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SCENE ONE


HEATHER

“I’m not getting shit-faced tonight, Thomas, so please don’t even push me to get more than two, okay?” I push my still-curled, long, blonde hair over my shoulders as Thomas and I walk together in the March evening, the soles of our shoes hitting the pavement in perfect harmony. It’s Saturday night, and we just finished our seventh show of the week. Broadway is many things, but forgiving is not one of them. If I allow myself to slip off the straight and narrow, I’ll be screwed for Sunday’s performance. Also, I know him. I know exactly how he operates. My fellow castmate and, oddly enough, my very best friend in the bustling city of New York, is always a fantastic time, but he’s also a world-class pusher.

“More than two? More than two sounds like my kind of night. You sure you wouldn’t want to get three or four?”

I glare at him right in front of the Glass House Tavern. He knows me so well. “What part of ‘no’ don’t you understand?”

His laughter is loud as he holds open the door. Saturday night drinks are a bad, bad, bad idea, but I’ve just had one of the worst performances of my career, so I need a night out. Desperately. Truth be told, if I don’t verbalize no more than two, I’ll probably have three. Or four. That’s how bad the night was.

As we walk up to the bar, Daniel, the bartender, sees us and has poured both of us a bourbon neat and handed the drinks to us over the heads of other customers before we can get a word out. I look at him, hoping my gratefulness is apparent in my eyes. He winks at me, then waves happily to Thomas.

“How does he always know we’re on our way?”

Thomas shrugs before he sips his drink. “I text him. Obviously.”

“Oh god. Are you sleeping with him?”

“Among others, yes.” He points to an empty, round high-top in the corner near the front window. “Let’s go. We have much to discuss.”

I groan as I traipse behind him to the high-top. The last thing I want to do is discuss anything. “Thomas, I am really not feeling this whole rehash the performance thing you seem to have zeroed in on.”

“Excuse me?” His eyebrows have skyrocketed to his hairline. “Feeling what now? Because if you think I’m going to allow you to go home when I know damn well you’re having an internal crisis about how horribly you think you did tonight, you’re wrong.”

“I love how you think you know me.”

“After almost ten years of friendship and two hundred performances of this show alone, I do know you. Sit.” He scoots the chair opposite him out with his foot. “And stop protesting.”

I love his forcefulness. I really do. Sometimes, my decision-fatigue is strong, and he always wants to make them, which has created a superb friendship. “Fine.” I slide onto the chair, prop my Nike-clad feet onto the bottom rung, and sigh. “What do you want to say to me?”

“Well, Heather.” The extra emphasis on my name is the real kicker. “You know you killed it tonight. Why do you get so down on yourself when a line or two gets flubbed? Do you really think the audience notices?”

“I don’t know. Because after almost two hundred performances—thank you for the reminder, by the way—you’d think I would never mess up. It’s just frustrating.”

“What are you always preaching to me?”

I roll my eyes. “I have no idea.”

“You’re an ass. Yes, you do know.”

My eyes haven’t left my bourbon. “Instant forgiveness.”

“Exactly.” He reaches across the table and pats my arm with affection. “You know that’s the only way for us to survive in this business.”

“Oh, Thomas, I’m afraid I’m far too old to survive for much longer.” My voice sounds way more strained than I intended. I’m really not that old. Fifty-one is hardly fossil territory. But we both know leading roles for middle-aged women are few and far between. I clear the gloom of truth from my throat. “It’s just been a long run, y’know?” I look across the table at him, at his bright blue eyes. He’s so beautiful with his bleach-blond hair and scruff. He fits the role in Can’t Make You Love Me—the musical we’re both starring in—so very well. He’s the best friend in my character’s life and my best friend in real life. And he’s the sounding board in both instances. The only difference is neither of us break into song during these pep talks. Well, I should say that we don’t always break into song during these pep talks. Would we be able to call ourselves Broadway geeks if we didn’t occasionally break into song?

“Oh, honey, don’t I know it,” he says, commiserating with my exhaustion. “But, babe, we’re on Broadway. Broadway. Together. In a show that no one thought would do well. And twenty-four weeks later, we’re killing it. You’re headed for a Tony nomination. So am I. And we’re going to win them. Finally.”

“Who would have thought that us two old ladies would be getting nominated for Tonys together?”

He flips his imaginary hair over his shoulder. “Girl, I was born to play the sassy gay best friend. I knew this part was going to make me a star.”

He’s so confident. I’d kill for, like, a tenth of his unwavering confidence. He has never doubted himself. Not once. Up until about a year ago, I used to have all of that confidence, if not more. A divorce and a few failed auditions pulled me back from the spotlight, though. It wasn’t until my agent called me to tell me I’d aced the audition to play Helena Hayworth did I think my onstage career would continue. Like Thomas, I was also born for this role, but convincing myself that I deserved all the accolades has proven difficult.

“Have you heard from him?”

“Who?” My question comes out without thinking, and then it hits me. My ex-husband. “Oh.” I take a deep breath. “Um . . . no. I haven’t.”

“That’s good.”

“How so?”

“Because he didn’t deserve you. At all.” Thomas lifts his glass of bourbon. “You are a queen. Not a peasant.”

“Thank you, honey.” I clink my glass against his, and we both sip the dark liquor.

“Um, excuse me?” comes a soft, unknown voice to my left.

Ugh. The last thing I want right now is to talk to someone who just saw the worst show of my career. I take a deep breath before I look over to see a woman standing there. She’s striking in a way that immediately causes my breath to catch. Not every woman catches my eye, but her, in her black-framed glasses and leather motorcycle jacket? She is doing it without even trying. In fact, she seems as if she is attempting the opposite of trying. She pushes her fingers through her beach-waved, shoulder-length light brown hair before she nudges the glasses up the bridge of her nose with a trembling hand. I force myself to focus—to smile—for a couple reasons. One, the subtle shake in her hand probably means she’s nervous, which is oddly endearing. And two, I don’t ever want to come off as not nice. I was the fan long before I had fans, and I refuse to come off like a royal bitch.

“Well, hi there . . . how can we help you?” I ask, way too loudly, I might add. Not only did I take forty forevers to respond to her, but I also screamed at her. What the hell is wrong with me? I swear I’m a real-life human being.

“Your glasses are so chic. I love them,” Thomas pipes up. He always has a way with people, so I knew he’d fix the awkward tension I somehow created. “What can we do for you?”

The public-facing side of this business is not always my favorite. Being on all the time gets tiresome. Sometimes it’s awkward, especially when a superfan acts like we’ve hung the moon when all we’re doing is singing and dancing and reciting lines written by people far more talented than us. I love my fans, don’t get me wrong. I’d be nowhere without them. But sometimes, interacting with them is exhausting. Fortunately for this young lady, the way her eyes have lit up is terribly sweet, and my attempt at being withdrawn begins to defrost.

“I’m so sorry to bother you,” she says, “but I wanted to tell you both how amazing the performance was tonight. I . . .um . . . I was going to stand at the stage door, but, well, I didn’t. Obviously. And then I happened upon the both of you here, which is a weird sign I think, so . . .” The way she’s standing there, her hand gripping the back of the empty chair next to me—as exhausted as I might be—I find intriguing. And captivating. And the way she’s stumbling all over herself. Her smile is a tiny bit crooked when her dark brown eyes lock onto mine. “You, Ms. McCarthy, you were just . . . wow. You became Helena. It was . . . I was blown away. Completely.” Her eye contact with me is refreshing. “I’ve never seen a performance like that before. So raw and unyielding. Truly breathtaking. I needed to tell you that.”

I blink a few times to try and dislodge the shock I am sure is written all over my face. She saw one of my worst performances, and it made her feel like that? “You saw tonight’s performance?”

She nods. “Why?”

“Oh lord,” Thomas says with a groan. “Don’t even ask. Thank you for saying those kind words, though. I think she needed to hear that.”

I roll my eyes at Thomas before I turn to her. “Thank you, seriously. That is so very kind of you. What’s your name?” I hear my question. I never ask their names. I don’t want to sound mean, but I have lines upon lines of dialogue and song upon song I have to memorize. I don’t have space in my very tired and very old brain for names. I barely remember my own name some days.

“Grace,” she answers, the corner of her smile pulling upward even more. My eyes are drawn to the small beauty mark she has above her lips on the left side. It’s dainty. And sexy. And I have zero idea the route my brain traveled to get from I never ask their names to her beauty mark is sexy. She pushes her glasses up to the top of her head and the movement pulls her wavy hair from her face. I notice then that she must have cried during the show, because she has tear-trails streaked down her cheeks and her mascara is smudged. “Grace Elliott.” Her voice is so soft, like she wasn’t sure if revealing her entire identity was the wisest idea.

“It’s nice to meet you, Grace Elliott.” I hold my hand out for her to shake. She looks at it, then looks at Thomas, then me. She blinks a few times before she finally reaches out and shakes my hand. Her skin is frigid, and I wonder if she’s truly cold or if when she’s nervous her hands turn to ice like mine do. “So, tell me, Grace Elliott, what brings you to New York City?”

She tilts her head, her brows knitting together. “How did you know I don’t live here?”

I let out a small laugh as I glance at Thomas, who is as confused by my display as I am. “Something about you screams that you’re from out of town. I’m thinking . . .” I narrow my eyes and study her. I’m thinking Midwest. As someone who tries her hardest to replicate accents, I have an ear for dialects. “What do you call that drink that comes in a can? Like Coke or Pepsi?”

She rolls her lips inward, then purses them before she answers with, “Pop.”

“And say the word ‘M-O-M.’”

“Mom,” she says, but her accent makes it sound more like “mahm.”

“Say ‘Chicago.’”

She laughs. “Chicahgo.”

“Yep, I was right. So? What brings you to New York all the way from Chicago?”

It’s interesting, the way her shoulders have relaxed. As if my flimsy attempt at breaking the ice actually worked. “I’d love to say something super flashy, but I’m here for work.” She shrugs. “I’m, um, I’m a writer.”

“Oh?” Thomas leans forward, instantly interested. “Tell us, what do you write? Anything we may have read?”

“Well, not unless you read romance.” She clears her throat. “Sapphic romance.”

Thomas’s grin lights up his face. “Get out of town. That’s freaking awesome!”

“Thank you,” Grace says, clearly fighting a smile. “My agent is based here.” She reaches up, pulls her glasses from her hair, and places them back on her face. Her movements seem almost calculated. The fascination coursing through me is startling. From her accent to her beauty mark. “Just taking a night to see a great Broadway show, y’know?”

“Well, we’re so happy you picked our little show. And that you enjoyed it.” Thomas has hijacked the conversation, which is fine because it was way too out of character for me to continue without sounding like a fish out of water. And truthfully, I can’t stop admiring her long enough to form a coherent sentence.

“It was my pleasure. I’ll let you both get back to your drinks. Thank you again.” She picks her hand up to wave a goodbye.

“Wait,” I hear myself say, and if Thomas’s shock isn’t enough for me to wonder what the hell I’m doing, my own rivals it. “Why don’t you sit with us? I’m assuming you’re by yourself?”

“Uhh . . .” She shakes her head as if she’s shaking away her own shock. “That’s, um, that’s not necessary.”

“C’mon.” I push the other chair out. “Sit. How often do two Broadway stars want to have drinks with you?”

“Jesus, Heather, that’s cocky as fuck,” Thomas snarks.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” I say, trying to sound sincere. “Seriously, though. Join us.” I watch as she considers the invitation. I’ve never seen someone ponder so intently before.

She finally reaches forward and pulls the chair out a little more before she slides onto it. “Okay. What the hell?”

“Atta girl,” I say with a wink. When I check Thomas’s reaction, I want to laugh. He’s clearly trapped between a flippant Whatever and a What the hell has gotten into you? “Can you get us a drink, Thomas?”

He guffaws. “Um, sure. Another bourbon?” He points at me, and I nod. “Grace? What can I get you?”

“I’m okay.”

“No, let us get you a drink. What’ll you have?”

A small tug at the corner of her mouth happens and she says, “I’ll have a bourbon.”

I watch him leave the table before I allow my gaze to fall on Grace. Within seconds of witnessing her clenched jaw and the popping of her knuckles I can tell she’s out of her element. “Don’t be nervous.”

“Is it that obvious?”

I nod. “I’m not sure if you’ve taken a full breath since you walked over here.”

She purses her lips and pulls a breath in through her nose. “There,” she says softly. “Better.”

“Oxygen, right? It’s a miracle drug.” I lift my drink and continue to study her over the rim as I take a sip. Her eyes haven’t left mine. “So, was this your first Broadway show?”

She swallows so loudly that I can hear the gulp. “No.”

“First time seeing this show, though?”

“Um, yes.”

I feel my right eyebrow arch. “First time seeing me perform?”

She licks her lips. “Yes.” Her eyes still have not left mine. What once was refreshing is becoming slightly overwhelming. In a really thrilling way.

I let out a puff of air. “You need to come back. That was my worst show.”

“That was your worst show? What the hell is it like when it’s your best show?”

“It’s like magic,” Thomas answers as he places our drinks in front of us. “Tonight was good, but yeah, when she’s on, she’s perfection.” He sits, puffs out his chest. “I was definitely on my A game tonight, though, so you picked a good night for me.”

She lets out a small laugh. “You were fantastic, Mr. Granville.”

“We do not need the formalities.” He waves his hand at me. “Heather. Thomas. That’s all.”

“Okay,” she says, her voice only a touch above a whisper.

“So, tell us about your books. How many have you written? Why romance? What are you working on now?” I see how my inquisition washes over her.

She takes a sip of her bourbon, then looks at Thomas. “Is this WhistlePig?”

He grins and winks at her. “You have a good tongue.”

She’s blushing. Even in the dim lighting of the bar I see the way her cheeks have filled with a lovely shade of pink. “I know my bourbons. This is one of my favorites.” I watch her fingers slide down the highball glass. Her nails are short, perfectly rounded, bare, and she has a solitary, thin gold band on her middle finger. “My books. Gosh, I don’t even know where to start. I’ve published about ten, but my last was picked up by Random House, so I’m sort of adjusting to writing for a living.”

“That’s amazing.” Thomas raises his glass. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” We all toast to her success. “It’s been a wild ride.”

I casually slide my phone from my jean jacket pocket, click through to The Strand’s website, and hand it to her. “Put the book you think I should read first into my cart.”

“No way.” The scoff that pops out of her speaks to me in a way I can barely describe. I know from that sound alone she is probably very similar to me. She doesn’t believe in herself or her talent. And that thought makes me feel entirely too close to her considering I know nothing about her.

“Oh man. Let me guess. All this success and you don’t believe in yourself?”

She opens her mouth to say something, but closes it, then purses her lips again before she says, “I mean . . .” Her eyes narrow. “That’s fair.”

Thomas lets out a similar sound. “Jesus, I’m sitting here with two people who have imposter syndrome? What a great Saturday night.”

I chuckle. “Go on. I want to buy one of your books.”

She gives me an incredulous laugh. “Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.”

She reaches forward tentatively and takes my phone, her fingers brushing mine during the transfer. When my eyes land on Thomas, he tilts his head at me and raises his brows. I shrug, knowing exactly what he means by giving me that look. The sad part is, I really don’t know what I’m doing. Something about the way she said seeing us here was a sign . . . maybe that means it’s a sign for me too?

She types something, then clicks a few times and hands my phone back. “There.”

“Which one did you pick?”

“The Tide Will Pull You Home.”

“And? What is it about?”

“There’s a blurb,” she says as she points at my phone.

“Uh, no. I want you to tell me.”

She looks around the bar as she takes a deep breath. For someone who probably has to speak about her books on a regular basis, this attention is throwing her. “It’s a romance, but it’s also about falling in love with yourself and learning how to heal after heartbreak. It’s a little like a sapphic retelling of Eat, Pray, Love combined with the action and setting of the movie White Squall.”

“The one with Jeff Bridges?”

“I know, it sounds weird,” she says with a chuckle. “I swear it’s good. You can read the reviews first if you want.”

“It doesn’t sound weird. I promise.” I can’t stop cataloging her details. The tiny creases near her eyes, her full lips, her crooked smile, that damn birthmark, everything about her. “So, tell us about yourself.”

“I’m so not exciting.” She sips her drink before she shrugs. “I don’t have much to say.”

“I find that very hard to believe.”

Thomas nods. “I agree. Are you married? Seeing someone? Where in Chicago do you live? How often do you come here?”

“Do you want to come see the show again tomorrow night?” I ask and Thomas’s eyes widen.

“You want me to come again tomorrow night?” Grace looks at Thomas and then back at me. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, seriously. You’ll get to see the difference between an amazing show and a crap show. From me at least.” I groan. “I can’t believe the show you saw was tonight’s. I’m almost embarrassed.”

“Heather, you were phenomenal. I can’t imagine what better than that would even look like. I think you’d stop my heart.” She has her hand on her chest when she says that, and it makes me even more comfortable with my decision to ask her to sit with us. Maybe I just needed someone to fangirl all over me for a few minutes. Is that wrong to admit? I wouldn’t admit it out loud, so yeah, it’s probably wrong. Oh well.

“Yeah, Heather, you were phenomenal,” Thomas echoes, and I already know I’m gonna get an earful from him. His little smirk at the end is enough of an indication.

“Well, thank you, but please come tomorrow night. If you don’t have plans. I’m not sure how long you’re in town either.” I down the last swallow of my second bourbon. It’s going down way too easily for someone who has a show tomorrow.

“I will try to make it.”

“I’ll leave a ticket for you at the box office.” My offer seems to shock her even more than the rest of this conversation.

“Oh, no, that’s not necessary. I can pay for it.”

I shake my head. “No way. I got this.” I wink, and she looks down at her lap. I’ve embarrassed her; I can tell. “Don’t worry. We get tickets for friends and family.”

Thomas places his hand on her shoulder. “Yeah, and I’m Heather’s only friend, so she has lots to spare.”

I laugh. “No, he’s not my only friend. But I promise, I got it.”

She sheepishly makes eye contact with me again. “Okay. Thank you so much.” She checks her watch. “Oh, I better get going. I have an early meeting tomorrow.” She takes money out of her bag to leave on the table.

Thomas shoves it back at her. “No way,” he says with a laugh. “I got this. I promise. We’re just glad you get to come see us again tomorrow.”

She smiles and reluctantly puts the money back in her bag before she empties the last of her bourbon. As she stands, she says, “This was lovely. Thank you again.”

“You’re welcome.” I watch as she adjusts her bag over her shoulder. “Curtain’s at seven thirty tomorrow.”

The only thing she does as she leaves is give me a last look, a tiny smile on her lips.

As soon as the door to the restaurant closes after her, Thomas opens his mouth. “What the hell was that? I have never once seen you talk to a fan like that before. What has gotten into you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hey, stop looking out the door after her. You look like a lovesick idiot.” He pats the table a few times to get my attention. “Seriously, Heather. What are you doing?”

I finally tear my eyes from the door and look at him. “C’mon. This isn’t a big deal. I’ve invited random people to the shows before.”

“Like when?”

I frantically search my memory bank to come up with an example, but because I’m grasping at straws, I have none. I’ve never done that before. I don’t engage like that. I haven’t in ages, and I don’t know why I did tonight. “Okay, fine. I don’t know why I invited her. I guess because it’ll make me feel better to redeem myself. If only for one person.”

“Sounds bizarre.” He motions toward my glass. “Finish that. We have to leave so you don’t have a third. Because, y’know, a third would be so bad.”

I do as he’s instructed while he goes and pays our tab. I told him I wouldn’t go for drinks unless he paid. Very glad to see he took me seriously. He usually fights me on it.

When we leave the Glass Tavern, I pop the collar on my jean jacket and shove my hands into the almost too-small pockets. It’s a typical end-of-March day in the city: sixty-five degrees during the day, forty-five at night.

“Do you think it’s stupid to have her come back to the show? I don’t want to open up a weird stalker relationship or something.”

“It’s a little late to be thinking about that.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. “She seemed pretty normal. I think you’ll be okay.”

“Didn’t you have a normal one turn out badly?”

He chuckles. “My past is littered with normal weirdos.”

God, I hope this isn’t the start of my normal-weirdo-littered-past era.
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GRACE

Chicago will always have my heart, and New York City will always have my anxiety. Good lord. It doesn’t matter that I live in the third-largest city in America; I have zero street skills. I still feel like an idiot most of the time when I’m hailing a cab. Am I supposed to shout? Do I simply raise my hand as I stand at the edge of the curb? The introvert in me always has me second-guessing myself. Unfortunately for me, I wanted a quick getaway, and hiring a Lyft seemed like it would take entirely too long.

So a cab it is. The cab driver seems like he’s just as irritated with me as I am with the whole experience.

Thankfully, my phone buzzes to life in my hand, a nice distraction from the Nascar-like speed of the ride. I look at the illuminated screen and groan as soon as I see who’s on the other end. My agent. The literal last person I want to speak to right now. Well, after the cab driver, of course. After the third vibration, I answer with a forlorn, “This is Grace.”

“Ha! My favorite client. How are ya?”

I roll my eyes. Michael Rawlings is not my actual agent. He’s the film rights agent at the firm where I’m represented. I don’t particularly like him for any other reason than he’s just entirely too nice. Especially for New York. The usual asshole is what I expected, but, alas, this guy is nice and has been trying way too hard to get on my good side. It’s a feat few have succeeded at. “I’m well.”

“Glad to hear it. Sounds like you’re in a vehicle. Should I assume you did as I suggested?”

“Yes. I went to her show tonight. You were right. She was . . .” I think back to seeing Heather McCarthy belting the eleven o’clock number in Can’t Make You Love Me. The lyrics of the song "Time Always Hurts" are still fresh in my mind: “time always heals, time always hurts, time to find a way out of this life, out of this mess, out of this place.” God. The armrest of my chair and I became very acquainted as I gripped it during most of the performance, that’s for damn sure. I can’t seem to find the words to describe how she moved me, and telling him feels like a breach of privacy. He doesn’t get to know this intimate detail about my evening. I clear my throat. “Yeah, she was, uh, she was phenomenal.”

“And?”

His probing grates on my frazzled nerves. “Michael, look, I just . . . I don’t know.” I glance out the window at the city lights flying by. “She seems very happy where she is.”

He sighs. “Her name is on everyone’s lips. There’s a lot of buzz surrounding her. It’d be a major win. She would be perfect in this role, and I think, as the author, you’re allowed to have a say.”

“I’m not the casting director, though.” I lean my head back. “What if the studio doesn’t want who I want?”

“We can push for whomever we want. If she auditions and they like her, then it’s in the bag.” He chuckles. “C’mon, what d’ya say?”

“As of right now⁠—?”

“Don’t say no yet. Let me speak with her, okay?” His voice cracks a little at the end of his plea. “I have a feeling if I plant a seed, she’d be willing to at least audition.”

“Listen, Michael, I am tired. Can we talk about this tomorrow?” We hit a bump, and I almost lose my phone in the cab. “Unless I die. In which case, you can cast whomever you want.”

He laughs. “Cabbies, am I right?”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s talk tomorrow?”

“Nine a.m. I’ll see you at the office with Sabrina. The screenwriter will be there to go over the logistics of how you will be tag-teaming this. So to speak.”

“Got it. Thanks.”

“Hey?”

I sigh. “What?”

“I got you, okay? This is gonna make you a star.”

I don’t want to be a star, is all I want to say. I just want to write. That’s it. “Okay.” My voice comes out in a whisper before I disconnect the call. I lean my head back on the headrest while we idle at a stoplight. Meeting Heather McCarthy tonight was not planned at all. When I saw her enter the restaurant I about shit my pants. To say I was shocked is an understatement. The only reason I said a word to her was because I’ve had entirely too many regrets in my life. I didn’t want to have not meeting Heather McCarthy at the top of my list. So, yeah, I think it was a sign. Fate. Or whatever. But getting her to leave a successful show for a movie role in a sapphic romance novel adaptation? I have a hard time believing that will happen.

My phone starts buzzing again. “What?” The irritation in my voice is palpable.

“Whoa, whoa,” comes the voice of Sabrina, my actual agent turned best friend, on the other end. I jerk the phone away and peer at the screen.

“Oh, shit, I’m sorry, Sabrina.” I rub the tightness that stretches from my temples across my forehead. “I didn’t even look at who was on the line. What’s up?”

“You okay? You sounded pretty pissed off.”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just . . .” I groan as the cab screeches to a stop outside of my hotel. “Jesus.” My mutterings are cut short by the cab driver shouting the fare and telling me I can pay with a card on the machine. “Hold on, Sabrina.” I fumble with my card, hold my cursing in, and finally get the payment to go through. Once I get out, I head into the lobby. “Tap to pay, my ass.”

“Tap to pay wouldn’t work for you, huh?” Sabrina’s lighthearted chuckle is annoying, but, thankfully for her, I like her just enough that I don’t go apeshit.

“I’m so done with this day.”

“What? Why? What happened?”

A deep, heavy sigh comes out of me. As if it came from my soul. “I went to see that Broadway show Can’t Make You Love Me tonight.”

Sabrina’s gasp is very telling. “And you didn’t ask me to go with you? I’m deeply hurt.”

“I’m very sorry.” My apology is not nearly as convincing as I was hoping as I say it through a yawn.

“You finally succumbed to Michael’s incessant pushing then?”

“God, yeah, he really knows how to be a pusher, doesn’t he?” I chuckle as does Sabrina.

“I mean, you know Michael⁠—”

And the phone call drops out when the elevator doors close. I stare at the phone as the car climbs. The timer keeps ticking. The doors open. I step out.

“—I just think you need to end it.”

I snort. “You’re going to be so mad at me.”

“Oh god, what now?” She lets out a high-pitched whine.

“I didn’t hear a word you said.” I laugh when she whines again. “I’m sorry. I got on the elevator, and you disappeared.”

“Geez. I don’t even remember what I said—oh, yeah, I said you need to leave your girlfriend. She’s sucking you dry. Emotionally. And mentally. And hell, financially.”

“Jesus Christ.” I push my way into my room through the very heavy door, drop my messenger bag on the floor, and make sure to lock the deadbolt behind me. “The very last thing I want to do is talk about Darby. Okay? So please drop it.”

“I’m just saying that if you want to be back to your normal self, ditching Darby might be⁠—”

“Sabrina.” I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows of the room. My makeup is smeared, and my shirt and pants are all disheveled. I can’t believe I met Heather McCarthy looking like this. “Stop. Please.”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry.”

“I love you and am grateful for your candor, but I’m in no mood.”

“What else is going on? Is it the movie deal?”

“Maybe a little. Michael is a lot to deal with. And I have nothing left to give at this point. I’m exhausted. Seeing Heather tonight⁠—”

“Heather McCarthy.”

“Yes . . . yeah, that’s, um, yeah, that’s what—I mean who I mean.” I shake my head. “Don’t.”

Sabrina laughs. “What?”

“You know what.”

“I do not.”

“I am not even going down that path with you.”

“C’mon, don’t act like Heather fucking McCarthy isn’t exactly your type. Everything about her is literally Eliza in The Tide Will Pull You Home. The face, the age, the hair, the everything. Don’t even.”

“I didn’t even know who she was before⁠—”

“Bullshit.”

“Bull-true!”

Sabrina’s snort irritates me even more.

“Sabrina, I love you, but I’m done with this conversation.”

“Fine, but just tell me I’m right.”

“Never. I’ll see you tomorrow at Michael’s office. Goodbye.” I disconnect the call and toss my phone onto the couch in the living area of the suite. I just want to shower, lie down, and go to sleep.

But now all I’m thinking about is Heather fucking McCarthy.

It’s true that I didn’t know who she was before seeing her tonight. I enjoy Broadway shows and know a little, but not enough to say I absolutely knew her. Earlier today was the first time I had heard her name, and before that, I literally knew nothing about her. Convincing the people who know me of that is going to be very difficult because, unfortunately, she really is exactly my type, which means a litany of things. I refuse to start naming them, though. I’m not going to put any of that into the universe. Especially not given how my hand was shaking when we met because she was so fucking beautiful . . .

There is no way in hell that I’m going down this road. I am going to tell Michael to drop it. I’m not going to the show tomorrow, and I’m going to keep writing my next best-selling novel. To hell with the script and the movie. I don’t want to be famous. I just want to write.


SCENE TWO


GRACE

I’m panicking, which makes zero sense. I’ve already met the screenwriter. I didn’t dislike her but I also didn’t want to be too involved, so I let my expectations fall by the wayside. It’s an important adaptation. The book was on the New York Times Best Seller list for almost three years. It’s just as important as all the sapphic and queer adaptations that came before it, but I have a feeling it’s going to be judged tremendously. I haven’t had an easy go of it when it comes to my rise to success. It’s been a very long row to hoe, and I’m mentally exhausted.

“I want your input on this, though,” the screenwriter, Meredith Kelly, says to me. “I want to get this right. You have no idea the buzz that’s going to back this, do you?”

Sabrina cuts into the conversation with, “She’s not really an internet lady.”

I sip my coffee and make eye contact with Sabrina, across the table, before I shake my head. “I don’t really do media much. Social or otherwise.”

“Not even TikTok?” Meredith smiles, and I shake my head again. “Wow. That’s . . . impressive. I didn’t realize it was possible to be so successful in this day and age without succumbing to the dreaded social media guillotine.”

I chuckle, lean forward, and prop my elbows on the long table in the conference room at Michael’s office. “It was a mental health decision, to be quite frank.”

She gives me a nod and a forlorn expression. “I understand.”

“Anyway,” Michael says, slicing through our uncomfortable attempt at banter, “let’s discuss your writing schedule, Ms. Kelly. I know you said you want to get started right away.”

“I’ve actually already started.” Meredith clears her throat before passing me a small stack of paper. “Here are my first pages. This is about two chapters of the book. I’d like you to read them, Grace, and let me know if this is good or what your thoughts are. Do you think you could do that, at least? I mean, I’m not trying to be a stickler; I just don’t want to go in the wrong direction with this.”

“How many times have you read the book?” My question seems shitty. It is shitty, but I feel it’s a valid question.

“Six.” She clears her throat again. I’m making her nervous, which is the very last thing I want to do. Unfortunately, the more well-known I become, the more awkward I become. I don’t really know why. “I’m on my seventh read-through now.”

“Okay, so you know my writing style.”

She nods.

“And you know the characters.”

“Like the back of my hand.”

“I think you’ve got this under control then⁠—”

“Grace.” Michael reaches over and places his hand on my arm. I stare at him. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the studio wants you involved. Period.”

“Period?”

“No involvement, no movie.” He shrugs and gives me a pained expression as if he tried to fight it—we all know he didn’t—and lost.

“Wow. Okay then.” I glance at Meredith. She wants to crawl under the table. The way she dips her head in sad resignation makes it glaringly obvious. “Tomorrow? Noon? You pick the place. I’ll meet you there.”

She looks at me, eyes wide and filled with hope. “Holy cow. Awesome!”

I grab a notepad from the middle of the table and scribble my number across it. “Text me. Please don’t call. I won’t answer.”

“She won’t,” Sabrina confirms. “And if she does, she’ll be a real peach, believe me.”

“Are we done here?” When I stand, the chair rolls across the carpet. “I have a deadline.”

Michael looks like I’ve smacked him across the face. He follows my lead, though, buttoning his jacket as he makes his way across the room to the door. “You okay?” His tone is kind, his facial expression not so much. “You realize I had to work my ass off to get this deal for you.”

“I know, Michael; I know.”

Sabrina slides in between us. “She’s fine. You’re fine. We’re all . . . fine. Okay?” She lays her hand on my arm and her other hand on his and squeezes us both in unison. “Everyone’s just a bit stressed. Take a beat. Take a breath. And we’ll circle back.”

“Sounds good to me.” I glance over Michael’s shoulder at the table where Meredith is still seated. Her head is down as if she’s not listening. I look at him. “I’m sorry. You’re right. You have worked your ass off. Please forgive me.” I don’t know why I’m in such a horrible mood, but I am. This is not who I typically am, this primadonna. I’m going to have a lot of cleanup to do at our meeting tomorrow.

He smiles at me. He’s such a good-looking man. It’s easy to see why his blue eyes are always able to seal a deal. “It’s okay. Just remember I’m working for you, not against you. Okay?” He places his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. I try not to shrug off the unwanted affection. It’s not because he creeps me out. I simply don’t love being touched.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sabrina says as she pushes me gently through the now-open door and toward the elevator. “C’mon, before we have to do more damage control.”

I wait until we’re on the elevator before I speak. “What is that supposed to mean? More damage control? Like I’m such a bitch in public that you have to go around after me and⁠—”

“Oh my god, stop right this instant.” Her tone of voice doesn’t frighten me, but her glare sure the hell does. “What the fuck is going on? I deserve exactly none of this sass.”

“I had a fight with Darby. Again.”

“Shocking. And what else?”

“Why do you think something else is up?” I fold my arms across my chest and huff as if her accusation is so absurd. Even though, well, she’s not wrong, and ever since last night, something else is definitely up. Sabrina has been my agent for the past five years. And in that time, she’s become one of the best friends I’ve ever had. Not only does she work herself to death for me, but she also cares about me, in the same way I care about her. She’s been there for me through a lot, which includes the start of my relationship with Darby, the bumpy-ass middle of my relationship with Darby, and now this part: the end of the relationship and the start of this new infatuation that will surely be detrimental to my mental health.

“Because I know you. And this”—she sweeps her hand over my entire body—“is not from a fight with Darby.”

“Fine, if you must know, I’m going to see Heather McCarthy again tonight.”

Her mouth pops open. “Again? And you didn’t invite me? Again?”

“She invited me to go. She’s leaving a ticket at will-call for me.” I can’t look at Sabrina. I know she’s giving me a look. The one that says, What the hell are you doing? If I receive that look, I’ll have to comment on it, and I don’t know what to say because I don’t know what I’m doing. I shouldn’t be going again. I should just ignore the invite and stay in and get some much-needed rest. Call Darby. Work it out with her.

“Grace?”

I don’t respond.

“If you want her to be cast in this movie, you need to be very careful. You hear me? You can’t be letting this get out of control. I know you. I know how you operate⁠—”

“First and foremost, Sabrina, she’s a famous Broadway star. She’s not going to leave a successful show to be the leading lady in a movie adaptation of a sapphic romance. And second, she’s straight. Nothing is going to happen.”

“Sure, sure.” Her sarcasm drips from her words. “Do you really think I believe you?”

I sigh. “No.”

“Then?”

“She’s incredible, Sabrina,” I say after beating around the bush for the past three minutes. It’s not technically my specialty, but I sure do excel at it. “And in the span of four hours, I’ve successfully secured a giant stupid crush on her.”

She laughs, and for the first time today, I feel my spirit lighten the tiniest of bits. “Honey, I love you. You know that, right?”

“I know.” I finally look at her, at her brown eyes and flawless complexion. She’s always been gorgeous, and as she ages, she just keeps getting better. “I’m struggling,” I admit. “Fighting with Darby is never easy. And last night? I can’t explain how meeting this woman made me feel. I wish I could because maybe I’d be able to get my head around it then.”

We exit the elevator, Sabrina’s arm looped through the crook of mine, and we head down the street. She knows better than to leave when I finally start opening up. “What happened last night that has you so thrown?”

“Nothing.” I can feel myself start to smile as I recall the events. The WhistlePig, the way she looked at me, the waves of hair falling around her face. “Just the usual.”

“Oh.” Sabrina chuckles. “I told you she was your type.”

“I know you did.” I sigh as we approach the entrance for the subway. “I’ve gotta call Darby. Can we have a debrief tomorrow after the meeting with Meredith?”

“Absolutely. You can meet by my place. Nothing wrong with making her travel a bit.” She grabs me and pulls me into a hug. “I love ya, ya dummy.”

“I love you, too,” I say before I push her off me and head toward my hotel. I need to get ready—mentally and physically—for the next night of Heather McCarthy’s show.
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“Hello?”

“Hey Darbs,” I say, my earbuds firmly in my ears as I make my way to my hotel. Pure stupidity must be coursing through my veins because I figured why not get the call with Darby out of the way. I put my phone in the pocket of my blazer and hope to god it doesn’t go poorly. “I’m sorry about earlier.”

Darby’s long, drawn-out sigh is typical. “I know you are. So am I.” She clears her throat. “Are you okay with me going to that party tonight for Bree and Lex?”

“Obviously. They’re your friends, too.”

“I’m just making sure.”

Why is it so hard to have a conversation with someone who has been in my life for so many years? “Please tell them I’m sorry I couldn’t make it.”

“They’ll understand. What are you doing tonight?”

“Um, I’m going to a show. Broadway. Being a total tourist.”

She chuckles and it sounds lighthearted and lovely. “That tracks.” She breathes in sharply. “Grace? We have got to figure us out. Neither of us wants to live like this.”

“I know.”

“So? What do you want to do?”

“I have no idea.” It’s my turn to sigh. “Can’t we just talk about this when I get back?”

She laughs a laugh that screams she’s irritated with me. I’m irritated with myself. She doesn’t have the market cornered on that. “Yeah, so in the meantime, am I supposed to just put all these feelings on hold?”

“Wow.” I shake my head, completely flabbergasted. “Listen . . . go to the party. Talk to our friends. Tell them what a horrible person I am, like I know you’ll do, and when I get home, we can figure it out.”

She groans. “Fine. Bye.” And she hangs up. A shudder rips through my body as I convince myself to not throw my phone into oncoming traffic. I’ve gotta figure this out with her or I’m going to explode.


SCENE THREE


HEATHER

“Hey, Joe,” I say as I burst into the box office when I get to the theater to prepare for the matinee. I was running late the entire morning. I slept like crap and Hazel, my super cute curly-tailed mixed breed rescue with a hilarious underbite, would not let me sleep in. But she needed extra snuggles and attention and who am I to say no? “I want to put aside a ticket for tonight’s show. What are my options?”

Joe, a man I swear was here when the Broadhurst first opened in 1917, casually pulls up the seating chart online. I always find his inability to hustle slightly frustrating, but my emergency shouldn’t be his.

“Heather, dear, I’ve told you a few times you need to come to me earlier than three hours before showtime,” he says in his deep, gravelly voice.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry.” I put my arm around his skinny shoulders. “But you love me, so you’ll overlook it and give me a good seat, right?”

He slowly turns toward me and looks at me over the top of his bifocals. “Oh, is that so?” He murmurs before he looks back at the chart. “I’ve got a balcony front row seat.”

“What about orchestra front row?” I point at his screen. “Those are open.”

“Those are reserved for the⁠—”

“I’m more important than anyone you’re going to say.”

“The mayor.”

“Oh.”

He chuckles, then clears his throat of old-man phlegm. “Yeah, I can’t give you front row.” He enlarges the map. “Ahh, here. How about second, center?”

“That would be awesome.” I grab the form for the ticket and quickly fill it out. “Her name is Grace Elliott. Wavy, dark hair, glasses. She’s cute—” I stop abruptly and scrunch my face. “I mean⁠—”

“Just stop,” he says while holding his old, wrinkly hand in the air. “I just need the name. I don’t give a good goddamn what she looks like.”

“Fair enough,” I say as I finish filling out the paperwork. I slide it back to him, and he peers at it.

“Friend or family? You forgot to mark it off.”

“Um . . .” I didn’t forget. She’s neither, so what do I say? Fan I hope doesn’t start stalking me because I’m being so nice? Or do I say what I’m actually hoping for? Fan who becomes something more? “Friend, I guess.”

“Okay, thank you. Now get out of here, please.” He smiles, though, and it makes me happy that he never caught COVID. I am pretty sure it would have done in his old frail body otherwise.

When I get back to my dressing room, Clara the hairdresser is waiting for me, checking her watch and tapping her foot.

“I’m sorry, Clara! Forgive me,” I say and sit down as fast as possible for her to get started. I still need to do my makeup, but I’ve been doing that part of prep work for so long that I feel like I could do it with my eyes closed. Being in theater productions since I was a kid has its perks. And my first role after moving to the city was off-Broadway when I was twenty-four, and now I’m fifty-one. I’ve been around the block and back what feels like twenty-five times.

“You seem tense today, Heather.” Clara pulls another layer of my hair from the clip on top of my head and hums. “You doing okay?”

I look at her reflection in my mirror. “Yeah, I’m good. I seem tense?”

“Yeah, your shoulders are all—” She pulls her own shoulders up to her earlobes. “You know you did great last night, right?”

I scoff. “That is not why I’m tense.”

“So you’re admitting that you are tense.”

“Clara, seriously?” I tilt my head as I stare at her. “You know I’m fine. I’m always fine.”

“No, she’s not fine,” Thomas says as he bursts into my dressing room. He plops down on the couch behind where I’m sitting at the counter, followed by the third of our onstage friend group, Marjorie. “She’s freaking out.”

“Jesus, Heather, what are you freaking out about now?”

Marjorie sits next to Thomas and props her feet on the ottoman. Her dark, curly hair is wild, still needing to be tamed, and she’s wearing a crop top and big, baggy jeans. She’s the epitome of trendy and my next favorite person in this production. We became fast friends, sort of had to due to the intensity of the material, but also because she’s simply fun. She’s young, queer, and one of the most incredible human beings ever. “You were amazing last night. Why are you still so worked up about flubbing two lines of dialogue? Christ, the number of times I’ve flubbed dialogue! Am I right?”

“That’s not what she’s worked up about,” Thomas drawls.

“Excuse me, Clara, one second.” I wait for her to take the curling iron from my hair and face before I whip around to glare at him. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Sure,” he says, then purses his lips together.

“Whatever.” I turn back around and let Clara continue.

“Okay, what’s going on?” Marjorie asks.

“She met a fan last night and invited her to come to the show tonight.” I see him roll his eyes in the mirror. “And she even set aside a ticket for her.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Marjorie’s head whips toward me, her eyes wide. “Um, her?”

“I’m not into this fan if that’s what you’re thinking, Marjorie,” I say with a laugh. Clara chuckles too. Marjorie would kill for me to be into her and she’s made sure to let everyone know it. “Just calm down.”

“Oh, okay. I was gonna say, ‘What the fuck, Heather?’ But if you’re just being nice, what’s the big deal then?”

“I don’t know what the big deal is. Would you like to share with the rest of the class, Thomas?” I glare at his reflection. “Or are you just trying to get everyone lathered into a frenzy before the show?”

“I’ve given people tickets before.” Marjorie shrugs. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Mm-hmm.” Thomas stands and, with his hand on the doorknob of my dressing room, says, “You don’t think the way she was looking at you was a big deal?”

“Clara, stop for one second.” I flip around and look at him. “What are you talking about? She wasn’t looking at me in any type of way.”

“Marjorie?” Thomas’s eyebrows are raised, and his hands are on his hips. “The chick writes sapphic romance.”

“Oh . . .” Marjorie clears her throat.

“Oh? Oh? No way. Stop. Both of you.”

“You may not be into her, but she is into you.” Thomas finally opens the door. “I’m just saying, be careful, my friend.” And he leaves.

After a few beats of silence, Marjorie’s face scrunches. “Um, I may have to side with him.”

“You didn’t even see her interact with me.” I spin back around and motion for Clara to keep going. “She isn’t interested in me. It’s fine.”

Marjorie comes up to the counter and bends over so she can look me in the eyes in our reflections. “You be careful, please.”

“I will be.”

“Don’t forget, you’re, like, borderline famous to some of these people. You are on a pedestal. Not that you shouldn’t be up there, Your Majesty.” She winks. “Just be careful.”

I give her a simple nod as she turns and leaves, closing the door behind her. I look at Clara, trying to gauge her reaction, but her face remains stoic. “What are you thinking?”

“Nothing.” Her answer is far too fast.

“Clara?”

“Marjorie is right. You need to be very careful.”

Ugh. My stomach is in knots now. What did I do? Shit, shit, shit. I’ll just go cancel the ticket. That’s the easiest thing to do. I just hope I’m not too late.
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GRACE

After the performance ends and the standing ovation happens, I clumsily sit back in my seat. I’ve been moved by art before. I’ve seen paintings and sculptures that have stopped me in my tracks. I’ve read poetry and prose that left me breathless. But never before have I witnessed a performance like the one that has happened before my very eyes. Two nights in a row now. My legs won’t work. I’m literally so bowled over that I can’t move. Something happened to me in the last three hours I don’t think has ever happened to me before. My brain chemistry has been altered. I came into this theater as Grace Elliott. Leaving, I’m a new version of myself, changed for the better. Someone who has seen a glimpse of perfection and isn’t sure if I ever want to go back.

The show was incredible the night before, but tonight’s show . . . Heather McCarthy’s performance . . . I don’t know how to describe it. Her voice was so perfectly in tune that it seemed as if I was listening to a recording. The way she was hitting the notes, belting the notes, embracing the notes. And her acting? Listen, I love Meryl Streep. I love Cate Blanchett. I love Kate Winslet. But I’ve never seen a stage performer so expertly sink her teeth into the most perfect role. She became Helena last night, but tonight? I almost forgot that Heather, the Broadway actress, existed. Helena Hayward was all there was. And it was mind-blowing.

Can’t Make You Love Me, while having many hilarious moments, is ultimately a drama about three people who meet in rehab, all overcoming addiction of different substances. The story spans a decade, the beginning, the middle, the end, and how their friendship helps them all survive. Love, family, death, abuse, grief, how do people handle it when the first instinct is to fall right back into the familiar and sometimes deadly grasp of drugs and alcohol.

And Helena Hayworth is the glue that holds them all together while she herself is falling apart. And it’s brilliant. And Heather is breathtaking.

How am I supposed to get this woman out of my head?

The lights in the theater begin to brighten. I realize I need to leave before the cleaners start sweeping around me, so I stand. An usher notices me and says, “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but we need to clear ya out of here.”

“I am so sorry.” I find my legs and quickly wobble toward the exit. “That performance was insane. I literally couldn’t figure out how to work my extremities.”

He chuckles. “Yes, the cast is wonderful. Thank you so much for coming.”

As I make my way to the exit, I can hear a group of three fans giggling about meeting the actors at the stage door. “We need to get out there. The line is going to be insane tonight,” one of them says, excitement and urgency hanging from their words.

“Yeah, yeah, we’re already screwed. Hopefully Simon saved us a spot in line or we’ll never get Heather McCarthy’s autograph.”

“I already have her autograph,” one of the girls says before smugly sticking her tongue out at her two friends. “So, ha!”

“You’re a jerk for rubbing that in,” the guy says. “She’s Mother for real, though.” He clasps his hands together and mockingly prays, “Bless the Mother, the Heather, and McCarthy Ghost.”

They all say, “Amen,” in unison and start cracking up in laughter.

“She’s seriously so talented, though. I can’t even believe we were lucky enough to see her in this role.”

“Hey,” I say after I stop to speak to them, which causes me to instantly feel like I’m trying too hard to fit in with these young kids. Me talking to strangers tonight, as well as last night, is so not my norm. Come to think of it, none of the past twenty-four hours have been in my nature, especially engaging with the youth of America. But I have questions. A lot of them. And they’re going to have the answers. “Sorry to interrupt, but the main actress? Heather⁠—”

“Heather McCarthy? Yes? What about her?”

“Christ,” the other girl says under her breath. “She’s obsessed with Heather, so be careful, lady.”

I smile at the girl. “She’s pretty well known, yeah?”

The guy of the group lets out a puff of air, not letting the girl who is apparently obsessed answer. “Are you joking right now? Is this chick for real?” He jerks his thumb at me.

“I’m sorry, but what? Are you serious?” The other girl in the group laughs at me. “You’ve never heard of her before?”

I shrug. “I’m ashamed. What can I say?”

“She is a literal goddess,” the original girl answers, a wide smile on her face. “She’s so amazing, so kind, one of the best altos in the business. She’s insanely talented. You should absolutely go meet her at the stage door. I swear she’s going to leave Broadway one day and go to Hollywood and become super famous.”

My senses immediately begin to tingle. It’s almost as if she’s inside my brain. “Does she have a huge following then?”

“There’s not a theater person alive who doesn’t know who she is! Everyone loves Heather McCarthy.” She leans in close to my face and claps after every syllable: “Ev-er-y-one.”

“Wow. Okay then.”

“Where’d you sit tonight?” The other girl asks, a smile on her face. “Balcony? Mezzanine?”

“Uhh, second row?”

“Second row?” they all ask in unison.

“Holy shit, that’s insane!” the guy says. “Great seat. That ticket must’ve been freaking hard to get.”

I have to bite my tongue so I don’t say that the person they’re fawning over is the very person who gave me the ticket. “It was definitely worth the effort,” I say with a smile, hoping I sound convincing. But the show was so fucking good, so yeah, whatever it took would have been worth it. Even if it meant me making a fool of myself last night. Seeing Heather up there in all her glory was worth every ounce of anxiety I experienced the night before.

“Are you going to come with us to meet the cast? If so, we need to get out there.”

They’re suddenly being very kind. Why does a part of me feel as if I’ve just become part of the cool kids club?

I take off with them toward the exit. They know where they’re going, and I have literally no idea. Standing outside waiting for autographs is not in my wheelhouse. I have way too much anxiety for all the pressure of shoving my Playbill into the face of someone who is, as the girl in the group said, “a literal goddess.” And Heather does not want or need to see me, I’m sure.

We take a turn to the side of the building, and I can see a huge crowd gathered on either side of police barricades. I can just make out two very bored-looking security personnel guarding the stage door.

“Shit, it’s so packed. Is Simon there?” one of the girls says with a whine. “If he’s not, we’re never going to get Thomas’s autograph.”

“Look, though, you can see them right there!” The guy squeals and points to Thomas and Heather. “God, he’s so dreamy.”

“He is?” The original girl says. “Look at her! Heather is just gorgeous. Like, how?”

“You know she’s in her fifties, right?”

“She’s fifty-one, hardly in her fifties,” I hear myself say.

They all turn and look at me, their eyes narrowed.

“I thought you didn’t know who she was,” one of them says.

A nervous bubble of laughter pops out of me. “I mean, I have access to the internet. C’mon.”

They all laugh. “You were googling her during the show?”

“At intermission,” I lie because I googled her last night. But ten seconds in, I made myself stop. Something about seeing her on the internet makes her less real, and I don’t want that. I want her to be exactly who I saw last night, tonight, and nothing less.

“Dude, she’s so gorgeous, right? When you googled her, did you see that one picture of her?” The one girl who’s been completely obsessed with Heather the entire time pulls out her phone and scrolls through her camera roll. “This one.” She shoves her phone into my face. Heather is in a black dress, sitting on a stool, her hands on her hips; her hair is all wild and over her shoulders, and she’s staring right at the camera. My knees almost buckle.

“Jesus, no, I didn’t see that one.” My face is hot. I’m blushing. This right here is why I didn’t go too far. Because once I started, I wouldn’t have stopped, especially if pictures like that were available. “That’s a good one.”

“Don’t even look at the rest of her camera roll,” the other girl says as he nudges her.

“C’mon, we aren’t waiting for this. Simon bailed. Let’s come back on Tuesday,” the guy says, defeated.

“Sorry,” the girl with the phone says to me. “We’re gonna head out.”

“No worries. Good luck on Tuesday.”

She reaches her fist out to give me a bump, and I do the same. She grins at me. “It was nice meeting you.”

“You too. Take care!”

And they all take off toward the front of the theater. I pull in a deep breath as I look back at the crowd of people. It hasn’t thinned much. I don’t have the stamina to wait. My anxiety is already off the charts after dealing with that group of Gen Zers. I can still see Heather, though. She’s laughing and smiling for pictures, putting her arm around the fans’ shoulders, taking selfies with their phones, signing autographs, signing arms . . . Everything about watching her makes me happy. She really is striking. I’m not going to say anything as cliché as I’ve never seen anyone as gorgeous as her, but there is something that sets her apart. Her perfect smile and the way you can tell it’s not forced; her eyes and how the smile reaches them every single time; her laughter whenever someone says something that tickles her funny bone, my soul literally feels lighter simply by watching her. It felt that way the night before when she first appeared on the stage. It felt that way while meeting her last night, sitting next to her, watching her eyes focus on mine over the rim of her glass. And it absolutely felt that way tonight while seeing the show again. She literally takes my stress away. Is this how addicts feel? I wish to all that is holy I could replicate this feeling when I head back to Chicago. Regardless of how minuscule this all seems, I know how quickly my brain starts plummeting into the abyss. One false move and I’ll start obsessing about this woman. And that’s not okay. If therapy has taught me anything, it’s that I focus on the unobtainable so I don’t get hurt time after time after time. But this woman? Christ. Everything about her scares the part of me that still hasn’t learned that the abyss is not padded with down-filled pillows, but sharp as fuck rocks.

But what if it could actually work? What if she was really interested in auditioning? Maybe I should pursue her for The Tide Will Pull You Home. She would be perfect as Eliza Burke, the struggling, divorced mother of two grown children who lost every ounce of herself somewhere along the way.

Imagining her becoming Eliza, my character, like she became Helena Hayworth is almost too much for my exhausted brain to handle. I take one last look at her before I turn and head back to the front of the theater.


SCENE FOUR


HEATHER

Welp, I couldn’t cancel the ticket. Joe said by the time I got down there, she’d already picked it up.

The professional inside me is hard to tame, so once the show started, I sort of forgot to be nervous and ended up having one of the best shows of my life. I saw Grace in the audience during the performance. She was crying at all the right places, cheering at the others, and all smiles the rest of the time. During the curtain call, I made sure to smile and give her a wave, which seemed to delight her. I have no idea how much of a fan she truly is, but it was nice giving her that.

When I went out the stage door to sign autographs and take pictures, I sort of thought I’d see her. At least, why wouldn’t I have, right? She could have been there to thank me. But she wasn’t, and I hate to admit that it sort of made me sad. When I tell you I have no idea why I was so thirsty to be the object of someone’s desires, I’m being serious. I’ve been in the business for far too long to need that sort of validation.

Yet . . .

After meeting and talking to the massive amount of people outside the stage door, I see Thomas waiting for me on the other side of the barricades and rope. He taps his watch and jerks his head in the direction of the tavern. He mouths, “I need a fucking drink,” and waves his hand in a c’mon motion. I don’t have the heart to tell him no, not tonight, so I sneak behind Marjorie as she signs the last of her autographs.

“Where you going?” she asks. “I’ll meet you.”

“Glass House,” I whisper. “We’ll get you a drink..” I smack her butt playfully and trot over to Thomas. “Sorry. There were a lot more people than last night.”

He chuckles. “Maybe you did suck last night after all.”

I hit him on the arm. “You’re an ass, you know that?”

“I do. I do know that.”

A silence falls between us as we hoof it to the tavern. An Old-Fashioned is calling my name. They do one at the Glass House that’s to die for. It’s called the Fig & Pig, and it’s, wow, chef’s kiss incredible. I love it. And since tomorrow is an off day for the show, I can let loose a little. Thank goodness.

“I see your new friend didn’t show up at the door,” Thomas observes. “But she was all smiles and weepy tears during the performance.”

I roll my eyes. “Stop.” I run my hand through my hair. The copious amount of hair spray is making my scalp itch. “She saw a better show. That’s all that matters, right?”

“Sure.”

“Thomas, isn’t it time to put this weird little fascination you have going for this situation out of its misery?”

“No!” He laughs. “It’s not time at all! First of all, you know I love some good drama. Obviously. That’s why I majored in it. And second, babe, I know you. I know how you’ve been feeling since the divorce. I know how you’ve been feeling since the Tony buzz started to happen. And I know how you felt last night when you were so worried about your performance. You’re getting all into your head, which would be fine if you weren’t going to overthink every move you make. But again, I know you. And that’s not how you roll. And third? A new, adoring fan is exactly what you don’t need.”

“There are moments—rare, rare moments—when I’m thankful you know me so well. Now is not one of those moments.”

He laughs. “You love me.”

“I do. You’re right. But I’m going to stick up for myself. I have never befriended a fan before.”

“That’s a lie.”

“How is that a lie?”

“I was a fan. You helped me get my first audition.”

“Oh, yeah.” I’d forgotten about that.

“And your ex-husband was a fan. Though we both know how that played out.”

I scoff. “Thanks for bringing that up.”

“I’m just saying, babe. You need to be careful.”

“Stop talking, please.” I thread my arm through the crook of his when he chuckles. He knows I’m not mad at him, and maybe what he’s saying is the truth, but I’m definitely sick of hearing the truth.

We spend the rest of our walk in silence, the city surrounding us. I’m too on edge to talk about anything. I hate how right Thomas is. The last thing I need is to spend a bunch of time with someone I don’t know. My life is in enough shambles as is. Befriending someone who could turn out to be a raving lunatic would be awful.

Daniel isn’t busy when we arrive. He’ll allow us to stay for a couple rounds after close before he kicks us out. It’s one of the many things I love about going to the Glass House. Not only do they stay open for us, but it’s not crawling with tourists.

“Fig & Pig?” Daniel asks, his eyes catching mine as we lean onto the bar top. “It’s a Sunday, so I’m assuming I’m right.”

“Oh god, yes, please. It’s been a week, y’know?”

“Oh, honey, I know.” He has already poured a bourbon for Thomas, of course, so he gets to work on my drink.

“I think Marjorie will want a Paloma if you don’t mind.” I figure I better order her a drink so she can soothe her parched throat as soon as she arrives.

“Coming right up.”

I watch him as he muddles the fig, pops an ice ball into the glass, then pours the WhistlePig and fig-infused syrup concoction over the top. I’m already salivating.

“Hey, by the way, Heather,” Daniel says as he passes me my drink. He reaches under the bar. “Some chick popped in here for a few seconds and gave me this. Asked me if I could pass it to you.” He hands me a small envelope with my name printed across it in lovely handwriting.

“Shoulder-length, light brown hair? Wavy? Glasses?” I run my fingers over the handwriting.

“I have no idea. Christ. I’m a bartender, not a police sketch artist.”

“You’re right, you’re right. My bad.” I take my drink and head over to the same table from last night. “So, I think she left me a note.” I force a chuckle, which sounds much more exhilarated than I intended, so I clear my throat before locking my eyes with Thomas’s. “That’s strange, isn’t it?”

His wide-eyed stare is enough to answer my question, but he goes ahead and adds, “Um, yeah, that’s fucking strange.”

“I’m not gonna open it.” I shrug as I place the envelope on the table. Her handwriting stares back at me. “I mean, right?”

“Jesus,” Thomas breathes out and grabs the envelope. “I’ll open it, and then you won’t⁠—”

“No!” I lunge and snatch it back from his hand. “I can, um, I can handle it. It’s fine.”

“Heather, what the hell has gotten into you?”

His question isn’t accusatory; he’s laughing while asking it. He knows as well as I do how good it feels to be the object of someone’s attention. But I’ve completely blown this one out of proportion. If anything, Grace’s the object of my affection—uh, I mean, attention—and that doesn’t even make sense since being into her would be absolutely outrageous. I have enough friends. Even if Thomas and Marjorie don’t think that’s true.

“I’ll open it.” I take a deep breath and slip my index finger under the flap, slowly slide it along the edge to pop the seal, and then pull out the creamy, white stationery. I open the letter and realize then that my hands are trembling. They don’t do so much as shake when I’m acting and singing in front of thousands of people.

Ms. McCarthy,


Thank you so much for the ticket. If last night’s performance was life-changing for me, tonight’s performance was world-altering. I don’t know if I will ever recover. I couldn’t tell where you ended and Helena began. You are a phenomenal talent, and I’m so grateful that I was privileged enough to see you perform twice and lucky enough to meet you once.

All my best,

Grace Elliott

PS I’m sorry I didn’t say hello after the performance. I refuse to wear out a welcome. Thank you again.


I read it again. And again. Then I allow my hands to fall to my lap, still clutching the paper. “It’s a nice thank-you. That’s all.”

“May I?” Thomas holds his hand out in expectation, so I shakily pass the note to him. Studying his reaction seems excessive, but there I sit, watching his facial expression over the top of the paper. His eyebrows, his eyes, his mouth. Every move. He is unaffected, though. I don’t know how to take that. “Wow.”

“What?”

“I’m just . . . impressed. I was sort of assuming it’d read like a giddy high schooler fawning all over you. But she . . .” He shrugs. “She sounds like an actual adult human being.” He holds the paper back up and reads it again. It’s then that I notice she’s written something on the back. I reach over, snatch it from his hands, and shush his “hey, what the hell?”

“It’s the name of the hotel,” I murmur.

“So?”

“She’s written a phone number under it.”

“Well, is it hers?”

“Is 312 a Chicago area code?”

“You’re joking, right? You think I fucking know? Text her. See if it’s her number.” He gasps. “Where is she staying? We’ll go see her.”

I let out a laugh. “I am not going to see her.”

“What? Go see who?” Marjorie slides onto the seat next to me and grabs her Paloma. She moves her long hair over shoulder, and the movement stirs up her scent, juniper and cloves, mixed with the cool crispness of spring in the city. The connection I have with her is undeniably wonderful. It’s always funny to me how, even though I’m a good twenty years older than she is, I am so comfortable in her presence. That’s the best part about theater, though. You end up befriending people you never would have in other circumstances. “Thank you so much, Heather.”

“How do you know I didn’t order that for you?” Thomas is hurt.

She looks at him, brows raised. “Did you?”

“Not at all,” he answers.

“See?” And we all chuckle. “So, go see who?”

“The fan. She left a note for me. And her phone number.”

It’s Marjorie’s turn to snatch the note, and when she reads it, her eyes widen. “Bro, she’s at the Gansevoort. That place is so bougie. Let’s go.”

“I am not going over there right now.”

“Then? Let’s text her.” Marjorie wags her brows at me. “C’mon! YOLO!”

“Marjorie, no. I’m not⁠—”

“Take a drink of your Old-Fashioned, woman, and text her.” Thomas pushes my glass toward me. “It could be the start of a great story.”

“Or it could be a real flop! You both were telling me to be careful literally ten hours ago.”

“Well,” Marjorie starts with a shrug. “We could be wrong, though. If you text her and the conversation is stupid, then you’ll know if we were right.”

I groan. “I hate you both. You know that? Conflicting fucking advice always.”

“The feeling is mutual.” Thomas takes his empty and Marjorie’s up to the bar as I start to down my Old-Fashioned. It’s not supposed to be gulped. It’s supposed to be sipped, for Christ’s sake. Yet here I am, getting tipsy off of one drink.

I’m gonna need the liquid courage, though, if I’m going to do this. I take my phone from my jean jacket pocket and open it up to the Messages app. “I don’t know about this⁠—”

“Just do it.” Thomas places three more drinks on the table, one for each of us, and I glare at him. “What? Daniel had them made already.” He looks over my shoulder. “Type the number.”

“No.”

“Do it.”

Marjorie holds her hand out. “Do you want me to do it?”

“No. I can do it.” I take a deep breath as I type out the number the fan gave me. “What am I supposed to say?”

Marjorie chuckles. “Maybe start with, ‘Hey.’”

“Wow. Poignant.” Thomas rolls his eyes. “Say, ‘It’s Heather McCarthy. I got your note.’”

“That sounds stupid.” I shake my head before typing out, World-altering, hmm? Without a second thought, I hit ‘Send.’ Marjorie and Thomas are both peering at my phone over my shoulders. I haven’t breathed since the message whooshed off across town. Nothing happens. No response bubble. Nothing.

Marjorie whispers, “Maybe it’s not her phone number⁠—”

Thomas gasps as the response bubble pops up. “There it is!”

I haven’t been filled with this much anticipation in years.

The bubble disappears, and we all groan in unison.

When it reappears, we all gasp.

Then it disappears again.

“Jesus, she’s more indecisive than I am,” Marjorie says with a small laugh.

Suddenly, a text appears.

Yes, world-altering. You’ve been the best part of my trip.

Thomas lets out a small, condescending harrumph. “I thought she wasn’t interested?”

I sigh. “I may have been wrong about that.” This woman is into women. I haven’t been into women in years. Not that I think we outgrow bisexuality. I’m just saying it’s been a hot minute since a woman has caught my eye. I look up at Marjorie, who looks trapped between excitement and disappointment. “I don’t have to do this now.”

“Oh, yes you do! What are you going to say back?” Marjorie’s expression softens. “You have to respond.”

I look down at the message and quickly type out, Please, you hardly know me.

“Whoa, whoa. That’s what you want to say?” Thomas quirks an eyebrow as I glance up at him. “If you say that, you’re going to have to make some decisions.”

“What do you mean?”

“Heather,” he says as he finally sits. “She’s interested. If you say that . . .”

“It’s going to sound like you’re also interested.” Marjorie places her hand on my arm. “If that’s what you want, then go ahead and send it.”

I quickly delete the text and turn my phone off. “Well, I’m not, so that's my answer.” My internal groan is deafening. Christ, for an actress, I’m a horrible liar.

“Wait.” Marjorie squeezes my arm. “That’s not what I meant. I didn’t mean that you shouldn’t pursue this.”

“I’m not pursuing this.” I am matter-of-fact when I answer because I’m not doing this. Not now. Not ever. “I shouldn’t have texted her. Now she has my number. Great.”

Thomas nudges me with his knee under the table. “Don’t worry. She won’t overstep. I have a good feeling.”

“Last night you were thinking she could be a weirdo.” I raise my eyebrows at him. “What’s changed?”

He shrugs. “Nothing. I was being a dick last night.”

All we can do is laugh. And all I can do is wonder what the hell I’m supposed to do now.
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My apartment is a welcome scene after everything that unfolded at the Glass House tonight. I shouldn’t be surprised. When the three of us get together like that it rarely ends without some sort of a story.

But tonight was too much. Too much for my heart and mind. For as much as I’ve tried to move past the heartache of my divorce, I’m still a mess. But I don’t want to be a mess. I want to be okay. I want to be whole again.

As I sink into my bed, the covers pulled up around me, Hazel snuggled into my side, I stare up at the ceiling.

I am her favorite part of her trip.

“Why am I thinking about her?” My voice sounds loud in the safety of my dark bedroom. Hazel has lifted her head and is looking at me, probably wondering why I’m not fast asleep yet.

My phone comes to life on my bedside table, the bright light illuminating the room. I reach over to grab it and see the reason for the interruption. Across the screen is a notification from a 312 phone number. My entire body feels like it’s vibrating. I click on the message, holding my breath the whole time.

I apologize for being so honest. I didn’t mean to overstep.

I still haven’t responded to her earlier text. Not super cool of me to do. You didn’t. You’re fine. I promise. No need to apologize.

She likes the message as I stare at the screen, waiting to see if she’s going to text again. Why are you still awake? I ask because hey, what the hell? Why not?

A lovely mixture of insomnia and anxiety. Why are you still awake?

My smile is hurting my cheeks. The truth? I was thinking about your text from earlier. I stare at the words for a few minutes before I say, “Fuck it,” and press ‘Send.’

A Saturday Night Live! gif appears, Andy Samberg impersonating Nicholas Cage, the two of them saying, “That’s high praise,” into the camera. I let out a laugh, and Hazel looks at me again.

One of my favorite shows, I text.

Mine too. I’m a big Tina Fey fan.

Kristin Wiig fan here, but I do like Tina too. I met her once. She was very nice.

I’m very jealous, she texts, followed by, I’ve only met one famous person. She was very nice.

Oh? Who?

You.

I stare at her answer as a heat as hot as a solar flare engulfs me.

She immediately responds with a gif of Kathy Bates as Annie in the movie Misery with the words “I’m your number one fan” on it. Thankfully, she follows it up with an, LOL, too soon?

I laugh again. She has a good sense of humor. I like that. A lot. You’re very funny! I reply.

G: Whew.

H: Don’t worry. I’m not freaked out. I add a smiley to the end and send it.

G: Good.

H: It’d make more sense for me to send you that gif anyway, seeing as she’s a crazed fan of an author.

G: Wow. Maybe I should be freaked out then.

H: Oh man, never saw that coming.

G: I’m only playing.

A couple beats pass before she sends another text: You really were amazing up there, Heather McCarthy. Like I said before, you’re my favorite part of my trip.

I pull in a deep breath as I text back, Please, you hardly know me. I know now what sending it means. And I’m no longer worried. For whatever reason. Maybe it’s the safety of my apartment or the fact that I’m no longer tipsy. Or that I’m not hemmed in by my two-person cheer squad.

I’d love to get to know you. Everything about you. Which is entirely too forward, I’m sure. But it’s the whole truth.

My heart has lodged itself in my throat. I swallow around the lump as I set my phone face down on my stomach. My pulse is banging on my eardrums. What am I supposed to say to that? How do I answer her? I pick my phone up and text, What if you hate what you get to know?

Impossible, comes her response. But I see why you’d be nervous.

H: And why’s that?

G: Because you also hardly know me.

I hold my breath as I type, And for whatever reason, I’d love to get to know you, too. Everything about you.

Her response bubble appears, then disappears. I lie there, staring at my lit up screen for what feels like minutes, until she finally texts back, You’re pretty smooth, Heather McCarthy.

It’s been a minute since I’ve heard that. I lick my lips and breathe in deep. I’m glad you think so.

You need to go to sleep, she texts, and my heart sinks. Thank you for indulging me.

You’re welcome. Sleep tight.

I wait to see if she says anything else before I place my phone back on the charger. There is no way in hell I’ll be able to sleep now. And it feels really fucking good. Even if all of this is maybe the dumbest thing I’ve ever done.

But I don’t care. At all.


SCENE FIVE


HEATHER

Six months. It’s been six months since I’ve seen or talked to my ex-husband. After everything was final, we both thought it was best to disappear from each other’s lives. At the time, it broke my heart to admit seeing him was going to be too hard for me. But now, after the dust has semi-settled, I realize it was the best thing we could have done. Especially because I was so very angry with him. I don’t blame him for the demise of our marriage. I actually never have. I know a lot of what happened was because I am very hard to love. Or at least I’ve been told I’m very hard to love. By him. And others. But I digress. Either way, I never thought our love wouldn’t survive everything that happened—the rise of COVID closing the original Broadway show that was going to make me a star, where I was the lead, then the show reopening, then closing again, his wandering eyes, my inability to give him what he needed sexually, his inability to give me what I needed emotionally. Our marriage was one hell of a show. No wonder it closed early.

Life takes some wicked twists and turns and when you’re navigating it in a relationship that isn’t built to handle curves, it shouldn’t come as a shock when you wreck. And boy did we ever wreck. My show closing was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I’m sure of it. I was never as depressed as I was after that happened. I tried to pull myself out of my funk numerous times. So did he. Ultimately, we couldn’t find our way back to the road of life in a vehicle meant to handle what we were going to throw at it, and I have spent numerous hours hating myself for it.

So when he called me this morning and asked if I would meet him for lunch, I didn’t say no. I unfortunately still miss him. A lot. And having lunch seemed safe. It would be in a public place. Mutual territory. Nothing would go wrong if we both know people could be watching. When I get to Patsy’s, he’s waiting for me by the host stand. Seeing him after so long is startling. I used to joke that he was my forever hot boyfriend. And now . . . well, he’s not my boyfriend or my husband. The thought makes my stomach turn.

“Hi,” he says as he goes to hug me. It hurts to see how he sort of hesitates, so I close the distance between us and pull him in. He smells the same, woodsy and clean. Oh, how I used to love that smell.

“How are you?” I try to not look him directly in the eye. The blue color always makes my hands ache, but I fail. Shockingly, the feeling isn’t the same. Instead it just reminds me of how much we fucked up. And goddamn, did we fuck up.

“I’m good, Heather. How are you?” He pauses before he adds, “You look fantastic.”

“Oh? Wow. Thanks.” I feel the heat rise in my cheeks. “I’m, um, yeah, I’m okay. Just at the helm of this new musical, not sure if you’ve heard about it.” My right eyebrow quirks upward. Sometimes I cannot control it, I swear.

His face brightens with a smile. He’s always been a sucker for my eyebrow game.

“I’ve heard, yeah. A little show called Can’t Make You Love Me, right?” He chuckles when I nod and tap my nose. “I came last night to see you.”

What? “You did? Michael, why didn’t you tell me? I would have gotten you a ticket.” I kick myself. I could have given the ticket I gave to Grace to Michael. “I’m so sorry.” I realize after seeing the twisted expression on his face that I don’t have a reason to apologize. “I, um, ugh, funny story, believe it or not, I gave a ticket to a fan⁠—”

As I start that sentence, the host tells us our table is ready. When he walks us toward the same table where we had our first date, I want to turn and run. Needless to say, I don’t. I sit and hope that Michael’s memory of the beginning of our history isn’t as crystal clear.

“Nice table,” he says softly. “Remember this?”

Shit. “Yeah, I do.”

“That was a great night.” He sighs as he opens his menu, then closes it quickly. I look at his bare hand. The sight still hurts even though he took his ring off right after we separated. I, on the other hand, still wear mine. It makes sense. Helena Hayworth is married, so I wear it for her. I also can’t bear to take it off. It was my grandmother’s ring. And then my wedding ring. But all my many reasons not to take it off may not make sense to my ex-husband.

I move my hand to my lap so he doesn’t realize that I still have it on.

“Wait, what were you saying?” Michael asks.

“Um, nothing.” I decide telling him about Grace is just stupid. He won’t understand because I don’t even understand. And he has never understood that whimsical side of me. “Just let me know next time you’re coming to the show. I’ll reserve you a ticket. That’s all.”

“You were phenomenal, Heather. I told my date—” He stops abruptly. “Uh . . .” He tries to laugh off his blatant mistake.

“It’s okay, Michael.” It takes every single ounce of me to be the bigger person. “You’re allowed to date. We aren’t married any longer.”

He clears his throat and opens his menu again. “You were amazing, though.”

“Thank you,” I say as I read my own menu. I’m only looking at it because if I order what I really want—a vodka soda and a basket of cheesy breadsticks—I’ll look like a fucking lush. I cannot do this. How does this man still do this to me? How does he still make me feel small, insignificant but light me on fire at the same time? The amount of love I have—had, goddammit—had for him was something, at the time, I didn’t even know was possible. And now, here we are, divorced yet having lunch together. (Hello, dearly departed Mr. Sondheim? I’ve got some source material for you.)

I settle on a salad and water. Even though the vodka sounds delicious, so does a plate of pasta, but sadly, I can’t eat like I used to. Being fifty-one and trying to remain stage-ready is so much harder than it looks, especially when I am unfortunately, stupidly, still dealing with losing the man across from me.

“So you’re dating someone?” I fold the menu and place it on the table. “Anyone I know?”

Oh, man, why am I such a bitch? I only asked that because I know he and my old best friend, Crystal, were attracted to each other. It used to grind my gears, so I guess maybe I’m secretly hoping he’ll say it was her. If for no other reason than to piss myself off.

He doesn’t make eye contact with me when he responds. “No, no one you know. I met her at the office.”

“Is she a client?”

“No, Heather, she’s not a client.” He shakes his head. “I’m not going to go against my ethics again.”

He’s saying that to me like that, with that regretful fucking tone, because before he was at his current talent agency, I was his client. And we foolishly fucked each other.

“Ouch,” I whisper as the waiter approaches. We both order our food, even though I’m no longer hungry, nor do I want to continue this meal with this man. Why did I even say okay to this? I knew it was going to be too hard.

“Listen,” he starts, but I hold my hand up to stop him.

“Just don’t. Okay? Whatever you’re going to say about whomever you’re dating is literally none of my business. I shouldn’t have asked.”

“Oh.” His face falls to that same look I’ve seen a thousand times. It’s the one that says, But what I was going to say was important to me. Why would you take that from me, Heather?

Guilt. The goddamn guilt consumes me. “Fine. What were you going to say?”

“Nothing.” He lifts his water and takes a sip. He’s looking around the restaurant, at the table setting, at the bar, at anything but me.

“Michael. Just say it.”

He stretches his arms, his hands, then shakes them lightly. “I was going to see if you’d like to, oh, I don’t know, Heather, do this more often? Get lunch or whatever. Or dinner.”

My heart launches into my throat. “What?” I manage to ask around it. “Like, just the two of us?”

“I miss you, Heather.”

“Oh.” Six months and he finally misses me.

“And I don’t know if we made the right decision to end things. Do you?”

“Oh.” My mouth is dry, but I can’t seem to move my hand to pick up my water. Lifting it right now would be far too much of a feat. I’m having a total out-of-body experience. I’m staring down at me, not moving or breathing, at him and his hopeful expression. Speak, Heather. Speak!

I clear my throat. “Uh, didn’t you go on a date last night?” He doesn’t answer. “You were the one who said we were over. And now, after a separation, a divorce, splitting everything in half, two new leases, a date, you’re just going to decide maybe we weren’t?”

His shoulders sag under the weight of my question, which came off an awful lot like an accusation. “I know. Maybe I was wrong.”

“Maybe?”

“Yes, maybe.”

“So you want me to risk what’s left of my heart over a maybe?” I give him a smile, even though the reality of the question wasn’t supposed to offer any sort of kindness. My therapist is going to have a field day with this when I see her tomorrow.

He smiles back, his blue eyes sparkling. “You think you could? Risk it, I mean?”

His eyes and his smile and his inability to love me at my worst, all of it is staring back at me, and I have to force myself to look away. “I’ll consider it.” What? Why? Why am I going to consider it? Oh, Jesus Christ, Heather, you absolute dupe.

“I’ll take that,” he says softly. “We could do dinner . . . tomorrow.”

“I have a show tomorrow.” I stare at him. I want to see my words wash over his face because, in the past, that was part of our problem, his annoyance with my schedule.

When he doesn’t flinch but asks, “Then lunch again?”, my chest tightens, making it difficult to breathe.

“We’ll see, okay?”

He nods. I don’t know if he’s unfazed or if it’s a ruse. Either way, it’s weirdly alluring, and I hate him a little more than usual for it.

Our meal gets delivered shortly after, and we both seem to pick at our plates, as if meeting for food was only an excuse to see if we still liked each other. The truth is, I’m not sure if I still like him at all. After the demise of our marriage, I sort of swore off the idea that I’d allow myself to sink back into anything with him. We ended for a reason. I’m hard pressed to think we could make it work now, especially after all the healing I’ve done. It almost feels like I’d be tossing that healing right out the window. And the idea of doing that makes me nervous and scared, all at once. The end of our marriage was my biggest failure, and, simply put, I do not fail. At anything in life. Yet I did with him. Or we did. Would doing this be a way to remedy that failure? Or would it just be setting us up to fail all over again, in an even more spectacular fashion?
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GRACE

Sabrina told me to tell Meredith to meet us at noon at Double Dutch, this super-cute coffee shop near her apartment. It’s not ridiculously busy either, which is lovely. Sabrina, Muffin (her Great Dane emotional support animal), and I find a seat near the front window. We both sip our coffees—hers a half-caff cappuccino, mine an Americano with extra oat milk—and release very similar ahhs afterward.

“This is delicious,” I say softly. “I needed this.”

“No coffee at the Gansevoort?” She reaches over and pats Muffin’s head. When Muffin sits, her head is at my shoulders. It almost looks like she’s having coffee with us. It’s always so funny to me that she needs Muffin in almost the same capacity that I need her. Essentially, she’s my emotional support person.

I chuckle. “This is my fourth cup.”

“Jesus. I’d die. My heart would explode. You and your anxiety shouldn’t be drinking that much caffeine. You know that, right?” Sabrina crosses her left leg over her right as she relaxes into her seat. “How are you feeling about this meeting?”

“I’m fine. It’s . . . whatever.”

“You’re a horrible liar.”

“Look, you know my goal with writing was to never be ‘famous’ like Michael says. I just want to write. That’s all.”

She huffs. “Then why won’t you just write the screenplay?”

“Because I’m not a screenwriter. I’m a novelist. And it’s in better hands with Meredith. She’s written a few great adaptations. I think she’ll do a fantastic job.”

“Why don’t you want to be involved then? You know when the author is at least there for questions it is a much better adaptation. The last thing you want to do is disappoint fans of the book when they go see the movie.”

It’s irritating how right she is. I’ve been upset by quite a few movies based on books. “I’m going to work with her. Don’t worry.”

“I know. Because you contractually have to. But why don’t you want to?”

“I think”—my coffee is suddenly holding all of my attention—“it’s because my brain still can’t believe this is happening. You know my motto: Expect the worst; hope for the best. I’m fully expecting this to bomb.”

“Wow. You’re so fucking depressing.” Sabrina laughs sarcastically, and so do I. “You’ve got to stop listening to your inner critic. Hasn’t all the recent success quieted that dickhead down at all?”

“Did you just call my inner critic a dickhead?”

She nods. “Do you have a better derogatory word for it?”

I purse my lips. “Nope. Dickhead is very appropriate.”

“See?” She leans forward and points at the table, her forefinger touching the wood surface so hard that it’s almost bending backward. “This is going to be a fantastic adaptation. Period. Your readers are salivating for this movie. And the LGBTQ+ community is as well. You know we still don’t have nearly enough representation.”

“I know, I know.” I sigh just as the door opens and Meredith breezes in. Her red, curly hair is down, wild and free, and she is breathing heavy.

“I am so sorry.” She walks over to us, then suddenly freezes in front of the table. “Um, what is that?”

“What?” Sabrina and I ask and look around.

“That.” She points. “There’s a giant dog sitting next to you.”

I laugh. “That? That’s Sabrina’s dog, Muffin.”

“Oh.” She doesn’t move, though.

“Are you afraid of dogs?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t be afraid of Muffin. She will not hurt you,” Sabrina says with a gentle laugh. “She’s an emotional support dog, and she is the kindest, sweetest thing you’ll ever meet. She wouldn’t hurt a flea.”

Meredith’s tentative “okay” as she sits down and places her messenger bag on the fourth chair at the table is endearing. “Sorry. I just have always had cats. I’m a cat girl.”

“That tracks,” I joke, and it gets her to smile. “Don’t worry. You won’t even realize she’s here after a few minutes.”

“Glad to hear it.” Meredith pulls out an iPad Pro with a keyboard attached and sets it up in front of her. “Did you get a chance to read the pages I gave you?”

“I did,” I say as I pull them out. “I made some notes.”

“Oh, good. That’s exactly what I wanted you to do. May I?” She reaches for them, and I hand them over. As she flips through the notes, I glance at Sabrina, who is all smiles.

“This is great, Grace,” Meredith says. “Seriously.” She chuckles while continuing to read. “Oh, yeah, that’s what I thought. Great.” She lets out a soft, “Okay, okay,” and keeps turning the pages. “Wow. Yeah. Perfect.” She is silent for a few beats before she looks up at me. “This is awesome. Thank you so much for doing exactly what I asked you to do.”

“You seem shocked.”

“Well, I mean, you didn’t act like this was something you wanted to participate in.” She stops when her eyes meet mine again. She must see my expression because she shrinks. “I hope that’s okay to say.”

“It’s fine to say,” Sabrina interjects. “She didn’t want to participate. But she’s going to, and it’s going to be great.”

I roll my eyes and shake my head. “Yes, I’m fully committed to making this the best screenplay it can be. I think us working together will achieve that.”

“Listen,” Meredith says as she lays the papers on the table, “I don’t want to toot your horn any more than it’s probably already been, well, tooted”—she chuckles—“but The Tide Will Pull You Home is one of the best novels I’ve read in my entire life. A main character like Eliza Burke only comes around once in a lifetime, I think, and I want to make sure that people who see this, people who have stupidly not read the book, leave the theater feeling like they’ve just witnessed something so emotional that they may never recover. I want them to understand the depth and the soul-crushing realism you’ve given to Eliza. And the only way to do that is to make sure the words you wrote translate well onto the screen. It means taking the descriptions, the inner thoughts that Eliza thinks, the amazing character growth arc, and writing it so an actor can become Eliza. I’m invested in this. Fully.”

I realize when she stops talking that my eyes have filled with tears, so I look away, out the window, to hopefully pull myself together.

“I’m sorry,” she says softly.

“Don’t.” I look at her after wiping my eyes. “Don’t apologize. That’s exactly what I needed to hear. Meredith, seriously, thank you.”

“You’re very welcome. Now, let’s discuss the next chapters I’ll be working on.” She pulls out a very tattered copy of The Tide Will Pull You Home with Post-it tabs all over the pages. The sight warms my heart. And I realize then that maybe, just maybe, this might actually work. My most favorite book, my most favorite character, will live on forever.
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HEATHER

I hugged Michael when we went our separate ways. He told me he’d call me to confirm lunch tomorrow. Something inside me feels very torn. Is it my heart? My heart, which hasn’t completely healed, feels like a strained muscle being used again after being on the bench for too long. It hasn’t had any physical therapy and has only talked a lot about pain while soaking in an ice bath of bourbon.

Going home right now seems like a bad idea, but I head there so I can grab Hazel and take her for a walk. She’s been neglected lately. My dog walker, Josie, has been wonderful, but I feel like I’ve been overusing her, and if anyone can get me out of this funk, it’s Hazel. Rescuing her was absolutely the right decision. She’s done nothing but bring me joy. Especially since the divorce. Thank god Michael didn’t try to take her. I’d have slit his throat.

Hazel’s so excited as we head toward the park near my apartment. When she trots like this, her buff-colored fur shining in the sunlight, her head held high, tail curled, mouth open, tongue hanging out, I fall in love with her all over again.

The dog park is relatively quiet at this time of day, so I take out the ball I brought and play fetch with her. The weather is chilly, and I’m glad for the jacket I decided to grab at my apartment. Spring in New York is so unpredictable. Some days it’s amazing, other days it’s freezing, and other days it’s absolutely unbearable. Thanks a lot, global warming.

When Hazel is finally tired, she joins me on a bench in the sun. She’s intently watching the world go by. I wish I knew what she was thinking. I have a feeling it’d be profound. Like, she’s the Emily Dickinson of dogs, I’m sure of it.

Speaking of Emily Dickinson . . . My mind wanders to Grace. What a strange story that has turned into. I have very mixed emotions about our text conversation from last night. There’s not a bone in my body that understands the journey I’ve decided to take myself on with her. For someone who kept saying I’m not interested in her, I sure switched gears quickly. That whole feeling I had, though—excited to invite her to the show, nervous to see her afterward, disappointed when I didn’t, nauseated while reading her letter, elated when I saw the phone number . . . Like, what in the world? I’ve had my heart on lockdown for months. There’s no need for it to start remembering how to beat now.

Even if I am lonely . . . I’ve been neck-deep in this show since May of last year when rehearsals started. Since then, I haven’t thought about anything but this musical. I sing the songs in my head all the time. I constantly look back at the book so I’m always on top of my lines. Being the principal lead in a show is hard, but being one of the oldest cast members is even harder. I feel like I’m constantly having to prove myself, prove that I can still dance, still sing, still move like I’m twenty-four when I so am not. Ugh.

Being lonely shouldn’t make me feel like I’m approaching a midlife crisis. I’ve been lonely before. I’ve been single before.

Suddenly, Hazel takes off like a shot across the park and skids to a stop before the fence where two women are walking a large, buff-colored Great Dane. I chuckle. Hazel has only seen dogs that large on TV. She lets out a string of tiny barks, and I hustle over to her. The women have stopped and are petting Hazel through the fence. The Great Dane is wagging her tail so hard against her owner’s legs that I hear one of them go, “Christ, Muffin, settle down!”

When I approach them, I apologize profusely. “I’m so sorry. Hazel clearly has no couth.”

“Heather?”

My eyes lock onto the other woman. “Grace.” Breathing becomes problematic almost instantly. “Oh my god. Hi.”

The woman holding on to Muffin’s leash looks at me. “Heather McCarthy? Holy shit!” She lets out a laugh as she glares at Grace. “How the hell are you on a first-name basis with Heather fucking McCarthy?”

“Uh, remember? I met her Saturday night after the show,” Grace explains, her eyes never leaving mine. “I went to grab a bite to eat and . . . holy moly. I’m so sorry. I’m just, like, completely taken aback that⁠—”

“I know, same,” I say, cutting her off because I’m literally just as taken aback. Especially after last night’s late-night-textathon. My heart is racing, which seems a tad overdramatic. “What are you doing here? I thought you were staying at⁠—”

“I am, yeah. But we had a meeting near here.”

The other woman extends her hand. “Hi, by the way. I’m Sabrina, this one’s literary agent and best friend, who clearly hasn’t been told the whole story here, so that’s great.” She rolls her eyes.

“I’m so sorry, Sabrina. Yes, Heather, this is my agent.”

“And best friend.” Sabrina elbows her.

“And best friend. We were at Double Dutch for the meeting and coffee and . . . wow.” She sounds breathless as she explains herself. She doesn’t need to, but she obviously thinks she should. New York is a big city, and I do not have any claim over any part of it. She’s allowed to be wherever she wants to be at any time. However, when you run into people unexpectedly, it’s always a tad shocking.

“I saw your show two weeks ago,” Sabrina says, slicing into my runaway train filled to the brim with a gazillion thoughts. “You were phenomenal. Absolutely phenomenal. I saw you in That Time forever ago and was blown away then. Ma’am, you can sing.” She laughs. “Like, holy shit, you can sing.”

“Thank you so much.” I’m chuckling when I respond. Sometimes the way people word their compliments are even better than the compliments themselves. “That Time. Wow. My first Broadway show. Gosh, it seems like a lifetime ago.” I glance at Grace, who is flat-out staring at me. I feel semi-self-conscious under the microscope of her gaze. “Well, I’ll let you two get back to your walk. It was nice meeting you.”

“Yeah, for sure, highlight of my day,” Sabrina says.

Grace doesn’t say anything as they start to walk away. She smiles back at me, though, and I feel it in the center of the strained muscle that is my heart.

“Hey, wait, Grace?” I call.

She stops the second her name leaves my mouth. Sabrina elbows her again, which makes her start walking back. “Um, yeah?”

I make eye contact with her, but my gaze is drawn to the small beauty mark above her lip. “Would you want to get dinner with me tonight?”

All the color her face held moments earlier drains in an instant. She blinks a few times, licks her lips, and then croaks out an, “Um . . .” Gone is the cool-as-a-cucumber texter from last night and it makes her even more endearing. Not having that tiny LCD screen of courage between herself and me is clearly affecting her.

“It’s okay if you have plans.” I wrap my fingers around the top rung of the wrought iron fence. The warmth from the sun dissipates, and the coolness of the iron grounds me. “I realize you’re only here for a short time and probably have a lot of things going on⁠—”

“No, Heather, I would love to.” She gives me a full smile, teeth showing and all, and it’s then that it hits me how stunning her smile is.

“Seven?”

“Perfect.”

“Do you want to meet at your hotel?”

“That works for me.”

I tap the wrought iron lightly. “Great. I’ll see you then.”

She bounces twice on the balls of her feet before she nods, then jogs off in the direction of Sabrina and Muffin. I glance down at Hazel, who is sitting completely still, watching after them. “You liked that big dog, didn’t you?” Her tail starts to wag. “Maybe you’ll see her again.” She looks up at me, her entire face showing the happiness it normally shows when I get her a pup cup. “C’mon, baby, let’s go.” She trots away in front of me and over to the fence we always enter from.

My mind is racing. Dinner? With Grace? What the hell am I doing?

I’m losing the very weak fight against my restraint—that’s what I’m doing. The desire to know more about someone new is something I haven’t felt in a very, very, very long time. I don’t foresee anything happening, but to not give the part of my brain, the part that won’t stop thinking about her, a little taste, seems like a wildly idiotic thing to do. Y’know, it doesn’t hurt to make new friends at this age either. It gets harder and harder as you get older, so I might as well take advantage of the situation. I’m sure she thinks I’m straight. She’s more than likely not interested in me like that. I have no idea what her status is. She could be married for all I know. And it’s not like it would matter because I’m not interested in her like that.

It’s just dinner with a possible new friend.

That’s all.

Okay. I seem to have convinced myself.


SCENE SIX


GRACE

The speed at which I just leap-frogged over thinking clearly was highly impressive. I don’t usually throw caution to the wind, but after texting with Heather last night, today’s meeting with Meredith and my new outlook on everything concerning the book and the screenplay, I felt like, Hey, what the hell? If I want this woman to be my Eliza Burke, I might as well get to know her a little, right?

Of course, now I’m freaking out. It hits me as I’m getting ready that she’ll eventually know that I’m the author of the book that the movie is based on that she’ll hopefully be auditioning for. Me. Grace Elliott. The one who wants to get to know her. Everything about her. God, that was bold of me, wasn’t it? The last thing I want is to get on her bad side by lying to her. But I’m also scared shitless of losing out on this opportunity.

In an effort to calm myself down, I tried calling Darby again. Big mistake. Huge.

I didn’t like how we left things but the call went exactly as I thought it would. She’s still pissed off at me. And then, when I put the kibosh on her wanting to fly to New York to be with me for the last few days, she got even more upset with me. The cherry on top of the entire conversation was when I told her I think we both need space and me being here, alone, gives us that. And it did not go over well. Being in a long-term relationship with someone I like a lot but haven’t loved in ages has been a real fucking ride, let me tell you. Zero out of ten would not recommend. But leaving her feels so overdramatic. Like, can’t we just try to make this work? Am I that fucking lazy?

My nerves are shot. I look at my reflection in the mirror over the credenza in my hotel room. My hair is behaving, thank god, but the rest of me looks insanely nervous. I lean forward and peer into my eyes. “You’re gonna be fine,” I whisper. “You can do this.”

Do what, I have no idea. But whatever it is, I can do it.

My phone lights up, and I see that Darby has texted me. I don’t want to answer it, but I do because I would be hurt if she ignored me.

You were right. We do need space. I want us to stop hating each other. A break would be the best for us both . . .a break that probably lasts longer than a few days.

Well, okay then. Gotta admit that stings. I don’t hate her, but clearly she hates me. I don’t know how to respond to such an honest statement from her. Normally she guards herself and her words like a professional. Instead of saying anything back, I simply send a heart emoji reaction and hope that’s enough for now. It’s all I can muster.

Another text pops up, but this time it’s from Michael. I groan before I even open it. What the hell could he possibly want?

I attempted to float the idea to my old client today.

I roll my eyes. You mean Heather McCarthy? I type and hit ‘Send’.

Yes. Strange meeting but I want to probe a little more. Having lunch with her tomorrow hopefully.

Why does it feel like he wants to talk to me about this? Like I’m a friend or something? Okay . . . I type back, followed by, Good luck?

Is that a question?

Yes, but only because I’m not sure what else to say. If you can get her to agree that’d be amazing. But I can’t imagine she’d want to entertain this idea. I hit ‘Send’ and wait to see if he responds.

My text makes it sound like I’ve given it some thought but ultimately don’t think it’ll work when, in actuality, I’m starting to want it to happen way more than I should. If I liked Michael more, I’d tell him I’m having dinner with her tonight and I think I can talk her into way more than his annoying ass can. This whole conversation is strange. I don’t dislike him, but something about him makes me . . . nervous. My read on people is fairly spot-on, so it’s hard to not go with my gut when it comes to him. Sabrina loves him, though, and she promised me he would take good care of the movie rights to my book. So far, he has. I guess I should let go of my issues with him.

My phone lights up. I’ll let you know how tomorrow goes then. She would be perfect in this role. I know she would.

Sounds good, I type, send, and toss my phone. I can’t keep distracting my nerves with texts. I’m going to go insane.

I check my watch. It’s almost seven. My heart is racing. I take a few deep breaths, slowly, and take one last look at myself in the floor-length mirror. My skinny jeans and blouse look good; not too dressy. And my strappy black heels are my favorite pair. They hurt my feet like crazy, but they look so cute. Maybe a constant ache in my feet will keep my mind occupied, away from the facts that (a) I’m an idiot and (b) meeting Heather McCarthy for dinner is the dumbest thing I could ever do.

For someone who has spent most of her life making calculated moves to protect myself, I sure know how to beat my heart to a bloody pulp, don’t I?
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HEATHER

“Where are you going? I can hear that you’re walking and you’re outside.”

I knew I shouldn’t have answered the call, but if I didn’t answer, he’d have just kept calling. “Thomas, you’re a real Sherlock, aren’t ya?” I roll my eyes as I hold my phone tighter to my ear.

“No, but really. Where are you going?”

“If you must know,” I start as I turn onto Thirteenth, “I’m going to meet Grace for dinner.”

I hear him gasp. “Um, excuse me, what?” And then the line goes dead, and I realize he’s FaceTiming me. I instantly regret answering it because the first words out of his mouth are, “Um, you spent the better part of last night trying to convince me, Marjorie, and yourself that you’re not ‘interested in her’. And now, look at you? You look fucking beautiful and you’re on your way to meet this person you’re not ‘interested in’.” His air quotes—twice—do not go unnoticed.

“Thomas, please.” I don’t protest too much because my hair does look fantastic. My makeup looks super on point, too, and my outfit is perfect. Olive-green leather jacket, black tank top, my favorite jeans that make me look so much better than I usually do, and a black bootie with a heel. Overall, I look fucking great. “I’m not going to go out to eat and look like a scrub.”

“Unless you’re with me, is what you’re saying, because you never look like that for me.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t want to upstage you.”

“Lies!” He cackles. “I can’t believe you’re going to go meet this woman for dinner.” The way his voice drops for the word dinner has me on edge.

“It’s dinner, not a sex date. Stop, please.”

“Okay, sure. So, how did this happen?” He asks before I see him get into a vehicle, then hear him say, “Yeah, yeah, that’s where I’m going. Thanks.”

“Where are you going?”

He shrugs and gives me a coy smile. “I’m going to meet Daniel for dinner.”

“Oh, really? You sure look beautiful for someone who’s just going to go have dinner.”

He shakes his head as he climbs into his cab. “Oh, no, I’m fully having sex with him,” he says before he gives the cab driver the location. “Duh.”

“Well, at least you’re honest.”

“Are you going to tell me how this date happened?”

I take a deep breath and shake my head. “If you must know, we texted last night after I got home. And it was, I don’t know, it was nice. And then I saw her today, which was so random.” I can hear myself. The happiness in my voice. Which means he can hear it, too. I clear my throat. “So, yeah, I asked, she said okay. That’s all.”

He looks intently into the camera. “Heather, please promise me you’ll be careful with this lady’s heart.”

“So that’s how it is? It’s no longer, ‘Heather, be careful’; it’s, ‘Heather, be careful with her heart.’ I see, I see.”

“I just mean”—he pauses and takes a deep breath—“I’ve been the one who got my heart trampled by an unobtainable person. I just would hate to see her thinking she has a chance when she doesn’t. Y’know what I mean?”

Am I unobtainable, though? As much as I keep telling myself that I’m not interested in her, I sure keep dangling myself out there. And I have a nagging suspicion she’s not naive to the fact that, regardless of how my sexuality is perceived, I’m not exactly screaming in terror whilst running for the hills. “I know. I promise I will be gentle with her heart.”

“Thank you. I don’t want you to have this following you around once Tony noms get announced at the beginning of May, y’know? Like, who needs ‘And that Heather woman doesn’t deserve a Tony because she’s a giant cunt’ flying around whilst you’re trying to be excited?”

I can’t help the laugh that flies out of me. “Oh my god, Thomas. You’re hilarious.”

“I know. I love ya, babe.”

“I love you too. Wrap up your penis tonight, for Christ’s sake.”

“I’ll make sure he does.” He winks before he disconnects. He’s so crass. I love him more than I ever thought possible.

When I get to the hotel entrance, I pause at the doors and take a super-long, super-deep breath. I am nervous. I’m not going to sugarcoat it. I’m nervous and worried, and now on top of all that, I’m also scared that I’m going to break her heart. Sadly, that hadn’t occurred to me. I wasn’t worried at all about her heart. I was only worried about my own and how Michael broke mine. Obviously, I’m a horrible person.

The door swings open, and a group of people walk out; the last one in the pack holds the door for me. Guess that’s my cue. “Thank you so much.”

“Loved you in Can’t Make You Love Me,” the man says.

“Oh, wow, thanks.” It doesn’t matter how many times it happens, anytime someone recognizes me, it still takes me by surprise. Imposter syndrome strikes at will, I’ll tell ya what.

“Anytime,” he says after me.

I wave as the door closes, turn slowly, and—holy shit. This is a nice hotel. I’ve not been here, for obvious reasons—the first being that I live in the city, the second being that there is no need to spend ass-loads of money on a room when I spend ass-loads of money on rent. But wow. The lobby is large, stretches to the left, and has small seating areas scattered throughout. There’s a pool table, a group of men surrounding it, and a bar that’s packed. As I’m standing there, I pull my phone out to text her, but the instant I unlock it and take a step toward one of the seating areas I see her as she walks out of the bank of elevators.

I’m going to say this, and it’s going to sound rehearsed, as if I ripped it from the pages of a libretto I’ve read a thousand times, but this is the moment. Right here. When my brain decides to take the bisexual exit I haven’t been down in years, off of the “straight” highway I’ve been on for the past fifteen years of my life. My brain literally feels like it takes a breath of its own. I’d be lying if I didn’t say being with women is lovely. Women have always intrigued me. Always. But right this second? Seeing Grace Elliott walking toward me? In heels? She’s not just intriguing. She’s mesmerizing. She looks phenomenal. When she finally lifts her gaze from the floor and sees me, I have to remind myself to take a breath, to pull oxygen into my lungs because the entire scene and how it’s unfolding is making me dizzy. She smiles when she stops in front of me. After a strange pause, one that has me wondering if she wanted to go in for a hug before reconsidering, she clears her throat and gives me the softest “hi” I’ve ever heard.

“Hi there.” For whatever reason, I decide to be the person who hugs a stranger, apparently, because I reach forward and pull her into me as if I’ve known her for ages. I try not to breathe in, but it’s useless, and whatever scent she’s wearing smells lovely. Is it her perfume or her hair products? I have no idea. “It’s so good to see you again.”

She reluctantly puts her arms around me, and it makes me self-conscious. I am overstepping, aren’t I? My inability to have physical boundaries with people is not one of my best qualities. “Thank you so much for this. It means a lot to me.” She pulls away before I’m ready to let go and straightens the dark green blouse she’s wearing. The color looks so nice with the dark blonde of her hair. She clasps her hands in front of her as if she’s just as nervous as I am. “Should we grab a drink?”

“Yes, please,” I say eagerly. I need something to calm my nerves.

She starts to walk but slows so I can walk next to her. “I love your jacket, by the way.” She’s looking at me when she says that. “I hope that’s okay to say.”

“Of course it’s okay to say.” I playfully push into her with my shoulder. “Compliments are always acceptable.”

We find two seats at the bar, and before we’ve even sat, the bartender takes our order. “An Old-Fashioned, please,” Grace says. “And whatever she would like.” She motions to me.

“I can get my own,” I protest.

“It’s a business expense, Heather.” She motions to our surroundings. “Please, allow me.”

“Okay, I’ll have an Old-Fashioned as well.”

I don’t know if it’s the same with all the seats at the bar, but our stools are incredibly close together, and I can’t move mine because the guy behind me is right up my ass. And the guy behind Grace is right up her ass. So I guess we’ll just have to be close.

“So, how was your day today?” I start as though I can’t smell every atom of the hovering finance bro’s cloying aftershave.

“It was great. All good things. I’m looking forward to diving into the edits on my next book.”

“That answer sounds very rehearsed.” I sip my freshly delivered drink as I watch her reaction to my comment.

Her face twists. “Yeah, it is rehearsed, isn’t it? I’m sorry. I’m super fucking nervous.” She sips her drink. “Small talk is not something I’m good at.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, I’m nervous too.”

She laughs. “No, Heather, that does not make me feel better.”

I lean into her shoulder and laugh along with her. “We’re a pair, aren’t we? Let’s just stop being nervous. Okay?”

“Oh, sure, like it’s that easy.”

“It can be.” I glance at her, smile, and lift my glass. “To not being nervous.”

She follows my lead, clinks her glass against mine, and takes a sip, her eyes never leaving mine. She’s not wearing glasses right now, and it’s the first time I’ve noticed how dark her irises are. Once she sets the glass on the coaster, she licks her lips. “That’s better.”

“See? I told you.”

“Anyway . . .” She sighs. “I had a meeting today with my agents about my future. Some good things are coming, and I’m trying to not jinx anything. Everything is going well, but I’m nervous and getting my hopes up seems stupid. Does that make sense?”

“It makes perfect sense. Hope for the best and expect the worst.” My shoulder keeps brushing against hers. I’m reminded of the first time I realized I liked women as well as men. That innocent touch from a cast mate in college that sparked a spiral.

“I say that all the time.” She smiles before she drinks. “It’s weird hearing it come from someone else.”

“It’s probably not the best way to live, but it certainly helps.”

She nods. “You’re absolutely right.” Our shoulders touch again. She bites her lip. “I’m sorry I keep hitting you. These guys next to me,” she whispers the last part.

“Don’t be sorry.” I sip my drink before I look over at her. I can tell she is still feeling bad about our proximity, so I reach over and touch her thigh. “It’s okay. I promise.” I’m handsy by nature, so what I’ve done doesn’t strike me until it’s too late. Being with someone new, someone I probably shouldn’t be touching, is a good way to lead her on. But I don’t move my hand too quickly for fear of making her think that I think I’ve done something wrong.

“Okay.” Her voice comes out whisper-soft before she turns her attention forward. “So, your show last night.” A tiny smile starts to form on her lips.

“Yeah? Much better, right?”

“Jesus, yeah.” She looks at me, then turns forward again, her eyes focusing on her drink. “You’re so fucking talented.”

I lean into her shoulder and say, “Thank you. Seriously.”

She takes a deep breath—I feel her inhale—before she responds with, “You’re welcome.”

A couple seconds go by without either of us filling the void. My Old-Fashioned is going down way too easily, and apparently so is hers because we’re both ready for a refill. The bartender must have read my mind because he gives us a nod and we both nod back our agreement.

“Your book was delivered today.” I break through the silence, hoping this does the trick and loosens her up. “I read the blurb, as well. It sounds like it’s going to be a wonderful ride, and I’m not just saying that.”

“You really ordered it?” Her question is dripping with shock, but as soon as she asks it, she looks away again.

“Is there something on my face?”

She lets out half a snort, half a laugh. “Excuse me? What are you talking about?”

“Because you keep looking away. Do I have a booger or something?” I rub my nose before I look at myself in the mirror behind the bar top. “Please tell me if I do.”

“Oh my god.” She breathes out and turns so she’s facing me. Seeing her in the mirror, the seriousness on her face, her erect posture, it makes my heart literally ache, and I have to remind myself that this, all of this, isn’t going to mean anything.

It can’t.

Or can it?

“You have nothing on your face. I promise.” A beat passes before she continues. “I’m not . . . um . . .”

Her voice is shaking so I look at her as casually as possible. The desire to touch her is pulling at me as if I’m a puppet being controlled by strings. I have a feeling that if I do reach out, if I place my hand on her hand, her arm, her leg, it might throw her over the edge of whatever precipice she’s standing on. You might be wondering how I would know that. Because it, too, would absolutely throw me over a ledge. “You’re not what?”

“So”—she pauses again, clears her throat, and lays her palms flat on her thighs—“it . . . ugh . . . it takes me a while to sort of warm up to people. I guess you could say I’m an introvert? And I have anxiety that is a little hard to handle some days.” I glance at her hands. She’s gripping her thighs like a lifeline. “I’ve been trying to be better, though. I’m working on it. So, I apologize. I’m slightly better than a hot mess. More like a lukewarm mess.”

Everything she just confessed makes me like her even more. Almost as if she just cut the ribbon at the grand opening of this relationship. “Thank you for telling me. I really thought maybe you didn’t want to be here or something.”

“Completely the opposite.” She shakes her head. “There is literally nowhere else I’d rather be.”

“Okay.”

“Being around you is a little surreal.” She pulls in a deep breath, and her hands finally relax. “You’re just . . .”

“I’m just what?”

“You’re . . .” Her voice trails off, but her eyes never leave mine. “You’re gorgeous, Heather. And looking at you?” She shrugs. “You make my hands physically ache.”

I arch my right eyebrow. “That was very smooth,” I say as I pick up my drink and wait for her to do the same. “Very, very smooth.”

She laughs, her shoulders completely relaxing, finally, and she grabs and raises her own drink. “Yeah, well, even though I’m a nervous wreck most of the time, this isn’t my first rodeo.”

I stop myself from saying that while this isn’t my first rodeo, it would definitely only be my second—no, third if you count the woman I slept with numerous times in college—because why call attention to the fact that I’ve been pulled over next to the bisexual exit, debating whether or not I’m ready to take it, for the past twenty minutes. “So, anyway, yes, I ordered your book. I told you I would.” Now, she hasn’t stopped looking at me. I’m stuck between being very okay with it and finding her gaze intimidating. “I plan on starting it tonight when I go to bed.”

She licks her full lips. “You’ll have to let me know if you like it.”

“I absolutely will.”

She reaches up and rubs her neck. My eyes are drawn to her jawline. “It’s the book that changed everything.”

“Oh?” I am fairly certain I asked that out loud, but a part of me was lost on her jawline, so I say it again.

She nods, then lets out a tiny chuckle. “Are you okay?”

“What?” I finally break eye contact with her jaw. The temperature in the room feels like it has skyrocketed. “What happened?”

“Did I lose you?” I’m not sure if the look on her face is one of genuine concern or genuine amusement.

“No, my god, no, you haven’t lost me.” My mouth has gone completely dry. “Can we . . .”

“Do you want to go up to the rooftop bar?” She tilts her head toward the guys behind her, who have become very loud.

I nod because speaking would require saliva, of which I have none. My attention is glued to every move she’s making. She slides her room card to the bartender, her fingers drum against the bar top as he makes quick work of cashing us out. There’s something about her that is hitting me like an anvil. I can’t decide if it’s my loneliness or her beauty, but it’s becoming an issue. Good or bad issue? I’m not one hundred percent positive yet.

We grab our drinks, and I follow her to the elevators. Her heels have a strap over the top of her foot near her toes and one around her ankle, and the slight shimmer the straps have make them even cuter. I would totally borrow those if I could. And her jeans are really cute too. What brand are they? My eyes land on the tiny flag with a shamrock on it near the right back pocket. Lucky. Nice. I yank my gaze away from the curve of her ass after a good three seconds. I’m losing my goddamn mind.

The elevator ride is silent save for a jazz rendition of Lady Gaga’s “Poker Face” on the overhead speakers. How fucking fitting. A song about bisexuality. Is someone playing a joke on me? I look up from the floor and see Grace in the mirrored doors of the elevator. She’s looking up at the ceiling. I take a chance and allow myself to analyze her. She has her eyes closed now. Is she tired? Is she okay? I want to ask but don’t know how to. Why is she causing me to be so unsure of myself? This is a new experience for me. I’ve never not been sure of myself around people. Sure, I often have to beat the imposter syndrome away with a bat, but if I don’t try to believe in myself when I’m auditioning and throwing myself to the wolves on a regular basis, I’d go insane. You either fly or you fall. I chose to fly every time. But she’s making me question everything . . . and I don’t know how to feel about that.

A bell dings when we get to the roof. She lets out a breath when the doors open, and it dawns on me.

“You don’t like small spaces, do you?”

She shrugs. “Not particularly, no. Was it obvious?”

“Your eyes were closed. I thought maybe you nodded off on me.”

A laugh pours from her as we find a table in a room off the main bar area. The space is much longer than it is wide, but it’s absolutely fantastic. Bench seats line the wall and windows above overlook the city. Greenery lines the walls and hangs from the rafters. And the overhead lighting is perfect, intimate. Not that we need intimate. Just that it’s good lighting. Jesus, Heather, calm down. The area is not packed at all, which is great news. You never know in the city which places are going to be swarming with people and which ones aren’t. I had a feeling based on the bar downstairs that this one would have a wait. I’m so happy I was wrong.

“I was trapped in an elevator for three hours at O’Hare once. It was a harrowing experience. Ever since I’ve been a little leery of them.” When she sits on one of the padded benches, she leans back casually. The bourbon must be working because she’s much more relaxed than she was downstairs. She seems to have left the awkwardness at the other bar. I decide to take her lead when I sit next to her and mimic her posture. “Same drink?” she asks as the server approaches. I nod, and she orders, which has me feeling like we’re on a date or something. Oddly enough, I’m not not okay with it.

“I’ve never been trapped in an elevator. I have a feeling I’d freak out.” I shake my head. “I’ve never been good when I know I can’t leave.”

“In anything in life?” She smiles.

“An elevator, blankets that are too tight around my feet, a relationship, anything.”

“A relationship?”

“Well, yeah.” I shrug. “It’s been a minute since I’ve been in a relationship, though.”

“Oh?” Her brow furrows. “I thought you for sure were married.”

“You mean no one has updated my Wikipedia page yet?” I wink at her, and she blushes.

“Shockingly, I actually haven’t looked at your Wiki page. It sort of . . . made you seem less real.”

“Wow.”

Her face falls. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for⁠—”

“No, Grace, that was not a bad wow. That was really lovely, what you said. I promise.” She gives me a small smile and I continue with, “So, I’ve been in the throes of a divorce for about nine months now. It should be final soon. We were separated for three months before the divorce proceedings started.”

“I had no idea.”

“It’s okay,” I say softly. “I had lunch with him today, which was . . . odd.” I recall the way Michael smelled when he hugged me goodbye. “He wants to try again, I think. I don’t know.” Suddenly, I can’t stop thinking about the way Grace smelled when I hugged her hello. “Why am I telling you this?”

She shrugs. “I’m easy to talk to.”

“You are. So true.” We both take a sip of our freshly delivered drinks. These are even better than the ones downstairs, and this being drink number three means, great, I’m in trouble. “How about you? You in a relationship?”

“Sort of,” she says softly. “It’s . . . yeah. Sort of.”

“It’s what?” I raise my eyebrows. “I told you mine. You tell me yours.”

“Oh, man, mine is not exactly thrilling. I’d love to say something awful happened and we are done with each other. But the truth is so much less than that. The depressing reality that sometimes love isn’t enough and as hard as you try, you simply grow apart. And you haven’t left yet because that’s an even harder reality to swallow. And you can’t wrap your head around the countless songs about love and it curing even the deepest of heartbreak because it’s been forever since you’ve been able to connect the dots between the two. You spend hours wondering if you still even know what love is. But then you meet someone who reminds you that your heart still works and your soul, which thought it would never find its other half, may have stumbled upon a possibility in the most random of ways.” She swirls the rest of her drink in the glass nonchalantly. “And you find yourself sitting next to her, no longer wondering if you know what love is, but if you’re completely delusional for thinking you may have answered your own question.”

I can’t help but smile at her, at the way a wavy curl of her hair has fallen into her face. “No wonder you’re a romance writer.”

“Oh? Are my charms working? It’s been a hot minute since I used them on anyone.”

“A little,” I say, followed by the world’s most intense hot flash. “Christ,” I whisper as I strip my jacket off and toss it onto the empty space next to me. “Is it hot in here?”

She mumbles, “Holy lord,” under her breath.

“What?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Her cheeks are a deep pink, and the line of her gaze is on my cleavage.

I laugh. I can’t even remember the last time I was checked out. God, the intensity of her gaze feels really fantastic. “My eyes are up here, Elliott.”

She looks at me, right into my soul. “Oh, I know where your eyes are, McCarthy.”

God, she really is good at this. And her eye contact is almost as delicious as my drink. I trace the rim of the highball glass with my index finger. “You’re not single then?”

“Um . . .” She pulls in a deep breath and looks around the bar. A few other tables have filled, but we’re still relatively alone. “Let’s just say we are in a transition period.”

“Transition period?”

“Yeah, we are on a break. I think we just haven’t liked each other in a really long time.” The sadness layered in her voice is heartbreaking.

“Liked? Not loved?”

“I still love her. I just don’t like her very much. If that makes sense.”

“God, that makes perfect sense.”

“It’s taken me a lot of therapy to be okay with it.”

“Where would we be without therapists?”

“Me? Oh, man, probably dead.” She scoffs and everything in me wants to know what she means. “Anyway . . .” She crosses her left leg over her right and sets her glass on her knee. Her fingers are gripping it just like being around her is gripping my strained muscle of a heart. “You’re gonna go back to your ex-husband?”

I can’t help the laugh that jumps out of me. “I did not say that.”

“Well, what did you say then?”

“I said he wants to try again.”

“Do you not want to?” Her eyes are so magnetic.

I shrug. “I have no fucking idea, Grace.” Her name rolling off my tongue feels really lovely. “Why? Do you think you have a chance?”

She honest-to-god shrugs. “I have a feeling I might.” The cockiness in her tone sends chills throughout my entire body.

“Oh yeah? And what has given you that feeling?”

“The way you’re looking at me.”

My stomach bottoms out and my entire lower half starts to tingle as if it’s had the circulation cut off. “Oh? I hadn’t realized,” I say and I try to look away. I swear to god I try to look away but my efforts are futile. “I guess I’m rusty.” I lick my lips and she raises her eyebrows, as if to encourage me to continue. “For the record, I don’t plan on going back to my ex-husband. For many reasons, but the first of which being that we didn’t work out the first time, why would I put myself through that again?”

She shrugs. “Valid question.”

With the way that I’m sitting, my right leg crossed over my left, I can very easily lift my foot and press the top of it against the back side of her knee. Something comes over me and I do just that. Every single nerve ending in my body does a very happy dance. Whether it be the bourbon or curiosity, I’m not sure, but whatever it is, it’s fueling my lust. “Tell me more about you.”

“What do you want to know?”

“How old are you?”

She smiles. “Forty-three.”

“When is your birthday?”

“Next March.”

“So you just had a birthday?”

She tilts her head. “Saturday was my birthday.”

I gasp. “Oh my goodness. Seriously? And you spent it⁠—”

“With you.” She shrugs. “It was amazing.”

“Grace,” I whisper.

“Best birthday I’ve had in quite some time.” The sparkle in her eyes is gorgeous. “I have to tell you, Heather, you’re everything I’ve ever dreamt of in a woman.”

Her comment takes my breath away, and I place my hand over my heart. “I wish I could warn you about all the stuff you’re going to find out about me that will change your mind.”

“Don’t,” she says as she places her hand on my ankle. “I want to get to know you, remember? Everything about you.”

“Even the bad parts?”

“They’re not bad. The parts you’re speaking about are the parts that make you human. Perfectly imperfect. And I’m going to love learning about every single part.”

“How are you even real?” I hear my question. I didn’t mean to ask it, yet there it is. Out in the open.

She shrugs, a tiny smile on her full lips. “Are you hungry?” Her question is out of left field, but it’s a welcome reprieve from all this tension we’re stoking.

“Yes.” My answer is enthusiastic, but I’ve only had a salad and a protein smoothie today. Definitely not a good base for Old-Fashioneds with a woman who’s prompting me to consider tossing out everything I thought I’d established about myself.

“Do you want to share some apps?” She is smiling at me. She knows she’s completely thrown me, and I think she’s enjoying it. “We can share.”

“Something with potatoes, please.”

As she walks up to the bar, I can’t take my eyes off of her. Her. A woman. It’s been so, so, so long. The one right before Michael was a fluke, but it was fun. Her name was Lydia. I had more sex in the eight months we were together than I think I ever had with Michael. She was a dancer in a show I was an understudy in, and goddamn, was she flexible. I broke her heart, though, when I met Michael and left her. That seems like a lifetime ago. And now here I am in this lifetime thinking about Grace. Thinking, How do I do this? Thinking how fun it would probably be and how much I need the release and—god, how do I make a move when it’s been forever since I’ve made a move on anyone?!

What the fuck am I talking about, making a move? Holy shit, Heather, pull yourself together! I pinch my hand between my forefinger and thumb, hoping it will snap me out of whatever fever dream I’m stuck in. In an effort to occupy my mind, I pull my phone from my bag and check my texts: three from Thomas; one from Marjorie, whom Thomas clearly called; and one from Michael.

Nice seeing you today, Heather. I’ll call you tomorrow for lunch.

My stomach bottoms out and fills with a very uneasy feeling. What do I do? Do I try to rekindle a very dormant fire with a man who left me because he didn’t love me anymore? Or do I take the bisexual exit?

“Apps are ordered.” Grace sits. Then, in one fluid movement, she reaches forward, takes my phone, locks it, and places it face down on the table in front of us. “If you’re wondering if you should go out with your ex-husband again, the answer is yes.” She gives me a melancholy yet kind smile. “I’m assuming that message you were staring at was from him?”

“Yes, it was. He wants to do lunch again tomorrow. How did you know?”

“Because you looked like you’d seen a ghost. And because, well, I plan on texting you after seeing you tonight, too.” The tiny shrug she gives me says way more than her very sweet statement ever could. “I don’t know you very well, Heather, but what I do know is that when you’re not onstage, you seem like you’re missing something. A spark. I can see a tiny glimmer of it. Is it him? Is he the spark? Maybe. Maybe not. But you’ll regret it if you don’t at least see. You must have loved him a lot at one point in time.”

“I’m not sure my heart can handle trying again.” A tear rolls down my cheek, and I wipe at it frantically. The last fucking thing I want to do is cry in front of her. She reaches over and places her hand on my thigh, right above my knee. The warmth of her palm radiates through my jeans. If I kiss her, would that be completely fucking out of control or what? Because I want to. And I have no clue why all of a sudden I’ve decided all I want is this woman sitting beside me.

“How about this?” she says, her hand still on my leg. “If you do go with him tomorrow, you can make a decision if it’s the direction you want to go. If it’s a yes, then great. But if it’s not . . .” She squeezes my thigh gently. “If it’s not, then we can meet after your show and you can tell me about it.”

“You’d really do that?”

“What? Be there for you while you figure your shit out?” She chuckles, which is lovely because yes, that’s exactly what I mean. “As long as you find that spark. Y’know what I mean?”

I do know what she means.

I am feeling the spark. But it doesn’t feel like it’s because of Michael.


SCENE SEVEN


GRACE

Heather is perfect. And I hate myself for feeling this way about her so quickly. Besides the fact that I know nothing about her except for the few things I’ve heard about her, I shouldn’t be allowing my heart to like anyone else until I get completely out of my relationship with Darby. The last thing I need is to try and split my heart in two. I’ve tried that before and the results were as disastrous as you can imagine.

I’ve been into women for most of my life. When I was seven, I had a crush on our neighbor lady, who lived by herself. She’d always have my friend and me come over to help her decorate for the holidays. The hours and hours I spent cutting ghosts and snowflakes and hearts out of construction paper, I could have been an art teacher. Middle school was a mess for me, trying to understand why I was so different. And high school, well, I was the nerdy kid who fell for her English teacher. College was a similar experience. I always fell for the older, straight women who were kind to me because they had to be. Ever since then, I’ve been the girl who falls entirely too quickly for someone she has no chance with.

I can safely say this is one of those times as I silently add Heather McCarthy to the list of women who have unknowingly broken my heart.

Darby was unobtainable at first. And very straight. And now look at us. The only reason she hasn’t broken my heart is because I refused to allow it to happen this time. Seconds after I felt her pulling away, I wrapped my heart in bubble wrap and started tiptoeing away as fast as possible. For someone who hates enclosed spaces, I didn’t think twice about the effect a tight, enclosed space would have on one of the organs that’s supposed to keep me alive. But the thought of her breaking me after she promised not to was too hard to imagine, even though it was more predictable than the cookie-cutter romance novels that got me to where I am today. Even my friends told me I was stupid for trusting it.

So I got there first.

A memory of us laughing together flashes in my mind. God, we were so happy. And now? Now my bubble-wrapped heart feels like it’s suffocating. I sure showed her, didn’t I? I broke my own heart. Ha! Sigh.

I glance at Heather sitting next to me. Her dark blond hair, the large beach-wavy curls, her eyes as she scans the growing number of people in the area where we’re seated. She’s breathtaking. The fact that I’m sitting here, next to her, feels more and more like a dream. I know I’m not ugly, but goddamn, to think that she could be here with me for reasons other than my charming personality is baffling. It’s hard to not feel a little like a potato sitting next to her. I can’t stop staring at her profile, at the slope of her nose, the shape of her lips, how I’d give anything to feel those lips . . . Jesus Christ.

“So,” I say because if I don’t start talking I’m going to pass out into a pile of my fantasies where she has a starring role. “Why theater?”

The corner of her mouth ticks upward. “That’s like telling you why breathing is important for survival.”

“Well? I’m waiting.”

It’s interesting. Until now, I’ve seen her fidget a little, I’ve seen her fumble a few answers, but I haven’t seen her bare her soul. The blush in her cheeks and the smile on her face makes me think she’s about to. “When I was around five, my mom took me to see Annie. I’ll never forget sitting there, watching this production with all these kids on stage. Something inside me knew, right then and there, that I wanted to do what those kids were doing. I wanted that. Then when I actually started acting . . . gosh . . . it wasn’t that I loved being the center of attention so much as I loved becoming someone else. And singing . . .” She takes a deep breath. My eyes are drawn to the rise and the subsequent fall of her chest. I want to place my hand over her heart. I want to feel how it beats when she talks about something she loves because seeing her face, and the glimmer in her eyes, is mesmerizing. “Singing is when I feel the most alive. It fills me up. And I’m actually good at it.” A tiny laugh percolates from her. “Which makes it even more amazing. My first vocal coach was probably the most influential person in my life. Her name was Cassandra Harmony.”

“No way.”

She chuckles. “I swear to god. What a perfect name, right?” She reaches up and runs her hand through her hair as she continues to live in the past she’s created for us, for this story. “She had this amazing black hair that she’d always tie back into a low ponytail. And she wore these flowy skirts.” A sigh interrupts her train of thought. “I think she was probably my first crush. I just . . . I never wanted to disappoint her.”

“I’ve been there,” I offer with a smile. “Those teacher crushes are the best and the worst, aren’t they?”

“Oh, for sure.” Her gaze lands on mine. The creases at the corners of her eyes and the laugh lines as she smiles have my heart in a vise. She’s so striking, but god, watching her relive this is making it very hard not to fall head over heels for this woman. She’s magnetic.

“Carry on,” I say softly. “I’m very invested in young Heather’s journey.”

“I went to Indiana University and majored in drama, obviously. After college, I came here, bitten by the Broadway bug. It was wild.” A wave of something washes over her. Is it sadness? Or nostalgia? “I was in a few off-Broadway shows. Regional theater shows. Y’know, the usual. But I was cast in my first Broadway show at twenty-seven. That Time. I was the understudy for a main character. The actress, who I was absolutely obsessed with, came down with a horrible case of flu, and I got to go on. She didn’t come back for almost three months. I felt awful for her, obviously, but god, Grace, it was fantastic. Scary as hell, but I loved every second of it.” Her eyes land on mine again. “I’m talking too much, aren’t I?”

“Absolutely not,” I answer too quickly. “I could listen to you all night long.”

Another blush creeps up her neck and floods her cheeks. “You’re incredibly kind.”

“No, I just really like you.” I am loving this version of me, the one who isn’t afraid to put myself out there. This isn’t normal, but damn, it feels so fucking good. Usually I’d be way too afraid of being turned down to be this honest, but this back-and-forth with her is exactly what I wanted and needed. “This is why I didn’t google you. I wanted to hear your backstory from you. I wanted to see your eyes and your facial expressions. Not read a watered-down version that some jackass wannabe wrote.”

“I really like you, too,” she says softly.

We look away from each other after her admission. We are both clearly feeling more than we bargained for. “Can I ask,” I start before I make eye contact again, “what happened with you and your ex?” I watch my question wash over Heather, her features, how she seems dismayed by my question but not completely thrown off by it. I still immediately feel awful about my attempt at small talk. “Shit, I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer that. I’m just trying to make conversation and, well, I’m not the greatest at it.”

She takes a deep breath, her eyes never leaving mine, and waits a beat before she says, “No, no, it’s fine. I don’t talk about our past much.” She reaches forward with both hands and takes her Old-Fashioned in them, as if it’s too heavy to lift with one. After she shrugs a solitary shoulder, she sips the dark liquor. God. I’m trapped in a scene from a book I’ve written, desperately wanting to be that exact glass pressed against those full lips. “We were very in love at one point in time. It was a little like a fairy tale.”

“You know I love romances.”

“Well, I’m slightly ashamed to admit that in the beginning, I did whatever it took to get cast.” There’s a lilt of regret layered beneath her honesty that fills me with a mountain of questions. “I fell in love with the director of the first show I was in after college. I was part of the ensemble, and he was—god, he was so dreamy.” She’s not looking at me any longer. I miss the intensity of her gaze. Her profile is holding my attention now. What is it about a sharp jawline like hers that makes me feral? I’ll never know. “We married and divorced within a year.” She chuckles as she stares down at her drink. “I dated a lot after that. Trying to find the one, y’know? A couple women. Quite a few men.” Her eyes flit to mine before she takes another sip. “I met him when he came to see a show. He stayed after, and we went for drinks and, well . . .”

“The rest is history?”

“Yeah. Um, I hate to be all weird about this, but . . .” She licks her lips and I can’t stop staring at them. “Is it okay if we don’t keep talking about him?” The way she leans forward has me glancing at her cleavage, but I don’t allow my eyes to linger. I really don’t want to freak her out.

“We can talk about whatever you want.” I don’t mean for my sentence to sound as breathless as it does. I’m thankful she doesn’t point it out.

“Wanna talk about your soon-to-be ex?” Her eyebrows lift suggestively, and I shake my head. “Exactly. Let’s talk about why you’re really in New York.”

I furrow my brow. “What do you mean?”

“You’re really here to just meet with your agent? No other reason?”

“I mean, yeah, and a few other meetings.” I want to tell her. I want to brag for some reason, but bragging could jinx it all—her and this and everything else—and after three Old-Fashioneds, I’m ready to tell her everything about myself. My deepest fears and dreams and every single thought in between.

“Like what?” She grins at me.

“I, um, I can’t tell you all the details yet.” I lick my lips. “Not because I don’t want to, but I really don’t want to jinx it. I’m sorry.”

The smile on her face makes me want to tell her even more now. “Will you tell me eventually?”

I nod. I will. Of course I will. Because I’m seconds away from texting Michael saying that if he can’t talk her into being my Eliza Burke I’m going to punt and do it myself. And I can be very persuasive. “I promise.”

“Don’t break a promise to me. I’ll never let you live it down.”

“For some reason, I completely believe that about you.”

Her right brow arches, and my heart clenches inside the bubble wrap. “You are . . .” She pauses, breathes in deeply, then lets it out slowly. “You’re so surprising.”

I can’t help the laugh that pops out of me. “Me? Are you kidding? You’re the one who’s surprising. If someone had told me that I’d be sitting here, having drinks with Heather McCarthy, I’d have smacked that person across the face.” I shake my head. “I’m no one, Heather. You’re . . . you’re the surprise here.”

Her cheeks are pink, but I can’t tell if it’s from what I’ve said or from the bourbon. “Maybe we can both be surprises.”

“Deal.” I am praying this isn’t the moment when it starts to be uncomfortable. If I were more courageous, I’d tell her that she should come with me to my room and let me show her the beauty of dating a romance author. But I’m hot off the relationship griddle and she’s not really sure what she’s doing with her ex-husband. The last thing I need is to have to put even more tape around my already fractured heart. The bubble wrap is not coming off any time soon. Even if so far she is everything I want in a woman.
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HEATHER

It’s not until I sit on the toilet in the bathroom that I realize I’m very tipsy. I switched to water, but not soon enough. The appetizers were delicious, and I’m so glad we got them. Grace ordered a truffle flatbread, too, which made me want to jump her bones.

Jesus Christ, Heather. Calm the hell down.

Our conversation while we ate was lovely. She told me about writing her first novel and how the process almost broke her. The book was picked up by a small publishing house, and the only reason she left was because she met Sabrina at an event, who was interested in hearing more about The Tide Will Pull You Home, a book Grace had written but wanted to go mainstream, so she kept holding it back. Two months after she sent it to Sabrina, she had a contract on her desk.

She told me about her parents and how amazing they are. How her mom won’t stop bragging about her and how her dad reads her books. She told me about her sister and her sister’s almost teenager, who loves writing songs and wants to be the next Taylor Swift. I told her about my mom and dad and how I lost them both earlier in the year, one month apart. I never talk about it, not even in therapy, which is stupid of me, but missing them has been harder than the divorce.

I wash my hands and stare at myself in the mirror over the sink. My makeup still looks flawless even though I got all emotional and cried like a goddamn baby. Why has Grace been so perfect in the face of my ugly, so-not-suitable-for-dinner-with-a-new-friend emotions?

Thomas was right. She’s definitely interested. And I’m way more than okay with it. Which means I don’t know myself at all.

I let out a laugh just as someone else comes out of the other bathroom stall. “Sorry,” I mutter. Her facial expression is enough to make me feel embarrassed. “Just a little tipsy.” Why am I explaining myself to this random fucking stranger? She rolls her eyes at me. Ugh, Millennials.

When I get back to the table, a DJ has set up a speaker system and has his up-lighting already on. “How long was I in there?”

“It’s already tomorrow,” Grace jokes as she looks at her watch. I laugh because she really is adorable, even if the joke is dorky. “No, you weren’t gone long. He was just really fast.” She goes to stand, but I stop her.

“We don’t have to leave.”

Her eyes widen. “Oh. Okay. I just figured you were probably ready to leave⁠—”

“Nah,” I say as I wave my hand through the air. “Give me like twenty minutes to feel a little more sober. And then I’ll get out of your hair.”

She chuckles. “You are absolutely misreading my shock.”

“Oh?” I settle back into my chair. When I look over at her, she has a small smirk on her face. I lean my leg into hers. “How am I misreading it?”

She looks at me, her dark eyes locking onto mine. She doesn’t answer immediately, just keeps her gaze there, unwavering, before she finally answers. “I don’t want you to leave.” She takes a deep breath. “Ever.”

It’s not that I don’t realize what’s been happening since the second we texted last night. I may have tried to deny it a thousand times, but I’m not stupid or naive. In this moment, though, for some particular reason—maybe it’s the look in her eyes or the way the cool March air coming in the open windows of the bar is dancing around us—I think it finally smacks me across the face. This right here is what Thomas warned me about.

“Grace,” I whisper, but I’m cut off by the DJ.

“Hey there, party people!”

I chuckle. Party people? There are only like—oh—I look around. The rooftop has started to fill with guests. Wow. “What is happening?” I ask softly as I lean over toward her.

“I have no idea.”

“Welcome to Monday Night at the Rooftop. Our weekly karaoke night, brought to you by yours truly, DJ Live Wire”—he plays a loud siren—“can now commence!” He calls a name to the stage and hands over a microphone. The guy is young, all skin and bones, probably in his early twenties, and he’s drunk.

“Um, this ought to be good,” I say softly right before he belts out the first words of “Giants in the Sky” from the musical, Into the Woods. “Holy shit.”

Grace’s mouth is agape. “He’s amazing.”

I’m equally surprised. “Yeah, he is. What kind of karaoke is this?”

The table next to us must have heard me because one of the group leans over and says, “It’s Broadway Wannabe night.”

“Gotcha.” Oh, no. I turn quickly so they don’t see my face. This is the wrong crowd to be in.

I hear one of her tablemates smack her and squeak. “Brayla, do you know who that is?” the voice proclaims in a stage whisper. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

“No, who is it—oh my fucking god!” The now-named Brayla gasps. “Heather McCarthy. Are you fucking kidding me right now?”

I grimace as I look at Grace. “What have I done?” I ask under my breath before I plaster on my performance smile and turn to greet them. “I’m not kidding you. Hi.”

“You have to sing,” she says. The rest of her friends join in, agreeing with a loud, “Pleeease!”

“I’m so sorry,” I say to Grace, but the mixture of pride and admiration on her face has me believing I don’t need to apologize. I don’t know if anyone has ever looked at me like that before. If this happened with Michael, it would have irritated him, but she seems genuinely happy to be here with me, living in this moment together.

She leans forward. I feel her fingers take my pinky finger, and she gently squeezes it. “You never need to apologize to me for being loved.”

Why is that the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to me? A lump has formed in my throat, and I force myself to swallow to try and dislodge it. If I keep looking at her, I’m going to start crying, so I give her a small smile before I look at my new friends. “What song do you want?”

Brayla’s mouth falls open, and her friend smacks her again. “Uh,” she says after she shakes the shock away. “Like, Broadway or something else?”

“Whatever you want.” I laugh. “Obviously Broadway is preferred⁠—”

“Taylor Swift,” one of her friends says excitedly. “Can you sing Taylor Swift?”

“Can I sing Taylor Swift?” I let out a laugh. “Can I sing Taylor Swift? Honey, I can sing anything.” I stand and make my way over to the DJ.

“Hey, lady,” he says with a smile. “What song can I play for you?”

“‘State of Grace’ by Taylor Swift.”

“I only have the acoustic version of that song. Is that okay?”

“Even better.” I grin as he passes me a microphone.

“You’re up then.”

I am not afraid to admit that I’m slightly nervous. Getting up onstage and singing a song I’ve been singing for the past eight months is nothing compared to jumping onto a small platform in front of a bunch of drunk people waiting for you to fail. As the first notes of the song start, my eyes wander over to Grace. The smile on her face makes my heart clench. Then she places her hand over her heart and mouths, “I love this song.” And while I’m not afraid to admit that I’m nervous, I’m absolutely afraid to admit that I picked this song for her.
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I sang way too many songs. Way too many. My alcohol consumption was not watered down nearly enough by the actual water I started drinking so, I’m ashamed that poor decisions were made. “A Way Back to Then” from [title of show] to “Always Starting Over” from If/Then to Alanis Morrissette’s “Perfect”. Needless to say, I wore out my welcome. Performing eight shows a week means I have no business singing anything else. I shouldn’t even be talking as much as I have been. I need to save my voice.

Alas, I do love the spotlight.

And seeing the look of pure joy on Grace’s face was absolutely worth it.

“Thank you so much for doing this tonight,” she says as we stand outside her hotel. I need to hail a cab, but I’m just not ready to leave her.

“You’re so welcome. I had . . .wow . . . it was just an incredible night.”

“God, same! That was so fun.” She laughs excitedly, then pulls a deep breath in and holds it for one beat, two, before she says, “Watching you sing is like a drug.” The smile on her face and the look of happiness in her eyes have me feeling like I could fly. I haven’t dealt with these emotions in forever. I can’t get over how amazing it feels, yet so natural.

I hold my hand out and wait for her to take it. When she does, I intertwine my fingers with hers. Her hands are so soft. “That song was for you, by the way.”

Her eyes light up. “Which one?”

I tilt my head and smile. “You know which one.”

“You’re right,” she murmurs. “I do.”

We stand there, looking at each other, and a zip of desire shoots through me. There’s something about the way the waves in her hair are framing her face, how her makeup still looks flawless, how the bare skin exposed by the unbuttoned buttons on her green shirt looks so very soft . . . I pull her into me and wrap my arms around her. “I’m going to go.”

“I know,” she whispers into the crook of my neck. “I wish you didn’t have to.”

I breathe in the scent of her hair. “You are quickly becoming my favorite person. You know that?”

“I’m honored.” Her lips brush my neck, and I feel it in my vagina. Jesus Christ.

“Okay, I’m . . .” I can’t find my words. “I gotta go,” I choke out, pull away from our hug, and hold out my hand to flag a cab. Thankfully, one zips up to the curb within seconds. “I’ll text you when I get back to my apartment.”

“Yep.”

She can tell. Whatever I’m feeling, the tone of my voice, she can tell. The funny part is that I can’t even tell what’s really going through my mind. But she can. Am I freaked out? Am I sobering up? I don’t know. She is sensing it all. I give her one final glance before I rush over to the taxi and hop in. As I settle into the backseat, I pull a very deep breath into my lungs and hold it for a few seconds. My heart is racing, and my brain is stumbling, trying to catch up with everything that is unfolding. A small voice inside my head is whispering to slow down, pump the brakes, because I’ve been burned before by moving at the speed of light.

There’s just something about Grace, though. Even if I wanted to slow down, I don’t know that my heart would allow it.

And deep down, somewhere beneath the fear, the hesitation, the worry, is a tiny flame. It’s glowing brighter and brighter when it comes to her. Lord knows it’s been quite some time since that flame has burned for anyone. I have to admit, even if this isn’t an ideal situation, it’s really wonderful knowing it hasn’t burned out completely.
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GRACE

After I watched her taxi speed away, I went back up to my hotel room. Being near Heather all night has caused the small space to feel entirely too big now. The only thing in my brain is her; her singing, her laughing, her looking at me, her, her, her . . .

What the hell am I doing? She’s going to go back to her ex-husband, and I’m going to go back to Chicago, and even if I don’t fix things with Darby, I’m not going to move to New York City.

Of course, I’m going to be able to afford to now.

Jesus, Grace, get that thought out of your head. You’re not moving. You’re not going to start a relationship with Heather fucking McCarthy.

Stop. Right this instant.

After I wash my face and brush my teeth, I slide between the covers of the bed and turn off the bedside light. I didn’t get the curtains closed completely, so a sliver of the city’s amber hues are shining in and onto the ceiling. I stare at it. The lights of New York City. The lights here have always felt like the pulse. They’re always there, always present, but only noticeable at night, when you’re quiet enough to feel the steady throb. Right under the surface. Thump, thump, thumping away.

I could feel that same pulse tonight when Heather held my hand, intertwined her fingers with mine, and held onto me like a lifeline. Thump, thump, thumping away . . .

Oh man. How did this happen to me?

I clamp my eyes closed and try to sleep.

It’s impossible, though. My mind is racing. Heather and her smile and her hair. Heather and her hands and her singing. Heather and her tank top and her cleavage. Heather and her laugh and her jawline. Dammit. Why did I let this happen? I knew it was going to. The second I saw her at the Glass House Tavern and somehow summoned the courage to talk to her, I knew. Everything happens for a reason, but god, at what cost? Now I’m going to have to lick the wounds this will cause well into my forties.

When I open my eyes, I see that my phone light has joined in with the city’s lights on the ceiling. I reach over and grab it from the charger.

After I put my glasses on and my eyes adjust, I realize that there is a text. From Heather. I swallow the lump in my throat as I unlock my phone and read the text.

Tonight was incredible. Definitely one of my most favorite nights. Thank you, Grace Elliott. You made me realize my life doesn’t have to end because my marriage did.

Wow. I read it again. And again. And one more time before I decide to text back. I will gladly remind you every day. I quickly delete it. That’s not what I want to say. Well, that is what I want to say, but I shouldn’t be so freaking transparent all the time. Thank you for saying that. It means the world to me that you enjoyed yourself. I know I did. Sleep well.

I see her response bubble pop up and then a You sleep well, too text appears.

I want to text her back. I want to talk to her all night long, but I know that’s not going to happen.

Except, suddenly, another text appears.

I can’t stop thinking about you.

My stomach drops. Holy shit. What do I say? Same, lady, same! Or do I play it off and don’t respond? No, I have to respond. It’s rude not to. You haven’t left my mind since the second I saw you come out onstage on Saturday night.

I hold my breath as I wait for a response. A bubble appears, but then it vanishes. Again, then vanishes again. Shit. I said too much. Dammit. But just when I’ve abandoned all hope, a text slides onto the screen.

I wish I was still with you.

It’s my heart’s turn to drop. Thank god for the bubble wrap. I shouldn’t have let you leave.

I would have stayed if you asked me to.

I’m smiling, but I’m also having a hard time breathing. I type a simple I know and send it. I follow it up with, You aren’t ready for this. I want to make sure you’re ready before . . . well . . . before anything happens.

Before anything happens? Like what?

Is she being coy? I think so. Like when I alter your brain chemistry with mind-blowing sex. I stare at the text for one second, two, three. Should I send it? It’s pretty gutsy but who in this world has gotten anywhere without taking risks?

Jesus Christ, comes her almost immediate response.

I chuckle to myself.

You should have warned me that there was a sex scene in the first chapter of your book, by the way.

Oh god. She’s reading it. You know that GIF from The Office when Michael Scott is running around shouting, “It’s happening!”? Yeah, my brain just did that. Sorry, I send with a grimace emoji.

Is this how sex with you is going to be?

My entire body flushes with heat. Is she fucking serious right now? If you mean am I going to make you come so hard you almost black out, the answer is yes.

There’s a very long pause following that text. I am starting to regret sending that when a new one arrives from her.

Yeah, I really should have stayed.

You could come back.

A picture appears in our thread of her in bed, her dog next to her, and the book open on her chest. She’s wearing a spaghetti-strap tank top and black-framed glasses. And I fall even deeper. Unfortunately, I’m already in bed. Otherwise, I’d take you up on the offer.

Is it okay if I make this my phone’s lock screen?

She sends the laughing emoji. You’re very easy to please, aren’t you?

Yes. But I also think you’re gorgeous. Especially with my book on your chest.

I do really wish I was there with you. Not that I don’t want to read this… I think I’d just really like to kiss you. All night long.

I’m going to have to touch myself. That much is positive. If I see you tomorrow, I’ll make sure to remember that.

If? I can almost hear the tone of her voice. You will be seeing me tomorrow. Period.

I am smiling. Is this how good smiling feels? It’s been so fucking long that I’ve forgotten. Yes, yes, yes. Completely okay with me.

Good. I’m going to read some more. Good night, Grace Elliott.

My heart is beating so hard that I can feel it in my eardrums. I don’t want to say good night yet. I want her to keep texting me. I want her next to me, in my mind, in my dreams, in real life. I know it’s not possible. None of it is going to happen, so even giving it oxygen seems like an idiotic idea. Instead of allowing myself to sink any deeper, I type out, Good night, Heather McCarthy.

I am in way too deep for someone who literally doesn’t have the option of falling right now. So stupid. I am so very stupid.


SCENE EIGHT


HEATHER

When I roll over and peel my eyes open, the sun’s rays are streaming in the windows of my bedroom. I forgot to pull the room-darkening curtains closed before I climbed into bed last night. Considering my schedule the last few weeks, I have been trying to sleep in as late as possible on show days. The older I get, the more sleep I need, and the less sleep I seem to be able to attain. It’s so frustrating.

Hazel’s warm body is curled up next to me, and when I start to scratch her belly, she rolls over to give me better access. I love this little dog so much. It’s insane. I loved my old dog, Winnie, before her, obviously, but something about the way I’ve become attached to Hazel since the divorce has made it almost impossible to imagine life without her.

My phone is lying next to my head. I never put it on the charger last night. Great. As I pick it up, it suddenly hits me that I was texting Grace last night. Oh god, what did I say? I frantically pull up the thread of our text conversation.

My eyes widen at my confession: I can’t stop thinking about you.

What the hell was I thinking? Have I gone stark raving mad?

“‘I wish I was still with you’?” I read that text out loud and want to die of embarrassment. “Oh my god,” I tell Hazel. “I’m an absolute idiot.”

But then I see that she was responding and responding in a really great way. I realize then that I’m gripping my tank top above my heart as I read last night’s string of confusing confessions. “I’m in way over my head here, Hazel.” I toss my phone onto the bed and pull her closer to me. “What am I doing, huh, girl?” She yawns when she gets up and stretches. “Yeah, I’m being an idiot, right? That’s what you’re saying.”

She shakes her entire body.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” I roll out of bed, pull on pants and a sweatshirt, wash my face and brush my teeth, and try to look as presentable as possible so I can take Hazel outside. She’s prancing around me, and it warms my heart how much she loves me.

I wish I was still with you.

Christ. I run my hands through my hair before I throw it up into a messy bun and grab Hazel’s leash. “Let’s go, baby.” I clip it onto her collar and head downstairs, the entire time thanking the heavens above that I have a therapy appointment today. I need it. I’ve never had so many up and down occurrences happen consecutively before in my life. Wait. I take that back. Divorce papers, followed by getting the role of Helena, followed by signing the papers, followed by an amazing opening night. Those were all consecutive ups and downs, that’s for damn sure.

As I walk Hazel, I try to calm my brain. Everything is going to be okay. I’m going to figure this out. I’ve been bisexual for most of my life. I’ve always enjoyed women and men. I’m fine. Nothing is wrong. I think the problem this time is the speed at which this is happening. I’m not someone who jumps headfirst into things.

Except with my first ex-husband.

And then, yeah, with my next ex-husband.

And with the women between them.

Shit.

My head is throbbing. I can’t deal with a headache on top of the fact that I’m losing my mind.

A part of me wants to text her. To tell her good morning or something. But another part of me thinks maybe I need to back ‘er down, splash some cold water on my face, and remember that a distraction right now could be detrimental to my goals. Even if last night was fun . . . and the texting was so exciting . . . and it’s been years since I’ve felt so alive. Is it stupid to start being responsible now?

When we get back to the apartment, and after I feed Hazel and pour myself a cup of coffee, I text Thomas. Are you up?

His response is delivered almost simultaneously. Yes, you whore. I’m up. How was your night with Ms. Elliott?

Why am I smiling when I read that? It was nice. We had a nice time. She’s really nice. I hit Send before I realize that I’ve typed nice three times and he’s going to pick up on that like a forensic analyst.

My phone starts to ring. He’s so predictable. “What,” I start as I connect to the phone call, “is so important that you needed to call me instead of continuing a perfectly lovely text conversation?”

“Nice?”

“Oh my god.”

“What happened?”

I groan. “Nothing happened. At all. It was a good time. She’s fun and interesting. That’s all.” I don’t know why I’m not telling him all the things. Of all the people in my life, he’d be the one who should understand the most. Right?

“Mm-hmm.”

“Thomas, seriously?” I head over to the window, which leads to my apartment’s small balcony. I open it and climb out. The weather is beautiful today, and I haven’t been taking time to enjoy spring like I usually do. There are entire days that go by where I forget to be thankful for where I am in my life. I’m happy, healthy, living in the city of my childhood dreams. I’ve arrived, and I need to be thrilled about that. It wasn’t always easy, even if it has been everything I ever wanted. Except everything I ever wanted also included finding a person who loves me no matter what. Someone who doesn’t think I’m too much. Someone who enjoys my company even on my bad days. “So I know you’ll be irritated with me about this, but I’m going to lunch with Michael.” I blurt it out in an effort to throw him off my scent. “I know you have a lot to say, so hit me with it.”

“Mm-hmm . . .” His tone is entirely different this time. His first mm-hmm was the one that says, You’re a horrible liar, Heather. This mm-hmm? This one says, Heather, what the fuck are you doing?

“I think he wants to see if maybe we messed up.” I shrug as if he can see me. “I don’t know, Thomas. I’m just trying to survive here. What more do you want me to say?”

“Heather, babe, I haven’t said a word.”

“I know. But I sort of need you to say something.”

He lets out a very heavy sigh. “You really want me to say what I want to say?”

“Yes. Say it.”

“Fine. Truth be told, I don’t particularly like you with Michael. Michael? He’s a stale turkey sandwich of a man. American cheese, lettuce, soggy tomatoes, light mayo on white bread. It’s meh, right? And sometimes a turkey sandwich just hits all the right spots when it’s fresh. But a Havarti grilled cheese on thick sourdough with some rich tomato bisque? Oh, come the fuck on. Now that’s a good lunch option. And I think that’s what you need. The good lunch option. Because after that turkey sandwich, you’re going to want something else. It won’t satiate you.”

“I’m starving,” I mumble, and he lets out a chuckle.

“Heather, my gorgeous friend, I don’t like the woman you become when your only option is white bread with white meat. It’s like you forget that you’re you, and you become what he wants you to be. But if you can fix that? And stay you during the whole process? Maybe it’ll work this time.”

I want so badly to be pissed at him. That was sort of rude. But I told him to say it, and . . . the truth is plastered all over his words. “I know. I hate when you’re right, you know that?”

“I know. But, honey, you need to remember you’re a fucking ten. You’re not a seven. He’s the seven. You’re the ten. Period.”

“So are you saying I shouldn’t go?”

“Not at all. I’m saying don’t stop being you for this straight, cis white man, for Christ’s sake.” He suddenly lets out a high-pitched squeal. “Jesus! What are you doing?” He whispers the last part.

“Um, what the hell was that?”

“So, yeah, Daniel stayed over, and he just pinched my nipple. Not exactly the kind of sordid details you’d like to hear, but there ya go. Anyway, why don’t you get ready for your lunch date with Michael, and I’ll continue my day with Daniel? I’ll see you at the theater, and we can discuss what you left out about your evening with Ms. Elliott. Okay?”

I laugh. “You’re so sure I left things out?”

“Oh, honey, I’m positive.”

“Fine. But please keep the Michael stuff between us? I don’t want Marjorie to flip out.”

“You got it. I love ya.”

“Same, babe.” I disconnect the call and place my phone on the small table on my balcony. Hazel is perched on my lap now, breakfast in her belly, happy and content to spend the morning with me. This is what I want. Right here. To sit on a balcony with the love of my life, watching the world go by, enjoying each other’s company. I look up the street at the few people out and about on this Tuesday morning. My life is good. No, I take that back. My life is great. So why am I going to go and try to blow this all up? It’s really time to figure my shit out. I’m fifty-one years old, and I’m acting like I’ve never spent a day with myself.

Weirdly flirting with a woman. Possibly dating my ex-husband. Talk about riding the hot mess express. I’m the fucking conductor of this train, and we’re going nowhere fast.
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GRACE

Meredith looks up at me from her laptop. “So I don’t know how you feel about this, but what if we have Eliza have a small breakdown here?” She turns her laptop so I can see it. I pick up her tattered copy of The Tide Will Pull You Home and look at the scene she’s working on.

“Okay, I’m listening.”

“I can put it into the action section right after the scene opening.” Meredith leans back in her chair. We’ve met at the hotel, and the table we found is right by the lobby’s windows. Her wild, red hair is pulled back today, green glasses sit atop her button nose, and her tweed blazer makes it look like she was born to be important. I’m still not in love with the idea of helping with this process, but she’s making it enjoyable. I’ve never met someone who understands Eliza Burke like she seems to. She starts in just then, as though she needs to prove her point. “Like, listen, okay, here’s what I’m thinking: Eliza is not someone who has done well with change. She has been so complacent in her life, so much so that she lost her husband, her kids barely talk to her, and her friends have distanced themselves. She quits her job, and she’s leaving everything comfortable and familiar, right?” She pulls out a photocopied page of my book with even more notes on it. “This scene right here is her first real turning point. She’s going to board a fucking sailboat with nine other women. In the book, we don’t see her cry or have a mental break, per se, but she is struggling. And we get to read about her internal struggles. I’d like to make sure the audience can see the fear and trepidation on her face since they aren’t in her head like we are in the book.”

“I love it.” I lift my coffee mug to my lips, but before I take a sip, I say, “You really get her, don’t you?”

“Jesus, what’s not to get? Eliza Burke is one of those characters that make you go, ‘What the hell have I been doing with my life?’ Right? Like, you want to hug her, hit her, make love to her all at the same time. I’m obviously a little in love with her.” Pink flushes Meredith’s cheeks, and she clears her throat. “Yeah, I get her.” Her nonchalant tone is a stark contrast to her earlier passion.

“I’m happy that you get her. I really am. She’s special to me. My perfect woman.” My mind flashes to Heather, to her in this role, to her in real life, to how she ran her right hand through her hair and placed the soft locks behind her left ear before she started singing last night. My throat tightens at the thought.

“Sure, it’s a love story, but to see Eliza fall in love with herself is just as possible as the love that emerges with Joy. I can’t explain the way it felt to see this woman who was at the end of her rope come out so triumphant and excited about what’s next.” Meredith pauses, seemingly to gather her thoughts, and finishes with, “Grace, this book means so much to so many women. It changed people’s lives. I hope you know that.”

I smile as an acknowledgment. I know it has touched a lot of people. I get the fan mail. I still read the reviews, even though I should have stopped reading them many, many moons ago. But it’s easy to forget that even though this book, this character, changed my life, she also literally changed other people’s lives.

“I want this movie to be the Wild of our community.”

“The Cheryl Strayed book adaptation?” I chuckle. “Cheryl is a genius. I’m far from⁠—”

“Don’t. Don’t do that. Don’t sell yourself short.” Meredith adjusts her green glasses before she leans forward. “Let’s get back to work.” I watch her start typing, but then she looks up at me again, eyebrows raised, the corner of her mouth pulled into a mischievous grin. “Did you dream-cast this while you were writing it?”

I can’t help but laugh. “Do you think I did?”

She wags her brows. “Yes. Tell me. Please.”

“Don’t you think that’ll hinder how you write the characters?”

“If you seriously think I haven’t already put some famous actors into these characters, you’re crazy.”

“True.” I pull the leather-bound journal I used for my notes out of my messenger bag and slide it over to her. “You should probably have this anyway. At least until you’re done.”

The way she looks down at it, then at me, then back at it, makes it seem like I’ve handed over a map to buried treasure. “Are you serious?”

I nod.

“Holy shit,” she whispers as she picks it up. She opens it, her movements so delicate as she turns the first page. My notes for books are detailed, bordering on obsessive, and each journal ends up resembling a scrapbook at the end of the process. This journal is no exception. I had to research everything. There are folded maps with charted courses. There are letters from past loves that made it into the book. There are things I didn’t even know I was going to put into the book that made it in there, not to mention every single detail I learned that has to do with sailing. For someone who had never sailed before, it was quite the process. I spent two entire months on a sailboat with a man who tried numerous times to sleep with me. I almost relented. He was gorgeous, and I was lonely. “Wow. So you cast everyone else, but you didn’t cast her?”

I shake my head.

“Why not?”

I shrug. “Eliza is my textbook perfect woman. To cast her would have meant she borderline exists. Her existing would have been . . . a lot for me.”

She smiles a knowing smile. “You fell a little bit in love with her, didn’t you?”

I nod, embarrassment seeping from my pores.

“I haven’t met a single person who closed the book at the end and wasn’t filled with an intense desire to meet her.” She looks down at the page and shows me. “Anne Hathaway as Joy?”

“Not who you pictured?”

“Dark hair, dark eyes, shy, but completely in control at all times. A badass who speaks up when it’s necessary.” She shrugs. “Truth be told? I always pictured you as Joy.”

A laugh pours from me. “Are you kidding? I am far from an actress.”

“I know.” She laughs with me. “But don’t we all write a little of ourselves into these characters?”

“I guess you’re right. I didn’t write her to be me necessarily, but maybe who I wish I was? In another life . . .”

“That‘s fair.” She closes the journal and holds it close to her. “Thank you for this. Seriously. I will guard it with my life.”

“So, who do you picture as Eliza?”

“Hannah Waddingham,” she answers without missing a beat. “No questions asked.”

“That’d be amazing.”

“Fuck yeah it would be.” She fans herself. “Can you even imagine Hannah’s rippling arm muscles pulling the rigging? Christ on a corndog.”

“You are a trip.” A few moments of silence pass. “Have you heard of Heather McCarthy?” What am I doing? Am I really floating the idea of Heather to the person who is writing the screenplay?

She pulls her head back. “Um, duh. Who in this town hasn’t? Especially if you like Broadw—oh. Ohhhh.” A smile spreads across her lips. “I can totally see that. Her as Eliza? Is that what you mean?”

“I mean, yes, but no. Just a thought. I recently saw Can’t Make You Love Me, and she was just . . . yeah. She was good.”

“She’s going to win a Tony for that performance. I guarantee it. I’ve seen it six times.”

“Six times? Holy shit. I thought seeing it twice was a lot.”

“Please. I saw the show she was in before that, Missed Connections, ten times. I went that many times because I love Tanya Adams, but Heather McCarthy was fantastic in it. She can fucking sing like a wild woman. She’s one of the best at belting, but she can also belt an ‘e’ vowel . . . like, how does she do it?”

Why do I suddenly want to tell this complete stranger about my night? I’m a lunatic. “So, yeah, anyway. I wanted to ask you before we get any deeper into this: What is the plan when I go back to Chicago on Friday?”

“I was hoping we could work out the next few chapters, and then I can either come to Chicago for a few days or we can Zoom or something. I have family there, so it wouldn’t be a problem.”

My mood shifts as I start to think about leaving. On Saturday when I arrived in the city, Friday felt like it was a lifetime away, but now, it’s right around the corner. Which means leaving whatever has started with Heather is also right around the corner. Unless, of course, her lunch date with her ex-husband goes well. My heart fills with dread. If that’s the case, then Friday can’t come soon enough. “Wonderful. It shouldn’t be a problem for us to connect then.”

“Perfect. We’ll figure it out. No worries.” She checks her watch. “Oh, shit. We have a meeting with Michael at half past eleven. We should get going.”

As we pack up our bags and head out into the bustling streets of the city, I decide that I’m going to try not to freak out about my impending departure. I so often let my fears about the future affect my time in the present. For some weird reason, being around Heather has helped me stay in the moment. Is it because I feel so comfortable around her? Or is it because my brain somehow knows that when I leave that’s it? That we’ll be done with each other and we’ll go back to living our separate lives in separate cities, and I’ll have to wrap even more bubble wrap around my already suffocating heart?
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“I’ve never been happier to see that the two of you are getting along swimmingly. Such great news.” Michael slaps his hands together as Meredith and I sit next to each other on the couch in his giant office. “Sabrina not with you?”

“No, she had to take Muffin to a vet appointment this morning.”

“Everything okay?” He seems genuinely concerned.

“Oh, yeah, she needed her yearly checkup. No biggie.”

“Whew,” he says with a chuckle. “Okay, so the meeting with the producers in LA will be in three months. You’ll both need to be there. I’d like you, Grace, to be there a few days before and after so we can work on any other logistics that pop up. Okay?”

“Yep. I’ll book everything⁠—”

“I’ll have my assistant book it just like I had her book this trip. No worries. I’m meeting with my old client today to continue watering the seed I planted. If she’s open to auditioning, I’ll set up a meeting with her current agent and get the ball rolling. Once we get to that point, we will have a better idea of what’s next. I know it’s a ways off, but I think it’s good to be prepared.”

I glance at Meredith and whisper, “Heather.”

Her eyes widen. “What? Seriously?”

“Yeah.” I shrug. “Apparently she used to be his client.”

“Share with the class,” Michael says. “What’s going on?”

“I’m telling her your plan about Heather McCarthy.”

“Ahh, yes.” He grins. “I think it’s going to work out.”

“The casting director will make the ultimate call, though. Let’s not forget that.” I don’t know why I keep wanting to smack Michael, but I do. I don’t want to get my hopes up about Heather in any way, shape, or form, and his optimism makes my skin crawl.

“Yes, of course.” He reaches over to the table next to him and pulls a copy of my book from it. “I’m going to give this to her. Once she reads it, she’ll want to be involved. I know her.”

My heart has lodged itself in my throat. “Uh . . . wait, I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“No, it’s a great idea. Like I said⁠—”

“No, Michael, I don’t want you to give her the book yet.” I hope my forcefulness is coming across. If he gives her that book, then she’ll know, and then I’m fucked for not telling her the truth. Which, what even is the truth? I didn’t expect meeting her to turn into whatever the hell it has turned into. I haven’t lied to her. I told her I didn’t want to jinx it. And I don’t. “I just think that’s jumping the gun. Okay?”

He looks defeated. I hope he really is. “Well, she eventually needs to read it.”

“I agree. Just . . . not yet. Okay?”

“I don’t know if I agree with that, but fine. Next time I see her, I’ll give it to her. I’ll water the seed today, and then the book will be fertilizer next time we meet up. How’s that?”

I release the breath I was holding. “Okay, yes.” Whatever metaphor makes you happy, Michael. I glance down at my hands and notice that I’m trembling. Fuck. My anxiety is off the charts. I need to settle down before I have a panic attack.

“You’re the only author I know who isn’t dying for everyone to read her book, though.” Michael chuckles as he places the book back on his side table. “Oh, wait—sign this copy for me so when I do give it to her, it’s made out to her.” He passes me the book and tosses me the Cross pen from his inside coat pocket. For such a fancy agent, you’d think he’d have a nicer pen.

“I have one,” I say as his pen lands on the floor. Did he actually think I was going to catch that? He’s high. I have zero coordination and even less desire to catch things that are flying at me. Also, I sign every single book with the same pen. I’ve had it since my very first book was published. I open the book and take a deep breath. I can’t believe I’m doing this. “Just make it out to Heather McCarthy? Or . . .”

“Perfect. She’s gonna love it.”

“Great.” I try to sound like this isn’t affecting me, but I have a feeling it sounds like I’m aggravated.

To Heather McCarthy, I hope you enjoy the ride. All my best, Grace Elliott

I make sure that my signature is the best it’s ever been. Because I’m delusional, of course. God. “There you go.” I slap the cover closed and stand. “Okay, Meredith, let’s get out of here.”

Michael stands. “Oh, yeah, crap. I’m late for a lunch. We need to go. I’m so sorry.” He picks up his pen, gallops to the door of his office, and swings it open. “Great meeting, ladies. We’ll reconvene on Thursday?” He presses the elevator button what seems like sixteen times before he checks his watch again and says, “I’m taking the stairs. Give me a call if you need anything.” Then he takes off toward the exit sign.

I look at Meredith. “What the hell?”

“Um, same.” She narrows her eyes. “What’s up with you? Your mood completely changed in there.”

“No, it did not. I just need to recharge my battery. That’s all.” Good cover. Nice. Easy. She’ll believe me.

“Sure.”

She didn’t. “I swear?” I add.

“Okay.”

Still doesn’t believe me. “What? Why don’t you believe me?”

“The second he said he was going to have her read your book, you flipped out. She’s going to need to read it if you want her to audition.”

“She can read your screenplay.”

“Um, no, she’ll need to read the book, too, and you know that.” The doors to the elevator open, and we board it. When the doors close, she lets out a super-deep breath. “You saw her show twice. Did you go to the stage door afterward to meet her?”

“Nope.”

“Seriously? You didn’t?” Her incredulous tone makes my skin prickle. Fortunately I am not lying.

“I really didn’t.”

“Wow. Okay. I thought maybe you were freaking out because she’d remember your name or something.”

“Ahh.” I can’t respond to that because, well, that part is true. She would know the name. The impending doom of having to explain this to her is making my stomach churn. I’m going to have to eventually, but let’s be real, I’m going back to Chicago. I’m not going to have a legitimate relationship with this woman. We’re having some fun, and that’s it. To think that there would be anything more to it is moronic. And I’m far from a moron.
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HEATHER

Michael is an hour late.

Shocking.

This is reminiscent of the time he stood me up for our first couples counseling session. Except that time didn’t have a club sandwich at the finish line. Thankfully, this time does.

I’m halfway through my sandwich when he comes flying into the restaurant, sliding across the linoleum tile of the diner on the heels of his black wingtips like he’s Tom Cruise in Risky Business. I’m so irritated that I can barely look at him. Whatever his excuse is, I don’t have time for it.

“Don’t,” I say as I hold my hand up. “I don’t care why you’re late.”

“I’m so sorry,” he says, apparently winded from his fast walk over here. I even picked a diner close to his office so we could avoid this, yet here we are.

“Stop.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to hear it. You should have texted me. We have that option now. It’s the twenty-first century. Instead, you let me sit here waiting for you.”

“Heather—”

“Literally, don’t.” I push my plate away from me, and he grabs a fry from it. I yank the flimsy, cold fry out of his hand. “Get your own.”

He starts to laugh, and, sadly, I can’t help myself, so I break character and allow my shoulders to relax. I shouldn’t be surprised by his behavior. He hasn’t changed even a little bit. “Heather, honey, I’m really sorry. Time got away from me. As soon as I realized I ran over here. I even left my phone at work.” He flips his jacket open to show it’s not in his inside pocket next to the Cross pen he refuses to get rid of. “I’m sorry.”

His pleading, blue eyes, which have always been a weakness for me, are being utilized in a somewhat impressive full court press. “Fine.” I push my fries toward him. I can’t eat them all anyway. “What was so important that you lost track of time?”

“I have a new client whose book has been picked up by Sunlight Motion Pictures. It’s in the adaptation stage, and the author is very finicky. Sort of an asshole, to be frank. Anyway, the meeting was good, but—” He looks at me, almost as if he realizes his excuse is thin. Very thin. “I promise it won’t happen again.”

I’ve heard this song before. “Whatever. It’s fine.”

“So, how was your day off yesterday?” He’s switching gears. Thank god.

“It was really great. Much needed. I haven’t asked for a break, so it’s been a long run. Eight shows a week, y’know?”

“So I have a question for you.”

Just skimmed right over eight shows a week, didn’t he? Figures. He never understood how grueling an actor’s schedule truly is. He is fidgeting with the silverware. Of course he is instead of actually talking to me, listening to me, being present with me. Why did I think anything would have changed? The only thing that has changed is that I’m no longer as interested in his excuses, his questions, his hands as I used to be. I say his hands because I used to love them. He has big, strong, man hands. But now all I can do is remember Grace’s hands. Her slender fingers, her manicured nails, her soft skin.

He looks up from the soup spoon and frowns. “What are you smiling about?”

His question shakes me from the memory. “Oh.” I clear my throat. “Nothing. Sorry. Just, y’know . . . lost in the show. What’s your question?” My tone is dripping with so much irritation that it could very well be a rash.

He narrows his eyes. He’s not stupid. We were married for eight years, together for twelve. He knows me like the back of his big, strong, man hands. “Okay . . .” He’s definitely on to me. “Listen, I know you’re completely happy where you are. I know Broadway is your dream. But I have an interesting thing for you to consider.”

“Michael, is this about voice-over work? Seriously, how many times have I told you that I don’t want to do voice-over work? I want to act. Period. So, please, stop trying to be my agent.”

“Whoa.” He blinks a few times. “I’m not trying to be your agent, Heather.”

“Aren’t you?”

“No. I’m not. I know you want to act. There’s a possibility for a role for you in a movie.”

My irritation melts immediately. “Oh.”

He leans forward and takes more of my cold fries. “You could be the lead.” He shrugs as he places a fry in his mouth and chews.

“Oh.”

“But if you’d like for me to tell them you’re not interested, I can do that.” His eyes move slowly from the platter to mine. I’ve seen that look before a thousand times. He’s trying to win me over. And it’s fucking working.

“I’d be interested. I’d have to talk to my actual agent, though.”

“Vicki won’t say no.” He chuckles. “She’ll be just as excited as you will be once you read the book the screenplay will be adapted from.”

My heart feels like it’s thumping away at two hundred beats a minute. Am I excited because he’s looking at me like that, or am I excited because a movie role is huge? It could change everything. I pull a deep breath in and let it out slowly. Don’t get your hopes up, Heather. For the role or the ex-husband. Pull yourself together. “Get me a copy and I’ll read it.”

“Sounds good. I have one at my office for you.”

“Great.” I place my hands in my lap and clasp them together. I’m starting to sweat. I think I’m having a hot flash.

“What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?” He narrows his eyes at me. “You look different today. Like you met someone.”

The guffaw that pops out of me could have won an Oscar. “Please. The only person I met was a fan. You’ll find this hysterical, but I had dinner with her last night.”

He lets out a loud, “Ha!”, and smacks the table. “No, you did not.”

“I did.” I nod. “It was a lot of fun.” I haven’t the slightest idea why I’m telling him any of this. Probably a little because I really love making him wonder what I’m up to. It’s not something I’m proud of, but why lie about it? Also, making him jealous is fun.

“I never thought I’d see the day—Heather McCarthy, pandering to her fans.”

“Pandering? Hardly.” I shrug. He’s trying to get a rise out of me. As much as he knows me, I know him just as well. Old Heather would have taken the bait. New Heather doesn’t have time to fight with her ex. Especially now that she’s beginning to understand her worth. “She came to the show on Saturday, and I invited her back on Sunday. It was really nice getting to know her.”

“Interesting.” He’s studying me. It’s been a hot minute—read: years—since I’ve held his attention like this. “Be careful there. You know how these things can get out of hand.”

“Not everyone is a crazed asshole.”

“I know.” He smiles. It seems genuine. “Just be careful.”

I check my watch. “Shit, I’ve gotta go. Therapy. You can have the rest of that if you want it.” I motion to my sandwich and the remaining fries as I stand and put my jacket on. “Thanks for picking up the tab too.”

He chuckles, resignation hanging from the sound. “No problem, Heather.” He starts to eat the sandwich. I knew he would. He loves a good club sandwich; y’know, because of the turkey. “Wanna meet up after the show? I can give you the book.” His question is asked around a mouthful of food, and I grit my teeth at the noise of chewing.

“Uh, no. I’m gonna go home after the show tonight. Hang with Hazel. Maybe another night?”

“Sounds good. Break a leg,” he mumbles, finally covering his mouth. I just . . . wow. Sometimes I really wonder about myself and my taste in men.

“Thanks,” I say as I rush out the door and hail a taxi, making mental notes about everything I’m going to talk to my therapist about today.
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“Heather, dear, you look fabulous,” Dr. Annette Swift—no relation to Taylor Swift, obviously—says as we enter her office. I’ve been coming to her for almost twenty years. She’s an older woman, probably pushing seventy by now, skin and bones, and has the whitest hair I’ve ever seen. I always joke that I am why she has all those white hairs. She has never protested me, though, and I’m not exactly sure how I feel about that.

“Thank you so much. You do as well, Annette. How are things?”

“Good, good. Howard is doing well.”

Howard is not her husband. Howard is her cat. “Good to hear. I know he wasn’t doing so hot.” I sit on the couch across from her chair in her quaint Manhattan office. The space is no bigger than my first apartment, which means there’s barely enough room for the chair and sofa. She’s been here since I started seeing her. Thank god I haven’t had to jump around from place to place.

“Yeah, he’s a real trooper. Pulled right out of it. So . . .” She grabs her notebook from the small table next to her chair, flips it open with her long, skinny fingers, and skims the last paragraph. “Last time you were here, a month ago, you said you were having a hard time coming to grips with the end of your marriage.”

I let out a small laugh. “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

“So, how are you feeling now? Any changes?”

“That’s a funny story, Annette,” I start and look down at my hands. She’s an old lesbian, so I know she won’t take offense to anything I’m going to say, but a part of me doesn’t know how to say it. “I do have something a little different I’d like to discuss today.”

“Oh? You mean I don’t have to listen to you moan and groan about your ex-husband? What a treat.” She winks at me, and I can’t help but laugh. “Honey, I’m intrigued. What’s going on?” The Queens accent she gets from her native neighborhood of Jamaica is so strong sometimes, like Manhattan couldn’t wring it out of her.

“A fan approached me the other night. You know how I feel about fans. I love them, but I keep them at a distance. I don’t know. I always worry that I’m going to be too nice or something.”

“Yes, yes, I remember. Lest we forget Trent, the man who followed you around on the national tour of Shame Shame.”

“Oh my god, I forgot all about Trent. Your memory is remarkable.”

“It’s why I get paid the big bucks.”

She’s not exaggerating. I pay her way too much money to keep me sane. “Well, this woman is no Trent. At least not so far.”

“Good. Carry on.”

“Well, she was very nice. She came to the show Saturday, I did horribly, so I invited her to come back Sunday. Then, this is so weird, but I ended up running into her on Monday while she was walking her agent’s dog, and I made dinner plans with her. We went, and it was really . . .” As I let out a much-needed breath, I say, “I don’t know what I’m doing, but it feels really amazing being around her.”

“Explain.”

Ugh. “I don’t know how to explain it, Annette. That’s why I’m trying to talk it out with you.” I sigh when she doesn’t budge. “I’m going to say this, and it’s only because I haven’t had the chance to properly obsess about this and nitpick the hell out of it, but being around her . . . it feels like the beginning of something. Like . . .” I pause, lick my lips, take a breath, let it out, and close my eyes. “The beginning of a relationship.”

“I see.”

“And you know I’m bisexual, but not a practicing one, and, like, do I need to renew my subscription or something?” She chuckles at my question. “I know that sounds stupid. I just sort of thought maybe I’d grown out of it? Like, maybe it really was a phase?”

“I know our parents always hope, but being queer is not a phase.”

“God, I know. I’m floundering, and I’m really not sure why. I’ve kissed women outside of the two, maybe three, sort of relationships I had with them for some shows and shit, but, like, y’know, that’s show business, kid.” I groan. “I don’t know. Being near her is electric. I think I like her. Like, like her. God, I sound like an absolute idiot.”

“You do not sound like an idiot.”

“I feel like one. I was so preoccupied with my depression about my marriage failing that I sort of forgot I’m a woman who has needs, and now—I don’t know—last night, sitting next to her, talking to her, I just . . .” My ability to string enough words together to form a complete sentence has exited stage left. I close my eyes, and Grace’s face instantly pops into my head. “All I know for sure is that I want to be around her.” I open my eyes. “And I have no idea why.”

Annette’s lips slowly turn up into a smile. “I’ve been telling you to branch out for quite some time. I didn’t know this was the route you’d take, but hell, it’s about time.”

“You know I hate being predictable.”

“Breakthroughs are rarely predictable.”

“Breakthroughs? You think this is a breakthrough?”

“Don’t you?”

I sigh. “Yes.”

She offers me her best sympathetic smile. “Tell me more.”

I think back to last night. “She was so much fun to be around. And I’m wildly attracted to her. A couple times I literally had to stop myself from reaching out to touch her. Almost like I was afraid that if I did, she might vanish. Does that make sense?”

“Sometimes the things that make the least amount of sense are the things that help us out the most.” She crosses her thin legs and leans forward. “Honey, I’ve been seeing you for a long time. A long, long, long time.” We both laugh at her brutal honesty. “And in that time, I’ve seen you go through some significant changes. But this?” She motions to me with her frail hand. “Each one of your sentences has been one big run-on. You realize that?” She raises an eyebrow, and I feel myself blush. “You haven’t been this excited in a long time.”

“I haven’t been this confused in a really long time either.” I look down at my hands, which are clasped together in my lap. My wedding ring stares back at me. “I kept picturing myself doing what I always do: messing something up because I’m too afraid to be myself, too afraid to be authentic. Last night was the first time in forever where I think I might have successfully stayed in my lane, in my skin. I didn’t allow myself to shrink. I was me. I was Heather.” I’m getting choked up. My eyes have filled with tears. “It felt really freeing.”

“Heather, that’s wonderful. That’s real growth.”

“But what if something awful happens”—I shake my head—“and I ruin everything all over again?”

“Okay, let’s unpack that.” Annette sets her notebook on the table between us. Her fingers hold her pen like a lifeline. “You told me a while back that you’ve been bisexual for most of your life. A couple girlfriends, a few friends know but you aren’t out at all publicly and you’ve unfortunately been living your personal life chronically in a straight realm, with your straight significant other, playing a very straight role. You poor thing.”

I laugh at her terminology. “Yes, I guess you could say chronically.”

“And that’s okay. The LGBTQ community is so fickle. Tossing accusations to our bisexual brothers and sisters if they don’t lead an out life, as if it makes them less bi. But that’s not the case. So, remember that, okay? You can live your life however the hell you want to. And don’t give a fuck what the haters say.” She flips off the supposed haters in my life, which I love that she does that. “But in the last few years, you’ve had some real mental health breakthroughs. You’ve come to terms with your anxiety. You’ve learned how to handle it. You’ve figured out that you don’t want to keep putting yourself in a box. You’ve acknowledged that you have feelings and emotions that exist beyond the characters you become onstage. You’ve realized how important it is to tell people in your life how you are feeling, what you need from them, especially if your needs aren’t being met. All of those things fall under the heading of ‘growth.’ But specifically, your soul has discovered that love can exist in many different forms. It doesn’t have to be with another person specifically. Your dog, your friends, your family, all of that is good and okay and completely acceptable.”

“It seems so random that all of a sudden⁠—”

“Did you check in with your old pal, Loneliness?”

I scoff. “Every single second. I blamed it on my loneliness at first. But . . . I’m not that lonely these days. So I felt like that’s a cop-out.”

“Okay, okay, let’s mark that self-realization under growth too.” She scribbles on the notepad in front of her. “Let’s consider, for a second, that sexuality is fluid. Not necessarily a label, but something that exists because of someone, not in spite of.” She scoots to the edge of her seat. “You know I’m an old dyke. I’ve been into women since the dawn of time. But I have looked at men before. I don’t really want to sleep with them or see their penises, but I’ve looked.”

“Oh my god,” I say, a soft puff of air escaping after. Annette talking about penises is almost like hearing my late mother talk about them.

“I think it’s possible for women, and maybe men who are self-aware, to experience sexual fluidity. You can be attracted to a woman because you find her beautiful and alluring and still find men attractive.”

“Isn’t that bisexuality?”

“If you want to label it, yes. But do you need to label it right now? Is that a thing you need to do?” She has her bony elbows propped on her thin little knees. “I think it’s important for you, Heather, to realize that not everything has to mean what it has always meant. You finding a woman attractive doesn’t mean you’re going to be into every single woman you come across. The same way you aren’t attracted to every single man you come across. And that’s okay. As long as she’s okay with wherever your mind is concerning her and you, then that’s all that matters. Make sense?”

I nod because it does make sense. It makes way too much sense. “‘Stop freaking out’ is essentially what you’re telling me to do.”

“Are you freaking out?”

“Yes.” I let out a strained laugh. “But no, at the same time. Which is also freaking me out.”

“Oh, dear.” Annette’s smile is exactly why I love her. She says so much with those smiles. “You might need to go back to your roots. Journaling. Meditating. Sitting with yourself and your thoughts.”

“Probably not a bad idea.”

“Anything else happening that you think might be throwing you off?”

“Well, I had lunch yesterday and today with Michael.”

“Oy vey.” She picks up her pad of paper. “You’re gonna be the death of me, child. Tell me about the lunch dates.”

“They were . . . normal. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“So, in the past year, you’ve dated here and there.”

I scoff. “Here and there? I’ve had about four or five dates with various men. In twelve months. None of them exciting. None of them made it to a second date. Except for Chad.”

“Ahh, yes. Chad. Didn’t he⁠—”

“End up coming out to me while we shared a burrata appetizer? Yes.”

A full-on laugh pops out of her small frame before she asks, “Did you sleep with any of them. Aside from Chad, obviously.”

I tilt my head and glare at Annette. “No. And you know this.”

“I’m old.” She waves her hand through the air. “A few kisses, right? Nothing to write home about.”

“Nothing at all to write home about. Not even on a postcard.”

“Oh, Heather, dear. Always the comedienne.” She chuckles. “Let me ask you this, then. In any of those dates, even the couple you’ve had with Michael, have you felt a spark?”

My breath catches. “Excuse me?”

“A spark? Did you feel a spark?”

A spark . . . That’s what Grace said last night. “No. I didn’t.”

“What did that band say? What was their name? TLC? ‘Don’t go chasing’ something. What was it?”

“‘Waterfalls,’” I finish for her. “You’re saying maybe don’t keep this up with Michael?”

“That’s not at all what I’m saying.” She sets her notepad on the table again. “Heather, honey, just follow your heart.”

“Great,” I mutter as I push my hands through my long hair. “It’s been forever since I felt it beat. I wasn’t sure what it was saying or where it was telling me to go.”

“Ahh!” She raises her hand. “And when did you feel it start to beat?”

My eyes go wide. “Saturday night.”

“Uh-huh. So there ya go. That’ll be a hundred and fifty dollars.” She smacks her hands together. “Heather, don’t ever forget you have a heart, and just because it’s been sidelined by heartache, doesn’t mean it has forgotten how to work. When something happens that kick-starts it, like a defibrillator, it can be exhilarating. Sounds like this new person yelled, ‘Clear,’ and your heart started to remember how to beat. Keep in mind, though a fire from the spark can either rage out of control or burn out quickly. Remember that, okay? Sparks are wonderful. But love can also be calming, like a river that snakes and weaves and rushes over rocks until they’re smooth and glassy. You are in a time of your life where both things can be true. Love can be a spark, wonderful and exciting, and also be calming as it carefully floats down a river.”

“Holy cow, Annette. That was beautiful.”

“I know.” She gives me a wide smile. “I’ll tell you what, though. I did not have ‘Heather McCarthy possibly falling for a woman’ on my bingo card this year.”
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GRACE

When Michael calls the first time, I ignore him. I figure he’ll leave a message and go about his day. But he doesn’t. He hangs up and calls again. I groan at his audacity when I answer it this time. “You really don’t know how to leave a message, do you?”

“I have exciting news. Are you sitting down?”

“Do I really need to?”

“Yes.”

“Michael, I can’t even with you sometimes.”

“You’re going to be very happy with me when I tell you this. I didn’t go into great detail with her, but she’s going to read the book.” His giggle is out of place. I want so badly to say, Yeah, buddy, no shit. She has a copy and started it last night. I decide to let him have this win. “She’s interested. For sure. I knew she would be.”

“Oh.” I’m surprised. I knew she was reading the book, but I didn’t think that she would be interested in the film. “Wow.”

“I’m going to pop by and give her the book tomorrow.” He’s breathless as he tells me this. “I’ve known her a very long time. She’s been eager to be on the big screen for, well, most of her life.”

“Really? She just seems so comfortable on that stage. Singing. Being perfect.” That last part slipped out, and I immediately kick myself.

“Oh? Being perfect?” He chuckles. “Sounds like someone might be a little smitten with Ms. Heather McCarthy.”

“She’s a phenomenal talent. That’s all.” Ugh. My stomach is in a giant knot.

“Don’t worry. Been there, done that.”

It’s like I literally hear a record scratch. “I’m sorry, what?” I don’t want to seem too thrown because I shouldn’t give a shit, but what the hell did he just say?

The line goes silent. All I can hear is him breathing, which makes my skin crawl even further off my body.

“So, funny story, one that I don’t think is super relevant⁠—”

“Michael, spit it out.”

“I was married to her.” He lets out a very strained laugh. “Don’t worry. It’s not a conflict of interest. She’s no longer my client. It’s all good.”

I don’t know what to say. Michael is the man Heather was married to. He’s the ex-husband. He’s the one she had lunch with today. He’s the one she had lunch with yesterday. He’s the one.

Michael Rawlings is the one.

What the fuck? Regret fills my body at my stupid idea of keeping her real and not googling her marital status.

“Grace, are you still there?”

“Uh, yeah, I’m here. Sorry. Don’t worry. Whatever you think is best. Listen, Michael, I gotta go. I’ll talk to you soon.”

I disconnect the phone and set it on the table in front of me. I look over at Sabrina who has just sat down at the table with me in her galley kitchen’s microscopic breakfast nook.

“What the hell? Are you okay? What was that?” She places a mug of Earl Grey in front of me. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Um, so, Heather McCarthy is Michael’s ex-wife.”

She blinks three times before she says, “Um, yeah, I thought you knew that.”

“Wait, what? You knew that?”

The slow nod she gives me makes me want to throw up. “I mean, after Michael started at my agency we chatted and he mentioned he had been married to her, but I guess I sort of forgot it? I don’t know. This is hardly my fault.” She stops speaking when I stand from the table abruptly. “Wait, that came out wrong. I’m saying that I figured he would have disclosed this information if he was pushing her to consider the role.”

My spine is stiff, my skin is alive with the prickle of wooziness. If a heart could jump out of a body and flop around like a fish out of water, mine would absolutely have done that. I’m seconds away from a panic attack.

“Grace, what is going on?”

I start to pace her small kitchen, and Muffin jumps up from the floor. She’s watching my every move as I travel the short distance between the nook and the sink, which is not enough room to really help calm myself down, but if I don’t move around, I will be headed for the fetal position.

“Nothing,” I whisper as I make a third turn around the tiny, makeshift IKEA island.

“You’re a horrible liar.”

“Do you have . . .” I look at the drawers of the kitchen and start pulling them open. “A towel. I need a towel.”

“A towel?”

“Yes, a motherfucking towel, Sabrina.”

“Yikes,” she says as she jumps up and pulls open the drawer on the IKEA island. “Here.”

She hands me a towel, and I quickly run cold water over it, squeeze it out, then place it on the back of my neck.

“You’re scaring me, Grace,” Sabrina says. “Can you please tell me what’s going on?”

I slide down her cabinets to the floor. Muffin immediately comes over and situates her giant body next to me before she lies down and puts her head in my lap. I need to get a therapy dog. Clearly. “Get my phone,” I request, and when Sabrina hands it to me, I add, “Just unlock it. The code is one-two-two-eight.”

“Okay.”

“Go to my texts.”

“Done.”

“Read the ones from Heather.”

“I don’t know if I feel comfortable⁠—”

“Just fucking do it, please.”

“Okay.” She goes silent as she reads. “Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

She sits down next to me on the linoleum and lets out a very heavy sigh. “What the hell?”

“Yeah.”

“Dude, she sent a picture of herself in a low-cut tank top while she’s reading your book. And she looks fucking fine as fuck.”

“I obviously know.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Well, I can’t keep dancing around the possibility of a romance with his ex-wife.”

“I mean, technically, since she’s the famous one, he’s her ex-husband.” Sabrina chuckles as she leans into me. It sort of relaxes me until she adds, “You can just tell her and see what she does?”

“Hell no.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s going to think I planned all of this. I didn’t plan any goddamn part of it. I’m just as bowled over by her as she⁠—”

“Stop.” Clearly Sabrina did not RSVP for my pity party. “You’re catastrophizing, and it’s not worth it. You know what you think is going to happen is not at all what’s going to happen.”

I lean my head back against the wood of her cabinets with a thud. “She’s so amazing.”

“You’re starting to really like her, aren’t you?”

I swallow around the panic-attack-induced lump in my throat. “I don’t know.”

“Is she bi or something? How did this happen?”

“Seems like yes, she’s bi.” I take a deep breath as I finally open my eyes and look at Sabrina’s profile. “I don’t know how it happened, but the last thing I want to do is stop.”

“Why do you think you have to stop?”

“Because, Sabrina, I can’t keep this from her. There’s no point in lying to her.”

“Do you want to know what I think?”

“Not really.”

She laughs. “I’m going to tell you anyway. I think you should tell her. And be honest. You didn’t know, and it’s not like they have the same last name. It’s clear she has her eye on you, too, so why not just try the honesty route and see what happens?”

“Wait, what do you mean?”

“Which part?”

“About her having her eye on me.”

She laughs. “For a Pisces, you’re such a Leo. I just mean when we ran into her at the dog park, she could not take her eyes off of you. And then these texts?” She reopens my phone and looks at them, then opens the picture. She zooms in to the small piece of Heather’s face that is visible. “She’s smiling. Her face isn’t really even in the picture, and she’s smiling. She’s happy. I think that’s very telling.”

“I didn’t even notice that.”

“You were too preoccupied by the fact that your book is on her tits.”

It’s my turn to laugh. “You know me so well.”

“At this point in time, I think you need to take a breath. Take it one step at a time. If she really thinks you’re doing this on purpose, then she’s not the right person for you. Not to mention the fact that you need to end things with Darby anyway. Don’t be that person.”

“First of all,” I say as I lean forward slowly, “we are on a break. And I will end it. I promise.”

“And second?”

I take a very deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’ll give it a go. And see what happens.”

“Don’t build a relationship on lies. And don’t hold yourself back from one just because you’re too afraid of honesty.”

“That’s good advice.”

“For a romance writer, you really don’t know how to handle conflict.”

I snort. “It’s my least favorite part to write.”

“Don’t I know it.” Sabrina stands and helps me from her floor. Muffin’s up right after me, nudging my butt cheek with her nose. “Now, let’s get some Chinese takeout while we go over the pages Meredith sent over.”

“Please, please, please can we get those egg rolls again? And that shrimp lo mein?” I clasp my hands together to beg.

“Absolutely. And grab the Tito’s because we need a drink. At least I do. That’s for damn sure. Jesus, you and your fucking drama.”

I start to laugh as I pass her the handle of Tito’s from the counter by the refrigerator. Never did I think we’d be as close as we are, but I am so very grateful for her friendship. All the drama aside, I really don’t know if I would have gotten through half the traumatic events in my life if she wouldn’t have been by my side.

And now she gets to help me get through the next chapter of my life. I hope she’s ready.
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HEATHER

Tonight’s performance was a little choppy. I feel like I kept forgetting to “stay in my feet,” a term one of my drama coaches taught me years and years ago. I used to think she was nuts. Stay in my feet? What the fuck does that even mean? But now, after all the times it’s actually happened to me, I completely understand what she meant when she’d use it. My mind wandered more than a few times to the laundry list of errands I need to run tomorrow, and I had to keep pulling myself back to the stage. Thinking about my therapy session with Annette earlier in the day was not a good thing for Helena to have to go through. I hate when I do that. It doesn’t happen often, but some days, you set the plane to autopilot, and without even realizing it, you’re singing the songs and saying the lines. And before you know it, it’s time for the curtain call. It’s like blinking to attention and realizing you’re no longer on the highway; you drove all the way home and you don’t remember a damn second of it. Being in theater for most of my life now, you’d think I’d finally figure out when to compartmentalize. Unfortunately, you’d be wrong.

Thankfully, I never flubbed a line, and my voice sounded great even after my karaoke shenanigans. I even belted the note at the end of the eleven o’clock ballad for a few seconds longer than normal.

But my damn wandering mind . . .

“You coming for a drink tonight, Heather?” Thomas pokes his head into my dressing room and gives me his best grin. “Daniel is off tonight, so if you’d like to skip⁠—”

“I was already planning on going home and hanging with Hazel tonight. Please, go have gay sex.”

He laughs a stage laugh before blowing me a kiss. “Love ya, babe.”

“Love you,” I shout after him. I look at myself in the mirror. Taking off my performance makeup after a show is always jarring, even after all these years. It’s nice that my face can breathe again, but god, sometimes I look rough. Tonight is no exception, and I’m in no mood at all to go sign autographs.

“Heather?” I hear my name and a knock on the door. “Hey,” my stage dresser says as she enters. “I think you’re in the clear if you just wanna pop out the back. Things have settled at the door.”

“Oh, thank you so much, Jenna. You going home?” I ask only because we live within a block of each other.

“I am,” she sighs. “I’m so tired. Do you want to split a cab?”

“Absolutely. I need to hear how your trip was.”

“You ready now?” She checks her watch. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

I slip on my very old, very worn-out Nikes that have become like an extension of my body and follow her. She’s racing to get out before they start turning off the lights. “You and your fear of the dark,” I joke with a laugh.

“Shut up. You get locked in here when it’s pitch-black with only the ghost light and you see how you feel.”

We both are laughing as we head out into the night. After she hails a cab and we climb in, she lets out another sigh. “I am just so fucking tired, Heather. My god.”

“Are you pregnant? What’s up?”

She looks at me with a lopsided grin.

“Oh my god, you are.”

She gives me a sly nod. “I am.”

“Jenna!” I lunge and pull her into a hug. “That is fantastic news.”

“It’s still really new, so please don’t say anything.” She groans. “Our trip ended up being me with my head in the toilet with morning sickness almost all day long. Morning, my ass. We didn’t even make it to Toronto to see his family. So that’s been a real damper.”

“Oh man, I’m sorry. Your last two made you sick early, too, didn’t they?”

Another groan. “Yes. You’d think for as much as I want children that I’d have an easier pregnancy, but no.”

“You’re a great mom, though. You at least have that going for you.”

She laughs. “Thank goodness, right? What’s been up with you? You seem . . .” She pulls back so she can study me. “Different. Lighter maybe?”

“I haven’t lost a single pound.”

“I meant your soul.” She pushes my shoulder playfully. “Seriously. What’s up? Have you met someone new?”

I don’t answer right away, and she gasps.

“You have.” She covers her mouth. “Where did you meet him?”

“Wait, whoa. I haven’t met a man.”

“Oh, okay. Well, then what’s going on?”

I shrug. “Michael and I started going to lunch together again. Yesterday and today. It’s been . . . interesting. And I sort of met a⁠—”

“Heather, that’s great news!”

I don’t carry on with my sentence because I had this weird feeling that Jenna was going to focus on Michael. She was always his biggest fan.

“I never thought you two were really done.” She shrugs as she looks forward and takes a deep breath. “You just went through too much together. Y’know what I mean?”

“I do, yeah.”

“So happy for you.” She reaches over and holds my hand for a couple seconds before we turn onto her street. “Right here’s good,” she says to the driver.

When we get out, I look down the street toward my apartment. “Thanks for listening, Jenna. You’re a good friend.”

“Lady,” she says as she pulls me into a hug. “Let’s get dinner on one of your nights off. We’ll catch up for real.” She looks at me, her hands on my arms. “’Cause I can tell you’re struggling with something.”

I don’t respond, just give her a nod as I watch her walk toward her building. After a few seconds, I shake my head and head to mine. There’s a bottle of bourbon with my name on it. As I’m walking, I check my phone. I haven’t heard from Thomas or Marjorie yet, which isn’t normal. We always make sure to tell each other when we get home safe. And not that I’m waiting or anything, but I also haven’t heard from Grace at all today. It’s not like I expected to. I just sort of thought, maybe, y’know? Like, maybe she was thinking about me. I certainly haven’t stopped thinking about her. Even if my thoughts have been all over the fucking map, I still haven’t been able to stop.

When I get up to my apartment, Hazel greets me at the door, her toy duck in her mouth. She’s ready to go for a walk, even though I know Josie took her out an hour ago. I don’t even shed my coat, just grab her leash and head back outside with her. Hazel is so happy as we walk, but unexpectedly, at the corner of my block, she stops in her tracks, causing me to look up. I gasp when I see Sabrina and Muffin walking about fifty paces in front of us. She must live close to me. How is that even possible?

And then I see Grace. My heart leaps into my throat. My first instinct is to turn around and act like I didn’t see her because I look awful. I’m so tired, and I’m getting a pimple on my chin. How, in the entire city of New York, does her agent live close to me? And how do I keep running into her? And how in the world do I handle the nerves that appear whenever she’s near me?

My plan to turn and leave is thwarted, though, when Hazel lets out a bark. Both Grace and Sabrina turn to see where the bark came from. I wave as we approach them.

“What are the odds?” I ask with a laugh, hoping they also see the weird irony of the situation.

Grace hasn’t made eye contact with me yet, and because I’m a complete basket case, it sort of hurts my feelings. I have no idea what’s happening between us, but I still want her dark brown eyes to lock onto mine. To tell me this isn’t all in my head. That she feels the same way. That I’m not a basket case. Sabrina says hello first, then lets Hazel and Muffin say their hellos. I can’t get over how Hazel acts around Muffin. She’s gigantic, and Hazel is so tiny, but they seem to like each other, which makes my heart happy.

“It’s so good to see you again, Heather,” Sabrina says. “Do you live near me, or do I have a new stalker?”

I force a laugh. “I was going to ask you the same question.”

“It wouldn’t be me stalking you.” Sabrina laughs, but Grace elbows her in the side.

“I’m not stalking you either,” Grace adds and rolls her eyes at Sabrina. “I’m sorry. I swear.”

I give Grace my most sincere smile, but she’s still not looking at me. “I don’t think you’re stalking me. I promise.”

The weight that seemingly lifts from her shoulders is intense, and I feel bad for even joking. “So, what are you two up to this evening?”

“Just had another marathon brainstorming session.” Sabrina yawns. “I’m so sorry. I’m dead.”

“I was leaving because she’s, like she said, dead.” Grace’s lips finally turn upward into a small smile. “Just waiting on my Lyft.” Hazel is sitting in front of her, looking up at her expectantly. She lets out a tiny growl, and Grace kneels to her level. “What’s up, baby girl?” Hazel places her tiny front paws on Grace’s knees and licks Grace’s nose. “You’re such a little sweetheart.”

“I’m sorry. She doesn’t normally⁠—”

“I really don’t mind,” Grace says.

Just then, a car pulls up, and I hear Grace’s phone ding. My throat starts to tighten. “Grace?”

“Sabrina,” she says as she stands, completely avoiding me. “I’ll call you later?”

Sabrina hugs her and makes eye contact with me. There’s something in the way she looks at me that makes me think Grace has confided in her about what’s been going on between us.

Patience is not my strong suit, so waiting for her to look at me, to acknowledge me, is killing me. She takes a step toward the car before she finally does. “It was nice seeing you,” she says softly.

“Wait,” I say and take a step toward her. She flinches, which makes me want to vomit. What happened between last night and now? What did I do to make this all go wrong? “Don’t leave.”

“My Lyft is here. I have to.”

“No, you don’t. Please, cancel it. Come upstairs with me.” I watch her features as she mulls over my request. She nods at me, finally, and I walk over to the car and knock on the window. When it rolls down, I say, “She’s gonna cancel this one. Sorry for the inconvenience.” He nods and drives away. “Come with me.” I wave at her as I start walking toward my apartment. She’s not following me, so I turn and say, “Please?” Hazel adds a bark that seems to do the trick.

Grace looks at Sabrina, then leans down and kisses Muffin on top of her giant head. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

Sabrina pushes her playfully. “Uh, yeah, you better.”

She jogs up to me. “You gonna pay for that cancellation fee?”

“Sure. I’ll give you the five dollars.”

“It’s eight now.”

“Fine. I’ll give you ten.” I look over at her just as she shoves her hands into the pockets of her jacket. She’s looking down as we walk. “What is going on?” I ask before I turn to go into my building. She’s following me this time, so I feel slightly better. “Did something happen?” After climbing the two flights of stairs, we get to my door, and I look back at her again. “Are you going to talk to me?”

“What do you want me to say?” She shrugs. “Heather, I am so not in a good place mentally for this tonight.”

“Whoa,” I say. I unlock my door and step inside, then look back at her. “Are you coming in?” She waits for a second or two before she finally steps in. I lock the door behind her and slip my shoes off. After I take off my coat, and hang up Hazel’s leash, I reach for her coat. Every movement I make feels like a choreographed routine where the next song is when I confess my undying love for her. She lets me take her coat off, and I hang it next to mine. It smells like her, like jasmine and fabric softener. I walk past her as she is slipping out of her Vans. I notice then that she’s wearing black yoga pants and a heather-gray sweatshirt that says Bartlett for America, 1998.

“West Wing fan?” I motion to her shirt, and she gives me a tiny smile. “Do you want a drink?”

“Yes.” Her answer is quick and to the point. I want to thank her for not beating around the bush like she has been for the rest of our insanely infuriating walk over here.

“Bourbon?”

“Please.”

I grab two glasses from my bar cart and head into my small kitchen to grab the ice balls I always have prepared. They pop when I pour the bourbon over them. I smell the liquor, and it makes me feel calmer almost instantly. I’m hoping it does the same for her.

As I hand her the highball glass, her fingers brush mine. Our eyes finally meet. I wish I could say I can’t physically feel how the sadness in her eyes affects me, but I’d be lying through my teeth. “What is going on?” I ask.

She takes a sip of her bourbon, then another. “Michael Rawlings is your ex-husband, isn’t he?”

I swallow my own sip of bourbon before I answer with, “Uh, yeah. Why?”

“He’s one of my agents. My film rights agent.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“Oh.” It dawns on me. “Are you the author who is getting a movie deal?”

She nods. Slowly. I don’t know why, but looking at her in the dim lighting of my apartment has me feeling as if I’m naked on stage in front of a packed house. A recurring dream I have except I usually have also forgotten my lines. I haven’t forgotten a thing now. I’m remembering everything, every moment since I met Grace Elliott. And I’m just as enamored with her now as I was when I first laid eyes on her. She is simply gorgeous. Then. Now. And every moment in between. Her hair is pulled back into a very small ponytail, and the light makeup she’s wearing is making this another core memory when it comes to her.

“Oh.”

“I know.”

I sit down on one of the stools at my small kitchen island. “Okay. So, what’s the problem?”

She gives me a blank stare before she goes, “Um, seriously?”

“Yes, seriously.”

She sips her bourbon again, then sets it on the countertop next to me. My gaze is glued to her—her hand, her fingers wrapped around the glass, up her arm to her shoulder, jawline, mouth, eyes—before I realize she’s staring at me.

She works her lips back and forth before bursting out with, “You don’t think I planned this?”

I shake my head. “Wasn’t even a thought in my head. Did you plan it?”

She shakes her head. “No. I mean, I came to the show Saturday night because he told me to. But I didn’t plan on seeing you afterward. And I certainly didn’t plan on talking to you.”

“Okay.”

“You don’t think this is a bad idea?”

“Which part?” I arch a brow and lift my chin toward her. “You and me? Or me and him?”

“You and him is clearly a bad idea. It already didn’t work once.”

“Zing,” I say softly as I glance down at my drink. I swirl the liquor around the ice ball. “You’re probably right.”

“Wait,” she says and I glance at her. Her hand outstretched, she shakes her head. “I did not mean it like that. I’m sorry. I think maybe I’m jealous and I have no right.”

“No, you don’t. But I’ll allow the jealousy. This one time.”

Her features soften. “I guess there’s not a problem then.” The agitation in her voice has waned.

“What else is going on? That can’t be the only thing.” I watch her contemplate her answer. She rolls her lips and shrugs. “Try again,” I say softly.

“Do you think it’s smart to start this when he wants you to audition to be Eliza Burke, Heather?”

I spent most of last night reading, so the second she mentions the name I feel my eyes widen. “Wait. That’s the book that’s being turned into a movie?”

She folds her arms across her chest. “Still interested?”

“In you or the role?” I bite my lip.

“Either. Both. I don’t know.” She lets out an exasperated breath. “Look, there’s no need to worry. Okay?”

“Worry about what?” I pick up my bourbon and sip it, keeping my eyes locked on hers the entire time. She licks her lips, and it hits me like a ton of bricks how so very turned on I am by her. That realization, coupled with my anxiety over every thought about her that’s been running through my brain, is starting to wear on me.

She rolls her eyes and lets out a nervous chuckle as she turns and walks away from me, leaving her glass sitting on the counter. “The future, I guess. And what’s going to happen if we do this.”

“Why worry about that now, though?”

“Oh, Heather, I’m always stressing about the future.” I open my mouth to help calm her down but she continues with, “Whether it be a deadline or climate change or that elephants are endangered or whether or not my next book is going to sell enough to pay back my advance. Stress and my anxiety work together. Not well, but hey, not every relationship is a match made in heaven.” She lets out a strangled noise. “And I’m fucking nervous. Really fucking nervous. But at the same time, when I’m around you, I’m the most at ease I’ve been in quite some time. And I have no idea how or why.” She spreads her arms wide and laughs again, as if waiting for the heavens to provide her a lifeline, an answer to why this could possibly be a good idea. She finally plops down on my couch. Hazel instantly jumps onto her lap and starts to lick her face. “You’re adorable,” she whispers as she accepts Hazel’s affection.

I stand and head over to the couch, where I sit next to her. After propping my feet on the ottoman and passing her glass of bourbon over, I look at her. “Are you nervous because of your feelings for me?” My question is bold. So bold. Asking it means crossing a line I’m not even sure exists, but I am dying to know what her answer is. Wondering has begun to feel monotonous. As much as I love the safety and serenity of monotony, I’m ready to set this back and forth a blaze.

She takes the bourbon, and when our eye contact locks, I feel it in my sternum. This time, her fingers linger against mine for a few seconds longer than before. “Yeah,” she whispers. “My feelings for you definitely make me nervous.”

She pulls her hand and her gaze away from mine, and I miss our connection instantly. How selfish of me to ask the question when I have no idea how to respond to her answer. “Would it help if I told you I completely understand?”

“Not really.” She scoffs. “I don’t think you do.”

“Oh, but I do.” The slope of her nose, her jawline, the shape of her full lips are holding my attention now. “Way more than I think you realize.” I see her swallow, see the way her esophagus moves under the thin, pale skin of her neck. Her chest rises with her inhale of oxygen. My eyes are drawn to the swell of her breasts.

“Heather,” she whispers. “I just . . . this is crazy.”

God. This is crazy. This is something I never in a million years would have believed. Not that I’m sitting next to a woman or that I’m excited about it or that three days ago I didn’t even know she existed. It’s that I, Heather McCarthy, the most successful failure I know, might actually be on the other side of healing. My first thoughts aren’t about my broken and bruised heart, but rather, they’re about my heart finally feeling anything at all again. Sadly, there are still days when I want to curl into a ball and cry for days, but there are more days when I finally feel whole, feel like myself again. Thankfully, today I’m feeling the latter. And I really love it. “Hey?”

She leans her head back and sighs. “What?”

“Can I ask you something?”

The corner of her mouth ticks upward the tiniest bit. “Sure.”

Her eyes are still closed. Her eyelashes are so perfect. Jesus. I’m completely obsessed with her, aren’t I? “What’s your favorite movie?”

She lifts her head and lets out a small laugh. “Seriously? The entire world of questions exists, and that’s what you want to know?” She glances at me, waits a few seconds, and then says, “The Big Chill.”

“I had the biggest crush on Kevin Kline when I was younger. And Mary Kay Place.” I smile. Her shoulders relax. “I love that movie, too, by the way.”

“What’s yours?”

I adjust my position on the couch so I’m sitting sideways, facing her. I prop my left arm on the cushion behind me as I continue to study her. “Favorite movie? I’d have to say, The Tide Will Pull You Home.”

The look on her face makes my heart so unbelievably happy. “Heather,” she says. “That’s really nice of you but come on.”

“I mean, the main actress is so amazing. What’s her name?” I snap my fingers, pretending to rack my brain. “Some Broadway chick. Heather Mc-something?”

“Oh my god.” She’s laughing now. The sound of her laughter could be a new drug.

“Got you to lighten up, though, didn’t I?”

She lets out a deep breath as she leans her head back, turns, and looks at me again. “Yeah, you did. Thank you.”

Something inside of me is encouraging me to reach over and touch her. So I listen. When my fingers land on the top of her hand, her eyes leave mine and glance down. She bites her lip. “My favorite movie is Chicago,” I say softly. “I am a musical theater nerd, after all.”

“I do love Chicago.”

“But I also have a soft spot for When Harry Met Sally.”

She turns her hand over. Our fingers mingle, and within the span of a few seconds, one of the most erotic moments of my entire life is happening. “What about You’ve Got Mail?”

“Love it,” I whisper.

“And While You Were Sleeping.” She licks her lips again before she looks into my eyes. “What about your favorite song?”

“That’s a little more difficult,” I answer. “I’m a Fleetwood Mac girl. I’d probably have to say ‘Dreams.’ But I also love ‘Free’ by Florence + The Machine.”

“You listen to Florence?” The joy in her voice makes my heart hurt.

“I love Florence. What about your favorite song?”

Without a second’s hesitation, she says, “‘State of Grace.’” She shrugs. “Sung by you, of course.”

“What was it before hearing me?”

She smiles. “‘Sweet Thing’ by Van Morrison.”

“That song is so lovely.” I run my index finger from her wrist, down the length of her palm.

“Favorite musical?”

I can feel the smile on my face in my cheeks. “Aside from the one I’m in?”

“Second favorite, then.”

“Honestly, I don’t know if I can pick.” I chuckle as I run my free hand through my hair. I’ve suddenly become self-conscious. “Which might sound bananas, but god, like I told you, I’ve been in love with theater since, well, forever. I’ve watched and studied and dissected hundreds of musicals. I am the epitome of a nerd. From Funny Girl to Cabaret to Wicked to Hamilton to all the shows in between. I love them all.” I finally glance at Grace. Her eyes are filled with tears. “What? Oh god, what? Are you okay?”

“I wish you could see how happy you are when you talk about theater,” she says softly. “You take my breath away.”

“Oh, Grace.” I sink further into the couch and sigh. “I thought I’d done something wrong.”

“Absolutely not.” She sighs. “You’re perfect.”

I bite my tongue because my standard answer to that statement is always, hardly. “Do you have a favorite musical?”

“You mean aside from Can’t Make You Love Me?”

I groan. “Nice answer.”

She lets out a small laugh. “Honestly, I’m a sucker for Rent. It was the very first musical I ever saw and I’ve seen it four or five times since and I just . . .I love it. I love everything about it.”

“Did you see it when Idina was in it?”

“I love how you’re on a first name basis with Idina Menzel.”

“Oh, please, we go way back.”

She gasps. She blinks a few times. “Don’t fuck with me, Heather. Are you friends with Idina?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.”

“Um, yes, I would, thank you.”

“No,” I start to laugh. “We know each other but no, we do not hang out.”

“Jesus Christ. My heart.” She pats her chest over her heart. She breaks character, though and I can’t help the laughter that bubbles out of me.

“You’re delightful. You know that?”

She shrugs, a tiny smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I just really like talking to you. You have this uncanny ability to calm me down.”

“You’re so . . .” I stop myself from continuing because, truth be told, I have no idea what I even want to say to her. None of this should surprise me. She told me point-blank that she wanted to learn about me, everything about me, and now I’m telling her things, intimate details about my life that I never thought I’d share with her or, hell, with anyone again. Sharing means letting someone see the banged-up version of Heather McCarthy. The one with her heart in a brace because it is still so very afraid to play a full-contact game again without the support. Within the span of a few wonderful moments, she’s become my favorite person, and my brain is struggling to keep up with the sudden rush of energy from my sidelined heart. “If you were going to be trapped on a desert island, what three books would you want with you?”

“That’s really what you were going to say?”

My cheeks are on fire. “No.”

“What were you going to say then?”

I take a breath, quickly, and without a second thought say, “You’re so much more than I thought you’d be.” It’s her turn to blush now and, goddamn, that pink in her cheeks is so beautiful.

“Heather,” she says softly.

“I don’t do this with just anyone.” I shrug. “You say I calm you down?”

She blinks and licks her lips, the lips I cannot stop thinking about.

“You make me want to let you in. You make me want to let you know everything. I want you to break me wide open and understand all of my eccentricities. There isn’t a single part of you that scares me, except the part where I know you’re going to leave and I’m going to have to figure out how to go back to how things were before you. I want to give myself over to you. And the thought of that . . . yeah . . . wow. And maybe it also scares me that I’m feeling all this by myself.”

“You’re not alone in this. I can guarantee that you also rev me up.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Oh yeah.”

“You scare the shit out of me.” I lift my free hand and move my hair out of my face. “In a really fantastic way.”

“Tell me . . . how do I scare the shit out of you?”

It’s my turn to feel nervous, to be stressed about the future. “It’s been forever since I’ve been scared of messing up, of saying the wrong thing, of moving too fast or too slow or, hell, of not moving at all. Things with Michael were amazing until they just . . . weren’t. I’m still wondering where it went wrong, whose fault it was . . . and why, out of the two of us, I’m still the one who is afraid of being whole again.” I shake my head, take a sip of my drink, and suck a breath in to soothe the burn of the liquor. “There aren’t many things in this world that scare me, Grace, but this? You and me and whatever is happening? It scares me.”

“He really hurt you, didn’t he?” She whispers her question, but before I can answer, she adds, “It makes me hate him.”

“Oh, you absolute sweetheart.” I laugh lightly, and she joins in, even though a part of me knows she’s dead serious. “We hurt each other, I’m afraid.”

“I know I’m second-guessing things left and right, too, and I can’t promise that we won’t hurt each other, but I can promise that I will try not to, okay?”

“I promise, too.”

“Okay, the books . . .” She looks down as she switches back to my earlier question. “The Horse Whisperer, The Time Traveler’s Wife, and The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo.” Her eyes flit up to mine. “You?”

“To Kill a Mockingbird. And that’d be it. I’ll just read the books you bring.”

“Oh, so we’re on this island together?” She chuckles. “I don’t think I’ll be doing a lot of reading.”

“What will you be doing then?”

She doesn’t answer. Just shrugs, a small smile on her perfect lips.

“You have a level of restraint I’ve never experienced before. I’m impressed.”

“It comes with the territory.”

“What territory is that?”

“Liking women I haven’t got a shot in hell with.”

My mind is racing. I’m so confused, so intrigued, so scared, so excited, so . . . everything. Do I tell her that I won’t push her away? That she has a shot, a really good shot. “You have more of a shot than you realize in this case.”

All of a sudden, she leans forward and stands up. Her hands are balled into fists. “Can I use your bathroom?”

“Of course. Down the hallway, first door on your left.”

I run my fingers through my hair again after I watch her disappear down the hallway. Talk about mixed signals. Here I thought I’d be the one giving them, but she’s cornered the market. Hazel has followed her to the bathroom, and I can hear her scratching at the door. “Hazel, baby, let her use the bathroom in peace.” I chuckle because she’s just so cute, and I’m so happy that she likes Grace.

I grab the remote off the coffee table and turn the TV on, quickly picking a music station I think will help calm both of our nerves. I put on Tedeschi Trucks Band and hope for the best. Susan Tedeschi starts singing “Midnight in Harlem,” and I feel my stress level dissipate. The door of the bathroom opens, and I hear Hazel jumping around Grace as she walks back into the living area.

“I should probably get out of your hair,” she mumbles.

“Oh.” My heart clenches. “Did I, um, do something wrong? Are you okay?”

“God, no, you did nothing wrong.” She is clenching her hands into fists, but then she relaxes them. They’re shaking like leaves, though. “I, god, I thought I was going to have a panic attack.” A nervous chuckle springs out of her and her eyes have filled with tears. “But I didn’t, which is great, but not normal, so I’m not sure how to handle that. Probably sounds like an excuse but I assure you, it is not.” She moves the stray strands of hair around her face to behind her ears. If “nervous wreck” could be a person, it’d be Grace Elliott, standing in my living room freaking out because she’s done what has probably for years felt like an impossible achievement. “I’ve, um, I’ve never really been able to head them off at the pass like that before.”

“Escaping a panic attack is no small feat.”

She looks at me. “Wait. You, too?”

I nod. “For most of my life. I think my first one was at seven. They’re a pain in the ass.”

She takes a breath, gives me a small smile, and says, “I had no idea that you . . .”

I shrug, as if it’s no big deal when in actuality, my struggle with anxiety, with imposter syndrome, with my inner critic, and the subsequent trauma from those things has been a defining journey in my life. “I hide it well. And I’ve done a lot of therapy to learn how to handle it. A lot, a lot, a lot of therapy.” The smile I offer her is the kindest one I have ever given to another person. “I’m not going anywhere. Not sure if that helps you or hinders you⁠—”

“I should be going.”

“Oh.” Not the answer I was expecting. I glance at the clock over the mantle. It’s almost midnight. “Yeah, I guess it is pretty late.”

“This has been really lovely, though. Thank you,” she says as she slips her Vans on and grabs her coat. “For the bourbon and the conversation.”

I’m standing a few feet away from her now, unsure what to do. Do I hug her? Or do I let her leave? “You’re welcome. Seriously, anytime.”

She is reaching for the door, then stops and bends down to pet Hazel. Even if I wasn’t already feeling a lot of strong feelings for this woman, her doing that would have amplified every last one of them. “You be a good girl for your mama,” she says quietly. The way she is with Hazel literally has me standing there with my injured reserve list heart in my hands, ready to hand it over and not question another second of this, whatever this is.

She straightens and goes for the door again. My hands are aching. All I want to do is pull her into my arms, tell her that it’s okay, that I’ve got her, that I get her, that I want to be there for her. But she’s opening the door, stepping through it, and closing it behind her before I can summon the courage to move. I lay my hand on the door, wait one second, two, three, before I lock the deadbolt and sigh. A missed opportunity, for sure.

A knock raps on the door, scaring the shit out of me. I let out a yelp and grab my heart. “What the hell?” I peer through the peephole. Grace is standing there, so I unlock the door and whip it open. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry.” She steps toward me.

Her hands cradle my face, her lips crash into mine, and for the first time in a very long time, my sidelined heart begins to feel like maybe it has a purpose again.


SCENE NINE


GRACE

Heather tastes like bourbon and wildly stupid decisions.

But if there’s a heaven, I know for a fact that this, kissing her, feeling her, tasting her, smelling her, is what my heaven would be. The only bad part is that I’m pretty sure this entire situation has caused my legs to go numb. I can’t feel them, and yet I somehow manage to walk her backward far enough that I can kick the door closed behind me. Her hands are on my hips, her fingers lightly digging into my flesh. The warmth of her saliva, the smell of her facial lotion, the tiny whimpers she keeps making, all of it is mixing together to create one of the best kisses I have ever experienced. I only hope that when I write about kisses, my characters feel like this . . .

I’ve written so many kisses. So many. And for whatever reason, I’ve also kissed a lot of people, which might sound like I’ve been around the block a few times. While that’s not entirely false, it’s mainly because, years and years and years ago, I was a young, hot lesbian in my prime. I ended up kissing quite a few ladies. I’m not complaining. I had a hell of a time during my twenties.

But this kiss?

This kiss with Heather fucking McCarthy?

Holy fucking shit.

Heather is scrambling to push my coat down my arms, her lips never breaking from mine. I move my hands from her face and help her, stripping the coat from my body and tossing it onto the floor. Her eyes are so dark, so filled with desire as she backs me against the now-closed door. I gently pull her back to me, our lips finding each other’s with ease. I press my fingertips into the base of her skull, and she moans into my mouth. I bite down on her lip.

“What the fuck? Why did we wait so long to do this?” Her questions come out of her, low and seductive, before she starts kissing me again.

I chuckle into her. “Because I was afraid you didn’t want this.”

“I’d be an idiot if I didn’t want this. We should have done it last night. I should have never left you.” She presses her body against mine before she slowly slides her warm hands under my sweatshirt. A stark contrast from the first time we met. I know mine were so cold at the time, but so were hers. And now she has her hands on my stomach, on the small of my back, on my sides, branding my flesh with a fever dream. My brain is having a hard time comprehending this. Is it really happening? Or did I pass out in the back seat of a Lyft?

“You’re with me now.” I whisper my words against her delicious lips. “Focus on that, and focus on this.” I move my hand down and cup it against her center, the warmth radiating through her yoga pants.

“Jesus,” she gasps. “You’re good at this.”

Her words against my lips allow the scorching heat in my veins to course up, into my throat, cheeks, brain. She pushes her tongue into my mouth and presses it against mine. The sensation rips through my body. My knees feel like one false move, and they could buckle. My entire body is tingling.

It’s fan-fucking-tastic.

“You feel so good,” she whispers as I lightly stroke her warmth over the safety of her pants. “Can we . . . go to my bedroom?”

“Yes.”

She breaks from me and grabs my hand, pulling me through her dimly lit apartment. A thousand thoughts are flying through my brain.

What is Michael going to do when this gets out?

Will it get out?

Is this just a fling?

It doesn’t feel like a fling.

It feels like something much deeper.

Will she taste as good as she smells?

How will she sound when I get her to moan my name?

Am I going to break her heart?

Is she going to break my heart?

The lamp next to her bed is on, allowing just enough light into the room. I feel her behind me, feel her wrap her arms around me, and then she slips her hands under my sweatshirt again. I reach for the bottom of it and pull it up and over my head. I may be a nervous wreck most of the time, but right now I feel so completely at ease with her. She does something to my nervous system, something I didn’t know was possible. She lightly traces the white outline of my bra with her fingertips, kisses my bare shoulder blades, my spine.

She breathes in deeply at the nape of my neck. “You smell incredible.”

“You feel incredible.”

“Your skin,” she whispers. “It’s so soft.” Her voice is filled with astonishment. She lightly drags her nails down my back, and chills erupt over my entire body. “Are you sure this is okay?” Her question is so soft, so sincere. “If it’s not, we can stop.” She kisses my spine again.

“Shouldn’t I be asking you that question?” I turn to look over my shoulder at her. “What if this backfires in both of our faces?”

She moves until she’s standing in front of me, her eyes never leaving mine. “I’ve had too many regrets in my life, Grace. I don’t want to regret not doing this with you.”

“You know that if this happens, you’re never going to be able to get me out of your head.” I’m not cocky by nature, but I know what this is. I know what it feels like. The next step we take is going to throw us into a tailspin of passion. I want her to be ready for it.

She raises her brows, a small smile on her perfect lips. “I am counting on it.”

That’s the moment when something inside me throws every ounce of be careful out the window. I pull her into me; my lips collide with hers. What starts out fueled by determination quickly shifts to driven by desire. She kisses me deeply, and my heart, my brain, my soul—everything in my body—slips into place. Have I seriously spent my entire life believing this kind of connection didn’t exist except for the times I wrote it into existence?

I reach down and pull her sweater up until she breaks from our kiss and pulls it over her head, revealing a maroon-colored bra. I swear to god I don’t want to make a sound, but all of my restraint has gone out the window right along with be careful. “Holy fuck,” I mumble as I lean my head down and kiss her cleavage, her breasts, her soft laughter spurring me on. “Your body is ridiculous.”

She steps back from me, hooks her thumbs into the waistband of her yoga pants, and, with her right eyebrow arched, starts to push them down, over her hips, her ass, her thighs, her calves, until she steps out of them and drops them onto the floor.

“Is that . . . a thong?” I motion to her hips.

She nods.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I say as I lunge at her. I pull her into me, kiss her deeply as I grip her bare ass cheeks before I move my hand and slip it beneath the waistband of her thong to her already wet center. “I need these off. Now.” I start to pull them down her legs before I push her playfully back onto the bed. She falls, laughing the entire time, before I settle between her thighs. She’s glistening in the light. It’s been a hot minute since I’ve had sex, sadly. I pray I’m not rusty as I lean closer and place my mouth on her wetness. Her slick juices taste so fucking good. I moan into her, which causes a vibration she seems to enjoy. I quickly wet two of my fingers before I gently push them inside of her. She gasps, lets out a deep moan, and I start to thrust into her, softly at first while I flick her hard clit.

Within what feels like a few seconds, I hear her say, “Oh, holy shit, I’m going to come.”

Well, well, well. Guess who isn’t rusty after all? I keep going, applying the same pressure with my tongue while gently pushing into her, pulling out of her, my fingers curled to hit the spot I know will get her there.

She arches her back, pressing herself harder into me. “Grace, oh my god, yes.” Her voice is loud, her hands are fisted around her off-white comforter, and her hips have lifted off the mattress. She is clenched around my fingers, and I can feel every single pulse of her orgasm. Of all the times I’ve had sex in my life, this is the first time I’ve ever almost started crying because of how it felt to feel and hear what I did to her.

And just when I think she’s done, I must touch her in a way that gets her to come again because she shouts my name. I keep sucking on her, flicking her, loving her, because getting her to climax is quite possibly the only thing I want to do for the rest of my life. Her hips finally return to the mattress after a few more seconds of a paralyzing orgasm. She lets out a laugh, then covers her mouth as a sob escapes.

I crawl up to her, removing my fingers as tenderly as possible, which causes her to moan again from behind her hand. “Heather, are you okay?” She’s crying, her hand still over her mouth as she shakes her head. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

She grabs me and pulls me into her, hugging me as tightly as I’ve ever been hugged before. “I’ve never . . . oh god, Grace.” She’s trying to speak, but each word is cut off by a stifled sob.

“Shh,” I whisper before I place a soft kiss next to her ear. “I’ve got you.” I hold her until I finally feel her shaking subside.
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HEATHER

Holy shit, I’m super fucking embarrassed. Not only did I not think I was going to fall into bed with Grace, but I was also entirely too loud during sex with her and I started crying afterward. Just great. What a turnoff that has to be for her.

I look at myself in the mirror of my bathroom, feeling incredibly stupid. I had to escape to pull myself together. Every time I tried to speak to her, I started crying again.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” I whisper to my reflection. I unsurprisingly have no answers for myself.

While I’m clueless about my embarrassment, I’m not when it comes to the apprehension I’m feeling. It’s been a minute since anything like this has happened to me, and when I say a minute, I mean years. And when I say anything, yes, I mean sex with a woman, but I also mean sex with someone I have this intense connection and attraction to. The last time I had sex with a woman, I was healing from my first divorce. Now, here I am, having sex with a woman after my second divorce, but this time, everything feels inherently different. Grace and how easy this has been makes me think that whatever is happening right now might be exactly what I need to happen. Maybe I needed her to come into my life right after my bombed performance to show me that I’m not awful, I’m a damn good talent, and I’m also still super sexy and fun and can participate in exciting things. Like having hot sex with a woman I find so incredibly attractive.

I stand up straight and look down at my naked body. I may be bigger than I used to be, but at least I still look good. I put my hand on the doorknob, take a deep breath, and open it. Grace is sitting on the edge of my bed, her elbows on her knees, her entire face covered with worry. She stands immediately. She’s still half-clothed, which is a fucking tragedy. I need to remedy that.

“Are you okay?”

I walk over and pull her into a searing kiss. It’s all I can think to do to make her see that she did absolutely nothing wrong.

She pulls back from me, a smile on her face. “That seems like the answer is yes.”

I lean in and place my lips on hers again. I want to tell her how grateful I am for her. I want to whisper all the reasons why against her gorgeous lips. I want to tell her that I like her way more than I ever thought possible. I want to tell her that I want to fall in love with her. I want to tell her while she’s making me come. I want to tell her while I make her come. But I can’t. It’s impossible to want to love her so soon. I may move at the speed of light, but I refuse to let this careen out of control like my other relationships have.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Her question is soft against my lips.

“I swear.” I kiss her once, twice, three times, before I pull back slightly. “I wish I could tell you exactly what happened back there, but I don’t even know how to put it into words. You just . . .” My breath catches as she runs her fingertips along my jawline. “I promise, when I can articulate it, you’ll be the first to know.”

I slip my thumbs under the waistband of her pants and panties and start to push them down, over her hips. I pause before I slide them over her ass and wag my eyebrows at her. She descends into giggles, and I swear to god I feel the happiness it causes in every single square inch of my body. After I remove her pants, I drag my nails up her bare legs, her thighs, her ass. She’s . . . wow . . . from the curves of her hips, to the smooth, soft skin of her stomach, to her very full breasts, the word breathtaking doesn’t even do her justice. I undo her bra single-handedly, which makes her laugh again.

“Wow, that’s impressive.”

“I practiced that a lot on the girl I slept with in college.”

“You’re full of surprises, you know that?”

“Just wait, my dear. Just wait.” My eyes are drawn instantly to her breasts. How is she so perfect? Also, how did I go the last however many years of my life not doing this with women? Seeing her like this has me standing way too close to an emotional meltdown. She’s vulnerable and nervous, but she’s here with me, marching into this unknown territory side by side. It makes that feeling of love for her simmer even more. I turn her around so I can kiss her shoulders again, her spine, press my bare breasts against her back. I gently push her so she’s bending over, her hands on my bed, as I run my hand down her ass, between her legs, to her wetness. “Well now, someone is excited.”

“Y’think?” She looks over her shoulder at me. I dip my fingers inside of her, and she gasps. I do it again and again until they’re coated with her. It’s so funny to me that I’ve not had sex with a woman in more than fifteen years, yet every part of this is coming back to me. Just like riding a bike. It’s not surprising, of course. I knew what I was doing then, and I know what I want now. Putting those two things together will surely result in success. Everything about Grace is so real, so authentic. My need to show her how much I appreciate that is almost palpable.

When I push two fingers inside of her and she presses back into me, I feel the sensation deep in the pit of my stomach. Doing this with her feels so natural and so fucking erotic that it’s hard for me to keep my synapses firing properly. One wrong move and I might pass out.

“Get on the bed,” I purr next to her ear after I press myself against her again. “Please.”

She doesn’t hesitate, just does exactly as I’ve told her. “Stomach or back?”

“On your back, please.”

She rolls over onto her back, propping herself up with her elbows, and smiles at me. “What are you going to do to me?”

I’m kneeling between her legs as I place my hands on her shins. “I want to remember every second of this.” My answer comes out as a whisper, and I realize I’m getting emotional again.

“Come here,” she whispers. “Now.”

I crawl up her body and straddle her hips, press my own wetness against her, and lean down to kiss her. I break the kiss and start making my way down, along her jawline, down her neck, to her sternum. Her nipples are erect and feel absolutely amazing in my mouth as I suck them, flick them, bite them gently, which elicits a moan from her. I can’t handle how much I love hearing her. I also can’t handle how much I love her breasts. The fullness of them, the creamy color, her small, dark-pink areolas, the tautness of her nipples. I just . . . “Wow.”

“What?”

“I forgot how much I love boobs.”

She laughs, low and sexy. “You’re absolutely delightful, you know that?”

I nip lightly, and she lets out the sexiest sound I have ever heard. She whispers my name, and I look up at her.

“Can you come here, real quick?”

I laugh. “Real quick?”

“Yes, please,” she says, and when I move back up to face her, she pulls me into a kiss filled with so much passion, longing, desire, that it practically takes my breath away.

I move my hand down her stomach, over her pubic bone, to her warm center and push my fingers into her as we kiss. She gasps, breaks away, and leans her head back, which gives me perfect access to her neck. When I thrust into her again, she spreads her legs wider.

“You’re good at this.” Her breathless compliment makes me smile.

“It’s not, as you say, my first rodeo.”

She pulls me back into a kiss just as I feel her tighten around me. Her hand slams onto the bed, gripping the comforter. I break from the kiss so I can watch her come, see the way the muscles in her neck flex, the veins along her temple enlarge, the way her jaw clenches as she arches her back. Goddamn, she is so fucking sexy.

Breathless, she starts to relax, and a low laugh spills from her. “Holy shit, Heather.”

“You okay?”

She laughs again. “Am I okay? Uh, yes, I am very, very, very okay.” She gasps when I move my fingers inside of her, though. “Fu-u-uuuck.”

“You’re so beautiful,” I whisper as I pull out of her and push back in. She moans again as her muscles tighten around my fingers. “I want you to come again.”

“If you keep doing that, I’m going to.”

“Oh yeah?” I do it again, and again, before I pull out completely and start to massage her clit. Within what feels like seconds, she’s coming, and I feel like I just won the Powerball.

She opens her eyes. “What are you grinning at?” Her voice is so sultry that it makes me tingle all over.

I lie down next to her and place my hand flat on her stomach. “I was just thinking about how I went from being a little worried that I had forgotten how to do this with a woman to not doing half bad. I’m kind of proud of myself.”

A low scoff is her response. “You’re joking, right? ‘Not doing half bad’? You are very talented, Ms. McCarthy. You must have practiced on yourself at least a few times.”

I lean over and kiss her bare shoulder. “I was married to a man for years. I practiced on myself more than a few times, my dear.”

She rolls toward me, pulling me into her until our naked bodies are pressed together. “I’m going to fall so hard for you. I hope you know that.”

I wish I could say that her incredibly sweet declaration doesn’t make my body tense. She feels it, too, so I feel even worse about it. It’s not that I don’t feel the same way. I do! I’m just so worried that rushing the first act again will result in a horrible third act.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “You’re amazing.”

“Don’t apologize.” I kiss her forehead, and when I pull back to look at her, I realize my eyes have welled with tears. “I feel the same way, Grace.”

She hugs me close again, and this time, I let myself cry.


SCENE TEN


HEATHER

When I wake up at seven, she’s gone. I have no idea when she left. I don’t usually sleep that soundly, so I’m shocked I didn’t hear her. So here I am, lying on my bed, still naked, nestled under my comforter, staring at my ceiling, waiting for the feeling of regret to fill me up. Surprisingly, though, regret is the furthest thing from my mind. All lying there staring at the ceiling does is make me think about the events of last night.

God, last night.

Last night was a lot, and the part about waking up alone that sucks is that all I want to do is talk to Grace about it. I want to go over every detail, maybe reenact some of the best parts, like when she pulled me to the edge of the bed and made me come so hard my leg cramped.

I don’t know if it’s because I like her so much or if I just really like having sex, but last night, holy shit…

The first time I had sex with a woman was in college. It was fun. Of course it was. I was young, and she was the TA for one of my many acting classes. She was bold and exciting, and her long, dark hair was so gorgeous. The memory of her kneeling in front of me, tying it back into a ponytail before she went down on me, is still vivid in my mind.

That situationship lasted for the rest of college. We weren’t together, but we fucked. A lot. And it was amazing. Even while I was messing around with one of my castmates. I had a lot of fun in college.

Then I moved to the city and met the man, the director, who would become my first ex-husband.

After that horrible divorce, I was in a weird but hot relationship with a married woman. I met her at a coffee shop in Orlando when I was on my first national tour. She was blonde and sexy and completely enamored with me. During a month-long break from the tour, she escaped to the city and stayed with me. We barely left the apartment. I’m pretty sure I fell in love with her, but she left at the end of the month, and I never heard from her again.

I met Michael six months after. He came to a show, approached me, we started dating, he started representing me, and then he married me. Wham, bam, thank ya, ma’am.

Oh, I was so in love with him. He saved me from myself. We were perfect together.

Until we weren’t.

I grab my phone from the charger to see if Grace texted me.

The only communication she has left is a single Break a leg today and tonight, McCarthy.

I feel myself smiling, even though I wish there was more. My phone buzzes, and I see that it’s another text from her.

I’m sorry I left without waking you. I had an early meeting I hadn’t prepared for. If you have time before or after the matinee, I’d love to see you.

Instead of texting, I decide to do something completely unlike me and call her. After the third ring, my heart is beating rapidly, and I start to regret my decision. She answers, though, with a, “Is this the woman who knows Idina Menzel?”

My cheeks are literally aching from my big-ass grin. “Oh my god,” I say with a laugh. “You’d better be joking.”

Her laughter is so lovely. “I am, I promise. Hi, gorgeous.”

“Hi there. I figured it’d be easier to call.”

“It’s really nice to hear your voice.”

“It’s really nice to hear yours, too.” I reach over and pet Hazel as she lifts her head to check out why I’m awake and who I’m talking to. “Wake me up next time, please.”

She lets out a small mmm. “There’ll be a next time?”

“Yes. My god, yes.” I run my free hand through my hair. I can see myself in the mirror across the room. I’m still grinning. “If I don’t have time today, can we see each other again tonight?”

“Of course,” she says softly. “I have a dinner meeting tonight with the production company about the movie. I don’t know how long it’ll go.”

“Well, well! Now that’s impressive.” I laugh. “You’re going to get all big and famous, and then I’ll be your fan.”

“Oh, please. I’ll always be your fan.” Her comment is so sweet. “I wish you could go with me to the meeting. I’m so nervous, and you, for some weird reason, make me feel really confident and calm.”

“Now that’s a great compliment,” I say. “If I didn’t have a show, I’d absolutely go with you. But you can come over after and tell me all about it.”

“It might have been weird if I showed up with you anyway.” She sighs. “Y’know, since Michael is going to be there.”

I bark out a laugh. “That would definitely stir up some questions.”

She waits a few seconds before she asks, “Are you sure about all of this?”

“I am, which is unlike me, but something about you feels right.” I look at Hazel. “And Hazel wants you to come over again, too.”

Grace coos into the receiver. “How can I say no to Hazel?”

“You can’t. That’s what’s so great about her. And about me.”

“You’re far more impressive than a simple ‘great.’” I hear her inhale. “I can’t stop thinking about you. Or last night.”

“God,” I breathe out. “Same. You really know your way around my body.”

She chuckles softly. “I’d still be learning the map if I was there right now.”

“Oh yeah?” I slip my hand beneath the covers and touch myself. “You’d be pleased to know I’m still very wet.”

“Jesus Christ.” She groans. “I wish I was there so badly.”

“Me too.”

“This is unfair.” There’s a small whine at the end of her sentence. “I need to get inside to a meeting.”

“Okay . . .”

“Heather?”

“Yeah?”

“I love the sound of your voice. I hope that’s not too forward to say.”

My heart has clenched in my chest but not in a way that frightens me. In a way that exhilarates me. “Grace, it’s not too forward at all.”

“Good. I’ll text you.”

“I hope so.”

“Bye, Heather McCarthy,” she says, and I can tell she’s grinning.

After my goodbye, I drop my phone next to me onto the bed. My heart is racing, I am smiling, and I’m in one of the best moods I’ve been in in quite some time. And it all has to do with her. The territory I am flying into is so very dangerous, and I do not give a fuck.
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GRACE

I’ve been nervous before. Hell, I was nervous last night. Not in the same type of way, of course, but yeah, last night had my nerves running at full force. I’d like to think that they helped my performance, though.

Tonight, on the other hand, is a wildly different experience. I’ve never enjoyed sitting across from bigwigs. Before writing became my career, I was a marketing whiz for a large firm in Chicago. I sat in front of important people all the time. I convinced them of things that, at the time, I didn’t even believe. But now? Now I have to convince people to like my characters, and by extension, also me. Considering I don’t like myself most of the time, it’s becoming a harder and harder sell. It should feel similar to my marketing job—“Like this product! I promise it’s good! Even though I hate it!”—but selling myself only makes me realize what an imposter I am.

“We are so excited about The Tide Will Pull You Home. It’s a phenomenal book, and it’s no wonder it took the world by storm.” Teresa Pratt, the director of new projects for Sunlight Motion Pictures, raps on the table with her knuckles. “This meeting isn’t a meeting so much as a celebratory dinner. We just want you to know how honored we are that you’ve chosen us to produce this gem.”

I glance at Michael, then Sabrina, before I look at Teresa. “I mean, you all were instrumental in my decision. I admire the owner of Sunshine Pictures and love that she has all-female teams working on her movies. It means a lot to me, especially because this book is very important to me.”

“Yes, agreed.” Caden Tally smiles at me as she lifts her drink. “I’m sure you’re aware, but Ryan, our founder, loves working with authors, including on their future books. Now that we’ve established this connection with Sabrina and Michael here, we’re really looking forward to working with you in the future.” She sips, then with wide eyes finishes with, “Of course, if you’re up for it.”

I almost choke. They have no idea how this movie is going to go, and they already want to talk about the next one? “Wait, you’re serious?”

“Listen,” Caden says as she leans forward. “We all know you’re only going to get better and better as time goes on. I have a good feeling that this is going to be a wonderful partnership. And Ryan has loved all of your back-catalog, as well.”

“Well, her next one will be out in a month,” Sabrina interjects. “Emotional Mess will absolutely be another bestseller. I can almost guarantee it.”

Teresa chuckles. “Well, I already love the title. What do you say, Grace? Are you interested in making this official? You write the best-sellers and we make them into movies? A partnership of sorts.”

All the blood has drained from my face. I’m sure of it because I’m so lightheaded I might pass out. “That is definitely something I will need to talk to my agent about.” I reach over to Sabrina sitting next to me and squeeze her leg.

“Yes, yes, we can discuss all of this if you’re all really serious, of course.” Sabrina is trying to temper her excitement, just like I was. I can tell.

“We don’t typically joke around about deals.” Caden is smiling at me. “Ryan Sommers is going to pursue you no matter what. She wants to make movies by women, about women, for women. And your books are just that.”

“Of course, she realizes they’re going to all be LGBTQ+-focused, right? Because I refuse to change a woman into a man for the audience.” I feel it’s an important topic to talk about now apparently because I blurted that out without even contemplating the answer.

“And you don’t think we need more stories about us?” Teresa shrugs. “Seriously. The last thing we need is another lesbian period piece where they either die or don’t end up together. We want to be part of that change. Ryan does, Caden does, and so do I.”

“She’s obviously just stunned,” Michael mansplains.

I laugh. “As the only man at the table, you should probably just keep your lips zipped.”

He gives me his best forced laugh before he clams up. “Sorry. You’re right.”

I wait a second, two, three, before I glance again at Sabrina. “We need to discuss this, right?” I’m trying to sound like I’m still in control, but I’m ready to jump head first.

Sabrina clears her throat. “We will need to go over the contract, of course.”

“Understandable.” Teresa smiles. “So, you’re in?”

I lick my lips. “Yeah, I’m in.”

“You are?” Teresa and Cade ask in unison.

“I am.”

Sabrina reaches over and grabs my hand under the table. We both squeeze each other at the same time. One of the best lessons I’ve learned is to not seem too excited about anything at the table where the deal was made. Things always change, but also, it’s important to not seem like they’ve just rescued you. You’ve rescued them. Without me, they’d have to keep looking for content. Period. I don’t really believe that. I think they’re out of their minds for offering this to me. I don’t deserve this, do I? There are so many other authors out there who are doing the damn thing and doing it a hell of a lot better than me. Oh god. Here comes the downward spiral. I can feel it. Ugh, ugh, ugh.


SCENE ELEVEN


HEATHER

I’ve never been so on for back-to-back shows. The standing ovation at the seven o’clock show went on for three solid minutes.

Thomas and Marjorie try to convince me to go out for drinks with them after, but I decline. It’s hard to decline without an excuse, though, so I tell them Michael is coming over. Both of them give me weird faces, and Marjorie says, “That is a horrible reason to bail on us.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Ehh, I don’t know if you want me to tell you what I mean,” she answers.

Thomas’ face says it all, but his words help him elaborate. “She can’t stand him. Thinks he’s a scumbag.”

“Thomas,” Marjorie hisses. “What the hell?”

Little did I know that she can’t stand Michael. Until that moment, I thought she just kept her opinions to herself.

“Well? You might as well be honest with her.” Thomas leans against the counter in my dressing room as I remove the layers of makeup caked on my face and neck. “I’m just worried he’ll hurt you again. That’s all.”

Them being honest with me makes me want to be honest with them, but I can’t find a way to say that I invited Grace over and it has nothing to do with Michael. Their reaction to that may be better than their reaction to Michael, but I don’t want to risk it.

They both apologize for their far-from-peppy pep talk, and I tell them it’s fine. It’s not like I’m unaware of my stupidity.

I’m so sorry we couldn’t meet up between shows. Would you be available to come over again tonight? When I type that out to Grace, outside the stage door, I half expect her not to respond. I don’t know why I keep second-guessing everything with her, but I absolutely am. Her response to my text, though, is perfectly her.

Absolutely yes, without a doubt.

So when there’s a knock on my door as soon as I get Hazel back inside, my stomach drops. I look at myself in the mirror over the tiny table I have next to the door. Everything about me screams “I’m so fucking tired,” but I don’t care. Being excited to see someone after the last few years feels fantastic.

When I swing open the door, though, all the oxygen in my lungs evaporates. “Michael, what are you doing⁠—”

“I’m sorry for stopping by unannounced, but I thought maybe you’d like to hang out tonight. I brought wine.” He holds up a bottle of my favorite sauvignon blanc and smiles the smile that used to make my knees weak. “Is that okay?”

How do I say no to him? My heart has been waiting for this moment since the second he said he fell out of love with me. He’s my ex-husband, sure, but I still love him so very much. “Of course, that’s fine.” I let him in while frantically searching for my phone so I can text Grace. She’s on her way, and I have to stop her. “Give me one second,” I say when I spot it on the kitchen island. I type out a text to her as quickly as possible. I’m so sorry. Something has happened, and I’m going to have to cancel tonight. Rain check?

I wait and wait, biting my lip until I see her response bubble pop up. My stomach is in knots. Canceling on her is not at all what I wanted to do. Ever. So why did I tell Michael to come in? I should have told him no, that I am busy. That I have a life. One that he said he didn’t want to be a part of any longer.

Okay. No worries. I hope everything is okay.

My entire body fills with sadness. You’re the best. Everything is okay. But I’m seriously so sorry. Please, I’d like to see you tomorrow. If you can.

A few seconds pass before I get a response. Text me. We’ll see if we can work something out.

I know I can’t tell the tone from a text, but all I can hear is her disappointment, and that makes me want to cry. I set my phone down and look at Michael, who is still standing in the small landing area in front of my door. “Come in. Why are you acting all weird?” I wave for him to come into the kitchen, and he finally moves over toward me.

“This is the first time I’ve been here on good terms,” he says as he passes the bottle to me. “Just making sure I don’t overstep a boundary.”

“Oh?” I place the bottle in the freezer to quickly chill it. “You mean like coming over uninvited?” When we make eye contact, I am reminded of why I was so attracted to him. He’s just so beautiful. His eyes, his hair, his chiseled features. I’m trying to keep myself grounded, though. The last thing I need is to allow myself to get lost in all of this. In him. He’s the one who left. He’s the one who said he fell out of love. He’s the one who made my life miserable because he was too stubborn to talk to me, to try and work things out with me.

“I know, I should have texted or called.”

“Probably,” I say, remaining firm but also trying my hardest to not be a bitch. I don’t want to scare him away as much as I don’t want to lead him on. Being confused is not my forte. I am always on top of things, and I know how to handle almost anything. But all of this has thrown me for a loop I had simply not planned for.

Who in their right mind could have planned for this? For an ex-husband wanting you back at the same time you’re trying to move on with a woman? Come on. I would have never been able to plan for that.

“Do you want me to leave?” He leans against the island, his elbow propped on the counter. He’s wearing his suit still, and I notice he has lipstick on the collar of the still-crisp white shirt. “I can.”

I motion to the stain. “Who left that on you?”

The confusion on his face is almost as bad as the confusion in my heart. “Huh?” He pulls his head back and tries to see the collar. Of course he can’t, but it’s comical, so I give him a little credit. We aren’t together. He’s allowed to kiss whomever he wants.

“You have lipstick all over your collar.” I smirk. “Not very sly, are you?”

He blushes. “You know me. I never have been.”

“Michael,” I say with a soft sigh. “You know this is probably the dumbest thing either of us have ever done, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“We separated for a reason. Why would we think it would work again? Nothing has changed. Least of all you.”

His expression shifts from coy to embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” he mumbles. “I thought . . .” The way his words drop off breaks my heart. It’s hard to fall out of love with someone. It’s even harder to fall out of love with someone who has fallen out of love with you. I never wanted to. I fought it at every turn. At the very few new men in my life asking me out in the last year. At the even fewer dates I actually went on. At every horrible attempt at kissing.

Until one day, I stopped fighting it. I stopped holding onto hope. I stopped being angry at him. I stopped thinking it was all me.

Everything about him is making me wonder if this is the moment I’ve been secretly hoping for. The moment when he decides to recommit to me, to love me again. And in turn, is this the moment when I finally realize my worth?

What do I do? I’ve been relatively single since the divorce. My dating scene has been a real eye-opening experience. Do I say fuck it and jump in with both feet even though he’s clearly dating someone else?

And what about Grace showing up in my life and—am I sort of dating her now? It feels like it, which I’m so okay with. I’m okay with her eyes and her smile and her ability to make me feel again after not feeling for so very long. The sound of her voice as she said that she was going to fall so hard for me. The memory causes my heart to clench again, but it also expands, overtaking the space that it used to occupy. God, I don’t think I’m ready to call it quits with Grace. She’s been so amazing and fun and exciting and hot.

“You thought what?” I finally ask. “Michael, seriously, you know this isn’t going to work, right? We’ll fall into whatever this is, and then you’ll realize we are the same people.”

“I have changed, though,” he argues. “You’re the one who is the same.” He adjusts his stance, suddenly not nearly as comfortable as he was minutes ago when he was quite literally barging in on me.

“And I’m the one you fell out of love with, Michael. You’re the one who left. You fell out of love with me then, so why would you think you’d be able to love me now?” My voice is calm, as are my nerves, shockingly. I’m not saying anything we haven’t thought about. I move closer to him and look him in the eyes. “Have you even thought about that?”

He places his hands on my face, the way she did last night, and I realize something so ridiculous that it practically knocks the wind out of me.

I feel nothing.

His touch doesn’t make the butterflies in my stomach spring to life.

His eyes aren’t making me second-guess all of our recent decisions.

His small smile isn’t causing my heart rate to quicken.

“We are going to regret all of this,” I say as he runs his thumbs across my cheekbones. “You most of all.”

“Why? Why do you think that?”

“Because you know what will happen. Deep down you’re hoping for a miracle.” I breathe in as he runs his thumb across my jawline. That used to melt me into a puddle. “Because you’re ready to not be single anymore,” I continue. “And now that you’re ready to find what you had with me, you’re realizing that what you thought you detested is really what you’ve been searching for. And that scares the shit out of you. But I am telling you right now, everything that happened before will be exactly what happens now. You love me, but you will never be in love with me again. I know this. Deep down in my bones. And you know why?”

He shakes his head.

“Because you never were in love with me. You were in love with the idea of me.”

If I could have taken a picture of his face right then, I would have. The shock, the furrowed brow, the frown. It’s scary how refreshing it is that I’m not the one frowning for once. “What are you saying, Heather? Do you… do you want me to stop?”

“I want you to figure out what you think you’re going to get by coming back to the person you broke.”

His shoulders slump. “Wow,” he whispers, and his hot breath rushes past my face.

“You should probably go,” I say softly as I place my hand on his cheek, rough from his five o’clock shadow. “I love you, but I don’t want to do this again.”

He starts to speak, but I cut him off with a simple, “You don’t want to do this. We both know it.”

His hands drop from my face. I’ve deflated him. It doesn’t feel as good as I always hoped it would but it’s necessary. Some of the evils in this life are.

He swallows so loudly that I can hear it. “I should probably leave, shouldn’t I?”

“Yes.” I nod to drive home my point. “Michael, I’m not going to break myself again for you.”

He clears his throat as he straightens his spine, pulls his shoulders back, and adjusts his blazer. I used to love that blazer. I bought it for him at Bergdorf’s. He hated it then, but now he’s wearing it. And I want to scream at him. “I’ll leave. But I’m not going to give up.”

I shrug. “You do what you think you have to.”

And he turns and lets himself out of my apartment, Hazel never leaving my side.
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I don’t know what’s come over me. I’m being driven by lust and desire at this point. I get into the Lyft I ordered, pulling Hazel in after me. She sits on my lap, facing forward, excited as ever to be in a car. The driver is super nice and keeps telling me how cute she is. I don’t have the mental capacity to have a full-blown conversation with him, but I appreciate his candor.

When he drops me off in front of the Gansevoort, I tell him I’ll tip him on the app as I climb out. Hazel’s little prance is the only thing I can focus on. The woman behind the front desk is eyeing me. I look a fright. My hair is a mess even though it’s still curled from the show earlier. I’m not wearing an ounce of makeup, and I have a new zit on my forehead courtesy of menopause and sweating under stage lighting for eight shows a week.

“Hi, may I help you?” Her kind smile helps calm me down.

“Is there any way you can tell me the room number for Grace Elliott?”

“Um—”

“I texted her but she hasn’t answered.” I show her my phone, as if that’ll calm her nerves. “I promise I’m not a weirdo stalker.” I laugh. “And now that I said that, it sounds like I actually am a weirdo stalker.”

She fiddles with the mouse and stares at her computer, picks up the receiver and dials a number. My heart is in my throat.

“Uh, yes, Miss Elliott, I have someone down here for you… No, no, it’s a woman… Yes… Yes… Let me ask.” She lets out a soft mmhmm. “Your name?”

“Heather.”

“It’s Heather.”

“I’ll send her up.” She hangs up the phone and winks. “Much easier than me getting fired. Although I love the spontaneity.” She pulls a Post-It from a stack, then scribbles something on it. She motions to the elevators with a tilt of her head. “Good luck.” I don’t know if I’m thankful that she gets it or slightly unnerved, but either way, I head over to the elevators and hope like hell I’m not doing the wrong thing.

I exit on the eighth floor and glance down at Hazel. If dogs could talk, she’d be asking what the hell we are doing. Before I knock on the door, I cup my hand over my mouth and breathe out. Whew. My breath is fine. I reach up and push my hair over my shoulders, hope like hell I don’t look like death warmed over, and knock on Grace’s door. I pull a breath in and hold it, listening to her movements on the other side. When it slowly opens and she peeks around it, I let my breath go.

“Heather, what are you doing?”

“I’m so sorry. I tried to text.”

She rubs her forehead. “I’ve been writing and editing so I put it onto “do not disturb”. I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

“Me? Oh yeah.” I let out a puff as I wave my hand through the air. “Actually, no, I really needed to talk to you. And”—I motion to Hazel—“she wanted to see you.”

Her smile is gorgeous as she opens the door. “Get in here,” she says softly. When I enter and the door closes behind me, she grabs my hand and pulls me into her. Our lips meet, and the tender way she kisses me weakens my knees and my heart. “Hi,” she whispers against my lips.

“God, hi,” I say and kiss her again. I’ve dropped Hazel’s leash and placed my hands on Grace’s face as we continue the kiss. I know it’s too soon to say, but I’m 100 percent positive that I will never tire of her full lips against mine. We fit together perfectly. I never knew that was possible, that my lips could fit so beautifully with someone else’s. I always thought it was a dumb cliché that came into being because people like her, romance writers who can make anything believable, made it impossible to measure up. Yet here I am, kissing this woman and wondering how I spent my entire life thinking it was all bullshit.

Within seconds, she has taken complete control. She backs me into the door, presses me against it. Her hands are on my face, her lips are so soft, her mouth so warm. And, my god, the taste of her? Toothpaste and lip gloss. How is that combination such a fucking turn-on? She slides her tongue into my mouth and presses it against mine momentarily before pulling back to bite down on my lip, then kisses a searing path along my jawline to my earlobe. I can’t handle how amazing she feels. I hear myself moan her name.

“Christ,” she whispers against my jaw.

“Kiss me again.” My demand is followed by me grabbing her face. I don’t know what’s gotten into me, but I physically cannot get enough of her. Of her lips, of her tongue, of her hands on me. She was right. I am never going to be able to get her out of my head.

As her lips crash into mine, her hands are on my waist, and she’s pulling me against her. The sensation of our bodies touching is causing my brain to short-circuit.

Just then, my phone buzzes to life in my purse. “Ignore it,” I say against her lips. “No one important is calling me.”

She chuckles. “You know that for sure?” She kisses me lightly. “Or are you just hoping?” She licks my top lip. What the fucking fuck? How is that so fucking hot?

“Know.” I pull her back to me as the vibration stops. But then it buzzes to life again.

“Just get it, Heather,” she whispers against my ear. “I’m not going anywhere.”

I groan as I search through my purse and pull out my phone. My heart drops. It’s Michael. I glance at her, at the unaware look on her face, and my heart clenches in my chest as I answer it. “What?”

“That’s how people answer the phone these days? Wow,” comes his response.

“What do you need?”

“Geesh, okay,” he says, as if he hasn’t called me at half past eleven on a Wednesday night after I already told him we shouldn’t be doing whatever he thinks we are doing. “Are you busy?”

“Yes,” I answer matter-of-factly because I am fucking busy. “What’s going on?”

“I meant to ask you if we can get together so I can give you that book? I still think you need to consider auditioning for this role, regardless of what’s happening between us.”

I glance up from the floor to where Grace is sitting in the living area of her suite. Her navy pajama top and bottoms are so exactly what I pictured her wearing. I reach up and run my hand through my hair.

I hear Grace whisper, “My god . . .”

When my eyes meet hers, I place my hand over my heart because it’s beating so fast right now. I’m seconds away from cardiac arrest. She smiles and shrugs as she leans back, her pajama top sliding slightly off her right shoulder.

“So can I meet up with you or not?” Michael sounds impatient.

“Can I swing by your office tomorrow?”

“Yeah. That’s fine. Around one, okay?”

“Sure. I gotta go⁠—”

“Wait,” he says, then lets out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry about earlier.”

My heart drops. I’ve always loved his sincerity, and I can tell that he really is sorry. This isn’t easy. Any of it. “It’s okay. I’m gonna go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I hang up the phone, shove it into my bag, and try to calm my nerves. Am I doing the right thing? Nothing with him lately gives me that spark everyone keeps telling me I need to find. And this woman . . . I look up from the floor to Grace. I drop my bag as I walk toward her, slipping my Nikes off and kicking them to the side. My ankles pop when my feet hit the ground. Years of dancing have screwed them up far more than I’d like to admit. “Sorry about that.” I stop right before her. “I thought maybe it was an emergency or something.”

“It’s okay.” She reaches forward and places her hands on my hips. “I’m happy to see you.”

“I needed to talk to you, to see you.” I kneel in front of her. “I have to tell you . . . Michael came over earlier. And that was him on the phone.”

“Oh.” Her soft, desolate tone stabs me. It’s hard to tell, but it sounds like she’s upset or maybe taken off guard by my honesty?

“Wait—”

“No, Heather, you don’t owe me an explanation.” She gives me an accepting smile. “You were married to him. I understand completely.”

“Wow,” I say, followed by trying to breathe in with lungs that are weirdly betraying me. “You really think I’m going to go back to him, don’t you?”

She doesn’t respond, but the forlorn expression in her eyes is enough of an answer. “I just don’t want to get my hopes up. And I want you to be happy.”

“You don’t think you could make me happy?”

A small smile starts to form. “I know I could.”

“Then?” I rest my hands on the tops of her thighs. “Please don’t assume things. That’s the last thing either of us need, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Are you saying communicating is probably what we should be doing? Because that sounds irrational.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard it’s the key to a healthy relationship.”

“Wow. News to me.” Her smile is breathtaking.

I take a deep breath. “I told him I didn’t want to keep dancing around this with him. Even if you weren’t in the picture—which you are, by the way, very much in the picture—I don’t want to go back to a man who didn’t even try to fix things with me before he decided to leave. He never gave me a chance. He never gave us a chance. I think I deserve more. I deserve better.”

She leans forward, places both of her hands on my face, and it strikes me how such a similar movement and touch can feel so completely different. “You deserve the world, Heather.”

“Take me to bed, please. I want to have sex with you again.” I smile. “And again. And again.”

“I can definitely do that.” She stands and helps me to my feet. I look back over my shoulder at Hazel, who has made herself at home, snoozing on the small couch. Thank goodness.


SCENE TWELVE


GRACE

The second I peeked through the peephole and saw Heather standing there, I had an awful feeling that she was there for one thing and one thing only: to break it off with me. To tell me that she had chosen Michael. It wasn’t that I didn’t think our time together was special. It was that I know how easy it is to fall back into the same routine. That new and bigger fishbowl isn’t always comfortable, and going back to the old ways of life in the smaller bowl is way too fucking easy.

But then she smiled at me. And feeling her lips and her hands on my body? It was because she wasn’t choosing him. And I had no idea how to process that.

Well, except to take her to my bedroom and fuck her over and over and over again.

Once I remove her sweatshirt and bra, and she removes her own jeans, it takes no time at all for her to strip my pajamas from my body and throw them carelessly on the floor. The fortitude fueling her need is also fueling mine. Wanting someone so badly that I can hardly think is a new sensation for me. There have been a few women in my life I have been ridiculously attracted to. Darby was one of them for the longest time. But, goddamn, something about Heather makes me feel like a wild animal. The roadblocks that spring up? I drive right past them.

Her possibly rekindling her romance with her ex-husband who is also one of my agents? Blew past it going at least sixty miles per hour.

Her being a fairly famous actress who will eventually tire of my introverted and neurotic tendencies? Passed that one going about a hundred.

Her living in New York City and me living in Chicago and neither of us wanting to move? Didn’t even look twice at that roadblock sign.

I don’t give a shit. You could give me a list of reasons worthy of a scroll why this will never work, why this will break me in two, why this will fucking ruin me, and I would tell you to fuck all the way off.

I want this woman. I want her, I want her, I want her. And I don’t care about the consequences of surrendering to my desire.

She crawls on top of me on my bed, straddling my hips, her bare breasts full and round as she reaches up with both hands and ties her hair back with a scrunchie. I practically come right then and there. How the fuck is she so gorgeous? How? And why did it take me so long to finally meet the one woman who knows how to stop me right in my tracks?

I sit up and wrap my arms around her waist while placing my mouth on one of her nipples. She giggles and runs her nails down my back. I place kisses along the swell of her breast to her sternum, then move on to her other breast. I can’t get over how much I love the taste of her skin. She’s sweet yet salty, and her scent reminds me of spring. Fresh, clean, new. Rebirth . . .

When she takes my face in her hands and tilts my head back, she smiles, and my heart nearly explodes. I’m in so deep that it’s impossible to pull me out. I’m going to fall so hard for this woman. Hell, I’m almost there, and I barely fucking know her. What the hell? Insta-love is my least favorite trope to write because it never seems possible, the suspension of disbelief a step too far, but she is single-handedly ruining that idea for me. And I’m so grateful for it.

“You’re everything I never knew I wanted,” she whispers before she kisses me softly. “I never want to let you go.”

“You don’t have to.” I tighten my arms around her so she’s pressed harder against me. “We can stay like this forever.”

“You’ll get sick of me.” The expression on her face, the way she swallows the emotion that she allowed to momentarily bubble to the surface, how her hand stills on my back . . . She’s serious, and it makes me want to cry.

“Heather . . .” My own voice cracks when I say her name.

“It’s okay.” She shrugs, and her hand starts to move lightly on my back again. “I’m used to it.”

“Stop.” I can’t think of anything else to say. “Please.”

“What?”

“Listen to me, okay? I know I barely know you. I know we met, like, four days ago now. I can’t promise you that this will always be how we feel about each other, that I’ll always have to physically restrain myself from ripping your clothes off”—she lets out a small laugh—“but I can say without a shadow of a doubt that I will not get sick of you. I hate whoever made you feel like you were ever the problem.”

“Oh, Grace,” she whispers as she runs her fingers lightly along my jawline down my neck. I want to devour her. “They’ve all gotten sick of me, though. It’s just what happens.”

In one smooth and very impressive maneuver, I move her so she’s no longer straddling me. She’s now on her back, her legs wrapped around me. My hands are on either side of her as I kneel on the mattress. “Do you really think I’ll ever get sick of that laugh? Of this beautiful body? Of your amazing breasts?” I slide my hand between our bodies, find her wetness with ease, and slip one finger, two, inside of her. She whimpers. “Of feeling your wetness? Of hearing you?” I thrust into her, and she lets me hear her again. “Of making you come? Making you feel good?” She digs her nails into my shoulders. “If you really think I ever will, I’d like to spend every single day trying to prove you wrong.” Her legs are spread to a perfect position, and she’s so very wet. My fingers are moving in and out of her with ease, so I position my thumb so I can start to rub her clit while I fuck her. I lean down and place my lips next to hers. “Because I never back down from a challenge.”

“Goddammit,” she breathes out as I keep thrusting into her. “You’re so good at this.” Her nails dig back into my shoulders. She’s probably making me bleed, but I don’t care.

“I’ll never get sick of you, Heather.” I say those words next to her ear, and she arches her back and unravels under me. It’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life.
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HEATHER

The feeling of Grace’s arms wrapped around me and her bare body pressed against my naked backside are the first things I feel as I wake in the morning. I’ve never been a fan of being snuggled at night, but I could get used to this. I slowly turn in her arms so I can face her. She must be sound asleep still because she doesn’t budge. I don’t know if I’ve ever been able to sleep that soundly. Gotta admit, I’m sort of jealous.

Her hair is pulled into a messy pony, with so many wisps surrounding her face she might as well just take out the holder. The small beauty mark on her upper lip is even more apparent in the morning light. Her full lips are a deep pink from being used all night long. My mind flashes back to how after we said we should get some sleep, she kissed me, then proceeded to fuck me until I came twice in a row—once on my stomach and then she flipped me over and went down on me until I came so hard I almost cried again. And then I did the same to her.

It’s been a very long time since I pulled an all-nighter. The last time was with the woman I lovingly refer to as Orlando. A limited time together meant many all-nighters, all of which were fun, except the very last one before she left and I knew deep down I was never going to see her again.

This all-nighter was different, though.

There was laughter and deep conversations in between sensual touches and searing kisses. She told me about her current relationship, finally, which might seem like a weird time to tell me, as we lay there naked, legs intertwined, me lightly tracing the curves of her body, memorizing every single detail, like the dip in her obliques before her hips, the dimples on either side of her back above her ass, the dark freckle on the inside of her thigh, the scar on her knee from a moped accident.

The story moved me, though, because I had been there, trapped in a relationship for all the wrong reasons. It felt inescapable. And she understood exactly how you can still love someone who falls out of love with you; how when you finally move past it, they come crawling back and cause your brain to short-circuit because what if you could have it all back?

She asked me how things were going with Michael, and I didn’t sugarcoat it. I told her exactly what I was feeling and why I was feeling it. She listened and offered advice right before she moved down my body and made me come for what felt like the tenth time. At that point, I’d lost count of the orgasms. They were all good, all perfect, and I never wanted her to stop.

Especially the time when we came together. I swear to everything good and holy, I felt my heart fall in love with her. Of all the relationships I’ve had, I’ve never been able to pinpoint the second I fell. It was always just an aha moment. Like, Oh, wow, I think I love this person. Hell, I don’t even know if I was ever in love with any of them.

A slow smile appears on her face. I reach forward and softly run the pad of my thumb along her beautiful, swollen lips. She kisses my thumb, and my heart falls even deeper.

“Hi,” she whispers as she opens her eyes, and her raspy voice makes my throat ache.

“Hi.”

“You okay?”

“I’m more than okay.”

“Good.” She moves so she can kiss me. Just feeling her lips again has me revved up and wanting more. She must hear me, too, because she rolls me onto my back, slides her hand down my body, and every so lightly touches me. I’m wet, of course, because apparently I’m always wet around her. “Are you sore?”

“A little,” I mumbled against her lips. “But I want you.”

She slips a finger into me, and I moan. Then another. I spread my legs wider, encouraging her to go deeper, harder. She breaks from my lips, and before I know it, she has her mouth on my clit, stroking me with her warmth, lightly flicking until she increases pressure. She knows my body so well already. Tuesday night was a cram session, and ever since she’s been taking a final exam, which she’s passing with flying colors. She knows I’m sore, and she is making sure to not hurt me.

My orgasm slams into me, causing me to moan her name so loudly that there is no way her hotel neighbors don’t hear it. She lets out a small laugh with her tongue still on me. I laugh with her. How the hell does she do this to me so easily? I feel her move up to me, her fingers still inside me, and she kisses me deeply. I am all over her lips and chin, and god, I taste great.

“You are incredible,” I say softly. She is still lightly pulling out and pushing into me. The sensation is going to make me come again. She knows it, and so do I. “How do you know that’s going to get me again?”

“Because,” she whispers against my lips, “your muscles are still flexed, and I can feel your G-spot perfectly.” She curls her fingers upward. “Right there. Feel it?”

I’m breathless. “Keep doing it.”

“Oh, I will.” She chuckles again. “Like this . . . ?”

“Yes, yes, yes.”

“Spread your legs wider.”

I do as she says and open my legs, giving her access to everything, including my soul. And that’s when it happens. She is in a perfect position, and my orgasm hits me like a freight train. My entire body is shaking. My legs clamp together involuntarily. I couldn’t stop them if I wanted to. I roll onto my side, her fingers still trapped inside me. “Holy motherfucker,” I say between attempted breaths. “What the hell did you do to me?”

She very slowly pulls her fingers from me, and it causes me to moan again. She kisses my arm, my shoulder, my jaw, before she whispers, “I’m making sure you realize I’ll never get sick of you, Heather.”

I pull in a deep, deep breath before I pry my eyes open and look at her. “How did this happen?”

She shrugs. “I wrote a bestseller.”

I turn toward her completely and pull her into me. “I’m never going to want to let you go. You know that, right?”

“I know.” She kisses my neck. “I know.”


SCENE THIRTEEN


GRACE

Showering with Heather is just as amazing as everything else has been. Her body is so gorgeous, and she is not self-conscious at all, which makes her even sexier. The water rushing over her breasts and her stomach with her foot propped on the seat in the shower stall as I rub her clit is one of the best sights I’ve ever seen.

“I’ll never get sick of hearing you moaning my name, just so you know,” I say after her orgasm subsides. “Jesus Christ, you sound so hot.”

She laughs as she presses me against the shower wall. The tile is still warm from her body heat. “I’m fine if you want to test that out. Y’know, make me come as many times as possible?”

“Sounds like a challenge. You’re on.”

“Nope. My turn now.”

“You’re perfect. You know that?”

“I’m far from it.” She bends down and licks my nipple until it’s erect. “But practice does make perfect.”

“Oh, that was good,” I say, and we both laugh as she starts to stroke my center.

When she slips her middle and ring fingers into me, she looks into my eyes. “You make me feel invincible.” She starts to thrust into me. “Like I can do anything.” She’s a good study.

I arch an eyebrow and smile. “Were you taking notes?”

“You better fucking believe it.” She hits the spot on each pass, and soon I can barely feel my legs. Thank goodness we are in the shower because I will 100 percent come all over her hand. It’s only happened a couple times in my life, but this is the way it happens. Right here. And with her looking at me like this, her eyes locked onto mine, looking so deep into my soul that I feel like she’s a part of me, I understand why she feels invincible. I do too. Like together we could save the world if we needed to. Let’s hope we don’t need to, though, because I don’t think I’m going to want to stop having sex with her to do that.

“Heather,” I moan. “That’s it. Don’t stop.” As she does exactly what I say, it builds and builds until it hits. And does it ever hit. Holy shit. I have to pull her into me to hold me up so I don’t collapse in the shower. “Oh my god.” My voice is almost nonexistent.

“You okay?”

“No,” I say. “But only because I’m sad it’s over.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll do it again.”

And she starts all over again, the hotel’s forever hot water still washing over us. How did she become the most important person in my life in four days?
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HEATHER

I have two hours before I need to be at the theater, and I still need to run by Michael’s to get the book. The one that I already have, though I have no idea how to tell him that. Ugh. At least I won’t have time to sit around and talk to him. I have never been late, and I refuse to be late today, even though I’m running on no sleep and am the sorest I’ve been in quite some time. Still, it’s not a good enough reason to be late to my literal job.

Grace is making it very difficult, though. She’s finally dressed in a pair of dark blue skinny jeans and a yellow sweater I want to steal and keep for myself because I’m sure it smells like her. I’m in my jeans from last night and her Bartlett for America sweatshirt because I wanted it and, hey, I’ve decided I get what I want right now. Especially since she’s leaving tomorrow. When I told her I was going to keep it, she told me I could keep anything I wanted.

“Even my heart,” she said before she kissed me deeply.

“Okay, I need to get going,” I groan. “Traffic right now is going to fuck me.”

“Not like I fuck you, though.” She raises her brows at me. “Right?”

“No one fucks me like you do.” I feel my very sore crotch tingle. “Jesus, you’ve ruined me.”

She chuckles as she comes up to me and wraps her arms around me. “Ditto.”

“I want to see you tonight. Can we?”

“Yes.” She pulls away. “Here or your place?”

“Let’s do mine.” I shrug. “Hazel was good here, but I just want you at my place for as long as possible. Before you leave.”

Her smile looks forced. “Just so you know . . .”

“Yes?”

“I’m going to the show again tonight. Sabrina texted me and said she got tickets.”

I gasp as I smack her on the arm. “You jerk.”

She rubs her arm while she laughs. “What? Why?”

“You kept me up all night having sex with me, and now you’re going to come see me running on fumes?”

“You’re going to be incredible. Like always.” She takes my face in her hands and kisses me. My heart clenches. “Break a leg.”

“C’mon, Hazel, let’s go.” Her ears perk, but she doesn’t leave the couch where she’s lying. “Honey, let’s go.”

Grace chuckles. “I can take her to your place when I go pick up Sabrina if you want.”

If I hadn’t already fallen for her, I would have right then and there. “You would do that?”

“Absolutely. You’ll have to leave me your key, though.”

My eyes have filled with tears as I pull my keys from my bag and hand them over. “Thank you so much.” A tear runs down my cheek, and I wipe it away quickly. “You have no idea⁠—”

“Heather?”

“Yeah?” I wipe at the other tears sliding down my cheeks.

“I’d do anything for you.”

“Stop,” I say as I pull her into me and wrap my arms around her. “You’re making it harder.”

“I’m sorry.” Her whisper against my ear is incredibly soft. I want to stay. I don’t want to go, but I know I have to. I let go of her and wave at Hazel before I open the door and leave her room. I don’t look back until she says, “Nice ass.”

“All for you,” I say before I turn the corner into the elevator bay and smack right into—“Sabrina. Michael? W-what the hell? What is going on?” I look from Michael to Sabrina, then back to Michael.

“We had a meeting with Grace at noon, and she missed it. We were worried about her. Well, I figured she was fine.” Sabrina rolls her lips together, clearly trying to fight a smile. “I tried to tell him everything was okay, but you know how well he listens.”

“What are you doing here?” Michael’s question is layered with accusation and irritation. “Were you here to see⁠—”

“Sabrina!” Grace’s voice slices Michael’s question off. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry. I meant to text you I was running late, and I just . . . I’m so sorry.” She rushes up next to me. “We can go to the restaurant here at the hotel.”

“We can just go to your room if you want,” Michael says.

But Sabrina must see the look of horror on Grace’s face that is screaming, No, no, no! “No, let’s go downstairs. I’m sure that will be better.”

“Right, downstairs.”

Michael has not stopped glaring at me. I want to die. He’s putting it together, and it’s not looking good.

We all board the elevator that has just arrived and head down to the lobby. I hope Hazel is okay in Grace’s room. She will be. She’s fine. Everything is fine. Take some deep breaths, Heather. You got this. When we get to the lobby, we all exit, and I turn and wave goodbye to them. I take off, walking as fast as possible toward the front doors, but I hear Michael running up behind me.

“Wait a second.” He grabs my arm—a little too forcefully if you ask me. “What were you doing here? This is not acceptable⁠—”

“This is what?” I am shooting daggers at him. How dare he speak to me like that? “You have absolutely no say in what I do with my life, Michael. No say. Whatsoever. Do you hear me?”

He opens his mouth to respond, but no sound comes out. I’ve stunned him into silence. Holy crap. That’s a first.

Sabrina rushes up to us. “Michael, I, um . . .” She’s trying so hard to save this situation. I don’t know why, but it makes me like her. A lot. “I encouraged Grace and Heather to meet because of the whole auditioning for Eliza thing.”

“Oh.” Michael’s shoulders relax. “That’s not . . . what I . . . Never mind. Okay.”

I glance at Grace over his shoulder. She looks like she wants to curl into a ball and hide under the front desk of the lobby. “No. Not ‘never mind,’ Michael. You want me to take the role, right? I will audition. So that’s why . . .” Fuck, I just said I was going to do this. I haven’t even had a conversation with my agent. What am I doing? Shit, shit, shit. “Just be cool. It’s fine.”

He huffs. “I am cool.”

I tilt my head and glare at him. “Are ya, though?”

“Whatever.” He straightens his jacket. “You look, uh, you look good. You have a real spark about you.”

My stomach immediately flips. The very person I don’t have that spark with, telling me I have a spark. Have I entered The Twilight Zone?

He clears his throat and looks down at the floor, his nerves getting the better of him. He has never been one for confrontation. Me standing up to him has thrown him, and I am living for it. “Break a leg tonight. We’ll, um, we’ll all be there.”

“We? Who’s we? Do you have a mouse in your pocket?”

“Uh, he means he’ll be with us. With me and Grace,” Sabrina says with fake enthusiasm. She grimaces when my eyes catch hers.

“Ahh, perfect.” Just what I need. My ex and Grace in the audience at the same time. Again, apparently. I really am in The Twilight Zone. “Why are the three of you coming together?”

“For research,” Sabrina offers. “We’ll actually have two of the VIPs from Sunlight with us, so . . .” The way her voice trails off makes me want to break down—not in tears, but in laughter. She’s essentially telling me I’ll be auditioning tonight. After having sex all night long. With the author of the book they’re adapting. Not a wink of actual restful sleep. Not a goddamn wink. What the hell?

“Wonderful,” I manage to mutter. My eyes catch Grace’s. She looks just as stunned as I do. I give her a small wave, and she gives me a look that screams how uncomfortable she is. “Enjoy the show then.” Truthfully, I can’t get out of there fast enough.

[image: ]


GRACE

Well, now that my skin has sufficiently crawled right the fuck off my body, I get the pleasure of sitting across from the man whose ex-wife I just spent the entire night fucking. I realize how dumb that sounds considering that I saw him after the first time I slept with Heather, but I had no idea then. Not to mention, things are significantly more intense between us.

And he’s still trying. That much is clear. The way he was looking at her made me want to scream, Dude, you had your chance with her, and you fucked it up.

I got a text from Heather as soon as she walked out of the hotel lobby: What in the ever-loving fuck is going on?

As quickly as I can, I type out, I had literally no idea that Teresa and Caden would be joining us. I am so sorry. If I knew, I swear I would have told you.

You’re lucky I’m good when I’m under pressure, comes Heather’s response with a winking smiley. I can’t help the smile that is, I’m sure, plastered on my face. Another text pops up: Are you okay?

Oh, please. I’m fine, I reply. Do not worry about me. I promise, everything is fine. I’ll see you tonight.

As I put my phone away, I glance at Michael, who is watching my every move. “So, explain to me how Teresa and Caden got roped into the show tonight?”

“Roped? Hardly roped. They want to see Heather in action. I’ve told them about her.”

“Michael, what if she didn’t want to do this?” The territorial urge I am having right this very second makes me want to scream. “You probably should have consulted her. Or me.”

“You heard her.” He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. He’s not an idiot. He knows what she sees in me. “She wants to audition. She must have loved the book—oh, wait. She hasn’t read it yet.”

My stomach feels like it’s filled with lead. “Before you jump to conclusions, Michael, let me explain.”

“Fine. Explain.” He picks up his glass of water and sips from the straw. I don’t know why, but any time a man sips from a straw like that it makes me very uneasy.

“I spoke to her after the show on Saturday. She had me come back on Sunday. Then we ran into each other on Monday. And we’ve sort of⁠—”

“Michael, why does it matter?” Sabrina cutting me off typically would have irritated me, but this time I want to hug her. “Seriously. Why does it matter?”

He blinks as he looks at her. Almost as if he’s trying to figure out how to answer.

“Whatever she tells you, you’re not going to be satisfied.” She takes a deep breath. “You need to realize that you’re not the main character any longer. Heather is. And if you truly care about her, you need to let this happen. Whatever it is. Do you hear me?”

I have never in my entire working relationship with Sabrina been turned on by her. But right this instant? Sticking up for me and Heather like this? Damn. She is smokin’ hot. I glance at Michael, waiting for his response.

After what feels like minutes, he opens his mouth, snaps it closed again, and then very casually says, “You’re right, Sabrina. We all care about Heather at this table. Let’s just remember that.”

“I didn’t need a remind—” I stop abruptly when Sabrina’s hand squeezes my thigh. Hard. “Right. We all care about her.”

Michael clears his throat. “So, last night’s meeting. We have a lot to discuss.”

Thank god, he changed the subject. “Great. Let’s discuss. I write books, and they pick them up. Sabrina, will Random House even go for this?”

“Based on your latest numbers? Yes. I’ll have to do some wheeling and dealing, but I’ve been known to close some pretty sick deals.” She beams. “And considering how eager Sunlight is, I don’t see it being a huge problem.”

Michael leans forward, suddenly all business. “At the end of the day, I have your back with the movie deals. That’s all that matters. I’ll make sure you get what you need and deserve.” He doesn’t seem angered any longer. I hope that means he’s left this shit in the past.

“Thank you, Michael,” I say softly. “That means a lot to me.” And it does. Regardless of what’s happened with Heather, I’m grateful to have Sabrina, and Michael, in my corner.

His phone starts to vibrate on the table. When he picks it up and looks at the screen, I notice the name: Caden Tally. A small smile appears on his lips, and I immediately start to wonder what prompted it as he stands and excuses himself from the table.

“Yes,” Sabrina says softly. “I think so anyway.”

“How did you know that’s what I was thinking?”

“Because you broadcast everything on your face.” She laughs. “And I’ve been wondering about him and Caden for a while.”

“He’s a cad.” I sigh. He was trying to get back together with Heather while also seeing Caden. Classy motherfucker.

“Listen,” Sabrina says. “You’re going to have to button your emotions up tonight. Do you hear me? If Teresa and Caden catch a whiff of this”—she motions to my entire body while twisting her face—“they’ll probably not be as gung ho as you want them to be about Heather. Okay? So game face on. No googly heart eyes. Just, ‘Oh wow, look at Heather McCarthy on that stage,’” she finishes with a monotone voice.

“I will be stone-faced. I promise.”

“Sure, Poker-Face Polly. Try to actually do it, okay? Because if you fuck this up because you’re staring at her like she hung the fucking moon, I’ll kill you.”

I start to laugh. “I promise you, I will handle myself with the utmost decorum.”

“My ass,” she says with a groan as Michael comes back to the table. I barely hear what he’s talking about because my brain is focused on Heather—well, on not being focused on Heather.

Sigh. I hope I can rein myself in.


SCENE FOURTEEN


GRACE

Heather is fantastic. She blows the roof off the place, and I hate it because all I want to do is beam with pride. That’s the woman I’m falling for. Right there, up on that stage, singing like her life depends on it. She’s fucking incredible.

And I can’t say a word about it.

I can’t look like I’m enjoying myself too much. I can’t laugh or cry at the appropriate times. I can’t lean over and tell Sabrina how much I can’t wait to see Heather become Eliza. I even had to stop myself from staring longingly at her during the intense emotional scenes when Helena is struggling with addiction and rehab. I just have to sit there and act unfazed.

The first time I saw the show, I held my breath for most of it. I came into it with little knowledge of the plot, no idea who the actors were, and certainly no clue how much I was going to be drawn to Heather McCarthy.

The second time, well, everything changed. I was seconds away from being the obsessive fan who becomes too much too fast. It’s why I didn’t go to the stage door signing. I knew it was stupid and my excitement over her was too intense to be taken seriously.

And now? Now I’ve literally had my face in this woman’s cleavage, my mouth on her vagina, and I have to act like I’d rather be anywhere else. It’s infuriating.

When we get out to the lobby, I fumble with a thousand excuses as to why I need to leave right this instant. Nothing sounds legitimate, but I settle on, “Well, this was a lot of fun, but I have to catch my flight early tomorrow. I need to go pack.”

Michael’s eyebrows rise, his face twists, and he gives me a sinister smile. “Really? You don’t want to go see Heather in her dressing room? We’re going to go back so Teresa and Caden can meet her.”

Sabrina widens her eyes. “You should definitely come with us.” She blinks. “It would be good for Heather to see how serious we all are.”

My internal groan is so loud. I’m surprised they can’t hear it. “Okay, okay. I’ll go with.” Sabrina wraps her arm around my waist as we follow Michael past the important theater workers. They must know him because no one bats an eye at him. The back of the theater is like a labyrinth. If I wanted to make a quick getaway, I don’t think I could. I’m so turned around by the time we get to the dressing rooms that all I can do is acquiesce and go with the flow.
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HEATHER

The show ended up being damn near perfect. I’ll never understand how, though. I’m dragging serious ass. I literally felt like I was going to need an IV for a minute. Being tired and not nearly hydrated enough isn’t a good position to be in when you’re at the helm of a Broadway musical in the running for Best New Musical at the Tonys. I must have reached down deep inside and found the stamina I needed because I blew the roof off the place.

Thomas and Marjorie burst into my dressing room with me. We all had a phenomenal show, and they are just as excited as I am.

“I can’t believe how on we all were. That feeling? In the pit of my stomach? God, I love it. It feels like I could fly!” Marjorie twirls around, then plops onto the couch and squeals, “I love this job so much.”

“You’re so right. I can’t believe how good this feels. I mean, we were all on fucking fire tonight.” Thomas pulls me into a hug. “Your voice has never sounded better, Heather. I don’t know what you did to warm it up, but you need to keep it up.”

I let out a nervous laugh. “I’ll remember that.”

He pulls away from me and kisses me on the cheek. “That review from Brian Yorkey? That is a major win for us. I can’t even believe he gave us such a glowing write-up after vowing never to come back to the Broadhurst after that unfortunate bathroom incident.”

“I’ll never forget the first time I heard about the bathroom incident,” I say. “I was in between numbers during Shame Shame when we were in Tampa at the Straz, of all places, and my costar at the time, Samuel Browning, comes running up to me and tells me. I was just like, are you fucking kidding me?”

“Okay, newbie theater kid here.” Marjorie starts laughing. “What the hell happened?”

“Oh, honey,” Thomas says. “Brian Yorkey, theater critic extraordinaire, was peeing at the tail end of intermission. What was the show, Heather? Oh my god, what was it?”

“Journey into Night!” I shout.

“Journey into motherfucking Night!” Thomas is crying; he’s laughing so hard. “And you know how the lights in this entire theater are just a little finicky sometimes? Not as bad as they used to be because, well . . .” He wipes at his eyes. “Oh god, well, rumor has it that while he was peeing, the lights in the entire theater went out⁠—”

“Even the ghost light,” I add.

“Even the ghost light! And the emergency lights did not come on. They were faulty, I guess? And he ended up pissing all over himself.”

Marjorie groans. “Oh my god, that is awful!”

“And the worst part was because it was the tail end of intermission, he was the only one in that bathroom, so no one knew he was down there for, like, fifteen minutes. In the dark.”

“With piss-covered pants,” I add, still cackling.

“Needless to say, that show did not get a glowing review.”

“Even though it was so good, right? Marlena Tobiason was so fantastic in it.” I sigh dreamily.

“One of the best shows the Broadhurst has seen.”

“Until now!” Marjorie pumps her fists into the air.

“Seriously, yes! Getting that review, today of all days, is just, wow, perfect fucking timing.” I move to the couch and sit next to Marjorie. I’m still in the dress I wear for the final number, when Helena finally comes to terms with her fate. Tonight felt like the first time I understood exactly what she had gone through. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve always had a connection to Helena. She and I are one onstage. But tonight it feels like I’ll be taking her home with me. Like she’s living inside of me. “Tonight was a good night, you two.”

Marjorie sighs as she leans her head on my shoulder. We’re all quiet for a moment, and then she says, “I hate to spoil this night, you guys, but there’s no good time to say it: I’m leaving the show in two months.”

Thomas gasps. “What are you talking about?”

I look back at Marjorie as she straightens her posture. “Excuse me? What? Why? What is going on?”

“My contract is up.” She shrugs. “They’re not renewing me.”

“Why not? That makes no sense. You’re going to be nominated for a fucking Tony, for Christ’s sake. Why wouldn’t they keep you?” I am so angry I could spit. I’ve had this happen to me on more than one occasion, and it’s the worst feeling in the entire world.

“Hey,” she says as she puts her hand on mine. “It’s really okay. I’ve come to terms with it. I have three auditions lined up. I’m not super worried. I’m just sad that I’m leaving you two.”

Thomas sits on the opposite side of Marjorie and pulls her into a hug. “We’ll make sure these last two months are incredible then.” His eyes find mine, and he’s holding back tears. I don’t think he ever planned on letting Marjorie get close to him, but they’re too similar for it not to happen. We all are similar, which is probably why we work so well together. All part of the LGBTQ+ community, all struggling to figure ourselves out, all angry we still don’t have our shit completely together. Marjorie is still young, but Thomas and I are pushing it. It’s not lost on me that we were all cast in a show where the main point is that these characters are messy and complicated but at the end of the day, they’re okay because they have each other.

A knock sounds on my dressing room door, and I look up to see Michael standing there. I don’t know why, but his smile and blue eyes make my stomach drop. Why am I still struggling so much with my feelings for him, especially after everything I’ve gone through with Grace? It doesn’t make sense to me that I’m not able to turn off what I’m feeling for him. I want to. I’ve been wanting to turn it off for the past year. But when he looks at me like that, like I’m the most amazing woman in his life, I just . . . can’t. Even though I’m the same woman he stopped looking at all those months ago.

“Hi,” he says, breathless. “You were . . . wow.”

I stand and close the distance between us. “Thank you.”

He pulls me into a hug. My eyes land on Grace, who has been crying. Third time seeing the show and it still makes her cry. I want to beam with pride. Sabrina has her arm around Grace’s waist, and she gives me a small smile. Now more than ever, I wish I knew how to read minds.

“It was a good show tonight,” I say as we pull back. “Definitely glad you all could make it.” I’m trying to stay centered, to not let my heart and my emotions start running at full speed. “And who are your friends?”

Michael grins when he motions toward, “Teresa and Caden. They’re part of the team working on the Sunlight motion picture production of The Tide Will Pull You Home.”

“Hi! Wow, it’s so nice to meet you.” I extend my hand, and they both shake it firmly. “The Tide Will Pull You Home is a fantastic book. Just absolutely love it. Eliza Burke is wonderful. Grace, uh—sorry, Ms. Elliott—here did a remarkable job translating the struggles women have in today’s society onto the page. I feel such a connection to Eliza. It’s almost as if she’s real, as if she exists.” My eyes land on Grace’s, and she’s smiling at me, the same smile she gave me the first time I met her.

“Yes, exactly, you’re so right.” Teresa tilts her head as she’s speaking. “You were incredible tonight as Helena Hayworth. I’m blown away. We, um, we’re real interested in having a conversation with you.” Teresa leans over and whispers something to Caden before she excuses herself and disappears into the hallway with Grace.

I look at Caden. “Um, was she serious?”

“Yes, would you be available? Say Saturday?”

Saturday. Grace will be gone. Dammit. “It’d have to be early. I have a show that evening.”

“That’s totally fine. We can do nine, ten, whatever works for you.”

“Ten would be great.”

“Wonderful.” Caden places her hand on my arm before she moves past me and over to where Michael is standing. I turn, my eyes immediately seeing what my heart was failing to put together. She’s wearing an eerily similar shade of lipstick to the one that was on his collar last night.

The rest of the cast starts to pile into my tiny dressing room to celebrate the Brian Yorkey review. A bottle of whiskey is being passed around, a song bursts out, and Teresa emerges from the hallway. Grace is nowhere to be found, though. I maneuver through the people in my small dressing room and grab my phone from my purse. She’s sent a solitary text that reads, I’m sorry. I had to leave. Things just took a bad turn for us. And while I’m standing there, I start to understand everything that is unfolding. Teresa and Caden. A movie production. The author of the book can’t be fucking the main actress if I’m cast. We’re going to have to stop seeing each other. And that reality makes me want to die.

[image: ]


GRACE

Why do I feel like I’m being pulled into the principal’s office?

Teresa’s shoulders are pulled back, her spine so straight it looks like she graduated from charm school only minutes ago. She turns to me in the stairwell she’s pulled us into. After following her through the back of the theater, I’m so turned around that finding my way out of here is going to be one hell of an accomplishment.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, even though I have a pretty good idea what she’s going to say to me. I have no poker face. Sabrina tried to tell me that, and I attempted to be an actress tonight, but I’m no Meryl Streep. That’s for damn sure.

Teresa gives me a small smile. “So, how are you doing?”

I tilt my head and narrow my eyes as I lean against the cool brick wall. “Cut the crap, Teresa, please. What happened?”

“You can’t be in a relationship with Heather McCarthy,” she states. “Period.”

My palms instantly start to sweat. “And who told you that I was?”

It’s her turn to tilt her head and narrow her eyes. “Who do you think?”

“Michael.”

“Yes.”

“Great. You know he used to be married to her, right?”

“Yes.” She sighs. “We are very interested in casting her. We already phoned her agent. She is perfect for this role. Not only is she a middle-aged actress, but she’s fantastic. And she’s bisexual, which is a major win.”

“Her sexuality is a win?” I shake my head. “You might want to reframe that when you talk to other people about her.”

“You know what I mean, Grace,” Teresa says softly. “I’m not trying to be a bitch here. I really am not. But you know what will happen if you’re sleeping with the star of your movie, right?”

I sigh. “I know.”

“People won’t take her seriously. Is that what you want?”

“Of course that’s not what I want.”

“Then what do you suggest we do? Because if you won’t stop seeing her, I think we’re at an impasse.”

I press my back against the bricks and let my head fall gently against them. “She deserves this because she’s amazing. And god, she’ll be so perfect as Eliza Burke.”

“She would be fucking phenomenal.” Teresa pulls a sharp breath in. “But Ryan Sommers has a strict clause in her contracts: no fraternizing between the staff. And I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that SAG/AFTRA does not joke around about the #MeToo movement.”

“#MeToo? Seriously? I’m not sexually harassing her,” I explain, whispering the last part as quietly as possible. Teresa’s responding glare could have turned water into ice, though. “Okay, okay. I get it.”

“Listen to me, please.” She leans her shoulder against the bricks next to me. “I realize harassment didn’t happen here, exploitation didn’t happen here, but that’s what it will look like. And optics are of the utmost importance. Especially for this project. You understand that, right?”

I nod.

“Let her have this without your involvement.”

I look at Teresa, at the sadness in her eyes. “Okay.”

“Also, just so you know,” she starts with a small smile on her lips. “You staring at her onstage, being completely taken by her, is exactly why we want her. She is Eliza. And she’s going to be the best part of the film. Aside from the writing, of course.”

“Why are you being so cool about this?”

“Oh, dear.” She chuckles softly. “You won’t be the first person in this industry to put her feelings aside for someone to advance a career. And you certainly won’t be the last.”

It’s then that I realize this isn’t negotiable. And my entire world spins right off its axis.


SCENE FIFTEEN


GRACE

I left the theater as soon as my conversation with Teresa was over. There was no point in staying and honestly, talking to Heather in person would have only messed us both up.

Being back at my hotel isn’t exactly the reprieve I was hoping for, though. My bed is still a mess, and all I can think is that twelve hours earlier I was having the best sex of my life. And now? Fuck.

I focus my depressed energy on packing. But I’m all packed in the span of ten minutes.

By nature I am a very organized person, so packing is never stressful. There is no way my brain could function properly if things were strewn all over the place in my hotel room.

My phone is across the living area. Charging. And also so I won’t look at it every six seconds. It keeps catching my eye, but I’m trying very hard to not check it, to not text anyone back, to not jump to any conclusions until I hear from Sabrina. She should be calling any minute now. It’s been almost an hour since I left without any explanation.

Sitting here, worrying myself sick, has been the worst part of my year by far. And yes, I’m including the inevitable end of my relationship with Darby. Frankly, the speed at which this has all spiraled out of control is impressive. In the beginning, I didn’t really need this book to be made into a movie, which is so laughable honestly, like is there really a commercial novelist out there who doesn’t want to see her creation become a motion picture? When Sabrina and Michael brought me the news, I thought, Wow, it’s too soon. I don’t deserve this. There are so many other authors out there that deserve this before me.

But also, holy fucking shit. I couldn’t wrap my head around it, and I struggled with conflicting emotions. Don’t be too happy but also be grateful. Don’t let it go to my head but remember I’m a good fucking author apparently. My therapist had a field day with me during that first month. When people talk about imposter syndrome, I’m fairly positive I’m the poster child for it. It’s been a very long road, and the idea that this is all a fluke is very frightening.

And then Heather happened.

And now I’ve signed the rights over, casted Heather McCarthy as my most loved character, fell for her, and also broke my heart in record time.

Now her fame and happiness means more to me than my own feelings.

My phone comes alive as the ringer goes off. I’m across the room in no time flat. “Hello?” I say as I connect to the phone call. I try not to sound breathless, but I think I’m failing.

“Hey,” Sabrina says. “You okay?”

“No. I’m not okay.” I’m already pacing. Christ. I need to settle down. “Is Teresa really serious? Or was she bluffing? How are they able to put a clause like that in the contract? Can she do this?? What the fuck? How did this happen?”

“Jesus,” Sabrina says. “Calm down, please. You’re going to have a grabber, and you’re way too young for that.”

I take a deep breath and sit where I’m standing, which is right in the middle of the floor. “I’m trying, okay? You know I’m not good with stressful situations.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” She takes a deep breath and lets it out, the air whooshing past the speaker of her phone loud in my ear. “What exactly did she say?”

“You were right. She said that Heather and I could not continue a relationship if they’re going to produce this movie. They have a strict policy about fraternization because of the #MeToo movement. Which is great! Love that! But I’m the author. I shouldn’t matter at all.”

Sabrina sighs. “Where are you?”

“I’m in my room. Packed. Ready to leave tomorrow.” Tears sting my eyes. “If I could leave right this second, I would.”

“Listen, I don’t have a good way to ask this, so I’m just going to go ahead and do it. Did you and Heather, y’know, have sex or whatever? I mean, what is going on with you and her? Tell me the truth.”

“I don’t know.” My answer is too quick and doesn’t have nearly the right amount of conviction to avoid having this conversation.

“You don’t know if you had sex?”

“My god,” I say softly. “No, of course we had sex. Why do you think she was coming out of my hotel room this morning? I mean I don’t know what is going on.”

“You’re gonna have to fucking figure it out and quick because . . .” Her voice fades and my heart clenches. “What are you doing, Grace? Like, literally, what are you doing?”

“I don’t know,” I say again. “I think I almost fell in love with her, Sabrina. And I did not mean for this to happen, but fuck, and now I’m going to have to just forget it all because . . . I hate this.”

“I don’t know how to tell you this, but Teresa and Caden both are serious about this clause. It’s not a joke. They’ll drop the entire thing if . . .”

“My god.”

“So, you gotta stop. Stop whatever the fuck you’re doing with her. And we both know you’re doing more than something with her. I saw the way she looked at you the other night when we were walking Muffin. And this morning. And hell, when you walked into her dressing room and she saw you, she lit up like a Christmas tree.”

“I’ll stop.” I almost vomit after saying that.

“Seriously, you have to. They’re not going to⁠—”

“Sabrina, I said I’ll stop. I will. I’m not stupid. I know my career needs to come first. And honestly, so does hers.” Every sentence I say makes me more and more uncomfortable.

“Okay.”

“Did she, um . . .” I rub my forehead with my free hand. “Did she ask about me?”

“Yeah, she asked where you disappeared to.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Michael told her you had to go pack. I tried to grab her to talk to her, but Teresa and Caden had her in a chokehold so . . . yeah.”

“So that’s it?” I let out a strangled sob. I’m crying over this woman I barely know and fell head over heels for. Now I have to leave everything I feel behind.

Sabrina lets out a small laugh, and it almost sounds like she’s crying too. “I’m sorry, friend, but yeah, that’s it.”

After a few beats of silence, I tell her I need to go. I disconnect the call before I curl into a ball on the floor and cry the tears I am so ashamed of crying.

[image: ]


HEATHER

Michael, Teresa, and Caden have not left my side the entire evening. Sabrina finally left, but Michael made it clear that he’s not planning on leaving until Teresa and Caden are good and ready. Even if this day hadn’t fallen apart like it did, I’d want him gone. I want to hang out with Thomas and Marjorie, especially since she just sprang on us that she’ll be leaving in two months.

Thomas won’t stop glaring at Michael either, which is both a comfort and an annoyance. If Michael sees that glare, he’ll know I bad-mouthed his ass all over this community. And he wouldn’t be wrong. Not that I was a saint. I wasn’t. I know that. But neither was he.

Marjorie grabs me by the hand about an hour after the impromptu cast party in my dressing room has started and yanks me into the hallway.

“What the fuck is going on?” she asks, her hushed whisper not nearly quiet enough. “Why is he”—she does the jack-off motion with her hand—“here? Please don’t tell me you’re getting back together with him. What’s going on with those two hot older women? And what the hell happened with Grace Elliott?”

I fold my arms across my chest. “How do you know anything else about her?”

She softens her glare. “Well, I mean, Thomas might have, um, mentioned that you were, y’know, seeing her, like maybe a little bit more.”

“It’s the stumbling over your words that is really endearing, Marjorie. I hope you know that.” I chuckle. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

Her face softens even further. “Oh, Heather. I’m going to miss you, too.” She leans against the hallway wall and sighs. “I just don’t want him to hurt you again. We both know he will.”

I sigh as I mimic her position. “I know. I’m not getting back with him. So you can take that off your list of things to worry about.”

“That’s a load off.” She nudges me affectionately. “So? What happened with Grace?”

“What didn’t happen with her?” My eyes start to well with tears. “I’m fairly positive that I’m falling for her.”

“I had a feeling you were going to.” Her tone is filled with understanding.

“Why do you say that?”

She shrugs. “Sometimes you just know, y’know?”

“Well, it doesn’t matter because it’s not going to work out.”

She huffs. “What do you mean? That makes no sense.”

“Marjorie, honey, I can’t . . . I have a bad feeling that I'm going to have to let her go.”

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

I let out a small laugh. “Excuse me?”

“You’ve been a different person this entire week. You’ve been so on. And your voice has been perfect. You are shining and beautiful and owning it. The only thing that changed was her. You can’t let her go. You simply can’t.”

“Well, what would you propose I do? Just barge over to her hotel?”

“Yes!” She pushes away from the wall and grabs my hand again, pulling me behind her. “You leave right now. Don’t fucking stop at go, don’t collect two hundred dollars, you just fucking go.”

“What has gotten into you?” I look at her as we stop by the stage door. “Why are you being like this?”

“Because I saw you go from sad and miserable Heather to this stunning work of art, and I know that he”—she points in the direction of my dressing room this time—“is not the reason for that transformation. Do I think it’s Grace Elliott? I don’t know, but I do know for a fact that she has made you fly when all he did was make you falter.”

“Marjorie,” I whisper as I reach out and take her other hand. I pull her into a hug. “I love you so much, dear. But I can’t go anywhere right now. I’m in my costume still.”

She starts laughing in my arms and sniffles at the same time. I know she’s crying, and it breaks my heart. I want to leave. I want to go and chase after Grace. But I know, deep down, something else has happened. I want to find out what the hell was said to her to make her bolt like this. There is no way she would have without being pushed. At least I hope she was pushed.

But, my heart wonders, why wouldn’t she push back?
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Michael won’t take no for an answer when I tell him I don’t want him back at my apartment. And when I tell him I don’t want him to come up to my apartment either, he tells me he’s at least going to walk me upstairs. There comes a time, when someone keeps pushing and pushing, that one of two things can happen.

I can snap and deck him, or I can calmly deal with it and hope he fucking leaves.

I pick the latter, even though I desperately want to deck him at that point. When he follows me inside my apartment, I can tell instantly that Hazel is not impressed. She won’t go near him.

As he’s standing in the doorway, I turn to him, and with my hands on my hips say, as nicely as possible, “Michael, tonight is just not a good night for whatever your brain is planning. I don’t want to be social, okay?”

“She left because Teresa told her about the clause in the contract.”

“What clause?”

“The #MeToo clause. You two can’t be doing, y’know, whatever it is that you were doing.” He takes a deep breath and slowly lets it out. “She is the author, Heather. They loved you. Teresa and Caden. If you want this, it’s going to happen. But not if you and her are together.”

“And how would they have known that something might be happening between us?” I can feel the daggers in my eyes waiting to be thrown at him. He must see them, too, because he doesn’t answer me. Which is enough of an answer. “Why would you do that, Michael? What the fuck?”

“Because!”

“Because why?!” Us screaming at each other used to happen in our old apartment, but since the split, I’ve never been a loud neighbor, so my neighbor, Mrs. O’Leary, poking her head out and asking if everything is okay instantly embarrasses me.

“Get in here.” I pull him inside and shut the door behind him. “Goddammit, Michael. I’m so mad at you right now. Who do you think you are?”

“Heather, I want us to try. One more time. If it doesn’t work, then it doesn’t work. But I want you to give us a chance.”

“I wanted you to give us a chance! And you didn’t! And now, I don’t want to give us a chance, Michael! I want to continue my life the way it is, without you in it. I don’t want to be married to you again. I don’t want any of that. Can’t you see this has nothing to do with her? It has everything to do with you and me and—” A sob cuts my words off, and I clasp my hand over my mouth. “I need you to leave.” My voice is muffled, but I hope to god he hears the anger.

“Heather . . .”

“If she doesn’t get this movie made, it will devastate her.”

“I know.”

“Why would you tell them about us? Did you really think this would work? That I’d come running back to you?”

He shrugs.

“And you think this evil fucking streak running through you is going to, what? Make you more attractive to me? Leave. Now. I don’t want to talk to you anymore tonight.”

Or ever again.

I watch his shoulders sag under the weight of my disgust. There isn’t a bone in my body that wants to try with him. The second the door closes behind him, I pick up my phone and call Grace. She doesn’t answer. I call her again and again and again. Still no answer. I call the front desk of the hotel and ask them to forward me to her room. She finally picks up, which irritates me.

“So you pick up when you don’t know that it’s me calling you?” She doesn’t respond. “Grace, please talk to me.”

“I’m sorry,” she says softly, and I can hear that she’s crying. “I swear this isn’t what I want.”

Hearing her cry makes me cry, and I sit on the edge of my bed, hand over my heart, wishing this wasn’t hurting so badly. “I know it’s not. Michael told me everything.”

“I don’t want to lose you.”

“Let’s get through this.” I am trying to sound like I know what I’m talking about, but I really don’t. “It’d be rough trying to be together while filming anyway, right?”

She lets out a puff of air. “You’re so sure you’ll get the part?”

“Honey, you’ve seen me act.” I hear her tiny laugh again. “You can work on your next book. And then after filming . . .”

“Heather, this isn’t what either of us want.”

“But we want each other, right?”

She doesn’t answer.

“Right, Grace? Please just say yes . . .”

“Yes. You’re everything.”

“Then? This is the only way for it to happen. And we both know you’re not leaving Chicago any time soon. This, breaking up, is the only way.”

“Is this how adult relationships work?” she asks, and I can’t help but laugh.

I’m crying, though, so it comes out at the same time as my nose starts running and I blow a snot bubble. “I guess so.”

“It sucks.”

“I know.”

“So no contact?”

My heart clenches. “No contact.”

“I’m going to miss you,” she whispers, “Heather. So much.”

“I know you will. I’ll miss you, too.” I can barely breathe. “Hang up. Go to sleep. Go home tomorrow. And write like your life depends on it. Okay?”

“Okay.”

And she hangs up.

I slide from the bed to the floor, my tears flowing like a waterfall. Hazel crawls into my lap and licks my cheek. I pull her against my chest and hold on to her for dear life. I’ve never put a relationship on hold for anything. Not for me, not for them, and certainly not for the betterment of my career. I know, deep down, that we found each other once, she and I, so we will find each other again.

At least I hope we will.
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SCENE SIXTEEN
HEATHER


MARCH 31, 2023, 8:30 a.m.

It’s been one week. I’m only doing this—writing in my journal—because Annette said I needed to get back to my roots. My last entry was a year and a half ago. I guess she’s right. And since I can barely feel my heart, all over again, I figured reconnecting with my roots might be the best thing for me to do.

Why’s that, you ask? Because I went and fell for someone I can’t have right now. Someone I don’t know if I’ll ever have again. Someone who was the right blend of perfection and simplicity. Someone who crawled into my heart and made me realize it was ready to suit up for the game again.

Sabrina texted me at noon the day after and told me Grace had for sure left. She also made sure to tell me that Grace wanted her to have my number so she could check on me. It was very sweet. But also . . . upsetting as hell. She’s checked on me a few times since then. Always very sweetly, of course, acting as if she’s the one who’s checking when I hope to god it’s Grace who is prompting it. But why can’t Grace check on me if she’s so worried?

But of course I know why. We said no contact.

Hazel knows something is up. She hasn’t left my side, even more so than normal. She keeps looking at me, tilting her head at me, wondering why I keep sniffling, keep wiping at my eyes, keep blowing my nose.

I caught a glimpse of myself in the bedroom mirror. Yikes. Won’t be doing that again for a few days.

I’m going to text her. I know I am. But what do I say? I can’t be the one to break first.

Even if I’m already broken.

This isn’t what I saw happening. Of course, do we ever see heartbreak like this until right before it happens?
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10:30 a.m.


Hi Grace. Sorry I’m texting. I know we said no contact, but I’ve been thinking about you nonstop since you left and . . .




And I miss you. So much. Don’t respond. I just wanted you to know that.
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APRIL 15, 2023

Journaling again. In the hopes of figuring myself out. I haven’t heard from her. I told her not to respond, though, so I shouldn’t be upset that she hasn’t. She is taking the no-contact thing very seriously. I’m a mess. I haven’t been eating right. And I’m drinking far too much. My recycling container sounds like a bottle reclamation center. It’s not good.

My performances haven’t been suffering, thank god.

But I am. Way more than I thought I would be.

Vicki, my agent, was not happy with me that I made moves without telling her. Well, not “not happy” so much as sad that she wasn’t the first person I called. Truthfully, I should have called her. I should have told her everything. But I didn’t . . . I’m sure partly because I knew it was too good to be true but also because, at the time, all I wanted was Grace.

She’s still all I want.
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APRIL 17, 2023

2:20 p.m.


You came up in conversation today and my heart felt like it had been ripped in two. I wish things were different.




Grace . . .




Yeah?




Things can be different. Talk to me. Contact me.




But we said no contact.




I know what we said. I also know that I can’t do this without you.




Do what?




*Life*




Heather, that just made my hands ache . . .




I know. Mine too.
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10:35 p.m.

She finally contacted me. It was the first time in however many days that I felt like I could actually take a breath. It didn’t last long, maybe ten minutes, but it happened. And that’s all I could ask for.

When did I become this person? This person who needs validation that she’s being thought about? That she’s being obsessed over? Have I always been her, this pathetic version of someone who thought she was strong?

Maybe I have.

It has taken years for me to learn to tolerate myself. And even longer for me to actually like myself. I’m still working on loving myself, much to the chagrin of Annette.
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APRIL 21, 2023

1:50 p.m.


Hi Heather fucking McCarthy . . .




Hey there . . .




How are you?




I drop my hands to my lap on the subway and laugh, clutching my phone. I’m so elated to get her text but also beside myself from her question. Is she kidding?

I’ve had better months, honestly. You?




Literally same.




How’s writing going?




In a twist that will surprise absolutely no one, my newest character has become, well, you. Again. Hopefully you’ll be available for another movie role.




LOL. You are adorable. You know that?




I’ve heard it a couple times from you . . . not sure I trust your vision yet.




I am partially blind in my left eye. I can understand your cause for concern.




What? How did I not know this?




It’s not something I talk about on a date. 😉




So, you’re saying I shouldn’t trust your vision? Great.




I have corrective contacts. And glasses. I’m fine. You ass.




Heather?




Yes?




I miss you.




Your hands.




Your smile.




Your voice.




So much.




My entire body feels like it’s on fire. How is she able to do that so easily? Still? After everything?

I wish I could see you.




Maybe we can FaceTime one day.




I would love that. But not today. I look a fright.




I doubt that very much.




You’d be surprised.




I hate to cut you short . . . but I’m walking to the theater. Can I text you later?




I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.




Good. Talk soon.




Break a leg, beautiful.




[image: ]


APRIL 21, 2023

12:01 a.m.


Have I told you that my best shows are on the days we talk? Not to put too much pressure on our conversations.




Don’t worry. My best writing days are the days we connect as well. You’re definitely a good thing for me.




You always have been.




Hazel says hi, btw.




I snap a picture of Hazel and send it over. I almost put myself in the picture, but for some weird reason, it felt like I would be overstepping.

Oh, I miss her so much. Tell her I said hello. And that I hope she’s taking good care of her mama.




She said, “Tell Grace to come visit.”




I will be starting a book tour soon, so . . . maybe that can happen.




My heart shoots into my throat. Her new book comes out in three weeks. I even have an alert set on my phone. I’ve preordered it, and, for the first time since I was a young girl, I feel like I’m the obsessive fan.

Y’know, I was thinking, technically I haven’t signed a contract yet.




So us talking isn’t really something we should feel bad about.




True.




So, if you get a wild hair and want to come to NYC for a couple days, you know I wouldn’t be opposed to that.




I’ll keep that in mind.




Good.




Tell me something. Something you haven’t told me yet.




I like Tom Cruise movies.




Gasp. Deal-breaker. Shut it down.




LOL Stop. But I’m not kidding.




Actually, I sort of enjoy them myself. The Mission: Impossible movies are top-notch action movies. And I do enjoy that he does his own stunts. Like a fucking maniac.




My favorite Tom movie is Risky Business, though.




Ahh, yes, before fame made him weird.




That scene on the El.




Maybe *you* should come visit *me*.




I’ll keep that in mind. 😉




So will I. 😉




You tell me something now. Something you haven’t told me.




I’m deathly afraid of spiders.




That’s convenient because I don’t mind them.




Thank god. Because I will burn our house down if I find one.




Our house, hmm?




Jumping to conclusions. I know. It’s a fault.




Hardly a fault. I don’t hate the idea of “ours.” Just so you know.




We certainly went from “no contact” to planning our future pretty quickly.




I don’t like the sound of a future without you in it, though, so . . .




*melts*




Again, you’re adorable . . .




. . .




LOL




Tell me something else . . .




Between you and me, and my therapist, of course . . . I’ve been struggling with my parents not being alive to see my success. Which sounds so conceited, like, look at me being this successful actress. Blah. I hate sounding like that. You know that, right? But I hope so much that they’re proud of me. Wherever they are.




Heather, of course you aren’t a conceited asshole. I am fairly positive you don’t even understand how fucking fantastic you are. But also, thank you for sharing that. I didn’t know them, but to have raised you, such a phenomenal human being, they had to have been equally phenomenal. They’re proud of you. Every time you get up on that stage, sing, perform, smile at someone, their stars shine a little brighter. I’m sure of it.




You’re going to make me cry.




I’d wipe away your tears if I were there.




I wish you were.




I wish I was, too.




I have to go to sleep . . .




Dream of us.




I hope I do.




Night, beautiful.
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APRIL 24, 2023

I’m definitely lighter than I was two weeks ago. Spiritually, of course, but, ironically, physically, as well. Stress, melancholy, anxiety: it all equals starvation for me. It’s not something I’m proud of. And until Jenna, my dresser, called attention to the fact that she is going to have to get my end-of-the-show dress taken in at the bust and waist, I hadn’t really realized it. Aside from my costumes, I haven’t put on a real pair of pants. I’ve been living in yoga pants and spandex shorts.

When I saw Annette, she mentioned I looked pale.

Yeah, she’s not wrong. I haven’t really been soaking up the vitamin D either. I’ve gotta get my shit together. Add staying up too late to the list of ways I haven’t been taking care of myself.

Two nights ago was because I stayed up texting with Grace.

Which was amazing.

Last night, I was up way too late with Thomas and Marjorie, who are literally the worst influences normally, but last night, they came over and made me talk to them. Thomas knows me too well. Marjorie is a close second. A come-to-Jesus talk with them both wasn’t exactly what I wanted, but it turns out it was what I needed.

When your friends tell you that you need to pull your head out of your ass, it’s easy to fight it at first. But when they also tell you how important you are to them, how your happiness is just as important to them as theirs is, how they love you more than they thought was possible, you simply can’t fight it. You have to take it. You have to digest it.

So I went for a long walk this morning. I let the sun shine on my face. I let the April wind blow in my hair. I let Hazel run in the dog park for longer than normal. I let myself enjoy the sounds of the city I love so much. And it felt incredibly good. I need to thank them. Thomas and Marjorie . . . the best friends I have.
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MAY 2, 2023 – 6 a.m.

“Hey, what’s up? Is everything okay?” I run my free hand through my hair as I sit up in bed, still half asleep, on the phone with Thomas, whose frantic text message freaked me out.

“Happy Tony nomination day! How’d you sleep?”

I laugh into the receiver. “Thomas, seriously? I thought someone had died.”

“Why did you think that?”

“Because your text said, ‘Call me immediately; something has happened.’”

He chuckles. “Oh, no, everything is fine. I like to freak you out sometimes. Keep you on your toes.”

“That’s called crying wolf, and it’s not cool.” I lean back against my headboard and pull Hazel closer to me so I can pet her as she snoozes. It’s six in the morning. She’s definitely not ready to get up yet. “And no, I didn’t sleep. I’ve been a hot mess.”

“You and me both.”

“What happens if we don’t get the nominations? I mean, I’ve been down this road before, but this is the first time I really should get it. And if it doesn’t happen . . .”

“Don’t do that. Don’t put that into the universe. You’re getting the nom. I’m getting the nom. Marjorie is getting the nom. The show is getting the nom. The end.”

“I do love your optimism.” I allow myself to be happy as I think about the announcement that should happen in the next few hours. “Should we get breakfast, though? And be together when they’re announced?”

“Yes. Great idea. I’ll call Marjorie. I’m sure she’s freaking out, too.”

“Her first nomination. She’s going to die.”

“I’ll never forget my first.” Thomas lets out a heavy sigh that is dripping with mixed feelings. I know all too well how that first nomination feels and how horrible it feels when they don’t read your name. A blow to the ol’ self-esteem, sure, but ultimately, it means you weren’t the best. You were simply not good enough. And that is devastating.

“Same here, my friend.”

“Okay, I’ll see you soon. Gramercy at eight, okay? I snagged us a ressie.” He hangs up.

Hazel’s ears perk when I ask her if she’s ready to get up. I’d better get going. Nominations typically come out at nine. So, for the next few hours, I’ll be impatiently waiting. Should be fun.
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6:45 a.m.

“Motherfucker!” I lean forward and peer at myself in the mirror. I just burned my forehead with my curling iron. What the fuck is wrong with me? And why the hell did I think it’d be a good idea to do my hair? I should have thrown a ball cap on and gone about my day. What an idiot.
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9:05 a.m.

“Keep refreshing the page.”

“I am, dammit. What do you think I’m doing?” Thomas groans. “What the hell is taking them so long?”

“Are you on the Wi-Fi?” Marjorie’s question gets an immediate glare from Thomas. “Whoa, sorry. Just checking.”

“Sorry,” Thomas says softly. “I’m on edge.”

“No shit,” I reply before I shove a forkful of pancake into my mouth. It’s the first time I’ve had breakfast in days. And it actually tastes good. What are the odds?
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9:21 a.m.

“Holy shit,” Thomas says softly.

“Holy shit,” Marjorie echoes.

“Holy shit,” I add, just for good measure. My phone starts to vibrate. My eyes must bug out of my skull because Marjorie immediately looks down at it.

“Oh my god, answer it.”

“Who is—oh fuck, answer that right now, or I’m going to.” Thomas is faster than me because I’m still in shock. “Hello there, Grace Elliott,” he says as he picks up the call. “How are you?” He laughs. “I know, right? It’s a fantastic day.” Another laugh bubbles from his lips. “We’re having breakfast because none of us wanted to be alone when they were announced.” He’s grinning at me. I can’t tell if he’s happy or crazed. “Well, thank you so much. One second, Heather is right here.” He passes me my phone. “Go. Talk.” He waves me away after I take the phone.

I stand and head out of the restaurant before I finally say, “Hi.”

“Heather, oh my god, congratulations!”

The smile on my face is literally hurting my cheeks. It’s so good, especially on this day, to hear her voice. “Thank you so much. I can’t believe this is happening. The show that almost wasn’t is killing it.”

“You are so deserving of this, Heather. So deserving. I hope you know that. You’re perfection in this role.” The happiness in Grace’s tone makes my knees weak.

“I wish you were here,” I hear myself say. I want to take it back.

Except that she answers with, “I do, too. We’d be going out to celebrate.”

“I would love that.” I lean against the white exterior brick of The Gramercy and sigh. “It’s so good to hear your voice. Thank you for calling instead of texting.”

She laughs. “I figured this deserved a phone call. Even though you know I hate talking on the phone.”

“I know. Makes me feel pretty good that you braved a phone call for me.”

“You should feel fantastic about that, honestly.”

I let out a small laugh at the same time I realized that I’ve started to cry. I wipe at my eyes. “I feel great about it. I promise.” My voice is covered with my tears. Sigh. I can’t hide my feelings as well as I used to.

“Don’t cry,” she whispers. “Be happy today. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Go back to breakfast. We can talk later.”

We hang up after I’ve said goodbye. My heart feels so happy yet so sad at the same time. Hearing her voice was everything I wanted and needed. But it also hurt like hell.
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MAY 14, 2023

3:00 p.m.


You okay today, Heather?




How did you know I would be struggling?




Because it’s Mother’s Day, and I listen to every word you’ve ever said to me.




You’re so ridiculously wonderful. Do you know that?




Same to you, beautiful.
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JUNE 10, 2023

The Tony Awards are tomorrow. I am freaking out. I have no idea how to handle this level of freakout. I’ve gone to the awards show numerous times, but I’ve only been nominated one other time, best actress in a featured role for Missed Connections, and I knew I wasn’t going to win. I was up against some of the best names in the business.

Thomas, Marjorie, and I are going together. A united front. Our musical is the underdog. Marjorie is the underdog. Thomas and I are veterans, but I’m just as excited for her as I am for myself. Excited and nervous.

And because we’re up for best musical, we have also been invited to perform. We’ll be singing the number from the rehab facility, when we’re convincing Marjorie’s character not to relapse. It’s a beautiful piece and gives us all a chance to shine, along with the ensemble.

I’m less nervous about that than I am about the award.

I’ve heard from a gazillion people—family, friends, acquaintances—but I haven’t heard from Michael. I suppose I’m not surprised so much as I am sad. I figured he’d be one of the firsts. Of course, this is what I had always been working toward. This role. A role I could sink my teeth into, one that would really allow me to grow as a performer. A role that would break me while simultaneously healing me. A role that I would fall in love with.

As much as he supported me, he also never understood me.

And all these months later, I’ve finally come to grips with that reality.

Grace has called three times. Each conversation has been longer and better than the last. I look forward to hearing her voice. Seeing her text notification pop up on my screen. All of it. For two people who aren’t in a relationship, who can’t be in a relationship, we sure are in a relationship.

I have a meeting with Sunshine Motion Pictures in one month, right after my contract with Can’t Make You Love Me is up.

Another thing to be nervous about. Great.
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JUNE 11, 2023 – 6:00 a.m.

Today is the day. THE day. I have had four cups of coffee and a donut hole. My stomach is in knots.

But my hair looks fantastic. My stylist Amber said hair down—in curls—would look the best, and she wasn’t wrong. The refresh on my blonde hair, the curls, and how she pulled up just the left side of my hair with a beautiful, diamond-studded barrette? Yeah, she did a marvelous job.

My makeup also looks flawless. The fake eyelashes are a pain in the ass, but goddamn I look good.

I have to go fit into my dress now. The dress which was apparently made for me. A long, red, princess-cut, deep V-neck gown that fits like a glove. Thank you, Alexander McQueen.
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7:45 p.m.


Heather fucking McCarthy, how are you holding up?




I’m going to vomit.




Deep breaths. You got this.




Deep breaths? I can barely breathe as it is. And you think I should take deep breaths??




Oh lord.




I’m just so nervous.




I know you are. You’re allowed to be. Just try and remember that you’re going to make it through this, no matter what. Don’t let your inner critic speak a word. YOU. GOT. THIS. Period.




Thank you . . . so much.




I’ll be watching. Have fun. Break a leg. All that jazz.
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11:45 p.m.


Oh my god.




Oh my GOD!




Holy fuck.




HOLY FUCK!




Grace. What just happened? I am beside myself right now. I don’t . . . how did . . . oh my god.




Heather, you fucking won a Tony! YOU WON A TONY! YOU WON!




I can’t believe this. I don’t even know what to say.




You looked amazing up there. If you were freaking out during your acceptance speech, I couldn’t tell. You sounded incredible. You. Are. Incredible. I’m so proud of you. I called you. I know you couldn’t answer, but I wanted to leave you a message. YOU DID IT! YOU ARE A TONY-WINNING BROADWAY ACTRESS! Congratulations!




Grace?




Yeah?




I wanted to thank you . . . in my speech. I hope you know that.




Hey, it’s okay. You thanked everyone you needed to thank who got you to where you are. Don’t think another thought about it, okay?




I know, but you . . . you are so important to me. I need you to know that.




Well, thank you for saying that. It means more to me than you realize.




I can’t wait to listen to your message. Can we talk later?




Of course. Go! Have fun! Celebrate!
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JUNE 12, 12:30 a.m.

Five new voice messages are waiting for me. Grace’s is at the top of the list—now I’ll always know the exact time I became a Tony winner—and I eagerly press play.

10:35 p.m.


“Hi, I know you can’t answer, but I wanted to be the first of the people not with you to tell you how proud I am of you. At least, I hope I’m the first. I watched you accept the award from the comfort of my apartment, wishing I was there, in person, to see you up there, accepting a fucking Tony award. Wow. I’m thrilled for you. You looked amazing. Your voice during the performance was . . . god, Heather, you are perfection. I’m so honored I got to see you in this role as many times as I did. And I’m so glad we’re talking again. I’m even more glad that you are being recognized for your incredible talent. Have a wonderful rest of your evening. I can’t wait to talk to you and hear about every detail.”
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3:47 a.m.


Grace Elliott.




Gorgeous Grace. That has a nice ring to it.




I’m not home yet. Still out. Still celebrating. Still fucking missing you like crazy. And I wanted to text you to tell you that I love you. I mean, like I love you. Not like I’m in love with you.




Actually, who am I kidding?




I am in love with you, but I wanted to say that to you to your face first. Not in a text. But whatever. I’m drunk. I love you. A lot. And am so happy you’re in my life.




Jesus. I wish I could unsend a text message. But I waited too long and now I can’t undo it.




Fuck.




I hope that doesn’t freak you out when you read it when you wake up.




I’m not drunk.




Correction. I’m not *that* drunk.




Actually, I’m pretty drunk.




I miss you so fucking much, Grace.




God. I’d unsend that, too.




Anyway. I’m going to shut up.
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12:00 p.m.


Hey, Tony Winner, you awake yet?
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1:00 p.m.


Guess not. LOL




Text me when you wake up.
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3:21 p.m.


Oh my god.




Why do I think I’m still twenty-one?




Oh man. A real doozy of a hangover?




Christ on a corndog, I’m a mess. Last night was bananas. Can I call you tomorrow?




Yes. Please do. Get some rest, you party animal.




Will do . . .
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JUNE 21, 2023

I haven’t texted Grace back. I haven’t called. I’m such an asshole. Why am I so nervous to find out that my texts to her weren’t received well? I can simply say I was drunk, because well, I was. Drunk. As. A. Skunk.

I’m such an idiot.
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JULY 7, 2023

Final curtain call tonight. I’m a mess. I don’t want this to end.
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10:00 p.m.


I hope your last show went well. Your name is all over social media.




I know, I know. I’m back on social media. Don’t ask me why.




Just be happy that you’re obviously in my algorithm.




Damn, you’re really not texting back.




Heather, talk to me. Please.
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11:00 p.m.


Sigh. Heather, I wish you would talk to me.
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JULY 10, 2023

3:00 p.m.


Have you talked to Grace since you told her you love her? Real fucking smooth, by the way.




No, Thomas, I haven’t. Sigh. Every time I go to text her, I remember how stupid I sounded and I freeze.




Christ. You women are so ridiculous. Call her. Or text her, please?




I’m in LA at the moment. And you know that.




Oh, yes, the audition. Well, lucky for you, text messages and phone calls don’t really care where they’re sent from or made from. So stop being a baby and text her, you jackass. Also, let me know how your audition goes. Love you!
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JULY 31, 2023

10:00 p.m.


Hi, Grace . . .




I know it’s been forever, but my life has been ridiculous.




I’ve been in sailing school for six to eight hours every day for the past nine days and all into next week as well.




Reading like crazy.




Researching everything I can about boats and sails and knots and, and, and . . . it’s been a lot.




Not that this matters, but my mental health hasn’t been the best either.




On top of all that, after my drunken confession, I was embarrassed and felt like a giant asshole so I . . . I don’t know.




I ran.




Like a fool.




I’m an idiot. I should have texted sooner. I’m sorry.




I hope you’re okay.
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AUGUST 1, 2023

8:04 a.m.


Heather, I’m so sorry for not responding sooner. Please do not apologize. I loved that entire string of messages. I still love them. And I’m not mad at you. I promise. But . . . can we work on not ghosting each other? It’s so not fair to either of us.




I know. I am such an idiot. I don’t know why I shut people out when I get messy, but I do.




I’m one of the people who loves all of you, even the messy parts. Try to remember that when you start wanting to pull away.




I’ll try . . . Messy Heather is a real treat. Sigh.




Well, pull yourself together, please. You have a movie to start filming.




So you heard?




Of course I heard. I’m beyond happy for you! I wanted to reach out, but you sort of seemed like you needed some space.




Ugh.




Yeah.




I’m so sorry about those messages. Coming in like that. Me, all drunk. You, all asleep. Just not a classy move.




You are so fucking perfect. You know that?




I do not know that.




When I tell you that I loved waking up to those messages, I mean it. I love messy and vulnerable Heather. She’s authentic and exposed and wonderful. Please, don’t ever censor yourself with me. Show me your soul. Because I’m going to love every bit of it. I promise.




Okay . . .




(you really do have a way with words, by the way)




Will I see you . . . when we start filming?




Please say yes.




Truthfully, I don’t know if I can handle seeing you.




Grace . . .




Please change your mind.




I’ll let you know, okay?




I’ll take it. For now.




Be careful out there.




A month and a half of sailing. I’m sure I’ll kiss the ground when I get back to the DuSable Harbor in Chicago at the end of September.




You’re going to be amazing as Eliza Burke. Thank you in advance for taking care of her.




I’m honored to do so.
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AUGUST 7, 2023 – 3:30 a.m.
From: Grace Elliot (grace@graceelliotbooks.com)
To: Heather McCarthy (heather@heathermccarthy.com)
Subject: A few things

Dear Heather,
Filming is starting today. I won’t be there for many reasons, but the first one is I just can’t do it. As much as I miss you, I can’t be there. I can’t see you. I can’t. I am asking from the bottom of my heart for you to please understand how difficult this is for me.
I need you to know this, though, before you take off into the fray. Before you become my most favorite character I have ever written. Before you transform into Eliza Burke . . .
I do love you, Heather McCarthy. I love you. I can’t imagine my life without your presence. I told you once that I wanted to learn everything about you. I’ve learned so much already. But at the same time, I haven’t learned enough. I feel like there is so much more to you, and it is screaming for me to pay attention.
In the five days we had in New York City, you changed me. I don’t even know if you realize how much you actually helped me. I know, for a romance writer, I don’t really communicate my feelings very well, but Heather, I handed my heart over to you that first night we were together. I did so without a second’s hesitation. I knew, the moment I stepped into your apartment, that my life was never going to be the same. Hell, I knew my life would never be the same the second I saw you onstage for the first time. But approaching you at the Glass House, talking to you, going to dinner with you, I have never felt the connection I felt with you with anyone else. That night, at your apartment, as fucking cliché as it sounds, you looked into my soul as we sat there on your couch. You, asking me questions that you probably thought would help calm me down, me sitting there, answering those questions because you were right, you were calming me down . . . Everything about that night made me fall for you and fall hard. Christ, I avoided a panic attack. Never before had I been able to successfully talk myself down from one of those. And! I haven’t had one since. You helped me with that. You saved me. You took my heart, and you handled it with such care. And my heart? It’s still yours. It’ll always be yours. I don’t want to give it to anyone else. Not only that, but I also don’t think anyone else would ever handle it as gently as you have.
You got this, Heather McCarthy. Knock ’em dead out there. And, as always, break a leg.

With love always,
Grace





SCENE SEVENTEEN
GRACE


AUGUST 10, 2023

11:00 p.m.


Grace Elliott. I have met someone who is a bigger fan of you than I am.




No way. I don’t believe it.




I know. I was also shocked. I was at dinner with Zelda and Willow in the Meatpacking District.




Girl and the Goat?




I’m sure you’ve been. Gotta say, it was weird being recognized in another city . . . in Chicago . . . your city . . .




But this young woman came up to us and wanted our autographs because she knew we were here to film. She went on and on about your book and told us that she gobbles up everything you write. She rambled for a good five minutes about her other favorites in your backlist. It was very cute.




Wow. That’s intense! A FanEllie in the wild. *gulp*




Is that what she kept calling herself? A FanEllie? You have your own fan group name? That’s impressive.




I think you mean *obsessive*.




It’s fun. You should be proud of yourself. People love your books. I am privileged to take on this role. Especially after speaking with so many who are so passionate about the story.




You’ve been brainwashed. Great.




Please, I loved you before I knew you had a cult following.




Whew!




In other news, I am awful on the boat and have thrown up at least ten times.




So you’re really getting into character? Hahaha!




Unfortunately, ugh.




It’ll get better. I was a mess the first week I was on the boat for research.




Wait, you did this?




Yeah, of course. How did you think I wrote all of it? Reading about it on wikiHow?




LOL! No, I figured you were a sailor at heart.




Absolutely not. I can’t stand boats. But I spent way too much time on one so I could write a more authentic novel.




Wow. I had no idea.




And you call yourself a FanEllie.




I’ve literally had my tongue inside of your pussy. I’m much more than a fan.




Jesus . . .




Too far?




Not at all. Just . . . a very lovely memory.




I miss you.




Heather, I miss you so much it makes my stomach hurt.




Same . . .




Same, same, same.




By the way, the contract very specifically says no fraternizing with any of the cast or crew, including, in boldface type, the screenwriter or author. Sigh.




Yeah, Sabrina sent me a screenshot. They really have it out for us, don’t they?




It fucking seems like it.




Hey?




Yes?




We’ve made it this far.




Yes, we have.
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AUGUST 13, 2023

Apparently—and I literally just learned this because I’ve never done this before—when a movie is being shot, important people get to watch snippets of it throughout the process. The bit of filmed dialogue we are handed is called a daily. I very specifically said I didn’t want them, and I was told, as the download link for a rather large video file dropped into my inbox, that I might change my mind. So here it was. Just in case.

I resisted the urge for all of ten minutes, with my laptop fully across the room from me, before, with fist held in front of my lips as though holding back a scream, I slowly approached the computer and opened the file.

So here I am. With my first daily. I pull it up on my MacBook and take a deep breath before I press play. The scene is on the deck of the Samantha Wainwright. Joy is at the wheel, and suddenly, Eliza enters the shot.

“Well, you sure look like you’ve seen better days,” Joy says. Her long, dark hair is pulled into a French braid, just how I wrote it.

Eliza looks a mess from her first day on the ship. Her hair is down, but she runs her hands through it and secures it quickly into a messy ponytail. My heart can barely handle this. That’s Heather standing there, but everything about her is Eliza. Her mannerisms, her stance, the white-and-navy-blue-striped sweater, the khaki pants, her hair, the way she licks her lips, her lips that are dry from a day on the open water and of vomiting over the starboard side.

I am in a dream.

“Uh, yeah. I’m running on fumes. Haven’t exactly found my sea legs yet,” Eliza says. She clears her throat, loudly. “I’ve been through worse, though.”

“Cut!” The director, Rachelle Frost, shouts. And she rushes into the frame, headphones pulled off, and says, “Heather, I’m sorry. Nothing at all wrong with what you’re doing except . . . you don’t need to project.”

I feel myself smiling. She’s so used to being on-stage. She’s used to performing in front of people, of having to make sure her voice is heard in the front row and the back row.

“Dammit,” Heather whispers. “I’m really sorry. That’s a hard habit to break.”

“No, you’re fine.” Rachelle waves her hand through the air. “You’ll need that volume during certain scenes. But remember, act the part. Don’t over act the part. Got it? The camera is right there.”

“I got it.” Heather’s smile is so beautiful, but I can tell she’s mad at herself.

Rachelle moves off the scene and yells, “Action!”

“Uh, yeah. I’m running on fumes. Haven’t exactly found my sea legs yet,” Heather, back to Eliza says. She clears her throat, twists her hands, and breathes in deeply. Every single thing Heather does makes her motion sickness look even more real. “I’ve been through worse, though.”

“Oh?”

“Morning sickness wasn’t exactly my friend.” Eliza smiles weakly. “Either time.”

“Tell me about them. Your kids.”

Eliza leans against the railing behind the wheel, clearly off balance still. “They’re both grown. One is in college. The other is working as an intern at the White House.”

“Wow. The White House? That’s pretty awesome.”

“Sure, except he’s sort of leaning toward the Republican side of things. Which scares the hell out of me.” Eliza chuckles, as does Joy. “I figured you’d have known all about us since the application process for this program was so extensive.”

Joy shrugs, hands gripping the wheel. “I like to leave some things to the imagination.”

“Ahh, I see.”

“I remember why you’re here, though.”

“And?” Heather captures Eliza’s suspicion in her expressive eyes. “Why’s that?”

“Mentally abusive ex-husband, left your role as corporate CEO because you no longer felt like it was what you were supposed to be doing with your life. You no longer need to be a mom to your kids, now that they’re grown up; you feel alone, depressed, and completely disconnected from the world, even though you’re constantly connected through social media and the internet with your phone. You want space and time and happiness and love, preferably all, but you’d settle for three out of the four.” Joy smiles and turns to Eliza. “Which three out of the four would you settle for?”

“Love, happiness, and time.” Eliza’s eyes lock onto Joy’s as she looks over at her. “Obviously.”

“Why obviously?”

“If we have love, happiness, and time, why would we want space?”

“I see.”

“Do we get to learn about you on this trip?” Eliza straightens her shoulders. It’s clear her question came out of nowhere and surprised even her.

Joy chuckles. She’s classically beautiful but hardened by her years as a sailboat captain. Sunscreen has worked, but it hasn’t prevented her from being a lovely shade of brown. “I’m nothing special, Eliza Burke. Don’t you worry about me.”

“Just so you know,” Eliza says as she pushes away from the railing and takes a few steps closer to where Joy is standing, “there’s a wager going on down below: who can sleep with you first.”

“Not surprising.”

“It’s not? Why isn’t that surprising?” Eliza lets out a small laugh. “I was surprised by it.”

“Were ya, though?” Joy narrows her eyes but smiles, and Eliza’s expression shifts from shock to one of being caught with her hand in the cookie jar. I melt at the expressive planes of Heather’s face, capturing the sunlight in a close-up.

“I mean, a group of primarily straight women? Yeah, it was a little shocking.”

“Who’s in the lead?” Joy’s smile is contagious because Eliza also smiles.

“Janet. Not because everyone thinks it, but because she’s that sure of herself.”

Joy nods. “Interesting.”

And the screen cuts to black. I realize only after the cut to black that I’m gripping my shirt over my heart. Seeing Heather as my Eliza Burke is going to be the most amazing and intense experience of my life. I’m sure of it.

Thank goodness for “just in case.”
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AUGUST 23, 2023

9:00 p.m.


Hello from Ontario!




We’ve been making fairly good time, according to James, the actual only sailor aboard. Moving at about 11 knots. And a knot, funnily enough, is around one and a quarter miles per hour. The things I am learning. I swear to god. It’s mind-blowing.




I’m so glad to hear it’s going well.




Everyone is wonderful.




The crew ladies are so much fun.




We’ve been bonding and laughing and learning about each other. Just a great time.




That’s good news. Such good news.




I love theater. You know that. I love singing and performing on stage. But I think I needed this. A reprieve of sorts. A way to stretch my wings. Learn to fly.




Thank you . . . for all of this. For believing in me. For seeing Eliza in me.




From the very moment I saw you, I knew you were going to be perfect in this role. I should be thanking you for taking a chance on me, on my writing, on this movie.




I’d do it all over again. Every moment. Especially you . . .




I have to go . . . I’ll text at the next stop.
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SEPTEMBER 7, 2023

Sabrina grabs a tortilla chip from the bowl sitting between us. “You are absolutely fucking nuts, you know that?”

I scoff. “What are you talking about?”

“You! And Heather! You two talking like this, what are you even doing?” She’s shouting loud enough that Muffin is confused. Thankfully we are in my apartment, so being loud isn’t exactly a problem. Except that Darby is going to be home any minute. And that’s been, well, a weird situation since I came back in March. It’s the first time in a year or so that Sabrina has come to Chicago to see me. It feels good to have her on my turf. That is, of course, until she started quizzing me about Heather. I cannot tell a lie. Especially not about Heather.

“Okay, well, first of all, I didn’t confide in you so you could tell me how stupid I am.”

“Fine, fine. I’m sorry.”

“And second, Heather and I are friends. And that’s it.”

“Friends who have fucked.”

“Numerous times. Yes.”

Sabrina lets out a loud, solitary, “Ha!”

“We said we wouldn’t do this until she was done with the movie. And then we’ll reconvene. Hell, she may find someone else by then. She was already famous, and this is only going to bolster that fame. I may no longer be the person she wants at the end of it all.”

“And you’re just going to, what? Sit around and wait?”

I scoff again. “No. What the hell?”

“Then? What are you doing?”

“I mean, not much. But I’ve been busy.”

She laughs again. “I swear to god, Grace. If you get yourself in trouble because of this woman, I’m going to murder you myself.”

“I am not going to get into trouble. Not with Sunshine at least. I may get my heart into trouble, but hell, I’ve been down that road before.”

“Yeah, with Heather!”

I shake my head, a small smile displayed. “It’s fine this time. I swear.” I’ve been telling myself that it’s fine for a while now. Hopefully I sound believable.
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My phone vibrates to life on the countertop.

8:00 p.m.


Grace, Is Sabrina still there?




Yeah, Darby, LOL, she’s staying the weekend.




You’re allowed to come home, Darbs. This is still your place.




I don’t know. It feels weird with Sabrina there.




Sabrina loves you. She just knew we weren’t right together. It’s okay. I promise. Please just come home.




The apartment door opens, and Darby walks through, unloading her messenger bag from her shoulder. It hits the ground with a thud. She shrugs sheepishly. “I was in the hallway.”

“You are such a weirdo,” I say with a laugh.
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10:35 p.m.

I’ve seen Sabrina and Darby together quite a few times. Sabrina knows more about Darby than anyone else in my life. She seemingly chooses to be nice to her instead of treating her with disdain. Thank god. And Darby acts the same exact way. Like, their attitudes make sense, though. It’s as if they both understand me in a way most people don’t. The main difference between the two is that Sabrina knows how to handle my eccentricities. Darby, on the other hand, is not a fan of them.

But, hey. That’s one of the many reasons we finally broke up.

And honestly? It’s been the best thing for both of us. In fact, I feel like we are closer now than we ever were before. We talk. We laugh. We hang out. And we don’t fight. It’s amazing.

“Wait, wait, so who is this new girl you’ve been seeing?” Sabrina asks Darby with a grin.

“Her name is Emily. She’s way too young for me, but I’m having a fantastic time.”

“Ugh, she’s not lying,” I comment. “It’s all I hear through the walls some nights.”

Sabrina’s face twists. “Isn’t that . . . um . . . awkward?”

I look at Darby just as she looks at me. We both shrug. “No?” we answer in unison.

“My word,” Sabrina says under her breath. “You two are the strangest exes I’ve ever met.”
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SEPTEMBER 21, 2023

With a deep breath, I steel myself to press play on the latest batch of dailies. After I watched that one last month, it became impossible to stop. And every time I watch a new one, I get to see Heather’s acting chops get better and better. She takes direction so well. And being able to witness the transformation is quite possibly the best part of my days.

“No, no, you don’t understand,” Heather says on my laptop’s screen as Eliza. “You think you do, but you have no idea what I went through. What I continue to go through. All because I was too stupid to, what? To stand up for myself? To grow a pair and tell him I wanted out?” In the shot, Eliza slumps against the wall of a restaurant where she and Joy have recently explored the idea of a first date. “You think you have me pegged. But what you think and what’s real are two completely different things.”

Joy, arms folded across her chest, scoffs. “Lady, I think I have a pretty good read on you.”

“Oh, really?” Eliza’s soft chuckle is so very Heather-coded that it makes my knees weak.

“Yep.” The tiny smile Joy gives Eliza is perfect. “You think you’re so hard to know, so hard to read, but I had you pegged from the second I laid eyes on you.”

“Well, by all means,” Eliza says as she stands upright and spreads her arms wide. “You have the floor.”

“You want me to tell you right now?”

“Yes, and please don’t leave anything out.” The way Eliza’s voice dips at the end of her sentence . . . my heart dips right along with it. Seeing her standing there, her hair down, a tiny amount of makeup on since they’re not on the ship for this scene, it’s remarkable how much Heather really is Eliza. It’s almost as if I was supposed to meet Heather. That she was supposed to be this character for me, for my readers. I really should thank Michael, shouldn’t I?

It’s Joy’s turn to squirm and squirm she does. She unfolds her arms, wipes her hands on her upper thighs, and then shakes them out. “Okay, okay,” she says as she begins to pace. “I mean, I guess I should start at the beginning, right? Because . . . since the moment you stepped foot on my ship, you’ve been a contradiction in terms.” She stops, looks at Eliza, and her shoulders sag the tiniest of amounts as she relents. “Because you are so eager to be loved and so afraid at the same time. You want the attention, but you hate it. You love people, but you can’t trust them. You are everything to so many on the ship, to me, yet you’re so afraid to let us into your heart.” Joy’s eyes have filled with tears, and she swipes at them, frantically. “You’re damaged goods, aren’t you?”

Eliza’s mouth is slightly open; she closes it as she wraps her cardigan tighter around herself. “Why the fuck do you think I’m here? It’s not because I love the open seas, for Christ’s sake. I’m here because I needed this. I needed to escape; I needed to lose myself in order to find myself. I needed to be around people and realize that not everyone is out to get me. So, yeah, you’re right, okay? I am damaged goods.” She shrugs. “But I’m here, and I’m fucking trying, Joy. I’m trying to remember how to be a human being while being a human. It’s not easy. Especially since, yeah, I don’t trust people. And I especially don’t trust you.”

Joy’s small smile breaks my heart. “Why don’t you trust me?”

Heather, as Eliza, pauses. I’ve seen that pause before. I’ve been on the receiving end of that pause. Her eyes, the softness of them, how they have filled with tears, the way her lips purse together… Everything in my body is on pins and needles. “Because I’m starting to have feelings for you. And there’s no way you could ever feel the same way about someone you just labeled as ‘damaged goods.’”

Joy closes the distance between them in a heartbeat. Her hands are cradling Eliza’s face as she kisses her. “Your imperfections are why I have fallen for you, Eliza Burke.” She kisses her again, deeply, and Eliza melts into the kiss.
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SEPTEMBER 25, 2023 – 10:00 a.m.

When my phone starts buzzing on the table in the Bourgeois Pig Café, I instantly get irritated. The people who have my phone number know me well enough by now to know I loathe speaking on the phone.

Text me.

It’s easier for us both.

If it were six months ago, I’d have let it go to voicemail. But now things seem different. Everything is urgent. Of course. I flip over my phone and see that it’s my favorite person ever.

Not.

“Michael, hi,” I say as I connect the call to my AirPods.

“Grace, I know you hate phone calls. I’m sorry for barging in on what I’m sure is a busy writing day, but I’m in the city. I was wondering if you’d have time to connect.”

I look around the café. As if anyone else heard him and can confirm. “What? You’re in Chicago? Why?”

“Uh, you know, a meeting. That’s all.”

“Sounds suspicious, but okay.”

“Listen,” he says, sort of breathless. “Dinner. Let me take you out. I feel like we need to get back on a level playing field. You and me.”

He’s pushy in a way that isn’t irritating so much as it is exhausting. I relent simply because I don’t have the mental strength to argue. “Okay, fine.”

“Let’s do seven. You pick the place.”

“Fuck, I don’t know, Michael. Are you in the mood for pasta?”

“I can be in the mood for anything.”

“Ugh, gross. Fine. Torchio on Wells. I’ll meet you there.”

[image: ]


7:10 p.m.

I am never late for anything. Ever. And it frustrates me to no end when people are late for things they’ve invited me to. So imagine my mood as I sit and wait for Michael at Torchio.

Hint: I am not happy.
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7:30 p.m.

“I’m so sorry I’m late.” Michael’s panting as he finally sits across from me is just a tad much.

“Settle down,” I say, hoping my irritation isn’t, in kind, too much for him. “It’s fine.”

“I know how much you dislike people who aren’t punctual.” He takes a deep breath. “I have a good reason, though.” He pulls a folded piece of paper from the inside pocket of his blazer and hands it to me. “New contract details.”

I stare at him suspiciously as I take the proffered contract. “I’ve already signed everything, I thought?”

“No, this is money-related.”

“Oh.” I unfold the paper and scan its contents. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah.”

I glance up at him. He’s smiling from ear to ear. “I told you I’d take care of you.”

“Michael, this is insane.” I look down again. “I’ve never seen so many zeros before.”

He laughs as he flags down our server. “Well, now you have. It only gets better from here.”

A short while later, two steaming plates of pasta have been set in front of us. I know I chose Torchio’s off the cuff, but they’re one of my favorite hometown spots for Italian. I’ve been looking forward to this meal since I blurted out the name of the restaurant earlier today.

“Have you heard from Heather?” Michael asks rather conversationally as he unfolds his black cloth napkin and tucks it into the collar of his Brooks Brothers shirt.

A little too conversationally.

I look at him over the forkful of pappardelle I am preparing to shovel into my mouth. “No,” I lie. “You know as well as I do that we aren’t really allowed⁠—”

“Allowed?” He scoffs.

“Well? That’s essentially what the contract said.”

He shrugs. “Just thought maybe you’d have⁠—”

“What?” I still haven’t taken the bite I took so much care in twirling. I don’t know why, but something about this line of questioning has raised my hackles. I try to sound as casual and skeptical as possible as I say, “Breached my contract?”

He shrugs again. “It would be a shame if something so simple messed this all up for you. I’m just letting you know,” he says after his small bite of bread. “Someone saw the two of you texting.”

So this is why he wanted to meet. Of course it is. He could have just as easily shared the new contract terms with me over email. It was just the sugar, the added incentive, to make the medicine of this bad news go down. Stop fraternizing with Heather, and all the millions of your dreams can come true.

Suddenly the idea of eating has my stomach rolling, a ship on the shoals. I set down my fork. “Excuse me?”

“You need to stop. Now.” When he looks at me, his eyes aren’t holding anything but remorse. “I know, it’s hard, but you can’t fuck this up, Grace. It’s a contract. A contract. You signed it. She signed it. Period.”

I nod. It’s all I can do. If I open my mouth, my pre-dinner salad and two glasses of Barolo may come back up.

“I hate being the one to tell you this.” His voice is miles away and retreating fast.

I nod again.

He looks at me as though he’s not sure I’m hearing him. “Please stop,” he says all the same. “Okay?”

One final nod as I stand is all I have in me. Then I escape to the restaurant’s gorgeous bathroom to void the contents of my stomach into the toilet.

When I return to the table fifteen shaky, sweaty minutes of putting myself back together later, Michael is gone, a signed check and a doggy bag left in his wake.
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Instead of actually listening to Michael, the first thing I do is text Heather.

9:30 p.m.


Guess who I had dinner with tonight.




Oh Jesus . . .




No, not him.




Ha, ha, very funny. Who?




Michael.




What? For real?




Yes.




I hope it went well.




He reminded me how stupid it would be if we were talking and messed this all up.




Of course he did.




Have you and him . . . y’know . . . ?




I haven’t spoken to Michael since the night you and I broke up.




Needless to say, I almost drop my phone. I read the text again. And again. I actually go so far as to put my phone on the coffee table, get up, walk around my apartment, knock on Darby’s door, and go in when she asks what I want. I sit on the edge of her bed. I don’t say a word. She has no idea what is going on, and I haven’t told her what happened in New York. I haven’t told her about Heather. For obvious reasons.

I sit there until I hear her start snoring again. She knows sometimes I just need to sit, be still, and not be talked to.
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My hands are still shaking as I stare down at my phone. I need to figure this out with her. But I’m so worried about what her answers will me.

9:42 p.m.


Grace?




Yeah?




Where’d you go?




I’m here.




You disappeared, though.




Yeah.




Did you really think I was going to go back to him?




Her text messages are glaring at me. Yes. I did. I thought she was going to go back to him. I thought she was going to at least try. And she didn’t. I am so happy about it but also so very sad that we had to do what we had to do in order for us both to . . . what? Put our careers first?

Yes.




Wow . . .




Heather, come on.




Do you seriously not understand how much you mean to me? How much those five days meant to me? How much they still mean to me?




Sometimes it feels like maybe it was all in my head, like maybe I was bamboozled or something.




Bamboozled? Are you kidding me?




Are you *fucking* kidding me, Grace Elliott?




You’re lucky I’m not there.




Listen, I have to tell you this. Michael told me he knows we’ve been texting. We are both in breach of contract. If we keep doing this . . .




My stomach is so upset.

We have to stop talking.




Who saw us? How is that even possible?




I don’t know. I was reeling so much I didn’t ask.




But we both know whoever it is could really screw everything up . . .




Fine.




I’m sorry . . .




I have to go. I have an early call time.




Okay. Sleep well.




I wait for a response and unfortunately—unsurprisingly?—get nothing.

I’m really sorry, Heather.
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OCTOBER 30, 2023

The phone rings and rings until finally the automated voice picks up. Of course. Why would she answer my call?

There’s a beep, and then I start in.

“Hey, Heather, it’s Grace. I don’t know why I’m telling you who it is. I’m sure you saw my name. Unless you deleted my contact info. Which I guess could have happened. I’m calling because, well, I miss you. I know filming wrapped today . . . I just hoped maybe we could talk. Talk about how stupid I was to question if what we had was real or not. It was the most real connection I have ever felt. I don’t know why I always assume the worst. I jump always to the conclusion that I’m simply an afterthought. Especially, sadly, when it comes to the very few people who have become important in my life. You, Heather, are the most important person in my little life. You were important then. You are important now. And I just wish I could tell you, face to face, how you ignited a fire within my soul and nothing has been able to extinguish it. Not space, not time, not contract clauses, not hetero ex-husbands. God, I hate this. I don’t want us to not speak. I want you in my life, period. We stupidly agreed to those contract terms, though. And the last thing I want is for this to fuck up anything for you. Or, hell, for me either. We can do this. We have until June. We can do this. Right? Can’t we? You’re going to see the transcript for this on your phone and immediately delete it, I’m sure. All I want is to⁠—”




“The message has reach maximum length,” the automated voice says. “Goodbye.” And my phone disconnects.

What the fuck? Oh my god. How fucking embarrassing.
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OCTOBER 30, 2023

8:17 p.m.


I didn’t delete your voicemail, by the way.




And I would never delete your contact info.
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OCTOBER 31, 2023

Eight more months. We can do this.




I hope you’re right.
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NOVEMBER 24, 2023

11:00 p.m.


I miss you so much.




I wish I was with you.




Are you with your family?




Yes.




You’ve never told me about them




I take a chance and click on the FaceTime button.

“You’re pressing our luck. You know that?” Heather’s face appears on the screen, and my eyes immediately fill with tears. “Oh Grace,” she whispers when she sees my tears. “Don’t cry.”

“It’s just really good to see you,” I whisper.

“It’s really good to see you, too.”

“My older sister”—I wipe at my eyes—“her name is Joanie.”

Heather is lying in her bed, on her stomach. She turns the camera to the left to reveal a soundly sleeping Hazel. “How much older is she?”

“Oh, I miss that cute face,” I say softly. “Joanie is five years older.”

“And your mom and dad? Are they, y’know, cool with you being a big ol’ lesbian?”

I laugh, a little too loudly for how late it is. “Yeah, they’re very cool about it, actually. It took my dad a second, but now he’s just so proud of me that I don’t think he cares who I love.”

“That’s how it should be, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“What are their names?”

“Frances and Bill.”

“I look forward to meeting them,” Heather says with the same smile she gave me the very first time we spoke. It’s shocking, actually, how much I am still into this woman. I’ve never felt this intensely for someone for this length of time before.

“I actually told my mom about you tonight.” I shrug. “I hope that’s okay.”

“Oh?” Heather’s face lights up. “And what did she have to say?”

“Well, in a shocking turn of events, she knew exactly who you are, is a huge fan, and has even seen you onstage twice. I think she said in Shame Shame; apparently you were in Chicago for a two-week run, and she made my dad take her back a second time. Needless to say, she didn’t believe me at first.”

Heather laughs, and the sound makes my entire body feel like I could fly. “Are you kidding?”

“No! I was like, ‘Ma, I’m not joking around,’ and she, as deadpan as possible, said to me, ‘Grace, you freaking wish.’ It wasn’t until I showed her that picture we took together on our first dinner date that she believed me. I felt like I was trying to convince a jury of my peers.”

She’s still smiling when she says, “She’s going to crap when you actually bring me home, isn’t she?”

“A hundred percent, yes.” I roll onto my back on my childhood bed. “What did you do today?”

“I went to Thomas’s. He had a herd of people over. Marjorie was there. It was really great to catch up with her.”

“So, what’s up next for you? Y’know, since you’re done filming and all that jazz.”

“I have two auditions next week. One for theater, the other for another film.” She shrugs. “Vicki has been hard at work lining stuff up for me.”

“That’s amazing.”

“It’s been a whirlwind.”

She looks so beautiful, tired, face free of makeup. “You still take my breath away.” I hear myself before I even realized I was going to say it out loud.

“Oh, baby,” she whispers. “Same goes for you, y’know?”

“I’m gonna go before I start crying again.” I try to give her a smile, but it probably looks more like a grimace.

“Thank you,” she says softly. “For taking a chance. For calling.”

“You’re welcome.”

We disconnect. And I definitely start crying.
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DECEMBER 25, 2023

Merry Christmas, Heather.




It’d be better if I was with you.




I start to chuckle as I look up from my phone around my parents’ packed living room. Joanie and her kids and husband, my cousins and their families. Everyone is laughing and talking and unwrapping gifts. I snap a picture and send it to her.

It’s pretty wild here right now.




Oh, Grace, it looks lovely. Your family looks lovely.




It would be a lot nicer if you were here.




Next year.




Absolutely.




Six. More. Months.




We got this.




Have you . . . y’know . . . started seeing anyone?




I let out a laugh and my cousin Barb looks over at me. She narrows her eyes but doesn’t ask who I’m texting.

No. God, no.




You?




No . . . someone asked me out but I just couldn’t say yes. It didn’t feel right. I sort of have my eyes on someone else.




Oh? I hope you mean me.




Obviously.




Good.




You’re it for me, Grace. . .




I feel the same way about you.




You better. 😉
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MARCH 18, 2024

6:35 a.m.


Happy Birthday, Grace Elliott. And happy one-year anniversary. I wish we were together to celebrate.




When my eyes focus on that message, my pulse instantly starts to race. It’s been forever since we’ve spoken.

Thank you so much, Heather fucking McCarthy.




For texting.




For remembering.




I could never forget anything about you. I hope you know that.




That was a really great night, wasn’t it?




You changed my entire life that night. With your cute glasses and your even cuter nervousness.




Oh god, I was so nervous. I thought I was going to vomit.




I could tell.




Great.




I’m glad you didn’t vomit.




SAME.




I’m even more glad that I ran into you on that Monday morning. You looked like you’d seen a ghost.




Well, yeah. A city of millions of people and we run into you?




It was a sign.




Yeah, it really was. Best sign of my entire life.




Mine, too.




How have you been?




Insanely busy.




I’m doing all these interviews and ads for the movie.




It’s been so intense. So much fun, but damn.




I feel like I am nonstop from the second I get up until the second my head hits the pillow.




How about you?




Also busy. Wrapping up my book tour. Just got back from LA last night. I have another event tomorrow at Women & Children First here in the city, and then I’m done for a few.




Wish our paths could have crossed.




I don’t think that would have been allowed . . . but I would have loved that.




Two more months.




You still sure?




About you?




Yeah . . .




1,000,000,000%




LOL. I miss you so much.




I miss *you*
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SCENE EIGHTEEN


GRACE

The day before the premiere is finally here.

It’s been fourteen months since I left New York City with my heart barely hanging by a thread. And it’s been since March since I have heard from Heather. I know we aren’t technically supposed to talk until the premiere. The contract said one year. We both signed it in July of last year, which means we have one month left, but at this point, would anyone actually care what either of us does?

Gun-shy doesn’t even begin to describe how I’m feeling about the entire situation. I know none of this—our separation, our inability to be together—has anything to do with either of us but try telling that to my bruised heart. All it knows is that we aren’t together. And that it fucking sucks. I don’t think I have the courage to be the one who reaches out first. I almost sent texts on numerous occasions. I almost called on even more occasions, which is weird for me, considering my hatred of the phone. Each and every time I chickened out. My brain kept taunting my heart with scenarios of her having moved on, of her being back with Michael, of her not caring anymore. I have no basis for any of that. I know that. But an overthinker will always be an overthinker.

Social media hasn’t exactly been kind to me. She’s everywhere. This movie is getting far more attention than I realized. And the name Heather McCarthy is on everyone’s lips. I love seeing her rise to the top. It’s exactly what should be happening. She deserves all the praise. The dailies I watched were incredible. Hard to watch, yes, but she nailed every single one of them. The entire cast did, to be honest. I can’t even imagine how the whole movie is going to be after watching the ten or fifteen clips I saw.

Seeing Heather and Zelda together as Eliza and Joy was probably the hardest part of all. They were magnetic, though and I am so excited for my readers to see this masterpiece. So excited.

Also so fucking nervous and anxious and stressed.

But yeah, excited.

At this point, the only thing I haven’t thought endlessly about is the fact that I was hopeful Heather and I would make our way back to each other, like Eliza finds herself, like the water always finds its way back to the shore.

Alas, that is not what has happened, and even though I’m still completely heartbroken, I did what she told me to do. I wrote like my life depended on it and completed two more books, as well as the one I was already working on: Emotional Mess, The Wild Flowers, and Good Morning, Madeline Barnes. I don’t have that nagging feeling of impending doom any longer. Which is a peculiar way to describe the way a deal that has brought in so much money has made me feel, but here we are.

The studio execs worked out having one of the three premieres in Chicago, which is kind of cool since normally they only premiere movies in LA or New York. But since the beginning and the end of The Tide Will Pull You Home are set in Chicago, and filming started here and ended here, it made the most sense to bring it all the way home. One of the coolest things about the movie is that it was decided they were going to shoot the scenes in order because all of the characters go through so many changes to their physical appearance. According to the director, it’s more believable if they actually go through those changes. I agree and am so happy that’s what she wanted to do. From what I was told, the filming process was a smooth one. I never showed up on set when they were on land. It seemed far too risky. And let’s be real, I could have never handled seeing her.

With the premiere right around the corner, I have to admit, it’s nice being on my turf. Kind of helps with the nerves, especially since Sabrina couldn’t make it to be my emotional support person until tomorrow. She started seeing someone and wouldn’t tell me anything about it other than she used to see him and she doesn’t want to jinx it. Some days I love that we don’t tell each other everything, but other days I want to know all the details. I don’t thrive on drama, but I certainly like hearing about it. I feel like the only drama that has existed in my life almost ruined me.

In a weird turn of events, though, Darby said she could go with me. “I know you’re gonna need someone to lean on. This is a big deal,” she’d said when she heard me telling Sabrina that I’d be fine without her. It was unexpected of Darby to offer when in the past she would have rather been caught dead than seen supporting me. How in the world did I think that was okay, I’ll never know. But we’ve been . . . better? I don’t know how else to describe whatever has happened in the past almost year. I spent the first three months after New York and Heather in the deepest, darkest depression I’ve ever experienced. I relied a little too heavily on vodka and Xanax. When my therapist started questioning me, I decided maybe it was time to get my ass in gear. I stopped drinking shortly after my last text with Heather, started working on myself, and have been feeling better and better. Darby and I agreed, too, that no matter what happens, we are better when we are not in a committed relationship. And it’s been, well, like I said, it’s been better.

We talk. We kissed a couple times. The first time it happened, was after the new year. I was spiraling because I hadn’t heard from Heather. And Darby was drunk. It happened and then I spiraled even more out of control because I thought she would think it meant we were back together. Funnily enough, she thought the same thing. We had a good laugh about that once we finally communicated with each other. It’s amazing how communicating actually works. Who would have known?

I think I’m at the stage in life, mentally or emotionally, where I don’t want a full-blown relationship with anyone ever again. I just want nice and easy and stress-free. Anything more would throw me right back to my old pal, Xannies. And I don’t want to do that again. Ever.

For the premiere, the studio asked the owner of the boat, lovingly titled the Samantha Wainwright in my book, the ninety-two-foot, twin-masted sailing ship, if she could be present. To start off this two-day premiere event, the studio, cast, and crew are doing an unveiling of the ship to different magazine and television reporters who have shown up. So here I stand, off to the back, with my emotional support ex-girlfriend. I don’t want to be fussed over today.

To be honest, I didn’t even want to be here. To say I’m freaking out about seeing Heather in person for the first time in fourteen months is an understatement. The studio originally requested I be on set from time to time. After I told them I was too busy working on my next books and starting a book tour for Emotional Mess, Teresa said it was absolutely fine to skip the set visits. It wasn’t because I was too busy. It was because I knew I couldn’t handle seeing Heather. Meredith and I communicated during the entire script writing process too. I felt entirely comfortable with her making some of the harder calls. She’s become one of my dearest friends during those months of creating together. It’s strange how people come and go from your life.

Needless to say, if reaching for a Xanax was still my crutch, I’d be two deep by now. My heart hasn’t slowed down a bit. In fact, earlier today my watch asked me if I was working out. Sure, Apple Watch, I’m working out. Working out my demons, apparently.

Darby elbows me lightly. “Are you okay?”

I snap my head toward her. “Yeah, why?”

“You’re breathing really hard.”

Shit. I make my breathing more relaxed. “Oh, yeah. I mean”—I motion to the people and the cameras and the giant sailing vessel—“this is all a lot.”

She snakes her arm around my waist. “You’re right. It is. You deserve this, though. You worked your ass off for it.”

A deep breath fills my lungs, and I plaster a smile on my face. “Yep, you’re right. I did.” It’d be really awesome if I could just push all my anxiety and fear to the side and enjoy this ride, but ever since New York, I’ve been on an edge I’m not quite sure how to describe. Not a breakdown, not a panic attack, but more like perched on the edge of a mountain with a parachute that may or may not open correctly if I jump. And I can’t quite seem to get past it.

I’m not stupid. I know it’s Heather who still has a hold on me. That’s why I’m so fucked up. Such a fucking cliché I am, the romance writer who fell for the literal physical and spiritual embodiment of every character she’s ever written.

A voice rings out of the crowd of people. “Welcome, everyone to the Samantha Wainwright!” The crowd erupts. I’ve seen sales for my book. I’m not stupid. It’s been on the New York Times Best Seller list for almost three years. I know it’s doing phenomenally well. But this? The sound of the crowd? Holy shit. I swear I almost pass out.

A hush falls when Rachelle Frost, the director, holds her hand up. “First and foremost, we want to thank someone incredibly special: Grace Elliott. If she didn’t write this incredible story of perseverance, friendship, womanhood, and the love that exists between us all, we wouldn’t be here. So let’s give her a round of applause.” Another incredible eruption of noise happens.

I have chills all over my body when Darby wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me close to her. “You’re officially a celebrity, my dear.”

My eyes are tearing up, which has been happening more often since this all became a very tangible reality for me. Darby chuckles into my ear and kisses me on the cheek. A wave of gratitude washes over me for her being here, for sharing this with me; otherwise, I wouldn’t have anyone to ask if it really happened or if it was all a dream.

Suddenly, the cast appears on the deck of the ship. I, unfortunately, find Heather immediately in the lineup. My heart leaps into my throat the second my eyes land on her. She’s in the middle of the group of women, her blonde hair blowing in the breeze. This is the moment, right here, that I’ve been dreading. I’ve been worrying that I’ll realize it didn’t matter what I did. The hours and hours of therapy. The hours and hours of eating my feelings. Of drinking away my demons. Nothing helped because I am still very much in love with her. Upon the heels of that realization comes the other one—that it’s becoming harder and harder to pull a breath into my lungs.

I can’t do this.

I can’t be here any longer.

I turn and walk away, leaving Darby standing there like a bump on a log. I just can’t do it.

“Grace?” Darby runs up behind me. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t need to be here. Don’t you want a drink?”

“It’s eight in the morning.”

“I know. Let’s go get breakfast. I need to be away from her.”

“Here.”

I stop and look at Darby. “What?”

“Here. You need to be away from here.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No,” she says softly as her hand slides down my forearm and into mine. “You said her.”

“I did?” My stomach has filled with dread, and if I wasn’t already standing still, the wave of nausea that hits me would have stopped me in my tracks. “I obviously meant here.”

“Sure.” She squeezes my hand. Something about her has changed in the last year. I don’t know what it is, but Darby is different. Lighter, less angry, quicker to forgive. It’s lovely. I wish her behavioral shift meant I was attracted to her again, but, well, it doesn’t. At all. But it certainly makes whatever we’re doing a lot easier to handle. It’s almost as if she knows she’s lost me, but she also knows I’ve lost her, and we’ve silently agreed that we’re just going to enjoy each other’s company for as long as possible. There was something that pulled us together to begin with. Might as well hold on to whatever that is. Or was.

Eggy’s Diner is a short walk from the DuSable Harbor. It’s a good place to go for casual breakfast fare, and I’ve never been disappointed by a meal here. I’m not interested in the food right now, though. I started drinking socially again about two weeks ago. I’ve been able to handle it. And right now? I’d like a Bloody Mary. STAT.

The server who greets us is an older woman whose name is Taffy. She looks like she’s been stretched and pulled just as her name suggests. I’ve had her a couple times before when I’ve come here to hole up and write, and she never forgets a name or a face. I enjoy her upbeat demeanor and her take-no-shit attitude, and she shockingly remembers me every time I come in.

“Grace, darling, how are you?” Taffy has waters on the table for us almost before we sit down. “And who’s this lovely lady?”

“Darby, this is Taffy. Taffy, Darby. She’s my⁠—”

“Friend. We’re not together. Just friends.” Darby smiles at me, and even though that statement should have probably jarred me a little, it actually calms me down. Significantly.

“She’s my friend,” I say to Taffy, and she gives me a wide smile. “Can I get a Bloody Mary?”

“Of course, darling. And for you, Darby?”

“Orange juice, please. And a side of vodka.”

“I like the way you two roll,” Taffy says as she hurries off to get our drinks.

Darby lays her menu on the table. “Okay. Spill the beans. What’s going on? Why are you so on edge?”

“I really don’t think I’m on edge at all.”

“Oh?” She motions to my hand, which is gripping the side of the table like a lifeline.

I relax instantly. “That’s nothing. Just tired.”

“Talk to me. You know I won’t be mad.”

“I know, which is weird for me.” I laugh. “I’m so used to you being angry with me that I stop myself from sharing with you like I want to.”

“I’m sorry,” she says softly, her facial expression falling slightly. “I was kind of a bitch for years, wasn’t I?”

“Not a bitch. Just . . . not nice.”

“Same thing.”

“Kind of.” We both laugh before I finish with, “It’s really nothing, Darby. I swear. But this is big for me. Knowing that the premiere is tomorrow is a lot. I’m too emotional for all this. And you know I hate people.”

She nods. “I do know that. But this is important, like you said, and being wanted here means they respect you. That’s not a bad thing.”

I let out a very long sigh just as our drinks are delivered. Taffy’s chuckle and soft, “I got ya, sweetheart,” are exactly why I love her. Darby and I order the same breakfast: two eggs over medium, extra crispy bacon, wheat toast, and hashbrowns. An easy silence falls between us as we take a sip of our drinks.

She breaks it with, “What happened in New York when you were there?” She raises her eyebrows. “Don’t lie, okay?”

“Why do you think something happened?”

“Because you came back and you were fucking broken, Grace. I was very worried about you. I thought I was going to come home one day and find you . . .” She swallows, and my heart breaks. She thought I was going to do something very stupid. “It may seem like because we fell out of love I stopped knowing everything about you, but that would be a false assumption. You can tell me till you’re blue in the face that nothing happened, but you were a mess.”

Lying does seem like a dumb idea. “Well . . .” I fold the straw wrapper in half, then in half again. “I fell in love with Heather McCarthy.”

I probably should have waited to spit that out. Darby was mid-sip, and orange juice went down the wrong pipe. She started coughing like crazy.

“Are you okay?” I come around to her side of the booth and pat her back softly. “I’m sorry. It was just easier to say it if I didn’t beat around the bush.”

“Jesus,” she says, her voice all hoarse from her coughing fit. “You fell in love with her? How?”

I tilt my head and look at her. “Really? She’s literally the woman I always write about.”

“True, true. Oh, you are so fucking predictable.” She clears her throat again. “She’s starring in your movie, for Pete’s sake. Isn’t that, like, a conflict of interest or something?”

“Obviously. Which is why we aren’t together.”

“How in the world did it happen, though?”

I sigh. “You know Michael. He’s persuasive. He suggested that I go see her perform while I was there. His bright idea was that if I saw her, I’d want her for Eliza. I didn’t realize at the time what their backstory was, but either way, the rest is sort of self-explanatory.”

“No,” she says with a laugh. “No, the rest is not self-explanatory. What the hell happened that you fell in love with her? I’m not mad; I’m just shocked. This is big, Grace.”

“I know it’s big. It’s not easy to talk about.” The Bloody Mary isn’t strong enough. I should have told them to hold the tomato juice. “We ended up meeting, going for dinner, and then”—I look into her green eyes—“I fell in love with her.”

She blinks once, twice, three times, before she leans forward and touches my hand. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out. I really am.”

“Michael withheld some important—” I stop abruptly and consider, for a brief moment, not telling her all the details. She already dislikes Michael. Telling her this will seal the deal.

She’s already pulling a face. “What did that piece of garbage withhold?”

I laugh. “Oh, man, your dislike for him is my favorite thing about you. I guess they used to be married or whatever?” I don’t want her to get all worked up. “And during negotiations, essentially, I was told that whatever she and I had ‘going on’ couldn’t happen any longer. So, we had to end it.”

“Why would you have to end it? That makes no sense whatsoever.” She’s raising her voice. My attempt at nonchalance did not work. “Did she not feel the same way about you?”

My mind flashes back to Heather, her whispering how much she didn’t want to do this, how I was so unexpected, how good we were together. I still miss her so much that it makes my hands ache. “Yeah, she did. But you know how it is. Sometimes we do things for our careers that don't make sense. And truthfully, I sort of thought she and Michael were going to try again.”

“Ugh. Why would anyone want to try again with him?”

“If you could have the person back you built a life with, wouldn’t you try again?” I wait for the irony to hit her. It doesn’t take long.

“Ahh, yes, I see what you mean.”

“It was easier to fade into the background. I knew she was going to audition, and I knew she was going to nail it. Darby, when I went to see her in Can’t Make You Love Me, she became her character. You couldn’t tell where Heather ended and Helena began. It was mind-blowing. She ended up winning a Tony.” Memories of our text conversation, to her drunkenly telling me she loved me, all of it, flood into my mind. “Her career is going to go nowhere but up.”

She shakes her head slowly. “You still love her, don’t you?”

I don’t answer. I can’t. I keep my eyes locked onto my Bloody Mary. Hopefully my lack of an answer is confirmation enough.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers.

“It’s okay.” I wave my hand through the air, but the tone of my voice wouldn’t convince anyone. “I’m fine now. I promise. Everything is good.”

“You weren’t okay, though, were you?”

Again, answering seems like a bad idea.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

Taffy rushes over with our food and two fresh drinks. “This is all on the house,” she says with a smile. “You deserve it.”

I don’t argue with her. It’s not worth it.


SCENE NINETEEN


HEATHER

What an experience this entire trip has been so far! I was back in New York for the past couple of months, and being in Chicago again, after filming here last summer, almost feels like I’m coming home, the same way it feels when Eliza sees the skyline in the distance as the Samantha Wainwright approaches port. Her life is different, though, and even though mine has changed, I feel like the crux of my life is still the same.

It’s not healthy to keep living in the past. I’ve done as much work on myself as possible during the last year and a half. I’ve healed. In the midst of the healing, though, I’ve never let go of my feelings for Grace. I haven’t tried to. I don’t want to get over her. I want her back, but how do I even approach that subject when technically we aren’t allowed to be around each other for another month? Stupid fucking contract bullshit.

After we texted in December, I took a huge step. I spoke to Michael. I figured if I couldn’t be with Grace, I could at least fix my heart where my ex-husband was concerned. He had been on set a few times when we arrived at port during filming. It was annoying, honestly, and we fought every time he showed up. When he first left me, I would have killed for him to do what he was doing, to want me as much as he was wanting me. But as time went on, I realized it didn’t matter what he did or how hard he fought; all I wanted was to be left alone. I didn’t want his attention, and I certainly didn’t need it. He was devastated when I finally told him I was done. Or at least he acted like he was devastated. I had quietly found out that the entire time everything was unfolding between us, he was also seeing Caden Tally. It wasn’t a shock since I had sort of already pieced it together. Instead, it felt more like vindication. I was free, and I didn’t care any longer how much he begged.

Not only have I healed (but only slightly), I’ve also grown as an actress. I can’t even begin to list the things I’ve learned. The differences between working on a movie set and being onstage are wild. What I hope will wow and impress on set normally doesn’t. When I’m onstage, I have to be perfect every single time. I have to know my lines. If I don’t, or if my scene mate doesn’t, we have to figure it out together. Nailing the scene is just how we have to function. The audience didn’t pay to see us mess up. It’s like the blooper reel is happening in real time, right before the audience’s very eyes.

Coming to the set prepared is of course how I rolled, but I quickly learned that we were going to shoot the same scene four and five times before the director was okay with it. The other actors were all seasoned veterans of the screen, which was great for the movie but awful for me because in the beginning I felt like an idiot. I worked my ass off with my scene partners, though. We would run lines for hours before and after filming to make sure I was ready, to make sure they were ready, and to also calm my ass down. It was so strange to be more nervous on a movie set than I ever was standing in front of thousands belting show tunes.

Now that everything is done and the actual premiere is tomorrow, I can’t decide if I’m excited or sad. Happy or terrified. Ecstatic or filled with dread.

Knowing that Grace is near is making it extremely difficult to focus on being the best version of myself. I’ve had to call Annette, my therapist, a few times over the last few days. She said the same thing every single time, “Maybe if you two communicated you’d feel better.”

And I’d say the same thing back, “Yeah, well, I guess you’re right.” Because she is. And yet I can’t bring myself to call Grace.

Aside from Annette, Zelda Cromwell, who plays Joy, my best friend and love interest in the film, has been my only saving grace. Her open and caring demeanor and how she took me under her wing have shocked me. She’s younger than I am and has been in quite a few blockbuster movies, but she’s the most down-to-earth person I’ve ever met. We hit it off instantly. In fact, during our chemistry test, Rachelle, the director, said we left them all speechless. We knew right then and there that we were going to be fast friends.

As a stage actor, I’ve had a few interesting scenes with men. I’ve been half naked for a few of them. It’s frightening and overwhelming being that intimate in front of a live audience. I sort of assumed it would be the same way with Zelda. I was wrong. We worked perfectly together, and the lovemaking scenes were done on a closed set with only the director, intimacy coordinator, and essential cast present.

Being together all day every day for filming made it possible for us to get to know and understand each other fairly well, so when Zelda nudges me as we are walking to the small cast and crew get-together at the Dearborn and says, “What is going on with you?”, it’s not out of character. She pushes her long, brown hair over her shoulders and straightens her jacket. “You may think you’re not broadcasting your emotional turmoil, but you’d be so wrong.”

I scoff. “Oh, whatever. Nothing is wrong.”

She scoffs back and, with her brand of LA cool, responds, “You know I’m right.”

“Okay, fine.” I relent. “It’s sort of weird, y’know? Like this is the end of an era?”

“Fuckin’ right on it is. The end of an era is not a bad thing. It means another era is right around the corner. You can make it shine like a mirrorball, just like you did for this one. Heather, you were awesome during this entire production. I couldn’t have asked for a better scene partner.”

“Zelda, honey, I’m gonna miss you so much.” I slip my arm through the crook of hers and pull her close. “You have no idea how thankful I am that we were together for this.”

“I know it sounds completely conceited, but I think we are going to change the face of sapphic films with this movie. Like, Evelyn Hugo who?”

I let out a loud laugh. “You are hilarious, you know that?”

“I do know that. And you know I’m right.”

“It does feel really awesome. The hype on the press tour has been wild.”

“Let’s just enjoy tonight and tomorrow. We deserve this.” She pats my hand as we enter the Dearborn. We’re the first ones there but only because I need more food than the charcuterie spread that is for our party. I want a burger and fries and a Diet Coke. My mouth is watering just thinking about it.

Zelda and I find a seat at the bar. We have been here a few other times when we were filming months and months ago, and I absolutely love this place. It’s a stylish restaurant with an enormous selection of bourbons, which of course reminds me of the first time I met Grace, when Thomas bought her a WhistlePig and the chain reaction between our worlds began. The memory of that first night makes me so sad I could cry.

“Did you still just want a Diet Coke?” Zelda asks, and when I look up, I see that the bartender is patiently waiting for me to order.

“I’m so sorry, I must have zoned out. Yes. But can I also get a WhistlePig bourbon?”

The bartender smiles at me and says, “You have good taste.”

Naturally, I return the smile because, well, she’s hot, and who am I not to smile at a cute lady?

“I swear to god,” Zelda says under her breath. “Is there a woman alive that doesn’t hit on you?”

“What are you even talking about? She was not hitting on me.”

“Sure,” she says, brow furrowed. “Whatever you say.” She busies herself by looking at the menu, chuckling the entire time. When the bartender delivers our drinks, she makes a remark about the bourbon and how it’s on her. Zelda chimes in with, “Oh, wow, how nice of you,” and I want to crawl under a nearby table.

As soon as we order our food and the bartender saunters away, I look at Zelda. “I stand corrected.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” She situates herself on the barstool so she’s facing me. “What’s going on with you and Michael, by the way?”

“Thankfully nothing.”

“Really? So it was just a rumor that you two were back together?”

“Oh Jesus, yes, it was always just a rumor.” I’m so irritated I could scream. “Listen, we were never getting back together. Ever. I don’t even understand why that was a thought in anyone’s mind.” The night Grace asked if we were back together is all my memory can replay.

“I think it’s because he showed up during filming when we were in Savannah. And then again when we hit Niagara Falls.”

“Both of those times ended in horrible arguments, though.”

“Yeah, I know.” Zelda scoffs. “That didn’t stop him from tossing your name around like he thought he was hot shit.”

I groan. “Who the hell started a rumor that we were back together?”

She raises her eyebrows at me. “Really?”

“Him? Are you serious? What the fuck. I am so not in the mood for the drama he brings and seems to always cause.” I rub my forehead. “I don’t even want him to be here for this.”

“Did you invite him?”

“No, but I’m sure he got an industry invite.”

“Let’s hope he behaves himself. I don’t want to have another ‘come-to-Jesus’ meeting with him.” She flexes her biceps, and I can’t help but laugh. “Also, just, like, a small, weird thing I noticed that may have helped the rumor spread?”

“Oh god.”

She laughs. “Your Wikipedia page still says you’re married. You really need to change that. Especially now that you’re going to be, like, super famous.”

“That fucking WikiPage is going to be the death of me.”

“Sounds like there’s a story there.”

“Yeah, a small one.” I wrap my fingers around the highball glass and lift it to my nose to take a whiff of the dark liquor. “I’m surprised you asked about Michael.”

She shrugs. “He’s never been any of my business. I’ve always been fine with you and me sharing what we want to share with each other. No pressure. It’s like, I’ve wanted you and me to be Eliza and Joy. Y’know? Not Heather and Zelda.”

“Completely understandable.”

“Keeps the chemistry alive since we’re both straight.”

“Um,” I say and clear my throat. “I’m not. I’m, um . . . I’m bisexual.”

“You are?” Zelda lets out a laugh. “Your WikiPage certainly doesn’t say that! Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Same reason you didn’t ask about my relationship with Michael.”

She smiles. “Well, well, well. No wonder you were so good at the intimate scenes.”

“Oh my god.” I can feel myself blushing. “Seriously?”

“I was impressed. Not gonna lie.”

“Well, thank you. I guess.” I can’t fight the giggle that bubbles from within me.

Zelda’s grin is contagious. “I have a confession.”

I shake my head as I let out a puff of air. “I’m almost afraid to hear it.”

“It’s fine, I promise.” Zelda beams. “I finally found a bootleg of Can’t Make You Love Me. You really are incredible on that stage, Heather.”

“While I don’t condone bootlegs,” I say with a laugh, “thank you for the compliment. The performance that got me my Tony.” I finally allow myself to take a small sip of the alcohol and welcome the initial burn on my tongue, my throat, before I take another. “Sadly, it wasn’t as exciting as I hoped it’d be.”

“What do you mean?” Zelda scoffs. “A Tony’s a big fucking deal.”

“It was. It is. You’re right. But if we’re really getting to know each other⁠—”

“Finally, right?”

I take a deep breath, eyes still locked onto the glass. “I was in the midst of navigating a strange twist in a new relationship. We were trying to, I guess, give each other space, would be the best way to put it. All I wanted was to be able to share that evening with that person, but I couldn’t. I wanted to thank them, and for them to be the person I hugged before I went up there. It was just a lot. So, y’know, it was bittersweet. I was ecstatic, but my joy was overshadowed. Which is probably why Eliza’s story resonated so much with me. I don’t know, I feel like as she healed on that ship, I healed as well.” I shake my head, the reality of the truth making it hard to breathe. It took me a very long time to finish reading the book because of my anger toward my situation with Grace. Once I finished it, I knew two things unequivocally. One, I wanted the role of Eliza Burke so badly I could taste it. And two, the book deserved all of the love, all of the accolades and awards. Eliza Burke planted herself deep inside my brain and heart, just like Grace had. I still think about her every day, and it has nothing to do with the fact that I have been living as her for most of the past year. “It’s been a long, long road to closure.”

“I’m sad that you weren’t able to fully enjoy winning a Tony because some asshole broke your heart.”

“We broke each other’s hearts,” I say softly as I try to hold back my tears.

“You seem better now than when I first met you.” Zelda leans her shoulder into me. “I hope that’s not an act.”

“Fortunately for us both, I’m not that great of an actress.” My tone sounds far too filled with irony for the truth of the matter, which is that I’m not at all better but I’m really fucking trying to be.

“How did you meet him?”

I smile. “I met her about a year and a half ago. She was in the city for work. We met one night after a show, and . . .” My voice trails off as the emotion starts to attack me. “It was a lot. Way more than I hoped for.”

“Do you still see her?”

My right eyebrow does its thing, and I shrug. “I hadn’t. I will, though, today.”

“Why not until today?”

“I mean,” I clear my throat, “Y’know, we weren’t, I guess you could say, we weren’t supposed to be in a relationship.”

“Oh,” she says softly. Then her eyes widen. “Oh.”

“What?”

“Oh!”

“For Christ’s sake, what?”

“Is it the author? Is it Grace Elliott? Please god, please say it’s her. She is gorgeous.”

“Why do you want it to be Grace?” I laugh, playing it off as best as I can.

“It’s her. Holy shit.” Zelda looks around the restaurant as it continues to fill with the cast and crew. She’s trying to contain her shock, but it’s not working. “I wondered when I met her after my audition if she had a thing for you, and I was right. I feel so good about myself right now. I fucking called it.”

“Wait a second. You called nothing. And what did she say about me?”

Zelda’s eyes widen as she gives me a look that can only mean, Don’t fucking play with me. “When she was in LA to go over things with Rachelle, I met her briefly. She wanted to explain Joy’s character arc since the book is from Eliza’s point of view.” Zelda moves her hand through the air as if she’s imitating Grace talking nonstop. “She had so much to say about these two characters! It was like, ‘Okay, lady, I get it.’ Y’know what I mean?”

We both laugh. I can just hear Grace talking about Eliza and Joy and their romance and how badly she wanted it to be real and moving and, dammit, everything our short-lived romance ended up being. My heart sinks at the thought.

“But then she sort of launched into a ten-minute speech about you,” Zelda says. “She went on and on about how perfect you were for the role of Eliza. She said she wouldn’t have wanted anyone else to be cast. That once she saw you perform and met you, you were it for her.” Zelda’s small smile screams that she’s known all along.

“Oh. I mean, that could mean anything, though.”

“Um, hardly. She was so passionate. I had a feeling things were deeper. Turns out I was right.”

“Oh, Jesus.” I drink more of the bourbon. “That’s just great.”

Zelda looks over her shoulder, waves at some of the gathering cast and crew. “Hey, don’t worry about it. Your secret’s safe with me.”

“Yeah, right. If you know, then others were probably able to put it together too.”

“No one else knows.” Zelda nudges me to look at her. “You got the role because you were the best person for it. Hands down.”

I scoff and look away from her blue eyes. They’re too much for me right now. They remind me of Michael’s, and the sudden surge of sadness combined with guilt coursing through my veins is making it difficult to function. “I just don’t want people to think I slept my way to the top.”

“Did you?”

I gasp. “No!”

“Then don’t fucking worry about it.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

Zelda groans. “Oh my god, Heather, stop. You deserved this role. Have you not heard the way the entire crew held their breath the second you started a scene? It’s insane. I’ve never witnessed something like that before.”

“Stop.” I swat her hand away from my arm. “You don’t need to try and make me feel better.”

“Yes, I do. We all need a pick-me-up every now and then.”

“You’re not wrong about that.” I smile and look at her, hoping my eyes convey the deep gratitude I feel. And that’s when what I feared happening, well, happens.

“Holy fucking shit,” I hear myself say softly. I couldn’t have stopped the words if I wanted to. Grace has walked into the restaurant. With a woman. A very pretty, very petite, very not me woman. She immediately says hello to Rachelle, Caden, and Teresa. She’s all smiles, and her date is, too, when she introduces them to her. There’s a moment when my heart thinks, Hey, you can do this, you can handle this, but that fades. Fast.

“What?” Zelda turns, sees Grace, and turns back toward me. “Um, we can leave. We do not need to stay. This isn’t the official party, so we aren’t required to be here.”

“No, no. It’s okay.” My heart sinks into my stomach. Seeing her up close after so long is much harder than I assumed it’d be. I thought, yeah, sure, it’ll be hard the first time I see her. But I was wrong. It’s excruciating. And to top it off, she looks fantastic. Her hair, which is longer now, is hanging in large, loose curls all around her face. She’s wearing glasses and makeup, and I want to walk over and kiss her—then smack her across the face—then kiss her again. I’ve never been so exasperated by someone while simultaneously wanting to rip their clothes off. It’s an odd feeling, one I’m not sure I was prepared for. I force my gaze forward. The last thing I want is for her to see me.

“C’mon, seriously, let’s just go.” Zelda presses her shoulder into mine again. “We can take the food back to the hotel.” Her eyes go wide, though, and I have a really bad feeling of what I’ll see if I turn to look behind me.

“Heather?”

My heart leaps when I hear Grace’s sweet and sultry voice next to me. I pull a very deep breath into my lungs, and then I turn to look at her. Every single memory floods back into me like someone broke a dam. My brain short-circuits as I sit there staring at her. At Grace Elliott.

It’s then that I realize I don’t simply love this woman. I’m head over heels in love with her. I have been all along. And I hate myself for it.
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GRACE

Heather blinks a few times before she finally says, “Grace, hi.” Hearing her say my name again after not hearing it for so long has my heart beating so hard that it feels like I ran an entire marathon before entering the restaurant. She looks so beautiful. Her hair is gorgeous, still blonde, but maybe a touch darker, and it seems much longer than it was. I wonder if she has extensions—Eliza’s hair is supposed to be long from her travels—but of course, it’s been months and months since I’ve seen her. A lot of time has passed for her hair to have grown on its own.

Wow. Am I really standing here wondering about her fucking hair growth? What the hell is wrong with me?

The top three buttons of her white button-down are undone, and I can see the soft skin of her chest. My throat aches at the memory of kissing her there. My brain can’t handle seeing her like this. Her brown eyes, her perfect nose, her gorgeous lips. This moment makes me miss everything about her even though she’s sitting right in front of me.

“Um, h-how are you?” Ugh. I’m stuttering. What’s next? Am I going to pass out? That would put a nice cherry on top of this overwhelming day.

“I’m good.” She licks her lips, and my knees almost buckle. “I wondered if I was going to run into you.”

I glance over my shoulder to where Darby has found a table. She’s watching this entire scene unfold like a hawk. “Yeah, well, I was invited, so . . .” I realize how that sounds, so I add, “I mean, I can leave if you’d like me to.”

She jumps, her left hand landing on my arm in an instant. My eyes immediately see her wedding ring is still in place. “No, don’t. I want you to be here.” Her abrupt pause as she surveys me has my heart in a vise. “You look great.”

My need to kiss her is overwhelming. “Thank you. You look amazing too—I mean, great. You look great too.” I want to grab her face and kiss her and never let go. But I can’t do that. Her Wikipedia page is the same as it has been since the first time I saw it. I don’t think she’s back with Michael, especially after the way she acted when I questioned her. But if she wasn’t wouldn’t she have changed it by now?

The smile she gives me practically causes me to go into cardiac arrest. “I’m not offended by amazing, just so you know.”

“Good. Because yeah, you do. You look amazing.”

“How have you been?” She turns her shoulders a little more so she’s facing me. I glance down at her lap, at the light blue jeans she’s wearing and the rip in the material on her upper thigh.

“Just plugging along. I’ve finished the three books I was contracted for. Just waiting for them to be published. It’s been a whirlwind. Constantly busy.” I realize as soon as I’ve said those words that the woman sitting next to her is none other than Zelda Cromwell. “Oh my god! Zelda, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize that you two were here, y’know, together.” I know everything these two have done together. All the scenes. All the kisses. All the sex. I wrote the book. I helped with the screenplay. I try so hard to not let my face fall, but it does. I can tell by the feeling in my cheeks.

“Grace, hi! Oh my goodness, no, we just came to get drinks and dinner because we were ravenous and wanted more than meats and cheeses. Nothing else. I’m straight. No worries.” I notice Heather cringe. She nudges Zelda, and then I hear Zelda softly say, “Ow! Geez! I was just saying . . .” It instantly relieves the stress in my jaw.

Heather lets out a chuckle. “She just means that we’re just hanging out. That’s all.”

“Good to know.” I motion to Heather’s glass of bourbon. “WhistlePig?”

The way her face softens . . . “Yeah,” she says with a shrug. “Nostalgia, y’know?”

“Completely.” I pat the bartop lightly. “Well, I’ll let you get back to it. It was nice seeing you.”

“Yeah, you, too,” Heather says as I turn and head back to my seat with Darby, who is the only reason I got up and came over here. If she hadn’t threatened to do it for me, I wouldn’t have. I’ve never been happier that I did what she told me to, though. When I sit, she looks at me, her eyebrows raised almost to her hairline. “What?”

“So? How’d it go?”

“Good.” I cross my left leg over my right and smooth my hand over my thigh. “Amicable.”

“Amicable? That’s dumb. Why didn’t you ask her out? See if she wants to get a drink or something.”

“Because, Darby, I have no idea if she’s single. She could be back with Michael for all I know. I’m not going to go down that road again. It was full of road signs I blew past and potholes that almost ruined my suspension. Besides, if she’s back with him, I’m assuming they’re happy. That’s all I want. For her to be happy.” I register the sad look on Darby’s face. “What?”

“You’re a really good person. You know that?” Her shoulders fall. “I’m sorry we didn’t work out. I really am.” I start to demur, but she grabs my hand and holds it tight. “I’m being serious. She would be an absolute idiot if she didn’t try to snatch you up.”

“This is the weirdest thing that has ever happened to me.”

“What’s that? Your ex encouraging you to take a leap of faith with another woman?”

“Exactly.”

“Yeah.” She chuckles. “It is fucking weird.”

It’s nice to not be at each other’s throats. “Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.” She squeezes my hand again before she drops it so she can start picking at the plate of meats and cheeses she’s piled high. When it comes to a charcuterie spread, I’ve never technically seen her jaw unhinge, but I’m always silently waiting for it to happen.

“Are you gonna go ask her to get a drink with you or what?” Darby asks around a mouthful of food.

I shake my head. “My answer hasn’t changed. I’m going to just take this as a step in the direction of closure.”

“Y’know, Taylor Swift doesn’t need closure. You shouldn’t either.”

“In what universe does Taylor Swift say she doesn’t need it?”

“In the song ‘Closure.’ Duh.”

“She said she didn’t need the other person’s closure.”

“Isn’t that what I said?” She points a stick of mozzarella wrapped with prosciutto at me, and I snatch it from her hand and take a bite from it.

Suddenly, Darby swallows, her eyes wide. She points behind me. “Uhh⁠—”

“Hey, Grace,” Heather’s voice slices through the Taylor Swift debate with ease. “I’m sorry to bother you, but . . .”

I look up at her, standing next to me. Seeing her again after all this time is so comforting, even though I have no chance in hell and no shot in hell and no idea what the hell is going on. I don’t want to say I forgot how beautiful she is, but damn. My memories of her do absolutely no justice. She is absolutely breathtaking.

“You’re not bothering me,” I say. “What’s up?”

“Would you be interested in meeting for a drink later? Around nine?”

“Oof, nine? That’s almost her bedtime,” Darby says with a chuckle. I shoot her a glare, and she flips me off. “She would love to.”

I shake my head at Darby, then look back at Heather. “Sure. Where were you thinking?”

“My hotel is right off Michigan Avenue on Rush. The Gwen. Maybe we could just do drinks in the bar there?”

“That sounds great.”

“Awesome.” She bounces on her toes, a small, hopeful smile on her lips, the lips I haven’t been able to stop obsessing over since the second I met her. “I’ll see you then.”

“Absolutely.” I watch her walk back to the bar and slide onto the stool next to Zelda, who gives her a high five. My stomach has filled with butterflies. I glance at Darby, who is grinning at me, and say softly, “Did you see her wedding ring?”

“You have no idea if that means she’s with him.”

“True . . . She did always have it on, even before.”

“See?”

I sigh. “Thank you.”

“I love ya, ya dummy.”

“I know. I love you too.” Because love doesn’t always have to be a big, romantic explosion of feelings. And I do love Darby. I really, really do.


SCENE TWENTY


HEATHER

The Gwen’s bar is exactly what I think the two of us need. It’s dark and cozy and not super loud. I could have gone with a total dive bar on Lower Wacker that I heard about. The last time I was in a bar like that, though, I was twenty-five, and it was only because I had been dragged there by my new castmates. They wanted to get wasted, and I wanted to fit in. Needless to say, I won them over, especially when I threw up out the window of the cab on the way home.

I find a seat at the bar. I don’t see Grace yet, but I’m about ten minutes early. I figured getting down here ahead of schedule would help calm me down. It’s helping. Sort of. There’s no good reason why I decided to ask her to meet for drinks other than Zelda kept telling me to seize the day. I’m not mad at her for doing that. In fact, just the opposite. She encouraged me to do something I haven’t done in a while: follow my heart. I stopped doing that after Grace left New York. Truth be told, my heart couldn’t handle it.

When Grace enters the bar area, my breath catches in my throat. She’s so pretty. I can’t get over how well the length of her hair—just past her shoulders—suits her. And the color, which is lighter than the darker color of before, is perfect. She’s wearing the same outfit she was wearing earlier, navy chinos rolled at the ankle, complete with a pair of camel-brown wingtips. The mustard yellow cardigan she has over a floral button-down compliments the outfit perfectly. She looks like she belongs in Chicago, which makes me smile. She finally turns and sees me, so I lift my hand to wave at her.

“Hey there,” she says as she approaches. I slide off the stool and, out of habit, go in for a hug. In doing so, I surprise her. Hell, I surprise myself. But she wraps her arms around me and holds me close. There’s not a bone in my body that wants her to let go.

“Thank you for meeting me.” My words are said near her ear, and I hear her breathe in. “It means a lot to me.”

“Of course,” she says, pulling away way too soon. “Is that for me?” She points at two shot glasses that arrived shortly after I took a seat.

“Apparently, yes. The bartender handed them to me when I sat down. I have no idea who sent them, but we might as well drink them, right?” I pass her one, then hold mine aloft. “To meeting again.”

“To leaps of faith,” she adds, a smile on her lips before we down the shot.

It’s disgusting. “Jesus Christ, was that Malort?”

“Oh god! It most certainly was!” Grace gasps, scraping her tongue with a napkin. “It tastes like bad decisions.”

“And regret.”

“Whoever sent that better not send another. Darby probably called and requested them.” She slides onto a neighboring stool and pushes her hair over her left shoulder before she looks at me. I did not forget how dark brown her eyes are, but seeing them again, so close yet so far away, has me wondering how much longer my heart can withstand all of this.

“So.” She licks her lips, then sadly looks away. “How’d filming go for you?”

“It was incredible, Grace.” I reach over and touch her arm, which shocks me because I know we’re in an emotionally precarious position. Me being handsy right now might not go over well, but she calms me in a way I haven’t felt in months. And touching her feels like coming home again. She literally feels as if she softens under my touch. The sensation gives me wings. “Literally life-changing. I can’t thank you enough.”

“I didn’t cast you.” She’s looking at me again. My hand is still on her arm. With a tilt of her head, she finishes her statement. “I desperately wanted you in the role, but you’re the one who landed it. Not me.”

It feels good to know for sure I got the role on my own merit.

“It still changed my life.” My voice is soft, almost too soft for the bar sounds happening around us. “God, Grace, I miss you.” My admission, the way it washes over her, has my stomach twisting as I wait for her response.

“I miss you too.” She gives me a lopsided smile. “So very much.”

“Then why haven’t you called or reached out?” I can’t help myself. I want to know. I need to know. “Why haven’t you tried?”

“Heather.” She turns on the stool and looks so deeply into my eyes that I feel like we’re sitting on a solitary bench inside my soul. It’d be wonderful if while she was inhabiting my soul she could also look around and see all the heartache, all the questions, all the love I still have for her. Because it’s all right there. Neatly laid out. Ready to be discussed, consumed, devoured. “We both know this role and this movie are important to both of us. The last thing I wanted was to stop talking to you but after Michael essentially told me that we’d been busted, I knew it was time to step back, to lay low. And then, y’know, I didn’t hear from you, either. So, I figured things weren’t ever going to be the same. You have to know that I wanted to reach out. Numerous times. But I didn’t want to ruin anything for you, or for myself, which probably sounds really fucking selfish.”

“No, it’s not selfish. You’re right. I didn’t reach out, either.”

“And why didn’t you?”

“Probably the same exact reasons.” I shrug the reality and heaviness of the truth from my shoulders. “The last thing I wanted was to stop talking to you. But . . . maybe we both needed that space? So we knew just how much we meant to each other?”

“Maybe.” She licks her lips. “Not a day went by that didn’t have you in it, though. Just so you know.”

“I’m here now. You’re here now. I guess I had hoped you’d take a chance and throw caution to the wind.”

She smiles. “I was hoping you’d take a chance too.”

“So we both messed up?”

“By not communicating.”

“Imagine that,” I say softly.

Her shoulders rise and fall with her breath. “When Michael threw the breach of contract at me, I almost told him to shove it up his ass. But I did not want to fuck it up for you. I wanted the world to see you. To be able to be touched by you. And if it meant I had to let you go in order for that to happen, then so be it.” Her voice cracks, and my heart does too. “I knew that in order for this to go forward, I had to let you fly.”

“You are so incredibly sweet . . .” I tilt my head and teasingly lower my voice. “Yet so dumb at the same time.”

A solitary ha! pops out of her. “Excuse me?”

“Fame, fortune, none of this matters to me. All I wanted was you.”

She gives me such a tiny shrug that I want to pull her into me and hold her until she believes me. “What would you have said if things would have been different? That you didn’t want him any longer? That you were ready to do this with me? That you love me and can’t live without me?”

“Yes!” I let out a laugh at the pure absurdity of her questions. “That’s exactly what I would have said. Grace, you have to know that the time we spent together . . . you changed something inside of me.”

“It was only a few days, Heather. How was I supposed to believe it was real? That you were real?”

“Well, one, you talk to me, and two, you trust me.” I reach forward and take her hands in mine. “I would have been honest with you. I would never lie to you. Ever.”

“I’m really sorry.”

“So am I. I’m sorry that you thought it wasn’t real for me.”

“That’s not”—she stops, takes another deep breath—“that’s not what I mean. I knew you were struggling with him leaving you. If you could fix it, go back and have that life again, why wouldn’t you? Everything with me, it would have been wild and unpredictable and⁠—”

“And completely amazing.”

I don’t care that I’ve cut her off again. I want her to know what is happening inside my head and my heart, and if it takes cutting her off mid-sentence, then oh well. “I’ve never had that before, Grace. I’ve never wanted to consume all of someone like I did with you. I wanted to know you, everything about you, deep down to your soul. You made me happy. You made me feel incredible. Like I could do anything. Like I was capable of anything. It was, god, it was the most wonderful feeling I have ever felt.” I squeeze her hands, hoping she’s listening to me. “I wanted you, and I would have done whatever it took to make it work.” She doesn’t respond right away, just keeps looking at me, her eyes filling with tears. I hate this. All I want is to grab her, hug her, kiss her, take her back to my room and spend the rest of the night showing her how much I still fucking love her. “Was that Darby earlier?”

She nods.

“Are you two . . . back together?”

She shakes her head.

“Are you with anyone?”

She smiles. “No.”

“Then come with me. Right now.”

“You’re not with anyone⁠—”

“No.”

“And no Michael?”

“Absolutely no.” I want to tell her all the details, but now’s not the time. “I’m as free as a bird.”

“Then why do you still wear this?” She asks as she reaches forward and touches my ring.

“It was my grandmother’s before it was my wedding ring. I was very close to her and I just…taking it off feels like I’m forgetting her.”

“Goddammit, you’re perfect,” she whispers. And in one smooth move, she pulls me into her and kisses me.
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GRACE

To be completely honest, I would have fucked her in the bathroom of the hotel lobby. But she made a good point.

“My room is literally a stone’s throw away,” she said into my kiss. “Just come upstairs. Please.”

“Aren’t you sharing with Zelda⁠—”

“God, no. Stop assuming things.”

She laughed and gave me a quick peck before she grabbed my hand and pulled me after her to the elevator lobby, where we wait. I’m nervous. I can tell she is too. How could we not be?

The elevator dings, and the doors slide open, but neither of us move.

“Are you sure you want me to come upstairs?” I ask.

And that’s when she pushes me into the elevator car. The doors close as she presses my back into the side wall, her hands on my sides, her thumbs gently digging into the tender flesh just below my breasts. I’m about two seconds away from giving the security man who’s watching the elevator camera the night of his life.

“I have never been this sure about anything before,” she whispers, her warm breath brushing against my lips.

Our foreheads are touching. I am vibrating with anticipation. I haven’t felt something this strong coursing through my body since the last time I was with her.

The doors to the elevator slide open again.

“I didn’t press the button,” she whispers, and we both start to laugh. The sensation of being legitimately happy is incredible. She reaches over and hits the number 9. I feel the elevator start to move, but the doors open on the floor above us, and a group of men enter. I face forward, and Heather moves so she’s standing behind me. Her body is pressed against mine; her hand has snaked around my waist, under my cardigan and shirt, to the waistband of my pants. She lightly traces her finger along the material. I’m going to fucking combust. What the hell is she doing to me?

The elevator stops on floor 8, and the men all get off. Thank god. Heather doesn’t move, though. She keeps her hand right there . . . her body pressed against mine . . .

I lean my head back. “Is this really happening?”

“It better be.”

The doors open again, and we both step out of the elevator. She turns right. I feel like I’m counting every step, memorizing every move. I’m not at all tipsy from the shot or the drink, but I feel like maybe I’m high on whatever is happening.

She unlocks her door, and I follow her inside. The decor is so exactly her. Trendy, modern, not flashy, and completely lived in. And guess who else is there?

“Hazel, baby!” I toss my cardigan on the chair next to the entryway before I bend down to scoop the little dog into my arms. She licks my face, and I see out of the corner of my eye that Heather is watching the entire display with a smile on her face. “What?”

“I just love how much she loves you.” She shrugs. “She’s not like this with everyone.”

When I put Hazel back on the floor, she prances around me, showing off a small toy that looks like a chicken nugget. She’s so freaking cute. “I’m happy to hear that.”

She reaches for my hand. “You look so great, by the way.” She places her free hand on my hip. Her touch is igniting a fire in my stomach I haven’t felt in months. I tried to replicate it. Replicate the burning desire, the calming comfort, the intensity of everything that is her. It was impossible. I had resigned myself to the fact that I was never going to feel the way I felt when I was with her. Ever again. It was fine. I’d be fine.

And now here she is, with her lovely hands and face and soul, and my brain is running to catch up with my heart, who has stripped itself from the bubble wrap and leaped headfirst into a pool of love and happiness. The same pool it jumped in all those months ago and nearly drowned.

“Why were we so stupid? Why didn’t we just talk to each other?” My questions are soft, but I see how hard they press against her.

Her shoulders sag under the weight of our stupid miscommunication. “I regret not reaching out. I almost did a couple times. My finger hovered over that damn ‘Send’ button more times than I’d like to admit.”

“Yeah?” I give her a tiny smile. I don’t want her to think I’m mad. I have no right to be upset with her. I participated in this absurdity, too. I should have talked to her. I should have called her, for Christ’s sake. “What would you have said?”

“Come back to me. I can’t breathe without you. I’d give anything to feel your touch again.” She kisses my cheek, my forehead, my lips.

“I shouldn’t have let them control us like that. I realize it now.”

Heather nudges my nose with hers. “Shh. Don’t. It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay, Heather. I should have talked to you. I should have asked you all the questions I had instead of assuming I knew all the answers. I was so torn. Should I choose you? Or my career? And at the end of the day? I was terrified you were going to choose him.”

She lightly traces my jawline with her fingertips, tucks my hair behind my ear, then kisses my cheek, the hinge of my jaw, my earlobe. “I chose you then, even when you couldn’t choose me,” she whispers, and my entire body erupts with chills. “No one has ever made me feel like you made me feel. And I don’t want to feel that way with anyone else. As long as I live.”

I decide right then and there to stop apologizing. My lips crash into hers with enough passion and determination to be considered a lethal weapon. I want her. I need her. I’ve not stopped wanting or needing her for more than a year, and the culmination of both is going to cause my body to explode.

“I’m so in love with you,” I say into our kiss, against her lips, as I slip my hands under her white button-down to the soft skin of her stomach. “I never stopped. I couldn’t stop. You have consumed my entire soul since the moment I saw you on that stage.”

“Oh, Grace, I love you too.” Her eyes are filled with so much emotion. I make a mental note to remember how this feels, how she feels, how her eyes filled with tears makes my heart feel. “I think about you, that night, how nervous you were, how I couldn’t let you leave because I felt this intense connection to you. Like you were a magnet, pulling my heart to yours. All I wanted was to get to know you.” She runs her fingers down my cheek, my neck, to my sternum. “I’ve thought about you every single day since then. Please, please . . .” Her voice has a quiver to it I’ve never heard before. She sounds like she’s seconds away from spiraling out of control. “Don’t walk away from us again.”

My heart breaks in two as tears fall from her eyes. “I won’t. I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt you.” I feel my own eyes welling with tears. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“Stop.” She kisses me, her tears salty on her lips. “Stop, stop, stop,” she says, kissing me between each word. “Jesus Christ, I’ve missed your lips.” She lets out a small, low growl, then kisses me again, more deeply this time, pressing her tongue into my mouth, cradling my face in her oh-so-soft hands.

I let my hands wander. It’s been far too long since they’ve had the opportunity to explore her body. They want what they’ve always wanted and head straight for her breasts. Her bra is lacy. A scalloped edge runs along the swell of each breast, and when I feel her nipples through the fabric, hardening under my touch, my mouth starts to water. I want her so badly that I’m literally salivating.

“Can we take this off?” I start tugging at her shirt, fumbling with the buttons the entire time. Why aren’t my fingers working? She chuckles as she, instead of unbuttoning the shirt, takes the edge of it and pulls it up and over her head. Her bra is black. Of course it is. What is it about a black bra under a white shirt that is so fucking sexy? I’ll never understand it.

Her fingers are working because, before I know it, my shirt is unbuttoned and she’s pushing it down my arms. We break apart so I can remove it, and then she’s right back to kissing me. Her lips are amazing. The softness of them, the fullness of them, how they fit together with mine. I want to kiss her for the rest of my life. I want her to be the first person I kiss in the morning and the last person I kiss at night and every single kiss in between.

My bra goes slack, and I realize she has unfastened it again with one hand. That simple movement brings back every single memory of the first time we slept together. How is such a simple thing such a wonderful turn-on? After she pulls my bra from my arms, she pushes me until the couch hits me in the back of the calves. She unbuttons my pants and yanks them, along with my panties, down my legs.

“Sit,” she commands, and I do it. At this point, I’d literally do whatever she asked me to. In any other circumstance, being stark naked, sitting on a couch in a hotel suite, would have made me insanely self-conscious. But with her? I am so comfortable. Maybe my mind is preoccupied by watching her unbutton her own pants, watching her remove them and her panties, planning out how much time I’m going to spend traveling the expanse of her body, her thighs, her ass, goddamn, her amazing pussy.

She straddles me on the couch, her bare thighs against mine, her warmth radiating against me. I slide my hands up her thighs, around to her ass. The softness of her skin should be studied. How is it so perfect? I watch as she reaches behind her and removes her own bra. The slow rate at which she’s pulling it from her arms, her body, is frustrating as hell but also so fucking erotic. I want her breasts bare right now and in my mouth as soon as possible, but I’m enjoying this string of new memories I’ll have to look back on. She tosses the bra over her shoulder before she places her hands on either side of my head on the back of the couch. Her hair has fallen over her shoulders.

I swallow. My mouth is so dry. “You are so fucking sexy,” I whisper.

Her hips grind, pressing her warm center against me, and she leans forward so her breasts are close to me. “I’m going to make sure you never choose running instead of talking to me”—her lips graze my ear—“ever again.”

“Jesus fucking Christ.” My voice cracks, and she smiles, her right eyebrow arching in the most seductive way I think I’ve ever seen. She grinds her hips against me again. “I swear I will never ever consider running again. Not even for exercise.”

A laugh pours from her as she leans her head back, giving me the most delicious access to her breasts. I lean forward and capture her left nipple in my mouth, and her laughter morphs into a moan. I want her so much that I can barely think clearly. I move my right hand, tenderly dragging my fingernails over her ass, the crease along her hip joint, and slide it between her warmth and my lap.

“Grace,” she protests, “I was going to get you first.”

“Too fucking bad,” I say as I so easily slip two fingers inside of her wetness. “You shouldn’t have given me access like this then.” The moan she releases as her hands grip my shoulders almost sends me over the edge I’m standing way too close to. She opens her eyes and looks at me, bites down on her lip as she finds her rhythm. “God, Heather, I’ve missed you so much.”

“Promise you won’t leave again.” Her request is clenching my heart like a fist around sand.

Tears sting my eyes as I murmur against her neck, “I promise I will never leave you again.” And her muscles tighten around my fingers, her body shuddering as she comes undone on my lap.

“How do you do that to me?” she asks between panting breaths.

“It’s because I was meant to show you how it feels to be loved recklessly and with abandon.”

She scoffs as she pulls back, chest rising and falling rapidly in the afterglow. “You fucking romance writer.”

I laugh and shrug. “It’s true, though.”

“Come to bed with me.” She stands slowly and holds her hand out to me. “Now.”

I take her hand, allow her to pull me from the couch, and follow her to the bedroom. She is being slightly forceful as she leads me to the bed and pushes me backward. It’s hot as fuck. I let out a low chuckle. “Well, okay then.”

“I’ve been replaying this moment over and over and over in my head,” she says as she kneels on the bed and crawls closer to me. I can’t take my eyes off her. How the hell is she this sexy? How the hell am I this lucky? She pushes my legs apart. “I’d like to get my mouth on you, if that’s okay with you?”

“Um, yes. Unequivocally yes.”

She smiles, raises her brows at me, then settles between my legs. When she touches me with her mouth, I hate to sound like a hormonal teenager, but after her grinding on me and coming on my lap, I’m on the verge of coming myself. I can’t help it. She is everything I’ve ever wanted in my life. Having her and losing her was almost too much to handle. And now here she is . . .

Her tongue slides through my wetness before she slips a finger into me, then another. She sucks my clit into her mouth, flicks it with her tongue, hard and fast. She remembers exactly how I like it. I’m so close that it’s not going to take long, especially with her thrusting her fingers into me like that. Not too hard, not too fast.

I arch my back and push my fingers into her hair and hold her there. “Oh god, Heather.” My orgasm is right there—and then she does the move I taught her and curls her fingers up to hit my G-spot. That does it. I hear myself shout her name again. She doesn’t stop, just keeps going and going until I come a second time in a row. I have to throw my leg over her and roll away so she’ll stop because I can’t speak. I can barely catch my breath. What the hell did she just do to me?

I feel her slip her fingers from me, then place kisses on my thigh, my hip, my side. “Are you okay?” Her soft whisper against my ear makes my entire body flush with heat.

I can only nod as I continue to catch my breath.

“You sure?”

“Yes,” I manage to get out. “Holy shit.”

She laughs.

“How did you . . .” I take a very deep breath, then another, before I look back at her, at the look of accomplishment on her face. “How did you do that to me?”

She raises her right eyebrow at me again. I can’t handle that goddamn eyebrow. “Just a little something I learned from you.”

A small puff of air escapes my mouth. “Yeah, but . . . how did you . . . do one rhythm with your hands and a completely separate rhythm with your mouth? How?”

“I’m a musical theater nerd, baby. I’ve got rhythm you’ve never even seen before.”

And we both descend into laughter as I roll over and pull her into my arms. “I fucking love you so much.”

“Oh, Grace,” she whispers. “I fucking love you so much too.”


SCENE TWENTY-ONE


HEATHER

I was supposed to be the one in charge. I was supposed to lead this entire evening. It’s what I’ve been working on in therapy. Leading, not following. Being strong. Not surrendering. But the second Grace walked into the bar, I gave myself right back over to her. I knew it was going to happen, but I sure hoped I’d be a little harder to get.

Am I disappointed? A little. But only because the pain I felt when everything crumbled was unlike anything I’d experienced. Finding out that Michael had fallen out of love with me was a punch to the gut, don’t get me wrong. I spent the next six months of therapy asking Annette if there was something clinically wrong with me because I was in so much physical pain.

“Healing from a broken heart is hard work,” she’d said as she handed me a referral card for a psychiatrist. “You can go on an antidepressant if you want. This guy is good.” She tapped the card with her long, skinny index finger, her red nail polish chipped on the very end. “Or . . .” I remember looking at her over the card. “You can figure out why you’re so hurt by something that, if you really pull back the layers, you probably saw coming.”

It was the best piece of advice I’d been given at that point. Once I did sit with my thoughts, with my pain, I saw exactly what she said I would. I saw when Michael started to pull away. I saw him spending more time at the office. I saw him not waiting outside my auditions for me. I saw him replace his beers with Jack Daniels. And I saw the way his eyes that used to scream, ‘I love you,’ slowly began to whisper, ‘I barely like you.’

But he wasn’t the only one whose feelings changed. There was a laundry list of incidents for me. The first time I fell asleep on the couch instead of going to bed to be near him. The time I told him I was going for drinks with Thomas but went to see a movie by myself because I just wanted the peace and quiet. The numerous times I told him I had a headache when he wanted to have sex. The times I did have sex with him but only because I wanted him to shut up about how I never gave him sex.

I fall fast. That much is true. But falling out of love happens slowly. And then it happens all at once.

I open my eyes and look at Grace sleeping soundly next to me in my bed. Her mascara is smeared under her eyes, and her eyeshadow sparkle has transferred to various places on her face. She has never looked as gorgeous as she does right now. And as much as I was hoping to lead and not follow, I am so relieved to be here with her. I could have been strong, but eventually, I would have ended up in bed with her regardless. Her iron and mine are drawn together. Magnets. Unable to stay apart when held close together.

I scoot closer and wrap my arm around her as I kiss her forehead. She lets out a soft hum before she pulls me even closer, her fingers lightly dragging down my back, up my hip, my side . . .

“You smell like heaven,” she whispers and kisses my chest. “Like lavender and sex.”

I chuckle softly. “Oh, yeah?”

She grazes the side of my breast with her fingertips, and then I feel her lick my nipple, feel her cover the same nipple with her mouth, feel her teeth bite down gently. The tingling sensation causes my vagina to throb. “I want to taste you again.”

“You know I’m not going to say no.”

“Want to ride my face?”

I pull back so I can look at her. “Excuse me?”

Her laugh is delightful. “You heard me.” She rolls onto her back. “C’mon. You won’t be disappointed.”

“Obviously, but are you sure?”

“I am absolutely positive.”

I don’t know why I’m so self-conscious as I move so I can straddle her face, but everything in my body is yelling at me that this is too much. I don’t know why. She’s literally fucked me from behind until I came all over her hand. Hell, she’s made me come so hard with her mouth that when she looked up at me her chin was dripping with my wetness. Why does this position make me feel so vulnerable? I press my hands against the wall behind the bed and look down at her. The happiness in her eyes warms my heart. She wraps her arms around my thighs and lightly pulls me down to her mouth. Her tongue presses against me before she slides it inside of me. I’m ashamed to admit that this is the very first time I have ever done this with someone. I’ve ridden plenty of dick in my life. But this? Straddling her face, riding her like this . . . I cannot explain the way it makes me feel. Vulnerable, yes, but so fucking powerful at the same time. When she sucks my clit into her mouth and starts to flick it, I realize that I’m controlling this. This is the control I wanted so badly to begin with. I start to move against her. When I glance down at her, she moves her hands up my sides, to my back, then drags her nails down hard. I lean my head back as I feel my orgasm approaching. I’m grinding against her, her tongue, her chin, her teeth—it’s all incredible. I press my hands against the wall again, my body starting to shake from the intensity of the mounting climax. She presses her tongue back inside of me, and I completely unravel.
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I tiptoe out of the bedroom around six in the morning after pulling on a pair of pajama pants and a sweater. I can’t sleep and I need coffee. I contemplated just having sex with Grace again, but we have all day together. At least until three o’clock when I have to start getting ready for the premiere. I haven’t talked to her about it. I’m sure she’s going to go, but a part of me wonders. I’ve learned she’s not a fan of crowds.

After I pour myself a cup of the coffee I miraculously remembered to set the timer for before last night started, I stand at the floor-to-ceiling window of the hotel room. I look out at the city, at the calmness before everyone is up and commuting to their jobs. The sun should be coming up in the next half hour. Watching it rise has been one of my favorite things about staying at The Gwen.

My phone starts vibrating, and I look around to see where I put it last night.

“Purse,” I whisper as I look for it. It’s on the hook by the door, shockingly. When I pull it out, the screen is lit up with Thomas’s name. I know it’s early, but I answer it. He knew I was probably going to see Grace yesterday. I’m sure he’s just checking in. “Hello there,” I say as I connect to the call.

“Heather, sweetheart, how’d it go? I figured I’d hear from you yesterday.” He clearly has just woken up too; his voice is still groggy.

“Yeah, sorry about that. I, um, it was a good day.”

“And? Did you see her?”

I can feel my smile in my cheeks. “Yeah, I did.”

“And?” He scoffs. “This is not how you’re supposed to tell a story, by the way.”

I chuckle softly. “She’s still here.”

He gasps. “Did I hear you right?”

“Yes, you did.”

“Oh, honey. I’m so happy for you!”

“Thank you,” I say as I lean against the window again. “It was an amazing night.”

“Good.” He clears his throat. “Now, when do I get to tell her that if she ever fucking breaks you again, I’ll end her?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” he deadpans. “I’ll text her. No worries.”

I laugh again. “You don’t have her number.”

“Oh, Heather, babe, if you really think I didn’t secretly get her number from your phone, you’re out of your mind.”

“Thomas!” I hiss. “Are you serious?”

“You know it. What if I needed to step in? How was I going to do that if I had to ask for her number?”

“Oh my god, I love you. You know that?”

“I do. But, hey, I called for another reason as well.” He groans. “Michael is heading to Chicago for the party.”

I sigh. “Great.”

“Yeah, he, uh . . . he sent me a text and asked me if I was going and I said no, that I have a show tonight. I didn’t want him to tag along with me. You know I don’t hate him, but damn, he really pissed me off when he called me a drama queen. Even though I clearly am one.”

“I still can’t believe he said that to you.”

“Yeah, well, I’m over it.”

“Clearly.”

He laughs. “I am excited to see you, regardless of how he’s going to ruin the moment.”

“It is what it is.” The first rays of sunlight are showing on the horizon. “She’s with me now, and that’s all that matters.”

“Well, hopefully I can find a man while I’m there.”

“You absolutely can. I saw a whole gaggle of gays at The Dearborn last night.”

He gasps. “My bags are packed. I’ll be on a flight in a couple hours. Go get some more sex, and I’ll see you soon.”

I disconnect the call and chuckle to myself. He’s not wrong. I should be in there getting as much as I can from her. Even though I know this isn’t going to end like it did before, I have no idea what is next for us. Just as that thought goes through my mind, I feel her hands on my hips, her body press against my backside, and I hear her murmur, “Good morning.”

“Good morning, beautiful,” I say as I look over my shoulder at her. She has my robe on. She rubs her hands over my stomach and holds me tight. “I couldn’t sleep. Needed caffeine.”

“I hear ya.” Her hand moves under my pajama top to my waistband. I reach over and put my coffee cup on the table near the window, then turn in her arms so I can kiss her. She slips her hand under the band, and her fingers find me instantly. The softness of her as she pushes into my warmth is one of the many things I love about her. It never feels like she’s forcing anything. She reads my body, my desires, and does as I’m silently asking her to do. It’s so amazing, and I love everything about it. She presses my back against the window and rubs my slick clit with her wet fingers. I move my hands down the lapel of my robe to the sash, and I untie it, revealing her naked body. I cup her, and she nods. I push my fingers into her before I start to rub her clit, matching her intensity on mine.

She gasps against my mouth. “Come with me,” she says. She moans into our kiss, and we collapse into each other as we come at the same time.

“Jesus,” I breathe out. Our hands are trapped against our bodies. My heart is beating so hard that I can feel it in my clit. I’m sure she can feel it pulsating.

“I fucking love making you come,” she says.

“Literally ditto,” I say.

And it’s one of the most honest moments in my life.
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GRACE

When my phone starts ringing, I sit up from the bed and look at the clock. It’s one in the afternoon. I never texted Darby that everything was okay. Crap. I know it’s her because she’s the only person I have on emergency bypass, which will eventually change, I’m sure.

I jump up and run into the living area, quickly find my phone, and answer it. “I’m sorry,” I say with a laugh. “I’m fine. Everything is fine.”

“A simple text would have sufficed, you jerk.” She laughs. “I’m assuming you two are okay?”

I walk back into the bedroom, sit on the edge of the bed, and look over my bare shoulder at Heather in all her naked glory. “Yes, we are more than okay.”

“Thank god.”

“You good?”

I hear the change in her voice. “Surprisingly, yes. I ended up hanging out with Zelda freaking Cromwell all night long.”

“Shut up,” I say. “Seriously?”

“Yes. I mean, nothing happened.” She chuckles again. “But whatever, it was fun just being around her.”

“I am shocked to learn that your charms didn’t work on her.”

“Hey, hey, I didn’t say that.” Darby giggles. “I’m just saying nothing happened.”

“Oh, so something happened.”

“Don’t tell Deuxmoi.”

I laugh. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I know. Premiere party tonight, right? We’re going?”

Heather’s index finger wraps around my pinky. She then moves her other hand down her body, dancing her fingertips across her stomach, down, down, down. I widen my eyes. “Yes, we’re going.” She opens her legs and starts to touch herself. My mouth goes completely dry. “Darby, I gotta go.”

“Wait, what time is the party?”

“I have no idea.” My eyes are glued to Heather, to her hand, to the way she’s rubbing her clit. “Seven? Or six?” Heather pushes her middle finger inside herself. “Fuck.”

“What? Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Listen, I’ll text you. I gotta go.” I disconnect the call and toss my phone onto the bedside table just as Heather lets out a low moan. “What the hell?”

She smiles, her eyes on mine, then leans her head back and moans again. “Are you going to watch me finish?” she asks before she looks at me again.

“Yeah, I think I might.”

“God,” she pants. “I am so wet.” She pulls her finger out, then pushes two in.

“Fuck this,” I say as I leap onto her. I put my mouth on her after I remove her fingers and help her finish. Within seconds she’s coming in my mouth, screaming my name, and I’m so fucking turned on I can barely feel my legs.

She laughs as she’s coming down, a low, seductive laugh that I’ll never forget. “Come here,” she says softly. “I know you’re close.”

“How can you tell?”

“Your eyes . . . they get so dark when you’re turned on.”

I don’t know why, but her saying to me, with the sincerity and the love in her voice like that, I almost cry. She slides her hand between my legs, though, and takes my mind off the tears by stroking my wetness like she was born to do it.

“I love you,” I whisper before she kisses me.

“I know.” And with her two fingers inside me, she has me coming in no time flat.

When I finally come back down, I look at her lying next to me. “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“What was?”

“You. Touching yourself.”

“Oh?” She lightly drags her index finger down my sternum. “Even hotter than when I was riding your face?”

“I mean, I don’t know if I can really rank all the different positions.” I roll toward her. “But that? Yeah, that was hot as fuck.”

As she’s leaning in to kiss me, a loud knock sounds on her front door. She jerks away from me. “Oh Jesus,” she says, her voice layered with irritation as she rubs her hands over her face.

“What? What’s wrong?”

She shakes her head. “Thomas told me Michael was on his way here. That has to be who it is. Who else would just bang on my door like that?”

“Great, just great.” I start to laugh as I stand up and start looking for my clothes. “He’s gonna flip when he sees this.”

“I know,” Heather says while buttoning her jeans. Then she throws on a striped sweater and pushes the sleeves up her arms. Suddenly, she stills her frantic movements and walks quickly across the room to me, takes my face in her hands, and kisses me. “I’m sorry in advance.”

Her taking the time to tell me that she’s sorry for something that hasn’t even happened yet is everything I’ve ever wanted in another human being.

“Don’t be sorry,” I reply. “We’ll get through it.”

“Okay.” She takes a deep breath as she throws her very messy hair into a bun, which unsurprisingly looks cute. “I don’t even want to answer the door.” She pauses, her hand on the doorknob. “Why should I? I don’t have to. He’s not my husband. Right? I don’t have to let him in if I don’t⁠—”

“I mean, you’re allowed to do what you want. You’re a grown-ass woman.”

“Exactly!”

“Heather, it’s Thomas!” comes a deep voice from the other side of the door. Her entire body relaxes.

“Oh my god,” she says as she swings the door open. “You son of a bitch. I thought it was Michael.”

He descends into laughter. “I know. I figured you would. That’s why I did it.” He pulls her into a hug, and I see her melt into his arms.

This is the first time I’ve seen him since everything unfolded between Heather and me. I’m suddenly way more nervous than I was when I thought it was Michael standing there. At least with Michael I didn’t have to worry if he didn’t like this arrangement. I knew he didn’t like it. I knew he was going to be a prick. But Thomas? What happens if he hates me? I’m sure he already does: I broke his best friend’s heart; I’m an idiot.

“I’m sure he’s in the city, though.” He rubs her back as they continue to hug. “You ready for tonight?” They finally pull away from each other, and he reaches up and holds her face in his hands. Is it wrong that a tiny sliver of jealousy has sprouted inside of me, though? I want to know her like he does, and I hope she allows me to.

“Yeah, I think so. It’s going to be weird being done with this whole process.”

“It’ll be amazing to have you back in the city.” He smiles at her. “Also, I don’t know if you know this, but Grace Elliott is standing in your hotel room.”

She lets out a laugh as she smacks his arm. “I actually do know that,” she says as she grabs his hand and pulls him into the room. “I’m sure you two remember each other.”

I extend my hand and realize I’m shaking. “Hi, yeah, I remember you.” Trying to sound as natural as possible is not my strong suit.

He swats my hand away and pulls me into a hug. “Of course I remember this lady.” I can’t help but return the hug. He throws his entire body weight into the hug and it calms me instantly. When he finally pulls away and looks at me, he smiles. “If you ever break her again, they’ll have to drag the Hudson for your dead body. You hear me?”

“I hear you,” I say solemnly. “I promise I will never hurt her again.”

“Good.” He smacks his hands together. “Now that that’s out of the way, do you two want to clean up for real? Because the haphazard job you’ve done trying to appear like you haven’t spent the entire morning fucking each other’s brains out is piss-poor at best.”

Heather’s cheeks flush as she walks over to me and puts her arm around my waist. “I knew we couldn’t fool you.”

“You would fool literally no one.” He plops down on the couch, and Heather squeezes my waist tighter. I am fighting a smile as I bite down on my lip.

“I think cleaning up is probably a very good idea,” she says as she looks at me.

I glance at her, and the love in her eyes, the small smile on her lips right before she licks them, the dip of her chin. She nearly stops my heart. I can’t get over how much I love this woman. “Yeah, you’re right, but I should probably go back to my place. Should we meet at the venue tonight for the party or . . .”

“Yes, we will meet you there, for the love of god. Go so I can have some time with my best friend. We all know you’ll have a monopoly on her tonight after the party.” Thomas laughs after his statement, though, so I know he’s not being a jerk.

Heather leans in and kisses me. “I’ll see you tonight.” Her whisper-soft voice brushes against my lips and my knees weaken.

I separate from her and grab my cardigan. “Thomas, I’ll see you later.” He jumps up and is across the room to hug me again in record time. “Don’t let Michael near her, please.”

He kisses me on the cheek. “You got it,” he says with a laugh.

As I leave her hotel room and walk to the elevator, I talk myself out of freaking out over the possibility of getting my heart broken again. Remaining hopeful but guarded is one of the most stressful positions to be in, and I do not handle stress well at all.
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My apartment is only a ten-minute walk from Heather’s hotel. When I pass Sherman, the doorman of my building, he gives me a high five. “Ms. Elliott,” he says. “The walk of shame doesn’t usually happen in the afternoon. You feeling okay?”

“Oh, you are hilarious.” I shake my head, and he gives me a full belly laugh. “There’s not a lick of shame in this walk.”

“Oh, girl, you go!” He moonwalks a few feet away from me. “Oh, your editor is upstairs. Darby said to go ahead and let her go up.”

“Wonderful. Thank you so much, Shermanator.”

“You love me,” he shouts as I disappear onto the elevator. As the doors close, I realize how horrible I look when I see my reflection in the shiny gold of them.

“Jesus,” I whisper as I push the stray hairs that have fallen out of my ponytail back into place.

When I open the door and head into the apartment, I can hear music playing and Sabrina and Darby laughing about something. I turn the corner from the hallway into the kitchen, and they both start shouting at me: “Oh my god, oh my god, tell us everything!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I demur.

Sabrina glares at me. “If you don’t think Darby told me you and Heather were with each other all night, you obviously know nothing about our newfound friendship.”

“Wonderful. I guess I should have said, ‘Don’t tell Sabrina,’ when I spoke to you earlier.” I open the refrigerator and take out a bottle of water. “You’re not a good confidante, Darby. I hope you know that.”

She comes over and hugs me tight. “You love me, and you know it.”

“I know, I do. Now, what did you tell her?”

Never, in a million years, did I think that Darby and I would be friends after our relationship ended. Never. I thought for sure that she would move out and I’d be thrilled about it and we’d carry on living separate lives. I do not keep exes as friends. It’s not who I am. I didn’t like them for a reason, so why keep them in my life? No, thanks, Tom Hanks. But Darby? I don’t know. We sort of work better as friends. Even when we worked as lovers, we were still better friends.

“What did I tell her? Everything,” Darby says as she releases me and pops herself up on the countertop, her sock-covered feet swinging lightly against the cabinets. “She deserves to know. She’s been there since day one.”

“Exactly.” Sabrina is sitting on the countertop too. She raises her arms and motions for me to come and hug her. “Give Mama some sugar.”

“Oh my god.” I roll my eyes but head over to where she’s sitting so I can hug her. “Mama?”

“Well, yeah, I feel like I helped birth this relationship with Heather. After all, it was Muffin who facilitated the meetups.”

“You’re right, she did help.” I hear Muffin get up from the floor near the window where she has confiscated Darby’s cat’s bed. She strides up to me and rests her head on the countertop for me to pet her. “Little Muffin, how are you?” I smoosh my nose against hers, and she gives me a giant, wet lick.

“So, spill. How was it?” Sabrina presses her foot into my thigh. “Amazing?”

I stand upright and sigh. “Honestly? It was better than amazing. I don’t know . . . she’s perfect. Everything about her.”

Darby, with eyes wide, asks, “Did you ask her about her wedding ring?”

“It was her grandmother’s wedding ring. She wears it all the time.”

“Well, okay, I guess we can let that slide.” Darby winks at Sabrina.

“Michael and her have been done for a while. You could have asked me. I would have been honest with you.”

I groan. “Seriously? I stopped bringing Heather up to you because I was sick of you telling me that I needed to let it go until the contract was up.”

“Well, it’s still not up, for the record. But I don’t think anyone will care now.” Sabrina laughs. “Especially since Michael has been publicly dating Caden for quite some time.” When my face falls, Sabrina adds, “And you didn’t know that, did you? Great.”

“Um, no. I didn’t know that. I knew we had our suspicions, but it was never confirmed. What do you mean for quite some time? Like, while he was trying to get Heather back?”

Sabrina shrugs. “I don’t know for sure, but . . . it tracks?”

“What a prick.” I clench my hands into fists.

“Yeah, well, cowboy, you’re gonna wanna hold that anger in. You can’t go into this event with yer guns a-blazin’, you hear me? You need to be the professional everyone knows you are. If you haul off and⁠—”

“And what, Sabrina? Clobber him? Come on. You know I’m a lover, not a fighter. I wouldn’t know how to hit someone if you paid me a million dollars to do it.”

Darby laughs. “Yeah, she can’t fight to save her life. For real.”

“I literally handed my purse over to someone who I thought was holding us up,” I confess. “Turned out he was just asking for directions.”

“Oh. My. God.”

I’m laughing with the two of them now. “I was not real street smart when I first got to Chicago.”

“Well, either way, please just keep your feelings about Michael to yourself. She’s not with him.”

“He’s actually been fairly cool to me the last couple times we spoke.” I sigh. “I clearly need to stop making assumptions.”

“Gee, y’think?” Darby lets out a loud laugh, as does Sabrina.

We continue chatting, Darby dishing about her night with Zelda Cromwell and Sabrina lamenting about the douchebag guy she started seeing. The entire time, all I can think about is Heather. And my usually sad heart is so full of happiness it’s almost disgusting. And I love it.


SCENE TWENTY-TWO


GRACE

“Holy shit.”

I freeze and stare at Darby from across our apartment living room.

“What?” I glance down at the black, skinny slacks and black tuxedo jacket I picked out for the premiere. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Nothing is wrong at all.” Her smile is the one she used to reserve for only me.

“Is it my hair? The humidity is killing me.” I kept trying to get my hair to cooperate, but the waves love to just get bigger and bigger when the humidity is anything over fifty percent.

“No, Grace, you look really amazing. Everything about you.”

“Are you sure? You don’t think this lace camisole is too much?”

She scoffs. “You look gorgeous.” She closes the distance between us and places her hands on my shoulders. “Heather is a very lucky woman.”

“You had your chance to make it work with me. You know that, right?”

“Oh, I know. But let’s be real. By the time I figured it out, you were too far gone.” The resignation in her voice is hard to hear.

I knew she wanted me back after I got home from New York all those months ago, but she’s right: I was too in love with Heather and too heartbroken to think of anyone else. Even trying with her made no sense to the shattered pieces of my heart.

“I’m sorry.”

“We’re both better off as friends,” she says softly. “I’m really okay now. I promise.”

I pull her into my arms and hug her close. “I love you, though. You know that, right?”

She lets out a breathy sigh with a tiny, “Yeah,” at the end of it. She backs away from me, clears her throat, and motions to the door. “We need to get going. We’re gonna be late.”

“You sure I look okay?”

“Yes, I promise. She’s not going to be able to take her eyes off of you.”

The studio sent a car to pick us up. We could have walked, but I’m grateful since I decided to wear heels with my outfit. Darby is instantly impressed with the black Escalade as we climb into the back seat. The driver doesn’t say much, just confirms that we’re heading to The Ivy Room for the party.

I’m insanely nervous, worrying myself sick about the what-ifs of the entire situation. What if we are rushing this? What if we aren’t thinking rationally? What if we get in trouble because technically we still have a month left? What if, what if, what if?

If I keep thinking, I’m going to throw up in the back seat of this Escalade.

Darby’s hand lands on my thigh, right above my kneecap, and she squeezes lightly until I look at her. “Stop freaking out. You haven’t unclenched your jaw since we sat down, and you don’t even know if you should be worried about whatever you’re worrying about.” She gives me a gentle tap and takes her hand back. “Calm down. Take a deep breath. You can do this.”

“What if⁠—”

“Stop.” Her pointed stare shuts me up. “You can’t do the what-ifs right now. Just stop.”

The driver pulls up to The Ivy Room, then gets out so he can open the door for us. I thank him and tip him before we walk onto the red carpet. There are industry people arriving all at the same time, which should probably make me even more nervous, but it helps calm me down a little. When you’re just the author, you can fade into the background a little bit, especially when the cast and crew of this movie are all phenomenal. Cameras flash as Darby and I walk in. All of the photographers who have set up shop along the carpet call my name, and I stop to take pictures. It is absolutely shocking to me how much press this whole process has been getting. From the second the cast was announced, my Instagram account—which I fucking hate that I have to have (not because I hate readers but because I am just no good with people)—has gone from around ten thousand followers to close to eighty-five thousand. I’m verified now. I earned—not paid for, earned!—the little blue check and everything. It has been wild.

Darby stays with me the entire time, for no other reason than I need the emotional support. She understands her role, as awful as that may sound, and I’m so appreciative of that. The old Darby would have made me go alone, and the panic attack I would have suffered because of it would have been awful. But now? Now, she is showing me and everyone else that love can exist outside of a relationship, and sometimes, it’s better than when you were in it.

Hugs are handed out when we approach Teresa and the rest of her team. She is so happy and excited, it’s difficult for it to not rub off onto me, even though I’m so nervous I could vomit.

“We did it,” Teresa says as she pulls away from our hug. “We fucking did it, Grace. Thank you for choosing us.”

“It wasn’t hard. You were the only ones interested.”

She laughs a deep, hearty laugh. “You’re hilarious. But really, you know those other studios would have never stayed true to the work.”

“Excuse me?” I am smiling through my question. What the hell is she talking about?

“Yeah. There was a total bidding war building, and we preempted it from happening.” Her face falls. “Did you not know?”

“No. No, I didn’t.”

“Well, fuck.” She grimaces. “I’m sorry.”

“Hey,” I say as I wrap my hand around her thin wrist. “I am not disappointed with this agreement. At all. I would have picked Sunshine no matter what. I’m just finding out a lot today, and it’s been . . . interesting. Please don’t think it has anything to do with you or the studio.”

“Good.” She gives me a small smile. “As for the contract and the um, relationship status of you and Heather . . .”

“Look—”

“No, you look.” Her gracious smile is a welcome sign. “You did what was requested of you. And so did she. I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”

“Can I ask⁠—”

“Yes. I’m sure you know who was more than happy to police it.”

“Michael.”

Teresa nods. “Just let it go, okay? Be happy. This movie is phenomenal. Our next projects together will be just as amazing. We’ll take care of you.” She gives me another hug before we are accosted by a group of handlers. I’m ushered off in one direction, she in another. A camera is shoved into my face, and a reporter from Entertainment Tonight! is interviewing me. I’m trying to remain calm, cool, and collected, none of which I’m any good at.

At this point, everything happens so quickly. The red carpet is a whirlwind of people and questions and cameras and lights. I try to find Heather in the crowd a couple times, but I’m unsuccessful.

It’s not until I’m getting ready to enter the theater that I see her. She’s wearing a long, form-fitting, black dress that’s covered in sequins. Her hair is down, except the right side is pulled back with a black, shimmery clip. Her blonde curls look so soft as they cascade around her gorgeous face. My heart nearly stops when she looks up and sees me. A wide smile spreads across her face, and she places her hand over her diaphragm, then starts to expertly walk toward me in her tall, red heels. I want to watch her walk toward me like this for the rest of my life. She is the sexiest woman I have ever seen. Looking at anyone else simply isn’t an option.

“Hi,” she says as she approaches. She holds her arms out and pulls me into a hug. “Wow, you look hot as hell.”

I let out a tiny laugh. “I was going to say the same to you.”

“How am I supposed to keep my hands off you?”

When I pull away, I leave my hands on her hips, and I squeeze her lightly. “You can devour me later. Don’t you worry.”

“Are you doing okay?” She casually tucks the left side of my hair behind my ear. Her fingers slide down the hinge of my jaw, and I feel myself melting into her touch. How does she do that to me?

“Yeah,” I say. “Are you? This is it.”

Her smile takes my breath away, and she nods. “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life. I hope you like the film.”

“I’m going to love it.” I feel her hand, her fingers as they intertwine with mine, her gentle tug, before she lets go.

“Let’s go find our seats.”


SCENE TWENTY-THREE


HEATHER

I’m speechless. Absolutely speechless.

When the credits start rolling and the crowd starts to applaud, I realize I’m gripping the arms of my chair like a lifeline. There are people hooting and hollering—friends, colleagues, people in the industry who came out to support me—and aside from the numerous standing ovations I’ve seen in my theater career, this is one of the moments I will never forget as long as I live.

The movie was incredible. The cinematography, the acting, the way the story unfolds as the group of women head out to sea together, work as a team, manage a ship, and live, learn, and heal together is one of the most moving cinematic experiences I’ve had in my life. There were moments I was nearly unrecognizable on that screen. Not because of how awful I looked during segments of the process, which, wow, I sure looked rough, but because—dare I say it?—I am really good at my craft. Eliza, like Helena, is one of the characters in my career that has been a complete joy to become. Both are damaged souls who find love and acceptance with friends who become family.

To say the movie is better than the book would be a severe disservice to Grace. But . . .

I glance at her, where she’s sitting behind me and to the left. Unfortunately, there was a seating chart, and I was told to sit between Zelda and Rachelle. It’s probably good that I wasn’t right next to Grace because I would have been gripping her hand the entire movie, I’m sure. She hasn’t looked at me yet. Her eyes are still glued to the screen, watching the credits. She reaches up with a tissue and pats her cheeks to stanch the tears running down them. There’s not much about her I don’t love, but that right there? Her seeing her art come to life on the screen and being moved to tears? That shoots right to the top of the list of things I love more than I ever thought possible.

“So?” Rachelle asks, breathing in sharply as she turns, her eyes locking onto mine. “What’d you think?”

“Truth be told, I don’t even know how to process what I’m feeling.”

“Is that good or . . .”

“Oh, god, Rachelle, it’s good. Really, really good.”

Zelda leans forward and looks over at us. “That was the best movie I’ve ever seen in my life, and holy fucking shit, I can’t believe I was in it. I was in it!”

I start to laugh at her excitement. “It was incredible.”

Rachelle heaves a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank god. I’ve been freaking out since we finished post.” She has her hand held to her forehead. “I don’t know how to thank you two enough. Both of you were so wonderful to work with.” There are tears falling from her eyes. “I just . . . thank you.”

I pull her into an awkward hug in our theater seats. “Thank you for being such a wonderful director. You were the real captain of this ship. I don’t think we would have survived the process had you not taken such great care of all of us. I learned so much from you.”

“I learned so much from you. Humility and kindness and patience—no offense—and just how to be a good soul.”

“Literally same.” Zelda is kneeling in front of us now, and she pulls us all into a group hug. “Best experience of my career. Hands down.”

Once our little love fest is done, and Zelda and Rachelle head off together to the after-party, I stand and look back at Grace. She’s alone now. Darby and Sabrina have left her sitting there, her eyes glassy with tears, a tiny smirk on her face. I lean over the seats and try to get in her line of sight. “You doing okay, Ms. Elliott?”

A full-blown smile appears. “Yeah, yeah. I’m doing okay.”

“Just okay?”

She scoffs. “I’m beside myself.”

“In a good way, I hope.”

She breathes out, and now she’s crying again. I’m surrounded by beautiful tears. “That was amazing. It was everything I ever hoped for. I can’t believe I helped with that script. I can’t believe I wrote the book. How is this even happening?” She laughs for real this time, and it warms my heart and makes me sad all at once. She has no idea how talented she is. It’s always shocking to me when other people have imposter syndrome. You always assume you’re the only one who struggles with it. Finding someone who also fights a daily battle with it is like finding a unicorn in the wild.

“Grace, honey,” I say softly, “you did this. You did all of it.”

“Well, certainly not all of it. I’m the one who got her the deal to begin with.”

My head snaps toward the voice. I stand up straight and smooth my hand over my dress. “Michael.”

“Heather,” he says. “Hi. You look beautiful. You were phenomenal up there.” He jerks his thumb toward the screen. “A real delight to watch.”

“Thank you.” It hits me then. He just watched a woman, who was damaged by her husband leaving her, run away, find herself on a sailboat with a group of other damaged women, and fall in love with a woman all in the span of two and a half hours. The juxtaposition is startling and probably why everything about Eliza—her story, her spirit, her resilience—resonated with me so much. There were moments while reading it that I wondered if it was normal for a person to see themselves so vividly in a fictional character. How often does it happen? It wasn’t until we started filming, when I had conversations with my costars and crew members, with random strangers, with readers who were so excited that the book was going to be made into a movie, that I realized how very normal it is. Every person who read the book said they connected with Eliza and her struggles and her journey. Learning that didn’t make me feel more normal, though. It made me feel special. That something as simple as a book can connect me with so many people in so many different walks and stages of life means everything to me.

“I was wondering if you would have some time to chat?” Michael slips his hands into the pockets of his black slacks. I would be lying if I said I didn’t still find him attractive. He is physically exactly what I always wanted in a man. Dark hair, blue eyes, magnetic smile, athletic build. But now? After all the things we’d been through, there is more to a relationship than physical attraction. He figured that out when we were married. It took me getting broken, not once, but twice, to come to terms with the fact that I want to spend the rest of my life with someone who not only thinks I look beautiful, but who also thinks I am enough. Every part of me is enough.

“Michael,” I say, followed by a sigh. “No, I don’t think I’ll have time. Ever again, actually.” I take a step away from him.

His shoulders slump forward. “I got you to this place.”

“Did you?” I narrow my eyes. “Because I think I’m the one who nailed the auditions. I’m the one who gets the standing ovations. I’m the one who won the Tony. Me. Not you.” I hear Grace finally stand, and I look back at her. The look of admiration on her face makes my heart hurt. “You ready to go to the party?” I ask.

I watch how her eyes never leave mine, even though she has every right to give Michael a well-deserved smirk. “I am.” She walks to the end of the aisle and waits for me, her hand outstretched.

I look at Michael one last time. “I’ll see you around, okay?”

He runs his right hand through his hair and sighs. His lack of a response is enough of one for me.

When my hand lands in Grace’s, she intertwines her fingers with mine. “That was almost as amazing as watching you become Eliza Burke.” She smirks as we walk up the aisle. “Almost.”

“It’s been a long time coming.”

“Are you okay?” I can feel her eyes on me. “You’re allowed to not be.”

“The end of something is always a little sad.” I take a deep breath. “But the beginning with you has always overshadowed any sadness I’ve felt.”

Grace lets out a small puff of air. “Wow.”

“What?” I look over at her, at her slightly longer than shoulder-length haircut, the smattering of freckles on her cheeks, at the length of her eyelashes.

“I thought I was the romance writer.” A small smile forms on her mauve lips. “That was really beautiful.”

I feel the effect of her smile in the center of my chest. It takes everything in me to not pull her into the nearest bathroom so I can press her back against a wall and make out with her. There are moments when I’m with her where I don’t recognize this version of myself, this version of happy, healthy Heather. But right now? This version of Heather, the insatiable, horny one who would quite literally rip Grace’s clothes off and fuck her in a bathroom stall? She’s a force to be reckoned with. I want to give in to her, but I don’t. It’s not the right time or place. But tonight? Tonight in the safety of my hotel room, I will allow the insatiable, horny Heather to lead us to the brink of insanity. And it will be extraordinary.

[image: ]


The afterparty is also at The Ivy Room. As soon as my handlers see me walking up with Grace, they immediately retrieve me. “Ms. McCarthy, we need you to come with us. We’re so sorry, Ms. Elliott.”

“I’ll see you in a few.” I lean in and kiss Grace quickly on the lips. She looks so surprised that I’m comfortable showing any sort of affection toward her in public. I guess on the outside I have always looked like a straight woman, living a straight lifestyle. Being bisexual has never made any sense to anyone I’m close to, except for Thomas and Marjorie.

All of my other friends do not get it. “Why can’t you just pick one or the other?” they say.

And that’s just it: I’m attracted to both. I do get to pick one or the other. Why is that such a struggle to understand?

The person who really didn’t get it was Michael. I should have known immediately that he wasn’t the person for me when he brushed off the relationship I had with Orlando as just a blip on the radar. It was hard for me to get my arms around that, to not be angry at him for that, but he made up for his close-mindedness by being an ally. Who was I to be upset?

I make a mental note that in the future, I’m going to be more open and honest. It’s only by living our truth that bisexuality can become less of a stigma. I have a platform, one that’s now bigger than ever. Why not live a proud life while I’m living my dream?

I have to do a meet and greet with a bunch of industry people and journalists. The two gay men, Jerry and Terry, from Out and Proud Podcast are by far my favorite. They’ve been periodically checking in with me since my run in That Time, where I played the best friend of a gay man with AIDS. It’s always fun to catch up with them.

I do an interview with Entertainment Tonight!, another for The Hollywood Reporter, and one with Playbill. Everyone has been so kind and wonderful. It’s beginning to feel a little like a dream. One I do not want to wake from.

“Heather fucking McCarthy,” Thomas says as he finally finds me and pulls me into a hug. “Honey, you look fabulous. And the movie⁠—”

“Oh my god, the movie. Heather. The movie.” Marjorie, who showed up late due to a stupid delayed flight, fans her eyes. “I can’t get over how much I loved watching you fall in love. Always wished you would have fallen for me, but what are ya gonna do?”

Laughter pours out of me as I pull her into a hug. “I love you so much, honey. I hope you know that.”

“I do. And I love you, too.” She pats my back affectionately before she releases me. “Thomas said he already heard people saying it was an Oscar-worthy performance.”

Thomas’s grin is contagious. “I swear. I was getting a drink, and those men over there were all aflutter about your performance.”

“Oh, stop.” I smack him lightly on the arm, and he raises his brows at me. “Don’t even start.”

“I’m just sayin’.” He puts his arm around me. “So, when will you be home?”

“Well, I’m auditioning for another Broadway show in three weeks. We’ll see what happens.” I found out about the audition right before we walked into The Ivy, so it’s brand-new information. I’m already nervous. I don’t even know what I want to do next. Do I want to go back to the stage? Broadway is where my heart is. “Of all the things I want to do next, the most important is to rest. I feel like I’ve been going nonstop since I auditioned for this role.”

“Heather.” Thomas pulls me close to him, his arm over my shoulders. “I am so happy that I get to call you my best friend. I’m so proud of you, of how you took this role and sank your teeth into it. It looked as if becoming Eliza Burke was effortless.”

“I mean, look at her,” I say. “She’s damaged and broken and hurting, but she’d never had to deal with that much pain before. She used to be such a pillar of strength and courage until she was broken in two. We’ve all experienced the joy of the thought of running away, right? What if we could disappear? And what happens when we come back? Are we the same? Or are the people around us different? I became her because I am her. I’ve been broken and bruised. And when I was given the opportunity to run away, I fucking took it.”

“You are an amazing talent,” Marjorie says as she wraps her arm around my waist. “I love you both so much.”

“I love you both so much, too,” Thomas says, and I can tell he’s holding back tears. He points across the room to where Grace is holding up the wall. “You’d better go get her.” He smirks. “I think I forgot how fucking hot she is. Damn. You’re a lucky lady, Ms. McCarthy.”

This time, it’s my heart’s turn to be aflutter as I simply respond with, “I know.” She gives a whole new meaning to the perks of being a wallflower. I maneuver around a few people as I make my way over, place my hands on her face, and kiss her deeply.

“I love you so much,” I say against her so-soft lips. “So very much.”

“I love you too.” And she pulls me into a hug, one that I hope never ends. This right here? Her and me and my heart being fully in the game? This is it. This is absolutely the best my life has ever been.
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