not the only one who woke up late!”

Sully’s voice leaks into the room as the door slides open with a bang. Manny follows behind him with several loud stomps. The boots on his feet are torn off and carelessly kicked into the back lounge. He quietly mutters something in Spanish as Sully protests, sounding far more upset.

I’m not fluent, but between what I’ve learned in school and the heated arguments between Bel’s parents I’ve overheard throughout the years, I know enough of the language to make out some of their squabble.

“Your behavior is irresponsible!” Manny scolds. “Travis is upset!”

“He’ll get over it,” Sully sneers coolly. “Why am I the one getting yelled at when everyone was late? What’s your excuse?”

The two snip back and forth at one another in alternating languages for another minute before Lindsey pokes his head from behind the curtain and shushes them loudly, telling them to take it off the bus.

“No! Don’t take it off the bus!” Travis practically teleports into the room. “The bus needs to leave!”

Everything is quiet after that, Rhiannon hurriedly rolling its way to the next show. The hallway lights go out, and much like before, everyone is asleep but me.

I squirm out of the bunk and tiptoe to the passenger seat, warning Lionel this time before he veers off the road again.

“Mind if I sit?”

“You never have to ask!” He turns up the radio, catching me up with where he is on his Gone Girl audiobook. “The missing woman, Amy, had this best friend who was obsessed with her in high school. She said she was going to kill Amy and take over her life. You think she did it?”

My lips roll inward. I cheated and looked up spoilers. Amy is still alive and does a lot of other twisted shit. Far be it from me to ruin the surprise. Sitting with Lionel and silently enjoying his occasional commentary reminds me of being at home and watching old Matlock reruns with Pop—comforting in a way that makes me question my age.

Traffic clears along the route, and we roll up to the venue a few minutes behind schedule. The crew is already here and way ahead of us. Everyone aboard is frantically unloading the large, black trailer hitched to their bus by the time Rhiannon is even parked. A metal platform protrudes from the back of the building. One guy rolls a massive gearcase to the top without breaking a sweat. The whole process is second nature to them.

Today’s email looks the same as the one I got the day I arrived, but the day itself is entirely different. Soundcheck is scheduled to happen within the hour. Immediately after, the band is expected to leave for an interview with a local news station. By the look of things, it will be a wonder if there are instruments to play in an hour, let alone the ability to check them.

“Hotel is ready!”

I swear under my breath as Travis pops up behind me and alerts Lionel that his runner is waiting outside. His ability to show up completely unannounced causes me to wonder if he genuinely can teleport.

As Lionel heads off to grab his things, I point to my chest and anxiously swing my legs back and forth. “What should I do?” I ask.

“Why are you asking me?” Travis looks down at a text. “Aren’t you supposed to be working or something?”

Hypothetically, yes. I’d logged into Mayfair’s accounts before bed and tried to devise a strategy but quickly became overwhelmed. They barely use their platforms, nor had they bothered to claim their handle on any newer apps. I dove into their Instagram and decided to make that my main priority, but nearly passed out when I saw thousands of unread DMs. Even my internet-illiterate grandparents were better at navigating social media than this.

Travis loads the sound of an air horn onto his phone and starts blasting it at full volume, walking up and down the hallway to wake everyone up. Lindsey deploys every obscenity in his vocabulary to make his rage known—my cue to grab my stuff and evacuate.

The show is at the performing arts center, smack dab in the industrial-looking downtown region housing several tall buildings and a random Subway that looks like it hasn’t seen a customer since 1993. I rush to whip out my camera, snapping like a madwoman as I spot Pikes Peak majestically towering behind the drab-looking offices high in the air. It’s still snowcapped despite it being July.

Thirty minutes pass, and Travis sends a mass text to our group alerting us to the locations of catering and dressing rooms, complete with pictures to make finding them foolproof. He concludes his messages with: Breakfast is decent. Eat now. Lunch and dinner look like shit.

This would be useful information if chasing mountains hadn’t become such a diversion. I’ve wandered so deep into the commerce area endeavoring to get a decent photo that I need to use the GPS on my phone to guide me back to the venue.

The app leads me to the front of the building. It’s sandy brown with tall, pointy steeples rising from behind the second story. Different from the type of place you’d look at and picture Mayfair performing. Compared to the Texas Roadhouse that was The Axis, this is more like a pretentious library.

I go to pull the handle on the nearest door and meet resistance. I check the next door and all the others in case one is magically unlocked—no such luck. I’m a second away from begrudgingly sending Travis a disgraced SOS to come rescue me when suddenly, the first door flies open with a crunch.

Sully leans against the crash bar with his arms folded, a sneaky smile resting on his lips. “Doors aren’t until six, ma’am.”

Out of everyone who could’ve let me in, why did it have to be him?

My thumbnails dig into the edge of my bag strap, trying not to make eye contact as I brush past him and get a whiff of his gum. The cold blast from the AC beats against my skin and instantly dries the sweat dribbling down my neck.

“Do you have your credentials?” He points to the lanyards hanging from my bag. “Can’t let you in without seeing those.”

I scrunch my forehead. “Is it another unspoken rule that you’re supposed to be a dick to me? Or did I somehow earn that privilege?”

He squirms, fiddling with the collar on his blue flannel. I observe the clean lobby and note the makings of the merch booth, barely assembled, in the foyer near the main doors. Brown boxes are sprinkled all over the shiny white tiles. They act as makeshift breadcrumbs to the large staircase leading to the mezzanine.

“I deserve that,” Sully says, shoving his hands into his pockets. “And for the record, I owe you an apology.”

I set my hands on my hips and jet them to the side like Mom does whenever she’s upset. At least she’s threatening when she does it. I look like I’m trying to stretch a hamstring.

“Did your dad make you apologize?” I raise an eyebrow.

Sully bends down and reaches for one of the seven billion boxes, slamming it onto the table and dusting his hands on his dark jeans. “My dad doesn’t make me do anything. It was your dad,” he corrects. “But for a good reason. I was rude yesterday.”

And insensitive. Not that I’m willing to admit it. I wasn’t exactly on my best behavior yesterday, either. I had the dead flesh peeling from my bruised hands to prove it.

I toss my arms to my sides. “Care to explain why?”

Sully huffs as he signals for me to push one of the boxes to him with my foot. I give it a forceful slide and watch as he rhythmically slices it with the box cutter in his pocket.

“I didn’t know that you didn’t know,” Sully explains, pausing from his manual labor. “About Nick, that is.”

My shoulders relax. “For real?”

He half nods, half shrugs. “I always assumed you chose not to talk to Nick. When you showed up acting all distant, it annoyed me to see you being a bitch to him.”

“I was not!”

He silently deadpans. Okay, maybe I had been a little bitchy.

Or a lot.

“Fine,” I squeeze my eyes closed. “Stone cold bitch.”

He breathes heavily. “I thought you were playing along with the whole internship thing the way Manny and I were, so I threw it in your face to be an asshole. Then Nick told me you didn’t know any of that was happening, and I felt like a—”

“Stoner, colder bitch?”

Sully snorts, plucking at the cardboard lint clinging to a shirt inside the box. “Now that we’ve established we were both bitches, can we forget about it?”

I think for a second, eventually relenting my grudge. It’s not like I have a reason to stay mad at him when we were both suffering from miscommunication.

Abandoning my camera gear near an empty table, I bend to my knees in front of one of the unopened boxes. “Need some help?” I offer. “This looks intense.”

He arches his back with a look of gratitude. “Are you sure you don’t have accounts to run?”

I roll my eyes. “Mayfair is a machine. They don’t need my help.”

Sully offers me the boxcutter and instructs me to open it carefully, so I don’t slice through any product.

“You’d think it was like that, but the brand hasn’t been doing great.” He wraps finger quotes around the word ‘brand.’

“How so?” I slide the knife through the heavy tape in one complete stride. It’s oddly satisfying.

Sully wiggles his crooked nose and tosses his hands to the stairs. “Take this venue, for instance. Mayfair usually sells out stadiums and arenas. Yet this whole run of shows is happening at clubs and theaters.”

“So?” I rattle my head.

“People think the band is falling apart. Nobody comes anymore. Their last album was three years ago and tanked. Mayfair is essentially becoming divorced dad rock.”

It’s not surprising to hear, but it’s still tragic how Mayfair had gone from the sensation of Acrophobia to this in such a short period of time.

I pull the stack of shirts from the box and flick through the collars to read sizes. It’s what Sully is doing, so I’m assuming I’m supposed to do the same. “Why do you think that is?” I ask.

“A few things,” he says. “Prism shading them, for starters. And Nick’s accident.”

My hands fall to my lap. “So, the Prism banishment is real?”

 “Prism had its biggest presale day ever when they announced Mayfair was headlining,” Sully says. “It broke the site for like two days. Then Nick totaled his car right before the festival, and the coordinators had to refund everyone because of the band’s cancelation. Now, people think Nick is unstable. That he’s on drugs again and will say or do something that ends the band for good.”

“Do you think that?” After the way Nick acted at lunch yesterday, I’m still not sure I’m buying the sobriety sob story.

Sully confidently chuckles and reaches to grab my stack of shirts. “I’ve seen Nick on drugs. This isn’t what he’s like. A little eccentric, sure. I still don’t get the vegan thing.”

“But you think he’s telling the truth? That he’s gone straight or whatever?”

“Unlike Manny, you know when Nick is lying.” Sully looks down with a tightened brow, recalibrating his thoughts. “He’s always been real with me, and if he says he’s still doing okay, I have no reason not to believe it.”

There’s that gross jealousy again, twinging and taking on a life of its own.

“Manny seems okay to me,” I say, thoughtlessly moving boxes. I’m trying to make it appear as if I’m helpful.

Through the cracks in the auditorium doors, we slowly hear the beginning stages of soundcheck. The bass ripples as a tom drum slowly starts to tap... tap... tap...

“He’s playing nice, for Nick’s sake. Manny was super against you being here.”

My face falls. “He was?”

Tap. Tap. Tap. Cymbal.

“That’s what Nick told me. Said he used a few choice words in Spanish that sound way harsher than they do in English.” Sully pulls a face. “Dad thinks the road isn’t a place for kids.”

I scoff. “You’re here, though.”

“Because it’s Manny’s turn to have custody, and my mom is adamant about me getting time with him,” he says quietly. “He doesn’t let shows interfere. Gotta make that child support check somehow. That’s when I wind up here doing this shit for weeks on end.” He taps the nearest box with a Sharpie. “I wasn’t lying before. I live in Kansas City with my mom. She sells houses there.”

Our weird conversation from the afternoon we met clicks into place. Sully must’ve joined the tour the same day I had. Only he knew what to expect when his mom dropped him off. I walked into it with wet pants and half a prayer.

“How long have your parents been divorced?”

“Longer than they were married,” Sully sarcastically smiles. “I was three when they split. I’ve been ping-ponging between them ever since.”

I’m not sure which is worse. Having one parent conveniently miss your whole life or having both be present but unable to spend ten minutes in the same room together.

“I’m sorry,” I say with the most optimistic frown I can muster.

“Nah,” he waves. “I turned out normal.”

“Objectively,” I tease. “You run for fun.”

Sully stands to his feet and smiles, two small dimples appearing at the corners of his cheeks. “I’m gonna go grab some water from catering. Do you want anything? Coffee? A bagel? A vegetable platter everyone will look at but not actually eat?”

“I’m okay, thanks.” I point to the wall where a few dozen rolled-up chords lie in a heap. “I may sit up here and bum the electrical outlets to charge things if that’s cool.”

Sully pops his gum. “I can keep giving you the Mayfair crash course, if you’d like. We haven’t even touched on the crew yet.” He lowers his voice to a whisper. “I think Brad from Spokane might be a fugitive.”

“Sure,” I say, my tittering reaction unsteady. That last part is a joke, right?

Tap. Tap. Tap. Guitar.

Sully hurries off as an electronic synth drowns out the irritating drum beating. He glances back once to offer a lingering look before disappearing.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

MOST OF the day is spent camping out near merch, working on Mayfair’s social feeds. The last post on their account is over two weeks old, and for some last-chance album sale, with most of the comments coming from porn bots.

I casually respond to a few genuine questions and upload a quick story update teasing soundcheck and ticket availability for the show tonight. Unfortunately, I’m mostly met with nasty replies. As user @frank1ness put it: ur a bunch of fucking has-beens. Rehabilitating their image might take more work than I’m capable of doing.

“I don’t know how you’re eating this,” I say to Sully, pushing the mushy beige blob around my plate with disgust.

He licks his lips. “Food is food.”

The two of us sit agonizingly close to one another in the broom closet they’ve designated for catering. The rest of the band has yet to arrive, making our cramped quarters slightly less awful than they could be. My senses are bombarded with the alternating aromas of lukewarm chicken breasts soaked in a godawful brown gravy and the perfumy ivory soap lingering off Sully’s freshly showered skin.

“Don’t let him scare you,” Travis cries from his table two feet away, inhaling his plate of food just as quickly. “His metabolism makes him a human furnace.”

Sully lowers his head with an eye roll, tearing a dinner roll in two and folding half of it into his mouth.

Travis may not be entirely off base. Sully did an easy nine miles (his words, not mine) circling the surrounding neighborhoods during the afternoon. He returned from the hotel shower with narrowly enough time for dinner before needing to prep his volunteers for the evening. The pace at which he’s shoveling inedible forkfuls of cold rice into his mouth is awe-inspiring.

“Do you run this far every day?” I aim to alleviate Sully’s annoyance.

“Further if I can,” he swallows and reaches for his can of lemon-flavored sparkling water. “I’m training for the Midnight Marathon. I want to try and place in the top ten.”

A bite of dry chicken lodges in my throat. “That huge race in Boston?”

Sully mounts an impressive chug, nodding as he gulps. “Technically, I’m still trying to make it in,” he comes up for air. “I’m too young to run in the upcoming one, but I’m set for the race next fall if I can qualify in the Twin Cities Marathon once I turn eighteen.”

“That’s amazing!” I cry. Travis shoots me a nasty look. God forbid anyone experiences serotonin in his vicinity.

Sully shrugs it off. “I’m getting closer to nailing the time. A guy I did cross country with graduated in May and plans on doing it this year. He’s been coaching me when he can.”

He can downplay it all he wants—I’m still impressed. I played occasional pee wee soccer as a kid (which, get real, isn’t real soccer), but never anything that required as much stamina as cross country or even some of the mega-intense dance courses Bel has taken over the years in her commitment to theater.

The only time I ever really cared about sports was when I went to watch Tripp’s lacrosse games at the campus across town. One time, I made a tacky hand-painted shirt with his jersey number on the back, praying nobody from school would be there to recognize me. He said nothing about it when we connected in his car after the game.

“Congrats on winning,” I clumsily breathed into his ear. It completely killed the mood he was going for, but I was desperate to start a meaningful conversation. Not that it worked. His ripe sweat was still disgustingly fresh as he leaned into me for another kiss.

The contrast of Sully’s soap is a cruel juxtaposition to the repulsive memory. He stands to his feet and rubs a hand through his wet curls, popping a stick of gum into his mouth.

“Do I have volunteers yet?” he asks Travis.

“Probably. You’re the one in here screwing around.”

Sully flips him off before lunging for the doorknob, turning back to me with a softer expression.

“Good luck out there,” he says.

I smile. “I’ll do my best.”

Sully spent the entire setup portion of the morning giving me further intel into Mayfair’s history and what to expect from their live show. It’s unbelievably helpful, considering I’m about to photograph them with little to no previous concert experience. Unless you count that one random Keith Urban show I went to with Mimi years ago after a guest gifted her with third-row seats. It was like Ed Sheeran for farmers.

The TL;DR? Most Mayfair shows are the same. Five songs with stagnant energy from the older members (“Eighty, however, climbs the speaker a few times, it’s a great photo op”), then Nick stops and talks for a minute while everyone switches out gear or grabs water. Ballad, ballad, ballad, “Willow,” another sappy speech, and then back to more gritty rock. Or, as Sully deprecatingly called it, “granny rock.”

“The show hasn’t changed in years,” Sully snarked. “Minus occasional key changes to accommodate songs in the set. Lindsey does most of the heavy background vocals because Nick’s voice is thrashed. It’s a good show. Just predictable.”

I’d count on the predictability to help me get a few good shots. Hopefully something better than porn bot bait.

The band walks in and begins scooping food onto their plates as I’m leaving. Nick inspects the silver domes for vegan options and offers a friendly wink. I do this weird, crooked smile that looks like an internal cry for help. Ignoring him would have been less noticeable. I lace the strap of my camera bag around my neck and escape to the lobby to keep from making it more uncomfortable.

The temperature in the building rises torridly as hundreds of concertgoers outside the doors rush in to grab seats. The billowy acoustics the room produced earlier are now loudly crumpled together like a ball of twisted aluminum foil.

Sully works dutifully behind the merch table, instructing a confused, older volunteer on how to use the credit card reader. He flashes a stressed smile and looks away quickly. He may not like this job, but at least he’s extremely patient with it.

I fidget with the ISO on my dial and start snapping away, the same way I do whenever I’m at the beach on a people-watching excursion. There, I have giggling tourist children building sandcastles with their sunburnt parents. Here, I’m watching a group of semi-intoxicated bikers stumble into an all-gender restroom.

After taking photos around the lobby for a while, I sneak back to the stage entrance and worm my way into the auditorium, Nirvana songs flooding through the speakers as house music. I badge flash my way to the photo pit, where local newspaper photographers and a few knee-buckling amateurs stand around staring at the lanyards tied around my bag like I killed someone to get them.

My nerve-stricken heart pounds to the rhythm of Kurt Cobain’s voice, wishing the amateurs knew how much more nervous I am than they are.

I turn to get a quick look at the balcony above us. VIPs who paid way too much for a cheap signed poster are treated to ‘first rate’ viewing near the ledge. The fans who made it up to the open seats behind them practically sit on top of one another. It’s a small auditorium, but it’s full. That has to count for something with the current trainwreck that is Mayfair’s public image.

Before I have time to assess anything else, the smokey lights in the room disappear. The vibrant buzzing morphs into one loud group of screaming humans. Phone cameras flash through the pitch-black auditorium.

Out of the noise comes one single guitar chord. Everyone seems to recognize the opening notes right away. The rhythm intensifies, slowly becoming one of those clap/stomp combos rock songs require. I’m officially out of my element.

The neon lights come up on the band one by one, each adding their unique instruments to the single guitar chord until it starts to resemble a song. Nick is the final one to appear, naturally, and earns the loudest reaction. His smudged eye makeup makes him look twenty years older under the harsh stage lighting. He greets the crowd with fake energy as if he’s up there with a gun pointed at his head, the assailant threatening him with “perform or die.”

Sully’s assessment rings true. The first several songs they play are the heavy hitters from Acrophobia. Nick’s nonexistent enthusiasm makes it way easier than expected to photograph him. He hardly moves once. Then there is Eighty in the background bouncing around like a flea on speed. As expected, he boldly climbs the speakers whenever Lindsey moves off bass and takes over lead on the guitar.

Endeavoring to move away from a throbbing speaker, I shove past one of the newspaper photographers who cusses me out when I ruin their frame. I apologize and make a mental note to find earplugs before the next show so I don’t damage my eardrums (if I haven’t already).

My thumb hurriedly toggles through the playback screen to see what I’ve captured so far. One of the fundamental principles I learned in photography class was to pursue quality over quantity: don’t overshoot. Wait for the right moment and trust your gut.

So much for that. My memory card rapidly fills with blurry and overexposed shots from gauche angles. Hopefully, one can be pulled from the slush and edited into something impressive later. My fundamental principle: Lightroom covers a multitude of sins.

The band wraps up their fifth track, and I face the crowd. There’s a sound booth set up with a metal barricade around the center of the room. The front-of-house tech rips and pulls nobs on the console as Nick goes into his predicted water break spiel about how much he loves Colorado and all the time he’s spent here. There’s a sinking discomfort in knowing how deep that shallow sentiment goes.

Unexpectedly, there’s a commotion at the booth as Travis bolts over and leans into the ear of the knob-turning lackey. His face falls as he mouths the word, “Really?”

I closely observe the scene, watching Travis go from relaying the message to running back near the heavily guarded side curtain. His protruding neck veins are turning a vivid shade of violet.

Curling my lip, I hesitate momentarily before sneakily creeping over in the same direction, flashing my lanyards, and having one of the security men allow me back with an irritated grumble.

The area is primarily dark. One of the crew guys wearing a headlamp frantically tunes one of Lindsey’s acoustic guitars in a haze-filled corner. Blindly trying to locate where Travis hurried off is like following the White Rabbit down the hole.

I accidentally bump into a woman standing with her arms crossed near the side of the stage. “I’m so sorry!” I apologize loudly, looking down at my camera.

“You’re fine!” her silky voice says in an unbothered fashion.

It takes several seconds for me to process the woman’s deep brown skin and head of neon pink locs as I keep peeking into unlit corners. That’s when I freeze, casually looking back at least two times more before lingering on the third and feeling like my brain is about to implode.

The woman I knocked into is Rebecca Solomon, lead singer of The Heathers. AKA, my mom’s favorite feminine rage rock band. The one whose album she would always turn on after instinctively turning off Mayfair to point out the genius of their lyrics and declare, “This is what good music sounds like.”

Time stands still as Nick’s muffled voice introduces her to the audience. The crowd’s unholy roar results in the stage floor vibrating. He leans in for a side hug before handing her the microphone and allowing her to take over the lead vocals on “Willow.”

I sneak a few side-stage photos with wobbly hands before moving into a corner as Nick casually walks over to a massive bucket filled with pebble ice and water bottles. He cracks the top off one and gives it a long swig as Travis emerges from the darkness and tosses his hands to the stage. Those veins in his neck are about to pop.

Apparently, Rebecca’s appearance was a surprise to everyone—including him.

Nick shoots Travis an innocent look that apologizes without being sincere about it. Not that Travis can mind much when the audience is completely losing their minds.

He gulps the last few sips of water before crushing the bottle under his foot and kicking it off near a pile of dust, grabbing a second microphone from one of the techs, joining to sing the second half of the song.

The moment is surreal. Hearing Rebecca sing the chorus might be the only time my mother would be tempted not to turn off Mayfair. Part of me wishes she were here to enjoy it with me, gravelly background vocals and all.

I run off the stage without managing to fall on my face and make a beeline for the photo pit before it’s too late. I adjust the aperture and quicken the capture speed, determined to get a photo of this that doesn’t entirely suck.

A bolt of energy shoots through my body as I raise the viewfinder to my eyes, the song’s final line being sung right as I click the shudder.

“Looking distantly at the wild sea. Go find me, Willow, in your dreams.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

“WHAT WAS it you were saying about predictability?”

Mercilessly teasing Sully after the show feels fair after his negative blanket statements about Mayfair’s performance.

“I’m not all-knowing. Sue me,” he says. “In my defense? Stuff like this used to happen at every show, but that was back when they were still cool.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Very Taylor Swift coded.”

“She opened for Mayfair once at a state fair in Kentucky,” he says. “Probably before we were even born. Her dad gave Manny a guitar pick. He swears he still has it somewhere.”

Sully and I walk back to the buses together after he completes his portion of load-out for the night. It primarily consists of breaking down the same cumbersome backdrop and lighting rigs he’d previously assembled, followed by counting and recounting every piece of merchandise and money. He feverishly tallies the correct numbers with his phone calculator before loading it all back into boxes.

“Have you ever majorly screwed up the amounts?” I ask him.

“And endure the wrath of Travis Mendelson? Never. Thankfully, I’m decent at math.” He smiles coyly. “Last summer, I had one of the crew guys lie and say everything from the booth got burned up by one of the pyro rigs just to see his heart stop for a sec.”

My head flings back with a cackle. The mental image of Travis’s dumbfounded face thinking Sully had inadvertently destroyed half a million dollars’ worth of equipment and cheap merchandise makes up for every condescending thing he has said to me so far.

“Did you get to meet Becca?” Sully fiddles with the hoop in his nose. “I have once. She’s surprisingly nice.”

I yank my phone from my pocket to show him the embarrassing selfie Nick insisted I get with Rebecca backstage after the show while locating a bathroom. She’d been casually chatting with the guys in the hallway near their dressing room about her upcoming wedding.

Running into a group of Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inductees discussing cake flavors while looking for a place to pee is just something that happens to me now, I guess.

Sully breathes through his teeth. “God, were you starstruck?”

Great. It was obvious.

“A little,” I say, itching the back of my burning ears. Rebecca was sweet, considering how awkward I was in her presence. She even took a moment to ask for my name and wish me luck on the road, ignoring how I spent the entire encounter ogling her amazing hair.

“You’ll get over it fast,” Sully confidently puffs his chest. “Most musicians are jerks.”

“Do you have stories?”

“Do you have a couple hours?” he sneers.

We climb aboard Rhiannon and point in confusion as several heart-shaped sushi trays sit on the counter. Plastic bags of wasabi, soy sauce, and chopsticks hang limp over the table as if they’ll add any class to the room-temperature fish slowly stinking up the lounge.

Eighty lies on the sofa alone, going to town on a spicy tuna roll. “Hey, guys!”

“What the hell?” I mutter under my breath.

Sully pinches his nose as he leans into the fridge for a water bottle. “Promoters pick post-show food based on what it says in the rider,” he explains nasally. “Sometimes, they completely ignore it and buy the cheapest thing they can get to pocket more money.”

“Like this?” I lift the edge of a tray that can best be described as romantic salmonella.

“It’s not that bad!” Eighty insists. He’s stabbing the roll with his chopsticks like a wooden fork instead of respectfully folding and pinching them between his fingers. I fear he thinks he’s using them correctly.

“I’ll pass,” Sully says flatly.

“Same,” I grimace, pointing to the back lounge. “I’m going to work on some of these pictures in the back.”

Eighty raises a thumbs up and wipes a dribble of spicy aioli off his baby-faced chin. Sully leans over the kitchen table and tiredly unloads the contents of his backpack before anyone else climbs aboard.

“Hey!” Sully quickly snaps his neck up to catch me before I go. “Thanks for your help today.”

“No problem,” I say. It was no more complicated than the random tasks I’d find myself doing during busy weekends at the inn. “And thank you for the continued intel.”

“What intel?” I hear Eighty ask Sully as I slide the divider closed. “I want intel.”

Mom sends a new text as I toddle down the hallway, skipping over shoes like a game of The Sneakers are Lava. It reads: Hoping things are going well! Is Nick behaving himself? Have you spoken further?

I press a fist firmly into my cheek and impatiently wait for my laptop to boot up, opting to ignore it. Her behavior is starting to feel very pacifistic, and that’s the last word I’d ever use to describe my mom.

In the fifth grade, she took Bel bra shopping at Victoria’s Secret because Bel’s mom refused to buy her one until middle school despite her rapid… growth. After paying for it out of pocket, Mom handed Bel the hot pink bag with a smile and said, “If your mom gives you any fuss, tell her she can call me so we can disagree.”

I loved her for that. So damn much. I miss that side of her.

Carefully, I slide the memory card out of my camera and into the adapter. From there, my actions become freakishly automatic. I click shift my way through the awful photos (most of them) and drag them into the garbage icon, moving the ones I deem good enough into a separate folder and importing them to start the process of editing.

Bel says when I go into photographer mode, I become unconscious of the world around me. I’m laser-focused on making everything look perfect, even if that means spending an hour meticulously erasing someone’s blurry leg from an otherwise mediocre shot. Once, she rehearsed an entire one-woman monologue while using me as the brick wall she was screaming at.

A minute later, there’s a loud rap on the door. “Can I pop in real quick?”

It’s Nick.

I chew my bottom lip. “Sure.”

A wall of white smoke follows Nick’s shadowy figure. He’s freshened up since the last time I saw him backstage. His greasy hair is pulled off his face, and his eye makeup is missing. He looks younger without it. Though the Three Wolf Moon shirt is a bit much.

He raises a paper plate with fanned edges and presents it with a look of uncertain assurance. “Thought you might be hungry.”

It’s a sourdough grilled cheese, slick with margarine and half-blackened Gushers dripping from the sides like unicorn diarrhea. I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t morbidly curious about what it tastes like.

“Thank you,” I pull it from his grip and slide it next to my computer.

I have no idea how to address... whatever this is. Being in the same room with Nick is peculiar enough, but to have it happen as I’m editing a black-and-white photo of him on stage with a trail of saliva flying into his microphone is a new level of uncanny valley. It’s the whole uncanny desert.

“The show was good,” I finally manage to say. My cheeks flush instantly. Is there ever going to be a not-weird moment between us?

“Ehh,” he rolls his shoulders. “It was a show.”

“Rebecca showing up was cool.”

“Yeah,” he chuckles softly. “She lives nearby. I forgot I asked her yesterday afternoon and never relayed the message to Trav. He’s pissed we never promoted it.”

“It was a nice surprise.” I scoot over and tap at the seat next to me, sliding my computer for him to look at the photo. “Wanna see?”

Nick grunts as he folds behind the table, leaning close to the computer and squinting like he seriously needs readers to see clearly. He stares at the photo blankly for a few seconds before turning to me with a grin.

“You’re good!” he says, bright teeth shining wide. “Your mom sent me some of the stuff you’ve shot for the inn, but never anything like this.”

He’s being polite. This is the farthest thing from portfolio-worthy. Even the hobbyists in the photo pit probably walked out with a dozen shots better than this. Still, it feels nice to hear him say it.

“I wish I was a better muse,” Nick jeers. He points to the background. “I think Eighty has enough energy for seven of me.”

I side-eye the sandwich, annoyed at how good it’s starting to look. “You were a little…” I struggle to find the right word. “Stiff?”

“Old?” Nick jiggles his head, followed by a sigh. “I don’t move like I used to,” he smiles. “Or sing. Years of not taking care of your voice properly will do that to you. And years of cocaine, but that’s beside the point.”

I’m not sure whether I should laugh. Most people actively avoid the subject of their trauma. Nick runs right into it and wants to give it a self-deprecating hug.

He reads my discomfort and changes the subject, pulling his phone from his pocket. “Has your mom called yet tonight?”

“No. She sent a text, though.”

“Same,” he lifts his phone in the air. “I think she’s a little paranoid.”

Neither of us could blame her for that. As my mother, my constant well-being would plague her till the day she died.

I rest my hands on my keyboard. “Sounds like her.”

Nick looks down at the worn baize. “How is Laura? Really. Because I know her version of the answer.”

“She’s Mom,” I wiggle my mouth from side to side, fanning my fingers out. “She runs most of Sand Dollar now, so she’s busy.”

“She told me about Margaret passing. I’m sorry to hear it.”

My heart plummets. “I called her Mimi,” I say. “She used to say it made her sound hip. Grandpa Oscar is Pop. Something to do with being unable to say the letter R until I was four and in speech therapy.”

“Which is why you called yourself Emmy and not Emerson. Then everyone started calling you that.” Nick scrunches his forehead, impressed with himself for remembering. “Your mom told me.”

It’s strange to hear him talk about memories he wasn’t present for with such excitement. I save off the anxiety slowly creeping into my nervous system by casually picking up the sandwich and sinking my mouth deep into a gooey bite.

I immediately regret everything.

A lake of liquified Gusher bursts into my mouth, the cheese firm and the bread soaked in bland-tasting grease. I would rather eat a still-beating animal heart than anything like this again.

I politely choke down the bite, not making my disgust evident. After all, he was nice enough to finally make one for me.

“How much has Mom told you?” I ask, unsure if this conversation or my midnight snack is worse. “About, you know, me.”

Nick’s eyes gloss over. “The basics. School plans, photography, blueberry allergy. I made sure to relay that to Travis, by the way. No blueberries in catering for the next several shows. And don’t worry, the blue Gushers are actually grape. I looked it up.”

Not even Bel’s mom is that thoughtful. She’d always serve me bowls of fruit salad with berries and attempt to convince me I’d outgrown the allergy because I wasn’t going into anaphylactic shock by being near them. Is this a hint of affection I’m feeling toward his character?

“The real question is,” Nick raises a sharp eyebrow, “what did she tell you about me?”

I jet out my lower lip with a shake of my head. Does ‘nothing’ ring any bells? What about how she thinks his voice sounds like gravel?

“Not much,” I say in a sorry tone.

His face goes somber, rubbing a finger to itch the dimple on his chin. “Did she tell you she’s the one who made the first move?”

No, but it doesn’t shock me. My mother is the definition of a go-getter. After the bra incident with Bel’s mom, nothing she did came as a surprise. Except maybe hiding Nick in the first place.

Nick rests back on the couch like he’s recollecting a memory from moments ago. “She saw me playing guitar in the restaurant one day and asked me to give her a lesson. Then she showed up to the lesson and said she lost her guitar.”

A hybrid snort-laugh bleeds out of my throat. “That tracks.”

“Oh, but it gets better!” he cries. “Then she took me to the beach and said we should play truth or dare. I dared her to go skinny-dipping. I didn’t think she’d actually do it.”

This is a mental picture right up there with animal balloons that is being expunged from my brain the moment our conversation ends.

“Oh my god.” I bury my face in my hands, trying not to cower into a black hole.

“Too much information?” Nick clenches his jaw. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s just...” I give up. “Yeah. Way too much.”

“Best first date I’ve ever had. That’s how I knew she was the one,” he sighs.

Wait. The one? As in, THE One? As in, their relationship wasn’t some summer fling?

Nick quickly realizes he’s said too much. Again. He stands and clears his voice with a dry cough, reaching for the door handle. The distressed expression on his face says it all.

“I’ll let you get back to editing,” he points to the computer before leaving. “Thanks for showing me that. I’ll tell Rebecca to be on the lookout.”

“Sure,” I say as the door closes, looking at the sandwich. “Thanks.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

MY FIRST photo goes live on Mayfair’s account before I turn in for the night. It’s a heavily corrected shot of Nick and Rebecca on stage together, smiles plastered to their faces as the band harmonizes in the background. I tag The Heathers’ handle and add the date as a caption, trying not to be remarkably weirded out about the professionalism of it all.

When I check their notifications hours later, there are thousands of new likes and comments. Most of them are seemingly impressed by both the collab and the picture. It’s a relief not to have anyone suspect I don’t know what I’m doing with a task of this caliber, even if I feel I’m faking my way around it incredibly well.

Albuquerque is our next destination. Travis’s nightly email informs us of the usual band itinerary and venue details. It doesn’t explain the prolonged pause we encounter at around five in the morning. Assuming we’ve stopped for gas, I roll out of my bunk and rub my eyes. There’s no use trying to fall back asleep when I’ve hardly slept to begin with.

I make my way to the lounge and look out the window, surprised to find the bus gridlocked on a highway somewhere in New Mexico. Cars are stacked bumper to bumper as far as the eye can see.

“Wreck,” Lionel explains to me. “A bad one, I suspect. We’ve been here a while. Might still be here a while.”

“Not just a wreck,” Travis teleports from his bunk. “A massacre.”

He reads the details of the accident from a local news outlet as they report live updates. A small pile-up resulted in a gas tanker hitting a cattle truck. Then it caught fire.

“Flame-broiled beef everywhere,” he smirks. Neither Lionel nor I appreciate his lack of empathy for the situation.

“Does it say how long till it’s cleared up?” Lionel wonders, rubbing the nape of his neck.

Travis shakes his head. “Four people were killed, not counting the cattle all over the road. Could be hours.”

This all feels acutely inappropriate considering the horrific murder being committed over the speakers in Lionel’s audiobook.

“I need to go make some calls,” Travis says, disappearing behind the curtain with a huff. In times like these, I would never want to have his job. Or any time, for that matter.

I lazily wander to the front lounge and plop onto the couch, watching stalled drivers in their cars through the windows. It’s a mindless way of keeping my mind occupied, especially since what Nick said about Mom has consumed my restless thoughts.

Calling someone ‘the one’ isn’t the type of thing you say flippantly. Especially under his and Mom’s unorthodox circumstances. Was this one of those sad cases where she didn’t fall as hard for Nick as he did for her, hence the split? And if it was, why would she go through with having me?

This whole mess now has me questioning my existence. I’m in desperate need of a reality check. Grabbing my phone, I fire off a few quick texts to Bel, hoping maybe she has some input into all of this.

FYI, there is a Nick update.

Also, NYC must be the best. Haven’t heard from you in like five hours. New record.

Right as I hit send on the second message, hell unfolds.

Eighty bolts out of his bunk and falls into the toilet with a hand plastered across his mouth, his skin white and clammy. He leaves the door wide open and treats me to the glorious soundtrack of his projectile emissions. He’s not merely puking—I think his vital organs are evacuating his body.

I plug my ears and try not to suck in the air too heavily. The empty heart-shaped sushi trays sit in the trash can, still overflowing.

“Food poisoning?” I ask loudly with a concerned frown.

Eighty reappears and balls himself into a corner at the end of the couch, his body trembling as his teeth chatter. “I don’t think I like sushi,” he moans.

I can’t help but pity him, obliviousness and all. “Do you need anything?”

“I’ve got it.” Sully emerges from behind the divider and bends down to tie his shoelaces. “There’s a gas station a few miles away near an exit ramp. I’ll go grab you some anti-nausea meds.”

“Bless you, Sullivan,” Eighty cries with a belch, sprinting back to the bathroom. He’s nice enough to shut the door for this round.

“You’re going for a run right now? On the highway?” I shoot Sully a disparaging look.

He shrugs. “We’re not going anywhere for a while. Might as well.”

I shake my head. “And if, by some miracle, we do move?”

“It’s two bright blue buses back-to-back, Emmy. I think I’ll find you,” Sully says confidently. “Plus, I’ll have my phone. I can get an Uber in case of an emergency.”

I’m not sure if he’s out of his mind for justifying it or if Lionel is for letting him off the bus to do it at all. He even tells Sully to have a nice time and take pictures if he sees any of the cows who didn’t die.

Ninety minutes pass, and not only do we not move a single inch, but the whole bus starts to rouse, grotesquely irritated. Everyone walks on claustrophobic eggshells. Manny challenges Lindsey to the most competitive game of Mario Kart ever played to try and lift Eighty’s whimpering spirits. Lindsey selfishly uses it as a conduit for his frustration.

“WHY THE FUCK ARE YOU COLLECTING COINS?!” Lindsey slams the controller on his lap.

“For the boost!” Manny shouts back, tossing a hand to the screen.

“You already have ten!” Lindsey explains. “It’s moot point after ten!”

Nick slams the top of the coffee maker shut and brews himself a short cup of dark roast, massaging his temples and presumably wondering why he wasn’t an only child. The smell of the coffee is intoxicating. Unless you’re Eighty, who is back in the bathroom for the third time.

Another twenty minutes elapse before Sully returns. He’s pink, sweating profusely, and now shirtless. I’m trying not to stare at his warm, toned physique (too late).

He untethers the plastic bag hanging around his arm and tosses the pink bottle of anti-nausea medicine onto the cushion. “You can pay me back!” he calls out to Eighty, who is mid-heave.

Sully then tosses a bag of gummy worms to Nick and says something about him eating the last pack of Gushers before bed.

Nick isn’t paying attention. He’s busy studying my reaction to Sully. He bulges his eyes, mouthing the word ‘shirt’ aggressively as he darts his eyes back and forth.

Sully exchanges a sorry glance and pulls his plain white V-neck from the back of his shorts, rubbing his dripping neck with it before pulling it over his head.

“Any updates?” he asks.

Travis, as you might guess, suddenly appears.

“Another hour at least,” he states, his phone glued to his ear. “Traffic was clearing ahead, and then someone in a rush caused a second small pile-up. Another son of a bitch died.”

Each of us shoots him the same horrified look in stunned silence. Even Eighty, who is otherwise unable to emote anything but pain and sorrow. He’s the embodiment of roadkill.

Travis rolls his eyes and wags one hand in the air. “I mean: Ooh! So sad! What a tragedy!”

Manny tosses his game controller to Nick, insisting he takes his place in the game. “Any update from the promoter?”

“On hold with him now,” Travis uses his shoulder to press his phone up. “He says if we can’t set up in the next hour, they might need to think about rescheduling the show. They don’t want to pay for stagehands who aren’t working.”

“Didn’t you just say it would be another hour at least?” Eighty pops the safety cap on the bubble gum-flavored liquid and consumes half the bottle with a disgusted tongue clack.

“We could walk faster,” Sully huffs. “Literally. I ran halfway there and back.”

“Showoff,” I mutter playfully under my breath. It earns a grin that causes my heart to pound faster. I think it’s because I keep visualizing him without the shirt on.

“You best believe I’ll haul ass if we get moving!” Lionel shouts from the driver’s seat.

The mood on the bus shifts from irritable to uninhabitable the second Lindsey goes to use the toilet. The odor emanating from the bathroom has been wretched enough, but then he drops the bomb.

“Adam, did you flush your puke?” He points a threatening finger.

“Yeah,” Eighty groans lifelessly. “Why?”

Lindsey gags. “Because Ariel and all her mermaid sisters are having a pool party in there.”

I cup my mouth with both hands, twisting my face into a pucker and trying not to imagine the biological crime scene ten feet from where I’m sitting.

“The system tank is either full or blocked,” Nick methodically sips his coffee and speaks from decades of experience. He’s unphased with how disgusting any of this is. “I can ask Lionel to look at it before going to his hotel later.”

“If he makes it there,” Eighty corrects.

“NOBODY USE THE TOILET!” Lindsey shouts. “ADAM BROKE IT!”

“We’re all here, you know,” Nick pats the air. “No need to announce it.”

Manny pours a quick bowl of fruity cereal and thuds onto the couch beside me with a loud raspberry noise. He dribbles whole milk onto the floor as he simultaneously scoops food into his mouth and speaks.

“I saw the picture on the Mayfair account,” he crunches in a low voice. “Terrific job.”

“You think so?” I yank a piece of hair and start braiding. Everything Sully told me about his father is fresh in my head. It’s hard to tell if he means it sincerely or if it’s a fake ego boost to keep me on his good side.

“I mean, I don’t know about all that content nonsense, that’s my wife’s thing,” Manny slurps. “But I thought it was good.”

I hunch over my legs. “Thanks.”

“What made you get into it?” he asks, raising the bowl to his lips and glugging the milky remnants.

“My grandmother, I guess. She knew I enjoyed it and encouraged me to run with it.” I answer carefully, not wanting to disclose anything personal to someone potentially harboring such resentment for me being here.

As a kid, Mimi let me use her old digital camera to run around the inn and take pictures of everything. The immaculately cultivated rose garden out front, the surfboard rental shop nearby, and the seaside out back. My mom would get annoyed with me constantly snapping photos in her face, but Mimi was grateful that something other than she or Pop was keeping me entertained. She told Mom I was “capturing moments.”

Sully meanders into the kitchen, grabbing a box of bran cereal from the cupboard and giving us side eye from a distance. Manny, namely. He’s equally as suspicious of his dad as I am, hiding his with less sophistication.

With his son out of earshot, I decide to lay some bait. “It’s kind of like how Sully is so passionate about running.”

Manny places his empty bowl between the center of his legs, tapping out a beat with the plastic spoon. “How so?”

“The Midnight Marathon thing.”

“What’s the Midnight Marathon?”

Manny’s response is unexpectedly passive. His son has been training for one of the most famous sporting events in the nation, and he’s acting like this is the first time he’s heard about it. Sully has to have told him. Even Travis knows, and Travis doesn’t seem to care about anyone.

“Must be a cross country thing, huh?” Manny mumbles something to himself with a growling sigh. “My son and his strange hobbies. God help us.”

He cuts the rest of our conversation short, blissfully accepting his newfound ignorance with a shrug as he stands to rinse his bowl, now negging Nick about something else entirely.

It’s impossible for me to not read between the lines. Manny hasn’t tried to acknowledge his son once since he’s come back to the bus, let alone their inability to look at one another whenever they are in the same room together. It’s clear they don’t get along, but I can’t understand why.

It shakes me in the worst sense. What if this is some future version of Mom and me? What if we never get over this hump in our relationship?

Sully slinks beside me with an elbow jab. “You okay?”

“Mhmm,” I hum, far from the truth.

Sully’s concern dissolves into apathy. Manny’s uninvolved behavior isn’t new to him, nor does he seem to care. That’s what disturbs me the most.

Straining to shift the strange energy, Sully points out the window to the little red Jetta beside us. The driver lays on their horn as if it will help things finally move along. At one point, Lindsey stands to beat on the window and gives them two middle fingers to shut them up.

Eighty abruptly lurches from his heap in ghostly despair. The Pepto isn’t working the way he wants it to. No, worse than that. The half bottle he drank is about to make a reappearance.

“Umm, Trav, you said no toilet, right?” he whines.

Manny offers him a look. “Go outside.”

“But—”

“DO IT OUTSIDE!” Lindsey barks.

Eighty fake cries as he lifts his dark hoodie over his head and draws the strings together. Lionel pops the lock for him as he races down the steps to excavate more of his stomach.

Sully and I watch the scene unfold like children staring into an aquarium, flipping onto our bellies and pressing our faces flat against the pigmented window without wanting to fog it up.

“We’re evil for enjoying this, you know,” I state as Eighty books past two congested lanes and begins ralphing over the littered highway divider.

“Says you,” Sully whips out his phone with a laugh and starts taking pictures. “These are for my grandkids.”

As if the foul fragrance coming from one corner of the bus isn’t bad enough, Nick decides to start making lunch. This round of sandwiches is particularly more offensive than previous ones due to the gelatinous smell leaking into the pan from the gummy bears. I don’t have the heart to tell Nick that, unlike Gushers, I don’t think gummy bears are vegan.

Manny itches his brow with a sigh and runs a callused hand through his thick hair. “Should someone go check on Eighty?” he asks. “It’s been a minute.”

“I’m watching,” Sully says. He’s still pressed up against the glass, observing the situation.

“GUYS!” Every head aboard Rhiannon directs to Lionel, who is hooting and hollering in the driver’s seat like he’s won the Powerball. I grip the edge of my seat tight as the bus shifts for the first time in hours and straggles forward at a whooping one mile an hour.

“Oh shit,” Sully’s voice shakes. “Guys, I think Eighty is passing out!”

“What?” Nick’s face goes blank. He unplugs the burner and knocks an entire diet cola into the sink as he shoves past me and cups his hands around the window.

“Y’all!” Lionel shouts again. “We’re moving up ahead!”

Unlike Eighty, who may very well be dead just to our right.

Our speed slowly increases a mile at a time. Sully and Lindsey rush to the front, demanding Lionel unlock the door so they can help him.

“Are you out of your mind?” Lionel protests.

“Just do it!” Lindsey swings the door open and bolts down the steps, Sully trailing close behind.

Manny jumps over and presses his body between Nick and me to watch the scene unfold with unbridled panic. I can’t blame him when his teenage son is doing a high-octane shuffle past two lanes of moving traffic.

The two of them safely make it over to Eighty and start slapping his face to get him to come to. After that, we lose sight of them. The bus scooches too far out of everyone’s eye line. We’re rapidly approaching a speed one might consider fast.

“Can you slow down?” Manny cries as he races down to the passenger seat.

“I’m not trying to get us attacked by everyone behind us!” Lionel bellows.

BAM.

I flinch. Did we just get hit?

Nick must be thinking the same thing. He swings his head from left to right, trying to figure out what happened when it hits us again.

“It’s them!” Lionel shouts, pointing to the massive side-view mirror.

Sully and Lindsey sprint next to the bus at an impressive speed as they attempt to keep up without getting sideswiped by oncoming cars. Eighty’s lifeless body hangs backward and motionless over Lindsey’s shoulder as Sully whacks the bus with a tightly clenched fist one final time.

“Stop the bus!” Manny pounds the dashboard, the gold band on his finger makes a clanging metal noise.

A conflicted Lionel screams at everyone to prepare for a break check when Manny takes the situation into his own hands. Gripping onto his seat with the jaws of life, he swiftly unlocks the door. It swings wide open, bouncing back into the bus with a thwack and probably leaving a massive dent in the side of the paint. It wiggles up and down with the highway as Sully dives onto the steps and slowly crawls onto the hardwood floor. He gulps for air and backs up against the couch with his butt.

“I’m going to throw him!” Lindsey shouts from outside.

He adjusts his grip on Eighty’s sides with a tightly clenched forearm. Manny takes a deep breath and releases his grip on the seat, staking his balance firmly with his feet and holding his hands like this is the world’s most extreme game of underhand Skee-Ball.

I cover my eyes and yell with terror as the sinking resistance of the tires hitting something significant and human-sounding shakes the entire lounge.

“Are they dead?” I cry, unable to pull my shaking hands from my face.

“We’re not dead,” a gruff smoker’s voice bleats.

Unclenching from a fetal position, I pant with a relieved sigh upon seeing both Eighty and Lindsey stacked on top of one another near the steps. Manny lurches forward and waits for the door to swing back in his direction before bravely reaching out and pulling it against the wind, using all his upper body strength to hold it firmly in place and reset the lock.

Lionel wildly cheers once again. This time, in less of a celebratory tone and more in an I’m not going to jail for involuntary manslaughter way.

“Adam!” Nick runs over and throws his younger brother off Eighty. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” he sobs. “I think.”

“I’m good, too!” Lindsey leans up and scoots backward the same way Sully had. “Thanks for checking.” He gently pats the small, red gash on his cheek from the stair ledge. It’s no worse than a razor cut he’d get shaving.

Manny clutches his chest and pats his black t-shirt in a slow, beating cadence. He bends to get on Sully’s level, grabbing his head and observing it for injuries.

“Are you okay, Sullivan?”

Sully shakes his father’s hands out of his hair and twitches his eyes, swatting the air to clear his area. “I’m fine, Dad.”

The hostility is as hot and palpable as watching two people about to engage in a fistfight. Sully’s sun-kissed face radiates contempt, like he never wants Manny to touch him again. At the same time, the terror in his eyes screams as if he’s yearning for a hug.

Rhiannon finally hits full speed as we fly over a bump, everyone flying up with a squeaking jounce. I’ve never heard a room with so much heavy breathing maintain such an uncomfortable silence.

The hallway door slides open with a pound as Travis ends his phone call with a fake-sounding goodbye. His toothy smile disappears with a squint when he observes the half-mangled bodies dragging themselves off the floor.

“Did I miss something?”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 

BY SOME Second Coming of Christ-level miracle, we arrive at the venue with time to spare, and the band manages to make it to an off-site meet and greet that Travis was five minutes from canceling. Sans, a significantly incapacitated Eighty, who is mostly alive but in major need of fluids after depleting every drop of liquid in his body.

Travis makes an emergency call to a hydration therapy service, getting a van dispatched to the venue so Eighty can be in working order before the show. I create a makeshift media studio on the floor next to him in Mayfair’s dressing room, so he can have some company.

The water cocktail flowing into his arm trickles with a steady drip. “I’m never eating sushi again as long as I live,” he breathes deeply.

“Maybe you’re the one who should go vegan,” I say under my breath.

“It’s the Davis curse.”

I look up from the photo scheduling app I’m navigating with a confused stare. “The what?”

“My MooMoo has this superstition that all the men in our family are cursed.” Eighty flicks the drip with his skinny fingers.

“Your MooMoo?”

“My grandma,” he says. And people made fun of me for calling mine Mimi.

I fold my laptop shut and indulge in his stupid story. Something to do with losing a bet his great-grandfather made with a fortune teller. It’s all very woo-woo and only serves to make me miss Bel’s family and all their weird superstitions. Like the one where I can’t leave their dinner table on birthdays without throwing a pinch of pepper onto my finished plate to ward off demons.

Mostly, I just miss Bel. I still haven’t heard from her all day.

The show goes about as expected: A total disaster. It’s another dingy underground bar in Albuquerque that barely has the capacity to hold a few hundred people. Less than half of that shows up. It’s hard not to feel like what we endured wasn’t worth the payoff.

“That’s what being a musician is,” Manny says after the show. “Killing yourself for a group of people who would happily watch as you die.”

The band has even less energy than the previous night. Nick stays glued to the microphone stand, while the ever-bouncy Eighty wears a dark pair of sunglasses and sits in a plastic folding chair while playing his grittiest riffs out of tune. It’s like watching a performance of This Is Spinal Tap put on by a retirement home.

The lackluster turnout winds up being a blessing in disguise for me. Fewer people to shove past while taking photos means more room to dodge the speakers and perfect some motion photography. What I manage to capture looks slightly better than anything I’d taken the night before, but it’s also easy to take action shots when half of your action is either indisposed or ancient.

I go to bed that night watching a playlist of concert photography technique videos and doing everything to avoid a further wall of texts from Mom asking if I’m okay and how things are going with Nick.

What am I supposed to say? Minus the part where I thought half the band died this afternoon, it’s going great.

Bel receives another lonely text telling her I miss her before I settle in for my customary twenty minutes of bunk sleep. I’m not sure if it’s lingering New York FOMO or me being touchy, but it’s hard not to think she’s ignoring me. If there is one thing Bel Avila doesn’t do, it’s ignore a text.

At least, never from me.

 

 

Travis’s itinerary email comes over right as I wake up for the morning (read: 3:00 AM). It’s inhumane how he can fall asleep right as I get up and still manage to be awake at a normal hour with more energy than anyone else.

Tonight’s show: Las Cruces, New Mexico. Outdoor festival. Estimated attendance of over ten thousand. High of 99 degrees. The email ends with a bright red asterisk. Be sure to hydrate. This means you, Adam.

Lionel doesn’t startle when I come to join him. Rather, he’s beginning to expect it. A soft, checkered blanket and an extra phone charger lie on the passenger seat, waiting for me.

“You fall asleep easy when you’re up here,” he says with a warm chuckle. “Thought you might like this.”

“Did I miss the end of Gone Girl?” I fake a frown, sinking into the chair. The blanket is made of scratchy wool material. It reminds me of Pop’s recliner back home.

“Yup. And it was a doozy! Amy was a total psychopath the whole time!”

“A real shocker,” I shoot up my eyebrows. “What are we listening to now?”

He turns the knob on the volume with another cheerful grin. “Another one my wife recommended. You ever heard of The Lovely Bones?”

I pretend to be asleep within the first ten minutes.

 

 

“This show is a huge deal. Mayfair doesn’t do festivals anymore.”

Sully’s in-depth dissection of Travis’s emails is becoming a morning tradition. Complete with my inability to accurately help count shirts and him needing to go behind me and redo everything.

Both he and the crew waste no time with setup after yesterday’s nightmare. It’s the opening night of the Magnolia Rayne Music Festival, and not only are we there on time, but the team is pulling out all the stops. Sully even whips out the wrinkled, black tablecloths for the merch tables.

I check the time, sipping my already lukewarm water bottle. It’s not even noon, and the heat index is over one hundred. It feels like the sun is sitting right on top of us and giving us a moist noogie.

“Why?” I question. “Did Prism pay everyone off to keep the grudge alive?”

I’m hiding in the shade underneath the table, getting my tank top and jean shorts caked in dry, orange dirt, doing anything to not turn the color of a tomato. One thing I had for sure inherited from my mother was my pale complexion.

“No, but they may as well have.” Sully wipes his forehead. He’s practically melting. “It’s like I’ve said before. Nobody trusts the brand anymore.”

I pull a stray hair out of my mouth. “You use that word a lot.”

“That’s all they are now,” Sully says. He sets a stapler onto a large stack of band posters to keep them from flying off the table in the gusty wind. “Between you and me, they’re coasting.”

“Coasting to what?”

“Irrelevance. And weirdly, your dad doesn’t seem to care.” Sully scratches his head. “I guess it’s true what they say.”

“What?”

“You either die a legend or live long enough to see your songs in a movie where vampires play baseball.”

I snort. Hearing him call Nick ‘your dad’ doesn’t grate my consciousness for a change. It’s an odd feeling.

“I’m not convinced.” I lie back and feel the warm earth sink into my bones. “Does he seem happy to you? I mean, he acts so off around people.”

“He’s Nick.” Sully slams a box of shirts near my feet and gives my shoe a gentle kick. His subtle way of asking me to help him count again.

I sit up and lean into the box with a groan, folding and tallying in my head, holding up various fingers to give him the final numbers.

“What about Manny? Your dad seems serious about the band still.”

“That’s because in his mind, he’s Peter Criss. He’s always taken this band way too seriously.”

“Since when is that a bad thing?” I hold two threes up. “Isn’t it good that he likes his job? I mean, at least you still get to see him.”

Sully bites down on his lip, tapping his sneakers and producing tiny puffs of dirt. “Not in the ways that count. Growing up, he wasn’t around much. He was always on the road. Even when Mayfair wasn’t touring, he found ways to play with other bands between gigs and handed me off to babysitters whenever it was his turn to take care of me. He made his priorities clear, and I wasn’t one of them.”

His remark lingers in the silence that follows. A few days ago, I would’ve said the same thing about having a father with selfish priorities. After meeting Nick and doing the whole giving him a chance thing I was so reluctant about, I’m conflicted. For someone who picked the band over Mom and me, he sure makes it seem like Mayfair is always the last thing on his mind.

“He cares,” I say with a crinkle of my nose, remembering how he acted when he thought Sully was hurt on the bus. “I think he does a crappy job of showing it.”

“That’s what my mom says.” Sully looks up from his work with a soft smile. I’m relieved he isn’t angry. “Manny got remarried last year. She’s... a lot. And way younger.” He rolls his eyes. “Because of course.”

I’d been wondering. Especially after Sully mentioned his parents were divorced and Manny talking about his wife while touting a flashy gold ring. Mom wears a small, silver band on her ring finger most days too, but it’s mainly to ward off men she isn’t interested in. It is the opposite of a promise ring. It’s a leave me the hell alone ring.

“Do you think it’ll stick?” I give the back of my shorts a dusting upon standing up.

“Mom thinks so,” Sully fiddles with his musty curls. They’re sopping with sweat and plastered to his ears. “She also thinks he’s mature enough to handle a marriage now, unlike before.”

A hint of curiosity piques. I haven’t been able to shake the way Nick spoke about Mom. Calling her ‘the one,’ and how he can never look me in the eyes whenever she comes up in a conversation.

“Has Nick,” my words catch. “Has Nick ever been serious with anyone?”

“If you’re asking if the sex tape is real, it’s just a rumor. Not sure if he’s even met Megan Fox.”

My face goes straight. I set my hands on my hips. “Seriously.”

A golf cart speeds by with an embarrassing horn squeal. The driver is carrying several members of a band my mom probably loved in high school.

Sully pokes his tongue out of one side of his mouth, contemplating. “He’s dated, sometimes publicly, but never with an endgame in mind. Your mom did a real number on him.”

“Pretty sure it’s the other way around,” I defend, a small vat of bile rising in my throat. “She got pregnant, and he didn’t care. We didn’t matter as much as the band.”

“Then why does he always talk about you guys?”

The blonde baby hairs on my arms stand stiff. “He does?”

Sully seems as confused about this as I am. “He said he never spoke with you, but he for sure knew about you. He was always talking to Manny about how you’d had a birthday or wondering what you’d gotten for Christmas. I’d always get super jealous and wish my dad cared half as much.”

My brain can’t compute this information, my mind unsuccessfully scrambling for ways to reject it. Everything I know about Nick is being rewritten. And the worst part is, if it’s all true, no one challenged the belief I was unwanted by him. Even Mom.

“Did I shove my foot in my mouth?” Sully shrinks.

“No,” I shake my head, reeling and rattled. “I needed to know that.”

Sully’s rugged expression breaks. He places one of his clammy hands on mine and pulls it back with rapid hesitation, playing it off by pretending he is reaching for a pair of drumsticks.

“Nick has always cared,” he flicks sweat off his nose with a sniff. “Maybe he has a crappy way of showing it, too.”

Or maybe I had a crappy way of ever knowing it.

 

 

I’m not waiting for Bel anymore. There is a full-on Nick crisis unfolding, and my best friend is the only person I want to talk to about it—New York City be damned. I scroll past the unanswered texts and call anyway. She answers after a few rings.

“Are you dead?” she jokes.

“Yup. Calling live from hell,” I huff with an airy laugh. In this heat, it’s half accurate.

“You’re getting great reception down there.”

A snare drum titters in the background. Some indie rock band who thinks they’re the next Pearl Jam takes the stage for soundcheck. It’s impossible to have this conversation anywhere quiet. Even the dressing rooms backstage are glorified outdoor glamping tents without any privacy.

“How’s the trip?” I ease into the conversation. Not that any conversation with the friend who taught me how to use a tampon should be eased into.

“Well,” Bel sighs, “Joaquin broke a very large glass M&M at the candy store in Times Square. Jax asked why two boys were kissing outside a queer nightclub in Queens—”

“Loudly?”

“Extremely,” her breezy voice goes rigid. “Dad is still trying to get us in the Hamilton ticket lottery—no luck—and apparently, Lola is convinced she saw Rowan Adler and some girl sneaking out of a showing of Paris When It Sizzles at an arthouse theater in Brooklyn.”

There’s a beat of silence followed by an older woman’s voice in the background shouting, “It’s true!” above a passing car horn. It has to be our beloved Lola.

My phone slips in my grip as the blistering heat causes sweat to pool underneath my mangled fingers. If you look up the phrase “beating around the bush,” this conversation will be the first example.

“You haven’t answered my texts,” I bring myself to say, every muscle in my neck going rigid. Pandora’s box has officially been opened.

As expected, there’s a torrent of excuses. “I’m sorry. I know you’re going through the most right now. I’ve been an awful friend.” It sounds like Bel, but it’s not Bel.

“What’s going on?” I interrogate, my insides sinking.

Heavy breathing. Stomping. Pacing. She’s either on the run from Lola somewhere on the Upper West Side, or…

“Em,” she sighs, “did you have sex with Tripp Hunt?”

The dirt underneath my feet could crack and cave in toward the earth’s center. It still wouldn’t take me far enough away from the sudden turn in this conversation.

Dread pools into my stomach like battery acid. How do I respond? No? Almost? No response is good enough when Bel just flippantly confessed to knowing the one thing I’d been trying to keep from her since October.

Tripp and I were a thing.

A messy, confusing, unbelievably stupid thing.

“How did you find out about us?” I press my lips together to bite back my anger.

“Foxx,” she says. “He sent me a text a few days after our lunch. Tripp said something to one of his friends about hooking up with you, and it got back to his brother. He was being a complete ass about it. I called him a liar, but someone else told him they saw you at one of Tripp’s lacrosse games making out with him in his car.”

The blood drains from my face, unable to hear anything but crashing glass in my eardrums.

“Emmy,” Bel’s voice finally cracks. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

There is no shortage of reasons why I hadn’t. The age gap, her utter disdain for his brother, the fact that he’s a known asshole…

I squeeze them all into one flustered response. “Outside of how you obviously wouldn’t have been okay with it?”

“Oh, fuck that,” she retaliates with a sharp edge. “You know I wouldn’t have judged you.”

“Yes, you would,” I argue with a sadistic laugh. “You would have been all over me about how dumb it was.”

“Why? Are you scared that maybe I would’ve been right?”

I slam my foot into a nearby ant hill and sulk with a loud grunt. The merch guy for some folk duo called By Odin’s Beard walks by and shakes his head.

“Forget about it, okay?” Bel pants. “You clearly trust me enough to whine about your dad, but not when it comes to who you’re screwing behind my back!”

The stoic levee containing my sorrow erodes, and my wide eyes go wet. I end the call before I can say something scathing that I will regret. Slipping my phone back into my pocket, I speed walk to the closest portable restroom and sob with my head in my hands until I can’t stand the smell anymore.

In the decade we’ve been friends, this is the first time Bel and I have argued like this. We’ve had occasional spats, typically over something petty, like which of our moms refused to drive us to the strip mall for smoothies, but nothing that felt this close to losing her.

My favorite person in the world hates me.

And it’s all my fault.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 

THE FESTIVAL gates open late in the afternoon, right at the hottest point of the day. The flood of humans entering the fairgrounds searching for shade is like watching a biblical event unfold in real-time, with far less clothing and a lot more pot.

There’s a back-and-forth debate going on in my head over calling Bel back. I need to set the record straight on how things between Tripp and me started. More importantly, how they ended. But I can’t bring myself to do it, even with the guilt eating me alive. The whole world could’ve found out, but the one person I’d strategically kept it from was the one who had.

Photography is how I keep myself sane. I shoot through performances for the first portion of the afternoon, abusing my festival all-access pass with no pushback. At one point, a duo made up of a husband and wife takes the stage completely nude, singing acoustic renditions of Moby Grape songs.

“Oh my god,” I mutter. “I’m at Woodstock.”

“You’re not far off!” a deep-voiced bystander says, stopping me in the crowd and watching my horrified reaction to the Jell-O kiddie pools filled with grown adults. “One of the founders of that festival started this one!”

Mayfair has a pre-show event with some contest winners, making them unreachable until showtime. Even Sully is swamped at the merch table and begs festival staff to bring him a few extra hands to help. I sit inside the catering tent alone and munch on a sad salad for dinner, starting to understand why Mom refused to let me go on a road trip to Bonnaroo with a classmate’s family last summer.

The band is scheduled to take the main stage after eight-thirty. I slice my way through the masses using my elbows as two bony knives, being met with my first rejection of the day.

“Stageside photos only!” the man shouts. He’s beefier and somehow balder than Travis. I flash my lanyard and argue how I’d been allowed to stand near the barricade earlier. He shakes his head, reiterating his statement and pointing to the stage. His breath is damp and oniony on my cheeks. “Side. Stage. Only.”

I grunt and mutter a curse under my breath, pressing my way back through the sea of sweating bodies. My sticky skin could be the breeding ground for brand-new viruses to be conceived.

The crisp air toward the back of the crowd is easier to inhale. I suck in precious oxygen while hauling my way to the stage steps. It’s finally starting to get dark, but the heat is bearing down without mercy. I witnessed at least twelve people on stretchers headed to the medical tent that afternoon for sunburns or dehydration.

If our fight hadn’t happened, I’d be texting Bel with some dumb joke about how I’m at the Fyre Festival and wish I were with her at the Ice Cream Museum. Instead, my gut roils worse than any sundae hangover. I’ve had my fair share of bad days, but this is in the running for one of the worst.

The security team sees my camera bag and credentials and allows me up the stairs with zero questions. Alarming, but welcomed after the last aggressive encounter.

An audience of ten thousand people takes shape below the elevated stage. Watching them scream into the open air as beach balls fly past everyone’s heads is intimidating as hell. The energy is electric with excitement and anticipation.

In the corner, I spot several Mayfair techs working alongside festival staff to ensure Manny’s drum stands are firmly in place. One of them looks over and subtly blows me a kiss. I turn my shoulder and scowl.

“Hey!” Nick runs out from behind a guitar case and fiddles with his in-ear monitors. His black shirt is sweaty, and his sunglasses have left tan circles around his eyes. He looks more like an embarrassing RV dad with every passing moment. With the addition of dark eyeliner.

“Hi!” I extend a relieved smile, a swell of comfort washing over me. It’s nice to be in the presence of someone who doesn’t know what a horrible friend I am.

“Are you okay?” His voice rises above the screaming crowds. “You look like you’ve been crying. You’ve been drinking water, right?”

If you had looked at me a week ago and said Nick Addison acting like a responsible parent would be the most normal part of this trip, I would’ve boldly called you a liar.

“Fight with a friend on the phone,” I blurt out. There’s no stopping myself.

He nods. “Did you guys make up?”

This probably isn’t the best time to have a meaningful conversation. Not when Nick is about to go on stage and yell into a microphone for an hour. 

I chew the inside of my cheek and yank the end of my messy ponytail, shaking my head with an awkward smile and hoping he takes it as a viable response. I mean, is anybody at this godforsaken festival really doing okay anyway? It’s not like emotionally stable people regularly swim in Jell-O pools.

Nick’s eyes go stern, looking into mine with intensity. If I’m vulnerable enough to admit something to him of all people, he knows it must be serious.

Grabbing the sides of my arms gently, he pulls me into a hug that causes the water balloon sitting inside my chest to pop. His thin arms are tight and toasty, smelling of the oaky deodorant that isn’t working hard enough in this heat. His faded tattoos rest on his golden skin like I’m cuddling the world’s coziest Chipotle bag.

“You’ll work it out,” Nick says, pressing his mouth into a thin line and pulling away quickly.

It’s as comforting as hearing it from Mom, but entirely different. Dare I say, normal? It’s as if he’s been waiting for me to come to him with something so he could prove how much he cares.

The show kicks off a few minutes later with an overabundance of fanfare. The repetition of photographing the same thing is starting to pay off. My pictures get sharper, and my shutter goes off less often.

Regardless of my determination to make this photo set the best yet, getting my head on straight is proving impossible. As the band launches into the acoustic section of the show (“Willow,” impassioned speech), I feel a nudge at my side. I lose focus and accidentally snap a sideways picture of Lindsey’s backside.

“That should be the next album cover!” Sully leans into my ear with a snarky laugh.

My gaze narrows. “Hilarious.”

With my camera resting carefully against my chest, I motion to Merchant Alley (as listed on the festival map). It’s directly across from the pop-up food vendors selling cheap IPAs and deep-fried everything on a stick, including chocolate-drizzled frog legs. Nick’s Gusher grilled cheese falls into sainthood by comparison.

“Aren’t you supposed to be working?” I note loudly.

Sully kicks one leg outward, his carabiner clanging against his thigh. “They finally got me some help, and now it’s dead because everyone is here!”

I stare in awe at the spectacle. All the other shows I’ve seen so far seem like poorly attended proms next to the scale of Magnolia Rayne.

“This is insane!” I shout

“Manny is from San Antonio originally!” Sully says. “This is basically a hometown show for him!”

It makes so much sense. Especially with everyone in the crowd having drumsticks from the merch table. They clack them together like wooden Thundersticks every chance they get.

The mechanized posture of everyone on stage veers when Nick abruptly calls a guitar tech over and whispers something in his ear. He hands back the acoustic guitar and points to the tall rack of instruments behind us.

“This is... different!” Sully screams into my ear. 

I ready my camera for what’s about to happen, shifting the ISO and taking a few test shots of the stage to get the settings on point. The tech runs over with Nick’s cherry red Les Paul and gives it a few strums to test the reverb.

Lindsey shuffles over casually and mouths something to his brother. Nick nods in return and makes a circular motion with his finger. He tells him to pass it on to the others.

Nick approaches the microphone and flashes a quick, toothy smile. He grips the stand before leaning in, damp hair falling into his eyes. “We’re going to switch things up,” is all he says before tearing into the opening notes of a slow song called “Wishes” from their first album.

A very, incredibly, not slow version of it.

The crowd goes wild as Mayfair improvises some gritty, metal version of the ballad that somehow sounds better than the original with its angsty lyrics: “Time is a cruel thing, it knows when you’re in hell...”

“This is kind of badass!” Sully cheers. It barely registers as I watch Nick jump—jump. He looks like he’s trying to pull a pair of skinny jeans up his legs with zero finesse, but he’s having the time of his life doing it.

Manny’s confused yet enthusiastic expression eerily mirrors Sully’s. Even Lindsey is having fun, and he’s about as tense as Nick most nights, if not more.

The vigor in the audience is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. The sea of half-dead bodies sways and thrashes. A group of moshers developing in the corner are immediately broken up by a mob of cops. Fans sing along at the top of their lungs like this is the only moment they’ll ever be this free again. It’s contagious.

My heart thuds along with the beat of the drums. I’m making every effort to pause and capture as much as possible, but it’s pointless. Between my pent-up frustration with Mom, Bel, and now myself, this is as close as I’ve felt to completely falling apart.

I’m as hot as a live wire, and if I don’t find somewhere to put all my energy in the next few seconds, I might combust.

My feet bounce anxiously, doing this embarrassing shimmy thing with my shoulders and hoping nobody is paying attention. Quickly, I slide the strap off my neck and cup the bottom of the camera body in my hands, offering it to Sully along with my bag.

“Will you hold this for me?” I ask with a yell.

He furrows his brow, accepting it and clenching the sides tightly. “Yeah. Why?”

I never answer. Before losing the nerve or someone tries to stop me, my shimmy turns into a full-blown sprint. I dodge right past a badly dancing Nick and feel the weight of my legs go heavy as I toss myself from the stage and launch into the crowd.

Stage dives in movies are choreographed and infallible. They don’t prepare you for how terrifying the freefall sensation is. You’re weightless, but at the same time, aware of how fragile your mortality is. Your brain is awash with the fear of plummeting to your death and the empty sensation of losing control.

I unleash a bloodcurdling scream as my body jerks against throngs of hands in the front row, grabbing and hoisting me up by anything they can grab. My arms and legs swing out and allow people to create some sort of counterbalance. Not that they’re thinking about that when they’re all drunk and high out of their minds. 

Within seconds, I’ve gone from flying to steadily floating, the music carrying me off.

 

 

For once, I partake in post-show bus food. Trays of authentic street tacos await everyone with giant vats of fresh salsa. Even Nick indulges by demolishing a greasy bag of salty tortilla chips and eating a container of guacamole with a spoon. I’m tempted to ask why he isn’t using the chips to scoop it up, but I’m busy being pressed by everyone about what possessed me to jump off the stage.

“I’ve always wanted to do that!” Eighty leans his face close to mine. I think I’ve entered God-like status in his eyes, and I’m already profoundly uncomfortable with it.

“I’ve done it,” Manny brushes a fleck of tomato off his hand. “It didn’t end nearly as well as yours. I still have the scars on my legs to prove it.”

“How do you feel?” Lindsey pulls a steak taco straight from a large silver tray, carelessly setting the uneaten half on his lap. It falls apart on his pants.

Other than sore and mildly concussed? About the same as before I did it. Upset, but with added adrenaline. Now, I’m worried about my camera. Sully still has it in his possession. After the crowd lost control of me and I did this awesome roll-drop thing to the ground, I ran back to the stage, only to have security ban me from going back up. Something about causing a safety hazard.

Oops.

“Sully should be back any time now,” Nick reassures me. The worry on my face must be evident. I’m basically naked without that camera, and it’s the most expensive piece of clothing I own.

Eighty gasps with growing eyes. “Did anyone grab your butt?”

Lindsey shoots an onion out of his nose while laughing, and everyone on board loses it. Excluding Travis, who might be more pissed off with me than security was. I’ve been dead to him since the moment I stepped onto the bus.

I can already see the email he’s planning on drafting for the next show, complete with the bright red asterisk: NO STAGEDIVING. This means you, Emerson.

I nibble on my third taco, answering Eighty’s inquiry. “Unfortunately. Along with about everywhere else.”

“You still have your phone, right?” Nick licks a garlicky green glob off his finger. “I did a stage dive once at a high school gig. Some punk pickpocketed my phone. Never again.”

Not only did I still have it, but when I finally went to look, I had a missed call from Mom. I don’t want to imagine what she’d say if she found out what I’d done tonight. Let alone the lashing she’d give Nick for allowing it to happen. Not that he could stop me when I was entirely in kamikaze mode.

“Ooh! I have a good one!” Manny claps his hands. “Would you rather stagedive and have your phone stolen, or stagedive and break your wrist?”

“That’s not a good one.” Lindsey sits upright and loosens the buttons on his jeans. “A good one would be, would you rather stagedive and have your phone stolen, nudes and all, or stagedive, break your wrist, and have your arm paralyzed for the rest of your life?”

“You think of these way too easily.” Nick shakes his head with a miserable scowl.

Rhiannon’s door swings open with a squeak. Sully climbs aboard and silently drops the two blue merch envelopes onto Travis’s lap, offering my camera bag back to me with a corny bow.

“Your Foolishness,” he sings in a regal manner.

I grip the bag tightly against my chest and unzip the pockets to make sure the body and lenses are free from harm. It’s not that I don’t trust Sully. I just don’t trust literally anyone else at this festival.

“It’s fine,” Sully reassures me. “I took good care of your baby. Fed her, changed her, made sure to read her a story before tucking her back in.”

“Not funny.”

Sully reaches for a plate and digs through the taco options. Manny silently offers the tray of barbacoa, his resistance reading like a book. Sully unclenches his jaw and thanks his father quietly, grabbing five from the edge and scooching between Eighty and me. I’d say Manny is extending an olive branch, but I’m not sure they even have an olive tree to pull a branch from.

“Confession. I did give myself a quick photography lesson backstage.” Sully sinks his teeth into one of the tacos, eating most of it in one bite. “Hope you don’t mind.”

My heart races. “What?”

Unzipping the bag again, I rip the camera free, pressing the power button and shifting through the settings. Everything looks in order, and my pictures are still there. I toggle through the remainder of the playback function, and I swear, every grown man on the bus starts to giggle like a child.

Selfies. At least a dozen of them. Multiple shots of Sully sticking his tongue out or making peace signs with a duck face. There are a few with Nick and Lindsey running off the stage and throwing up devil horns, and one scandalous photo of Eighty flipping off the camera that I’m sure would send his homeschool co-op into a frenzy.

None of them are particularly good considering the settings are off, but they’re decent enough to annoy me by not being horrible.

“Use any of those against us,” Lindsey points, “and you’re fired.”

“You don’t have the power to do that,” Nick jokes.

“Fine then. Use any of those against us, and Travis will fire you.”

Travis peers up from his work, shooting me a dirty look. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

On that note, I excuse myself and head into the back to start transferring files while the guys dive into another highly inappropriate game of Would You Rather. First question: “Would you rather whip or be whipped?”

The wallpaper on my laptop causes any joy I’d bottled up to bottom out. It’s a photo of Bel and me on the closing night of the drama department’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream production. She’s decked out in her Hermia costume while I playfully kiss her cheek. It was last October, right before the cast wrap party.

The night I met Tripp. The last time I wasn’t keeping secrets from the people I loved most.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 

WE DRIVE through the night to Mesa, Arizona for a well-deserved day off. Lionel pulls up to the fancy Hyatt shortly after four in the morning.

I’m already wide awake when Travis sounds his fake airhorn and demands everyone get off both buses. They’re being taken to a local commercial specialist for maintenance (and to fix our toilet) before leaving for the shows in California.

“Everyone grab their shit!” he shouts. “I don’t want to hear about it if you forget something!”

Nobody says a word as they sleepily file into the lobby, collecting key cards with haste so they can go upstairs and crash for the rest of the afternoon.

I get to my room and quickly bask in a hot shower before jumping into bed to catch a catnap. I’m eager to get back to work on my photos from last night. The Magnolia Rayne photoset is pulling decent numbers. It probably helps that the band looks like they are enjoying themselves on stage for once—most of the comments point out the same.

I’m half passed out when there is a frantic knock on the door. My eyes crack open, running to see who it is through the fish-eyed peephole.

Sully stands there waiting, decked out in his usual running garb.

I yank the door open with an endearing groan and lean my head against the freshly painted framing. My wet hair dangles in front of my face. “You rang?”

He rocks back on the balls of his feet. “Would you be up for a little torture?”

 

 

Brown Mountain is a twenty-minute Uber from the hotel. Sully says one of his cross country teammates recently came to Phoenix with his family and highly recommended the trail. He invites me to join him under the condition it will be a relaxing sunrise hike.

What he really means is that he wants to go running and doesn’t want to be in an unfamiliar place alone in case he gets attacked by a wild animal.

Sully begins his sprint up the dirt path, passing a cartoonish-looking prickly pear. I lag behind in Eighty’s sneakers and suck in air like an asthmatic sloth. We’re roughly half a mile up the deserted trail when I finally keel over onto a patch of sand and gulp down my last few sips of water. I crinkle the bottle into a thin, plastic sliver and shake out every remaining drop of liquid.

By my feet, I note a massive snake hole on the ground. A rattlesnake bite would be one hell of a way to die. Or, at the very least, get me out of the rest of this hike.

Sully dashes back down the ridge when he realizes I’m no longer behind him. He places his hands on his hips and proudly stands over me, tsk-tsking.

“You’re really not built for this. No offense.” Sully uses the back of his hand to wipe a miniature lake of sweat on his forehead, ripping out his headphones.

“None taken. You’re speaking facts.”

“It doesn’t help that you’re lugging an anvil around your neck.” He points to my camera bag.

“You told me it was a hike. Not a 5K,” I affirm smugly. “Do you have any water left?”

Screw sharing germs. My options are either catching a bacterial infection or dehydration. Neither of them is as cool as a snake bite.

Sully judges me in silence as he hands me his half-full bottle. “I try to reserve mine,” he boasts.

“Not all superheroes wear capes.” I hyperventilate between loud, messy glugs. “Just curious, what’s the qualifying time for the Midnight Marathon?”

“For my age bracket? Three hours.” Sully clenches his teeth. “I’m attempting to do it in less.”

“So much for my odds,” I pant. No wonder he’s moving at the speed of light.

“Can you at least make it the rest of the way?” his brow knits with concern. “It’s like one more mile total, and I promise I’ll slow down.”

“Slow for you is still fast for me.” I return his nearly empty water bottle and knead my temples, continuing upward along the chalky dirt trail.

Abruptly, a raindrop bounces off my head. Then another. And another.

Sully’s eyes grow wide. “Was it supposed to rain?”

“You’re asking as if I would know.”

Thunder erupts in the background with an alarming crash. We’ve unlocked struck by lightning on our growing list of Cool Ways to Die.

“That isn’t ominous at all,” I cower.

Sully stops moving and hangs his head. “We’re totally exposed,” he says. “Maybe we can wait it out and see if it passes.”

We locate a massive rock alongside the trail and sit close to one another, waiting for the sudden storm to blow over. It’s more of a misty, spitting rain than a proper downpour. It’s slightly refreshing after trying to keep up with wannabe Usain Bolt for the last fifteen minutes.

I rotate my bag strap around my neck and forcefully shove the thick body into the bottom of my damp sweatshirt, appearing pregnant with a camera.

“It’s not exactly cheap to replace,” I smirk.

“I’m sorry this sucks so much.”

“Meh,” I wave a hand. “This is a normal summer day back home.”

There’s another rumble of thunder as Sully shifts his weight. “What’s back home like?”

This is like being put on the spot by Sand Dollar guests, who frequently stop to ask what there is to do for fun around town. There isn’t necessarily a correct answer. Charleston is a big city, a beach community, and a small town all in one.

I shrug. “Touristy. Good food. Lighthouses.”

“Wow. You’re really selling it,” Sully jokes, his dimples sinking into his cheeks. “Doesn’t your mom own a hotel or something?”

“An inn,” I amend, going into the history of Sand Dollar. He listens earnestly. It’s rare to have someone interested in the legacy of the building. Especially when it means so much to my family.

Sully picks at a random thistle brushing against his hairy ankle. “Do you have any hobbies other than photography?”

“I’ve been super into taxidermy lately.” He plucks the blade and tosses it at my arm. I throw my hands in the air with a laugh. “I’m boring! I hang out with my mom and friends. We mostly just sit around and… exist together.”

That was the way it used to be, anyway. Before I was mad at my mom, and my best friend hated me.

“Boring is underrated,” Sully states, lifting his head.

We trade smiles before settling into the breezy silence. Something howls in the distance. A coyote?

“What about a boyfriend?” Sully’s tone rises as he nervously asks. “Or a girlfriend? A significant person?”

“Boyfriend,” I confirm. “Former.”

“You’re inviting me to ask what happened. You know that, right?” Sully rubs his hands against his thighs.

“Not much to say,” I lie, breathing damp air through my nose. “I was sort of dating this guy, and now I’m not.”

“How do you sort of date somebody?”

I place a strand of hair behind each ear, struggling to find the right word. “It was thorny.”

Sully rips a few more weeds out of the ground, gathering a small grass bouquet. “You don’t have to tell me,” he says. “You can, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. Breakups suck.”

A little late for being uncomfortable.

The truth hangs on the tip of my tongue. I can almost taste how bitter it is. In the last few months, there have been times when I wanted to divulge it to any stranger who would listen and not condemn me for my actions. Sully’s gentle offer manifests itself as some catalytic stimulant.

“He was a junior in college,” I say. “We were together for six months.”

A bird in a nearby tree begins singing the same four notes repeatedly. It’s peaceful in an obnoxious sort of way.

I go into the tale. “My best friend, Bel, is in the drama department at school. They’d just finished a run of A Midsummer Night’s Dream performances. She invited me to a party one of her castmates was throwing at his house. Mostly to act as her personal photographer.”

“Big surprise,” he smirks.

“The guy throwing the party is my best friend’s biggest rival in the department. He’s a pretentious jackass who thinks he’s God’s gift to musical theater. He has an older brother named Tripp who would come to the shows with their parents.” I cringe as I continue. “I had a huge thing for him, and—”

“I’m sorry. Tripp?” Sully jerks his head back and rigidly tosses a hand before my face.

“Yeah,” I pause. “So what?”

“Nothing. It’s... you’re sitting here acting devastated over a guy named Tripp.”

“You’re one to talk, Sullivan.”

“At least I’m aware my name is ridiculous, Emerson.”

I shake my head with a sneer. “Tripp and I started talking at the party. He messaged me that night, asking to hang out. I didn’t want Bel to know because of how much she hates Foxx and—”

“Seriously? Foxx?”

“Dumb names, okay?” I press my hands into the dirt. “Plus, the whole being twenty-one thing. It’s not like it’s a huge gap, but it was weird enough that he never wanted to make us public so I wouldn’t need to explain things.”

“Sounds like he was trying to protect himself, not you,” Sully states boldly. He immediately winces. “Sorry. That was harsh.”

Yet probably accurate, I think.

Tripp being older never bothered me because I’ve always felt mature for my age. Plus, I didn’t think things would get serious. I saw that first time we hung out as a giddy schoolgirl with a stupid crush getting to eat pizza with the hot brunette guy she remembered from freshman year, nothing more.

A cloud sails overhead with a gust, blowing our hair about. Sully pulls a curl out of his eyeball. “So, you guys went out?”

I nod. “Tripp asked me if I wanted to get lunch a few days later. We walked to this small bookstore across the street afterward. He found a used copy of Peter Pan and freaked out. I guess the cover was similar to one he had as a kid.”

“Peter Pan,” Sully says. “The boy who didn’t want to grow up.”

“The irony.”

Sully pinches his eyes closed as another blast of wind comes barreling over us. “Sorry I keep interrupting,” he says quietly. “I’m listening.”

My chest tightens, unsure if time is moving faster or slower. “The book was fifty dollars,” I explain. “Collector’s edition. I told Tripp he should go ahead and start the heater in his car while I ran to the bathroom. I went up and bought him the book to surprise him. Because I’m apparently pathetic.”

The look on Tripp’s face when I pulled the book from its plastic bag burned itself into my brain. His plump cheeks turned a soft shade of pink as he broke into a giddy smile. My heart practically pooped its pants.

“You got this for me?” His voice was one octave beneath a whisper. Before I could answer, he slowly pressed his lips against mine, causing me to forget every lengthy explanation I’d rehearsed while checking out.

It was my first kiss. And my second. And my third. After we’d sat there kissing among the soft glow of lights in the shop window for what felt like an eternity, he finally pulled away without a word. Foreshadowing, to say the least.

“Where did things go wrong?” Sully asks. His face is wrought with idle confusion.

The aching muscles in my legs go as dense as bricks. “At first, things were fine between us. We’d meet up a few times a week near his campus, get food, and talk. Then, stuff changed.” 

Correction: I did most of the talking. From how stressed I was about SAT prep to what it was like watching my grandmother die of colon cancer. His ears were always open. Or I thought they were. Turns out there’s a big difference between listening to someone and acknowledging them.

There would be times when Tripp would ask the same questions again and again. It never dawned upon me that he wasn’t paying attention. He was looking for opportunities to get me to open up so he could throw himself on me for comfort. I don’t think he ever remembered Bel’s name, regardless of how much I spoke about her.

My hands clench into two tight balls. Sully leans in and knocks my thumb against his, a warm sensation shooting up my fingers. I shift my eyes to the side with a deep breath.

“My family and friends never knew about us. I started making things up to my mom and Bel whenever Tripp and I saw each other. The lies snowballed. It went from being something on the down-low to this huge secret I had to protect. And because I wanted it, I accepted it. I liked his attention, and he liked me.”

Naively, I expected Tripp to eventually open his heart to me the way I had. I kept imagining a day when we’d drive somewhere familiar so he could let it all out and tell me his plans for the future instead of shoving his hands down my skirt in some parking lot and calling it a relationship. I couldn’t see beyond his behavior.

Well, I could. I just didn’t want to. I was terrified of losing the way he looked at me.

“A few months ago, he invited me to a college party one of his friends was throwing in Columbia. I thought maybe he was warming up to the idea of us going public since I was closer to graduating.” I bite the inside of my cheek to keep my lip from trembling.

Sully puffs out his chest, sitting upright. “What happened?”

“I told Mom and Bel I was staying with a girl from the yearbook committee to finalize some photography stuff. Tripp was wasted within an hour, and I felt completely alone. I took him aside and told him how I felt and that I wanted to go home.”

It was the same old story from there. Fake listening, fake sympathy, a pitiful “I’m sorry” kiss, and an immediate attempt to rip my clothes off.

Every time I’d told him I wasn’t ready to sleep with him yet, he understood. He was biding his time until I was vulnerable enough to go through with it. That night, it was like someone pulled the plug out of a bathtub drain, and all his patience vanished.

“What the fuck is your problem?!” His breath was sharp with alcohol. “Why are you being such a baby about this?”

I immediately burst into tears, not knowing what to say. Tripp spent the next several minutes berating me about how I’d spent months leading him on, that I was punishing him for being confused about our relationship, and how there was no reason not to have sex if I truly cared about him.

“Boy, he sure made a compelling argument for you to want to change your mind,” Sully scoffs. “What an asshole.”

A lump rises in my throat. I swallow hard to make it disappear, but it only worsens things. “He went back downstairs to party with his friends, and I sat alone in that room all night. I wanted to call my mom to come and get me, but it’s like I was numb.”

Numb or slightly terrified of the repercussions. Which would have been worse: Tripp coming back even more drunk and harming me somehow, or Mom finding out where I was and attempting to hurt him for what he’d said?

Sully leans forward. “What happened after that?”

“Tripp finally came back and got me as the sun was coming up and drove me home. It was like nothing had happened. He dropped me off down the street from my house and said he was done. And, of course, it was my fault.”

The moment feels like a lifetime ago compared to now. Lying through my teeth by telling him I loved him so things would somehow resolve. Not wanting to give up on something that was never anything to begin with.

Sully pauses for a beat, allowing the heaviness in the air to settle. “Wow.”

“Yeah. Wow.”

“Did you ever tell anyone?” he questions. “I mean, not to sound like your dad and all.”

“Too soon,” I threaten, wiping away a stray tear. “No. But apparently, Bel found out. And even without all the context, she’s pissed that I kept it from her.”

“She’s probably more worried than upset,” Sully defends her. “If my best friend was nearly assaulted by a raging narcissist and never told me, I’d also have a few strong feelings. I’m ready to go find this dude and kick his ass. And I don’t even like you that much.”

I manage to chuckle despite how much this moment hurts. “Thanks.”

“For the record,” Sully stands and offers his hands to help me up. “I’m not saying you need to go and tell your mom, but it’s not like she didn’t keep Nick hidden from you, either. The playing field is pretty even.”

“Fair,” my head bobs from side to side, weighing the accuracy of his statement. “But that was more about self-respect than self-preservation.”

The forceful way Sully clenches his jaw says more than his silence. This is the second time he’s implied my mother did something wrong. I might’ve slapped him for it a few weeks ago, but after her weird hot and cold helicopter parenting the last several days, it’s hard not to think it’s all pointing to something.

I just wish I knew what.

“Are you ready to finish the hike?” Sully leaps over to the trail’s center, slightly muddier than when we started. Neither of us has heard thunder in a while.

“Now or never,” I sigh.

It’s another twenty minutes up to the top of the peak. This time, Sully slows to an enthusiastic walk to keep up with me instead of the other way around. We pass the time and lighten the mood by playing a quick round of Would You Rather: PG Edition.

“Would you rather listen to the same ten songs on repeat for the rest of your life or watch the same five movies?”

“Easy,” I nearly trip on a small rock. “Songs. I already do that.”

Sully smiles. “Okay. Shoot.”

I tap my chin, pondering for a second. “Would you rather be famous online or in real life?”

“Like, unspecified online famous?” Sully asks.

“Answer the question, Sullivan.”

“Okay, Lindsey,” he remarks coldly. “I don’t know. I feel real-life famous sometimes. Not in an arrogant way,” he defensively fans his hands. “Just that, it’s weird having people know who your dad is.”

“Does anyone ever try to get stuff from you because of it?” I ball my hair onto my head in a messy bun. “Like, autographs and stuff?”

“Sometimes.” Sully drags his feet and blinks rapidly, pressing his lips together firmly.

My gut tells me it happens more than sometimes. Problems I’ve never had. And if we could successfully keep this scheme going for another week, I never would.

I point ahead to the flat ledge lingering on the horizon. Cacti jet all the way down the sides of the mountain below us. A few dark green shrubs burst through the rocky ground as if the desert knew it needed some atmosphere to break up the scenic brown dirt.

Sully competitively lunges into a runner’s lunge, taking off ahead of me and beating me to the mountain’s edge. He doesn’t even breathe heavily. I jog over much more casually, keeping my camera from jostling and tugging the strap around my neck.

“Whoa,” I cry with a smile, looking out ahead.

It’s still overcast from the passing rain, but that only makes it better. The sun isn’t frying our skin and ruining the moment. You can see the flat plains creeping up smaller chalky hills from one side. On the other, the busy city of Mesa slowly bustles to life.

I spend several minutes capturing every aspect of the mountain, breaking out the telephoto lens to get a decent picture of the crescent moon hanging visibly near a thin cloud sheet.

It makes sense why Nick likes hiking so much. When your whole life is defined by noise, sometimes you need silence.

“This is amazing,” I whisper.

Sully leans over and nudges my shoulder with his. “Thanks for coming with me.”

“Can’t have you dying on us now. Who would hawk the wares?”

“Ha ha.” He wets his lips before stepping back and spinning on his heels. “Hey, about what I said before.”

My lens slides back into the empty slot, and I zip my bag closed. “What?”

“I was kidding.” Sully’s tone changes, his cheeks red and his expression gentle. “I do like you.”

The compliment lingers in the space between us. A molten sensation shoots through my core like I’m christened in hot Gusher goo. I smile warmly and watch as he quietly leads us down the mountain, peering over to ensure I’m still with him every few seconds.

Taking one careful step at a time and making sure to avoid any small mud puddles, I pull my phone from my pocket. My fingers roll up to the secret folder with the pictures of Tripp and me.

For the longest time, I couldn’t bring myself to delete it. My stubborn hope for us convinced me we’d get back together, and I’d regret it if I erased these memories. Over time, all it did was remind me how much he’d hurt me.

For months, I blamed myself for what happened. It was so much easier than admitting what I knew to be true all along. Tripp used me, and he never cared if I walked away hurt.

The reality of the situation hits me at once, and as if a light switch is suddenly yanked on above my head, all I see when I look at Tripp’s uninterested expression is illusion-shattering perspective. I never deserved to be hurt, lied to, or manipulated. I should’ve never been pressured into telling, let alone proving to someone I loved them to keep their attention.

It’s exactly what Bel would tell me if I let her know the truth, and what everyone else would say if I’d let myself believe it first.

With shivery hands, I delete the folder permanently, without giving myself time to second-guess it. A weight falls off my chest instantaneously, the fog in my head going clear for the first time in ages.

My mind is drawn back to what Nick had told me about having his aha moment at the spire back in Colorado. Maybe being stuck on a rainy mountain in Arizona is supposed to be mine.

Sully glances back at me with a toss of his head. “You still okay back there?” he shouts. “Need a medic?”

My mouth flips up into a pressed smile, his concern causing that gooey warmth to rush back. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

As we get closer to the end of the trail, the feeling settles into my skin the same way the rain has soaked into my clothes. Outside of Bel or my mom, Sully is the one person I’ve met who possesses the rare gift of being able to annoy me and make me feel better at the same time. We aren’t even back at the hotel yet, and I already miss hanging out with him.

Oh no. I freeze in my tracks. Do I have a crush on Sullivan Torres?

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

 

 

TRAVIS SENDS everyone a group text at quarter to ten, letting us know the buses are on their way back and to be ready downstairs in fifteen minutes. A second later, Lindsey starts a second text thread without Eighty, taking bets on if he’s still awake and makes it downstairs in time.

The joke is on everyone else. Nick is the one who causes the buses to leave an hour late because his rideshare driver gets held up at the Taco Bell drive-thru while picking up a late dinner.

“You could’ve had it delivered,” Eighty states as he piles onto the bus with a toothbrush in his mouth. He has no idea that Lindsey owes twenty dollars to everyone for being on time.

I pull my laptop from my things. “Can Taco Bell even be vegan?”

“Is their meat even meat?” Lindsey replies. Touché.

“It can be, and yes.” Nick pops a black bean burrito into his mouth, followed by a handful of un-vegan gummy worms.

It’s midnight back home, but Mom is still awake and texting me to call her as soon as possible. I would ignore it if I wasn’t constantly concerned about Pop’s well-being.

I pardon myself to the back lounge and get Mom on the line. As I should’ve expected, my grandfather is completely fine.

“I haven’t heard from you in a few days,” she says. “I’ve been seeing your pictures online. You should be proud of yourself, Em. They’re incredible.”

More like passable. The graphic I made to plug tomorrow night’s show had resulted in a series of very human comments, all telling me I misspelled the name of the city in California.

“Thanks,” I sink into my usual spot on the sofa. Whoever worked on the bus today tidied up the shoes and stuck them into a neat stack in the corner near the guitar case. I’m unsure what to do with the extra legroom. Breakdance?

“How are things going with Nick?” Her voice perks up like a human Barbie doll whenever she says Nick’s name.

“Not terrible.”

“You two have been talking?”

“We kind of have to, Mom. I’m working, remember?”

“I mean in general,” she says. “He thinks highly of you.”

My silence is full of loud thoughts. He apparently always has. You just never told me.

If Nick was aware of me this whole time, that would mean he had seen the email she sent all those years ago. He hadn’t ignored it for seventeen years, then woke up one random morning and decided to give a shit. There’s more to this story, and I’m itching to lure some truth out of her.

Mom continues. “He also says you’re getting close with Manny’s son. Sylvan?”

My eyes flick up to the ceiling. Mom has this habit of screwing up the names of guys I like on purpose. She learned it from her mother.

“That boy from school you like,” Mimi would say when I was little. “Is his name Harold?”

It was Harrison. She would know. She gave him piano lessons every Thursday.

“Sullivan,” I correct her, rolling my head around my neck. “Wait, you know who Manny is?”

Crickets. You can hear the Jeopardy theme song start to play as Mom rips an answer out of her ass. “Only from what Nick has told me. His son, he’s being nice to you?”

My thoughts become louder. Oh yeah, I confided my deepest, darkest secret to him today (you know nothing about it) and realized I sort of like him. In the Harrison way. Did I mention I did a stage dive?

I take a deep breath, realizing this conversation is going nowhere. We’re still too uncompromising to point out the elephant taking up space in our relationship.

“Yes, Mom. He’s helping me out a lot. Nick and I are fine. Really.” I pivot the topic of our discussion entirely. “Have you heard from Bel or her mom at all?”

Mom’s reception crackles. “Should I have?”

God, I hope not. Bel might be mad, but she would never stoop to tattling on me. It’s stupid of me to believe she would.

“No,” I answer. “I’ve been wondering is all.”

In a bizarre reminder of the reality I’m living in, Nick pokes his head through the back door. He’s still cradling half a burrito in his hands.

“Can I come in for a second?” he says with a full mouth.

I point to my ear and mouth the words “In a sec, it’s Mom” and hear him audibly wheeze. Mom does the exact same thing, followed by a clunk. I think she drops her phone.

“I’ll let you go, babe,” Mom says tenaciously. “Tell Nick I called?”

Too late. “Will do. Hug Pop for me.”

I set my phone on the table as the call ends. Nick grits his teeth. A sorry black bean skin is hooked onto one of his canines.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” he says with an apology.

“It’s okay. Mom’s been wanting me to call and check in. Do you want to sit?” I inch to the side and make space for him to join. He doesn’t need much.

Nick shoves the rest of his burrito into his mouth and gives his hands a dusting before reaching into the pocket of his baggy pants. He wobbles his mouth to swish food out of his teeth.

“Nah, gonna hit the sack in a minute, but I thought you might want to see this.”

“What is it?”

Nick holds his phone close to his eyes while shuffling through his messages. Someone seriously needs to buy him a pair of glasses.

“I got this from Becca a little while ago.”

Carefully, I take the phone from his hands and read the text bubble, swiping away from the stream of incoming messages and emails from Travis above.

Nick! Thanks for your advice the other night. I’ll reach out to Franco about it and circle back. BTW, can you send a copy of the pic on your Insta from the other night? Are there more? Your photographer is killing it!

My eyes practically pop out of my face and bounce into the shoe cavities. Rebecca Solomon likes my picture of her. More than that, she wants a copy of it and to see all the others.

This reality is getting more surreal by the minute.

“Rebecca is a good kid,” Nick says. “I’ll connect you with her if you’d like. That way, you can send the photos directly. I don’t like playing the middle ma—”

“YES!” I interrupt excitedly. Perhaps too excitedly. I cover my mouth with an embarrassing squeaking noise. “I mean, yeah! I don’t know if I have any other good pictures of her, but I’ll send them!”

“Great,” Nick clears his throat and gives his chest a quick thud. “You’re doing a great job. With all this.” He points to his phone and swirls his finger. The screen goes dark.

“Thanks,” I say, meaning it earnestly. “Sand Dollar stuff is easy, but this is a lot of pressure.”

“Well,” Nick jerks his head to the front lounge. “Management otherwise does most of the internet stuff. They’re always out to sell something. Lindsey tried to take control of it for a while, but precedence shifted. His life has been a bit complicated lately.”

A bit? I overheard him talking with a therapist in his bunk a few nights ago when he thought we were all sleeping. Something about how he and his ex-husband’s marriage ‘lacked purposeful satisfaction.’ Hence, my now ex-uncle’s multiple illicit affairs. I’m vehemently trying to forget about the details.

“I’ve heard,” I tap the back window.

Nick picks the last of the burrito out of his molars. “I’ll shoot you Rebecca’s contact info and let her know you’ll reach out.”

My face goes warm. “Thank you! I for sure will!”

Nick’s phone dings loudly, the screen illuminating. He reaches into my hand to pull it from my tense grip before I get the chance to flip it around and see what he’s clearly trying to hide. What the…

“Boy, I really need to turn that ringer down!” He uncomfortably clears his throat a second time and fakes a laugh to play off his weird behavior. My puzzled expression remains.

“Yeah,” is all I manage to say. I’m starting to think I might drown under the stress of all this secrecy.

“Oh!” Nick places a finger in the air. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning to film with Axxess TV over at the Santa Monica Pier.” He crooks a shoulder. “Would you want to join? See the pier? Get a taste of the old man’s backyard?”

Is this under the condition Nick never refers to himself as my ‘old man’ while creepily jiggling his hips again?

“Sure.” I press a hand into my cheek. “Sounds fun.”

“Not sure I’d call it fun,” Nick cracks the door with a playful smile. “But it’ll be an experience.”

 

 

My internal alarm wakes me up at three, like sleep-deprived clockwork. I’m taken aback by the soft blue light bleeding gently through the crack underneath the divider. Other than Lionel and me, nobody is ever awake at this hour. I grab my pillow and squeeze it tight, quietly moving into the front lounge.

Sully lies sideways on a sofa, casually watching TV.

“What are you doing up?” I gingerly slide the door shut to block the light.

Sully flinches. He flips upright and shakes his curls with a rub of his tired eyes. “Can’t sleep,” he says in a low voice. “You?”

“Same.”

My body lands next to his with a leathery squeak. I turn my head to the curtain, wondering if Lionel can hear us or if he’s too enthralled by the last half of The Lovely Bones, which is unequivocally the most depressing story I’ve heard in my life. That’s saying quite a bit on the heels of Gone Girl.

“Are you always up this early?” Sully asks.

My face smushes into the pillow, trying not to stare at his pajamas—an oversized Mayfair hoodie and a minuscule pair of running shorts he’s probably worn since elementary school.

“On the bus,” I answer, leaving out the part where I like to hang out with our driver and look out the window while slowly dozing off to wine mom books. “I sleep like a normal human at home.”

Sully yawns, crossing his legs and resting his head back. “Normal sounds nice.”

A young Tom Cruise appears on the TV. “Have we had cable this whole time?”

“No,” Sully shakes his head. “They have some DVDs lying around that work in the PlayStation. Mostly old action movies like Die Hard and Bloodsport. This is Manny’s favorite.”

I take a second to study the screen. “Top Gun?”

“My father is a walking cliché.” Sully rolls his eyes with such fervor, I’m pretty sure they make a complete loop around his head.

Vehicles loudly whip outside the windows as we silently sit and watch. I’d seen this once with my grandparents when I was little. They both freaked out when the sex scene came on. Pop frantically screamed at Mimi about where she put the remote as “Take My Breath Away” blared in the background.

I’m about to bring up the memory when Tom’s character zooms off on his motorcycle, the blonde actress from the previous scene rushing to follow him. Their roadside argument culminates in a sexually tense kiss and...

Oh my god. It’s happening.

It’s not that horrible, I tell myself. Be an adult.

Meanwhile, Sully and I try hard not to breathe too loudly and make one another’s presence evident as the couple on screen lies in bed and slowly caresses.

Sully scrunches his forehead together and leans over his knees with a curious head tilt. “It would suck if it was always this perfect.”

I flop back into the seat with a soft thud. “What?”

“Like, the guy always knows exactly what to do.” He waves his hand in front of the TV. It gives off the same energy as watching a love scene with your parents, except worse.

“Do you and I need to have a discussion, Sullivan?” I wiggle my head. “About where babies come from?”

“That is so not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?” I playfully accuse.

“I don’t know!” His face turns bright red as he sinks into the cushion and fiddles with the strings on his hoodie. “You never see movies address how inherently awkward sex is. I wouldn’t want to be with someone who always expects a performance. Not that I wouldn’t want to perform.”

Now my face is turning red. Possibly even dark purple. I clutch the pillow leaning against my chest and smash it onto my face until it resembles a pancake, my words swaddling. “Ohmygodstoptalking.”

Sully wipes the air with his hands to erase the last several seconds of this conversation. “I just think you need to be with someone with a sense of humor about the whole thing. Or else it’s not worth it.”

The steamy scene finally ends. “You’re saying awkwardness is sexy.”

He thinks for a moment. “With the right person.”

The temperature in our immediate vicinity skyrockets. Sully and I turn our heads and focus on one another for long enough that any other human would want to evaporate off the face of the planet. It’s not helping that I’m starting to notice how gorgeous his honey-colored eyes are.

My heart races as my body involuntarily leans closer. It’s petrifying to have him so close. Yet somehow, he’s not close enough.

It’s strange. There was always uncertainty around Tripp—a loose fuse to his spontaneity that, at times, felt dangerous. It was exciting when it was new, until it wasn’t. This isn’t like that. There’s a safety to Sully’s presence that makes things feel so easy, even when they’re uncomfortable.

As our eyelashes flirt with the waning space between us, all I want is for him to close the gap and show that he feels the same way around me.

“Are you guys watching Top Gun?!”

Eighty’s raspy whisper causes us to flail backward with hushed gasps. His sleep-kinked towhead pokes out of the hallway, followed sluggishly by the rest of him, cocooned in a fleece blanket.

“Yeah,” Sully whispers back with a nervous smile. “Are we being too loud?”

The idea of us being too loud while waxing poetic about sex as our fathers sleep ten feet away causes my brain to seize. To my utter relief, he shakes his head.

“Can’t sleep,” he says, unfurling his arm to rub his eyes with a yawn.

“Join the club,” I say sarcastically.

He softly sings the chorus of “Danger Zone” as he sandwiches himself directly between Sully and me, the human equivalent of leaving room for Jesus. Whatever moment we were having is dead. Like, Goose dead.

Uncomfortable silence fills the lounge, cut short by Eighty laughing at some outdated joke in the movie that provides the please let me evaporate feeling that had been noticeably missing before.

“I’m tired,” Sully rises with a softened scowl. “I’m going to bed.”

“Me too,” I follow suit, nearly flying forward as Rhiannon flies over a series of speedbumps. This would be a horrible time to land on top of Sully.

Eighty’s jaw drops. “But it’s getting good!”

Sully ignores Eighty’s plea, kindly patting him on the shoulder as he holds the divider open for me.

The two of us slip into the quiet hallway, the fighter pilots muted by humming highway noise. Our hands brush lightly in the darkness. I quickly pull away and offer a mock curtsy as I step back to let him roll into bed first.

“After you,” I joke.

“Very funny.” Sully drops to the floor and flops into the bunk with a grunt. I wait till he’s firmly settled before climbing into mine.

My eyelids hang heavily as I lie back on the wooden mattress, feeling properly drowsy for the first time in days. I’m about to pull my blankets up to my face and force myself to forget the subdued warmth of Sully’s eyes when I toss to the side, and there they are again, looking right into mine.

His curtain is open, the reading light dimly illuminating the sun-lightened streaks near the ends of his messy curls. His gaze is sleepy and disgustingly adorable. Insomnia doesn’t deserve to look this good on someone.

I flip my light on and allow my vision to adjust as I breathe deeply to fight a yawn. “Hi,” I whisper softly.

My chest practically vibrates as he smiles thinly. “Hi.”

I’m not sure which of us falls asleep first. Only that neither of us is the first to look away.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

 

EIGHTY STARES out the window of the passenger van, enamored with the murky California sky.

“I always thought smog was a myth,” he says. “Sort of like dragons.”

To my surprise, Sully is present when the driver arrives to collect the band. The whites of his eyes are bloodshot, and he’s wearing a sullen death glare that is the complete antithesis of the euphoric way he looked at me from his bunk a few hours ago.

“Are you alright?” I nudge his ribs. The band lumps us in the backseat together as Travis sits up front and coaches them through the upcoming interview, making sure they know what key info to share about the tour.

Sully twists his lips and exhales through his nose. “I’m fine.”

I frown. It’s the same version of ‘I’m fine’ I toss around when I’m not fine.

Manny wraps a long, tattooed arm around the headrest and turns to check on us. His dark leather coat glimmers in the sunshine. “You two behaving yourselves back there?”

“I’m fine,” Sully repeats firmly. He lowers into his seat, continuing to sulk.

Definitely not fine.

After an hour of traffic and five games of Would You Rather (I counted), we eventually pull up to the Santa Monica Pier.

“FERRIS WHEEL!” Eighty sticks his nose against the glass and points. Much to the chagrin of Lindsey, who was probably that one kid at school who loved telling the other kids that Santa was their parents.

I don’t know what I expected. Perhaps something more like the Folly Beach boardwalk back home. High and long, filled with convenient ledges for versed fishers and a few decent seafood restaurants. Instead, I’m met with a miniature amusement park perched upon a raised deck, loaded with sights and smells and too many people to count.

Our group unloads, and Travis calls the Axxess TV reps to confirm our location. Overhead, a giant navy-blue arch reads YACHT HARBOR. SPORT FISHING. BOATING. CAFES. I must be missing that, because all I see are rides and street performers. Three guys on cardboard mats start twirling around on their heads to the tune of some pop song. I can’t get my camera out fast enough.

Nick casually approaches me. “You watch Axxess TV?”

I shake my head. “Mom does. She’d never admit it, though.”

“Sounds like your mother. She was always shy about what she liked.” He stares at the Pacific Ocean, whooshing in the background of the boardwalk chaos. “Did she ever tell you she wrote poetry?”

My mother? The same woman who once convinced me to rhyme orange with door hinge in a second grade homework assignment? Sure, she’s big on journaling and does it every night before bed to unwind, but poetry? Nick must be thinking about one of his other previous girlfriends. One of the cool ones who doesn’t watch celebrity gossip channels for fun.

“She wasn’t great at it,” Nick laughs to himself as he shoves his hands into his pockets. “But she enjoyed it. She’d regularly ask if I could turn what she’d written into a song. I did it a few times. None of them were good.”

The rest of the band closes in before I’m able to ask more questions—awful timing. I’m foaming at the mouth to hear Nick’s side of the story with my mom. It’s yet another thing to add to my mental to-do list besides getting my best friend back and trying to dodge my weird new feelings for Sully. At least one of those things has to be doable.

As Sully marches beside me and offers a lopsided smile, I fear this task may not be the one that wins out.

“Are you sure nothing is bothering you?” I tilt my head to the guys. Travis is reminding them of the director’s name for the umpteenth time.

Before he can reply, I get my answer.

“MANUEL!”

A curvy woman with bronzed skin makes a beeline for Manny. Her hair is chocolatey and hangs in loose waves around her neck. Her flowy designer sundress makes her look like she’s headed for suntanning with her girlfriends on a beach in Greece. She twists her arms around Manny’s waist and starts sucking his face off.

I look down at her hands. She’s sporting a massive sapphire on her ring finger.

“Kayla!” Nick waits until the woman pulls her tongue out of his best friend’s mouth before giving her a modest hug. “Manny didn’t say you’d be coming!”

She waves a hand, her gummy smile exploding behind her now-smeared lip gloss. “It was last minute! We talked about it this morning!”

The woman gives every member of Mayfair a double kiss on each cheek except for Eighty, who gets a double kiss and a wag on the chin. She gushes about how adorable he is and how much he’s changed since the last time she saw him. Weird coming from a lady who can’t be more than a few years older.

“Emmy,” Manny walks the woman over to me. “This is my wife, Kayla.”

“Are you the new photographer?” She extends her hand. My wolf-bitten fingers look like a joke compared to her summery, canary-yellow manicure.

“Yeah,” I give her fingers a squeeze. “Sort of.”

Kayla takes my cheeks and gives them a cutesy pinch. It would be adorable if I were, you know, five.

“Sullivan!” she winks at her stepson, hushing her tone. “She’s cute!”

Manny mischievously squeezes her shoulder. “Don’t embarrass him!”

We’re a little beyond that. Sully’s face is the color of ripe watermelon. Mine can’t be too dissimilar.

Travis points to the small crew headed in our direction. One guy holds a massive, professional-looking film camera. Another with an umbrella-shaped light and boom mic follows behind in a puffy black vest. There’s also a frazzled make-up woman and a lady in a pink pantsuit who is no doubt the person interviewing them by the looks of her camera-ready appearance. She’s a blonder, less squawking version of Kayla.

She introduces herself to the group—her name is Kaylie. Not confusing at all.

“What is all this even for?” I lean into Sully’s ear and ask.

“Tour promo, to get people to come to the rest of the shows.” His cinnamon gum breath is hot on my neck. “And probably for some dumbass segment with them playing carnival games or something that will go viral online.”

His eyes are glued to Kayla, who hangs off Manny’s side like she’s the secret fifth member of the group. She’s certainly pretty, but their differences are glaring.

“How long have they been together?”

Sully counts on his hand. “Five years. Maybe longer.”

And I thought the gap between Tripp and me was eye-popping. “Exactly how young is she?”

“Twenty-seven. At least, that’s what she tells people. She was an intern at their record label when they met.”

“I’m an intern, too!” I sarcastically pop my hands together with a rub. “You’re saying I might have a chance with your dad?”

His face goes flat. “Don’t make me kill you. You’d be missed.”

A chipper Kaylie converses with Travis before working with the cameraman to set up their shot. Onlookers are already watching us as Mayfair makes their way down the pier. Several people walking their dogs or heading to rides with their families pause to take grainy pictures of the spectacle. A few police officers nearby keep a tense watch on the scene.

Sully and I stand off to the side like a bunch of old leftovers as we watch the band schmooze. Kayla skips over to join us shortly before they begin recording.

“What do you think of California, Emmy?” she asks. “Manuel says you live near the beach yourself!”

“Uh-huh. In South Carolina.”

Internally, I’m begging her to say something passive like “oh, cool” and walk away. At the very least, not ask why I don’t have an accent.

“How fun!” she drags her words, thwacking the center of Sully’s chest. He gives it a stinging rub. “The South is adorable. We should go and visit her with your dad sometime! Especially all those historic houses with the cute, old outsides!”

Sully makes a snorting noise in his throat. “Yeah. I’m sure your TikTok followers are dying to watch you method dress for a plantation tour.”

Kayla isn’t paying attention to his biting remarks. “What, hon?”

“I asked how the studio is doing.” He turns to me with a satirical smile. “She owns a famous yoga studio.”

Sounds about right. It’s the last spot on my sexy, young stepmother bingo card.

“It’s hot yoga,” Kayla corrects. “If you’re ever in town again, you are totally welcome to swing by, Emmy!”

“Toe-tally!” I mimic her draggy vocal fry. She doesn’t seem to notice. Sully does, muffling his laughter.

Kayla puffs out her rosy cheeks and fakes a pouty frown. She smooths one of the wrinkles on Sully’s faded Star Wars t-shirt. “You need to come and visit more often! Your dad misses you. I’m sure he’s having a blast spending alllll his free time with you!”

If by arguing every second, they’re toe-tally making the most of it. Not to mention how backhanded her tone comes off. As opposed to Manny spending all his free time with her? Was he supposed to book a flight to LAX every time he had an extra day to spare?

Kayla sets her sights on Travis and descends upon him next, talking his massive ears off. You can tell he’s struggling not to tell her to go the fuck home.

“Sorry about her,” Sully taps my arm. “Told you she was a lot.”

“She makes every wannabe influencer I’ve ever encountered at Sand Dollar seem well-adjusted,” I say.

Sully chews his bottom lip. “Manny invited me and said it might be fun to spend some time together. He didn’t tell me she was driving up till I got in the car, or I wouldn’t have come.” He unclenches his pinched shoulders. “You should’ve seen their wedding. Three dress changes. One during the actual ceremony. The Maid of Honor snuck tequila into the dry reception. She and my mom got plastered. It was a mess.”

“She went? As in, your mom and dad actually get along?” I’m a little surprised. It’s not like my parents don’t get along. They just didn’t speak for roughly seventeen years.

I pull my camera from my bag, snapping a few fast-angled shots as Sully points ahead at a popcorn stand and asks if I’ll wait with him.

“They’re pleasant for co-parenting sake, but they’re of the popular Better Off Not Married variety.” Sully wrangles his wallet out of his pocket, itching the worn leather with his stubby nails. “Do you know who Ellie Campbell is?”

My brain files through useless trivia to place how I recognize the name. It sounds obscurely familiar.

I snap my fingers. “Wasn’t she a super popular model?”

He slowly nods. “Did a massive, exploitative Hot Rodz spread like a decade before everyone realized Hot Rodz was problematic?”

“I guess. Why?” I glance around, half expecting her to pop out of the shadows like Rebecca Solomon and start doing the interview with Kaylie.

Sully’s face becomes stern. He looks into my eyes with a scathing seriousness that says one thing. My jaw drops.

“Shut up!” I set a hand on my hip, lowering my voice. “She’s your mom?”

He pulls out a twenty and quickly pays for two small striped popcorn bags. It’s hot, buttery, and dry like it’s been under the heat lamp for three days. We munch as we walk back to the crew and watch Nick make several exasperated hand gestures to the camera.

“Manny met her at some label event after Mayfair got signed,” he tells me. “He was still a nobody and was lucky she gave him the time of day. I’m the result of them casually hooking up between gigs. She wanted to keep me, and he felt obligated to marry her. The rest is,” he pauses, “well, some kind of history.”

“I thought you said she does real estate,” I pluck a kernel from between my teeth.

“Yeah, now.” Sully licks salt sprinkles off his lips. “She quit modeling after having me and goes by Ellen Campbell. We lived here when I was little to stay close to Manny. Eventually, she got fed up with it and moved us to Missouri to pretend like we’re normal.”

A group of beach joggers rushes by us, drenched in perspiration. Sully looks over longingly, wanting to quite literally run off with them and never look back on his old life. When it comes with this much baggage, I can’t blame him.

Manny knowing about me from the start is making more and more sense. He and Nick really had done everything together, including accidentally getting two women pregnant at the same time. The difference is, Manny actually tried to stick around and make things work with Sully's mom, even if it did eventually fall apart.

“Do you think he loved your mom?” I ask. “At any point?”

An echo of doubt creeps onto his expression. “Maybe. I was too young to remember if he did. By then, it was just all the fighting.” There’s a solemn beat, and then he adds, “Mom says they bailed on a huge tour spot so Manny could be around for her when she went into labor.” He cracks a reluctant half-smile. “That counts for something, I guess.”

I’m unable to bite back my acidic reaction. “It counts for a lot. You know, considering.”

Sully re-stiffens his shoulders, his focus going tender. “What if there’s more to consider?”

Wonderful. More confusing and cryptic questions.

Oversized rainbow umbrellas sway ahead as I count my steps. Large groups walk along the turquoise railings, taking in the smell of the salty sea air. Why does everything suddenly feel so overwhelmingly loud?

“What makes you think my dad loved my mom?” I question, irritated but oozing with sincerity. “He wasn’t around. That’s a funny way of showing it.”

“I think there’s a reason for that.” Sully tosses his empty bag of popcorn into a nearby dumpster, swarming with flies. “I don’t know what it is.”

“What do you know?” I fold my arms tightly underneath my camera. Mostly to keep me from ripping each individual strand of hair off my head.

Sully blows out with a popping noise. “That they dated, they broke up, he never got over it, and at some point, your mom had you. I think she sends him updates about you sometimes. That’s how he knows anything at all. That, or he majorly stalks you online.”

It has to be the latter. That is, if any of this is true. Mom couldn’t have been in contact with him this entire time and not told me. Could she?

“You told me you turn eighteen next month,” Sully states, squinting away from the direct sunlight.

“Yeah. And?”

“If it were some stupid thing between the two of them over the summer, wouldn’t that put your,” Sully hesitates as he searches for a less forward way of phrasing it. “Formation...”

I shrivel like a dead flower. “Never put it that way again.”

“...at, like, the end of the year?” He concludes in a high-pitched tone. “How does that math add up?”

Annoyingly, he’s making a point. How had I never stopped to question this glaring plot hole in my mom’s story before?

I’m about ready to bust out a virtual calendar from the year I was born and scroll back to piece an irrational timeline together when Travis unleashes his belittling whistle and calls us over with an aggressive shout. Getting answers around him or anybody else is proving to be impossible.

The camera crew is focused on filming a water gun race between Lindsey, Manny, and Eighty. Whichever rainbow starfish reaches the top of its tall metal pole first takes home the prize. They range from off-brand stuffed Pokémon to a mountain bike I doubt anyone has ever won.

“HORSE SHIT!” Lindsey yells with a stomp as Eighty gleefully jumps into the lead. “I WANT A REMATCH!”

“You can’t fucking swear on camera!” Travis aggressively scolds him with a point. “You guys can bleep him, right?” He then sets his sights on Sully and me with another shameful finger wag. “You two quit wandering off!”

Sully lowers his voice. “Sorry, dad.”

I burst out laughing, pulling out my camera to get a few quick shots of the two fighting as Eighty claims victory and takes the deformed Squirtle to send to his younger brother back home.

“Oookay!” The chipper Kaylie (not to be confused with Kayla) cheers. “One last huge ask! Can we maybe all go do a ride together? Then we’ll wrap things up here! I know you have a schedule to keep!”

She motions to a roller coaster with bright yellow flames that looks predictably corny. Rhiannon goes faster during rush hour than this thing on a good day.

“I’ll pass,” Nick throws his callused hands in the air with force. “I don’t do thrill rides.”

“Come on, you wuss.” Lindsey stomps again with an evil grin. His inner child may be dead, but he’s competitive to a fault.

“It’s not even that bad!” Sully points to the little girl entering the queue with her grandparents.

“You do it then!” Nick gestures to Manny. “Manuel, take your son. I’ll stay here and keep my breakfast down.”

Kaylie folds her hands into a praying position, giving Sully a sappy-eyed plea. “That would be so great! Please? People love a family angle!”

Her excitement is snide and artificial, a blatant attempt to package their relationship for the public. You can see the fire of hell unleashing underneath Sully’s straight-edged stare. A testament to how gross it feels.

With every eye staring at him and Nick starting to vigorously mouth something about giving him money, Sully rolls his eyes and takes the bribe. “Fine. But I’m not answering any ques—”

“Oookay!” Kaylie interrupts with a shout. “Everyone, let’s go!”

Travis corrals the band and crew, waving everyone along and pinching his mouth closed when he sees Nick lingering behind me.

“I’ll hang back!” Nick insists.

Travis’s miffed expression is reflected in Nick’s sunglasses. He points a finger and swishes it at both of us. “Don’t wander off!”

Once he is out of sight, Nick turns to me, immediately disregarding the instructions. “Wanna go get some popcorn?”

I want to tell him I just had some (and that it’s not worth eight bucks), but desperate times call for desperate measures. With everyone else off the ground for the next few minutes, this might be my only chance to get the answers I’ve been yearning for.

“Sure,” I smile. “Let’s go.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

 

NICK’S CHOICE of footwear is a pair of navy boots with a leather chain running down the side of his left foot. It jingles every time he stomps onto the creaky boardwalk and deceives hopeful children into thinking an ice cream cart is rolling by.

Sorry, kids. It’s just Nick Addison.

A handful of people stop him and ask for a quick selfie. It’s surprising to me how willing he is to do it. He’s not bending over backwards for anyone, but he’s kind enough to give them a smile and listen to them freak out for a moment before sending them on their way. I never would’ve taken him for such a thoughtful guy.

“Let me guess.” Nick lowers his glasses and gives me a reserved scan. “Sully is pissed about Kayla being here.”

“What gave it away?”

Nick doesn’t pick up on my sarcasm. “His bullshit doesn’t go past me.”

I give my current camera lens a fiddling twist. Nick may not be oblivious, but Manny seems almost too willing to put up with Sully’s attitude if it means he doesn’t have to address it.

Nick gives his elbow an itch, waving to a passerby in a Mayfair tank top who is trying to decide if that’s really who she thinks it is.

“Manny was raised by his father. Barely,” Nick explains. “He wasn’t the greatest guy. And before you think that excuses Manny’s behavior, I know it doesn’t. Like I’m one to talk.” He gives his boots a kick with more jingling. You’ve gotta give him credit for being a little self-aware.

I accidentally knock a shoulder into the woman ahead of us in line, eagerly awaiting lousy popcorn. “You think that’s why Manny is so indifferent?”

“I was going to call him an idiot, but sure. I like big words.” Nick grins. “He loves Sullivan, but communication isn’t exactly either of their strongest suits. They need to figure their shit out without me telling them to.”

“This is all very enlightened of you, Nicholas.”

“Years of therapy will do that,” he half-jokes.

This is it, I tell myself. This is your chance.

The vendor unfortunately recognizes me from before. She gives me a gap-toothed smile and a knowing wink, handing Nick two small bags. He tells her to keep the change from a fifty-dollar bill and gives me a confused look.

“Don’t ask,” I wave it away and give mine a taste. This batch might be older than the last one. “Am I allowed to ask you something?”

Nick tosses pieces of popcorn into the air and catches them like he’s collecting snowflakes. He doesn’t miss a single one.

“Shoot.”

Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. “Why did you leave Mom?”

I take it back. He hasn’t missed a single one till now.

The kernel bounces off his shoulder and lands on the ground, a passerby crushing it a second later. I look between the slits in the wood and see the murky, whitecapped ocean pulling globs of seaweed to tide beneath our feet. Is it too late to jump over the rails and swim away from the conversation?

Nick gathers himself before leading us back near the coaster. The ride must be over by now. We leisurely take our time anyway.

“Do you want the long answer or the short answer?” he asks.

A thin crease folds between my eyebrows. “Something in the middle.”

Nick lifts his sunglasses to rub the bridge of his nose. He pulls his phone from his pocket and illuminates the lock screen, revealing what he had been attempting to hide last night. His background image is the photo of him and my mom I’d found in the suitcase. Same stupid hair, same blue sky, same famous lighthouse towering aloft.

“I’ve been starting to forget about this day, and I don’t want to.” Nick tucks strands of hair behind both of his ears. My tics are becoming infectious. “I took this picture on my LG Chocolate.”

I try not to snort. “Great quality for an antique phone.”

“Figured you’d appreciate that.” He clicks it closed as the two of us discard the rest of our full popcorn bags. Our appetites have vanished. “Your mom and I were together constantly after that first date,” he continues. “I planned to spend two weeks at the inn, then extended my reservation for a third. Your grandmother was livid about it because it caused scheduling chaos, but the label paid for everything, so I didn’t care. Plus, I got to keep seeing Laura.”

Nick says my mother’s name like it’s the rarest, most delicate word on the planet, unlike Mimi, who used to shout it around work and home like a swear word. Come to think of it, his behavior completely changes whenever Mom enters the conversation.

Deep down, I fear Sully may be right. He didn’t love her once upon a time… he still does.

“That day was the first time I told her I loved her.” Nick’s mouth turns up, mentally going back in time. “I was terrified I’d scare her off. I had a habit of throwing the word around too quickly. When she said it back, I knew things were different. Serious.”

As much as it stings to hear, there’s solace in knowing I’m not the product of some “Summer Nights” style fling like I assumed.

Nick leans onto the railing backward, giving his aging back a satisfying crack. “She was a lot like you back then,” he points with his purple nails. “She was creative, and she spoke her mind about everything. She was fearless and completely unfiltered. That drove your grandparents up the wall.”

“I personally would never go skinny-dipping on a first date.”

Nick’s face judges me. Hard. “You did a stage dive, Emerson.”

I recoil. “Fair point.”

“Once my stay at the inn ended,” Nick sighs, “I went back and forth from Los Angeles to Charleston for a while. I was out there whenever we weren’t recording or traveling. I’d tell the guys I was on the edge of a creative breakthrough for the album or some other lie. Everyone bought it, Manny didn’t. He figured us out quickly. He came out with me once, met your mother, and told me I’d be a moron not to marry her.”

“He did?” I say, stunned. Maybe Manny has a better judge of character than Sully and I give him credit for. Even if his marriage to Kayla makes us question everything about his rationality.

“Problem is,” Nick’s face falls. “I was already pretty deep into the pit at that point.”

My heart rate speeds. “Did Mom ever do anything?”

“No,” he cuts me off right away. “Never that I knew of or because I encouraged her to. She knew it was happening, but it wasn’t bad enough for her to want to leave. I told her I could stop, and I did. A few times.” His eyes bounce. “I wasn’t exactly a quitter back then.”

I shake my head. “What ended things then?”

Nick knits his face together, holding his breath. I’d swear he’s tearing up if it weren’t for the sunglasses covering his expression.

“I planned on telling the guys I was out, and they needed to find someone to replace me. I would’ve done anything I needed to end my contract with the label and make as clean of a break as possible. I was looking at apartments in Mount Pleasant, applying to jobs, proving to your mom I wanted to sober up and commit.”

Now my eyes are going foggy. Nick was ready to throw Mayfair away to live in some dingy beach shack with my mom and start a life together. Everything she told me about how it never meant anything or nobody knowing about them was completely untrue.

“Why didn’t you then?” I’m making this awful face that makes it seem like I’m not as close to crying as I am. I’m not sure if it’s working.

Nick does a full turn over the railing, licking his lips and hanging his hands over the edge. “Because I’m me. And I didn’t know how to stop even when I had every reason to.”

He leans his head to the side. “I started using again right around the time we were offered several festival headlining gigs. The label hooked us up. Bus, album promotion, the whole deal. We’d been working for it for years. Suddenly, the money and the connections were all I could see. Not your mom, not how much I wanted to be with her, not even how much leaving would’ve been the best thing for me.”

It’s jarring to see the gray area in a subject when you’ve conditioned yourself to only see black and white. In all the wrong ways, I had been right about Nick the entire time. Surprisingly, I’m not mad. I can’t bring myself to be angry when he’s being this honest at the risk of losing me again.

“I selfishly justified the situation by saying if I broke things off with your mom, it would protect her from me. It only ended up hurting us. And then you.” Nick frowns. “I didn’t know about you when it ended. She didn’t either.”

“The email,” I bob my head to the sound of the waves hitting the shoreline. “She told me she sent you one with the news.”

Nick seems shocked by this. No, relieved.

“Did she tell you what I said when I responded?”

Wait. What?

That same ear-ringing, shattered glass noise that muted everything around me the night Bel called at the festival makes a glorious return live at the Santa Monica Pier. This time, the shrapnel is digging into my lungs, making it hard to breathe.

Nick responded to the email?

“LET’S GO!”

There it is again. Travis’s motherfucking voice ruining everything.

“Hey,” Nick gently taps my arm. “We’ll talk more about this tonight.”

All I can manage is an enthusiastic nod with wide eyes and a furrowed brow that makes me look constipated.

Nick walks alongside me, sporting a carefree smile, ready to send his regards to the Axxess TV crew and pretend we didn’t just have one of the most complex conversations of my entire life.

Sully deciphers my trauma before anyone else does. His face is rosy, and his curls are even more windswept than before the roller coaster began. He puckers his lips with a bewildered squint.

“You look like you saw a ghost,” he says. “You good?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m fine.”

Definitely not fine.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

 

THE REST of the afternoon is a cluster. I’m stuck inside a hypothetical scenario vortex the entire drive back to the venue. It kills me that Nick is sitting two feet away, yet we can’t discuss the one thing that matters. Imagine the most excruciating movie cliffhanger you’ve ever seen, then quadruple the tension.

Adding insult to injury, Manny announces Kayla is coming to the show. Sully rides beside me in silence so earsplitting, it may as well be blasting over the radio.

As per Mayfair’s standard, everything is running an hour behind. The band dives into soundcheck the moment they return. As the sound of “Fairweather Holiday” envelops the stillness backstage, I can’t get myself to sit still. Even editing photos or brainstorming video content feels like a waste of time when I can’t get Nick’s voice out of my head.

“Did she tell you what I said when I responded?”

My musty-smelling dressing room is covered with classic Beach Boys memorabilia. I lie flat on the camelback couch and flutter my eyes as I hold my phone to my ear and wait for Mom to answer.

If Nick can’t talk to me, she can.

An autographed photo of Brian Wilson hangs over my head. He’s wearing a blue pinstripe shirt and displaying a bright orange surfboard. The faded silver Sharpie underneath reads “Keep riding that wave,” like it’s there solely to antagonize me.

The phone rings. And rings. Then rings some more. I swear it rings three times more than it usually does. The automated voicemail message pops up, and I almost throw my phone out the nearest window. Is this payback for dodging her calls?

My frustration turns to panic when I try calling Pop’s cell, and he doesn’t pick up either. He is awful about answering under normal circumstances, but that doesn’t stop my continuous spiral into hypothetical hell.

In one last-ditch attempt to reach someone, I call Sand Dollar directly. One of the girls who works part-time at the restaurant answers.

“Everything is fine,” she reassures me. “Unless you count the pipes bursting.”

“No way!” I cry. “What happened?”

Her voice is plucky and frazzled. “Still not sure. It happened early this morning. The restaurant floor is submerged in water. Your mom and grandpa are trying to sort things out with the plumber.”

I twirl a long strand of hair around my finger tightly enough that my circulation starts shuffling through every shade of the color wheel. “Is it a disaster?”

“No worse than a toilet overflowing. Except it’s five toilets instead of one,” she chuckles at herself. “Do you want me to let her know you called?”

Yes, but no? As much as I want to speak with her about this, I don’t want to add more stress to the situation.

“No,” I say unraveling the hair. “I’ll try calling again later.”

 

 

The show isn’t any better. The crowd is small and lethargic. It doesn’t help that the band is back to sleeping through their performance. What should be a photographer’s playground is a loud pit of loud rock music and fermenting anxiety. None of us wants to be there, and it shows. 

The one positive? The show is lit phenomenally.

The band jets from the stage after the show to meet with a handful of VIPs who paid for a meet and greet. Yet another detour in my search for answers.

I rush out to the merch area to see if Sully needs any help packing up, using it as an excuse to vent and get his opinion on all this. If anyone had anything beneficial to add, it would be him.

The venue is primarily empty when I get to the main lobby. A handful of stragglers standing by the doors are all that remains of the GA crowd. They share in low voices how underwhelming the show was. I don’t blame them.

“...like this! Is it retro? Is it outdated? I can’t tell.”

Kayla sits on top of an empty table, swinging her legs back and forth, fanning herself with her all-access guest pass and talking poor Sully’s ears off. I hide behind a massive brick pillar and listen as she goes on.

“Or this one!” She reaches into a tightly packed box and pulls the shirt off the top. You can see his indignation rising. “It looks like an old people shirt!”

Sully chatters under his breath through clenched teeth. “Pretty sure it’s been around since before you were born, so...”

I conceal a laugh. Kayla doesn’t hear it through the multi-step rebranding idea she starts pitching. Partnering with famous clothing labels to freshen up products and collab on new merchandise ideas.

“Kayla,” Sully dejectedly holds up a sweatshirt with the band’s most recent album cover on the front. “This cost them seven dollars to make,” he explains. “They’re selling it for seventy. I don’t think they care what it looks like.”

She does this breathy whine thing that makes Sully blatantly want to strangle her with her guest pass. “Don’t you think the guys are worried about their image? They’re getting a little bit... gray.”

You can almost hear Sully’s inner monologue: “That didn’t stop you when you married my dad straight out of kindergarten.”

I’m about to saunter away undetected when Kayla stands to her feet and rocks her hips. Her chunky magenta ankle boots make her stand two feet taller.

“Isn’t that why the band hired that girl to come and take pictures? I mean, they’re okay, don’t get me wrong. But they’re not really helping anyone.”

Now I want to strangle her with the guest pass.

In all fairness, she’s not lying. I’m not going to win any Lucie Awards for my time out here, but hearing her say my presence isn’t beneficial stings. Especially when I’m doing my best with a job I didn’t realize I’d have a week ago.

I half-expect Sully to say something nearly as cynical, especially with his constant ragging on how dead the ‘brand’ is. Instead, he pauses mid-poster count and looks at her with a slanted smile.

“She makes Mayfair look like they are having fun for a change. That’s what people want to go and see. I think she’s doing a good job.”

“You’re only saying that because you think she’s cute.” Kayla sings it with a smug pucker like a mean girl making fun of him on the school playground, adding to her perceived immaturity.

My heart does a reluctant flip-flop. It’s hyperbole, I remind myself. She’s speaking in assumptions. Sully hasn’t once insinuated that he likes me.

Minus the one time he did. And the way he thoughtfully listens to me when I overshare things. And the way he’s always looking to spend time with me alone. And the way he’s constantly ‘accidentally’ knocking into me. And...

“OH MY GOD!” I jump back with a gasp. I’d zoned out long enough that Sully had rolled past my hiding spot undetected with a fully loaded dolly cart of merchandise.

Well, formerly fully loaded. Half the vinyl boxes topple onto the concrete as he loses control of the pulling mechanism. He yanks his hair and looks at me like I’m Baba Yaga, about to eat his face.

“I’m so sorry!” I reach down to help pick everything up. “I didn’t know you were there!”

Dumb lie, 1. Emmy, 0.

“It’s fine,” he exhales sharply. “Everything go okay tonight?”

Does he mean outside of the multiple existential crises I’m currently having? Because I’m not quite sure where to start. Nick’s eighteen-year-old email? Not being able to reach my mom? Does he maybe, possibly like me? Because I maybe, possibly like him, too.

“Yup!” I force a smile. “The show was awesome.”

Dumb lie 2, Emmy, -1.

Sully doesn’t look fully convinced. “Right,” he says. “I’m almost wrapped up. I’ll be on the bus soon.”

I nod, heading off without him. Or the reassurance I need.

The lonely walk back to the bus feels eternal. I grip my phone, unlocking the screen to desolately scroll through Instagram and distract myself.

The first image to appear is Bel standing in front of Tiffany & Co. on Fifth Avenue, probably after indulging in some high-end Dad Guilt. Her arms are outstretched to the sky, hamming it up for whichever family member she corralled into taking dozens of photos just so she could pick the one she liked best.

My insides corkscrew into one large knot, my body going limp. I miss her so much, my chest physically aches. How had things become so complicated this quickly?

Pausing shy of the door on Rhiannon, someone sends me a new DM. I recognize the username as one of Foxx Hunt’s friends back home and proceed to have a small heart attack. I guess Bel isn’t the only person he’s been spreading lies to.

I open the message and immediately arch a brow: You have a thing for older men, huh?

Within moments, several new DMs appear, as well as texts from friends back home asking me when the hell this started. Exactly what this are they referring to?

“Hey, picture girl! Can I be next?”

One of the crew members stands outside their bus smoking a cigarette. He flicks it onto the ground and flashes me a gross smile before unlocking the door and bolting back inside.

“YOU!” Travis rounds a corner and carefully grabs me by the wrist. “Meeting in the back lounge. NOW.”

 

 

The bottom of my jaw hits the floor so hard that it nearly bounces back up and cracks a few teeth. “They think what?!”

Travis shushes me and points to the front of the bus, where the guys (and a very vocal Kayla) sit and casually converse. All the while, I’m sitting in the back lounge, being accused of having an affair with my father.

If the day wasn’t weird before, it sure is now.

“The photos are slowly being pulled now that outlets realize you’re a minor. Nobody wants to get sued.” Travis runs a hand over his waxy, bald head. His muscles bulge, a conduit for how quickly his heart is beating.

He loads screenshots he took since Word on the Street has since removed the article. It was only up for an hour, but it was long enough to start trending online. The headline: Nick Addison’s New Boardwalk Babe!

“Oh my god,” I say under my breath.

The photos are damning, albeit extremely assumptive. Some scummy paparazzi managed to snap long-distance images of Nick and me at the pier earlier while talking. There are several of us walking and eating popcorn, one where I’m curiously smiling at something he says, and the worst one of all, me leaning against his mouth to hear him speak. It takes the whole Siblings or Dating game and elevates it to new levels.

My eyes scan bits of the article, explaining what I was wearing and how I’d recently been spotted at the band’s show in Las Cruces stage diving.

Shit.

Travis’s face clenches. “People in the comments started to piece things together. Have you checked Mayfair’s accounts at all tonight?”

Not really. I was preoccupied worrying about literally everything else. I quickly load their profile and experience instant twitching. Several thousand new comments have appeared on my last post, most of them leaving horrible remarks or calling Nick a groomer.

I feel like I want to vomit.

“We may need to temperately deactivate the Instagram till Mayfair’s publicist can clear the air.” Travis sits beside me on the couch. “Emmy, I need you to tell me immediately if something is happening with you and Nick.”

Outside of him being my father? And how those pictures were taken during a private moment in which he told me the story of walking out on my mom because of his crippling drug addiction?

“No!” I shout, Travis shushing me again.

“I know, I know,” he reassures me. “I need to ask for the record. You’re not a dumb kid, and Nick’s not a pedophile.”

Hearing Travis call me ‘not dumb’ is probably the nicest thing he’s said to me. I take it as way more of a compliment than I should.

“Has the band seen it?” I ask him.

“Has the band seen it?” he mocks my high-pitched voice. “Jesus, Emerson. You think?!”

“I’m sorry!” I say in a firm whisper. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. Nick was telling me a story, and my body language was weird. I swear.”

Travis utters curse words under his breath before standing to his feet and giving one of his earlobes a firm tug. “They know not to think anything of it.” He points to the lounge where Kayla is currently domineering the conversation with details about her recent trip to Spain with a skincare line. “But we’re going to take some precautions moving forward.”

“Do you need to send me home?” I anxiously probe. What exactly is the protocol in a situation like this? Other than excessive levels of internet outrage.

“Yeah, I’d like to.” Travis doesn’t mince his words, smacking his arms flat against his hips. “But Nick says he wants you to stay, and if you and everyone else say nothing is happening, my hands are tied. Management is threatening legal action against anyone who republishes the photos. You’d be smart to notify your parents to do the same.”

Sure. He’s in the front lounge. Want me to go get him?

My greasy hair hangs lifeless on my shoulders. “What now, then?”

“Very simple,” Travis states. “You and Nick are not alone together under any circumstances.”

“What?!”

A third shush. One more, and Travis might cover my mouth with duct tape.

“Or ANY member of Mayfair,” Travis clarifies. “Public group settings only. You can finish this run of shows and continue to add whatever photography you collect to your college portfolio, but access to social media channels and all that shit ends now. I want a low profile from you.” He points a stern finger at my nose. “Do you understand?”

My head spins, unable to process everything he’s saying. It makes perfect sense without making any sense at all.

“I guess,” I say, defeated.

He looks away and nods slowly. “We’re going to make this go away, Emerson. We need you to cooperate until we do. Got it?”

I want to believe he has my best interests at heart, but I know in the end, I’m disposable. If it means Mayfair gets to eat, Travis Mendelson will sell my soul to Satan for a corn chip.

“Do you want to come up front and join everyone?” He asks out of chore. “Kayla is here, so—”

“I’ll hang here,” I say. My shot nerves cause me to shake uncontrollably.

“You sure?”

What other choice do I have? Go sit with everyone out front in a kosher group setting and eat pizza while pretending the rest of this night won’t be uncomfortable?

“I’m sure,” I stress.

As soon as he leaves, I reach for my phone and try to call Mom again. No doubt she’s seen the news articles popping up. For all I know, that entire Axxess TV interview this morning could’ve already been spun to look like Nick was a prowler and I was his prime target.

She doesn’t answer, and my eyes well up with tears.

There’s a loud knock on the door. I blot at my face and wipe the bleeding mascara from under my eyes. I half hope it’s Nick coming to break the new cardinal rule and tell me it will all be okay. Maybe even finish the email story I’d been dying to hear all night.

It’s ultimately Sully who pokes his head in. He smiles feebly while holding up two plates of veggie pizza. “Mind if I sit with you? It’s kinda loud out there.”

Right on cue, Kayla unleashes a shrill banshee laugh that could break through all known waves of the sound barrier. We can’t leave Southern California fast enough.

I wave him over and carelessly shove all my things off to the side near the massive stack of shoes, including my camera bag. Nothing else matters right now.

Sully positions himself close and slides over one of the plates. An hour ago, I would’ve considered this a sign. Now I’m not sure what to feel.

“So,” he shoves a massive bite into his mouth. “I hear you’re dating your dad.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

 

THE BUSES unload at our hotel in Sacramento the following morning. It’s some fancy-looking place with massive ring light mirrors, resting tubs, and a restaurant with the best veggie burger in California (as voted on by some guy named Matt K. on Google).

Thanks to the group text, I also learn there is a luxury casino on the fourth floor that the band plans to hit up later in the evening—without the minors. Not that my exclusion means much when I’m currently on probation for existing.

Travis unloads me into my room first, acting as a private escort and giving me a keycard before anyone else on the bus is awake. I’m surprised he doesn’t turn it into a flashy musical number for the lobby staff entitled “This is the Only Key to This Room (I Swear!)”

The view of the State Capitol Museum from my side of the building is incredible, but I’m in too much of a funk to let myself draw any creative inspiration from it. I close the blackout curtains and switch the TV on to some cooking show, using it as my primary light source as I fall back asleep.

Hours later, Travis sends a text letting everyone know there are laundry machines on-site for anyone in need of clean underwear. A second later, he demands I schedule my laundromat visit first to avoid any ‘unpleasant situations’ with ‘certain members’ of Mayfair.

Yes, those are the exact words he used.

Yes, I did scream into a pillow.

Mayfair’s press team has already put out a statement for tabloids, clarifying the nature of the paparazzi pictures. The overall gist: I’m an intern, and nothing is going on. The truth, except not the truth at all.

Nick reassures me via text: This will die down, I promise.

It’s not nearly enough.

Lunchtime rolls around, and I’ve hit my designated safe laundry time. I sit in an uncomfortable polypropylene yard chair that doesn’t match the rest of the hotel’s high society aesthetic. I stare into the round viewfinder, watching the sudsy spin-cycle and wondering how this became my life. More pressingly, why on earth I haven’t heard from Mom yet.

“BOO!” someone calls out from behind me. I might’ve jumped had I not heard Eighty’s voice echo off the walls a moment prior, telling Sully, “Watch! I’m going to scare her!”

“How are you holding up?” Sully folds his arms. He and Eighty tower over me like two scrawny bodyguards. A paltry effort considering we are the only ones in the room. Unless you count the clothes churning away in the dryer, left by some old lady on her way to the spa.

“Nick’s not in jail, so that’s a plus.”

“Nick wouldn’t go to jail,” Sully says, plopping down in the chair beside me. “He’d just get canceled again.”

His curls spring back, freshly washed in the mega tub. I’m in no place to fantasize about how soft they must feel, but I’m frantic enough for human interaction that even calling Travis just to hear him yell at me is starting to sound comforting.

Eighty fiddles with an abandoned wire hanger sitting on the folding table, molding it into different shapes. First up, a sword.

“Besides,” he says, slicing the air. “We have a proposition for you.”

I fix my posture. “Huh?”

Sully hesitates. “If you’re into it.”

“What is it?”

Eighty’s sword turns into a shield. “Jiminy’s Cricket Match!”

I raise my eyebrows, my wash cycle ending with a singing chirp. “Are you having a stroke?”

“They’re a band,” Sully explains. “They’re playing at a club called the Motorman tonight. I have an in with the owner. Me and Eighty are going while the guys are at the casino.”

“You should come!” Eighty cheers. The shield has become a fishing rod, collecting used dryer sheets off the floor.

I rub my hands to my cheeks. Going to a club called the Motorman to see a band that sounds like it was ripped from the pages of a David Levithan novel is the furthest thing from keeping a low profile. Especially now that I’m paranoid about paparazzi.

Sully ignores my voiced concerns. “If anything, they’ll be after Nick, not you. And he doesn’t seem concerned.”

“Yeah,” I state. “Because he knows the truth.”

“What truth?” Eighty cautiously pauses. The fishing rod has broken into two pieces. How does someone even break a wire hanger?

I freeze, debating whether or not I should blurt it out like word vomit and let Eighty in on the reality of the situation. It would make everything so much easier and so much more complicated at the same time.

“That it’s all bull,” Sully jumps to my defense, tapping my hand with his to calm my nerves. The warmth of his skin feels entirely too intoxicating.

“Obviously,” Eighty says. He takes the opposing seat and encases me in an Emmy sandwich. “It’s one night, and the other guys won’t even be there!”

“Yeah!” Sully lends his support. “And hardly anyone knows who Adam is!” He leans forward and turns. “No offense. You’re still new, is all.”

Eighty shrugs the comment off. “Come on, Em! Live a little!”

There’s something embarrassing about having the guy who grew up in a homeschool cult telling me to go live a little. Especially when I’m sitting in a hotel basement with a flickering light for ambiance as I watch my clothes slosh around in soap for fun.

“I don’t know,” I hang my head. “Let me think about it.”

My answer shuts up Eighty and satisfies Sully, who removes his hand from mine and exchanges it for a gracious smile.

Don’t overthink it, Em. My pulse races. Don’t overthink it.

 

 

I’m carting my clean laundry back to the room and watching for any stray Mayfair members in the elevator when Mom finally calls. The stack of folded clothes tumbles out of my hands as I rush to pull the keycard from my pocket and swipe it through the pad, kicking everything inside before I miss her.

“It’s about time,” I answer, my tone weak and afraid.

“Sweetheart,” her familiar voice calmly breaks. The pet names are back. “How are you holding up?”

That’s... it? I’m entangled in the most misinformed scandal known to man, and she asks how I’m holding up? I’m tempted to be sarcastic for the sheer absurdity of it. Holding up great. Dad and I have a press conference tonight to formally announce our engagement. You should tune in. We made shirts for it and everything!

Sneering, I fall onto the edge of the bed. Clean clothes are scattered across the carpet like crime scene clues.

“How do you think I am? Haven’t you seen the news?” There’s zero subtlety to my aggravation. “Have you been avoiding me?”

“No!” she exclaims defiantly. “There was an emergency at the inn and—”

“Yesterday,” I seethe. “This is today. Why didn’t you answer last night? I was freaking out.”

She stays quiet, making all of this so much worse.

“What did the email say, Mom?” I allow the words to roll off my tongue before I chicken out. There’s no space for stubbornness anymore. “Nick told me everything. He said he responded after you told him about me. What did it say?”

There’s a beat. Enough time to picture my mom’s horrified panic on the other line. “He did?”

I groan. “I know you’ve been talking to him, and you’ve been weird with me because of it. Stop playing dumb and please tell me.”

My vision tunnels, the twirling behind my eyes causing my stomach to churn. I hunch forward and press my head between my knees, placing my phone on speaker near my feet. Through that psychic mother/daughter connection, I can perfectly picture what’s she’s doing as I await her answer. She gently sits down in the dining room, phone held up against her ear as she runs a hand over her mouth.

“Emerson,” she hesitates, breathing hard. “I never wanted you to know any of this.”

I hang onto the bed, gripping the sheets so tight that my knuckles feel like they’re about to burst open. Even when you prepare yourself for bad news, when it comes, it still finds a way to knock the wind right out of you.

“Tell me,” I demand.

Mom sighs into the line, the kitchen chair squeaking in the background. “I sent the email six months after you were born. Not before. Nick didn’t know about you until then.”

The air conditioning in the room kicks on, sending a shiver down my spine. “And?”

“He was shocked, as you can imagine,” she jeers. “He was on the road at the time, but he told me he wanted to come and see us. He said we needed to figure things out.”

Despite the AC blaring, the room is silent as a tomb. It’s as if all life in the hotel has come to a screeching halt for this exact moment. I cling to Mom’s voice, longing for her perky familiarity to fix things while secretly dreading whatever is about to come out of her mouth.

“Nick came a week later,” she says. “He said he was sorry. That he loved me, that walking out was the dumbest thing he’d ever done, and that he wanted both of us to be part of his life. He said he’d do whatever he needed to prove it. It was like nothing had changed, and I was that obsessed, idiotic girl again who was consumed with the way he looked at me.”

I shudder. Kind of like Tripp.

The curtains in the room sway as I release the knotted sheets from my hands and sink onto the floor, crossing my legs and staring at my phone like it’s about to self-destruct.

“Okay, so that’s it?”

Mom laughs, her steadiness ruffled. “Emmy, I’d been angry with him since he left. You were the one good thing I could take away from what we had. The thought of him trying to walk back into my life and claim ownership over you...”

Her prolonged silence fills in the blanks as if it’s emotional grout. I rake my teeth against my lower lip to keep myself from crying. In spite of my head continuing to circle around like a carousel, I stand and rock on my feet. Up, down. Up, down.

“It scared me to think he could throw you away like he did me.” Mom’s words come out thick. “I told him he was entitled to know about you, but that raising you was my choice, and I didn’t want him involved if it meant he’d bring us down with him.”

A burst of energy rises from my core and combats the chill in the room, my skin pricks like it’s on fire. “How often did he reach out after that? Did he try at all?”

Mom thinks, choosing between another falsehood or coming clean. She knows the truth I’m desperate to hear will change things between us forever.

“He never stopped, even at his worst. Nick respected my choice but never enough to take it as a final answer.” Her voice shakes. “He’s always wanted to see you.”

Tears slowly stream down my face, stinging my hot cheeks. “Mom, you kept him away from me.”

“Sweetheart—”

“You kept him away from me!” I repeat, not caring about any potential neighbors in the rooms next to mine as I shout. “You made me believe he never wanted anything to do with me! He was suffering, and you—”

“Fixing him wasn’t our job, Emerson! I protected you.”

“It was my choice!” I yell, rapidly uncoiling. I spent years thinking he didn’t care about me. Nothing could’ve been further from the truth. The whole time, Nick wanted to be part of my life. He would’ve given up everything for it.

“Em,” Mom says. “Please talk to me. What are you feeling about all this?”

I’m not interested in her self-help book bullshit. Not right now. I end the call and slam the phone onto the carpet, dramatically wailing into my palms with a muffled whimper.

My mind races back to how awful I’d been to Nick after our first meeting—the things I’d said about him not being there, not wanting anything to do with him. How horribly I treated him until that day in Colorado when he asked to start over. Through all of it, he was patient, and it wasn’t because he respected how angry I was. He knew I’d been lied to and was waiting for me to figure it out.

The whole thing fills me with remorse I can’t articulate. I want to run into the nearest crowd, jump, and hope nobody catches me. But I can’t even leave this goddamn hotel room.

Unless...

I wipe a disgusting trail of snot away from my face and grab my phone. Rubbing my blurred, swollen eyes, I text Sully.

What time do we leave tonight?

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

 

JIMINY’S CRICKET Match is one of those moody emo bands you’ll hear playing at a coffee shop, Shazam their song, and then never listen to it again after that. At least, that’s what I’m thinking after playing a few of their songs while getting ready to meet the guys downstairs.

“They’re Eighty’s favorite band,” Sully leans over and tells me, pronouncing Eighty’s name as A.D. for once. “They’re the one group he grew up listening to that doesn’t play banjo gospel. They’re why he started playing guitar in the first place. He thinks listening to them makes him cool. Play nice and don’t shatter the illusion.”

“He’s playing guitar for Mayfair,” I toss my hands up. “He’s cool by proximity.”

We make ourselves incognito near one of the electric fireplaces in the lobby, waiting for Eighty to make his way down. It’s after eight, and if Travis’s texts are any indication, the band is already at the casino. They’d coordinated a plan to meet for dinner at the world’s best veggie burger place (“not that impressive,” by Sullivan Torres standards), then send the ‘kids’ back upstairs.

“Dad said they’d be back late.” Sully smirks as it all falls into place. “Times when being underage plays to our favor.”

“Which raises a point,” I lift a finger. “How are we getting into a nightclub?”

“I told you, I have an in with the owner.” He checks his hair in the reflection of the fireplace glass. It looks annoyingly perfect. “Sev Imaning.”

“Gesundheit.”

His face turns to stone. “Sylvester Imaning was Mayfair’s guitarist when they first started. He was with the band until a few years ago, then he started Motorman. He’s getting us in.”

“Can we trust him not to rat us out?” I ask. My foundations have been utterly rocked. I’m not sure anyone is telling me the truth anymore.

“I don’t see why he would.” Sully picks up on my apprehension, giving me a worrisome squint. “You’re acting uncharacteristically un-Emmylike. Everything alright?”

I dramatically toss the flat curls I tried styling for a change. My bone-straight hair refuses to play along. “I’m okay.”

“You sure?” he asks again. “Have you heard from your mom or Bel?”

I’m impressed that he’s managed to remember Bel’s name, let alone how we aren’t speaking, but hearing him bring up my mother makes me want to dig my head into the fake fireplace and scream till my lungs give out. I’m going along with this escape plan because I want to forget about how I’ve been lied to my entire life, not chat about it.

“For what it’s worth, and please forgive the clichés,” Sully hangs his head, gripping the tiles. “You can talk to me. It’s not going to get weird because your family is messed up. Look at mine.”

Relief blasts through me like a water torpedo, along with an even more profound swell of feelings. Sully doesn’t have to care. He doesn’t even need to pretend to care. Yet here he is offering up his history on a platter just to make mine seem normal.

Sully looks up with wide eyes, the fire reflecting in his pupils. My heart cracks wide open. His focus is attended, no trace of the ulterior motives I’ve grown accustomed to lurking behind his profound empathy. I hardly know him, but I want to tell him everything. His presence allows me to be a mess without constantly apologizing for it.

“FRICK. YES.”

Eighty suddenly appears beside us, bouncing up and down. I (unsuccessfully) attempt not to visibly judge his wholesome swearing.

“Master of bad timing,” I state furiously under my breath. Is this a side effect of his family curse?

The three of us head outside to wait for our driver to arrive. Sully and I exchange knowing looks every few seconds. Eighty is oblivious to how deep they run.

 

 

Neither of them mentioned how far this place was when talking it up. We’re in the car for nearly an hour before finally pulling into a dingy alleyway and walking closely together toward Motorman.

The front of the club has a giant crowd waiting to get in. Sully shoots a text to Sev Imaning while I stand with my back turned away, terrified anyone in line obsessed with celebrity gossip might recognize me.

“Relax!” Eighty gently places his clammy hands on my shoulders. “This is gonna be awesome!”

“Hell yeah!” a hairy dude beside us shouts from behind the red velvet rope. “The Lesbian Cannibals are fucking sick!”

The Lesbian who?

Sully pulls away from the crowd to answer a call from Sev as Eighty’s ever-enthusiastic face falls. “That’s not who’s playing tonight.”

“Yeah, it is!” The man laughs and points to the bright white marquee glowing above the entry doors.

Tonight: The Lesbian Cannibals.

Tomorrow: Jiminy’s Cricket Match.

My heart sinks. I can’t say I was particularly looking forward to the band, but Eighty’s disappointment is painfully clear. Sully had to talk him out of making a cheesy U ROCK MY WORLD sign to maintain any sort of personal and professional integrity.

Throngs of clubgoers come and go as we wait for Sully to return so we can share the news. Several are being escorted out by various staff members due to inebriation. Everything feels unsteady.

“Bad news,” Sully slips his phone back into his pocket as he marches back. “JCM isn’t playing tonight. We screwed up the dates.”

“We heard.” I point to the marquee, our new body hair-covered friend, and Eighty’s face. All in that order.

“It’s the curse,” Eighty mutters under his breath.

Sully claps his hands with a pop. “The good news? Sev is coming up to get us! He said we’re still welcome if we want to go in.”

Both of us shrug. Eighty sprung for the ride in traffic to get us here. It would be a waste to go back now. Not to mention, there’s no telling when I’ll get to show my face again for the rest of the tour. It’s either going in and enjoying The Lesbian Cannibals or more Food Network in my hotel room. And I’m really starting to hate Bobby Flay.

I shake my head, grabbing Eighty’s hand with a friendly squeeze. “Let’s go have fun!”

Reluctantly, he squeezes back. I realize this might be the most physical contact he’s ever had with a girl, and I suddenly fear I’ve defiled him.

We approach the scary-looking bouncer who asks to see our IDs. His biceps are the size of my face, with one protruding vein sticking out. I imagine his name is tough, like Charcoal or Chuck Roast, and he probably goes to Travis’s gym.

A tall man in a silky suit appears from behind the bouncer, patting his shoulder. “They’re good!”

Sully flashes a broad smile and wraps the man in a backslapping hug. This must be the mysterious Sylvester.

He looks like someone I could picture in Mayfair. There’s a chance I unconsciously recognize him from old band photos in my middle school locker. His hair is silvery gray and slicked back with extra firm gel, and his tailored suit jacket smells like vape smoke and expensive cologne.

“Adam!” Sev cheers, his eyes wide as he ferociously pumps Eighty’s hand. “Incredible to meet you!”

Eighty seems less than amused but still tries to make pleasantries. “Thanks for getting us in! Even though, you know, we’re idiots.”

Sev points to me and studies my face. I fear he recognizes me from those stupid photos, still making the rounds online despite the conflicting reports about me being underage.

“Sullivan’s friend?” he curiously asks.

Sully takes my hand the same way I had with Eighty. Unlike Eighty, my stomach is doing somersaults.

“This is Emerson!” Sully cries above the street noise. “She’s out on the road with us right now.” I motion a modest throat slash to get him to quit talking while he’s ahead.

“Emerson,” he repeats. “Nice to meet you.” Sev shakes my free, non-profusely sweating hand. “I’ve known Sully since he was in diapers. Any friend of his is a friend of mine!”

His words are slick and schmoozy, the way Mom’s are whenever she’s sucking up to a pissed-off Sand Dollar guest with low water pressure and no life outside of being mad about it.

Sev waves us in, and my perception goes into overdrive. Compressed techno music begins to wreak havoc on my eardrums. It’s worse than even the most poorly mixed Mayfair show. Six group members don soft purple lace dresses and plastic dollar-store tiaras, prancing around the stage merrily. One presses their microphone too close to their bright pink lips, smearing it against their teeth. The others play various instruments and gyrate their hips to the melody.

Sully’s fingers intertwine with mine as he leads me past a group wearing glow-in-the-dark body paint, arguing over which band members they’d have an orgy with.

“Everything is on the house! Just open a tab!” Sev shouts, pointing back to the bar. “Let me know if anyone gives you any trouble about checking IDs!”

My lips part in disgust. I tried whatever jungle juice concoction was being passed around the night of the party with Tripp. It convinced me I didn’t like alcohol and would wait four years before legally trying it again. The smell of the bourbon-soaked room might be all it takes to turn me off entirely.

Sev points to the stage with exaggerated arm motions. “I’ll come back and check on you guys in a bit! Go have fun!”

He gives me a wink before dashing off to meet someone backstage. My gut instinct tells me to say something about it to Sully, but I’m too dumbfounded by everything else that’s happening around us.

Eighty looks at the stage like he’s trying to understand what’s happening. I would liken it to Pop if he were at a Mayfair show. Or at any live music event where George Strait isn’t performing.

“I’m gonna go into the crowd!” he shouts. “I’ll be back!” The two of us give him thumbs up and pray he makes it back alive.

“Want a club soda?” Sully nudges my side. My face ignites bright red whenever his body touches mine.

My eyebrows shoot up. “You’re not drinking?”

He shakes his head. “Not really my thing. Mom lets me have a hard seltzer around the house occasionally, but that’s because she’s trying to be cool.”

“I think your mom and my mom are the same person,” I snicker, instantly caught off guard by my words. That might have been true yesterday when my mother was the patron saint of cool parents, but not after what she confessed earlier.

I tuck a former curl behind my ear. “Club soda sounds good.”

Sully places the order and looks over with a skittish laugh as I scan the room to ensure Eighty is still present in both a proverbial and literal sense.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he refutes, looking down. “I was just thinking that your hair looks nice.”

It’s a simple compliment, but by the way I’m blushing, you think he had just asked me to marry him. I seriously need to get a grip.

“Thanks,” I nervously rattle my head. “So does yours.”

So does yours? My transformation into a jackass is complete.

The bartender sets two iridescent neon cups in front of us. We grasp and chug to defeat the silence, coming up with disgusted gags.

My face contorts. “I think this is gutter water.”

“Worse. It’s carbonated gutter water.”

I push my cup off to the side, observing the pit at the front of the stage. Speckles of glitter rain all over the floor as bodies thrash together. Sully leans back and watches the scene unfold with crossed arms and a bemused expression.

“How does anyone try and mosh to this?” I shake my head. “It’s not even rock music!”

Sully mistakes my question for a challenge. “Let’s find out!” he cries with a mischievous grin.

Taking my hand, he and I dart over to the mass of people at the front of the stage. Before I have my bearings, he’s up with the rest of them, slamming all six feet of himself into rainbow-clad nightclub attendees as The Lesbian Cannibals break into a chaotic rendition of “Pink Pony Club.”

Feeling exposed without my camera to capture any of this, I seize the moment by joining in instead, flapping and flailing to the music as best as I can. One guy crashes into my elbow so hard that I ‘accidentally’ kick him in the groin as subtle payback.

Not one person here looks unhappy. It’s like witnessing a minor miracle you don’t see in the real world. I wonder if this is how Nick feels every time he stands on stage. The rush of everyone else singing along is addictive.

We’re in the crowd for another several songs before Sully turns to me, sweat dripping down his face.

“Where is Eighty?” he shouts.

Oh yeah. He came with us, huh?

I quickly search the room and strike Sully’s arm with force. My mouth falls open as I spot Eighty at the bar, talking to a girl in a low-cut teal dress.

Sully’s expression goes blank. “I didn’t even think he knew how to flirt!”

I rattle my head. “Trust me, he doesn’t.”

There is a swell of pride inside me on Eighty’s behalf. The girl looks college-aged with long strawberry blonde hair and shimmery contour. She swings back and forth on the barstool as the other guy next to her, older and way more aggressive-looking, also tries to get her attention.

“You two doing alright?” Sev sneaks up on Sully and me as we climb out of the pit, frantic for air that doesn’t smell like armpit and bodily discharge. I’m still feeling weird about the way he looks at me. He’s staring a bit too hard.

Sully nods his head and motions around the room. “Toilets?”

Sev points. “To the left! Near the flamingo museum!”

Sully rushes past with thanks before having the gall to ask what the hell a flamingo museum is. I’m right about to, when suddenly...

“You’re Nick’s kid,” Sev states.

After hearing people admit this several times, you would think I’d be used to it. But it feels more inappropriate coming from him than it has anyone else.

My face drains of color. “How do you know that?”

Sev leans in and shakes his head. He presses a thumb onto my wrist, making me want to gnaw my arm off.

“He got strung out in a hotel room one night and told me.” Sev darts his eyes away. “I thought he was lying until Sully said your name!” He points to my nose. “Plus, you look just like him. The guys seriously haven’t been able to tell?”

Does he mean my uncle with impulse control and the tour manager who thinks my death would be more convenient than addressing me as a human being? Because Lord knows the homeschooled guitar prodigy doesn’t see it.

“No,” I shrug. How exactly am I supposed to respond to this anyway? Congrats, you figured it out?

Sev bites his lips together and nods pensively. “Be careful out there,” he warns, offering a warm smile before returning to chat up more club attendees and ask if their beer is cold enough or some other smug shit.

My legs are frozen on the back of the dance floor. I’m suddenly afraid for no reason other than Sev knowing, and it’s an awful feeling.

Sully jogs back from the bathroom and notices my shaken demeanor in the way only he seems to be able to. His posture goes straight as he places a hand on mine.

“You’re not okay.” It’s not a question anymore. He states it like the fact he knows it is.

I wet my lips and shake my hair. “Can we leave?”

Sully nods and pulls me along with him to the bar. “Let’s grab Eighty and go back to the hotel.”

A flood of devastation opens, and like a drunk idiot who isn’t even drunk, I’m weeping hysterically as we approach the bar. After everything, Sev’s comment is the straw to break the camel’s back.

Sully grips my hand tighter as we move through the masses, whispering in my ear, “I’m right here.”

I hate to rip Eighty away when it looks like he’s hitting it off with Mystery Girl, but I’m sure he’d understand if he knew what was happening.

“Hey!” Sully tugs at his shirt. “It’s time to go!”

Upon observing how slowly Eighty moves as he turns to face us, my intuition goes off. His face is pale, and his lips are dry. Opening his mouth to speak, only a croak comes out.

Has he, of all people, been drinking?

Sully releases my hand with a toss and cups Eighty’s face in his palms. “Adam, are you okay?”

The girl turns to me with a confused look. “He started acting weird a few minutes ago.”

“Did he have anything to drink?” I sound like my mother, and it’s semi-terrifying.

Before she can respond, Eighty’s eyes roll back into his skull. He collapses from the barstool, hitting his head hard against the ground.

Everyone in the immediate area screams as he lands. Sully checks for a pulse and whips his phone out to call 911.

“He’s breathing,” he reassures me. It does little to help me calm down. That miracle I was experiencing minutes ago has turned into a nightmare.

I fear I may have inherited the Davis Family Curse.

Sev carves through the crowd, my nausea rising into my throat the moment he sees the three of us. He quickly runs up to the bartender and asks what’s happening.

Sully waves me down to the ground and stares into my eyes. “Paparazzi can’t know you’re here,” he breathes. “Let me help with him. Go back to the hotel.”

A guffaw similar to a chicken squawk escapes from the back of my mouth. “Sully, you can’t be—”

“Go back!” he shouts above the music, reaching the emergency operator.

My mind is a nuclear bomb of every horrible thing. I retreat to the restroom and hail a ride. It has a driver pinged for me within moments. I wait till the last possible second to dash out of the club and meet the car outside, an ambulance pulling up as we skirt away.

“What happened?” the driver asks with a laugh.

I’m too dazed to answer. I stare out the window as the flashing lights start to blur.

This whole thing feels agonizingly like déjà vu. All those intense worries riding in the car to greet Nick at the beginning of the tour are repeated as I drive back to the hotel and say a silent prayer to anyone or anything that Eighty is okay.

My fingers tap the edge of my phone as the driver gives me an estimated arrival time.

I shake my head, unable to keep my cool any longer. I open my contacts and hit Nick’s name on the list, my body shaking as he answers.

“Dad, I need your help.”


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

 

THE NEXT hour is foggy, with little clarity between the clearing. I give Nick as much information as I can over the phone (Motorman, Eighty passing out, Lesbian Cannibals) and tell him to gather the group and meet me down in the lobby. Manny is visibly shaken when I arrive, asking if Sully is okay.

“He’s fine,” I assure him. “He took control of the situation and rode with Eighty to the hospital.”

Relief floods his face, unlike Travis, who is boiling with rage. He stonewalls me from speaking to anyone else and wags a finger over to the elevator. The fury in his gaze is murderous.

“Go up to your room!” he demands like an overprotective father. “You’ve caused enough trouble tonight!”

I smack the finger he’s about to point directly at my nose and stomp a foot down. “No. He’s my friend, too. I’m coming.”

Travis is instantly put off by my sudden defense. He looks to the others for any vague support, Nick being the only one to speak up.

“Jesus, Travis,” he frowns. “Let her come. Adam’s safety matters more than whatever you’re trying to protect.”

Is it true? Yes. Does Travis buy it? He has no other option.

We meet Sully in the lobby once we arrive. He embraces me before saying anything to anyone else.

“This is awful,” I say into his shoulder. Not just what happened to Eighty, but everything about the day. My brain is going to burst if it’s queued with one more awful thing.

“How is he?” Lindsey asks the doctor, patiently awaiting the arrival of a parent or guardian (or six grown men with burger stains on their shirts).

The man looks up from his chart of paperwork and smiles. “I’ll let him tell you.”

 

 

None of us are shocked when we learn Eighty was drugged with Rohypnol. We are shocked to learn that he knew about it before it happened.

“You did what?!” Lindsey shouts.

Eighty kicks his legs underneath the hospital bed sheets and tugs at the flimsy polka dot gown he’s wearing. He shifts his eyes from left to right.

“I was talking to this girl, and the guy beside her was being all touchy. I got a bad feeling about it. She ordered shots for us even though I told her I didn’t drink. She asked me why when I saw the dude slip something into hers. That’s when I panicked and drank both.”

You can hear a timed harmony of every hand in the room slapping their forehead. Even the nurse seems like she wants to interject and call him a heroic dumbass.

“You took the shot instead of, I don’t know,” Lindsey waves his arms in the air. “FUCKING TELLING HER THE GUY DID IT?!”

“I said I panicked!” Eighty stresses again, his vitals spiking on the monitor. “I thought I was doing the right thing as long as she didn’t get any!”

“Did you at least get her number?” Manny asks. More forehead smacks.

After getting his stomach pumped and his CT scan coming back clear, Eighty’s doctor requests to keep him till mid-morning to ensure he rests and gets the proper fluids he needs—a theme with him as of late.

“I’m telling you,” he slowly shakes his head. “I’m cursed.”

“This better have broken it,” I say to him. “Or I’m having a seance with your great-grandfather.”

We’re allowed to visit as a unit for a few minutes before the worn-out nurses ask us to clear the room and allow Eighty to get some sleep. I don’t think any of them were trained for when a rock band stages a mutiny.

“You can all come back two at a time in the morning,” one of the attendants states firmly. “None of you are too badass for the rules.”

The group of us disperse into a quiet hallway, trading communal sighs of relief.

“You should all return to the hotel and get some rest,” Travis lectures, kicking a nearby vending machine. A pack of Hubba Bubba falls into the collection slit. “We need to figure something out about the show.”

The band is supposed to be playing a gig over in Santa Rosa in the next several hours. Eighty insisted he could still play, but Nick vehemently refused.

“I’ll make some calls once the sun is up,” Lindsey strokes the dark stubble on his chin. “We have a few friends around here. Maybe I can pull strings and get someone to play for Adam.”

Travis agrees, commenting about needing to call the band’s PR team to ensure this doesn’t spread like wildfire before the morning news.

“If it’s not too late,” he says, his tone laced with venom. He points to Manny and Nick, then wags his ever-waving finger to Sully and me while giving us a death stare. “You two need to deal with this!”

Deal with it. Like we’re a spill in the front lounge that needs to be wiped up before it makes the floor sticky.

The mood pendulum between Nick and Manny swings dramatically. Nick is attentive and collected the entire time, while Manny is a complete mess of nerves. His concern back at the hotel has fully diverged into something more like bitter disappointment.

The dam breaks when the four of us enter the elevator to get coffee from the cafeteria. Manny’s dismayed nature explodes, and he turns to Sully with a fragile scowl.

“What the hell were you thinking?!” he exclaims, yelling something else in Spanish.

Sully rolls his eyes with a barbed chuckle. “Really? I’m the fucking imbecile?”

“Really!” Manny aggressively shoves his son’s arm into the wall.

“Both of you, calm down!” Nick holds his friend back, encouraging him to take a deep breath. It’s all very meditative and fails to meet the tension of the moment.

“This is my fault, okay?” I shake my head, trying to end the argument before it really begins. “I should’ve been keeping a better eye on Adam and—”

“No!” Sully protests, holding his arms out to his sides. “This isn’t your fault, Emmy.”

The elevator dings and spits us out near a busy hallway on the hospital’s sixth floor. Nurses shuffle along the beaten path as we hastily follow the cafeteria signs. You can smell the burnt coffee from several hundred feet away. Sully shifts between crossing and uncrossing his arms, keeping his eyes focused on his feet as he marches forward.

“Maybe if you had been paying an ounce of attention and noticed we weren’t at the hotel, none of this would’ve happened at all!”

Manny takes a step back. “¿Qué diablos significa eso?”

“YOU KNOW WHAT IT MEANS!” Sully raises his voice. I’m starting to think he’s fighting back in English to piss him off.

A few hospital staff members watch on as Sully pauses outside the cafeteria door, his chest moving up and down as he struggles to catch his breath. He runs at least fifty miles a week, so I know this has nothing to do with exhaustion. His eyes gloss over as he bites his bottom lip so hard, I’m shocked it doesn’t start gushing blood.

“Can you care less about being famous for ten damn minutes?” Sully pleads. “Maybe try talking to me like you care I’m here instead of thinking that having me around counts as you giving a shit?”

Sully looks at me, his ears turning bright red. Before erupting into tears, he escapes into the nearby bathroom. A stall closes with a slam as the swinging door slowly shuts behind him.

Nick and I look at Manny, begging him to go in and reach out to his son. To do anything that would make the dreadfulness of this moment go away forever.

He wipes his eyes and heaves a sigh, pointing back at the elevator. “I’m going to call Ellie,” he says. “See if she can talk to him.”

My lungs deflate, wanting to scream after him: “He doesn’t need to talk to his mom. He needs to talk to you.”

Nick and I awkwardly trade sorry stares near the entrance of the cafeteria. A man wearing a dark green visitor’s name tag walks out holding a plastic-wrapped sub sandwich.

Nick catches the door behind him and swings it open for me. “Coffee?”

I shift my weight from foot to foot. “Is this allowed?”

He smiles. “I’m not asking for permission.”

We find a small empty table near the buffet-style serving station. It’s not dissimilar from the cafeteria back at school, but this one looks and smells like it was pulled straight from the seventies. The popcorn ceilings are caked with a brownish dust substance raining from the AC unit on the wall. It can’t be good for patients.

Nick slowly walks over to me, carrying two steaming paper cups of coffee. His is dark and gluey, mine is pale white, loaded with sweet vanilla creamer.

“I noticed you never drink it when it’s black,” he says. “I hope I put in enough.”

“Thanks,” I pull the cup from his hands and sip slowly.

Small gestures like this make digesting the newfound truth about his absence even more painful. I can’t help but think about everything he would’ve done to make my life memorable in ways Mom never could. Father/daughter dances, first date interrogations, cups of undrinkable coffee after yet another worst day of my life. Things that should have been a rite of passage for the father of a teenage girl.

Moments he was robbed of.

“How are you holding up?” He slurps loudly.

I run my finger in circles along the edge of the cup. “Better than Sully.”

“Ehh,” Nick waves a hand. “He’ll be okay. Manny needed to hear that. The kid had a rough year, and his father never made an effort to talk with him about it. He rarely makes an effort at all.” He pauses to take a deep breath, squirming in his chair. “Did Sully mention his girlfriend to you at all?”

My heart nearly stops. “What? No!”

“Ex-girlfriend,” Nick clarifies, my body slowly unclenching. “They broke up a few months ago. He took it hard. He was really serious about her. Turns out she’d been seeing him because she knew who Manny was and wanted to get some fame out of it. He’s wanted to talk to his dad about it ever since, but Manny is, for better or worse, Manny.”

I suddenly feel like all that brown scum on the ceiling. Sully had been nothing but considerate listening to me mope about my breakup. All the while, his heart had been laid out just as painfully. Tripp may have viewed me as a sexual conquest, but at least he wasn’t trying to use me for clout. I’m not sure if one is worse or if they can both exist on the same playing field of atrocities.

“I think that’s why he likes talking to you,” Nick’s lips perk up into a smirk. “You can understand this bullshit on a level others can’t.”

“I can now, at least.”

I look around at the room. A box television in the corner plays some scripted courtroom reality show I’d watch if I were home sick with the flu. It adds to the dystopia of the evening.

Nick finishes the last of his coffee before I’m even halfway through mine. “It’s not all like this, you know. Not all hospitals and sob stories about sobriety.”

“Yeah. Sometimes you almost die in traffic while running to catch your bus down the highway.”

Nick’s crinkled voice belly laughs in a way that warms my shaken spirit.

“For the record,” he catches his breath, “you’re handling this all like a champ. I’m proud of you. And so is your mom.”

The coffee sloshes in my stomach. The word Mom is my new personal version of “We Don’t Talk About Bruno.”

My smug look tells Nick everything he needs to know. “You guys talked, huh?”

“Yes,” he answers. “She’s devastated.”

“Imagine how I feel.” I sink into the orange chair. The sides are worn as if they’ve witnessed several thousand conversations like this over the years.

Nick slides his empty cup from side to side. A red bracelet made of thin string lies on his tanned wrist and bends with each motion.

“Emerson, I’m not going to defend what she did. We were both young and making dumb choices. Then we had a kid and kept making young, dumb choices. They affected you in ways they shouldn’t have.”

Harsh, but true. Between Nick’s struggles and mom’s heartbreak, I was doomed from the start. But that doesn’t mean things need to stay that way.

“We want to know if you’re ready to tell people,” Nick says, relaxed. “Not publicly, of course. But to clear the air with Travis and the guys so they’re in the loop. You can trust them.”

I consider how it will affect things going forward. On the one hand, no more secrets. But there’s the hidden fear that if it were to ever get out, much like Sully, I’d never know what it’s like to be normal again. It’s a red pill, blue pill situation. And I’m still trying to learn how to swallow both.

“Can I think about it?” I ask, taking a third (and final) sip of my gasoline-y coffee. No amount of sugar can save it.

Nick crawls his hand to mine and studies the similarity of our broken nail polish. It might be the first time he’s noticed.

“Take all the time you need.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

 

“IT WASN’T that bad, Mom! Honest!” Eighty recalls the fuzzy, disgusting details of the stomach pumping procedure. “I was still half unconscious for most of it!”

You can hear Mrs. Davis’s soprano voice practically singing in tongues on the opposite end.

Eighty wound up discharged an hour before showtime. He rode back to the venue with me to lay low on the bus watching First Blood while the band performed.

Lindsey had tried contacting a few local guitarists to see if they could come and sub at the last minute, only to come up empty-handed. They eventually convinced one of the crew guys to fill in on a few guitar spots, diverting most of the lead duties to Lindsey and looping his bass parts before the show to keep things sounding normal.

According to Travis, they didn’t.

“It was that or cancel the show,” Lindsey protests. “It was fine for what it was.”

Everyone climbs back onto the bus post-autograph session in crabby moods. You can’t judge them for it in light of what the last several days have held. It’s a marvel I’m allowed to sit with them again.

Manny grabs one of the Chinese food containers off the kitchen table, trying to avoid looking at me after his encounter with Sully earlier. He pokes around the box with his chopsticks to catch a bit of Kung Pao chicken, dead quiet.

“Be real,” Nick says with an open mouth of food. “You didn’t want to cancel because the hot doctor showed up.”

“You’re lying!” Eighty’s eyes turn bright with excitement, throwing the pillow he’s holding onto the ground.

“You suck for telling them, Adam.” Lindsey throws a crispy noodle at Nick’s leather vest.

Lindsey hit it off with Eighty’s doctor while delivering a greasy bag of In-n-Out for a late breakfast. He invited him to the show after the two exchanged numbers so he could, quote, “check in on Adam.”

Eighty had the news to all of us in the text thread within the hour. It was his meek, God-fearing way of getting revenge for all of Lindsey’s hazing.

“What are you doing here with us?” I ask. “Go to him!”

Lindsey squints. “Not. Another. Word.”

“Hey man, you’ve still got it.” Nick raises a hand to high-five his little brother. “Let’s hope this one can keep it in his pants.”

Lindsey slams his food container back onto the table. His plastic fork falls out and flings a shred of cabbage onto the sofa. “I’m going to bed. Fuck all of you.”

“Text him goodnight for me!” Eighty cries after him. Impressed by the comeback, Nick raises his other hand for a second high-five.

Sully is decidedly AWOL after the events at the hospital. He rode back to the hotel and venue with us in total silence, rushing to get to work once merch was unloaded.

He continues to push his limits with Travis following the show. He rushes aboard to hand over the envelopes and confirm everything is broken down, then asks when the bus plans to roll out for Oregon.

“Midnight,” Travis states coldly. “Why? Are you planning another outing I should know about?”

Sully ignores his rude remark and grabs a change of clothes, telling us he’s going for a short run before we take off for the night. He flashes me a quick smile out the door, bolting past Manny as if he doesn’t exist.

 

 

The swaying outside the bus feels worse than any other night, partly due to climbing anxiety that won’t go away. My mattress violently rocks as it sails down the highway at seventy miles per hour. I climb out of my bunk by three (per usual) and park on the sofa.

A whiff of leftover spring rolls causes instant motion sickness. I prop my arm up against the ledge of the couch and pull my knees to my chest. The world outside pulses by in rapid flashes of colorful light. The low hum of the engine never seems as loud out here as it does anywhere else on the bus.

I’m suddenly reminded I’m not the only insomniac on the bus as Sully quietly slinks out of his bunk and groggily sits beside me. His curls sit tall on his head instead of flat against his face. Light stubble grows on his chin in splotchy patterns. It’s adorably boyish.

He hunches and drapes his arms around his legs. “Can’t sleep either?”

I shake my head. “Too much on my mind.”

“Care to divulge?”

My posture relaxes, the truth ready to overflow.

I take a deep breath and gather my thoughts, launching into the tale from the beginning. From finding the photo in the suitcase all the way down to what Mom had told me on the phone before we went to the club. Even all the uncomfortable bits about Mom and Nick and how things had ended between them. It ignites my rage all over again.

Sully is positively speechless by the end. He exhaustedly runs a hand through his hair. Or tries to. He awkwardly hits a knot and flaps his fingers with an irritated scowl.

“That’s insane,” he says. “Not you being angry with your mom, but, like, all of it.”

My eyes pool up. At this rate, Sully will think crying is my answer to everything.

I wipe a tear with my sleeve as it rolls past my nose. “I thought he didn’t want anything to do with me, so I acted the same way. That’s the part that makes me feel the worst.”

He scrunches his nose, his hoop catching a fleck of light. “Why would you think that?”

My face falls flat. “You’re really asking that?”

Sully props himself upright with a confident arch. His eyes sink down to his hands as he taps his fingers together. “Don’t get me wrong, from your position, it makes sense.” He hesitates for a second before finishing the sentence. “But I don’t know why anyone wouldn’t.”

“You’d be surprised,” I joke. Sully doesn’t take it that way.

“Emmy, anyone who doesn’t want you in their life is an idiot,” he says, his tone sincere. “And yeah, you might think this makes your life a lot to handle. But look on the bright side.”

“What?”

He looks away. “You’re not boring anymore.”

The peach fuzz on my arms stands straight up, my tears instantly drying. There’s a kindred solidarity that’s impossible to ignore. Of all the people I could share a broken heart with, of all the people who can understand what it means to be wanted by someone for who you are and not what you can give them, it’s Sully.

I sneakily smirk, thinking back to one of our first conversations. “Did you know you look down at your feet whenever you get nervous?”

His eyes dart up from the floor and gaze into mine with passive embarrassment. I playfully twirl a strand of hair to make him feel better.

The two of us shoot up into the air as Lionel takes the bus over several bumps on the highway. Once we’re settled, Sully inches closer with his palms until our knees touch. Mine buckle as he presses his forehead against mine, his breath warm against my cheek, smelling ever-familiarly like cinnamon gum.

“Emmy,” he whispers, the goosebumps on my body doubling. “I don’t want to pressure you into anything. I wouldn’t, I mean. If this isn’t what you—”

I press my mouth against his to keep my heart from bursting wide open, kissing him like it’s the only thing keeping me alive. His hands creep up my sides, my arms winding around his neck as we relax into one another’s space, making it ours.

We laugh as we come up for air every few moments, only to land right back against one another as his eyelashes brush my cheeks, his lips dancing across mine one soft graze at a time. Every kiss before this one is bland by comparison. They may have been intense, but they didn’t have Sullivan Torres running his fingers across my collarbone and making me feel like I’m the only person he wants to be this close to for the rest of his life.

I have no clue how long we’re there for, just that by the time our lips are swollen and we’ve caught our breath, the sun is poking through a large, puffy cloud up ahead, turning the dull night sky a vivid shade of orange.

Sully brushes my cheek as he stands to his feet. He bends down one last time for a final kiss before whispering in my ear. “Hi.”

My limbs are totally melted into goo. I fear I may be one with this couch for life.

“Hi,” I say back.

Sully gapes at me like an idiot, not breaking eye contact once as he heads back to the sleeping area with another blushing laugh.

He was right. Awkwardness could be sexy.

Several more miles pass, haplessly staring out the window ahead, the sun peeking higher the farther down the highway we drive. My brain is combusting with both high and heartbreak, all capped off with the mother of all first kisses. It’s the messiest kind of amazing.

I eventually get my spongey bones to waddle near the front of the bus. Lionel does a double take as he sees my head peek through the sliding door.

“Haven’t seen you in a minute,” he booms with a grin.

I flop into the empty co-pilot seat. “It’s been a weird few days.”

“So I’ve heard.” He stares into a side mirror as he shifts over a lane. Being here makes things feel the slightest bit right again.

I allow my legs to hang over the armrests, smiling aimlessly at the highway ahead. “What are you listening to?”

Lionel messes with one of the toggles, giving me a throaty chuckle. “Nothing,” he answers. “Sometimes, you just need to sit with yourself.”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

 

I WISH my ecstasy lasted. By the time we’re pulling up to the outdoor amphitheater in Eugene, Oregon, the headline is already splashed across The Fizz’s flamboyant, overcrowded webpage and making the rounds online.

EXCLUSIVE: Nick Addison is a DADDY (literally!)

Someone I coordinated photography with on the yearbook committee sent it to me first, followed by my aunt in Wilmington, begging Mom or me to call her ASAP. After that, it snowballed.

No, it avalanched. This is worse than the pier photos. Anyone who has ever met me or received my phone number in their lives is trying to call or text.

A heavy draft sweeps through the tunnel near the front of the building, where I hide to read the article in private. Hair smacks into my line of vision, pasting thin slivers to my cheeks. A series of profanities fly out of my mouth when I see the source of the story.

Sylvester Imaning.

He’s photographed in sleazy nightclub garb similar to what he’d worn at Motorman nights prior. Also featured are a handful of old Mayfair group photos from the Acrophobia era and beyond. He looks younger and less corrupted by time and money.

Sev claims the same thing in the interview that he had told me at the club. He’d found out around a decade ago when Nick had confessed at a hotel. He adds more outlandish details to make his version juicy, like how Nick tried to pay my mom off to have an abortion and that we were supposedly supported by Nick’s hush money.

When the interviewer asks why he and I were only recently photographed for the first time, he has an answer for that, too.

 

“Up until recently, he wanted nothing to do with her. As Nick has gotten older, never having married or had more children, he’s realized the importance of maintaining a relationship with his daughter.”

 

My fingernails dig into the sides of my phone, fraught and ready to scream. So many half-true facts are bound tightly to so many half-assed lies. The scariest part is, had I read this a week ago, I may have believed everything Sev said.

I text Sully, who is already inside with the others setting up for the show. Though I doubt any actual setting up is happening when everyone on the planet has paused to read this article.

He responds: The Sev I know would never do this.

But he did. And he gave them pictures of his own happy family to prove it. A gorgeous CEO wife, young twin daughters, and a cottony white dog I’m tempted to kidnap and sell on the black market to make them cry.

Sully texts again. I bet he planted the story to cover his ass before word about Eighty got out. He allowed underage kids into the nightclub. One of them was drugged and happens to be in Mayfair. Not good for his image.

My eyes burn, sending a nasty reply as I rush to find Nick.

Sorry. Didn’t realize that made it okay.

Every crew member stares at me as I walk past. Their reactions are different. No wandering elevator eyes or quiet invitations to go and fool around on their bus. These are the terrified looks of grown men who know they’ve spent days unapologetically hitting on their boss’s daughter.

My breathing gets heavy as I wander through the load-in area and look for anyone who can tell me where Nick is. I round every confusing corner and gulp hard to maintain control. Why do all these backstage labyrinths look the same, and why can’t I find my way around them despite that?

I make a hard left and bump directly into Lindsey’s chest as he enters the hallway. Panic oozes from every pore on my face.

A mix of sympathy and skepticism overtakes his expression. It’s clear he’s read the article and finally sees the uncanny resemblance between his older brother and me.

Nobody looks at me the same. And I hate it.

In an unexpected (and distinctly non-Lindsey) move, he leans in and folds his arms around me. His grip is cumbersome, leaving me to doubt if he has ever given anyone a hug before. Even so, he’s trying. Embracing me not only as Nick’s daughter, but his niece.

“Hey,” he whispers into my tear-stained cheeks. “It’s gonna be okay.”

The familiar jingle of Nick’s boots races down the opposite end of the hallway, rushing over to Lindsey and me and tearing me from his brother’s grip. The two exchange dumbfounded glances as Nick softly strokes my hair and leads me into the band’s dressing room.

“We’ll work this out,” his broken voice says. “It’s gonna be okay.”

This is the second time in thirty seconds I’ve been told it’s going to be okay. Had they read the same article I had?

Having my privacy thrown out the window isn’t okay. Having a total stranger lie about my family and me isn’t okay. None of this is okay.

“I don’t understand why he did this.” I suck in the cool air from the band’s empty dressing room.

Nick helps me to sit on a small red sofa. He hands me a bottle of cold water and bends to meet me at eye level. He vigorously shakes his hair.

“This is on me,” he whispers. “Em, I swear to you, I don’t remember telling him.”

Seething anger overtakes me. “Yeah, you were high on something. You wouldn’t remember.”

He pinches his eyes shut. The comment wounds him in a way I would’ve wanted it to days ago, but not today. I feel lower than a human could possibly go.

Nick’s phone rings loudly. I’d mock him about his ringtone being an old Foreigner song, let alone using a ringtone, but I’m sort of busy having a panic attack. Laura Harper flashes across the ID, and my esophagus wraps into a ball. This must be what strangulation feels like.

Nick answers the call and sets the audio on speaker. He folds his skinny fingers under his chin and sighs. Before he can speak, my mother is practically growling into the line.

“Jesus Christ, Nicholas! Why the hell haven’t you answered my calls?!”

I fold back in terror. Has she always possessed the ability to be this downright horrifying? And where did she keep it locked away?

“Was kinda busy looking for our daughter, Laura.” Nick tosses his head down.

“Mom!” Her name comes out of my mouth as steady as an earthquake. By the way she breathlessly gasps in relief, you’d think this article had killed me.

“Em,” she says, “we’re going to deal with this.”

“How?” I laugh. “Be like, ‘He’s an asswipe, but yeah, it’s all true’?”

“It’s not all true,” Nick stresses. “He made half that shit up because he knew there was no story without it.”

“Why would he wait until now to say something?” Mom asks. “Because of those beach pictures?”

Nick and I trade nervous looks. Neither of us would’ve told her about the nightclub yet. I’m not sure who is about to get grilled harder. Me for going, or Nick for letting me.

I run through the events of the last twenty-four hours, emphasizing the part about me not drinking. I was only there to see a show and have one fleeting night of teenage freedom. She, of all people, could understand that, right?

Wrong.

“That was so wildly irresponsible!” Mom scolds. “Emerson, what if something had happened to you?! Or it was your drink that got spiked?!”

I could casually bring up her and my dad publicly streaking on their first date and what could’ve happened to them, but I’m trying not to get Nick exiled for life.

“It didn’t, though,” I protest. “This guy thought Nick was hallucinating till he met me. Sullivan is convinced he’s trying to cover himself and not get the club shut down. It takes the attention away from him or something.”

“That,” Nick holds up a finger. “And Sev cashing in on a grudge.” He meets my face with a rosy hue. “He didn’t exactly leave the band on the best terms.”

Sully hadn’t mentioned that when he was gushing about him. Unless he didn’t know. I’m starting to think he is so gung-ho on sticking it to Manny, that he’ll gravitate to anyone who isn’t Manny to make his point.

Because of that, we’re paying the price.

There’s a knock on the dressing room door. Travis barges in before we can tell him to go away. His face is pinched as he holds a phone up to his ear. The moment he catches sight of me, his aggressive body language shrinks. He doesn’t know whether to pity, fear, or hate me.

“Nick,” he points to his phone. “Brenda from PR. We need a private conference. Now.” He says ‘private’ like he wants to say, ‘without your daughter present.’

My head throbs as I give him an approving nod and grab the phone, speaking gently into the speaker. “Mom, can we call you back?”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” she argues. The hole she digs with me gets larger and larger. She spent days ignoring me, the least she can do is wait an hour to continue this conversation.

Nick chews on his thumbnail, cracking the remainder of his polish clean off with his front teeth. “Let me talk to my team and see how to handle this, Laura. Okay?”

She grumbles. I hear a stack of papers shuffling around in the background. Is she at work or quickly trying to assemble an army of lawyers? Either is possible.

“Call back when you can,” Mom requests. “Emmy, stay offline.”

“Why?”

“Just, please,” she begs. “People can be cruel.”

Crueler than calling me a skank with a daddy kink when they thought I was dating Nick? Not sure it can get worse, but I’m willing to take her word for it.

“HEY!” Travis says, lying his phone on his shoulder. “Hurry up!”

“Calm down!” Nick shouts. Travis is on the opposite end of a threatening finger point for once.

Nick ends the call and grabs his phone, shoving it into his pocket and grabbing me on the shoulders as he leans up. His breath hits my nose as he leans in close to my face.

“Stay in here and do as your mom says. No internet. Got it?”

“Fine,” I nod, balling my hair into a giant knot on my head.

My phone continues to explode with new DMs and messages from friends, asking me if the story is true and why I never told them. I lie back on the couch to stop the dizziness that won’t disappear. People who think they know me suddenly feel they have the right to know everything about me.

I toss my phone into the corner, careless of where it lands or if it breaks. My frozen fingers reach up to my eyes to serve as a cold compress, rubbing in small circular motions till the low vaulted ceiling above me stops caving in.

It never does.

The door creaks open a second time without a knock. I don’t look up. Maybe if I keep my eyes closed, I’ll wake up and realize this was all a bad dream. I’ll be in the passenger seat with Lionel again, him carefully shaking my shoulder as he always does when we get to our destination. I’ll sleepily stir myself awake and remember my kiss with Sully and how perfect life felt for a few brief moments. It made the chaos bearable.

Little did I know the chaos was about to go from telling the band to telling the whole fucking world.

“Em? You awake?”

I practically fly off the couch and onto my feet. Sully stands in the doorway with his hands timidly shoved into his pockets. He’s wearing his familiar flannel and signature furrowed expression. Under different circumstances, I’d be glomming onto him and obnoxiously stuffing my face into his neck. Right now, I’m clinging to his steadiness for dear life.

He gently runs a hand up and down my back, inching his fingers toward my face till his thumb strokes my chin. It would be a billion times more romantic if my orifices weren’t actively leaking snot and tears.

Sully’s chest puffs out, followed by a flattening exhale. “This really sucks.”

“Understatement of the century.”

He holds me for a second longer before I pull myself away and collapse back onto the couch. He forces himself onto the fraction of cushion not occupied by my legs and leans over his knees, flicking at his nails.

“Is there any part of you that’s relieved?”

“Why would I be?” I wipe my nose with the back of my hand, trying not to be disgusted by myself.

“I dunno,” Sully looks down. “No more lying.”

“Yeah,” I scowl. “And now the whole world thinks they have the right to know my family’s business.”

“They really don’t care as much as you think they do.” His voice is razor-sharp. Is he mad at me for being upset about this?

“Except they do.” I wave a hand toward whatever hypothetical situation room Travis and Nick are currently sitting in with Mayfair’s management, trying to figure out how they’re supposed to respond to all of this. ‘Absentee father’ is arguably worse than ‘irresponsible nightclub owner.’ Sev knew exactly what he was doing.

“You get used to people pretending to care,” Sully shakes his head. “Once you realize it’s all bull and they don’t, you’re free to move on with your life.”

My jaw clenches. I bounce my sneakers onto the shag carpet, scraping my nails along my bare legs up to the frayed edges of my shorts. “Could you be any more insensitive?”

Sully flops back into the seat, swinging his legs out. My posture constricts like a snail hiding deep in its shell.

“I don’t see how this is a negative,” he laughs scornfully. “No more big, huge family secret.”

“It was a secret for a reason!”

“Why, so your mom could live guilt-free without consequences?”

Too far. Way too far. And he knows it.

“As opposed to what?” I stand on my feet, my words rising. “Having a dad who doesn’t give enough of a shit to care at all?”

I instantly bite my tongue as punishment for what I’ve said. We both look at one another with smushed faces and heavy gasps. It’s like the air in the room has been sucked out completely. Even the quiet feels loud.

I rapidly shake my head and blow out with a guilty bleat. “Sullivan, I didn’t mean that.”

“But you did.” His expression goes from shocked to angry, his fingers bending rigidly into his palms. “It must be nice to have two parents who care.”

“Sully—”

“Just save it,” he says, standing and spinning on his heels to exit.

“Sullivan!” I cry after him a second time.

He places a hand on the doorknob, twisting it back and forth before turning to face me again, his arms flat against his sides.

“The reason you’re mad isn’t that the truth came out. It’s because you couldn’t control how it did. Just like with Tripp and Bel! You tried so hard to cover it up, only to have it blow up in your face! You’re not mad at your mom. You’re just like her.”

Travis’s massive arms could walk in right now and punch a hole through my chest. It wouldn’t hurt as much as this does.

“Get out!” I shout loudly. Screaming it again in case his ears are tingling as severely as mine are. “GET OUT!”

Sully’s lips break apart, his teeth chattering as he commits to the doorknob and walks out with a slam.

I stand frozen in the same spot for another minute, unsure if I take a single breath the entire time. My whole body is stunned by the pointedness of his statement.

Mom and I had both lied to people we cared for in the name of protecting them, when the reality is, we were only out to protect ourselves.

I sob as I search for my phone. It lies lifelessly in a corner alongside a duffle bag of Nick’s clothes. My stomach flops as I reach down and rush to call Mom.

Her warm voice is thick with tension. “Emmy?”

I blow out through my lips. “I want to come home.”

There’s a beat. “I’ll get you on the next flight,” she says with firm confidence. She wants this as much as I do.

My lungs burn, wishing this wasn’t the safest option, wishing I had courage enough to stay and face what’s happening.

I’ve spent nearly two weeks finding the puzzle piece I didn’t know was missing. And I lost it in under an hour.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

 

 

TRAVIS’S REACTION to me leaving the tour early is like telling someone their arch nemesis is moving to Mars forever. He’d hijack the tour bus and drive me to the airport himself if he weren’t neck-deep in phone calls.

I announce my decision to Nick after he returns from his disaster cleanup meeting. I half expect him to protest, but with the weight of the situation being taken so seriously and truckloads of photographers showing up to the gates of the venue trying to stalk the band, he knows it’s the right call. Even if it’s a cowardly one.

“I’ll cover the flight,” Nick argues with Mom over the phone as they sit at their respective computers and look up the closest airport with the earliest connection. “You’re dealing with enough, Lo. Let me handle this.”

Only Pop calls my mom Lo. It’s like stepping into a parallel universe where my parents are still together and very much in love. I’m not sure if the love part has changed, but it’s also the farthest thing from reality.

Nick swings a last-minute flight through Eugene Airport with a quick layover in Dallas.

“Are you comfortable switching planes?” he asks. “It’s not hard. If not, I can’t get you out on a direct flight till the morning.”

The idea of spending one more night on the bus with everyone is like catching a meat cleaver to the center of my forehead. I don’t want to say goodbye, but I can’t bring myself to stay, especially not with Sully. That hyperbolic butcher knife might slice me in two.

“I’ll manage it,” I assure him.

“I can’t come with you,” Nick chews his lip. “Travis would throw a fit if I skipped soundcheck.”

“That’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” he solemnly smiles. “But what part of this is?”

Nick helps me unload my things from the bus while waiting for the runner to return from a hotel trip. Biding time, he sums up his beef with Sylvester Imaning.

“We had a complicated partnership. It was never effortless like it was with Manny or Lindsey. Sev always wanted more to say or do.” He hangs his head. “I’ll give him credit where it’s due. He helped hold the group together when I was at my low point, but it started to get to his head. When I came back from treatment and we started writing for Acrophobia, things came to a head. He wanted me out. Said he could easily be the face of Mayfair. Nobody else agreed with him.”

“That’s why he left the band?”

“Eventually,” he says. “Looking back, it was his ego versus mine. We always said it was amicable and we were good with each other, but we knew that wasn’t the case. I don’t regret holding my ground.” Nick sighs heavily. “I didn’t, anyway.”

Neither of us says anything more about it, choosing instead to stare aimlessly ahead at the backstage area of the amphitheater. It looks like it was once the resting site of a knockoff Busch Gardens. Overgrown greenery, ample, lush trees with thick swinging vines. Look up, and you might see the ghost of a spider monkey haunting you.

I observe one of the bamboo panels gating off the buses from the loading area. A volunteer bobs through the wide slits, their phone camera pointed at me. They whisper to whoever they’re with, unaware we can both hear them.

“Do you think that’s his kid?”

“She doesn’t look like him.”

“Pre-plastic surgeries, Amanda. Same hair.”

“Pull up that picture online!”

Nick clears his throat, cupping a hot paper mug of tea. “We should maybe wait inside the bus.”

“It’s fine,” I say, bunching my hair over to one side of my neck to cover my face.

Rhiannon’s foul, familiar smell is baked into my skin at this point. If I step onto the bus one final time, it will result in yet another unfortunate round of waterworks I won’t be able to contain. I’m starting to think my face will never look not swollen again.

“Emerson,” Nick longingly looks into the cup. “I’m sorry this happened.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Not this, as in today. This, as in you and I.” Nick’s face falls. His coarse voice is humble. “I’m sorry it took me so long to reach you. There’s so much I wanted to say that I didn’t. I hope you’ll let me have the chance once some of this mess is fixed.”

I peer down at my feet, wondering if Sully is upstairs right now, nervously doing the same thing. I question if I’m making a mistake by leaving or if running away without saying goodbye to anyone else won’t result in more pain. This would all be simpler if I didn’t care for everyone so much.

“How do I do this?” I rattle my head with a tremor. “How do I go back to being me after this? Nobody is going to look at me the same. Or you. It’s unfair.”

Nick slowly sips his tea and smiles at a hawk soaring overhead. “You don’t,” he proclaims. “You learn to live with this new version of yourself and all the ones that come after it. Hopefully, you like a few of them. Life can be miserable when you don’t.”

Nick turns to me with compassion so profound, it nearly takes my breath away. It’s the same way Bel’s dad looked at the twins all those years ago as I took their Christmas pictures. That eighth wonder of the world look I unwittingly longed for the moment we first met.

“I love you, Emmy,” he says. “Even the version of you that hates me most.”

Without thinking twice, I throw my arms around Nick, his tea splashing onto the cobblestones and dirt. He squeezes me back so tightly, I feel my ribs start to compress. I’d stay for another seventeen years if the runner’s dark black passenger van wasn’t pulling up beside us.

“I don’t hate you anymore,” I quietly mumble in response, my puffy eyes stinging.

“Please text me when you get home. It’ll be late, but I’ll see it.”

“I know,” I smile. “I will.”

My body jolts as I watch Manny climb out of the van before I can climb in. His hair is wet, and his goatee is trimmed. The pungent smell of hotel soap lingers on his clothing. He looks at Nick and then over at me. A deep line curves into a U shape on his forehead.

He knows I’m leaving. Nothing else needs to be said.

Manny steps up with a burgeoning frown. He reaches his hands out, unsure if a hug is appropriate. I respond by grabbing his sides and giving him a firm embrace. The whole time, my mind is stuck on how awful I was to his son and how much I wish I could take it all back.

Somehow, he knows. “Please don’t judge Sullivan because of my choices,” he whispers as I pull away. “He cares about you.”

I dab at single tears and refuse to look out the dashboard window as the van rolls out. It reminds me too much of Lionel and how those simple mornings of sunrises and audiobooks are over now, too. I’ll never hear how his new Sally Rooney novel ends.

Instead of sulking, I pull out my phone and alert Mom that I’m on my way to the airport, but not before making a choice that feels so stubbornly overdue—I text Bel.

You’ve probably seen the headlines (both), and you probably still think I’m the worst human alive (accurate). But I hope you know you’re still my best friend. And that I owe you the biggest apology ever. Please let me know when we can talk.

Nick is right. Living with a version of yourself you don’t like is impossible.

It’s high time I change that.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty

 

 

 

I SLEEPWALK the entire journey home, unable to remember if I’ve gotten off the first plane in Dallas by the time I’m through the gate in Charleston, heading to baggage claim. My suitcases feel heavier. Even the humid evening air hits my skin differently. Physically, I’m home. Mentally, I have no clue where I am.

To my surprise, Pop waits for me by the carousels. I sprint over and nearly tackle him to the ground, crushing my camera bag in the process. His hugs are personal in the best way. I know precisely where to rest my head on his wrinkled dress shirt to feel the risen scar from the pacemaker inside his chest.

He presses his head into my unwashed hair and kisses it. “You smell older,” he teases.

I rub a hand across the back of my neck. “Where is Mom?”

His face falls. “She’s at home. Had to stay behind and take a few calls. She’s eager to see you!”

If by ‘take calls,’ he means she’s on the phone setting the record straight with whatever nosy ladies are currently hosting The View, I’ll scream.

My bags hurtle down the shoot. Pop leans over and helps to collect them as I count on my fingers how many people from my flight are sneakily trying to take photos of me. Is this going to be the standard from now on? People taking pictures of us in public and wondering if I’m Nick Addison’s kid or some girl who looks like Nick Addison’s kid?

“You’d think you’re famous or something,” Pop winks slyly.

More like infamous.

 

 

It’s already way past dark by the time we pull into the driveway. I blame Pop’s laggard driving on the highway. He hasn’t been behind the wheel of a car in months, and I’m irritated that he wouldn’t allow me to take over. Stubbornness might be the strongest trait in the Harper gene pool.

All those irritated feelings evaporate the moment I walk through the front door, overcome by the familiarity. The pale-yellow kitchen wallpaper, Pop’s questionable right-wing news channel blaring on the TV, and Mom sitting cross-legged on the sofa, nervously holding a mug of hot chocolate.

It's impossible to look at her without picturing the version of who she was when she was with Nick. Younger, carefree, and happy to be in love with someone who loved her back. This side of her is the same in so many ways, but with deeper eye crinkles and a few silvery grays poking through her tawny ponytail.

I don’t want to need her as much as I do. Yet as she slams the mug onto the coffee table to run into a hug, I can’t help but go limp in her arms.

“Emmy,” she breathes into my hair. “I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” I half lie. You can miss someone and still be furious with them.

She spends the next hour forcing food into my face like the born and bred South Carolinian she is, pumping me for information about the tour over plates of fudge cookies and bowls of onion dip. She doesn’t ask about Nick. Or the article. Or anything else we should be talking about. I’m not sure if she’s avoiding it or optimistically thinks it’s under control.

“Nick called, by the way,” Mom finally mentions as she hands me my third cup of hot chocolate. I’ve barely finished my second.

I hold the mug close for warmth. It’s eighty-three degrees outside and my teeth are still chattering. “What did he say?”

“That he’s spoken with his PR team, and they’re asking anyone inquiring for more information to give us privacy right now. Both him and us.”

I wheeze. “You really think people are going to respect that? People in the airport were taking pic—”

“We have no reason not to,” she interrupts, standing and smoothing her soft pink blouse.

She’s in full managerial mode, the complete opposite of who she is at home. Home Mom would be in her pajamas, assisting me with a face mask, picking a cheesy romcom for us to poke fun at, and telling me that every person trying to mess with us can go fuck themselves.

“I’m headed to bed,” Mom yawns. It’s so unquestionably fake.

“I’m going to stay up for a bit,” I tell her. “I’m not very tired.” Dates and time zones have blurred together in my brain. If you held a blade to my throat, I wouldn’t be able to tell you if it was Tuesday or Friday.

Mom leans down and kisses the top of my head, also making sure to give one to Pop on her way upstairs. He waits until he hears her bedroom door shut before laughing under his breath and switching the TV off.

“She’s a nervous wreck,” Pop declares. “And she thinks she’s hiding it well.”

“I could tell.” I push the mug to the center of the coffee table. It’s already collecting one of those gross layers of milk film on top.

“She did miss you,” he adds. “We all did.”

I force a smile. “How is the restaurant after the flood?”

Pop waves a finger in the air. “Ahh! Now you’re doing it.”

“Doing what?”

“Pretending the worst hasn’t happened.”

I sink into the sofa with an eye roll. My skin feels clammy and caked with dirt and grease. I want a hot shower and the ability to fall asleep quickly. Not a lecture from my grandfather about how I’m being a pansy.

“How is Nick?” Pop grunts as he sits up from his recliner, brushing his dress pants. “He wasn’t for me, but he and your mom were good together. He made her happy.” He pauses to wiggle his lips. “On most days.”

My eyebrows crease together. “They both said they tried never to flaunt their relationship around you or Mimi because of how weird you two would be.”

“Doesn’t mean it worked,” he chuckles. “Love is wonderfully stupid. You’ll get there one day, too.”

The fault in my heart cracks a bit deeper. I’d gone from pathetically tracing Sully’s initials into the palm of my hand after kissing him to throwing his father’s neglect in his face. Pretty sure I’ve already crossed the threshold into stupidity.

“He’s fine,” I eventually answer. “He’s a vegan now.”

Pop guffaws as he leisurely marches to bed, his knees creaking with each step up the staircase. “I can’t believe my granddaughter is related to a vegan.”

I bury my face into one of the old throw pillows on the couch and consider giving one good scream to feel better. I’m huffing in stale living room fumes, ready to shriek, when my phone starts vibrating. I pull it from my back pocket and feel my breath catch in my chest.

Are they both in bed?

It’s Bel. I quickly reply. Yes! How did you know I was home?

She responds with a sly emoji and a GIF of someone rubbing their hands together. Half a second later, her bronzed face is smushed against my back window. I finally manage to let that scream out.

Bel shushes me and silently demands I unlock the screen with exaggerated finger motions. I take a good look at her as I run to slide it open. Her skin is slightly red from refusing to use sunscreen (her mom says it’s a scam), and her nails are perfectly manicured. Probably done at some fancy SoHo salon.

This has been the longest we’ve ever gone without talking to one another. At the same time, it feels like it has only been thirty seconds.

She holds up two small pints of Ben & Jerry’s—just like the night I told her about Nick.

“I don’t like this tradition,” she states. “We need a new one.”

 

 

To clear the air between us, I first share all the hapless details of what happened between Tripp and me and why I felt like keeping it from her was so important.

“It wasn’t,” Bel concludes, cleaning off her pint of ice cream in record time. “So help me God, I will castrate Tripp Hunt if I ever see him again. Along with his brother. Solely because I hate him.”

“I should’ve said something from the beginning,” I say, propping myself onto my bed. “I was being an idiot. About all of it.”

“Em,” she places a hand on top of mine. “I told you when I lost my virginity to Jason Ryland in his dad’s gaming basement. There are no secrets with us.”

Jason was Captain von Trapp in the school production of The Sound of Music last spring. Bel was playing his daughter, Liesl, which made them being together even weirder. A month after it happened, once she’d panicked and taken multiple negative pregnancy tests to ensure additional cousins weren’t on the way, he broke things off and started dating the guy who played Rolf.

“Captain von Thirst Trapp,” I recall her characteristically cringeworthy nickname for him.

“Nothing gets more sacred than you driving me two counties away for a pack of Clearblue,” she smiles thinly. “Your whole situation was screwed up, and you didn’t know what to say. I get why you hid it, but don’t ever do it again. Okay? Not when I knew about your super cool rockstar dad before the rest of the world.”

I groan at her joke and shove half the carton of Cherry Garcia into my mouth in one determined bite, my brain seizing in frozen agony.

From there, I naturally go into every detail of the tour. I spare no facts, including my fondness for Nick and my confusing feelings for Sully. By the time I finish talking, it’s nearly three in the morning. Right when I’d wake up to sit with Lionel at the front of the bus. To stay completely honest, I bring that up, too.

Bel’s face reads like she needs three more pints to process all the information I’ve unloaded on her.

“Okay,” she flops her long ponytail to the opposite side of her neck. “First, nothing we did in New York is as intense as that all was.”

“You said Lola was escorted out of Wicked for disorderly conduct.”

“We’ll circle back to that.” She runs her hand in a loop. “Secondly, this is some absolute white people fuckery at its finest.”

I flop myself onto her stomach. “Basically that.”

“Moral of the story: Can I listen to Mayfair again? Because “Holiday Highway” kinda slaps. I’ve been holding that in for years.”

I whack her arm with the back of my hand. “Can’t believe that’s your takeaway from this.”

Bel sits up, forcing my head to bounce against my springy mattress. She pinches her mouth up to her nose. “I think Nick sounds like a really nice guy. I’m glad you got to meet him.” She grabs one of my ruffled pillows and gives it a fluff, shoving it under my mess of hair. “I also think your mom is scared of being seen as a huge monster, and that’s why she’s pretending everything is cool, even if it’s a disaster.”

I hate how keen Bel’s perception is. Especially when she is the least perceptive person I’ve ever met outside of Eighty.

My head tilts to one side. “I don’t think either of them is the bad guy here. It was a case of meeting the right person at the wrong time. They both had to deal with things before they could work their feelings out, but...”

“You happened?” Bel guesses.

It’s not like I want to will myself out of existence, but things would be far less complicated if I weren’t here. Maybe Mom and Nick would’ve eventually found one another again and been happy. She’d be the one out on the road with him, undoubtably raising groupies and being roped into obnoxious influencer videos with Kayla Torres.

“You’re not a negative, Emmy,” Bel smiles. “Your parents love you. It sounds like Sully does, too.”

“We kissed one time, Bel.”

“First base was rounded,” she corrects. “And he spent all his waking time with you. Try again.”

“To avoid his dad.”

“Or, because he likes you. And now you’re being too big of an ass to apologize.” She raises a hand. “He and I could start a club!”

Bel isn’t wrong. It’s not like I can’t text an apology. Problem is, I left and never even bothered to tell Sully I was going. Right after I’d shouted a bunch of horrible things at him. I’m not sure what kind of basis that is to start a relationship on. Perhaps he and I are destined to have that same right person, wrong time connection. If we’re lucky, we’ll reconnect at a Mayfair show in ten years and start producing the next generation of groupies.

Except I don’t want that. I want things to be okay between us right now.

“Do you have any pictures of him you can show me?” Bel asks.

She knows better than to ask if her photographer best friend has any photos. I reach over to my backpack and grab my laptop, scrolling through images till I pause at the pictures Sully had taken the night of my stagedive when he went crazy with band selfies backstage.

Bel observes the image, her mouth hanging open. “Oh my god, Emerson.”

“What?” 

“He’s hot. Apologize immediately.”

I shift my eyes to the side of the screen and click on the image of Nick and Eighty, both sticking out their tongues as Nick throws up a fist. His black eyeliner is smudged. There’s an urge to reach into the computer screen and wipe it clean.

My fingers continue to roll through concert photos from there. Wincing at the awful ones and smiling at the stills I’m proud of.

The one thing I managed to capture each night, through horrendous lighting and bland performances, is who each member of this band is: Manny’s playfulness on the drums, Eighty’s enthusiastic dedication, Lindsey’s uber-suave chillness, and Nick’s ability to make a room sing even when there’s no reason to.

Bel cuddles up to my side, smiling as she looks at the screen, namely at Nick. “I still think you’re brave, you know.”

Maybe braver than I was. But still not as much as I want to be.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One

 

 

 

THE NEXT several days aren’t fun. National news crews descend on the city to try and catch any of us in public so we can offer impromptu statements about our contemptuous relationship with Nick Addison. Even after Nick releases his statement about privacy, the speculation only gets wilder.

“Did she sleep with him?! Sources closest to us say Nick Addison had an intimate relationship with young Emerson before learning she was his daughter! Find out more on the next episode of Insider Tonight!”

“Good god!” Mom calls to Pop in the living room as she makes breakfast. “Can you turn that crap off, Dad?”

Things stay this way for another week. Mom goes to and from work while I resign myself to staying inside, editing and re-editing the same Mayfair photos like I’m about to launch a full-fledged fan account. Pop is gracious enough to pick up groceries for us to avoid the chaos. Whenever anyone tries to stop him for a comment, he starts reading passages from the Bible. That shuts people up fairly quickly.

By the end of the week, there’s some new scandal involving an actor terrorizing a group of tourists in Barbados. Nick Addison’s long-lost daughter is old news.

Even with press attention trickling away and our neighborhood feeling more or less normal again, life still doesn’t feel the same. I find myself craving Gushers and throwing them into a dairy-filled grilled cheese, forcing my mom to wonder if I’m losing my mind.

I still can’t eat it. I just miss him.

Nick texts me every other day, asking how I’m holding up and telling me the guys miss having me around. At one point, Eighty asks if we can ever get lunch when he’s in South Carolina.

Not as a date.

Not that I wouldn’t date you.

I’m just not interested. Not like that.

It’s weird now, huh?

Miss you.

 

 

The week of Mom and I’s Virginia Tech trip rolls around, and I’m uninspired to pack. I’ve barely had enough motivation to finish unpacking from tour. It’s not like there’s zero excitement, I only wish I had more reasons not to dread potential backlash from strangers as I wander the campus. I fear I’ll be seen as Hollywood’s newest nepotism baby trying to get into a good college after high school.

I’m shoving my hand into the front pocket of the blue suitcase to slide in a stack of glossy student aid brochures when I feel it brush against my fingertips—the familiar worn corners of an old photograph.

I pull out the picture of Mom and Nick, back in the same place I’d found it five years ago. It was there the entire time I was on the road with Mayfair, and I hadn’t noticed it once. It seems so delicate and worn now compared to the grainy version Nick uses as his phone background.

Sinking to the floor and crossing my legs, I set the photo inside the empty space, hunching to study it. This must be what it’s like to run across old wedding photos of your parents after they get divorced. Images full of expired nostalgia, your chest growing tight with the grief of things that never stayed this simple.

The photo lies between the gap in my legs for several minutes before I hurriedly grab the keys to Mimi’s Mazda. I need to get out of the house before sentimentality suffocates me.

Slowly, I drive down to Folly Beach, parking near one of the many timeshares and making the trek down to the shore along the graffiti-glazed sidewalk. The overlapping colors and designs are kaleidoscopic. When I first learned to use my camera, Bel and I staged numerous angsty photoshoots here (evidence of which has since been destroyed).

I hit the sand trail and march until I’m near the edge of a rocky cove, removing my flip-flops and allowing my feet to melt into the cool ocean water as I stare ahead. The beach hasn’t changed much since my parents were here nearly nineteen years ago, but everything about their lives has.

An hour passes, the breeze gusting with force as the sun starts to set over top of the waves. The lighthouse in the distance is shrouded with creeping fog, the rising tide violently smashing against the rocks. My mind is equally as muddled and turbulent.

I can’t stop thinking about my mom and dad. The whole thing is so depressingly bleak. Did they picture me existing when they asked some poor, unassuming tourist to take their photo here? Did my mom expect it when Nick looked over and told her he loved her?

Did they ever really have a chance at all?

My ruminations are cut short, a text popping over from Mom.

Are you home? We need to talk.

My heart sinks. Another shitstorm is impending.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two

 

 

 

THE GOOD news is Nick is alive. The bad news? He broke his left leg, several ribs, and lacerated the side of his face.

Footage from the show is already spreading like viral wildfire. Mayfair is on stage performing “Nevertheless” at some grungy club over in East Nashville when abruptly, he stops singing and walks off the stage—literally walks.

My hands shake as I watch the video on a loop. His face has the same blank expression it did the day we ate lunch in the park.

“Did Nick do this intentionally?” I ask.

Mom hastily loads our things into her car and tells me to grab some snacks from the kitchen. She’s preparing to drive through the night to get us to the medical center in Nashville by morning.

“No,” she replies meekly. “But I wouldn’t call it an accident, either.”

My questions multiply throughout the eight hours we’re stuck in the car together. Every time we pull over to use a restroom or pause to grab a quick cup of gas station coffee, Mom doesn’t say much. She uses any open lines of communication to encourage me to sleep, which has barely happened anyway in the last two weeks, thanks to my screwed-up circadian rhythm.

On the last leg of the drive, we stop at a Buc-ees somewhere in Tennessee for gas. “Do you want me to take over?” I offer. “You also need to rest.”

Mom refuses, her face stern and concentrated. “I need to get us there.”

We pull into the city right before dawn. I roll down a window to peek outside at the downtown skyline and get punched in the face with a strangling dose of sauna-like humidity.

Mom argues with the parking garage attendant for several minutes before successfully convincing them we’re here to see Nick. She shoots a quick text between their exchanges, typing as arthritically as possible. I steal a brief glance, my eyebrows darting up.

Travis Mendelson. She’s letting him know we’re here.

The garage is dark and dingy. We park somewhere on the G-floor, Mom cramming her car between two Teslas that, combined, look like they cost more than every vehicle she’s ever owned.

Pulling the key out of the ignition, she slams her head back into the seat and runs her hands over her face. She takes a deep, wobbly breath and holds back the tears she desperately wants to cry.

I look over, confused, exasperated, and wishing whatever wall between us would collapse so she can just be my mom again.

“Los Angeles,” she eventually sighs. “A month before we broke up, I visited Nick at his apartment. It was a quick trip—less than a day and a half. I hadn’t seen him in weeks and knew it was because he was holed up with whatever drugs he was taking. I wanted so desperately to pull him out again. He gave me the picture in the suitcase before I left. Said he wanted me to have it. The day you found it was the first time I’d seen it since.”

I’m speechless. I never once asked how it got in the suitcase or why she had it. Part of me thinks Nick knew then what he was going to do next. A small piece of him wanted Mom to remember how much he loved her before he let her go.

“Emmy,” Mom lowers her hands and folds them onto her lap, a single tear falling and splashing onto the leg of her jeans. “What I did to you wasn’t right. I shouldn’t have kept Nick away. I was immature and angry, and you suffered for it.”

The ringing in the garage hums through the open window. “Yeah,” I agree. “I did.”

The intention isn’t to make my mom feel worse, but to give some validity to the awfulness of this experience. Knowing she was wrong could be true without believing she is the incarnate evil everyone suspects she is. When it boils down to basic facts, she was a woman with a baby and a broken heart.

Mom licks her lips and turns her head to me. “I spent the first few months of your life miserable. I hardly remember most of them. I couldn’t tell you when you first laughed or the first solid food you ate. I’d bounce between looking after you and crying, going to work and crying, trying to exist and not knowing how to be a parent by myself.”

A self-effacing question creeps to mind. “Did you regret keeping me?”

“Never,” she says. There isn’t an ounce of indecision to it. “Finding out about you was the most terrifying day of my life, but I knew more than anything I wanted to be your mom. I just...” she sighs. “I just wanted him to come back.”

My face is stern. “But he did come back.”

“I know,” Mom says. “But I didn’t think he would. Or that the email would even matter. When he came, and I saw how he looked at you, something in me snapped. The thought of him walking in and,” she bobs her head, “being Nick, scared me. His drug use was already a problem when we were together. I looked past it then, but I couldn’t imagine seeing you as hurt as I was if he ever left again.”

It’s one of those would’ve, could’ve, should’ve scenarios that can drive anyone mad if they think about it for too long. If Nick had stayed, walked away from Mayfair, and helped raise me, would he have eventually gotten help?

Maybe the truth lies somewhere in the anomaly: Mom’s selfishness may have inadvertently saved his life.

“I’m sorry, Emerson,” she sobs, the wall crashing down. “I’m sorry I kept him away and forced you to do this. I wanted to make things right before it was too late.” She takes a deep breath and collects herself before continuing. “I don’t expect you to forgive me for this. Please know that.”

Watching my mom cry always made me cry, especially when I was little. She’d be watching a sad movie, and I’d run out into the front yard to pick a dandelion to make her feel better. I wish we weren’t in a cold, scary hospital parking garage so I could do the same here and now.

“I don’t forgive you,” I say soberly. “But I want to eventually.”

I’m unsure I’ll ever be able to move past what she did. There is always going to be a thorn lodged in our relationship. But I don’t want it removed. I want us to live with it and figure out what it means to find a new way forward.

“You’re still my greatest yes,” Mom unfastens her seatbelt and caresses my cheek with a sad smile. “You deserve to be his, too.”

The discernment is instant. It creeps into my consciousness like dipping a napkin into a cup of water and watching the liquid slowly writhe up to the top of your fingers.

I pinch my shoulders back and brace my hands on the side of my seat. “Mom, what’s wrong with Nick?”

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Three

 

 

 

THE SPECIALIST treating Nick’s injuries walks into the small office where Mom and I are waiting to meet with him. He explains my father’s diagnosis in short, digestible phrases.

Early-onset Alzheimer’s. It’s rare, only affecting about five or six percent of dementia patients. It causes shifts in behavior like mood changes, poor judgment, and memory loss. You’ll slowly forget things like where you are, important dates, and lose track of time or a sense of self-awareness.

In Nick’s case, it’s getting lost on stage and attempting to walk off and ask someone for help.

“It’s our understanding that Nick caused a car accident a few years ago,” the doctor explains. Mom motions her head like she’s heard this all before. “His medical team in Los Angeles confirmed the event was attributed to his diagnosis. Nick claims his mind went blank, and he then swerved to miss an oncoming car. They ran a series of scans and MRIs in the aftermath and concluded that he was still in the early progression of the disease.”

Disease. The way he says it makes my skin crawl. Another word thrown around like medical confetti. The flu is a disease. Chickenpox is a disease.

This is a curse. A real-life curse. Nick is going to forget everything. And eventually, he’s going to die.

“It’s our belief,” the doctor finishes, “that Nick hasn’t been following through with his treatment plan. He’s been skipping the recommended prescriptions due to his history of drug use and hasn’t connected with any of the support groups he was put in contact with. Most notably, he’s chosen not to step away from a more active role in his career.”

More medical mumbo jumbo. In short, Nick didn’t tell anyone he’s sick. Now, he’s paying for it.

It’s like retracing steps in a game of Clue. The day at lunch when he blanked out, how he would always be late or forget my name, slipping up on simple song lyrics. He wasn’t hiding a relapse. His brain just couldn’t work it out.

“How is he doing now?” Mom asks, shifting in her seat. “Other than the obvious.”

“In pain,” the doctor says. “But we think he’ll be fine. His head injuries are the biggest thing we’re monitoring, but otherwise, broken bones that’ll mend with time and a bruised ego.” He looks at me tenderly. “Emerson, it’s important to note that cases such as this can be genetic. Nick’s father also suffered from dementia. Thankfully, we have several tests available to trace these genes early. It’s nothing to be worried about yet.”

The doctor asks if he can grab us coffee on the way back from checking on a patient. I stand and stare out the open office window, inhaling the oak-scented shelves full of worn medical journals, trying to understand everything. The doctor had just told me I could inherit this one day, yet it seems so inconsequential.

I’d gotten my dad back and would eventually have to lose him again. This time, forever. It’s like someone walked up and tore the organs right out of my chest.

“You alright?” Mom stands to join me, placing a hand on the small of my back.

“He told you,” I claim. “After the accident. That’s why you wanted me to see him.”

Mom chews her lip, nodding. “We hadn’t spoken over the phone in years. I’d send him an email every so often with a photo or an update on how you were doing in school. Small things to ease my guilt. When he called, everything felt different. We’d both grown up so much. Then he told me what was happening. And everything became...”

“Fucked up?” I finish her sentence.

“That about does it,” she blinks with a weak laugh. “He’s still here, though. And he’s not going anywhere.”

“Yet,” I say with scorn.

Mom keeps her hand on me, afraid she might lose me as well. “Nick is doing well, all things considered. He’s healthy, and they think he has a decent outlook if he can slow down a bit and finally accept the help he needs.”

“Would he need to leave Mayfair?” 

“I don’t know,” she scrunches her nose.

More Clue cards fall to the center of the playing board. Nick’s disenchantment on stage, his lack of energy, the fact that he hasn’t written for an album in almost three years...

“Where would he go? What does this mean for us?”

“Emerson, I don’t know,” Mom offers a half smile, grasping at answers she can’t provide. “What I can promise is that we’ll be there for him. For whatever comes next.”

 

 

I run into Eighty in the visitor waiting area as Mom leaves to check on our parking situation. The room is lit with a soft blue light that makes me feel like I’m in some low-budget horror movie. In a rash twist of events, my life has become just as, if not more dramatic than one.

I sneak up from behind him, giving his shoulder a tap. “Funny seeing you on the other side of a hospital room.”

Without missing a beat, he scoops me up and lifts me a foot off the ground. You can feel relief flood through his body (but that might be the linebacker’s aggression in his hug saying that).

“He really scared us,” Eighty says, voice muffled in my jacket. I still don’t have the right words to tell him how scared I am, too.

I catch my breath and smooth my scrunched clothing. “Where is everyone else?”

“Travis is on the phone with PR,” he says. We both roll our eyes. “Lindsey is with him right now. Sully and Manny are looking for a vending machine.”

The violent wave of nausea that rises inside of me is enough to run to the nice-looking nurse at the help desk and ask if she can offer me a bucket; Sully is mere feet away, probably grabbing stale pretzels.

Several strands of hair are ruthlessly tugged. “I didn’t know he was still with you guys.”

“For another week. Before this,” Eighty motions around the creepy room. “I think he’d really like to see you. He’s pretty shaken up.”

I’m not even sure how I would start that conversation. Sorry I threw your deadbeat dad in your face. Want to kiss and make up under the flickering overhead lights of the haunted hospital or something?

Worrying about a nonexistent relationship when Nick is injured down the hall feels petty. At least I still have time to make things right with Sully. I can wake up tomorrow, and Nick might forget who I am. The thought of that happening sends me into a mental tailspin.

Mom walks back with two visitor badges right as Lindsey rounds a corner. He sees me first and freezes, the worry carved onto his face transforms into a huge smile. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him express an emotion other than contempt.

He walks over and hugs me to prove his happiness is sincere. “He’s going to freak out when he sees you.”

After a moment, Lindsey pulls himself away and offers a hand to my mom, whom I realize he is meeting for the first time. This dynamic gives an all-new meaning to the term “nuclear family.”

He studies her face for a moment, piecing both sides of me together. “Emmy’s mom,” he says. “Nice to meet you.”

I rip myself away from the awkwardness of their encounter by pointing to the cracked door down the hallway. “Is that where Nick is?”

“Uhh, yeah,” Lindsey taps one foot. “Nick says he’s ready for whoever wants to come in next. I’m going to take Adam and walk somewhere to get decent coffee. Will you text us if there are any updates?”

“Sure,” I nod, earning a second clumsy hug before he wanders away. I stare at the hallway ahead, my breathing going shallow.

Mom tugs my elbow to get me to move. “You should go.”

I draw back. “Don’t you want to come with me?”

“I’ll head in in a minute,” she says. “Let me call Pop first and tell him we made it safely.”

Stagnant air fills my nose, exhaling it slowly as I walk in the direction of his room alone. If there were ever a time to channel that bravery Bel keeps telling me I have, it’s now.

 

 

The trauma ward is both more overwhelming and more underwhelming than what you see in movies. It’s busy, but calm. Mounted hand sanitizer dispensers are sprinkled every few feet to stress cleanliness. Not to mention the corny posters hanging all over the walls. A giant one in a copper frame next to Nick’s room reads: JUST ASK: COULD IT BE SEPSIS?

Nick lies strung up on a skinny bed covered in fuzzy cream sheets. His leg is propped up and wrapped tight in bright orange casting tape. IVs run the length of his arms, and a bluish bruise is imprinted on the side of his face. It looks like he got into a dogfight with the floor.

Unfortunately, the floor won.

“I’m not dead yet,” he croaks, speech slurred from a morphine drip. “You can come talk to me. I’ll talk back.”

Nick crawls his fingers down to the edge of the bedside like a spider, itching the blanket. Either he’s telling me to sit, or there is a tarantula on my head.

There’s an Apple Store’s worth of machines and monitors next to his bedside, each lighting up with different beeps and clicks. The noise drives me up the wall after just a few seconds. Surely, they’d let him play some eighties glam metal in here as a buffer.

“Well,” Nick sighs. “Turns out going vegan didn’t do shit to help.”

My shoulders deflate. “Is that seriously why you went vegan?”

“I read online that changing your diet would help adjust your brain’s natural rhythms and assist with the blood flow and—”

“Just say you made it up.”

Nick cocks his head with a groan. His injuries make it impossible for him to move more than a centimeter at a time.

“I was desperate and willing to try anything, alright? I have every single essential oil if you ever want to borrow one. Lavender is nice. Smells like soap.”

I carefully position myself on the bed by his cast, moving slowly, so I don’t bounce him around. “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“You wouldn’t have cared if I told you at the start,” Nick says with sinking eyes. “I was planning on coming clean at the end, before the article happened.”

“Some parting gift.” I mock his gruff voice. “Hope you had fun. By the way, I have an incurable brain disease.”

“I was going to be a bit more delicate about it,” he says, thoughtfully lifting a hand in the air. “I would’ve at least taken you for lobster first.”

I can’t help but laugh. It’s the only thing stopping me from crying. It’s hard to even look at Nick this way, half himself and thoroughly broken.

Nick’s unshaven jaw twitches, tiny silvery hairs catch in the harsh light. He reaches for my hand. “I’m happy you came.”

“How long are you in for?” I ask.

“It’s not jail,” he smiles cheekily. “Doctor says a day or two, depending on how things hold up. Then home to rest.”

Nick rhythmically clicks his tongue to the roof of his mouth, and a surge of sadness punches me in the gut. The thought of him hobbling around some beachside mansion on crutches, totally alone and praying he doesn’t have another episode, breaks me.

I shake my head. “I’m canceling the Virginia Tech visit. I’ll come to help you.”

“Emerson,” Nick scolds. He tries to straighten himself, shuddering with a rub of his chest. “You’re not going to give this up for me.”

“It’s just a campus visit,” I protest. “We can reschedule and go later. School doesn’t start for a few more weeks! Maybe I can convince Mom to—”

“She doesn’t need convincing, thanks.”

Mom’s footsteps clack through the doorway and pause when she notices Nick in his sorry state. She covers her mouth to hide her shock and bounces her attention back and forth from me to him like a pinball dinging excitably. She’s not sure which one of us needs our wounds cauterized most.

“Hey,” Nick groggily smirks. Watching him attempt to play it cool while sporting a mummified head injury is something else. “I’m trying to tell our daughter she doesn’t need to miss the start of her senior year to babysit me.”

“She won’t,” Mom insists, standing beside me and straightening her posture with elegance. “Because you’re going to come stay with us while you recover.”

Nick looks as surprised as I do. “Am I, now?”

Mom nods. “Just spoke to my dad about it. You’re not playing for a while, and you need the help.”

“Does he still call me Saint Nicholas behind my back?” Nick recollects. “Jesus, I hated that.”

“No, actually. Now he calls you the son of a bitch who knocked up his youngest daughter and left.”

“Even better.”

My eyebrows cinch together, as does my stomach. Is this how they flirt? And can I make it stop?

“Plus,” Mom continues. “God knows I’m not going back to whatever overpriced Los Angeles hellhole you’re living in to watch your sorry ass.”

Nick tries not to laugh and cause more discomfort to his breastbone. It’s hard when he’s on pain meds and loopy as all get-out.

Mom reaches for my fingers and loosely intertwines them with mine. There’s fragile affection in the way she looks at him. It’s part longing, part regret. “Emmy deserves to have more time with her father,” she says.

“Hmm,” Nick coyly grunts and sets his eyes on mine. “Think you’ll get sick of me after a week of sponge bathing?”

He’s trying to make me smile, but my mind is too jumbled. I gnaw the inside of my lip, trying to find the right words. It’s impossible when the wrong things are the exact things I want to say.

“It’s not fair,” I whine, everything going hot and blurred. My voice breaks under the weight of one gigantic moan. “It’s not fair that I have to lose you again.”

Nick’s face melts with one look at my combusting vulnerability. “Imagine how I feel,” he says with a sinking grin. “Linds and I weren’t on speaking terms with our dad when he died. For a lot of reasons. Neither of us regretted our decision to walk away, but I told myself I didn’t want that to be me if I ever had kids. Then you happened, and I realized it had.”

There’s a beat, then Mom interjects. “The first time he held you, he never wanted to put you down. Your grandmother had to rip you from his grip so you could nap.”

Nick attempts a shrug, failing miserably. “I knew then I would’ve burned my world to the ground if it meant I got to watch you grow up.” A shadow from a passing cloud dims his expression. “I don’t want to forget moments like that. I’ve been trying to act as if I won’t when I know I will.”

Nick waves me closer to him, running a shaking set of fingers over my silky hair, perpetually lifeless and flat—just like his.

“I have reasons to try and remember for as long as possible.” He wipes away a tear slowly traveling down my cheek, tossing it like an eyelash. “And you still have some growing up left for me to see. In that regard, I guess I’m in luck.”

Hot tears spill down my neck as I carefully attempt to lean in and give him a hug. It turns into more of a disjointed nuzzle, placing my head in the crook of his arm and curling my legs into a ball at the sides of his unbroken leg. I know it’s causing him excruciating pain, but he doesn’t tremor once.

His chest moves up and down, steadily breathing as he tells me he loves me. Over and over, as someone who has spent years saving up every chance to say it.

Mom stands behind me and grabs my hand. It’s her way of finally letting me go.

I don’t know what Nick and I are, or what my family even is anymore. Other than a group of three very stubborn liars who have a ton of time to make up before it burns away for good. I don’t know how much of it we’ll get, but we have it right now in this intimidating hospital under the most extreme of circumstances.

We’re doing our best to capture a tiny bit of what we’ve all always wanted to have. And that’s enough.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Four

 

 

 

BEL GETS let in on the situation as soon as a doctor boots everyone out of Nick’s room to let him sleep. I leave out the part where he’s coming to stay with us once he’s discharged. There needs to be some room for surprise when she finds him in our living room completely unannounced.

Mom hangs back in the hallway as Eighty and Lindsey return, carrying an array of drinks for everyone. Including the overworked and exhausted nurses on the floor. My heart swells up as I watch the two pass out sugary lattes, happily stopping for photos as they go.

I realize I haven’t just gained Nick. I’ve also gained the people who love him most.

Even if Travis is still an asshole.

“You can’t just take him away to come live with you in your beach house like it’s a game of MASH!” Travis pinches his thumb and index finger into my mom’s face, who promptly smacks it away.

“Exactly who are you again?” she asks. “Last time I checked, you managed their tours. Not their lives!”

I dip out of the area as they discuss Nick and what each believes is best for him, opting to wander the enclosed hallways like I’m backstage at yet another copycat venue.

Peeking into a nearby corner, I react sharply as I spot Manny, who has been notably missing all morning. He sits on a bench near a vending machine and munches on a candy bar. Sitting next to him is a head full of brown, matted curls.

My heart freefalls.

Manny’s deep, familiar laugh booms, followed by a hacking cough. I sneak a little closer, dodging behind a soda machine as I watch Sully lean over Manny’s lap and chuckle about something he’s showing him on his phone.

“How old were you?” Sully asks. His steady voice shoots shockwaves through my body.

“Maybe your age?” Manny itches his head. “Maybe younger? I stole that pair of sticks. It was a calling card. I stole a pair of drumsticks from every music shop we went to. No need to repeat that to anyone.”

Sully titters, taking an orange nugget from a bag of Cheez-Its and popping it into his mouth with a crunch. His face scrunches as he points to the phone. “When was this one taken?”

Manny’s smile softly hardens. “Your fourth birthday. You don’t remember?”

Sully shakes his head, his eyes curious like a child. A four-year-old child, to be exact.

Manny sighs. “Your mom and I had just finalized the divorce. You were with me that weekend because we didn’t have a show. I tried planning a birthday party, but it was a bust. I got you a bouncy house, not knowing you were terrified of them.”

I cover a snort. Sully looks over his shoulder to see if someone is nearby. My feet plant firmly, and I inhale as quietly as possible.

“Nick wouldn’t have that,” Manny reminisces. “He grabbed you over his shoulder, went inside the thing, and held you while he bounced around. You weren’t afraid of it after that. I had to cover the cost of the whole goddamn thing when he burst a hole in it with a cigarette jumping by himself after you went to sleep. Dumbass.”

Sully’s airy reaction is plagued with troubled sadness. He crumples the Cheez-It bag and tosses it into the trash like a basketball. He slides his legs back and forth, his running shoes loudly squeaking against the linoleum. He can’t bring himself to look at Manny.

“What happens now? Does he just,” Sully pauses to shake his head, his words running together. “Go on living until he can’t function anymore?”

Manny strokes his goatee and pinches his lips with a deflated blow. “I don’t know what any of this means,” he states. “For all of us. I don’t know how to fix it.”

There’s a beat. Sully keeps his face glued to the floor pattern below his feet, his voice wet with grief. “We’re all going to lose him, aren’t we?”

Neither of them knows what to say or do next. No forced hug or formulaic adage can make the ache go away.

As the silence hangs on, my body goes heavy with an epiphany it took me far too long to realize. Nick was the father Sully had always wished Manny would be. One day, he may not have either of them anymore.

“Hopefully not for a while,” Manny chokes out. “But I feel like I may have already lost you. And it’s another thing I don’t know how to fix.”

Sully’s nostrils flare. He gently rubs his thumbnails back and forth. “Maybe start by admitting it needs to be fixed.”

Manny wipes his nose with the neck of his shirt. He’s battling tears and losing. “Does this count as step one?”

“More like step zero,” Sully says. He tilts his eyes up. “But I’ll take it.”

Manny solemnly nods. “Maybe we can go on a run together sometime and talk about it?” he proposes. “Or would that be a death wish for an old guy like me?”

Sully offers a half-hearted smile. “I won’t be held responsible for what happens to you.”

Manny looks up at his son, his face fraught with cautious optimism. It’s long overdue.

“Deal.”

Their conversation is abruptly cut short by the giant hand that grabs me by the shoulder and pulls me into a massive hug. Whoever it is clearly doesn’t understand I’m snooping, making my instinctive shriek a shock to everyone in the immediate vicinity.

“Emmy!” Lionel’s rich voice rattles my bones. “I’ve missed you!”

I clutch my heart after he tears himself away, checking to see if I’m not in need of that defibrillator I saw sitting in the hallway several feet away. It makes sense after scaring the hell out of him the first time we met, he’d blow my cover here and now.

“I missed you, too!” I gasp between puffs of air.

“I’m on my way to call my family and tell them what’s going on,” he points to the elevator while walking backward. “But we need to catch up if you have time later!”

I offer him two thumbs up as Manny, still aggressively mopping tears off his face, rounds the vending machine with his son by his side. I can’t tell if Sully’s pale reaction means he’s in shock or about to throw up.

“Emerson!” Manny cries. His muscular arms wrap around my sides and squeeze with a relieved sigh. “You’ve seen Nick?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Still processing.”

I’m darting my eyes in Sully’s direction every other second. He stands a safe stretch behind his father, uneagerly biding his time before he’s forced to say something.

“Aren’t we all?” Manny shrugs. “I’m sorry we had to find out like this.”

“He never told you?”

“It’s Nick,” Manny deadpans. “I stopped trying to figure him out a long time ago.”

I rub my palms together, growing more uncomfortable by the moment. “Mom is here. She’s over with the others.”

He rocks his head, looking back at his son with a brazenly knowing squint. The tension between us is thicker than a bowl of day-old oatmeal. That’s all the excuse Manny needs to find a way out of this.

“Would you mind if I went and said hello to her?”

“She’d like that,” I say with an approving nod.

Manny lovingly pats my shoulders before shoving his hands into his pockets and slowly walking to the main lobby. The two feet separating Sully and I now feel like a vacant lot.

He refuses to look up at me at first, keeping his eyes fixated on his shoes as he dangles his head and runs his shoulders back and forth in circles. I’m silently pleading for his attention, for him to see how difficult it is for me to hold in the apology I want to scream from a hijacked hospital intercom.

I’m about to give up when Sully finally tilts his chin and locks his eyes onto mine, the way he had right before we kissed. The same gentleness he had for me then exists now. Undeserved but so painfully welcome.

“Hi,” he smiles.

One word is all it takes.

I press my lips together, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear before giving him a nervous wave. “Hi.”

 


 

 

 

 

TEN MONTHS LATER

 

 

 

MOM STARES as if I’ve summoned an army of insects.

I make a face. “What?”

My mother’s body does a complete three-sixty, her finger pointed closely at her side for the entire revolution. “That was Green Day.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Green Day,” she repeats with gravity. “I had posters of them on my wall when I was your age.”

I can imagine my grandparents hated that. “And?”

“You just WAVED to them.”

I shush her as we walk past a group of teenage girls waiting by a gated fence. They scream like they have any reason to be impressed, sadly mistaken if they think that we, dressed to the nines in our department store finest, are anyone famous.

It’s the opening night of the Prism Festival out in Stockton, California. Years after their notorious cancelation, Mayfair is moments away from performing on the main stage.

For the final time.

The event had been hyped for months, touted by magazines as “The Sendoff of the Century.” All a bit dramatic if you ask me. Mayfair has been playing farewell concerts at major arenas nationwide for the last month. Anyone who couldn’t see them here had more than likely gone to see them there.

And boy, are there people here. The festival director told us over dinner that this has been the biggest opening day crowd in years.

“Bigger than the year we got Kid Rock!” he said. That’s not saying much.

My mother, still not over Green Day, gives me a look with her mouth hanging wide open. “So, is being best friends with them a Nick thing?”

“A Rebecca thing,” I laugh, giving her a playful shove. “But close.”

Months ago, Rebecca Solomon asked if I was interested in coming out with The Heathers for a few days over Spring Break to add to my college portfolio. She was half kidding, but my Virginia Tech admissions counselor coincidentally said it might score me a few points if I said yes.

“I expect details on this later,” Mom says, her eyes twinkling under the intense lights backstage.

She and I are getting better at talking more often. After I came clean about Tripp, I wondered if we’d ever find a way of communicating that didn’t involve screaming.

Then Nick moved in, and we had every reason to start venting to each other.

“My good pans!” Pop would shout from the kitchen. “He ruined Margaret’s cast iron pans trying to make a damn grilled cheese sandwich!”

Mom could forgive that, but she couldn’t forgive his unapologetic need to leave half-empty diet soda cans lying around the house.

She’d condemn him through gritted teeth as she dabbed at a cola ring on a stack of property tax forms. “I swear, you haven’t changed a bit!”

“And you still leave important shit lying everywhere with no regard for anyone else’s space,” Nick would bite back. “Not my fault.”

I’ve gotten used to their squabbling. There’s something endearing about it, especially how Nick looks at her afterward, like he’s silently inviting her up to his room to make up. As far as I know (and I don’t really want to), she’s never actually taken him up on it.

Nick’s doctor gave him a positive outlook when he went in for his most recent scans, but telling us how quickly things can change, we decided Nick coming to live with us permanently was the best option moving forward.

Over Christmas, Mom and I went out to California to help him pack his things and settle his affairs. That included being present for the conversation everyone had been dreading—retiring Mayfair.

I don’t think anyone was more devastated than Travis. The farewell shows were his idea. They’d hit a few major markets over a month and let the ship fade into the sunset. Manny and Lindsey were both rabidly against it, considering the risk of another injury. Even so, Nick, being Nick, refused to end his career without a bang.

Convincing Prism to take another chance on them being the biggest bang of all.

Bel texts as I watch the band nervously hop around backstage. Watching online! The twins see furries in the crowd. Told them it’s a Blippi concert. They’re about to get wrecked.

I laugh, spotting a handful of the purple, fuzzy-looking characters in the crowd attempting to start a wave.

Nick offered to fly Bel out to experience this, but she’s currently back in New York with her family to start apartment hunting for her fall semester. It was more of a bummer for Nick than for anyone else. They’d hit it off quickly. He even offered to take the three of us to Rio before college started if we managed to pass with all our credits.

“Dad guilt,” I’d say.

Missing you loads, I reply. My orbit is never the same without her. Though it is a lot quieter.

Poor Mom is completely out of her element as Mayfair’s crew whizzes past us like a well-organized colony of bees, buzzing about with instruments and set lists. Travis walks by screaming into a walkie-talkie to tell the sound tech at the booth across the field that Eighty’s in-ear monitors aren’t picking up a signal.

Kayla skips over and casually latches onto Mom like a sparkly leach. She’s decked out in a shimmery, rainbow disk dress with diamond fishnets.

“Is this not the most magical thing ever?!” She gushes with stars in her eyes.

Mom gives me a sorry look. The same one she gave me when Kayla and Manny came to stay at the inn several months ago.

“Help me,” she whispers quietly.

Eighty’s uncomfortable parents, Lindsey’s new boyfriend (the hot doctor from last summer), and a handful of other Prism performers are waiting beside us just as impatiently. If I tell Mom Patrick Stump is within two feet of her, I fear she might suffer a heart attack.

“Where is Sullivan?” Mom leans into my ear and curiously asks. Mainly to find someone who knows Kayla to hand her off to.

“No idea,” I shrug. One last lie for old-time’s sake.

The house music ends and the festival lights go completely dark. The crowd is unlike anything I’ve heard before. Roaring and screaming, chanting and humming. The air feels alive, like you can reach out and hold it in your hands and something like fairy dust would appear.

The band walks over and gives us enthusiastic high-fives before heading to their positions on stage, the crowd growing louder by the second. Nick is the last one to funnel through. He stops before Mom and offers a sly wink.

He presses his warm hands delicately on my shoulders, yelling into my ear. “Too late to say I’ll miss this?”

“They’ll miss you more,” I say, unsure if he hears me.

Nick decided to keep his diagnosis private for as long as possible. After the three of us had given People Magazine a huge exclusive cover story explaining our unconventional family (complete with tacky soap opera photos), it felt like the last piece of his life he could protect from the public. He wanted this to be the one thing he shared when he was ready to.

As the band kicks up, I peek around and use the flashlight on my phone to guide my steps back toward the stairs.

This is my cue to exit.

Mom looks at me with a confused pantomime, wondering where I’m headed when everything is finally starting. I point to some indistinct direction that could mean the bathroom, the dressing room trailer, or somewhere in Australia.

“I’ll be back before it’s over!” I shout at the top of my lungs, signaling I’ll text her.

I flash my all-access guest badge to the guards at the bottom of the stage and furiously hurry to the gated area where a dozen tour buses are parked, clutching my camera bag at my side through every step.

I’ve seen Mayfair enough to last a lifetime.

My date is more important.

 

 

“Would you rather be trapped in a jungle inhabited by apex predators or live in a haunted house?”

“Define haunted. Ghost haunted or murderer haunted?”

“I said a haunted house, Sullivan. Not the home of a murderer.”

Sully tosses a handful of caramel corn at me and rests his head on a pillow. We are currently lying on opposing sides of Rhiannon’s front lounge couches, playing a lightning round of our favorite bus game.

“Would you rather,” Sully taps his chin, “always live in a big city or always live in a tiny town?”

“Boring question,” I twitch my lips. “Does it count when you sort of have both?”

He turns his head with a fierce stare. “Answer it.”

“Big city,” I smile. “More trouble to get into.”

That day in the hospital, after we’d apologized and ugly cried for an hour, we decided to start over, just as friends.

A month later, Manny and Kayla planned their anniversary trip to visit Nick at Sand Dollar. Sully and I snuck away to the beach the night they arrived and stayed up talking till the sun came up. By the second night, we were doing more than talking.

Just friends went out the window.

Outside of our nightly hours-long video calls, this is the first time we’ve been in the same room since, and it’s the only time we’ll get alone for the rest of the night. We’re taking full advantage of it.

“Speaking of big cities,” Sully leans up and points out his question. “Boston?”

I follow his lead, propping myself up on my elbow and jamming a hand into my cheek. “Not sure I can get it to work with my schedule this semester.”

His face falls. “Oh.”

I break into a sneaky grin and adoringly whack him with my thin pillow. “I’m kidding. We booked flights a week ago.”

He tosses himself off the couch and lands on the floor with a thud, slamming his head against my sofa with a gullible bleat. “You’re the worst. Did you know that?”

Mom and Nick agreed to accompany me and watch Sully run the Midnight Marathon. So had Manny, who is begrudgingly taking time off from a new studio gig at the behest of their virtual therapist. I don’t think he realizes how much it means to Sully for him to be there.

“You know,” I pick at my thumbnail. “Virginia Tech has a cross country team. And a great wellness program.”

Sully decided to take a gap year to focus on training, and so he can spend some time in California with his dad. Preferably, when Kayla is away. That doesn’t mean I’m not planting seeds for the future.

“Oh yeah, not a biased sales pitch at all,” he rocks his head back.

Can he blame me? The way things feel so natural between us makes it impossible to not want to be close to him. It’s more than collective trauma and crappy parenting. It’s walking up and down Rainbow Row while teaching him how to use my camera, surviving an afternoon with Bel and her brothers, all the ways we hear one another when we choose to be quiet around everyone else.

Truthfully, I don’t care where he winds up as long as he never stops looking at me the way he always does when he glances up from his feet and notices I’m there.

“I thought this was a lightning round.” I steal a golden, sugary kernel of his popcorn. “Go.”

He tosses his hands up and bobs his head from side to side. “Okay. Would you rather...”

We’re interrupted by the soaring sounds of the concert happening outside, the bass vibrating bits of popcorn off the table with its engulfing vibration. Nick sings the lyrics of “Willow” into his microphone, his voice as husky and worn as it was the day I first met him.

There will be a day when I won’t hear his voice anymore. I’m not ready for it. But I have it now, along with someone who will sit beside me once it’s gone.

Sully grabs my hand and finishes his question. “Would you rather attend the final concert for the biggest rock band in the world or sit in their bus eating caramel corn with an awkward guy who loves you?”

My teared vision goes blurry, but I stubbornly protest. I’ve cried enough to last a lifetime.

Instead, I sink to the floor beside him and cup his head in my hands. He gently places his lips on mine. They’re soft, sweet, and warm. Everything the first person you never want to lie about loving should feel like.

“Caramel corn with the awkward guy, for sure,” I answer. “As long as the rock band is right outside.”
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