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To anyone who’s ready for a comeback
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“Play You by Heart”




chapter one

MACK

If you think your love life is a disaster, I’m here to make you feel a whole lot better about yourself. Mine wasn’t just a disaster, but an international one. As in, anyone on the planet with an internet connection can read up about me and the parade of cliché bad boys, cheating nepo babies, and textbook narcissists I dated while I was touring the world with Thunder Hearts in my early twenties.

Tonight was supposed to be the night I turned the story around. I was already crafting the imaginary headline as I made my way to the bar: MACKENZIE WATERS ON FIRST DATE WITH NICE, SECURE, 401(K)-OWNING MAN WHO TEXTS BACK IN A TIMELY MANNER! I was the kind of proud that bordered on smug.

And now I’m propped up on a magenta barstool in the middle of happy hour at Lightning Strike, panic sweating through my pink satin tank top, and shouting, “Can I borrow literally anybody’s phone?”

Nobody can hear me over the chorus of pop sensation Serena’s catchy hit, “Kickstart My Heart.” I turn to see if one of the bartenders can lend me theirs, only to meet a familiar pair of dark, perfectly winged eyes on the other side of the bar, blinking at me in alarm.

“You good?” asks Hannah, one of my best friends and former bandmate.

Even with the bar half hiding her from the crowd, she’s unmissably stunning in a sleek purple slip dress that hugs the pale curves of her body, her glossy black hair catching the sparkles from the disco ball in the dim light. I’m never not happy to see her, but right now I could kiss her on the damn mouth.

“I thought you were uptown!” I say, hopping off the stool.

“I’m about to be,” she says. “Why do you look more freaked out than that time we accidentally ate those brownies at Coachella?”

Ah. It was after that particular performance that Rolling Stone dubbed Thunder Hearts a “force to be reckoned with,” and me specifically a “shiny ball of chaos.” The high may have worn off mid-set, but the photo of me singing through a wild tangle of blond hair as I pluck an open bag of Goldfish crackers out of my crop top will last for eternity.

I grab Hannah by the shoulders. “I need your phone.”

Hannah doesn’t hesitate. “It’s charging in the back.”

She leads me to the back office, which is littered with pictures of us in our Thunder Hearts prime. The three of us napping on top of each other on a tour bus in our glittery matching unitards. The three of us holding our Grammy Awards with wild grins. The three of us onstage at what would be our last show, huddled reverently around one mic for the final song.

I tear my eyes off them when Hannah puts her phone in my hand. I open her Tick Tune app to see an artist called Seven taking up all the top slots on her daily queue, with ominously sad songs like “Ghosted” and “Cracked.”

“It’s for the bar,” Hannah says gleefully, squeezing my arm. “We’re having a Seven night tomorrow. The tickets sold out in five minutes.”

Damn. More New Yorkers need therapy than I thought.

“How on earth did you have the time to set that up?” I ask as I tap through the app.

When Thunder Hearts called it quits, Hannah wasted no time pivoting from the stage to running her own small empire. Now Hannah Says includes a size-inclusive, retro-inspired clothing line, a full 1950s-style Target cookware set, and a set of nostalgic coffee table books full of Thai-American-fusion cocktails and dishes she and her sisters grew up with as their parents launched restaurants and bars in every borough in New York City.

On top of all that, she owns this bar. If Hannah sleeps, I sure as hell have never seen it.

“What happened to your phone?” Hannah asks.

“It got into a fight with your floor,” I tell her, waiting for the logout page to load. “The screen is more broken than—well, our brains that day at Coachella.”

“You dropped it?” asks Hannah.

“Dropped” is an understatement. That thing went down like it was in a damn pinball machine—straight into my cocktail, which then toppled onto the bar, ricocheting the phone in slow motion to the floor like it was going for a dramatic Oscar.

In my defense, I was already on edge. This date Hannah helped set up tonight is my first proper date not just in years, but possibly in my life. Hannah was trying to distract me from my nerves by watching the most recent video I scheduled to put on Tick Tune, where I’ve been posting songs anonymously as I figure out what to do with the black hole that is my current career.

Turns out Tick Tune is the ideal place to go for that. It’s like if Snapchat and TikTok created a strange little not-for-profit music baby. Musicians post their songs with undownloadable videos that can only be streamed once per day. After that, the song disappears from the user’s account for twenty-four hours—which means if you really love an artist and want to listen to the high-quality version of the audio, you better go find other friends who will let you listen with them, stat.

Because it’s so fleeting, listening parties are popping up in major cities for popular artists on the app. And because it’s so murky in nature, the app has attracted a lot of artists who want to stay anonymous.

But thanks to my idiocy, I might not be anonymous much longer. It took Hannah two seconds to point out that the frame of the video included a tiny edge of the lace dress she gifted me from her line, which she delayed the launch of last week.

In any other universe that wouldn’t matter. But we exist in a universe where eagle-eyed fans would make the connection between the unreleased Hannah merch and an anonymous singer and start posting my identity in two seconds flat.

And in the span of those two seconds I’d be professionally, emotionally, and existentially fucked.

The obvious next step was to delete it from my phone as fast as possible. My brain got the “delete” memo and my hands got the “fast as possible” memo, but their wires got crossed, which is how I accidentally smashed my phone screen into smithereens.

“It’s seven fifty-six,” says Hannah.

The service is so bad that it’ll be a miracle if I log into my account by this time next year.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I chant.

Hannah raises her eyebrows at me. “What’s the actual worst that happens if the video goes live?”

There is such a menagerie of consequences that it’s hard to pick just one. The first is, of course, that it would complicate the tentative new contract with the record label. I told them I wanted to launch a solo career a few months back, and they’ve had me in “former girl band member” purgatory ever since. According to my manager, Isla, they’re at odds with how to fit me in the market, but their instructions were explicit: sit tight and don’t post anything.

I can’t even blame them for the hesitation. My voice changed massively after Thunder Hearts broke up. While Serena immediately vaulted into superstardom and Hannah launched her lifestyle empire, I was holed up in my apartment, trying to relearn an instrument I’d been playing my whole life. The songs I spent the last year posting on Tick Tune—they were never meant to go viral. They were just meant to practice, and to get some less-than-welcome feelings about some less-than-deserving men out of my system.

Which leads me to the next consequence, which is that if anyone knew I was behind these songs, they’d know exactly who I wrote them about. And I’d rather eat my recording mic than let any of those men know they left a mark.

But in some ways neither of those things compares to the worst consequence of my alter ego being revealed to the world tonight. I deflate against the wall of the office, turning my grim gaze from the phone screen to Hannah’s expectant face.

“Serena would never forgive me,” I say quietly.

Hannah’s eyes flicker in confusion. “Serena doesn’t know?” Off my wince, she deflates, too. “You two still haven’t worked things out.”

Not for lack of trying. I have called enough times since Serena left for her tour that “Incoming Call from Mack” might as well be her phone lock screen. The few times I manage to get her on the line she’s always rushing off for an interview or a workout or a page spread, talking through her teeth with a steely politeness you’d give a guy who rear-ended you in a grocery store parking lot, not a best friend and former bandmate.

Which is to say, I haven’t told her about the Tick Tune videos, or even that I’m trying to start a solo career. I wanted us to be on more solid ground before we talked about it, but we haven’t reached it yet.

“Seven fifty-eight,” I murmur, my eyes on the still-loading screen.

“Maybe there’s better service out back,” says Hannah.

I take off like someone just fired off the starting gun at the accidental self-sabotage Olympics, busting out to the back alley. It’s a space I’m all too familiar with, since we’ve been using it as an entrance and exit for years—before Hannah took over Lightning Strike, it was a dive bar so decrepit that none of us could find a sign or a menu to learn its actual name. The kind with drinks so sickly sweet that they might have been watered-down cough syrup, and chairs so unreliable that sitting anywhere was a game of roulette. But it was one of the few places in New York where we could stay out late at the height of our fame without worrying about running into anyone who would post videos of us taking cringeworthy, tipsy selfies after a round of Fireball shots, so it was home away from home.

The service bars on Hannah’s phone instantly spike up as I mount the little flight of stairs from the back door to the alley, but not fast enough. The login page only half loads. I hold the phone up to the sky like I’m begging the moon to intervene. When that does nothing, I hike my cowboy boots up the railing of the stairs, so desperate that I’m hoping the extra five inches will be my technological salvation.

Not one second later do I remember why I never wore this particular pair of boots onstage. The pink soles are cute as a button, but have less traction than a waterslide. My foot loses its hold so fast that I don’t even have time for my idiocy to settle in before I’m pitching backward.

I scramble to grab the railing, but it’s too late. I’m going down and hitting every one of these stairs when I do it. MACKENZIE WATERS COULDN’T EVEN MANAGE FIRST DATE WITH NICE, SECURE, 401(K)-OWNING MAN WITHOUT THOROUGHLY CONCUSSING HERSELF AND BREAKING ALL HER BONES.

Only when I land, it isn’t on the cold concrete. It’s on the warm, firm plane of someone’s chest. Someone whose arms instantly wrap around me, stopping my momentum, and hold me so firmly that my feet don’t quite touch the ground.

“Well, look who it is.”

It’s been ages since I’ve heard that wry, velvety voice, but its effect on me is immediate. Shock and relief, the kind my body doesn’t know what to do with. Like blinding sunshine spilling onto the pavement when I’m still wet from the rain. Like a dislocated joint getting shoved back into place. Like my heart has been slightly off beat and something just slammed into it to knock it back into an old rhythm.

Like turning to stare into the bright hazel eyes of the person who has hurt me more than he’ll ever know, but had more of my heart than anyone else ever could.

Samuel Blaze settles both hands on my waist, skimming just under my tank top as he settles me back on the ground with a slow, shameless smirk. “And you said you’d never fall for a guy like me.”




chapter two

SAM

Well, shit. If there was a chance I was over Mackenzie Waters, it’s shot to hell now.

I knew what I would be in for if I ran into her here tonight, but I was cocky enough to think it wouldn’t matter. That time would have dulled the effect of all that wild blond hair flying with each step, all that bare, sun-kissed skin exposed by the thin straps and low plunge of her tank top.

But now she’s settled in my arms, her small, panting body an inferno against mine. Now she’s tilting her head to look at me, her startling blue eyes flashing under her dark brows.

Now she looks like something about to mess me up all over again, and damn if it doesn’t feel good. Apparently two years wasn’t near long enough for me to stop wanting something I know I can’t have.

She lets out a little gasp against my chest as she pushes herself off me. She’s back in my space just as fast, her full, flushed cheeks tilted up to face me. She parts her lips, stares deeply into my eyes, and says, “Give me your phone.”

I let out a huff of laughter. “No ‘thank you, dashing hero, for saving my life’?”

She’s already snaking a hand behind me, reaching into my back pocket for my phone. I snatch it first, unlocking it and holding it up over my head. She’s about as tall as Tinker Bell, but she’s desperate enough for it that she tries to reach it anyway.

“Someone will be saving your life if you don’t fork that over,” she warns.

I hold it higher, dangling it between two fingers. “At least say ‘please.’ ”

She takes a sharp step closer and lets out a growl through her teeth that I enjoy a little too much for my own good. It’s distracting enough that she manages to reach down and tweak my side, making me double over in surprise and drop the phone. She catches it in midair and darts to the wall of the alley before I know what hit me.

A familiar feeling, when it comes to Mackenzie Waters. I saunter in her direction, taking in the rest of her—tight denim jeans hugging the curves of her hips, a pair of cowboy boots I haven’t seen before. Nothing like the loud neon getup she and the rest of Thunder Hearts used to wear back on tour, leaving trails of glitter behind them like calling cards.

I told myself if I saw her tonight that it would be enough. That I’d head over to a discreet bar down the street and leave her be. But old habits die hard, and this one has me bracing my hand against the brick wall, leaning over her.

“You clean up well, Sparkles.”

She chafes at the old nickname, her eyes still trained on the phone. “Why are you here? Ego too big to fit on the west side?”

My smirk widens. So she knows I’m in the West Village. Guess I’m not the only one who’s been keeping tabs.

“I have a meeting with Twyla.”

One that I’ve been dreading all day, even if I’ve just short of forgotten it now. I crane my neck to glimpse at the phone screen, but she dips under me, her wild hair brushing my arm.

“Lightning Strike is our turf,” she says.

She taps something on the phone that makes her go stiller than the walls. Then she blows out a breath and taps it again, exiting out of an app. She knocks the phone into my chest to return it and I let out an exaggerated “oof,” then clap my hand on top of hers, holding her there before she can stalk off.

“Turf, huh? I didn’t realize we divided up the city.” I lean in so the words are closer to her ear. Not as close as I used to, but closer than I should. “What other lines am I not supposed to cross?”

Thing is I swore upside down and backward I wouldn’t try to rile this woman tonight. She’s doing just fine without me around and I should be glad for it. But I can’t help myself. I remember why the second her eyes fly to mine, more paralyzing than any comeback. With looks like the kind she can throw at me, she’s always had home court advantage in our little spats, both onstage and off.

She doesn’t pull away, but presses her hand harder against my chest. She tilts her head up to better meet my eye, close enough that I can smell the faint fruitiness of her hair.

“I’d make you a whole damn map of lines,” she says, “but you’d trip over the beds of half the women in this city before you found them.”

The steeliness in her expression cracks just enough that I know something must have cracked in mine first.

Shit. I shouldn’t have come here in the first place. The last thing I need is to kick up another round of this again—letting myself feel too much for this woman I’m no damn good for, who has zero interest in a guy like me. I could blame the circumstances in the past, but now there’s nobody to blame but myself.

So before she can soften, I raise my eyebrows, easing myself back. Cocky. Distant. The version of me she loves to hate.

“Ouch,” I say. “You think I could only pull half?”

Right on cue she snatches her hand back, rolling her eyes. “Depends on how many are in the mood to make a mistake.”

I keep my own hand on my chest, leaning back like I’ve been wounded. “Aw, c’mon. You’re breaking my heart over here.”

“You can cut the antics, Blaze,” she says, heading for the back door. “Our little sideshow is long over, and the last thing I need is an encore.”

She disappears into Lightning Strike, but it’s never hard to follow Mackenzie with that curtain of yellow hair in her wake. Still, I stop in my tracks when I reach the main part of the bar. It’s unrecognizable from that grimy, tetanus-infected dive bar we used as a hideaway back in the day. Back when I wasn’t just Sam, but Samuel Blaze, front man of Candy Shard. Back when I was here with a different woman every month, keeping my distance from the one woman who knew how to get under my skin. Back when I was on the verge of a life unrecognizable from the one I have now.

I skim the braided bracelet tight around my wrist. There are parts of those days I miss like a hole in me, but I’d be a damn fool to take any of what I have now for granted.

The new interiors of the bar are still dark but warm, with Technicolor on the walls and a retro shine on the stools and high-top tables. Mackenzie’s hair catches the pink light like a beacon in the back corner.

You’re no. Damn. Good for her, I remind myself.

I’ve seen her. She’s alive and well. Time to get back to my own problems.

I turn to look for Twyla, nearly colliding with another man. The haircut-twice-a-month, loafer-wearing kind who clearly just got off work somewhere farther downtown.

He opens his mouth to apologize, then blinks. “Oh,” he says. That’s how these conversations always start when I get recognized—an oh, and then they’ll ask for an autograph or a selfie or tell me how Candy Shard’s music got them through high school, and I’ll be grateful to hear it, even if it makes me feel like the most ancient thirty-one-year-old man alive.

Normally I’m happy to stop, but these days it usually comes with a follow-up of So what’s next for you, man? And if I knew the answer to that I wouldn’t be having this meeting with Twyla tonight.

So I give the stranger a firm, friendly smile I use when I don’t feel like chatting. Only he’s not looking at me anymore. His eyes are squarely set on the best part of this bar: the pixie of a woman heading toward him, smiling widely, arms outstretched for a hug.

“Grayson!” Mackenzie calls.

It’s like watching one of those cute viral videos about unlikely animal friendships. I am so unused to seeing Mackenzie interact with a man who doesn’t have “bad news” written all over him that there’s no other way for my brain to rationalize it.

Then Mackenzie plants a kiss on his cheek, and the scene is anything but cute. A hot coil of jealousy rises up in me so fast that I take a step back. Both because I am not the jealous type and also because it’s ridiculous that I’m feeling it at all.

“Hey, you,” says Grayson warmly.

Well, I’m officially in need of a drink. It’s the only way I’m going to survive glancing up and seeing Mackenzie making doe eyes at a finance bro all night. I’m about to duck out, but Grayson turns back to me.

“You two dated,” he says, like he’s pleased with himself for remembering.

The instant Mackenzie spots me, her nostrils flare. “Our bands toured together. He’s just an old coworker.”

“One hell of an office we worked in, if that’s the case,” I say wryly.

She shoots me a warning look I can’t blame her for. I used to mercilessly roast all those idiot “boyfriends” she dragged around our tour buses and hotels—the walking red flags who would make her fall head over her sequined heels by saying all the right things before doing all the wrong ones.

But this guy doesn’t look like the type. He looks like he fell out of a nineties rom-com called something cliché like Mister Right.

“But that love song you two did. Oh, what was it?” Grayson asks. “It was stuck in my head that whole summer—‘Play You by Heart’!”

“That wasn’t a love song,” says Mackenzie.

“Wasn’t the chorus something about your heartstrings being tangled?” Grayson asks.

Mackenzie smiles tightly. “The label made us release it. It was only a big deal because our bands were in a feud.”

Understatement of the century. Our rivalry with Thunder Hearts was a mismatch, considering they were a pop girl group and we were a punk rock band, but by the peak it was so notorious that there were internet writers whose entire jobs were keeping up with our antics when we were on tour together. Antics that were so well-memorialized that there’s a literal “Candy Shards vs. Thunder Hearts” Wikipedia page about it. (One Mackenzie liberally edited to change my name to Asswipe, even if she never copped to it.)

“Oh yeah? I didn’t know about the feud.” Grayson shrugs affably, turning to me. “I was a big nerd in law school. Hannah had to catch me up on half a decade of pop culture once I started working for her, and Mackenzie’s filling in the gaps.”

“And she forgot to tell you that Mackenzie and I were in a forbidden, star-crossed romance that spanned continents, years, and dozens of songs?” I ask.

Mackenzie’s boot grinds into the toe of my shoe, a clear Get lost. And damn it if I’m not trying. But something about seeing the familiar, friendly way Grayson puts a hand on her arm is locking me in place. I’ve always had a talent for masochism, but if I don’t get out of here, I’m about to add assholery to the list.

“They made us pretend there was this whole ‘will they, won’t they’ thing between us when we toured together,” she explains to Grayson. “Publicity stunt.”

“Aw,” says Grayson, laughing in that way that nice guys do. Earnest. Unbothered. It probably doesn’t say anything all that good about me that it makes me hate him more than any of Mackenzie’s exes combined. “You must have been good at it. Sounded like you two were in love.”

I know right then that it’s the last time I’m ever going to see Mackenzie Waters. At least, the last time I’ll do it on purpose. She’s been up-front about what she wanted with every song she’s ever written: someone who’s in it for the long haul. Looks like she’s finally picking the right ones for the job.

Best I can do for her now is stay the hell out of her way.
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