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			chapter

			one

			This book was a real labor of love,” says the woman seated behind a table of hardcovers sporting her makeup-free face, scrunched mid-yelp as she attempts to drink from a garden hose. “I can’t believe it’s something I can finally hold in my hands! And the cover’s not too bad, either.”

			The audience laughs right on cue. In the back row, I can practically feel Noemie cringe beside me. “I’ve made bowls of cereal that were more a labor of love than the effort she put into that book,” she whispers.

			She’s not wrong—I experienced it firsthand. Still, I give my cousin a nudge. “Be respectful.”

			“I am. To the cereal.”

			I press my lips together to keep from reacting and focus on the stage, where Maddy DeMarco commands the room with a warm, practiced confidence bordering on emotional manipulation. The bookstore is filled with just a fraction of her 1.6 million Instagram followers: mostly women, mostly white, mostly dressed in sustainable linen they bought using her discount code MADSAVINGS10. At first I thought it was a cult, and to be completely honest, I’m still not sure. Her brand of saccharine positivity doesn’t quite do it for me anymore—whenever I need self-love, it’s more likely to take shape as something handheld and battery-operated. Which Maddy has devoted tragic few (read: zero) social media posts to.

			She’s built her career on empty affirmations and obvious advice. Case in point—the book is called Go Drink Some Water: A Guide to Self-Care, Self-Discovery, and Staying Thirsty.

			“People often ask how I turned one viral post into a lifestyle brand,” Maddy says, crossing one linen-clad leg over the other. Her natural waves are shined to perfection with an expensive oil I’m ashamed to admit I tried before chopping my ash-blond hair into a pixie last year. “And the answer is simple: I don’t sleep.” This gets a few more laughs. A muted groan from Noemie. “No, I want to be real with you guys. I was one of those people who never had their shit together—wait, can I say that? Are there kids here?” She makes a show of squinting out at the audience before barreling onward. “I would get so stressed that I literally forgot to drink water! It wasn’t until I got so dehydrated that I ended up in the hospital that I realized I’d stopped doing things just for myself. I’m talking basic, keeping-yourself-functioning kind of things. Like drinking water. And I knew something needed to change.”

			I wrote three chapters of her book on that hospital visit, poring over her Instagram to make sure I was capturing her voice. Every fourth comment swooned over how relatable she was—and this is someone who sells wall hangings that say live laugh girlboss.

			All through the writing process, I tried to keep Maddy relatable: when she insisted on communicating with me only through her team, when that team sent me photos of notes she’d scrawled on compostable napkins, when she said the writing needed to feel a little earthier. I wanted to like her so badly, wanted to believe her posts were inspiring people to live their best and most carbon-neutral lives. Because the thing is, back before the book, I did like her. There was something both aspirational and authentic about her that had compelled me to hit “follow” a few years ago, long before the wall hangings and the constant #ads that clutter her feed these days.

			Ghostwriting isn’t a glamorous job, and even if nothing about this finished product screams Chandler Cohen, I’ve been strangely giddy over the idea of finally meeting Maddy—because some part of me is still a little starstruck. The book came out a few days ago, and I’ve made myself wait to get a copy until her Seattle tour stop, convinced her signature on the title page will cement this as a collaboration. I didn’t even open the box of hardcovers that showed up on my doorstep last week.

			In my wildest dreams, I’ve wondered if maybe Maddy will ask me to sign a copy for her, too. An inside joke between the two of us. And somehow, that would make up for all the eleventh-hour rewrites and irreversible, anxiety-induced damage to my cuticles.

			Chapter 6: Harness Your Inner Optimist. Maybe the book really did make an impact.

			Maddy lifts one arm in the air. “Can I get a show of hands—who here has ever posted a photo of themselves smiling when they were so far from happy, hitting the submit button almost felt like a lie?” Nearly every hand goes up. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’ve done it plenty of times. But it’s not the photos of my smiling face that have enabled me to connect with so many of you—it’s the photos of my crow’s-feet. My frowns. Even my tears.” She slips her phone from her pants pocket, scrolls through her own feed. “The next time you post something, think about how much it’s representing your authentic self. And then don’t just hit submit. Take a new photo. Write a new caption. Let your inner beauty do the talking.”

			“Then she’s going to love my event recap,” Noemie says.

			A woman in front of us turns around, shoving a finger to her lips. Noemie goes silent and blinks wide, innocent eyes at her.

			“You’re going to get us kicked out,” I say. “And then what am I going to say to my publisher?”

			“You can tell them I’m living my truth and speaking my heart. Isn’t that what chapter twelve was about?” Unfortunately, yes.

			After another half hour of Maddy’s sweeping proclamations about our on- and offline lives, infused with no fewer than four references to brands that sponsor her, she gets a signal from her assistant and claps her hands once. “I’m afraid that was all the time we have! I can’t wait to sign these beauties for you, but before I do . . . I want you all to do something for me.” A sly grin spreads across her face. “If you reach under your chairs, you’ll find your very own bottle of water.”

			There’s a flurry of eager, electric energy as those who didn’t notice the water bottles when they came in discover them for the first time.

			“Now I want you to open that baby up”—Maddy uncaps her water bottle, raising it high in a toast to the audience. I tap my recycled plastic against Noemie’s with an exaggerated lift of my eyebrows—“and take a big, delicious sip.”
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			“Doesn’t it bother you,” Noemie asks in the signing line, running a hand along the book’s glossy cover, “not seeing your name on it?”

			It did. At the beginning. But now there’s a sense of detachment that accompanies a book release. As a celebrity ghostwriter, I’m not hired to be anyone’s coauthor—I’m supposed to write from their point of view. To become them. My first author, a Bachelor contestant who infamously dumped the guy on national TV after he proposed, was an utter delight, and she still emails asking how I’m doing. But I quickly learned that wasn’t the norm. Because then there was Maddy, and the book I just finished for a TikTok-famous personal trainer with his own line of protein shakes that really stretches the definition of literature.

			Maybe there’s some satisfaction in clutching these several hundred pages I churned out at record speed, a tangible conclusion to all those late nights and canceled plans. And yet I can also completely divorce myself from this book in a way that’s either great or terrible for my mental health. Maybe both.

			“It’s not my book,” I say simply, taking another sip from my Maddy DeMarco–branded water bottle. It’s like, weirdly good water, and I’m not sure I want to know why.

			The signing line crawls forward, people asking Maddy to pose for photos before they head off to pay at the register. I can’t fault any of them for loving her the way they do. They want to believe that changing their lifestyle can change their life—after all, it worked for her.

			“Thanks for waiting with me,” I say, and Noemie’s eyes soften behind her tortoiseshell glasses, her cynical exterior cracking for a moment. “I know this isn’t your ideal Friday night.”

			“Considering I spent last Friday explaining to a client why we couldn’t guarantee them a cover story in Time, this is a definite upgrade.” She’s still dressed in her PR professional best: tapered slacks, daisy-patterned peplum top, a blazer draped over her arm. Long dark hair straightened and frizz-free, because she’s not Noemie if she has even a single flyaway. Meanwhile, in my cords, faded Sleater-Kinney tee, and a black denim jacket that’s too warm for early September, I must look like I haven’t seen the sun since 1996. No vitamin D for me, thanks.

			“Can’t argue with you there.” I pick at a speck of silver nail polish, a tell my cousin will be able to see right through. “And hey, the longer we’re here, the longer I can pretend everyone else isn’t at Wyatt’s housewarming.”

			Noemie grimaces in this familiar way I’m never sure whether I learned from her or the other way around. Noemie Cohen-Laurent is both my only first cousin and my closest friend. We grew up on the same street, attended the same schools, and now even live in the same house, though she owns it and I’m paying a deeply discounted monthly rent.

			We both studied journalism, starry-eyed about how we were going to change the world, tell the stories no one else was telling. The economy pushed us in different directions, and before we graduated, Noemie had already been hired full-time at the PR firm where she’d interned during her senior year.

			“I’m guessing that means you decided not to go?” she says.

			“I can’t do it. You can go if you want, but—”

			Noemie cuts me off with a swift shake of her head. “Solidarity. Wyatt Torres is dead to me.”

			My shoulders sag with relief. I haven’t wanted her to feel like she needs to pick a side, even if there’s no risk she’d pick his. Still, she’s the only one who knows what happened between us a few weeks ago: one incredible night after years of pining I thought was mutual, given the desperate way his hands roamed my body as we tumbled into bed. I’d helped him unpack his new apartment, and we were exhausted and tipsy and just seemed to fit, our bodies snapping together in this natural, effortless way. Wyatt’s dark hair feathering across my stomach, tanned skin shivering where I touched him. The way he dug his nails into my back like he couldn’t bear to let me go.

			But then came the Can we talk? text, and the confession, during said talk, that he wasn’t looking for a relationship right now. And I was a Relationship Girl, he said, with all the distaste usually reserved for that one person who replies-all on a cc’d email. He valued our friendship too much, and he didn’t want either of us to get hurt.

			So I pretended I wasn’t.

			“We would have been good together, though,” I say quietly, forcing my feet forward in line.

			Noemie places a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I know. I’m so sorry. We’ll have a much better time tonight, I promise. We’ll go back to the house and order way too much Indian food, because I know how you love being able to eat leftovers for five days afterward. And then we can watch people on Netflix making bad real estate decisions with partners they absolutely should not be with.”

			Finally, it’s our turn, one of the booksellers beckoning us forward. Maddy’s smile has barely slipped, an impressive feat after all those photos.

			“Hi,” I say, thrusting my copy forward with a trembling hand, which is only marginally embarrassing. I wrote pages and pages pretending to be this woman, and now that she’s three feet in front of me, I can barely speak. Someone take away my communication degree.

			“Hi there,” she says brightly. “Who should I make it out to?”

			“Chandler. Chandler Cohen.”

			She squeezes one eye shut, as though trying to remember. Any moment now, it’ll ring a bell. We’ll laugh about her takedown of internet trolls in chapter four and roll our eyes at all the people-pleasing she used to do, documented in detail in chapter sixteen. “How do you spell that?”

			“Oh—um,” I stammer, every letter in the English alphabet fleeing my mind at once. “Chandler . . . Cohen?” Maddy gives me a blank, expectant look.

			No. It’s not possible, is it? That she wouldn’t even remember my name after all the back-and-forth? All her demands?

			“You don’t know Chandler—” Noemie starts to say, but I silence her with an elbow to the ribs.

			Sure, I communicated mostly with Maddy’s team . . . but my name was on the contracts. The rough drafts. The endless email chains. I wrote this fucking book for her, and she has no idea who I am.

			I must mumble out the spelling, but my vision blurs as she swoops her magenta sharpie over the title page, sliding in a bookmark and passing it back to me like a seasoned pro.

			“Thank you,” I manage as Maddy waves us away with a sunshine grin.

			Once we’re safely in the picture-book aisle, the one farthest from the stage, I let out a long, shaky breath. It’s fine. This is fine. Obviously, she wasn’t going to ask me to sign our book.

			Her book.

			Because that’s the whole point of a ghost—no one is supposed to be able to see me.

			“You should have told her who you were,” Noemie says, one hand gripping her quilted Kate Spade and the other white-knuckling the water bottle. “I would have, if you hadn’t viciously attacked me.”

			“It would have just made it more embarrassing.” I clutch the book tight to my chest because if I don’t, I might hurl it across the store. “Maybe she’s not great with names. She meets a lot of people. I’m sure she just gets . . . really busy girlbossing.”

			“Right.” Noemie’s stance is still rigid. “Well, I’m still going to unfollow her.” And to prove it, she takes out her phone, only to have something else catch her attention. “Shit, it’s work. The wrong draft of a press release went out and the client is livid. I might have to . . .” She trails off, her fingers flying over the screen.

			Every so often, it hits me that there are only two years between us, though Noemie’s life is wildly different from mine. When The Catch laid me off five years ago and eventually folded, unable to keep up with BuzzFeed and Vice and HuffPost, she was buying a house. When I was struggling to sell freelance articles about new local musicians and the evolution of Seattle’s downtown, she was juggling high-profile clients and contributing a respectable monthly amount to her 401(k). She’s twenty-nine to my thirty-one, but it’s almost shocking how much better at adulting she is.

			Only two years, and yet sometimes it feels like I’ll never catch up.

			“Go,” I say, nudging her with the book. “I get it.”

			If I told her I needed her, she’d probably find a way to do both: comfort me and save her client. But most of the time, when work and anything else are fighting for Noemie’s attention, work wins.

			“Only if you’re sure,” she says. “You want to go back home, fire up DoorDash, and save me a couple samosas for when I’m done?”

			“I actually might stay out a bit longer.”

			She gives me a lingering glance, as though worried there’s something I’m not telling her. It’s the same way she looked at me when I learned about The Catch slashing its staff. My onetime dream job forcing me to find a new dream.

			“Nome. I’m fine,” I say, with so much emphasis that it sounds more threatening than reassuring.

			She gives me a tight hug. “I’m proud of you,” she says. “In case I didn’t say it before.” She did, when I turned in my draft and my revisions and then on the book’s release day, when she had to go into work early but had a spread of donuts and bagels waiting for me when I woke up. “You wrote and published a book. Two of them, in fact, with another on the way. Don’t let her take that away from you.”

			I’m not sure I can put into words how much I love her in this moment, so I just hug her back and hope she knows. Clearly, I’m not the best at words today.

			One great thing about this bookstore is that it has a bar, and I hate that on my way over, I have visions of Maddy sitting down next to me. I’d offer to buy her a drink and then tell her something that only someone intimately acquainted with Go Drink Some Water would know. She’d gasp, apologize, gush about how happy she is with the book. She’d confirm that all those months weren’t just a paycheck—they mattered.

			Except this isn’t really about Maddy DeMarco at all.

			It’s the bundle of self-worth tangled in the sheets on Wyatt’s bed, in the paychecks that don’t always arrive on time, in the lovely bedroom in my cousin’s lovely house that I’d never be able to afford on my own. It’s the persistent tapping at the back of my mind that sounds suspiciously like a clock, wondering if I picked the wrong career path and if it’s too late to start over. And if I’d even know how.

			It’s that every time I try to move forward, something is waiting to tug me right back.

			The two bartenders are immersed in what looks like a very serious conversation, so I have to clear my throat to get their attention. I order a hard cider that’s much too sweet, and before slipping Maddy’s book into my bag, I open it up to the title page.

			If I weren’t already gutter-adjacent, it would sink me even deeper.

			For Chandler Cone, it says in magenta ink. Drink up!
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			chapter

			two

			At first, I intend to do exactly what the inscription tells me to: become heavily intoxicated, which is probably not what Maddy meant and also might not be possible with this too-sweet cider. I snap the traitorous book shut, letting out a sigh that draws the attention of the man a seat away from me.

			I meet his gaze and give him an apologetic look, but instead of the judgmental frown I’m expecting, he nods toward my bottle of cider. “What are we celebrating?”

			“The disintegration of my self-esteem, sponsored by my complete mistake of a career. And the funeral of a relationship that ended before it even began.” I lift the bottle and take a sip, trying not to wince. “It’s a wake, actually. I have a front-row seat to watch both those things implode. Spectacularly.” Or at least, Chandler Cone does.

			“Those aren’t easy tickets to get.” He holds his hands together, then bows his head as though paying his respects. “Dearly beloved, we’re gathered here today to—”

			In spite of everything, I burst out laughing. “I think that’s what you say at a wedding. Or at the beginning of a Prince song.”

			“Ah shit, you’re right.” His mouth curves into a smile. “Good song, though.”

			“Great song.”

			In the most discreet way possible, I take a closer look at this stranger. I don’t think he was at the signing, but then again, the room was packed. He looks older than me, though probably not by much—auburn hair, shorter on the sides and floppy on top, graying a bit at the temples, which I discover in this moment is something I find very attractive. He’s in dark jeans and a casual black button-up, one sleeve unbuttoned at the wrist, as though he got distracted when he was putting it on, or maybe had a long day and the button simply gave up.

			“I’m sorry, though,” he says. “About your work, and your relationship.”

			I wave this off. “Thanks, but it’ll be okay. I think.” I hope.

			I could easily turn away, tell him to have a nice evening. Down my drink in silence and stumble home to takeout, trashy TV, and wallowing. I’ve never chatted someone up at a bar before—I’m usually too busy avoiding eye contact with other humans—but something about him compels me to keep talking.

			Because full honesty: maybe my ego needs a little boost tonight.

			“What about you?” I say, picking up my bottle and gesturing toward his glass. “You’re drinking alone because . . .”

			When I trail off, I watch his face, catching a split-second flinch. It’s so brief, I’m not sure he’s aware he’s doing it—maybe I even imagined it. But then he collects himself. Seems to relax.

			“Same as you. Career-related existential dread.” He motions to the pair of bartenders, dropping the volume of his voice. “I was going to head out twenty minutes ago, but then I got too invested in their personal lives.”

			He taps a finger to his lips, and I strain to hear what the bartenders are saying.

			“Those guinea pigs are not my responsibility. If you’re going to insist on keeping them in our apartment, you need to clean up after them.”

			“You could at least call them by their names.”

			“I refuse to call those little beasts Ricardo and Judith.”

			“Just like you refused to do the dishes after that party you threw last week? The one with a build-your-own-chili-dog bar?”

			“I want to call you out for eavesdropping, but I can’t blame you,” I say. “This is quality entertainment.”

			“Right? Now I can’t leave until I know how it ends.” Then he raises an eyebrow, squinting at the water bottle I stupidly placed on the bar next to me. “Is there a reason your water bottle says . . . ‘Live Laugh Girlboss’?” He holds up his hands. “Not judging, just curious.”

			“Oh, this? I’m part of a hydration-based MLM. I’m in really deep. They’ll be running the docuseries any day now.”

			Without missing a beat, he calmly places his glass back down. Flicks his eyes around the bar. When he speaks again, it’s in a whisper. “Do I need to call someone for you?”

			“Afraid it’s too late.” I give the water bottle a shake. “But if I can sell you a thousand of these babies, I might be able to get off with minimal prison time.”

			“The thing is,” he says, drumming a couple fingertips on the bar, “I could probably find a use for three hundred. Maybe four. But I don’t know what I’d do with the rest of them.”

			“You’d just have to find other people to sell them to. I could hook you up, give you all the training you need to become your very own boss.”

			“I’m not falling for that one.” He’s grinning at me, his teeth a brilliant white. The longer I study him, the cuter he is. It’s all in the details—a dusting of reddish facial hair, the warmth of his rich hazel eyes, the freckles spiraling across his knuckles, up onto his left wrist where his shirt is unbuttoned and bare skin peeks through. And the way he’s looking at me might feel better than I’ve felt all day. All week. All month since Wyatt.

			“I’m Drew,” he says. “I completely understand if you can’t tell me your name, though. For legal reasons. What with the show and all.”

			I try and fail to hold in another smile. God, he’s charming. “Chandler,” I say. “I was at the book signing over there.” I drag out the book, as though the introduction necessitates some additional shred of truth. “What do you do? When you’re not trying to rescue women from MLMs drinking at bookstore bars?”

			“I mean, jeez, that’s practically a full-time job.” Then he takes another sip of his drink before tenting his fingers together. “I’m in sales. Not very interesting, unfortunately.”

			“I disagree. That depends entirely on what you’re selling. For example, tiny rain boots for dogs? Fascinating, and I’ll need to see photos immediately.”

			“Tech sales,” he elaborates with a little sigh that makes him seem eager to change the subject. Which, fair—tech sales doesn’t sound like the most edge-of-your-seat career. “What about you?”

			If that isn’t the million-dollar question. “I’m a writer. A journalist, I guess, but I haven’t written anything I’m proud of in a while.” I take a sip of my cider, remember it’s too sweet, fight a grimace. “The whole capitalist machine really sold us lies about becoming an adult. I was under the impression that each of us was supposed to flourish into this perfectly well-adjusted, impressively accomplished person. That was what they told us all throughout school, right? That we could be anything we wanted. That we were special. But now I’m just . . .” Writing books without my name on them. Struggling to pay my reduced rent. Floundering. “Being a millennial in your thirties is a trip and a half,” I finish.

			“I’ll drink to that.”

			He takes a long sip before setting down the empty glass, then splays a hand on the table, index finger tracing the wood grain. As though he’s carefully considering what he wants to say next. A dim light bulb catches the swirl of freckles along his cheeks, down his neck, tucked into the hollow of his throat. Not the exact shade of his hair, I’m noticing—some darker, some lighter. A whole beautiful constellation.

			“I’ve got to preface this by saying that I don’t usually do this, but . . . Do you want to get out of here, Chandler?” At that, he winces. “Wow. That sounds like a really bad line. I swear, I’m genuinely wondering if you’re interested in leaving this place and going to a different place. One that has more food, because I’m kind of starving and the ‘loaded totchos’ on the menu don’t look very appetizing.”

			I could tell him I have plans. That the loaded totchos actually sound fantastic and I’ve been debating ordering a basket ever since I sat down. And yet.

			Drew saying it sounds like a bad line could fully be a line, I realize that, but maybe I’m not ready to go back to Noemie’s house and feel sorry for myself. This isn’t something I’d ever do, and yet in this moment, that feels like exactly the reason to say yes. I could toss my half-empty cider and get drunk on his attention alone.

			I grab my wallet, throwing a few dollars down on the bar. “Let’s get out of here.”
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			We’re on a mission, Drew and I: find the perfect late-night slice of pizza. The first restaurant we tried was closed and the second only served full pies, and now we’re on our way to a place I swear is right around here somewhere . . .

			“There!” I point to a flashing green Open sign on the corner, the delicious savory scent tugging us closer.

			It’s almost ten p.m. and Capitol Hill is just waking up. So far on our walk, I’ve learned that Drew lives in Southern California and he’s in town for work. He’s been to Seattle a few times but never had the chance to really explore, so I’ve made it my unofficial goal to show him as much as I can.

			I can’t remember the last time I was out on a Friday night, and it suddenly feels so full of possibility that I’m a little dizzy. Uncertain on my feet, so much that when I stumble across the pizzeria’s threshold, Drew steadies me with a hand to my lower back, that warm rush of contact going straight to my head.

			“I’m relieved for you,” he says as we take our place in line. “I was about to be very disappointed in Seattle.”

			The place is staffed by two aging punk rockers, Mudhoney playing over the sound system. I can always respect a Seattle establishment paying tribute to the Northwest’s long history of excellent bands. We may not have an abundance of by-the-slice pizza joints, but we know our music. Everyone clustered inside is in various stages of their nights: a trio of girls with flawless makeup and matching jumpsuits, a couple on what appears to be a first date, a group of college kids looking absolutely trashed, a shocking number of empty bottles covering their table.

			Drew gestures for me to go first, so I order a slice of pepperoni roughly the size of a Yield sign while he asks for a garden veggie. A guy with a tattoo of what I think might be the old Kingdome on his neck eyes the pie for a moment before selecting the largest slice, piled with green peppers, mushrooms, olives, and artichokes.

			When the cashier gives us plastic cups for the soda we order, Drew spends a moment inspecting his before filling it up with Sprite.

			“Just making sure it’s clean,” he says with this sheepish smile. It makes sense—this hole-in-the-wall’s hygiene is questionable at best.

			There are no chairs, only high tables with shakers of Parmesan and red pepper flakes. I dig into my pizza right away, feeling only a little barbaric when Drew opts for the more elegant fork-and-knife method. “God, so good. Their pepperoni is otherworldly—you want some? Just don’t tell my Jewish parents.”

			“Oh—I’m a vegetarian,” he says, not sounding at all offended. He chews, then cuts off another small triangle, popping it neatly into his mouth. “About eighteen years. And Jewish, too, actually.”

			I stare at him for a couple moments, because what are the odds that I’d meet a Jewish stranger in this way?

			“No shit. I think the only thing I’ve done for eighteen years is manage to function with a consistently medium level of anxiety,” I say. “What made you decide to become a vegetarian?”

			“Is it cliché to say that I love animals?” Drew asks. I get a flash of him holding a lamb, a piglet, a baby goat. “If not: that, and I was traumatized by The Jungle in high school. Couldn’t look at a hamburger the same way after that.”

			“If you have time, you should try Pear Bistro. It’s this vegan restaurant downtown that’s always packed. Expensive, but amazing food.”

			“One sec, I’m going to write that down.” He pulls out his phone, types it in, and slides it back into his pocket. Takes a sip of soda. “So you talk to strangers at bars, listen to Prince, and mysteriously came into possession of a self-help book written by an influencer. What else should I know about you?”

			“I highly doubt she wrote it.” I might say it a bit too quickly, so I tear off a piece of crust, dipping it into the sauce on the pizza, trying to act nonchalant. “I always assume anyone remotely famous has, you know, a ghostwriter or something. But in terms of fun facts . . .” I give him my most serious look and prepare my sole fun fact, the one I’ve spent much of my life saving for games of two truths and a lie, only to be sorely disappointed by how few opportunities there are for it outside of corporate America. “I’m only seven years old.”

			He just stares at me, a furrow appearing between his brows. “I . . . don’t have a witty response to that. Only concern and confusion.”

			“I was born on a leap day,” I say. “I’m thirty-one, but technically, I’ve only celebrated seven February twenty-ninths. I get another one next year, which is always exciting. And I’m a Pisces, so I love drama.”

			“I’ve never met a . . . leaper? Leapster? Do you have a name for yourselves?”

			“Actually, yes. Leaper and leapster both work, but I’ve always preferred leapling.” I aim my pizza crust at him. “Your turn. Fun fact me, please.”

			“Hmmm. I don’t know if I can beat yours, but I do have an encyclopedic knowledge of Lord of the Rings. And not just the books or the movies—like, I actually studied the Elvish languages as a kid,” he says. “As you can imagine, this made me very popular at parties.”

			“It should have! Say something in Elvish?”

			His mouth quirks upward. “You have no idea how many times I lay awake at night, hoping one day a cute girl would ask me that.” Then he schools his face into a more serene expression. “Vandë omentaina,” he says, a smile sneaking back in. “Technically, Elvish is a language family, with multiple languages and dialects created not just by Tolkien but by fans, too. That was ‘nice to meet you’ in Quenya, which originated as the language of the High Elves, who left Middle-earth to live far west in the Blessed Realms.”

			“Holy shit.” I flutter my lashes as I lean forward across the table. “You are . . . a huge nerd.”

			The groan and balled-up napkin he tosses my way are 100 percent worth it.

			The doorbell jingles as another group pushes inside, and it takes me a moment to realize why they’re all wearing costumes—Yoshi, Wonder Woman, and something I don’t recognize—because in Capitol Hill, you never know. One of those comic book conventions is happening downtown this weekend, and I’m guessing they just came from it.

			On the other side of the table, Drew stiffens, seeming to relax only once the group takes their pizza to go. Secondhand embarrassment, maybe? Residual childhood trauma involving Mario Kart? Whatever it is, he doesn’t offer an explanation, and I don’t ask for one.

			“You’re a journalist,” he says, spearing a green pepper with his fork. “Did you study that in college?”

			I nod. “It was a lot of doom and gloom. Newspapers had started folding all over the country, and it was made clear early on that none of us were going to be able to find jobs at a local paper working one specific beat, in part because some of those papers wouldn’t exist, or they’d be online-only, and also because it was getting less and less common to even have a specific beat. We had to learn how to do everything—photography, video, basic coding. And then I minored in gender and sexuality studies.”

			At that, Drew coughs a little, then swallows. “Really,” he says with a gentle thwack at his chest. Another cough. “That’s . . . intriguing.”

			I roll my eyes. “I can never tell anyone without getting a completely pervy response. Like, ‘What are the practical applications of that?’ or ‘Hey, you wanna show me what you learned?’ Sure, I can give you my junior year textbook about data bias. Guaranteed to make anyone horny.”

			Drew laughs, but I don’t miss the way his cheeks have turned pink. Even when he’s trying to play it cool, his face gives him away. “It’s not something you hear every day. What made you decide to go for that? And what are some of the practical applications?”

			Groaning, I lean in and give him a nudge, a soft tap of my fingers against his sleeve. That’s it—a split second of skin-to-sleeve contact, but it has deadly consequences. He glances down at the spot I’ve touched, his blush deepening, which makes my heart leap into the general location of my trachea. Immediately, I want to touch him again, and based on the lowering of his lashes, he might want the same thing.

			“A horrible abstinence-only sex ed program in high school,” I say, refocusing on his question, because it’s something I feel strongly about. A program that didn’t properly prepare me for what happened my sophomore year of college, but we’re not talking about that right now. And since he doesn’t live here, we probably won’t talk about it ever. “Or at least, that was part of it. I’d never had a chance to learn about sexuality anywhere but the internet, and I barely even knew my own anatomy. It seemed like something I could use beyond an academic setting.” I feel myself getting flustered, especially with the way he’s watching me, so I pass the question back to him. “And you studied . . . business?”

			“I didn’t finish college.”

			“Oh—I’m sorry—I shouldn’t have assumed,” I say, stumbling over my words, but he holds up a hand.

			“No, no, it’s okay. I always meant to go back, but I’d been working since I was in high school, which led to a full-time opportunity I couldn’t pass up. And then it just never happened.”

			“No shame in that.” I take another bite of pizza. I can’t decide if he’s being purposefully vague about his job, or if it really is so dull that he can’t bear to talk about it except in generalities. “If you’re traveling for work, you must be good at what you do. Successful.”

			“Successful,” he repeats, directing that word to the crust on his plate, which he’s cutting into with his knife. “How do you even measure that?”

			“Ah, so we’re moving on to the philosophical portion of the night?” I gaze around the restaurant, wondering how I got here, spilling my career woes to a Jewish vegetarian stranger who works in sales. It’s wild how easy it is to talk to him, this guy I didn’t know only an hour and a half ago. “I guess I just thought I’d be . . . well, more successful by now,” I say, brushing this off with a hollow laugh. “So there it is. It’s not that I want to be famous or anything. I just want to create something I can be proud of. You know?”

			“I do,” he says quietly, his eyes heavy on mine, the soft creases on either side of them making him seem weary for the first time all evening.

			We finish our pizza and continue wandering. As his self-appointed tour guide, I go deep into Seattle lore, pointing out the Jimi Hendrix statue on the intersection of Broadway and Pine, the movie theater that used to be a Masonic temple.

			At one point, he holds out his phone, beckoning me closer to see what’s on the screen. “I googled ‘dearly beloved.’ You can say it at a funeral, too.”

			I exaggerate a groan. “I hate being wrong.”

			“Would a churro make it better?” he asks, gesturing to a food truck on the next block, and I instantly brighten.

			We take our churros to a bench in Cal Anderson Park, which even this late is full of people picnicking, drinking, dancing to music blaring from phones and mini speakers.

			“I’m kind of glad that bartender’s guinea pigs were such agents of chaos,” I say. “Or we might not have met.”

			“God bless Ricardo and Judith.” Drew nudges his churro out of the paper to take a bite. As he does this, his jeans brush against mine, our hips just barely touching. My lungs catch on an inhale, and when I finally let out a breath, I can sense the heat of him not just along my thigh but in the tips of my toes, the back of my neck. He’s half a foot taller than I am, but all night, he’s carried his height with a quiet kind of grace I’m not used to. He doesn’t slouch, but he doesn’t lord it over those of us who are vertically challenged.

			We could spread out if we wanted to; the bench is big enough.

			It quickly becomes evident that neither of us wants to.

			This whole thing is surreal. There’s no desire to check my phone for the time or chart an escape route, the way I might if I’m at a gathering that’s gotten too people-y. When I’m on deadline, I’m laser-focused, but I sent off a final revision of the personal trainer’s book last week, and now I’m waiting for my agent to submit me to other gigs, browsing job websites, sitting in that strange void of what’s next. This is the first time since that mistake with Wyatt that I’ve felt at home in my own skin. Maybe since before then, if I’m being honest.

			“Seattle is winning me over,” Drew says. “I might even be a little sad to leave tomorrow.”

			When he says it, there’s an inexplicable twinge in my chest. Of course he’s leaving—he’s only here on a business trip.

			“I can’t imagine living anywhere else.” I take a sugary nibble of churro. “Do you feel that way about SoCal?”

			“Los Angeles,” he specifies, and maybe he’s realizing he can open up a bit more, too. “It’s strange—it’s a city where everyone cares about who you are and who you know, and yet it’s so massive that it’s easy to be anonymous. It makes me feel both like I’m living under a microscope and like this tiny speck in the universe at the same time.” Then he shrugs. “But, you know, the weather. And the Mexican food. I’m not sure I could give up sunshine or burritos.”

			“Fair.” And then, when he adjusts to reach for one of the napkins he shoved into his jeans pocket: “Only one of your sleeves is buttoned, by the way,” I say, reaching out and tapping the sleeve lightly on the wrist. “Not sure if that was an intentional fashion choice, or . . .”

			I’m aware I’m hard-core flirting, punctuating nearly all my sentences with a laugh. This version of myself—I don’t hate her. She’s carefree and laid-back, two adjectives I’ve never associated with myself. She’s fun.

			He glances down. “It’s probably been that way for hours, huh?”

			“I’ll fix it for you.” I lean in as he gamely holds out his arms, and now my knee is pressed against his, too. “Do you want them both up or both down?” I ask the question hoping for a specific answer. Up would give me more reasons to touch him.

			“Up, please,” he says, blushing again.

			His skin is warm, his breath even. I take my time, making sure his sleeves are the same length, each roll of fabric revealing more freckles. When my thumb grazes the underside of his forearm, he twitches but doesn’t move away. The next time I do it, it isn’t an accident, and his eyes lock on mine with a steady intensity.

			I didn’t think rolling up the sleeves of a man’s shirt could be erotic, but here we are. My heart is hammering against my rib cage and this close, I can see how long his lashes are. Those lines around his eyes, the graying of his hair. I wonder how he feels about it, if he’s fighting it or if he’s made his peace, or if it’s something that’s never bothered him at all. His scent, something woodsy that might be leftover cologne he wore to his sales conference or something purely him.

			He’s really lovely, this man, and suddenly it seems unfair that I have only one night with him. The mysterious Drew.

			“Thank you,” he says in a new kind of voice. Rougher. Richer.

			My throat has gone dry, and when I reach into my bag for my entrepreneurial water bottle, my fingers skim the top of Maddy’s book.

			I fight back a laugh as I pull it out. “I—I accidentally stole this,” I say. “I was supposed to pay for it after I got it signed, but then I went to the bar and forgot. We have to go back.”

			“All this time, I’ve been cavorting about with a common criminal?” he says, but the look on his face is sheer amusement.

			“I could just as easily blame you!” I pat the book gently against his chest, and he clutches his heart, pretending I’ve wounded him. “If you hadn’t been so charming, maybe I wouldn’t have been cavorting about with you and forgotten to pay.”

			As though summoned, a dimple appears in one cheek. “You think I’m charming?”

			“I think you’re an accessory to petty theft,” I say as we get to our feet. “And I also think I’ve never heard someone use the word ‘cavorting’ in casual conversation before. I kind of love it?”

			“Ah, you see, that’s what makes me so charming.”

			We haven’t ventured too far from the bookstore, only about five blocks. Except now when we walk, I’m more aware of Drew’s body than I have been all night. The way he makes his steps smaller to keep pace with me, his arm brushing mine.

			Of course, when we get there, it’s closed—lights off, parking lot empty. Something I did not, in my churro-and-lust-fueled haze, pause to consider.

			“Shit,” I say after trying the door anyway. “I could just slide some money under the door?” I open up my wallet, realizing I used the last of my cash on the churro. Drew reaches for his pocket, but I shake my head. “Or more logically, come back tomorrow, tell them I inadvertently stole a bestseller, and hope I won’t be banned for life.”

			With a sigh, I drop the book back into my bag. More trouble than it’s worth, that thing.

			This part of the neighborhood is quieter, the sounds of nightlife echoing in the distance. I lean against the wall of the bookstore, right next to a sticker with a few sparse lines of poetry on it, no longer drunk on anything but adrenaline and staying up late with a handsome stranger.

			One who can’t seem to take his eyes off me.

			“I like this,” he says, touching the side of his nose, the same place where mine is pierced. “Suits you. How long have you had it?”

			“Since I was seventeen. Or, you know, four and a quarter. My cousin found this place that didn’t ID, and she’s forever bitter because hers got infected and she had to take it out, and mine didn’t.”

			There’s no way discussing nose rings is a precursor to anything remotely romantic, and yet the way he’s looking at me, you’d think I’d just said I wasn’t wearing underwear.

			“It’s very cute on you,” he says, the compliment landing low in my belly. It’s refreshing, someone clearly letting you know they’re into you, as opposed to all the back-and-forth with Wyatt. The years of overanalyzing, every brush of sleeve against sleeve necessitating an hour-long mental debrief.

			“You, too,” I blurt, and then try to laugh it off. “That was a weird reflex. You don’t have a nose ring. I’m not even sure what I was trying to say. That you’re cute, maybe? I mean—I don’t usually do this, run around the city with guys who may or may not be cute—”

			“Chandler,” he says, that smile playing on his lips as he sways closer. I like the sound of my name in his voice. And the way his gaze keeps dropping to my mouth—I like that, too, though probably not as much as I’d like the scrape of his stubble against my face. Neck. Hips. “It’s okay.”

			And then, as though letting me know how okay it is, he places a hand on my cheek, fingers skimming my ear and sliding into my short hair. Almost involuntarily, I close my eyes. He is so, so close—but I need him closer.

			“I don’t usually do this, either,” I whisper, repeating what’s become something of a refrain for us tonight.

			“Then I’m glad you made an exception for me.”

			I open my eyes to find raw determination in his. One sharp inhale, and then I’m reaching up to his collar and pulling his mouth down to mine. The kiss isn’t sweet or kind or polite—it’s instantly rough, his lips moving against mine in a way that feels urgent. Desperate. A moan catches in my throat, one that he echoes when I slide my tongue against his, gripping his shoulders. It’s an electric, intoxicating feeling, kissing this guy against the brick wall outside a bookstore, his hands traveling down to my hips, steadying me so he can kiss me harder. Back to the wall. Shoulder blades digging into brick. I feel drugged, drunk, utterly addicted. Disconnected from reality.

			There’s something about being anonymous with him that makes me do things I wouldn’t normally do—not in public, not with someone I barely know. I scrape my nails along his back, not caring when he kisses my neck and tugs the moan free. It’s nearly pornographic, the sound I make, and the way he hardens against me, I can tell exactly how he feels about it.

			When we move apart for a breath of night air, his cheeks are an even deeper scarlet, his hair wild, and all I want is to see where else I can make him blush.

			His mouth drops to my collarbone, pushing aside my jacket and Sleater-Kinney T-shirt. “Jesus,” he murmurs against my skin. “It’s ridiculous, how much I like you.”

			“I like you, too,” I say, this innocent statement juxtaposed with the not-at-all-innocent way I arch my hips into his jeans, drawing out a low groan. “Where are you staying?” The street is still deserted, but I imagine it won’t be for long. Capitol Hill never is.

			There’s that smile again, even as he rakes a hand through his make-out-mussed hair. “Not too far from here, actually. The Paramount.”

			“Solid choice. What with the rooms, and the elevators, and the . . . general Paramount-ness to it.”

			“Have you been?”

			I shake my head, reaching out to roll up his sleeve that’s started to fall down. “Maybe you could give me a tour?”

			I’m only half-aware of what I’m asking when the question leaves my lips, heavy with suggestion. And once it’s out there, I know, the way I haven’t been sure of anything in a while, that this is what I want.

			Tonight.

			Him.

			“It seems only fair, when you’ve been such a great tour guide,” he says, eyes never leaving mine. Fierce and inviting, his pupils the deepest black. “But I should mention, I’ve really only been inside one room. I could show you around the hallway. The closets. The desk chair.” A twitch of his mouth. “Or any other pieces of furniture you happen to be interested in.”

			“I love furniture.” I kiss him with more weight this time, heart beating a frantic new rhythm. “Lead the way.”
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			chapter

			three

			I’ve never had a one-night stand. Maybe there’s some truth to what Wyatt said about me being a Relationship Girl, but I think the more accurate statement is that I’m simply an Anxiety Girl. I’ve read too many murder mysteries to go home with a stranger.

			So it’s a bit of a surprise, then—an excellent one—that as soon as we turn onto the street the hotel is on, we stop at a drugstore for condoms. Before we check out, I add a small bottle of personal lubricant. There’s no tiptoeing, no awkwardness, only the certainty of more as his hand finds mine, leading me through the hotel’s revolving doors and down an ornately decorated hallway to the elevator.

			“You know,” I say as Drew hits the button marked 14, “just because there’s no number thirteen doesn’t mean you’re not technically on the thirteenth floor.”

			“And yet I don’t feel too unlucky.”

			There’s a family inside, a man and woman and two kids looking like they just came up from the pool, hair dripping and towels wrapped around their shivering shoulders.

			“Evening,” the woman says to us as we step inside, pushing into a corner to make room, and I offer the kids a smile. I’m half tempted to tell Drew we can wait for the next one, but I don’t hate the way he runs a fingertip up my spine and then back down.

			“Evening,” Drew says back, voice perfectly solid.

			I can’t believe I’m doing this. It’s an electric pulse of adrenaline that makes me squeeze my thighs together at the pressure starting to build there. I am going to have sex with this man I just met, whose last name I don’t know, who I haven’t stalked on Instagram or asked Noemie to check out on LinkedIn (because she has one of those accounts that doesn’t show when you’ve looked at someone’s profile), and then we’ll part ways.

			No phone numbers. No strings.

			“Have a good night,” Drew says to the family when the elevator opens on the fourteenth floor.

			I’m all legs as I stumble into the hall with him, as though the slight press of his finger along my spine was what was holding me up. He stops in front of Room 1412, a lock of hair falling over his brow as he struggles with the key, like his nerves are getting in the way, which endears him to me even more. It strikes me that it could be an act, in which case I’m absolutely falling for it, but in this moment, I can’t bring myself to care. All I want is his skin on mine as we erase the world outside. A sweaty, indulgent night and a polite goodbye the next morning.

			The door’s barely clicked shut before he has me pinned against it, mouth on my throat. Nothing polite about it. He’s cinnamon sugar and that hint of cologne and something else, something that makes me dizzy when I drag my hands up his back and take a deep breath. My skin is buzzing, burning, alive.

			It’s not until he backs up to kick off his shoes, fisting a hand in his pocket to toss a conference badge onto a desk, that I get a peek at the room. He’s kept it clean, or maybe the hotel staff already stopped by to tidy up. His suitcase is open on one of those luggage racks, a closet revealing another button-up shirt and blazer.

			But my mind can focus on this for only a split second before he covers me again, freeing me of my denim jacket, which lands in a dark heap on the floor. I toss the bag of condoms somewhere next to it. Maybe because I’m entirely too eager, I go for his belt buckle first. A laugh slips past his lips as I yank it from his waist with a flourish. Our kisses turn deeper. Harder. He’s solid heat as he runs his hands down the sides of my body, curving over my generous hips and ass. I give it all right back. A thrust against the bulge in his jeans. A hand palming his back pockets. A shove so that I can get him against the door this time, tasting his jaw, neck, throat, fingers working to undo the buttons at his collar.

			Then he tugs me forward in a motion that propels us back, back, back—until my leg slams into hard, cold metal.

			The luggage rack.

			“Shit,” I hiss out, clutching at my calf as I try to regain my balance.

			He steadies me, eyes going wide, face gorgeously flushed. “You okay?”

			“Yep. I’m good.” That sting of pain doesn’t stand a chance against my libido. I could be limping and I’d still need him on top of me. “And I should also say . . .” My anxiety intervenes, reminding me I’ve never done this before. “I tested a couple weeks ago, and I’m negative.”

			“Me, too. Sorry, I should have said something earlier—I don’t know all the etiquette for this.” There’s a sheepishness to the way he says it.

			“It’s okay,” I say, reaching for him again to finish his shirt.

			He closes his eyes, lets me take control. “When you were doing that on the bench . . . I was so turned on.”

			I toss the shirt aside and drop kisses along his bare chest, dragging him down onto the bed with me. I’m too distracted by touching him to get anything more than flashes of what he looks like: the soft curve of his stomach, skin dotted with freckles. A trail of reddish hair disappearing into his boxer briefs. “Not going to lie, I was, too.”

			When I slip off my T-shirt, he spends a few moments taking in my breasts, spilling out of the bralette I dug from the back of my drawer this morning. My belly has a soft curve to it, too, faint pink stretch marks around my hips and waist, beneath my arms and along my breasts. I thought I’d be self-conscious with someone I met only a few hours ago, but the way he’s gazing at me leaves little room for it.

			“Your body is just . . .” He trails off with a ragged breath, tracing a reverent thumb down my bra straps. Along the thin cotton, where my nipples are tight and desperate for his touch. “Wish I could tell that Tolkien nerd that things’ll really turn around for him one day.”

			“You’re thinking about Lord of the Rings right now?” I say with a laugh, but I can’t deny the boost he’s giving my already inflated confidence. When I imagined casual hookups, I thought they’d be all sweat and gyrating bodies. I didn’t realize they could have a sense of humor.

			A lowering of his lashes to half-mast, grin turning wicked. “Not anymore.” He turns his attention back to my bra, reaching an arm around to the back. “Elusive little thing, isn’t it?” he says, fingers fumbling with the fabric, and it takes me a second to realize he’s searching for a clasp.

			“Oh—it’s a bralette,” I say. “I can help—”

			“No, no, I can do it.”

			But he doesn’t seem to get what I’m saying.

			“No—there’s no clasp.” I twist around, trying to remove the bra. As he pulls it off, I feel a sharp yank around my neck and—

			“Ow—”

			“—oh fuck—”

			“—I think your watch is caught in my necklace,” I manage as the chain digs into my skin, drawing out a shaky breath. I’m naked from the waist up, my breasts bouncing as we try to untangle ourselves. Left. Right. Under. Through. I’m half trying to keep the necklace from cutting off my air supply, half trying not to laugh— because from any angle, these acrobatics have got to look hilarious.

			“Shit, shit, shit, I’m sorry,” Drew says when his watch steals a strand of my hair.

			“This room is cursed,” I mutter, holding a hand to my boobs to keep them from bouncing quite so enthusiastically.

			Once he extricates his arm and places his watch safely on the bedside table, I rub at my throat, wondering just how many casualties I can sustain in one night and if this is the universe trying to send me a sign.

			“Rule of three,” Drew says. “It’s got to be smooth sailing from here.”

			“Please.” I reach for his jeans, giving him a lift of my eyebrows when this act does not end in anyone getting maimed. He repeats it with me and—success. “Curse broken?”

			“I’d say so.”

			I tug him on top of me, his bare chest meeting mine, the weight of him allowing me to relax into the moment. Just like that, we’re back on track, and the relief is instantaneous. He buries his face between my breasts, teasing a nipple with his thumb and sending a jolt of pleasure straight to my core. I arch my back, my hand drifting to the front of his navy boxers, tented with his desire. The sound he lets out when I palm his cock through the fabric is a work of art. A perfect little moan, a thrust of his hips. A tightening of his hands on my breasts.

			Just when I’m starting to think I could lie here all night like this, he lifts up, starts kissing down my stomach. There’s an impatience to him now—he doesn’t linger. And maybe I can understand that, even if foreplay’s always been my favorite part. He hooks his thumbs on either side of my panties and pauses, lifting an eyebrow at me, waiting for my nod before he slides them down. Then his hand is inching up one thigh, everything in me tensing, anticipating before he parts me with two fingers.

			Oh. Yes. I sigh into his touch, wrapping my arms around his neck and fisting strands of his hair. And then . . . yes?

			His technique isn’t bad, exactly . . . it just lacks finesse. He pumps a finger in and out. In and out. And that’s it. No variation. Surely he’s just warming up. I refuse to believe that he thinks the key to a woman’s pleasure is treating her body like one of those finger-trap toys he just—can’t—escape from.

			The bed squeaks as he shifts around, getting off to retrieve the drugstore bag. He drops the condoms on the nightstand and holds up the tiny bottle of lube, asking a silent question. Yes.

			But then he squirts—

			Too much.

			Way too much.

			It drips between my legs and onto the bed beneath me, my ass in a slippery puddle that smells like strawberry vanilla.

			“Came out a little faster than I thought, sorry,” he says sheepishly, grabbing a few tissues and doing his best to mop it up.

			Bless the man, he’s persistent. Even if he’s not hitting the right spot, the lube makes everything better, slick and warm and sensitive.

			“Does she like that?” he asks.

			“She?”

			A smirk as he uses his other hand to point between my legs. It takes me longer than it should to process what he’s saying—and then it hits me.

			He’s talking about my vagina. Like we’re two separate entities.

			“Mm-hmm” is all I can say.

			It’s a relief when he dips his head, and I try my best to focus on what his tongue is doing instead of the wet patch of comforter beneath me.

			At first, I think it’s a joke—that he can’t really be this inept. But nope, he is entirely serious about what he’s doing down there, and I’m worried that if I open my mouth to give him some direction, I’ll start laughing. Because he’s really just perched right there on the edge of the bed, licking my pubic bone like it’s a firecracker Popsicle on the Fourth of July.

			“You’re doing amazing,” he says. Amazing at . . . lying here? And then, as he continues to work his tongue around the same spot: “Oh yeah. Right there?”

			Two things become instantly clear to me. One, that this man has no earthly idea where the clitoris is. And two, it’s not the room that’s cursed—it’s Drew.

			Drew, who blushed when I rolled up his sleeves. Who spoke in one of the Elvish languages in a way that was weirdly charming. Who kissed me like he couldn’t wait to get my clothes off but is evidently mystified by oral. A night like this isn’t supposed to come with instructions. At least, I don’t think so.

			“Could you—a little lower?” I finally manage.

			He obliges, switching back to his fingers, which is better in the sense that I can feel something. “You feel so good,” he says. “So hot. So ready. I love how hot and ready you are.”

			In the parts of my mind that aren’t cringing, I remember that Little Caesars sells pizzas called Hot-N-Ready, a fact that does not make me any hornier.

			His erection strains against his boxers. Gently, I push up on his chest so that I can flip us around. He is extremely Hot-N-Ready, and one additional benefit to all this lube is that when I slip my hand inside his boxers and wrap my fingers around him, his head falls back against the pillow, all his freckles giving the impression of filthy, sexy innocence. Jesus. The way he shuts his eyes, exposing his elegant neck . . . I don’t hate the view. Not at all. And damn it—despite all our mishaps so far, I still want this to be good. Tonight was supposed to get me out of a rut, remind me I can be wild and carefree. I’m not ready to give up just yet.

			“I need you,” I say into his ear, wondering if there’s more truth in those words than I care to admit. His groan and mumbled please bring me closer to orgasm than I’ve been all night.

			With my remaining shards of hope, I reach for the box of condoms. He gives me a sly lift of his eyebrows as he takes one from me, and before I can tell him not to, sinks his teeth into it. When he removes it from his mouth, he frowns down at the torn wrapper. A Casanova, he is not.

			I grab another one and open it myself this time, giving him a few hard tugs before I roll it on. His eyes flutter shut as he lets out a low hum, shifting me back against the bed with his cock poised at my entrance.

			“Fuuuuuuck,” he exhales as he pushes into me. “Fuck. Yes. Fuck. Yes.” He punctuates each sentence with a pump of his hips.

			I try to meet his strokes, but he’s going so fast, I can’t keep up. When I reach down to where our bodies are joined in a halfhearted attempt to get myself there, he interprets this as me reaching for his hand.

			“Oooh, there it is,” he pants out as he threads our fingers together. “There it is.”

			Rhythmically, it sounds like some porno version of “Whoomp! (There It Is),” which is if not the least sexy song in the world, at least in the top five.

			“Oh my fucking god,” I say out loud, because I can’t contain it anymore.

			Except he interprets it as a cry of ecstasy and only starts pumping harder. “Almost there,” he says. “We can do this. Can you get there, baby?”

			Baby. As though he’s so lost in the moment, I could be absolutely anyone to him.

			In that split second before he tumbles over the edge, I decide I have to fake it. Subtly, of course. A few shaky breaths, a clench of my teeth, and a moan before he collapses on top of me with a harsh, guttural sound.

			He rolls to the side, chest heaving, face flushed. “That . . . was incredible,” he slurs out.

			I just blink up at the ceiling, too stunned to process how this sweet guy turned out to be such a disaster in bed.

			After a few moments, he turns to me, placing a hand on my hip. All of a sudden, I feel too exposed. I draw the sheets up over my breasts, but what I’d really love is to bury myself under the whole bed. Maybe dig a grave in front of the hotel. died in pursuit of an impossible orgasm, they’ll write on my tombstone. May her memory be a blessing.

			“Was it good for you?” he asks.

			“Mmm,” I say, wondering how obvious it would be if I checked the time on my phone, which is somewhere in the no-man’s-land between the bed and the door. It’s got to be past two a.m. by now.

			I let my eyes fall shut, turning my body to his and letting out a sigh of contentment. And as a result, feel a bit like an asshole. If we were really together, I’d be honest with him. But in a few hours, I’m never going to see him again, a fact that now feels like the most beautiful flash of relief. I barely know anything about him—maybe he’s a flat-earther or doesn’t believe in vaccines—and I don’t have to.

			Maybe this is a sign from the universe. One-night stands: clearly not a Chandler Cohen kind of thing.

			Relationship Girl, Wyatt’s voice taunts.

			“I don’t have to be at the conference until tomorrow afternoon. Maybe we could sleep in? Order room service?” His mouth kicks upward as his hand dances along my hip. “Do this again?”

			I’m too exhausted to come up with an excuse. “Definitely.”

			Drew yawns into his shoulder. “I’m really glad you sat down at that bar.” It’s the last thing he says to me before he drifts off, chest rising and falling with his steady breaths.

			I can’t stay here. If we wake up in the morning and he asks how “she” slept, I’m going to lose it. This was a bad idea, terrible idea, and the only hope I have for self-preservation is if I make a run for it.

			Now.

			As delicately as I can, I peel back the sheets and swing my legs out of bed, grimacing at the pain that shoots up my calf. We were messy, and my clothes are scattered across the floor. I tiptoe around the room before finding my phone beneath my T-shirt, using the light from the screen to collect the rest of my clothes.

			It’s okay, I tell myself as I shove on my pants. I’m going to laugh about this tomorrow. Probably.

			Finally, I make it to the door, opening it up and shutting it with the quietest click, locking my bad decisions inside.

		

	
		
			
				AFTER 4 SEASONS, IT’S LIGHTS OUT FOR ‘THE NOCTURNALS’

				BY TASHA KIM, THE HOLLYWOOD REPORTER

				LOS ANGELES—In announcing its fall schedule yesterday, TBA Studios shocked many of its dedicated fans: The Nocturnals, a soapy drama following college-aged werewolf Caleb Rhodes and a ragtag group of friends navigating life, love, and the supernatural, has not been renewed for a fifth season.

				Fans immediately took to Twitter, and a petition to revive the series amassed more than ten thousand signatures overnight. The show, which pulled in meager but consistent ratings for TBA, has gained quite a cult following since its 2008 premiere. Parties fans have dubbed all-nighters are common for season premieres and finales, and its stars are a staple at fan conventions nationwide.

				“It’s not going to be easy to say goodbye to these characters,” said creator Zach Brayer, who admitted he was still reeling from the news. “But we’re so grateful to the fans who’ve stuck with us for this long. That’s the most any showrunner can ask for.”

				The Nocturnals stood out on a slate of shows marketed toward teens, largely because the main characters begin episode one already in college.

				“College has killed so many shows,” said Marion Welsh, head of series programming at TBA. “As soon as you split up the characters you’ve gotten to know throughout high school, the show loses some of what hooked you in the first place. That was what we loved about The Nocturnals—that they were doing something different.”

				Brayer says they prepared themselves for the possibility of cancellation, and that when the season 4 finale—now the series finale—airs in two weeks, he hopes it’ll be satisfying for viewers. “We were able to end it the way we wanted to, with these characters graduating and heading out into the world, one they now know is full of danger and mystery but also love and hope. And that was really the crux of the show: that hope would always conquer all.”
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			chapter

			four

			The sound of Noemie’s high-end espresso machine wakes me up too early, a whirring and grinding that sounds more like a Category 5 storm than a prelude to coffee.

			When my pillow does nothing to drown it out, I heave a groan and slowly extricate myself from beneath the blankets, rolling over to check my phone.

			
				Missed you last night.

			

			With a start, I bolt upright in bed, wondering how the hell Drew got my number. I must have been careless and left something behind, or maybe he’s just this side of creepy to manage to track me down. Oh god—I cannot see him again.

			My heart starts back up with a new, less panicked rhythm when I blink my bleary eyes and see the name: Wyatt Torres.

			Missed you last night. Just four words and he’s able to take me back to that evening a few weeks ago, desperate kisses and twisted sheets and entry number one on my list of regrets. A list that only seems to keep growing.

			I flop back onto the pillow, scrolling his social media for photos of the housewarming. There he is with some of our other friends from college, posing in front of an impressive charcuterie board. It looks like a proper, classy AF party for the gainfully employed, nary a Ping-Pong ball or Solo cup in sight. Wyatt, with his job as a reporter at the Tacoma News Tribune. Alyssa, an investigative reporter at a local TV station. Josh, the sole reporter for a twice-weekly newspaper on the Eastside, covering everything from city council meetings to high school football games.

			We always joked in college that we couldn’t wait to be the age where we could throw mature parties, the kind with hors d’oeuvres and cocktail napkins and wine we hadn’t bought for two dollars at Trader Joe’s. We’d all be award-winning journalists then, sharing anecdotes about our latest stories and bragging about who’d be the first to make the front page. If only we’d known that a digital front page was slightly less exciting.

			It’s easy to forget that even before that, I wanted to write books of my own, before I realized it was impractical to think I’d be one of the lucky ones who could survive on that alone. I wrote all the time as a kid, stapling together little books with haphazardly doodled covers. Mysteries were my favorite; I loved the thrill of being able to trick the reader (aka my parents or Noemie), dropping what I’m sure were very obvious red herrings and leading them to a conclusion they swore they never saw coming. In hindsight, they might have been lying to protect my fragile preteen self-esteem. Being able to create chaos and then wrap everything up soothed my anxious brain, and there was something innately satisfying about stringing sentences together, to the point where I could hear their rhythm in my head before I typed them out. Nothing beat the pure and utter joy of finding exactly the right word to mean exactly the right thing.

			That was a long time ago, when you could tell adults you wanted to be an author when you grew up and they’d grin and tell you how creative you were, how smart! But then you got older. Closer to the age you’d need to be when a school printed on a piece of paper the thing you’d committed the last four years of your life to. You have to be a little more realistic, guidance counselors said. Does anyone even make money doing that? your parents asked, worried. So you started saying journalist, because that was writing, too, only you didn’t get to make anything up. And they started smiling at you again, told you about all the interesting articles they’d read lately.

			Sometimes on weekends, when I’m between deadlines, I open up the password-protected folder in the depths of my computer, My Documents / Personal / Other / Misc, just long enough to read what I wrote the last time I was between deadlines. Maybe I’ll swap out a word or two, but I haven’t made progress beyond that in months. Years.

			Somehow, looking around my room, with its discounted Anthropologie duvet and candles burned down to stubs and stack of cozy mysteries I’ve read dozens of times but keep close for comfort, I don’t feel nearly as settled as I hoped I’d be at this stage of my life. I’m still not entirely sure I’m doing my taxes right.

			I throw off the sheets, noticing the violet bruise blooming on my calf. A lovely memento from last night. When I got home after an Uber ride with a too-chatty driver—I check my phone again—five hours ago, I grabbed for the first clean-ish pajamas and socks I saw. I almost never sleep without my feet covered, except on the two days of the year it hits eighty degrees. It’s become something of a joke in my family that I ask for socks for every birthday or holiday, always seriously. I love wearing them, I’m always cold, and the occasional teasing is entirely worth it.

			I can’t think of anything charming or witty enough to text Wyatt, but there’s a message from my mom from earlier this morning, a slightly blurry picture of Maddy’s book with the caption, I still don’t know who she is bt u did a grt job! thirsty!! And then a string of water droplet emojis. I don’t have the heart to tell her what they really mean.

			It always takes a moment to decipher my parents’ texts. They’re a bit older, and while I’ve taught my dad five times how to attach something to an email, they’re trying, and I love them for it. This text, at least, is easy to reply to, so I send my mom a thank-you and pull on a robe, following the scent of Noemie’s bean-of-the-month subscription box downstairs.

			My room, a bathroom, and a guest room comprise the upstairs, and I pay a comically low rent compared to most Seattle apartments. This quaint Ballard neighborhood with its brightly painted houses and landscaped backyards might as well have a sign saying Your Paycheck Must Be This Big to Move In. Every time I try to tell my cousin I should pay more, she waves it off. “I like you here,” she’ll insist, as though the mere fact of my presence is worth a few hundred dollars a month.

			“Morning!” Noemie chirps from the kitchen. “Just opened a new bag. From Maine.”

			Put something in a subscription box, and my cousin will lose her mind over it. Over the years, she’s subscribed to products ranging from practical to bizarre: toilet paper, sheet masks, artisan hot sauces, even a box that mails monthly clues to solve a mystery. One Hanukkah, she got me a sock-of-the-month subscription, and it remains the best gift I’ve ever received.

			I’ve lived here for three years, and it never fails to surprise me how she sticks to a schedule on the weekends. She’s Saturday chic in a cropped sweatshirt and leggings, dark hair in a ponytail, wearing her tortoiseshell glasses and sipping coffee from a mug one of her publicist colleagues got her that says life’s a pitch, paging through the Seattle Times because we refuse to let it go the way of the Post-Intelligencer.

			There’s a pan of scrambled eggs on the stove, dotted with red peppers and onions and broccoli, a new loaf of sourdough next to the toaster: a pale pink one I fell in love with in the clearance section at Target that remains my sole contribution to the house’s appliance collection. I take out my favorite mug, the one with a vintage typewriter on it, and fill it to the brim.

			Noemie flicks to the arts and culture section as I sit down next to her. “You didn’t have to make breakfast,” I say, dabbing my scramble with some of July’s prickly pear habanero hot sauce.

			“It was the least I could do. The lights were off when I got home, so I figured you must have beaten me here.”

			“Is everything okay at work?”

			She shrugs, not meeting my eyes. “Maaaaaybe.”

			“Nome. You cannot let them yank you around like that. You deserve to have a life outside of work.”

			“It’s not my forever job,” she reassures me, as though a career is something that can be permanent. “Once I finish this campaign, I’m out of there. I swear. I’ve been looking at other PR jobs.”

			I can’t count how many times she’s said this before. Even with the house and the steady paychecks and the subscription boxes, Noemie has precious little time left for friends or hobbies. Pivoting from journalism was maybe the right choice financially; publicist jobs are more stable and higher paid, but it’s wreaked havoc on the rest of her life. More than a couple holidays with our family have been cut short because she had a client who needed something right that moment. Sometimes I think she did the smart thing, leaving journalism when she did, before she ventured out into the industry and it flattened her self-esteem. Other times, I wonder if she fast-tracked her life when she might have been happier slowing it down.

			Noemie takes a sip of coffee, clearly eager to change the subject. “What time did you get home?”

			“I didn’t exactly beat you here.” I nudge eggs around my plate, debating how much I want to share. It’s a pointless thought process—I tell Noemie everything eventually. “I, um . . . went home with someone.”

			She nearly drops her mug, liquid splashing down the side. “Oh my god. Who?”

			“A guy I met at the bookstore bar.”

			“I need more than that,” she says. “The extent of my social life is one-sided flirting with the barista in my office lobby. I have to live vicariously through you.”

			“Well . . .” I decide to start with the positives. “At first, it was great. We were vibing, he was funny and a little nerdy in this supercute way. And you know me—as soon as I detect even the slightest hint of creepy, I’m gone.”

			“You do have an excellent creep detector.”

			“Thank you.” A bite of toast, and then I keep going. “He was in town from LA for a conference. We got into this friendly argument about how Seattle doesn’t have any good by-the-slice pizza places—”

			“True—”

			“—and we tried to find one. So we ate a bit, talked a bit, flirted a bit . . .” My face heats up as I remember the way he looked at me as I rolled up his sleeves. It’s ridiculous, how much I like you. “Oh, and then I realized I forgot to buy Maddy’s book. I still have to go back and pay, by the way. I don’t want that on my conscience.” As if it’s a Pavlovian response, I reach for my glass of water. “Then we wound up back at his hotel. At which point we proceeded to have”—I lower my head to the table made from reclaimed wood, pausing for dramatic effect—“the worst sex of my life.”

			This time, my cousin drops her fork onto her plate with a sharp clang. “No, no, no—what? That’s not where I thought this was going.”

			“Trust me, neither did I. It was the Murphy’s Law of sex—everything that could go wrong, did. His watch got caught on my necklace, lube went everywhere, and then he just . . . jackhammered his way through the rest of it.”

			“And I’m guessing you were left slightly unsatisfied?”

			I nod. “I don’t even think a map would have saved him. Poor guy was clueless,” I say. “If we’d been dating, I would have tried to help him out a bit more, but it felt so strange, giving instructions to someone I didn’t know.”

			It strikes me again that I could have said something. Could have told him, Hey, I’m not there yet and showed him how to get me there. I’ve grown comfortable giving directions in bed, but I can’t help thinking it wouldn’t have been worth it during a one-night stand. Besides, I’ve learned that not everyone wants to be coached. Some past boyfriends took it as an insult, although with those who were open to it, we managed to have good, communicative relationships after some initial fumbling. But that definitely wasn’t everyone, and I wasn’t in the mood to do any ego soothing last night.

			I imagine him waking up this morning, reaching to the other side of the bed only to find it empty. A slight pang of guilt settles in my stomach.

			But I would have been gone at the end of today, anyway.

			Noemie gets up and refills her mug, then takes a sip while she leans against the kitchen counter, looking pensive. “I want to ask how sex ed could have failed so many men in this way, but I didn’t know where my clitoris was until I was twenty-five. So, it definitely failed me, too.”

			This I know, because when she told me a few years ago, I was all too happy to recommend a starter vibrator and a list of my favorite sex-positive influencers. And it wasn’t the first time—I’ve had other friends ask me the same thing. Ever since the first intro course I took for my minor, it’s felt completely natural to talk about. No shame or embarrassment. Or maybe it was always supposed to be natural, but society tried to convince me otherwise.

			“He seemed to think mine was located in my kidneys.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m trying so hard not to laugh.”

			“And I’m trying to erase it from my memory, thanks,” I say, but I can’t help laughing, either. Surely, the more space I have from it, the funnier it’ll be.

			Noemie heads back to the kitchen table and lays a hand on my shoulder. “I have just the thing.”
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			“This is downright inhumane,” I manage. I jump right, left, throw my arms up and then back down. Above us, green and purple lights flash in time with the techno dance track. “You—are—a masochist.”

			“I prefer the term ‘aerobic connoisseur.’ ” Noemie bounces on the trampoline next to me, her dark ponytail swinging from side to side. Her form is perfect as she launches into a set of ten jumping jacks. I can already feel myself lagging behind, muscles protesting.

			“Knees up, punch it out!” the instructor shouts from the front of the room. “Beautiful! Double time!”

			I force my legs to go faster, struggling to catch my breath. During her rare weekend free time, Noemie loves trying the latest exercise trends, and as a result she’s dragged me to hot barre, aerial Pilates, and now, to Trampoline XXX—seriously, that’s the name of the class, and when she texted me the link while I got dressed, I was very concerned about what I was about to click on. There are twenty of us in a dark room, sweating on top of mini trampolines while neon lights blink overhead. It’s sensory overload, and maybe that’s their tactic: distract you from the fact that you’re exercising with blinding optics and terrible music.

			The song changes, the instructor bounce-bounce-bouncing to a Jennifer Lopez remix. “Find that beat, press those heels down. Do it for J.Lo!”

			The trampoline trembles beneath me as I work to keep my balance.

			“At least you’re not thinking about last night, right?” Noemie says.

			“Shhh, I’m trying not to disappoint J.Lo.”

			On my trampoline, I bounce harder and harder, until the music ends and the instructor gives us all a round of applause.

			“Fantastic work, tramps!” the instructor yells, and I turn to Noemie and mouth, Tramps? She just muffles a laugh as we head toward the gym’s locker room, grabbing a couple towels to dry off. “See you next week!”

			“How do you feel?” Noemie asks, flashing me a grin as she unlocks her locker.

			I dab my face with a towel, readjusting some of the pins I haphazardly slid into my hair to keep it from flying everywhere. “Amazing, and I hate you for it.”

			Annoyingly, the trampoline workout has cleared my brain more than . . . well, more than I hoped the one-night stand would. Drew was a blip on my sexual timeline. And I’m sure I’ll be able to see Wyatt again soon without wanting to crawl into a hole and embrace the darkness as my one true god.

			Although deep down, a tiny part of me is worried something’s wrong with me that Wyatt didn’t want a relationship. In the past month, I’ve had two one-night stands—the first because I thought it was heading toward something more, and the second because I wanted to feel good, desired, beautiful. The things I thought I could feel with Wyatt, who already knew me.

			Wyatt Torres: kind eyes, incredible hair, the source of my agony. We met freshman year in a journalism prereq, and while I’d always thought he was cute, there were so many breakup horror stories in our cohort that I was terrified of acting on it. So I convinced myself I was happy to stay friends with him, and for the most part, I was. We lived in the same dorm, took the same classes, got the same magazine internship, but we were never competitors. A win for one of us was a win for both of us, for the future of journalism itself! Wyatt wasn’t picky about where he wanted to work; he’d go anywhere that wanted him. So we applied for the same fellowships. Were rejected from the same fellowships. Then, in a brilliant burst of journalistic hope, the two of us were hired at The Catch a year after we graduated. The online mag covered everything from politics to pop culture, hitting its stride with the kind of listicles that started popping up in the early 2010s. It was fresh and fun and felt so current, even though it wasn’t groundbreaking journalism. I’d been an avid reader for years, and getting a job there, working alongside names I’d read in bylines, felt like meeting a celebrity.

			We had all these shared experiences that it only made sense to share the rest of our lives. Before we saw each other naked and ruined everything.

			I open up my locker, digging for my phone. Three missed calls from my agent, who generally does her best not to work on weekends, and a handful of texts with increasing levels of urgency. Chandler, hi, are you free? I know it’s a Saturday, but I need to talk to you. Call me back asap!

			“What is it?” Noemie asks, retying her ponytail.

			“Stella.” I grab my bag as quickly as I can, phone in a vise grip. “Meet you outside?”

			Stella Rosenberg is one of the top nonfiction agents in the country. She’s a fortyish mom of twins, living in Brooklyn, down- to-earth with her clients and an utter shark when she needs to be, and I still can’t quite believe we work together. Though I’ve never met her, I owe her everything for turning my freelance articles into something resembling a career.

			After I was laid off, I sold some pieces for pennies as the journalism world went up in flames. I applied to so many jobs that when I got the email from Stella, I had to peek back at the posting to remember what it was. Looking for writing samples for a ghostwritten book. Utmost discretion required. Honestly, it had seemed like it might be a scam. I had to sign an NDA before I even learned the name of whom I’d be writing for.

			At first, the fact that I was able to find something using my journalism degree—technically, communication with a concentration in journalism—felt like a good sign. Ghostwriting involved research, interviewing, deadlines, all things I’d had plenty of experience with. My parents always told me a college degree was a jumping-off point, that it didn’t necessarily matter what I studied because my skills would be transferable. But I didn’t want to transfer them anywhere. I wanted to write.

			It isn’t that I’m not grateful for the work—I am, tremendously. Maybe it was turning thirty last year that made me reassess my career, but I’d love to have something I could put my name on. And maybe that thing is a book and maybe it isn’t, but there has to be some kind of story I’m the right person to tell.

			Stella picks up on the first ring. “Thank god I caught you,” she says. In the background, I hear dogs barking, kids babbling. “Sorry, I’m at the park. It’s a zoo on weekends.”

			I lean against the wall outside the gym. “No worries. What’s going on?”

			“So, you know we’ve been submitting you for a few new projects.” Another thing about Stella: She doesn’t waste time. Dives right in, no pleasantries. “There’s an actor who just sold a memoir whose team is looking for a ghostwriter. And they loved your samples.”

			“An actor,” I repeat with some trepidation. And, okay, maybe a little excitement. “Who is it?”

			“Finnegan Walsh,” she says. “Lola, you know you need to ask permission before petting a dog! My kids had too much sugar for breakfast. Anyway—he was on this werewolf show that ended about ten years ago. Four seasons. Really devoted fans.”

			The name doesn’t ring a bell. Then again, I can’t remember the last time I had cable, and I used my parents’ Netflix account in college, so if it’s not an early-2000s sitcom or Netflix original, odds are, I haven’t seen it.

			“I know you said you wanted to do something a bit more serious this time,” Stella continues, “but I think this could be really exciting. He has a huge cult following, especially among millennials and Gen Z. And the team wants you two to work closely on this—it’s not going to be another Maddy DeMarco.” She curses under her breath. “I swear to god, they’re lucky you were such a saint about it.”

			I can’t deny that’s appealing. “Okay, so what’s the next step?” I ask. “Do they want to talk to me?”

			“That’s the best part. He’s in town for Emerald City Comic Con until the end of the day, and he and his manager want to meet you for lunch. That’s why I sounded so frantic—they’re going to be at the restaurant at one thirty.”

			Lunch? It’s almost too many things to process at once. I check the time on my phone—it’s already ten past one.

			And I’m wearing gym clothes, still dripping sweat from Trampoline XXX.

			“I—I think I can make it.”

			“Excellent,” she sings, just as there’s a commotion in the background, before giving me the restaurant name. “Tell them you’re there to see Joe—that’s his manager. And call me after to let me know how it goes. Thanks, Chandler!”

			With that, she hangs up.

			I stare at my phone for a few moments, my brain whirring as Noemie approaches, her gym bag slung over one arm. “Can you drive me downtown so I can meet someone named Finnegan Walsh?”

			Noemie blinks wide dark eyes at me. “Excuse me, I blacked out for a moment. What did you say?”

			“Finnegan . . . Walsh? He’s an actor?”

			“No shit, he’s an actor,” she says. “Finn Walsh, of The Nocturnals, the most formative show of my teen years? I’ve only tried to get you to watch it a hundred times.” She unzips her bag and unearths her keys. “Holy shit. Are you writing a book with Finn Walsh?”

			“I might be,” I say, and explain the call. And that I have to be at lunch with him in fifteen minutes.

			On our drive downtown, Noemie does her best to fill me in on 2008’s biggest paranormal teen drama while I shimmy out of my leggings in her backseat. Typically, I’d spend hours researching a potential new author, but this time, I’m going to have to rely on my cousin. And she might be better than Wikipedia.

			By the time we hit the freeway, I know the following about Finnegan Walsh:

			He starred on the TV show The Nocturnals from 2008 to 2012, about hot werewolves navigating college life (but he didn’t even play one of the werewolves). Oliver Huxley was a biology major trying to find a cure for his werewolf crush, who Noemie explains he was adorably devoted to, even when she pushed him away because she thought he could never love a beast like her. As a result, he ranks high on Noemie’s list of sexiest nerds, sandwiched between Adam Brody and Joseph Gordon-Levitt.

			During filming, he kept a relatively low profile, i.e., no scandals or controversies (“that we know of,” Noemie says). Since The Nocturnals went off the air, he’s starred in some low-budget romantic comedies, and more recently, a couple of Hallmark Christmas movies, including one from a couple years ago called Ms. Mistletoe that Noemie admits she watched and unironically loved.

			She opens up the glove compartment and hands me a bottle of dry shampoo as the car swerves. “Here. Put this on. And there should be some ballet flats in that Whole Foods bag.”

			“Be honest with me. Are you running an Ann Taylor outlet out of the back of your car?”

			A glare in the mirror. “Don’t knock Ann Taylor. She’s gotten me through a lot of tough times.”

			Noemie and I are not the same size. Her black-and-white-checked blouse strains over my chest, but with a cardigan, it’ll be okay. Some dry shampoo in my hair and I’m good to go.

			“Are you sure I look presentable?” I ask, tugging at the skirt once she pulls into a loading zone downtown. It shows my bruise, but it’s better than the threadbare leggings I wore to the gym. “My breasts aren’t too breasty in this?”

			Noemie assesses me, smooths a stubborn strand of hair back into place. “You look business-casual hot. I’d hire you to write a book for the horny werewolf fandom.”

			A quick hug and a promise to tell her everything, and then she’s gone.

			My heart roars in my ears. I’ve never met an author in person like this, not in what essentially sounds like an interview situation with two strangers I learned about less than a half hour ago. It’s been cobbled together so last-minute, which cranks my anxiety up past eleven. Typically, I’d need at least a week to prepare for something like this—write practice questions, rehearse practice answers, try on a dozen outfits before settling on whichever one I hated the least. It’s always been easier to let my writing do the talking.

			They loved your samples, Stella said. I just have to be normal. I cling to that as I step inside Pear Bistro, funnily enough, the same vegan restaurant I recommended to Drew yesterday, although now is not the time to think about that. Hopefully I’ve learned enough from Noemie’s Finnegan Walsh monologuing to fake my way through this meeting. The Nocturnals. Lucky Us, a direct-to-DVD romantic comedy about two people with winning lottery tickets who have to share their jackpot. Ms. Mistletoe.

			When I tell the host the manager’s name, he gives me a closed-lipped smile and says, “Right this way.”

			It’s only when the table comes into view that I start to wonder if I passed out during Trampoline XXX and now I’m stuck inside a nightmare.

			Because sitting at the table next to a middle-aged man in a gray suit is someone a little too familiar. He’s looking down at his phone, but the auburn hair, the freckles, the confident set of his shoulders—I’m positive it’s him.

			The guy who stumbled his way around my body and doused me with strawberry lube.

			The guy whose room I snuck out of only nine hours ago—because I wasn’t supposed to see him ever again.

		

	
		
			
				THE NOCTURNALS

			

			
				Season 1, Episode 7: “Revelations”

				INT. OAKHURST LIBRARY—NIGHT

				ALICE CHEN enters and spots OLIVER HUXLEY at his usual table, head bent over a book. She stalks toward him, shoulders high, ready to give him a piece of her mind.

				ALICE

				You need to stop hanging around Meg if you know what’s good for you. You might think she’s a normal girl, but . . .

				HUX

				None of us are normal. In fact, I’ve always considered normal to be quite boring. I’d much rather be unusual.

				ALICE

				There’s unusual, and then there’s this. And she wouldn’t want me to tell you this.

				HUX

				If you’re messing with me, Alice, it isn’t funny. I get enough of that from Caleb, and it’s not exactly my favorite way to spend my time.

				ALICE

				I’m serious. She’s not just an experiment you can run again and again until you get the results you want. She’s my best friend.

				HUX

				I know that. And you have to believe that I care about her.

				ALICE

				I—I do. God, I’m going to regret this . . .

				Alice walks to the edge of the room, glances out the windows, and takes a deep breath.

				That night you were in the dining hall and she suddenly had to run out? And you didn’t hear from her for two days?

				HUX

				I thought she was late to class. An evening class, she said later, one with a lot of homework.

				ALICE

				Or when her clothes were covered in fur and you asked if she had a dog, and she couldn’t give you a straight answer? Or when she got sick during the full moon? Or those scratches on her neck?

				HUX

				There has to be a rational explanation for—

				ALICE

				She’s a werewolf, Hux.

				HUX

				And how the hell do you know that?

				Alice whirls around, eyes flashing.

				ALICE

				Because I am, too.
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			chapter

			five

			This has to be a mix-up. A mistake. The wrong table.

			But his manager is getting to his feet, giving me a warm smile. “Chandler Cohen?” he asks, and somewhat mechanically, I feel myself nod.

			Drew/Finnegan finally glances up, and when his gaze meets mine, he spills one of the restaurant’s signature juices down the front of his unfortunately white shirt. Something with beets, from the look of it.

			“Careful there!” his manager says, flagging down a server. “Could we get some more napkins?”

			I just stand there, frozen, Noemie’s skirt too tight around my hips and her shirt too tight around my breasts and that bruise far too noticeable and dear god why. And how. And fuuuuuck.

			Finnegan/Drew is ashen, unsure whether to focus on the spreading fuchsia blotch or the sudden appearance of the one-night stand who wasn’t there when he woke up this morning. He seems to settle for both and neither, mouth falling open while he dabs a napkin two inches to the left of where the stain starts.

			“I’m so sorry,” I sputter out, wondering if it would reflect poorly on Stella if I turned and made a run for it. “Your shirt, I—”

			“Not your fault,” Finnegan says to the stain. It’s a different kind of voice than the one he used on me last night. Professional. Distant.

			The server arrives with another glass of water and a stack of cloth napkins, which Finnegan uses to attack his shirt with a newfound gusto. His manager pulls out a chair for me, and I practically collapse into it, folding my legs to hide the bruise from view.

			Slowly, the pieces come together. He lives in LA. He was here for a conference—that must have been Emerald City Comic Con. The way he spoke about his career, the vagueness . . . he must have been worried I’d recognize him. Hence the fake name. And when those costumed con-goers showed up, he’d acted strange, hadn’t he?

			“Well! What a way to break the ice,” his manager says with a laugh. He extends a hand to me. “Joe Kowalczyk.”

			“Chandler. And you must be Finnegan.” I place a distinct emphasis on his name.

			“Finn,” he says, and when he breaks from the stain long enough for a handshake, his eyes flash with suspicion. As though maybe I planned this all along. His freckles are even more pronounced in the daylight. At night, he seemed to have an air of mystery about him, but at one thirty, the September sun slanting through the greenhouse windows and turning his red hair golden, he looks every bit the Hollywood type. Defined cheekbones, microscopic pores, a my-aftershave-probably-cost-more-than-your- entire-outfit set of his jaw.

			This isn’t the first time I’ve touched him, of course, and it’s much less intimate than anything we did in that hotel room. The handshake should be perfunctory. Awkward, maybe. And yet somehow, the way his fingers slide against mine, thumb briefly rubbing my wrist—so slight, I’d think nothing of it if we hadn’t already met—manages to spark far more electricity than anything we did last night.

			Last night. The way he kissed me up against the door of the hotel room before everything went so horribly wrong. The way I moaned into his mouth and—

			—and faked an orgasm.

			I cannot work on this book.

			Joe sets down his menu. “Thanks for taking the time to meet with us on such short notice,” he says. “Typically, we’d have arranged a video chat before flying you out to LA, but given you live here, it seemed a little like kismet.”

			Finn continues to scrub at his shirt. I can’t look at him, because when I do, I’m going to imagine the guy who asked Does she like that? starring in a movie called Ms. Mistletoe, and I’ll be forced to wonder whether it’s about someone who literally has the last name Mistletoe or if there’s some kind of Christmas-themed pageant where the woman with the most holiday spirit wins Finnegan’s heart. And then I won’t be able to stop laughing. And if I start laughing, I’m going to pop a button on Noemie’s ruffled Ann Taylor blouse and treat Joe and Finn to a show of the five-dollar neon yellow sports bra from Ross Dress for Less I’m wearing underneath.

			I do my best to match Joe’s grin. Might as well make Finn as uncomfortable as possible. “I couldn’t agree more.”

			Finn starts coughing. Violently.

			“Food first, and then business,” Joe says. “And Chandler—it’s on me.”

			While both Joe and Finn order portobello burgers, the priciest item on the menu, I can’t bring myself to ask for anything other than the soup of the day, which at $17 is one of the cheaper dishes. I don’t belong here—not in my borrowed clothes, and not with the history I have with Finn. This isn’t my world.

			Once we’ve ordered, Joe folds his hands in front of him. With his immaculate suit and slicked-back salt-and-pepper hair, he’s a little too polished for this Seattle weekend crowd. “I’m not sure if your agent told you, but we’ve fallen in love with your writing.”

			“She might have mentioned it, but I’d never turn down a compliment.”

			Joe laughs. “Then allow me to tell you again: You have a relatable, authentic style that we think would be perfect for Finn’s book. You have this way of capturing even the most everyday details and making them seem significant.”

			Finn punctuates Joe’s words with a slight motion of his chin.

			I reach for my water, hoping it’ll calm the blush on my cheeks. “I—thank you. I’m honored to hear that.” Joe seems kind enough, but the little experience I’ve had with celebrities has taught me that they’re often not who they appear to be. Knowing Finn’s an actor, I shouldn’t be surprised he gave a fake name or charmed me so easily, even though he’s far from A-list. In fact, it’s a relief I’ve never seen him in anything. I’d be too starstruck to string together a sentence.

			Now that I’m sitting across from him in the daytime, there is something vaguely familiar about him, but that could also be simply that now that I know he’s famous, my brain is working overtime to place him.

			“We want someone young enough to appeal to the millennials who grew up with Finn on The Nocturnals, but with enough experience to handle a project of this magnitude. It’s been a challenge, finding a writer with that unique combination of skills. Your second book just came out?”

			I nod, wondering where I tossed Maddy’s book after I got home last night. “And I just turned in a revision of my next one.”

			“Excellent,” Joe says. “Your publishers all spoke very highly of you.”

			I’m about to reach my compliment threshold. “What exactly are you wanting this memoir to accomplish?” I ask, no longer physiologically capable of talking about myself. “I mean, obviously, you want it to sell well. But what kind of angle are you looking at for Dr—for Finn’s story?”

			“Great questions. There’s a side to every actor that the public never sees, of course. We don’t want this to be a typical memoir. Maybe the chapters aren’t chronological, or it’s a series of vignettes or anecdotes . . . something like that. Some kind of unique structure. Essentially, we know Finn has a story to tell, and this is our chance to rebrand him, while also capitalizing on what made him popular in the first place.”

			Strange that his manager would answer this instead of him. I glance over at Finn, waiting for him to add something, given this whole discussion hinges on a book that’s, well, about him.

			But he just nods, finally seeming to give up on the juice stain and adding one last napkin to the pile to his left. “Joe pretty much covered it.”

			Okay then.

			Our food arrives, and I dig into my curried pumpkin soup like the lifeline it is, trying not to estimate the cost-per-spoonful. It doesn’t escape my attention that Finn does the same thing with the utensils that he did at the pizza place. He inspects them in this surreptitious way, as though he doesn’t want anyone to catch him doing it. Then he carefully saws off a hunk of bun and portobello with a knife and fork. Meanwhile, Joe grabs his burger and takes a huge bite, either used to Finn’s habits or unaware.

			“Let’s talk logistics,” Joe says, dipping a sweet potato fry into eggless aioli. “We’ve made arrangements with the publisher to accommodate Finn’s schedule, so you’d be accompanying him around the country as he attends various conventions he’s already committed to.”

			“Oh—I see. My agent didn’t mention that. I . . . haven’t really traveled much.” This seems like the most professional way of saying that I can’t afford it.

			Joe waves this off. “The hotels, the flights—all of that’s covered, along with what I think you’ll find is a very reasonable per diem. And I spoke with your agent, and we’d be happy to negotiate a thirty percent increase on what you were paid for your last book.”

			I choke on a pomegranate seed, trying and failing to act as though it’s normal to be receiving this kind of offer—if it’s even an offer. I hate how appealing it sounds after the shit show with Maddy. Even with personal trainer Bronson’s book, we were on such an accelerated schedule that our calls and meetings never left much room for the writing to breathe. I’ve never done anything like this: getting to know a subject on a level this deep before writing about them.

			I try to imagine it, sitting in a corner with my notebook while people dressed as otherworldly creatures pose for photos with Finn.

			Then I push it all out of my mind, out of the restaurant, into the compost bins outside. There’s just no way that my next project is writing a memoir for my failed one-night stand. I’d laugh if I weren’t thisclose to spontaneously combusting from the sheer embarrassment of it all.

			“We expect the work to last up until the reunion,” Joe continues.

			“Reunion?” I repeat, hoping I haven’t missed something else.

			“For The Nocturnals,” Finn says. It’s the first time he’s spoken directly to me in at least ten minutes. At this mention of the show, he seems to come back to himself, straightening in his chair as he continues to slice off sections of his burger. “They haven’t officially announced it yet, but we’ve all signed on. A special to mark ten years since the finale aired. It’ll be taped at the beginning of December.”

			“My cousin will be over the moon. She’s a huge fan.”

			Joe smiles again. “And then you can finish writing on your own—of course, with Finn and the publisher’s input, but that part can be done primarily remotely. You’ll have all the access to him that you want.”

			Oh, I’ve already had plenty.

			My traitorous body heats up. All of this is too much, and Noemie’s business casual is nearly suffocating me. Death by ruffles. I tug at the collar of the blouse. Cross and uncross my legs, accidentally flashing my bruise.

			“That looks painful,” Finn says, and I can see it in his eyes: the chance to gain control over the situation. “How’d you get that?”

			I do my best to send him a glare as I sink my spoon into the soup bowl, bright orange sloshing over the side.

			A phone rings, and Joe reaches to pull it out of his pocket. “Would you two excuse me? I have to take this. It’s Blake,” he says with a knowing roll of his eyes, and I mouth, Lively? to Finn, whose mouth only twitches in response.

			Once Joe leaves, all the questions and confusion about Finn rise to the surface. My grip tightens on my spoon. Because I’m not just confused—I’m angry. Angry he lied to me, angry I’m sitting here like a fucking idiot with my delicious pumpkin soup while his manager taunts me with an amazing job I absolutely cannot take. My mind was made up as soon as I saw him sitting here.

			“You gave me a fake name.” Somehow, this is the first thing that comes out.

			Almost too calmly, Finn nudges a fry with his fork. “Typically not my opening line. ‘Nice to meet you, I was on a TV show about werewolves in the early to mid-aughts, some weather we’re having.’ ”

			“You said you were here on ‘business’ ”—I make a show of the most obnoxious air quotes to ever air quote—“and that you work in tech sales!” When a woman at the table next to us glances over, I lower my voice. “I bet you aren’t even a Lord of the Rings fan.”

			“That one is real. You heard me speak Quenya.” He crosses his arms over his chest, remembers the stain, and thinks better of it. “And I am here on business. I make money off sales of autographs and photos, so . . .” His gaze flicks around the room, and then, seeing everyone’s immersed in their meals and his manager is still outside: “Besides, if I recall correctly, you were the one who snuck out of my room this morning. If anyone has the right to be upset here, I think it’s me.”

			And yet he’s so composed, so seemingly unbothered now that the initial shock has worn off, that it makes me even angrier.

			“It doesn’t matter,” I hiss. I have no desire to litigate who has the right to be more offended, and definitely no desire to talk about why I left. “I’m not doing this.”

			He blinks at me. A lock of hair has fallen over one eyebrow in a way I’m sure his mid-aughts fangirls, Noemie included, would lose their minds over. Too bad I can’t take him seriously when Bewitching Beet is spilled down the front of his shirt. “Just like that, huh? You’re not even going to consider it?”

			“I’ve heard enough. It’s a conflict of interest.” I purse my lips, hoping I appear decisive. Resolute. “I realize that maybe you’re not used to not getting what you want, but there it is. You can find someone else to write what I’m sure is the riveting story of your life. Can’t wait to find it in a bargain bin at Goodwill in two years.”

			The burn lands the way I want it to. Finn recoils for a moment, brows coming together to form an offended little wrinkle. I won’t allow myself to feel sorry for him. Maybe I didn’t watch his show, but I’m sure he makes enough on merchandising and reruns to fund a lifestyle that’s far more lavish than mine. And now he’s doing what every bored white guy of a certain age tries to do: write a book about himself.

			Even as I say it, I think about my bank account and how my most recent advance barely paid off one of my credit cards. How I love living with Noemie but how incredible it would be to have a place of my own. Joe indicated I’d be paid far more generously than I have in the past. That kind of money would give me space to decide what’s next. Freedom to figure out what, exactly, I’m meant to spend my life doing.

			Although—oh god—I told Finn that my career was a mistake. If he remembers, he must not care to bring it up.

			Then something else occurs to me. “You didn’t know who I was when I sat down out at the bar, did you? You thought you could seek me out and—” Seduce me is how I was going to finish the sentence, but the horrified look on Finn’s face stops me.

			“No,” he says firmly. “We read all the samples and résumés blind to avoid bias. I read some of that Bachelor book and a couple chapters of Maddy DeMarco’s book earlier this week. I had no idea who you were.”

			Marginally reassuring.

			I let out a groan, dragging my spoon through what remains of the soup. “I can’t believe this is happening. We weren’t supposed to see each other again.”

			Then his voice turns gentle, as though he’s realized I really am opposed to taking the job. Or maybe it’s genuine—I wouldn’t know. “Can you at least hear me out?”

			The look on his face is so pained, I give in. “Fine. Go ahead. Plead your case. Tell me why this book is so important.”

			Finn sets aside his silverware, clasping his hands together as he waits to come up with the right words. He did this yesterday, too, gave his mouth time to catch up to his brain. “Cons— conventions. That’s the majority of what I do these days. I sit at a table so people can pay two hundred dollars for an autograph and photo. I sit on panels talking about this thing I starred in nearly fifteen years ago, as though nothing I’ve done since can even remotely measure up. Because it hasn’t. And I love the fans of the show, I really do—but this isn’t what I thought I’d be doing with my career when I was just starting out.”

			I can’t deny that sounds a little familiar.

			“I can’t keep doing the con circuit forever,” he continues. “Hollywood still thinks I’m that lovesick guy pining for his werewolf girlfriend. I want this book to mean something—for it to be even a fraction as meaningful as The Nocturnals was for some of our fans. I really think it could do that. If it has the right author.” I don’t bother pointing out that Finn is technically the author. I’d just be the one holding the pen. “There are things I want in the book that I’ve never really talked about before. And I just . . . I’d love for this book to be able to help someone, if they’re in a similar place.” He gives me a sheepish shrug. “Sorry—you can understand why I can’t discuss the details without an NDA.”

			The vagueness is mildly intriguing, but . . .

			“I feel for you. I do.” If I can’t convince him with the sheer awkwardness of the two of us working together, I’ll use logic. “But I haven’t seen a single episode. Which is probably pretty obvious, since I didn’t recognize you.”

			“Doesn’t matter. You’d research. And . . . I like that.” His gaze settles on me with a renewed determination, his voice even softer now. “I like that you’re not going in with some preconceived notions of who I am.”

			When he leans forward, I have to fight the urge to hold a hand to my heart to keep it from speeding up. There’s a seriousness to him, one that seemed attractive yesterday and almost intimidating now. Twenty-four hours ago, we were strangers. Now, if Finn is to be believed, I might have the power to alter the trajectory of his career.

			And he might be able to do the same with mine.

			“I don’t want to grovel. But I will if I have to, Chandler.” The way he says my name—I try to ignore how it feels. How it reminds me of his voice wrapped about it last night. He does this professionally. Everything is an act, and there’s a distinct possibility all of this is a performance. I can’t let myself get steamrolled just because he’s reading from a please-pity-me script. “I didn’t want this process to be such a headache for everyone. I’d write the book myself, but all my attempts at even a paragraph are complete shit. We’ve had a few other phone calls, other meetings. Other writers. No one’s been the right fit. What Joe said earlier—we’ve turned people down. And others, well . . .” He grits his teeth, glances down at the table. “I may not have been the easiest person to work with. On occasion.”

			“Shocker.”

			“The publisher isn’t exactly thrilled about it.”

			I bark out a laugh. “So I’m your last choice, is what you’re saying.”

			“Absolutely not.” His voice is solid. “From the beginning, you were on our short list. The publisher just wanted to try some bigger names first.”

			“Bigger names in the ghostwriting industry.”

			He allows a half smile at this, as though realizing the irony. “People who’d written more books,” he clarifies. “So, no. You’re not my last choice, Chandler. But you might be my last hope.”

			Oh.

			Turns out, I don’t hate seeing a man grovel.

			When I got the call from Stella, I assumed he was a C-lister desperate to extend his fifteen minutes of fame. And yet that’s not the vibe I’m getting at all.

			Somehow, I’m starting to believe that he might actually be genuine.

			“And what about the king-sized elephant in the room?”

			His expression remains serene. “I can forget about it if you can.”

			This hovers between us for a moment, until I’m the first to break eye contact. Forget about it. He makes it sound so easy, like I’m just one in a long line of women who’ve shared his bed and left unsatisfied.

			We’re still quiet when Joe reappears, chuckling to himself as he slides his phone back into his pocket.

			“Sorry about that,” he says, seeming not to notice the shift between Finn and me. He flashes yet another smile, picks up a fry as he turns his attention to me. “We realize this is a big ask, especially with all the travel. We just want to make this book stand out in a crowded market. And if you’re on board, we think it has the best chance at making a splash.”

			Finn’s gaze meets mine again, hazel eyes somehow both warm and inscrutable. And then, as though he remembers every word I said last night, he adds: “For both of us.”
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			chapter

			six

			Stay with me. Please,” Oliver Huxley says onscreen to the stunning raven-haired girl in his arms. “Just once. Just for tonight.”

			Meg Lawson wrenches free of his grasp, the moonlight catching a tear slip down her face as she turns away from him. They’re in a forest, snow falling all around them. “I can’t. I want to, Hux, believe me—it’s all I want. I think about it all the time, you and me falling asleep together. Waking up together. But the full moon . . . it’s never much cared for what I want.”

			“Screw the full moon, Meg!” Hux sounds nearly out of breath. His hair is a mess, glasses askew, snowflakes dotting his charcoal peacoat. “I don’t care if you have fangs and fur tomorrow. I don’t care if you become a dangerous, terrifying beast, and I don’t care if you’re too lost inside yourself to remember who I am.”

			She looks back at him, gives him this sad, wistful smile. “But I do,” she says softly.

			I glance up from my laptop, where I’ve been reviewing the contract and itinerary. Phoenix and Memphis and Pittsburgh and a dozen cities in between, all places I’ve never been. I had no idea there were this many cons—I knew about Emerald City and San Diego, but there’s at least one happening every weekend in some part of the country.

			“Nome,” I say from across the couch with as much respect as I can muster, “I’m starting to think this show is . . . bad.”

			“That’s because you’re watching it all out of order.” She pauses YouTube a split second before a teary-eyed Meg kisses a decade-ago Finn in a video called Mexley Best Moments, 4/10. “This wasn’t until the middle of season three. I know Caleb was the main character or whatever, but Hux and Meg are just . . . well, they set the bar high for future romance for me. I didn’t want anyone who wasn’t going to attempt to fight an evil supernatural corporation for me.”

			“I can’t believe I didn’t know how much you loved it.” I’d been distantly aware that she was into some werewolf show, but maybe our two-year age difference had made me write it off as something childish.

			“I guess it was a guilty pleasure back then, but now I’m like, fuck it. I’m Mexley trash, and I’m proud.” She motions back toward the screen. “They dated in real life, too. Finn and Hallie.”

			This, I know from my research. Finn said he liked that I didn’t have preconceived notions about his life and work, but I hate the idea of starting this knowing nothing. And, well, there’s no shortage of information about Finnegan Walsh out there, from interviews to gossip to a behind-the-scenes Entertainment Weekly cover shoot he did with a dozen puppies that is unfairly cute.

			I’ve learned that he’s thirty-four, originally from Reno, and got his start on a family sitcom called Dad in Training that was canceled halfway through its first season. By that point, he’d already been cast in The Nocturnals. He dated Hallie Hendricks for a couple years, starting in season two and until after the show was off the air. I stared at the photos of the two of them together for a little longer than I’d like to admit, the red-carpet events where they looked almost inhuman in their attractiveness, the paparazzi photos of them at The Coffee Bean or hiking Runyon Canyon. One at a Teen Choice Awards with Hallie wearing a shirt that said Careful, I Bite. Finn wore glasses back then, even on the red carpet, just like the ones he wore on the show.

			It’s bizarre, reconciling the gossip blogs with the person I’ve now met in real life. In two very different circumstances.

			In the end, my thinking about it lasted only the rest of the weekend. I’m in a professional rut: that much is clear. I might be writing another book without my name on it, but the gig feels different enough to shake things up. Traveling with Finn will be new, unpredictable, out of my comfort zone. Even if I’ve loved being comfortable—or at the very least, I’ve gotten used to it—I need a change. I can’t keep hunching over my laptop, unmoving for hours as I bite out paragraph after exhausting paragraph. Plus, the realist in me couldn’t turn down the money, and the idealist couldn’t stop thinking about what Finn had said. This isn’t what I thought I’d be doing with my career. If he believes we can keep things strictly professional, forget about those cursed minutes in his hotel room, then so do I.

			Less than an hour after I told Stella I was in, I was put on an email chain with everyone, and Finn emailed me separately.

			
				Glad to have you on board, Chandler. I think we’ll write an excellent book together.

				Best,

				Finn

			

			Cordial. Brief. There was a measured, almost passive-aggressive distance in the Best, Finn.

			I haven’t told Noemie that Finn was my one-night stand, which feels strange as we watch him kiss Hallie Hendricks over and over and over. Maybe I’m taking to heart what he said on Saturday: I can forget about it if you can. And maybe I don’t want to ruin her image of him, especially now that I know the depths of her adoration.

			Because there’s probably an ethical boundary here, and if we crossed it before we even started working together, well . . .

			Noemie crosses her legs on the couch, flicks away a speck of lint from her sweatpants. “You realize we’ve never been apart for this long, right?”

			It’s true. In fact, I can count on one hand the number of times we’ve been apart for any significant length of time: the vacation I took with all four of our parents that overlapped with a week of sleepaway camp for her when we were in elementary school, and I refused to let myself have fun because if everyone else was paired up, it seemed unfair that I didn’t have my person. Then there was the summer in college her moms, Aunt Sarah and Aunt Vivi, took her to Europe for two weeks, and though I wanted to go, my internship at Seattle Met magazine felt more important. So I settled for transcribing interviews and gushing over her photos, unsure if what I was feeling was jealousy or loneliness or both.

			Again, I feel more than slightly shitty about keeping the truth from her.

			“I miss you already,” I say, meaning it. Moving in with her a few years ago didn’t just save my mental health—it’s a comfort I’ve needed more than I’d like to admit. It’s felt, quite literally, like coming home. “And you’ll look after my parents?”

			Noemie knows how I worry. “I’ll invite them over for a healthy, low-cholesterol dinner every Sunday night. It will be understated but elegant.”

			“Perfect, thanks. And . . .” I trail off, scratching at the lavender nail polish I applied a couple days ago. If I don’t paint my nails, then I’ll anxiety-pick them to mangled stumps. “If work gets awful and you need to talk, you know I’m just a few taps away. Even when I’m in Minnesota or Tennessee.”

			She nods, but I don’t miss how she breaks eye contact. A classic Noemie deflection. In one swift motion, she turns off the TV and hops off the couch. “I should get the mini quiches in the oven.”

			“And I should probably finish packing. Unless you want some help?”

			Tonight she’s throwing me a casual wish-Chandler-good-luck party before I leave early tomorrow morning. A week ago, my life was entirely unremarkable, and now I’m about to spend most of my waking hours with a celebrity. Sometimes I’m excited and sometimes I’m terrified and usually, I just want to throw up.

			Noemie waves me away. “Not a chance. This is your party.” She squints at me. “You just really don’t want to pack, do you?”

			“I don’t know how to pack for something like this!” I fake-whine. “How do you pack for ten cities and at least four different climates?”

			“Layers?”

			I roll my eyes and head up the stairs. My suitcase, the ancient black one I borrowed from my mom because at age thirty-one, I still don’t own my own luggage, is open and overflowing in the middle of the room. Because my mom read one article one time about how black luggage is the likeliest to be stolen, it’s covered with an array of peeling, faded hippie stickers: stay groovy and free your mind, peace signs and retro flowers. I wasn’t lying when I told Joe I haven’t traveled much. My parents and aunts were always more fond of Oregon Coast road trips than plane travel, and Noemie and I were happy as long as we were together. I’ve been almost swayed by those sleek Instagram suitcases a number of times, the ones that come in colors like sea breeze and rose gold, but I’ve never had anywhere to take one and it’s always seemed like a luxury. Something I’d be able to afford one day, when both my life status and paycheck merited it. My work has always been here, and so have all the people I love.

			There’s been no need to go anywhere else.

			I put on my headphones and blast Bikini Kill while I pack—because even my taste in music is stuck in the Northwest.
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			An hour passes in a blur of sweaters and t-shirts and too many pairs of socks, plus an amazing moisturizer from Noemie’s makeup subscription box. I toss in the latest book in my favorite series, about a bagel shop employee turned amateur detective, and it’s only when I’m searching for my denim jacket that I realize I must have left it in Finn’s hotel room. It was perfectly worn and buttery soft, and now I must take a moment to mourn.

			“How many vibrators is too many?” I yell to Noemie, popping out an earbud. When I don’t get a response, I put one of them back in the drawer. “If I have to ask, is it too many?”

			“Uhh . . . Chandler? Wyatt’s here!” Noemie says, rushing up the stairs, and I drop the LELO on top of a mound of clothes.

			“Please tell me he didn’t hear me shouting about my small army of self-pleasuring devices?”

			“Oh, he definitely did.” A frantic Noemie appears in my doorway, the hair on half her head straightened and the other a chaotic mass of curls.

			Yes, I invited him. Yes, it was probably stupid. But if it’s the last time I see him for a couple months, I want some closure—whatever that looks like.

			On the way out of my room, I glance at my reflection in the mirror and quickly change into the black T-shirt dress I was planning to wear for the party, grimacing at the state of my hair and trying to finger-comb the short blond strands back into place.

			Wyatt is in the kitchen, brandishing a container and calling out, “I brought hummus!” as though we didn’t already have three half-open tubs of it in the fridge. “Hey,” he says when he spots me, giving me a nudge of his chin in hello but never quite making eye contact. “Thanks for inviting me over.”

			I don’t love the way my stomach swoops when I see him, with his shaggy black hair that hangs to his shoulders, full lips that are now intimately acquainted with my body. I spent so many years dreaming of him—this guy who was just as passionate about journalism as I was. Or at least, as I thought I was. He was even laid off from The Catch at the same time, then managed to snag a coveted reporter job at the Tacoma News Tribune. I thought that shared layoff would bring us closer together. And I guess it eventually did, before what happened in August pushed us all the way apart.

			I can’t deny that’s some of the appeal of skipping town. Instead of confronting this mess of awkward, I’ll simply put a couple thousand miles between us.

			By the time I come back, I won’t be hung up on him at all.

			“Yeah, no, of course.” I force a laugh as Wyatt scratches at his elbow. Yeah, no: the mantra of the chronically anxious. See also: no, yeah. “It’s good to see you.”

			Noemie shoos us out of the kitchen, so we make our way to the living room, where Wyatt pretends to be deeply entranced by the gallery wall above the couch and I spend far too much time selecting carrots and celery sticks from the platter on the coffee table.

			It feels like the night we slept together happened months ago with how much distance it’s created. I was just so convinced we were a good fit. Sophomore year, when there was an outbreak of lice on my floor but he’d promised to quiz me for our journalism ethics class—I kept mixing up court cases—he told me he didn’t care, that he’d come by my room to help anyway. Of course, he wound up infested, too. There is nothing that bonds you quite like having nits picked out of your hair together at a treatment center called Lice Knowing You, and maybe that shouldn’t have made me like him more, listening to him crack jokes while we tried our best not to scratch at our scalps, but somehow it did. He was selfless and he was smart, and I dreamed of us becoming the next journalism power couple. An Ephron and Bernstein for the modern age. Minus the affair.

			He knows my past, my whole past, and he’s never judged me for it. When I had an abortion junior year, he dropped off a heating pad and takeout gift card at my apartment. I’ve never had to explain it to him, the way I want to in new relationships, which means no worrying over the right timing. Because even though it’s a choice I’m glad I made, it doesn’t make me any less anxious about telling someone for the first time.

			Part of me has always been scared that I won’t find someone who knows me as well as Wyatt does. Someone who accepts every piece of me.

			Wyatt turns to me now, toying with a baked lentil cracker. “We’re okay, right?” he asks. “I mean—you asked me to come, so I guess you don’t completely hate me?” He follows this up with a wide-eyed pleading look, one that a traitorous part of me still finds adorable.

			I dip a cucumber slice into sriracha hummus. “How could I hate the one person who doesn’t complain when I want to have a Murder She Wrote marathon?” He lets out a laugh, but I can’t bring myself to join in. “We’re fine.” A lie. “I guess I’m just . . .” Confused. Embarrassed. Desperate for answers. “Processing,” I finish, wondering if I’ve ever had a spine when it comes to Wyatt or if this is new for me.

			He lets out a visible sigh of relief. “Good. Because I’d feel like shit if I knew you were mad at me. We’ve been friends for too long for something like this to come between us.”

			Great. Glad we cleared that up.

			Still, I can’t help wondering why, if we’re such good friends, I didn’t merit a better explanation than the one he gave me. I’d love some confirmation that the guy I’ve spent my whole adult life pining for has not, in fact, turned out to be a total fuckboy.

			“So what’s the deal with this Finn Walsh guy?” he asks while I crunch too loudly on a baby carrot.

			Noemie swings through the living room, balancing a couple trays. “Baked brie, feta-stuffed tomatoes, and mini quiches.” She sets everything down on the coffee table next to a trio of candles. “I guess the theme is cheese?”

			“I can’t imagine a better send-off,” I say, reaching for a hunk of brie before settling back into my favorite teal armchair. The one that’ll be empty for the next couple months.

			“Were you asking about Finn Walsh?” Noemie asks, turning to Wyatt. “Because I could give a whole TED Talk about him, if you want.”

			She proceeds to do exactly this, and I’m grateful for her interference. I’m even more grateful when the doorbell rings again.

			“Sorry we’re late,” my mom says, brushing some of her long gray hair off one shoulder. It’s a sight to behold, and she gets constant compliments on it. “Dad had to finish today’s crossword.”

			“And I knew Chandler would respect that.” My dad pulls me in for a one-armed hug, a new thing since he started walking with a cane. I try not to think about how his frame feels a little smaller each time I hug him.

			It’s only when I see my parents through other people’s eyes that I realize how old they are. Most of my friends haven’t seen my dad with the cane yet, and I catch Wyatt’s eyes widen for a split second as I scramble to take their jackets and generally make them more comfortable. Even as they tell me again and again that they’ve got it.

			My parents still live in the house I grew up in, a cozy bungalow in North Seattle. They were free-spirited high school sweethearts who spent their twenties and thirties traveling the world, which is part of the reason I haven’t traveled much with them—because they’d already done plenty of it on their own. They were in their midforties when I was born, and now they’re approaching eighty. I got used to people asking Is that your grandma? when my mom picked me up from school, or gaping at the disabled parking permit in our car when my dad had knee surgery that took him out for months. Even as a kid, I spent a lot of time at Noemie’s house, because her moms were able to do things that my parents didn’t quite have the energy for.

			I can’t deny that going on this trip has me worried about them.

			“It’s been a while, Lev, Linda,” Wyatt says to them, grinning. “Now it’s a party!”

			“You always know just how to boost an old man’s ego.” My dad gives Wyatt a pat on the shoulder, sparking this uncomfortable twinge in my heart. Another thing I always liked about him: he is great with my parents, and they love him right back. He was welcome at every birthday dinner throughout my twenties—always bringing me a big number-shaped candle with my “real” age—and every Jewish holiday. My family’s never gone to temple regularly, but we go all out for Passover with a huge seder potluck. My mom even shared her grandmother’s prized matzo ball soup recipe with him last year.

			Stop, I urge myself, because none of this is helping me get over him.

			My mom reaches inside a canvas Trader Joe’s bag. “We brought you some of those elote chips you like,” she says to me. “Just in case you get hungry.”

			“I’m not going to be gone for that long.” I accept the chips regardless, because I do love them. “And I’m pretty sure they have Trader Joe’s in nearly every state. I’m worried Noemie made it sound like she was getting rid of me forever.”

			My dad asks if I’ll join him in the backyard, and I reach for his arm to make sure he doesn’t trip on the loose porch step. He holds up a hand, letting me know for the nine hundredth time that he’s okay.

			When he pulls out a joint, I hide a smile. My parents were no strangers to marijuana even before it was legalized in Washington. Now they use it mainly for medicinal purposes, but there’s still something amusing about seeing my late-seventies father with his Coke bottle glasses and entirely white hair getting stoned.

			I shake my head when he offers one to me. “Early flight. I won’t want to wake up if I smoke.”

			A nod, a puff, that familiar earthy smell. “Now,” my dad says as we sit down in a pair of wicker chairs on the patio, “I know you’re old enough to handle yourself on this trip—”

			“Are we having a birds-and-the-bees talk? Because it might be a little late for that.”

			My dad lifts his eyebrows at me. “You’re not the only one in this family who worries, you know.” Another puff. “I have to admit, we wound up watching his show a few years back. Thought it looked interesting, and by the end of the third episode, we got sucked in.”

			I just stare. “How much did you watch?”

			“All of it,” he says with a laugh. “Told you—it was addictive. Of course, we realize he’s probably much different in real life than he was on TV. But you never know with these Hollywood types. This Hux—he’s a decent young man?”

			“Finn,” I correct gently, still processing my parents knowing who he was before I did. “Well, aside from the weekly orgies, he seems to be pretty scandal-free.” I shake my head. “Dad, I’ll be fine. It’s just part of the job.”

			“And you want to be doing this job?”

			It’s not a combative question—he just wants to know.

			“I love writing,” I say simply, because no matter what else is happening in my world, that’s still true. “And I haven’t done anything like this before. It’s a good opportunity.”

			My mom opens the sliding door. “Noemie’s getting out Cards Against Humanity,” she says. “Didn’t think you two would want to miss out.”

			“Never!” my dad says. “I hope you all don’t mind losing.”

			And this, I realize when we go back inside and start playing, and my mom laughs with a hand over her mouth and my dad tries his hardest to be as crass as possible, isn’t going to be easy to leave. Wyatt heads home early and Noemie’s moms stop by with yet another bag of elote chips, and I realize all the people I love most are in this house right now. This is what’s kept me here all these years, this little community I’ve had. I don’t know how I’m going to live without it until December.

			Noemie slings an arm around my back, rests her head against my shoulder. My cousin, who seems to have cemented herself in adulthood while I can’t seem to keep my balance. I try to imagine it, her coming home after her endless workdays to a quiet house, and I’m hit with a stab of loneliness.

			But maybe this trip will be good for both of us.

			If I think it enough times, hopefully I’ll start to believe it.

		

	
		
			
				UNKNOWN NUMBER

				11:07 AM

				Hi Chandler. I trust you arrived safely?

				UNKNOWN NUMBER

				11:09 AM

				This is Finn Walsh, in case you haven’t put my number in your phone yet. Not that there’s any pressure to, or any assumption that you’re going to. I just wanted to let you know. That this is my number. So you’re not sitting there wondering who it is.

				UNKNOWN NUMBER

				11:12 AM

				[message deleted]

				UNKNOWN NUMBER

				11:14 AM

				Welcome to Portland?
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			chapter

			seven

			PORTLAND, OR

			I stare down at Finn’s texts as the airplane taxis, saving his number to my phone. The flight from Seattle to Portland was so short, I barely had a chance to finish episode one of The Nocturnals, which introduces the small New England college town where spooky things start happening on the first day of classes—because, little do most of the students know, at least one freshman is a werewolf, and a centuries-old battle between good and evil is brewing in their backyard. Finn’s character has only a few lines; we see him in the library, because what surer way to establish that he’s a nerd, falling asleep in the middle of a book. When he wakes up after the library’s closed, he’s hit with a sudden chill. A sense of unease. Nothing around him appears to be wrong, though . . . until he heads out into the night and the audience sees paw prints tracking him down the library’s dusty hallway. Roll credits.

			The Finn on my phone seems to be going out of his way to be professional. Which, in theory, I shouldn’t mind—it’s just so clearly a concerted effort. I decided last night, in the middle of not being able to sleep because of airplane anxiety and not being able to sleep because of new-job anxiety, that this trip doesn’t need to be uncomfortable. This is a rare, frankly incredible opportunity I’ve been given. And I’m going to do everything I can to enjoy it in all the ways I couldn’t with Maddy’s book.

			That mood lasts about until I check into my hotel and open the door to my room. It’s not that I was expecting lush digs or anything, but there’s barely any space to walk around the bed, there’s no shower curtain in the bathroom, and the room’s single electrical outlet is, inexplicably, located inside the closet.

			Stay positive, I urge myself, unplugging a lamp so I can charge my phone.

			I’ll be here only a couple nights, so I unpack my carry-on but leave my larger suitcase untouched. Then I put on a vintage Harley Quinn T-shirt I found in a thrift shop years ago and have only ever worn to sleep in because it’s a little big, but today it seems perfect. I tuck it into high-waisted jeans and add a cotton blazer, which I swap for an oversize flannel, which I swap for the blazer again before lying down on the bed and forcing myself to breathe.

			At these cons, I’m meant to essentially become Finn’s shadow, tailing him from panel to signing and back again. Watching how he interacts with fans. Getting to know him—not just his personality, but his voice, his mannerisms and quirks and favorite turns of phrase, all of which will help me embody him when I start writing. He had a fan meet and greet earlier today, so I won’t see him until his panel this afternoon. In theory, today is supposed to be low stress.

			While I have a few pages full of research and links I compiled over the week, I’m not starting an outline of the book until we get a chance to discuss what he has in mind. Some of my authors have had clear ideas of format and narrative structure, or they’ll have already worked with an editor on an outline, which Finn has not. This book is important to him, he assured me. I have to believe he’ll have some sense of direction.

			Even though I have enough per diem for an Uber and I’ve been urged to use it, I can’t justify it for the twelve-minute walk to the convention center. Rose City Comic Con is smaller than ECCC, but that fact doesn’t prepare me for the sheer chaos once I get inside—or the stormtrooper who nearly runs me over. After some profuse apologies from both of us, I pause for a few moments, gazing around and taking it all in. It’s a swirl of color and noise, extreme sensory overload. Capes swish as attendees huddle over maps and swarm booths, waiting in line to buy merch and comics. And everywhere, everywhere, people are posing for photos. The celeb signings are in a different spot, but out here in the atrium, a drag queen Black Widow has amassed a huge crowd, along with a trio of cotton candy–colored Chewbaccas and at least two dogs dressed in Star Trek costumes, one of them complete with Spock ears. There are anime characters and video game characters and even a man whose entire body is painted silver wearing a very tiny Speedo.

			There’s a unique kind of energy here, one that I can sense right away. Everyone here has such a clear passion for their fandom, whether it’s Marvel or Doctor Who or The Nocturnals. And it makes me wish, for much longer than I’d like to admit, that I loved anything this much. It used to be writing, and then more specifically journalism, and now that space in my heart I carved out years ago is as blank as a fresh Word document.

			I head to the press area and collect my credentials, draping the lanyard around my neck and feeling very much like a Seasoned Professional—until I realize I have no idea where I’m going.

			“Excuse me, do you know where Hall E is?” I ask a Dalek.

			They point in the opposite direction, up an escalator. “Right down there. If you’re going for the two o’clock panel, you probably want to get there early. Anything with Nocturnals cast fills up fast.” And then, as they maneuver their blocky metallic costume into the crowd: “Exterminate!”

			As it turns out, they’re not wrong. I make it to the auditorium with five minutes to spare and only just manage to claim a seat in the back row. A hush falls over the crowd as a moderator with short lavender hair and a Rose City T-shirt steps up to the microphone.

			“Good afternoon, PDX!” she yells. Cheers erupt from the audience. She tells everyone to save their questions for the Q & A after the panel, along with some general etiquette: photos are okay but no flash, anyone being disruptive will be asked to leave.

			“And now, give a warm Rose City welcome to our panelists! You know him, you love him, you doodled his name in your teenage diaries—it’s Finn Walsh!”

			The way the audience reacts—I am not at all prepared. Finn struts onstage in dark jeans, a forest green cardigan, and graphic tee featuring some collection of symbols I’m not familiar with, a gleam in his eye as he gives the crowd a hearty wave. They roar back, a few people even jumping to their feet. The girl next to me might even be . . . crying? He carries himself differently than he did that first night in Seattle, and even the next day at lunch. There’s almost a swagger to him, a confidence that only hundreds of screaming fans can buy. Is he taller, or am I just farther away? His face is clean-shaven, the bright overhead lights glinting off his auburn hair as he takes a seat in a plush pink chair, stretching out his long legs.

			I may have watched those Mexley clips and one whole episode of The Nocturnals, but this is Finn performing right in front of me, or at least from a dozen yards away. And he’s good.

			The moderator introduces the other two panelists: Lizzy Woo, who starred as a government agent in a superhero TV adaptation, but who I’m more familiar with as a lovelorn barista in an ensemble romantic comedy Noemie and I were obsessed with a few years ago, and Jermaine Simmons, from a mermaid show on HBO we watched a season of before getting frustrated by how sexy it surprisingly wasn’t. “It’s HBO,” Noemie had said. “Why is no one getting naked?”

			Until this point, I’ve never considered myself someone who would get particularly starstruck. I was a little intimidated by Maddy, mainly because of how minimal our interactions were, but my Bachelor contestant, Amber Yanofky, who went professionally by Amber Y after being one of a record number of Ambers on her season, made me feel comfortable right away. And yet here, watching Lizzy and Jermaine, I’m struck by the fact that they are simply gorgeous human beings. Almost supernaturally so, which is fitting, given the panel is about the enduring power of the supernatural in pop culture.

			Finn, Lizzy, and Jermaine are all properly charming, drawing numerous laughs from the audience. I open up a floral notebook, part of a Rifle Paper Co. set Noemie got me for my birthday last year and I haven’t used yet because it’s just too pretty. Since this trip is all about taking risks, it seemed right to bring it. As I drum the matching pen on the pages, I can’t help wondering why this guy wants to write a memoir that he’s not even technically writing. The reason he was so cryptic about during lunch.

			Of course, everyone wants to believe they’re special enough, that they’ve acquired enough life experience to fill a book. They assume their deeply profound story will fly off the shelves. In my experience, that’s just not true. The publisher had too high of hopes for Amber’s Don’t Ask Y: And Other Things I’m Sick of Talking About. They printed too many copies, thousands of which wound up getting pulped.

			“What is your story,” I murmur to myself as I stare down at the blank page.

			When the panel ends after a Q & A, I fight my way to the stage, where Finn disappeared through a red curtain.

			“Hi, sorry—I’m press?” I hold up my badge.

			A man in a security T-shirt leans in to scrutinize my badge. “Go right ahead,” he says.

			Backstage, Finn is leaning against a refreshments table with Jermaine and Lizzy, taking a long sip from a water bottle. The three are midconversation when I approach, offering up an awkward wave. For one horrible moment when Finn turns his gaze to me, I’m terrified he won’t recognize me.

			But then his mouth quirks upward and he beckons me over, and my shoulders release a tiny bit of the tension they’ve been holding on to all day.

			“Chandler,” he says. Warm. Friendly. “I was afraid you didn’t make it. I didn’t see you.”

			“I’m not sure I would have been very easy to spot from the back row.”

			Finn frowns. “You had a seat saved in the front. You didn’t have to hide in the back.”

			“Oh—sorry,” I say, my face heating up. Day one, and I’m already making mistakes. “I didn’t know.”

			He’s already moving on. “Jermaine, Lizzy, this is Chandler Cohen.”

			“A pleasure,” Jermaine says in his posh British accent.

			Lizzy flutters a wave as she reaches for a blueberry muffin with gemstone-studded nails.

			“Hi, oh my god, I’m sure you get this all the time, but I loved Arbor Day.” I fully expected that I could remain a functioning person in the face of celebrity, and yet here I am, words sticking in my throat.

			Next to me, Finn might be muffling a laugh.

			Lizzy beams. “I actually don’t! Thank you so much.” Then she rolls her eyes. “Most people here just want to ask how my Renegades costume managed to stay up during filming.”

			Jermaine uses a tiny fork to dip a red pepper spear into ranch dressing. “The fandoms can be ruthless,” he agrees, mouth full. “You don’t want to know how many questions I get about mermaid anatomy.”

			I decide not to mention Noemie and I have had philosophical discussions about that exact topic.

			“I’ve got a signing in five,” Lizzy says with a flip of her sleek black hair. “Great panel—see you in Memphis?”

			“Not me, but I’ll be in Pittsburgh,” Jermaine says.

			“And I’ll be at both,” Finn says, accompanying this with a dramatic such-is-my-life shrug.

			Jermaine chuckles. “You just can’t quit the con circuit, huh?”

			Finn tosses a look at me I can’t quite interpret. “Nope,” he says. “This is my job.”
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			“I probably should have mentioned this earlier,” I say to Finn at dinner, after a server drops off two falafel wraps sprinkled with feta and dripping tzatziki. We’re at a Mediterranean restaurant in Portland’s Hawthorne neighborhood, a place dotted with charming boutiques and hip eateries. Far enough away from the con madness to give Finn a bit of a break. “But this was actually my first con.”

			Finn just blinks at me. “Are you serious? You haven’t even been to Emerald City?” When I shake my head, he asks, “What was your favorite part?”

			“I . . . only went to your panel. I got a bit lost and almost didn’t make it in time.”

			It takes some mental gymnastics to process the fact that we’re calmly sitting across from each other after our first and second meetings were so wildly different. Especially after seeing him in action only a few hours ago, animated and electro-charged—now his energy has dimmed, to the point where One-Night Stand Drew seems like a completely different person. Which, in a way, he was. His cardigan sleeves are pushed to his elbows and his posture is more relaxed, but I’m not sure yet whether this is Finn actually relaxed or if it’s just another performance.

			His signing and photo op aren’t until tomorrow, so this is supposed to be prime getting-to-know-you time. The chance for me to fill in all the gaps on Wikipedia and IMDb and learn the real Finnegan Walsh, whoever he is.

			He looks almost disappointed in me. “There’s so much more to it than that,” he says, excavating a piece of falafel with his fork. “Get there earlier tomorrow, if you can. Go check out Artist Alley. I know you’re not a Nocturnals fan”—he says this with a wry twist of his mouth—“but there’s got to be something you’re really into.”

			I bite into my wrap. “I love riot grrrl bands from the nineties?”

			“Believe it or not, there’s a lot of music-related merch, too.” He gives me a reassuring smile. Even in the half-light of the restaurant, he might be the loveliest person I’ve seen up close, and I wonder if I’ll ever get used to it. “We’ll find you something. A souvenir.”

			“Oh—okay. Sure. Thanks.” Somehow, I have a hard time imagining it: Finn and I strolling through the con, picking out a souvenir. He’d be mobbed. Surely he meant we in a figurative sense.

			A silence falls between us. There’s none of our easy conversation from the night we were strangers, as though now both of us have masks on. I’m saved from further awkwardness by a couple of college-aged girls wearing homemade Mexley shirts who pause in front of our table.

			“Hux? Oliver Huxley?” one of them says, and the other elbows her. “Oh my god, sorry. Finn! Hi! We were at your panel earlier. It was amazing.”

			“Could we get a photo?” the other girl asks. “I mean—I know you have to pay at the con, but it was a little out of our price range.” She blushes. “But never in a million years did we think we’d run into you like this!”

			“Sorry, sorry, we probably shouldn’t ask . . .”

			But Finn is already standing up. “Of course, I’m happy to. Love the shirts, by the way.”

			I practically leap out of the booth, desperate to feel useful. “I’ll take it!”

			And as I snap a picture of Hux aka Finn aka legit Rose City Con royalty with these sweet girls, I wonder if I’m slightly in over my head.

			This is very much not my scene, and I even admitted it to Finn. Maybe he’d be better off with someone who followed at least half of what he said about The Nocturnals on his panel.

			Someone who didn’t sleep with him a week and a half ago.

			Calm down, I urge myself, willing the anxiety not to get the better of me. He picked you. Kind of.

			Once the girls leave, I decide to take control. “So. This book,” I say, dipping a fry into harissa ketchup. “It might be helpful for me to get a sense of how you envision the structure. Are there other celebrity memoirs you’ve liked, anything that might have a similar vibe?”

			He considers this for a moment. “I really liked Ali Wong’s book.”

			“Ah yes, because you, too, would like to format this book as letters to your daughters about life as an Asian American comic?”

			“Probably shouldn’t. What about Judy Greer’s memoir?” he asks, and I confirm that I’ve read and loved it. “I was listening to it on the plane. For research,” he adds with a little wink. “I love the idea of making it a series of interconnected stories, not necessarily in chronological order. You know, not just—I was born, I went to school, I started acting.”

			I nod along with him, jotting this down, trying not to think about how that little wink sent a strange shiver through me. “We can absolutely do that. Maybe we could even take quotes from your past roles as a diving-off point for each chapter?”

			“Yes!” He leans back in his chair, pleased. “I had a feeling you’d be exactly what I needed.”

			I try not to blush at the double meaning of those words because this, right here, is what I’m good at. The reason I’m here.

			By the time we’re halfway done with our food, we both feel confident about the structure, with Finn pinpointing a few topics we can devote chapters to, both personal and professional. His Nocturnals audition. His first Hollywood party, where he made the mistake of asking a very famous actor, And who are you? A failed attempt at a tofurkey that nearly burned his house down, which will include a deeper discussion of his vegetarianism. No dark secrets, but I wasn’t expecting them yet—it’s only our first real talk about the book.

			Even though I should be in my element, I can’t get over the fact that just a week ago, he was kissing me in front of a bookstore.

			“That wouldn’t be too much?” he’s asking, after I mention that I should probably watch as much of his work as possible, including the entirety of The Nocturnals. “I don’t want to work you too hard.”

			I quietly burst into flames. It’s criminal that he’s not seeing the innuendo.

			And that’s when I realize I cannot keep reacting to him like this.

			Because even if Finn is acting perfectly professional, the history between us is a swath of cotton in my throat, a fist wrapped tight around my lungs. Every time his eyes meet mine, an electric current rushes up my spine and I remember how he pressed me against the door. How his frantic fingers searched and searched and searched.

			Despite all the faux pas, he knows me, intimately, in a way only a few other people do. And now he’s right in front of me, pretending he doesn’t.

			If I can’t get past this anxiety, I’m not going to be able to write the book.

			“Everything okay?” he asks. “You look a little queasy.”

			I blink myself back to reality. “I feel like . . . we might need to talk about the thing we said we weren’t going to talk about?” I hate the way my voice tilts upward at the end, but I push forward. “I know we said we were going to forget about it, but I just want to make sure it’s not going to be an issue. That both of us are on the same page.” A nervous laugh slips out. “Literally, I guess.”

			I’m not prepared for the full force of his gaze, hazel eyes intently focused as he studies me. Cheekbones sharper than any of the swords I saw at the con today. I assume Finn wears contacts, but no wonder they had him wear glasses on The Nocturnals—otherwise, Caleb Rhodes, the werewolf protagonist played by former teen heartthrob Ethan Underwood, might have had some competition for leading man status. If my face is growing warm, it’s only because Friday night is now playing on repeat in my head. The way he took in my body. The weight of him on top of me. All that lube and oooh, there it is.

			“I don’t see why it has to affect our working relationship,” he finally says. “What’s one night of mind-blowing sex between coworkers?”

			A kalamata olive lodges itself in my windpipe as I lose myself to a coughing fit. In my rush to reach for my glass of water, I knock it over, sending ice cubes skidding across the table. Cold water floods Finn’s plate, turning his falafel into a sad, soggy mess.

			If this is how Finn and I are going to deal with our past, we’re going to be banned from every restaurant on this tour.

			A server swings by somewhere in the middle of my fiftieth apology, promising Finn she’ll have a new plate as soon as possible, even as he assures her that it’s fine and I contemplate launching myself into the sun.

			When I finally regain my composure, it occurs to me that I have a chance to shut this conversation down again. Let it all go.

			Instead, I make a thoughtless, fatal mistake. A silver bullet straight to my jugular.

			“Mind-blowing,” I repeat. “That really blew your mind?”

			Finn’s eyebrows push together in confusion. “It didn’t blow yours?”

			“We’ve got to stop saying the word ‘blow.’ ”

			“I’m serious, Chandler,” he says, that seriousness painted all over his face. Thirty seconds ago, he didn’t want to talk about it, but now his interest is piqued. “Is that—is that why you left? I wondered about that all day, even after I met with you and Joe for lunch.” His voice is level. Quiet but concerned. Then he brings a hand to his throat and swallows hard. “If I did something to offend you, or god forbid, hurt you—”

			“You didn’t hurt me,” I say quickly, cutting him off. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Heat rushes to my cheeks, and I stare down at my plate. I wanted only to clear the air between us. I didn’t want the actual truth. “I—I’m sorry I left without saying anything. I’d never done that before, as you know, and I just didn’t know how to navigate it, I guess.”

			Now this conversation is treading dangerously close to the truth, and while I haven’t had much experience with actors, I have a feeling telling one that he’s not very good in bed might spark a reaction I’m not entirely ready for.

			At the very least, it’s enough to get me booted from this assignment. Blacklisted from publishing.

			The server returns with a new wrap, extra tzatziki. Finn barely glances at it, instead flicking his eyes around the restaurant to make sure no one’s paying attention to us. Then he asks in this low, uncertain voice, “So was it . . . not good for you?”

			A dozen lies wait on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t pick a single one.

			My silence gives me away.

			“Holy shit.” He leans back in the booth, running a hand down his face, along the reddish stubble that’s just started to reappear. “It was that bad?”

			“No, no, no,” I rush to say. The restaurant isn’t busy, and yet I’m suddenly certain everyone in here knows what we’re talking about. A neon sign declaring This Mere Mortal slept With a Beloved Actor and Had the Gall to Insinuate He Was Anything Less Than Godlike.

			“But you sounded like . . .” Finn trails off, the pieces seeming to come together. My forced gasps. My faked orgasm. The escape.

			I stare down at my nails, picking at the burnt-orange polish I applied the night before I left solely so I’d have something to keep the anxiety at bay. This is how I die, I think: confessing to Finnegan Walsh over falafel that he did not rock my world.

			“I guess we could call it acting.”

			He has the nerve to look genuinely astonished. “I don’t know if that’s ever happened to me before.”

			“Right. Because most women dissolve into ecstasy the instant you touch them?”

			A twitch of his mouth. “I’m sure sometimes it can take up to three whole instants.” Despite the joke, I can see him deflating right in front of me, his cheeks turning crimson, his posture sagging. This is not the Finnegan Walsh from the panel—I’m not sure who this version is. “I’m so sorry, Chandler. I could have done something different. You could have told me.”

			As though it’s that simple. “I tried.”

			Finn’s blush deepens.

			“Look—it’s not a big deal,” I say, desperate to salvage this. “People have bad sex all the time. It was a weird onetime thing, and it stays completely between us.” Now that we’re discussing it, I’m not sure I see a way out. But plenty went wrong that night unrelated to Finn’s lackluster bedroom skills. So I decide to focus on that. “Maybe we were doomed the moment I smacked my leg on that luggage rack.”

			By some miracle, he plays along. “Almost certainly by the moment I couldn’t get your bra off.” A self-deprecating laugh, one that makes me realize it’s okay to join in. For both of us to laugh about it. “Okay. Wow. I guess I was off my game or something. Because now I’m replaying everything and . . . it was kind of a disaster, wasn’t it?”

			“It absolutely was. And I have the bruise to prove it.” I roll up my jeans to show him the violet patch of skin on my calf.

			He mashes a hand into his forehead. “God, I’m so sorry. Not your fault at all. You were . . . you were amazing.” His eyes meet mine as he says this, steady and unblinking, framed by ungodly long lashes. “Really.”

			I have to glance away, pressing a hand to my cold glass of water and then to my cheeks, hoping he doesn’t catch me blushing. I get a flash of him before we kissed, before we went back to the bookstore. The easy way we talked to each other, flirted, danced around our vulnerabilities in a way I haven’t done even with the people closest to me.

			How I’d never clicked with someone so instantly.

			“So . . . we’re good?” I say, and he nods.

			“I’m glad you mentioned it,” he says. “Now we can move on and focus on the book.”

			“Great.” I punctuate the word with the first full breath I’ve taken all night.

			“Great,” he echoes.

			But if everything really is so great, he keeps our talk about the book surface-level for the rest of dinner, rehashing today’s panel with slumped shoulders and forced laughter. All that confidence he had at the con—in a single conversation, I’ve put a dent in it.

			Because I think he might be embarrassed.

			“I’m beat,” he says when the server swings by with the check. “Think I’m going to head back to the hotel, rest up for tomorrow. You want to share an Uber, or do you have other plans?”

			“Oh—” I break off, trying to process this sudden tone shift. “Uh, no. I can go back.”

			I really couldn’t have just laughed it off and continued forgetting about it, the way we decided to do in Seattle. Maybe he’s putting on a brave face, but he’s a white man who’s had a modest level of fame—his ego is probably irrevocably shattered. Because I am a complete fucking idiot.

			During our small talk–laden drive back to the hotel—“look, the moon”—“wow”—it hits me with a stark, painful clarity.

			He’s going to fire me.
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				WEEKEND HIGHLIGHTS

				Finn Walsh, TV’s sexiest nerd, celebrated his twenty-first birthday at The Spot in Hermosa Beach with onscreen love interest and off-screen girlfriend, Hallie Hendricks.

				When asked about his plans for this milestone birthday, Walsh told us he probably wouldn’t be out very late. “Nothing too wild,” he said, grinning at Hendricks. “Just cozying up on the couch with a movie and my favorite person.”

				Hendricks, looking stunning in a deep green halter dress, kissed his cheek. “He’s just too good for this world, isn’t he?”

				The two have been inseparable since season 2 started airing, rarely seen in public without the other. When asked if there might be wedding bells in their future, Walsh laughed.

				“Nah, we’re too young for that,” he said. “Right now, we’re just having fun.”
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			chapter

			eight

			PORTLAND, OR

			The Nocturnals changed my life. You changed my life. I’ve seen the whole show nine times, and I have all the original DVDs. And I actually majored in biology because of you.” The girl’s shirt says I’d Much Rather Be Unusual, which, from what I can understand, became something of a catchphrase for the show. Hux said it for the first time in season one, and then later repeated it to Meg when she insisted he find someone else so he could have a chance at a normal relationship.

			Finn smiles, swooping his signature over the photo while a staff member collects the girl’s $125. “I’m honored,” he says earnestly. “Thank you so much. Do you have a favorite season?”

			“Three, definitely,” she says. “When you and Meg were trapped in that snowstorm, and she had to protect you from that rival wolf pack . . . I rewatch that scene at least once a month.”

			“That might have been the coldest I’ve been in my entire life.” He passes back the autograph, then gets up for the photo. “One hundred percent worth it, though.”

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she says, squealing as he poses next to her in front of the Rose City Comic Con backdrop.

			I’m sitting behind Finn’s table, notebook perched in my lap. Everything I’ve written so far is woefully banal. Loves talking to fans. Smiles at everyone. Liked filming season 3. Someone’s going to show up to take away my journalism degree any moment.

			Finn’s level of fame clearly isn’t the getting-constantly-recognized-on-the-street kind—that didn’t happen to us in Seattle. I was surprised he chose somewhere so public for dinner last night, but aside from the girls who stopped by our table, no one seemed to bat an eye at him. And yet here, he’s a god. The costumes, the shirts with quotes from the show and his ship name, the fans who burst into tears or suddenly turn shy upon meeting him—I’ve never seen anything like it.

			I’m still a little starstruck by the whole thing, and I have to wonder if that’ll ever wear off. How long it took Finn to get used to it, or if it’s always seemed normal to him.

			To my complete shock, he hasn’t fired me yet. But there’s something off about him today, or as off as I can tell from having known the guy for a week. Last night’s conversation kept me awake, along with the too-loud humming of the HVAC in my room. At first, I was worried about feeling lonely in the hotel by myself, but my anxiety hasn’t left much room for anything else.

			How was your first day?! Noemie texted, and I didn’t have the heart to tell her it might be my last day, too. Nothing from Wyatt, as committed as he is to our friendship. An email from my agent, a couple messages from my parents. Is Finn just as nice as he is on television? [image: wolf], my dad wants to know. r you eating enough? my mom asks. dont forgt elote chips [image: corn] [image: heart]

			I don’t want to disappoint any of them.

			At one point, when I return from the bathroom while the signing wraps up, my jean jacket is draped over my chair. The one I left in Finn’s hotel room in Seattle.

			I throw him a questioning look.

			“Chandler,” he says, placing a hand on the back of my chair. It’s the first time he’s made eye contact with me all day. “Do you want to take a walk?”
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			We end up at the Portland waterfront, a tree-lined strip of sidewalk that hugs the Willamette River. It’s early evening, the sun hanging low in the sky and autumn leaves crisscrossed overhead. In a month, all of them will be on the ground.

			“I love the Northwest,” he says. “There’s a rivalry there, right? Between Portland and Seattle?”

			“I guess so?” The question catches me off guard. I tug my newly reclaimed denim jacket tighter across my chest. “With some of their sports teams, and maybe some people have a bit of a superiority complex about the city they live in. But they both have great food, nature, music scenes . . .”

			“You’re into Northwest music.” It’s a statement, not a question. “You were wearing that Sleater-Kinney T-shirt when we met.”

			“You’re a fan?”

			He shrugs. Today he’s in a blue plaid flannel and nondescript gray sneakers, the kind that look like they were designed by an algorithm. “One of those heard of them but haven’t heard them situations.”

			“You’ve got to listen to All Hands on the Bad One. Probably my favorite album of all time. I found it in a bargain bin in Olympia, and maybe I’m biased because it was the first album of theirs I ever heard, but it just felt so special.” Then I pause. This is not the time, but I can’t not wax poetic when Sleater-Kinney is involved.

			“I do love how particular people are about their music up here.”

			“It’s the perfect place to be a music snob.” If he’s going to drag this out, make me suffer, I’d rather he rip off the Band-Aid. This small talk feels excruciating when I know what’s on the other side of it.

			My room upstairs in my cousin’s house. A depressing bank account. A future with a giant question mark.

			A woman walks by pushing a stroller, a young Portland mom with an undercut and two sleeves of tattoos. Her gaze lingers on Finn before she abruptly looks away, either embarrassed to be caught staring or convincing herself that he’s not who she thinks he is. Maybe she’ll google him later, wonder if she really did spot him.

			“It’s not that I don’t love discussing the merits of various Northwest cities,” I say. “But if you’re going to fire me, could you just get it over with?”

			Finn stops walking. “Fire you? Why would I do that?” He glances around us, making sure we’re alone, and I wonder if this is something he’s gotten used to doing over the years. If he’s simply accustomed to not having privacy, even with his relative low level of fame. Back when the show was on, though, it must have been relentless.

			It strikes me that I’m deeply curious to hear what he’d have to say about that.

			“The thing is,” he says, voice low. “I’m actually kind of glad you told me the truth.”

			I’m too stunned to respond, certain I’ve misheard him.

			“I mean, am I completely fucking embarrassed? Did I want to crawl into a hole last night? Yes, absolutely. But the honesty was . . . I don’t know. Refreshing.”

			Huh.

			That was not at all what I expected.

			“We really can forget about it,” I say, still unsure how to navigate this. “Like we said, it was just a onetime thing between semi-coworkers, and I didn’t want to upset you—”

			“I’m not upset,” he says calmly. He lets out a long sigh. “After I got back to my room, I did something I’m not proud of. I . . . called one of my exes.”

			“I don’t need to hear the graphic details of your booty call.”

			His eyes grow wide. “I called her to talk,” he says, sounding horrified. “We’re still close—we talk all the time. So I swallowed down whatever meager amount of pride I had left and asked her about it. What it had been like, when we were together. And Hallie”—he breaks off with a cough—“hadn’t ever been one hundred percent happy in that department, either.”

			I’m speechless. He called his ex-girlfriend, Hallie Hendricks, who played his love interest on The Nocturnals, to ask if she was satisfied in bed.

			And she told him no.

			“That’s—that’s just two people,” I manage, unsure why he’s sharing this with me. We’ve crossed yet another boundary. “And she’s an actor, in all fairness. She probably made it sound, um, more realistic than most.”

			“I may have texted a couple others, too.” He rubs at the back of his neck, sheepish. “There also may have been alcohol involved. Not my finest hour, I’m sorry to say. And, well, it only got worse.” He moves his eyes from the sidewalk up to me, that blush back on his cheeks. “The consensus seems to be that no matter who my partner is, I’ve never been able to make it . . . mind-blowing.” It must be intentional, the way he borrows the word from yesterday. Then he lets out a hollow, disbelieving laugh. “Christ, I can’t believe I’m saying this out loud.”

			I would have assumed men would get aggro about this kind of blow to their ego, but Finn seems more perplexed than anything else.

			“I’m not going to tell anyone,” I say firmly. “Or put it in the book.”

			This only makes him laugh more, which turns into a groan. “I can see it now. How to Make Your Girlfriend Howl with Laughter . . . In Bed.”

			“Instant bestseller.”

			More groaning, and it’s easier for me to laugh this time—not at him, but at the absurdity of the whole situation.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, swiping a hand over his face, collecting himself. “I didn’t want to drag you back into this. I’m just—I really am grateful. That you were honest with me. Is that bizarre?”

			“You’re welcome?” I match his questioning tone. “It’s not something most people are instantly good at. It takes practice. And every time you have a new partner, you have to learn a whole new set of . . . well, everything.”

			“Right.” He goes quiet for a moment, watching a boat in the water. “I might regret this . . . but do you think you could give me some specifics?” Then he grimaces, as though immediately regretting the question. “Only if you’re comfortable with it.”

			I consider this. I suppose we’re already in this deep, and if it helps the next girl he’s with . . .

			“Well . . .” I start, wondering how detailed I should get. “You already know I didn’t—finish. The whole thing felt a bit rushed, I guess? Then there was the puddle of lube I was lying in for most of it. And the dirty talk could have used some work.” Finn’s grimace deepens. “Aside from that, I don’t think either of us was paying attention to what the other liked.”

			“You were,” he says softly, placing an emphasis on you. “I could tell.”

			My face warms as I remember the way his eyelids dropped shut when I wrapped my hand around him. Please, he’d said.

			“Hallie said something similar,” he continues, yanking me back to reality as he pulls his phone from his jeans pocket. “Actually, I believe her exact words were, ‘Sometimes it seemed like you were trying to find something you lost in my vagina. All search and no rescue.’ And then—well, this one’s kind of funny. Another ex replied with a mouth zipped emoji. Followed by the emoji of the monkey covering its face.”

			“So what you’re saying is that I had you on a good night.”

			He holds his arms wide, stopping short of flinging his phone into the Willamette. “I don’t know! I have no idea what I’m doing!”

			A guy biking past us holds up a fist. “None of us do, bro,” he says, and Finn gives him a halfhearted fist pump in response.

			“You’re not hopeless,” I tell Finn once the cyclist is out of earshot and we’re relatively alone again. “I have plenty of awkwardness in my past, too. And the fact that you’re not making this about your fragile, wounded masculinity is a huge plus.”

			“I want my partners to have a good time. Or at least, for us to be able to talk honestly about why someone isn’t.”

			And it’s ridiculous, isn’t it, the way those words settle low in my belly after having had a decidedly not good time with him.

			“A solid place to start.” I lean back against the railing, draping my arms over it. “Women can just be . . . a little harder to please, and it’s not always easy to express that. There isn’t some button you can press and then voilà, instant orgasm.”

			I watch him swallow hard as he dips his head, inching closer. The wind twirls his hair across his forehead, nudges open the collar of his flannel shirt.

			“How would I do it, then?” he asks, curling a hand over the railing next to me. His voice is only a notch above a whisper, and though his body is at least a foot from mine, it feels like he’s speaking right against my ear. I can practically feel the vibrations along my skin. “How would I make you come?”

			My throat instantly goes dry. All the water in the Willamette couldn’t rehydrate me at this point.

			“This feels like the opposite of what we were saying last night.” I try to laugh, but there isn’t enough air in my lungs. Maybe even in the whole state of Oregon.

			“I want to learn.” He pushes a wayward strand of hair back into place, but it’s no match for the wind. “I was up half the night googling, but it all started to blur together after a while. And I’m only a little scared of the targeted ads I’m going to get now.”

			I let out a deep, shaky breath, my heart turning wild in my chest. Because maybe the scariest thing about this conversation is that I want to tell him. The thrill racing up my spine is a foreign, delicious thing, impossible to ignore. Maybe it’s the fact that we’ve already seen each other naked that makes talking about this easier. Maybe it’s that I went on this walk thinking I was about to get fired, and any other outcome has me feeling like I’ve just cheated death.

			Whatever it is, I run right toward it.

			“Hypothetically . . . you’d want to start slowly.” My voice takes on a huskiness that feels wholly out of place in a public setting, and when I get quieter, Finn leans in closer. “The more aroused she gets, the more likely she is to orgasm. It’s crucial to spend time building up that tension, figuring out what she likes. Ask her. She might prefer your hands, or your mouth. She might have a specific way she likes being touched. Or, even better—have her show you.”

			At that, his mouth slides open, accompanied by the smallest hitch in his breath. I almost don’t catch it, but that slight hint this conversation is as exciting for him as it is for me sends a shock straight to my core.

			“You’ve done that?” he says. “Shown someone?”

			“Yes,” I say, as calmly as I can. “Masturbation doesn’t always have to be a solo act. What about you?”

			He shakes his head, that pesky lock of hair falling back across his forehead. “I’m usually fairly easy.”

			“I got that.” This earns me a soft jab of his elbow against my shoulder. “You have to listen. Communication is probably the most important part of it, more important than the physical.” Although I wouldn’t hate his physical elbow touching my physical shoulder again. “You can’t expect that what works for one person will work for everyone.”

			“I’m not asking about everyone.” His gaze clings to mine. “I’m asking about you.”

			Jesus. I have to break eye contact or else I’ll incinerate.

			“I like when someone’s clearly paying attention to my body,” I say, dragging my fingertips out along the railing, and then back. His eyes follow them. “My breaths. My slightest movements. The places where I might be tighter, and the places where I open up.”

			A nod. Another step closer, a few inches separating his chest from mine.

			“And I love when it’s obvious that he’s enjoying what he’s doing to me. When getting me closer also gets him closer—there’s something so incredibly sexy about that.” My pulse is roaring in my ears, louder than the rush of the river. “I don’t mind if it takes a while, and I want to know that the other person doesn’t mind, either. Because the longer it takes, the more desperate I get for it, the more my body begs for it . . . the better it feels when I finally go over the edge.”

			Now I’m picturing it: the two of us in a different hotel room this time, his hand between my thighs while I narrate exactly what I want him to do to me. I’d draw it out, make it last as long as possible so he could wring every drop of pleasure from my body.

			I watch the rise and fall of his chest, unsure how we got here. My own inhales are sharper, heavier.

			“God,” he breathes out. On the railing, his hand is an exhale away from mine. I’m not sure what would happen if we touched right now. If we’d cross a line that started wavering the night we met. “I wish—”

			He cuts himself off, and I don’t dare say anything. I’d do unforgivable things to know what’s on the other side of that sentence.

			Instead of finishing it, he straightens his posture, drops his hand, backs up a few steps. I can breathe a little easier—but not better.

			“I don’t know why it’s so easy to talk to you about this, but it is,” he continues, pressing his back to the railing, a healthy distance between us. “Maybe because you were the first person to say something. I guess I trust your opinion.”

			“What, should we leap back into bed so I can give you some pointers?”

			In my head, it sounds exactly like the joke it is. A lighthearted quip in the middle of the strangest conversation. And yet the moment the words are out of my mouth, I feel something shift between us.

			A tilt of the earth on its axis. A slow swivel of his head toward me. A blink of his eyes, thoroughly, intently intrigued.

			The way this maybe-joke doesn’t seem to register, given how he says, “You’d do that?”

			My heart shudders in my chest. Both questions linger on the sidewalk with us like living, breathing things. Every rational answer waits on the tip of my tongue. What of course not ridiculous why would we just kidding—

			The way he’s looking at me, I’m no longer certain I was joking, either. Because when he broke off a minute ago: God, I wish— I could have sworn he was about to say he wished he could have another chance.

			With me.

			“Like . . . give you sex lessons?” I say, certain it’ll sound ludicrous once the words leave my mouth.

			He gives me this soft, sheepish shrug. “I don’t know,” he says, a rough quarter-laugh stuck to his voice. “Maybe that’s what I need.”

			I am no longer tethered to reality. We tripped into a fantasy world back at the convention center, one populated by robots and demons and jokes that somehow aren’t jokes.

			“I—maybe we’ve had too much to drink, or we’re getting too much sun, or . . .” I squint toward the sky, even though I’m shivering a little.

			“Chandler. I’m dead sober. And it’s barely sixty degrees.”

			I try to take a deep breath. Maybe I can convince him with logic. Maybe I can hurl myself into the river. Either sounds like a realistic way to end this conversation. “You really think I’m qualified for something like this? To—to help you get better in bed?”

			“You’re someone who slept with me, and it was bad. I want to be able to make it good for you.” He clears his throat. “Future, hypothetical yous.”

			Sixty degrees must be the new ninety because I am goddamn feverish. “I got that.”

			“And, well . . .” The smallest quirk of his mouth. “You minored in human sexuality.”

			Oh my god. I did tell him that. Because, as has been recently established, I am a massive fucking idiot.

			Again, I think back to that night a week ago, but not the way it ended—the excitement when he ran a finger up my spine while we waited for the elevator, or when we kissed for the first time in the parking lot. His groan in my ear, how unashamed he was of what he felt for me. There was a spark at first—sure, one that fizzled out, but it was there.

			It’s ridiculous, how much I like you.

			I hardly think it’s what my professors had in mind when they talked about how we could apply our studies outside the classroom. Maybe I could just recommend some podcasts and direct him toward some sex-positive videos, the kind I’ve used to get off plenty of times, searching for ones that look like the women are genuinely enjoying themselves. Because they’re out there—they’re just harder to find.

			The fact that some of those videos are now parading through my mind makes me need to squeeze my thighs together, especially with Finn standing there, looking so earnest about this deeply outrageous thing.

			“We’re here to write a book,” I say. One we’ve made little progress on so far.

			He takes a couple steps backward, and it’s incredible how I can still feel him right next to me. In the elevator. Against the hotel room door.

			How would I make you come?

			“I’m not going to push you.” His words are gentle. “If you don’t want this, I understand one hundred percent. Tell me that right now, and I’ll never bring it up again. I swear.”

			I swallow hard, ready to tell him it’s a bad idea on every single level. Unethical in about a hundred ways, practical application of my minor be damned.

			And yet.

			Here he is, this beautiful man I’m going to be stuck with for the next few months. It’s a golden opportunity, really. I must be unhinged, given the fact that I’m still so attracted to the person responsible for the worst sex of my life. But maybe it’s not something I need to keep pushing away.

			Maybe I could embrace it.

			The past few years have been a study in exposition, a whole lot of buildup that’s led me absolutely nowhere. My life has been my laptop and me sunk deep in Seattle quicksand, with occasional breaks for friends and family. I’ve canceled dates and missed out on opportunities because I was too chained to work that wouldn’t love me back. This bizarrely appealing idea of helping Finn in bed—it would be fun, the thing I’ve denied myself over and over because I didn’t have the money or the energy or I was hung up on Wyatt.

			I chose to study human sexuality because I was fascinated by it: history, policy, social and cultural expectations. On a basic physical level, I love what my body can do, and I love losing myself in someone else. Before I slept with Wyatt, it had been a few years since I’d connected with anyone, and maybe that was why it had felt so fantastic. Because I’d made myself stop thinking and given in to a decade of pining, even if it had disastrous results.

			I think about the person I was the night I met Finn, how much I loved that caution-to-the-wind version of myself. I was convinced that wasn’t me at all. But maybe it can be.

			My whole life, I’ve been the kind of person for whom “living in the moment” simply didn’t exist.

			Well, here’s my moment.

			“I guess—I guess I could give you a few pointers,” I say. Maybe this will be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, but at least I’ll have done something. If it helps me forget about Wyatt, that’ll just be an added benefit.

			Plus, I’ll be doing a mitzvah for the next woman he has in his bed. A double mitzvah if it’s on Shabbat.

			Finn’s shock is etched into the soft curve of his mouth and the creases at the corners of his eyes. He recovers quickly, standing straighter and raking a hand through his hair. “Well. Uh. That’s—wow. Okay. This isn’t where I thought this conversation would go.”

			“Me, either,” I say, laughing. “I have no idea what happens now.”

			“Should we . . . should we shake?” He extends a hand, but then immediately withdraws it. “Nope, that feels weird.” A scratch at the back of his neck. It’s similar to what Hux does in the clip of him and Meg at a campus formal Noemie showed me, right before he tells her he’s never seen anyone as beautiful as she is and that he might die if she doesn’t dance with him. Only in real life, it’s even cuter—because it might be real.

			“Maybe a hug?” I suggest, because at this moment in time, a hug seems innocent. Something you’d share with a friend or a professional collaborator-slash-sexual-experimenter.

			His features relax as his arms fall open. The instant my chest meets his, something loosens inside me. Relief or anticipation or satisfaction, I’m not sure. Maybe it’s just a reaction to his scent, that lovely mix of earth and spice. I knot my hands behind his neck, relishing the warmth of his skin against my fingertips. You are so fucked, the practical part of my brain tells me, the part I decide to ignore. His exhale hums through me as his hands settle against my lower back, thumb stroking shivers up my spine.

			Whatever semiprofessional boundary we still had earlier today: it officially no longer exists.
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				INT. GO FONT YOURSELF OFFICE—DAY

				EMMA is in the conference room with CHARLIE. She gazes at him, bewildered, while Charlie remains calm and clearheaded.

				EMMA

				I don’t get it. All these designs, all these amazing fonts . . . and you still don’t want the promotion?

				CHARLIE

				He strides toward her, taking her hand in his. Both their hands are covered in ink.

				Because it was never about the promotion, Emma. Don’t you get it? Every single font choice—every glyph, every stem, every serif—all of that was for you.
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			chapter

			nine

			PHOENIX, AZ

			I expect the regret to hit me hard the next morning, a torrential downpour of what the fuck and there’s just no way and this is absurd. And yet when Finn calls a car and helps me with my suitcase, sliding me a half smile as I settle into the backseat, it doesn’t.

			It doesn’t when we go through airport security and I fumble with my bag of three-ounce containers, a bottle of shampoo spilling everywhere and earning me a little one-on-one time with TSA.

			It doesn’t when our flight is delayed two hours and Finn guests me into the airport lounge, where he drops a cherry tomato while going through the salad bar, causing the woman next to him to trip and fall face-first into a bowl of spinach, prompting our immediate removal from the lounge.

			It doesn’t when our Uber driver drops us off at the charming house in a suburb of Phoenix, where we’ll be spending the next few days until Canyon Con, Arizona’s biggest comic book and pop culture convention.

			And then, when we’re finally alone after six hours of travel, really truly alone for the first time since that Seattle hotel room, I’m still not sure I regret it. I feel awkward as hell, that’s for sure—but not regretful.

			If the strained smile on Finn’s face is any indication, he’s feeling it, too. It’s thoroughly unfair that after the car ride and the waiting at the airport and the flight, he looks disheveled in a rugged way, shirtsleeves wrinkled and eyes a bit droopy, which only accentuates his long russet lashes. In sharp contrast, my bangs started sticking to my forehead the moment we touched down in Arizona, as though immediately protesting the weather.

			“So, uh,” Finn says, gazing around the space. “I’m gonna go unpack.”

			I place my backpack on the floor. “Right. Me, too.”

			The Airbnb is a minimalist two-bed, two-bath with a shared kitchen and signs everywhere that say No Pets, No Guests, No Parties. It was cheaper to put us up here than flying us back home and then out to the con. Oddly enough, this job is kind of the perfect scenario for the plan we devised in Portland. Well—as “perfect” as agreeing to hook up with an actor to help him hone his skills in the bedroom could possibly be. We’re already on the road together, sharing hotels. Everyone to report to is back in New York or LA.

			Last night before I fell asleep, I imagined a dozen different ways to tell Finn that my suggestion was a joke that should have never gone as far as it did, and we owed it to our careers and to this book to keep our hands to ourselves. Then, when that didn’t sound appealing, I turned the ethics over and over in my head. Granted, journalism ethics wasn’t my strongest course in college no matter how much Wyatt helped me study—or maybe I was too easily distracted. But this can’t be any worse than what happened at that Seattle radio station a few years back, when two hosts pretended they used to have a relationship for the sake of their dating podcast.

			And hey, it worked out okay in the end. Their sexist boss wound up getting fired, and I heard through the journalism grapevine that the two of them just got married.

			Not that whatever I have with Finn is trending in that direction—just that these things don’t always end in fire and ash. All of us can come out unscathed, with Finn more skilled in the art of pleasure and me allowing myself some fun for the first time in years.

			Still, maybe I take my time unpacking, showering, even reading a chapter of the bagel shop mystery before throwing on leggings and a striped sweatshirt because the AC is making some strange noises. I go through the longest skincare routine my face has ever seen, and then scrunch some salt spray through my hair. I text Noemie a reminder to check on my parents, which she replies to right away with a thumbs-up emoji.

			It’s midafternoon when I emerge into the kitchen, where Finn is in the process of loading what looks like every dish and piece of silverware into the dishwasher.

			“What are you doing?”

			Finn whirls around, so startled he drops a plate.

			“Shit, sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“No, no. It’s fine. All good.” He picks up the unharmed plate, presenting it to me with a flourish, face pale. “Just . . . making sure everything’s clean. You never know.”

			In the silence, the clattering of the AC might as well be a fleet of helicopters overhead. I’m starting to think there’s more to this than a simple desire to eat off clean plates, but I’m not going to say anything to him about it. If there’s something Finn wants to share with me, something he wants to put in the book, then he’ll tell me when he’s ready. At least, I hope so.

			Based on the way he quickly turns back to the dishwasher, shielding his face from me, I’m not sure he’s ready.

			“It’s not a big deal,” he rushes to say. “Is there something you need? I can hand-wash it for you, or—”

			“Nope,” I say, holding up my Nalgene. “Wash away. I was just coming to get some water. And maybe check on the AC, though I’m not sure I’d be able to diagnose what’s wrong.”

			He finishes up, dropping in a dishwasher pod. The hum of the machine fills the space, creating an oddly soothing harmony with the AC.

			“If you’re ready to—” I start, just as he says, “I was thinking about—”

			Both of us hurry to backtrack. He gestures for me to speak, and I force myself to take a deep breath. “I was just going to say, if you’ve settled in, maybe we could start in my bedroom?”

			His eyebrows jump to his hairline. “To . . . work on the book?”

			The book. Obviously. “No, uh—we can do that out here, of course,” I say, my face flaming.

			Finn has a call scheduled with his manager first, which ends right around when the dishes do, so I unload everything. It’s still freezing in the house, and I’ve had to add another pair of socks.

			When the doorbell rings, Finn slips by me to answer it. “Ordered some groceries,” he explains.

			“Oh. Thank you.”

			He brings the bags to the kitchen counter, the two of us stumbling around each other. “Thought I could whip something up if you’re hungry. If you don’t mind eating vegetarian.” He has to speak loudly to be heard over the sound of the AC.

			“I don’t mind!” I shout back.

			Then the house emits one final clatter as the air-conditioning breaks.
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			We scrounge up some fans from the closets, open all the windows before realizing the air outside is too hot and then shutting them again. We debate leaving the house before realizing we’re in the suburbs and the first five Ubers we try to get decline the trip. So we decide to tough it out.

			I changed into cutoffs and a tank top, and even with my short hair, I’m still scraping sweat off the back of my neck. Finn’s in a heather gray T-shirt and gym shorts, a bowl of fresh berries waiting on the counter for me. While he cooks, I pepper him with basic questions, the kind that are easy to answer in between chopping onions.

			He talks me through his career before The Nocturnals, because his audition is widely documented online. The story goes, a nineteen-year-old Finn started talking about Middle-earth during a callback because one of the producers asked whether he could relate to the feeling of being an outcast, like Hux is at the beginning of the series. Finn rambled on and on about Elves and Orcs and Hobbits, unsure why it was relevant, and by the time he paused to take a breath, he was certain he’d fucked things up. But that was exactly it: he seemed so perfectly Oliver Huxley that they couldn’t not cast him. In all the interviews, that’s what they’ve said made the decision for them.

			“I grew up in Reno,” he says, salting tempeh sizzling in a pan. “Which you know. I drove myself into LA for auditions and got cast in a couple commercials at first. Then I played one of Bob Gaffney’s kids on a sitcom that got canceled during season one, but it’s what got me the audition with Zach.” Bob Gaffney: a sort of everyman stand-up comic whose lowest-common-denominator jokes have somehow landed him three TV shows, all of which feature him playing some version of himself. I watched a couple clips of Dad in Training, the show Finn was on, and could barely make it five seconds without cringing.

			“That’s not a short drive.”

			Finn shrugs. “Eight hours, ten if there’s traffic.”

			“What made it worth it for you?”

			“I had a pretty meat-and-potatoes childhood,” he says, sounding as though he’s choosing his words carefully. He gives the veggies a stir. “Traditional. Or at least, my dad was, which didn’t match up with how I felt about the world, and my mom just wanted to keep the peace. He moved out when I was sixteen, sent my mom divorce papers in the mail. All the fighting between them—in a strange way, that was how I got into acting. I wound up in a drama elective in middle school, thinking I’d hate it at first, but I got obsessed. It felt like I could escape into a different world, become someone else for a while. And even better if that someone else wasn’t human, or lived on a different planet.”

			“I can understand that,” I say softly. I try to imagine a teenage Finn, losing himself in theater because the reality of his home life was just too bleak.

			“That was why I’d fallen in love with Lord of the Rings when I was a kid. Only I couldn’t exactly live in Middle-earth, no matter how badly I used to want to, but I could act, and suddenly, that was all I wanted to do. So I commuted to LA from Reno for a while, and then when I turned eighteen, I moved out there on my own.” He flashes me a goofy grin. “And then I became ridiculously, disgustingly famous. Can’t even check my mail without getting attacked by paparazzi.”

			I laugh at this, but what I’m trying to figure out how to ask—without actually asking—is whether he’s still chasing that high from when The Nocturnals was on the air, if he’s eager to be relevant again.

			And if that’s even such a bad thing to want.

			When we sit down to eat, the whole house smells heavenly.

			“This is delicious,” I say between bites. “I’ve never had tempeh like this.” He’s marinated and baked it, cooked it in a peanut sauce and served it with a zucchini-and-carrot salad.

			“Ah, you thought I was just one of those Hollywood types with a private chef?” he says. “Well, one, I probably couldn’t afford one. And two, I like cooking. It’s soothing. My dad didn’t really get being a vegetarian, so I had to learn how to cook for myself pretty early on. And . . . it’s easier when I can control everything.”

			I’m deeply curious about his family, but it doesn’t quite feel like the right time to ask.

			“I can assemble, but I can’t cook,” I say. “I bet you’d never guess what I can do with a tortilla and a bag of shredded cheese.”

			Finn saws off a sliver of tempeh. Even with about a thousand fans going, his sideburns are damp, the neckline of his gray T-shirt a shade darker than the rest of the fabric. “I could teach you some basics. If you want. You’re already doing so much for me.” Then his eyes grow wide. “Not that this needs to be transactional. Unless that’s what you want?”

			I almost don’t want to cut him off, just let him keep babbling while his cheeks turn a lovely shade of pink. It’s the first real acknowledgment of our agreement all day, and it’s almost a relief that he’s the first to bring it up.

			“I think I’m still deciding what I want.”

			He chews slowly. Thoughtfully. “Are you thinking of backing out?” he asks. “Because it’s okay if you are. It’s absolutely okay.”

			“No. Are you?”

			His gaze drops to my mouth. “Not one bit.”

			When heat floods my cheeks, I’m not certain if it’s the lack of AC or something else entirely.

			It occurs to me that we still barely know each other—and that I’m getting paid to know him, and not the other way around. I take a bite of salad, the cool vinegar doing little to combat my rising body temperature. “Maybe it would be less weird if we talked about the logistics first?”

			“Nothing sexier than logistics.” When I lift my eyebrows at him, he backtracks, motioning with his fork. “Sorry. Please continue.”

			“No one can find out,” I say as he nods vigorously. If we’re really going to do this, I need to make sure we both know what to expect. And that means establishing all of this up front. “The book has to come first, of course. And I’m sure we’ll be done before then, but when the trip is over, we are, too. We go our separate ways and never tell anyone.” I swirl my fork through the extra peanut sauce. “Protection is nonnegotiable. And consent, obviously.”

			“No arguments from me there.”

			“If one of us ever wants to call the whole thing off, for any reason, they can,” I continue. “And it’s not going to happen every night. In fact, it’s probably better if it doesn’t, since the book needs to be our top priority. If one of us doesn’t want to, that’s it—they don’t have to defend it or make excuses.”

			“Frankly, I’m not sure I could, uh, perform every single night,” he says. “So that’s a relief.” Then he adds: “We should be able to feel like we can say something. If one of us is ever uncomfortable.”

			“A safe word?” I ask, and he nods. Glances down at his plate.

			“How about ‘tempeh’?”

			I crack a smile. “Sure. Tempeh it is. And we should sleep in our own rooms. Just to keep it from becoming . . . complicated.” I’m not sure it’s the right word until it leaves my mouth. If I really am a Relationship Girl, having sex and waking up with someone I’m not in a relationship with is probably the kind of thing that would confuse my heart, make me get overly attached. So I’ll simply prevent that from happening.

			Finn looks pensive, as though he hadn’t considered this. “Okay,” he says. “Makes sense.”

			I stare down at my hands, picking at my nail polish, the burnt orange hanging on by a few stubborn flecks. It’s just casual sex. People do this all time. I’ve done this, with this exact person.

			“One more thing,” I say. “I sort of made an outline? For the lessons? On the plane?”

			“While I was watching Ted Lasso?”

			I press my lips together, nodding. “I know we said it would just be ‘a few pointers,’ but I thought it might make things easier, and we’re doing the same for the memoir, so . . .”

			He grins at this. “That’s kind of amazing. I’m both impressed and intrigued.”

			I swipe around on my phone before passing it to him. “It’s a work in progress. We can adjust it based on whatever you want to work on or whatever we feel like needs more attention.”

			It all makes perfect logical sense—at least, I think so. We’ll start with kissing, then gradually add various forms of foreplay, with roman numeral sections devoted specifically to topics like oral sex and dirty talk. A sexual lesson plan.

			“This is . . .” Finn starts, staring down at it.

			The panic sets in. I went overboard, classic Chandler Cohen overthinking.

			“. . . extremely thorough,” he finishes. “Wow. I’m kind of touched?”

			Slow exhale. In part, this felt like a way to soften any lingering anxiety. Most of all, though, it just felt natural. I’m a writer—all my finished products start with an outline, and any good book needs proper buildup. You can’t jump to the climax right away, and Finn especially needs some time with the early chapters.

			“I’ll send it to you,” I say. “There are some links to diagrams, too, and a list of podcasts and sexfluencers I really like—and before you ask, yes, that’s a thing. And I was thinking, each time, that we could have both a discussion and then a practical portion.” It’s possible I’m making it sound too structured. “I mean—if that doesn’t seem overly formal. That way, we can talk through everything and really ease into it.”

			Finn doesn’t protest. He just glances at the phone and then back at me, mouth quirking upward. “I didn’t think I could be so turned on by a Google Doc.”

			We decide to meet in my room in half an hour, after we’ve cleaned up dinner and I’ve spent approximately seven minutes brushing my teeth. I’m not sure how one prepares for a scheduled make-out with a former TV star, but oral hygiene seems as good a place to start as any.

			In a way, it’s a chance to rewrite our history. If I ever feel like I’m floundering, I remind myself I have that outline for guidance. I can absolutely live in the moment—as long as I have a backup plan.

			Because if I can do this, then I can march back to Seattle with my head high, shoulders unscrunched. I’ll be a Woman Evolved, unafraid of taking chances and leaving my comfort zone in the dust.

			A knock on the door interrupts my mental pep talk.

			With a deep breath, I pull it open, and I’m immediately hit with the scent of Finn’s aftershave, woodsy and warm, with a hint of spice. He’s changed into a navy T-shirt, his freckled cheeks tinged pink and his hair damp from a shower. Instantly I feel less clean, running a hand through my hair and hoping I don’t sweat through my extra layer of deodorant.

			“Hi,” he says, at least a hundred times sturdier than I feel.

			“Hi. Welcome to this side of the house. It’s unfortunately just as hot as the rest of the house.”

			“I don’t mind.”

			A half smile as he follows me to the bed, where we proceed to sit in silence for a good ten seconds.

			Until I burst out laughing. “Sorry. I swear, it’s not you.”

			“We don’t have to do this,” he says. “Really. If you don’t want to—”

			Before I can overthink it, before my brain gets the better of me, I lean in and kiss him. As fearlessly as possible, just like I did that first night.

			It’s true, he’s not a bad kisser. It feels clumsy only for the first few seconds, and then we exhale into it, deepening the kiss. The fresh mint of his toothpaste, the warmth of his mouth as it opens against mine. There’s a familiarity to it, the two of us becoming reacquainted.

			He’s the first to draw back, with a force that leaves me slightly breathless.

			“How was that?” he asks, smirking a little.

			“Not bad.” The room spins, and I have to blink a few times to settle back into my own skin.

			The next time his mouth meets mine, his hands start to wander. One of them goes to my waist, curving around to my ass, while the other migrates up toward my breasts. Just like the first time, he’s too eager for the next step. It’s not unpleasant, exactly— it’s just too soon for me.

			Gently, I reach down and slide one hand back to my waist. He gets the message, dropping his other hand from my chest and into his lap. But I can tell he’s not sure what to do with them.

			“You can touch me,” I say gently, realizing only when the words are out how desperate I am for it. “But let’s make certain body parts off-limits.”

			“I feel like it’s going to be all the fun ones.”

			I give him a grin. “When I’m with someone, I don’t want to feel like I’m just a collection of body parts. And you might find that your partner really likes to be touched somewhere you didn’t know,” I say. “That’s the most important part. You have to take your cues from what they’re giving you. This”—I gesture between us—“doesn’t work if we’re not communicating.”

			He grimaces. “You were trying to. That first night. And on paper, I get it. It’s just not always the easiest thing to do in the moment.”

			“But always worth it,” I tell him. “I’m probably going to say this a hundred times, but the waiting builds up tension. I’m very rarely ready to just go all in right away, no matter how attracted I am to the person.”

			He nods as he takes all of this in. “All right,” he says, with this chipper readiness that somehow manages to send a shiver up my spine when he utters his next sentence: “I’m going to figure out what you like.”

			He leans forward, but instead of kissing me, which I’m expecting him to do, he presses his mouth to my forehead. “How’s that?”

			“Sweet. Very sweet.”

			A kiss to my cheek. “This?”

			“Are you just going to try every—”

			I break off as his lips slide along my neck, a thumb tracing the shell of my ear, dragging out a shallow breath. Oh. Now the shiver is a full-on quake, and I can feel him grinning against my skin before he draws my earlobe into his mouth, tongue flicking the gold stud that I rarely take out.

			Then he does something I’m not at all expecting, although I’m starting to think that with Finn, I should drop my expectations completely—he scrapes his teeth along the rim of my ear, sending a bolt of pleasure down my spine and straight to my core.

			And I fucking moan.

			“Well,” he whispers into my ear, right before he does it again, “that’s a nice surprise.”

			I clutch at him, trying to get closer, both wanting him to keep going and somehow, inexplicably, wishing he’d try something else because it’s almost too good. There’s no awkwardness, just the heat and scent of him and a lovely, fuzzy feeling of weightlessness.

			Slowly, blessedly, he explores some more, giving me a chance to catch my breath. He trails his fingertips up and down my spine, across my shoulder blades, keeping everything above my T-shirt. When he accidentally grazes my ass, he whispers “sorry” and returns his attention to my back. I close my eyes and lean into his touch. It’s been ages since I had anyone explore me like this: zero sense of urgency, just a quiet curiosity as he learns what I like.

			His eyes snap to mine as he reaches for one of my hands. He brings it to his mouth, stamping a kiss to the inside of my wrist. Then the other. His movements are so delicate, drawn-out seconds punctuated by a strange tenderness that somehow manages to steal my breath.

			“You’re . . . really great at following directions,” I say, because it’s true. Maybe Finn will be a fast learner, and we’ll be done with this before I finish writing the book.

			“I’ve had a director say that once or twice.” He readjusts on the bed, bending down to brush his mouth along my bare knees.

			“Ahhh,” I say, laughing, trying to pull them up onto the bed.

			“Ticklish?”

			“No.”

			Eventually, he makes it back to my mouth as I reposition myself on top of him, legs on either side of his hips. His shorts do exactly nothing to hide his arousal, and the first time I push against him, I swear it’s an accident.

			“Is that okay?” he asks, as though worried he was the one who initiated it. He runs a hand up my back, tracing the strap of my tank top.

			It wasn’t in the outline for today, but . . .

			I move his hands to my hips, telling him yes with another forward motion, the friction dragging a groan from my throat that he meets with one of his own. God bless gym shorts.

			We alternate control; sometimes he guides me and sometimes I take the lead, grinding against his hard-on until he clutches me tighter and tighter, one hand at the nape of my neck and the other on the small of my back. Everything I’m wearing is damp, sweaty, but neither of us cares.

			“See?” I pant out. “Look how much fun we can have without taking any of our clothes off.”

			From the half-lidded contentedness on his face, hair askew and cheeks flushed, it’s obvious he’s enjoying this, too. “The way you cried out when I was inside you,” he says, mouth on my collarbone. “Back in Seattle. I can’t wait to make you do that for real.”

			An ache settles low in my stomach. I’m about to tell him that maybe we won’t need that dirty-talk lesson at all, and I can’t help wondering what might have happened if he’d done these things that first night we were together.

			Except this isn’t a rewrite.

			This is practice.

			“That’s probably good for today,” I say, the suddenness of that realization shocking me back to reality. Because it’s not me that Finn’s here with—I’m just a stand-in for a future mystery woman. Waiting for someone real to take over the role.

			Finn stops right away as I move off him. “Yeah?” he says.

			“I think you’ve got this down. Top marks. Eleven out of ten.”

			His gaze lingers on me, but I focus instead on the rise and fall of his chest, and when even that makes my skin heat, I drag my eyes to the plain white duvet. I blink away the stars at the edges of my vision, trying not to think about how another minute of rubbing against him, and I probably would have come apart.

			“Thank you,” he says. “If that isn’t weird to say?”

			“I think all of this is weird,” I manage. “But—you’re welcome.”

			A few more strained seconds of silence. “I might go for a run,” he finally says. “I think it’s cooled off enough.”

			After he leaves, I lie there for moments, minutes, waiting for my breathing to return to normal. Distantly, I hear the AC kick back on, but my body refuses to cool down.

			Lesson one was far more thrilling than I thought it would be. There’s no doubt I’m attracted to him, given I went back to his hotel that first night. Maybe we should have kept going, finished everything in one day so we could focus on the real reason we’re stuck in this Airbnb outside of Phoenix, Arizona.

			But we’re here to work.

			So I open my laptop, pull up The Nocturnals, and hit play on episode two.

		

	
		
			
				THE NOCTURNALS REUNION SET FOR DECEMBER

				Entertainment Weekly

				The werewolves are back.

				After ten years, The Nocturnals, the fan-favorite TBA Studios show, will return for a two-hour reunion special filmed in front of a studio audience. All principal cast members have been confirmed: Ethan Underwood, Juliana Guo, Finn Walsh, Hallie Hendricks, Bree Espinoza, and Cooper Jones.

				For a list of our top ten best Nocturnals episodes, click here.

				“It’s a great feeling,” said Underwood, who played Caleb Rhodes in the series, from the set of his new movie, Deathrace. “Can’t wait to have the whole gang back together.”

				The reunion will be available to stream beginning December 10 at 9 p.m. Pacific Time.
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			chapter

			ten

			ST. PAUL, MN

			Hell is baggage claim and the endless, dizzying loop of suitcases that does not include one’s own. Or, more specifically, one’s mother’s.

			“It’s not here,” I tell Finn. “I’ve seen that one wrapped in caution tape go around at least twenty times. Mine’s not coming.”

			“It’s got to be here.” He frowns, sliding his phone into his pocket. The reunion announcement went live this morning, and his socials have been chaos. He did a couple interviews in the Airbnb this morning before we left for the airport. “It has all those stickers on it, right? The hippie ones?”

			I nod. My voice cracks as I gesture to the screen above the belt. “It says they’re about to unload bags for the next flight.”

			Finn must be able to tell I’m about to start panicking, because when he speaks again, his voice is level. Soothing. “We’ll figure this out. It’s happened to me dozens of times, and the airline’s always been able to find it. Almost all bags eventually get returned to their owners.”

			I’m not sure if he’s right and I don’t love the eventually, but at least I don’t have to deal with this alone. First, we check the other carousels to see if my bag somehow wound up there—no luck. Then we make our way to the airline desk, where I present my luggage ticket and a woman dressed in a bright blue skirt suit looks it up on her computer.

			“Hmm,” she says, typing away. “It says it left Phoenix, but I’m not seeing it show up in our system here yet. Might have been a scanning error . . .” A sheet of paper is shoved toward me. “You’ll have to fill out this report.”

			I scribble down the bag’s details.

			The woman gives me a tight smile. “We’ll call you. Most delayed luggage turns up within the next twenty-four hours. We hope it doesn’t keep you from enjoying your trip to the Twin Cities!”

			“Is there any way you can help her out in the meantime?” Finn asks.

			“Yes, of course.” She passes me an amenity kit with the airline logo stamped on it and packets of soap, shampoo, and toothpaste inside.

			“Thank you. Thank you so much,” I say, grasping the kit like a life preserver.

			Fortunately, I kept my electronics in my carry-on, but there’s a week’s work of layers in that missing bag, all my favorite T-shirts and too many extra socks and hair products and that moisturizer I hate to admit I love so much. And—oh god, my vibrator is in there, too.

			I know I shouldn’t be this emotionally attached to T-shirts, but I can’t shake the feeling that something’s off-kilter, even as Finn steers me toward the airport shops to find some replacement clothes.

			That’s how I end up getting ready for Supercon, a convention dedicated entirely to the paranormal, in hastily applied werewolf makeup and a shirt that says Someone in Minnesota Loves Me. Because after all the chaos of my lost luggage, Finn has the gall to tell me that I might feel out of place if I’m not dressed up for this one. At least he had the decency to look sheepish while doing it.

			“I don’t know about this,” I say to Noemie on FaceTime, after I’ve checked into the hotel. I tilt my face one way and then the other, giving her a full view of the cheap paint and ears I found at a dollar store a couple blocks from the hotel. “I look like that old Snapchat dog filter.”

			“You look adorable.” Noemie has the phone propped up on something, and in the background, she’s rummaging around the kitchen. “Cuter than Meg did, even. Please tell me you’ve seen that episode?”

			“Yesterday,” I say. And I’ll admit, it was a good one: the season one Halloween episode, where Meg dresses up as a werewolf as an inside joke, since only a couple people know she really is one.

			“Ugh, I wish I could watch with you. I miss you.”

			It’s strange, talking to her and not sharing everything going on with Finn. The rest of our time in Phoenix was uneventful. That single make-out session must have loosened both of us up, even if I blushed at least three times as much as normal the next morning. We made minimal progress on the book, focusing on the basics about his career. Still, I haven’t made another move and neither has he. He seems to be very clearly giving me the reins, which I appreciate.

			“By the way, that new murder mystery box came in the mail,” Noemie says. “Do you want me to wait until you get here to open it?”

			“You know that’s my favorite one. Yes please, if you have the willpower.”

			A smirk. “I’ll do my best.”

			After we hang up, I meet Finn in the lobby. When he spots me, he breaks into a grin, lighting up his face in this pure, genuine way I’m not sure I’ve seen on him yet. “Chandler Cohen,” he says. “You look fantastic. Even with the Minnesota T-shirt.”

			Despite the compliment, I bring a hand to my face. Suddenly, it hits me that I’m dressed like the character played by Hallie Hendricks, Finn’s ex-girlfriend. I don’t want him to think I’m doing this because I’m playing a similar role—because everything with Hallie was real. What Finn and I are doing is not.

			If I underestimated Nocturnals fans before, it’s nothing compared to this afternoon, which helps to distract from my lost bag anxiety. Finn can barely move through the halls without being swarmed.

			Backstage, he introduces me to Zach Brayer, the show’s creator, and Bree Espinoza, who played Sofia, introduced in season two as a second love interest for Caleb, Hux’s former bully turned good friend.

			The rest of the cast is busy with media at other cons. Ethan Underwood was Caleb, the undisputed lead of the show. Juliana Guo: Alice Chen, a headstrong popular girl who doesn’t take anyone’s shit. Cooper Jones: comic relief Wesley Sinclair, a friend of Caleb’s. And Hallie Hendricks, of course. They’ll be together at Big Apple Con in New York in November, which their teams designed for maximum exposure.

			“Looks like we’re really doing this thing, huh?” Bree says backstage. She’s tall, tan, with brilliant white teeth and a cute gingham dress. If Alice was Caleb’s bad-girl love interest, Sofia was the girl next door, the one brought on board specifically to compete with Alice. Because it’s not a teen show if young women aren’t pitted against one another. The Calice fandom, sometimes called Callous because of how cruel Caleb and Alice could be—both to other people and to each other—is stronger than Caleb/Sofia, and I wonder if it’s simply because their portmanteau is catchier.

			“Guess so,” Finn says, sipping from a bottle of water. “You handling everything okay?”

			Bree shrugs. “My social media’s a nightmare, but that’s nothing new. Although I could really do without all the Sofia hate.” A shake of her head. “Funny how Caleb’s the one who cheated on Alice and I’m the one getting death threats for coming between them. Still. All these years later.”

			“Jesus,” I say. “That’s really fucked up.”

			“I hate to say I’m used to it, but . . .” She trails off with a wave of her hand.

			Bree and Zach start talking about a new pilot they’re working on. For some reason, I expected Zach to be some seasoned industry vet, but he’s only a few years older than Finn, dressed in a canvas jacket and dark jeans, several days of stubble on his face.

			A staff member approaches us. “It looks like we’re down a mod for this panel,” he says. “We accidentally overbooked. But not to worry, we’re looking for a new one now.”

			Zach points to me. “What about her? What’s she doing during the panel?”

			I blanch, eyes going wide as I look to Finn.

			A furrow appears between his brows. “She’s not here to work the con. She’s a journalist.” The way he says this makes it sound like a much more serious career than it is. Makes me want to live up to it.

			“That’s perfect. She’s got interviewing experience.”

			Finn holds my gaze. “You can say no, Chandler.”

			I remember him in bed a few days ago. The sweetness in the way he kissed my forehead, my cheek, the inside of my wrist. Even if it was fake, even if I’m never quite sure which version of Finn is the real one, there’s some of that sweetness in him now. He’s looking out for me, and though it’s not something I’ve ever craved from a guy, it’s a simple kindness.

			“If they don’t have anyone else . . .” Surely it won’t be that bad. I don’t love speaking in front of large groups, but none of these people are here to see me. “I can do it—I just haven’t seen the full show.”

			“It’s okay,” Bree says. “The questions are all prewritten. You probably won’t be able to get us to shut up.”

			In this moment, I become deeply grateful for my werewolf makeup, if only because it acts as another layer between me and the audience.

			“Okay,” I say, half-certain I’ll end up regretting this. “I’ll do it.”
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			It takes about the length of time of the walk onstage for that regret to sink in.

			The con staffer ran through what I’d need to do, which turned out to be slightly more complicated than reading questions off a piece of paper. I have to keep track of the time, watch for cues, transition to audience questions.

			I squint at the lights, my stomach hovering somewhere in the vicinity of my throat.

			“Um. Hi.” The audience seems to grow antsier by the second. “How excited are you about the Nocturnals reunion, huh?”

			The room erupts into cheers.

			My hands tremble on the sheet of paper. My first task is easy: introducing everyone, which I do as the Nocturnals theme music plays, a spooky punk-rock instrumental.

			Then we all take seats in the black leather chairs onstage.

			The questions start basic enough. “What are you most looking forward to about the reunion?” I ask.

			“Seeing how far back Ethan’s hairline has receded, definitely,” Bree says, and this gets a lot of laughs. “No, I mostly can’t wait to be in the same room as everyone again. Being on this show was the most fun I’ve had in my career, and we just felt so lucky to be making it.”

			Finn crosses his legs, brings his mic up to his face. “Exactly. We were taking a chance because most teen shows took place in high school. Since The Nocturnals centered on college, I always feel like we were able to get a little darker, go a little deeper, while exploring themes that felt universal. Even when we were battling evil creatures.”

			“Like rising tuition costs,” Zach puts in, getting another laugh.

			I stare down at the sheet of questions, heart pounding when I read one I have no earthly idea how to pronounce. What was it like battling the League Loup-Garou in season three?

			Scattered laughs from the audience as I botch it. “It’s loup-garou!” someone yells out, correcting me, and my face flames.

			“Took me forever to get that one right,” Finn says, with the briefest eye contact. Even if he’s just saying it to make me feel better, I appreciate it. “I know the league was a fan favorite in terms of villains, and it was just as exciting in front of the camera. We were only reading scripts a few episodes in advance, so we had no idea how that plotline was going to resolve. And I’m pretty sure I pulled a muscle during that chase scene in episode twenty-one.”

			We cycle through a few more questions until it’s time for the audience Q & A. The first person who steps up to the microphone is wearing a Spider-Man mask that muffles his question.

			“Sorry, can you repeat that?” Zach asks.

			“I was saying,” the guy starts, tugging off the mask, “what do you guys think about—”

			The rest of his question gets lost in the collective shriek the audience lets out, because standing at the mic is none other than Ethan Underwood, Caleb Rhodes himself. Finn, Bree, and Zach are slack-jawed—no one knew this was happening.

			“Ethan!” Bree says. “I can’t believe you’re here. And I also hope that mask prevented you from hearing what I said about your hair.”

			Ethan flashes a dimpled smile. There’s something magnetic about him, a particular leading-man quality, and he knows it. He’s in black jeans and a cream henley that appears to be a size too small, as though designed to show off his biceps. Lately he’s starred in only mediocre action movies that made bank at the box office, enough to secure his next role in whatever men-battling-machines franchise comes next. I’m ashamed to admit I’ve seen a couple, and that I knew his name before I knew Finn’s.

			“This hairline?” he asks, fluttering his lashes at the audience as he tilts his head downward. “I’ve made my peace with the aging process. I’ve matured.”

			“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Finn says, a strange flatness in his voice.

			Now Ethan’s hopping up onstage, and a volunteer is bringing out another chair even as Bree offers half of hers to him and the two of them squish in there together, much to the audience’s delight.

			“Guess we have a lot of Team Sofia fans in here today!” Ethan says with a chuckle.

			A muscle twitches in Finn’s jaw. He doesn’t like Ethan; that much is clear.

			The same can’t be said about the crowd. In the front row, one girl has started crying.

			“Uh—” I fumble with my sheet of paper before remembering we’d moved on to audience questions.

			Ethan already has it covered, pointing at the next person approaching the mic, a woman wearing an Oakhurst University sweatshirt.

			“Yes, hi, um, wow,” she stammers. “I can’t believe you’re here!”

			“Was there a question somewhere in there?” Ethan asks, and though this gets a few laughs, something in it grates at me. Something like arrogance.

			“Right, sorry!” The woman takes a few deep breaths. “This is actually a two-part question. The first is, I know some of you originally auditioned for different roles. If you had to play someone else, who do you think you’d have wanted to play? And then the second part is, who do you think would have been best suited to play you?”

			Finn opens his mouth to speak, but it’s Ethan who answers first. “For me, it was Caleb or bust. They had me read for Hux, but he didn’t really feel like me, you know?” He turns to Finn. “But you read for Caleb too, right?” he asks, and Finn nods.

			“It wasn’t the right fit,” he says. “I related much more to Hux.”

			“What do you guys think?” Ethan cups a hand over his ear. “You think we could have swapped roles? Would that have been a hit show?”

			Uproarious laughter as scarlet creeps onto Finn’s cheeks.

			Ethan takes the remainder of questions from the audience, and I’m too intimidated to cut him off. It’s not until a volunteer appears in front of the stage that Ethan says, “It seems we’re being played off. Thanks for letting me crash your panel, and we hope everyone tunes in in December!”

			I can still hear the crowd roaring even once we’re safely backstage.

			“Do you want to grab dinner and talk more about your post-Nocturnals roles?” I ask Finn after checking with the airline for an update on my suitcase. There isn’t one. “Or if your mind is still on werewolves, we could just talk about that.”

			Finn’s face falls. “Oh—I have plans with Bree and Zach. And Ethan, I guess.”

			“That’s okay, maybe it’ll be good for me to see you in your element. I could probably learn a lot from hearing you talk with them.”

			Then he gives me this odd, pained look.

			“I’m not invited, am I.” I don’t even bother phrasing it as a question.

			“It’s Ethan, really. He’s been burned by the press before.”

			“Right. Okay. Totally fine!” I say this with too much enthusiasm, and after we exchange goodbyes, I let him get absorbed by the mass of fans once again.

			I’ve only spent a week with him—it’s not as though he owes me anything. Definitely not a dinner invitation with his coworkers. It was ridiculous of me to think I’d automatically go.

			I’m unsure how to explain the ache in my chest as I watch him leave, or maybe it’s just misdirected stress over my missing suitcase. So I pull out my phone.

			Tonight? After your dinner? I text him.

			Maybe he won’t be in the mood, or he’ll be too tired. And that would be okay—we made those rules for a reason.

			Still, I watch his face as he pauses halfway down the hall and reads the message, a soft flicker of understanding passing over his eyes. A little thrill sparks up my spine as his reply appears on my screen.

			
				Tonight.
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			chapter

			eleven

			ST. PAUL, MN

			After a night of debauchery with his costars, Finn looks properly exhausted: hair disheveled, cheeks flushed, a soft slump to his shoulders. I wonder if it feels a bit like hanging out with friends from high school you haven’t seen in forever, or if there’s something deeper that bonds them after four years under the same microscope.

			His hotel room is a mirror image of mine. Nondescript furniture, minimalist decor, a canvas print of a wheat field.

			He reaches for a bottle of water on the nightstand, throat working as he swallows. “I feel too young to be this tired at ten o’clock,” he says, running a hand through the graying hair at his temples. “Especially because we’re an hour ahead of Arizona.”

			“There’s really no order to these things, huh.” I slip out of my shoes and shut the door behind me. “You’re always just zigzagging across the country?”

			“Pretty much.”

			“Must be hell on your circadian rhythm.”

			“Sometimes, but you get used to it.”

			I try to imagine that, spending the majority of the year getting used to waking up in a different hotel, in a different city, going to a different convention center and greeting a different set of fans, all of them there to see you for the same reason.

			Then something catches my eye. “My suitcase!” I rush over to where it’s propped up against an armchair, practically sparkling under the too-bright hotel room lights—as much as a beat-up suitcase with hippie stickers can sparkle. “Oh my god, she’s so beautiful. Was she always this beautiful, what with the zippers and the pockets and everything? How did you—?”

			“They brought it over about ten minutes ago,” he says, trying to sound casual. “I had my manager make some calls. Turns out, one of the higher-ups at the airline is a big Nocturnals fan.”

			I run a hand along the suitcase. “You didn’t have to do that. Thank you.”

			He waves this off. “All I did was send a few texts.”

			“Still. Between this and that jean jacket, I’m starting to think you’re the patron saint of missing clothes.”

			He scratches at the back of his neck, which I’ve noticed he does when he’s anxious. “I just don’t want you to have a terrible time on the trip.” When he says it, he doesn’t quite meet my eyes.

			You can say no, Chandler.

			It’s clear he feels some sense of responsibility since he’s the one who begged me to write this book. And yet I can’t explain why the sudden softness in his voice pricks at something deep inside me. Something that makes me eager to change the subject.

			“How was dinner?” I ask. I’m also aware the small talk is delaying the inevitable. Sure, it’s only the second time we’ve done this, but at some point, these clandestine meetings have to start feeling more natural, less “I’m here to writhe against you for a couple hours in an as-yet-undetermined state of undress.”

			“Ethan can be a little much,” he says. “He insisted on a table in the front of the restaurant, even though the rest of us were hoping to go incognito. So naturally, it turned into the Ethan Underwood show.” A low chuckle to himself, one that indicates he doesn’t find it funny at all. “Haven’t had anything like that happen in a while. Guess I didn’t miss it.”

			“I can imagine.” And I try to, picturing the four of them mobbed by adoring fans, Ethan shimmering in the spotlight the way only a leading man can. Again I wonder if Finn has ever wanted that for himself.

			“Please tell me your evening was a little less self-indulgent?”

			I shrug. “I video-chatted with my parents and read a bit.” And the first half of the advance hit my bank account, which prompted a celebratory slice of cheesecake via room service.

			“And how are your parents?”

			I lift my eyebrows at him, because somehow it sounds like he’s genuinely interested. “They’re good. I swear, they’ve picked up five new hobbies each year since they’ve been retired. My mom just joined a pinochle league, and my dad is getting really into birds. And they’re missing me desperately, of course, but they’ll survive.”

			“Of course.” And he gives me this little half smile as he unbuttons his black canvas jacket, folding it over the back of a chair. Then, it’s as though he’s unsure what to do with his body. He glances over at the bed before he settles for standing, crossing one leg over the other. “You did great today. By the way.”

			I exaggerate a groan. “Mood killer. If there was a mood left after talking about my parents.”

			“I’m serious! It’s not easy to get up there and do that, especially if you haven’t been prepped. And League Loup-Garou—that was a secret French werewolf-hunting agency from season three— that’s a hard word.”

			“I have a feeling hard-core Nocturnals fans might feel differently, but thank you.” I clear my throat, toying with a button on my cardigan. “So. Tonight’s lesson.”

			“Ah yes. I see you called this one”—he pulls up his phone—“ ‘Intermediate Foreplay: Turn a Touch into a Tingle.’ ”

			“I was trying to be creative.”

			His eyes crinkle at the corners as he grins. “I’m just proud to be in the intermediate class.”

			I smirk at him as I move over to the bed. “Only because you’re sleeping with the teacher.” He sits down next to me, triangling an ankle on his knee. Then he laces his fingers together, the perfect image of an adult man waiting for sexual enlightenment. If he’s nervous, he’s great at hiding it. The next time I enter into an educational sex pact, I’m not doing it with an actor. Or at least, a much less talented actor.

			Because that’s one thing I’ve learned, watching The Nocturnals and Lucky Us and even his Hallmark Christmas movie.

			Finnegan Walsh is a good actor.

			It’s the way he’s aware of his scene partners, his body language attuned to everyone in the room. The subtleties of his expression, how he’s able to convey joy or sadness or fear in a single tilt of his head or curve of his brows. And his eyes, those lovely hazel eyes the show hid behind glasses, always soft and sweet and inquisitive. I can see it now, how so many viewers fell for Hux.

			“Before we go any further,” I say. “I think we should talk about the clitoris.”

			Finn blushes. “Yeah, uh . . . that seems to be something of a problem area for me.”

			“You’re not alone.” I keep my tone light, wanting him to feel like this is a safe space to talk. To ask questions. Because it’s kind of thrilling, getting to explain this to him, especially because of the way he listens. In any other circumstance, I’d be stumbling over my words, but something about his presence makes this feel much more comfortable than it has any right to be.

			I take my laptop from my bag, where I already have a few diagrams waiting. In my spare time, I’ve been doing some of my own research—mostly refreshers, with some new information here and there. “The visible part of the clitoris is at the top of the vulva, right where the inner labia meet. There’s a fold of skin that protects it, called the clitoral hood, which retracts to expose more of it when someone is aroused. But most of the clitoris is actually internal.” I point this out on one of the diagrams. “And it’s an amazing little piece of anatomy. It’s the only part of the body meant solely for pleasure.”

			A nod as Finn takes this all in, eyes on the diagrams.

			As a teenager dreaming of my first sexual experiences, I imagined someone would touch me and then—magic. But the gap between the expectation and reality can be vast. My first few partners were just as clueless as I was, and I wasn’t sure yet how to vocalize what I wanted. How to show them.

			I never quite pictured what I’m doing now, with Finn, but the longer we sit here, the more confident I feel.

			“This might be shocking, given how society has historically treated women’s bodies, but most of the research into women’s pleasure is fairly recent,” I say. “Like . . . I had no idea that when blood rushes to the clitoris and it swells during arousal, it essentially gets erect.”

			“Sounds familiar,” he says with a laugh, and I can’t help joining in. It must be because he’s a redhead that his cheeks are still stained pink.

			“All of this okay so far?” I ask, and he flashes me a thumbs-up.

			“Oh, I’m just incapable of discussing anything remotely sexy without blushing,” he says. “You wouldn’t believe how much makeup they had to put on me during my scenes with Meg.”

			That makes me blush, too, thinking about their sex scene. I’m not there yet in the show, but it was part of one of those Mexley compilations, fade-to-black but beautifully shot, in a tent in the woods when the two of them were on a camping trip, tracking down a centaur. Flashes of her dark hair, his flaming auburn, glimpses of her upper thigh and the freckles on his stomach.

			I force myself to think about something less sexy before realizing I’m literally giving him a lecture on the clitoris, a fact that makes me bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from dissolving into laughter.

			“Because of where the clit is located, it’s difficult to come just from penetration,” I continue. “It’s not inside the vagina, which is why most people with clitorises need some other form of stimulation.”

			He waits several long moments before he speaks again. “I’m just thinking of every sex scene I’ve ever watched that makes it seem like the complete opposite.”

			“And that would be a little something called the male gaze.” I move my finger along the screen. “You want to take your time. Maybe you don’t go for the clit right away. Start with one finger and vary your technique: you can stroke slow circles around it, lightly tap it, rub it from side to side. You can gradually go faster depending on what reaction you’re getting. Check in with her, see how she’s feeling. Then you could add another finger. Or your mouth.”

			“That’s what you like?”

			“I love being teased,” I admit, crossing my legs a little tighter.

			A swallow. “Noted.”

			“And lube almost always makes it better. Everyone is going to be different, but usually, you want to be gentle. It’s really sensitive, and sometimes direct stimulation can be a bit too intense.” He presses his lips together, a muscle twitching in his jaw. My own breaths are coming faster, sharper, especially when I realize the way I’ve been caressing my laptop screen. “It doesn’t have to be a mad dash for the finish line. I’ve been in some situations where the guy comes, and then he’s just done for the night. Even when I’m not there yet.”

			“Jesus. Now I’m not entirely sure why I was so focused on something that would make the whole thing shorter.” He readjusts on the bed, and it’s only then that I realize our knees have been touching. “She should come first, then,” he says. “Before we even have sex.”

			“Obviously, I’m on board with that. But I have a feeling when you say ‘sex,’ what you really mean is penetration.” I wave a hand around the room. “Everything we do in here—all of it is sex, at least to me. There shouldn’t be just one definition of it, and penetration shouldn’t always be the endgame.”

			“No, you’re right. That makes sense,” he says. “So you don’t enjoy it at all? Uh . . . penetration?” He runs a sheepish hand down his face. “Just going to put it out there, that’s the most times I’ve heard that word in the course of a single conversation.”

			I bite back a smile. “I do, but it’s not really the main event for me, the way it might be for you. Or the way I’m guessing it’s been in the past.” He gives me a guilty look. “It’s not like how it is in porn, although there’s some great feminist porn I’d be happy to show you. Or honestly, even in movies and TV. You can’t just mindlessly thrust until both people come, and yet nearly everything you watch is trying its damnedest to convince you otherwise. There’s more finesse to it.”

			“Not that I take all my sexual cues from porn, I just . . . well, you see it at a ripe-enough age, and some of it sticks with you. That’s probably where my dirty talk came from, too.” Then he looks at me with a new vulnerability. “What if I do all of this, and I still can’t get her there?”

			“That could very well happen.”

			“I thought you’d say something like, ‘Absolutely not, Finn, you’ll be a sexual virtuoso in no time.’ ”

			I toss a pillow at him. “Fine, on the off chance that you’re not—it doesn’t mean your relationship is doomed. You just have to try other things. Toys can be great, and sex doesn’t have to be the destination every time, let alone . . . penetration.” This time I stumble over the word, laughing. There’s no reason it can’t be funny. My knee has fallen back against his, but neither of us moves apart. “There are plenty of fantastic stops along the way—there’s no need to rush it. Or maybe those aren’t stops—maybe those are the main event. It completely depends on the relationship. But the key is communication. That’s the only way to know whether something is working for someone. If one person is unhappy, the other needs to know.”

			He takes this all in with a focused gaze. “I like that,” he says, his voice dropping into a lower register. Now his hand falls to my knee, thumb rubbing a slow circle. “In fact, I like all of this. I think this was more informative than any health class I had in school.”

			“I’m glad,” I say, “because I think we’re ready for the practical part of the lesson.”

			I put my hand on top of his, and it just feels natural, leaning into him. I’m more than eager for him to touch me, which is encouraged in Intermediate Foreplay. This time when we kiss, it’s soft at first. Exploratory. Finn runs a hand along the curve of my jaw, and when I shiver, he smiles and does it again. Then he bends to press his mouth to my ear, repeating what he did in Phoenix.

			“Still good?” he asks, even as I’m shuddering against him.

			I close my eyes, murmuring my agreement. It’s as though our bodies are eager to pick up where they left off, and the kissing no longer feels like enough. More, I feel myself tell him with a slide of my hips against his. More, he agrees, coaxing me on top of him as our kisses turn deeper. Urgent.

			It’s fun, doing this with zero expectations, zero commitment. I’m not worried about what’ll happen tomorrow morning or if one of us wants more out of this than the other. It’s easier than I expected to turn off my brain.

			There’s also something about having him all to myself that stands in stark contrast to the Finn on his panels. I’m the only one who gets to see this side of him—for now, at least.

			And despite the fact that none of this is real, the hard ridge in his jeans is immensely gratifying.

			I rock against him, reaching down to fumble with his zipper, and once his jeans are puddled on the floor, he helps rid me of mine. Our shirts land on top of them.

			“Slow,” I remind him, even though my wandering hands are anything but. “Tease me.”

			He responds with a growl as he bends to fiddle with my bra. “I know how to do this now,” he says, tugging it off with a satisfied smirk. “Jesus. Your tits are phenomenal. I don’t think I gave them nearly enough attention in Seattle, and for that, I’m deeply sorry.”

			“Ah. You’re learning.” My laugh morphs into a moan as he flicks his tongue against a nipple. “More of that. Please,” I say, and he’s quick to oblige, teasing me with his teeth. I fist a hand in his hair, a warmth building low in my belly.

			This time, he doesn’t go too fast. He licks, sucks, gently bites until my nipples are hard peaks and I’m trembling beneath him. His hand drifts down, rubs against my hip bone. “Can I touch you?” he says into my ear, lips skating along my skin. Drawing another shiver, even though I’m warm everywhere.

			I nod, and he lets out a low groan when he cups me through my panties.

			“Clearly, I’m doing something right,” he says, words rough as gravel as he runs a finger back and forth along the damp fabric. When his finger slips inside my underwear, I can sense him stumble, unsure where to start.

			“Here,” I say, reaching down to guide him until we both find that sensitive bundle of nerves. I graze it with the lightest touch. “Do you feel that?”

			“I—I think so.” He lets out a sharp breath. “Oh. Yeah, I feel it.”

			“You okay?”

			“Just fifteen years of ineptitude crashing down around me.”

			I shed my underwear to give him easier access. A concentrated tension runs from his cheekbones down to his jaw. His touch is gentle, exactly the way I told him to be. Uncertain, and there’s something undeniably sexy about that. I relax into it, letting him slowly, slowly take control.

			“Yeah?” he says when my breathing quickens, and I pant out a yes.

			But then he slows down too much and I lose the momentum, and I have to swallow down the frustration.

			This must go on for at least fifteen minutes—getting close before the pleasure fades away.

			“I—I’m sorry. I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.” With his other hand, he swipes at his brow.

			“What if we tried something else?” We’d be deviating from the outline, but it might be necessary. “What if . . . what if I showed you how I make myself come?” The idea already has a new kind of pressure building in my core, my heart rate quickening. I hadn’t planned on this, but suddenly it seems like not only a guaranteed orgasm but a perfect teaching opportunity.

			And I really like the mental image of him watching me.

			He tilts his head, curiosity piqued. “I would not be opposed to that.”

			I swat at his arm. “Teenage fantasy coming true?”

			“Maybe if you were dressed like Galadriel.” He glances around the room. “Should I turn the thermostat up? Or down?” he asks. “I don’t want you to be too hot, or too cold. Since, uh, that’s the function of a thermostat. To keep from getting too cold. Or too hot.” He rakes a hand through his hair. “Am I being too awkward about this? Because I can guarantee you, I’m going to enjoy it.”

			“Yes,” I say, laughing, even as heat rushes to my cheeks. “But it’s very cute.”

			I sink back onto the bed, head pressed against the pillow. The temperature in the room jumps at least twenty degrees as electricity races through my veins. Maybe I should have asked him to turn down the thermostat after all. Yes, he’s seen me naked, but that was back when I thought he was one-night-only. He wasn’t taking in every detail of my body.

			I let out a shaky breath and run a finger down my stomach. Past my navel. I start slowly, taking my time to find a rhythm, every ounce of awareness focused on the warmth beneath my hand. My body is tight, knees still nearly touching. With every rotation of my finger, I feel my legs loosen.

			Finn’s reactions spur me on, banishing any lingering self-consciousness. A flutter of his eyes when I slide my free hand upward, clutching at my breasts. A fist gripping the sheets, knuckles taut, when I finally part my legs completely, dropping my knees to the side of the bed, my heart pounding. I didn’t think I’d be this turned on, simply having him next to me. Didn’t realize how intense his reactions would be.

			I let myself relax, reaching to the side table for a bead of lube, which somehow feels even better than I thought it would, and when I let out a low moan, he does, too.

			Ever since we started, I’ve been attuned to his slightest movements, his softest sounds. He could half inhale and every cell in my body would feel it. Even if I move my eyes from him, he’s so solidly there that I can’t forget I’m being watched. And not just watched—studied, and Finn is an overachiever. The sound of his breaths and the rise of his chest and somehow, even, the physical heat of him from a couple feet away.

			I slip a finger inside, dragging that wetness up to my clit. He swallows hard, Adam’s apple trembling in his throat.

			“You are really fucking sexy like this,” he says. “If it’s okay to say that.”

			“Yes. God.” I watch the way his forearm muscles contract, the way he barely blinks. The thought of him about to lose it because he’s watching me about to lose it, forcing himself to hold back . . . it’s unspeakably hot. The words tumble out before I have a chance to second-guess them: “Touch yourself with me?”

			His gaze grips mine. “Yeah?”

			I’m dying for it, I don’t say. Instead, I just nod.

			He shifts next to me. Swears under his breath. Then he drops one hand to the front of his boxers and rubs himself, letting out a low grumble as soon as he makes contact, shucking off his underwear as though he can’t wait any longer.

			When he wraps a hand around his cock, he lets out this ragged exhale that sounds like relief. Some of the tension eases from his face, his body, like he’s been holding back ever since I knocked on his door. Beautiful. I let my gaze rove over him, the rhythmic pumps of his fist and the corded muscles in his neck and the triangle of sweat at the hollow of his throat. My fingers move faster, shoulder blades digging into the mattress.

			A strangled sound slips from his mouth. “Fuck, I’m already so close.”

			“You can—” I start, wanting to tell him that it’s okay, that he can let himself go.

			“No. I want to wait for you.”

			“I—I’m almost there.”

			His movements turn sharper. A gnash of his teeth.

			I throw my left arm over my face just as I feel my muscles contract. I need that release more than I need air. I’m only a few seconds away, everything in me tightly wound and ready to snap.

			Then, all at once, both of us tip over the edge. Pleasure crashes through me, a brilliant neon tidal wave, and I cry out as a wild gasp tears from his throat. Everything else disappears. There is nothing but my body and this purest, desperate sensation, Finn falling apart right next to me, his free hand tightening on my thigh.

			We breathe together, rough and recovering, for at least a whole minute. Faces flushed. Legs limp.

			Then he turns to me, eyes heavy-lidded as he grazes my waist with a few fingertips.

			“Holy shit,” he says, a sweet, disbelieving laugh in his voice. “I’ve been doing all of this so, so wrong.”
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			chapter

			twelve

			MEMPHIS, TN

			Print media is dying,” one of my journalism professors told us on the first day of classes, and a rush of anxious whispers moved through the room faster than applications getting submitted for a Seattle Times internship. “You’re not going to be able to graduate, instantly get a job at a local newspaper, and work there for thirty-five years until you retire.”

			That was, in fact, exactly what the professor had done.

			A hand shot up. “I don’t get it,” said a guy two seats away from me. “Are you telling us to change our majors?”

			The professor shook her head. “Not at all,” she said, calmly but firmly. “You’re just going to have to work a little harder. Be a little more versatile. You’re going to have to innovate.”

			Somehow, I have a feeling when she said that, she was thinking more along the lines of learning how to use Photoshop and not fine-tuning X-rated lesson plans for Finnegan Walsh.

			Two weeks, we’ve been on this trip, and I’ve been so wrapped up in our extracurriculars that I’ve almost neglected the whole reason we’re here: to write Finn’s book. Sure, I’ve spent some of our off days in cafés, trying to make sense of the notes I’ve taken so far, while Finn holes up in his hotel room reading a wholesome holiday rom-com script or doing . . . whatever else he does in his spare time. But once we land in Memphis for this weekend’s con, I’m determined to get more material out of him.

			To further ensure this, we’re working from the least sexy place imaginable: a conference room in a Hilton DoubleTree.

			Laptop and notebook open, voice recorder on. No prisoners.

			“I listened to some Sleater-Kinney last night,” Finn says from across the table before I can even get out my first question. He sets his phone in the middle of the table, and a familiar string of chords starts playing. The title track to All Hands on the Bad One, my favorite album. “You’re right; they’re pretty good.”

			It’s so out of nowhere that it startles me. “You—oh. Cool,” I say stupidly, unsure what to do with this. I clear my throat. “I mean, I’m glad. I was so beyond happy when they got back together, but they’re just not the same without Janet Weiss.”

			“The drummer. She left in . . . 2019, I think it was?”

			I lift an eyebrow at him. “Someone went down a Wikipedia rabbit hole.”

			He just shrugs, drumming one of the free hotel pens on the table to the beat. “You said you loved them. I was curious.”

			I’m not entirely sure how to name the way I react to this, so I decide to ignore it. “If you’re trying to distract me with riot grrrl, it might actually work, so we should probably focus on the book.”

			He switches off the music. “I’m ready,” he says, flicking hair out of his face, posture immediately straightening. “Hit me.”

			We start with a few softballs: behind-the-scenes Nocturnals antics, character research. After what we did in Minnesota a few days ago, I’m relieved we’re able to slide right back into our professional roles.

			“You were typecast as the nerd for a while,” I say. “In The Nocturnals, of course, and in Lucky Us”—where he played a middle school science teacher who still lived with his parents—“and Just My Type”—his font designer character could barely speak to his love interest without breaking out in a cold sweat.

			“There was a failed pilot, too,” he says. “A sitcom about a group of socially inept accountants. Riveting television. And hilariously, it wasn’t even typecasting so much as that was who I was. Hux wasn’t that much of a stretch, although for me, it was Tolkien and mythology instead of science.” Then he turns sheepish, tapping at the skin beneath his eyes. “My publicist even had me wear glasses with clear frames when we weren’t filming, even though I don’t need them.”

			“No. You’re serious?”

			He nods, laughing. “Isn’t that ridiculous? I was just grateful to have the work. I probably should have been more grateful, now that I know it was about to dry up.”

			“We could probably do a whole chapter on that,” I say. “The nerd stereotype, and how Hollywood has at turns degraded it and hypersexualized it.”

			I’m not expecting Finn to have such a strong reaction, but his eyes instantly light up. “Yes! I love that.”

			My fingers fly across the keyboard as we talk more about his transition from Reno to LA, and he tells me about the first time he got recognized in public.

			“I was at a Ralphs in the Valley, waiting in line to buy an absolutely horrific array of groceries,” he says. “Pop-Tarts, frozen Red Robin onion rings, a whole tray of fancy cheeses I was going to eat by myself—that’s what happens when you’re twenty and living alone for the first time. These two girls who couldn’t have been more than a few years younger than I was couldn’t stop staring, and I was convinced they were judging me for what I was buying, so I kept trying to shield my basket from them. It wasn’t until we were out in the parking lot that they asked if I was Finn Walsh, and I was so shocked that I forgot where I’d parked my car. Walked around in a daze for fifteen minutes, just trying to find it.”

			“What was that like?” I ask, grinning at the mental image. “The getting recognized, and the living alone for the first time.”

			“Surreal. To be honest, I’m still not used to it. And not just because it’s less frequent these days. When the show was on, I had to go incognito just about everywhere—sunglasses, a hat, the works. Now I don’t bother with any of it. The rare times it happens, I’m always convinced, like, one of the Stranger Things kids is behind me and that’s who they’re really staring at.” That seems accurate, based on what I’ve observed so far. No one seems to know him unless they know him, unless they’re in that world. “And I guess I should clarify—I had a couple roommates at first, but they worked restaurants in the evenings and auditioned during the day, so I almost never saw them. At the end of season one, I moved into my own apartment. And I loved it. I’d already been fairly self-sufficient for a while, so once I got all the Pop-Tarts out of my system, I was cooking pretty regularly. And I went back to Reno to see my mom whenever I could.”

			The sound of my keyboard continues to fill the space between us. “I’d love to hear more about your family,” I say tentatively, because I haven’t forgotten what he said about his dad, and the fact that he doesn’t mention going back to see him.

			Another few taps of his pen along the table. “Let’s see . . . you already know they got divorced when I was in high school. My mom used to do hospital billing, but now she’s a rabbi.”

			I gasp. “Are you serious? That’s amazing. We can put that in the book, right? Please don’t tell her I eat pork.”

			“She wouldn’t judge,” he says. “And you’ll actually meet her in a few weeks. We’ll spend some time at my old house in Reno when we’re there for Biggest Little Comic Con.”

			“Sounds like a gold mine.”

			“I’m extremely proud of her. It was a massive career change and she had to go back to school for it, but she’d always wanted to do it, and she made it happen.”

			“And how does she feel about Ms. Mistletoe?”

			He laughs, pretends to chuck the pen at me. “It was good money! And if you look closely in the Christmas Eve scene, there’s actually a menorah in the background.”

			“Wow, the representation.”

			This makes him laugh harder, eyes crinkling at the edges. “I want that in the book. Not just the sad menorah, although that’s a great image to open a chapter with, but my religion in general.”

			I nod, making a note of it. “And your dad?”

			His mouth forms a grim line. “Not sure where he is these days. He tends to only pop up when he wants something from me.”

			“Oh—I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be,” he says, waving this off, and I get the feeling there’s much more to the story. “It’s a relief, actually, not to need to worry about whether he’s happy with what I’m doing or if he thinks it’s a childish waste of time, which is what he said when I started auditioning.” He presses his lips together. “We didn’t agree on anything, really. Politics, money, what I wanted to spend my life doing. He was a bitter, unhappy person, and he seemed to make it his mission to ensure everyone around him felt the same way.”

			He talks more about his mom, telling me a story about how she convinced her synagogue’s sisterhood to dress up as characters from The Nocturnals during one Purim. Naturally, I require photographic evidence.

			“Somehow I get the feeling this isn’t the reason you wanted to write this book,” I say, passing his phone back to him. He is so close to telling me, I can sense it—I just need to give him the tiniest push.

			He takes a few moments to consider what he wants to say, the way I’m realizing he tends to do before revealing something deeper. And I like that—that he needs time to collect the right words. Too many of us are too quick to fire off the first thing that comes to mind.

			“The whole time I was on The Nocturnals,” he finally says, “the media speculated on who I was dating. Who I wasn’t dating. Whether I’d be as sweet and generous in bed as my character. They wanted to talk about what a dork I was in real life, too, and wasn’t it hilarious, how much I knew about Tolkien? I was the ultimate nice guy, wasn’t I? Wouldn’t I make the best boyfriend, for all these readers who knew absolutely nothing about who I really was? The women on the show, it was even worse for them, being under that microscope. And it was fucking relentless.”

			“I—I hadn’t thought of it that way,” I admit. It doesn’t feel right to stare at my laptop screen while he’s speaking so candidly, so I push it to the side, letting my voice recorder take the reins.

			Finn’s breaths come faster as he gains steam, forearms on the table, leaning in to make sure the recorder is getting every word. “And then they loved to shit on the show itself. That’s what Hollywood does, right? Anything meant for teens, even though none of us were teens, that was our primary demo. Any time I said something publicly, I had to think about all the ways it might be misinterpreted. The sound bites that would distill something I spent ages coming up with the right words for into a five-second clip. I couldn’t speak my mind. I couldn’t act out of character, even in my regular life, because no one wanted to see that. They wanted Hux, not me. This book is my chance to show them who I really am. Isn’t that what we all want—to be able to talk, or create, and have other people listen?”

			Oh. Wow. He might have me pegged.

			“And then it was all just . . . gone. I love the show. I love the fans,” he says. “But some of the actors were almost thirty and playing eighteen-year-olds. It’s like we’re trapped in this bizarre kind of extended adolescence, and the reunion . . .” He trails off, weighing his words again. “I don’t want to be a household name, I really don’t. I’ve seen what that level of fame does to people. Juliana—well, you probably read the stories.”

			I did. Paparazzi documenting her addictions and her time in rehab, photo galleries questioning whether she’s too skinny or not skinny enough, and how long she’ll be sober this time before another relapse. All of it horrifying.

			“And that’s just what makes it to the gossip sites,” he says. “It can be fucking brutal.”

			“But it’s worth it?” I ask. “It’s worth all the bullshit?”

			He considers this for a moment. “I don’t know if it’s that it’s worth all the bullshit or that I don’t have any other marketable skills. Well—maybe I don’t. But there’s truly nothing else like it. You get to create art that matters to other people, something that brings them joy or inspires them or helps them process, or something that just allows them to escape the real world for a while. Maybe they’ll find some connection with it that you never intended—that’s part of the magic. When I’m in front of a camera, I don’t have to worry about anything except making that performance as believable as possible, and it’s an incredible release. And I hope to keep doing it as long as I can, even if I’m not getting huge roles. Even if those roles aren’t ‘prestige.’ Maybe I’d like to produce or direct someday, but for now, I like my privacy. What I’m most passionate about, actually, is mental health.”

			This catches me off guard. I’d expected his reasons for the book to be tied with Hollywood somehow, maybe his relationship with his family. But I can’t say this doesn’t answer a few questions I haven’t asked yet.

			He stares down at his hands, weaving his fingers together. “I’ve been waiting for the right time to tell you, since I want this to be a focal point of the book, but maybe there isn’t a singular right time.” He cracks a half smile, one I can tell takes a tremendous amount of effort. “See? I’m stalling when what I want to do is just come right out and say it. Okay.” A deep breath, and then: “I have pretty severe OCD.”

			“I thought it might be something like that,” I say, as gently as I can. The inspection of his dishes. The way he opts for a fork and knife instead of using his hands.

			“It’s not always the easiest thing to discuss,” he says. “I’ve had it since I was a kid, and before I started medication, before I met my current therapist, I was a fucking mess.” He rubs at the back of his neck, eyes flicking around the room before landing back on me. “Most of my obsessions revolve around germs, contamination, mold, mostly food-related. If something’s even mildly unclean, I can’t be near it. Or at least, that’s how I used to be. I wouldn’t eat at restaurants because I could never be sure of how clean anything was and I’d worry about getting sick from it. I’d toss food. I’d throw clean sheets back in the washing machine if they smelled off in any way. It made me feel like shit because I was wasting all that water, which just ratcheted up my anxiety about it even more.

			“I hid it from my parents for a long time,” he continues. “Mostly my dad. It took me years of therapy to realize how emotionally abusive he was. I assumed because he never laid a hand on us that everything was fine, but he had an opinion on everything, and if you didn’t have the same one, it would lead to a screaming match. He hated wasting food, so if something in the fridge was getting close to an expiration date or had the tiniest bit of discoloration that was most likely—fuck, I don’t know. Some preservative. I’d wait until he was out of the house and hide it deep in the garbage can, and then when he asked later where it was, I’d say I ate it. Sometimes I’d even take a bunch of things to the dumpster at the end of the street, just because I was terrified of my parents finding out.”

			“Jesus,” I say softly, because I hate the idea of a young Finn so scared, so uncertain. His brain working against him. “That can’t have been easy. I’m so sorry.”

			“I got good at it.” A rueful smile. “Of course, sometimes I’d have to wear gloves and shower immediately afterward. And of course, my parents eventually found out what I was doing. My dad was furious, and I think my mom was too scared of him to say anything otherwise. And he—he just told me to suck it up, that I was ‘acting fucking insane.’ And ‘don’t you dare let anyone see you doing that.’ ” Finn is breathing a little faster now, a fist clenching on top of the table. “So that’s what I did. My compulsions morphed, and most of my free time was dedicated to figuring out how to make myself feel safe and comfortable without anyone finding out. If there was a speck of something strange on a plate, I’d say I wasn’t hungry. I’d dispose of old sheets, old blankets at school and buy replacements with my Hanukkah money. I wanted to make my dad happy so badly, and that meant not being the fucked-up son he thought I was.”

			“Finn. You are absolutely not,” I say firmly, wishing I could do more to reassure him.

			He shakes his head. “It certainly felt that way, a lot of the time. I didn’t even have much of a relationship with my mom until after he left—and good riddance. The worst of it, though, was actually the last season of The Nocturnals, when we knew we weren’t getting renewed. I was so anxious about booking the next job because everyone else had things lined up and I didn’t. I was putting so much pressure on myself, and I’d just bought a house I didn’t know whether I’d be able to keep paying for, and the only thing it felt like I could control was how clean it was. I’d get stuck in these horrible cycles, scrubbing down the house, returning sets of dishes I’d just bought because I swore the box smelled weird when I opened it up, constantly running laundry because nothing ever seemed clean enough. And then my energy bill went way up and that only added to the stress. I knew I needed to do something, but I didn’t know where to start. It wasn’t until after the finale aired that I started getting help. Hallie was the one who suggested it, actually.”

			“That’s great,” I say, meaning it. “I’ve been in therapy, too. For generalized anxiety disorder. I think I’ve probably had it most of my life, but I didn’t start seeing someone until my midtwenties. I haven’t gone in a few months—though maybe I should?—but I fucking love therapy.”

			He nods. “So you get it.”

			“Not all of it—but some of it.” Then something occurs to me. “What about sex? If that’s okay to ask—since there’s obviously, well, a lot of touching involved.”

			“Worked on that a lot in therapy, too,” he says. “Oral sex was a bit of a hurdle at first, but I haven’t had any issues with it for years.”

			“If you’re not comfortable, we definitely don’t have to—”

			“No. I want to. Even if my skills are, uh, lacking at the moment . . . I love doing it.” His voice is so earnest. I swallow hard, wondering if there really is something inherently horny about a Hilton DoubleTree that I failed to take into account. I know plenty of men enjoy going down on a woman, but to hear him admit it so casually . . .

			Fortunately, he changes the subject before I can linger on it. “This is why it didn’t work out with those other ghostwriters,” he says. “I didn’t feel entirely at ease with them—not to the point where I could open up about this. And I’m much better than I used to be. I can go to restaurants, though I never use my hands for anything—that’s something I’ve been working on in therapy lately. I try to avoid public bathrooms, if I can help it, but I’m not running out to buy new sheets every other month like I used to. It’s mostly low level, manageable, but sometimes high-anxiety situations . . . they exacerbate it.” Then he lets out a laugh. “And lucky you, you seem to be nearby during most of them. It’s not something I tell everyone,” he says. “What about you?”

			“Sometimes. Depends on how close we are.” I regret the words immediately, worrying that by saying this, I’ve indicated we have some sort of closeness.

			But he’s just nodding. “I don’t want it to be that way anymore. I’ve spent too much of my life hiding, lying, pretending. I want this book to be fun behind-the-scenes stories about The Nocturnals, sure. But more than that, I want to talk about OCD stigma and mental health in Hollywood.” His voice gains confidence, his eyes meeting mine with the full passion of what he’s saying. “I’m planning to put all proceeds of the book toward setting up a nonprofit to help actors with mental health challenges. Aspiring actors, established actors—anyone. I don’t want anyone to feel like money or stigma is standing in the way of them getting the help they need.”

			I just stare at him. There’s a shyness on his face now, replacing the confidence from just a moment ago.

			“What?” he says, brows creased with worry. “What’s that look? You think it’s a bad idea?”

			“No. Not at all.” I reach for my laptop again, typing NONPROFIT in bold letters. “I . . . think that sounds incredible, Finn. Really.”

			A blush tinges his cheeks. “I haven’t spoken about it much yet beyond with my team and some potential donors, but I could show you the business plan, if you want.”

			“More Google Docs? Yes, please.”

			A smirk, but I can tell he’s pleased. I can see it on his face: this is his baby.

			“I don’t just want to be that guy from the werewolf show anymore,” he says defiantly. “I’ve done everything I can to change that, but I’ve started to realize that unless something big happens, I’m just . . . stuck.”

			Stuck.

			“I get the feeling,” I say quietly, because even if I haven’t experienced it, I understand what it’s like to be trapped. “Maybe this is the something big for both of us.”
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			By the time I wrap myself in a towel and meet Finn at the hotel pool, where he’s suggested we take a break, I’m no longer sure if I’m doing it begrudgingly. Somehow, I thought to bring a swimsuit at the last minute, a black two-piece I bought five years ago in that dreamy way people in the Pacific Northwest buy swimsuits and hope for sunshine.

			Finn’s already there in deep blue swim trunks, stretching on the side as though he’s preparing for a 200-meter backstroke. I’ve never seen him shirtless in decent lighting. He’s not ripped, which I already knew. Though he was skinny in The Nocturnals, now he’s filled out a bit more. Freckles dot his shoulders, his spine, his hips, little swirls of color.

			“Are you wearing socks?” he asks, incredulous.

			I glance down at where I shoved my socked feet into Birks. And not just any socks: my favorite pair, with grumpy faces all over them. “Okay, look. I didn’t want us to have this conversation this early, maybe not ever. But I’m always cold, and I just hate the feeling of bare feet. I’m not going to swim in them or anything.”

			Finn shakes his head. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Why are we writing a book about me when you’re clearly an alien masquerading as a human?” He steps closer, giving me a serious look as he drops a hand to my shoulder. “Are you lonely here? Are they worried about you on your home planet?”

			I try to smack him with my towel, but he darts out of the way. “We all have our weird shit, okay?”

			“As long as you don’t put them on afterward, we’re good.”

			“I’m not a monster.” He doesn’t need to know about the extra pair in my tote bag for exactly that reason.

			He heads toward the pool, throwing me an exaggerated lift of his eyebrows before he dives confidently into the deep end. He pops back up with a grin, swiping water out of his eyes and slicking back his hair.

			“Let me guess, you learned how to swim for some daring underwater rescue scene in The Nocturnals,” I say as his arms slice through the water. I’m no expert, but his form looks pretty perfect.

			He shakes his head. “Aquamarine 2: Boy Out of Water.”

			“I didn’t know that movie had a sequel.”

			“Yeah, it probably shouldn’t have. It was both a critical and commercial failure, but the swimming lessons were legit.”

			I place my phone next to the edge of the pool, checking it for messages from my parents before dipping into the water.

			“Just an FYI,” I call out to Finn, who’s now moved into an easy butterfly. “I haven’t gone swimming in probably ten years.” I nod my head toward the No Lifeguard on Duty sign.

			“Lucky for you, I’ve taken multiple CPR courses. Not sure how much I remember, but I can definitely look like I’m saving your life.” He gazes around the pool. “None of these hotels have any personality, do they? How much more time do we have in Memphis? Maybe we could get out a bit tomorrow. Explore.”

			“We should be working. We’re here two more days, and then we’re off to Denver on Thursday.”

			“We can do both.” He swims up next to me, water droplets lining his eyebrows and clinging to his lashes. “We’re in a place you’ve never been. Aren’t you curious? And hey, maybe it’ll jog our creativity.”

			Because this is the trip of going outside my comfort zone, I give in. And check my phone one more time.

			“Everything okay?” he asks.

			“Oh—yeah, sorry. My mom had a colonoscopy last week, so I’m just waiting to hear how it went.”

			“I have to say, I’m curious about the kind of people who raised someone who insists on wearing socks down to a hotel pool.”

			“They’re amazing. Kind of crunchy hippies—they smoke pot, and my mom even had a phase when she followed around the Grateful Dead for a while, way before I was born,” I say. “Before they retired, my dad worked as a sustainability consultant for big corporations and my mom was an elementary school music teacher. But they’re a bit older. I probably worry about them too much, definitely more than they’d like me to. I can’t help it.”

			“When you say older . . .”

			I purse my lips, preparing for his reaction. “Pushing eighty. When I was in school, kids would always assume they were my grandparents. And now that I’m an adult, it’s only occasionally hitting me that they’re really, really different from how they used to be. And that terrifies me sometimes.” My voice goes soft, the hum of the pool filters filling the space.

			“I’d be doing the same thing,” he says. “That can’t be easy.”

			There’s something new in his voice, a gentleness that makes me keep talking.

			“It’s like—each year brings me new and additional ways to worry about them. Is it going to get below freezing? Then I’m worried about them getting out of a car when it’s icy. How’s their eyesight, their reflexes? Is it safe for them to drive? And—” I break off, wondering if I’m telling him too much. It’s definitely more than I’ve talked about to anyone except Noemie. “Even if they did need help, I feel like they’d go out of their way to prevent me from finding out. Because they wouldn’t want to inconvenience me.”

			One time, they didn’t tell me about a skin biopsy my dad had because they didn’t want me to get anxious about it. Which was probably the right call, because when my mom let it slip over text that the results had fortunately been benign, I called her five times in rapid succession when she didn’t answer. When she finally called me back, she didn’t understand why I was so worried about it.

			“They’re good people,” he says. “I can tell.”

			“Because they put up with me and my alien tendencies?”

			“No. It’s in the way you talk about them. There are so many parent horror stories in the industry, people who forced their kids to grow up too fast. I guess it’s been a while since I heard about someone genuinely loving and getting along with their parents.”

			The message from my mom finally shows up, giving my shoulders a chance to relax: all nrml [image: thumbs up] dad & I going to clbrate w [image: Plant stem with leaves/herb] [image: partying face]

			I push my phone away from the pool—but not too far. “Anyway, you don’t need a whole history about my parents.”

			“What if I want to hear about Mr. and Mrs. Cohen?” He maneuvers into a back float, flashing me a Cheshire cat grin. “It’s going to get pretty boring if I’m the only one who has to talk. I want to know things about you, too.”

			And then he swims off, sending a splash in my direction.
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			chapter

			thirteen

			MEMPHIS, TN

			Memphis is an easy city to fall in love with, which I do almost instantly. It’s rich with history and culture, alive. The sun seems to follow us down streets of brick buildings, warming our necks and washing the whole place in amber hues.

			We take a tour of Sun Studio, where Finn insists on snapping a photo of me holding the microphone Elvis supposedly used to record his first song. I roll my eyes when he shows it to me. I’m glaring at the camera, looking altogether too serious: shoulders hitched, jaw set, my free hand in a tight fist at my hip. “Future album art for your solo riot grrrl revival act,” he says, grinning at it.

			Then we go to the Civil Rights Museum and stroll along Beale Street, which strikes me as a bit of a tourist trap with its flashing neon signs and endless souvenir shops—but then again, that’s exactly what we are. By the time we sit down for authentic Memphis barbecue—jackfruit for Finn—he’s more relaxed than I’ve ever seen him. His freckles are sun-warmed, eyes bright, and he’s casual in worn jeans and a T-shirt that says Mordor Fun Run, and in small letters beneath it: One Does Not Simply Walk.

			The restaurant is cozy, wooden tables and walls covered with vintage posters of country music stars, Johnny Cash playing from the staticky speakers, and all of it makes me feel like I might be able to relax a little, too. Finn was right about those hotels feeling stifling. We sent our teams an outline yesterday, so it feels like we’ve earned this time to explore. Now we’re just waiting for their approval before we start writing.

			I reach across the checked tablecloth for a bottle of barbecue sauce. “I thought this looked familiar. My cousin got this in a barbecue sauce subscription box once.” When Finn gives me a quizzical look, I elaborate. “She’s a little obsessed with getting surprises in the mail each month. It almost doesn’t matter what they are, as long as there’s a box to open. She loved this one—I’ll have to grab a bottle for her before we leave.”

			“You and your cousin are close,” he muses. “You talk about her a lot.”

			I nod. “Noemie and I—we grew up together. Went to the same schools, same college, even same major, before she decided on the more pragmatic and more financially stable path of public relations. And I live with her. We might as well be sisters, honestly.”

			“I used to want a sibling.” He digs a fork into his coleslaw. “But I had Krishanu at least, and we were pretty inseparable for a while.” He mentioned him a couple days ago: Krishanu Pradhan, his childhood best friend, who still lives in Reno and teaches high school English. “You’ll meet him in a few weeks, too.”

			“I can’t wait. I hope he has embarrassing stories.”

			“Too many, probably.”

			“What does Finnegan Walsh do when he’s not filming or on the road?” I ask. “What’s real life like for you?”

			“This is my real life,” he says, matter-of-fact.

			I shake my head. “No, no, no. Real life is when you’re at home and no one else is around, so you lick the sauce off a plate of spaghetti or walk around naked or pee in the shower. That’s what readers want.”

			“They want me to pee in the shower?”

			“Metaphorically, yes.”

			Finn takes a moment to consider this as the music changes to Dolly Parton. “It’s very boring, actually. A lot of cooking. A lot of reading. Sometimes I’ll video-chat with my mom or Krishanu.” He shrugs. “I shot another Hallmark movie that’ll be out in December, but I wanted to focus on the book, so I don’t have anything else in development right now. It’s funny—when I’m home, I miss being on the road. And of course, when I’m on the circuit, all I want is to go home.”

			There’s a heartbreak carved into those words, intentional or not. Both options seem deeply lonely: at home by himself or on the road surrounded by people who know his character but not him.

			“That’s exactly why I took this job.” I take the most heavenly bite of pulled pork. “Because I’ve never really left Seattle.”

			“Ah, so you’d have said yes to anyone who asked you to write a book for them if it meant following them around the country.” He slices off a piece of corn bread, and now that I know the reason for it, I do my best not to stare. “How’d you get into ghostwriting?”

			“Sort of stumbled into it, really,” I say, explaining the job posting, finding Stella, writing Amber Y’s book, and the other two that were less than satisfying. How, because of the secrecy surrounding it, I was worried at the beginning that someone might discover who I was and I’d get in trouble, somehow. My anxiety wouldn’t let me exhale until I was halfway through my second book. Once I even found a Reddit thread where people were trying to unmask the identity of Amber Y’s ghostwriter and I spent a solid hour raking through my social media, even though I was certain nothing could trace her book back to me. No stray pieces of paper or corners of my laptop screen where someone could zoom in and find a paragraph from Don’t Ask Y. Still, even looking at the thread felt like hovering over a paper shredder with my NDA.

			“When I first met you,” he says, as though it’s just occurring to him, “you said you were having some kind of career crisis. This isn’t your dream job, I’m guessing?”

			I’d kind of been hoping he’d forget about that. “That night . . . well, I was there for Maddy DeMarco’s book, which I’m guessing you know now. I went up to have her sign my copy, told her my full name . . . and she didn’t even know who I was.” I stare down at my nails, repainted last night with a pale blue I brought with me, picking at my thumb as I recall the way my heart sank to my toes. “That’s why I was so miserable when you met me.”

			Finn just blinks, trying to comprehend it. “You wrote that whole book for her, and she didn’t have a clue who you were?”

			“I barely talked to her during the writing process. That’s part of why I said yes to this—because I’d actually get to work with you.” My cheeks turn warm, even though he must know I mean it on a purely professional level.

			“You should have said something. Made her feel like shit about it.”

			I shrug this off. “Maybe. I sort of just wanted to get out of there.” At that, I can’t help laughing. “And because of you, I guess I did. In more ways than one.” Coincidence, fate, a cosmic joke—whatever it was, in this moment I’m radically grateful for it. This job has been unlike any of my others, which was exactly what I needed. “I’m starting to think there’s no such thing as a dream job. I sort of hoped I’d start out with these lighter assignments—influencers, reality stars. And then I could move on to something deeper. Something with a little more . . . substance.”

			“Where do I fall on that spectrum?” He draws a fingertip along the table. “You assumed I wouldn’t have any substance because I’m an actor?”

			“I—no.” I’m not used to being put on the spot like this, and maybe it should give me a little more empathy for him. I’m fully aware he probably has enough for at least a couple chapters on me at this point. “Well—maybe at first. You probably have to have some semblance of ego to see yourself onscreen, right?”

			Finn shrugs. “Sure, it’s an ego trip for plenty of people, but I’ve loved acting since I was a kid. A lot of us do it for the pure love of the art form.”

			“I’ve been wrong before,” I continue. “That reality star had a lot more to say than I initially gave her credit for. But then I’m also like, who decides what’s substance and what isn’t? Maybe what doesn’t matter to me is substance for someone else.”

			“And you’re trying to find my hidden depth.”

			When his eyes flick to mine, I get a flash of us in bed back in Minnesota, shoulder to shoulder. Finn’s throat pointed toward the ceiling, telling me in that rough voice that he was so close.

			“For what it’s worth,” he says, pushing his empty red basket of food off to the side. “You’re doing a fantastic job.” Then something seems to occur to him. “All the ghostwriting . . . you don’t ever want to write a book of your own?”

			My face absolutely ignites, and I reach for my empty glass of water, then glance around anxiously for the server.

			“Oh. You do.”

			“I mean. Doesn’t everyone want to? The great American novel and all that?” I try my best to laugh it off. I haven’t vocalized it to anyone in a long, long time. That dream died before I gave it enough space to breathe, and it’s barely a hobby anymore. In fact, I haven’t opened that document since we left Seattle.

			“I used to,” I clarify. “But not anymore. Now . . .” I gesture around us. “I do things like this.”

			He must be able to tell that it’s not something I want to linger on because he doesn’t push it. Still, it’s almost like yesterday in the pool was a promise. I want to know things about you, too.

			Except with me, there are limits.

			And those conversations don’t end with both of us getting a paycheck.
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			“There’s something else I’ve been wondering,” Finn says as we step into the bright midafternoon, as he slides on a pair of sunglasses. An hour later, and it still feels a little like his cursor is hovering over that file folder on my computer. When I nod, he does that thing again where he pauses to summon his words, rubbing at his stubbled chin for a moment. “What’s in this for you? The ‘few pointers’ you’ve been giving me.” Those words freeze me in place right on the sidewalk. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I figure you can’t possibly be doing it out of the goodness of your heart.”

			I wish I could see his face, especially as the sun burns a blush onto my cheeks. It’s a much easier conversation than the one about my writing. “I guess I’ve had my reasons. For years, I was in love with one of my closest friends,” I start, and strangely, it’s not too difficult to admit. “Wyatt. I’d had a bit of a crush since college, and it never fully went away. I’d date someone else, we’d break up, and the crush would come back with a vengeance.”

			Finn nods, doesn’t interrupt.

			“A few weeks before I met you . . . he and I slept together. And I had all these delusions—of course, I didn’t realize that’s what they were back then—that we’d instantly become this perfect couple. I liked him so, so much, and I’d been patient, and it just felt like everything was falling into place.” It’s not some dark secret, and yet it’s not the most fun to relive. “Until he told me that wasn’t going to happen. That I was a ‘relationship girl,’ and he wasn’t looking for a relationship.”

			“What does that even mean?” Finn asks. “A relationship girl?”

			I think back through my dating history. Justin, my high school boyfriend and the first person I slept with, an act that lasted a total of six minutes. David, who I dated sophomore year of college, who’d been so supportive when I got pregnant and decided to get an abortion. We only broke up because he left to study abroad for a semester and neither of us wanted to do long-distance. Then there was Knox, the first guy I had an orgasm with, which made me bolder with the rest: a handful of other guys throughout my twenties from a handful of different dating apps, relationships lasting from four to eighteen months, until they ended and I went back to pining for Wyatt.

			“I guess I haven’t ever done the casual thing. Until now.” I scrape at my thumb again, loosening a little stripe of blue. “In a way, he’s right. It just felt like the worst dig, coming from him— from someone who knew me that well, and who I liked so much. I was a relationship girl . . . but he didn’t want to be in a relationship with me.”

			It’s the first time I’ve put those exact words together. Because that’s the truth, isn’t it? If he’d wanted to be with me, it wouldn’t have mattered, what kind of girl I am.

			I glance back up at Finn, intent on brushing all of this away if he thinks it’s too normal-person trivial. I’m not sure why that’s my first inclination. But when he speaks again, his voice is serious.

			“There’s nothing wrong with being a relationship person. Or not being one,” Finn says softly. “I’ve done casual—the first year the show was on. I’m not proud of all of it. Even more so, imagining how terrible that sex probably was. But I was young and inexperienced and entirely out of my depth.” He tries a grin. “Maybe my enthusiasm made up for it.”

			I have to laugh at that. “Have you only dated within Hollywood?”

			A nod. “I’ve found that no one else really seems to get the industry,” he says. “Sure, it can be stressful, but it’s easier when both people understand that very unique kind of stress.”

			What he’s saying makes perfect sense—and yet I can’t explain why it lands in a strange place in my stomach.

			“You still have feelings for him? Wyatt?” Finn’s tone is tinged with a guarded curiosity, like he doesn’t think he should care about the answer but still really wants to know.

			“I’m not sure,” I say honestly. It’s true that I haven’t thought about him in at least a week, which is a welcome realization, and I’m no longer checking my phone for messages that aren’t coming. “It’s not that I still think we can be something—I know we can’t. But those feelings didn’t exactly vanish overnight. And, well, I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t also part of the reason I said yes to this job.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry it didn’t go the way you wanted.” He sounds genuine, a kind of sympathy I’m not used to hearing from him. He slips his sunglasses to the top of his head, and I can see that sympathy painted in the soft angle of his eyebrows, the set of his jaw. Suddenly, the way he’s looking at me is too focused, taking me out of this city and into a hotel room.

			I still haven’t answered his question, but I’m getting there.

			“Then I went to Maddy’s event, and my career seemed like it was going in the wrong direction, too. Like I couldn’t win at anything. So that’s about where I was when you met me—not quite rock bottom, but an all-time low. I’d been focused on my career for forever, and that wasn’t going anywhere I wanted it to. And my romantic life was completely wrapped up in Wyatt. So I guess I thought, when we first started joking about those lessons, that maybe I’d allow myself the chance to have a little fun.”

			His eyes haven’t moved from mine “And has it been?” he asks. “Fun?”

			The memory of Minnesota sends another wave of heat through me. Minnesota, and Phoenix, and maybe tonight, with no impending deadline and no early wake-up. I’m certain I don’t imagine the way he shifts closer to me.

			I press my lips together, giving him a nod. “And I think it’s about to get even better.”

			Because we’re standing in front of a shop with memphis erotic boutique spelled out in neon pink letters.

			“Why do I get the feeling you planned this,” Finn says with a laugh. “It must be somewhere on that Google Doc. In very tiny letters.”

			I lift my eyebrows at him as he readjusts his baseball cap, slips on his sunglasses. Disguising himself. “Seriously? You’re worried the employees of a sex shop in Memphis, Tennessee, are going to recognize Oliver Huxley?”

			“Hey. Our fans are diverse and hopefully sex-positive.”

			“There’s no shame in this.” I make a swipe for his hat, but he ducks out of the way. “Come on.”

			Begrudgingly, he takes off his hat and sunglasses. Still, I catch him averting his eyes as we walk inside, pretending to focus on the displays of toys modeled after parts of porn stars’ anatomy. Finnegan Walsh, in a sex shop, in his Mordor T-shirt. His cheeks turn pink in this adorable way as we pass the more risqué products, the BDSM section, the blow-up dolls. Meanwhile, I let myself look everywhere, half keeping an eye out for anything we could use in our lessons, half because it’s just interesting. The best sex shops are open, inclusive spaces, and it took me far too long to enter one.

			I pluck a bottle of lube from a shelf. “Always good to have.”

			“Mm-hmm.” Finn nods toward another display. I can see him slowly starting to relax. “What are those for?”

			“Vibrating nipple clamps? It’s kind of in the name.”

			“Ah. I think I’ll have to work up to that.” He motions to a tube of warming lube. “I could get into something like this, though.”

			A jolt of sensation sparks low in my belly. “Yeah? Let’s get it.”

			He’s watching me, an interesting expression on his face. “You’re so comfortable with it,” he says, sounding almost impressed as he rakes a hand through his hair. “Talking about all these things. Being here.”

			“I guess part of it was school,” I say. “And the rest . . . I guess you could say that I practiced. I knew that if I couldn’t be comfortable with it, then there was no way I could tell someone else what I wanted.” I give him a sly smile. “It’s empowering, telling a partner what you want. And just because it’s comfortable doesn’t mean it can’t be hot, too.”

			“Oh, I absolutely know that now.”

			I had this thought yesterday, and today confirms it: we’ve become more open with each other. Against all odds, Finn and I might be turning out to be more than sexual partners or ghostwriter and author: we might be something close to friends.

			When we get to the shelf of vibrators, I spend a couple minutes browsing before picking up a clitoral massager not unlike one I have at home. “What about this?”

			“I am . . . looking respectfully.”

			“I was thinking we could use it together.”

			“And now I am looking very respectfully.”

			We make our way to the front with the vibrator, lube, and an array of condoms: flavored, ribbed, ultra-sensitive. The middle-aged woman at the cash register gives us a warm hello as she starts ringing things up, then drops her scanner as she makes eye contact with Finn.

			“Oh my god, Finn? Finn Walsh?” she asks in a lilting Southern accent. “I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me when you walked in, but it’s you, isn’t it?”

			Finn’s posture goes ramrod straight next to me. He glances to the door, as though debating how quickly he can make it there, then seems to realize there’s no chance at escape.

			He lifts a hand in a halfhearted wave. “Hi. Nice to meet you.”

			Her hands fly to her mouth. “Goodness, it is you! I’m Tamara—I’m the owner here, welcome! Anything I can help you find? Or”—she cranes her neck to see what I’m carrying—“looks like your girlfriend already picked out some of our bestsellers!”

			“Oh—she’s not—”

			“I’m not—”

			Tamara gives us a wink. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell.” Then she lets out another gasp. “You must be so busy with the reunion coming up! I screamed when I heard the news, scared my husband half to death.”

			“We’re really excited about it.”

			I beam, loving every second of this.

			“Can I get a photo? I’ve always wanted to have one of those celebrity walls, but, well, we don’t get quite as many famous people in here as I’d have hoped. You might be the first!”

			“How lucky,” Finn says in a flat voice. “Of course.”

			A gleeful Tamara whips out her phone.

			“I’m going to kill you,” Finn says through gritted teeth.

			“With the spiked dildo or the leather flogger?”

			“Whatever’s the slowest and most painful.”

			“Sounds kinky.” I nudge him as the shop owner aims her phone at him. “Now smile.”
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				Season 2, Episode 18: “Something Wicked, Something Wild”

				INT. OAKHURST BIOLOGY LAB—DAY

				PROFESSOR DONOVAN sits at a lab table behind a microscope, surrounded by test tubes, beakers, and X-rays. CALEB RHODES leans casually against the table while OLIVER HUXLEY waits nervously next to him.

				PROFESSOR DONOVAN

				As all of my experiments have shown, there’s nothing that could alter her DNA and completely erase the canine part of herself. It’s simply an irreversible process, I’m sorry to say.

				CALEB

				That’s what I’ve been telling him. I’m just not the best with all the sciency stuff. And I don’t mind being a werewolf. In fact, I think I kind of kick ass at it?

				Caleb attempts to howl, then dissolves into a coughing fit.

				Well. Most of the time.

				HUX

				It’s not for him. It’s . . . for someone else.

				CALEB

				Have you even asked her, Hux? Maybe you should start there, huh?

				HUX

				Well, no. But you think if she had a choice, this is really what she’d pick?

				CALEB

				He moves closer to Hux, jabbing a finger at his chest.

				We have super strength, super speed, and night vision. I can hear conversations happening a mile away. I can heal myself if I get hurt. And not to brag, but it’s just a fact—we’re more beautiful than the rest of you. Shinier hair, perfect skin, bigger muscles. Who wouldn’t want that?

				HUX

				How would you know what she wants?

				CALEB

				Because I’m the one who turned her.
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			chapter

			fourteen

			MEMPHIS, TN

			The energy between us is different as dusk falls. Kinetic. My sleeve brushes Finn’s at least a half dozen times, and he forgets to drop his palm when it lands on my lower back for a few extra moments. After a walk to the waterfront, I ask if he’s ready to go back to the hotel and his breathy yes jolts my heart into a new rhythm. The evening is unseasonably warm for late September, the humid air filling my lungs and making me a little unsteady on my feet. No alcohol, just a steady shot of lust straight to my brain.

			I switch on the lights in my room and empty the bag from the sex shop onto the bed. As nonchalantly as I can, I flip over the mystery novel on my nightstand. I’m not embarrassed of it; The Sourdough Slayer just isn’t the sexiest title.

			Our next lesson was supposed to be oral sex, but there’s no reason we can’t spice it up. Another deviation from my outline, but an essential one.

			Based on the way Finn’s eyeing our stash, he’s thinking the same thing. “It would be a shame if we didn’t test all these out,” he says, turning over a textured condom. “Make sure everything works.”

			“I couldn’t agree more.”

			He reaches for the vibrator, pulling open the packaging. “Anything I should know before using this?”

			“Start slow,” I say, even though I’m already eager to get his hands on me. “But otherwise . . . feel free to play around with it.”

			“I fully intend to.” Then he places it on the nightstand, turning his attention back to me. “Soon,” he promises, sitting down on the bed, patting the spot next to him. It’s a small amount of direction, but my body thrills at the thought of him taking control— and knowing what to do.

			“I liked today,” he continues, lifting a hand to run through my hair. My eyes slide shut at the gentle press of his fingertips. His other hand comes up to cup my jaw, tracing the curve of it before his thumb lands on my lower lip. “Thank you. For indulging me. Maybe I’d forgotten that I could have some fun, too.”

			“This isn’t fun for you?” I part my lips to taste the salt of his skin. Give his thumb a few flicks of my tongue before I draw it into my mouth.

			He groans as he watches me suck his thumb deeper, fist tightening in my hair. “I think you know exactly how this feels for me.” With a breathless urgency, he pulls his thumb from my mouth and covers my lips with his. “But tonight is about you.”

			And I’m entirely too aroused to argue.

			I love seeing him gain more confidence. We shed our clothes even quicker than that first night in Seattle; shirts, jeans, belts, underwear piling onto the floor. I discover a mole between his shoulder blades, just slightly off-center, before he props himself on his side, facing me, looking beautifully, intensely determined as he rakes his gaze over my body.

			I love this, too, the hungry way he takes me in. So I tell him. Because this is all about communication.

			“Yeah? Because I could do this all night, if you prefer,” he says, a lazy smile appearing on his face.

			I shake my head, laughing, but by the time he runs his hand up my thigh and closer to where I want him, my breath stills in my lungs.

			If this were our first time, I might be embarrassed by how needy I am, evidenced by the slickness he finds when his finger slides between my folds. I could get addicted to the way he reacts to the sounds of my body. The low scrape of his breath. The press of his face against my neck.

			But in his enthusiasm, he goes a bit too fast, too soon.

			“Gentler,” I say, nudging his arm with a few fingertips. “Softer.”

			“Right, right, right. Sorry.” His touch turns featherlight, and I close my eyes, grip his shoulders. There.

			He was clearly paying attention the other night, because now I can tell he’s mimicking my movements, sweeping his finger in an agonizing circle. He’s focused, waiting for my reactions before he changes his speed or pressure.

			“Good?” he asks when he grazes my clit and draws out a shudder. I nod and rasp out a yes, rocking my hips to encourage him. He does it again and again, the briefest taunts of pleasure. Then he reaches for the warming lube, rubbing it between his fingertips before slipping them between my thighs. I cry out when he makes contact with my skin, all that heat nudging me closer and closer.

			“You feel amazing,” he murmurs against my chest, capturing a nipple with his tongue. Sucking lightly, and then harder as he fills me with a finger. After a few pumps, he slides upward again, stroking and rubbing and tracing and Jesus. Christ. I clutch him tighter because it’s all so good, even when he stumbles. Especially when he hears my breath catch and starts moving faster.

			Especially when he reaches over to the nightstand for the vibrator.

			But he doesn’t place it between my thighs right away. Instead, he flicks the ON switch and gives me a wicked smile. He leans in, lowering it to my mouth, holding it there for a few moments. The vibrations humming through me are a pleasant sensation, if a little ticklish. Then he sweeps it down to my neck. The silicone pulses across my skin in slow, increasingly satisfying bursts.

			“That’s—that’s really nice,” I say, and he grins like he knew just how nice it would feel.

			When he reaches my breasts, he teases them for a few moments before pressing the vibrator hard against one nipple, and then the other. My back arches, every muscle in my core clenching. Lower. Please.

			There’s a slight tickle as he moves the vibrator along my stomach, but it’s not nearly as strong as the anticipation. My body wants pleasure from him so badly, wants to shiver and tighten against him before exploding.

			My hips thrust forward, trying my best to urge him a little farther south. He sees exactly what I’m doing but doesn’t take the bait.

			“You said to go slow,” he whispers, drawing it upward, away from the one place I want it.

			A whine slips from my throat. “Fuck slow. Don’t make me beg you.”

			He just laughs, continuing his teasing. My stomach. Back up to my breasts. Down to my navel. I love it. I hate it. I want to throttle him and push his head between my thighs at the same time.

			“I might like to hear you beg,” he says.

			Finally, finally, he takes a break only to slick the vibe with lube, and when he settles it between my legs, I let out a sigh of relief. Followed immediately by a gasp.

			He kicks the speed up a notch.

			A stream of obscenities falls from my mouth as he alternates speed, pressure, location. All of it incredible.

			“Don’t stop,” I say when he finds exactly the right spot. “God— please—”

			“No way in hell,” he’s quick to reassure me, his own breaths coming faster. Shallower.

			I feel it, the heat building at the base of my spine. It’s going to happen this time, with him—I’m certain of it. I bury a fist in the sheets. He seems to read my mind and ups the speed once more, until nothing exists except my body and this feeling and the way his brow furrows with determination as he adjusts his weight so he can lean into me harder. Faster. Yes.

			Something rips open inside me, a moan tearing from my chest. It’s an exquisite release, one that makes me shake and whimper and clutch his hair. He loosens his grip on the vibrator, riding out the aftershocks with me.

			I’m utterly spent. Speechless. And maybe he’s not sure what to say, either, because his mouth tips upward into this lazy smile and he reaches for my face again, just like he did before. This time, there’s almost a reverence in the way he cradles my jaw, something I’m certain I must be imagining. It’s natural to feel closer after orgasm. He may have just made a woman come for the first time—with a little help from the Memphis Erotic Boutique.

			“Chandler,” he says quietly. Only, I never get to hear what’s on the other side of my name. He blinks a few times and I’m close enough to see the pattern of freckles on his eyelids. After weeks of watching Oliver Huxley, I find that Finnegan Walsh still has some expressions I can’t read.

			He crooks a finger under my chin, bringing me closer. When our mouths meet, I’m surprised by the sudden softness in the way he kisses me. The gentleness in the way he brushes his lips against mine, so slowly before he draws away.

			And then, from somewhere beneath our mountain of clothes, a phone rings.

			Finn’s.

			He doesn’t make a move to answer it. “They’ll leave a message,” he says. Still, it’s jolted us apart, my lips still tingling with the memory of his.

			The phone stops—only for mine to start buzzing immediately afterward.

			“I should—” I say, and he nods his agreement. I stumble out of bed, riffling through our shirts and belts and underwear. Did I really have to wedge it into my pocket that tightly, and it’s a crime that women’s jeans are made with pockets that can feasibly fit only one-third of a cell phone and—

			“It’s our editor,” I say. Finn scurries to the edge of the bed, racing to tug on his boxers while I put the phone on speaker, pulling my shirt on backward. I cannot have a business call in the nude, and if they called both of us, then it must be important.

			“Hi, Nina,” I say when I answer, and Finn calls out a hello in the background.

			“Oh good—you’re together!”

			I press my lips together. Hard. “Mm-hmm.”

			Finn has readjusted on the bed, sitting up with one leg half inside a pair of jeans, the other tucked beneath him.

			“Sorry to call so late,” she says breezily. “But I was just too excited. I finished your outline this evening and absolutely loved it. I think you two are on exactly the right track.”

			The tension eases in my shoulders as Finn flashes a thumbs-up.

			“We’re thrilled to hear that,” I say.

			“Chandler’s really been working overtime. Long hours.” He gives me a lift of his eyebrows. “Late nights.”

			I hold a fist to my mouth as I nudge him.

			“Consider this your official green light,” Nina says. “I can’t wait to read the draft.”

			“Thank you so much,” I say, and Finn echoes me. “We’ll dive right in.”

			When I end the call, the room goes silent. It occurs to me that it isn’t too late. That we could keep going.

			“We should get some sleep,” I say instead of beckoning him closer. “So we can start drafting first thing in the morning.”

			“Right. Of course.” Finn rummages around for his shirt, his cheeks coloring when they land on the discarded vibrator. “Great work, by the way. I had a feeling we’d nailed it.” Then he catches the double meaning. Grimaces. “Why are there so many writing-related innuendos,” he mutters, and when I laugh at this, it sounds hollow.

			He only dates within Hollywood, I remind myself, because it seems worth remembering. If I ever feel myself wavering on the wrong side of casual, I’ll simply replay that conversation. I’m not in the industry. End of story.

			Still, I’m not sure why, but as I walk him to the door, I feel oddly grateful for the interruption.

			Or why, when we’ve already made substantial progress on both our outlines, I can’t stop thinking about that tender press of his lips on mine.

		

	
		
			
				FINN WALSH: YOUR ULTIMATE NERD CRUSH

				BuzzFeed

				Somehow, we kept watching The Nocturnals not for the gratuitous shirtless shots of Ethan Underwood, who plays alpha werewolf Caleb Rhodes, but for the sweet, determined, adorably geeky Oliver Huxley, aka Hux. And it turns out, he’s not too different from his real-life counterpart, Finn Walsh.

				As the story goes, Finn got the part because he actually spoke in Elvish during his audition—yes, the made-up language from Lord of the Rings. If that weren’t enough, we have it on good authority that he read from his character’s biology textbook between takes, and even consulted a real scientist to make sure Hux would sound as authentic as possible. Swoon!

				What do you think about Finn Walsh? Glasses or no glasses? And with all that red hair, do you think he blushes everywhere?
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			chapter

			fifteen

			DENVER, CO

			
				Finn with you? Just got a call from con staff and he was supposed to check in twenty minutes ago. Not picking up his phone, either.

			

			I frown down at the text from Joe Kowalczyk, Finn’s manager. I’m in the hotel lobby, waiting for Finn to come downstairs so we can head to the convention center for Rocky Mountain Expo. He hasn’t answered the text I sent earlier this morning, either, the one about how apparently at this hotel, continental breakfast means plain yogurt and an unripe banana. I just assumed he ignored it because it wasn’t exactly thrilling commentary.

			Despite my debilitating millennial fear of phone calls, I call him. No answer.

			That’s odd.

			When we checked in last night, his room was right across the hall from mine. He seemed tired, which was fair, given we’d opted to go up five flights of stairs to our floor. A reasonable trade-off for waiting behind a family getting onto the elevator with their eight suitcases. He said he was turning in early, and I guess it wouldn’t be strange if he slept in, even unintentionally. Although my anxiety helpfully informs me there are a number of accidents that could befall him alone in a hotel room, several of which are now parading through my mind.

			The elevator isn’t fast enough, so I take the stairs again.

			Out of breath, I knock on the door gently at first. Probably too gently. “Finn?” I say, and then wait. Nothing. Surely, he’s just in the bathroom. Or still sleeping. Definitely not lying on the floor unconscious. No need to panic. Except the not-panic pitches my voice even higher as I start banging on the door. “Finn? Are you in there?”

			I must be knocking so loudly that I don’t hear anyone come to the door, and when it gives beneath me, I stumble forward. It takes a few moments for me to regain my balance as I bring my eyes up to his.

			And there he is, face half-hidden by the comforter he’s draped around himself like some kind of sad wizard.

			“Just need a few more minutes,” he rasps out before turning around and plodding back to the bed. The room is a mess, his suitcases spilling over in the middle of it.

			“Oh—you’re sick,” I say quietly.

			“I’m fine. Like I said, I just need a few more minutes.” At that, he lets out a full-body shiver. “Is it cold in here, or is it just me?”

			A laugh gets stuck in my throat because he is very much not fine. “Yeah, no. We’re going to cancel. You should get some rest.”

			He glances back at me, hair askew, face ashen. He really does look miserable. Stars: they’re just like us! “But all those people . . . they’re counting on me. I made a commitment.”

			“They’ll understand,” I say. “These things happen. Don’t tell me you’ve never taken a sick day before.”

			The way he looks at me, I wonder if maybe he really hasn’t. He and Noemie have that in common.

			“Get back in bed.” I gesture to the tangle of sheets. “I’ll let the con know.”

			I swipe the key card on the nightstand before stepping into the hall to message Joe and call our Rocky Mountain contact, telling them that Finn sends his apologies but he’s too sick to attend today. Once I’m done, I let myself back into Finn’s room.

			“Hey,” I say, approaching the bed. “It’s all taken care of. Is there anything I can get you? What are your symptoms?”

			“Mmmf,” he says, clutching the comforter tighter around himself. “Everything. Hurts.”

			“Might be the flu. I’ll go downstairs and grab some things, okay?”

			Finn opens his mouth as though to object, but must realize it’ll take too much energy and decides not to. “If you must.”

			A half hour and $50 later, I unpack my haul on the desk in Finn’s room.

			“Did you rob the hotel?” he asks.

			I open up a box of meds, unscrew the cap from a bottle of water. Tip in a neon packet of Emergen-C. “The sooner you’re better, the sooner we can get back to work. That thing you’re so upset to miss.”

			“Right.” He takes the medicine from me and swallows it down with another little twitch. “You should probably go,” he says. “Sightsee. I don’t want to get you sick.”

			I wave this off. “I have a strong immune system. Besides, we’ve been in such close proximity that if it’s going to happen, you’ve probably already infected me.” I’m not sure if this is scientifically true, but it sounds like it is, and it’s enough to make Finn stop protesting.

			Because the thing is, the thought of leaving him alone in here while I explored Denver never once occurred to me.

			“If you’re sure . . . then I guess I wouldn’t hate the company. Thank you.” It’s almost cute, the way he resigns himself to this—a forced kind of resignation, as though he was hoping I wouldn’t leave. “We could at least work on the book, or—”

			I let out a laugh-groan. Two days ago I started drafting, playing back our recorded conversations to find the rhythm of his voice. I’m not sure I’m there yet, so spending more time with him can only be a good thing. For the book. “Finn. No. You’re taking a sick day, and that’s final. Can’t you just watch some mindless TV like the rest of us?”

			“You pick,” he says as I grab the remote and flick it on. “I’m too disillusioned to mindlessly enjoy TV these days.”

			“Well . . . I’ve been watching this show about werewolves.”

			A groan. “What episode?”

			“Just got to the season one finale.”

			He’s quiet for a moment. And then: “That’s a really good episode.”

			“We’re watching it. But I fully expect behind-the-scenes commentary.”

			I eye the empty space on the bed next to him, and then the armchair across the room. I could drag it over, or—

			Finn’s at least lucid enough to surmise what I’m currently debating. “You can sit here,” he says, patting the bed. “If you don’t mind my germs.”

			Gingerly, I arrange myself next to him, on top of the covers, in my high-waisted jeans and socks dotted with tiny lemons. Then I get the show set up and settle in for the ridiculousness of watching The Nocturnals with one of its stars. There’s something oddly domestic about it, to the point where I can almost forget the person onscreen is the one in bed hacking into a tissue.

			When the season one finale ends in a battle that pits werewolves against the humans trying to wipe them out and the season two premiere autoplays, he doesn’t say anything. We watch Caleb, fresh off having confessed his love for Alice in the season one finale, find himself tempted by new girl Sofia. And Hux, settling into a friendship with Meg, consults cool-guy Wesley on how to get out of the friend zone, a term he’s just learned the meaning of.

			“In retrospect, it was a little problematic,” Finn says as Wesley tells a horrified Hux that he needs to take action, let the girl know his feelings, and not to take no for an answer. We both wince at that last piece of advice. “Well, maybe more than a little. It was the late 2000s, after all. And thank god, I don’t listen to him.”

			Hux continues to fumble around Meg, inviting her on a study date that proceeds to go hilariously wrong: toppled book stacks, spilled coffee, Meg’s long hair getting stuck in the back of a chair. Until it’s interrupted by a girl in a vampire coven Meg has a longstanding rivalry with. Meg doesn’t know at this point that Hux knows she’s a werewolf, and when she saves Hux from vampires at the end of the episode, the two share a lingering look—now she knows, and she manages to communicate both relief and trepidation in the episode’s final shot.

			“This scene—we had to shoot it close to thirty times because Hallie and I wouldn’t stop laughing,” he says. “Even though it’s supposed to be a serious moment. I honestly thought Zach was going to fire us right there on the spot.”

			And I have to admit, based on how eager I am to see what happens next, that I’ve gotten just a little invested in these characters.
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			Hux and Meg continue to dance around their feelings until two more episodes have passed, and Finn’s starting to fall asleep. I wince when there’s a knock at the door, even though I’ve been expecting it. As quietly as I can, I fetch the delivery and bring it back to the desk.

			“What’s that?” a groggy Finn asks from the bed.

			“Sorry—you can go back to sleep,” I say. “Matzo ball soup. My parents used to make it whenever I was sick. My mom swears by it.”

			“You ordered matzo ball soup?”

			“It’s vegetarian,” I assure him. “No chicken broth.”

			I’m not expecting his reaction, the slow smile that starts at one corner of his mouth as he attempts to bite it back. “You’re too nice to me,” he says, quirking an eyebrow. “Why are you being so nice to me? You could have just let me wither away.”

			“There will be no withering.” I remove the lids from twin cartons of soup.

			“I think that’s enough of me,” he says as I bring them over. He gestures to the TV currently frozen on his face. “I can only handle so much of it.”

			I switch it off and cozy up in the bed again, spooning soup into my mouth. Amazing that it tastes just as comforting in Colorado as it does in Washington State.

			For a few minutes, we sit in the relative quiet with our matzo balls. It’s midafternoon, the chilly October sun splashing our shadows across the bed. This is good, spending time with him like this. Surely, seeing him pale and congested will obliterate whatever I thought I felt in Memphis, before the phone call from our editor interrupted that strange kiss.

			“What did teen Chandler watch?” Finn asks, nudging his head toward the TV.

			“Hmm. Teen Chandler’s tastes were varied and slightly anachronistic. I went through an Agatha Christie phase that started with the books, of course, so then I had to watch all the adaptations, too. But nothing could beat the books for me.”

			“I haven’t read any,” he admits. “Tell me about your favorites?”

			So I do. I tell him about Miss Marple and about Hercule Poirot, who I had a bit of a crush on when I read about him as a kid. I tell him about And Then There Were None, my favorite Agatha Christie, making sure not to spoil any of the plot points. Slowly, slowly, we step closer to that document on my computer.

			“I tried to imitate her, growing up,” I say, because this truth doesn’t feel like it’s been yanked from too deep inside my heart. “Write like her, I mean.”

			“Yeah? Chandler Cohen, killing off fictional people?” He’s smiling, head propped up with one elbow as he turns to face me. His hair is sticking up in the back from where it was pressed against the pillow. “You know what, I can see it. That’s how you get out all your aggression. Someone wrongs you in real life? You just murder them on the page.”

			“You’re not completely wrong,” I say. It’s possible a drowning victim in one of my earliest preteen attempts, Watery Graves, was based on a girl who’d copied off one of my tests in fifth grade math. “In the wrong hands, my preteen diaries would probably be very concerning. But I’m not a huge fan of all the blood and gore. Do you know what a cozy mystery is?”

			“A mystery you read by the fireplace with a mug of hot cocoa?”

			“Ideally. But no, it’s a book where the mystery is solved by someone who isn’t a professional detective. Everything’s wrapped up by the end and none of the main characters die. It was great for my anxiety. There’s no violence on the page—or sex, actually, which is kind of a bummer—and they usually take place in a small town or quaint seaside village. And they have these fantastic titles. Like The Quiche of Death, where a baking contest judge gets poisoned, or Live and Let Chai, about a tea shop owner framed for the murder of a customer.” I think about this for a moment. “They’re not all food puns, but a lot of them are.”

			He’s just watching me, an unreadable expression on his face.

			“What is it?”

			“I haven’t seen you light up like this in a while,” he says. “You really love them.”

			Suddenly self-conscious, I turn my head away from him slightly. “They’re comforting, and they’re fun, and they’re absurdly addictive. You always know the villain’s going to get caught in the end. But you know. I mostly just read them now.”

			“Why’d you stop writing?” he asks. “Fiction, I mean.”

			A deep breath—because I had a feeling this was coming. “I haven’t stopped, exactly. I’m just on a very long break.” I knot my fingers together, play with the bedspread, fluff my pillow. All while he waits for me to continue. “It’s the same old story, the same reason most people stop doing something they love—it wasn’t practical. Trying to get published would have meant leaving so much up to chance. It made better sense as a hobby, but once I decided to focus on journalism . . . that hobby sort of faded away.” I shake my head, because I let it go a long time ago. “But that was okay. Because I could do what I loved and still get a steady paycheck.”

			Except the paychecks are rarely steady, and I’ve been stuck telling other people’s stories instead of my own for so long.

			“Besides,” I continue. “I feel like I know too much about publishing at this point, and it’s all about living at least a year in the future. You’re always looking at the endgame and not the process. It can be easy to forget to enjoy writing.”

			As I say it, I realize it’s true. That it used to be a passion, but now it’s simply a job.

			His face falls. “You’re not enjoying this?”

			“No, no, no,” I rush to say. “This is actually the first time I’ve enjoyed it in a couple years.” When his features soften, that concerning feeling from our night with the vibrator comes back, full force. The way he tucked a finger beneath my chin and kissed me so gently—in that moment, it was almost too easy to forget that what we’re doing isn’t real.

			“I can honestly say,” he starts, placing his bowl of soup on the nightstand and fidgeting with the sheets, “that this is the most fun I’ve had on tour in a while.”

			“I’m guessing that might have something to do with what’s been happening in our hotel rooms?”

			Finn laughs, this open, brassy sound that I’ve come to learn is his true laugh. Not the one he reserves for panels, the one with slightly sharper edges. This one is smoother. Softer. “Sure, I won’t discount that. But I might have been talking about myself when I was saying that I haven’t gotten out much lately. It’s usually me and the hotel and maybe some room service, if I’m feeling adventurous.”

			His eyes have started drooping, his words coming out more slurred. The medication is doing its job. “That’s the way it is,” he says with an uncoordinated flick of his hand. “And I know this book might come out and nothing will change, but . . .”

			“It will,” I say firmly, believing not just in the quality of my writing but in the story he has to tell. Because I really, truly do.

			“Sometimes I wonder. After all these years, if I’m clinging to relevance just like everyone else. I’m just doing it a slightly different way.” Now he’s sinking back into the pillow, no longer able to hold his head up. “Is anyone even gonna care about that nonprofit? Because . . . I’m kind of a nobody.”

			“That’s just patently untrue. We spent three hours watching nobody defend Oakhurst University. Which has a shockingly high number of student deaths for such a small school.” My attempt at levity earns me a small quirk of his mouth. “Look, I’ve already learned more about OCD than I ever thought I would. You have something important to say, and for a lot of people, this is going to be the first time they read about it. For others, maybe it’ll be the first time someone’s given words to something they’re going through. And maybe that’ll be the push they need to get help—the knowledge that they’re not alone.”

			He nods slowly, taking all of this in. “Thank you. For all of this,” he says, reaching to give my arm a haphazard pat, not quite making it. “I mean it. I’d probably be a husk of a human being by now if it weren’t for you.”

			The way he says it makes me wonder whether anyone else has taken care of him like this before.

			Whether he’s let them.

			“Of course,” I say, my throat suddenly dry.

			His head lolls to one side of the pillow, and it’s clear those meds are stronger than either of us thought. “Chandler, Chandler, Chandler. I must be hell to work with. I can hardly believe you’re putting up with me.”

			“It’s the paycheck, mostly.”

			His eyes open wider and he looks at me hard, the weight of his gaze pinning me in place. “I reeeeeally shouldn’t tell you this, but . . . I know someone who has a crush on you.”

			He says this in a singsong, like we’re at fourth grade recess and he’s relaying a message from a friend.

			“Ha, ha,” I say. “Well, we don’t have many mutual friends, so—”

			“It’s me,” he clarifies, holding up his thumb and forefinger. “Just an itty bitty crush when we first met.”

			“I did, too. That’s kind of why I went back to your hotel room.”

			His grin deepens, and he wags that finger back and forth. “After that,” he says. “Not just that first time. A little bit in Portland, too, and maybe also Arizona.” A wrinkle of his nose. “I know we’re supposed to be professionals, but maybe . . . maybe also right now, too.”

			I crane my neck to look over at the desk, hoping he won’t notice the way my cheeks are heating up. “How much of that medicine did you take?”

			“I’m serious, Chandler Cohen.” He rolls closer to me in bed, his long lashes and freckles and mess of hair. Even with his eyes beginning to droop, he’s still stunning.

			“But—but you can’t,” I say, as though simply denying it will make it untrue. You can’t and we’ll rewind to thirty seconds ago, back when our relationship still made sense. Because that wasn’t how this was supposed to work.

			It takes every ounce of strength in me to scoot to the edge of the bed, so violently that I nearly fall off. It’s not real. It’s purely chemical, his brain convincing him that he feels something for the person he’s sleeping with. There should have been a warning on those meds: do not mix with oxytocin.

			Despite the fact that we’ve seen each other naked a handful of times now, his words linger, wrapping around my heart and setting down roots there, where they could grow into something even more invasive. There’s a terrifying sweetness to them, an innocence that isn’t always there when our hotel room doors are locked.

			Maybe also right now, too.

			“Can’t, schmant.” He seems to get another burst of energy, sitting up in bed. “You’re just . . . so smart. So nice. And you wear socks when you shouldn’t and take me to sex shops and read books about people killing each other with poisoned pastries.” He looks up at me with this fierce vulnerability, one that makes my heart swell in my chest. “And you’re beautiful and adorable and cute, and I guess some of those mean the same thing, but I stand by it. I have this monster crush on you, and there it is.” He flings his arms out, punctuating the whole thing with a wide, loopy grin.

			Then he yawns, drops back to the pillow, and immediately falls asleep.

			Well . . . fuck.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			chapter

			sixteen

			MIAMI, FL

			Maddy DeMarco’s face grins back at me from a Staff Picks table at the airport bookstore. Taunting me. New York Times Bestseller! declares the new gold sticker on the cover.

			“Chandler?” Finn calls.

			With a sigh, I leave Maddy behind and hurry to catch our flight.

			The Miami con is massive, but I have to admit, they’re starting to blur together a bit. More autographs, another panel, another line of fans waiting to meet their favorite fictional biology major unequivocally devoted to his werewolf girlfriend.

			Any moment I’m not scribbling away at our first draft, I’m frantically refreshing the Alaska Airlines flight tracker. Because last night, I beamed out an SOS to Noemie before I even made it back to my room, Finn’s confession doing acrobatics in my chest.

			“I know it’s a six-hour flight and you have a million things to do and—”

			“Chandler,” she said calmly, a welcome contrast to the chaos in my brain. “It doesn’t matter. I’m coming. First thing tomorrow morning.” This was PR problem-solving Noemie, and maybe that’s the version of her I need.

			All morning, I’ve tried to explain it away. It was the medication messing with him, or maybe he meant it in a different way—like, You’re crushing it! Or he was just being polite. Everyone knows you tell someone you have a crush on them when they take care of you while you’re sick. That’s just etiquette.

			One small blessing is that Finn doesn’t seem to remember much of what we talked about after my cozy mystery diatribe, or if he does, he’s doing an incredible job hiding it. I, on the other hand, am an absolute mess, made all the messier by the fact that our next stop is Reno, where I’ll be meeting his mother and his childhood best friend.

			Nothing about last night made sense. If anything, I should find him less attractive today, but that’s unfortunately not true. I shouldn’t have blushed this morning when he knocked on my hotel room door with a cup of coffee as a thank-you for taking care of him.

			Because either of us having feelings for each other would be nothing short of disastrous.

			Crushes fade, I remind myself as Finn poses for photos, grinning and generally being charming as hell. Crushes fade, and we already cemented this as a casual relationship. If it became anything more and ended badly, it might harm our working relationship, too, and I’d never forgive myself for jeopardizing a job like that.

			We’ll go our separate ways when the book is done, anyway. No attachments. No feelings.

			“Could you make it out to Noemie? That’s N-o-e—”

			“Nome?” The sound that comes out of my mouth can only be compared to a pterodactyl screech. I leap out of my chair, its legs squealing against the linoleum floor. There she is, the last person in the signing line, grinning back at me. “You made it!”

			I nearly knock over a stack of Finnegan Walsh headshots in my attempt to hug her. No shock, she looks extremely put together even after a six-hour flight, dark hair in a low ponytail and not a single crease in her linen pants. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. I love you.” When I release her, she’s gazing at Finn with what might as well be heart-eyes.

			“This is the famous Noemie,” Finn says, and my cousin looks like she might faint.

			“You told him about me?” she stage-whispers.

			“Only the embarrassing things.” And I mentioned she was flying in, of course, white-lying that she had some spontaneous time off and wanted some sun.

			Finn extends a hand. “Pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

			“Icantbelieveyourereal,” she says in one breath. “I was trying to play it cool when I was in line just now, but . . . oh my god. You’re him. I mean, he’s you. And you’re about a hundred times cuter in person. Not that you aren’t cute on TV. I mean—” She inhales, trying to collect herself, a blush tingeing her cheeks. “Wow. This is why I shouldn’t be let out of the house.”

			Finn laughs. “Thank you. I’m actually quite glad you left the house.”

			“I’ve been trying to get Chandler to watch The Nocturnals for years,” Noemie continues, straightening her posture to her full height. “When she told me she was meeting you, I nearly died. I’ve always felt that Hollywood never properly recognized you. You should have been getting better roles. More challenging, more interesting roles.”

			Finn throws a pointed look my way. “It’s so nice to finally be around someone who appreciates my talent.” It’s a testament to said talent that he’s able to say this with a straight face.

			“Oh please,” I say with a roll of my eyes, waving an arm around the room. “What do you think all of this is?”

			Finn bites back a grin before he returns his attention to my slowly melting cousin. “Chandler told me you’re really into subscription boxes,” he says, and Noemie bobs her head in a nod. He takes out his phone, swipes through some photos. “I did one of those for cocktails a few years ago. That’s the only reason I have a somewhat decent cart.”

			“I’ve gotten that one! It’s great.”

			The two of them start comparing their monthly boxes, chattering away. This whole thing is surreal, my best friend and my . . . whatever Finn is. Collaborator doesn’t sound quite right, and yet neither does anything else. Everything Noemie doesn’t know about the two of us.

			Because this SOS also means I need to tell Noemie what’s really happening on this trip.

			“They’re doing a private screening of the finale tomorrow, two parts back-to-back, with commentary from me and Cooper,” Finn is saying. “If you’re still in town, I have VIP tickets . . .”

			Noemie gapes at him. “Are you serious? That would be amazing. More than amazing. Thank you!”

			This shouldn’t surprise me—Finn is a kind person. Generous. And yet this offer sparks a strange tug in my chest.

			One that makes me even more grateful she’s here.
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			Noemie and I spend the evening at the beach, squinting at the sun and drinking watery cocktails. The space away from Finn helps me breathe a little easier, but it hasn’t brought me any more clarity.

			“I can’t believe you were able to get the time off,” I say as I put on the hat I bought for five dollars on the boardwalk. Back in Seattle, I’d be wearing at least five layers. “Unless . . .” I break off with a gasp. “Does this mean you finally quit?”

			She pretends to be very interested in adjusting her sunbed. “Not exactly,” she says. “I, um, took on two new clients?”

			“Noemie.”

			Her sad smile reminds me of how she looked when she told me she wasn’t going to study journalism anymore. That public relations was a better fit for her, and the journalism job market terrified her. “I know. I’m going to do it. After this project. I swear.” She takes a sip of her margarita. “So. Spill it. I know you didn’t ask me to fly out here just because you miss me.”

			I wait a moment, worrying the frayed edge of my towel before dropping it in the sand beneath us. The beach has emptied out a bit, families collecting their sunburned children and twentysomethings trading the ocean for Miami nightlife. “It’s complicated.” All day, this secret has felt too heavy, and suddenly I feel like I might collapse with the weight of it. A few deep, cleansing breaths, the kind we learned how to do when Noemie dragged me to aerial yoga last year. “Do you remember the guy I hooked up with in September? Right before I met Finn and took this job?”

			“The worst sex of your life.”

			“Right. And remember how I had no idea who Finn was at first . . .” I trail off, hoping she’ll connect the dots so I don’t have to say it out loud.

			Her eyes grow wide as she twists in her chair. “No. No. That’s not—tell me they weren’t the same person, Chandler.”

			I drape my towel over my head. “He gave me a fake name. Neither of us knew who the other was until that lunch in Seattle.”

			“You slept with Oliver Huxley,” she says slowly. “Holy. Shit.”

			“There was absolutely nothing holy about it,” I say, my voice half muffled by the towel.

			She reaches forward, snatching the towel away and shaking her head in disbelief. “I’m sorry, my brain is rewriting everything it’s ever assumed about Finn Walsh, cinnamon roll nerd of my dreams. This is absolutely devastating.”

			“It’s been killing me, not telling anyone.”

			“And you still wanted to work on this book? It’s been okay? Because as much as I’ve missed you, I’ve been really, really happy that you’re doing this.”

			I chew on my straw, wondering what that means specifically. “We agreed we weren’t going to talk about it, that it was firmly in the past. But then I wound up telling him what that night was like for me, and it evolved into this joke that maybe wasn’t a joke at all, about me helping him improve his technique in bed. And, well . . .”

			“You’re giving Finnegan Walsh sex tips?” Noemie nearly falls off her sunbed. “I’ve never been happier or more shocked to be related to you.”

			“And I’ve never been thirstier in my entire life. It’s like the more we’re together, the more I want to be with him. It’s a terrible, horny paradox. Is this the stupidest thing I’ve ever done?”

			“Aside from the questionable ethics of the two of you working together . . . I don’t know. I’d never judge you, except when you were going through your JNCO jeans phase.”

			“And I deserved that.”

			Her voice turns gentle, none of that frantic energy from a few minutes ago. “You’re being safe, right?” she asks, and I nod. “I’m sorry, I’m never recovering from this.”

			“You’re going to have to, because I need advice.” I give the dregs of my piña colada a poke with my straw, summoning all my courage again. I didn’t realize how badly I needed this. “A couple nights ago, he told me he had a crush on me. While high on cold meds. And he doesn’t seem to remember saying it, so I don’t know if that means I should just forget about it, too? Because I seem physiologically incapable of doing that.”

			Noemie’s quiet for a few moments. “Do you have feelings for him?” There’s no judgment there, only a gentle curiosity.

			I think back to that first night in Seattle. How I hadn’t had that kind of immediate spark with someone . . . well, ever.

			“It almost doesn’t matter,” I say quietly, “because it’s not like this can go anywhere in the long term. He doesn’t date outside the industry, and the book has to be our first priority.”

			Plus, the sting from Wyatt’s rejection is still a little too fresh. Even if it’s a relief that I haven’t thought about him in a while—at least, not in the lying-awake-at-night kind of way—I don’t know if my heart is ready to go through that again.

			“I’m going to say something, and I don’t want you to get mad about it.” She examines a sunburn blooming on her forearm. “I’m sure I could say the same thing about myself, but I think sometimes you avoid taking risks.”

			I expected her to give me some kind of encouragement, like But you’re kind of in the industry, or press me for not actually answering her question, so it takes me a few moments to come up with a response.

			“That’s valid. It’s part of the reason I took this project. My parents were worried about this trip. You were worried about this trip. And yeah, maybe I’ve lived in the same place my whole life, with the same people. Maybe I tried to have a relationship with one of my best friends and it massively backfired. But this is the longest I’ve been away from home, pretty much on my own, and I’m happy, Nome. No anxiety attacks, no existential loneliness. I even do my full skincare routine on most days.” With a flutter of my lashes, I place my hands beneath my chin, showing off my almost-blemish-free face. “I’m functioning. Thriving, one could say.”

			“All of that’s great,” she says. “But that’s not entirely what I meant. Ever since your layoff, things have been hard. I get it. You’re spending your career writing under other people’s names instead of your own. I’m sure some people love ghostwriting, but I know you’re not happy. When was the last time you opened up your book?”

			I know she doesn’t mean it to, but the question strikes a nerve. One that’s been frayed and worn thin over the years. “I open up the document plenty.”

			She lifts her eyebrows. “Then when was the last time you worked on it?”

			I go quiet, eyes trained on the dusky blue strip of horizon.

			“When we were little, I just remember that being the happiest you ever were,” she continues, and I get a flash of memory. Noemie was always my first reader, and I loved printing out a chapter, running across the street to show her. She’d never edit me, never critique—she’d just tell me she wanted more. “I love seeing you out here, and I know you’re going to write a fantastic book. I just wonder if sometimes you hold yourself back from things you know you want. That’s all.”

			I’m not sure why everyone in my life is intent on bringing up my past. I’ve moved on from it—Noemie should be able to do the same. Maybe ghostwriting isn’t the dream job, but it’s much less scary than trying to pivot to something I have no clue whether I can be successful at.

			Still, I allow myself to imagine what it might look like, that career for a different version of myself. Just for a moment. Hours spent brainstorming plot points and building character arcs. Getting lost in my own mystery. A cover. A book signing.

			Holding those pages in my hands and finally feeling proud of something I’ve created.

			How hard it would be to just take that risk, close my eyes, and leap.

			“I get it,” I say, even if I’m saying it through slightly gritted teeth. “I’m glad you’re here. Love you.”

			She throws her arm around my shoulders. “Love you even more now that I know your deep, dark secret.”

			As we pack our bags and head back to the hotel, I can’t stop thinking about how Noemie’s right: my collaboration with Finn has an expiration date, and the painful truth is that I have absolutely no idea what to do when I get there. This project was supposed to help me figure it out.

			If that’s true, then I’m not sure why I feel further away from an answer than ever before.

		

	
		
			
				THE CATCH ARCHIVES, 2017

				5 COZY MYSTERIES TO READ THIS SEASON

				by Chandler Cohen

				I love a cozy mystery. A regular person gets to solve a crime, be a badass, and maybe fall in love by the end. The best part is that you can feel like you’re unraveling the mystery right alongside the main character, which leads to a supremely satisfying ending for both of you. Whether you’re new to the genre or a seasoned reader, here are five of my faves—perfect to curl up with this winter!

				
					Knit One, Kill Two by C.B. Marquez

					The first in the Briar Beach Knitting Club mystery series finds one of the shop’s most valued customers strangled by a skein of yarn.

					Schmeared to Death by Rose Rubin

					In a small New England town, a cook is poisoned when someone tampers with his world-famous cream cheese. Bagel puns abound.

					Overdue and Underground by Toya LeGrand

					A librarian finds a dead body in her library basement, a nearby open book containing clues to the murder, which she solves with the help of a charming patron.

					Berried Alive by Natalie Chang

					A pastry chef investigates a murder at her small town’s annual strawberry festival. Bonus jam recipes included.

					Murder, She Wrote starring the one and only Angela Lansbury

					I’m cheating a little here because it’s a TV show, but you know what, there was a spin-off book series, and the protagonist is a mystery writer, so I say it counts. Jessica Fletcher is an icon and I will hear no arguments against her.
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			chapter

			seventeen

			RENO, NV

			I thought it would be warmer.”

			“Common misconception about Reno,” Finn says as we get out of the car in front of his mom’s house. I pull my jacket tighter. “It’s not Vegas. We’re in the desert right up against the Sierra Nevadas. Summers are scorching and winters are cold and snowy.” He peeks down at my feet. “Cactus socks today?”

			“I wanted to be on theme.”

			Noemie stayed for a couple more days, working remote, through the VIP screening and another panel. Yesterday afternoon, I said goodbye to her before we flew to Nevada, and Finn humored her by taking no fewer than a thousand selfies and then made her the happiest I’ve ever seen by giving her a ticket to December’s reunion taping.

			“Noemie’s really great,” he said this morning on the plane. “I can see why you two are close.”

			“She was definitely more excited to see you than me. But I forgive you.”

			A pause, and then he asked: “You told her, didn’t you?” The look I gave him must have communicated my shock. “I’m not mad,” he clarified, holding up a hand. “I kind of figured you would.”

			“She won’t say a word. I swear to god.”

			“I trust you,” he said, and for some reason, those three words sent an odd shiver up my spine. We haven’t hooked up since Memphis, and I’m no longer sure whether I’m missing it or grateful for the distance. Probably both.

			After the conversation with Noemie, I’ve decided to try my best to forget Finn’s drugged confession. It’s simply safer for all of us.

			I see the Chihuahuas first, a whole pack of them on the front porch, as a middle-aged woman with chin-length dark hair approaches the car.

			“Finnegan!” she calls, the dogs trotting along behind her, tails going wild, a tornado of black and white and tan.

			Finn scoops up one of the dogs as he gives his mom a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Mom, hi. How many did you adopt since I last saw you?”

			She makes an exaggerated pout. “Only one,” she says before stage-whispering to me, “Two.”

			A white one is at my heels, and I bend down to give him some love. “This is, um, a lot of dogs,” I say stupidly.

			“They’re all rescues,” Finn’s mom says. “I started with one, and then I thought it might be nice if she had someone to play with and, well, it kind of spiraled from there. Now I can’t imagine life without them.” She picks up two of them. “Isn’t that right? You manipulated me with your tiny noses and perfect little paws.” Then she extends a hand to me. “Sondra. Pleasure to meet you.”

			“Chandler. Thanks so much for having us.”

			Finn is scratching his dog under the chin, dropping kisses onto its head. “That’s it. I’m really not going back to LA this time.”

			“Tell me that again when they wake you up at six in the morning for breakfast.” Sondra fusses with his hair for a moment. “Did you pay someone to make it look like this?”

			“Yes. Probably too much,” he says, and then to me: “She gave me bowl cuts at home for a solid two years, so I can’t fully trust her opinion.”

			“And every little old lady at synagogue complimented you,” she says, patting his cheek.

			“Please tell me you have pictures,” I say, and Sondra assures me she does.

			After his mom introduces the dogs, Freddie and Waffles and Moose and Galileo and Duchess, we make our way into the house. It’s a homey one-story ranch style with bright patterned curtains and plush, cozy furniture. His mom flits about the kitchen, getting out glasses of water and arranging a plate of cookies on the table. They’re not normal cookies, though—they’re an absolute monstrosity of dough, chocolate chunks, M&M’s, nuts, and marshmallows. I try to mentally capture every detail, wanting to do this place justice in our chapters about Finn’s childhood.

			His eyes light up. “You remembered.”

			“Of course. Every time,” she says, looking pleased. I sense there’s some kind of inside joke here.

			“We made these all the time when I was a kid,” Finn explains. “Kitchen sink cookies. As in, everything but the. To this day, they’re my favorite cookie. Favorite dessert, period.” He picks up a napkin, uses it to reach for the cookie. His mom doesn’t even blink at this.

			To his credit, the cookies are excellent. “Is that a potato chip?” I ask between bites.

			“For extra crunch,” Sondra says. “What are you two planning to do the rest of the day?”

			“I was hoping to show Chandler the lay of the land. My old stomping grounds, and all that. For the book,” Finn clarifies. “And we can’t miss your Shabbat service Saturday morning.”

			“Perfect. I’ll try to be on my best behavior. How’s the book coming along?”

			Finn and I trade a glance. “Chandler’s making me seem much more fascinating than I actually am.”

			“You’re plenty fascinating,” I insist, unsure why his gaze on me in this moment, in this house, is bringing heat to my cheeks. I turn to Sondra, which seems much safer, and while I have a hundred questions for her about the man I’ve spent the last month on the road with, I suddenly have no idea where to start. “Were you surprised when he decided he wanted to be an actor?”

			After taking another cookie, Sondra leans back against the kitchen counter. “A little, mostly because I was worried about how unstable it might be. But he always had a flair for the dramatic. Even before he took theater in school, sometimes he’d act out scenes in his favorite books over dinner.”

			Finn runs a hand down his face, groaning. “I’d completely forgotten about that.”

			“Then you also must have forgotten that I filmed some of them.”

			Even more groaning.

			“That’s adorable,” I say. “Did you use the salt and pepper shakers as props? Or maybe you did voices for your silverware?”

			“Now you’re just being cruel. And yes. Yes, I did.” Then he turns back to his mom, who’s smiling at this exchange in a way that makes me want to assure her nothing is happening between her son and me. Nothing that isn’t casual, at least. “You’ll be the first to read it, I promise. After our editor.”

			Sondra places an arm on his shoulder. “You know you can write anything you want about me. I just . . . well, I worry. Once it’s out there, it’s out there. You want to make sure you’re comfortable with what you’re telling people—you don’t get to take it back.”

			Finn swallows a bite of cookie. “I know,” he says quietly, eyes flashing to mine for one brief moment. “That’s what I’m figuring out.”

			He gives me a tour of the house, and I linger on the family photographs. His dad is notoriously absent; instead there are photos of Finn as a toddler, elementary schooler, teenager. There is the promised bowl cut, which is somehow more adorable than it has any right to be. Those little old Jewish ladies were right. I watch him get braces and have them taken off, endure poor fashion choices, and pose with his costars. Then there are photos of his mom with her friends, with her dogs—all of which have their own bed with their name embroidered on it.

			Then he pauses outside his room. “Before we go inside,” he says, voice serious. “I need you to know that I was deeply obsessed with Lord of the Rings as a child.”

			“I already know that. In fact, it was one of the first things you told me.”

			“Yes, but knowing it and seeing it are two very different things.” His face has turned grim. “You’re at the foot of Mount Doom. It’s not too late to turn back.”

			Gently, I push at his chest. “You’re being melodramatic—I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

			With a defeated shrug, he reaches for the doorknob. “Remember, you asked for this.”

			My mouth falls open.

			“Please just tell me what’s going through your head right now,” Finn says from behind me. “I’m not sure I can handle the silence.”

			“Well, to start, I’m thinking we have to rewrite the whole book. Scrap everything we have.”

			He hangs his head, faux somber. “I was afraid of that.”

			It is an absolute shrine to Middle-earth. Movie posters cover the walls, along with handwritten scrolls of paper with Elvish translations. A shelf of action figures, a miniature Orc army. I stride through the room, walking toward his Tolkien-stuffed bookshelf. As much as I’m teasing him about this, I also truly love it. That passion, the one he has, the one I’ve been chasing. There’s something so meaningful about being able to see someone in their element. I imagine a young Finn running lines, dreaming of living among Elves and then later of Hollywood.

			Hiding from his father.

			Plotting his escape.

			Then I spot a pair of fuzzy brown slippers peeking out from the closet.

			“Oh my god. Is that a Hobbit costume?”

			“Aaaaaand we’re leaving,” he says, doing his best to shoulder me toward the hall.

			“Does it still fit? Can you try it on? I promise I’ll never ask for anything ever again—”

			I’m still laughing when he shuts the door behind us.
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			The official Finnegan Walsh tour of Reno takes us past his elementary, middle, and high schools and through the casino-dotted downtown, with a stop at what he declares is the good Taco Bell.

			“Used to hang out here on weekends all the time,” he says when we park at a strip mall. He points at a Barnes & Noble. Next to it is a game shop with a going out of business sale sign hung across the windows. “There, too. Typical suburban kid in the late nineties/early aughts.”

			“Not a terrible way to grow up.” I take a bite of my bean burrito, then tear open a hot sauce packet and drizzle on some more.

			“It wasn’t,” he agrees. “Everyone was nice enough, and I never really felt a pull toward Vegas. Plus, we’re less than an hour from Lake Tahoe.”

			“You come out here often?”

			“Not often enough,” he says. “Every few months or so. And I always do the Reno con—it’s the first one I ever went to as a fan.” He gazes out at the parking lot. “There are good memories here, but some not-so-great ones, too. I can’t erase my dad completely.”

			“I’m so sorry. You deserved so much better than that.”

			If we were different people, I’d reach over and place a hand on his. Reassure him more than I can do in my capacity as ghostwriter.

			Because that’s all I am, I unwrap another burrito.

			By the time we make it back to Finn’s mom’s, it’s nearly nine o’clock and my body’s stuck in another time zone. Sondra’s at the kitchen table, fine-tuning her address for Saturday’s Shabbat service, Galileo in her lap and the others perched on blankets and dog beds in the adjacent living room. Tomorrow will be a writing day, and then Saturday will be packed: services, con, meeting up with Finn’s friends.

			My eyes are heavy, but I don’t want to assume I’m sleeping here just because Finn is, so I left my suitcase in the hallway. “Sorry, could I get the address for an Uber?” I ask.

			Finn pauses at the kitchen sink, where he’s been inspecting a glass of water before filling it. “What do you need an Uber for?”

			“Oh—a hotel?”

			“Don’t be silly,” Sondra says. “You’ll stay here with us. We have a guest room made up already.”

			“I don’t want to intrude.”

			Sondra gives me her best mom-side-eye. “Honey. You’re not intruding. Besides, isn’t this better than a cold, soulless hotel?”

			“Stay,” Finn says, and then adds, “please,” with a heart-melting smile all his directors must have loved.

			It’s strange, how sweet the word stay sounds in his voice. The way it makes those roots deepen in my chest.

			Just as quickly as the thought occurred to me, I brush it off. Hux must have said it in one of his scenes, and that’s why it’s making me react this way—I’m certain of it.
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			I’m less certain Saturday morning, after a full day of writing during which we finish rough drafts of two chapters, when Finn dons a yarmulke at the synagogue entrance and it’s unfairly attractive. I have to bite back a smile, half because I’m not used to seeing him in one and half because I don’t think a kippah should inspire these kinds of feelings.

			Sondra told me yesterday that the congregation skews older and the temple is very bare bones, without much funding, but it has a charm to it. As a kid, I went with my parents to temple only for the High Holidays, a tradition Noemie and I have tried to maintain as adults. But I haven’t been to services in a few years, mostly because my deadlines always felt more important. Now I can’t remember why I thought I couldn’t put aside my work for just a couple hours every week.

			There’s nothing like feeling at home inside a synagogue, this immediate sense of belonging. As Rabbi Zlotnick, Sondra has a natural magnetism in the way she speaks. I’ve found that no matter how long I’m away from temple, the prayers come back to me with almost no effort, as if they were imprinted on me a long time ago.

			What strikes me the most, though, is when I glance next to me and find Finn’s lips moving along—because of course they are. He grew up with this the way I did.

			We were raised on these same songs, spoke this same language. It’s like discovering we have the same favorite book, and not only that, but that we love all the same parts—that we’ve highlighted and underlined them and folded over pages when we probably should have been using bookmarks.

			When we retreat to the foyer for snacks, Finn introduces me around.

			“Is that Finnegan?” asks an elderly woman in a mauve floral dress.

			He shines a genuine smile on her. “Hi, Mrs. Haberman. Shabbat shalom.”

			“Shabbat shalom,” she says, giving him a hug. “All of us were whispering before the service, wondering who your lovely companion is.”

			“This is my friend Chandler Cohen. Chandler, this is Ruth Haberman.”

			“Your friend,” Mrs. Haberman says, a glint in her eyes as I shake her hand.

			Some version of this repeats a few more times, with Mr. Barr, Mr. Lowenstein, and Mrs. Frankel, a woman who tells me she taped every episode of The Nocturnals on her old VHS player.

			“Going to be worth a lot of money someday,” she says, and he just shakes his head, giving me the impression they’ve had this joke for years.

			“Everyone here really loves you,” I say once we have a few moments to ourselves. We’ve filled small paper plates with carrots and hummus, challah and jam.

			“Don’t sound so surprised. I’m very lovable.”

			I roll my eyes. “You know what I mean. You have this whole community here.”

			He pierces a grape with a plastic fork. “I’m lucky,” he says simply. “I grew up going here, and when my mother decided to go to rabbinical school, this was the only congregation she wanted to lead. Even though it’s not as swanky as the new temple on the other side of town. So I really have known all these people forever.”

			“I had no idea,” I say, taking a bite of challah. “There isn’t much online about your religion.”

			“Ah. It’s strange, having a name that isn’t Jewish coded.”

			“Walsh is your dad’s name?”

			And he gives me this look, like he can’t believe he hasn’t explained this to me yet. “No—it’s a stage name. Finn has always been real, but I legally changed my last name in my twenties. My dad’s last name, the one I grew up with, was Callahan, and my first manager told me Finnegan Callahan was too much of a mouthful to be booking anything. Too many consonants.” A grimace. “But I haven’t been Finn Callahan in years. I have about zero attachment to it. I’ve been waiting, actually, to be Finn Walsh longer than I was Finn Callahan, and it’s coming up. A few more years. One less connection to my dad.”

			“I’m glad.”

			“When I decided to change my name, I spent a lot of time thinking about whether I wanted one that was visibly Jewish or not. And every so often, I wonder if I made the right choice,” he says. “I’ve been pretty safe from antisemitism, but now . . . I don’t know.”

			Without my voice recorder, I try to commit his words to memory. His Judaism is important to him: the community, the traditions, the history. The chapter that starts with an image of that menorah in the background of Ms. Mistletoe is going to be an absolute knockout—I’ll settle for nothing less.

			“Speaking as someone with a name that’s instantly recognizable as Jewish, it’s a mixed bag. I love that immediate connection I can have with someone because of it, but on the other hand . . .” I think back to a listicle I wrote back at The Catch, “Eight Unexpectedly Jewish Movies to Watch This Hanukkah”—a fluff piece, really, something that should have been innocent—where the comments had to be turned off when they veered antisemitic, which usually doesn’t take too long when you’re visibly Jewish online. Horrifying images started showing up in my DMs and I had to lock my social media accounts for weeks. I tell him this, and he shakes his head, disgusted.

			“Fucking horrible,” he mutters. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

			I attempt to shrug it off, because I accepted it long ago as a side effect of moving through the world with my last name. But then I stop myself. “Yeah,” I say. Firmly. Solidly. “It was fucked up.”

			An older man stops by our table, asks if he can take a photo for his granddaughter.

			Before we get up, Finn places a hand on my wrist again, a whisper of contact before he drops his arm back to his side. “Chandler? In case I haven’t said it lately, I’m really glad you’re the one writing this book.”
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			chapter

			eighteen

			RENO, NV

			The con that afternoon passes in a blur of capes and Sharpie ink. Afterward, we wind up at a karaoke bar where the bouncer scrutinizes my ID with its February 29 birth date for a few extra moments, something I got used to years ago and that Finn finds hilarious. It’s a dive with neon signs and crackly speakers and, most important, Finn’s best friend from high school. Krishanu is tall, Indian American, with wavy dark hair beneath a Reno Aces cap. He’s a high school English teacher, and his boyfriend, Derek, a white guy wearing a college sweatshirt and easy grin, coaches the school’s football, swimming, and baseball teams. “Budget cuts,” he explains with a shrug.

			Finn seems to relax the instant we slide into a vinyl booth across from them, his shoulders softening. I’ve never seen him this light, this unburdened.

			“It’s been too long,” Krishanu says as a server drops off a foamy pitcher of beer.

			“What, three months?” Finn says. “You really missed me that much?”

			“Nah, I was just being nice. I barely think about you.”

			I learn that Krishanu was also a huge LOTR fan as a kid, one of the things that bonded him and Finn early on, and the most popular part of his class is a unit on Middle-earth.

			“Is he making you regret taking this job yet?” Krishanu asks.

			Finn crosses his arms over his chest with a practiced defiance. “I’ll have you know, I am an utter delight to work with.”

			When I let out a snort, Finn holds a hand to his heart. “No, no, you’re great. Obviously. It’s the best job I’ve ever had.”

			“The sarcasm. It hurts.”

			“The way I’m dying for this book,” Derek says, taking a sip of beer. “When Krish told me he not only knew you but that you’d survived puberty together, I told myself I couldn’t screw things up with us or I’d never get to meet you.”

			I tilt my head toward Finn. “I’m sure Krishanu could write a much more fascinating, scandalous book.”

			“I’d definitely have to go into witness protection if he did that.”

			“You have to tell me what he was like as an awkward teenager,” I say to Krishanu. “Don’t leave out a single pimple.”

			“Unfortunately for you, I’ve always been blessed with flawless skin.”

			“He probably hasn’t told you about the first show he performed in, has he? Eighth grade?” When I shake my head, Krishanu’s smile turns wicked. “Our school was putting on Beauty and the Beast, and he was Cogsworth.”

			“Never mind the fact that I can’t sing,” Finn puts in and I assume he’s just being modest.

			“Anyway, we didn’t have a huge budget, so his costume was essentially just this big, kind of flimsy piece of cardboard painted like a clock that he wore. And during the last performance, right in the middle of ‘Be Our Guest,’ a dancing napkin stumbled into him and tore it right off.”

			“Oh no,” I say. “Please tell me he was wearing something underneath.”

			“Just a pair of boxer briefs with elves on them.”

			“That definitely doesn’t need to go in the book,” Finn says with a groan, dropping his head to the table.

			“Oh, it’s already there. It’s chapter one.”

			Krishanu meets Finn’s gaze with a quirk of one eyebrow. Finn gives a slight but firm shake of his head, and I get the feeling I know exactly what conversation I’ve just witnessed. Are you two—? And Finn immediately shutting it down.

			I’m not sure why it makes a pit settle in my stomach. We’re not a couple. We’re colleagues who are also sleeping together, which is a bit more difficult to communicate with eyebrow twitches.

			“Enough about me,” Finn says. “You two just closed on a house?”

			Derek nods. “It’s a bit of a fixer-upper, but we’re excited about it.”

			“We’ll see if we still feel that way after we knock out the attic to add a second bedroom,” Krishanu says.

			When his name is called for karaoke, Krishanu gets up to sing “Werewolves of London,” much to Finn’s horror, really going hard on the howls. Derek and I chime in on a few, Finn burying his head in his hands and swearing that he’ll never speak to any of us again. Derek goes next with a solid rendition of No Doubt’s “Don’t Speak.” Then Finn looks at me, a challenge in his eyes.

			“I’ll do it if you do,” he says.

			I glance at the stage. I don’t have nearly enough alcohol in me for this to be a comfortable proposition. “That’s not fair, you’re . . . confident. You do this professionally.”

			“Sing? Absolutely not.”

			“And with good reason,” Krishanu puts in.

			Finn’s gaze is still hard on mine. Insistent.

			“Fine,” I relent. “But you’re going first.”

			Krishanu flexes his hands behind his head as Finn gets up and heads toward the stage. “This’ll be good.”

			With that, I expect Finn to have the voice of an angel, or at least, like, Art Garfunkel. But when he steps up to the microphone, throws us a wink, and starts singing “Come On Eileen,” I have to press my lips together to keep from laughing, though Krishanu and Derek don’t even try to hide it. Because Krishanu was right: Finnegan Walsh is a dreadful singer, and he knows it.

			And he doesn’t seem to care.

			He cradles the microphone like it’s a precious, delicate thing, before whipping it off the stand and strutting across the stage. He’s all in on this song, the audience singing along with him.

			I lean across the table to Krishanu, thinking back to what Finn’s mom said about his dining-table performances. “Was he always like this?”

			He shakes his head. “Not at all. One-on-one, sure, he could be pretty animated. But most of the time when we were kids, he’d be a thousand times more likely to have his head in a book than onstage. It’s been such a trip, watching him become this completely different person.” Then he considers this for a moment, takes a sip of beer. “Although every time he’s back here, it’s like he never left. So maybe he hasn’t changed that much—not in the ways that matter, at least.”

			“How so?”

			“He’s not someone who opens up very easily,” Krishanu explains. “He’s always kept his private life very private. So the fact that he’s doing it with you, letting you see this side of himself . . .”

			“It’s for the book.” I’m almost surprised by how defensive the words sound, especially after that eyebrow quirk Krishanu gave Finn. The one Finn was so quick to shut down.

			Krishanu and Derek exchange an odd glance, the kind honed by couples who’ve been together long enough to communicate without a single word. “Right.”

			Now Finn’s dragging the mic stand across the stage, flicking his hair back, belting the chorus. The audience sings along with him.

			He makes eye contact with me. My thoughts, I confess, verge on dirty. Come on, Eileen.

			A shiver runs through me.

			I like this side of him.

			I might like it a lot.

			The audience goes wild, and Finn dramatically collapses back into the booth, as though the performance simply took all the energy out of him. His hair is askew, body warm. I’m both desperate to get out of the booth and curious what would happen if I inched closer.

			No, no, no, I remind myself, trying to forget about his DayQuil-induced confession. Besides, even if he did have a crush, it’s very possible it’s faded by now. Just because I spent years swooning over Wyatt doesn’t mean Finn’s feelings aren’t mercurial.

			And crush is such an innocent word, isn’t it? It doesn’t have to mean that he spends all his free time thinking about me. It could simply mean that he finds me attractive, which I already know from the time we’ve spent in bed.

			So really, maybe it wasn’t a revelation at all.

			“Remember, you asked for this,” I tell Finn as I head toward the stage, gripping the microphone with trembling hands.

			The last thing I’m expecting when the chords of the Dandy Warhols’ “Bohemian Like You” start—they’re from Portland, I have range—is for my table to let out a whoop. It emboldens me, makes my voice come out slightly less shaky than I’m anticipating.

			It’s not a difficult song, easy enough for my limited vocal range, aside from what I realize is quite an absurd number of woo-ooh-oohs, which my voice cracks on at first. I white-knuckle the microphone, watching Finn and his friends. His eyes barely leave mine, except for when he leans across the table to say something to Krishanu and Derek. When I nail the second chorus, his mouth quirks upward, and it gives me even more confidence.

			When I return to the table and he lassos me for a hug, I’m unsure why my heart is thumping faster than it did while I was onstage.

			I down a few sips of beer as the notes of a Frank Sinatra song start up, and when the elderly man onstage opens his mouth, the whole bar goes quiet.

			“Holy shit,” Krishanu says, because the guy is good. “Putting us all to shame.”

			Finn holds out his hand, and it takes me an extra second to realize he’s holding it out to me. “This feels like the kind of song we can’t not dance to.”

			All around us, that’s what people are doing, including Krishanu and Derek. So I give Finn my hand and let him lead me to the dance floor.

			“This has been really great,” I tell him as his other hand finds the small of my back and I rest my palm on his shoulder. There’s a healthy amount of space between our chests, as though both of us are worried what it might mean if we stood too close. “Meeting your mom. Your friends. I don’t care if it’s recency bias—I think I’m in love with this city.”

			Finn gives me a grin. “That might be the nicest thing someone’s ever said about Reno. And I’m half sure all the little old ladies at synagogue are ready to adopt you.”

			“My parents might take issue with that, but I wouldn’t mind.”

			The older guy croons through a chorus. Another verse.

			“Speaking of . . . how are they? Your parents?”

			I lift my eyebrows at him. “My mom’s starting to get upset with my dad for how many birding books he’s ordered, but they’re doing fine.”

			“Good. Just checking. And now I’m curious how many birding books is too many.” His palm is warm as we sway back and forth, and when he spins me, my face does little to hide my shock. He lowers his voice, his mouth right against my ear. “I may not have moves in the bedroom,” he says, “but on the dance floor . . .”

			“Your bedroom moves are improving.”

			Another spin. “What’s next on the lesson plan?”

			I think back to it, even though I had the thing memorized the night I made it. “It’s more of an elective than core curriculum, but I thought we could work on your dirty talk.”

			“Mine was pretty abysmal, wasn’t it,” he says with a soft groan. “Out with it. I can take it.”

			“It was just . . .” I fumble for the right words. “It didn’t feel personal. Part of it is what you say, and the other is how you say it. Most of it didn’t feel like you were talking directly to me, if that makes sense? You kept saying, ‘Oooh, there it is. Oooh, there it is.’ And it kind of had the same rhythm as—”

			His mouth drops. “That eighties song? ‘Whoomp! (There It Is)’?” When I’m quiet: “Your face says it all.”

			“There was also the part where you referred to my vagina as a separate entity,” I say, working to keep my voice down. “And that doesn’t mean someone else wouldn’t enjoy that kind of dirty talk—with the right person, after the right length of time.”

			“Then teach me,” he says. “Teach me how to dirty talk.”

			I give him an incredulous look. “Here?”

			“I can be quiet if you can.” A quirk of his eyebrow. A challenge.

			The song ends, but before the guy can leave the stage, the audience begs him to do another.

			Neither one of us moves.

			Krishanu and Derek appear next to us, jackets and scarves back on.

			“We’re gonna head out,” Krishanu says, nudging his boyfriend. “This one has swim team practice early tomorrow.”

			“So great to meet you. Truly.” We all exchange hugs, and Finn promises he’ll be back in town as soon as he can. Thanksgiving, he hopes, if he has enough of a break from the circuit.

			All of this dulls my libido, but only slightly. I don’t register the song as we start dancing again, Finn steering us farther from the stage to where the bar is less crowded. It might be another Sinatra or it might be Harry Styles—that’s how distracted I am.

			“Well,” I start, aware of how he’s holding me a little closer than before, his grip on my lower back a little tighter. “As we’ve established, the most important thing is communication. If your partner isn’t into it, you probably want to change things up. Or maybe she won’t be a fan of it at all, and that’s okay, too. You’d talk about that.”

			“Right.”

			“A good place to start is building anticipation. Tell her how you’re feeling about her, what you want to do to her.” This is perfectly fine. Clinical, even. Completely safe. “And you can say actual body parts. Get specific. And when in doubt, there are always some choice words that never really fail.”

			“Which would be . . .”

			“Hard. Tight. Deep. Wet.” Ironically, my throat goes dry, my face heating up. “And so on. A good ‘fuck’ or ‘fucking’ never hurts, either.”

			He nods, silently taking all of this in. “So . . .” His thumb brushes along my spine as he drops his voice. “I’m so fucking hard for you? Something that basic?”

			“Basic, but effective.” And if it really is so basic, I’m not sure why it turns me instantly light-headed, the bar around us blurring while Finn remains in sharp focus.

			“I’m going to make you so fucking wet?”

			Yes. Yes, you are. “That—that works.”

			It feels illicit, talking about this in public, even though no one can hear us. We’ve kept our lessons entirely in the bedroom until now, and I don’t know what it means that they’re spilling over into real life.

			“What would you say to that?” he asks, and then he has the nerve to spin me again. When he brings me back against his chest, his grip is even tighter, breathing shallower.

			Whatever I’m feeling has to be purely scientific, nothing else. The attraction is the simple chemistry of our cells, combined with the fact that we’ve seen each other out of clothes almost as frequently as we have with them on.

			I try to gain back control, rocking my hips against his, savoring this power I have. Digging my nails into his shoulders. “That my panties are damp, and my nipples are aching, and I need to feel you inside me.” I drag out each sentence, speaking as slowly as I can. He’s hard against my stomach, so I press in even closer. “That I’ve been waiting for it all day, dying to take care of myself but knowing you’ll feel even better. But I’m worried I might come too fast when you finally touch me, so you’re going to have to tease me.”

			He swallows down a growl.

			“I’ll want you to go deep,” I continue, not fully recognizing the sound of my voice, “because that’s how I like being fucked. But you can’t start that way. You’re going to have to be gentle with me, even though I’ll be begging you. You think you can handle that?”

			“Chandler.”

			“Then you could tell her how she feels.” I’m certain he can hear my heart thudding against his. “How she tastes.”

			“Mmm.” He seems to collect himself, his face millimeters from mine as his breath whispers across my skin. “I bet you taste so fucking sweet,” he says, mouth grazing my ear. His scent, that mix of earth and spice, utterly jamming my senses. “Ever since Seattle, I’ve been dying to lick you again.”

			The room tilts. My entire body goes weightless. If he weren’t holding me up, I’m not sure I’d trust my legs.

			Suddenly, the audience breaks into applause, and it takes me a few seconds to realize the song has ended.

			I glance back up at Finn. “Should we get out of here?” I ask, and the fierceness in his gaze tells me exactly how he’s feeling.

			He grabs my hand, leading me through the maze of people on the dance floor. As soon as he pays for our drinks, leaving a sizable tip, we trip out into the night, into the skinny alleyway next to the bar. Before I can ask if he wants to find a hotel somewhere, he has me pinned against the wall, chest to chest, hips to hips. Close enough to kiss.

			But he doesn’t. Not yet.

			“I thought I was gonna detonate in there,” he says against my neck, mouth burning a path along my jawline.

			I wrap my arms around his shoulders, holding him closer. Briefly, I’m reminded of our first night in Seattle, outside the bookstore. Only this time, I don’t want to move from this spot.

			“Then we were doing it right.” I scrape my fingers along the back of his neck, up into his hair. “Tell me what else you want to do to me.” I have to make sure he has this down—for the sake of his education.

			He gives me this look that turns me entirely liquid. “Whatever you say, professor.”

			I drag his mouth down to mine, that dirty perfect mouth, swirling my tongue with his. It’s been too long since we kissed, even longer since it felt this desperate.

			“I want to make you come so hard, you beg me to do it again,” he says, kissing my neck. My throat. “I think about it all the time.”

			Fucking hell.

			“Are you going to fuck me with your fingers? Your mouth?”

			“Both,” he says against my skin. “Repeatedly. And often.”

			He slides a knee between my legs, his hands dropping to my hips. An “oh” falls from my mouth as he guides me against his jeans, the seam in mine creating an exquisite kind of friction. Torturous and decadent all at once.

			A sly smile. “Huh. Can’t say I’ve imagined this exact scenario.”

			I laugh, despite how frenzied all of this feels. Then all humor leaves me as the sensation starts to build. I move against him faster, hooking my leg around his hips while he grips my thigh, pressing deeper into me.

			The bulge in his jeans only makes me needier. I tighten my grip around the back of his neck, clutching at his hair, damp with exertion. His warm skin. His scent. He tilts me against him, fingers digging into my ass as we keep up this relentless rhythm. Determination is painted on his face, like not even an apocalypse could break his concentration.

			He must notice my breaths coming quicker because he hoists me higher on his thigh. “That’s it,” he says. “God, I’ve missed you.”

			He doesn’t actually mean he’s missed me—just that he’s missed this. I’d correct him, only I’m no longer able to form words.

			I forget that we’re in public. I forget that I’m working for him and that all of this is starting to get a little confusing. I forget everything except the rush of pleasure between my legs and the adrenaline racing through my veins.

			Then I’m coming apart, everything in me clenching and then bursting with a sudden flash of heat. I turn my face to the side, gasping into the night as he tugs me forward again, mouth working to capture my moan.

			A door opens with a loud creak, and Finn cages my body with his, as though we’ve been caught doing something we shouldn’t. I feel myself shake with silent laughter, grateful he’s holding me up.

			“Shhhh,” he says, right before he dissolves into giggles of his own.

			There’s a thud as someone tosses a bag into a dumpster across the alley, and once the door to the bar swings shut, Finn takes my hand, the two of us panting, laughing, running toward the car as fast as we can.

			I’m worried the drive back to his mom’s place will be full of awkward silence. But as soon as we get into the rental car, Finn rests his hand on my thigh, grinning, like he’s so damn proud of himself he just can’t contain it.

			“You live here,” I whisper as we tiptoe from the car to his front door. “Or lived here. You don’t have to sneak in.”

			“The dogs,” he explains. “Better than any security system.”

			Once we get inside, I brace for a symphony of barking. But it’s just Duchess, an affectionate Chihuahua with three tan paws and one white one, who trots up to us, allows herself to receive some love, and then disappears back down the hall.

			Finn tosses me a wicked, playful look. “Good night,” he says sweetly.

			I just shake my head, biting back a smile. “Good night,” I echo before we turn our separate ways at the end of the hall.

		

	
		
			
				DAD IN TRAINING

			

			
				Season 1, Episode 3: “Dad the Babysitter”

				INT. WILKINS FAMILY LIVING ROOM—DAY

				CHERYL WILKINS arrives home after a weekend away. BOB WILKINS is asleep on the couch, BABY WILL in his lap. ANDY WILKINS rides his scooter around the messy living room while JENNA WILKINS applies makeup to her sleeping father’s face.

				CHERYL

				Honey? Kids? What’s all this?

				BOB

				He wakes with a start, gazing around at the chaos.

				What in the—oh! Why, Cheryl, I have no idea what you mean. And might I say, you are absolutely glowing?

				Break for laugh track.

				ANDY

				In a mechanical voice.

				Dad did a great job watching us. He served us perfectly balanced meals and put us to bed at nine o’clock every night.

				CHERYL

				And how much did he pay you to say that?

				ANDY

				Twenty bucks.

				CHERYL

				She scoops up the baby, who’s started to cry.

				Sweetie, it’s okay, Mommy’s here. Wait. Where’s Laurie? You were supposed to pick her up from dance team practice!

				BOB looks at the camera with an exaggerated guilty shrug.

				ALL

				Daaaaaaad!
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			chapter

			nineteen

			COLUMBUS, OH

			Wolfing it Down: Vegetarian Cooking with Finnegan Walsh.”

			Finn shakes his head. “Absolutely not.”

			“Big Bad Wolf? The Story of the Least Villainous Man on TV.”

			“I think you’re forgetting I didn’t play one of the werewolves.”

			“But it’s much easier to come up with a pun that way.” I tap my fingers on the upright tray table. “I’ve got it. Howl-arious: 101 Finn Walsh–Approved Nerd Jokes.”

			“You’re banned. Banned from making jokes for the next twenty-four hours. At least.”

			I twist in my window seat to take a look up the aisle, toward the front of the plane. “Is it weird that we haven’t left yet?”

			As though I’ve summoned it, a loudspeaker announcement comes on. “Good afternoon, this is your captain speaking. We’re experiencing some weather-related delays, but we should be taking off as soon as we get the signal from air traffic control.”

			I open up my bag and pull out an applesauce pouch. I couldn’t take any more greasy airport food, and this seemed the least likely to make my stomach revolt.

			“I think those are for children,” Finn says. “But I guess it’s fitting, since you’re only seven. Is that what you got at Starbucks when I was in the bathroom?”

			“This is my emotional support applesauce,” I say. “Nowhere on this pouch does it say that it’s for children.”

			“There’s a drawing of a child on it!”

			“Ohhhhh, no, no, that’s actually just a very small adult. But I can see how you would get confused.” I lean into his face and suck hard on the applesauce pouch until he breaks and starts laughing.

			He removes a thick book from his carry-on bag, a Tolkien biography. “Holler if you need me.”

			I might as well take advantage of the delay, so I take out my laptop. Since we left Reno on Monday, the week has been nonstop work. Finn had an overnight trip to LA for some Nocturnals reunion press, while I holed up in Columbus, turning outlines into sketches of chapters. Whenever I struggled with his voice, I played back my recordings, or I texted him a question. He flew back for Comic Expo Ohio, and now we’re on our way to Pittsburgh.

			Slowly, slowly, it’s becoming a book. I’ve always loved this part, watching as a flurry of notes and detached phrases become sentences, paragraphs. It feels a little like magic, expanding on his anecdotes, giving them a narrative structure.

			Our editor has asked for the first five chapters as a status report, due tomorrow, and while I have three nearly complete, we might have to pull an all-nighter to finish the rest.

			An hour later, it’s begun to snow and we’re still on the tarmac.

			“We’re sorry, folks, but there’s a storm coming in from the west, and it doesn’t look like it’ll let up anytime soon,” says the pilot over the loudspeaker. “All planes are being grounded for tonight.” A wave of frustrated chatter rushes through the aisles as they go on to talk about booking people on the next flights out tomorrow.

			“Shit.” I haul my laptop bag over my shoulder, picking at my black nail polish as we wait to deplane. I’m starting to feel bad about the specks of it I’ve left across the country, a colorful little trail of anxiety-confetti. “We have to turn this in tonight, and then the welcome dinner at the con tomorrow . . . maybe if we get out tomorrow morning, we can make it in time?”

			Finn takes a few moments to think. “We’ll rent a car. It’s only three hours away. The storm is blowing in from the opposite direction of where we’re heading.” He tilts his phone toward me, showing me the forecast.

			“In this weather?”

			“I’m from the mountains,” he says, waving this off as we head toward baggage claim to collect our luggage. “We learn how to drive in this before we learn our ABCs. Besides, they’re always overly cautious about this kind of thing.” He gives me a broad, nonchalant smile. “I’m sure it’s nowhere near as bad as they’re saying it is.”
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			The storm is, in fact, worse.

			“What was that you said?” I ask as the rental sputters to a stop on an icy two-lane road an hour outside of Columbus. Stalled cars dot the street, drivers far smarter than us who’ve already given up. “You learned how to drive in this weather when you were how old?”

			Finn wrestles with the steering wheel, pumps the gas. No luck. “I guess—it’s entirely possible it’s been a while since I drove in weather like this.”

			Snow batters the windshield. This was very obviously a bad idea, and even if we could get the car to start, I’m not sure we’d be able to make it back to the city. Deadline panic creeps in, tightening my grip on my bag. All I want is my hands on the keyboard and maybe a space heater.

			“We can’t just stay out here,” I say. “We’ll freeze to death.”

			Finn’s already checking his phone, swearing at it when he can’t get a signal. “There was a sign for lodging about a mile back.”

			Theoretically, a mile doesn’t sound like too long a walk. A mile in the snow when you can’t feel your hands and your mother’s suitcase wheels slip all over the ice: less than ideal. Finn tries his best to help, dragging both my suitcase and his while I take his backpack, promising that “We’re almost there—almost there,” his teeth chattering.

			By the time we make it to the bed-and-breakfast, a charming, snow-dusted building surrounded by oak trees, nearly all the stickers on my mom’s suitcase have peeled off and I estimate I’m minutes away from succumbing to frostbite. the dollhouse inn is written on a sign out front in swirly script.

			“Hello there!” says the woman behind the front desk, petite and middle-aged, with a gray bob and knitted turtleneck. “Chilly out there, isn’t it?”

			“You could say that.” Finn brushes snow off his jacket with a trembling hand while I work to catch my breath. “We don’t have a reservation, but do you by any chance have a room available tonight?”

			“Hmm, let’s see. We usually book pretty far in advance . . .” She opens up an honest-to-god reservation book, and it’s then that I notice two things.

			One: there are no computers in the lobby.

			And two: the place is swarming with dolls.

			Antique dolls on shelves, dolls at tiny tables drinking imaginary tea, dolls dressed in Christmas sweaters, and dolls carrying tinier dolls. Every single one of them staring right at me with glassy, dead-eyed stares.

			Guess the name of the inn was literal.

			“It looks like we’ve got just one left! It’s the Victorian Room— lucky you. That’s my favorite.”

			“We’ll take it,” I say, trying to avoid the gaze of a particularly haunted baby doll as she passes us an old-fashioned key that looks more likely to open a seventeenth-century cottage than a modern B and B. “Thank you so much. This is maybe a dumb question, but do you have Wi-Fi?”

			A chuckle. “Of course we do!” she says. I feel my shoulders relax. “But it just went out. Sorry about that. We have someone coming out tomorrow to take a look—if they can make it.”

			We haul our suitcases up a flight of stairs, and I swallow down a gasp when I open our room. It’s gorgeous, with a real wood-burning fireplace and luxe velvet wallpaper. There’s only one doll in here, wearing a blue-and-white-checked pinafore and a bow in her hair. She is missing an eye. I make the executive decision to hide her in a drawer, and Finn flashes me a thumbs-up.

			Then I examine the rest of the room, something I probably should have done right away. Because right in the middle is an upholstered, rich emerald queen-sized bed.

			Just one.

			“Oh,” I say, dropping my backpack to the floor. “I could sleep in the chair, or on the floor, or—”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Finn says. “I’ll sleep in the chair.”

			I make my way over to the bed, as though it needs inspecting. As though up close, it’ll somehow turn out to be two beds. “There’s plenty of room for both of us.”

			This shouldn’t feel weird. We’ve had sex but haven’t slept together, and yet the idea of sleeping beside him is strangely intimate—getting to see him the moment he wakes up, still drowsy, his hair rumpled and eyes half-closed and does he sleep in a T-shirt or just boxers or—

			I push this aside for now. We have bigger things to worry about.

			We unpack a little, and I manage to set up my phone as a hotspot.

			“I knew you liked socks, but how many pairs are in that suitc—” Finn starts.

			“It doesn’t matter!” I say it too sharply, but this isn’t about the socks at all. Those chapters need to get done. I change my damp socks and then sit down with my laptop in one of two armchairs next to the fireplace, the anxiety keeping me warmer than the flames. I try to tell myself things will be okay. It’s only five o’clock, we don’t have anything else to do, and there are no dolls that may or may not be possessed by evil spirits currently watching me.

			Finn must be able to tell I’m nervous, because after he pulls on a painfully soft-looking sweater, he kneels at my armchair, laying a hand on mine.

			“Hey,” he says, and I take it back—his voice is the warmest of all. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll make it.”

			But my body refuses to believe him. It’s not just the flight delay or the chapters—it’s all of it, all at once. My lungs are tight, throat thick, mouth dry, limbs heavy—

			No. Not now. Not here.

			I try to nod, but that doesn’t seem to work, either. The panic is set deep in my muscles, racing through my veins and pinning me in place.

			“Chandler?” he says. I can barely hear him over my labored inhales, rushed exhales. Fuck. I can’t control the sounds spilling out of me.

			This hasn’t happened in a long time, and the last thing I want is to break down in front of him, with our deadline so close . . .

			“Every—everything’s going wrong,” I manage between guttural breaths. My sentence ends in a hiccup, and Finn catches my laptop before it falls to the floor.

			His brows draw together in concern as he gently places the laptop on the rug next to him. “I know it’s been a weird day. A rough day. But we’re going to figure it out. You don’t have to do this alone, sweetheart. I’m here.”

			Sweetheart.

			The unexpectedness of that word only pulls my pulse into a more frantic rhythm. He doesn’t even seem to realize what he’s said.

			A vigorous shake of my head. “I don’t want to fuck this up for you. It’s important. And I just—I want to do it justice.”

			“You’re not fucking anything up.” His voice is firm but kind, and now he’s stroking up my arms, this soothing motion that helps anchor me to the room. Up, and I can feel the chair beneath me. Down, and I can hear the flickering of the fireplace. “Listen to me. There is no one I’d trust to do this justice more than you. I’ve probably told you that a few dozen times at this point, so I’m a little worried that you’re going to get a big head about it.”

			A laugh slips out.

			“Is there anything I can do for you right now? Anything you need?”

			His questions are too earnest. Because what I’m not sure I can tell him is that it’s not just right now, this deadline. It’s all the things I can’t say yet, the questions I packed in my suitcase next to my favorite jeans and electric toothbrush. I’ve been running for so long that I’m no longer sure where the finish line is, or if there’s a finish line at all. And sometimes that terrifies the shit out of me.

			My whole life, I’ve been working myself to the bone, chasing something that’s always just out of reach.

			“Just this,” I say, my voice coming out a little scratchy. But my breathing slows, shoulders starting to relax.

			His thumb brushes my knuckles before he drops his hands, and I stare down at the space he touched for longer than I probably should. In the firelight, his hair is the richest gold, strands of gray turning silver. The lovely angles of his face, half cast in shadow. He has never once doubted me, not even during that first meeting with his manager.

			“Okay. I—I think I’m okay. Let’s do this.” I make a move to reach for my laptop. “And—thank you.”

			Finn’s gaze doesn’t leave mine for a few more seconds. With the fire crackling next to us and the storm raging outside, there’s something almost . . . romantic about this moment, an adjective I regret as soon as it enters my mind.

			If we were two other people, it would be so easy to abandon my laptop, crawl onto his lap, and turn this into some idyllic winter escape.

			But we’re Chandler and Finn, and we’re here to work.

			It’s as though Finn blinks out of a daze at the same time I do. I force my eyes back to my laptop screen while he takes the other chair, clearing his throat and stretching out his legs.

			We work through the evening as quickly as we can, with Finn reading sections as soon as I finish drafting them, offering notes and corrections.

			Around seven thirty, Maude from the front desk knocks on the door with a tray of food. “Dinner,” she says sweetly. “Thought you two could use a hot meal.”

			We thank her profusely.

			“How about this?” I ask an hour later, stomach full of mushroom risotto, turning the laptop to him. It’s a section about his first day on set for Dad in Training. The show was seemingly made solely to enforce gender roles, plotlines revolving around questions like, How on earth will this blue-collar father watch his own kids for a full weekend while his wife’s away? Can he really handle making brownies for his daughter’s bake sale while helping his son with his science fair project? Not to mention the baby—and we all know he can barely change a diaper! Cue laugh track.

			Finn reads what I’ve written, about how he was so nervous, he read the stage directions, not just his lines, and how his character, who was initially supposed to skateboard on and off set, much to the annoyance of his TV parents, couldn’t manage to stay upright, so they changed it to a scooter. “This is perfect. You manage to perfectly capture what the show was about without insulting anyone too much. Although I’m not sure I’d mind—Bob Gaffney was an asshole.”

			“I watched a couple episodes and I was frankly appalled, if I’m being honest.”

			A grimace. “Yeah, if I’d been smarter, I never would have done it. But some part of me craved that nuclear family that I didn’t have. And I guess it led to The Nocturnals, so . . .” He keeps reading, pointing to one paragraph. “I don’t think I’d use the word ‘ostentatious,’ but aside from that—I love it. And you sound just like me.” His eyes leap to mine. “It’s kind of unfair that you don’t get to have your name on it, after all of this.”

			I shrug, swapping out ostentatious for extravagant, forcing myself not to linger on the compliment. “It’s the job. That’s why you hired a ghostwriter.”

			“I know,” he says softly. “I just wish . . .” Then he trails off with a shake of his head, and I bury myself back in the chapter.

			It’s almost one in the morning when our sample is polished to the point where both of us feel good about it. This is also around the time my hotspot gives up.

			“We have to have service somewhere in here,” I say, waving my phone around.

			Finn’s on the other side of the room, doing the same. “Not getting anything.”

			I hop up onto a chair and then onto the desk, hold my phone as high as it’ll go, hit send—

			“It went through!” I yelp, the desk creaking beneath me.

			Finn strides over, holding out his hand for a high five. Except that’s when I lose my balance, stumbling over my own feet and into his arms.

			And there’s this moment when he’s holding me, when our eyes are locked and his expression is warm, open, victorious, that I’m almost certain is real. I swear I stop breathing as he slips his fingers into my short hair. I only start back up again to inhale him, that comforting, intoxicating scent that’s been screwing with my brain for weeks.

			Then he slides me down his body, solid and firm, so slowly that I have to wonder if it’s deliberate, before gently placing me on the ground. Helping smooth my clothes.

			It’s not just the hug. I’ve genuinely enjoyed this collaboration, and turning in those chapters reminds me that sometime in the not-too-distant future, all of this will be over.

			Although the reality is that sometimes I get the feeling I could write an entire trilogy about Finn Walsh and barely scratch the surface.

			“We should get ready for bed,” I say quickly, grabbing my stuff and racing to the bathroom. He’s already neatly unpacked his toiletry kit, razor, and travel-sized shaving cream next to the sink. An orange Rx bottle stands there without shame, exactly the way it should.

			We switch so he can do the same, and then both of us sit down on opposite sides of the bed. Most of the time I sleep in an oversize T-shirt, but tonight my pajamas are the single matching striped set I own. He’s in plaid shorts and a thin white T-shirt, and it strikes me that while I’ve seen him without clothes on, I’ve never seen him this casual. The clothes immediately soften him, especially when I notice a small hole in his left sleeve.

			I find myself wanting to get even closer. To tell him things I haven’t shared with anyone in a long time. He already knows so much about me, and yet I’ve felt I can never be truly close to someone until they know about my abortion.

			I can’t think about what it means that I want to tell him.

			“Tired?” he asks, and the bed might as well have a heart-shaped headboard and rose petals scattered across it. If that hug impacted me as much as it did, I’m only mildly concerned about how I’ll feel with his sleeping body a couple feet from mine.

			I shake my head. “Must be all the adrenaline.”

			I should be exhausted. The trip has been jarring—one day, we’re in the middle of a desert, and the next, in the middle of a blizzard. We’ve experienced all four seasons in the span of a month and a half.

			“You okay?” Finn asks when he catches me moving my hands and wrists back and forth.

			“Yeah, they just get a little stiff after typing for so long. A little sore.” I flex my fingers.

			“Come here,” he says, patting the bed next to him, and I scoot closer. He reaches out his hands, and I don’t even pause to think about it before giving him mine.

			“I can’t believe we’re here,” he says, beginning to massage one hand with both of his. “Not just in a B and B in the middle of Ohio with dolls that are definitely going to come to life in the middle of the night, although that, too, but . . . together.” He winces at that. “Not together—you know what I mean. I guess I’ve just gotten so used to doing these things on my own that I forgot what it was like, traveling with someone else. It’s not the worst thing to have some company.”

			“I can’t imagine doing all of this alone.”

			My eyes fall shut. The way he’s touching me, fingertips moving in circles—it’s not dissimilar from the way I’ve taught him to touch me.

			And are we just . . . not going to acknowledge sweetheartgate?

			“You know, you’re kind of an enigma,” he says, switching to my other hand. “Or at least, you were at first. Are you any closer to figuring out what you want to do with the rest of your life, Chandler Cohen?”

			“I’d like to go to the grave without ever having learned what an NFT is.”

			“Wouldn’t we all.” Finn taps my knuckles. “I’m serious.”

			“The rest of my life,” I repeat. “That’s too much pressure. Can anyone really say, definitively, what they want to be doing for the rest of their life in their twenties or thirties?” He moves to my wrists, thumbs dipping into my skin. “I like this. Working on the book with you, actually feeling like we’re collaborating. It’s different from the others.”

			A grin. “Are you saying I’m your favorite?”

			“Only if you promise not to get a complex about it.” I shift my weight underneath me, half hoping this massage ends soon while also wishing he’d never stop. “Even when I was enjoying this work, it wasn’t fulfilling, not in the way I thought it would be when I started out in journalism. Even when I was at The Catch, I don’t know if I felt fulfilled every day. I’ve probably built it up in my mind because the layoff really sank my mental health, but creatively, professionally, fill in the blank—I didn’t want to write listicles for the rest of my life. I want to love what I’m doing with my whole heart. Or is that just a lie that society sold millennials when we were young, and none of us really love our jobs?”

			“Some of us do,” he says. “But I see what you’re saying. It reminds me of those posters every teacher had in their classrooms. Shoot for the moon—”

			“—and even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars,” I finish with him. That bullshit kind of encapsulates the millennial experience. Because the thing is, some of the stars are really fucking far away from the moon. And maybe you don’t want one of those distant stars at all. Maybe you never wanted the moon in the first place, you don’t know if you even want to go to space, but you’ve got to make a decision soon. And it better be something you can see yourself doing for the rest of your life.

			There’s just no room for uncertainty, the place I seem to live these days.

			“Before this trip, I felt completely trapped,” I continue. “They told us we could have it all but that’s just not true. We could do something creative, but also something stable. Something fulfilling, but that doesn’t turn you into a workaholic. Something good for the planet, but that also makes money. I grew up with everyone telling me how special I was, which was amplified by being born on Leap Day. It was always, ‘You’re going to do something great’ and ‘You can do whatever you want’ and never ‘It’s okay if you don’t figure it out right away.’ But I’m starting to wonder if none of that is true.”

			“Maybe ghostwriting isn’t too different from acting.” Finn drops my hands, and maybe worse than the massage is the way his face is inches from mine, his eyes sincere. “You’re assuming someone’s voice and identity for a little while, promising to take good care of it.” He rubs at the back of his neck. “I feel that way, too,” he says. “Trapped. By my brain sometimes, when I wish I could stop the obsessive thoughts but I’m too deep in a spiral. Or when I think about the general perception of OCD being connected to cleanliness, which is true for some people but not for everyone. And then I start worrying I fall into that stereotype, even though it’s not about things being neat and tidy for me. It’s, if this food has gone bad, it’s going to poison me or someone I love. I have impostor syndrome about my OCD. Isn’t that ridiculous?”

			“No,” I say. “I have impostor syndrome about nearly every facet of my identity.”

			“Our brains are cruel, cruel organs.”

			We’re quiet for a few moments while snow flurries paint the night sky and the fire slowly turns to ash. Our relationship has been a strange journey, the physical and emotional pieces coming together at different times. I haven’t been this vulnerable with someone in a long time, and it feels freeing. Comfortable. Safe.

			“There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you,” I start. “About my past. If that’s okay?”

			Finn’s brow furrows. “Of course. You can tell me anything.”

			Right. I already knew that, really, but hearing it makes the words come even easier. If I’m going to be truly open with him, I can’t go back—and maybe I don’t want to.

			Maybe I have always been able to trust him like this.

			“I had an abortion,” I say. Not looking away. Not avoiding eye contact. “My sophomore year of college.”

			Finn nods slowly, letting me decide how much I want to share.

			“I’d been seeing this guy for a few months. David. I wasn’t always the best at taking birth control pills, and we just kind of assumed since we were using condoms, we were being safe. But I missed a period, and then I started feeling nauseous, like, all the time, so I took a test. And it was positive.” David had been sweet, equally happy to go to an off-campus party or watch a movie on the threadbare couch in the house he shared with eight other roommates. We’d met sitting next to each other in a physics class we were both taking for a science credit. “He told me that it was my decision, that he’d support whatever I wanted to do. I could see my whole career stretched out in front of me, or at least my vision of what I wanted it to be, and when I saw those two lines on the stick, it just . . . completely changed.

			“I didn’t have the money to raise a kid,” I continue, running a fingertip along the floral comforter. “I didn’t want to raise a kid, not when I had so many other plans for my future. So I think I knew, the moment I first thought I might be pregnant, what I was going to do. It’s not this deep, dark secret, but I wanted to tell you because it’s part of me. Part of my history.”

			Finn takes another few moments to collect himself, the way he always does when he isn’t sure what to say. He’s looking at me with a careful intensity, one that sets every anxious cell in my body at ease. “I’m so glad you could make that choice. And I’m not judging you. At all,” he says, voice ever steady. “I’ve never had anyone tell me that before. Maybe you could tell me if I’m fucking up this reaction?”

			“No,” I say. The relief is instantaneous. “You’re not.”

			“You can tell me anything you want about it. Or nothing. Whatever you feel comfortable saying.”

			When I think about that day, what I remember most is the way my mom gripped my hand in the waiting room, told me she was there for whatever I needed. How fast and relatively painless the procedure itself was, a little discomfort and then some cramping afterward. I’d never known whether I wanted kids someday, not really—it was always something I thought I’d figure out when I was older. And maybe I do, one day, but I’m still not sure. I only knew I didn’t want one when I was nineteen.

			As it turns out, there’s nothing about it that I feel uncomfortable telling him. “I was lucky that in Washington State, it wasn’t too difficult to find a clinic, and I was ten weeks along, still in the first trimester. There were protestors outside, just a few, but once I got inside, everyone was so kind. My mom went with me, and it was really just . . . a medical procedure. It was just a thing that happened, and it was the right choice for me,” I say. “I know I had a much easier time than a lot of people—because of how early it was, how supportive my parents were, because I could afford it. And I’m grateful for all of that.” I take what feels like my seventh deep breath in the past few minutes. “I don’t regret my abortion. I don’t even think about it very often, if I’m being honest.”

			The look on his face—I can’t describe it in any other way except genuinely affected.

			“Thank you,” he says, voice solid and true. “For telling me. For trusting me with this.”

			“If someone’s going to be part of my life, I need them to know this about me. And I need them to accept it. Otherwise . . . either we won’t be close, I guess, or we won’t be in each other’s lives for very long.”

			Too late, I realize I’ve indicated some closeness between us that extends beyond this trip, beyond this book. But Finn doesn’t even flinch.

			“I’d like to be in your life for a while,” he says. “If you’ll let me.”

			He raises an arm, glancing at me, eyes asking a silent question. When I nod, he drapes it across my shoulders. Rubs my back. I drop my chin to his shoulder, letting myself exhale into him.

			It’s too nice, being held like this.

			I try not to think about whether that niceness has an expiration date, if we’ll still talk once he goes back to Hollywood and I go back to Seattle. If the extent of our friendship at that point will be me watching him on a TV screen, him no longer answering my texts because he’s surrounded by more interesting people.

			“Jesus, it’s almost three in the morning,” I say when I catch sight of the clock on the nightstand. “We should get some sleep.”

			He seems a bit jarred by the way I suddenly push away, but he doesn’t argue. “Just don’t touch me with your weird socked feet.”

			Of course, I can’t resist doing exactly this. “At least I’ll be warm.”
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			chapter

			twenty

			SOMEWHERE IN SOUTH-CENTRAL OHIO

			I wake to the scent of maple syrup.

			“Hope you don’t mind that I made you a plate,” Finn says from across the room. “I was up at an ungodly hour, and the good stuff was going fast. Didn’t want you to miss out.”

			“Oh—thank you.” I drag a palm across my face, smoothing the last blurred edges of sleep. It’s the first time he’s seen me in the morning, and I have to fight the urge to rush to the bathroom to make myself look presentable, raking a hand through my hair and scrubbing at my teeth with an index finger.

			The aforementioned plate waits on the table in front of the fireplace, and plate is too tame a term. Epic brunch feast is more like it, piled high with pancakes and waffles, potato wedges, scrambled eggs, crispy peppered bacon, and at least five kinds of cheese.

			“I also wasn’t sure what you might want, so I just got a bit of everything.”

			“It’s perfect.” My growling stomach answers in kind. “They really don’t skimp on the ‘breakfast’ part of B and B, huh?”

			The storm hasn’t let up, and after breakfast, when we call a tow truck for the rental car, we’re told they probably can’t dig it out until tomorrow. I’ve always loved the snow and we don’t get nearly enough of it in Seattle, and now that we’re no longer stuck driving in it, I seize the opportunity to go for a walk. Finn has a virtual therapy appointment and some email to catch up on and promises he’ll meet up with me later.

			Probably for the best. It’ll give me a chance to clear my head, untangle some of these feelings. Because even if Finn and I haven’t been together 24/7, I haven’t felt truly alone in a while. If we’re not in the same room, then I’m usually working on his book. Whether he’s next to me or not, he’s always in my head.

			That has to be the explanation for why I’m feeling this odd attachment to him. I simply haven’t talked to another single guy in weeks.

			When he doesn’t join me and doesn’t send any texts, I head back, picking up two mugs of hot cocoa in the lobby before going up to our room. I knock once, just to make sure he knows I’m coming in.

			And nothing in the world could prepare me for what I see next.

			Finn’s sitting in one of the armchairs, grinning into his laptop camera and holding up a peace sign. “What up, Mason, this is Finn Walsh, and I just wanted to say that you’re going to absolutely crush your Spanish exam next week, just like Caleb, Meg, Alice, and I crushed that horde of banshees that—”

			“What are you doing?”

			I’ve never seen a grown man look so frightened. He jumps a literal half foot before smashing his laptop shut with more force than is necessary. “Oh god,” he says, burying his head in his hands. “You weren’t supposed to see that.”

			My eyes flick between him and the closed laptop. Trying to hold back a laugh, I ask, “Are you filming a Cameo?”

			Finn nods miserably. “It’s embarrassing. I don’t get that many requests, but I try to do a decent job with the ones that do come in.”

			“I’m sure they’re great.”

			“You’re trying really hard not to laugh right now, aren’t you?”

			“So hard.”

			When he opens his laptop back up, I notice he’s wearing gray sweatpants. I don’t know what it is about them, but they can instantly take a guy from a six to a ten, and Finn was already far beyond a six.

			“Come out in the snow with me,” I say. “We can at least take some cute photos of you hauling firewood for your Instagram to fawn over.”

			We bundle in the warmest coats we brought, Finn’s red hair spiking out from beneath a wool beanie.

			“This is real snow.” There’s some amount of awe in my voice as we traipse through it. The inn is surrounded by a forest, the snow still mostly untouched by footsteps. It’s too beautiful to mind the cold.

			“As opposed to?”

			“We don’t get this in the Northwest,” I explain. “One year, I went up to Whistler with an ex, and I spent all this time planning the perfect winter outfits. Then we got there and . . . nothing. It was, like, a low of fifty-two. I was devastated.”

			“An ex.” Finn sounds intrigued. “Tell me more about Chandler Cohen’s dating history.”

			“As you know, it’s been mostly defined by all the pining.” I hug my coat tighter. “I had my first boyfriend in high school—we broke up after graduation because we were going to different schools. Then in college, there was David, who I mentioned last night. A guy I dated my senior year and after graduation, but the immediate unemployment was too much of a shock for us to last,” I say. “A couple others, but there hasn’t really been anyone serious for a few years.” Because I put my career first. Because I assumed everything would fall into place with Wyatt. “I know you dated Hallie for a while, but I don’t know much about your other relationships, aside from . . . what didn’t happen in the bedroom and that they’ve all been with Hollywood people. All actors?” Of course I’m not asking about it because I’m wondering if he’ll suddenly say, You know what? It’s time for a change—I’m done with Hollywood dating. Thanks so much for bringing it up again, Chandler!

			And of course, he doesn’t. “Mostly. I dated a costume designer on Just My Type, but we were only together for a few months. Hallie was the most serious one. And we broke up . . . six years ago? Jesus, I feel old.”

			“What happened?” I ask. “Why did it end?”

			He rubs his chin. “I think we just grew apart, although maybe the sex was part of it. Both of us had periods where we were struggling to find work, and I was still pretty new to therapy, so it was just a lot at once.”

			“She’s on that medical show now, though.”

			“Boise Med. She’s amazing in it,” he says. “I was serious; we really are still good friends. And we work much better that way. It’s hard to find people who understand exactly what we went through on the show, and even if I see the others from time to time, we’ve never been as close.”

			I nod, because even if I can’t relate, I understand.

			“Please don’t take this the wrong way, because I mean it sincerely. It’s a tragedy that you’re still single. Wyatt’s going to realize his mistake one of these days and won’t be able to forgive himself.”

			I can’t help it—I let out a snort. “I think I’m doing okay. Lately, I’ve been very busy in a casual physical relationship with one of the golden boys of comic con.”

			He stops walking, mouth quirking upward. “Ah. Have you now?”

			Blame the siren song of the gray sweatpants, but I move closer, reaching for the fringe of his scarf.

			I’m certain he’s going to kiss me, but instead he says, “I read your books.”

			I back up, this revelation a shock to my system.

			“I wanted to tell you earlier,” he continues, “but I thought it might be too nerve-racking if you knew I was reading them on the flight.”

			“You mean, you read Maddy and Amber’s books.”

			“Sure,” he says. “Their names are on the covers, I guess. Maybe it’s because I was looking for you, but I could hear you, even in their voices.”

			I open my mouth to argue, but nothing comes out. The fact that I was that visible in those books, enough for this person who’s known me for only seven weeks to see me there . . .

			“Then I screwed up,” I say simply.

			He inches closer, not seeming to care that his sneakers are wet. “I don’t see it that way at all. Maybe you were trying to hide yourself in their stories, but you were still there. That’s how talented you are. That’s how vibrant your writing is—you can’t remove yourself from it completely, even if you try.” I swallow hard, unsure how to process all of this. “I know it would be a risk, and I know it wouldn’t be easy. But you could write for yourself if you wanted to. What you said that night I barely survived a debilitating illness”—this earns him a jab in the ribs—“about not being able to enjoy writing for a while . . . it just made me so sad. Because even in those books you were just doing for a paycheck, I could feel how much you loved it.”

			“You remember that?” I ask, wondering just how much he remembers. Just the heart-to-heart about my writing, or the crush confession, too.

			When he blushes, it ignites something deep inside me that I’ve spent ages trying to ignore. “All of it.”

			Everything he’s saying, the compliments and the subtext, it’s too overwhelming. My coat is too tight and the wind is too brutal and my socks are drenched. This whole moment is a symphony of Too Much. If I allow myself to think that I could make it as a writer, by myself, then that means opening myself up to the possibility of failure. It means leaving behind the security blanket of names that mean far more than my own.

			So I bend down, scoop up some snow, and hit him with a snowball, because that’s easier than thinking.

			He holds a hand to where his chest is flecked with white. “Oh, you’re in trouble now,” he says, scrambling to make one of his own while I race off into the snowy woods.
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			Eventually, when we can’t feel our fingers or toes, we shiver our way back to the inn. Our clothes are soaked from the snowball fight, so we peel them off and lay them to dry by the fireplace while we drag pillows and blankets onto the floor next to the flames.

			“Any more Cameos to shoot?” I ask, toying with the edge of a blanket.

			He gives me a sly look. “Nope. I’m completely free the rest of the day.” Then he lowers his voice, even though we’re the only two people in the room. “I can’t stop thinking about what happened in Reno. Outside the bar. It nearly killed me, how quiet you had to be.”

			The memory tugs a groan from my throat. I need him on top of me, his weight pressing me back into the rug. There are still two major topics we haven’t broached yet on the lesson plan, and I’m certain that if I don’t get his mouth between my legs tonight, I might die. I need the reminder that this is just physical.

			“The next lesson,” I say with a rush of breath, my mouth an inch from his. “Do you remember—”

			His eyes go dark. “As though I didn’t memorize the whole thing the night you sent it to me. Yes, I remember.” He grazes my lips with his. “I thought I told you how badly I wanted to lick you.”

			I squeeze my eyes shut, my muscles already tightening. Waiting. Wanting. The last couple times we were together, I was the only one who finished. I want to hear him fall apart and know that I’m the one who unstitched him. Suddenly I’m craving it.

			We kiss on top of the blanket, in front of the fireplace, and there’s no going slowly this time. I slide out from under him so I can get on top, rubbing his erection with my palm, then lowering myself down his body so I can kiss him through his boxers. He fists a hand in my hair, swears under his breath. I love him like this: completely surrendered to his own pleasure. Unashamed. I haven’t seen enough of it.

			But when I reach for the waistband, he shakes his head. “You first,” he says, and because I don’t know how to argue with that, I pin my shoulder blades to the blanket.

			“Tell me what you said in Reno.” Because there was no romance there, only pure physical need.

			He blows out a breath when he leans over me, slips his hand inside my underwear. “About how wet I wanted to make you?” An amused chuckle. “I think you’re already there.”

			I practically tear my panties in my rush to get them down my legs. “More.”

			A hum against my mouth as he parts me with his fingers. “I want you to be loud,” he says, timing his words with his strokes. He draws a circle. A square. A shape that mathematicians haven’t discovered yet. “I want to feel your body tremble, until you just can’t keep it in any longer, and then I want you to come on my tongue.”

			I’m gasping now, clutching his shoulders. His finger isn’t enough. I need more.

			He lowers his head to my chest, dropping kisses to my abdomen, my thighs. My lips. Then, when I’m squirming and shaking and more than ready for him, he gives me a long, slow lick. I let out a moan at the contact, the hot, slick feel of his mouth on me.

			“God, you taste so good.” He keeps teasing, alternating quick strokes with longer, torturous ones. Only when I’m aching for it does he finally take his tongue to my clit, quickly learning that the softest little flicks are enough to drive me wild.

			“Finn,” I murmur as he falls into a steady rhythm. “Finn.”

			He pauses for a moment. Glances up at me.

			“What?” I ask.

			“I think that’s the first time you’ve said my name. When we’re like this.”

			He’s right—I’ve avoided it. Now I say it again, which makes him sigh and press his mouth against me harder.

			For a moment, I can almost forget that he’s Finnegan Walsh and I’m the nameless person writing his book. For a moment, we are just two people with a desperate attraction warming up on a snowy day.

			Except, of course, this isn’t real. He’s not doing any of these things because he’s madly in love with me—he’s trying to learn.

			So he can eventually please someone who isn’t me.

			I still my hand in his hair. “Hold on.” Immediately he stops, glancing up at me. “Sorry, I—I have to pee.”

			I haul myself off the floor, untangling myself from the blankets, slipping on a T-shirt—I don’t stop to check whether it’s his or mine—on my way to the bathroom.

			Of course it’s his. Of course it fits the way a boyfriend’s shirt should fit, baggy and sexy and perfect.

			Get a grip, I tell my reflection once I’ve locked myself inside. My face is flushed, hair wild. You are not having feelings for him.

			Two months, and it already feels like I’m deeper than I ever was with Wyatt. It doesn’t make sense. My feelings for Wyatt grew over the course of ten years of friendship, classes and parties and late nights talking about our futures. I tended to that crush like a fussy succulent, giving it all the sunshine it needed to become a full-on invasive species.

			With Finn, the way I feel is a fierce and foreign thing.

			And that’s fucking terrifying.

			I force myself to think about when he was sick and burrowed in his sheets with a pyramid of Kleenex. Nothing about that should be appealing—and yet.

			Probably very soon, he’s going to be amazing in bed. With the next woman, and the one after that.

			You don’t have to do this alone, sweetheart.

			Yes, I think. Yes, I do.

			One last look at my face in the mirror, blotting away any evidence that I was having a crisis, and then I can leave.

			Finn’s sitting in one of the armchairs, shirt buttons undone, hair unkempt. When he sees me, his expression instantly changes.

			“Hey,” he says, nudging my arm. “You okay?”

			I nod, unsure why it suddenly feels like I’m about to cry.

			“Is it anything you want to talk about?”

			“My mind is just elsewhere, I guess. I’m sorry.”

			“You don’t have anything to apologize for.” The concern on his face is almost too much, given what his mouth was doing to me ten minutes ago. “Our relationship is more than these lessons. I thought that should have been obvious by now.”

			I want to believe you, I think. Except once this tour is over, once I go back to Seattle and finish up the book, what relationship is left?

			I tell him I’m going to sleep early. That way, I don’t have to slide beneath the covers next to him, see his hair feathered across the pillow, hear his soothing, steady breaths as we drift off.

			Because then I’d have to think about how desperately I want to wake up in the same bed for real.

		

	
		
			ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY COVER SHOOT

			BEHIND-THE-SCENES VIDEO

			FINN WALSH: Are they supposed to be—is it okay if they’re—

			OFF-CAMERA: Yeah, yeah, just let them run around. We’ll be shooting the whole time.

			FINN WALSH, to puppies: Hiiiiii. You’re perfect, aren’t you? Yes you are. Oh! And you’re perfect, too.

			OFF-CAMERA: If you could pick up one of the puppies and smile for us—great. That’s great. Keep doing what you’re doing.

			FINN WALSH: Hello. Hello. I love you. Ahhhh, you’re chewing on my shoes, but that’s okay. You can chew on anything you want. Because I love you.

			OFF-CAMERA: Does anyone have a poop bag?

			FINN WALSH: Look how little you are. How did you get to be so little?

			Finn tries to hold as many puppies in his arms as possible.

			FINN WALSH: Can I take all of them home with me?
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			chapter

			twenty-one

			NEW YORK CITY

			By the time we get to Big Apple Con in mid-November, the week after we’re stranded in Ohio, the Nocturnals reunion hype is impossible to miss. Nearly every day, Finn’s doing an interview, talking to a producer, or posting promo material on social media. the nocturnals: the reunion, screams a massive billboard in the middle of Times Square, with an old cast photo morphing into one they shot when Finn was in LA last month. He was stopped by no fewer than a half dozen people on our way to the Javits Center, posing good-naturedly for pictures, swearing he can’t tell them any secrets about the reunion and that they’ll just have to watch for themselves. Then he slipped into incognito mode and donned a pair of sunglasses.

			Rehearsals start next week in LA, coinciding with Thanksgiving, giving me a chance to fly home to see my family before heading back to LA in early December. Reunion, finishing Finn’s book, and returning to normal life. That’s what the next couple months will look like, and yet despite missing my family—Noemie sent a photo of her cooking dinner with my parents last night—I can’t bring myself to accept that this trip is coming to an end quite yet. That I’m not scheduled at any more cons after this one.

			One great thing about New York is that it’s so instantly overwhelming, so cramped and crowded that it’s easy to disappear. I went here once for a journalism conference in college, but I must have barely skimmed the surface of the city because everything seems brand-new. New York means I don’t have to think about Ohio. It means I can put some distance between Finn and me to keep my heart on track.

			It also means, though, that I’m not ready to tell him what I did on the plane. When we were finally able to get back to Columbus and on a flight to Pittsburgh, just in time for Finn to make his last panel of the con, I did something I haven’t done since before I left Seattle: I opened up my old cozy mystery manuscript. Just for a few minutes. Just to read through some of the setting details, since now I’d been to Florida—for a reason I can no longer remember, I’d decided it would take place at a tiny fictional beach town on the southern tip of the state—and could make it seem a bit more authentic.

			In the book, a customer drops dead on the opening day of my main character’s stationery store—coincidentally named The Poisoned Pen, a choice she regrets when she’s implicated in the crime. But something about it still didn’t feel quite right, and those setting details didn’t seem to fix it.

			So I switched over to the memoir and started work on a chapter about Finn’s search for a therapist and how he loves therapy more than he ever thought possible.

			Big Apple Con is also when I meet Hallie Hendricks for the first time. I’ve been worried it might be awkward, in part because I’ve spent most of my free time watching her decade-ago self fall in love with Oliver Huxley, and because I’m sleeping with her ex—though of course, she doesn’t know that—but she shines a genuine smile on me after Finn introduces us in one of the con’s green rooms.

			“It’s so fantastic to finally meet you!” she says, holding her hand out to shake and then withdrawing it, pulling me in for a hug instead. “Finn’s told me so much about you.”

			“He . . . has?” I glance over at him. Finn gives me a sheepish shrug.

			“Only good things. I cannot wait to read the book.”

			Hallie’s even more captivating in person, having traded her long Meg Lawson hair for a choppy bob that perfectly frames her face. She wears thin-rimmed oval glasses over striking blue eyes, and a patterned jumpsuit and satin Chanel bag. That Boise Med money must be pretty great, because everything about her gleams, from her hair to the buckles on her heeled booties.

			“I’m sure you’ve heard this a thousand times,” I tell her, “but I’ve been watching The Nocturnals for—well, for the first time, and I really love it. You’re actually my favorite character.”

			I’m certain Hallie will wave this off, a compliment on something she did ten years ago. “Thank you. Meg’s always been my favorite, too. No matter how many scripts I read, I can never fully get her out of my head.”

			“I can imagine,” I say, liking her instantly. “It’s like how they say the music we listen to when we’re teens continues to resonate with us the most, even as adults, because we heard it when our brains were still developing, or whatever.”

			“Ah, is that why I still get emotional over Avril Lavigne?”

			I grin back at her. “No judgment.”

			Finn seems pleased that we’re getting along. I can’t help imagining the two of them together, the relationship that ended six years ago.

			Six years, and nothing serious since.

			I thought the panels might feel repetitive, but Finn is completely in his element here with the rest of the cast, and it’s impossible not to admire the way he interacts with the fans, all of them sharing this pure love for a show I’m starting to fall for, too. I can understand now why he hasn’t given all of this up, why his first instinct was to soldier through it even when he was sick. Each fan, he treats like they’re the first person asking that question or paying him that compliment. He makes each person feel special, and it’s an incredible talent. He makes you believe he cares about each of them—because I truly think he does.

			Somewhere between Tennessee and Ohio, I started seeing the appeal of Finnegan Walsh, too.
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			After a joint photo op with Hallie and before we meet up with the rest of the cast for dinner, Finn takes a detour through some back streets.

			“Where are we going?”

			“You’ll see,” he calls back, leading me through a maze of shops and hole-in-the-wall restaurants. When he finally stops in front of a luggage store, I give him a quizzical look.

			“I’ve asked around,” he says, “and it turns out, it’s customary to get your ghostwriter a gift when you finish working together. In fact, it’s pretty nonnegotiable. Written into our contract in tiny print.”

			I lift my eyebrows at him, biting back a smile.

			“I know we’re not done yet, and I would have loved to surprise you, but I think it’s really important you pick this out for yourself.” He opens the door, gestures to all the stacks and stacks of bags and suitcases inside. “You’ve already traveled more over the past couple months than you ever thought you would. So . . . pick a suitcase. Consider it an investment in your future, and all the traveling you haven’t done yet.”

			For a few moments, I just stare at him helplessly, unable to comprehend the generosity of such a gesture. “I couldn’t. It’s too expensive.”

			“I told you, it’s in the contract. Paragraph 12, clause B, subsection 7C. That’s why you always read the fine print.” He bumps my hip with his. “I have a feeling you don’t want to keep borrowing your parents’ luggage for the rest of your life.”

			He’s not wrong. My mom’s suitcase, with its glue residue and battered stickers that now halfheartedly declare ay groo, isn’t lasting much longer. And some of these are really quite lovely. I’m already gravitating toward a sleek mauve.

			“Then I think I’m out of excuses.”
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			The restaurant is trendy, dimly lit, and entirely out of my price range. Upscale tapas, the kind of place where you pay $18 per plate to share five roasted balsamic-glazed carrots and a few spears of artisan bread and leave hungry. And maybe they’re the best carrots you’ve ever tasted in your life, but you refuse on principle to spend that much.

			When we dropped the suitcase off at the hotel, I told Finn that maybe I should skip the dinner—I remembered what Ethan said a while back about not trusting the press. “If it’s just cast,” I said, “I should probably stay behind.” Finn just looked at me in this way I couldn’t interpret. “I want you there.” Then he straightened his spine, collected himself. “If you want to be there, that is.”

			After dodging some paparazzi hoping to catch a glimpse of post-con celebrities, we settle into a booth with Hallie, Ethan Underwood, Bree Espinoza, Juliana Guo, and Cooper Jones. I’m a little starstruck after watching The Nocturnals in most of my spare time over the past couple months. Finn introduces me as someone on his team, and no one asks any other questions about it.

			“It’s been ages since we did something like this,” Cooper says, reaching for a slice of bread. At forty, he’s the oldest of the group, mostly retired from acting to focus on the farm he runs with his wife in Northern California. A much quieter life.

			“Because Ethan’s usually too busy jumping out of an airplane just so he can say he does his own stunts.” Juliana gives him a tight smile that makes me think pretending she was in love with him for four seasons required some top-notch acting. She’s a little sharp-tongued, not unlike Alice, and dressed in corduroy overalls and a floral sweatshirt. Overalls have never looked cooler. “Where were you last month? I can’t keep track.”

			“Fiji,” Ethan says. “But that was just for vacation. I start shooting the Indiana Jones reboot in Majorca after the reunion.”

			“Rough life,” Finn says.

			Ethan raises his glass of bourbon, flashes his glimmering white teeth. “That’s why they shell out the big bucks.”

			I have to fight rolling my eyes. Next to me, Finn is inspecting his water glass, and when the server swings by with another tray of appetizers, he quietly, politely asks for a new one. And I don’t miss the way Ethan watches the whole interaction.

			“What do you hate more?” Bree’s asking. “ ‘This is more of a comment than a question,’ or ‘I have a two-part question’?”

			Cooper runs a hand across his salt-and-pepper beard. “I don’t think I do enough of these to get too bothered by any of it.”

			“More of a comment, definitely.” Juliana takes a sip of wine and blots her red lipstick with a napkin. “That one, they always want to bring up some super specific detail, just to make it seem like they know the show better than anyone else.”

			Ethan shakes his head. “No, no, no. The two-parters are the worst.”

			“I don’t mind them,” Finn puts in.

			“Well of course you don’t,” Ethan says. “You practically live at these things. When was the last time you were on a channel that isn’t exclusively watched by grandparents?”

			With the exception of Hallie, the rest of them laugh, and even in the dim light, I watch Finn’s cheeks turn pink.

			The conversation moves on to everyone’s current projects. “I’m working on an indie film right now,” Hallie says from across the table. “I’ve been dying to do something with A24, and it’s been an absolute dream.”

			“What’s it about?” I ask.

			“It’s about . . . well, there’s this woman, and she feels sort of directionless in her job and her love life.” Hallie frowns for a moment. “I guess there isn’t really that much emphasis on the plot. It’s mostly just vibes.”

			Bree laughs. “Oh my god, Hallie hates plot.”

			“It’s true. Give me interesting characters over explosions any day of the week,” she says. “Boise Med is a great paycheck, but it’s not high art, by any means.”

			Finn gives me an apologetic look, I’m guessing for all the industry talk. And then beneath the table, his hand lands on my leg.

			Everything in me tightens up.

			I expect him to move it after a few seconds, for it to be a gentle pat, a hi, I see you kind of gesture. But he doesn’t. And I find myself inching my leg toward him, just as his thumb starts stroking a slow circle on top of the corduroy fabric.

			“Have you tried the carrots?” Hallie asks, passing me the plate. I decide not to tell her I’ve calculated the price per carrot and that it’s exorbitant. Instead, I smile and take one, and it does, in fact, turn out to be the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted.

			After another round of drinks, Ethan snaps a finger, points it at me. “I just realized where I’ve seen you before. One of the cons.”

			“Twin Cities,” I put in. “Supercon.”

			“Right, right,” he says, eyeing me quizzically. “What do you do for Finn, exactly?”

			“I’m working on a memoir,” Finn says. “Chandler’s ghostwriting it.”

			At that, Ethan bursts out laughing, silencing every side conversation at the table. “You have a ghostwriter? What, you can’t find time to write your own book with your busy schedule?”

			And now everyone’s listening to us.

			“You’re working with a ghostwriter?” Cooper asks. “On . . . a book?”

			“Plenty of people use ghostwriters,” I say. “There’s no shame in it.”

			“Oh, I completely agree with you,” Ethan says, nodding in this horribly condescending way. “I’m just wondering what it is you’ve done that’s worth putting in a book. All the character research you did for The Nocturnals? Scintillating.”

			The whole table seems to grow uncomfortable, most people staring down at their food or taking sips of their drinks. Ethan’s full-on season one Caleb right now. On my leg, Finn’s grip tightens, not to a painful degree, but enough for me to notice.

			Hallie throws him a glare. “Don’t be a dick, Ethan. When was the last time you did research for any of your big-car-go-boom movies?”

			“For the last one that was number one at the box office opening weekend? Or hmm, let’s see, the one before that—you know, I think that was number one, too.” Ethan gestures for a server to refill his glass.

			“It’s not all about money,” I say, with more sharpness than I intend.

			“No, I guess it isn’t.” Ethan’s eyes flick back to Finn. “I suppose some of us do it just for the love of acting, right? Guess you’d have to.”

			Bree coughs loudly into her elbow. “So, uh, anyone have any plans for Thanksgiving?”

			It doesn’t escape my notice that Finn is quiet the rest of dinner.

			“We should really do this more often,” Juliana says at the end, as sleeves are shoved back into coats and scarves are wrapped around necks. “I can’t believe it’s been so long.”

			Finn digs his hands into his pockets. “Definitely,” he says. “See you all in December.”
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			chapter

			twenty-two

			NEW YORK CITY

			Finn remains quiet on the subway back to the hotel, and the trio of twentysomething girls who recognize him must be able to tell that he’s deep in his head because all they do is whisper and point at him in the most subtle way they can. He’s too busy staring down at his shoelaces to notice.

			When we get up to our floor after he shrugs off my suggestion for late-night drinks or dessert, I follow him to his room. Without questioning it, he lets us both inside, and there’s something so natural about the gesture, it freezes me in place. For a split second, I get a glimpse of a different kind of life. An alternate universe.

			We’re a couple returning home from dinner, and something’s happened to upset my boyfriend. All I want is to pour a couple glasses of wine and cozy up on a couch together, let him tell me what’s wrong so we can work through it together. We’d stay up late talking, and he’d surprise himself by laughing, and we’d realize we could figure it out. We might turn on Netflix or we might drink more wine or we might sleepily unbutton our clothes and let our bodies snap together. Or we might doze off right there on the couch, my legs in his lap, his head on top of mine.

			The vision startles me, if only because it seems so real.

			That alternate universe doesn’t care about logic. Even if Finn felt the same way, he’s said it himself more than once: he’s only dated within Hollywood. There’s an intrinsic incompatibility in our lives. He lives on the road; I live at Noemie’s. We’re at vastly different income levels. I have no idea what I’ll be doing a few months from now, while he’ll be starting to promote his book and his nonprofit.

			The guy I’d been friends with for years only wanted to sleep with me and move on. Finn’s known me just a couple months—I have no idea whether that’s long enough to deem someone worthy of a relationship, or how I can hope to get there with anyone else. Wyatt screwed with all my timelines, snipped the edges of my confidence.

			While I’d love to think Finn and I will remain friends after this, I can’t imagine him calling me up just to talk. Grabbing a bite to eat the next time he’s in Seattle. I know there’s more to us than the book and the lessons, but without those things to anchor our relationship, I can’t accept that cozying-on-a-couch visual as anything but what it is: a fantasy.

			I shut the door to his room, shoving it all out of my mind.

			He kicks off one shoe halfheartedly before sitting down on the bed, balancing his elbows on his knees. When he finally glances up at me, his eyes heavy, I’m not at all expecting what he says.

			“I’m sorry.”

			I unbutton my jacket, take a seat next to him. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.”

			He runs a hand down his face, and maybe it’s the shitty hotel room lighting, but those early signs of age are more apparent than they usually are. The creases around his mouth, between his brows. On his forehead, when his hair is less artistically styled. I have to fight the urge to trace them, because if I started, I have a feeling I wouldn’t be able to stop. I’d need to run my fingertips across every mark and line and freckle on his body, and even then, I wouldn’t be satisfied.

			“For being a mopey sack of shit for the past hour? Yeah, I do. And for that dinner . . . not being what either of us expected,” he says. “Embarrassing, for you to find out that I’m hardly accomplished enough to be publishing a memoir.”

			“Well that’s just false.” I tap his knee with mine. “And Ethan’s a scumbag.”

			“I hate that I’ve never been able to stand up to him. Thank you—for what you said. Really.”

			“I wasn’t saying anything that isn’t true.”

			“Still. That meant a lot to me.” More warmth creeps into his voice. “They’re not all bad. Some of them are good people. Good friends.”

			“Good friends who didn’t stick up for you.”

			The weight of his pause lets me know exactly how much it hurt. “It’s hard, in this industry. We’re pitted against each other from the very beginning—the whole audition process is a competition. Everyone always wants something they don’t have, and when they get it, they’re happy with it for maybe a second before setting their sights on something else. Something loftier. Sometimes Hollywood friends feel . . . there’s a lack of permanence there. You never know what they really think about you. Or maybe you wrap and never see each other again.”

			That seems to be the truth about Hollywood in general, that lack of permanence. So many people are clinging to relevance, unsure when their fans will move on. The cons seem to safeguard the things we love, preserve them in amber so that we can always find those who share that love.

			“You’d be honest with me if you thought I was a complete loser,” he says. “If I was a talentless idiot who’s just kidding himself that he has any kind of future in this industry.”

			I’ve never seen him like this. Over the past couple months, he’s given me access to the version of himself that no one else sees, and it suddenly feels like such a privilege, I’m not sure how to handle it. His vulnerability cracks my heart wide open and lays it at his feet, bright and still beating. It makes me do things I might not otherwise do.

			“Finn.” I reach for his hands, and I’m relieved when he lets me take them, when he doesn’t bat an eye at my abstract mess of nail polish. I think back to his hand beneath the table, rubbing circles along my thigh. There was a sensuality to that gesture, maybe, but more than that, touching him makes me feel calm. I can’t help wondering whether he feels it, too. “I’m on the season two finale, and if Hux and Meg don’t kiss soon, I will lose my mind. And I’ve watched your other movies, too, the more recent ones.” It’s true, even the Christmas movies. I hope he knows this is genuine, not an ego stroke. “I know they didn’t make the same kind of impact as The Nocturnals, but you’re fantastic in them. All of them. And it’s not just your performances. You’re a decent person, and you truly care about your work. It’s impossible not to admire.”

			Finn looks deeply struck by this, blinking a few times before he gets his bearings. “How do you always manage to make me feel like every insignificant thing about me matters?”

			“Because that’s my job.” It all matters. So much. “That’s why you hired me, isn’t it?”

			He shakes his head. “Part of it, maybe. But it’s more than that.”

			“You do the same.” My voice is quiet but steady. The fear is still there, but it’s smaller than it’s been in a while. “I haven’t taken my own writing seriously in a long time. But . . . I opened it up on the plane yesterday and fiddled around a little. I’m still not sure what I did was the right direction for it, and it wasn’t a ton, but it was something.”

			“I can’t wait to read it.”

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

			He turns toward the desk, picking up a paper bag. “I have something to show you. To give you, actually,” he says. “Please don’t refuse it because of the suitcase. Because I found these in Artist Alley today and couldn’t resist.”

			Giving him a lift of my eyebrows, I open up the bag, my heart leaping into my throat. “You got me socks?”

			“Your feet are always cold, and you said you never have enough. And they reminded me of you.” He brushes this off, as though socks are a perfectly normal present for someone you’re educationally sleeping with. A three-pack of adorable, detective-themed socks: one patterned with tiny daggers, another with magnifying glasses, the third with a skull and crossbones.

			And then I do something else I’m not expecting until that moment: I lean forward and kiss him. Not because I think we can make a lesson out of it—because I want to. He seems shocked at first, even though we’ve done this too many times to count, but a split second later, he kisses me back, hands tangling in my hair as I drop the socks to the bed.

			It’s gentle for maybe half a minute. Then it turns desperate, hungry. I pour everything about tonight into that kiss, everything I’ve held back over the past few days or weeks or since we started this trip. I let it all out, and he gives it right back. I clutch him close, hands beneath his shirt, thumb grazing that mole on his back. Every detail about him has become impossibly lovely to me, and there are too many I haven’t memorized yet.

			I’ll be flying home to Seattle tomorrow, but tonight, I’m not holding back. No hiding in the bathroom if I can’t control my emotions.

			This is what our “few pointers” have become: a blazing, painful desire for the one person I can’t have. We built two separate sides of a relationship and drew a line between them, and I thought we used permanent ink. Now that line is blurred, thinner than it’s ever been. I want this, him, and right now that’s the only thing that matters. Maybe my heart will suffer for it later, but that’s a risk I’m going to have to take.

			If this is the only way someone can want me, so be it.

			He’s folded me into his lap, a hand splayed on my lower back while the other cradles my jaw. “So gorgeous,” he says, and it’s criminal, how just those few words can drag out a moan. His voice turns low. Rough. “Do you know what I’m thinking?” he asks, and I shake my head. “I’m thinking about how pink your pretty pussy is right now.” A knuckle comes up to my face, tracing my blush. “Pinker than your cheeks?”

			“You’ve gotten good at this.”

			This earns me a disarmingly sexy smirk. “If I fucked you with my hand,” he continues, “I wonder how wet you’d be. Would my finger just . . . slide right in?” He lifts a hand, his middle finger turning a slow, lazy circle in the air. “Yeah,” he says. “Yeah, I think so. Hot and slick and fucking perfect.”

			A whimper escapes me.

			“You like that?”

			I nod.

			“Should I keep going?”

			No.

			“Yes.”

			He leans closer, mouth up against my neck. “I’d go so slow, because I want to savor you. I’d keep teasing you, exactly the way you like. I might want to spread you wide and rub your clit right away, but I’d make myself wait for it. I’d make you wait for it.”

			I clutch at him, trying to drag his mouth back to mine.

			But then he pauses. Pulls away, arching an eyebrow. “You gotta give me something,” he says. “I kind of feel like I’m doing the heavy lifting here.”

			Somehow, I manage to come up with the words. “I—I always get so wet for you,” I say, and that makes him hold me tighter. “Not just when we’re like this. I could be sitting next to you at a con and thinking about what we did the previous night. Or what I’d want to do the next night. I’ll get so turned on I can barely stand it, but I can’t do anything about it.”

			His head rolls back, and he lets out this fantastic groan. “That’s not just part of all this? You’re serious?”

			“Yes,” I exhale, wondering if I’m signing my own death warrant. If so, it’ll be a wonderful death. “Sometimes I’d have to get myself off before we met up to work, too, just to clear my head.”

			“What would you think about?”

			“The way your breath hitches when you touch me for the first time.” This is it. No inhibitions. “You, talking to me exactly like this. Whether you’d want me to ride you, or if you’d want to fuck me from behind, or against a wall.”

			His eyes flutter shut, a low hum slipping from his mouth. “All of it.” A fingertip glides up my spine. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve done the same. Imagined your hand or your mouth instead of my fist.” My own hand drifts down to the front of his jeans. It’s been too long since I watched him come apart. I want to see him needy, desperate. Begging. “We’d be together one night, and the next day, all I’d want was to touch you again. I felt so fucking depraved—like I’d never be able to get enough of you.”

			It sounds so real that I need to hear him say it again. “Really?”

			He gives me this furrow of his brows. “You don’t think you’re irresistible?” he says. “I’ve always been attracted to you. Since we first met at that bookstore bar. When you were a petty thief.”

			I swat at his chest with my free hand. “I’ll have you know that I returned the book and felt so bad about it, I bought two more.”

			He grabs my hand, bringing it to his mouth. Presses kisses to my knuckles. “A real stand-up person. A Good Samaritan.” A little growl. “How does every part of you taste so good,” he says. “No one’s hands should taste this good.”

			He maneuvers me flat onto the bed, taking his time as he kisses down my body. Helping me out of my bra, sucking one nipple into his mouth while he thumbs the other, making me arch up off the bed. He doesn’t let up, tongue dipping into my navel and then dropping kisses along my waist, before he skips my hips entirely and lowers his mouth to my knees. Calves. He lifts one foot into the air, planting a kiss on my ankle, before placing it down on the bed and repeating it with the other.

			When he brings himself over my body again, there’s a dark, greedy hunger in his eyes. “Here,” he says. “Here is where you taste the best. So sweet.” He kisses me through my panties, a deep inhale and a slow flick of his tongue. The sound he makes when he does this is absolutely unreal. I tilt my hips, urging him closer. “I want to bury my tongue inside you the rest of the night. But not just inside. Your clit, too. Because I now know where it is.”

			I choke on a laugh, even as the pleasure settles low at the base of my spine. “Please.” It’s the only word I’m capable of when his gorgeous dirty mouth is this close to where I need him. “Please.”

			I don’t have to keep begging. In an instant, my panties are off and he’s lifting me to his face, until I’m spread against his mouth. I arch my back, grip the headboard to steady myself.

			I feel everything—the swirls of his tongue, the rhythm of his breaths. Even a smile. My thighs tighten around his head as I ride him, rubbing myself against his mouth while he gives me both soft, quick strokes and broader ones that make me grasp at the silken strands of his hair, my other hand tightening on the headboard. I no longer feel in control, like I did during our earlier lessons, when I told him what to do. Now he knows what I want, and he knows how to give it to me.

			He hooks his arms around my thighs, stretching me wider.

			“Finn,” I manage, remembering how much he liked it when I said his name.

			He moves his tongue faster, grazing the spot I want him most until I think I might scream if he doesn’t lick me there. And then he does—a sweep of his tongue before he sucks on my clit for just a moment.

			“Oh my god. Do that again.”

			I can feel him laugh as he obeys, sucking me longer this time before letting go. My thighs start shaking, and he keeps up a relentless rhythm, licking and sucking and anchoring me to his face with his hands squeezing my ass, until I throw an arm over my eyes, my body finally clenching tight—and then let it all go.

			I incinerate.

			We both go quiet afterward, breathing in sync as the ceiling above continues to spin.

			I settle back onto the bed and he tucks me against him, fingertips sliding into my hair. “I love your hair.”

			“Yeah?” We’ve never done this, been so generous with compliments.

			He nods. “One, it’s adorable,” he says, and despite what just happened with his mouth between my legs, I feel my face grow warm. “And two . . .” The rest of the sentence fades out as he seems to weigh what he wants to say next. “I get to see your whole face. And whatever you’re feeling—well, you’re not the best at hiding it. It’s right there.” He tilts my face toward him, tapping my nose ring for a moment before drawing a fingertip along my eyebrows, resting right in the middle. “When you’re angry, you get this little furrow right here. When you’re horny, you blush . . . here.” That finger lands on my collarbone. Dips lower. “And here. And here.”

			I swipe his hand away, and while he’s laughing, I couldn’t be further from it. Everything he’s saying makes my heart twist in the way I’ve tried to avoid since the night we met.

			That feeling I’ve been running from, finally catching up with me.

			And yet: “What about when I’m happy?” I can’t help asking.

			An easy smile. “That’s the best one. One of your eyes gets squinty. Just one.”

			“Sounds charming.”

			“It is,” he insists, moving forward to drop a kiss onto each eyelid as I let out a yelp.

			It’s probably a good thing that I’m leaving tomorrow and won’t see him for a few days. In Ohio, I wanted to send him away to protect my heart, but maybe the fact of it is that my body is stronger than my mind.

			Right now, he is mine, and I’m going to show him just how proud I am of his progress.

			I beckon him closer. I want to tell him everything I like about his face, too, his freckles and the angle of his cheekbones and most of all, the lovely warmth in his eyes when we’re talking like this. How the shade of his hair has quickly become my favorite color.

			“Come here” is what comes out instead.

			“Insatiable,” he says, and it’s true, because I’m already greedy for another orgasm: his.

			“Do you have the condoms?” I ask.

			“You think I’m ready for that?”

			“As long as you don’t use your teeth to open it.”

			He lifts his eyebrows at me. A challenge. “Look, I’m sure with a little practice, I could get it right.” He moves off the bed, returning with the condoms and lube we bought in Memphis. I take one from him, moving down his body, wrapping a hand around his hard length. He doesn’t need it—he’s been ready since we shed our clothes—but I give him a few strokes anyway. I’ve missed what this does to him. The way his eyes roll shut, a fist clutching my shoulder. A little lube, and the condom slides on easily. “That said . . . god, Chandler. I love the way you do it.”

			The way he says my name echoes somewhere in the vicinity of my heart.

			“Now I just have to hope I don’t get stage fright,” he says with a self-deprecating laugh.

			I straddle him, knees pressed into the mattress. “You know what to do.”

			We both do.

			And then in one swift motion, I lower my hips, savoring the feeling of him filling me. Slowly, slowly, inch by incredible inch, as he holds me against him with a hand on my waist. I have to catch my breath the moment he settles inside me.

			“Okay?” he asks when I let out a sharp gasp. His hands come up to grasp my hips, but he doesn’t start moving just yet.

			I nod, biting down hard on my lower lip. “I just—really like the way you feel.”

			As though encouraged by my words, he thrusts upward in slow, delicious strokes. I lift my hips to match his rhythm before picking up speed, urging him to go a little faster. My eyes flutter shut, the sensation already verging on too much. Too good. I’ve wanted him like this for weeks, and it’s somehow even better than I imagined—the way his fingers dig into my ass, his cock pulsing inside me. The rough, desperate sounds that fall from his mouth.

			“Christ.” A shaky exhale as he throws his head backward. “I didn’t appreciate this nearly enough our first time.”

			Soon we’re both panting, and I’m certain neither of us will last long, especially when his thumb lands where our bodies are joined. Everything in me tightens as he strokes, rubs, then licks his own fingers before sliding them back to my clit. Jesus. Now that he knows what I like, he’s almost too powerful. With a gnash of my teeth, I ride him harder, his other hand anchoring me at the waist.

			“You always turn your face away when you come,” he says. “Can I watch you?”

			“Oh—I do?” As soon as I say it, I realize he’s right. That maybe, after all my bravado, there are still some things I’ve held close.

			“I want to see everything,” he says, his fingers circling and circling.

			So I let him, because I think I’ve started learning from these lessons, too. I don’t hold anything back, my moans and the way my body shakes, and when it’s enough to send him over the edge, too, I wrap my arms around his neck to bring us closer.

			It’s not like our first time. It’s not like anything I’ve had before, and whether that’s because we’ve both spent weeks aching for it or something else entirely, I’m not sure I want to know.

			It’s just practice, I tell myself when we wake up in the middle of the night and reach for each other again. Casual, I remind myself when he whispers honeyed words into my skin. No emotions, I think as his fingers curl between my legs and I cry out against his throat, repeating his name like it’s something sacred.

			I am a huge fucking liar.

			

	
		
			
				MS. MISTLETOE

			

			
				EXT. CHRISTMAS TREE FARM—NIGHT

				Ms. Mistletoe pageant has just ended. DYLAN emerges through a patch of trees and finds HOLLY, sitting alone on a tree stump.

				DYLAN

				Holly? I was hoping I’d find you here.

				HOLLY

				Quickly wiping the tears from her eyes.

				Oh—hi. Don’t mind me. I’m just feeling sorry for myself.

				She lets out a hollow laugh.

				It was silly, thinking I had a chance at winning Ms. Mistletoe, but my mom won, and my grandma . . . and I guess I just wanted to make them proud. But it’s obvious I haven’t been feeling the Christmas cheer as much as I usually do.

				DYLAN

				Well, that’s just not true.

				He inches closer to her on the tree stump.

				You always cheer me up. No one makes me laugh as much as you do. Every time you come into my hot cocoa shop, you put a smile on my face. And my son loves you to pieces.

				HOLLY

				He does, doesn’t he?

				DYLAN

				He said you’re much better at bedtime stories than I am, and I wasn’t even offended. Maybe you’re not feeling the Christmas cheer . . . but I do. For you.

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			chapter

			twenty-three

			SEATTLE, WA

			My cousin stares at me, eyes narrowed. “Something’s different about you,” she accuses me.

			“I own a suitcase now? Maybe that’s it.”

			Noemie shakes her head. “No, no. It’s not that. Although that is a lovely suitcase.”

			I continue unpacking, Noemie leaning against the doorframe of my room. Returning to Seattle after two months away is a bit surreal. Everything is familiar, of course, but the house has a new scent to it, and I’m not sure whether it’s been there the whole time and I just got used to it or Noemie switched fragrances or cleaning products.

			Fortunately, I manage to avoid interrogation the rest of the day, and early the next morning, we have to start prepping for Thanksgiving dinner at my parents’ place in North Seattle. Even though we grew up on the same street—though Noemie’s moms bought a condo in Bellevue a few years ago—our parents always prioritized family time during this holiday, a tradition that’s carried into our adulthood. Plus, Noemie’s mom Sarah, my dad’s sister, makes the most heavenly mashed potatoes known to humankind.

			While Noemie and I work on the homemade cranberry sauce in my parents’ kitchen, feigning innocence when my mom asks how much we’ve tasted, I do my best to put Finn out of my mind. What happened the night before I left wasn’t like any of our past lessons, and I will not allow myself to wonder whether he felt it, too.

			I will not wonder what he’s doing right now. I will definitely not watch the puppy video.

			Unfortunately, my parents and aunts are eager to hear about what Oliver Huxley is like in real life, even though I’ve kept them updated throughout the trip.

			“Were there paparazzi following you around?” my dad asks when we sit down to dinner, and I have to shatter his illusions and tell him no, there were not.

			“Did you meet other famous people?” Aunt Vivi wants to know as she spoons gravy onto her plate.

			Aunt Sarah rolls her eyes. “What she’s really asking is if you met Dakota Johnson.”

			“What? She’s a really talented actor!”

			Everyone around the table laughs at this, fully aware of Aunt Vivi’s long-standing crush.

			I tell them about the rest of the Nocturnals cast, the other actors I saw in passing at the cons. But I hate that my voice sounds strained, my smiles forced. Because the whole time, my idiot brain can’t help imagining Finn here with us, charming my parents and making everyone fall a little bit in love with him.

			When it’s time to clear the table, I rush to intercept my dad before he picks up the heavy serving dish with the leftover stuffing.

			“I’ll get that,” I tell him, and he levels me with a stern look.

			“I can manage, Chandler.” There’s a slight thread of annoyance in his voice, enough to make me defensive.

			“Okay, okay.” I hold up my arms, placing the dish back on the table. “Sorry.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			After dinner, I retreat into my childhood bedroom. I haven’t lived in this house for over a decade, and yet this space still feels like a perfectly preserved museum of my adolescence. The mysteries stuffed onto the bookshelf, the Agatha Christie collection I hunted down at every Half Price Books location in Seattle. The Bed Bath & Beyond comforter set with an ice cream stain on one corner. The walls, collaged with photos of Noemie and me in our backyards, at the mall, leaning against bus stop shelters and trying to look cool.

			When I imagined coming back home as an adult, I thought it would feel different. I’m almost ashamed to admit that I thought I’d have a book of my own to add to this shelf, one I’d display face-out and make my parents do the same in our living room.

			My phone buzzes in the pocket of my jeans. Two texts, one right after the other.

			
				Reno misses you.

				So do the dogs.

			

			This is accompanied by a photo of Finn’s mom’s Chihuahuas, two of them lounging on the couch together and three eagerly waiting for table scraps.

			
				Those chihuahuas are angels on earth, but I fully believe they’d eat one of their own if it meant ensuring their survival.

			

			Probably, Finn writes back. How’s your Thanksgiving?

			The way my body relaxes, hearing from him like this—it’s the loveliest relief. I slide backward onto my bed, settling against the daisy-patterned pillows. Like I’m in high school and texting a boy I have a crush on.

			
				Good. My aunts are disappointed I didn’t meet anyone famous.

				Don’t they know you’ve met ME????

			

			I can’t help it—I laugh out loud.

			How’s your tofurkey? I ask, rightfully assuming that’s what Finn’s eating tonight. He sends back a photo of his mom’s dining table: stuffing dotted with cranberries, glazed vegetables, flour-dusted rolls, and what looks like a lentil loaf drizzled with mushroom gravy.

			
				Too many leftovers, though. I’m a little heartbroken I won’t be able to finish it all before I have to go back to LA.

			

			And there I go, overanalyzing again. Does his talking about too many leftovers mean he wishes I were there to help reduce the amount? Or is he simply telling me they made too much food?

			When Noemie knocks on the door, I realize that as much as I’ve tried to push it away, I think I need to talk it out with my best friend.

			“I have a minor problem,” I say, and when I attempt to laugh it off, it comes out strangled, high-pitched. “It’s about Finn, and my sudden inability to stop thinking about him. And how we slept together before I left and it felt different from all the other times and I think I’m truly, deeply fucked.”

			I let this all out in one breath, chest heaving when I finish.

			“Okay. Slow down.” She joins me on the bed, tucking her legs beneath her. I’m amazed she made it through dinner with her taupe wool sweater unharmed; I spent ten minutes in the bathroom scrubbing at a cranberry smudge on my jeans.

			“You have a crush.”

			“I’m afraid it’s a more than a crush.” I hug one of the daisy pillows to my chest. “And it’s not just physical, either. I like spending time with him. I like talking to him. He’s sweet, and he’s funny, and he’s just . . . really good.” I think about the way he stayed with me during my panic attack. The way he massaged my hands and tracked down my mom’s suitcase and defended me when I filled in on that panel at a con that now seems like it happened a lifetime ago. “Nome . . . I told him about my abortion.”

			Her eyes grow wide. “Oh.” And in that single word, she understands exactly what it would take for me to open up like that to someone. She places a hand on my knee. “You really, really like him.”

			I give her a miserable nod. “This whole thing was a terrible idea. I should have known it, too—I did know it, but I guess I liked the idea of being someone who could casually do something like this. And then move on emotionally unscathed.”

			“Have you ever considered that maybe none of this is casual for him, either?”

			Of course I have. The thought has been running on a constant loop in my mind since New York, since he mapped out everything he loved about my face and held me against him until we both fell asleep. I can’t even think about it without a terrifying tenderness rushing toward my heart.

			“Maybe it isn’t,” I say. “But it doesn’t change the fact that we live in completely different worlds.”

			She’s quiet for a moment, taking this in. “Even after having met him, it’s hard to disconnect him from The Nocturnals,” she says, “but honestly, he seems like a pretty wonderful guy.” That’s the worst of it. That on paper, he’s exactly the kind of person I’d want to be with. “I can’t even believe I’m saying this, but is there any reason a real relationship between you and Finnegan Walsh, star of the font-based romantic comedy Just My Type, wouldn’t work?” She tries for lightness, and I crack a smile to placate her. “Aside from the fact that you’re still working with him, but you’re just about done, right?”

			Even though she doesn’t mean it to, it twists a knife just beneath my heart. Just about done. And then he’ll move on to new projects. New people.

			“We don’t live in the same place,” I offer stupidly.

			A flick of her fingernails against my knee. “Because no long-distance relationship has ever succeeded before. Next.”

			“Our lives are incompatible. He’s always on the road, and I’m sure he’ll be touring once the memoir comes out, too, and I’m . . .” I grasp for the right word, not finding one. “And he’s obviously way more financially stable than I am.”

			“You’re worried he doesn’t think you’re good enough? Successful enough?”

			I hide my head in the pillow. I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know. “Maybe that’s the reason Wyatt didn’t want me,” I say quietly. “He had his thriving journalism career, and I had . . . I don’t know, not that many inhibitions in bed?”

			Noemie’s expression turns dark. “I think Wyatt really messed you up.” She moves closer to drape her hand along my forearm, giving it a squeeze. “Because you are brilliant and caring and funny and weird—I mean that as a compliment—and you’re a million times more than your sexuality.” Her eyes cling to mine, unblinking. “Especially with what you’ve been doing with Finn, I need you to know that isn’t all you have to offer someone. Not by a long shot.”

			I want to believe her. I keep trying to connect the dots, but I might as well be using invisible ink. “I guess I’ll find out next week in LA. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to keep hiding it.” Or maybe he already knows, and he’s using this time to figure out how to let me down easy. “You’ve been okay, though? While I’ve been gone?”

			Her brow furrows. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Everything we talked about before I left. About how this was the longest we’d be apart.”

			“Sure,” she says. “But I’ve been trying some new recipes, taking some new classes—you’ve got to try modern hula hooping with me. I’ve missed you, of course, but I haven’t minded being on my own. Not as much as I thought I would, at least.”

			“That’s great. I’m glad.” I’m not sure what I expected—that she’d be falling over herself, begging me to never leave again?

			Maybe it’s a sign things really are changing.

			“I’ve got to help my moms with cleanup at their place,” she says. “The kitchen is a disaster zone. See you back at home?”

			She slips outside after a hug, leaving me alone in my childhood bedroom with too many magazine cutouts of people I can’t remember the names of and a swirl of anxious thoughts.

			But instead of letting them get too loud, I open up my bag and head over to my desk. Position my laptop there, exactly the way my ancient desktop was propped up through elementary and middle school, until I got a laptop my freshman year of high school and it seemed so sleek and cutting-edge.

			The desk chair isn’t anything I’d pick out for myself these days; it’s light pink and covered with some of my mom’s extra hippie stickers. But as I sit down, I remember all the hours I spent here, doing homework and typing away at stories. How happy I was, before I decided it wasn’t a realistic career path.

			I can’t just keep opening and rereading my book. I have to make some progress.

			So even though I’m scared, I scroll to the end of the document and highlight a section that I know won’t work for the new direction I’ve decided on. Then I type a sentence. Not a good sentence, nothing profound, just a transition to move the plot forward.

			There.

			But something’s not right. I frown at it, picking it apart until I like it a little more, until it sounds better to my ear. It grows into a paragraph. And then another. I change the setting to Seattle, because that’s the place I know best, and when my parents call out that they’re going to bed, I wish them good night and keep writing.

			Maybe cozy mystery won’t be the right genre anymore, because I want this book to be sexy, too. I make my protagonist’s love interest, a graphic designer whose work she sells at her stationery shop, even more irresistible, and I build more tension between them. I give him a mane of hair that’s always a little unkempt. Blots of ink on his palms and wrists, a detail she never fails to notice about him.

			It’s cozy to me, and that’s what matters most.

			Journalism let me forget that I once dreamed of this, and the deeper I got, the less it mattered. I went years without writing fiction, without writing anything for myself, and I convinced myself I didn’t miss it. Until the layoff, which might have been the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Until I opened a blank document and realized . . . this has always felt right. Not easy, necessarily, or at least not always, but right, like the words have just been waiting for their time to spill out and scatter across the page.
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			chapter

			twenty-four

			LOS ANGELES, CA

			When Finn meets me at the airport with a sign that says Chandler Leigh Cohen, the first thing that occurs to me is that I’ve seen his handwriting a hundred times, scrawled in autographs across the country. But for some reason, seeing the way he printed my name strikes me as this personal, intimate thing. No two letters are quite the same size, his Sharpie having tilted slightly upward. I can tell he spent time on it, not a dashed off I’d rather be unusual on a photograph before the next fan in line.

			His hair is a little longer and probably in need of a trim, eyes turning bright when he spots me, sliding off his sunglasses for a brief moment before putting them back in place. I don’t blame him—an airport seems like the worst place to get recognized. I wonder if he’ll need to keep doing it after the reunion airs. He’s wearing a shirt I’ve seen before, blue plaid, and something about that familiarity has me urging my knees to stay solid as I make my way over to him in baggage claim.

			“You didn’t have to meet me in here. I know LAX is a hellscape.”

			“Exactly. It didn’t feel right for you to go through it alone.” Then there’s this moment where we’re not sure how to greet each other. I see it play across his face—hug or handshake? I stick out my own hand, and he slides his palm into mine. “Good to see you again,” he says.

			And then I burst out laughing. “That was weird, wasn’t it? The handshake?”

			Finn looks visibly relieved. “Extremely. I missed you,” he says, a little shyly. “I know it’s only been a few days, but—I missed you. It’s probably also weird to say that, huh?”

			“You probably just missed having someone to tease about sleeping with socks on,” I say, trying not to think about what I missed you does to me. Because god, it’s such a lovely, almost painful thing, to be missed.

			After Thanksgiving, I made a decision. I need to know if this is real, which means telling him my feelings are no longer solely professional. And the thought of doing that, the fear of rejection, makes me want to throw up right onto the baggage belt.

			Unfortunately, things don’t get any less awkward on the drive to his house, especially because I want to reach over the console and sink my teeth into his upper arm. Drag my mouth along his neck and down his chest. I have a hotel room in LA, but I wanted to see his place, get some time in to talk about the next section of the book. The last few chapters.

			Finn starts waxing poetic about his Prius while we’re stuck in traffic, and I nod and mm-hmm along. “You, uh, don’t really care about cars, do you?” he says after a while, and I give him a guilty smile. “Me, either. I don’t even know why I felt compelled to say all that.”

			When we pull up to his place in Los Feliz, I can’t help it—I gasp. “Excuse me,” I say as the house comes into view, an elegant Craftsman painted light green, with a neatly manicured lawn framed by rose bushes. “I think you neglected to mention when you were filming Cameos to make a few extra bucks that you live in a mansion?”

			Finn runs a sheepish hand down his face, the auburn stubble there. “I’ve had it since season three—that was the height of it for us. My agent cut me a great deal, and I just lucked out and bought at the right time.”

			“The rest of us could use some of that luck, please.”

			At that, he laughs. “I know I could sell and make a profit, but I can’t see myself getting rid of it anytime soon. And I guess I just thought . . .” He trails off, tapping the steering wheel as he pulls into the garage. “That I might raise a family here someday.”

			The way that tugs at my heart.

			The way that, just for a split second, my horrid brain conjures images of myself as part of that family.

			“I have to admit, I’m a little shocked,” I say.

			“The Hollywood culture isn’t for me, but I love this house. I wanted a place that would feel like a little oasis away from it, without being too disconnected.”

			I wheel my new suitcase inside, marveling at his vaulted ceilings and exposed beams. It’s full-on Architectural Digest porn, down to a bowl of limes and gorgeous built-in bookshelves. The taste is more mature than his childhood bedroom, but because it wouldn’t be Finn otherwise: in the living room, an actual sword is mounted on the wall in a glass case.

			“We have to talk about this,” I say after kicking off my shoes, worried about tracking dirt onto his cherrywood floors.

			“So, you have to keep in mind that I was in my early twenties when we were filming The Nocturnals. And aside from this place, I didn’t have a strong sense of the value of money.” He dusts an imaginary speck from the glass. “It’s Gandalf’s sword from the movies—this one was used in Return of the King. I won it at auction with a few of my first paychecks.”

			“You won a sword.”

			“Glamdring,” he says, biting his lip to hold back a smile. “That’s its name.”

			And why does that make me fall even harder?

			Then there’s another strange moment. A silence. I don’t know what happens here, what to do with my hands now that I’m no longer holding on to my bags. If we were a real couple, I’d be tugging him down the hall to his bedroom.

			Finn clears his throat. “Can I get you anything to eat or drink?”

			I tell him some sparkling water would be great, and we make our way into the kitchen. A rack of cast-iron pans hangs from the ceiling; a trio of succulents perch on the marble countertops. As he hands me a can of LaCroix and I catch sight of his pantry, my heart swoops low in my chest.

			A Costco-sized box of those applesauce pouches. No—two of them.

			“I, uh, didn’t know how long you’d be here, or if you’d get hungry,” he says, following my gaze. “Those are okay, right? You like that flavor?”

			Slowly, I nod, all words leaving my vocabulary.

			No. I won’t do it. I will not allow myself to get weepy over applesauce.

			The whole flight, I rehearsed what I was going to say. How I’d explain that I’ve grown to care about him and sure, this situation is a little messy, but I want to know if we could really be something. I’d put it all out there, calmly and rationally, and I’d wait to hear what he had to say.

			Instead, when I open my mouth after an agonizing silence, what comes out is: “I think we should stop the lessons.”

			Shit.

			It comes out so abruptly that it startles Finn, who nearly chokes on a sip of grapefruit seltzer. “Oh . . . okay?” Then he steadies himself, as though remembering what we decided at the beginning. That either of us could end it whenever we wanted to. “Yeah. Of course. We can do that. Can I just . . . Is it okay to ask why?”

			I can’t look at him. Because I like you too much and because sleeping with you is just making it worse and why did you have to get me that fucking applesauce.

			“I think I’ve taught you all I can.” I will my voice not to shake. “So I don’t really see a point in continuing. You can go off and have fun with whoever else you want.”

			“I haven’t been seeing anyone else,” he says, still sounding confused. “If that’s what you’re worried about.”

			“But you will eventually.”

			He inches closer. Even with a couple feet of space between us, I can feel his body heat.

			I try to summon all my courage. I’ll say it as fast as I can, go to my hotel, conduct the rest of this relationship with two screens between us as a buffer.

			“I feel like there’s something else,” he says. “Something you’re not telling me.”

			I whirl around, meeting his eyes, increasingly frustrated by how casual he sounds. If he knows I have feelings for him, he’s apparently going to make me spell them out. “You want to know what I’m not telling you? Fine. I hate thinking about you with someone else, even though that’s the whole point of this—so you can be good for the next person. And I just . . .” Want to be the next person so badly. “Forget it. It’s stupid.”

			He’s just looking at me, features inscrutable. “I agree. We should stop the lessons.”

			I’m not expecting him to acquiesce so quickly. To just sever this connection between us. The shock of it is an instant gust of cold air, a painful clenching of my heart.

			But then he steps closer, a hip pressing against mine. “Because those lessons imply that what’s happening between us isn’t real. That it’s just practice. And that’s not true.” A soft smile, his expression changing into one I’ve seen on TV but never directed at me. “It’s felt real to me for a while now.”

			“It—has?”

			His eyes crinkle at the edges. “Chandler. Were you not there when I was waxing poetic about all the different expressions your face makes? Haven’t you realized that I want to touch you . . . pretty much all the time? I’ve tried a hundred times to give you a hundred different hints.”

			And he has, hasn’t he? I’ve been too stuck in my head to see them for what they are. “But you don’t date outside of Hollywood,” I say dumbly, as though this will negate everything he’s confessed so far.

			“Yeah. Until now.” A slow shake of his head. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you since we left New York. You’re one of the most interesting people I’ve ever met, and I’m not sure you realize it. You’re driven and loyal and compassionate, and Jesus—you’re so beautiful, it makes my heart hurt to look at you sometimes.” He pauses, swallows hard, and even though I’m not the one talking, I’m left struggling to catch my breath. I want so badly to reach out and touch his face, to see if his reddened cheeks would be warm against my fingertips. “We could have spent this entire trip in bed, and it wouldn’t have been enough. We could have spent it just talking, twenty-four hours a day, and I’d still want to hear your voice,” he says. “I’ve felt this way for a while. At least since Memphis.” A laugh slips out as he mashes a fist on the countertop. “Hell, I told you I had a crush on you!”

			“While you were high on DayQuil!” I say, and then more softly: “You remember that?”

			He steps closer, a whisper of space between us. “I remember everything,” he says, rich hazel eyes never leaving mine. He is so open, so vulnerable, and it’s making me fall even harder. “I thought it would pass. I hoped it would, at first. But spending so much time with you only dug me deeper. Every night we were together, I only wanted you more. But even if we hadn’t been physical, I think I still would have developed feelings for you. Honestly, I could never touch you again—and let’s face it, I’d be devastated, and I’m obviously hoping it doesn’t come to that—and I’d still be utterly wrecked over you.”

			There are no words in the English language lovelier than these.

			Finn Walsh. Is utterly wrecked. Over me.

			“I kept worrying I was being too obvious about it,” he continues, “and I was going to scare you off.”

			I just stare at him, unable to process that we might want the exact same thing. Even if we hadn’t been physical. I’m not sure I knew how badly I needed to hear that.

			“I’m not scared off.” My voice is a small, fragile thing. “Scared, maybe. But not scared off. Finn . . .” I have to take a few more moments to collect myself, wanting the words to come out exactly right. “I know it’s only been a few months, but you’ve become so important to me. Every time we’re not together, I miss you, and every time we are, I feel like I have to hold on tight to make it last as long as possible. I’ve been so uncertain about everything in my life, but the way I want you is crystal clear.” I place a hand on the right side of his chest, thumb stroking upward and then back down. As though I could hold his heartbeat right in my palm—and maybe I already do. “Because I do. Badly.”

			His whole face changes, softens in a way I’ve never seen before. “Come here,” he says, bringing up a hand to clasp mine. “Come here, sweetheart.”

			That’s all it takes for me to melt against him, for all of my resolve to crumble. A single word, the same one he spoke in the snowy Midwest that I now know he meant earnestly. Wholeheartedly.

			I wrap my arms around him just as he circles my waist, drawing me close, my cheek pressed against his flannel shirt. I don’t want to think about what comes next or what we’ll do when I’m back in Seattle and he’s in LA. I just want to breathe him in.

			Fingertips run through my hair. A kiss to the top of my head. “This is real?” I whisper. “Because I’m kind of wrecked for you, too.”

			He nods, tilting my chin upward to kiss me. “I want to be with you,” he says, touching his forehead to mine. “Whatever that looks like. However you’ll let me.”

			When we move apart, I change my mind. This face isn’t one I’ve seen on The Nocturnals or any of his other shows or movies. I haven’t seen this expression before, his features painted with the gentlest brush, eyes lit by the setting sun—because I think this one is solely for me.
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			The rest of the night is as normal as normal can get. Finn announces he’ll cook dinner, and I attempt to help him, despite not knowing where anything is. We wind up getting so distracted kissing on the kitchen counter that we burn the tofu and set off the fire alarm. So we decide on takeout burritos with tiny containers of salsa. And in the middle of it all, I sneak away and message Noemie, who seems to break her phone given the sheer number of emojis she texts back. Finn does the same with Krishanu, laughing when he shows me his response: FINALLY!!!

			“He could tell I had it bad for you in Reno,” he explains. “I broke down and told him everything once we got to Ohio, when you were out of the room.”

			“Did he have any advice?”

			“Just to not fuck it up, which I worried I nearly did a couple times. He said it was the happiest he’d seen me in a while.” Finn leans closer. “And it’s true.”

			We carry glasses of wine into his backyard, stumbling over cobblestones because we can’t stop touching each other. It really does feel like an oasis out here, peaceful and secluded, the tall hedges providing a considerable amount of privacy. The only sounds are the birds and the hum of the pool. At dusk in December, it’s still sixty degrees out.

			“I wrote over Thanksgiving,” I tell him, settling onto a chaise longue next to his, beneath a heat lamp. Bliss.

			“You cheated on our book?” he says, mock-offended.

			I take a sip of wine. “Just a little. And . . . it felt great. Like I hadn’t flexed those muscles in a long time, but it was so natural to finally stretch them out.”

			“You have no idea how happy I am to hear that it made you happy. Truly.”

			We kiss slowly as the moon beams down on us. Tonight, there are no deadlines.

			“You’re really beautiful, too,” I tell him, all the compliments I’ve held in beginning to spill out. I haven’t wanted him to take anything the wrong way. “Your eyes, your freckles, the gray in your hair. It’s kind of a crime, how lovely your face is.”

			His mouth turns greedy against mine, each brush of his lips a small thank-you. “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” he says into my ear, pulling me onto his chair.

			I let out a nervous laugh. “It sort of feels like we’re about to have sex for the first time.”

			“We’ve been doing it for a couple months. Pretty successfully, I might add.”

			“But this is going to be different.”

			And he nods, because I know he understands. Because this time, it’s real.

			There are no instructions or how-tos, and there’s something new and strange and thrilling about that. Even if both of us have felt like it was real for a while, this time, there’s no doubt. Not in the way he tugs at my hair or swipes a thumb along my cheek, or the way I clutch at the fabric of his shirt because I can’t get him close enough.

			“You’ve been so generous,” he says when we’re still lazily kissing, my body splayed on top of his. “I want to do something for you.” He pulls back for a moment, meets my gaze. “Do you have any fantasies? Something you’ve always wanted in bed but never told anyone?”

			“We don’t have to—”

			“I know we don’t have to. I want to.” A sly grin. “And I’ve hoped I could fulfill them for you, now that I’ve graduated from the Chandler Cohen Academy of Sex.”

			“Valedictorian, no less.” I let this hang between us for a few long seconds, my heart racing. Because yes, I have fantasies, some I’ve vocalized in past relationships and others I’ve held on to, as though saving them for some future perfect guy or maybe just locking them in my imagination forever. With Finn, I could let them all out—that’s how comfortable I’ve become with him.

			I decide to start with just one. “Could you . . . could you spank me?”

			The moment I say it, I worry he’ll laugh. Take back the offer. That it’ll instantly turn the night awkward.

			Instead his grin turns devious, eyes dark. “There’s nothing in the world I’d like more.”

			He helps me out of my jeans before asking how I want to position myself, and I give his knees a shy nod. I want to be in his lap, as close to him as possible. Before we start, he runs inside to grab a pillow, and there’s something about that sweet gesture contrasted with what we’re about to do that sets me on fire. And the fact that we’re outside—surrounded by tall hedges, sure, but still, anyone could hear us.

			Maybe I don’t mind.

			I lower myself onto his lap, resting my upper body on the pillow while he pulls my panties tight. At first he merely teases, running his palm along my lower back before swooping lower. My pulse is in my throat, my veins filled with reckless anticipation.

			“How wet are your panties?” he asks, a finger trailing along the fabric. “Because I think you must have gotten even wetter as soon as you asked to be spanked.” When his hand settles between my thighs, he groans, taking his time sliding down my underwear. “Christ, your ass. It’s perfect.” He bends down, feathering kisses along each cheek. A few circles of his palm. “You’ll tell me what you want? If I’m not doing it the way you imagined?”

			I let out a deep breath, finding it difficult to believe this might be anything less than what I imagined. “You know I will.”

			He starts slowly, stroking me in agonizing circles. Then he pulls his hand back, pausing for a breathless moment before delivering a tight smack that I feel in every cell of my body.

			A moan slips from my lips as I clutch the pillow beneath me.

			“You like that?”

			“Yes.”

			The next one, he moans right along with me. And god, that’s even better, knowing he’s loving this, too. “Harder? Softer?”

			“Harder,” I beg, and the next time he spanks me, I gasp out, my legs turning liquid, pleasure curling hot and low in my core. I’m certain sex has never been this freeing.

			In between spanks, he smooths circles on my cheeks while filth falls from his mouth. “Lift up. I want to see that gorgeous pussy.”

			I lean forward, pushing up on my elbows, raising my hips.

			“Jesus, this view.”

			He slides a finger beneath me, runs it through my slickness. Drops a few taps where I’m most sensitive. I’m no longer sure I’m breathing. Then he repositions my hips, the night breeze blowing against my dampest parts as he gives my pussy a gentle spank.

			“Fucking hell,” I manage through gritted teeth. “I’m gonna die.”

			He alternates between my pussy and my ass, each spank stealing more air from my lungs. “Let it out, sweetheart,” he says when I’m moments from shattering, his fingers relentless and greedy and perfect. “Be loud.”

			The orgasm crashes through me, a shivering, shuddering earthquake that leaves me weightless, his name on my tongue as he wraps his arms around me, his mouth pressed to the nape of my neck.

			Once I recover, I shift so I can see his face, the heat in his gaze.

			“That was—fucking incredible,” I manage.

			His cock is straining against his boxers and I need to see him lose control, need to be the reason he cries out into the night.

			“What do you want?” I ask.

			“Your mouth. Please.” The urgency in his voice is a delicious, decadent thing.

			I shove down his boxers, overcome with the desire to taste him. He’s already rock hard, hot velvet as I wrap my lips around him, holding him steady with my fist, swirling my tongue across the tip. He whispers my name like a curse. Like a promise. His fingertips are soft but desperate in my hair, and I suck him deeper as he drags his hand lower to cup my breast, thumb rubbing my nipple.

			“I want to come on your tits,” he says on a growl. “If that’s—”

			“Please. Yes.”

			I remove my mouth just as he starts to tremble, and he gives one more thrust against my chest before he falls apart, warmth slicking my breasts. He reaches beneath the chair for a towel before he draws me back on top of him, and I’m limp and spent and indescribably happy.

			Several minutes pass before he rolls over to get his phone. When the familiar opening of “Whoomp! (There It Is)” starts up, I can’t help laughing.

			“I’m sorry,” he says, laughing along with me as he smooths my hair. “I had to.”

			“Can we stay here forever?” I murmur against his chest. Because despite having sex in our real relationship for the first time, it still feels like we’re living in this dreamworld of unreality. A place where the outside cannot touch us.

			“I hope so.” A pause, the way he always does when he’s carefully choosing his words. “Because, Chandler . . . I’m pretty sure I’m falling for you.”

			And even though I’m worried about the future, about how tightly I’ve clung to my career in the past when it’s just as nebulous right now—

			“I am, too,” I say, and the fear is worth it for the way he holds me tighter.

			If anything could scare me off, it’s how new and fragile and precious this feels. How badly I want this to last beyond the reunion, beyond the book. Tonight feels so beautifully normal that I think I might be able to live in these moments forever.

			“So this is what life is like with Finnegan Walsh?” I ask.

			He shakes his head, tightens his grip on my waist. “No. This is better.”
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			chapter

			twenty-five

			LOS ANGELES, CA

			Ethan, Finn, Cooper . . . you three over there. Ladies—Juliana, Hallie, Bree—can I get you on the other couch?”

			Bree lifts one perfectly penciled eyebrow in exactly the way Sofia was known to do on the show, especially whenever she was pissed at Caleb. “You’re really going to have the guys on one side and the girls on the other?”

			The director considers this. “New plan,” he says, exasperated. “Everyone sit where they want.”

			But this doesn’t work, because he wants Juliana and Bree next to each other, since a good chunk of the reunion will focus on their characters’ rivalry. But Ethan and Juliana have to be next to each other, as the show’s central couple, and since Cooper’s Wesley eventually ends up with Bree’s Sofia, they should probably be next to each other, too. Cooper is just standing there grinning at all of it, like as the show’s comic relief, he’s just along for the ride.

			It goes on like this for twenty more minutes, just configuring the proper seating. Twin black leather couches are posed onstage, an Oakhurst University banner in the school’s colors, silver and deep blue, draped behind them. On my way into the studio, I may have gawked a little at the signs indicating where a number of familiar shows are being filmed, but Finn just strolled right inside with a coffee cup in hand, like this is something he does every day. And I guess it used to be.

			“Hopefully this won’t be too boring for you,” he said this morning.

			“Going to a rehearsal for my boyfriend’s show? Not at all.”

			And he grinned at that, boyfriend. I thought it might be strange, slipping into this domestic moment with him, but what’s strangest is that it felt so incredibly natural: our lazy breakfast, showering together, getting back into his Prius and laughing about how he was so nervous yesterday, he thought his car was the best conversation topic.

			I assured him I couldn’t possibly be bored by anything Nocturnals-related, but now that I’m here, sitting where the live studio audience will be on the day of the taping, I’m starting to reconsider that statement.

			Although truthfully, I’d have followed him just about anywhere today.

			Hallie and Bree greeted me with hugs, though Juliana was still a little distant. I remember what Finn said about her rehab and more than understood why she’d be wary of press.

			Ethan, though . . . Ethan is slightly less present than the others. From the first time I saw him at Supercon, dressed like a fan before revealing himself at the panel, he struck me as someone who loves the spotlight and who’d do anything to keep it from shining on someone else for too long. Ethan was fully aware that The Nocturnals was designed to revolve around him, even if it eventually grew into more of an ensemble show.

			And I’m guessing he didn’t love that.

			There are two sets: the couches for the live Q & A, and the re-created library of Oakhurst University where they’ll pretape material for the show. After they finish staging the Q & A, we all move on to the next set, overstuffed wooden bookshelves and flickering chandeliers and a long spiral staircase that I can now see leads absolutely nowhere. TV magic, and all that. The cast walks through the library, gazing at the remnants of their time together.

			Hallie nudges Finn, points to a spot on the floor. “They even added back those paw prints from episode one,” she says.

			Finn drags a hand along the library table. “It’s just like I remember.”

			I love watching him take it all in. Every so often, he glances out toward the audience, where I’m seated with a handful of managers and agents and publicists, a couple other journalists working on pieces in advance of the reunion. And every time he does, his whole face seems to change, eyes crinkling at the corners as his stage smile turns real.

			I’m not sure when that won’t feel like a novelty.
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			The taped cast interviews last through the afternoon. They talk about how the show changed them, their favorite memories, juicy behind-the-scenes moments. Ethan’s in an especially obstinate mood, which seems like par for the course for him, but he ends up having to do far more takes than anyone else.

			“Some things never change,” Hallie mutters, and I decide she and I could probably be friends. Even if the main things we have in common are saltiness and Finnegan Walsh.

			This hits me in a strange place. Because in any relationship, the sharing of friends is a natural, expected thing. And yet . . . Finn’s friends, beyond Krishanu and Derek in Reno, are entrenched in the Hollywood world, too. That might be an adjustment, but surely not anything we can’t figure out.

			All of that is forgotten when the cast and crew break for a late lunch, Finn immediately heading for me.

			“I’m shocked you’ve lasted this long,” he says.

			I pack up my bag. “I’ll have you know that was fascinating. What Cooper said about adopting one of the dogs that played a wolf extra? Precious. Or how Hallie was so convinced Caleb would turn out to be the show’s ultimate villain that the writers gave her a script with a different ending for the finale, one that had him betraying everyone?” It might have been cruel if it hadn’t been so terribly written—she’d known right away that it was a prank, one they can all still laugh about.

			When I slip my bag over my shoulder and follow him outside onto the studio lot, I don’t miss the way Ethan walks a few paces behind us, like he doesn’t want to have to speak to anyone. I give him a forced smile, hope it seems authentic, and don my sunglasses.

			“See you back here,” Finn calls out, holding open the door for him.

			Ethan gives him an easy grin. A pat on the shoulder. “Sure, bud. If you can make it there on time.”

			Finn stiffens next to me.

			My eyebrows crease together. “What was that about?”

			“Nothing,” Finn says, trying to brush it off. His hand tightens on my lower back. “Just something he used to do when we were filming. A joke.”

			I decide not to press it, but it seems as much like a joke as Los Angeles seems like a charming small town.

			We have lunch at a café on the lot, taking a seat in a shady corner outside. It’s relatively late in the day, not too busy, and now that he’s no longer under the studio lights, I can see the powder on Finn’s face and a bronze liner on his lower lids. A hint of color on his cheeks that’s just the slightest shade cooler than his natural blush.

			I try to ask Finn more about how it feels to be back at Oakhurst, and while he gives me some answers I might be able to use in the reunion chapter, he pokes his quinoa salad around his compostable bowl, barely eating.

			“Something’s bothering you.” I give his leg a gentle tap with my sneaker. “Hey. You know you can talk to me about it, right? If you want to?”

			A long, slow sigh as he reaches his hand toward mine, threading our fingers together. “I know. Thank you. It’s just not the easiest thing to do.” He lets out a rough laugh. “I guess that’s been the thesis statement of this whole memoir.”

			I allow a small smile at that, but I remain quiet, giving him the space he needs to elaborate.

			He takes that time, rubbing his fingertips along my knuckles, then glancing around to make sure we’re alone enough to have this kind of conversation.

			The glancing around: I wonder if that’s something he ever stops doing. If it’s something I’ll start doing when we’re in public, too.

			“Ethan and I . . . haven’t always gotten along,” he starts. “I’ve never known why, exactly. Maybe he felt threatened because he was supposed to be the main character, and the Mexley shippers were more enthusiastic than the Calice ones. I don’t know. Maybe he’s just an asshole.”

			“He definitely is,” I agree, giving my own salad a pointed stab.

			A deep breath as Finn stares down at his salad. “He used to mess with me during filming. Little things—he’d drink from a glass of water and then pass it to me, ask if I wanted any. Laugh when I said no. Or he’d go through craft services and touch all the sandwiches when I was looking—real gross, immature shit. He loved trying to set me off between takes, just to see how far he could push me, and if any of my compulsions made me the tiniest bit late, he made sure the higher-ups knew I hadn’t gotten there on time. And bad habits die hard, I guess, because he’s a thirty-five-year- old man who derives joy from trying to trigger someone’s OCD.”

			“What the fuck? That’s sick.” My stomach rolls over, imagining a twenty-year-old Finn, unable to manage his OCD on his own quite yet and dealing with a bully who thought the whole thing was a joke.

			“Guess it’s not enough that he has this great movie career. He has to make the rest of us feel like ants.” A harsh laugh. “It’s almost funny—he was so horrible to Hux in season one, and he’s just as bad in real life. Some acting.”

			“The book isn’t done yet,” I say. “We could put this in the memoir. In fact—I think we should. These are exactly the kind of microaggressions people should hear about. You want the book to shed light on mental illness, to destigmatize it . . . here’s how we show how not to act.” I don’t just want to bring Ethan down, although that would be deeply satisfying. I know enough about him to make the judgment that he’s simply not a good person, and I want any other Ethans who pick up Finn’s book to know that it’s not okay.

			Finn’s expression changes, eyes flicking up to mine. “Yeah . . . I’d rather not.”

			“Are you sure? Because I’m positive you’re not the only one who’s dealt with something like this.”

			“Look—it’s my name.” He says it gently, but it hits me square in the chest. “It’s my book.”

			“Right.” How could I forget? As much as this has felt like a partnership, in the most basic contractual terms, it isn’t. “Of course it’s your book. I’m just the one getting paid to write it.”

			Finn softens. “Shit—Chandler. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to sound that way.” He reaches for me, running a hand along my forearm. I let him. “I just don’t want to feel like I have to tear anyone else down to make myself look better, even if they deserve it. Especially if they’re bigger than I am. I’d hate for anyone to think I’m name-dropping for the sake of sales.”

			“I understand.” I force a smile, halfheartedly pierce a hunk of romaine. This salad cost $14 and it tastes like absolutely nothing. We’ve had far more uncomfortable conversations over the past few months, so I’m not sure why this one stings so much. I try to put myself in his position, and I do understand, even if I disagree.

			But like he said: His name. His book.

			I’m just the nobody who’s following him around, a little lost puppy. The person whose career cannot possibly compete with his. The ghost girlfriend.

			“Let’s just forget about it,” he says. “I have to be back at set in twenty and I’d much rather talk about you.”

			Still, it refuses to leave my mind the rest of the day.
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				The shop was a mess.

				Pens were uncapped and paper was strewn everywhere, inkblots bleeding into the new carpets. And the journal section, which Penelope had lovingly, painstakingly arranged the previous day, appeared as though someone had fed those gorgeous bound planners through a shredder. January-February-March confetti.

				Of course, all of that was nothing when she took into account the body in the middle of the room, just under the banner declaring, Buy One, Get One Free.
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			chapter

			twenty-six

			LOS ANGELES, CA

			This is the way books were meant to be written: a café on a tree-lined street, chai latte and blackberry-lemon scone on the table in front of me. Sunlight pouring in, washing the whole place in golden light.

			When I was a kid, imagining growing up to be a novelist, this was almost what I pictured—though there was a lot more rain. And people wearing Patagonia.

			Last night when we got home, Finn was so exhausted, we fell right into bed. All the traveling must be catching up with me, because I slept in much later than usual. A kiss on my forehead, “No, no, don’t get up,” and he was gone.

			So I made myself at home in this café while he went to set, my denim jacket draped over the back of the chair, intent on polishing the middle chapters of the memoir and, if I have time, sketching out the reunion. That’ll be the last chapter I write before turning in this draft.

			After that . . . maybe I’ll open up The Poisoned Pen again.

			I’m fine-tuning a chapter on Finn’s bar mitzvah when my phone rings. It was the first time he experienced one of his compulsions, though he didn’t have the words for it then—he refused to eat because so many people had touched the challah, and his dad yelled at him for being an entitled brat. Writing it in Finn’s voice breaks my heart all over again.

			“Don’t you check your email?” Stella says when I pick up the phone. “Also, hello. How’s LA, how’s the book going, how are you?”

			I hit save and navigate over to my email. “Sorry, I was in a writing trance. Had the Wi-Fi turned off. I’m good, book’s good—it’s all going well.”

			“Ah. I thought you’d be chomping at the bit to get started, once you see it . . .” She trails off, giving me time to read through the email that’s at the top of my inbox.

			It’s a new offer—another ghostwriting gig. Another actor, Michael Thiessen, a midfifties guy who’s been on some iteration of CSI for the past twenty years. I’m pretty sure my dad is a huge fan.

			The money is double what I’m making on Finn’s book.

			“It doesn’t sound like you’re jumping for joy.”

			“I’m in public,” I say, forcing a little laugh. I hate needing to spontaneously react to this. Ideally, I’d have had a moment to process by myself first.

			And this is what the processing looks like:

			I’ve never been outright offered a job like this before. There’s always been a call or interview beforehand, either with the writer themselves or with their team. Even with Finn, I’m sure they wouldn’t have offered the book to me if I’d massively bungled that lunch. This is a clear sign of success in my field, and yet I can’t shake the feeling that if I take it, I may never write something just for myself, whether that project lasts two months or twenty. I am always going to have an excuse.

			I love what we’re doing with Finn’s book, but I don’t know if I can keep disappearing into the work like this. I don’t know how much of myself will be left at the end of it.

			Even if he said he could hear me in those books—I don’t know if I can.

			“It—it sounds great,” I manage, the words like chalk in my throat.

			“The timing couldn’t be better. Finnegan’s book is due soon, and you could jump right into a new project. It’s exactly what we’ve wanted for you.”

			Exactly what we’ve wanted.

			What do I want?

			“We can get you on the phone with Michael’s people, if you like. He’s wonderful, really lovely guy. Lots of inside-Hollywood info—he’s been in the business for so long. And while I love their initial offer, I think we could get them to go even higher.”

			“Great.” I am capable of only one adjective. A skill befitting a writer. “My mind is still pretty wrapped up in Finn’s book, so . . . do they need an answer right away?”

			A pause. “These kinds of offers don’t just wait, Chandler.” She says it gently. And I know she’s not wrong. Stella’s been nothing but good for my career, and I trust her.

			“By the Nocturnals reunion. I promise.”

			“Excellent. I’ll let them know.”

			When we hang up, I sit there for a few moments, blinking out into the café. I should be flooded with relief that another gig is waiting for me. The money from Finn’s book was going to act as a cushion, keep me from needing to rush into the next project. Now I could even move out of Noemie’s. Get a place of my own.

			And yet . . . all I feel is heavy, as though there’s something physical yanking me toward the table. Chaining me to my laptop. Telling me how soul-sucking this project sounds, the way it was with Maddy and Bronson, the personal trainer. Because even if Michael Thiessen has some fascinating hidden depth, I’m not sure I want to be the person to unearth it.

			I open up Instagram and swipe over to Maddy DeMarco’s profile, trying to remember if I felt anything but agony when I was working on her book. I scroll back, back, back to when I was drafting. There’s a photo of her at some upscale cabin, a mug of coffee beside her on the table, where she sits with her laptop, next to a window with a stunning mountain landscape.

			Hard at work on edits! I can actually hear myself think out here, says the caption.

			I’m not sure how much longer I can be invisible.
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			Finn has a late-afternoon media blitz, a handful of podcast and YouTube interviews, and doesn’t get home until after dinner, after a dozen apology texts and a dozen replies assuring him that it’s fine, that I can fend for myself.

			And it is fine, but it’s also given me too much to think about.

			About the job.

			About the future.

			About us.

			Because that’s a fun side effect of Stella’s call: now that we’re officially together, I have to wonder what happens to us when the book is done, when I go back to Seattle and he prepares for the next round of cons.

			I save some veggie Thai takeout for him, pouring some wine and managing to figure out his sound system only to discover it’s set to a jazz playlist. Finn likes jazz—something I didn’t know about him until just now. I shouldn’t have a strong reaction to this, since we’ve only barely talked about music, but still, it makes me realize I only met him a few months ago. There is still so much I don’t know.

			When he tosses his bag into his office and spots the wine and food on the dining room table, the grin on his face is enough to take those worries down from an eleven to a four. There’s a coziness here, a domesticity that’s almost a bit too comfortable. I could just slide right into his life, the way I’m doing now, and maybe my career would matter a little less.

			And the anxiety is back. My cuticles are a war zone.

			“So . . . I got an interesting job offer today,” I say, after he tells me about rehearsals, about the YouTube interview that had him respond to the most popular Google search queries about himself.

			“Oh yeah?” he asks between spoonfuls of tom yum soup.

			I explain it to him, laying out as many details as Stella gave me. “And apparently he’s like, really nice? So that’s a plus.”

			“Hmm.” More soup. More silence.

			“I told my agent I’d think about it,” I say, because something about his silence sounds like disappointment, and I don’t want him to be disappointed in me. “But . . . it’s really good money.”

			“You’d be ghostwriting again, though.”

			“Well, yes. That’s my job.”

			Another bout of quiet. At the beginning, I used to love how Finn took his time to answer questions, but now all I want is to shake his shoulders until the words spill out. Finally, he says, “I thought you didn’t want to do that anymore. I thought that’s why you were working on your mystery.”

			“That’s hardly a sure thing. Even if I sell that book, I’d probably still need another part-time job. I have some savings now, but I can’t live on that forever.”

			“What about how much you loved getting back into writing? Your writing.” His gaze is hard on mine. “And how you always wanted to become a novelist.”

			“I can still do it.” My voice is thin. Even my vocal cords know I’m lying. “I’d have free time.”

			“Bullshit. We both know the other book would come first. And you were burned out even before you took on my book.” He moves his bowl toward the center of the table, gives me his full focus. “Chandler. How many times have you told me this isn’t what you want to be doing with your life? You’ve been using someone else’s name to guarantee a certain level of success—and that’s okay. That’s exactly what you’ve been hired to do. But that’s just it: it’s what you were hired to do, instead of standing on your own. You can hide behind someone else’s fame without risking a goddamn thing. Ghostwriting is your crutch—a way to keep yourself from getting out of your comfort zone.”

			Even if that’s true, hasn’t he been with me this whole trip? Hasn’t he seen me out of my comfort zone, again and again and again?

			“That’s not fair.” It’s too difficult, having this conversation while sitting so close to him. He said it himself—he can read me, and I don’t want my face to give away anything I haven’t found the right words for. I get to my feet, striding into the living room, over to his Return of the King sword. “You don’t think journalism itself is a risk? Newspapers started folding before I even declared my major. My career has always been a risk. And forget health insurance—I abandoned that dream a long time ago.”

			“I know there isn’t a guarantee your fiction would lead to a stable career, even if I think it should. I know it’s just as much of a gamble as Hollywood. But if you don’t try, you’re always going to wonder, what if. What if I took that chance.” He stands, too, stepping closer. “The way you did with me.”

			The way he’s pushing me—now that he’s my boyfriend, is it just something I’ll have to accept?

			“It’s not the same thing,” I protest, though every word of his slips between my ribs and stays there. “If I did this, I’d almost certainly be making less money. I’d probably have to take another part-time job to pay my bills. It’s easy for you to tell me to just go do what I’m passionate about—you did it, and you succeeded. You wanted to be an actor, and you are.”

			“Sure, I got lucky early on. But you forget, I didn’t have a safety net, either. My mom was back in school, and my dad was gone. I was taking a huge risk, too,” he says. “And you wouldn’t be able to write full-time? Isn’t that what you’re doing now?”

			I let out a snort. “I can guarantee I’d be making a lot less for my original books than for what I’m doing for you.” Then, realizing the way it sounds, I try to backtrack. “I mean—not just you. All of you, all the books I’ve written so far.”

			He props a shoulder against the wall, mouth forming a grim line. “Glad to hear I’m lumped together with the rest of them.”

			“You know you’re different,” I say. “In a million ways. But at the most basic level, I’m still doing the same thing. I’m writing for someone else—not for myself. And even if I took all of that out of the equation . . .” Then I ask in a tiny voice: “What if I fail?”

			“What if you don’t?” he counters.

			We’re quiet for a moment, breathing hard.

			“So that’s what I should do then—write my book, and what? Keep following you around from con to con, city to city? Or just visit you when you’re back home? Would that even be enough?”

			Even as I say it, I know it wouldn’t be. The idea of that much time away from him after this trip makes me miss him already. The jazz was completely new to me. What else would I miss out on learning?

			“I can cut down on the cons. I wouldn’t have to be traveling all the time.”

			“I don’t want you to do that just for me.”

			He gives me this lingering look, a thumb grazing my wrist. “Chandler,” he says in this gentle, measured way. “You’re the only thing that’s made it bearable this time around.”

			It’s nearly impossible to ignore what those words do to my heart. Even in the midst of a conversation about things I don’t want to hear, I’m falling for him. Over and over and over.

			I just wish it could erase all my uncertainties.

			“What did you really think was going to happen when the book was done?” I ask. “Be honest with me.”

			A deep breath, a rake of his hands through his hair. “Hopefully my whole life won’t be the con circuit at that point, but yes, there will be some traveling. It’s unavoidable, especially when promo starts for the book and the nonprofit is launched. But I don’t know why we can’t try a long-distance relationship,” he says, sounding more hopeful. “It’s not that far. We’d see each other all the time.”

			“Those flights would get expensive.”

			He frowns, as though this would never have occurred to him. “I could pay for them.” Before I can protest, he adds, “Or I’ll move to Seattle and commute down to LA. Because I’d do it, if that’s what you want. Or you could move in with me here.”

			“I—hold on a second.”

			My head is spinning, and I have to sit back down, dropping onto his couch with a soft thud. Moving to Seattle. Moving in with him in LA. It’s all too much, too fast. I’ve only ever lived in Seattle, and the thought of suddenly uprooting my entire life is terrifying.

			Two nights ago, he said he wanted to be with me—whatever that looked like.

			Why is that image suddenly so unrealistic?

			“I don’t know if I’m ready for that,” I say honestly. “Moving in together.”

			“Just throwing out ideas.” He lifts his eyebrows at the couch, as though asking my permission for him to join me. When I give him a nod, he sits down, cupping my shoulder with his palm. “I haven’t been this close to anyone in a while. So I don’t know if I’m doing any of this right, but I care about you so much. Can’t you trust me that we’ll figure it out?”

			“I want to. I do.”

			“Then why does it sound like this is something you’re trying to talk yourself into?”

			“Because it’s fucking hard, okay?” Tears sting the corners of my eyes, unbidden, and I swipe them away as quickly as I can. I didn’t expect the conversation to spiral like this, but I also hadn’t realized just how many unanswered questions exist between us. “I don’t know how to take two huge gambles at once. My career, whatever it turns out to be, and this relationship—”

			“You think our relationship is a gamble?”

			“I just—I’m still trying to figure out who I am.” I’m reaching into the most vulnerable space now, letting him see what I sometimes refuse to show myself. “And you’ve had it figured out for so long.”

			“What other people think of me, maybe. But not who I really am.” As his face softens, he cracks a smile. “In fact, I think we wrote a whole book about that.”

			I don’t laugh. “That’s the whole point.”

			Because he is someone worthy of a memoir, and in my lowest moments, sometimes I feel like a blank page.

			I don’t want to squeeze myself into the nooks and crannies of someone else’s life. Have I been so wrapped up in the fantasy of him that I’ve forgotten how difficult this relationship will be? The past few days, we’ve just been playing house. Pretending that this is our real life, the same way we’ve been pretending the whole trip. Because now when I picture my relationship with Finn, I can see myself flying to LA every other weekend, feeling guilty if he paid for the flight and putting myself on a budget if not, the two of us arguing about what to watch that night or which new vegetarian restaurant to try. I can see him at benefits and events for his nonprofit, taking the occasional role in a holiday movie with a menorah hiding in the background. I’ll be the nameless person on his arm at premieres and events. The supportive girlfriend.

			I can fit into his life, sure. I can be in that relationship.

			But what about him fitting into mine?

			“I admire you so much,” I whisper, reaching for his hand and giving it a squeeze. “I just wish I felt the same way about myself.” Slowly, I stand up, retrieve my bag from the hallway. “And I think I need a little time to figure that out.”

			Finn gets to his feet, looking torn between going after me and giving me space. “You could stay,” he says. This time, he doesn’t sound at all like he did when he begged Meg Lawson not to leave him. His chin is wobbling, eyes wide and glassy. “We can keep talking about it. Please, Chandler. We could figure it out together.”

			If he really could categorize every expression my face makes, then he’d know I’m serious. Terrified of what might happen if I leave this house but serious nonetheless.

			I shake my head, adamant now. “I’m sorry. I think I have to do it alone.”

			And with trembling footsteps, I head for the door.
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			chapter

			twenty-seven

			LOS ANGELES, CA

			In the backseat of an Uber, I try my best to act like I haven’t made the single stupidest decision of my life. This translates into some truly terrible small talk. “Some traffic, huh?” I ask the driver, who just rolls her eyes.

			I end up at the hotel the publisher originally booked for me, since they obviously weren’t planning on me shacking up with Finn. It’s in downtown LA, a gritty section of the city with none of the charm of Los Feliz. And then, because it’s my go-to coping mechanism, I call Noemie.

			She listens as I explain everything, recounting some of my argument with Finn almost word for word. And when I’m done, splayed on the too-firm bed with too-soft pillows, she tells me exactly what I don’t want to hear.

			“I hate to say it,” she starts. “But I’m kind of on Finn’s side here.”

			I choke out a laugh. “I’m . . . not sure how to react to that.”

			Her sigh crackles through the phone. “You haven’t prioritized your writing in so long. Are you sure you even want it anymore?”

			“Yes. Of course I do.” More than almost anything. Not even to be published, but to have the satisfaction of completing my book, typing THE END and giving my characters the resolution they deserve. Anything that happened afterward would be icing.

			It isn’t that I disagree with her—not necessarily. I just hoped there was an easier solution here, one that didn’t end with anyone heartbroken and my career left up to chance. I place a hand on my chest, rising and falling with the quickening of my breaths. The anxiety crawls up my throat, tightens my lungs.

			I don’t know how to explain that it’s possible to want something without actively trying to get it. Although maybe she understands—after all, I did it with Wyatt for so many years. Even then, I convinced myself I was happy with what we were, because anything else would have required changing the status quo. It would have meant taking a risk, that thing I’ve avoided for so, so long.

			“If you take this job,” Noemie continues, “then nothing changes. You know how that story goes. And you can get a little codependent on your work.”

			“Pot, kettle.”

			A sigh. “I know, I know. But if you think about it, as stressful as your jobs have been sometimes, they’ve been comfortable. It’s not one hundred percent what you want, but it’s less scary than cutting ties and trying something new.”

			“What if that’s it? What if—what if I’m just too fucking scared?” I say it too loudly, realizing that there are tears in my eyes. “What if I try and it doesn’t work out?”

			“Then you have a soft place to land.” Her voice is gentle. “You have your family. You have me. And, well, I have a lot of time to talk during the next few weeks because . . .” A deep breath. “I got a new job. I start in January.”

			I sit up, crossing my legs and settling back against the headboard. “And you’re only telling me now?”

			“You were in panic mode. I was waiting for the right time,” she says. “I’m going to be an in-house publicist at an organic snack-of-the-month subscription company. I didn’t want to tell you until I had the offer because I didn’t want to jinx it—and I just got it today.”

			And despite everything, I let out a laugh, because if that isn’t the perfect job for her, nothing is. I can hear the excitement in her voice. “Nome. I am so, so happy for you. Truly.”

			“Thank you. And I hope you know . . . you have the room in my house as long as you need it,” she says. “But Chandler? I hope you decide you don’t need it. Not now—I’m not kicking you out or anything. But whenever you’re ready.”

			We hang up with the promise of seeing each other soon. I should be used to hotel rooms by now, because in a way, they all kind of look the same. The same uncomfortable beds. Same soulless decor. All that’s missing is my lesson plan and a familiar face across the hallway.

			This whole trip, I’ve been fooling myself. I thought it would change me, that by the end of it, I’d know exactly what my next step would be.

			If I take the job, I know what lies down that path. I’ve done it before.

			But giving confidence to my writing, leaving my career up to chance . . .

			My phone blinks with a new text.

			
				Wherever you are, you get there okay?

			

			I reply with a thumbs-up, which somehow seems a little too positive for the situation. At a hotel. Just need some time to think, I follow it up with.

			If I go back to his place, then I’ll give in. He’ll be there with his lovely eyes and his arms that fit around me so perfectly, and it would be too easy to strap my career into the backseat.

			For more than ten years, my life has been defined by deadlines, and I’ve taken pride in the fact that I’ve never missed a single one.

			So I give myself a deadline. Once I finish the memoir, I’ll make my decision about the job.

			And about Finn.

			Take as long as you need, he writes back.

			It’s better for both of us if I go back to Seattle now, put some space between us before the reunion taping next week.

			I try to convince myself of that the entire flight home.
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			chapter

			twenty-eight

			SEATTLE, WA

			The Seattle Times is open on the kitchen table at my parents’ house, slices of bread waiting in the toaster and a pan of scrambled eggs on the stove. This is the first place I went when my plane landed last night, dragging my suitcase up the stairs to my childhood bedroom, texting Noemie that I’d see her soon before I collapsed into bed.

			I page through the newspaper, noting familiar bylines the way I’ve done since I decided to study journalism. There’s no jealousy, though. No wistfulness. I don’t wish I’d written that story about a recent music festival or the new light-rail station, the way I might have in college or in the years after, when I was still trying to find my footing.

			My dad enters with his cane, plaid robe tied around his waist and gray-white stubble covering his face. “Morning! If you touched the crossword, there’ll be hell to pay.”

			“Morning.” I pass him the paper. “It’s all yours.”

			He fills his plate as my mom comes downstairs, her long hair held back with a rainbow scrunchie. She hums an old Jefferson Airplane song as she waters a row of leafy plants at the kitchen window.

			“You never pushed me to study journalism because it was more practical than writing novels,” I say once we’re all seated. “Did you?”

			My mom pauses in the middle of buttering a slice of sourdough. “I can’t imagine we would have,” she says. “Maybe we were concerned about money, but I think you were the one who informed us journalism would make more sense.”

			I grimace. That does sound like me.

			“I do miss those creepy mysteries you wrote, though.” My dad takes a sip of coffee. “I have to admit, I liked them more than that water book.” It takes me a moment to realize he means Maddy DeMarco’s book. “Is there a reason you’re asking?”

			“Quarter-life crisis?” I suggest, and my dad cracks a smile.

			“Nah, you’re too young. By the time you’re our age, the life expectancy will probably be one hundred and fifty, at least.”

			“You didn’t like working on Finnegan’s book?” my mom asks, brows creased with concern.

			I liked it a little too much. I direct my gaze to my plate, hoping my face doesn’t give me away. “No—it was good. Great. Almost done with it. Anyway,” I say to my dad, desperate to change the subject, “you have a bone-density scan next week, right? I can take you. And maybe you can add me to your patient portal, just so I can check the results as soon as they come in?”

			My dad coughs and my mom presses her lips together, staring pointedly at the ceiling. Oh. Maybe I’ve crossed some sort of boundary I wasn’t aware of? They’re pretty decent with technology, given their age, but surely it wouldn’t hurt for me to get more involved. Especially now that I’m back.

			“We’ve been meaning to talk to you about this,” my dad says. “Your mom and I . . . well, we know we’re no spring chickens.”

			My mom gives her hair a toss. “Speak for yourself,” she says. “What we want to say is that we don’t need you to bend over backward to help us. We got by just fine the past couple months when you were out of town.”

			I swallow hard. I wasn’t prepared to hear that—that they hadn’t needed me. “I was worried, though.”

			“We know you worry because you care,” my dad says. “But it’s just too much. We know you asked Noemie to check in on us a few times, and at a certain point, it felt a little like having a babysitter.”

			I wince. That wasn’t what I’d wanted at all. “I’m so sorry. I guess I didn’t exactly know what to do.”

			“I know there will come a time when we want your help,” my dad says. “When we need it. It might be tomorrow, but it also might be years from now.”

			My mom pats my knee. “We’re just not quite ready to let you parent us yet.”

			As we finish breakfast, something hits me with a striking clarity. I wonder if I haven’t only been using ghostwriting as a crutch, like Finn said. How many jobs did I never apply for because they’d have meant leaving Seattle? How many opportunities did I miss out on because I was so intent on holding myself back? I’ve been so worried about people not needing me anymore that I tethered myself to them so tightly, I could hardly untie the knots.

			I thought this place and these people were my whole world, and while I don’t love them any less than I did before I took this assignment, the truth is that my world is larger than that. Again and again, I fell for new cities and new experiences—and most of all, the version of myself who could step outside her comfort zone.

			Because the Chandler from back in September wouldn’t be able to read a text from Wyatt, after weeks and weeks of silence, inviting me to a holiday party he’s throwing later this month, and simply type, Sorry, can’t make it! before deleting the entire thread.
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			I’m avoiding the book. It’s due in three days, and I’m avoiding it.

			I’ve finished watching The Nocturnals because that was easier than opening up the memoir, than confronting the end of this job and the start of something I haven’t put a name to yet. I even went to a reverse running class with Noemie yesterday, hoping the backward jogging on treadmills would get the creativity flowing . . . and nothing.

			But if I’m being realistic, it isn’t the creativity. It’s the fear. It’s always, always the fear. Because even though we’ll go through an editing process, finishing the book feels like the end of an era.

			The truth is, the idea of writing another book based on a superficial connection is enough to make me want to sign up for the reverse running boot camp the instructor talked up earlier. As soon as I got off the phone with Stella, I knew I couldn’t take that job. Maybe I’ve always known what I wanted, but I haven’t been able to trust myself, and it’s taken a while for my brain to catch up to my heart.

			My new suitcase sits on the other side of my room, reminding me that this doesn’t have to be an ending.

			A deep breath, and I open Finn’s book back up.

			At first, I skim through everything I’ve written so far. And as I go, something strikes me—there’s a strange current of emotion running throughout the book, from his acting to his Judaism to Lord of the Rings.

			It’s something like love.

			I’m not sure how I missed it before when it’s so tangled up in every chapter. His childhood in Reno and the dramatic readings he staged for his mom. His ill-fated portrayal of Cogsworth. How meticulously he researched Hux’s science background for The Nocturnals, and his gradual understanding of his OCD and how to manage it.

			Finnegan Walsh is earnest and good and worth every risk. And maybe we could have figured it out together, like he wanted to, but now I know I had to do it on my own first. I needed that space from him to truly see it.

			I work for hours without pausing, without checking the clock or the word count. Maybe it’s not a sun-drenched café in Silver Lake, but it’s where I’ve written all my other books, and something about that brings me a comfort I’ve desperately needed since I touched down in Seattle.

			I am a writer. I have always been a writer, but somewhere along the way, maybe to shield myself from the possibility of failure, I stopped writing for myself. I stopped writing for the pure love of it and let my voice disappear into someone else’s.

			Not anymore.

			This book will have Finn’s name on the cover—I’ve known that since the beginning.

			And the next one, I’m determined, will have mine.

		

	
		
			
				THE NOCTURNALS

			

			
				Season 4, Episode 22: “Graduation, Part 2”

				EXT. OAKHURST QUAD—NIGHT

				CALEB RHODES, ALICE CHEN, OLIVER HUXLEY, MEG LAWSON, SOFIA PEREZ, and WESLEY SINCLAIR stand in a circle, watching the sky. The Raiders will show up at any moment. Caleb and Alice are holding hands, Hux and Meg are hugging, and Sofia is clutching the Scarlet Talisman. Even Wesley looks serious for what might be the first time in his life.

				CALEB

				So . . . this is where it ends. Us against them. Funny, all I thought I’d be doing today was getting a piece of paper that said I managed to survive the past four years.

				WESLEY

				Don’t tempt fate. You still might not.

				MEG

				I’m scared.

				HUX

				He holds her closer and kisses the top of her head.

				I know—I am, too. But I think it’s less scary to be scared together, isn’t it?
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			chapter

			twenty-nine

			LOS ANGELES, CA

			The studio is packed, swarms of fans dressed head to toe in fake fur, whiskers painted on their cheeks. They’re brandishing homemade signs and grinning with plastic fangs and hugging each other tightly, squealing and shrieking and shedding a few tears because finally, finally, it’s happening. Their favorite characters, back together for this one night.

			Even after all the cons, it’s still a sight to behold: all these people gathered here because of this thing they love so deeply.

			I didn’t exactly go all out, but at least my ship is obvious. I found an I’d Much Rather Be Unusual T-shirt on Etsy, which I’ve paired with Finn’s dagger-patterned socks for a little extra strength. Though I can’t count the number of planes I’ve been on since September, I white-knuckled the armrests the entire flight, with Noemie beside me offering whispered reassurances. That I haven’t screwed things up. That Finn won’t have changed his mind.

			I understand if you can’t make it, he texted last night. But I really hope you will.

			I told him that of course I would be there. How could I miss it after everything we’d been through?

			In her matching shirt, Noemie grips my wrist when we arrive at our reserved first-row seats. “Our names are on these,” she says, stunned. “What is your life?”

			Maybe at the end of the day, I’ll have an answer for her.

			The reunion opens with some footage from the show, a montage of its most memorable moments, punctuated by laughs and cheers from the audience. There’s Caleb’s first transformation, the scene he’s forced to choose between Alice and Sofia, Hux and Meg’s first kiss. A couple well-timed zingers from Wesley. There’s the serum Hux develops at the end of the series that helps Meg control her werewolf side a bit more, enabling them to finally have a real relationship and for her to fearlessly pursue her passion for art history. Then the final shot of the show: all six characters standing in the rubble of what was once Oakhurst University on graduation day, after battling their villains one last time. They’re bleeding and limping and covered with dirt, but they’re victorious. And as they take a few moments to account for their injuries, making sure everyone’s okay, the viewer knows it, too—that whatever’s ahead for them, whatever the real and supernatural worlds throw their way, they’re going to be able to handle it.

			After the applause, the lights go up, revealing the six leads onstage. The audience rushes to their feet in a thunderous standing ovation, and by the time I sit down, my hands sting. Juliana and Cooper look a little bashful, Hallie and Bree grinning and waving, Ethan smirking.

			And Finn.

			He looks beautiful, of course, because he always does, dressed in a deep green button-up, gray tie, and a sweater vest that wardrobe debated for a solid half hour during rehearsals. He’s the airbrushed version of himself, the one I got so used to seeing at cons and on my laptop screen—but there’s something different about him. A weariness, maybe, that I haven’t seen before, unless I’m imagining it just because of how much I’ve missed him.

			Because if there was any doubt about it before I hopped on that flight, it doesn’t exist now, my heart aching with the hope that he still wants me, even after I escaped back to Seattle.

			The reunion is, in a word, delightful. The cast share their favorite moments, behind-the-scenes secrets, and answer questions, and the audience savors every minute of it.

			Also delightful: the fact that Ethan makes an absolute idiot of himself onstage. The whole time, he seems distracted, rubbing at his elbow or reaching into his pocket, like he wants to check his phone but knows he can’t.

			“I would have been happy to keep both of them,” he says with a sly smile when Zach Brayer, the series creator, asks him to settle a debate once and for all: Alice or Sofia. “But for some reason, Zach wasn’t too keen on it.”

			Toward the end of the show, when it’s time for audience questions, someone asks about rumors of a reboot or spin-off swirling around the internet. I’ve seen the rumors, too—they all seem to stem from the fact that Zach said last month that he’d love to write something else set in the Nocturnals universe, maybe even with some of the same characters.

			“A reboot? I don’t think so,” Ethan says with a laugh. “No offense, but it would feel a little like going backward. I think I’m just at a different stage of my career right now.”

			A wave of gossipy murmurs moves through the audience.

			“So he’s just determined to be the worst, huh,” Noemie mutters.

			“I mean—” Ethan says, fumbling, clearly seeing the fans are souring on him, but Hallie’s already talking over him.

			“For those of us who aren’t above the show that jump-started all of our careers, I would love to do a reboot. Or a spin-off,” she says. “Meg at age thirty, trying to balance being a werewolf with her job as a museum curator? Here for it.” This gets a few hoots and a round of applause.

			But the best part is when Finn catches my eye, his gaze lingering on me for a long, lovely moment.

			In that one glance, I can tell there’s hope.
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			Afterward, Noemie leaves to get drinks with some fans she met years ago in a forum while I head backstage, searching for Finn’s dressing room. The crew recognized me from rehearsals, waved me right back. The halls are narrow, my feet unsteady, and by the time I find the door with Finn Walsh scrawled on a moon-shaped placard, my heart is in my throat.

			I smooth out a wrinkle in my shirt, adjust the heavy messenger bag I’ve been carrying, and knock.

			“Just a minute,” Finn calls. When he opens the door, jaw going slack, it’s clear he wasn’t expecting me. His face is a little pink, like he’s just wiped off his makeup, and his fingers freeze in the middle of loosening his tie. I have to fight the urge to grab it myself and tug him closer, because suddenly that’s all I want to do.

			“You were amazing,” I say instead.

			“Thank you. Uh.” He glances backward, rakes a hand through his hair. “Do you want to come in? It’s not much, but . . .”

			“Right, sure. Of course.” This awkwardness between us is new. He opens the door wider, revealing a vanity and costume rack, a half dozen flower arrangements crowding a tiny desk. The room is so small, I wonder if he can hear the racing of my pulse.

			This is Finn, I remind myself. The man who has never given me a reason to feel anything but confident. I can do this.

			He leans back against the vanity as I pull the spiral-bound manuscript from my bag. “I know no one uses hard copies anymore. But every time I imagined walking up to you like this, I was holding a massive stack of paper. For dramatic effect, and all that. Oh, and there might be a coffee stain on pages eighty-five and eighty-six—sorry about that.” I pass it to him with trembling hands. “So . . . here it is. Your book.”

			A breath catches in his throat. He opens it up as though it’s something delicate and not something I printed for forty dollars at Office Depot, his eyes lingering on some paragraphs longer than others. I hope he can see how much love for his work is in there. How much love for him, even when I tried to leave my own voice out of it. Because it’s just like he said: I can’t hide completely, and Finn is the last person I want to hide from.

			When he speaks again, his voice is thick. Emotional. “No,” he says, giving the plain white cover a pat. “Our book.” For once, I don’t fight him on it. “I love it. Some part of me feels like I don’t deserve a book this good, but I’m not going to protest. I fucking love it, and you are fucking phenomenal.”

			“Thank you,” I say, meaning it. “And you’re welcome.”

			He places the book on the vanity, right next to a card that says howl never forget you—xx bree.

			“I’ve been thinking a lot,” he says, sliding his hands into his pockets, nudging my shoe with his. “And I know I might have sounded a little harsh that day at my house. I might have pushed you too much. Whatever you do, whether you’re writing for yourself or for other people, you’re going to be incredible at it. What you’ve done for me, with this book . . . I’m not sure if ‘thank you’ will ever be enough. All of this has made me think I’m not just a washed-up has-been. You helped me realize that.”

			“You’ve helped me, too.” I pick at my nail polish. “I’m not sure I’ve ever felt more confident in my writing than when you’re the one reading it. And—I’m going to finish my book,” I say, more determination in my voice. “After that, I’ll see how it goes.”

			He nods. “I like the sound of that. And I like your shirt, too, by the way.”

			“Thanks, but . . . this isn’t my ship.”

			“No?” A quirk of his mouth as he inches closer.

			“I actually prefer Hux with someone else.”

			“Blasphemy.”

			I swallow hard. Because as much as I’d love to kiss him, there are a few things I need to tell him first. Now or never, even if he said I could take all the time I needed. I’ve known how I’ve felt for weeks, maybe months, and it’s time I say it. No flowery language, no symbolism or hidden meaning. Just words—the right words.

			“Over the past few months,” I start, “we’ve really gotten to know each other. Much better, in fact, than I know most people in my life. I was supposed to be interviewing you, writing your life story . . . but somehow we started interviewing each other. We both opened up, shared things I’m not sure we’ve ever shared with anyone else.”

			Even if we started off-balance, Finn has been all in on this relationship for longer than I have. He’s never wavered. And sure, he’s probably more famous than I’ll ever be, even if he’s not a household name—but he’s never made me feel like my career, as nebulous as it is, doesn’t matter.

			“It was never just professional for me,” I continue, “not even at the beginning. Maybe that means I should have been fired. Maybe I shouldn’t have ever taken the job, but that would have meant that we’d never have gotten as close as we did. And—and I never would have fallen for you.” I take a step closer. “We never would have pushed each other and realized that while we can do great things on our own . . . I think we can also be pretty great together.”

			The look on his face could rip me apart and put me back together. I force myself not to glance away, to meet that gaze with my own vulnerability. “I’m so deeply in love with you, and whatever my life looks like after this book—I want you in it.”

			Before I can take another breath, his arms are around me, heat and comfort and relief. “I love you so much, sweetheart,” he says into my hair, his hand cradling the back of my neck. Thumb skimming up my ear. “I adore you. The amount of makeup they had to apply to hide my dark circles—I was so miserable after you left. I get why you had to do it, but all I’ve been able to think about is whether you’d come back.”

			I bring a fingertip to the space beneath his eyes, brushing along his skin. “You look pretty great to me.”

			When we kiss, it feels like the first deep breath I’ve taken all week. Over and over, I tell him I love him, because suddenly I can’t stop saying it.

			“So . . . long distance?” he asks. “Because I think we’d be really fantastic at sexting.”

			I can’t help laughing at that—he’s probably right. “We’ll figure it out,” I tell him, because the uncertainty doesn’t scare me anymore. “But I’m not ready to live together just yet.”

			“Okay, but I will be over frequently. In your bed. And maybe in the kitchen shirtless making pancakes and veggie bacon on weekends.”

			“I am not opposed to any of that.”

			He holds me tighter, letting me burrow into his chest. “I’m so glad you took the risk,” he whispers into my ear.

			“That’s the thing,” I say to his heartbeat. Soft and steady and true. “With you, it doesn’t feel like one. It just feels like home.”

		

	
		
			
				FROM THE SCREEN TO THE PAGE, FINN WALSH HAS RANGE

				Vulture

				Finn Walsh has a lot to smile about these days. The former Nocturnals star’s memoir debuted at number four on the New York Times bestseller list last month, with proceeds going to his new nonprofit Healthy Minds, which is designed to make therapy accessible to creatives with financial barriers. He’s also been spotted across the country with his girlfriend of a year, writer Chandler Cohen, although the two are tight-lipped about how they met.

				Fresh off a two-week-long book tour, Walsh is already diving back in to work. “I haven’t been this busy in years,” he said from his home in Los Angeles. “I feel so lucky to love what I’m doing.”

				Walsh’s memoir, Glasses Off, chronicles his experience with OCD, his early days in Hollywood, and his life since The Nocturnals went off the air, all through a series of compelling vignettes. It’s a must-read for fans of the teen paranormal drama but has significant broad appeal beyond that audience. Written in a gentle, irreverent manner, the book feels as though he’s speaking directly to the reader as a close friend.

				“The writing process was such a roller coaster,” he said, unable to hide the joy in his voice. “And it was the most fun I’ve ever had.”
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epilogue

			SEATTLE, WA

			Even from the other side of the bookstore, I can spot Glasses Off, and only partially because my favorite person is on the cover. Finn stands in a library, pinned against a deep-blue background, crushing a pair of broken spectacles and glancing at something off camera. The memoir anchors a display of the latest bestsellers, literary fiction and brightly colored cookbooks and celebrity tell-alls—written by other people, I’m sure.

			I’ve been back to this store a few times since The Great Bookstore Theft that plunged my life into beautiful chaos, but tonight— tonight is different. Tonight, I’m forcing myself not to pick at my nails painted dark purple to match the cover, willing the nerves not to get the best of me. So I head toward the bar that holds the kind of memories I keep safely tucked next to my heart.

			“Liquid courage?” someone asks from behind me.

			I turn around, shaking my head. “No. Just contemplating the nature of fate, the intricacies of the universe, and how we got here.”

			“So nothing too profound then.” Finn bumps my hip as he takes the stool next to me. There’s more gray in his hair now, something I love to tease him about and that he doesn’t mind at all.

			“I wasn’t expecting there to be so many people. Why are there so many people? Did they get the night wrong and think they’re here to see Tana French instead? Is it too late to get her?”

			Finn drapes an arm across my shoulder, pulls me close. “You can do this,” he says, and because I half believe him, I give him a quick kiss. “You’re going to be fantastic.”

			We head to the stage, our friends and family already waiting in the audience. Noemie and my parents and my aunts, Finn’s mom and Krishanu and Derek. Then, with one final squeeze of my hand, Finn takes a seat in the front row while I make my way to the podium alone, drawing as much confidence as I can from my new black velvet blazer and fresh haircut.

			“Thank you all so much for being here,” I say after a bookseller introduces me. “It feels a little surreal, saying that, but I mean it: I had no idea if I’d ever get to this place, and I don’t take any of it for granted.” I hold up the book, a paperback with a smooth matte cover that I still can’t believe has my name on it. “The Poisoned Pen isn’t quite a cozy mystery, though I think it’s plenty cozy—there’s certainly enough romance in it to keep you warm. The ideal place to read it, as with any book, is by a fireplace with a mug of hot chocolate.” At that, Finn’s eyes spark with recognition.

			“I started writing this book a long time ago,” I continue, “but it didn’t really coalesce for me until I was working on something completely different.”

			Only a handful of people here know what that something different was. A year after publication, two years since we started working on it, Finn’s memoir is still featured prominently in the majority of bookstores. It went into a second printing before it was even released, and we’ve both already seen royalties from it. We talked about whether we wanted to go public with the fact that I’d written it, ultimately deciding to keep it a secret. Finn said it was entirely up to me, and I liked that it belonged to just us. A lovely, crucial piece of our history.

			“I hope you enjoy it—or if you don’t, please don’t tell me.” A few laughs. “But most of all, if you read it, I hope it lets you escape the real world for a while.”

			Afterward, there’s cake and champagne and a signing line longer than I have any right for it to be. Sure, some people are probably here hoping to get a glimpse of Oliver Huxley, but for the most part, Finn and I have managed to live a quiet life. True to his word, he cut back on the con circuit and adopted a rescue dog named Bonnie who would always be happier to see me than him, which he’d defend by saying, “She sees me every day. Of course she seems more excited to see you when you’re here.” We split our time between Seattle and LA before we decided to rent out Finn’s Los Feliz house and move in together this year, a quaint two-bedroom only a ten-minute drive from Noemie.

			Stella sold The Poisoned Pen in a two-book deal shortly after I finished it, in large part thanks to the relationships I’d built through ghostwriting. The sequel is coming out next year, so I’ve been immersed in writing and working a part-time job at a bookstore near our apartment. Finn’s wrapping production on a Hanukkah-themed romantic comedy, the first one for a network known mainly for Christmas movies. Plus, he’s often traveling for stakeholder meetings for his nonprofit, Healthy Minds, which already has a dozen therapists on staff. Our lives are busier than they’ve ever been, and I can’t imagine them any other way.

			My parents are deeply amused by the whole thing, including the fact that their daughter is in a relationship with someone they’ve watched on TV. My dad called him Hux for a full three months after I introduced him and still has the occasional slip.

			“I still can’t believe you haven’t let us read it yet,” my mom says after wrapping me in a hug. “We’ve read all the others!”

			“Yes, but this one is different. Just to be safe, I think you should skip chapters three, eleven, fourteen, the last few pages of eighteen, and half of twenty.” I consider this as I sign their copy. “And definitely twenty-two and twenty-four. Actually, maybe I should just hold on to this and redact some of those parts?”

			“Those are all the good parts,” Noemie stage-whispers, and I mime smacking her with the book.

			Just when I think I’ve signed everything and all my friends and family have moved the party over to the bar, one last person approaches my table.

			“Who should I make it out to?” I ask, the words still sounding strange but starting to feel more familiar.

			“Your fiancé,” Finn says as he slides the book forward.

			Another word I haven’t gotten used to, and I love the way it sounds in his voice. I glance down at the ring on my finger, warmth blooming in my chest. The engagement: a quiet, perfect moment between us a few months ago before we put his house up for rent. Glasses of wine, soft jazz playing from his sound system, Bonnie dozing in my lap. “Not being married to you feels like a complete waste of time,” he said, toying with a strand of my hair. “I think we should fix that.”

			Now he watches me swipe my pen over the title page, nothing but the purest admiration in his eyes.

			“My signature is a mess,” I declare. The two C’s aren’t uniform, and it looks a little like I’m practicing cursive on one of those gridded worksheets for third graders. “After a while, I started thinking that it looked like I was signing ‘Charlie Chaplin,’ and then I got so overwhelmed that I might have actually signed a couple as Charlie Chaplin.”

			Finn looks down at it. “It looks pretty great to me,” he says. “But if you want . . . I have a fair bit of experience with this sort of thing.” His gaze slides back to mine, mouth quirking into my favorite kind of smile. “Maybe I could give you a few pointers?”
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