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To Stevie Nicks, for singing “Silver Springs (Live)” at Lindsey Buckingham like that in 1997. I’ll never get over it and I hope he doesn’t either.




How to Use this ebook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.




Content Notes

To my beloved reader,

The following romance has a hard-won happy ending with plenty of longing and laughs along the way, but please be aware that the following are portrayed/discussed throughout:


	Depression

	Compulsions, particularly around social media

	Compulsory heteronormativity



As always, I’ve done my best to handle the above with respect and care, and I encourage you to take care of yourself while reading. If you’d like a bit more context on how the above became themes in a rom-com, please see the Author’s Note at the end of the book. (I can’t even begin to tell you how long I’ve worried over whether to put that note up here or back there, but I refuse to be accused of spoilers, so read at your own risk, etc.)

All my love,

Mazey
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Prologue

Five years ago

“I think Connor’s going to kiss me tonight,” I say, staring into my bedroom mirror, my face an alarming shade of gray-green. My eyes flick to the corner of the glass, locking with the reflection of my best friend, Darcy. She blinks at me from where she’s sprawled on the bed.

“Enjoy,” she drawls, scrunching up her nose before turning back to her phone.

I whip around. “Like, he’s going to kiss me kiss me.”

“Congratulations,” she says through a yawn. “Would you like a gold star?”

“Darcy, I’m serious.” I stand, pacing the room to the beat of my nervous energy.

My lovely, giving, exceptionally compassionate friend manages to turn off her phone with a sigh and sit up, watching my movements with a bored expression. “I’m serious too. I’m so sorry I don’t have a cake prepared. I’ll run to the shops while you’re on your date. CONGRATS ON SMOOSHING YOUR FACE AGAINST SOMEONE ELSE’S FOR THE FIRST TIME! or something like that written in icing. Invite your brother and mums to join the celebration.”

“I hate you.” I throw a pillow at her head, then collapse on the mattress next to her.

“Sure you do, Cubby love.”

I scowl as she slides down to level her face with mine, a playful smile tugging at her wide mouth.

“Let me make sure I’m following,” she says, voice velvety but wrinkled with teasing. “The boy you’ve been friends with for five years, in a band with for three, had a crush on for one, and been obsessively texting for six months is going to kiss you tonight and you’ve worked yourself up so much you have the complexion of a zombie because . . . ?”

“Because I’m eighteen and I’ve never done it before and you know that and I probably should have loads of kissing experience by now and what if I screw it up or what if I’m awful at it or what if—”

“Your breath smells terrible or you move in too fast and break his nose?”

“You are truly the worst. Why do I talk to you?”

“Because you love meeee,” she says in a singsong, tapping my nose.

I slap her hand away then snatch it back up, holding it against my chest, my steady anchor as insecurities jangle through me.

Darcy stares at me, features dropping from light and teasing to something careful. “So this whole thing’s real, then, yeah?”

I frown. “You’ve known I’ve fancied him for a while.” Connor moved from Ireland to our small corner of Surrey during primary school. It wasn’t until a few years later, when Darcy and I were in choir with him and our other friend Harry, that we bonded. It didn’t take long for our love of music to cinch a lasso around us, our world shrinking to the four of us but expanding with our boundless dream to make music.

“Yeah, no. I mean, I knew, like, conceptually you liked him. But it seems like you really like him.”

I shrug. “I guess so?”

Darcy shakes her head, something sharp flashing behind her eyes, gone before I can read it.

“What?”

She schools her features, fixing me with a bland look. “I’m fairly certain there’s a textbook’s worth of examples of what a terrible idea it is to date a bandmate, but follow your heart or your knickers or whatever.”

I shove her, and she laughs. “Well, if I’m as horrible a kisser as I’m assuming I’ll be, there won’t be any dating, just awkward tension in a fissured friend group.”

“Which everyone knows is great for a band’s sound.”

“I’m glad our music outranks my personal romantic happiness on your list of priorities.”

“You could practice,” Darcy says suddenly, sitting up and crossing her legs, that serious look back.

My mouth twists. “On what? A pillow? Is all of this not embarrassing enough?”

“No, you weirdo. On a person. On . . . me.”

My heart stutters for a beat, then kicks into overdrive, a flood of warmth suffusing through me to the tips of my toes and fingers at the image that flashes in my mind. I shake my head, clearly misunderstanding her. “What do you mean on you?”

Darcy tucks her blond hair behind her ears, the ends recently dyed blue in her latest act of rebellion. “Hear me out. I’ve kissed loads of guys, right? I know what makes a good kiss and a bad one. I can give you . . . pointers.”

I stare at her, my mouth falling open as all words leave me. Her eyes flick to my lips and I lick them without thinking, then bite down hard on the lower. “Wouldn’t that be, um . . . weird? For us to, er, do?”

Darcy clears her throat, giving a nonchalant wave of her hand. “’Course not. It’s you and me. Nothing’s weird with us.”

She’s right. Darcy’s been my best friend since we were both in nappies, having grown up next door to each other. I have a twin brother who I’m very close with, but I’ve always felt equally close to Darcy, sometimes even more intensely. She’s like family, but it’s more than that. She’s someone I choose to spend time with, share everything with, tell my deep dark secrets to, listen to hers in return. It makes sense we’d share this too.

“Okay,” I say slowly, looking at her glinting blue eyes, my stomach clenching and heartbeat vibrating in my palms. “If you’re sure you don’t mind.”

Darcy’s smile is dazzling as she shifts onto her knees, leaning toward me. “’Course I don’t mind. What are friends for?”

I swallow, anticipation rising from my belly to rest as a shimmering ball in my chest, the glow radiating down my arms. I nod, scrambling up so I’m mirroring her position.

We stay like that for a moment, looking at each other, something delicate but electrifying weaving in the space between our bodies. My heart is beating so hard I wonder if she can see it through my shirt, can feel the reverberations against her own chest like ripples in a pond.

“To kiss, you generally need to be closer,” Darcy whispers, a tiny laugh in her voice. I can tell it isn’t at me but in response to the strange volts of giddiness between us.

“Right. Yeah. ’Course.” I shuffle nearer, a few centimeters separating us now. “This better?”

Darcy’s grin is crooked, a dimple popping out on one side. She puckers her lips like a fish and makes a popping sound, then frowns. “Was that a good kiss for you?”

I roll my eyes, and she snorts.

“Like this,” she says, one hand reaching out to land on my hip. With a light tug, she brings our bodies together—thigh to thigh, chest to chest. Now I know she can feel my heart pounding.

I look between us, her hand still on my hip, both of mine somehow on hers, holding tight. I don’t remember putting them there.

Fundamentally, this is no different than a hug. No different than how we cuddle close when she sleeps over on the weekends. I can’t figure out why it feels so charged, every nerve ending a trip wire ready to detonate. But then again, things with Darcy always feel gleaming and hyperfocused, like she absorbs all the light in a room, then reflects it back tenfold.

“Okay?” she asks gently. I look up, and all teasing is gone from her face. I nod, my throat dry and tangled in a knot so tight I can’t get any words out. My stomach swoops like I’m cresting the highest hill of a roller coaster, limbs tingling with adrenaline and excitement and a tinge of fear that maybe I’ve made a mistake that there’s no turning back from.

With all the care in the world, Darcy lifts her free hand so her palm cups the side of my neck, thumb brushing the angle of my jaw. I watch her watch where she touches me, brows knitting for a moment like something about it confuses her.

“Are you okay?” I echo.

She blinks, coming back to herself, a bit of that teasing resurfacing in slow degrees. “’Course,” she says, tapping her forehead against mine. “I’m just taking my role as a teacher very seriously. I can’t be responsible for the neighborhood youths being lousy snogs.”

Some of the tension eases in my chest as we land back on familiar, sarcastic ground. “Darcy Burton: bassist and kissing instructor. Your CV is glowing.”

“Mum and Dad will be so proud,” she says with a tinkling laugh. I feel that laugh—the way the warm air of her exhale dances across my skin, vibrates into my chest, every sensitive cell in my body absorbing the sound waves like they can hold on to her forever.

Something about that laugh unlocks me.

Before I can process the movement, I press my lips to Darcy’s, searching and hungry, wanting to taste her joy before it evaporates.

She tenses, and I do too, pulling back just as suddenly. “I’m sorry,” I bumble out, eyes wide. “So sorry. I think you were supposed to do that part. I—” She cuts me off, molding her mouth back to mine with urgency.

My mind clears like the extinguishing of a candle flame while the rest of my body catches fire. Darcy is so soft, so warm, her hands sliding up to tangle in my hair in a gentle, desperate grip, urging my head to tilt slightly to the side. I follow her guidance and she deepens the kiss. An involuntary noise vibrates at the base of my throat, and she hums back, the sound both needy and satisfied.

We break apart on a sharp intake of breath. Oh my god, one of us whispers. I’m so lost and dizzy and delirious I don’t know who. Then, like magnets colliding, we’re kissing again, messy and rough and a little bit frantic, like a ticking clock hangs over our heads and we only have moments to indulge in these bursts of sensations zipping between us. Darcy’s tongue gently glides across my lips, shocking my system, and I open on another gasp.

I feel like I’m flying, like a thousand tiny butterflies have unfurled from my skin, their beating wings lifting me up, up, up as I sink closer, closer, closer to Darcy. I hold on to her like I’ll float away if I let go, and she holds me back, tight and flush against her.

“Cubby,” Darcy murmurs against my lips.

“Cubby!” a voice parrots through the door, followed by three quick knocks.

Darcy and I break away, noses still touching as we stare cross-eyed at each other, breaths coming short and sharp.

“Cubby?” the voice repeats, doorknob starting to turn.

Oh crap.

My mum.

We rip apart, plummeting backward off opposite sides of my bed and landing with a loud crash. My head starts to spin, lips tingling and skin scorched with heat.

“Cubby, my love? Are you okay?” my mum says, entering the room in a hurry. She hovers over me, eyes wide as I try to bring her into focus.

“Christ, what happened?” Oliver, my twin, materializes in the doorway. “Sounded like the whole house was coming down.”

“Are you two all right?” Mãe, my other mum, pushes past Oliver to look at Darcy.

I’m frozen, wind knocked from my lungs and head still swimming as I blink past a few stars.

From the fall.

Obviously.

Not from the kiss.

It would be weird for my head to still be swimming from the kiss . . .

“We were practicing a song and got too into it,” I blurt, lurching up like a vampire rising from a casket. “We were, uh, standing on the bed and got too excited and fell.”

“I didn’t hear any music,” Oliver, the delightfully aware menace, says.

“Maybe you weren’t listening.” I give him a warning glare that he completely misses.

“You two are very loud.” He looks between me and Darcy. “It’s more difficult not to hear you even when I don’t want to.” Oliver is autistic and while his honesty and candor are some of my favorite things about him, they’re absolutely drowning me in embarrassment right now.

“Did you need something, Mum?” I turn to her, praying there was a reason for the interruption.

Because it needed to be interrupted.

Obviously.

Not because some weird part of me is furious that we were interrupted.

Mum blinks a few times. “Oh. Right. I was coming to tell you Connor’s here to collect you. He’s waiting downstairs.”

Connor? Oh my god, Connor. How did I forget about my date with Connor?

“I’ve got to go.” I jump to my feet, grabbing my black denim jacket from where it hangs on the chair as I dash to the door. “Love you all.”

“Are you not going too, Darcy?” Mãe asks.

Christ, how did I forget about Darcy? What is wrong with me? Why does it feel like my brain is splitting in two?

“Nah. I got caught sneaking out last time,” she says with a flippant wave, already back in her relaxed sprawl on my bed. “Only just got ungrounded. Not willing to risk it to watch a group of boys make farting noises.”

Darcy’s a year younger than me, and her parents keep her on the shortest of leashes, not allowing her to go out at all, tracking her phone and making surprise calls to the parents of whoever’s house she’s supposed to be at and asking to speak to her. They’re über-conservative, and certainly wouldn’t have picked me, with my piercings and “vulgar” music collection, as their daughter’s best friend. It’s only because I live directly next door and Darcy and I would burn the entire block down if we were separated that they let her stay here as often as they do.

Darcy regularly jokes that her parents spend their days wringing their hands that my mums will initiate her into the demonic cult of lesbianism, but I see the way their strictness eats at her, leaves her dimmed and dulled some days when they’ve really dug their claws into her.

“Besides, Cubby has herself a bit of a date tonight,” Darcy continues, her voice calm and its usual level of bubbly. I cut her a warning glance, and she smiles that radiant smile of hers. She doesn’t look flustered and frantic and blown to bits like the inside of my head does right now. The only thing ever so slightly off is her lips, a shade redder than they usually are. She’s . . .

Darcy is unfazed.

Which makes sense. Total sense. Honestly, it’s weird that I’m so frazzled. What’s there to be frazzled about? It was just two friends practicing kissing. It must be my nerves from my date with Connor.

“I’m gonna crash here tonight if that’s okay with you, Mrs. Clark,” Darcy adds, shooting a puppy-dog look to my mums. They melt.

“Of course it’s okay, darling,” Mum says with a smile. “I’ll order you some takeaway. Just tell me what you want.”

“You’re the best mums ever,” Darcy croons. I know she means it. Darcy’s mum, Doreen, makes Cruella de Vil seem like a top-rate caregiver.

A text buzzes on my phone.

u coming or what

“I’ve got to go,” I say, jarred by the fact that I forgot about Connor again.

“Bye, darling. Have a good time.”

“Be good.”

“See you later, Cubby love.” Darcy’s soft goodbye is the one that snags my attention, and I spare one more second to look back at her between the slats in the staircase I’ve started descending. Our gazes lock, and my stomach lurches in that same way it did before. “Knock ’em dead,” she says with an exaggerated wink, and I realize any charge was just in my head.

I roll my eyes and bound down the rest of the stairs to the guy I like waiting below.
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This “date” is a lot like all the other times I’ve hung out with Connor outside of school or band practice: awkward, loud, and sparse on much interaction between us.

I’m extremely aware of my limbs and how I have no clue how to arrange them in a way that seems cool and alluring while I watch Connor chug beer bought by his older brother, then chuck the bottles at a low wall in an abandoned lot, his mates cheering from the side when they shatter.

At least Harry’s here. He’s also in our band, having moved to our town from Dublin several years ago. He’s one of the best pianists I’ve ever heard, and it helps that he doesn’t suck like most people in this village.

“You look nice tonight, Cub,” he says, sidling over to me. “Is that a new shade of black you’re trying out?” He gestures at me from head to toe.

I scowl as I give him a light shove. He knows I’d rather die than introduce a color besides black into my life. “Piss off, O’Connell.” He laughs. Harry always laughs with me and it always creates a glow in my cheeks. We watch the guys throw rocks and bottle shards in quiet comfort.

“We still on for practice tomorrow?” he says after a bit.

“Unless the world ends, I suppose so.” Our band—we’re in between names at the moment—is the central part of our lives. Harry, Darcy, Connor, and I are all very different people, and I’ve often wondered if we would even talk to each other if it weren’t for music binding us together, the sounds we create weaving between us like shared DNA.

We practice every second we can because we want it—that elusive it. That creation of a sound, a story, that takes the jumbled mess inside your head and turns it into something beautiful. Something others connect to. We want to be heard, and we’ll do whatever it takes to make that happen.

“I’ve been fiddling with that transition to the bridge on our new song,” he says. We’ve been pulling our hair out for a week trying to perfect this melody. I give him an excited look.

“Well, go on, then,” I say, expecting him to hum it for me.

He smiles, grabbing my hand and propping it up so my forearm is parallel to the ground. He places his fingers on me like I’m a keyboard, pretending to play as he intones what he’s come up with. He ends with a flourish, swiping across my arm like he’s hitting every key, making me laugh.

I squeal, throwing my arms around his neck. “I love it! You’re so right. We needed that major there to give it the—”

“What’s this, then?”

Connor’s voice is a physical thing, knocking Harry and I apart.

I blink for a second, not sure why I’m so startled. “Connor,” I say, coming back to myself. “Connor, you have to hear this. I think Harry figured out the part we’ve been stuck on. Harry, go ahead—”

“Come on, Cubby. We’re leaving.” Connor’s voice is devoid of any inflection, face stony and jaw working as he stares at Harry. Harry looks down at his shoes. I don’t know why, but the tension is thick and dark as it looms over us.

Connor reaches out and grabs my wrist, tugging until I stumble next to him. He starts walking, hand moving to lace with mine in a too-tight grip as he tows me away. I trip as I look over my shoulder at Harry, who’s still staring at the ground.

I’ve known Connor long enough to understand that when he gets in one of his moods, it’s best to let him shake it off in his own time. He’s one of the most charming guys I’ve ever met, but he has an artist’s soul, one that’s deeply sensitive, prone to moodiness. He’s so brilliant, it’s best not to push him, instead letting him linger in his emotions as he needs to. It’s where the best art is made. We all know at this point to let him ride out a dark cloud. But this is wrong. Different. I can’t parse out why.

He continues to hold my hand as he marches me home, but when we’re a few blocks away, I dig in my heels. “Connor, what’s wrong?” I pull on his arm so he’ll stop. So he’ll look at me. He turns, jaw set, and I flinch at the thunder in his expression, taking a step back. I return his stare, apprehension ticking at the back of my neck.

After a moment, he curses, dragging a hand over his mouth. “I just don’t like the way he looks at you.”

“The way who looks at me?”

“Harry.”

I blink at him. “Harry? Our friend Harry?”

“Yes, our friend Harry,” he snaps, mimicking my voice in a high-pitched tone. He shakes his head, glaring off to the side.

“How does he look at me?”

Connor’s gaze flicks to me, lip curled, eyes dark, and I watch his face change—melting from stern and angry to something wolfish. My pulse picks up. He continues to look at me, his eyes tracing up and down my body, slow like honey, like an animal sizing up its prey. Heat flashes through me, making my skin prickle and my muscles tense.

“Like that,” he murmurs, taking a step toward me, backing me up till my heels touch the lamppost behind me.

“Harry definitely doesn’t look at me like that.”

Connor chuckles, one hand coming to rest on my hip, warm and gripping tight. I’m probably supposed to touch him back, but I lock up, arms glued to my sides. “I had a lot of fun tonight,” he says, eyes roaming my face.

“Yeah?” I stutter out as he leans closer. I can smell the beer on his breath, see the slight glaze in his eyes. My heart squeezes from the whiplash of his moods. But that’s good, right? That he had fun?

“Yeah. You’re . . . you’re really cool, Cubby. I like spending time with you.”

“I like spending time with you too,” I whisper. His lips are near my throat, and I swallow. “I love making music with you.” Connor, for all his moodiness, is a genius, the kind of guitarist I could only dream of being. We both know he’s better, but it pushes me. Makes me strive and work at this thing I love, this raw form of creation. He brings out this need in me to impress him. I feel his smile at the spot right below my ear.

“I’m glad,” he murmurs, pulling away to look down at me. “Because we’re going somewhere. The band, I mean. Somewhere huge. We’re going to be the next big thing, I can feel it.”

“You shouldn’t jinx us.”

His look is pure mischief. “With people as good as me and you around, luck has nothing to do with it.”

My smile is outrageous, but there’s no dimming it. I bask in his praise like a plant seeing the sun for the first time after a brutal winter.

“One day, I’m going to write the biggest song in the world about you,” Connor says, dragging a hand down my cheek, letting it rest on my throat.

I’m about to respond, mouth open, when he crushes his lips to mine. Our front teeth bang together, my head rocking back and hitting the lamppost with a crack. Connor doesn’t seem to notice as he presses against me harder. It takes me a moment to realize that this is a kiss. Connor is kissing me. And I don’t know why, but my immediate thought is that it’s nothing like it was with Darcy.

It isn’t soft. No warm lips and hesitant touches. It’s gruff and wet and he’s hurting my jaw with how hard he’s holding it to keep my mouth propped open. He sticks his tongue down my throat, and I feel like I’m drowning.

After a moment, I roll my head to the side, desperately gulping at the cool night air. Connor’s still there, lips at my neck. Along my collarbone.

These are better, gentler, and I force my muscles to relax a bit, lifting my shaky fingers into his hair. He lets out a small grunt of approval.

Something in me stirs, and I lean into the feeling, wanting it to erupt through me—craving the butterflies and the free-fall rush and the tingly cheeks from blushing and smiling. Because this is what every girl wants, right? A hot, brilliant guy telling her he likes her. Writing songs about her. Holding her hand and kissing her under streetlights.

He travels back up to my lips, and this time I’m prepared and brace for impact. I kiss him back, trying to keep pace. I must do an okay job because when he pulls away, he’s smiling, cheeks flushed. He’s so cute like this, grin boyish and broad, so different from the usual smirk he wears. I want to keep him like this forever.

“Let’s get you home,” he says, taking my hand and leading me the last few blocks to my door. He kisses me twice more before I go inside, my lips raw from the intensity.

I tiptoe to my room. Darcy is curled up in bed, fast asleep. I stare at her outline for a minute, my jaw clenched and eyebrows furrowed, an ache pulsing at my temples. I can’t trace the knot of feelings in me, this tangled mass of misfiring nerves since kissing Connor. Is this what it feels like when you kiss the person you fancy? Confusing and hectic and leaving your brain doing somersaults?

It must be.

Relationships are never easy, that’s what everyone says. Shows and movies and books always talk about how much hard work it is . . . This must be part of that.

With a sigh, I throw on my pajamas and snuggle up next to Darcy, creating a protective shell around her curved back, how we normally arrange ourselves when she sleeps over. Darcy stirs, looking over her shoulder at me. She blinks a few times, eyelids heavy, then she smiles, nuzzling closer.

“How was it?” she asks, voice thick with sleep. She reaches behind herself, finding my arm and pulling it over her, holding my hand to her chest.

“Really great,” I say. And I’m pretty sure I mean it. I clear my throat. “He kissed me.”

Darcy squeezes my hand. “Atta babe,” she cheers through a yawn. “I knew you could do it.”

“Practice makes perfect.”

She chuckles, then yawns again, burrowing deeper into the sheets. Into me. There’s that swooping feeling again, like my heart’s a balloon, lifting me into the clouds and leaving my stomach behind. I feel a bit sick from it.

It’s okay that I didn’t feel that with Connor. Totally fine. Just because I didn’t, doesn’t mean I won’t. It’ll take time. More closeness. Maybe a few rounds of snogging when he isn’t buzzed.

“Darcy,” I whisper after a few minutes. “Did . . . did our practice feel different to you?” I have no baseline, no metric, to know how I’m supposed to be feeling. How a kiss is supposed to make me feel. And kissing my best friend, well, obviously that will create a funny feeling. It’s a funny thing.

Darcy doesn’t answer, her breathing deep and steady with sleep.

Which is fine. I don’t need her answer. I’m too in my head, too lost in my thoughts, per usual. It’s a knot of brambles up there, and I’m better off not fertilizing the weeds.

She’s my best friend, that’s all.

Things with her will always feel different.




Chapter 1

Now

Funny enough, the lyric I hope you herniate a disc shaving your ass hair and stumble into traffic, Connor McCabe doesn’t lend itself to a decent melody. This fact hasn’t stopped me from dedicating the past four grueling hours of band practice to making it even vaguely musical.

“Cubby, I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but screaming directly into the mic doesn’t create a very good sound,” Harry says, pulling off his headphones and stepping away from his keyboard. “So if we could move on . . .”

“Never took you for a traitor, Harry,” Darcy says, eyeing him closely as she wraps a protective arm around my shoulders. “Do we need to add your name to the lyrics too?”

He throws his hands up in surrender. “I’m here, aren’t I? If I were a real traitor, I’d be pissing around America on tour with Connor, selling out venues and making snow angels in all that studio money.”

Darcy hisses, and I roll my eyes, pretending the truth of it doesn’t slice me in half.

“Jesus Christ,” Kale, one of our newest members, grumbles. “This is so boring.” He slopes off to the corner, sliding down the wall to sit on the floor while he scrolls through his phone. His name is actually Harry Kale, but that is absurd, and we couldn’t possibly keep track of two Harrys, so bitter vegetable it is. I frown in his general direction, and he ignores me per our usual routine. So cute! So fun!

I sigh, rubbing my knuckles against my eyes as a headache looms. It’s moments like this that hurt the most—looking around and seeing this mess we’re trying to call a band when, a year ago, Connor, Harry, Darcy, and I were a cohesive unit. While becoming successful musicians is the delusional pipe dream of countless people, we actually made it happen.

. . . Sort of. We were close, at least. We were called . . . well, we’ve cycled through quite a few names over the years. Rabbit Hole, Tongue-Tied, Ivan on My Mind—our inability to land on one doesn’t matter. What matters is we were on the brink of really making something of ourselves after years agonizing over every note, practicing till our fingers bled, playing at any crap-hole pub that would let us through the door. We even finagled shoestring-budget tours, playing dive bars around Europe and gaining some recognition on social media.

Well, Connor gained recognition on social media. Pretty privilege is a very real thing, and he had no problem taking advantage of that. For the good of the band, he’d say. Now, his chronic flirting with girls in DMs seems less a selfless act to build a fanbase and more another brilliant red flag I ignored. Hindsight blah blah blah.

Regardless, we were honing in on the dream—bigger gigs, opening for bands we love, generating enough buzz and attention to sign with a label. Granted, that label is based in Iceland and only has a handful of other bands on their roster and we had to relocate to a new country to record, but we had stars in our eyes at the promise of a professionally produced album with real backing, nonetheless.

And then Connor, human wet wipe that he is, mucked it all up, cutting the rope as he reached the peak of the ladder, our deadweight plummeting back into a pit of insignificance.

Now we’re once again nameless, with two new random bandmates our furious producer threw in to replace Connor as we watch his solo star rise.

“Okay, we need a reset,” Darcy says, setting down her bass and rolling out her neck. “Let’s talk it out. Jökull, would you like to start? Any input you want to give the group?”

Jökull, our new drummer, stares from behind his kit, slowly blinking his heavily lined eyes. “No.”

He is the embodiment of the most stereotypical goth person I could ever conjure, and I catch myself frequently wondering if he’s for real or just exceptionally committed to some sort of bit. He’s the cousin of the owner of our label, Ring Road Records, a tiny “boutique”-style studio in what many call the music capital of the world: Reykjavík. (No one calls it that.) (Even my record deal is sad.)

Jökull never offers much in the way of input, ideas, or general conversation, but he is an excellent drummer, I’ll give him that.

“Okay,” Darcy says, smile never wavering. “Kale? Do you—”

“Actually,” Jökull interrupts, voice deep and Icelandic accent strong, “I do have something to say.” He unfolds his lanky limbs from his stool, rail-thin frame reaching an outrageous six foot six. He drags chipped black fingernails through similarly black bangs, shoulders hunched. “I’ve thought about this for a while now,” he says, eyes fixed on the ground, voice a rumbly whisper. “And I’d like you all to call me Skull.”

He’s definitely committing to a bit.

“Skull?” Harry echoes. “As in—” He points to his head, and Jökull—sorry, Skull—nods.

After an extended moment of silence, he sits back on his stool.

“Right,” Darcy says, drawing out the word. “Wonderful. Welcome . . . Skull! Thank you for sharing that with us. Does, er, anyone else have anything they’d like to add?”

“Yeah, I do,” Kale says from the corner.

“Shocker,” I mumble.

He shoots daggers at me, then stands, arms crossed and mouth twisted in a sour frown as he looks at the room at large. “Cubby is one more meltdown away from me walking. I’m an artist. My job is to make art. I can’t work in an environment with more melodrama than a twelve-year-old’s diary.”

My anger spikes, and I step toward Kale. “First of all, there is nothing more melodramatic than saying your job is to make art, you pretentious roughage. Secondly, I’m not melting down. I’m—”

“I agreed to join this band because you had a unique sound. A clear vision of what you were trying to create. Not this disjointed bullshit,” Kale spits back.

“You joined because you had a few viral videos playing violin and jumped at the first offer someone sent your way to join a band to get over your ex-boyfriend dumping you,” I snap. “You’d still be in a basement in Ohio if it weren’t for us.”

Kale scoffs. “You really need to reevaluate who needs who in this situation. I’ve gained us more social media hits in a month than you’ve had in the three years since you released a single on Spotify.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Darcy says, her own temper flaring. “Connor screwing us over accomplished that. It’s only from morbid fascination that anyone gives us a listen now.”

The room goes silent as a crypt, the truth of Darcy’s statement oozing through the cracks in the cinder block walls. Connor went behind our backs, pursuing an invite from a stateside producer to record an EP about our messy relationship while he was still the lead of our band.

We ended our relationship eight months ago after being on-again, off-again for four and a half years. And it was amicable. Totally fine. Took him all of two weeks to start bringing random girls around, but I played the cool-girl role to a T. I’d spent the years we were together learning over and over again that showing any strong feelings was a surefire way to look pathetic and foolish so that by the time we were officially done, I didn’t feel much at all.

And while I’d come to terms with the fact that I was too difficult to put up with in a relationship, too needy to love, I never for a second doubted that Connor would be faithful to the band in a way he could never be faithful to me.

This band has been our everything for so long, the idea of abandoning it is gross and sacrilegious. But apparently that was one more thing I subscribed uneven feelings toward. Now he’s using the brutal tumult of our time together to fuck with the band I’ve put so much of myself into creating, and it makes me want to burn cities to the ground. But I can’t. I have to still be the cool girl because any huge display of emotions will only magnify the microscope Connor’s stunt has put me under.

You wouldn’t think the lyrics “You roared like a bear, caught my attention / Was that just reality suspension? / Cuz now you’re meek as a mouse in our bed / Touching you fills me with dread” would land with anyone with two brain cells to rub together, but the label execs liked the song so much, they offered him a fat deal, which he jumped at immediately.

The single hit number five in its first week.

I’m teetering between lashing out further at Kale or collapsing into my black hole of self-pity when Sigrún, the owner and CEO of Ring Road Records, walks in. She’s also our producer. And publicist. And artist relations manager.

When we were first courted by Sigrún to sign with Ring Road, it was continually mentioned how the label has an intimate approach to creating an album . . . A more accurate term would be one-woman-operation.

“You need a name,” she says without ceremony, pushing aside our long-forgotten tea to plop her large binder and computer on the shabby table near the door. “A band is nothing without a name. You are a gaggle of starry-eyed nobodies playing pretend at being rock stars without one.”

“Good to see you too, Sigrún,” I mumble. I like Sigrún, I really do. She’s young and sharp and has built a label that—while not huge—is genuinely creating cutting-edge music and slowly attracting more attention. She doesn’t take any bullshit, which is one of the reasons I was so excited to work with her. But she’s also the most painfully honest person I’ve ever met—giving my autistic twin a run for his money—and sometimes I want to beg her on hands and knees to stop challenging the strength of my stiff upper lip.

“How about the Moody Loser’s Club?” Harry chimes in, fingers tapping a lazy melody on his keyboard.

“How very helpful,” Darcy says, lips pursed.

“Tell me it isn’t accurate.” He gestures at our defeated faces, then strikes a minor key.

“I’m looking for real suggestions here, Harold,” Sigrún says. Through a bit of cyberstalking, I know she’s twenty-nine, only six years older than most of us, but she acts like our mum, sharp glares and all.

“How about Cubby Clark and the Bad Apples?” Harry tries again.

I flinch, mouth dropping into a sour frown. “Why my name?”

He shoots me a confused smile. “Because you’re our fearless leader, Cub.”

No. He’s wrong. So wrong. I used to be our leader. There wasn’t a song or riff or key change I didn’t have an opinion on. I organized gigs and accommodations and delegated anything else I was simply too exhausted to manage, but I led it all. Now it’s hard to even get myself out of bed, let alone lead anybody anywhere.

“That’s the cheesiest name I’ve ever heard,” Kale sneers. We ignore him.

“Why not Darcy’s name?”

“Darcy Burton doesn’t have as lovely an alliteration,” she says, knowing what a sucker I am for the way words balance and bounce.

“I don’t think Cubby’s name should be front and center. We’re all equally contributing members here,” Kale presses.

“Right. Because you bitching and moaning from the corner about how miserable you are really adds a lot to our collective morale.” I don’t generally like being an asshole, but fighting with Kale is the only time I feel anything but blue lately, so I’ll take it.

“And you cursing out your ex into a microphone for hours on end is much better?”

“Oh, bugger off, you cabbage. No one asked you.”

“Would you both shut up?” Sigrún barks, rubbing her temples. “I’m sick of this incessant bickering.”

“Sorry, Sigrún,” we mumble, looking down at our shoes.

“Don’t be sorry, just knock it off. This isn’t some open mic night at a shithole bar. You all pursued a music career because you apparently wanted one, so start acting like it.” Sigrún’s piercing gaze sweeps across us once more. “Right. Now that’s settled, I’m going to pick a name and you’re all going to shut your mouths about it.” She looks around for a moment, eyebrows furrowed. Her attention locks on the mugs of stale tea. She snaps her fingers and points at it. “Tea Time Tantrum. That’s your new name.”

“Oof,” Harry whispers from the corner. “That’s . . .”

“A bit shit, innit?” Darcy mumbles back from her spot next to him.

“It’s a fitting description of you,” Sigrún replies dryly. “It’s all you seem to know how to do. Lord knows you haven’t been making any music.”

While we have some home-recorded demos from the last few years up for streaming, we don’t have anything professionally produced, and nothing without Connor credited. We’re in a mad dash to get a song out while we’re still benefiting from his betrayal. This isn’t at all a horrifically bitter pill for me to swallow and doesn’t eat me alive every night as I try to go to sleep.

“Good,” Sigrún says, absorbing our silence. “Glad that’s sorted. Now let’s focus on the other elephant in the room. How is the new song coming?”

“Really great, thanks,” I lie. Kale snorts.

“Can I hear it?” Sigrún asks, arching an eyebrow.

“Sorry, what now?”

“The song that’s going really great. Can I hear it?”

It doesn’t exist. “Still not finished,” I reply, chewing on my lip.

“I don’t care.” She waves her hands. “Play me what you have so far. I can help brainstorm where to take it.” Kale lets out another snort, and I’m seconds away from personally stripping the strings from his precious violin and strangling him with them.

I’m frozen, Harry’s eyes fixed on me, Kale’s smug grin burning into my cheek, Skull’s . . . well, Skull is in his own world at the moment, where he tends to primarily exist, balancing a drumstick on the tip of his long finger.

Darcy’s phone beeps, and she fishes it out of her pocket, murmuring a “Sorry” as we all turn to look at her. She glances at the screen, and her sharp intake of breath ripples across the room.

“What’s wrong?”

Darcy shakes her head, shuffling backward as she looks at me. “I—No. Nothing. Nothing at all . . . I . . .” She collides with the soundproof wall, a small grunt tumbling from her full lips.

“What are you on about, Darce?” Harry asks, closing in on her with me.

She clamps her mouth shut, shaking her head like a wild thing, shooting out waves of panic that we all feel. “Nothing. I swear,” she squeaks, phone clenched to her chest.

I narrow my eyes, then grab for her phone, but Darcy knows my tricks, her palm pressing squarely against my chin as she pivots away, my hand accidentally slapping her tit. She lets out a squawk of surprise, and I duck under her arm, only to be met with her elbow near my eye.

“Cubby, stop it,” she hisses, trying to roll away along the wall. I stick out my foot, our calves twisting together until we tip into a jumbled mess against the ground. We squirm for a few more seconds, arm wrestling for the phone until I take a cheap shot and tickle the soft skin between her shoulder and jaw, a spot I know is incredibly sensitive. Her hands dart to her throat in protection, and I snatch up the phone, tapping in her passcode and squinting at the screen.

Connor’s face glows back at me, black hair the perfect mix of styled and disheveled, green eyes glinting with mischief yet somehow also looking desperately bored. One corner of his mouth is tipped up, the hint of a dimple making his smirk just approachable enough that it’s dangerous.

Dickhead.

I scroll to the headline, heart sinking like a stone in water as I read.

SPECIAL GUEST: CONNOR McCABE!


Connor McCabe, overnight musical sensation, is making a surprise appearance on Evenings with Evening where he’s slated to debut a new song and offer up a few hints at the album he’s rumored to be releasing any day now. Connor went viral after his first single “can’t bear it” dropped, the internet buzzing over his angsty sound and unarguably gorgeous appearance in a simply shot black-and-white music video. But what really fueled the frenzy was the plethora of hidden messages in the lyrics. In the age of social media, almost any couple has the potential to become global gossip if the drama is juicy enough, and Connor’s coded references to former girlfriend and bandmate, Cubby Clark (lead singer of a band that apparently doesn’t have a name), has everyone intrigued, his use of intricate Easter eggs creating a storm of excitement and guesswork online.



Okay, I literally just threw up in my mouth. It is a musical hate crime to offer any praise to lyrics like “Tease me up, wear me down / Promised paradise didn’t feel that nice / You’re an empty vase with a pretty face.” It doesn’t take a genius to pick up that he’s speaking of my apparently disappointing vagina, pop culture sleuths requiring all of four seconds to decode that hidden meaning. High fives to all the brainiacs who took the time to tag me in their revelations.

“Cubby love, leave it. He doesn’t matter,” Darcy says, reaching around me to try to grab her phone, her chest plastered against my back. We’ve been here so many times before, Connor slicing me open and Darcy trying to hold the edges of the wound closed.

“What’s going on?” Sigrún says in a clipped tone, snatching the phone from me. Her eyes flick across the screen, Harry and Kale coming up behind her to read. I don’t bother checking on Skull. I’m sure he’s still fully engrossed in his stick.

Sigrún lets out a deep sigh, closing her eyes and tapping the corner of the phone against her forehead.

“I’m sorry, Cubby,” she says, rolling her neck, then fixing her weary gaze on me, “but we’re going to have to watch.”




Chapter 2

[image: Pinned me under that yellow light; Swore things would be all right; Then left my heart in the sidewalk cracks; Been around the block a time or two; Got one thing to say to you . . .]
[image: Between you, me, and the lamppost; you’ll always be The One; I hate the most]
Bleary-eyed and cranky, we crowd around a laptop in one of the studio’s conference rooms. It’s four am here in Reykjavík as we tune in to Connor’s New York appearance, and I add being awake at this ungodly hour to my endless list of grievances against my ex—above him telling me acknowledging a six-month anniversary was cringe but below him suggesting I “do something about my mustache.”

The opening theme for the late-night talk show Evenings with Evening trills from the tinny speakers, and we all flinch. Applause erupts as Danny Evening, the charming host, steps out from behind the curtains and grins. The introduction plays out as Danny waves at the crowd, the announcer mentioning Connor’s name as the special guest, generating some screams. My body is a live wire of anticipated rage, poised and ready to detonate the second Connor opens his smug mouth and says something deeply cutting to me on a personal level—artfully disguised in a tone that’s kind and magnetic and will make everyone believe he’s a good guy.

It’s so simple, almost boring, how he’ll accomplish it: Connor will come out, waving in a way that’s tentative, somewhat aloof, but endearing all the same. There will be a tender awkwardness to him, something sort of precious in the way he carries his long limbs, like he’s just recently grown into a man’s body he isn’t quite sure how to carry, shoulders ever so slightly curled, smile somehow sinful yet earnest.

He’ll sit in the overstuffed armchair, looking around, wide-eyed, until he catches himself, fixing his attention back to the host. He’ll push his hands through his hair, maybe miss a beat or talk over Danny Evening, color rushing to his cheeks as he risks a quick glance at the audience who will whoop at his effortless allure. He’ll make a self-deprecating joke, prop one ankle on the opposite knee, an obvious show of ease that the audience will pick up on, knowing that deep down he’s nervous. A beautiful, talented, nice guy wanting to make a good impression.

It’ll all be absolute shit.

Connor is the most absurdly confident person I’ve ever met. He disguises his cockiness as dazzling charisma, but that boy could sit in a meeting with the prime minister and feel like his input on foreign policy is a godsend. The nice guy is the greatest myth of the twenty-first century.

Danny Evening drags out his opening monologue, the climax marked with a clap of his hands and a sly grin to the camera. Darcy toys with my hair from her spot behind me, twisting a strand around her finger, dragging the pad of her thumb over the fanned ends. Her gentle touch is the only thing that keeps me from storming out right now.

“Unless you’ve been living under a rock for the past month, you’ve definitely heard of tonight’s first guest. Now, at this part of the show, I generally go into a little bio on the star, talking about their claims to fame, their accolades. But why talk when I can”—someone throws him an acoustic guitar from off-camera—“introduce him in song.”

Danny strums the guitar, clearing his throat a few times as the audience applauds. He starts playing the rough melody of Connor’s chart-topping hit, and the crowd erupts in more screams and cheers as he parodies the lyrics:


Who knew that you could top the charts

Of pop art

By singing of lackluster sex

With your ex.

It helps to have a handsome face,

If I drop names, I’m a disgrace.

Give great applause to our guest,

It’s safe to say, he is the best.

At sex? We cannot say, but hey!

With a face like that, I’m sure he’ll get to try again someday.

Please welcome—



Danny whips the guitar to his hip, throwing out his hands. “Connor McCabe!”

The curtain rises, and my villain origin story appears, walking out in well-tailored black trousers, a white T-shirt, and the leather jacket I bought for him for his eighteenth birthday.

“Damn,” Kale mumbles. “Sometimes I forget how hot he is.” I punch his shoulder.

Connor makes his way across the set, shaking Danny’s hand before sitting. It takes a ridiculous amount of time for the crowd to stop cheering, anger churning through me with every passing second.

“I feel incredibly uncool sitting next to you,” Danny says, toying with his tie covered in daisies. “Should I be sporting more leather? No one gave me the memo.”

“You seem like a chaps guy,” Connor quips, Irish accent dripping with good humor. He leans back in the chair, crossing one ankle over the opposite knee. Called it.

Danny shoots the audience an impish look. “My wife has specifically requested I don’t comment on any assless paraphernalia I may or may not dabble in. Some things are supposed to stay between a couple.”

The crowd erupts, Connor grinning as he chuckles along. “Smart woman.”

“But seriously, look at you,” Danny says, roping the audience back in to Connor’s orbit. “So damn cool. You have that quintessential rocker vibe. That indescribable thing.”

“Careful, mate, my head won’t fit through the doors leaving here.” There’s more laughter, a few high-pitched cheers. Connor winks at the audience. I want to put my fist through the computer screen.

“Does this come naturally?” Danny asks, gesturing with a flourish at Connor. “Have you always been like this? Or is it something you’re stepping into with your new fame?”

Connor’s expression shifts to something thoughtful. Serious. He leans forward, uncrossing his legs and planting his elbows on his thighs, fixing his gaze on Danny in a way that gives the sensation that we’re listening in on something intimate and important shared between friends. We all hold our breath. “I’m not trying to be anything but myself.”

“Liar!” I slam my hands on the table, wanting to break the laptop in two.

Harry, ever so delicately, restrains me. “Easy, Cub. It’ll be okay,” he murmurs into my ear as he squeezes my shoulders. I shrug out of his grip.

“Don’t lie to her,” Darcy says to my left. “There’s no telling what shit he’ll spew next. This could easily get worse.”

“Will you all shut up?” Kale snaps.
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