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			“If It Makes You Happy is pure rom-com magic. For the nostalgic girlies who want a hit of ’90s romance comfort, you’ll be kicking your feet and giggling. Get ready for Julie Olivia to be your new favorite.”

			—B.K. Borison, New York Times bestselling author
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			—USA Today on If It Makes You Happy

			“Julie Olivia’s If It Makes You Happy made me oh-so-happy! Every page of this brilliant book is filled with tenderness, warmth, and nostalgia that will wrap readers up in a giant, cozy hug. Highly recommend for fans of gentle love stories with heart, wit, and spice in equal measure. I’ll forever read anything Julie Olivia writes.”

			—Hannah Bonam-Young, New York Times bestselling author

			“Love Felt Like This is a darling single-dad romance that is sure to make you fall in love with small-town romance in a whole new way! Julie Olivia flawlessly blends nostalgia, family, and deep, heartfelt emotion to create a truly charming romance for Beverly and Griffin that will sweep you off your feet!”

			—Maggie Gates, USA Today bestselling author

			“Brimming with sweet banter and cozy chemistry, Olivia weaves together another delightful small-town romance.”

			—USA Today bestselling author Ava Rani on Love Felt Like This

			“Love Felt Like This seamlessly blends small-town antics, rock-star drama, and a slow-burn romance into a love story that feels like coming home. Julie Olivia’s characters are always taking baby steps closer to each other, even as they take big leaps with their careers on the arena stage or behind the puppeteering curtain. Perfect for anyone who grew up watching PBS and wishes they could carry that whimsy and nostalgia with them.”

			—Jillian Laine, author of I Love You Just Like This

			“Julie Olivia has written the perfect cozy romance. In If It Makes You Happy, Julie has distilled the best parts of the autumn season and paired this with the ultimate small-town setting that will have every reader wanting to pack a bag and travel to Copper Run. All of this is a beautiful backdrop to the heartwarming, swooniest love Olivia crafts between the most endearing opposites-attract couple I’ve read. I adore this book!”

			—Lauren Connolly, author of Love in Plane Sight

			“If It Makes You Happy is a delicious romance full of yearning, hope, and second chances. Julie’s characters will capture your heart from the very first chapter.”

			—Thien-Kim Lam, author of Something Cheeky
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			—Ellen O’Clover, author of The Heartbreak Hotel
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			For my dad, who taught me that no dream is too big

		

	
		
			Author’s Note
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			Love Felt Like This is a stand-alone romance novel, set in the cozy North Carolina mountains. Sometimes life might feel sad, but this love story isn’t meant to be. I only write happy endings.

			Please note the following content warnings:

			
					
					Descriptive sex scenes

				

					
					Explicit language

				

					
					Alcohol consumption

				

					
					Death of a loved one (off-page)

				

					
					Grieving of a loved one

				

					
					Parental abandonment and estrangement

				

					
					Cheating (off-page; not main characters)

				

			

			Be kind to your heart as you read, friends.

			Now, grab a plate of diner pancakes, cuddle up in that fluffy blanket, and enjoy your time in Elk Grove!

			xo Julie O.
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			“As you start traveling down that road of life, remember this: There are never enough comfort stops.”

			—Jim Henson

			“Only time can heal your broken heart. Just as only time can heal his broken arms and legs.”

			—Miss Piggy, Miss Piggy’s Guide to Life

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				The Professional Bird
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			Beverly

			Sometimes I wish I’d been lucky enough to inherit a resting bitch face. Life would be easier if I were consistent. Instead, I wear every single emotion the moment it happens.

			Every. Single. One.

			Tell me surprising news, and my jaw drops to the floor. I attempt to cover my mouth afterward, but I can’t pull that shock back in. If you publicly tell a joke that doesn’t land, I—God, I’m so sorry—feel your pain with a cringe that everyone in the room can witness.

			I’m so sorry.

			“Are you all right?”

			And if I’m tired and haven’t slept in over twenty-four hours, my face falls like melted butter. I gain about three discolored creases beneath my eyes that I wish said Thirty-two-year-old woman working overtime to achieve dreams, but it’s more like That poor woman has the flu. Bless her heart.

			I wave to the concerned production assistant at the end of the hall, clearing my throat to call over, “I’m all right! Thanks, Tara!”

			Tara smiles. I smile. We have a blast pretending I told the truth.

			Finch’s voice chimes through the phone pressed to my ear, “I don’t know who you’re talking to, but I bet they don’t believe you.”

			“They definitely don’t,” I respond, giving a tight grin as the production assistant trails off, clipboard held close.

			“Are you all right?” Finch asks.

			“Absolutely not.”

			I am five minutes away from appearing on live television. The risky steps I took to get here feel like a slow, inevitable march into a career grave I dug for myself.

			Step one: Fly to Los Angeles to live with my now ex-boyfriend and pursue puppetry, like my grandfather before me.

			Step two: Deplete my savings account to purchase the intellectual property of a canceled children’s show.

			And step three: Appear on this live variety show solo, as a last-ditch effort to find sponsorships for my revival, all before moving back to my hometown in two days, penniless and a loser. Nationwide television exposure could prevent the whole penniless part. Or not. Especially since I’m not supposed to be performing solo.

			“Please tell me you’re close,” I plead over the phone.

			Finch’s mournful sigh responds. “I’m still stuck in traffic.”

			Traffic.

			Traffic in Los Angeles.

			Repeating it in my head doesn’t make it an easier pill to swallow. I know better than to leave late and risk traffic, and so does Finch. But he’s also seventy, and he moves a lot slower now than he has over the past fifty years of spearheading Flock Workshop.

			I pull in an unsteady breath and let it out.

			“Bev? You there?” Finch asks. My mentor’s gentle voice could just as easily be delivered by an all-knowing wizard with a pipe. My grandfather sounded the same way. “My hearing aid is whining. Oh wait, or is that just you?”

			I choke out a laugh at his joke. “Just figuring out which floor of this building has windows that aren’t barred so I can fling myself out.”

			“The fourth.”

			“Thanks for the tip. You’re an awful influence.”

			Calmly, sagely, totally ignoring my freak-out, Finch asks, “How is Bernie taking all this?”

			I bite my bottom lip and nod to myself. “He’s hanging around.”

			Slung across my lap, Bernie Bird is just a sack of felt and feathers with his beak agape. I smooth the blue feathers over his forehead. They float back into place, guided by meticulous construction and maybe a little static. This iconic bird puppet is valued at more than my gross earnings in a single year. Well, what I was earning until recently. Until our corporate sponsors didn’t renew their contracts. Until federal grants were cut. Until Flock Workshop, our nonprofit that produces Birds on the Block, couldn’t stay afloat and we had to close up shop.

			“You’ll be fine,” Finch reassures me.

			“Yep. I’ll be fine,” I echo, more to myself than to Finch. I sandwich my phone between my cheek and shoulder so I can flick a speck of dust off Bernie’s eyeball. I stretch my fingers and shake out my palms. “We’ll be fine.”

			“I’ll be there as soon as possible,” Finch assures me. “But you’ll have to go on without me.”

			“So dramatic,” I tease.

			“If you flop, I’ll keep an eye on the fourth-floor window. I’ll put out a mattress or a trampoline.” It’s terribly dark humor for two people creating silly voices for a living, but that’s the way of the industry.

			I stand from my cross-legged position on the vinyl faux wood floor. I can’t handle the way my feet bounce when I sit. I turn my attention to my chipped blue nail polish, painted to match Bernie. Maybe I should have repainted them, but my nail polish is packed up with the rest of my apartment. Not that pretty nails matter. My hands will be shoved up one end of a sock sleeve in less than five minutes.

			I halt when laughter erupts from down the hall. The Late Night Laughs Show is in full swing. People dressed in black turtlenecks and slacks rush past with headsets. The skit onstage comes to its closing punch line. I try to ignore the cackles from the audience—maybe they’re genuine, or maybe their laughter is prompted by monitors, who knows?—because it feels like they’re taunting me. Their joy is an insult to me personally, like How dare they be amused while I prepare to ruin all their fun?

			Oh God, I’m gonna bomb onstage. In front of everyone.

			The Late Night Laughs Show is a weekly sketch-comedy show. The show’s cast performs every Saturday, and it’s a live broadcast. Mistakes, breaks, and all, for the whole country to see. This is old hat for these comedians. For me? Not so much. My performances are always prerecorded. Not this time.

			I need to breathe. Tonight isn’t all about me. I’m only one guest out of three tonight. But I bet neither the host nor the musical guest have as much on the line.

			Tonight’s guest host is some older, classically handsome actor my momma adored back in the ’80s who is coasting toward the end of his career. The live feed could be cut, and he’d happily take his check and go back home to his mansion in Malibu. Easy night.

			And then there’s the musical guest.

			No, not just a musical guest—the golden-boy musician right now.

			Griffin Harvey, heartthrob singer-songwriter, has absolutely nothing to lose if he makes a mistake onstage.

			Griffin Harvey, who took home five awards for his debut album two years ago.

			Five.

			Best New Artist. Song of the Year. Best Rock Performance. Best Rock Album. Album of the Year. My friends saw Griffin Harvey in concert last year and claimed it was a borderline religious experience. I wouldn’t know. As a rule, I stay away from musicians now.

			At least I know my family will be watching The Late Night Laughs Show for my performance. They’re home in North Carolina, probably in the living room with the fireplace going. I bet the January mountain breeze is pushing against the sliding glass door as they tuck into their thick quilts that Momma stitched. The TV is on mute for commercials while Daddy makes popcorn in the kitchen. Uncle Greg will have a crossword or a sudoku or whatever it is he’s obsessed with nowadays. Nana will shush them all when I appear on-screen.

			But aside from my family, Griffin Harvey is the only reason anyone else is tuning in tonight. I can only hope that Griffin’s fans have kids and love Birds on the Block, but more than likely, his audience consists of a bunch of horny single people. I could tell that all my former Flock Workshop colleagues were biting their tongues to keep from asking if I’d get his autograph. My little brother, Rob, was the only one who sheepishly called me with the request, as if wanting Griffin Harvey’s signature would mean supporting me less.

			Unfortunately, I’ll be lucky to get Rob a gum wrapper signed.

			Griffin Harvey barreled through the backstage door earlier tonight, one full hour before his call time, announced by pounding footfalls of his black leather boots. The hallway fell silent, and I swear even the air-conditioning shivered off.

			Griffin didn’t say a word or look at anyone. He was a whirlwind of wild brown hair that flew well past his bulky shoulders as he made a beeline for his designated greenroom. His sheer height and wrestler build had me convinced he’d have to sidestep through the doorway, but he fit snug, like a rectangular peg in the perfect rectangular hole.

			There are rumors about Griffin Harvey. That he’s difficult and mean. That he’s a diva on tour. That he literally growls at people as they walk past. I don’t know if I believe that one. I try not to trust everything I hear, because LA’s rumor mill can be rabid. I know that firsthand. But I’ve also had insight into a famous musician’s life before, and rumors…well, they can be true.

			Griffin Harvey has been in his greenroom all night, only coming out once to refill his water bottle at the cooler down the hall. He glowered at everyone who passed by, including that kind production assistant, Tara, who simply asked if he needed a snack.

			My brother will have to miss out on that autograph. I won’t be another fawning fan stroking a celebrity’s ego. There are far happier people I could get autographs from. Maybe I’ll ask the production assistant. She seems lovely. In fact, she was part of the crew who howled with laughter when I brought Bernie Bird to life during rehearsal.

			Performing live can’t be any different, right?

			My leg bounces again.

			“Bev, you still there?” Finch asks. I’ve been quiet on the phone for too long.

			“Yes. Jittery, but yes.”

			“How many cups of coffee have you had today?”

			I peer over at a discarded cup in the trash bin, thrown onto a pile of other coffee-stained cups littered in throughout the day—two or three of which are probably mine. I’ve lost count.

			“That’s too personal of a question and you know it,” I answer.

			I hear his grin through the phone. “Albert was the same way.”

			“If Grandpa died because of too much coffee, then I’m convinced he died happy.”

			Finch chuckles. “Well, that and the burgers and smoking.”

			“So what I’m hearing is that coffee wasn’t the true problem.”

			“Bev.”

			“I need it.”

			“Bev.”

			“I’m joking.” Not a joke.

			“You’ve got this,” he reassures me.

			“I do,” I echo, just so he doesn’t worry. But I’m not so sure.

			I refocus all my overcaffeinated attention on Bernie Bird in my arms.

			I can logically say that I know what I’m doing. I’ve practiced Bernie Bird’s mannerisms and voice almost my entire life. My grandpa, Albert Starling, was his original puppeteer, and I’ve mastered the same squawk through mimicry and general childhood obsession. But Finch is supposed to be my helping hand—literally the other hand needed to perform Bernie Bird—and that clearly isn’t happening, so we roll with the punches, don’t we?

			“I’ll just pin Bernie’s hand to his stomach,” I say, reaching into my pocket and pulling out a safety pin. I hook it through Bernie’s right hand—the one Finch was supposed to operate with his own—and secure it to Bernie’s body. “Nobody will notice.”

			“See? There you go. Problem solved,” Finch says. “And seriously, no more coffee.”

			“Hmm? What? Did you say More coffee?”

			He gives a raspy laugh. “Knock ’em dead, Bevvy.”

			“Well, if you’re sure…”

			Finch’s chuckles continue until I hang up. Taking a deep inhale, I put my phone on silent and tuck it into my coveralls pocket. As if on cue, the kind production assistant pokes her head around the corner “You and Bernie ready?”

			My heart pounds into my throat. My body buzzes. I tell myself it’s not nerves but excitement. That’s what Nana would say.

			I plaster on my best beaming grin.

			“Let’s do this, Tara.”

			Tara smiles. People always do when you remember their name, and everyone deserves to feel seen. Especially if they’ve been ignored all day by celebrity musicians like Griffin Harvey.

			I follow Tara from the narrow hallway that swaddled me and my nerves, all the way to the stage. The overhead lights are dimmed. A countdown shows that we have one minute remaining in the commercial break. The crowded audience shifts in their seats, chattering among themselves while I walk out with the feathery blue puppet on my arm.

			I avert my eyes to the ground and pull in another deep inhale. My white sneakers squeak across the stage floor as I’m guided behind a low partition set up in front of a blank wall. It feels ridiculous now that I scrubbed my shoes clean last night. Nobody at home will see my feet anyway.

			Once behind the partition, I lower myself to sit on a small apple box with a cushion and disappear from the audience. My held breath leaves on an exhale. This—being out of sight—already feels more comfortable, even if I am alone.

			Puppeteering generally involves quite a few of us sardined together, smelling like sweat and minty gum. Puppeteering is an intimate job; most people don’t realize that. You learn quickly once your ass is shoved near the hips of your coworker as you both operate a puppet teaching children about manners.

			No ass shoving tonight. Just me.

			Tara pats against the wall. “We’ll count you down, all right?”

			I nod vigorously, probably looking like a bobblehead.

			I mutter to myself, “You’ve got this. You’re a professional.” A practice. A mantra.

			The thing is, I can puppeteer in my sleep. In fact, I might have that one year I worked double duty filming Birds on the Block while also moonlighting at a production of A Christmas Carol when they were short one puppeteer. Despite the sleep puppeteering, it was fun. Grandpa always said that things either get done or they don’t. It’ll just take hard work, and I’ve never shied away from work.

			But I’ve never performed on live television. If I miss a line or fall short with comedic timing, the world will see. It could go viral online. I need sponsors, not another scandal. People finally don’t recognize me on the street anymore. This is a chance for a new start.

			I look up at the catwalk lined with studio lights. Maybe one will drop on my head Looney Tunes–style and corporations will partner with me out of pity. No, I’ve never been that lucky.

			A small rectangular monitor at my feet displays what the audience will see on television. It currently exhibits a blank space where Bernie Bird will be performed. I place one hand against the headset strapped across my forehead, slide it side to side, and shift my bangs away from my eyes to give myself a clearer view.

			Suddenly, the stage lights turn on. Hot. Bright.

			The live band plays the show’s theme in a symphony of brass.

			I shoot both arms into the air, one tucked inside Bernie’s beak and the other through a feathery hand. I lean my ear to my shoulder so that none of my head shows on-camera. The monitor below—what the viewers at home will see—shows only Bernie Bird, alert and ready.

			Someone counts down, “Back in three. Two.”

			One.

			The set is dead quiet. My ears buzz.

			“And now,” one of the cast members announces, “we have a very special appearance tonight. Ladies and gentlemen, returning to us after two years off-air, Birds on the Block’s very own Bernie Bird!”

			The audience erupts with cheers and clapping.

			My heart is thrumming in my chest. My arm is shaking inside Bernie’s feathery sleeve. I pull in a breath. Release it.

			I can do this.

			I’ve performed Bernie Bird a million times before.

			I wait for the host to rush back behind the partition to perform the skit, just like we rehearsed.

			Bernie Bird is ready.

			I’m ready.

			Instead, a pair of roughened black lace-up boots stumble into place next to me. The person attached almost knocks into Bernie suspended above my head.

			I look up and let out an involuntary gasp that echoes into the mic. My knee-jerk, over-the-top expressions betray me again.

			Griffin Harvey stands beside me, squinting into the stage lights with a scowl beneath his beard as he tucks his phone into his pocket.

			What in the world is he doing here?

			This isn’t what we practiced at all.

			The studio goes silent.

			I hold my breath. We all do.

			For one second.

			Two.

			Three.

			That’s too long.

			Because we’re on live television, because it’s quiet on set to the point of someone in the audience awkwardly coughing, and because I’m a professional—I’m a professional; I’m a damn professional—I flex my hand and move Bernie’s beak. I attune my voice to Bernie’s iconic nasal pitch, and then I ask into my headset, “Who are you?”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Another Door Opens
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			Griffin

			A woman is sitting next to me at crotch level. I must be dreaming, because that same petite blonde definitely has her hand shoved up the ass end of Bernie Bird.

			“Who are you?” Bernie says—no, she says.

			I’ve had a lot of weird dreams the past two years while drifting in and out of consciousness with the TV on and my screaming daughter in my arms, unable to sleep through the night. One time, I dreamed I was onstage with my guitar, but it was Ava wailing into the mic. Another time, my bandmates took us out for drinks, except the shot glasses were small bottles of milk. But I’ve never dreamed about this woman.

			Her long lashes catch on blond bangs, pressed down by the headset looped around her forehead. A dimple rests in the corner of her lips as they crook into a gentle smile.

			“I didn’t—” I start to say to her, but the woman averts her eyes and refocuses her attention to a monitor on the floor. I follow her gaze to the screen. The monitor displays an exact visual of our awkward situation: my face glaring off-camera at the floor below and, beside me, Bernie Bird, staring my way with expectant raised eyebrows. My heart plummets.

			“Ahem,” Bernie says. She says. I watch the woman’s lips move as her hand flexes and opens his beak, but a squawking voice asks into her head mic, “Mr. Harvey?”

			I finally look up, trailing the length of her coverall sleeve until it disappears underneath the slack fabric coated in blue feathers. Where her hand should be, a bird stares at me with blank circular eyes.

			“You seem distracted,” Bernie Bird continues with a slight squawk.

			Cue audience laughter. I don’t join in. Nerves bubble up my chest, to my cheeks and the top of my head, boiling over and dripping heat down my spine like lava.

			I’m not dreaming.

			I grit my jaw. “I shouldn’t be here.”

			I was distracted. I got a text from my nanny about Ava and walked a few steps too far, completely ignoring Jimmy’s hissed whispers of “Griffin!” before I landed smack-dab under this spotlight. I’ve made a lot of missteps as a sleep-deprived dad, but this takes the cake.

			“Oh boy. Well, this is uncomfortable then,” Bernie says in the silence, tapping his fingers against his round stomach.

			More laughter erupts from everyone but me.

			“Right there with you, Bernie.”

			He bounces in place, sending small dust motes from his feathers sparkling under the stage lights. “Wait, wait, Griffin Harvey knows Bernie Bird?” His feathery hand points to himself.

			Christ.

			Of course I know Bernie Bird. What person born in the ’90s doesn’t? I spent more afternoons with him and the Birds on the Block crew than I did with my own parents. Birds followed me into my adult life too. It was the only show that calmed Ava at night before it got unceremoniously ripped from streaming platforms six months ago. Seeing Bernie beyond the television’s glow in my dark living room almost feels like talking to a celebrity.

			I glance again at the hands stuck inside him.

			A very violated celebrity.

			Poor guy.

			We spent many long nights together, and here we are again. Both embarrassed. Both humiliated.

			I look behind me, searching for someone—anyone—to drag me off this damn stage.

			My manager, Jimmy, doesn’t budge. We’ve always functioned like that one law of motion. For every one of my scowls, he has the equal and opposite reaction: a beaming grin. And right now, every single crooked tooth shines back at me as he gives two giddy thumbs-up.

			A soft feather brushes my arm. I whip my head back to Bernie. His hand jerks away, and he ruffles a shoulder in a makeshift shiver. The audience laughs again.

			Bernie leans close. “It’s okay to be scared on television.”

			“I’m not scared,” I counter. The words bite because he shakes again. More audience laughter.

			I’m not scared. I’m irritated that I got myself into this mess by not paying attention. This show is supposed to be my final television appearance for a few months—easy does it, then we’re home—but now…I’m talking to a damn bird.

			“Sometimes when I’m scared,” Bernie Bird muses—good lord, can we not—“I close my eyes and think really hard about somewhere else I’d like to be. Where would you like to be?”

			I’d like to be at home with my daughter, singing her bedtime music. Hell, I’d like to be sitting with my guitar on my knees, writing my next album. That second one’s a distant fantasy, though. I haven’t written new material in almost a year.

			Instead, I’m here. With a puppet telling me to close my eyes.

			I look into Bernie’s round Ping-Pong balls and grunt, “Can you even close your eyes?”

			His feathered hand reaches up and frantically pats his eyeballs. The beak contorts, squishing his face in disappointment. The audience notices his lack of eyelids at the same time he does. Laughter explodes through the studio. It only spikes my heart rate higher.

			“It’s funny,” Bernie says, “Nobody has ever noticed that before.”

			“Noticed what?”

			“Y’know,” he says, gesturing to the eyeballs again, fanning his fingers. “That my eyes can’t close.”

			“You don’t know you’re a puppet?” I deadpan.

			He makes another grimace at the audience.

			“You don’t know you’re difficult to interview?” he shoots back with a squawk. The audience erupts into laughs. My chest tightens.

			“Fair enough,” I answer truthfully.

			Suddenly, I feel like I’m back on the promotional circuit.

			Griffin “Does He Even Want to Be Here?” Harvey.

			Griffin “Did He Really Just Say That?” Harvey.

			So-called “heartthrob” Griffin Harvey. The musician who inspires thoughtful questions such as “Single and looking for love anytime soon, Griffin?”

			“That’s none of your goddamn business, is it?” I answered.

			That particular interview went viral. Because of course it did. I might normally feel bad about snapping, but…well, that reporter had shitty timing.

			Bernie clears his throat. “All right, Fin…Can I call you that? Fin?” At my silence, he adds, “Okay, how about Griffy?” He peers at me. “Can I use Griffy?”

			I grunt out, “Sure.”

			“Right, so Griffy, how about we fix your interview skills, hmm? We’re gonna try a couple things, okay? I’m gonna make you”—he pokes my chest with his finger—“laugh.”

			I lift an eyebrow. The audience chuckles at my lack of response.

			“Okay, okay,” he continues. “Ahem. Knock, knock.”

			“Who’s there?”

			Bernie immediately looks taken aback, placing one feathered hand to his chest. “You’re not gonna answer the door for me?”

			“All right,” I say slowly. “I open the door.”

			Bernie huffs out a breath. “You’re doing it all wrong.” He mimes opening a door instead of simply announcing it, like I did. His palm makes a ta-da motion. “There. Like that.”

			“Door’s open, then.”

			“No, no, no. Let’s start over.” He mimes shutting it closed, shaking his head in a fluster.

			I exhale. The walls start to tilt as my fingers begin to twitch. I look down at the floor to find something that won’t move. A landing place—a place to stick. It’s worked for me over the years. A person in an audience. A piece of lint on a stage. But instead of finding something steady, a feeling like a drumstick striking a cymbal radiates through my chest. Because there is no floor beneath me—just green eyes staring back.

			The woman.

			I forgot she was puppeteering Bernie. Her wide eyes sparkle like emeralds under studio lighting.

			No floor. But still steady. Grounding.

			She blinks at me in confusion. I notice familiar etchings under her eyes, the same dark lines that stare back at me in the mirror. She’s tired. And suddenly it hits me, what the hell we’re doing.

			This isn’t a rude reporter pushing into my personal life. This isn’t even a bird. This is a woman with a puppet on her arm, trying her best to play pretend for the joy of others. And I am being the biggest asshole.

			I may not have my shit together, but this woman is depending on me. Just like Jimmy, my bandmates, and Ava.

			Get it together, Griffin.

			I clench my fists, straighten my posture, and meet eyes with Bernie Bird again.

			“Okay, let’s start over,” I announce. My heart is pounding, and I want nothing more than to go home. But I’m here.

			I mime jerking open the imaginary door myself. There’s a small moment of pause, but then Bernie jumps forward and shuts the door.

			I open it again.

			He shuts it.

			I open it.

			The audience hesitantly starts laughing again.

			“You can’t just slam the door in my face,” I fake argue.

			“And why not?” he asks.

			“Because it’s rude.”

			More gradual laughter.

			“I’m not rude,” he says. “You’re rude.”

			“I’ll try not to be. Now, let’s do this.”

			“Do what?”

			“Answer the door, Bernie.”

			“What door?”

			“The door.” I open it.

			The bird is quiet. The audience waits with bated breath.

			Finally, he leans forward and whispers, “You know there isn’t a door here, right?”

			This time the audience bursts into cackles, and I bark out a short laugh, too, the noise odd and uncomfortable.

			Bernie set me up. Well, she did.

			I glance down at the woman by my feet. She’s looking up at me with a beaming smile. Flushed cheeks and twinkling eyes. Pure joy.

			The cymbal in my chest rings out again.

			Music starts. Saxophones, drums, jazz.

			Suddenly, the host shimmies beside us into the tight space behind the partition, cheesing for the camera.

			“Everybody, Bernie Bird and Griffin Harvey!”

			The crowd claps like crazy. My nerves are shot. Everything is numb. Offstage, Jimmy is whistling. I can feel the phone in my pocket buzzing.

			Despite it all, I can’t help but steal one final look at the woman hidden from the audience behind the partition. She’s grinning down at the monitor—at the television showing me, the host, and the bird.

			The corners of my lips rise at the sight. Her proud smile is contagious. I bet she’s basking in the energy of a good performance—the creation of something new. I understand that feeling. God, I miss that feeling.

			I look at the monitor again.

			Me and Bernie.

			A juxtaposition of cobalt blue feathers and a goofy open-beaked grin beside my long brown hair and furrowed brow.

			Deep in my gut, I have a feeling this won’t be the last time I see us together.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Freak Accidents
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			Beverly

			“One million views in less than twenty-four hours.”

			I blow out an unsteady breath. “Oh my God, stop. I’m gonna vomit.”

			“Bev, look.”

			I turn from the limp fleece in my hands to Finch’s cocked head. He extends his tablet toward me, with its size fifty-thousand font and blinding backlight.

			“Finch, I don’t—”

			“Just look.” There’s a little line between Finch’s brows that says he’s not mad at me for refusing the tablet, just disappointed. That’s somehow worse.

			I take the tablet. On the screen is a still frame of Griffin Harvey and Bernie Bird.

			After the variety show, I slept just long enough not to hallucinate while driving, and when I woke up, this video had exploded. It was sent to me by anyone I’ve smiled in the direction of since high school, and I’m a very generous smiler. I have texts from most of my hometown of Elk Grove, including my nana, who sent it twice just in case you ignored it the first time.

			In the video’s snapshot, Griffin’s lips tilt up, showing just a sliver of his white teeth behind the rugged beard. Bernie’s feathery hand—well, my hand slipped inside—rests on his forearm.

			Griffin and Bernie do not match in any sense of the word. Griffin’s long hair and black shirt are the antithesis of Bernie’s blue feathers. Griffin looks hesitant to be happy. Bernie is ecstatic to be brought to life.

			“It’s incredible,” Finch says.

			My stomach twists into a tangled mess, and a swallow catches in my throat.

			“Psht” is all I can jokingly respond. But yes, it is incredible.

			Puppeteers search their entire careers for this type of chemistry: irritated versus bubbly. Serious paired with silly. Midnight and sunshine. It’s the perfect duo, guaranteed to get those knee-slapping-type laughs. The ones comedians would cut off their right arm for. Seriously, ask me. I’d do it, if I could still puppeteer afterward.

			Below the paused video, a ticker showcases more than one million views. I want to laugh in disbelief. I also want to vomit. For now, I’m somewhere in between with a nervous grin.

			“This was a freak accident,” I say, handing the tablet back.

			Finch blinks. “Freak accident?”

			“Yeah, like if…I don’t know, if a piano fell from the ceiling right now.”

			“That only happens in cartoons.”

			“You’re telling me a piano has never fallen on top of someone before?”

			“Sure, maybe once or twice.”

			“See? That’s my point. Possible, but freaky.”

			“Oh, Bev…” There’s that cute-old-man disappointment again. He knows how to work me.

			I stroll over to the coffee maker in the opposite corner of the workshop, far from my guilt and away from the rolls of fabric, felt scraps scattered on wooden workbenches, and the off-duty puppets hung on rods.

			I’ll miss this place. I only had enough funds to purchase the Birds on the Block intellectual property and to gain ownership of our nonprofit, Flock Workshop. But I couldn’t rescue all the assets—not the bins and bins full of felt, feathers, fleece, and foam, and not this renovated warehouse that acts as our workshop. My little slice of home.

			“One hundred more views in the last thirty seconds,” Finch calls over to me.

			My hand shakes when I grab the carafe’s handle, and it isn’t because I’ve had too much caffeine. (I’m only on my third cup, which is honestly child’s play.) No, it’s because one million people now know my name, nestled in the comment section of that video.

			Bernie Bird, puppeteered by Beverly Lark

			That thought sends the shivering glass carafe knocking against my mug.

			One million people.

			I acknowledge Finch’s awe with a musing “That’s a lot of people.”

			One million.

			I dump two packets of sugar into my coffee (okay, maybe three) and fill the rest with creamer before reaching over and rolling the dial on the workshop’s speakers. The music plays louder, creating white noise over my thoughts. But Sir Elton John serenades me for only two seconds before Finch starts talking again.

			“Listen to these comments!” he yells over the music. “ ‘Who knew Griffin Harvey has a sense of humor,’ ” Finch reads. “ ‘I’ll whip out a puppet, too, if he smiles at me like that.’ ”

			I reluctantly lower the volume on my precious Elton John. “Mm-hmm. He has good comedic timing.” I pace back over with my coffee, setting it on the windowsill and away from my project.

			Finch lowers the table. “That’s all you can say?”

			A laugh bubbles out of me. “What else do you want me to say?”

			“This could be big, Bev.”

			“How?”

			“This is exposure. This could save Birds.”

			“I mean, sure,” I sort of agree, but I feel my eyebrows stitch together.

			Finch squints at me. “You don’t think so.”

			I smooth my palm over laid-out felt. “The all-powerful companies have spoken,” I explain with a sardonic laugh. “We’ve pitched multiple times over the past two years. They all passed. No grants. Merch isn’t selling either. And PBN’s funding is cut, too, so…”

			My words fade. He can fill in the blanks. We’ve had this conversation too many times.

			Flock Workshop is the nonprofit that funds and creates the educational children’s puppet show Birds on the Block. We were funded in three ways: merchandise, federal grants, and partnerships. But the culture is different now. Merchandise doesn’t sell like it used to. Our reliable source of government support, Public Broadcasting Network, doesn’t get as much funding anymore. Our only savior would be a big partnership.

			When our last corporate sponsor dropped us two years ago, we went out and pitched to everyone and their mother who had a drive to do good and some spare money to put in good places. I personally sought out different educational programs, landing on their doorsteps with a smile and a puppet armed to make jokes. But we came up dry. Slimming down our staff turned into mass layoffs; then it was just a few writers and puppeteers until our lone streaming platform didn’t renew our contract. That was the last nail in the coffin. Flock Workshop couldn’t stay afloat. My colleagues moved on to other projects. Finch is retiring. I’m out of a job and moving back home.

			Finch formed the connection with the producer of The Late Night Laughs Show to get us airtime. It was a hope that maybe, just maybe, a sponsor would notice and reach out to us. But we talked to a network executive after the show, and they said they didn’t have the bandwidth to bring on such a big intellectual property. Now that we’re packing up the workshop, this viral video feels more like a last hurrah.

			“You should reach out to him,” Finch says.

			“Who? The producer?”

			“Griffin.”

			My stomach twists at the thought. “Oh, please.”

			“Maybe he’ll want to get involved,” Finch insists, taking a step closer. “He could have some contacts. This looks good for him, too, you know.”

			“He probably doesn’t even know this is happening. This’ll all blow over in a few days.”

			“One last push, Bev.”

			“He’s a famous rock star, Finch,” I say, sharper than I want. My cheeks heat, and I immediately wince. “Sorry, I just don’t really think he cares, to be honest.”

			Finch clears his throat, sets down the tablet on a workbench, and shuffles to the coffee maker. He doesn’t push the topic, but we both know what I’m not saying out loud.

			This is still about Beau.

			Finch knows only vague details about my ex-boyfriend. Beau and I were high school sweethearts, but when he got his big break as a musician, his life moved on from small towns and small-town girls. He made that clear when I caught him at a club with his backup singer perched on his lap and sucking the air from his lungs like they were both the human version of that scream-stealing machine in Monsters, Inc.

			I’m not an angry person, okay? I don’t yell. But I may have let out a really embarrassing sobbing wail that’ll make me cringe even on my deathbed. Long story short, our messy blowout was caught on video. Beau called me a gold digger, and the internet believed him. I deleted all social media, but I was still called every horrible name under the sun by anyone who recognized me on the street in LA.

			Griffin Harvey is a famous musician, too, just like Beau. Arrogant, morally bankrupt, and the type of attractive that he’s fully aware of.

			And yes, I noticed. I have eyes. I’m ashamed of it.

			From the floor, I noticed more of Griffin Harvey’s lower half than anything else. Mostly I noted that his jeans smelled like fresh denim and his boots were real leather. It was a pleasant combination that reminded me of home. I tried not to look any higher than his knees because I know how tailored jeans fit on men who smell that good. I’ve worked in television a handful of years, and I’ve been eye level with too many people’s crotches.

			Okay, so maybe I stole a look.

			I don’t get starstruck anymore. Working in TV normalizes a lot of celebrities when you see them sweating under bright lights and splitting donuts in half like everyone else on set. But I’m still a woman, and Griffin is still a goliath of a man.

			He’s also still a human, though. Flawed, just like the rest of us. A simple sack of meat, if you will. Much like Bernie’s sack of feathers. And if that makes me sound like a serial killer, so be it.

			I watch Finch pour himself coffee. My gut wants to say I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what I’d be apologizing for. He’s done a great job at rehoming us displaced Flock Workshop employees. He only wants good things for me. But now, he looks so defeated.

			So to stop those basset hound eyes, I ask, “Okay, what else are the comments saying? Anything about Bernie?”

			Finch shuffles across the concrete floor, returning to me quicker than before, with a smile deepening the wrinkled lines beside his mouth. I smile back. You can tell he and my grandfather spent most of their careers together. They have the same mischievous smile, like two kids who never grew up.

			Finch picks up the tablet and blinks a couple of times. “Let’s see, let’s see…ah! ‘Birds on the Block is why I know my ABC’s. It’s time America gets a refresher, if you ask me.’ ‘Some of you didn’t learn how to share from Bernie Bird, and it shows.’ ” He chuckles to himself. “ ‘Bernie Bird is the hero we need but don’t deserve right now.’ ”

			I force my smile. “They do sound excited, huh?”

			He punches the air between us. “C’mon, Bevvy. Let’s pitch some more.”

			I cock my head to the side with a lamenting sigh. “You’re too energetic for being seventy. Don’t you want to watch Jeopardy!? Wheel of Fortune? Get an old dog that looks too much like you and take it on slow walks?”

			“Stay in LA,” he says. “Let’s give it another whirl.”

			“My savings are cleaned out.”

			“Stay in my guest room.”

			“I’m leaving to go home tomorrow. I’ve sold everything already. My suitcases are packed. Nana would be devastated if I didn’t show up.” I turn back to my felt project, grabbing the needle and thread to start stitching. “It’s good I’m getting out of town. Maybe it’ll help me figure out what’s next.”

			“What’s next is Birds. It’s always been Birds. Alice would want you to stay.”

			“Well, Nana doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” I counter. “And y’know, I’m almost excited to move back. It’ll be just like the old days when I was a kid.”

			I used to lie on my nana’s crocheted oval rug in front of her big brown mammoth-sized box television, doing homework on the floor. There was always a coffee maker gurgling in the kitchenette, sunshine beaming through the blinds, and blue jays outside chirping their early-afternoon song. Well, maybe there won’t be the singing birds right now. It’s winter. Birds know better than me not to stick around.

			“It’ll be fun,” I say. I’m lying through my teeth, but Finch doesn’t need to know that. I need him to enjoy retirement and not worry about me or Birds on the Block. He deserves peace after all these years. Plus, it can’t be too terrible moving home, can it? Mountain breeze. Shops that open at eight and close at three. The slow life will be…good, right?

			Then I remember…it’s January.

			Elk Grove closes from November to April. It’s a big tourist town, but it’s also high up a mountain. People don’t swing by when the winding roads have the potential to be treacherous, so it’s not worth it to keep retail stores open.

			Okay, so it’ll be a very slow life when I get back.

			My restless leg twitches at the thought.

			Yep, I’m gonna pass out.

			I whirl around. “We should go out to eat before I leave. Where do you want to go?”

			Finch’s mouth turns down. “Eat?”

			“Yeah. Maybe that ramen place you love?”

			“Bev.”

			“What?”

			He flicks his eyes to my busy worktable. It’s filled with unfinished puppets, scattered unopened mail, and an old crocheted sweater. The space looks like I live here because most of the time I do. I need to put all this in a suitcase, but packing up my side of the workshop feels more definitive than packing up my apartment.

			Finch sighs. “You take up so much space here. Why not everywhere else? Why not pitch again? Why not try?”

			My heart sinks.

			“I do. I am,” I insist. “We pitched…we tried. It’s over.”

			“This video might have changed things.”

			“I doubt it.”

			“I don’t. Check the Workshop email. I dare you.”

			His disappointment has shifted to determination.

			There’s no stopping him now.

			“Fine,” I say. “I’ll prove it to you. I’ll look at the emails, okay? There won’t be anything new. Probably just the usual scammers wanting to sell us marketing advice.”

			Finch grins, scooting a stool closer as I prop open my laptop. “I had a call with one of those the other day. Wanted me to wire him one thousand dollars.”

			“Only one thousand? He should increase his scam cost.”

			“He deserves a raise. He put up with me on the phone.”

			“Oh no, what’d you do?”

			“I think he was confused when Penny Pigeon started responding.”

			I’ll miss this. I’ll miss Finch. I’ll miss my life in LA, with late-night writing sessions and creating new, goofy character voices. Sure, I never made a lot of friends here, because I worked too much. But I had Birds. I had Finch. I had the last piece of my grandpa, baked into every corner of this workshop. Albert Starling was a puppeteering legend, and now all his life’s work is fading away.

			I finish logging in to the Flock Workshop email. “See? There’s…”

			But I instantly freeze.

			Because sitting in the inbox…is not spam.

			My fingers hover over the keys, unmoving. I think I’m in shock. Medically.

			Finch pats my shoulder with a grin. “Told you.”

			Our inbox is jam-packed with emails from viewers wanting more of Bernie Bird, more of Birds on the Block, and more of Griffin Harvey. But, most importantly, two streaming platforms have expressed interest in that more.

			“What the—”

			“Open it!”

			We click on Starlet’s email first. They’re a platform filled mostly with shows for adults and only occasional children’s programming. They’re known for being a little shaky when it comes to renewing shows, but their budget is likely massive.

			Then we see an email from Connection.

			“Connection!” squeezes from my throat at the same time Finch shoves my elbow.

			Working with Connection would be a dream. They’re the leader in short educational documentaries, and they maintain a massive children’s catalog. We’d slide in perfectly, but they’re notably picky with their content. They passed on us ten years ago, and Finch wore funeral black for a week.

			“Connection wants a meeting,” I say breathlessly. “They want…oh…”

			“They want a meeting in March,” Finch completes for me. “So does Starlet.”

			“Finch, I can’t be ready by March. It’s January. That’s not enough time…they want…jeez, Connection wants five new episodes written and a bunch of new research in childhood development, new music…”

			Finch hums to himself. I know he wants to say more. The wrinkles and creases on his face are always deeper when he’s thinking.

			“You can make this work,” he says. “I know you can.”

			A laugh bubbles out of me. “Sure, if I had a year to scout people. But less than two months? Not when it’s only me.”

			“Let’s breathe and look at what resources we have. Scripts and the like, okay? Then we’ll decide.”

			Yes. He’s right. Inhale. Exhale. Try not to burst into tears at an impossible task for a dream opportunity.

			I snag our company tablet to pull up some of our files, but when I unlock it, the screenshot from my viral video stares back.

			Griffin and Bernie Bird.

			Griffin Harvey probably has no clue this video exists.

			I bet he partied after the show last night. He’s probably drinking a Bloody Mary to counteract his massive hangover, with one arm slung around a model and the other clutching his guitar.

			I bet I’m not even a one-word footnote on his Saturday night.

			I bet he doesn’t care about this video one bit.
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				The Guitar Guy
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			Griffin

			The variety show clip was uploaded at six o’clock in the morning, and Ava and I have watched it no fewer than fifty times since.

			My mug is in one hand, with my opposite arm holding Ava in my lap. Over and over, my daughter squeezes my phone between her tiny hands and giggles, leaning back and squealing when I shut an imaginary door in the face of Bernie Bird.

			I take a sip of my coffee. Ava and I didn’t sleep, but that’s almost every night now. At least she’s laughing.

			I smile and set her down before whirling myself around on the piano bench. I know I should be on my guitar. Jimmy’s gonna kill me if he hears me plunking keys instead, but I put down a few chords anyway.

			The song isn’t bad. It’s kind of good. In fact, it’s sounding kinda catchy.

			And…it’s “Bennie and the Jets.”

			I drag my fingers down the keys, sending an erratic, discordant mess of notes echoing through the living room. A sippy cup rattles on the ledge of the piano. I have no clue when that got there. Just the other morning, I found a wrapped-up diaper beside my Gibson Les Paul instead of in the diaper genie right next to it. At some point, you accept that items end up wherever they want when you have a two-year-old.

			I straighten my posture on the piano bench, as if that would help my muse. I’ve been trying to write music for months now, but no hit songs have sprouted from these tired fingertips. If I could send even one track to the record label, they might be breathing down my neck—and Jimmy’s—a little less. Agreeing to an international tour this coming March was supposed to make up for it, but the pressure hasn’t decreased.

			I play again. The next combination of chords is no better, but at least it’s an original song: “Ava’s Jammies Jam.”

			Ava’s head pops up. She bounces on her bottom to the rhythm. I chuckle, playing it again.

			“Jammie?” she asks, pointing to the bedroom.

			Educational songs for my kid are the only music I create now.

			I shake my head. “It’s only two o’clock, munchkin. Not yet.”

			She looks confused for a second, but it’s in one ear and out the other. She grabs the phone from the floor, taps the screen, and starts that variety show clip again.

			Kids.

			I’m not normally a technology dad, but Ava loves Bernie Bird. He was regularly scheduled viewing in our house before Birds on the Block was taken off streaming six months ago. We lost the five-bird crew: Bernie Bird, Penny Pigeon, Hector Hawk, Carmen Crow, Debra Dove…

			I can’t believe I know all the names…

			I shut my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose. Sure, I watched Birds as a kid, but not to this extent. It’s funny how being a parent makes you an expert on children’s shows.

			Ava stares at the phone, wobbling to her feet before toddling over to me. She gestures toward the screen, grunting out a noise that’s asking a question without words.

			I twist around on the bench seat and bend down to pull her onto my lap again.

			“You like Bernie, huh?” I ask, pressing play for her as she leans against my chest. She feels so tiny and fragile. Probably because her head is the size of my upper arm.

			I cave and watch the video with her, seeing all two and a half minutes of me and Bernie.

			Ava points to the screen.

			“What’s up?” I ask.

			She pokes the video the moment my eyes dart off-camera. Another unspoken question. I love her curiosity.

			“Oh, I was just checking to make sure my shoelaces were tied,” I explain. “You know how we sing a song about that?”

			She nods and settles back into the video.

			I wasn’t looking at my shoelaces, but I’d hate to ruin the magic of puppetry for Ava. Even in person, Bernie Bird acted so lifelike that I almost forgot about the puppeteer at my feet.

			Almost.

			I get flashes of that woman sometimes. The pretty smile, those green eyes, squinting at the edges with little marks of playfulness. She looked plucked straight out of the ’70s, with her feathery blond bangs and floral coveralls. She was living sunshine, breathing that light into the fabric draped over her arm. Laughing at my misfortune.

			Ava squeals with giggles again.

			“Daddy funny,” she murmurs.

			A smile crawls up my cheeks.

			“Daddy’s funny?” I repeat back to her. She nods, her brown bangs bouncing in front of her eyes. Her mom’s bangs used to do that when she laughed, too, and Robin sure loved to laugh.

			What is it with women finding only humor in my scowls?

			I palm the wispy hair away from Ava’s forehead and kiss the space underneath, somewhere Robin refused to let me see because she said her forehead was more like a fivehead, and I wasn’t allowing her bangs to do their one job of hiding it. Robin’s forehead was her only insecurity, and I’m determined for Ava to have none.

			A key rattles in the lock on the front door before swinging open. Jimmy strides in, mid-cackle with a phone pressed to his ear. Strolling in behind him are my three bandmates, grinning at the video playing for Ava.

			“Watching yourself? How egotistical,” Poe says cheekily.

			“You’re one to talk,” I grunt back.

			Poe is my lead guitarist, never caught without his signature fishhook earrings, pants that are tight enough to fist grip his balls, and one eye always on his own social media. The lovable Brit.

			“I’m only watching because Ava wants to,” I say.

			“Sure, you are,” Royce says, following Poe through the doorway. Royce is my bassist, and his voice carries the same low monotone notes leaving his guitar—a perfect fit for his sarcasm.

			Dom, my drummer, only grunts in agreement. Dom is the opposite of his instrument. Silent. Only talks when necessary. He’s my oldest pal, and ever since I met him in Nashville, he’s let music express emotions for him. We have that in common.

			Dom shuts the door, and the snap echoes off the white walls. I never got around to decorating. I could hire an interior designer, but I don’t want strangers in my home with Ava around. So now it’s mostly unhung frames leaning against my kitchen counter and the occasional colorful smear I’ve tried too many times to erase from the walls.

			Washable markers, my ass.

			Poe crouches in front of Ava, tickling her socked feet. “How’s my favorite girl?”

			Behind us, Jimmy says into the phone stuck to his ear, “Right. Right, yeah, I think so.” He’s pacing in the kitchen, running a palm through his slicked-back hair. He’s stressed about 90 percent of the time. The gel is a lost cause.

			Royce flops onto the couch and leans his neck over the headrest.

			“Long day?” I ask.

			He rolls his head over with a sigh. “Haven’t you gotten Jimmy’s emails?”

			“Been a bit busy. Bad?”

			Dom’s pointed stare says everything Royce doesn’t.

			Poe fills in the gaps as usual. “The record label threatened to give our studio time to Beau.”

			I scoff. “That asshole? Why?”

			Poe waves his palms in the air, clacking his many rings together. “That’s what I’m saying!”

			“He’s performing at the Grammys next month,” Royce says.

			I shrug. “Okay. So am I. Why’s that matter?”

			Jimmy strides over, pulling the phone away from his ear. “Because he has a new album,” he hiss-whispers into our conversation.

			I grit my teeth and sigh.

			Beau is the epitome of a musician who found fame too quickly. We had the misfortune of sharing a table with him at an award show two years ago. He stuck to us like glue at the after-party. I’m all for supporting rising musicians, but that guy?

			Fuck that guy.

			He didn’t tip the servers. He didn’t bother to recall anyone’s names. He talked trash about everyone in the industry, including Dolly Parton, and who the hell talks bad about Dolly Parton? We heard afterward that Beau publicly dumped his long-term high school sweetheart in some club. I wasn’t surprised. The ass.

			If Beau can write a new album, then I sure can. I need to get my shit together. I need to snap out of…whatever this is.

			Jimmy raps his knuckles on the kitchen island. “Uh-huh, well, I’ll need to talk to the big guy about that one,” he says. “C’mon, I think we can do it a bit later, don’t you agree? Get you some extra golf time in, huh?”

			“Who’s he talking to?” I murmur to Dom. He shrugs, holding out a single finger to Ava. She pulls it, and Dom blows out a raspberry, sending her into a fit of giggles.

			I give a wan smile. My bandmates are so good with Ava. When I brought her home one year ago, I was floundering. They helped me in ways I’ll never forget, and I’ve repaid them by not writing a single damn song. I don’t deserve this crew.

			“Again,” Ava demands from my lap, shoving the phone toward me.

			Royce snorts. “My kid won’t stop watching that video either.”

			“It’s gonna burn her brain out,” I say, gently tugging my phone from Ava’s fists. They tighten for half a second. Her face scrunches up. I’m worried we’re about to have a breakdown, but her grip releases when a wrapped sucker dangles down over my head.

			“A gift from Uncle Jim,” Jimmy announces, his phone no longer stuck to his ear. Ava takes the lollipop from him, giving me a passing glance as if asking for permission.

			I sigh. “You can have the lollipop. Mind playing for a bit while Daddy talks with”—I grimace—“Uncle Jim?”

			Jimmy being an uncle is laughable; kids are far from his forte. But he spends enough time here, along with Poe, Royce, and Dom, that all four of them may as well be family.

			Ava crawls out of my lap and runs as fast as her chunky little legs will take her to the dumping ground of stuffed animals, plastic food, and coloring books.

			I shake my head. “I don’t like her having candy, Jimmy.”

			Jimmy shrugs. “Her baby teeth are gonna fall out anyway.”

			Royce groans. Dom shakes his head. Poe cackles. Neither Jimmy nor Poe have a family. They’re married to their jobs, which basically means they’re married to me. I cringe at the thought.

			I knock my chin toward the phone Jimmy tucks into his slacks pocket. “What was that about?”

			“It was the record label demanding more music from Griffin Harvey,” he says, taking a seat on the couch. “Surprise, surprise.” He crosses an ankle over his knee, narrowing his eyes. “Y’know, their patience is running thin, big guy.”

			I lean my forearms on my knees. “Yeah, I know.”

			“Please tell me you’re making progress on something. Anything. And why are you at the piano? That doesn’t look like your guitar to me.”

			“I’m just trying something new.”

			“Nobody wants piano stuff, Griffin. You’re the guitar guy.”

			“Yeah…” The words drift off.

			“Y’know, for a musician, you sure don’t like to write music anymore.”

			I shoot him an exasperated glance. “I do. I write stuff every day. Just…not stuff you can sell.”

			Songs cycle through my mind as I’m making Ava breakfast, as we count to ten, and when she needs to eat more broccoli. I have a perpetual twitch in my fingers from the imaginary chords I’m strumming, like my hands long for a beat to play. But they’re not hit singles. They’re kids’ songs.

			Jimmy’s eyes widen. “What are you talking about? Of course I can sell anything you write. I don’t care how bad it is.”

			“Well then, I have a new song for bubble baths,” I say.

			Jimmy blinks. “Pardon? You what?”

			“I have a song for bubble baths, picking out clothes, and eating broccoli.”

			“Bubble baths,” he repeats.

			“I’m a dad, man,” I growl out. “If I can write a song about diapers or how to braid hair to get some music out of me, I will.”

			“But nobody wants to hear that,” Jimmy says.

			“My point exactly.”

			Poe barks out a laugh. “Honestly? People would probably hear you sing about your last shi—”

			Poe is interrupted by calls of “Stop” and “Hey” and “Little ears, Poe!”

			Poe cuts a look to Ava, then shrugs. “Your last turd, then,” he corrects. “They’d hear Griffin Harvey sing anything. You’re a rock star.” Even though he says it with a cheeky grin, I cringe.

			“Rock star,” I echo. “God, I hate that term.”

			“Famous,” Poe amends. “Is that a better word? People want more of you. They’ll take what they can get.”

			I shake my head, thinking of the slew of interviews. The What are you wearing? and What’s your go-to tour snack? and Who are you dating?

			“They already know too much,” I grumble.

			“Well, they don’t know everything,” Jimmy says.

			I flick my eyes to Ava instinctually, in her own little world on the mat, stacking blocks haphazardly with her feet tucked under her bottom. She’s at peace, just as she should be.

			“And we’re gonna keep it that way,” I say. It sounds like a threat because it is.

			Jimmy nods in agreement, not ruffled by my direct tone. I’d strangle the first paparazzo who caught wind of Ava’s existence, and so would my bandmates. But Jimmy would too. He’d at minimum find a way to raze the photographer’s reputation to the ground. Jimmy might be a sleazy shark, but he’s our shark.

			Ava’s mom wanted her to live a normal life. It’s unfair that Robin couldn’t be the person to give that to her. Robin’s laughter would have been better for Ava than my busy schedule. But we live with the cards we’re dealt, and I wouldn’t trade Ava for the world.

			I miss Robin. I knew her for less than two years, but she always looked at me the same way Ava does now—with familiarity, like she’d known me forever. We were a one-night stand that turned into a long-distance friendship built around the precious baby of ours growing inside her.

			I proposed to her at one point, which feels ridiculous in hindsight. Robin wasn’t looking to start a life with me, and she insisted I wasn’t in love with her either. She was the type of woman who wanted her garden, her paints, and her daughter. I was never more than the secret coparent, but I was prepared to give her my entire life if she’d asked—right up until she lost hers.

			It was an accident. A routine bicycle ride gone wrong. Someone wasn’t paying attention to the winding road or the bike lane beside them. Here one moment, gone the next. I fought for custody, but it was too easy. Robin and I were unfortunately cut from the same cloth. Her parents didn’t want to be involved in her life, either—not even for their new grandchild. I haven’t seen or heard from them since the final court date.

			The first few months of full custody were hard. The boys and Jimmy stepped up when I was too grief-ridden and confused to do it by myself. Dom has three girls, so he taught me how to braid hair. Royce gave me his son’s old picture books. Poe, a successful culinary school dropout, cooked us meals most nights, setting aside leftovers when he couldn’t. Jimmy took on the sole responsibility of ensuring nobody asked questions about Ava. He hires a different nanny each month, parting ways around the time she seems interested in who the famous parents might be.

			They say it takes a village to raise a child. These guys have been more like an entire city, and I love every goddamn one of them for it. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss Robin. Sometimes I swear she whispers in my ear at night. Though it’s mostly along the lines of Get up and make breakfast, you sad bum. Also, our daughter wants a Barbie. Buy her one.

			Ava giggles, pulling me back to the present. At some point, she snuck back to our circle of conversation. Poe hands her his phone with the Bernie Bird video pulled up.

			“Dude,” Royce says, smacking the back of Poe’s head.

			Poe sits on the floor with Ava curled up close. “But I wanna watch it too,” he argues with a grin, winking in my direction. “You cutie, you.”

			I roll my eyes.

			“Daddy?” Ava asks.

			“Yes, munchkin?”

			“Again?”

			“Yeah, all right.”

			We all watch the video in silence except for Ava, who laughs in that rolling childlike way where they’re unable to finish one laugh before the next one starts. Hell, I’ll admit that the part with Bernie’s door stunt is genuinely funny. With how I play along, you’d think I’ve been working with puppets for a while. By the end of that brief, messy skit, acting with him felt weirdly natural, like how making up songs about brushing teeth or bubble baths comes to me more easily than anything else right now.

			Ava squeals, laughing.

			“Daddy funny!” Ava says again.

			Daddy’s funny.

			I was tired on that show. Grumpy. But despite looking equally as exhausted, that woman puppeteering Bernie was just happy to be there. It was probably a dream come true. I know because her grin was the same grin I used to see on myself. Before the past year. Before losing Robin. Before every song felt like wrenching my soul from my body.

			Bernie looks in the camera, and his beak contorts into an exaggerated frown.

			“She’s good,” I comment.

			“Who?” Jimmy asks.

			“The puppeteer. She’s talented.”

			“Oh yeah,” he responds, too focused on his phone and emails. “Apparently she was there to bring awareness to her revival. I think she’s tried pitching, and it hasn’t worked out.”

			I turn on the piano bench, the leather squeaking under my thighs.

			“What? Where’d you hear that?”

			He waves his hand around. “I don’t know, she and Finch were talking about it backstage after.”

			“Finch?”

			Jimmy points his phone at the video. “You know. He’s one of the guys that created Birds on the Block. He’s a legend. But the show went kerplunk, and now it looks like their workshop is too.”

			“Is she losing her job?”

			“I think so, yeah. There was a whole article on it last week.”

			“Show me.”

			Jimmy sighs but taps over his phone anyway. After about thirty seconds, he hands the phone to me.

			The article talks about how Flock Workshop, the nonprofit that creates Birds on the Block, is unable to keep the company afloat. The article speculates that to make the company operational again and to produce new episodes of the show, they’d need a partnership to fund staff, new materials, musicians…

			Christ, I could help with music. All I write is children’s music nowadays. It’s the only way the incessant tapping in my fingers finds its relief.

			“Well, did it work?” I ask, handing the phone back.

			Jimmy side-eyes me, exhaling. “Did what work?”

			“The variety show. This video’s everywhere. Did it help her get the funding she needs?”

			He huffs out a laugh. “How would I know, Griffin?”

			“I want to know.”

			“Shouldn’t you be focusing on the next album?” Poe chimes in. Despite his playful smile, my stomach clenches.

			They need me to write. Without new music, my bandmates are out of reliable work. Sure, they get gigs as background musicians for other artists, but they’ve invested a lot of time in my career these past few years. They’re on my albums. They’re on my tours—specifically, they’re scheduled for the three-month international tour mid-March. They’re my band without being my band.

			They’re acting like good sports about my lack of motivation, but I know they’re getting antsy.

			Ava giggles again.

			“Daddy funny,” she whispers.

			Yeah. Funny Daddy can talk to a puppet, but he can’t write anything but children’s music. Can’t help his friends. Can’t—

			Huh.

			I can write children’s music.

			“I wanna talk to her,” I blurt out.

			Jimmy freezes. “What?”

			“The puppeteer who’s reviving it,” I say, flicking my eyes over to him. “Get me in touch. I want dinner with her.”

			Jimmy runs a palm over his face, tugging down his cheeks and the bags under his eyes and everything in between.

			“Why?” Jimmy pleads.

			“I just do.”

			“Please,” he says, tossing his phone to the side and clutching his palms together. “Please, dear Lord above, please just write new songs, Griffin.”

			“That’s what I intend to do. But maybe I gotta get these songs out first.”

			“What songs?”

			“Songs for children’s television, I guess.” My mind is already thrumming with ideas. I need to make new music, and if this is what I can get, I’ll take it. “It’s better than nothing, right?”

			“Griffin—”

			“I wanna talk to her,” I repeat.

			Poe barks out a laugh. Royce stretches his arms to the sky with a smile.

			“You’re kidding,” Jimmy says.

			“I don’t think he is,” Poe says, grinning.

			Ava is still laughing at Bernie and me in the video.

			This will rejuvenate things. My music career. My bandmates, who need work. My daughter, who hasn’t laughed this much in months. Bernie Bird, needing a new home. This is the solution; I can feel it. I’ll create something fun, something I’m already able to do well, and then I’ll move on. Once it’s out of my system entirely, I’ll have nothing left but new chords to explore.

			Jimmy taps his finger on the couch’s arm. “You’re behind on the deadline you promised the studio six months ago. You’re destroying your reputation interview after interview. And now you want to do this? Meet with the creator of a kids’ show?”

			Dom, my silent drummer, finally clears his throat. Despite the grit still crackling between each syllable, he says, “Griffin did look like he was having fun with that bird. Maybe it’s worth a shot.”

			Jimmy shuts his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “That’s not—”

			“Jimmy?” I interrupt his breakdown.

			He groans, peeking at me through a squint. “Yes?”

			“Get me a dinner with her.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				A Pretend Hot Person
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			Beverly

			I stand, very uncomfortably, in the lobby of a ritzy restaurant.

			Ritzy.

			There’s a better adjective for it, I’m sure. Ritzy feels like an amateur word used by people who don’t go to ritzy restaurants. Except, well, I don’t go to ritzy restaurants.

			Last night, I was in a shopping center restaurant with Finch, lit by harsh fluorescent overhead lighting, hunched like a gremlin over a plastic container loaded with oily noodles, chicken, and sesame seeds. It was a perfectly unritzy night until my phone buzzed with a message. I thought maybe the text was from my nana, asking what I wanted for dinner tomorrow night when my flight landed.

			I was wrong.

			
				Unknown number: Is this Beverly Lark?

			

			
				Beverly: Hi! Yes. Who is this?

			

			
				Unknown number: My name is Jimmy Verso, Griffin Harvey’s manager. He’d like to set up a dinner with you.

			

			I suddenly grew very lightheaded.

			I must have misread.

			I shoved my phone over to Finch as if a ghoul had crawled out of it. He simply stared.

			“It’s another scam,” I breathed, pulling my knees up to my chest. The plastic chair squeaked under me. “Right?”

			Finch squinted, unhooking thin glasses from his shirt pocket and then sliding them onto the end of his nose. He mouthed the text as he read it, finally ending with a hmm.

			“Hmm?” I echoed back.

			“Ask him.”

			“Ask the strange number if he’s a scam? Do people admit that?”

			Finch shrugged, lifting his glasses to the top of his bald head. “Ones who are bad at their job.”

			I slid the phone back in front of me, hovering my fingers over the screen before typing Are you a scam?

			Finch laughed. I laughed with him.

			How funny this situation is. A real riot.

			My phone buzzed, and a new text read I wish.

			“Huh,” Finch said as I slouched in my chair.

			“What do you make of that?”

			Finch repeated, “Huh.”

			“Are you just saying that, or is your hearing aid actually failing?”

			My phone buzzed again.

			
				Unknown number: Are you free next week?

			

			I stared, then typed back No.

			Finch chuckled.

			“What?” I ask. “I’m not a liar.”

			The phone vibrated once more, shifting its position across the table, like a stalker trudging one step closer to me.

			
				Unknown number: How about this week?

			

			Dinner.

			With Griffin Harvey.

			I could have asked, How did you get this number? but instead, I texted back: No.

			“No?” Finch gawked.

			“What’s the point? I’m going home.” I twirled noodles around my chopsticks, but from the corner of my eye, I could still see the open text and the three bubbles indicating a pending response. I locked the phone, and the screen went black.

			“You’re asking that question too much,” Finch said.

			“What question?”

			Little wrinkles above Finch’s lip pinched. “ ‘What’s the point?’ I’m tired of hearing that from you. That’s a quitter’s attitude, and you, dear girl, are not a quitter.”

			“C’mon, there is no point,” I pleaded. “I can try to pitch to Starlet and Connection, but what they’re asking for…they didn’t budge on an extension or moving to next year…”

			“So?”

			“It’s too tight. I’m done. Finished. I’m moving home to figure out my life, and that’s that. Curtain drop, baby.”

			“If a curtain dropped onstage, you’d keep performing.”

			“Yeah, because it’s hilarious to have a puppet be scared of the dark.”

			“I’m serious, Bev. At least hear him out. You can make it. We’ll make it work.”

			I exhaled, setting aside my chopsticks. “Okay…if this is real, then what the heck is Griffin Harvey trying to pull here, anyway? What if this is some weird…thing?” I ask. “Some PR stunt?”

			He tilts his head to the side in pity. “Oh, Bev…”

			“I’m just saying…” But the words fade off. I don’t want to be in the public eye again. My breakup with Beau was bad enough. I’ve finally gotten lost in the mix, unimportant and forgotten, swallowed up by the internet and pop culture.

			Thank God.

			Finch straightened his crooked posture and tilted that dimpled chin in the air.

			“If this is real,” he said, “then you’re going to dinner with Griffin Harvey.”

			“My flight is tomorrow.”

			“I’ll book you a new one.”

			“I’m all packed.”

			“Who cares?”

			“Finch…”

			I rested my elbows on the table, and my chopsticks rolled off its surface, clattering to the floor. I bent to pick them up, but Finch whipped his shaking hand out to stop me. It’s the fastest that man has moved in ten years.

			“You’re going to that dinner with Griffin Harvey.”

			My phone buzzed again, but this time it didn’t stop. It wasn’t a text but a phone call. We sat there in silence as it continued to vibrate on the sticky table next to our empty packets of soy sauce. Before I could send it to voicemail, Finch snatched the phone, answered it, then slapped it back into my palm. It was a call from that same number, and that conversation with Jimmy Verso landed me here.

			Now, twenty-four hours later, I squint into the dimly lit lobby—a far cry from the bright lights of last night’s restaurant. Wall sconces illuminate black tile floors, velvet chairs, and deep maroon walls. A curtain conceals the short hall from the main seating area, like even being past the front doors doesn’t guarantee viewing the goods.

			Thankfully, I have a reservation under “Jimmy,” so the waitress leads me past the hostess stand without assessing me too much, or maybe it’s just too dark in here. Honestly, how is she navigating without a flashlight?

			I don’t belong in a place like this. I’m wearing the nicest dress I own: a yellow linen knee-length I thrifted that’s hanging together through many patchworked sewing jobs. It’s pretty—a little too boob-y for me—but not ritzy, and I’m still 90 percent limbs and pale skin.

			I should have taken that flight home. I would be in Elk Grove right now, watching some reality show with Momma, hearing Uncle Greg’s rants about the wandering goats at Daisy’s house, and huddling under a quilt in front of a crackling fireplace.

			My hands grip the strap of my purse as I navigate around a corner to the back of the restaurant. My family won’t believe I’m here. Rob would have an aneurism if he knew I was meeting with Griffin Harvey. My brother idolizes him, but I barely know who the guy is or what he wants from me.

			“Just be yourself,” Finch said.

			“I’m gonna use my Bernie voice,” I responded. “Maybe it’ll break the ice a little.”

			“Please don’t do that.”

			“You can’t stop me.”

			Circular inlets house velvet booths. Braided tassels fall from drawn-back curtains, exposing polished mahogany tables. Somewhere between my focusing on walking in heels, trying to make out muffled murmurs behind curtains, and mentally threatening my own breasts to stay inside the dress, we halt in front of a table.

			Sitting in the booth, fiddling with a small glass of bourbon, is Griffin Harvey.

			My heart leaps into my throat, and oh no, oh no, oh no, I’ve made a huge mistake.

			Griffin is in a black Henley with rolled-up cuffs, displaying his sleeves of foliage and bird tattoos. His analog watch face is black, and the strap is a thick leather that probably smells just as good as his boots did the other night. His wild brown hair hangs heavy on his shoulders, partially tied back. He’s dressed like a real hot person comfortable with his surroundings, and I’m standing here like a pretend hot person in wobbly heels.

			“Beverly, right?” he asks. The sound of my name on his lips feels too gruff.

			“Yes, hi. Right. I’m Beverly. You’re Griffin,” I stumble out, but it accidentally comes across like I’m mocking him. If he notices, he doesn’t say anything.

			Griffin stands, towering over me with broad shoulders and thick arms that could crush me if we hugged. Not that we ever would. A little line appears between his eyebrows, as if he could read my mind and he’s confused by it.

			He holds out his palm, and I slip mine inside for a quick shake. His hand is large and warm. A little clammy, too, but oh wait, no, that’s just mine. We linger for half a second—enough for me to question why we’re still doing it—before I slip my hand out of his and lower it back down to my side.

			The server leaves us. I almost want to call her back to be our third wheel in this pseudomeeting thing. Some man in the booth across from ours eats alone. Maybe I’ll invite him instead.

			“Take a seat,” Griffin instructs. “Please.”

			“Sure thing” is what I answer because that’s casual, right?

			“How are you?”

			“Good, good.” I smile as he sits. He doesn’t smile back, instead bringing his drink to his lips.

			It’s awkward. Horrifically awkward.

			Be yourself.

			I clear my throat. “Nice to be away from your crotch this time.”

			Griffin chokes mid-sip. I smile. He gives a twitching thing back. Might be a smile under that thick beard. Could be irritation.

			He sets his drink on the napkin and smooths it back with his thumb.

			“So, you’re reviving Birds on the Block,” he says. All right, apparently Mr. Harvey prefers to just skip all the conversational foreplay.

			“That’s right.”

			“And how’s it going?”

			My stomach drops. I adjust my posture.

			“Good. Sort of. Mostly.”

			“Have you always wanted to make children’s television?”

			“Yes. Well, it’s kinda in my blood, I guess?”

			He lifts an eyebrow. An unspoken Go on. But embarrassment sluices down my spine, so instead I do the only thing I know how to, which is to not talk about me.

			“What about you?” I counter.

			“What about me?”

			“Music. Is it going…good?” Oh jeez. You should have said Is it going well? you uncultured swine. “Have you always wanted to do…music?”

			“Uh, yeah,” he says, leaning back as if struck by my question. Like he didn’t expect me to ask. “Though, that’s not quite as interesting as puppets, I’m sure.”

			“I think it’s great.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Well, I haven’t exactly listened to your music a ton”—at all—“but I always think it’s great when people just go for it, y’know?” I add a little punch, as if punctuating my thought.

			He blinks at me. God, he’s so serious, and I never know what to do at serious business meetings without creative ideas and laughter. I create silly voices for silly characters and write silly scripts that hopefully top both.

			Be yourself.

			“Why did you want to meet with me?” I ask. “Honestly, it doesn’t seem like a thing you like to do.”

			He tongues his cheek, silent for a moment, before answering, “You’ve seen my interviews, huh?”

			“Well, no, but I did talk with you forty-eight hours ago. Sort of. Me and Bernie.”

			“And what was your impression of me?”

			I tilt my head side to side. “That you didn’t want to be there.”

			He huffs out air through his nose. “I didn’t.”

			I feel bad for stating the rudely obvious, so I stumble out, “But you seem fine now, though. Well, fine enough.” I laugh. “Then again, you are wearing casual clothes to a fancy restaurant. Such rock star behavior.”

			“Rock star,” he muses. “I don’t know if I’d say that.”

			“What would you call yourself?”

			His eyes drift to the wall, as if it had answers, then back to me. “Musician.”

			“Musician? Really?”

			Then he almost smiles—maybe a small shift—as if he’s fighting it. My own smile grows. Turning reluctant smiles into laughs is what I excel at.

			“Can’t decide if that’s more pretentious or not,” I say.

			He bites his bottom lip—so close. “No? Says the woman coming to this place in that.” He knocks his chin to me.

			“Hey, my dress is pretty.”

			“It is,” he agrees.

			My head jerks back.

			God, he didn’t even skip a beat, did he?

			He squints, and the corners of his mouth finally crook up. A full smile. “But you do look like a kindergarten teacher.”

			He’s joking with me.

			I curl my lips in, adjust my napkin, then pop them out to a smile. “Wow. Even my blind dates don’t insult me like that.”

			“You go on blind dates often?” he asks.

			“Try not to with musicians.”

			“And what’s wrong with musicians?”

			“What isn’t?”

			I finally get a breath of laughter from him. It’s gruff and low. “Touché.”

			“So, what is with the interviews?” I ask, leaning my forearms on the table. “It’s all people talk about.”

			“I guess I don’t like people much nowadays,” he says. “I prefer my home.”

			“I’m a homebody too. Well, home or the workshop,” I clarify. “It’s where I work. Or, worked?” I tilt my head to the side and squint as if thinking through the words myself. They’re so foreign on my tongue. “Finch is retiring.”

			“He’s famous, isn’t he?”

			“God, no, he’s…just some old guy,” I tease, waving him off. “No, he’s my boss and a mentor of sorts,” I clarify. “He’s kind of the grandfather of puppetry. I moved here five years ago to work with him, and I’ve been doing that ever since.”

			“Why?”

			“My grandpa was his business partner for years, and when he passed, I wanted to continue his legacy. Y’know, if I’m gonna get all woo-woo, meaning of life and all that.” He snorts. “But I’ve also been puppeteering for a long time, so it was a natural fit. Except for the show on Saturday, Finch and I have done every performance together for the last five years.”

			“Sounds like he really respects you.”

			I laugh. “I don’t know. I just assume he sees me as a lost kid with a dream.”

			“Dreams are the reason we get out of bed in the morning.”

			It’s my turn to snort. He’s charmingly quick-witted when he’s not being a massive pile of grump. The weird thing about Griffin Harvey is that he says things so genuinely yet so brusquely that it’s disarming. My gut says it’s a game. But the way his eyes dart between mine says otherwise.

			“Well, I’m sure you feel the same way about making music,” I observe.

			“Yeah…” The word fades, and he clears his throat.

			I smirk. “Well, that’s convincing.”

			“I’m trying to feel that way again.”

			“You don’t right now?”

			Griffin swallows. “It’s complicated.” He looks at the midnight blue wallpaper that, now seeing it closer, has raised details in the shape of roses with glimmers of gold. He’s silent for a moment before turning back to me, searching my eyes as if I were some zoo animal or freak of nature.

			“Tell me why you’re reviving the show,” he says, adding, “honestly.”

			I straighten my spine and shrug. “Well…I guess…it means a lot to me,” I answer. “Birds means a lot to many people. The world is a weird place, and this show made everything feel good when I was a kid. I want that for everyone else.”

			He stares, and I continue into the silence.

			“I don’t know if I can do it,” I confess. “I’m not sure if I can capture the same feelings I had back then, but…this was my grandpa’s pride and joy. Flock Workshop was innovative at the time. It still is. The company did good, y’know? I mean, when does that happen nowadays? In fact, did you know kids that watch Birds before pre-K are more prepared for school? Factually. Look it up.”

			Griffin opens his mouth, closes it, then nods, as if confirming a thought.

			“So, why not just let the episode backlog exist?” he asks.

			I shake my head. “A kid now is not the same as a kid in the ’70s. The culture changes. Kids need to understand phones. The internet. Social media. It’s important to keep up with those innovations, or else kids are just gonna watch old episodes about the invention of, I don’t know, planes or whatever, and…that means nothing to them.”

			He laughs again. Gentle. Soft. Deep.

			“Five years ago,” I continue, “I mourned with my family and Finch and the rest of the puppeteering world over one of the industry greats. My grandpa embodied the best parts of this world. He’s the reason I make puppets. He taught me to be whatever I wanted and that no dream was off the table. That sometimes the hardest things can also seem easy if you love them enough. Well, my dream is to do good like he did. Albert Starling believed in giving back. He believed it was easy. So, you asked why I want to revive this show.” I lift my shoulders and let them fall again. “I believe it’s my purpose.”

			My sentence rings in our silent booth for one second, two, three…

			Then the table is suddenly awkward.

			I shift in the booth as Griffin Harvey stares at me, pinning me in place with pupils pointed like lasers.

			And then he rattles the ice in his bourbon glass and says, “I want to make music for your show.”

			He sets down the glass with a plunk.

			The world stops. Buzzing rings in my ears, like little bumblebees flitting around inside my head.

			“You what?” I ask.

			“I want to make music for you.”

			He says it again, and the little bumblebees hit a brick wall, falling to the mushy floor of my mind. My stomach disappeared somewhere beneath me—my heartbeat with it.

			What is this?

			What is going on?

			I’m being pranked. Ha ha, very funny, Finch. Classic.

			Or, worse, it’s real and this is some tit-for-tat nonsense. You scratch my back; I’ll scratch yours. It’s…well, it’s something not good. I know it.

			“No,” I blurt out. I shake my head feverishly. “No, I don’t need your help. I’m sorry.”

			Griffin’s lips part as he stares.

			“You’re sorry,” he echoes.

			I straighten my posture and nod. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.”

			I choke out a disbelieving laugh, taking all the tension with it. “I’m not ridiculous; you’re ridiculous.”

			Whatever he’s proposing comes with strings—I know it—and I’ve never been one for strings. Especially when they’re attached to the guitar of a musician I barely know.

			He leans back. “What’s the point of all this if I can’t help someone?”

			“This? This what?”

			“Fame. Talent. Money.”

			I shrug, holding my hands up. “Then donate to charities or something.”

			“I already do that.”

			Of course he does.

			I blink at the table and lick my lips. “Why? Why help my show?”

			“Because I need this work too.”

			I squint. “What do you mean?”

			He opens his mouth and closes it. Cocks his head to the side.

			In classic secret-sharing fashion, I lean in to listen, my hands folded in my lap under the table. Griffin blinks at my movement; then, to my surprise, he mirrors me, tilting his torso closer as well. His bulky shoulders look even bigger when he tucks his arms to his side. I wonder if he’s holding his hands together under the table too. We’re like two kids whispering under the playground slide.

			Griffin’s voice is low, as if he’s keeping this secret from even the walls. “I can’t write anymore. At least, nothing that should be on a studio album. But I think I can write for your show. It’s what I…I need something—anything—as an outlet. Maybe if I get all these other songs out of my head, it would clear up space for something better. So, you’d be helping me too. My music. My writing. All of it.”

			The admission floats between us like particles in the air, dancing and untouchable but real. It’s like putting on noise-canceling headphones with only a dull tone. Like it’s only us in this restaurant.

			“If you could describe this place in one word, what would it be?”

			Griffin fidgets, looks at the wallpaper, the table, then the floor.

			“I don’t know. Gilded, I guess?”

			I let out a breathy laugh. That’s the perfect word to describe this place. Pretty, but plain underneath. Definitely too pretty for two people unsure what to wear or how to sit.

			“See? You can still write,” I say. “I knew there was a better word for it than ritzy. You don’t need me.”

			He slowly shakes his head in disagreement.

			“Let me help your show,” he says. He’s intense. Determined. “Listen, I’ve…” He clears his throat. “Like you, I had a dream. Music.”

			I let out a stifled laugh. “Kind of a successful dream, isn’t it? You’ve won awards.”

			“That’s just fluff. I want to write for as long as these fingers will let me strum a guitar or play a piano.”

			“You play piano?”

			He hesitates. “I…yes. But I’ve struggled with it—and that dream—lately. I don’t want to watch another person go through that. You deserve this. The world deserves Birds on the Block. And if I can help, I’d really like to. You’d be helping me too.”

			I narrow my eyes. He’s serious. He’s totally dead serious.

			Now, I’m not completely naive, okay? Let’s look at the obvious: If I had his help, it would make this pitch easier. Plain and simple. If he could make the music, I’d have time for everything else. It’d be difficult, but hard work and lack of sleep have never been a problem for me.

			If he could make music…I could probably pitch in March.

			“I like Birds on the Block, y’know,” Griffin says.

			“Wait, you’ve watched it?”

			“Bernie Bird was an afternoon staple as a kid, yeah. He sort of is now. Before he went off streaming.”

			“Why are you watching it as an adult?” I smile. “Griffin, are you still learning your ABC’s?”

			“Every single one. Still struggling with E, though.”

			Griffin jokes when he wants to. I appreciate that.

			“Ah, that dastardly E,” I banter.

			He smiles. I smile back.

			And weirdly, I believe him. Maybe Birds does matter to him. Who am I to say it doesn’t?

			He truly wants to help, and his help could change everything.

			“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I confess.

			“That’s fine.”

			“And I can’t guarantee anything will even come from this.”

			“I know.”

			“And if I fail, your music would be for nothing.”

			“Always risky to chase dreams.”

			I narrow my eyes. He lifts an eyebrow back.

			I can hear my family now, telling me I’m ridiculous for even considering not working with Griffin Harvey. Rob might lock me out of his room forever. My mom would tell me it’s irresponsible. She’s realistic like that. Nana would simply say I’m self-sabotaging.

			Am I?

			If I refused an opportunity to carry on her late husband’s legacy simply because I didn’t want to get involved with another musician, she’d be devastated. Would I seriously let my own insecurities ruin a dream for myself? Would I let Beau ruin this for me?

			I couldn’t.

			I shouldn’t.

			“Okay,” I say slowly, nodding. “Fine. I accept.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			It’s not definitive. In fact, it’s barely a confirmation. But it’s something.

			I’m surprised when Griffin’s lips tip into a gentle smile. A little sliver of perfect white teeth peeks past his beard. The smile reminds me a little of home. The scruffy mountain type. It’s not cocky. It’s kind.

			Moment by moment, I slowly smile back. I’m not sure why. Maybe because his smile is stunning when he lets it be. Maybe because it feels like a secret we’re sharing.

			Maybe this could be good.

			The moment turns delicate and quiet.

			It’s soft and understanding.

			It’s actually kind of nice, up until it isn’t.

			Until a shadow floats into our space to loom over our table.

			Until I hear, “Beverly?”

			And then my heart stops.

			I know that voice.

			I swivel my eyes to the space between the curtains of the booth, where a tall, slender man towers over us.

			“Beau,” I breathe.

			Speak of the devil.

			I’ve never been to Hell, obviously, but I was once in a play where I puppeteered Satan himself. He was a surprisingly cute, fluffy red monster with a curled mustache and monocle, but that was offset by a stuffy fog machine and hot stage lights. There were no fewer than seven of us smashed together under that set with our hands stuffed up the rear ends of playful devils. We were coated in sticky sweat by the end of it. Being on that stage for more than ten minutes felt like Hell.

			This is worse.

			A bead of sweat runs down the center of my back. Oh no, it’s already starting.

			“Hi,” I answer.

			Beau stares, and it holds me in place more than I wish it did. He was once a punk rocker teen, but he rebranded when he moved to Los Angeles. No more eyeliner—just wire-rimmed glasses. Instead of skinny jeans, he wears a blazer and casual slacks. His hair, once a charming ginger, is dyed brown. Chin length. Slightly curled. A professor that students could dream about.

			“What are you doing here?” Beau asks without preamble.

			Because I don’t belong in a place like this.

			“Dinner,” I say obviously. The word is garbled in my throat. There’s a reason he was the one who performed in the spotlight and I was behind a partition. I preferred it that way, but it’s also because his words are smooth like butter, just like his singing voice.

			“That’s great,” he responds. This voice isn’t as buttery, though. The sentence sounds a lot like a pitying That’s cute.

			“Hey, man,” Griffin says. I almost forgot he was there.

			It’s odd how two men in the same career can look so different. Beau is tall and slender. Lanky, but approachable. I hate that it works for him. But Griffin is all hardness—muscles, hands, and jaw. Wild hair. Thick beard. Tattooed arms like carved, graffitied tree trunks.

			“Oh. Hey, Griffin,” Beau says stiffly. So all musicians know one another. Great. Perfect.

			“How do you know Beverly?” Griffin asks.

			“We dated,” I say at the same time Beau murmurs, “High school friends.”

			My eyes grow wide. My lips part.

			“Friends?” I ask.

			Friends?

			We dated for fourteen years. Went to prom. Lost our virginities to each other. He lived with my family while he got his career off the ground. He was the brother that my brother always wanted. Beau and I talked about marriage, babies, and sitting on the front porch one day with wrinkly genitalia and not-so-wrinkly dentures.

			Friends?

			“Wait…this is her?” Griffin asks. “The high school girlfriend?” He swivels his gaze to meet mine. His brown eyes pierce like a sword through my chest. My stomach drops. “You’re the ex.”

			Mortification squeaks down my spine like ice.

			No. No no no.

			I thought my relationship with Beau was forgotten by the world. That I was forgotten. I prefer it that way. But I guess nobody truly forgets how the sad hometown girl got dumped. I wonder if I’m a cautionary tale. Beau’s ex who’s a clinger. A star banger.

			The man in the booth across from us is staring.

			I avert my eyes.

			We’re ruining other people’s dinners now.

			Beau tsks. “Should have known.”

			“Known what?” Griffin asks.

			“She has a thing for musicians. Probably talked about me already, huh?”

			Griffin’s jaw flexes. “No.”

			I would laugh if I wasn’t seconds away from vomiting.

			Beau tsks again. “Well, good luck.”

			Yep, definitely gonna vomit.

			“What’s that mean?” Griffin asks.

			“She only dates musicians.” And then he winks. Winks. In an if you catch my drift way.

			Oh God. Not this. Please not this.

			One time. Beau ran into me on a date with another musician one time. I met the guy through a dating app. I didn’t even know he was up and coming. It seemed like he didn’t, either, because he looked genuinely shocked when we were stopped, like, fifty times for an autograph. But that wasn’t why I went on the date. He told me he liked John Hughes movies, and I liked John Hughes movies and—

			Griffin shifts in his seat, raising an arm over the back of the booth. Relaxed. Confident. If only I could absorb some of that right now.

			Be yourself, Finch said.

			Well, there are parts of myself I’d rather bury.

			Beau wasn’t always like this. I don’t know who this man is.

			Griffin sniffs in a cocky, knowing way.

			Oh God, he’s gonna take back this entire dinner. He knows who I am. He doesn’t want to work with me.

			“Well, Beau,” he says. “I’m actually gonna need you to apologize.”

			My body tenses. Somehow that is worse.

			I shake my head. “No, Griffin, he really doesn’t—”

			“Because I don’t tolerate anyone talking like that to my woman.”

			“Your woman?” Beau sneers.

			“Yes. My girlfriend.”

			Just like that, my jaw drops.

			Beau’s jaw drops.

			The man at the table across from ours drops his jaw too.

			Rob is never gonna believe this.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Bozos with Cameras
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			Griffin

			I’ve learned two things tonight: Beverly is a snapshot of everything kind in the world, and Beau is the biggest asshole alive. I knew he’d cheated on someone while on his first tour, but this is that someone? He’s a damn idiot.

			Beau’s pale-blue eyes widen in shock. “Girlfriend?”

			Oh, right. That.

			Jimmy hates that sometimes I just say things. It gets me into trouble. But I feel a little zip of pleasure when Beau’s mouth starts to open and close like that of a gutted fish.

			“Yeah, for a while now,” I confirm, simply because it makes his eye twitch.

			“That’s…news,” Beau says. His gaze jerks to Beverly. “Big news, I’d say.”

			I follow his line of sight to her. But when I meet her green eyes, she’s focused on me instead.

			Beverly wears her expressions like a human cartoon. Even if I hadn’t heard her say We dated, her wide eyes and little breathy scoff at his lie told me everything I needed to know. Now she looks like she’s in shock.

			Friends, my ass.

			She didn’t seem angry. She looked surprised. Hurt.

			I shift uncomfortably in my seat, crossing one ankle over the other knee.

			Maybe I shouldn’t have lied. I don’t know her relationship with Beau. But I didn’t like that he walked up to our table so confidently. I didn’t like that he felt comfortable putting her down in front of someone else, despite having no relationship with me, like she was trash beneath our expensive rock star boots. No wonder she doesn’t trust musicians.

			Beverly swallows, looking down at her lap, then back up to me. She cocks her head to the side in question, as if to ask Well? Now what do we do?

			“Sorry, baby,” I say. “You know I’m a possessive man.”

			Her cheeks flush pink. It’s pretty.

			Beverly is undeniably an attractive woman. The long eyelashes. The soft blond hair and bouncy bangs. Those familiar green eyes that sparkle despite the dark restaurant and the lines underneath, betraying a lack of sleep.

			You and me both.

			Yet she has a gentle curve to her face—in her lips, jaw, and down to her slender neck. She’s soft. But I can also tell that behind it there’s strength, a determination to succeed and to do it her way, the way she feels is right.

			“Yes,” she says slowly. “That’s right. That’s definitely…um, what you are. Possessive. Always have been.” Adding with wide, expressive eyes, a pointed “Baby.”

			The corner of my mouth tilts up.

			Well, she’s not that soft.

			“One of my many flaws,” I agree.

			“Many,” she emphasizes. It sounds more tense than playful. There’s enough uneasiness to make my smile fall and my stomach twist.

			I turn in the booth toward Beau, clearing my throat. “So, I need you to apologize to Beverly.”

			Beau folds his arms across his chest, squinting. “This is…Wow, you’re serious?”

			“Yes, I’m serious that I need to hear that apology.”

			“No, I mean…huh. You’re dating.” He points a finger between us. “You two. Her.”

			My jaw tightens again. I don’t like how he says that.

			Beau scoffs out a laugh and shakes his head. “This is just—”

			Suddenly, a bright light flashes, illuminating the booth and blinding me. I blink through the spots, only to be greeted by another.

			A man’s voice, giddy with excitement, almost giggling through a sentence, asks, “Griffin, when did you start dating?”

			Ah shit.

			The man sitting across the aisle rises from his booth with a camera. The strap tugs on his gangly neck, bunching up the shoulders of his polo tee. The paparazzi knew I was here. Or, just like running into Beau, it’s a terrible twist of fate, as is life in LA sometimes.

			Another camera flash. Another shutter snap.

			“And what’s your name?” the paparazzo asks, pointing his bulky camera at Beverly.

			Blood rushes from my chest up my neck to sizzle at the top of my head.

			They’re absolutely not bringing her into this.

			I rush to stand, stepping in front of the camera right when it flashes again, blocking his view with my body. I grab the lens of his camera in my fist, whipping it down to point at the floor.

			“Watch it before I break your gear.”

			On instinct, he steps back. Smart man.

			I turn around to lean into Beverly’s booth seat. Her palms cover her face. It looks practiced. This must not be her first run-in with the press. I hate that for her.

			“Bev.” I gingerly reach out to remove her hands from her cheeks. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

			“Where are we going?” she murmurs, almost in a whimper. It’s like all the shine in her sunny cheeks was sucked out of her. I don’t like this change of demeanor. Not one bit.

			“Anywhere,” I answer.

			I hold out my opposite hand in assistance. She blinks at it, swallows, then nods, sliding her fingers into my palm. I wrap our hands together, tugging her up from the seat. Shifting my other hand from her forearm to around her waist, I steady her beside me.

			The man’s camera lens is raised and pointed at us again.

			“Griffin, tell us about your secret girlfriend!”

			Secrets. Always after my secrets.

			If Robin could see me now…she’d say she was right. And I couldn’t disagree.

			I grit my jaw and clench my fists. Beverly grabs my flexed forearm.

			“Don’t,” she says quickly. “Let’s just go.”

			I freeze, blinking at her hand trailing away from my forearm as she takes the tension with it. Her eyebrows are raised, nearly hidden under her wispy bangs. Her lips are in a solid line, and she’s staring at me tentatively, like I’m a caged animal she’s taming.

			Did she think I was going to hit him?

			I don’t have time to consider. Another camera flash goes off. She covers her face, but I don’t know if she was quick enough. Her purse slides down her arm. I catch it and sling it over my shoulder.

			“Nice! So protective!” the paparazzo croons. “How did you meet?”

			Another photo snaps.

			I ignore him.

			Beau stands there in shock with his head like a Ping-Pong ball, bouncing between me, Beverly, and the camera. When I tuck Beverly into my side to walk out, he’s in our way, so I shoulder check past him. He stumbles onto his back foot, encased in brown oxfords and high wool socks.

			What a pretentious prick. You’re not at a college; you’re in LA.

			I hurry us down the aisle. Heads poke out from their curtained booths. It’s so dark, I can barely see. Christ, they need more lamps in this place.

			“Griffin?” Beverly murmurs into my chest.

			“Yes?”

			“I have a place we can go where they won’t find us.”

			I don’t ask questions. I admire a woman with a plan. I squeeze her hand in confirmation.

			“I’ll call my driver, and you tell him where to go.”

			I turn around to look at our abandoned table one last time. As we turn the corner, I see Beau talking with the photographer. This is far from over.
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			My driver whisks us away to Beverly’s secret hiding spot. I text Jimmy about the ordeal to see if he can stop any leaks, but a photo of me and Beverly is already on social media making the rounds. Poe, Dom, and Royce all text me in waves of What the hell happened? but I can’t figure out what to tell them. I barely understand it myself.

			Beverly must see the photo, too, because her fingers race across her phone screen. I don’t know who she’s texting—only that it feels like a lot of people because she doesn’t look up once in our thirty-minute drive.

			We journey down roads that slowly become more potholes than street until we stop in front of a dingy little apartment complex. It reminds me of my grandma’s old place, with its stone stairs sprouting weeds and the cracks I’d draw on in chalk.

			Beverly climbs out of the back seat, still focused on her phone. I silently follow her into a side stairwell that doesn’t require a key card and up three flights of stairs with matted-down carpet and the overwhelming smell of mold. We stop outside a bruised door, and Beverly finally tucks her phone into her pocket, ignoring a buzz as she wiggles the key in the lock. It doesn’t open until she shoves her shoulder into the door.

			Inside, the two of us enter through a small kitchenette. At first, it seems to transition into a big living room. But then I realize it’s actually the only room. A bare mattress is in the corner. A single doorway on the left leads to a tiled bathroom (fine, there are technically two rooms). In the middle of the bare floor are two large suitcases. One is propped open. Familiar blue feathers poke out.

			“I know this guy,” I say, taking a stroll over and then crouching down to see Bernie Bird in all his glory, beak open and lounging on top of rolled-up skirts and corduroy pants.

			Beverly gives a weak smile, then shuts the door behind us, locks the dead bolt, and pulls out her phone once more.

			“Is this your place?” I ask.

			“Only for another day,” she says. “Figured this would be safer. The guy won’t think to look here. And, if somehow he does, it won’t really matter.”

			Beverly lets out a deep sigh and tosses her phone onto the counter. It buzzes again. She doesn’t answer.

			I lift an eyebrow. “You all right?”

			“I’m fine,” she says. “Just…my family group chat is blowing up.”

			“Because of the photos?”

			“Yeah. My nana thinks you’re cute, by the way.”

			I scratch my fingers over my beard. “Good to know.”

			She sighs and shakes her hair off her neck. The scent of grapefruit wafts over before she walks away, toward the window facing the street. She leans closer to the glass as she pulls her hair up into a ponytail. It’s messy now, just like her wind-blown bangs brushing over her forehead.

			“Where’d your driver go?” she asks.

			I avert my eyes from her delicate wrists turning and flexing as she ties off her hair.

			“He wanders,” I say, staring at the bare carpet. “He’ll be back whenever I call him.”

			“Fancy.”

			“It balances out the whole paparazzi thing.”

			When she doesn’t respond, I look up at her again. She’s already watching me as her hands curl by her sides, absentmindedly chipping at nail polish with her thumb. Her ponytail sways behind her, driven by the slight bouncing on her knee.

			“Do secret photographers happen often?” she asks.

			“Yes,” I admit. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said…” I sigh. I should have known there might be paparazzi there. “I didn’t like how different you looked after Beau came over. I acted a bit quickly. I’m sorry for that.”

			To my surprise, she laughs, walking over to the open suitcase and sitting down beside it. “The look on Beau’s face after you said that was worth it.” She traces her fingers over Bernie Bird, stroking feather by feather. “If this goes viral, it’s gonna drive him crazy. I bet he even gets messages from home. He’d love that.”

			There’s sarcasm. She’s feisty. She may as well be playing with a knot in my chest with how much it tightens.

			“It will,” I say. “Go viral, I mean.”

			“I figured. That tends to be our trend together.”

			She’s taking this in stride better than I thought she would.

			I hop up onto the empty kitchen counter and lean forward with my forearms on my thighs as I link my fingers together.

			“What happened there?” I ask. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

			“With Beau?”

			“Yeah.”

			She sighs, her shoulders rising to her ears. “Typical breakup. Nothing huge.”

			I have a feeling that’s not entirely the truth. I heard his ex was his high school sweetheart. Beau’s answer confirmed they at least knew each other then. Beverly’s confirms their romantic history. Two halves of the same truth.

			“I can push my manager to get those photos taken down,” I say. “If you’re worried it’ll bother him.”

			She sniffs, toying with the feathers. “No, let it.”

			“Let it?”

			“Let people believe whatever they want.” A small smile rises onto her cheeks. It’s mischievous. It’s weird how quickly new nerves bounce through me, from my heart down to my fingertips to the point where I need to flex them out.

			I chuckle. “You’re serious?”

			“Unless it bothers you? To have people think you’re dating me?”

			I’ve never had a fake girlfriend before. In fact, I’ve avoided those publicity stunts like the plague whenever Jimmy’s tried to pitch them. But I’ll happily keep this charade going if it keeps her smiling like that.

			“No,” I answer. “Doesn’t bother me at all.”

			She hums to herself. Beverly seems so gentle in this moment, even though her own thoughts churn on a loud wheel. I can tell by how her lips twitch. Her eyes suddenly narrow, like an unpleasant thought made its way in. I wonder what she might be remembering.

			Maybe the way I spoke before thinking.

			Maybe how she gripped my forearm.

			Beverly doesn’t know me. I get irritated by the press, sure. I’m definitely testy. But that doesn’t mean I’m irrational. Hurtful. I’d never swing.

			“I wasn’t going to punch the camera guy, by the way,” I murmur. “Or push or…if that’s what you thought.”

			Her eyes whip to mine, darting over my face. I stiffen under her gaze. What does she see? The way my skin feels like it’s crawling inside itself? My bandmates and how they can’t find work because of me? Does she see Robin? Ava?

			But Beverly simply nods. “Okay. I believe you.”

			And that’s that.

			No arguments of Then why did you seem like you were going to hit him?

			Just a simple Okay.

			The weight of my forearms presses into my knees. My beating heart pounds down to my fingertips.

			“Thank you” is all I can find to say.

			She gives a slight smile but doesn’t linger. “Um, by the way…I leave tomorrow.”

			Cue record scratch.

			“You what?”

			She winces. “I’m sorry. I should have mentioned it.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“Home,” she says. “Well, my hometown,” she amends, as if it’s not the same thing. She gestures to Bernie Bird. “I kind of spent all my savings on this guy here.” She takes his arm and waves it in my direction. It’s sweet. “I can’t stay in LA. I know that might make our process a bit slower. But we can always do video calls. And—”

			“I’ll just come with you.”

			Beverly freezes. “What?”

			I close my eyes, frustrated at my own impulsiveness. Maybe I shouldn’t have invited myself. But I need this gig. I need to work with her. And I’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen. And anywhere must be better than a place where random camera guys stalk me while I’m working or where I have to circle the block a time or two so that I’m not followed.

			“I could come with you,” I say, a bit more of a suggestion this time.

			She blinks. “You don’t even know me.”

			“I’ve lived on a tour bus with strangers who became my best friends. This can’t be much different.”

			A slow smile rises on her cheeks. “Are we gonna become best friends, Griffin Harvey?”

			“Maybe,” I answer. “I’m sorry, by the way. I’ve been told I’m…uh…blunt. What I meant to say is that I need to work on my music. Getting out of town to focus wouldn’t be a bad idea. How long do you plan to be there?”

			“I have to pitch in March. So…assuming that goes well…I guess until then.”

			“I can do that,” I answer. “I go on tour mid-March.”

			Beverly cocks her head in thought. I almost enjoy watching her brain churn. Like I can see the gears shifting through each saw of her teeth over her bottom lip.

			“You’re serious,” she says.

			“I think I’d like to be somewhere else for a while,” I say. “Away from bozos with cameras—”

			She grins. “Bozos?”

			“Bozos stalking me in restaurants,” I finish with a half smirk. “A place to breathe.”

			She blows out a breath, puffing out her cheeks. “Well…my hometown would be the place.”

			There seems to be a lot loaded in that heavy exhale. “Is that a bad thing?”

			“I mean…it kinda closes for the winter?” It comes out like a question.

			“Closes?”

			“We’re in the mountains, so it gets a little iffy to go to the top after about November. People can go. It’s not like we close the roads. But not a lot of tourists drop by, so we close pretty much every business. It’s a ghost town.”

			A ghost town. Now that’s not a bad idea. A town without people to gawk. Without cameras.

			Just me, Ava, and my music.

			“So if you’re looking for a place to escape…” she continues, letting the words fade with a shrug.

			“That would be perfect, actually.”

			She searches my face again, like she’s looking for a lie. After a few moments, she crosses her arms over her chest. “Okay.”

			There it is again. That okay.

			Okay, I believe you.

			Okay, I trust you.

			“Well,” she says. “It’s also January, so it’ll be cold.”

			I shrug. “Not a problem.”

			She shakes her head again. “You’re really serious, aren’t you?”

			“If you are.”

			“No, no, no,” she says with her hands up, laughing. “This is on you. Are you really gonna pack up your whole life to move home with me?”

			We could. My life is me and Ava and nothing else.

			And then it hits me: Beverly would have to know about Ava.

			I don’t know why I didn’t consider that earlier, but for some reason, a part of me thinks…I can trust Beverly. I can trust this woman who is simply trying to revive a children’s show.

			I trust her because she trusts me.

			“Yes,” I answer. “I’d move with you.”

			She sputters out, “Well, you can’t live with me.”

			The sentence shoots out of her so fast that my chest constricts.

			“I promise I had no plans to shack up with you,” I say.

			Her face flushes pink. “No, I mean, I’m living with my parents. You literally can’t move in with me. I didn’t think that you’d…that we would…”

			“Me neither.”

			“We just met,” she says. “You don’t even know me.”

			“But I’m serious about this.”

			“Are you ever not serious?”

			I huff out air through my nose. “Sometimes.”

			She twists her lips to the side.

			“Okay,” she finally says. “Okay.” She sighs and holds her hands up. “Okay. I mean, I can’t stop you.”

			And even though her words are dismissive, she has that little smile back. Then the room just…quiets. There’s an unspoken shift, as if we got away with something, like skipping school or borrowing our parents’ car. I return her smile, admiring how her long, delicate fingers trace over Bernie Bird’s feathers.

			“Bernie plays favorites, by the way,” she says.

			“Does he?”

			“He might be mean until he gets to know you.”

			“Don’t you control what he says?”

			“Absolutely not,” she says. “He has a mind of his own.”

			Beverly might be one of the more fascinating people I’ve ever met.

			“So,” she says. “How long do we hide from the paparazzi for?”

			I almost forgot about that. The man at the restaurant seems so inconsequential now.

			I’m leaving town. I’m going somewhere new—somewhere secluded—where I can write and explore and be with my daughter.

			Goose bumps shiver down my forearms. I clench my fists tighter together.

			Beverly needs to know about Ava sooner rather than later. Realistically, I should get her to sign an NDA first, but Beverly doesn’t seem like the NDA-required type. Jimmy will kill me for ignoring paperwork, but Jimmy won’t be around the next few weeks—or months, who knows—to chastise me anyway.

			“You should know something,” I say.

			“About the paparazzi?”

			“No, about me.”

			“All right…” she says, her tone shifting into skepticism.

			“When I go, I won’t be alone.”

			Her lips dip into a frown.

			“You’re seeing someone,” she announces so matter-of-factly that just the idea has my heart sinking.

			“I have a daughter.”

			Her head jerks back, as if the sentence bumped into her.

			“Oh” is all I get. Those blond eyelashes flutter; then she squints. “Wait, you’re a dad?”

			“Nobody knows.” I hop down off the counter and take a tentative step forward. “Nobody, Beverly.” I don’t miss the slight shiver in her shoulders at me saying her name as I come close to towering over her. Maybe I’m intimidating her, so I halt mid-step. “My daughter means the world to me. And you can’t tell anyone, understand?”

			“I would never,” she says plainly.

			“I know.” I don’t know, but I have a feeling.

			Ava and I haven’t met someone new as a team since she arrived in LA one year ago. It’s always Ava with the nanny. Never Ava and Griffin Harvey. It can never be that way. So this—this confession—steels my nerves and makes every passing second feel like a heated spotlight over my head.

			Did I make the wrong decision?

			Would Robin be upset?

			Beverly focuses on me again. Her green eyes are always searching. I don’t like how she looks like a surgeon with a scalpel, cutting apart to find the core of me.

			She stands up, and her hand shoots out toward mine. “I promise I’ll keep it our secret. I’ll shake on it.”

			Her eyes are hardened, and it might be the most serious I’ve seen her so far.

			I reach out to engulf her hand in mine. The tips of her fingers are rougher than I expect as she shakes my hand with vigor.

			“I promise,” she repeats.

			Without thinking, I nod and say exactly what she’s said to me so far: “Okay.”

			Okay, I believe you.

			I trust you.

			“And thank you,” I add, and maybe I hold on for too long—or maybe she does—because suddenly both of us drop our hands at the same time.

			She finally smiles, and I return it.

			“So,” I say. “Tell me where I’m vacationing.”

			“Elk Grove, North Carolina. Pancake capital of the world.”

			“Really?”

			“No.”

			“Fantastic.”
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				Chapter Seven

				Pancake Capital of the World
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			Beverly

			The wind whips against my face as I wait outside Asheville Regional Airport with a fresh cup of coffee in my hand and the bite of January on my nose. It’s a jarring shift from the warm winter in California to the ravaging gnaws of freezing wind in a North Carolina New Year. What was once light bomber jacket weather is now thick faux fur coat hanging down to my knees type of weather.

			A succinct, squeaky honk raises my attention to a minivan at the end of the airport’s pickup line. Through the windshield’s vignette of condensation, my dad’s bearded face grins out at me. I return the smile, feeling like a kid again as I hurry over, my backpack key chains rattling against the zipper, and the two massive suitcases in my freezing palms bumping over the sidewalk.

			He opens the driver’s-side door and rounds the front, then pulls me into a tight hug.

			“Hey there, sugar.” His words have that familiar drawling lilt as they croak, muffled in my hair. He grips my shoulders. “Let me get a look at you. Ah. Pretty as always.” He sighs in faux disappointment. “But still not tan. What’s that California sun ever done for you?”

			I look him over as well. All Dad’s head hair has officially migrated down to his chin and cheeks, but I knew that from our last video call together. What the low-quality phone camera couldn’t show was the tiny lines beside his eyes that have gained new friends or the way his once brown beard has more salt and pepper than before.

			Since moving to California five years ago, I’ve only returned to North Carolina for the holidays or occasional weekends when we’re between shooting schedules or performances. I didn’t get the chance to return for Christmas last month, since Flock Workshop was in the last stages of shuttering its doors. I force a smile. I don’t like that I can see the slipping time now.

			A car behind ours honks. The minivan’s side door slides open, and my nana’s puff of dyed red hair pokes out.

			“Let’s get going, Glenn! Before I start picking fights.” Her playful grin beams over to me. “Come on, Bevvy.”

			Bevvy.

			The only people who have ever called me that are Finch, Grandpa, and Nana. Finch would be happy to know that his best friend’s widow is still sticking with tradition.

			“In the car, you two!” she yells. The impatient car honks again. Nana waves them around us with a “Well, go on!”

			My nana, Alice Jones Starling—keeping her maiden name as her middle, thank you very much—is the type of woman who keeps tasks moving. Grandpa always deferred to her as the matriarch of our household. He was a cautionary admirer of his wife, who still functions like a tornado, even now at seventy-five.

			Dad pats my shoulders with a final smile and grabs both my suitcases. I follow him to the van, parting ways at the open sliding door as he rolls the bags around back.

			Nana engulfs me into a hug through the open door, smelling like her usual mix of her floral perfume and vanilla lotion.

			“All right, come on, come on,” she says, coaxing me in. I hunch and crawl inside the van. It’s stuffy from the dry heat and too many bodies. Rustling limbs and swishing coats. A panting dog.

			“Let’s make some room,” Nana says. “Rob, would you take her backpack?”

			“I’m a little busy!”

			My brother’s knobby knees pull up to his chest in the back seat as he grips Pudge’s collar. Rob’s aptly named portly basset hound tugs against his hold, struggling his way between the middle seats and toward me.

			“Oh my God, when did you get so lanky?” I ask, watching Rob’s arms stretch out to pull Pudge’s torso backward. Rob and I are eighteen years apart—his fourteen to my thirty-two. He was a late-in-life, totally unplanned but beloved baby. I guess that’s what happens when your parents never let the spark fade. I try not to think about it too much.

			Nana shifts in her seat as I bypass her for the opposite one. I twist to make sure my backpack hits the front passenger seat—filled with various diner supplies—instead of her.

			“Okay, I can take that now,” Rob offers, reaching out. I slide off my backpack, holding out my coffee so it doesn’t drop, and pass the bag to him. Pudge immediately rubs his nose over it.

			“And I’m not lanky,” Rob adds with a grin.

			“Tell that to your elbows—ow!”

			One accidentally protrudes into my shoulder as he murmurs, “Sorry.”

			“Settle on in,” Nana says, reaching across the center aisle to slide up the other middle seat’s arm. She shuts the sliding door, and suddenly my coat feels like it’s swaddling me in sweaty heat.

			Dad opens the trunk, and cold air whips through like a wind tunnel.

			Rob leans forward between the middle seats. Pudge’s drooling jowls coat his knee in slobber.

			“You have to tell me everything about Griffin Harvey.”

			I buckle my seat belt as I fumble out a laughing “What? I just got here. Dad’s not even driving yet.”

			I don’t know if I’m ready to talk about Griffin. My brain is still tired from travel. Probably because I spent the entire flight thinking about him.

			“Our little superstar,” Dad calls from the open trunk.

			“Oh, let’s not,” I say, wincing.

			“But you’re all over social media,” Rob says, already extending his phone toward me.

			I don’t look. I’ve seen these pictures everywhere. Griffin’s hulking body attempting, and failing, to shield me from the flash of a camera. His palm on my waist. My purse slung over his shoulder. Our bright faces illuminated in a flash, accentuating the dark circles under my eyes.

			Rob waves the phone again, as if prompting me to look.

			“Yeah, I know,” I say with a laugh. “I was kinda there.”

			“When’s he coming over? You didn’t tell me on our last—”

			“Probably in a few days.”

			My dad heaves the last suitcase and slams the trunk closed. He run-jogs his way to the driver’s seat.

			Rob asks, “So, is Griffin Harvey gonna be at our house a lot?”

			I shrug. “Maybe.”

			“Is he your business partner now?”

			“Uh, sort of?”

			“Y’know, I think that Griffin Harvey—”

			Nana lets out a mix of a laugh and a sigh. “You don’t have to always say his full name, Robert. Now sit back and get that dog of yours under control.”

			Rob groans in a petulant teen way, buckling himself in and patting Pudge on the head.

			I catch Nana’s eye. She winks. I return a sheepish smile and a silent Thank you.

			Dad buckles in. “We all locked and loaded?” he asks, meeting my eyes in the rearview.

			“Dad, can we drop by a rest stop for Pudge?” Rob calls from the back seat, barely audible over Pudge’s heavy breaths and whines. “He’s probably gotta pee.”

			My dad puts on his turn signal. “You got it, boss.”

			“They’re gonna honk again,” Nana says.

			“They can honk all they want, but I ain’t moving any faster.” Dad steers into the other lane.

			The next ten minutes are a jumble of layered sentences and misused turn signals and Nana’s “Well, that wasn’t very nice, was it?” as we transition from concrete and sidewalks to an interstate lined with trees.

			“Here’s another one,” Rob says, holding out his phone toward me.

			I wince, having not seen this photo yet. It’s similar to all the others, though; I look flustered, and Griffin looks angry.

			“Griffin Harvey isn’t really a jerk, is he?” Rob asks in a whisper, as if trying not to let Nana hear. Like Finch’s, Nana’s hearing aid is better than my ears, so I know she catches it. She doesn’t say anything.

			I sigh. “No. He’s not.”

			“I didn’t think so,” Rob continues. “Just reporters wanting headlines, I bet. Also, uh, whoa. I didn’t know he had a sister! Way to drop that bomb on us.”

			“Yeah…me neither,” I say with a cringe. I’m a terrible liar. So, so terrible.

			I expect a lot of questions now that I’m buddy-buddy with Griffin. I have questions of my own, honestly. Mostly, how in the world did Griffin Harvey keep something as groundbreaking as a child a secret from the world? I was thorough in my online searches. I couldn’t find a single sniff of a rumor about Griffin being a dad. Is she his biological child? How old is she? Who is the mother?

			It doesn’t matter what I know because, as far as my family is concerned, she’s the forgotten Harvey. Griffin’s little sister. I promised I wouldn’t tell a soul, and I keep my promises. But it’s impossible to excuse an additional human being, so I did what I could with what I had.

			“Have you met her?” Nana asks.

			“Not yet.”

			“I can’t believe he’s coming here,” Rob breathes, flicking through his phone. “Griffin Harvey is so cool. Is he friends with Beau? Were y’all hanging out or something? It looks like you were talking in this photo and—”

			“Let me see that,” Nana says, holding out her palm. Rob passes his phone to her, and then she drops it in the cupholder up front.

			“Nana!” he yelps.

			Only my parents, Nana, and Uncle Greg know the gritty details of Beau’s and my breakup two years ago. Rob heard things at school due to the viral video, but the clip was so out of context and contradictory to his image of Beau that I think it only confused him. Rob’s only talked to me about it once.

			“Are you still friends?” he asked. His worried twelve-year-old eyes killed me.

			“We’ll always be some sort of friends,” I answered.

			Beau was the brother Rob never had, leaving him almost as heartbroken as me. As a family, we try not to trash Beau in front of Rob, but we do change the subject often.

			“Nana’s right,” Dad says from the front seat. “Let’s be more present, son. Now, Bev, tell us all about the show and your plans.”

			I dive into the details of my pitch process. I tell them about the research I’ll need to do, the new scripts I’ll need to write, and how Griffin will be making the music.

			Eventually, Rob leans in again. “So how close are you with Griffin Harvey? I know he’s not your actual boyfriend…right?”

			“That was just for the press,” I confirm. “There’s nothing going on.”

			“Good,” he says.

			I laugh. “Good?”

			“He’s just so much cooler than you.”

			I gasp and playfully reach behind to push his knee. He’s not exactly wrong, though.

			“Well, I think you’re the coolest cat in Elk Grove, sugar,” Dad says, looking at me through the rearview mirror.

			“Thanks, Dad.”

			“But Griffin Harvey’s here now,” Rob counters.

			“And he’s not cooler than your sister.”

			“Can we just treat him like a normal person?” I ask, holding up my hands.

			“Yes,” Nana responds. “We will welcome him with a smile on our faces and dinner on our table.”

			My cheeks heat. “Oh, I don’t think he needs to be with us for dinner or anything.”

			I can only imagine Griffin hearing Uncle Greg’s dissertation on how the US imports bananas or enduring Rob’s questions about his next album.

			“Yes, he’s coming to dinner,” Nana argues. “While he’s in town, he’s family.”

			Dad smiles. “Your boyfriend is moving into town, and we don’t give him dinner? What a scandal.”

			“Dad,” I groan.

			Rob leans in. “So, like, what’s his real name?”

			I shrug. “Griffin?”

			“No, his real name,” Rob says, “ ‘Griffin Harvey’ has gotta be fake, right? Like a stage name?”

			“I bet it’s something average,” Dad throws in. “Paul? George? John?”

			I laugh. “Are you just naming the Beatles?”

			“Gotta start somewhere.”

			But the question settles in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t even consider that “Griffin Harvey” would be a fake name. Now that I think about it, that name definitely sounds super made-up. Why wouldn’t he have a stage name? He does have a fake girlfriend, after all.

			“As far as I know, his name is Griffin,” I say.

			“As far as you know?” Dad asks.

			“Well, we’re not actually dating.”

			“Don’t tell that to Maria,” he says, blowing out a breath. “She was excited you’d finally moved on. Might break her old heart to hear that’s not true.”

			My head jerks back. “God, is she still alive?” Maria runs the general store. Those jars of jam and peppers will live on long after she does. Except now I’m not so sure.

			Rob stretches out in the back seat. “Alive now. Head is still in 2019.”

			“Lucky,” Nana murmurs.

			“Be kind to her,” Dad says to me. “She only wants the best for you and whoever your future husband is.”

			Nana scoffs. “Oh, who cares about her feelings? She stole my buggy the other day.”

			Dad laughs. “Nana.”

			Nana leans back with crossed arms and tosses me another secret wink.

			“Speaking of—Maria’s planning a town hall soon,” Nana says. “She has plans for some winter farmers’ market thing.” She waves it off. “I don’t know.”

			Elk Grove and their town halls…

			Rob leans in. “Do you think they need a band to play at the farmers’ market?”

			“Wait, since when are you in a band?” I ask.

			He shrugs with a sheepish smile. “This year. Me and a couple guys started up one.”

			“I’m sure they can get Polished Shoes on deck,” Dad says, smiling in the rearview.

			“Polished Shoes?” I ask.

			Rob clears his throat. “Yeah, it’s really nothing big.”

			Nana nods. “I’ll see what we can do. So, are you up for it, Bevvy?”

			I blink back to Nana. “For what? I don’t play an instrument.”

			“For the town hall. Maybe even with Polished Shoes.”

			Rob holds out his hands. “Wait, no, we’d wanna perform at the farmers’ market! Not the town hall.”

			“Uh, yeah, sure,” I say. “I can do a town hall whenever.”

			It feels weird settling back into a town routine. It’s like Elk Grove is frozen in time, up on a mountain, all on its own.

			Nana pats my knee, and I jump. She smiles. “Don’t worry. I won’t put you through that yet. Maybe the next town hall.”

			After another thirty minutes, we finally exit the interstate. Then it’s miles of brick warehouses, mechanic shops, and car lots, all heading toward a distant silhouette of mountains. We dwindle down from three-lane roads to two then one. Finally, the trees swallow us whole.

			Grass.

			Trees.

			More trees.

			There’s an occasional country store. A gas station that may or may not be abandoned.

			Winding roads and guardrails.

			Out of nowhere, the specter of the mountain range is no longer distant but surrounding us, like we’ve emerged in the middle of an ancient, primeval forest and crossed the boundary to a new world. Trees stand like walls on both sides of our lone minivan. There are yellow birches and mountain maple trees with ochre leaves clinging to mostly bare branches. Pads of melted snow stick to grass. Hills of layered trees give the forest a look of a rising tsunami, cresting up, up, up to the mountain peak with its lone blinking radio tower.

			My ears pop when I swallow as we ascend the mountain’s incline. Every switchback has my head swimming. To our left is an open valley, with the drop-off getting steeper as we rise.

			“I’m not going down again for months,” Nana says.

			Dad chuckles. “Guess I’ll get the groceries, then.”

			Nana leans across the van and smacks a kiss on my cheek. “Didn’t you miss this, Bevvy?”

			A weak smile pulls at my lips, but my stomach lurches. And one additional switchback doesn’t help.
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				Griffin: On my way

			

			Three days pass, and time stretches painfully.

			It’s weird being home again at thirty-two years old. My childhood bedroom now doubles as Mom’s craft room. Walls that were once neon purple and covered in theater posters are now adorned with pink floral wallpaper and gold-framed cross-stitch art.

			The bed—my current makeshift office—is the only space that still feels like it’s mine. The twin bed is piled with open notebooks and abandoned colored pencils. Steak, our calico cat with a perpetual stink face, is curled at the end of the mattress. He hates everyone but my mom, but I guess beggars can’t be choosers when I’m the only one awake. My ancient laptop is thrown on the sliver of bed space remaining beside me in hopes it’ll cool down from being on all night. My in-progress Birds on the Block script is brightly lit.

			I fell asleep working again and went right back to it once I woke up. I’ve stopped only a couple of times to check my phone.

			
				Griffin: ETA 1 hour

			

			My fingers freeze. I inhale. Exhale. Then send a thumbs-up emoji.

			Smooth.

			Griffin Harvey is coming over so we can make a production plan for the next two months. It’ll be the first time he sets foot in my childhood home. I look around at my unmade bed. My unpacked suitcase open on the floor. Bernie Bird sitting in my mom’s sewing chair.

			I need to clean.

			I set my work aside and shuffle to the kitchen. I grab a big mug probably meant for soup and instead pour the leftover coffee until it’s emptied of every drop from my parents’ remaining brew this morning.

			As I sip, I notice a small note, scrawled in jagged cursive, on the counter.

			At the diner with your parents. Be back later.

			Love,

			Nana

			I sputter into my coffee.

			No, Nana was supposed to be here when Griffin arrived. We were supposed to break the ice with him as a team.

			Maybe she got the dates wrong. Maybe she forgot he was coming over today.

			I feel like I’m burning up.

			I slide open the porch door. My toes sting against the chilly wood when I step onto our second-story balcony. A low fog conceals the tops of the firs standing sentry around our log house. It’s so quiet. Only whistling wind and creaking branches.

			Normally I’m surrounded by the sound of shoes pounding up and down stairs in my apartment building, or of car horns honking, or sirens from the occasional emergency vehicle turning down the street outside my window. But in Elk Grove during winter break, Rob sleeps until noon, recovering from long nights practicing with his band, and my parents open their pancake house before the sun rises. Even Nana is gone, despite usually being in the living room by now.

			Nana used to live in the refurbished garage apartment out back. I have distinct memories of her shuffling across the yard in her bathrobe, but after Grandpa died, she moved into the spare room across the hall from mine.

			I head back inside and spot the scribbled note from Nana again. I check the time. And then Griffin’s text.

			I only have one hour to clean.

			Dishes are piled up in the kitchen sink. The floors have little paw prints near the sliding glass door. Dusty family pictures hang in the hall, and I guess they’re not too embarrassing, but then—

			Right next to the hallway, there’s a family photo with all of us and Beau. Or it used to be Beau. Now his face is removed, and a cutout of Pudge is glued in its place. I look around. There are more pictures of Beau and me—theater camps and graduation—that have become fake memories with Pudge instead. My mom even added a little scrapbook bowtie.

			Despite closing the sliding glass door, I feel colder.

			Maybe we could join Nana at the diner. At eight o’clock on a Saturday and with the weather this cold, nobody will be there except my parents and Nana anyway. Maybe Uncle Greg.

			We could get breakfast. Gradually get acquainted again.

			No problem.

			Honestly, it’s even better this way.

			I shoot a quick text to Griffin, then head back to my room.

			
				Beverly: Let me send you the address to our local diner instead. Pancake capital of the world!
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			Elk Grove, North Carolina, is a blink and you miss it type of town. We’re mostly known for bikers zooming through during the summer or tourist families stopping for a bathroom break on their way to a more exciting destination.

			Our sort of downtown consists of three brick buildings—a bookstore, a thrift shop / antique store, and a post office—across from a fenced-in lookout. On clear days, the view is stunning. On foggy days, the view is still stunning.

			Beyond the brick buildings, a single blinking yellow light indicates the edge of town, where, on a small patch of tiny plateaued incline, my parents’ squat yellow diner sits.

			It should be empty.

			Except it’s not.

			Cars line the makeshift gravel parking spots along the side of the road, and my stomach clenches.

			Oh no.

			I rumble my rickety station wagon into one of two spaces remaining. I shut off the engine and peer through the windows of Momma’s Pancake House.

			My heart sinks.

			Because I see everyone. And I mean everyone.

			Maria sits at the breakfast bar next to Tom, our local mechanic. Opposite him is Eddie, our postman, and Fran, my former English teacher. A booth near the window holds my retired pediatrician. In the one next to it is a familiar face, maybe from high school theater?

			Please don’t tell me this is—

			An A-frame whiteboard outside the front stoop reads January Town Hall! Free coffee, free opinions.

			Oh God.

			My phone buzzes.

			
				Griffin: Ten minutes out (Sent with Car Assist)

			

			Is it too late to tell him to turn around?

			I already know that answer, though. On these winding mountain roads, it’d be asking for trouble. So how do I explain this mess to him? He’s gonna think I lured him here. That I immediately thrust him in the town spotlight.

			I step out of my car. Windy, dry air whistles past, blowing my bangs out of place and tangling them with the rest of my hair whipping around my neck. I pull everything into a ponytail as I crunch across the lot.

			When I open the chipped yellow door and step inside, a bell dings. Heads turn in my direction. Even though the old-fashioned jukebox in the corner still croons John Denver, the rest of the conversation goes silent.

			Finally, someone calls out, “Beverly!”

			It signals the rest of the diner to rush me too.

			“Your momma said you’d be back in town!”

			“Oh my God, look at you!”

			I’m immediately engulfed in a hug from someone beside me. It turns out to be Eddie. “Hey, kiddo.”

			“How have you been, Bev?” Fran, still looking the picture-perfect image of an English teacher, complete with a cardigan and pearls, sits beside him with a steaming cup of coffee. “How’s LA?”

			“Good, good” is all I can think to say. I stiffen as more eyes find me. The weight of their gazes presses me deeper and deeper into the checkered tile floor.

			“Did you move home for good?” someone else asks. “Did it not work out?”

			A laugh bubbles out of me. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t want to.

			I shake my head. “No, just working on some personal projects.”

			My mom appears from the back, rag in hand and a beaming grin across her cheeks. “All right, y’all, leave her alone.” Momma laughs with the same smile I see in the mirror, save for some extra wrinkles. Her blond hair is lighter than mine, shimmering even more now that silver has sprung from her roots.

			“Aw, c’mon, we’re just asking questions,” Eddie says. “Catching up.”

			Momma purses her lips, looking so much like Nana.

			“Only ask the good ones, y’hear?” she says, slapping out the rag to nudge his coat.

			Momma is no nonsense. Always has been. Cheryl Lark likes working, walking on trails, and scrapbooking. I’ve never even seen her reminisce over scrapbooks when she finishes, almost like she’s tucking the memories away to clear her mind for more. Cheryl Lark doesn’t have time for nostalgia.

			When she strides away with her notepad, Maria takes the opportunity to snag my arm.

			“Hi, sweetie. I hear you’ve got a new boyfriend.”

			My stomach drops. I feel like I’m driving up those mountain switchbacks all over again.

			I force a smile and shrug. “Oh. Just…I don’t know.”

			Don’t break her heart completely.

			I’m normally so confident, but being back here feels like being sixteen again.

			“I thought you and Beau were still a thing,” Fran throws in. “He’s mighty impressive. What with winning awards and all that.”

			“He does win awards, I guess,” I agree.

			I want to crawl into a hole and die. Shovel me in with dirt. You know what? I’ll even go alive.

			The restroom door swings out, and Nana shuffles over the threshold, bundled in her marshmallow coat. Her lips part in shock at the sight of me.

			“Bevvy?”

			I walk over and loop my hand through the crook of her arm, leaning in to mutter, “This is a town hall. Why didn’t you tell me this was a town hall?”

			“Didn’t think that detail mattered.”

			“I should not be here,” I say through gritted teeth.

			“Then why are you here?”

			“I’m meeting Griffin.”

			Her eyes widen. “That’s today?”

			“Yes,” I whine.

			She nods to herself as if thinking, then finally says, “You know what? That’s completely fine. We’ll figure it out.” She pats my hand. “Maybe it’s good you’re here. We have lots to talk about.”

			“But Griffin is—”

			“I know, and—”

			“What can I get you, Ma?” my mom asks.

			“Coffee,” she says, leading us to an empty booth. “For me and Bev.”

			I smile despite my blood pressure rising. She knows coffee is the way to my heart.

			We take our seats across from each other, and I remove my thick coat, then set it on the seat beside me. “Now,” she says, all business. “This is all going to be fine. How far away is Griffin?”

			“Probably five minutes.”

			Her eyes widen. “Oh, shoot. Okay, I mean, yes, that’s good. That’s good.” She’s repeating herself, as if now parsing the situation on overdrive.

			“Is it?” I near-hiss.

			The kitchen door kicks open. Uncle Greg emerges from the back with two cups of coffee nearly overflowing. He wears a tie-dyed shirt and cargo pants. His messy blond hair is in a hair net that looks more like a bird’s nest.

			“Hey, you made it!” he says. His face falls. “Wait, I thought you didn’t want to attend a town hall. Isn’t the musician guy coming today?”

			I place my thumbs on my temples and churn into my skin.

			What have I done?

			“Okey dokey, then,” he says. “Existential-crisis time. Good to know. Well, I’ve got your coffee.”

			My Uncle Greg always jumped from job to job when I was younger. He has degrees in both art and poultry science and somehow always found work, but I couldn’t tell you what he did. After his divorce, he decided to work full-time at the diner. Painting and chickens are for happy people, he once told me. That was five years ago, though. Now, Uncle Greg is the happiest person I know.

			He slides the cups onto the table, along with my usual pile of sugar packets. Before I can take a sip, my phone buzzes.

			
				Griffin: It says I’m here (Sent with Car Assist)

			

			Oh God.

			I look out the window, expecting to see him like a poltergeist haunting me, but there’s only fogged glass.

			
				Beverly: The diner is past the brick buildings.

			

			Fran sighs wistfully from the bar. “Gosh, this brings me back.”

			“What does?” Nana asks.

			“Well, I remember when Bev came in here all the time.” She nods to me, pointing a finger. “Her and Beau. Always up to something.”

			Beau again.

			From behind the counter, my mom’s lips purse. “Well, they’re much older now. They’re not together.”

			“Oh, don’t remind me!” Maria chimes in from her stool. “They were always attached at the hip, even outside of school. He wasn’t as much of a coffee drinker as you were, though.”

			I shift in my seat, butt squeaking over the pleather. “Yeah, well…”

			My phone buzzes.

			
				Griffin: I see it now (Sent with Car Assist)

			

			“You and Beau would have made such cute babies, though,” Maria says.

			“Maria, please,” Momma says from behind the counter. “It’s been two years. She’s moving on.”

			Moving.

			Not moved.

			Because I’m not dating.

			My body tenses. My throat feels like it’s in pain.

			“Oh,” Maria sighs. “But you are, aren’t you! You’re with that man. What’s his name…”

			A pitch-black SUV rumbles around a winding road. The windows are heavily tinted. Is that level of tint even legal?

			My heart catches.

			Fran pouts. “I really thought you and Beau would make it.”

			“Oh, me too,” Maria agrees. “But there’s that new musician…my goodness, what is his name?”

			“You and Beau were really cute together.”

			“You two, so help me—” Nana warns.

			And somehow, some way, a sentence leaves my mouth before I can stop it.

			“Well, Maria’s right. I’m with someone else now, so…it doesn’t really matter what Beau and I looked like.”

			And of course, that’s when the jukebox ends. That awful span of time when the song changes over. And everyone—not just nosy Fran and Maria—hears me.

			I close my eyes and groan.

			Dad stands at the grill with his spatula held over three silver dollar–sized pancakes. Many pairs of eyes land on him and my mom in an unspoken question.

			I open my mouth to say I’m sorry, but I don’t know why.

			“Who?” Fran asks.

			“Yes, who?” Nana says, thin eyebrows risen to her poofy red hair.

			“I…well…you saw.” I point to Maria. “Right?”

			There are a few confused looks, and for a moment I think I can save this whole situation. Didn’t they all see the article? Or was it just Maria? Maybe I could say I was joking. I shouldn’t have said anything. There was no reason. But if I heard Beau’s name one more time—

			“Wait, who’s that out there?” Eddie asks. “I’ve never seen that car before.”

			I twist in my seat right as the black SUV pulls into the parking spot next to mine.

			My stomach plummets.

			People are dropping their forks, setting down their coffees, pressing closer to the fogged-up windows with condensation leaking down the cracks.

			“Kind of a nice car,” someone else observes, right in time for the driver door to open.

			A single leather boot hits the gravel, followed by the hulking form of Griffin Harvey.

			His long, wild hair falls from under a black baseball cap. He wears a jean jacket over a sweatshirt with the hood dangling over the collar. His aviator sunglasses fit on the bridge of his nose perfectly, like they were designed specifically for him.

			“Oh my God, is that Griffin Harvey?” Fran asks.

			“He’s here?” someone in another booth squeaks.

			“Of course!” Maria shouts. “That’s him! They’re together!”

			There’s a collective gasp.

			Mistake, mistake, mistake.

			Griffin closes the car door. His hair is particularly messy today, even more unruly once he removes his baseball hat and runs veined hands through the brown strands at his temples. He replaces his baseball cap and tips the bill lower.

			“Well, that won’t do him a lick of good,” Nana murmurs to me. She’s right. The diner is already a hum of heated whispers.

			Griffin strides to the back seat and pulls the door open, obscuring him from our view. The windows are completely blacked out, spotless and shiny like the rest of the car. It sticks out like a sore thumb among the well-worn pickup trucks and off-color sedans in the lot.

			Finally, he reappears, and a little girl is swung onto his hip. She’s got his same brown hair. His same olive skin. But unlike the straight line of his lips, her mouth is an open pit, and the sound exploding out is nothing short of an ear-splitting wail.

			There’s another all-at-once gasp.

			“All right, we have business to discuss, everyone,” Nana quickly says. “Let’s not lose our heads.”

			But heads are absolutely lost.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Dr. Napkin
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			Griffin

			It turns out that Ava doesn’t like mountain drives. Maybe it’s the twisting roads or the new rental car, or maybe her ears popped like mine did on that last steep incline. She’s been crying for the last five minutes. I tried singing to her from the front seat, but she wasn’t having any of it. Halfway up the mountain, it hit me what I’d done to us.

			I moved myself and my daughter to a random town to follow a random woman to chase my random inspiration to write.

			What in the hell was I thinking?

			Jimmy wasn’t happy when I said I’d be moving for a couple of months. He insisted I bring at least one assistant or some sort of security team, but I told him I could take care of us just fine. The town was closed for the winter. It’s secluded on a mountain. No big deal.

			Except Ava hasn’t left California in a year. She probably doesn’t remember her life with Robin before that, in their little house on the ranch. Was it irresponsible to take her from the only place she’s known?

			I drive over roads that curl like knobby fingers, with telephone wires crossing overhead and guardrails serving as the only barrier between me and my daughter and the plunging drop to the valley below. I clutch my wheel tighter. I hate heights.

			I was raised in a small town, too, but it was out west with flat land. Not here, where each winding curve could be your last.

			Where the hell am I even going?

			The SUV jolts when we jump onto a creaky bridge over a babbling creek. Ava sniffles. I glance at her through the rearview mirror as my tense hands squeak across the wheel.

			“We’re almost there, munchkin.”

			Finally, after peering through the windshield, hoping for any sign of civilization, we round the corner to a small trio of brick buildings, nestled together like crowded teeth smiling at the lookout across the road. I rumble past them toward an elevated spit of land where a yellow-and-cream building perches on top. Cars line up along the craggy street, nestled into makeshift ditch parking spots, likely from years of use. Dirt kicks up behind us as I pull into the only remaining space.

			I tense at the movement in the diner.

			I thought Beverly said this place was empty in January?

			Ava whimpers. I almost want to as well.

			I shut off the engine, take a deep inhalation, then climb out of the car. I adjust my hat and pop open the back door. Ava moves her arms to allow me to unbuckle the car seat. I gently tuck the straps over her shoulders and gather her in my arms. She gets hoisted onto my hip, and for a moment I think, We’ve made it. But my accomplishment lasts for two seconds before her mouth yawns open to the skies in a vicious war cry.

			It’s a million things at once: a difficult time change. A high mountain. The cold. I don’t blame her at all. But my heart still aches the same.

			The diner door swings outward. It’s Beverly, pacing over to my car in yellow bell-bottoms and a striped top, looking straight out of a ’70s fever dream. Her blond hair is pulled up in a ponytail, bouncing behind her like a Barbie on a mission. It’s weird seeing her in this wintery context, with pink cheeks and shivering arms from the cold. It doesn’t suit her sunshine.

			Ava curls closer, shoving her nose into my neck and gripping a fistful of my shirt.

			“Funny seeing you here,” Beverly says, trying to lighten the situation. She looks toward Ava. “Is she okay?”

			I give a grim smile. “She’s adjusting.”

			Watching Ava, Beverly raises her shoulders up to her ears in a gesture of innocence. “Well, hi there.” She holds out a hand toward Ava. “I’m Beverly. What’s your name?”

			Ava peeks out from her hiding place, then buries her face in my neck once more. Little bubbles of snot pop onto my jacket.

			“This change has been a little much for her,” I say. I gently nudge Ava’s cheek with my shoulder. “This is Ava. Ava, want to say hi to Miss Beverly?”

			Ava shakes her head, tugging my jacket close to her cheeks.

			“That’s all right,” Beverly says. “You take your time.”

			Behind Beverly, everyone in the diner seems focused on a smaller old woman at a booth. She’s talking to them with big hand gestures and a stern glare. Part of me wonders if she’s ever been a stage manager before. Robin was a stage manager. They’re brutal but efficient. Never met one I wouldn’t follow to the ends of the earth.

			A man in a fishing vest and a long-sleeve shirt flicks his eyes over to us. A woman does the same, and I find myself gripping Ava closer to me. Beverly turns around, and as if she were the guardian between that world and mine, she stares, and their eyes avert back to the old woman preaching.

			“Sorry,” Beverly says, wincing. “This is…um.” She sucks in a breath and laughs. “Not a great time.”

			Finally, I notice the A-frame signage outside. My jaw tightens.

			“Town hall?” I read.

			“Yeah…would you believe me if I said I had no idea?”

			My head tells me I shouldn’t. That this was a bad idea and I’m dragging Ava into it with me. But then I see Beverly with her tilted-in eyebrows, flooded with worry and guilt, and my gut says I should believe her.

			I nod. “Okay.”

			I believe you.

			She winces. “Okay?”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			Someone else exits the diner. He’s a heftier man who’s almost as tall as his stomach is wide. He’s bald, with a thick graying beard. He wipes his palm over his white apron, smeared and stained with the workings of a diner kitchen.

			Beverly folds her arms across her chest and knocks her shoulder toward me. “Dad, this is Griffin.”

			Beverly’s dad shoots his palm out. “Hi, Griffin. I’m Glenn Lark.”

			I nod stiffly, shifting my weight to the side to take his palm while angling Ava away.

			“And is this the sister we’ve all heard about?” Glenn asks with a beaming smile.

			Sister?

			I swallow, darting my eyes to Beverly. She nods with wide eyes, scratching bashfully behind her head.

			“Yes,” I lie.

			Sister. Got it.

			“Well, you, miss, are gonna love it here,” Glenn says, poking a finger at Ava. Her face screws up again. She’s not amused by this new man, even though he radiates as much sunshine as his daughter. Maybe Ava isn’t a sunshine kinda girl, just like her dad. I’d hate that for her, though.

			“You hungry?” Beverly asks Ava. Her shoulders shiver. “Want some pancakes? We can toss in some chocolate chips too.”

			“Here, take my jacket,” I say, shifting to remove it, but Beverly shakes her head with a scoffing laugh.

			“I’m fine. Does she like pancakes?” My offer is so easily dismissed, like even considering the idea of taking from someone else is silly.

			“She’s never had pancakes,” I answer.

			“For shame,” Beverly adds with an exaggerated gasp. She glances at Ava, as if expecting a giggle. She doesn’t receive one.

			“Let’s get y’all inside,” Glenn says. “Come on in. It’s freezing out here.”

			The moment the diner bell dings above our head, what looks like a heated conversation comes to a close. The old woman in the booth isn’t as fired up as she was through the window.

			Beverly leads me past the onlookers. I hear an errant whisper, something like “Is that him?” Beverly ignores it, focusing instead on the booth with the old woman. I keep my baseball cap down, but I don’t think it matters much.

			Close up, the older woman is shakier. Tinier. Like a raging Chihuahua with a shock of red hair. Beverly slides into the booth seat next to her. I set down Ava on the opposite side and let her toddle in before I scoot in after.

			Beverly winds her hands together.

			“I’m so sorry,” she whispers.

			Ava grabs a syrup bottle near the napkin holder, almost toppling it over. I take it and place it just out of reach.

			“I’ve already had a talk with them,” the older woman says. “We won’t be saying a peep to anyone that you’re here.”

			“Griffin? Griffin Harvey?” I look over, and the man in the fishing vest holds out his palm. “Name’s Eddie. Welcome to Elk Grove.”

			The woman sighs. “Eddie, what did we just talk about?”

			Ava reaches for the syrup again. I nudge it away for a second time. Bad call. Her face starts to scrunch. She’s gonna lose it. I stroke the tears from the last breakdown off her face and tuck hair behind her ear. “Hey, let’s get you some food, huh?”

			Glenn strides over with a platter and a coffeepot. “Did I hear food? Coffee number two for Bev,” he says, topping off her mug. “And I brought a small stack for the girl.” He grins down at Ava. She’s starting to exhale quicker, holding tightly onto my jacket, squishing herself against the vinyl seat.

			The platter is loaded with silver dollar pancakes. The steam smells like powdered sugar as it rises off the top.

			“You want to try some pancakes?” I ask Ava. But that seems to be the world’s worst question because her hyperventilating turns to panic; then…the wails start. I hold her closer and stroke her back. “Hey, hey, hey. They’re a lot like biscuits. You love biscuits.”

			Beverly leans across the table. “Hey, Ava. He’s right. They’re very fluffy and good, y’know. Tons of people love them.”

			Ava isn’t having it.

			Beverly sits straighter and sets her coffee to the side. “Hang on, I think I have a friend here who can help…Give me a second…” She looks around the table, like a mechanic searching for parts. Finally, she snags a set of wrapped utensils, shakes them out, and drapes the napkin over her hand.

			What the…

			I can see the gears in her head churning for half a second before—ah!—she removes her hair tie.

			My gaze snags on her hair cascading down in a wispy mess. I thought I liked it when she put it up, but it’s almost better when she lets it down.

			“Listen, I know I need to brush my hair, okay?” Beverly teases.

			I blink, remembering where the hell I am and who I’m gawking at.

			I’m not romantically attracted to Beverly Lark. I just need to create music for her show. But I can admire nice hair and a beautiful neck any day. She doesn’t need to brush her hair at all. The messier, the better. But I don’t say that.

			Instead, I watch as she rolls the hair tie down to her wrist and secures the napkin. She tucks the excess between her four fingers and thumb, then drops the thumb down, like a jaw opening in the mouth of the new creature.

			A puppet.

			In a lower, casual voice, Beverly says, “Oh, hello there.”

			I shake my head in disbelief. The way the napkin instantly came to life is astounding.

			“Uncanny,” I murmur.

			Beverly makes the napkin say, “Quite.”

			Ava’s eyes lock on to Beverly’s hand too. Her cries have stopped.

			“Ava, have you met my friend, Dr. Napkin?” Beverly asks in her normal voice.

			Ava slowly shakes her head side to side, squeezing her fists tighter, then releasing.

			Beverly drops her thumb once more, making Dr. Napkin announce, “Pleasure to meet you, Ava.”

			Ava’s eyes go as wide as those silver dollar pancakes. Her eyes look to me, then back to Dr. Napkin.

			“I’m starving,” Dr. Napkin continues. “Think you can share some of your delicious breakfast with me?”

			Ava stares at her plate, side-eyeing me again.

			I rub my thumb over her shoulder. “Go on.”

			Cautiously, she picks up a scrap of pancake and tosses it toward Beverly’s hand. It’s almost like she’s feeding a pigeon and anticipating its peck. So, of course, Beverly does the only reasonable thing: She darts her hand down, making Dr. Napkin absolutely devour the piece, accompanied by as many obnoxious eating noises as possible, before tossing the scrap to the side and out of sight.

			Ava gives an anxious giggle.

			“Yum. Might I have another?” Dr. Napkin asks, poised and calm, as if he hadn’t just transformed into a pancake-eating monster.

			A little faster this time, Ava tosses a piece of pancake her way. Beverly is quicker, too, nearly nipping Ava’s fingers as Dr. Napkin growls and chomps and gnaws.

			Ava descends into a fit of laughter. There are knocks against the bottom of the booth seat as her swinging legs kick the wood.

			Unprompted, Ava throws another scrap of dry pancake. Beverly darts for it, capturing Ava’s tiny fingers in Dr. Napkin’s mouth along the way. Ava’s laughter convulses through a beaming open-mouthed grin that I can’t hold back either.

			“Now, d’ya think you want to try some too?” Beverly asks her.

			Ava hesitantly picks up a pancake, clutching both sides in a grip that almost tears it. She peers at me. I nod. Slowly, she tucks the edge of the pancake into her mouth. When she bites, I help tug the floppy remains so that it rips apart. She chews slowly, occasionally glancing up at me again, as if waiting for approval.

			“Good?” I ask her.

			Ava nods.

			“Then keep on. It’s all yours.”

			I rest my cheek onto my fist as she takes another bite. The corner of my mouth tips up. We may be in a new place with new people, but seeing my daughter try, and love, a new food grounds me again. It feels normal.

			Except here’s Beverly, who whipped up a new character out of nowhere, even with the whole diner watching. That would have had me on edge, and I perform in front of tens of thousands. But Beverly doesn’t care how it makes her look at all. I’m not sure what to think.

			Ava’s cheeks puff out with pancake as she shovels in handfuls the size of her mouth.

			I stroke her hair. “Slow down a bit.”

			Ava squirms in her seat, throwing another piece of pancake at Beverly’s napkin hand. I catch it instead.

			“No!” Ava says through laughter. A word. A real word. It’s the first time she’s spoken since we left the car.

			I pat her arm. “Let’s eat our food instead of feeding Dr. Napkin, all right?”

			Beverly takes the spare moment to free her hand of the makeshift puppet, finally pulling her hair back into a ponytail with a sigh. The slender column of her neck is exposed again, and I focus on it for probably too long. By the time I look away, I notice the old woman staring at me with a beaming smile. Heat slides down my chest to my stomach, like I’ve been caught doing something I shouldn’t.

			“I’m Alice, by the way,” the woman says. “You can just call me Nana. Everyone else does.”

			“Griffin,” I answer, introducing myself. “And this is Ava.”

			Nana side-eyes Beverly, and a very familiar mischievous smile rises to her cheeks. It looks exactly like Beverly’s did in LA when we agreed to this mess. They exchange a look—a silent conversation—and, despite her reddening cheeks, Beverly starts to smile. I like it when she smiles.

			“Hi, sorry.” Another person stands beside me. “Are you Griffin Harvey?”

			There’s nothing I want to do more than lie, but at this point it’s too obvious. My hat is useless.

			“Yes,” I answer.

			The woman’s jaw drops with a gasp of shock. “Wow. That’s just…” She looks from me to Beverly, but her expression changes when Nana tucks in her chin.

			Beverly clears her throat. “Fran, this is Griffin and his sister, Ava. He’s here for the next couple months to work on a show with me while he writes his next album.”

			Hearing Ava’s name leave someone else’s mouth feels wrong. I hold her T-shirt between my thumb and forefinger, twisting it around like it might keep her closer.

			“Oh, the show?” Fran says. Her face falls. “I thought you were dating. You just said—”

			“And he’s not to be disturbed or photographed,” Nana interjects. “Are we clear?”

			Fran nods quickly. “Oh, of course, Nana. Yes. Absolutely.”

			“And you can tell Taylor that too.”

			“Right. Yeah. She’ll get the memo.” She glances at Ava and gives an awkward, breathy laugh. “Well, it’s nice to meet you two. Hopefully we see you around town.” She walks off, almost stumbling into another booth before hopping back on a stool at the bar.

			Nana shakes her head. “Lord, you’d think they’ve never seen a new person in their life.”

			Beverly’s eyes catch mine, squinting at the corners.

			“What?” I ask.

			She sighs. “I’m sorry. I…I might have done what you did.”

			“What did I do?”

			Beverly winces. “Tell people that we’re a couple?”

			A weird hook wraps around my stomach and tugs.

			“Did you, now?”

			“I’m so sorry,” she pleads on a hushed whisper. “I mean, some of them saw the tabloids anyway, and…I was gonna tell them it was all a hoax at first, but…”

			I’m not a fan of how often she’s apologizing, but when I open my mouth to counter, I’m interrupted.

			“Let’s not discuss this here,” Nana mutters, looking between us.

			Nana has good sense. Beverly’s eyes stay locked on the table. Her thumb ticks away at her nail polish, now a bright orange. I don’t know what makes me do it, but I stretch out my leg beneath the table to nudge hers. Her head jerks up, and I raise my eyebrows. That’s all it takes to make her smile.

			Yeah, I really like that smile.

			“We’re having a family dinner tomorrow,” Nana says. “You and Ava should come.”

			Beverly’s eyes widen. “Oh, no…Griffin’s got work to do, and I’m sure Ava has a bedtime—”

			“Nonsense,” Nana says with a raised chin. “He’s our guest in town. And I’m not taking no for an answer.”

			Beverly exhales, staring at me with her bottom lip trapped between her teeth.

			“You’re allowed to ignore her,” she says, as if only to me. Except, from the corner of my eye, other faces in the diner watch us. Eyes wander.

			I clear my throat. “You’re my girlfriend’s family,” I announce. “Of course I’ll be there.”

			“Fantastic,” Nana says, beaming.

			“Fantastic,” Beverly whispers, but there isn’t a smile in sight.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Cake, Crocs, and a Cat
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			Beverly

			“Please be normal,” I beg.

			“We are normal,” Mom says, holding up a knife and making horror-movie screeching sounds.

			“Should I spend an hour showing him my coin collection?” Dad asks. “Or my baseball cards?”

			“Dad.” I set the table, cautiously keeping an eye on him because Dad absolutely would sneak off to gather his binder of cards.

			Griffin is arriving at our house with Ava in ten minutes. I shouldn’t be nervous. My family is one of the most welcoming crews out there. But…they’re also…well, I’m sure every family is weird, but my family is my family, and—what the—Uncle Greg walks past me, smacking his Crocs clogs across the hardwood floor and holding a three-tiered strawberry cake.

			“When did you make that?”

			Greg shrugs. “This afternoon.”

			He and his Crocs move on toward the kitchen.

			It’s not weird, but it’s also…I love my Uncle Greg, but who makes a three-tiered cake on a Sunday afternoon?

			I glance at the clock hanging over the sink, next to our fridge scattered with magnets and—Is that a Polaroid of me as a baby in the bathtub? I cover it with an alligator magnet from an old family vacation to St. Augustine.

			“Will you relax?” Greg asks, setting the cake on the counter. He holds out a hand and slides it palm down across the air. “Chill.” It’s easy for him to say. My uncle has relaxed every day of his life. The only time he’s been questionably stressed was the weeks leading up to and following his divorce.

			“I am chill,” I argue, pulling my shoulders up to my ears in a totally chill way.

			Griffin is going to meet my family, and I have no clue what he’ll think of us. Maybe he’ll love everyone and all their baseball-card, slasher-impression, afternoon-cake-making fun. Or maybe…

			Beau always laughed with Uncle Greg until he didn’t, and Beau thought Rob was a cute music-obsessed kid until he wasn’t, and my dad was Beau’s baseball buddy until baseball wasn’t cool anymore. And listen, I’m not dating Griffin, and it’s unfair to compare him to Beau, but…I’m protective of my family and their eccentricities.

			Thankfully, the people in question are not remotely concerned.

			Dad nudges the fireplace with the poker while Steely Dan spins on the record player. He does a little solo jig on the carpet while Mom mirrors his energy, dancing across the living room with her spoon spinning in a mixing bowl full of brownie batter. Greg reads his latest Western in a recliner but occasionally says aloud the parts he finds most interesting, even if nobody listens. Nana waters the sticklike plants near the sliding glass door that are barely holding on for the winter. Even Pudge and our cat, Steak, are fighting as usual, chasing and then rubbing against each other like it didn’t happen.

			Life goes on.

			I pull in a breath and let it out slowly.

			This is just another guest. Just another family dinner. Nothing to worry about.

			By the fireplace, Rob neurotically rearranges his video games on the shelf beside the TV—pulling one out, then putting it back, before pulling it out again and displaying it in front.

			“I’m not sure Griffin plays video games,” I whisper.

			“Oh, this?” Rob throws a thumb over his shoulder. “This isn’t for him.” He waves his hand away. “I was just cleaning. It’s…” He laughs with unease. “It’s not for him.”

			The doorbell rings. Both Rob and I freeze, but Mom, Dad, Greg, Nana, and the animals keep existing normally.

			I look at my watch. Griffin is five minutes early.

			“I’ll get it,” I say, taking the carpeted steps down to our den. A dim lampshade illuminates the mismatched armchairs, plaid sofa, and foldout card table. Wood-paneled walls are covered in hiking photos, school pictures of me and Rob, and multiple out-of-sync ticking clocks.

			I take a deep breath and swing open the front door. A long-expired Christmas wreath clangs against the outside. A wind chime tinkles on the porch in the breeze. And under the pale-yellow porch light, I’m greeted by Griffin with a red-faced Ava hiked on his hip.

			He’s in a black hoodie, starkly contrasted by his daughter’s bright-pink puffer coat. His long brown hair falls to the collar, with locks partially clutched in Ava’s fist. Neither of them smiles, but Griffin isn’t much of a smiler anyway. He speaks through his eyebrows. Right now, he raises a single one—a Hey, how’s it going?

			“Hey,” I respond, but my mind is racing. I hope he doesn’t want to shake hands. My palms are clammy. I shut my eyes.

			Now, why would he want to shake hands, Beverly?

			When I open them again, his single eyebrow arches higher. “Everything all right?”

			I nod. “Yep. Come on in.”

			Griffin wipes his boots on the doormat and crosses under the doorjamb. He turns slightly to guide himself through with Ava. Even if he didn’t have her, his bulky shoulders may not have made it.

			I turn on my heel and guide him toward the stairs. “So, they’re gonna ask too many questions, but you don’t have to answer them.”

			He grunts. “I’m not going to ignore your family.”

			“And Rob is a huge fan of yours, so don’t mind him.”

			“Who’s Rob?”

			“My little brother. He’s also going through that phase where anything cool is automatically not cool, so don’t be offended. I swear he adores you.”

			“I’m cool?”

			The stairs creak as we head back upstairs. Griffin ducks as the low ceiling opens to the top floor.

			Mom leans against the kitchen counter. “And who didn’t refill the coffeepot?”

			My dad immediately points to me before I’ve crested the top stair.

			“Tattletale,” I throw back.

			Mom crosses the kitchen with her hand stuck out and a beaming smile to greet Griffin.

			“Hi.” My mom is relaxed around those she knows, but she approaches everyone new with intentional kindness. It’s professional. It’s years of practice being Albert Starling’s daughter. “I didn’t get to introduce myself earlier. You can call me Cheryl.”

			Griffin firmly shakes with the hand not clutching Ava. My mom is short like me, and it’s funny watching how he towers over her, swallowing up her petite hand with his. Is that how we look side by side?

			“Nice to meet you,” Griffin says. “Your home is beautiful.”

			He’s polite. I would say it must be public relations training, but I doubt they teach you how to compliment moms at dinner or treat them with respect by not giving a limp handshake. Plus, his interviews are terrible.

			Griffin attempts lowering Ava to the living room hardwood, but her legs wrap around his body in resistance, so she slides down his pant leg instead, landing with a plop on the floor.

			“Want a drink?” Dad asks. “We have beer, wine, or whiskey, if you’re up for it.”

			Griffin’s eyes follow Ava, toddling over to the sliding glass door and pressing her palms against it. “I’m fine, but thank you.”

			Pudge gives a small woo-woo, waddling to Ava with a wagging tail. Griffin tenses the closer he gets, but Pudge gives one sniff and walks away uninterested.

			“Pudge is harmless,” I explain. “Just overfed. Same with this one.” Steak tentatively watches from Mom’s feet, eyes narrowed.

			“Cat!” Ava squeals, reaching her hand out. Steak doesn’t move an inch.

			You couldn’t at least try? I want to plead, but Steak glares as if to respond, Don’t test my patience.

			“Anyway, you’ve met my dad,” I say, gesturing to Dad, who gives a goofy wave with his fireplace poker. Oh God, please put that down. He looks like a casual serial killer.

			“And this is Uncle Greg.” Greg is halfway over, Crocless and instead wearing his fluffy house socks with llamas.

			“Nice to meet you, man,” Greg says, shaking hands as well. Greg is taller than my mom, inheriting their father’s genes instead of Nana’s, but even he can’t reach Griffin.

			“And that’s my brother, Rob,” I say.

			Rob is sitting on the couch, staring down intently at his video game.

			“Robert!” Dad calls.

			Rob finally blinks up. “Oh, sorry, what’s going on?”

			“Griffin Harvey,” I say, pointing out the very obvious, very famous, stranger in our house.

			“Remember?” Mom calls over. “You listen to his album on repeat.”

			“Momma!” Rob’s eyes, once hooded and distracted, pop open. “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he sputters, tossing Griffin a twitchy smile.

			“Didn’t you sing his song at that Christmas karaoke last month?” Dad throws in.

			Rob shakes his head, messy brown hair falling into his eyes. “That is so not—I did not—”

			“Wait, no, you bought valentines with his face on them,” Greg throws in.

			Nana waves her hand, coming out from her bedroom in the hall. “Y’all, stop bullying my boy.”

			“Nana, I’m not—they’re not bullying me.” Rob slouches into the cushions. “I didn’t get valentines with your face, man.”

			Griffin shrugs. “I don’t think they even make those.”

			Rob clears his throat. “They do.”

			Nana paces toward Griffin with her arms extended.

			“Griffin, good to see you again, honey.”

			She pulls him into a hug and holds firm. My hands tense, but then…a little smile grows on Griffin’s face. It feels secretive—the kind that lifts at only one corner, like it’s too soon to abandon skepticism. Familiar, yet not, similar to an old friend from high school you run into at a reunion.

			Nana pats him on the back as she pulls away. “And there’s the sweet girl.” She hunches to wave closer to Ava. Ava shuffles her way back to her dad’s legs.

			He nudges her with his shin. “Can you say hi?”

			She’s silent, but after another nudge, she waves, then buries her face in Griffin’s black denim pant leg.

			“We’ll work on it,” Nana says, throwing a wink to Griffin. “Too attached to her big brother, I suppose.”

			Brother.

			Griffin doesn’t counter. He smiles again. The sight is so foreign and rare, but a little zip runs through my chest, like I’m touching lightning in a bottle.

			“We have juice boxes in the fridge for her,” my mom says, nodding to Ava. “Would she like one?”

			“Oh, sure. Grape’s her favorite, if you have it.” His smile stiffens. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

			“No,” Nana says. “We’ve got it all handled.”

			Griffin doesn’t seem to like that answer, because he grabs the napkins I abandoned earlier on the counter and puts one at each place mat anyway. Nana watches but doesn’t stop him, beaming in my direction. I bite back a smile. Yeah, I don’t think that’s his PR training at all.

			We gather at the table. Dad’s fried chicken and mashed potatoes are passed around, along with green beans that Rob ignores and mac and cheese that Griffin scoops for Ava, who sits in a booster seat Mom pulled from the attic. I sit next to Griffin, trying to keep my arms tucked in so we don’t accidentally touch, but he’s too bulky. My shoulders slip against his biceps.

			“So,” Dad asks, “how are you liking the town?”

			“We’re settling in,” Griffin says. “I’m not accustomed to being out of LA in January.”

			“Oh yeah, it’s cold as hell,” Greg says. “Just be thankful it hasn’t snowed in a few days. You’ll be shriveled up, y’know?”

			Seriously, Greg?

			“Totally,” Rob chimes in.

			“C’mon guys,” Dad chastises, even though he adds with a smile, “It’ll be cold, though, Griff. Get prepared.”

			Griffin’s eyes bounce between the conversations. I wince.

			“So,” Momma interjects. “I hear you and our Bev are making music.”

			Thank you, mother. Let’s absolutely not talk about cold testicles, please.

			“Yes. Just until Beverly pitches the show in March. And then I’ll be on tour after.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Rob chimes in, darting his eyes around the table, as if gauging whether anyone else is as interested as he is. “Where”—another peek—“where ya going?”

			“UK. Germany. I think Spain? Couple other places too.”

			“And you’re working out here for the full two months before then?” Momma asks.

			“Well, I’ve got the Grammys in February.”

			“No way,” Rob breathes.

			“It shouldn’t break up my routine, though.” Griffin shrugs, but his shoulders are tense. “Once I start writing, it doesn’t take too long. Just gotta start.”

			“You enter like a flow state or something?” Greg asks.

			“Yeah, something like that.”

			“I’ve done that before,” Greg says. “With art. I used to paint a lot. Portraits, mostly.”

			“Used to?”

			“Well, then I got into hydroponic plants.”

			I suck in a breath.

			Oh, Greg…

			“Basically, I grew tomatoes in my basement,” he explains. I’ll give him credit: Uncle Greg might be odd, but he doesn’t enjoy people getting lost in conversation. “Didn’t last long. And then I got into aquariums.”

			“Greg is a hobbyist,” Nana adds.

			“Aquariums?” Griffin asks. “I had a goldfish for about fifteen years, but I don’t know if that counts.”

			Greg nods. “Definitely does. Normally they don’t make it a week past whatever fall festival kids win them from. An epidemic, honestly.”

			“Yeah, I got him from a festival. I didn’t go to sleep until I was sure he’d make it through the night,” Griffin continues. “Kept feeding him. Plunked him into a bowl. You know.”

			“Good call. Plunking early is key,” Greg says with a grin.

			Ava squeals from her booster seat. I look over as Pudge sniffs her shoes.

			“Pudge, come on,” Rob pleads, patting his knee. Pudge blows out a tired breath and ambles away.

			“So, where are you staying?” Dad asks.

			“Some house in…Burnsville? I think?” Griffin says.

			Dad gawks. “Burnsville?!”

			“It’s not too far, though.”

			“Burnsville—”

			Mom winces. “That is kinda far. You’re not in town?”

			“No, that’s where Jimmy—my manager—found the closest rental.”

			“I guess Daisy is out of town, isn’t she?” Dad muses to Mom.

			“She comes back soon,” Greg says, then adds to Griffin, “Daisy runs our cottages up here. She tends to cut town in January.”

			“You know that schedule well,” Rob mumbles.

			Greg side-eyes him with a smirk. He headlocks him and scruffs the top of his head. “Little shit.”

			“Greg,” Mom says with a sigh.

			Nana snorts.

			“Ma, c’mon, he’s not funny,” Mom says.

			“I’m the baby,” Greg says, spearing green beans on his fork. “I’m hilarious.”

			“You’re in your fifties.”

			Dad, moving on from the usual sibling battle, asks, “So, how long does it take you to get up here?”

			Griffin shrugs. “Only an hour.”

			“An hour!” Mom’s eyes widen as she sets down her glass.

			“Yeah, it’s not too bad.”

			Mom gasps. “Not too bad?!”

			“Climbing the mountain can be tough. Ear popping isn’t fun, but we’ll be fine.”

			Nana shakes her head, cutting into her chicken. “Well, that won’t do.”

			“I agree,” Momma says.

			Nana nods. “That’s too far away. We have an apartment out back. You can stay there.”

			Silence engulfs the room. My lips part in shock.

			That apartment is her house. Grandpa’s house. Nobody’s stayed there since she moved into the room across from mine.

			And that means Griffin will be in my backyard. Twenty-four seven.

			I barely know the guy. We barely know him.

			I mean, yes, this entire thing was kinda my call, but that’s beside the point.

			Nana peers up at me, then to the rest of the table. “Oh, please. Like it wouldn’t make more sense anyway. That poor girl’s ears popping? I’d be crying all the time too.”

			We all look to Ava. That’s when I realize that maybe Ava’s face likely isn’t red from the cold. My heart sinks.

			Griffin tongues his cheek and shakes his head. “Thank you, but I can’t ask that of you.”

			“Good lord,” Nana croons with an eye roll. “Navigating those winding roads in the dark? No. I won’t have it.”

			Griffin swivels his eyes to me. Both eyebrows are pinched in. Is he concerned? Bothered? I can’t fully read him yet.

			My dad gestures with his fork and says, “You know what? That’s a great idea, Nana. Griffin, you should absolutely move in. We’d love to have you and your sister.”

			“Right, you shouldn’t have to care for her alone,” Nana says.

			“Where is your mom, by the way?” Rob asks Griffin.

			“Robert,” Mom snaps.

			He winces. “Oh, sorry, I just—”

			“Ava’s mom passed,” Griffin says. “A year ago.”

			Ava’s mom.

			The table goes silent again, but this time it swallows us up. I want to crawl out of my skin. Mom stares. Dad does too.

			I assumed Griffin and Ava’s mom had broken up, or she wasn’t in the picture, or…not that Ava’s mom had passed. My stomach ties into knots. How did it happen? Were they together a while? I don’t remember him publicly dating anyone. Maybe they were secretly high school sweethearts.

			I finally break the awkward quiet. “I didn’t know that, Griffin. I’m so sorry.”

			Griffin’s jaw tenses. “It’s fine. Really.” Utensils clank on plates. The record croons. He clears his throat. “Um, so, the house out back…?”

			Not my chosen subject but a better one.

			“It’s completely empty,” Mom says quickly. “And we won’t tell anyone you’re staying here.”

			“Yeah, if Glenn can keep a secret,” Greg mumbles with a smirk.

			Dad scoffs, but it’s threaded with laughter. “I would never!”

			“You told Eddie about my goat,” Greg says.

			“Not your goat—Daisy’s. And that thing was eating Fran’s garden.”

			Greg shrugs. “He’s a good goat, all things considered.”

			“Since when do you like those goats?” Dad asks.

			Suddenly, Nana lets out a heavy sigh. “We won’t tell a soul about Griffin, though, will we?” Nana looks around, leaning in for emphasis. “Will we?”

			The table emerges in “No, of course not” and “Our secret” and “He’s not a goat.”

			“Good. So.” Nana straightens her hunch. “You’re moving in.”

			Mom smiles. “We’ll see that it’s ready for you by tomorrow.”

			Griffin clears his throat. “That’s…you don’t have to.”

			“You’re our guest,” Nana says. “Yes, we do.”

			Griffin’s eyes snap to mine, but my shoulders rise to my ears. Hey, I’m stuck, too, buddy. I wonder if there’s a kinship here. I guess he’s my guest before anyone else’s, but I feel like I know him almost as well as they do, which is not at all.

			“I’ll think about it,” Griffin answers.

			My heart pounds in my throat.

			Sure.

			Easy.

			We’ll live on the same property.

			No biggie.

			The rest of dinner is easy in comparison, even though my knee bounces under the table. At least we’re not talking about fish or goats or—oh God—dead partners.

			Poor Griffin.

			Poor Ava.

			But that girl is none the wiser. Ava can’t get enough of Greg’s strawberry cake, and she squeals, “Cat!” when Steak so much as glances in her direction. Eventually he trudges down to the den to be left alone. C’mon, man.

			I pack up leftovers while Nana hugs Griffin, handing him the key to the garage and curling his palm around it.

			“We’ll see you tomorrow,” she says. He smiles but doesn’t agree, yet he also doesn’t argue. “Beverly, show him the garage apartment before he leaves, will you?”

			Oh, boy…

			“Sure.”

			Griffin crouches down to Ava. “Ready to go, munchkin?” She watches Rob play his video game on the TV over the fireplace. Rob never plays on the big screen, but he keeps looking back at Griffin, as if wanting him to acknowledge it.

			Griffin scoops up Ava.

			“Go!” she says, pointing to the stairs.

			“That’s right. We’re going.” He looks at the TV and nods. “Oh, Halo. Classic.”

			Rob absolutely glows.

			With a final handshake, Uncle Greg looks between us and pats Griffin on the back. “Better be nice. We like her.”

			It’s not a threat, but it’s also most definitely a threat.

			“Thanks for that,” I murmur to Greg, who pats me on the back too.

			I descend the staircase with Griffin and Ava behind me. Once we’re back in the den, I let out a heavy exhale.

			“Well…wanna see the apartment?” I ask.

			“Uh…sure. Yeah.”

			I guide us outside, where the wind whips past us as we cross the yard. I hold out my hand for the key. Griffin drops it into my palm, brushing his rough fingers over mine before I unlock the door to Grandpa and Nana’s old garage apartment.

			I flick on the light. It’s the same as it’s always been. The floor is an orange shag carpet. A big antique wood-grain TV consumes most of one wall, set in front of an oval crocheted rug. Facing it is a tangerine floral couch with a blue granny-square quilt slung over the back—the only pop of cool tones in this sunny room. There’s a bathroom in the back and a small bedroom off to the side. It’s probably no bigger than my old college dorm room, but it was always enough whenever I wanted to spend time outside the house with Nana. This place is where Grandpa taught me how to puppeteer.

			“You really don’t have to stay with us,” I say.

			“The key says otherwise,” Griffin counters. I smile, dropping it back into his palm.

			“They can be a lot.”

			“Not a lot at all.”

			“Sorry for saying she’s your sister.”

			“Seriously, Bev. It’s okay.”

			Ava squirms in his arms, reaching down to Pudge, who followed us across the driveway. Steak lurks in the bushes outside, eyes glowing.

			Griffin sets down Ava. Pudge lopes over and licks her face, probably trying to get any remaining strawberry icing. Griffin winces.

			I pull in my bottom lip. “I didn’t even think to ask: Is Ava allergic to dogs?”

			“No.” He sighs. “Her mom was, but she’s not.”

			Her mom.

			My stomach is gripped in a fist.

			“I didn’t…” I sigh. “I didn’t know she’d passed. I’m so sorry.”

			“I…” His arms tense by his sides. “Yeah. She died when Ava was one.” He runs a palm over his beard. “She would have loved all this,” he says, gesturing around the apartment. “The big family dinner. She liked this kind of life.”

			I want to ask more, but we don’t know each other like that, and I’ve already overstepped.

			“Anyway,” he says, kicking out a boot. “Thanks again for dinner.”

			“There’s bound to be more, if you’re actually moving in.”

			“I might. Not sure.”

			I catch Ava toddling toward the window to look at Steak, smiling unlike I’ve seen her so far. No tears from winding roads and ears popping.

			The longer we stand there, the more I start to consider. Maybe it’ll be good for Ava. And if Griffin’s closer, we could work on the show more. We could get this prepped for pitching. I could get back to LA sooner.

			“Could be good,” I blurt out.

			“What?”

			“Moving in. And I’m all right with it if you are.”

			He narrows his eyes. “You are?”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Oh. Well. Good.” But he’s awkward. I wonder if he even wants to move in, and I’m over here pressuring him. Way to go, Beverly.

			I smile, but it’s tense. Quiet. Then I finally say, “We don’t know each other well, do we?”

			“No,” he agrees. He clears his throat. “That’s my fault, I guess.”

			“How?”

			“I followed a stranger to her hometown just so I could write music.”

			“And now you’re moving into her guesthouse.”

			“Maybe moving in.”

			I lean back against the wall, scratching a thumb over my nail polish.

			“Then let’s not be strangers anymore,” I say. “I can’t have a stranger in my backyard, anyway.”

			“Okay, so not strangers.”

			“See? Easy.”

			“And what are we, then?”

			“Friends.”

			“And I’m your boyfriend?”

			My heart hammers so fast it almost chokes me. “W-what?”

			“The town. What you said earlier.”

			I cringe. “Oh God,” I look at the wall—anywhere but at him. “Yes. Probably. I’m so sorry.”

			“No, I started it back in LA.”

			“But I continued it.”

			He shrugs. “It’s only for a couple months. Then we’ll…figure it out from there. You never got your apology from Beau, anyway.”

			My face heats. “I…that’s not important.”

			“It’s important to me.”

			I swallow. There’s a very intense divot between his eyebrows. He’s dead serious about that apology.

			Nervous energy bubbles up into a laugh. “So, weird question for you…”

			“Shoot.”

			“Is Griffin your real name?”

			“Yes.”

			“Griffin Harvey?”

			“Yes.”

			I faux grimace and pull an exaggerated breath between my teeth. “Well, I can’t trust someone with two first names.”

			He thinks for a second, then adds, “My middle name is Patrick.”

			“Three first names?” I tease. “Oh, completely untrustworthy. Or maybe two of them cancel each other out, so it’s like you just have one.” I narrow my eyes. “I haven’t figured out which option yet.”

			A tiny smile hooks into the corner of his mouth. The same shy one from earlier that he shared with Nana.

			“May as well have remained a stranger,” he says.

			“Absolutely. I would have trusted you more without knowing.”

			“And what’s your full name?” he asks.

			“Beverly Alice Lark.”

			“That’s pretty,” he says. The compliment slides off his tongue so easily. I feel my cheeks flush, thankful for the low light.

			“Alice is my nana’s name,” I say.

			“I remember. Yeah, it’s fitting.”

			“Fitting? You don’t know me, Mr. Three Names.”

			“You two are similar. I can tell.”

			I smile. I like to hear that. I’d love to be like my nana.

			Behind him, Ava bursts into giggles. Steak has made his way over to the window, nudging his nose against the glass and arching his spine.

			“She’s charmed him,” I say. “He doesn’t like anyone but my mom.”

			“Ava just has that way about her.” He scoops up his daughter, even though she squirms. “We’ll see the kitty later, munchkin. We’ve got a trip ahead of us.”

			One hour.

			“Griffin, that really is a long time…you should consider staying.”

			He stares, then shrugs. “Yeah. Maybe. It’s nice of you to offer.”

			I flush. “Hey, we Larks try.”

			I step into the outdoor wind. It whips against my cheeks as we cross back to the main house. It’s cold, but that’s good; I’m much too warm now.

			They stop at his SUV. “Say bye to Miss Beverly, Ava.”

			Her tiny hand raises, and she very quietly murmurs, “Bye, B.”

			“Bye, A. Bye, G.”

			“I’m okay with just Griffin.”

			“Griffin Patrick?”

			He snorts. “Sure.”

			I smile. It’s not exactly a laugh, but I’ll still take it.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				Very Chalant
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			Griffin

			I wake up to Ava crying on my chest. Blinking my eyes open feels like breaking through dried concrete. My palm rests in her hair mid-stroke, as if I’d fallen asleep brushing it.

			“Shh, shh,” I coo, pulling her closer. Her cries cut through my arms like knives.

			I adjust us on the couch, but a plastic toy apple bumps into my thigh. My butt cheek dents a fake banana. I move Ava arm to arm and toss both fruits into my guitar case across the room with the rest of the plastic orchard.

			The flat-screen TV on the wall streams a classic sitcom. It’s the same episode I fell asleep to. We must have been out for only ten minutes at best.

			I bounce Ava in my arms, cradling her head in my palm and stroking with continued shushes. It quiets her down but only enough to leave sad little sobs and sniffles. I have no clue what time it is, and part of me doesn’t want to know. But the sun is starting to rise, which means we went a full night with barely any sleep. Again.

			I sigh and kiss her forehead.

			My phone vibrates on the side table. A group text flashes the names of my bandmates. I unlock my phone to see a slew of drunk messages from the night before. I huff out a laughing breath through my nose, but then my face falls.

			
				Poe: bets on how many more books I can read by the end of the week?

			

			
				Royce: You can read?

			

			I set down my phone. My hands feel tight. My jaw tense. The guys make jokes about their increased free time, but I can tell it weighs on them. They could get gig work with other artists, but not anything long term since they’re waiting for our tour in March. I’ve put their schedules on hold, along with their income, and I can’t even guarantee a new album.

			I swivel my gaze to my guitar, perched in the corner, its case currently filled with plastic fruit and ratty notebooks crowded with abandoned lyrics. The guitar is still. Silent. Waiting.

			My finger twitches. It wants to play. To create.

			Suddenly I’m standing. I set Ava on the couch as she drifts off to sleep. I pick up the guitar. It’s heavy, but it feels right, resting on my knee as I crouch to a chair. I strum, and notes form, flowing, easy…On the couch, Robin cradles Ava to her chest. She gives me that pointed look—the look she always did over video calls with Ava. I guess it sounds good, but don’t get too cocky. I smile. I need to text the guys. I need to let them know that—

			My body jolts. My eyes fly open. Ava coughs out another small sob.

			I fell asleep. The guitar still sits in the corner. Robin is still gone.

			I try to picture those same notes, but they float away just as easily as they arrived. A distant dream. A memory.

			I hum a small tune to Ava—a song we created about washing our hands. She coos. Her cries calm, but I know it won’t put her to sleep.

			My phone vibrates, and another text pops up.

			
				Royce: I think I finally mastered expert-level Sudoku.

			

			
				Poe: how old are you again?

			

			
				Poe: that’s baby stuff.

			

			
				Royce: Something tells me you don’t know what Sudoku is

			

			
				Poe: tic tac toe but a cooler name

			

			
				Royce: Wrong.

			

			
				Poe: well with all this time i can finally learn

			

			I lock my phone.

			If the clock above the TV is correct, I should trek up the mountain again soon. I should go write children’s songs for Beverly. But my eyelids won’t fully lift, and the thought of the winding roads makes me feel sick.

			I stare at my stagnant guitar. The other day, for one single moment, I wondered if maybe I’m just done. Maybe my music talent has dried up. But that made my stomach ache, so I wrote yet another song about colors.

			At least I’ve got that skill in me.

			My phone lights up again.

			
				Dom: Griffin, you know we’re only joking

			

			I pull in a breath and let it go. I’ve played with Dom for years. He has a family. I’m responsible for my bandmates, and I’ve already strung them along enough. Now I’m responsible for Beverly too.

			Ava shifts in my arms. Christ, the idea of driving Ava up those winding roads again…she hates that path. It can’t possibly help with her sleep issues either.

			What would Robin do?

			The side table next to me holds my leather wallet and rental-car keys. Beside them, the key to the Lark guesthouse shines back.

			I close my eyes and attempt another nap, and when I wake up an hour later with at least a little more energy, I pack our bags.
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			As I roll our suitcases into Beverly’s apartment, rays of morning light peek through off-white curtains. The filter of tangerine sun beams across a room already coated in warmth.

			It reminds me of my granny’s house, where I spent my nights while my parents were out doing whatever made them happy that didn’t include me. She barely wanted me in the house, either, pushing me out the snapping screen door first thing in the morning to go play and not allowing me back in until the sun disappeared. This place seems like it might have kinder memories.

			Ava makes a beeline to a pile of toys in the corner—blocks, cars, plastic horses, Barbies…they’re gathered beside a toddler-bed pallet covered with pink movie princess sheets. The corner of my mouth hooks into a smile, and any cold I felt from being outside is overwhelmed by the heat in my chest. None of this was here last night. There’s no doubt in my mind that that corner was made specifically for Ava. She doesn’t hesitate to grab a small red car and zoom it over a cityscape rug.

			There are a couple of boxes of diapers on the couch. Beside it, a small end table with a lamp holds a gift bag. And finally, behind the door, is a walnut upright piano.

			It’s funny how quick I step closer, like the instrument is calling my name. I lean the guitar strapped over my back against the couch and take a seat at the bench. I plunk down one piano key. It resonates through the room and deep into my chest. It feels a little like home.

			“Daddy!” Ava calls to me. I look up. Her tiny hand waves. I return the gesture, and then she turns back to her car. All she wanted was to say hi. I smile, staring for a few moments more at the way she concentrates, how that little dot in the corner of her mouth is so similar to Robin’s.

			Why aren’t you writing, Harv?

			Robin was always insistent like that. If you want to do it, just do it. She’d normally say that before going on her motorcycle, or hopping on a roller coaster, or skydiving. She just did things.

			Why aren’t you writing?

			A distant door snapping shut brings my attention back. I pull aside the faded curtains and glance out the window. Down the gravel path, coming from the main house, is Beverly with a mug in one hand, laptop and notebooks in the other, and a small plate covered in tinfoil balanced on top.

			I take in her outfit: Orange corduroy pants. A faded T-shirt with a sock puppet illustration that reads Puppet Jam 2018. And a massive purple faux fur coat that makes Beverly look like a puppet herself.

			I bite back my tired smile.

			She crunches up to our door and knocks before cracking it open. Beverly beams. “Good morning, Harveys!” Leave it to her to be all peppy this early in the morning. But when I glance closer, I see dark circles under her eyes as well.

			Huh.

			Beverly crosses the threshold, and Ava instantly stops pushing her car, instead watching our new guest.

			Beverly waves. “Hello again, Miss Ava.”

			Ava blinks, then says, “Hi, B.”

			“Hi, A,” Beverly echoes.

			Ava’s smile twitches. “Hi, B.”

			“Hey, A.”

			“Hi, B.”

			“She’ll do that forever if you let her,” I chime in.

			Beverly grins. “So will I.” She gestures to my position at the piano. “I forgot you said you played.”

			“Oh,” I say, turning back. I was distracted by Beverly and their banter. This feels more daunting. “Yeah, I do.”

			I stand, but she shakes her head. “Don’t stop because of me.”

			“No, I’m done for now. I play more than I should.”

			“Why shouldn’t you be playing piano?” she asks, pulling her coffee up to her lips.

			“Piano doesn’t win awards.”

			“I could think of ten people off the top of my head that won awards because they played piano.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m the guitar guy.”

			She squints. “Says who?”

			“It’s just a known fact.”

			She hmphs. “You could win awards with piano. You win awards all the time.”

			I huff out a breath of air through my nose. “You say it like it’s easy.”

			“Aren’t you up for awards this year?”

			“Sure, but it’s just some single for some movie.”

			“Which movie?”

			I shrug. “Some thriller or drama. I’m not sure.”

			“See? You win so many, you don’t even know what it’s from.”

			She’s teasing. Even with the marks of staying up late, she’s still sharp. I wish I could pull it together like she can.

			“I guess so,” I agree.

			“And it doesn’t involve a piano?”

			“Have you ever listened to my music?” The moment I say it, the words sound so pretentious that I break eye contact. I’m exhausted, which only makes me more blunt than usual. I attempt a correction with “Even a little?”

			I didn’t know it could come out worse.

			“A little,” she says. “It’s…singer-songwriter…guitar…right?” Beverly guesses.

			Jimmy would be appalled by this conversation. He’s of the mindset that you should always be selling your music. Call me a masochist, but I almost like that she’s oblivious to it all.

			She crosses her arms. “I’m assuming your music isn’t normally kids’ songs either?”

			“Do you always ask this many questions?”

			She laughs, then her expression shifts as she snaps her fingers. “Oh! I have something for you.” Beverly reaches over to her haphazard stack and hands me the plate covered in tinfoil. “Morning pancakes, courtesy of my mom. They’re at the diner now, but she whipped these up before they left.”

			I take them, lifting the tinfoil. The insulation has kept the pancakes warm and smelling like fresh syrup. Like a bloodhound, Ava sniffs the air.

			“Want some pancakes, munchkin?” I call over.

			“Cakes!” she says, wobbling to a stand. Ava stumbles over, her arms waving wildly in excitement. She’s acting like she didn’t get scarcely more than an hour of sleep. I set the plate down on the floor and rip the pancakes into tinier pieces. She plops down and starts to eat right away.

			“Tell your parents thank you.”

			“Of course.” Beverly then licks her lips before saying, “So…I actually came over to talk shop, if you don’t mind?”

			“Not at all.”

			She falls onto the couch, grabs her laptop, and pops it open. Her fingers with their chipped polish—now green—clack over the keys, almost as if she were mid-thought in the document before walking over. Her knees bounce. She takes a sip from her steaming coffee and sets it down.

			“I have a script written,” she announces.

			“That’s great.” It comes out unenthusiastic. I’m doing a terrible job here.

			“It’s a bit iffy, but I think it’s ready to go for music, if you are.”

			“Go!” Ava calls over.

			Beverly smiles. “That’s right, A. Go.”

			But suddenly I’m distracted by how precious Beverly’s wrist looks holding the coffee-mug handle when she picks it up again. The small protruding bone leading to delicate tendons over the back of her hand. A simple ring over her middle finger. A small array of barely there freckles.

			On the side table is a spiral notebook, already folded back to a busy page. The paper is a mess of notes in various colors, sketched on with colored pencils and highlighters. In one section is a small set of paragraphs. Fragments of one-liner jokes. And throughout the margins are little sketches of bird puppets. It feels like peeking into a different, more colorful world. Nothing like my own.

			“What’s all this?” I ask.

			She shrugs, but it feels like she’s feigning nonchalance. Her quick answer says she’s very chalant. “Just brainstorming episode two.” Beverly takes another sip from her mug. “I’m honestly not sure how I feel about it yet. I need to play with it more.”

			Her laptop screen displays a formatted script. There are what seem to be millions of tabs open on her browser. I would love to pick through her mind.

			“Want me to read it?” I offer.

			Her fingers freeze over the keyboard. “Oh, no…it’s…well, it’s not ready to be seen yet. Still kinda needs work.”

			“Maybe a second set of eyes would help?”

			“No, it’s silly.”

			“Probably,” I say on a tired laugh. Her face falls.

			My damn mouth.

			“I meant…it’s supposed to be, isn’t it?” I clarify.

			“Yeah. It is.” But her smile is forced.

			Shit shit shit.

			“I didn’t mean that.”

			She laughs. “No, I get it. I do.”

			“Let me read it.”

			“No.” We both stop at the sharp word.

			There’s tension now. I’m tired. She’s tired too. But whereas Beverly’s trying to overcome it, I’m failing miserably.

			“I’m sorry,” I say, hoping to shore up some form of goodwill. “Things are…not coming out right this morning.”

			“You have nothing to be sorry for. And you know what? You just moved in. I shouldn’t have busted in and asked for music help so soon. I actually should get going.”

			My shoulders stiffen. “You should?”

			She throws a thumb over her shoulder. “I need to go take Rob to band practice anyway.”

			“Then I’ll go with you.”

			She tilts her head to the side. “Why?”

			“Because…” But I don’t come up with a word, and I think my brain idles.

			This grants me a weak laugh. “You don’t have to always follow me places,” she says.

			I refuse to leave the conversation like this.

			“I promised I’d help,” I say by way of excuse. “And I will.”

			“By coming with me and my brother to a high school?”

			“I can’t write even if I wanted to right now,” I confess. “Let’s go, Ava.” Ava’s head pops up, cheeks stuffed with pancakes. “We’re going on a trip with B.”

			Through a mouthful of pancake, Ava lets out a muffled “B! Go!”

			Even though Beverly’s arms are crossed, I see a hint of a smile. Pretty pink lips. A small line in a corner. Eyes that shimmer. The tension in my arms melts down to my fingertips, making my hands feel tingly. I stretch them out and close them into fists.

			I’ll work hard to get as many of those smiles as I can.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				The Magical Hands That Made Us
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			Beverly

			If I had a dollar for every time Griffin blindly followed me places, I would have only three dollars. That couldn’t afford me a sewing kit in this economy…but it is nice.

			I’m delirious; that’s the problem.

			I barely slept after working all night, and when I told Rob that Griffin Harvey was riding with us, I swear he almost fainted. What kind of sister would I be if I denied him this?

			I’m still stuck in my overnight thoughts as I drive the five short minutes to Elk Grove Public School. I consider childhood-development studies, education curriculum, and everything else I’m not qualified to create for the new season of Birds on the Block. I need actual professionals to help me with this show. But there’s no time. This is the hole I’ve dug for myself, and I will lie in it with Bernie Bird and the rest of the crew.

			And Griffin.

			“Griffin, you should come inside,” Rob says, turning so quickly his trombone case almost hits my knees. “My friends would absolutely freak—I mean, want to meet you.”

			Griffin blinks. “Oh, uh—”

			“We’re just gonna wait out here,” I chime in.

			“No,” Griffin says. “No, it’s fine. We can go inside. Maybe we can even play guitar or something.”

			So here we are: crunching over melted snow and twigs to take the back door to the school—the same one I used when I was in theater. It’s a few days before winter break is over, so the school is mostly silent. The clacks of Griffin’s boots and my platforms on the linoleum echo with the distant hums of the band room at the end of the hall.

			Griffin falls behind, keeping pace with Ava instead. His head jerks up, creating a waterfall of brown hair around his thick beard. His hooded eyes focus on mine, and my breath catches. I avert my gaze to another wall.

			Griffin has been out of sorts all morning. I don’t know why he agreed to come with us. I’m sure the last thing he actually wants is to meet my little brother’s high school pals.

			I call out to Rob, striding happily to the band room. “You know what? How about we meet your friends after? You’re running late anyway.”

			Rob laughs. “Not my fault. You needed coffee.”

			“Fuel. It’s fuel.” I shoo him off. “Go go go.”

			Rob hikes up his backpack again, gives one final longing glance toward Griffin, then hurries to the band room. The door opens, momentarily sending out loud horns and conversation and sizzling drums, before shutting and creating a silent hallway once more.

			Griffin clears his throat. “I would have gone inside.”

			I wave him off. “I’m not gonna bother you more than we already are.”

			“You’re not bothering me.”

			“Well, you’re tagging along, though.”

			He shrugs. “Like I said, I wouldn’t be productive this morning anyway.”

			I tongue my cheek and nod. “Okay.”

			I believe him, especially with how deep those creases carve under his tired eyes. He seems to believe me, too, because he nods.

			Ava toddles down the hall, entranced by the way her shoes hit the hard floor, their sound reverberating off the white painted brick walls and library mural. She starts to shimmy in her jacket, wanting it off. Griffin chuckles, removing it and then tossing the small coat over his bulky shoulder. Finally, she spots a display case and freezes, slapping her palms against the glass and pressing her nose to it.

			Inside are our mascots (go bullfrogs), participation awards from our football team (who never wins), and various photos from performances, including a photo from my senior year’s production of Little Shop of Horrors. Beau played the lead, still sporting his natural red hair. I tense as Griffin scans the display case, but before he notices the photo, another voice calls from down the hall.

			“Beverly? Oh my God, Griffin! What are you doing here?”

			Fran paces over. She’s wearing her usual variation of a cardigan. Buttoned up to the top. Slacks with a little white dusting of powdered donut.

			“Ms. Dowdy—” The formality sounds rough on my tongue, but old habits die hard.

			“Please,” she says, holding up a palm (also with hints of donut dust). “You’re older now. Call me Fran.” She points between us. “Sneaking around?”

			I let out an anxious laugh. “Funny.”

			She’s joking. She must be. But when her eyes shoot to the display cabinet, heat rises in my chest.

			I’m not that girl anymore.

			I’m not Beau’s sidekick.

			As if with a mind of its own, my hand reaches for Griffin’s. His palm is large and warmer than mine, making heat spread up to my elbow like magma.

			I’m holding his hand.

			Why am I holding his hand?

			Griffin goes stiff for a moment, then slowly wraps his calloused fingers around mine.

			It’s weird.

			It’s unnatural.

			We hold hands the same way he does with Ava: fingers cupped, not intertwined. He may as well be dropping me off at elementary school. This isn’t intimate. This is nothing at all.

			“We’re just waiting on Rob,” I say.

			Fran eyes the display case, crossing her arms and leaning in. “Aw, reminiscing on the good ole days?”

			“Sure,” I say.

			Fran peers through the glass, and I side-eye Griffin. He’s already staring at me—a swirl of the richest mahogany and leather. I look away.

			Anxiety skitters down my spine. I attempt to slither my hand out of his, but his palm clutches mine closer. He holds us in place, our hands still cupped together like kids on the playground, as if we’ve decided we’re friends.

			Fran gestures to another display case down the hall. “Oh, make sure you check out this other one. We just added it. I think you’ll love it. Your grandpa was a special man.”

			“Oh,” I say, choking out, “yes. Thank you.”

			Griffin grips my palm tighter.

			“Well, it’s good to see you,” Fran says. “I’m gonna get back. Teacher scheduling and all.”

			“Right,” I answer.

			Fran walks away, but not before stealing one last glance at our clasped hands.

			When she’s gone, Griffin loosens his hold, and I finally slip my hand from his.

			It’s silent.

			“You okay?” he asks.

			“Hmm?” I blink out of my heated daze, already missing the warmth of his hand.

			“Does it make you uncomfortable?”

			My lips part. “What?”

			“Pretending to date me.”

			Uncomfortable isn’t the word I’d use. Not when I’m still thinking about his roughened fingers grazing over mine. But one look at the photo behind the glass reminds me I’m standing in the same building where Beau and I snuck around the theater many, many times to do many, many things that teenagers do. And now I’m here, holding hands with someone else.

			Griffin’s eyebrows turn in. It’s concern. I don’t know if Griffin has ever directed that level of worry toward me.

			“No,” I finally answer. “It’s not uncomfortable…I mean, yes. I don’t know,” I confess. “I’ve just…I’ve never done this before. Had a fake boyfriend.”

			“Well,” Griffin takes a step closer. “Is holding hands fine?”

			“Holding hands is fine,” I answer, my mind zipping. Warm palms, abrasive fingers, large hands.

			“Anything else?”

			“No.” My nose wrinkles at my bluntness. Yes, but also…no? “I don’t know?”

			“What about any hard lines?” he asks.

			As if on instinct, my eyes dart to his lips and then to the floor.

			“Kissing,” I blurt out. “Probably don’t…ahem, want to do that.”

			Now why would I say that?

			Griffin squints. The vast hallway feels too restrictive now. Maybe it’s the child-sized coat slung over Griffin’s shoulder. Or the way his minty breath feels close yet far.

			“I can agree to that,” he says, holding out his hand.

			“We’re gonna shake on it?” I ask.

			“Yes.”

			So, without ceremony, I place my palm in his once more. Slowly, his thumb strokes over the back of my knuckles.

			“You have cold hands,” he observes.

			I run my tongue over my chapped lips.

			“I always have cold hands.”

			“B!”

			We both jump at the sound of Ava and release each other’s hand. Ava pokes at the other display case down the hall, the new one Fran pointed out.

			When we join her, my heart slams down to my stomach, then my toes, rooting me to the spot.

			It’s a showcase of Albert Starling, cocreator of Birds on the Block. Behind the glass is old Bernie Bird merchandise. Beside him is Penny Pigeon, Finch’s classic character. Then Hector Hawk. Carmen Crow. Debra Dove. There are folded vintage shirts, action figures, a bulky digital watch—all featuring the five-bird crew.

			“Albert Starling,” Griffin reads. “That’s your grandfather, right?”

			“Yeah,” I croak out. “Yeah. He taught me everything I know. We practiced Bernie’s voice all the time growing up. It was the first character I learned. I wanted to be just like him.”

			I think I see Griffin’s lips twitch into a smile, but it’s hard to tell behind his thick beard.

			“You must have spent a lot of time together.”

			“Sometimes. Yeah. He was in California a lot for filming, so he would come back for a bit, then leave for months. Nana would travel with him sometimes, but…I think it affected my mom more than anyone, honestly.”

			“She never got into puppeteering?”

			“God, no.” I let out a scoffing laugh. “No. She didn’t. One time she told me it wasn’t normal for a dad to be gone that much.”

			“She didn’t like that his career kept him away?”

			“Maybe.” I exhale and tilt my head to the side. “Well, this town doesn’t have much going for it, but we do have the creator of Birds on the Block.” I bite my bottom lip and shrug. “Or had.”

			“Have,” Griffin corrects me.

			“Have?”

			“They’ve got you. And you’re making it again.”

			“Oh. Yeah. I guess.”

			“We’re gonna bring it back,” he says. “You will.”

			I want to reach for his hand again. He was right. Mine are too cold.

			Looking at the glass case makes all this feel so daunting. So overwhelming.

			What do I do if Birds fails? Who would I be without all this?

			It’s fine.

			I just need to work more.

			That’s all.

			I watch Griffin’s eyes coast over the display case, taking in each individual bird, squinting at the newspaper article for the show. There’s a picture of my grandfather and Finch with Bernie Bird sitting between them. The headline reads The Magical Hands That Made Us.

			Griffin snorts. My gaze narrows.

			I bet he thinks all this is silly. I don’t, though.

			I tuck my cold hands in my pockets to warm them.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				Leather, Winter, and Mint
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			Beverly

			I jolt awake in bed, scattering papers beneath me.

			I could have sworn I heard crying.

			But then I realize that it might have been me. In a dream, obviously. I think.

			I swipe my palm down my cheek and groan.

			Seeing that memorial to my grandfather and Birds on the Block must have triggered something in my brain. Not that I’m a therapist or psychic or whoever, but I had a dream I couldn’t figure out the voice for Bernie Bird. I was six again, and Grandpa was there, sitting across from me, giving me that gentle smile that said I was being too hard on myself. He always had that way about him.

			Once the sunrise crests the tree line, I call Finch.

			“Funny dream, isn’t it?” I say. “You think I’m going insane or…?”

			He is quiet before asking, “When was the last time you slept? Really slept, a good full night’s rest?”

			I sip my coffee. “Well, I dreamed, so…”

			Finch doesn’t respond, so I take another loud, slurping sip of my coffee to break the ice. It doesn’t grant me even a hint of laughter. Tough crowd.

			“Anyway,” I continue, “uh, listen, do you think you could give me the number for Paula? I wanna ask if she still has some development research lying around.”

			Finch deadpans. “I bet it says ‘Sleep is important for children.’ ”

			“Psht. That’s…I mean, yes, probably, but that’s beside the point.”

			Throughout the call, Finch tries to bring the conversation back to my lack of sleep multiple times, but I keep saying, “That number? You got that number for Paula?”

			Eventually, he caves.

			Now, at dinner, waiting on a response from our former childhood-development coordinator, I can barely hold up my fork. I blink through visions of cornbread and chili, interspersed with lines of a script and Bernie Bird.

			“Bevvy?” Nana nudges my arm.

			I shake my head and refocus.

			Around the dinner table, everyone hounds Greg, who insisted on experimenting with dessert tonight. Everyone except Griffin, who stares at me across the table. He tightens his jaw, bobbing his Adam’s apple with a swallow.

			Nana pokes me again, forcing me to tear my eyes from him and his very symmetrical face.

			“You’re hunched like a gargoyle,” Nana whispers.

			“Am I?”

			I look down and see how close I am to my plate. I straighten my posture. My back pops.

			“You all right?” Nana asks.

			“Yeah, I’m good. I’m good.”

			I let my gaze catch Griffin’s again. He narrows his eyes.

			I’ve got to pull myself together. I’m losing it over here, and this man is watching me like a hawk. Of course he is. His career hinges on my ability to write scripts. He needs inspiration, and I’m doing a terrible job of providing him anything but zombie impressions. I’ve barely finished the second script, and the first is so atrocious I still haven’t let him read it. He can’t write songs until I do.

			Beau once said that Birds on the Block was my world—that even he couldn’t compare. Sure, he followed it with laughter because puppets aren’t even alive, which, of course, I know that. I’m not a child. But Beau never really understood my work. As I watch Griffin over my plate, I know he won’t get it either. Not after he so easily dismissed the display case.

			What happens if our partnership doesn’t work out? I’ve wasted not only my time but his too. Neither of us will have anything to show for it.

			“Hey, did you wanna play guitar soon?” Rob asks.

			Griffin’s eyes finally swivel away from mine. “Sure do.”

			I wonder if he’s regretting that promise to my brother. It’s hard to tell with Griffin. At least with Beau, I could recognize when he thought my brother was being annoying.

			Greg slaps his palms together. “All right, before we whip out guitars, I made some chocolate-mayonnaise cake. Anyone want some?”

			The whole table groans.

			“I think you’re trying to torture me,” Momma accuses.

			Greg laughs. “I’m playing with recipes!”

			“I liked your tomato hobby more.”

			“Hydroponic plants,” he corrects.

			“Why mayo?” Rob asks.

			Greg shrugs. “Hey, it’s a good substitute for eggs, all right? Linda isn’t laying right now.”

			Momma rolls her eyes. “It’s really nice that you’re taking care of Daisy’s chicken while she’s gone, but do you think maybe the girl just doesn’t like you?”

			Greg clicks his tongue. “Linda or Daisy? Either way, the answer is no. They both adore me.”

			“You wish,” Rob coughs.

			“Listen here,” Greg threatens with a grin, but Rob laughs and dodges our uncle’s playful shove. I’d join in if I weren’t so tired.

			I stand. “I’m gonna make coffee if anyone wants some with their mayo cake.”

			Greg laughs. “It doesn’t taste like mayo!”

			Dad raises his hand. “I’ll take some coffee, sugar. With some sugar, please.” Everybody groans.

			I journey to the kitchen and open the cabinet to get coffee filters, but we’re out. Our spares are on the top cabinet (thanks a lot, tall Dad). I stand on my tiptoes to reach it, but another arm beside me extends higher.

			Griffin is at my back, his large body hovering inches from mine. I stiffen in place. He smells like leather and the cold bite of winter, like a freeze stuck to his flannel sweater. A wintergreen mint. He pulls the coffee filters down and hands them to me. I gingerly take the pack.

			“Oh. Thanks,” I mumble.

			As I’m placing one in the coffee maker, Griffin leans down toward my ear. He murmurs so quietly the words almost rumble in his throat. “You all right?”

			Definitely mint.

			“I’m good,” I say.

			“You don’t look like it.”

			You’re one to talk, I think. My face must announce this for me because air leaves Griffin’s nose in a pseudolaugh.

			“I’m fine,” I answer. “Just working a lot.” I don’t want to talk about it. “How’s the music making going?”

			I shake coffee grounds into the filter. No scoop. We measure using our hearts in this house.

			“Fine,” Griffin says. He strokes a palm over his beard. “I promise I’ll teach your brother songs that aren’t about bedtime or counting to ten, though.”

			“You really don’t have to play with him if you don’t want to.”

			“I said I would. I brought my guitar.”

			“You did?”

			His eyes dart to the guitar case in the corner.

			“Also,” he adds. “No pressure, but…I wanna show you my song ideas.”

			I blink. Maybe I’m still dreaming. But Griffin reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a ragged notebook in a beat-up black leather holder, pages folded and ripped and stained. He extends it toward me and sets it on my open palm.

			“I…thank you,” I stammer out. “I didn’t know you were…”

			“Like I said, it’s all I can write,” he says with a shrug.

			My lips twist to the side.

			He’s trying to get things moving. He wants to get out of here as soon as possible. This isn’t helping him write a new album like he thought it might. I’m wasting his time.

			“Oh,” I say. “Okay.”

			Griffin’s brow immediately furrows.

			“Hey.” The back of his knuckle brushes against my forearm. “Don’t do that.”

			I freeze. “What?”

			“Normally, when you say ‘Okay,’ I can tell you believe me. You didn’t believe me that time.” His brown eyes—the color of old wood, of Elk Grove fir bark—dart between mine. “I want to write music for you. For your show. Okay?”

			A chair screeches against hardwood back at the dinner table. I fumble the container of coffee grounds. Griffin catches it before it falls, accidentally sliding his hand against mine. His warm, rough fingers are like a whiplash lick against my freezing cold palm.

			Greg rises from his seat. “Mayonnaise cake, anyone?”

			I set the container on the counter and recap it. Griffin snags the bag of filters and slides it back into the overhead cabinet.

			“I’ll try it, Greg,” Griffin offers, raising his hand.

			“See?” Greg says, holding out his palm. “A brave man.”

			But I’m still thinking about our conversation.

			Griffin can tell when I’m lying?

			I look back to him, and it’s immediately a mistake.

			Griffin gently cuts into the side of the cake with his fork and raises the small chocolate piece to his lips. Heat rises in my cheeks as he dips it into his mouth. His mouth purses as the fork glides out, his bottom lip catching on the tines. His tongue whips to the corner of his mouth and licks away the remaining drip of chocolate icing.

			My throat is so dry.

			“Tastes just like chocolate cake,” he announces.

			Momma groans. “Fine. I’ll try it.”

			Honestly? I think about that tongue for the rest of the night.

			I’m shameless.

			Absolutely shameless.

			This is Griffin Harvey. In my household. Eating cake. Unpacking his guitar. Playing songs with my brother by the fireplace. Talking him through chords. He doesn’t make a single comment about Rob’s slow guitar picking. And when he notices it’s out of tune, he takes the time to show Rob how to correct it on his own guitar, patiently waiting for him to get it right. He doesn’t steal the guitar to do it himself like Beau used to.

			“We should get going,” Griffin announces.

			I don’t know how much time has passed or who said what to me for the last hour.

			Griffin removes a sleepy Ava from Nana’s arms in the recliner. He gently cradles her to his chest, moving carefully and deliberately so as not to wake her up. She’s exhaling little snores into his neck. He looks relieved.

			Griffin grabs the handle of his guitar case and holds it up to me. “See you tomorrow.”

			“Right. Yeah.”

			He slides past me, and I smell the leather again. But this time, there’s chocolate as well. And I swear, just the smallest hint of mayonnaise.
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			I wake up to the sound of crying again.

			My stomach is hot. My laptop is overheating on me. I shift it to the side.

			I still hear crying. It sounds like a child’s.

			I’m definitely not dreaming anymore.

			Maybe I’m losing my mind?

			Good lord, I don’t have time for that.

			I sit still, trying to gauge where it’s coming from. The crying sounds distant, which means this is not a dream. It’s real.

			I pick up my headphones and lean in toward one speaker. No songs or videos play.

			I stand from my bed and tiptoe across the whining hardwood floor on fuzzy-socked feet. I creak open my door and peer out into the hall. The house is silent, save for its usual nighttime sounds—Dad’s snores, the heater from Nana’s room humming. I walk back to my room. When I close the door, the sound gets louder. And louder still when I walk to the window. I crack it open.

			The wails are coming from outside?

			And it hits me.

			It’s Ava.
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				E Is for Emotions
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			Griffin

			Ava sits in my lap while Nana’s box TV shimmers an old sitcom back at us. She’s sobbing into my neck, and no amount of canned audience laughter is working.

			There’s a knock at the door.

			I jump. Even Ava stops crying. When she sniffles, I think I do too. I drag my palm down my face and beard before cracking open the door.

			Beverly stands on the floral welcome mat in fuzzy socks tucked into even fuzzier slippers. She’s wearing that purple faux fur coat that goes down to her knees. Corduroy bell-bottom pants. A mismatched, baggy striped T-shirt.

			Her eyes widen at the sight of me with messy hair, ruddy cheeks, and Ava perched on my hip in teddy bear footie pajamas.

			“You look like a mess,” Beverly says.

			“What’s going on?”

			She gestures with two mugs of coffee. A brown bag is balanced in the crook of her arm. Her laptop is held precariously between her biceps and chest.

			“Figure we’re all awake anyway,” she says.

			“Did we wake you up? I’m sorry, she’s a light sleeper so—”

			“No, no, no,” Beverly says on a laugh. “I was already awake. But if you aren’t sleeping either…” She shrugs with a small smile. “We can all hang out together.”

			I exchange a look with Ava. It almost feels like she’s asking me, Are we really hanging out at this hour?

			I agree. But Beverly’s right: We’re not sleeping anyway.

			I step aside to allow Beverly in and close the door behind her. When she walks past, I notice she still smells like grapefruit despite looking a little disheveled herself. Is that just her natural scent, regardless of whether she’s showered?

			Beverly sets the two steaming mugs on the kitchenette counter. One might have been a class project, with cracked ceramic edges and messy glaze. The other has a roller coaster and a bee logo—a theme park souvenir. She slides the brown bag down her forearm and opens it to reveal a small Tupperware container of steaming pancakes. They’re already precut into smaller pieces.

			“A late-night snack,” she explains.

			Ava, with her pink tear-streaked cheeks and runny nose, perks up.

			“You didn’t have to do this,” I say.

			Beverly shrugs again but doesn’t respond. The pancakes permeate the room with smells of syrup and buttery vanilla. Ava immediately darts her palm out toward the Tupperware.

			Quietly, we watch my daughter eat, shoving piece after torn piece of pancake into her mouth, and take a couple for ourselves as well. Maybe it’s not the healthiest late-night snack, but for now, Ava seems happy.

			Beverly cuts the silence with a whisper. “Thanks for playing guitar with Rob. That meant a lot to him.”

			“I said I would. He’s a good kid with a passion for music. I like him.”

			The corner of Beverly’s mouth tips into a smile, sending tiny sparks skittering down to my fingers, pulsing against my thigh.

			I clear my throat. “So…why are you up?”

			Beverly sighs, taking a seat on the couch and then propping open her laptop on her knees. “I was working. Is it all right if I continue working here, actually?”

			The sparks tickle down my fingers again.

			Does she ever stop?

			“Go for it,” I say. “What’s on the agenda?”

			“A script.”

			“Episode one?” I ask.

			She hesitates. “It isn’t entirely ready.”

			“You’ve been working on it for a bit now, right?”

			Her eyes dart up to meet mine.

			My damn mouth.

			“I meant…” I say slowly, and I’m relieved when her smile twitches once more. “I can read it, if you want. If you’re stuck.”

			“You probably won’t like it. It’s intended for kids.”

			“I know what I signed up for, Beverly.”

			She looks down to her laptop, then back up. Her fingers hover over the keys for a moment before she finally picks up the laptop and hands it to me. I walk over, take it in my palms, and sit down on the couch next to her. Our elbows touch. She jerks hers close to her waist.

			“I don’t bite,” I say.

			“No, but you can always say my writing sucks.”

			I prop up my feet on the coffee table. “I could. But I doubt I will.”

			“Wait,” she says quickly. “If you hate it, just…tell me it’s good anyway.”

			“And what if I love it?”

			“Then tell me it’s…magical.”

			I blow out a small exhausted chuckle. “Magical?”

			“Yes. And I know it’s ridiculous. But that’s because you won’t say it.” She points her index finger, as if she’s just checkmated me. As if we’re both in agreement that the script will be trash.

			Shaking my head, I turn back to the screen. “All right.”

			“Wait wait wait.”

			I chuckle. “Bev, let me read.”

			Her hand that looked centimeters away from my forearm jerks back.

			“Sorry. Yes. Go on.” Her attention turns to a blank wall.

			And then I fall into the world of Birds on the Block.

			I read one page, two…then my heart starts to beat a little faster. The script is instantly funny. Smart. Educational, but not talking down to the audience. I keep reading, scrolling faster as the show starts to play out in my head. It’s just how I remember it as a kid. It’s the long nights with Ava months ago. It’s good memories and bad and comfort all wrapped into one. A familiar twitch in my finger starts to tap on the side of the laptop, longing for a beat.

			“This is amazing,” I say.

			Beverly chokes out a laugh. “You’re kidding.”

			“No. This is gonna be big.”

			Her knees start to bounce. “How do you know?”

			“I just have a feeling. It’s a fuzzy kind of feeling,” I answer, handing her back the laptop. “Like how you were with that napkin in the diner. It’s clever.”

			She takes the laptop from me and closes it. Her smile turns almost giddy. “You feel fuzzy?”

			My finger continues tapping. It’s begging to play.

			I lean over the couch arm and grab my guitar, then set the body onto my thigh. I run my fingers down the guitar’s neck. The back of my hand bumps against Beverly’s shoulder. I clear my throat and lean away, ignoring the tickle of sparks once more.

			“I think I’ve got something for it.”

			“For what?” she asks. “The episode?”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Just like that?”

			“I follow inspiration.”

			Her eyes light up. “Show me.” It’s not a command. It’s anticipation. Like the thought of witnessing someone else’s creativity is exciting.

			“The letter of the day is E?” I ask, recalling the script.

			She nods.

			I swipe my fingers over the strings. I pluck and slide and search. I need a chord that vibrates through me. I try one. Another. Then, of course, an E chord. It appears like a thump against my chest, echoing up my veins, hitting that spot in my brain that feels just right.

			“The letter E…” I hum. “Is exhilarating.”

			I glance over. Beverly’s eyes are sparkling in awe.

			“Go on,” she breathes.

			I adjust the guitar again. My knees knock against hers. The corduroy catches on my sweatpants, which now feel embarrassing to be wearing. I swallow and strum. I try E minor this time. I don’t like it as much, so I change back to major.

			“E is for exhilarating,” I continue. “Exciting. Enjoyable, like the elephant in the elevator.”

			“Oh my God, I love it,” she breathes.

			“E. Eagles. E. Elevator.”

			Beverly’s laugh bubbles out of her.

			“E. Eels. A fish in the sea.”

			“They’re a fish?” she asks.

			I grin and sing, “They’re fishes to me. Me me me. E.”

			“E,” she sings, too, except her words are in a squawking voice reminiscent of Bernie Bird. “Entertain! Like Griffin Harv-E!”

			I bark out a laugh.

			“Daddy!” Ava calls over.

			It’s probably not intentional on Ava’s part to also have it rhyme, but I strum and sing out, “That’s right. Dad-E. With notes making you happ-E!”

			“Griffin,” Beverly says, barely making out words through giggles. “Stop, stop.” I keep strumming because watching her laugh is making more notes pop up in my mind—more rhythms, more lyrics, more beating, pounding, thumping in my chest. She reaches out and touches my forearm, and my hand slips, fumbling my fingers over the strings.

			I clear my throat and strum a final, almost breathless, “E.”

			The chord echoes through the guest apartment, lingering on the walls and the air, warming the room with our heavy exhales, out of breath from laughing.

			“It’s wonderful,” Beverly finally says with a beaming grin. Beautiful. Stunning. Pressure expands in my chest, rising to my throat and heating my cheeks. It’s like a balloon refusing to pop despite needling with pain. Probably exhausted, Beverly’s face flushes too.

			“Want to try for one more?” I ask.

			She nods feverishly, reopening her laptop and loading another document. “I have episode two?” It’s a question, like maybe she’s unsure.

			“Let me see.”

			This time, she doesn’t hesitate to hand it to me.

			I read it, strumming soft notes while I do, tinkering with strings in a way my fingers seem to need. I’m itchy with inspiration.

			“That’s nice,” Beverly says. Her voice sounds just as sweet as the notes. Gentle. Bleary. Exhausted.

			“Oh. Thanks.”

			“Seems like Ava agrees.”

			I didn’t realize it’d gone quiet. I look to see Ava asleep on the floor, lips parted as she lets out soft snores. Her hands still clutch a piece of pancake. Her right cheek puffs out, as if she fell asleep hoarding scraps. My sweet, tired little chipmunk.

			Beverly whispers, “You know what? Let’s continue this tomorrow. Get some sleep while she does.”

			I watch as Beverly’s eyelids start to droop as well. Her hair, so delicately pulled back, is starting to fall from its ponytail, pieces blending with her bangs. I reach out, tucking a strand behind her ear.

			“I’ll sleep if you do too,” I murmur.

			She gives an exhausted smile and nods. “Okay.” Then she leans closer and whispers, “That means I believe you.”

			The balloon in my chest expands that much more. I smile back. “I know it does.”

			We both stand from the couch, and her thigh touches mine once more as we shimmy past a sleeping Ava. Beverly reaches for the untouched coffee mugs. I place my hand over hers to stop her midair.

			“I’ll clean up,” I say.

			Even bleary-eyed, Beverly has this air about her. A sparkle in her green eyes. A flush to her cheeks. She turns for the door, and I reach over her head to open it for her, then slide my palm up and lean on the doorframe. She passes underneath. Her furry coat tickles my arm.

			When she turns to say goodbye, she waves with her eyes closed. A chuckle bubbles up in my throat.

			She’s a human cartoon.

			She’s ridiculous.

			She’s gorgeous.

			“Hey, Bev?”

			“Yeah?”

			“You’re magic.”

			She points at me. “I think you mean ‘It’s magical.’ ”

			I slowly shake my head. “No. I meant what I said.”

			Her cheeks flush a deeper pink as she blinks to herself. With a small confused smile, she turns around and steps off the welcome mat back toward the main house.

			After I shut the door, I drop down on the couch and immediately pass out. Ava and I don’t wake up the next day until the sun has already risen. After I’ve dreamed of beautiful words that have nothing to do with alphabet letters but everything to do with furry purple coats, feathery blond hair, and green eyes.
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				Nice, Not Kind
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			Beverly

			For the next week, Griffin and I work together writing songs and scripts. We’ve started recording our sessions so that we keep Griffin’s random strokes of inspiration. I always feel energized afterward, immediately heading back to my room to work on the next script. My sleep has never been better. My creativity has never thrived more.

			The other night, I put my work aside at a reasonable hour—because I promised Griffin I would—then lay in bed, staring at my ceiling with leftover glow-in-the-dark stars, replaying songs and scenes through my mind. I almost texted Griffin to get his opinion but decided not to. We’re coworkers—not friends that randomly send texts.

			And yet…he feels more familiar with each passing day. I see it in him, too—the ease with which he falls onto the couch, how he reaches for his guitar and starts recording without hesitation, and the way he laughs when I do puppet voices. Griffin has this low, rumbling laugh, deep in the pit of his stomach. It’s the only time he laughs like that.

			I wonder what it would be like to be friends with Griffin Patrick Harvey. Is he different from the Griffin I know now? What is his normal routine? Is his musician lifestyle as all-consuming as Beau’s became? I wonder if Griffin gets bored here. Writing children’s songs and having family dinners must look ridiculous beside parties, bourbon, and one-night stands.

			One-night stands.

			The thought makes my limbs fidgety. I know that’s likely how Ava was conceived, just based on passing comments here and there, like how he didn’t know her mom for a long time or that they weren’t very close. But I try not to think about that too much.

			Ava sits in front of me, playing with Barbies and sifting through doll-sized clothes, always blissfully unaware of how her dad invades my thoughts.

			“You like this one?” I ask, lifting a small fringed vest.

			Ava nods with a shy smile.

			“That’s my style too,” I whisper like it’s a secret, just between us girls. She giggles, jerking the Barbie toward me. It’s an unspoken demand to dress her.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I say. I find Griffin’s gaze. He stares at me, watching Ava crawl into my lap while I dress her doll. He smiles. I can’t help but smile back.

			Griffin Harv-E.

			Friends with mE?

			“That child needs more clothes,” Nana says from the recliner. “That’s the same sweater she wore three days ago.”

			“I do laundry,” Griffin counters, sitting on the floor next to us with his back against the couch. His long legs stretch across the rug, inches from my own. “We weren’t prepared for this weather.”

			To his credit, the temperatures have dropped dramatically. We’re nearing the end of January, and snow is bound to pop up again any day. You can feel it in the wind’s bite, nipping at your ankles like a threat.

			“She’s gonna need a heavier coat soon,” Nana says.

			“I could get her some clothes out of town,” I offer. “Nothing is open up here. And it’s not like Griffin can show up at a mall or something.”

			Despite Elk Grove knowing about him, we try not to get out too much. Just in case.

			Nana looks between us. “Or I think Taylor is doing inventory at the thrift store. She can let you two stop by.”

			“Really?” I ask.

			“Let me check with her momma. See what they’re up to.”

			I bite my bottom lip as if to say Can we?

			He hitches up the corner of his lips, shining a sliver of those white teeth through his beard. “Sounds fun.”

			Griffin’s smile does too much to me; it’s a live wire to my chest. I feel silly. Ridiculous. We’re just working together. My family is hosting him for a couple of months. That’s all this is.

			And, most of all, I’m just me. A small-town mountain girl with a love for puppetry. Friends with a big musician? Tried that already. They don’t have time for girls like me.

			That night, I search our town’s thrift-store repository to prep for our shopping day. I find a cute pink jacket for Ava. I almost text him, but I decide not to.
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			Griffin steers his SUV into the gravel parking spot in front of our three-brick-building downtown block. Puffs from the engine’s exhale still permeate the cold as he unbuckles Ava from the back seat. He sets her on his hip and wraps her into his jacket. His shoulders hunch as he tries to fight off the whipping breeze tangling through their hair.

			“And it’s open?” he asks, peering up at Elk Grove Thrift.

			“Supposedly,” I answer.

			Farther down on street parking, Eddie and Maria leave their car. They toss a wave, both lingering on us before heading up to the diner. I tense and lead our crew to the creaking wooden porch. Best we keep our appearances minimal.

			Taylor left the front door unlocked, just like Nana said she would. Griffin, Ava, and I file inside, rattling the bell above the door. Classic country music blares over the speakers perched on the front counter. The building smells like too much lavender and a tinge of something burning, probably from a heating unit cranked up too high. It’s almost too hot to wear a coat.

			“Hello?” I call out.

			“Back here, Bev!” a voice yells, her accent making the one-syllable word stretch to two. “Look around all you like!”

			Griffin lowers Ava to the ground, and she takes off running to a side room. We follow her, stopping when she runs between long hanging coats. Griffin keeps an eye on her, and I tap through the hangers on a low metal rack.

			“Shopping for yourself too?” Griffin teases.

			“Nah. But I spent many weekends scouring these same aisles in high school,” I confess.

			“This explains a lot.”

			I laugh. “What does that mean?”

			He eyes my current outfit of thigh-high platform boots and a striped bell-sleeved dress, all under my usual fur coat.

			“You always look like you landed right out of the ’70s,” he says.

			“Lies.”

			“Not a one.”

			A few clothes catch my eye, but I tongue my cheek realizing how similar they are to his observation. “Okay, so maybe I have a preference.”

			His lips crook into a smile before he follows Ava as she runs around another corner. I trail behind them, but on the opposite side, we find a woman tabbing through her phone in front of an open plastic bin. Empty hangers sit on a bare rack. Our creaking footsteps bring her eyes up, and they instantly grow double their size.

			“Oh my God.” Her accent is so thick it sounds like Uhmahgawd instead. “Beverly!”

			“Taylor? Hey. Nana said it was cool if we—”

			She claps across the floor on wedge heels and pulls me into a tight hug. She smells strongly of bubble gum.

			“It’s so good to see you again!” Taylor ends the embrace but continues gripping the outside of my arms. “Feels just like old times, doesn’t it?”

			My head jerks back. Mostly because I don’t recognize her at all. When Nana mentioned Taylor, I assumed I hadn’t met her before. But the memories come back slowly with each eager bat of her smoky eyes and long lashes. She was in my theater classes. If I remember correctly, Taylor was friends with most people.

			I shake my head and blink through the memories. “Oh, hi! Yes, wow, it’s so great to see you! It’s been so long.”

			She pats my arm and leans back, scouring my figure as if assessing me. “I know, I know! How have you been?” Bee-uhn.

			“Good, yeah.” I never know what to say to that. It’s been fourteen years. That’s a lot of wiggle room for good, bad, and everything in between. “How about you?”

			“Oh, you know”—she waves a hand that clacks with thin gold bracelets and thicker metal ones—“working here. I married Tyler.”

			“Oh, wow, that’s great.”

			“He’s all right, I guess.” She scrunches her nose into a playful I’m such a stinker face. “Helps with the kids and all. But don’t ask him to clean. Oh lord, you’ll never hear the end of it.” The laughter that follows is boisterous but sweet. “No, I’m kidding, he’s a good man. You do remember Tyler, right? Football team? Never made quarterback, but he was real good. Sort of. Well, he had fun at least.”

			I awkwardly laugh, and she barrels on.

			“Now, but you were with Beau, weren’t you? God, he’s really taken off, hasn’t he? I mean, what a man. We went to go see him when he was in town—over in Raleigh—and wow. What. A. Show. We keep in touch sometimes, but he’s just so busy, y’know? Takes a few weeks to answer my texts.”

			My heart ratchets into my throat. Everything about this conversation brings me back. The familiarity with Beau in this town but also being in this specific shop. Beau and I searched these racks for his first touring outfit. I distinctly remember him lingering at a glass case near the register where they kept jewelry, thinking maybe he was looking at vintage engagement rings.

			In my heart, I knew he wasn’t. I could sense how he pulled away from me first when we held hands, how he didn’t buy any clothes I picked for him, and how his laughs at my jokes turned to grimaces.

			“I’ve heard he’s doing well” is all I manage.

			“Congratulations, by the way,” Taylor murmurs.

			“On what?”

			“On that.”

			“What?”

			“Girl.” Her eyes bug out. “Griffin. Harvey.”

			Oh.

			Taylor’s eyes are locked on to a space behind me. I turn and spot Griffin with his black baseball cap on, tilted low. It must have been tucked in his pocket. But his pseudodisguise can’t hide his iconic jawline and gorgeous long hair. Griffin doesn’t linger, moseying into another room behind Ava, who is too busy to care about adult conversations. The old hardwood floors creak and whine under his heavy boots, sounding exactly how I feel.

			I was so distracted about memories of dating Beau, I forgot about my silly little lie to make others not think about me dating Beau.

			“Thank you,” I say quickly. “Yeah.”

			“Look at you. Lucky duck with all these musicians.”

			I swallow. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s not on purpose.” But heat rises in my chest. I guess it doesn’t look like that.

			“So…” Taylor lowers her voice. “If you don’t mind me asking…what exactly happened with Beau? He absolutely will not tell me.”

			I swear my throat closes in that moment. I let out an awkward laugh because it’s all I can do. “We just…I don’t know. Didn’t work out, I guess.”

			“I mean, you saw the video, right? Who didn’t?” She laughs, then gets real serious all too quick. “But…you just seemed so happy before that, y’know? You were on the homecoming court. I mean, he was. But oh, your dress was so pretty that year.”

			“Yeah, things change, I guess.”

			When I glance over to the side room, Griffin is back, sifting through the opposite side of the rack. His eyes are focused on me. I avert my gaze back to my hands, twisting in front of my thighs, my thumb chipping away at my nail polish.

			Taylor sighs. “That’s so sad.” Say-ud. “Was it him that broke up with you?”

			“Um, it’s complicated,” I mutter. God, I could sink into this floor.

			I don’t have the heart to tell her he cheated. Even now, despite everything he did, razing his reputation feels cruel.

			Suddenly, a hand wraps around my waist. Warm. Solid. Long fingers curl around to my stomach, pulling me into a hard chest. My breathing stops.

			“Baby, I’m so lost.” Griffin’s crooning voice heats into my ear. It’s low and gritty, trailing down to my neck and skittering over my spine. “Can you help me out?”

			Taylor’s eyes get so big I wonder whether they’ll pop out of her face. I imagine I must look the same.

			“Oh.” The word is breathy. “Of course.”

			Griffin’s opposite hand slides between both of mine, thwarting my efforts to ruin my painted nails. We don’t cup hands this time; he links our fingers together. His are thick and rough, calloused from his guitar.

			“Sorry,” he says to Taylor with a forced smile. “I hate being without her for too long.”

			Taylor runs a tongue over her bottom lip as if parched. “Sure. Sure. Can I help you find anything?”

			“Beverly’s got me covered,” he says. “Come on, baby.”

			Baby.

			I swallow again, but my throat is painfully dry. I’m thirsty like Taylor—parched, I mean. Not thirsty for Griffin but—

			He nudges my waist and tugs my palm. I follow dutifully, rounding the corner and watching as Taylor disappears behind a wall.

			Griffin removes his hand from my waist, slips it down my spine and back to his side. Shivers explode over my back and arms. He doesn’t let go of my hand, though, keeping our fingers tightly entwined. His hot palms to my shivering joints. He pulses a beat, as if reassuring me. Of what, I’m not sure.

			“I don’t like her,” Griffin mutters under his breath.

			I laugh, but it sounds like I’m an eerie, cackling witch, because his hand is still in mine and it’s warm and rough and distracting.

			“She’s a kind person,” I say. “She’s just…nosy.”

			“She isn’t kind, Bev.”

			“Oh, come on—”

			“Kind people don’t knowingly open old wounds, even if they say it in a kind way. She’s nice. Not kind. She’s stuck in the past. And you’re in the present. With me. Okay?”

			I blink, finding that I’m squeezing his palm.

			“Okay,” I murmur.

			“B!” We both look down to see Ava holding a tiny toy truck. She pushes it toward me, but when I’m not fast enough, she just drops it and walks off.

			Griffin chuckles, bending to pick it up. I take that moment to squirm away from his hand and follow Ava to another room. I immediately miss his warmth.

			For the next twenty minutes, I pick out clothing with Ava. She seems to love every single option. Or maybe she just loves when her dad nods in confirmation at every piece I hold up. If he loves them, she loves them.

			I get it, girl.

			Griffin’s approval seems rare and unique, and I’m not sure what I did to earn any portion of it. Ava will thankfully never know how it feels to long for his attention like so many other women do. He will always give his love to her unconditionally, as he should. But as for me, my mind is still racing at the memory of his hand in mine.

			When Ava leads us to the book room (aka runs off and we follow), I take the chance to browse the small section in the corner with Westerns. They’re tattered but smell old and lovely. Griffin walks into the tight space, almost the size of a closet. Not exactly fit for two. Or maybe it is if you like bumping arms, which I shouldn’t. But I’m already heating up from the inside out.

			He’s Griffin. Just Griffin. Calloused hands and thumping heart Griffin.

			“What are you looking for?” he asks.

			“Westerns for Greg.”

			Griffin hums, crossing his large arms over his chest and leaning against the opposite wall.

			“What’s his deal?” Griffin asks. “He’s…”

			“Weird?”

			“Fun,” Griffin clarifies.

			“He’s always been fun. He’s also been through a lot, though, so I think he finds humor where he can. His divorce wasn’t pretty.”

			Griffin lifts an eyebrow. The unspoken question.

			I continue, “My Aunt Andi…she cheated on him years ago. He forgave her once. He couldn’t forgive her the second time.” I sigh. “Greg’s a good guy. And sometimes the world isn’t so nice to a guy like that. But he just wants what everyone else wants.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“A soulmate,” I answer. “He’ll never say it, but I know he’d love to be married again.”

			“Do you believe in that?”

			“What? Marriage?” I ask.

			“No, a soulmate.”

			“No.” I must say it too fast, because Griffin’s head jerks back.

			I tilt my head to the side. “I mean, maybe I did at one time. My parents are deep, desperate, hopeless romantics that are deeply, desperately, and hopelessly in love with each other. They aren’t super affectionate, but they’ve lived their entire lives together: childhood friends, marriage immediately after high school, opening Momma’s dream pancake house…and they’re still not sick of each other.

			“Nana and Grandpa were the same way before he passed. They always acted like they were fifteen, experiencing their first love, even after over fifty years of marriage. They spent a lot of time apart because of his work, but I guess I kind of…”

			But the words fade off. I don’t want to finish that thought. Truth is, I expected Beau and me to follow that same path. High school sweethearts. Achieving dreams together, going through the theater and music scene in LA hand in hand. Maybe we’d start a family later in life, maybe we wouldn’t, but we’d always have each other.

			I was wrong.

			If soulmates exist, I thought I found mine at sixteen. But then he changed, and so did I. Maybe if we were really soulmates, our souls would have grown together.

			I shrug. “Soulmates is just something people say to make their relationship feel ethereal. Like it’s unattainable to everyone else because it’s mystical and unexplainable.”

			Griffin grunts. “Hmm. Well, I think soulmates might exist.”

			I scoff without thinking about it. It’s rude, and I immediately wince. “Sorry. What, um.” I aimlessly open a book, close it, and set it back. “What makes someone a soulmate to you?”

			He cocks his head to the side in thought. “I think it would be easy. And I think Greg knows that, which is why this part hurts so much. He has to get through all the dating to get back to the easy. It’s that deep, desperate, hopeless love your parents have that we all want.”

			I choke out a laugh. “You too?”

			“Sure.”

			“It’s that musician in you. A romantic.”

			“Maybe.”

			“Do you write love songs?” I ask.

			“Sometimes.”

			I grin. “Probably songs with a lot of feelings at least?”

			“Too many.”

			“You’ve got a lot of layers, Griffin Patrick Harvey.”

			He chuckles. “Enough to make my three-name curse go away?”

			“Maybe.”

			His fingers pulse into his jacket pocket at my response. I notice they twitch a lot lately. Mostly when he writes music. But sometimes when he’s looking at me.

			I look over my shoulder. Griffin’s gaze follows mine. We both see Taylor lingering in the corner of the other room, pretending to put things away but unabashedly staring at us instead. I avert my eyes, chewing my bottom lip and letting out a shaky breath.

			Out of nowhere, Griffin sets his hands on my hips and spins me around. My back lands against the bookshelves. One of his hands grips the shelf above my head as the other stays locked on my waist. Griffin towers over me, crowding my body with his. The shelf squeaks above my head. The smell of him and books and old wood is suddenly intoxicating.

			I’m out of breath, confused, and growing hotter by the second.

			“What are you—”

			“Look at me,” he says.

			Where else would I look?

			I stiffen, dancing my eyes between his. Dark. Intense.

			“Now laugh,” he instructs.

			Anxieties bubble up to the surface like fizzing soda pop. I burst out laughing. Griffin laughs with me. From the corner of my eye, I spot Taylor gawking.

			Oh.

			“Laugh some more,” he commands.

			I sink under the weight of his stare, letting the sound sputter out of my choked throat.

			“Is she still looking?” he murmurs.

			I peer over his bulky shoulder. Taylor blinks at us in disbelief as we shamelessly steal an intimate moment in public. My cheeks flush.

			“Mm-hmm,” I answer.

			Griffin tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, traces his finger down my neck and then to my collarbone, where he nestles his thumb into the dip.

			My breaths leave in shaky, uneven exhales.

			“God, you’re stunning,” he says, at a gritty but normal volume. Enough for someone across the room to hear.

			I know this is all for show. I know it’s to make Taylor walk off and tell anyone who will listen about how Beverly is absolutely not thinking about Beau one bit. Beverly has moved on. Griffin freaking Harvey cannot keep his hands off Beverly Lark for a single second.

			“She still there now?” Griffin asks.

			I flick my eyes behind him. My heart sinks. She’s not there. Taylor walked away, probably to call someone and gossip. Our job is done.

			But when my mouth opens to confirm, I instead whisper, “Yes, she’s still there.”

			I hate myself. I feel gross and selfish, and I just know some angel is looking down on me from a big fluffy cloud in heaven, ticking a mark in the not getting through the pearly gates box.

			But all thoughts dissipate when Griffin’s hand tightens on my waist. His thumb reaches out, rubbing circles over my bone. He buries his nose in the crook of my neck, exhaling, and runs his beard down and over my shoulder. I wait for his lips to purse against my skin, for a feeling of softness and longing. I wonder what it would feel like to have him kiss my skin—this juxtaposition of gentle lips and rough beard, causing a burn on my chin and heaven in my mouth.

			But I get nothing.

			You told him kisses were off-limits, didn’t you?

			So no trailing kisses. No heady breaths. It probably looks like he’s kissing me, though, which is the point. It’s all for appearances, and he’s a master at it.

			“She’s gone,” I choke out, sighing away all the nervous energy and letting it pool to the floor.

			“Thanks,” I say. I run my palm over my chest, as if clearing myself of any remaining heat. I notice the window nearby coated in a small film of condensation.

			“Anytime,” he responds, darting his eyes between mine.

			I pull in a breath, then let it out with a shaky laugh. “Do we, uh, do we have everything?”

			“Yeah,” he says. “Yeah, I think so.”

			I slide past him and try my best to breathe again.

			Griffin tells Ava to pack everything up and that we’re heading out. We make our way to the front counter. Taylor is notably not looking up, instead focused on her phone. When she finally does notice me, her cheeks are tinged pink. She sets her phone face down on the counter.

			Definitely texting all of Elk Grove.

			“Find everything okay?” she asks in a high-pitched tone.

			“Yep,” I say. “We’ll probably need a second to narrow down our options a bit.”

			“Why?” Griffin appears beside me with his arms full of tiny child-sized coats and long-sleeves. He splays them on the counter. The hangers clatter together.

			“Because…it’s a lot,” I say.

			Griffin shrugs. “It’s fine.”

			My face flushes red.

			Right.

			Money is no object to someone like Griffin Harvey.

			Taylor beams and begins ringing up every item without complaint.

			Winding my hands together, I move back to the main room and sift through vintage pieces again—anything to distract myself.

			I feel like I’m living a different life. Hot and heavy in the corner of a store. Shopping for winter clothes for a two-year-old. Buying everything on sight without a second glance. It doesn’t make sense. It’s not my life. It can’t be—

			I let out an unhinged exhale at a gorgeous angel-sleeved chiffon dress hanging on the rack. Perfect condition and perfectly my size too. Maybe a little pilling on the neckline, but that can be fixed. It’s vintage, after all. But the price…well, it’s also a typical vintage price, which is to say it’s completely out of my range.

			“Want it?”

			I jerk my head up to find Griffin staring.

			“What?” I ask.

			“It looks like it’d be perfect. Is it your size?”

			It is, but I shake my head. “No. I’m just looking.”

			He lifts an eyebrow, always speaking through those. This time, it says I know it’s your size.

			He holds out his hand and flicks his fingers toward himself. A command, beckoning me to hand it over.

			“Griffin.”

			“Beverly,” he counters.

			“It’s too much.”

			“Impossible.”

			My heart beats harder in my chest at that statement. How simple it was.

			Then, after a small silent standoff, Griffin crooks his mouth into a smile and says, “Let me buy something nice for my gorgeous girlfriend.”

			Behind the front counter, Taylor’s jaw drops.

			Slowly, straining against every instinct I have toward frugality, I place the hanger into his open palm. He walks back to the register and sets it neatly on top of the clothing pile without another word.

			When we leave and emerge back into the cold, I can finally breathe for the first time. I tell him thank you, but he scoffs it away. He doesn’t want to hear it. Instead, he links his fingers in mine and continues walking, keeping my cold hands warm in his.

			I’ve never been starstruck by Griffin Harvey.

			But I might be a little struck by Griffin Patrick.
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			Griffin

			“Daddy, play!”

			I have my guitar on both knees and Ava sunk in my lap between them, reaching over the neck to pluck strings. She shifts the guitar into the sun, reflecting beams back in my eyes. I squint, pulling both her and the guitar into the porch awning’s shade.

			It’s bitterly cold. We’re in multiple layers of long sleeves and coats. My bare hands are red against the chill as I strum. It’s too cold to be outside, but Ava was getting restless indoors and she kept eyeballing the Larks’ cat, Steak, out in the yard. After the fiftieth “Cat!” I put her in a balaclava and gloves, and we both went to pursue the thing.

			Steak left a while ago, hurrying through the flapping cat door in irritation, so now I’m the entertainment, sitting on the porch rocking chair with Ava curled into my chest and a guitar in my stiff, frozen hands.

			“What should I play?” I ask. “The E song?”

			“Puh!”

			“Puh?”

			“P!”

			“Oh, the P song,” I say, grumbling dramatically under my breath, “the one that isn’t finished, huh?”

			“Play!” she demands again with a grin.

			I’ve been playing for Ava a lot lately. We found that gentle guitar—the kind where I’m aimlessly searching for notes—is the only way Ava can sleep, and that realization has been a game changer. If Beverly hadn’t been there to make it happen, Ava and I would still be in sleepless limbo. Beverly’s done a lot for us.

			I rest my chin on Ava’s head and play the chords for the P song I composed one hour before. I haven’t perfected the lyrics, but Ava helps me with “uppy!”—puppy—and “ano”—piano. The titular letter is still a work in progress.

			Ever since I was a kid, I’ve had a pulse in my fingers for music. Lately, it’s been erratic, thumping on surfaces and patting against Ava’s legs as she rests in my arms. It’s a beat thrumming down to my fingertips, itching for more, more, more.

			Sometimes it’s songs about the alphabet.

			But sometimes my lyrics linger on thoughts of a woman with feathered hair. A woman with cold fingers tracing over the rough ridges of my warm knuckles—two contrasting worlds combined into one.

			I like holding hands with Beverly.

			I think about it too much.

			She’s gentle and careful with me, despite me being a foot taller and twice her size. She’s like that with everyone, though. Beverly is clear and patient when teaching Nana new technology, despite the frustration (—these phone upgrades are specifically to use against us old, wrinkly-ass—). She’s attentive when she helps her brother study for tests now that he’s back in school. She even takes that mouth-breathing dog of his on long walks when he’s trying to focus, even though Pudge is not really hers and he plops down on the wet grass halfway through the walk, demanding they turn back. She ends up carrying him.

			Beverly has a softness that I don’t deserve because anytime Beau is brought up in conversation, I’ve gotten in the bad habit of saying, “Oh, that dipshit?” She always rolls her eyes with a smile, which is the only reason I keep doing it. If it bothered her, I would stop.

			Reluctantly, though.

			I dislike that dipshit more and more as the town slowly reveals the past.

			“I remember that time you and Beau went dressed as the couple from The Shining for Halloween! He chased you with the axe too! It was so good.”

			“Oh,” Beverly said. “Yeah, ha.”

			The dick.

			“He was so funny at prom. I swear he and Tori shut down that dance floor. I can’t remember—were you there that late?”

			“No, I was in the theater. I was finishing up some set stuff,” Beverly said. “But that’s great! Prom king and queen had to dance together, so I’m glad they had fun.”

			He was prom king without her? He danced all night with someone else?

			“Play!” Ava demands, bringing me back and calming my blood pressure, which seems to skyrocket whenever I think of Beau.

			“Sorry, munchkin.” I adjust my guitar and strum once more.

			“P!”

			“Yeah, P.” P for punch. Punching that asshole in his smug face.

			After a couple of playthroughs, I check my watch. “All right, let’s get moving. We’re running behind. We’ve got to get you some lunch before B comes back.”

			Beverly went to help her parents with their lunch rush since Greg caught a small cold. She should be back within the next twenty minutes, and we need to hit the ground running with work. It’s always work, work, work with Beverly. She needs to take breaks, but try telling her that.

			When I set my guitar aside, Ava starts revving up to a whine, the type that resembles an emergency vehicle. For her, Daddy not playing his instrument may as well be a house on fire, and her heart is now burning.

			“How about T?” I ask Ava, bouncing her on my knee. “T is for toast. Can you say that?”

			Her pink face pinches for a moment. “Tuh…tote.” The word requires a push, but she does say it. Sort of.

			“Good job.” I pull her into my arms and shake her side to side, causing an eruption of precious giggles. I live for these giggles, and they feel louder now. Rested.

			I feel like I’m playing house. A pretend fantasy. Elk Grove is nothing like LA. Barely any cars. Nobody seeking me out. Sure, the temperatures aren’t ideal, but it’s quiet. Calm. I can see why Robin wanted this for Ava, rather than the fast-paced life of fame.

			I stand, swooping Ava up and onto my hip. She grabs a fistful of my long hair with another giggle. I should have thought to pull up my messy locks, but oh well. It’s her lock of hair now.

			“Totes,” Ava repeats.

			“Attagirl. Toast.” I emphasize the stuh sound. She doesn’t bother repeating, momentarily distracted by the flash of Steak running past in the yard.

			My back pocket buzzes. I set down Ava as I pull out my phone. I don’t know why I expect Beverly’s voice, but instead I get—

			“Griffin, where have you been?”

			“Oh.” My shoulders drop. “Hey, Jimmy.”

			“Don’t sound so excited, big guy.”

			“I won’t.”

			“You haven’t called. You barely pick up.”

			“Service isn’t very reliable out here.”

			“Yeesh, how’s it going in those mountains?”

			“It’s…relaxing.”

			“With no service? Cannot even imagine.” A car honks in the background. “Hey, buddy, this is my lane! My lane, you asshole!” He must be in traffic.

			“How are the guys?” I ask. “I haven’t heard from them much, aside from Poe reading books, apparently.”

			“Don’t even get me started,” Jimmy groans. “He’s on some nonfiction kick.”

			“Self-improvement?”

			“World history. I don’t wanna talk about it,” he groans. I chuckle to myself. “But listen, they’re ready to go for you!” Jimmy has perfected the salesman voice. “And, get this, good news: People actually want interviews with you again! Especially you two.”

			“Me and Poe?”

			“No, you and Beverly!” he says. “The new it couple!”

			My stomach clenches tight, as does my fist. “Says who?”

			“Are you not on the internet? Griff, there are literally hundreds of videos with montages of you. Maybe more. Speculation! Fan fiction! You heard about that? You and Bev are a mystery.”

			“Maybe let’s keep it that way, then.”

			Jimmy laughs. “They want to know—” Another car honks. “Go! It’s your turn!” I rub my temples. Even this brief intrusion of LA is stressing me out. “Anyway, what was I saying? Oh, they want to know about your relationship.”

			I feel my molars grinding. “I’m sure they do.”

			“You seem mad. Are you mad? What’s the point of this whole charade if you’re not gonna show her off?”

			“Show her off? She’s not a…” I kick the gravel and tongue my cheek. “Trophy wife.”

			“Right, she’s a trophy girlfriend,” Jimmy jokes.

			“Jimmy.”

			“I’m kidding. Obviously, yes, of course she’s not a trophy wife. She’s a puppeteer.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			He whines. “Griffin. Help me out here. You’re tossing me mixed signals. Do you want to show her off or not?”

			There’s an uneven silence. It’s one that Jimmy would normally break himself, but I can tell his gears are turning.

			“Griffin, this looks real good for you. I mean, jeez,” he says. “At least tell me you’re taking her to the music awards.”

			The sound of popping gravel comes from the end of the driveway. Beverly’s massive station wagon bounces down the road, kicking up dirt. Behind the windshield, she gives a grinning wave that has my lips tilting up at the corner of my mouth.

			Jimmy groans and repeats, “At least tell me that, Griffin.”

			I’m not sure how to respond. It’s one thing to fake date in a small town for a thrift-store owner, but it’s another thing entirely to fake date on the red carpet. In the public eye. On television.

			Beverly wouldn’t want to go to an award show. She likes being behind the partition, playing someone else. It would be a lot to ask of her. Robin didn’t want it, either—for her or Ava.

			I run a palm over my beard. “I haven’t asked.”

			Beverly parks and jumps down from the front seat. She’s in yet another ’70s fashion statement: high-waisted pants and a ringer tee with the faded face of Bernie Bird smacked on the front. She runs around to creak open the passenger door. Too many things fall down in her arms. A tote bag, her coat, a Tupperware container, and then the familiar haphazard lump of cobalt blue feathers: Bernie Bird.

			Ava runs across the driveway as fast as her tiny legs will take her and barrels into Beverly’s leg. Beverly gives out an exaggerated “Oof!” making Ava laugh. Bernie Bird’s feathers float in Bev’s face. She blows out a breath to get them out of the way.

			“Hey, A. Want some snacks?”

			“B!” Ava says, pointing up to Bernie.

			Beverly shakes the Tupperware. “I’ve got pancakes and eggs.”

			Ava’s eyes brighten more. “Cakes! Hi, cakes!”

			Beverly meets my lingering gaze, knocking her chin toward the house and mouthing, I have food.

			I nod and hold up a finger as if to say Be there in one second.

			Beverly leads Ava into the house. The door shuts behind them with a snap.

			“Let’s think about something else then,” Jimmy says and clears his throat. “The album. You’ve written a song or two, I hope?”

			“Just mostly brainstorming. But I’ve written a song about the letter E.”

			I can picture his index finger and thumb massaging the bridge of his nose. “But that’s not exactly the thing we need. Bud, they’re kinda breathing down my neck here.”

			My chest tightens. I hate putting him in this position.

			“I know, I know.” I sigh because I’ve given Jimmy one too many I knows lately with nothing to show for them.

			“Go, you moron!” Jimmy yells at likely another car. “Sorry. Not you, Griff. So, is all this kids’-song stuff at least, I don’t know, helping?”

			“Yes, I’m making progress. I am.”

			I’ve written down little snippets of a song with the pieces that tap from my fingers. Chords that pluck at me when I watch Beverly laugh with my daughter.

			“Good,” Jimmy says through a sigh. “Good.”

			“It is. I feel…good right now.” I think about Beverly and her Bernie T-shirt. My thumb twitches where I hold the phone. A tiny beat desperately needing a song. “Jimmy, I gotta go.”

			“All right. But Griffin?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Can you send me one song? Send me one finished song. That’s all I ask. Something maybe we can tease while we’re on tour, yeah?”

			I force myself to nod. “One song,” I repeat back to him.

			“And let me know about bringing Beverly as your date to the Grammys. They need to reserve a seat for her. And she probably needs a dress or something.” A car horn blares. Jimmy yells, “Eat a dick!” followed by a calmer “Talk later, Griffin?”

			“Yeah. And stay safe.”

			But I only hear a “Don’t make me come over—” from Jimmy before I hang up. I tuck the phone back into my pocket and exhale.

			Beverly at an award show. A new song to record. Ever closer to the international tour in March. It’s all moving so fast.

			I shake off the cold inside and make my way upstairs. I crest the top stair, and what I find is so absurd I have to bite back a laugh.

			Beverly’s right arm is covered in a sack of blue feathers, disappearing up into Bernie Bird’s head. Her left arm is tucked into his large feathery one, pointing and waving as she makes him talk. Ava is across from her on the floor with her legs tucked underneath her butt.

			“You don’t know about squares?” Bernie squawks. The voice is obviously just Beverly’s, but Ava doesn’t know or care; her eyes are locked on the bird.

			“How about…circles?” Bernie asks.

			Ava’s mouth opens with a giggly squeal. “Cake!”

			“Cake? Like ice cream cake?”

			“No!”

			“Oh, a cookie cake!” Bernie nods emphatically. “Yes, yes.”

			“No!” Ava insists through a laugh. She points at the Tupperware. “Puh-cake!”

			“Plastic cake?”

			Ava is in stitches by now. “No!”

			I walk slowly across the hardwood so the magic isn’t ruined, but I don’t think I could ruin it anyway. Ava is enraptured.

			“And who’s this messy-haired guy?” Bernie turns his attention to me.

			“Me?” I ask, poking my chest.

			Ava twists to see me mid-step. She’s teeming with bottled-up energy—just prepared for another laugh.

			“Ohh, I know you,” Bernie shoots back.

			“I know you,” I counter.

			Ava’s giggles bubble out of her.

			“You look worse than the last time I saw you, Griffy,” Bernie says.

			My mouth opens in a gasping laugh, and I glance at Beverly. “Why’s he so mean, B?”

			“Well, I can’t control what he says,” she answers in a normal yet offended voice. Bernie’s feathery head bounces, nodding in agreement.

			I twist my lips to the side.

			Ava is cackling with laughter now. It’s too precious. I wish I could make her laugh even half this often. But Beverly is a professional, and Bernie Bird…is Bernie. He’s a laugh magician, but Beverly carries the magic touch.

			“You’re good,” I say.

			“Me?” Bernie Bird asks.

			“This.” I gesture to the puppet now opening its mouth and closing it like he’s at a loss for words. I roll my eyes with a grin. “You’re ridiculous.”

			Beverly pauses. I snort when Bernie’s beak slams shut as well.

			“You wanna help?” Beverly asks in her normal voice.

			“What?”

			“You wanna be my right hand?” she asks.

			“Your what?” I ask.

			Beverly slowly grins, like the joy is radiating through her.

			“Come here,” she says.

			My gut clenches. The little Come here shouldn’t make my stomach drop the way it does.

			When I hesitate, she rolls her eyes with a laugh. “C’mon, Griffin.”

			I creak across the hardwood. Ava’s eyes are wide as she watches me pause next to Beverly with my arms crossed.

			“Sit down here,” Beverly instructs. “I won’t bite. Though Bernie might.” On cue, his felt beak snaps.

			I chuckle and lower to a crouch.

			“Sit all the way down,” Beverly says again with a tiny hiss.

			I finally do, with my legs stretched out beside her. Beverly removes her hand from Bernie’s arm and unhooks a small safety pin in Bernie’s other wing, releasing it from its resting position against his tummy.

			“Now, you’ll put your hand through his right wing while I put mine back through the left one, all right?”

			“All right…” I reach for it, but it’s awkward and I’m stretching to find my place inside.

			“You gotta sit closer for it to work,” she instructs.

			I clear my throat, sliding until her thigh is against mine.

			“Now, lean in a bit,” she says. My stomach clenches as I tuck my arm through the other hand of Bernie Bird. Beverly pushes off with the heels of her feet and scoots even closer.

			My face grows hot. “What are you—”

			“I’m telling you; it’s closer than you think.” Beverly shifts herself until our shoulders bump. Her hair sways with each movement. I’m immersed in the familiar citrusy scent, grapefruit with hints of lemon.

			“There we go,” Beverly says. “Now, move your hand up higher.”

			I do, and Bernie’s right hand rises. Beverly dutifully moves hers as well. We look ridiculous—both Beverly’s arms tucked into the puppet and one of mine inside as well.

			“This is called right handing.” As she speaks, the words rustle Bernie’s feathers. She’s close enough for me to pick up the coffee scent on her breath—like the kind from a fresh candle. I bet it’s her fifth cup of the day already. I smile to myself.

			“So there’s always a second puppeteer?” I ask.

			“Not always, but if it’s this type of puppet, a sack puppet—live-hand puppet—then, yeah. Most of the time.”

			“I didn’t know there were multiple people in here.” Beverly adjusts her position as she directs Bernie’s head to look at Ava. Her elbow brushes against my chest. “What if the other hand goes rogue?”

			She twists to look at me. “What do you mean?”

			Our noses are so close. I keep my voice even keeled, trying not to focus on the tiny freckles dotting her cheeks as I ask, “What if the other puppeteer—the right hander—does their own thing?”

			She shrugs. “They don’t. It’s not about you in this industry. That’s kind of the beauty of it.”

			“In my industry, it’s always about me.”

			“Oh, Griffin, I know,” she teases.

			My heart jolts again as I chuckle. “You making fun of me?”

			“I would never,” Bernie Bird squawks.

			Smirking, I shake my feathery hand in Beverly’s face. She gasps and waves her own feathery fingers back, tickling them over my nose with a laugh. Her laughs are always light and airy. That easy type of laugh. Everything seems like it comes easy to her. Everything is fun.

			Playing at puppetry with Beverly feels like I’m getting away with something. Sneaking away from the record label and prying eyes. It’s like I’m at a sleepover as a kid when we’d stay up all night with no rules or parental oversight.

			My fingers twitch inside the felt hand, tapping out that taunting new beat. Something different. Something about freckles and gentle laughs.

			Beverly finishes up a performance for Ava with my hand flailing beside hers the best I can. When we both finally remove Bernie, Ava is left squeezing the air with her fists, asking for more.

			“He’ll be back,” I tell her, but Ava waddles over to the limp Bernie set in the corner. “Nope,” I say, swinging her into my arms as she whines. “Sticky kid fingers off the bird, Ava.”

			Beverly sets Bernie in the recliner, then heads to the kitchen and unpacks the foggy Tupperware. Steam rises from a small pile of pancakes and eggs. Ava is already sniffing the air.

			I set her down at the table. “Let’s start with eggs this time, munchkin. Protein first, then sugar.”

			I stroll to the cabinets and pull down plates for all three of us. It’s so domestic. So normal. I want more of this. After Ava is successfully chewing on eggs, much to her displeasure, I cross my arms over my chest and lean against the counter.

			“Can I ask you something, B?”

			“Always,” she replies. The ease of how quickly she answers makes me smile wider. Maybe she’s still riding the high of a good performance. Or maybe it’s because she’s with me.

			“Would you want to go to the Grammys?” I ask.

			She freezes in place, her palms gripping the plastic Tupperware. “With you?”

			“Yeah. But I guess you could go with Bernie, and I’ll just tag along, if that’s better.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			“I’m not.”

			Her cheeks get pink as she fumbles with the pancakes on her plate. “Oh, I couldn’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“Music awards?” She gives a choked laugh. “Come on, I don’t belong there.”

			I furrow my brow. I wonder if Beau told her that once. Or maybe it’s not about Beau at all. Maybe she doesn’t want to go with me.

			She twists her lips to the side. “Can I think on it?”

			“Of course.”

			Beverly looks to the floor, the wall, and taps her boot on the ground. Then, in what might be an attempt to lighten the awkward situation, she holds up a floppy pancake.

			“Pancake?” she offers. I grin and bend down, biting it in half as she holds it, leaving the remaining piece still in her hand.

			Her face turns from pink to deep red. She laughs it off.

			Being around Beverly definitely feels like getting away with something.
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			Beverly

			“Thanks for not losing my number.”

			“It was a close one this time,” Finch says. “But I figured, eh, what’s one last call?”

			“Famous last words before I show up outside your window.”

			We both laugh. I’ve missed our bits.

			It’s midday, and I’m sitting with my knees up to my chin in the living room. A rerun of Birds on the Block is paused on the TV mounted over the fireplace, and the coffee table overflows with sewing needles, thread, scissors, and felt. When Finch called, my phone was partially covered by my in-progress puppet. It took me a few seconds of rustling to excavate the vibrations.

			“How’s retirement?” I ask, putting him on speaker and leaning the phone against my mug of coffee.

			“Turns out, I’m still bad at Jeopardy!”

			I laugh. “Oh no.”

			“I really thought I’d built some skills over the years.”

			“What makes you think that?”

			“I’m older and wiser. Isn’t that good enough?”

			I smile as I poke a needle through fabric. “I guess that counts for something.”

			He hums to himself, and it’s almost hesitant. “So…how are things with you? How’s pitch prep? Can I help with anything?”

			I exhale, pushing through the fabric again—though this time, it’s more of a violent stab. “Just trying to get it all done. I’ve got a handle on a lot of it, but…I’m still feeling rushed.”

			“Is Griffin Harvey helping? Alice says you’re living together.”

			My cheeks heat. “I’m not living with him. He’s in Nana and Grandpa’s old place out back.”

			“Ehh.”

			“Don’t ehh me,” I counter with a laugh. “It’s not the same thing. We’re fine. We’re getting along.”

			Getting along is putting it lightly. He’s telling me I’m beautiful, playing with puppets, and buying me expensive clothes.

			I like him.

			There. I said it.

			Griffin is funny, in the most subtle ways. Little one-liners. Sarcastic remarks with no bite and all play. He likes to continue my bits when I’m being ridiculous, and not once has he cringed at me, despite the occasional raised eyebrow. Sure, he doesn’t talk to many people. He likes Ava, me, and my family. Sometimes Pudge. Everyone else in town gets a grunt, at best.

			He’s kind. Not nice—kind.

			But Griffin Harvey is also famous, and I can’t forget that. He’s a musician. The musician, really. A heartthrob to every heartsick adult and crushing teenager in the United States.

			Maybe to me.

			I notice things now. His long, wild hair, which turns coppery in the light. The little specks of pepper in his brown beard and how there’s a freckle on his ear and a slash on his earlobes, like maybe they were pierced once upon a time. I notice things fans have probably known for years.

			But I’m me. Just me. A puppeteer reviving an old kids’ show. I don’t have perfect teeth or a symmetrical face. My blond hair looks more like dirty sink water instead of sunshine. I still can’t get rid of my undereye bags, and I’ve got that thing with my chin that I was told I should be self-conscious about through a video online, and now I can’t unsee it.

			I like myself—even my questionable traits—but I know who I am. And I know who Griffin Harvey is. And the fact is, we don’t match. Not that it would matter. We’re coworkers. Colleagues. He just happens to smell good and hang around a lot. (And occasionally caresses my neck against bookshelves, but who’s thinking about that, anyway?)

			“You’re quiet,” Finch says. “Is now a bad time?”

			“No.” I blink away my thoughts. “Sorry, just…thinking about Griffin. And the show!” I rush in to add. “Griffin and the show.”

			Finch hesitates to respond.

			Why is he pausing so much?

			“Do you think he’ll wanna be on Birds?” Finch asks.

			“Yeah, I think so…maybe.” Birds on the Block is known for its weekly celebrity guest star. But writing music for the show is one thing; acting is another.

			“Have anyone else in mind?” Finch asks.

			“There are a few actors here and there. People always loved being on Birds,” I muse, pulling through another stitch to the back of the puppet’s head. “You should come on the show.”

			“I’m no rock star.”

			“You’re my rock star.”

			I smile to myself, but the silence afterward lingers for longer than I’d like.

			“Finch?”

			“Yeah? Hi. Sorry, hearing aid. What’d you say?”

			“Now you’re being quiet,” I observe. “Why’d you call?”

			He sighs.

			“I don’t like that sigh,” I interject. He sighs again. “Stop it.”

			“Well,” he says, dragging out the word. “I’ve been in talks with people. And…ugh…I don’t have the best news.”

			I clutch my project in one hand, pressing it against my chest as if it’s a safety blanket. “All right…”

			“Starlet…isn’t interested anymore.”

			My heart drops. Starlet, one of only two streaming services I have meetings with. One of two lifelines for Birds coming back.

			My mouth feels dry. “What? Why? What’s going on?”

			“You know they’re flaky. They drop shows and meetings like flies.”

			I suddenly feel faint. “But…Connection is still interested? Right?”

			“Yes.”

			“But now that’s our only option?”

			“Yes.”

			I nod, even though he can’t see me. The felt in my hand is shaking. I drop it on the table.

			“Hey. Bev? You can do this,” Finch assures me. “You have time. But let’s not freak out.”

			“I’m not freaking out.”

			“I know you are. Relax.”

			I let out a mix between a laugh and a scoff. “Relax? I need to work harder.”

			“No, you don’t. You already work yourself to the bone.”

			“Finch.”

			“I was worried about telling you this,” he says. “You’re sleeping again. You seem happy. I don’t want you spiraling.”

			“But this is our only opportunity now.”

			“Beverly.” It’s his be reasonable tone.

			Too late. My mind is swimming. Starlet and Connection were the two big streaming services that could bring Birds on the Block back. And now my only hope is Connection. Connection, who is the perfect fit, who makes incredible programs, but is notoriously picky with their content.

			“Beverly,” he repeats. “Take a beat.”

			“I have zero beats left,” I say.

			“Don’t drive yourself insane,” he continues. “Take a break today to think. Go have fun with Griffin or something.”

			“Have fun with…” I laugh as the words fade, and something else rings like a gong in my brain.

			The Grammys.

			I haven’t made my decision yet, but now I definitely can’t go. Which maybe is a relief because…I’ve been truly considering it. Selfishly. A fancy dress. Griffin in a suit. Holding hands in public…

			It wouldn’t work out. Attending an award ceremony is a fantasy. Things like that don’t happen to people like me. And now I definitely can’t go. It would remove a full weekend from my schedule. So that’s that.

			“What are you thinking?” Finch asks.

			“Nothing,” I say.

			“You were quiet for too long.”

			“Seriously, it’s nothing.”

			“Bevvy.” I swear he uses that nickname like a weapon.

			I sigh. “I thought I might have a thing in February, but I don’t.”

			“What’s in February?” he asks.

			“The Grammys.”

			“Beverly!” Finch yells, scratchy and loud and excited.

			I jump at the sudden sound, then laugh. “What?”

			“You need to go.”

			“No, I shouldn’t.”

			“Shouldn’t?”

			“I won’t have time.”

			“Yes, you will,” he says. “Take the break.”

			“I don’t belong there.”

			“What are you even talking about?” I open my mouth to answer, then close it. “Beverly. Be honest with me.”

			“I don’t have time,” I repeat, instead of using the word belong because now it sounds childish. “I need to work.”

			Finch grumbles something unintelligible under his breath before saying, “You’re the reason I still wake up to nightmares of coffee makers at three in the morning.”

			“Aw, come on, that’s not true.”

			“My friend bought me a Keurig, and I broke it.”

			“By accident?”

			“On purpose.”

			“Liar,” I say with a laugh, then instantly frown. “Wait, tell me you’re lying.”

			“Go to the Grammys.” I sigh as he continues, “You can lose one weekend. Enjoy this opportunity.” I bring my lukewarm coffee to my lips. “Enjoy your fake boyfriend.” I almost choke on it.

			“You’re a monster,” I say.

			“Those award shows are always fun,” Finch insists. “You need that. Albert and I used to sneak in flasks to the Emmys. One year, I gave an acceptance speech that everyone assured me was great, but hell if I remember it.”

			I laugh as he chortles to himself. I wish I’d gotten involved in professional puppetry sooner. I wish Grandpa had been a little healthier and we’d performed together more. I wish I could’ve been there on those crazy nights, just to say I saw it all.

			Then Finch says, “It was the only time Albert allowed himself a break. Do it for him.”

			There’s a creak in the floorboards behind me as Nana emerges from her room. She peers over the couch and to my phone on the table.

			“Is that Finch I hear?” she asks.

			“Is that Alice I hear?” Finch counters from the speakerphone.

			“You’re not dead yet?”

			“You wish, woman.”

			I tilt the speakerphone closer to her, as they descend into teasing. Finch tells her about the Grammys, despite me squirming as he does, and they reminisce about memories with Grandpa. The longer I sit, the more I start to drift, as my mind races.

			We have only Connection remaining.

			That’s my one shot.

			I don’t have time to consider the freaking Grammys.

			But yet…

			Yet yet yet…

			Could I go to the Grammys?

			What if I screw up? Say something wrong in an interview or fall down on the red carpet? What if Beau says something to someone? That I’m a star chaser. A user. A gold digger. Would the internet deep dive into it and assume he’s right? What evidence do I have that I’m not those things, other than knowing myself? Would Griffin believe any rumors?

			Would it hurt my chances with Connection?

			No. They don’t care. They just want a good children’s show. I’d have to kill a person for drama to matter. I hope.

			I tongue my cheek. My knee bounces.

			“Beverly?”

			I come to, and Nana’s nodding toward the phone.

			“Sorry. Yes, Finch?”

			“Bevvy, I gotta go,” he says. I hear a door shutting. “I have to get the mail, and you know it takes me all day to trek to the end of my driveway.”

			“You gotta watch those hips,” I joke. “Slip and fall and you won’t get up.”

			“Exactly. Busy afternoon. Booked solid. But we’ll talk later.”

			“Okay.”

			“And relax.”

			“No promises.”

			We say our goodbyes—Nana telling another dark joke about hopefully seeing him in the afterlife one day—then I tap my phone to end the call.

			With a heavy exhale, I lean back against the couch, stretching out my feet on the floor.

			Nana pats my shoulder. “Such a lovely man.”

			I smile and tease, “I like him well enough.”

			We sit in companionable silence before she adds, “So…no Starlet, huh?”

			I side-eye her. “You were eavesdropping?”

			“Oh, impossible,” she says, waving a hand toward me. “I’m hard of hearing, remember?” She points to her hearing aid, and I roll my eyes with a smirk.

			“You should take a break,” she says. “Go to the Grammys and forget about this for a bit.”

			“I’m not going.”

			Her eyes widen. “What? Why?”

			“I don’t have time.”

			“You have time,” she says with a scoff, as if that settles the matter, which it absolutely does not. “Be with a hot man for an evening.”

			Whatever anxiety was already beating in my chest now pulses harder. “Nana!”

			“And push your hotness in Beau’s face while you’re at it.”

			Heat rises up my cheeks, and I choke out, “I am not hot. I’m a mess.”

			“What is it Greg says? Oh! You’re a ten out of ten!”

			“My uncle says that about me?”

			“No, no, no. But he’s with the times.”

			I shake my head, trying to erase thoughts about my uncle in his fifties being more in touch with culture than I am. “Well, I’m not a ten. I’m a middle-of-nowhere five,” I say. “At best.”

			Nana scoffs. “You’re gorgeous. You’re funny. You’re successful. You’re about to become a showrunner.”

			“Oh God.”

			“Don’t spiral,” she says quickly when my face contorts. “What I’m saying is that you’re in a league of your own.”

			“Maybe I should stay there, then.”

			“Beverly.” It’s the same tone she’d use when I would talk back as a kid.

			I look through the sliding glass door, past the thick draped curtains and the rocking chairs to Nana’s old apartment, where Griffin is probably sitting with Ava. Maybe they’re writing music or taking a nap or playing with cars. The thought pairs with a weird pang in my chest, a longing to go out there.

			Steak appears at the top of the carpeted stairs, coming up from the den. I hold out my hand to coax him over. He gives me the stink eye before carrying on to the laundry room.

			See? Small-town five. Steak knows the score.

			I bring my knees back up to my chest and rest my chin on them, staring at the array of fabric and half-sewn puppetry.

			“Don’t overthink it,” Nana says.

			“I overthink everything.”

			“Then find another hobby.”

			I smile, and she pats my arm. “I think you’d regret not going. You’ll make time to hit your deadlines. You always do. Go live a little.”

			I sigh.

			I’ve lived a little with a musician before.

			And I know what happens when that song ends.
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			Griffin

			“Which coffee is that for today?” I ask.

			“What?”

			Beverly glances down at the foldout card table. We’re in the garage apartment, like we have been all day. Her laptop is propped open, notebooks are scattered, and colored pencils roll into each other at odd angles. It’s eight o’clock in the evening, and yet between her palms is another steaming mug of coffee.

			“The number. Your sixth, maybe?”

			She gives me a pursed-lip smile. “Don’t be a jerk.”

			“I’m always a jerk. I like this, though,” I say, flicking the orange floral bandanna folded back into a triangle over her blond hair. I can’t help myself. I feel like a kid, tugging the girls’ pigtails just to get their attention. I’m in my thirties, and I can’t stop finding ways to touch her.

			Beverly shakes her head. “You’re being mean.”

			“I’m being serious, B. It’s very you.”

			I draw my eyes over her, taking in her wispy bangs, vintage Birds on the Block T-shirt, long flowing skirt, and pleather boots. I like her whole look. It’s as if her creative, classic-TV-show-loving brain influences every part of her, all the way down to her fashion.

			The longer Beverly concentrates on her laptop, the more her eyebrows tilt in. She’s been dancing with that expression all day. She’s stressed about something. I wish I knew what it was. I wonder if I caused it by bringing up the Grammys.

			Ever since I asked her, it’s all I think about. Her laughing with my bandmates. The dress she might wear. Would it fit her unique style too? I want to see it.

			Piano keys suddenly plunk down in shrill notes. Beverly startles, pressing a hand to her chest. I turn and see Ava’s tiny hand smashing down the keys again as she says, “Piano!”

			“Piano. That’s right. Very good.”

			“Cake?” Ava asks next.

			I snort. “No more pancakes today, munchkin.”

			“She’s gonna turn into a pancake,” Beverly says, smiling.

			Ava presses another piano key, probably more out of frustration that she can’t get what she wants.

			“Hey, let’s be careful what we touch,” I say. “That’s not ours.”

			“It’s okay,” Beverly says. “She can play around. That’s what this house is for. There’s probably still a dent beside the TV where I threw a ball too hard one time.” Beverly stands, gesturing for Ava to follow. Ava walks over with pounding feet and shaky legs—both a toddler’s unsteady walk and a small temper tantrum. Beverly points at a tiny crack in the plastered wall. “See?”

			I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips. She’s so natural with Ava. I could watch them play all day long.

			When Beverly’s eyes snap up to mine, she sees me staring and averts her gaze, as if she didn’t expect me to be looking in the first place. I could be embarrassed, but why should I feel shame for admiring her? When was the last time someone that wasn’t Beau paid attention to her?

			Though I am looking more often than I should.

			I turn back to the piano. I haven’t played it since our first day in the apartment. It felt too tempting. Too easy. There’s no reason for me to practice when piano won’t be used on the studio album or Birds on the Block. But sometimes I find myself drumming fingers against the wood, like I do now. Not playing but feeling like I’m getting away with something anyway. Just like I do with Beverly.

			When I turn around, Beverly is watching my fingers tap.

			“You got some songs to show me?” Beverly asks.

			“Oh. Yeah.” She’s right; better to move on. “I came up with something for episode four…”

			I stand to walk toward the guitar case in the corner, but Beverly walks straight to the piano. A key is plunked, drawing my attention back.

			“No, I wanna hear this,” she says. “You at the piano.”

			“I’m the guitar guy, B.”

			“Be the piano guy for a second,” she says. “I want to experience the magic.” I cross my arms over my chest as she raises her eyebrows and drops them cheekily. “Please?”

			She’s cute.

			Ava, now sitting on the floor with a car clutched to her chest, blinks up at me. She points. “Piano.”

			I pull in a breath and grunt out, “All right, then, you two.”

			Beverly pulls that bottom lip in between her teeth in excitement, stepping to the side so I can take a seat on the piano bench.

			“Oh, wait wait wait.” She pulls out the recorder we’ve been using for our music sessions and starts it. “There. Perfect.”

			I press a key, then drop my hand between my knees. “Well, what should I play?”

			“What do you like to play?”

			I tilt my head to the side and tap a single key. Then I repeat it. And again. It’s a familiar intro.

			Beverly smiles. “I love ‘Bennie and the Jets.’ ”

			“You recognize the song just from that?”

			“Of course.”

			This woman.

			“Want to help me play?” I ask.

			She twists her lips to the side. Always wearing her emotions on her face. But it’s not that worried one from earlier. It’s curiosity.

			I scoot over so there’s spare room on the bench. She sits, but it’s a close fit. My knees bump Beverly’s, so I start to tuck them closer. Her thigh still hits mine, though, and her arm is nearly flush against my biceps. Clearing my throat, I tap the key again, then look at her, knocking my chin toward it. She gingerly replaces my finger with her own, our hands brushing past each other’s.

			“Just keep doing that,” I instruct.

			Beverly nods, watching as the song sprouts from my fingertips. My hands are plants newly watered, desperate for a sunny day, growing down the piano and stretching over keys. “Bennie and the Jets” was a song I used to play in Nashville with Dom after a few bourbons, when it was late and everyone, me included, was getting rowdy. When I no longer cared what the people liked, just that they were my captive audience and I was onstage with the music. Playing piano was hit or miss with crowds, but this song never flopped.

			Beside me, Beverly starts to hum. I grin and sing the lyrics with her. For a moment, we’re in tune together, and my fingers are soaring over the keys, and I’m smiling because her singing voice is fine—not perfect—but the little wobbles give it character. Beverly is nothing if not filled with character.

			When we get to the titular line, I hop to a different note, creating a perfect harmony and making Beverly jump up with surprise. My fingers, already occupied, can’t twitch out a new rhythm, so my feet do instead, itching for something to match that beaming smile.

			We finish the chorus on a soft laugh from her, and she finally stops pressing that single key as I instructed earlier. But I keep playing, letting my fingers drift into something new. I don’t know what I’m playing anymore, and I don’t care.

			“I like your voice,” I say absentmindedly.

			She shakes her head. “I’m a terrible singer.”

			“Didn’t say it was in tune. I just said I liked it.” I dip my chin, and she grins.

			“Why aren’t you the piano guy? When did you switch to guitar?”

			“When it started making me money,” I answer, gauging her fallen expression. “I know. Sellout, huh?”

			“No,” she says. “No, you’re still making music you like. Just not this. But how did you know? That guitar was it?”

			“The moment I stopped including piano, people took notice,” I say. “I got more streams online—then I got signed because a song went viral.”

			“Do you like your guitar?”

			“Of course. I love guitar,” I say. “But piano…” I run the back of my fingers over the keys in a rush of notes before landing them in a heap in my lap, drowning us in immediate silence. “It’s different to me. But people resonate with a guy playing guitar more.”

			“Sir Elton John would say otherwise.”

			“Except it’s 2025, isn’t it?” I counter with a weak smile. “Not the ’70s.”

			“We could only be so lucky,” she jokes back.

			“Is that right?” I tease. “What would be in the ’70s that isn’t here now?”

			She blinks into space as if thinking before saying, “Puppetry was so alive. There were so many formative years with formative shows. I would’ve thrived back then. Plus, maybe I wouldn’t be out of a job, y’know? Or, I don’t know, maybe I would be.”

			“You’d have figured this out one way or another,” I say. “You are figuring it out.”

			“That’s a lot of confidence in me.”

			“I’ve got a little, sure.”

			“Hmm. Misplaced,” she says, plunking an awkward key on the piano.

			Beverly is so confident when she’s performing Bernie Bird, shamelessly adopting voices and gestures that would make most adults fidgety afterward. Nobody else I know has that unbridled sense of self, not questioning her actions but driven on instinct. And yet it’s like she forgets her talent the moment the fabric is off her arm. The fun voices in her head shift to critical ones.

			Ava tugs at my pant leg, jerking my attention to her. “Play.”

			I bend to scoop her up into my arms. “Yeah, get on up here.” I sit Ava in my lap, sliding her between me and the piano. Only a couple of keys are awkwardly pressed on the way down.

			“Can you play?” Beverly asks Ava sweetly. Ava scrunches her nose, like Beverly asked whether she can fly a plane too. “Yeah, silly question,” she murmurs to herself.

			I chuckle. Ava presses a key, then turns around to look at me for approval.

			“You’re a great help,” I say, pressing the same one. Ava giggles, pressing it again. I tap a different one. She follows, jamming her finger down. “But be gentle with the piano.”

			“I hate your reputation,” Beverly says.

			Startled, I look at her. She’s locked on to me with heavy eyes.

			“What?” I press another key for Ava, which she chases with her own small index finger.

			“Everyone thinks you’re this big assh—” She flicks her eyes to Ava, then continues, “—butt.”

			“I am a big butt,” I say.

			“No. That’s not who you are. Not with her. Not with me.”

			My chest clenches. I run a palm over Ava’s feathery bangs, kissing the top of her head. It’s familiar. Comforting.

			Beverly follows the motion with her beautiful green eyes.

			“How would Ava know how to be a good person if you’re not? She gets it from you.”

			“Nah, that’s all from her mom.”

			“What was she like?” Beverly asks, quickly adding, “If you don’t mind me asking.”

			Ava squirms, as if this conversation is suddenly too boring. It would almost be comical if it didn’t hurt. She’ll want to talk about Robin one day, but for now, I set her back on the carpet. She snatches her red toy car—far more interesting than adult talk.

			“Sorry” rushes out of Beverly. “You don’t have to talk about her. I was just curious.”

			I shake my head. “It’s fine. I don’t mind. She’s…Robin was lovely. She wasn’t bothered by anything in life. And she wasn’t intimidated by me. One time she told me, ‘You’re not special, Harv. You just work hard. But that’s better, I think.’ She talked to me like I was a person—not some famous guy. And she laughed loud, y’know?” A small smile twitches at the corner of my mouth.

			“I like the way you talk about her,” Beverly says.

			“There’s no other way to describe her. She lived every day like an opportunity to explore something new.”

			“That sounds amazing.” Beverly’s voice has grown dreamy. “There’s a lot of things I’ve never done.”

			“Like?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never owned a hit children’s show.”

			“Yet,” I amend. “What else haven’t you done?”

			“What about you?” she volleys back.

			“I’ve never…hmm. I don’t know. I’ve done a lot, Beverly. I won’t lie. I got my start in bars. Got way too drunk every night and embarrassed myself too much. Did a lot of things I’ll never remember and a lot of things I’ll never forget.”

			“Interesting.”

			“Are you judging me?” I joke.

			“No!” Her eyes widen. “No. I just…you’re not alone in that. I’ve done stuff I’m not proud of too. Maybe not the same, but I get it.”

			“I find it hard to believe you’ve ever been arrested.”

			She gasps. “Have you?”

			“Shoplifting,” I answer. “I stole an ashtray once.”

			“Thief.”

			I shrug. “It was pretty, and I was a sixteen-year-old rebel. Honestly, that was kind of a trend.”

			“Did you even smoke?” Beverly asks.

			“Like a chimney.”

			“Really?”

			“What about you?” I ask. “Any arrests?”

			She freezes, then raises her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. “Uh…no, not really.”

			I pause. Her eyes avoid mine.

			“Go on,” I coax.

			Beverly bites her lip. “I’ve only gotten in deep trouble one time. I was suspended from a school play. My senior play. Last one. It was devastating.”

			“Why?”

			“I…me and…Beau—”

			“The butt.”

			She huffs out a laugh at my jab, but it fades to a groan.

			“What happened, Bev?”

			“Well…we had”—she glances at Ava, then censors—“S-E-X in the sound booth. And got caught.”

			My lips twitch, and she gives me a sheepish smile—the one with her beautiful pink cheeks growing pinker by the second.

			“Beverly Alice Lark.”

			“We were eighteen and reckless. So I got suspended and didn’t perform in my very last high school production.”

			“I’m sure they missed their golden boy, too, huh?”

			“Oh, no. He was the lead in the play that year, so he didn’t get in a lot of trouble. They couldn’t afford to lose their Seymour in Little Shop of Horrors.”

			And just as quickly as I was intrigued, I’m irritated. I scoff.

			“Stop,” she says. “Like you’ve never done anything like that.”

			But it’s not the deed I’m judging, and she knows that. It’s disdain over Beau, always getting whatever he wants, despite Beverly drawing the short straw. Why does every story about them turn out that way?

			I watch her expression shift to a more painful one. She clearly doesn’t want to talk about it anymore, so I won’t make her.

			I change the subject. “So, you never told me about what you want to do,” I say. “The adventurous thing you’ve never done.”

			“You’ve had enough adventures for the both of us.”

			“I’ve left that lifestyle behind me,” I say, shifting uncomfortably on the bench seat. “Tours aren’t what they were years ago. Not for me, anyway.”

			I was a different man in my twenties. I’m not proud of it. I’ve had flings backstage, in the bed of a truck, and in a pool with the tiled stairs grinding into my spine as a wild brunette rode me like a bronco.

			Does Beverly think of me as that reckless musician I once was? That maybe I’m just as bad as Beau, getting women into trouble and leaving without consequences? Does she think that’s what happened with Robin?

			Beverly blinks at me, chewing her bottom lip. I wonder if she can read my mind right now.

			Instead, she smiles. “Wow, you’re so serious, Griffin.”

			“I’m not always serious.”

			“You’re even serious about this conversation.”

			“Well, it’s a very serious conversation.”

			“But you’re serious about everything,” she says. “That’s my point.”

			I tongue my cheek and shrug. “Not everything.”

			“Name one thing.”

			“Well, I’m living in a guesthouse with my secret daughter to make music for a children’s-show puppeteer while criminally behind on an album deadline.” Her lips curl in, holding back a laugh. “I’ve never been more unserious in my life.”

			She smiles. “Fair enough.”

			“So,” I continue. “Tell me something. Your secret adventure you want that nobody else knows.”

			“You’re gonna laugh.”

			“I never laugh.”

			That only makes her stifle laughter.

			“Seriously. Don’t,” she says.

			“I would never.”

			She sighs. “Skinny-dipping. I’ve always wanted to go skinny-dipping.”

			My eyes widen, and I nod slowly. My mind is suddenly processing everything that entails: Beverly’s bare shoulders, the smooth skin across her arms, the way her collarbones glisten with droplets of water—

			“You’re making fun of me,” she says, slouching.

			“I’m not. But…” I shake the crude thoughts from my head. “That’s almost like a rite of passage as a teenager. Why haven’t you?”

			“I was too busy. Or maybe not cool enough to be invited,” she adds with a self-deprecating laugh.

			“Invited? Was this a common occurrence?”

			“Oh, all the time. There’s a lake nearby that’s pretty nice in the summer.”

			“Why weren’t you invited?” I ask.

			She shrugs. “Like I said, always working. Also…it felt risky.”

			“Says the girl getting caught in the theater.”

			“It’s different,” she says.

			“Don’t see how.”

			She raises her chin, singsonging, “Well, you and I are very different people, then.”

			“Maybe. But I like your kind of person.”

			“The person who can’t even take a risky swim?” she asks.

			“What makes it so risky? Truly?”

			“Well, if we got caught—”

			“We?” I tease.

			Her face goes the deepest red.

			“N-not you and me,” she corrects. “Just…the bigger…universal we.”

			“Uh-huh. Beverly, are you considering that we go skinny-dipping?”

			“You are such a—”

			“Butt?”

			She laughs and reaches out to push my shoulder. I’m chuckling, too, grabbing Beverly’s arm mid-swing and holding it at a distance. But then both our laughs fade into silence as we sit side by side with her arm held in my palm.

			I think we realize at the same time just how close we are.

			Our eyes trace over each other. Her flushed cheeks, pink in little patches across her smooth skin. That little freckle beside her eye, slightly darker than the rest. They’re intricate details of her face that I haven’t had the privilege of seeing before, now being digested intimately.

			I notice for the first time how her green eyes swirl with color. Character is traced through every circle—rings of a tree, years of life embedded in every shade and tint of pine and moss, like the forest outside.

			We both lower our arms at the same time, shifting her skin under my palm, leaving behind brushes of silk. I trace my thumb up to her wrist and over her pulse. It’s absolutely racing. Instinctively, my fingers start tapping out a beat erratically. I’m keeping time with her heart. It’s a rushing, rhythmic need.

			I swallow, watching her lips part. They shimmer with something glossy. It smells like berries. I let out a low involuntary hum, and my small sound makes us both raise our eyebrows. It says everything I don’t realize I’m thinking.

			I want to kiss Beverly Lark.

			Deeply.

			Desperately.

			Hopelessly.

			I want to curl my palm against the nape of her neck and capture her for myself—to feel her smooth hair in my hand and the heat of her breath against my lips. I want to consume that laughter and devour those smiles. I want her light to radiate through me in a bursting sunbeam that rips through my dull clouds and pulls me to heaven.

			I like Beverly Lark. I like her eccentricities and her ’70s fashion. I like her silly character voices. Her kindness. Her smile. Her laugh.

			She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met.

			And I want to kiss her.

			Just as I exhale, cautiously tilting my head, a note strikes on the piano.

			Loud. Off kilter. Jarring.

			Beverly jumps. I jump. My hand releases her wrist. She folds her hands in her lap. Then we spot Ava with her palms on the piano, a giggle bubbling up her throat.

			“Play!” she commands.

			I run my palm over my beard. “What did I say about the piano, Ava?”

			She giggles more, and I sigh, reaching down to tickle her side. She runs off, but the moment between me and Beverly is broken.

			I glance back over to her. She’s staring down at her twisting palms, fiddling with her fingernail polish.

			My heart sinks.

			Beverly made it clear that our relationship is purely professional—a way to get Birds on the Block up and running. Even our fake relationship is a convenient excuse to avoid questions about her ex. Hell, I’m the one who arranged dinner back in LA. I’m the one who lied about our relationship to Beau. And now I’ve been mentally twisting our mutual agreement into something more.

			Beverly’s not interested in me, and she doesn’t have to be. I like that she’s goal oriented. I like that my fame is irrelevant.

			She’s a perfectly professional colleague.

			Colleague. That’s all.

			But she’s also the type of colleague I want to show off. I want to display her like a gold medal because it feels like bragging to say that Beverly Lark doesn’t mind spending time with me.

			“Hey.” I clear my throat, but it doesn’t rid me of the want, the need, the selfishness. “Did you decide whether you’d like to go to the Grammys?” My finger absentmindedly plunks down a piano key. “If you can’t, that’s all right.”

			“Oh. Well…we’re fake dating,” she says, twisting it into a joke. “I have to, don’t I?”

			I slowly shake my head. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Beverly.”

			We lock eyes again, and this time her expression fades to understanding. It’s the same worried expression she’s flirted with all day.

			What’s going on in there?

			“I’ll go,” she says, suddenly laughing, but it sounds forced. “Obviously I’d love to go with you, Griffin.”

			Christ, nothing is obvious about how I feel right now. Her thigh is touching the outside of my own, and I can’t stop thinking about her lips, and she’s exhaling, and it’s soft and gentle and so Beverly.

			Not one single thing about our relationship is obvious to me anymore.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Stayin’ Alive
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			Beverly

			I look out the windows of the private plane heading from North Carolina to California.

			You heard me.

			Private. Plane.

			I’ve never taken portable stairs up to a plane with one cabin. I’ve never sat across from someone, either, only shoved shoulder to shoulder like sardines in basic economy. And I’ve never seen the world through the eyes of Ava, who squirms in her seat, pointing out the roads below disappearing into foggy clouds.

			I can’t believe I’m attending the Grammys. I always thought maybe I’d go with Beau, but that plus-one invitation was never extended to me. He said it would make a bigger impact if he went stag. We both knew I wasn’t a partyer anyway.

			I look across from me to see Griffin pinching his eyes closed as he takes slow, steady breaths.

			“Are you scared of heights, Griffin Harvey?” I tease.

			“No,” he snaps. But his eyes do not open.

			“Oh my God. You are. Don’t you perform on stages all the time?”

			“Yeah, but I don’t go near the ledge.”

			“No stage dives?” I joke.

			He squints open one eye, giving me a half smile. The one hidden in his beard that feels like a secret just between us.

			“Very funny.”

			We’re picked up by a darkened SUV and are driven through too much LA traffic until we’re eventually snaking up a hilly neighborhood. The sidewalks have dog walkers with fistfulls of leashes and marathon-fit runners I vaguely recognize as that one guy in that one movie. Fancy cars park beyond iron gates, and when we finally pull into Griffin’s driveway—behind his own squeaking automatic iron gate—my jaw drops.

			“This is your home,” I say. It’s not a question.

			Griffin crawls out of the limo and unbuckles Ava, then places her on his hip. “It’s a place where we live, yes.”

			This house is not a normal place to live. It’s a mansion.

			We walk past the small fountain in the circular driveway and past the columns on his front porch—notably not adorned with rocking chairs or dust or a reclusive cat. Clean and marble and perfect.

			I cross through the front door and peer at every passing room, all baked in white with untouched furniture. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlook the hilly neighborhood, and I gaze down at the busy streets with cars the size of ants. We’re not in a house—we’re like gods in the clouds.

			“Amazing.”

			“It’s all right,” he says with a shrug.

			“Don’t be modest.”

			“It’s big.”

			“It’s stunning.”

			Griffin sets Ava down near her toys in the living room, then leads me to a guest room nestled at the end of the hallway. The room is nearly empty, save for a bed with pristine black sheets and remote-controlled blinds. A simple side table rests on top of a simple rug. It’s all so minimalist.

			“Do you not decorate?” I tease.

			“The house is too big, and I’m too busy.”

			“Hire someone.”

			“Waste of money.”

			I snort, thinking of my vintage dress that he threw cash at without even considering an alternative. “And here I thought money wasn’t an object.”

			“Not for people I care about.”

			I shift my eyes to him. He’s leaning on the doorway, watching me take in the room. I must look like a gawking tourist.

			“We’ve got to leave in a bit,” he says. “I think Greta is on her way with her team.”

			“Greta?”

			“My stylist.”

			“Oh. She’s here to make me look pretty?” I ask.

			He stares at me long enough that my nervous foot starts to bounce.

			“I’m kidding,” I whisper.

			“Good,” he says. “You’re already pretty.”

			Ava comes barreling down the hall, hands already clutched around a juice box she found who knows where. She holds it out to Griffin, but he turns too late, and they collide. Red juice breaks through the small hole in the top, all over his jeans and white T-shirt.

			Her face falls. “Oops…”

			“Hey, good thing Daddy’s changing anyway, huh?”

			Silently, Ava nods, and Griffin crouches down, takes the straw, and inserts it into the already-popped-open top. “Be more careful, munchkin. And try not to make a mess. We don’t want to make Nancy’s job difficult.”

			I wonder who Nancy is. Maybe his cleaner? His nanny? Nancy the nanny sounds like an excellent puppet character for Birds. Do I need a new character?

			“Ready, go!” Griffin says, as if announcing the start of a car race.

			“Go!” Ava echoes, running into a room across the hall.

			He turns around and follows her, grumbling something to himself about the shirt. Before I can respond with a joke, he grabs the bottom edge of the fabric and pulls the shirt across his body and over his head.

			I freeze at the sight of shirtless Griffin. It’s only his back, but I’ve never seen a more erotic back in my life. Walls of muscle bulge over his shoulders and arms. They curve under smooth skin, moving everything in waves and synchronized shifts like tectonic plates. His broad ribs taper into a fit waist. The waistband of his tight black underwear peeks out over the leather belt, curving from his lower back to…

			I slowly pace backward into my empty room and shut the door.

			I’m alone for the first time in hours. I’m alone in Griffin’s mansion. With him shirtless on the other side of this door.

			Oh God, I’m about to be prepped for the red carpet.

			I’m gonna be in the spotlight again.

			I should be at home writing scripts. Planning the pitch. I shouldn’t be here. I certainly shouldn’t be seeing Griffin without a shirt on. I definitely shouldn’t still be thinking about him. I shouldn’t be—

			My eyes snag on something in the corner. Hanging over the door to the walk-in closet is the most beautiful emerald dress I’ve ever seen. Holding my breath in case I ruin it, I step closer and roll the fabric through my fingers. It’s a lush, slippery silk. Pristine. Classy.

			Minutes later, an older woman with a black bob arrives in my room, shepherding a small team of people carrying bins and toolboxes and laptops. I quickly learn her name is Greta and that Greta is the type of woman who walks like she’s late for everything and speaks like we’re exchanging nuclear codes—quick but low.

			We spend an hour or three with a small gaggle of people pulling and poking and priming me. After a combined struggle between all of us to fit me into my dress and zip it up, I finally look in the full mirror in the corner.

			My body ices over. Any unfrozen blood shoots up to my brain. I might be hallucinating. I’m definitely hallucinating. Because the woman looking back at me is a stranger. She’s not awkward or gangly or hauling purple bags under her eyes.

			This version of Beverly is stunning.

			She has a full set of lashes fanning over smoky eyeshadow and winged liner, accentuating green eyes that can’t possibly be mine. The matching emerald dress fits me like a glove, hugging what few curves I have and cascading down to my ankles into a pool at my feet. I take a step forward, and the fabric trails behind me in a beautiful train, sliding like water across the hardwood. The square neckline is cut lower than I’d normally like, but it’s so classic Hollywood that I don’t care, plus, it cinches my small breasts enough to make them look fuller than they have any right to be.

			Greta loops her hands around my neck, fastening a shimmering choker of diamonds. Although it’s thick, it also makes my neck look longer somehow. Elegant. Matching earrings peek through my wispy hair, which is now fanned out and reminiscent of Farrah Fawcett’s iconic look.

			“It seemed like it’d fit you,” my hairdresser said earlier in the hour.

			She wasn’t wrong.

			I don’t look like me at all, yet I still feel like me.

			In the mirror’s reflection, the bedroom door opens. My heart stumbles over itself, barrels downstairs, and falls flat when I see Griffin enter the room.

			I twist on my bare feet to face him, and he halts, frozen in place when our eyes meet. He slowly scours over every part of me, from my hair to my choker and down to my hips before snapping back up.

			It’s then that I finally notice his outfit. I cover my mouth at the sight of his white ankle boots. The baby blue bell-bottom slacks. A matching suit jacket that rests over an open linen shirt, exposing curly brown chest hair. A thin gold chain rests just over his collarbone.

			I gasp. “You look like you just stepped out of a Bee Gees music video.”

			“Do I?” he asks, pushing back his suit jacket and then tucking his hands into his slacks pockets. He shifts weight onto one foot and grins. My soul absolutely leaves my body.

			“I wanted to match you,” he explains. “So you’d be a bit more comfortable tonight.”

			A breathless laugh leaves me. “I can’t believe you’d…this is…you look…”

			“Silly?”

			“No! Just…different. Have you ever worn baby blue a day in your life?”

			“Never.” He shrugs, and his gaze levels with mine as he adds, “But who cares what I look like. You are absolutely stunning.”

			Stunning.

			I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. Greta smacks my hand away.

			“Don’t touch it. You’ll mess it up.”

			There are a lot of things I’m worried I’ll mess up tonight. There are also a lot of things I shouldn’t touch—Griffin’s gorgeous chest hair, for one.

			I’ve made my decision to be here. There’s no turning back now. I need to jump in feet first and have fun.

			Fun.

			I can have fun without my hand up a puppet, right?

			Maybe I’ll do the Bernie Bird voice.

			Just once.

			People need to know I’m the puppet girl—not the fancy person I’m pretending to be in this dress. But then Griffin smiles, and…suddenly my only job is not to embarrass myself in front of him.

			God help me.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				My Beverly
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			Griffin

			I can’t see what’s outside our limo, and I don’t want to. I’m too focused on Beverly, with her heeled feet crossed at the ankles and those slender legs peeking out from the slit in her dress.

			Christ, she’s gorgeous.

			There’s a low hum of excited voices awaiting us outside, but this limo feels intimate. Less intimidating and crowded. Beverly’s chest rises and falls. I swallow at the same time she does.

			“Are you ready?” I ask. Her stare sticks to the window. “B?”

			When her eyes finally snap to mine, she nods in affirmation. I hate that the only things I can focus on are her long lashes and that damn collarbone taunting me over the neck of the dress.

			E is for effervescent, and her skin glows as the light refracts through the diamonds on her choker. Her neck, for the briefest moment, is wreathed in a shimmering, ethereal rainbow. She’s otherworldly, too good for this world, a visitor gracing me and everyone around with the gift of her presence.

			Robin would have hated coming to this event. I wonder if Beverly does too.

			“Are you ready?” I ask again.

			Beverly nods. “Mm-hmm. I’m ready.”

			“You sure?”

			She lets out a breathy laugh. “Yes. Let’s do this.”

			“Right. Okay.” I adjust in my seat, reach for the handle, then freeze. “It’ll be bright out there, though.”

			“I bet.”

			“And hot. The lights are surprisingly very hot.”

			“Griffin, let’s go.”

			She pulls her shoulders back and raises her chin high. The diamonds float up with the new posture, revealing the top of those collarbones.

			Those damn—

			The limo door whips open by another hand. Bright lights flash. Voices attack. And Beverly’s expression immediately weakens at the sight beyond the safety of our dark limo.

			I step out first. Cameras snap, blinding me with spots of light and noise. I extend a palm back to Beverly. She’s frozen. I take her shaking hand into mine, holding it tight and escorting her out of her seat. Her subsequent smile, though forced, is still devastatingly pretty.

			I transfer my hand from her palm to her lower back as we walk. Beverly stands closer to me, in a shy way like Ava does when she’s meeting strangers. I wind my palm around to the dip in her waist. She takes a fistful of my suit jacket. I can see her heartbeat through her neck, bouncing the diamonds and shimmering them in the lights.

			Her eyes are wide, like a doe in headlights.

			She’s scared.

			I don’t know why I do it, but I bring my opposite index finger to her chin, hook it underneath, and tip her face up so she looks at me. Beverly blinks, dazed from the lights and flashing cameras. The thumping diamonds momentarily freeze.

			“You all right?” I ask on a breath.

			“Yes,” she whispers back. Her green eyes don’t leave me for a second.

			“I got you, okay?”

			Without hesitation, she says, “Okay.” I believe you.

			Camera flashes explode in clicking, frantic shutters. I grip her dress’s silky fabric to hold her closer, murmuring in her ear, “And you belong here, okay?”

			She stares at me, biting her bottom lip, bashfully averting her eyes.

			I take her chin again, tipping it back up.

			“Okay?” I repeat.

			She nods. “Okay.”

			I trust you.

			“Griffin! Griffin, over here!”

			Photographers and interviewers yell my name and attempt to call hers by saying “Betty,” “Brittney,” or, completely off base, “Belinda.” I ignore them all, guiding her down the carpet as fast as we can manage. Beverly clutches me tighter, and my palm spans the width of her waist. The dress is smooth and soft. My thumb nudges her inner elbow, which is even softer, and she leans that much closer.

			We finally turn the corner—off the carpet and away from photographers—and head up the stairs, into the award-show ballroom. The air is much cooler here. The noise more subdued. Beverly finally lets out a heaving sigh that sounds more like a groan.

			I chuckle. “More or less risky than the thought of skinny-dipping?”

			She bursts into a laugh. “Oh, shush.”

			I slide my hand from her waist down to the small of her back as we’re escorted to our table. But when we round the corner, three familiar grinning faces are already seated.

			Poe, Dom, and Royce recline in their chairs, fitted in similar black suits. Poe wears a stylish houndstooth vest underneath his jacket, Royce’s bowtie is somehow already a little loose, and Dom’s suit looks untouched and crisp as he quietly sips a fizzing soda.

			“Man, we have to sit next to you guys all night?” I joke, making Dom beam and Royce cup his hand around his mouth and croon, “Boo!”

			“You’re one to talk,” Poe says, glancing at my baby blue suit with a cackle. “You look like 1970s prom Barbie or something.”

			“Ken,” Royce corrects.

			“Whatever,” Poe says through laughter. “But, Lord above, who is this spectacular beauty?”

			My hand grips Beverly’s silky dress. “This is my…” My date? My fake girlfriend? “Beverly.”

			My Beverly?

			Nobody else catches my slipup except Dom. That’s the thing about drummers. From the back, they see it all. He smirks.

			“Well, hello there, Beverly,” Poe says, leaning an elbow on the table.

			“Beverly, this is my band. They record with me, tour with me…couldn’t do any of this without them. That’s Poe, Royce, and Dom.” I point to each man as I introduce them. They give accompanying waves or chin nods.

			“We’re the secret to his success,” Poe jokes, holding out a palm to her.

			Beverly shakes his hand with a smile. “Nice to meet you.” She squints. “Poe?”

			“Yes, darling.” He’s already dazzled by her. I can’t blame him.

			“Your date is the only reason we were invited,” Royce adds. “We’re here to keep an eye on him.”

			“I’m sure that’s not true,” Beverly says. “They also needed someone to make sure he looks like he has friends. Oh wait…or is that my job?”

			All three of them bust out laughing, and I can’t hide my grin either.

			Beverly is in her element, entertaining the few, not the many. Cameras aren’t her forte. But people she can entertain with ease.

			“So, Beverly, how has our Griffin been faring up in the mountains?” Poe continues.

			“Complains about the cold a lot.”

			I scoff. “I do not.”

			“Oh, I bet you do,” Royce counters with a laugh.

			Poe sighs wistfully. “Who knew that little variety show would lead to such a cozy winter vacation, eh?”

			“Love at first sight?” Royce asks.

			“At first squawk, really,” Beverly chimes in.

			“You two definitely use that bird puppet in bed, right?” Poe asks, pumping his eyebrows up and down impishly.

			Dom and I kick him under the table.

			“Is there a bathroom around here?” Beverly asks, slapping her thighs in the universal sign for Well, this was fun but awkward.

			Someone wandering around in a nice vest overhears her and gestures for Beverly to follow him. I’m left behind with three men staring me down.

			“So,” Poe says, tonguing his cheek.

			“So,” I echo.

			“Well, come on, she’s gorgeous,” Royce says.

			Poe crosses one knee over the other. “Please tell me there’s something happening outside of pretend.”

			“Of course not,” I answer.

			Poe scoffs. “With her looking like that? If it were me, I couldn’t keep my hands away.”

			“You better try.”

			He smirks. “Getting possessive of her, big guy?”

			“Anyway, how’s our girl?” Royce asks, changing the subject. “I’d like to see Ava before you guys leave.”

			“I bet she talks about her uncles all the time,” Poe says.

			“She only knows limited words, man,” Royce adds. “But…she’s at least said ‘Roy-Roy,’ right?”

			Poe shoves him. “Hey, I’m the best uncle. She’s saying ‘Oh,’ if she’s saying anyone’s name.”

			“She can pronounce her Ps now,” I say.

			Poe’s face falls. “So she can say ‘Poe’? We’re missing so much.”

			I smile. “Stop by and see her. I’m sure she misses you guys.”

			Royce elbows me. “Hey. Sounds like you’re doing the dad thing really good out there.”

			I shrug, but it doesn’t feel as nonchalant as it should. “The mountains aren’t so bad.”

			“Griffin Harvey.” A different voice flows from behind me. A drawling tone, filled with self-importance. Beau, in all his sauntering glory, moseys over to our table. On his arm is a stunning blonde. Not as gorgeous as his ex, though—my date.

			“Funny you’re here,” he says. “Heard you left LA.”

			“Yeah, I went somewhere else for the winter.”

			“Take Bev with you?”

			“I followed her, actually.”

			“To Elk Grove?” he guesses. When I don’t answer, he stiffens. “That old place?” He chokes out a forced laugh.

			“I’m meeting my future in-laws.”

			His lips pull back in a sneer. He’s far too easy to tick off.

			My bandmates’ eyes ping-pong between us. Poe sips his drink, slurping obnoxiously into the silence.

			“How are the Larks?” Beau asks. “Rob still miss me?”

			“Y’know, you haven’t really come up.”

			“Uncle Greg still weird?”

			He thinks he’s being slick, drawing me into a fight. Trying to push buttons.

			“Still making wonderful cakes,” I answer instead.

			“Loved those. He made me birthday cakes almost every year.”

			He’s a liar. Greg just started making cakes. Beau is scrambling. He wants to feel like his connection to them is deeper than mine. And, in truth, it likely is. But hey, life moves on.

			Beau shifts his gaze to the empty seat beside me. His expression falls.

			“Wait, did you bring her here?” he asks.

			“Yes.” I lean back in my chair and cross my arms. I can’t help the small satisfied smirk that twitches at the edge of my lips.

			He rolls his eyes. “Well, I’m sure she’ll have a blast. She’s always loved tagging along.”

			“Huh. Funny. I was told you never took her.”

			“And we’re tagging along with her, honestly,” Poe throws in.

			Beau’s head jerks back in surprise.

			“What?” Beau snaps.

			“Yeah,” Poe continues. “She’s already said she wants to go to a bar afterward, right?”

			“Yeah,” Royce agrees. “Bev’s a wild child, that one.”

			Dom grunts in confirmation.

			Beau narrows his eyes. “A bar? Beverly Lark?”

			Poe cocks his head to the side in that distinct Poe-like way of pitying someone. “Sad. Seems like you don’t know her at all, huh?”

			I don’t even attempt to hide my beaming grin.

			“Um, Beau…can we…?” The blonde attached to him tugs at his lapel.

			He gives a tight-lipped smile without addressing her. “Yeah. Well, I’m sure we’ll see each other later.”

			“Sure,” I answer.

			I have zero intentions of seeing him again.

			He walks off, and all three men twist to me.

			“What a wanker,” “Ass,” “Christ Almighty,” they all murmur together.

			“Beverly dated him?” Royce asks.

			I shrug. “It’s my understanding he wasn’t always this bad.”

			Poe clicks his tongue. “Even a fraction of that is enough for me.”

			“Yeah, well…”

			I don’t care to continue talking about him, honestly. I have mental real estate to spare, but I’d rather save that room for the beauty walking back across the floor. Beverly’s eyes inevitably find Beau and his blonde. My crossed arms clench tight. I hate that she even had to see him. I want to stand up and steal her away, but she can handle it on her own. She’s an adult.

			She straightens her posture and keeps walking.

			Attagirl.

			Beverly finally reaches our table again—an absolute vision in green. The boys are still in various states of irritation after Beau slithered away from the table. She laughs. “I’m not interrupting something important, am I?”

			Poe exhales before crooning, “Please, darling, you could never.”

			He extends his hands out for her, gesturing Beverly over to him like a queen might to her subject. Following along, she raises her chin and saunters over. The playfulness of it is enough to make the anger in my chest from Beau dissipate second by second.

			Poe takes both her hands in his and narrows his eyes. “So you’re the famous Bernie Bird.”

			“In the feathers,” she says with a grin.

			Poe squints. “Oh, I like you.”

			She laughs. “You’re not so bad either.”

			“We’ve seen the show, you know.”

			“My kids loved it,” Dom grunts out.

			Her face lights up. “Oh yeah?”

			Royce jumps in, “At a record meeting the other day, the producer’s kid was watching it.”

			Poe strokes a finger over the back of her hand. “I think you’re about to do something big, darling. You might even make our man over there look like a real, breathing human.”

			She barks out a laugh. “Well, I try.”

			Poe leans in, much too close for my liking. “You could honestly try less.”

			Poe tucks a piece of hair behind her ear. I know it’s just Poe being Poe, but I groan.

			“All right, enough of you,” I grumble.

			“Someone is jealous,” Poe teases.

			The glare I shoot his way must be more menacing than I expect because the table, like a damn group of teenage boys, goes “Ooh” collectively.

			I roll my eyes as Beverly makes her way back to me and sits primly in her chair.

			“Jealous?” she whispers.

			“You wish,” I answer.

			I pinch her knee, and she giggles.

			Giggles.

			I like that sound.

			We sit through the show for the next hour, laughing at the cheesy host’s monologue and clapping for all the winners. But when Beau’s name is called for Best Rock Performance, I want nothing more than to protest.

			As we sit for his speech, Beverly’s spine is straight as a board. She has to maintain her composure for a while because his speech lasts for-fucking-ever. The music starts, then stops, then starts again, and he barrels on. But what’s more infuriating is the small observation Dom murmurs to us after: “He didn’t thank a single person.”

			Beverly hums in acknowledgment, but her fists clench in her lap. I wonder if he ever thanked her for his last win.

			I grab one of her hands, looping our fingers together. I squeeze. She squeezes back.

			A couple of minutes later, someone taps on my shoulder and instructs me to make my way backstage. It’s time for me to perform.

			I lean over and whisper to Beverly, “I have to go get ready.”

			I glance at the rest of the table, and all three men give affirming nods. The unspoken gesture of We’ve got her.

			I say goodbye again, and just before I walk away, Beverly squeezes my fist.

			Once I’m backstage and clutching the neck of my guitar in the wings, I find I’m gripping it to the beat of her hand squeeze. I think of Beverly. I think of her smile. I imagine her laugh.

			I walk onto the dark stage toward the glow-in-the-dark tape indicating my mark. Generally, I’m with the guys, but they wanted an acoustic version of the movie’s nominated song. I settle onto the lone stool with my guitar and mic while my name is announced. And when the bright lights come up, I immediately search the crowd for her.

			In the middle of the room, Beverly sits. She’s giving me the biggest thumbs-up. My bandmates follow suit. And as my fingers strum the first chord, I feel that weightlessness in my chest. A type of mysticism that comes with creation and performance. A magic that comes with being noticed by Beverly Lark.

			In that moment, despite playing something different, my mind starts imagining other lyrics instead.

			New lyrics.

			Lyrics about a beautiful green-eyed woman with a soft smile and a softer heart.

			I’m gonna write this damn album.

			I’m gonna win every award, even Best Rock Performance, right under Beau’s pompous nose.

			And I’m gonna thank Beverly for it all.

			I’m gonna praise her for the entire minute they allow for speeches, and I’ll continue singing about her virtues even when the music tries to cut my speech.

			I’m gonna prove to Beverly that she’s worth every moment of my time and that Beau never deserved a single second of hers.
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				I Know What I Like
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			Beverly

			Everyone is trying to grab Griffin while he’s in town: publications asking for exclusive interviews, musicians requesting he record a guest track on their next album, and conversations that go nowhere but leave the person with a grin on their face because they just talked to the Griffin Harvey.

			I understand now.

			I’d never seen Griffin perform on a stage before, but that—that—was something I didn’t expect. The confident croon of his voice, the sensual strum of the guitar, the way he closed his eyes—either for fear of the crowd or the stage ledge, I’m not sure. But it seemed like a religious experience. I sure felt blessed, anyway. Amen.

			Griffin doesn’t win the award for Best Song Written for Visual Media. But he just smiled and said there were better movie songs anyway. Beau would have had a meltdown, and the fact that Griffin didn’t had me hugging him for probably longer than I should have. Once the awards wrap up, we bypass any further interviews by sneaking out some back door through the kitchens and into our blacked-out limo.

			Inside, I finally meet Jimmy, a man with slicked-back hair and all the scoffs and eye rolls of a man raised in a big Italian family in Boston. He replies with a lot of “Yeah yeah yeahs” when all the guys give him conflicting, over-the-top stories of why they avoided interviews.

			“Jim,” Poe croons, “would we lie to you?”

			He throws his hands in the air. “You are lying to me right now!”

			The limo erupts in laughter—including a beaming Griffin—as we cruise down the road to a destination I do not question.

			He seems comfortable with his bandmates. It’s obvious in the way he’s quicker to show that half smile and how he glances over at me with it still plastered on his face, as if gauging whether I’m having fun too. He watches me take off the diamond choker necklace and tuck it into the box like Greta instructed me to, still smiling, like he’s blissfully drinking in the night. It’s full of boisterous laughter over nothing. Insults as a love language. Ragging on poor old Jimmy.

			When Poe cracks open a bottle of champagne just for the heck of it (“Poe, we didn’t even win anything!”), he pours a flute for me, Royce, and himself. Adding in the drinks from tonight, I don’t know how many alcoholic beverages Poe has had. But Griffin and Dom stick to their water, and I take the offered plastic flute, tap it to Poe’s, and throw it back.

			Three flutes later, our limo pulls up outside a building with sleek spray-painted black brick. There are no signs or entryways, so for a second I assume we’re lost. But when Jimmy opens the building’s side door for us, I’m showered in bright-purple lights and strobed blues. Neon signs descend from the ceiling. Every inch of floor is crowded with people.

			All at once, it hits me what place this reminds me of.

			It looks exactly like the club where I found Beau cheating.

			Somewhere, a confetti cannon blows. I jump, stumbling back into a hard chest. Griffin’s palms clutch the silk of my gown, holding me upright. My brain is already bubbling from the booze. He strokes my back, as if calming a spooked horse.

			We ascend an iron staircase to an upper floor overlooking the bar, and a crowd of people mingling at high tops. My stomach drops at the recognizable faces—not anyone I know personally, but faces adorning movies, streaming platforms, and online viral videos. Everyone looks like they’re in the most interesting conversation in the room, but I don’t know how they’re hearing each other. The music is so loud, I can barely hear my own thoughts.

			I breathe a sigh of relief to realize this isn’t the same place I found Beau. That club was more public. This feels exclusive, somewhere the wealthy and famous frequent to avoid the prying eyes of the public. But it doesn’t stop my brain from cranking out the memory like a film strip, repeating over and over and over.

			Beau’s hand on that woman’s thigh.

			The way my heart sank into my heels.

			Poe singles out a group of sectional sofas, three-seaters, and chaises. These types of collective arrangements are scattered throughout the floor, separated only by sheer curtains.

			Dom, Jimmy, and Griffin relax onto a couch as Poe disappears back down the stairs with Royce in tow. I plop next to Griffin in the most ungraceful way possible. It’s a deep couch that he manages to look natural on, but I struggle to find a position that feels anything less than awkward. I settle on crossing my legs and using my palm to cover the large slit reaching my upper thigh.

			“You all right?” Griffin asks loudly over the music.

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“What’s wrong? Your face is doing that thing.”

			“What thing?”

			“The cartoon thing,” he says with a crooked smile.

			“The cartoon thing?”

			“You broadcast what you’re thinking.”

			“I’m just…overwhelmed,” I respond.

			He leans in as if he couldn’t hear me, so I repeat it, almost having to yell in Griffin’s ear.

			Griffin chuckles. “Yeah, this can be overwhelming. It’s not really our scene at all. We used to go to this bar down the street, but we started getting recognized a few years ago. Now we have to go here. Poe likes it.”

			“I can tell,” I yell back, watching Poe saunter up the stairs again with a tray of shots.

			“Bottoms up, puppet girl!” Poe yells and knocks back one glass without ceremony. I guess we cheers-ed enough in the limo. Royce dumps his shot down his throat, too, but Jimmy holds out a hand in refusal.

			“I’ve got a meeting tomorrow,” he says, scrunching his nose. “You aren’t poisoning me.”

			“Jim…” Poe coos.

			“Not tonight, Poe.”

			I look over the railing to the bottom floor, with shifting bodies and confetti littering the ground. I should be at home in pajamas writing scripts or researching.

			But here I am—with another crew of musicians.

			Though these aren’t half bad, I suppose.

			I look over at Griffin. He leans back in his seat, like a king holding court. His strong thighs are wide, and his arm is slung over the back of the couch, pressing a twitching thumb into the velvet cushion. A tattoo of a small bird peeks out from his baby blue suit sleeve. He arches an eyebrow and smiles. My heart pumps an unsteady beat.

			“Darling?” Poe extends a small glass out to me. “Shot?”

			Finch would tell me to relax.

			Nana would want me to let loose.

			“Sorry, yes,” I say, grabbing my shot and standing up to snag Jimmy’s abandoned one too. I toss them back one after the other. Poe lets out a cheerful “Oh ho ho! Bev’s partying!” I don’t know what the shots are, but they taste like lemons and freedom. And they sting on the way down.

			Standing on uneven floor isn’t fun, so I plop down next to Griffin, bouncing on the cushion and leaning my head back so it rests against his arm. It’s thick enough to be a pillow but not nearly as soft. He smells warm—Is that a smell?—but then again, he always does. Yeah, this position is much better than standing.

			He watches my head loll to the side and gives a smile. I avert my gaze because he’s a bit too pretty, but when I look back, his eyes course over my bare leg sticking out from my dress. He swallows, his jaw gritted like maybe he’s in pain. When he meets my gaze again, he licks his lips and clears his throat.

			Griffin starts to talk, but all I hear are the bass undertones of his deep voice, shorn from his words.

			“What?” I yell.

			Griffin smiles, leaning close. His broad shoulders bump against mine as his long hair cascades over his shoulders. It smells earthy. Woodsy, like the pines in Elk Grove and the cracked dirt of a hard day.

			“You know, you don’t have to drink when Poe tells you to,” he says, his rumbling tone practically vibrating down my spine.

			“He’s so nice about it, though,” I whine back.

			“And you’re a lightweight.”

			“I am not,” I argue, but maybe he’s right because my head is very heavy and I’d really love some water.

			I don’t want to get up, though. I want to bask in the sight of Griffin in this club or bar or whatever it is. Purple lights illuminate the sides of his cheeks, casting his cheekbones in stark contrast, picking out the small scar on his temple, and making his jawline seem carved from marble.

			He’s so perfect, and I wish he didn’t look so good and that I wasn’t so…me. I mean, no, I am happy I’m me. I love being me. But I wonder if I’m too ridiculous for someone like Griffin.

			Not that it matters.

			My job matters. Pitching to Connection matters.

			I think I’m drunk.

			“I’m gonna get water,” I say, pushing up off the couch.

			The rest of the men start to rise, too, with chants of “Let us,” and “We’ll go for you,” but Griffin shakes his head. “I’ve got her.”

			Griffin holds my waist in his large hands, the roughness catching on the delicate silk of my dress. I like that he lets me exist and make my own decisions, even though his palms are probably the only reason I’m standing right now.

			That’s the thing about Griffin.

			He’s supportive.

			We’re not in front of any cameras. He doesn’t have to hold my hand. But when I reach out for his as we descend a small staircase, his fingers thread through mine anyway.

			He escorts me to the long bar, which has little dotted lights along the edge. I lean on the counter, tracing my finger over them, expecting string lights, but they’re flush with the wood instead.

			“Built into the bar,” I observe.

			Griffin slowly nods in acknowledgment because I’m a ridiculous woman. A very, very ridiculous woman.

			A woman on a deadline.

			Why am I here again?

			I hold my head in my hands and sigh.

			Griffin takes the barstool next to where I stand and rubs my back with his palm.

			“You want me to order water, or do you want to?” he asks.

			I snort. “It sounds like you’re talking to Ava.”

			He grins, and it’s that sly one with half his beautiful teeth showing.

			“I’m just giving options,” he says.

			“I’ve got it.” I almost tack on Daddy, but even my drunk brain knows that’s horrific and mortifying, and honestly the fact that I even thought it makes me duck my head again.

			I look up as the bartender approaches, just in time to say, “Two waters.”

			“Two?” Griffin asks.

			“Well, you look parched too.”

			He clears his throat but doesn’t answer.

			“Well, you do!” I continue. “You keep licking your lips and swallowing and clearing your throat, just like—there!—you just did!”

			Griffin tongues his cheek. “You’re noticing a lot of things about me tonight, B.”

			Yes, I’m noticing that his mouth is beautiful. Thick pink lips hidden behind a well-kept beard. Beau never could grow a beard.

			I lift my chin. “That’s why I got you water. Y’know, Griffin, I think you need someone to take care of you.”

			“Do I, now?”

			“Absolutely. You’re looking out for me and for Ava, and I see the way you look at your friends. You love them. Well, I’m gonna be looking out for you.”

			He chuckles. “I appreciate that, but what can a five-foot blond girl do for me?”

			“Make you less thirsty.”

			“Oh.” He says it slowly, as if wistful. “Probably not.”

			“Do you want bourbon?”

			“Why bourbon?”

			“You were drinking that on our first date. I mean, dinner. Dinner.”

			Griffin smiles. “You can call it a date, if you want.”

			I ignore him because that seems smart right now. “So, bourbon?”

			“Just water is fine.”

			“Three waters!” I call with my hand in the air, but Griffin tugs my arm down with a laugh.

			I lean on the bar with my elbow, gazing into Griffin’s beautiful brown eyes until Poe comes up and stumbles right into the bar, clotheslining his own stomach.

			“Ooh,” Griffin and I say at the same time, squinting like we’re witnessing a wrestling match between Poe and the bar.

			Poe, undeterred by pain, asks, “More shots?”

			“I, uh…” I straighten my posture. “No, I don’t think so.”

			Griffin gives another half smile. But Poe leans his head on the counter, and Griffin’s expression falls.

			“Poe, you all right, man?”

			“Yeah, I just need…hmm…do you want some fun history facts? I can give any you want. I’ve read so much. Wars? Cowboys? Rooomance?” He croons the last one.

			Griffin pats his arm. “Maybe later, Poe.”

			Poe’s eyes squint. “Do you know where the toilets are? Is that—” He points to a random corner with an Exit sign.

			“Other way.” Griffin takes Poe’s arms and turns him in the opposite direction.

			“Ugh. Show me, Griffy.”

			Griffin lets out a long sigh, swiveling his eyes to me.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Ohh,” Poe says. “He’s making sure you’re safe, darling. He’s very protective. This”—he gestures to the space between me and Griffin—“will be hard when he goes on tour in a month.”

			My hands tingle as Griffin clears his throat again. We really need that water.

			I lean on the counter to call the bartender again, but he arrives with the two waters before bustling off down the opposite end of the bar.

			“Toilet,” Poe whines. “Show me the way, O Griffin.”

			Maybe he’s Ava tonight instead of me, and Griffin is the dad watching over us all. Boy, Griffin Harvey needs a night off.

			Griffin shifts on his barstool and peers at me again, concern laced through every line on his face.

			“I’ll be fine!” The last word drags out. I even tack on my Bernie Bird voice to say, “Not a big deal!”

			Poe bursts out a laugh. “She’s funny, Griff. So, so funny. I think I peed a little.”

			“All right, let’s find you a restroom.” Griffin then eyes me. “Do not move, ya hear me, Lark?”

			I flush. I think I like it when he calls me by my last name.

			“But what if—”

			“I’m serious,” he says. So stern. “Stay right here.”

			“But how do I know you’ll come back?”

			Griffin huffs out an exhausted laugh, rolls his eyes, and removes his Bee Gees necklace—the one just above his patch of chest hair peeking out from his white shirt. He holds it out and lets it pool down into the creases of my palms. “I’ll come back for this, all right?”

			“Is it special to you?”

			His eyes dart between mine. “Yeah. So take care of it, deal?”

			“Deal.”

			With one last glance, Griffin finally escorts Poe away, elbowing past a crowd of people and disappearing into a side hallway with a restroom. For the next minute, I attempt to secure the necklace around my own neck until it clasps.

			The music is very loud. The song’s beat pounds through my chest. The bar top is like a crutch I’m clinging on to as I look around, seeking out other people’s conversations but unable to hear anything beyond the booming music.

			Time feels like it’s passing slowly. Am I doomed to wait at this bar forever? Is Griffin ever coming back? Maybe I should go find him.

			No.

			He told me to wait. I trust him.

			But God, it’s so boring, and it feels like every passing moment gets hazier, and I can feel an itch tickling my stomach. I think I drank too much.

			“Funny seeing you here.”

			That tickle in my stomach transforms into an unpleasant twist as a very familiar voice whispers in my ear. Next thing I know, Beau slides into the exact bar seat Griffin was occupying earlier.

			Beau is in the same well-fitted tux from the award ceremony, sans the jacket. He always looked good in semiformal. Off-duty formal, I guess. Not as good as Griffin, though.

			“I didn’t believe them when they told me,” Beau says.

			“Who? Told you what?”

			He doesn’t answer. “You look good.” His eyes shamelessly scour over me, from Griffin’s necklace over my collarbones, to the low-cut square neckline, and then the slit up the side of my skirt. He doesn’t look embarrassed when I catch him. “That dress looks impeccable on you.”

			My body is both cold and hot at the same time. Shivers explode over my skin.

			“I’m taken,” I blurt out.

			Beau’s jaw tics. “So I’ve heard. How’s the family liking Griffin, anyway? Nana must love his long hair, huh?”

			Even through the purple-and-blue haze of the bar and my bubbling mind, I can sense sarcasm. Senior year, Beau grew out his hair to his chin, and Nana wouldn’t stop calling him a ragamuffin, which I think is a type of cat, but I don’t know.

			“Steak likes him,” I say.

			Beau scoffs with a smile. “That cat doesn’t like anybody.”

			“He likes Griff, though.” Well, technically he likes Ava, but we don’t talk about Ava. “Also, I’ve never once called him Griff in my life.”

			“Uh-huh.” He tilts his head to the side with a little smile. Griffin might not have been admiring me earlier—I’m not sure—but I know for a fact Beau is right now. I’ve known him for so long that, even after being broken up for two years, I can still recognize every twitch of his lips or narrowing of his eyes. I know him as intimately as I know myself.

			He wasn’t always this version of Beau. He was kind once. He lived with my family when his didn’t support him. We took him in, and it felt seamless between us. Easy. And now…he’s sarcastic. Mean.

			“We’re in a relationship, you know,” I say again. “Griffin and me. Griffin and I.”

			Beau nods, leaning over to rest his elbow on the counter. He tucks his chin into his palm. “You’ve mentioned that.”

			Beau squints a little, like he’s parsing through my brain to get to the squishy good stuff. The soft stuff that’ll make him laugh, and I could always make him laugh up until I couldn’t.

			“So, how’ve you been?” he asks, and it’s sweet. No haughty air from his new fame clouding it. It’s like we’re seventeen again. “We haven’t talked in forever.”

			I snort, unashamed as I say, “Because you called me names.”

			“I called you names?” he asks on an incredulous laugh.

			“ ‘Social climber’? Remember that one? In the video?”

			His face is stone, and he looks almost sorry about it. Is he?

			“Come on,” he says, dipping his head. “You know I didn’t mean that. It was a tough day; I was tired from recording…”

			“We broke up after.”

			“My career had just exploded.”

			“I’m taken,” I repeat.

			He smiles. “You know, you say it enough times, I might actually believe you, Bev.”

			I sigh. He sighs. He’s good at this, making this feel like home. Like we’re on the porch with the rocking chairs, a summer breeze, and stolen beers from my dad’s cooler. We only bantered like this when I was drunk, unbound by the flowing alcohol in my veins. It’s when Beau admired me the most.

			But we’re not in Elk Grove, and we’re not seventeen. Instead, we’re in a club / bar / dancing place in LA, and he’s dyed his beautiful ginger hair a dull brown, and I’m in a dress that’s way too tight.

			“Let me text you sometime,” he says.

			My head jerks back. “What?”

			“Let’s talk. We haven’t talked in a while. Remember how we used to stay up late talking? For hours. We timed it once, didn’t we?”

			“Stop, I—”

			“Hey, baby.” Rough, calloused hands wrap around my waist. And the bit of butterfly tingling in my chest for Beau turns into full-on eagle wings when Griffin slides in, taking a seat on the barstool behind me. “Got you some coffee.”

			He places a small paper cup on the bar top, steam sizzling out of the lid.

			“You did?” I ask.

			“Oh, hey. It’s you…again,” Griffin says dully to Beau.

			Beau stretches his lips in an insincere straight line. “And it’s you.”

			“And me!” Poe stumbles between us, bumping into Beau and landing on me. I stagger back and fall onto Griffin’s lap.

			Griffin grunts, catching my waist in his palms as I land on his thick thighs. My heart leaps into my throat. His muscles are harder than I expected, and his chest is larger when it’s directly behind me like this. His beard brushes over my cheek. His breath is in my ear.

			Poe drunkenly apologizes to me, touching my forearms and then running a palm over my cheek with familiarity.

			“It’s all right, man,” Griffin says, politely taking Poe’s hands and removing them from me. There’s care laced into it but also a slight threat. Definitive adjustments that can’t be questioned.

			Over Poe’s shoulder, Beau’s eyes dart from me to Griffin.

			Yeah, get jealous, ya tool.

			Drunk Beverly is vengeful.

			I take Griffin’s hands from my hips and wrap his arms fully around my body.

			We’re together, Beau. So suck it.

			Drunk Beverly is also really enjoying Griffin’s hard lap.

			I adjust my position, trying to get more comfortable, as if we totally sat like this all the time. But then Griffin clears his throat. He straightens his posture. He grips his fingers tighter into mine, as if willing me to sit still. And I realize much too late why he’s doing all this.

			Muscular thigh one and thigh two are accounted for, but then there’s a third baseball-bat-shaped thing and…

			Oh God.

			That is his…

			Oh. My. God.

			Why did I sit on him? Why couldn’t I have just stood back up? Why did I have to keep playing pretend?

			Poe starts talking to Beau, who looks like he wants to be anywhere else. I can’t hear their conversation, and I don’t care. I’m frozen solid. Mortified.

			“I’m sorry,” Griffin murmurs into my ear, heating my skin and sending shivers racing down my spine.

			“It’s fine,” I say back stiffly. “Really.”

			Griffin’s thumb anxiously drums against my palms. I clutch it, dragging both our hands tighter into my lap.

			“You’re fine,” I repeat, squeezing his fingers, gripping tighter, holding until he finally squeezes back. “Think of something else.”

			“Trying.”

			“Ooh, how about Bernie Bird? Want me to do his voice?”

			“Not right now, thanks.”

			He seems strained, exhaling warm breath against my neck. Goose bumps erupt all over my arms and chest. He shifts in place, but his length feels like it’s staying the same, continuing to prod against my backside as I feel his jaw clench tighter.

			I wonder if he’s embarrassed that it’s me on his lap causing this to happen. I’m the woman he brought as a date only to stick it to my ex, and now Griffin is caught looking like he’s into me when it’s just normal reactions he can’t control.

			“This is fine,” I repeat. “I’m in a pretty dress with makeup, and I’m moving in your lap, and…it makes sense. I’m not taking it personally.”

			Griffin grips my hands tighter. His beard scratches over my bare shoulders.

			Beau stares at me curiously, and Poe is laughing, and the music is too loud, and the butterflies in my stomach are raging and fighting and gnawing and—

			“I don’t feel good,” I murmur.

			Griffin disentangles our hands and grips my hips, starting to stand.

			“Let’s get you to a bathroom,” Griffin says.

			“She’s fine,” Beau says, reaching past Poe to grab my hand.

			My stomach churns. “I don’t feel good,” I repeat.

			Beau’s thumb strokes over my palm. Griffin’s fingers clutch the fabric of my dress, and his nostrils flare.

			“I’m going to need you to remove that hand, or I will do it for you.”

			“So angry,” Beau says with a smirk.

			“Leave Griffin alone,” I snap, but the words strain to come out. I reach behind me to tap Griffin’s hip. “Griffin, I think I’m gonna be sick.”

			Tucking his palms under my knees, Griffin swings me into his arms. Easy. Effortless. He pushes past crowds of people toward that same hallway he took Poe to, shouting, “Move!” to nobody in particular.

			He takes me to the men’s restroom, shouldering past the door and then depositing me onto the tile. Then he holds back my hair as I hurl into a toilet. I press my hand to my chest, securing Griffin’s necklace out of the way. After all, I promised him I’d keep it safe.
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			When we creak open the door to Griffin’s mansion, it’s who knows what time o’clock, I’m drained from puking out everything I’ve ever eaten, and I’m embarrassed from doing it again outside the limo in his perfectly manicured yard.

			“I’m so sorry,” I whine.

			“I hated that patch of grass anyway,” he says, gently coaxing me into the house.

			Ava is already in bed. Maybe it was Nancy the nanny who took care of her.

			“What?” Griffin asks.

			“What?”

			“You mumbled something about a nanny.”

			“Never mind.”

			Griffin escorts me down the long hall—Was it always this long?—and to the guest room. We stumble into the en suite bathroom. The light is too bright when he clicks it on, so amid my involuntary whines, he clicks it back off. He sits me near the toilet, pushes back my hair, and tucks it behind my ears.

			“Greta told me not to mess my hair up,” I protest.

			“I think this can be an exception.”

			He pets the back of my head, strokes his thumb over my temple, and wipes under my mascara-streaked eyes. I’m sure I look like a total delight. Definitely someone to get a boner for, without a doubt.

			I groan out loud.

			“I need to go wake up Nancy,” he says. “But I’ll be right back, okay?”

			“Nancy nanny?”

			He chuckles. “She’s Dom’s teenage daughter. She babysits Ava sometimes. I’ll be back.”

			“Mmkay” is all I can gurgle out. He stands, gives one lingering look, then walks out of the room.

			I lean my cheek on the toilet rim, blinking through memories of tonight, sniffing back a runny nose. Most things are a blur after I hunched over the bar / club / dance whatever’s toilet. We left Poe with the boys. Royce agreed to get him home, and Dom was already fishing out headache-relief meds for both me and Poe. Beau disappeared without even a goodbye.

			I hear low murmurs from the hallway, and then a front door shuts. Griffin reappears in the bedroom doorway. He clicks on a distant lamp and walks back to the darkened bathroom. He leans against the doorway with one hand above his head on the doorjamb and the other in his pocket. His suit jacket is missing, but his chest hair still peeks out from under the linen shirt. The lamplight behind him gives him an ethereal glow. A god.

			My heart is pounding, and hopefully it’s not over an urge to empty my stomach again. My head swims, and word vomit, rather than actual vomit, spouts out instead.

			“You’re very good-looking, do you know that?”

			I’m so messy. My words slur.

			“Thank you,” he answers.

			I sigh. “You’re way too popular for me, Griffin Harvey.”

			He snorts. “No, you’re way too cool for me, Beverly Lark.”

			I shake my head. “No, I’m not the one with two—no, three—first names.”

			“I thought that made me untrustworthy.”

			“You’re the most trustworthy. I’m drunk, and you’re being so…so…dadly.”

			“Dadly?”

			“You’re watching over me. You don’t have to. You’re going”—I have to find the words—“above and beyond.”

			“If taking care of you is above and beyond, then that’s a very low bar.”

			“Beau liked when I got drunk but not this drunk.”

			Griffin tightens his jaw, grinding the molars back and forth before saying, “Beau is not a good person.”

			“You’re a good person,” I counter.

			“That’s not…” He closes his eyes, then opens them, as if processing. “I wasn’t asking for that compliment.”

			“I know.” Because he is a good person. Griffin is the best type of person. “But you are,” I insist. “A good person. A good man.”

			He sighs. “I’m not arguing with someone who’s drunk.”

			“Because I’d win.”

			Griffin huffs out a breath, shaking his head. “Yeah, probably.”

			He knocks the doorframe as if announcing his leave but then continues to linger. I wonder if he wants to talk about the bar. The weird moment between us. Maybe he just wants to forget it. I would understand why. Griffin doesn’t need another woman harboring a schoolgirl crush in a world where he’s everyone’s schoolgirl crush.

			I must be thinking too hard, because I sway a little in place, despite sitting on the floor. He chuckles.

			“What’s so funny?” I ask.

			“You.”

			“I’m not even making jokes.”

			“I know.”

			“So, I’m just…funny…looking?”

			He snorts. “No. You’re beautiful.”

			“Stop.”

			Griffin says nothing in response but still stares. But he doesn’t drift down to my breasts or the slit in my skirt that is rising dangerously close to my hips. He’s focused on my eyes.

			“What?” I ask.

			“I like having you here.”

			“Here?”

			“Around, in general,” he says. “In this house.”

			“You mean in this blank museum?”

			“It’s not that bad, is it?”

			“It’s so cold. You gotta decorate if I’m gonna be here.”

			The corner of his mouth twitches. “Then maybe I will.”

			He lingers for a moment more, so I ask, “Aren’t you gonna go to bed?”

			“When?”

			“Now.”

			“No,” he answers.

			“Why?”

			“I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone.”

			“But you’re right across the hall,” I counter.

			“And I’ve been around too many drunk people to know even that can be too far.”

			He takes me in a moment longer before rolling up his shirtsleeves to his forearms, then securing them at the elbows. “I’ll be back in two seconds with water, all right?”

			“Can I get in bed?”

			“Of course.”

			I don’t expect him to bend down and gather me into his arms, but he does, carrying me like a bride to the mattress. I get bleary-eyed the moment my head hits the silk pillow.

			He walks toward the doorway, but I call out.

			“Hey, Griffin?”

			He turns, placing a palm on the doorjamb. “Yeah?”

			“You’re very kind. Nice too. But kind. Which is more important.”

			He squints at me, with little lines fanning out beside his eyes. A smile without smiling. An acknowledgment.

			“Thank you, B.”

			“I like when you call me B. It feels like we’re friends.”

			“Because we are.”

			“Well, then…I’m sorry, friend,” I say.

			The happy lines beside his eyes disappear. “Why?”

			“Because of everything tonight. Getting drunk. Talking to Beau. Falling in your lap.”

			His jaw tightens again, and he shakes his head. “Don’t apologize for any of that. I’m not here to control how you drink or who you talk to.”

			“And about your lap?”

			“Poe knocked into you. I’ll talk to him about that tomorrow.”

			“Give him a piece of your mind?”

			“Obviously,” he says. “Though his hangover might be punishment enough.” He gives a joking smile.

			My heart is still erratic, watching him stand there, balancing from foot to foot.

			I swallow. “I’m sorry about what happened…while I was…sitting on you.”

			He immediately shakes his head. “Don’t do that.”

			“What?”

			“It’s not a big deal.”

			“No, but…I’m dressed up, so I get it.”

			He furrows his brow. “What does any of that have to do with it?”

			“I’m pretty tonight.”

			“You’re always pretty.”

			“I shouldn’t have stayed there and moved around and—”

			He huffs out a laugh. “Believe it or not, I’m not just getting random erections whenever. I’m a man in my thirties, not a teenager.”

			“But I’m not the type of woman you go for.”

			He crosses his arms over his broad chest. “And who says that?”

			“I do. Society does. History does. I’m not the type of woman rock stars go for.”

			He shakes his head and tongues his cheek. “I know what I like.”

			“You don’t—”

			“I know what I like, B.”

			This isn’t a real conversation. Maybe I’m dreaming already. Maybe I should force myself back to sleep, and then I’ll wake up and I’ll be back in Elk Grove. No Grammys. No tight dresses. No Griffin and beautiful smiles and running into Beau again.

			Just cold feet under quilted blankets in mom’s craft room.

			Writing.

			Working.

			“Starlet dropped me,” I confess.

			“What?”

			“Two streaming services wanted Birds. But Starlet doesn’t anymore.”

			“So you just have one pitch now?”

			I nod. “Connection,” I answer. I have no clue if all this makes sense, but I’m too drunk to clarify further.

			Griffin swallows. He probably needs water. So do I.

			“We’ll make it happen,” he says. “You’re gonna get this show.”

			I hesitate before finally saying, “Okay.”

			I think he will try his best.

			But neither of us can control a dang thing.

			I really need some water.

			He must read my mind, because Griffin raps his knuckles on the doorframe and says, “I’m gonna go get you some water. Just…stay here.”

			His strides eat up the floor with his long legs. His hair cascades behind him. I remember the first time I saw him backstage at the variety show when he rushed down that corridor with purpose too. A man who didn’t care about anyone else or their opinions. Or at least, that’s what I thought at the time. Now I know better. He cares about Ava. He cares about his band.

			I hope this man cares about me. Even a little bit.

			That’s the last thing I think before falling asleep.
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			Post: A video with footage of Griffin Harvey and his date to the Grammys, edited together to the beat of his song.

			
				Comments

				OOOH this is too good
 [image: Like icon.] 22

				The way he looks at her. Like, ARE YOU KIDDING ME?
 [image: Like icon.] 67

				Anyone ID that dress? Need it.
 [image: Like icon.] 13

				seriously, who is this chick?
 [image: Like icon.] 34
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				The Show Must Go On
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			Beverly

			Things aren’t the same when we get back to Elk Grove.

			They’re not bad. They’re just…different.

			Griffin and I keep our distance. I hit the ground running with my Connection pitch. He holes up to write music.

			We’re acting very—capital N—Normal, like we were before the awards show: working and brainstorming, even if we are huddling in our own spaces, meeting up only once a day to share ideas, have dinner, then close up again.

			It’s crunch time. It’s do or die.

			Scripts are soaring from my calloused fingers, stabbed from sewing puppet samples and rough from gluing felt together. But underneath my headphones drowning out the world, I hear the same phrase on repeat:

			I know what I like.

			I must have imagined those words in my drunken stupor.

			I made an absolute idiot of myself.

			He saw me puke.

			I brought up his hard penis.

			I turn the music louder and accidentally stick myself with the sewing needle once more.

			Ugh.

			By the time our indoor farmers’ market rolls around, I’ve forgotten how to be a person. The market is held in the enclosed barn on Daisy’s property. Everything smells like hay or wood. I sidestep running kids, mumbling awkward “Sorrys” while trying my best not to focus on the man beside me.

			Griffin walks tall and imposing. It makes me wonder if Elk Grove makes babies smaller than the rest of America or if he’s just that big. God, he smells like glorious leather, so I turn my head and breathe in hay instead.

			It’s funny going from the busy limo rides in LA, with honking and drinking to pushing a stroller down an aisle of white-tented booths. Chalkboard signs prop open to advertise flowers, peppers, and jams. A hum of conversation echoes off the lofted ceiling while neighbors clutch hot coffees under their red noses.

			And then there’s Griffin “I Know What I Like” Harvey. I visually trace the lines of his face but then sheepishly look away after his eyes snap over.

			Ava’s hands extend from the stroller, pointing at Maria’s booth full of jams.

			“Good call, Ava,” I say, “We definitely need some more jam in our lives.”

			It’s a distraction I’ll take.

			I leave Griffin’s side and snag a random jar or two, only to be overwhelmed by his warmth once more. Griffin appears behind me, digging in his back pocket for his cash. He flicks through the folded bills to locate a twenty, then hands it to Maria.

			“No,” I say, swatting at it.

			He huffs out something like a laugh, but it’s probably pity at how I couldn’t even budge his hand.

			Griffin won’t pay for interior decorators, but spending cash on me? On Ava? He can’t burn through it fast enough for us.

			Maria smiles at Griffin, taking the bill despite my grimace. “Was the Grammys fun?”

			“It was great,” I say, as Maria tucks our jams into a plastic Thank You bag.

			“You’re all over the internet now,” she adds. “Did you know that?”

			“Are we?” I ask, but the words squeak out.

			I know that we’re going viral. I shamefully checked social media under my private account to see what the word was. I needed to make sure I didn’t embarrass him. Instead, I found uncomfortable video essays analyzing our body language and short-form thirst traps of his exposed chest hair.

			The internet seems…supportive. For once. It’s not what I’m accustomed to.

			“You two looked so good together.”

			My instinct is to reach for Griffin’s hand—the show must go on!—but I can’t bring myself to do it.

			Something is different now.

			Right?

			Maybe I’m being paranoid.

			But whenever I look around, I see people staring. Eddie, Fran, Maria, Taylor…they saw the same thing the rest of the world did: two people on the red carpet, holding each other intimately.

			I hang the plastic bag of jam jars from a handle of Ava’s stroller.

			“Thanks, Maria,” I say, quickly steering us back to the river of walkers.

			“Everything all right?” Griffin asks.

			No, not really, but I feign a smile and nod. “Of course.”

			“That’s a lie,” he says.

			I roll my eyes with a smile but don’t counter. I can’t lie to him a second time.

			“B…”

			I like when he murmurs his nickname for me. That’s very real.

			Fine, there’s a lot about our relationship that isn’t fake. Like how my heart races thinking about the award show and the party after.

			I know what I like.

			The words chime through my head like a clock, right on the twelve o’clock hour, over and over and over.

			“You can do a lot with this jam, you know,” I say.

			Griffin sighs, then smiles. His is also forced. “Oh yeah?”

			“PB and J sandwiches. Crackers. Toast.” As I speak, Griffin stares. He’s trying to read my mind; I can feel it. My face is telling on me, the jerk. I’m actively cringing at my own awkwardness.

			“Plus, it’s winter, so business is tough,” I say.

			“So we bought pity jam, B?” he asks.

			“Helpful jam, GP.”

			His smile meets his crinkled eyes at my pseudonickname as well.

			Real. That is one hundred percent real.

			“I like that you think of others,” he says.

			My heart—my stupid, silly little thing—absolutely bowls over.

			Mom saves me a response when she appears next to me. Her fists grip a small baggy stamped with paw prints. “I got some treats for Steak.”

			“Doesn’t he already have a ton?” I ask.

			“Daisy says if I want to train him, I could. That I’d have him on a skateboard in a week.”

			My dad walks up escorting Nana, who loops her hand through the crook of his elbow. His free hand clutches a flower bouquet. My family wanders like this, leaving conversations and eventually joining back in at will. It’s like good jazz: seemingly random but flowing.

			“For me?” Mom asks, ghosting fingers over the bouquet.

			“Always for you,” Dad answers.

			My dad is a romantic and always has been. I side-eye Griffin and see how he stares at the flowers too, as if he’s considering them as well. He’s a musician. Of course he’s a romantic.

			I know what I like.

			God, what does it mean?

			Every time I try to read it at face value, it feels impossible.

			Who do I think I am? What fantasy am I pretending to live in that Griffin, this man who could have any woman he wants, is attracted to me?

			Dad sniffs the bag of treats in my mom’s hand. “For Steak?”

			“Skateboard in a week,” my mom emphasizes, leaning closer with a smile.

			I love the way they look at each other. Griffin doesn’t look at me like that, does he?

			“Anyone seen Greg?” Nana asks.

			“I thought I saw him with Rob,” I say, peering over to the corner where Polished Shoes was performing. Rob and his friends are now on break, and Uncle Greg is nowhere in sight.

			Momma suddenly grasps Nana’s arm.

			“Oh my God, Greg is with Daisy,” Mom hiss-whispers. “Look!”

			We follow her pointed finger to a stall in the opposite corner of the barn. Uncle Greg is at Daisy’s egg stand. She’s looking down at a clipboard, but his gaze is leveled on her.

			“I’m gonna go see what they’re talking about,” Mom says.

			Dad groans. “Honey, don’t mess up your brother’s game.”

			“Game? What game?” Mom asks. “He’s wearing cargo pants and Crocs.”

			“Cheryl…”

			“Let’s go, Glenn.”

			Momma loops her arm in Dad’s and pulls him away, leaving just me, Griffin, Nana, and Ava strolling in relative silence.

			“What a lovely day,” Nana says, beaming. “Fantastic day for couples, isn’t it?”

			I tense. “Yeah, Dad and Mom are enjoying themselves.”

			Griffin tongues his cheek, continuing to push the stroller, from which Ava’s tiny legs kick out and back down.

			Nana smacks her lips and nods. “Well.” She doesn’t finish, though, instead looking between us.

			Does she know what happened in LA? How could she?

			“You know what, I think I missed the asparagus booth,” Nana says. She twists around, peering at nothing and letting out an “Ah” before shuffling off.

			Thanks a lot, Nana.

			Below, Ava’s fist pokes out from the stroller, making grabby hands toward a booth with hand-carved wooden birds. I follow her lead to do something—anything—that isn’t being here by myself with Griffin, overthinking and forcing a silence between us.

			We’re friends.

			Why am I trying to ruin that?

			“Oh, Ava would love these,” I say, practically bounding over to a booth. “Tom is really talented.”

			Griffin steers Ava’s stroller to catch up, apologizing when we cut through the crowd, despite everyone parting for us anyway.

			Ava flexes her tiny fists toward the array of wooden bluebirds and canaries. “Bird.”

			Tom sits behind the booth in a peeling camping chair. He’s an elderly man who seems one sneeze away from turning to dust. He whittles with a knife on wood.

			“She can look at them if she wants,” he drawls out, voice scratchy and splintered like his wooden project.

			Griffin takes the smallest bird off the stand and passes it down to Ava in the stroller. She clutches it tightly, like the bird might fly away if she doesn’t hold it within an inch of its life.

			“Be careful, munchkin,” he says.

			Tom waves his whittling knife. “Oh, they won’t break.”

			“Bird,” Ava repeats, squeezing until a wing pops off. The little dimples in her cheeks press in, like two sweet thumbprints. Griffin rifles through his pockets and hands Tom cash.

			As we leave the booth with Ava now hugging the wooden bird with one wing, I walk a bit slower.

			I know that money isn’t an object to Griffin; it’s just a fact of life. It comes with the territory of being a successful musician, probably flush with profits from tours, which he’s leaving for in a month.

			One month.

			“How’s your album coming along?” I ask.

			“Oh. Good. Yeah. Should be ready by the time I leave in March.”

			“That’s amazing, Griffin.”

			Griffin nods, but it seems like there’s something more there.

			“That’s amazing,” I repeat, but the words ache.

			March seems so close now. Pitching is so close. Leaving Griffin is so close.

			“How long does the tour last?” I ask.

			“Three months.”

			“Oh. Cool.”

			“We can hang out in LA after,” he says.

			“Who?”

			“You and me.” His tone is soft, almost hesitant. When has Griffin ever been hesitant?

			I walk a little slower at that, chewing my bottom lip. “Oh…oh yeah?”

			He nods. “You can help me pick out things for my house from time to time.”

			Time to time.

			So we won’t be hanging out often?

			Of course not. He’s a busy man. I’ll be busy too. It only makes sense. We wouldn’t have the time.

			I spot Taylor with her husband, strolling arm in arm. A kid zooms by, but she doesn’t take note even though they say, “Mommy, look!” Her eyes are wide as she watches us, just as she did at the thrift store.

			Why does it feel like everyone knows about what happened at the party? About what Griffin said to me? The cryptic words I can’t unhear, as if they know what it means and I don’t? The stares, the murmurs…it’s too much.

			My clothes suddenly feel stuffy, heat rising like lava up my chest to my neck and my cheeks.

			“I need some air,” I say. “Just give me a sec.”

			I don’t let Griffin say anything before I bypass the crowd, stride to the barn doors, and push one open to let myself out. I shut it behind me, sucking in the biting, chilly air. I tug off my double-wrapped scarf and clutch it in my palms. It flies in the wind, slapping in angry whips.

			I don’t like Griffin.

			I can’t like Griffin.

			He doesn’t like me.

			I’ve been down this path before, haven’t I?

			The cold nips at my exposed neck. The air threatens potential snow. I can smell it. My body can feel it. Goose bumps erupt.

			My phone buzzes in my pocket. It’s probably my mom asking where I’m at or maybe Griffin asking if I’m okay. Maybe he’s coming up behind me soon.

			Do I want him to?

			I look down at my phone, but when the screen lights up, a different name appears. I stare, making sure I saw it right. The contact name is the exact same as it was when I changed it two years ago: Do Not Answer Beau.

			It’s a silly thing to write, because he never once tried to call or text. It was hopeful. Pathetic.

			My cold fingers fumble to swipe my phone unlocked.

			
				Do Not Answer Beau: Hey stranger.

			

			My stomach sinks. I can picture him saying it. The clever little drawl and the sly smile. But they don’t give me the same butterflies as they used to. They’re more like buzzing hornets. Not beautiful. Horrifying.

			He never called after our breakup, not even when he saw me at that restaurant on my very first date that wasn’t with him. He barely batted an eye.

			Why now?

			The barn door creaks open. I turn around. Griffin emerges, and the winter breeze cuts through his hair and across his bearded cheeks.

			“What are you doing out here?” He sounds exhausted. “It’s freezing.”

			“I needed air.”

			His eyebrows pinch together. He’s concerned.

			Beau was never concerned. Not about me or my career or anything that didn’t involve his own music.

			“I’m just thinking about Connection,” I say. It’s not exactly a lie. “Pitching and puppets and, you know…stuff.”

			“Oh,” Griffin says, his face falling.

			“It’s just a lot, y’know?” I’m blabbing now. “Pitch deck. Series bible. Character write-ups. Sample scripts. They want five, but I’m thinking maybe six, just to show I really want it, y’know? Proposed creative talent. Content research. Sizzle reel—”

			“Beverly.”

			“Hmm?”

			He exhales and reaches out his palm. I take it. He pulls me closer, and my chest nearly hits his. I look up into his eyes as he blinks through the strands of his long hair that swipe past his gorgeous nose and thick beard.

			“You’ll make the deadline,” he says. “I’ll make sure it happens. I’ll even go with you to the pitch if I have to.”

			“You wouldn’t.”

			“I would.”

			“You’d embarrass me by being all”—I wave my hands around—“grumpy.”

			He smirks. “Well now I might do it just to prove you wrong.”

			The little lines beside his brown eyes show happiness in a way that barely anyone gets to see. He does so much for everyone else, and I wonder if anyone even knows.

			He wouldn’t randomly text me Hey stranger.

			I can’t tell if I’m happy about that or not.

			I inhale. He does too.

			With the exhale, I bypass him to head back inside.
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				Selfish for More
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			Griffin

			It’s dusk. There are pink and purple brushstrokes over the sky as Beverly, her family, and I sit in the yard between the houses, watching the sunset paint the end of a day.

			Ava and I have been back in our garage apartment for a week now. While she plays with her toys and dances, I hammer out lyrics and notes—songs that now pour from my fingertips like water. Some songs are for Birds, but then there are others…

			I’m crooning new chords that echo memories of Beverly’s laughter that night at the bar. Every strum is my fingers entwining through hers. Every breathy note is the exhalations against her skin on the red carpet.

			Being back in Elk Grove is disorienting compared to that.

			Our Adirondack chairs surround a large firepit, where we’re nestled in coats and thick quilted blankets. Beverly’s mom and dad curl together on one seat while Rob plays his video game, tucked almost completely under his blanket. Greg sips hot cider that may or may not be spiked with cinnamon-scented liquor.

			And my chair is beside Beverly’s. The edges of our chairs’ arms touch, as close as we can get without our armchairs overlapping.

			Ava sits in Beverly’s lap. She plays with the wooden bird, now fixed with a single felt wing Beverly crafted onto it. The two of them look so natural together. My girl’s head is settled on Beverly’s chest, and with each laugh, I think I see Ava’s shoulders rise, too, as if contagious with Beverly’s laughter.

			I get it. I’m infected by her too.

			“So, Polished Shoes going on the road?” Greg asks.

			Rob shrugs. “Maybe.”

			“Rob,” Beverly’s mom chastises. “What about college?”

			“Oh, he’s fourteen,” Nana argues on Rob’s behalf. “Let the boy live.” Rob peers up from his game with a sheepish smile. She tosses a wink to him.

			“Beverly, you’re gonna have a show soon,” her dad teases. “Give him a job or something.”

			From beside me, Beverly laughs. It’s nervous. They know how hard Beverly works, but I’m not sure they see the anxiety nestled below the surface. Though, for Beverly, you don’t have to look far. Her lower lip is bitten to hell.

			“He’s too young,” Beverly’s mom says.

			“I could go to LA, though,” Rob says, straightening up.

			“I don’t have a show,” Beverly says.

			“Yet,” Nana adds.

			“You’ll have one,” I throw in. Beverly peers at me from the corner of her eye. I watch the fire dance across her lips as her dad throws more wood on the crackling flames.

			I have no clue if she remembers our conversation that night or the unfortunate bar event where her tight dress got the best of me. I don’t feel shame—not exactly. I’m not ashamed of my attraction to Beverly when she does Beverly things like try to watch over me, laugh out loud at Poe like sunshine in a bottle, and wear gorgeous outfits that fit her like a glove.

			But I do feel guilty. Beverly likes her peace of mind, and I’m shattering that.

			Even if she does remember the incident, she probably doesn’t want to acknowledge it. I wouldn’t blame her. She was simply sparking Beau’s jealousy when she stayed on my lap. But the idea of it not being real…the discomfort tugs the muscles at my chest, pulling taut and painful like barbed wire scraping against my bones.

			Every single time I’ve placed my palm in hers, it’s been a ruse.

			But now…now it isn’t. Not to me.

			I like Beverly.

			I want to kiss Beverly.

			I think of Beverly each morning, I compose songs about Beverly each afternoon, and I ache to see her each night.

			Jimmy asked for one song. I’m now up to five, and every composition is about her.

			I’m sick.

			Sick, sick, sick.

			Because we’re colleagues, and colleagues don’t write songs about each other the way I’m melting notes into sonnets for her.

			I’m a damn romantic, and I hate it.

			I have to record this album, and she’s got her show to produce. The sheer amount of work on her plate is unfathomable. I can’t—I won’t—derail it.

			I look over and see Ava shimmying closer to Beverly, nuzzling her head into Beverly’s neck.

			It’s not just my heart I have to worry about. Would Ava remember her after this winter?

			Beverly’s hands shiver against Ava’s coat. I want to reach out and hold them.

			I adjust in my chair, glancing across the fire to see Nana staring back. Her lips rise in the corners to a mischievous smile. It’s like she can read my illicit thoughts of holding her granddaughter’s hand. Something so simple has never felt so nerve racking.

			But I can’t stop noticing Beverly. I focus on every lick of orange flame from the firepit reflected in her beautiful green eyes. My throat closes when I see how it makes her blond hair almost ginger. How the soft exhale from her parted pink lips sends a puff of white into the air. I want to capture that air in my own mouth and swallow down every breathy sigh.

			This situation is only temporary, though. She’s on a deadline, and so am I. What do we expect to happen after? I’ll be on tour overseas. She’ll be shooting a show every week.

			“I could like puppets,” Rob says. “For a summer in LA, I could.” He nods to his sister. “You like them.”

			Beverly leans back in her chair. The column of her neck stretches to the sky.

			“I love them,” she says simply, so much care echoed into that statement.

			This show has her heart, not me. It’s selfish to want more. Not when she has dreams that hinge on my ability to create music for her. I’m mixing up my priorities. My life would be too much for her. I’m too much for her. Me and my fame and my complications. Robin knew it. Beverly knows it.

			“Do not send that boy to LA,” Beverly’s mom says, laughing.

			Greg tips his drink toward her. “Oh, he’d love it.”

			“I would,” Rob insists. “See? Bev? I’d be good at whatever job you give me too. I’ll try out puppet voices or something.”

			His dad chuckles. “You legally cannot work, Rob.”

			“I’ll help out unpaid!”

			Beverly smiles for a moment before her phone vibrates. She looks down at it. I want to know who gained her unique attention. But Beverly’s spine straightens when she sees the text. After a silent moment, she locks her phone, then steals a glance at me again. Another smile twitches at the corner of her mouth, but this time it’s uneasy.

			She’s anxious?

			Why?

			Ava wiggles down from Beverly’s lap and hops into mine. She can’t sit still tonight, moving from person to person every few minutes. I lift my quilt to tuck her inside, despite how much she’s heated up from the firepit.

			Pudge pads around the fire in his knitted sweater, also looking for a place to settle. Finally, he finds a spot beside Beverly on the edge of the quilt slung over the side of her chair.

			“Pudge, no, come on,” she whines. Pudge plops down, taking half the blanket with him.

			Without thinking, I lift my quilt and throw half of it into her chair. Her body heat instantly travels to me under the shared blanket. We’re already close, but she scoots her chair closer, crackling it over the rocky pebbles below us.

			The arms of the chairs overlap. Her forearm brushes against mine. I want to trace my palm down her sweater, to her delicate wrists, and across her fingers. But all I get is her shoulder and the cable-knit sweater concealing it.

			Her phone lights up again. She slides a hand outside the blanket to click her phone off so that the screen goes black.

			Who keeps texting her? Everyone she talks to regularly is here.

			Or maybe not.

			How well do I truly know Beverly?

			I know how she looks to the ceiling or heaven above when she thinks about the show. I know how her pink lips twist to the corner of her mouth when she considers an idea, and I know how her brow furrows when she won’t tell me something. It’s as if keeping a secret pains her.

			She exhales a cloud of air again, shaking and erratic in the winter cold. She crosses her arms, snaking her hand to her inner elbow. My fingertips nudge hers. Our hands linger together under the blanket, brushing like a whisper only we can hear. Her eyes dart to me, dancing over my face. All I can do is the same—following the green rims around her pupils, tracing their years of life with humor and smiles and everything I haven’t had.

			I feel like I’m getting away with something with Beverly.

			I always do.

			Ava curls into my chest. Her forehead is still hot from when she sat next to the fire, even though she’s been facing away from it for a while now.

			Wait…

			I touch Ava’s forehead with the back of my hand. She’s burning up. I cup her shoulders, leaning her back to get a look. Her eyelids droop. She’s tired, but the sun has only just set. We’re a few hours out from her bedtime.

			I run a thumb across her cheek. There’s a sheen of sweat.

			“Hey, munchkin. Are you feeling all right?”

			Ava slowly blinks at me, looking like she’s one second away from falling asleep.

			And then she lets out an open-mouthed cough, right onto my face.
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			Beverly

			It snowed in Elk Grove one hour after we discovered Ava’s fever. It was the worst possible timing. The roads become treacherous during snowfall, so traveling down the mountain to get comfort foods or medicine is out of the question.

			Poor little Ava is quarantined with Griffin in the garage apartment. Occasionally he’ll trudge through the inches of snow to get food from the kitchen. He ascends the den stairwell, holding back shivers and chattering teeth. After the second venture, I crossed the yard instead and knocked on the door.

			“Stay with us,” I said. “Stay in the main house, where we’ve got a kitchen.”

			Griffin swallowed. “I don’t want to get everyone sick.”

			“We’ll be fine. Just come over, Griffin.”

			Ten minutes later, Griffin walks over carrying Ava. Her head rests on his shoulder. The wooden bird, which she keeps calling Tom, is clutched in a fist. Her cheeks are red, and her eyes appear sealed shut.

			“Poor baby,” Nana coos.

			Griffin sighs, tucking her closer to his chest, stroking a hand over the back of her hair. His large palm holds her head steady as he lowers onto the recliner.

			I rush to the hall closet for blankets, then immediately halt.

			Slow down, Beverly.

			Ava will be fine.

			And he’s only here for a few days.

			My hands shake at the thought of Griffin being in the house full-time. The knowledge that he’s always right down the hall is…well, it’s something I can’t put my finger on.

			Griffin takes the blankets from me when I return, brushing the palm of his hands across the back of my knuckles. I’m choosing to ignore the zip of anxious energy shooting into my chest and instead turn on my heel to stir the soup heating on the stove.

			My phone buzzes. It doesn’t help my nerves.

			I don’t look at it. I don’t have to. Beau has sent me one text every day. Flirty things with emojis. Old, wistful memories. Where was this a couple of years ago when he said he was too busy to text? That I was being overbearing and needy when I asked him where he’d been for days on end?

			I turn back to Griffin right as he kisses the top of Ava’s head. My heart melts down into my chest.

			Griffin isn’t Beau. Griffin has never ignored me. Griffin gives all of himself all the time. He takes care of his bandmates and Ava. Sure, he doesn’t smile as much as Beau, and he isn’t pleasant in interviews. But how are you supposed to be endlessly joyful when you feel you’re responsible for everyone all the time?

			Greg takes off his scarf the moment he walks in the house, sending little specks of snow to the kitchen floor. He sighs. “I was sick just a few weeks ago. This is my fault.”

			“No, it’s not,” Griffin murmurs to him, his lips still buried in Ava’s hair. “Things like this go around.” He holds her so close, like he’s afraid if he lets go, she’ll never get better.

			As she watches some princess movie on the TV, he scribbles into a notebook with his free hand. I shamefully steal a peek when I pass by to drop off soup. He’s writing lyrics. I sigh. I wonder if he ever stops working. But who am I to judge?

			Midafternoon, Ava finally sits up with a low whine.

			“Hey, munchkin,” Griffin says. His voice has that exhausted quality to it, sending shivers down my spine. “Want some toast?”

			She shakes her head.

			“Hmm. Applesauce? A banana?” he suggests instead. The moment she nods, I’m already snagging a banana from the bunch hanging under our cabinets. I cut it into small pieces and shuffle over with a plate and napkin.

			“Thanks,” he says. I wind my palms together. I want to help more. But I don’t know what else to do. Instead, I sit on the couch beside their recliner with my laptop. I type out scripts. They seem boring and unsalvageable. But I’m on a deadline, and it’s either now or never—can’t edit words not written—even if I do get distracted by Ava’s weak giggles, which are trying so hard to be present.

			“That’s funny,” Griffin says.

			I turn. He’s staring at my laptop screen with a half smile.

			“You’re not supposed to read this. It’s a mess.”

			“It’s still funny,” he croaks out. His cheeks flush red, and I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Griffin blush. His scratchy, tired voice has my own cheeks flushing red. Has he rested at all since she got sick?

			The wind outside whistles against the sliding glass door. The porch chairs rock, just inches from the railing that slowly gathers inches of snow. Steak makes his way to the recliner and hops up next to Ava. She’d be so happy if only she weren’t lost to the world. Her mouth is open, and she breathes heavily.

			Griffin strokes Ava’s hair away from her forehead and rises.

			“She can take my bedroom,” I offer.

			“Beverly.”

			“Seriously. I don’t mind.”

			“I’m not kicking you out of your bedroom.”

			“Too late; I already did.”

			He exhales.

			“We’ll fight about it later,” I joke.

			Exhausted, he walks her back to my room.

			Griffin is in my bedroom. It’s not like I still have posters of the Jonas Brothers or open diary entries about Aaron Tveit. Thank God. But it’s Griffin, bulky and taking up space and smelling like the bonfire from last night. How many women dream of that? This can’t be my life.

			I notice his open music notebook on the side table. I should walk away, but I don’t. Looking quickly to see if anyone’s watching, I secretly read the beautiful lyrics about a girl with feathered hair and his longing to make her laugh. I smile to myself. They’re about Ava, I know, but I’m sure many fans will hope it’s about them. He’s a master at his craft.

			I jump when Griffin appears next to me, resting his palms on the back of the recliner. His cheeks are still flushed. I move away from his notebook. I shouldn’t have looked, and now he’s probably embarrassed. But when he groans, clearing his throat of something much more than just tiredness, my eyes widen.

			He runs a palm through his hair. A small bead of sweat runs down his forehead. His neck is layered in goose bumps.

			“Oh no,” I breathe.

			He shakes his head, already reading my mind.

			“I’m fine,” he says.

			“No, you’re not. You’ve got what she has too.”

			“It’s too soon.”

			“You probably caught it at the same time.”

			“And why don’t you have it?” he asks.

			I smile. “Because I’m not cuddling with anyone.”

			He huffs out a pseudolaugh that mixes into a cough.

			Nana leans back in her seat on the couch. “Are you sick, Griffin?”

			“No,” he calls over, running another palm across his beard.

			“Yes,” I say louder.

			He levels a look at me.

			“You should get some sleep,” Nana says.

			“I’m fine,” Griffin grunts.

			“You don’t look fine,” I say.

			“I’m not leaving Ava.”

			Nana shakes her head. “We’ll take care of Ava.”

			“No.”

			I sigh, bypassing him and walking down the steps into the den.

			“Where are you going?” he calls. I can hear the frustration in his raspy voice.

			“I’m making you a bed,” I say.

			His groan carries down the stairwell, right as I start to remove the floral cushions from the couch and grip the handle for the pullout bed.
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			Griffin

			“This will put you behind,” I grunt.

			Beverly holds out a bowl of soup and rolls her eyes.

			“I’ll be fine,” she says.

			I shake my head to argue, but that motion gives me a slight headache, so I instantly stop, clutching my temples in my palms.

			Beverly sighs, extending the bowl toward me again.

			“I’ve got this,” I answer to an unspoken question.

			“Well, unfortunately for you, I don’t care,” she says. Despite my frustration, my lips twitch at the corners. I’ve never heard Beverly so insistent. I kinda like it.

			“You can’t do everything by yourself,” she says. “You showed up for me when I was sick—”

			“Drunk.”

			“When I was sick,” she finishes. I snort. “So I show up for you.”

			“You’re on a deadline. You don’t have time to do all this.”

			“And what good is puppeteering Bernie if my right hand is down?” she says with a small smile. “We’re a two-person bird, remember?”

			I sink into the sheets and groan, but Beverly only laughs.

			She’s always laughing. Always showing up to situations with positivity and determination. I’ve never seen her this stubborn, though.

			She nudges the soup bowl toward me once more.

			I finally take it into my palms, bypassing the spoon and sipping the broth.

			“I need to check on Ava,” I say.

			“You will,” she says. “In an hour after you nap.”

			“Don’t do that.”

			“Do what?” she asks with a smile.

			“Treat me like I’m incapable.”

			“I know you’re not,” she says. “But sometimes it’s okay to not be okay. And you don’t seem to get that, so I’m here to remind you. Lucky you, huh?”

			She twists around and grabs something from the side table behind her, then reappears with a water bottle. It’s a reusable one, lined with stickers from what appear to be various theater productions and even a national park or two.

			“Do you like parks?” I ask.

			“Stop talking. You’re sick.”

			“Answer the question.”

			“Yes,” she answers. “I like parks.”

			“What do you like about them?”

			She rolls her eyes with a smile. “Griffin—”

			“I want to hear you talk,” I say. “It makes me feel better.”

			She bites her lower lip and sighs.

			“I like that you can see the stars. In my twenties, I went to the Grand Canyon with my grandpa. The sky doesn’t have light pollution there, so you can see everything at night. Everything,” she emphasizes. “All the constellations and stars. I always assumed pictures of the Milky Way were enhanced for science textbooks or whatever. But you can actually see it with the naked eye. It’s gorgeous.”

			I smile. Beverly has a way of making simple things feel magical.

			“You want to see the stars again?” I ask.

			She nods. “I’d love to.”

			“Then we’ll do that.”

			“When?”

			“Whenever you want.”

			“When you’re overseas touring?” she jokes, but I stiffen.

			“Whenever you want,” I repeat.

			“But you hate heights.”

			“I don’t care.”

			The back of her hand touches my forehead. “And how sick are you again?”

			I turn my head away.

			“Big baby,” she murmurs with a grin.

			I groan. My body is clammy, cold, but also hot. I’m sweating, and I wish I’d stop. I’m probably the least attractive person right now, yet even in a sick daze, I can’t stop flirting with Beverly. I can’t stop daydreaming about a life with her in it.

			“Tell me more,” I say.

			“More of what?” she asks with a soft laugh.

			“Anything,” I answer. “How did you get so good at playing nurse?”

			Her cheeks flush, and she chokes out a laugh. “I’m good at playing pretend, I guess.”

			My heart sinks. “You should be working,” I say. “I’m putting you behind.”

			She pokes a finger at me. “Bring that up one more time, and I’m gonna sedate you.”

			“How?”

			“I have ways.”

			“Scary.”

			“I can be scary.”

			My heavy head settles into the cushioned pillow. Does Ava feel this miserable? Who is changing her diapers? Who is feeding her?

			“I need to check on Ava,” I murmur again, sitting up.

			Beverly’s palm whips out and pushes against my chest. Her hand, splayed over my damp shirt, sends sizzling heat to my stomach. Suddenly, I’m not cold at all.

			“I’ve got her,” she says. “Don’t worry.”

			“You can’t take care of both of us.”

			“Watch me.”

			She lifts an eyebrow. It’s defiant. I’ve seen the same look in the mirror.

			“You are a bit scary. I’m rubbing off on you.”

			“I could stand to be more serious.”

			“No,” I say. My fingers have a life of their own as they reach out to stroke a strand of her delicate blond hair hanging down, running it between my fingers before tucking it behind her ear. “No, I like you just as you are.”

			She stiffens in the rickety chair beside the foldout couch. Her hands tense in her lap as the chair creaks beneath her.

			“Should I not have done that?” I ask out loud.

			“It’s all right,” she answers after a moment, blinking to the floor.

			When sleep finally takes me under, I swear I see her smiling.
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			Griffin

			I awaken to a sliver of sun beaming across the den. It’s dark on the lower floor of the Lark household. No lamps are on, just sun highlighting wood paneling and dust-covered photo frames. The whistling wind still pounds against the windows. It’s quiet in the house. No more footsteps in the kitchen. I don’t know what time it is.

			I shift under the sheets. A cat jumps off the bed. I watch as Steak darts up the stairs.

			Huh.

			My feet nudge something at the end of the bed. I sit up. My head still feels heavy, but it gets lighter, more faint, when I take in the sight before me.

			Beverly is kneeling beside the metal bed frame—half on the floor, half on the bed. An abandoned puppet tangled in needle and thread lies across the sheets. Her eyes are closed as her head rests on the back of her hand. She sends out little exhales through her parted lips, a small snore, as if she were caught mid-sentence before passing out.

			She was lying to me when she said she wouldn’t get behind on her work. I know she was. And now she’s exhausted herself.

			Has she been caring for me all night?

			I swallow, watching as the sun filters through the window of the front door, illuminating her blond hair splayed across the sheets. Her nail polish, alternating each finger between mint green and pastel pink and baby blue, is chipped as usual. Little shimmers of dust motes sparkle around her head. I smile to myself.

			I’ve never been a big believer in heaven. Not after my parents. Not after losing Robin. But if I did believe, if I did think that there was a reason for most things, I might—just maybe—believe that Beverly Alice Lark is an angel dropped to this earth just for me.

			I lean forward, bending at the waist to cup the curve of her jaw. So soft. So delicate. So unfit for my calloused hands and ragged exhales with too much smoke as a teen and too much recklessness in my twenties. But I’m caught in her, selfishness and all.

			Beverly must know how I feel by now.

			We’ve been so close. Touching but not. Tiptoeing around truths.

			She must know how I feel.

			Who wouldn’t feel this way around her?

			When you find someone who laughs like Beverly, who is kind like her, who makes silly voices for fun and is so unabashedly genuine like her, you don’t let that go. My thumb strokes over her pink cheeks. I’m drawn to her, like a greedy moth to a bright, everlasting flame.

			Suddenly, Beverly slowly blinks awake, bleary-eyed and tired. I should look away—be ashamed that I was watching her sleep—but I’m not.

			She sits up. She looks barely conscious. Her palms immediately rush to her shaking shoulders. Goose bumps erupt over her skin right as another breeze hits the front door.

			“Come here,” I murmur.

			I tuck my palm under her elbow. Maybe still thinking she’s asleep, she stands without question. I scoot over—the mattress squeaking miserably as I make room on the pullout couch. I open the covers. Beverly crawls in beside me.

			Her limbs are cold as ice. I take her hands and breathe into them to warm her palms. Her body is stiff, but she doesn’t pull away. As I wrap my arms around her back and tuck her closer, her head fits like a missing puzzle piece against my chest.

			Together, we both ease into sleep once more, holding each other under the covers.

			I’m being indulgent. I’m being selfish.

			But I can’t stop growing closer to Beverly, even if I wanted to.
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			Beverly

			It’s almost Valentine’s Day, and the diner is bustling with conversation, clanking utensils, and laughter. The town is always more relaxed after a good snowstorm, as if we’re thankful we survived another one, only to do it a million times more. I almost can’t hear my phone buzz over the hum of activity, but when that familiar name pops up—that name that keeps haunting me—it feels less like Cupid is approaching and more like Michael Myers.

			I turn my phone face down on the table. When I look up, Griffin meets my eyes. He is the opposite of our holiday decorations, which scream in frilly pinks and red ribbons. Hearts and love letters stick to the bulletin board. Paper chains made of cardstock in red, white, and pink dip over the breakfast bar. And then there’s Griffin, with his dark hair and black long-sleeved sweater, raising a single eyebrow in my direction.

			Maybe he’s the true Halloween stalker.

			It’d be eerie if it weren’t so attractive.

			“You all right?” he asks.

			“Mm-hmm,” I say, bringing my coffee up to my lips.

			I’m fine. I’m absolutely not thinking about cuddling with him in bed. My argument is that I was tired and in a sleepless stupor, which meant anything sounded like a good idea. I could have run a marathon! Okay, not really, but…I followed my sleep-fueled base instincts, and that’s never a good idea.

			Ava had my bed, and I had nowhere else to sleep. That’s all it was.

			Griffin forks a piece of pancake into his mouth. I shamefully linger, watching the fork slide out between his lips when he’s done.

			“Need a refill?”

			I jump when my dad arrives with the coffee carafe.

			“Yep. Please.” Parched.

			Sitting beside Griffin, Ava grips a handful of pancakes and shoves it into her mouth. Dad chuckles.

			“She’s feeling better, huh?” he asks.

			Griffin reaches his palm down to rustle Ava’s bangs. “Yeah, she’s a tough cookie.”

			Ava swats him away with a scrunched nose, then snags more pancake pieces.

			My phone vibrates. I suck in a breath and put it on silent instead. When I look back up, Griffin stares back at me.

			My mouth opens. I almost blurt out, It’s him! Beau is like an evil spirit that won’t go away! Save me!

			But I won’t be saved by Griffin. That’s not his job. It doesn’t matter that his rough hands still feel like they’re possessing me even more than Beau’s texts. At night, I feel them ghosting over my waist. The tips of his guitar-calloused fingers, scratching across my stomach, up to my ribs…

			He tucks another syrup-coated pancake bite into his mouth. His perfect white teeth slide over the tongs.

			I stand without thinking. I don’t know what my objective is, but I can’t sit here like a creep watching syrup slide over his lips.

			“I’m gonna go…um…I gotta talk to Greg.” I tuck my phone into my back pocket and stride across the diner, over to the kitchen window. Greg is in his own world at the skillet, slowly squeezing a bottle of batter to create pancake art. Daisy sits at the counter with her notebook, occasionally glancing up at him with a smile. I do not have time to analyze that right now.

			I walk farther into seclusion, into the bathroom hallway, where I pull out my phone and finally stare at the buildup of texts.

			Beau, Beau, and more Beau.

			I haven’t responded.

			I wouldn’t know what to say.

			And, for some silly reason, it would feel like betrayal if I did.

			“Hey.” Griffin’s voice makes me jump.

			I turn around. He stands with Ava propped on his hip.

			He huffs a laugh through his nose. “You’re like a rabbit today. What’s going on?”

			I laugh back, flicking my thumb over my nail polish. “Nothing. Just checking emails.”

			My opposite fist clutches my phone tighter. His eyes jerk to it. I pull it closer to me.

			I don’t want to keep secrets from Griffin. It’s not like he deserves to know anything; we aren’t dating. But I still find myself leaning closer, wanting to hold the phone up to share.

			Ava blinks, looking between me and her dad as if wondering why both of us are silently analyzing the other.

			Griffin points to the bathroom door behind me. “Mind if I…?” It’s the women’s bathroom. It’s also the only one with a changing table.

			“Oh. Yes, sorry.” I step to the side as he enters with Ava. But not before tossing me a reassuring smile that has my knees buckling.

			Oh my God, what am I doing?

			He’s a dad with a two-year-old. He’s writing an album. He doesn’t need to be worrying about me. He sure as heck doesn’t need me swooning over him. But sometimes I want to show him my scripts just to see him smile. I want to make up new puppet voices because it makes him laugh. I want to watch him dance his fingers over the piano keys, close my eyes, and soak in his whispered lyrics.

			I am totally swooning.

			I hear the whir of the paper towel dispenser, and then the door swings open again.

			Griffin freezes. I do too.

			“Hello again,” he says slowly.

			“Not stalking you,” I joke, but with the way he blinks at me, it clearly doesn’t land.

			I’m awkward.

			This is awkward.

			He clears his throat, setting Ava down. My dad comes around the corner.

			“Hey, you two. Do you…uh…” He looks between me and Griffin. “Want me to take her back?”

			Griffin nods. “Thanks. Yeah. I gotta talk to Bev.”

			He’s making us talk alone.

			Why?

			My throat feels like it’s constricting.

			This is how I die: of a heart attack in my parents’ diner.

			Ava toddles off, escorted by my dad.

			And then it’s just us.

			My mouth is as dry as a bone when Griffin’s eyes swivel to me, slowly and deliberately. Focused.

			“You’ve been weird,” he says.

			“Oh” is the only answer I can come up with.

			“I’m just calling it like I see it.”

			“Huh. Well, all right.” Maybe if I sound nonchalant, I’ll believe that I am.

			He inhales, rubbing his palm over his beard. “It wasn’t the…” He blows out his breath. “When we—?”

			My body sparks like lightning striking a tree, setting it ablaze. Little licks of heat travel down to my limbs and fingertips. He’s gonna bring up the bed. The cuddling.

			“No!” The word rushes out of me. “No. No no no.”

			The corner of his mouth crooks up.

			“That’s a lot of ‘no’s,” he says.

			My shoulders deflate. “I know.” I give a sheepish smile at the wordplay. It grants me a twitching smile back.

			“What’s going on, B?”

			I sigh. I’m tired of this secret. There are so many people Griffin works hard for, and he deserves someone who does the same for him. Who tells him exactly what’s going on—not just that things are great and that’s that. Plus, I’ve never been a good liar anyway.

			I unlock my phone, open the texts, then hold them out for Griffin to see.

			I know the moment he sees the sender’s name, because his jaw tenses.

			I nudge it closer. “Read them. I don’t mind.”

			Hesitantly, Griffin takes my phone. As his eyes scan over the texts, I can still see Beau’s words myself. Every text is a ghost of Remember when… and I’ve been writing songs that feel like you. Is that weird?

			I wish I could say It’s all weird, Beau, but that can of worms feels too difficult to unscrew. It’s like he’s leaving off where we were two years ago. No dates with other people. No hurtful words. No viral video where his fan base attacked me.

			Like I’ll just forget.

			Like I’ll just fall for him all over again.

			Griffin’s mouth straightens into a tense line once he’s finished. He looks off to the yellow diner walls, at anywhere but me. His jaw ticks, like he’s considering a thousand things and can’t settle on one word.

			He hates me. He must.

			“Beau hasn’t texted me in years,” I say.

			“Why now?” Griffin asks.

			I’ve had days to think about it, and I know why.

			I know what I like.

			Griffin. Griffin and his lap. Griffin and his Hey, baby.

			When I don’t answer, Griffin shifts his weight from one foot to the other. He slowly nods. “Me.”

			“Yeah.”

			I can tell he’s angry by the little lines on his forehead, but they disappear as he watches me, like he’s analyzing my emotions and replacing his in real time to accommodate mine.

			“Well…how are you feeling about it?” he asks.

			My head pulls back.

			He doesn’t hate me?

			Beau never asked questions like that. If someone else texted me, it always triggered jealousy with Beau. Possession. It was flattering at the time. Now, it feels so childish.

			“I don’t like it,” I confess.

			“Me neither,” Griffin agrees matter-of-factly.

			“I don’t know how to respond.”

			“Do you even want to?”

			I thought I’d feel like I was caught between a rock and a hard place whenever we crossed this bridge, but Beau’s boulder had tumbled out of my life so long ago. Now it’s only Griffin. There’s nothing difficult about this at all.

			“No,” I answer.

			Griffin tilts his head to the side. “Is it awful if I say I don’t want you to either?”

			I smile despite myself. The diner’s jukebox with Billy Joel or Elton John or John Denver sounds like a mosaic of tinkling notes in my ear that dulls on the impact of Griffin’s words.

			“What are you thinking?” he asks. His tone low and rough. Just like those hands.

			This is getting complicated. Too complicated. A relationship—a friendship—born of falsehoods and business transactions.

			What even are we?

			Are we anything?

			We’re friends. Griffin said that. That wasn’t an illusion. That was real.

			We’re friends.

			Griffin Patrick and B.

			He chuckles, weak and pained. “C’mon, I can see the gears moving.”

			I laugh. “Yeah, well…”

			“Well?” he coaxes.

			I let out an uneven exhale.

			“Well…” The word fades on my tongue.

			Our eyes dance over each other’s. I suddenly realize just how close we’ve been standing, crowded together around the phone like it’s a campfire. I waver backward, uneven on my feet, wobbling at the knees at the way he’s towering over me. My shoulders meet the wall.

			He’s looking down at me through hooded eyes, coasting over my cheeks, lips, and down to my neck. I see his Adam’s apple bob.

			Is he nervous?

			The last few years Beau and I were together, he never seemed nervous around me. He had that confident nonchalance, that type of demeanor someone gets when they know they won’t lose you. Like it doesn’t matter what they say.

			Griffin isn’t Beau.

			I open my mouth to say that. I don’t know what it will mean, but Griffin needs to know he’s unique. He’s nothing like Beau.

			What leaves my lips instead is very different.

			“After the awards…you said you know what you like.” I whisper it, like a secret I’ve kept to myself this whole time.

			Griffin leans closer. Strands of his thick hair fall from behind his ear, shrouding us in his messy brown mane, hidden away from the rest of the diner.

			“Yes, I did,” he murmurs. It’s low, as much of a whisper as he can get, but with a hard edge, like a finger tracing over a sharp blade. Gentle but intentional. Careful.

			“What did you mean?” I ask.

			He lets out a wistful sigh. It drips over me, coating my shoulders and weighing them down. My stomach clenches as his eyes land on my mouth.

			“You know what I meant, B.”

			My lips part in disbelief, at the honesty behind it all. But Griffin’s always been honest with me, to the point of bluntness. That’s just who he is.

			My back arches as my heart pounds through my chest, like it’s reaching for him. He lets out a low hum, deep in his throat.

			I know what I like.

			And Griffin might like me.

			“Griffin?”

			The diner chaos rushes in again. For a moment, it felt like Griffin and I were in our own world, but now the jukebox blares in my ears. Boisterous laughter cuts the silence. Forks clanking on plates. Coffee mugs thumping on tables.

			Griffin leans away, pushing back his hair with a palm. Is it shaking?

			Standing behind him is Uncle Greg.

			I smooth out my clammy palms onto my skirt. “Hey.”

			“Sorry,” Greg huffs out a laugh. “Ava is…” He throws a thumb over his shoulder.

			Ava is climbing onto the table.

			Griffin dips his chin down with a low grunt and rushes over without another word. The heat of him is all I’m left with. That and a curious smirk from Greg. He takes his forefinger and thumb and zips both across his mouth.

			“Oh, go feed Daisy’s chickens or something,” I say, pushing past him with my cheeks burning and my mind racing.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Seven

				Just Say the Word

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			Griffin

			Working together professionally feels untenable at this point. I watch Beverly too much. Notes soar from my fingers, but every chord is B. B minor. B sharp.

			B, B, B.

			There’s a knock on the garage apartment’s door.

			I rest my guitar on my knee. “Seriously? Another?”

			Beverly laughs, setting aside her laptop. She rises from her place on the couch before I can stand to answer the door first.

			She waves her hand. “Sit. You’ve answered the last four knocks.”

			I slowly do as she asks, watching her walk to the door instead. My hand tenses around the neck of the guitar. She’s wearing those corduroy pants today. The yellow high-waisted ones that hug her hips.

			But it’s not just the pants; it’s the way Beverly beams when she swings open the door. It’s how she laughs when she’s greeted by a rush of biting wind, like she can’t believe it’s still snowing. It’s how she cheerily says, “Hi!” to Daisy, cloaked in her Carhartt jacket, her gloved hands thrusting out an orange casserole dish.

			“Hey, Griffin,” she says, peering at me over Beverly’s shoulder. “This is for Ava. It’s strawberry cobbler. Greg said she loves strawberries.”

			“She does,” I say, blinking away from Beverly for a single goddamned moment of my pathetic life. “Thank you.”

			Daisy gives a definitive nod, says nothing else, then turns around to walk back to her puttering, faded truck in the driveway.

			She’s an odd bird.

			Beverly shuts the door and drops off the cobbler at the folding card table, right next to the four other arrivals today: a homemade apple pie, a tin of cookies, a large thermos of butternut squash soup, and lasagna. A Post-it note sticks on top of the aluminum foil covering Daisy’s dish. Her beautiful looped handwriting is similar to all the others. happy you’re feeling better.

			“Five,” Beverly announces. “Five people dropped off food for Ava.”

			Elk Grove residents have that way about them. I try not to think about the sheer kindness of it all. If I consider how much I like this town…well…

			“I didn’t ask them to,” I say, and it sounds too grumpy even for me.

			“You didn’t have to,” she says with a smile, leaning back to peer out the window. “It should be the last one, though. It’s getting late and another big snow is blowing in again.”

			It’s dark outside. I went to the diner earlier to get us dinner, and by the time I returned with eggs and bacon from Beverly’s parents, who insisted I take more than I needed, flurries floated onto my SUV. Now, looking through the curtains, thick powdery snow falls in front of our yellowed porch light. The driveway is sticky with it, only the tire marks of Daisy’s truck indenting the perfect layer of white.

			Ava sits on the couch with her wooden bird, Tom, blinking one eye at a time like a tired baby doll. Beverly falls onto the seat next to her, and Ava immediately flops onto her lap.

			I strum a final chord as Beverly runs a palm over Ava’s wispy bangs. I eye the clock. It’s almost eight. No wonder Ava is sleepy.

			I stand, set aside the guitar, and pat my knees.

			“Ready for bed?” I ask her.

			Ava shakes her head no. I smile, sweeping down and snatching her off the couch anyway. She giggles, but it’s barely audible through her exhaustion. She tucks her head into the crook of my neck. I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be back, B.”

			“I’ll be eating all the cobbler.”

			I chuckle. “Leave some for me?”

			“We’ll see.”

			I carry Ava to the bedroom, then slowly lower her into bed. Her eyes struggle to stay open.

			“Daddy?”

			“Hmm?”

			“B stay?”

			My heart catches in my throat. I stiffly nod. “She’ll be back in the morning.”

			“B stay,” she repeats.

			“She’s gotta sleep in her own bed.”

			Beverly sleeping in my bed?

			I wouldn’t even know where to start with that.

			Ava curls closer to Tom—I can’t imagine a wooden bird is comfortable, but I’m not questioning it—and I start to sing. They’re quiet croons as I sweep bangs back from her face. By the time I transfer to hums, she’s lightly snoring through an open mouth. I almost want to keep singing so that I can stay in this room. Leaving her side means having to go back out there with Beverly.

			Alone.

			Alone with our lingering stares.

			To a woman who I know is attracted to me but won’t say it. Who I am wildly attracted to in turn.

			I recognize that same longing in Beverly’s deep inhales and the way her lips part at the sight of me. She’s always worn her expressions loudly. But just because she gets speechless doesn’t mean she likes me. She might be attracted to me, but she may not want me. Not how I want her. She stitches puppets, while I dedicate songs to her. She laughs, while I search for excuses to hold her hand. She stares; I ache.

			I finally stand and make my way back to the main room. I find Beverly perched on the piano seat. My cramped notebooks are nearly falling off the music rack. Scraps of paper and Post-its stick out of their sides. My handwriting is barely legible scribbles. But Beverly hums as she reads an open notebook.

			She’s cute when she’s alone. She murmurs thoughts to herself, sometimes in voices that feel a lot like Bernie’s or that of some other familiar character I can’t place. It’s like she lives in her imagination. I wish I could crawl in there with her.

			I lean against the wall, folding my arms as I watch. And, as each page turns, my chest tightens.

			I know what’s in that notebook. Yes, there are Birds on the Block songs about saying please and thank you, but then there are other songs too. Please adore me. Thank you for making me laugh. Scribblings about mountain breezes and syrup and grapefruit. The smell of her hair. Her lips. Her smile.

			She leans closer, analyzing my words.

			I swallow as my jaw tics with anxiety.

			“See anything interesting?” I ask.

			Beverly startles and rests her fingers against the back of the small pleather cushion.

			“Oh. Yes. Your original songs,” she says. “They’re pretty.” Her cheeks flush. “You say a lot of pretty things about Ava.”

			I pull in an unsteady breath and tongue my cheek.

			What game are we playing here?

			We’re tiptoeing around the inevitable.

			I exhale. “Those aren’t…” I tighten my arms over my chest, take one last breath, and click my tongue. “Right. Uh, Beverly?”

			“Hmm?”

			“They’re about you. The songs. They’re about you.”

			I don’t know why I said it twice.

			Beverly freezes, though. That string in my chest feels plucked again. A discordant sound that travels up my throat and to my head, now swimming—no, drowning.

			“What?” she says on a breath.

			“A lot of them,” I respond, tentatively stepping forward.

			Her knee starts to bounce under the piano.

			“What’s a lot?” she asks.

			I keep walking until I’m beside her. Like a scared animal, she quickly stands, causing her chest to bump against mine. She sucks in a breath and slides out from where she’s stuck between me and the bench. She paces to the center of the room.

			“But we’re friends,” she says.

			Friends.

			I tilt my head to the side—a pitying look I can’t stop—as she whispers, “Aren’t we?”

			Slowly, with my eyebrows tugged in the middle, I shake my head, signaling an unspoken but very definitive No.

			“I think I feel a little different than that,” I say.

			My lips are in a straight line, slowly turning down at the edges. My heart is pounding.

			“I like you,” I announce. Saying it out loud for the first time is like an exhale of relief. A phrase that should be repeated many times. “I like you.”

			She blinks. “I know.” It comes out in a whisper, like it’s a secret kept between just us. Maybe even a lie.

			“I like you.” It feels even better the third time.

			“You wouldn’t go for me, though.”

			I let out a chuckle, something bubbling out of my throat, reaching for relief as well.

			“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m going for you right now.”

			She shakes her head.

			I sigh. “So I guess the question is…what do you want, B?”

			I don’t move, but my chest is starting to rise and fall. I’m getting out of breath just standing here.

			Her lips part, like closing them might choke her own breaths, which leave desperately in unsure exhales.

			And then it hits me that maybe I’ve overestimated us. I’ve been the one pursuing her. But has she wanted the same? Maybe I’m just another Beau. A musician with a big head who thinks he can get anyone.

			“If you don’t feel the same way,” I say slowly. “If this is too much—I understand. I do. Just say the word, and I’ll never bring it up again.”

			She opens her mouth, but no words come. Then, just as I silently shook my head no earlier, Beverly slowly nods yes.

			Yes.

			Yes, I feel the same way.

			I choke out a small noise, a little precursor to my words. A breathless tone of disbelief.

			“Beverly, I—”

			In the middle of my thought, Beverly strides forward like a bullet from a gun and swings her arms around my neck. I don’t second-guess anymore. I dip my palms into her hair and bring her lips up to mine.

			Sparks skitter through my chest, building and bursting like fireworks behind my eyes as I kiss Beverly Lark for the first time. I’m wild with wonder, burying my hands in her thick hair, finally—finally—running fingers through her soft strands. It’s everything I imagined, yet nothing like it at all. It’s infinitely better. When I place my other palm on her lower back, she sighs against my lips, soft and sweet and perfect.

			Everything yet nothing. Much, much better.

			Our mouths move like they’ve practiced this a thousand times before. It’s easy. It’s natural. Soft lips turn to little nips. We’re consuming and helpless in each other’s arms. Her hands no longer feel cold as they stroke over my neck. God, I’m desperate. I want more.

			Our kisses grow more and more heated as we push, pull, and claw closer before the other can. It’s almost like we’re arguing—the only time we truly ever could. When she bites my bottom lip, I almost choke on my disbelieving laughter. I feel her smile back. This woman is pure energy. She’s bubbling over and into my soul.

			I wrap my palms around her back, clutching the hem of her shirt in my fists before skimming down to her thighs. I bend and grip them in my palms to pick her up. She jumps and wraps her legs around my waist, coasting her chest over mine. Soft against hard. She buries her hands into my long hair. We blindly stumble through the room. I don’t know where we’re going, and I don’t care.

			I turn us around, walking Beverly backward until her spine bumps against a paneled wall. I cage her in, cupping the nape of her neck in my palm and tugging her closer, as if it’s even possible anymore. Her hands outline my jaw. Her fingers trace through my beard. I want her everywhere.

			She pushes my chest, now directing me. She steps us backward toward the couch, but instead our bodies bump together, and I grunt as something shoves into me. The piano shrieks beside my hip.

			Beverly giggles against my mouth. “Sorry, I—”

			I don’t let her finish, catching her lips again in a hungry kiss. I can’t get enough of her. Her smile. Her laughter. Her excitement that matches mine. I rest back on the piano, gripping her hips in my palms and sliding her down to stand between my spread thighs.

			Notes ring from the piano keys, discordant and erratic. She grips my shirt in her fist, pulling at the fabric to get us closer. She’s shivering now. I grasp her tighter. She hikes a leg up, and nerves spiral through my chest and down to my fingertips.

			I push my knee between her thighs. She pulls in a sharp gasp. Her palms press down beside my legs to gain purchase, accidentally sending more piano notes echoing through the living room.

			With my hands clutching her hips, I shift them forward, then back. Lifting my thigh, dropping it, moving it against her slowly and deliberately. She gasps, then moans.

			God, she moans.

			I want to hear that over and over. I want it to tattoo my soul.

			I kiss a line from the corner of her lips to her jaw and then her ear. Goose bumps appear across her neck and down to her collarbone—that damn collarbone—and then—

			“Daddy?”

			We both jerk back.

			I can’t catch my breath. Neither can Beverly.

			“Daddy?” Ava calls again from the bedroom.

			I swallow, tucking a strand of Beverly’s hair back behind her ear.

			I croak out, “Did the piano wake you up, munchkin?”

			Silence.

			“Ava?” I add.

			“Yes,” she calls back quietly.

			I close my eyes and sigh. “Sorry, baby.”

			“Daddy?”

			“Yes?”

			“Sing?”

			A bedtime song.

			Beverly deflates in my arms, swallowing back her shaking breaths. She blinks up at me, and my finger tap, tap, taps on her hip. A song, a verse, a symphony to this woman who sheepishly smiles before burying her face into my neck.

			I could stay here with my palms roaming her hips, but my heart pulls to Ava’s room.

			“Go,” Beverly whispers, as if reading my mind. “I’m fine.”

			I frown. “You’re sure?”

			“Of course.”

			I clear my throat and call out, “Hang tight! Be there soon.”

			Beverly places a featherlight kiss against my beard. A hook snags against my gut, coaxing me closer to her.

			“You’re a good dad,” she whispers.

			“Beverly…”

			“Let’s…um…” Beverly starts to say. “I was thinking that…”

			“Yes?”

			Beverly’s uneasy breaths stop, and her lips crook into a smile. Then she laughs like bubbling champagne, like the popping of suds in a warm bath after a long day. I grin back, palming her soft hair.

			“I don’t know what to say,” she confesses.

			“You don’t have to say anything.”

			“I should go.”

			“No, stay.”

			She laughs again. I’m glad she’s finding humor in my torment.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says. “And we’ll…” Her words fade as I stroke my thumb over her cheek and dip my palms down her neck to trace my fingertips over her collarbone. I can’t help myself; I place a kiss right in the divot.

			“Tomorrow?” I murmur against her skin, brushing my beard across her shoulder.

			“Right. I was saying…tomorrow we’ll…figure this out.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“Yes?”

			“Right.”

			We’re just mumbling nothings back and forth, too distracted by our hands ghosting over each other, tracing palms over arms and fingers across jaws. Lips across freckled skin.

			“Daddy?” Ava calls.

			“Coming!”

			Beverly bites her bottom lip with that mischievous grin of hers that feels so rare and so perfect. I lean forward to kiss it off her mouth, but she turns her head before I can.

			“I gotta go,” she says.

			I bury my head in her neck. She laughs at me again.

			I have no clue what any of this means. I wish I did.

			Finally, I walk Beverly to the front door. I watch as she trudges through the falling snow back to the main house. Snowflakes cling to her furry purple coat. Her boots leave little imprints in the snow. In that moment, I realize I don’t care what tomorrow brings or what this means. As long as she’s there in the morning, that’s all that matters.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-Eight

				Valentine’s Day
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			Beverly

			I perch on Nana’s bed drinking coffee as she sifts through old photo albums.

			Nana’s room is similar to mine. There are quilts and photos in wooden frames and little shelves with knickknacks from Grandpa’s travels with Birds on the Block. I’m curled into one of her quilts, still in flannel pajama pants and my same shirt from yesterday.

			Smelling like Griffin Harvey.

			I smile to myself.

			It feels like I’m sixteen again, eager to go to school and see a boy. Will we act the same after our kiss? Will things feel different? I haven’t felt sparkles in my chest in so long. I forgot that crushes could feel like colorful beams of light through stained glass.

			The way his beard brushed against my chin. His heady, hooded gaze. His deep laughter resonating through my chest, chasing my own.

			Have I ever laughed while kissing? Have I ever had so much fun?

			“Oh, look, it’s his first live show,” Nana says. Her head tilts to the side in adoration as Grandpa stares back at us from a photo. On the opposite page, there’s a photo of Nana and Grandpa on set in Japan for a Birds on the Block special: “Bernie Goes Abroad!”

			“That was the best vacation we’d ever had,” Nana says with a sigh. “I always loved when we got to travel the world together. Oh.” She touches a palm to her chest. “And that jokester.” She guffaws, pointing out Finch in the background, making blurry bunny ears. She gives a soft sigh. “I wonder if he’s lonely out in Los Angeles.”

			Los Angeles.

			The butterfly wings in my chest halt flapping. Griffin and I are getting close to crunch time. How long can this truly last? How much longer will I experience Griffin and his half smile? Griffin and his guitar, permeating from the backyard garage and into my open window late at night? Griffin, whose lips brushed across my neck?

			The doorbell rings.

			“I’ll get it!” I say far too quickly.

			The butterfly’s beating wings thrum again, almost making me woozy as I stumble off the bed.

			I take the stairs down to the den two at a time, stopping just short of the door to run fingers through my messy hair. I swing it open to find Griffin with Ava. She clutches a single flower and a folded note in her fist. He’s smiling with a coffee cup in his hand and his gorgeous brown eyes taking me in.

			“Hey,” I breathe out.

			“Hi.” He extends the cup of coffee to me.

			“What’s this for?” I ask.

			“No reason.”

			He sets Ava down, and she toddles past my legs and toward Steak. He’s wearing a pink bowtie collar, dotted with hearts. Very seasonal. Steak barrels up the stairs, and Ava follows.

			I blink, taking the coffee and stepping to the side to let Griffin through the threshold. He barely fits, bulky shoulders and all. His hair, loose around his shoulders, lands in waves of mahogany. I stare at his chest and the black long-sleeved shirt is all too similar to the one I gripped in my fists last night.

			“You look great today,” he says.

			I just know my cheeks redden as I glance down at my flannel pants and shirt from yesterday.

			“I look like a mess.”

			“Not at all,” he murmurs.

			And then Griffin bends down and kisses me.

			Kisses me.

			Just like that.

			Like we’ve been kissing forever.

			I feel it all the way down to my toes, curling into my fluffy socks and gripping the den carpet beneath. I exhale into him as he cups the back of my neck in his large palm.

			He pulls away far too soon, whispering another “Hey.”

			“Hi.”

			I close the door, shutting out the chill, and walk up the stairs behind him. He’s wearing denim pants, as usual, but did they always fit this well? I sip my coffee. He put in just the right amount of sugar.

			Ava has been crawling her way up the steps and is nearly at the top, so we patiently wait until she is standing again. She toddles her way back to Nana’s bedroom. When she turns the corner, Nana lets out a dramatic, cooing “Well, hello there, sweet cheeks.”

			Griffin takes a seat on the bed. I gingerly sit next to him, accidentally sliding into the depressed section, where his body sinks into the mattress. My arm presses against his, his waffled long-sleeve sending goose bumps over my skin.

			He stares at me, quirking up a curious eyebrow. I feel my face flush again.

			“Wow,” Nana coos. “Is this a little valentine?”

			Ava nods, extending her folded piece of pink paper toward Nana, followed by the single flower.

			Nana places a palm to her chest. “And it’s for me?”

			Ava nods so much her bangs swing loose from their pins, which I’m sure Griffin took great care securing.

			“Well, thank you,” Nana says. “This is very sweet of you.”

			Something brushes my knee. I look down to see the outside of Griffin’s pinkie tracing over my pajamas. I swear I feel a bead of sweat roll down my back.

			I stand and bend to Ava’s level.

			“Want me to put that in a pretty vase for Nana?” I ask.

			Ava nods, and I take the flower, trailing out of the hot room and down the hall toward the kitchen.

			Thumping footsteps—perfect, leather boots—fall over hardwood behind me. My heart catapults into my throat. I’m lightheaded again.

			“I didn’t exactly need an escort,” I tease, turning to see my stalker.

			There’s a satisfied twitch in the corner of Griffin’s mouth. “I can’t help myself.”

			I’m definitely going to pass out. I don’t think my heart can take another blow to the chest. I reach for the skinniest vase in the cabinet and pull it down.

			“What are your plans for Valentine’s Day?” he asks.

			The vase slips, and I fumble it through both hands, catching it before it hits the ground. I finally rest it on the counter, then twist around on the spot.

			“I don’t know,” I say. “I hadn’t really planned on celebrating.” Then sheepishly I admit, “I’ll probably be working.”

			He slowly nods. “Hmm.”

			“I never really celebrate Valentine’s Day,” I say. At least, Beau and I never did. We said we didn’t need holidays to prove our love to each other. That it was cheesy and performative. But ever since our breakup, I’ve found I kinda like the pink and red and cutout hearts. I like the cheese.

			“Hmm,” Griffin repeats, more to himself than to me.

			“What’s with all the caveman grunts?”

			“I’d like to spend Valentine’s Day with you.”

			He says it so matter-of-factly. I clutch the edge of the kitchen counter.

			“What?” I ask. An awkward laugh tickles up my throat. “Why? What would we even do?”

			“Not sure. Dinner? Movie? Hell, you can get in a pretty dress, and I’ll get myself looking even half as good, and we can go out. Eat pancakes, maybe. Whatever you want to do.”

			Nana shuffles out of her room behind a running Ava, who leaps into Griffin’s arms.

			Griffin tilts his head to the side in question, squinting as if trying to read my mind.

			“B?”

			Dinner and a movie? I’m so close to pitching…it feels like there’s no time left. Not for things like that. There’s never enough time with Griffin.

			“Griffin, I…I can’t.” I hate the words, even as they leave my mouth. “I have to work. I want to but…” I want time with Griffin. I want it all.

			“Then we’ll work,” he says. “You and me.”

			“What? But we always do that,” I say on a laugh.

			“And I always enjoy it.”

			Nana, now looking between us with a way-too-eager smile, says, “Maybe it’s not a bad thing if you have a friend on Valentine’s Day, Bevvy.”

			Griffin lifts a single wicked eyebrow.

			Friend isn’t the word I’d use now.

			I’m not sure Griffin would either.
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				Under Any Sky
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			Griffin

			It’s Valentine’s Day, and every restaurant we drove by showed people dressed to the nines. But Beverly and I are in shrouded baseball caps as we scour the craft store. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

			It’s the first time I’ve left the Elk Grove mountaintop to explore other parts of North Carolina, and despite it being risky, it’s hard to care much about potential paparazzi when Beverly is giving me a private tour of the craft aisle.

			“Ava would go nuts here,” she says. “I mean, look at this!” She holds up a tiny unpainted bird, not unlike the one Ava has back home made by Tom: Tom the bird, of course.

			I run a palm over my beard. “She’s probably already going nuts tonight without all…this.” I gesture around to the different shades of yarn, acrylic, and beads.

			Beverly laughs. “Oh, she’s definitely knee deep in pancakes right now.” She moseys to the next aisle, her ponytail bobbing out of the gap in her baseball cap. I, a desperate man, follow.

			I’m not one for Valentine’s Day, but I am one for Beverly. I didn’t care what we did as long as I was with her. But I do miss my other girl. Ava is back at the Larks’, likely watching movies with Nana and eating too many candy hearts and wrapped chocolates. She probably doesn’t even notice I’m gone. That thought makes my stomach hurt, but Beverly’s gasp pulls me back.

			“Look at all this!” she says in awe.

			I turn onto an aisle with rows and rows of fabric. Her hands are in the air as she dramatically says, “Griffin. I don’t think you understand: The world is our oyster here.”

			My lips kick up into a smile.

			“And what oystery puppet are we making?” I ask.

			She traces black fabric between her fingers. “I’m thinking about pitching a new bird.”

			“A new bird? But the five core birds work fine.”

			“They do, but there’s something else I have in mind. I want something fresh.”

			Her brain is always churning. I love seeing it work in real time, with her lips pursed to the side and her hands resting on her hips. She’s always determined. It’s what I like most about her. But it also makes our situation complicated.

			Beverly doesn’t find what she needs in this aisle, so she keeps walking. Before turning the corner, she reaches out and squeezes my fingers. The gentle touch sizzles up my arm.

			She’s so subtle with her touches, as if she’s testing the waters every time. I wish we had more time to test them all.

			We’re less than a few weeks until she has to pitch, and I’ll be heading back at the same time. I have an album to record. An international three-month tour. But I’d be happy spending all three months in this craft store with her instead.

			“What does your schedule normally look like?” I ask.

			“What do you mean?”

			“When you’re back in LA working on a show.” She wears her expressions so obviously. I know she’s considering the alternative—not having a show—so I add: “When you get the show.”

			She squints at me—a simple I know what you’re doing—but continues anyway.

			“Well, when we used to film…they were pretty long days. And if you’re not filming, you’re writing, and if you’re not writing, you’re finding side gigs…” Her voice fades, and she shrugs it off. “What about you?”

			“Recording. Touring. Interviews.” Not much better.

			“Oh wow, you love those!” she teases.

			I snort, but it doesn’t make that ball of nerves in my chest dissipate.

			Our lives are too complicated.

			We’re an impossibility.

			We enter an aisle with rows of stickers. Beverly gasps, practically skipping over to grab a small sheet with cats that look very similar to Steak.

			“Ava’d love this,” she says.

			I smile.

			God, what do I do when we can’t be together? What will Ava do? She already lost Robin. Would this be like losing someone else?

			“She would,” I say. “Her favorite color is purple. Do they have another in purple?”

			Beverly hops over to grab another one, with sparkly purple cats instead, and adds it to the existing sheet.

			“She can have two.”

			“She’ll love it,” I say.

			Beverly tilts her head to the side. “You’re a good dad, you know.”

			I shrug. “I’m all right.”

			“No, you’re great.” She takes a step closer, reaching up to tug the end of my hair. I stiffen. She’s getting bolder. I want more of it. “A really great dad, Griffin. You know little things about her that some parents overlook. Ava’s lucky to have you.”

			I wonder if she’s right. Would Robin be proud?

			Beverly pulls at my hair and nods, as if she could read my thoughts.

			Damn, I like her.

			I like her furry purple coat and her little boots that kick up at the checkout counter when she leans over it to grab our plastic bag full of supplies. I like her laugh when she runs back to the SUV so she doesn’t have to stay in the cold too long. I like that she reaches across the center console to pop open my door before I get there.

			We journey back up the mountain, winding beside the three-brick establishment that makes up Elk Grove, past the diner lined with families and couples. By the window, I swear I spot Greg sitting across from Daisy. I eye Beverly. She exchanges a look that says she saw it too.

			I like these little moments. These secret glances that mean more than could ever be said.

			When we arrive back at the house, Nana is shuffling across the yard with Ava in her arms.

			“Is she all right?” I ask.

			Nana waves me off. “She’s just tuckered out.”

			“Too many pancakes,” Beverly says. It’s not a question.

			Nana smirks. “I’m taking her back to her bed.” Not a pancake denial in sight.

			I walk toward the apartment. “I’ll come with you.”

			Nana shakes her head. “No no no. She’ll be fine. You two enjoy your work night.”

			I watch as my little girl snoozes on Nana’s shoulder. I push Ava’s bangs off her forehead and stroke my thumb over her cheeks. She shifts a little to push me away, then squirms back to sleep. I chuckle. Nana’s right. She’s knocked out.

			“I’ll be back in an hour,” I say.

			“I’ll be watching TV,” Nana says. “Take your time.”

			I watch her walk off with Ava, staring until the door to the garage apartment shuts behind them.

			Beverly’s hand dips into my palm. I can’t help but smile at her beaming grin.

			“C’mon,” she whispers, like another unspoken secret.

			We enter the house, and the heating unit thrums louder than usual.

			“Hello?” Beverly calls, but there’s no response. By the time we reach the top floor, we realize nobody is home. The only sign of life is the small flickering light over the kitchen sink.

			I look out the sliding glass door to the porch, past the creaking chairs, and to the guesthouse, where the pulsing TV light shines through the window.

			“Do you want to go back down?” Beverly asks.

			“No, no, it’s all right,” I say. “Just not used to leaving her.”

			“We can always work down there.”

			I love her dedication, but I shake my head. “I can spend a couple hours away. I’m fine.”

			“If you say so.”

			We walk down the hall to the last door on the right. She ushers me inside, and with a creak that could wake the dead, she closes her bedroom door behind us. It snicks shut with enough finality to make my heart pound.

			Beverly sits on the edge of her mattress, crossing one leg over the other. She’s not trying to be seductive, but Christ, she doesn’t need to try.

			I immediately avert my eyes and look around her room.

			She smiles. “If you’re looking for something good, there’s not much left over from high school.”

			I reach for a small bookshelf, one that seems more haphazard than the rest. I remove a tattered sketchbook and hold it out. “Not this?”

			“That’s more recent.”

			“Ah.”

			I sit down on the bed beside her and scoot back until I’m against the wall. My feet hang over the side of the bed. I start to flip through the notebook’s pages.

			“And what if that was my diary?” Beverly asks.

			“Well of course I wouldn’t read it then,” I say, tabbing through each page, filled with messy drawings of puppets and chaotic scribbles. Blueprints and ideas and characters and even some of my lyrics.

			“You’re writing down my songs?” I ask.

			“Yeah. So I have them for the pitch.”

			“What about our recording sessions?”

			“Oh, that helps too. But the recordings also have all of our conversations. You go off on these cute little musical tangents.”

			“I didn’t know you needed a song recorded,” I say. “Let’s do that tomorrow.”

			“No,” she says. “You’re working on your own album lately. I can figure it out.”

			“Hey, don’t do that.” I set the notebook on her side table. “If recording some of our songs would help, then let’s do it.”

			She blinks at me slowly.

			“You’re so…accommodating,” she observes, giving a laughing smile. “And it comes so easily to you. You must do this for everyone.”

			“No.”

			“Yes, you do,” she counters. She kicks off her boots and lifts both her socked feet onto the bed, pulling her knees up to her chin. Her dress rides up just slightly, and I have to avert my eyes. “I saw how you were with the guys and Jimmy.” I cross my arms over my chest, and Beverly mocks my same sentence from earlier: “Don’t do that.”

			“Do what?”

			“Try to pretend you’re this big selfish guy.”

			“I am, though. Whatever I choose to do, everyone else has to do too. My bandmates. Jimmy. Ava.”

			“But you don’t want that.”

			“But it’s how things are. I write songs for a living.”

			She nods toward the notebook on the side table, then to me. “Tell me more about these songs. These perfectly unselfish songs you’ve written for a living.” I scoff and she smiles. “And they are about…?”

			I huff out a laugh. “Everything.”

			“How mysterious. I bet you were so swoony in high school.”

			I snort. “I was not. Every girl I liked never liked me back.”

			She leans her cheek on her knees. “I find that hard to believe. You could have written them poetry.” She waves her hand to the ceiling as if reciting a sonnet.

			“I don’t write songs about just anyone.”

			“Only ridiculous puppeteers?”

			That kicks my lips up into a smile. “Only ridiculous puppeteers.”

			She laughs. “Funny.”

			“What is?”

			“You writing songs for me. A couple months ago, you wouldn’t have noticed me in a crowd.”

			“Yes, I would have.”

			She scoffs and rolls her eyes.

			Slowly, I reach my hand out and slide it over her ankle. I can’t stop myself. She’s so close, and I’ve been itching to touch her again.

			“Do you know what I’d do if I saw you at a concert?” I ask.

			“Do tell.”

			“I’d find you.”

			She laughs. “No, you wouldn’t.”

			“I would,” I insist. “I’d recognize those green eyes anywhere.”

			She smiles. “Let’s be honest. I wouldn’t even be at one of your concerts to begin with. So there’s the crack in that scenario.”

			I’m so sick in the head that that only makes me like her more.

			“You’d tell me you came with a friend,” I say.

			She narrows her eyes. “Maybe.”

			“So, I’d find you and show you around.”

			“What about my friend?”

			“They can’t join us,” I deadpan.

			“That seems selfish.”

			“I’d want to be a little selfish.”

			I spread out my fingers, skimming my palm up her calf, then back down to her ankle before wrapping around it. I see little goose bumps explode up her thighs.

			“And what would…we do?” she asks. Her words catch as she stares down at my hand circling her ankle.

			“We’d go out on the town. Any town we’re in.”

			“Any?”

			“Unless you had a preference,” I say.

			“What if I wanted to be somewhere different?”

			“Where?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, now you’re just being difficult,” I joke.

			“Fine, the Grand Canyon.”

			“To see the stars?”

			That has her biting her bottom lip. “Sure.”

			“Then I’d fly you there.”

			“That simple, huh?”

			I shrug. “That simple.”

			“So we’d just talk? Is that what you do with fans?”

			“You’re not a fan, remember?” I tighten my hand around her ankle. “I’d ask you questions about you.” I give a gentle tug, sliding her across the sheets an inch, that much closer to me. “Because I’d want to know everything about the woman who is at my concert and doesn’t like me.”

			Her smile widens. “But I don’t open up to strangers.”

			I slide my hand up her calf. “I’m patient.”

			“I’m barely open with my own family.”

			I hook my hand beneath her knee again and pull her closer. “I’m very patient.”

			“And I’d say that you don’t have very good game, Griffin Harvey.”

			I grunt as I hold the dip behind her knee. I stroke my thumb over the top. “I’d try anyway.”

			“I’d talk about puppeteering,” she counters.

			“I’d love it.”

			“I’m boring.”

			“Not at all. You’d make me laugh.”

			“You hate laughing.”

			“Not with you,” I say. “Not at the Grand Canyon under the stars.”

			I slowly slide my palm up, just beyond her knee, right at the stitched hem of her dress. Shivers crawl over her thighs.

			“Griffin…” she whispers. Suddenly her cheeks are red. “This is a lovely fantasy, but c’mon.”

			“What?”

			She sighs, reaching out to trace her fingers over mine. “You wouldn’t actually want me if we hadn’t met through weird circumstances. Be serious.”

			I remove my hand from her leg, reach up, and grab her chin between my thumb and forefinger. I tilt her head to look at me.

			“I’m always serious,” I say. “You told me that once.” My eyes dart between her green ones. “So why don’t you believe that I’m serious now?”

			But I can hear her thoughts through her facial expressions, the thing she won’t say out loud. Because I’m just me.

			I shake my head.

			“Believe me,” I say. “I’d want to spend all night talking to you.”

			“Under the starry sky?” she asks sarcastically.

			“Under any sky.”

			I tuck my fingers back under her knee, giving one final tug until her feet are almost entirely in my lap. I ghost a palm over her arm and up to her shoulder, then trace a thumb over the dip between her collarbones. Her breath hitches.

			“God, you are…pure magic, Beverly,” I murmur. I don’t even know if I intended for her to hear it, but the words resonated through me.

			She cocks her head to the side. “I like you too.”

			“Good, because”—I huff out a self-deprecating laugh—“I keep picturing ways to kiss you again.”

			“And what have you imagined?”

			My eyes whip to hers. She’s watching me intently.

			I lean forward, cupping her shoulder in my open palm as I hold my breath and brush my lips across her collarbone.

			I pull back. Maybe it’s too much.

			But her fingers spread over my forearm, holding me close.

			I purse my lips against her skin again. She lets out a shaking exhale. Her body is so warm. So soft.

			“I’ve imagined I’d kiss you here,” I whisper, moving to her shoulder, then kissing the top. “And here.” My mouth moves to her neck to place a kiss there as well. She tilts back, as if granting me more room along the column of her throat. I kiss below her chin. “And here.”

			I run my lips across her jaw and to her ear, where I can’t help but nip at the earlobe and bury myself in her hair, tasting grapefruit and a sheen of sweat that is so, so sweet.

			“And here,” I murmur, the words cracking as I finally brush my lips over hers.

			I pull back, peering into her eyes. For the first time, I see every ring of green. The light. The dark. The flecks of something else entirely. Not even a color but a pulsing want.

			She reaches out and strokes her palm along my jaw and neck, tracing down until she rests her hand just above my heart. She must feel how much it pounds under her touch.

			I place my hand on the bedsheets, right next to hers, entwining our thumbs together. It feels like our little secret. Then again, I always feel like I’m getting away with something by being with Beverly.
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				I’m Yours
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			Beverly

			Griffin’s heart beats fast under my palm. I lean closer, ghosting my lips over his, breathing in his exhalations. He smells like the biting cold and a little bit like syrup. He smells a lot like home.

			“I love your smile,” he mutters.

			“Am I smiling?” I ask, but I can already feel it getting wider, so big it almost hurts my cheeks.

			Griffin chuckles, curling his hand behind my head right as I tangle my fingers in his shirt. I tug him closer, and our lips touch.

			The kiss is gentle. Nothing about it feels selfish or greedy or expectant. I stroke my thumb across the buttons of his shirt as his fingers shift down the back of my neck. A careful caress. I pull him closer. His low groan follows.

			I sit up taller, crawling on my knees to him, tangling my legs in his lap. His hand presses into my waist, as his thumb strokes a line up to my ribs and back down. The bottom hem of my dress rides up as he grasps the fabric. That much closer to my bare skin.

			With Beau, it was always go, go, go. With Griffin…it’s anticipation.

			He taps my outer thigh and hums. “Hang on.” Then he shifts me to the side and gets up off the bed.

			“Oh, now you come back here, Griffin Patrick Harvey.”

			He chuckles, clutching the back of one of his boots and ripping it off, then doing the same to the other before gently placing them side by side. They are such a contrast to my haphazard boots I kicked off earlier.

			I watch as he removes his jacket and hangs it over the back of Momma’s craft chair. Then he reaches to the corner of his black shirt and pulls it over his head.

			Before me is a canvas of bare skin and tattoos. I rarely see him in anything but long-sleeves, but now I see every line unfiltered over olive skin. It’s his own constellation of black and white ink, coating both arms in washes of gray. Monochromatic florals, vines, and birds, each trailing over his shoulders and down his forearms. And just where the cuff of a shirt would end, there’s that small bird, perched atop a curved branch.

			I run my hands over the illustrations, tracing my fingertips across the flowers and over the bird’s head. Stroking over his wrist and up to his forearm. His muscle twitches on impact.

			I blink up at him, and he’s standing still, jaw tense, as if gauging my reaction. I reach up, cupping his jaw and bringing him back down to me. He crawls onto the bed, brushing his palm over my waist and up to my ribs.

			His bulky body hovers over me as he places kiss after kiss along my chest, nipping over the fabric and biting down along the lining of my dress. He trails his rough beard down my stomach and to my pelvis, then slowly lowers to his knees beside the bed.

			I sit up on my elbows. “What are you doing?”

			He looks up. His long hair is a mess, sticking out at odd ends from where my hands ran through it.

			“What do you mean?” he asks.

			He places a teasing kiss right at my knee.

			I let out a soft laugh. “That. That right there.”

			“This?” he asks with a sly smile, taking the fabric in his teeth and moving it aside so that the hem of my dress is hiked up my thighs.

			I swallow. “You don’t have to…y’know. Do that. It’s just…I would understand if you didn’t want to.”

			He narrows his eyes, as if searching me for answers. It crosses my mind at probably the same time he realizes it too.

			“I’m not…used to it,” I say. “So you don’t have to.”

			Griffin huffs out a chuckle. “I think I do, actually.”

			He stares at me for a moment, long enough for me to finally breathe out, “Okay.”

			I trust you.

			Griffin gives the most wicked smirk and kisses my knee once more. I expect him to disappear under my skirt, but with each subsequent press of his lips up my thigh, he bunches the dress up with him. I can see every single sensual kiss.

			My heart pounds harder the closer he gets to the center of my legs. Nerves spark under my skin, zipping around like a caged bird waiting for its release.

			Finally, Griffin’s warm breath heats against me, he nudges my underwear aside, and his tongue touches between my legs. And I can see everything—the way his eyes close in bliss, how he pulls in a heady breath, and the moment his eyes flick open and meet mine.

			My head falls back on the mattress. I grip the sheets beside me, steadying myself as he plants kisses over and over, just as he did against my mouth a few minutes ago.

			Slowly and deliberately.

			His forearms—veined with twisting vines and flora—snake out and band over my hips, holding me in place. Each roll of his tongue is another stroke of pleasure. Each touch coaxes my hips to buck up before he pushes them back down.

			Long, gentle strokes turn quicker.

			Pleasure becomes a tide rising, rising, rising.

			Heat catches in my chest.

			Breath chokes in my throat.

			Until the crest peaks at my stomach and I’m crashing to the other side.

			Crashing. Burning. Dying and being reborn.

			Who knows?

			Who fucking cares?

			I’ve orgasmed before, don’t get me wrong, but that—that—

			Griffin kisses my inner thighs as he leans back, but I’m already reaching for his shoulders, pulling him to meet me. He crawls over my body with his massive arms on either side of my waist. I fumble for his belt, dipping my thumb in the loops and then releasing it with clanks and rattles.

			He watches as I undo his pants button and push them down. And he swallows with a low groan as I pull down his tight boxers next. I don’t see what’s underneath, but I don’t need to. I know how he felt at the award show.

			And suddenly, this night feels so real. Intense.

			Too familiar.

			Beau was always on top, hovering over me, looking at the wall behind my head or thrusting with eyes closed. Even if I found my pleasure, I hated the feeling of being trapped—crowded by another person’s weight.

			“Just so you know,” I say. “I’ve only been with one person. So…I don’t know how good I’m gonna be.”

			Griffin strokes the back of his knuckles over my cheek.

			“I don’t care who you’ve been with and who you haven’t. I haven’t been with anyone since…Robin.” His words fade, almost like that fact hits him as well.

			“Okay,” I say.

			“Okay?”

			I nod. “I’m on birth control.”

			I’ve never had to share that with someone before. Everything feels brand new with Griffin. New adventures. New possibilities.

			And I don’t want to be on my back again. Not this time.

			I push on Griffin’s chest. It doesn’t take any pressure for him to move. I shift from underneath him, crawling out until I’m on my knees.

			“Sit,” I demand.

			The corner of his mouth quirks up as he takes a seat, pushing until his back is against the wall. I swing my leg over him, sitting on his lap as he stares up at me with raised eyebrows.

			“Okay” is all he says in response.

			I smile and he returns it.

			He adjusts himself underneath me, and I place my palms on his shoulders. After a moment, he settles his hand on my waist and guides me. Slowly, we sink together. I push down, inch by inch, moment by moment. His fingers shift my dress out of the way before steadying my hips, helping me lower farther, watching as I fall and rise again and again.

			At some point our breathing picks up, our bodies roll faster, the whines of my old mattress begin to creak under our weight. I think I hear my notebook fall off the side table and snap to the floor. Griffin grips my waist tighter, supporting me as I ride. Eventually, his head falls back against the wall.

			“Shit, B,” he groans, exhaling before leaning up and burying his mouth against my neck, placing a kiss in the dip of my collarbone. “I’m yours.” It’s a low murmur, but it’s just enough to make me go faster, only so I can hear this big man—tattoos and all—repeat against my collarbone, “Yours.”

			I push up and down on my shins, letting the motion take us further, letting it sink into our bones and gather in our hands where we clutch each other’s hair and kiss each other’s temples.

			Griffin buries himself inside me. Each stroke is intentional. Each whine and moan and sigh is in tune. He pushes my skirt to the outside of my thigh and rubs his thumb above where his pulsing cock slides in and out. A familiar feeling from earlier zips up my stomach again.

			I’m tipping over the edge, spiraling to the other side.

			Griffin wraps one arm like a vine around my waist, laying his forearm along my spine, splaying his hand over my shoulders, gripping and thrusting. He chokes out an exhale into my chest, releasing on a small moan.

			I’m lightheaded, the type of cloudlike floating that feels like I’m on my back in a pool, blinking up at the sun.

			Griffin strokes my cheek, directing my head down to look at him.

			He kisses me, holding my face under shaking fingers.

			And against his lips, I murmur, “How funny would it be if I used Bernie’s voice right now?”

			“Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

			I bust out laughing, and so does he. And then we descend into kisses again.

			Soft.

			Gentle.

			Perfect.
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			Beverly

			I wake up the next day before the sun fully rises, as orange and yellow streaks peek through the slats of my blinds. I jolt up in bed and look around. My sheets are rustled, some half off the bed. My bra is abandoned near the door. My notebook is open on the floor, splayed out, spine up, where it was knocked off the night before.

			The thought of last night sends a twitching smile to my cheeks.

			I remember Griffin kneeling on the floor afterward with both my hands cupped in his.

			“I’ve got to go,” he said and kissed the inside of my palm.

			“Go.” I waved him off. “Be a good dad.”

			He chuckled, stroking his bearded cheek across my palm, like he was savoring me. I understood the feeling. I could have stayed that way all night, but instead we tiptoed back down the stairs, and I watched as he crunched across the yard back to his garage. He turned around just before opening the door and waved to me. I waved back, and then we both went inside our respective houses.

			I didn’t fall asleep until much later. I was awake to hear my parents come home with Rob after picking him up from band practice. I heard Nana shuffle back, too, creaking along the floorboards to her bedroom across the hall. Her door didn’t shut right away, like maybe she was waiting for mine to open so I could tell her about my night. While I would never share intimate details with anyone—especially Nana—I also couldn’t bring myself to share the night either. I wanted this to be just for us. I wanted to keep Griffin and me tucked between my palms, like his bearded cheek brushing against my hand. I rolled over, buried my head into the pillow, and drifted off to sleep with the smell of his cologne on my sheets.

			Now, I climb out of bed and slide into my house slippers. It must be early, maybe before Dad and Mom leave for work. I walk out to the kitchen and freeze when I see Griffin shaking coffee grounds into the filter.

			“B!” Ava calls over. She’s on the woven rug, with Steak winding around her back.

			I smile. “Morning, A.”

			“Hi, B!”

			“Hi, A.”

			“Hi, B!”

			“Remember, she’ll do that forever,” Griffin says with a smile.

			I wish we could. But the haze of last night is starting to fade when I see scattered remnants of my sewing projects on the living room coffee table.

			The pitch.

			I look at him again, taking in his dark jeans and black Henley. His hair hangs down by his shoulders.

			I want to reach out for him, but one look at Ava has me halting.

			Can she know?

			What will she think?

			Griffin steps closer, tilting his chin down and murmuring, “Hey.”

			The way he settles against the counter feels so…domestic. The sound of cartoons plays in the background, my palms are warm for the first time ever, and a stunning man is making me coffee.

			It feels like Saturday mornings with my parents. I remember being young like Ava, playing on the floor with Birds on the Block on the television and Nana and Grandpa in the recliners.

			It’s hard not to admire Griffin, especially when every few moments, he turns to give me that familiar half smile. I itch to kiss him, but I’m clutching the side of the kitchen counter like it’s keeping me grounded in this impossible reality.

			Except it is possible.

			We’re here, aren’t we?

			For now.

			In this moment.

			Not in an hour or two, though, when I get back to work, back to pitch prep, to seeing just how behind I got yesterday.

			But then Griffin crosses the kitchen to me. He takes both sides of my waist, and dips his head to press his lips to mine.

			I melt into him. Griffin blindly tucks his palms under my thighs and lifts me onto the counter. I wrap my arms around his neck.

			God, I like Griffin, but why does it feel a lot like something else? Like feels so simple for what is so complex.

			I’ve never considered that particular forbidden L-word for anyone before—nobody except for the one person it always belonged to. Beverly from high school, from my twenties, from my thirtieth birthday, when it was the first one I spent alone, couldn’t imagine big emotions for anyone else but that one boy, man, and rock star who made my chest ache.

			But I don’t know who that Beverly is anymore. She’s not the same woman who took the risk to revive a TV show. She’s not the woman who won’t respond to her ex. She’s not the woman who rode this man the night before.

			I like this Beverly. This Beverly who hooks her hands around Griffin’s neck and wants to say more than like. That allows herself to fall for someone who writes beautiful lyrics and loves his daughter and his friends. A man who thinks about everyone before himself. A man who builds others up instead of breaking them down.

			“I want to spend every minute with you today,” he mutters, burying his nose into my hair, then pressing his lips against my collarbone.

			A door flies open from the hallway. I almost break away, but Griffin steadies his palms on my waist.

			He’s serious about this. He wants me. And he doesn’t care who sees.

			“Incoming,” Nana says from behind me.

			And then from behind her, Rob says, “Oh. What the hell? I definitely don’t wanna eat here now.”

			“Diner?” Griffin asks without skipping a beat.

			“Diner,” I agree.

			So all five of us pile into Griffin’s SUV five minutes later.

			I’ll give myself the afternoon, I suppose.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Two

				A Leak

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			Griffin

			When we enter the diner, it’s empty save for a few familiar faces—Tom at a booth, Eddie at one end of the bar, and even Daisy, with her bucket hat and flower, sucking at the end of a spoon as she peers over a book. Greg leans on the counter, drifting closer to her when we enter. She peers up and smiles at the same time he averts his eyes.

			Rob takes a seat at a booth near the back window, with Pudge on a leash beside him. Beverly’s mom groans about having a dog in the diner, but Nana waves her off.

			“Live a little.”

			“This is a food establishment, Ma!”

			Beverly, Ava, and I tuck into the same booth, sitting across from Rob as we order our usual pancakes and eggs from her dad.

			Our usual.

			It feels so…normal. Like we’ve settled into this town seamlessly since January. It’s different from LA; mid-February is still blustery in Elk Grove, but I’m getting used to the chill. It’s not so bad when I can warm my hands in Beverly’s.

			I wonder if I could be with Beverly long term. Elk Grove is a place where I don’t have to hide. Possibly a place where I could write songs between albums. Find a house.

			But…she’s going back to LA, isn’t she? She has her show—she needs her show—and I won’t be the person to deny her that. Plus, I go on tour next month for three full months. I won’t even be in the country. I can’t distract her. Beverly has purpose, and I’m starting to wonder if mine is to ensure she keeps hers.

			“I want to record those songs today.”

			“What songs?” Beverly asks.

			“Yours,” I say over my fork. “For your pitch.”

			She laughs. “You were serious?”

			“I’m always serious, remember?” I tease.

			Beside me, Ava clutches a fistful of pancake and pushes her nose against the window. “Go!”

			I follow her line of sight to the lookout across the street. It’s a beautiful morning. The valley below is swimming with low fog, but small beams of filtered sunlight wash over snow-crested trees and bare limbs.

			“Go!” Ava repeats.

			I exchange a look with Beverly, who is already smiling.

			Is this what life could be like?

			“We can go to the lookout if you want,” I say, making Ava squirm in her seat and shove a celebratory pancake into her mouth.

			We exit the diner five minutes later with to-go cups of coffee.

			“B!” Ava shoots both arms into the air, flapping them as if maybe she could fly into Beverly’s arms.

			Without hesitation, Beverly hikes my daughter up on her hip. I take her coffee, allowing both of them freedom to walk across the empty street over to the fenced lookout. Together, with Ava’s head resting on Beverly’s shoulder, they watch the haze drift over the mountains.

			A tightness spirals its way into my chest. It feels like I’m changing guitar strings, each winding tighter than the last, and every note is fine-tuned to my girls.

			I cross the street to join them, take a seat on the iron bench, and cross one ankle over my opposite knee. I rest a coffee cup on each thigh, occasionally bringing my to-go cup to my lips. Beverly turns her head, smiling at me as she has all morning. Her eyes snag on my wrists. My jacket sleeve is pushed up, putting my small bird tattoo on display. And I know—I just know—Robin would have liked Beverly.

			Ava points at the mountains. Beverly gestures with her, murmuring something I can’t hear. Even though the mountain is too tall and the valley is too low, I can now appreciate the grandeur. This is as close to the lookout as I’ll get, though. Ava, however, leans out as much as Beverly will allow her.

			I worry I won’t give Ava the same confidence as her mother. I can’t teach her the lessons Robin learned that made her fearless, because I’ll never know how she learned them. But I can give Ava peace, and the mountains are calm. I think Robin would be okay with Elk Grove.

			The bell above the diner door suddenly bangs so hard that we hear it all the way from the lookout. Rob comes barreling out, holding up his phone. He looks panicked.

			I don’t like that.

			Not one bit.

			“What’s wrong?” Beverly calls over, turning away from the mountains.

			Rob sprints across the empty street, past the blinking yellow light, and over to us. He’s panting, hand holding his side.

			“They know,” he says, his breath catching, crowding the air with puffs of cold.

			“Know what?” I ask.

			Rob swallows. “She’s everywhere online.”

			Without thinking, my eyes flick to Ava.

			“Who is?” Beverly asks, but she’s tucking Ava closer to her.

			Something in both of us knows.

			Rob’s shoulders deflate. “Ava.” Then he turns to me and asks, “Griffin, is she your daughter?”
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			Griffin

			My soul cracked like concrete struck by an anvil when Rob showed me and Beverly the video of us at the craft store. But it crumbled and landslided into pieces when I saw pictures of Ava, shared for the world to see. Little moments at the diner, the thrift store, and the farmers’ market. Her face, spread everywhere online without anyone’s consent, including her own.

			Jimmy called minutes later, regardless of it being five in the morning in California. I’ve heard this man grumble about “early mornings” until noon, but right now he’s never sounded more alert.

			“I’m sorry, Griffin” were his first words, and it stitched a piece of me back together. “How’re you faring?”

			I cleared my throat. “Fine. As fine as we can be.”

			“And Ava?”

			Across the room, Ava giggles on the crocheted rug on the floor, distracted by Bernie Bird set on Beverly’s arm. She squeals—not from fright of our situation but from joyful laughter.

			“She has no clue,” I say, pacing away from the living room. Beverly’s head swivels to me, and I catch her gaze. She gives a weak smile. I return it. I wish I could still be immersed in the happiness we felt twenty minutes earlier. Instead, I walk farther down the hall, away from Bernie Bird’s over-the-top punch line squawks and my daughter’s squeals of joy.

			Jimmy sighs. “She has no idea her life is about to change forever.”

			I swallow, gritting my jaw and resting my palm on the frame of Beverly’s bedroom door. I’m not sure even I fully understand how much change is coming. I’m not sure my brain wants to process it.

			“Why?” I ask. “What are you seeing online?”

			“My inbox hasn’t been this full since your appearance on the comedy show.”

			That night now feels like years ago.

			“Where’d they get pictures?” I ask.

			Jimmy lets out another exhale, and I know his answer before he says it.

			“That town. You knew it wasn’t going to be airtight, Griffin.”

			“I was optimistic.”

			“For once in your life.”

			I thought I was getting away with something.

			There’s a rustling on his side of the line. I can just imagine his hands running through his hair, ruining the gel.

			“All I’ve got,” he says, “is some woman named Taylor.”

			My stomach drops.

			Taylor. Thrift-store Taylor.

			Not kind. Not nice. Not even a little bit.

			From the living room, Nana groans, “Are you kidding me?”

			I walk back down the hall to peer out the sliding glass door. A couple of cars idle in the road.

			Greg cycles toward them and stops at the end of the driveway. He slams down the kickstand, waving his fingerless gloves in the air. “Private property, you vultures!” But all that does is make the cars putter farther down the street and wait there instead.

			I don’t recognize the cars. Could be locals I haven’t met yet, but I doubt it. It’s likely a nearby reporter or two making a beeline to get the story, somehow having acquired Beverly’s address too.

			I relaxed too much in Elk Grove, and I forgot it was possible to be uncomfortable. Things always leak. I should have known better.

			“So what now, Jimmy?” I ask. “We’ve got people waiting outside their house.”

			At that, even Beverly’s eyebrows pinch inward. For a second, I wonder if she’s angry at me. But the scathing look is angled toward the street.

			Jimmy sighs. I don’t like the sound of it. “You know what you need to do. I don’t have to say it.”

			He doesn’t.

			I need to leave Elk Grove early. This is an unsafe environment for Ava now. At least in LA, our yard is gated. That type of protection doesn’t exist here, despite Maria now pulling down the road in her rickety red truck, followed by Eddie and Tom. All three of them honk, but it carries just as much of an intimidation factor as Greg’s bicycle.

			The door opens downstairs, and Greg stomps up to our floor, removing his coat with a “Cavalry is here.”

			“I can book you plane tickets this afternoon,” Jimmy says in my ear.

			I nod, glancing over at the living room, with Beverly distracted by the commotion outside and the rest of the family cornering Greg for any information. I find Ava blinking at me. As if she knows.

			She waves.

			I wave back.

			I should have kept her safe.

			“Yeah, book a flight,” I say.

			Jimmy says he’ll text me details once it’s done, and we both hang up. I toss the phone from palm to palm, walking over and then crouching down in front of Ava.

			“Hey, munchkin.”

			“Hi, hi” is what I get back, making me chuckle as I run a hand across her bangs and kiss the bare forehead beneath.

			I stand again. Greg, Nana, Rob, and Beverly watch me intently. Beverly’s back is pressed against the kitchen wall, steadying herself with flat hands. I want to grab one and pull it into mine, just like we did last night. I want to recreate perfection, but those moments—the ones with fumbling limbs over a quilted twin mattress—are a lone bright star in a crowd of night sky. My life is the infinite space around it, the one with paparazzi and a daughter I can’t protect no matter how hard I try.

			I hold Beverly’s gaze, trailing over her green eyes, parsing through her expression, which slowly pinches tighter. She’s more serious than I’ve ever seen her.

			“Go,” she says. “You need to.”

			“Go!” Ava calls up from the rug, kicking her feet and laughing like this is a game.

			Nana’s head shoots up. Greg shakes his head.

			“You don’t have to leave,” he says.

			“Beverly’s right. I do,” I respond.

			She bites the inside of her cheek, as if hating that I agreed. But we both know it’s the right call. Just like Jimmy, she understands.

			Finally, Nana claps her palms together. “Do what you have to do. We’ll handle it here.”

			“We’ll find out who did this,” Greg says.

			Nana grins. “And what exactly are you going to do when you find out, Gregory?”

			Greg shrugs. “I won’t make them strawberry cake, I’ll tell you that.”

			I should tell them it was Taylor who sent in pictures. Pictures she collected over the past few weeks, likely waiting until the best moment to share. But Elk Grove is a peaceful snow globe that doesn’t need another shake-up. I’ve done enough damage already.

			I glance at Beverly, but she’s too focused on her feet. I wish nobody else was here but me and her, sorting through this news together. I wish we were still at the diner, eating scrambled eggs and toast and drinking coffee. I wish I was giving her a third cup, joking about Birds ideas and lyrics.

			But that isn’t my life.

			I run a hand over my beard. “I should have told you all about Ava. I’m sorry.”

			Nana scoffs. “Wouldn’t have changed a thing if we knew. We still adore her. She’d get pancakes either way.”

			I still feel a tension in the air, permeating like the fog over the mountain, shrouding the past few weeks we had. Maybe it’s the lie still hanging over us, or maybe it’s that we all know Ava won’t have diner pancakes after today.

			Rob clears his throat and crosses his arms. He opens his mouth, shuts it, then finally says, “You didn’t do this. Beau did.”

			Beverly jerks her head to him. Rob looks at the ground, uneasily shifting from foot to foot and sighing.

			“He confirmed it,” Rob continues. “And he didn’t have to.”

			It’s quiet for another moment until Greg asks, “How did he even know?”

			“I didn’t say anything,” Beverly says. Her jaw is tight. Her eyes determined as she finally meets mine. “I swear.”

			Like a moth drawn to a flame, I pace over and take her hand. I don’t care that we haven’t officially defined whatever we are.

			“Okay,” I say, adding, “I know.” I believe you. I trust you. She has to know that.

			My phone buzzes in my opposite palm. I flip it over. It’s flight information from Jimmy, and the departure time stabs right through my chest.

			“Jimmy booked me a flight,” I say. “I’m leaving in two hours.”

			Beverly inhales, pushing her shoulders up to her ears, then forces a smile that would be so beautiful if her eyebrows didn’t give her sadness away.

			“Then we should get you packing.”

			When she squeezes my hand, I wish she wouldn’t let go.

			Greg finally claps, definitively ending the discussion. “I’ll prepare snacks for the road.”

			Rob stares at the ground. As if he could feel me watching, his eyes dart up. He doesn’t say anything. Instead, he walks back to his bedroom and shuts the door.

			Beverly’s head tilts to the side as she bites her bottom lip, looking from my hands to her brother’s closed door.

			“Go,” I say. “Talk to him.”

			Nana pats her forearm. “I’ll help Griffin pack, honey.”

			Beverly’s eyes find mine, and I give the best smile I can manage.

			“Go,” I repeat. “We can go to the airport and talk then.”

			The thought of an airport feels too definitive, so I push the thought aside. Now isn’t the time, anyway.

			Beverly nods. “Okay. But save the toy packing for me,” she says, pointing a finger. “I want to make sure Ava is getting all the good stuff.”

			“You got it, B.”

			Beverly is still so positive.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Four

				A Cool Guy
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			Beverly

			I now know Beau is the biggest dickwad in the world. Not just a runner-up—not a bronze or silver trophy, oh no—but literally the biggest wad of dicks ever.

			I know that. But my brother doesn’t.

			I lightly knock on Rob’s door. After a couple of seconds of no response, I knock again. Finally, I hear him say, “Come in.” I creak the door open and slide myself through. I lean my back against it to shut it.

			“Hey, bud. How’s it going?”

			“It’s all right.” But his grip on the video game controller says otherwise.

			“Mind if I sit?” I ask, already walking to the center of the room—the only truly empty space—and then taking a seat on the ground.

			Rob’s room is the type of teenage-boy lair that probably stresses Momma out. There’s a sock graveyard next to the perfectly empty laundry hamper, a propped-open trombone case with sheet music spilling out, and walls coated in various flyers for concerts. I spot Griffin Harvey’s last album cover hung over his desk, topped with his book bag, its open zipper spitting out notebooks.

			The TV glows, and the logo for his usual video game appears.

			“Need a second player?” I ask.

			The corner of Rob’s mouth crooks up into a smile. “Last time you played, you kept running into walls.”

			“I was figuring out how to reload.”

			He huffs out a chuckle. It sounds so similar to Griffin’s exhausted laugh, but that realization only hurts more. I don’t want my brother to be exhausted. He’s fourteen, for Pete’s sake. He’s got so many years ahead of him to sulk.

			Rob grabs a controller from a dock and hands it to me.

			I squeeze the grips. “Wow. So comfortable,” I say with a grin. Actually, it’s bulky and foreign in my hands, but now is absolutely not the time to admit that I’m confused by video games again. Rob is the one who’s lost right now.

			He sits on the end of the bed again and sighs.

			“So…” I start, nodding slowly and adding, “Beau, huh?” I cringe.

			“Yeah…” he says slowly.

			“Is that…um, how are you feeling about it all?”

			He sighs and sets his controller aside. I do too. Thank God.

			“I knew he wasn’t the best guy,” he confesses. “I mean…I had a feeling. That video from two years ago…I mean, I knew.”

			He keeps repeating it, like maybe he’ll convince himself. But Rob didn’t want to know, and I don’t blame him.

			He exhales again, and it’s almost a groan. Visibly frustrated, he pulls at a string on the hem of his jeans and flicks it away. He levels a look at me. My brother has never seemed so adultlike before.

			“What happened?” he asks. “Out in LA? Really?”

			My body tenses. It’s like a hardness in my chest, like overfilled concrete weighing me down. At my silence, Rob rolls his eyes. I don’t know if he’s ever rolled his eyes at me without a smile or a laugh.

			“Beverly. I’m not a kid anymore.”

			“Beau cheated on me,” I blurt out. I cough out a laugh and wince. “Boy, saying it out loud is…weird. He, uh, yeah. Cheated. That’s it. End of story, really.”

			“He did?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Oh.” Rob deflates, and it kills me. “I’m sorry.”

			“Nah, it’s all right…” I wave it off. Except it’s not all right, and it’s never really been all right.

			“Does it still hurt?” Rob asks.

			I twist my lips to the side. “No. It’s funny…maybe not in a ha ha way, but…funny like…that my weird feelings aren’t associated with pain anymore. It’s weird that I feel almost…nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			“Not really. Not for him. No.”

			Rob nods to himself. “I mean…he wasn’t always like that, was he?”

			“He…” I think for a moment. “No. He was nice in high school.”

			And for the first time, it hits me.

			But was Beau ever kind?

			Rob leans his chin on his fist. “He always kinda seemed like a big brother.”

			I give a wistful smile. “And I love that for you two. I do. That’s why we never really talked about this before.”

			But Rob’s face scrunches up. “No, I mean…he always seemed like…he was picking on you. Just a little bit.”

			My face falls. “Oh.”

			Well shit.

			Was I really that blind? That hopelessly enamored with him?

			Rob’s eyes widen. “I don’t mean that he was awful. You…it wasn’t…” He groans. “It just…seemed like it worked for you guys.”

			I chew my lower lip. Maybe that was our dynamic. Little pokes. Little jabs. Until the knife slashed. Or maybe I realized sharp objects just weren’t for me.

			“You deserved better than him,” Rob says.

			“What?”

			At that point, like a ghoul crawling its way back, my phone buzzes with a text.

			It’s Beau.

			And, in my gut—not all that deep, actually—I want to throw this phone across the room.

			“Does he text you a lot?” Rob asks.

			My head jerks up to his, and I inhale. “Lately, yeah.”

			“Since you started hanging out with Griffin?”

			A laugh chokes out of me. “Yeah.”

			“Block him, then.”

			I narrow my eyes. “What?”

			“Block him.”

			“People do that?”

			“Yeah. I have, like, at least ten people blocked.”

			“Huh.”

			I stare at my screen, at the texts upon texts, running a finger over my lips.

			“Do it,” Rob says.

			With shaking fingers, I listen and do what I should have done forever ago.

			I block him.

			And Rob watches, forcing a smile when I finally look back at him.

			Is this another betrayal? At what point have I caused Rob too much heartbreak? But…I feel good about this decision. It’s like a weight falling from my shoulders.

			I pat the edge of the bed near Rob’s gangly knee. “Thanks.”

			Rob silently nods, then says, “You deserve Griffin.”

			I immediately jerk my hand back to my side, as if sizzling lava just touched my fingers. I even feel a little hot.

			I sputter out, “That’s not…we’re…” Well, what the heck are we? I don’t know. Does Griffin know? Have we ever known?

			Strangers, sort of dinner dates, fake boyfriend-girlfriend, colleagues, friends, lovers…

			Lovers.

			Feels so sensual.

			I’m not a sensual person. Far from it.

			I’m me. I’m just Beverly.

			“Griffin’s my friend,” I say. “He’s just…a cool guy.”

			Rob scoffs. “A cool guy?”

			“Mm-hmm. A cool guy,” I say, exaggerating the word. But that’s not right, and we both know it. I don’t have the capacity to consider a word that is. “Now, are we playing this game or what?”

			“You’re gonna run into walls again,” he says.

			“I will not.”

			“Don’t you have to take Griffin to the airport or something?”

			“Wow. Gut punch,” I say, earning myself a little smirk.

			I place the controller back on its home charger. I prop my fists on my hips and point to it. “I will learn to play one day.”

			Rob smiles. “I know.”

			He’s very confident in me. Sometimes I wonder if we Larks are simply too trusting. Maybe that’ll be our downfall.
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			The next two hours fly by too fast, like a whirlwind brushing past me with hail rather than the gentle snowfall from the previous two months. Griffin finished packing their bags while Rob played with Ava on the rug. Greg prepped way too many snacks. Nana sat on the phone with every person in town, spreading the news that should anyone ask about Ava, they must lie.

			Daughter? What daughter?

			He was just passing through to see his girlfriend, who he adores.

			Me.

			But the world now knows about Ava, and that genie isn’t fitting back in the bottle. Pictures are damning. I’ve already gotten a few emails asking what I know, how long I’ve known, and Wait, are you the mother?

			Despite the nosy—very ill-informed—press, we’re feigning ignorance until Griffin and Jimmy can figure this thing out. This wouldn’t be the first time someone has denied clear evidence. Beau denied ever having a high school girlfriend even though we had a fun little viral video that ruined the better part of two years.

			Remember that?

			Remember that shit?

			Beau.

			Fucking Beau.

			I pull up to the empty airport tarmac in my rumbling station wagon. We’re one hour away from Elk Grove, past two chain-link security gates and any cars that might have followed. Greg and Dad drove Griffin’s SUV back to the rental place in the hopes that it would shake any future unwelcome visitors from our family cabin.

			When I step out of the car, the wind whistles past my ears, shifting my bangs all over and forcing me to pull everything up into a ponytail. Griffin unbuckles Ava in the back seat and hikes her onto his hip. He walks her over to me, and something about it churns my gut.

			This feels a lot like goodbye.

			Ava pokes a finger at the airplane. “Go, B!”

			I smile. “No, I’m not going with you this time.”

			But she repeats, “Go, B!”

			“Not today, A.” I hold out my arms, and Griffin hands her to me. I nuzzle my face into her neck, making her laugh before she can repeat “Go!” again. If she did, I might sob all over her cute plane pajamas.

			I’ll miss this girl. I’m pretty sure a new puppet is created every time Ava laughs.

			“Hey, do you think you’ll drink some coffee on the plane? That’s my favorite.” She giggles again, and I shake my head, making a show of how silly I am. “Oh, right, you can’t have coffee. Darn. Okay, chocolate milk will have to do then, right?”

			She nods and points at the plane again. “Go!”

			Dang it, girl.

			“That’s right,” I agree. “The plane is gonna go, go, go.”

			I give her a squeeze, and she squirms to be put down. She probably has no idea it’ll be a while until we see each other again. There’s no reason for big goodbyes, I guess. I set her down.

			“How about you go get some of that chocolate milk, huh?” Griffin says, gesturing to a smiling flight attendant waiting in a coat at the bottom of the stairs.

			Ava beams, running to the plane and then climbing the steps with assistance. The attendant tosses me a welcoming wave, maybe remembering me from our award-show trip. Or maybe it’s a goodbye wave.

			I look to Griffin. His eyebrows are tugged in the middle.

			Oh, don’t do this to me.

			“You’re coming to LA,” Griffin says. There’s no question. He’s so sure of himself.

			“I’ll be there in a few weeks to pitch.”

			“And you’ll get the show.”

			I tilt my head to the side. He reaches out with both hands to cup my cheeks, tucking a strand of wind-blown bangs behind each ear as he steps closer.

			No no no. I’m not crying.

			“I expect a text,” I say, poking his chest. “A report on that great chocolate milk, okay?”

			But his eyebrows pinch even closer.

			“Don’t look at me like that. I’m sure it’s great milk.”

			“Beverly…” he says gently.

			“Okay, maybe just good milk.”

			“B…”

			I’m babbling. My heart aches. This feels like a trap I willingly walked into. We’re supposed to be back at the house writing songs, performing Bernie for Ava, maybe even making out in the corner when we think nobody is looking. We’re supposed to be eating pancakes at the diner. I’m supposed to be making them laugh with Dr. Napkin or maybe even Colonel Fork (note to self: add to project ideas).

			But I’m separating us early. And don’t be fooled: It is my doing. Because I felt compelled to buy crafts instead of going on a date with Griffin like a normal person. Because I’m always working, even when I don’t want to—even when I’m sitting here about to say goodbye to this incredible man.

			“This is my fault,” I admit.

			Griffin shakes his head, taking my chin with his forefinger and thumb. “Don’t do that.”

			“It is,” I insist. “I knew we were in public. I should have been more careful talking about Ava.”

			“We were in a random store getting craft supplies, talking like normal people.”

			“But you’re not a normal person.”

			His eyes widen. I shake my head quickly, as if trying to shake away the sentence, hoping the wind eases the embarrassment warming my cheeks.

			“You know what I meant,” I say. “I should have known better.”

			“You couldn’t have.”

			I go quiet. My body is tense—so tense it hurts my limbs to even stand here.

			“You’re right,” he murmurs. “I’m not normal. This is what my life is like.” He traces fingers down to my jaw and my shoulders, sending shivers over my skin, even through my thick purple coat. “Things just…happen. Things I don’t want out there. Things about people I care for.” His jaw tics. “People I want kept just for myself.”

			“It’s not fair.”

			“I know.”

			And the thought strikes me again: Damn it, Beau. Everything sucks because he sucks. Rob is distraught over a brother he once had. Ava’s life will be public knowledge way before she’s ready. And Griffin is trapped in his private life. Again. No room to laugh with his daughter or eat at a diner or escape to a bench at a lookout.

			I bet Beau is grinning somewhere, watching video after video pop up with theories about Ava, her mother, and Griffin’s life. I don’t know how he knew, but he was sure quick to make a statement. He made some post that would disappear in twenty-four hours, only to get screenshotted into infinity, which of course it would be.

			But God, I don’t want to think about Beau right now.

			I’m tired of thinking about Beau, Beau, Beau.

			I only want to think about Griffin.

			“I’ll mail you some pancakes,” I say.

			He chuckles but doesn’t banter back. Maybe, being next to an airplane, we’re past jokes.

			“I’ll see you in a few weeks,” he says. He leans forward, pressing his forehead against mine. “You’ve gotta help decorate my house, remember?”

			“Of course,” I answer, but it feels empty in my chest.

			The magic of our time in Elk Grove is slipping away.

			Griffin is going on tour soon. I’m pitching a show. And, if I’m lucky, I’ll get funding, and then my life will be consumed with work for every hour, day, week, and month. If Griffin had any semblance of free time, that house would have been decorated by now. He has a life, a career, an album to record, and a tour.

			I know that, and so does he.

			“Let me know when you land,” I say.

			“I’ll see you soon,” he repeats. “Okay?”

			But I’m a terrible liar, so I kiss him instead of answering. He tenses as if caught off guard; then Griffin clutches my jaw to pull me closer, cupping the nape of my neck and holding me steady, like our kiss grounds him to the tarmac. I know it does for me. Our kiss feels like fire, deep in my belly, flickering and keeping light. When he pulls away, he rests his forehead against mine, and the candle dims.

			I force a smile. He does the same. He doesn’t call me out for not agreeing.

			I’ve been here before. I’ve been at an airport, kissing someone goodbye as he made his way back to California, back to his busy life without me. He’s not Beau. Griffin is a good man. I believe him when he says he wants to see me.

			He’s not Beau.

			But Griffin still loves what he does, and so do I.
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				…Tragically
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			Griffin

			I’ve been back in LA for a couple of days, and my house is already colder than I remember. It’s not the type of Elk Grove chill, with gentle snow and small breezes. My house is empty. Frigid. Instead of wood paneling, the walls are gray. No framed photos or high school awards. It smells like Pine-Sol from my cleaner—not freshly washed blankets or syrup.

			Poe looks out my floor-to-ceiling windows with his arms crossed. Beyond my gate, cars linger as photographers peer into camera lenses.

			“Just look at ’em,” he spits out.

			“Or maybe we shouldn’t?” Royce asks from the couch, pressing a button on the remote that lowers the blinds and automatically turns on the side table lamps.

			I stretch out my legs and grunt, “Thanks,” but the lamps aren’t the warm, dim light in the Larks’ den or in Beverly’s room at night.

			Behind me, Jimmy paces in the kitchen with his phone pressed against his ear. We were supposed to leave for the studio ten minutes ago, but he answered a call that seems more caustic than usual. So far, we’ve heard, “Well, I don’t care what he thinks” and “Harassment, my ass.”

			Poe smirks. “You tell ’em, Jimbo.”

			Jimmy lifts his middle finger.

			“Didn’t you miss all this?” Royce asks me with a grin.

			Dom snorts. I do the same.

			Poe whispers, “Do you think he’s on the phone with Beau’s manager?”

			“You look far too excited about that,” Dom grunts out.

			Poe gives a Cheshire cat grin. “Because I am.”

			Almost to himself, Dom smiles. “Me too.”

			After I came back, the entire band sought out Beau’s number to give him a piece of their minds, and all of them were subsequently blocked—though, it was only after Poe saved his call for three in the morning. I heard talks of an air horn, too, but who’s to say? Beau demanded—in the most childlike whine, might I add—that we stop harassing him. It’s hard to feel sympathetic when we weren’t afforded that luxury.

			There have been endless interview requests for me and Ava. Countless toddler modeling agencies clogging up Jimmy’s inbox. Never-ending paparazzi outside our window.

			In the corner, Ava plays with her wooden bird, bouncing it up and down so the felt wing flaps against the wood. This is the happiest she’s seemed in days. Two-year-olds can’t process what a temporary goodbye means, and it took less than twelve hours for her to realize her new friend B wasn’t stopping by.

			The first night of sleep was nonexistent, and no amount of guitar playing calmed her down. We ended up on the reliable living room couch with overnight sitcom reruns. Finally, she got some sleep last night, but who knows how long it will last?

			Ava stands up and toddles over to me so fast she bumps into my leg. She rests her head on my knee. I run my palm over her bangs. She looks too much like me right now—exhausted and sad—not enough like her mom. So I tickle in her ear with my finger, and she laughs. Albeit reluctantly.

			We share a beat of silence. She sighs at the same time I do.

			How bad did I mess up, Ava?

			I wish I could ask her. I wish she understood.

			Did I move us out there, only to break both of our hearts?

			When we landed two days ago, I immediately texted Beverly. She responded a few hours later, saying she got caught up working. But I didn’t see that text until a couple of hours after because I was swept up in talks with Jimmy.

			With our combined schedules, we’ve texted maybe six times over two days.

			I hate this.

			“How about some snack time?” Dom asks, slapping his knees and standing from the couch with a grunt.

			Ava looks to me. “Go?”

			I smile. “Yeah, go on. Uncle Dom will get you something.”

			Ava runs to the kitchen as quick as her little legs will take her, with Tom the wooden bird clutched tightly in her fist. When Dom passes by me, he claps my shoulder.

			I exhale yet another “Thanks.”

			After reaching into my back pocket for my phone, I click the lock screen on and off again. I don’t know why I bother. My chest aches every time I do.

			No new texts. No new calls. Just the same ones from yesterday.

			
				Beverly: Bernie won’t shut up about you. [image: Face with rolling eyes emoji.]

			

			I smiled too much when I responded:

			
				Griffin: Only good things, right?

			

			Hours later:

			
				Beverly: He only repeats what he hears.

			

			And hours after that:

			
				Griffin: Poor guy doesn’t have a mind of his own.

			

			I haven’t heard back since.

			She’s busy. I know that. Hell, I’m busy.

			We start recording today, we go on tour in a month, and we all have the media mess to deal with too.

			And after all the times I distracted her, I’m sure she’s drowning in the blue light of her laptop.

			Beverly is simply working.

			Just like I am.

			Because we’re both married to our jobs.

			Poe leans against a wall, kicking one ankle over the other.

			“How’s she doing?” he asks.

			I sigh, looking over at Ava, who’s currently reaching up toward Dom in hopes of stealing a cheese slice.

			“Ava seems good,” I answer.

			“No, no. The puppet girl.”

			I shift on the couch uncomfortably, flexing my hands over its arms, then letting them fall flat. Poe gives me a toothy grin.

			“Beverly’s good,” I answer. I open my mouth to say more, but I’m interrupted by Jimmy pacing down the hallway yelling, “Well, can you tell him he’s a sack of shit, then?!”

			In the kitchen, Dom’s eyes widen, reaching down to belatedly cover Ava’s ears.

			Poe clicks his tongue. “Y’know…” He perches on the armchair next to me. “I’ve been reading a lot of history lately.”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			“And there were tons of passionate love affairs that overcame the odds. Antony and Cleopatra. Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. Classic.”

			“Yeah, and how’d those end?”

			“Oh. Well, uh, eventually…tragically.”

			“Great.”

			Jimmy reappears in the living room, now off the phone. He paces over the hardwood in clacking shoes before halting in front of us.

			“He’s an asshole,” he hisses through a snarl.

			“Who?” I ask.

			“Beau. His manager.” He waves his hand to the closed windows and then the general air. “All of this. Everyone.”

			“Been telling you that for years,” Royce adds.

			“Was that his manager on the phone?” I ask Jimmy.

			“Yeah.”

			“Called it,” Poe says.

			Jimmy continues, “Says we’ve been harassing him. I said I wanted a public apology for his harassment.”

			“Some good ole groveling, eh?” Poe says with a grin.

			“And?” Royce asks.

			Jimmy sighs. “Fat chance. He wouldn’t apologize to a deer, even if he swerved off the road to hit it.”

			Poe cackles. “Damn, Jimmy.”

			But I understand the sentiment. Beau knew exactly what he was doing when he outed Ava.

			Jimmy claps his palms together. “But we move on! I’ve already put the word out that you will make no comments about Ava from now until the end of time. And that if anyone tries to talk to Beverly or her family, they’ll never get an interview with us again.”

			“From now until the end of time?” Royce asks.

			“Exactly.”

			Jimmy falls onto the recliner as I look at my phone again. Still nothing. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch, constantly flaring up beneath the surface. I place my phone on the side table and stand up. If I sit around any longer, I’ll go crazy. The sooner I have music flowing from my fingertips, the better.

			“Are we ready to go?” I ask.

			Jimmy leans his head back and groans, “Please.”

			Ava runs back to me. “B?”

			That one letter is enough to make my heart sink.

			“B?” Jimmy asks.

			“She means Beverly.” I squat down, resting my palms on my knees. “B’s gonna be back in town soon,” I say to Ava, but her bottom lip pokes out, and I’ve never felt more attuned to my daughter than I do now.

			“B go?” she asks.

			“Yes, but we’ll see her again soon.”

			Hopefully. Maybe.

			I’m scared that those thoughts even cross my mind.

			Ava starts to whine. I gather her in my arms and tuck her head under my chin.

			“C’mon.” I rub her back. “Let’s go to the studio with Daddy.”

			“E?”

			“That’s right! We can play the E song too.”

			Jimmy shoves a palm through his hair. “We aren’t…” But one look at Ava’s doe eyes has him exhaling sharp air through his nose. “Fine. Yes. We’ll play this E song. Then we record album music.”

			Ava smiles, but it doesn’t have the feverish excitement it might have had before Beverly and Elk Grove. Part of me—the tiniest part—wonders if the lack of excitement is evident on my face too.

			I love my career. I love recording albums. I love how notes slide from every twitch of my fingers. But…everything seems superfluous now. What’s the point of success if I can’t be near my daughter in public? If I can’t see Beverly when I want?

			These past couple of months, I was finally able to take care of Ava without worry—we could visit a farmers’ market, eat at a diner, play outside…I could be that dad for once. A dad Robin wanted me to be.

			I could play piano.

			I could laugh with a beautiful woman.

			I could brew coffee for her as the sun rose over foggy mountains.

			I could be someone other than Rock Star Griffin Harvey.

			But at the end of the day…I am Rock Star Griffin Harvey.

			I’m the guitar guy.

			The famous musician with an album to write and a tour to perform.

			The guys depend on me. Jimmy depends on me. Ava depends on me.

			It doesn’t matter what I want.

			I look at my phone again. Not a single response.

			Beverly loves her busy life, and it would be selfish to drag her into mine.
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			Beverly

			“You’ve got Bernie?”

			“Got him.”

			“And extra underwear?”

			“Mom.”

			“Beverly.”

			I pat my suitcase, sitting next to the den door. “Yes.”

			Momma takes my face between her palms and kisses my cheek before jerking me into a tight hug. You’d think I’m heading out to battle—not to LA to perform puppetry for Connection executives. But I am exhausted, and I could fall asleep in Momma’s arms if she hugged me for much longer.

			It’s been two weeks of finalizing my pitch. I don’t know where sleep ends and work begins anymore. Every room I enter becomes a tornado of papers and verbal brainstorming, coaxed on by my cramped typing fingers. Rob says I look like an organ-playing Phantom of the Opera, with how hard I slam down on my keyboard. Maybe I am a phantom, haunting myself at night.

			I have all my research, scripts, and song lyrics. Griffin and I never got around to recording the songs in full, but that’s okay. He’s done more than enough, and I won’t ask him for more.

			Our texts keep passing like ships in the night. He’s recording his album now, and studio days are just as long as my prep days. Honestly, the thought of our complicated situation makes my stomach smart too easily, and sometimes I think I’ll puke or pass out. Maybe both.

			“You’ll call?” Mom asks, holding me out by my shoulders.

			“I’m not going away forever,” I say. “I’ll be back.”

			“Not if you get the show.”

			I laugh. “I’ll still be back. I have to get the rest of my stuff.”

			“Be safe.”

			“I’ll tell the pilot my mom says so.”

			Nana stands in the corner of the den wearing her thick crocheted sweater, next to Uncle Greg, who fumbles through his cargo pants pockets looking for keys.

			“How warm is California again?” Nana asks, pulling her sweater tighter.

			“Warmer than here.”

			“Then pack me up while you’re at it.”

			“You’ll only fit if you take off the sweater,” I say.

			“I’m keeping this. Maybe next time, then.”

			I imagine Nana curled into my suitcase, grinning up at me when I unzip it back in LA. Part of me wishes that were possible.

			It’s not that I’m dreading California, but something about this visit felt different. I want my family. I want my brother’s video games playing in the background and to eat Greg’s strawberry cakes. I’ll miss the creaks of the hardwood and the bite of morning cold. I used to hate winter. But with Griffin and Ava…it wasn’t so bad. There were pancakes and coffee and fireside chats under quilts. There was the smell of snow in Griffin’s beard and the sound of Ava’s bubbling giggles.

			But these months were an anomaly, and I need to remember that. Even if I stayed, it wouldn’t feel the same without Griffin and Ava. It won’t even be similar when the three of us are back in LA. If our delayed texts are any indication, he has a nonnegotiable work life, and I do too.

			The question that snags in my brain too often lately rears its ugly head again: How could we possibly make this work?

			Greg grabs a hoodie from the couch and shoves his head through the top. He emerges with wild hair, which he immediately covers with a beanie.

			“All right,” he says, “if we don’t leave now, we’ll hit traffic near the airport.”

			Mom and Dad stand off to the side with weak smiles. Normally they’d drive, but they’ve got to work. Why does this feel like yet another rushed goodbye? Even when I hugged Rob before he caught the school bus this morning (and held tight until he had to squirm away laughing), the time felt too short.

			“Tell Griffin we said hi,” Mom says.

			The name alone sends an arrow through my chest.

			“I’ll tell him you’ve sent pancakes in spirit,” I say.

			“And give this to Ava, will you?”

			Mom extends a small toy car toward me—the one with the red convertible top that Ava played with each day. I smile to myself. Griffin always said his daughter had expensive taste. I roll it around on my palm, holding my choked sigh.

			Ava still feels here and yet so far away. She’s in the toys hidden in crevices of the kitchen or the booster seat Mom has yet to place back in the attic. We still see her face often—just not in the way we’d like. Ava is in every blurry candid picture on every social media website, looking more akin to an elusive Bigfoot than a child. We scroll through them at dinner as a family, giving varying looks of disgust.

			Ava deserves better than this.

			Mom vowed to find out who the culprit is and ban them from the restaurant. Nana knows enough gossip to be lethal, and she’s threatened to spread their private issues like wildfire. Then Greg said something about a special set of skills, and we all laughed, but part of me thinks he isn’t joking.

			The nosy cars outside our driveway left a week ago, when they realized Griffin was back in LA and we couldn’t give them any new information or photos. It’s been too quiet ever since, with a silence so loud I swear I’m hearing lingering child giggles in my sleep.

			“Finch is picking you up at the airport when you get there?” Nana asks.

			“If he can get there in time,” I joke. “He drives slow. But I think he left yesterday morning, so he should just barely make it.”

			Nana smiles. “Good man. You be nice to him.”

			“Me? He’s the one you’ve got to worry about.”

			“Oh, please.” She waves me off.

			If Birds gets the green light, I’ll be moving in with Finch for a few months until I can get my savings built up again. Finch told me he’s mastered Jeopardy! (“I didn’t know that was an award they gave out, Finch”) and I’ll need to prepare to watch it every night.

			I’ve missed him, and we’ll have fun as roommates. We’ll be like some sitcom where the couple stands back-to-back with their arms crossed, cheekily smiling at the camera as if to say How’d we get into this mess? A seventy-year-old and his thirty-two-year-old protégé.

			But then my thoughts wander in that nefarious way when I remember Griffin will likely be nearby. This city is only so big. Will we see each other often? Will we have the time?

			We won’t.

			I know we won’t.

			Nope. Locking that thought in the vault and swallowing the key.

			I roll my suitcase out the door, playing elevator music in my mind.

			Easy, calm thoughts.

			It’s chilly. The sun is still cresting the horizon, silhouetting the tree line through the morning fog. Pads of melting snow litter the dead leaves in the yard. The outside feels completely still.

			I walk to the car and pop the trunk. Greg follows behind me, crunching over gravel with his Crocs, blowing out a cool puff of air with each exhalation. He takes the suitcase from me and drops it inside.

			Nana walks onto the porch with Mom and Dad. Mom rubs the outside of her arms.

			“I need a coat,” Nana says. “Glenn, help me back up the stairs, please.”

			Momma clicks her tongue. “Since when can’t you go up the stairs by yourself?”

			“Cheryl, you too. Get a coat. You’ll freeze.”

			“Ma…?”

			With a sigh, Mom waves to me and Greg. “We’ll be back! Don’t leave without us.”

			“Ma!” is the last thing I hear her cry before Nana and my parents disappear back into the house.

			Through the silent hum of winter, Greg clears his throat. “So…hey, kiddo. How are you feeling?”

			“I’m good.” Bad. Sick.

			Greg pulls down the hatchback top and keeps his hand rested on the window once it’s shut. “You, uh, talked to the big guy much?”

			My stomach drops.

			Why, why, why?

			I want to run from this conversation. I want to vomit. Is the bathroom in the garage apartment unlocked?

			“We text,” I answer instead because it’s more pleasant than puking.

			We do text, but it’s always a game of tag. Sometimes I’d send a long response, only to wake up and realize I dreamed it. Then I’d see that, in fact, the last time I’d sent a text had been hours earlier, and now it was four in the morning in LA, so I couldn’t exactly send another because I was sure I’d wake Ava.

			So, yes, we text, but also…I wish it were more.

			Is that selfish?

			Ava needs normalcy. They’re already struggling with this media nightmare. And Griffin and I can barely keep up with texting as it is. Is that healthy for her to have a woman enter her life, only to be ripped apart when Griffin’s and my careers take over? Is that responsible?

			I shrug. “We’re busy.”

			“Hmm,” Greg muses.

			“You don’t believe me?”

			“Hmm,” he repeats.

			“Look at me, Greg.” I poke a finger toward my eyes and the bags underneath. “I’m the walking grim reaper right now.”

			He squints. Beneath the silly clothes and weird interests, Greg has this way of seeing what you don’t want anyone to see.

			“So?” he says.

			“So…” I say with a nonchalant wave of my hand. It’s not like I think about this every day. “Griffin and I will stay in touch. We’ll see each other. I mean, he’ll need to be a guest on the show eventually.”

			Greg scoffs. “A guest? That’s it? Take this more seriously.”

			“Take what seriously?” I ask with a laugh so forced I almost choke on it.

			“Why are you blowing this off?” he asks. “You aren’t happy without him here.”

			“I am happy,” I counter through strangled words. “I’ve just been working a lot, so it’s hard to tell.”

			“That’s an excuse. You’re disappearing into work. You’re distracting yourself. You two were obviously more than just him being a guest on the show.”

			“We were just friends.”

			“Rob told me you and Griffin kissed.”

			My cheeks heat. “God, he’s worse at gossip than Dad.”

			“For the record, he wasn’t upset about it either. He likes Griffin.”

			That doesn’t make me feel better. Not only do I have to worry about Ava feeling abandoned, but now my brother? I hate that for him.

			“And we all see how he looks at you,” Greg says.

			“Griffin and I, we’re…” I give another smile, but this time it’s a struggle to lift even the corner of my mouth.

			We’re what, exactly?

			All we did was kiss. And sleep together. And sure, I might have watched him lie there afterward, tracing my fingers through his hair and over his tattoos. But that’s beside the point.

			“I don’t know what we are,” I stammer out. “And even if I did—” But I’m interrupted by a ruckus behind me. Mom and Dad are back on the porch, now borderline arguing with Nana about the flight details. With the way her eyes shift back over to us, something tells me this conversation was premeditated.

			I exhale heavily and cross my arms. “Greg, did Nana put you up to this? I’m fine.”

			“If you did…?” he says.

			“What?”

			“You said that, even if I did…”

			“It doesn’t matter!” I toss my hands in the air. “We’re busy. He’s going on tour. He’s leaving the country.” God, he’ll be so far away. “It would be too complicated. Too risky. I’ve taken enough risks with famous musicians before.”

			Greg pauses and blinks. “But Griffin isn’t Beau. You know that.”

			I do, but our complicated relationship is much easier to navigate when I can fit it into that safe box.

			No musicians.

			No famous anything.

			Easy.

			I’m very good at playing pretend. I can stay beneath the camera lens with Bernie Bird and not think about anything but the performance.

			Greg bites his inner cheek, then exhales. In that moment, he looks very much his age. Uncle Greg always has bits of gray at his temples and in his beard, but it’s the lines beside his eyes that deepen now. They’re stressful creases that I’ve only seen closer to his divorce. This look of exhaustion feels like a distant memory. It’s a period of time we don’t talk about.

			I sigh. “It’s complicated. Like when you want to eat the last banana, but it’s overripe, and you think, Should I make banana bread? But you don’t know how, so then it’s like, Well, am I wasting a good banana?” I say, desperate to bring his smile back. “Why take an unnecessary risk for something I know won’t work out?”

			His eyes swivel to me. “Seriously?”

			“I mean, tell me you haven’t thought that before.”

			Greg shakes his head, rolling a rock below his shoe. “You know what? I’d risk it all again. To potentially experience banana bread again, I would.” He levels a look at me. “My marriage with your Aunt Andi was tough. Taking her back after she messed up was a risk. And it didn’t work out. The banana bread honestly sucked.” I laugh and he shrugs. “But just because it didn’t work out, doesn’t mean I regret making it. I’d take that risk again and again because if it had worked out, I would have loved her every second she let me. Sometimes the risk doesn’t pay off, but don’t be the one to count yourself out.” Then he sighs again and says, “I’m gonna ask out Daisy, you know.”

			I blink up at him. “That’s great.”

			“Maybe she’ll say no. But who knows? And that’s a risk. And I’ll keep taking them because life isn’t worth anything without a little risk. I want to keep making banana bread. Don’t you?”

			“I am taking a risk, though,” I say. “I’m doing this show.”

			“That’s only half the risk. What about love?”

			“Greg, you sap.”

			“I’m serious, Bev.”

			I shake my head. “I don’t…ugh. There. That’s the best response I’ve got. Ugh.”

			Because ugh is the only way to describe how much I miss Griffin. I miss that man with his rugged beard and wild hair. I miss his barking laugh. I miss how he holds his daughter, as if without her, the world might fall apart. I love that precious kiss he gives her on the forehead, just beneath her bangs. I love how he can give me that look—the one with the single eyebrow raise, like he knows what I’m thinking before even I do.

			Griffin Harvey and I…

			We’re…

			Ugh.

			Clacking of boots on gravel has me darting my head up toward the walkway.

			Nana looks between us. “All right, how are we doing over here?”

			Greg levels a look at her. Nana’s lips turn down.

			“Oh,” she says.

			“You two”—I point a finger between them—“need to mind your own business. I’m gonna go achieve my dream, all right? That’s the plan. Now, give me a hug before I strangle you first.”

			I open my arms, but Nana tilts her head to the side.

			“You’re allowed more than one dream,” she says. “Give yourself more than one happy ending, Bevvy.”

			My arms fall by my side. “I might have a show. Heck, he’s going on tour. I mean, you’ve been through this. You and Grandpa spent so much time apart while he worked. Don’t you regret that?”

			“No,” Nana says. She doesn’t skip a single beat. “Not one bit. Your grandfather was worth loving every day, even on the missed ones.”

			That hurts.

			Every syllable.

			I don’t know what to say.

			I give another weak smile because I’m not sure I’m capable of a brighter one right now. And without a response, I pull Nana into a hug.

			Momma and Dad walk over and we all say goodbyes without another word of Griffin, Ava, or his tour. And eventually I walk around to the passenger seat, open the door, and shut myself inside. In the empty car’s silence, I inhale a deep breath and let it out slowly.

			Dang it.

			I drove Griffin to the airport two weeks ago, and the car still smells like him.

			I hate this.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirty-Seven

				The Piano Guy

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			Griffin

			I’m stuck in the studio despite knowing Beverly is somewhere in LA. It’s a unique type of torture because even if she were one block away, there isn’t a damn thing I can do to see her.

			Today is her pitch day. The very few short texts say everything she isn’t. I received a blurry picture of Bernie Bird, followed by: It’s go time.

			She did it.

			She finished all the scripts.

			But there’s also no way she isn’t freaking out this morning.

			“Hey, Griff?” a voice scratches from the speaker above us. Through the wide glass separating the sound board from the recording booth, Jimmy leans over the shoulder of a bored sound engineer. “It’s a bit…”

			“Intense,” Poe answers for him. “Griff, you gotta chill, man.”

			I follow his gaze down to my fingertips.

			Christ.

			I’m gripping the neck of my guitar like it’s the only thing grounding me to this earth. Maybe it is.

			“Let’s try that again,” Dom says from the drum set behind me.

			The intercom cuts in once more. Jimmy grumbles, “We’ve tried it twenty-six times. But sure, what’s twenty-seven?”

			Royce strums a stiff chord on his bass.

			“One more,” he adds in.

			Jimmy doesn’t press the button again, so we can’t hear his frustrated groan, but he’s visibly clawing at his hair.

			It’s the second week of recording, and we’ve been at this one song all morning. My notebook lies open on the floor in an array of tabbed pages, ripped tendrils of notebook scraps, and scribbled lines. The song has been giving us trouble because the composition is all wrong. The notes I wrote aren’t meant for guitars or drums. It’s written for piano. And on-the-spot translation has been aggressively stressful.

			Dom rises from his drum set. “You know what? I could use a break.” His sticks rattle when he sets them on the snare, making his way to the booth door without asking permission.

			Behind the glass, Jimmy throws his hands in the air with an open-mouthed but inaudible noise that I can only imagine sounds like a werewolf transforming under a full moon. Jimmy slams his finger back down on the intercom button. “Sure thing, guys,” he says, with faux sweetness. “Take five.”

			Dom opens the door and leaves.

			I exchange a look with Poe, then Royce.

			Royce sets down his bass with a shrug.

			“We’ll get this, buddy,” he says.

			“One day,” Poe says, unstrapping his guitar and then placing it on the stand. It wobbles a bit, and he steadies it. One look at my pinched face and he laughs. “Kidding! We will. I believe in you.”

			They believe in me as much as they believe the world is flat—actually, the jury is out on Poe with that one—but they won’t say anything.

			The door shuts behind Poe, and the dulled white noise that remains swallows me whole. I sit on the stool with my guitar resting on my knee, staring down at the sprawled-open notebook on the floor.

			The lyrics taunt me. Words about wispy hair and green eyes. Smiles and gentle laughs. Memories of soft feathers waving in my face and syrupy pancakes under my nose.

			Damn it, this can’t hold me back. Jimmy and the guys are counting on me to pull through. Technically, I have the songs written and ready to go. They aren’t how I imagined them, but who cares? That’s not the point.

			The booth door swings open again, and Dom strolls in with a coffee. He sits on the stool beside me and hands me the cup. I take it, even though I’m on my third. Beverly’s habit must have rubbed off on me, I guess. It’s her unique version of being a bad influence. It almost makes me smile.

			Dom kicks out one leg, then rests the other on the rung below. Dom and I have been working together since our days in Nashville, and with how he’s shifting uncomfortably in his chair, I know he’s about to be serious with me.

			“I’m fine,” I say, cutting him off before he can ask.

			“I was gonna say you look like shit, actually.” It’s gruff, rumbling in his throat like the tar of cigarettes once smoked remains part of him.

			I run my palm over my beard. I haven’t trimmed it in days. “I’m just a little out of it.”

			“We can tell.”

			“Great. Thanks.”

			“So. What’s going on?”

			There’s a knock on the glass. I look up to see Poe bouncing Ava on his hip. She waves at me. I wave back as she shoves her face against the glass, leaving streaks of drool. Poe cackles at the same time the sound engineer tenses in his chair.

			“Griffin,” Dom says, bringing me back. “Talk to me.”

			“Man, I can’t think of anything else but Ava right now.”

			I’ve got that girl to look out for. She’s in the public eye now. This media train is barreling down the tracks with no end in sight. She needs to be with me and having a good time—not worrying about the world. That’s my burden. And creating reliable music is what will get us through. Going on tour with her, trying every day to keep her laughing, will be what keeps us alive.

			“I’m getting back to something normal,” I say. “The usual.”

			“The usual,” Dom echoes.

			I grunt out in affirmation. But the usual admittedly feels like something different now. The usual is coats and snow. Quilts and cartoons. Too much coffee and endless pancakes. I’ve tried to make us some, but they’re not as good as the Larks’. Even Poe can’t master a recipe. Ava is discerning now. She scrunches her nose and pushes the plate away, like she’s some flapjack connoisseur.

			“The usual,” I repeat. “Music. Recording. Touring. That’s it.”

			He adjusts in his seat and shrugs. “Well, you can’t have that. Not anymore. Not now that people know about Ava.”

			“Yeah,” I say through an exhale. “I know.” I set my guitar to the side, stand, and begin pacing to who knows where.

			“She’s in the spotlight, and now she always will be,” I say. “I’ll bring her on tours, and hopefully that’s normal enough. Hopefully she grows up with some semblance of what Robin wanted for her, but…God, who knows?”

			“Well, Ava seems to be fine with everything,” Dom says.

			“Robin didn’t want Ava to live like this,” I confess.

			“She is, though. And that’s how it’ll be now.”

			Robin wanted one thing. One thing.

			I swallow back the tightness in my jaw. “Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever get this parenting thing right.”

			“You won’t.”

			I jerk my head to him, but Dom smiles.

			“It’s not easy,” he says. “It’ll never be exactly how you imagine. We promised we wouldn’t be a sports household, but my girl wanted softball, so now our house smells like damp socks during the spring. She’s still figuring out how to do her laundry—also something we said she’d do on her own—but we do it for her anyway because she’s busy. My youngest stays up too late even though we set a bedtime, and don’t get me started on those screens.”

			That might be the most I’ve ever heard Dom monologue about his family. It has my lips twitching at the corner.

			“You should talk about them more, Dom.”

			“You’re her dad,” he continues. “You’re not perfect. You never will be. But you get to choose what happens now and how you react to the shit that comes next. You choose the life that fits both of you. I liked Robin. She was a good woman and a good mom. But you can’t live your life hoping to raise the kid how she would, because you’re not her. That just ain’t how life is. Be honest with yourself: Was hiding Ava ever going to work long term?”

			That unease twists my gut more than peering over the side of Elk Grove’s lookout.

			He’s right.

			I hate that he’s right.

			We were always going to cross this bridge at some point, even if Robin were still here. We couldn’t hide Ava forever.

			I glance up at the glass window, watching her giggle with Poe as he mouths a song to her. Royce taps his foot to the silent beat. Even though I can’t hear them on this side of the glass, I see that laugh explode out of her.

			Maybe this is the happiness she needs.

			An open life with her dad. Not being cooped up in the house. I can’t shelter her forever, and even if I could, would she think she’s a shameful secret? Ava is anything but shameful.

			I glance down at my notebook on the floor.

			The lyrics. The notes meant for piano.

			I’m not ashamed of anything.

			I pace over to the piano, running my tongue over my teeth. I plunk down a key. It’s crisp and clear, like I imagined it was when I wrote it. I tap a key again, then add another. I press down both hands with twitching fingers that find their notes like muscle memory. It all flows easily, just like it’s meant to.

			The intercom scratches to life, and I hear Jimmy’s voice say, “What, uh, whatcha doin’, Griff?”

			I cut a glance to the window. Jimmy wears a steely expression. But behind him, Poe and Royce have curious looks. Not disappointed. Interested.

			I press down on the keys again. The notes that follow feel right. The chords reflect the magic in the lyrics. The magic of Beverly Lark.

			The intercom scratches.

			“I kinda like that, man,” Poe says.

			“This is good,” Dom says from behind me.

			I pull my hands back.

			“It’s not what I’m known for,” I murmur.

			Dom scoffs. “Who gives a shit? We just want to play good music, don’t we?”

			“It’s not me.”

			“It is. Stop living in the past. It’s time to move on.”

			There’s thumping on the recording-booth glass. I turn around on the piano bench and see Ava leaning forward in Poe’s arms. I can’t hear her, but I see her lips clearly form the words Daddy, play!

			My smile twitches at the corner.

			I want to be the man she believes in. I want to play the songs that make her dance and press the keys that make her smile.

			Jimmy reaches over the engineer and presses his thumb on the intercom button.

			“Guitar guy, Griffin. Let’s stick with the script.”

			But just before he removes his thumb, I hear the tail of Ava’s “E!”

			The E song.

			It’s not something practical.

			Neither is the piano.

			But Ava never seems to care much, as long as I’m playing for her.

			“I’m whoever I want to be, Jimmy,” I say, reaching out to plunk notes again. “Whoever she needs me to be. Maybe it’s the guitar guy. Maybe it’s the piano guy. And you know what? If it’s good, people will like it, regardless of what damn instrument I play. Jimmy, I love you like a brother, but back off a second and just let me work.”

			So I do. I press the keys, and Dom hands me the notebook, and one by one, my bandmates come back into the studio and find accompanying rhythms. The song transforms into something different but something far better than I imagined. Definitely better than what we were playing before the break.

			This is who I am.

			You’re not special, Harv, Robin said once. You just work hard. But that’s better, I think.

			I’m the man working hard to make the music I want. I always pour everything I have into my life. I’m being a good role model for my daughter, even if that isn’t living the quiet life. Because that isn’t us. And I’m not perfect. I’m just the man I am.

			I’m the man Ava can depend on. A dad who tries. Who pivots when things get tough. Who loves her while we endure. And as the notes fall from my fingers, as the lyrics permeate my brain, I know that ultimately, I’m Beverly’s man too.

			Beverly is the most driven person I know. She’s the type of woman to build an impossible pitch in under two months. To endure, regardless of anxiety and lack of sleep. She has dreams that are so much bigger than both of us, and I wouldn’t have it any other way, because that’s what makes Beverly not just good at what she does but the best.

			Rock Star Griffin Harvey is the piano guy. The guitar guy. The guy who writes children’s songs. And whoever else I want to be. He’s the type of man to support his woman’s dreams, even if it means he’s not always in the picture.

			I freeze my fingers over the keys.

			“Hey, Jimmy?” I ask.

			The fuzzy dead air of the intercom comes to life, and after a moment, Jimmy asks, “Yes, Satan?”

			“Get Finch’s number for me.”
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			Beverly

			I stand outside the Connection conference room with Bernie Bird slung over my arm. He has no clue what’s going on. The lucky guy. He’s perfectly still and focused, gawking up at the ceiling.

			Just another day on the blond girl’s arm! Whee!

			That’s what he’s thinking, I bet.

			The stakes are higher than that, buddy. Get your head in the game.

			I pace the lobby. Nobody else is out here, save for me and Finch. Even the receptionist, Patricia, is in the conference room—probably to escape my nervous babbles—so I let myself walk from one piece of carpet to the next, making sure to step over the squiggly patterns. I don’t know, maybe they’re bad luck or something.

			“We got this, Bev,” Finch says.

			“Hmm? Yeah. Yep.”

			Finch carries three portfolios meant for precisely three executives, filled with three identical copies of notes, scripts, and character write-ups. If we can nail this pitch, they’ll sign us on for at least one season on their network. And if we bomb, they’ll take me by the collar and toss me out. I’ll even do it for them.

			Yes, you’re right, Mr. Executive. Those were some real trash ideas. No, please, allow me. I’ll open the window and see myself out, thanks.

			“Hey,” Finch calls over, breaking me from my spiral. Or at least pausing it. “They want this show. They asked for this pitch from you.”

			“Mm-hmm” is all I can squeak out.

			He’s right, though. This isn’t a cold pitch. I’m just showing them what I can create, and that’s not difficult, is it? I’ve done this for years. Puppeteering runs in my blood.

			But I’m no Albert Starling. We pitched to Connection years ago, and they passed on the show.

			“Bet Grandpa never got this nervous,” I murmur.

			Finch laughs. “He was a wreck all the time.”

			“No, he wasn’t.”

			“Bevvy.” Finch waits until I meet his eyes. “He was. Always. You’re more like him than you think.”

			I swallow. “I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse.”

			“Just try not to think about falling out a window this time,” he says. “I know defenestration is your go-to, Beverly Alice Lark.”

			I smile, but when Finch turns back to the conference room, I swear I see his hand twitch over the portfolios.

			I sip my cup of lukewarm coffee, holding Bernie closer to my chest with my other hand.

			I’m ready, aren’t I? I’ve practiced, written, repracticed, rewritten, and lived every nightmare about every possible outcome. I even propped up my phone last night and practiced in the camera. Just to make sure.

			Putting on Bernie Bird is like slipping on a second skin. I can do this. I’ve done this for years.

			The conference room doors crack open, and the receptionist steps out.

			“We’re ready for you.”

			I pull in a deep breath, then exhale with a nervous “Thanks, Patricia” as I walk past her and under the tall double doorframe. Finch pats my shoulder and follows me inside. He doesn’t remove his hand, either, as if he’s ensuring I don’t duck and run. I couldn’t even if I wanted to.

			The room is bigger than I remember from our last pitch. I don’t recall having so much space surrounding the long boardroom table. Why is it necessary to have a table this big, anyway? Especially since, after Patricia closes the door behind her, there are now only five of us in here: me, Finch, and the three executives at the opposite end of the table.

			I set down my coffee and stride across the room with Finch. The Connection logo over the executives’ heads—sleek and perfect, with bright primary colors—taunts me, but I ignore its intimidation tactics. Not this time.

			After walking a good half marathon down the boardroom, I finally reach their side of the table. I slide Bernie onto one of my arms and reach into his beak. I then slide my opposite hand inside him as well and tuck my fingers snugly into his. I’m shaking, but the soft feathers tickling near my chin remind me who I am. I’m not Beverly Lark. I’m Bernie Bird.

			I straighten my spine and extend Bernie’s feathered hand to one of the women in a well-fitted suit. The executive’s eyebrows pop to the top of her forehead, and she chokes out a laugh.

			“What a pleasure to see you,” Bernie squawks. All three of the suits chuckle in unison, shaking Bernie’s hand one after the other. I continue some small talk using Bernie, commenting on their outfits and how “my feathers were tailored, too, y’know!” I get an especially large laugh when Bernie says, “Traffic was awful. Don’t even get me started.”

			“How is traffic for birds?” the woman asked with a grin.

			“Birds refuse to use the carpool lane. You can’t even imagine! The phrase ‘two birds, one stone’ has ruined our society. We live in constant fear. It’s ridiculous.”

			By the time Finch and I take our seats at the end of the table, all three executives are beaming and they’re already flipping through their proposal portfolios. Finch and I exchange hopeful smiles.

			I unhook Bernie’s right hand from his stomach so that Finch can wriggle his arm into Bernie’s sack-like right hand. Today, Finch is my assistant puppeteer. It’s funny—with Finch sitting so close, it feels like old times. Our performances were always so easy before the workshop closed. Better times. Joyful times.

			Finch is a professional, a perfect right hand.

			But if I’m being honest with myself, I miss the chaotic way Griffin handled Bernie.

			He was terrible.

			But he was endearing.

			Griffin could never operate a puppet professionally. Of course not. But the clumsiness of it all, how synchronized movement was clearly a foreign concept to him, made me laugh harder than I’d laughed in years. I loved the joy on his face. Griffin always had fun playing pretend with me. I bet he would have had fun if he were here too.

			The door suddenly whips open.

			All three sets of eyes across the table shoot to the door behind me.

			I twist around to follow, and my breath catches in my throat.

			Standing in the open double doors, with a guitar strapped behind his back and an out-of-breath heaving chest, is Griffin Harvey.

			“Sorry I’m late,” he chokes out.

			One of the men across the table blinks. “Griffin Harvey?”

			“Yes. Hi. I apologize. I mixed up the addresses.”

			“We didn’t know you were presenting as well,” one of the other suits says, but the words feel muffled and distant now. My mouth is gaping open. My mind swims. I’m sinking deeper into my chair, and the world feels like it’s glug, glug, glugging underwater.

			Griffin rotates his guitar around to rest across his chest. He takes the seat beside me and strums a few familiar notes.

			The three executives watch him intently, and the juxtaposition of Griffin Harvey and the suits almost makes me laugh. They’re so delicately tailored, while Griffin is nothing but a mess. Wild hair, untied boots, and a wrinkled black shirt with two massive tattooed arms sprouting from the tightened sleeves hugging his biceps. He has tinges of purple under his eyes, like sleep has eluded him for days. He smells like his usual perfect leather but with a tinge of sweat.

			Did he run here?

			Griffin clears his throat. “I’m just here to assist when they need me.”

			The woman taps the portfolio. “And they would need you because…?”

			“He wrote the music,” I blurt out.

			“And I’m ready to perform our songs,” Griffin says.

			Our.

			I look at him at the same time his eyes swivel over to me and oh, his smile. The elusive smile. Nerves zip down my spine to my feet and toes. His smile is too much. It’s not enough. I want more of him.

			The suits murmur among themselves, flipping through the booklets as if searching for this new development in the agenda.

			I lean closer to Griffin. “How did you—”

			“I didn’t know it was this early,” he murmurs. “I had to rush here. I’m so sorry.”

			“But why…? You didn’t have to.”

			“Yes, I did. We never recorded your music.”

			The corners of his lips lift higher, pushing little creases beside his brown eyes, and within seconds, I’m drowning in them once more. The perfectly woodsy color that captured me when he used to laugh at dinner. When he’d swing Ava onto his hip. The same brown eyes that stared up at me when we were in bed. When he said he was mine on a breathy sigh.

			On my opposite side, Finch mutters, “Nice to have you, Griffin.”

			“Happy to be here,” he says. “Ready when you two are.” Then he leans closer and whispers, “You’ve got this, okay?”

			“Okay,” I breathe.

			I believe you.

			Suddenly, all the nerves that were shivering inside Bernie Bird are now settling in my chest, evaporating, melting under Griffin’s gaze.

			Someone clears their throat on the opposite side of the table.

			“All right, then. Well, how about you tell me a bit about Birds on the Block, Miss Lark?”

			I blink back to the here and now, swallow down my nerves, and smile.

			Then I speak. And for the next hour I pitch every idea I’ve jotted down over the past two months. I dive into education research, childhood-development milestones, and all the characters—returning and new—that will represent each child’s need. I let Bernie pitch part of it, too, which instantly has them grinning. Finch is a perfect right hand, gesturing to match my inflections. It’s like he can read my mind before I’ve even finished planning the movement myself.

			And then there’s Griffin.

			He plays our E song, and it’s funnier than it’s ever been. Bernie Bird chimes in with words that absolutely do not start with E but sound close enough, and it’s absolutely, delightfully, perfectly seamless. Griffin dramatically stops playing when Bernie gets insistent and then starts back up when he’s nicer. It’s something we wrote before, but it’s also improvisation that comes so easily to Griffin. Bernie and Griffin are a duo that feels made for each other.

			And suddenly it feels less like Bernie and Griffin and more like us.

			We’re conversing.

			We’re playing.

			We’re laughing.

			And the room is journeying into our imaginations with us.

			The room feels like winter and quilts again. Like family dinners, Greg’s strawberry cakes, Ava’s giggles, and puffs of cool air. It feels like me in a too-fancy dress and him in a baby blue suit. It’s laughter and banter and that crooning voice of his, singing beautiful notes that are far too professional for our silly show. But it’s perfect. All of it is perfect.

			By the time we finish, everyone on the opposite side of the table is laughing so hard they’re wiping away tears from their eyes. Griffin’s palm lands on the body of his guitar with that sliver of satisfaction across his face. The type with the white teeth showing halfway up his mouth and the giddiness of the man who secretly loves this.

			I love that he loves it.

			I love every piece of Griffin that he doesn’t show to others—the Griffin behind closed doors, who now strokes the outside of Bernie’s left hand—my left hand—with his pinkie. I don’t have the dexterity to stroke back. Bernie has only three fingers, after all. But I look at Griffin, and his eyes lock on to mine, and the room feels so silent, like maybe it’s just us here. Just us in the apartment again. Just us cuddling on the den’s foldout couch.

			I startle as all three executives rise in unison, like the three heads of Cerberus. Finch removes his hand from inside Bernie, and the three of us—Finch, Griffin, and I—rise to our feet too.

			Handshakes are exchanged, along with pleasantries of the day or the weather or Connection’s current programming. It’s small talk that feels so distant because I’m too busy walking on clouds, basking in the sunshine.

			We did it.

			And it was perfect.

			A suit shakes Finch’s hand. “Great to see you again.”

			“Likewise.”

			I lay Bernie gingerly over the crook of my arm. I look at Griffin. He’s already watching me back.

			We did it.

			Us.

			“Oh, how’s retirement?” someone asks.

			“Clearly not going well,” Finch jokes, gesturing to me. “Happy to get back to work. Hopefully.” I smile, but then they joke about whether he tried enjoying bingo night and maybe he was just doing retirement wrong.

			I laugh, but Griffin looks uneasy next to me. He throws a thumb over his shoulder, mouthing, I should go.

			All the perfectly puffy clouds poof away.

			He’s leaving.

			“Oh” is all I get out.

			When will I see him again?

			Finch elbows me.

			“Didn’t you say you wanted to show Griffin out?”

			I blink. “Yeah. Um…”

			He’s recording every day.

			He goes on tour soon.

			He’s leaving the country.

			I nod in a daze, give a few thank-yous to the suits—Griffin is leaving; Griffin is leaving—and say I’ll be back in a moment.

			Their subsequent conversation flows in one ear and out the other as I gather my papers and tuck them under my arm. Griffin swings his guitar onto his back. When we cross the threshold, the air-conditioning chill hits us, sending pinpricks up my neck. Patricia waves behind the receptionist desk, and I try to wave back, but I can barely lift my hand.

			Griffin and I stroll down the short hall until we reach the elevator bank. He’s so close yet still too far. My hand reaches out, but I stop short of touching him.

			“Thank you,” I whisper, looking over at Patricia. She doesn’t seem to be eavesdropping, but who knows? “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

			“I didn’t want to stress you out.”

			“How’d you know when the meeting was?”

			“Jimmy called Finch.”

			“He didn’t tell me.”

			“Probably didn’t want to stress you out,” he repeats with a smile. “Plus, I shouldn’t get too much credit for altruism. This was a little selfish of me.”

			He pushes the elevator call button.

			He’s leaving. He’s leaving.

			“How so?” I ask.

			He gives me a beautiful crooked smile. “I didn’t want to miss you knocking it out of the park.”

			My face flushes. A laugh bubbles out of me. “Oh, c’mon…”

			“You were perfect.” He leans down, brushing his lips near my ear as he whispers, “You were right. You’re meant to do this. This is your purpose.”

			My heart hammers, but my smile fades as the panel above the elevator doors shows the lift slowly reaching our floor.

			The pitch went spectacularly, but why doesn’t it feel as good as it should?

			My feet itch to walk closer to him. I want to swing my arms around his neck and have his palms circle my waist. I want his warmth. I want him. He’s been in LA for more than two weeks. I want to know what he’s been up to. I want to hear every single detail. How is Ava? How are the guys? Has Jimmy murdered them in the studio yet?

			The elevator dings, and the doors slide open.

			No. It’s too soon.

			My heart is thumping out of my chest.

			But what do I say? I’m going back to Elk Grove. He’s in LA now. He’s going on tour. Where do we go from here?

			My body feels ripped at the seams as he steps into the elevator.

			No.

			Don’t go.

			But it’s selfish to ask him to stay.

			He has his life, and I have mine. He’s achieving his dreams, and I’m hoping for mine. He has Ava. The band. A career.

			Let’s run away together, Griffin.

			He grips the strap of the guitar slung across his broad chest. His knuckles whiten.

			“You’re gonna do great,” he says with a smile. “Good luck.”

			The door starts to close, but my heart spirals up into my throat. I whip my hand out to pause the elevator door. The sensors register my palm and slide the doors back open.

			“Isn’t it a bit too late for ‘good lucks’?” I tease.

			“I didn’t mean with the pitch,” he says. “I meant with the show.”

			“I don’t even know if I got it.”

			“They’d be shit at their jobs if you didn’t.”

			We exchange an almost infinitesimal smile. It feels like it lasts forever and yet not long enough.

			The door starts to shut again, but I block it with my hand once more. He lifts a single teasing eyebrow.

			“Sorry, it’s a weird thing,” I say.

			“What is?”

			“My hand. It keeps opening the door. Silly thing,” I joke.

			He chuckles. And it’s beautiful and wonderful and deep in his chest. It’s everything to me. He’s everything to me.

			I love you.

			The words drop.

			Whistle down the sky of my soul.

			Explode.

			Blow my heart to smithereens.

			My mouth opens. “I…”

			I love you.

			The door tries to close again. Panic grips me. I whip out my hand, and the doors slide back open.

			“See? Bad habit,” I joke, but I’m out of breath.

			I love you.

			Maybe we could make it work. Maybe Europe isn’t so far from California or Elk Grove. Maybe our careers don’t matter at all.

			He chuckles, and I know I’m wrong.

			Our careers matter too much.

			“I…” I lick my dry lips. I love you. “I hope you have fun on your tour.”

			“And you have fun with your show.”

			I love you.

			“I’ll miss you,” I blurt out.

			And suddenly…I don’t know what I expect. Maybe a smile. A laugh. Those crinkles beside his eyes. Instead, his face falls.

			“I’ll miss you too, B,” he says quietly.

			And God, maybe I ruined this moment. We were laughing, and I got too serious. I felt too much. Maybe he could tell what I wanted to say. Maybe it was on my face this whole time.

			The doors start to slide together again, but then his hand whips out before mine can.

			His weak smile peeks out beneath his beard.

			“I guess my hand has the same issue,” he says.

			The wings in my heart flutter so wildly it feels like I can fly. “It’s contagious.”

			And a small part of me whispers, Maybe nothing else matters but us.

			He laughs so quietly, it comes out as a breath. “Beverly…we…” His smile disappears. The creases between his eyebrows deepen. “We should tap the brakes for a bit.”

			“Tap the…”

			But the words get lost. I think my peripheral vision narrows.

			Crash.

			Boom.

			My mouth opens and closes, then opens. “What?”

			He’s leaving.

			But I love you.

			“So you can focus on your show,” he finishes.

			“I…we don’t even know if I got it.”

			“I do know. You’ve worked too hard for this not to. And I’ll be on tour. You’re stressed. You can’t be stressing about me too.”

			“Yeah.” No. “You’re right.” That’s wrong.

			You’re wrong.

			What the hell is wrong with you, Griffin?

			The doors start to slide together again, slowly, slowly, slowly…

			And they meet. Close. Shut me off.

			Why would he let that happen?

			Why—

			But then they open again.

			And Griffin’s broad chest is rising and falling against the strap of his guitar. His finger is jammed on the button to reopen the doors.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, stammering out and blinking quickly, as if something is caught in his eyes. “I don’t know what…I…”

			My heart stumbles, tripping into the elevator with him, grasping, beating, rushing—

			But then a hand grabs my elbow.

			It’s Finch.

			He’s run up behind me, out of breath and clutching his side.

			“They want to talk with you, Bevvy.”

			My head whips around. “What? Who?”

			“The Connection people.”

			“They do?”

			“See?” Griffin says from the elevator. “Told you.”

			“Wait—”

			“I’ll text you.”

			It happens so fast. Everything here, then gone.

			The elevator door slides shut, and neither of us reach out to stop it.

			I stand there, swaying in place.

			I love you.

			I love you.

			I love you.

			A palm lands on my shoulder, but I barely feel it.

			You were wrong, Griffin.

			“You okay?” Finch asks.

			“What?”

			“Beverly?”

			“What?”

			“C’mon.”

			“Where?” I ask.

			“They want to talk with you.”

			But why? Why steal me away from Griffin like this? Why now?

			I feel like I’m floating as Finch escorts me back through the double doors, back to the long conference table, and back to the suits with grins on their faces. I’m in a dream—no, a nightmare—absolutely lost.

			“Miss Lark,” they say, causing me to refocus on the room. The Connection logo beams too bright over their heads, illuminating their hair in streaks of red, yellow, and blue. It’s blinding. I squint.

			“We’d like to discuss some extra details, if you have some time right now.”

			“Time?” I ask. “Details?”

			I blink through the fog. All the nerves that dissipated in my chest now bubble up with Griffin gone, spreading like wildfire through my fingertips, shaking and clenching and numb.

			“Beverly.” They smile. Who could smile right now when—“We’d officially like to offer you a spot on our platform.”

			Like whiplash, I’m jerked yet again. I think I hear buzzing in my ears. The room is both quiet and far too loud.

			A spot…

			Spot on…

			My legs shake. My stomach drops. Am I going to pass out?

			“Beverly?” Finch asks.

			“We got the show?” I ask breathlessly.

			One of the suits laughs, but I don’t see what’s so freaking funny.

			We got the show.

			We got the show?!

			We got Birds on the Block back on the air.

			Finch’s arms are suddenly slung around me, and the wildfire in my veins rages up my throat and to my head.

			I’m on fire.

			My world is ablaze with light and energy and…

			I choke out a laugh, bursting through my sore vocal cords.

			I did it.

			And I’m laughing, unable to stop it.

			I brought the show back.

			Everything I’ve worked for…it’s here.

			I need to tell Nana.

			No, I need to get home. I need to pack. I need to get to work. I need to call my old Flock Workshop cohort. I need more writers. I need actual professional childhood-development researchers. I wonder if we can get the workshop space back.

			I need…

			I need…

			If you asked me to describe the following forty minutes of conversation, I couldn’t do it.

			Maybe we talked about show details.

			Maybe we negotiated.

			Did I even form words?

			But I know one thing: I couldn’t stop beaming, like the sun was radiating out of every possible part of me. My ears, my eyes, my mouth, my ass…I was vibrating with sunbeams. When Finch laughed, so did I, in sync like we were performing Bernie Bird all over again.

			And when we left, giving emphatic handshakes to everyone—for some reason, I also shook Patricia’s hand on our way out for a full twenty seconds—I couldn’t stop reeling.

			But then we stopped in front of the elevators again.

			And the world halted. And every word Finch spoke echoed right into the hole in my chest Griffin left behind. The hole we both created. The one we both know is right to leave.

			He was right.

			I’m cracked on the inside, but I’ll piece myself back together with work.

			That’s what I do.

			That’s what Griffin does too.

			“Wanna go for coffee?” Finch asks.

			A laugh stumbles out of me. “You know me so well.”

			He pats my shoulder. “Prepare to be very tired in the coming months, Bev.”

			But how do I say that I’m already tired?

			I’m tired, but God, I’m so happy.

			I’m on top of the world.

			But I already miss having Griffin up here with me.
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				Chapter Thirty-Nine

				Happy Griffin Day
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			Beverly

			Three months later

			“Is today Griffin Day?” Rob asks.

			I sputter into my coffee.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Finch subtly twitching his head at my brother, as if to say Joke didn’t land, abort mission.

			I grab a napkin and pat the coffee spill on Finch’s breakfast nook.

			Rob loudly chews his bacon, making the awkward silence even worse.

			After Birds on the Block was funded, I moved into Finch’s guest room in Los Angeles, along with Nana, who claimed Elk Grove was far too cold and that she dearly missed her old friend Finch. Rob tagged along at her insistence (“He needs to experience the world outside Elk Grove like Beverly and Albert did”). Reluctantly, my parents let their fifteen-year-old loose for the summer. Finch, whose only companions were Ken Jennings and reruns of Alex Trebek, asked if we had anyone else we could bring too. He, unfortunately, drew the line at Pudge.

			Finch’s house is 50 percent open windows, 30 percent Birds memorabilia, and 20 percent loud noises. In a house with a teenager and two people over the age of seventy, there are more than enough shouts of What did you say? over Rob’s loud rock music.

			The breakfast nook is in Finch’s stone courtyard. Normally, our mornings are filled with chaos and bright laughter. (Maybe even video games because I can finally reload my weapons, thank you very much.) Breakfast is when we drink our morning coffee and collectively agree not to acknowledge Rob’s obnoxious bacon crunches. But today feels a bit more somber, despite the perpetually perfect California sun overhead.

			Nana stares at me over her coffee. Finch spreads strawberry jam, almost cutting the toast in half. Rob crunches bacon. Again.

			“Okay, stop looking at me like that.” I straighten my spine and sip my coffee. “Yes, Griffin is on set today.”

			Rob grins. “Hell yeah.”

			“You will be professional,” I say, pointing at him. “No fanboying or anything. It’s the only reason you’re allowed as a spectator.”

			“And because I’m the showrunner’s brother. And excuse me, I don’t fanboy. Plus, I know him personally, now. He’s a friend.”

			I snort. “You still freak out, though.”

			“I don’t, and I won’t! Scout’s honor,” he says.

			“You were never in Boy Scouts. Make another type of promise.”

			“Promise on my life, then.”

			Finch hums. “You were fangirling—is that what they call it?—over that one actress.” He snaps his fingers in thought. “What was her name—”

			I throw a thumb at Finch. “See? A promise on your life, Rob? Really? Now you’re hypothetically dead.”

			Rob groans. “Fine. But she wanted a coffee, so I got her one.”

			“Then spilled it everywhere when you tripped over nothing,” Finch adds.

			“Whatever.” Rob ducks his head. “I’ll pretend like Griffin is just another totally normal musician on the show, then. No big deal.”

			He sticks out his tongue. I do the same. But very quickly, Rob, Nana, and Finch revert to worried expressions.

			I throw my hands up. “Listen, I don’t know why breakfast is so depressing this morning. Today will be a good day. Are you two almost ready to leave?”

			“Almost done with my toast,” Finch says.

			Rob smirks. “Are you almost ready to spend the day with your ex?”

			My cheeks flare with heat. “Griffin is not my ex.”

			“Robert,” Nana chides. But Rob boastfully grabs an entire piece of toast and nearly swallows it whole.

			Finch cringes. “Christ almighty. Chew, why don’t ya, kid.”

			I toss the remainder of my coffee into the sink. I’m trying to get better about my caffeine intake. It turns out too much caffeine is a one-way ticket to the lonely island of anxiety. Though without coffee, now I’m just exhausted all the time. Working almost one hundred hours per week can do that.

			Oh, and hearing the person you hopelessly fell in love with everywhere you go because he’s famous.

			That’ll do it too.

			Griffin and I text as much as we can. He sends me pictures of Ava in the driver’s seat of the tour bus, and a couple of times I got a spontaneous video call while he was onstage, showing my face to an arena of twenty thousand. There have been late-night texts and then texts once a day and then every other day and then I’m sorry I missed your call and I stayed late at the workshop and Our show ran late and—

			We never talked about what it meant to put on the brakes. We didn’t have to. We both just knew.

			He has a career that runs his life.

			So do I.

			I mean, what else is there to say?

			We’re friends. Best friends. That’s all we can be.

			I love him, but what is that worth if we can’t find any time together?

			So today, I will be seeing my best friend, Griffin Harvey, on the set of Birds on the Block. It will be my first time seeing him—not in blurry videos or in tour pictures taken by one of the guys but in person—since March.

			And I’m absolutely terrified.

			Rob and I make our way to the foyer, put on shoes, and gather our bags. When he rushes back to his room because he left his phone, Nana lays a hand on my forearm, stopping me in place.

			“You’ll be all right?” she whispers.

			I smile. “Of course. We’re still friends. It’s not like he’s a stranger. I see him all the time. In a way.”

			Rob sometimes pulls up compilation videos taken from his tour, and I shamelessly stare at Griffin for the entire set.

			Stranger, he is not.

			He looks good. He always looked good, though. He’s bulkier now. I bet he’s been working out more. His hair is a little longer, too, but just as wild and gorgeous as ever. And I now understand why people describe his concerts as a religious experience.

			Griffin’s only emotion onstage is passion: arching as he belts into the microphone, as his hands pound across the guitar strings, as he presses his forehead against the microphone stand afterward, like the song was ripped from his chest. He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t laugh. He’s pure talent.

			Occasionally, rarely, I’ll see a glimpse of the Griffin I knew. In a backstage featurette, he was asked if he still composed songs for Birds on the Block, and if his album, Bird in Hand, was a dedication to the revived children’s show. With the smallest twitch in the corner of his mouth, he simply answered, No.

			That interview went absolutely viral.

			What did the smile mean?

			What’s going on with Birds?

			At least he’s finding joy in remaining a mystery, underneath those tired eyes. And boy, he looks tired.

			It hurts to know he was right when it came to tapping the brakes. Achieving our dreams with the added pressure of a relationship would make this whole thing even harder. But correct decisions are not always the easiest.

			I look down at my phone. When I unlock it, my screen is still on our text thread. I received a new one this morning right when I woke up.

			
				GP: Ava can’t wait to see you.

			

			Ava.

			My sweet, sweet girl.

			I’ve talked to her a few times over video calls. She seems to be loving Europe, sometimes wandering away from our conversation to see whatever landscape they’re passing next. Selfishly, I wonder if, with each call, she remembers me less and less.

			Is she excited to see me?

			Is he excited to see me too?

			
				GP: Tell Bernie I’ll squawk at him soon.

			

			I can almost hear the words leaving his mouth. The gruff, rumbling tone that sends shivers down my spine if murmured close to my ear. Hell, even if they’re murmured a mile away.

			I stuff my phone back into my tote bag.

			“Can I listen to Griffin’s new song on the way?” Rob asks when he returns with his phone.

			“Only if you have headphones,” I answer.

			“You still haven’t listened to it?” Nana asks.

			“Not the whole song, no.”

			I can’t. I know it’s silly, but I simply can’t.

			Griffin hasn’t released the entire Bird in Hand album yet, but the single he premiered while on tour, “Your Right Hand,” already skyrocketed to the top of the Billboard Hot 100 chart. I, however, am one of probably five people living under a rock who have not listened to it.

			If the song comes on in a grocery store, I make a beeline for the checkout. One time it came on the car radio, and I nearly zipped into oncoming traffic leaning over to change the station. It’s hard to ignore Griffin’s song when it’s everywhere, though. And it’s extra hard ignoring how unique it sounds. What little I’ve heard of the song is filled with piano. It’s playful. Less somber than his other songs. Sure, there are people online who don’t like his altered sound, but for the most part, people are going nuts for this new single.

			I’m happy he’s doing what he loves. And as long as he’s thriving, I can feel better about our decision. It never would have worked, even if I am miserable.

			And I am.

			Miserable, that is.

			Sometimes, even after we’re done watching his performances on the big TV, I’ll curl up in bed and watch them again, taking note of his microexpressions, the little eyebrow lifts and jaw tics.

			I’m miserable and pathetic.

			“You’re sure?” Nana asks, jolting me back to the present.

			“Of course,” I repeat, swiping my hands down the front of my shirt. “Just another day at work.”

			Nana pinches the corner of my sleeve. “I like this.”

			I look down at my outfit. It’s nothing special, but it’s not my usual high-waisted jeans and Birds on the Block ringer tee. It’s a dress with three-quarter sleeves and tights. Cute, but still functional for sliding around puppeteering.

			“You’re pretty,” Nana says. “And he’ll find you very pretty.”

			I scoff. “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

			I don’t sound convincing in the least.

			Nana smiles. “It is, but I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

			“I mean, it’s not like we’re together or anything. He won’t even notice, but…”

			“I understand why you want to look pretty, though.”

			I don’t want him thinking I’m a complete mess nowadays. That whole miserable and pathetic thing is for me and me only. And maybe Nana. And Finch. And Rob.

			“Let’s go!” I call through the house, shifting my tote bag farther up my shoulder.

			Nana pulls me into a hug. “Have fun, Bevvy.”

			I give a smile that I wish was happier when I finally leave the house, with Rob and Finch on my heels. Finch squeezes Nana’s hand on the way out, then the three of us pile into a car and head toward the studio.
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			Griffin

			Over the last three months, I’ve performed for crowds of over fifteen thousand people around fifty times, but I’ve never been more nervous than when I arrive on set for Birds on the Block.

			I walk down the carpeted hallway of Connection Studios with Ava by my side. In one hand, I clutch my guitar case. My opposite hand holds a coffee a little too tightly. I have to keep loosening my grip when the paper cup begins to dent.

			Connection’s walls are lined with framed photos and memorabilia from various television eras and major documentaries. Double doors to sound stages pop up every few feet, and each time we come upon a placard with the show name, my hand tenses in Ava’s. When we see it isn’t Birds, we keep walking, and my heart slowly finds its steady pace once more.

			I received my script two weeks ago, and the moment Jimmy handed it over, I studied it relentlessly. Part of it was practicing lines, but mostly I couldn’t stop staring at it, analyzing every word I’ve read before and every revision Beverly made after. It was a slice of familiarity under the dim light of the tour bus. It was something to look at when my phone didn’t buzz with new texts.

			We should tap the brakes.

			Fuck.

			The last remaining double doors stand at the end of the hall, and beside them, etched into the placard on the wall, is Birds on the Block.

			I open one door, allow Ava to walk through first, then cross the threshold onto set. Immediately, both Ava and I freeze in place. I almost drop my guitar case on the spot.

			This must be how Dorothy felt arriving in Oz for the first time. I’m not sure colors truly existed before I stepped in here. The sound stage looks exactly like a city block, lined with brick storefronts, stoops, and fire escapes. But the colors are incredible: a streetlamp in canary yellow, hanging shop signs in aquamarine, and stained glass windows with every shade of the rainbow. Behind it all is a sky-blue backdrop of the city, as if the Block is perpetually in a perfect day.

			I pull in a deep, shaking breath. We made it. Beverly did it.

			I look down at Ava at the same time her head jerks back to stare up at me. I can’t help my grin.

			“What do you think, munchkin?”

			She blinks out at the set again and gives a barely suppressed giggle.

			“Pretty,” she answers. Her P’s have improved throughout months of practice on the tour bus. I played the P song more than I should because P is for prepared, and I practice what I preach.

			“Yeah, I think so too,” I respond.

			Ava calls a lot of things pretty: the Leaning Tower of Pisa, the Colosseum in Rome, and London Bridge—mostly because she could see the sky reflected in the water, which still fascinates her. But the view from the top of the Eiffel Tower was inarguably her favorite, due to the height of it all, which she has zero issues with, unlike me.

			I’ve learned over months of traveling with my daughter that a lot of people don’t enjoy taking their kids on trips, but seeing the world through Ava’s eyes has given me new appreciation, even if we have Poe next to us mumbling, “They’re just bright lights.”

			Now that the world knows Ava exists, I refuse to spend a single moment without her. The silver lining to our mess is that I get to travel without hiding, so I’m showing her everything. There wasn’t a chance I wouldn’t bring her to Birds. Plus, they sent Ava her own invite.

			“Griffin!” a voice calls across set. I follow it to find a familiar teen in a black shirt. Rob grins, striding across the floor, shimmying past people and cameras—bumping into one with a “Sorry”—before reaching us.

			Ava shifts behind my legs. Rob crouches down and holds out his hand for a high five.

			“Hi, Ava. Remember me?” he asks.

			It takes her a couple of moments, but she smiles and slaps her tiny palm to his. Something in my chest tightens. I wondered if Ava would remember anyone from Elk Grove.

			I hold out a hand to Rob, who quickly shakes it.

			“I’m supposed to pretend like I don’t know you,” he says behind his hand.

			“You’re doing great,” I say. “The yell didn’t give you away at all.”

			He flushes red. “Right.”

			Another person in a black T-shirt and headset slides by. “Oh, let me take that.” She grabs my guitar case from me, then gestures around. “Your daughter is free to look at the set before we get started.”

			“Oh, thanks,” I say, but the person walks off so suddenly I’m not sure she hears me.

			I pat Ava’s back, and she climbs the stairs onto set and walks across the arched cobblestone streets as she peers up at the cityscape in awe. I follow, continuing to take in the studio—the massive stage lights and cameras, the crowd of production assistants and puppeteers holding their characters on their arms as they chat. A table that sits in the corner with felt, fabric, and spare puppet eyeballs. But then my throat turns dry when I see a lump of blue feathers slumped into a tall black folding chair.

			Bernie.

			My friend lies with his beak gaping open, as if shocked by the ceiling above him. He seems almost lost without his puppeteer. I understand that feeling.

			In a chair beside him are a few other familiar faces: Hector Hawk, Carmen Crow…birds that dictated the first few months of my time with Ava. But beside them is a new bird—an ostrich I don’t recognize.

			“Daddy!”

			I twist around and find Ava stationed behind a fruit stand with her arms in the air. In her overalls and striped tee, she looks like she could be a cute little puppet herself.

			“Are you gonna sell me something?” I ask her.

			But she doesn’t answer. Instead, she stares past me. Her eyes practically shimmer at whatever she sees. And when I turn, my heart plummets down into the fake concrete sidewalk.

			Beverly emerges from a side hallway, striding side by side with Finch. Her dress is stunning. Casual but perfect for her. She carries a chipped mug of coffee as she and Finch talk a mile a minute. I wonder what number cup she’s on. My hand twitches around the paper cup of coffee I brought for her.

			So ridiculous. Of course she has her own.

			She doesn’t see me yet, and it feels almost selfish to watch her from afar like this. She laughs at something Finch said. It’s so genuine and gorgeous. Christ, I’ve thought about that laugh for three months. Three months of lying in a twin bed, staring at the underside of the top bunk on our rumbling tour bus. Three months of scouring for any updates on Birds, setting search engine alerts for all new articles. Three months of belting out songs to stadiums full of people I wish were her, each lyric of “Your Right Hand” carrying pieces of my heart with it.

			Beverly finally looks out to set, and like a heat laser, she finds me.

			I halt, my body sizzling under her gaze. She doesn’t move either. I wonder if she’s struck by me as much as I am by her. The corner of her mouth lifts into a sweet smile. My breath leaves in a ragged exhale.

			She places her coffee cup onto a small table next to the black folding chair with Bernie, then walks across the bare concrete floor to me. She takes a large step onto the stage, moving closer, closer, closer. Beverly looks even better than she does in my dreams. Long dark lashes, glossy pink lips, and emerald-green eyes. Illuminated under the stage lights, her hair has a halo around it. Angelic, as always.

			She stares at me. Her smile has fallen. Her inhale is deep. Words are caught in my throat.

			“B!”

			Ava runs around the fruit stand. Beverly blinks away from me as if leaving some sort of daze, then beams down at Ava.

			“Hi, A! How are—oof!”

			Ava barrels into Beverly.

			“Hi, B!”

			“Hi, A.” Beverly swings my daughter up in her arms with the same familiarity she did three months ago. Ava giggles uncontrollably, hugging with both arms wrapped tightly around Beverly’s neck. Beverly’s cheeks are flushed, but she’s likely just overwhelmed after getting attacked by a two-year-old. My own chest is heating, though, from nothing more than staring at her.

			“You’re early,” Beverly observes.

			“I am.” Words rasp out of me.

			She smiles. “It’s a nice change. You’d be surprised how many actors run late.”

			I couldn’t wait to see you.

			I must be staring for too long, because her lips part in confusion. I clear my throat and look around. “This is amazing, Bev.”

			“Oh, thanks,” she says. “Yeah, Finch kept a lot of the old set pieces in storage, and we rebuilt a few from scratch.”

			I can only imagine her awe-struck eyes when she saw the Block reconstructed for the first time. I wish I could have been there for it.

			“And how are you?” Beverly asks, dipping her chin to talk to Ava.

			“Daddy piano.”

			“Wow, look at you saying your P’s so well!” Beverly’s smile is everything I missed and more. “I actually have a little gift for you.”

			Ava’s eyes widen. Beverly steps offstage with her, and they walk over to the chair holding Bernie. In his lap is a small red car—the one Ava played with back in Elk Grove. Ava snatches it from Beverly’s hands before Beverly can even finish passing it to her.

			There are so many memories with that car. So many small moments where we wrote songs while Ava raced over the cityscape rug. The days were colder, but the warmth from our laughter made up for it.

			“Are you excited about today?” Beverly asks Ava. “Excited to watch your dad talk to Bernie?”

			“He excited,” she answers.

			I run a palm over my beard, looking to a random spot on the wall that notably isn’t Beverly, even though I can feel her staring at me. I’ve been thinking about this for months. And now that we’re here, I’m not sure what to say.

			It’s fine; I have a plan.

			“Let’s get started, then,” Beverly says. “Think he’s ready?”

			Ava bobs her head up and down quickly as Beverly finally sets her down.

			“You can put your coffee here, if you want,” Beverly offers.

			I eye her cooling mug on the small table, swirled with cream and sugar, just like the coffee I brought with me.

			“Thanks,” I say, setting it beside her mug.

			Beverly smiles down to Ava. “Hey, we’ve got a chair just for you to watch in, A.” She walks Ava toward a short black folding chair near the camera. The back is lined with colorful pennants. “We save this one for only our coolest kids. That’s you, right?”

			Ava nods, immediately falling into it.

			I crouch down. “Now, you gotta stay in this chair while we film, all right? No talking.”

			“Okay.”

			“And if you giggle, cover your mouth, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			“Attagirl.”

			Beverly walks to the folding chair where Bernie is slumped and tucks him into her arms like a mother might a child. She returns, along with spare papers in one of her hands. “Okay, you got the script beforehand, right?”

			“Yeah, Jimmy sent it to me.”

			“Good. Well, we’ve got a copy for you here, too, just in case,” she says, holding out the papers. The sheets flutter in her shaking hand. “Generally, we do just a couple practice run-throughs before filming.”

			I gingerly take the script from her. “All right.”

			Her hand was shaking?

			Now mine is too.

			Beverly twists on the spot, murmuring to the same person in all black who talked to me earlier.

			“Ready?” she asks. Beverly nods, and the woman then yells out in the studio, “All right, everyone, can I get Finch, Becca, and Westin to stage!”

			I climb the stairs up to the stage while people walk on with puppets already slung onto their arm. They shake my hand in character—with the puppet’s hand, of course—before grabbing what look like little stools on wheels. I remain standing, but they sit with their arms raised in the air. Eventually, there are four people sitting by my feet, two of whom are Beverly and Finch. He shakes my hand from the floor with a nod.

			“Good to see you again.”

			Beverly tucks Bernie onto her arm. Finch slides his right arm into Bernie’s spare hand, and the two of them exchange a smile. There’s an understanding between them. A partnership. I might be jealous if it weren’t so charming.

			A guitar is suddenly shoved in front of me.

			“For you,” Rob says.

			I take it from him. “Oh. Thanks, bud.” I almost forgot. I strap my guitar over my shoulder. I’ve been staring at Beverly too much. I need to get my head in the game.

			I wish I knew more about her life now. She seems good. Tired. It’s the same look I see when I stare in the mirror. She’s probably so busy.

			“All right, let’s get going.” The same woman who spoke to Beverly gestures to me. “Griffin, you ready?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And…action.”

			Suddenly, all the puppeteers fly onto set on wheeled seats, their puppets raised above their heads, bopping up and down into frame, with floating feathers or fuzzy fur on their birds. It’s a chaotic jumble of puppets and puppeteers down by my feet with headsets.

			When Beverly and Finch roll in—Beverly with two arms tucked into Bernie and Finch with one—Finch’s opposite hand is set on Beverly’s back as if to steady her, keeping them close together. They’re two parts of the same whole. Perfectly, professionally in sync.

			Suddenly, I’m face-to-face with Bernie. Wide eyes. No eyelids, of course. An open, expressive beak. It’s like staring at an old friend, like time has not passed.

			We perform the script, and the words flow like we’ve done this a million times before. The other puppets bop around us when they talk and even when they’re idle. It’s ridiculous. It’s silly. It’s wonderful. And when we break into “The E Song,” it’s like coming home. It’s the familiar refrain I’ve performed for weeks. I’ve practiced it more than our upcoming concert set, which probably annoys Jimmy to no end. But I overheard him humming the tune to himself the other morning. I’ll never let him live it down.

			Every time I glance at Beverly, she’s beaming ear to ear. Her arm bounces up and down as Bernie moves across set, rolling on the little stool next to Finch as they hold back their own laughs. I want to bottle even a fraction of her smile for myself, but I wouldn’t want to steal a single sliver of her light. She’s completely in her element here.

			After one more round of practice, I look out and see the studio filled with more people. Someone is behind a camera now. The same woman from earlier taps a clipboard in her hand.

			“Looks good. Let’s get one big cheer, everyone, then we’ll get rolling!”

			I jolt when there’s a collective two-clap from the cast and crew, followed by a “Whoop!”

			I grin to myself. The positive energy is palpable.

			“All right, quiet on set.”

			My hands tense on my guitar as a quick succession of words follows. It’s startling how rapidly everything happens.

			“Lock it up. Roll sound.”

			“Sound speed.”

			“Roll camera.”

			“Rolling.”

			“Mark it.”

			Someone steps out with a clapboard.

			“Birds on the Block. Season one. Episode three, scene one. Take one.”

			“Action!”

			And then we’re off to the races. The moment the puppeteers roll onstage, every bit of tension melts away.

			There are bouncing birds. Goofy voices. Clever one-liners. And Bernie is beside me the whole time, along with Carmen Crow and Hector Hawk, dancing to “The E Song,” calling out wrong words, getting corrected by each other and me.

			It’s pure magic.

			When the director finally calls, “Cut!” I don’t move. I want to do it again. And thankfully, we do. There are about three more takes, just to make sure we get everything right. Each time is more exciting than the last, and when we finish, there’s a round of applause from the cast and crew.

			Ava immediately runs to me, and I crouch down onstage to pull her into my arms.

			“Have a good time?” I ask.

			“Bernie funny.”

			“He was, wasn’t he?”

			“Daddy too.”

			I kiss her forehead with my eyes closed, and when I open them, Beverly is across the room smiling at us. She averts her gaze the second she notices I’m looking back.

			“You can stick around for a bit and hang out,” the woman in charge says, tucking her clipboard against her chest. “Most people do.”

			“Want to, munchkin?” I ask Ava.

			She’s already gasping in excitement.

			I take Ava off to the side and grab my guitar case to bring with us. Someone pulls up a chair for us and passes over my abandoned coffee cup. I sit and pull Ava into my lap as we watch a scene where two birds chat with a child actor about how sharing is caring. In the corner, there’s that new puppet I don’t recognize. The ostrich. He occasionally plays piano by bashing his head into it. It’s so ridiculous I cover my mouth not to laugh. I cup a palm over Ava’s mouth when she giggles a bit too.

			They perform a few more takes, similar to how they filmed our scenes, and there’s another collective round of clapping, like they can’t help but congratulate everyone on a good job with every effort.

			It’s so positive.

			I want to drink it in.

			And then I feel her before I see her.

			Beverly stands next to our chair. Her head tilts to the side as she watches the stage. Her shoulder brushes against mine, and I want nothing more than to lean closer.

			“Thanks for doing this,” she says. “This is for you.” She extends a small sticker. It’s the logo of Birds on the Block, with all five of the main birds’ faces smiling back. I tuck it into my back pocket.

			She’s so close, warm, and still smelling like grapefruit. It washes over me, more than I expect it to. I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to not see her smile for another three months or however long it may be.

			We should tap the brakes.

			Bullshit.

			Total bullshit.

			I wish I’d never said that. Another, more rational part of me knows it was the right call. We’ve both been drowning in work these past three months. She got this show off the ground. Could she have done that if she was also distracted by a boyfriend in Europe? I don’t know.

			“We’re just happy to be back in town,” I say.

			Happy to see you.

			“Europe wasn’t an endless party?” she teases.

			“Sure, if you call potty training a toddler a party.”

			“Don’t talk about Poe like that.”

			I bite back a smile, watching as the ostrich puppet is taken offstage.

			“He’s new, isn’t he?” I ask.

			“Oh.” Beverly flushes red. “Yeah, that’s Elton Emu.”

			“Finch’s idea?”

			“No, mine.”

			“Thought you didn’t like musicians.”

			She looks at the ground, winding her hands together, chipping her bright nail polish with her thumb. Then she forces a smile and a laugh. “Yeah, well, piano-playing ones aren’t so bad.”

			Every muscle in me tenses.

			God, I want to kiss her.

			I want to haul her over my shoulder and take her home with me.

			I want to play piano for her.

			But I already have, haven’t I?

			I bend down, pop open my guitar case, and pull out a CD. I extend it to Beverly.

			“My new album,” I say. “For you.”

			Her eyes dance between mine, really taking me in for the first time since I arrived.

			“You look tired,” she observes.

			I bark out a laugh, slapping the CD to my palm. “This album was hard work.”

			I offer it to her again. She finally takes it, running her thumb over the jewel case.

			“I also have these…” I dig into my back pocket, finding the tickets that my fingers have been itching to give her all morning. They’re four tickets—one for her, Finch, Rob, and Nana.

			“Our last stop on the tour is tomorrow night,” I say, handing them over. “This album releases at midnight, so we’re surprise playing a lot of the songs on there. I’d love for you to come.”

			I want to see you again. I want to spend more time with you. I want to perform for you.

			“It’s all general admission,” I say. “I wish I could get you something better, but it’s a smaller venue than usual. A little intimate homecoming thing. Only a few thousand.”

			“That’s considered small?” she asks.

			“Well, we’re used to twenty thousand.”

			“Not fifty?” she teases. “Hmm. Gotta step up your game, Griffin.” I chuckle as she traces a finger over the remaining printed text. “VIP backstage tour?”

			“Yeah, I included that in case you want to come early. Figured Rob would love that.”

			She laughs. “I told you if I ever attended your concert, I’d go with someone else.”

			I almost choke on my laugh. She does, too, but her face has fallen completely.

			“You can think about it,” I quickly add.

			She gives a smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Yeah, I’ll look at my schedule.”

			We should tap the brakes echoes so loudly it hurts. But the words that truly matter tear at my chest even more.

			I love you.

			I can’t stop thinking about you.

			I’ll figure out how to make it work.

			I don’t care if we only see each other once a year.

			I just want to make sure I’m seeing you.

			But I’m the one who said we needed to slow down. Maybe she’s over me now. Maybe I’m just another musician who broke her heart.

			Someone calls her from across the studio, and she jumps.

			“Beverly, you got a second?”

			“Yeah,” she calls back, then turns to me. Her exhale is shaky. “I guess I gotta go.” She gives a weak smile, then playfully bumps her shoulder against mine. “I’ll see you later.”

			I love you, Beverly Lark.

			I nod my chin toward the CD in her hand. “Listen to it. Come to the concert. Please.”

			She opens her mouth to say something, but another call of “Beverly!” grants me only a smile before she walks off. It feels like every bit of warmth in me goes with her.

			I can’t make her do anything she doesn’t want to. And I wouldn’t want to. If this is the last time I see her for a while, then so be it. A little bit of Beverly Lark is better than nothing.

			Ava tugs my pant leg. “Home, Daddy?”

			I sigh. “Yeah. Let’s head home.”

			Except I think ours just walked away.
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			Beverly

			I sit on the floor of the guest room with my head leaning against the mattress, staring at the CD on the floor.

			I’ve been going back and forth on whether I want to listen.

			For twenty-four hours.

			The concert is tonight.

			I shouldn’t go.

			Because if I do, I’m afraid I’ll tell him every thought that’s consumed my brain for months. I’ll tell him that I miss him, that…that what?

			Our situation was inevitable. I barely have time to sleep nowadays, let alone be a girlfriend. He’s been out of the country in different time zones. What were we supposed to do? If I said anything other than This was a good decision, then I would be opening a can of worms that would only hurt both of us further. And he wanted to tap the brakes. He wanted this. It’s unfair of me to ask for more.

			But Griffin’s face is like a constant mirage in the background of all my thoughts. His grin under the Birds stage lights. His genuine laughter ringing off the brick buildings and fake concrete sidewalks on the Block. I hadn’t heard that laugh in so long. No interviews can capture the Griffin I know—only Bernie can.

			If I listen to this album and it only makes me miss him more, what then? I’ve already made a freaking puppet about him because I missed him so much. I have no clue how Elton Emu will be received when the new season launches, and honestly, I don’t care. That was how I coped.

			What if he’s doing fine? What if he’s happy as a clam without me? What if he’s just being nice—being a friend—by inviting me backstage? Heck, it’s probably more for Rob’s benefit anyway. I’m there to tag along, just like we said I would months ago. On my mattress. With his palms sliding over my ankle.

			I’m yours.

			The words reverberate in my soul, pushing up my throat to choke me.

			Yours.

			There’s shuffling outside my room and then a sudden knock. The door creaks open, and Nana pokes in her head with a cloud of freshly dyed red hair. She eyes the album on the floor, then me again.

			“Have you listened to it?” she asks.

			“No.”

			“Why?”

			“I’m afraid it bites,” I joke, though it’s not really a joke at all.

			“Bevvy.”

			Seeing him yesterday felt like a section of my soul I’d lost came wandering back. Like I’ve been trying to solve a puzzle and the last piece reappeared months later. Ready to complete. To frame. To admire.

			“I can’t,” I whisper.

			Nana walks in and shuts the door behind her.

			“The concert is tonight,” she says. “Aren’t you going?”

			I twist my lips to the side and roll my head across the corner of the mattress.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Rob will be upset if you don’t,” she says.

			“He can still go without me.”

			“But he won’t.”

			I laugh. “Have you told him that?”

			“I won’t let him. We all stick together.”

			“Then I guess we aren’t going.”

			Nana huffs out an irritated breath and crosses the room. She bends down to reach for the CD but halts inches above. “I can’t bend that far. Help me out, Bevvy.”

			“Nana…”

			“You’re really gonna let your grandmother break her back?”

			“No, but I just…I don’t know if I can listen.”

			“I’m getting this thing with or without you.”

			I groan, crawl to the CD, and hand it to her.

			“Thank you,” she says, “Laptop?”

			I glare. “You’re a menace.”

			Fumbling over my comforter to reach the folded laptop on my bed, I then drag the computer to the edge, and like she’s moving in slow motion, Nana slides in the disc.

			We both wait for it to load. I hold in a breath. I’m afraid if I let it go, it’ll be a pathetic whine, and Nana doesn’t need to know that mentally I’d rather be watching Jeopardy! with Finch than enduring this torture. But when the first note on the piano rings through the room, I sink into the floor. Griffin’s voice follows, and every fiber of my being, every nerve in my soul, sparks to life on the spot.

			I take it back. Jeopardy! has nothing on this.

			For the next ten minutes, Nana and I soak in the first two songs on Griffin Harvey’s latest album. The first song, “Your Right Hand,” is the radio single that’s been haunting me, and now that I listen to it, I wish I’d done so earlier. There are delicate key changes and crooning harmonies that bewitch me so much I have to close my eyes to experience them fully. I picture him at that wooden piano in Nana’s old apartment. The squeaking of the pleather piano stool. The way his thigh touched mine.

			The second song, “Bird of Paradise,” is on guitar. It’s similar to what I heard from his recorded performances: the classic sound he’s known for with additions from the other band members. Poe’s harmonies. Dom’s hissing hi-hat. Royce’s bass.

			“I liked that one,” Nana says as it fades.

			I don’t reply, because I can’t choose which I liked better. I should have listened to Griffin’s music before this year. Rob was spot-on: His style is right up my alley. Maybe if I had been a fan, we wouldn’t have ended up in the mess we did. He definitely wouldn’t have followed me to my hometown. But maybe…well, maybe things would’ve ended up exactly the same.

			I’m still on the floor of my bedroom listening to the album, just like every other fan.

			I’m still thinking of the man on the other side of the music, just like every other fan.

			I still have a massive crush on Griffin Harvey, just like every other fan.

			Nana and I sit in silence, waiting for the next song. There’s a lull, and for a second I wonder if I need to turn up the volume. I hear a vague scratching sound. And then laughter. Giggles. It’s Ava.

			I smile to myself, but the next thing I hear has my breath catching in my throat. I gasp, nearly choking on air.

			A shy, barely there voice—my voice—murmurs, “You’re being ridiculous,” followed by a laugh.

			My laugh.

			A guitar strums a single chord, and then Griffin’s low voice replies, “If it keeps you smiling, I’ll do it again.”

			I remember this day. I remember this session. I remember sinking deeper into the couch cushion. My body was on fire, and I couldn’t stop smiling.

			When I look over at Nana, she stares at me.

			He included our recorded sessions.

			The snippets continue throughout the album. After every couple of songs, there is a ten- to twenty-second break highlighting our little life in Elk Grove. Our brainstorming moments for Birds on the Block. My laughter. His chuckles. Ava’s giggles.

			“What do you think, B?” Griffin asks. His voice is raspy in that tired tone he always had after a long day of recording.

			I hear myself give a soft sigh, followed by a teasing “I think it needs more piano, GP.”

			What follows is the last song on the album—a finale that, according to the back of the CD, is titled “Love Felt Like This.” It’s just Griffin and a piano. Gentle. Delicate. A low, strained, cooing singing voice, almost in a whisper.

			“There were feathers cupped in her hands and captured in her hair, like the softest brush against my skin. The lightest touch to my heart. Love felt weightless. Love felt fuzzy. Stitched onto my soul by her needle and thread. Deeply. Desperately. Hopelessly. Love felt like this.”

			It’s a love letter. It’s a love letter to me.

			The song fades out, and Nana and I sit in the resonating silence.

			I can’t think of anything to say. He always had the words, didn’t he? And now he’s stolen them from me. I pull in a shaky breath. My eyes sting, but I swallow back the emotions.

			Griffin loves me.

			“Beverly?” Nana asks.

			“What?”

			“Well, say something, honey.”

			Griffin loves me.

			Griffin has been miserable too.

			I close my eyes and shake my head. “I mean…what do you say to that? I…” I clear my throat, and then my body feels so, so hot. I can’t tell if it’s nerves or the stinging behind my eyes, but I find myself choking out, “What was he thinking? He…he can’t just…make a song for me.”

			“He can’t?”

			“No! That’s unfair!” I stand fully, crossing my arms over my chest. “He wrote me a freaking love ballad! What am I supposed to do?”

			I can’t parse through the feelings now rushing through me in waves of adoration, anger, confusion, joy, and love, love, love.

			I feel crazy.

			I feel happy.

			I feel like I need to give Griffin Harvey a piece of my mind.

			There’s a knock on the door. Rob peeks in, seeing me with my arms clutched tight across my chest and my foot tapping on the floor. My eyes sting with tears. Nana lounges on the armchair in the corner. We look like an in-progress therapy session gone wrong—or terribly right.

			“Uh, what are y’all doing? Are we…” He looks at his phone. “Going to the concert or…” He gasps when he spots the open jewel case on the floor. “Whoa, is this the new album?”

			Nana grins. “It’s all about Beverly.”

			Rob’s nose scrunches. “What? Are you kidding me?”

			“No,” I snap. Because How dare he write me a love ballad? I’m over here constructing Elton Emu, and he’s waxing poetic about my hair and my eyes and—

			God, I love Griffin Harvey.

			Rob groans. “I gotta hear songs about my sister?”

			A ragged laugh leaves me in a cough.

			Suddenly, it all feels so ridiculous.

			He loves me.

			Griffin loves me.

			Or at least he loved me once.

			Griffin Harvey wrote an album featuring songs about me.

			Me and his daughter.

			His girls.

			Maybe he doesn’t love me anymore. Maybe this album was written in the past tense. Maybe this was a fever dream in Elk Grove. But I don’t care. I know that I love him. I’ve loved Griffin for far too long, and not a single ounce of it has changed since March. So if I’m lucky, maybe his feelings haven’t changed either.

			“We’re going to the concert,” I blurt out. “I have to see him.” I fumble into my nightstand drawers and pull out the tickets.

			Rob’s face lights up. “Oh my God, we’re going?”

			“We’re going,” I repeat, slamming the drawer shut and shoving the tickets toward Rob.

			Finch appears in the hall, stopping short of the open doorway, where my face is probably blotchy and red from tears. Rob grins ear to ear, and Nana shuffles toward the threshold.

			“What’s with the clubhouse party?” Finch asks, leaning a palm on the doorframe. “And where’s my invite?”

			“We’re going to a concert,” Nana announces. “Get your shoes on.”

			Finch checks his watch. “It’s seven o’clock. Jeopardy! is about to start.”

			“Oh, live a little, Finch.”

			At her snappy tone, he grins, and his cheeks flush red. “What concert?”

			“Griffin’s,” she says.

			His eyes widen, and his smile reaches his eyes, deepening his wrinkles. “We are?”

			“Let’s not talk about it,” I answer. “Let’s just go.”

			Oh God, I’m not actually going to see Griffin, am I?

			Yes, I am.

			But what if he doesn’t love me anymore, and can’t ever again?

			I pull in a deep inhalation, then slowly let it out.

			Well, I don’t care if he loves me. Because I love him and this is what people in love do. They make really irrational decisions.

			Rob whoops, calling out to nobody, “Hell yeah! I’m going to a Griffin Harvey concert!”

			Finch yanks a ticket from Rob’s hand and analyzes it. “Don’t you think we’ll be too late for the VIP thing?”

			“We’ll figure it out,” Nana says. “Everyone in the car now. Beverly, you should change.”

			“What?” I glance down at my outfit. I’m still in my work clothes from the day. My pants are stained with a ring of coffee from the cup I placed on my thigh midafternoon, and there’s a stroke of something dark on my lower back, likely from slipping and falling on the rolling chairs.

			Change.

			Right.

			After everyone leaves my room, I shut the door and stride to my open closet, sift through a terribly folded pile of shirts, throw aside a skirt, and pick up shoes, only to toss them down again.

			I can’t look like I’m trying too hard, right? But I also don’t want him to—I don’t know—regret his album, I guess. I’m a small-town mountain girl. He knows that. But…I don’t know.

			I don’t know what I’m saying, okay?!

			I clack through hangers of skirts and dresses, and then…I stop short of a lace dress that’s been buried in the back of the closet since I arrived. I stare at it. It’s the vintage angel-sleeved chiffon dress, still in pristine condition from when Griffin bought it for me months ago.

			That’s the one.

			I tug it off the hanger and immediately strip off my shirt and pants.

			After I slide into it, along with nude Mary Jane pumps to match, I stare at myself in the mirror. It may not be the emerald-green dress I wore to the Grammys, but…it’s me. It’s gorgeous. And oh my God, I’m actually doing this. I’m dressing up to go to Griffin Harvey’s concert because he said he loved me.

			At some point.

			This is too real.

			What do I even say?

			I know we’re busy and we both have crazy lives, but let’s make this work despite probably never being able to see each other?

			What if I’m wrong about everything? What if I’m hurt all over again?

			Nana knocks on my door, asking, “Dressed?” only after the door is already open.

			“Well?” I hold out my arms, letting the angel sleeves slip down beside me.

			“Yes,” she says. “That’s beautiful.”

			I bite my bottom lip. “What if I shouldn’t go?”

			“Why wouldn’t you?”

			“It’s just…well…we both live such different lives. What am I even asking for here? Hey, let’s get together and then…I don’t know…exist apart? What if we don’t see each other most months of the year because he’s on tour or I’m filming?”

			She waves dismissively. “Oh, what if?”

			I take a step closer. “No, I’m serious.”

			Maybe it’s the way my eyebrows cinch together or that, for once, I can’t think of a single quippy remark, but she grasps my shoulders and nods.

			“Okay,” she says. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

			“I saw how often Grandpa was away from you.”

			“Okay.”

			“You said you didn’t regret that, but…how did you…how did you make it work?”

			She exhales. “It was…tough. It was tough; I won’t lie. But Beverly…we lived an absolutely beautiful life. I got to travel with him, see the world…and yes, he was gone sometimes. But we sent letters. We talked on the phone every night. And even though it hurt to be away from him, I wouldn’t have wanted to end my day talking to anyone else.” Her eyes dart between mine. “Albert died too young. He worked too much. We both knew that. I would have given anything for more time with him. I know he would have too. But any time we did get was worth every single second. Don’t you feel the same way about Griffin?”

			And without hesitation, because my heart knows me better than I do, I say, “Of course.”

			Griffin is worth every potential missed call, every single moment of a long night worked, every laugh heard through video texts instead of in bed beside me, and he’s worth all the in-person moments we can get.

			A little bit of Griffin Harvey is better than nothing.

			“Then go get him,” Nana says. “You can overcome the rest.”

			Finch’s head pops around the corner. “I’m starting the car. Bevvy, you all right?”

			“Start the car,” I say.

			Nana squeezes my shoulders, pats them, then drops her arms. “Let’s go. Finch?”

			Finch, beaming, extends his elbow to escort Nana out the door, leaving me in the room by myself. My own smile twitches at the corner of my mouth. I shift from shoe to shoe, clacking my heels together and winding my hands in front of my dress.

			I’ve taken exactly four risks in my life.

			One, moving to Los Angeles to pursue puppeteering.

			Two, depleting my savings account to revive Birds on the Block.

			Three, appearing on a live television variety show alone.

			And four, falling in love with Griffin Patrick Harvey.

			Though now, that seems like hardly a risk at all.

			The front door distantly cracks open.

			“Beverly, come on!” Rob yells.

			I race down the hall and out the open front door, then clack down the concrete steps to the driveway roundabout, where Finch’s car awaits.

			But I halt.

			On the other side of the opening gate, another car is idling. A back seat tinted window slowly rolls down, and a head of dyed brown hair pokes out.

			Smiling at me is Beau.
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			Beverly

			What.

			The.

			Hell.

			I clack across the cobblestone driveway, past the bird-shaped topiary in the center of Finch’s roundabout, and toward the tinted car now pulling past the gate and parking in Finch’s driveway.

			The back door opens, and Beau steps out.

			And honestly? Everything he’s wearing feels wrong. The corduroy pants. The professorial blazer. The wire-rimmed glasses from a prescription I know he doesn’t have. It’s all so wrong.

			Beau tucks his palms into his pockets and leans back on his brogues. “Hey, Bev.”

			My mind can’t process this. My fingers fiddle with the lace on my draped sleeve, and it’s the only thing that feels real right now.

			“What are you doing here?” spills out of me, quickly followed by, “How do you know where I live?”

			“You think I don’t have connections?” He chuckles, but it’s not cute, and it’s not clever, and I don’t understand what is so funny.

			My stomach is coiling, and my heart is in overdrive. I need to be somewhere other than here. I have a very specific place to be, in fact.

			He sighs, clicking his tongue and looking off. “I wanna talk.”

			“Talk,” I echo. “You want to talk.” The venue. I need to be at the venue. “Beau, I don’t have time for this. I’m leaving to—”

			“—go to Griffin’s concert?”

			I freeze, blinking at him. “Yes.”

			He tilts his head to the side. “Figured.” His eyes trail my outfit—from the lace sleeves down to my ankles. “I like your dress.”

			“You never liked how I dressed.”

			“This is nice, though.” He reaches out and trails a single finger along the lace.

			I jerk back. “What are you doing? Why are you here?”

			“Figured. Y’know, I”—he kicks an errant rock—“I listened to his album today.” I narrow my eyes, making him continue without acknowledgment. “Lots of bird stuff, huh?”

			“Maybe he just likes birds,” I deadpan.

			He dips his chin. “Or he likes the girl that made a bird show.”

			I don’t know what to say. I’m standing here with the sun sinking, casting large haunting shadows over the cobblestone driveway, and all the time I have is being wasted on the person across from me.

			“I’ve got to go.”

			Beau takes a quick step closer. “Wait.” He reaches for my hand, and it feels like I’m in some dream—some nightmare. For the split second that his fingers brush mine, I recoil from the sizzling spark it gives. It’s the type of spark you get from static on your clothing. Irritating.

			“I was wrong,” he says.

			“Wrong about what?” I snap. I can feel my chest rising and falling, trying to sort through the nerves trickling up my arms.

			He sighs, letting his palms fall by his side. He gives me a half smile, a pitying smile, a you’re being naive right now smile. I don’t give him the satisfaction of asking again.

			“About us breaking up,” he says. “Not seeing what I had when I had it.”

			The words hit me like a ton of bricks. I’m almost knocked over, catching myself on a toppling step back. And when they land on my chest, the sentiment bubbles like lava, popping and boiling, sinking into my chest and down my spine.

			He looks pained. “I love you, Bev.”

			I shut my eyes, shaking my head and gritting my teeth. Those three words mean nothing. They don’t sound like crooning songs and gentle piano. They’re selfish.

			“No,” I say. “Don’t do that. Don’t say that.”

			“I mean it, though,” he counters.

			My chest is aching. The space behind my eyes stings, and my chest heaves.

			“No, you don’t.”

			He scoffs. “You’re gonna look at me and say that?”

			“Yes. Yes, I will,” I say, opening my eyes, leveling him with a glare. “I am.”

			He sighs, rolling his head on his neck. “What happened out in Elk Grove? Huh, Bev? Did you spend a lot of time with him? Did it ‘change you as a person’?” I don’t know why the bunny ears around the last sentence felt necessary for him, because he’s right. It did.

			Then he smiles, and it feels oddly sinister. “Or was it his daughter that got you?”

			Suddenly, I find that the anger I felt before has nothing on the inferno I feel now.

			I shove a finger at him. “Don’t you dare mention Ava. How did you even know about her before?”

			He sniffs. “I overheard him talking at the Grammys. Taylor reached out after.”

			I shake my head. “Taylor? And you just…let it happen? You could have told her not to post them. You could have denied it.”

			“But it was true.”

			“Oh, screw you,” I sneer. “What do you care about truth?”

			“I’m telling you truths right now, aren’t I?”

			“Well, good for you. So happy you found a conscience.” The sarcasm oozes from me, and I can’t stop it. I don’t want to.

			“Beverly…”

			“No. You know what? Screw you.” My breathing picks up, and I swallow. “Yeah. Screw you. For never defending me. Screw you for…for abandoning me when every single one of your fans came after me. Screw you for cheating on me. I mean, how dare you come here now? When you know someone else feels for me. When someone other than you might actually make me happy.”

			“We both know I’m the only reason you’re even dating Griffin. It’s all for show.”

			“Maybe it was. But you know what? Thank you.”

			“What?”

			“I said thank you. You gave me Griffin. He’s the best gift you’ve ever given me.”

			He throws his hands in the air with a laughing scoff. “Wow. I don’t even know why I bothered to come here. You’re so far gone from reality that—”

			“Your ego can’t take that someone else might actually want me.”

			“C’mon—”

			“You don’t love me. And I don’t think you like me either. But Griffin likes me for me. For only being myself. He wrote”—I laugh, and it’s definitely unhinged, but buddy, I feel unhinged—“he wrote music for my show. For my silly little show that you couldn’t stand. I wasted so many years—so much time—on someone who doesn’t even like me.”

			“Beverly.”

			“You know what? I’m not finished. You cheated on me right when Flock Workshop lost funding. You knew it was hard for me, and you still left.” I start to count each point on my fingers. “You never respected my career. You never respected my family—not even my grandfather. You didn’t even talk to me when you were on tour. And I somehow thought that was normal.”

			“Bev—”

			“If it weren’t for Griffin, Birds on the Block wouldn’t exist right now. And I wouldn’t realize just how it feels to be liked just for being me. He wrote an album for me, Beau. What have you ever done?”

			And it dawns on me in that moment that not every musician is like Beau. Because there are some musicians who actually talk to you while they’re on tour. Some musicians bring you to award shows because they’re proud to be next to you. Some dedicate entire albums to you.

			A door opens and closes behind me. Rob’s sneakers hit the ground in long strides before he appears next to me. “We gotta go.”

			Beau sighs, holding up a dismissive hand. “Rob, we’re still talking. So if you can just…”

			Rob pushes the palm down. “Enough, man. Fuck off.”

			My head jerks back, and for the first time, I see Rob not as a kid but as an adult, towering over both me and Beau with clenched fists and a tight jaw.

			Beau stares at me. My eyes sting, but I’m not letting any tears fall.

			“I blocked you for a reason,” I say. “Don’t ever talk to me again.”

			Rob and I turn around and walk to Finch’s idling car. The driver’s window rolls down, and Finch leans out. “Can you move your car, Beau? I need to close my gate, and I don’t want you here anymore. Thanks!”

			Scowling, Beau turns on his heel and stomps back to his tinted car. The door slams with a forceful bang that cracks part of the window. And after Beau’s driver curls around the driveway and leaves, we finally head out.

			As we merge into the never-ending LA traffic, I sit there hoping we make it to the concert in time to talk to Griffin.

			If we don’t, I’m not sure what I’ll do.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Forty-Three

				Hello, Los Angeles

			
			
				[image: ]
			

			Griffin

			I’m in the wings of the outdoor amphitheater as the vibrating hum of five thousand people carries backstage to where I sit. Stage managers race out and back, tuning our instruments and setting up mics. I watch in a haze, leaning against a black brick wall, staring out at the piano mid-stage.

			Jimmy walks over with his hands in the pockets of his slacks. He lets out a heavy exhale. “She didn’t show up, huh?”

			I lean forward to rest my forearms on my knees, linking my hands together and shaking my head.

			“No,” I answer.

			Jimmy runs a tongue over his teeth and sighs. “I’m sorry, big guy.”

			It’s the last stop on our tour before we break for a couple of months, do some interviews, then go back out again for another tour to promote the new album. I don’t know what I was hoping for tonight. Maybe that Beverly would celebrate with us afterward. Maybe that, after three months apart, I could see her for just a few hours. Maybe talk to her. Tell her it was all a mistake. See where it lands us.

			I love you.

			I get it, though.

			We’re complicated.

			I’m complicated.

			Who would want to be with someone perpetually on the road?

			Dom, Poe, and Royce walk through the backstage door. Poe balances a small basket of fries in his palm.

			“Last cheese fries of the tour, and honestly, I’m a little disappointed,” he says, grabbing a handful to shove into his mouth and then asking through full cheeks, “Griffin? Want one?”

			I give a wry smile—the same one I’ve given at every single venue because it’s tradition for me to do so—and shake my head no. The cheese messes with my vocal cords, so I don’t eat them before singing for two hours straight. Poe, on the other hand, couldn’t care less about his voice.

			“Suit yourself,” Poe says with a shrug.

			I snort a small laugh. I’ll miss our little road traditions. I’m sure he’ll come up with something new for the next one, but thinking past tonight feels impossible.

			Royce pushes the fries away when Poe offers them to him next. “Stop, man. Read the room.”

			“What?” Poe looks to me; then his face falls. “Oh, shit.” He sets down the fries and brushes the crispy debris from his fingers. “Puppet girl didn’t come.”

			“It’s fine,” I lie. “Just means I can get home to Ava sooner. I’m sure Nancy will be happy to have her night back.”

			Dom groans. “Don’t worry me like that.”

			I chuckle. I’m sure his teen daughter being on the loose in LA on a Friday night wasn’t his idea of a relaxing homecoming.

			Poe’s jaw drops. “Wait wait wait, you’re not gonna go out with us after? It’s the end of the tour. We have to go out.”

			Royce laughs. “Enough with the peer pressure!”

			“It’s tradition!” Poe whines.

			“Well, enough with the traditions, then.”

			Dom, silently sitting across from me while Poe and Royce continue to bicker, leans forward on his forearms, leveling me with a look.

			“You all right?” he asks.

			I sit up, stretching out my back and crossing my arms over my chest. “I’ll be fine.”

			Maybe if I say it enough, it’ll be true.

			I have a massive crowd of fans out there, occasionally chanting my name, with phones out and lyrics banked to scream. It’s a heavy weight of baggage and fame that a woman who loves disappearing beneath feathers and felt would never crave. I don’t blame her for not coming. Not one bit.

			“It’ll be good for you to take a break,” Jimmy says, clapping a hand on my shoulder and shaking it. “Build up that energy for the next tour, huh?”

			I tighten my hold on my crossed arms.

			“He’s not wrong,” Royce throws in. “Maybe take a small vacation in between.”

			Poe grins. “Don’t worry, I’m already making a list of places for us to visit.”

			“Let him vacation alone,” Royce adds, slapping Poe over the head. “Christ, man.”

			I stand and pace to the corner of the table where my open guitar case sits. Inside are the set list and ripped pieces of paper from notebooks—ideas and lyrics and a few tic-tac-toe games from the tour. In the corner are Ava’s red car and the Birds on the Block sticker from set. I close the guitar case and snap the lock shut.

			“Maybe you’re right,” I say. “Maybe a vacation would be good.”

			Dom side-eyes the case but doesn’t comment. I’m happy he doesn’t.

			I’ll need time to relax while I can. I won’t have time to think once I’m back on the interview circuit.

			The stage lights finally dim. The crowd explodes into cheers and variations of whooping as we’re handed our in-ear monitors. Poe, Royce, and Dom make their way out first to take their places at their instruments. The excitement is almost deafening, but the moment I tuck both my earpieces in, the sound calms to a muffle. I pull in a breath and let it out.

			A hand presses against my shoulder as a stage manager conducts me onto the stage. Slowly, I make my way across to the piano. There are distant shouts. It’s just white noise, but I can feel the anticipation coursing through the crowd.

			I slide onto the wooden piano bench and poise my fingers over the keys. When I press down a single key, muffled cheers erupt once more. A dull hum of excitement beyond my earpiece.

			It doesn’t remotely compare to sitting at a piano in Elk Grove. Not even five thousand people can compare to the feeling of my thigh brushing against Beverly’s. Nothing can compare to Beverly’s beaming smile. Nothing sounds better than the off-key notes she sang in our terrible duet.

			I lean toward the mic propped up on the piano.

			Hello, Los Angeles.

			But the words are lost on my lips.

			Hola, Madrid.

			Ciao, Milan.

			Bonjour, Paris.

			Over and over and over. It’s the same greeting every time.

			Hello, city.

			My body isn’t in it this time. My soul is still with her, back on that set yesterday. Maybe it always will be. So I murmur into the mic in a voice that feels distant to even me.

			“This one’s for her,” I announce.

			I look out past the stage lights, refocusing on the blurry mess of bodies and pinpricks of lights from cameras or flashlights shining back at me. But suddenly they all start to move aside, as if someone were tracing an unsteady line down the middle of the crowd. Each side splits like schools of fish, parting like the Red Sea for one single person. That person makes their way toward the stage.

			My heartbeat shoots up my throat. My fingers now won’t land on the keys.

			Among five thousand people, I see her.

			I’d recognize that green-eyed woman anywhere.
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			Beverly

			“The VIP session ended two hours ago.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			The man, dressed in all black, with some sort of official who cares what it means badge, throws a thumb to the stage, where stagehands rush to set up instruments.

			“Does it look like I’m kidding?” he says. “Come back after.”

			“I need to get back there,” I insist. “I’m with the band.”

			His mouth forms a straight line. “Hilarious.” He brushes me aside with his palms midair. “Move along. Keep walking.”

			I grit my teeth and stride over to an island booth with an awning, where Rob stands with crossed arms over his chest.

			“Mr. Serious feels like doing his job today,” I say.

			Rob rolls his head back along his neck. “Okay. Well, maybe we can get close to the stage.”

			I laugh. “At this place? Doubt it.” But the moment I say it, it feels like failure. I look out at the stage, my hands twitching by my sides. I pinch my loose sleeves between my thumbs and forefingers. Griffin will be standing there at any moment. I’m so close, yet so far away.

			Not this time.

			“Whatever,” I say. “Let’s go see what we can do.”

			“Heck yeah. Man, Finch and Nana are gonna lose their minds.”

			“We’re probably the last people they’re thinking about when they’re in the car alone.”

			Rob’s cracking voice asks, “Wait, what?” but I keep walking.

			We cut across the venue’s concrete, flashing our tickets before emptying onto a flat grassy turf. The crowd is packed together. Most fans have likely already secured their spots from the opening band. Hands grasp cups of beer, and there are shirts with Griffin Harvey’s logo scrawled across the back. World-tour dates are listed below. Some people have pictures of him bedazzled on their shirts, striking a disco pose in the baby blue suit from the Grammys. One person is wearing a replica of the baby blue suit itself.

			I pull in a deep inhale, then let it out. “All right. Stick with me, Rob.”

			“You got it. But do you really think Finch and Nana are…”

			“Stick with me.”

			He cups a hand on my shoulder as we approach the crowd. My skin crawls when I murmur, “Excuse me” to the first person in the general admission crowd. The only response I get is a laughing side-eye before the guy goes back to talking with his friend. But now isn’t the time for niceties.

			I straighten my posture, ready my elbows, and push.

			“Pardon me!” I yell louder.

			I sidestep bodies and use my elbows to nudge people out of my way. I hear a muttered “The hell?” and “Who does she think she is?” but I carry on. I’m massively breaking concert etiquette, and I’m pretty sure I’ll be haunted by the ghosts of concerts past. I make a mental note to always let someone shimmy by at every future concert. I’ll always pay for the beer of the person behind me. I’ll always bring Advil and water for people in the mosh pit. But for now, I’m getting through this crowd by whatever means necessary.

			“Bitch,” someone says. I’ve heard these curses before, after my viral club video with Beau. It’s all the online vitriol carrying to my ears in real time. Repeated mantras that have haunted me for years. But I’m only here for Griffin. I don’t care what happens, as long as it gets me closer to him.

			The stage lights dim. The crowd explodes into cheers around me. People collectively close any gaps, shoving tighter like sardines to get a better view of the stage. With the sun dipped below the horizon, we’re in near darkness, save for the stage lights beaming down to illuminate the instruments. I halt in place. Rob runs into my back, tightening his hand on my shoulder.

			The band walks out. Poe, Royce, and Dom wave to the crowd. I can feel my heart beating like fire in my chest. My heavy soul is calling for its match. My breath clogs in my throat, anticipating Griffin walking out next. And when he does, I feel lightheaded.

			Griffin appears from the wings, and everyone around me screams. My ears ring. Seeing Griffin perform at the Grammys wasn’t like this. He was performing for peers. But here…here, he’s a god. He walks with purpose, commanding attention through every stride of his long legs and every clunk of his heavy boots on the stage floor.

			I’m shaking as I watch him take a seat at the piano bench. Phones emerge, casting little rectangles of light around me.

			Griffin sits at the piano for a beat. He’s hesitating. It’s like he’s building anticipation, but no…I know Griffin. This isn’t intentional. His posture is hunched. His chest expands as he pulls in a shaky breath. His hands extend over the keys, and a single note rings out. Bodies push around me. Phone screens glare in my eyes.

			He leans closer to the mic. I can hear his rough exhalations scratch over the speakers and across my heart. He’s not doing well. I just know it. I understand Griffin, and he’s tired.

			“This one’s for her,” he says. Cracked. Rough.

			It’s for me.

			My heart claws its way up my throat, and before I can think, I yell, “Griffin!”

			And then I’m stumbling forward, shoving with my hands.

			“Griffin!”

			I push, sliding past people much taller than me and much bulkier, slipping beside irritated embracing couples, and ducking under arms holding up phones. At some point, Rob’s palm leaves my shoulder. I turn around, and when I finally spot the top of his head, he’s too far back. He flashes me a thumbs-up. I barrel ahead.

			Griffin is writing songs for me. He’s dedicating them to me in front of massive venues. He still loves me. There’s no way he doesn’t. And nothing else exists. Not the people around me, not the countless sneakers catching on the hem of my vintage dress. Not the way my heart is throbbing in my chest as my breath leaves in ragged exhales. It’s only Griffin and the stage and finding a way to him.

			The world is a blur of white noise and tunnel vision as I hurl forward. It feels like the universe pushes me there with pounding legs as my hands grow numb with nerves. It’s like I’m flying, drifting on a wind, getting picked up and hoisted by ghostly hands toward him, him, him.

			Griffin suddenly stands from the piano. His mouth drops open. And I know—I know—he sees me. He’s spotting me among thousands, and I’m desperately calling out, “Griffin!”

			A clearing starts around me, people moving aside as Griffin walks a few steps away from his piano bench. I can’t hear him speak, but I see the breathy name leave his lips: Beverly.

			I run and run until suddenly my stomach slams into the steel gate blocking the bottom of the stage. The wind rushes out of me. The security guard on the other side surges forward.

			“Ma’am, you cannot—”

			“Griffin!” I try to shriek, but the words barely come out.

			Griffin removes an earpiece, letting it fall on his shoulder, where the cord snags on his shirt.

			He walks, jogs, then sprints. The earpiece thumps against his chest. His hair blows past his shoulders, strands catching on his shirt and tangling in the earpiece’s cord.

			The security guard stops me. “I’ll need to escort you out.”

			“Don’t touch her!” Griffin’s voice booms. Even without a mic, it vibrates offstage like a command from Hades himself. “Let her through!”

			I crawl over the gate, barely cresting the top, having to balance like a lizard clambering up a tree branch. I fall to the other side, but not before one of the wide sleeves of my dress catches on a break in the welding. With a sigh, the security guard steps forward and removes it for me.

			I let out a breathy “Thanks,” and by the time I reach the stage wall, Griffin is a few feet away from the edge. His jaw tenses as he looks over the side. His hands curl into fists. Slowly, step by step, he paces closer, sliding a single boot toward the steep drop of the stage. He swallows, and I can’t help but grin. It’s funny how such a big man can be afraid of something so simple as heights.

			People don’t know the heart of Griffin Harvey.

			But I do.

			I rest my fingers on the lip of the stage.

			“I won’t let you fall,” I call up.

			He chokes out a laugh, despite his hand shivering beside his thigh.

			Griffin crouches down, lowering one knee to the stage. He extends his hand, and I place my mine inside. His is shaky and large, engulfing the whole of me in his grasp. His guitar-calloused fingers scratch against my sewing-needle-stabbed ones as he pulls, and I’m lifted off the ground. When my knees hit the stage, he gets to his feet and lifts me again. My feet scramble over the hem of my dress, but he steadies me in place. A bead of sweat trickles down his neck. We’re at the edge of the stage, at the edge of everything together. Toe to toe, with his bulky shoulders curled over, his long hair cascading down around us, and his eyebrows tugged in the middle.

			My body shakes in his hands. I’ve been so tired these past few months, but with him, it’s like having every drop of caffeine course through me. I reach up and stroke his bearded cheeks. Griffin’s chest heaves. His chin shakes. He traces a finger across my jaw.

			“You’re here,” he murmurs, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “You came.”

			“You’re my right hand, remember?”

			His jaw tightens, and he immediately ducks his head. His shoulders shake.

			I tuck my hands behind his neck and pull his head up to look at me again. His beautiful brown eyes shimmer in the stage lights. The edges are rimmed in pink.

			“I’m sorry,” he rasps out. He sniffs and tilts his head to the side. “I’m so sorry, B.”

			My heart is cracking, crumbling down my chest, landsliding into my stomach.

			“For what?”

			“I love you.” His grip tightens on my waist as he bends at the knees to meet me at eye level. He repeats in a plea, “I love you, and I said we shouldn’t do this, but I was so wrong. I love you.” And with a shaking breath he repeats again, “I love you.”

			It’s one thing to assume, but to hear Griffin say the words…I’m floating again, drifting into a different world. The stage, the lights, the audience…they cease to exist.

			It’s just him. It’s his brown eyes, like the woods around Elk Grove. His long hair, swaying like a curtain between us and the world. It’s his tears, streaking beside his nose and down to his lip. I trace my thumbs over his cheeks to clear them away.

			“It’s okay,” I whisper. “It’s all okay.”

			He heaves in a breath.

			“It’s okay,” I repeat.

			“I can’t stop it,” he murmurs. “It doesn’t matter how far I travel or how busy we both get, my soul can’t stand not being near yours. It aches for you at night and searches for you during the day. It’s deeply, desperately, hopelessly in love with you, and I can’t—I can’t—stop it. And God, I don’t want to, B. I need to watch you create. I need to drink coffee with you every morning, midmorning, afternoon, and evening. I need sleepless nights with you beside me and my girl. I need to hear your laugh, your voice, and all the others you imagine along the way. I need you, Beverly. I need you.”

			I rise to the tips of my toes, letting my soul meet his, and the taut string from the past three months finally loosens, as if satisfied it’s found its missing half. I clutch his face and press my forehead against his.

			“I’m yours, Griffin,” I say. “I love you.”

			He drags me closer until we’re chest to chest, until our lips ghost over each other, then meet. We’re kissing, and the sighs echo through me, sinking into my chest as hands capture hair, cheeks, jaws. I know Griffin Patrick Harvey. I know how his heart beats, and I know that it beats for me, just like mine does for him.

			He pulls away, and a low sob chokes out of him.

			“Beverly…”

			“Griffin,” I tease back.

			He lets out a low, bubbling laugh. He dips his palm into my hair, cupping the nape of my neck.

			The crowd outside the stage comes back into focus. White noise erupting into cheers. His arm slides up my spine, and the other winds down to my lower back. It feels like I’m dreaming, but I know even dreams aren’t this good. Griffin pulls me into an embrace.

			No, I’m awake. I’m here. I’m absolutely alive with Griffin.

			He darts his eyes toward the crowd, then back to me.

			“B…I’m dragging you into this world we can’t escape from. We’ll always be watched. We’ll always be criticized. We’ll always spend too many days apart. And I’ll always want more. But damn it, as long as I’m coming home to you…”

			I smile. “Griffin, you are always coming home to me.” His shaking lips quiver at the edges. He pulls me into a kiss, and we stand onstage together, under the spotlight, with tears spilling from his cheeks to mine. Breathy exhales from me to him.

			I don’t care what will come tomorrow or who will recognize me or where that will leave us. I don’t care what our schedules will look like or how often we’ll be apart. I don’t care, because right now, I’m here. Right where I belong.
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			Post: Pictures from the Los Angeles concert are posted to Griffin Harvey’s official social media page. Griffin Harvey and Beverly Lark embrace onstage, illuminated in blue and yellow stage lights. The caption reads “Love Felt Like This.”
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				Chapter Forty-Five

				And the Winner Is…
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			Griffin

			Seven months later

			“Griffin! Griffin! An interview!”

			I clutch Beverly’s hand and pull Ava up onto my hip as we pace across the red carpet to a roped-off area with reporters. A woman beaming from ear to ear looks nice enough, so I gravitate toward her.

			“Thank you so, so much. Okay.” She twists with a flourish toward a camera behind her. “We are here with Griffin Harvey, five-time Grammy Award winner, who is nominated yet again tonight.” She twirls back to us. “How does that feel?”

			“Good,” I answer. Beverly nudges me, and I chuckle. “Very good.”

			“A man of not many words.”

			I huff out a laugh. “I’m honored. Truly.”

			“He’s happy,” Ava chimes in, leaning toward the microphone.

			“Oh?” The interviewer laughs. “Well, the internet is still talking about your tour. And I am so excited to finally meet the woman who inspired Bird in Hand! Beverly is here with you. So…how is all this going?”

			Beverly and I exchange a look, then both laugh.

			“We, uh, we’re still long distance sometimes,” I say. “Yeah, but we make it work.”

			It’s been a whirlwind few months. Our second tour lasted four months, and I spent every minute thinking about Beverly. Around halfway through, filming for the new season of Birds on the Block ended, and she surprised me by flying out to our city. We spent the next couple of months floating from place to place, touring new destinations, and jumping between monuments and national parks. Occasionally she and Ava would sit backstage, so I could look over and see my daughter with her massive pink earmuffs bouncing up and down on Beverly’s lap with a giggling grin.

			I stroke my thumb over Beverly’s hand. For once her nail polish is not chipped away from stress. All of us are getting more sleep nowadays.

			“We’re actually traveling together next summer,” I say. “ ‘Bernie Goes Abroad!’ is making a comeback, so I’m taking a small hiatus, and we’ll be in Europe for a couple months.”

			The interviewer gasps. “Is that after you write a third album?” She crosses her fingers and squeals.

			I chuckle. “Yes.”

			“Okay, let’s talk about that for a second. You’re at the peak of your career—”

			“Christ, I hope not.”

			“Sorry, you’re doing very well, yet you’re cutting back a bit. You’ve said there will be no tour until after the next album releases. Why?”

			I smile at Ava. “I want to spend more time with my girls.”

			The interviewer almost collapses on the spot. “That is so precious.” She sighs wistfully. “Wow. Well, good luck. And thank you so much for speaking with me.”

			I walk away with Beverly’s hand in mine and Ava squirming in my arms.

			“She’s nice,” Ava says.

			“You’re also getting nicer, GP,” Beverly whispers.

			I chuckle. “Only for you two.”

			We walk up the stairs and into the cool building. We’re escorted to our table, and Ava makes a beeline for the guys once she spots them. Poe scoots out her chair. She hops on and kicks her feet back and forth under her poofy skirt with the ribbon tied around the waist. An even bigger one sits in her hair. Young children aren’t exactly permitted at award ceremonies unless they’re nominated themselves, but Jimmy found a loophole since Ava was technically featured on the album.

			Poe grabs Beverly’s hands in his. “Beverly, darling, gorgeous as ever.”

			“Back off, you,” I say with a grin, taking Beverly’s hands in mine again. Shimmering back is the engagement ring I gave her just a few months prior, when we were looking up at the northern lights, and beside that is the accompanying wedding ring I slid on her finger at the Grand Canyon. Under the stars, like I promised.

			We order drinks before the ceremony starts, and Jimmy stops by our table to warn us about taking shots. Poe knocks one back in protest. Royce does, too, in solidarity.

			Finally, the show begins. The comedian host comes out, cracks a few jokes about recent scandals and music videos—some land, some don’t, but overall, I’ve experienced worse. Eventually, the nominations begin, and my fist tightens under the table.

			Teagan, an artist renowned for her crooning voice and equally anxiety-inducing buildup, presents the first of the final four awards. Fitting. She stands onstage in a flowing dress that I could see Beverly pulling off. There’s a small speech introducing herself, the weight of this first award, and finally—

			“And the nominees for Song of the Year are…”

			Beverly’s hand disappears under the table, and she links her fingers through mine.

			We’re nominated in a few categories for our album Bird in Hand. Record of the Year and Album of the Year are up for grabs, but this first category is a good litmus test for how the rest of the ceremony will go. Plus, it’s for my favorite song on the album.

			Windows of faces appear on the large screen on either side of the stage, highlighting all five nominees. I’m sitting among some very deserving artists: a country icon, a punk rock band new on the scene but making waves, a pop star who goes viral for her lavish and impressive concerts, and then…Beau.

			He’s looking worse for wear nowadays. His skin is sallow, his eyes perpetually heavy, and his hair messier than what is aesthetically appealing, even to his younger audience. His suit looks like it wasn’t ironed, and he’s slouching in his chair, like he couldn’t be bothered to be here in the first place. He’s gone viral a couple of times in the past few months for inappropriate interviews. He doubled down online. Then he got caught closing a car door in his girlfriend’s face, and the internet is still talking about that one. Tonight, he’s attending alone.

			Beau shifts in his seat, tonguing his cheek, giving a halfhearted smile when they call out the nomination for his new single, “Lost Without You.” It’s a fine song, and it plays everywhere. But some of the bigger reviews have said things like “strange, unstable, noise” and “The notes must be the ones lost, and I’m not sure they’re ever coming back.” Who am I to judge, though?

			“And the Grammy goes to…”

			Teagan tucks her long fingernail into the corner of the envelope and tugs out the sheet with the winner’s name. Beverly’s hand squeezes mine tighter. Ava kicks her feet out, bouncing in her seat.

			Then Beverly leans in, whispering into my ear, “You’ve got this. Okay?”

			I nod and squeeze her palm. “Okay.”

			I believe you.

			I’ve learned over the last year that Beverly is never wrong.

			The envelope cracks open in the microphone. The paper crinkles. There’s a breathy inhale and then…

			“ ‘Love Felt Like This’ by Griffin Harvey!”

			My chest collapses, my ears ring, and I’m bombarded by screams. Ava, seeing everyone else excited, throws her hands in the air. I bend down and swing her into my arms, placing kiss after kiss over her cheeks and forehead. Over her bangs, just like her mother’s, and onto her nose until she giggles and pushes my face away. The crowd laughs as I set her down.

			I twist on the spot to grab Beverly, but she slams her mouth to mine before I can do it first, clutching my cheeks in her palms and holding me still. All the energy, the buzz of excitement, settles in my chest as she keeps me grounded.

			She pulls away and leans her forehead to mine. “I love you.”

			“I love you,” I echo back.

			I inhale, she adjusts my suit lapel, and I turn to walk toward the stage. Poe, Royce, and Dom clap, but I reach out and grab Dom’s forearm and tug. “Come on.” Chuckling, he does the same to Royce, who does the same to Poe. And in single file, all four of us walk toward the stage.

			We ascend the steps, and Teagan leans in, placing a chaste kiss to my cheek before handing me the award. I approach the mic as cheers continue, clutching the award and looking out at the crowd, where Beverly now holds Ava on her hip. Both wave to me.

			“Thank you,” I say. My voice echoes through the speakers. “Thank you so much. I want to start by thanking these three men behind me.” I turn and gesture. Poe bows dramatically. The other two shake their heads with a laugh. “They’re the true heart of this music. My best friends. Uncles to my daughter. They’re the Band-Aids that piece me together after each album, and I can’t imagine writing, touring, and recording without them.

			“Thank you to Jimmy, my manager, for being very patient with this record and understanding what these songs mean to me. Or at least not saying no when I insisted on being the piano guy. Told you so, by the way.” The audience laughs at the same time one bubbles out of me. I can picture him somewhere in the room, rolling his eyes with a smile.

			“I’d like to thank Nancy, Dom’s daughter, who traveled the world with us to watch over my little girl. Thank you for letting me live my dream while keeping my other one safe.”

			Dom leans in and says, “You’re welcome for the free vacation, sweetheart.”

			I can feel my growing smile reaching my eyes. The sting behind my nose. And when I smile out to the two people who carry my heart, I shake my head in disbelief.

			“And though she won’t remember this, thank you to Ava. You’re my best girl. You make me a better dad and a better man.”

			I inhale, exhale, and take in the woman holding her. The woman giving the goofiest thumbs-up in return.

			“And finally, to my beautiful wife, Beverly Alice Lark. My soulmate. My puppet girl, who creates happiness I didn’t know was possible. Who believed in me from the moment we met, even though she had every reason not to.”

			A gentle violin starts to play over the speakers, but I shake my head. “No, I’m still going. Hold on.”

			There are murmurs of chuckles, and the music lightens up a little, but they’re ready for me to leave. I won’t, though. Because this is about her—not me. And this play-off music won’t cut me off when she deserves every single word I have to give.

			“Beverly, you are the softest person I know and the strongest. You’ve always been so sure of yourself and your purpose. And I know now that you’re my purpose. You’re the reason I make music. I belong to you every second of my life and every moment beyond.” I lift the award. “This one’s for you, B. I love you.”

			The violins rise in volume. Clapping ensues. But I only see my girls cheering back.

			I have a feeling that I’ll be seeing this sight many more times tonight. And I’ll thank them for loving me every single time.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Dear Nana,

			I’m sorry I’m late!! School’s been SO busy. But a deal is a deal and Mama B says if I’m gonna stick with something, I gotta follow through. I hate that she’s always right.

			Okay, drum roll first: MY TEACHER GAVE ME THE STAGE MANAGER ROLE!! Tell Finch he needs to pay up! He’s kinda the only one that bet against me. I know he was just trying to be funny, but I really wanna buy a guitar for my birthday. I thought Dad would if I could get him to place a bet too, but he didn’t make one. He said that I was obviously going to get it because my mom was a stage manager and it just runs in my blood.

			I keep asking when we’re going on tour again because I really want to send you post cards from all fifty states this time. Last time was really fun because Uncle Rob’s band toured with us. But I think Dad’s gonna announce retirement soon?? I already know my friends are gonna lose it. But just between you and me I’m super excited. Mama B and I are already planning some big party after you and Finch come home!

			Oh! I started working at Daisy’s chicken farm! Mama B says I can’t tell people that because it breaks child labor laws or something (even though I’ve been on Birds a bajillion times) but I really like cleaning up after Great Uncle Greg’s painting classes on the weekends. Maybe you can work with me when you move back!

			We’re redoing the den for you and Finch so I had to clean out some old boxes of photos. I found some Polaroids from when Dad and Mama B went skinny dipping in Scotland (gross!) and some pictures from Finch’s official-official retirement party (he’s so cute!), and Greg and Daisy’s wedding (I was the flower girl!). But Dad says he’ll handle cleaning the room with all the Grammys and Emmys.

			I also found a lot of photos of my mom when we were cleaning the basement. She was really pretty. I wish I’d gotten to know her more, and Dad said next time we go to the Grand Canyon we can take a trip out to where she’s from too just so I can see it.

			I’m glad we’re still writing. My teacher said I could stop after the semester but I really like doing this. I was thinking about being a writer. What do you think? I’ve gotten my Bernie Bird voice pretty good so I’ve been writing show scripts. I think Mama B even said she might show one to the team!

			Maybe I’ll be Bernie one day like Mama B. Or I think I wanna play guitar with Dad and Uncle Rob. But I think I like painting a lot too. Dad says I can do whatever I want as long as I work at it. He said he works really hard to be with Mama B but that it’s also really easy because she’s his purpose in life. Maybe I need to find something that’s difficult but also easy. I don’t know what my purpose is, but I bet Mama B will know. I’ll have to ask her if she’s got any ideas. But she’ll probably just say Dad is her purpose too. She always does.

			See you soon, Nana!

			Love,

			Ava
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