
        
            
                
            
        

    
Megastar
Tam Eyre has no idea what to do with the crumpled note thrown at his
head:

 

If
  you don’t love me, we both die.

 

Bubble-tea-obsessed
  college girl, Lakelynn Frost, has 365 days to make the world’s
  most famous pop star fall in love with her.

If
  she can’t do it, an old family curse will kill them both.

Might
  be a problem since she can’t get tickets to any of his sold-out
  concerts.

Should
  Lake chase after him with only her grumbly brother Joules for
  company? Check items off her bucket list like Uncle Jack? Plan her
  own funeral like Aunt Clara?

But
  Lake’s a fighter.

And
  this curse? It comes with magical meet-cutes.
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this
book is dedicated to all my fellow mood readers out there.

sometimes
  we want to read about bubble tea and curses and a pop star boyfriend

even
  if we also like dark romance and aliens and romantasy

be
  weird, like it all, carry on.

	  
  













  Join C.M. Stunich's private Discord server to chat with other readers, participate in giveaways and hang out with the Author.   
 

  Sign up for the hottest new releases, contests, and exclusives from bestselling author C.M. Stunich and get an eBook as a thank you! 

  

  Want to discuss what you've just read?  Get exclusive teasers or meet special guest authors?  Join my online book club on Facebook!



 

   

  

  

  













	  Author’s
	    Note (Contains Minor Spoilers):

   

Hi
        there!

 

  I’m
        writing to you with a brown sugar bubble tea in my hand, one with a
        bright pink straw and a cheerful emoji face on the lid. I’d
        love to tell you a few things before you start reading (if you want).
        This note might contain minor spoilers, so go ahead and skip it if
        you want to be surprised.
      

   If
        You Don’t Love Me We Both Die is
        a stand-alone novel, meaning it’s a complete story in one book.
        It’s also an MF (male/female) romance. This is a slow-burn, hot
        scenes sort of book. As in, it takes some time to get there, but once
        we get there, it gets spicy.
      

  The
        characters are all in their twenties, and while this book is mostly
        contemporary romance, there’s a splash of magic. The curse is
        real, and it’s important. This is a story about people, about
        love, about romance as well as sex.
     
 

For
        a list of triggers (there’s nothing I’d classify as
        extreme in this story, but just in case), you can visit my website @
        cmstunich.com/webothdietw for spoilers.
  

  Ugh.
        I love it when a slow-burn read catches fire.

      

      Love
        you fierce, C.M. Stunich

      This
        book is 100% human written (all of my books are); it contains *NO* AI
        written material, ideas, or inspiration. No ghostwriting was used in
        the creation of this book.

	  
  











BUBBLE TEA - NOUN

:also
  known as boba






  	a
      tea-based drink from Taiwan, served with milk or fruit syrup and
      small tapioca pearls; flavorings are numerous and varied, examples
      include strawberry, lavender, honeydew, rose, brown sugar, and taro;
      toppings may consist of tapioca balls as well as popping boba,
      pudding, crystal jelly, cream, or whatever suits a person’s
      whimsy

  

	bubble
      tea is easily customized to fit any enthusiast’s taste; sugar
      and ice levels can be modified; toppings can be added, mixed, or
      discarded entirely to make milk tea

  

	if
      you’re a bubble tea addict like Lakelynn Frost (the woman
      afflicted by a multigenerational family curse) then it might just be
      … sunshine in a cup

  







I
  hope this book is sunshine in a cup for you. May it warm you right
  up. Happy reading

	  
	  
  











RULES OF THE CURSE

 - a compendium of hard-won knowledge passed down through the
    Frost family for generations and rewritten by Lakelynn Frost

  




  	If
      you are a member of the Frost family, you are cursed to find your
      soulmate also known as a Match

  

	When
      you are matched, the birthmark on your wrist will burn and stain
      like blood

  

	You
      can be matched to a person’s voice, picture, video, or
      physical presence

  

	You
      can be matched to someone you have met before, even if you’ve
      met them many times

  

	From
      the day you are matched, you have exactly one year to fall in love
      with one another

  

	When
      you succeed, your birthmark will disappear from your wrist and the
      curse is broken for you and your Match

  

	If
      you fail, you will die at the same time your Match dies, and the
      cause of death will be recognized as sudden and inexplicable heart
      failure

  

	Meet-cutes
      between you and your Match will occur frequently, but spontaneously
      (for example: while you’re beating the crap out of a hot dog
      costume)

  

	Your
      Match will experience butterflies when you are around, when you
      talk, or when you look at them, sometimes interpreted as “the
      creeps”

  

	If
      you are matched with an international superstar like Thomas “Tam”
      Eyre, you’re screwed

  

	Drink
      a lot of boba because … why not? You only have
      three-hundred-and-sixty-five days left to drink your favorite
      beverage

  















CHAPTER ONE

LAKE

365
  bobas left until we both die …





The
  first time I hear Tam Eyre sing, I crash my car into a pond.

My
  sea green hair catches the breeze as I swing an arm out of the open
  window, feeling the air rush by, enjoying the kiss of sunshine.
  Outside, emerald fields fold gently into valleys blanketed by trees.
  There are farms on either side of the road, an old gas station at the
  empty intersection.

I
  love Arkansas in the summer.

I’m
  singing—off-key—at the top of my lungs, sunglasses
  halfway down my face so that the world is part light and part shadow.
  I’m not worried about the road I’m driving on; I’ve
  taken this route a hundred times in my life, at least.

The
  last line of the song drifts past, and I sigh happily, slumping into
  my seat and breathing hard from the personal dance session I’m
  carrying on in my car. My phone is set to play new music at
  intermittent times, spice up my boring old summer playlist a little.
  The next song starts up while I’m still tapping a rhythm with
  my fingers against the wheel.

I’m
  not expecting to hear his voice—the voice of my Match.

I
  think that’s why I crash.

Definitely
  did not wake up this morning thinking that I’d trigger the
  curse.

A
  choking gasp shreds my throat as I hit a bump in the road and my
  shades fly off my face. I’m clutching both sides of the wheel
  in a tight grip, but there’s so much pain in my left wrist that
  I feel like I might die.

I
  force my fingers to unclench and turn my hand palm-up, so that I can
  see what’s happening.

The
  birthmark on my wrist, the one that I was born with, is on fire. It’s
  turning a brilliant red, like a tattoo instead of the smudge of white
  scar tissue that it’s been up until now.

“No,”
  I breathe, glancing over at my phone screen in horror. I see the name
  of a famous pop star underneath the album cover. Tam
    Eyre.

My
  vision is blurred with stars. Not like a fainting spell, but a navy
  sweep of night sky dotted with silver diamonds. There’s a warm
  red glow in the center, a nebula vaguely shaped like a heart. I can’t
  see anything but those stars. Can’t see my hands in front of my
  face. Certainly can’t see the road.

I’ve
  read enough of the Frost Family journals to know the curse is being
  activated, that I’m being matched to the man I’ll be
  forced to fall in love with.

The
  magic dissipates … and then I hit the fence.

As
  I plow through the white-painted wood, I experience the first true
  stab of fear. I’ve
    just discovered my soulmate through a song. My car rolls to a slow stop in front of a pond, the bumper
  underwater, tires stuck in the mud.

Cow
  patties are everywhere. A black-and-white cow is chewing cud beside
  my window, peering at me from big brown eyes beneath long lashes.
  She’s even wearing a bell around her neck.

I
  just sit there and stare at the steering wheel, letting the song play
  to the end. I don’t even move when the farmer whose land I just
  drove across comes to the window to knock. Pretty sure he’s
  asking if I’m okay.

I’m
  not.

Because
  I’ve just learned that I’m going to die.

My
  family has suffered from an embarrassing curse since the founding of
  America. On the same day that the Declaration of Independence was
  signed, my ancestor must’ve pissed somebody or something off.
  Found himself cursed. Passed the magic down through every generation
  of our family since. I don’t know the cause of the curse, but I
  do know this: if a member of the Frost Family is given a Match, they
  have one year to the day to make that person fall in love with them.

If
  not, then they both die.

Hah.

This
  is … shitty.

Literally.
  I have cow dung stuck to my car.

“Oh
  my God,” I whisper, and then I start laughing hysterically.

Think
  of it like the universe swiping right on the person it wants me to be
  in love with. Well, the universe has just picked Tam Eyre, the most
  famous pop star in the world.

Now
  I get to make him fall in love with me.

I’m
  sure that’ll go wonderfully.

“I’m
  cursed to die-by-pop-star?” I whisper in disbelief as the song
  on my phone changes to yet another track by Tam, and I put my face in
  my hands. I don’t look at the curse mark that’s etched
  into my wrist, this red heart-shaped smudge. It hurts like a fresh
  burn, an unavoidable reminder of my fate.

If
  I can’t get Tam to fall in love with me, we will both drop dead
  on the same day, at the same time, one year from now. My attention
  falls on my phone screen, on the video that’s playing on my
  music app.

There’s
  Tam Eyre, international superstar, doing a body roll in a music video
  with sexy, atmospheric lighting. Tam, with a close-up on the lush
  pink of his lewd mouth. Tam, with three billion views
  on this video alone.

“Yeah,
  we’re both dead,” I murmur to myself as the farmer tries
  and fails to get my door open. He ends up calling 911 when I don’t
  move from my slumped position.

I’m
  taken to the hospital in the back of an ambulance, but at the end of
  the day, there’s nothing wrong with me. They send me home with
  my cousin, and a kind (but strong) recommendation that I meet with a
  mental health professional. I probably shouldn’t have told them
  that I crashed because of an ancient curse.

I
  keep the long, red sleeves of my hoodie pulled down to cover my
  unwanted tattoo, so that Maria doesn’t notice it. If she sees
  the mark by accident, it’ll freak her out. It’s only been
  six months since the curse killed our cousin, Joe, and the Frost
  family is still fragile. The grief is still raw.

I
  need to tell my brother, Joules, first.

He’ll
  know exactly what to do.

Only
  … the idea of telling him scares the crap out of me.

 [image: ]

“You’re
  lucky that I’m your emergency contact,” my cousin, Maria,
  murmurs, lowering her voice to a conspiratory whisper. It’s
  just her and me in here, but she’s dramatic like that.

Maria
  Sanchez, my
  mother’s sister’s daughter. Twenty-five years old. Curse
  status? Unmatched.

That
  used to be my status, too, until about four hours ago.

How
  am I going to tell my family? I
  wonder, but there’s no time to dwell on that because Maria is
  answering a call from my brother.

“Don’t,”
  I mouth at her as she turns and gives me a look.

“He
  says he hasn’t been able to reach you all day.”

I
  stare back at her. My brother, Joules, has good intentions, but since
  Joe’s death, he’s been so overprotective as to be
  stifling at times. I love him to pieces, but sometimes I just need a
  day off. So, yeah, I’ve been ignoring his messages.

“Lakelynn,
  he’s already gotten a call from the mechanic. Your car is
  there, and nothing’s wrong with it. We can go pick it up
  anytime.”

Oh.
  That’s right. My car is my brother’s hand-me-down, this
  piece of shit ‘98 sedan that smells like cigarettes that we
  inherited from our grandmother. A guy he went to high school with
  works at the Eureka Springs auto repair place, so I guess he called
  Joules instead of me.

“He
  wants to talk to you.” Maria shoves her phone in my direction,
  and I sigh, lifting it to my ear as I stare out the window at yet
  more farms crawling past outside. My cousin is the exact opposite of
  a speed demon. She’s basically a turtle. Too bad. I want her to
  speed, so we can get pulled over by the cop that camps the church
  parking lot on the far side of this little town called West Liberty.
  It’s one of a few small places on the hour drive from Eureka
  Springs to Fayetteville, Arkansas.

If
  we got pulled over, then I’d have more time to think. To
  process. To avoid my family—and most especially my brother. Out
  of everyone, this is going to hurt him the most. Tam Eyre and I might
  die at the end of this curse, but it’ll be Joules who truly
  suffers.

Joules
  and Joe and me, we’ve been inseparable since the day I was
  born. Twenty-two years spent together. If I die, too, my brother will
  fall to ruin.

I
  could really use some bubble tea right now. Watermelon, maybe. With
  those little crystal jellies.

“Lake,”
  Joules says, and there’s a tightness in his voice that I
  recognize. He’s worried that I might’ve been matched by
  the curse. All my life, I’ve been able to tell him no. But not
  now. I can’t lie to him and … I’m terrified.

I
  feel like I’ve just been given a death sentence.

“It
  happened,” I whisper before he can yell at me for crashing my
  car. “It happened, Joules. The tattoo appeared just like Mom
  said, like Gram said, like everybody says. It burned like crazy and
  then I saw who my Match was and … Joules, I’m going to
  end up like—” I can’t even make myself say my
  cousin’s name aloud. Joe.

“Your
  Match, who is he?” Joules demands, his breathing even, but his
  words husky. Maria makes a small sound as she grips the steering
  wheel, her speed dropping a good twenty miles below the speed limit.
  She has the scar on her wrist, too, and the fear that one day—

I
  close my eyes. I take a deep breath.

Oh,
  only the most popular artist in the entire country. He just set a
  world record with the number of streams on his latest album. He stars
  in movies and dramas. He’s worth hundreds of millions of
  dollars.

I
  should fill out a pre-need funeral contract like my Aunt Clara did
  when she was matched, plan my own celebration of life service in
  advance.

“Who,
  Lakelynn?” Joules demands, his voice hard but gentling as he
  exhales. “I have to know what we’re facing here. I won’t
  let anything happen to you, okay? We can do this.” He waits
  patiently as I breathe through the shock of it.

“Tam
  Eyre,” I tell Joules, throwing the household name out there
  like the man isn’t more difficult to meet in person than the
  president.

Joules
  says nothing. I’m sure he’s hoping that I’m playing
  games with him. I’m not.

If
  I do not get Tam to fall in love with me by this time next year, I
  will die.

My
  heart will stop, my skin will go pale, and Joules will be there to
  watch it happen like he did with our cousin. I
    don’t want that.

“Tam.”
  Joules isn’t asking a question. He’s just repeating my
  death sentence aloud. “Tam?!”
  Okay, now he’s yelling, but he isn’t angry at me. My
  brother is just … vivacious. Vivacious
    and traumatized.

“I’m
  going to get a boba,” I tell him, and he makes this pained
  growl that offers his opinion without words. Joules never needs to
  talk to communicate his feelings. His scowls, narrowed eyes, stomping
  footsteps, and inhuman noises tell you everything you need to know.
  “Don’t be like that: I only have
  three-hundred-and-sixty-five bobas left to drink before I die.”

I’m
  not trying to play around here: I’m serious.

Underneath
  my panic, buried inside my fear, there’s a practical thought
  simmering. Do I … do I even try to
  cozy up to a pop star? Or do I start living my life like I have …
  yeah. Three-hundred-and-sixty-five days of getting boba. Or listening
  to music with my headphones too loud and my arms thrown out to either
  side, spinning in circles until I get dizzy. Fifty-two weeks left to live.

“Turn
  right here,” I tell Maria, gesturing at the streetlight. She
  mumbles something about GPS, but I ignore her. I do not need GPS
  to get to my favorite boba place. Who would? It’s boba.

“Lake.”
  This is Joules’ executioner voice. So pissed that he’s
  gone cold.

“I’ll
  see you at home,” I tell him, and then I hang up. I turn slowly
  to Maria, tracing the edge of my lower lip with my thumb. “You
  just missed the next turn,” I whisper, and she cringes.

“Directions,
  Lake. Directions.” She gestures at her phone, but I don’t
  plug the address of the boba place in and she doesn’t ask me
  to.

Because
  we both know that I’m going to die.

One
  year to the day, and it’ll all be over.
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I
  sip loudly from the oversized straw stabbed through the cute plastic
  lid of my drink. There are hearts all over it, some pink, others
  purple. I spin the cup in my hands, lifting it up to read the quote
  printed on the side.

My
  eye twitches.

There’s
  no such thing as impossible … except for not loving Tam Eyre.
  #Tambourines

I
  snort.

Tambourines.

That’s
  the name of his fan club, the Tambourines. Like BLINK for BLACKPINK
  or ARMY for BTS.

Hell,
  I’d be better off matched with the whole of BTS—and
  they’re in the military right now. In South Korea! And I’d
  still have a better chance. I’d have a better chance with Taylor
    Swift. Anyone
  but Tam. Literally anyone on the planet would be easier to seduce.

Maria
  glances over at me, one hand wrapped around her rose milk tea with no
    toppings. My
  cousin hates tapioca pearls almost as much as she hates pineapple on
  pizza. I sigh wearily as Joules calls me back, putting him on
  speaker.

I
  make sure to talk first.

“There’s
  nothing we can do, Joules,” I announce before he can get
  started on one of his rants. My older brother is very, um, headstrong. My
  dad calls him ‘driven’. My mom calls him ‘passionate’.
  My cousins and I call it like it is: Joules is a dickhead. But I
  could not love him any more than I do.

He growls at
  me. Growls. It’s not just a book boyfriend thing: it’s a
  Joules thing.

“Lake,”
  he warns me as I sip on my drink. “I’m on my way down to
  the tow yard to pick up your car
  for you. Don’t you dare talk
  like it’s already over, or I’ll have them scrap it.”
  Joules is furious with me now. He grumbles under his breath before
  adding (with a generous amount of swagger and sass): “Car’s
  covered in cow shit, by the way.”

Low
  blow.

“Want
  to wash it off for me?” I ask cheerfully, because while Joules
  might be an asshole, he’s also a big brother and he spoils me
  rotten. I know that he’d do anything for me. He’d die for
  me. If he could, he’d transfer the curse from me to him. One
  day, he’ll go through this, too, and the thought of me not
  being here to help him with it makes my bones hurt.

“You
  know that I will—but only if you get your head in the game.”
  I can sense his clenched teeth and righteous indignation. He makes a
  scoffing sound that raises the hair on the back of my neck. My
  brother is not happy with me right now.

“We’re
  not talking about a bagel shop owner here,” I tell Joules,
  referencing that one time my second cousin, Margaret, found herself
  curse matched to some dude in New York City. That was a family affair
  right there. We all flew to the Big Apple to help out. Took almost
  six months, but we managed it. Margaret is now happily married and
  living in Manhattan. “Or a convenience store cashier.”
  That Match belongs to my Uncle Rob. “Or a childhood
    friend.”
  That would be my mom’s Match—aka my dad.

Yeah,
  she got matched to her childhood friend and longtime crush the last
  day of senior year. I could gag on the sweetness of that story if I
  didn’t find it so cute. They broke the curse in one day. One.
  I’m only surprised it took that long.

Joules
  growls again, and I hear a car door slam.

“This
  is Tam
    Eyre, the
  man who shatters records when he breathes. Did you see what happened
  with his last album? He pushed Taylor Swift and Elvis Presley out of
  the top spot for most
    weeks spent at number one on the Billboard charts. What are we supposed to do?”

“I’ll
  tell you what we’re going to do,” Joules hisses through
  my phone. He turns his camera on, so that I can see his face,
  pointing at me in that way of his. I don’t turn my own camera
  on, sticking to audio only. “We’re going to make this
  fucking guy fall in love with you. I don’t care what it takes.”

I
  exhale and close my eyes, leaning my head back against the seat as
  Maria drives ten miles below the speed limit, like always. It’ll
  be a few before we get home. Today, I am beyond grateful for my
  slowpoke cousin. The absolute last thing in the world that I want to
  do is tell the rest of my family what’s going on.

I’ve
  seen countless members of my family get matched, seen the
  heart-shaped birthmarks on their wrists flare red with whatever
  strange magic propels such an insidious curse. I’ve seen them
  succeed in falling in love, seen their birthmarks disappear.

I’ve
  also seen them die.

My
  great-grandma, Louise. My aunt, Clara. My second cousin, Angela. My
  other second cousin, Nina. My great-uncle, Jack.

My
  best friend. Joules’ best friend. Our cousin, Joseph.

The
  pain hits me like a cold tsunami, dragging goose bumps up along my
  skin, and making me feel sick. Oh,
    Joe. It’s
  only been six months since he … and I still can’t …
  I was sitting right there when …

That’s
  how I know the curse is real; there is no doubt in my mind.

But
  now that it’s my time to go through all of this? I’m
  feeling weirdly bad for Thomas ‘Tam’ Eyre, the pop icon
  that I’m supposed to seduce. Or romance. Bamboozle. However you
  want to put it. He’s now got a stalker whose life literally depends
  on … you know … stalking him.

“I’m
  going to be a stalker,” I whisper, opening my eyes to see the
  molten shift of the sun as it begins to sink behind the autumn-kissed
  trees. There’s all of this pretty liquid gold and orange and
  pink and even a little bit of purple, and I can’t enjoy it. Too
  bad. Summer is slipping under fall’s spell, my favorite time of
  year. This
    could be the last time I see the seasons change.

“We’re
  going to save your life, Lake.” There’s a strange pause
  as Joules looks away from his phone and off into the distance the way
  he does whenever he’s thinking about Joe. “No matter
  what.” A horrible smile edges the corner of his lips, and he
  turns his dark eyes back to the screen. “I’ll kidnap that
  man if I have to.” His smile stretches into a cocky smirk.
  “I’ll kill him
  if I have to.”

“You
  will not,” I reply between bobas, sucking the tasty little
  pearls up my straw and chewing absently on them. I got crystal bobas and popping
  bobas today. I deserve it. “Doesn’t work, remember? Kills
  us both. Our great-great-great uncle, Sam Frost, put arsenic in his
  Match’s breakfast. They both dropped dead on the same day at
  the same time, twenty days before the
  end of the curse.”

I
  only know all of this because my family keeps meticulous records of
  everything having to do with the curse. That, and we never change our
  last names. It’s always a Frost Family problem.

“Well,
  I’ll still kidnap the fucker,” Joules protests, making
  Maria laugh. She nearly chokes on her drink. “Torture isn’t
  out of the question.”

I
  sigh.

“Joules.”

“Lake.”

I
  suck more boba into the massive rainbow straw. I only have …
  well, after this one, I have three-hundred-and-sixty-four bubble teas
  left until I die. Each one should be savored—especially a
  watermelon fruit tea like this. Heaven.

“I’ll
  see you at home, Lake,” Joules tells me in his most annoying
  alpha-hole voice. It works on girls, but it definitely doesn’t
  work on sisters. “Now.”

“I’m
  twenty-two, Joules; I make my own choices.” I chew on the end
  of my straw, ignoring Joules’ stare as it penetrates the screen
  of my phone and burns a hole in the center of my forehead. I can
  practically smell smoke.

“Come
  home or don’t. But if you don’t, I’ll tell the
  family without you.”

He
  hangs up on me this time. My brother and I end phone calls the way
  that people in movies do. We never say goodbye or clarify anything.
  We just hang up.

That
  son of a— I
  don’t finish the thought, staring out the window at the
  meandering suburban road that leads to my parents’ place. The
  whole family will be there today. We always gather together on
  Saturdays to watch college football. Arkansas doesn’t have its
  own NFL team, so we cheer for the Razorbacks college team. I’ve
  never been into sports the way the rest of my family is, but I like
  that we get together, rain or shine. There’s always good food,
  even better conversation, a hug if you want it.

“Hey
  Lake,” Maria whispers from beside me. When I look over, I see
  that her hands are locked tight around the wheel, knuckles white.
  “Now that you’ve been matched … are you scared?”

I
  don’t answer through four more sips of popping boba. You know,
  to fortify myself. Nothing like exploding juice-filled pearls to give
  a person strength. I look her way, sea green hair hanging down to
  obscure half my face. My other cousin, Lynn, is going to beauty
  school. I let her practice on me.

I
  suck on the straw a fifth time.

“I’m
  scared shitless, Maria,” I admit, a slight tremor in my voice.
  For as long as I can remember, I’ve known about the curse; I
  just never thought I’d be matched to a triple threat with ninety-three-million YouTube
  subscribers. “I’m terrified.”

Because
  if Tam doesn’t fall in love with me within the next year, we
  both die.

I’ll
  be twenty-three then. He’ll be … I have no idea.

Better
  get to know him though. And quick.

My
  life depends on it.

 

  











CHAPTER TWO

LAKE

  365
  bobas left until we both die … (the same day)





There’s
        an empty space in the driveway waiting for us when we pull up to the
        house. Most of the family parks their cars up and down both sides of
        the quiet suburban street. Well, except for my Uncle Rob. He parks on
        the front lawn which drives my dad absolutely nuts.

      Maria
        edges close to my mother’s SUV, turning off the ignition and
        then sitting in companionable silence with me while I gather my
        courage together. As hard as it was for me to find out that I’m
        destined to die, it’s going to be even harder on my family.

      “I
        don’t know if I can do this,” I tell Maria, turning to
        look at her. She gives me a sympathetic look and a gentle squeeze on
        my shoulder, but she doesn’t say anything. Because she knows
        that I can do this. That I will do this.

      I
        am going to do this.

      We
        climb out into a balmy late-August afternoon, my feet dragging on the
        pavement as I make my way around the car and up the front walk. The
        only blessing in all of this is that Joules isn’t here yet.

      The
        front door is unlocked as it always is. I can’t remember a time
        when we ever locked our door. Even when we’re not home, we
        leave it open. Maybe not the safest practice in the world, but
        nothing ever happens around here.

      Maria
        trails behind me as we walk in, pausing in the foyer and turning as a
        pair to study the vast array of aunts, uncles, and cousins gathered
        in the living room, seated around the dining table, covering leftover
        casseroles in the kitchen.

      I
        feel like I’ve shown up to one of Tam’s stadium concerts,
        but not as a fan, as a performer. Dancing in my underwear in front of
        seventy-thousand people.

      “Do
        you want some of this tortilla casserole before I put it away?”
        my mom calls out when she sees us lingering there. Guess Joules
        didn’t tell her about my accident yet. More importantly, he
        didn’t call ahead to tell anyone that I’ve been matched.

      Standing
        here like this, I feel as if they should be able to see it. They
        would, if my hoodie sleeve wasn’t covering my wrist. I take
        another sip of my boba, but it’s all gone. I stare forlornly at
        the empty cup. I
          should’ve gotten two.

      “Not
        hungry,” I murmur belatedly, but my mother has already moved
        on, slipping the glass dish into the fridge as my aunt berates her
        and claims she never got last week’s dish back. My mother
        retorts with her favorite argument about my great-grandmother’s
        mixing bowls, and I tune it all out.

      My
        dad and my uncles are seated side by side on the long sofa directly
        opposite the TV, perched on the edge, waiting with bated breath to
        see if the Razorbacks new quarterback is any good.

      “Hey,
        um.” I clear my throat and raise my chin. Maria continues to
        slouch beside me, trying to make herself look small. She knows how
        bad this is going to go. Nobody here is over missing Joe. Nobody here
        has forgotten what happens when the curse has its way with our
        family. “I have something to—”

      My
        Uncle Rob whoops loudly, leaping off the sofa to yell and throw his
        arms in the air. My Uncle Peter joins him, and the two of them hug over
        whatever just happened in the game. They’re not even remotely
        listening to me.

      With
        a sigh, I lift my phone up and scroll over to YouTube, picking one of
        Tam’s most popular videos at random. I hit play. I hit stream.
        The video appears on the TV, obliterating the game in its final
        moments.

      In
        less than five seconds, red and white football uniforms have been
        replaced by … Tam.

      I
        swallow past a strange creak in my throat, but I don’t let
        myself look at the screen. I don’t want to see him right now. I
        know what he looks like anyway. You’d have to live on Mars not
        to know about Tam Eyre.

      I’m
        a dead woman. I’m six feet under already. There is no coming
        back from this.

      “What
        the hell …?” My dad is dicking around with the remote,
        but it’s low on batteries, and sometimes it takes three or four
        tries to get the push of a button to register. We’d have
        changed them out already, but we lost the back of the remote a long
        time ago, and it’s all wrapped up with black duct tape.

      My
        dad and my uncles all turn to look at me. My grandmother sets her
        book down on the surface of the table. My mom and my aunts pause
        their bickering for a brief moment.

      Everyone
        is looking at me because they know I’m in control of the game.

      “I
        have …” My courage fails me. I briefly close my eyes and
        think of Joules. If he gets home before I’ve told the truth,
        he’ll do it in the harshest, most eviscerating way possible. I
        open my eyes again. “I was matched today.”

      You
        could hear a pin drop in that room.

      It’s
        so quiet that the silence is
        loud.

      “To
  … someone in Eureka Springs?” my mom says brightly, hope
        lighting up the rounded softness of her features. She looks like an
        angel; sometimes it’s hard to remember that she was in the
        military. I inherited both my looks and my personality from her: cute
        in the face but take-no-shit in the soul. We’ve got big eyes
        and long lashes and whiplash tongues. Nobody ever sasses my mama.
  “Someone you know?”

      I
        almost laugh, but I don’t want to hurt her. I don’t want
        to hurt anyone in my family. I look at the toes of my shoes instead.
        Green sneakers with white hearts that I wore to go hiking with my
        friend, Ella, at Lake Leatherwood. Hah. Wow. I was so happy this
        morning. How is life allowed to do that? Flip your entire world
        upside-down between one breath and the next.

      Wouldn’t
        that have been nice, if I’d been matched with some guy in
        Eureka Springs? A passing hiker perhaps, one with a ready smile and a
        hiking stick in hand. A cashier at the art shop downtown. A waiter at
        the restaurant I visited for lunch.

      My
        head lifts up, eyes darting to the TV screen.

      “Sweet
        Honey” is
        the name of the song that’s playing. I’ve never heard it
        before now, not intentionally anyway. Tam’s music plays all the
        time at department stores and clubs and cafés, but I never pay
        much attention to it. Not that it’s bad. It’s just …
        not my thing?

      I
        turn guilty eyes back to my poor mother.

      I
        don’t have to say anything at all. She collapses into her
        sister’s arms. Into the arms of Joe’s mother. My aunt is
        staring at me like I’m the walking dead, brown eyes wide in a
        bloodless face. My dad rushes into the kitchen to help them both out,
        mouth pursed, eyes dark. He’s the gruffest, wildest country boy
        around, but he’s also a giant cinnamon roll.

      “Not
        with somebody from Eureka Springs,” I whisper, voice cracking.
        Maria puts her arms around my waist, so much shorter than me that the
        position is an easy one for her to take. When she offers me her
        half-finished milk tea, I take it and drink deep.

      “Who?”
        my Uncle Rob demands. He’s my mother’s brother, matched
        at sixteen to a cute girl at the convenience store on the corner near
        his work. They broke the curse in less than three months.

      I
        want to cry, but I don’t.

      I
        stare my uncle down because it’s easier to look at him than it
        is to watch my parents fall apart, to see my aunt leaning heavily
        against the refrigerator door. Joe’s picture is right there
        beside her face, his memory trapped inside of a magnet. I don’t
        think about the day that photo was taken, when me and Joules and Joe
        went to the escape room together.

      My
        breath rattles out in a messy exhale.

      I
        use my empty boba cup to point at the screen where Tam is dancing,
        dressed head to toe in white, his backup dancers decked out in blue
        to blend in with the background.

      “Him.”
        I choke on the word as my youngest cousin, Lynn, gasps and slaps both
        of her hands over her mouth. We look at each other as she slumps into
        one of the oak dining chairs.

      “Him?”
        her mother, my other aunt, Mandy, whispers, looking between me and
        the screen. “Tam Eyre? Tam? Tam Eyre?
          Tam Eyre?”
        She repeats his name so many times that I feel dizzy. “No,
        Lake. Stop it. This isn’t funny.”

      “I
        know it isn’t funny!” I shout back, dropping my empty
        boba cup to the floor. I’ll pick it up later. Or maybe I don’t
        even care. I shove the milk tea back into Maria’s hands and
        step forward, pushing my red Razorback sweater up my arm to reveal my
        wrist. I flash it to the gathered crowd of Frost family members. I’m
        panting now, shaking all over. “I was matched to Tam, the pop
        star. Tam, the darling of the international music community. Tam, the
        up-and-coming actor. Tam, the man with four-hundred-million Instagram
        followers.”

      “I
        don’t understand,” my mom says, looking at my dad for
        clarification. “He’s … a singer?”

      “He’s
        a male Taylor Swift,” my cousin Lynn murmurs. “Bigger
        than Taylor Swift. He’s bigger than BTS. He’s bigger
        than—” At my mom’s confused look, Lynn switches
        tactics. “He’s bigger than Dolly
          Parton.”

      My
        mother makes this sound, this awful choking sound that I will never forget.
        It’s similar to the sound my Aunt Lisa made on Joe’s last
        day, when he ran over to his Match’s house and tried for a Hail
        Mary. The sound she made again when he returned home wearing a
        distant smile, glazed eyes, and a bright red curse mark. The sound
        she made at eleven-twenty-two p.m. when—

      I
        drop my arm by my side and steal the milk tea back from Maria again.
        Point made. I sip on it and stare at the floor. Nobody talks. Not my
        Uncle Peter who talks too much. Not Grandma Frost whose family line
        is the source of this stupid curse. Not even my cousin Lynn who loves
        Tam so much that she had his song lyrics tattooed onto her right
        wrist.

      “I
  …” My voice quavers, and I think of my Aunt Clara who
        prepaid her own funeral expenses two weeks after she was matched. She
        knew that getting a senator to notice her was unlikely to happen. She
        was right. I think of my Uncle Jack who, after finding out his Match
        was a famous newscaster, made a bucket list and spent the year living
        his life to the fullest. Is that the route I want to go? Joules
          would never allow it.

      “We
  … let’s all take some time to process this,” my
        dad grumbles roughly, putting his hand on the back of his head.
  “We’ll hold a family meeting, and then we’ll get
        started right away. How can we get tickets to this guy’s
        concert?”

      My
        dad turns to look at the screen as the first video comes to an end,
        and another one takes its place. Tam is wearing a leather jacket with
        no shirt underneath. My father’s eyes narrow to slits as he
        runs a hand over the stubble on his chin.

      “Bigger
        than … Dolly Parton?” my mom repeats, staring at the
        table’s surface before lifting wounded eyes to mine. “Bigger
        than Madonna?” I nod. “Than Beyoncé?” I nod
        again. My mother shoves up to her feet and comes around the table
        toward me, intending, I think, to give me a hug.

      The
        front door opens on my left just as the milk tea slides from my
        trembling fingers. My brother, Joules, catches it, and takes a sip
        before I even fully register that he’s standing there. When I
        look over, his cranky face is scrunched in disgust.

      “Rose?
        Gross. This isn’t what you normally order.”

      My
        eyes fill with tears because … he’s Joules. He’s
        my big brother, and we both sat there the night Joe died, and our
        cousin’s face went cold at age twenty-three just like I’ll
        be, and then Joules did CPR, and the paramedics came and—

      I
        throw myself into Joules’ arms, and he gathers me up, the
        coldness of the milk tea cup pressing into my back as he holds me.

      “In
        early November, this Tam guy will start selling concert tickets for
        his world tour. We need to tap into the family emergency fund; it
        isn’t going to be cheap. And we need everyone on-hand to buy
        the tickets. It’s going to be a bloodbath.” Joules takes
        over the situation right away, like always.

      “I’ll
        get my friends on it,” Lynn says, standing up from her chair.
        The other Frost family members—like Uncle Peter and Grandma
        Frost and Maria’s mom, Daphne—mill absently behind her,
        unsure what to do. Everybody here is thinking about Joe, I’ll
        bet. He was matched with a local barista, and look how that turned
        out.

      She
        didn’t love him, and they both died. Same day. Same time. To
        the second, the exact moment they met three-hundred-and-sixty-five
        and one-fourth days later. One single rotation of Earth around the
        sun.

      “My
        entire social circle consists of die-hard Tambourines,” Lynn
        continues, gesturing around the room like anyone but maybe her, me,
        and my Aunt Mandy know what that means. As in, Lynn and her friends
        (and probably my aunt) are all members of Tam’s official fan
        club. There’s a yearly membership fee, and a savage obsession
        with the man who … is supposedly my soulmate?

      I
        groan and sag boneless-ly against Joules. He holds me in place easily
        enough.

      My
        mother wraps her arms around Joules and me both, offering up a strong
        squeeze that belies her gentle appearance. Devon Frost served as a
        military police officer for four years before Joules was born.

      For
        several minutes, nobody speaks. My brother, my mom, and I just stand
        there hugging until my dad comes over to stand beside us. I can hear
        my Aunt Lisa sobbing in the background, my grandmother doing her best
        to soothe her eldest daughter.

      We
        separate, and I reach up to run my sweatshirt sleeve across my eyes.
        Joules offers Maria’s milk tea to me again, and I take it. Our
        gazes meet. He’s blue-eyed and dark-haired and pale-skinned.
        I’m the brown-eyed little sister with colored hair and too many
        freckles. We look nothing alike, but hey, our 23andMe tests promise
        we are, in fact, related. I pretended to be disappointed that neither
        Joules nor I was a changeling or something, but really, I was glad.

      My
        brother has my back. Somehow, it feels like with him here, I might be
        able to do this.

      I’m
        not going to tell him that though.

      “I
        think I’ll go up to my room for a little bit,” I say, my
        words halting and strange. It’s only been a handful of hours
        since I found out that I was doomed to death-by-pop-star. I crashed
        into a field, met a cow, apologized to a farmer, and now I’d
        really like to be alone.

      “You
        do whatever you need to do, honey,” my mom tells me, exchanging
        a look with Dad. I give him a quick hug and retreat up the stairs.

      I’m
        supposed to graduate from the University of Arkansas in May. I’m
        supposed to move out and get my own place with Maria and Lynn. I’m
        supposed to have a life.

      Instead
  … I have a curse.

      I
        disappear into the third-floor attic room and shut the door behind
        me.

      My
        laptop peers back at me from its place on my desk, and I exhale.

      I’ve
        got some stalking—err, research—to do on Tam Eyre.
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      I’m
        sitting on the floor in front of my desk. We had to cut the legs off
        to get it to fit against the wall in my bedroom. The ceiling slopes
        dramatically on either side, leaving a narrow, somewhat useless space
        along either wall. This was my solution: buy an old desk, chop the
        wooden legs off, paint it. I’m comfortable on my floor cushion
        until Joules crashes into my bedroom like a lightning strike.

      “Alright,”
        he says, taking up the entire doorway. “Here’s the plan.”

      “Drink
        as much boba as I can before I die?” I joke, not bothering to
        look his way. Now that I’ve started researching Tam, my
        confidence is … dwindling.

      Thomas
        Lachlan Eyre. The whole world knows him simply as Tam. Twenty-six
        years old. Turns twenty-seven in July. Six-foot-two. Strawberry blond
        hair that looks fake to me but that he claims is real. The greenest
        eyes I’ve ever seen (probably colored contacts). Born in Los
        Angeles, California to his mother-turned-manager, Elena Eyre.

      Hates
        watermelon (like how?). Loves ice skating. Is into ‘quote’ cute
          girls who know how to stay true to themselves. As
        if that even makes any sense.

      And
        the worst part of all? He’s in a long-term relationship. I knew
        he was, vaguely. I’ve heard people talking about it. Ever since
        Tam hooked up with another mega pop star by the name of Kaycee Quinn,
        it’s been big news. But somehow, in my shock, I’d
        forgotten that.

      I
        stare at it now, that little space on my screen beside his name that
        says Relationship
          Status? In an LTR. Heart emoji. Heart emoji. Heart emoji. Smiley
          face.

      I
        want to scream.

      “At
        least one boba per day,” I continue without looking at Joules.
  “I’m going to need it: this is never going to happen.”

      “You’ve
        given up already?” he asks me, his voice like the stab of a
        knife in my back. I cringe, but he isn’t done. Joules storms
        into the room, slamming the door behind him. He falls into an
        effortless crouch on my left as I let my guilty eyes slide his way.
        He’s staring at
        me with that gaze of his, the one that undoes a person’s soul
        with a single glance. “Joe never gave
        up. Never.”

      My
        brother is growling at me again. I put my face in my hands, resisting
        the urge to say something mean like, “You’re
          right. Joe never gave up and look what happened to him.” I
        don’t bring up Uncle Jack or Aunt Clara or any number of
        unlucky Frost family members. We have a family cemetery. Did I
        mention that? We bury our copious curse-dead family members on
        private property, tucked up in the woods beside the Hobbs State-Park
        Conservation Area.

      Just
  … not Joe. That isn’t what he wanted. Instead, he opted
        for a process called natural
          organic reduction. The
        redbud tree in the backyard is the place I go when I need to talk to
        him.

      “Tam
        isn’t just famous; he’s in a relationship.” I pause
        for dramatic effect, dropping my hands to my lap so that I can peer
        at Joules with weepy eyes. He softens immediately and then sits down
        cross-legged, waiting for me to continue. “With Kaycee freaking Quinn. She’s
        one of the only people on the planet who has more Instagram followers
        than Tam does.”

      “I’ll
        take care of Kaycee Quinn,” Joules tells me, his words casting
        a dark spell over the room. I shiver at the implied menace and then
        shake my head, reaching my hands up to push my pastel green hair back
        from my face.

      “You’re
        not killing anybody.” My words might not be a spell, but
        they’re firm. Absolute.

      Joules
        offers a daring half-smile.

      “It’s
        cute that you think I wouldn’t kill someone for you, but no.
        That’s not what I meant. I’m going to get Kaycee to fall
        in love with me.”

      I
        roll my eyes.

      “Do
        you hear yourself when you talk?” I ask, giving him a skeptical
        look. Joules just smiles a little wider at me. Leans in a little
        closer. Girls hover around him, and he knows it. It’s an
        insufferable trait, all of that knowing. “They’re in a relationship.”

      “Yeah?
        And?” Joules reaches out and pushes the lid of my laptop
        closed, his finger right over the sticker that says Life
          Happens, Boba Helps. He’s
        the one who put it there, not me. I get gun-shy when it comes to
        committing to sticker placement. Joules just slaps them wherever.
  “When has that ever stopped anyone before?”

      I
        give him a dark look as he sits back up, crossing his arms over his
        black hoodie.

      “Please
        tell me you’ve never gone after someone in a relationship.”

      Joules
        reaches out and flicks me in the forehead, and I frown at him,
        rubbing at the sore spot with my hand.

      “Of
        course not. But my little sister’s life is on the line. What
        are you even trying to say? That I should let you die because of some
        celebrity hookup that’s probably more publicity
          stunt and
        less romance than
        social media would have you believe?” He scoffs and turns his
        head to the side, gazing out my window in the direction of our
        neighbor’s redbud tree. Thinking
          about Joe again. “Frankly,
        I don’t give a fuck if they’re head-over-heels for each
        other. This is your life, Lakelynn.
        We only get one of them.”

      I
        don’t know how to respond to that. Instead, I watch as the sun
        finishes its descent and the pink blossoms of the tree disappear into
        the shadows of night. The Christmas lights I keep up year-round fill
        my room with a cozy glow, wrapping Joules and me in the soothing
        essence of home.

      If
  … if I do die at the end of the year, at least I’ve
        always felt warm and safe, have always felt loved. It doesn’t
        seem so bad when I think about it that way.

      When
        I remember how my cousin’s body went limp in my arms, it’s
  … yeah, it is bad. I can’t think my way out of this
        mess.

      “Hey,
        what about Lucy?” I ask. Pretty sure that’s the name of
        Joules’ latest girlfriend. I don’t know her very well. He
        doesn’t let his girlfriends meet the family until he’s
        sure about them. He has never been sure. So, no, we’ve never
        met a single one. I only hear about them in passing.

      “Right,
        Lucy,” he murmurs absently, reaching a hand into his hoodie
        pocket to withdraw his phone. When he starts to tap out a text, I
        lunge forward and try to steal his phone from him. He very casually
        lifts it up in the air and out of my reach. When I scramble to my
        feet to try to subdue him, he follows along and lifts it even higher.

      “You
        cannot break up with a girl over text,” I grind out between my
        teeth, and Joules gives me a wry look.

      “Do
        you really think so low of me? I was inviting her out to ice cream.
        I’ll buy her two scoops of bubblegum, thank her for her
        company, and let her know that it was never going to work out between
        us.”

      I’m
        still perched on my tiptoes, trying to grab the phone, but Joules is
        the older brother. I’m the little sister. I am never getting a
        hold of that phone. I might be twenty-two, and he might be
        twenty-six, but nothing has changed.

      With
        a scoff, I settle back onto my socked heels and turn away, padding
        across the old rug on my floor and settling on the edge of my bed.
        Joules follows me, putting one hand on the wrought iron footboard.
        That, too, has Christmas lights woven through it.

      “How
        do you know it wouldn’t work out?” I ask absently,
        wondering how the universe knows that Tam and I will work out. Or rather, that we should work
        out. I’ve heard from my family members who have beaten the
        curse that once you meet your Match, you know. Soulmates,
        they say. The curse might be insidious, but it knows, they
        tell me. Others say it’s all a load of crap-black-magic with
        stacked odds. I don’t know what to believe. “Fuck.”

      I
        rarely curse, but there it is. Joules raises a brow.

      “It
        would never work because she says I spend too much time with my
        family.”

      “You do spend
        too much time with your family,” I grumble, but Joules ignores
        the statement.

      “We
        are going to figure this out, Lake. I promise you that.” When I
        don’t look at him or even grunt in acknowledgement, he grits
        his teeth and stomps around to stand in front of me. Because of the
        shape of my room, he has to lean over to avoid smacking his head on
        the exposed wooden rafters. “If you die, Lake, that’s it
        for me. I won’t … I can’t go on without you. I
        barely survived losing Joe. You are not allowed to do this to me.”

      He
        presses a gentle kiss to the top of my head, like he used to do when
        I was three and he was seven, and our parents would bundle us up on
        the couch under a pile of quilts.

      “Get
        some sleep,” he continues when I don’t respond. I’m
        just staring at a tote bag that I borrowed from Lynn. It has Tam’s
        fan club logo on the side of it. #Tambourines
  – Cute, Confident & True to Ourselves. My
        mouth twitches. So cheesy. “And don’t stay up too late
        researching that guy. The internet never makes
        things better. The more you look into him, the worse it’ll
        seem.”

      Joules
        waits for me to reply. When it becomes obvious that I’m not
        going to, he growls at me again and storms out of the room. He slams
        my door so hard that a string of lights unfurls from one of the
        rafters and slips down to the floor in a coil of green and white.

      I
        flop back into my pillows and lift my phone up, ignoring Joules’
        advice.

      I
        pull up that “Sweet
          Honey” video
        again, my heart pounding strangely when Tam’s face appears on
        the screen. The very first thing he does when the camera zooms in is
        wink. And then he’s sliding his tongue across his lower lip and
        breaking into a dance that I wouldn’t be able to learn if I had
        ten years to practice. Why
          does he undulate his hips so much? Oh,
        and those abs. I could cry over those abs, but mostly because they’re
        likely to kill me.

      Tam
        has a mouth made for smiling, this perfect pink pout that he knows
        just how to part for maximum effect. His eyes glitter beneath the
        pale red shadow on his lids, a faint scrub of dark liner around those
        sideways teardrop shapes. Perfectly green, like the rolling hills I
        saw on my way home today.

      His
        skin is a swatch of fresh cream over slick, lean muscles, that
        strawberry hair tufting out beneath the white beanie he’s
        wearing in the video. “Sweet
          Honey” is
        right. What a name for a song. I can feel this low, soft heat in my
        belly, this strange sparkling in my chest that makes it difficult to
        swallow.

      With
        a voice like an angel, the shoulders of a warrior, and cleverly
        seductive lyrics that have me shifting strangely on my bed … I
        feel like a dead woman walking.

      Laughter
        peals from my throat, and I don’t stop it. I roll onto my side,
        clutching my phone against my chest and wishing I’d been
        matched with literally anyone else.

      Does
        it get any worse than this?

      What
        the hell would you do if you were matched with the world’s most
        famous pop star?

      Prepare
        to die or fight like hell?

      As
        much as I try to be practical, I know who I am on the inside, and
        there is only one possible choice for me.

      I
        get up, snag a fresh pack of flashcards from my desk drawer, and get
        to work.

      If
        I can earn a business degree, I can memorize everything in the world
        that there is to know about Tam Eyre.
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Maria
        cracks the door to my room, chewing on a piece of celery with peanut
        butter. She has her own apartment, but our house is like Central
        Station for the Frost family.

      “Don’t
        you have a test today or something?” she asks, wandering into
        my room and immediately attempting to put the unfurled string of
        lights back into the rafters.

      I
        realize belatedly that my neck hurts, that my head is slumped over
        onto my desk, and that I’m drooling on a flashcard that says Favorite
          Food on
        one side and Sushi on
        the other. I shove up to a sitting position, sea green hair wild
        around my face as I snatch up my phone.

      “Oh
        crap, oh crap, oh crap!” I scramble to my feet, nearly slipping
        and dying on my desk cushion as I ninja my sneakers in two fingers
        and take off for my bedroom door. I don’t have time to brush my
        teeth let alone my hair. No time to change. If I’m not out this
        door in about … ten freaking seconds, it’s all over.

      Third
        week of the fall session, and I’m blowing it.

      I
        stumble down the stairs to find my mother waiting for me, concern
        creasing her pretty face.

      “Honey,
        do you—” she begins gently, and I forget for a second
        there that I’m doomed to die.

      “Test.
        Gotta go.” I kiss her cheek as I dart past and out the front
        door, still holding my shoes in one hand. I drop them to the ground
        and shove my feet into them, crushing the backs of the sneakers under
        my heels.

      I
        don’t worry if my car will be waiting for me. Of course it will
        be. Joules got it back last night, didn’t he?

      I
        see my little white LeSabre sitting behind my dad’s truck and
        head in that direction. With a grunt, I end up getting caught on my
        hoodie as it pulls against my neck. I glare at Joules over my
        shoulder. He’s holding onto my hood with one hand and
        presenting my keys in the palm of the other.

      “Are
        you sure you care about school today?” he asks me, but I snatch
        the keys without responding and take off down the front steps.

      “Thank
        you for getting my car back!” I yell over my shoulder. “And
        I love you!”

      I
        yank my door open and pause to see my dad standing beside the bed of
        his truck, frowning at the … is that a cow patty stuck to my
        hood? Hah. Joules isn’t going to wash my car for me until I
        commit to chasing Tam. I am committed, but I should reassure him of
        that.

      “What
        happened here?” Dad asks, but I just grin.

      “Love
        you!” I hop into the driver’s seat and carefully reverse
        out of the driveway.

      I
        don’t start to speed until I’m out of sight of the house.
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      “I
        hate you, Tam,” I whisper as I slump down on the cement steps
        outside of the university’s business campus. I’ve been
        studying for this test for weeks. Weeks
        wasted, apparently, since I sat there zoned out with exhaustion, my
        brain crammed full of Tam-related facts.

      His
        favorite movie? Why, it’s Barbie, of
        course!

      His
        favorite song (other than his own, teehee)? Jung Kook’s “Seven” featuring
        Latto. My, my, how racy.

      Oh,
        oh, oh! His favorite fruit is lychee, his blood type is O-negative
        (yeah, right), he’s an ESFP on the MBTI test, and his zodiac
        sign is Leo.

      With
        a groan, I lean forward and plant my face on the denim of my thighs.
        I don’t care what I look like to people walking by. I forgot
        every second of those late-night study sessions and instead, I
        poisoned my brain with facts about a man that cannot possibly be
        my soulmate.

      We
        are nothing alike.

      Everything
        he enjoys, I hate, and vice versa. His answers to interview questions
        are insufferable to listen to, and he thinks the best Sarah J. Maas
        book is A
          Court of Thorns and Roses.
        Nobody thinks that! How is that even possible? It’s obviously A
          Court of Mist and Fury.

      Boba
        will solve this, I
        tell myself, and then I drag my tired body down the stairs.

      Joules
        is waiting, a clowder of girls fanned around him.

      He
        ignores them all, waiting for me to tromp up beside him.

      “You
        graduated two years ago. Why are you here?” I grouch, and he
        grins, throwing an arm around my shoulders as the other girls groan
        in disappointment and wander off.

      “We’re
        going to boba, aren’t we?” he asks, but it’s a dumb
        question because he knows we are. “I was worried about you.”

      “I’m
        going to have to drop out of school,” I tell him. When he
        doesn’t respond right away, I can tell that he already knew
        that. There’s no way for me to pursue a man who’s about
        to go on tour if I’m stuck here. If I want to live, I’m
        going to have to dedicate every waking second of my life to Tam the
        superstar.

      “School
        will be waiting when the year is up.” His voice is
        contemplative, distant. Joe.

      I
        huff and push Joules’ arm off my shoulders, walking ahead of
        him past tupelo trees with bright red leaves, the first ambassadors
        of autumn. They litter the sidewalk in a colorful carpet, fluttering
        around my feet as I walk. Joules is content to trail behind me,
        walking the three blocks to the boba tea shop in silence.

      This
        one is called Razorbacks
          Boba for
        a reason; it’s basically on campus.

      We
        head up the front steps and inside to an all-white interior with one
        wall dedicated to the team’s mascot: an angry red warthog with
        massive tusks. The replay of last night’s game is finishing up
        on one of the TVs scattered about the room.

      Joules
        and I get in line.

      “What
        does I’m
          into cute girls who know how to stay true to themselves mean?”
        I ask my brother, ever the consummate expert on dating. He looks up
        at the ceiling for a minute, moving his mouth around in thought.
        Those sharp blue eyes slash back to mine.

      “It’s
        a bullshit non-answer, something that sounds nice but means nothing
        at all. Why? Is that what Tam said?” I nod, and Joules scoffs a
        laugh, tucking his hands into his pockets. A girl trips over her own
        shoes as she passes him by. “I told you”—he
        reaches out to grab me by the ears, and I swat at his hands—“do not go
        online and look at that shit. And what did you do? Why don’t
        you ever listen to me?”

      “I
        listen,” I challenge him, aware that our behavior is juvenile
        at best, an eyesore at worst. Nobody’s looking at us though.
        There are girls outside by the fountain doing a coordinated dance for
        TikTok. That’s what everybody is staring at. “You can’t
        seriously expect me not to
        look? How are we going to find him if we don’t?”

      I
        try not to let the most desperate of my thoughts from last night
        resurface, but it’s too late. As soon as I peek in that box,
        they’re all there staring me right in the face.

      I
        am not the first person in the world to decide that I’m going
        to make Tam fall in love with me. I’m probably the millionth person
        to decide that. Other people—smarter, richer, prettier
        people—have probably tried. Whatever schemes I can come up with
        to get close to him, they’ve been done. Over and over and over
        again.

      The only difference
        between me and those people is that I have Joules Frost on my side.

      Oh,
        and also curse-induced meet-cutes. That’s one of the rules of
        the curse: frequent but spontaneous meet-cutes.

      “Did
        you break up with Lucy?” I ask absently, and my brother nods,
        studying the board on the wall so that he can decide on his drink of
        choice.

      “Get
        me a strawberry milkshake with cheese brûlée and
        strawberry popping boba,” he commands, purposely avoiding the
        story of his breakup. I want to know what happened. There’s a
        pink stain in the center of his crisp white T-shirt that looks
        suspiciously like somebody might’ve shoved a bubblegum ice
        cream cone into it.

      “Order
        your own—” I start, and then stop. The game has ended,
        and the girl behind the counter has switched the TV screen to Tam’s
        YouTube channel. No,
          please! I
        think, but it’s too late.

      There
        he is, smiling like an All-American toothpaste commercial with just a sprinkle of
        sex. His strawberry hair is tufted around another beanie, a red one
        this time.

      “Kaycee
        and I are going to take you on our version of a perfect date,”
        Tam says, his talking voice low and sexy. It’s annoying. How
        can he hit all those high notes when he talks like that? He holds his
        phone up in one hand, wrapping his arm around the narrow waist of a
        dark-haired girl with eyes like chocolate bonbons and a mouth dressed
        in nude lip stain. “Spend the evening with us as we—”

      I
        purposely tune the TV out, practically stumbling to the counter and
        putting my palms down flat on the shiny white surface.

      “Can
        we please get a strawberry milkshake with cheese brûlée
        and strawberry popping boba, and a soybean milk tea with oatmeal
        boba, tofu pudding, and tofu
        crema?”

      Joules
        reaches around me and taps his card to pay.

      Five
        minutes later, we’re sitting outside by the fountain in the
        last of summer’s warmth, sipping our drinks. Mine has soybean
        powder on the top and is almost too pretty to drink. The cup has the
        Razorbacks logo on the side of it, and the straws are striped with
        the team’s colors: red, black, white.

      “Ticket
        sales open in November,” Joules begins, and I sigh, reaching
        down to trail my fingers through the water. I suck on my straw,
        cheeks flushing when a bit of pudding comes up with my sip. Ah.
        Sunshine in a cup. “Whether that works or not, doesn’t
        matter. We’re going to drive to every city that fucker is in,
        and we’re going to find a way to get close to him.”
        Joules taps something out on his phone, and mine buzzes in response.
  “Dad suggested we try to get jobs at all the stadiums he’s
        playing at. Or in the best hotels nearby, just in case. It’s
        not a bad idea. Might even give you more opportunities to run into
        him.” Joules stares me down. “Apply to them all—tonight.”

      I
        snort, but he isn’t wrong.

      Gotta
        have some way to snag those magical
        meet-cutes.

      Besides
        Joules, that’s my only other trump card. If I can get close-ish to
        Tam, then maybe the curse will throw me a bone and we’ll run
        into each other? No guarantee that he’ll give me the time of
        day though. Or that after a few of these fated run-ins, he won’t
        press charges and get a restraining order.

      That’s
        happened to people in my family, too. More than once. Actually …
        eleven specific times that I can think of.

      “I’m
        looking into fan calls, meet-and-greets, that sort of shit.” I
        look up to find Joules watching me, his pretty pink drink clutched in
        his hand. “Same thing with Kaycee Quinn. I might not be able to
        help you woo Tam Eyre, but I can certainly get that girl out of your
        way.”

      “You
        think you’ll have any better luck getting close to her?”
        I shake my head. “You are way too
        confident for your own good.” Likely, that’s a
        repercussion from a life of being fawned over. All the girls love
        Joules. Some of the boys, too. I honestly can’t say why: he’s
        a total dick.

      “When
        we roll into each city, I’ll start digging and figure out where
        all the who’s-who hang out. Maybe we can find Tam plastered in
        a club or something?”

      I
        try not to think about how much of the Frost family emergency fund is
        going to go into this. Everyone in the family contributes to it. We
        all work hard—even me—and put as much as we can into the
        pot. Without it, we’d never have been able to stay in New York
        to help my second cousin Margaret. Without it, we wouldn’t be
        able to quit our jobs and focus on our Matches. Without it, I
        wouldn’t be able to buy a single one of Tam’s overpriced
        concert tickets.

      But
        it isn’t a big pot of money. It isn’t limitless. And if I
        use too much, what happens if Joules gets matched? Maria? Lynn?

      I
        take another drink, crushing oatmeal boba between my teeth.

      “I’m
        hanging out with my friends tonight,” I tell Joules, but he
        doesn’t reply. “I want to spend as much time with them as
        I can before we go.” I turn back to look at him. “What’s
        the first city we’re visiting, and when do we leave?”

      “Let’s
        see how the ticket sales go first, okay?” he tells me, but I
        just nod. Joules stands up and takes his drink with him. “Tam
        is touring in Asia until then, so there’s no point in stressing
        over it. Have fun with the girls tonight.”

      He
        takes off, leaving me alone in the middle of the crowded courtyard.

      I
        don’t leave until I’ve finished off my drink.
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      My
        friends and I are meeting up at our favorite bar on Dickson Street,
        the heartbeat of the college scene in Fayetteville, Arkansas. It’s
        packed in here tonight, but luckily I came early and found us a table
        against the far wall, a booth with just enough space for six.

      Maria
        and Lynn arrive first, faces grave as they slide into place across
        from me. I’ve already polished off an order of sliders and a
        Coke by myself.

      “Lake,”
        Maria begins, reaching out across the table to put her hand on mine.
        I just stare at her. “Are you sure you want to tell them?”
        Her eyes dart to the entrance of the restaurant, as if my friends are
        an unstoppable plague and not the girls we’ve been close to
        since elementary school. They all know about the curse. They even
        entertain us when we talk about the curse. But do they believe in the
        curse?

      I
        have no idea.

      I
        think, at the very least, that they believe that we believe in the
        curse, and isn’t that enough?

      “I
        want to tell them,” I declare, withdrawing my hand from
        Maria’s. She and Lynn exchange a look that I pretend not to
        notice. “They deserve to know that I don’t have much time
        left.”

      Maria
        sighs, but it’s too late. The girls arrive in a cluster,
        pushing through the crowd and swallowing the extra space of the booth
        with effortless ease. There’s a cloud of floral body spray, and
        the sweet scent of that expensive shampoo that Luna likes, and then
        we’re all rushing to talk over one another.

      I
        let them go first, spilling breaking news about the game, about
        grades, about boys.

      Boys.

      “I
        hear Joules is single again,” Luna breathes, bumping me with
        her shoulder, and I give her a look. I have never once set my brother
        up with anyone, and I never will—especially not
        one of my closest friends. I hate to tell Luna this, but Joules only
        sees them as extensions of his little sister. As in, undateable.

      “Guys,
        listen.” I turn away from Maria and Lynn who’ve been
        silent this entire time, and push up the sleeve of my red hoodie to
        reveal my wrist. Chloe, who’s always been the drama queen of
        the group, gasps so sharply that people turn to stare. She snatches
        my wrist with her fingers and pulls it close.

      “When
        did you get a tattoo?” she demands, and then she smacks me, and
        I cringe. “You promised that we’d get our first one
        together!”

      “It’s
        not a tattoo,” I protest, looking past her at Ella, sitting
        silently and staring at me in disbelief. Whether she believes in the
        curse or not, she knows the story, and she knows what this is
        supposed to mean. If she thinks, after all these years, that I’m
        truly delusional enough to get a tattoo on top of my birthmark—the
        very same birthmark that all of my non-matched family members
        have—then she doesn’t react that way. She looks …
        terrified?

      Luna,
        Chloe, and Ella, they all knew my cousin, Joe. They all heard about
        his Match. They all know he died exactly one year to the second after
        meeting her, and that his Match dropped dead that very same day. So
        maybe I’m not giving them enough credit here?

      “Who?”
        Ella demands from across the table, sitting up straighter in her seat
        and flagging down the waitress to order another round of drinks. It’s
        some local craft beer, and it’s delicious. I’m
        not driving today—Lynn is going to take me home—so I’ll
        have six more, thank you very much. “Who is your Match?”

      “Before
        we get into that—” I begin, but Lynn slams her palms down
        on the table’s surface and blurts it out.

      “It’s
        Tam,” she declares, pointing at her own arm, at the lyrics
        inked into her skin. “Tam Eyre.”

      “Tam
  … Eyre?” Chloe asks, still clutching onto my wrist. And
        then she laughs. “He has the same name as the singer?”

      See?
        That’s how unbelievable this all is. So unbelievable that my
        most gullible friend thinks that I’ve been matched with a guy
        who has the same name as the pop star, not that I’m matched
        with the pop
        star himself.

      “Hells
        bells,” Ella breathes, adjusting her glasses. That’s her
        favorite saying in the whole world. She uses it even when it makes
        zero sense. Sometimes, she’ll call out to me from across the
        courtyard outside of the library with it. Hells
          bells, Lake! I’m over here! I
        shift uncomfortably in my seat and try to tug my wrist out of Chloe’s
        impenetrable grip. “Tam? Tam? Tam?”

      What
        does everyone repeat his name like that when they find out? The more
        times I hear it, the more freaked out I become.

      Chloe
        forces a laugh, tossing her ashy blond braid over one shoulder.

      “Could
        be worse. He’s hot as hell. Have you seen his
        new music video?” She does her best to smile at me, but there’s
        a crack at the edges that makes me feel sad. Damn it. I have underestimated
        my friends, haven’t I? They’re concerned, not
        patronizing. “Tam is gorgeous and talented and so, so, so, so
        nice.”

      “He’s
        fake, and he’s full of shit,” Ella declares from across
        the table, pausing her rant to smile and thank the waitress. Fresh
        beer all around. I tug my mug closer and wrap my hands around the
        frosty glass. We have potato skins coming. And buffalo wings. And
        mozzarella sticks.

      I’m
        not holding back here: I will have the worst diet in the world this
        year. A steady stream of fried food punctuated with boba.

      “I
        wouldn’t go that far,” Lynn hedges, unable to resist
        defending her idol. “I’ve never heard a cruel word about
        him, and don’t you think it’d go mega viral if someone
        had something truly horrendous to say? Not all that gossipy crap, but
        something real?”

      “It
        could be worse,” Luna offers cheerfully from the end of the
        booth, leaning around Chloe and peering at me from dark brown eyes.
  “You could’ve been matched with the president.” I
        just stare at her. “What? He’s old and has the secret
        service. This is definitely better.”

      “The
        secret service is nothing compared to Tam’s security team,”
        Ella blurts without meaning to. She cringes but I’m not upset.
        She’s right. The president of the United States probably would
        be an easier Match to handle. “Ever heard of Daniel Kang, Tam’s
        personal bodyguard? He’s famous for kicking ass.”

      “Could
        totally be worse,” Luna continues, unable to read the dire
        sense of dread hanging above our table. There’s a metaphorical
        rain cloud floating above us, drenching us all with a downpour of
        melancholy and despair. “What if … you’d been
        matched with Kim Jong Un or something? You know, the North Korean
        dictator guy.”

      “Luna,
        can you stop?” Ella snaps from across the table. Maria toys
        with a salt and pepper shaker while both Lynn and I clink our beer
        mugs and drink deeply. Cool liquid rushes down my throat, and I close
        my eyes, trying to fight back the panic. It’s been there since
        the moment I first found out, but it hasn’t felt as real as it
        does right now.

      “Tam
        Eyre? Who wouldn’t want to be matched with him?” Chloe
        offers, and I think she’s trying to be helpful here. “Remember
        when your third cousin, Isla, got matched with some old, bald dude? I
        would’ve rather died,” she giggles with a hiccup, and
        then her face falls. She releases my wrist and then peers
        apologetically up at me from beneath her long lashes.

      “He
        was nice,” I retort defensively, sipping my drink. “He
        was nice, single, and a
        virgin. He was thrilled that Isla even talked to him.” I lean
        my back against the wall, sitting crookedly with one leg tucked up on
        the bench in front of me. “They were married in less than two
        weeks.” They
          broke the curse in less than ten days. “And
        they’re happy! He’s great. They’re great together.
        She loves him.”

      “Maybe
        you’ll be happy with Tam?” Ella suggests gently. “Maybe
        you’ll be great together?”

      “Just
        think how cool it would be if you could pull this off,” Luna
        offers, struggling to peer around Chloe’s constantly shifting
        body to look at me. Maria sniffles sadly into her water glass, wiping
        a tear from the edge of her eye with a napkin. She’s usually
        caught up in a book, but not on a day like this.

      The
        table goes quiet, a spot of silence in an otherwise rowdy room. The
        game is playing on repeat on the far wall, the volume muted. On the
        small stage, a man strums a guitar and gets ready to start some live
        music. It’s vibrant and fun and wild in here, and I can’t
        even enjoy it because all I can think about is how little time I have
        left.

      And
        I won’t get to spend any of it here because I’ll be
        chasing Tam cross-country.

      I
        finish my beer and steal Maria’s. She hasn’t even touched
        hers. Our food arrives, red plastic baskets with checkered parchment
        paper and heaps of fried bar food to share.

      “Just
        think how cool it would be if you could pull this off.”

      But
        nobody talks for a while because they’re all thinking the same
        thing: there
          is no way that Lake is going to pull this off.

      Lakelynn
        Frost is going to die.
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I
        slump down to the couch in my dressing room, leaning my head back
        against the seat behind me. No sooner have I closed my eyes than my
        manager is reaching out to shake my shoulder.

      “I
        know you’re tired, but we have two short things to film and
        then you can sleep in the van on the way to the photoshoot.”

      I
        groan and slap Jacob’s hand away, weary down to my bones. If
          I’m this tired, and the tour has barely started, how am I going
          to survive? I’m
        already positive that I won’t, that I’ll be dead by the
        end of next year and buried on a peaceful hill in the middle of
        nowhere. That honestly sounds nice. I could use the rest.

      But
        I have worked too hard and come too far to throw it all away now. I
        gave up everything to get where I am: my childhood, friends,
        girlfriends, hobbies. There is my music, and my career, and there’s
        nothing else. I open my eyes and push up to my feet, slowly, like I’m
        nearing my hundredth birthday.

      “Right
        this way.” My manager—who also happens to be my only
        cousin—gestures me toward the door with his iPad clutched
        against his chest, a perpetual glower on his face. My mom should be
        around here somewhere, schmoozing executives and making nice with the
        other managers. I sigh as I pass my bodyguard, Daniel Kang. He offers
        me a stony, gray-eyed stare, following me down the hall to a red
        backdrop where an overexcited rookie idol is waiting for me.

      His
        choreographer breaks down about thirty seconds of his new dance, and
        then we perform it together so that the clip can be uploaded to every
        social media platform known to mankind. Possibly also to social media
        platforms known by aliens. It takes all of twenty minutes, but Jacob
        is already fretting about the schedule.

      “Change
        his jacket; we don’t have time to redo hair and makeup,”
        he commands, and I swap the black leather with the gold stitching for
        a plain white hoodie with the Tambourine logo on the front. “Take
        a seat on this stool, and we’ll film your Spotify Wrapped fan
        message,” he commands.

      I
        do what I’m told—I’m running on autopilot at this
        point—and smile for the camera, thank my fans for streaming my
        music and wishing them the best of luck in the New Year (this won’t
        be aired until December, but it needs to be filmed now).

      After
        that, I’m bustled out a side door, past hordes of screaming
        fans, and then tucked into a captain’s chair inside of a
        blacked-out SUV.

      I’m
        asleep within seconds of sitting down. I’m up again in fifteen
        minutes and trundling past another horde of fangirls into a new
        building. Given new clothes to wear. Pushed into a stylist’s
        chair. Photographed, photographed, photographed, filmed.

      When
        I arrive at my hotel room that evening, I pass out in my clothes,
        shoes still tucked on my feet, and I don’t wake up until my
        mother shows up the next morning.

      “Hey,
        sleepyhead,” she says gently, as if I’m twenty-years
        younger. Six years old and already performing in commercials, taking
        small roles in Netflix dramas, singing and dancing and posing and
        smiling. I’m
          exhausted.

      I
        push up into a sitting position, rubbing a hand down my face.

      What
        country are we in right now? I
        can’t even remember. South Korea? My brain is made of scrambled
        eggs.

      “Was
        there something on the schedule for this morning?” I ask. There
        wasn’t, last I checked. Please
          God tell me there isn’t. I
        was promised sleep today.

      “It’s
        three in the afternoon,” my mother tells me, dressed in a crisp
        white pantsuit, blond hair slicked back and gathered into a perfect
        bun. Her makeup is flawless, her smile effortless, but all of that
        foundation can’t hide how tired she is, too. This isn’t
        just my dream: it’s our dream.
        I wouldn’t be where I am without her. “I thought you
        might want something to eat.”

      I
        smile at her, turning and then working one sneaker off with the other
        until I’m sighing in shoeless bliss.

      “I
        appreciate that,” I tell her honestly, reaching up to ruffle my
        hair. It’s sticking up on one side, a consequence of collapsing
        with one cheek pressed into a pillow and remaining comatose for
        hours. “But I’d rather sleep than eat.”

      “Take
        the rest of the day off,” she tells me warmly. We both know
        that neither of us has had a single day off in … about six
        months. Maybe seven. No, no, eight. My mom hesitates before she
        stands up, and I lean in, lifting a brow and then poking her gently
        with my elbow.

      “Is
        it that guy again?” I ask, and she blushes. The always uptight
        Elena Eyre looks a little ruffled as she reaches up to smooth her
        perfect hair. I smile. “It is, isn’t it?” My mom’s
        been seeing a new guy, the first one she’s dated since …
        my dad.

      I
        ignore the feelings in my chest. I won’t make her feel bad for
        dating when it’s been thirteen years since he died. I keep the
        smile on my face.

      “No,
        it is not that guy,” she huffs, but I can tell she’s
        still seeing him by the way she hesitates. “He’s in Tokyo
        right now, but he’s going to meet us in New York.” I nod
        at that. Makes sense. If the guy can’t travel to see my mom,
        they won’t end up together. She’d sooner give up her left
        arm than her job as my brand manager.

      Sometimes,
        I wonder if that’s because she wants to be here or if …
        she knows that without her, I’d be alone.

      Four-hundred-million
        Instagram followers, and I am all alone.

      “Please
        call Kaycee today,” she urges, and the smile tumbles right off
        of my face.

      “Please
        get out of my room,” I tease. Sort of. I’m already
        yawning again, stretching my arms over my head with a groan. “Don’t
        you think that out of everything, at least my girlfriend should be my
        business and my business alone?”

      “Not
        when she’s signed to the same label as you,” Mom says
        briskly, rising to her feet and smoothing her hands down her cherry
        red blouse to clear away imagined wrinkles. She picks a faux piece of
        lint from her elbow. In reality, there was nothing there at all.
  “This isn’t just a relationship: it’s a business
        transaction.”

      “How
        romantic,” I reply with a shithead smile. My mom deserves
        better, but I’m not allowed to be an asshole ever, so it slips
        out on occasion when we’re alone. “Sorry,” I add
        when I remind myself how much I owe the woman standing in front of
        me. I rise to my feet and bend low to give her a gentle kiss on the
        cheek. “Make you a deal: you call your boyfriend and I’ll
        call my girlfriend. Okay?”

      “You’re
        a brat,” my mother tells me, but she’s smiling as she
        strides out the doors of the bedroom and into the suite’s
        living room area. Her Louboutins and her so-smart pantsuit making her
        look like she was born to wealth, instead of the woman who clawed her
        way from the bottom with bloodied fingernails. I smile a little
        wider.

      “A
        brat? I’m a grown man. Get out of my room.”

      “Speaking
        of grown men …” She snaps her fingers and turns around
        near the hotel room door. I slouch my shoulder against the wall and
        rest there. Tired as I am, I doubt I’ll be able to get back to
        sleep. It’s hardwired in me to push until I can’t push
        anymore, to move until collapse is imminent. More than likely, I’ll
        stay up, order some room service, and try to write a song.

      The
        best part of being famous is this: every once in a while, you get to
        break from the market and make a piece of art that really and truly
        speaks to your soul. This song that I’m going to write, it’ll
        be that. It’ll be art.

      “Grown
        men?” I ask on the end of another yawn, scratching absently at
        my T-shirt. I need a shower. I smell awful. I wonder if the
        Tambourines would like me as much if they knew that I stink as bad as
        any other guy who hasn’t showered after working out. I danced
        for … shit, four hours yesterday? At least. “What about
        grown men?”

      “You
        have an underwear ad to shoot tomorrow. Make sure you groom yourself
        today.” She flicks her fingers in my direction, and I hook
        another wry smile.

      “Are
        you telling me that I smell? Point taken. I’ll shower as soon
        as you leave.”

      “Don’t
        forget about the underwear ad!” she calls out, and then she
        disappears into the hallway, and I sag boneless-ly against the wall
        with a sigh. Daniel already promised me that he checked for spy cams
        in here, but a person can never be too careful. I’m not letting
        my naked picture show up online. Definitely not letting a video of me
  … you know … in the shower go viral.

      I
        pad over to my bag and remove the spy cam detector, giving the room a
        thorough sweep—especially the outlets—before I put it
        away and head into the bathroom. I’m relieved to be alone—truly
        and utterly alone—for once. And I’m even more relieved
        that there are no cameras. We’ve found them before on too many
        occasions to count.

      First
        thing I do is order room service from my phone. Second thing I do is
        strip down and take care of myself in the shower. Try to anyway.
        Can’t get it up. Too tired.

      I
        sigh.

      Some
        international sex symbol I am. Can’t even make myself come.

      I
        give up. Only then do I scrub, shave, and climb out to wrap a big
        white towel around my hips.

      When
        I return to the living room area, I see that Daniel has brought the
        food in and left it for me on a silver cart in the middle of the
        room. I lift the lid from my cheeseburger and sigh. Day off of
        everything for me today—especially off of my diet. I should’ve
        ordered oxtail soup or bibimbap or something, but I couldn’t
        resist when I saw there were burgers on the menu.

      Just
        don’t tell Jacob or my mom or the CEO of Hype Co., Ltd.

      I
        settle into a chair at the table with my food in front of me and a
        blank notebook open on my lap. I tap my pen against it, waiting for
        the inspiration to come. It takes a few bites of
        cheeseburger—medium-rare with cheddar and bacon and avocado—to
        open the floodgates. But once the tide comes in, it’s over for
        me.

      I
        forget that I’m wrapped in a towel, that I have an underwear ad
        shoot tomorrow, that my cola has gone flat.

      I
        forget about Kaycee Quinn, too, for a while there.

      My
        phone buzzes, and I blink like I’m coming out of a trance,
        lifting my head up to glance at the screen. Crap. I set my journal
        aside and decline the video portion of the chat on my end. I can’t
        talk to anyone—even my girlfriend—in a towel.

      “Hey,”
        I say, greeting her first and then wondering if I don’t sound
        like someone delivering a funeral dirge. I glance at the time. It’s
        been two hours since I sat down to write. It feels good to get lost
        like that. “And sorry if I sound like an ass, I’m just—”

      “Tired?”
        Kaycee finishes for me, her face concerned on the screen. If she’s
        upset that I declined to show her my own face, she doesn’t let
        on. She’s dressed in fuzzy pink pj shorts, and a tank top that
        can’t be real. It’s only five o’clock, and nobody
        goes to bed in stage makeup and a tiara. Kaycee must still be at the
        shoot for her new video. “I understand, and don’t worry
        about it.” She hesitates there, pursing her pink-painted lips
        as she glances off to one side like she’s nervous about
        something. When she looks back at the screen, I think I have a pretty
        good idea of what it is. “We’re starting the US tour in
        NYC together. Did your manager tell you that?” Her mouth
        twitches prettily. “Your mom?”

      “Nobody
        tells me anything,” I say, folding a cold fry into my mouth. I
        scratch out a word on my notebook page and replace it with another.
        Scratch it out again and put the original word back. “But
        that’s great. I assume we’re doing “Our
          First Night” in
        duet?”

      Kaycee
        and I have a few songs together, and they’re both her and my
        biggest hits. That’s the only reason
        that Hype walked back the no
          dating clauses
        in our respective contracts. Except … we’re only allowed
        to date each other. We’re not even allowed to break up without
        permission.

      “All
        three songs,” she corrects, sounding perfectly happy about it.
  “Even better: I’ll be at basically every show with
        you—minus the last one in LA. I have a drama shoot.”
        Kaycee pauses, and I can see the skin around her eyes tightening. Here
          it comes. Shit.
  “Maybe we could … have a proper date when we’re in
        New York? Just you and me, a bottle of wine, and … a bed?”

      “Maybe,”
        I tell her, when what I mean is no.
        Sex ruins everything. It’s the easiest and quickest path
        downhill, and I’ve worked way too fucking hard to get to the
        top. “Yes for sure on the first two.”

      Kaycee
        sighs at me.

      “You’re
        the weirdest guy I’ve ever dated.”

      I
        ghost a smile that she can’t see, still scratching away at my
        notebook.

      “I’m
        the only guy you’ve ever officially dated,” I respond,
        which is true. That’s what Hype Records wanted for Kaycee’s
        public persona. “I’ll see you in New York, okay?”
        Even though there are three months between now and then, it’s
        highly unlikely that we’ll get a chance to see each other in
        person. We’ll text. We’ll call each other. Maybe. My
        favorite part of dating Kaycee Quinn is knowing that she understands
        that the job comes first, the job always comes first, and being busy
        twenty-four-seven is just a part of the deal.

      “Okay.”
        She doesn’t sound happy. I lift the phone up so that only my
        face will be visible and hit the camera icon. Her lips stretch to
        either side in a pleased smile. “There now, was that so hard?
        And don’t think I’m going to forget about that bottle of
        wine.” She hangs up on me before I can respond, and I laugh,
        shaking my head and tossing my phone aside.

      Three
        months until the biggest tour of my career heads back to the States.

      I
        wish I could say that seeing Kaycee is going to be the highlight of
        my year, but … that isn’t true.

      It’s
        this.

      The
        music. The crowds. The recognition.

      The
        art.

      Those
        are the things that I live for.

      I
        dial up some more room service, finish the first draft of my song,
        and get out the body wax. If I don’t use it, somebody else
        will, and I’m not about letting anyone else into my space
        bubble. Not a beauty technician. Not a fangirl. Not even Kaycee
        Quinn.
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“I
        got them!” Lynn screams, shoving up from her chair and throwing
        her arm in the air. “I got two tickets!”

      “No!”
        my mother gasps, leaning forward to peer at my cousin in disbelief.
  “Where? When?”

      “New
        York, first concert on the tour.” Lynn hesitates, pushing
        red-streaked brown hair back from her face. She’s the
        hairdresser-in-training, can you tell? The melted patch of bleach
        blond on one side of her head is the real giveaway. Lynn drops her
        arm and rubs at it with her opposite hand, looking ashamed. “But
  … they’re nosebleed seats.”

      “Nosebleed?”
        mom asks, and Joules leans in to explain the situation to her.

      As
        in the seats that are as far away from the stage as possible.

      Lovely.

      “How
        much is this going to cost us?” Aunt Lisa asks, lips pursed
        tight, thin silver spectacles perched on her round nose. She looks
        just like my mom. In the right light, it’s easy to confuse one
        for the other.

      Lisa
        is the official Frost Family accountant, and from the look on her
        face, I can tell she’s worried that we won’t have enough.
        That we’ll run out of money without making any progress with
        Tam. I heard her and my parents whispering last night about borrowing
        against the equity on the family homes—the one Lisa lives in
        with Grandma, and this one. The construction business that my Uncle
        Rob runs, too. They mentioned selling it.

      “Seven
        hundred bucks, all in with tax and processing fees.” Lynn
        cringes, like she did something wrong. In reality, she’s the
        only one that got anything right. In this room right now, sprawled
        out across the couch, tucked into armchairs, surrounding the dining
        room table like a small army, are fifteen members of the Frost Family
        (and friends) with phones, tablets, and laptops in hand. We’ve
        been waiting for midnight, for the official moment when Tam’s
        tour tickets would go on sale.

      All
        of us, waiting right here, with fiber internet and a literal life on
        the line, and nobody else could snag any. My app kept freezing;
        Joules got the tickets to the cart, but then the site crashed; Maria
        kept getting an error
          processing payment message
        despite using ten different cards.

      Only
        Lynn succeeded, and now I’m scrolling a resale website and
        choking on the prices. If … if we start buying tickets resale,
        we’ll get to maybe four or five shows before we run out of
        money. Not to mention the gas. The food we’ll need on the road.
        Lodging.

      No,
        no, no. This isn’t happening. This absolutely cannot be
        happening. I’m
        in disbelief, gaping at my phone screen with a slow dawning horror as
        I browse one site after another.

      “Seven
        hundred in total?” Aunt Mandy asks after a minute, pausing with
        her hand on the trackpad of her laptop.

      “Sorry,
        no, for each,” Lynn corrects, and Joules growls again. My dad
        grunts in response, and it’s easy to see where my brother got
        his habits from.

      “Doesn’t
        matter,” Joules declares as he rises suddenly to his feet. His
        face softens when he sees the expression on mine. “The concerts
        were just a backup plan; they aren’t a great setup for
        meet-cutes.” He schools his facial expression but seems to have
        trouble with the curl of his fists on the table’s surface. “You
        have your first job lined up, eh, Lake?”

      I
        nod.

      I
        have three jobs lined up. One in New Jersey. One in Philadelphia. One in Boston.
        I rub at my forehead. Joules got work, too, as a member of security
        at the New Jersey venue.

      “I
        do.” How working the food stand at the concert venue is going
        to get me close to Tam Eyre, I have no idea, but we have to start
        somewhere. I set my phone down on the surface of the table, doing my
        best to keep my calm.

      Chloe,
        Luna, and Ella are here today, supporting me the same way they
        supported my cousin, Joe.

      And
        Joe … I can’t be the only one thinking we
          worked this hard for Joe, and his Match was a local barista. Tam
          Eyre? World famous and rich, a household name? I
        feel outclassed. He doesn’t know I exist, and here I am,
        sitting here and obsessing over him the way hundreds of millions of
        other people do.

      I
        am a speck of starlight in an endless galaxy, a black hole meandering
        aimlessly toward me.

      I
        stand up, my voice caught in my throat. I’m losing my nerve
        because I’ve finished my drink: a black forest/panda milk tea
        with crystal jelly and boba. That was my shield, my armor, and I’m
        down to nothing but my own unshakable will.

      I
        make myself smile.

      “I’ll
        just have a minute,” I explain gently, and then I’m
        turning and quickly padding down the wood floor of the hallway in
        pale yellow socks with chicks stitched into the ankles. Thanks, Gram.
        I ignore the sign on the door that leads to the strange, small
        bedroom beneath the stairs.

      No
        Food or Drink in the Archives!

      My
        mom decorated the sign with a horrible clipart printout of a
        pixelated cup and a burger with a red circle and a slash over the
        top. I sigh and turn the knob, letting myself in and then slumping
        back against the door.

      Make
        Tam fall in love with me? How am I—even with the curse’s
  ‘help’—going to get on the radar of his
        consciousness as a small blip? Before I can get started, I have to
        actually make his acquaintance. But that’s the goal of every
        rabid fan, isn’t it? Even lesser fans would fall over
        themselves in his presence. I’m in competition not just with
        the clock, and not just with the unpredictability of romance and
        attraction, but also with millions of
        people better equipped for this than I am.

      I
        huff and snatch a book off the shelf, one with Famous
          Persons Guidebook scrawled
        in black pen along the brown leather spine of an old journal. This
        room is all unfinished wood walls and sloping ceiling cutting across
        the space in a dramatic fashion, but it’s also custom-made
        bookshelves from my dad’s shop out back and a cushy green
        armchair. I hit the button on the wall to turn on the electric
        fireplace and slump to the floor beside it, back against one of the
        bookshelves.

      I
        thumb through a collection of knowledge gathered by Frost family
        members, past and present. This one is supposed to have tips for how
        to overcome this sort of problem, but it’s mostly filled with
        anecdotes—not a reassuring fact.

      London
        1851 - at the World’s Fair, Uncle found himself matched to the
        wife of a wealthy foreign businessman. When the man left the country,
        so did his wife. Uncle spent his life savings chasing her only to
        succumb to the curse on a full moon night, standing on a pier a
        hundred miles from his Match’s home. Her body was discovered by
        her husband that same night.

      I
        frown. Not helpful. Also not a ‘famous’ person though I
        suppose this ‘Uncle’ of ours didn’t have it easy
        either.

      I
        flip the page.

      California
        1999 - we went to a matinee movie showing today, bought popcorn and
        all the works. My brother, Henry, was matched to the lead in the
        movie. He moved to Hollywood and died in a bar downtown, all alone
        and penniless. Fuck this curse.

      The
        journal slams shut in front of me, and I look up suddenly to realize
        that Joules has snuck up on me, using his foot to close off the
        source of my rapidly ballooning anxiety.

      “Here.”
        He thrusts a hot cocoa my way, sloshing liquid over the edge and
        cringing. He mops it up with his sock, and I roll my eyes. “Don’t
        tell Mom that I brought this in here. You know how she is about these
        ancient dust collectors.” I take the mug from him, and he sits
        down cross-legged beside me. “I’ve already scanned them
        all in, uploaded them to two different cloud drives. What do we even
        need all this for?”

      I
        nurse my drink, and then he steals it from me, sipping on it himself.

      I
        smile.

      There’s
        a reason I didn’t eat any of the mini marshmallows floating on
        top; those are Joules’ favorite.

      “Nosebleed
        seats in New York, huh?” I say as Joules focuses his thunderous
        glare on the bookshelf across from us. All the rules of the curse are
        written here, discovered the hard way through repeated Frost family
        deaths. We’re lucky to have access to all of this now.

      Though
  … understanding the curse only makes it a little bit
        easier to break.

      Can
        the coroner put pop
        star down
          as my cause of death? Or would it just be ‘magical family curse
          that’s been around since the Declaration of Independence’?

      “When
        do we leave?” I ask when Joules doesn’t fill in the
        silence. I lean my head on his shoulder and close my eyes, the smell
        of warm cocoa and melting marshmallows mixing with the ink and paper
        smell of the Frost family’s most important book collection.
        Don’t tell Auntie Lisa though: she thinks her special edition
        romances with the sprayed pages take precedence. I think she may even
        have them insured.

      “First
        week of January.” Joules sounds distant, thinking of Joe again.
        It’s been eight months now and still, the pain is a constant
        kick in the teeth. How can somebody who was there every day for your
        whole life just disappear like that? How can I ever watch my favorite
        movies without wishing Joe was there so badly that it becomes a curse
        all on its own, cold fingers of grief wrapping around my throat?

      I
        jerk like I always do when my body is falling too deeply into
        memories, but Joules quickly sets the hot cocoa aside and puts his
        arm around me. We sit there together with our legs straight out in
        front of us, catching beams of flickering orange light from the
        fireplace. Cocoa-stained white socks and yellow ones with chicks.

      “I
        turned in my notice for my apartment, hired a replacement for my job.
        Everyone else is going to stay here and work overtime so we have more
        money in the family fund. There’s nothing that Mom or Dad could
        do on the ground with us anyway. This is going to be up to me and
        you, kid.”

      “Mostly
        you, you mean,” I tease, fully aware that the curse-induced
        meet-cutes are going to play a major part in my success. Any little
        interaction I have with Tam, I need to nail it. I need to be exactly
        what he wants me to be. What exactly that is, I’m not sure. Do
        I go in flirting and batting my eyelashes? Do I take the opposite
        approach and act openly hostile toward him, hoping my cold demeanor
        is a welcome relief from all of his fawning sycophants?

      Shit.

      I’m
        overthinking this now.

      Maybe
  … if he’s supposed to be my soulmate, I should just be
        myself?

      “When
        I meet Tam, I think I’ll just tell him about the curse
        straight-off and see what he says.”

      Joules
        rears away from me like I’ve spit on him or something. He
        shoves me off his shoulder with a scowl and retrieves the discarded
        hot chocolate that he supposedly made for me. He drinks two-thirds of
        it in one gulp before offering it back to me.

      I
        take it between the overly long sleeves of the pale pink cable knit
        sweater I’m wearing.

      “Don’t
        you dare do something so reckless and stupid, Lakelynn Frost. When
        you meet that man, I’ll tell you what you’re going to do
  …” He trails off, and stares at me in such a way that
        I’m tempted to slap him.

      “Excuse
        me, what?”
        I retort, lifting my brow. This is what I get for being best friends
        with my older brother. An unfiltered male opinion on literally
        everything. “Don’t be disgusting.”

      He
        lifts a dark brow at me, lips parting.

      “Uh,
        not where I was going with that.” Joules flicks me in the
        forehead again, and when I go to slap at him, more hot cocoa sloshes
        out of the mug and spatters just barely over the cover of the journal
        on the floor. We exchange a look, and I sacrifice my pink sweater for
        the sake of the artifact. I imagine that Joules and I could be fifty,
        and we’d still react to our mother’s potential wrath this
        way. “Just do what I say, and we’ll get there.”

      “The
        entirety of my success rests on me doing exactly what you say?”
        I repeat, and he nods. I laugh and take another sip of the cocoa.
  “Yep, we’re fucked then.” I laugh as I drain the
        rest of my drink and Joules narrows his eyes at me.

      “Just
        get your affairs in order, so we can leave on—” I think
        he’s going to say on
          time. Or
        maybe he was going to say right
          after our last chance at the holidays with our family. Just after the
          New Year. In eight weeks. Doesn’t
        matter. Whatever Joules was going to say is lost in the unintentional
        innuendo.

      Get
        your affairs in order.

      But
        he isn’t wrong.

      Right.

      I’ll
        get my affairs in order then, starting with my pre-need. If I die, I
        want to go through the same process that Joe did, the terramation thing. I’ll become fertile soil, and then I can be brought back
        home and tucked around the redbud tree in the yard. It’s
        important to me that the family knows this.

      I
        lick a stray bit of whipped cream from the edge of the mug and settle
        into the idea.

      My
        life, as I knew it, is over forever.

      Whether
        I succeed or not, this is the end of an era.

      “Tam’s
        rich, isn’t he? When you guys get married, pay the family back
        for all the money we’re wasting on you.” Joules kisses my
        forehead and stands up, leaving me alone with old memories and dust
        motes.

      Getting
        me used to the idea of becoming either or both of those things.
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The
        Chevy Tahoe is packed, the rear seats removed so that we can lay out
        an air mattress. Sleeping bags, pillows, our duffel bags. I have
        about forty outfit changes stuffed into this car, courtesy of my
        friends and cousins. Looking one’s best in the hopes of
        attracting one’s Match is pretty par for the course. We do this
        for every matched family member: donate clothes, pool money to buy
        new clothes, help with a makeover of sorts.

      I’m
        going over a checklist with my aunts and cousins, making sure we have
        everything we’re going to need for the twenty-hour drive ahead
        and the months that follow. Joules and I will trail Tam’s Boyfriend
          Experience Tour (innuendo
        intended, I’m sure) from New York all the way back to Los
        Angeles.

      I’m
        coming home for my grandmother’s birthday, so that I can
        celebrate with the rest of the family. If this is my last year on
        this Earth, I’m not missing that woman’s seventy-third
        birthday celebration for anything, not even a date from Tam himself.

      Tam,
        who doesn’t know I exist. Tam, who’s happily dating K-pop
        sweetheart Kaycee Quinn. Tam, who has one-hundred-and-fifteen million
        followers on Spotify.

      I
        exhale and fiddle with my hoodie, smoothing it out for pictures. Mom
        is going to want to take pictures. On a different day, Joules and I
        might be complaining about that, Joe tucked between us. We’d
        roll our eyes, drag our feet.

      Fuck,
        I miss him.

      I
        went in the backyard yesterday morning before the sun came up. Sat in
        the dirt in front of Joe’s tree and watched in silence as the
        dawn broke through the clouds and highlighted the naked branches. We
        had a little chat, and I felt both better and worse for it. Better
        that I got to talk to him. Worse that he didn’t talk back.

      “Mom,”
        Joules is saying gently, his hands on her shoulders. She’s
        crying. I’m just now seeing that. “I will bring Lake back
        to see you. This isn’t a forever goodbye.” He rubs her
        arms, releasing her only once my dad steps up by her side.

      It’s
        early, early enough that the neighborhood is quiet, birds chirping.
        Gold sunlight slants across the garage behind my parents.

      “I’m
        still not sure about us staying here,” my mom says as I lean my
        back against the SUV, waiting out-of-sight for just a second. I want
        to hear what they’re going to say when they don’t think
        I’m listening. “I’d rather be with you both.”

      “Picking
        up extra hours at work is what we need. Mom, the money we’re
        going to spend chasing this guy, it’s … a lot. Let me at
        least try it my way, okay? If we’re not seeing results in a few
        months, we’ll try something else.”

      “Be
        honest with me while you’re out there,” my dad says,
        swiping his hand down his face. He already looks tired. “If …
        you don’t think this is going to happen. If we need to sell the
        house. Whatever it is, do you understand?”

      “I
        understand,” Joules says, voice dark as I step around the SUV.
        He shifts his blue eyes to me, but the severe expression on his face
        doesn’t change. He’s frowning hard, full mouth twisted
        down at the edges, hands clenched at his sides. “This isn’t
        going to be easy, but you know that, don’t you?”

      I
        nod.

      Without
        the meet-cutes provided by the curse, it wouldn’t happen at
        all. Then again, it’s the curse’s fault that this is
        happening in the first place. Ugh.

      “Are
        we sure we
        don’t know what our ancestor did on July fourth, 1776?” I
        ask, naming the date when the Declaration of Independence was signed.
        Same date my stupid great-great-whatever-grandfather got cursed by …
        something.

      Relatives
        throughout the years have gone all-out on these deep dives trying to
        solve the mystery, looking for supernatural or religious or
        scientific evidence. Nobody has ever found any, and I don’t
        intend to try.

      Instead,
        I’m going to chase Tam Eyre around.

      “Probably
        slept with someone’s wife,” Dad murmurs, and my mom
        elbows him in the side.

      “That’s
        just … no.” I roll my eyes at him as my Aunt Lisa moves
        up to stand beside us. She has a picture of Joe in her hands, passing
        it over to me when we meet up on the driveway.

      “It’s
        hokey, I know, but … just take him with you, please.”
        She averts her eyes, their depths already glossy from crying. My poor
        Aunt Lisa has suffered the most because of the curse. Her first
        marriage to Joe’s dad—a man she was deeply in love
        with—ended because of it.

      So,
        she lost her high school sweetheart and husband first. Then her son.
        And now, here I am, her favorite niece, her pseudo-daughter, the girl
        she taught to ride a bike … I throw my arms around her, and we
        stay there until the mail truck comes, slipping several items into
        the metal box and then trundling further down the road.

      “Okay,”
        Aunt Lisa says, looking me over. It’s just the five of us—my
        parents, my aunt, me and Joules—out here. Everyone else said
        their farewells last night. “Stop frequently, eat lots of
        snacks, and if you’re tired, sleep.”
        She gives Joules a harsh look. “And please let your sister
        drive once in a while.”

      Joules
        tosses the keys up in the air as he regards my aunt with a cool and
        indifferent look.

      “Sure.”

      He
        won’t, but that’s okay. It’s a twenty-hour drive,
        and we got good sleep last night. It isn’t going to be fun, but
        we can knock this out without needing to stop much.

      Joules
        and Lisa hug one another while I fall into my parents’ arms,
        and then Joules and I are climbing into the SUV, slamming our doors,
        and yelling more I
          love you’s from
        the windows.

      We
        both slump back into our seats and look at one another before rolling
        slowly out of the driveway and down the street. All of our
        neighbors—and us—have these Twenty
          is Plenty signs
        in the front yard. Joules is trying to be respectful. As soon as he
        gets on the highway though? All bets are off. He’ll gladly take
        a few speeding tickets to get us to New York more quickly.

      “I’m
        sorry about your job,” I whisper suddenly. “And your
        apartment.”

      “Shut
        up, Lake,” Joules tells me, one hand on the wheel, the other
        diving into his front pocket to pull out a granola bar covered in
        chocolate. “I’d rather have my little sister than either
        of those things.”

      Except
        that he’s been waiting to get a place of his own for years,
        saving up, working his ass off for the family business.

      “Thank
        you,” I tell him anyway, reaching out to snatch the now
        unwrapped bar from his hand. He pretends to be annoyed with me, but
        the edge of his lip quirks in a little smile. I take a bite only to
        realize that this is peanut butter and chocolate chip, my favorite. He
          probably packed it specifically for me. What a … sweetheart.

      He
        reaches out to flick me in the nose, and I shy away with a growl. I
        take back what I said.

      “Stop
        apologizing to me. When it’s my turn to be matched one day,
        you’ll be there with me, won’t you? You’ll already
        be married to Tam when that happens, so you either have to leave your
        superstar boyfriend on the road to come help me or else he has to
        come, too.”

      “Deal.”
        I chuckle at the idea of it, me and Tam Eyre married and working on
        breaking Joules’ curse together. Hah. Some of my extended
        family members haven’t even told their
        Matches about the curse. And of the ones who did, many have spouses
        who don’t believe them.

      That
        little flower inside of me that wants to tell the truth shrinks away
        from the reality.

      Telling
        Tam is a really, really bad idea. Joules is right.

      I
        may very well do it anyway.
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      “When
        I was seven, we moved to Seoul, Korea so that I could attend a
        performing arts academy,” Tam
        tells the interviewer on the YouTube short I’m watching. He
        smiles and adjusts himself in the seat, like he’s perfectly
        comfortable in a stuffy living room setting where I am absolutely
        certain that nobody lives.

      “Is
        that where you started learning to speak the language?” she
        asks him, and he nods, reaching up to push strawberry hair back from
        his handsome face. And that smile, he never once lets it slip.

      “As
        an artist, it’s important for me to connect as closely as I can
        with as many of my fans as I can. If that means learning new
        languages, I’m up for the challenge.”

      The
        interviewer—some influencer-of-the-week type—giggles and
        leans in flirtatiously toward Tam.

      “What
        languages can you speak now? French?” Her
        eyes glimmer with lust, and I try not to feel ill toward either her
        or Tam.

      “English,
        of course. Korean, Japanese. I just got started on Spanish.” Tam winks at the camera, and the video ends. I hit like and
        move on to the next.

      My
        brother reaches out and snaps my flip phone shut, practically
        crushing my fingers.

      “What
        did I say?” he gripes at me. He’s been driving for an
        hour, and he’s caught me watching Tam videos four times.

      “I
        don’t find it cute when you boss me around,” I warn him,
        shifting as awkwardly in my seat as Tam shifted comfortably in his.
        Long legs casually thrown out, one kicked over the other. With his
        ankles locked, he’d slumped back into the seat, one elbow
        parked on the armrest, head in his hand. The position caused his
        shirt to ride up just a bit in the front, flashing a dancer’s
        belly, all smooth planes and sexy dips. “Do your girlfriends
        enjoy that?”

      “They
        love it,” he tells me, and I lean over to pinch his cheek hard.
        He swerves the car a little trying to slap my arm, so I draw back.

      “Well,
        I don’t. So stop it. And also, please focus on the road.”
        I scroll to the concert tickets on my phone. The show is tomorrow
        night. We’ll be there with plenty of time to spare, but not so
        early that we’ll need more than one hotel room. New York is
        expensive, and we’re on a very strict budget here. “If we
        have time, can we take the Staten Island Ferry—it’s
        free—and look at the Statue of Liberty?”

      “Why
        the hell not?” Joules grumbles back at me, reaching out to
        steal my phone. “I’ll just borrow that for a while. Get
        some sleep.”

      “I
        think it’s important to research the guy before I try to woo
        him, don’t you?”

      “I
        think that someone as famous as this doesn’t put anything real
        online. You’re better off going in blind, Lakelynn.”

      With
        a sigh, I take off my seatbelt, climb into the back, and nestle into
        the sleeping bags and quilts that my mother packed for us.
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We
        arrive in New York at a god-awful hour the next morning, finding
        ourselves at cousin Margaret’s bagel shop down the street from
        the stadium. People are already lining up.

      “Joules,
        it’s four in the morning,” I whisper as he glances over
        his shoulder and out the window. The stadium is so well lit that it’s
        easy to see the massive crowd that’s already formed.

      “They
        must have tickets for the pit,” he tells me, turning back to
        his food. I’m sitting there fidgeting with nerves and anxiety,
        blushing a little, wild at the idea that I’m in New York City
        for a second time. The New
        York City. It’s big and loud and tall, and
        my little suburban heart doesn’t know what to do with any of
        it.

      I’m
        also freaked-out by the size of that crowd. The doors open at six
        p.m., and the concert starts at seven. How are there this many people
        here?

      A
        group of girls slips in out of the cold, bundled up in jackets and
        scarves, rubbing their hands together and gossiping wildly.

      “Officially,
        he’s staying at the Four Seasons, but I heard from a girl I
        know on Instagram that he’s moving all his stuff to the Plaza
        Hotel. If we camp the elevators and the staircase, each of us holding
        our post, there’s no way he could get past us, right?”

      “Are
        you guys talking about the Tam concert?” the girl behind the
        counter gushes back at them. Margaret shouts at her to stop
        gossiping, but she’s not subdued. She waits for my cousin to
        disappear into the back, and then rejoins the conversation.

      I
        pick at my bagel and cream cheese, heart pounding. Is this a tip that
        Joules and I can follow? Should I skip the concert and wait at the
        hotel or something? But which hotel? There’s no way these girls
        are really going to see Tam, right?

      I
        look up to see that Joules is watching them. He’s eaten two
        bagels in the time that it’s taken me to commit to taking my
        first bite. The nerves are really starting to kick in. My brother
        turns back to me as the girls finalize their plans for the stakeout.

      “If
        the information is that readily available, there’s no way that
        it’s true,” he tells me, and I know he’s right. I
        do. It’s just … there are so many things we need to try
        that I don’t know where to begin. “It’s best if we
        go to the concert and hope the curse puts you in his path.”

      I
        sigh and exhale. Joules is right. This basic idea is written into
        nearly every one of my ancestor’s books. Don’t worry so
        much about how you
        might end up having a conversation with your Match; the curse will
        bring you together if you get close to them.

      I
        can do this.

      We
        finish our food and then head to the stadium, snagging a prime
        parking spot, and then getting in line with the rest of the crazy
        people. Tam might be
        at a hotel somewhere nearby, but where is it that he has to
        go?

      The
        stadium.

      This
        is the best place for me to be.

      So,
        with folding chairs and hot cocoa, my brother and I join the
        Tambourines, and we wait.
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      “Joules,”
        I whisper when the show begins, the concert’s opener jogging
        across the stage to a boisterous wave of excitement. The girl is the
        size of a boba. And not the size of a cup, but like, the actual size
        of one of the small tapioca pearls inside the drink. I pinch her very
        distant form between my fingers as I squint from my seat in the back
        of the stadium. The literal back.
        There is only a wall behind me and Joules, that’s it.

      I
        can feel the metaphorical nosebleed, can imagine red streaming down
        my nose and mixing with tears of frustration. Stupid
        Tam Eyre. Stupid curse. Stupid seven-hundred dollar tickets.

      The
        crowd stands up for some reason, even though they have seats. I guess
        that’s just how it works at these big concerts. I wouldn’t
        know. I’ve never been to one.

      “Yeah?”
        Joules shouts back, leaning in and putting his ear near my mouth, so
        that he can hear.

      “How
        am I going to make somebody who’s the size of a boba fall in
        love with me?” I shout, but my brother just shakes his head,
        unamused.

      I
        stand up, too, just to see what my view is like. There’s no
        point even trying to see the stage. The opener and her dance crew are
        specks. I turn instead to the screens, wondering why anyone would
        want to pay money to come to a concert when you have to watch a
        screen anyway.

      Oh
        well.

      Tam
        is here. I’m here. The cursed meet-cutes are a real thing.

      I
        just have to wait it out.

      With
        that thought, I relax back into my seat through one opening act and
        then another.

      The
        fireworks display that follows is awe-inspiring, bigger than the
        citywide fireworks back home on the Fourth of July.

      Shit.

      I
        stand up again, the energy in the crowd shifting and rippling around
        me. I feel like I’ve just stumbled into a spellcasting, one
        where everyone knows the words except for me.

      The
        music begins, the lights dim, and out walks Tam Eyre into the middle
        of the stage.

      He’s
        in shadow at first, pausing in the center of a large group of
        dancers. He’s the only one wearing black; everyone else is
        dressed in white.

      Lights
        crisscross over the stage, slipping past Tam and revealing his face
        briefly on one of the massive screens. He looks up suddenly, and a
        spotlight comes on. He lifts a gloved hand slowly to his lips and
        pushes his mic a little closer to his mouth.

      I
        stare mesmerized at the screen as pornographic lips part on a sound,
        something private meant just for lovers. Yep. Here we go. Tam
        whistles the song into being before he begins to dance, moving in
        time with his crew until they spin to face the back of the stage. He
        strides forward and opens his arms wide.

      “Hello,
        New York City!” he shouts, and the crowd pulses like a living
        thing. I’m swept away in this strange, collective sense of
        energy, like I’m not even a person anymore, just a part of a
        whole.

      Never
        in my life have I felt so small, so nameless, and so utterly
        hopeless.

      Tam
        starts to sing—clearly, he’s singing live—while he
        performs a dance that I would never be
        able to do, not even if I practiced for a century. This is worse than
        the “Sweet
          Honey” dance
        (which I was already thoroughly impressed by).

      His
        green eyes swing up to the screen, and he looks right through it and
        directly into me.

      My
        knees go weak, and I collapse on the chair behind me, my view blocked
        by the bouncing crowd and their signs.

      “I
        love you, Tam!” a fangirl screams from somewhere in front of
        me.

      “Marry
        me, Tam! Marry me!”

      “You’re
        so beautiful!”

      “It’s
        my birthday! Tell me happy birthday!”

      My
        eyes are open so wide it feels like my actual eyeballs are drying
        out.

      I
        am so fucked.

      Joules
        stays standing, a rock in a wild ocean. He has his arms crossed, his
        gaze level on the screen, as the other seventy-thousand people
        around us jump and sing in time with a song whose name I don’t
        even know.

      Yep.

      I
        will never be able to compete with Tam’s most devoted fans. My only hope
        here is to surprise him by being myself. That’s it. That’s
        all I can do.

      You
        know, if ever meet the guy.

      I
        force myself to stand up, staring my supposed soulmate’s image
        down on the screen. And oh, he is handsome. He is. He’s the
        most beautiful human being I have ever seen in my life, and yet, that
        only makes things worse. Theoretically,
        yes, getting with this guy would probably be a dream. He’s
        talented and beautiful, and that dancer’s body pressed up
        against mine would be … but it’s a dream I now share
        with millions of others.

      It
        only gets worse when the song ends, and a piano is rolled onto the
        stage. Without skipping a beat, Tam drops into the seat and starts to
        play. His voice, as it croons through the speakers, gives me chills.
        People pull out their phones, turn on their flashlights, and wave
        them back and forth in time with the soft music.

      “You
        were sent to me across the stars, a streak of light bathing the
        planes of my eager face. The day I tilted my head back and whispered
        to the heavens, it was you that I found.”

      Kaycee
        Quinn, the girl with the long black braids, the one who wears pretty
        pink lipstick to highlight her rosebud mouth, sways out onto the
        stage in a long-sleeved dress covered in jewels, the skirt short
        enough to show off her perfect thighs.

      With
        a microphone in hand, she wanders up to the piano and puts her elbows
        on it, leaning in to sing back to Tam.

      “If
        I’m the answer to your prayers, then you’re the warmth
        sent by the earth, a pulse of heat at the core of the world. You are
        the biology of my heartbeat, the shape of my smile, and the first
        person I call when my car breaks down.”

      She
        leans into him, brown eyes sparkling. He gazes back at her, raising
        his voice alongside hers as they harmonize the chorus. The pair of
        them singing in tandem like that undoes me. It may be the most
        beautiful sound I have ever heard in my life.

      The
        song ends, and the pair of them start another one, this time moving
        into the center of the stage to dance a tango. They’re
        practically having sex on stage.

      “Don’t
        worry about Kaycee Quinn,” Joules tells me again, leaning down
        to put his mouth near my ear. I’m somehow sitting again, and
        I’m not even sure how I got there. “I told you: I’ll
        take care of her.”

      But
        even if it weren’t for Kaycee, I’m not getting close to
        Tam unless he wants me to get close.

      Or
  … unless the curse steps in for me.
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The
        curse does not step in, not even when I start working at the concert
        venues.

      My
        first day, I’m dressed in a yellow and red fast-food uniform
        with a name tag that says Anna (I’m
        a temp worker, so I don’t get a custom one). I spend both
        nights of Tam’s concerts in East Rutherford, New Jersey pulling
        French fries from grease and apologizing repeatedly for the long
        wait. Afterward, what do I have to show for it except a few new
        pimples and the peach jasmine boba that Joules got for me?

      I
        slump into the chair in our shitty little motel room and suck the
        only joy I’ve had all week out of a straw.

      Job
        number two is in Philadelphia. This time, I get to work in an
        all-gray uniform with a black apron, pushing around a cart full of
        cleaning supplies. An entire night of listening to Tam’s pretty
        voice echo out of the stadium to poison me. It’s like eating a
        whole tray of cookies at once, too much of a good thing.

      Afterward,
        it’s my turn to get the bobas since Joules has to work later
        than I do, watching the doors and checking stamped wrists as people
        leave and re-enter. That’s what the job description should have
        said, instead of security. Security, my ass.

      Neither
        of us is anywhere near Tam or his massive entourage.

      Joules
        meets me outside afterward with a scowl etched into his face, and I
        pass over his grape Yakult without another word. Back to the motel,
        slump in the chair with my boba, suck happiness up along with popping
        boba balls.

      Job
        three. Boston. I’m on merch duty today—for the stadium.
        The concert venue sells its own hoodies and sweatpants and magnets.
        I’m nowhere near the bustling stations that are Tam’s
        merch tables. I sell exactly three pairs of maroon sweatpants before,
        dressed in the same merch I was hawking, I meet my brother outside on
        the steps. We share a silent look, and then head to the boba shop.

      Melt
        into a chair at the motel. Suck on boba. Watermelon again with an
        adorable emoji lid featuring a winky face. Fantastic.

      Job
        four is the worst, restocking the bathrooms and plunging toilets. I
        wear a T-shirt with Tam’s face on the front—provided by
        the venue—and a pair of my own holey jeans. Finish day. Get
        boba. Sit dejectedly in chair, sucking too loudly on a straw.

      Wash,
        rinse, repeat.

      I
        try exactly thirty-nine new boba flavors before Joules and I decide
        to switch things up a bit.

      With
        only one-hundred-and-eighty-three bobas left until Tam and I both
        die, my brother and I start to get the hang of where to go when the
        concert is over, where to wait for Tam to pass by on his way to the
        blacked-out SUV he rides around in.

      On
        the first two days that we stand outside, I can’t seem to get
        through the thick crowd so that I’m anywhere near him.

      On
        the third day, I finally land a good job at the stadium, as an usher
        who shows people to their seats. I’m just starting my shift
        when the manager comes up, taps me on the shoulder, and apologizes.
        I’m then moved back to the lobby to stand near the stairs,
        guiding people with tickets from there. That’s the same day Tam
        stops showing up outside after the show.

      Lovely.

      Fourteen more
        days pass as Joules and I get the hang of the crowd, finding spots in
        the front near the velvet rope. But Tam? He doesn’t come back.
        After those first few days, we don’t see hide-nor-hair of him
        outside of the stadiums.

      “This
        is hopeless,” I sniff, back leaned up against the side of a
        brick building, bubble tea in hand. My cheeks flush when I lift it up
        to my face. I got little fruit jellies in mine today, and each
        colorful blob has a smiling face on it. Tears prick my eyes, but I
        brush them aside with a bright yellow mitten. At least somebody here
        is smiling today.

      “Don’t
        cry, Canoe,” Joules murmurs, pulling off his own black glove
        and pressing his palm against the side of my face. I make a small
        sound. His hand is hot, and my face is so cold. It’s miserable
        up here in the winter. Who would willingly choose to live in the
        north?! I want to go back to Arkansas.

      “Canoe,”
        I choke out with a laugh, slipping the straw into my mouth and giving
        a healthy amount of suction so that one of the tiny jellies comes up
        and lands on my tongue. Ah, sugar and watermelon flavor. It’s
        my go-to, my favorite, and after thirty-nine new flavors, I needed a
        taste of home. “You only call me that when you’re trying
        to be nice.”

      “Aren’t
        I always nice to you?” Joules mutters, giving my cheek a faux
        tap with his palm. He draws his hand back and puts his glove back on,
        retrieving his own drink from the stone windowsill on his right.
        We’re perched on the sidewalk with a few Tambourines, following
        some obscure Reddit tip that we might find Tam here tonight. It was
        worth a shot, no matter how slim. “Besides, Canoe is a great
        nickname. Our parents named you Lake. It’s
        funny.”

      I
        smile into my cup, my attention on the lid with the smiling sun on
        it. Hah. Sun? It’s like thirty degrees and plummeting tonight. What
          if this is my last winter alive? I
        should just try to enjoy it, to accept the sharp sting of the wind on
        my face, the way Joules’ hot drink steams from the tiny hole in
        the lid, the way the laughter of the other people waiting with us
        rings strangely in the chill air. In the distance, a siren flares to
        life, and two minutes later, several cop cars and an ambulance are
        rumbling by.

      I
        do my best not to think about Joe, about the paramedics and the
        police and the detectives. I shiver and cup my drink even more
        tightly, sucking up poor unsuspecting jellies and crushing them
        between chattering teeth.

      “I
        have the whole family applying for the fan call thing,” Joules
        continues, and I nod. Every now and again, Tam hosts these contests.
        The winners get a personal video call from him. It’s a long
        shot, but we’re desperate. It’s something the family can
        do to help out—besides all the money they’ve been
        sending. I know what it’s like to feel helpless. I did my best
        to befriend Joe’s match, Marla, but she was struggling so much,
        and the timing just wasn’t right … I hate this fucking
        curse.

      “Thank
        you, Joules,” I tell him, finding myself suddenly bereft of
        jellies and tea. My drink is empty?! How? When? I sigh and set the
        ice-filled cup aside. My brother hands me his hot drink instead, and
        I shake my head, sniffling again. He growls under his breath,
        snatches my hands, and forces me to accept it. “Thank you for
        organizing everything and planning everything. I know I haven’t
        been as helpful as I should be—”

      “Listen
        to me, Canoe,” he says, squatting down in front of me to get my
        attention. The group of girls standing near us titter and giggle at
        the sight, like they think he’s proposing or something. I roll
        my eyes, but I love it. I have a doting brother who’s very
        dramatic. I am lucky as hell. “You would do the same for me if
        our positions were reversed. And even if you wouldn’t, I would
        still do this for you because I love you.”

      The
        girls sigh and give little half-hearted whoops from their spot at the
        corner, and I find myself laughing. I cup my hand around my mouth and
        call out to them.

      “He’s
        my brother!” I shout, and they all turn to look at me. “He’s
        single, too.” More laughter follows, and then one of them jogs
        over, breath puffing in white clouds from her pretty lips.

      “Here’s
        my number,” she says, swallowing around her nervousness. “Call
        me sometime, okay?” The girl tucks the paper into my brother’s
        jacket pocket when he makes no move to take it, and then she sprints
        down the sidewalk. Her friends follow behind her, giving up on their
        dreams of meeting Tam Eyre.

      Joules
        and I, we stay.

      “Thanks
        a lot for that,” he grumbles, standing back up and then
        reaching for his black beanie to adjust it. It says Security in
        white letters on the front.

      “She
        was cute; you should call her.” I sip the tea in my hands—a
        robust black with a single sugar cube—and contemplate our next
        move. Every stupid book in our family’s stupid library assured
        me that if I put myself near my Match, the meet-cutes (sorry, fortuitous
          and random encounters of chance)
        would happen naturally. I have yet to get within … um …
        maybe three hundred feet of Tam?

      “Yeah,
        I’m not going to do that. I’m going to make Kaycee Quinn
        fall in love with me.” Joules taps his fingers against the
        glass window on his right, drawing my attention to a poster with the
        pop star’s face on it. She’s singing with Tam for nearly
        every concert on the US leg of his tour. When he moves over to
        Europe, she’s taking a break to film a drama.

      Not
        that … it matters. I’ll be dead by then. Oddly enough,
        the last day of the curse is also the night of Tam’s final US
        concert, some special event show that’s being filmed for his
        biographical docuseries.

      Sigh.

      “If
        anyone were capable of that, it’d be you,” I assure my
        brother, giving him a comforting pat on the chest with my palm.
  “Let’s go back to the hotel. I don’t think that
        he’s—”

      A
        black SUV turns the corner at that exact moment,
        and I look up in surprise, nearly dropping the tea to the pavement.
        Joules catches it because he’s just that sort of awesome.

      Black
        Escalade, tinted windows, California license plate.

      That
        has to be Tam. It’s the same car I’ve seen idling outside
        the venues.

      Without
        thinking about it, I run forward and directly into the street,
        throwing my arms out to either side and squeezing my eyes shut.

      The
        SUV screeches to a sudden stop, just inches in
        front of me. I’m panting so hard that I feel dizzy, my breath
        creating a mini-blizzard in front of my chapped lips. I crack one eye
        open first, and then the other.

      Joules
        is standing on the curb, dumbfounded and somehow still holding the
        tea in his hand.

      The
        SUV doesn’t stop; the driver doesn’t even yell out the
        window at me. He backs up and then turns in the opposite direction,
        peeling down the street at a speed that’s at least twice that
        of the legal limit.

      Shit.

      “What
        were you fucking thinking?!” Joules roars, snatching my arm and
        yanking me out of the street. When I turn to look at him, I see
        nothing but fear and concern in his dark eyes. “You could’ve
        been killed.” His voice is a whisper, and I just know he’s
        going to report back to the family about this.

      “Joules,
        if I don’t meet Tam soon then I’m dead anyway. I have to
        take risks.”

      He
        says nothing, his breathing as labored as my own. The streetlight
        changes color from green to red, painting us both in bright light.
        Joules frowns at me, shoves the tea into my hands, and then takes off
        down the sidewalk.

      We
        head back to our hotel together—more like a motel, really—and
        I sit in a chair wearing a heavy winter coat and a mantle of shame.
        Sip my tea and wish it were boba.

      Wash.

      Rinse.

      Repeat.
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Margaret
        (the cousin whose Match is a bagel shop owner in New York) calls me
        the next day. She’s got an idea. It’s actually cheaper to
        rent a penthouse apartment on Airbnb that overlooks the next stadium
        where Tam is performing than to buy a resale scalper ticket.

      Rant
        incoming.

      “How
        is it even legal?” I’m shouting over the phone as
        Margaret shouts agreeably back. We’re both on video chat,
        waiving our arms around like crazy people and complaining about the
        sorry state of the secondhand concert ticket industry. First world
        problems, I know. “The artists don’t even see any of that
        money! Scalpers buy up all the tickets and force the rest of us
        normal people to fight to pay triple or more for the same seat.”

      “It’s
        disgusting,” Margaret agrees, green eyes wide, voice lowered to
        a reverent whisper. “Remember when Taylor Swift’s tickets
        went on sale and crashed the whole internet? Ticketmaster charged me
        three times for the same tickets, and then eventually told me I
        didn’t even have any tickets at all!”

      “Same
        thing happened to us with Tam,” I respond, slumping down on the
        lumpy brown couch near the window. We have to rent …
        questionable places to stay. My family—even my whole extended
        family—is pouring money into the emergency account, and it’s
        still not a lot. The gas, food, and lodging are killing us. “All
        scalpers should be publicly caned.”

      My
        cousin chuckles.

      “Hung
        over the lion enclosure at the zoo, slathered in chicken blood.”

      “Oh,
        I love that!” I hurriedly think up a dastardly punishment for
        anyone who purposely buys a ticket to a concert they have no
        intention of attending, and then immediately resells it for a massive
        profit. “Let’s bury them up to their necks in
        sand—infected with sea lice. Naked.”

      “Sand
        in the ass crack. Nice. You’re vicious.” She clears her
        throat, and then glances over her shoulder. I can see the bagel shop
        that she owns with her husband. When Joules and I visited, we got
        free bagels and coffee and hugs. In another life, I’d move to
        NYC for a few months and just try working in the shop alongside
        Margaret.

      In
        another life.

      One
        where I have more than … one-hundred-and-sixty-six bobas left
        until I die.

      “Anyway,
        what I was saying is: Nick and I are going to rent you guys this
        apartment for the night. You’ll be as close to the concert as
        you would if you were there.” Margaret sounds so excited by the
        idea, and I’m so grateful for her help, I can’t bear to
        tell her that it won’t help at all. A high-rise apartment near
        the concert venue sounds nice,
        but I’m not here to listen to Tam’s music. I need to meet
        him. “I’ll text you the pin code for the door lock. You
        can check in any time after three.”

      “You’re
        amazing, Margaret, you know that?” I tell her, but she shakes
        her head violently, blonde-brown curls fluffing around her face. She
        looks at me with an expression of earnestness and angst and
        gratitude.

      “You
        guys are amazing. Our whole family is amazing. Without the family’s
        help, I wouldn’t … and I won’t let what happened
        to … Just know that I love you, Lake. Tell Joules that I love
        him, too.”

      Joules
        grunts from the direction of the bathroom, toothbrush in his mouth.

      “He
        says he loves you, too.” I give the screen a kiss and Margaret
        does the same. “Go boil bagels and prove that boiled are
        superior to steamed. It’s important.”

      “Always
        fighting the good fight,” she assures me, kissing the screen on
        her end and then hanging up. A few minutes later, I’ve got all
        the info for the apartment.

      “Won’t
        meet Tam from an Airbnb, but at least we won’t be staying in a
        place with bloodstains on the mattress.” Joules spits into the
        sink, rinses his mouth, and then turns around to look at me. He
        forces a smile, and then raises a brow. “Pack your shit, Canoe.
        We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”

       [image: ]

      The
        apartment is nice, even if it’s not my style. We’re in a
        glass block floating in the sky, windows on every wall. Crisp white
        furniture that looks nicer than it feels. Stone countertops and
        stainless steel and a few, select art pieces featuring swirls and
        blotches. The lights are off, but there’s an ambient glow from
        the city outside.

      And
        the balcony? It really does overlook the stadium where Tam is
        performing. I can hear the roar of the crowd before I even crack the
        door, padding across the dark apartment in my socks while Joules
        curses and looks around for the light switch. When he finds it, he
        blinds me by turning on every light in the room all at once.

      I
        open the balcony door wide, whistling as the cold air hits the bare
        skin of my arms. My brother chases me down, throwing his jacket over
        my shoulders and cursing under his breath. Together, we lean our
        forearms against the railing and look out at the crowd. The massive
        screens on either side of the stage are as visible from here as they
        were from our nosebleed seats in New York.

      If
        I were here to listen to Tam sing, I’d be thrilled.

      “Let’s
        stay here until he gets to “Sweet
          Honey”,”
        Joules tells me, scrolling his phone with a frown on his face. By
        this point, we’ve got Tam’s set list memorized. An
        impressive forty song set that begins with “Kiss
          This Rizz” and
        ends with “Let’s
          Just Have Coffee, My Love”. He
        tucks his phone into the pocket of his jeans. “Then we’ll
        head down and try to wait outside.”

      “Roger
        that,” I murmur, resting my chin on my arms.

      I
        stay that way until Tam takes the stage with Kaycee Quinn again.

      “Your
        future husband and my future wife,” Joules tells me
        confidently, and I snort a laugh.

      What
        it looks like from here—on every careful zoom and panning shot
        on the oversized screens—is that Tam and Kaycee are
        head-over-heels in love with one another. He’s playing the
        piano and crooning to her again, fingers gliding over the keys as he
        stares into her eyes and sings “Our
          First Night”,
        a song that’s in no way subtle. Sex,
          sex, sex.

      I
        sigh and let my eyes drift shut.

      Kaycee
        has a beautiful voice, too, a dulcet shimmer that brings goose bumps
        up on my arms. Her range is absolutely incredible, and unlike so many
        other popular acts, both she and Tam sing live. It’s
        surprisingly easy to tell: the sudden intake of breath, the way their
        cheeks deflate and fill with air, the strain in their necks as they
        search the stars for those punishingly high notes. And every night,
        they sound just a little bit different.

      I
        find myself mouthing the words when all of six months ago, I couldn’t
        name a single Tam song off the top of my head. My eyes open to find
        Tam rising from his seat in a sharp white tux covered in rhinestones
        and paired with flashy red sneakers. He strips his jacket off, tosses
        it over the piano, and holds out a hand for Kaycee.

      She
        can’t fake the blush in her cheeks when she accepts, her
        pleasure in the moment broadcasted to the entire world. Her dark hair
        rests in her signature double plaits, one hanging on either side of
        her. Almond-shaped eyes and coffee-colored irises, glass skin the
        color of milk, and lips like a rosebud. I don’t blame Tam Eyre:
        if I were him, I’d be in love with her, too.

      They
        dance their racy tango together—still singing, mind you—and
        then it’s onto their couples’ power ballad: “Teeth
          Gritted on a Cold Sunday Morning”. It’s about lazy weekend afternoons, cuddled up on the couch
        together and kissing; it’s about being so deeply in love that
        the noise of the world fades away to nothing.

      Kaycee
        and Tam both retreat after the song, and the screens begin to play a
        video that shows Tam searching through a field of wildflowers on a
        moonlit night, searching for Kaycee. It’s not a music video,
        just some clever shots to amp up the energy of the concert goers.
        When he finds her, he gives her his jacket, kisses her cheek, and
        winks at her before they kiss.

      The
        power of the crowd is tangible even from here, perched on a penthouse
        balcony in an unfamiliar city. I can taste the audience’s love
        for Tam, can feel it on my tongue alongside the icy sweep of the
        wind. Can hear it in their screams. Can feel it in my bones.

      The
        video plays through, and then Tam takes the stage again in a new
        outfit.

      Loose
        T-shirt with a faded American flag printed over the top. The blue
        square with the white stars makes up a pocket over his chest, and the
        red stripes are actually slits in the fabric, sewn up with heavy red
        thread and small buckles. He’s got on loose blue jeans, and
        white sneakers with a single red and a single blue stripe.

      Strawberry
        blonde hair falls over a devilishly handsome face, all kind lines and
        beauteous smile. Tam has just the right sort of smile lines on either
        side of his mouth, happy brackets that break up the smooth softness
        of his skin whenever he grins at the crowd.

      This
        song has a lot of, um, references and
        very suggestive dance moves that get the audience riled into a
        frenzy. There’s this part where he grabs one of the red ties on
        his shirt and tugs, unraveling it. The thread falls loose, and then
        there’s this big gap in the fabric that splits open when he
        dances, revealing washboard abs. The camera person never misses a
        chance to zoom in on his navel, and my cheeks heat.

      If
        I am to survive the year, I will be … I might eventually …

      “I
        can’t even imagine sleeping with someone that hot,” I
        mumble, and Joules snorts at me. He’s used to it. He always
        dates attractive people because he’s attractive himself. I’m
        about as average as they come. Not knocking my own looks or anything,
        but I’m just … normal.

      “Can
        you imagine sleeping with anyone at all? Virgin.” He stabs me
        with his elbow, and I turn my head to glare at him, my eyes stinging
        from the cold.

      “You
        wouldn’t let me date anyone. How is that my fault? You even
        chased me to college to keep tabs on me. Asshole.” But we’re
        both smiling at the memories. Joules and Joe always had my back in
        everything, but more than that, they taught me how I wanted to be
        treated by a man. Between them and my dad and my uncles, I won’t
        accept anything less than what I grew up with. It’s served me
        well thus far, but it’s also kept me very single.

      Doesn’t
        matter. I’d rather wait for the right guy—

      The
        thought dies away as I turn back to the stadium. Tam is on his knees,
        his back bowed, chin tipped up to the sky. His voice is powerful, but
        it’s also skidding a bit over some of the notes, turning his
        words into rough, wild things. I shiver.

      Right.

      I
        don’t get to pick a man; the universe has chosen one for me.

      “Do
        you think that the curse really matches us to our soulmates?” I
        mutter, thinking about my crazy great-aunt and her staunch belief
        that the curse isn’t a curse at all, but a blessing. She says
        it’s a miracle that we have some external force around to show
        us who our soulmate is. I’m of the belief that love is
        something earned and built on memories and trust and experience. Not
        that my belief matters much.

      If
        Tam doesn’t fall in love with me, we’ll both drop dead.

      “Everyone
        who’s succeeded seems happy enough,” Joules admits
        grudgingly. If there’s anyone in this family who hates the
        curse more than I do, it’s my brother. “Even when they
        don’t succeed, they …” He sucks in a violent
        breath. “Even Joe was in love with Marla. If they’d met
        at a different time, they’d have beaten the curse.”

      We
        both go silent, watching the show until “Sweet
          Honey” starts,
        and then it’s time to bundle up in jackets, hats, and scarves,
        so that we can head to the stadium. While Joules drove today, I
        researched the best places to look for artists outside the concert
        venue, so we know exactly where to go.

      Joules
        circles my mom’s SUV around to the back of the building where a
        small crowd is already gathered, huddled down in heavy coats, rubbing
        frigid hands together, applying and reapplying lip balm for
        wind-chapped lips. There’s nowhere to park, so Joules drops me
        off first.

      I
        join the back of the crowd, eyeing a path to the front. Not that I’m
        particularly hopeful. It’s been weeks and weeks of this, and I
        haven’t seen Tam since the first few days. This
          bastard, I
        think, he
          hasn’t given these poor girls anything, leaving them to sit out
          here in the frigid cold. Would a smile kill him? Hell, all he has to
          do is walk by!

       I
        rub my hands together despite the thick wool mittens I’m
        wearing. My grandma knitted them for me, and I’m damn proud of
        that. I know as well as anyone else that family isn’t forever.
        Sometimes, people die, and they don’t come back. If my gram
        wants to knit me cozy mittens to wear, then I’m wearing them.

      Even
        if they’re the most obnoxious yellow with big white polka dots. Especially
          if.

      Okay,
        Lake, stop spacing out. You can do this. Your life depends on this.

      Unfortunately,
        every other person in this crowd also believes
        that their life depends on meeting Tam.

      Being
        curse-matched to a world-famous idol sucks.

      I
        straighten my shoulders and breathe deep. I’ve got this. I can
        do this. There is an art form to maneuvering through a crowd of rabid
        fandom. It must be done carefully and with great attention to detail.
        One wrong move and the crowd becomes a mob looking to oust an
        intruder.

      Move
        with caution, Lake. Take care. I
        edge past a girl with a giant sign that reads: Tam
          Eyre is my oppa! Ahh.
        Oppa is a Korean word that can mean big brother, but can also mean
        boyfriend. It’s used a lot in the K-pop scene, but even though
        Tam isn’t a K-pop star, he studied in Seoul and uses a lot of
        similar elements in his music, dance routines, and styling.

      “Hey!”
        I call out, standing on my tiptoes and waving at the back of some
        random girl’s head. The move causes Sign Girl to think I have a
        friend here, and she adjusts herself to give me some room. I feel a
        bit like a dickhead, but I’m going to literally die if I’m
        not a little more audacious. I’m sure everyone here would do
        the same to me if our positions were reversed.

      I
        continue with that trick until I’m closer to the girl, and then
        I get worried she might turn around and give me a who
          the hell are you? look.
        I’m standing there and scraping my teeth over my lower lip in
        thought when Joules shows up and the crowd parts for him like he’s the
        pop star.

      “You’re
        as handsome as Tam,” a girl says as she turns over her shoulder
        to see what all the commotion is about. She finds my brother posed
        with his black jacket unzipped to reveal his tight red T-shirt
        underneath, one hand tucked into the pocket of his black Dickies work
        pants. He hitches the right corner of his mouth up in a devastating
        half-smile, and I roll my eyes.

      Here
        we go, I
        think, crossing my arms to wait for it.

      “Hey,
        can I get your number maybe? I’m not from around here, but you
        seem cool. Let’s text.” He slides his hand out of his
        pocket and—if I didn’t despise this
        phrase in books, I might say—in one fluid motion, he’s
        presented it to the pink-haired girl with glitter on her cheeks. “Oh,
        and this is my baby sister. I’m taking her around to all of
        Tam’s concerts since … you know, I don’t have a
        girlfriend to do that with.”

      I
        imagine a lightning bolt crashing into the girl’s forehead and
        knocking her flat on her back. She barely looks alive as she gapes
        back at my brother, stunned into silence by his ridiculous throwaway
        romance novel lines.

      The
        girl rushes forward to take Joules’ phone from his hand, and I
        mouth a silent thank
          you at
        him as I edge into her place.

      Right
        up against the velvet rope.

      This
        is the closest I have ever been.

      Hope
        surges in my chest as I clasp my hands together, the sounds of “Let’s
          Just Have Coffee, My Love” playing.
        It’s the final song in Tam’s set list which means I could
        be minutes away from our destined meet-cute. That’s all I need:
        a chance. Once I meet Tam Eyre in person, I’m going to tell him
        all about the curse and hope the truth becomes my guiding star.

      “Sitting
        here waiting is all I do. It’s what I become. I wait for you,
        condensation rolling down the glass, hands wet. My iced coffee shows
        the passage of time, of our love melting into a distant memory. I
        drink of it the way I should’ve drank of you, like these are
        the last sips I will ever take.”

      The
        song is hokey as hell, but there’s just a hint of truth to it
        that makes me curious as to whether Tam writes at least some of
        his lyrics. I puff my cheeks out with air. If
          Joules had let me do more internet sleuthing, I might already know
          the answer to that.

      He
        also found my flashcards on day three and threw them out. Bastard. I can hear him laughing throaty and weird behind me, can feel the
        heat and lust rolling off the girl. I ignore them, listening to the
        song fade to nothing, the crowd go nuts. We’ve already passed
        the part of the concert where Tam pretends he’s done, declares
        he’s on his last song with “Lonely
          Boy Looking”, and
        the crowd demands an encore wherein he pretends to miraculously
        return to the stage.

      Please.
        Tam’s entire life is controlled by his record label. They
        probably have focus groups to determine what color shoes he should
        wear to the airport. I curl my hands around the velvet rope absently,
        without even thinking about it.

      A
        whistle is blown, and a woman in a black vest that reads Security on
        the back waves at me with a gloved hand.

      “Back
        of the group, please. No touching the rope.” She points
        absently at a sign I didn’t notice until just now, a sandwich
        board really, just sitting randomly near the back entrance of the
        venue.

      “I’m
        so sorry; I didn’t know,” I tell her, throwing my arms up
        like a saloon owner in an Old Western. Don’t
          shoot! The
        security guard is unamused, waving at me again.

      “Back
        of the group or you’ll be removed.”

      I
        gape at her, but I drop my arms and turn, doing as I’m told.
        Joules is so distracted by what’s happening to me that he
        forgets to pay attention to his new girlfriend, and she steals her
        spot back. Shit.

      “You
        want me to beat that security guard up?” Joules asks, and he’s
        only half-joking. Joules and Joe, their strengths have always been
        their weaknesses. I can do no wrong in my brother’s eyes, and
        he stands up for me at times when he maybe shouldn’t. My
        deceased cousin was like that, too.

      “How
        is this even happening?” I whisper, followed up by a frosty
        laugh that puffs in front of my face. Just down the block, I can see
        the gray ribbon of a freeway winding past the neighborhood we’re
        in; the sound of traffic is almost unbearable right now. I look up at
        my brother, finding him with his jacket zipped up, hands shoved in
        his pockets. He made himself cold trying to woo that girl. I reach up
        to unloop my scarf from my neck, but Joules reaches out to stop me.

      “Don’t,”
        he commands, and I sigh, glancing back at the clear path in the
        center of the crowd.

      “Tam
        probably won’t show up tonight anyway, right?” I look to
        Joules only to see his eyes widening in surprise at something over my
        shoulder. I whip around to see—

      No!

      On
        the one day I got to the front of the crowd and was almost
        instantaneously kicked out?!

      I’m
        getting three fucking bobas tonight.

      Tam
        emerges from the back door, dressed in a white puffer jacket over a
        white tee that reads Lonely
          Boy on Tour: Girlfriend Wanted. That
        was the name of his last world tour, but this time? There’s a
        new phrase on the T-shirt, a big red slash of text that says Now
          Taken. I almost gag.

      I
        hate this.

      Tam
        is … I just don’t like him.

      He
        pauses to greet the girls on either side of him, shaking hands and
        leaning in to pose for pictures. He makes peace signs. He makes
        hearts with his fingers curled against his cheeks. He sticks out his
        tongue. He winks. It’s that last thing that really throws me over the edge, and I
        grit my teeth, squatting down and tearing the small notebook out of
        my bag.

      With
        a hot pink Sharpie, I scrawl a message of frustration onto the page.

      IF
        YOU DON’T LOVE ME, WE BOTH DIE … PLEASE HELP ME, followed
        by my phone number and some other … stuff.

      I
        crumple it up, fully aware that the message I’ve just written
        is as unhinged and parasocial as the other messages he probably
        receives by the thousands on a daily basis. Don’t care. I
          need something to make this fly. I
        unsnap the metal boba pin I have attached to my bag—it’s
        pink and green with little watermelon slices floating in it, a black
        straw poking out of the top—and I ball the page up around it.

      There.
        That should do it.

      “Lake,”
        Joules warns as I haul my arm back and chuck the stupid thing over
        the heads of the screeching crowd. I don’t expect anything to
        happen. I’m just mad. I just want to scream to the world: I
          have a curse, but you won’t believe me if I tell you! How
        is my obnoxiously average American family victim to real magic? We
        just want to watch college football and barbeque. I swear, I’m
        a very simple person, happy with the small stuff.

      I
        did not ask to be soulmated to an idol.

      The
        crumpled page smacks into the front of Tam’s beanie-wearing
        head and then falls to the ground at his feet. The crowd goes silent.
        People turn over their shoulders to stare at me.

      “Ow,”
        Tam mumbles with a frown, reaching up to rub at his forehead. Those
        cute little brackets appear on either side of his mouth as he
        contemplates and then …

      He
  …

      Turns
  …

      Eyes
        meet. He sees me.
        For the first time in months,
        Tam Eyre is looking at me. He shudders in what I can only guess is
        disgust before bending down to retrieve the note. Right there, in
        front of everyone, he unwraps it. My curse mark burns.

      His
        manager appears at his side, clutching an iPad, headset over his dark
        hair. He’s mumbling frantically under his breath and glancing
        repeatedly in my direction. It seems there are three or four security
        guards—Tam’s security
        guards, not the venue’s—making their way toward me.

      Crap.

      “Lake,
        goddamn it.” Joules grabs me by the hand, and we turn,
        sprinting down the icy sidewalk and … and laughing.

      Because
        my curse-granted meet-cute was … hitting Tam in the head with
        the message of a seemingly crazed fan? He looked afraid of
        me, not curious about me.

      “He’s
        supposed to get butterflies when he sees me!” I shout out to
        Joules as we run, slipping a bit on the icy pavement. “What’s
        wrong with his butterflies?”

      “Must’ve
        given him moths,” Joules tells me, panting. He yanks me sharply
        to one side, and we enter the bright space of a boba tea shop.

      “You’re
        a treasure, you know that?” I tell him, reaching out a fist. He
        gives me a fist-bump in return, but he’s also rolling his eyes.

      “Don’t
        throw stuff at your Match,” he tells me, still struggling to
        catch his breath. I’d say I’m doing the same, but I’m
        actually half-dead. Breathing? What’s breathing? I’m so
        damn winded. Joules reaches out and pats me on the back. He tried the
        first few days to get me to work out and diet, in the hopes that
        maybe I’d have an easier time attracting Tam. But if this is my
        last year on Earth, I could do worse than to go on a road trip with
        my best friend/brother. What I won’t do is deny myself the
        pleasure of food.

      Also
  … I just don’t like to exercise. I know, it’s bad.
        I want to be healthier, but I sort of need to focus on the curse
        first.

      We
        join the line of people waiting to order from the automated kiosk,
        and I glance several times at the door to see if anyone is following
        me.

      Nobody
        does.

      But
        nobody texts me either.

      Was
        it too much to hope that he’d actually text me over that? I
        should’ve lied and come up with something tragic.

      I
        order an Earl Grey milk tea with brown sugar jelly and standard
        tapioca boba.

      My
        cup is covered in overlapping stars, all of whom are winking at me
        like Tam winked at the crowd. I stab my straw through the winking eye
        of the one on the lid, and trudge back to the apartment with Joules.
        Sit on a very nice chair in the fancy living room, so that I can look
        out at the stars. Drink boba.

      Wash.
        Rinse. Repeat.

      Repeat,
        repeat, repeat.

   

  











CHAPTER EIGHT

TAM

  166
  bobas left until they both die …



      

I
        sit slumped in the chair in the corner of my hotel room, a crumpled
        note held in my hand. It’s no different than any other I’ve
        seen, but for one thing: whoever wrote it drew a dick in the corner.
        With balls and everything, a few springy hairs on them. All in pink.

      With
        my other hand, I lift the bubble tea pin up in my hand and peer at
        it. Kind of hurt when it hit me in the face, but it’s almost
        worth it now. It has watermelon pieces floating in it. My favorite
        food and flavor, even if my public persona dislikes it.

      I
        put the pin at eye level. Jacob is convinced there’s a hidden
        camera or mic in it, but I had my head of security, Daniel Kang, take
        a look at it and he says it’s fine. I smile crookedly and clamp
        my fingers around the pin.

      I’m
        keeping it.

      The
        note … I glance at it, but it’s so weird. And
        that girl? Tonight is not the first I’ve seen her. In reality,
        I’ve been avoiding her. The first time I spotted that beautiful
        pastel-colored hair of hers, we were in Pittsburgh, and she seemed to
        be working as an usher. But then she turned, and I caught sight of
        her face and … something really fucking weird happened to me.

      Cold
        chills—everywhere. Followed by really hot chills. A
        stomachache. All I could think was, holy
          shit, this girl gives me the creeps. I
        asked Jacob to politely inquire with management if she could be moved
        to a different job, somewhere far, far away from me. Let’s be
        clear: I didn’t want her fired, and she didn’t do
        anything wrong.

      But
        ugh.

      My
        gut instinct is telling me there’s something off about her, and
        yet, I keep seeing her. Everywhere. I see her everywhere. Working
        at the venues where I’m performing, wearing a weird pair of
        sparkly alien antennae on a headband out back with the other fans,
        leaping in front of my SUV as my tired ass is trying desperately to
        get back to my hotel.

      I
        avoided her for as long as I possibly could, instructing Daniel to
        check for her sea green hair in every crowd. Eventually, that
        behavior got me into trouble with the label, and earned my mom flak
        from the CEO. I just couldn’t do it anymore.

      Then
        there was … tonight’s incident.
        The paper she threw at my head. And then her, again, here in the same
        building I’m staying in now. I rounded a corner, spotted her
        and that dark-haired guy waiting outside the elevator. I backpedaled
        quickly enough and took the stairs with Jacob at my heels.

      “I
        shouldn’t have thrown it, fine. But Joules, I don’t have
        a lot of time left.” The
        girl’s words as I fled the scene.

      That’s
        how I ended up where I am tonight, studying the paper in my lap. I
        fold my legs in the chair and tap at my temple, the long-sleeved
        black and baby blue sweater I’m wearing nearly covering my
        entire hand. The sleeves are way too long, but according to the
        designer who gifted it to me, it’s supposed to be like that.

      IF
        YOU DON’T LOVE ME, WE BOTH DIE … PLEASE HELP ME …
        my family is cursed, and I know you won’t believe it, but I
        have a lot of things on my bucket list and only a year to do them. I
        can’t keep chasing you around, and all I want is five minutes
        to talk.

      That’s
        what it says.

      I
        scratch at my temple and sigh.

      No.

      I’ve
        fallen for these sorts of tricks before. This is ridiculous. What
          if she has a terminal illness? I
        wonder, halfway to standing up. I want to throw the page in the trash
        can, but I’m struggling to do it.

      “Give
        that to me.” Jacob takes the paper from my hand, tears it in
        half, and then tosses it into the garbage. He gives me a sharp look.
  “Don’t do that.”

      “Do
        what?” I ask, snatching my water bottle and popping the straw
        in my mouth. I wish I were having a watermelon Italian soda or
        something. Instead, it’s water. It’s always water. And
        dry salad. A handful of nuts. A green smoothie.

      I’m
        on my way to dance practice now, but I’m already so tired. I
        can’t believe we’re filming a music video in the middle
        of a world tour. I yawn as I pause beside the door to put my sneakers
        on, Jacob frantically checking his watch because he knows I’m
        late.

      “Don’t
        let that girl get to you. The last time you pitied someone like this,
        she tried to stab you.”

      He
        isn’t wrong. It’s true. It happened at a meet and greet,
        and that was the last time the label let me do a free public signing
        event. Now, we charge money, limit them to like five people at a
        time, and everyone is checked for weapons first.

      I
        finish putting my shoes on and then screw the cap onto the top of my
        bottle.

      “If
        this bottle lands upright, I’m not going to dance practice
        tonight.” I throw it and it lands on its side. Fuck. I curse as Jacob sighs at me. I pick up the bottle and give him a
        look. “If this bottle lands upright, I’m not going to the
        gym afterward.” I throw it again, same result.

      “It’s
        going to be hard, but you’ll have a day off when we get to
        Seattle.”

      I
        give him a look.

      “If
        this bottle lands upright, I’m digging that note out of the
        trash and texting that girl.” I throw the bottle, but the
        result isn’t any different.

      “There’s
        too much water in it; you should’ve drank some between throws.”
        Jacob opens the door where Daniel is waiting in all-black, arms
        crossed at the wrists in front of him. I smile at him, but he doesn’t
        smile back. He’s one of the only ‘friends’ I have
        in the world, and he barely talks to me. “Please let me file a
        restraining order on her.”

      “She
        hasn’t done anything,” I remind Jacob, starting down the
        hall with Daniel ahead of us, another security guard I don’t
        recognize at my back. He’s one of Daniel’s guys which
        means I trust him. Daniel is a much better judge of character than I
        am. “Besides, my mom won’t like that. I can’t be
        seen as the kind of person who files a restraining order on a fan.
        That’s not good for my brand.”

      “I
        liked you better before you were famous,” Daniel tells me
        without a hint of emotion in his voice. He’s serious. I smile
        tightly and reach out, clapping a hand on his shoulder.

      “Me,
        too,” I tell him, and then I drop my arm, obediently making my
        way to the practice room. I apologize to the choreographer, apologize
        to my dancers, kiss my mom on the cheek.

      I
        turn and face the mirror, and someone starts the music.

      Wink
        dramatically, turn to the side, beckon, spin, glance over shoulder,
        step to the left. Clap my hands. Do a body roll. Turn back to face
        the front. Squat. Knees on elbows. Mouth the words to the song.

      I
        spend two hours doing that before whittling down another at the gym.
        By the time I return to my room, I’m exhausted to my bones, and
        I forget all about the cursed girl with the green hair and the pretty
        freckles.
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  Jacob
        is shaking my shoulder roughly, trying his best to wake me up. I’m
        like a zombie, lifting my head from the pillow. I’m convinced
        it weighs twice as much as it should.

      “Are
        you drunk?” he demands, and I just stare at him.

      “Am
        I allowed to drink?” I ask, voice caustic and sleep-bitten. I
        sit up suddenly and reach my hand to my hair, ruffling up the tufted
        mess. “I’m tired and overworked, so … not sorry if
        I’m a dick in the morning.”

      “Well-aware
        of that,” Jacob tells me, tapping frantically on his iPad
        screen. “We have the fan call this morning, and then—”

      I
        groan so loudly that Jacob stops talking—this is a rare
        thing—and then stares at me as I kick up a knee and throw my
        arm across it.

      “The
        last time we had a fan call, the girl asked me to call her Mommy, and
        she told me all about the future kids we’re going to have
        together.”

      “These
        calls are an important part of your brand,” Jacob tells me with
        a small, mean smile. “Weren’t you just lecturing me about
        your brand last night? If you won’t report a stalker to the
        police, then you can’t complain about this.” He clears
        his throat, and I roll my eyes. Chastisement
          incoming. “I
        am so very sorry to tell you this, Mr. Eyre,
        but you are decidedly rank. For both our sakes, please go take a
        shower.”

      With
        a sigh, I push up from the bed, ignoring Jacob as he follows behind
        me, listing appointments for the day. Fan call, dance practice, three
        hours of driving to our next venue, stage test so I can get used to
        the layout and the modifications to my routine, date with Kaycee.
        Showtime.

      “Date?”
        I ask, pausing at the bathroom door to look back at my cousin. “Do
        we have time for a date today?”

      “The
        CEO scheduled it herself; we’re filming it. The pair of you are
        going to get ice cream while we do the sound test. You’ll have
        a thirty-minute rest when you get back, and then it’s hair and
        makeup followed by the show.”

      I
        frown.

      I’ve
        got a girlfriend I never see, who, if I’m being honest, I don’t
        even know.
        And now we’re going to have ice cream that I’m not
        allowed to eat, on camera, between the stage test and the show? I’m
        tired, and I just woke up two minutes ago.

      “Sounds
        great.” I step into the bathroom, lock it, and then tear my
        shirt over my head. If I wring the fabric between both hands, twist
        it, and then bite down on it, nobody can see me, so it doesn’t
        matter. With a sigh, I lower the shirt from my mouth and toss it
        aside. Strip my pants. Climb in.

      My
        body urges me to take care of another need, but as I drop my hand
        down there, wrap my fingers around myself … a wave of fatigue
        rolls over me, and I’m not even hard anymore.

      A
        strange smile lights my lips.

      If
        only my fans could see me now. Still can’t get it up.

      Not
        unusual. I have checkups every month, courtesy of the record label.
        Nothing wrong with me but for chronic fatigue and overwork.

      So
        very sexy.

      I
        am every woman’s dream: tired and cranky and stinky and
        overworked.

      I
        slump against the wall, sneak my hand out of the shower and snag my
        phone from the counter, and I steal five minutes that don’t
        belong to me in order to read a webtoon.

      Every
        once in a while, I have to do something that reminds me that I’m
        twenty-six-years-old. Every once in a while, I need to remember that
        I’m human.

      I
        gave up my youth for this dream. I gave up everything. I never have
        fun. I never eat good food. I never hang out with friends. I never
        get to know the cities I perform in. I never rest. I don’t date
        unless it’s on camera with a person I didn’t choose.

      But
        Kaycee Quinn is a good woman who genuinely likes me, and she deserves
        better than that. I’m going to give her better than that.

      Damn
        it, I’m going to act like her fucking boyfriend whether the
        camera is on or not.

      Whether
        I like it or not.
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      The
        winner of the fan call is … not my favorite person in the
        world.

      I
        sit there on that chair, leaning forward, elbows on my knees. My
        necklace—a half-heart that pairs with Kaycee’s
        necklace—hangs low, dangling in front of my clasped hands.

      “Where
        would you take me on our first date?” the girl on the other end
        of the call asks. We have close to a million people watching this
        video live. I should be nervous, but I’m used to this by now. I’m
        also guessing that my face looks pretty ghastly, like I don’t
        want to be here. Jacob is gesturing at his own face like he wants me
        to smile wider.

      “Well,
        I’m taken now, remember?” I reply with a little laugh,
        reaching up to wrap my fingers around my necklace. “But if I
        were single, I guess I’d have to ask … do you like
        amusement parks?”

      “I
        hate them,” the girl says, her dark hair in buns on either side
        of her head, her hand clutching one of the light sticks from my
        concert. It’s clear plastic with a tambourine-shaped light on
        the top, and it changes color in time with the set list, controlled
        via Bluetooth. I love seeing the lights, a whole sea of red and blue
        and white or flashing pink or alternating yellow-orange-red. “Hey,
        let’s roleplay. Can you show me what sort of puppy dog eyes
        you’d give me if you were my actual dog?”

      My
        mouth gapes open. I must look horrible because Jacob is gritting his
        teeth and glaring at
        me. The
          CEO is watching, he
        mouths silently, and I freak out on the inside.

      At
        this point, I know I’m established enough to step out of the
        box a little, demand some respect. But a part of me is afraid. I lost
        my entire life to this dream, and I’m not giving it up for
        anything.

      Not
        even my own dignity.

      Don’t
        do it, Tam, I
        tell myself, trying to gear up for a response that isn’t “Are
        you fucking kidding me?” That’s what I want to ask this
        girl, ask her if she even sees me as a human being let alone an
        artist, ask her if she’d still like me if I didn’t have
        strawberry blond hair and green eyes and an athlete’s body.

      Comments
        are filling the side of the screen, hordes of hearts, some poop
        emojis, a few vomit emojis. Not for me, I don’t think, but for
        the fan.

      One
        comment in particular catches my attention because it comes with a
        thousand dollar super chat donation, making it flash brightly. I’m
        supposed to read any donations bigger than five hundred bucks. All of
        this money is going to a program that helps little kids learn
        instruments. I don’t know any more than that.

      this
        is the most cringe thing I’ve ever seen in my life, and I’m
        fucking cursed. It’s
        followed by a barrage of other comments from the same user. Her
        picture is hard to see, but I would recognize that pastel green hair
        anywhere. Her next comment is let’s
          tie this girl to a pole and hold her over a pit of snakes until she
          apologizes.

      “Don’t
        read any of those aloud,” Jacob whispers, taking off his
        baseball cap to wave it at me. A moment later, the girl disappears,
        and I just assume she was blocked by an administrator. Threats of
        violence aren’t allowed on my chats.

      Didn’t
        stop me from seeing her username: BetHeReallyDoesLikeWatermelon.

      Hah.

      “Woof,
        woof,” I say, reaching out for the collar that my assistant,
        Maggie, hands me—I forgot: these fan calls are scripted in
        advance. I put the white leather strap around my neck and hook it in
        place.

      That’s
        it.

      I’m
        going to hell.

      I
        also … wish I hadn’t let the maid clean the trash out
        this morning.

      I’ve
        lost Curse Girl’s number.
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      Kaycee
        Quinn is as beautiful as she always is, dressed in a short pink
        skirt, white knee socks and tennis shoes. She has a long-sleeved
        white top on with a deep V at the neckline, and a heavy wool coat
        (also pink). It’s sort of her thing.

      “Tam,”
        she breathes when she sees me approaching in the lobby of the hotel.
        Her eyes light up, cheeks turn pink, and she’s grinning when I
        come up to her and lean down. We put our arms around each other,
        hugging as a crowd watches, and my camera guy films us. “I
        missed you,” she whispers into my ear, and then she smacks a
        kiss on my cheek, leaving behind a waxy lipstick print.

      “Ice
        cream?” I ask, and she nods, hooking her arm with mine. She has
        gold flowers woven into her black braids, red powdery shadow around
        her eyes, and a purse with the logo facing out.

      What
        a pair we must make.

      “How’s
        the new routine coming along?” Kaycee asks as we step outside,
        and I feel her entire body go stiff at either the cold or the crowd
        waiting for us. Maybe both. I unwrap the scarf from my own neck and
        turn to face her, winding the red and black plaid carefully around
        her neck. Her cheeks flush an even brighter shade of pink, and the
        crowd goes nuts.

      My
        hands freeze where they are, holding the scarf across both palms, and
        Kaycee does her best to anticipate my needs the way I anticipated
        hers.

      “I
        know you didn’t do that just because we have an audience.”
        She smiles up at me, and I do my best to smile back. It feels forced,
        but I know it looks natural. I know that because I’ve spent
        countless hours practicing in the mirror to make sure it looks that
        way. “You’d do this for any girl, Tam Eyre.”

      Something
        about what Kaycee’s just said makes her frown,
        but she realizes her mistake quickly and puts on another blinding
        smile for me as I finish tucking the scarf in place.

      “Want
        my hat, too?” I ask her, but she shakes her head. I offer my
        arm and we continue on, Daniel leading the way for us. The bright
        splatter of camera flashes covers our faces, blotting out the world.
        If I could see the people around me, I might be searching for
        mint-colored hair and freckles. Either because I feel sorry for Curse
        Girl or because she gives me the chills. Even I have no clue which
        one it is or if it’s both. “Are you sure? It’s cold
        today.”

      “I’ll
        consider it,” Kaycee quips, tossing her braids and offering me
        a private, little smile. I return the favor, but this time, it really
        is for the benefit of the audience around us. A swarm follows us down
        the block to the ice cream shop which has been cleared in advance and
        made ready for our arrival. An employee in a hot pink apron, striped
        shirt, and little white cap opens the door for us, holding out her
        hand to gesture us in.

      My
        dancers are inside, situated at various tables with ice cream cones
        in their hands.

      I
        turn to Kaycee, twist the right corner of my smile up a notch, and
        lean in to whisper near her ear. My mic will pick up my words anyway,
        so it doesn’t matter how loudly I talk.

      “Sorry,
        babe, let me take care of this real quick.”

      I
        shrug off my coat and step into the center of the room, my dancers
        rising from their spots at the tables around the edges. In the
        cleared space in the center, in this pink and white ice cream shop
        with old wooden counters, the music starts and I break into a dance
        routine that’s been carefully modified to fit the small space.

      My
        production crew is crowded around the corners of the room, filming
        from different angles. When we’re done with the video, it’ll
        be cut so that I’m dancing the same dance in a dozen different
        locales. We don’t need the whole thing, but we run through it
        anyway. There’s an audience outside, a livestream rolling, and
        Kaycee Quinn.

      Is
        this supposed to be part of our date? Did the CEO arrange this? If I
        asked a girl out and she left me at the door to dance with her
        friends, I’d be pretty pissed. But
        I guess that’s the narrative and that’s what we’re
        doing.

      I
        don’t sing this time, but I do mouth the words, make the faces.
        When we finish the dance, and I find myself sitting on the edge of a
        table, elbows on my knees, chin in my palm, I offer what’s
        called an ending
          fairy.
        As in, when you’re done performing, you’re not really done
        performing. I smile, stick my tongue out a bit, make a heart with my
        arms over my head.

      I
        don’t question it. I don’t even have to like it. This is
        what works, as evidenced by every music record I’ve managed to
        destroy since I debuted at thirteen years old.

      The
        crowd goes wild outside, the director calls it a wrap, and I slide
        off the table to walk up to Kaycee again. I’m the one blushing
        this time, but I have no fucking clue why. Maybe because I would
        never in a million years date a guy like me? Poor Kaycee.

      Does
        she know that I film these adorable dance routines in ice cream
        shops, flirt and tease and show my abs, and then I can’t even
        get it up? If she did, would she still be here? She would, because
        we’re signed to the same label, and the CEO decided we’d
        make a great couple. Well, after Kaycee confessed to having a major
        crush on me.

      I
        take her hand in mine and tug her over to the farthest table from the
        door, this little, round wood picnic table with a faux shade umbrella
        over it. We’re inside, so it doesn’t need it, but even I
        can admit that it looks nice. On the table, there’s a vase of
        fresh flowers and a small stack of card games. Exploding
          Kittens, Cards Against Humanity, and Taco
            Cat Goat Cheese Pizza.

      “This
        place is unbelievably adorable,” Kaycee says, leaning an elbow
        on the table and playing with my scarf. She doesn’t seem
        interested in taking either the scarf or the coat off. Can’t
        blame her. Not only is it chilly in here, but we’ve only got
        thirty minutes to hang out.

      “You’re unbelievably adorable,” I tell her with a cocky shithead smile.
        If someone looked at me the way I’m looking at Kaycee, I’d
        probably run. She … blushes. Smiles prettily at me. Bats her
        eyelashes. I can’t help but wonder how much of this is an act.
        Who is the real Kaycee Quinn and what is she like when nobody’s
        watching? “Want me to order for us? I’ll get you whatever
        you want.”

      “One
        scoop of toasted
          oat milk and cookie,”
        Kaycee says, reading one of the flavors off the massive chalkboard
        wall behind the counter. It all looks like it’s written by
        hand, too. “On a waffle cone,” she adds as I move to
        stand up. Kaycee leans back and mimes licking an ice cream cone.

      I
        raise my brows and lean in closer to her.

      “Be
        right back.”

      There’s
        an employee waiting behind the counter for me and the staff. Some of
        my dancers are actually enjoying
        ice cream right now. The rest have filed out the back hallway with
        their water bottles in hand.

      “If
        you order anything, one scoop only, and don’t eat the cone,”
        Jacob tells me, sliding into my personal space. I don’t
        respond, stepping up to the counter with a smile on my face. The girl
        standing on the other side of it looks like she might fall over and
        pass out.

      I
        order Kaycee’s ice cream and then put some thought into my own
        choice.

      “Give
        me a triple scoop of strawberry
          champagne and angel food cake,”
        I tell the girl, and Jacob says something under his breath which
        would never be allowed to see the light of day. That sentence alone
        would start a worldwide scandal.

      I
        drop a tip in the jar, take the cones from the girl’s hands,
        and head back to Kaycee.

      She’s
        not on her phone, which is what I expected. Instead, she sits
        sideways on the bench, watching me. I hand over her ice cream, and
        she takes it, breath catching when my fingers touch hers.

      “So,
        Tam.” She reaches up to remove her mic, and I do the same. We
        pass them over to an assistant, and then a bit of room is made around
        the table so that we can talk. I wouldn’t call it privacy by
        any means—my manager is here, my bodyguard, a few of his guys,
        my dancers chatting at the other tables, thousands of fans outside
        the window—but I feel better, like I can breathe a little.

      “So,
        Tam, what?” I repeat, taking a bite out of my ice cream just to
        piss Jacob off.

      “Oh
        my God, you’re an ice cream biter?” Kaycee asks
        excitedly, pointing at herself with a long nail. “Me, too.”

      “Nah,
        that’s just for Jacob’s benefit. He hates it, so I do it
        on purpose. I usually prefer to lick.” Shit.
          Shouldn’t have said that. Kaycee
        chokes on a breath, flushing furiously at me. I’ve seen her
        onstage, and she’s confident as hell, flirtatious, gregarious.
        Is the shy act the real her? I can’t seem to figure it out.

      “You
        like to lick?” she asks, and this time, there’s no
        shyness at all in her words. She sounds like she knows exactly what
        she’s saying. “Care to show me sometime?”

      I
        laugh, but I don’t look at her, gazing out the window at our
        fans. I see an older woman holding a Seniors
          for Tam sign,
        and I smile, offering a little wave. I take another bite of my ice
        cream. I won’t eat the cone, but I’m eating all three
        scoops.

      “When?”
        I ask, turning back to Kaycee. It’s meant to be a joke, but she
        doesn’t take it that way.

      “Your
        day off in Seattle,” she tells me, and I wonder if she knew
        about that before I did. Right.
          My one day off: eleven weeks from now. “You.
        Me. Champagne.”

      “We
        had champagne in New York,” I remind her, slouching over the
        tabletop to rest on my elbow. And we did, in the hotel’s
        penthouse. But my mom was there, Jacob was there, Daniel. It wasn’t
        much of a date.

      “You
        didn’t let me finish.” Kaycee leans over the table,
        cupping her hand around my ear to whisper, a real whisper this time.
  “Me, you, champagne, and a bed. Tam.” She draws back to look at me. “We’ve been
        dating for almost a year now.”

      I
        open my mouth, but no words come out. I make myself bite my ice cream
        instead, drumming the fingers of my right hand against the tabletop.

      “Come
        out with me. Let’s do something fun. An escape room or
        something.”

      “With
        your friends?” she asks me, frowning. My friends. Hah. She
        means the recording artists I’m closest to, the ones who text
        me when practice was unbelievably difficult. Friends? Maybe.

      “Yeah,
        they’ll be there,” I reply easily enough. I don’t
        have to tell her who’s coming, she knows: Adam Stricken and
        Dylan Bonne. Both signed to Hype Records. Currently both ranked in
        Spotify’s top twenty most streamed artists. Kaycee and I are in
        the top five. Heh. I’m number one. A smirk edges my lips, but I
        have to be careful with that. If my fans find out that I’m a
        grump and an asshole, I’ll have to do a rebrand. That’s
        no fun.

      “Fine.
        Escape room and lunch.” A quirk of her pillowed lips.
  “Champagne and a bed for dinner.”

      “Mm.
        Are you trying to tell me that you want to fuck me?” I ask, and
        it doesn’t come out flirty. It’s not meant to be. I just
        sound cold. Detached. Maybe … a little mean? Oops. I’m a
        bit guarded, can you tell?

      “Oh,
        so you do know
        that word?” Kaycee teases. And then we both laugh. What a silly
        question. It’s what we both sell to the public: fucking. The
        girlfriend or boyfriend experience. Sex, sex, sex. “I checked
        with Jacob, and I won’t get to see you like this again until
        Seattle. Maybe Denver, if we’re lucky. I’d say we had
        clashing schedules, but that’s not true: we just have
        schedules. Period.”

      “I’m
        getting clam chowder at Pike Place Market.” I pause with my ice
        cream halfway to my mouth. “Oh, and I want to visit the Gum
        Wall.”

      “Clam
        chowder means no kissing.” Kaycee grins at me and then stands
        up, offering her hand out this time. I take it, but I don’t put
        any weight on her when I rise to my feet, one leg on either side of
        the bench. I swing my right leg over, and we head for the door
        together. I collect my coat, and then we hold hands on our way
        outside. “But the Gum Wall, really? I might take a pass on that
        one.”

      We
        ride in the same SUV for tonight’s concert. We sing together.

      And
        we won’t see each other in private for a long damn time.
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      That
        night, we have a shoot to do after the concert, so we don’t end
        up leaving the venue until much later than we normally would. There’s
        still a small crowd waiting for me. It’s so cold that I make
        sure to give out hot drinks and signed T-shirts to the girls.

      The
        president of my fan club—the Tambourines—is there with a
        gift basket for me. I greet her with a kiss on either cheek, and a
        promise to try harder and do better. It’s what I always say,
        but it’s not true. I’m trying as hard as I can; I’m
        doing the best that I can.

      “Are
        you okay?” my mom asks when I climb into the SUV and slump back
        with my eyes closed.

      “Just
        tired,” I explain, but I’ve been tired for thirteen
        years. I’m used to it. Feels normal now. I wouldn’t even
        know what to do with a week off and plenty of time to sleep. “Can
        we stop and get something to eat? I want a burger and fries.”

      I
        crack an eye to see my mother wince, but she nods anyway, and we get
        in line for In-N-Out
          Burger.

      As
        we’re waiting in the long drive-thru line, I happen to glance
        out the window at an SUV with the back open. A girl is asleep inside
        a sleeping bag, pastel green hair spilling out over a pillow. Curse
          Girl. And she’s drooling. The
        dark-haired guy I always see her with is shaking her by the ankle to
        wake her up, so he can pass over a bag of food.

      I
        stare at them through the dark windows of my own ride, but I can’t
        quite make myself believe what I’m seeing. Is this even a
        coincidence anymore? Of
          course it’s not a coincidence; they’re following you
          around.

      I’m
        so tempted to open this door, swagger up to that girl and ask, “what
          do you mean that you’re cursed?” Is
        she sick? If she is then … fuck. I would do a one-on-one meet
        and greet with her for sure. Is she crazy? She could be. I rub at my
        forehead, and I don’t get out.

      I
        order a double cheeseburger, large fries, and a chocolate milkshake.
        What I get is a burger with only one patty and no cheese, medium
        fries, and an unsweet iced tea. Fuck my life.

      “I’m
        going to beat you up later,” I tell Jacob as I unwrap my
        burger, and he grunts at me from the front passenger seat. My
        driver—this amazing old guy named Pat—chuckles. “I
        work out all day, every day. Seven days a week. You think I can’t
        kick your ass?”

      “You
        have a dancer’s body,” Jacob replies, eating the meal I
        ordered for myself while I’m forced to chow down on his. What
          an asshole. My
        mom holds a single burger in her hands, taking small bites while she
        frowns down at her iPad. “You’re not a fighter, Tam. He
        isn’t, is he, Aunt Elena?”

      “He
        used to get in fights in elementary school,” she explains
        absently, without even bothering to look up.

      “Yeah,
        but did he win?”
        Jacob continues, and Daniel grunts from the backseat.

      “It’s
        irrelevant. Did he win? Who cares?” My bodyguard leans forward,
        bathed in shadows like a demon or something. “He’s got me
        to kick asses for him. Give him the fries, at least.”

      With
        a sigh, Jacob trades our fry baskets, and I grin at him. If
          only I had a chocolate milkshake to dip them in. I
        don’t push my luck. My mom is here, too, and she’s always
        reminding me about my diet. I’m well-aware of it by now, but
        it’s old-habit. She’s been doing that since I turned ten
        and told her I wanted to be famous when I grew up.

      “If
        that’s true,” she’d
        asked me, smoothing my hair back from my face with a smile, “then
          are you ready to grow up tomorrow? Because that’s what it’s
          going to take.”

      And
        she was right. I listened to every single thing she ever told me to
        do, and that’s how I ended up here. I tap on my phone screen,
        heading to Spotify to pick a song. If I’m not listening to my
        own music for practice, then I’m listening to my peers for
        inspiration and to keep on trend. When I have a moment like I have
        now, just a single little moment to myself, I listen to heavy metal.
        Not because I’m a badass or anything, but just because it’s
        different.

      “I
        did win,” I say suddenly, looking up from my phone. Jacob turns
        over his shoulder to give me a weird look.

      “Huh?”

      “I
        did win,” I tell him with a smile, pushing up the sleeve of my
        T-shirt to show off an impressive bicep. I meet with a personal
        trainer five days a week. The guy travels with
        me. Of course I have muscles. Jacob is nuts.

      “Pretty
        sure fights aren’t good for your brand either,”
        Jacob teases, but my mother is in the car and she’s actually my
        brand manager so … Her head snaps up at the word and she looks
        from me to Jacob.

      “He
        can’t get in a fight; it is bad
        for his brand. Don’t provoke him, honey.”

      My
        cousin narrows his eyes but says nothing. He’s good at his job,
        most definitely, but he also has that job because he’s related
        to my mom, and she practically raised him.

      “Consider
        yourself lucky,” Jacob whispers as he glares around the edge of
        his seat at me. I lift an arm up in faux threat, and he does the same
        to me. We bat at each other, and then when I think Jacob is
        sufficiently distracted, I steal his milkshake and take a sip before
        he can stop me.

      “You
        can do an extra fifteen minutes on the treadmill tonight. We have
        time.” Jacob steals his drink back and then turns to face the
        front as I shake my head and lean back in my seat. As we pass the
        Curse Girl and the dark-haired guy again, I see that their SUV is
        dark and quiet.

      They’re
        not sleeping in there, are they? But
        they might be. Wouldn’t be the first time a fan followed along
        with the tour and slept in their car.

      In
        the morning, on the way to practice—this time the practice room
        is at the venue and not the hotel—we pass by the parking lot
        where I saw the SUV last night. It’s still there, and it’s
        seven a.m. Fog has rolled in off the nearby lake, and it’s a
        chilly spring morning. Too chilly to sleep in a car.

      Huh.

      What
        if she’s ill? I
        ask again, but then I shake my head and rub at my temples. If she is,
        there’s a link on the front page of my website. We do dozens of
        special meet and greets every month. If she wants to see me that
        badly, she can fill that out.

      You’re
        nuts, Tam, I
        tell myself, but I can’t devote anymore energy to this. I have
        practice all morning, another shoot for the new video, and then a
        meet and greet. My time is already spoken for.

      Already paid for.

   

  











CHAPTER NINE

LAKE

  165
  bobas left until we both die …

      



This
        meet-and-greet ticket cost the family ten-grand.
        For one ticket. One. The emergency fund isn’t going to last much longer—even
        if Joules didn’t get a ticket for himself. I’m sucking
        all my family’s money up like one of the sexy vampires in my
        Aunt Lisa’s favorite novels.

      I
        have one such novel tucked away in my purse, just for fun.

      The
        purse is confiscated at security on my way in. Hope
          the security guard doesn’t go through it. Unless
        he likes dark romance and trigger warnings, he’ll be in for a
        shock. The sexy white dress that Joules told me I had to wear is
        patted down, all the pockets turned out. I have to walk through a
        metal detector just to get into the hallway.

      “Alright
  … Lake Frost?” a woman at the front calls out, and I
        raise my hand like I’m twelve years old or something. The other
        four members of this morning’s meet and greet stare at me like
        I’ve sprouted radishes from my eyes. They’re probably all
        Tambourines, probably know every single one of Tam’s songs by
        heart. I drop my hand a little and then give a bit of a wave.

      “Yeah,
        that’s me. Lake.”

      “Wonderful.”
        The woman doesn’t even look at me, scanning down a list of
        items in front of her. “Let’s go over the rules together,
        so we can all have a good time today. First rule is, of course, no
        pictures or recordings of any kind. You’ve all had your phones
        confiscated, but if you do have a hidden cam or mic on you, I suggest
        you get rid of that, too, or you’ll be banned from any
        in-person events with Tam for life. Second, please wait your turn to
        speak. He’ll be greeting everyone here personally, and each
        person will be getting the same amount of time.” The woman
        finally looks up and forces a smile. She looks tired. Her ponytail is
        messy, and there are dark circles under her eyes. I feel bad for her.
        Working on this tour must be intense. “Any questions?”

      Nobody
        seems to have any, and the girl nods, turning around and tapping in a
        code on the door lock. It opens and we’re ushered into a small
        space divided by a velvet rope that I don’t dare touch
        for fear of what happened last time.

      My
        nerves are a tangled noose, one that’s looped around my neck
        and squeezing. I can’t breathe. This isn’t a meet-cute:
        this is a manufactured meeting. Because no matter what tactics I try,
        I can’t get Tam to notice me. Please
          don’t let him remember the paper wad that I threw at his head. Shit,
        that was unbelievably stupid, wasn’t it? I’m just lucky
        Tam’s security can’t tell one green-haired fangirl from
        another, or I’d be screwed.

      Looking
        around, I figure that maybe this is a room built specifically for
        this sort of thing. It has velvet walls and dark wood paneling, a
        funky lime green chandelier hanging from the black ceiling, and stars
        on the floor. There are chaise lounges on both sides, but they look
        too fancy to be used. One has green leopard-print fabric while the
        other is done up in pink cheetah. It looks like a tattoo parlor.

      While
        we wait, aimless without our phones, the other VIPs and I study each
        other with not-so-subtle sideways glances. There’s a girl who
        looks like an anime character at the far end, blonde hair in
        pigtails, wearing a schoolgirl outfit with a ridiculously short plaid
        skirt. There’s a woman with gold lipstick and a designer gown on
        her narrow shoulders, hair coiffed like Marilyn Monroe. A teenage boy
        with pimples and a shirt that says Not
          Fat, Just Fluffy talks
        excitedly to a girl who could’ve walked out of a pop group. She
        looks oddly similar to Kaycee Quinn, like maybe that was the point?

      Crap.

      I’m
        standing there with tan lines from spending too much time at Lake
        Leatherwood in the summer, a white cotton sundress on my shoulders
        that’s ridiculously inappropriate for the weather, and this
        stupid little watermelon slice belt that I couldn’t resist
        bringing and wearing. It’s just funny to me. I still don’t
        understand how anyone could hate watermelon. It’s absurd.

      You
        know what else is absurd? The girls in this room. I feel like a small
        child putting on her mother’s heels and smearing lipstick on
        her mouth. These girls—these women—are
        out of my league, polished and practiced and put-together. I’m
  … a normal person. A little messy, some good features, some
        great ones, some terrible ones. I put my face in my hands and
        breathe.

      What’s
        something interesting about you that you could tell Tam to get his
        attention? That you’re weirdly obsessed with boba tea? That you
        dream about tofu pudding and crystal jelly? That you prefer pumpkin
        raviolis over cheese?

      I
        drop my hands down and tilt my head back, staring up at the ceiling
        and the lime green chandelier.

      Maybe
        I should tell him that I threw the page at his head? That could work.
        I drew a dick with ball hairs for his viewing pleasure.

      The
        door on the opposite side of the room opens, and the other four VIPs
        go dead-silent, breath held in anticipation. I yawn—just
        tired—at the exact moment that Tam steps into the room,
        following behind a man with an iPad.

      Our
        eyes meet.

      He
        quirks a brow as I clamp my lips shut. Oops. Shit.

      Tam
        walks into the room like a model, tossing strawberry hair from his
        angelic face. His pretty smile is firmly fixed, but his green eyes
        are somewhere else. I think he might be sneaking glances at me, but
        it’s hard to say. He shines in the not-so-casual black cargo
        pants with the red claw slashes sewn into the legs. It looks like he
        got attacked by a werewolf, a reference to one of his older albums
        where each song was based around Tam being a monster boyfriend of
        some kind. A vampire, a werewolf, a fae, a dragon. I haven’t
        heard many songs from that era, but it created enough memes that I still see
        people using them ten years later.

      He’s
        got a red hoodie on over the top and matching sneakers. The outfit
        looks like it could buy a small country with the proceeds from a
        resale.

      “Hey
        everyone,” he says, and I realize that he isn’t sneaking
        glances at me. He isn’t looking at me at all. He’s so not looking
        at me that he’s pointedly gazing at
        everyone else. Tam waves at us with both hands before stepping up to
        the first person in line: the anime girl. “I think you might
        know who I am, but I didn’t catch your name?”

      I
        snort a laugh, and everyone turns to stare at me except for the girl
        and Tam. Damn it. I’m blowing this already. But seriously? What
        a contrived line. He might as well start telling her how he likes cute
          girls who know how to stay true to themselves.

      “Amy,”
        she replies, gripping onto his hand with both of hers. She clutches
        at him like he’s her only hope of salvation. “I’ve
        been listening to your music since I was fifteen. There was a time
        when … I tried to hurt myself, but then I thought of you. Tam,
        you have no idea how important your job really is. You saved me.”

      Oh.
        I feel bad for making fun of her now. I’m also fucked. I’m
        trying to be more audacious, but I am not audacious enough to fake
        something like a suicide to get Tam’s attention. He’s not
        even going to remember me when he walks out the door at the end of
        this.

      Tam
        looks dumbfounded, like he doesn’t quite know what to say. But
        then his expression shifts, and he’s smiling at her like he
        wants to ask her out. He lifts up a hand to tuck hair behind her ear,
        and she sighs lovingly at him. It’s like watching Joules in
        action. Really, there’s no difference. I cross my arms and yawn
        again. Still not on purpose. Still just tired.

      “If
        you ever feel like that again, text me, okay? I’ll give you my
        number.” Tam turns back to his assistant for a pen, and then
        writes it down on the girl’s hand. I doubt that’s even
        his real number. I mean, I’m sure it’s a real
        number with a team of associates who answer all of his texts and
        emails, but I don’t think it’s Tam’s personal
        number.

      No
        way.

      He
        moves down to the next person in line, and I start to get nervous.
        It’s hard at times to remember that my life depends on making
        this guy like me. I close my eyes and summon up memories of Joe’s
        last night, the way he came home from Marla’s with a sad smile
        on his face and just shook his head.

      “I
  … I’m freaking Marla out now. She asked me to leave
        several times. I was scaring her. I … couldn’t stand
        outside and scare her, could I?”

      “Joe,
        this is your life!” my Aunt Lisa yelled, tears streaming down her face as she took her
        son’s shoulders in her hands. “Do
          what it takes. Whatever it takes. I don’t care how that bitch feels.”

      “Don’t
        call her that,” he said, voice surprisingly strong. “It’s
          only been a year since the man she loved died right in front of her.
          She’s doing her best. I’m doing my best. We’re just
  … doing our best with a curse we don’t know anything
          about.”

      Aunt
        Lisa tried to go for her keys near the front door, maybe to leave and
        bring Marla back, I don’t know.

      Joe’s
        the one that stopped her while Joules and I stood silently nearby.

      “Look,
        it’s probably a bunch of shit, right?” Joe’s voice, the warm confidence of it, oh man. People got
        excited when Joe walked into a room. He had that kind of energy.
        You’d start to sit straighter in your chair. You’d smile
        more. You’d find yourself participating in games you never had
        interest in before. Bocce ball. Cornhole. Croquet. My cousin started
        a croquet club at the university. “I’m
          sure I’ll be fine.”

      But
        Joe didn’t mean that.

      He
        knew the ugly truth. The fear was in his eyes that night when we
        pulled a mattress into the living room so we could all lay cuddled up
        together in front of the fireplace. It was in his eyes when we
        cracked the pizza box and took turns scarfing slices without any
        plates and only a handful of napkins.

      It
        was there at eleven-twenty-two in the evening when he started gasping
        for breath, when Joules moved him onto the floor to perform CPR. It
        was there as I held his head in my lap, while my aunt called 911,
        while we fought to save a man that we knew could not be saved.

      2006.
        One of my more distant relatives—but close enough still to be
        cursed—checked herself into the hospital in preparation for
        failing the curse. “It’s
          just the heart, right? If they can restart the heart, we’re
          okay.” She
        was there when it happened, and even the paddles couldn’t save
        her. They couldn’t save Joe either.

      “I
        fucking hate curses,” I whisper, and then I open my eyes and
        Tam is standing there with his arms crossed, waiting. How long he’s
        been standing there, I’m not sure. I honestly do not want to
        know. “Shit.”

      “Shit?”
        He extends his hand, and when I reach out to take it, I see him draw
        back just a little. A shiver overtakes his entire body, goose bumps
        on what little of his arms I can see around the rolled-up sleeves of
        the sweatshirt.

      He’s
        supposed to get excited when he sees me, but Tam Eyre isn’t
        excited. He’s disturbed. Oh
        my God, I was right. Either his butterflies are broken, or he doesn’t
        even know what butterflies are.

      “You’re
        afraid to touch me,” I breathe, eyes shifting to the side. How
          the hell am I supposed to make him love me if he can’t even
          shake my hand? I
        withdraw my offer of a handshake. If he doesn’t want to touch
        me, I won’t make him touch me.

      Tam
        lunges forward and snatches me around the wrist, fingers burning like
        hot iron as he locks me in place with a single touch. The match mark
        on my left wrist sizzles and causes me to grit my teeth. My eyes find
        his.

      “I’m
        Tam, right?” he says, almost perplexed, the most adorable
        little frown line between his eyes. I want to reach out my thumb and
        smooth it, but he’d probably have his mean-looking security
        guard jump me. So … he asks me a rhetorical question about his
        own name? “And that makes you …?”

      “Lakelynn.
        I signed my name on the note that I threw at your head last night.”
        That’s what I say. It’s not accidental either. I’m
        looking for something here, a clue, a tiny nugget of hope.

      “No,
        you didn’t,” he replies, still holding onto my arm.
        Neither of us seems to realize that. His manager shifts uncomfortably
        behind him and clears his throat. Tam ignores him. “You drew a
        dick and told me you were cursed. You said you wanted five minutes,
        so here you go.” He smiles at me like the true-to-life asshole
        I bet he is. I
          knew it! Nobody is that nice in real life!

      “Each
        person gets three minutes, Tam,” his manager corrects, but we
        just stay as we are, arms locked in some sort of weird medieval
        handshake. I feel like comrades locking forearms, getting ready for a
        jousting tournament or something.

      “I
        meant five minutes in private.” I take a deep breath, holding
        his gaze and watching as cold chills skitter down his spine followed
        by a flush that turns his palm a little sweaty. He tries to withdraw,
        and I gently grip his fingers to keep him in place. I wait to be
        tackled by security, but Tam doesn’t call for them.

      “Yeah,
        that’s not going to happen,” he tells me, almost
        apologetically. His hair is so shiny that it’s distracting,
        like the pink parts of an abalone shell. Pearlescent. I blink my
        attention away from it as my mind whirs with something to say.

      This
        is already more of an opportunity than I believed I’d get
        today. See?
          I was fishing to see if he’d read my note, and he had. He did.
          Maybe that counted as a real meet-cute?

      “I’ll
        be dead in a year.” I pause and rethink that. One
          hundred and sixty-five bobas left. “Scratch
        that: I’ll be dead at the end of August.”

      “Alright,
        I think we’re done here,” the manager guy says, but Tam
        ignores him, leaning in toward me. His mouth is nearly touching my
        ear, and I think I might be weak in the knees for some reason.

      “Why?
        Because of the curse?”

      I
        turn suddenly and our noses bump together.

      Tam
        is hauled back suddenly, and that gray-eyed security dude is standing
        between us.

      “Don’t
        kick her out; that was my fault,” Tam explains, but he seems
        flustered as he turns back to the other VIPs and struggles for
        something to say. His smile slides in place as easily as the clip-in
        bangs I’m wearing today. Just as real as those clip-in bangs,
        too. “I almost forgot: I’ve got some merch for you guys.”

      He
        retrieves five canvas tote bags from an assistant and passes them
        out. He doesn’t look at me when he passes by this time, but I
        mouth, “Yes,
          the fucking curse” at
        him. I don’t think he notices.

      Tam
        draws a red Sharpie out of his back pocket and goes about signing
        each of our totes, personalizing them with names or song lyrics or
        hearts; he lets the VIPs dictate what they want. The others talk to
        him while he does it, so I figure I can talk to him, too.

      “I
        don’t even like your music,” the girl next to me—the
        Kaycee Queen lookalike—says. She feigns an apathetic frown
        that’s belied by the tremor in her hands. “I’m only
        here because my sister had a ticket and ended up not being able to
        go.”

      “What
        music do you like then?” Tam asks easily, as if he’s
        heard this story about a million times before. It’s a strategy
        for sure, pretend to be different than the millions of other devoted
        fans. See if Tam is excited by a challenge, by the unusual, the
        unique.

      He
        isn’t buying it. The girl mumbles something about a female
        rapper I’m only vaguely familiar with, and then Tam is standing
        in front of me again.

      He
        doesn’t ask me what I want signed like he did with the others.

      He
        leans in and scribbles … is that a dick on my bag?!

      Good
        luck, xoxo Tam.

      Tam
        turns away and pops the cap on the Sharpie as I gape at his back,
        stunned speechless. He tosses the pen to his assistant, and then
        exits the room without a backward glance.
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      “Joules.”
        I rush into his arms as soon as I get outside, frantically shoving
        the bag at his chest. He frowns as he takes it, peering down at the
        red Sharpie dick drawing. He doesn’t seem nearly as thrilled by
        it as I am. “This is good thing,” I declare, stabbing at
        the drawing with a finger. “He’s taking notice of me; he
        knows I exist.”

      “He
        drew a cock on my little sister’s bag?” Joules asks,
        teeth gritted. I ignore him, pushing past Joules so that I can climb
        into the SUV. It’s freezing out
        there, and I refuse to stand outside for even a second longer than
        needed. As per typical Joules, the SUV is running, nice and warm and
        toasty inside. Plus, there’s a coffee waiting for me.

      I
        pick it up and take a test sip, careful not to burn my tongue. Ahh,
        nice black coffee with a single cube of sugar. Just the way Joules
        likes it, and how he always orders it for me even though I prefer
        tea. I love my brother.

      He
        hops into the driver’s seat, still holding the bag, and then
        begins to dig through it. There are photo cards—shiny
        pocket-sized pictures of Tam on cardstock, all signed—a T-shirt
        with the name and logo of the tour, a fan covered in hot pink
        tambourines with #Tambourines written in white. There’s a pen,
        a rubber bracelet, and a CD wrapped in shiny paper. People collect
        CDs like they’re records, and I just for the life of me cannot
        figure that obsession out.

      It,
        too, is signed.

      “There’s
        nothing special in here,” Joules says grimly as I adjust the
        heater vent so that it’s pointing directly at my face. I sigh
        and sip my coffee.

      “Special?
        It doesn’t need to be special. He drew a dick; he read my note.
        He even knew that I hadn’t put my name on it. Joules, he remembered me.”

      “Yeah,
        but he had you right in front of him and he did nothing. He had your
        number, and he did nothing. He could’ve asked for your number
        again tonight or given you his.” Joules looks up and then
        shakes the canvas bag angrily, jaw clenched. “Instead of
        drawing a fucking dick on the side, he could’ve written his
        number.”

      Oh.

      I
        wasn’t thinking of it like that. Tam seemed intrigued by me,
        and he touched me for longer than anyone else. He whispered in my
        ear. He drew inappropriate doodles on my merch.

      Yet,
        Joules is right. That, and Tam gave another girl his number—even
        if it was his fake number.

      He
        didn’t give me anything.

      And
        for six
          more weeks, he
        doesn’t give us anything else.

      Wait
        outside his hotel. Wait outside the venue. Work a job at the stadium.
        Go to boba tea. Go to motel. Sit in chair. Suck hope from a straw.

      Consider
        going home to spend the rest of my time in the arms of my family.

   

  











CHAPTER TEN

JOULES

  123
  bobas left until my baby sister dies …

  



Lake
        doesn’t want to go to the club with me. That’s fine. I’ve
        dragged her to dozens of clubs over the last few months, and we
        haven’t once seen Tam Eyre. Based on the intel I’ve
        gathered from flirting, schmoozing, or drinking my targets into
        submission, I’ve learned that he isn’t the partying type.
        Barely drinks. Never goes out—certainly not to clubs.

      So,
        it’s okay that Lake didn’t want to come tonight. When I
        go out on these missions, I’m looking for two things: gossip …
        and Kaycee Quinn.

      I’m
        starting to wonder if she’s changed her ways after hooking up
        with Tam. According to anybody who’s anybody, Kaycee likes to
        go out when she’s in town for a concert, but I haven’t
        seen her yet. And I know I’m not missing the right clubs. I
        have got the right fucking clubs.

      I
        stand in the corner of the room tonight, hands tucked into my
        pockets, working my jaw in frustration. Girls keep coming up to me to
        offer their numbers, ask me to dance, ask me to sleep with them. I
        rub at my forehead.

      How
        are we three-and-a-half months into this, and all we’ve got is
        a dick on a bag?

      I’ve
        been here all night, surrounded by sweaty, half-dressed clout
        chasers, too many mirrors, and walls as red as blood. I’ve got
        my arms crossed over my chest, scanning the room for any sign of
        Kaycee. Not that I have much hope. Months of chasing her, of chasing
        Tam Eyre, and what do we have to show for it?

      I
        scoff and push away from the wall, heading in the direction of the
        bar. I splurged on an Uber tonight, so I’m treating myself to
        another drink with the meager tip money I earned at my food service
        job last night. Hawking water bottles in the crowd while Tam sang
        about girls
          who taste like milk and honey.

      “Fuck
        me. I hate his music.” I stop walking, tilting my head back and
        closing my eyes. “Kiss
          This Rizz” is
        playing—another damn Tam song. If I never hear another one of
        his songs for the rest of my life, I’ll be happy. Joe,
          why aren’t you here to help with this? He
        would’ve loved this trip, would’ve found a way to make it
        fun, even while he stayed up late worrying about Lake beside me.

      I
        could just imagine him last night, standing next to me while I peered
        down at Lake on the pull-out couch bed. I told her
        that I’d take the couch, but she didn’t listen. Stubborn
          little brat. My
        lips twitch in a smile. As soon as I left the hotel room to hit the
        clubs, she moved off the bed and onto the couch, and was fast asleep
        when I got back.

      Too
        bad for her that I’m strong and stubborn—even more
        stubborn than she is. I just picked my sister up and put her in the
        bed, tucked her in as she grumbled her displeasure, and slept in the
        warm space she left under the covers. Joe would’ve covered his
        mouth and tried not to laugh the whole time, climbing into the bed
        beside me.

      We’d
        have laid there facing one another, hands pillowed under our cheeks,
        flashes of light from the city outside playing across our faces.
        Patches of a foreign world, so unlike the quiet corner of Arkansas we
        left behind.

      “Which
        is your least favorite Tam song?” Joe
        would’ve asked me, and I would’ve had to think really
        hard. Which one? I hate them all.

      “Sweet
        Honey,” I’d
        answer, and Joe would nod knowingly.

      The
        next time we were at the concert and that horrible song came on, he’d
        have come running through the empty venue halls. I’d pause, a
        broom in hand, a frown on my face. Blond-haired and bright-eyed, he’d
        pause in front of me, flash a shit-eating grin, and then tug his
        big-ass headphones from his pocket. He always wore them hanging out,
        one giant earmuff sized speaker stuffed in his jeans. He’d
        throw them onto my ears, and something that he knew I liked would be
        playing instead.

      I
        want to punch something.

      I
        lost my cousin, and I will not lose
        my baby sister.

      My
        eyes flash open, and there’s a girl standing in front of me on
        her tiptoes. She’s staring at me from wide, inquisitive eyes, a
        flash of a smile on her red lips, a grain of tequila salt on the edge
        of her mouth.

      “What
        are you doing?” I blurt, reaching out automatically to grab her
        arms when she looks like she might tip over. Some invisible God kicks
        me in the heart, jumpstarting this frantic, uneven rattle that makes
        me just a little dizzy. Everything hurts all of a sudden: my lungs,
        my chest, my head, and most especially, my dick.

      “Everyone
        in here is moving, and you’re the only one standing still,”
        she tells me, relaxing back onto her heels. I was so lost in my head
        that I didn’t realize anyone had come up to me. It’s a
        trait that both Lake and I share, that Joe used to share with us, the
        three of us dreaming on our feet. “What’s your name?”
        the girl asks me, as I blink stupidly down at her.

      I
        am never this
        lost for words when it comes to girls. The moment I hit puberty, I
        was swarmed with them. I don’t think much about it anymore. If
        I see a girl I like, I approach her, I smile, I offer my number. If
        she says no then I move on, and I wait for the next girl.

      I
        feel like if this girl tells me no then … I might give a
        little bit of chase.

      A
        cocky smile warms my lips, the shape as familiar to me as the sight
        of my hands on a woman’s upper arms.

      “Joules
        Frost,” I tell her, leaning down to put my mouth up against her
        ear. The woman’s hand clenches in the fabric of my T-shirt.
        It’s a relatively tight fit, so the motion of her fingers
        causes her nails to scrape against my skin. The shift of my body
        pushes my hard cock up against the fabric of my boxers, and I
        struggle to keep my tone even. “And you’re Kaycee Quinn.
        I’ve spent a hell of a long time looking for you.”

      She
        steps back suddenly, knocking our heads together.

      “Ouch.”
        I rub at my head and stand up straight, frowning down at Kaycee.

      Because
        only a forest hermit would fail to recognize the up-and-coming pop
        star. She’s no Tam Eyre just yet, but dating him has doubled
        her popularity, easy. Apparently, calling Kaycee by her name,
        recognizing her for who she is, that’s a cardinal sin.

      The
        open curiosity in her face dims, and she purses that shiny cherry
        mouth of hers. I’ve never seen a girl with a mouth that
        actually looks like fruit, something plump and ripe that needs to be
        bitten. If
          I did, if I nibbled you, Kaycee Quinn, what would you taste like?

      I
        have a feeling she wouldn’t taste like Tam’s girl—this
        soft milk and honey person. There’s a sharp glint in Kaycee’s
        brown eyes that’s caught my immediate attention.

      “Oh,
        too bad. I was hoping you’d be interesting.”

      “You
        have no idea the stories I could tell,” I reply, lifting a
        thumb up and brushing at the corner of my lip. “You’ve
        got a little something here.”

      Kaycee’s
        eyes widen slightly, and she reaches up, touching the wrong side of
        her mouth. I’m so tempted to lean down and lick the salt from
        her lip, but we’re not there yet. We’ll get there,
        believe it or not.

      I
        can do all sorts of things to help Lakelynn run into Tam, but I can’t
        do the real work for her. As far as falling in love, that’s on
        her and him. But what I can do is this: I can get rid of Kaycee
        fucking Quinn by making her fall in love with me. If she breaks up
        with Tam, then that’s one less obstacle between me and saving
        my sister’s life.

      I
        reach out and swipe my thumb over the salt grain, bringing it to my
        lips. My eyes are on that single white kernel resting on the whorls
        of my fingertip. I lick it, turning my gaze up to Kaycee at the same
        moment.

      She laughs at
        me, one hand covering her mouth.

      “You
        really think you’re hot shit, don’t you?” she
        mumbles behind her fingers, and I smile a little wider, tucking my
        hands into my pockets.

      “I
        know I’m hot shit. Let me buy you a drink, and I’ll prove
        it. If you’re not convinced by the end of the third shot, I’ll
        never bother you again.”

      “You’ll
        never bother me again now,”
        Kaycee says with a slick, little smile. “Because I’m
        leaving. I was on my way out. You seemed different at first, but I
        see now that’s not actually the case.”

      “I
        was thinking about my dead cousin,” I tell her, my skin dancing
        with heat. I almost check the heart-shaped birthmark on my wrist, but
        there’s no point.

      Kaycee
        is not my
        Match even if it feels like she should be.

      Why
        am I having a reaction like this to her? I
        wonder as I wait to see how she’ll respond to my statement.
        Some might say that I’m using Joe to get to Kaycee, but if Joe
        could talk to me, he’d tell me to go for it. “We
          can’t let our girl die, can we, Joules?” he’d
        say. I can practically hear his voice in my ear now.

      I’m
        not the sort of guy who follows women around. If she says she doesn’t
        want to talk to me, then that’s her choice. But tonight? I
        cannot let Kaycee leave unless she takes my number with her. Lake is
        depending on me.

      Is
        that the only reason? I
        ask myself, digging deeper than I usually do. Maybe a crowded
        nightclub isn’t the place for some sort of heartfelt
        revelation, but I’m having one anyway. Kaycee is intriguing to
        me; she’s more than just a mark. I wish that
        she were my Match.

      “Cheap
        move, using your dead family member. You better not be lying to me
        about that because nothing would disgust me more.” Kaycee turns
        and swings her hair over her shoulder, hitting me with a silky raven
        wave. She always wears her hair in two braids on either side of her
        head. I think it looks much better like this. “But fine. Buy me
        three shots. I’ll let you plead your case.”

      I
        watch her hips as she sashays away from me. I don’t think she
        even realizes she’s doing it. This is a woman who knows she’s
        beautiful, who knows she’s talented, and it’s obvious in
        every step she takes.

      She
        isn’t going to be easy to seduce.

      I
        know right away that Kaycee is going to force me to fight harder than
        I ever have before. She’s going to be a challenge, and she’s
        going to change something fundamental about me by the time we’re
        done with each other. I am certain of all of these things as I take
        the stool on her right.

      She
        turns slightly toward me, and I do the same, putting my legs on
        either side of hers. My knee is between her thighs, but not touching.
        I’m only in her space by maybe two or three inches past polite
        propriety, but she knows it.

      Kaycee
        looks from my knee to my face.

      “Something
        to drink?” the purple-haired girl behind the counter asks.

      “Tequila,
        and bring the bottle,” Kaycee instructs before I get a chance
        to speak. Fuck,
          I wonder how much the bottle costs? I
        definitely don’t have enough in cash to pay for that. But if
        any situation called for use of the family emergency fund, it’d
        be this one. I have to
        get Kaycee to break up with Tam because my sister’s too nice to
        be vicious.

      Even
        if I end up hating Kaycee, I’ll make her love me. I’ll go
        to bed with her. I’ll worship the ground she walks on until the
        curse is broken. If I don’t end up hating Kaycee, this might be
        fun.

      I
        toss my credit card down on the counter, and the bartender collects
        it. When she comes back, I sign for the purchase, tip well, and do
        something sneaky with the purple pen. I distract Kaycee with a story.

      “My
        cousin’s heart stopped suddenly; he was twenty-three years
        old.” I smile grimly as I turn my head to stare at the
        lacquered wood surface of the bar top. “We tried to save him. I
        did CPR. They gave him a shot of epinephrine in the ambulance. They
        used the paddles at the hospital.”

      It’s
        been a whole year, so why does it feel like it happened yesterday? I
        imagine that if I live to be a hundred-and-eleven-years-old like my
        great-great grandma Fernon, I’ll still remember Joe’s
        face and his laughter and his final gasps for breath.

      Ah,
        Grandma Fernon, I
        think, how
          did you do it? She
        was matched with a famous movie director after spotting him climbing
        out of a limo outside some fancy hotel where she worked as a maid. I
        imagine she felt much the same way that Lakelynn and I do now, like
        we’re playing the lottery for a life.

      “See,
        and this is why I stayed.” Kaycee slaps her palm on the table,
        drawing my attention to the fact that there are two glasses rimmed in
        salt, tipped with lime, and a heavy pour of tequila in each. “It’s
        why I stopped, why I didn’t leave, and why I’m still
        sitting here.” She leans in toward me. “When you sink
        into your head like that, your face changes.”

      I
        laugh and swipe a hand over my face, as if looking for the change
        she’s talking about. I don’t feel any different. She
        picks up her glass, licks the salt nice and slow while staring into
        my eyes. Downs the shot. I pick up my own and do the same, slamming
        the glass into the bar top.

      “I’m
        really sorry about your cousin.” Kaycee looks sorry,
        like her words are more than the meaningless platitude they usually
        are. Doesn’t bother me though. People could do worse than
        pretend to be nice. Or genuinely try to be nice and simply not know
        what to say. There are other things to complain about. “It
        seems like you were really close. I don’t have any cousins, so
        I’m imagining your pain is similar to losing a friend.

      “You
        lost a friend?” I ask, and she nods.

      “My
        best friend in high school was hit by a car. Nobody’s fault.
        Just an accident.” She picks up the bottle of tequila, amber
        liquid sloshing into of the shot glass and over the side. Kaycee
        pours me another, and I realize we’re moving through these
        shots more quickly than I expected.

      “That’s
        how it was with Joe: nobody’s fault. The only person I could
        blame was the universe. Doesn’t make for a very satisfying
        villain.” I smirk at Kaycee, toying with my glass. I’m
        not taking any of these shots before she does. Gotta prolong my time
        with her as long as I possibly can. And
          then hope the bathroom is free when I get back, so I can jerk off to
          thoughts of her. It’s
        a horrible thing to think about a girl I just met, but I can’t
        help myself. Kaycee makes me feel like I’ve just stuck my pinky
        finger into an electrical socket. “Usually, that’s my
        job, to be the villain. Do you like villains, Kaycee Quinn?”

      “I’ve
        always been more into heroes,” she tells me, and then she takes
        her shot. Damn
          it. She’s
        already reaching out for the bottle. “That’s why I’m
        dating Tam. You know him, don’t you?” She laughs, all
        throaty and sexy and taunting. She’s
        taunting me is what she’s doing. “Tam is the hero type,
        but he thinks he’s a piece of shit, so he’s always
        struggling to make up for something he hasn’t done in the first
        place. Do you know what the result of that is, Joules Frost?”

      Ahh.
        Nice. She threw my full name back at me which means she chose to
        remember it. Good sign.

      “Sounds
        tiresome and boring. Does he fuck like that, too? Apologetic and
        weak-willed? There’s no way he’s good in bed.”

      Kaycee
        freezes as I grin and then knock my own shot back. I set it down on
        the table and wipe the fire from my lips. Holy shit. What brand is
        this? I check the label, but I have no idea what I’m looking
        for. Seems expensive. I set it back down.

      She
        doesn’t respond, hurriedly pouring both of us our third and
        final shot of the night.

      “You
        have balls to ask me something like that—and not in a good
        way.”

      “So,
        you’ve never slept with him? I figured. Is he a virgin or
        something? I’m not judging, just saying. He’s got the
        look of a virgin.”

      Kaycee
        sets the bottle down and then turns to look at me, hands pressed into
        the red velvet stool between her thighs. Lips pursed. Face serious.
        She peers closely at me, and then shakes her head, dark hair wafting
        around her pale-moon face like the shadows of an eclipse. Red light
        from the dance floor limns her in vibrant color.

      “Where
        are you from?” she asks me pointedly, and I know immediately
        that we’re not headed down the right track. As soon as I say Arkansas, it’s
        game over. Girls like this don’t know that my home state can be
        pretty awesome, especially up in Northwest Arkansas where I’m
        from. That whole area dances to the beat of its own drum. We have
        Eureka Springs, which is full of hippies and artists. We have
        Fayetteville which is home to the University of Arkansas, Bentonville
        which is home to uptight preppy people, and Rogers which is
        blue-collar jobs and strong handshakes.

      “I’m
        on the road now. My sister has less than a year to live, so I’m
        taking her to all of Tam’s concerts.”

      Kaycee’s
        lips purse, and she tips back her final shot, setting the glass down
        and grabbing the bottle by the neck.

      “I
        told you: I take that shit seriously. Your sister isn’t dying,
        and to pretend that she is? That’s disgusting. Have a nice day,
        Joules Frost.”

      I
        grit my teeth, hand coming out to snatch her wrist. She looks down at
        it and then up at me like she might spit in my face. I release her
        immediately and hold up my own shot.

      “I
        haven’t finished my third shot. That, and you just jumped to a
        whole lot of fucking conclusions. My sister has one hope
        of living past August. Just one. And if it doesn’t work, she is going
        to die.” I stand up, my shot still in my hand, and then I take
        it. “You said I wasn’t very interesting? Well, Kaycee
        Quinn, neither are you.”

      I
        take off before she can respond, angry enough at her response that
        I’m regretting surreptitiously writing my number on the
        customer copy of the receipt. I slipped it into her bag when she
        wasn’t looking. But if she called me now? I probably wouldn’t
        answer.

      I
        know that I’m supposed to be making her fall in love with me,
        but how dare she talk like that about my fucking sister?

      I
        step outside of the club, shivering at the cold, and draw my phone
        from my pocket to call an Uber. It buzzes, and a notification pops
        up.

      I’m
        sorry, Joules, is
        all that it says, but I smile anyway.

      Well,
        damn.

      I’m
        impressed.

      I
        don’t respond to Kaycee, not tonight. But I will. Before she
        loses whatever courage gripped her to message me, and she deletes my
        number.

      “Should’ve
        just admitted to being from Arkansas,” I mumble, and then
        because I don’t want to wait for an Uber, I hail a taxi and
        head back to the hotel.
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My
        next job is to be a dancing hot dog. I’m really scraping the
        bottom of the barrel here.

      I
        tuck my phone in my lap, hands over the top of it, and look at
        Joules. He’s driving with a strange expression on his face,
        like there’s something bothering him.

      “Joules.”
        I’m being serious here. He better tell me if he’s hiding
        something.

      “Lake,”
        he replies in this weirdly calm way, in a way that Joules never talks
        normally. My eyes narrow. He may as well have confessed his worst
        secret to me. I’m going to assume that whatever he’s
        hiding, it’s that bad. If he doesn’t want me to think
        that way, he’s going to have to confess. Joules sighs. “I
        didn’t want to worry you—”

      “What
        could possibly worry me any more than dying in …” I
        squint down at the bright orange boba in my hand. It’s a
        peach-passion fruit tea with passion fruit popping boba, and it’s divine. What
        other food is like this? Tiny popping balls. I’m mesmerized.
  “One-hundred-and-twenty-two bobas.”

      “Lakelynn,
        I met Kaycee Quinn last night.”

      “And?”
        I ask, eyes going wide. This is something he thought I’d be
        worried about? This is the only part
        of the me-seducing-Tam plot that I’m not worried
        about. “Why do you have that look on your face? You just met a
        new girl. You’re always happiest after you’ve met a new
        girl.”

      “Wow,
        paint a pretty picture of me,” he drawls, giving me a blue
        side-eye for as long as he can before he has to watch the road again.
        He’s driving, and we’re on our way from Kansas City to
        Denver, easily one of the longest driving days of our trip (minus the
        first day). We might have to get extra boba. I suck harder on my
        straw. “Although … I might be a shallow bastard, Lake.
        You might be right.”

      “So
        why are you acting like you didn’t meet a girl last night?”

      “Because
        I didn’t like her,” he blurts, and then I turn in
        slow-motion horror to see that he’s embarrassed but trying not
        to be. Running his fingers through his hair. Touching his mouth a
        lot. Like, he’s touching his mouth way too
        much, and that’s a tell of his.

      I
        smack him in the arm, hard enough to be startling but not too
        startling that we’re going to crash. He grits his teeth at me,
        the feral scowl of an animal.

      “Get
        domesticated, Joules,” I warn him, but that only makes his
        scowl turn into a grin, and that’s even worse. “I would never ask
        you to seduce a girl that you don’t like. Don’t worry
        about it.” I turn back to the front, sticking a nail through
        the thin pink plastic lid of the boba cup. The straw is white and
        purple, and the whole drink is just a messy blotch of color. I smile
        as I use my straw to stab loose boba, bringing them to my mouth. I
        won’t waste even one. “I’ll get Tam to like me for
        who I am. If I can’t believe in myself, then who can I believe
        in? I’m putting my money on me, Joules.
        Don’t bother with Kaycee; Tam will fall in love with me
        anyway.”

      My
        stomach feels sick. Who would do something like this? Try to
        break up an established couple. It’s gross. It’s fucked.
        It’s … just something I have to do.

      I
        tuck my lip under my teeth, and then Joules smacks me back on the
        shoulder, harder than
        I did to him, and, “who would even do that to their little
        sister?” I growl out, but he ignores me. He’s driving, so
        he knows I won’t retaliate again. “Dickhead.”

      “That
        look on your face just now, you looked like you might die. If only
        one of us is going to suffer, it’s going to be me. You just
        worry about getting as close to Tam as possible. Maybe the curse is
        saving all your meet-cutes for the middle or the end?”

      I
        cough on a boba, and Joules looks worriedly at me, like he thinks I
        might need the Heimlich. I can breathe; I’m fine. He’s
        not wrong in what he’s saying.

      “1999.
        One of grandma’s great-aunts didn’t get a single
        meet-cute until the final two months of the curse in which she and
        her Match met up every day, all day. They fell in love with four days
        to spare and broke the curse.” Quoting the Frost Family
        journals makes me feel confident. Um,
          I’m supposed to be writing my own journal, aren’t I? I
        should get started on that.

      Joules
        summons up his own impressive knowledge of the archives, and I smile,
        waiting to be consoled by a feel-good journal entry.

      “2004.
        Our third-cousin, Arabella, didn’t get any meet-cutes until she
        got stuck in a snowstorm while on a trip with her hiking club. Her
        tent was ruined by a blizzard, so she shared a tent with her Match.
        With only eleven days to spare, they grew close quick.” Joules
        rubs his hand over his mouth. “But they both still died.”

      I
        just stare at him. I’m tempted to flick a boba at his face, but
        he’d probably catch it in his mouth and eat it. I can’t
        have him looking any cooler than he usually does.

      “Thank
        you so much for bringing that up.”

      “You’re
        not the only one who has the family records memorized,” Joules
        states proudly, and I can barely look at the arrogant tilt to his
        chin. We both studied the volumes extensively as soon as we learned
        to read. All Frost children do it, in order to cement the reality
        into us before the world can convince us that the curse isn’t
        real. Sort of … sort of like a cult, I guess. Uhh. I’d
        worry more about it if I hadn’t seen Joe die. If somehow the
        curse isn’t real,
        and all the family members I’ve seen die were just freak
        coincidences then I’ll still be alive at the end of the year
        and that’s what matters.

      So,
        we studied the journals early, and then we studied them again because
        of … Joe.

      The
        car goes quiet, neither of us willing to break the silent memorial
        we’re having.

      Twenty
        minutes later, I’m refocused on the bobas and trying to
        remember how to breathe. I’m scared. Does it make me a coward
        to admit that?

      “I
        got the hot dog job,” I tell Joules, and he laughs.

      “I
        know this is going to sound weird, but … wear lingerie beneath
        the suit.” I punch him in the arm, and he grunts, and then
        scowls at me again. “Stop it. I’m fucking serious, Lake.
        If you’re going to be dressed in a giant hot dog costume, you are going
        to get a meet-cute. The curse has a dark sense of humor. Remember how
        Marla got into a car accident and watched her boyfriend bleed to
        death in front of her? Ten days before Joe
        met her?” I sober up quickly. Right. I … don’t
        ever forget that. “You’ll get a meet-cute, trust me. Wear
        the lingerie. It might make the difference.”

      “You
        want me to sleep with Tam before I even know him?”

      Joules stares at
        me until I gesture back at the windshield. He grudgingly refocuses on
        the road.

      “What
        is the first rule in every one
        of our ancestor’s books?”

      I
        sigh.

      “Try
        to … have sexual intercourse with your Match as soon as
        possible. Most curses are broken after sex. I know, I know.”

      “Do
        you think I like telling
        you this shit? This is hell for me, too, Lake.” He’s
        big-brother-pouty now, elbow on the door, hand in a fist, chin parked
        on it. He’s going to ignore me for a while.

      Doesn’t
        matter.

      I
        put my earbuds in, turn my body, and try to sneak a few videos of Tam
        before Joules stops me.

      The
        first one I click is an interview from yesterday.

      “Have
        you met any interesting fans lately?” the
        interviewer asks—another mega-famous pop star that I think Tam
        is friends with. Tam looks toward the camera, reaching up to ruffle
        his hair. His mouth morphs into a twist that promises he’s
        holding onto all sorts of secrets.

      Secrets
  … between him and me?

      I
        hold my breath, certain for whatever reason that he’s going to
        give me a clue. He’s going to say something that I’m
        supposed to recognize, a hint that he’s still thinking about
        me.

      “I
        met a wonderful woman who traveled with three generations of her
        family to come and see me. I’m always grateful when my music
        can touch the hearts of several generations—”

      I
        click away from the video, anxiety flickering through me.

      Tam
        and I may have met, but he’s not out there thinking about me.

      We’ve
        met, but I still don’t exist for
        him.

      Joules
        was right: I shouldn’t be watching these videos.

      I
        look up cave diving accidents because they just soothe me, and I yank
        my yellow hood up over my head. My pastel green sneakers match my
        hair and are tucked onto the seat cushion beside me, legs folded. I
        peer at Joules around the edge of the fabric.

      “Don’t
        look at Tam videos,” he repeats, and I sigh, cranking my music
        up and doing my best to fall asleep.

      I’m
        giving myself until the end of the month, and then … I’m
  … I’m going home. I only have four months to live, and I
        want to see my family. I already miss them terribly, and Joules did
        promise that we’d go home if his plans weren’t working.

      Please,
        Joe. If you can hear me, help me out a little.

      Curses
        might be real, but are wishes real, too?

      I
        suppose we’ll find out.

       [image: ]
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“Do
        you want to go over everything again?” my new boss asks me, and
        I shake my head. She nods once and snaps her gum. “Good luck.”
        Raised brows. A smirk. I think she started filming me when I first
        walked out of the bathroom in my costume. “Don’t forgot
        to stop after every sale to dance!”

      I’m
        supposed to stand out front and sell hot dogs to people waiting in
        line. Take breaks to do this super cheesy choreography that I learned
        in ten minutes. That’s literally my job, and I hate it.
        I don’t know how to sell hot dogs. I like hot dogs, but I’m more of a hamburger girl.

      And
        underneath my suit? I’m wearing lingerie. It’s beautiful,
        this sky-blue silk patterned with lotus flowers and leaves. I bought
        it as soon as we got into town, used the family’s credit card,
        and then had to buy three bobas because I used the family credit card
        to buy lingerie with such a high price tag.

      I
        feel stupid in it now. I hate Joules. I’m going to punch him
        when I see him next.

      “Hi,
        how are you today?” I begin, approaching the long line with a
        wheeled silver cart in front of me. “Can I get you something to
        eat?”

      “Fuck
        off,” a girl near the front says, and my mouth drops open.
  “We’re waiting for Tam.” She bites her lip and
        reaches up to fiddle with her hair. “I had meet-and-greet
        tickets this morning; he slipped a note into my merch bag. He didn’t
        have to do that, did he?”

      “Holy
        shit,” her friend replies, mouth gaping. “Why didn’t
        you tell me that sooner? Are you nuts?”

      I
        push the cart quickly away from them and down the line. People are
        here way too
        early for a concert that starts at eight. It’s too cold to be
        standing out here.

      Actually,
        I’d assumed the foam costume would be stifling and warm. It’s
        not. And I’m wearing basically nothing underneath it. I stop
        the cart and close my eyes. I
          just want to go home and see my family. But
        that’s my inner princess talking here. Of course I can’t
        go home. I have to fight this with everything I have.

      I
        sell ten hot dogs and then take a break, sitting on a bench and
        paying myself for a hot dog. It’s not good. Not good at all.
        And I have to sell these for the next several hours? How can I do
        that? They’re gross. I am not selling people gross hot dogs.

      With
        a sigh, I use the family credit card to pay for the rest of the hot
        dogs, and I offer them up for free. If they’re free, I won’t
        feel guilty, and I sold all the hot dogs. Done. End of story.

      The
        line disappears, and the concert begins. My boss redirects me to a
        counter selling soda, water, and … hot dogs. More of the same hot
        dogs. I’m not even allowed to take the suit off.

      For
        four hours, I listen to Tam singing all these stupidly dreamy
        platitudes. I’m mouthing the words to “Sweet
          Honey” and
        looking forward to clocking out, when I get (weirdly) the only
        official complaint of the day.

      “I
        want a full refund.” This random woman puts four empty hot dog
        bags down on the counter. She’s looking at her phone and not at
        me. I wait to be acknowledged. It takes her a full minute to look up
        at my face.

      “If
        the food’s been eaten already, I have to check with my manager
        before I can give you a refund.” That’s technically true.
        I might’ve just given her a refund anyway because I don’t
        really care, but she’s so rude. Also, my boss is standing right
        next to me, waiting to see what I’ll do.

      My
        manager—the girl with the gum—opens her mouth, likely to
        agree to the refund when the customer takes a half-drank soda and
        sloshes it into my face.

      Cold,
        flat soda hits me just after I snap my eyes shut. Someone else’s
        soda, on my mouth, dripping from my hair, running down my neck and
        into my shirt.

      Other
        people gasp and rear back with shock, but nobody stops the woman when
        she takes off. Not even security.

      “You
        can go home early, but I’ll clock you out right on time, okay?”
        Manager Chick gives me a patronizing smile and a stiff pat on the
        shoulder.

      I
        nod, and that’s how I find myself in the employee hallway in
        nothing but lingerie, kicking the hot dog costume. It’s not
        that I took it off just to kick it. It’s that the zipper broke
        and the whole thing split down the back, falling off my arms and to
        either side of my legs, right onto the floor. Leaving me wearing
        lingerie and sticky soda and no
          meet-cute. So,
        I’m mad. I’m furious. I’m kicking this hot dog
        costume’s ass.

      “Customers
        are rude, and it’s fucking cold, and I can’t even finish
        my last year of college with my friends because I have to be here. I
        hate his music. I miss my cousin.” I have tears when I swipe an
        arm across my face, turn, and slam right into something hot and hard
        and—

      Oh.

      As
        I stumble back, I look up and there’s Tam Eyre.

      I
        mean, there’s a guy in a black baseball cap, jacket, face mask,
        and sunglasses, but I can tell right away who he is. I’ve been
        watching too many of his videos not to recognize him. It’s all
        I do, in every single second that Joules isn’t watching.

      And
        it paid off.

      This
        is Tam.

      This
        is Tam.

      This
        is fucking Tam!

      This
        is our meet-cute? my
        mind asks, flabbergasted. Joules was right about the curse having a
        terrible sense of humor. This?
          Me committing felony assault on a hot dog costume?

      Tam
        reaches out and catches me with his hands around the small of my
        waist, fingers branding the naked skin between my baby-blue
        balconette bra, and the ruffly garter belt around my hips. Tam’s
        eyes drift down, and then flick up hard to my face.

      “S-sorry,”
        I murmur, my brain lighting up frantically as I try to figure out how
        to get him to recognize me, to stop, to acknowledge me somehow. Do I
        remind him of the note I threw at his head? The dick he drew on my
        bag? Say
          something, Lake! Quickly! Anything!

      Tam
        releases my waist and shrugs out of his jacket, this sea green puffer
        coat that matches my hair. He tosses it over my shoulders, averting
        his gaze.

      I
        turn away suddenly, bending down to pick up the costume. How
          do I do this? This is my one chance. It’s been six weeks since
          I last saw him.

      “Sorry,
        the pay is shit and the customers are rude and it’s freezing
        cold outside.”

      “Don’t
        worry about it,” he murmurs behind his mask, and he takes off,
        his bodyguard and manager brushing suddenly past me on my right side.
        Neither of them stop, heading out the double doors at the end of the
        hall like they’re in a hurry.

      Wait.

      What?

      No!

      I
        drop the hot dog costume back on the floor, and I take off after him,
        jogging in sneakers and thigh-highs with lacy garters. Screw this. He
        is not getting
        away from me this time. I am not dying
        for a boy that sings about clear nights spent stargazing while
        undulating his pelvis. Nuh-uh. I won’t do it.

      I have to
        catch him; this could be my only chance.

      Yeah,
        it’ll be my only chance for sure if he thinks I’m a
        creeper weirdo.

      I
        stumble out of the back doors before I come to a stop, realizing
        suddenly that I’m about this close
        to being kicked out by security. On either side of me, there’s
        velvet rope and rabid fans holding signs. I am on the wrong side
        of the rope.

      Wearing
        lingerie.

      Worse
  … wearing Tam’s jacket.

      “That’s
  …” One of the girls recognizes it right away,
        redirecting her friend’s attention to the Tam-warmed coat on my
        shoulders. “Tam got that jacket as a gift from an up-and-coming
        designer. Who is this girl, and why is she wearing it?”

      “Why
        is she wearing underwear?” the friend replies, and then
        everyone’s attention is shifting away from Tam as he disappears
        inside his SUV, and over to me. I turn suddenly and try to head back
        inside the venue.

      The
        doors are locked.

      I
        tug once, twice.

      Luckly,
        I have my phone in a bag looped over my shoulder and hanging across
        my hip.

      I
        turn back to the crowd, searching frantically for the nearest exit.

      Tam’s
        bodyguard—that scary guy with the stony eyes—appears in
        front of me. He looks pissed. But
        not necessarily at me? I peer up at him, willing him to arrest me.
        Anything to get out of here. Now.

      He
        takes hold of my arm and pulls me toward the SUV, climbing inside and
        dragging me along with him. I’m put in a captain’s chair
        in the center row of the Escalade—with Tam sitting directly in
        front of me.

      He
        didn’t care enough to rescue me personally. Of course he
        didn’t. I
        try not to hold that against him. It’s just … I prefer a
        gentleman.

      Tam
        turns to look at me around the edge of his seat, unleashing a
        beautiful smile that has me feeling dizzy. I’m glad I put my
        seat belt on out of reflex. It might be the only thing holding me up.
        I did it. I’m inside of a car with my Match. There’s
        hope.

      Could
        be that I’m dizzy from relief, too.

      I
        almost died out there. Those girls would’ve drawn-and-quartered
        me.

      “We
        meet again, Tam Eyre,” I say, and I don’t sound as
        properly thrilled as I should be. He picks up on it. I can tell.

      Tam
        takes off his sunglasses, and then tugs down his face mask.

      “Is
        it that obvious that it’s me, even with the disguise?” he
        asks, and his bodyguard scoffs in annoyance. His manager makes a
        choking sound from the driver’s seat, and the SUV swerves a
        little.

      Tam
        gives the guy a harsh look.

      “Jacob,
        dude, I swear: if you crash right now, I’m coming for you in
        the afterlife. Pat has one day
        off this week. The guy’ll never take another day off if you
        crash.”

      “Miss,
        give me your bag please.” The bodyguard holds out his hand for
        my purse. I hesitate briefly before taking the strap over my head and
        offering it out to him. It’s shaped like a watermelon slice.
        Again, I could not help myself. It’s too funny, and I already
        owned both pieces. All I did was throw the belt and the purse in my
        bag when I packed for this trip.

      “I
        don’t think you have a legal right to search me, but I guess.”
        I sound like an asshole when I say that, but I don’t care. I’m
        probably right about it anyway. The man starts digging through my
        purse—understandable considering Tam’s level of
        popularity—and I realize only when he glances up at me that I
        have a handful of condoms free-floating in there.

      My
        jaw drops, but I snap it shut. There’s nothing I can say now.

      He
        hands my purse back without a word. I don’t look at him. Tam
        has turned back to me again, and we’re staring at each other.
        Do I remind him of who I am now? Will he think I’m crazy? He’ll
        assume I’m a stalker at this point, won’t he? I would, if
        I were him. Hell, I am a
        stalker. I am trying
        to trick him into falling in love with me—just like everyone
        else.

      “Shitty
        job?” he asks, surprising me. He seems empathetic. “I’d
        have kicked the costume, too.”

      I
        laugh.

      “I
        wasn’t … It’s not like I took it off in order to
        kick it. The zipper broke and it fell off.”

      Now
        Tam laughs.

      “That
        sounds very likely,” he tells me, quickly losing interest to
        face the windshield. Damn
          it. I
        thought we had some rapport going right there.

      “I’ve
        had worse jobs: plunging toilets, mopping up … spills.”
        I do not think
        about the vomit that I was forced to clean up. I won’t do it. I can’t think
        about that.

      “Any
        particular reason you’re working jobs at every venue I’m
        playing at?” Tam glances back at me, reaching up to grab the
        bill of the black baseball cap on his head. He puts it in his lap and
        ruffles up his strawberry blond hair in a way that makes me feel warm
        and slow and like I want to smile. “Are you officially employed
        with the tour?”

      “I—”
        Shit. Lies fail me. I stare into Tam’s green eyes, and I can
        see that I’ve been silent a lot longer than any normal person
        would be. The bodyguard tenses beside me, and Tam raises a hand to
        still him. Waiting. Still waiting. I sigh. “I told you.”
        I look down at my lap. “I’m cursed. I have to
        do this. It’s not like I have a choice. Frankly, I’m not
        even a fan of—” I clamp my hands over my mouth, eyes
        wide.

      Tam
        just stares at me. He’s heard this trick before, remember? It’s
        not a trick for me. I don’t actually
        like his music, but I shouldn’t have said that aloud. How
        fucking rude. “Look,” I begin as I drop my hands to my
        lap. “I’m really sorry. None of this is your fault. You
        didn’t ask to be cursed alongside me.”

      “Is
        it okay if we drop you off right here, miss?” Tam’s
        manager asks in this weird high-pitched tone, crammed with false
        cheer and forced calm. He thinks I’m crazy. Having me in this
        SUV with his star is freaking him out.

      “Jacob,
        stop,” Tam tells him, looking annoyed. “She’s
        wearing nothing but lingerie. I’m not dropping her off alone on
        a random sidewalk in Denver. What are you even saying right now?”

      “Your
        soft, squishy heart is going to be the death of you,” Jacob
        warns him, not entirely in jest. He’s at least half serious.
        There are plenty of famous people who’ve been assassinated.

      Tam
        smiles at me again.

      “Where
        do you want us to drop you off?” he asks me, his mouth becoming
        sharp-edged on one side. He’s being nice, but I can see it for
        what it is. Joules is my brother, remember? This is the look he gives
        to girls that he doesn’t like. He always tries to be nice, to
        smile, to laugh, but if he doesn’t want to date them, and they
        won’t leave him alone, he starts to look like this.

      “We
        aren’t allowed to use the company car to give rides,” the
        manager—Jacob—continues, but Tam doesn’t respond to
        him, so I assume we’ll go wherever I need to go.

      “I
        appreciate you giving me a choice,” I tell Tam with a sniff. He
        can read the change in my personality, and one brow quirks up in
        question. “Because dropping me off here would, you know, not be
        very conducive to safety.” I sigh and shake my head. “Wherever
        you’re going, just take me there. I’ll have my ride pick
        me up.”

      Tam
        starts to turn back toward the front, disinterested entirely in me
        and what I’m saying.

      Fuck
        this guy!

      I
        tuck my hands angrily into the pockets of the jacket—and
        encounter something hard. What
          is … I
        test the object with my fingers, and my eyes widen.

      Tam’s
        phone is in this jacket. Tam’s phone! The curse is finally
        throwing me a bone. I consider keeping it, a scenario playing out in
        my head where he calls to see where it is, and we meet up to exchange
        it.

      But
        no.

      That’s
        not what would happen. Either one of his employees would call me and
        then retrieve the phone for him or even
        more likely, he’d remotely wipe the phone, get himself a new
        number, and move on. Once his real number’s out there in the
        world, it’s compromised.

      “Hey.”
        I draw the phone from the pocket and then reach out to tap Tam on the
        arm with it. His bodyguard stops me with a hand on my wrist, and I
        wince, dropping the phone to the ground. Tam looks back, lips parted
        in surprise, and he gives the bodyguard guy a look.

      “Daniel,
        let her go,” Tam tells him, and the man releases me
        immediately. Huh. I’m rubbing at my wrist when Tam bends down
        to retrieve the phone. He looks at it, and doesn’t quite
        register what happened until he glances up at me. “You …
        gave it back?” He sounds shocked, and I roll my eyes.

      “You
        think you’re God’s gift? So does my brother. Get in
        line.” I ignore him as another idea pops into my head. What if
        I left him a note in the pocket of the jacket, and then gave the
        jacket back? Would he find it? I know he’s photographed wearing
        this jacket a lot. It’s pretty much become iconic, so
        recognizable that his fans knew that I was wearing Tam’s
        personal outerwear.

      So
  … I’ll leave a note then.

      I
        dig through my purse, looking for a piece of paper. Don’t have
        one. What I do have is one of Aunt Lisa’s books. This one is
        called “Rejekt” and
        it’s about a werewolf alpha male who rejects his mate; she ends
        up falling in love with the guy who’s been raised from birth to
        kill him. It’s … racy. It’s also sacrilegious of
        me to defile one of my aunt’s books, but … I need this
        page.

      I
        cringe when I rip it, trying to tear out one of the first pages, so
        that I’ll get the title page or something. Doesn’t work.
        I end up ripping out the end. Oh well. I put the page on top of the
        paperback for leverage, and then draw out a pen.

      Daniel—bodyguard
        guy—watches me, but he doesn’t stop me, even if the pen
        makes him distinctly nervous. I suppose I could stab
        it into Tam’s neck or something if I were so inclined.

      “Would
        your brother and I get along?” Tam asks belatedly, elbow on the
        door, chin in his hand. Weirdly like how Joules was sitting the other
        day. I want to scream. I can see right
          through Tam
        Eyre. He is definitely not
        as nice as he pretends to be.

      I
        feel like Joules, confessing quietly that I
          just don’t like him.

      I
        ignore the thought, writing the note in a bright purple pen. Do
          I pander to his likes or try to be honest? I
        wonder, but again, it’s an easy choice. I start to write.

      Hi,
        I’m Lake. I like horror movies, and I only like rom-coms if
        they’re Christmas-themed. I have an obsession with researching
        spelunking accidents. Oh, and I’m cursed. So are you. All I
        need are five minutes to talk—even over text.

      I
        write the next part sideways in the margin because there’s no
        more room left at the bottom of the page. The book’s actual
        text ends about halfway down, but I don’t pay attention to it.
        My aunt told me that the main character and the assassin get
        together, but then the assassin turns on her and kills her. He, in
        turn, gets killed by the alpha. All three of them meet in hell and
        get together. Hey, I don’t understand the plot either. Aunt
        Lisa loved it though, so I took it out of curiosity.

      P.S.
        I’m just a dancing hot dog who happens to be cursed. Not a
        stalker. It was my dad’s idea that I should work all these
        stupid jobs. I
        add my phone number, and then consider that I might need something
        heavy to make sure the note doesn’t get lost. There’s not
        much in my purse: a tube of lip balm, a keycard for our hotel
        tonight, an unused tampon just in case, and a pin that reads I
          Love Tentacle Porn.

      Crap.

      That’s
        not even mine. I stole it from Joules to see how long it would be
        before he noticed that I’d taken it off his bag. Oh well. I
        fold the note around the pin and then put the pen carefully back in
        my bag while Daniel is looking. When he glances briefly toward the
        window, I slip the note in my pocket.

      We
        hit a bump in the road, and my purse bounces in my lap.

      Condoms
        go flying.

      A
        dozen of them, shiny square packages splatting across the floor.

      Tam
        glances back, and then he’s pursing his lips at me. His eyes
        dance with amusement, like he’s enjoying the show very much. I
        smile back at him, just as full of shit as he is.

      “Lingerie,
        interesting choice.” This is when Tam chooses to bring it up,
        with condoms all over the floor. “Please tell me that I didn’t
        interrupt something. If I did, I’m terribly sorry.”

      I
        have to say something; I can’t even jokingly allow him to think
        I have a boyfriend. The truth, but … kind of the truth. Best
        as I can.

      “Also
        part of the curse,” I explain, gesturing at myself and at the
        condoms on the floor. “My family is nuts, and they …
        they think I’ll find my soulmate while I’m on this tour.
        That’s why I’m here. If I don’t bring him home to
        meet them within the year, I’ll die. In fact, they predicted
        that I’d run into him tonight.”

      Tam
        looks alarmed, but he does his best to blink back the sudden spike of anxiety in his
        eyes. His mouth twitches, and he ruffles up his hair again.

      That’s
        when I realize it: I did run
        into him.

      Now
        it looks staged.

      I
        am really fucking
        this all up.

      “I
        wasn’t …” I gesture at the condoms. “I don’t
  … It’s not like I even use these.” I laugh as I
        bend down and scoop them back into my purse. “I wasn’t
        willing to …” I don’t even know what I’m
        saying anymore. “These were just here in case I met my
        soulmate.” I snort with laughter. “Clearly, that isn’t
        happening tonight.”

      That
        part isn’t even a lie. No way in hell that Tam Eyre is my
        soulmate. Just my Match. I’m not the one that picked him out.
        I’d trade him for somebody else if I could.

      There’s
        a long pause there where Tam stays like that, leaned around the edge
        of the seat and looking at me. Better than him gazing out the window
        with a million other thoughts in his mind.

      “Why
        couldn’t it be one of us?” he asks, gesturing around the
        SUV. He raises both brows and then turns away from me yet again. Huh.
        What does that even mean? Tam sounds mildly annoyed. “We’re
        heading for the Ritz-Carlton. You can have your ride pick you up
        there.”

      He
        blatantly ignores me until we’re pulling up to the hotel, and
        there’s Joules, dark-haired and scowling as he leans up against
        the side of the rental car. “Oh, your boyfriend is here,”
        Tam says weirdly, as if he recognizes Joules from somewhere.

      “Oh
        gross,” I blurt automatically, shuddering at the thought.
  “That’s just my brother. Ignore him, he’s an
        asshole.”

      And
        then I remember that I told Tam that he reminded me of Joules. Oops.

      How
  … how does he know that Joules is waiting here for me?

      My
        brother stomps over to the SUV and yanks the back door open, putting
        Daniel into a fighting stance in the center of the vehicle. It starts
        to rain as I turn to look at Joules, standing next to the Escalade
        with a neutral press of lips. Believe it or not, this is him
        pretending to be nice.

      Until
        he sees what I’m wearing.

      Or
        lack thereof.

      Joules’
        eyes widen as I take my seat belt off and slide out of the SUV,
        slipping the jacket off my shoulders. I turn and pass it toward Tam
        who’s rolled down his window to watch. His eyes remain on my
        face as Joules curses and takes off his own hoodie, jamming it over
        my head. I nearly drop the jacket, but Tam leans out of the window to
        snag it back.

      The
        world disappears behind the fabric of Joules’ hoodie, and then
        flashes back into view. Tam, leaning halfway out the window to catch
        his jacket, staring at me like he might truly see me this time.
        Really see me.
        This is the first time I’ve noticed it in his eyes.

      I
        am now officially someone Tam Eyre is acquainted with. If he were to
        make a list and wrack his brain for names of people he knows, mine
        would come up.

      But
        that’s as far as we’ve gotten.

      “Thanks
        for the ride. Have a nice night.” I turn and saunter off, the
        hoodie long enough to be a dress. I’m not embarrassed
        anymore—even if several people outside the hotel’s front
        doors are staring at me. I understand that a girl in sneakers, black
        thigh-highs, lace garters, and high-waisted sky-blue panties is
        conspicuous. “Can we get something to eat? I’m weirdly
        starving. I mean, not weirdly, I guess, since all there was to eat
        today were those gross hot dogs—”

      Joules
        snatches me by the elbow and drags me toward the car; the SUV with
        Tam inside of it rolls through the circular driveway.

      “Why
        aren’t you wearing any clothes?” he asks, his voice thick
        with suspicion. I shove the mark on my wrist in his face because he knows I’d
        have said it aloud if the curse was broken. Joules sighs. “Then
        let me repeat,” he continues, his voice hard and angry. “Why
        aren’t you wearing any clothes?”

      “Because
        you told me not to,” I hiss at him, whirling around. I’m
        so angry that I don’t register that a car has stopped beside
        us. Whoever is in there will be able to hear every single thing we
        say. “You told me I didn’t have a choice, that rule
        number one in all of our ancestor’s books is—”

      Joules
        interrupts me, leaning close to growl at me.

      “I
        suggested that you wear that shit like any normal person would wear
        that shit—under
          their clothes. My
        God, Lakelynn, it’s like you want to
        die.” Joules mimes grabbing me by the arms. “I should
        just kill you myself and save us all the trouble,” he mutters
        under his breath.

      I
        feel a hand on my shoulder, turning to find Tam—fucking
        Tam?!—standing there.

      “You
        forgot this,” he tells me, putting something in the palm of my
        hand. It’s the I
          Love Tentacle Porn pin
        that I left in his jacket. Tam drops his hand from my shoulder and
        gives my brother an assessing look. Joules peers back at him with
        nothing short of pure hostility.

      “Actually,”
        Joules snaps, hand flying out to take the pin from me, “that’s mine.”

      Tam
        steps between us and smiles; Joules just barely misses hitting him in
        the chest. The mega pop star looks over his shoulder at me, and I
        realize that this is the
        curse throwing me a bone. Without these stupid meet-cutes, I’d
        be screwed. I keep messing up with him, have messed up every other
        time I’ve seen him.

      “Are
        you okay?” he asks me, and it takes me a minute to figure out
        what he’s asking. Am I okay? Then … I look past him to a
        scowling Joules, and I think about him asking if he should kill me.

      “Oh.
        Oh! Oh, no. Thank you, Tam, but I’m fine. Joules isn’t
        violent or anything; he loves me more than he loves our parents. Big
        brother thing. Don’t worry about him. He’d die for me if
        he could.”

      “Try
        not to sound like you’re looking forward to it,” Joules
        snaps, shoving his hands into his pockets. He should be
        acting his best around Tam in order to woo him over, but my brother
        is just like me: he has a hard time being fake. He’s even
        honest with the girls he dates, warns them that he changes his mind a
        lot. Frankly, I’d never date
        someone like that.

      I
        hope Tam is the opposite, so dedicated to Kaycee that … I hope she leaves him like
        Joules said she would. I really don’t want to break anyone up
        on purpose.

      Tam
        gives my brother one more cursory once-over, and then turns back to
        me.

      “Please
        don’t just throw my note away,” I tell him before he can
        leave without another word. I clasp my hands together and look up at
        him. He’s even taller than he looks on my phone screen. “I
        know it’s tempting, and I know everyone wants a piece of your
        time. Thomas, this is important.”

      I
        call him by his real name on accident, and he freezes. His mouth
        flattens out, and I wonder if I’ve done something wrong. It’s
        too late to take it back now.

      We
        look at each other, and there are no sparks. I assumed there’d
        be sparks. He’s handsome, no doubt about that. But he’s
        just a person, isn’t he? I see the armpits of his T-shirt are a
        bit wet from his performance tonight. This is the same shirt he was
        wearing onstage when singing “Let’s
          Just Have Coffee, My Love”. He’s
        probably tired and in need of a shower, hungry. Overwhelmed.

      Lonely.

      Here
        he is, just trying to get home after work to rest like everyone else,
        and I’m fucking up his day.

      I
        exhale, debating between speaking up again or leaving without a word,
        when Tam finally cuts the silence for us. He reaches into the pocket
        of the jacket, pulls out my note, and walks up to me. He takes one of
        my hands and then adds the note right on top of the pin, folding my
        fingers over it.

      Tam
        skirts around me and climbs into his SUV before Joules realizes
        what’s just happened.

      I
        look down at the note.

      My
        note.

      On
        the final page of my aunt’s werewolf romance.

      Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit.

      “Did
        he just—” Joules snatches the paper from my hand. His
        eyes widen. He looks up like he might chase the SUV down the street. Wait.
          Isn’t this Tam’s hotel? Of
        course it’s not. He acted like this was his final destination,
        so he could find a safe spot to drop me off without revealing his
        real hotel.

      Because
        he doesn’t trust me, and of course he
        doesn’t.

      Who
        am I to him?

      “Let’s
        get boba,” I tell Joules, turning to walk down the street with
        my hands in his hoodie pocket. He reaches out with his hand and snags
        my hood the way he always does. I choke as the slack runs out, and I
        bounce back a bit in Joules’ direction.

      “You
        can have two boba tonight on the family credit card,” he tells
        me, releasing me and ruffling up my hair before he walks around me
        and heads in the direction of a flashing neon pink sign. Sip
          Of Heaven—Bubble Tea Shop. Ahhh.

      I
        smile.

      “You
        should’ve told him that I was your boyfriend to make him
        jealous. It might’ve worked. He was definitely scoping
        me out as a threat.”

      “You’re
        disgusting. Please shut up.” I’m still smiling as I take
        Joules’ arm. “Now, please take me to boba tea and tell me
        about work today. You were running security in the aisles, right?”

      “Three
        separate fights to break up,” Joules mumbles, and I nod. He
        takes me to the boba tea shop and then to a late-night bookstore to
        get a replacement novel for Aunt Lisa. I buy a few things for myself,
        too.

      I
        don’t think about Tam, and I highly doubt that Tam is thinking
        about me.

   

  











CHAPTER TWELVE

TAM

  120
  bobas left until they both die …

  



What
        the hell just happened tonight? I can’t seem to avoid running
        into that girl—literally. No matter how hard I work to stay
        away from her, she’s always there.

      I
        rub at my lower lip with my thumb as we circle the block a few times.
        I see Curse Girl and her brother walking toward a boba tea shop.
        Jacob is upset that I told her the real name of my hotel, so he
        suggested that we drive around a bit to convince the world that we’re
        not staying here. Last thing we need are fans and paparazzi showing
        up outside.

      I
        crack my window when we pass the siblings a second time.

      “You
        didn’t tell me it was going to be so cold,” Curse Girl
        threatens, and her brother snorts.

      “I
        didn’t say wear just lingerie
        under your stupid hot dog costume. You’re supposed to wear
        clothes and then lingerie,
        Lakelynn. Christ. I can’t break the curse by myself. Help me
        out here.”

      “A
        woman threw a cup of soda in my face today because the hot dogs I was
        selling were gross. It was not a fun day for me today. Can you please be
        nice?”

      “I’d
        rather you were alive than I was nice,” the asshole warns her,
        but then they both stop right as we do at the same red light. “We
        still have time left. Lake, I … either you survive this, or we don’t.
        I’m not going on without you and without Joe. I can’t do
        it. I’m not that strong.”

      “Yes,
        you are,” she tells him, head tilted down. When she lifts her
        chin, she’s smiling at him, but her hands are trembling.
  “You’re going to live a long, long life, Joules Frost. No
        matter where I am, I’ll make sure of it.”

      The
        light turns green and off we go.

      “I
        don’t like that girl,” Jacob warns me, adding to his
        prior words of caution. “She’s the sort that can destroy
        a career—even one as prosperous as yours. Tam, as your friend,
        I’m strongly advising you from ever seeing her again.”

      I
        nod.

      He’s
        right.

      I
        feel sorry for
        Curse Girl. I’m worried she might be part of a cult.

      “You
        told me I didn’t have a choice, that rule number one in all of
        our ancestor’s books is—”

      “My
        God, Lakelynn, it’s like you want to die. I should just kill you myself and save us all the trouble.”

      I
        cannot get involved with something like that. If
          I see her again, I’ll get her legal name and I’ll make a
          report. With … the local police? I could figure out where
          she’s from and call it in there.

      Although
  … I open my phone and take a look at the new contact I’ve
        just added in.

      Curse
        Girl.

      I
        won’t text or call Curse Girl, but if I have to report her,
        there it is. I turn my phone off and tuck it into my pocket.

      “Drop
        me off. They’re clearly gone.”

      “Are
        you sure?” Jacob asks, peering out the window as we near the
        driveway for the hotel again. “Maybe we should circle one more
        time?”

      I
        give him a look, but when Daniel doesn’t speak up to protest my
        order, Jacob sighs. If Daniel had disagreed openly with me, Jacob
        could’ve justified circling the block a few more times.

      Instead,
        we leave the SUV with the valet and head up to our respective rooms
        for the night.
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I
        sleep away my entire day off. When I wake up late in the evening, I
        find Kaycee asleep on the couch and curse myself. I set an alarm for
        our date, but— She stirs as soon as I approach the couch,
        waving a limp hand at me.

      “I
        turned your alarm off. Thought you needed to sleep.” I help her
        sit up and then release her wrist, crossing my arms over my chest as
        I look her over. Hair mussed, lipstick smeared. I cock a brow.

      “Busy
        night?”

      “We
        started filming for my new drama yesterday,” she tells me as I
        pick up the room service menu from a side table and study it. They’re
        open until ten; we made it by two hours. I’m impressed. “The
        story starts here, so we’re doing some on-location shoots. We
        won’t film the rest until after the tour. Oh, and if you’re
        ordering room service, get me a hot tea with lemon. No sweeteners.
        I’m on a diet.”

      I
        smile grimly.

      “Me,
        too.”

      I
        call and place an order for two skinny salads with salmon and light
        dressing—on the side. Water to drink. Hot tea with lemon for
        dessert. I
          could really go for some boba right now. Not
        sure if I’ve ever craved it like this, but damn. It’s
        almost an obsession.

      It
        must be because of that girl. The one who likes spelunking accidents
        and Christmas rom-coms. Heh. Cute.

      “How
        do you keep putting on muscle when you don’t eat?” Kaycee
        asks me, picking at her salad. We yawned our way through a basic
        conversation while waiting for the food, but we were also both
        yawning more than we were talking. After we eat, we’ll both
        want to go to bed—separately. Ah, the joys of being an idol.

      “I
        sneak things when my manager isn’t looking,” I mumble,
        and Kaycee nods, like she figured as much.

      “Don’t
        they realize that if we don’t eat, we can’t train as
        hard? I don’t understand why this industry is still so strict.
        What I look like shouldn’t matter.”

      Shouldn’t,
        but does, I
        want to tell her. I look up with the last bite of salmon on my fork
        and see that she’s genuinely curious to hear what I have to
        say.

      Fine.

      We’re
        dating. I should be
        honest, shouldn’t I? If I can’t be honest with the person
        I’m supposed to date, why are we even dating? Because
          the CEO basically commanded it. I
        smile as nicely as I can.

      “This
        is the job that everyone wants. In order to be successful, we have to
        be the best. We have to work the hardest. We have to uphold the most
        unrealistic standards because otherwise, someone else will do
        it, and that’ll be the end of our careers.”

      Kaycee
        gapes at me, and I finish that bite, trying not to think about how
        unlikeable I actually am. Everybody loves Tam, but Thomas is a
        pent-up dick. I’m never allowed
        to be a jerk, so when I’m in private, sometimes I … I’m
        starting to see Kaycee as a friend though, something I never
        expected.

      I
        try to look at her like a woman, but … all I see is a
        companion.

      I
        set my salad plate on the table.

      “You’re
        right, and I know that. I just … wish it were different.”
        Kaycee stares down at her lap. “I’m good at what I do,
        you know? And I can sing—live. I can write music.” She
        sets the uneaten half of her salad aside and gets up, grabbing the
        strap of her purse. I was just pouring her a hot cup of tea, too.
  “I’m tired; you’re tired. We’ll see each
        other again in Seattle.”

      “Are
        you sure?” I start, but she’s already out the door. It
        slams behind her, and I turn off all the lights, sitting by myself in
        the dark with a view of the city and a mug of lemon tea.

      I
        feel like a dickhead now, but I didn’t mean for it to come out
        that way. Next
          time I see Kaycee in person, I’ll bring flowers and chocolates
          and act like a proper boyfriend.

      I
        prop my head on my hand, sip my tea, and then I start researching
        cults online.

       [image: ]
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The
        following day, we drive two hours to our next destination. I sleep
        the entire way, and then wake up thinking about boba again. It sounds
        good, probably because I saw Curse Girl and her brother heading into
        a boba shop the other night. I search on my phone for the closest
        locations to the hotel, and scroll through them, picking one at
        random.

      I
        shower, dress up in my disguise, and call Jacob only when I’m
        in the lobby and getting ready to walk out the door.

      “I’m
        going out to get bubble tea. Don’t need the car. I’ll
        walk.” I hang up and then take off jogging down the block.
        Nobody stops me. For a few minutes there, I’m just another
        person on the street. I slow down, adjusting my face mask with a
        finger so that I can breathe better.

      I
        walk down one hill and then up another, finding myself outside the
        front door to the shop I picked at random. I turn and glance inside
        as I pass a window on my way to the front door.

      And
        there she is.

      Curse
        Girl, sitting at a table by herself, rubbing her temples.

      “How
  …?” I trail off, breath frosting the glass, and then I
        consider running. I should just leave and walk away. I’ve seen
        people willing to work any angle
        to get my attention—up to and including feigning death or
        severe injury. But a curse? This is the first time I’ve seen
        that. Or a cult, for that matter. Either one would be rare.

      “You
        don’t think someone would fake a cult to get close to you? Tam,
        a girl faked her own death and invited you to her funeral.” I
        cringe when I remember Jacob’s final warning from last night.

      But
        how is she even here? Tam isn’t famous for liking boba. I’ve
        never once visited a boba shop in person before, and I
        picked this place at random.

      I
        might suggest that she installed spyware on my phone, but this a
        brand-new phone with a new number. After she had access to it last
        time, we couldn’t take the risk of keeping it. I tap my phone
        against my palm. Hmm.

      Curiosity’s
        got the better of me. I push open the door and walk in. Besides, I
        feel bad for the other night. I wasn’t thinking when I gave her
        my jacket; Daniel was right. I only made the problem worse. If we’d
        left her out there with my fans while wearing that, she could’ve
        been hurt. Already, there are strange rumors swirling around online
        that are far more likely to hurt her than me.

      I
        stand awkwardly in the center of the space, unsure where to go. Do I
        sit close to her and try to scope her out before I approach? Do I
        order something? Could I even drink it if I do?

      As
        I listen to the happy chatter around me, I realize that this is the
        first time in two years that
        I’ve been alone in public. Shit,
          that’s a long time.

      I
        see kiosks near the front where it seems people are placing their
        orders, and a countertop with a big wooden sign that says Pick
          Up. Got
        it. I edge my gaze back to Curse Girl. She’s sitting alone at a
        two-top with a wooden beam beside her table that looks like the trunk
        of a tree. The whole interior of the shop screams fairy-tale
          cottage. Little
        bit kitschy, but cute.

      I
        slide my phone out and snap a picture for Kaycee. I’ve made up
        my mind to be a better boyfriend. Should
          I invite her here? Could we have a date, just me and her? I
        don’t think Kaycee and I have ever had a proper date. No, no,
        we definitely haven’t.

      I
        walk over to the table on the other side of the column, slumping into
        one of the knotty pine chairs. Seems Curse Girl is having a
        conversation on her phone, whispered and somewhat frantic. I feel
        like a dick, but I want to make sure everything seems safe before I
        approach her. People have tried
        to kill me before.

      I
        exhale and lean my head in her direction to listen. I’m seated
        opposite her, so if she glances over this way, she might recognize
        me. She did last time, in the employee hallway at the stadium,
        wearing lingerie and kicking a collapsed hot dog costume. My lips
        twitch. That was at least a little bit funny.

      “Mom,
        I snuck out while Joules was sleeping,” she’s saying,
        gesturing with her hand while she whispers and yet somehow still
        talks loudly. This time, when my lips twitch, I smile. “Mom.”
        A pause. “Mom.” Another pause and then a sigh. “You
        were matched with your childhood sweetheart; the curse picked out Tam
          Eyre.”
        She makes a gagging sound, and I find myself frowning. I reach up and
        toy with the mask on my face, wishing I could just take it off. “I
        shouldn’t be talking on the phone while I’m inside a
        café.” Another long pause. “I know it’s
        noisy in here, but—” Someone shouts so loudly in the
        corner that both Curse Girl and I turn to look. Her, by lifting her
        chin. Me, by turning over my shoulder.

      There’s
        a group playing an old-fashioned pinball machine. I find myself
        weirdly jealous of them. What would it be like to hang out with your
        friends whenever you wanted? To have real
        friends in the first place?

      I
        sigh and shake the fantasy off like a bad dream. I gave up everything to
        get where I am today, and I wouldn’t give it up to anyone or for anyone.
        I turn back to see that Curse Girl has given up on trying to be
        quiet.

      “My
        point is, if I die, I want my body to be turned into soil. Just like
        Joe. Bury me next to the redbud tree with him.” The girl—wasn’t
        her name a body of water? River? Rain? No … Lake—frowns
        and shifts uncomfortably in her seat. “Please don’t cry.
        I want to be
        honest, Mom. I have to tell him about the curse. I have to. It’ll
        pay off in the end, you’ll see.”

      There’s
        another break in the conversation there where I find myself thinking
        about all the cults I researched online last night. Nothing about a
        curse, but I did watch this documentary called Escaping
          Twin Flames. What
        if this is a situation like that? Someone is convincing this girl
        that we’re supposed to be together.

      I
        shiver and consider leaving again. I’ve heard so many versions
        of this story over the years. It’s a weird feeling to know
        there are hundreds … thousands … millions of
        people who think they’re in love with me when they don’t
        even know me.

      This
        girl included.

      “No,
        Mom, I didn’t like
        him.” Lake’s voice cracks, and she reaches up to put her
        hand to her forehead. “He’s awful. He’s …
        he’s like Joules. Worse.
        Joules knows he’s a villain; Tam thinks he’s a hero. It’s
        so nauseating. Basically, he walks around all day wearing blinders.
        He didn’t even see me; I’m not even a person to
        him.” Lake stands up, and I let her go, listening to her
        footsteps as she walks to the counter, retrieves her drink, and
        returns to her seat. “If I can’t have a conversation with
        him by … I don’t know, the end of the month, then I want
        to come home and be with you guys. I want to tick items off my bucket
        list.” Lake slumps down in her chair, unwraps her lavender
        straw and stabs it into the top of her cup. “I love you, too,
        and I will. I will. Promise. Talk to you later, Mom.”

      She
        hangs up and stares at her drink, eyes closing, lips parting in a
        sigh. This close-up, I can see the smattering of freckles across her
        nose, her dark brows, the tiny leaves printed on her straw.

      “Fuck
        you, stupid, ugly, talentless Tam.” Lake opens her eyes again,
        and I push my tongue against my cheek in order to stay quiet. Does
        she know I’m here? Is she messing around with me? I should
        leave. I should take Jacob’s advice, should take my own advice,
        and leave now.

      I
        don’t.

      I
        watch and wait.

      Lake
        doesn’t take a sip of her drink. She opens her eyes, abandons
        her bag, and heads for the bathroom. Where the hell is this girl from
        that she thinks it’s okay to leave her bag? I stand up,
        intending to … I don’t know, watch her bag for her?

      My
        eyes drop to the sticker on her drink.

      Watermelon
        with watermelon popping boba.

      Ugh.

      Shit.

      I love watermelon-flavored
        anything—much less real watermelon—but I’m not
        allowed to order it. Some PR wizard once upon a time decided that for
        me. My fingers itch to take the cup. Would it matter? She hasn’t
        taken a drink of it yet. Besides, she is
        the one who threw a ball of paper with a hard pin in it at my head.

      She
        wants five minutes alone with Tam Eyre?

      Fine.

      I’m
        curious, and that’s the most dangerous thirst to quench.

      “You’re
        in big trouble,” a voice says from behind me, and I glance back
        to see Jacob and Daniel standing there.

      Fuuuuuck.

      I
        smile and snatch the drink from the table.

      “Go
        ahead, clear the place. I’m not leaving yet. Just …
        don’t bother the girl who’s in the bathroom, okay?”

   

  











CHAPTER THIRTEEN

LAKE

  118
  bobas left until we both die …

      



There’s
        a guy sitting at my table—drinking my boba.

      I
        shuffle over and point at the condensation ring on my half of the
        table, where my drink
        was sitting when I left. I draw a dotted line with my finger,
        outlining the space where a delicious watermelon fruit tea with
        popping boba was calling my name.

      “What
        the hell, Thomas?” I ask, because I could recognize him from
        across a crowded room. Not in any romantic sort of way, but because
        I’ve been to … what are we at now? … dozens of
        his concerts. Watched hundreds of hours (only when Joules wasn’t
        looking) of his videos. Studied him on flashcards. Hated him and
        wished I had anyone else
        on planet Earth as a Match.

      I
        realize after a few seconds of processing my boba-related anger that
        the once bustling shop is now empty. Employees stand behind the
        counter, clustered together and giggling. Ah.
        I see. Right. Because Tam Eyre isn’t just a man; he’s a
        king; he’s a god. He has millions of
        worshippers and billions of
        streams on his latest music video.

      I
        sigh and pull out my chair.

      “Are
        you drinking my boba?”
        I ask him before I sit down, completely aghast at his lack of
        manners. “I only have one-hundred-and-eighteen bobas left until
        I die.”

      I
        should say ‘we’. We only have one-hundred-and-eighteen
        bobas left until we both die.

      Tam
        peers up at me, a black beanie stuffed over his strawberry hair. It
        fluffs out from beneath, sticking in every which way it wants. I
        wonder if he woke up like that or if he spent twenty-minutes in the
        mirror trying to make it look like he woke up that way. Hmm.

      “Sorry,
        I’ll get you another drink. Same kind?” He points at the watermelon flavored
        drink, and I frown. Tam Eyre isn’t supposed to like watermelon
  … but what if Thomas does?
        I make a note of it. I
          knew it. I was right!

      I
        nod at him, and he rises from his chair like a … yeah, a
        dancer. Shit. That’s exactly what he is, isn’t he?

      I
        cross my arms to wait, but the exchange at the counter certainly gets
        my attention.

      Tam
        pulls a Sharpie from his pocket and starts signing empty
        cups. The girls clutch the cups to their chests, talking hurriedly
        over one another. He grins at them and leans in, elbow on the
        counter, chin on his hand. That cocky ass. His posture says you
          want me, and it’s okay, I want you, too. I
        almost choke on the absurdity of it.

      He
        laughs—far too loudly—and then swaggers his way back to
        the table.

      My
        lip is curled in blatant disgust, and Tam pauses with one hand on the
        back of his chair. He’s frowning at me. I should be happy that
        he’s even looking at me at all, but … I just don’t
        like him. And not in a sexy I-hate-you-so-much-that-I-want-to-rip-your-clothes-off way.
        Just simple dislike.

      “You
        remind me of my brother,”
        I whisper, and Tam slumps down into his chair. He pushes the drink
        aside, rests his elbows on the surface of the table, and leans in
        toward me the way he leaned in at the girls. Only, this time, he
        isn’t smiling. His plush lower lip is slightly puffed out, and
        the corners of his award-winning smile have flipped upside-down.

      “In
        what ways?” he asks, and I blink in surprise. This is not the
        conversation that I expected to be having. Like the last few times, I
        assumed I would need to essentially plead for a sliver of his time. I
        was even willing to get on my knees and beg.

      This
        is better. This way, I have some dignity
        left. I glare at him as he picks up the drink again and sucks on it.
        I can see the exact moment that he ends up with popping boba in his
        mouth because he starts to smile again.

      I could tell
        him that it’s sunshine in a cup, but then he’d get up and
        run away for sure.

      I
        switch tactics abruptly. I do not want
        to tell him how he reminds me of Joules. Nothing good would come out
        of my mouth.

      “What
        are you doing here?” I ask instead, and he gapes at me around
        the lavender straw. It’s still mostly stuck in his mouth, but
        his lips are fully parted now. Long lashes bat in surprise, and I see
        that they’re black. His brows, too. I’ve been wondering
        for a while if his brows are dyed or if his hair is dyed. I was
        getting conflicting stories online.

      “Um.
        What am I doing
        here?” He looks baffled, gaze shifting to the front of the room
        where two men stand on either side of the doorway. Daniel and …
        Jacob, I believe? Something like that. Bodyguard and manager, if I
        remember correctly. I nod in greeting. “Well.” Tam
        reaches up and yanks his beanie off, and his pink-tinted hair wafts
        angelically around his handsome face. “I just came here on a
        whim, and you happened
        to be here.”

      I
        nod at that, crossing my arms over my chest.

      A
        meet-cute.

      Finally,
        a good one.

      “You
        said that if you had five minutes alone with me, that you’d
        tell me why it was so important for us to meet that you threw a note
        at my head.” He smiles at me, but it isn’t a very nice
        smile. No, it’s that same I
          don’t like you either
        smile.

      Fine.
        We’re not love-at-first-sight types. That’s okay. In
        1988, one of my relatives broke the curse with her Match within five minutes
        of being introduced. But in 2008, her daughter didn’t break the
        curse until the last minute—literally. The exact final minute.
        When we find our Matches, we use a formula to tell us the literal
        second that we’ll die: 365.2422 days after activating the
        curse. One rotation of Earth around the sun.

      I’m
        going to need every minute of mine.

      Every.

      Minute.

      Tam
        looks … I don’t know. Bored? Fidgety? Creeped out? He
        stares at me, and then he shivers, like
        I’m a wolf spider with a thousand babies stuck to my back. I
        put my palms down on the table and lean in toward him the way he
        leaned in toward me.

      “Did
        you ever once in your life pick up a note that a girl—or anyone
        else for that matter—threw at you?”

      Tam
        stares back at me like he’s honestly considering the question.
        After a minute, he shakes his head once and takes another sip of his
        stolen boba.

      “Never.”

      “So
        why did you pick up mine?” I sit back up and sigh, crossing my
        arms again. “I’ll tell you why: the curse. It forces us
        into meet-cutes. That’s why I was sitting here when you showed
        up. It’s why you picked up my note. It’s probably also
        why you gave me a ride the other night.”

      “I
        was worried that you’d be assaulted,” Tam corrects, and I
        laugh at that.

      I
        look longingly in the direction of the counter and the three
        remaining boba shop employees. If I don’t get some boba in me,
        I’m going to be cranky for the entirety of this conversation. I
        turn back to him, trying to figure out the easiest way to explain
        this. I’ve done it before, to all of my friends, to random
        people when I’ve had too many beers on Dickson Street.

      “If
        you don’t love me, we both die—please help me,” Tam
        quotes from memory, and my brows go up. Okay, now that isn’t
        the curse. That’s all him. Did I peg him correctly? Our first
        few meetings made me think that maybe he was the type to let
        curiosity kill the cat.

      Thinking
        maybe I was right about that.

      “Here
        you go, Tam,” the employee chirps, bouncing over to us with her
        ponytail swinging. She can’t be more than eighteen, and she
        gives me the nastiest look
        before placing the drink on the table in front of him.

      “Aww,
        thank you,” he tells her, turning and beaming at
        her. “I really appreciate your hard work.”

      I
        try not to roll my eyes. It’s an effort.

      “Can
        I get a photo?” she asks, and he hesitates briefly before
        nodding. The girl basically throws herself
        into his lap, and his bodyguard takes several steps forward. Tam
        waves him off, and then makes a heart shape against either of his
        cheeks by curling his fingers inward at the top. The girl snaps about
        three-dozen photos and a thirty-second video before she leaves.

      Tam
        tries his best to hide it, but he sighs and relaxes a bit when she’s
        gone.

      Good
        sign, right? He might not like me, but he doesn’t see me as an
        energy vampire either.

      I
        reach my hand out for the boba, but Tam slams his hand over the top
        of mine.

      Our
        eyes lock.

      I
        narrow mine.

      “You
        have five minutes. Again. I gave you five minutes before, and I
        wasn’t convinced. Try me now.”

      I
        try to yank on the boba, but he won’t let me have it.

      “Ugh,
        you’re a dick,” I grumble, and Tam’s eyes widen
        like he’s never heard such a thing directed his way before. I
        release the drink and lean my back against the chair, fingers digging
        into my thighs. “You cursed me. There. Are you happy?”

      “I
  … cursed you?” he asks, and now he looks substantially less interested
        in what I have to say. This is so stupid. I give up on trying to
        balance myself around him. Maybe he’s the one who needs to
        shore up?

      “Well,
        not technically. Technically, it was some random person or event
        about three-hundred years ago. Nobody knows, and I’m not
        wasting my life in pursuit of the origin. Doesn’t matter. All I
        care about is not dying.
        So there you have: my entire family is cursed.”

      Tam
        slides my boba over to me, but he keeps the straw for the time being,
        toying around with it.

      “I
        have to say, it seems like you don’t like me,” Tam
        hedges, interrupting the flow of the conversation. His hands go
        still, and he lifts his attention from the straw to my face. “If
        I’m being honest, it seems like you actively dislike
        me. Why are you following my tour around?”

      Crap.
        I do dislike
        him, but he isn’t supposed to know that. I have to make this
        guy fall in love with me or else I’m drinking exactly
        one-hundred-and-eighteen bobas before I keel over.

      “It’s
        not that I dislike you,” I lie, taking my phone out and
        searching for facts
          about Tam online.
        I turn the screen in his direction, and he glances down at it warily.
        Man. What has this guy been through? He looks like someone who’s
        prepared to fight off a would-be attacker at any given moment. Maybe
        he’s doing exactly that? “None of these things is true,
        is it?”

      Tam
        leans back and then takes his hoodie off, setting it aside. There’s
        a hunter green T-shirt underneath, and I sigh.

      “What
        does that have to do with anything?” he asks me, and I purse my
        lips.

      “You
        say you hate green, and yet you’re wearing it right now.”

      “It’s
        my day off,” he replies, clutching at the fabric and giving me
        a look. The way his hair curls around his face is honestly annoying.

      “You
        said you don’t like watermelon, but you stole my boba. All of
        these things are lies; you aren’t even real.” I snort at
        that. It’s all bullshit, isn’t it? “What is there
        to dislike? You’re basically a book boyfriend, a figment of
        someone’s imagination.” I gesture at his hair. “Is
        this mussy just
          woke up look
        even real?”

      He
        tucks his lower lip between his perfect teeth, reaching up a hand to
        tug at his hair. He makes a face and then snatches his beanie,
        pulling it back over his head.

      “Yep.”

      Silence.

      We
        each wait for the other person to talk. Tam slings an arm over the
        back of the chair, shoulders thrown back, one leg kicked out to the
        side of the table, a pair of pale pink sneakers on his feet. Even
        now, that pose, it’s intentional.

      Everything
        Tam does is calculated to deal maximum damage. He’s an idea, a
        bit of whimsy.

      That
        makes me feel sad—for both of
        us. Is
          he lonely? I
        wonder, peering at him, trying to see something in him that might
        explain why the curse paired us up together. Which half of my family
        is right? The half that believes our curse Matches are soulmates? Or
        the other half, that thinks it’s entirely random and intended to
        be difficult?

      “Look,
        I believe in honesty here, so I’m just going to lay it all out
        for you.” I spread my hands over the tabletop as he stays
        leaned back in his chair, straw in his mouth, beanie pulled low. Studying me.
        Analyzing me. Calculating things in his head.

      For
        all that I thought Tam Eyre was ditzy and shallow, he’s shrewd
        and cunning. Didn’t see that one coming.

      “Listening,”
        he murmurs, lids heavy and half-lidded. He looks like he’s
        about this close
        to asking me back to his place to Netflix and chill. But that’s
        all his Tam persona. Who the hell is Thomas, and is he someone I
        might like?

      I
        refuse to let this curse kill me so … I guess we’re
        going to find out together.

      “I’m
        not following the tour because of you per se.” I take in a deep
        breath and then hold out my hand for my straw, a challenge in my
        eyes. Tam hesitates, but then flicks the straw across the table at me
        like he’s afraid to touch me. Your
          butterflies are broken! I
        want to yell at him. The curse is supposed to make the Match feel more attracted
        to their partner, not less. My Match perceives me as a creep.

      “I’m
        not here because I want to be: I’m here because of the curse,”
        I remind him, in case he somehow forgot in the last ten seconds. “In
        order to break the curse, I have to”—I
          can’t say woo, can’t say seduce, definitely can’t
          say romance—“get
        you to like me.”

      More
        of that penetrating stare, more sucking on that boba straw. His
        lashes flutter prettily. The green in his irises is enhanced by the
        faux foliage in this fairy-tale themed shop. There are storybook
        pictures printed and framed on the wall, nursery rhymes on the floor.
        Personally, I hate it. Looks like a baby nursery to me.

      My
        eyes drift to the red drink in his hand. Watermelon. My
        flashcards were useless.

      I’m
        now realizing that Joules was right: nothing that I researched about
        Tam Eyre is true.

      “Is
        your blood type even really O-negative?” I blurt, narrowing my
        eyes, and his smile hitches dangerously up on one side.

      “I
        thought you didn’t like me?” he teases, and I grit my
        teeth.

      “I
        don’t. But the curse …” I trail off and exhale,
        reaching up both hands to run them over my hair. I pull up my hoodie
        sleeve to show off the mark on my wrist, and I point at it. “Everyone
        in my family is born with this birthmark. When we’re matched by
        the curse—and that can happen just from hearing our Match’s
        voice the way it did with you—then it turns red. Every single
        person in the Frost family line has this mark or had this mark before
        they broke the curse by falling in love.”

      Tam
        leans over to peer at it, but he doesn’t touch me, and he
        doesn’t look convinced.

      “You
        know, every time I look at you, I get the chills,” he says, and
        I sigh.

      “It’s
        the curse. One of the perks is supposed to
        be the butterflies, but I guess you perceive
        it as the creeps.” God, how is nothing about this moment going
        right? “Another one of those perks is meet-cutes.”

      “Cursed
        meet-cutes?” he asks, and then he laughs. “Aren’t
        all meet-cutes cursed?” I have no idea what he means by that,
        and I frown.

      “You’re
        here, aren’t you?” I repeat. “It’s because of
        the curse.”

      “Is
        it? I was under the impression that I was here because I wanted to
        be.”

      “You
        are not as nice as you look online.”

      He
        shrugs.

      “Is
        anybody, really?” Tam peers around the shop, and I panic, like
        I think he might leave, and I’ll never see him again. His
        expression is pure cocksureness. Joules
          is not going to like you, Tam Eyre. I
        dread the two of them spending any time together.

      “Listen
        to me, Thomas.” The use of his real name seems to snap him to
        attention, and he shifts his eyes back to me. “You stole my watermelon bubble
        tea.” I point at the cup with an accusatory finger. “You’re
        not supposed to like watermelon which, you know, is a weird thing for
        you to say if it isn’t true.”

      “My
        public relations guy thought it would be quirky and just
        controversial enough to spark conversation.” Tam continues to
        sip my drink, and I tell myself I’m not mesmerized by his lips
        wrapped around the straw. Book
          boyfriend. Pop star. He isn’t real, remember? He. Is. Not.
          Real.

      Tam
        stands up suddenly, and I panic, rising to my feet with the scrape of
        wood chair legs over painted tile.

      “Don’t
        leave,” I plead, a plaintive note in my voice that I can’t
        seem to control. I know I sound desperate. Not my goal. If I come
        across too strong, he’ll bolt and I’ll never see him
        again, and I’ll die. I won’t be around to help Joules
        when he gets his Match and … “Shit,” I whisper,
        rubbing at my face.

      “I’m
        not going anywhere. Relax.” Tam’s voice softens slightly,
        surprising me, and I drop my hand by my side. I glare at him. “You
        know, you’re not the first person to pretend to dislike me in
        order to get close.” He winks, and I gape at him. “I’ll
        be right back.” Another pause. “And please don’t
        tell anyone about the watermelon thing.” He seems confused,
        like he’s unsure why he ever told me the truth in the first
        place.

      Tam
        frowns to himself, rubbing his chin for a minute before he shakes his
        head and turns away from me. I study his back as he returns to the
        counter. His personality shifts almost instantly, from reserved and
        guarded to outgoing and fun loving.

      “Fucker,”
        I curse under my breath, and then I notice that someone is standing
        on my left, just on the other side of the tree-pole thing. It’s
        hung with little fairy ornaments from the branches up top. I lean
        back to see Tam’s manager, Jacob, standing there like he’s
        waiting for me.

      He
        holds out his iPad, his smile as patronizing as I’ve ever seen
        it. Uh-oh.
          You and me are going to have problems, buddy.

      “NDA,”
        he says, and then, “nondisclosure agreement.” As if I
        don’t know what that is. I stare at him blankly, sip my boba.
        The sound it makes as it passes through the straw causes Jacob to
        shudder as if in pain. “Please sign this.”

      “Nuh-uh.
        My mom is a paralegal, and she’s advised me to keep my
        signature to myself unless I’m prepared to do a lot of reading
        comprehension first.” I turn back toward Tam, leaned over the
        counter and laughing. He drags his teeth over his lip as he glances
        back at me, and I resist the urge to flip him off. It’ll feel
        good, for sure. But it won’t help me not die.
        And not dying
        is the absolute most important thing I need to do right now.

      “Your
        mom is a paralegal?” Jacob repeats dryly, like he’s never
        heard such a ludicrous statement in his entire life.

      “She
        was in the army, but then Joules came
        along and ruined everything.” I suck on my straw again, and my
        mouth is inundated with a half-dozen little bobas. The popping ones
        are fun because they explode in your mouth and leave tiny skins
        behind. There’s no other food like this in the whole world. Thank
          you, Taiwan, for such a wonderful invention. “My
        brother, Joules,” I add, in case Jacob didn’t get it. “My
        mom stayed home with us while my dad worked, and when we both hit
        high school, she became a paralegal.”

      Jacob
        keeps staring at me. I imagine that if my head turned into lettuce,
        he wouldn’t stare any harder.

      “Are
        you bothering my friend, Jake?” Tam asks, and I look over to
        see him clutching the back of his chair, his whole body leaned
        against it. Ankles crossed, expression playful. The way he stares at
        this Jacob guy, I can tell that they’re more than just
        manager-client. They’re … friends.

      “Your
        friend?” Jacob repeats, just like he did with the paralegal
        thing. His expression when I turn back to him is less than pleasant.
  “You don’t even know this person.”

      “Not
        yet.” Tam pulls his chair back out and folds himself gracefully
        into it, elbows on the table, hands clasped together. He shifts a
        look in Jacob’s direction. “You never let me make
        friends. Go away, Jake.”

      “Call
        me Jake one more time—” Jacob begins, and then he snaps
        his mouth shut, like he very nearly let a state secret slip out. I
        roll my eyes and peel the film off the top of my boba cup. We’re
        at the point in the boba drinking process when the liquid is all
        gone, and the bobas are stuck to the ice at the bottom of said cup.
  “As soon as she signs this NDA, I’ll back off.”

      “I’m
        not signing it unless I read it first—three times over. You can
        email it to me, and I’ll look into it.” I’m not
        even paying attention to Jacob anymore; I’m fixated on catching
        bobas with the end of my straw.

      “That’s
        ridiculous. By then, this meeting will be over, and the chances of
        you two ever seeing one another again are next to nothing.”

      “Jacob,
        please email her the NDA,” Tam says gently, and then he leans
        in a little closer, forcing me to look up and into his eyes. They’re
        pretty, a rare green color that he inherited from his dad
        (supposedly). I learned online that the man was from Scotland, a big
        redheaded Viking dude with a beard and these same eyes. I hope that
        part of Tam Eyre’s story is real. “If he does that, will
        you actually look it over and sign it?”

      I
        nod.

      “I’ll
        forward it to my mom, and she can read it for me. Should I send any
        corrections back to the email that it comes from?”

      Jacob
        sucks in air between his teeth, and then gestures at me with the
        iPad. As I take it and type in my email, I question every moment of
        this interaction. Am I doing what Tam wants me to do? Does he like me
        enough to see me again? But since I can’t know any of those
        things, I make the final decision then and there.

      I
        am going to be myself.

      Nothing
        is going to be fabricated.

      Nothing
        will be a lie.

      Then
        I don’t have to worry if I’m making mistakes. If being
        myself is a mistake, then … I
          hate you, I
        tell the curse, but it’s heard it all before. The entire year
        that Joe spent struggling with a grief-stricken Marla, I tried
        everything to vent my anger. Kickboxing classes. A punching bag in
        our garage. Remote hikes where I could practice primal scream therapy
        (aka just yelling as loudly as you physically can into the ether).

      Didn’t
        work.

      I
        still hate the curse. Still miss Joe. If he were here, he’d
        have charmed Tam already. They’d be best friends. If Marla’s
        longtime boyfriend and high school sweetheart hadn’t passed
        away in a horrific accident just ten days before meeting Joe, he’d
        still be alive. She liked him. They had good chemistry together. God,
        I loved seeing
        them together.

      But
  … My hands are shaking. I shove my boba cup onto the table and
        run both palms down my face. When I start thinking about Joe, I start
        thinking about my Aunt Clara who passed away in our living room when
        I was eight. I didn’t see it happen, but I was upstairs. I
        heard my mom screaming. I knew.

      All
        Frost family children know how real this stupid curse is.

      Don’t
        think about Joe. Don’t think about Clara. Don’t think
        about Great-Grandma Louise. Don’t think about how you’ve
        attended more funerals than you have weddings. Don’t think
        about any of that.

      “Sorry,
        I …” Words fail me as I stare back at Tam, and he cocks
        his head slightly to one side.

      “You
        look like you’re going through something,” he tells me,
        like he, too, knows what it’s like to experience the worst
        possible pain in the world. Grief is a knife that stabs deep and then
        slowly twists. How can I still be bleeding from that wound?

      “I’m
  …” I almost say fine, but I just promised myself that I wouldn’t lie. Okay, then. “I
        don’t want to talk about it but thank you for noticing.”

      Tam
        sits back in his chair, frowning at me again. He seems to do a lot of
        frowning around me. He picks up his boba, tries to take a sip, and
        then realizes that he’s out of liquid. He glances at my
        discarded lid, and then peels his own off.

      I
        smile.

      “Joules
        says that if you don’t get the boba while drinking, that you
        should just let the stragglers go. I disagree. Joe and—”
        I stop talking and Tam notices, lifting his head up to look at me. He
        uses the heel of his hand to push his beanie back from his face a
        little, as if to see me better.

      I
        glance to the right and frown when I notice that the fire
        extinguisher on the wall nearby has a placard indicating that it was
        supposed to be replaced two months ago. My mouth twitches. When I
        turn back to Tam, he’s observing me with slightly narrowed
        eyes.

      “That
        fire extinguisher is expired,” I say, and he just keeps
        staring, straw in his hand, a single boba stuck to the end of it, his
        thumb over the other. “My dad is a volunteer firefighter.”

      That
        should explain why I don’t light candles unless they’re
        sitting on a surface right next to me, and I check the batteries in
        my bedroom smoke detector every month. Oh, and also why I sleep with
        my bedroom door closed. Did you know that just closing your bedroom
        door at night could save your life? Close before you doze, my
        friends. The temperature difference between the rest of the house and
        the bedroom with the closed door can be nearly nine
          hundred degrees.

      “My
        dad was a firefighter, too,” Tam tells me. He drops his straw
        into his boba cup and then pushes it aside. His gaze catches mine
        with the first flash of sincerity I’ve seen from the man.

      I
        almost call him a liar, but the expression on his face promises that
        if I do, he will never speak
        to me again. He’s serious about what he just said.

      “I’ve
        never seen you mention that in any of your interviews,” I say
        instead, testing the waters.

      Tam’s
        smile is mean-spirited, his fingers drumming on the tabletop.

      “Because
        it’s none of their fucking business,” he tells me in a
        cold deadpan. My eyes widen, and then his do, too. There
          he is. That’s Thomas. This is the real person behind the
          façade. “Oops,
        sorry,” Tam adds with a laugh that’s as fake as the
        tree-pole on my left. “Just kidding.”

      He
        wasn’t though: he was serious.

      “I
        get it,” I tell him, before he can backpedal too much. I stare
        down at my own hand resting on the tabletop, and then I slowly turn
        it over to reveal the bright red curse mark on my wrist. “Some
        things are too precious to be shared with just anyone.” I’m
        thinking about Joe; Tam is thinking about his dad. It’s a good
        start at finding some common ground between us.

      He
        adjusts himself and clears his throat.

      “You
        act like having me as a … what was it called? A Match? You act
        like it’s the worst thing in the world.” Tam leans back
        in his chair, and I’m offered a Joules-esque man-whore smile in
        response. It does nothing for me. I’ve seen this look on my
        brother’s face too many times to count, directed at some girl
        or another that I don’t even remember. “I would beg to
        differ.”

      “Oh?
        Because you’re such a peach?” I glance at the counter and
        see that the employees are putting together a big order of boba, at
        least two full drink carriers worth. Is that for Tam to take back to
        his hotel? Could I go up there and order another boba or is the shop
        technically closed?

      “I’m
        fit; I dance; I sing; I’m rich; I’m famous; I’m
        handsome.” I look back just in time to see him shrug his
        shoulders. “Take your pick.”

      Pretty
        sure I’m actually repulsed by his statement. I think he can see
        it in my face because his expression shifts and he blinks at me like
        my head is not only made of lettuce but like I have lemon cucumbers
        for eyes.

      “I’ve
        spent four
          months trying
        to speak to you. Four months. Nothing I read about you online is
        true, and you’re both cocky and mean-spirited underneath the
        famous façade.” Crap. I was too harsh, wasn’t I?
        I’m taking my anger at the curse out on Tam, and he doesn’t
        deserve that. He looks a little chagrined as he reaches up a hand and
        rubs absently at the back of his neck, eyes on the tabletop, another
        frown on his face. “Sorry, that was messed up. You don’t
        deserve to be verbally abused by someone who doesn’t have a
        degree or a job or a talent or even a life goal. I dream on my feet,
        but I don’t have anything specific that I’m dreaming
        about. I don’t even know what I like. Also, I’m rude and
        have a big mouth. I’m not perfect either.”

      Tam
        looks up at me, and then freezes when my phone rings. I pull it out
        to see that Asshole
          Big Brother is
        calling. I hit the button that says I’ll
          call you back later, and
        then set the phone screen down on the table. Joules calls me back
        repeatedly, but I mute my phone in response.

      “Can
        I see your Spotify Wrapped?” Tam asks me suddenly, inquiring
        about the end-of-the-year statistics on the Spotify music app. It
        tells you which songs you listened to most, which artists are in your
        top five, that sort of thing.

      I
        narrow my eyes.

      “I’ll
        show you mine if you show me yours,” I challenge, and he
        shrugs, sliding his phone over.

      This
        is not the same phone from the other night. He
        got a new one because I touched it, I’ll bet. Whatever.

      We
        swap phones and navigate to one another’s Spotify.

      His
        top five artists are: In This Moment, Falling in Reverse, Motionless
        in White, Atreyu, and Our Last Night.

      I’m
        not familiar with those groups. What genre are they? Rock? Metal? Tam
        Eyre listens to metal?

      “RADWIMPS,
        imase, YOAKE, Vaundy, and … Imagine Dragons?” Tam says
        mine aloud, his expression one of pure puzzlement. He looks up at me.
  “These are all Japanese, except for one.” Another pause.
  “And you don’t like my music? You like imase, but you
        don’t like me?”

      I
        shrug.

      If
        Tam thought he was going to catch me in a lie—as in, he
        expected to see himself on that list—then I’ve just
        proven him wrong. Again.

      He
        makes a face at me, lips pursed. I watch absently as he does
        something to my phone, passing it over. When he does, I see that
        there’s a new playlist, one that only has three songs on it.
        It’s titled I
  <3 TAM. Now
        it’s my turn to frown.

      “These
        are my B-side tracks; they’re not on the set list for this
        tour.” He reaches out and taps his finger against the top of my
        phone. “I wrote and produced all three of these. Try them and
        let me know what you think.” He smirks, rubs his thumb against
        the corner of his mouth. Licks it.
  “I’m sure you won’t hold back in your critiques.”

      Tam
        stands up suddenly, taking his phone with him. He stuffs it into his
        back pocket before retrieving the two full drink carriers from the
        counter. He brings them back and sets them on his chair. One by one,
        he pulls the drinks out and puts them on the table.

      Coosh,
        coosh, coosh, coosh, coosh, coosh, coosh, coosh.

      “See,”
        he tells me, gesturing at the spread. “You didn’t know
        how many bobas you had left.” Tam puts a palm down on the
        table, and then he really leans
        in toward me, so close that even I’m almost lost in his spell.
        One hand on his hip, cocky smile on his face. “It’s more
        than you thought, isn’t it?”

      I’m
        not quite sure how to respond to that, especially now that he’s
        standing so close to me.

      “I
  … I know I have one-hundred-and—”

      Tam
        stops me by pulling a straw from his pocket and tapping me on the
        mouth with it. I’m so shocked that I have no idea how to
        respond to that.

      “Are
        you so sure about that? These are all for you.” He gestures at
        the table magnanimously. “You never know
        how many bobas you have left. Nobody knows that.”

      I’m
        sure that he’s saying something profound in all of that mess,
        but my eyes are fixated on a chocolate milk tea with crystal boba. I
        reach my hand out for it, and Tam puts his palm over the cup to keep
        me from grabbing it.

      “Have
        a nice day, Lake; I’ll be in touch,” he tells me, and
        then he heads down the hallway toward the bathroom—and the
        emergency exit—with his manager and bodyguard following behind
        him.

      Shit.
        I can’t let him leave! I
        think, but then I narrow my eyes and pick up my phone.

      It’s
        not just a playlist that he added … there’s a new number
        in my contacts.

      Mean
        Spirit is
        what it says. My lips twitch, and then Joules is calling again, and
        I’m rolling my eyes.

      This
        time, I answer and put it on speaker; I’m the only person in
        the shop now anyway.

      “Where
        the fuck are you?” my brother demands, and I sigh.

      “I’ll
        tell you all about it in a minute. Can you meet me at Fairy-Tale
        Boba? It’s down the street from the hotel.”

      Joules
        hangs up on me as I look down at the spread of riches on the
        tabletop, each one a different flavor with a different topping. I
        wrap my arms around as many of the cups as I can, and sigh happily.

      My
        mouth quirks up into a real, true smile.

      One-hundred-and-eighteen One-hundred-and-twenty-six bobas until we both die.
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“I’ll
        try my best to be nice to this prick, but as soon as the curse is
        broken, I’m going to break his neck,” Joules says as he
        stomps around the hotel room, picking up clothes and folding them
        into our suitcases.

      We
        have to leave early tomorrow to get to the next venue in time for my
        first day on the job. This time, Tam is playing two nights in a row
        in the same city, so I’m working two days at the same job. No
        hot dog costume this time … I don’t think. Maybe.

      “Maria
        is meeting us there,” I tell my brother. Sometimes it’s
        best to not indulge him. He scratches absently at his left wrist.
  “That’ll be fun, having her around for a while.”

      “If
        by fun, you mean a
          lot of extra work for Joules then
        yes. Just don’t let her meet Tam. She’ll ruin it.”
        Joules pauses as I open my laptop and try to surreptitiously pull up
        the livestream of Tam’s concert tonight. “Was I not right
        about all of that shit being useless? Hmm? He likes green, and he
        loves watermelon, and his dead dad was a firefighter.”

      “Don’t
        talk about his dad like that. Would you like it if he were talking
        about Joe like that?” Their
          dead cousin was cursed, too. No. I’m not comfortable with that.

      Joules
        ignores me, but at least he doesn’t stop me when I pay the
        twenty bucks to access the concert.

      I’ve
        missed the openers, but oh well. I guess I just want to see if Tam
        acts differently somehow on stage, like meeting me had an impact on
        him.

      The
        concert begins like it always does, a high-energy dance routine
        followed by Tam in his tuxedo sitting down at the piano.

      But
  … then something different happens.

      The
        song he starts to play isn’t his duet with Kaycee; it’s
        one of the songs on the playlist that he gave me. The audience goes
        bananas, drowning out the music for a moment.

      “All
        your life, you fought the flames, but in the end, we are all ash,” Tam
        sings gently, closing his eyes as his fingers dance over the ivory
        keys, and my heart kicks me in the ribs. My breath catches, and
        Joules laughs.

      “The
        Fourth Meeting Attraction,” he says, and I throw a half-eaten
        package of saltine crackers at him. They hit him in the ass and then
        fall to the carpet. But Joules isn’t wrong. According to our
        ancestors’ books, the fourth meeting is the most important, the
        one where physical attraction will begin if it hasn’t already.

      “What?”
        I demand, getting indignant when we both know that I’m just
        embarrassed. Joules brushes crumbs off his ass as he turns around to
        look at me. He crosses his arms and quirks a brow, and I wish he were
        standing closer so I could punch him in the pectoral. “Tam is
        undeniably handsome. Who would say otherwise? He’s designed,
        styled, and packaged to sell sex. That’s his job. Who
        cares if I’m—” I can’t even make myself say
        it.

      “Virgin,”
        Joules murmurs, and this time, I throw a whole package
        of saltines at him. He catches them, tears the plastic open, and pops
        one into his mouth. Saltines with butter were our favorite snack as a
        child, me and Joules and Joe. If we could have a side of sliced
        tomatoes with lemon pepper, even better. “Get used to the idea:
        you are going
        to have to sleep with him. As soon as possible, preferably.”

      “Would
        you please shut
        up?” I snap, putting my headphones in, so I don’t have to
        listen to my brother say disturbing things. I know he’s trying
        to help me, but gross. Just … no. I refocus on Tam’s
        face, and this time, I see a flicker of what I saw at the boba tea
        shop.

      Sincerity.

      Out
        of dozens of concerts, this is the first time I’ve seen that
        expression on his face.

      The
        song is titled “I
          Want to See You (Dad)”. I
        exhale.

      When
        the song ends, Kaycee appears onstage in a glittering black dress
        with a slit that goes all the way up to her thigh. I start to shut
        the lid of the laptop when Joules appears, reaching out to stop me. I
        glance back to see that he’s wearing a mask of concentration.

      “I’m
        making progress with Tam; I don’t need or want your help with
        Kaycee,” I repeat, and he scoffs at me, slamming the laptop lid
        and nearly catching my fingers in it.

      “I
        can make any girl fall in love with me,” he says, but he
        doesn’t sound as confident as he did before. I wonder why that
        is?

      I
        head into the bathroom to shower, and then fall asleep in the hotel’s
        robe. We’re staying in a nice place tonight, but only because
        all the cheap rooms were sold out because of the concert.

      When
        I wake up, I have a text message waiting on my phone.

      My
        music does have heart.

      That’s
        all it says.

      I
        react with a thumbs-up, tuck my phone back in my pocket, and get
        ready to head for Albuquerque.

      Two
        hours later, I send Tam a picture of the sunrise.

      And
        that’s how my friendship with Tam Eyre begins.
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“Hey.”
        I reach out and snag the edge of Tam’s jacket. The concert is
        over, and I know he’s as desperate as I am to get back to the
        hotel so that he can shower and change. When he turns back to me,
        he’s got a smile on his face, but his expression is far away.
  “Last minute set change?”

      Tam
        turns the rest of the way around, tucking his hands into his pockets.
        I can still hear the crowd cheering, but he’s already given
        them an encore, and he’s most definitely done for the night.

      “I
        was against taking that song off the set list to begin with,”
        he tells me softly, and I frown. It’s a wonderful song—I’d
        argue it’s Tam’s best work—but it doesn’t set
        the right tone for such an upbeat, romantic show. “I was
        challenged recently to show some heart, so …” He shrugs,
        but I can’t help wondering who challenged him.

      “Want
        to ride back to the hotel together?” I ask, and Tam nods. He
        holds out a hand for one of mine and leads me toward the back door,
        pausing when his assistant offers out his coat. He tosses it over my
        shoulders, and I smile. Tam is the reason I kept fighting for this
        dream. When I was sixteen, and he was twenty, I shattered my ankle.
        The recovery process was brutal; nobody thought I’d make it in
        this industry after that.

      I
        didn’t know Tam then, but his music and his performances, his
        candid interviews, they got me through a dark space in my life. He’s
        not an easy person to date, but I wouldn’t have it any other
        way. There’s nobody else that I want. Just him. Just Tam Eyre.

      He
        takes my hand again, and we both draw in long breaths before the
        doors open and the camera flashes start. Heads down, we push toward
        the SUV and slip inside with Daniel just behind us. Tam helps me get
        my seat belt on, and off we go.

      “I’m
        so happy that you’re back, Pat,” Tam tells his driver,
        leaning forward to put his hand on the edge of the seat in front of
        him. “Jacob is a terrible driver, and he gets even crankier
        when he has to deal with traffic.”

      “Is
        that even possible?” Pat asks, and I chuckle. Jacob is a
        notorious asshole, but he’s also Tam’s cousin, so I make
        the effort. “Beautiful show tonight, you two. I can feel the
        love between you when you sing together.”

      I
        blush, and Tam sits back in his seat, looking contemplative. I watch
        as he slips his phone from his pocket, toying with it for a moment.

      “Expecting
        a text from your mom?” I ask, but he shakes his head, smiling
        over at me.

      “I
        think I made a friend the other day,” he tells me, and I feel
        my jaw drop. Tam chuckles and reaches out, poking my chin until I
        snap my lips shut. Jacob makes a strange sound from the front seat,
        and Daniel snorts from the back.

      “He
        did not make a friend. He ran into some crazed fan at a … what
        is it called? Some weird tea shop.” Jacob turns around to look
        at me, worry clear in his gaze. “Kaycee, please talk some sense
        into him. Remember the last time he thought he’d made a
        friend?”

      I
        do, and I feel sick over it. Tam started hanging out with a guy from
        his production crew, going out for drinks, playing pool, chilling in
        the hotel and playing cards. In the end, the guy quit his job and
        sold all the secret videos he’d made of Tam to the press.

      “I’m
        taking it slow,” Tam promises me, but I don’t think he
        realizes how lonely he truly is. I’m the same way. This job is
  … difficult to explain. Everyone loves us, but we don’t
        know anyone. Everyone wants to be us, but we can’t trust
        anyone. Making friends, spending time with friends, it’s nearly
        impossible. The only people we can hang out with are others in the
        industry, like Adam and Dylan. Gag. “I think she’s part
        of a cult.”

      “A
        cult?” I choke out, when what I really want to say is she?! I
        make myself breathe in and out, nice and slow. I suppose I can’t
        complain. I spent the other night hanging out with some asshole at a
        bar. I pick at my tights, and then turn back to Tam. He’s
        waiting to see what I have to say. I appreciate that. Sometimes, I
        feel like a doll, something to be posed and dressed up and lusted
        after. “I don’t understand.”

      “The
        girl believes that she’s suffering under a curse,” Daniel
        explains from the backseat. I glance back to see Tam’s
        bodyguard cloaked in shadows, muscular arms crossed over his chest,
        face in a semi-permanent scowl. He almost never talks. For the first
        few months after I started dating Tam, I thought he was mute. If even
        Daniel has an opinion, this girl must be nuts. “I like her.”

      “Like
        her?” Jacob is properly scandalized. “She told Tam that
        he needs to fall in love with her or she’ll die.”

      I
        let out a tired sigh, working a hole in my tights with a single
        finger.

      “Tam,
        how many times a day do you see that exact same message on social
        media?” I ask gently, reaching out for his arm. He offers a
        tight-lipped smile, and I see what’s going on. Tam is tired of
        being told what to do. His entire life, he’s done exactly what
        he’s supposed to, when he’s supposed to. It’s why
        he’s arguably the world’s most famous celebrity. It’s
        also why he’s starting to buckle under the weight of
        expectation.

      “She’s
        in a cult,” Tam repeats, putting his phone back into his
        pocket. “Her family … I think they might be brainwashing
        her. I’m worried she might be killed if I don’t give her
        the time of day.”

      “Let’s
        call it in to the authorities and wash our hands of it.” Jacob
        turns back to face the front, iPad in hand like he’s already
        halfway to making the call himself. “She is not your
        problem, Thomas.”

      “Maybe
        not, but she’s interesting. I can at least entertain her until
        the deadline passes, right? Show her that she’s got nothing to
        be afraid of?” Tam has that tone in his voice that he gets when
        he’s preparing to work on a new song or conceptualizing an
        album. It’s his project voice,
        and it scares me.

      “This
        girl isn’t a project,” I insist, wishing we could talk
        about something else. Tam and I have yet to … we only kiss in
        public for photos or on music video sets. We never kiss in private,
        and we haven’t had sex yet. I want to so badly that I ache for
        him. I think about him at night when I’m alone, and I make
        myself feel good with my hand. I want my boyfriend in bed, and that’s
        not such a horrible thing to ask for, is it? We’ve been dating
        for more than a year. “Let’s
        have a glass of wine, order some room service, and maybe we could
        write our own duet this time?”

      The
        idea has me shifting in excitement. All three of our duet songs were
        chosen from the company directory. They hold no special meaning, and
        I know both Tam and I want to be more than dancing puppets. We’re
        both artists, and we’re both talented. We can write our own
        damn music.

      “That
        sounds good,” he tells me, but then he’s yawning and
        slumping against the window.

      By
        the time we get back to the hotel, he’s already asleep.

      I
        kiss him on the cheek, climb out of the SUV with a sigh, and then
        head to my room by myself.
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The
        itch is back the following night, the one that takes hold in my
        fingers and toes. I want to go out. I want to dance. I want to be
        surrounded but invisible. I want to drink tequila with too much salt,
        and move my body to the music, not in some overcomplicated
        choreography that’s been stamped into my brain.

      I
        switch my clothes out, tie my hair up in a ponytail—I’m
        more difficult to recognize without my signature braids—and
        sneak downstairs when my manager is busy on a conference call.

      My
        own bodyguard trails behind me, silent as a shadow. Her name is
        Wrenlee, and she’s in her early thirties, ex-military, very
        discreet. She’s the only bodyguard I’ve ever had who
        doesn’t rat me out to my manager.

      I
        pick a club at random, something close by and popular, somewhere that isn’t known
        for hosting celebrities. I take a seat at the bar, order a drink, and
        then … I sit there. Alone. Surrounded, but alone. It’s
        not much different than the rest of my life, to be honest.

      Some
        days, I ask myself if this is really what I want. I’m not sure
        the fame or the money is worth the loneliness. It gapes open inside
        of me, this empty space that’s supposed to be filled with
        people. My parents died when I was young, and I lived with my aunt
        and uncle until I debuted. Then my aunt passed away, my uncle
        remarried, and I haven’t seen him since. No siblings. No other
        relatives. No real friends. The last true friend I had was hit by a
        car …

      I
        stare into my glass of tequila until it empties itself, and then I
        start all over.

      I’m
        drunk by the time I remember him, that asshole from the bar, the one
        who blew me off because I said something about his sister. I feel
        guilty about that now, tapping out a sloppy apology to follow up the
        one I sent that night. He hasn’t responded to me since, and I
        just sort of assumed that he never would again.

      But
        I’m Kaycee Quinn, I
        think, both hating and liking the guy for not caring all that much
        about my hard-won notoriety. If he were anyone else, he’d have
        let the insult go and not said a word about it. Anything to get close
        to up-and-coming Kaycee Quinn with her fifty-nine-million TikTok
        followers.

      I’m
        sorry that I said that about your sister. Truly.

      Only,
        I’m drunk, so the message looks more like this: im
          sry aboot yer sister. trutyl.

      Shit.

      I
        try to type up a correction, but my head is spinning. I drank too
        much. Happens sometimes, on days like this. I certainly don’t
        expect to get a reply.

      Are
        you drunk? I
        can imagine that guy’s sharp face, lips parting in a tired
        sigh. Where
          at?

      Oh,
        that’s right. He said he was following the tour with his
        sister. Hmm.

      I
        debate on whether or not I should respond to him, but in the end, the
        loneliness wins out. Tam is in the practice room tonight, and then
        he’ll hit the gym, and after that, all he’ll want is a
        shower and some sleep. Can’t blame him. But today’s my
        day off, and I … guess I just want to make a friend, too. If
        Tam can make one, then surely I can, too?

      I
        text him the address of the club, and then I wait.

      Within
        fifteen minutes, I feel him standing next to me. I can’t
        explain it except to say that this guy—Joules, right?—has
        a presence. I turn my head slowly to the side, trying to play it
        cool, and I smile at him. The expression is sharp, turning my lips
        into a blade.

      “You
        actually came?” I ask, and he snorts, reaching out to snatch
        the glass from my fingers before it can reach my lips. He takes the
        shot himself, and then sets the glass on the counter, reaching out a
        hand to me.

      “Come
        on. You’re way too drunk to be out in public by yourself.”

      I
        just stare at him, turning on the stool and nearly falling off the
        side of it. Damn. Maybe I’m a lot drunker than I thought? Is
          anyone looking? Has anyone seen? Is this going viral tomorrow?

      Joules
        catches me before I can fall, and then he snaps his fingers in front
        of my face, breaking the stream of rapid-fire anxiety in my brain.

      “Relax.
        Nobody knows you’re here. Let’s get you back to the
        hotel, okay?”

      I
        narrow my eyes at him.

      “My
        bodyguard is here; I’m not alone.” My words are slurred,
        barely recognizable, but somehow this guy with the handsome but very
        mean face understands them anyway. And
          those eyes, so blue, like frost.

      “I
        know; she patted me down already. But that’s not what I meant.
        Come on.” Joules hauls me off the stool, and I stumble, falling
        into his chest. He catches me around the waist, but he doesn’t
        cling or rub or try to take advantage. He does his best to get me to
        stand up, and then leans down to peer into my face. “What
        hotel?”

      I
        shouldn’t tell him. I should call my manager and have her come
        get me. I sniff a little, and then there are tears that I don’t
        want, that I don’t deserve to shed. I’m Kaycee fucking
        Quinn, and I’m rich, successful, and talented. Every girl wants
        to be me. Every guy wants to … sleep with me.

      I
        cry a little harder, putting a hand over my face. And then I’m
        somehow crying and laughing at the same time, and Joules is holding
        me up with an arm slung companionably around my waist.

      “Do
        you think we could be friends?” I ask him, and he looks
        startled. He wasn’t expecting that. He purses his lips.

      “Why
        would you want to be friends with me?” he returns easily, as if
        he genuinely wants to hear my response to that question. All the
        while, he’s carefully guiding me toward the exit with Wrenlee
        on our heels. She doesn’t like this, but she knows not to
        interfere in my personal life. It’s a trait my manager does not
        share. If Laura finds out about this, she will lose her shit.

      “You
        hate me because I insulted your sister,” I explain, still
        slurring my words. The world tips around me, and I stumble like I’m
        on the deck of a ship in a storm. Joules keeps me standing, guides
        me, waits for me to finish talking. Like Tam, he actually cares what
        I have to say. I feel my cheeks warm. “I’m sorry about
        that, by the way.”

      “So
        you’ve said: three times already. Don’t worry about it. I
        accept your apology.” My knees collapse, and Joules scoops me
        up into his arms, his mouth twisted in a frown. “Do you have
        someone that can stay with you tonight? You might throw up. Hell, you
        might even have alcohol poisoning.”

      I
        don’t answer. I just throw my arms around his neck and close my
        eyes, trying to stop the world from spinning. Joules lets me be,
        carrying me outside, hailing a taxi. He has the driver drop us off
        down the block from the hotel, and then puts me on my feet, back
        against a wall. Wrenlee waits silently off to one side, watching
        carefully.

      Joules
        strips off his hoodie and then pulls it over my head, flipping the
        hood up to cover my hair and face.

      “Come
        on.” He takes my hand and tugs me around to the back of the
        hotel and the employee entrance. There’s an empty silver pot
        there, propping the door open. Several employees stand around smoking
        cigarettes. “You are the worst little
        sister ever, Lake,” Joules says loudly, dragging me past them.

      As
        soon as they hear that, the employees look away and pay us little
        attention.

      I
        giggle as Joules guides me down the hall toward the elevator. Once
        we’re inside, I slump against him.

      “You
        must be a challenging guy to have as a big brother,” I tell
        him, and he laughs at that.

      “Yeah,
        well, fuck.” Just those three words. I look up to see him
        running his fingers through his hair, his expression faraway,
        guarded. He wasn’t either of those things the first night I met
        him. He looked determined, like he thought he could waltz into that
        club and seduce Kaycee Quinn with the same level of effort he uses on
        other girls.

      Now
  … I don’t think he likes me.

      “So,
        do you want to be friends?” I repeat, and he thinks for a
        minute. He stands there with his arms crossed, waiting for us to
        ascend twenty floors to my room. I wonder where he’s staying?
        Should I try to reimburse him for cab fare? I should, but I only have
        a credit card. “I can Venmo you the money for the cab.”

      “Don’t
        worry about it,” he responds gruffly, taking my hand again when
        the elevator arrives. Joules leads me down the hallway toward my
        room, waiting as I try and fail to remove the key card from my
        wallet. “God, I can’t take it anymore. Give that to me.”
        He wrenches the card from the slot and taps it on the door handle,
        opening it up, and then gently pushing me inside with a hand on the
        small of my back. Wrenlee edges in behind me, and then turns, as if daring him
        to come into my room.

      Joules
        ignores her and looks over her shoulder at me instead. “Drink
        some water, get some sleep, and if you still want to be friends in
        the morning, text me.”

      He
        slams the door behind him and disappears.

      I
        smile as I stand there in the foyer, swaying slightly on my feet. I
        look down and realize that I’m still wearing his hoodie, a
        solid black one with a logo on the front. Frost
          Family Construction it
        says. I pinch the fabric and pull it toward my nose, tilting my head
        forward, and closing my eyes. I inhale deeply, breathing in a spicy
        body spray and the vaguest cling of generic hotel soap. I know it
        well, from all the years I spent staying in cheap rooms while I
        chased my dream.

      He's
        no Tam Eyre, but … I like this gruff, honest person.

      Yep.
        He’s the one. The first real friend I’m going to make.

      “I
        won’t tell Laura about this,” Wrenlee says, as if she can
        read my mind. I look up and try to smile at her, but instead, all the
        tequila I drank comes right up my throat.

      I
        barely make it to the toilet.

      Since
        it’s not exactly in her job description, Wrenlee doesn’t
        hold my hair back. But that’s okay because Joules’ hoodie
        does it for me.

      Afterward,
        I slip the hoodie off, stick a dry-cleaning tag on it, and hang it
        outside my door. If word gets around that I’m drying some rando
        guy’s hoodie, I’ll claim that a fan sent it to me as a
        gift or something. On my way to bed, a text comes in, and I stumble
        eagerly over to my phone, expecting a message from Tam. He’s
        been making an effort to text me every night before bed.

      There
        is a message from him, but it must’ve come in a while ago, and
        I didn’t notice. Sleep
          tight, Miss Kaycee Quinn it
        reads. I smile, but I quickly scroll away to see what the new
        notification is about. I don’t get many on this phone; it’s
        my personal phone and full of shadow accounts that get little to no
        activity.

      Did
        you drink water? Keep drinking it. And in the morning, just have an
        ibuprofen for breakfast. Don’t wait—you’ll regret
        it.

      Another
        message comes in as I’m reading the first.

      Oh,
        and you can keep the hoodie. My uncle has them printed by the dozen.
        I have six identical ones.

      I’m
        grinning as I crawl into bed with a bottle of water by my side.

      In
        the morning, when I get the hoodie back from the hotel staff, I put
        it on and bring it into permanent rotation in my wardrobe. For the
        rest of the day, I check to see if any videos or pictures about me
        have surfaced. If Joules wanted to, he could start a scandal with
        what happened between us.

      When #DrunkKayceeQuinn doesn’t
        surface on social media, I make my decision.

      Joules
        texts me in the afternoon.

      My
        uncle now has enough construction jobs to last for the next two
        years. A
        ten-minute pause between messages. Thank
          you, KQ.

      You’re
        welcome. P.S. I definitely want to be your friend, Joules Frost.

      I
        put my phone into the pocket of Joules’ hoodie and make my way
        to dance practice.
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Just
        when I’m starting to worry that Tam has forgotten all about me,
        I get a text message.

      What
        are you going to be next? A corn dog? A can of soda? Does dressing up
        like the food actually make people want to buy it?

      I
        smile and nest my phone in my lap, turning to cast a look at Joules.
        He’s driving again, listening to his cowboy music and tapping
        out a rhythm on the steering wheel. He likes songs from before our grandparents were
        even born. I don’t understand it. His number one song on his
        Spotify Wrapped was “(Ghost)
          Riders in the Sky” by
        Johnny Cash from
        1949.

      “Do
        you listen to this music just to be contrary?” I ask him, and
        he lifts the corner of his lip at me.

      “Driver
        gets to pick the music. It’s a universal truth. Ask anyone.”

      “But
        you always drive,”
        I retort, gesturing at him. “I have my license, too, you know.
        Also, I’m twenty-two years old coming up on my twenty-third
        birthday. Joules, I’m an adult, and I’m perfectly capable
        of driving a car.”

      “Yeah,
        but then where would you find the time to stalk Tam on social media?
        I swear, you’re becoming a Tambourine fangirl right before my
        eyes. It’s disturbing.”

      My
        mouth gapes open, and Joules’ shoulders stiffen in preparation
        for a smack. I don’t hit him though. No. For as hard as I want
        to smack him, I’ll do it later, when he isn’t driving.

      “Like
        you’re not a premium member of Persephone’s Court,”
        I retort, referencing Kaycee’s fan club. Tam went the obvious
        route, with the Tambourines. Sort of like ENHYPEN with their fan
        club, ENGENE. Kaycee
        chose something a little more fun, like (G)I-DLE did with their fan
        group, Neverland. “She’s been wearing your hoodie all week, Joules. And you
        say nothing happened between you? I feel like you’re lying to
        me.”

      “Oh,
        I’m definitely lying to you, just not about that. Oh, shit, an
        In-N-Out.” Joules yanks the wheel toward the exit, and I
        cringe, but as usual, we get there safely. I’m telling you, my
        brother would slit his own throat before he’d ever cause me any
        harm.

      That
        comment about lying though … I file that away. I’ll
        grill him about it later.

      We
        eschew the drive-thru. As usual, In-N-Out has a ten-mile-long line.
        We go inside instead, stretch our legs, use the bathroom. Over a
        basket of fries and a cheeseburger, I text Tam back.

      Selling
        popcorn—hopefully not dressed like popcorn. But then, you never
        know.

      Tam
        responds with a skull emoji which is a good sign.

      I
        put my phone down and focus on my food for a while before I decide to
        text him again.

      That
        song, about your dad, it’s beautiful. I’m sorry that I
        said your music was heartless. I cried when I read the lyrics over.

      I
        hesitate briefly before hitting send, but Joules steals my phone and
        sends it for me. Then he snaps a photo of me with several fries
        sticking out of my mouth and sends that, too.

      “You
        mother—” I don’t finish that curse because there
        are way too many little kids present, but I do launch myself out of
        my chair and try to wrestle my phone back from my brother. With a
        laugh, he tosses it back to me, and I barely catch it before it hits
        the floor.

      What
        sort of weirdo stuffs ten fries into their mouth all at once? My
        sister.

      That’s
        what the text says. And the photo of me is … well, it’s
        not flattering. I try to unsend them both, exhaling in relief when
        they’re gone from my screen.

      But
        then I get another text from Tam.

      I
        eat fries like that, too. Stuff on, my friend. Also, you have ketchup
        on your shirt.

      I
        look down to see that I do, indeed, have about three large dollops of
        red on my white tee.

      “Crap.”

      “Do
        you have a hole in your chin or something?” Joules snorts as he
        slumps back into his own seat. I spot a drop of yellow mustard on his
        black hoodie, and grin. I snatch his phone before he can stop me—I
        have my fingerprints saved into his biometrics, so it’s easy to
        unlock—and I send a picture of that to
        Miss Kaycee Quinn.

      “Do
        you want to die before the
        curse kills you?” Joules growls at me as he snags his phone
        back. Unlike me, he doesn’t try to unsend the picture. He just
        types out a bunch of nonsense and sends that instead. When he gets a
        response from Kaycee, I try to peep at his phone, but he won’t
        let me see it.

      “I’ll
        just unlock your phone and go through all your personal shit while
        you’re asleep,” I retort, and he scowls at me, trying to
        steal my fries. I get them back, but not before losing at least a
        dozen of them to his greedy fingers.

      “Fine.
        Go ahead. I already went through yours last night. You’re
        boring nowadays, you know that? Tam this and Tam that.”

      “Yeah,
        well you watch hentai on your phone,” I retort, and then Joules
        is stealing my basket of fries again and shoving the remainder into
        his mouth before he stands up. He smiles with his mouth closed,
        chewing my fries
        and glaring at me. He swallows and then smirks, like the villain that
        he is.

      “Let’s
        go. We have four hours left to drive, and we’re both working
        long shifts tomorrow.”

      “I
        hate you,” I reply, but that’s not true, and we both know
        it.

      Joules
        snatches up the spare basket of fries and hamburger that we bought
        for Joe. It’s like an offering that we leave at the edge of the
        table. When we climb into the car with it, we both share the food
        equally, and we don’t tease each other anymore. We don’t
        listen to music.

      All
        we do is remember, because remembering is all that we have left.
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My
        newest manager is younger than me by at least three years, passing
        over the hat that I’m supposed to wear with a very visible
        grimace.

      “Sorry,”
        she tells me as I stare down at the hideous monstrosity in my hand.

      Today’s
        outfit consists of a red and white striped button-down, red pants,
        and black shoes. I get to wear a square hat—also red and
        white—with a big yellow puff coming out of the top that’s
        supposed to be popcorn. I am wearing a popcorn box on my head. Only,
        it doesn’t look like popcorn, more like a poodle with a bad
        haircut.

      “How
        much am I getting paid?” I ask, but not because I’m
        unaware. I was trying to be funny.

      “Minimum
        wage,” the girl replies, completely deadpan.

      “Right.” No
        sense of humor in this girl. I
        nod and put the hat on.

      At
        least it’s substantially warmer tonight than it was when I was
        hawking hot dogs. Also, I sample the goods right away this time and
        find that the popcorn is surprisingly tasty. That’s a huge
        relief.

      Oh,
        and I’m not wearing lingerie underneath. Double bonus.

      I
        stand outside on the front walk, holding a large box in front of me
        with a strap that goes around my shoulders and back. I feel like a
        cigarette girl in the 1920s, hawking smokes to the local bar crowd.
        That sounds more glamorous than this though, selling popcorn to
        Tambourines, some of whom are weeping at
        the thought of seeing Tam in concert.

      If
        they only knew that I spent a whole hour with him at a boba shop,
        that he bought me boba, that I have his real number. I smile at every
        single customer, refilling my box when it empties, giving away
        popcorn for free when it gets cold.

      A
        guy with a mask shuffles up to me before the show.

      I
        recognize that it’s Tam right away. He’s basically Clark
        Kent right now, thinking that a pair of glasses and a new hair-do
        makes him unrecognizable as Superman.

      “You
        shouldn’t be out here,” I warn him, and he startles,
        reaching up with two fingers to tug his mask over his lips. His eyes
        dart around in search of a crazed horde, but we’re safe for
        now. Nobody in their right mind would expect Tam Eyre to be on the
        sidewalk in front of the venue just an hour before the show.

      “Yeah,
        well. You said popcorn, and I was hungry.” He reaches out for
        my hand, and I let him take it. His fingers are rougher than I
        imagined they’d be, calloused and well-used. From playing an
        instrument maybe? From dancing? A lot of his dance moves require
        getting on the ground, using his hands to move his body across the
        stage. Who knows?

      I
        look up, his hand still pressed over mine, and I smile.

      “Well,
        sir, for the generous donation of twenty bucks, you may pick one of
        four flavors.” I draw my hand back and stuff the cash into my
        apron pocket. “Caramel, kettle corn, butter, or cheese.
        Twenty-dollars buys you exactly one bucket.” I lift my chin
        proudly, gesturing at my wares.

      Tam,
        his face mask pulled down to chin-diaper status, gapes at me.

      “One
        bucket for twenty bucks? I thought I was tipping you well.” He
        digs more money out of his pocket and tries to give it to me, but I’m
        laughing so hard now that I can’t even take it.

      “What
        did you expect, Tom? It’s concert popcorn.”

      Tam
        gives me a hard look.

      “Did
        you see Jacob’s reaction when I called him Jake? I’m
        about to have a similar reaction to the name Tom.”

      “Should
        I call you something else?” I ask earnestly, batting my lashes
        at him. “Maybe … Tam Eyre?”

      He
        cringes, and looks around again, but everyone and their grandmother
        (in some cases, literally, there are a lot of older ladies in the
        crowd) is talking about Tam Eyre. Nobody looks or cares. Just a woman
        in a popcorn hat and a man in a baseball cap and a face mask laughing
        together.

      “Fine.
        Tom it is.” Tam bends down to peer at the popcorn selection,
        and then he selects the kettle corn. Nice. That would’ve been
        my choice, too. He munches on it as he stands there, studying me.
  “This is … a nice outfit.”

      I
        narrow my eyes at him, and he smirks at me.

      “Yeah,
        my boss told me that I should be a cigarette girl, but like, for
        popcorn.” I do a little twirl, and my popcorn box goes with me.
  “I told her that cigarette girls looked cute, so that wasn’t
        going to be a possibility.”

      “I
        think you look cute,” Tam tells me, and I feel a strange warmth
        spread through me that I don’t want to acknowledge. I should acknowledge
        it. I need to
        acknowledge it, but I don’t want to be like everyone else.
        Every woman in this crowd of fifty-thousand probably
        finds Tam attractive and would sleep with him if she were single and
        given the chance. I … I should behave differently around him,
        shouldn’t I? “For a poodle.”

      “Aww.”
        I pat my chest and roll my eyes. “Thank you very much, Sir Tom.
        Do you fully appreciate that I didn’t get to choose my outfit
        today? I’m getting paid minimum wage to be humiliated.”

      Tam
        smiles at me, holding out his popcorn as an offering. I shake my
        head. I’ve had about three buckets worth already, and I’m
        stuffed. He draws it back toward his chest and scoops up another
        handful, leaning his head back and tossing about twenty popcorn puffs
        into his mouth. I lift a brow. Guess he was telling the truth about
        the French fry thing.

      “You
        weren’t getting paid to wear ketchup on your shirt, were you?”
        he asks me, and I reach out and slap his arm on instinct. Daniel
        darts forward out of the crowd, and Tam lifts his hand up to stop
        him, like a medieval prince. I worry for a minute that he’s
        going to run away again, but Tam just grins at me. “Well, were
        you?” he inquires as Daniel melts back into the shadows. The
        man is scary good
        at his job. And those gray eyes? I shiver. Maria would probably be
        into him. Hell, maybe he can be her Match and we can kill two birds
        with one stone?

      Also
  … not a great phrase to use in reference to the curse. That’s
        what it does, it takes two beautiful birds with wings spread wide,
        ready to fly, and it kills them both with a single wallop. I exhale,
        and Tam notices the shift in my mood the way he did at the boba shop.

      I
        don’t let him bring it up. I won’t talk about Joe right
        now.

      “Joules
        sent that shit. I didn’t … I would never …”
        I laugh and then reach out, stealing some of Tam’s popcorn
        anyway. He stares down at my hand, as if mesmerized by my casual
        behavior, and then looks back up at me.

      “I
        figured, when he wrote my
          sister at
        the end of the message.”

      “Well,
        aren’t you a smart one?” I retort, stealing more of his
        popcorn. Fine, I lied. I could eat. When Tam looks down at my hand
        again, I try to play it off as a joke. “You’re probably
        on a diet, right? I bet you’re not even allowed to eat this.”

      “How
        much money do you want to put down on that? Because you’d be
        right about it.” He hands the bucket over to me, and I take it
        in surprise. “I’ve gotta go. Stay safe out here, okay?”

      I
        nod as Tam tugs his face mask up, turning and shoving his hands into
        his jacket pockets. When he’s ‘in disguise’ he
        walks with an exaggerated hunch, like he’s seen too many movies
        and thinks this is how people who are in disguise are supposed to
        walk.

      It
        only makes him more obvious; I see people turning to stare at him.
        Not because he’s Tam Eyre, but because he looks like a weirdo.

      I
        chuckle and finish off the popcorn, tossing the bucket, and returning
        to my regularly scheduled program.

      One
        thought percolates as I finish the rest of my shift: that was not a
        meet-cute. Tam did not come outside to buy popcorn and then happen to
        run into me. He came out to see me and happened to buy popcorn.

      That’s
        enough to keep my mood lifted until I get off work, and then leave to
        grab Joules.

      Guess
        where we’re meeting our cousin, Maria?

      Damn
        right.

      A
        bubble tea shop.
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      Maria
        spits lavender milk tea all over herself when she hears about my
        interaction with Tam.

      “Crap,
        crap, crap,” she grumbles, swiping haphazardly at it with a
        napkin. She gives up pretty quick, and Joules rolls his eyes at her.
        Apparently, the Frost family is damned on two fronts: cursed
        alongside our Matches, and very messy eaters. “This is good,
        right? This sounds good. I need to call your mom.” She starts
        to reach for her phone and both Joules and I slam our palms down on
        top of hers. I end up sandwiched in the middle, cursing because
        Joules is way too strong for his own good.

      I
        yank my hand back and rub it while I glare at him.

      “Don’t
        you dare call my mom,” he warns her, because we both know that
        if Maria calls Mom, they’ll end up talking for an hour—at
        least. Maria and my mother are best friends. They share family gossip
        with one another at least twice a day. “I’ll call her
        later tonight to give her an update. Buying one bucket of popcorn
        does not a curse break.”

      “This
        is …” I lower my voice to a whisper. “Tam
          Eyre we’re
        talking about.” I sip on my oolong milk tea with pudding, and
        smile at the shop’s ridiculous catchphrase on the side of my
        cup. It just says Flavor
          and Fashion with
        a vaguely humanish silhouette with anime eyes. “He came out to
        talk to me, Joules, not to buy popcorn. That’s a big deal.”

      “He’s
        a fuckhead. I’m only letting him date you because of the curse.
        Otherwise, I’d never give my blessing.”

      “Well,
        luckily it’s not 1822, and I don’t need your
        blessing.” I suck on my straw, and chew on the end a little,
        just to annoy Joules. He hates that.

      “You
        might not need it,
        but you clearly want it.” He scoffs at me, so I steal his tea
        when I finish mine. He doesn’t put up a fight; he lets me have
        it. Sometimes, he orders a flavor he doesn’t even like in
        anticipation of me taking it from me. He really is the perfect big
        brother. “After you break the curse, break him next. I mean,
        break up with him.”

      I
        ignore Joules. Not once in the history of the Frost family has anyone
        ever broken up with their Match. Not once has a Match ever cheated or
        left them either. I don’t know if that makes them soulmates, or
        if it just makes them cursed. Doesn’t matter. Either I’m
        dead or I’m … going to marry Tam Eyre?

      “Are
        you blushing?”
        Joules asks, arms crossed, leaning in and getting in my face. “You’ve
        got to be kidding me.”

      Maria
        slams her drink down on the table, and tea spurts up out of the
        straw. She cringes, but she doesn’t stop in her quest to defend
        me from Joules.

      “It’s
        normal for a person to fall in love with their Match; everyone in our
        family does. Even Aunt Lisa.” Maria sniffs, and Joules shakes
        his head with a low, angry laugh. He closes his eyes as the memory
        hits. It’s not a good one. Aunt Lisa was in love with her
        ex-husband. I’m not saying she isn’t in love with her
        Match—her current husband—but it broke her heart to do
        what she did. She was never the same after. She definitely isn’t
        the same now. Who would be, after losing a child?

      “I
        am not in love with Tam,” I tell them both, and it’s
        true. I’m not. He’s a handsome guy, but that’s
        pretty much all I know. His being handsome isn’t going to make
        me fall in love. He can dance, sing, act, whatever, and I still won’t
        fall in love with him. I need something real, and I’m afraid
        that’s going to be my downfall here. I’m too cynical.

      “You’re
        too cynical,” Maria says, as if she’s just read my mind.
  “Try to relax into it. Tam is your soulmate, and the sooner you
        accept that, the happier you’ll be.”

      “Matches
        are not necessarily
        soulmates,” Joules growls, eyes still closed, perched in his
        chair like a statue.

      “I’m
        getting to know him.” I shrug my shoulders, sipping on Joules’
        matcha milk tea with tapioca pearls. “What else can I do? He’s
        so … wary. If
        I look at him wrong, he might never speak to me again. I’m just
        going to keep doing what I’m—”

      I
        freeze when my phone dings with a notification, whipping it out of my
        pocket to read it.

      It’s
        Tam.

      Joules
        snatches it out of my hand before I can read it.

      “Please
        tell me that your next job involves wearing a giant French fry
        costume. I’d pay money for that.”
        Joules scoffs again and lowers the phone, giving me a nasty look.
  “He’s not talking to you like a woman; he’s talking
        to you like a friend.”

      “So?”
        I snap back, holding out my hand for my phone. Joules ignores me and
        types in a message that I know is going to be bad. I’d try to
        take my phone, but it’s not worth risking the spilling of the
        boba.

      The
        Frost emergency fund is running low, and I refuse to let anyone in my
        family mortgage their house because of me. I can’t afford to
        order more than one bubble tea a day. Mostly, I’ve been paying
        for them with my earnings from my own jobs. I should probably cut the
        boba out, but I might die. I need my sunshine in a cup to get me
        through this.

      “Friend-zoned?”
        Maria whispers, shaking her head. She starts muttering in Spanish,
        but I ignore her. I don’t believe in stupid things like friend-zones. Just
        another dumb word for I
          like this person, but if they don’t want to fuck me then I’m
          being punished, wah. If
        Tam sees me as a friend, that’s a good thing.

      My
        phone buzzes again, and Joules smirks. He taps out another response
        for me.

      “Do
        you want to woo Tam on your own then? Give me the phone, Joules.”

      “If
        I were you, I’d have already slept with him,” Joules
        retorts, and Maria giggles. I punch my brother in the arm, but he
        ignores me.

      “Like
        you’ve slept with Kaycee Quinn?” I shoot back, and he
        smirks like the asshole that he is.

      “She’s
        been wearing my hoodie all week, remember? She’s not even my
        Match, and I’m doing a better job than you.” Joules
        tosses my phone onto the table and then reaches out to pinch my
        cheek. “Do better, Lake.”

      “Screw
        you.” I pick up my phone, and I nearly choke on a boba.

      There’s
        Tam’s first message … and then there’s this monstrosity,
        courtesy of Joules.

      Tam: Please tell me that your next job involves wearing a giant French fry
        costume. I’d pay money for that.

      From
        my phone: Would
          you pay more if I wore lingerie underneath it again? *skull emoji*
          JK. That was dumb. I can’t believe I was stupid enough to wear
          that stuff without actual clothes over the top. I’m losing my
          mind over all these crappy jobs. Only possible explanation.

      I
        slam my phone on the table a little too hard and give Joules a look.

      “Are
        you fucking kidding me?” My phone pings again, and Joules
        raises a brow, lifting up a hand so that Maria can give him a high
        five. “You both suck.”

      I
        keep reading.

      Tam: Hah.
        Don’t beat yourself up over that. We’ve all accidentally
        worn lace garters and thigh-highs under our hot dog costumes. *hot
        dog emoji*

      I
        blink in shock. Holy crap. Is … is he flirting? I hope he’s
        not. He’s dating Kaycee, and that would be … I could
        never love a man who cheats on his girlfriend.

      “They’re
        not actually dating,” Joules explains, as if he, too, can read
        my mind. It’s another universal Frost family trait. We’re
        all stupid-expressive with our faces, and we all know each other way
        too well to miss a single cue.

      “What
        are you even talking about?” I ask as I scroll down to the next
        message.

      From
        my phone: I’m
          cleaning toilets at my next job. Tell your fans not to clog them up.
          I’m wearing that damn lingerie under my swamp-green jumpsuit.
          One of my guy friends from back home is coming to visit, and he might
          actually want to see it. LOL.

      I
        almost kill Joules. Seriously. I am this close.

      “The
        curse’ll get you eventually,” I growl at him as he
        laughs. “Now please explain what you mean by not
          actually dating. They
        post couple photos basically every day, dance the tango together
        every night, and go on viral video dates. They’re dating,
        Joules.”

      “They’ve
        only kissed on set, never in private. They haven’t slept
        together.” Joules shrugs one shoulder. “If that’s
        not telling, I don’t know what is.”

      “How
        do you even know that?” I demand, resisting the urge to read
        the next few messages. Do I even want to
        see what else Joules sent to Tam?

      “Drunk
        Kaycee is talkative. She muttered all sorts of shit in the taxi on
        the way back to the hotel the other night.” Joules slants a sly
        glance my way, blue eyes sparkling. “I’ve seen the way
        she acts around Tam; he’s not her type. And vice versa. There
        isn’t an ounce of romantic or sexual tension between them.”

      “Oh,
        Lynn would slap you if she heard you say that,” Maria whispers,
        referencing our very enthusiastic Tambourine fangirl cousin who’s
        joining us next week. Thank God for that. I’ve been doing my
        best to touch up my own roots, but it’s not easy. I need Lynn’s
        expertise to keep my sea green hair looking fancy. “She says
        she’s worried for you because she
        thinks Tam and Kaycee are soulmates. You have to admit: they are fire
        onstage. And they look like they genuinely like each other when they
        go on their dates.”

      “Their
        very public, livestreamed dates,” Joules emphasizes, slapping
        one hand into the other for emphasis. “I’m telling you:
        they are not attached
        at the hip. Tam already likes you better. Take solace in that.”

      “He—”
        I don’t finish my sentence. It’s too good to be true. I
        can’t let myself believe that. I have to tackle this as if Tam
        and Kaycee are in
        love with one another. “Contract dating or no, he better not
        make a move on me before he breaks up with her.”

      “Or
        she breaks up with him,” Joules adds mysteriously.

      I
        ignore him to read the other texts.

      Tam: If
        you don’t love me, we both die. What happened to that? Also,
        good luck with your friend from college. He sounds cool. *crossed
        fingers emoji*

      “Joules,”
        I grind out, quickly tapping out another reply. I can’t let
        Joules see this message. He doesn’t know that I’ve
        spilled the beans about the curse to Tam. He can’t know.
        That’ll piss him off something fierce.

      That
        was my stupid brother again. Last two messages. Pay them no mind.
        He’s crazy.

      There’s
        a long pause there where I start to panic, but then Tam messages me
        back.

      Tam: I
        figured as much. Tell him to give you your phone back. He believes in
        the curse that much, huh?

      Me: He’s
        just trying to help me. He’s worried.

      I
        wait with bated breath, the boba shop and Maria and even Joules
        disappearing until it’s just me and my phone. Waiting. Waiting.
        Waiting.

      Tam: Don’t
        be. I’ll show you: there’s no such thing as a curse. One
        year from now, we’ll both still be here, and your family can
        relax.

      I
        know that Tam doesn’t believe me. He’s basically saying wait
          it out and this is obviously bullshit, so clearly you won’t
          die. But
        that’s okay. Just like my friends humor me, all I need from Tam
        is this, a chance, an opportunity, an opening.

      I
        delete all of the texts that mention the curse before responding.

      Me: But
        also, I really am cleaning toilets at your next concert. I won’t
        wear lingerie (maybe not ever again in my whole life) so please ask
        the crowd not to clog anything. Please also ask the men to aim
        correctly in the urinals. Thank you, Sir Tom. P.S. the popcorn was
        delicious

      Joules
        leans over to peer at my last message, and then cocks a brow.

      “Seriously?
        No wonder he only sees you as a friend.”

      But
        then the final message of the night comes in, and I smirk knowingly,
        shaking my phone in my brother’s face.

      “Do
        you doubt me now, huh?” I ask as Joules steals it back from me
        and reads it.

      Tam: oh,
        you just wait. I really will tell them that over the mic. You’re
        welcome for the popcorn. P.S. never say never! Have fun with your
        college friend.

      “He’s
        jealous—even if he doesn’t know it,” Joules
        announces, and Maria and I both laugh. “Seriously. I’m a
        guy, and I know how guys think. He’s jealous. Just wait.”

      “Whatever
        you say, Joules.” I kiss my brother on the cheek, stand up, and
        head for the door whistling “I
          Want to See You (Dad)” under
        my breath.
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I’m
        slumped in my usual spot inside the SUV, yawning and scrolling social
        media. I’m still shocked that there’s no trending #TamBoba or #TamPrivateTexts. I’m
        surprised that my phone number isn’t blasted all over the
        internet. I’m surprised by basically anything having to do with
        Lakelynn Frost.

      I’ve
        done a little sleuthing over the past few days, and I’ve
        learned a lot about her family. Her dad really is a volunteer
        firefighter, and her mom really is a paralegal. Her brother is a dick
        (his TikTok account is a mess). She has a lot of aunts and uncles and
        cousins.

      The
        Frost family also has a lot of unexplained deaths.

      That’s
        the part that freaks me out. They seem like
        such a normal family, but I can’t stop myself from wondering if
        they’re … executing their family members? I don’t
        know. There have been plenty of investigations and zero evidence. I’m
        not even sure what to think.

      Also
  … why the fuck is Kaycee wearing a Frost
    Family Construction hoodie? When I asked where she got it, she smiled mysteriously and
        said that it was a gift from a fan. Huh. I’ll
          bet you anything that it’s the brother. I
        slap my phone against my thigh, fantasizing about what it would be
        like to slap the smirk off that guy’s face. What the hell does
        he think he’s doing? Seducing
          your girlfriend right out from under you, that’s what. So that
          you’ll date his sister.

      To
        save his sister’s life, my
        mind corrects, but I shake my head. Curses aren’t real, and
        it’s insane that I’m sitting here and thinking about it
        like it is. Joules Frost would probably be the one to finish his
        little sister off if she didn’t comply with the cult’s
        rules.

      “Hey!”
        Jacob yells, and I jump. He’s turned around in his seat to peer
        at me. “We’re here. I’ve called your name four
        times. Where do you go in that head of yours?”

      I
        glance over to see that Daniel has the door open and is waiting for
        me.

      Shit.

      I
        slip out of the car, relieved to see that we’re in a protected
        parking garage today. No fans, no pictures, no media.

      My
        mom is waiting for me in a brilliant red skirt and sharp white blouse
        with a huge bow at the neck. She holds out her arms for a hug, but I
        scoop her up instead. She told me once that she knew I was a man the
        day I hugged her instead of the other way around.

      “I’ve
        missed you so much,” she murmurs, and I smile against her hair.

      “I
        missed you, too.” I lean back, holding her at arm’s
        length. “Please tell me you spent some time with Christian, and
        that it wasn’t all business.”

      My
        mom deserves a boyfriend, I like this guy, and I am not letting it
        go. She wants to mess around in my love life? I can absolutely return
        the favor. I cross my arms and give her a sharp, assessing look.

      “It
        wasn’t all business,” she blurts, cheeks flushing. She
        bats my hands away and reaches up to fiddle with her perfect hair,
        all slicked back into a bun and looking smart as hell. My mom takes
        care of all the details, all the legal stuff, all the PR. I don’t
        know what I’d do without her. She turns and takes my arm,
        leading me into the venue with Daniel behind us and Jacob in front.
  “So, what have you been up?”

      “I’ve
        tried flavors of milk tea and bubble tea and toppings that I didn’t
        even know existed. Did you know that you can get shiny little jellies
        with faces on them?” I laugh at that, but my mom is peering at
        me like she’s never seen me before.

      “You
        went out?” she asks, sounding baffled, and I shrug.

      “I’m
        an adult. I can go out sometimes, can’t I?” If I sound
        defensive, it’s because I am. I don’t mean to be, and I’m
        immediately sorry for it, but sometimes I feel infantilized. I just …
        I want to have a life on the side. If I don’t experience
        things, how can I write songs about them? “I made a friend;
        she’s been introducing me to new things.”

      “A
        friend?” Mom echoes, sounding wary. “A girl?”

      I
        shrug.

      “A
        girl. We hung out a few times. Text a little bit.” Now Mom is
        starting to look more than wary; she’s panicking. “It’s
        not like last time. She hasn’t posted anything, hasn’t
        shared my number.”

      “Not
        yet, but she will,” Elena tells me with pursed red lips. “Tam,
        I know it’s hard to doubt people. You’ve always been the
        trusting type. Always. But you … you just can’t in your
        position, honey.”

      I
        exhale.

      I
        expected this conversation to go … exactly as it’s
        going.

      My
        assistant, Maggie, appears out of nowhere, cheeks flushed and
        panting, like she ran all the way here. She lifts up a drink carrier
        stuffed with bubble teas. I grin as I snatch one out and put it in my
        mother’s hands. I gift two others to Daniel and Jacob, and then
        I nod at Maggie. Behind her, she has her own team, each of them
        holding drink carriers of their own.

      “Pass
        those out to the crew; I have something to do.” I kiss my mom
        on the cheek, ignoring her flustered look and the way she eyes the
        drink in her hand like it’s poison. “I know it’s
        not on my diet; I’m not drinking any tonight.”

      I
        tug the watermelon fruit tea with crystal jelly out of the carrier,
        yank my face mask up, and then exit the way we came. Daniel follows
        me, and Jacob yells, but I ignore him.

      I
        head down five flights of stairs and then use the lanyard I was given
        to scan myself into an employee entrance. The doors haven’t
        opened for the show, so it’s staff only right now. I still have
        to be careful, but there isn’t a heaving crowd to worry about
        just yet.

      I
        navigate my way to one set of bathrooms and then another. It’s
        when I get to the third set that I find her. I crack open the door
        and there she is, sea green hair swept into two messy braids,
        tendrils hanging around her face. Freckled nose. Lake is using a
        plunger as a microphone and singing so terribly off-key that I have
        to put a hand over my face mask to keep from laughing.

      She’s
  … singing “Sweet
    Honey”. I’m
        really choking back the laughter now as I resist the urge to ask, “I
          thought you didn’t like that song?” And
        yet here she is, all the words coming easily enough.

      I
        yank the Sharpie from my pocket—I don’t travel anywhere
        without one on hand—and I sign the cup with my name. I draw a
        toilet, too, leaving it carefully on the ground outside the door.

      Then
        I wait, hiding behind a column, back leaned against it, arms crossed,
        ball cap pulled low.

      “She’s
        coming out,” Daniel tells me a few minutes later, and I turn
        around to watch.

      Lake
        stops and frowns as she squats down next to the drink. She strips her
        gloves off and tucks them in her belt, reaching out to pick it up. I
        catch the moment she realizes who left this drink, and that it’s
        for her.

      She
        sits down to laugh, tears pouring down her face. I watch as she
        pushes the drink to the side and returns to the bathroom. When she
        comes back, she’s drying her hands on a paper towel, spinning
        around and then trying to toss it backwards and into a can. She
        misses and curses as she jogs over to retrieve it, throwing it away
        before picking up her boba.

      I should go
        back upstairs and hit hair and makeup, but I push my schedule to the
        breaking point by following her around from one set of bathrooms to
        the next. By the time she gets there, she’s peeling the lid off
        her drink and pouring the remaining jellies into her mouth.

      Lake
        turns, and then she tosses the cup backward into a trash can, fist
        pumping when she gets it right.

      I
        yank my face mask down and turn to Daniel.

      “I signed that
        cup.” He just stares back at me, unmoved by the sight. “It’s
        worth money online.”

      “You’ve
        lost your mind,” he tells me, and then he’s grabbing me
        by the arm and dragging me back to the spotlight where I belong.
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She
        didn’t keep the cup. Wow. I’m
        hurt, but happily surprised. Again. Or maybe I’m just
        narcissistic and arrogant, and I’m overestimating my own worth
        in the eyes of the fandom. I Google authentic
          Tam Eyre signature just
        to see what they’re going for these days.

      “Two
        hundred bucks?” I whisper, and then shake my head. “Damn.”
        My fingers itch to text, and I press my tongue against my cheek to
        hold it back.

      Doesn’t
        work.

      I’m
        not sure that I’ve ever had
        a friend like this, someone that I can share the most random, most
        mundane things in the world with and actually enjoy doing it.

      What
        are you doing today? It’s the most common question that I ask Lake. It seems like
        the safest one, and it always sparks some good conversation between
        us. I’m in my hotel room alone—again. What else is there
        to do? I could read, but I’m always reading. I average
        three-hundred books a year, easy. Sitting in the SUV. Sitting in the
        hotel. Sitting in hair and makeup. Sitting between sets at dance
        practice. Resting on a bench at the gym.

      That
        book that Lake tore a page out of, the werewolf one? Already read it.
        My phone buzzes, and I sit up a little straighter.

      Working
        the food truck that your … gulp … fan club sent over
        for the staff. Ughghugughghg. Wish me luck!

      I
        grin at that, shutting my phone off to think for a minute. My fan
        club pays for food and drink trucks to travel around and treat the
        staff. It’s a habit they picked up from K-pop culture in Korea,
        and it’s honestly one of my favorite parts of having a fan club
        at all. It’s cute.

      Hmm.
        Will have to send luck in the form of … backstage passes.

      I
        shoot that text over without thinking too hard about it. And then I
        wait. For thirty minutes, I just sit in a chair by the window,
        sipping on a water bottle and staring at my phone. While I’m
        here, I should text Kaycee, but I know she won’t respond since
        she’s filming several interviews today.

      They
        could be for the next show, in case you have to work tonight, I add when it appears that Lake isn’t going to text me back. I
        force myself to scroll over to Kaycee’s name, hesitating as I
        try to figure out what to say. Having a friend is easy; I’m
        eager for a friend.

      Having
        a girlfriend is … hard.

      Question
        for you. Did you get that construction hoodie from a guy named Joules
        Frost? That’s
        what I send to Kaycee. I should be sending her smiling flower gifs or
        heart emojis or … fucking anything but what I just sent. Lake
        responds to my previous text, but I don’t click over to it.

      I
        shut my phone off and slip it into my pocket.

      It’s
        early enough that if she does want the passes, I can have my
        assistant text over the QR codes that Lake will need to scan in at
        security.

      I
        change into my workout clothes and head to the gym early, just to get
        it out of the way. All of that extra boba comes with extra gym time.
        I’m cursing by the time I get there, hitting the treadmill hard
        enough that I’m blinded by sweat, my hair sticking to my
        forehead, my thoughts clearing up a little.

      Am
        I being too casual about this whole friend thing? I
        wonder, the sound of my pounding feet the only noise besides the
        whirring of the machine and Daniel’s heavy breathing as he
        lifts weights. There’s nobody else in the gym with us; it’s
        been cleared for my personal use.

      I’ve
        positioned myself on a treadmill in front of a window, so that I can
        look out at the city. I can’t even remember where we are today.
        Are we … is this Texas? Shit, I don’t even know what
        state. I hit the stop button and hop off, stumbling until Daniel
        catches my arm.

      “Thanks,
        man,” I tell him, annoyed that he isn’t nearly as sweaty
        as I am. He stares back at me with stony gray eyes, and I shiver.
        Daniel Kang is not a man I would want to meet in a fight. I’m
        not such a hotheaded idiot that I think I’d win against him.
        All the time I devote to dancing, he devotes to working out and
        martial arts. No wonder his pay is in the mid six-figure range. He’s
        worth every penny.

      I
        grab myself some water, use one of the wet towels to wipe my machine
        down, and then take a minute on a padded bench to recover.

      There’s
        no proof that any of the texts I’m sending to Lake are from me.
        At this point, I could deny knowing her and it’d be feasible.
        But the more time we spend together, the more ammo she’ll have
        to use against me.

      I
        hate thinking that way. I wasn’t born like this; I was
        programmed by life. I refuse to let my depression get the better of
        me. What happened with the production crew guy was crushing, to say
        the least. But this is going to be different.

      Could
        be worse than the production crew guy, Tam. This friend is a woman,
        and she’s already told you that she wants you to fall in love
        with her. Romance never makes things any easier.

      I
        tug my phone out of my pocket and turn it back on.

      I
        should probably work tonight, but can we have backstage passes for
        Seattle? Me and my brother, Joules, I mean. Or just me is fine, too.

      My
        mouth twitches.

      Oh,
        Joules is getting a backstage pass alright. I want to get a good look
        at the asshole who threatens to kill his sister, who keeps her
        trapped in a cult, who’s trying to steal my fucking
        girlfriend. I smile and then laugh, and it’s not a nice sound.
        Daniel gives me an odd look.

      Consider
        it done. I
        shoot back, and then I see that Kaycee’s responded to my
        message, too.

      How
        did you know that? she
        asks me, but I’ll explain later, in person. I don’t want
        to talk about my cult theories over text, just in case the contents
        of my phone get leaked to the public. I tell her so, and then I stand
        up, stretching sore arms over my head and sighing.

      Here’s
        what I’ll do.

      I’ll
        show Lakelynn how serious I am about Kaycee. I’ll invite her to
        hang out with me and my friends so that she can prove she’s not
        interested in me, that she isn’t going to make things weird.
        Then we can truly work on a friendship with one another. She’ll
        probably fail—everyone I’ve ever extended a hand to has
        failed—but then she can tell her family that I gave her a
        chance. That should do it, right?

      Perfect.

      I’ve
        got a plan that makes sense to me, and I feel so much better about
        it. My mind is at ease.

      Seattle
  … day after the show, do you want to hit an escape room with
        me? I can text more details later.

      I
        assume I’ll get a quick, enthusiastic response.

      Lake
        doesn’t respond for an entire day, and I curse myself when her
        reply finally comes in. Without even meaning to, I was waiting.
        Again. I’m going to stop doing that.

      Escape
        room sounds great. Can Joules come with us then, too?

      I
        snort.

      Bring
        him. I think your brother and I are going to have a lot in common.

      Namely,
        Kaycee Quinn.
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The
        Seattle concert is weeks away, but I’ve worked everything out
        in my mind. I’m not worried anymore, and I’m just
        enjoying having someone around to text with. Kaycee is as busy as I
        am, so it’s hard for us to connect. Same with my mom. Jacob is
        always around, but he acts more like a manager than a cousin. Daniel
        is my friend … I think … but he barely talks, so
        there’s that. My driver, Pat, is cool, but I only see him in
        the car, and he’s in his sixties, so we don’t have a ton
        in common.

      Lakelynn
        is … great.

      What
        are you doing tonight? I
        tap out, waiting to hear what her job of the day is going to be.
        Whatever it is, I’ll seek her out at the stadium and give her a
        signed T-shirt or something. The other day, I brought her a light
        stick with a plastic tambourine on the end, and she looked at it like
        it was a lit stick of dynamite.

      Nothing.
        I’m sick. That’s
        what she sends me, and I find myself stopping in the middle of the
        hotel hallway. Daniel grunts in annoyance from behind me, and Jacob
        sighs from up ahead, but I pay them little attention. I bought them
        pizza and beer last night, so they owe me at least one day of being
        nice. Not going to happen, but a guy can fantasize, can’t he?

      Speaking
        of fantasies … something happened in the shower last night
        that has me feeling pretty damn perky. For the first time in months, I
        had enough energy to get a proper erection and an orgasm, too. I
        don’t want to think about why that is. Lake is a pretty girl,
        but I’m not interested in her. Nowhere but inside my brain will
        I ever admit to thinking about her like that.

      But
        now? She’s sick? I feel like an asshole for doing that last
        night.

      A
        selfie of Lakelynn comes in next, a picture of her reclined on white
        pillows with an ugly hotel duvet pulled up to her chin. Her nose is
        red, and her lips look flaky. I can see that there’s sweat on
        her forehead, and that’s got me worried about a fever. #deadinbed follows
        along after the picture.

      I
        purse my lips and text her back.

      Do
        you need anything? I could send some medicine over?

      Joules
        has it covered, but thank you, she
        sends back quickly, and then, going
          to take a nap now. TTYL

      “Can
        we please get going? We’re late,” Jacob bitches, and I
        sigh. He’s my cousin, and I love him, but hot damn, sometimes I
        just want to live my life on my own terms for five whole seconds.

      “We’re
        not going anywhere until I finish what I’m doing,” I
        snap, and he turns to stare at me like I’ve been body snatched.
        Why though? He knows I’m a grumpy ass. “My friend is
        sick, and I want to send her some chicken soup. I’m not doing anything else
        until I do that.”

      Jacob
        turns all the way around to look at me, slipping his headset off. He
        puts it in his pocket, hands his iPad off to my assistant, Maggie,
        and plants his hands on his hips.

      “You
        have a shoot for the record label. These photos have to be posted to
        Instagram tonight. And
        you’re concerned about sending some crazy fan soup?”

      I
        look back down at my phone and then send Lake another message.

      Can
        I have Joules’ number? That way I can check in on you without
        interrupting your sleep.

      Lake
        responds quickly, and I chew on my lower lip until Jacob makes a
        sharp tsking sound with his tongue.

      “Photoshoot,”
        he repeats loudly, and I close my eyes.

      It’s
        my mouth. If I want to bite it and chew it and leave teeth marks in
        it, then I will. I’ll do whatever I want.

      “Right.”
        I stop doing it, and then I text Joules.

      Hey
        man, this is Thomas. Can I get your hotel name and room number? I
        want to send your sister something.

      It
        takes everything in me not to be snarky, not to call him out about
        Kaycee. Now that I’ve had a chance to talk with her, I know all about
        his heroic story of rescuing her from a bar. I’m a little
        unclear as to how they met in the first place—she was vague
        about that—but what’s perfectly crystal is this: I don’t
        like the guy.

      Fuck
        off is
        what Joules sends back, and I gape at my phone screen. When Jacob
        opens the doors to my hotel suite at the end of the hall, I walk in
        like a zombie, still staring at my phone. Did he just … yeah,
        he did. For the first time in my life, I want to say something
        clichéd and manly like let’s
          take this outside. What is wrong with me?

      Oops,
        sorry. Meant to send that to my cousin. Here. Joules
        texts me back with the information I asked for, and I curl my lip. No
        way that was on accident.

      Fuck
        you, too, and thanks. That’s
        my message. Huge mistake on my part. If it ever got out that I was
        speaking to someone like that, I could seriously derail the career
        I’ve worked my entire life to have.

      Joules: Haha.
        Guess you do have balls. Good to know.

      I
        laugh at that, throwing my beanie onto a side table and kicking off
        my shoes. Jacob is saying something about a shower, but I wave him
        off, heading into the bathroom once Daniel’s checked it for
        stalkers. Definitely don’t want to get naked to find one of the
        hotel maids hiding in my closet like that one time in Miami.

      Me: why
        are you so concerned with balls? I’m straight, sorry.

      I
        send that with one hand while I start the shower with the other. What
        is this moron doing, texting me a bunch of bullshit when he has a
        sick little sister in bed who needs him? Fucking gross. I take a
        minute to scroll through restaurants on a food delivery service app.
        Nothing looks good to me.

      Then
        I remember that my mom and Christian, her boyfriend, have rented an
        Airbnb nearby with a kitchen.

      A
        grin spreads over my face as I send her a text asking her to cook up
        some chicken noodle soup. She makes the best chicken noodle soup in
        the world. It’s basically the only thing she can cook, but it’s
        like all of the cooking skills she might’ve had went into that
        one dish.

      Oh,
        that and cherry pie.

      I
        ask her to make both things and send them via my assistant to Lake’s
        hotel room.

      I’ll
        do her one better, and send some thermoses full of hot tea, too, Mom
        tells me, and I smile. She might be uncomfortable with the idea of me
        hanging out with a random fan, but she’s a softie at heart. She
        can’t look at someone who isn’t feeling well and not take
        care of them.

      My
        phone pings with a notification.

      Joules: funny.

      That’s
        it. That’s all he sends back. Nothing else. I’m in the
        mood for a fight, and the guy isn’t giving me one. With a
        scoff, I set my phone on the counter and strip down.

      I
        soap my body once, twice, three times. Nobody ever thinks about the
        reality of being a performer. We wear deodorant, of course, but we
        sweat a
          lot. I
        sweat on stage. I sweat when I dance. I sweat when I work out. And
        I’m a man. I fucking smell if I don’t shower twice a day.

      Putting
        my palm on the wall, I lather myself up and then find my hand
        wandering down my stomach toward my stiffening cock.

      But
        then I think about the selfie that Lake sent me, and … No.
        Fuck. Don’t
          be a creeper, Tam.

      I
        turn the water to cold, finish showering, and get out.

      There’s
        a text from Joules waiting for me. Sorry,
          guy. You seem sooooo amazing. And wow, you have
          a-hundred-and-seventy-million followers on the clock app? You must be
          a super stud.

      I
        just blink at the text and try to decipher whether Lake sent it from
        his phone as a joke or if … is Joules messing around with me?

      I
        don’t have time for this.

      I
        dry off, get dressed, and leave the hotel for the photoshoot. From
        there, it’s off to the venue, and I swear, even with
        sixty-thousand fans in attendance, it feels somehow empty knowing
        that Lakelynn Frost won’t be there at all.

      Later
        that night, Lake texts me again.

      The
        food was amazing, thank you. Where did you order it from? I’ll
        leave a good review.

      My
        lips split into a smile as I brush hair off my sweaty forehead, the
        roaring of the crowd echoing in my ears. I’ll head back onstage
        in a minute for a not-so-surprise encore.

      Thanks.
        I’ll tell my mom that you liked it—she made it herself.

      I
        hit send, toss my phone to my assistant, and head back out for one
        more song.
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I’m
        sick for an entire week, sick enough that we end up going home so
        that my family can fuss over me. My dad pretends to be gruff, but he
        brings me tea every twenty minutes.

      “Dad,
        I have twelve mugs between two nightstands,” I explain, sitting
        up and sniffling a little. I’m feeling much better today, but
        man, that was rough. There’s a pressing need in my chest
        telling me to get back in the car, to chase after Tam, but at least
        he’s still texting me.

      Besides,
        he didn’t just order me food from Grubhub: he had his mom make
        it for me.

      I
        sigh happily as I take the new mug from my dad’s big hands.

      “Those
        teas are cold; this is hot. Lakelynn, I will make you every single
        bag of tea in that cabinet if it’ll help you get better.”

      “All
        the cups are empty anyway; I’ve been drinking what she doesn’t
        touch,” Lynn explains, lying across the end of my bed and
        scrolling Tam’s social media on her phone. Maria is curled into
        a beanbag in the corner while Ella, Chloe, and Luna lounge on the old
        couch that’s tucked as close to the slanted attic wall as
        possible.

      My
        dad grunts in response, ruffles up my hair, and then looks me over.

      “Are
        you sure you don’t want me to take you this time? I feel like
        we should be spending as much time together as possible.” His
        voice cracks, and he closes his eyes for a minute.

      “Tam’s
        texting me, Dad,” I remind him, reaching for my phone. Sure
        enough, there’s a new text waiting for me.

      Feeling
        better today? If you can’t make it to Seattle, there’s
        always Portland or San Francisco or LA. Don’t stress it.

      I
        told Tam that I was worried Joules and I wouldn’t make it, and
        this is his response.

      My
        dad finally opens his eyes, emotions carefully tucked away.

      “I’m
        glad you’re home.” He narrows his blue-eyed gaze on me,
        and I shift a little on my bed. Uh-oh.
          Here we go. “When that
            man finally
        realizes what an incredible young woman you are, bring him home. I
        want to meet him face-to-face.”

      “Will
        do,” I say, lifting the steaming mug up in salute. The thought
        of bringing Tam Eyre home to Fayetteville is … well, it feels
        like a long way from where we’re at.

      We’re
        still very much in the beginning phases of this relationship, and we
        have less than a hundred bobas to fall in love. I’m still
        struggling with the idea of it, like on my end and not Tam’s.
        I’m starting to realize that I’m as stubborn as the
        ancestor who filled her Frost family journal with the following
        message: met
          my Match, the bastard. Hate him. He can die in a hole.

      I
        smile and take a sip of my tea. I don’t need my dad or either
        of my cousins reading the expression on my face and using Frost
        family intuition to figure out what’s going through my head.

      Dad
        nods and then retreats, passing by Joules on his way out.

      “Tomorrow
        morning, we’ll get up with the sun, say goodbye to Joe, and
        then we’re leaving,” Joules announces, standing in the
        center of the room with his hands on his hips. My friends gaze at him
        like he’s a god, but he’s made it very clear to them: you’re
          my little sister’s friends, and that’s it. No dice. Fuck
          off.

      Doesn’t
        stop Luna from trying though.

      “Hey
        Joules,” she purrs, and he scowls at her, turning his most
        hateful look in her direction until she shrinks like the expensive shrinking
          violet shampoo that
        she uses.

      “Piss
        off, Luna,” he commands. My brother locks his frosty gaze on
        mine, two snowballs thrown out of his annoyingly handsome face. When
        I was younger, I used to wish that Joules would get ugly as he grew
        older, so girls would stop bothering him. Mostly, I wished for that
        because he’s so damn smug, like a peacock with a perfect tail.
  “Morning. Greet Joe. Get in car. Leave. We need more meet-cutes
        and less texting.”

      “Can
        we come?” Ella asks, standing up to face off against my older
        brother. She doesn’t take crap from Joules or anyone else. He
        turns to glare at her, and she huffs, steaming up her round glasses
        before pushing them up her nose. “Hells bells, Joules. She
        might be your sister, but she’s our friend. We want to spend
        time with her, too.”

      “She
        is not dying,”
        he growls at her, throwing out a hand to indicate me. Lynn tears her
        eyes from a video of Tam taking off his shirt and … a little
        flicker ignites in my chest, and I force my tea mug to my lips to
        hide from the ugly reality. I
          find Tam unbelievably attractive. Ugh.

      Maria
        drops the book she was reading and then stands up, probably to race
        downstairs so she can fill my mom in on the goss as soon as the fight
        ends. Chloe wets her lips, looking from Ella to Joules with
        excitement gleaming in her eyes. Yep, that’s our resident drama
        queen.

      “You
        don’t know that,” Ella replies gently, and I know she’s
        thinking about Joe. Pretty sure she’s had a crush on my cousin
        since elementary school. She … took his death really hard.
  “Let us come. There’s plenty of room in the SUV, and I
        can get my parents to give us money to fly home in a few days.”

      “Can
        we meet Tam?” Lynn asks absently, and Joules gives her such a
        scathing look that she winces. She doesn’t deserve that. She
        refreshed my hair at my request, and it looks amazing. Even
        better than before.

      “That’s your
        motivation?” Joules snaps, storming over to the bed and
        wrapping his hands around the wrought iron footboard. He leans in
        toward our cousin and she shrinks even further away from him. “If
        you all come, and you start throwing around your weird fangirl
        energy, what do you think will happen? Tam will block Lake, and he’ll
        get a restraining order, and she will die.”

      “Stop
        it!” I yell, shoving the mug onto the nightstand and then
        immediately regretting my choice to yell. I stand up, breathing hard
        as I stare my brother down. “They’re coming with us.”
        I turn to Lynn because she’s the biggest Tambourine out of them
        all. “You won’t do anything like that, right?” She
        nods frantically, and I smile before looking back at Joules. “See?
        It’ll be fine. I’ve spent months away from home, missing
        everyone like crazy. Can’t you just let me have this one
        thing?”

      Joules
        wrinkles his nose, but he doesn’t say anything. He’ll
        give in. He always does when I put my foot down like this.

      With
        spring here, it’s nice and warm outside, so I don’t
        bother with a coat. I stuff my feet into slippers and then I head
        downstairs and into the backyard where Joe is waiting.

      The
        process of taking a deceased person and turning them into soil is
        called human
          composting, and
        it’s a green burial option that we used with Joe. The company
        we hired takes the person and puts them in a special vessel wrapped
        in a biodegradable shroud. Mulch and woodchips are added followed by wildflowers. Yes,
        wildflowers are added in, and the vessel is closed up. The
        temperature, oxygen levels, and moisture levels are controlled so
        that in forty-five days, a cubic-yard of soil is created.

      Some
        of it was used in forest conversation projects, and the rest …

      I
        walk outside, through the grass, and over to the redbud tree that we
        planted with … well, it’s Joe. This is Joe. I sit down
        in front of the tree with its pink flowers and heart-shaped green
        leaves, and I close my eyes. I can hear birds, can feel the wind on
        my face, can breathe a little easier.

      If
        I die, it’ll be okay. I’ll be soil, too, and Joules can
        plant a tree in me the way we planted one in Joe.

      I
        don’t let myself cry today because my nose is already chafed
        from too much wiping, and I’m only just getting over the hump
        of being sick. But damn, it hurts. It hurts, but it’s peaceful.
        Both of those things are true at the same time.

      I
        open my eyes as I hear approaching footsteps, and then there’s
        Joules, sitting cross-legged beside me.

      “Joe,
        can you please help me with our girl?” Joules pleads, leaning
        back on his palms. “She never listens to me. She wants to take
        her whole giggly crew on the road with us. I might die. I might just
        leave the SUV on the side of the road and walk to
        Seattle.”

      “Joe,”
        I begin, taking a more diplomatic approach, the way I always did when
        he was alive. “If you let the girls come with us, we can have
        sushi every single night. You can pick all the restaurants, and I
        won’t complain even once. Sound fair?”

      Joules
        scoffs and turns to look at me.

      “Cheap
        move, Canoe. Sushi was his weakness, and you know that.”

      I
        laugh, but the sound is a little tinny, a little strange. It’s
        like that, when you remember someone or something that doesn’t
        exist anymore. Happy to have the memory. Sad that memory is all you
        have. I turn back to the redbud tree and then lean forward, putting
        my palm on the ground beside the base of it, right over the soil that
        used to be Joe but is now grass and redbud tree root.

      “Joules
        texted Tam about his balls. And he’s worried about the girls
        sabotaging me? Joe, please send help.”

      “You’re
        right,” Joules says, getting to his feet and turning to me. He
        holds out his hand to help me up, but I hesitate before taking it.
  “I’m not the one that should be texting him about his
        balls; that should be you.”

      “Joe,
        do you hear the way he speaks to me?” I demand, turning back to
        the tree. “He’s gotten meaner since you left us.”

      “Damn
        straight. Someone has to protect you from yourself, Canoe.” He
        reaches out his hand again, his left hand, and then draws it back
        strangely.

      A
        thought springs to mind in an instant, and I scramble up to my feet
        much faster than my poor body can handle. I’m panting as I put
        a hand on my thigh and lean over, trying to catch my breath. I point
        accusingly in Joules’ direction.

      “Show
        me your left wrist.” My words are a harsh whisper, nearly
        stolen away by the wind. Joules hesitates in a very strange way, and
        then rolls his eyes, jerking up his sleeve and flashing his pale
        wrist tattoo at me. He waves it back and forth, and I sigh in relief.

      “Worry
        about yourself instead of concocting some sort of strange fantasy
        about me finding my Match.”

      “Joules,
        don’t talk to your sister that way,” Aunt Lisa scolds,
        coming out to stand between us. She smiles at the tree that’s
        grown out of her son’s memory. It shades the yard, and the
        flowers bring us at least a fraction of the joy that Joe used to.
  “Are you taking all the girls with you tomorrow? That’s
        what I heard.”

      “You
        mean it’s what Maria blabbed to Mom.” Joules sighs and
        closes his eyes, letting his head fall back. “Lord have mercy.”

      “Are
        you working on your Frost family journal?” Lisa asks, and I
        nod. I don’t tell her that I took pictures of every single page
        in Joe’s journal, so that I could reread them on the trip. He
        didn’t so much as give advice as lament Marla’s
        suffering. From the beginning to the end, Joe was more worried about
        his Match than he was himself.

      “She’s
        lying,” Joules announces, crossing his asshole arms over his
        asshole chest. I wish I had more energy, and then I could find a rock
        to throw at him or a stick to beat him with. He deserves it. “She
        hasn’t written down one single thing.”

      “That
        is not true.” I’m indignant, but I’m also lying.
        Lisa and Joules turn matching looks on me, and I blush. “Fine.
        I’ll start it tonight.”

      Not
        that I have anything useful to add. I should just write some good
        dark humor like my other relatives do. “Don’t get matched
        to Tam Eyre. End of story.”

      “She
        won’t start it,” Joules continues, and Aunt Lisa
        chuckles, reaching out a hand and brushing her fingers over the
        tree’s leaves. I turn and march into the house before Joules
        can really lay into me. I barely make it to the table before I
        collapse into a chair. I hate being sick.

      “Are
        you coming home for your birthday?” my mom asks, moving over to
        sit beside me. She places a fresh boba down on the table, and my eyes
        widen. I reach out to grab it, reading the label and blushing with
        pleasure. White peach oolong with cheese crema on top and peach
        popping boba on the bottom? I know for sure that my mom truly loves
        me. Boba is love; love is boba. It’s my new catchphrase.

      “Mm.
        I think so.” I stab my red and white straw into the lid, right
        through the eye of the Razorbacks logo. Yes, please. The campus
        location is my favorite, even after all the boba and all the milk tea
        that I’ve tried on my trip. I take a sip and then shudder with
        pleasure. Mom shakes her head at me, her red hair tied up in a
        ponytail. She hates boba,
        says it’s not right for drinks to have stuff floating
        in them. “Wait, scratch that. Yes. Definitely yes, I will be
        here.”

      “Good.
        Do you want to have dinner in Eureka Springs? I could book us a table
        at the Grotto.”

      “Please
        do,” I tell her. The Grotto is my favorite place in nearby
        Eureka Springs. It’s built up against the natural limestone
        cliff, and so there’s a whole wall with a cave and a spring
        with running water. It’d be famous on TT if anyone bothered to
        film it and share. I should do that, bring them some new business if
        I can. “And I also want a barbeque, day before or day after.”

      I
        give my mom a look, but she doesn’t resist the way she usually
        does. Because
          she thinks this might be my last birthday, and that I might die.

      Uncle
        Rob comes in the front door at that exact moment, breaking the
        tension.

      “Hey
        cutie,” he says, giving me a kiss on my temple. “You
        bringin’ that Match home anytime soon? I want to have a talk
        with him, man-to-man.”

      “Only
        if I don’t get to him first,” Dad adds as he follows my
        mom’s brother into the house. Unlce Peter is right behind him.
  “What time are you leaving? I want to do an oil change on the
        SUV and check the tire pressure.”

      “Six
        in the morning,” Joules announces as he prances in the back
        door, dressed in a red University of Arkansas hoodie with the sleeves
        pushed up. I feel like I catch something weird on his left wrist for
        a minute, but then he turns, and I see that his skin is safe and
        pale, that the constellation inked there by the hand of some cranky
        supernatural something isn’t
        bright red with warning. Like, what did my ancestor piss off? A
        faerie? A god? A demon?

      “Better
        get started on that then.” Dad heads to the fridge and grabs a
        trio of beers for him and my uncles just as the girls crest the
        stairs and shuffle into the room to join us. Well, not Maria. She’s
        lying on the couch, smiling as she bites into a sandwich that my mom
        probably made her as a thank you for sharing gossip.

      “We’re
        all going?” Ella asks, slanting Joules a nasty look. He bares
        his teeth at her, but I’m the one who answers.

      “We’re
        all going,” I tell them, and a raucous cheer goes up, one that
        makes Joules cringe.

      I
        finish my drink, head to bed early, and rise with the sun.

      I
        make sure to give the redbud tree a kiss before I leave.

      “Watch
        over us, Joe, okay?” I wave at him as I go, crowding into my
        mother’s SUV with five other girls, and a very cranky older
        brother.
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Driving
        cross-country from Fayetteville, Arkansas to Seattle, Washington with
        my sister’s friends is hell on earth. Luna flirts with me
        constantly, Ella corrects every little thing I say, and Chloe has to
        go to the bathroom every fifteen fucking minutes.

      “I
        swear to God, Lakelynn, if she doesn’t come out of the restroom
        in the next thirty seconds, I’m leaving her here.” I’m
        standing next to the SUV, back leaned up against it, the sound of
        trucks whizzing past as we refuel in Little America, Wyoming.

      Where
        is that, you might ask. Butt. Fuck. Nowhere.

      I
        scowl at the other tourists as they come out of the little shop with
        ice cream cones and snacks. I’ve seen three dozen different
        families come and go while we’re still waiting
        for Chloe. My cousin, Lynn, at least sleeps most of the time, and
        Maria gets so deep into the books she’s reading that all she
        does is squeal when the characters kiss. I can live with that.

      But
        it was way more fun when it was just me and Lake.

      “She
        has IBS, Joules,” she stage-whispers to me. There are too many
        semi-trucks blasting pass on the highway for her to actually whisper.
        I wouldn’t be able to hear her. “You know, irritable
        bowel syndrome.”

      “I
        know what IBS is, Canoe.” I give my little sister a look. She’s
        so cute with her sea green hair twisted up in two buns, a hot pink
        hoodie on, and a jean skirt with boots. How can Tam not like her?
        What’s wrong with that guy anyway? I told him he had balls, but
        I was lying. He’s nutless, and I don’t like him. “But
        if she has IBS, why does she buy ice cream and soda at every
          single gas station. Shouldn’t
        she be controlling her diet?”

      Lake
        peers up at me with big brown eyes because she knows I’m a
        total sucker.

      “Can
        you go inside and get me a chocolate-vanilla swirl cone? They’re
        only eighty-five cents, and there’s no boba shops between here
        and Boise.”

      I
        grunt and push off the SUV, stomping my way into the store. People
        clear out of the way as I come, like sunshine fleeing a storm cloud.
        Good. The line was too long anyway.

      I
        join the few brave souls left ahead of me and tug my phone from my
        pocket. Kaycee Quinn … we didn’t have the most promising
        first meeting, but she’s growing on me. She sends me song
        recommendations, raves about restaurants she’s been trying.
        Usually the restaurant reviews come with too many pictures of her
        food, but I don’t comment on it because she also sends selfies,
        and she’s a beautiful woman. Can’t complain.

      One
        thing I do notice is that she’s always alone in the
        restaurants. Always. Tam is never with
        her. I should be happy that he doesn’t seem into Kaycee, but
        instead, I’m just doubly annoyed. I’m pissed off for
        Kaycee, even more pissed off for Lake.

      I
        end up rushing back to the car with seven ice cream cones stuffed
        haphazardly into a drink carrier.

      “Told
        ya he was nice,” Lake says as she looks back at the other
        girls, seated illegally in the seat-less rear of the SUV. They’ll
        fly back after a few days, and we’ll still need a space to
        sleep when we’re having trouble finding a hotel or it’s
        too expensive. Yet another reason they shouldn’t have come.

      “Thank
        you, Joules,” Luna purrs at me, and I give her the most
        withering stare I can manage. Little sister’s best friend is a
        huge ick for me. These girls are like extensions of Lake, and I could
        never in a million years think of these people as anything but Lake’s
          friends. They’re
        not even women to me.

      Kaycee,
        on the other hand … I’ve never gotten to know a woman
        this slowly before. Usually, it’s a quick, hot burn and then a
        mutual goodbye. Or, like with poor Lucy, a breakup over ice cream.
        This time, it’s different, and I’m not sure what to make
        of that. A quick, hot burn would’ve been better. I need to get
        Kaycee away from Tam, but … I guess slow-burn romance works,
        too?

      I
        pass the cones out to the girls, take my own to the driver’s
        seat, and then sit with the SUV idling for ten
          more minutes until
        Chloe comes back.

      “She
        doesn’t get one,” I warn Lake, but it’s too late.
        She hands her friend the ice cream, we head out, and poor Chloe has
        to hold it for an hour before we find another rest stop.

       [image: ]
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The
        backstage passes gave me false hope. I thought that for sure Tam
        would show some interest
        in Lake tonight, but instead I’m stuck watching the same
        boring-ass concert that I’ve seen literally fifty-two
        times already. Only, this time it’s from the back, and I have
        to suffer Tam’s presence between sets.

      He
        rushes into a dressing room, changes his clothes, sips some water,
        gets a touch-up from hair and makeup, and then he’s back at it
        again.

      Kaycee
        is a bright spot in an otherwise dull evening. After her three-song
        set with Tam, she changes into some leggings and a hoodie and joins
        us.

      “Long
        time, no see,” she tells me, a brilliant smile on her face that
        makes me feel some type of way. I don’t even know how to
        explain it. I don’t not want
        to fuck her, but I also … Damn. I don’t know. I run my
        tongue over my lower lip and find that her eyes don’t track the
        movement. She’s just smiling at me like an old friend, gaze
        shifting over to Lake in question before turning back to me.

      I
        should probably introduce my sister, but I’m caught on the
        sight of Kaycee wearing my sweatshirt. I shouldn’t like the way
        it falls over her slim shoulders, the way it swallows her small
        frame. I frown. Does
          she eat enough? She goes to restaurants all the time but look at her.
          She’s a stick.

      I
        bite my tongue before something stupid slips out.

      “Hi,
        I’m Lake,” my sister says, stepping around me and
        extending her hand. “Joules’ favorite sister.”

      “Only
        sister,” I correct, watching as they shake and then stand back,
        studying one another. I don’t sense any animosity, but there’s
        a bit of tension there.

      “Tam’s
        told me about you,” Kaycee says, and I feel my lips twitch into
        a cocky smile. Ah. So that is
        why Tam’s being such a prick to me. He knows I’m moving
        in on his girl, and it’s pissing him off. Good. He should
        realize that superstar status or not, I’m more of a man than
        he’ll ever be.

      “He
        did?” Lake asks, sounding surprised. I’m not. I’m
        only surprised it took this long for Kaycee and Tam to put it
        together that the ‘friends’ they’re each making are
        a pair of siblings from Arkansas. “I wish Joules would’ve
        told me more about you. Instead, he gets all close-lipped and weird
        when I ask why he’s so obsessed with his phone nowadays.”

      Kaycee
        seems to perk up at that, tossing her braids over her shoulders. Her
        brown eyes sparkle, and her beautiful face shines. I like her better
        this way, with all the stage makeup wiped off, but she’s
        stunning either way.

      “He
        wasn’t obsessed with his phone before?” Kaycee teases,
        reaching out to poke me in the arm. When Luna did that to me this
        morning, I slapped her hand. I offer a half-cocked smirk when Kaycee
        does it, but she ignores me, focused more on Lakelynn than on me.

      That
        irks the fuck out of me, and I find myself standing there with my
        tongue pressed against the inside of my cheek, trying my best to act
        like a gentleman.

      “Definitely
        not,” Lake replies with a laugh, crossing her arms over her
        chest as “Sweet
          Honey” starts
        to play, and I have to really fight the strong instinct to find a
        needle to stab into my eardrums. Lake says she doesn’t like
        Tam’s music, but you know what? I despise it.
        I’d rather listen to the PAW
          Patrol theme
        song on repeat. I’d rather listen to a compilation of the worst
        Disney songs in history, like that awful crab song from Moana. I’d
        rather listen to yowling alley cats in heat than listen to Tam Eyre
        sing. “Joules is mean, but he’s also really close to his
        family. It’s a toxic combination that doesn’t lend to
        having many friends. This is good for him, having you to text and
        talk to.”

      “Same,”
        Kaycee says, pointing at herself and then silently accepting a frosty
        water bottle with a spiral straw in it from an assistant. She drinks
        it without even registering that she’s doing it. “Also
        for Tam. I know he enjoys his conversations with you.” There’s
        an edge there in Kaycee’s voice, and then I see it, the way her
        expression darkens, sharpens, zones in on my sister.

      Hah.
        I knew it. Kaycee is definitely not as nice as she pretends to be.

      We’re
        birds of a feather, me and this girl.

      I
        step close suddenly, surprising her, and lean in to put my lips near
        her ear. Kaycee shivers, and I wish for a second that she had the
        sleeves of her stolen hoodie pushed up so that I could see if she had
        any goose bumps.

      “Aww,
        are you jealous of my baby sister? Think Tam would be jealous if he
        knew I carried you bridal style back to your hotel room that night?”

      When
        I draw away from Kaycee, I see her bodyguard standing nearby, eyes
        narrowed, lips pursed. I am this close
        to getting into a fistfight with a professional.

      Kaycee
        acts like I didn’t say anything at all, but some of the menace
        is gone from her expression. Unfortunately, I can’t tell if any
        of that has to do with me or if it’s because Tam has just
        appeared, jogging offstage with a smile and sweaty clothes.

      I
        curl my lip at him.

      “Go
        shower,” I snap at the guy, and he stops dead in his tracks,
        turning to look at me like he’s never seen me before. But then
        his eyes narrow, and I know that he wouldn’t be able to forget
        me if he tried. “You smell awful.”

      “No,
        he doesn’t,” both Kaycee and Lake say at the same time,
        and Tam grins at me. And then he has the audacity to wink.

      Oooh,
        if we were in a dark alley, I would beat his ass.

      “Women
        like the smell of fresh male sweat. Don’t act like this is an
        accomplishment on your part.” I smirk as Tam works his jaw, but
        then he chooses the high road and ignores me completely.

      “Please
        don’t say gross things like that,” Lake pleads, edging
        closer to me.

      We
        both watch in barely concealed frustration when Kaycee bounces
        forward and throws her arms around Tam’s neck. I expect a kiss,
        one with tongue and roaming hands. Instead, one of Tam’s
        assistants appears and tosses him a wet towel which he catches and
        then uses to wipe his face down.

      Kaycee
        releases him with a little frown, and I bite the inside of my cheek
        to keep the grin off my face.

      This
        is like shooting fish in a barrel, really. Too easy. There is nothing primal
        or biological between these two. If any pair of us four should be a
        platonic set of friends, it should be Kaycee and Tam. They look like
        they could go to church together or exchange knitting patterns. If
        they ever had sex, it’d probably be stilted, awkward, and
        weird, and they’d never speak of it again after.

      But
        then I look over at my sister, and I can see how worried she is, eyes
        darting from one pop star to the other.

      “Glad
        you could make it,” Tam says absently, and he’s not even looking at
        her. If I punched him, would that fix his attitude problem? I glare
        at him until he finally glances our direction, eyes skipping past me
        and down to Lake. “And that you’re feeling better. That
        was a wicked cold, wasn’t it?”

      “Pretty
        sure it was the flu.” Lake shrugs, like it was no big deal,
        like me and Dad and Uncle Rob and Uncle Peter didn’t pace the
        living room every night after she went to bed, worried sick. I don’t
        want my sister to end up as dirt with a tree stuck in it until she’s
        at least a
        hundred-and-ten years old. Then she can die, and I’ll already
        be gone so what does it matter.

      I
        scratch at my itchy left wrist, and then curse myself for doing it.

      Tam
        says nothing, studying my sister with detached interest before he
        turns his attention back to Kaycee. But I catch it. I see it. It
        isn’t natural; it’s forced. He wants to
        look at Lakelynn, but he feels like he should look
        at Kaycee instead.

      A
        slow smile spreads across my face.

      “Escape
        room tomorrow?” Tam asks, and it’s hard to hear him over
        the screeching of the crowd. How does he even stand listening to that
        day in and day out? It’s like nails on a chalkboard. “Me,
        you, them.” He tilts his head in our direction. “The
        guys.”

      “Sounds
        fun,” Lake chirps, bouncing a little on her toes. “What’s
        the theme?”

      “Haunted
        house,” Tam replies, still not looking at her. Kaycee raises a
        brow, and he smiles. “Want to come back to my room and have
        dinner?” he asks, dropping his voice an octave.

      Lakelynn
        shivers beside me, and I take a step forward.

      That’s
        it.

      Curse
        or no curse, I’m going to beat him up.

      But
        Lake’s hand on my arm stops me, and I sigh. Right. I’m
        supposed to be as nice to this jerk as I can be until the curse is
        broken. Then if
        I have time, I can beat him up.

      “I
        wish I could, but I can’t.” Kaycee twists her hands in
        the front of my hoodie
        and gives Tam an apologetic smile. “I have to get my hair dyed
        tonight, so I can hit a shoot in the morning and then meet you at the
        escape room. I might be a little bit late.”

      Tam
        sighs and then nods, throwing the white hand towel over his neck. His
        green eyes edge back to my sister.

      “Want
        to come with us and get boba?” Lake blurts, surprising me. But
        then, only Joe and I know what Lake is really like when she wants
        something. And I know this for a fact: my baby sister is not ready to
        die. She’s not ready to let go of our family and this life just
        yet. “Unfortunately, I’ve got my friends and my cousins
        with me, but I’ll make sure they stay six feet away from you at
        all times.”

      Tam’s
        lips creep up into a smile, one that touches the corners of his eyes
        in a way that his smile for Kaycee did not. Please,
          Joe, help us out here. This guy is a tough nut to crack. We need you.

      Before
        we left home, I bought the best sushi in town and then left it
        outside by the redbud tree with one of mom’s nice candles, and
        an incense stick that I stole from Lake’s room. It’s an
        offering that Joe won’t be able to refuse; he’ll help us.

      “Sure.”
        Tam grins as his manager—this jumpy little guy with narrow
        shoulders—edges forward and whispers fiercely into his ear. Tam
        ignores him, turning and jogging off across the back of the busy
        stage. He spins around to call over his shoulder. “Text me the
        address, and I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

      Lake
        grins back and then heads for the exit, giving me a look as she
        passes by. She’s leaving me alone with Kaycee on purpose. Good
        girl.

      Although alone isn’t exactly an accurate description. There
        are dozens of staff members back here, not including the bodyguard
        chick.

      “You
        want some boba?” I ask casually, tucking my hands into my
        pockets. Kaycee gives me a look.

      “Hair
        appointment and sleep, that’s all I’ve got time for
        tonight.”

      I
        reach out and finger one of her dark braids, and she doesn’t
        stop me.

      “I
        like your hair already.” I shrug and release it, but the silky
        feel of that raven plait between my fingers is likely going to end up
        in a fantasy of her braid wrapped around my—

      I
        save my dirty thoughts for later, when I get some alone time in the
        bathroom.

      “We’re
        going blonde for the next part of this drama, and the label thought
        it would be nice to switch up my look.” She shrugs her
        shoulders, offers me another smile, and then steps close. This time,
        she gets up on her tiptoes to put her mouth near my ear. “If
        you tell Tam about that, I will kill
        you.”

      Kaycee
        presses a chaste kiss to my cheek, turns, and leaves in the same
        direction that Tam went.

      Well,
        well.

      Maybe
        I do like
        Kaycee Quinn after all.
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“Please
        don’t ruin this for me,” I tell the girls, standing in
        front of them at the boba shop. The theme of this one is basically nineties
          kids. It’s
        got faux chalk hopscotches on the floors, posters for Nickelodeon and Power
          Rangers on
        the walls, and an entire selection of cups, lids, and straws with
        Pokémon on them.

      It’s
  … something else, I’ll give you that. Looks like
        pictures of my youngest aunt’s childhood bedroom.

      My
        friends and my cousins and my brother peer
        innocently back at me as I stand in front of them with my hands on my
        hips, waiting for the gravity of the situation to sink in. If they
        mess this up for me, they’ll kill me. But also … part of
        being honest is being vulnerable.

      I’m
        going to show Tam a piece of me by showing him a piece of my family.

      I
        even have a picture of Joe’s tree on my phone, but we’re
        not close enough for that.

      “Joules.”
        I say his name, and he smiles mysteriously back at me. Luna leans
        forward to look at him and blushes. I don’t have to worry about
        her around Tam because she’s too in-lust with Joules to notice
        any other man.

      “Lake.”

      “Joules.”

      “Lake.”

      “Joules.”

      “Canoe,”
        he growls back, shoving up from his seat. He stalks over to me,
        crosses his arms, and then peers down
        at me menacingly. Doesn’t bother me. He’s been doing that
        since I turned eight, and he was twelve. I poke him in the center of
        his chest, but he snatches my wrist and doesn’t let me talk.
  “No. Stop that. How dare you give me a
        lecture about this. I care more about you surviving this curse than
        you do.”

      “Really?
        Then stop threatening
        Tam. Stop texting rude things to him. Stop glaring at him. In fact,
        don’t come around him at all if you’re not going to be
        nice.” I’m in Joules’ space now, but he’s
        ignoring me, gaze shifting to the side. “Did you hear me?”
        Joules smirks but still doesn’t respond. “Leave.
          Tam. Alone.”

      “Or
        what?” Joules challenges, absolutely refusing to look at me.

      “I’ll
        tell Tam to get a restraining on you because you’re helping run
        the cult that’s keeping me trapped and regularly threatening—”
        It’s supposed to be a joke—before Joe died, Chloe thought
        the Frost family was a cult—but it doesn’t work on Tam.

      He’s
        right there in an instant, getting between me and Joules.

      Again.

      “Leave
        her alone,” he growls out, and my brother absolutely loses it.
        He throws his head back and laughs. I don’t know if he’s in a different universe than I am or
        what, but Tam is not playing around. He is this close
        to punching Joules in the face.

      “Hey,
        relax, it’s a joke.” I put my hand on Tam’s upper
        arm, surprised to find his skin bare beneath the sleeves of his
        T-shirt. For some reason, I was expecting him to be wearing a hoodie.
        Since we met in winter—and it’s been a cold one for
        sure—I’ve mostly only seen him in long sleeves. This is
        different.

      Tam
        glances down to the spot where my fingers are resting gently on his
        bicep.

      My
        friends and cousins sit patiently and quietly without getting up from
        their chairs. Their disinterest is feigned, almost comical. I bite
        back a smile.

      Lynn
        crunches on the end of a pretzel stick from the bag she got out of a
        vending machine outside. Her hair is bloodred, contrasting oddly with
        the vibrant lime green of the Gak slime
        poster behind her head.

      “Hey,
        there are hopscotches in here. I bet you that your song—“Hopscotch
          Lovers”—will
        play before we leave this shop. If it does, will you do the bridge
        portion of the dance video on top of one?” Lynn nibbles
        innocently on the end of her pretzel, as if she didn’t just ask
        a megastar to do a private dance for her.

      Tam
        keeps his eyes on mine, and I’m so nervous that I could pass
        out. Lynn,
          what the hell are you doing? Even
        Joules isn’t laughing anymore.

      That
        emerald gaze—cold, calculating—shifts across my face,
        reading cues in my expression and my body that I’m not even
        aware of. Drawing down. Over my chest. My hips. To my feet and then
        back to my face. Staring into my eyes, penetrating my heart.

      Everyone
        thinks that Tam is going to bolt. I guess he deserves more credit
        than that. He turns his head slowly to stare at Lynn, blinking
        several times as he realizes that one) there are other people in the
        room and two) that I brought this many people with me.

      “If
        the song doesn’t play, and I win the bet, what do I get?”
        Tam asks with a frown, and Lynn takes another bite of her pretzel
        stick. Luna is staring at Tam like she no longer remembers my
        brother’s name which is just … you know, that’s
        lovely. Chloe is texting someone, and Maria is reading a book on her
        Kindle and hasn’t looked up.

      Ella’s
        glasses are steamed-up from the hot Earl Grey she ordered and just
        picked up from the counter. She sips it loudly as she stares at Tam.
        Her attention moves to his bodyguard next, that stony-faced monster
        perched in the corner. Daniel returns her look briefly before
        refocusing on the real threat: Joules.

      “What
        do you get?” Lynn thinks for a few seconds. “I have fifty
        bucks cash?”

      “Done.”
        Tam crosses his arms and then smiles, standing in the middle of that
        tea shop like he isn’t a beloved worldwide superstar. He just
        looks like a man in short sleeves and a pair of jeans. The only real
        giveaway is the pair of obviously expensive sneakers on his feet,
        these black ones with pale pink trim that are trending everywhere
        right now. “Fifty bucks.”

      Lynn
        nods, satisfied, and then turns to poke Luna in the shoulder. Joules
        takes it upon himself to explain Luna’s behavior.

      “Don’t
        worry about that crazy one. She usually leers at me the way she’s
        leering at you. She’s obsessed with men and needs to get a
        life.”

      “Coming
        from the guy who spends more time at random women’s houses than
        he does his own.” Luna scowls, but she’s not entirely
        wrong. My brother isn’t a fuckboy, but he is a
        serial dater.

      Joules
        gives Tam a look, and then gestures at Luna. She’s fuming, but
        she does have a point.

      “I date. I’m
        not a manwhore, so stop making me out to be one.” Joules
        saunters lazily past Tam and me, pausing to look over and cock a
        brow. “What do you want, so I can finally order?”

      “I’ll
        buy her drink,” Tam says casually, and now he’s frowning
        with a plush pop star mouth at my brother. Whoa. That’s a power
        move if I’ve ever seen one. Does … Tam like me already?
        Or does he just really not like
        Joules?

      I’m
        leaning toward the latter.

      “Excuse
        me?” Joules retorts, turning fully around to face him. See what
        I mean? I whirl around and glare at
        my brother until he drops his attention to me. His expression
        softens. “What do you need, sweetheart? I’ll pay for it.
        We wouldn’t want Tam’s girlfriend getting
        the wrong impression, now would we?”

      “I’ll
        buy everyone’s drinks.” Tam is stoic, silent, his frown
        edging up toward a mean smile. “Yours, hers, anyone else who
        hasn’t ordered yet. In fact, I’ll leave my credit card
        number and pay for every single
        customer tomorrow. All day. Open to close.”

      Oh,
        that’s nice.

      “Paying
        it forward, I like that.” I nod at Joules and then take him by
        the shoulder, pushing him to the side. Tam looks all the way freaked
        out when he moves up to stand beside me. We turn to stare at each
        other, and we’re also sort of alone for a second which is nice.
  “What? Don’t look like that. I know you were being a dick
        and just trying to piss over my brother’s piss, but seriously,
        I’m sure all the people who come here tomorrow who just need a
        cup of sunshine to get through their day, they’ll be happy.
        Does it matter if you were being nice to be a dick? Nope.”

      “I—”
        Tam reaches up and rubs at the back of his neck. “I shouldn’t
        say things like that, should I?”

      “Why
        did you feel the need to win over Joules? He’s just annoying.
        Ignore him.”

      Tam
        drops his arm to his side and then turns back to look at the flavors
        on the wall. He seems excited to be here which makes me feel excited
        to be here. I guess, I’m excited to see him. That’s …
        that’s quick progress, right?

      “See,
        that’s the problem. I’ve never once let anything go.
        Ever. Which is why I am where I am, I suppose. I’m …
        sort of an entitled asshole, Lakelynn.” Tam steps forward and
        flashes a cute smile for the employee as I gape at his back. “Can
        I get a mango green tea with honey aloe?” He looks back at me
        and cocks a single dark brow, like he’s innocent.

      Oooh,
        this fucking guy.

      He’s
        going to challenge me. I might end up hating him before I love him.
        That’s possible.

      “I’ll
        take seven.” I point to the ones I want, and then look in
        challenge at Tam, smiling warmly back at him. “Keep shaking up
        the number of bobas I have before I die. I approve.” I pat him
        on the shoulder and then leave him to pay, wandering over to the
        pickup counter for my drinks, and then to my cousins.

      Tam
        rejoins us as Joules plucks one of the drinks at random from my arms,
        stabs a straw into the top of the cup and sucks loudly. I give the
        rest to Lynn, Chloe, Maria, and Luna. Ella doesn’t need one;
        she ordered her tea the moment we walked in the door and paid in
        cash. I keep two for myself because, yeah, I’m the only one out
        of me, Joules, Lynn, and Maria whose curse mark has been activated.

      Tam
        comes back to stand with us, his own drink in hand. He opens his
        mouth to say something and then … the song that’s
        playing lightly in the background switches to “Hopscotch
          Lovers”, one
        of his bouncier tracks. I don’t hate-hate it, but … I do
        dislike it.

      “Shit,
        seriously?’ Tam puts his drink aside, sweeps his hands over his
        pretty hair, and then steps into the center of one of the hopscotches
        painted on the floor. “Why did I agree to this?” he asks
        as Lynn starts laughing, and Maria finally looks up from her book.
        All five of my girls turn to stare at Tam as he fists a hand in the
        lower half of his shirt and yanks on it like he’s trying to fan
        himself. The move shows off a lot of his midsection which I think is
        intentional.

      “He
        doesn’t even know he’s doing it,” I whisper,
        turning to Joules. “He’s always flirting
        and teasing everyone. Literally. Every single person that he
        interacts with.”

      “While
        that last bit is correct, the first statement is a load of shit.”
        Joules gestures as Tam bounces foot to foot briefly, like he’s
        warming up. “He’s perfectly aware of what he’s
        doing, and he loves it. Don’t let him lure you into a false
        sense of security. Lake, look at me.” I turn fully to Joules
        because his voice is so dark, so low, so serious. That scares me. We
        meet eyes. “No matter what: you do not confess
        before he does. You don’t move in on him. You don’t try
        to kiss him.”

      “Huh?”
        I blurt, lifting a skeptical brow. “This is the exact opposite
        of everything you’ve been telling me to do!” I kick him
        in the shin, and he lifts his lip at me in a scowl. “That’s
        for the stupid tip about the lingerie.” I shove Joules aside,
        so that I can see better. The song gets to the bridge, and there Tam
        goes, performing this insanely complicated bit of dance with footwork
        that makes my head spin. The lyrics are about how sad it is to say
        goodbye to childhood, and I’m like … seriously
        questioning how I called him heartless.

      Fine.
        I don’t dislike this song either.

      Especially
        when he finishes, when he turns, when he smiles right at me. His eyes
        stay on mine, and I think about how he jumped between me and Joules,
        like he was trying to protect me. I try not to like that. Seriously.
        It’s shallow and stupid and … I know that Joules is
        right.

      Now
        that we’ve really seen Tam for who he is, I see that he’s
        right: he never lets anything go. Ever. If you hurt this man, he will
        make space between you. I cannot do anything that he perceives as a
        breach of trust—up to and especially including romantic
        gestures.

      That’s
        not great news.

      My
        cheeks flush, but I turn away from Tam, so that maybe he’ll
        assume it’s the boba that I’m blushing over. I do get
        quite a rush when I order and drink one. I’m starting to think
        that maybe I have an addiction and that I should seek help so that I
          Heart Boba isn’t
        my entire personality.

      Tam
        turns fully around and then walks over, reaching past me to grab his
        drink. He’s right there
        in my space, brushing up close to me. And then pausing. He
        looks down and sideways at me and smiles again.

      “Sorry.
        Just trying to grab my drink.” He takes it and heads back over
        to where Maria is sitting, taking a seat beside her, and pointing at
        her phone. “What book are you reading? I just finished that one
        where the girl sleeps with ghosts. It was trending on BookTok last
        week.”

      “He
        mentioned BookTok,” Joules says blandly, looking back over at
        me. “I really do hate him, Lake.”

      “I
        know you do,” I reply gently, but I’m not looking at my
        brother.

      I’m
        watching Tam Eyre, and I’m wishing with everything I am that I
        could have a sneak peek into that mind of his.

      Cunning
        little fucker.

   

 

  

  











CHAPTER TWENTY

TAM

  90
  bobas left until they both die …

      



That
        was fun yesterday, hanging out with Lake and her friends at the boba
        tea shop. I can’t even remember a time that I ever did anything
        like that. Even today, meeting with the only two guys in the world
        besides Daniel and Jacob that I might consider
        friends, I’m not half as excited.

      I’m
        standing with my back to a wall, foot kicked up and sole resting on
        it, as I wait for Kaycee, Lake, and Joules to
        show up. My mouth twitches. Last night, when I saw him threatening
        his little sister like that, I almost lost it. I wanted to grab him
        by his shirt and throw him into a wall.

      I
        rub a hand over my face and make myself smile wider, nice and pretty
        in case anyone is looking.

      “Who
        are these people again?” Dylan asks, scrolling on his phone. If
        he isn’t working out, dancing, or performing then he’s
        looking at social media. He’s more obsessed with his image than
        I am. And then there’s … Well, it’s Adam who sings
        under his last name, Stricken. He’s
        asleep on a bench which is pretty normal since he works as hard as I
        do. I’m about half-asleep myself.

      A
        yawn escapes me, and I have to rub at my temple for a minute before I
        can answer. Why am I here again? Why am I at an escape room when I
        should be sleeping?

      Oh,
        that’s right. Because I suddenly decided at age twenty-six that
        I was going to have a life. I can’t write songs anymore because
        I don’t have anything else to write about, and it’s
        pissing me off. Also, I guess I want to save that girl from a cult.

      That
        is, as long as she doesn’t push me toward something I don’t
        want to do.

      Nobody
        has ever cared that I’m dating Kaycee. My fans send me messages
        all the time, asking me to love them, to give them a chance, telling
        me how we’re destined to be together. They say it in person.
        They put it on signs. It bothers me. A lot. It’s like, what I
        want doesn’t matter.

      So
        I need Lake to respect Kaycee. That’s important.

      “Friends
        of mine. Well, the girl is. Kaycee is friends with the guy.”

      I
        know how weird that sounds, so I’m not surprised when Dylan
        stops scrolling to look up at me, his blonde hair streaked with
        bright blue and shaved on one side. He turns his phone off and puts
        it away, crossing his arms to stare at me.

      “I’m
  … confused. You and Kaycee are … swinging? Polyamorous?
        I don’t get it.” Dylan glances over at Adam who’s
        now brightly, terrifyingly awake as he peers at me.

      “You
        guys aren’t exclusive anymore?”

      I
        sigh.

      “Did
        I say anything about that? Just pretend like these people are our friends,
        okay? Me and Kaycee’s both.” I sigh and lean my head back
        against the wall, closing my eyes. When Adam and Dylan realize that
        we’re not having any sort of interesting discussion, they go
        back to what they were doing.

      I
        think I doze off because when I open my eyes, blinking into the
        blinding early afternoon light, there’s Lake. She’s
        standing right in front of me and waiting with a slight smile on her
        face. She’s got on a black-and-white dress with a starched
        collar, her sea green hair in braids, and black tights on. Her boots
        are the same pink as the lacing on my shoes, but I pretend I don’t
        notice.

      “Was
        I sleeping?” I ask her, and she laughs, clapping her hands in
        front of her face.

      “I
        called your name. Poked you in the arm. Nothing.”

      “How
        did you wake me up then?” I ask, and then another yawn slips
        out, and I’m clapping a hand over my mouth and closing my eyes.
        I hate my schedule sometimes. I want to sleep. And then go out with
        friends. And then sleep again. Just once in my life, I want a two-day
        weekend. I open my eyes to see that Lake is grinning now.

      “I
        whispered a secret into your ear.” She shrugs, and I feel
        myself getting annoyed. My tongue gets stuck at the corner of my
        mouth as I lean back against the wall, arms crossed, one ankle kicked
        over the other.

      “And
        the secret was?” I ask, but she just shakes her head at me.

      “If
        you didn’t hear it before, that’s not my problem now.”
        She walks past me and heads in the direction of the haunted house,
        turning around near the entrance and then flicking her witch hat
        earrings. “I dressed up a little for today. I’ve never
        done a haunted house escape room. I’ve done temples; I’ve
        done bank robberies; I’ve been in a 1920s bar during
        prohibition. But this? I’m excited for this.”

      “Can
        I wait outside?” Joules ask stupidly, and I huff an irritated
        laugh.

      “Joules,
        Lake,” I begin as I move up to stand beside her. “This is
        Dylan and that’s Adam. Guys, this is Lake, and the dude is
        Joules.”

      “Fun,”
        Dylan says, already bored. Now I’m seriously questioning why I
        ever set this thing up. What’s wrong with me? I could be
        practicing right now. I’m releasing a new album at the end of
        this tour, and there’s a lot of other shit I should be doing
        today.

      “You
        don’t have to come,” I tell him, and then I look at Adam
        who’s peering at
        me again. “Stay here and sleep if you want. Joules, you
        definitely can wait
        outside.” I turn and grab Lake by the arm, tugging her into the
        brightly lit lobby. I release her wrist as soon as we hit the
        counter, but there’s a weird tingling in my body. I thought it
        was the creeps before, I really did. Like a terrible reaction to a
        really bad person.

      I’m
        not sure what I think it is today.

      We
        check in, and it’s surprisingly efficient. The employee here
        knew I was coming—we reserved all of the rooms today and all of
        the time slots—but he doesn’t seem to recognize me or
        else he doesn’t care who Tam Eyre is. Some people don’t,
        and that’s okay.

      Liar, my
        ego whispers.

      “Let’s
        wait for Kaycee here,” I tell Lake, pausing next to the door
        that leads to our game room. When we’re ready, the employee
        will play us a short video that explains the rules of the game and
        tells us a cheesy story that goes with the puzzles we’ll have
        to solve.

      I’ve
        never been to an escape room before, but I’m into it. Lake
        seems into it, which is appreciated.

      “You
        and Joules are like oil and water, aren’t you?” she asks,
        and then sighs.

      “Must
        not be your Match then, huh?” I tease, and then I wonder if
        that wasn’t a little mean. Lake’s expression shifts
        immediately, and I can see that she isn’t amused at all. She’s
        sad about something. I recognize the expression from before. I’ve
        seen it multiple times on her now.

      “You
        were picked by the curse, Tam,” she says, and then rolls her
        head on her shoulders and exhales strongly, changing her mood in an
        instant. “I’ve never played an escape room as fancy as
        this one. This place has won all sorts of awards. There are like five
        or six rooms and elaborate props. I heard that there’s even a
        room with dry ice fog.”

      “Uh.
        Okay.” I don’t even know what to say to that. I tuck my
        hands in my pockets as the awkwardness of hanging out alone with a
        total stranger creeps over me. Daniel is there on the other side of
        the room, slinking around in the shadows like a mercenary. He gets
        mad when I acknowledge him in public, so I try not to. Jacob is
        standing just outside the front doors, like he doesn’t dare
        come in here with me right now. He’s pissed off which is pretty
        normal.

      Eventually,
        Adam and Dylan come inside, and Kaycee follows shortly after.

      She’s
        walking alongside Joules, and I feel my temper flare all over again.

      “We
        can get started now,” I tell the employee, and then I walk
        right up to Kaycee and stand there stiffly. I should grab her and
        kiss her but she’s standing way too close to Joules. To touch
        her, I’d have to brush my arm against his, and that’s not
        happening. “Hey, glad you made it.”

      “Me,
        too,” she breathes, reaching up to run a hand over her hair.
        Kaycee stands there like she’s waiting for something.

      I
        smile gently at her.

      “I
        like the blonde. Suits you.”

      “Thank
        you,” she replies with a pretty little blush. I hook my arm
        with hers on the opposite side from Joules, and we all head into the
        next room, watch the video—I guess we’re hunting the
        ghost of a pioneer woman who’s said to inhabit this house—and
        then we’re sent inside.

      It’s
        dark and hard to see, especially when the employee slams the door
        shut behind us.

      “Okay,”
        Lake says, this competitive edge to her voice that I like. “We
        have an hour. Let’s see if we can’t find a way to get
        some light in this room first.”

      I
        can hear her footsteps, but I can’t see anything. Beside me, I
        hear Kaycee yawn.

      “Are
        you tired?” Joules asks her. “Hungry? Because you look
        like you never eat.”

      “I
        don’t need your opinion on my body, my friend,” Kaycee
        quips back, a bit of a bite in her voice that I’ve never heard
        before.

      Huh.

      I
        slip my arm from hers and start moving around the edge of the room,
        feeling my way past a bookcase, a desk with a glued-down lamp and a
        book with rough-edged pages. I keep going, hoping my eyes will adjust
        to the lack of light.

      And
        then I brush over something soft, and there’s a soft exhale of
        breath from in front of me.

      “Those
        are my boobs, Tam,” Lake says dryly, and I hear Joules make a
        sound of annoyance from behind me.

      “Sorry,”
        I tell her honestly, dropping my arms to my sides. My lips are
        pursed, and I’m irrationally annoyed with myself. That was
        messed up. It
          also felt really good. I
        squeeze my hands into fists. My fucking girlfriend is here; I can’t
        be touching other women.

      I’m
        so worried about Lake creeping on me when I’m the one with the
        problem.

      I
        shake my head and keep going, but Lake beats me to the light switch.

      “Got
        it!” She yanks on a lever, and the lights come on. They’re
        dim, flickering fluorescents to add to the creepiness, but at least I
        can see now. “There are three passages off this room that are
        all open. Let’s split up and conquer some ground.” Lake
        reaches out and snatches my wrist, dragging me with her through a
        narrow hallway that’s as dark as the room was before we turned
        the lights on, and then into a large space with the promised dry ice
        fog.

      There
        are gravestones on the ground, front lit with small spotlights so we
        can read the epitaphs.

      Lake
        releases my hand and we split up, each of us heading in a different
        direction as we search for clues. Did
          I really grab her breasts by accident in the dark? I
        can’t stop myself from thinking about that.

      With
        my mind as distracted as it is, I don’t find a single clue
        until I run into Lakelynn again.

      She’s
        squatted down in front of one of the fake tombstones, her hand on a
        purple book that’s sitting leaned up against it. But that’s
        as far as she goes. I expect her to pick the book up, to turn to me,
        to read out the next clue or at least show me what’s tucked
        inside the pages.

      Instead,
        she just stays where she is, frozen into a crouch.

      When
        I come up beside her and squat down to look into her face, I see that
        there are tear tracks down her cheeks. They catch the faint glow of
        the tombstone light, her head the only bright spot against the
        shadows.

      I
        look from her to the tombstone, reading the inscription in my head.

      Dearest
        Joe, Worth More Dead than Alive, Wanted RIP. It’s
        supposed to be a silly joke, but for whatever reason, it’s
        triggered something in Lake that I can’t undo. So I don’t
        say anything. I stay right where I am, and I wait.

      When
        she falls back onto her ass and puts her head in her hand, I keep
        waiting.

      And
        then I reach into my pocket and pull out a handkerchief, handing it
        over to her.

      She
        gives me a tear-stained look of disbelief.

      “You
        carry a handkerchief in your pocket?” she asks, stunned. I
        stare back at her, hand outstretched, folded plaid square on the palm
        of my hand.

      “My
        grandpa told me that all gentlemen carry handkerchiefs.”

      I’m
        serious. I’m also not sure why I told her that. Would Tam Eyre
        carry handkerchiefs? Or is that just a Thomas thing? The fact that I
        don’t even know is a problem. When Lake doesn’t take the
        handkerchief, I reach out and gently curl my fingers around her
        wrist. I pull her hand forward and put the plaid square on her palm.
        Tuck her fingers around it.

      I
        meet her eyes. They’re swollen from crying, but everything is
        the same strange color in this half-lit cemetery made of Styrofoam
        and dry ice. I purse my lips slightly, still holding onto her wrist.

      “Do
        you want to talk about it?” I ask, but she shakes her head, and
        then she smiles at
        me.

      “Just
        sprained my ankle when I was walking over here for the clue.” Total
          crock of shit, I
        think as Lake jerks her head up to the timer on the wall. There’s
        a mounted clock with big red numbers counting down the remainder of
        our time to finish the game.

      Forty-two
        minutes.

      “We
        need to hurry,” Lake breathes out, snatching up the book and
        opening it one-handed. There’s a four-digit glow in the dark
        number drawn inside. Her smirk catches the tombstone light as she
        turns her head to look at me. “Want to bet this is the code to
        one of those locked boxes in the first room?”

      I
        can feel Lake’s wild pulse in her wrist, and I run my thumb
        down the length of it before letting go. Did
          it speed up? We
        stare at each other, but she doesn’t give me any indication
        that I’m the reason for her frantic pulse.

      “If
        you’re going to keep sitting there and staring at me, we’re
        never going to make it on the leaderboard. Take my hand and help me
        up. I said I sprained my ankle, didn’t I?”

      My
        brows go up, and I scramble to my feet, offering out a hand. Shit,
          maybe I’m not such a gentleman after all?

      “Tell
        me you’re in here or I’m calling the cops.” Joules’
        monotone voice is preceded just barely by Kaycee appearing out of the
        fog. I take Lake’s wrist and pull her to her feet. Kaycee
        blinks strangely at us, but then I release Lake’s wrist and
        turn, putting my hands in my pockets.

      “Four-eight-four-eight,
        that’s one of the lock codes,” Lake mutters, and then she
        walks off with absolutely zero limp whatsoever. I narrow my eyes at
        her retreating back before I realize that Kaycee’s offering me
        her arm.

      I
        take it, and head back into the first room, the one that’s
        decorated like a crumbling Victorian mansion. Peeling dark purple
        wallpaper with a thorny rose pattern, a chandelier hanging crookedly
        and covered in faux spiderwebs, pictures on the wall that turn into
        skeletons when you look at them from the proper angle.

      Lake
        attacks the puzzles in the escape room like she’s bet money on
        us solving this thing in the hour time limit. Joules trails behind
        her, and every now and then, I see a glint of excitement in his eyes. He’s
          only pretending to be apathetic; it’s me that he doesn’t
          like, not the escape room.

      Dylan
        and Adam get weirdly into it, too, but Kaycee seems distracted. She
        doesn’t solve a single thing, and half the time I’m not
        sure that she knows what’s going on. Probably just tired. I
        understand the feeling completely.

      “We
        did it!” Lake retrieves some trinket that used to belong to the
        pioneer ghost, tosses it down a faux well, and the exit door opens.
        The timer stops. “We’re on the leaderboard!” She
        high-fives everyone, including Kaycee, before she looks in my
        direction.

      Almost
        hesitantly, she raises her hand, and I give her a sideways smile and
        a high five.

      Apparently,
        getting third place on today’s leaderboard has earned us one
        free T-shirt. Everyone there is in agreement that Lake should get to
        pick the style and size, and she walks out of that place with a black
        scoop neck that has a picture of the pioneer ghost on the back.

      “You
        liked that place then?” Joules asks her, in a low enough voice
        that I know I wasn’t meant to hear. He almost sounds human when
        he talks to his sister. It’s shocking.

      “Mm.”
        Lake nods and then pauses next to a food truck, studying the menu.

      “Are
        you hungry?” I ask, walking up to stand beside her. She glances
        my direction and then shrugs.

      “I
        could eat.”

      “I’ll
        buy if you guys are in?” I ask, looking over at Adam and Dylan.
        But Adam’s already climbing into the back of a blacked-out
        Escalade, and Dylan is on the opposite side of the parking lot
        talking on his phone. Right. My ‘best friends’.

      “I
        wish I could, but I’m already late,” Kaycee groans,
        reaching up to rub at her face. “I’m starving.”

      “You’re
        not leaving here without eating,” Joules commands, and my mouth
        hangs open. Who the hell does he think he is, talking to Kaycee like
        that? He doesn’t even know her.

      “I
        can … actually do whatever the fuck I want, Joules Frost,”
        she tells him, but when he scoffs and steps up to the food truck
        window to order, she sits down at a table. “But I guess I have
        maybe five minutes to eat before I go.”

      “We
        can eat here …” Lake starts, and then Joules is giving
        me a look over his shoulder, brow raised in challenge. It’s
        quietly calculating, and I steel myself for the next verbal attack.

      “You
        offered to buy my sister a meal. We’re fucking poor. Don’t
        you dare go back on your word.”

      A
        laugh slips out of me as I shake my head at him, keeping my hands
        still by thrusting my fingers in my pockets. Who are these
        Frost siblings? They’re both bizarre, but I kind of like the
        energy they bring. Although, Joules could lose the attitude.

      “I
        could buy your sister an entire restaurant,
        and it wouldn’t faze me.” I turn to find that she’s
        staring up at me, lips parted. “How about that? A whole-ass
        boba shop.”

      “I
        would … settle for a single meal at a steakhouse or
        something?” Lake shrugs, and I hesitate slightly, certain that
        I can hear Jacob’s words ringing in my head.

      Oh.

      No,
        not in my head. He’s standing right next to me and whispering.

      “You cannot be
        seen at a steakhouse, of all places, with some random girl.”

      “Okay,
        let’s do it. I know the perfect spot. No dress code either, so
        we won’t have to change.” I move away from Jacob, but I
        don’t miss him cursing behind me. “Are you okay with
        that, Kaycee?” I ask, coming to stand beside her. I may not
        have been the one to ask her out—the CEO set us up—but
        I’ll be damned if I don’t give this my best shot. Kaycee
        is my first real girlfriend, so … I should try not to mess
        this up.

      “I’m
        fine with it,” Kaycee says, but there’s a strange tone in
        her voice. I open my mouth to ask if she’s sure when Joules
        slams a tray of food down in front of her.

      “Vegetable
        stir fry with a little bit of brown rice. There’s no way you
        can’t have this—even on a diet. Eat.” Joules takes
        the seat across from Kaycee, and then gives me and Lake an odd look.
  “Aren’t you two leaving? Go. I want Lake back at the
        hotel before ten.”

      “I’m
        going to smother you while you’re sleeping tonight,” she
        tells him, and I raise my brows. Huh. So, it isn’t just him
        that threatens her …? I’m starting to wonder if this
        cult theory is stupid as hell. But if Lake and Joules aren’t in
        a cult, then what’s the deal with this curse business? She
        seems so normal otherwise. “Should I take a taxi and meet you
        there, Tam?”

      “That
        would be great,” Jacob begins, but I cut him off with a look.
        He might be my manager, but make no mistake: I am the boss.

      “You
        can ride in the SUV,” I tell Lake, and she nods, following
        along beside me as I head in that direction. I pause in the middle of
        the brick walkway and tilt my head back. It’s sunny today, the
        warmth of spring manifested in the green buds on the trees. I want so
        much to ask Lakelynn why she was crying in the graveyard, but it’s
        like it never happened. She’s standing just a few feet ahead of
        me with her own head tilted back, eyes closed.

      “Thank
        you for reminding me to take a minute to appreciate this weather,”
        she murmurs, and then we’re both dropping our heads and she’s
        opening her eyes. The outfit she has on today is … I like the
        way it fits her. Looks nice.

      I
        smile but say nothing, heading for the SUV as Pat appears to open the
        back door.

      “Thanks
        man,” I tell him as he helps Lake in first, and then me next.
        Daniel climbs into the back as he always does. He never gets in the
        car before I do, just in case, even if it means squeezing past the
        two captain’s chairs. Jacob resumes his usual bitching from the
        front passenger seat.

      “We
        should call ahead and have the restaurant cleared. I assume you’re
        eating at that place your mom recommended?”

      “Or
        we could just get a shadowy booth in the corner? And yes.” I’m
        slumped in the seat, trying not to stare at Lake. What does she think
        about being in the SUV with me? Is she excited? Or is she truly not a
        fan of mine? I can’t decide if I want her to be or not. If she
        isn’t, I guess my pride will take a hit. If she is, then she’s
        just like everybody else. I don’t know. I rub at my face and
        ask myself why I care. Because
          she’s your friend, you idiot. “I
        want something nice, like a filet mignon.”

      “Filet
        mignon is not on your diet.” Jacob scoffs and shakes his head.
        If he sounds mean, it’s not that he’s trying to be. If I
        don’t maintain a near perfect level of fitness, somebody else
        will. Their star will rise, and mine will sink, and that’s …
        what showbusiness is. I sigh and sit up, putting my hand on the edge
        of Jacob’s chair, so that I can lean forward and look at him. I
        can feel Lake watching me.

      “It’s
        my cheat day, Jake.”

      “You
        already had a cheat day this week, Tom,”
        he replies smoothly, and I work my jaw.

      “I
        spent an extra two hours that I didn’t really have in the gym
        this week. Don’t forget that.”

      “Those
        two extra hours might cover
        one of those disgusting drinks you’ve been getting.”

      Lake
        gasps, and then she throws her ghost shirt at Jacob’s shoulder.
        Daniel doesn’t even move. It’s not his job to protect
        Jacob, so … Daniel is pretty literal when it comes to his job
        description. I smother a laugh as Jacob turns to gape at Lakelynn
        over his shoulder.

      “Don’t
        insult boba. It’s the drink of the gods.” She sits back
        in her seat, arms crossed, and her eyes narrow and darken.
        I’ve spent a lot of time on BookTok trying to understand what
        exactly darkening
          eyes look
        like, but Lake is a prime example right here. She looks like she
        could easily kill Jacob and not lose sleep over it. “Tam’s
        body is a rock. He has, what, ten percent body fat? Let the man eat a
        steak. My God. People from Los Angeles are really weird.”

      “As
        opposed to people from Middle of Nowhere, Arkansas who eat enough red
        meat to give heart disease to two hearts?”
        Jacob sniffs, and Lake laughs.

      “Death
        by steak or a long life of drinking cold kale smoothies. It’s a
        life choice.” She glances my way and then shrugs. “It’s
        your life, Tam. Do what you want. All I’m saying is, you’re
        healthy and you eat well most of the time. When’s the last time
        you had filet mignon?”

      I
        just stare back at her, and then I furrow my brow.

      “Last
        year, on my birthday.” My birthday is coming up in a few
        months, so it’s almost the one-year anniversary of that last
        steak. “You’re right, Lake. I think I will get
        a steak today.”

      “Good
        for you, Thomas. Stand up for yourself.” Lake gives a small
        fist pump and then leans down at the same time I do to grab the
        fallen T-shirt. We conk our heads together and turn, making eye
        contact. And then she smiles at me again, and I find myself smiling
        back. “I know it’s cute, but I don’t think it’d
        fit you.” Lake snags the shirt and sits back up, shoving it
        into her small purse.

      She’s
        right though. I am jealous. I do want a shirt.

      I
        text my assistant to stop by the escape room place so that she can
        buy one—they were only twenty bucks—and then I settle in
        for the drive.

      If
        my eyes shift over to look at Lake more often than not, who has to
        know?

      It
        was an accident, but she was so soft. So freaking soft.

       [image: ]

       Lake
        and I sit across from one another in a booth with high backs, tucked
        into a private room in the corner of the restaurant. Nobody will be
        able to see me here unless they’re a member of the staff, and
        Jacob has already handled that. Lake is the first person I’ve
        ever seen resist his initial attempts to get an NDA signed.

      Speaking
        of …

      “Jacob
        really wants you to sign that NDA.” I don’t even know why
        I brought that up. I don’t want to talk about NDAs with
        Lakelynn. I lean in and park an elbow on the table, resting my chin
        in my hand.

      When
        she glances up from buttering her bread, I give her a look. It’s
        a look that, if I were the average everyday person, I would only ever
        use on a serious girlfriend or a wife. Because of my job, it’s
        a look I use on everybody.

      Lake
        isn’t entirely immune to it. I don’t expect that. I just
        want to see her respect the fact that I’m not single.

      “Please
        sign that NDA, so he’ll stop bitching at me. Then I can send
        you my best after-concert-fucked-up-hair selfies.
        As of right now, I can’t do that. Don’t you think this
        would be good for the curse, in the long run?”

      Cheap
        move, throwing that curse thing at her, but I want to see what she’ll
        do.

      She
        keeps buttering the fresh, hot bread that the waiter left for us. I
        pretend not to want any, but I really fucking do. I’m almost
        drooling I want it so bad. But if I can fit a steak into my diet, I
        definitely can’t do—

      Lake
        tosses the slice onto my plate, and then smiles.

      “Eat.
        I’ve seen you pass out online before. That can’t be good
        for you.”

      The
        blood drains from my face, and I sit up. Oh. There’ve been a
        few times where I’ve fainted onstage or during a music video
        shoot. Inevitably, it always goes viral and then trends for a few
        weeks. But that’s not entirely uncommon in my industry. Happens
        to Kaycee, too.

      I
        look down at the bread, and then I turn back to Lake. She’s
        buttering her own piece, staring down at it instead of at me.

      “If
        you sign the NDA, I’ll eat the bread,” I tell her, and
        she sighs, giving me a nasty look.

      “Cheap
        move, Thomas.” Lake draws her phone out, taps around for a few
        seconds, and then turns it so that I can see the screen. “There?
        Are you happy? My mom says you guys know your stuff. It was fair, but
        also ridiculously binding. She appreciated the effort that went into
        that.”

      “I
        wonder if she’d appreciate the bills the law firm sends me,”
        I tease, picking up the menu. I can hardly believe what I’m
        looking at here. Nothing on
        this menu is in my diet. Not the appetizers, not the soups, not even
        the salads. The
        entrées, of course, are high calorie, and the dessert portion
        of the menu doesn’t exist for me.

      “Are
        you sure it’s okay for you to pay for this meal? I don’t
        want you to feel obligated. I can pay for my own food,” Lake
        assures me, and I drop the menu to the tabletop. It’s been some
        years since I’ve had dinner out like this. Longer still since
        I’ve eaten a meal with anyone but Daniel, Jacob, my mom, or
        Kaycee. This is essentially new territory for me.

      “I
        may not have any time, but I definitely have some money.” I
        shrug. “Order whatever you want, as much as you want. I owe you
        for solving that escape room today. If you hadn’t been there,
        we wouldn’t have even finished before the timer, let alone hit
        the leaderboard.”

      She
        nods, like my explanation makes total sense.

      “Then
        how about crab cakes for the appetizer, French onion for the soup,
        and filet mignon for the entrée?” She tosses her menu
        aside, and then bites at her lip for a second. I stay where I am,
        hand on the edge of my menu, curious to see what it is that she’s
        so nervous about. “Can I order some wine, too? I can even pay
        for it myself or you could give me a price range—”

      “Lakelynn.”
        I pick up the wine list and flip it open, scanning the prices until I
        find the most expensive bottle. “Let’s get this one.”

      “Oh
        my God, why though?” she laughs, and then she steals the list
        from my hands. “How about this pinot noir? Still a nice
        quality, but a reasonable price.” Lake grins. “My Aunt
        Daphne worked as a sommelier for a while, so I know my stuff.”

      “Maybe
        we’ll get both bottles?” I respond, leaning back in the
        booth and kicking out a leg. I bump into both of
        Lake’s feet when I do, totally by accident. But then my leg is
        sort of wedged between hers. It gets a little weird, but neither of
        us moves. It’s not a big deal anyway.

      “Is
        a bottle of wine really on your diet?” she responds, but she’s
        smiling. “Alright, fine. Let’s do it.”

      “Hey,”
        I say, before I can lose my nerve. “I’m sorry that I
        touched you when we were at the escape room.”

      Lake
        just stares at me, her mouth slightly parted, freckles dancing across
        her nose.

      “Why
        even bring that up?” she whispers, leaning in with both palms
        on the table. Her brown eyes are wide and imploring, her legs
        shifting slightly on either side of mine. The sound her tights make
        against the legs of my jeans has me wondering if I should move. I’m
        not sure this is appropriate anymore. But it feels worse to
        acknowledge that fact, so I don’t. “Tam.”

      “Mm?”
        I ask, exhaling and knowing that I’m acting weird. Shit,
          this isn’t good. I
        need to get up for a minute, but I also can’t seem to make my
        body move.

      “Don’t
        mention your hands on my boobs ever again, okay?” she says, and
        every word that comes out of her mouth makes me feel even stranger. I
        jerk my leg back and scoot out of the booth suddenly.

      “Where
        are you—” Lake begins, and I can hear the panic in her
        voice the way I did at the fairy-tale boba place. I don’t turn
        around because I can’t, but I call out to her.

      “Bathroom.
        Be right back.”

      I
        lock myself in the restroom and then put my hands flat on the
        counter, head down. Months of struggling with erections, and now I’m
        getting them in the most inconvenient times and places possible? I
        flick the switch for cold water and then splash my face, soak a paper
        towel and lay it over the back of my neck, pace back and forth until
        my body calms down.

      By
        the time I get back, the appetizer has not only been ordered but also
        delivered. Lake is cutting into a crab cake, and she doesn’t
        look at me when I slide into the booth seat. Our wine is here, too.
        The bottle she picked out is resting in a bucket to chill, and my
        glass has a nice, heavy pour.

      “Did
        I make a mistake, leaving Kaycee alone with Joules?” I ask. I
        mean, her bodyguard was there with her, but it still doesn’t
        paint a very pretty picture. Kaycee with another guy. Me with another
        girl.

      Lake
        puts the bite of crab into her mouth and looks up at me.

      “He’s
        a good man, and he’s the best brother. He would never hurt
        her.” Lake sounds annoyed that I would even ask, so I let the
        subject drop. Either she doesn’t understand what I was getting
        at, or she’s choosing not to acknowledge it.

      That’d
        make sense, right? Use her brother to get Kaycee away, so that Lake
        and I could—

      I’m
        getting hot, but I can’t figure out why that is. I just want to
        drink this wine, eat my meal, and go back to the hotel.

      “Bag
        check,” she says suddenly, and then she sets her fork down.
  “Are you allergic to crab?” she asks me, and I’m so
        confused that I just shake my head. Lake puts one of the crab cakes
        on a small appetizer plate and passes it over to me. “I’m
        working bag check at your next concert. I’ll be happy just so
        long as I don’t have to wear a foam hat shaped like a purse on
        my head.”

      The
        edge of my lip twitches upward as I pick up my wine and take a sip.

      “I
        don’t know. I liked the popcorn outfit.” A pause. She
        stops eating to look at me again. “I liked the hot dog best.”

      The
        table falls silent, and the waiter comes back, taking the rest of our
        order. I down my entire glass of wine and then pour another. Finish
        that. Pour a third. Lake is still on her first glass.

      Jacob
        is at a nearby table, glaring at
        me, but like I said, I’m truly the boss here. I listen to him
        because he knows best, but today, I’m going to do what I want
        to do, damn the world.

      “How
        was the visit with your college friend?” I ask suddenly, and
        then wish that I hadn’t.

      Lake
        laughs and shakes her head at me.

      “There
        was no college friend. Joules thought if he made up a guy that I was
        seeing, that you’d be jealous.”

      I
        frown, staring down at the wine in my hand. I don’t comment on
        that. Why would I be jealous? I feel suddenly like I made a mistake
        in bringing her here.

      And
        then she adjusts herself and our knees brush together. I close my
        eyes at that whispering sound, nylon tights against blue denim. I
        open them to see that Lake has no reaction to that whatsoever.

      This
        is a me problem.

      We
        keep the conversation light until dessert comes, and I have to watch
        Lake eat a molten chocolate cake by herself. A real one. Fresh baked. Ugh. But
        I don’t give into that, at least. Good for me.

      “If
        you’re only working these gigs so that we can get more
        meet-cutes, don’t bother. Come to dinner with me and Kaycee. My
        treat again. We were supposed to double-date with Adam and his
        girlfriend, but he cancelled on us. I know Joules is your brother,
        but—”

      “Double
        date sounds fun.” Lake drains her wine glass, and then smiles
        when I pour her another. “I’m used to going on dates with
        Joules. He was my date for prom senior year of high school because he
        beat up my date last minute.”

      “For
        what reason?” I ask, morbidly curious.

      Lake’s
        expression shifts a little, and she looks uncomfortable.

      “The
        guy … he wasn’t appropriate. He deserved what he got.”
        Lake scratches absently at her neck, eyes drifting to the side but
        staring at nothing. “He’s honestly lucky that my dad and
        my uncles didn’t get to him first.”

      My
        fingers tighten slightly on the stem of my glass. See,
          the cult thing is a
            possibility.

      “Why?”
        I ask, and it comes out like a challenge. I’ve definitely had
        too much wine. Lake holds her glass in a relaxed hand and shifts her
        attention back to me.

      “They
        would’ve killed him,” she says, and then she laughs. I
        can’t decide if it’s a joke or not. “But don’t
        worry: if you die, I die. So they would never try to do the same to
        you.”

      Daniel
        and Jacob both get up for that one, but I shake my head gently and
        set my wineglass down. The look I give them clearly says piss
          off.

      “If
        I die, you die?” I ask, and Lake nods and then shrugs.

      “And
        vice versa. Say, for example, that when I jumped out in front of your
        SUV like a crazy person, you’d have hit me. We both would’ve
        died at the exact same second. If you don’t believe me, look up
        any one of my dead relatives. Cause and time of death. I’ll
        tell you who their Match was from memory, and you can look that
        person up, too. Same cause of death: heart failure. Same time of
        death. Well, or as close as is possible with modern science and human
        error. But you’ll see that they’re always on the same
        day.”

      “You’ve
        had a lot of time to think about this, haven’t you?” I
        ask, and then I smile again. A real smile, not one of my stage
        smiles. “Fine.” I pull out my phone and type in Fayetteville,
          Arkansas Frost family obituaries. I
        pick one at random. “Clara Frost.” I look back up and see
        that Lake has gone pale. She
          really is full of shit, isn’t she?

      “Oh,
        Aunt Clara,” she whispers, and I look at the date of death.
        Lake would’ve been … well, I’m not sure how old
        she is now, but she would’ve been a kid back then. She drops
        her gaze to the table. “I remember Aunt Clara.” A small
        smile. “She died in our living room on December twenty-third,
        fourteen years ago. Her Match was a senator from New York named
        Kelvin Bates. Look him up next.”

      I
        do, and there he is, the man that Lake just told me about. Passed
        away on the same day as her aunt in his apartment in NYC from heart
        failure.

      “So
        you go online and spend time looking for any random person that died
        on the same day as your relative and voilà, the curse is
        true.” That’s Jacob, not me. I would never say something
        like that aloud, even if it’s always a possibility in my mind.

      Lake
        just shrugs and looks right at me.

      “You
        don’t have to believe me. I just wanted to be honest. All I was
        after was this, just some organic opportunities for us to talk.”
        Pretty sure this girl is a little younger than me, but she speaks
        like someone twice my age. I’m impressed. The way she sits
        still like that, back straight, composure in every line of her body,
        that can’t be easy.

      “Jacob,
        leave us alone,” I tell him absently, looking in his direction.
        He glares back at me, and then breaks about a million of the label’s
        rules. That is, we are nice to every fan,
        no matter what they say or do.

      “You’re
        going to let this woman ruin everything? That’s what you want?”
        Jacob turns to Lake, and she does the same. They stare at each other,
        but she doesn’t react whatsoever.

      “I’m
        not going to hurt him. All I want is to talk. That’s all we’re
        doing, talking. If he doesn’t like talking to me, I can’t
        make him see me again. Tam is the one who invited me and Joules to
        dinner. Why are you angry about that?”

      “Because
        you’re the worst sort of person. Normal, at first, but pitiful.
        Tam is going to fall for your crap because he’s too nice, and
        then you’re going to step on his heart and ruin his life. Just
        go before you let this fantasy of being with Tam Eyre destroy what’s
        left of Thomas.”

      “Jacob—”
        I start, sliding out of the seat and standing up. Not quite sure what
        I’m going to say or do, but removing him from that situation is
        my first priority. He stares at me like he knows it, too, like he
        knows I’d chase him off and take Lake’s side.

      But
  … she’s a fan, right? A friend? I don’t even know.

      “I’m
        not here for Tam Eyre,” Lake grinds out. “I don’t care about
        Tam Eyre. I wish that he wasn’t rich and famous. I’d be
        happy tomorrow if he quit and everyone just left him alone. You are
        the one that doesn’t understand what it’s like to see
        real magic, and then be punished heavily for the privilege.”

      Jacob
        makes a sound of frustration and leaves through the back door. He’ll
        be back soon enough, and Daniel is always there. I let him go. I’m
  … I’m utterly speechless.

      “Lake,
        I’m—” I try to apologize to her, but she stands up
        suddenly and puts her hand over my mouth. She’s still smiling
        at me.

      “Don’t
        worry about it. I’m used to it.” She takes a deep breath
        and then starts listing off family members’ names, their
        Matches’ names, and their death dates. A whole string of them,
        dozens and dozens. And then … lastly … Her expression
        shifts strangely. “Joseph Frost.” A rough inhale. “Marla
        Castleberry.” Another breath, and then Lake turns to gather her
        things. Her hands … oh. Her hands are shaking.
  “February … eighth … a cold winter night …
        it’ll be two years next February.” Lake tries another
        smile on me that doesn’t land. My hands ache to touch her
        shoulders, to offer some sort of comfort but … I just can’t
        do it. “I think I should go; thank you so much for dinner.”

      Lake
        takes off without so much as a handshake, and I turn to follow her
        quick exit out the front doors.

      What
  … what just happened?

      “She left
        you,” Daniel says, making zero effort to hide his pleased purr.
  “Other than Kaycee, I’ve never seen anyone do that. I
        told you that I liked her.”

      Right. Anyone
        other than Kaycee. I
        run a hand over my hair and then clench my teeth in the only stress
        tic I have that doesn’t cause damage. Can’t chew on my
        nails. Can’t pick at my hair. Can’t bite my lip. I exhale
        and force my jaw to relax. I can’t get angry. I’m not allowed to
        get angry.

      But
        if I were, then it’s Jacob that I’m angry with, isn’t
        it?

      Not
        Lakelynn, the woman who claims that we’re cursed. I glance
        absently down at my left wrist, and I don’t think about the way
        her birthmark really does look like a heart.

      Joseph
        Frost. Ragged Inhale.

      Joe.

      Joe
        on the tombstone, and Lakelynn squatting beside a grave made of
        Styrofoam, crying and smiling at the same time. I rub the heel of my
        hand against my chest and try to shake it off.

      “Just
        sprained my ankle.” The
        memory of Lake’s tear-streaked face obliterates my brain.

      Goddamn
        it. I’m such an idiot. I drag my palms down my face and then
        reach for the bottle of wine off the table, lifting it to my lips and
        drinking straight from the neck.

      “Careful
        with that.” Daniel is smiling as he says that (he’s not
        talking about the wine), and then he actually laughs. I
        haven’t seen him laugh more than twice in the five years since
        he’s been working for me. “When you stare like that,”
        he continues, noting that my attention has shifted back to the front
        doors, “you look like a caged fighting dog. You definitely
        don’t look like the all-American golden boy that you’re
        supposed to be.”

      I
        shift my gaze back to Daniel and set the wine aside.

      “Why
        don’t we go buy some bourbon that costs more than a car, and
        hang out in my hotel room?” I just want a friend and here
        Daniel is, acting like he could be one. His smile fades away and he
        shakes his head.

      “I
        have to keep my distance from you, so that I can do my job.” He
        shrugs, stands, and then takes a step back, as if to show me
        physically what he means emotionally.

      I
        pick up the wine bottle and head outside to the SUV. In the car, I
        look up Joe and Marla and, sure enough, there they are. Died on the
        same day. Both in their early twenties. Both from sudden heart
        failure.

      Either
  … this is coordinated murder. Or it’s a curse. Is it
        weird that the former is a more likely option? I’m just trying
        to be practical.

      Who
        would ever believe in magic without proof?
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I’m
        weeping over boba in a tea shop filled with beanbags and posters
        advertising the latest Korean dramas. I’ve got a fresh, hot hotteok in
        my hand—it’s like a pancake with cinnamon filling. Joules
        has one with cheese. My girls are loosely clustered around me, each
        person with their own drink.

      “I’m
        going to neuter him,” Joules says calmly, holding an identical
        drink to mine. He hasn’t taken a single sip because he’s
        anticipating me finishing mine and then stealing his. I polish off my
        pancake and then take it early, one drink in either hand.

      They’re
        both bright pink—elegant
          rose milk tea—with
        crystal boba and a cup whose lid has colorful phrases written in the
        Korean alphabet. In tiny English letters underneath, it says Hwaiting! And
        my eyes fill with tears again.

      Wasn’t
        I already fighting for this? How can I fight any harder?

      Joe.
        I didn’t want to talk about Joe. Not Aunt Clara either for that
        matter. I feel … greasy, like I gave up a part of myself to
        the curse. It makes me sick. I’ve already threatened to burn my
        Frost family journal. Nobody here has to know I’ve only filled
        out one single page. What use am I going to be to any of our
        ancestors? And I say our because
        it doesn’t look like I’m going to be having a direct line
        of my own.

      “Tam
        didn’t do anything wrong, Joules. It was his manager who said
        that crap to me.” I’ve edited my story about my dinner
        date with Tam so that nobody here will know I’ve revealed the
        truth about the curse.

      I
        know that I said I was going to be honest, but I’m just not
        ready for Joules to know that I told Tam. He’s going to be furious—but
        with me. Look how mad he is already.

      “He
        invited you guys to dinner,” Maria declares, standing up with
        her chrysanthemum milk tea in her hand. It’s all she ever
        orders, flower flavored things. “That’s a huge deal,
        Lake. He likes you, even if he doesn’t know it.”

      “His
        manager sounds like a jerk, so please let me preface what I’m
        going to say with that.” Lynn puts her hand on my arm, fingers
        cool and wet from the condensation on her cup. “But the guy is
        partially right. In order for Tam to date you, he has to break up
        with Kaycee Quinn who’s basically woven into his career. Their
        top three songs are performed together. Their dates are the
        most-watched videos on every social media platform there is. It
        really is dangerous for him to have you around. Take this date as a
        win.”

      I
        do. I do take it as a win. I’m not all that upset about what
        Jacob said. He’s right in some ways, isn’t he? I’m
        upset about Joe and Clara, but I can’t say anything about it
        without showing my hand.

      I
        accept the comfort and platitudes from my cousins and friends, and we
        head back to the hotel. It isn’t until I’m getting ready
        to climb into bed that Joules comes in and pauses at the foot of it.

      “I
        want to show you something.” He gestures at me with his phone,
        and I sigh, glancing at the bed with undisguised longing. We’ve
        got a king with Ella, Chloe, Luna, Lynn, and Maria already tucked
        into it. It’ll be a tight fit tonight. I’m standing next
        to the edge, waiting for Joules to show me his phone screen.

      Your
        sister was crying at a gravestone with the name ‘Joe’ on
        it today. She said she hurt herself, but I don’t think that’s
        why. I wanted to bring it to your attention. Sleep tight.

      It’s
        a text to Joules from Tam.

      Oh.

      He
        noticed. And he didn’t mention the curse.

      Joules
        puts his arms around me and hugs me nice and tight.

      I
        cling to him, and I don’t think about how hard it is to sit
        across from Tam and fight for my life with every single word that
        comes out of my mouth. How much it hurt to use my cousin’s
        death as a bargaining chip for his affection.

      If
        I hadn’t already had Joe die on my lap, this would’ve
        been more than enough proof that this is, in fact, a curse. It is not a
        blessing. And I hate it. I hate magic. I hate the curse. I just want
        to be done with all of this, and more than anything … I’m
        afraid to die.

      I’m afraid.
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Joules
        and I say goodbye to everyone the following day, seeing them to the
        airport and dropping them off at the curb. I almost cry when they
        leave, but I look out the window and hide my face from my brother. I
        don’t want him to know that I’m counting down the weeks
        until it’s over.

      I
        won’t see my friends or cousins anymore. I won’t see my
        parents. I won’t see Joules.

      It
        gets harder to breathe, and I find myself fisting my hand in my
        shirt.

      My
        brother notices like he always does, and he pulls over. Gets out.
        Comes to my side of the car and opens the door.

      “Joules,”
        I whisper, and he holds out his arms for me. I take my seat belt off
        and climb out just so that he can hug me in the parking lot of a busy
        fast-food restaurant. I smell French fries, and my mouth waters as
        much as my eyes. “Sorry that I’ve been so whine—”

      I
        was going to say whiney, but
        Joules has pushed me back and snatched me by the shoulders. He leans
        down to stare into my eyes, and there’s so much pain in his
        that I nearly collapse right there on the pavement.

      We
        only have three months left.

      Is
        that long enough?

      “Do not apologize
        for being scared or upset. We’ve seen what this curse does
        firsthand.” Joules wets his lips and then closes his eyes. For
        a second there, I think he’s about to confess something to me,
        but then I hear my phone ring.

      The
        ringtone I set for Tam is the slow song about his dad.

      Joules
        opens his eyes, and we exchange a look.

      I
        dive into the SUV, scrambling over my seat to get to my phone. I
        answer the call, breathless.

      “Hey,
        sorry. A little busy.” I’m not sure why I answer like
        that. Tam hesitates on the other end of the line, but I can hear him
        breathing.

      “No,
        it’s … I should’ve just texted.”

      We
        both wait in silence for the other to talk, but he’s the one
        who called me. I want to know what prompted such a move.

      “Are
        you two still interested in going to dinner with me and Kaycee?”

      Oh,
        he thinks I might be angry with him.

      Interesting.

      “Didn’t
        you see today’s trending hashtag on the site formerly known as
        Twitter?” I can’t hold back a bit of laughter as I think
        about it. “You, stalking angrily out of a restaurant holding a
        five-hundred-dollar bottle of wine by the neck. Are you even allowed
        to go out to dinner anymore?”

      Tam
        huffs softly on the other end of the line as I gesture at Joules with
        my hand. I’m trying to mime myself eating fries and then
        pointing at the restaurant.

      Joules
        flips me off, but I think it’s more for Tam than it is for me,
        so I ignore him. He shuts my door and then disappears into the
        restaurant to get me some fries.

      “I
        just texted you the address. Tomorrow at eight. You can meet us
        there.” Tam pauses. “You’ll both be searched by
        Daniel, and Kaycee’s bodyguard, Wrenlee, before being allowed
        to enter.”

      “Oh,
        damn, now I can’t bring my katana.” I hang up on Tam the
        way I would hang up on Joules, and then I remember with a sharp spike
        of fear that normal people say goodbye on the phone before they hang
        up. I’ve just done it to Tam, and I don’t even know him.

      I
        call him back immediately.

      “Call
        dropped?” he asks sarcastically, like he doesn’t believe
        it for a second.

      “Actually,
        that’s just how my family ends phone calls—with a quip.”
        My lips twitch because I get the idea that Tam likes being
        resisted a little. Everyone fawns over him all the time, so I think
        he’s craving something real. Fine then. I won’t treat him
        any differently than anyone else I love. Because I might not love Tam
        yet, but if I want to live, I have to get there. I’ll just …
        act like I love him, like he’s as important to me as Joules or
        Joe or my parents.

      I
        hang up on him again, and when he calls back, I grin, but I don’t
        answer it.

      He
        texts me the address of the restaurant just as Joules returns with a
        large fry and a large soda for us to split.

      “We’re
        still getting boba tonight,” I warn Joules as he climbs into
        the driver’s seat. He gives me a look.

      “I’m
        so stuffed that I can’t eat another bite—let’s get
        boba?”
        He’s quoting a meme at me, but it’s also pure truth, so I
        just shrug.

      “I
        only have so many left before I die, Joules Frost.”

      “I’ll
        pick your dress for the double date,” he says, and I throw a
        hot fry at his face. It smacks his chiseled cheekbone, and I pray
        that he gets a pimple or something. What would Kaycee think about
        that?

      “Then
        I get to pick your outfit,” I retort, but I’m not going
        to. He’ll pick both outfits out, and that’s what we’ll
        wear.

      But
        that’s okay: I trust my brother’s judgement implicitly.
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“I
        hate you,” I tell Joules, shifting uncomfortably in the plain
        yellow dress he picked out for me. It’s a T-shirt dress, made
        of cotton, and it’s oversized and bland. I’m wearing
        tights with it. Tights. The
        only part of the outfit I like are the red heels that Joules and I
        bought with the family credit card.

      Yet
        another purchase that made me supremely uncomfortable. Better than
        the lingerie though.

      “You’ll
        thank me later,” Joules murmurs, and then we’re both
        raising our arms so that the bodyguards can give us thorough pat
        downs. Only then is the glass door to the restaurant opened, and
        we’re ushered into a modern space with white walls and beige
        floors. The only point of interest is a large faux cherry blossom
        tree in the center of the room. Its branches extend over the
        minimalist dining tables, each limb glowing with tiny white fairy
        lights. It’s so beautiful that it makes up for the lack of
        décor elsewhere.

      Kaycee
        is already seated at a four-top in the back, and she lifts up her
        hand to wave us over. It’s cute, but there’s nobody else
        in the restaurant. There won’t be anyone
        else in the restaurant tonight.

      I’ve
        always liked the buzz of a busy restaurant, so it’s a bit
        disconcerting to find that energy missing.

      Joules
        jets off, making his way around the tables and then snagging the seat
        directly next to Kaycee. I’m left standing by the door, gaping
        at his rapid-fire gameplay. He’s now engaged in quiet
        conversation with her while I turn to find Tam coming through the
        door beside me.

      He
        stops and we look at each other for a minute. He seems like he might
        be judging my expression to see if I’m all good. I smile at
        him.

      “Thank
        you for inviting us here. I thought the steakhouse was fancy, but
        this is …” I laugh. “My family does a lot of
        backyard barbeques.” I just don’t tell Tam that I prefer backyard
        barbeques. He squints at me a little, but all the expression does is
        emphasize how frustratingly handsome he is.

      My
        cousin Isla’s Match? The bald guy that Chloe was complaining
        about? My cousin said he was the most beautiful man that she’d
        ever seen. She was the only person who thought that, so it worked out
        well for them. Everyone thinks that about Tam which makes it
        difficult to determine what my true feelings are, and also makes me
        one of millions. Not great odds.

      But
        I’m here.

      He
        invited me to dinner, somehow. He invited me to an escape room,
        somehow. I’m not sure how any of this happened. It can only be
        the influence of the curse, right?

      “You’re
        welcome.” Tam’s gaze slips over to the table where Joules
        and Kaycee are laughing together. He reaches down to take my hand and
        pulls me through the restaurant, pausing to scoot my chair back for
        me. His attention slips down my body, but I don’t see any
        reaction in his face. He may as well be observing a blank wall.

      “You
        really are an old-fashioned gentleman type.” I laugh as I take
        a seat, folding my dress under my thighs. “My uncles and my dad
        might actually like
        you.”

      “Are
        you nuts? They’d clip him below the waist with a pair of garden
        shears.” Joules snickers, and I lift my napkin like I’m
        going to whip him with it.

      “Do
        you want to die?” I whisper, and both Kaycee and Tam shift to
        stare at me like my face is made out of pineapple. They’re both
        frowning like they’ve eaten something sour. Not in a bad way,
        more like they’re both contemplating that Joules and I are
        very, very different from the pair of them.

      I
        didn’t register at first which chair Tam pulled out for me, but
        I’m now seated across from Kaycee and Tam is standing beside
        the chair that’s across from Joules.

      “Hey,
        should we switch?” Tam asks my brother, gesturing between the
        two spots. Joules responds to that statement with an odd look,
        staring at Tam like that’s the dumbest question he’s ever
        heard in his life.

      “Why?”
        Joules asks, trying to bait Tam into an angry response. I watch as
        Tam’s hands curl into soft fists, his thumbnail digging into
        the skin of his pointer finger. It looks painful, so I reach out and
        touch my fingers to his wrist.

      Tam’s
        attention shifts to me, and I think about Lynn’s words. Jacob’s
        words. Getting to know me flies in the face of everything that’s
        good for Tam’s career. Yet, here he is. This is good. It’s
        going to be okay. I could live through this, right?

      “You
        guys really should switch though,” Kaycee tells Joules, but
        it’s too late because Tam has just stepped back and folded
        himself gracefully into the small chair. He kicks a leg out into the
        aisle because they’re just too long to stay trapped beneath the
        tabletop. Like the other night, when he put his leg between mine by
        accident. “Why would you sit next to me while my boyfriend is
        over there?”

      “I
        could switch with you,” I offer, turning to Tam. Joules is glaring at
        me from across the surface of the table. His expression clearly asks are
          you seriously that dumb? But
        I offered out of habit because it seems unreasonable that Kaycee and
        Tam wouldn’t at least sit across from one another.

      The
        waiter saves us all the trouble by appearing at the end of the table
        to give us menus and explain that the dishes on it are small plates
        that we’re intended to share.

      This
        should be … fun. Why
          did I bring Joules again? Because I thought he could woo Kaycee for
          me? It doesn’t even look like he’s trying. What’s
          with that expression on his face? He’s a gargoyle.

      “Let’s
        start with two of these,” Joules says, ordering
        eighty-five-dollar wagyu—times two. It’s my turn to glare
        at him now. He ignores me to focus on Tam. “You’re okay
        with that, right? Dinner is on you, isn’t it?”

      “Is
        it?” Tam replies, folding his hands on the tabletop. “I
        don’t remember ever agreeing to that.”

      Joules
        scoffs a laugh as Kaycee glances between the two men in much the same
        way that I am. We exchange a look with one another, and I feel a bit
        of a pang when I notice what a beautiful dress she’s wearing.
        Pink and gold and skintight, like something you’d see worn to
        the Oscars. It swoops low over a porcelain neckline, sticks to the
        lithe form of a dancer. And that bright blond hair? It’s all
        braided together now, hanging thick over Kaycee’s shoulder and
        pooling in a coil on the table.

      Yeah,
        I’m fucked. I
        was running late today, and I forgot to put makeup on. Kaycee also
        doesn’t look like she’s wearing makeup. She is, but it’s
        so well-done that it presents a flawless sculpture of a girl. She
        seems nice, too. I was hoping that she’d be an asshole, so I
        wouldn’t feel bad about this. I
          have to take him, Kaycee. I’m sorry. I’ll die if I don’t.

      If
  … you know … I can get him at all.

      “Okay,
        then.” Joules turns to Kaycee and smiles. “Sorry, I
        thought Tam was paying and I have no problem swindling him out of
        every cent. You … I don’t think I’ll let you spend
        a single dollar on me.”

      “I
        have no problem paying for dinner,” Kaycee replies icily,
        looking my brother up and down. In the moment, I’m convinced
        that Joules is failing me big time, that he’s ruining
        everything. But I have so much faith in my brother’s love for
        me that I know he’s doing exactly what
        needs doing to win the long game.

      He
        can read people so much better than I can.

      “I am going
        to pay for it, but you’re an entitled dick, you know that?”
        Tam sighs and sits back, turning to look at me, almost in apology.
        The way his lips part when he’s embarrassed about something is
  … nice. “I’m sorry, Lake. I didn’t mean that
        I didn’t want to pay for you and Kaycee. It’s Joules that
        I don’t like.”

      “The
        feeling is mutual,” my brother replies easily, and then he
        turns to Kaycee. I think they’re getting in an argument over
        Joules’ assumption that she wouldn’t or couldn’t
        pay. I hope he’s finally met his match, someone he can’t
        force into submission after a single encounter. Joules Frost is a
        tricky beast.

      “Why
        don’t we split the check four-ways? That’ll be easiest.”
        I take a sip of my water, willing my hand not to shake. Tam is
        staring at me, and I feel so uncomfortable. I don’t even know
        this person. The curse chose
        this person, and I don’t know his character at all, and …
        I make myself breathe and then turn to look at him, lifting a brow.
  “What?”

      “I
        don’t want you to pay for your dinner,” Tam tells me, and
        there’s something in the tone of his voice that gets Joules
        agitated—and quickly. But then my brother mumbles an excuse
        about the restroom, and he leaves. Kaycee is speechless, like she has
        no idea what just happened.

      But
        I do.

      Joules
        can see something in Tam that I’m not seeing. He wants me to be
        with Tam, but he also hates Tam. Could be that he’s angry on
        Kaycee’s behalf as well.

      Tam’s
        fingers drum on the tabletop, and I laugh, putting my hand over my
        mouth.

      “Yeah,
        now I’m definitely not paying for anything. You owe me for
        making such a stupid statement.” I turn back to Kaycee,
        ignoring Tam. Well, pretending to ignore Tam. It’s hard to
        ignore someone that you have to force into a curse-damned
        relationship because you don’t want to die like your cousin
        did, gasping for breath and looking so terribly sad.

      I
        nearly drop my water glass. I’m not doing well here, am I?

      “So,
        Kaycee, this might sound clichéd, but I’m not even sure
        where to begin. What sort of things are you into when you’re
        not working?”

      She
        blinks long lashes back at me, her mouth like something forbidden and
        also shiny. My lips are chapped, but I did paint my fingernails. That
        must account for something?

      “I
  … I don’t know,” Kaycee admits, and Tam exhales
        like he agrees with that statement, like he doesn’t know his
        own answer to that question. “I like writing music.”

      I
        smile and then nod.

      “I
        don’t even have a hobby, so I’m not judging. If all you
        like is music, then go all the way in. Life is too short to waste on
  …” Shit. Why did I just say that? My life is down to nothing. Am
        I wasting it in pursuit of Tam? Am I wasting all that I have left?
        There must be some sort of balance between looking toward the future
        and enjoying the present that I’m not getting.

      “I
        like to read,” Tam offers, tapping the Kindle app on his phone
        so that I can see his library. I scroll through and see everything
        from non-fiction to romance to thrillers. I notice that werewolf book
        that my aunt likes. It has a banner in the corner that says Read.

      That
        calms me down a little. I move on from the life
          is short bit.

      “My
        only hobby is perpetually having no hobby,” I explain, wanting
        Tam to understand the real me. “I guess I hang out with my
        friends and my cousins a lot. I do read, but only a little. I like
        video games sometimes. I’ll watch movies.” I shrug and
        wish I had something more interesting to say about myself. If Kaycee
        weren’t here, I’d tell Tam that being cursed is probably
        the weirdest thing about me.

      I’m
        painfully normal, and I’m not ashamed of that whatsoever.

      I
        like who I am.

      “I’m
        getting my degree in business, so that I can help my uncle with the
        construction company.”

      “Mm,”
        Kaycee says around the edge of the flute in her hand. She’s
        sipping something sparkly, the lights catching on the smooth planes
        of her face. I glance over to see that Tam is watching her, but I
        can’t read his thoughts when he looks at Kaycee any more than I
        can when he looks at me. “I talked to your uncle the other
        day.” Kaycee is grinning at me, and Tam is … he appears
        confused.

      “You
        spoke to their uncle?” he repeats, and I guess if you put it
        like that, it is sort of weird. “How? Why?”

      “I’m
        going to do a commercial for him,” Kaycee states, and my jaw
        drops. Just her wearing the Frost Family Construction sweatshirt has
        brought more attention to the business in the last few weeks than my
        uncle’s entire advertising budget for the last few years. “Just a short little video that he can post on social media.”
        She shrugs one perfect shoulder as Joules makes his way back to his
        chair.

      We
        stare at each other, and he smiles at me. That helps. I smile back at
        him.

      “I
        asked her why the hell she would even want to talk to Rob, but she
        asked first, so I relayed the request to him.” Now it’s
        Joules who’s shrugging.

      Our
        food is delivered, and it’s not exactly what I expected.

      There
        are two large bowls with solid tops that the waiter explains are hot
        stones. The wagyu beef is raw and sliced thin, and we’re
        supposed to toss it on the hot stone for just a few seconds on each
        side. There are some extras like pickled vegetables and furikake to
        go with it.

      Kaycee
        and I take one serving, and the boys get the other. She declares
        herself done at three slices, and I take four. There’s one left
        on our side. I scoot it between the boys so one of them can eat it. I
        want to try more items on the menu, so I’m not stuffing myself
        just yet.

      “Here,”
        I say absently. Both Tam and Joules reach out with their chopsticks
        at the same time. Metal clinks against metal, and they both look up
        to glare at one another. Neither of them moves, and it takes me quite
        a while to realize that their arms are tensed, fingers straining
        against their chopsticks. They’re engaged in a silent battle of
        wills with one another.

      Underneath
        the table, I put my hand on Tam’s knee, and he drops his
        chopsticks. He doesn’t look at me, but he is breathing a bit
        harder than he should be. Joules smirks and tosses the meat onto the
        stone where it sizzles.

      “I’ll
        just order another round,” Tam whispers, voice rough. “I
        can afford it.”

      “Good
        for you,” Joules replies absently, and then he takes the cooked
        piece of wagyu, turns, and places it gently on Kaycee’s plate.
        He leans in toward her. “I could see you looking at this. If
        you want to eat it, Kaycee, then for fuck’s sake, just eat
          it.”

      Kaycee
        stares down at the food on her plate like it’s poison, and then
        she purses her lips, snatches up her chopsticks and shoves it into
        her mouth. Joules’ lips spread in a wide grin as I sit there
        with my hand on Tam’s knee. His hand comes up, fingers curling
        over the top of mine. For a second there, I think he’s going to
        hold my hand and my heart soars. Yes!
          It’s working!

      Tam
        pushes my hand off his knee, but he doesn’t say anything.
        Doesn’t even look at me. I blush as I fold my hands in my lap. Shit.
          I have no game.

      We
        order more alcohol, more food. I place items on Joules’ plate.
        He places some on mine. Some on Kaycee’s. Tam takes a little of
        everything from each plate, but he doesn’t eat it. He shifts it
        around on his plate with his chopsticks, and then he takes the spicy
        tuna roll from his plate and gives it to me.

      “I’m
        exhausted,” he admits, laying his chopsticks down. He stares at
        the tabletop, and he looks pretty upset about it. His gaze comes up
        to meet Kaycee’s and then swings over to mine. “I’m
        so sorry, but I’m basically falling asleep at the table.”

      He
        stands up and pushes his chair in.

      “I’ll
        take care of the bill on my way out. Order whatever else you want.”
        Tam turns and heads back in the direction of the host stand.

      “You
        deserve to be treated better,” Joules snaps, and when I look at
        him, I can’t tell if he’s talking to me or Kaycee. I
        think he might be talking to both of us?

      “I
        need to use the bathroom.” I stand up and turn the corner. Once
        I’m out of sight of the table, I follow Tam out the front doors
        and into a balmy spring evening. He glances back at me like he’s
        surprised to see me out here, but he doesn’t ask his bodyguard
        to step in or anything. “Jacob didn’t come tonight?”

      Tam
        smiles softly.

      “I
        told him to take the day off.”

      I
        nod at that, and then it gets really awkward, really quickly.

      “Are
        you working the Portland concert?” he asks, because that’s
        the one that comes next. I nod my head, and Tam raises a brow. He
        turns fully around to look at me, coat slung over one arm. “That
        was just for meet-cutes, right? We can just hang out sometimes.”

      I
        appreciate that so much, but I don’t know how to tell him that
        without coming across too strong.

      “We
        need the money. It’s expensive to be a member of your
        entourage, you know that?” I’m teasing, but Tam gets a
        weird look on his face, and I wonder what it is that he’s
        thinking about.

      “Do
        you want a job working at my merch table? Then you’d have a job
        at every show. Travel expenses are covered, too.”

      “Seriously?”
        I ask, my eyes widening. I feel my lips split into a grin. It’s
        a bit ironic that the reason for my spending all this money, the
        reason for my traveling around, is the very same guy who’s
        offering me a job, but whatever. “That’d be amazing.
        Thank you. Should I email you my résumé or something?”

      Tam
        just laughs, and then he reaches out and puts his palm on my head.

      Um.

      Brotherly
        touch? Romantic touch? Either way, he’s willingly touching me.

      “I’ll
        text you when I figure out what to do. My mom got her friend’s
        daughter hired, so surely I can do it, too?” Tam laughs at that
        and then drops his hand by his side. Who just puts their hand on the
        top of someone’s head? He must like me, right? “Portland
  …” Tam yawns and then reaches up a hand, putting the
        heel of it against his forehead. “Sorry. I was going to say,
        let’s hang out in Portland.” He gives my arm a tap like
        we’re friends. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Tam
        slips his coat on and then heads down a small set of stone steps to a
        waiting SUV. I watch him go, and then I sit down on those steps and
        watch the city go by. Joules comes out once to give me his coat and
        another time to bring me a hot drink.

      I
        leave him and Kaycee alone in the restaurant for over an hour,
        sitting outside by myself because my Match is as slippery as an eel.

      Joe,
        I need your help so bad. If you can hear me, give me a sign.

      All
        I see are the bright lights of cars and pedestrians walking their
        dogs. If Joe is watching over me, I can’t see, hear, or feel
        him.

      That
        makes me so unbelievably sad, but I smile and close my eyes, tasting
        the spring breeze and cementing this moment to memory.
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I
        take a grape tea slush with crystal jelly to my new job. It’s
        so nice to have one job
        to learn and focus on, and all the women who work there are super
        nice. Unfortunately, they’re also all Tam superfans, but that’s
        okay. I can deal with selling sweatshirts with his face on them.
        Photo cards with him shirtless. Listening to women fantasize about
        all the things they want to do to him.

      And
        I get it. He’s selling a concept, a persona. But it makes me
        feel bad for being attracted to him, too. I’m trying to get Tam
        into bed like everyone else here, and that makes me sad for him as
        well as myself.

      I
        sigh and take a seat on a bench in the break room. The door opens and
        someone walks in, pausing beside the table and putting a drink down
        in front of me.

      “I
        was hoping you hadn’t bought a boba yet today,” Tam says,
        and I smile, tilting my head to the side so that I can look up at
        him. He’s got on his face mask, ballcap, and sunglasses.

      “And
        I told you, keep screwing up the number of bobas I have left. That’s
        your job, as a curse Match.” I turn the cup that Tam brought me
        so that I can read what flavor it is. Kiwi
          boom with yogurt popping boba. Uh.
        Yes, please. “You got yourself something, right?” I
        continue when he doesn’t respond.

      “Unsweetened
        green tea.” Tam sounds a little salty about that. “I
        wanted to wish you luck on your first day of work.” He lifts
        both hands out toward me, voice muffled by the mask.

      One
        of my coworkers shuffles into the room, and then stops dead. She
        drops her mug, and it shatters. Her hands fly up over her mouth and
        Tam stiffens.

      “Oh
        my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” And then she starts weeping.

      “I’m
        running late, but I’ll come down later and sign some merch for
        you girls, okay?” Tam turns and takes off without so much as a
        backward glance. My coworker stumbles over to the chair across from
        me and then collapses into it.

      “What
        was he doing in here?” she whispers to me, and then her eyes
        drop to the fresh boba on the tabletop. Tam … he signed his
        name with a Sharpie again. The woman looks from that to my face, and
        then she slowly gets up and leaves. She doesn’t say anything to
        me, but I feel like she’s substantially less nice
        after that moment.

      I
        have a bad feeling about that, as if her attitude toward me is a
        portent of doom.
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Joules
        is acting weird. I can’t quite put my finger on why I think
        that, but it’s starting to irk me. He always gets up before I
        do and goes in the bathroom to get ready. I teased him about it, but
        he just laughed and didn’t say a word of either admittance or
        rebuttal. So, if he isn’t thinking about Kaycee in there, what
        is it that he’s doing?

      Also,
        when I asked if I could grab something from the pocket of his bag, he
        told me no.

      That’s
        not like him at all. I’ve never once been denied access to his
        things. He’s hiding something from me, and it’s starting
        to get on my nerves.

      “If
        you keep secrets from me, I can’t help you, Joules. Is this
        about Kaycee?”

      “It’s
        not about Kaycee,” he growls back at me, but his hands are too
        tight on the wheel. He’s getting too angry, too quickly. That
        means he’s lying to me. I turn fully to face him, adjusting my
        seat belt so it’s more comfortable.

      Joules
        reaches out absently and yanks it back up from my waist to my
        shoulder.

      “Don’t
        do that,” he warns me, but I don’t respond. I just sit
        stone-still, and I stare at him. I’ve known this man for all my
        twenty-two-and-three-quarter-years of my life. I can break him.

      So
        I stay where I am, silent and unmoving, all the way from Seattle to
        Portland.

      Five
        hours.

      Five
        hours of silence.

      No
        music or anything.

      When
        we finally pull into the hotel parking lot, I startle awake, a bit of
        drool on my cheek.

      Shit,
        I really thought I’d been staring at Joules the whole time.

      “How
        long did I last before I passed out?” I ask, and he smirks as
        he puts the car in park, and then turns to look at me.

      “Seven
        minutes.”

      My
        mouth drops open.

      “That’s
        a lie! I remember listening to at least three
        songs.”

      “There
        were no songs playing, and you know it,” Joules tells me, and
        then he opens his door and gets out, and I understand the
        conversation we were having is over for a time. I’ll have to
        come at him later, or from a different angle. My eyes catch on his
        wrist, but all I see is the same vague outline of the mark before
        it’s activated.

      Hmm.

      We
        check into the hotel, and my brother collapses face-down on the bed.
        He never lays on the bed, no matter what I do to convince him that he
        deserves it. He always, always gives it to me.

      I
        pretend to be occupied with my phone, and then I creep over to the
        edge of the bed. I’m going to take a closer look at his wrist,
        just in case. Because wouldn’t that be just like Joules to get
        matched and not tell me about it? He’d prioritize my life over
        his, and I’m not having any of that.

      I
        reach out for his arm, intending to pull his hoodie sleeve up. He
        comes awake in an instant—or was never really asleep at all—and
        snatches me by the arm, yanking me down on the bed as he sits up.

      He
        glares down at me and pushes dark hair off his forehead.

      “Don’t
        you dare try to get the jump on me, Canoe. It’ll never happen.”

      I
        groan and roll onto my back, legs bent over the edge of the bed, feet
        on the floor. Joules stays where he is, sitting beside me. He reaches
        out a hand and gives me a pat on the head.

      I
        whip onto my side, and he draws his hand back, giving me an odd look.

      “What?”

      “Tam
        touched my head the other night,” I tell him, and Joules
        frowns.

      “How?”
        he demands, so I reach out and take Joules’ hand, putting it
        back on my head. I use my grip on his right wrist to pat twice and
        then I push him away. “Just like that, huh?” Joules rubs
        at his chin and stares at the ugly pattern on the carpet in thought.
  “I have to say: Tam Eyre is a tricky motherfucker.”

      “I
        think you two could be good friends someday.”

      Joules
        gives me a dark look, and I laugh, flopping onto my back again.

      “I
        thought I had him figured out, but … he isn’t anything
        like I thought he was.” Joules sighs in annoyance. “Maybe
        he’s a virgin, too? He’s really weird around you, like
        maybe he’s never met a girl he actually likes before.”

      Now
        I’m laughing so hard that I have tears.

      “Please!
        Have you seen his videos with Kaycee? Tam has serious game.”

      “He
        has game when he’s performing. It’s all that he knows how
        to do—perform. In real life, he’s as helpless as you
        are.” Joules gives me another look. “And thank you for
        telling me about the head pat. That’s not good. He isn’t
        looking at you like a woman.”

      I
        sit up a little, frowning.

      “Why
        did you make me wear that ugly dress? Did you see Kaycee? She was …”
        I don’t have to tell Joules what she was because he already
        knows. I see it in the stretch of his mouth. He knows how beautiful
        she is. Feminine. Sexy.

      “If
        you come on too strong, Tam is going to run. I thought he was a
        player at first which is why I suggested the lingerie, but honestly,
        he might be a naïve virgin like you are.” I punch Joules
        in the arm, but he ignores me. He pushes up from the bed and heads
        for the bathroom. “I’m going to shower. Leave me alone
        for a while, will you?”

      He
        takes his duffel bag with him and then locks the door before I hear
        the sound of the shower starting.

      I
        take my phone out to check for messages from Tam.

      There’s
        one, from a couple of hours ago.

      I
        can’t wait until you get to work tomorrow night.

      And
        that’s it.

      He
        doesn’t message me again for the rest of the day or much of the
        next.

       [image: ]

      84
        bobas left until we both die …

      

      

I’m
        wearing a giant foam tambourine costume.

      “I
        hate you, Tam Eyre,” I grind out as I walk up and down the
        massive line selling light sticks for the concert. There was no
        costume the last shift that I worked, but now? The assistant manager
        let me know that ‘someone high up’ suggested I wear this,
        and then she winked at
        me. “I should just let the curse run out so that you die.”

      But,
        of course, I don’t mean that. I feel guilty as soon as I say
        it. The Frost family loves a little dark humor, but I just can’t
        today.

      During
        my lunch break, which is about thirty minutes before the show starts,
        my assistant manager comes in to tell me that my brother is waiting
        outside.

      I
        doubt that, seeing as he’s working security inside the stadium
        again today. If he wanted to see me, he’d have come and grabbed
        me himself.

      “You
        better have a bubble tea in hand, Sir Tom,” I state as I push
        open the heavy metal door and step into the alley. Tam turns around
        to smile at me, and there it is in his hand. I walk casually toward
        him and then hold out a hand. He carefully curls my fingers around
        the cup before releasing it into my possession.

      I
        squint at the label, and then smirk.

      “Hong
        Kong style milk tea? Sir Tom, I’m very proud of you. This is
        one of my favorites.”

      “I
        know; I asked your brother,” he says, and I see that he’s
        got an unsweetened iced oolong in his other hand. Poor guy. He’s
        dressed in his ballcap and jacket, but the mask is pulled down to his
        chin, and the sunglasses are tucked into his pocket. I look around,
        but I don’t see Daniel anywhere.

      Are
        we … are we alone back here?

      But
        then there’s the purposeful scuffing of a shoe on pavement, and
        I see a small flash of a smile in the dark and shiver.

      “Holy
        crap, he’s terrifying,” I breathe, and Tam looks around
        like he’s not sure who I’m talking about. Strawberry hair
        tufts gently around his ears and peeks out beneath the bill of the
        ballcap, layered prettily over his forehead.

      “Oh,
        yeah.” He laughs when he realizes I’m talking about
        Daniel. “I’ve questioned more than once if he’s
        actually human.”

      “Where’s
        Jacob?” I ask casually, toying with the straw in my drink.
        There’s no boba in it but that’s how it’s
        traditionally served, so I’m still happy. I equate milk tea and
        bubble tea and boba tea and iced tea as one entity.

      Tam
        whistles and then leans his head back, closing his eyes.

      “I
        convinced him there was a problem with my dressing room.” Tam
        shrugs, and then drops his chin and opens his eyes. When he gives me
        this big-ass shit-eating grin, I know where the conversation is
        going. “Do you like your new uniform?” He frowns adorably
        and gives me a performative once-over, like he doesn’t approve
        of my jeans and escape room T-shirt. “Wait, you wore clothes
        under the costume this time? What gives?”

      I
        punch him in the arm, and he laughs. I notice that Daniel doesn’t
        interfere, doesn’t even move. Tam must’ve said something
        to him.

      “That
        wasn’t my idea, okay? It was Joules’ idea.” Tam
        gives me such a disturbed look that I rush to explain. “I know
        it’s weird, but he just doesn’t want me to—”

      I
        don’t finish my sentence. Tam has a weird expression on his
        face, so I just turn away and wave at him over my shoulder.

      “I’ll
        just leave now before it gets weird. Also, I am not wearing
        the tambourine costume ever again. I’ll tell my manager that
        she can check with the higher-ups if she needs to reconfirm.”

      “If
        you wear it, I’ll give you a bonus,” Tam calls out, but I
        ignore him and let the security door slam shut behind me.

      That
        night, I take my second work break and sneak into one of the stadium
        entrances to peek at the concert.

      Tam’s
        onstage, glowing under the bright lights. I can’t see him well
        from here, but the screens on either side of the stage are big enough
        to be spotted from the moon.

      His
        cheeks have a kiss of glitter, his green eyes a dash of liner. He’s
        wearing that all-white outfit that he dons for “Sweet
          Honey”,
        and I find myself breathing a little harder than I should be. I
        didn’t have this reaction before. Is he more handsome because
        I’m getting to know him?

      I
        turn away and flee back to the merch table before the concert ends,
        and we get swarmed.

      On
        my way out, I buy myself the last pair of sweatpants, so I have some
        new pajamas to wear.

      I
        will never tell
        Sir Tom that I have a pair of pants that read I
          Heart Tam on
        the ass.

      Never.
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Joules
        and I are supposed to meet Tam and Kaycee at a boba tea shop (I know,
        I’m sorry, it’s a lot of boba) in Portland’s Pearl
        District. From there, we’re going to hit the Japanese gardens,
        tour the Pittock Mansion, and then have Korean gimbap for
        dinner at this super trendy pop-up place.

      I
        planned the itinerary at Tam’s request.

      I
        never get to see the cities I tour, he
        told me. I
          don’t even know how to familiarize myself with a place.

      I
        offered to help and here we are.

      Our
        hotel isn’t far from the tea shop, so Joules walks me to the
        door and then curses.

      “Shit,
        I left my wallet,” he says, digging around in his pockets. I
        narrow my eyes on him because that sounds like a total load of crap.
  “I’ll catch up with you! Don’t bother waiting
        around.”

      “Joules
        Frost, don’t you dare—”

      But
        he ignores me, turning and taking off down the sidewalk at a run that
        he knows I can’t keep up with.

      Sigh.

      “Where
        is he off to in such a hurry?” Tam asks from behind me, and I
        turn to see that he’s in full disguise mode today. I watch as
        he slips his sunglasses off, and then I shrug. Tam uses two fingers
        to tug his mask past his full mouth to his chin.

      “Claims
        he forgot his wallet, but God only knows. He’ll be back.”
        I turn and try to open the door for Tam, but he beats me to it. I
        give him a look, and he shrugs one shoulder. “So
        old-fashioned,” I grumble, but I like it, and I’m only
        teasing.

      We
        head inside and join the line. The space is supposed to be minimalist
        chic, I think, but I don’t like it. Did I complain about the
        fairy-tale place? This one is worse: plain gray polished concrete
        floors, little matchstick tables and chairs that look like they’re
        from Ikea, and one single plant. In all of the room, that splash of
        green is the only color besides people’s drinks.

      “I’ll
        buy you two today, just to mix things up,” Tam tells me as
        Daniel takes a seat near the door and pretends to be waiting for
        someone. People are definitely slanting glances our way. If they had
        any clue that Tam was in this part of town, they’d recognize
        him. The only reason we’re not being swarmed is because people
        just don’t expect him
        to be here. Imagine Suga from BTS waltzing into a tea shop while
        you’re sitting there. Just doesn’t happen. You don’t
        see Taylor Swift at a McDonald’s, casually standing in line.

      I
        scoot a little closer and take Tam’s arm.

      “You
        are the worst big
        brother ever,” I announce, and Tam laughs. The sound is so
        pretty that more people turn to stare, and I spin, putting my hand
        over Tam’s mouth. “Stop that,” I hiss at him,
        dropping my palm down and trying to pretend like I’m not
        affected by the feel of his lips against my skin. “Don’t
        laugh.” Tam laughs again, and I cover his mouth. That only
        makes him laugh harder, and I give up. “Fine, if you want to
        die via fangirl swarm, that’s your problem.”

      “How
        could that possibly happen when I have you here to keep me safe?”
        he teases, tugging his phone from the pocket of his jacket. It’s
        buzzing with an incoming call, and he answers it. “Hey, babe,”
        he says, and I resist the urge to fidget. Him being a superstar is
        bad enough, but having a girlfriend? That’s … worse in
        some ways. “Oh. Seriously? Do you want me to—” Tam
        pauses, and we inch forward with the line. “Okay then. Are you
        sure? Drink a lot of water and try for a nap when you can. Talk to
        you later.” He hangs up and puts his phone away, glancing down
        at me with a tiny crease between his brows. That urge to reach out
        and smooth it with my thumb is back, and I exhale through it.

      “Everything
        okay?” I ask, and Tam nods.

      “Kaycee
        needs to reshoot some scenes for her new video. She won’t be
        able to make it today.” Tam sounds … contemplative. But
        then he smiles at me, and I feel a lightness in my chest, an
        unraveling of tension. “Guess it’s just me and you
        today.”

      “Unless
        Joules shows back up,” I remind him, but then my phone buzzes,
        and I dig it out.

      Kaycee
        told me she couldn’t make it today. I left. You’re alone
        with him. Do the work, Canoe.

      I
        send a poop emoji back to Joules, block him, and then worry about a
        potential emergency and unblock him immediately.

      “Joules
        isn’t coming?” Tam asks, a perkiness to his voice that
        wasn’t there before. I give him a look and he grins. “What?
        I’m just excited to see what you’re like when he isn’t
        around.”

      “I’m
        the same whether he’s around or not, I can promise you that.”

      That
        statement seems to confuse Tam, but I don’t understand why.
        He’s so confusing. I
        would give my pinky finger for a peek at his thoughts. We scoot
        forward again and finally get our turn at the counter.

       “Peppermint boba with half
        sweetness and almond milk,” I state, and then grin. “And
        since my brother’s paying”—I point at Tam—“I
        also want some soft serve Thai tea ice cream.” I look over to
        see that Tam’s lips are parted in surprise again. I seem to do
        that a lot, surprise him. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?
  “Wait. Add on a cardamom chai boba, too, please.”

      “Give
        me the same,” Tam whispers, tapping his phone to pay. The woman
        behind the counter squints at him, but doesn’t say anything,
        and we squirrel ourselves safely away at a table in the back corner.

      “Breaking
        our diet again, are we?” I tease. I don’t care about
        Tam’s diet. He’s a healthy weight, and he exercises every
        single day. Hell, his concerts are like a high intensity interval
        workout all on their own. If he wants to indulge in ice cream once a
        week, so what? I hesitate and adjust my hoodie. I was going to dress
        up for today, but Joules told me not to.

      I’ve
        come as I always do: in a Razorbacks hoodie with jeans and sneakers.
        Just plain ol’ Lakelynn Frost.

      “I
        should probably start exercising,” I mumble absently, focused
        on the plant across the room and not on Tam. If
          I live through this year, I will. I’ll make sure I keep myself
          healthy, but I won’t ever obsess about weight. I
        make that promise and then wonder if I’ll be alive to see it
        come to fruition.

      Tam
        doesn’t respond to that part, but he does address the diet
        comment, so I know he’s listening.

      “I’ll
        workout extra tonight,” he says, and I seriously have to wonder
        what that even looks like. I give him a raised brow.

      “Didn’t
        you say that you spend an hour in the gym every day?”

      “Six
        days a week,” he corrects, and I shake my head.

      “But
        aren’t you also working out when you perform? What about dance
        practice?”

      “Bonus
        workouts,” Tam replies easily, and then he takes off his hat,
        and I see a girl lean over to whisper to her friend.

      I
        reach out and slap his ballcap back over that distinctive strawberry
        pink hair.

      “I
        should’ve worn a beanie today,” he grumbles, adjusting
        the black ballcap again. When he reaches up to unzip his jacket, I
        see that he has the same escape room T-shirt that I have.

      “Did
        you …” I don’t even finish my sentence. Tam looks
        down to see what I’m staring at, and then he gets a bit of
        color in his cheeks. He tucks his tongue against the corner of his
        mouth and looks toward the counter and not at me.

      “I
        had my assistant buy me one; I was jealous.”

      I
        can’t stop myself from laughing at that, so hard that I’m
        doubled over.

      “Please,
        no. You sent your assistant to buy you a twenty-dollar escape room
        tee? Sir Tom, you are a strange one indeed.”

      “Me?”
        he asks, pointing at himself. “I’m not the one who’s
        cursed.”

      “No.”
        I fold my hands on the table and give him a very severe look. “You are cursed. We are
        cursed.” I push my sweatshirt sleeve up to show him my wrist,
        and Tam surprises me by reaching out to take it. His fingers are
        warm, just rough enough to skim over the smoothness of my skin and
        leave tingles in their wake.

      My
        pulse betrays me, but at least I keep my breathing even.

      “It
        really does look like a heart,” Tam says, rubbing at the bright
        red design on my wrist. I think he’s trying to not-so-subtly
        see if it’ll come off when he rubs it, but the back and forth
        of his thumb on the sensitive skin of my inner wrist is starting to
        make me uncomfortable.

      What
        would it be like if he touched me this way on purpose? No.
        I can’t even begin to think about that until he breaks up with
        Kaycee. It seems that she truly likes Joules (most girls do, I
        guess), so hopefully she doesn’t suffer. I like her, and she’s
        so freaking nice.

      “As
        far as we can tell from the family records, the mark is based on the
        heart nebula. It’s an emission nebula that’s seventy-five
        hundred light years away from Earth. It’s part of Cassiopeia.”
        Tam releases my wrist and I draw it back gently, pulling out my
        phone. I search for the heart nebula, and then turn it around so that
        he can see. “Pretty, isn’t it?”

      “That’s
        real?” he asks, taking my phone from me to squint at the
        pictures. “Holy crap.” He looks down at my wrist, so I
        extend it again for his comparison. The mark is on fire right now,
        and it hurts, but I don’t tell him that. Tam studies the screen
        and then takes my wrist in his hand again. “Family records?”
        he asks absently, and I chuckle. I take my phone back and then pull
        up a photo of the family archives.

      “Since
        1776, our family line—starting with Samuel Frost—has kept
        meticulous records about the curse. Not only that, but my family has
        learned to embrace dark humor over the years, so some of the entries
        are pretty funny. My favorite is from 1904 when my
        great-whatever-grandmother boarded a train to attend the World’s
        Fair in St. Louis. She got on with her Louis Vuitton luggage, took to
        her private room for some tea, and ended up with a stowaway barging
        in.” I clear my throat but leave my wrist in Tam’s hand.
  “She writes: the
    fellow was handsome enough for a vagrant, but I supposed to myself
    that if I were going to be forced into marriage with a thief, he
    should be. Is it not my right to get something of worthwhile cause
    from this curse? I hit him over the head with my carpet bag, and
    turned him into the authorities so that he would not slip away, and I
    could visit him in jail. It has proven a useful strategy.”

      “You
        have that all memorized?” Tam asks with a smile that’s
        not quite so perfect, hitched up a little too far on one side.

      “I
        have most of the books memorized,” I admit with a tired sigh.
        Some of the entries are funny. Others are … like Joe and
        Marla. Tam is as
          guarded as Marla, isn’t he? Just as guarded. “I
        read them all through when I was young, and then again when …
        last year. I got Matched with you while I was driving. I had Spotify
        Smart Shuffle on and one of your songs came up. I crashed into a
        field with a friendly cow, and had to apologize to the farmer and pay
        for his fence repairs.”

      Tam
        is just staring at me, like he isn’t sure whether to laugh or
        run.

      “How
        do you know when you’re Matched?” he asks, surprising me.
        Tam releases my arm, and I shove my sweatshirt sleeve over my hand
        because it feels a little bit cold all of a sudden.

      “The
        mark burns like it’s on fire, and then it changes color. Behind
        your eyes, you can like … see stars or something. I don’t
        know. It’s just one of those things.”

      “How
        do you know I’m your Match for sure?” he asks gently, and
        I laugh.

      How
        do I explain that? There’s a knowing that comes with being
        matched.

      “For
        one, the mark gets hot and painful when you’re around.” I
        rub at it through the fabric of my hoodie. “For two, it’s
        just … part of the curse. You just are. Trust me: if I thought
        there was any chance
        that you weren’t my Match, I would’ve made different
        choices than chasing after your tour for months on end.”

      Tam
        says nothing, and then our order is called, and he very quickly
        stands up to get it.

      We
        sit in silence, eating our ice cream and sipping our drinks.

      “What’s
        next?” he asks me casually, and I’m so happy that the
        subject of the curse has been dropped that I sigh in relief. Tam
        notices, and he gives a little laugh under his breath.

      “Japanese
        gardens,” I state, nodding and then setting my first drink
        aside with a definitive motion. All done. Every last boba consumed,
        mission accomplished. Time for number two. “And then Pittock
        Mansion. Or vice versa.”

      “Your
        choice,” Tam tells me, pushing the rest of his ice cream aside.
        He’s got some serious self-control and has only eaten half.

      “They
        both close around the same time, but it’s early. We should have
        no trouble visiting both.” I think for a minute. It’s
        spring so the Japanese gardens will be at their best; then again, the
        mansion has a beautiful public park and stellar views. Well,
        according to the reviews. I’ve never been to either. I’ve
        never been to Portland. I’ve never been to Oregon, period. “Okay,
        I’ll be the Pittock Mansion; you’re the gardens.” I
        hold out a fist and Tam stares at it like he has no idea what’s
        happening. “Rock-paper-scissors. Winner is the place we start
        with. Ready?”

      “Ready.”
        He holds out a fist, that uneven smile stirring on his lips again.

      We
        both count out rock-paper-scissors in our heads, and I
        win.

      “Let’s
        go tour somebody’s old house,” I declare, standing up. I
        move to collect our garbage, but Tam does it for me, depositing it
        into a can and then rushing over to the front door to open it for me.
        I give a little laugh, stuff my hands in my pockets, and head
        outside.
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      “Tickets
        are on me this time,” I tell Tam, moving ahead to pay our entry
        fees before he can stop me. He does anyway, his hand on my arm. I
        stop and he catches up to me, turning to speak to me through his face
        mask.

      “Too
        late. I bought them online.” He turns his phone so that I can
        see the screen, and I sigh as we pass the employee at the front and
        into a massive foyer with a staircase made of marble. Nice. Tam
        shuffles up beside me with a brochure in his hands, cracking it open
        as I take a look around.

      It’s
        immediately apparent that we are the youngest people in here by a
        good … four decades or more?

      “I
        didn’t pick a very exciting place, did I?” I whisper, but
        then I look over at Tam who’s wandered in the direction of a
        sitting room with a harp. He looks over his shoulder at me, his green
        eyes the only visible part of his face. I’m glad that he
        decided not to put his sunglasses back on.

      “What
        was that?” he asks me, but I just shake my head and then trail
        after him. Tam is much more interested in the house than I am,
        stopping to read every placard and even downloading the audio tour on
        his phone. He pops a single earbud in and then offers me the other.

      OMG,
        Tam Eyre’s actual earbud that’s been in his actual ear. Heh. That’s what
        Lynn is going to say when I tell her about this. Maybe
          you could collect some of his earwax? Eww.
        Okay, I doubt she’d go that far, but there are Tambourine
        fangirls who come to the merch table every single shift I work that would say
        that. Or worse. I’ve heard way fucking worse, things about used
        tissues in his hotel trash can and like … I just can’t.

      “Your
        fans are insane.” I look up at Tam to see that his eyes are
        widened in response to my statement. “But you know that,
        right?”

      “The
        audio tour prompted that statement … how?” he asks,
        pausing as an elderly gentleman approaches us, looking apologetic.
        Tam stiffens in preparation for a fan greeting. He really does have
        plenty of fans who are this old. I don’t think there’s an
        age group that isn’t entranced by him.

      “I
        apologize for bothering you, but …” the man reaches up
        and taps at the air near his face, likely indicating Tam’s hat.
  “We’re indoors, son.”

      Tam
        stares at the man as I struggle not to laugh, turning my body to the
        side to hide the shaking.

      “I’m
  … I’m sorry,” Tam says politely, and then he
        removes his hat and I look back just in time to see him ruffle up his
        flattened pink-blond waves.

      “I
        appreciate that, thank you.” The man turns and heads back to
        where his wife is waiting.

      I’m
        polite enough to hold back until they’ve left the room
        entirely. I move into the corner away from the other museum-goers,
        both hands over my mouth as I laugh my way through it as quietly as I
        can.

      “It’s
        not that funny, is it?” Tam asks, pausing beside me and tugging
        his mask down. In the end, he just takes it off and stuffs it into
        his pocket. He even slips out of his heavy jacket with a relieved
        sigh. The T-shirt he’s wearing is fitted perfectly against his
        body, and I feel something about that. I—

      You’re
        turned-on, Lake. Just admit it. I
        feel so guilty because Tam is still Kaycee’s boyfriend. He’s
        not mine, and I just don’t like the feeling I’m getting
        out of this. It’s like we’re on a date, isn’t it?
        This is a date. Tam might not see it that way, but I do.

      “It
        was pretty funny,” I admit, dropping one hand to my side, the
        other hovering over my mouth in case I start laughing again. This
        isn’t the place. It’s so quiet in here, you could hear a
        pin drop. The clientele are all septuagenarians or older, and I’ve
        got Tam’s earbud squeezed in my hand. I quickly put it in, and
        there’s the audio tour playing softly in the background.

      “Oh,
        your hair is so messed-up,” I tell him, standing on my tiptoes
        and reaching out to ruffle it up with my fingers. Tam’s hands
        come out automatically and catch me on the hips to steady me, just
        like he did when we slammed into each other in the hallway with the
        hot dog costume.

      My
        breath releases suddenly, stirring his hair, and he shivers.

      Tam
        pushes me away from him. He’s gentle about it, but it’s a
        clear lack of consent. I drop my hands and fall back onto my heels.
        He smiles at me, like he’s trying to soften the blow, and then
        he spins his ballcap on his finger.

      “Nobody’s
        going to recognize me here, are they?” he asks, and I shake my
        head. “I love this place.” Tam grins, and I feel this
        surge of triumph. See? I knew it! He really is after rejection. He likes it.

      “Old
        people are the best,” I admit with a shrug. My grandma and I
        are tight. I was also close with my great-grandmother before the curse killed
        her. My friends were always confused as to how she could have kids
        when she’d never been matched. I had to explain to them like
        four times that you can marry or love or sleep with someone who isn’t
        your Match. Being matched isn’t a prerequisite for having kids.

      “I
        love that you think that way,” Tam tells me, and then an
        assistant appears out of nowhere to collect his hat and jacket. I
        somehow thought it was just Daniel who was hanging around with us,
        but then I look over the edge of the staircase railing and catch
        sight of a few others who don’t look like they belong here.

      Right.

      I’m
        still a stranger to Tam, and we’ve got less than three months to change that
        and dwindling rapidly. It’s a good sign that he keeps asking me
        to hang out with him, but we could easily go months like this,
        without him ever breaking up with Kaycee.

      There’s
        an awkward pause where I’m not sure how to respond to that, and
        Tam turns and wanders off without me.

      I
        catch up to him as we finish the tour with the audiobook taking up
        the majority of the airtime.

      At
        the gift shop, Tam buys his mom a three-hundred-dollar tea set and
        arranges to have it shipped … to wherever it is that LA
        address belongs. His house? His mom’s house? I know she travels
        with him most of the time, so I’m not sure.

      I
        don’t ask either.

      The
        gardens are next, and since we’re outside, Tam freely wears his
        disguise again. Well, the hat and mask parts of it. It’s
        getting a bit too warm for a coat.

      There’s
        not much to this place either except walking in a circle and reading
        placards which Tam absolutely loves. He looks—as Joules put
        it—naïve and adorable when he pulls his mask down to smell
        a flower and then wrinkles his nose.

      But
        then he sees me watching him and hooks this look out of the corner of
        his eye that reminds me he’s a man with thoughts that are maybe
        a little less tame than this flower. He looks at me like he’s
        genuinely interested, and I can’t figure out for the life of me
        why that is. Does the curse force the Match to like the Frost family?
        Nobody’s ever been able to either confirm or deny that. I’d
        say no because plenty of us still die in the year time period, but
        then … what is this? I don’t understand.

      “They
        have a teahouse at the end. No boba, but we could stop and get
        something to drink?” Tam says, already halfway through the
        audio tour for this place, too. I might be bored here, but he loves
        it, and it’s his reactions to the koi fish, to the pagodas, to
        the netsuke sculpture
        exhibition, that do it for me. I’m entertained.

      “I’d
        like that,” I tell him, and he reaches out like he might take
        my hand or something. He doesn’t, stuffing his own hand into
        his pocket instead. Tam walks ahead of me on the gravel path and then
        pauses so that I can catch up.

      We
        take our time, letting other people pass us, and I find myself doubly
        surprised when Tam sits down on a bench at the Zen garden and closes
        his eyes. I sit opposite him and we’re there for nearly thirty minutes of unbroken
        silence. He doesn’t even move.

      His
        ballcap falls backward, and his hair catches the wind. The way the
        sun is positioned, it’s like he’s glowing. I shift to
        dispel the weird image and wonder if he isn’t sleeping. The
        breeze tousles his hair across his forehead, and his lashes flutter.

      Tam’s
        eyes crack open slightly, but that heavy half-lidded transcendence
        remains. Was he meditating or something? He looks so peaceful right
        now, and I feel guilty for not experiencing this place the same way
        that he is. Tam is taking this whole day in, but I’m only
        taking Tam in.

      Stupid
        fucking curse. I
        breathe out and forcibly relax.

      “That
        was too long, wasn’t it?” he asks softly, looking up at
        the trees and not at me. Some of them are ripe with pink blossoms. It
        occurs to me that maybe Tam isn’t outside very often?

      “That
        was just fine,” I tell him gently, because I also imagine that
        he has a lot of schedules and deadlines. “Can I ask you a
        personal question?”

      That
        makes him sit up straight, chin dropping down so he can stare at me.
        He’s all stiff again, and not in a good way. Just tense.
        Waiting.

      “Sure.”
        The word is clipped, but there’s something else to it, a sense
        of hopefulness that I have to be tender with. I can see that. Tam
        Eyre is a little used-up, a little jaded.

      “When’s
        the last time you sat on a bench outside and relaxed like this?”

      He
        exhales and faces forward, putting his hands on his knees. I can hear
        his employees shifting around on the sidewalk on the other side of
        the trees behind us, but I do my best to ignore them. I’m not
        sure when or if I’ll be able to get Tam alone-alone. As in, not
        even Daniel is present.

      He’s
        afraid that’s what I’m trying to do, and that’s
        exactly what I’m trying to do. What a mess.

      “Never?”
        Tam asks, frowning and getting that little crinkle. I reach out to
        smooth it and then pause. He didn’t want me to touch him in the
        Pittock Mansion, and I’m sure he doesn’t want me to touch
        him now. I let my hand fall to my lap, and he watches it drop.
  “Never.”

      “Then
        let’s sit here a little bit longer.” I turn away from
        him, and then I close my eyes.

      I
        fall asleep quickly, and wake to my body crumpling onto the ground.

      “Oh
        shit,” Tam breathes out, scrambling to collect me from the
        gravel. I’m so disoriented that I’m not even sure what
        happened. He lifts me up and puts me on the bench, his hands on my
        upper arms as he leans down to peer into my face. “Are you
        okay?”

      “I
        think I just … I fell asleep,” I whisper as Tam gives my
        upper arms a squeeze, slides his palms to my elbows, squeezes again.
        Um. I look down and there’s some blood streaking my skin. He’s
        touched it, but he’s also knocked bits of gravel and rock
        loose.

      Daniel
        is standing right behind him, studying me.

      “Sorry.
        I had trouble sleeping last night.” I don’t say that I
        had trouble sleeping because of him and the curse and whatever Joules
        is lying about. It has to be something
        curse-related. It’s the only thing he would lie to me about.

      “Let’s
        skip straight to the café, so we can hit the bathroom.”
        Tam helps me up, releasing me as I brush my palms on my jeans. Ouch.
        I’m a bit sore on my right side, cursing my luck that I
        couldn’t have fallen asleep and landed on Tam’s shoulder
        instead. I’m so embarrassed that my face feels hot, and I walk
        quickly out of the sand garden and down the path, following the signs
        to the café.

      There’s
        only one bathroom available, and it’s the handicap space. I
        hesitate outside the door, but Tam grabs me by the wrist and pulls me
        inside. He flicks the lock, and my breath hiccups strangely.

      Now
        we’re alone-alone.

      Just
        me and him in this small space.

      “Come
        here.” Tam purses his lips as he turns on the water, and I see
        that he really does have a few traits in common with Joules.
        Bossiness, being one of them. He wets his handkerchief—this one
        is houndstooth in pattern—with warm water, and then turns to
        me.

      Tam
        takes the cloth and gently swipes it down all of the exposed skin
        below my sweatshirt sleeves which are pushed up to the elbow. He
        cleans off the blood and all the little rocks embedded in my skin.
        When he kneels down in front of me, it gets a little weird in there.

      “Here.”
        He pushes the cloth through the hole in the knee of my jeans. Did
        that just happen? Did I just rip a new hole in my denim? How? I hiss
        at the stinging pain, and then freeze when Tam’s fingers grab
        the hem of my jeans at the ankle. “Can I roll this up?”
        he asks, and I just stand there. “Okay, then.” Tam shoves
        up my pant leg, and if it weren’t for the pain in my knee, I
        might’ve swooned a little there.

      He
        cleans the wound—much bigger than the ones on my arms—and
        then draws a bandage out of his wallet.

      “You’re
        kidding me, right? You carry around handkerchiefs and band-aids?”

      “It’s
        what my dad taught me to do. I don’t know. Aren’t you
        lucky that I do though?” He peels the bandage apart and then
        smooths it over the good-sized hole in my skin. I must’ve hit
        something on the way down. Maybe that metal placard near the flowers?

      Tam
        stands up suddenly, and we look at each other for a few seconds.

      “I’ll
        wash my hands and meet you outside?” It’s a question. I
        nod at him, and he nods back. I’m given the handkerchief to
        keep, and then pushed gently out the door. He locks it, and I wait
        ten minutes for him on a nearby bench.

      Daniel
        stands with his back against the brick wall of the restrooms and
        glares at me through narrowed gray eyes. He’s mad that Tam went
        into the bathroom with me and without him. I can see that. I’m
        just glad Jacob isn’t here.

      “Sorry
        about that,” Tam says, smiling at me as he crunches across the
        gravel with his hat back on and his mask on his chin.

      “No,
        take your time,” I tell him, although I am wondering what he
        was doing in that bathroom. Could be the usual sort of thing, but
        maybe he felt weird with me, too, and wanted a minute? Could that be
        it or am I reading into something that wasn’t there? He did the
        same thing to me at the steakhouse the other day.

      We
        find another corner table, and Tam positions himself behind a statue.
        There are windows on every wall of the café, but our corner is
        tucked into a cluster of bamboo. We’re okay here, I think.

      We
        order hot matcha tea and cold mochi ice cream in three flavors: black
        sesame, green tea, and mango.

      Tam
        has never had mochi before, so this is yet another fresh experience,
        watching him bite into the cloudy dough on the outside of the ice
        cream.

      “Huh.”
        It takes him a minute to warm up to the idea, but then he wolfs it
        all down and orders another round. I don’t tell him this, but I
        like seeing guys eat. I don’t know why. It’s like, a
        really weird trigger of mine. I’m happy seeing him happy.

      “So.”
        I tap my fingers on the tabletop. “Are you sure you want to go
        to dinner? I mean, it’s just me and you.”

      Fuck,
        Lake! Why?! I just
        can’t stop saying the dumbest shit around Tam. I have zero
        game, and I’m blowing this to hell.

      “Why
        wouldn’t I want to go to dinner with you?” he asks,
        staring at me again. I’m starting to wonder if these looks he’s
        giving me aren’t just a part of his routine. They must be. I’ve
        seen him work, and he’s incredible. He could charm the panties
        off a nun, as my Uncle Rob annoyingly said about Tam after watching
        his music videos.

      Uh.
        Okay. How do I respond to that? I glance down at my phone, pretending
        to have gotten a notification. What
          does ‘why wouldn’t I want to go to dinner with you?’
          mean? All I did was ask if he was sure he wanted to keep our plans,
          seeing as Kaycee was supposed to be here.

      Joules
        replies with, don’t
          ever ask something that dumb again. He likes you, but he’s
          nervous. He won’t betray Kaycee. Just keep going. I’m
          working my end today. She invited me to the set *peace sign emoji* Damn, Joules is good.

      I
        glance up to find Tam watching me, his pretty mouth in a neutral
        line, his eyes half-lidded with concentration. His fingers twitch,
        like he wants to reach out and check my phone. I turn it around and
        cover the lower half with my hand to block the words.

      “Just
        texting Joules, relax. Who hurt you, Sir Tom?”

      He
        blinks at me and then sits up straight, shrugging his shoulders and
        shaking his head.

      “I’m
        just tired,” he admits, and I feel immediately guilty.

      “Are
        you sure you
        have the energy to make your own gimbap for the bargain price
        of sixty-five-dollars a person?” Yeah, this pop-up place we’re
        going to is very, um, big
          city. Gimbap is
        supposed to be inexpensive, and why would you pay to make your own?
        Isn’t that the point of a restaurant? But it’s okay, I’ll
        happily go and give it my best shot. “We could grab something
        quicker, like at a food truck?”

      “I
        want to go,” he tells me, shrugging again. “I appreciate
        you looking out for me, but I always give up my days off for sleep.
        I’m not doing that today.”

      “Why
        not?” I challenge, like the idiot that I am. I’m annoyed
        that he isn’t sleeping enough. How can I woo him if he’s
        tired and cranky all the time? “Nobody gets away without
        sleeping for long, not even you.”

      “I
        haven’t slept properly since I was maybe, I don’t know,
        twelve years old?” Tam’s green-eyed gaze is a challenge.
        Our second order of mochi comes, and he thanks the waitress in
        Japanese. They start up a conversation while I sit there and listen,
        a smile on my face. It seems like she recognizes him, but also like
        she’s not the sort to run off and post online about it. Tam
        signs a napkin for her, and they bow to each other.

      Okay,
        that was cute as hell.

      Tam
        turns back to me and pretends to be distracted by his ice cream, but
        I won’t be fooled. I shift in my seat and wince a little as my
        right side protests with several uncomfortable twinges. How did I
        hurt myself so badly by falling off a stationary bench?

      “Do
        you want a painkiller?” Tam asks, reaching for his wallet
        again. He has two ibuprofen tucked into the zippered change purse
        section in the middle. I don’t even know what to say, so I just
        tell him thank you.

      “Sleep
        is important, Sir Tom.”

      “Are
        you trying to
        get rid of me?” he asks suddenly, and then he slumps back with
        a laugh. “I thought we were cursed to fall in love? What are
        you doing? Don’t you want to go to dinner
        with me? Isn’t that your ultimate goal?”

      My
        mouth just drops open, and I push my tea away from me. I am this close to walking out
        of there and leaving him by himself to make his own expensive gimbap.

      “Excuse
        me? If you weren’t my Match, I would leave, and I would never see
        you again. This is exactly why this whole stupid thing is a curse. Some of my
        nuttier ancestors thought it was a blessing, but that’s
        laughable, isn’t it?” I chuckle and then reach across the
        table to steal his mango mochi. I meet his eyes in challenge, but he
        doesn’t stop me. “Fine. Don’t sleep. Collapse
        onstage. That’s your problem.”

      “Not
        if I die, then won’t you die, too?” he asks, and he’s
        definitely teasing me. But is he being mean or playful? I can’t
        tell. “It’s your problem as much as mine.” He’s
        smiling a little. Maybe he’s mocking me gently, but it’s
        not entirely mean-spirited.

      I
        sigh.

      “Let’s
        go back and see the bits of the garden we missed.”

      I
        stand up and leave Tam in the restaurant, waiting outside for him to
        join me.

      He
        strolls out with his hands in his pockets, looking down at the ground
        and not at me.

      “Why
        do you keep inviting me places?” I ask him, genuinely curious.
        Tam looks up suddenly, and his mouth turns down gently at the edges.

      “I
        don’t know,” he admits. “I just feel comfortable
        around you.”

      My
        lips part, but I don’t reply to that. Tam doesn’t give me
        the chance anyway, turning and walking down the path. Just like last
        time, he stops a ways up and waits for me to catch up.

      The
        wind picks up a little, stinging my cheeks even if the sunlight is
        relatively warm. I turn to look at Tam and see that his cheeks are
        bright pink from this little edge of winter in our spring weather. I
        reach up and put my hands on either of Tam’s cheeks before I
        think enough about it to stop.

      Crap.

      I
        draw my hands back suddenly, but not before registering how cold Tam
        feels.

      “Sorry,
        I—” My words cut off abruptly as Tam lays his own hands
        on the back of my neck. His palms are as cold as his cheeks, but it
        feels good because I’m a bit overheated in my hoodie. He
        doesn’t have a jacket on. There must be a happy medium for this
        weather that we’re not getting.

      “Your
        skin is warm,” he tells me, like he’s surprised, and I
        swallow hard, reaching my hands up again and pressing my palms to his
        cheeks. Yep. Cold. Just like I thought.

      “I
        run a little hot,” I explain, and the look he gives me is so
        devastating that an ache develops in my chest that wasn’t there
        before. I know what that ache is. I’ve had it a time or two
        before. It’s interest. I’m genuinely interested in him
        for maybe the first time since we met.

      Even
        without the curse, I’d still be standing here. That’s how
        I feel in that moment.

      “I
        run a little cold,” Tam explains, and I feel myself smiling
        back.

      “My
        grandma always said cold
          hands, warm heart. Do
        you have a warm heart, Sir Thomas?” I drop my hands down, but
        it takes Tam several extra seconds before he does the same. He
          let me touch him. He touched me. But he also rejected me at the
          mansion. We’ve been all over the place today.

      “Probably
        not,” he admits as we round the last bend in the garden and
        head for the exit. There are bonsai trees and little bridges and
        winding streams. It’s a beautiful place. If I lived here, I’d
        come back on the regular and just sit in that Zen garden. “I
        don’t think you can get to where I am without being selfish. I
        always put myself first.”

      Whoa.

      I’m
        surprised that he just admitted to that. I’m also not sure
        that’s true. We’ll see.

      “How
        much were those meet-and-greet tickets?” Tam asks, and I give
        him an odd look. That’s an interesting change of subject.

      “You
        don’t know that?” I ask him, surprised. If people are
        paying money for his time, shouldn’t he have some idea?
  “Ten-grand,” I admit, and then cringe. I paid all that
        for a frosty reception and a dick drawn on my bag? “You owe me
        a new tote bag, by the way. Can I take one from work?”

      Tam
        stops walking so that he can laugh at me, reaching up to rub his palm
        over his mouth.

      “Yeah,
        I shouldn’t have drawn a dick on it, but you drew one and threw
        it at my head. Seemed like a fair trade.”

      “Um.
        I wouldn’t have had to throw that at your head if the stupid
        security guard hadn’t banished me to the back of the line for
        accidentally putting my hands on the velvet rope.”

      “They
        do that?” Tam asks, seemingly shocked by the idea.

      “Only
        at certain venues,” I say with a tired sigh. I can’t even
        believe I’m standing next to the guy and having a proper
        conversation. I was starting to doubt Joules’ strategies. But
        knowing now that Tam perceived his butterflies as creeps, I just …
        Wow. Might be the first Frost family member whose Match has ever
        misinterpreted that.

      “We
        charge four-hundred bucks,” Tam explains, and I sigh again,
        rubbing at my face with both hands. I turn and get in front of him on
        the path, poking him in the chest. Daniel remains where he is,
        hovering near a bench under some trees.

      “Yeah,
        but scalpers,”
        I explain, sighing in frustration. “You’re not seeing any
        of that extra money. Doesn’t that bother you that someone is
        profiting off of your concert tickets? Not
        only that, but they’re scamming your fans out of their money.
        That should piss you off, Ta— Sir Tom.” I lean in to
        whisper. “You could do something about the
        secondhand concert ticket industry. You’re that big and
        important.”

      “Am
        I?” he repeats with raised brows. He reaches out to push me in
        the shoulder, and then walks past, leaving me behind him. He stops
        again, and I jog to catch up, and I see on his face that he likes
        that. “You wanted to meet me that badly? Ten-grand badly?”

      “There
        were four other people in that room with me,” I remind him as
        he waits for Pat to help me into the SUV. I have to say, Tam’s
        driver is one of the nicest people I’ve ever met in my life. I
        love him already.

      Tam
        doesn’t respond, and I wonder if I’ve said the wrong
        thing.

      “None
        of them looked at me the way you do,” he says after he’s
        got his seat belt on. I put mine on, too, and wait for him to
        explain, heart pounding. I have no clue what he’s going to say,
        how he’s going to explain that.

      “Like
        how?” I ask, proud that I’m managing to keep my voice
        steady.

      “Like
        a stranger,” Tam tells me gently, and I can see that even if
        the thought is an odd one, he’s genuine. He connected with me
        because I looked at him like a stranger, rather than somebody I
        already thought I knew.

      I
        exhale and turn to stare out the window for the rest of the drive.
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The
        restaurant that I picked out is hidden behind an upscale bar and a
        luxury goods market, through a thick curtain and past the plastic
        edges of a large dining tent. It’s positioned inside the old
        warehouse room and decorated like an upscale, fine dining restaurant.

      There’s
        a set menu, but Lake picks one of the two extra items that are
        offered—deep-fried blue crabs—and we sit together in
        silence, each of us nursing some soju.

      My
        diet is trashed, but
        Lake always seems to do that to me. She shakes me up. She messes with
        my sense of self. I’m so confused around her that I don’t
        know what I’m doing. The biggest part of me likes her company,
        but there’s a dark pit in my lower stomach that likes other
        things. I feel like I’m betraying Kaycee just by looking at Lake.

      She’s
        sitting there in a wrinkled hoodie with the sleeves pushed up, arms
        covered in small scratches. But it’s the way my bloodied
        handkerchief hangs messily out of her jeans pocket that’s the
        most distracting. Her hair is a mess, she’s not wearing makeup,
        and I don’t remember being attracted to her the first time I
        saw her.

      But
        now?

      Is
        she getting prettier or am I imagining things?

      “I’ve
        never eaten blue crab,” Lake remarks absently, tracing a finger
        in a circle around the top of her soju glass. “I didn’t
        even know blue crab was
        a thing.”

      “Me
        neither,” I admit, but that’s no surprise. I’m
        realizing as I go out today that I’ve been existing in a bubble
        of my own making. It has its own gravitational pull at this point,
        that bubble, and I pull people into it rather than seeking new
        experiences outside of it.

      I
        create culture. Everything I wear. Everything I do. Every song and
        video and concert stamps something new into society. But yet, I don’t
        have any clue what’s going on around me. Never has that been
        more apparent than when I’m with Lake.

      She
        never caters to me or panders to my likes, even though she says that
        she should be doing that. She gets angry with me and leaves when
        she’s done with my shit. We’ve only seen one another maybe a
        dozen times in total, a time span equivalent to a day and a half. And
        yet, she feels like someone I’ve known my whole life, like
        Jacob or Daniel or something.

      You
        stupid asshole, not like that at all. I
        keep getting hard when Lake is around, and it’s …
        inconvenient.

      I
        down the soju and then pour myself another.

      “How
        old are you?” I ask randomly, and Lake laughs.

      “Twenty-two.
        And you’re twenty-six. You’ll be twenty-seven this year.
        That’s old as fuck.” She laughs into her glass, and I
        turn a look on her. “Doesn’t your career have an
        expiration date?”

      “How
        old are the Rolling Stones?” I demand, and Lake laughs again.

      “Aren’t
        they dead?” she replies, and I wet my lips, setting my glass
        down to give her a look.

      “Seriously?
        Well then, how old is Beyoncé?” Lake gives me a look
        like how would I even
          know that? “Taylor?
        No? My point is that I’m going to be doing this job until the
        day I die.”

      “Which
        will be on August twenty-fourth of this year,” she says with a
        self-deprecating laugh. Lake puts her forehead down on her arm, and
        I’m torn between calling Daniel over so that I can make a quick
        exit or … staying right where I am.

      “Are
        you supposed to fall in love with me, too?” I ask, taking the
        shot and then pouring another. “Or is it only the other way
        around?”

      Lake
        lifts her head up to stare at me.

      “Uh.
        I guess it’s supposed to go both ways?” She sounds
        confused as to why I’m even asking. I’m not sure why I
        asked either, and I’m glad she doesn’t demand
        clarification about that. “Without the curse, I think we’d
        get along better.” She states this firmly and then tries to
        reach for the soju bottle. I pour her a shot before she can take it,
        and she lifts a dark brow at me.

      “Would
        you have followed my tour around for months on the off-chance that
        we’d meet?” I retort, and Lake laughs so loudly that
        people in the restaurant turn to stare.

      “Hell
        no. I should be at home finishing my degree. I should be hanging out
        with Joules and Joe—” Lake stops talking and throws back
        her drink. Joe. I’ve
        been thinking a lot about Joe lately. Out of everything, her
        expressions and the sounds she makes when she talks about him, those
        are the things that are convincing me that she’s telling the
        truth—as far as she knows it. Not saying that her family is
        totally innocent, but whatever is going on with this curse business,
        Lakelynn believes it. “I should be at home with my family.”
        Lake sighs, and her eyes glaze over as she gets lost in thought. “I
        think I’ll go home for my birthday.”

      “When’s
        that?” I ask, and then our crab order comes and the waitress
        tells us that we can just use the provided scissors to cut it in
        half. Okay then. Lake dives in like she’s done this before,
        taking the crab and cutting it into pieces small enough to eat.

      “June
        twenty-fourth,” she tells me without skipping a beat. “I’ll
        be twenty-three, and I told my mom that I want a dinner out and a barbeque. Just in
        case I die.” She puts my half of the crab onto a plate and then
        digs in. “Holy crap, this is better than I thought it would
        be.”

      I
        take a bite and find that she’s right. It’s damn good.
        Doesn’t taste like shellfish. There’s something in the
        batter that makes it a little spicy, and I find myself imitating Lake
        by sampling the side dishes between bites. The kimchi is particularly
        good.

      We
        eat in silence for a while, but it isn’t awkward anymore. It
        feels good, like there’s no reason to force conversation
        between us.

      Then
        the drinks start to really settle, and I find my attention drawn
        repeatedly to Lake’s mouth.

      “I
        should probably go,” I tell her once we’re polishing up
        our dessert. It’s bingsu which is basically
        shaved ice with some syrup on top. It’s a shared dish, too, so
        we’re sitting close and digging into it with spoons that clink
        when they touch.

      “Can
        you drop me off at my hotel?” she asks, putting another bite in
        her mouth and letting it melt. I smile as I watch her eat, and then
        I’m looking at her mouth again—

      It’s
        time to go.

      I
        promise myself right there that if this ever happens again—me
        and Lake alone like this—that I’ll cancel. I can’t
        do this anymore. It’s not right. If Kaycee isn’t around,
        no deal. Speaking of
          Kaycee, she hasn’t texted me once today. Not
        a big deal. She’s busy, and I understand, but I’d be
        curious to know if she found the time to message Joules.

      “Of
        course.” I pay the bill and we stand up, heading outside to
        find that the weather’s cooled substantially since we entered
        the warm tent. Lake shivers, and I try to hand her my jacket. She
        refuses by putting her hand up, but I toss it over her head anyway.
  “Just put it on. You’re stubborn, you know that?”

      “Me?”
        she breathes, pulling the jacket down to rest on her shoulders.
  “That’s rich coming from you, Sir Tom.”

      I
        knock my shoulder into hers as we walk, and she does the same, and
        then we’re shoving each other like we’re fourteen years
        old. I end up laughing harder than I should, and Lake is laughing,
        and I’m staring at her mouth …

      I
        need to go. I’m a bit tipsy, but if I drink some water and hit
        the gym, I can run it off.

      I
        don’t talk to Lake until it’s time to say goodnight, and
        then I find myself watching her until she disappears into the hotel’s
        lobby. I can see the vaguest shape of a man—Joules,
        probably—waiting for her.

      “Let’s
        go,” I say with a sigh, not looking forward to Jacob’s
        input on the day. He was mad enough when he thought that there were
        going to be four of us going out together. What’s he going to
        do when he finds out that I basically took a random girl on a date?

      Today
        was fun, but it would have been better if you were there. I
        type that up for Kaycee, but then I can’t bring myself to send
        it. With a sigh, I just turn my phone off, tuck it into my pocket,
        and then close my eyes until we get back to the hotel.

      I
        change my clothes, chug a bunch of water, and start running.

      I
        stay in the gym for nearly three hours.
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Kaycee
        and I are meeting up for breakfast for what feels like the first time
        in months. It might actually be the first time in
        months. No cameras, either. Just me and her, seated across from one
        another in the hotel restaurant. We’ve got a private room to
        ourselves, but it’s too big, intended to be rented out by large
        groups.

      I
        feel odd sitting in here with just the two of us. Even Daniel is
        waiting outside the door.

      “How
        was the shoot?” I ask, wondering why we’re even at a
        restaurant when neither of us is allowed to eat. I need to be
        especially careful after last night. We each order a fruit plate,
        some sparkling water, and a pancake off the kid’s menu—to
        share.

      When
        I reach out with my fork, Kaycee hesitates with hers, and then I pull
        mine back so that she can have a chance to take a bite first. I think
        about Lake and the way our spoons clashed, and I almost think about
        her mouth. Makes no sense when Kaycee is sitting right in front of
        me, swathed in a cream blouse with a keyhole neckline, chic
        wide-legged trousers, and a full mouth that people write songs about.

      Literally.

      Adam
        has a song called “Wet
          Gloss” that’s
        specifically about Kaycee’s lips. She’s even featured on
        the same album. I take a bite of pancake and wish I had a stack of
        them instead of one the size of my palm that’s cut in half. No
        butter. No syrup. I probably won’t eat again until late
        tonight, and even then, it’ll be a room service salad.

      “It
        was fine,” Kaycee says, but her mouth twitches a little.
  “Joules came.”

      I
        look up at her, and I can’t decide if I should eat this
        pancake, or if I should use my fork to stab Joules in the dick. He’d
        deserve that, wouldn’t he?

      “He’s
        actively trying to date you,” I tell Kaycee, and she looks
        startled, like I’ve just said something aloud that I’m
        not supposed to say. “He wants us to break up, so that Lake and
        I can date. Did he tell you that?”

      “What
        are you even talking about?” Kaycee asks, frowning and setting
        her fork down hard. “Why the fuck would he … that’s
        insane.”

      “They
        haven’t told you about the curse?” I ask, and then I feel
        like I’ve been kicked in the stomach. Why am I bringing this
        up? Why am I telling Kaycee about this? Because
          she’s my girlfriend, and she’s the one that I owe my
          loyalty to. “They
        think they’re cursed, Joules and Lake. They believe that if I
        don’t fall in love with Lake by the end of August, that we’ll
        both die.”

      Kaycee’s
        already large eyes are wide enough to be comical, but I realize very
        quickly that she doesn’t find any of this funny.

      “What
        the hell?” she breathes, and I shrug. I switch my fork out for
        a spoon and dig into the sugarless grapefruit. Jacob is pissed off at
        me, and the easiest way to appease him is to behave myself for a few
        days. I wait until he’s not peering through one of the windows,
        and then I eat the single sausage link that came with the pancake.
  “When did you find this out? Yesterday?”

      “It
        doesn’t matter. They’re harmless, and Lake was
        respectful.”

      “I
        asked them to stay with us at the villa,” Kaycee blurts, and I
        look up in alarm.

      “You what?”
        I ask, completely and utterly blindsided. “You invited Joules to stay with us?”

      “I
        thought it could be fun, having more people in that massive house.
        Isn’t it weird when it’s just the pair of us in these
        oversized spaces?” She gestures around the room, echoing the
        thought I was just having about it being a little lonely in here.
  “But now, there’s no way. I’ll tell him to find
        somewhere else to stay. Tam, when did you find out about this? That’s
        creepy as hell.”

      My
        phone buzzes with a text, and I pick it up to see that it’s a
        selfie of Lake wearing the foam Tambourine costume. She’s
        flipping me off with one hand and taking the picture with the other.
        I see a new tote bag hanging from her arm.

      Told
        my manager that another Hype employee drew a dick on mine, and she
        gave this to me for free. So thanks for that. Also, I want my bonus.

      I
        smile and then find myself frowning again. I look up at Kaycee who’s
        staring back at me with her arms crossed tight over her chest.

      “She’s
        trying to date you?” Kaycee sounds as frustrated as I feel when
        I think about Joules. “And he’s trying to date me?”
        She scoffs and shakes her head before reaching up to fluff her newly
        dyed blond hair. Her eyes latch onto mine, and I see a hint of
        sadness buried underneath all of the anger. “That’s
        disgusting. These creeps will go to any fucking length just to get to
        us, won’t they? Why the hell can’t I just … All I
        wanted was a friend.”

      Kaycee
        stands up suddenly, shoving her chair in. When I try to follow her,
        she whirls on me.

      “I
        don’t want you to see Lake anymore; I won’t see Joules
        again. Block them both, okay?” she asks, and then she waits for
        me to agree. A moment passes, and then another. “You know,
        what? Fine. But I’m not staying at the villa if they’re
        there. Block her today, Tam, or block me.”

      Kaycee
        turns and leaves the dining room, letting the swinging door nearly
        hit me in the face.

      “What
        did I tell you?” Jacob says, appearing on my right side as I
        let my head hang back. Kaycee isn’t being unreasonable
        whatsoever. She’s completely within her rights to ask what she
        asked, and I should’ve just readily agreed to it.

      “Leave
        me alone, Jake,” I whisper, and then my phone buzzes again, and
        I check it to find another message from Lakelynn.

      I’ve
        never stayed in a villa before. Is there a pool? Even if there isn’t,
        can I make dinner for you and Kaycee while we’re there? I
        should contribute something. Also, do you like tacos? *taco emoji*

      I
        exhale and drop my phone by my side.

      And
        then I lift it up, purse my lips, and I block Lakelynn Frost’s
        number.
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      I’m
        so angry that I can’t concentrate. I’m supposed to be
        learning fresh choreo today, and all I can do is stand here and
        obsess over what Tam told me.

      A
        curse? A curse?
        Joules Frost and I are messaging each other fifty-plus times a day
        because he thinks his sister is cursed?

      It’s
        so stupid-infuriating that it worms its way into my brain and eats
        enough holes that my manager calls for us to take the rest of the day
        off. I snatch up my phone and my water bottle and head back to the
        hotel.

      I
        shower and get ready to go out, picking a bar at random and heading
        there with Wrenlee and nobody else. I take a cab, so that Laura won’t
        be able to track the company SUV, and I end up on a leather stool
        with another shot of tequila.

      I
        lick salt from the back of my hand, take the shot and sigh, my phone
        perched on the countertop next to my elbow. I’ve blocked
        Joules, of course. I never had his sister’s number, so that’s
        not a problem. But I’ve also blocked Tam for now.

      Since
        the beginning, I’ve wondered if he only started dating me
        because the CEO wanted him to. I’m not sure that Tam was ever
        interested in me as a woman. He touches me like I’m his sister,
        and he kisses me like I’m his mom. I sigh and rest my head in my hand.

      For
        a while there, I field advances from random guys, and I drink. Drink
        some more. When I get drunk enough, I unblock Joules and lay into
        him.

      You
        bastard.

      I
        send that, and then I sit back, breathing hard and feeling like I’ve finally done
        something productive today. Mostly, I’ve been stuck inside my
        head, cursing myself out for falling for yet another ploy from some
        delusional fanboy.

      I’d
        love to know what it is that I’ve done that makes me a bastard, Joules replies, and
        then he sends me a picture of himself with a single earbud in, shirt
        stuck to his chest with sweat. He’s obviously on a run,
        silhouetted against the outside of a brick building and offering me
        the middle finger. That’s his response. I’m so pissed
        that I can’t think straight.

      Wow.
        Okay. Let me spell it out for you: you’re trying to break Tam
        and me up. Is that enough to call you a bastard?

      My
        phone rings, and I’m angry enough or drunk enough that I pick
        it up. I’ve been having fun with Joules for weeks now. He makes
        me laugh, and when I have something serious that I need to talk
        about, we can delve into that, too. He never makes me feel silly or
        stupid, never makes me feel like I’m a puppet on strings or a
        doll meant to be posed.

      So
        why?

      Why
        did this have to happen?

      I
        can feel tears on my cheeks, but I’m not making any sound. I
        don’t even say hello.

      “Listen
        to me,” Joules says, and he’s panting, a little husky,
        like he’s been working out for a while and is starting to get
        tired. The sound switches something primal on inside of me, and I’m
        forced to quell it. I’ve been dating Tam Eyre for over a year and we’ve never
        slept together. I’m used to it. “You don’t even
        like that son of a bitch.” He laughs, this arrogant scoff that
        has me bristling. “Lake is who I feel sorry
        for. You’re the one getting the upgrade here.”

      I
        hang up on him, block his number, and seethe.

      I
        also forget that I gave him the ability to track my phone, in case I
        got drunk again and needed his help.

      Joules
        appears at my elbow the same way he did that night I asked for his
        help. I turn to look at him in disbelief before I remember how he
        found me.

      First
        thing I do is remove his ability to track me, and he waits patiently
        next to me while I do it, arms crossed. He’s still sweaty from
        working out, a dark frown etched into his handsome mouth.

      “You
        and Tam have zero chemistry. Just let that punk go and date me.”

      I
        whirl around on the stool and push my hair back from my face. I’ve
        sobered up a bit, and now it’s my turn to offer an arrogant,
        scoffing laugh.

      “Go
        fuck yourself, Joules Frost.”

      “Why?
        When you’re sitting right there,” he retorts, and I
        laugh. I laugh so hard that I cry, picking up the sparkling water
        that I ordered and chugging it to clear my head. I set the glass
        down, stand up, and then I punch Joules in the shoulder. Several
        times. I might have tears on my face again, but he just stands there
        and lets me do it. I couldn’t hurt him if I tried.

      “You betrayed me,”
        I whisper, and I realize I’m far more upset about Joules than I
        am Tam. If anything, Tam is as much a victim as I am. Joules and Lake
        are the antagonists here. They followed the tour, engineered their
        ways into our private lives, and tried to dismantle them from the
        foundation up.

      Well,
        it isn’t going to work.

      “Yes,
        I came here to break you and Tam up,” Joules admits as I shove
        past him and head off in search of the restroom. The crowd is relaxed
        and lazy in here, playing pool and smoking cigarettes. This isn’t
        a nightclub, and I didn’t want it to be. A bar is better. “At
        first, I wanted to date you, so you’d break up with him, but
        now?” I stop suddenly and turn, and Joules takes a forceful
        step forward. My back hits the wall, and I shake my head when Wren
        moves forward to help me.

      I
        look up at Joules as he places his hands on the wall on either side
        of my head, leaning down to look at me. He’s a jerk, but so am
        I. I’m starting to see that all the dark parts of him match up
        to the dark parts of me. I
          wish he’d put his hand on the side of my neck, lean in and
          steal my lips, force my hand when it comes to choosing between him
          and Tam.

      There’s
        no choice here,
        is there? Tam Eyre is the world’s golden boy. He’s
        beloved by people in nearly every country on the planet. He has the
        most recognizable—and most handsome—face in show
        business. He breaks records. No, he murders them. He’s
        talented, so talented. He’s an amazing songwriter, a fantastic
        dancer, and his voice is unmatched.

      Joules
  … makes me burn.

      I
        don’t care about anything but the fire kindling low in my body.

      Joules
        is definitely scoping
        out my mouth. His fingers drag down the wall, the rough scratch of
        the plaster against his skin makes me squirm.

      “But
        now?” I demand, staring up at him as his fingers find my wrists
        and curl around them. He lifts them up and puts them above my head. I
        breathe so hard that my breasts close the distance between us,
        brushing against the front of his shirt with every labored inhale.

      Joules
        exhales, and the warmth of his breath ruffles my hair. He smells so
        good that he blocks out the usual unpleasant bar scents, like
        cigarettes and alcohol. I can hear pool cues clinking against balls
        in the next room.

      When
        he presses my wrists more firmly into the wall, the short hemline of
        my dress rides up, and he shifts his whole body forward and against
        mine.

      “Now,
        I just want to date you.”

      “Careful,”
        I whisper, putting pressure on his hands to see how hard he’s
        trying. Not at all. And I’m trapped like this unless I signal
        for Wrenlee to help me. “You’re just a nobody from
        Arkansas. I could destroy you and your little sister with one social media post.”

      Joules
        releases one of my wrists and hits the wall with a palm, baring his
        teeth.

      “See?
        And this is where I get confused with you. I like you when we text,
        but when I see you in person, you inevitably say something just to
        piss me off. Do not talk shit about my
        sister.”

      “Why
        not?” I retort, wanting him to hurt as much as I’m
        hurting. I gave Joules a rare glimpse into my personal life, into my
        heart, and he spit on me. “Is she the crazy one that believes
        this curse shit? Or did you brainwash her into it?”

      I
        move to knee Joules in the balls, but he blocks me with his own knee,
        and then he uses that same knee to push my leg wide. He leans in even
        closer, using his body weight to pin my knee to the wall, my left leg
        spread as far as it will go.

      I
        can’t breathe.

      I
        want him to kiss me.

      I
        also want to kill him.

      I
        like him when we talk on the phone or text, and I hate him in person. I want him to fuck me
          when I see him in person.

      “Tell
        me you don’t want it, and I’ll stop. I’ll leave,
        and I’ll never contact you again. Kaycee, make a choice.”

      I
        say nothing, and Joules’ attention shifts to my mouth again. He
        uses his right hand to slide a hot palm against the side of my neck,
        thumb stroking my raging pulse. I’m sure he’s done this a
        million times to a million different women, and I don’t care. I
        just want to take him back to the hotel with me and pretend like I
        never heard what Tam told me at breakfast yesterday morning.

      My
        fingers dig under Joules’ shirt on either side, curving inside
        the waistband of his pants to find his slick, hot skin waiting for
        me. His hips move a little in response, and he makes this noise low
        in his throat that has my eyelids getting heavy, my lower stomach
        muscles tightening. My right thigh rubs against his leg as Joules
        drops his head down suddenly, pausing with his lips hovering just
        above mine.

      I
        hold my breath, waiting for him to obliterate the space between our
        mouths.

      He
        doesn’t.

      He
        stays where he is, one of his knees pinning my leg, one hand on my
        wrist, the other on my neck. He draws back slightly, and I see an
        expression on his face that I haven’t seen before. Not when we
        finished dinner by ourselves in the cherry blossom restaurant, not
        when I invited him to the set to watch me film the drama, not when we
        video-chatted the other night in our pajamas.

      Devastation.
        Complete and utter devastation. Joules
        looks like someone who’s committed himself to something that’s
        going to end badly. He draws back, putting his foot on the ground and
        releasing my trapped leg. He lets go of my wrist.

      Joules
        Frost does not kiss me.

      “I’m
        willing to explain everything,” he says, his voice a rough rasp
        that has my heart aching for him. There are no such things as curses,
        but there must be something else going on. I remember that he said
        his sister was going to die in a year, and I feel the wild heat in my
        stomach sour instantly.

      Is
        she … is Lakelynn dying? That would make sense, wouldn’t
        it? Joules is the type of man who would kill the world to protect
        those he loves. Is that what he’s doing, killing the world to
        make his sister happy? What if her dying wish was to be friends with
        Tam or something?

      Yes,
        Kaycee. Use all of that sexual tension to whip up a properly tragic
        backstory so you can forgive the bad boy from Arkansas that doesn’t
        deserve you.

      “Please
        don’t block me. Just … contact me when you feel ready to
        talk. I’ll …” Joules trails off and lets his head
        fall back, running both hands down his face. He looks like a man
        who’s facing the guillotine, quite literally. He looks like
        somebody who’s met death and is prepared to face it again in
        the near future. I burn for him in an entirely different way, and I
        know that I’m making a huge mistake.

      I’m
        glad he didn’t kiss me. I’m glad. I’m in love with
        Tam, have been in love with him since I was sixteen years old. He’s
        finally mine, and I’m not letting him go. But I’m panting
        hard. And my fingers are curled into fists against the wall on either
        side of me. And I’m
          lying to myself for sure.

      “Oh,
        Lake,” Joules whispers, but not to me. He’s talking to
        himself. “Why did you tell him, sweetheart? Why, why, why?”

      “I
        told Tam to block her,” I blurt, wanting to both hurt Joules
        more and also lick his wounds. I’m confused. I'm so confused,
        and I don’t trust myself. “It’s an ultimatum. If he
        doesn’t block you and your sister, I’m breaking up with
        him.”

      Joules
        turns away suddenly, and then he takes off and leaves me standing
        there with my dress pushed up in the front, with my body primed for
        him in all the worst ways. I yank the fabric back into place, and
        when Wrenlee steps forward to offer me her jacket, I take it and wrap
        it around my shoulders.

      “Let’s
        go back to the hotel,” she says gently enough, but with a hint
        of reprimand in her words. “A man like that? He doesn’t
        deserve you, Kaycee.”

      Maybe
        not.

      Definitely
        not.

      But
        I want him anyway.

      What
        is wrong with me?

      I
        block Joules that night, and I make a promise to myself that whatever
        toxic bullshit he’s selling, I will not buy. I won’t. I’m
        not buying it, and I’m in love with Tam.

      Please
        tell me you’re at the hotel. I need you right now. I
        unblock Tam and send that, hopping into a cab and then going straight
        to Tam’s room when we get there. He doesn’t answer when I
        knock, and when I run into one of his staff members in the hallway,
        she says that he’s at the practice room still.

      Fine.

      I
        go to sleep early, but when Tam hasn’t messaged me back by
        morning, I block him again, too.
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I’m
        so upset with my sister that I don’t wake her up to let her
        know I got back to the hotel safely. Instead, I pace beside her
        sleeping form as quietly as I can, one hand raking shaky fingers
        through my hair. I
          didn’t kiss Kaycee. I didn’t Kaycee, and I should’ve
          kissed Kaycee. I
        wanted to, believe me. I wanted her so badly that I can still smell
        her when I close my eyes, can taste the barest essence of her raw
        lips, can remember the brush of my inexpensive workout clothes
        against her absurdly expensive dress.

      I
        look down and find a stray sequin stuck to my shirt, picking it off
        with a strong exhale.

      I
        went to Kaycee, and then I realized how much she wanted me to kiss
        her back. I remembered laughing with her over another order of
        expensive wagyu. I remember the way she smiled at me when I brought
        her an unsweetened tea to the drama set. She likes me, and I couldn’t
        do it.

      I
        couldn’t kiss her right then and know that I have no plans on
        dating her once we break Lake’s curse. That’s it. That
        would be the termination of our relationship, and I won’t do
        that to her.

      But
        now that I’m here, and I’m staring down at my sister’s
        adorable face, while I’m remembering how cute and little she
        was and still is, I hate myself. I prioritized Kaycee over Lake? No.
        I will die to protect Lake. Kissing a girl—especially a girl
        that I like—should be easy.

      “Why
        are you staring at me while I sleep?” Lake grumbles, pale green
        hair spread out across the white pillows. I’m glad Lynn
        refreshed her roots when we were home; my sister hates it when she’s
        got dark roots.

      “I
        was remembering how you looked when you were in kindergarten, and I
        would do your hair for you in the morning. I was remembering how that
        boy made you made in cry in seventh grade, and I threw his phone in
        the pond. I was remembering how much I love you, Lake.”

      I
        don’t tell her that I know she told Tam about the curse. Not
        tonight. Tonight, I just want to hate our situation and love my
        sister. That’s it.

      She
        might die. Because of all this, she might die. If
        Kaycee gave Tam an ultimatum, he probably listened to it. He’s
        so desperate to prove that he isn’t a giant dickhead that he
        tries to be heroic and upright and forthcoming. He’ll bow down
        to Kaycee and block my baby sister. He won’t see her again.

      He’ll
        kill her.

      He
        fucking killed her by gossiping about something she told him in
        confidence.

      Lake
        is smiling as she falls back asleep, and I retreat to the bathroom to
        sit on the closed lid of the toilet with my head in my hands.

      Tam
        hasn’t messaged her all day. He blocked her for sure. Now what?

      I
        think about that for so long that Lake knocks on the door to use the
        bathroom. I let her in, ruffle her hair as I pass by, and then sit in
        a chair by the window. I won’t live more than a few days
        without my little sister. That’s a lot of motivation for a man
        to think.

      Lake
        climbs back into bed with a happy grumble and nestles into the
        pillows. I chew on my thumbnail and plot for over an hour.

      Okay.

      I’ve
        got this.

      I
        know the address of the villa.

      I
        will take my sister there, and I will drop her off, and then I will
        drive away.

      Tam
        likes to play the hero, doesn’t he? There’s no way he’ll
        leave her standing outside by herself for long. Besides, she’s
        so innocent and sweet, he’ll take one look at her, and he’ll
        break.

      He
        better.

      Because
        if he rejects my sister, then I’ll have no reason to hold back.

      I will kidnap
        him and trap him in our basement.

      I
        think some part of Tam already understands that.

      Must
        be why he doesn’t like me.
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“I
        want to go to the store today,” Lake announces, standing in
        front of my pajama-clad ass while I curl up like a curmudgeonly
        gargoyle in one of the hotel’s cheap, ugly chairs. Tam hasn’t
        texted her yet today, but she’s not worried. He’s busy,
        she tells me. He’ll get back to her, she swears. And in her
        eyes, there’s a blind belief and trust that Tam Eyre doesn’t
        deserve.

      “Why?
        So you can cook for that pig like a cute, little housewife?”

      Lake
        rolls her eyes and smacks me on the shoulder playfully.

      “Come
        on, dickhead. We’re meeting Kaycee and Tam at the house today,
        and I want to make a good impression. If the two of them are
        paying—or even if only Tam is paying—we need to put forth
        some effort. Buying groceries, cooking, cleaning up. I want to do those things.”

      I
        scoff, but I know that if I drop Lake off clutching some grocery
        bags, duffel at her feet, standing in the wet northwest weather, Tam
        will collapse at her feet. I know it. I know it. Please,
          Joe, let me be right. What would you do if you were here?

      But
        I don’t have to ask because I know.

      Joe
        was tender and careful with Marla from the beginning. He never pushed
        her. He trusted her and loved her and took care of her, and look what
        happened. I breathed into his mouth as he died. I felt his last
        breath on my face, and I heard Lake scream his name as his eyes—

      “Fine.
        I’ll get dressed.” I explode out of the chair like a
        demon, head into the bathroom, jerk some clothes on.

      We
        end up at this overpriced hippie market because Lake wants to buy nice things for
        Tam and Kaycee. She always says it like that, too. Tam and Kaycee. It
        should only be Tam, Tam, Tam. Kaycee is not important, no matter what
        sort of stupid shit went through my head last night.

      “Do
        you think Tam is a corn or flour tortilla guy?” Lake muses,
        looking from one package to the other. “I texted him to ask,
        but he hasn’t responded.”

      “I
        think he’s more of a lettuce
          wrap sort of a guy,”
        I grumble, staring at the milk in the cooler on the wall to my left.
        I can’t look at Lake. If I look directly at her, she’ll
        be able to tell that something is wrong. She’s already
        following me around and digging through my bags, looking for proof
        that I’m lying to her. As if I don’t know all of her
        tricks by now. “I’m surprised he has any muscles at all.
        He barely eats.”

      “He
        ate two whole crabs by himself at the pop-up restaurant,” Lake
        explains, and then she sighs. “Whatever. I’ll buy both
        tortilla types and extra lettuce. Happy?”
        She throws a sassy smile my way, and I break a little.

      Because
        I’m scared for her.

      “Hey.”
        I leave the cart and walk around it to put my hands on her shoulders.
        She looks up at me with parted lips and confusion in her big, brown
        eyes. Like Mom’s eyes. She looks just like our mom, and I
        smile, brushing hair back from her face. “Lakelynn, listen to
        me.”

      “You’re
        freaking me out, Joules,” she snaps, shoving one of my hands
        off. She leaves the other where it is because she can hear how
        serious I am right now.

      “I
        know that you told Tam about the curse,” I tell her, and I
        watch as all the blood drains from her face. She even sways on her
        feet, and I hold her still.

      “Please
        don’t be angry,” she whispers, but oh God, how could I
        be? How could I punish her for doing the best she can with a shitty
        situation? Joe didn’t tell Marla about the curse, and they’re
        both dead. Joe is a bunch of dirt with a redbud tree stuck in it, and
        Marla is ash inside of a cement box.

      I
        swallow hard. I can’t bear to tell Lake that Tam blocked her.
        She’s into him, even if she isn’t aware of it. She has a
        crush on that undeserving, self-aggrandizing Pop-Tart, and I can’t
        break the hope in her eyes.

      I
        sigh instead and then lean into her, putting my forehead on her
        shoulder. I’m so tired. Ever since Joe got
        matched, I’ve been tired. I tried to save my best friend in the
        whole world, and I failed. Now I’m failing my sister. I’m
        failing myself.

      “We
        can rally here,” Joe
        would say if he were standing beside the pair of us. He’d clap
        his hands together, wet his lips, and look around with a sly glimmer
        in his green gaze. “I’ve
          got it. We can bake our way out of this. Well, I can bake my way out
          of this. You two can sit by and watch.”

      He’d
        bake Tam a massive multilayer cake with fondant decorations like he
        did for our cousin Isla’s Match (the bagel guy). Like he did
        for Marla. Joe was an incredible baker. His dream was to own a coffee
        shop where students could sit with their laptops all day, and nobody
        would bother them. He wanted to serve his own homemade desserts, and
        really nice espresso.

      Now,
        Joe is dirt, and if I don’t work a little harder, Lake will be
        dirt, too. I’ll be dirt. We will all be dirt. And I know that’s
        everyone’s fate eventually, but early-twenties is
        a hard sell. I need my sister to become a centenarian. This world
        needs her. I need
        her. My family needs her.

      “Why
        did you tell him, Lake? Make me understand,” I murmur, still
        resting against her. She gives me a nice back rub, like she did when
        I broke up with my first girlfriend.

      “Because
        I wanted to be honest, Joules. As soon as I met Tam, I knew. He’s
        curious, above all things. And he hates being pandered to or lied
        to.” Lake gently pushes me back until I’m standing on my
        own, crossing my arms and waiting for her to continue. She’s a
        little hesitant at first, but as she talks, I can see that she
        believes in the choice she made. “It’s working, isn’t
        it? We’ve gotten this far, and Tam has known all along. From
        moment one.”

      “You’re
        not pissed that he ran to Kaycee and told her everything?” I
        ask dryly. I am. I’m pissed. I want to wring the neck of that
        stupid, dancing monkey. That’s all he is, like a pet who
        performs tricks for treats. A show dog. I can’t stand the guy.

      Lake
        hesitates. She didn’t know that Tam told Kaycee. I shouldn’t
        have broken the news like that, but I’m mad enough that I’m
        not thinking clearly. She shakes out her hands.

      “Ah,”
        she breathes, lifting her eyes back to mine. “That’s why
        you’re cranky. Kaycee didn’t take it well?” I shake
        my head, and Lake nods, as if she figured as much. “Well, Tam’s
        known all along, so him telling Kaycee shouldn’t change much.”
        My sister puts her hand on my arm. “The curse was never a
        secret, Joules. My friends know. Your friends know. What does it
        matter?”

      I
        snort, and I don’t respond. Still feels like Tam betrayed my
        sister for Kaycee Quinn.

      “Kaycee
        is his girlfriend, Joules. If he didn’t tell her, I’d be
        more pissed. I want him
        to pick her over me until they break up. If he can’t be loyal
        to her then he won’t be loyal to me.”

      “Weird
        logic, but okay.” I know that what Lake is saying makes sense
        in a normal relationship. This
        isn’t that. She has months left to convince the guy to fall in
        love with her or she dies. That’s it. Game over. We don’t
        date and flirt with Matches the same way that we’d date and
        flirt with some random person we’re interested in.

      Oh
        no. Not at all.

      I’m
        worried as fuck about my sister, but I have a plan.

      I
        pat her on the head again, help her shop for groceries for dinners
        she might never get to make, and then I drive her straight to the
        address Kaycee gave me.

      The
        house is way out
        of town, like almost an hour past the nearest gas station. I wind
        through thick trees and find a glass-walled mansion hiding in the
        forests of Oregon. Huh.

      We
        park in the wet gravel outside the front door—I don’t see
        any other cars—and I wave to the security guards positioned
        outside the house. None of them wave back.

      I
        help Lake unload her grocery bags, and when she’s got the last
        two in in her hands, I take out her duffel bag, dump it on the
        driveway, and climb back in the SUV.

      “Where
        are you going?” Lake calls out, but the sound of her voice is
        breaking my heart. I slam the door, and then I leave.

      I
        look up once to see my sister, small and vulnerable in a skater dress
        and mussy hair, all alone on a driveway with groceries clutched in
        her hands.

      I
        hit the gas, and I leave before Tam or his driver have any hope of
        catching up to me.

      Leaving
        my sister like that kills me.

      I
        will never forgive Tam for this.

   

   

  

  











CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

TAM

  80
  bobas left until they both die …

      



“That
        girl is here.”

      Jacob
        startles me, appearing in the doorway to my bedroom and knocking me
        right out of the book that I was buried in. I had to get buried in a
        book because I’m having a hard time with the change of plans.
        Lake was supposed to come today and spend three nights here with me,
        Joules, and Kaycee.

      Now,
        it’s just me that’s here, and I have no idea if Kaycee is
        coming at all. She told Joules not to bother showing up, and we both
        blocked the Frost siblings.

      So
  … how is Lake here?

      And
        then I realize that I made a horrible assumption.

      Kaycee
        texted Joules to cancel, but did I text Lake to cancel?

      No.
        I did not. And she’s here. Joules may not have told her, and—

      “Shit.”

      I
        take off for the windows at the front of my room and part the
        curtains, peering out to see Lakelynn on the driveway with several
        grocery bags on the ground around her, a couple in her hands, a big
        hot pink duffel bag at her feet.

      Joules
        is nowhere to be seen. It’s just his little sister, the gravel
        driveway, and the woods.

      I
        drop the curtain into place as my heart pounds roughly in my chest.
        My lungs feel constricted, making it hard to breathe.

      “I’ll
        have Pat drive her back to town,” Jacob announces, but I shoot
        him such a nasty look that he pauses and actually waits to hear what
        I have to say. He lifts a single brow, but he must be able to tell
        from the look on my face that I’m not ready to do that just
        yet.

      “Give
        me a minute,” I tell him, and when he curls his mouth at me, I
        wave him away. “You’re not supposed to be working today.
        Go take a nap. Watch a movie. Go back to town and use Tinder to find
        a date. Anything but
        worrying about Lakelynn, okay? I will worry about Lakelynn.”

      “You’ll
        worry yourself right into a scandal that you can’t get out of.”
        Jacob scoffs at me, throws up his hands—iPad clutched tightly
        in one of them—and then he storms off, and I sigh with relief
        when I hear his feet on the stairs.

      I
        move back to the curtain to watch Lake for a minute. She looks around
        in confusion, and then does her best to pick up as many bags as she
        can manage. She carries them across the circular gravel drive, and my
        heart aches to go out there and take the bags from her hands. They
        look heavy to me, the plastic stretching over her wrists and weighing
        her arms down.

      But
        I don’t do that because I’m conflicted.

      My
        girlfriend gave me an ultimatum. I either have to accept that
        ultimatum or … I have to break up with Kaycee. Break
          up with Kaycee because of Lake? I don’t even know Lake, really. She claims to be cursed. Who
        would ever make a decision like that?

      My
        whole life I’ve fought for this dream. I gave up everything. I
        gave up my childhood. I gave up my youth. I gave up friends and
        outings and movie nights and food and free time and personal space
        and privacy. I gave it all up. I fought and bled and danced until I
        collapsed from exhaustion. I learned two new languages, and I
        traveled wherever I was told to travel, learned from whoever I could
        learn from. Strange surroundings, always. Opportunistic people,
        always.

      I’ve
        always protected my dream over everything else.

      I
        won’t let someone like Lakelynn Frost take any of that away
        from me.

      If
        I break up with Kaycee because of her, we’re both in big
        trouble, me and Lake. My fans will never accept me dating her.
        They’ll riot. Just the brief flicker of her wearing my coat was
        nearly catastrophic.

      I
        can’t. I won’t. It’s not even possible.

      I
        exhale, and then I start to pace.

      Lake
        has come up to the door, and she’s ringing the bell. Knocking.
        Ringing the bell.

      I
        move downstairs and into a different room so that I can see what
        she’s doing on the porch. Hopefully, she’ll just call her
        brother, get in the car, and leave.

      But
        look at all of those groceries. That’s right. She was going to
        cook me dinner.

      I
        hurt in a way I’ve never hurt before. I hurt for Lake. I feel
        sick at the idea of her standing outside, confused and alone and
        struggling with a million bags.

      “I’m
        here!” she calls out, banging her fist on the door again. “Tam!
        Are you asleep?” A pause. “Sir Tom?” A little more
        hesitant that time. And then, after several more minutes of waiting,
        of ringing the bell intermittently, she shatters my heart to pieces.
  “Thomas?”

      Still,
        I don’t answer the door.

      I
        don’t know this girl. I don’t. I’m always screwed
        over when I let people in, when I trust them too much. Everyone is
        always out to get me, always. I just had a meet and greet a few days
        ago where a girl told me seriously that she would kill to be with me. I had a
        woman cup my crotch before Daniel stepped in and fought her off. I’m
        told every single day by thousands and thousands of people that they
        will die if
        I don’t give them the time of day.

      So
        I turn and put my back to the wall, close my eyes, try to block out
        the sound of Lake cursing outside. I hear gravel crunch, bags
        crinkle, and I peek past the curtain again to see that she’s
        tripped. Shit. What if she hurt herself again?

      Jacob
        was convinced that
        she fell off that bench on purpose to get my attention, but what he
        doesn’t know is that I was watching Lake that entire time. As
        soon as she closed her eyes, I opened mine. I saw her head drop back,
        her lips part, heard her snore and grumble in her sleep. That was a
        real fall, and I couldn’t get up fast enough to catch her.

      I’ve
        been berating myself for that.

      Lake
        walks around the outside of the house, checking the other doors,
        tapping on the windows. I can hear her trying to talk to a member of
        my security team, but Daniel runs a tight ship. Nobody will tell her
        a thing. Not their job. They also won’t call me. And they won’t
        let her in.

      This
        is a personal issue, and only I can take care of it.

      “Please
        call Joules,” I whisper, but when Lake comes back around to the
        front of the house and just stands there looking up at it in
        confusion, I do it for her. I unblock her fuck-wit brother and call
        him immediately.

      “What?”
        he answers with a violent snap.

      “Get
        over here and pick up your sister. You knew that you’d been
        uninvited.”

      Joules
        howls with laughter.

      “You’re
        such a spineless cretin. If it weren’t for the curse, I would never let
        you date Lakelynn. You didn’t have the common decency to meet
        with her in person and explain. Even I would never break up with a
        girl over text, and I’m a bastard.”
        He says that last part with a salty hiss, and I wonder who it was
        that said that to him. Kaycee, probably.

      “I
        can’t break up with Lake because I was never dating her, you
        psycho. Get back here and get your sister.” My teeth are
        clenched, and I’m getting mad fast.

      “No.”
        Joules hangs up on me, and then blocks my number.

      I
        start to pace from one window to the next, watching Lake through the
        glass. She sits on her duffel for a while, watching the road leading
        into the driveway like she’s waiting for me. I guess she
        doesn’t know that my SUV is safely locked away in the five-car
        garage behind the house.

      When
        it starts to get dark, when it starts to rain … I can’t
        do it.

      Something
        inside of me, something that I’ve held onto since the day I
        told my mom that this is the life I wanted, it breaks. It breaks into
        so many jagged, shattered pieces that I panic.

      I
        sprint into the ensuite bathroom, tear my clothes off, and dip my
        head under the spray of the shower. Towel around the hips. I race
        back downstairs, and then I open the door.

      Lake
        is standing right there, getting ready to knock again.

      Her
        eyes, full of hurt and confusion, land on mine.

      Those
        broken parts inside of me shift and begin to melt. I’m not sure
        that they were ever necessary parts to begin with, but I guess only
        time will tell that.

      “Sorry,”
        I pant out, breathing way too hard, hands on either side of the
        doorjamb. Shirtless. Wearing a towel and nothing else. All I did was
        dip my head under the water. I could’ve just kept my clothes on
        and pretended to have gotten dressed first. I’m an idiot. “I
        was in the shower, and I didn’t hear you.”

      Lakelynn
  … does not look like she believes me.

      I
        don’t blame her.

      I
        would never date an asshole like Tam Eyre—not even if he was
        famous.

      But
        maybe … I would if I were cursed.

   

 















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

LAKE

  80
  bobas left until we both die …

      



“I
        was in the shower, and I didn’t hear you.” Tam stumbles
        over such a simple statement, and then stares me down like he needs me to believe that.

      Except
        you’re out of breath, and your hair is wet, but your eyebrows
        are dry. I’m not
        buying it, I hesitate slightly, stepping backward off the front step.
        I feel so stupid standing here now, with all of these groceries. What
        it looks like is that Tam either didn’t know I was coming or
        doesn’t want me here. To be fair, he hasn’t replied to a
        single one of my texts in the last few days.

      I
        was so excited about coming here to stay with him that I didn’t
        even let myself think—

      I
        drop the grocery bag to the ground and clap a hand over my mouth.

      “You
        blocked me.” The words are a whisper because I can’t for
        the life of me figure out what I did that would prompt him to do
        that. I thought we were getting somewhere with our relationship.
        True, he still hasn’t broken up with Kaycee, but … I was
        going to ask. I was going to ask him to do that.

      “I
  … no,” Tam says, but then he looks down and closes his
        eyes, sighing as he reaches up to ruffle his hair with his fingers.
  “Yeah. I shouldn’t lie about this. Here, let me get your
        bag.” He pads outside in bare feet and snags my duffel by the
        strap. I try to steal it back from him, but my hands are full, and he
        holds it up and out of my reach anyway. “I work out six days a
        week, remember? I can handle this.”

      “You
        better have a good reason for blocking me without telling me
        why.” I hesitate just inside the front door as Tam tosses my
        bag over his right shoulder like it weighs nothing. I don’t
        look at the strong muscles in his bare back or how they move as he
        turns to look over his left shoulder at me.

      “I’ll
        tell you. Just … let me get dressed.” He turns back
        around to head up the stairs, and then his towel droops, and I gasp.
        I actually gasp, but Tam catches it at the last second, and I don’t see anything
        at all. I turn away and start cursing myself in my head. Very
          subtle, Lake. I’m sure he didn’t hear the sheer
          excitement in your voice.

      But
        I just hear Tam laughing behind me.

      “I’ll
        be right back.” He disappears onto the second floor, and then I
        just stand there.

      In
        a foyer that’s bigger than the entire first floor of my
        parent’s house.

      Um.

      I
        look up and the chandelier is big enough to be a death trap, so I
        sidestep around it and edge over to the living room. This isn’t
        Tam’s house—it’s an Airbnb—but it’s
        still weird to be inside of a private home with him. There’s a
        security team outside; I saw Daniel and some other guy near the edge
        of the house. But nobody interfered with me? Why?

      Because
        I’m not a random fan. I’m Tam’s acquaintance now.

      Damn,
        though. To find out that he blocked me? I rub the heel of my hand
        against my chest and try to shake the disappointment. How could I
        have expected anything else after telling him that I’m
        suffering under a magic curse? Joules was probably right: I should’ve
        kept that to myself.

      “Sorry
        about that,” Tam says, but I have no idea what else comes after
        that because he reappears in gray
          sweatpants. Gray ones.
        Like, every meme on the
          internet gray fucking
        sweatpants?! I choke, and then I can’t recover, and I’m
        coughing as Tam jogs down the steps barefoot, yanking his T-shirt
        into place to cover his abs.

      “Are
        you okay? Do you need some water?” I’m offered a green
        and silver water bottle to drink from. His water bottle, the one
        he carries around with him always. The cup that’s impossible to
        buy unless it’s a knockoff because Tam made this brand (and
        especially this color pattern) so popular that everyone wants it.

      I
        take it, and guzzle accordingly, until I can finally block the
        spasming of my chest.

      Shit.

      “Water
        is nice, but do you want me to call Joules and have him pick me up?”
        I’m being serious as I turn to face Tam in a massive marble
        foyer with paintings larger than I am hanging on the walls. They’re
        all of waterfalls or dense, dark forests, and I love that the house
        has so many windows—even here in the foyer—that show off
        the foliage all around it. We’re not in the city. This is
        Pacific Northwest territory. I saw a fern as big as I am outside.

      “Lake,
        I …” Tam perks up, and then abruptly softens, falling
        back into a more comfortable stance and putting his hand against his
        forehead. He looks tired again. He always looks tired. I’d cook
        for him, like I already planned to do, but maybe he just wants me to
        leave? That’s fine. I can’t … I can’t
        fucking force him to like me. Either he will on his own or we’ll
        both die. That’s it. “Me blocking you had nothing to do
        with you.”

      I’m
        so confused, but I’m also holding meat and dairy products in my
        hands that have been outside with me for more than forty minutes, and
        I should probably get them into the fridge. I move past Tam without
        waiting to hear what he’s going to say, finding my own way to
        the kitchen as he trails behind me.

      He
        seems confused, like he doesn’t know what to do with me. I’m
        just surprised that Daniel is outside, and I’m here with Tam …
        alone-alone? Are we alone-alone again? I pause by the dining table
        and look around, but there are no deep shadows for Daniel to hide in.
        I could be wrong, but I don’t think he’s in here.

      I
        keep going and find my way to the fridge, using my elbow to open it.
        I shove both bags onto one of the empty shelves and tell myself that
        I’ll only separate out the dry ingredients if Tam wants me to
        stay. I turn around and he’s right there on top of me,
        and my breath catches, and I forget to reach out and take the bags
        from his hands.

      “Here.”
        He transfers both bags to one hand, and then leans in against me,
        putting them on another shelf. Our fronts are touching in so many
        places. I don’t move until he does, taking a step back and
        crossing his arms. He leans back against the counter to watch me as I
        hover awkwardly in the space between the fridge and the long kitchen
        island. “Kaycee asked me to block you.”

      “Okay
  …?” I’m asking a question here. I still don’t
        get it.

      “I
        told her about the curse, and she panicked. My choices were to block
        you or her, but she blocked me already anyway, so …
        moot point.” Tam inhales, holds it, exhales, holds it. He’s
        struggling here, making some sort of important decision. “She
        told me that if you stayed here at the villa with me, that she wasn’t
        coming.”

      “She’s
        your girlfriend, Tam,” I tell him, but he just smiles tightly.

      “I’ve
        tried calling her. I emailed her. I had Jacob and Daniel call her. If
        she shows up, we’ll work this out. Was it a secret, the curse
        stuff?” he asks me, and he sounds genuinely bothered by the
        idea that it might be, that he’s done something wrong by
        telling Kaycee.

      I
        shake my head.

      “Everyone
        knows. I tell everyone. Jacob and Daniel already know. All of my
        friends know. My family even has business associates who know. Nobody
        believes it, but it’s harmless enough fluff that they leave us
        alone. I don’t care that you told Kaycee. I care that you
        blocked me even though I didn’t change who I was. I never lied
        to you. I didn’t do anything to deserve that.”

      His
        lips part, and he looks shocked by my statement.

      “I
        can end this whenever I want,” he tells me, arms still crossed
        over his chest, and I scoff. I storm past him and into the foyer,
        pick up my duffel bag, and then I leave. I open the front door and
        start walking. Tam jogs to catch up, completely barefoot and cursing
        at the wet gravel under his feet. The trees surrounding us are wet,
        big fir boughs dripping. It smells good out here, nice and damp and
        wild. I could happily burrow into the soil and live out my days.

      I’d
        rather be a fern than deal with this fucking Tam Eyre.

      “I
        like Thomas, but I can’t stand Tam,” I tell him
        with another laugh, and then I start jogging and he’s forced to
        do the same to catch up. Barefoot. On gravel. I hope this is
        punishment enough for this dick. I stop running, panting white
        clouds, and I turn to look at him.

      He
        holds out his hand for the duffel bag again.

      “I’m
        really sorry, Lakelynn. Please come back.”

      “I’m
        not trying to be rude, but I would never treat my friends the way you treat me.”

      Tam
        exhales, opens his mouth, and then slams it shut again. Waiting. It
        starts to sprinkle again, tiny wet droplets on his handsome face.

      “If
        you want to end this, then end it,” I tell him, voice soft. I’d
        cry, but what’s the point? After losing Joe, this is nothing. Liar. It
        hurts so bad. My chest hurts so damn bad. “You’re right.
        I can’t make you like me.”

      “I
        like you, Lake.” Tam sounds earnest enough, honest enough. If
        we weren’t cursed, I’d leave. But I don’t have that
        choice. This is my
          limit. Next time, I walk away—curse or no curse. I
        don’t deserve to be treated so poorly.

      I
        give Tam the duffel bag, and we start walking back together.

      I
        walk slowly for him, so that he can pick his way back with the fewest
        wounds possible on his feet.

      “Do
        you think Kaycee will come?” I ask, worrying how that
        confrontation might go down. I can’t lose this, even if that
        makes me the bad guy. I have no choice but to play the role of ‘the
        other woman’. I rub my face and give a tired sigh.

      Tam
        adjusts my bag so that it’s hanging in front of his chest. He
        wraps his arms around it and looks up at the tree line, his eyes
        glazing briefly as he takes it all in with wonder. He’s full of
        wonder, this guy. He radiates it, and I can easily see how he got a
        following as big as he has. Tam is mesmerizing to look at, and that’s
        not to mention his physical appearance at all. He could have this
        charisma and wonderment and look like a walnut, and everyone would
        love him still. Being pretty is only an added bonus.

      But
        he’s paid a big price for that. He’s guarded, lonely,
        defensive, wary. His core is good though; he just needs to be called
        out on his shit. Nobody else does that. Nobody. He’s too busy
        playing to everyone else’s whims that they don’t have a
        need to.

      “I
        have no idea,” Tam admits as we get back to the house and he
        opens the front door for me. He stands aside and then slips my duffel
        off, setting it on the floor. “But if she does, we can talk in
        person, the three of us.”

      “Four,”
        I correct, pulling my phone out to text Joules. I look back at Tam
        when I tell him this, meeting his eyes. “If Kaycee comes and
        we’re having a talk, then Joules will be here, too.”

      Tam
        works his jaw, but I ignore him, turning away again and heading into
        the kitchen to separate the groceries. He takes a seat on one of the
        stools at the island.

      “I
        wanted to contribute something to our stay here, so I bought
        groceries and thought I’d cook for everyone.” I laugh as
        I pull items out of the fridge, like the salt and pepper shakers, the
        paper plates I bought because I didn’t want to use and wash
        dishes, the box of rice. “Tacos tonight and alfredo tomorrow.
        There should be plenty of it because I thought I was cooking for
        four.”

      “Can
        I get your Venmo info to pay for half of the groceries?” Tam
        asks, not responding to what I just said.

      “I’m
        fine paying for these,” I assure him, but he purses his lips
        and sits up straight on the stool, getting that stubborn cast to his
        face that he had when he leapt between me and Joules—twice—to
        defend my honor.

      And
        then he still blocked me. I
        force the sense of betrayal down.

      “I
        won’t be able to enjoy you cooking for me if I feel indebted.
        Please. Just half.”

      I
        give him a look and then shrug. This isn’t a hill worth dying
        on. I give him the info he asked for and go back to fiddling with the
        groceries.

      It’s
        silent for so long that I turn around to find Tam pouring two glasses
        of wine. I just stare at him until he looks up.

      “I
        sent you some money,” he tells me, and my phone pings in my
        pocket. He must’ve just done it, huh? I pull it out to check my
        Venmo balance.

      $9,600.

      Um.
        I look up and now I’m really staring at him.

      “What
        are you doing?”

      “Besides
        breaking my diet?” Tam smirks. “I’m paying you back
        for the meet-and-greet ticket you bought.” He pauses as he
        picks up one of the wineglasses. “Well, not all of it. I kept
        my fee, but I paid you back the extra from the resale.” Tam
        reaches out and places the glass as close to me as he can reach
        across the island. Which, since he’s so tall, and his arm is
        long, is basically all the way.

      I
        pick it up and take a long drink. Then I set it aside because while
        it’s nice to have a drink, I am not
        drinking my way out of this awkwardness. Any progress made while
        drunk is inevitably lost in a new relationship like this. It
        essentially doesn’t even count.

      “I
        don’t understand. Why are you giving me money for that?”
        I ask him, but he doesn’t know how to respond to that either.
  “Wow, your family was clearly not as pushy as mine. I’m
        jealous. My family asks dozens of questions and doesn’t stop
        until you break and answer every single one.” I grin and then
        turn to grab a pair of seltzer waters out of the fridge. I’m
        hurt, but I don’t want Tam to know that. “So, where is
        the pool? I was promised an indoor pool …”

      “I’ll
        show you.” Tam stands up, leading me down a long hallway and
        through another glass door. It’s nice and steamy in here, the
        walls and ceiling made of glass to show off the growing PNW darkness.
        The trees kiss the glass on all sides, making this spot feel both
        wide-open and closed-in.

      “This
        is incredible.” I pop the top on my can, take a drink, and then
        set it aside. When I start to tug my shirt over my head, Tam reaches
        down and takes my wrists. Mine are crisscrossed, grasping the bottom
        of my shirt. Tam’s fingers curl around them and hold me still.

      “Don’t
        do that,” he tells me, nicely enough that I wonder if he even
        means it.

      “I’m
        wearing a swimsuit, you dick.” I step away from him, turn, and
        take my top off. I kick my shoes and pants off next before I climb
        in. I’m wearing a one-piece and not a bikini because I just
        don’t feel comfortable in them. Not a sexy bathing suit
        whatsoever, but it’s functional.

      I
        swim away from Tam, assuming that he’ll leave. Or sit on a
        chair with his phone. I’m definitely not expecting him to take
        off his shirt, to kick off his own pants. He is not wearing a swimsuit,
        but he hops in wearing his boxers, and I’m not complaining.

      “What
        is there to even do in a pool besides work out?” he asks, and I
        swear. How did the curse pick this guy? He’s not at all what I
        would’ve chosen for myself. I close my eyes, hold my breath,
        and sink under the water for so long that Tam moves over to me like
        he might force me out.

      I
        pop my head up, brush my wet hair back, and glare at him.

      “I
        feel sorry for you, you know that?” I tell him, and then I turn
        and grab the edge of the pool, pushing myself out and then moving
        over to a set of weighted rings on a shelf. Each one is larger than
        the next and marked with a certain number of points. “Move, so
        I can throw these.”

      Tam
        does, and then watches as I toss the handful into the water and let
        them sink.

      I
        walk up to the edge of the pool where he’s waiting, and I bend
        down in my bright red swimsuit, reaching out with a fist and giving
        him a look.

      “Rock-paper-scissors
        to see who goes first. Least amount of points washes the pots and
        pans from dinner.”

      Tam
        extends his hand slowly, a smile growing on his face, and we go in
        one-two-three until I kick his rock’s ass with paper.

      “Alright,
        now move again.” I wave him out of the way, take a few steps,
        and jump in.
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      Tam
        wins the ring toss which is fine because I was going to do the dishes
        anyway. This villa easily costs four-figures or more per night. How
        could I stay here and do nothing?

      “Want
        me to get a fire going?” Tam asks, and I assume there’s
        going to be a fireplace with a button, an electric flame with the
        flick of a switch. Instead, there’s a large stone hearth with a
        brick chimney wider than I am tall. He pats my arm when I don’t
        answer, smiling like he’s excited about this. “I’ll
        get the firewood.”

      Tam
        puts a jacket on since it’s dark out now, and he sticks his
        bare feet into boots. The front door shuts behind him, and an
        automatic porchlight comes on outside. I watch as he walks across the
        circular gravel drive in front of the house, disappears into a shed,
        and comes out with a round. That is, a round block of wood from a
        tree that still needs to be split.

      Tam
        sets it up on a stump near the shed door, hefts an axe, and cuts it
        in half. Then he quarters each piece, and does it all again until
        there’s a sizeable pile.

      I’m
        stunned.

      “Did
        you just …?” I start as I open the front door for him,
        and he appears laden with firewood.

      “Did
        I what?” he asks, setting it down on the stone hearth and then
        squatting to start the fire. He does use one of the host-provided
        fire starters which is at least a little more like what I expected
        out of him.

      “Why
        would an Airbnb make you cut your own firewood?”

      Tam
        laughs at that, rubbing his arm across the lower half of his face to
        clear away some droplets of water from outside. I think it’s
        misting right now. That’s what it looked like when the porch
        light came on.

      “They
        just had a new delivery today. The host said he’d send someone
        to come cut it for me, but I declined. I didn’t want anyone
        finding out that I was here.”

      Damn.
        I don’t think like that about people. I’ve never had to
        think like that about people. But Tam is considering whether the
        employee that was sent to cut the wood might film him or post his
        location online. That’s not a life I’d want to live,
        personally.

      Getting
        with Tam is going to require a sacrifice of some of the things I love
        most in life.

      I
        try to get used to the idea of that. If we start dating, it’ll
        get out. Everyone will know. I’ll be photographed and followed
        and filmed. I’ll be loved by random people, but I’ll
        probably be hated by more.

      The
        faster I can break the curse, the better. Then I can decide where Tam
        and I go from there.

      “Where
        did you learn to cut firewood?” I ask, giving him a look. “I
        don’t mean this in a bad way, but you seem like a city boy to
        me.”

      Tam
        grins and then shakes his head, standing up and leaving a nice, slow
        start to tonight’s fire.

      “The
        handkerchiefs, the bandages, the opening doors stuff. It was all my
        dad. The firewood, too. We lived in northern Washington, close to the
        border.” Tam shrugs and then he moves around me and into the
        kitchen. When he opens the fridge and starts doing the snack
          lean, looking for
        something to eat, I know it’s time to cook.

      “Ready
        for tacos?” I ask as he steals the lettuce and opens it, taking
        out a few leaves and stuffing them into his mouth.

      “That
        sounds perfect,” he says softly, eyes half-lidded. Ouch. When
        he’s thinking about food, he looks dreamlike, content and
        excited at the same time. Oh. Handsome.

      “Are
        you snacking on plain lettuce? It’s so sad that I can’t
        decide if it’s real or if you’re playacting for me.”

      “I
        always forget to playact around you,” he admits, like he’s
        sorry about it. Maybe he should be? He’s certainly nicer to other people. I
        hope that changes. If it weren’t for the curse, I would’ve
        already left. I should tell him that, so he understands.

      “Please
        answer the question about the lettuce,” I tell him as we trade
        places, and I take his spot in front of the fridge. He stays with me,
        sitting on the same stool as earlier. He’s wearing those
        goddamn gray sweatpants and a tight, white T-shirt. I’ve got on
        a loose T-shirt of my own and a pair of black exercise pants. We’re
        both barefoot. Our hair is wet.

      It’s
        very quiet in that house, especially when it starts to rain outside.
        It feels like the water is creating a curtain between us and the
        world.

      I
        bet you Joules assumed that Tam would block me, and he dropped me off
        on purpose.

      “Did
        you just stand here and watch me out the window for forty-five
        minutes?” I ask casually, getting out a cutting board so that I
        can chop the vegetables for pico de gallo.

      “I
  …” He sighs and sets the lettuce aside. “Fuck.”
        My head jerks up as I see him drag his fingers through his hair. “No,
        I was pacing. I didn’t know what to do. I hoped you’d
        stay, but I told myself I should want you to leave. Kaycee is my
        girlfriend, and I barely know you.”

      “I
        know.” I swallow and dig my knife into an onion. I think about
        what Joules said, how Kaycee and Tam have a contract that means they
        have to date publicly. That they’ve never had sex. That he
        doesn’t kiss her off camera.

      I
        want to ask him if he loves her, but would I be setting myself up for
        failure?

      I
        wash and dry my hands, and then grab my phone to pick a playlist. I
        make sure that there are none of Tam’s songs on it before I
        press play.

      When
        a song comes on that Tam knows, he sings it. I’m not even sure
        he’s aware that he’s doing it, borrowing one of my
        cutting boards to slice an avocado. He cuts that while I do the
        tomatoes. He mixes up the pico de gallo while I brown the meat. He
        grates the cheese while I fry the shells.

      We
        sit down together on the big couch in front of the fireplace, one of
        us at either end of the long, leather couch.

      “Rock-paper-scissors
        for movie choice?” Tam asks, turning to me, and I grin. We each
        set our plates in the middle, hold out our hands, and fight to the
        death. I win. “Are you cheating?” he asks, like he’s
        half-serious about it, and I just laugh.

      “What
        sort of movies are you into? If you say romance, I’ll die.”

      He
        shakes his head.

      “I
        like a little bit of everything,” he says, but it’s said
        in a weird, low tone that has my lower belly contracting. “I
        could go for a comedy tonight, though.”

      “Done.”

      I
        scroll through some new offerings, pick one with decent reviews, and
        hit play. We sit back and work on our food together. I finish three
        tacos, and Tam has nine in total (all wrapped in lettuce). He can
        wolf them down in two bites without trying, and he does it sitting
        with his legs crossed on the couch, and without dropping a single
        crumb.

      Impressive.

      Why
        do I like watching him eat so much? I
        force myself to stop, retrieving our dessert options from my purse.

      “I’ll
        let you pick,” I tell him, holding out an apple in one hand and
        a candy bar in the other.

      “This
        is a joke?” he asks, and I can’t hold back a grin and a
        shake of my head.

      “I
        figure that I win either way. One, I get the candy. Two, you spare me
        the calories from the candy. See what I mean?”

      Tam
        steals the candy bar, and I frown over at him several times as I’m
        forced to eat the apple.

      “Want
        to workout with me in the morning?” he asks absently, and I
        laugh at him.

      “Describe
        the word morning,”
        I command, taking another crunchy bite. Tam nods, and I swear, he
        sucks on the candy bar to taunt me.

      “Ten?”
        he asks, and I get the idea that this is late for him, that he’s
        moving the time for me. I nod. He smiles. My heart goes absolutely
        nuts. Sitting here alone in the dark with him is changing my
        perspective. It would definitely be hard to stay just friends with
        Tam. I’m not saying that I wouldn’t do it under normal
        circumstances (as in, without the curse), but I really like him.

      I’m
        crushing on him.

      I’m
        crushing on him, and he blocked me.

      I’m
        falling first, just like Joules warned me not to do.

      “I’ll
        go to bed after this,” I breathe, turning back to the movie. I
        make myself focus on it until I finish my apple. I toss the core,
        grab a new drink, and then try to get as comfortable as I can on that
        single square of couch.

      “You
        can stretch your legs out if you want,” Tam tells me, so I do,
        encroaching on that center cushion until my toes are a breath away
        from his thigh. Five minutes later, when he adjusts himself, we’re
        touching. He’s unconsciously man-spread his legs, and now my
        toes are tucked underneath his thigh.

      Tam
        must notice it, but he doesn’t react and neither do I.

      I’m
        the first to call it a night in the hopes that Tam does the same.

      “Please
        go to sleep,” I tell him as I stand up, but he’s at least
        turning the TV off and rising to his feet beside me.

      “I
        will.” Tam sounds sincere and thankful at the same time,
        trailing me silently up the stairs to our rooms. He put me in the one
        across from his. We pause together in the long hallway and then turn
        awkwardly toward each other at the same time. “You make me feel
        sixteen—in a good way,” Tam tells me, and then he smiles,
        walks into his room, and shuts the door.

      I
        stand there for several seconds, fumble my phone from my pocket and
        text Joules frantically.

      What
        does it mean? I demand
        when it takes too long for my brother to answer my first text
        explaining the situation.

      It
        means that you were right, and I was wrong. You’re doing good,
        Canoe. Just show him how wonderful I already know you are.

      I’m
  … a bit confused at that response. While it does sound like
        Joules, it’s not how he usually is. That’s how I know for
        sure that whatever it is he’s lying to me about is bad. I have
        to put more pressure on him so that he’ll tell me. How can I
        help if he won’t?

      I
        set my phone aside with an alarm for ten, crawl under the blankets,
        and turn the bedside lamp off. My room is huge, this gargantuan suite
        with a four-poster knotty-pine bed for ambience and plain white
        bedding that can be bleached between guests.

      When
        all is quiet, I close my eyes and put my hand between my legs. My
        finger slides down the seam of my pants, and I writhe. That
          feels better than usual. I’m
        so attracted to Tam right now that I’m having trouble thinking
        about anything else.

      With
        a frustrated sigh, I roll over and retrieve my phone and my earbuds
        case. I pop both of them in and relax into the pillows.

      With
        Tam’s music video for “Break
          Up With Me” playing
        on my phone, I put my hand back where it was. I stroke myself lightly
        with a single finger, watching him descend a set of stairs in a cloak
        of feathers. He’s got on a hoodie and a pair of jeans with it,
        his hair catching the light as he lifts his sweatshirt up to expose
        his abs. The dance move that follows is like a body roll that drops
        him to his knees. He fists his hand in the sweatshirt as he belts out
        the lyrics, rolling his head back on his neck. The camera zooms in on
        that angelic face with a devil’s mouth.

      Tam
        is so, so pretty, but he gets edgy very quickly. With the right
        lighting, the right style, he doesn’t look so nice anymore, and
        I guess that’s the appeal.

      I’m
        rubbing myself frantically through the fabric now, huffing and
        panting. I kick at the sheets, but my gaze remains locked on that
        video. I think about the heat of his thigh through his sweatpants. I
        think about water streaming down his strong shoulders and over his
        muscular arms when he climbed from the pool.

      I
        tell myself that in order to break the curse, I’ll have to find
        out what those rough hands feel like on the rest of my body.

      I
        entertain a guiltless fantasy. I’m alone in my room. Tam
        doesn’t know about it.

      I
        push my pants down and then kick them to one leg, discovering the
        well of wet heat at my center with a gentle circling of my finger
        around my opening. So
          slick. And all because
        my foot was tucked under Tam’s thigh?

      The
        curse gives me the excuse I need to put my anxieties aside, and I
        exhale to release the tension.

      Once
        I do, I feel my body redirect all of that energy to the parts of me
        that ache the most. My breasts want to be touched, so I drop the
        phone onto the pillow beside me. I give myself a squeeze with one
        hand, and I think about Tam’s palms brushing over my breasts in
        the dark of the escape room.

      I
        acted like it was nothing, but it was most definitely something. I wanted to press into
        his touch. I do that now, arching my back and pushing my chest into
        my own hand. His music is still working its way into my blood through
        the headphones, curling warm fingers of desire inside me. It spreads
        like hot, sticky honey over my skin as I break that barrier between
        my legs. I push, and two fingers slip right in.

      Oh.
        Tam. Thomas.

      I
        conjure up images of his pretty hair, jutting out at random angles
        from beneath his beanie. I recall the way his eyes met mine across
        the tabletop as he took my wrist in his hand and rubbed his thumb
        over the curse mark. I repeat the scenario in the escape room a dozen
        times over.

      My
        fingers push past tight inner muscles, and I realize that my body is
        contracting to thoughts of Tam. I’m moving my hips and
        fluttering around my own fingers like he’s the one inside of
        me. I fantasize about him opening the bedroom door and finding me
        like this, climbing into bed beside me, putting his mouth on the side
        of my neck.

      With
        a frustrated sound—I just don’t have enough hands—I
        abandon my breasts and drop my other hand to the swollen bud of my
        clitoris. I can barely stand touching it, even when I borrow my own
        lube to make it a little slippery. It’s too intense, but I
        can’t wait. I yank my panties back up my leg, tug them aside so
        that I can enter myself again, and I pet my clit through the fabric.

      It’s just this
        side of too much. It’s also just this side of not
        enough.

      I
        use my hands to the best of my ability, but I’m not very
        experienced with this, and I don’t know myself very well. I
        don’t know any sort of tricks to make myself come, to relieve
        the tension wound tight inside of me. With a moan of frustration, I
        roll onto my side and tuck a pillow between my thighs.

      I
        clutch at another pillow and try to breathe.

      I’m
        not going to get release tonight. I’m not going to be able to
        banish these X-rated thoughts of Tam or Thomas or whoever that man is
        in the room across the hall from me.

      One
        thing that I do know is this: he needs to break up with Kaycee, so
        that we can move forward.

      It
        isn’t fair to either Kaycee or me for us to keep going like
        this. Tam likes me, I know he does. I like him. And even if he …
        if he blocked me … I bury my face in my pillow to stifle a
        scream of frustration, and then I exhale to let the tension go.

      Tomorrow.
        I’ll ask him tomorrow.

      I
        fall asleep with Tam’s music as a lullaby.
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Lake
        was clearly upset when she found out that I’d blocked her.

      That’s
        what I think about as I do a thousand push-ups—not one more,
        not one less—on the floor in my bedroom. It’s either that
        or take a cold shower which I’ve already tried and that did
        nothing for me. It’s either that or … or …
        Push-ups. I’m going to keep doing push-ups, so that I can
        think.

      I
        knew when I hit that block button that I was doing something wrong. I
        knew with each hour that I looked at my phone and felt myself missing
        Lake that I wanted to make a different choice. Lake made it for us
        both by showing up here, and it makes me like her even more than I
        already did.

      Which,
        I guess, is a lot. Too much, maybe. I wasn’t drunk tonight, and
        I kept staring at her mouth. When she laughed. When she took a sip
        from a can. When she ate tacos.

      You
        should probably break up with Kaycee, I think. I should just do that. I should have the courage to take a
        risk like this for myself. Lake is a risk. Kaycee is a surety. But
        Thomas and Tam both prefer Lakelynn Frost. Not just prefer her, but
        genuinely like her. I’ve never wanted to just hang out with one
        person for hours on end, alone. I want to go to dinner with Lake, and
        talk with her, and walk across gravel barefoot with her standing next
        to me.

      I
        don’t even know what that means, but it feels good. It feels so
        good that I owe it to Kaycee to end things now before it gets serious
        with either her or Lake.

      I
        can see now why Kaycee wanted me to block Lake. She knew. Just like I
        kind of get that Kaycee prefers Joules over me. I’m not blind.

      With
        a groan, I roll onto my back and close my eyes, breathing hard from
        more than just the push-ups. My hand slaps around on the ground
        beside me until I locate my phone. I crack one eye to check the time.

      It’s
        two o’clock in the morning.

      Just
        eight hours until I meet Lake in the gym—there’s a
        good-sized one downstairs—so that we can work out together. She
        said she wanted to get started. I’ll make it fun for her. I try
        to imagine what it would be like to work out with someone other than
        Daniel who barely talks to me. Or my personal trainer who’s
        paid for his time.

      Lake
        could take one treadmill; I’d take the other. We could run and
        watch a show at the same time, and then we could talk about it. I
        could introduce her to some light strength training, and then if she
        finds she’s into fitness even a little, we could run a marathon
        together. I’ve always wanted to do that.

      You
        can’t run a marathon, Tam. You’d be outed, and your fans
        would swarm it, and ruin everything. I roll onto my side, but I’m not defeated just yet.

      I
        push up to a sitting position and shove sweaty hair off my forehead.
        Nobody online believes that I actually have strawberry blond hair.
        But I do. We just add pink to it so that it looks a little extra.
        It’s my eyebrows that are dyed. My lashes that are tinted.

      With
        a groan, I shove the heel of my hand into my eyes.

      Normally,
        on a night like this, I’d get up and pace. I might try to work
        on a song. I might keep working out. I might read a book. But Lake
        told me to go to sleep, and I want to be as rested as I can tomorrow.
        We’re going to spend the entire day together.

      The
        whole fucking day.

      What
        happened to Kaycee? I
        wonder, thinking that maybe it would’ve been good for her to
        show up so we could work this out. I hop up and take my phone with
        me, flicking off the overhead light, and I take a quick shower.
        Another cold one. Helps a little bit this time.

      Then
        I climb into bed and for the first time in months, I let myself have
        eight full hours of sleep.

      If
        I dream, it’s not about Kaycee Quinn.

       [image: ]

  79
        bobas left until they both die …



      

My
        alarm goes off just a few minutes before ten, and I scramble up into
        a sitting position. I’m not disoriented by the unfamiliar
        surroundings. I’m used to this. What would be weird is
        recognizing where I am first thing after waking up. I haven’t
        had that in a long time, not since my dad died.

      I
        hop out of bed and head straight for Lake’s room to see if
        she’s awake. When I open my door, I see that hers is still
        closed, so I wait until ten on the dot before I raise my fist to
        knock.

      My
        mind drifts back to yesterday, to Lake calling my name, her adorable
        face twisted in confusion and betrayal. I can barely stand it. What
        was I even thinking? Why did I leave her outside for so long?

      “Who
        hurt you, Sir Tom?” she
        asked me the other day. I’m so used to seeing the worst in
        people that I’m always on the offensive. I’m always
        attacking or avoiding or defending because opening myself up to
        people ends with me wearing a dog collar and barking, or it ends with
        a woman spraying me in the face with pepper spray when I turn down
        her sudden proposal. It ends with the guy from the production crew
        selling videos of our private interactions to the press, of us
        playing cards and talking aimlessly about life. It ends with an
        executive at Hype kissing me while I’m asleep, and me waking up
        startled to find this person standing over me, and—

      I
        shove my hands over my hair and wait until my breathing has slowed
        before I finally rap my knuckles on the door.

      “Lake?”
        I ask, and then I knock again. Another time. A third. When she
        doesn’t answer, I go back to my room and shower again, change
        my clothes. Now it’s ten-thirty, and I’m worried about
        her. I try to knock again, louder this time, a cop knock. “Lakelynn?”
        I wait and put my ear to the door. If she were showering, she’d
        be out by now, wouldn’t she? “Canoe?” That’s
        what Joules calls her, right? “River raft? Yacht? Paddle boat?
        Kayak?”

      I’m
        teasing now, but I’m also a little bit serious.

      My
        fingers itch to use the master key that came with the rental. I could
        unlock this door, just to check on her. But is that an invasion of
        her privacy?

      Fuck
        this, she could be hurt.

      I
        unlock the door and stumble in to find Lake passed out on the bed.
        She’s wearing panties and a T-shirt with no bra, a pillow
        tucked between her pale legs. I exhale sharply. I saw the freckles on
        her upper thigh last night in the pool, but this is … I’m
        entranced.

      I
        feel both heavy and restless. So
          soft. She was so soft at the escape room.

      I
        blink my way through it to stare at her face, smiling when I see that
        her mouth is wide open, that she’s oh so softly snoring, that
        one of her earbuds has fallen out and is lying on the white duvet.
        The other is still in her ear. When I step a little closer, I see
        that her phone is open and nearly dead, that my music video for “Break Up With
          Me” is playing
        on repeat.

      I
        put a hand over my mouth to stifle a laugh.

      What
  … what is this?

      Lake
        smacks her lips, gives a soft, sweet little inhale, and cuddles more
        deeply into the pillows.

      I
        move around the end of the bed—oh, there are her pants—and
        then I crawl onto the opposite side. With a single finger, I reach
        out and poke her in the shoulder. She slaps at me and grumbles under
        her breath.

      I
        do it again.

      “Joules,
        fuck off,” she whispers, nuzzling more deeply. I poke her a
        third time, and she makes a pained sound. “Joe, Maria, Lynn, I
        don’t care who it is. Go away.”

      Joe.

      I
        feel for her in that moment. I know what it’s like to wake up
        and forget for a brief moment that the person you love is dead. I
        give her shoulder a gentle shake this time, and she rolls over to
        crack her eyes.

      When
        she sees that it’s me lying there, she laughs and slaps a hand
        over her face.

      There
        are so many clues as to what she might’ve been doing in here
        last night. I try not to notice them, but the way she’s lying
        across from me, body curved like that, it’s inviting. I scoot a
        little closer, but not too close. My pulse is so quick that I feel
        dizzy, just like I do before a big show. Only … this is more
        intense than that.

      “Were
        you touching yourself in here?” That’s
        what I’d ask if I didn’t have a girlfriend. For the first
        time in my life, I want to flirt with someone because I want to flirt
        with someone. Not because it’s my job. Not because the CEO
        asked me to. Just because.

      Just
        because.

      I
        roll onto my back and put an arm behind my head, staring up at the
        forest green canopy above us. It’s plaid, I think, with brown
        and white threaded into the pattern.

      “Hi,”
        Lake says after a few minutes of rustling blankets and a bit of
        silence. “We were supposed to work out, huh?”

      “Mm-hmm.”
        I turn my head, so that I can see her. She’s burrowed even
        further into the bedding, blankets covering half of her face. I reach
        out and casually tug the fabric down so that I can see her mouth. “I
        tried calling out to you, knocking. I was starting to get worried, so
        I let myself in. I hope … that’s okay.”

      My
        voice is getting low and husky, and I know immediately that I have to
        get out of that room.

      Why
        did I even come in here in the first place? I should’ve gently
        shook her awake and then politely left. But here I am, lying on the
        same bed. Lake might’ve pulled up the blankets, but my body is
        hyperaware of the fact that she’s not wearing any pants.

      That
        she … there’s … she
          was masturbating to my music video. I
        know she’s not the only person who does that. There could be …
        hell, I guess there could be thousands of people or more who do that.
        The difference is that I don’t think Lake was one of those
        people until she started getting to know me.

      “About
  … what you walked into …” She sits up and clears
        her throat, reaching both hands up to gather her hair together, as if
        she’s going to put it into a ponytail and then realizes she has
        no hair tie. I smile as she lets it go again, sea green strands
        swinging down on either side of a worried, freckled face. I stress
        her out. She looks at me like I’m about to bolt at any given
        moment, and I suppose she isn’t wrong about that. I’m
        always on edge with new people—for good reason. “I can
        explain.”

      “What’s
        there to explain? You fell asleep listening to music.” And
          had no pants on. There
        are other cues that I’m picking up on, cues that make me want
        to shift a little closer to her. I turn onto my side again, and we’re
        too close. I should probably leave. “Don’t worry about
        it.”

      “I
        don’t usually …” Lake clears her throat, and I
        struggle to hold back a smile. I’m reminded of the condoms in
        the SUV, the ones that spilled all over the floor while she was
        wearing nothing but expensive lingerie. Does
          she have that lingerie with her? I
        wonder. In her duffel
          bag? In this room? “Anyway,
        let me get dressed, and I’ll … do whatever it is that
        you tell me to do?”

      It’s
        a question, and a joke. It’s about working out. My mind and my
        body take the words in an entirely different way.

      “Sure
        thing.” I roll away from her and off the bed, landing on my
        feet. I’ve got a massive boner now, and I’d prefer if she
        didn’t see it. I face away from her, like I’m interested
        in parting the curtains to look out the window at the trees.

      She
        doesn’t usually what? I
        want to know. I want to ask. But I can’t ask those sorts of
        things until I talk to Kaycee first. I have to talk to Kaycee.
        Maybe tomorrow when I go into town for the special meet and greet? I
        think the people coming to this one were chosen from a nationwide
        contest, but it’s Jacob’s job to keep track of those
        things, so I’m not sure. I just show up where I’m
        supposed to show up, when I’m supposed to show up.

      I
        push my tongue against my cheek and try to figure out the best way to
        escape this room.

      “Hey,
        Thomas.”

      I
        turn over my shoulder to look at Lake, and then I’m reminded
        that she isn’t wearing a bra under her T-shirt, and my breath
        gets caught in my chest.

      “Yeah?”

      She
        looks down at the blankets, toying with the edge of the sheet. But
        the courage flees her face as I study her. I wet my lips. I blocked
        her number. I left her outside. She can’t keep being the brave
        one between us. I have
        to do something, or I’m worthless.

      “Can
        you please leave?” Lake asks as gently as she can, smiling as
        she looks up at me. “I can’t get out of bed until you
        go.”

      “Right.”
        I laugh and ruffle up my hair, booking it out of there and hoping
        that it’s too dim for her to see that I’m about to come
        in my pants. I close the door behind me and then retreat into my own
        room.

      Strip.
        Cold shower. I want to
        touch myself, but I don’t dare do it right now. Maybe later.

      We
        meet back up in the hallway, and I see that she’s got no proper
        workout clothes, just the same pants from last night, a new shirt
        with a red warthog on it, and sneakers. I want to buy her some nice
        things to exercise in, but I don’t … I don’t know
        how to say that.

      “I’ll
        show you where the gym is.” I turn and head down the stairs and
        in the same direction as the pool, bypassing that door for the next.
        I open it and step into a cool space with mats, weights, and as many
        machines as the nice hotels I stay in. “What would you say is
        your fitness level?” I turn to study Lake as she peeks into the
        room like she’s never seen a gym before.

      “Zero?”
        she suggests, but I watched her run yesterday with that heavy duffel
        bag in hand. I smile. My feet are a little sore from the gravel, and
        I think that was the point. She made me work to keep her here. I
        respect that.

      I
  … shit.

      “Why
        don’t we start with a gentle jog on the treadmill?” I
        gesture her over to the machine, let her climb up on it, and type in
        some settings that I think she’ll do well with. She starts with
        a walk as I move over to my own machine, but then the first jogging
        session starts, and she gasps in pain.

      I’m
        right there for her in a way I’ve never wanted to be right
          there for anyone else
        in my life.

      I
        have a crush on a fangirl. One who believes she’s cursed. Jacob
        was right: I am an
        idiot.

      “My
        boobs,” Lake groans, walking as the treadmill slows. She
        must’ve hit the stop bottom. My eyes drop to her hands as she
        grabs her ample chest, squeezes, rubs. I can’t breathe. I’m
        also sporting another boner, and I want to leave this room. I cross
        my arms on the edge of the treadmill and lean in, chin resting on my
        forearms.

      “I’m
        sorry?” I ask, trying to figure out what she means. Lake pauses
        and then slants a look over at me, hands still rubbing at her chest.
        I wonder if she’s thinking about the escape room, about my
        palms skimming over her softness. Lately, I’ve been wondering
        what it would feel like to tuck her up against me and put my nose
        against the side of her neck, breathe her in.

      “I
        need a sports bra, Tam.”

      I
        need a sports bra, Tam.

      She
        may as well have asked me to fuck her. What is happening to me? I’m
        around beautiful women all
          the time. I have two
        dance teams: an all-male dance team, and an all-female dance team. I
        work with the female dancers twice as often, hold them in my arms,
        dip them, roll my body against their tight, lean forms. I have women
        profess their love to me in signs, in screams, in letters too long to
        read.

      But
  … nothing as powerful as that.

      I
        stand up straight, dropping my arms from the edge of the machine, and
        I close my eyes for a minute.

      “Sorry.
        I can do other things though. Lift weights. Or … is that a
        Stairmaster? I could probably handle that.”

      I
        breathe through it and open my eyes again.

      “Yeah,
        let’s do the Stairmaster.”

      Lake
        keeps looking sideways at me as I get her set up, leaving her there
        so that I can stick my earbuds in and run as fast as I can on that
        treadmill to clear my head. I run and run and run. I only take breaks
        to move Lake from one activity to the next, to watch her drink water
        from my water
        bottle. I gave it to her to use while we’re in here, and I like
        the look of the sea green and silver bottle with her hair.

      “Okay,
        I’m spent,” she pants an hour later, and I take a break
        from running to smile. I even clap my hands for her. I’m
        genuinely thrilled that she came down here to do this with me. “So,
        um, you do this every day?”

      “Want
        to do it again with me tomorrow?” I ask, and her answering
        smile is enough motivation to get me through the fan-call event that
        I have tonight. It’s the only thing on my schedule for today,
        but I’m feeling resentful that I can’t have the whole day
        with Lake.

      “I’d
        love that,” she says, and then she’s throwing a wet hand
        towel over her neck and leaving me alone in the gym.

      “I’ll
        make breakfast,” I call out to her before she can get too far.
  “Go shower and meet me in the kitchen.”

      “Yes,
        sir!” she shouts back, and I get the weirdest thrill. I rub my
        hand down my sweaty face and laugh to myself. Yeah, I’m in
        trouble. I’m in big trouble.

      I
        have a girlfriend. That girlfriend is Kaycee fucking Quinn. I have a contract that
        says we’re dating. I have to take her on a date the day after
        tomorrow—a livestreamed date. What can I even do here? I can
        break up with Kaycee in private, let her know that I’ll keep
        going with public appearances, but that I can’t be her
        boyfriend for real.

      With
        another sigh, I head back upstairs, hit another cold shower, and then
        dress myself to see Lake. She seemed to like the gray sweatpants.
        Women, in general, seem to like gray sweatpants, so … that
        works. I put on a T-shirt from last year’s concert, and find
        Lake waiting for me on a stool at the kitchen island.

      “Whatever
        you’re going to cook,” she says without looking up from
        her phone. I wonder if she’s talking to Joules. If she is, I
        wonder if he has
        spoken to Kaycee. As far as I can tell, I’m still blocked. I
        should’ve told her no right then and there in the restaurant,
        and then life would be a little less murky right now. “Are you
        going to eat it?”

      “No,”
        I admit, moving over to the fridge and pulling out the lettuce. I’ll
        snack on this while I cook for Lake, and then I’ll eat a
        grapefruit and a protein bar and call it a day. “But I’d
        really like to watch you eat it.”

      “I
        like watching you eat, too,” she admits, looking up from the
        screen. I don’t know how to respond to that or what it even
        means, but it sticks there in my brain alongside I
          need a sports bra, Tam. Don’t
        think about it. Don’t do it. Don’t, don’t, don’t.
  “You should eat more.”

      “I
        have a nutritionist,” I admit, almost sheepishly. “And a
        personal trainer. I’m okay.”

      She
        sighs, but she lets me cook for her.

      I
        make a big, fluffy stack of pancakes from scratch with the
        ingredients I asked my assistant to pick up last night. Maggie has
        the weirdest job, driving all the way into town to grocery shop for
        me in the middle of the night. I present them to Lake with a
        flourish, offering up a bottle of maple syrup and butter to go with
        it.

      “I’m
        shocked,” she admits, and I laugh. “You have time to
        learn new languages, new dance routines, new songs, work out, and
        also you cook?”

      “No.”
        I put up a single finger. “I cook only one thing, and this is
        it. My dad taught me to make pancakes.”

      “Your
        dad sounds awesome,” Lake tells me as she cuts into the
        pancakes and puts her fork to her mouth. I watch that fork with envy.
        I look at the shape of her mouth. I edge closer and lean in without
        meaning to.

      Everything
        that I usually do on purpose, I’m doing on accident.

      For
        her.

      “What
        does a person even do with a whole day of nothing?” I ask her,
        and she looks up suddenly, wide-eyed. When she reaches out and plucks
        my phone from my hands, I gape at her.

      “This
        is what they do.” She shuts my phone off and sets it aside,
        standing up and moving over to the fireplace. She pauses at the shelf
        next to it, and grabs two video game remotes. “We play Just
          Dance together, play
        pool together, play in the pool together, eat. Go
        on a walk in the woods. We make memories, Tam. Core memories.”

      I
        have no idea what Just
          Dance is, but I’m
        sure I’ll be good at it. Dancing is what I do best. I might
        even be a better dancer than I am a singer.

      I’m
        definitely better at both of those things than I am at being a
        boyfriend.
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I
        kick Tam’s ass at Just
          Dance. He claims that
        it’s because his remote is broken or because of where he’s
        standing. Bullshit. The game involves watching a character onscreen
        dance, and then using your remote to imitate their movements. I’m
        so good at it that I get nearly perfect scores—to Tam’s own music.
        The game has like six of his songs on it.

      “You’re
        trying to actually dance, Tam. That’s not what the game is
        about.” I move behind him, and I grab right onto his hips. He’s
        moving them around too much, and he’s not paying any attention
        to the game remote.

      He
        goes so stiff in my grip that I release him like his skin is on fire,
        stumbling back and falling onto the couch. He turns over his shoulder
        to look at me, and his expression is as weird as it was this morning.
        In the bedroom. On the treadmill.

      “It’s
        nice that you can gyrate your hips like that, but the game only cares
        what you do with this.” I shake the remote at him, but he just
        swallows, and I find that I can appreciate the shape of his neck. His
        Adam’s apple is particularly nice. Not sure I’ve ever
        noticed a guy’s Adam’s apple before.

      There’s
        sexual tension between me and Tam Eyre.

      We
        have sexual tension.

      I
        know he can feel it. I can see it. He smells like he wants me. I
        don’t know how I know that. I just do. I fold my hands in my
        lap and purse my lips as he takes a few steps back and falls onto the
        couch. Doesn’t turn around. Just falls onto it.

      I
        wait for him to put a pillow over his lap, and he does.

      “Gyrating
        my hips is the only reason I sell out concert stadiums,” he
        says absently, letting his head fall back on the couch so that he can
        stare up at the rafters in the ceiling.

      I
        scoff, and he turns his head to look at me.

      “Don’t
        say things like that.” I swallow and then clear my throat,
        forcing myself to keep my gaze on his. “I’m sorry that I
        said those rude things about your music. I was wrong. I’ve read
        the lyrics to “I
          Want to See You (Dad)” about
        a hundred times.” I feel my throat go dry, so I stand up and
        head into the kitchen to grab a water.

      Tam
        follows me.

      “Were
        you thinking about Joe when you read them?” he asks gently, and
        I turn to see that he is right
          fucking there again.
        It’s not accidental, him getting that close to me. I just …
        I don’t know if everybody feels this exact same way with Tam.
        He winks and wets his lips, bats his lashes, molds his body into
        aesthetically pleasing shapes. It’s all part of the deal, and I
        see girls fanning themselves around him all the time.

      So
  … if I’m in need of a fan myself right now, what does
        that mean? Do we actually have sexual tension or
        is it manufactured?

      But
        no. No. He stares at my mouth a lot. He meets my eyes. He moves close
        to me even when he thinks I won’t notice him doing it. Especially if
        he thinks I won’t notice. Like last night when he came into the
        kitchen to grab the cheese block, and he brushed his arm purposely
        against mine.

      I
        scratch the curse mark on my wrist; it’s burning again.

      “Yeah,
        I was thinking about Joe.” I take another drink of my water to
        chase the pain down. “I’m always thinking about Joe.”

      “Well,
        it hasn’t been very long. You’re fine. Even if it had
        been a long time, you’d still be fine. You can think of someone
        who’s dead as much as you want because that’s the only
        time you get to spend with them. The past.” Tam wets his lips
        and then I turn, and he looks down. He takes a step closer.

      I
        want to tell him everything about Joe, how Joules and I grew up
        alongside our cousin like he was our sibling, too. How he made every
        day exciting, how he could turn the mundane into the extraordinary,
        how he could stop a fight between me and Joules with a single word.

      Then
        I want to kiss Tam Eyre. I want him to kiss me. I want to know what it’d feel like if he put his arms around
        me, if he hugged me.

      I
        think he might do it for a second there. But then there are footsteps
        from the other side of the house and his manager, Jacob, appears with
        an iPad in hand.

      “You
        have a fan call tonight,” Jacob says without preamble, and my
        skin goes cold. I grab Tam by the shoulders, and he turns a startled
        look in my direction. But then his hands flex, and I think he sort of
        wishes that he could grab me right back.

      “Stand
        up for yourself tonight. These fan calls are insane. Nobody has a right to treat you that way. Being famous is not an excuse.” I
        give his arms a little pat and then release him. He stares down at a
        spot on his bicep and then looks back to me.

      “I’m
        not allowed to
        get angry,” he whispers, and his words sound like a cry for
        help.

      I
        don’t argue anymore, but … I have ideas.

      “Please
        don’t interfere with the fan call,” Jacob says, his words
        directed at me, and Tam gives him a nasty look which I sort of
        appreciate.

      “Jake,
        don’t tell her what to do. She isn’t your client, okay?”

      “No,
        but she’s here with you which makes her my problem.”
        Jacob turns and flees the room, and Tam moves like he might go after
        him. I put my hand on his arm which stops him again, but then I
        remember that he blocked me. I can’t get over it. I think about
        the way he pushed my hand off his leg at dinner. I think about when
        he pushed me away from him at the Japanese gardens.

      I
        also think about him lying on the bed with me this morning.

      “Want
        to take a walk?” I ask, and he exhales, like he was hoping I
        wouldn’t get angry. Jacob is technically right about me. I am
        here to mess things up. And I probably will mess things up for
        Tam. But I’m also not going to let us both die because my
        presence might cause a blip in Tam’s career.

      “That
        sounds nice. Meet me back here in ten? I want to change.”

      I
        nod, and he heads upstairs.

      I
        don’t need to change, so I just wait. Takes him a good thirty
        minutes to come back, but when he does, he’s … he looks
        like an ad for the West Coast. His burgundy North Face jacket,
        Fjällräven pants, brown hiking boots that’ve clearly
        never been used. He has a white beanie on his head, and he walks
        right over to me and yanks a sea green one down over mine.

      “Wear
        a hat, at least.” Tam moves around me and opens the patio door,
        holding his hand out to indicate that I should go first. As I pass
        by, he gives me his jacket from yesterday, the one he cut wood in.
        It’s oversized and warm, and it smells like him in a way that
        goes beyond shampoo or cologne.

      There
        are no words for this smell. It’s just, when I breathe it in,
        the smell makes me think of him. I know this is his jacket. I know
        that he was wearing this recently.

      “What
        does a person even do out in the middle of the woods like this?”
        he asks, and I start to realize that he’s been teasing me all
        along. Oh my God. I glance his way, and he’s got this adorable
        smirk on his face that turns him into something edgy and fae-like.

      I’d
        forgotten about my own initial observation: Tam is not stupid, but
        devious. He is not naïve, but clever.

      I
        said this fucker is
          going to cause me trouble.

      I
        scent it on the air, on a day when things feel easy and perfect.

      This
        is not going to last.

      “What
        happened with Kaycee?” I ask as we walk, stuffing my hands into
        my pockets. No phone this time. I almost smile at the memory, but I’m
        too nervous to hear Tam’s response to my question. I figured
        it’d be easier if I just got the hard stuff out of the way.

      “Nothing
        other than what I’ve told you,” Tam says, but his eyes
        are glazed again in thought. He blinks through it like he’s
        wading through fog, and then he stops. Turns. He leans in and stares at a mushroom growing
        from the trunk of a tree. His eyes shift to the side, to a dewy web
        with an orb weaver in it. Tam looks fascinated, like he’s never
        been outside in his entire life.

      “I
        thought you grew up in Washington?” I ask, and then a branch
        falls from above us and obliterates the spider’s web. Tam
        curses and steps back, but I also see him swipe his finger out. He
        collects a bit of the spider’s web—with the spider on
          it—and then
        moves it to another tree.

      This
        is like the firewood cutting all over again.

      “I
        don’t get outside much,” he says with a tired-sounding
        sigh. Hands tucked into pockets. Slick, boyish grin over his shoulder
        at me. I can’t believe he’s about to turn twenty-seven.
        Nobody would ever believe that. “But I love being outside.”

      “Do
        you like to roll around in dirt?” I tease, thinking of my
        cousins and my brother. We all got drunk together, right before Joe
        died. Even Marla was there. We were all way past sobriety, and it
        started raining all of a sudden, doused our bonfire. We had a mud
        fight. In our twenties. I’ve never loved my family more.

      “I
        would if I could,” Tam replies mildly, and then I turn and push
        him so that he veers off the path and into a puddle, splattering mud
        everywhere. All over his new pants. His new jacket. His pristine
        shoes. His mouth parts in surprise in that way I like, and then he
        turns to give me a look. “I see how it is. The next time I see
        a spider, I’m putting it in your hair.”

      “If
        you do that, I will stab you. Even Daniel
        won’t be able to stop me.” I waltz past him, but he’s
        laughing too hard to follow.

      “I
        knew you weren’t as cool as you pretended to be,” he says
        from behind me, and then he goes running uphill like it’s
        nothing, pausing to turn around and wait for me. The pink in his
        cheeks from the cold, the tiny mud splatters on his chin, the full
        shape of his lower lip and that dramatic cupid’s bow on the
        upper.

      I
        meet Tam’s eyes.

      “I
        wear lingerie under my hot dog costume. Of course I’m cool, Tam.”

      I
        walk past him humming, and he spins around to join me, and then we
        just walk.

      We
        don’t talk for the rest of the two-hour hike.
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Leaving
        Lake to take that fan call is not the easiest thing I have ever done.

      “I
        fucking hate these,” I whisper to Jacob before I step out of
        the bedroom we commandeered for hair and makeup. Nobody else is in
        here or else I would never have dared to even whisper something like that.
        Can I tell my fans that I hate their fan calls?

      I
        don’t want to wear a dog collar anymore. I don’t want to
        bark. I don’t want to roleplay dates or marriages or what I’d
        be like as a dad to their kids. It’s horrible. I feel
        humiliated.

      “Just
        one more, and we won’t do another until next year, okay?”
        Jacob pats my shoulder, and I nod, checking my makeup in the hallway
        mirror. Doesn’t look like I’m wearing any makeup at all,
        but it’s a lot. Lake saw me without it this morning. Yesterday,
        too, come to think of it.

      She
        didn’t look at me any differently.

      My
        brows are dark, a bit of shadow around my eyes to deepen them, a dash
        of shine on my bottom lip. I ruffle my own hair though it already
        looks properly tussled.

      “Tomorrow,
        our schedule starts up again. I’d rather we stayed in a hotel
        in town than stay here again. You did tell me that you’d
        consider skipping the last night here.”

      “I
        changed my mind,” I tell Jacob, and then I escape into the room
        where we’ll be filming. The whole crew is in here, Daniel
        included. I take a seat in a chair surrounded by white screens.
        They’re to the left of, in front of, and to the right of me, to
        reflect light and make me look my best.

      Behind
        me, there’s a carefully curated backdrop of normalcy. The
        windows, with the trees outside visible. A small side table with a
        lamp. Very cozy. Very homey.

      I
        yawn, and somebody—it’s Maggie, thanks Maggie—gives
        me an energy shot.

      I
        got quality sleep last night thanks to Lake, but I’m still
        tired. Can’t make up for years of two-to-three-hour nights and
        feel rested after one good one.

      “Here’s
        the script for today. Doesn’t have to be verbatim, just to give
        you some idea.” Jacob hands over his iPad, and I look down at
        the screen.

      Fan’s
        name is Jessica. You’ll be roleplaying with her as a husband.
        She’s your wife, and you just came home from work. Try to make
        it sound like a dating sim. Keep things light and PG-13, but make it
        seem real.

      I
        close my eyes.

      “Got
        it?” Jacob asks, taking the iPad from me. I’ve been doing
        this since I debuted at thirteen years old. I know what I’m
        doing, but I hate it even more now than I used to. I open my eyes and
        nod.

      We’re
        given a countdown, and I smile. I can see myself in the monitor on my
        right, so I’m able to check on my own facial expressions. I
        look like I did in the morning when I stared at myself in the mirror
        and thought about Lake. This is exactly what I looked like.

      My
        smile slips, and then there’s a video on another monitor. The
        fan’s face is hidden which happens sometimes if they request
        anonymity, but … here I am, and everyone can see me and
        everyone knows who I am.

      “Hey
        Jessica,” I say, like I know her, and then she screams and
        starts laughing. “I hear you have some questions for me?”

      It
        takes her a minute of giggling and stumbling over her own words to
        get it out, but I just laugh along with her, and I wonder what Lake
        would think if she could see me right now. She might, on her phone
        downstairs or something. But if she were here, would she be able to
        tell that I’m uncomfortable?

      For
        years, I’ve had zero boundaries. None. Anyone could look or
        touch or think or want anything about me, and I’m just there. I
        belong to everybody, and it’s exhausting.

      Yet,
        I would rather die than give it up.

      What
        does that make me?

      “If
        you were my husband, and you came home from work and found me in a
        silk robe, what would you do first?” the girl asks me, and I
        force myself to keep my breathing calm. We all know what she’s
        getting at, but I have to play coy and pretend like I don’t
        know.

      “I’d
        probably pour you a glass of wine,” I say, which is my usual
        generic response to this sort of thing. But then I think about Lake
        and pouring her some wine last night. My expression shifts a little,
        and Jessica giggles again. If I were truly looking at her this way,
        maybe her giggles would be warranted. But I’m not thinking
        about her. She doesn’t even exist. “I’d only let
        you cook if I beat you in the ring toss game we played in the pool.
        I’d let you pick the movie. I’d let you tuck your foot
        under my thigh in case your toes were cold.”

      “Oh,”
        Jessica breathes, and Jacob is smiling, giving me a nod of approval.
        Daniel is staring with narrowed eyes like he always does. Maggie
        waits nearby with a bottle of water in her hand. “That’s
  … nice.” Jessica wets her lips, and it stays silent for
        so long that she decides to fill the space for us. Jacob is waving at
        me, but I’m just sitting there, thinking. “What else?
        Would you take me to bed?” I exhale to force out the discomfort
        of that question. “Tam, I love you. Every song. I’ve
        loved you since you debuted. You’re amazing.”

      “Thank
        you so much for riding this journey out with me. I know I wasn’t
        very experienced in the beginning, but I hope I’m improving and
        getting better. I just want all of my fans to be proud of me.”
        I smile, thankful that we’re nearly done with this. At least
        these fan calls only last a few minutes.

      “Would
        you go on a date with me, Tam Eyre?” Jessica asks, and I see
        Jacob nodding in approval. He’s not telling me to say yes, but
        I know he’s monitoring the live comments and that he likes what
        he sees. He looks up and then nods again, this time as an
        affirmative.

      Wait.
        He does want me to say yes?

      “If
        I weren’t already dating Kaycee Quinn, you know that I would,”
        I tell her with a gentle whisper that has her chest and neck
        blushing. Still can’t see her face. “I’ll talk to
        you later, Jessica, okay?”

      Only,
        I never will. I won’t even remember her later.

      “I
        love you, Tam. You’re so hot you’d make the stars cry,”
        she calls out, and I beg the director to cut the video and give me
        the all-clear. “I’d have your babies, Tam Eyre. I love
        you so much. I love you.”

      The
        call ends, and I smile one more time for the camera.

      “I
        appreciate and love all of my Tambourines. Remember to stay cute,
        confident, and true to yourself.” I make a heart with my thumb
        and pointer finger, blow a kiss, and then I stand up and walk out.

      “Good
        work today,” Jacob says as I breeze past him, heading back in
        the direction of the main house. We’re in the mother-in-law
        unit right now. I wasn’t willing to bring a whole crew down on
        Lake when I have her here as a guest.

      I
        head into the house, wanting to talk to her, curious to see what her
        response to that video was.

      But
        then I find her asleep on the sofa, one arm slung over the side,
        phone on the ground beside her hand. I pick it up and find my video
        open on her screen. I see a comment that she submitted a few minutes
        before the official start of the livestream.

      I
        don’t understand why this sort of disrespect is allowed. Save
        Tam Eyre from this hell. Her
        comment has thirty-thousand likes, but it’s the only one she
        ever posted. She must’ve fallen asleep fairly quickly. It is
        late, nearly four in the morning. The fan caller was from the UK, so
        we had to work on her timetable.

      I
        squat down beside Lake and reach out, giving her shoulder a gentle
        shake.

      Lake’s
        eyelids flutter open, and I see right to the root of my problem.

      I’m
        afraid of what I’m feeling.

      I
        don’t want to mess up the career that I sacrificed everything
        to have. I also deserve to have a personal life, to be happy.

      “Wait,
        are you done?” Lake asks, struggling to sit up and then wiping
        her mouth with the sleeve of my jacket. She must’ve gotten cold
        and put it back on after I left. I like the way she looks in it, the
        fabric voluminous and wrinkled around her.

      “All
        done.”

      “Shit,
        I’m so sorry. I don’t know how that happened.” Lake
        grabs her phone and tries to press start on the video, but I reach
        out and take her wrist. “You don’t want me to watch it?”
        she asks, and I shake my head. Lake thinks for a minute, nods, and
        then draws her hand away and slips her phone in her pocket. She could
        be recording us right now, could be waiting for something scandalous
        to happen between us so that she can post it.

      Something
        dark stirs in me, and I see why she called me mean-spirited before.
        It must’ve been these urges that she was sensing, the ones that
        are telling me to make something scandalous happen so that I can test her. I want Lake to
        pass my test so badly. I want to push her to the limit and watch her
        show up like she did yesterday.

      I’m
        awful.

      There’s
        a pillow on the floor, so I drop to my knees on it, exhaling and
        trying to let the shame and humiliation from the fan call go. Nobody
        is ever relaxed around me, so I can never be relaxed around them.
        Nobody is real. They’re always on their best behavior, looking
        to win me over. And the only time they’re being honest is if
        they’re being rude.

      “Hey,”
        Lake says, leaning forward and putting her elbows on her knees. “You
        look tired, and I’m definitely tired. Do you want a cup of tea
        before bed? I bought chamomile.”

      A
        cup of tea? Just a normal cup of tea and then some sleep? That’s
        it, all she’s asking out of me?

      “I’d
        love that,” I tell her, and she nods, rising from the cushions
        and heading into the kitchen. I turn and put my back against the
        couch, sitting on the cushion on the floor with my legs kicked out.
        Lake hums as she starts the electric kettle and sets up two mugs with
        tea bags.

      I’m
        half-asleep when she brings one to me, but I accept it and find
        myself relaxing when she turns off all the lights and sits on the
        left side of the couch. I’m on the floor in the middle, so she
        isn’t all that far from me. Her toes brush against my back when
        she adjusts her legs.

      “Sorry,”
        she says, and I like that she apologizes for touching me. Every time.
        If I push her back, she moves away and lets me have space. But I also want her
        to touch me. I don’t know how to reconcile those two things.
  “If you don’t want me to see the video, I assume it was
        pretty bad?”

      “I’ve
        been through worse,” I admit, and memories of that dog collar
        claw their way into my brain. “One lady asked me if I’d
        send her some of my sperm because she wanted to have a baby. I
        wouldn’t even have to raise it or give her child support.”
        I laugh, and then I can’t stop laughing. I almost spill my tea.
  “Who would want a baby with a man like that anyway?” I
        ask, looking over my shoulder at Lake.

      “That’s
  … maybe I shouldn’t tell you this.”

      I
        turn fully toward her, one arm thrown on the couch cushion by her
        leg, the other holding my mug.

      “Tell
        me.” I’m serious. I want to hear this. Lake shifts in
        discomfort, her eyes darting away from me.

      “When
        I was working your merch table, I heard a couple of girls trying to
        figure out if they could get jobs as hotel maids at places you’re
        staying. One of them said she wanted to steal your used tissues from
        the bedside trash can, so that she could rub them—”

      “No.”
        I shake my head and take a sip of my tea. “You’re right.
        I was better off never knowing about that.” I pause and try not
        to be grateful that I always flush it down the toilet. A cum-soaked
        tissue in my trash can is national fucking news.

      I
        take another sip of my tea.

      “Let’s
        pretend your phone call was with my brother Joules. It’s just
        us here, alone. If you want to talk shit about Joules, you should do
        it. Tell me what Joules did that hurt you.” Lake’s
        suggestion is casual but loaded. This is as good a time as any to put
        some trust in her.

      She’s
        also cute, trying to offer me a way to spill my real feelings about
        my fans under the pretense of gossiping about her brother.

      I
        decide to tell Lake the truth.

      “Sometimes,
        I just want to scream: do
          you even like my fucking music? It
        feels like everyone wants to sleep with me or date me, like they
        don’t give a crap about the songs. Other times, I stand onstage
        and let my head fall back, and I want to absorb the energy of the
        crowd. I love it.” More tea. It’s good. I don’t
        know the last time I had a cup of chamomile before bed. And Lake made
        it for me? I exhale. “I know that for every crazy fan, there
        are a hundred good ones. Those are the people I sing for, that I
        dance for.”

      “You’re
        allowed to say no to anyone, at any time,” Lake tells me
        gently, but she doesn’t understand. As popular as I am, there
        are always people above me. The Hype CEO collects paychecks from
        dozens and dozens of megastars. Would she be able to ruin me if I
        disobeyed her? I don’t know. But she could knock me down from
        the top, and I’m not ready for it. I’m just not.

      “I’m
        not allowed to say no, and I’m not allowed to be angry.”
        I think about how I can be extra testy with my mom, with Jacob, with
        Daniel even. It’s not fair to them, for me to be comfortable
        with so few people that I take all my negative emotions out on them. Lakelynn. I do it to
          her, too.

      “You
        could start your own label if you wanted. Thomas, you are Tam. You’re
        Tam.” She pokes me in the middle of my back with a toe, stands
        up and snatches my mug. “Tell someone no sometime soon.
        Tomorrow. Do it tomorrow. Say something outrageous and tell someone
        no. I dare you.” Lake puts the mugs in the sink, waves at me
        over her shoulder, and disappears up the stairs.

      I
        could marry someone like this, I
        think, and I fantasize about having Lake by my side for the rest of
        my life. Having a friend around always. Being able to … fuck
        that friend. I want to fuck her. I do.

      But
        I can’t.

      I
        absolutely cannot do that.

      I
        dial Kaycee up again, but I’m still blocked. I send her a text
        telling her that we really need to talk. If I don’t hear from
        her, then she’ll be at our ‘date’ in a few days.
        She’s contractually obligated to be there, just like I am.

      I
        exhale and then I go upstairs, and I do one thousand-and-one push-ups
        before I go to sleep.

       [image: ]
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My
        day starts about an hour and forty minutes after I fall asleep. Jacob
        appears in my room, shaking my shoulder.

      “Tam,
        we have an issue.”

      I’m
        out of bed now, still wearing pajamas, and nursing a cup of strong
        coffee in the kitchen with Jacob, my mom on speakerphone, and the
        CEO’s assistant, Kyle, smiling at us from the screen of a
        laptop.

      The
        video in question is of me, throwing up in a trash can at dance
        practice. I didn’t sleep the night before, had barely eaten,
        had been rushed from one event to another. I basically crashed hard,
        threw up the water I was drinking, and then I passed out.

      Now
        I’m having to watch it all over again, and it’s
        everywhere. It’s everywhere.

      He
        looks hot when he pukes. Look at those stomach muscles contract.

      His
        face is so angelic when he’s lying on the ground.

      Poor
        baby *crying face* Mama will lick your wounds.

      The
        video isn’t that bad, compared to what
        it might’ve been. But it’s the comments that are ripping
        me up.

      “We’ll
        get your doctor to say you had the flu,” my mom is saying, and
        I’m having trouble processing her words. I didn’t have
        the flu; I was worked to the point of collapse. But she’s
        right. We can’t let anyone know about that.

      “That
        sounds good to me,” I say, looking over at Kyle. He nods and
        signs his approval immediately.

      “Are
        you excited about the meet and greet today?” he asks me, but
        then he doesn’t give me a chance to respond. “This should
        be good. Every girl that’s going to be there is at the top of
        her game on TikTok. You could do much worse. Alright, good work all,
        and I’ll talk to you later.” He hangs up.

      “TikTok?”
        I repeat. I’d been under the impression that these girls were
        the winners of our big social media giveaway.

      “This
        is an influencer meet and greet,” my mom explains over the
        phone, but I can already hear her moving things around, prepping for
        the million tasks that need doing in my day that I don’t even
        know about. “No velvet rope, casual touching, a lot of
        mingling. Tam, mingling.”

      “I
        hear you,” I reply easily, already imagining how the rest of my
        day is going to pan out.

      “Let’s
        get you ready,” Jacob says, examining my face with a frown.
  “We’ll need extra time in makeup to hide these circles.”

      So
        off we go. I don’t think about the fan call last night because
        I’m thinking about a cup of chamomile tea instead.

      Into
        hair and makeup, out the door, to a breakfast meeting I wasn’t
        aware of until I got there. A veggie omelet for breakfast. I eat
        half. We pause on the way out of the restaurant, and I lean my back
        against the wall, kick up my foot. I make a peace sign, and Maggie
        writes a caption based loosely on some questions she asks me about
        the restaurant while we walk.

      This
        place has the best omelets. *heart, heart, heart* That’s
        what’s posted to my Instagram account under my name. We drive
        to a news station, and I do a performance for a show that I’ll
        never watch. On the way out the back doors, we’re swarmed.

      The
        velvet rope falls over and there are people all around me. Some of
        them are shouting, some are crying. I’ve got hands all over me.
        Everywhere. On my crotch. Squeezing my ass. Rubbing palms over my
        chest and my midsection, wrapping around my thighs.

      I
        slump into the SUV and Daniel closes the door. I reach up to adjust
        my sunglasses and realize that they’re gone. My face mask is
        gone. My ballcap is gone. I sit there in silence while we drive to
        the next place, a fancy brunch spot where I won’t be eating
        because I’m supposed to wait until dinner.

      There
        are eight girls at this brunch, and I greet them all, shake hands,
        let them kiss my cheeks.

      I
        remind myself that I have amazing fans, too. I have people who love
        me on TikTok who share my music because they genuinely enjoy it, who
        are worried about me and would be upset if they knew I was overworked
        and tired and violated in a million small ways every day.

      But
        it’s just me here, by myself.

      Most
        of the girls are nice, but one of them follows me to the bathroom and
        waits outside. When I step out the door, she’s right there.

      “Do
        you want to hang out later?” she asks me with a shrug. “Get
        something to eat?”

      “I
        wish I could, but I can’t,” I tell her as nicely as I
        can, smiling back.

      Forty
        minutes later, she uploads a video of me—pissing.

      My
        dick is in that video.

      I
        lean my head back against the SUV seat, eyes closed, and try not to
        hear Jacob telling me that this is a good thing because my cock is
        perceived well online.

      I
        go back to the house, leap out of the SUV, and storm inside.

      I
        slam the front door.

      I
        go upstairs, and I am mad. I’ve had a
        fucking awful day, and I don’t know what to do with myself.
        It’s best if I’m alone, but then I remember that Lake is
        here somewhere …

      I
        can’t look for her right now and risk being a dick, so I flop
        onto my bed and close my eyes. When I make the mistake of glancing at
        my phone, I see that a new gif from my music video “Break
          Up With Me” has
        gone viral. It’s a scene of me licking my lips. I read some
        comments.

      I
        want to ride that face so bad.

      If
        Tam Eyre told me that we’re breaking up, I’d probably
        kill us both. *sweaty face emoji*

      I
        turn the phone off, shove it in the nightstand drawer, and try to get
        some sleep.

      When
        I open my eyes, there’s a cup of chamomile tea on the
        nightstand, and my heart breaks.

      I
        shove up to my feet, and I go in search of Lakelynn.

      I
        don’t have to go very far. I nearly slam into her back in the
        hallway, and she whirls around in surprise, slapping a hand over her
        chest.

      “Oh
        my God, you scared me so bad.” She’s panting now and
        laughing intermittently. I feel myself relax a little. Everyone else
        is fake, but Lake is real. For whatever reason, I want to believe
        that she’s as genuine as she says she is. If this is the real
        her, then I like the real her. A lot. “Are you okay? You looked
        cranky when you came back, so I didn’t want to bother you.”

      I’m
        not sure what to say to that, but I feel better now, with her here.
        It’s like the day I just suffered through didn’t happen,
        like it wasn’t even real. I wasn’t even awake until I
        came back here and saw her. It’s ten o’clock at night
        now, and I’ve been gone all day. Been up since five in the
        morning. But I feel okay right here, with Lake.

      “I
        was cranky, but I think I’m fine now.” I reach up a hand,
        and I press a palm against Lake’s cheek. Her skin flushes, and
        she looks up at me through freckles, through surprise.

      “I
        know you’re tired, so I don’t want to keep you up long.
        But I also know that you’ll be gone before checkout tomorrow,
        and that I probably won’t see you. Maybe this isn’t the
        right time, but I need to get it out there.”

      I
        leave my hand on her cheek, but I’m nervous. Stiff. I wait, my
        breathing a little bit labored.

      “Are
        you in love with Kaycee Quinn?” It’s a very gentle
        question, a very earnest question. I hear it all the time, but this
        isn’t like that. This is something else.

      It’s
        a fair question.

      It’s
        completely fair, but it upsets me anyway. I answer as nicely but as
        honestly as I can.

      “No.
        I’m not in love with anyone.”

      Lake
        exhales and nods her head, like that’s a good thing.

      “Maybe,”
        she starts softly, reaching up to put her hand over mine, “you
        should break up with her? I’m not saying you have to date me,
        but I think … we’d be able to explore things, if you
        did.”

      I
        slowly pull my hand back, away from Lake’s cheek and out from
        under her hand.

      I
        have no idea how to respond to that. Lake is right, of course. I know
        that. I was going to break up with Kaycee anyway, but … the
        way she asked … I hear that all the time. All the
        time.

      Lake
        is different, but I’m angry. She told me to say something
        outrageous, to tell someone no.

      Give
        yourself some space. I
        turn and walk back into the room, draw my phone out of the drawer,
        but not because I want it. Just a distraction. Something for my hands
        to do while I think. I power it on.

      “Well?
        You don’t have a response?” Lake asks, coming over to
        stand next to the nightstand. “Tam?”

      I
        look down and see that I’ve gotten a text, not from Kaycee, but
        from Joules.

      It’s
        him with his arm around Kaycee, and they’re both laughing.

      Then
        he sends me a middle finger emoji.

      I
        exhale gently, trying to shake my irritation. If Joules were here,
        I’d probably throw a punch. I’d start a fight with him,
        and I wouldn’t hold back. A career-ending move, if Joules were
        seriously hurt or made a big deal out of it.

      I’m
        already making mistakes because of Lakelynn.

      My
        phone buzzes, and I see that it’s a message from Jacob telling
        me that they’re having trouble taking down the video of me
        pissing. I click the link he just sent me, and I stare down at the
        number of views. Scroll to the comments.

      Half
        of them are about sucking me off.

      I
        put the phone back, shut the drawer, and cross my arms over my chest.

      Lake
        just stands there, waiting.

      “That’s
        what you want?” I ask, voice soft. Lake wets her lips and
        shifts nervously, but she doesn’t retreat. She holds her ground
        against me, and I like that, too.

      “You
        know I need your help to break the curse. Of course at some point,
        you would have
        to break up with Kaycee. Yes, that is what I want. Date me instead of
        her.”

      It’s
        a bold move, one that might’ve worked on me yesterday, but that
        is most definitely not working on me today.

      “So,
        you want to fuck me? Like everyone else?” I ask, which isn’t
        fair to her. But I look up and find that Lake is still holding
        her ground.

      “Eventually,
        yes. Eventually, I would like that. But we don’t have to rush
        into it. We can take it slow. That’s all I’m asking. More
        days like yesterday.”

      “If
        you like me so much, you can have me,” I tell her, and her lips
        part in surprise.

      “What?”
        she asks, like she didn’t hear me right.

      I
        walk past her and over to the chair in the corner, sitting down with
        my knees splayed wide.

      “If
        you like me, you can have me. Suck my dick. Right here, right now.”
        I reach down and unbutton my pants. I said that I wanted to do
        something scandalous, just to see how she’d respond. This is
        it. This is me being outrageous, but also saying no. Not to her, but
        to everyone else.

      “Tam—”
        Lake starts, nose crinkled in confusion. “I don’t
        understand—”

      “Well?”
        I ask, wetting my lips. I watch as her attention drops to my hands,
        as I open up my jeans. Lake might as well see me. The rest of the
        world already did. “Are you going to do it or not?”
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What
  … what is he doing? Why is he doing this?

      I
        should’ve known the minute I saw him walk in that door that
        today was not a
        day to push my luck. Yesterday, there were moments where I felt that
        if I’d melted into his arms, that he’d have held me. Not
        today. Whatever happened today has soured him.

      Having
        his penis posted on the internet could be part of that, but I don’t
        understand why he’s using this moment to taunt me.

      Suck
        his dick?

      I
        should turn away, walk out, and never speak to him again. His
        superstar status is irrelevant. His looks are irrelevant. All the
        parts that I’ve grown to like about him are irrelevant. He’s
        being rude and disrespectful and mean. If
        it were up to me, I’d leave.

      But
        it’s not just me.

      It’s
        the curse.

      Sex
        with Tam is a game changer.

      By
        doing this, I could be saving us both. But
          at what cost? I
        think, and then I let out a small, disbelieving laugh. After watching
        Joe die, I am not ready to give up.

      I
        snag a pillow off the bed, walk toward Tam, and I toss it on the
        floor between his legs.

      Time
        stands still as I wait to see if he’ll backpedal, apologize,
        zip his pants up.

      His
        stare is nothing but
        challenge.

      I
        kneel down and put a hand on either of his thighs, and he shudders
        all over. I look up and into his eyes.

      “Are
        you okay with me touching you?” I ask him, because I need to
        know that he means this, that he isn’t going to panic five
        minutes after and take off.

      “What
        guy wouldn’t want his dick sucked, Lakelynn? Come on.”

      Tam
        scoops my hair into a loose fist, and I exhale against the denim over
        his thigh. All day yesterday, I felt this tension, and now here it
        is, coming to a head in this way because he’s too damaged to
        ask me to bed with a smile.

      Fine.

      I
        hate this fucking curse.

      I
        wrap the fingers of both hands under the undone hem of his jeans, and
        I yank them down. He adjusts his hips to make it easier for me but
        doesn’t move to assist in any other way. I pull the denim over
        his legs, and lean over them, pressing a kiss to the inside of his
        knee.

      I
        exhale against Tam’s skin, and I close my eyes.

      I’ve
        never done this before, so this is a lot for me. I have no idea how
        experienced Tam is, but I imagine this is nothing new to him. He has
        access to virtually whoever he wants, whenever he wants. This might
        not mean a damn thing to him.

      That’s
        not true. He doesn’t come across as someone who … But
        then all of his flirting, his edging toward me, tucking my toes under
        his thigh, that fills my mind, and I just don’t know anymore.

      I
        kiss my way up his leg, and his breath hisses out. When I open my
        eyes and look up at him, he’s watching me with a parted mouth
        and huge pupils. The fingers on his left hand are tight on the
        armrest of the chair, knuckles pressing tight against his skin. He’s
        stressed-out and pulled thin, and I can see it in the way he unravels
        when I drag a fingertip up the inside of his leg.

      I
        wouldn’t even have to touch his cock to get him to come. I
        lean forward a little more, my breasts brushing against the insides
        of his legs, and I press a quick kiss against the side of his
        erection. Tam bucks his hips, but he keeps his one hand rigid on the
        armrest, and the other soft in my hair. He holds the strands up in
        his fingers, lets them feather against my neck, collects them again.

      I
        sigh as his fingertips graze the back of my neck, over the sensitive
        spot at the base of my scalp. We could just be lying in bed doing
        that, and I’d have been happy.

      I
        rub my palms up both of his thighs, brushing my clothed chest against
        the chair cushion between his legs. When I put pressure on his legs
        to give myself leverage, he shifts and exhales, breath ruffling my
        hair. I don’t bother to look up at him, but he must be staring
        down at me now.

      I
        hope you can see how hard I’m trying, I
        think, and then I wrap the fingers of my right hand around him
        experimentally. He shifts again, and his hand tightens ever so
        slightly in my hair. I tap my thumb against the underside of his
        shaft, and then I press it into him hard, running it up the length of
        him to his crown. I circle the head of his cock, and he moves again.
        Just these little shifts here and there, just the slightest tension
        in the fist that’s holding my hair up.

      “If
        you like me, you can have me.” I have no clue what to make of that statement. Should I be happy?
        He’s telling me what I want to hear, even if he slung the words
        like mud, made them hurtful, cheap, an insult. No, I’m not
        happy. I feel a little hollow, but I’m also not going to back
        down.

      The
        chances of me performing oral sex on him, and the pair of us dying
        from the curse … less than eight percent. Only eight percent
        of my relatives have ever had sex with their Match and still died.
        Much better odds than we have now.

      My
        body isn’t nearly as unhappy as my heart. She doesn’t
        care how we get Tam, just so long as we get him. But I don’t
        share her sentiment. I do, however, ride out her wants, the way she
        can sense the little tells in his muscles, in his breathing, in the
        smell of him.

      I
        let my thumb drift softly over the head of him, and Tam releases his
        breath through his teeth. His fingers drift up to the top of my
        scalp, and he strokes my skin so tenderly that I get the chills.

      I
        know he’s mad, but that he also wants me to touch him. He’s
        mixing up all his emotions in the same way that he was sending me
        mixed signals.

      “You’re
        so mean,”
        I whisper softly.

      “Only
        as mean as—” he starts, but whatever he’s going to
        say, I don’t want to hear it. Only
          as mean as I have to be? Only as mean as you were when you nicely
          asked me to break up with Kaycee? Ugh.
        I take him into my mouth to shut him up. My lips part, and I slide
        right over the tip of him, keeping my grip with my right hand. “Oh,”
        Tam breathes from above me, and I shiver all over as his fingers
        continue to massage my head. It feels good, that gentle touch.

      “So
        you want to fuck me? Like everyone else?”

      I
        should’ve stuck to a friendship with Tam. It’s possible
        to break the curse platonically, even if it’s rare. But it’s
        too late, and we’re already here, and … honestly, I
        didn’t think he’d let me go through with it. I’ve
        been waiting for him to stop me, but it doesn’t seem like he’s
        going to.

      I
        like you, I
        tell him as I experiment with different things, to see what he likes. Even
          if you’re mean-spirited sometimes. Tam
        tries so hard to be what everyone else wants him to be that I think
        he’s forgotten who he is and what it is that he wants.

      Above
        all things, I think that Tam Eyre is lonely.

      But
        I’m here, and my left hand is circling this spot on the inside
        of his knee that’s giving him goose bumps. My tongue is
        circling the head of his shaft, and my thumb is stroking slowly and
        gently down the underside to his balls. I tease them with a brief
        touch and then work my way back up, pulling my mouth off him so that
        I can take a deep breath. When I exhale, I blow the warm air on the
        wetness I left behind.

      Tam’s
        fingers go stiff on my scalp, so I take him into my mouth again, as
        far as I can. My left hand drifts up the length of his bare thigh,
        pushing his T-shirt up. I splay my fingers on a body that’s as
        perfect as humanly possible. Tam has very little body fat, and his
        muscles are lean and natural, a dancer’s body. They tighten
        under my fingers as I find his navel with my thumb, tracing a circle
        around that as I apply a gentle pressure with my mouth, sucking on
        the upper half of his shaft while I squeeze the lower half in a tight
        fist.

      My
        eyes drift up to my left hand, fingers spread out over his taut
        belly. He’s got the slightest wisp of pale freckles just above
        his belly button. I slide my mouth off his shaft and lean forward as
        far as I can. The move puts my sweater-covered breasts up against his
        dick as I press a kiss to those freckles, to that tender spot just
        below his navel. There’s the softest brush of hair leading down
        to his shaft, and it’s pale and strawberry blonde, a less pink
        version of the hair on his head.

      “Lake,”
        he murmurs, voice twisted in ecstasy and wonder. I kiss his belly
        again, trace his navel with my tongue, and then I move my mouth back
        to his cock. I slip down as far as I can, and then I finally flick my
        eyes up to his.

      His
        hand tightens on the back of my head, but he doesn’t push me
        down or hold me there. He just rests tense fingers in my hair, and I
        wonder how much he’s holding back right now, what this moment
        means to him. With those green eyes on mine, his face sparkling with
        glitter in the glow of the bedside lamp, I work my mouth up and down.

      I
        don’t think he realizes that his climax is coming as fast as it
        is, but then his hand really is gripping the back of my head. His
        hips rise up off the chair, and there’s a warmth in my mouth, a
        taste that I’ve never experienced. I stay where I am, my own
        heart beating as wildly as his. I can feel his pulse in the inside of
        his thigh, my left hand stroking that spot where his thigh meets his
        pelvis.

      When
        I draw away, I do it slowly, pressing one final kiss to the tip of
        him. I draw both my right and left hands down his legs as I sit back,
        skimming his skin with my palms. He’s well-groomed, almost too
        well-groomed, I guess. There’s no hair except for that little
        patch under his belly button which, figuring what he does for a
        living, was probably left there on purpose.

      “Lake,”
        Tam says again, and his voice is heavy and sleepy and tender.
        His thumb finds my chin, trying to lift my face up to his. I turn
        away and swallow.
        And then I’m standing up and trying to leave. He catches me by
        the wrist, but I pull away from him.

      I
        move as quickly as I can downstairs, ignoring the dinner prep that I
        started earlier. I wasn’t sure what time he’d be back, so
        I started early and then set everything up so that I could make the
        alfredo sauce quickly, serve it nice and hot. I even bought this
        cheap little spiralizer so that I could turn some fresh zucchini into
        noodles. I don’t know much about his diet, but I figured that
        had to be better than actual noodles.

      Now
  … I don’t know what I feel right now.

      I
        feel a little queasy, I
        realize as I take the stairs as quickly as I can. I
          feel a little used.

      It
        was my choice, obviously. I didn’t have to do that. I should have
        spit in his face and called Joules to pick me up. But I know why I
        did it.

      I
        didn’t do that for me. I didn’t even do that for Tam. I
        did it for the curse.

      I
        had my first sexual experience for the curse, not for myself. I gave
        Tam my all, not because he deserved it, but because of the goddamn
        curse.

      I
        jog my way into the kitchen, wrench the fridge open, and snatch up a
        seltzer water. I crack the top and then I chug it to wash the taste
        of Tam from my mouth. I can hear his footsteps as he moves quietly up
        beside me, blocking my exit. I’ll have to go the long way
        around the island to get away from him.

      I
        finish that first can, toss it onto the counter, and grab another.

      “Lake.”
        A pause. “Kayak.”

      I
        don’t know how I feel about Tam using a pet name, but I do call
        him Sir Tom, so … I’m just prickly because I’m
        embarrassed, and I feel like a total fuckwit. I gave him a blow job
        when he was in a bad mood and being a total ass, because of the curse. The
        curse that stole my Aunt Clara. That killed my great grandma a week
        before my birthday. I found the blanket she was making for me in her
        room. Never to be finished by her hands.

      This
        curse destroyed me
        and Joules and Aunt Lisa when it took Joe. It ruined Marla’s
        family when it took her. It’s ruining me right now.

      I
        turn my head slowly to look at Tam, the fresh seltzer still clutched
        in my hand. We look at each other, and I see that his face is warm,
        flushed in the cheeks and the forehead. His pupils are still too big,
        and his mouth looks a little swollen, like he might’ve scraped
        his teeth against it while I was sucking him off.

      “I’ve
        reduced our chances of dying from the curse down to eight
        percent—according to the family records.” I smile tightly
        and try to flee the kitchen by heading in the opposite direction.

      He
        catches up to me again and snatches my hand, but I yank mine away and
        turn a look on him over my shoulder.

      “Be
        someone that I wouldn’t have to be cursed to want to be with.”
        I sniffle a little, and I realize that I might cry. Over
        that? I’m pathetic. But I’m not crying because I chose to
        accept Tam’s awful offer to suck him off. I’m upset
        because he was so awful to me when he isn’t awful to anyone
        else. He’s an angel to everyone else, and I understand that
        it’s because he’s starting to feel comfortable with me,
        but I’m not here to be an emotional punching bag either.
  “Please, Tam. Please.”

      I
        slide my hand from his loose grip, and I flee up the stairs to my
        room.

      I
        shove everything that I have into my pink duffel bag, and then I hide
        in the bathroom to call Joules.

      “Come
        and get me—now,”
        I whisper into the phone, and I can immediately sense my brother’s
        rage. He doesn’t have to say a word to me. It’s in the
        way he breathes.

      “I’m
        going to fucking kill him,”
        Joules snarls, and then he hangs up on me.

      I
        don’t have time to worry about that. I sling my duffel bag over
        my shoulder and crack the door to my bedroom. The door to Tam’s
        room is open, too, lamplight spilling into the dark hallway. I tiptoe
        out and down the stairs, taking them so slowly that I don’t
        make any sound at all.

      When
        I get to the foyer, I peek into the dark living room, and I find Tam
        sitting on the couch in front of the fire, a glass of wine in his
        hand. It catches the light and throws dancing burgundy shadows across
        my hands and face. Tam sighs heavily and drops his head into his
        hand.

      Good.

      I
        hope he’s reflecting on what just happened.

      I
        creep out the front door, and I don’t even close it fully
        behind me because I don’t want to make too much sound. I just
        push it in until there’s a bit of resistance, and I leave it
        like it is.

      Daniel
        is outside when I come out, and he turns to look at me. I should’ve
        brushed my hair because I bet it’s all messy from Tam’s
        fingers. Can Daniel tell what happened just by looking at me?

      “You’re
        leaving?” he asks, sounding confused, and I nod, hitching my
        bag up a little higher.

      “Yeah,
        I am. If you could … please don’t tell Tam.” I
        give Daniel a tight-lipped smile, and he nods, gray eyes studying my
        face. He’s surprisingly handsome, too. Like, almost as handsome
        as Tam. But
          only almost.

      When
        I blink, I see that scene replaying in my head.

      I
        am going to imagine sucking Tam Eyre’s cock whenever I close my
        eyes for at least a month. Probably more like a year. I let out a
        deep exhale.

      “Don’t
        worry. I don’t get involved in his business. As long as you
        don’t try to kill him, it’s not my job.”

      I
        give a little laugh and a shake of my head.

      “Really?
        Oh damn. Guess I can’t poison his alfredo sauce tonight. See
        you around, Daniel.” I start to walk away and then pause. Or …
        not. I’m not sure when or if I’m going to see Daniel.
        Because I’m going home. Tonight.

      I
        just want to go home for a little while and regroup.

      I
        lift my arm up and study the curse mark on my left wrist.

      Of
        course the curse isn’t broken yet. That would be too easy.

      I
        drop my arm to my side and start walking across the gravel driveway,
        taking my phone out to use as a flashlight in the dark woods. I turn
        right at the road, and then I pause. I might need some time to think,
        so … I block Tam’s number. Not forever. Just for now.

      I
        keep going, and I walk for the entire hour that it takes Joules to
        get to me. I only pass by two other houses, lights ablaze. I’m
        not sure how safe the woods are out here, if there are animals, but I
        don’t care.

      The
        lights of our mother’s SUV sweep over me, and I swing an arm in
        the air, waving my flashlight around so that my maniac of a brother
        won’t hit me. He’s driving a good sixty miles an hour on
        this backwoods road.

      I
        jog over to the passenger side of the car and climb in, chucking my
        duffel bag in the back and reclining into the warm seat with a deep
        sigh of relief. It might be spring, but it’s still cold in
        Oregon at night.

      The
        car does not move.

      I
        open my eyes and turn my head to look at my brother.

      He’s
        just sitting there,
        and he’s staring at me, and he looks like he really is going to
        kill someone.

      I
        open my mouth, but no words will come out. My face blooms in a bright
        flush, and then Joules is lunging at me, and I’m trying to hide
        my left wrist.

      “Don’t
        you dare protect him, Lakelynn Frost.” Joules manhandles my
        wrist into the light from the dashboard screen, and then lifts up
        dark, angry eyes to stare at me. “Did he fuck you?” he
        growls out, and I just really wish I didn’t have to have these
        sorts of conversations with him.

      I
        shake my head.

      “I
  … he … I sucked …” That’s enough.
        Joules can figure it out from there. He releases my wrist and works
        his jaw.

      “You
        sucked his dick, and yet the curse isn’t broken? That piece of
        shit. I’m going to put my hands on his neck when I see him
        next.” Joules slumps back into the driver’s seat and then
        looks me up and down in the dark. “Is that why you called me?”
        he asks, gentling his voice. “I know you don’t like to
        talk about this stuff with me, but I also know that was your first
        time, and—”

      “Joules,
        stop.” I sigh and rub my face. “It’s not …
        I’m not upset that it happened. I’m upset with how it
        happened and why it happened.”

      I
        probably shouldn’t tell him this, but I’m upset, and
        he’ll figure out something is wrong eventually. When my brother
        and I can’t read each other, when we’re not honest with
        one another, we always assume worst case scenario. That’s why I
        think he’s lying about something big to me. Like, did Kaycee
        and Tam hook up? Is she pregnant? Did Joules find secret texts
        between them about me? No,
          it’s worse than all that. I
        let my eyes drift to his wrist, but the curse mark still looks
        dormant.

      “Explain.”
        It’s more of a growl than a word. I’d rather ask him
        about Kaycee, see if they spent any time together over the last few
        days. It sounds like she was really upset about the
        curse—understandable, of course—so I can’t imagine
        how my brother would get her to ever speak to him again.

      I
        should know better than to underestimate him, shouldn’t I?

      “I
        did that with him not because I wanted to or even because he wanted
        to, but because I knew it was best for the curse. I let go of a
        personal experience to save my own skin, and while I know it’s
        the right decision, it just … sucks. Joe would never have done
        something like that, fuck Marla just to break the curse.”

      “But
        maybe he should have,” Joules grinds out, but I don’t
        think Joe would be Joe if he didn’t hold so strong to the
        principles that he believed it. “What else?”

      “Huh?”
        I look over at Joules, and I’m just mortified. I want to go
        back to the hotel, sleep, and then … “Joules, I want to
        go home.” I sniffle a little, and my brother’s skin
        flushes with the red of rage. I need to keep him away from Tam. That
        is, if I care about Tam at all. “Please. We can sleep at the
        hotel tonight, but then I want to drive home tomorrow and stay
        through my birthday. I need to see Joe bloom,” I whisper,
        because we’re nearing the end of the redbud’s flowering
        season. It’s always the first plant in the area that blooms, an
        oasis for pollinators when the rest of the world is brown and gray
        and asleep. I caught the start of it, and I want to see the finish,
        too.

      “You
        told me the why of
        your anger, Lake. You did not tell me the how. What
        happened.” There is no question mark at the end of that
        sentence. Joules will know, right now, or there will be hell to pay.
        I sigh and trace the inside seam of my leggings, imagining my hands
        on Tam’s bare legs.

      The
        fact that he let me touch him like that offers a sense of wonder that
        even my shame and frustration can’t wipe entirely away. I
        sucked Tam Eyre’s dick. That’s … honestly amazing. Lynn
          is going to die when I tell her. Only,
        I really don’t want to tell anyone else. Is it their business? My
          family is great, but they make everything their business. Result
        of the curse, I suppose. Me giving Tam a blow job isn’t just
        about the feelings we have for each other, it’s also an
        indicator as to whether we’ll live or die.

      “He
        said something like, you
          want me, you can have me, now suck my dick. Maybe not verbatim, but basically that.”

      Joules
        reaches over and forces me to buckle my seat belt. He doesn’t
        buckle his own. He doesn’t turn the SUV around. He accelerates
        down the gravel road as I turn to stare at him, my eyes widening.

      “Don’t
        do this. Tam doesn’t even know I left. I … I didn’t
        talk to him after. Maybe he doesn’t even know that I’m—”

      “Goddamn
        it, Lake!” Joules yells back at me, and I wish I could say that
        I didn’t know why he was so angry. But I do. I was there when
        Marla turned down Joe’s invitations to coffee, when she blocked
        his number for a whole month, when she told him that she’d
        rather die than love a man other than her deceased boyfriend.

      I
        hated Marla back then.

      I hated her.
        Even though it wasn’t her fault. Even if it was nobody’s
        fault. I don’t even know if my long-ago ancestor did anything
        wrong. Maybe he was at the wrong place at the wrong time. I don’t
        know anything except for that I hated Marla, and Joules hates Tam.

      “Please
        don’t do anything that will result in my death, Joules. If you
        hurt him, he may never speak to me again.”

      Joules
        stops the car suddenly, and I lurch forward. He throws his arm out to
        keep me from hitting the dashboard.

      “Stay
        here,” he commands, and then he leaps out of the car and starts
        running. He takes the keys with him and leaves me stuck by myself on
        the side of a gravel road surrounded by trees. I can’t run fast
        enough to catch up with Joules. I don’t know how far he drove
        us back before we stopped, but we’re far enough from the rental
        house that I’ll only be able to see the aftermath of whatever
        happens.

      Wild
        curses sail from my muttering lips as I rip my seat belt off and hop
        out. Before I start running, I unblock Tam and I type out a warning.

      Joules
        is on his way, and he’s not happy.

      Then
        I block him again, and I run as fast as I can down a gravel road in
        the middle of nowhere.

      I
        sucked Tam Eyre’s dick, and then I ran away.

      What
        the fuck have I done?
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“What
        the fuck did I just do?” I murmur, seated on the sofa with a
        half-empty bottle of wine in my lap. “What the … what
        the fuck?”

      I
        don’t even know what just happened. Why I said what I said or
        did what I did. Both sides of me—Thomas and Tam—are
        horrified. Thomas is wondering how I could’ve been so cruel to
        such a wonderful woman. Tam is confused as to why, after all this
        time, I finally let a girl touch me like that.

      I
        have never let
        a girl do that to me. Why? Because what happens after? They sell
        footage of it to the highest bidder? Believe it or not, I wanted some
        parts of me to stay private.

      My
        dick, being one of them.

      The
        idea that the world’s seen it bothers me
        in a way I can hardly explain.

      But
        Lake?

      I
        sigh as the front door opens and Daniel walks in. Doesn’t even
        knock. Just comes right in. His boots squeak as he pauses in the
        foyer behind me. I don’t even look back at him.

      “What?”
        I ask, feeling tired and confused. I need to talk to Lake, but she
        won’t answer her door. I’ve tried. I’ve been
        knocking and knocking. I’ve tried calling her. I texted her.
        But if she needs a minute alone, I can’t take that privilege
        away from her. I know what it’s like when you try to run and
        there’s nowhere to hide. I can’t hide anything about my
        life. Not even my cock. Not even the image of me vomiting. Or passing
        out.

      “I
        followed your girlfriend down the road to make sure she wouldn’t
        get eaten on her way back to the city. Please do something about
        this, so I don’t have to do things in the future that aren’t
        in my job description.”

      I
        whirl around on Daniel, but he’s already turning and walking
        away.

      My
        first clue should be that I don’t question him when he says girlfriend. We
        both know exactly who he’s talking about, and it isn’t
        Kaycee. I’m
          such a piece of shit. I
        just cheated on Kaycee, didn’t I? Though I didn’t mean
        to. I’ve been trying to break up with Kaycee for days.

      And
        still, I blame myself.

      When
        Lake said that I was grumpy, she’s right. Fuck. Why couldn’t
        I have shown her who I really am? If I had … things would be
        completely different right now.

      “What
        do you mean?” I demand, chasing after Daniel as he moves from
        window to window, checking locks. “Lakelynn is gone? She
        walked?”

      I’m
        so confused. I saw her go into her room, and I never heard her come
        down. Why do you think I was sitting on the couch, so that I’d
        hear her if she tried to leave. And my phone … did she block
        me?

      “Where
        is she?” I ask, putting my hand on his shoulder. He looks down
        at it and then gives me a look.

      “She’s
        gone. Her brother picked her up.” Daniel returns to what he’s
        doing, and I shove the fingers of both hands through my hair.

      “Shit,”
        I grind out, stalking into the living room to snatch up my phone.
        It’s not Lake that I’m angry with though, it’s
        myself. But I need to talk to her. Desperately. I stare at my
        messages and see that I missed a text from her while I was chasing
        after Daniel.

      Joules
        is on his way, and he’s not happy.

      I
        look up, and I think about why that might be.

      Because
        I insulted his sister, threw myself at her in anger, and then came in
        her mouth.

      Yep.
        That would be it. And I deserve whatever I have coming.

      I
        move around the sofa and pause by the kitchen island, grabbing my
        hoodie off of a stool. As I do, I notice all the little foil-wrapped
        bowls on the counter, and I move around to see what’s in them.

      There’s
        a bowl of grated parmesan cheese, a bowl of zucchini noodles, a loaf
        of whole grain bread that’s been messily sliced. The blood
        drains from my face.

      My
        heart hits me in the ribs and cracks the bones.

      Lake
        went grocery shopping for me, and I blocked her. She came here to
        make me dinner, and I left her alone outside. She came upstairs to
        bring me tea, and I told her to suck my dick. She was going to cook
        zucchini noodles for me, and I let her leave thinking I didn’t
        want her.

      It’s
        the plastic spiralizer that really does it for me, knifes me right in
        the heart and makes me choke. I lower my head and try to breathe
        through it.

      When
        I open my eyes and turn my head, I can hear Joules yelling for me
        from out front.

      I’m
        about to get my ass kicked, and I deserve it.

      I
        head for the front door, stuff my feet into sneakers, and slip out
        the front door.

      Joules
        is right there, at the edge of the warm circle of porch light. The
        top of his head is cut off by the light and edged with shadows. He is
        really, truly terrifying. But I’m a hotheaded idiot, too, so I
        probably won’t take it lying down. I should, but I won’t.
        I’m going to make him
        beat my ass.

      “You
        think that was cute?” Joules asks me, and I wonder what he
        would be like without the
        curse. I realize that trying to date Lakelynn Frost is as difficult
        as trying to date me. To her family, she is Tam Eyre. They worship
        her, and they don’t give a fuck about me.

      That
        thought makes me smile, which is a mistake considering what Joules
        just asked me. He curls the edge of his lip and stalks across the
        driveway, pausing about ten feet from me. His hands are already
        curled into fists at his sides.

      “No,
        I don’t think it was cute,” I reply gently, “but
        this is between me and Lake. If you just let me talk to her, I think
        we can figure this out.” I look Joules straight in the face.
  “As soon as I break up with Kaycee, I’ll ask Lake out on
        a date.”

      “You’ll
        do no such fucking thing,” Joules whispers, and then he laughs
        at me. “Lake doesn’t forgive easily. If she left here,
        it’s because she intended to leave. You
        can ask her out on some cold, impersonal coffee date all you want,
        but she won’t show.” Joules points at me, and I just know
        he’s going to bring up the curse. I shouldn’t believe it,
        but somehow, I think I almost do. I
          used the curse as fodder to get what I wanted. I
        don’t think Lakelynn would ever do something like that without
        the curse. She might’ve wanted to get intimate with me, but my
        demanding that she suck me off? Like it was nothing?

      Stupid
        as fuck.

      “You’re
        killing her,” Joules tells me, still pointing. “You’re
        using the curse to kill my sister, and I’m going to make you bleed.”
        Joules drops his arm, still panting. “You told Kaycee what my
        sister had confided in you, knowing that
        Kaycee would freak out. You blocked Lake when you knew it should be
        Kaycee that you’re blocking. And then you
        tell my virgin sister to get on her knees and service you?” He
        sounds like he’s in total disbelief right now.

      Fuuuuuuuuck.

      I
        probably shouldn’t say anything at all. Instead, this is what
        comes out.

      “Virgin?”
        I think even harder about that and realize it was Lake’s first
        time and mine, too. I’m twenty-six years old. I have been
        waiting my entire life for the right girl, and this is how I reacted.
        Because instead of doing what most people do and looking everywhere
        for the woman of my dreams, all of those women came to me and told me
        I was the right guy. I had to push people aside rather than search to
        pull them close. “Where is she, Joules? If you’re here,
        then she must be close by. Just let me talk to her. I’ll
        apologize.” I tuck my hands into the pockets of my North Face
        jacket. I got it for free after an advertisement slot with one of my
        sponsors, some outdoor goods store that I can’t remember the
        name of. They gave me the entire outfit.

      Joules
        makes to come at me, and I whip my head up.

      Daniel
        steps in between us, a single palm on Joules’ chest. Joules
        looks down and he is not happy
        about being stopped.

      “Get
        the fuck out of my way, so I can teach that prick a lesson.”

      Daniel
        shakes his head.

      “I
        have one job, and that’s to keep Tam safe. I can’t let
        you touch him for any reason.”

      Joules
        hesitates, like he might step back. And then he feints left and comes
        right, grunting as Daniel gathers him around the midsection.

      “Joules!”
        Lake is yelling before I even see her come jogging into view, pale
        face red with the cold and the effort of running, arms covered in
        goose bumps. She doesn’t look at me, just at her brother.

      I
        want to go to her, but I can’t let Daniel beat Joules up for
        me.

      I
        rush forward, but they’re really into it. Joules throws
        punches, and Daniel deflects him before nailing Joules hard right
        in the face. He stumbles back, and there’s blood everywhere,
        dripping from his nose, spilling from his lip, from a cut on the side
        of his face. He reaches up to wipe it off, and then stares at the red
        on his palm.

      “Daniel, stop,”
        I growl out, sliding between them. Lake gets to Joules at about the
        same moment. I can see her holding him when I glance over my
        shoulder. “This is personal, okay? This isn’t related to
        the job. Just … go. Leave us alone.”

      Daniel
        hesitates, but then he nods, turning and disappearing into the house
        like I requested.

      I’m
        sure he’s watching though.

      I
        turn around to face Lake and Joules.

      “Don’t
        make any excuses for him,” Joules says, taking Lake by the
        shoulders. He spits blood at my feet and then uses his red-stained
        white hoodie sleeve to wipe his mouth.

      “I
        didn’t come here for him; I came here for you,”
        Lake whispers, turning and reaching up a hand to trace her knuckles
        down her brother’s cheek, frowning at the blood. “Come
        on. If you’re nice to me on the drive back, I’ll clean
        you up and buy you a boba.”

      “I
        already bought you a boba on the way here,” Joules whispers
        gently, and then he looks at his sister like she is the most precious
        person in the universe. Who I am, Tam Eyre, means nothing. He truly does not care, and I know yet again that I’ve made as
        many mistakes as I’m ever going to make with these two.

      Whether
        the curse is real or not, that doesn’t matter. If I don’t
        change my behavior right now, they will walk away from me, and I’ll
        wish I were dead because I let Lakelynn go.

      “Please
        don’t leave,” I tell her, but she isn’t looking at
        me. “I really need to talk to you.”

      “Maybe
        later, okay? I’ll text you.” Lake pulls on her brother’s
        arm to get him to move, and he only hesitates for a second before he
        follows. Neither of them even looks at me.

      It’s
        clear to me that Lake has been treated well and loved her whole life.
        She won’t accept anything less than that.

      She
        is not in a cult.

      That
        much is obvious.

      “I’ve
        reduced our chances of dying from the curse down to eight
        percent—according to the family records.”

      “I
        know that it came out wrong, me wanting you. I had a bad day, and I
        took that out on you because I’m terrified that you’re
        going to turn on me, and that you’re not going to be real. I
        want you to be real so fucking badly.”

      Lake
        stops walking, and then Joules is the one grabbing her arm and
        dragging her away.

      “I
        showed you who I am, Tam. Show me who you are.” The soft sound
        of her voice devastates me.

      Lake
        and Joules disappear into the trees to the right of the driveway.

      I
        jog to catch up with them, but when I turn the corner, I can’t
        see them anymore. I scan the trees, and I see a light from one of
        their phones as they do their very best to avoid me.

      Lake
        is running, and I know … what it’s like to run with
        nowhere to go. I rub my face with a tired hand. I’ll give her a
        little bit of space and then … I have to stop running from
        this woman and chase her instead. I drop my hand by my side, turn,
        and head back into the house by myself.

      I
        look up how to make alfredo, and I stand there cooking it, alone.

      I
        am alone by choice, but I can change that, can’t I?

      I
        don’t have to be this lonely if I don’t want to be.

      That’s
        a luxury some people don’t have, and I should take it.
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Lake
        has blocked me, so I see now what it was like when I went dead silent
        in response to her messages. Cute things like, what
          sort of tortillas are you into? I like ‘em both, but Joules
          says you want lettuce. I bet you do, huh? Want lettuce. When
        I hadn’t responded, she sent, Sir
          Tom, you win. I bought it all. Mostly lettuce.

      Of
        course, I can’t receive the messages that came in while I had
        her blocked, but Joules sends me a screenshot of her phone later in
        the night. A middle finger emoji follows. And then he blocks me
        again. I make sure that both he and Lake can reach me if they need
        to, and then I head out the door with my suitcase in the morning and
        leave to meet Kaycee at a restaurant in town.

      I’m
        certain that she’s not going to show up, but she surprises me
        by coming into the restaurant with a big smile. But then, the cameras
        are rolling, and there are hundreds if not thousands of eager fans
        outside. When we lean in to hug, she whispers in my ear.

      “You
        are done, Tam Eyre. We’re done.”

      I
        don’t respond as we draw apart, still smiling at each other.

      “I
        hear your mom’s filing a lawsuit against the influencer who
        filmed your dick?” Kaycee says, the slightest edge of a biting
        quip in her voice. I narrow my eyes at her. So she is angry then. I
        wonder what she knows?

      “Yeah,
        well. I had a reasonable expectation of privacy, in a bathroom by
        myself. What she did was not only illegal, but a serious invasion of
        my personal life.”

      “Your
        personal life, huh?” Kaycee asks, and then Jacob appears just
        out of frame and starts showing me messages on his iPad screen.

      Do
        not go into this here. We’re live!

      Things
        like that.

      I
        redirect the conversation to the tour, to the romantic drama that
        Kaycee is filming, teasing about my own movie and TV prospects. I
        pretend like it’s an accident, and tell Kaycee a ‘secret’:
        I’ve signed up to star as the lead in a romantic drama, too.

      The
        filming ends, the staff retreats, and Kaycee and I are left as alone
        as we were in the ice cream shop. I know this isn’t the place
        for the conversation we need to have, but we’re going to have
        it here anyway. I can’t wait any longer. I’m starting to
        feel that with each passing day, it’s Lake that
        I’m betraying and not Kaycee.

      “I
        know you like me, and I’m sorry, but I don’t have
        feelings for you,” I tell Kaycee as gently as I can. “You’re
        an amazing woman, but there’s no spark for me.”

      “You
        slept with Lake, huh?” Kaycee asks and then she exhales,
        gripping the arms of her chair. “Yeah, Joules told me as much.”

      “Speaking
        of, did you sleep with him, too?” I ask, basically admitting to
        what she just said. I don’t know if Kaycee would find a blow
        job more or less offensive than other things, but I don’t feel
        like specifying. I just love that Joules spilled our secret but didn’t bother to give
        details. Anything to make it seem more sordid than it is.

      “No.”
        Kaycee looks away from me, toward the wall. “But I probably
        would have if he hadn’t stopped just short of kissing me.”

      Silence.

      I
        hear laughter from the staff table across the room, but nobody seems
        to be looking at us. The restaurant staff have even lowered the
        blinds so that we can’t be seen from the street.

      “I
        should have just told you that I didn’t want to block Lake when
        we were at breakfast. And I should never have said anything about the
        curse. Those were my mistakes.”

      “You
        know that we’re not allowed to break up, right? The label will
        never allow it. The CEO …” Kaycee trails off and then
        laughs, putting her hand over her face. “We’re stuck with
        each other, and I thought you were my friend, Tam.
        You’ve been entertaining Lake as a possible girlfriend this
        entire time. That was dishonest, and you owe me an apology.”

      “I’m
        sorry,” I tell her simply, because I am. I’m also a
        little curious if we might end up as in-laws someday. I have a
        feeling that burning this bridge with Kaycee is not a good idea.
  “Truly. I didn’t admit it to myself until a few days ago,
        if that helps.”

      We
        both go silent, and then it’s time to go and we’re both
        standing up awkwardly.

      “We’ll
        talk more later. Don’t text me anything about it. I’ll
        come see you later, so we can hash out details.” Kaycee gives
        me a quick hug and then she’s out the door, and Daniel is
        escorting me to the Escalade.

      Please
        talk to me. I miss you already. I
        send that to Lake, but I think I’m still blocked. I’ve
        been messaging her all day. Outside the windows of the SUV, people
        scream my name and pound their fists against the glass, but I still
        feel alone.

      Lake
        made me feel like I had a friend.

      I’ll
        give her two weeks to the day.

      Two
        weeks.

      Then
        I’m going to start chasing.
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The
        drive home from Oregon to Arkansas is a long one, and it takes us the
        better part of three days. When we pull into the driveway at home, I
        start crying. I put my face in my hands and weep. Joules is there to
        hold me, but it takes me a while to stop.

      I
        have two and a half months left to not die.

      Ten
        weeks.

      I
        might never see this house again, might never come home to my family,
        might never hop out of the SUV and race into the backyard to see Joe.
        If he were still alive, he’d be the first person I’d want
        to see after coming home.

      Well,
        that’s not true.

      If
        he were alive, there’s no way that he wouldn’t have come
        with us. If he’d been dating Marla, she’d have come, too.
        For as much as I hated her for reasons she couldn’t help, I
        liked her for all of the ones that she could. She’d lost the
        love of her life, her childhood friend, in a horrible, bloody
        accident. And the trauma of that was scarred all over her face and
        limbs. She was guarded and sad, and she needed a long, slow, gentle
        touch to heal her.

      Joe
        never had a chance though he tried. He wooed her like he had a
        million years to do it and was happy to wait.

      “Hey.”
        I flop into the grass beside the redbud tree, smiling as I see that
        we made it just in time. While a few of the bright pink blossoms have
        turned into heart-shaped leaves, the rest are lush and alive, a late
        spring welcome. “I didn’t bring sushi, but I hope you’re
        still glad that I’m here.”

      “You
        came home?” my mom asks, and I turn over my shoulder to see her
        standing by the back porch. She has her purse over her shoulder, like
        she was about to leave the house and is surprised to see us. I
        imagine that she is, seeing as we didn’t tell her we were
        coming home.

      When
        a Frost comes home early in the pursuit of a Match, it never turns
        out well.

      “I
        missed you guys,” I admit, and she comes over to sit next to me
        in the grass. We watch Joe’s petals blowing in the wind as we
        wait for Joules to join us. Maria and Lynn come outside, too. Nobody
        says anything for a little while.

      “If
        Tam didn’t have a bodyguard, I would’ve beat him up,”
        Joules whispers, and I put my forehead on my knees and wrap my arms
        around my legs.

      Tam
        was rude, but I still did what I did of my own volition. I can’t
        exactly blame him for that.

      I
        can’t exactly say that I didn’t like it.

      I’m
        having trouble sleeping again, but this time, it’s not
        nightmares. There are dreams, of Tam and the way his skin feels under
        my hands. The taste of him … I sit up suddenly and sigh,
        tousling a few of Joe’s windswept petals.

      “Should
        I be concerned?” my mom asks, a hint of a threat in her words.
        I smile as I rest my cheek against my knees.

      “No,
        nothing like that.”

      “Did
        you sleep with Tam Eyre?” Lynn whispers, but then Joules gives
        her shoulder a shove and she glares at him.

      Maria
        moves up close to me and offers a hug from behind.

      “Well,
        for whatever reason that you’re back, I’m glad that
        you’re back.” My cousin gives me a kiss on the cheek, and
        my smile gets a little wider. “I’ve got the kitchen all
        set up to make chocolate chip cookies. You want to bake with me for a
        little?”

      She’ll
        be using Joe’s recipe. His recipe and all of his stuff. We have
        his pans and his oven mitts and journals full of his careful writing
        describing his versions of all the best recipes. Each little splatter
        of soup he left on a page is a reminder, a treasure.

      “I
        would love to bake,” I tell her and then she and Lynn are both
        pulling me up to take me inside. Joules and Mom don’t move, so
        I know they’re going to talk about me behind my back. My
        brother will tell her everything.

      The
        thought of it makes me dizzy on my feet.

      I
        wish my private moment with Tam could’ve stayed private.

      Thanks,
        Curse. Thanks a lot.

      “This
        is the last recipe he ever added to that book, isn’t it?”
        I ask, and Maria knows instantly what I’m talking about.

      “It’s
        the last recipe,” she says, and I wonder if this is the last
        time I’ll be baking it.
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I
        tap my phone against my lips as I sit at the counter. I’ve been
        waiting and watching since I came home. What has Tam been doing?
        Going on dates with Kaycee Quinn. Releasing a new song. Releasing a
        music video to go with it. Taking a break from the tour to fly to
        Georgia to start filming his stupid romance drama.

      What
        would Tam Eyre know about romance anyway?

      Should
        I just text him? I
        wonder, but I can’t. I’m not ready. I don’t know
        what it is that I feel, and that’s a problem. I need to sort my
        feelings out from the curse. I want to know what I’d do if I
        were the version of myself that had more than a few months left to
        live.

      I
        never would’ve performed oral sex on him, that’s for
        sure. But what else? I’d wait until my feelings were completely
        settled, and then I’d send an olive branch via text. Give him a
        chance to respond to that.

      “I
        still can’t believe you had Tam Eyre’s dick in your
        mouth,” Lynn says with a wistful sigh, and I give her the
        meanest look in my repertoire. “Sorry, it’s just …
        holy shit.”

      “Pictures
        or it didn’t happen,” Chloe murmurs, playing with her
        phone. Luna hits her with a pillow while Ella sits next to me on my
        bed, looking up through the skylight above us to the stars. There are
        spring peepers—that is, frogs—going nuts outside. I can
        hear them like they’re right next to me.

      “When
        Lake said she didn’t want to talk about it, I’m sure she
        meant that she didn’t want to talk about it at
          all. Not
        every five minutes. Guys, do better.” That’s Ella, arms
        crossed, glaring at my cousin Lynn, making a face at Chloe.

      Maria
        sits quietly on a beanbag, absorbing our conversation as gossip so
        she can tell my mom.

      “Do
        you want to meet up with some of our campus friends on Friday? We’ll
        go to the sports bar on Dickson Street.” Luna has asked me this
        four times, and I’ve said no four times.

      I
        look up at her and smile.

      You
        know what? Going out would be better than sitting here, fantasizing about Tam.

      I
        can’t stop thinking about him. I miss him.
        I wish I were back in that living room, playing a video game that he
        can’t win, not even when his own music is featured. I want to
        see him rescue another spider. Or cook me pancakes again.

      I
        wish I could’ve made that alfredo for him.

      “Sure,
        why the hell not?” I shrug, and Luna squeals like she’s
        twelve instead of twenty-two.

      “Dinner’s
        ready,” Joules says, smacking some gum as he strolls into my
        room with a black eye, split lip, and swollen cheek. When Daniel hit
        him, he hit him hard.

      “Perfect,”
        I breathe, scrambling out of bed. I will do most anything for
        barbeque. “What did I do to get so spoiled?” I ask
        Joules, turning to walk backward down the hall. “We’re
        having a barbeque next week for my birthday, right? So what’s
        the celebration tonight?”

      “You,”
        Joules says simply, reaching out to cup the side of my face. I stop
        walking, and we just stand there. If
          Tam doesn’t come back, I’m going to die.

      I
        hate this curse.

      This
        is my life.

      I
        don’t feel like chasing Tam anymore. It’s making me
        tired. I tug my sweatshirt sleeve over the curse mark on my wrist,
        shame flooding me.

      “You
        are the celebration.” Joules drops his hand and skirts past me.
        He’s been going out every day since we came back, disappearing
        for hours, and then returning with boba. He thinks if he gives me
        watermelon popping boba or cocoa cinnamon milk tea or something with
        cheese brûlée, that I’ll forgive him for lying to
        me.

      Almost
        works, too.

      We
        all head outside to where the rest of the family is waiting. All my
        aunts are here, my uncles, my cousins, my grandma. Mom, Dad. My
        friends. Joe. He’s right there at the edge of the yard, still
        in bloom and looking beautiful.

      “Hot
        dog?” my dad asks, using a pair of tongs to retrieve a juicy
        looking bratwurst from the grill. “Or hamburger? Or both? You
        want two of each?”

      “A
        hot dog would—” Then my face pales, and my dad exhales
        like he’s considering hiring a contract killer to go after Tam.
        We haven’t talked about what happened, but I know that my dad
        knows. I’m twenty-two, so it’s hardly a scandal, but …
        Joules put it best when he said, you
          asked my virgin sister to get on her knees and service you?!

      That’s
        how my family feels about it.

      As
        of now, if I took my family to visit Tam on tour, it wouldn’t
        go well for him.

      I
        choose a hamburger instead, letting Joules take over so he can make
        it just the way I like. Neither Joe nor I ever prepared our own
        plates at barbeques. It was always Joules who did that for us.

      I
        sit on the ground next to Joe, and my brother brings my plate.

      The
        entire family settles into a loose circle around Joe. We have picnic
        tables set up so that everyone can be as close as possible to him
        while they eat.

      “I’m
        glad he’s here with us,” Aunt Lisa says, eyes glazing
        over as she takes a seat on one of the benches with a tofu burger in
        hand. “If this burial option had been available for Grandma or
        Clara, then …”

      “They’re
        here with us, too,” my mom assures her, reaching out to grab
        her hand. My Uncle Rob is just like Joules. He can’t stand
        seeing his sisters in pain, so he looks away toward the woods. Uncle
        Peter pats Gram’s hand when she gets sniffly, while Aunt Daphne
        and Aunt Mandy argue quietly over the choice of hamburger buns.

      I
        take a bite of my food as Chloe, Luna, and Ella settle around me.
        Maria sits next to my mom, and Lynn walks around with her plate in
        hand, kicking at weeds. As always, Joules is by my side.

      There
        are so many good, wonderful people around me, so many people who love
        me.

      No
        matter what happens, I know that I’m the lucky one in this
        scenario.

      Tam
  … is alone.

      He
        knows he’s alone.

      He
        hates being alone.

      I
        feel sorry for him, closing my eyes to remember the gentle sweep of
        freckles above his navel, the feel of my lips brushing over his skin.
        It felt right for me to be with him like that.

      What
        are you up to now, Tam Eyre?

      I
        open my eyes to see that Maria is setting up a game of croquet. Joe’s
        favorite. Guess I’m not the only person who’s still
        getting used to him being missing from these family gatherings. It’s
        completely different without him, the melancholy echo of his presence
        on the wind like a ghost.

      “I
        get green,” I call out before my asshole cousins pick out my
        favorite color and leave me with yellow. I stand up, chuck my plate,
        and settle in for an evening game.

      That
        night, I get online and find out where Tam’s next few concerts
        are going to be.

      San
        Francisco. Los Angeles.

      I
        haven’t technically missed any work because the tour’s on
        a brief hiatus. I respond to an email from Tam’s merch manager
        asking if I’ll be able to take those shifts. I tell her that I
        want them, and then I pop my earbuds in, play “Sweet
          Honey” and
        fall asleep to the croon of my lover’s voice.

      My
        lover.

      For
        a few brief moments there, that’s what he was.

      I
        hug a pillow against my chest and breathe through the tumult of
        emotions.

      Tam
        Eyre. He told me that if I wanted him, I could have him.

      And
        I do.

      Despite
        his grumpy attitude, I do want
        him.

      His
        smell, his touch, the illicit taste of him.

      That’s
        what I fall asleep thinking about.
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I
        put my head in my hand, smiling and waving at the production manager
        for the drama that I just started filming.

      “Good
        work today, Tam!” she calls out.

      “See
        you tomorrow,” I shoot back, and then Daniel is sliding the SUV
        door closed just as my lids get heavy and start to droop.

      “Shall
        we go back to the hotel, Mr. Eyre?” Jacob asks from the front
        seat. I waited four days to tell him what happened with Lake and to
        let him know that I didn’t believe she’d post online
        about it, but that I couldn’t be sure. He got our media
        team—including my mom—to
        be ready for a scandal. Fortunately, he didn’t tell them what
        that scandal might be, but now it feels like everybody is looking at
        me a little differently.

      Also,
        Jacob was so pissed off that he swore he was only going to speak to
        me in the utmost professional capacity, like we don’t have the
        same grandparents on my mother’s side.

      “Yes,
        Jake, to the hotel,” I murmur with a sigh.

      After
        months of seeing Lakelynn around, of texting her, of finding her
        kicking hot dog costumes or hawking popcorn, I’m realizing how
        shallow my life feels without her. “Absence.” That’s
        the name of the new song I just dropped, one that I’d
        pre-recorded a while back. It’s about how absence makes the
        heart grow fonder.

      I
        already knew that because of my dad but experiencing it with Lake is
        a whole new ball game.

      I’ve
        never been into a woman the way I’m into Lake. I think about
        her constantly. Every other thought that runs through my head. No,
        more than that.

      I’m
        drifting off to sleep when the alarm on my phone goes off, startling
        me awake. I yank it from my pocket and stare down at the reminder I
        set for myself two weeks back.

      Find
        her, it
        says, and I know then that it’s been two weeks since I last saw
        her. I gave her the space she needed, but I won’t wait any
        longer.

      Once
        I’m alone in my room, I start making phone calls, looking for a
        rental car. A flight is too risky. I can’t go to the airport by
        myself. It’s basically a guarantee that I’ll be
        recognized, and then everyone will know that I’m flying to
        Fayetteville, Arkansas for apparently no reason at all.

      I’m
        going to drive the ten hours to where Lake is. I have the address of
        Frost Family Construction already saved in my phone. If I go there,
        maybe I can talk to her family and make arrangements to see her in
        person. If not, I can at least have them let her know that I came.

      The
        first three places I call are sold out of cars. Some convention in
        town or something. I consider throwing my weight around, letting them
        know who I am so that someone will make a change in reservations that
        they shouldn’t.

      But
        then I find a fourth place that looks promising: a vintage car
        dealership.

      “I’ve
        got a 1972 Pontiac Firebird in red if you can drive a stick,”
        the guy tells me.

      “Oh
        yeah.” I wet my lips, adjusting the phone from one ear to the
        other as I pack a bag and leave it near the door to my room. “I
        can drive a stick.”

      My
        mom taught me when she caught me having a meltdown because Dad was
        gone, and I was never going to learn to drive a stick from him …
        She taught me well. I don’t drive much, but I also don’t
        foresee having any problems with the car.

      I
        leave the man my payment information—he must not be a fan of
        Tam Eyre because he doesn’t recognize my name or comment on
        it—and voilà, I’ve just bought myself a vintage
        ride.

      Now,
        I just have to deal with Daniel. 

      I
        shower and change into my gym clothes. Daniel escorts me like he
        always does, clearing the gym, checking the bathrooms. He locks the
        door, and then goes straight for the weight bench.

      When
        he’s distracted, I unlock the door and slip out.

      Then
        I start running.

      I
        go to the elevator, down to my room for my bag, and then hit the
        lobby so I can grab a cab.

      The
        driver looks at me in the rearview three or four times, but says
        nothing, and I’m dropped off at the dealership. I give the
        owner my license, sign some paperwork, and then he escorts me over to
        a beautifully restored ’72 Firebird in bright red with a white
        leather interior.

      I
        love it.

      “Hey,”
        the man says as he passes the keys over to me. “My daughter and
        my wife love your music.” He points at his own bemused
        expression. “I see them staring at your face on their phones
        all the time.”

      I’m
        not sure if he’s condemning me or thanking me, but I slide the
        Sharpie from my pocket and leave him with a pair of signatures on two
        blank pieces of paper.

      Then
        I start some music, and I hit the road in the middle of a late spring
        night in Georgia.
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I
        brave a drive-thru just to get a bubble tea for myself. Now that I’ve
        let go of the barriers that were keeping me from connecting with
        Lake, I’m obsessing over all the things I like about her. The
        obsession with boba is one of those things, the way she counts down
        the curse with bobas as her marker.

      Anyway,
        the boba isn’t doing a damn thing to keep me awake. I’m
        yawning and nodding off at the wheel, so I force myself to pull over
        at a rest area that advertises free coffee.

      It
        comes out of a little thermos with a spigot in the lobby, served in
        tiny Styrofoam cups with packets of pink Sweet’N Low scattered
        across the tabletop. I lean my back against one of the beige walls
        and listen to the overhead speaker talking about all of the tourist
        options in the area.

      It’s
        two in the morning now, and I have eight hours to go. Eight hours
        until I might be able to see Lake again. I take a selfie with my
        coffee, send it to her, and tuck my phone away. I know I’m
        still blocked, but I’ll screenshot everything I meant for her
        to see and resend it later.

      This
        must be the worst coffee in the entire world, I
        think as I frown down at the murky brown liquid in my cup. A few
        other people come and go, using the bathrooms, taking brochures,
        pouring themselves coffee. Nobody bothers me, and I bask in the brief
        anonymity of the rest stop.

      I
        feel like a normal person today, just an American on a road trip.

      On
        my way out, I see a little girl in a Tam Eyre T-shirt, but she
        doesn’t see me, half in shadow on the other side of the
        walkway. I sip my coffee as she passes, and then I’m smiling as
        I climb back into the Firebird, start the engine, and get back on the
        highway.
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      I’ve
        never driven like this before, all night and away from the sunrise.
        It blazes orange in the rearview while, ahead of me, everything is
        navy and sitting under a sky of fading stars. The landscape changes
        as I drive, morphing from urban to suburban to the middle of nowhere.

      I
        see fields with crops, clusters of houses, protected areas with dense
        woods.

      When
        the day starts to warm up a little, I find another rest stop, buy a
        water bottle from a vending machine, and pour it over my head to wake
        myself up. When I shake my hair out and run my fingers through it, I
        look over to find a young woman gaping at me.

      Our
        eyes meet, and I know that she knows who I am. When she gets out her
        phone to film me, I walk right up to her and she drops it by her
        side.

      “If
        I sign your phone, will you wait to post that video? Doesn’t
        have to be a long time, just a day or two.”

      “I
  …” The woman’s cheeks turn pink, and she tucks her
        phone away. “I didn’t mean to invade your privacy. I just
        really love your music. I don’t think I would’ve survived
        losing my dad without “I
          Want to See You”.”

      My
        throat is tight, but I make myself smile at her and pull out my
        Sharpie again. It’s a purple one, today.

      “Do
        you want a picture and a signature? I’d be happy to do that.”
        I pause. “And I’m really sorry about your dad.”

      “Thank
        you so much, Tam,” she tells me, giving me a hug just before I
        go. It’s a friendly hug, a polite hug, one that doesn’t
        step over any of my boundaries. See? Not all of my fans are crazy.
  “Wherever you’re going, I hope you get there soon.”

      “Two
        hours left,” I tell her, and then I hop in and take off for
        that final stretch.

      On
        the way to Frost Family Construction, I grab several boba teas—all
        for Lake, to mess up her days like she asked me to—and then I
        drive slow so that I can take in the city where she grew up. On the
        outskirts, it’s almost wild. There’s a lot of nature
        around here. But inside the city? It’s urban and compact, not
        at all like I expected Arkansas to look like.

      A
        few blocks from my destination, I start to get butterflies. I feel
        queasy, but excited. I feel this heavy, warmth in my blood that I
        don’t know what to do with except to direct at thoughts about
        Lake. I want her hand on my stomach, fingers spread wide, tracing my
        belly button. Her mouth, on the inside of my knee. The smell of
        shampoo on her hair, and freckles across her nose.

      When
        I finally arrive at the address on my GPS, I see that it isn’t
        a business at all, but a house. A two-story brick house with a red front door, a tree in the yard,
        and plenty of potted plants on the walkway. I should’ve known a
        few blocks back when I entered a neighborhood with backyards and
        driveways that I wasn’t in any sort of business district.

      I
        pull into the driveway beside an old white Buick with a sticker on
        the back.

      Boba
        is magic.

      That’s
        what it says.

      Lakelynn.

      I
        am looking at Lakelynn’s car. It’s the only one in the
        driveway, but I can’t see inside the garage. It is possible
        that she’s here. That she’s the only one here.

      I
        turn the car off and then I sit there until the sticky spring heat
        starts to get cloying. Gathering the three bobas up in my arm, I
        climb out and head up the front walk. It’s peaceful out here.
        There are birds, a sprinkler running across the street, and the sound
        of children playing in a backyard behind one of the houses.

      I
        move up the front step, and then I lift my fist to knock. Hesitate.
        Exhale. Knock,
          knock, knock.

      “It’s
        unlocked!” someone shouts from inside. Lakelynn. My
        body lights up, the sound of her voice knocking my heart into a
        frantic motion that hurts my chest. I adjust my grip on the boba
        cups, all of them wet with condensation and dripping.

      It’s
        unlocked. Does
        that mean come
          in? I
        assume that it does, and then I open the door.

      I
        step into a house with a decent sized foyer, a staircase, and a
        living room on the left. It’s big, but well-lived in. I can see
        the worn track in the carpet, the dips in the sofas, the scuffed
        chairs at the dining table. But it’s clean and cozy. It feels
        like people—a lot of people—live and love in here.

      I
        think about the hotel rooms I’ve been staying in, these cold
        but palatial expanses where I sit alone. Every single night. Alone.

      Not
        here. Lakelynn doesn’t spend a lot of time alone here, I don’t
        think.

      This
  … could be her parents’ place maybe? I slant my gaze to
        the right to see a family photo with two dozen people in it. Does
          she live here with her parents?

      A
        figure moves into the dining room and pulls out a chair, gaze on her
        phone and not on me.

      “You
        better have brought me back a boba,” she murmurs as she sits
        down, engrossed in something on the screen. It’s Lakelynn, of
        course. I nearly drop the teas in my arm, turning to look at her and
        feeling this impossible want that
        consumes my entire sense of self. “And you better explain to me
        where you’ve been going—” She looks up and that
        last word cuts off in a choking cough that she clears as quickly as
        she can before surging to her feet. “You’re not Joules.”

      “Thankfully
        not,” I reply, and then I wet my lips. “Are you alone?”
        Lake nods, slowly. I smile back. “For a while?” She nods
        again, even more slowly. I start toward her, but she shakes her head,
        pointing back at me.

      “Lock
        it,” she commands, voice edgy. “If Joules walks in and
        finds you here, it won’t be pretty.”

      I
        turn back to the door, locking the dead bolt and the chain. Then I
        face Lake again, moving slowly across the foyer, into the living
        room, and to a spot that’s maybe a little too close to her for
        normal conversation.

      “I’m
        not Joules, but I did bring you boba. Screwing with your final number
        of bobas once again. How many until we both die now?”

      “Don’t
        do that,” she whispers gently, but she does move aside so that
        I can set the teas on the table. She thinks I’m teasing her and
        maybe I am, a little bit, but mostly I’m just trying to hold
        back. Does she have any idea how much I want to touch her?

      Probably
        not.

      “Can
        you take a seat for me?” I ask, and she hesitates, but then she
        moves to sit in the dining chair again. “Wait. Not that one.”
        I put my hands on her shoulders and guide her to a cushioned chair in
        the living room. This one’s a much better height.

      “Tam
  …” Lake starts, gaze shifting to the side. I get down on
        one knee in front of her, and her eyes swing back to mine.

      Our
        gazes clash. They tumble right into one another, messy but sticky,
        too. So heavy. I lean in toward her, and I notice the way her fingers
        curl around the edge of the chair’s cushion, tense fingertips
        making divots in the blue-and-white plaid.

      “I
        gave you two weeks to yourself, but I don’t want to wait
        anymore.” I keep staring at her, and she stares right back,
        unafraid. It goes without saying that she never posted anything about
        me. Didn’t film us in private. That when she came to me, she
        genuinely came looking for a soulmate, and I should’ve
        responded in kind, to see if we’d fit together. “I know
        what it feels like to crave privacy and be denied; I couldn’t
        do that to you.”

      Lake
        hesitates, but she doesn’t look away from me.

      “My
        family never gives me privacy; I don’t even know what that is,”
        she whispers, and I feel my lips twitching into a smile. I can’t
        seem to tear my eyes away from her face.

      “I’m
        sorry that I snapped at you that night, that I trapped you into doing
        something like that with me before either of us was ready.”

      “I
        was ready,” she says, and her voice is husky and warm. She’s
        angry with me—that’s obvious in the tense set of her
        shoulders—but I think she wants to touch me, too. I remember
        the way she asked me for permission, and my own body goes hot and
        tense, like I should maybe grab Lake and find her bedroom. “I
        just wanted you to
        be ready, too.”

      “I’m
        still sorry, and I want to make it up to you.”

      I
        go down to both knees and put my palms up near her hips. She shivers,
        but I don’t touch her. Not yet.

      “Can
        I touch you?” I ask her, and her breath catches.

      All
        she can do is nod. I’ll
          take it. I grip her hips in two hands and drag her warm body to the edge of
        the chair.
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I
        cannot believe that Tam Eyre is in my living room.

      Even
        more so, I can’t believe that Tam Eyre is lowering his face
        down to the hot, empty space between my legs. I almost choke when he
        puts his mouth right over the denim crotch of my shorts, flicks his
        green eyes up to mine, and then drags his teeth over
        the rough seam.

      The
        scrape of ivory on denim breaks my brain, and I collapse back into
        the seat. My hands remain like claws, fingernails digging into the
        fabric of the chair.

      Tam
        has nice hands, gently used and big enough to engulf my hips on
        either side as he assumes a possessive grip on my pelvis. My body
        yields to him as he turns his head, running his tongue up the length
        of my thigh until he gets to the leg of my shorts. And then he goes
        underneath it, tracing around my leg as I moan and let my head fall
        back.

      I’ve
        never been touched like this by anyone. And this isn’t just
        anyone. This is Tam.

      The
        Tam that I’ve been chasing for months is on his knees literally returning
        the favor.

      He
        presses a kiss to the inside of my knee that makes my mouth ache. I
        want to kiss him so badly that I have to roll my lips inward to keep
        from asking him to stop. I’m afraid that if I do ask him to
        stop and kiss me, that we might not get back to where we are now.

      I
        really like where we are now.

      Tam
        slides his hands underneath me and takes my ass like it belongs to
        him, pulling me even closer to him. He encourages me to put my legs
        over his shoulders and then he returns to dragging his teeth over the
        fly of my jean shorts. It’s just enough electric energy that I
        quiver, that I grip onto his hair with one hand and find my other
        sliding up my own body to my breast.

      I
        give myself a squeeze as Tam licks me through my shorts, and I groan
        when the warmth of his saliva sinks through the fabric. My underwear
        are wet now, maybe from him, maybe from me, maybe both.

      Either
        way, they’re uncomfortable, and I want him to take them off.

      Tam
        leans back and then looks up to see me touching my breast. He wraps
        his arms around my thighs and watches me, but I can’t touch
        myself while he’s looking. I stop, and he smiles.

      “Unbutton
        it,” he whispers, his voice husky and low but confident. He
        expects that I’ll do it because he asked me to. I don’t
        even need to admit that I was going to do it anyway. He doesn’t
        have to know.

      I
        reach up with shaking hands, unbuttoning my top until the blue-green
        lace of my bra is exposed. With a deep breath, I use my fingers to
        drag the fabric over my nipple, exposing myself.

      Tam’s
        eyes are so dark that I can’t breathe. His pupils are dilated
        and swollen, obliterating the bright green and leaving him with an
        edgier cast to his features. He leans in and presses a kiss to my
        soft belly the way I did to his hard muscles.

      When
        he gently pushes my legs off and then goes about unbuttoning my jeans
        with sure fingers, I don’t stop him. I don’t help him
        either. I wait there, panting, one breast exposed, sunlight slanting
        over my skin and his strawberry blonde hair. In this light, it’s
        basically pink. And his mouth—swollen and wet—is
        essentially pornographic.

      It’s
        not appropriate for a spring afternoon at my parents’ house.

      My
        gaze drifts to my left wrist, but the mark is still there.

      “Tam,”
        I breathe out when he grabs onto my shorts and panties at the same
        time. He gives them a rough tug, and my body goes liquid in that
        chair. I’m simmering and boneless, the illicit scratch of
        cotton and denim down my naked legs, over my sneakers.

      Tam
        tosses them aside and then he curls his fingers against the insides
        of my knees.

      I
        can barely believe it when he pushes them open to look at me. I don’t
        stop him. Don’t cover myself up. I sit there, panting and
        wondering. Anticipating. What is he going to do? How far is he going
        to go?

      Tam
        looks at the center of me, and then he lets his gaze shift up. We
        stare at each other again, and then without a word, he starts to kiss
        his way from my knee to my exposed folds. Kisses once over soft
        curls, kisses his way down, licks his way up.

      My
        inner muscles are squeezing so hard that they hurt, almost like
        cramps. I grab onto the armrests of the chair as my hips move on
        their own, seeking friction and heat. Tam makes another soft,
        helpless sound, and then he’s whispering something like a curse
        or a promise under his breath. His tongue washes over my clit, hot
        and wet, offering pleasure and taking nothing but taste.

      Tam
        moans anyway, like this is getting him off, like he needs to
        touch me, or he won’t be able to breathe. I’m not just a
        want now, but a basic need. Air or water or food. I’m that
        essential to him in that sunny living room with the sheers pulled,
        but the curtains open.

      My
        legs are spread as wide as they can go, Tam’s pink-tinted hair
        like silken frosting between my thighs. I remember how good it felt
        when he stroked my scalp with tender fingers, so I do the same,
        starting with my palm on the back of his neck, letting my fingertips
        drift gently into his hair.

      He
        shudders against me, and then moves his right hand down to the wet
        core of me. He lifts his head, I grab his hair, and then he pushes
        one finger into me.

      I’ve
        only ever done this to myself.

      I
        shake as he slides out with a sound that makes us both flush. Pushes
        back in. Out.

      Tam
        leans down again and warms my clit with his tongue, circling lazily
        around it as I cup my own breast, squeezing and kneading. My thumb
        brushes featherlight against my nipple, and my hips buck into Tam’s
        face. He adds a second finger, increases the speed, presses harder
        with his tongue—

      “Wait,
        wait, stop,” I groan as my body crescendos and then ebbs,
        crescendos, ebbs. I’m done. I can’t take anymore.
  “Please, Tam. I’m done.”

      “You’re
        okay?” he asks, fingers still inside of me, and I nod at him.

      “I’ve
        just … this is far as I can go.”

      He
        seems a little confused, but he draws his fingers all the way out and
        sits back on his calves. I slide off the chair, still not wearing
        pants, my top undone, and Tam catches me. He lowers me to the floor
        in front of him, my legs on either side of his body. When he drops
        his forehead down to mine, I get the idea that this isn’t just a
        single favor that he’s giving to me.

      We
        might … this could happen.

      We
        could work on breaking the curse together.

      Tam
        is breathing as hard as I am, his arm wrapping my waist. He scoots
        back and then falls into a seated position with his back against the
        side of the couch. I’m straddling his lap now, my naked lower
        body on his clothed one. I can feel his hard-on beneath me, and my
        hips rock a little on accident.

      He
        moans and puts his nose up against the side of my neck, sliding his
        arms around me. This is the most that we’ve ever touched each
        other, the first time that he’s ever held me like this.

      “I
        want to stay, but I’m going to have to leave soon. If I don’t
        start driving, I won’t make it back in time for filming.”
        Tam sounds apologetic, like he truly wishes he could stay. Like maybe
        he wants me to go with him? I’m not sure. He doesn’t ask.

      “Wait,”
        I whisper, afraid to move too much and break this spell. He’s
        been cagey and hard to catch since moment one. I can’t spook
        him and send him running. But then his arms tighten around me, and I
        get this warm surge in my lower belly.

      This
        doesn’t feel like the embrace of a man who wants to run.

      Somehow,
        I feel like I have
        just been caught.

      “I’ll
        wait,” Tam murmurs against my skin, and my body spasms a little
        against him. I didn’t come, but I’ve never had an orgasm
        in my life, so it’s not a big deal. I’ll … we’ll
  … I don’t know if Tam is setting us up for more, but if
        he is, we’ll have to learn how to do that together.

      I
        swallow down the thought.

      “I
        meant to say, wait,
          you drove here.”
        I know he only flew into Atlanta yesterday. For him to be here now,
        that means he did a whole day of filming for the drama, hopped into a
        car, and drove straight here with no sleep. That scares me. What if
        he’d gotten into an accident? “I’m not letting you
        drive back by yourself. I already told you that you need sleep, Tam.”

      “Mm.”
        He draws his head back, sitting up so that he can look at me. I’m
        still in his arms, straddling his erection, my lower body bare, my
        breast exposed. Tam’s attention drifts down to it, and he licks
        his lips again. I feel him shift underneath me, and I do the same.

      I
        think we’re about to have sex, maybe, but we should both
        clarify our intentions first.

      “I’ll
        drive you back,” I whisper when it seems that he’s at a
        loss for words. When I look at him this time, he just looks right
        back at me. I don’t see him trying to hide, to deflect, to push
        me away. I test him by taking his face in my hands, sliding my
        fingers into his hair.

      His
        eyelids droop, and he breathes in nice and deep, out like he’s
        releasing tension.

      “What
        are you doing here?” I ask him as his hands drift down to my
        lower back and then over my ass. I make a sound that has him smiling
        at me in that way of his, the smile that’s in every music
        video, on his face at every concert. He looks like he wants me, but I
        don’t know if he truly does or if he’s just … Tam.
        This is what Tam does.

      “Chasing
        you,” he replies, and I startle a little.

      In
        a good way.

      Tam’s
        left hand works its way back up, sliding my unbuttoned shirt over my
        shoulder, cupping my breast. I melt into him, leaning toward his
        touch.

      “I
        need a sports bra, Tam,”
        he whispers, and I clutch at his head like I’m going to fall
        forever if I don’t. That’s what I feel like right now,
        like I’m falling off a building with nothing but concrete down
        below me. My stomach is in my throat. “Say it for me.”

      Is
        that why he was acting so strange in the gym? Did that sentence do
        something for him that I didn’t expect?

      “I
  … do need a sports bra, Tam,” I tell him, and he groans,
        taking me with him to the floor so that he’s lying between my
        legs, propped over me on his elbows.

      “You’ll
        go to Atlanta with me?” he asks, and I nod. I won’t tell
        him that I plan on taking a bus right back. At least for now. I have
        to be here on Tuesday; it’s my birthday. “Okay, then.”

      Tam’s
        hips are cradled in mine, and we both realize that. It wouldn’t
        take much for … but we don’t. He pushes off of me with a
        groan, and then another as he gets to his feet with his pants tented
        painfully. I roll over to collect my shorts, pulling them over my
        sneakers and up my legs. I lift my hips up to tug them into place,
        and Tam watches, running a shaky hand through his hair.

      I
        adjust my bra, button my top, and then I accept the hand that Tam
        offers so that I can get to my feet.

      The
        magic fades a little, and then we’re both just standing there
        awkwardly with three melting bobas and a house that won’t be
        empty for long.

      “There
        wasn’t any watermelon flavor at the place I went …”
        Tam trails off, gaze shifting over to the drinks. I nod in
        understanding, take two straws and stab them into the drinks. I pass
        one to Tam and keep the other for myself. “These are all for
        you,” he reminds me, but I just shake my head, gesturing for
        him to sip his own drink.

      It’s
        silent there for several minutes.

      “Why
        are you here?” I ask him again, and he nods, like he expected
        it wasn’t going to be that easy. “This isn’t even a
        day off for you. I saw on your website that you’re scheduled to
        film more scenes this evening.”

      “Which
        is unfortunately why I have to leave …” He checks his
        phone and sighs, but then he looks up at me and some of the fatigue
        in his face seems to slough off. “In twenty minutes or less. I
        just wanted a chance to talk to you.”

      He
        steps up beside me, facing the table while I face away from it, hip
        to hip. Tam picks up my phone, holds it out so that I can unlock it,
        and then he unblocks his own number. He takes his own phone and sends
        me a ton of screenshots and a couple of pictures from the last two
        weeks. His entire chat history with me that I know nothing about.

      “Read
        those when you have time. Say whatever you want to say to me. I
        deserve it.” He moves away from the table to stand in front of
        me again, dressed in a loose white T-shirt and jeans. He has pale
        blue sneakers on with a hint of bright red sock visible at the ankle.
        Tam ruffles up his hair with his fingers and slants a look in my
        direction. “Mostly, I’m sorry for what happened between
        us. I didn’t want you to feel used. I wasn’t using you,
        even if it came across that way.”

      “You
        let your bodyguard beat my brother up …” I start, but
        Tam is already shaking his head.

      “That
        was a mistake. It won’t happen again. I … I’ll
        talk to Joules. Alone. In person.” Tam takes another drink of
        his boba—I think it’s a peach fruit tea with popping
        boba—and opens his mouth like there are a million other things
        he wants to say to me. “Can I see your room while I’m
        here?” he asks me, and I’m a bit startled by the
        question.

      My
        room?

      “You
        live here, right?” he asks, and I nod. It’s still
        surreal, to see him standing in the same living room where I
        announced to my family that he was my Match and that I was going to
        die. Right here. This is where my mom was standing when she nearly
        collapsed. The TV behind Tam is the one that I took over to play his
        music videos for the family.

      I
        nod, and then I turn to head toward the foyer.

      “This
        way.”

      My
        legs are shaky as I climb the steps to the second floor and then up
        another flight to the third. I’m surprised that I can even walk after
        what just happened. I’m aware of Tam moving behind me in a way
        that I’ve never been aware of anyone else in my entire life.

      My
        body responds to every little sound he makes, and my heart pounds
        when he steps on the creaky floorboard outside my bedroom door.

      “Here
        we are.” I open the door to reveal an attic bedroom that’s
        a little too hot, but that I love because I can open all the windows
        and feel the breeze at night. Half of the Christmas lights on the
        ceiling have gone out, but the ones woven through the footboard of my
        bed are still nice and bright. I have that blanket on my bed that my
        great grandma never finished but that my grandma did. There’s a
        shrine to Joe on a shelf hanging from chains by the rafters, a lumpy
        couch that used to belong to my parents, and a desk with the legs
        sawed off so that it can sit on the floor against the slanted
        roof-wall.

      I
        step aside so that Tam can observe my natural habitat.

      He
        wanders in slowly, eyes taking in everything. Yep.
          Clever and shrewd and so fucking smart. He
        plays dumb, but that’s only because he thinks that’s what
        people want from him. I want to know what he’s really thinking.

      Tam
        pauses by the whiteboard hanging on the wall. Because of the shape of
        the ceiling, he has to lean down to read what’s written on it.
        Something like Tam
          Eyre is a grumpy jerk. I
        think Lynn wrote that. Tam stands back up and looks over his shoulder
        at me, and I shrug.

      “I
        have no privacy,” I admit again, and he nods, and then he walks
        over to my bed and
        sits down on the surface of it.

      Tam
        Eyre.

      In
        my bedroom.

      On
        my bed.

      Tam
        Eyre, who has more than one-hundred-and-seventy-million TikTok
        followers. He has as many people following him as live in all of
        Canada, South Korea, and Australia combined. More than
        that. And there he is, just sitting on my bed with a boba tea in
        hand.

      When
        I walk over to him, he sets it down on my nightstand, takes my tea
        and does the same. When his hand reaches for mine, I let him have it,
        and I sit down beside him.

      Our
        thighs are touching.

      I
        exhale.

      “What
        does this mean?” I ask him without looking his way. I stay
        facing forward, staring at the exposed beams in the wall. “You
        coming here. I get that you’re sorry, but I need to know if
        there’s anything else. I want to drive you back to Atlanta
        because I’m genuinely worried about you, but if that’s
        all you need from me, then that’s okay, too.”

      Tam
        turns to look at me, even if I don’t look back.

      “I
        want you to meet me in San Francisco for the concert. I want you to
        ride with me in the jet to Los Angeles and go to that concert, too.
        If you want, I’d even like it if you came over and visited my
        house.”

      I
        can’t breathe.

      “What
        happened to if
          you want me, you can have me?”
        I ask softly.

      “I
        meant what I said, but I just didn’t say it the right way or at
        the right time.” He reaches out and takes my left wrist,
        drawing it over my lap and in his direction. His thumb pets the curse
        mark, and it burns oddly in my skin, a bit of a crackled gold edge
        shimmering in the red stain of it. Tam notices, and blinks in
        surprise. Yeah, he still doesn’t believe me, but that’s
        alright. “I’m having trouble not touching you right now,”
        he admits, and I shiver violently. His grip tightens on my wrist, but
        then he abruptly releases me and stands up.

      He’s
        so tall that he has to stoop down to get out of the nook where my bed
        is.

      Tam
        pauses next to my desk and then squints at something, bending down to
        fish some of the discarded Tam Eyre flashcards from the small metal
        trash can next to it. They’re the only things in it, left there
        all this time.

      He
        picks one up and smiles at the messy handwriting, the way I crossed
        out what I wrote three times, and finally gave up. There are only a
        few cards in there, just the ones I ruined. The rest, Joules threw
        away just a few days into our initial road trip.

      “Do
        you want to see the archives?” I blurt, because that always
        helps. Tam hesitates, but then he looks over his shoulder and nods at
        me.

      It’s
        awkward as hell between us, especially since he hasn’t even
        washed his hand …

      “Do
        you want to wash your hands first?’ I ask, surprising him. I
        noticed that he wasn’t touching anything with his right hand,
        just with his left. His right hand has been mostly tucked into his
        pocket.

      “Um,
        sure?” It sounds like a question. I grab his wrist and drag him
        into a bathroom on the second floor. I’m a little embarrassed
        since my mom decorated it with a Paris theme. It’s very …
        not original or exciting. Tam doesn’t seem to notice, focused
        more on the water as I put his hands under it, placing a bar of soap
        in the shape of the Eiffel Tower in his palms.

      He
        washes his hands as I wait beside him, butt tucked up against the
        edge of the counter.

      “I
        was hoping to not wash my hand at all,” he murmurs just before
        he turns the tap off, but I pretend not to hear him.

      We
        head to the archive room next, with its stupid No
          Food or Drinks! sign,
        the one with the bad clip art that my mom made. I open the door, and
        the smell of paper and ink rolls out, the electric fireplace shut
        off, and a portable dehumidifier/air conditioner situated in the
        center of the room. It’s stopped working, so maybe I need to
        empty the water tray on the bottom.

      Tam
        runs his now-dry fingers along the edges of the books and then slides
        one out at random.

      His
        lips part as his eyes scan the words. I creep forward to see what
        he’s got. Ah. This one’s from one of Samuel Frost’s
        daughters (the Samuel
        Frost, originator of the curse).

      Tam.
        Tall, handsome, talented, nervous, grumpy Tam. Right here. In my
        house.

      He
        clears his throat and then reads one of the pages aloud.

      “I
        had not believed my father’s ramblings at first. Who would ever
        believe such nonsense—even from such an upright and formidable
        figure as he. But then the curse came to visit my eldest sister, and
        the birthmarks upon our wrists—odd certainly, but not
        inexplicable by means of modern science—were no longer
        congruent. Hers burned with a fire and the taint of unwanted ink.
        Within a year, she was dead, and the man she had claimed as the cure
        to her sudden ailment was also dead.

      “I
        take it upon myself to listen to my father’s advice, and to
        write it all down.”

      Tam
        pauses, and I know he’s scanning the rules of the curse, the
        ones that I rewrote in my own Frost family journal. With each
        generation, it’s important to update the language so that fortuitous
          meetings of happenstance can
        be read as random
          meet-cutes. Or, a
            prior acquaintance shall not be removed from the pool of possible
            curse-adjacent suitors but rather included amongst them and revealed
            in the most inopportune of times, such as through a recently received
            correspondence. I
        changed that one to: You
          can be matched to someone you have met before, even if you’ve
          met them many times.

      See
        how much simpler that is?

      Tam
        closes the journal, slips it back into its place on the shelf, and
        grabs another.

      I
        stand in the doorway, watching dust motes float in the light around
        his face like lost fairies. My breath is stilted and strange, and I
        don’t seem to know what to do with my hands. I rub my palms on
        my shorts, but … they’re wet. They’re wet, and I’m
        walking around with a big damp spot on my crotch.

      “I’ll
        be right back!” I turn and flee the room, pound my way up the
        stairs.

      I
        shove my shorts and panties to the ground without closing my bedroom
        door because … why would Tam follow me?

      And
        then I turn around, and he’s standing right
          there, holding
        one of my relative’s journals in his hands. His full mouth is
        parted, and his eyes … they’re not the eyes of a pop
        star. They’re not the eyes of a friend. They’re the eyes
        of a man, and I feel them like a ray of hot sunshine on all the naked
        parts of me.

      “Close
        the door!” I yell at him, and he walks
          inside before
        closing it. “Tam, not like that.” I snatch a blanket from
        the end of my bed and wrap it around my hips. He looks so confused
        right now, the journal pressed between his palms, his mouth in a flat
        line.

      And
        his eyes …

      “Please
        turn around, so that I can change,” I tell him, and he nods
        before doing as I asked. But he doesn’t open the journal. He
        stands there with tense shoulders, and an aura of want that permeates
        my room like a fog. I can’t see my hand in front of my face
        because the want has obscured my entire reality.

      I
        drag on some fresh underwear and a pair of sweatpants that are in no
        way sexy or appealing.

      “Okay,
        all good,” I tell him, and he turns around. His eyes haven’t
        changed. The way he’s looking at me hasn’t changed.

      “Your
        whole family keeps journals?” he asks, voice cracking. I nod
        and tuck some hair behind my ears.

      “Yeah,
        if you get matched, you’re supposed to record your entire
        journey so that others can learn from it.”

      His
        smile hitches up, and my heart goes right with it, soaring up into my
        head like a helium balloon. I don’t have a brain anymore. I’m
        making all of my decisions with a shiny red mylar balloon shaped like
        a heart. The string is tangled somewhere in my throat, and I can’t
        make words happen.

      “So,
        that means you’ve been writing about me?” Tam asks,
        flipping open to a random page in the journal. This one isn’t
        leather with wrinkled, yellowing pages, so it must be newer. “I
          am only going to write one entry, and then I am going to let it rest.
          I’ve lived a good life with a good man, raised beautiful
          children, raised even more beautiful grandchildren, spent more time
          with my great grandchildren than I ever imagined possible. My Match
          is my doctor, a man thirty years my junior. I will not waste the last
          year of my life chasing …” Tam trails off and then looks up at me. “Chasing an
        impossibility.” He slams the cover shut, and my heart thumps in
        time with it.

      “Great-grandma
        Louise,” I whisper, wishing she were here right now to help me
        out with this. No matter how old she got, she never lost sight of
        what it meant to be a certain age. My mom would forget all about what
        it was like when she was seventeen, and she’d come at my
        problems like a mom. Louise—we called her GG—always knew
        just what to say to make us kids feel better.

      “Why
        did you choose to chase me instead of … a bucket list?”
        Tam asks, hesitating slightly in the middle of his sentence. The way
        he says the word chase reminds
        me of his words downstairs, when I asked what he was doing and he
        said that he was chasing me.

      Him.
        Chasing me. Not the other way around.

      “I
        considered it,” I admit, shrugging my shoulders. I know then
        that no matter what happens with the curse, I made the right
        decision. Being honest with Tam from the start was the only way this
        could ever work. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life
        lying to my partner, the way my other relatives do. “But in the
        end, it felt like giving up, and I just couldn’t do it.”

      I
        move over to the couch where my bag is sitting, and I draw out my
        journal. I walk up to Tam and offer it out to him, my hands shaking.
        He reaches up and wraps his fingers around my left wrist, turning it
        so that he can see the curse mark with his own eyes.

      “Read
        that,” I tell him, choking a little on the words, on the rough
        brush of fingers on a tender pulse. “There’s not a lot
        because I’m really bad about remembering to do it, but this
        isn’t just my journey, it’s our journey.
        Tam, if we don’t break the curse together, we will both die.”

      He
        looks up at me, and I wonder if he isn’t starting to believe
        that I’m telling the truth. It’s too much to hope for, so
        I don’t press him on it.

      “We’re
        going to live past August,” he tells me, and his voice is
        strong and steady enough that I almost believe it. “I don’t
        know if the curse is real, but I’m going to work with you to
        break it anyway.”

      He
        drags his thumb along my vein and into my palm, rubbing a little
        circle before he releases me. When he tries to crack my journal, I
        slap my hand over the top to close it.

      “You
        can read it later—when I’m not around.”

      Tam
        lifts his gaze up to my face, and his smile is sharp-edged and
        private.

      “What
        did you write in here?” he whispers, like he thinks it’s
        going to be X-rated or something.

      “You’ll
        see.” I take the other journal from him and head back
        downstairs, putting it back where it goes, and wondering if I should
        take Tam outside to meet Joe. But I can’t. Still not ready for
        that. “We need to get you out of here before Joules shows up.”

      I
        turn to see Tam waiting in the doorway to the archives, studying me.

      “Give
        me your keys, and let’s go.” I walk right up to him,
        holding out a hand, and he passes the keys over without complaint.
        Doesn’t move though. Just stands there, staring down at me. I
        shift a bit from foot to foot, waiting for him to move or say
        something.

      Waiting.

      Waiting.

      His
        hand comes up, fingers brushing over my cheek and into my hair. He
        gathers it up like he did when I was on my knees in front of him, and
        then lets it go, strands kissing my neck. I shiver all over as he
        lets his hand fall to his side.

      And
        yet … he’s here, and he’s lovely, but he was a
        fucking asshole to me. A horrible, inconsiderate asshole.

      “If
        it weren’t for the curse, I would have made you wait another
        week. Maybe three. No, a whole month.”

      “I
        would’ve waited,” Tam says simply, and I honestly feel
        like I’m being sucker-punched. What happened to him over the
        last two weeks?

      “Are
        you possessed?”
        I ask, and he laughs at me, letting his head fall back. He has the
        decency to blush, and then turns away from me, meandering down the
        hallway with his hands in his pockets.

      “Too
        much?” he asks, tossing a look over his shoulder that I think
        few in this world would be able to resist. I move up to stand beside
        him, and his eyes track my every footfall. He looks up and into my
        face. “Because I can tone it down.” His smile shifts a
        little, and I shiver again. He knows that I like it. But I should be
        honest, too.

      “I’m
        wondering if you’re charming me the way you charm everyone
        else.”

      “I’m
        telling you that this is only for you,” Tam says, and then he
        turns away, unlocks and opens the front door. He steps outside before
        I can stop him, but I do wrap my arms around myself and give a brief
        squeeze before I chase after him.

      No
        matter what he says, or how beautiful he looks, I have a literal
        magic mark on my wrist that tells me everything I need to know about
        him.

      I
        head outside not paying attention whatsoever, caught up in memories
        of my mouth on Tam or of his mouth on me. And
          yet, we’ve never kissed each other. I
        stop suddenly at the edge of the driveway and lift my head up, eyes
        widening.

      “Sorry,
        what is this?” I whisper, gaping at the beautiful red car in
        the driveway. A Pontiac? A Pontiac Firebird. “Seventies?”
        I ask, pointing at it before Tam can even answer my previous
        question. “Seventy … three?”

      “Seventy-two,”
        Tam replies warily, leaning away from me. He looks me up and down
        before getting that little crease of confusion between his brows.
  “And here I was, about to ask you if you could drive a stick.”

      “You
        didn’t think I could drive a … Wow. My God, you’re
        such a city boy.” I laugh as he turns on me with the edge of a
        feral tease tracing his lips.

      “You
        don’t think this is a city?” He points up at the airplane
        overhead, the one that’s a little too loud because we’re
        kind of close to the airport. Not close-close, but like close enough
  … My thoughts are spiraling because of Tam. Just a half hour
        ago, I was lying on the couch wondering if I should book a sky diving
        lesson. You know, because of the whole about
          to die thing.
  “Who’s delusional now?”

      “Can
        I touch you without asking permission every time?” I ask him
        suddenly, and he blinks in surprise, looking across the street to
        where my neighbors are standing. All four of the Lane family’s
        daughters are staring at Tam. The oldest gives me a look, but I offer
        the most minute shake of my head.

      No,
        you cannot come over here and see him. Go away. The
        oldest—her name is Deanna—flips me off. Tam looks back to
        me, a hint of stubbornness flashing in his eyes. He’s fighting
        something off, a reservation about me maybe.

      “Yes.”

      Just
        that one word.

      “Good.”
        I reach up and smooth that crease between his eyebrows with my thumb,
        sighing in relief. Tam just stares at me. “That’s been
        driving me nuts for a while.”

      “Same.”
        Tam reaches out with his thumb and then pauses. “Can I touch
        you without permission, too?” I nod at him, and then he rubs
        his thumb over the dimple I know that I get in my right cheek. Just
        the one side. “That was driving me crazy, too.”

      He
        turns and opens the driver’s side door for me.

      “Hop
        in. They were out of rental cars in Atlanta, so I bought this.”
        Tam shrugs and then closes the door behind me before I even register
        what he’s just said. When he gets into the passenger side, I
        turn to look at him, and a surge of joy shoots through me. From head
        to curled toes inside my sneakers, this might be the most exciting
        moment of my entire life.

      I
        might live.

      I
        might actually live through this.

      Tam
        might actually like me.

      I’m
        about to drive a vintage muscle car with a pop star in the passenger
        seat.

      “I
        really like “Break
          Up With Me”,”
        is what I tell him, and he shifts his laser-focused attention over to
        me. I had no idea what it was going to be like to stand in Tam Eyre’s
        spotlight, but I never imagined anything like this. “Your song,
        obviously.”

      “If
        you dare?” he asks, lifting a brow, and I’m shook. If
          you dare, is
        the second line of the song I just mentioned. So it goes something
        like this: break
          up with me, if you dare. But I know you won’t, and you can’t
          resist. Why lie to me?

      Fuck.

      “This
        is honestly cool. I wanted to deny it, but it is. I’m getting
        off on the Tam Eyre thing.”

      “Well,”
        he says, looking out the windshield at the driveway. “You told
        me before that I was Tam
        Eyre. Thomas is Tam, and vice versa. So, I’m okay with that.”
        His mouth shifts prettily, and I exhale, starting the car before he
        can make me forget what I’m doing in here.

      We’re
        not going on a road trip together; I’m taking him back to the
        filming location for a fucking TV show. A Netflix original that’s
        already broken previous records for most
          added to watchlist.

      “Wait.
        What about a bag?” Tam asks me, because I haven’t told
        him that I’m not coming yet. I was afraid he’d stop me,
        but we’re already in the car, so it should be fine.

      “I
        can’t stay with you. I’m going to drop you off and come
        right back. I can’t miss having my birthday here.” Could
        be my last birthday. Also, I want to spend it as close to Joe as
        possible. I sweep my hair back, nerves tingling.

      Tam’s
        eyes are on my neck. Tam’s eyes are lower, at the top edge of
        my shirt. They’re on my eyes, and I can’t breathe. I
        shift into reverse and glide the beautiful car right out of the
        driveway.

      “That’s
        okay. The merch manager told me that you asked for more shifts, so I
        knew that no matter what, I’d get to see you then.” A
        pause. “What if I added you to my team instead?”

      “Your
        team?” I ask absently, but I know what he’s getting at,
        and my nerves are shot with anticipation. “Can you get
        directions to wherever it is that we’re going? Or even just to
        Atlanta in general. I’m not sure what highway to get on.”

      Tam
        takes his phone out, doing what I asked with his thumb, but
        continuing the previous conversation.

      “My
        team. Work for me. Be one of my assistants. I had eight at one point.
        There are only three left, so nobody would even question it.”

      Huh.
        So … he hasn’t mentioned Kaycee. My stomach turns. He.
        Hasn’t. Mentioned. Kaycee. Did
          he cheat on her? Oh my God. He definitely cheated on her when he let
          me— When I— Shit.
        I want to ask, but I can’t have that question hanging over us
        in the car for ten hours. I’ll text him about it tomorrow.

      “Jacob
        might,” I offer as Tam hooks his phone to the clip on the
        vintage dashboard. Okay. Only nine hours and fifty-seven minutes to
        our destination. I can do this. I can be trapped in a small car with
        this guy, and everything will be relaxed and easy.

      Relaxed
        and easy.

      Breathe.

      “Jacob
        isn’t speaking to me in a non-professional capacity any
        longer,” Tam states, slouching back against the door in a way
        that I think is inherent and well-trained. He doesn’t even know
        he’s posing, but he does it anyway. Because he’s always
        being filmed. At restaurants. On the street. In the airport. Every
        moment is a performance. “He only calls me Mr. Eyre and phrases
        things like a duke from the sixteenth century. Would
          his lordship prefer the carriage be brought ‘round, Mr. Eyre? Things
        like that.”

      I’m
        laughing too hard, hand over my mouth. I can hear it now. I feel like
        Jacob and I might really get along if he’d stop looking at me
        like a she-devil come for his master’s bloody heart.

      Only
  … I did. I did come looking for his heart, and I was willing
        to do anything to access it. Maybe
        not the same motivations as a typical fangirl, but the same intent
        nonetheless. I drop my hand back to the wheel.

      Tam
        reaches out to adjust the air conditioner, and then it’s
        blowing his pretty hair around his face. He shifts his gaze to mine,
        and I look back at the road.

      “I’m
        taking you to In-N-Out. I’m just assuming you haven’t
        eaten since before you arrived in Atlanta yesterday?” I don’t
        even know why I’m asking. We both know he hasn’t.

      “I’m
        going to get a milkshake,” Tam murmurs, letting his head fall
        back, a smile on his face. “Don’t tell Jacob, okay?”

      And
        then he’s asleep.

      He’s
        asleep.

      I’m
        relieved and disappointed at the same time, but God. He looks so
        exhausted that I’m worried about him. He pushes himself too
        hard, and I’m a difficult extra to add into his life. Instead
        of working out and sleeping, he came to me after he was done with
        work.

      I
        let him sleep, and I order for him at the drive-thru. I only shake
        him awake to eat, and when he falls asleep again, I leave him alone.

      I
        keep the music off, too, and just listen to the sound of the wheels
        gripping the asphalt, the shift of Tam’s jeans against the
        leather seat, the soft exhalation of a tired sigh.

      I
        should text Joules, I
        realize shortly after that, but I don’t want to pull over yet.
        I’ll do it later.
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      I
        make it three hours before I need the rest stop, parking in the front
        and doing my best not to wake Tam. Doesn’t work. He blinks
        awake as soon as the car stops, stretching his arms and bumping them
        into the low roof. He yawns and folds both arms behind his head,
        strawberry blonde hair tufted around his face in a wavy muss.

      Shiver.

      “I
        just need to use the bathroom. Be right back.”

      “I’ll
        go with you,” Tam says, climbing out with me. He escorts me up
        the walkway and then waits at the spot where the path to the women’s
        restroom splits off from the path to the men’s. “I’ll
        wait for you here after,” he says, and then he takes off
        without any disguise whatsoever.

      I
        just assume he knows what he’s doing.

      When
        I get out of the bathroom, I see that Tam is already waiting, and
        surrounded by people. He’s signing things with a Sharpie and
        letting fans take pictures of him.

      I
        frown.

      I
        march right up to the group, and I push my way between them until I
        get in front of Tam.

      “I’m
        sorry, but could you please leave him alone?” I’m not
        even being mean. I just don’t think it’s fair to him to
        be swarmed and trapped like this. He should be able to move around
        the world like a normal person.

      In
        just a few minutes, we’re alone again. Tam appears stunned by
        either the reaction of the crowd or … me. Did I overstep?

      “Nice
        work. Better than Jacob even,” Tam says with a raised brow,
        taking the keys from my hoodie pocket. “I’ll drive for a
        little while.”

      “You
        need to sleep,” I warn him, but he’s already walking away
        from me, swinging them on his finger.

      “If
        I drive, I won’t fall asleep, and we can talk. Just for an hour
        or two, okay?” He asks me this before climbing in, both of us
        poised by the doors on either side.

      I
        nod, and Tam takes over for a bit.

      “Shit,
        I forgot to message Joules. One second.” I put my drink back in
        the cupholder and call my brother. I don’t want to look at the
        twenty texts that he’s already sent me.

      “What
        the fuck, Lake?” Joules
        breathes, clearly furious with me. He doesn’t usually ask for
        details about what I’m doing when he checks in, just wants me
        to let him know I’m safe. It’s a simple, easy ask. I get
        it. When he disappears for hours on end and doesn’t tell me
        where he’s going or what he’s doing, I get nervous, too.

      “I’m
        with Tam,” I blurt, because if this is curse-related, I won’t
        get as much flak from my family for pulling a disappearing act. I
        left my car in the driveway, and then ignored my phone. “He
        stopped by on his way to a job, and I ended up driving with him.”

      Silence.

      Dead
        silence.

      I
        look over to see that Tam has an elbow parked on the door, head in
        his hand. He briefly shifts his gaze to me before turning to the road
        again.

      “Tam.”
        That’s Joules on the other end of the line. I put him on
        speakerphone. “You’re with Tam.”

      “Why
        are you just repeating what I said? Yes, I’m with Tam. I’m
        safe. I’m sorry that I didn’t—”

      “Tell
        him that if he wants to see you, he needs to come and see me first.”

      I
        howl at that. It’s too stupid for me to even acknowledge, so I
        pretend he didn’t even say it.

      “Joules,
        I’m twenty-three the day after tomorrow. Legal adult. Leave us
        alone.”

      “This
        isn’t about you anymore, Lake. He stood like a quivering child
        behind his bodyguard when he knew that
        he’d mistreated you. He should make this right.”

      “You’re
        an idiot.” I hang up on Joules and turn my phone to silent,
        putting it into my pocket.

      “If
        I want him to like me, am I going to have to let him punch me in the
        face?” Tam asks absently, and I give him a sharp look.

      “Who
        cares if he likes you? He’ll get over it. Besides, I know he
        was trying to save my life, but he did go
        after your girlfriend with every available ounce of charm. I don’t
        see it, but I hear from girls who aren’t related to him that
        he’s hard to resist. He knew what would happen if he pursued
        Kaycee.”

      Your
        girlfriend. Correct
        me, Tam. I want him to correct me, to say that he broke up with her.

      “If
        it’ll help, I’ll just let him punch me,” Tam says,
        and I roll my eyes.

      “You
        might end up liking each other if you’d both relax.” I
        sigh and close my eyes, trying not to think about Tam rubbing my
        dimple with his thumb. “That
          was driving me crazy, too.”

      “What
        are you going to do after you drop me off?” Tam asks, and I get
        the idea that this is an important question for him. “Fly back?
        Do you want me to buy you a plane ticket?”

      “I’ll
        get back on my own, no worries,” I tell him. I forgot my wallet
        at home, so I can’t fly back. No ID. What I can do is buy a bus
        ticket on my phone, and scan that at the station. So … that’s
        what I’ll do. I just have a feeling that if Tam knows I’m
        riding the bus, that he’ll try to stop me.

      I
        have to be home for my birthday.

      Also,
        I want a minute to think. I can’t think with him staring at me
        like that. A week apart between now and San Francisco won’t
        kill me. Though
          it feels like that somehow. I
        ask myself why I don’t have a bag with me, why I’m not
        just staying with him. If I do, can I break the curse and a single
        missed birthday won’t mean anything in the long run? Or …
        Tam and I could try and try together for the next few months and
        still not fall in love.

      I’ve
        seen it before.

      Joe
        and Marla. They
        were falling in
        love when the curse ended. They were right
          fucking there, but
        it wasn’t enough. I rub at my wrist. No, I will go home for my
        birthday. Plus … it seems like Tam is sort of hot for me?
        Like, really hot for me. I’m panting a little bit, and I can
        feel the knowledge of that in every cell of my body. I don’t
        get it because he is objectively much more handsome than I am
        beautiful.

      But
  … it’s there.

      It
        was sexual tension that I was feeling.

      Anyway,
        I didn’t see him for two weeks and he went from pushing my hand
        off his leg to offering me oral sex in my living room. That’s a
        good upgrade. Another week will be just fine.

      “About
        the job thing, I’ll put you on the schedule, and you’ll
        get an email from Jacob telling you where to go and when. Usually,
        that means meeting us at the airport and then staying with the team
        until the next break.” Tam thinks for a minute. “If you
        meet us in San Francisco, you can ride in my car with me.”

      “Should
        I try to book rooms at the same hotels you’re staying at?”
        I ask, wondering if we can afford that. However it needs to happen,
        we’ll make it happen. Tam said travel expenses were included,
        but I’m not sure what that means.

      “You’ll
        have your own room near mine,” he says, and I seriously doubt
        that’s a perk afforded to any of his other assistants. Or …
        maybe it is? I have no idea.

      “When
        we’re in San Francisco, let’s go to Japantown and eat
        ramen,” I say, turning to look out the front window. “That’s
        what I had on my to-do list for when we visited.”

      “Thank
        you for the zoodles. I cried when I ate them, if that’s any
        consolation.” I think Tam is joking, but … only
        half-joking. Like, maybe he didn’t actually cry, but he was
        upset that I was gone.

      “You
        ate them?” I ask, feeling pleased.

      “I
        did. I made the alfredo sauce, too. And I also kept your spiralizer.
        I have it in my hotel room.”

      I
        laugh at that and shake my head; the thought of Tam Eyre lugging a
        cheap plastic spiralizer around with him is too funny.

      “Well,
        you can ship it back to me if you want,” is what I say, and he
        laughs, low and raspy. See what I mean? We can’t speak two
        sentences without getting back to this, the tension. “About the sex—”

      “You
        can’t say that to me in this small space,” he teases when
        I abruptly stop talking. “Let’s talk about it in San
        Francisco?”

      I
        nod, settling back into my seat and tapping on the screenshots that
        Tam sent me, an entire conversation that he had with me while he was
        blocked.

      “No.”
        He reaches out and puts his hand over the screen. “I’ll
        read your journal later, and you can read that.”

      I
        turn my phone off and leave it in my lap.

      “Fair
        enough.”

      Companionable
        but awkward silence.

      For
        nearly an hour.

      Tam
        exhales and runs his fingers through his hair.

      “What
        do you want for your birthday?” he asks eventually, and I give
        him an odd look.

      “You
        don’t have to get me anything for my birthday,” I assure
        him. I don’t want him to get resentful because he feels like
        I’m trying to access his money. I’m not here for that,
        and it’s important to me that he understands that. “Okay,
        actually, can I get a fifty-dollar gift card to my favorite boba
        place?”

      Tam
        laughs at that, and then he fishes his wallet out of his pocket, and
        he … pulls out a gift card to the boba tea shop that’s
        on campus. I saw that the drinks he’d brought me were from
        there, but …

      “I
        was going to leave that with your family or in the mailbox if you
        weren’t there, and the bobas were no good to drink by the time
        you got them. So … there you go. It’s a hundred bucks
        though.”

      I
        hug the card to my chest and sigh happily.

      “I
        can buy so much liquid sunshine with this,” I whisper, and Tam
        makes this sound. It’s
        a laugh, but it’s a little bit of an exhale, too.

      “You’re
        so much fun to be around,” he tells me, and I almost drop the
        gift card on the floor. “I’ll be looking forward to San
        Francisco every day this week.”

      “Me,
        too,” I admit, and the tension in the car softens a little,
        gets us closer to where we were at the rental house. He was great
        when we played in the pool together, fun and helpful in the kitchen,
        a doll on the hike. I see all of that in him now, but we’re not
        in his usual spaces.

      If
        I date Tam Eyre, I’m either going to have to get used to not
        seeing him much or … I’m going to have to rethink
        everything.

      Constant
        travel, crowds, packed schedules, long days and short nights.

      I
        let him drive until he’s yawning more than he’s talking,
        and then we pull over, switch seats, and he sleeps for the rest of
        the drive to the hotel parking garage in Atlanta.
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The
        alarm on my phone wakes me up, and I come to inside the Firebird with
        my phone sitting in the cupholder and absolutely no sign of Lakelynn
        Frost.

      I
        sit up quickly and grab my phone, turning the alarm off and then
        checking my messages. There’s a text from my phone to Jacob
        that says: he’ll
          be in the parking garage, top floor, space twelve, in about thirty
          minutes. And
        then a string of cursing and vitriol from Jacob that I ignore.

      Headed
        home safe. Talk to you soon. From
        Lake.

      I
        respond to her first, adjusting quickly to the new scenario. It’s
        what I do best. I can sleep anywhere, for any amount of time, and
        wake up in an instant.

      Where
        are you? I
        ask, hitting send and then staring at my phone for a response. She’s
        quick, at least, sending me a selfie of her on a bus with an old
        woman on her right. They’re both waving at me.

      On
        the bus. Made a friend though. It’ll go quick.

      I
        drop my phone to my lap.

      I
        just drove ten hours to suck a girl off, and then basically threw
        myself at her.

      Sleep
        has cleared my brain up a little. But just a little.

      With
        a sigh, I open the door and climb out, only to run right into Jacob
        and Daniel.

      “Mr.
        Eyre,” Jacob says through gritted teeth. “Next time you
        choose to simply leave without
        telling anyone, don’t bother coming back.”

      I
        laugh, but he doesn’t seem to think it’s a joke.

      “I’m
        turning twenty-seven years old next month, Jake. If I want to
        disappear for a day, I should be able to. I didn’t miss any
        appointments, did I? I’m back now, aren’t I? Let me
        shower real quick, and we’ll go straight to the site.”

      We’re
        filming a night scene in the woods. Should be fun. It’s playful
        and flirty, and if I need inspiration, I’ll just channel Lake
        into my thoughts.

      She
        didn’t have an orgasm. I should’ve been able to make her
        come.

      I
        exhale and then head for the elevator. Daniel doesn’t say a
        word, but the angrier Jacob is, the more he talks.

      “What
        did I tell you about that girl? Have you lost your mind? If she turns
        on you after what happened, you’re in big trouble.”

      “I
        gave her oral as soon as I got to her house, no worries. We’re
        even.” I’m grinning as I step into the elevator, and
        Jacob doesn’t follow. Daniel does. I hold out my hand to stop
        the doors. “What’s wrong? You’re not getting on
        with us?”

      “I’ll
        take the fucking stairs,” Jacob hisses, and then he disappears
        around the corner.

      “For
        once, I absolutely have an opinion on something,” Daniel
        murmurs, but he doesn’t tell me what that opinion is. I assume
        he approves because he has an odd half-smile on his usually stoic
        face. He told me he liked Lakelynn before anyway.

      I
        lean back against the wall, arms crossed, and I realize that I went
        chasing after Lake … but that I didn’t catch her. Not
        yet.

      As
        long as that mark is still on her wrist, we have a ways to go.
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I’m
        lying on my back in my hotel room, alone. I have a stress ball that
        says I
          Heart Tam on
        it. I’m tossing it into the air and catching it. There’s
        a knock at the door which is quickly followed by the sound of a
        successful keycard swipe.

      It’s
        Jacob.

      He
        comes over to stand beside the bed, arms crossed.

      “Filming
        is cancelled for the next two days. Storm warning.”

      I
        stop throwing the ball. Lake’s
          birthday is tomorrow. I should go.

      “What’s
        on the schedule then?” I ask, and Jacob sighs.

      “Nothing
        but thunderstorms, strong winds, and heavy rain.” He’s
        still angry with me, so he doesn’t elaborate beyond that. “The
        director will call ahead of time if she changes her mind and decides
        on a virtual script reading. But at this point, it’s an action
        scene, and she doesn’t think it’ll be necessary.”

      I
        tuck the stress ball in my pocket, right next to the keys for the
        Thunderbird.

      This
        feels like fate. A cursed meet-cute, maybe? I can drive back to Lake,
        and I won’t even be breaking any prior promises.

      I’ve
        spent plenty of time thinking about the curse, and here’s my
        conclusion. Either it’s real, and we’re both going to die
        in a few months if I don’t try my best to get to know her. Or,
        it’s fake, and I get to know her and see if we’re meant
        to be together anyway. I’ve never gone through this with
        another woman before, so this is as good a chance as any to see if I
        can be a boyfriend to someone.

      I
        failed Kaycee Quinn, but that’s because I should never have
        agreed to date her in the first place.

      With
        Lake, it’s more than just a want, it’s a need that digs
        down, all the way to the bones.

      I’m
        Tam Eyre. I can do anything. I can get Lakelynn to fall in love with
        me.

      “I’m
        going back to Arkansas,” I tell Jacob, and he groans in agony.

      “Dear
        God, what the hell happened to you? Weren’t you wary of this
        girl just a few weeks ago? She creeped you out enough that you asked
        me to have her job at the venue reassigned. You avoided your fans
        because you were trying to stay away from her. What is all of this?”

      I
        sit up in the bed and swing my legs over the side, glancing at the
        clock on the nightstand. It’s three in the morning. If I start
        driving now, I can realistically get to Lake’s house by two,
        assuming I don’t take long breaks.

      “I’m
        telling you that I’m going, Jake. I’m not running away.
        That’s an improvement, don’t you think?” I stand up
        and start stuffing loose items into my bag, just enough for a single
        night. I’ll find myself a hotel, so I’m not imposing too
        much on Lake’s family.

      I
        grab the journal that Lake gave me, and I rub my thumb over the cover
        before adding it to the bag.

      Jacob
        is bitching at me, but I’m only half-listening. I do care about
        what he has to say, but I’m also allowed to have a life. I’ve
        never let myself have one before, so as long as it doesn’t
        interfere with my career, I want one now.

      If
        our shoot is cancelled for a few days, then I have a few days to
        myself. Why shouldn’t I go see Lake?

      In
        the journal, she wrote down the rules for her family’s curse.
        My favorite was number ten: if
          you are matched with an international superstar like Thomas “Tam”
          Eyre, you’re screwed. My
        lips twitch.

      Some
        of her entries were upsetting to read, especially the one that she
        wrote after she left the rental house.

      “My
        Match makes me feel worthless. I like him, but I like myself, too. I
        don’t want to learn to accept mistreatment because of the
        curse. Maybe I should just go home?”

      I
        breathe out and close my eyes, hand resting on the zipper of my bag.

      “Daniel
        and I are coming with you,” Jacob says as I open my eyes back
        up. He’s standing in the doorway between the bedroom part of
        the suite, and the living room/kitchen area. “Non-negotiable.”

      “That’s
        fine. I need someone to drive the company car down with me, so that I
        can leave the Firebird there.”

      “Why
        would you leave the—” Jacob starts, and then he drops his
        head into his hand, massaging his forehead. “You are not giving
        that girl your car. I can’t believe you even bought the damn
        thing in the first place.”

      I
        unwrap some caffeinated gum, pop it into my mouth, and grab a water
        bottle. I’ve got my duffel bag over my shoulder, and I’m
        stuffing my feet into my shoes.

      “Let’s
        leave in the morning,” Jacob pleads, when he realizes that I’m
        not going to change my mind about this. “Didn’t you hear
        what I just said? Thunderstorms. Wind. Rain. It’s dangerous.”

      “I’m
        leaving, Jacob. You guys can leave in the morning.” I slip on a
        black face mask and a ballcap before heading out the door and leaving
        in the direction of the parking garage.

       [image: ]

  61
        bobas left until they both die …



      

It
        might be stormy in Georgia, but it’s nice and sunny in the
        Arkansas Ozarks. I open my car door and spot a blue butterfly on some
        black-eyed Susans in a neighbor’s front yard. There’s no
        space in the driveway—there’s even a truck on the Frost’s
        front lawn—so I park on the sidewalk, grab the bow I purchased
        on my way here, and then I stick it to the hood.

      I’ve
        got something else, too: a sticker that I bought at a boba shop on
        the drive. It says: Boba
          is my thing. I
        stick it to the bumper, and then I start down the sidewalk, taking
        off my hat and mask as I go.

      Joules
        is waiting for me near a gate that must lead to the backyard.

      His
        arms are crossed over his chest, and he has a devious smirk on his
        face that puts me immediately on edge.

      This
        is it, Tam. Put your money where your mouth is.

      I
        hop over a flower bed and waltz through the grass, past the truck,
        pausing in front of Lake’s brother.

      “I
        do believe that you were specifically not invited,”
        Joules says as I pause about two feet in front of him. It’s so
        beautifully normal here
        in the early summer sunshine, the large tree above us rustling gently
        in the wind, a neighbor washing his car on the other side of the
        short fence that’s to my left. “If Lake wanted you here,
        don’t you think she would have said something?”

      I
        brace myself for what’s coming.

      “You’re
        right,” I tell him, and he gives me an odd look. “I
        deserve it. Hit me.”

      There’s
        a long pause there, and I realize that the raucous laughter I’m
        hearing is coming from the backyard, just beyond the wooden gate
        behind Joules. I can hear Lakelynn now, too.

      I’m
        a fucking adult. I can handle the consequences of my actions. But I don’t really think Joules is going to do it, especially
        after Lake asked him not—

      Joules
        swings, and he nails me in the right cheek, hard enough to snap my
        neck to the side and send me stumbling.

      I
        put my hand up on the wood of the fence, panting and holding my palm
        to my face. When I pull it away, I see plenty of blood on my fingers.
        It’s a fair trade, considering what Daniel did to Joules, but …
        I’m supposed to be filming a drama. I have a concert next week
        with seventy-thousand eager fans who will be in attendance.

      But
  … I’m okay. I stand up and work my jaw, licking blood
        from the edge of my mouth. In one hit, I feel the pain in my lips, my
        cheek, my nose, and my eye. Not even sure how that’s possible.
        Joules shakes out his fist with a sigh and looks me over with
        narrowed eyes.

      “You
        told my virgin sister to get on her knees and suck your dick because
        you were in a bad mood.” Joules gives a hollow laugh, and then
        scowls at me. “You left her standing in the rain for an hour.
        You blocked her number for no reason at all. You’re lucky I
        don’t tell my dad and uncles the specifics of what you did, or
        you wouldn’t make it to see the end of the curse.”

      “First
        time in my entire life that I’ve gotten into a fight with
        another guy,” I admit aloud, ignoring most of what Joules just
        said. He isn’t wrong. But I also know how to do a pretty
        spectacular grovel. I live and breathe romance for a living. I’m
        supposed to be every woman’s boyfriend. This is what I do, and
        for the first time ever, it’s pouring out of me on accident.

      “Took
        one on the chin. Good for you. You’re all grown-up.”
        Joules snorts and turns to unlock the gate. He walks in, cupping his
        hands around his mouth to call out to his family. “We’re
        gonna need some ice packs from the fridge!”

      I
        follow after him, coming around the side of the house to see about
        two dozen people gathered in the yard. They’re scattered around
        picnic tables that are set in a circle around a tree with fading pink
        blossoms and heart-shaped leaves. Lake is sitting in front of that
        tree with a pile of gifts in the dirt beside the trunk, burning an
        incense stick, and eating a hamburger.

      She
        turns to glance absently over her shoulder, and then she sees me.

      “What
        the fuck?!” She drops her hamburger onto her plate and then
        scrambles to her feet, snatching up a packet of wet wipes on her way
        over to me. I have blood dripping down my chin now and onto the
        peach-colored T-shirt I’m wearing.

      Still,
        I can’t stop myself from smiling at her.

      “Happy
        birthday,” I tell her, appreciating that the shorts she’s
        wearing are the same ones I put my mouth on.

      “Joules,
        what the fuck did you just do?” Lake punches her brother in the
        shoulder hard enough that he grunts, and then she’s taking the
        wet wipes and carefully wiping some of the red from my face. “He’s
        an actor, Joules. He’s a celebrity. You can’t just punch
        a celebrity in the face.”

      “Before
        he’s all that, he’s a man.” Joules shrugs one
        shoulder, and Lakelynn grits her teeth. “He paid for what he
        did, so we don’t need to talk about it anymore. I’ll give
        him a clean slate.” He smirks at me and then saunters past as a
        woman holding an ice pack comes out the back door of the house.

      “Oh
        my goodness, you poor thing. What happened?” The woman takes
        the wet wipes from Lake and hands over the ice pack and a rag. Lake
        carefully wraps it up into a cool, little bundle, and then presses it
        gently against the side of my face.

      I
        wince, but I can’t take my eyes off hers. She looks worried,
        upset on my behalf.

      “Your
        son punched my Match in the face,” Lake accuses, and then the
        woman stops looking so worried for me. Her eyes narrow, and I realize
        that Lake was telling the truth. She has no privacy. Everyone here
        knows what happened between us.

      I
        look up and past Lake’s face toward her family members, all of
        whom are staring at us.

      The
        yard is completely silent now.

      “What
        are you doing here?” Lake whispers, leaning in toward me.

      “There’s
        a storm in Atlanta, so we can’t film any of our on-location
        scenes. The rest of the drama is being shot in LA, so there’s
        nothing else to do. Basically, I got two surprise days off.”

      Lake
        exhales, and then takes my hand, dragging me past her gaping family
        members and into the house. She sits me down in the same chair that I
        used to go down on her, and starts to play nurse for me in a way that
        makes my chest feel tight.

      “That
        stupid prick. I’ll beat him up later for this,” she
        grumbles, snatching a first-aid kid from under the sink. Lake uses
        alcohol swabs to clean the cut on my lip and cheek. She uses her
        finger to rub antibacterial gel on next, and my breath huffs out in a
        rush. “Let me get you some painkillers. Your face is going to
        swell up.”

      Lake
        disappears into the bathroom, grabbing some water from the kitchen
        before she offers up both the glass and the pills to me. I take both
        pills and swallow them dry. But since Lake went to the trouble to get
        the water, I drink that, too.

      “Are
        you staying the night in town?” she asks, and I nod.

      “I’m
        going to stay at a hotel with Daniel and Jacob. They should be right
        behind me.”

      Lake
        reaches up with her hand, like she’s going to sweep her hair
        back or something. But her fingers are covered in blood, so I don’t
        let her. I grab her wrist and then bring her fingertips to my mouth.
        I suck on them, and she recoils from me like I’ve slapped her.

      “Tam.
        Thomas. Sir
          Tom. What
        are you doing?”

      “It’s
        my blood,” I remind her, but that doesn’t help. She rolls
        her eyes, and I wonder what it is that she doesn’t like. I sit
        back in the chair, pressing the ice to my face and closing my eyes.
        This is going to hurt worse tomorrow, I think. It’s
          going to be hell on earth when Jacob sees your face. I
        don’t know how this is going to affect my schedule.

      “Tam,
        I …” Lake trails off, putting her hands on her hips as
        she studies me. “Why don’t you stay here tonight?”
        I blink at her, and she must sense the direction of my thoughts
        because she’s quick to add, “in a spare bedroom.”

      “Obviously
        a spare bedroom,” I tease, leaning back in the chair and
        letting my knees fall open. It’s just a comfort thing, just an
        accident, but there are so many implications between the way I’m
        sitting, and my rapidly evolving relationship with the woman standing
        in front of me. “Where else would I sleep? Not your bedroom, of
        course.”

      Lake
        opens her mouth to reply, but a knock at the front door interrupts
        us.

      “Might
        be Jake and Daniel,” I tell her, and she nods, moving over to
        check the peephole. She opens the door nice and wide, and gestures
        them in.

      “Welcome,
        and please don’t be alarmed. It looks worse than it is.”
        Lake bites her lip as Jacob sees me and nearly has a heart attack.

      “Mr.
        Eyre, care to explain to me how you’ve found yourself in such a
        state?”

      “Stop
        talking like that,” I groan, sitting up straight as Daniel
        makes his way slowly over to me. He reaches down and takes my chin,
        examining the damage to my face, and then he nods.

      “Probably
        about what you deserved,” he remarks, and Lake sighs
        dramatically.

      “I
        never asked for this; I don’t want this. Whatever you’re
        doing with Joules, that’s your own thing.”

      “I
        want him to like me,” I admit, and Lake flushes beautifully. I
        smile at her, and she stays toward the edges of the room like she
        doesn’t know what to do with all of the attention.

      “Your
        mother is going to lose her mind over this,” Jacob is
        grumbling, and he’s right. She will. I’ve never been
        punched in the face before. Many have tried, but Daniel’s
        always been there to help out. Not today. This was my own thing, and
        I handled it. “What are we going to do?”

      “Well,
        hello there.” A man has just walked in from out back wearing a
        Frost Family Construction T-shirt. He eyes me with a dangerous glint
        but smiles so broadly that I’m sure I must’ve imagined
        it. “I’m Cooper Frost, Lakelynn’s dad.”

      Oh.

      Shit.

      I
        stand up from the chair, ice pack still on my face.

      “Tam
        Eyre,” I tell him, moving forward to hold out my hand. The man
        draws me into a big hug, and then gives my back a pat. Jacob is
        panicked by the time he releases me, but Daniel is relaxed. He knows
        by now what I want with these people, and it’s not a bodyguard.

      “You’re
        doing the right thing, son,” he tells me, and I find that I’m
        weirdly excited by his praise. Maybe this is the result of me not
        having a dad of my own, but I feel immediately comfortable with this
        guy. “Believing in the curse is one of the hardest things I’ve
        ever done, but I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Too many times. I
        won’t see it end my daughter.”

      “I
        won’t let us die,” I promise him. I came here ready to
        put my all into Lakelynn. That hasn’t changed.

      Her
        dad seems satisfied, nodding and then looking past me to the other
        two men in his living room. Introductions are made, and Cooper asks
        Jacob and Daniel outside to eat.

      Daniel
        makes Jacob go with him, and Lake and I are left alone again.

      “Do
        you have a bag? I’ll show you to your room so that you can wash
        up.” She gestures at my shirt, and I take her outside and down
        the block to where I’m parked. Lake has a lot of family over at
        her house right now. This whole street is filled with the Frost
        family’s cars.

      She’s
        barefoot which I love, padding through the grass and over the
        sun-warmed pavement like it’s nothing. She pauses beside the
        Firebird and gives the bow a skeptical look.

      “What
        is this?” she asks as I come up beside her and unlock the
        doors, popping the trunk, and then sticking the keys into the pocket
        of her shorts. Her eyes come up to meet mine, standing above her with
        my fingers tucked inside the denim at her hip. I twitch my fingers,
        and she shudders. “I won’t let you give me a car.”

      “It’ll
        be a pain in the ass for me to get it back to California anyway. Even
        then, I spend maybe one month out of the year at my own house. It’s
        better off here. It’ll get more use here.” I pull my
        fingers from her shorts as she looks down at the car, wetting her
        lips. She wants to tell me no, but
        she also really likes this car.

      “If
        I’m going to die in August, I should at least have a nice ride,
        shouldn’t I?” Lake follows me around to the trunk to grab
        my bag, and then witnesses the sticker I stuck to the bumper for her.
  “What are you doing to me, Tam Eyre? I don’t understand.”

      “I
        promised your dad just now that I’d break the curse. More
        importantly, I promised you that we’d break the curse. So,
        let’s break it. You said you wanted me to show you who I was,
        so I am. That’s what I’m doing.”

      I
        turn to her, a basketball bouncing down the sidewalk beside me.
        Someone down the street honks their horn, and I hear the sound of a
        front door opening, the pounding of sneakers on a cement walkway.

      “Come
        on. You can’t wear blood to meet Joe.” Lake takes me by
        the hand, and I curl my fingers into hers. She drags me back to the
        house, and then to a room on the second floor. I immediately tear my
        shirt over my head, and she whirls around, turning her back to me.

      Hmm.

      I
        ball the bloodied shirt up in my hand.

      “Okay,
        all dressed,” I tell her, and she turns back to see that I’m
        still shirtless.

      I
        smile.

      “That
        isn’t fair,” she moans, but she keeps her eyes on me as I
        tuck my dirty shirt into a side pocket on my bag, and then find a
        clean one to put on instead.

      I
        walk over to where she’s standing in the doorway, and it’s
        an effort not to touch her.

      “What
        do you mean by meet
          Joe?”
        I ask, and Lake exhales, taking my hand again. She guides me outside
        and past her other family members, straight to the tree with the pink
        blossoms on it. Lake gestures at it. “After my cousin died, we
        had him go through this process called human composting. In
        forty-five days, a body is turned to dirt. That dirt is what this
        redbud tree is planted in. So we use this tree as a gravestone for my
        cousin, Joe. I told you that he died from the curse.” Lake
        turns to me and holds out a hand. “Joe, this is Tam. Tam, this
        is Joe.”

      “Joe
        wouldn’t have liked him either,” Joule says, strolling up
        to stand beside me. He turns to look at me and shrugs. “It’s
        true. We were very protective of our girl. Then I let Joe die, and
        all of that focus and love I had for him got piled on her. That makes
        this all very hard for you, I get it.” Joules looks back at Joe
        again and sighs.

      There’s
        something in his eyes that I didn’t notice before. Grief?
        That’s why he’s so angry, because he’s so sad. I
        adjust the ice pack against my face.

      “Joe
        would’ve let me lead the way. If I wanted him to punch Tam then
        he’d have punched Tam, but if—like I did with you—I
        asked him not to, he’d have respected that.” Lake moves
        up to stand a little closer to me, her shoulder brushing mine. “Do
        you want a hamburger? A hot dog? It doesn’t get much fancier
        than that unless you want a tofu burger. Aunt Lisa wraps hers with
        lettuce, too, so you’d be in good company.”

      “I
  … that would be nice actually.” I turn around to see
        that the whole family is watching me. It’s her mom and a guy
        everyone calls ‘Uncle Rob’ who are the most put off by
        me. Everyone else seems nice.

      “My
        dad is full of shit,” Lake whispers as she leans in toward me
        suddenly, cupping a hand around my ear. The feel of her skin on mine
        causes my eyes to close on their own. On her tiptoes beside me,
        leaning in, breasts soft against my arm.

      The
        wind blows, knocking her hair and some of the redbud tree petals
        against my face.

      “He
        hates you, but he wants to break the curse, so he’s going out
        of his way to be nice to you. I’d watch out for that one, Tam
        Eyre.” Lake drops back down to her feet, and then takes me by
        the arm. I like that she only touches me if it’s the most,
        innocent casual thing in the world or like she’s drowning under
        the weight of the tension between us. Nothing in-between. It’s
        dizzying, and exciting, and I see why people are so addicted to the
        idea of romance.

      It’s
        a rush. It’s standing before a stadium filled with people
        chanting your name. It’s going outside and seeing the whole
        world look back at you. It’s posting a video and watching the
        views skyrocket into the millions. I imagine that it’s as
        painful as all that, too. With such a high reward, there’s
        always a high price.

      I
        know that better than anyone.

      So,
        that’s what love is? Fuck. Have I been portraying it correctly
        all these years? In
        my songs, in the romance dramas that I star in. I want to figure that
        out for myself.

      Lake
        introduces me to the rest of her family, and then we spend the next
        five hours hanging out in a backyard with a tree named Joe.
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The
        Frost house is busy until late in the evening, and then everyone goes
        home, and it’s just Lake, Joules, and their parents. It feels
        so quiet after all the people that were outside with us earlier.

      I’m
        sitting at the dining room table with a cup of tea in front of me and
        Lakelynn’s mother in the chair on my left.

      She’s
        sewing a button onto a shirt.

      “I
        have to go into the office tomorrow,” she says, and I’m
        not sure if she’s talking to me or just everyone in general.
        Joules is in the kitchen wrapping up leftovers, and Lake is walking
        behind him and unwrapping everything in search of the cake.

      Joules
        slaps at her hand.

      “There’s
        only one slice left, and it’s mine. I’m the one who got
        curse-matched, not you. Joules, fuck
          off.”

      “You’re
        just mad because I punched your pop star boyfriend in the face which
        is not even half of what he deserves.”

      “He’s
        not my boyfriend,” Lake says, like she wants to make sure that
        I can hear her. We haven’t gotten far enough to talk about
        that, but we will. Just not in front of her parents. Her dad is on
        the sofa behind me, watching something on the living room TV.

      I’ve
        never been around a family like this. Not ever. I was never around
        any families at all. My dad died, and then my mom and I went into
        this dream with everything we had. It was cold audition room floors
        on Thanksgiving, or low-paying commercial shoots on weekends.

      Everyone
        else was competition and not friend-material.

      This
        is a different universe from my childhood.

      “Do
        you live here, too, Joules?” I ask, praying like hell that he’s
        about to leave and go home.

      “I
        didn’t.” He wets his lips and laughs. “And then my
        baby sister got matched with this douchebag celebrity, and I had to
        quit my job and give up my apartment so I could chase him on his
        world tour.”

      “This
        isn’t Tam’s fault,” Lake reminds him, finally
        finding the promised cake. She brings it over to the table and sits
        next to me. “If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s
        ours. It’s a Frost family problem. We’re the cursed ones.
        Tam is technically a victim.” She looks up at me and then lifts
        a bite of chocolate cake on the end of her fork. “You haven’t
        even tried a single bite. How about just one? For taste?”

      She
        pushes the fork toward my lips, and they part automatically. I take
        the offered bite, and try not to make a big deal out of it. I can
        feel her mom staring at us.

      “You’re
        going into the office you said?” Lake repeats, as if she didn’t
        just feed me cake. I think about what Joules is saying—and how
        it means the asshole isn’t going anywhere—and I feel
        guilty about something I have no control over.

      It
        might sound arrogant, but I can empathize with the pain that Lake
        must’ve felt when she realized it was me that she had to track
        down. It must’ve been overwhelming, especially because I was
        going out of my way to avoid her.

      “Indeed
        I am,” her mom says, and then her gaze slides over to me. Lake
        leans in again, her whispering breath caressing my ear.

      “Don’t
        forget: my mom knows all the gory details.” She sits back in
        her chair and continues to eat her cake while I sit there with the
        knowledge that her mom knows I told her cursed virgin daughter to
        suck my dick.

      Wonderful.

      “I
        wish I didn’t have to go in while you’re home. I’m
        assuming you won’t be here for very long?” Her gaze
        shifts from Lake to me.

      “I’ll
        be working directly with Tam, as one of his assistants,” Lake
        says, and Joules starts laughing.

      “Are
        you fucking kidding me? Get outside, Tam Eyre. I’m going to
        punch you again. Instead of asking my sister to be your girlfriend,
        you ask her to be your assistant?”

      It
        did not occur to me like that.

      It
        didn’t.

      Fuck.

      “I
        was just putting her in close proximity to me, a reason for her to be
        in every place that I am. Backstage. In the company car. At a
        photoshoot. When I’m filming. When I’m recording. I just
        wanted to be able to take Lake with me.”

      Joules
        relaxes a little, and Lake’s mother relaxes a lot.

      Thank
        God. I
        want her to like me, too. These people are going to make me put in
        the work. I’m not sure that I’ve ever been
        around someone that doesn’t take my popularity or looks or
        wealth into account. If anything, I think it’s a negative to
        this family.

      “I’m
        going to bed. My room is directly underneath Lake’s. Just so
        that you’re aware.” Joules shoves a casserole dish into
        the fridge, and I’m tempted to ask him why he’d bother to
        mention that. He’s the one that sent his little sister to me in
        lingerie, isn’t he? I’m
          going to fuck her in that lingerie at some point. The
        thought percolates, and I flush, putting my hands on the tabletop.

      “Is
        it okay if I use your shower?” I ask, and Lake nods, pushing
        her cake plate aside.

      “It’s
        my birthday, Joules. Clean it up for me?” She bats her lashes
        at him, and then takes my wrist. I like that she keeps grabbing me,
        guiding me around her life with ease. I’m learning a lot about
        this woman, and I’m learning it more quickly than I expected.

      Coming
        here was the right choice.

      “Towels
        are in here.” Lake pauses outside the bathroom, pointing at a
        cabinet. “Just turn the faucet to the right for hot, and feel
        free to use any of the soaps or shampoos in there.”

      She
        steps back and waits, but I just turn around and put my back up
        against the doorjamb.

      “Thank
        you for letting me stay here.” I want to say more, but I think
        I’ve done enough today. I wait, just in case Lake has anything
        else she wants to tell me. It feels like she’s holding back.

      “You’re
        welcome. If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      She
        disappears up to the third floor, leaving me to shower in a
        stranger’s bathroom. Doesn’t bother me though. Like I
        said, I can adapt to any new location or scenario in an instant.

      When
        I get out of the shower, I towel dry my hair, and eye the stairs to
        the third floor.

      But
        I know when to stop.

      I
        head back to my borrowed bedroom, and I fall sleep in less than a
        minute.

   

 















CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

LAKE

  60
  bobas left until we both die …

      



Tam
        didn’t come to my bedroom last night.

      I
        wanted him to, but I guess I wasn’t giving off the right cues
        or signals.

      “Shit.”
        I sit on my bed, thumbnail in my mouth. I’ve got on a loose
        T-shirt that falls to my thighs. The sunshine is generous and
        abundant this morning, spilling in gold and white waves over my bed.
        The skylight and all the windows are cracked, sheer white curtains
        billowing in a gentle breeze.

      It’s
        a nice day.

      Is
        Tam still here? Did he leave last night? If he is still here, for how
        long?

      He’s
        one of the world’s busiest men, but he came here for a
        barbeque.

      Tam
        really does like me, doesn’t me? Not enough to break the curse,
        so it’s not love. But he’s got a crush. I also, you know,
        figured that we’d have sex last night. That’s not the
        only reason I invited him to stay here, but I thought we were on the
        same page.

      He
        sucked his own blood from my fingers.

      The
        stairs creak, and I tense, waiting to see Tam, but it’s only
        Joules. I sigh and turn my head to look out the window.

      “He’s
        still passed out on that bed downstairs. If you want him, you should
        go and wake him up. He fucking snores.”

      “He
        does not,” I growl back, turning to glare at Joules. “I’ve
        seen him sleep plenty of times, and he was fine. He makes these
        little sighs and murmurs. It’s cute.”

      “You’re
        disgusting,” Joules says with a shudder, lifting his coffee mug
        in my direction. “Since I can tell that your not-boyfriend/boss
        wants me to leave, I’ll go out today and I won’t come
        back until midnight or so. Sound alright to you?”

      “Do
        whatever you want,” I respond coolly, but I wait for the sound
        of Joules’ car in the driveway before I get up. I head
        downstairs and pause on the second-floor landing, listening.

      The
        house is quiet.

      We’re
        alone.

      I
        go straight to Tam’s door, open it, and find myself looking up
        at him.

      He’s
        shirtless, and the only thing I’m wearing is a
        shirt.

      “Good
        morning.” Tam lifts a hand and cups the side of my face,
        running a thumb over my cheekbone. My skim thrums with the contact,
        and my lips part. He drags his thumb down and traces over them, too.
        I can’t even move.

      “Good
        morning,” I whisper back, and then he chuckles and drops his
        hand to his side. “Did you sleep okay?”

      “I’ve
        gotten more sleep since I met you than I’ve had in the last ten
        years combined. So, thank you for that, Lake.”

      I’m
        feeling guilty for being disappointed that he didn’t come
        upstairs. Damn. No, I’m glad that he was able to get some
        sleep.

      “We’re
        alone right now,” I tell him, just to see what his reaction is
        going to be.

      It’s
        exactly what I was hoping for.

      He
        circles my waist with his hands, pushing me a few steps back until I
        hit the wall. Tam is leaning down, putting his forehead to mine and
        exhaling against my lips. Kiss
          me, I
        think, and he shifts, putting one knee between my thighs.

      I
        curl my fingers over his shoulders to stay standing, closing my eyes
        against the rush of feeling.

      His
        naked upper half is pressed into my clothed upper half. My naked
        lower half is pressed into his clothed lower half. It isn’t
        fair. We’re mismatched right now.

      “Did
        you want me to come upstairs? I couldn’t tell. I’m really
        bad at reading signals like that. You might have to be more blatant
        with me at first.” Tam angles into me, using the wall to press
        as close as possible without actually taking his pants off. “Would
        you let me fuck you, Lakelynn?” he whispers, and then the front
        door opens, and I can hear both of my uncles and my dad.

      Uhh.

      Tam
        takes a huge step back, releasing me completely. I stay where I am,
        my back to the wall.

      “Lake,
        are you upstairs? Can you move your new car to the driveway? I sold
        the LeSabre this morning. I left the money on the table for you.”
        My dad is yelling for me from the foyer, but he can’t see
        either of us from where he’s standing.

      Tam
        and I stare at each other.

      “Lake?”
        I hear my dad’s footsteps on the stairs and move in that
        direction.

      “Yeah,
        I’m here. Let me get dressed, and I’ll take care of it.”
        Tam and I stare at each other again, and he rubs the back of his
        neck, a strange smile on his face.

      “Go,”
        he whispers, lifting a hand in the direction of the third-floor
        steps. “We’ll pick this up later.”

      Oh
        God.

      I
        go upstairs, yank on some pants, and snatch up my new keys.

      Tam
        gave me a vintage car for my birthday.

      What
        do I even make of that?

      I
        move the car, so my dad and uncles can fawn over it (that was their
        primary goal), and head back inside to find Tam sitting at the dining
        table.

      “Are
        you hungry?” I ask him, and he looks up at me like I’m
        crazy. I pretend like I don’t remember what he said to me
        upstairs. I have the memory of a goldfish. I do not recall. If I tell
        him my answer now, we might end up on that table, and this isn’t
        a great place for that right now.

      I
        want privacy. I know Tam wants privacy.

      We’re
        both waiting for it.

      “I’m
        starving,” he admits, giving me a boyish smile as he stands up.
        But then we’re both thinking about the hallway, and his smile
        hitches up into something feral. “Let me take you out
        somewhere.”

      “No,
        let me make you some food here. All you do is travel and go out. Stay
        home today, and we can wait for ramen in Japantown.” I move
        around him and into the kitchen, struggling to breathe normally.

      I
        start digging through cabinets, trying to figure out what to make
        him.

      Tam
        takes a seat at the kitchen island, like he did in the rental house.

      “Would
        you let me fuck you, Lakelynn?”

      “Yes.”

      I’m
        blushing as I gather up the items for a quiche. Sounds complicated,
        but it’s really not. I have one of Joe’s recipes for
        this, and my mother’s ridiculously well-stocked kitchen. It’s
        like living in a grocery store. Nothing is ever missing.

      “The
        human composting thing,” Tam says, and I pause to look at him.
  “I like that. I’ve never heard of it before.”

      “It’s
        a relatively new burial option,” I whisper back, and I can’t
        stop myself from thinking about Joe. The day after my birthday was
        always our day, just me and him. No Joules. We’d go do things
        that Joules hates, like mini golf or bowling. Just me and Joe. For my
        entire life. My whole life.

      Until
        now.

      This
        is the second birthday that we won’t go out together and have
        fun, and I will never, ever get to do that again.

      I
        set the eggs down on the counter and put a hand over my mouth.

      It
        hits me at the most random times, all that missing.

      Tam
        notices, but I remember that he’s been noticing this about me
        since the day we met in the fairy-tale boba shop.

      “Do
        you want to talk about it?” he asks gently, and I shake my
        head.

      “Let’s
        have quiche, and then we can play croquet in the backyard. It’s
        uneven and the grass is too long. You’ll love it.” I
        start to mix things as Tam watches quietly, the interaction from
        upstairs hanging over us like a ghost.

      It’s
        in the shadow of every glance, in the sweep of eyelashes with every
        blink. The want is there in every breath, in every stuttering exhale
        when we look at each other. It’s in the gentle scraping of
        Tam’s fingertips against the countertop, and the ache inside my
        lower belly.

      I
        add an apron to spare my clothes before I start whisking, and Tam
        makes a startled sound when he sees what’s on it.

      “Holy
        shit,” he says, and I look down to see that the apron says Mrs.
          Tam Eyre.

      “Damn
        you, Lynn!” I yell, just as the front door opens and Lynn comes
        pouring in with Maria and all of my friends. “This apron is
        getting me into trouble.”

      “Well
        hello, Mrs. Tam Eyre,” Lynn teases as she comes into the
        kitchen to stand beside me. We both stare Tam down, but all he does
        is smile back at me. “Doesn’t she look cute in this?”

      “She
        looks cute in everything,” Tam says, and I almost drop the
        bowl. Lynn catches it for me. “Even when she’s wearing a
        foam tambourine or a popcorn hat.”

      “Do
        you care if we hang out here with you today?” Lynn asks, giving
        me a look. If I want her to leave, she’ll take the girls and
        go.

      But
        I shake my head.

      “Please,
        stay with us and play some uneven, lumpy grass croquet. It’s my
        second day-after without Joe.”

      “Will
        do,” Lynn replies softly, and I can tell that Tam is watching
        me. He wants to know, but I’m still not ready to go there with
        him yet. He knows enough.

      Our
        eyes meet again.

      “Would
        you let me fuck you, Lakelynn?”

      “Yes.”
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      My
        cousins leave a few hours later, taking Chloe, Luna, and Ella with
        them. They were all on their best behavior with Tam, but I didn’t
        expect anything less. I trust them all implicitly, and so Tam trusts
        them, too. He doesn’t say anything when Chloe gets out her
        phone, doesn’t react when Lynn wants to take a group picture at
        the end of our croquet game.

      But
        now they’re gone, and Tam and I are walking up the stairs side
        by side.

      He
        says he has to get his things and go, drive back to Atlanta tonight.

      I
        want him to stay so badly that I can’t breathe.

      “Can
        I ask you something?” he asks gently, turning to face me on the
        second floor.

      “Go
        for it,” I reply, trying to keep things casual. My parents are
        downstairs in the kitchen, and like I said, I really, really want
        privacy for this. We won’t have it here.

      “Did
        you ask your friends to stay here so that I’d behave myself?”
        He smiles crookedly when he asks, reaching up and putting a hand on
        the back of my head. I let my eyes drift closed and ignore the sound
        of Joules opening the front door at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Yes,”
        I whisper, eyes still closed. But I’m not just answering the
        question he asked. I’m also answering the one from earlier, and
        he knows it. “I’m in a vulnerable position because of the
        curse; I want you to work a little harder for my affection.”

      Tam
        pushes forward, and I pull back. It’s a tenuous dance, one that
        we both know we’re participating in.

      This
        is a hardcore act of flirtation, this careful back-and-forth that
        we’re cultivating. Tam is going to tell me goodbye right now,
        and then we won’t see each other for days. When we do see each
        other, it’ll be at a crowded airport surrounded by people.

      We
        won’t get a lot of moments like this.

      I
        open my eyes to find him leaning close to me, like he might kiss me.
        Tam slides his hand against the side of my neck, thumb tracing down
        the length of my throat. I shudder in his hands, and he whispers the
        words against my mouth.

      “Okay.”
        A husky rasp over pale lips. “Okay, I’ll try harder,”
        Tam says back to me, and then he lets me go.

      “Your
        ride is here,” Joules calls up, likely trying to break the
        tension between me and Tam.

      I
        bet the curse breaks when we go further together.

      I’m
        convinced of it.

      I
        step around Tam, and he retreats into the spare bedroom to grab his
        bag. On his way past, he pauses to give me back my journal.

      “Did
        you read the screenshots that I sent?” he asks, and I did.

      He
        told me all sorts of things about himself, about his dad, the best
        memories he has with his mom. He asked me a bunch of questions that
        I’m still working on answering. Lots of adorable pictures, too.
        Tam Eyre certainly knows how to take a good selfie. Each one is as
        pretty as the photo cards he sells at his concerts.

      And
        here I have him, petting my throat and telling me that he’ll
        try harder.

      I
        try not to think about how lucky I am. Not everyone gets a Match
        who’s willing to actively try to fall in love. That’s a
        level of dedication that I should write about in my journal.

      “I
        did read them,” I admit, and Tam nods.

      “Good.”
        He smiles at me again, and then heads down the stairs to the door.
  “I’ll see you in San Francisco, okay?” he calls
        out, but that string is in my throat, and my brain is that shiny
        mylar balloon.

      I
        just wave at him, and then the front door is shutting, and I’m
        sliding down to sit on the top step with a groan.

      Joules
        joins me, passing over one of the two bobas in his hand.

      Oh,
        mine is watermelon.

      My
        cheeks flush as I unwrap the straw and stab it into the broken heart
        design that decorates my lid. Is this a sign of the future to come? I
        frown and then peel the lid off prematurely, tucking the trash into
        my pocket.

      “I
        can’t believe you punched him in the face. One boba isn’t
        going to make up for your crap, Joules Frost.”

      He
        laughs softly beside me, sipping on his own drink. When I glance over
        at him, there’s a flash of melancholy in those usually handsome
        features. It’s an emotion I recognize from last year, the same
        face he wore in those final few weeks before Joe and Marla died.

      “It’ll
        be okay,” I tell him, putting my hand on his knee. “Tam
        and I are vibing. I think he likes me.”

      “He
        likes you alright,” Joules says, putting his hand over the top
        of mine. “Trust me: a guy like that doesn’t stand still
        and let someone else punch him in the face without retaliating unless
        he really wants something. In this case, my little sister.”

      “We
        have two months,” I remind Joules, and he squeezes my hand a
        little more tightly. “Do you think we’ll be okay?”

      “When
        Marla invited Joe out for that picnic, and they kissed for the first
        time, I was sure they’d make it through. I don’t want you
        to get complacent, okay?” Joules turns to look at me, and his
        face softens. “Just because you … did what you did for
        him, that doesn’t mean he’s going to fall in love. Some
        people have sex with people they don’t know very well or don’t
        like much.”

      “Can
        you stop? I’ve been celibate by choice, not because I’m
        naïve. I know that he doesn’t love me, Joules.” I
        hold out my left arm and turn my wrist up so that we can both see the
        mark. It shimmers with a gold edge for the briefest of seconds, and
        then Tam is popping back in the front door.

      “Sorry,
        I forgot my phone,” he whispers, slipping into the kitchen.
        When he pauses at the bottom of the stairs to look up at me, I can
        hear the sound of his husky voice echoing in my head. Okay.
          Okay, I’ll try harder. “See you in San Fran, Canoe.”

      Tam
        disappears outside, and I freeze up. Joules slowly turns
        his head to look at me.

      “You’re
        letting him call you Canoe now? That’s my nickname.”

      “You
        do realize that if this works out, that I’ll probably end up
        spending more time with Tam than with you.”

      Joules
        makes a sound of sheer frustration and shakes his head, standing up
        and ruffling my hair in a mean, big brotherly sort of way. Tam
          slides his fingers through my hair like it’s an experience. I
        sigh happily and sip my drink.

      “As
        much as I’m going to miss you, I hope you’re right about
        that.” Joules heads down the hallway and disappears into his
        old bedroom. His current bedroom.

      I
        stand up to head to my own room when my gaze catches on the wall in
        the hallway. I can still feel Tam’s hands on my waist, his
        breath in my hair.

      “Would
        you let me fuck you, Lakelynn?”

      “Yes.”

   

 















CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

JOULES

  55
  bobas left until my baby sister dies …

      



Lakelynn
        and I fly into the San Francisco airport together—in business
        class. When we deplane, we’re immediately escorted by security
        to a shuttle that takes us to the private airstrip down the way where
        Tam’s jet is parked.

      His
        jet.

      This
        fucker rides in a private jet.

      My
        lips curve into a pleased smile. Hitting that pop star bitch in the
        face has been the highlight of my year. It’s a core memory that
        I’ll carry right to the grave with me, and hug close as I sleep
        in the dirt.

      Maybe
        Tam will think twice before he says something disrespectful to my
        baby sister?

      “Stop
        that.” Lake slaps my leg, and I curl my lip at her. “We’re
        about to get out, and you look like a serial killer when you smile
        that way.”

      “Have
        you ever considered that maybe that was my intent?” I whisper
        back, just as the door to the shuttle opens and Daniel Kang appears.
        I’m respectfully wary of him. He genuinely kicked my ass, and
        there wasn’t much I could do to stop that from happening. He’s
        a badass, and he was doing his job. It’s not him I’m mad
        at, so I nod at him. He nods back.

      Lake
        and I get out, and we’re each patted down for weapons.
        Insulting, if you ask me. My sister should be on Tam’s arm, his
        girlfriend in public and private. He should be cherishing and
        treasuring her, not treating her like a terrorist.

      I
        see Tam at the front of a large crowd, all of whom either work for
        him or the airport. People on phones or tablets. People with
        headsets. People in black with severe expressions and neutral frowns. Security. Tam
        is turning this way and that, answering questions. He’s got on
        that sea green puffer jacket that matches my sister’s hair, a
        white beanie on his head. His breath frosts in the early morning air.
        Might be heading into summer, but I’m not sure that the West
        Coast got the memo. Also, we’re close to the bay. Fog
        everywhere. I can taste salt when I wet my lips.

      “Good
        morning.” It’s Tam’s annoying manager, Jacob
        Something. I can’t stand the guy. The way he looks at Lake puts
        me on edge. I wish I could punch him, too. Heh. At least Tam can take
        a hit and stay standing. This guy? I bet he’d crumple if I so
        much as slapped his cheek. “Here are your badges. Put them on
        and don’t take them off. If you do, I can’t be held
        responsible for what the security team does to you.”

      Jacob
        extends a badge out to Lake, but when she goes to take it, he won’t
        let go. She purses her lips and knits her brow, trying to yank it
        from his hand.

      No
        way I’m going to sit here and watch this shit happen.

      I
        slap Jacob’s wrist, and he drops the badge like it’s hot,
        practically tossing mine at my chest. I catch it in midair and slip
        it on, my eyes scanning the crowd for Tam.

      At
        least when I find him, I see that he’s looking right back at
        me. He’s caked in makeup, I’m sure. I don’t see any
        sign of the cut on his lip or cheek, no indication that he’s
        got a black eye under all that foundation.

      Tam
        maneuvers his way through his massive entourage, pausing in front of
        me and Lake. He reaches out with two fingers to touch the lanyard at
        her neck, and I see her breath catch strangely. This
          is good. This is really good. I
        look back at Tam, and all I see in his eyes is interest. Excitement.

      I’m
        glad they went down on each other, but for fuck’s sake, can
        they please just go the rest of the way so I can see this curse
        break? We don’t have a lot of time left.

      I
        slip my hand in the pocket of my jacket, tracing the edge of my
        phone. I haven’t heard anything about Kaycee and Tam breaking
        up, but they must have, right? I bet he broke up with her in private
        but isn’t allowed to do it in public. That would be my guess.

      I
        want to call her. I want to meet up with her. But
        that would be unfair to both of us. It doesn’t seem like my
        interference is needed here. My sister’s got Tam Eyre handled
        all on her own.

      Fuck,
        Kaycee, I’m sorry. If it weren’t for the curse, I would … For
        the first time in my life, I have a crush on a woman that goes
        further than casual friendship with sex on the side. I genuinely like
        Kaycee. I’m attracted to Kaycee in a way that makes all of my
        prior relationships feel meaningless.

      “You
        guys can ride with me,” Tam says in greeting, the hubbub of
        chatter around us creating a less than ideal environment for romance.

      “I
        don’t know that we should be showing favoritism to one
        assistant over any other,” Jacob suggests gently, but Tam gives
        him a look that honestly feels a little like the one I have on my
        face right now.

      Annoyance
        and disgust.

      I
        smile again. I still hate the guy for treating my sister the way he
        did, but it seems he has some sense
        of chivalry.

      “Just
        tell Lake what she needs to do, and don’t be an asshole. If you
        act disrespectfully toward her, I will fire
        you. You can go and work for my mom instead.”

      “Honestly?
        I would love that,”
        Jacob oozes out, scowling at Tam. “Send me to work for Aunt
        Elena and you can give the girl my job.”

      Tam
        laughs at that, head thrown back, eyes closed. A soft exhale follows.

      “Yeah,
        maybe that’s what we’ll do,” he breathes, and Lake
        shivers all over, clutching at her lanyard. I don’t like how
        quiet she is. It’s not like her. Then again, I’ve never
        seen her with a crush before. She’s had a few boyfriends here
        and there, but she didn’t really like them.

      Not
        like this.

      This
        is … almost painful to watch.

      “I
        read over all the material that you sent,” Lake says to Jacob
        as Tam drops his chin to study her. He keeps moving his hands:
        tucking them into his pockets, taking them out, fiddling with his
        phone. I can see that he wants to touch Lake, but that he isn’t
        going to do it in public.

      “Spineless
        and dickless, that’s you,” I whisper to him, coming up
        close on his right side. Daniel must know by now that I’m
        legit, not some crazy fanboy stalker. He lets me touch Tam’s
        shoulder and squeeze. “Don’t
        make my sister a dirty little secret.”

      While
        Lakelynn and Jacob talk to each other, Tam leans in to whisper back
        to me.

      “This
        isn’t for me; this is for her. If I shove my tongue down her
        throat right now, your sister is going to become a recognizable
        celebrity overnight. The media circus will start and then what? We
        won’t get to spend any fucking time together.” Tam shoves
        my hand off, and I scoff.

      Well.

      Fuck
        me then.

      “Thank
        God, the car is here,” Jacob breathes, and then Tam is cutting
        back through the crowd with Lake following him.

      “Joules
        is staying with us, right?” she asks, and Tam looks over his
        shoulder, lifting his eyes to mine.

      “If
        he behaves himself,” he says with this aggressive purr in his
        voice that makes me feel homicidal. Tam is lucky that the curse is
        here to help facilitate his relationship to Lakelynn. Otherwise, no
        dice. I would bury him.

      I
        hop into the backseat while Tam and Lake take the captain’s
        chairs in the middle. Jacob is up front with some old guy who’s
        smiling like he genuinely wants to be up at seven in the morning to
        drive a spoiled social media puppet around the city.

      “First
        order of business,” Jacob says from up front. “We’re
        off to the dermatologist.” He turns fully around to glare at me
        as Daniel climbs in and takes the seat on my right. “We have
        hours of extra work today because some people still live in the Stone
        Age and use violence to solve their problems.”

      “If
        a man talked to your sister the way this piece of trash talked to
        mine, you’d have done the same.” I cross my arms as Lake
        whips a look around on me that clearly says shut
          the hell up.

      “Joules
        Frost, this is our first day on the job. Stop that.”

      “Not
        my first day on the job.” I pick up the lanyard and shake it
        around for emphasis as the driver navigates us past the massive jet
        on our left. I think it belongs to the record label and not to Tam
        personally, but who knows. I’m not about to register as a
        Tambourine in his fan club. “My badge says Guest for
        a reason.”

      “Do
        you want a job with the security team?” Daniel asks me, staring
        straight ahead with stony gray eyes and a facial expression that’s
        carefully blank and uninterested. “You may as well, so you can
        be paid for hanging around here all day.”

      “If
        I hire you,” Tam says, turning to look at me with a shithead
        smile on his face. His eyes flash, and I grit my teeth. I’ll
          be your boss, is
        what his expression is telling me. You’ll
          receive a paycheck for protecting me. You won’t get to punch me
          anymore. “Then
        you have to behave yourself. I would expect you to do the job.”

      “He’ll
        do it,” Lake pipes up excitedly, cheeks flushing when Tam
        swings his attention her way.

      They
        stare at each other.

      The
        SUV gets a little hot and sticky, and Jacob makes a sound of
        frustration, cranking up the AC so that the sound of the blasting air
        drowns out the quiet pants from the two idiots in the middle.

      “Check
        your phone for his schedule,” Jacob commands, gesturing at my
        sister. “Memorize it. You’ll be working under Maggie—that
        is, the manager of Tam’s assistants—and if she isn’t
        actively instructing you to do something, start tackling items on the
        list in the chat. It gets updated every few minutes, so let the
        others know what you’re working on before you start. We don’t
        need two people doing the same thing at the same time. There are
        already too many tasks and not enough hands. Tam fires his assistants
        frequently.”

      “I—”
        Tam pauses and then laughs, a self-deprecating sound that annoys me.
  “True. But I won’t fire Lake.”

      “If
        she doesn’t do her job, I would expect
        you to fire her,” Jacob reminds him, but Tam just turns to look
        out the window. His hand, though, it curls tense and wanting on his
        thigh.

      Please
        don’t let my sister die, I
        think at him, and only in my head would I ever plead with this man. Please
          don’t let everything I’ve sacrificed be for nothing.
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I
        knew that Tam was making space for me in his life, but I didn’t
        realize how much effort he was putting in. When he says that he runs
        on zero sleep, I believe it.

      We
        start with the dermatologist (thanks a lot, Joules), and then we run
        over to the recording studio to meet with a new producer. Tam spends
        a while talking to him, and then hops on the mic to record these
  ‘practice runs’ that have my jaw hanging loose. I can’t
        believe I ever insulted his music. His voice is like that of an
        angel, one that’s actively making love to his soulmate.

      No,
        no …. fucking his
          soulmate.

      It’s
        not … it’s not human.

      I’m
        instructed to unwrap a granola bar and put it directly into his mouth
        which is … weird. His eyes slide to mine as he bites down, and
        I shiver. His fingers find my wrist, gliding up my hand to take the
        bar from me, and then he’s being shuttled down the hallway by a
        half-dozen people in suits.

      We
        go to a meeting with his mother, and
        I stand in the corner feeling small and far away. Tam wraps her up in
        a hug that makes me ache for the same. I
          want him to hold me like that, like I’m precious and loved. Whoa.
        When did these thoughts start showing up?!

      The
        meeting quickly returns to the utmost of professionalism—despite
        the subject matter. We’re here to talk about the leaked video,
        the one that shows Tam’s cock. The
          cock that I had in my mouth. I’m
        sweating and tugging at the neckline of my pale pink cable knit
        sweater. I borrowed it from Lynn because she told me that Tam had
        casually mentioned to her that he thinks girls wearing soft sweaters
        are cute.

      “We
        have the video mostly under control, but when it comes to legal
        action, how far do we want to take this?” Tam’s mom is
        absolutely beautiful, her expression fierce, her eyes sharp. She
        keeps looking at me, and I wonder how much she knows about me and
        Tam.

      “Take
        him a glass of water, set it next to his elbow, but don’t
        interrupt the meeting,” Maggie whispers into my ear. She’s
        so nice. I’m excited to work with her. She has a
        strawberry-blond Afro with a kiss of pink in it, earrings that hang
        nearly to her shoulders, and bright pink lipstick. She gently pushes
        me in the direction of the water station.

      “If
        we go at that influencer girl too hard, will people think I’m
        bullying her?” Tam asks, and then he sighs, rubbing at his
        forehead. I pour the water, trying not to get too invested in this
        conversation, and failing miserably. I walk over to Tam, and he
        stiffens up because he knows that it’s me. His gaze swings to
        mine as I place the glass gently next to his elbow. “What do
        you think?” he asks, and the entire room turns to stare at me.
        Dozens of executives and lawyers in suits, and Tam is asking me?

      “Um,
        uh. She …” Tell
          the truth, Lake. If
        you always tell the truth, you don’t have to wonder about
        things. You don’t have to care as much about whether someone
        likes you because if they don’t, then they’re not the
        right friend or mentor or lover for you. If they don’t like who
        you are, move on. We all have our people out there. Finding them is
        the hard part. I’m starting to think that the curse has got at
        least something right. Tam feels like my person. “She posted an
        intimate video online that she filmed without permission. I don’t
        care who she is or who you are, that’s not right. She should be
        punished to the fullest extent of the law.”

      Tam’s
        smile hitches up in an uneven quirk on the right side.

      “Punish
        her then,” he tells his mom. “Take it all the way and
        nail her to the wall.” Tam stands up, encircling my wrist with
        his fingers and leading me up to the front of the room. He releases
        me right away, but my skin tingles where he touched my racing pulse.

      “Okay.
        Okay, I’ll try harder.” Ugh.
        I don’t let myself think about the other things he said, not
        with his mom standing right in front of us.

      “This
        is Lakelynn Frost, the one that I was telling you about,” Tam
        says, and my heart beats so crazy-fast that my hand is shaking when I
        offer it up to her. Elena Eyre takes it in a firm grip, and gives me
        a pleasant shake. I’m usually more of the hugging type, but
        this doesn’t feel like the right time or place.

      “Nice
        to meet you, Lake,” she says, and then she gives me a soft,
        almost sad sort of smile. Her gaze shifts to her son. “Behave
        yourself, Tam.”

      “Never,”
        he replies easily, smiling at us both.

      “It’s
        nice to meet you, too,” I choke out, stumbling over the words.
        Elena’s smile softens a little. I wonder how much she knows
        about me and Tam? Certainly not as much as my family knows. My mom is
        having a hard time getting over a few things …

      “How’s
        Christian?” Tam whispers, and his mom blushes. “That
        good, huh?”

      “He’s
        invited me to spend the holidays with his family, but I don’t …
        we’re not in that space just yet.”

      Tam
        frowns, attention shifting over to me. I can see that he has
        something to say about all this, just not here.

      “You’re
        already late for the photoshoot,” Elena says, checking her
        phone with the same little crease between her eyebrows that Tam gets.
        Cute. “You should hurry.”

      “Yeah,
        yeah, but you’re my mom,”
        Tam tells her, taking her into his arms for another hug. “You
        mean more to me than my schedule.”

      “Yes,
        but we have sponsors to please, and employees to consider. If you’re
        late, that puts dozens of other people behind schedule. Every move
        you make shifts mountains, Tam. Do your best to remember that.”

      He
        releases her, and she offers me another polite goodbye before leaving
        the room. The suits and the execs file out behind her, like she’s
        the big, bad boss. Pretty sure that she is.

      “Your
        mom is scary,” I whisper, and Tam laughs, looking down at me
        with his hands tucked into his pockets.

      “Oh,
        most definitely,” he replies, and then we’re both being
        shuffled and shoved down the hallway. Outside. Into the SUV. To a
        park with a view of the Golden Gate Bridge.

      There
        are people everywhere, screaming
        and jumping, and oh my God, Tam’s security team is much, much
        bigger than just Daniel. I saw them outside the rental house, but
        that was maybe a dozen guys. There must be forty or more men here,
        and that doesn’t include the police officers doing crowd
        control.

      “We
        need to get in and out of here as efficiently as possible,”
        Jacob is saying, and I look over to see that Tam has his eyes closed.
        He looks so tired. I can’t believe he does this basically every
        day of the year. “Hair and makeup is in the tent, but the shoot
        is outside. The city wants us gone in a half hour.”

      “Half
        hour,” Tam repeats, opening his eyes.

      “Ready
        for your first day on the job?” Daniel asks Joules, and my
        brother grunts. He might not like Tam, but he’ll put his all
        into this. My brother is a hard worker. Honest. Reliable. He might be
        a jerk, but he has plenty of good qualities, too.

      “Let’s
        do this.” Joules moves into the center of the SUV, and then
        opens the door, dressed in all black with Security scrawled
        onto the back of his jacket. He follows Daniel’s instructions
        and helps clear a narrow tunnel for Tam to escape into. I scramble
        after him with Jacob taking up the rear.

      People
        press in on both sides, screaming and waving signs around. Some of
        them are openly weeping.

      How
        I ever managed
        to get where I am is truly a miracle, a positive splinter product of
        the curse. Without the fated meet-cutes, I’d have been done
        before I even started.

      We
        escape the crush of humanity by fleeing into a tent filled with
        employees. Tam is greeted by the director of the shoot as he sits
        down in a chair, and three different people come at his face and
        hair. He apologizes a dozen times for being injured and is assured
        it’s no problem whatsoever.

      I
        stand in the corner with my phone and open up the assistants’
        group chat.

      Tam
        needs a new pair of sneakers for the gym. Have them delivered to the
        hotel. The
        size and brand recommendations are listed underneath. Also,
          he always forgets to ask for socks. Get him several different pairs
          to choose from. Merino wool blend only.

      I’m
        puzzling out how to even go about making this happen when one of the
        other assistants chimes in.

      I’m
        on it. Sneakers and socks are taken care of.

      I
        look up as Tam moves from the chair to a folding screen, changing his
        clothes like a magician. He pops behind it, and then reappears in the
        span of thirty seconds.

      He’s
        wearing a long-sleeved sweater that’s black-and-white striped
        on the left side, but heather gray on the right with a black
        shoulder. Tight jeans. High-top sneakers in bright pink. He’s
        chewing some caffeinated gum and standing there with his arms out to
        either side so that the stylist can pick at his clothes. She slings a
        loose belt around his hips, makes it a little crooked.

      “Ready,”
        she calls out as Tam’s eyes search the room and find mine. We
        stare at each other for about … two seconds, and then he’s
        being ushered outside, and I’m scrambling to follow. Joules is
        right there by the door, arms crossed over his chest, glare piercing
        across the park.

      Fans
        surround the roped-off area, surging forward and screaming. When they
        see Tam, they go insane. They heave and ripple, and it takes every
        member of the security team and all of the uniformed police to keep
        them back.

      Every
        personal moment that Tam and I have shared seems so surreal now. How
        did we ever visit a boba tea shop together? How did we go to the
        Pittock Mansion and the Japanese gardens?

      Luck.
        Happenstance.

      The
        only way Tam can go out in public like a normal person is if he does
        it in secret.

      With
        the Golden Gate bridge dripping with fog over the bay behind him, Tam
        poses on the edge of a rock, one foot up on the stone, arms crossed
        over his thigh as he leans down. He moves again quickly, striking up
        one suggestive pose after another. Smiling. Neutral. Frowning.
        Winking. Smiling again.

      “Go
        dab the sweat off his forehead and give him this water bottle. Always
        make sure the top is unscrewed before you approach him.” Maggie
        shoves the items into my hands, and then snags me by the wrist. “Dab.
        Do not wipe. Dab.”

      I
        nod and rush up the grassy slope toward Tam.

      His
        gaze shifts to me as I pause next to him and offer out the bottle.
        Shit! The cap. When he reaches to take it, I jerk it back and
        frantically try to get the cap off. It’s stuck.

      “Lake.”

      “Sorry,
        so sorry.” I drop the water bottle in the grass, and since the
        ground is wet, it gets a little dirty. I lunge for it, and then wipe
        the dirt off on my pants. Tam gently takes my wrist, and then slides
        the water bottle out of my tight grip.

      The
        press of the crowd is making me nervous. It’s one thing when
        Tam is performing, and he’s safely out of reach on the stage.
        But now? It’s just velvet ropes and a few dozen security guards
        keeping him from being mobbed. He unscrews the bottle himself and
        tilts his head back to take a drink, eyes closing.

      I
        watch his neck, the way his muscles contract when he swallows. I look
        at his lips on the bottle and think about him scraping his teeth over
        my denim shorts. He takes a break from drinking, dropping his head
        back down, and I reach up with the damp cloth to dab at his forehead.

      Then
        I’m thinking about his handkerchiefs and how he used one to
        wipe blood from my skin. My hand slips, and I rub the cloth over his
        cheek, uncovering a bit of the bruise beneath his eye.

      “Oh,
        shit. I wiped! I didn’t dab.” I groan as I pull my hand
        back.

      “Lakelynn,
        relax,” Tam tells me gently, and his voice is the pinprick I
        need to pop the anxiety bubble that’s surrounding me.

      “We
        are so sorry,” Jacob says, pushing me aside so that one of the
        hair and makeup people can get to Tam. I stumble back a few steps as
        Jacob collects the water bottle and shoves it into my arms. Tam gives
        his manager a withering stare before swinging an apologetic look my
        way. I smile back to let him know I’m alright, and then I do my
        best to stay out of the way.

      Tam
        changes his outfit three more times, and then uses his own phone to
        film a bunch of cute selfies with his tongue sticking out, or with
        him making a heart with his hand on his cheek. He films a candid
        moment talking about the photoshoot.

      Somebody
        get that on TT now. He wants us to write something in the caption
        about the weather. Get the stills on Insta, and don’t forget to
        cross post to X and Facebook.

      I
        start to tap out a message that I’ll take care of those things,
        but then I realize that I don’t have access to his social media
        just yet. I signed a much worse NDA last night, and an employment
        contract that my mother looked over for me. But this all feels like
        it’s above my pay grade.

      A
        queasy feeling takes over my stomach.

      “Would
        you let me fuck you, Lakelynn?”

      “Yes.”

      That
        moment and this? Worlds apart. How do I reconcile them? How do I get
        used to all of this? Because if I want to be with Tam, I’ll
        have to learn.

      Right
        now, I just want to run away.

      “Quick,
        quick, quick,” Jacob is moaning, gesturing for us to pile back
        into the SUV. “We’re late.”

      I
        realize as the day goes on that we’re always late.

      We
        started at the airport at seven in the morning, and now it’s
        two o’clock at night.

      Tam
        is yawning in the hotel lobby, a zombie on his feet.

      And
        this was just one day.

      The
        concert isn’t until the day after tomorrow.

      “This
        is your room assignment,” Maggie tells me, pressing a keycard
        into my hand. The room number is written on the paper envelope that
        it’s tucked into. “Good work today. Get some sleep.”
        She smiles and pats me on the shoulder before taking off through the
        lobby in the direction of the lounge. It’s closed, but maybe
        Tam’s crew has a deal with the hotel staff or something?

      We’re
        at the Ritz, by the way.

      The
        Ritz.

      In
        San Francisco.

      My
        head is spinning.

      “Let
        me see that,” Tam demands, yawning again as he takes the
        keycard from my hand. He squints at the room number for so long that
        I assume there’s something wrong with it. Tam blinks through
        his daze and looks up, giving Jacob a nasty look. “She’s
        on the floor below me.”

      “The
        penthouse is its own floor,
        Mr. Eyre.” I almost feel sorry for Jacob now, too. He’s
        also swaying like he’s close to passing out. “There’s
        nothing I can do about that. I know how very important you are, but I
        can’t make the hotel add a new room onto your floor for your
        favorite assistant.”

      “It’s
        okay. I’m fine. I’m happy with this.” I try to take
        the card from Tam’s fist, but he won’t let me have it.
        His eyes find mine, and I wish that he would ask me to stay in his
        room with him. Or not. I don’t know. “Tam, give me that.
        Tam. Sir Tom.”
        He releases the card to me, and I wonder if he’s thinking about
        how I told him to try harder.

      I
        want to be romanced. I want to be seduced. I want to see him put
        effort into this.

      I’m
        going to do the same, to return his level of effort with my own.

      “You
        and I will clear the room, and then we’ll sleep in shifts,”
        Daniel is saying to Joules, and I wonder if Joules got a huge
        promotion on his first day at work because he’s the only other
        security officer in the lobby with us.

      It’s
        pretty quiet. Doesn’t seem to be anybody else around. I’m
        surprised that Tam’s fans don’t know he’s staying
        here.

      “Let’s
        go upstairs then,” Tam says with a sigh, eyes drifting closed.
        He rubs at his face and yawns again, mussing up his hair when he
        drags his fingers through it.

      We
        hit the elevator together, pausing at my floor first.

      Joules
        escorts me into the hallway, and then I turn to watch Tam as the
        elevator doors close. He’s looking right at me. We stand there
        with our gazes locked until the doors close entirely between us.

      I
        groan and nearly sag to the floor.

      “I
        don’t know if I can do this,” I tell Joules, but he takes
        me by the arm and leads me toward my room anyway.

      “You
        can do this, and you will do this. Once the curse breaks though, I
        say you break up with him and move back home.”

      I
        laugh at that, but I also truly don’t know if I can live like
        this. Tam’s life is insane. Everyone
        thinks they want popularity and wealth and attention. But seeing it
        firsthand like this? I don’t like it. Not at all. I feel guilty
        for telling Tam that I was getting off on his celebrity status.

      Joules
        checks my room for stalkers—super cute, who would be here for
        me anyway?—and then leaves me with a kiss on the cheek to go do
        his job.

      I
        slump down on the sofa in the living room.

      There’s
        a living room. In a hotel room. There are two bathrooms. Two bathrooms.
        And I have a huge soaking tub and a king-sized bed all to myself. The
        couch has a pullout bed that I’m sure Joules will use, even if
        I invite him to share with me. Stubborn ass.

      I
        don’t even turn any lights on, stumbling over to the bed and
        face-planting onto the sharp white linens.

      I’m
        asleep in seconds.
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      I
        wake with a crick in my neck, groaning as I roll onto my back and
        stare up at an unfamiliar ceiling.

      As
        far back as I can remember, I’ve woken up in the same house.
        For the last ten years, I’ve woken up with the exact same wood
        ceiling, slanted and decorated with cobwebs no matter how often I
        dusted it.

      I
        sigh and sit up. No sign of Joules anywhere.

      I
        search for my phone and ultimately find that it’s still in my
        pocket. I’ve only been asleep for an hour and a half. It’s
        three-twenty-five in the morning.

      Having
        a drink with some of the security guys. Room 215, if you need me. That’s
        what my brother texted me about thirty minutes ago. I send him a
        thumbs-up, and he responds almost immediately. Also,
          I snagged a keycard to Tam’s room. It’s on the desk. Use
          it or don’t use it to your heart’s content.

      I
        drop my phone by my side, turning my head to stare at the desk. Even
        in the deep gloaming shadows of the room, I can see the small white
        rectangle.

      My
        heart begins to pound, and I wet my lips.

      No.

      No,
        this is where he is
        supposed to chase me. I’ve done the chasing, and it’s his
        turn.

      But
        then I find myself alone in an unfamiliar space, the sounds of the
        city audible in a way they aren’t back home. I walk over to the
        keycard and pick it up, tapping it against my palm.

      Screw
        this.

      I
        try not to run as I make my way to the elevator, using the keycard to
        swipe so that it’ll go up to the penthouse floor. The security
        guard waiting inside of it doesn’t even look at me. Then again,
        I’m still wearing my badge. Was
          this Tam’s intent when he asked me to work for him? He seemed
          shocked that Joules was angry with him for that. Maybe
        I’m just not reading the signals he’s putting out?

      The
        elevator doors open, and I take my time walking down the hallway to a
        set of double doors.

      I
        tap the keycard over the lock, and I just let myself in—

      —to
        Tam, pulling a fresh T-shirt over his head as he comes out of the
        bathroom. To Kaycee Quinn, sitting on the edge of his bed.

      I
        let go of the door and step back, and it slams shut.

      Did
        I just … An explanation is required. I know better than to
        jump to rash judgment, but my stomach turns, and my heart seizes. I
        turn and put my hand on the wall. When the door opens back up behind
        me, I flee, walking quickly down the hall.

      I
        force Tam to chase me like he did on the gravel, and he meets the
        challenge. He catches up and passes by, turning and putting his palm
        out on the wall in front of me. I try to duck, but he snags me by the
        shoulder and very gently pushes me into the wall.

      “Don’t
        run,” he whispers, looking down at me with a half-lidded gaze
        that makes me go very still. “Don’t run. It’s not
        like that; I would never do that to you.” Tam presses a small
        kiss to my temple that has my toes curling in my shoes. “Kaycee
        is here with her manager and her bodyguard. I’ve got Jacob and
        Daniel in there, too. Listen to me, Kayak.” He puts his other
        hand on the wall to my right, and then he leans down and in, and I
        exhale in anticipation. “We were just trying to figure out how
        to break up publicly. I already broke up with her in private. I’ve
        been trying to break up with her since you showed up at the rental
        house in Oregon.”

      “I
        wouldn’t have expected anything less,” I whisper, and
        then he swoops in. He’s going to finally fucking
        kiss me, but then the doors at the end of the hall open and there’s
        Kaycee.

      I
        turn my head, and Tam’s lips hit my cheek. He lingers there
        with a sigh, his nose against the side of my face, the heat of his
        body making mine go liquid.

      But
        I can’t kiss him in front of his … ex-girlfriend?

      “Sorry,
        but I can’t stay any longer. I think we already figured this
        out?” Kaycee comes down the hall with her blond hair coiffed
        and coiled tight on the top of her head. Her eyes look twice their
        usual size with a dramatic cat eye, and some pale pink shadow. Her
        lips are full and parted, and her skin is pore-less.

      I
        am … underneath Tam’s hands with sleep-mussed hair and
        no idea what I’m doing.

      He
        only looks at me, mouth still pressed up close to my cheek.

      “Might
        be interested to know why you weren’t wearing a shirt?” I
        ask.

      “He
        spilled boiling coffee all over himself and has welts on his chest,”
        Kaycee adds, examining her nails like it’s no big deal. With a
        gasp, I reach up and tug Tam’s shirt down. Sure enough, there
        are bright red marks on his pristine skin.

      “Ow,”
        Tam murmurs, and I let go suddenly when I realize that I’ve
        just scratched him. In his burn
          wound.

      “I’m
        so sorry,” I murmur, wishing he’d move from where he’s
        leaning over me. Reluctantly, he does just that, but he frowns, and I
        can tell he only moved because I’m uncomfortable. I’m
          only uncomfortable because there are other people here. I want to be
          underneath this man—naked.

      Tam
        turns to look at Kaycee like he’s just realized she’s
        here. He points at her and then looks back at me.

      “She
        wants to see your brother, but he ran away. Can you make him meet
        with Kaycee? Or trick him into it?” That’s Tam, asking me
        all of that.

      I
        let my gaze shift over to Kaycee, and I see that her lips are pursed,
        that her eyes are dark with hurt. She … actually likes Joules?
        Like, for real?

      “You
  … like my brother?” I’m so confused. “Why?”

      “Corner
        him somewhere. Or call me when he’s asleep.” Kaycee
        passes over a card. It’s black with a silver phone number on
        one side. That’s it. No name or anything. It’s very
        dramatic. “Text me, and I’ll come and get him.”

      She
        walks right past me and Tam, and I see her manager and bodyguard
        coming down the hall to join her. Jacob and Daniel come next, and
        even though Jacob gives us a nasty look, he leaves, too.

      It’s
        just me and Tam.

      Alone.

      “Did
        your brother give you the keycard that was issued to him for work?
        Because on my team, that’s an immediate cause for dismissal.”
        Tam is smiling as he says this, so I figure he’s joking. “Good.
        You’re here. I wanted to talk to you, but I had to deal with
        this Kaycee thing first.”

      “To
        break up publicly?” I repeat, so completely shocked that I have
        no idea what to say. I assumed I’d have to be Tam’s
        little secret, like the label would ask him to keep up appearances
        for the public. Tam nods at me, eyes skimming my body.

      “I
        saw your face, Lakelynn. You were not having a good time working as
        my assistant.” He laughs at that, and runs his hand over his
        hair, turning to look at me. I feel my body relax around him, this
        deep, easy breathing settling in. I’m calm around Tam. I like
        being around Tam. Even if he’s right, and the day wasn’t
        fun for me at all, I’d rather stay and do this than not see
        him.

      “No,
        but I don’t want to leave either. Please don’t fire me.”

      Tam
        nods, expression contemplative.

      “Come.”
        He gestures toward the open penthouse doors, and I silently accept
        the invitation.

      He
        walks into the room behind me, and I turn to watch him heel the door
        shut.

      Now
        we’re alone-alone.

      “You
        think I’m going to fire you?” he asks, and I shrug.

      “I
  … wiped, Tam. I didn’t dab.”

      He
        laughs at that and sticks his hands into the pockets of his silver
        joggers.

      “Want
        something to drink? There’s a minibar in here.” He pads
        barefoot across the room, and I trail behind him. There aren’t
        very many lamps on in the room, but it doesn’t need it. One
        entire wall, from floor to ceiling, is made of a single sheet of
        smooth glass. The view of the city is breathtaking.

      “You’re
        not firing me, but you needed to publicly break up with Kaycee.”
        I state the facts and wait for him to say it aloud, whatever it is
        that he needs to tell me.

      “I
        could tell from moment one that Joules was right: I made a mistake. I should have
        asked you to be my girlfriend.” Tam turns around, leaning back
        against the counter, one hand on either side of him. His lids are
        drooped, lips half-parted, head half-cocked to the side.

      How?
        How is he always posing like this? I
        wring my hands in front of me.

      “In
        the hallway back home, when you asked me that question,” I
        start, eyes drifting to one side. The
          kitchen in here is huge. It’s
        not just a minibar, but a full-sized refrigerator with a glass door,
        stocked with drinks. Every possible drink known to mankind, from
        kombucha to beer, soda and juice, drinks with labels written in
        Korean or Japanese. Lots and lots and lots of drinks.

      Tam
        is basically a human god with an offering.

      “When
        you asked me that question,” I repeat, swallowing down my
        anxiety. I realize I left that sentence fragment hanging in the air
        for like three whole minutes and he never moved. He’s just watching me,
        and breathing in a way that tells me all of his stillness is forced
        and well-practiced. He’d rather be touching me. “The
        answer, I should give that to you.”

      “Maybe
        you should, but only if you want to,” he teases, and I look
        right back at him.

      Eyes
        locked.

      He
        smiles at me, nice and slow.

      “Yes,
        Tam Eyre.”

      “Yes,
        what, Tam Eyre?” he repeats back at me, feigning disinterest.

      “Yes
  … I want you to fuck me.”

      “Good
        girl,” he says, and then he gives me a drink not at random, but
        carefully pulled off the shelf in the fridge door.

      It’s
        a boba.

      “I
        wasn’t sure if you’d had one today, and I didn’t
        want you to miss out.”

      I
        take the drink from him, and then I turn away so that he can’t
        see me shed a few tears while drinking it.

   

 















CHAPTER FOURTY

LAKE

  54
  bobas left until we both die …

      



I
        wake up a few hours later, yet again confused by my surroundings.

      I’m
        lying on a king bed in an unfamiliar hotel room, a warm divot next to
        me where another person might’ve been sleeping until recently.
        I turn my head to see Tam coming out of the bathroom in pants, but no
        shirt, towel slung over his broad shoulders. He turns to see that I’m
        awake, and smiles at me.

      It’s
        seven o’clock in the morning.

      “I
        wasn’t trying to wake you up, sorry.”

      “Aren’t
        I … I think I’m late for work.” I look around, but
        I have no idea where my phone is. What happened last
        night?

      I
        remember sitting down on the couch to talk with Tam and drink my
        boba.

      Oh.

      That’s
        right.

      My
        head kept flopping backward or forward or sideways, and Tam caught me
        every single time.

      “Why
        don’t you just sleep here?” he’d whispered, and
        then this.

      I
        don’t really remember much else. I very quickly snatch the
        nearly full boba on the nightstand and finish it off while he smiles
        at me. I have to
        finish this. I’m counting down the days till my death with
        these drinks.

      “You’re
        not coming to work.” He smiles like the naughty boy he is.
  “Ultimately, I did end up firing you. There’s a new badge
        for you on the table. Text or call me anytime while I’m out
        today, and I’ll answer.”

      “Why?”
        I ask as Tam slings his towel off his shoulders and picks up his
        shirt.

      It’s
        taut between us. I can feel pulling in every muscle. Want. I
        want to touch him, but I stay where I am. Looks like he’s about
        to leave for the day.

      “If
        you want me, I’ll be your boyfriend,” he tells me, and I
        almost choke on a boba. I clear my throat, but he’s not done.
  “Please be my girlfriend, is what I meant to say.”

      It
        takes a minute for me to figure out what to respond with, which is
        dumb because I knew exactly what
        my answer was to his other question.

      “I’d
        like that, Thomas. Thank you.” Could
          I get literally anymore awkward?

      “If
        you start talking to me like a sixteenth century duke, I’ll
        fire Jacob. I can only handle it from one person.”

      I
        laugh at that, but it’s hard to pay attention to what he’s
        saying as he pulls his shirt on. Muscles
          under shower-warmed skin, that dash of freckles above his navel. His
          taste. Mostly,
        his taste. I dig my fingers into the sheets, and Tam notices.

      “And
        don’t thank me for that. Why would you thank me?” He
        gives me a look, and I nod, trying to hold back a smile. “I’ll
        meet you back here, and we can do something for dinner. Until then …
        enjoy your day.” He hesitates, and it takes a lot of effort to
        remember this charming man saying the words, good
          girl. “Please
        go do something fun today. It’ll make me feel better.”

      “Sure.
        But then I want to start working again. I liked having a job.”

      Tam
        hesitates, but then he nods once, picks up a hoodie, and he’s
        out the door.
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      “Kaycee
        Quinn likes you so much that she wants me to sabotage you. She said I
        should wait until you were asleep, and then call her. She’d
        come right over.” I’m standing over Joules’ spot,
        curled up on the sofa in our shared hotel room. “Should I
        indulge her? Why or why not?”

      “Kaycee
        is a done deal. You said it yourself. They’re breaking up.”
        Joules scoffs and rolls away from me, pulling his blanket over his
        shoulder. “I don’t need to see her anymore.”

      I
        slap him—hard. Right in the center of his back, and he growls
        at me.

      “I
        have Tam’s credit card, and I’m going out to do something
        fun today. I thought we could go together, but if you’re going
        to keep lying to me, then I don’t want to
        go with you, Joules Frost. Get yourself together.”

      He
        rolls over suddenly and surges to his feet. I figured he’d be
        upset with me, but he’s not. He looks … sad.

      “Kaycee
        and I aren’t going to work out, Lake. She’s interested in
        me in a way that I am not interested
        in her. I really don’t want to see her.”

      I
        sigh and shake my head.

      “Fine.
        Will you get dressed, so we can go to Alcatraz? Then I want clam
        chowder.”

      “Fine,”
        Joules repeats, and then he stalks past me toward the bathroom,
        pausing halfway between the bed and the doorway. “Did you guys
        sleep together?” he asks, hoping maybe that the curse is
        broken, too.

      “Nope.”

      Because
        I fell asleep.

      Wonderful.

      “Good
        girl.” Did
        Tam seriously say that to me?

      I
        try not to think about it, grabbing a cab with Joules so that we can
        get to Pier 33 for the tour.

      We
        take a boat out to an island in the middle of the bay that used to be
        a famous prison. Thinking about Tam, I indulge in the audio tour, and
        Joules walks beside me, yawning, hands in his pockets.

      Clam
        chowder and sourdough bread for lunch. Next, a mirror maze where
        Joules curses so loudly that I can hear him on the other side of the
        room. In one of the many reflections, I see him tugging on the
        plastic gloves they give you so that you don’t smudge the glass
        and ruin the illusion of the maze. He spots me and gives chase.

      I
        find my way out three times before hotheaded Joules can escape.

      He
        throws an arm around my neck when we get outside, walking me down the
        pier toward the ocean. His voice when he talks next is strange. It’s
        off. Whatever
          it is that he’s hiding, it’s bad.

      “Let’s
        hang out like this more often, okay? Tam can only have half of you.
        Joe is gone, so it’s just me and you.”

      I
        jerk away from Joules suddenly, and I scramble for his wrist.

      “Stop
        it, Canoe!” he yells at me, raising his arm high above his head
        and breathing fast.

      My
        heart breaks when his eyes meet mine, and I shake my head.

      “No,
        no, you’re lying.” I’m backing up down the pier,
        but he reaches out to snatch my wrist when I nearly run into the
        railing behind me. Still, he keeps his left wrist well out of my
        reach.

      I
        look up, and I can see that the mark is dulled, the beige and pink
        smudge that’s only a suggestion.

      I
        drop my gaze to my brother’s.

      “Are
        you covering it with makeup?” I can’t even believe that
        I’m asking such a stupid question. But it’s the only thing
        that makes sense. “Joules!” I scream at him, and he rolls
        his eyes. He drops his arm and then lifts it up for me to stare at.

      “Why
        would I do that? I just want you to stop panicking because I say
        something nice.”

      “That
        wasn’t nice, Joules. That was weird. People only say things
        like that if they’re dying. Are you fucking dying, Joules
        Frost? Did you get matched and not tell me about it? Because I would never forgive
        you for lying about something like that. Even in death, I’d
        curse your name.”

      Joules
        just smiles at me and lets me rub at his mark for a few seconds.
        Nothing seems to be coming off, but I’d need some makeup
        remover and a washrag to believe it completely. He yanks his wrist
        from my grip and steps past me to put his arms on the railing,
        looking down at the sea lions.

      “Let’s
        buy a brand-new car on the way back to the hotel, and then thank Tam
        for lending us his wallet.”

      “Joules,”
        I warn, turning and mimicking his post at the railing. I’m not
        done with this conversation yet, but with the way Joules is acting, I
        need to step back. He’s dead
          sure that
        whatever is going on with him, he doesn’t want me to know it.
        Not even if I cry or scream or threaten him.

      I’ll
        have to be sneakier about it. “You already punched Tam in the
        face. Don’t push our luck any further.”

      “The
        faster, the better,” Joules breathes, turning to look at me. He
        scoffs. “My landlord said I could have my apartment back as
        long as I signed a new lease before the end of the summer. The sooner
        we go back home, the better.”

      “Okay,”
        I tell him, certain that he’s still lying. He can get a new
        apartment easily enough. Even if he couldn’t, he doesn’t
        give a shit about that sort of thing. Joules
          needs me to break the curse as fast as possible. I open myself up to the idea of loving Tam Eyre. If I had more time,
        I’d enjoy the ride. But the curse isn’t going to give me
        that luxury. “I won’t hold back.”

      “Good
        girl,” Joules says absently, because he knows I hate it. I
        shove him hard in the shoulder, and he stumbles, flipping me off as I
        leave him standing there. “You’re such a brat!” he
        yells after me, but I ignore him.

      I’m
        still mad, but I do take Joules to the science museum down the way.
        Everything is hands-on, so it’s basically a giant playground
        for adults. We shoot laser beams to study color refraction, play with
        oversized musical instruments and fiddle with giant magnets. We make
        massive whirlpools by spinning huge ship wheels to learn about the
        way water moves.

      And
        then, I’m getting a text from Tam that reads: on
          my way back to the hotel.

      My
        heart explodes, and I hurry Joules toward the exit.
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      I
        wait for Tam in my own room, pacing a little in front of the TV. I
        went up to his room when we got back, but there were so many people
        crowded in there that I ran away as soon as I opened the door. I can
        just wait here.

      The
        first knock makes me jump, and I force myself to slow down. I exhale
        and shake out my hands before I head to the door to answer it.

      It’s
        Tam, of course.

      I
        knew it would be, but … still.

      Butterflies.

      “Can
        I come in?” he asks nicely, and I give him a look. His
        answering smile is enough to make me want to shut the door in his
        face. I knew he
        would give me trouble. I knew it, and I was right.

      “Sure.”
        I step to the side and usher him in, letting him pass by so that I
        can shut the door and dead bolt it. The chain is next. I’m sure
        Tam needs to be even more careful than the average person. I know
        that someone once tried to stab him
        at a meet and greet.

      “Hey
        Joules,” Tam says blandly, pausing in the doorway between the
        hallway and the living room area. I remember him saying that he
        wanted Joules to like him, but I also think he has enough dignity not
        to show it. A neutral approach is good. Joules should respond to
        that.

      “Are
        you going to sleep with my sister or what?” Joules asks with a
        sigh, scowling at him as he walks by. “And don’t worry, I
        already have the key to your suite upstairs. You two can have this
        room.”

      My
        brother exits the room and lets the door swish shut behind him. Tam
        watches him over his shoulder before turning back to me.

      “Jacob
        is with my mom and maybe two or three assistants in there. If he can
        deal with them, he can have the room.”

      “Sorry
        about him. I think he somehow forgot that he’s supposed to
        encourage you to like me, not chase you off.”

      Tam
        laughs softly as I edge past him, moving up to my room’s own
        minibar. I pick up a few of the alcohol bottles, searching for
        something easy and relaxed. White wine, maybe? I find a bottle, and
        then turn around to see that Tam is making himself comfortable on the
        couch. The city view on his left makes me remember our promise to get
        ramen in Japantown.

      “Want
        to have a glass of wine, and then we can go get that ramen?” I
        ask, and Tam nods slowly.

      “I
        think we can make that happen,” he says, and I remember
        suddenly that it’s hard for him to just
          go out. That
        it’s risky every time it happens.

      “Actually,
        we could just stay here?” I lift up another wine bottle as
        proof. “Order in. Drink a little too much. Watch a movie.”

      “I
        want to take you out, Lake,” he says, and I remember he said
        something similar back at my parents’ house. “Let’s
        go out.”

      “Trying
        harder doesn’t mean being risky with your own safety,” I
        warn him, and he chuckles at me.

      “I’m
        taking you out. Damn it. You almost had me there, and we could’ve
        stayed in and … But we’re going out for sure now.”
        Tam stands up and moves over to where I’m frozen at the
        counter. He sets the wine down, uncorks it in an instant, and pours
        one large glass. Hesitates. Commits to chucking his diet aside in
        favor of a nice evening. Pours a second glass.

      We
        clink them and then we drink.

      Tam
        calls for Pat and the Escalade, and out the back doors we go.

      In
        the background, the tension burns.
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      “You
        know, I never asked Kaycee out,” Tam says, looking out the
        window. His elbow is on the door, chin in his hand. He looks
        unconcerned, relaxed. But his gaze shifts to mine, and I see that’s
        not true. We’re both well-aware of the other person’s
        feelings at this point.

      He
        wants me, and I want him.

      “What
        do you mean?” I whisper back. Pat has some classical music on a
        low volume, but I’m sure he can still hear us. Tam doesn’t
        seem to care.

      “I
        didn’t ask her out. The CEO of our record label brought us both
        to his office, told me she had a crush on me, and asked if I’d
        consider dating her. I said okay. I want to say I was trying to be a
        good boyfriend, but I didn’t feel any of the urges that I feel
        toward you.”

      “Tam
  …” I have no idea what else to stay. He’s turned
        fully in his seat to look at me now, wearing a long-sleeved sweater
        with clouds on it, a pair of jeans that says CRUSH down
        one leg, and some brown leather boots. Whoever styled him today had
        an aesthetic, and I like it. I decide to ask. This conversation is
        getting very intense, very quickly. “Who picked out this
        outfit? It looks really nice.”

      “These
        are my clothes,” Tam tells me with a smile. “My own
        clothes. I dressed myself for you.”

      “Well,
        I … It looks like something from a social media advertising
        campaign.”

      He
        laughs at me, so hard that he almost chokes.

      “Right
        here is good,” Tam calls out when we pull up to the curb beside
        an open plaza with a small pagoda and some cherry blossom trees.

      Japantown,
        San Francisco.

      Tam
        puts his black ballcap on, slips into that heavy jacket, puts on a
        face mask, adds some sunglasses.

      He
        climbs out first and then offers his hand to me. I take it and hop
        down to stand in front of him. There are plenty of people here, but
        nobody is looking at us yet.

      Pat
        drives away as Tam leads me into the center of the plaza. The key is
        making sure that nobody recognizes Tam. If they don’t recognize
        him, they won’t even imagine the possibility of him being here.

      I
        look at my phone and see that there are easily a dozen ramen places
        within walking distance. Hmm. I pick two good ones and offer Tam my
        fist.

      “I’m
        the first restaurant, you’re the second. Go.” We
        rock-paper-scissor, and that’s it. Second restaurant. “Told
        you I didn’t cheat,” I tell him haughtily as we wait for
        the crosswalk.

      “I
        wouldn’t have cared if you did,” he replies, taking my
        hand when the crosswalk sign changes. We walk across the street
        together, and he still doesn’t let go. Not until we get to the
        restaurant.

      Tam
        checks us in and finds a table in the back. He faces away from the
        main dining room and toward a wall. Only people coming back from the
        bathrooms will be able to see him. He removes all of his
        disguise-wear and sets the pile on the padded bench next to him.

      I
        point at the sign at the end of the table. It’s one of those
        restaurants where you scan a QR code, order and pay online, and then the
        food comes out to you. It’s not like a traditional full-serve
        restaurant.

      “Order
        on my phone, and I’ll pay for the meal. After the money that
        Joules and I spent today, I should at least do this for you.”

      “Okay,”
        he says after a few minutes of hesitation. Maybe because he
        remembered that he gave me almost ten-thousand dollars back from that
        ticket. I think he kept the other four-hundred, so that it would seem
        like he wasn’t being too flirtatious with me. As if he were
        just doing me a small favor.

      We
        order gyoza—pork dumplings—bottles of iced green tea, and
        bowls of ramen.

      “The
        press release for my breakup with Kaycee is scheduled for next
        month.” Tam sits across from me with half of a smile on his
        handsome face, that tiny crease reappearing between his eyebrows.

      I
        wet my lips, and then I just go for it. He asked me to be his
        girlfriend, didn’t he? I lean across the table, and his eyes
        track the motion like I’m half-naked and dancing burlesque. My
        thumb sweeps over his skin, and Tam closes his eyes.

      “You’re
        not allowed to get wrinkles. That’s what I saw online,” I
        tease, slumping back into my seat. I
          should’ve dressed up for this, I
        think, but I didn’t. I’m sitting here in jeans and a
        hoodie because I didn’t realize we were going out on a proper
        date.

      “Don’t
        worry,” Tam says, stretching out his long legs. One of them
        ends up between my own, and I’m reminded of the steakhouse all
        over again. “I get Botox. It’s time for a refresher.”
        He reaches up with his own thumb and rubs at the spot between his
        brows.

      My
        mouth is hanging open. He pauses to look at me, like he isn’t
        sure what he could’ve possibly said that was so scandalous.

      “You’re
        in your twenties.” My voice is a horrified whisper.

      “Yeah?”
        Tam replies, and then he gives me that lopsided smile again, and I
        curl my fingers into the cushion on either side of me. “But
        it’s like you said: I’m not allowed to have wrinkles.”

      “I
        can imagine you as an old man with a deep little groove between your
        eyebrows.” My mouth shifts into a smile of my own. “I
        think you’d look nice that way. Dignified.”

      “You’re
        imagining me as an old man?” Tam asks, and there’s a
        breathless quality to his words that I can’t interpret.

      “I
        watched the person I love the most in the world die young. Getting
        old is a luxury and a privilege.” I just stare back at him, and
        he does the same. We’re both breathing a little heavier than
        usual.

      “Joe?”
        Tam asks, and I nod. “Not Joules, the person you love the most
        in the world.”

      “I
        love them equally,” I admit, looking down at the gently scuffed
        surface of the table. There’s a bell near the front door that
        says, Ring
          if you loved your ramen today! And
        every few minutes it’s going off and making me smile through
        the pain. “Even now. Always.”

      “Got
        room for one more?” Tam asks me, and I lift my gaze from the
        table. He’s dead serious, sitting there and asking me if I
        could love him as much as my brother and my cousin. “Not yet,
        but … soon.” His gaze shifts over to my wrist, and I
        nod.

      I
        like Tam. I don’t want to die. I’m worried about Joules.

      I
        am as open to the idea of falling in love with Tam Eyre as I have
        ever been.

      “Did
        you do this on purpose?” I ask, pointing my finger at the
        tabletop. “Your leg between mine.”

      “Tonight?”
        he clarifies, leaning in and folding his arms on the wood surface.
  “Yes. At the steakhouse, no. That was accidental.”

      “And
        then you ran away to the bathroom,” I remind him, and his smile
        shifts into something private and sharp-edged.

      “Well,
        you know, you have this crazy effect on me.” Tam exhales and
        then reaches out, tucking some of my hair behind my ear. The way he
        looks at me, like he’ll die if he can’t have me, I …

      “I
        don’t understand,” I tell him aloud, loving his attention
        but wanting to get to the root of it. The reason for his sudden
        change of heart. “You blocked me. Left me outside by myself.
        How did we get here?”

      Tam
        draws his arm back and looks down at his fingers, his lovely,
        rough-hewn, well-used fingertips.

      “When
        Joules came for me, I could see in his eyes that me being Tam Eyre
        meant absolutely nothing to him. You’re the most amazing person
        in the world to him. To your entire family. The way you all look at
        each other … I could tell that you’d never lacked for
        love and affection.” Tam lifts his gaze to mine again, sending
        my heart into a flurry. “I knew that I had to meet you on that
        level, that without the threat of the curse you’d have already
        given up on me. I didn’t want you to give up on me.”

      We
        sit in silence again together.

      “I
        still can’t believe that you drove ten hours to get on your
        knees for me.” I can feel the blush in my cheeks even as I’m
        trying to make a joke out of it. Tam lets out this low, rough laugh
        that has me questioning my life choices.

      Push-pull.
        I love the exchange between us, the verbal foreplay. Still, I’m
        wondering how the hell I let him leave that hotel room without taking
        off his clothes first.

      “When
        I first hopped in the car, that wasn’t my intent. I just wanted
        to apologize to you, unblock myself, and maybe kiss you. What
        happened was … so different.” He looks up from under
        long, dark lashes, and the server brings over our bottles of iced
        tea. Thankfully, the guy is busy, so he doesn’t so much as
        glance in Tam’s direction.

      I
        reach for my drink, but Tam grabs it first. He unscrews the top, and
        then presents it to me, and I know we’re both remembering how
        badly I fumbled the water bottle into the grass yesterday.

      “Thank
        you,” I whisper, my own voice as husky as Tam’s. Push-pull.
          Tug-yank. A slow spreading heat in places low. I
        make myself keep looking at him, right at his face. I won’t
        look away.

      “For
        the drink or for the oral?” he asks, and then I’m
        groaning and putting my forehead on my arm, strewn across the table
        in disbelief.

      “Why
        are you doing this to me?” I mumble, but I’m not unhappy
        about it. Of course not. I peek up to see that he’s toying with
        his green tea bottle and smirking at me. He knows the effect he has
        on people, and he loves it. “Nobody could resist this level of
        charm thrown their way.”

      “I
        already told you,” he says, and his voice gets a little rough,
        a little serious. “This is only for you.” Tam leans
        forward, and I feel the stirrings of a secret between us. “I’ve
        never relaxed enough to go to bed with someone, never been willing to
        take the risk.” He hesitates. “You know, like if they
        filmed it or if they were with me for the wrong reasons.”

      I
        sit up straight, staring at
        him.

      “Wait,
        wait, wait.” I take an emergency sip of my tea and then point
        at him with the bottle. “What are you trying to say to me right
        now?”

      “I’m
  … am … was … a virgin.” Tam rubs his hand
        over the back of his neck. “I don’t know if what we did
        cancels that word out or not. I don’t really care. My point is:
        I’ve never done those things with anyone else. With you, that’s
        the furthest I’ve ever gone.” Tam ruffles his pink hair
        up until it’s truly messy and wild. “I’ve never
        even kissed a girl off-camera.”

      I’m
        dead. I have been struck right through the heart. I imagine a giant
        wrecking ball swinging down from the ceiling and just obliterating
        me. How … what?

      “A
  … wait.” Now I’m the one rubbing at my face. “You
        were a … you’re …” And then I start
        laughing. I start laughing because there are all these bubbles in my
        stomach and chest. Oh. I’m not the only inexperienced one here.
        I’m not the only person who has no idea what they’re
        doing. “We can learn together.” I choke that last bit
        out, and Tam blushes.

      This
        is a guy who gets onstage in front of tens of thousands of people and
        dances with beautiful women plastered to him. Who kisses Kaycee Quinn
        on livestream. Who falls in love and gets married in a romance drama
        where he was the male lead.

      “You
        can’t blush,” I blurt out, and Tam smirks at me,
        narrowing those pretty green eyes on my face.

      “Can’t
        I though? I’m way older than you. I’ve waited a long time
        to get here. This is a really big deal to me, too.”

      “Oh.”
        Now I’m flushing all over, too. That was a joke. Of course he’s
        allowed to blush. But … but … “I just can’t
        believe that you … with me … I’m not trying to
        put myself down, but Tam, you’re on a different level.”

      “You
        have a family that loves you, a brother that would die for you. All I
        have is Jacob who talks to me like a duke, Daniel who never talks to
        me, and my mom who only talks to me about business.” Tam rolls
        his eyes here, and he looks so damn good doing it that I have to take
        another emergency sip of my tea. “Oh, and Adam and Dylan who
        are my friends because the label suggested we’d make a cute
        crew.”

      “You
        mean Stricken,” I say, because Tam’s friend that I met at
        the escape room, Adam Stricken, performs under his last name. “And
        Dylan Bonne. I know I was mean to you about your own music, but I
        didn’t mean it. I’ve excluded Stricken and Dylan from my
        Spotify taste profile. I don’t ever want their music to come up
        on Smart Shuffle.”

      Tam
        laughs so hard at that, I think I see tears. He collapses adorably on
        the tabletop in his beautiful pale blue sweater with the clouds,
        forehead pillowed on his arm.

      “Neither
        of them is worth following,” he mumbles, turning his head to
        the side and gazing up at me. Shit. His mouth, is it supposed to be
        that pink and soft looking? His skin, is it supposed to be so
        flawless? Does Tam Eyre ever get pimples? I should ask him. That’d
        kill the mood. “They don’t write any of their own music.
        Lucky for you that I do. I should write a song about our tension.”

      Tam
        hums under his breath, like he’s composing a song on the spot.
        He slides his left hand across the table, head still pillowed on his
        arm. His thumb sweeps gently over my knuckles, but when I move to
        pull my hand away, he grabs onto my wrist.

      Tam
        keeps trying to take us closer to sex, and I keep drawing us back.

      Push.

      Pull.

      “Good
        girl.”

      “Mm.”
        Tam sits up, but he doesn’t release my hand. “You
        distracted me. Were you just trying to sit there and tell me that you
        weren’t on my level?
        Lakelynn, come on.”

      “You’re
        wealthy, famous, have a beautiful voice, a dancer’s body, a
        worldwide following. That’s all I’m saying.” I take
        my hand back from him, but he doesn’t like it. I see his jaw
        tense, and his smile get a little more wicked. The cloud sweater is
        cute, but very misleading.

      “You
        forgot grumpy and mean-spirited.”

      “Tam.”

      “Lake.”

      I
        sigh.

      “You’ve
        been around the most beautiful human specimens to ever walk the face
        of this earth. Hell, you’re one
          of them, and
        I’m just … normal. I’m getting a degree from my
        hometown university, so that I can work at my uncle’s
        construction company. I have freckles, and don’t know the
        meaning of working
          out. I
        was so sore after that one day in the gym with you, I almost died.”

      Tam’s
        laughing at me again, but then he presses the heel of his hand
        against his forehead and luxuriously pushes his hair up and out of
        his face. Lips parted. Eyes half-lidded.

      I
        glare at him, but I’m not sure that he even knows he’s
        doing it.

      “I
        know what you look like and who you are, Lake Frost. It’s not
        like you tried to hide it for even one minute. We officially met
        while you were wearing lingerie and kicking a giant hot dog.”

      “I’m
        never going to live that down, am I?” I grumble, but Tam isn’t
        finished embarrassing me. Now that I’ve gotten past all his
        barriers—and there are a lot—he’s fucking adorable.
        He’s so cute. I can’t breathe.

      And
        I don’t just mean physically, though of course, I’m aware
        that he’s spectacular. It’s his personality that truly
        shines, and it’s the core motivation for his popularity. People
        can’t help but be drawn to him the way that they were (on a
        much smaller scale) drawn to Joe.

      Tam
        is his own person, but there’s a bit of my two other favorite
        people in there. A little bit of Joules. A little bit of Joe.

      “I
        don’t know how to explain it,” Tam says, dropping his
        hand to his lap. “Attraction is layered and nuanced. You’re
        right: I do see the most beautiful women on the planet. Sometimes, I
        dance or sing with them. Sometimes I even kiss them onstage or
        onscreen. I recognize that they’re good looking, but that is not the
        same thing as attraction.” He sounds a little flustered, like
        he’s not sure how to explain it. “I can’t stop
        looking at you.” Push. “I
        can’t stop thinking about you.”

      I
        bite my lip and look at the wall. My fingers are so tense in the
        cushion beneath me that I’m afraid I might be poking holes in
        the fabric.

      “It’s
        everything.” Tam leans across the table at me again. “Your
        freckles. Your dark sense of humor. Hell, it’s the way that you
        smell, and the way that you …” Don’t
          say it here! I
        think at him, but he does it anyway. “That you taste.”

      Taste.

      I
        exhale and look back at him.

      “I
        like the way you taste, too,” I tell him, trying to be as
        honest as I can. He gave the opening, so I’m taking it. He’s
        giving me the full boyfriend experience, so I’m going to give
        him the girlfriend experience.

      Boyfriend
        and girlfriend.

      I
        like the way those words sit on my tongue in a way that I never have
        before.

      This
        feels right to me.

      “Really?”
        Tam looks shocked, tongue poking at the edge of his lip. “You
        guzzled two seltzers afterward.”

      “I
        was just surprised is all,” I admit, and he blinks at me before
        turning away, like he was surprised, too. Surprised that he threw
        something like that in my face, and that I took him up on it.

      “The
        point here is: I want to go all in on you. I’m going to trust
        you, Lake. But I need you to understand that I have no idea what I’m
        going to be like in bed. It’s all new to me, but you make me
        crazy. I want things with you that I haven’t wanted before.”

      He
        shifts his gaze back to mine just in time for the food to be brought
        over. The server—a woman this time—sets two huge bowls in
        front of us, and the male server follows with the gyoza plate. The
        woman says something in Japanese that I think means enjoy. Tam
        responds, but he’s looking at the wall and not at the woman.

      She
        hesitates, and I get worried there for a few seconds, but then she
        just shrugs and leaves. The other server is long gone.

      Tam
        looks after her like he’s wondering whether she recognized him
        or not.

      “Okay,
        we’re good,” he says finally, turning to me again. He
        smiles when he sees my confusion. “She’s talking shit
        about me to the other staff members.”

      “Oh?”
        I ask, blinking in surprise. “How so?” I hear laughter
        from the direction of the open kitchen where all the servers are
        gathered, speaking in Japanese.

      “She’s
        saying there’s a weird guy in the back corner who only stares
        at the wall. She says good
          thing he paid first or I wouldn’t serve him. So,
        there we are.” Tam and I are both laughing now, but neither of
        us has forgotten where we left our personal conversation.

      “I
        still can’t believe you’re a virgin. I never in a million
        years would’ve expected that.” I pause with my chopsticks
        in hand. “Or did I? I guess I knew you weren’t a player
        like Joules. That much I was sure about. But you and Kaycee? You were
        so cute together online; I had no idea it was a contractual thing.”

      “I
        tried my best with her, but there was no spark. No attraction.”
        Tam watches me open the paper wrapping on my chopsticks, unsnap the
        wood at the base. I pour some soy sauce, dip a gyoza into it, and
        then I put one forearm on the table to brace myself.

      I
        lean forward with a smile, holding the dumpling out to Tam. With my
        left hand, I make a cup underneath the dumpling, so that I don’t
        get any sauce on his beautiful sweatshirt.

      Tam’s
        lips part, and he takes the dumpling in his mouth in a way that he
        didn’t take the granola bar from me the other day. He chews
        slowly and swallows while I sit back in my seat, waiting to hear if
        he likes it or not.

      “I
        like your sweater,” is what he says instead, and then he’s
        reaching out with his chopsticks and picking at the seaweed on the
        edge of his bowl first. He eats the naruto next
        (a little white flower-shaped fishcake with a pink swirl in the
        middle). “The color, and also the texture.” He laughs a
        little between bites of green bean. They’re layered nicely over
        the top of the soup. “Mostly, the shape of it over your
        breasts.”

      Tam
        slides across the bench seat on his side, moves around to mine, and
        scoots in so close to me that I end up trapped between him and the
        wall.

      Panting
        hard.

      Chopsticks
        shaking.

      He
        yanks over the gyoza plate and his bowl of ramen, and I see that he’s
        intending to eat right here next to me after saying something like
        that.

      “When
        I asked you to try harder, you listened, didn’t you?”

      “I
        wanted to do all of these things anyway, but I was trying to respect
        your space.”

      “Don’t
        respect my space,” I choke out, shivering and wanting. “I
        need you in it with me.” Push and pull. Tug and yank. There’s
        a tugging in my lower belly, a need that demands to be satisfied.

      I’ve
        never felt this before in my entire life.

      I
        want Tam to touch me and hold me. I want him to kiss me and make love
        to me. I want him. Period.

      “Okay,”
        he whispers, voice as rough and desperate as it was in the hallway
        before he left my parents’ house. “Okay, I’ll stay
        close.”

      We
        eat in silence, just touching each other. It’s enough, the
        press of his thigh into mine, the sound of him sighing after he lifts
        the bowl of broth to drink it. I’m starting to think he isn’t
        going to touch the noodles. Right. His diet.

      A
        large group of girls comes into the restaurant, chattering excitedly.

      “Oh
        my God, you made it!” one of them yells to another.

      “I
        wouldn’t miss this for anything. Tam Eyre? Are you fucking
        kidding me?”

      The
        girls are laughing together as I turn to Tam, to see what he thinks
        about this. It must be weird, huh? To hear people talk about you
        everywhere you go. I’d hate it.

      “When
        we announce our relationship, everyone is going to know who you are,
        too,” Tam tells me, like he’s admitting a dirty little
        secret. “It won’t be like this. We’ll be followed
        and stalked and harassed. We won’t get to go out for a little
        while.” Tam surprises me by taking a single bite of noodles,
        and then pushes them aside, looking sad that he has to say goodbye to
        them. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      One
        of the girls who was talking about him heads in the direction of the
        bathroom, and Tam turns suddenly, wrapping his arms around me and
        putting his chin on my head.

      He’s
        holding me from behind, arms tight, cheek gently touching my hair.

      “Let’s
        wait for her to leave,” he suggests as I put my hands over his
        and close my eyes.

      The
        girl doesn’t take long, footsteps retreating back the way she
        came.

      Tam
        releases me, planting his elbow on the tabletop so he can watch me.
        When he reaches out for his chopsticks again, I think he’s
        going to eat some more, and I’m happy about that. Instead, he
        picks up another one of the gyoza and holds it out to me.

      “Open
        up,” he commands, looking right into my eyes.

      I
        do, and I take the dumpling from him, and he sets his chopsticks down
        again.

      We’re
        quiet for the rest of the meal.
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      “I’ll
        be your assistant again tomorrow, right?” I clarify, because I
        really want to go to the concert with Tam. I want to see what it’s
        like backstage when he’s paying some attention to me. Last
        time, he gave me those backstage passes, but I’m not sure that
        I even existed for him.

      Now
  … now … I definitely exist.

      More
        than that, I mean something.

      I
        don’t look at the curse mark on my wrist. It’s still too
        soon. I know we don’t have much time, but this is going as well
        as I ever could’ve dreamed. I feel lucky to have gotten this
        far. Tam is letting go as much as I am. If he were ever going to love
        me, it’d probably happen quickly anyway.

      We will break
        this stupid curse.

      But
        I can’t shake off that inner tremor that reminds me how Joe and
        Marla got to this stage. They were having sex, kissing each other in
        public, talking about getting an apartment together.

      They
        both died.

      “No,”
        Tam says belatedly, like he was considering his response. We’re
        strolling back toward the pagoda across the street. On either side of
        the plaza, there are two malls with Japanese-themed shops. Food,
        clothing, anime. “I don’t want you to fumble with a water
        bottle or to”—and here he points right at me—“wipe
        instead of dab. I might’ve fired another assistant for that,
        you know.”

      “I
        call bullshit. I’ve seen you, and Jacob is right: you’re
        too nice. You’re only mean to people you’re close to, but
        we’ll work on that together.”

      Tam
        chuckles at that and shakes his head.

      Cherry
        blossoms skirt past in the breeze. I can’t believe they’re
        still in bloom (it’s a bit late in the season), and that I’m
        in this place with Tam at this exact time. It feels like a fairy
        tale. It would be
        a fairy tale if the curse wasn’t involved.

      It’s
        ruining my romantic journey, and I hate it.

      “I
        want to take you with me everywhere, but I don’t want you to be
        my assistant. You’re my girlfriend.”

      “I’m
        happy to help though. Whatever you need from me.” I mean that,
        too. “I’d rather spend time with you—regardless of
        what you’re doing—than be apart.”

      “Because
        of the curse?” he asks curiously, and I shrug.

      “There’s
        that part, but there’s also … You know, this.” I
        gesture randomly between us, and Tam stops walking. There’s an
        expression on his face that tells me we’re about to take
        another huge step forward in our relationship. I move away from him
        and yank the building’s door open. “Let’s get a
        mochi doughnut. Just one. We’ll each only take one bite for
        taste.”

      “Have
        you had a boba today?” Tam asks, following me in and tucking
        his hands into his pockets. We avoided whatever was just about to
        happen, but not for long. Push-pull.
          A waltz. Extended foreplay. “Besides the one you chugged in my bed.”

      “Sorry,
        by the way,” I add in a whisper. “For falling asleep.”

      “Don’t
        be,” Tam says happily, pausing in the lobby to study the map.
        He seeks out a boba tea shop with his fingertip and then takes my
        hand. “I wasn’t going to fuck you anyway. You said try
        harder, and I haven’t tried hard enough yet.”

      He
        takes me to the tea shop with a blush on my face, and we both settle
        for unsweetened, iced oolong. It’s not technically a boba, but
        that’s Tam for you, shaking up my everything.

      We
        grab a mochi doughnut next—a Nutella-flavored one—and we
        each eat a single bite. It’s chewy and amazing, and I wish I
        could have a dozen right now. All to myself.

      But
        if Tam can only have one bite, then I’ll only have one.

      “Let’s
        just split this together,” he says mildly, and I pretend like
        I’m not super thrilled about that. We walk together, finishing
        our dessert, and then slip into a shop filled with cute, little
        collector items in blind boxes. As in, you have to buy a whole bunch
        to complete the set because you don’t know which one you’re
        buying, basically a mystery box.

      There’s
        a set of Tam-themed blind boxes on one of the shelves, and I just
        stop and start laughing. He’s pulled on a sea green beanie and
        has his face mask tucked under his chin. There are a lot of guys here
        imitating Tam’s iconic hair style and color, so honestly, he
        just looks like one of the bunch.

      “Please
        tell me you didn’t personally approve of this,” I
        whisper, pointing at the tiny figures of Tam in different outfits and
        poses. “This is the least sexy thing I’ve ever seen in my
        life.”

      He
        rears back to look at me like he’s been slapped, but then a
        huge grin spreads across his face, a grin that catches the attention
        of a girl across the shop from me. Her eyes drift to the Tam
        statuettes beside us. He reaches up and yanks his face mask into
        place before leaning down to whisper.

      “No,
        my mom makes all of the merchandising decisions.”

      “So,
        I just insulted your mom. Got it.” I roll my lips inward and
        then take him by the hand so that we can get out of there before he
        gets spotted. Tam follows me down the steps into the main part of the
        hallway, a broken fountain across the walkway from us. It’s
        cute in here, but it’s only Japantown. I want to go to actual Japan.

      I
        think about the international portion of Tam’s tour that’s
        coming up. If we live through the curse, there’ll be an after
        in my life. It’s not just getting to August, but what happens
        after that.

      “If
        we … are a thing, are you taking me to Europe with you?”
        I ask as he moves up close behind me.

      “I’ll
        take you everywhere with me that you want to go. Preferably just, everywhere in
        general.”

      I
        smile at that and turn around, but I have to tilt my chin up more
        than usual because we’re so close. We’re not that different
        in height, are we? Or I just never realized it before. “Too
        much?” he asks, that wrinkle between his brows again. Tam tilts
        his head slightly to one side, waiting.

      “Don’t
        stop unless I tell you,” I whisper, and he gives me a look
        that’s a promise.

      Tam’s
        song—“Break
          Up With Me”—starts
        playing from the speaker in the corner, replacing the J-pop track
        that was just on.

      “I
  … did you know what I was doing with this video on repeat?”
        I ask, because I know he saw my phone that morning. “I was
        touching myself to it.”

      “I
        know; I could tell.” Tam is still smiling, hands kept to
        himself and in his pockets. He moves around me and keeps walking.
  “Come with me …” he calls out, and then he sings
        along to his own song. People turn to look, but nobody stops us. “… if
          you dare.”
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      Tam
        stops next to the Peace Pagoda, this five-tiered concrete structure
        that’s supposed to be—according to the plaque—a
        Buddhist stupa. Five concrete circles are speared through the center
        with a decorative tower. It’s cute, and the cherry blossoms are
        a nice touch, blotches of gentle pink softening the rough edges of
        the concrete.

      It’s
        dark out now, strings of white lights strung up over the busy plaza.

      Tam
        turns toward me, but I’m busy reading the plaque because I
        assumed he’d be busy reading the plaque. He likes all the
        informational parts of the tourist spots we visit. The brochures and
        the audio tours and the plaques.

      Just
  … not this plaque.

      I
        stand up, tucking some loose hair behind my ear. It’s a little
        windy out here, but that’s okay because I like the way it plays
        with both Tam’s hair and the loose pink petals from the trees.

      “Lakelynn.”
        He pulls his face mask off and tucks it into his jeans pocket. He
        keeps the beanie on though, and I want to touch it. Looks soft. I
        wonder if he feels that way about my sweater.

      Tam
        steps into my space and puts his hands on my waist, just like he did
        when I bumped into him in the hallway. But this time, his touch isn’t
        brief and perfunctory, it’s slow and spreading. He touches me
        with his fingertips, and then the palms of his hands, slides them
        around me and along my back. Tam gathers me into his arms, pulling me
        nice and tight against him.

      When
        he tilts my chin up, and I find him looking down at me, I don’t
        make a single move.

      I
        wait.

      The
        push and pull comes to a slow, deep close. In its wake, there’s
        the lingering air of desperation.

      He
        doesn’t say a word as he puts one hand on the side of my neck,
        sliding his fingers into my hair. Tam’s mouth closes the
        distance with effortless intent, lips sliding over mine with a sigh
        of relief. He squeezes his right arm around my waist so that my back
        arches. My hands find his shoulders, and my eyes slide shut against
        the gold-pink brush of hair on his forehead.

      My
        lips part to his tongue, and Tam groans as his finds mine. He moves
        his lips and his hands and his tongue, and it’s the most
        complete kiss that I have ever had. Tam is everywhere, all at once,
        and I don’t have any other thoughts in my head except for him.

      Tam
        kisses me with such perfect clarity, such confident focus, and he
        lets us linger there. For minutes, maybe longer. Maybe a half hour.
        We’re just kissing and sighing, and he’s enjoying the
        soft fabric of my sweater, and I’m loving the fact that I could
        collapse right now and never hit the ground. He has me. He has me,
        and it feels so good.

      Tam
        draws back, leaving his nose near mine. And then he nips my lower lip
        once. Twice. Three times. I shudder and press my forehead against his
        chest.

      “Let’s
        go back to the hotel,” he suggests, without even the smallest
        attempt at pretending like he’s asking for anything but sex.

      “Please,”
        I tell him, and then he releases me just enough to call Pat to bring
        the car around.

      As
        Tam does that, I sneak my own phone out, and I text Kaycee. I told
        Joules that I wasn’t going to, but I lied. This is for his own
        good. He’s lying about something, and if I can’t shake it
        out of him, then maybe Kaycee can?

      Despite
        what he says, I think he does like
        her.

      Joules
        is in Tam’s room at the hotel. He’s staying there
        tonight. Go get him now. This is your chance. I send that message off, and then accept Tam’s hand so that he
        can lead me back to the SUV, and from there, to our hotel room.
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  bobas left until they both die … (the same day)

      



This
        stupid son of a bitch. I’m
        in a rage and wearing my favorite high-heeled boots, a toxic
        combination that makes me feel like a superhero. The only person I
        bring with me in the elevator is Wrenlee who looks at me like
        something to be pitied.

      “What?”
        I ask her as I lean against the wall in the elevator at the
        Ritz-Carlton. I
          am coming, Joules Frost. I hope you’re ready for the wrath that
          you’ve just unleashed. Because,
        like, how fucking dare he charge in here with his sister and steal my
        boyfriend right out from under me?

      I
        can’t stop thinking about the photo that Joules sent to Tam,
        the one of us laughing together. What was it that Joules had sent
        right after it? A message that read something like, Are
          you sure she’s your girlfriend?

      As
        soon as I get ahold of Joules, I’m going to verbally wreck him.
        I’d slap him if I wasn’t worried about my career.

      “Are
        you even listening?” Wren asks me, but I didn’t hear her
        until just now. I turn toward her, having forgotten that I asked her
        a question at all. “I said: are you sure this is a good idea? I
        know I’m not here to give you advice, but I can’t help
        myself. I don’t think you should go in there. All you’re
        going to be left with at the end of this is pain.”

      I
        just stare at her.

      Nobody
        else around me is willing to speak their mind freely, so I guess I
        appreciate the advice.

      I’m
        not going to heed it though.

      “Thanks,”
        I tell Wren honestly, and then the elevator doors are opening and I’m
        half-running down the hallway. I haven’t been able to pin
        Joules down since I saw him the weekend we were supposed to go to the
        villa. Instead of going to see Tam, I called Joules.

      I
        hung out with Joules Frost.

      Tam
        was hanging out with Lakelynn Frost.

      This
        is all absolutely insane.

      I
        restrain myself, pausing outside the double doors to the penthouse
        and taking deep breaths. I sweep my hands down the front of my dress.
        It’s silver and flashy and fun. It’ll be all over social
        media by now. Hell, it was probably trending before I even finished
        walking from my hotel room to the car.

      I
        knock gently enough that I hope Joules will answer without bothering
        to check the door. He’s that kind of arrogant, and a little
        sloppy, too. What use do I have for some nobody man from Arkansas?

      And
        I’m right: Joules is that arrogant or that confident. He opens
        the door without looking, and then stands there, sweaty and shirtless
        and still.

      I
        think he stops breathing.

      I
        push at him before he can stop me, and he stumbles back out of
        surprise. I step into the room and lock the door before I turn over
        my shoulder to glare at him.

      “What
        the actual fuck, Joules?” I ask before I lose my nerve. He
        must’ve been working out in here because he’s dripping
        sweat, and his muscles are edged and taut beneath his moist skin. The
        way he’s staring at me, from under heavy, drooping lids, I get
        the idea that we could realistically be having sex already.

      I
        turn around and put my back to the door, and Joules scoffs, turning
        away from me and padding over to the kitchen like this is his
        penthouse suite and not Tam’s. Like Tam isn’t probably
        off somewhere with his little sister. Well, better luck to her than
        me. I dated the guy for a year, and he only kissed me if it was
        pre-decided in a press release.

      “Want
        something to drink? There’s Scotch in here that’s worth
        more than my parents’ house—a gift from
        one of Tam’s biggest fans. Do I even want to know who that is?
        Some billionaire’s son set to inherit the world?”

      I
        ignore the question and the joke.

      “You
        basically implied to Tam that we were together.”

      “So?”
        Joules takes a water bottle out of the fridge, unscrews it with ease,
        and then tips it to his lips. He sighs and swipes his hand over his
        mouth before continuing. Doesn’t matter. I couldn’t look
        away from his throat as he was swallowing to care that the room was
        dead silent. “I play dirty, Kaycee. I play hard for what I
        want, and I’ve never had any trouble getting it. Case in point.
        My sister’s in our hotel room with Tam right now, and you’re
        here with me.” He smirks as I stand there seething, hands
        clenched at my sides.

      “You
        gave Tam the impression that you and I were already involved, and
        then you blocked me. You’re avoiding me. You won’t see me
        at all. What’s the point in that? You want me, so why lie about
        it?” I’m blatant with my wants, just as I’ve always
        been. It’s how I got here. You don’t climb to the top of
        the world by being nice or shy or polite.

      Tam
        only plays around with that. He isn’t naïve or
        kind-hearted either.

      Joules
        takes his time finishing off his water bottle. He grabs another. Yep,
        he was definitely working out in here. I look around and see that the
        room’s been ravaged. Every drawer and cabinet askew, items
        everywhere. Joules blatantly raided Tam’s room, and he doesn’t
        give a single fuck about it.

      That’s
        the energy I like.

      I
        cross my arms and wait for Joules to come back out of the kitchen. He
        does, walking right up to stand in front of me. His hands come up
        like he might take me by the arms, but he doesn’t. He drops one
        by his side and uses his other hand to rake tense fingers through his
        hair.

      “Let’s
        go to Chinatown and get dumplings. It’s easy walking distance
        from here. There’s security everywhere, roadblocks outside.”

      I’m
        a little stunned by the offer. Can’t he feel this tension
        between us? I’m so angry with him, but I also want him, too,
        and he knows it.

      So,
        what is this?

      He
        wants to take me out?

      “Joules,
        I’m not going to lie to you. I was hoping that you’d
        throw me down on the bed and fuck me.”

      He
        laughs at that, letting his head fall back, his eyes close.

      “On
        any normal night, that’s exactly what I would’ve done.
        But not tonight. I have something I need to tell you before I do
        that.” He drops his chin back down, eyes opening, and then
        stalks into the bathroom. I hear the sink running, the sound of
        scrubbing, and then Joules comes back out, brandishing his wrist. “I
        haven’t told anyone the truth yet, but I guess … I guess
        I’m going to die soon anyway, so fuck it. I want to show you
        who I really am, Kaycee. I’m going to let go completely.”
        Joules stretches his arm out, so that I can see the bright red mark
        on his wrist, the one shaped like a smudged heart. It’s an
        exact match to the one I saw on Lake’s wrist when I passed by
        in the hallway.

      I’ve
        heard the story from Joules and Tam both by this point: a curse mark.
        That’s supposed to be a curse mark.
        Dumbest thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life, but Joules is
        a straight shooter, and I’m just confused why he’d lie
        about something like that.

      It’s
        my biggest motivation for even trying to
        believe something that stupid or insane.

      “What
        is this supposed to mean?” I ask him, because there’s a
        sudden wrenching in my stomach, a queasiness that speaks to future
        heartbreak if I keep charging down this path.

      Wrenlee
        was right.

      I’ve
        changed my entire fate by coming into this room, and I accept that.

      Because
        I really, really like Joules Frost.

      “I
        have less than two months to live, and you’re the only person
        in the world who knows that.” Joules drops his arm by his side.
  “Give me a minute to shower and get dressed.” He heads
        into the bathroom, closes the door behind him, and locks it.

      He’s
        serious about this.

      Now
        Joules thinks he’s cursed, too?

      I
        think really, really hard about whether I care if he’s crazy or
        not. Somehow, I land on the side of not giving a shit. There’s
        something enigmatic and engaging about him. I meet new people all the
        time, constantly. The best of the best, really. The wealthiest, most
        popular, most beloved, most beautiful.

      And
        yet none of them hold a candle to the charisma and energy of Joules
        Frost.

      Fine.

      Joules
        believes he’s cursed to die.

      Let’s
        figure this shit out together.
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      Joules
        emerges from the bathroom with dark, wet hair feathered across his
        forehead. Blue eyes shadowed with restrained need. Hands tight by his
        sides. He flexes like he wants to touch me but doesn’t dare.

      Not yet.

      We
        exit the room, taking Wrenlee with us, hit the lobby, and leave
        through one of the hotel’s private exits. Joules opens the door
        to a wet San Francisco street with a sidewalk so steep that I get a
        little dizzy looking down the length of it.

      “Here.”
        Joules takes my arm, and we walk slowly together down the hill. I’m
        cursing my boots with every step. “Please don’t tell my
        sister,” he says, and it’s the gentlest, most honest
        statement I have ever heard leave his mouth. He’s staring down
        at the sidewalk instead of at me, like he’s ashamed of the
        situation.

      “I
        won’t tell her, but if you really believe this curse shit, is
        it right for you to lie to her about it?”

      “If
        she finds out that I’ve been matched, too, then she’ll
        want to fight for my life instead of hers. She and Tam are this close;
        I can feel it. I don’t want to do anything to upset that
        balance. And if she can break her curse sooner rather than later,
        then good. Maybe I’ll have some time to …” Joules
        trails off with a beleaguered sigh, and I see suddenly what it is
        that he’s truly hiding.

      Exhaustion
        and fear.

      Whether
        I believe in this curse or not doesn’t matter. Joules truly
        believes he’s going to die, and his only wish right now is to
        save his sister’s life. I emotionally put myself in his
        position, and my eyes burn. I don’t let him know, blinking back
        the moisture as we continue down the hill.

      Once
        we get to the bottom, Joules picks a restaurant at random, unzips his
        hoodie and tosses it over my head. He zips me up to the chin, so that
        I can barely see a thing from under the floppy fabric of his
        sweatshirt hood. Next thing I know, we’re seated in the back
        corner of a bustling restaurant with red and gold wallpaper.

      I
        let Joules order us a pair of beers and some dim sum, and we sit in
        silence together, holding our drinks.

      “I’m
        not saying I believe this curse thing,” I start, but Joules is
        already shaking his head.

      “And
        this is why I won’t sleep with you.” He lifts his gaze up
        to mine, and I know for a fact that he means this. “I’m
        not going to be around for much longer, and I like you too much to
        screw with you, Kaycee. If that’s all I can do for you before I
        go, then so be it.”

      “You
        won’t date me because you think you’re going to die?”
        I clarify, breath catching on that last word.

      “I
        won’t date you for two reasons. One, because, yeah, I might
        die. Two, because if I want to live, I’ll have to get my Match
        to fall in love with me. I can’t seduce another woman if I’m
        dating you, so … that’s where we’re at.” He
        looks right at me. “And yeah, I wanted Tam to break up with
        you. That was my goal when I came here. I just didn’t expect to
        like you.” Joules leans back in the booth, arms crossed over
        his tight black T-shirt.

      It
        has the same Frost Family Construction logo as the sweatshirt I stole
        from him. I might steal the one I’m wearing, too. It’s
        black with a skeleton on the back—the exact opposite of Kaycee
        Quinn’s bright, bubbly (but subversively sexy) style.

      “You’re
        honestly a rude bastard, and probably a fuckboy, too, but I also like
        you.” I cross my own arms, and Joules’ smile slides into
        something sinful and decadent. I should not take a bite of that. He
        knows better than to pursue someone like me. I’m the sort of
        girl a guy’s friends warn him about. A heartbreaker.

      I
        tried to be good to Tam, to go slow with him, give him space. Didn’t
        work. I’m going to do what I want to do right now. I won’t
        hold back.

      “Enough
        to watch me die?” Joules asks curiously, eyes searching my
        face. He puts his palms down flat on the table and leans in toward
        me, mouth twisting into a crooked smile. “Or enough to watch me
        leave to seduce a woman that I don’t even like?” He
        laughs, and then shakes his head at me. “No, I don’t
        think so.”

      “Who
        is she?” I ask, this awful green monster curling into a tight
        coil inside of me. I’m not Joules’ Match? If I were, he
        wouldn’t have run away from me like that. But the idea of this
        man having better chemistry with another woman than he does with me
        is insane. I hate it.

      “A
        twenty-five-year-old married woman with three young children,”
        Joules says like he wants to throw up. My eyes widen as I drop my
        arms to my sides, digging my fingernails into my tights. I rip a hole
        in one side, but I don’t care.

      “Are
        you fucking kidding me?” I ask, and he shakes his head. Joules
        puts his face against his palm, braced on a single elbow on the
        tabletop.

      “Religious,
        too. I saw her walking out of church. That’s when we got matched, when I drove by and glanced out the
        window of my truck. Fucking fantastic.”

      I
        think about that long and hard. Say Joules and Lake were telling the
        truth … what a curse indeed. Matching one sibling to the
        world’s most popular artist? Matching another to a religious,
        married mother of three? Ouch.

      “I’ve
        seen the curse destroy perfectly legitimate relationships. Good ones.
        Real ones. I know my Aunt Lisa still misses her ex-husband. I don’t
        know how the curse determines a person’s Match, but that woman
        is not my
        soulmate or destined future or whatever you want to call it. What
        were my choices, Kaycee? Break up a marriage or save my little
        sister’s life? Easy choice.”

      “I
        wish I were your Match,” I admit, and Joules nods, rubbing at
        his face.

      “Me,
        too, Miss KQ.”

      I
        smile at the stupid nickname.

      Joules
        toys with his beer, pausing while our food is delivered, and then
        lifting the bottle in my direction.

      “I’d
        rather be your boyfriend than your friend, but what do you say,
        Kaycee? Friends again? It’s the best I can do for now.”

      I
        exhale. I shouldn’t even consider being friends with this crazy
        person. I pick up my own drink, but I don’t toast him just yet.

      “You’re
        the one deciding not to be my boyfriend. What if I told you that I
        want to try anyway? That we’ll deal with the curse shit
        together?”

      Joules
        is already shaking his head. He draws his beer bottle back.

      “No
        deal, because you don’t believe it, and if you don’t
        believe it, I won’t do that to you.”

      “Joules,”
        I snap, because I’m getting frustrated here. “I do believe
        you.”

      “You
        believe that I believe it,” Joules retorts, turning away from
        me to survey the restaurant and tip his beer back at the same time.
  “Not the same thing.”

      “Fine.
        Okay. I’ll entertain the idea, but if you live past the end of
        the curse, I get to make fun of you whenever I want.”

      Joules
        turns back to look at me, but I’m not sure that he’s
        convinced.

      He
        looks like he wants to be convinced, but deeper than that, he looks
        afraid and like he wishes there were at least one person around that
        he could confide in.

      I
        want to be that person for him; I want him to be that person for me.

      “Let’s
        date, Joules. We’ll figure out what to do together, okay? For
        now, isn’t it better to have someone by your side that knows,
        than to go it alone?”

      Joules
        groans and then finishes off the rest of his drink.

      “I
        was too honest with you, wasn’t I?” he asks dryly,
        slanting his ice-and-fire gaze over to me. I pick up a dumpling and
        push it up against my lips, watching Joules’ expression as he
        takes the sight in. He wets his own lips, and I smile with mine
        closed as I chew. “Alright, fine. You’re a grown adult.
        If you hear what I’m saying, and you accept that I’ve
        warned you, let’s … date.” He pauses and looks up
        at me. “Better yet: let’s fuck.”

      Joules
        reaches out for my wrist, yanking me from the table before we’ve
        even had a chance to eat. He tosses some cash onto the host stand as
        he passes by, and out the door we go.

      He
        hefts me into his arms, and I make a sound of surprise as he carries
        me right back up that hill.

      I
        laugh the entire way.
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  bobas left until my baby sister dies … (the same day)

      



It
        feels so good to tell somebody the truth.

      It
        feels even better to tell Kaycee the truth.

      She
        only laughs so long as it takes me to get her into that bedroom. I
        set her down to face me, and then I kick the door shut behind us,
        leaving her bodyguard in the hallway.

      “Since
        when did you start trusting me so much?” I tease, leaning back
        against the door and enjoying the way her chest expands with each
        labored inhale. I close my eyes and breathe in, and I swear that
        there are pheromones on the wind because my heart rate doubles.

      I
        crack my gaze to find Kaycee studying me, digging beneath all the
        hard layers on top to the truth underneath.

      I’ve
        been lying to my sister for a long time, and I intend to keep lying
        to her. I don’t care what I have to do to prevent her from
        finding out the truth, I’ll do it. I’ll look her right in
        the eyes like I did on the pier the other day, and I will lie my ass
        off.

      Joe,
        what would you do right now? I’d
        ask him, on one of those rare nights that we were alone. Lakelynn
        hated it when we hung out without her, and honestly, Joe and I liked
        her being with us enough that we never needed to be alone. But when
        it would happen, I’d ask Joe the questions I couldn’t ask
        Lake. Things about our parents. About girls. Anything.

      “The
        curse is ours to deal with. Ours. We may not want it, but it belongs
        to us anyway. We decide what we’re going to do with it. Whether
        you want to run off and learn scuba diving like Uncle Jack or spend
        your last year gazing out the window like GG Louise, that’s
        your decision. If you like Kaycee, and you’ve told Kaycee the
        truth, let yourself fall for her. Learn to fucking fall, Joules.”

      I
        wet my lips again and push away from the door, walking right up to
        Kaycee and burying my fingers in her hair. I liked it when it was
        black. I like it now that it’s blonde. It could be purple and
        I’d like it just the same. Long and thick, the sort of hair
        that I can really wrap around a fist, can tighten my fingers in.

      Kaycee’s
        breath releases in a rush, and I pause, waiting to see her reaction.

      Swollen,
        parted lips, huge pupils, fingers clutching my shirt.

      “Kiss
        me, goddamn it,” she growls out, the voice of a demon in a
        lithe, sexy little body with a voice to match. Husky, rough, angry,
        wanting. No wonder Kaycee Quinn is famous. How she ever ended up
        paired with Tam Eyre is another story altogether.

      Anyway,
        I won’t make Kaycee ask again.

      I
        capture her mouth with a punishing sweep of my tongue, drawing the
        groan that slips out of her throat into me. My other hand shoves her
        dress up, fingers slipping under her tights and her panties, finding
        her bare and smooth and wet.

      “My,
        my, Kaycee. Tell me you like me without saying a damn word.” I
        bite her lower lip, and then I kiss her while I stroke her. I can
        feel her body trembling in my arms, her grip on my shirt tightening.
        Each pet down below is followed by a nip or a lick or a kiss up top.
        On her neck, on her shoulder, the side of her jaw, her plump mouth.

      I
        keep myself restrained to that single hand and my lips. The rest of
        me is still, waiting. Coiling tighter and tighter.

      I
        work poor Kaycee into a slippery mess, and then I guide her backwards
        until her thighs are touching the bed. I draw my hand away, and she
        makes a sound of pure frustration.

      “Sit,”
        I tell her, and then I lift my fingers up to my lips as she reclines
        in the mountain of pillows.

      “Joules
        Frost,” she whispers, scandalized. “Don’t you
        dare.”

      I
        slip one and then another into my mouth, sucking them clean. I kick
        my shoes off, moving over to my bag to draw out a box of condoms.
        Brand-new. I haven’t been with anyone since I met Kaycee.

      “I
        haven’t been with anyone in more than a year,” Kaycee
        tells me, but I already knew that. I shut off the lights, and then I
        go to her on the bed. I hold the square packet gently between my
        teeth, and then I reach down to the button on my jeans.

      I
        don’t say a word.

      I
        watch the shadow of Kaycee in the dark as she slides a single finger
        between her spread legs, fingernail grazing the fabric of her black
        tights. This is a woman who knows what she wants, what she likes. I’m
        obsessed—especially when she turns over and stretches like a
        pussycat in heat.

      “Fuck
        me, Joules,” she whispers, and the sound of her voice is so
        powerful that I have to fist my dick and squeeze the base, a
        makeshift cock ring to keep it all in. Huh. No wonder her music’s
        so popular. I’ll have to try to listen to it one of these days.

      “My
        pleasure.” I let out a rough little laugh, opening the condom
        packet and sliding the lubed latex over the aching head of my dick
        and down to my balls. I climb up on the bed behind her, only to see
        that she’s reached a hand back, fingernail tearing open a hole
        in her tights. Kaycee hooks two fingers on her panties and moves them
        aside for me, leaving her pussy plump and bare, as juicy and
        glistening as a fresh piece of fruit.

      I
        take her hips in my hands, using a tight, possessive grip that draws
        a sound of tender aching from her sweet little pop star throat.

      “That’s
        cute, sweetheart, but I want more than that.” I use the hole in
        her tights to rip the fabric, rending it right down the middle until
        it hangs in tatters from her thighs. Her panties—this flimsy,
        damp piece of pink silk—I just straight rip them. It doesn’t
        take much effort to snap the threads, so that I can shove it out of
        my way. When I reach down and take a handful of her hair in a tight
        fist, she makes a noise that etches itself into my brain. “Last
        chance: I am going
        to die in two months.”

      “Eat
        shit, Joules. You are going to fight to live,”
        Kaycee snaps out, and something about her blatant defiance mixed with
        her wanton need just does things for me. She shoves her ass back
        against me, grinding the length of my shaft against her slippery
        folds, wiggling to get it in the right spot.

      “Well,
        can’t say I didn’t warn ya.” I guide the tip of my
        cock to the wanting well between her thighs. Teasing, rubbing,
        probing. I pull a little harder on Kaycee’s hair until her back
        arches, and another one of those glorious, needy sounds slips past
        her full lips. I exhale, and then I jerk her hips back, sliding her
        body around mine. “Shit.” The word rushes out of me, a
        tender revelation that I didn’t mean to let go of. But holy
        hell, Kaycee Quinn is so tight, her
        inner muscles so unyielding even as she’s moaning my name and
        rocking back against me.

      I
        keep a nice grip on her pelvis and her hair, but I don’t move.
        She does it for me, shoving her body back until her taut ass slams
        into my hips. I’m shocked—in a good way. This girl is wild,
        and I love it. I want more of it, more of her.

      With
        a growl, I tug on her hair, causing her back to arch dramatically,
        like a painting, even better than one of those stupid posters she
        sells at her concerts. Legs spread nice and wide, breath labored and
        staccato. Kaycee ends up on her knees, relaxing with her back against
        my front.

      “You’re
        full of surprises, aren’t you?” I whisper, nipping her
        ear. She bites her lower lip and then reaches up to drag her own top
        down, exposing her small, taut breasts. I slide a palm down her
        chest, over her flat belly, to the plump swell of her clit. My
        fingers rub the spot just above our joined forms, and Kaycee responds
        in turn, grinding down into me. She uses her own hands on her
        breasts, rubbing her palms over her tiny pink nipples, moaning
        unashamedly.

      “Oh,
        you have no idea,” she breathes out between these rough, husky
        little gasps. When I get her clit just the way she likes it, her body
        lets me know. Tight bands of muscle squeeze around me, milking and
        coaxing and pleading with me to move, to give her friction, to blow
        my load.

      If
        I have one dying wish, it’s to come inside of this girl, to
        watch my seed drip down those pretty thighs.

      I
        drop my mouth to the side of Kaycee’s pale throat, tongue
        tracing over her thrumming pulse, licking up the gentle kiss of salt
        in her fresh sweat. I release her hair so that I can band an arm
        around her middle, squeezing her as tight as she’s squeezing
        me.

      “Joules,”
        Kaycee groans, rubbing and rocking and writhing. “Fuck me.”

      “What
        do you think I’m doing, huh?” I ask with a little scoff,
        nipping her ear, nipping her neck. I move my hand away from her clit,
        and she cries out in frustration. With damp fingers, I force her chin
        to one side so that I can reach her mouth from behind, taking her
        lower lip in my teeth before I kiss her. Our tongues twine together
        as she rolls her hips around in these frantic, little circles that
        make my balls feel taut and achy. “Fucking is
        about more than jamming my dick into your cunt—though we’ll
        get there, Miss KQ. Believe me, we will absolutely get there.”

      I
        put my palm in the center of her shoulder blades and push her down to
        the mattress. She clearly knows what she likes, but I also can’t
        help but wonder if the guys she’s been with before were a
        little lacking. Any man can put his cock in a pussy, but can he make
        the woman he’s with scream his name? Can he make her come? Can
        make her realize that every square inch of her is untapped pleasure
        just waiting for the right touch?

      Doubtful.

      I
        slip my shaft out of Kaycee’s heat, and she digs angry
        fingernails into the blankets underneath us. I give her ass a little
        slap to see if she likes it, and she goes very, very still.

      “Is
        that it, Joules Frost?” she growls, smearing pink lipstick
        across the white duvet. “A little weak-wristed tap?”

      I
        smack her again, and Kaycee groans, crushing lipstick-stained teeth
        over a fold in the blankets. She bites it the way I want her to bite
        me, and I spank her again. My cock works her folds, rubbing along the
        outside, bumping into her clit. Lots of friction and wet, sticky
        heat. My palm soothes over the red marks on her ass, slips up and
        under her shirt—now useless and bunched around the narrowest
        part of her waist—and then slides back. Smack. Stroke. Pet.
        Smack. Soothe. Soft.

      The
        back and forth has her whimpering into the mattress, her body going
        limp under my ministrations.

      I
        smile.

      There
        we go.

      I
        flip that wildcat over and climb on top of her, taking her mouth
        again, licking and sucking and savoring. She fists her hand in my
        hair to drag me closer, pushes my palm over her breast to show me how
        she likes it. I kiss her until she’s got tears pricking the
        edges of her eyes, until she’s trembling, quivering thighs
        spread around my hips.

      Then
        I sit up, her mouth swollen from my teeth, her body wet with sweat. I
        snatch her hips in both hands, and I drive in hard, bottom-out, balls
        slapping sweet flesh. I lean over Kaycee with one hand on the
        headboard, and then I give her exactly what she asked for: a nice,
        hard, wild fuck.

      I
        use her tight body and her strong muscles to get myself off,
        thrusting deep and fast, groaning as loudly and unashamedly as
        Kaycee. She plays with her own breasts, head thrown back, tears
        leaking down her cheeks but somehow leaving her mascara and eyeliner
        untouched.

      “What
        a hot, little princess you are, KQ.” I double my efforts,
        bearing down on her until she clamps so hard over me that I can
        barely move, a shocked gasp slipping past her lips as she reaches out
        for my T-shirt, grabbing at the fabric, yanking on it, begging me to
        come to her.

      I
        stay right where I am, breathing heavily, absorbing the sight of this
        woman coming undone around me. And then, when her body finally
        relaxes over mine, softens and opens and liquefies, I take my own
        pleasure. I fuck myself right into a nice, hard climax, letting the
        trapped heat in my balls unfurl into the condom, filling it with cum
        when I should be filling Kaycee.

      “Shit,”
        I moan again, rolling off of her and onto my back. Another
        confession, even if she doesn’t know it. Shit,
          shit, shit. I
        press the heels of both hands into my eyes and rub. I
          actually fucking like this girl. For the first time in my life, I
          have a crush on someone, and that life is almost over.

      Kaycee
        rolls onto her side, and I take her into the crook of my arm,
        encouraging her to lay her head on my chest.

      She
        traces a design through my shirt, right over my nipple, and I let out
        an involuntary little hiss.

      “You
        don’t seem like the type to give up,” she tells me,
        reaching down to take the condom off. I watch her do it because,
        damn, I love the
        sight of her cleaning me up. She ties the condom and tosses it into
        the trash, but she plays with me a little, too, getting my release on
        her palms and reminding me how easy it is for me to get it up again.

      “Does
        this look like I’m giving up?” I ask with a rough,
        sexed-up little laugh. Kaycee gets goose bumps, her tits still out,
        shirt pushed down, skirt bunched up, tights in tatters. She sits with
        her legs splayed on either side of her, knees together, lip crushed
        between her teeth in thought.

      “You
        know what I mean, you fucking pervert.” She crawls up and over
        me, laying her body down on mine in a way that feels possessive, like
        a claiming.

      “Why?
        You want me to live that badly, KQ?” I wrap my arms around her,
        and I like the way she feels. She fits with me in a way I’ve
        never experienced with my prior girlfriends. Whoever would’ve
        guessed? And I don’t even like her music.

      Kaycee
        nuzzles her head into that spot between my neck and shoulder, and my
        arms tighten around her even further.

      “Shit.”
        I say it again. Can’t help it. I like this woman. I’m
        crushing on her. I’m … I’m feeling guilty that
        I’ll be leaving her before we can even really get started. How
        fair is that, for me to tease us both with the promise of something
        that isn’t going to happen?

      “If
        you like me, Joules,” Kaycee begins, her voice getting breathy,
        going soft. “Fight for me. Don’t lay down and die. Stand
        the fuck up.”

      I
        roll her over suddenly, and she squeaks in surprise.

      I
        have her shoulders pinned, my breathing heavy, hers speeding up to
        match.

      “Don’t
        die for your sister: live for yourself.” She purses her lips in
        defiance, and I shove a hand into the pocket of my pants (still
        pushed down my hips, mind you). I roll new latex on, and then I fuck
        her again.

      And
        again.

      Again.

      For
        the rest of the goddamn night.

      I
        don’t believe in fate—despite the curse. No, I believe in choice.

      So,
        this is what I’m going to do. I’m going to choose Kaycee,
        and let the pieces fall as they may.
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I
        had Maggie drop my suitcase to Lake’s room earlier, so that I
        could stay here for the night. We’re much less likely to be
        bothered in a room where only Maggie, Daniel, and Jacob know I am. I
        change into a loose white sweatshirt. It’s cream and the
        sleeves are a little long. I’ve been told by many, many
        different people that if Tam Eyre were to hug them in this
        sweatshirt, that they’d literally die.

      So,
        we’re going to test that theory out.

      I
        put on sweatpants again because Lake seemed to go nuts over ‘em
        last time. These ones are cream though, and not gray. Also, I
        showered real quick and brushed my teeth, because I’m finally going
        to fuck her tonight, and I want it to be good.

      Lake
        doesn’t hear me coming, fiddling with the TV remote and
        cursing. I sneak up behind her and crawl onto the couch, putting one
        arm around her waist, my chin on her shoulder, and stealing the
        remote with my other hand.

      I
        press the button for Netflix, and I sign into my own account.

      Netflix
        and chill, right?

      “Let’s
        watch a horror movie tonight,” I suggest, and she shivers.
        Neither of us is crazy enough to think we’re going to watch
        much of this movie. It’s just a ritual. A game. We’re
        playing together, me and Lake, and I love that she’s getting
        off on the very same things that I’m getting off on.

      She
        spent months chasing a reclusive, standoffish grump, so I’m
        going to make that up to her. It’s my turn to do the chasing,
        and she’s the one shying away. Just a little. Just a tease.

      “Should
        we have a drink?” Lake suggests brightly, but when she tries to
        stand up, I keep her where she is.

      “No.
        No alcohol. I don’t want to blur the edges of reality. I want
        us both right here, together. Grounded.” I nip her ear, and she
        shifts a little.

      I
        start the movie, and we settle in together at the far end of the
        couch. She’s right there in my lap, between my legs. I wrap the
        long sleeves of my sweater around her and listen to the sigh of
        satisfaction that slips past her lips.

      I
        used everything I had for that kiss, and somehow, I still feel it was
        amateur. I was thinking about how to please Lake the way I’ve
        been taught on-screen, but then I realized that I needed to figure
        out what she liked. In the end, I just went blank and let my body do
        the kissing for me.

      I’ll
        have to work on that.

      We
        watch exactly forty-two minutes of the film when I give a small
        laugh, breath ruffling the hair by Lake’s ear. She hasn’t
        so much as glanced my way. Hasn’t said a single word. She’s
        stiff in my arms, and I’m going to tease her about that. “I
        should make you beg me to fuck you,” I whisper, and she turns
        suddenly to look at me.

      “Well,
        I won’t beg you, but I’ll ask you nicely.” Lake
        clears her throat. “Tam Eyre, will you please fuck me?”

      I
        laugh at that, and then I readjust Lake so that she’s facing
        me. On my left, there’s a nice view of the city. We should
        maybe close the curtains, but what does it matter now? I made a
        decision when I kissed Lake in public. I’m in my hotel room
        right now, and I’ll do whatever the fuck I want.

      “Nope,”
        I say, taking her chin in my fingers. She shudders and then scrapes
        her fingertips over my chest, wetting her lips at the feel of it.
        Yep. I think she likes my sweater as much as I like hers. When she
        went to change in the bathroom, I asked her to put it back on over
        her tank top. Only now … she isn’t wearing a bra
        underneath it. “Not good enough. Asking nicely isn’t
        going to work on me tonight.”

      I
        stand up, and I take her with me. She makes a sound, and her legs
        come automatically around me; the expression on her face is the
        sweetest, most delicate thing I have ever seen in my life. Her
        breasts are now pressed tight against me, and they’re so
        fucking soft. So
          soft. She’s so soft.

      “I
        like the shape of you better without a bra,” I admit, and Lake
        makes a strangled sound that has me smiling. I move us into the
        bedroom, kicking the two French doors shut that separate this space
        from the living room area. I wanted to put Lake in my hotel room from
        the start, but I was trying to give her space.

      She’s
        just reminded me that she doesn’t want any.

      “Don’t
        stop until I tell you.”

      I
        take her seriously, climbing right onto the bed with her still
        clinging to me. I lay her down, and then I put my mouth up against
        the side of her neck.

      “Oh
        my God,” she whispers as I chuckle, reaching up to turn off the
        bedside lamp. The room is thrown into darkness, the faint echoes of
        our abandoned movie coming from the other room. Good. It’ll
        help drown out the sounds.

      I
        brace myself on my knees and forearms, leaning over her, my nose
        still touching her neck. When I exhale, Lake’s body erupts in
        goose bumps. I try my tongue as an experiment, not just to see what
        she does, but also to find out if her neck is as sweet as the rest of
        her. My
          first taste of this girl was explicit. I kissed her between the legs
          before I kissed her mouth. The
        thought is getting me off, so I reach down for Lake’s hand, and
        I show her exactly where I want it.

      I
        press her fingers into the hardness beneath my sweatpants, hold her
        there as I rock my hips. Lake makes another sweet, little sound, like
        she’s getting off on touching me there.

      “What
        was it you wanted me to do?” I ask her again, because I love
        when she says that word. My favorite word. I want to hear it again.

      “Fuck
        me,” Lake whispers back, and then I bite gently on her neck,
        and she reacts so strongly that I’m surprised. Her hands claw
        at my back, and her hips move up off the mattress. Ah. This is where
        she likes it? I kiss and lick and suck on her neck until she’s
        writhing, pulling at me, heels messing up the blankets beneath us.
  “Tam, please.” Lake is begging now, and I’m in love
        with the sound of her breathing. These sharp, little hiccups
        punctuated by strong swallows and shaky exhales. “Tam, fine.
        I’m begging you.”

      “Oh?”
        I’m surprised she gave in that easily. I move away from her,
        and she makes a sound of frustration, but I’m only sitting up
        to take my sweater off. “You’re sure? Even after
        everything I said about the paparazzi and—”

      “I
        don’t give a shit about the paparazzi or anything else.”
        Lake sits up onto her elbows, and I wish there was enough light to
        see her properly. Maybe I should turn the lamp back on? But then her
        hands come out to find my bare chest, and she makes another adorable
        sound of excitement. “I only care about me and you. Our thing.
        What we’re doing. The spotlight doesn’t matter to me
        either way, just so long as I’m not nothing to you. I almost
        felt that way when we were at the park for the photoshoot.”

      “You
        weren’t nothing to me,” I tell her, and it’s true.
        I wasn’t looking at any of the employees or the hair and makeup
        team, not the security guards or the fans. I was only looking at
        Lake. Standing shyly off to the side. Lake, putting a glass of water
        by my elbow. Lake, smiling when she heard me sing.

      “Don’t
        run away from me after this, okay?” she says as I reach down
        and press her hands into my skin.

      “You’re
        telling me that? Lake, don’t you run away from me either.”
        I push her hands down my chest and stomach, and she shudders and
        tries to pull away. I keep her where she is, slipping her hands
        underneath the waistband of my sweatpants.

      “Tam,
        shit,” she whispers back to me, and then I let her go so that I
        can push my sweatpants down my hips. Lake surprises me yet again when
        she takes my cock right into her hands, stroking and playing with me
        before I get another chance to guide her.

      I
        groan and relax back onto my calves, head thrown back, fingers still
        curled around the waistband of my own pants. I can’t move.
        She’s paralyzed me, just like she did when I was sitting in
        that chair and she put her mouth on me.

      I
        grab her wrists to stop her, pushing them away so that I can kick my
        sweatpants off. I didn’t bother with boxers, so I’m
        already naked. I want Lake naked, too, but first I’m going to
        touch her in this sweater. I use two fingers to push her back into
        the pillows, and she gasps as I cover her body with my own.

      My
        mouth gravitates to hers, tasting all of that gentle sweetness on her
        lips. The softness of them, the little rough spot in the bottom
        center from her teeth. The wetness of her tongue. The heavy desire in
        her sighs.

      We
        breathe the same air as my hands find her waist, roaming over that
        silky sweater until I find one of her breasts. My fingertips make
        dents in the soft flesh that have Lake pushing her entire body up and
        into mine.

      And
        oh God.

      She
        feels better than I thought she would, even when I was jerking myself
        off in the shower thinking about her. The fantasies don’t
        compare to the reality, even if the fantasies were a little more
        explicit. We’ll get there, to that spot in my dreams where I
        simply tell Lake I need her, and then I bend her over a couch and
        take her.

      We
        will.

      Just
        not yet.

      I
        feel her up and kiss her at the same time. Even if I’m
        questioning myself, she seems perfectly happy with the way I’m
        kissing her. She relaxes into it and lets me guide our movements,
        sighing and shifting beneath me. My hands can’t get enough of
        her shape, the fullness of her chest, the little tuck in her waist.

      I
        move a palm to her lower belly, and she clutches at my shoulders in
        anticipation. I wait until she relaxes a little more, and then I
        slide my palm up and take her naked breast into my hand. My thumb
        traces lazily over her nipple as I kiss the moans off her lips.

      Each
        one is just a little sweeter than the last until she sounds like
        she’s close to tears from wanting. Only then do I sit up and
        take her top off for her, leaving her upper half naked. My eyes have
        adjusted to the dim light, so I can’t see much but I can see some.

      Round,
        soft weights with furled pink tips.

      I
        exhale to calm myself down, and then I take her sweatpants in my
        hands. I give them a rough yank and drag them over her feet, tossing
        the useless fabric to the floor.

      “We’re
        both naked now,” I whisper to her, straddling Lake’s body
        on my hands and knees. I put one of my knees between her thighs and
        push them apart, listening to the sounds she’s making to judge
        what the experience is like on her end. And then I drop a hand down
        to that slick well, stroking a finger up from her wet opening to find
        her clit. She seemed to like this back at her house, when I was using
        my tongue.

      “Thomas,”
        she breathes, and I grin, dropping my head to nuzzle the side of her
        neck.

      “Call
        me Tam,” I whisper back, because I want to hear her use both
        names. I want her to like both sides of me.

      “Tam.”
        The word is like a prayer, so I take it as a supplication, slipping
        my finger into her warm heat. Just the one. She moans and reaches her
        hands up to dig at her own hair. Lake’s body wraps around mine,
        contracting beautifully on that single digit.

      I
        release a sharp breath, my cock twitching. I can feel that I’m
        wet, too, right at the tip. Pre-ejac to make this whole thing easier
        on Lakelynn. I push a second finger into her, and the sound she makes
        against my ear has me gritting my teeth. Shit.
          Fuck. I’m not going to last ten goddamn minutes.

      I
        draw my fingers back out, and then I use the lube from Lake’s
        own body to rub my dick. Just a little, a tight fist and a few jerks.
        Nothing like the gentle caress of her insides. I put my other knee
        between her thighs, so that she’s spread nice and wide.

      When
        I place my palm on the soft silkiness of her inner thigh, she
        trembles so badly beneath me that I’m almost worried about her.
        I might be, if I didn’t feel it, too. Her hands are still in
        her hair, panting, eyes squeezed shut. I stroke and pet her leg, my
        touch lingering on the inside of her knee.

      “Tam,
        fuck.” Lake grabs my hand and pushes it right back between her
        legs. With another laugh, I nuzzle against her neck.

      “Just
        for that, I’m going to drag this out a little longer.” I
        lower my body over hers, taking her mouth and thrusting my hips at
        the same time I move my tongue. I’m not thrusting into her or
        even touching her. I’m grinding into the mussed sheets, Lake’s
        body close on either side of my own. She moves her hips, too, up and
        into my stomach.

      She’s
        getting me all wet, and I love it. I cup her ass with one hand and
        encourage her to work her slick folds against my abs. The more I
        squeeze her ass cheek, the deeper I thrust my tongue, the harder she
        grinds against me. Lake is panting into my mouth, and I’m only
        pausing my kisses so that she can take a breath here and there.

      I
        redirect my hand from her ass, slipping it between us and pushing my
        fingers into her core. She gasps into my mouth, hips churning hard
        and fast against me. My cock is grinding into the sheets, the tip of
        it bumping Lake’s ass when we move just right.

      She
        flutters around me, and there’s this quiver inside of her, this
        dizzying electricity.

      “No,
        no, wait,” she gasps, grabbing at my shoulders and pushing.
  “Wait, wait, wait. Stop.”

      “Don’t
        stop unless I tell you to stop.”

      I
        don’t even move. I stay exactly where I am, but I’m
        sweating and panting, too. I have this knot inside of me that’s this close
        to coming unraveled.

      “Are
        you okay?” I whisper, and Lake is nodding frantically at me. I
        can see the faintest shimmer of tears at the edges of her eyes.

      “I’ve
        never had an orgasm before. Not once in my entire life. I don’t
        even … I can’t get past this point, Tam. I don’t
        know how.”

      Oh.

      Shit.

      Okay,
        that explains some things. I was curious why she stopped me back at
        the house. I sort of assumed it was just that her mind had caught up
        to what her body was doing, and she needed a minute. This is better.
        I was about to make her come, but she’s never made that journey
        and doesn’t know what to do.

      “Well,
        I’m not a woman, but I think you need to let go and relax. You
        have to let yourself fall over that ledge.”

      “Not
        yet,” she pants, and when she tugs on my wrist, I remove my
        fingers from inside of her. “Not yet, but I want you to come.”
        She tugs at my hair, pulling me back down to her, kissing my neck. I
        close my eyes as her hands trace my body, using my wet fingers to
        grip her hip nice and tight. “I want you to come,” she
        repeats, and I spot my sweater on the nightstand.

      I
        lunge for it, bundling it up and sticking the fabric between our
        pelvises.

      And
        then I pin Lake’s wrists to the bed, and I mount her with
        nothing but a sweatshirt between us. I fuck into that sweatshirt
        while looking down at her, feeling her all around me, smelling her. I
          should’ve grabbed a condom before all of this.

      Only,
        I left them in the living room, tucked into my suitcase.

      What
        a goddamn idiot.
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Tam
        pins me to the bed, sweaty and desperate above me. It’s the
        most exquisite form of torture, feeling him thrust against me, push
        my hips into the mattress, make my breasts sway with the motion, and
        yet he isn’t inside of me.

      I’m
        so upset with myself for making him stop, but this is nice, too.
        There’s a bit of light from the living room area breaking
        through the curtained glass of the bedroom’s French doors. Tam
        is limned in it, highlighting the muscular stretch of his shoulders,
        the curve of his back. I can feel sweat on his skin when I pass my
        palms over his muscles.

      He’s
        hard in all the places that I’m soft, and the noises he makes
        are private, tender, but possessive, too. I wish we had a couple of
        weeks to ourselves, holed up in some cabin in the woods. I want to
        spend forever getting to know him, to learn exactly what he likes,
        and how to please him. I can see that he’s just as interested
        in learning to please me, and I love it.

      We’re
        in this together.

      We’re
        in the curse together.

      Tam
        groans, and his entire body tenses up. He bites my shoulder gently
        when he comes, thrusting into that stupid sweater when he should be
        thrusting into me. He lets his body go limp above mine, braced on his
        forearms, breathing heavily. We stay like that for several minutes
        before Tam sits up and fiddles around with the fabric, trying to keep
        the mess in one place.

      “I
        didn’t want to get any on you in case …” he
        starts, setting the ruined sweatshirt on the nightstand. I wonder
        what he’s going to do with it? Isn’t that sweatshirt
        alone worth a tabloid headline? “What happens if you get
        pregnant?” he asks curiously, and I sit up onto my elbow
        suddenly.

      My
        body is threatening mutiny. How could I have stopped him like that?
        Because it all feels good until it’s just too much, and I can’t
        take it anymore. How do I get past that roadblock? I want and need to
        get past that roadblock. With Tam. Tam can help me.

      “You
        mean the curse?” I whisper, because it just feels like a
        whispering sort of moment. He’s basically asking me if we
        should get pregnant to break the curse. I can barely remember the
        English language. “No, no, getting pregnant doesn’t break
        it.”

      “Okay,”
        he says, and I can hear the smile in that one word. I guess he’s
        a little bit older than me, almost twenty-seven. What if he wants
        kids soon? I’m not ready for that yet. We should probably talk
        about that. “Then I’m glad I didn’t finish on or in
        you.”

      I
        groan and let my body collapse into the pillows.

      Did
        we … was that sex? I suppose it was, but I want more.

      “I
        should’ve told you that I started taking birth control as soon
        as I learned I was matched.” I swallow. “And you know, if
        we’re both virgins then …”

      Tam
        is silent for several long moments, thinking that over.

      “Good
        to know.”

      Tam
        leans over and grabs the sweater, messing around with it, and then he
        moves to lie down next to me. He rests his head on a pillow, hooks
        one arm under my waist, and uses his other hand to touch me. My legs
        open wide as he rubs slick fingers on me, and I realize that he’s
        using some of his own seed as lube to touch me.

      He
        slips two fingers inside of me and kisses me until I grab onto his
        wrist and force him to stop for a second time.

      As
        we’re resting there together, we both end up falling asleep.

       [image: ]

      Two
        hours later, I’m cracking my eyes open to Tam’s naked
        body curled around mine from behind. I can see the clock on the
        nightstand from here. Eleven
          o’clock. Oh.
        Good. It’s not that late.

      I
        turn in the circle of Tam’s arms, as slowly and quietly as I
        can, but then there he is, looking right at me.

      “Are
        you hungry?” he whispers, and I nod slowly, hair making a
        shushing sound on the pillowcase. Tam’s smile is barely visible
        in the half-light, but it’s infectious. I can feel his joy in
        his bones, in the way he tucks me more tightly against his body, like
        he doesn’t want to let me go. “Should we order room
        service?”

      I
        nod again, and he grudgingly untangles himself from me. Tam reaches
        for his sweatshirt to put it on and then hesitates with his fingers
        on the fabric.

      “Oh.
        Guess I’m not wearing that.” He drops his hand and stands
        up, finding his sweatpants on the ground by fumbling around in the
        dark. I can see the vaguest hint of his shadow as he stands up and
        yanks them into place.

      “Let
        me get the light,” I murmur, scooting over to the edge of the
        bed and reaching out for the lamp. I’m very careful to leave
        the sweatshirt undisturbed. Warm lamplight floods the room, and I
        blink the spots from my eyes, glancing over at Tam, shirtless and
        waiting.

      His
        eyes meet mine.

      I
        think about how shamelessly I rubbed my body against his stomach,
        into his hand. I also think about how I can’t come, and how he
        certainly has no problem with it. I exhale and tug the sheets over my
        legs and stomach, holding a handful of crumpled white fabric over my
        breasts.

      Tam
        searches around the side tables until he finds a sign advertising
        room service. He retrieves his phone next, scans the QR code, and
        looks over the menu. When he passes it to me, so that I can see it,
        too, I notice the prices. The very, very expensive prices.

      “Eight
        bucks for an iced tea?”

      “Lakelynn,
        I have a lot of money,” Tam tells me softly, and I flush. “Just
        order whatever you want.”

      “I’ll
        have an iced tea then,” I say, and he gives me a look, stealing
        his phone back and crouching beside the bed next to me. With his eyes
        on mine, Tam picks up the hotel phone and dials room service.

      “That’s
        right,” he says in response to whatever the person on the other
        end asks. My stomach grumbles of its own accord, and my flush gets
        deeper and darker. Damn it. “We’ll take one of everything
        on the menu. One of everything.”

      And
        then Tam hangs up, still crouched beside me with his elbows resting
        on his knees.

      There’s
        a long silence there, and then he crinkles that cute face of his, a
        little crease between his eyebrows.

      “Okay,
        damn, that’s too much food. We don’t want to waste all of
        that. Two cheeseburgers?” he asks, apparently forgetting about
        his diet. I nod enthusiastically, still at a bit of a loss for words.
        Tam calls room service back and apologizes profusely before making
        that small, little correction to our order. He adds two iced teas,
        and a pot of hot green tea with honey for dessert.

      He
        moves to sit on the edge of the bed next to me.

      We
        can both see the sweater from where we’re at.

      His
        eyes shift back to mine.

      Tam
        Eyre kissed me in Japantown with the cherry blossoms. Tam Eyre fucked
        my body into the mattress without actually fucking me at all. I am
        now in a relationship with Tam Eyre.

      I
        drop my gaze to my left arm, and then turn it over so that I can see
        the mark on my wrist.

      Still
        there.

      I
        flip my arm back around, hoping that Tam didn’t notice me
        looking.

      Too
        late.

      “Don’t
        stress about that. Don’t even think about
        it. Lake, were you here with me just now?” I nod, but I don’t
        look at him. I can’t. Not yet. “You were here with me,”
        he repeats, low and soft. When he turns and pulls me toward him, I
        let him. Tam hauls me into his lap and cuddles me against him, bare
        chest to bare chest.

      We
        sit like that together in silence until a knock sounds at the door.

      “I’ll
        get it,” I offer, scrambling off his lap and picking up my
        sweater and pants as I go. I yank the items on, and then close the
        doors to the bedroom. Tam can’t be seen in here.

      I
        answer the door, sign off on the receipt, and let the employee wheel
        the cart into the room. The guy leaves as quickly as he came, and I
        make sure to bolt and chain the door behind him.

      When
        I turn around, Tam is standing shirtless beside the cart, lifting
        metal lids off the plates. He finds his burger and fries under one,
        vegetables under another. There’s lettuce, tomato, pickles, and
        avocado. Tam carefully removes the pickles, and then makes a lettuce
        wrap. He discards his bun entirely, and the only condiment he uses is
        mustard.

      “Might’ve
        been nice to know you didn’t want me to use a condom before I
        fucked my sweater instead of you.”

      I
        laugh at him, padding up to the cart in my bare feet and lifting the
        lid on my own burger. If I let it get awkward in here, it’ll
        get awkward. We’re both still aching for each other. I can feel
        it in every footstep, in every breath. My lips tingle when I think
        about the way he kisses, and my eyes keep dropping to Tam’s
        abs. He hasn’t showered since, so … He probably has my
        scent and my touch written all over his body.

      “You
        have a hickey,” I tell him, wondering if that’s going to
        be a problem. Tam lifts a hand up, palm hovering over his neck. His
        lips twitch in a smile as he takes his after-sex snack over to the
        couch.

      I
        do the same, but I keep everything the burger came with. Bun,
        pickles, veggies, all of it. I use mustard and ketchup, even a tiny
        dab of mayo.

      “I
        have to get up early tomorrow. Dance practice. Meet and greet at the
        stadium.” The edge of his lip quirks up. “The concert.
        I’d almost forgotten about it.”

      “Please
        stop,” I tease, but then his head comes up and I remember how
        seriously he took that in the bedroom. “Sorry, I won’t
        say that unless I mean it.”

      Tam’s
        smile gets a little wider as he eats about half his burger before
        setting it aside. He does eat the rest of the lettuce and tomato,
        dips exactly two fries into his mustard, and then gives up the rest
        of it.

      I
        don’t copy him this time. I’m starving. He just watches
        me, one arm slung across the back of the couch, iced tea in his right
        hand.

      “Might’ve
        been nice to know you didn’t want me to use a condom before I
        fucked my sweater instead of you.”

      Why
        did he have to say that? I pretend like I’m not fully aware
        that he’s staring at me, slowly swiping my fries through my
        custom-made fry sauce. Equal parts mustard, ketchup, and mayo. That’s
        where it’s at.

      “What
        are you going to do with that sweater?” I’m the one who
        brings it up, when I can’t take the heavy silence between us
        for even a second longer.

      “Take
        it home with me and burn it,” he says, and I can’t hold
        back my laughter. I almost choke on my fry, and I love how concerned
        Tam looks about it. He would definitely hop in and give me the
        Heimlich if needed. That’s reassuring. “After you told me
        that some of my fans want my used tissues, I’ve been a little
        paranoid. Not that I …” Tam trails off, taking a sip of
        his drink. “Well, I always flush it.”

      “Thank
        you so very much for sharing that with me.”

      “Hey,
        you’re the one that told me we’ll die if we don’t
        fall in love. You were honest from the get-go. That’s all I’m
        doing now.”

      I
        smile, but I keep my attention on my plate. It’s easier that
        way. When I finish, I put my dishes back on the metal cart and then
        head in the direction of the bathroom. Tam reaches out and snags me
        by the wrist, tugging me backward so that I tumble wildly into his
        lap with a grunt.

      “I
        want to wash my hands and brush my teeth,” I tell him, but he
        doesn’t release me just yet. He puts his face up near my hair
        and exhales gently, arms tightening around me. Relax,
          Lake, I
        command myself. Relax
          in international superstar Tam Eyre’s warm embrace.

      That
        makes me chuckle a little, but I snuggle him right back. I put my
        arms around his neck and just hold onto him the way he’s
        holding onto me. Why does he have to smell so good? And not like any
        sort of cologne or manufactured scent, but like me and him, and us,
        and the stuff we did together. I nuzzle into his throat, and he sighs
        like he’s happy about it.

      “I
        can’t believe I fucked a sweatshirt when I should’ve been
        fucking you.”

      “I
        can’t believe I gave you a hickey when you have a show
        tomorrow.”

      “Don’t
        worry: Maggie is a pretty good makeup artist, and she can take care
        of it so nobody else will know.”

      That
        gives me pause.

      “Maggie’s
        covered up your hickeys before?” I ask, and Tam laughs,
        loosening the hold of his arms just a little.

      “No,
        what I meant was that she covered up the damage Joules left on my
        face. Nobody knows about that except for your family, Jacob, Daniel,
        and Maggie. Even my mom doesn’t know.” Tam helps me get
        to my feet and then trails behind me into the bathroom.

      He
        takes the complimentary dental kit provided by the hotel, using that
        toothbrush and the mini toothpaste that goes with it. I use my own
        toothbrush—it’s black with pink flowers, and it reminds
        me of Joe’s redbud tree.

      Tam
        uses the sink on my left while I take the one on the right side. We
        both look up and into the mirror, staring at each other’s
        reflections while we brush. I’m oddly attracted to the way Tam
        goes at his teeth, like it’s more than simple hygiene, but like
        he’s on a mission against plaque.

      I
        hide a smile by turning my head, but then I hear him spitting in the
        sink and glance back.

      Tam
        Eyre, spitting? Unheard of. This is probably a state secret, too.

      He
        tries to cover his mouth with his hand, and I realize I’m not
        the only one who’s self-conscious about brushing my teeth in
        front of someone I like. He feels the same way.

      “Floss?”
        Tam asks, passing over one of the sticks that came with the dental
        kit.

      “I’m
        really bad about flossing,” I admit, and he smiles. I take the
        stick from his hand anyway. I doubt I’ll ever remember to floss
        more than once or twice a week, but I’m not climbing back into
        bed with Tam if there’s lettuce stuck in my teeth.

      We
        floss together, still studying one another’s reflections in the
        mirror.

      His
        hair looks extra pink in this light, and his chest is a work of art.
        Smooth and pale but for the welts from his spilled coffee. The strong
        column of his neck draws my attention, the bright splotch of a hickey
        the only imperfection.

      “Do
        you get pimples?” I ask him suddenly, and he turns a slow,
        horrified look over to me.

      “I’m
        not allowed to get pimples,” he whispers back, and then he
        laughs. “If one dares show up, we go straight to the
        dermatologist for a shot of diluted cortisone. Not too strong though
        or it’ll break down collagen. I’m not allowed to lose any
        collagen.” Tam rinses his mouth out by cupping water into his
        palm, and I’m mesmerized by the sight. Absolutely mesmerized.
        Cold water on his full lips, dripping down his chin.

      I
        turn back to my own expression in the mirror, and I wonder who the
        hell it is that’s staring back at me. I don’t look like
        Lakelynn Frost, the random boba-obsessed college student. I look like
        a woman who’s gotten exactly what she wanted and isn’t
        sure how to feel about it.

      I’ve
        been chasing Tam for months, and here we are, brushing and flossing
        together. Here we are, kissing in Japantown and getting naked in bed
        and eating cheeseburgers in a suite at the Ritz-Carlton.

      But
        the curse mark is still on my wrist.

      It’s
        still there, and we don’t have a lot of time left.

      “Do
        you want me to wait for you?” Tam asks, sliding an arm around
        my waist from behind. I shiver, my body blooming like one of those
        pretty pink cherry blossoms. That’s what Tam does to me, makes
        me feel like a flower budding in spring.

      “You
        can … you can get in bed,” I whisper to him, and he
        chuckles. He presses a lingering kiss against the side of my neck
        that infuses my blood with insidious heat, liquid and lazy and
        demanding. “I’ll be right there.”

      Tam
        releases me and returns to the bedroom, leaving me to carefully shut
        the bathroom door so that I can collect myself. I use mouthwash,
        gargle it, check my teeth in the mirror. I use the bathroom and then
        jump in the shower to rinse my body. Get out and comb my hair.

      “Okay,
        ready,” I murmur, but I guess I didn’t realize how long I
        was in there because when I come back, Tam is asleep on the bed, lips
        gently parted, a pillow between his legs and one in his arms. He’s
        holding those pillows the way he was holding me earlier.

      A
        yawn slips out of me as I look at the clock and realize we don’t
        have much time left to sleep.

      Alright
        then.

      Fine.

      I
        can wait to feel him inside of me.

      I
        can wait.

      Push
        and pull. Tug and yank.

      I
        exhale and then climb onto the bed next to him. He looks so sweet
        when he’s sleeping, not like someone who said good
          girl to
        me, and meant it. I
          knew he was going to give me trouble, didn’t I? Devious,
          cunning, little shit.

      I
        put one arm on either side of him, and then I kiss his forehead. I
        kiss his cheeks. I kiss his temple. I put my face up against the side
        of his neck. Tam stirs, but doesn’t wake, and I know that he
        needs sleep. If I’m going to be his girlfriend, I’m going
        to be strict about that. Going without sleep for long periods of time
        is the definition of misery. Hell, there’s a reason sleep
        deprivation is used to torture people.

      I
        reach over and turn off the bedside lamp, not expecting Tam to toss
        his pillow aside and grab me instead.

      “I
        told you I’d stay close,” he whispers in my ear, wrapping
        me up in his arms.
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  bobas left until we both die …

      



“Lake,”
        a voice whispers, a gentle hand on my shoulder. I slap the person
        away, far too used to being bothered back home to care about someone
        trying to wake me up. The Frost family can sleep through anything.
        Hell, we pride ourselves on it.

      Warm
        lips brush over the corner of my mouth, and my body comes awake like
        a flower in full bloom. Yet again, there’s Tam, spreading
        spring and sunshine through me with a single touch. I’m curled
        into the fetal position, and he’s leaning over me, one palm
        pressed into the bed.

      “Time
        to get up, Kayak.” Tam hesitates for a minute. “Unless
        you want to stay at the hotel. I would understand that.”

      “No,
        no, I’m coming,” I grumble, sitting up as Tam backs away.
        I realize the words that just came out of my mouth, and I try to move
        past them as quickly as I can. I didn’t come, even though we
        tried twice. That’s okay. We’ll try again. We’ll
          try again. Tam
        asked me to be his girlfriend before he got me into bed, so I’m
        guessing there are many more sessions ahead of us.

      “I
        started the shower for you,” Tam says, stroking his fingers
        through my tangled hair. He’s gentle, and he doesn’t pull
        anything.

      Not
        now anyway.

      I
        get the idea that maybe he just hasn’t gotten around to pulling
        my hair yet.

      Shit.

      I
        throw my feet over the edge of the bed, and head right for the
        bathroom. I strip down and shower quickly, even though I showered
        right before bed last night. It seems easier to get up with a hot
        shower waiting than for me to hop straight into my clothes.

      When
        I get out, I dig around in my suitcase that I left on the floor, and
        I try to pick out something casual but still fashionable, like the
        clothes that Maggie wears. I settle on a pair of gray overall shorts
        and a white T-shirt with some cherry blossoms on it. Pretty sure this
        is one of Maria’s T-shirts.

      “Ready,”
        I tell Tam a few minutes later when I waltz out with a pale pink
        sweater on my arms, matching tennis shoes, and my hair in a loose,
        bouncy ponytail.

      Tam
        is standing in the doorway between the bedroom and the living room.
        He turns to look at me, his phone pressed up next to his ear. He sees
        me, and his lips part. His pupils dilate. I just stand there, hands
        curled into fists, and I don’t acknowledge any of his silent
        signals.

      “Yes,
        Jake, we’re ready,” Tam says into the phone with a little
        laugh, taking me in as I do the same to him. He’s wearing tight
        black pants, a black-and-white checkered sweater over a white
        T-shirt, and a pair of purple sneakers on his feet. He has a matching
        beanie on his head, and he uses his free hand to yank it down in the
        front, sending pink hair tufting everywhere.

      My
        heart skips a beat, and my eyes shift over to the nightstand where
        the sweater was lying last I saw it.

      “Where
        did it go?” I ask when Tam hangs up and tucks his phone into
        his pocket. He glances in that direction, too, and then chuckles.

      “I’ve
        got it wrapped in plastic and stuffed at the bottom of my luggage.
        I’ll deal with it when we get back to my place.” Tam
        waits for me to move up beside him, an orange and yellow sunrise
        peeking its head up outside the window. The colors do a lot for his
        complexion, his hair, his pretty smile. “Just a few more shows,
        and then I get a four-week break.” He pauses, frowns a little.
  “From concerts. Not from everything else. But we’ll get
        to stay at my place together.”

      I
        nod at that, heart pounding.

      Three
        weeks.

      That’s
        plenty of time to break the curse.

      “I’m
        excited,” I admit, and I am. Truly. Like I said, if it wasn’t
        for the curse, I’d be living a fantasy-turned-reality. Tam’s
        birthday is in just five days, and I can only assume that we’ll
        be spending it together.

      “Are
        you?” he retorts, like he doesn’t believe me. “You
        look like you’re staring down the Grim Reaper.” He takes
        me by the wrist and then presses a kiss to the mark on my left wrist.
        When his lips touch it, the damn thing burns.

      The
        hotel room door opens, and there’s Joules, strutting in like a
        peacock in his black security uniform.

      “Your
        man Jacob says you’re late and that you should hurry up. He’s
        waiting in the lobby.” Joules pauses to look me over, gaze
        sharp and assessing. I bet he’s curious as to whether Tam and I
        hooked up. I don’t need to ask if he hooked up with Kaycee last
        night; it’s written all over his stupidly smug face.

      Tam
        notices and makes a sound of frustration, taking my left hand and
        pulling me out of the room and into the hallway.

      “You
        don’t need to worry about the curse anymore,” Tam tells
        my brother when he joins us, walking behind our group while Daniel
        waits for us at the elevator doors. “My fate is tied to Lake’s
        fate. I’ll take care of it. It’s my problem
        to worry about.”

      “Until
        the curse is broken, it’s still my
        problem,” Joules corrects. “If the curse fails, you’re
        both dead. If Lake dies, I have to watch her go. I’m not doing
        it, so get your fucking act together, Tam.”
        My brother storms past us in a very unprofessional manner, and moves
        past Daniel to call the elevator.

      “Sorry,”
        I tell Tam, but he doesn’t seem upset. He shifts his green eyes
        over to mine, and then curls his fingers more tightly around my hand.
        Maybe I’m wrong and Joules didn’t sleep with Kaycee last
        night? I feel like he’d be in a better mood if he had. But then
        my brother steps into the elevator and turns around, back to the
        wall, smirk on his face.

      “Don’t
        apologize for him. Just wait until this whole thing is over, and then
        he can apologize personally. Right now, I get it. His emotions are
        high, and he’s having trouble controlling himself.” Tam
        smiles as he steps into the elevator near Joules, giving my brother a
        pat on the shoulder.

      “Trouble
        controlling myself?” Joules muses as Tam leans in the corner,
        arms crossed while he watches Joules. They’re kind of cute
        together. I sense a possible, future bromance. “Did I ask a
        virgin girl to get on her knees and suck me because I was in a bad
        mood? Don’t think so.”

      Tam
        gets that crease between his brows, and his lips tighten into a flat
        line.

      I
        try to ignore them both by sidling close to Daniel.

      “I
        hope we didn’t give you any trouble last night when we went
        out,” I tell him, but he doesn’t even look at me.

      “It’s
        not my job to control Tam; my only job is to make sure he doesn’t
        die.” Daniel moves forward quickly when the doors open,
        clearing the hallway while Joules steps forward to take his place.
  “Clear.”

      Tam
        and I head down the dim hallway together. He’s yawning, making
        me want to do the same. It’s early, and peaceful; we’re
        the only ones down here.

      But
        then the doors to outside open, and there are people everywhere. I’m
        wearing my badge with the words Special
          Guest on
        it, but as soon as we step into the public eye, it’s like Tam
        is being wrenched away from me again.

      People
        are screaming his name, waving signs, cameras flashing.

      He
        weathers it all with an adorable half-smile, and a jaded sort of
        acceptance in his gaze, waving at everyone and pausing a few times to
        pose in the space between two velvet ropes. Joules takes me by the
        arm and puts me into the SUV first. I end up in Tam’s usual
        chair, the captain’s seat on the side opposite the door.

      But
        when Tam climbs in, he goes straight to the back.

      “Come,”
        he tells me simply, patting the seat cushion next to him. I don’t
        hesitate. I crawl into the back so that Joules and Daniel can take
        the center seats. The door closes, and off we go. I breathe a sigh of
        relief as we draw away from the crowd, and Tam puts his hands on me.
  “I’ll make the suffering worth it,” he whispers
        against my hair, and then he’s tugging me into his chest and
        turning at the same time. His feet are up on the seat, knees bent,
        and I’m basically lying on top of him. “We have an hour
        drive in traffic. Learn to get sleep when you can.”

      Tam
        takes a jacket from the back, stuffs it behind his head, and uses it
        like a pillow to lean back. His arms lock around my waist, his chin
        against my hair.

      “God,
        help me,” I hear Jacob grumble from the front seat, but Tam
        only laughs and strokes a hand down my spine.

      “Didn’t
        peg you as such a clingy guy,” Joules remarks, in prime
        dickhead mode. “Don’t drive my sister off with that
        shit.” Again, Tam laughs. Because he knows that I did more than
        give him permission; this is what I asked him to do.

      Tam
        is asleep in minutes, and I see that it’s an acquired skill.
        I’m a little squished back there, but I’m also lying on
        Tam’s chest, and I have no intention of moving. I close my
        eyes, hoping to get at least a little bit of rest. Didn’t I say
        the Frost family could sleep through anything? If I can just get
        myself to nod off—

      The
        next thing I know, Tam is gently maneuvering my head onto the seat,
        his jacket tucked under me like a pillow.

      “I’ll
        be back in thirty minutes. You sleep.” He kisses me on the
        forehead, and then he’s gone. I want to go with him, but then
        my eyes close, and there Tam is, right back with me again. He wakes
        me up, and we get back into the position we had before.

      Me,
        on his chest. Him, head tilted back and lips parted in sleep.

      Next,
        a meeting with the CEO that I don’t attend because Tam
        specifically asks me not to. I just wait in the back of the SUV,
        sending messages to my family back home, assuring them all that this
        is going well, that it shouldn’t be too much longer before Tam
        and I break the curse.

      But deciding to
        fall in love, and actually falling in love …

      Well,
        those are different things.

      When
        Tam leaves the massive glass and steel skyscraper, he’s in a
        bit of a mood. He does his best not to take it out on anyone, sitting
        on the opposite side of the bench seat from me, elbow on the door,
        head in his hand.

      “Meeting
        didn’t go well?” I ask as we make our way to the venue
        for tonight’s concert. Tam has a meet and greet (ah, fond
        memories of Sharpie dicks drawn on cloth tote bags) and then the rest
        of the day is prep for the show tonight.

      Tam
        shifts his attention slowly over to me.

      “Did
        you think I was asleep when you kissed me last night?” he
        whispers, redirecting the conversation. I’m so surprised by his
        question that I forget my own question about the meeting.

      “I
  … wasn’t sure,” I admit, and Tam just smiles at
        me.

      We
        hit the venue, and we’re ushered out and past another horde of
        frenzied fans. Inside another long, dark hallway. To hair and makeup.
        This time, I just follow after Tam wherever he goes, and nobody asks
        me anything. Maggie gives me a few curious looks, and I wonder if
        she’s putting two-and-two together, that the hickey she’s
        currently covering up for Tam was caused by me.

      I
        flush all over and look away.

      Tam
        is given a new outfit to wear, and he changes behind a screen in the
        corner while employees mill around the room waiting for him. When he
        reappears, he’s got this nineties punk look that just kills me.
        Black and red plaid pants tucked into black ankle boots. White
        T-shirt with a blue logo and black suspenders. A hat that matches the
        pants.

      He
        teases my fingers with his as he breezes by, and I turn to follow
        after the crush of his entourage. We head to a small room which
        Daniel clears, and then I’m allowed to squeeze in near the back
        wall with Jacob while Tam does his thing.

      He
        waves with both hands and smiles, tongue pressed cheekily against the
        corner of his mouth. He winks at the five people present.

      “Next
        time you leave a hickey on him, put it somewhere that nobody else
        will see.” Jacob huffs at me, and gives me a look that I
        ignore. Joules stays by my side as we watch Tam charm the people
        present so thoroughly that they walk out of that room thinking
        they’re best friends.

      We’re
        already moving again, a cloud of people talking to each other,
        staring intently at their phones, splitting off down random hallways.

      Tam
        goes directly to the stage, and I watch as he walks it with Jacob and
        his choreographer. He runs through one of the dances with an
        all-female dance crew while employees clean the empty stadium beyond
        the stage. People shuffle around back here, too, a constant stream
        that I feel like I should be part of but know nothing about.

      I
        keep waiting for Joules to ask me if Tam and I slept together, but he
        doesn’t.

      “I
        would kill for a boba,” I admit, and my brother chuckles.

      “I’ll
        get you one on my break,” he promises, but then Maggie appears
        with an entire drink carrier full of different boba flavors for me.

      “Oh,
        I can’t accept this,” I tell her, but she pushes the
        drinks into my hand and gives me a look and a smile.

      “This
        is my job, to run errands for Tam. They’re a gift from him, not
        from me.”

      I
        accept the drinks and Maggie shuffles away. My gaze shifts over to
        Tam as he makes his way back from dancing, spots the drinks in my
        hand, and winks at me.

      I’d
        say that someone might notice, that we’re going to get caught,
        but Tam Eyre winks at a lot of people.

      I’ll
        admit: I’m a little bit jealous. I know that I shouldn’t
        be, but I am.

      This
  … is going to take a lot of getting used to.

      I
        wander around and try to make myself useful, volunteering another set
        of hands for Maggie’s team. She gives me a skeptical look at
        first, eyes shifting to Tam. But he’s busy talking to a whole
        crew of people that I’ve never seen before. I have the time.

      “Well,
        okay, then.” Maggie sets me to work with one of Tam’s
        assistants that I haven’t met before, a guy about my age named
        Leo.

      “These
        are the gift bags for the board of directors for Hype,” Leo
        tells me, pointing at the various boxes. “Or … they will
        be, once you and I assemble them. We have got to
        chase down Tam to sign the photocards. I couldn’t get him to
        settle down long enough to do it last time, and I got a long-winded
        email from the CEO directed to me personally. We need to get this
        right today or I’ll lose my job.”

      I
        flatten my lips into a narrow line, snatch up the stack of photocards
        and march right up to Tam. I have to push through a dozen people who
        give me nasty looks as I squeeze past them. On the other side of the
        small crowd, I’m ejected like a pinball into a machine,
        stumbling forward and right into Tam’s arms.

      He
        catches me by the biceps, and then blinks down at me as I look up at
        him.

      I
        think about him coming all over his own sweater, his hips pinning
        mine to the bed, his hands on my wrists. I clear my throat and take a
        step back from him, holding out the photocards with one hand and a
        Sharpie with the other.

      “Please
        sign these,” I tell him, and the crowd behind me groans in
        frustration.

      “We
        have more important things to do right now,” Jacob gripes, but
        Tam just smiles and collects the items from me. He scribbles his
        pretty signature on all twelve cards, and then passes them back. It’s
        only then that I realize how awfully suggestive these particular
        photocards are.

      There’s
        Tam in pink and white plaid boxers and pale pink socks with a white
        stripe over the toe. He’s standing at a shelf, picking through
        a brightly colored record collection. The apartment in the background
        is fresh and modern, pink and white to match his clothes with a
        single green plant and an orange tabby cat. His hair is mussed, lids
        hooded, smile soft and inquisitive.

      “Do
        you need anything else?” Tam asks, and I blink my way out of
        the picture in my hand and back to reality. My gaze slips around to
        see that everyone is staring at me, waiting. Only Tam seems relaxed.
        He leans down toward me to whisper. “Also, what on earth are
        you doing? Isn’t that somebody else’s job?”

      I
        ignore him, turning on my heel and letting the crowd close in behind
        me.

      I
        return the signed photocards to a stunned Leo.

      “How
        did …?” He blinks up at me in utter disbelief.

      Oh,
        it was no problem. Tam and I kissed last night. We sort of, almost
        had sex, too. That’s probably why.

      “You
        have to be assertive with these sorts of things, Leo,” I tell
        him, slapping the back of one hand into the palm of the other. I make
        sure my face is fierce when I relay this important bit of advice. “If
        your job is on the line—and I’m assuming you want to keep
        your job—then you’ve got to fight for it. How is it your
        fault if Tam is difficult to track down?” I gesture at the
        boxes next. “Tell me what to do, Leo. I’ve got your back
        today.”

      He
        scrambles up into a standing position, cheeks pink. Leo is cute, with
        tousled brown hair and a boy-next-door look that most of my friends
        and cousins would go nuts for. Luna, in particular. Wait,
          is there any guy that Luna doesn’t like? She’s
        boy crazy.

      Leo
        shows me how to put the gift bags together. And when he initially
        said gift
          bag, my
        silly brain had conjured something similar to what I received at the
        meet and greet. It’s not like that at all. The bags themselves
        are designer, probably worth hundreds if not thousands of dollars. We
        stuff them with Tam merch, including the signed, exclusive
        photocards.

      “This
        picture is only being released to the execs,” Leo explains, and
        then I wait until his back is turned and I chuck the photocards in
        the trash. I sneak out to the merch table where I used to work and
        buy the replacement photocards from one of my ex-coworkers.

      “You
        got promoted to assistant?!” she squeals when I explain the
        situation to her. “Lucky duck!”

      Lucky
        duck, indeed, I
        think as I squeeze through the growing crowd in the hallways and use
        my badge to slip into an employee access door.

      Once
        again, I seek Tam out.

      “He’s
        in his dressing room,” Jacob tells me when I stop by to ask,
        barely bothering to look up from his iPad.

      I
        walk over to the door with Tam’s name on it. Daniel and Joules
        are waiting on either side, both of them staring at me as I approach.
        I don’t ask for permission. Do I need it? Should I knock? I wet
        my lips and yank on the door, slipping inside before anyone sees me.
        Hopefully. Maybe.

      Tam
        is standing there shirtless, hand on the back of his neck, peering
        down at his phone. He whips a sharp look over his shoulder, sees that
        it’s me standing there, and then wets his bottom lip like he’s
        annoyed.

      “You
        shouldn’t disappear like that,” he tells me, turning the
        rest of the way around. I can’t stop my gaze from traveling
        down his body to the tight, white pants he’s wearing. Ah.
        Getting ready for the concert. This is the first outfit Tam wears,
        the one I’ve only seen from afar. Even when I had a backstage
        pass, Tam sprinted into his changing room without acknowledging me.
  “I saw you with Leo, and then you were gone.”

      “Sign
        these.” I hold out the new cards, and the pen, and Tam gives me
        another sharp look. My cheeks heat. “That other picture made me
        so uncomfortable, Tam. That’s gross. A special, shirtless
        picture of you for the executives? I threw the cards out, but Leo
        needs some signed merchandise, or he’ll get fired—”

      Tam
        strides right up to me, takes me by the shoulders, and kisses me.

      The
        photocards fall to the floor along with the pen.

      His
        fingers massage my shoulders as I relax into the press of his tongue,
        the strength of his hands, the fresh, soapy smell of him.

      “You’re
        not supposed to be working today. Didn’t you read the badge I
        gave you? Special
          Guest.”
        Tam draws away just enough to talk, but barely enough to breathe.
        When I inhale, my chest expands to brush up against him. Just barely,
        but it’s torturous.

      “I
        can’t abandon Leo now.” I draw back and bend down, and
        Tam does the same. We collect the photocards, and he uncaps the
        Sharpie. He looks frustrated when he signs them this time, passing
        the stack back and giving me a wary look that I ignore.

      I’m
        on my way out the door when he grabs onto my arms from behind, lips
        near my ear.

      “Meet
        me in here between sets today.” Tam releases me and reaches
        past to open the door. I scurry out and he calls for Jacob, as if I
        actually had any business being in his dressing room while he was
        shirtless.

      “Your
        mouth looks swollen,” Joules remarks in an annoyed voice from
        beside me. “This is the world’s worst-kept secret. My
        God.”

      I
        ignore him, returning the new photocards to the gift bags before Leo
        notices that I exchanged them. He thanks me for my help, and I give
        him a hug, wishing him luck as he collects the bags onto a cart.
        He’ll be delivering these to the VIP balcony personally.

      I
        wave him off, and then turn to see Kaycee coming down the hallway.
        She’s already dressed up and painted for the stage. She comes
        with an entourage that’s at least as big as Tam’s, maybe
        bigger. Her eyes find mine, and I suck in a sharp breath. I have no
        idea where our relationship status stands, but I did come here with
        the express intent of stealing her boyfriend.

      That
        makes me the bad guy, doesn’t it?

      “Hey,”
        Kaycee says, pausing awkwardly beside me. She reaches up to tuck some
        hair behind her ear, and then she says something to me that I’ve
        heard too many times to count. “Is your brother around?”

      “Guarding
        Tam’s dressing room,” I respond, shocked that she’s
        as calm as she is. So,
          Kaycee and Joules … see, I knew he liked her. What game is he
          playing at?

      “Thanks.”
        Kaycee exhales, reaches up to touch her coiffed blond hair, and then
        she continues over to where Joules is waiting. They don’t do
        anything but talk, but I can see it. There are invisible strings of
        intimacy wrapped around the pair of them.

      I
        join them as Kaycee’s entourage splits apart to prepare for the
        show, and Tam emerges from the dressing room in his jacket with the
        silver stones all over it. The crowd is so loud now that it’s
        hard to carry on a normal conversation back here. The curtains are
        closed, but there’s a sense of tense anticipation that gets
        into my blood and makes me feel jittery.

      Tam
        seems calm, eyes decorated in glitter and shadow, cheeks dusted with
        a little bit of pink, mouth shiny. His hair is perfect, piece-y and
        feathered around his ears and forehead. He reaches up to adjust the
        headset he’s wearing, green eyes finding mine.

      The
        four of us stand in a circle: me, Kaycee, Joules, Tam.

      It’s
  … an interesting dynamic.

      “Oh
        yeah,” Joules says, like he just remembered something he needs
        to tell Tam. My brother turns a dark look on my new boyfriend. “I
        forgot to mention this to you earlier, but uh …” Joules
        gives a low, mean chuckle that makes Kaycee’s bare arms erupt
        into goose bumps. “I fucked your ex-girlfriend in your bed last
        night.”

      “Joules!”
        I hiss at him, but Tam only smiles and Kaycee hides a laugh behind
        her hand. Glad she’s so amused by my brother or there’d
        be hell to pay, I’m sure. As of now, it’s only mildly
        awkward between us.

      “That’s
        okay,” Tam replies, eyes half-lidded, his mean-spirited smile
        taking over his mouth. He reaches up and covers the mic near his
        mouth. “Because I fucked your little sister in yours.”
        Tam moves quickly past Joules, and heads straight for the curtain. He
        lets go of his headset as he walks out. “Hello, San Francisco!”
        I hear him yell, and then the music is starting.

      I’ve
        seen the show enough times that I know exactly how it’s going
        to go.

      The
        curtain swings open, and I watch from behind as Tam takes point at
        the front of his dance crew. They all move together, swaying to one
        side and then back. Tam is already singing, belting out the words all
        on his own. I love that he sings live. I never gave him proper credit
        for that.

      “Hey,”
        Kaycee says, drawing my attention over to her. That isn’t easy,
        to look away from Tam, but we do need to talk. “Lot of
        weirdness between us, but … I think we should just move past
        it. If I date your brother then …” I nod because she
        doesn’t have to say anything else.

      I
        smile at her.

      “If
        it helps, I would’ve never done any of this without the curse.”

      Kaycee
        just laughs softly and shakes her head, turning back to the stage.
        Tam only does one song, and then he sits at the piano before Kaycee
        joins him. They sing two duets together. They dance. They gaze into
        one another’s eyes. I’m going to have to get used to
        watching all of that from my shiny new position as Tam’s
        girlfriend.

      Lord
        help my jealous heart. I
        pat at my chest and drink my bubble tea, draw that sunshine-in-a-cup
        deep into my body. I frown when it’s empty and then take a shot
        at a trash can. Yes! Got
        it.

      Kaycee
        retreats backstage just in time to hear her new boyfriend being an
        ass (as in, his usual self).

      “I’m
        going to break his neck one of these days,” Joules grumbles,
        but neither Kaycee nor I pay his threats any attention.

      “You’re
        better off with frigid ol’ Tam than me,” Kaycee says with
        a scoff, giving me a once-over that makes me blush. “Good work,
        my friend.” She slips into the dressing room, changes clothes
        in the blink of an eye, and reappears in something skintight,
        cream-colored, and sexy. Joules notices and rubs his chin, murmuring
        under his breath.

      The
        music changes, and then Tam is sitting at the piano again, fingers
        dancing over the keys. His voice absolutely melts my heart.

      “Without
        the heat of you beside me, I don’t sleep. I toss and turn,
        tangle myself in sweat-soaked sheets. When you’re gone, the
        nightmares come, and only your memory remains.” Tam
        hits a high note that I can feel in my bones, clasping my hands over
        my chest.

      Kaycee
        moves forward to join him, disappearing into the bright lights of the
        stage. I can only see what’s going on if I watch the screens on
        either side of the room. The set blocks my view of Tam and Kaycee
        completely.

      “You’re
        such a fangirl now,” Joules teases, remaining beside me with
        his hands tucked into his pockets. “But did you and Tam really
        sleep together?” He reaches out to check my wrist, and then
        scoffs. “As if it’s asking a lot, for him to love the
        girl he’s fucking.”

      “Joules
        Frost,” I whisper, giving him a horrified look as I make sure
        there’s no one around to hear us. I doubt that they’d be
        able to, past the music and the crowd, but it’s possible. I
        assume Tam wants to keep us a secret until the press release about
        his breakup with Kaycee, maybe longer than that. “Have you
        loved all the girls you’ve ever slept with? God, get off his
        back.”

      “You’re
        defending him against me?” Joules returns in shock, but I just
        did. I am. I nod, and my brother shakes his head. “Well, I
        guess I’m glad you actually like the guy. Just don’t
        expect me to.”

      I
        lift up on my tiptoes, pressing a kiss to my brother’s cheek.
        He crosses his arms and gets grumbly, but I know he likes it.

      “So
  …” I start, feeling cheeky and hopeful. So hopeful.
        Could I ask for anything more out of Tam than he’s already
        giving me? All we need is time. Don’t
          think about Joe and Marla. Don’t think about them apartment
          hunting together. Don’t think about the softness in their eyes
          when they gazed at one another. They
        both died, and Tam I could be next. “Kaycee,” I whisper,
        nudging my brother with my shoulder. “I thought you told me you
        didn’t like her.”

      “Well,
        I’ve been lying to you a lot. What was one more thing?”
        Joules muses, and I punch him in the arm. Doesn’t faze him.
        He’s as hard and unyielding as Tam. Tam. I
        suck in a breath and Joules lets his gaze shift over to mine.

      “Fucking
        disgusting. You’re so into him that I can barely stand to be
        around you. What happened to my cute, fun-loving baby sister? You
        used to be cool.”

      “I’m
        still cool,” I mutter, but my pride is wounded. “Want to
        tell me what else you’re lying about?”

      “Not
        a chance in hell,” Joules breathes as I try to sneak another
        look at his wrist. He notices me doing it and rolls his eyes, shoving
        up his sweatshirt sleeve and presenting the curse mark to me. It looks dull,
        a faded scar that isn’t remarkable until you realize that
        everyone in the Frost family is born with the exact same one.

      I
        take his wrist in my hands, squinting at it. Something
          looks off, doesn’t it? I
        spit on my finger and rub at the mark with my thumb, and Joules
        scoffs in disgust. He yanks his arm away from me and gives me a nasty
        look.

      “I
        can manage myself, okay? Why don’t you worry about this?”
        Joules takes my wrist next and shakes it at me, my own curse mark
        bright red and burning. It shimmers and burns gold at the edges when
        Tam jogs offstage to change into his next outfit. “Go.”

      Joules
        shoves me in Tam’s direction, but I hesitate.

      Tam’s
        eyes meet mine as he slips past and into his dressing room. Just
        before the door closes, I see his brows go up in question. I look
        around to see if anyone is watching, but the only person monitoring
        Tam’s door is Daniel. Everybody else is so busy that they look
        frantic.

      I
        lift my chin, stride forward confidently, and slip into the dressing
        room.

      Tam
        is right there, already shirtless and wet with sweat from his
        performance. He shoves the door closed with his palm and then takes
        my wrists, pinning them to the wall above my head.

      I
        stop breathing.

      His
        sweaty chest is right in my face, and it’s sculpted. It’s
        inhuman.

      I
        feel like it needs my mouth on it.

      Screw
        it.

      I
        lean forward, and I lick Tam Eyre.

      “I
        licked you, you’re mine,” I whisper, and then his mouth
        is on me, and I’m being kissed like the world is ending. He
        keeps one hand on my wrists to hold them in place and uses the other
        to feel me up, to touch me all over like he agrees with what I just
        said. Over the swell of my hip, the nip in my waist, the round
        softness of my chest.

      Tam
        is panting a little, too, from his performance. He breathes hard
        against my mouth the way he did last night, when his hips were
        churning against the stupid fucking sweater. Tam trails his lips
        across my jaw and then down to my neck, running his tongue along my
        pounding pulse.

      “I
        licked you, you’re mine,” he repeats, and then he lets go
        of me and starts kicking off his shoes. There’s a timer on the
        wall counting down from three minutes and twenty-two seconds. Is that
        how much time he has left to change? Tam shoves his pants down next,
        and his underwear go right with them.

      He’s
        hard.

      For
        me.

      He
        glances over and smirks, but there’s no time. He’s
        snatching up a pair of jeans, yanking on a hoodie, and then sitting
        down on the single sofa in the room to deal with his shoes. I jog
        over to him and squat down to help which surprises him.

      The
        door opens and there’s Jacob, checking to see if Tam is decent.
        When he spots me, his eyebrow twitches, but he calls in the stylist
        as Tam and I get his shoes in order. He’s up and off the couch,
        and several people are appearing to put the feather cloak on his
        shoulders.

      Oh.

      It’s
        time for that song.

      “Break
        up with me if you dare,” Tam whispers into my ear as he strides
        by. I grab his arm and lean up on my tiptoes to whisper back.

      “Tam,
        I need a sports bra,”
        I whimper, and he shudders before pulling away from me and walking
        quickly out the door. I follow him to the edge of the stage and watch
        as he walks up a set of steps, waiting at a dais for the next song to
        start. The rigging crew pulls the ropes and lifts the set out of the
        way, revealing the dramatic staircase that Tam is standing on.

      I
        clutch my hands together in front of my chest. Other than “I
          Miss You (Dad)”,
        this is my favorite Tam Eyre song. Wow. Since when did I become a
        Tambourine? Lynn is going to make fun of me for the rest of my life.
        You know, assuming that Tam and I don’t die together.

      At
        least … in the end … we could be in each other’s
        arms. Joe tried, but Marla panicked when he told her about the curse.
        She asked him for a break, and she wouldn’t see him on that
        last day. Another reason why I used to hate her. Maybe why, in the
        darkest part of my heart, I still hate her. An unjust hatred, but a
        hatred nonetheless.

      I
        turn my attention to one of the monitors, watching as Tam pushes his
        hoodie up to reveal his abs, his chest, his nipple. He lets it fall
        back into place, rolling his body in time with the music. When his
        dancers come up on either side of him and draw the cloak of feathers
        off, Tam reaches up to adjust his headset, pressing the mic closer to
        his mouth. His head falls back, and he absolutely belts out the next
        lines to the song.

      “Break
        up with me if you’re afraid; I dare you to let go of what we
        have. Kiss me, you liar.”

      I
        notice Kaycee watching me, a water bottle in her hand. Joules is
        staring at her from behind, and she’s acting like he doesn’t
        exist. I don’t believe any of it. They’re just doing what
        Tam and I are doing. Push-pull.
          Tug-yank. Shy away-chase. A
        game of flirtation.

      “You
        really like Tam, don’t you?” she asks me, and I nod. I
        can’t seem to open my mouth to speak properly. I also don’t
        let myself look at the mark on my wrist. I’ll know when the
        curse is broken. It’s such a powerful sensation that most of my
        ancestors wrote very little about it, mysterious things like: when
          the inevitable surge of love hits the spirit, one can hardly keep
          one’s feet. That is all this cursed woman shall write.

      I
        interpreted all of their words as something like this: IYKYK. If
        you know, you know.

      “I
        thought I was in love with Tam,” Kaycee admits, moving a little
        closer to me and looking around to see if we might be overheard. None
        of us are being very careful which is definitely something that might
        come back to bite us in our collective asses, but … the world
        just feels so exciting right now. “What I actually loved was
        him as an artist, and not as a man.” Her pretty lips quirk, and
        her eyes shift back toward my brother.

      I
        hope things work out between them for real. Joules is a serial dater,
        and he’s never serious about anyone. But now? All of his
        weirdness around Kaycee? I know that she’s different.

      “I’ve
        known the guy my entire life, and I have to say that he’s never
        behaved around a woman the way that he’s behaving around you,
        so …” I look for something positive to say, but then I
        notice that Tam is coming again. Kaycee seems enamored with what I’ve
        just said, but she’s doing an admirable job of trying to hide
        it. “Well, um, we should get together later and talk,” I
        tell her, and then I take off across the massive staging area.

      Into
        the dressing room, turning around, finding myself face-to-face with
        Tam. The timer in the corner is counting down from two minutes and
        thirty-one seconds.

      He
        smiles at me, takes my face between his hands, and kisses me so
        thoroughly that I forget we’re on a time schedule.

      “One
        of these days, we’ll be fucking between each song instead of
        kissing.”

      “Sir
        Tom!” I whisper, completely scandalized but excited by the
        idea, too. “In two minutes?”

      “We’ll
        figure it out,” he breathes, nipping my ear and then moving
        past me. He strips again, yanks on black pants, a long-sleeved shirt,
        and then the door is opening again and there’s a whole team in
        here. I scoot off to the side and let them do their thing, changing
        out his jewelry, adding a belt, fluffing his hair, refreshing his eye
        liner.

      Out
        he goes to do another three songs before the next outfit change.

      I
        busy myself with all of the bobas he bought me, sitting beside Joules
        to watch the monitor and sip on a honeydew milk tea with creamy cake
        topping. Oh, I’m in love.

      With
        the boba, obviously.

      Not
        with Tam—yet.

      “This
        job is boring as hell. When do I get to beat up a crazed fan?”
        Joules mutters, but his eyes are all for Kaycee Quinn.

      “Marry
        her, and I’ll marry Tam, and we can go out to dinner again like
        we did in Portland.” My mouth twitches. “Only, this time,
        the couples will actually make sense.”

      I
        look up, expecting Joules to smirk or scoff, but instead, there’s
        a faraway look in his eyes that I don’t like. I’ve seen
        this look before. On Joe. On myself, in the mirror. On Uncle Jack and
        GG Louise and Aunt Clara.

      “Joules.”
        I stand up, and he turns his head slowly to look at me. “I
        can’t help you if I don’t know the truth. Please. If you love me, please tell me what’s going on.”

      “Lake,
        the only thing that’s going on is that you and Tam are down to
        seven weeks, and the curse still isn’t broken. Stop trying to
        conjure ghosts when there are real-world issues to work through.”
        Joules curls his lip at me and then leaves me sitting there by
        myself. I’m a little relieved when I see him go straight to
        Kaycee, but …

      I
        cover my mouth with my hand.

      What
        if Joules and Kaycee got matched? Wouldn’t that be the craziest
        thing?

      I
        slant my attention over to them, and I wonder …

      Tam
        is jogging back, and I panic, nearly spilling the rest of my drinks.
        He slips into his dressing room, but I’m not fast enough. Jacob
        waits for him to change and then opens the door to the rest of the
        staff. As he walks out, Tam’s eyes catch mine from across the
        room.

      “He’s
        pretty amazing, isn’t he?” a voice asks from beside me,
        and I look up to see Leo standing there, arms crossed over his chest,
        a proud smile on his face. “God, what did we do to land these
        jobs? Mega-good karma in our past lives or something.”

      I
        give a nervous little laugh as Leo’s eyes land on the drink
        carrier full of bobas.

      “You
        want one?” I ask, offering up a taro milk tea because it’s
        not my favorite flavor in the world and Joules didn’t want it.

      “Oh,
        sure,” Leo says, sounding pleased. He takes the drink, but he’s
        only there for a few seconds longer because Maggie calls him away to
        attend to some other task.

      The
        next time that Tam comes back, I’m ready. I’m already
        waiting in his dressing room for him, standing in the center of the
        room with my hands behind my back.

      “Who’s
        the brunette guy?” he asks dryly, walking right up to me and
        standing there with his sweat-soaked shirt stuck to his gorgeous
        body. “Somebody that I should fire? Why is he drinking your boba?”

      “Because
        I don’t like taro very much,” I admit, and then I twine
        my arms around his neck.

      This
        time, I kiss him with a forty-three second timer on the wall, and
        Jacob opens the door to find us like that.

      “You’re
        going to give me a heart attack,” he growls out as Tam gently
        draws away from me with a laugh, stripping down and changing in
        record time.

      It’s
        not easy to play this game for the entire four-hour concert, but we
        do.

      Stolen
        kisses and wandering hands, the vibrant warmth of Tam’s
        well-worked body pressed tight against mine. Joules is right: he’s
        much clingier than I expected. I’m here for it. I like it. I
        want to do the same to him.

      During
        the ‘surprise encore’ that happens at every
        concert—“Let’s
          Just Have Coffee, My Love” is
        playing—I end up hanging out with Leo again. He seems pretty
        cool. He’s been working for Tam for about six months and has
        yet to have had an actual conversation with the man.

      “The
        way you walked right up to him and demanded he sign those photocards,
        I was blown away.”

      I
        laugh at that, wondering if I would’ve done the same had I been
        an actual assistant and not, you know, Tam’s new girlfriend.

      Yeah,
        well, I definitely would’ve done it anyway.

      “Hey,
        um.” Leo rubs at the back of his neck, sliding a nervous glance
        my way. “I’d be remiss if I let you go without asking.”
        He forces himself to straighten up and take a deep breath. “You
        really went out of your way to help me today. I appreciate it.”
        Leo offers me a kind smile, and I realize with a start that he’s
        about to ask me out. “After work tonight, do you want to go out
        and get a drink? Or even dinner. I’d love to buy you—”

      Leo
        stops talking suddenly, his eyes on someone other than me.

      I
        turn to find Tam standing there, dressed in a high-necked jumpsuit in
        gold and white. It looks like something you’d wear to go
        skydiving in. His arms are crossed, headset still on, pink and blond
        hair wet with sweat and plastered to his forehead. His lips are
        slightly parted, lids heavy over sharp green eyes.

      “Um.”
        That’s me.

      “Well?”
        Tam asks, and then he smiles, his attention moving from me to Leo.
  “Are you going to accept his offer or not?”

      “Sir,”
        Leo blurts, scrambling around for something to say. “Mr. Eyre.
        I’m … you have no idea how much … your music is
        incredible, and I’m just in awe of everything you do. Thank you
        so much for letting me work for you.” Leo … bows at the
        waist? Okay then.

      Tam
        seems a little mollified, and he gives a soft laugh in response.

      “Sorry,
        Leo,” I tell him as he stands back up and finally turns his
        attention to me again. “I’m seeing someone right now.”

      Leo’s
        face falls, but he nods in understanding.

      “Well,
        if anything about your situation changes, the offer still stands.”
        Leo inclines his head at Tam again, smiles at me, and then takes off
        after Maggie.

      I
        very slowly turn my attention back to Tam.

      “He
        seems nice,” he remarks mildly, reaching up to rub his hand
        against the back of his neck. Tam finally seems to realize that he’s
        still wearing his headset, reaching up to pull it off. He absently
        passes it over to Maggie without even looking at her.

      What
        a diva.

      I
        cross my arms and stare right back at him.

      “Are
        you … jealous?”
        I ask him, but all he does is offer me this cock-headed little smile
        in response.

      “Poor
        Leo,” Tam whispers, and then he turns away and heads back in
        the direction of his dressing room. He looks over his shoulder at me,
        so I assume he wants me to follow. I don’t. I let him stew in
        there all on his own.

      When
        he comes back out, dressed in a blue and white sweater with a V-neck,
        a red tee underneath, and some jeans, I’m swooning on my feet.
        Tam walks right up to me, one hand in his front pocket, a bemused
        expression on his face.

      “I
        was jealous, too,” I whisper, cupping a hand around my mouth.
  “You and Kaycee, that was your hottest performance ever. Today,
        more than any other day, you both looked like you were about to rip
        each other’s clothes off.”

      Tam’s
        lips twitch and he reaches out to tuck some hair behind my ear.

      “Why
        do you think that is?” he asks me, dropping his hand by his
        side with a shudder. Tam sighs and closes his eyes like he’s in
        pain. “I can’t wait for our relationship to be public. I
        hate holding back around you.”

      I
        shiver, but I don’t respond to that.

      Tam
        leans down, mouth near my ear.

      “Kaycee
        and Joules, clearly that’s a thing. And you and me?” Tam
        laughs softly. “Why do you think I danced like I wanted to fuck
        today? Hmm?”

      He
        stands back up and glances over to see Jacob staring at us.

      “Did
        you want to move the press release up to, oh, right this very second?
        Because you’re about as subtle as an army tank in a dynamite
        factory. Do you want to be branded as a cheater? Worse, do you want
        Lakelynn to be branded as the
          other woman?
        Back off of her for five seconds.” Jacob shoves between us and
        takes off down the hallway.

      Tam
        just lets his lips rest in that flat smile of his, the grumpy,
        mean-spirited one.

      “Now
        what?” I ask him, trying not to sound too eager.

      But
        when he looks back at me, I know I’m not the only one waiting
        in tense anticipation.

      “You
        know what’s going to happen later,” he says without
        bothering to lower his voice. “Same thing as last night—only
        with less sweaters involved.” Tam chuckles and follows Jacob
        down the hallway. He pauses to wait for me, Daniel and Joules taking
        up the rear.

      Kaycee’s
        left for the night, but I’m sure Joules already has a plan in
        mind to meet up with her in LA.

      “We’re
        going to the airport,” Tam tells me, just before Daniel moves
        around us to get the doors. The crowd tonight is deafening, but I
        just focus on Tam’s back as he moves ahead of me, waving and
        posing.

      We
        climb into the SUV, and he gets immediately into the backseat,
        reaching for me.

      I’m
        tugged right back into his lap, straddling him.

      Good
        thing the windows are tinted.

      Off
        to the airport we go.
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“You
        did well tonight,” Jacob is saying from the front seat. I’m
        not sure that Tam is listening to him. He’s got his arms around
        me, and we’re just … looking at each other. “Even
        your worst critics are saying you were at the top of your game.”

      “Always
        good to know,” Tam replies simply, and then he yawns. His eyes
        are half-lidded and sleepy, and I just want to kiss him and keep
        kissing him.

      “Thank
        you for letting down your guard with me,” I tell him softly, at
        a volume that hopefully only Tam can hear. “I’ve been
        having fun with you—even today.”

      “Mm,
        having you waiting for me backstage is … nice.” Tam
        rests his forehead against my shoulder, and I relax into him. “Having
        you naked in my bed will be even better,” he murmurs, but I
        just smile against the side of his neck. “Also, sorry if I
        smell. I always do after a performance, no matter how much deodorant
        I wear.”

      “You
        smell good to me,” I admit, and Tam’s arms tighten just a
        little more.

      “A
        seat belt would be ideal,” Joules gripes, and I sigh, sliding
        off of Tam to sit next to him. He mumbles sleepily, reaching up to
        rub at his forehead.

      “Here,
        let me get that,” he says when he realizes I’m having
        trouble finding the buckle. It’s stuck between the two seats,
        and Tam dutifully fishes it out for me, hooking my belt first and
        then his. When he rests his head against the glass, I let him be.

      Within
        the span of maybe thirty seconds, he’s asleep.

      I
        don’t bother him on our way to the airport, but I’m too
        anxious to sleep. Tam might be used to this lifestyle, but it’s
        all brand-new for me. I scratch at the curse mark on my wrist as I
        watch the lights of San Francisco blur past outside the window.

      When
        we get to the airport, we go straight to a private terminal, and I’m
        afforded the privilege of waking Tam up. He’s pleasant when he
        comes to, if not a little groggy.

      Together,
        we climb out of the SUV and then board a charter plane to Los
        Angeles.

      It’s fancy as
        hell in there, with a sofa along one wall, a table in the center with
        four cushy chairs around it, and a flight attendant whose only job is
        to take care of me, Tam, Joules, Daniel, Jacob, Pat, and Maggie.
        That’s it.

      Tam
        sprawls out on the sofa, encouraging me to sit with him as he rests
        his head on my lap to wait for takeoff. I brush his hair off his
        forehead with gentle fingers, and my cheeks heat as I remember, even
        when he was being a dick about the blow job, how nicely he petted and
        stroked my scalp.

      “I’m
        so tired, Lake,” he murmurs, and I nod.

      “I
        imagine so. Who wouldn’t be after dancing and singing live for
        four hours straight? You’ve been up since six this morning, and
        now you’re getting on a plane. It’s a lot.”

      Tam
        captures my hand in his and gives it a little squeeze, but then the
        poor guy is asleep, and I have the task of waking him up again for
        takeoff.

      Once
        we’re in the air, Tam resumes his position on the sofa while I
        sit at the table with Joules, Daniel, and Jacob. Maggie is busy doing
        some work on her laptop, and Pat is snoring while sitting up.

      Tam
        isn’t the only person who’s tired. Even Joules seems
        distracted, so I busy myself by messaging the girls back home,
        sending a selfie to my parents, responding to some messages from my
        friends at the university.

      When
        it comes time to land, guess who gets to wake Tam up?

      “I’m
        sorry, Lakelynn,” he tells me, sitting on my right and yawning
        his way through the landing. The flight was quick, an hour and a half
        at best. And holy crap, how am I ever going to fly economy again
        after this?

      I
        smile at him and shake my head.

      “Don’t
        be. I’m exhausted, too. I’m just having trouble
        sleeping.”

      Tam
        curls his fingers through mine, and we both sit there staring at the
        shape our hands make when they’re entwined. It’s
        mesmerizing.

      “Tomorrow,
        you’ll be in and out of meetings for the first half of the day,
        but you can have the afternoon off,” Jacob tells Tam as we
        unbuckle our seat belts and shuffle out to another waiting SUV.

      “Almost
        home,” Tam whispers, yawning again. He tugs a red beanie over
        his head and snuggles in beside me for the drive. It only takes about
        twenty minutes, and then we’re passing a security booth and a
        gate before making our way up a winding drive to a house that’s
        ablaze with light.

      Most
        of the walls are glass, but it’s situated in the middle of a
        large piece of property, all on its own.

      “Where
        are we?” I ask, peering out the windows. Isn’t this Los
        Angeles? No,
          this is Beverly Hills, I
        realize as Tam stretches his arms above his head with a groan.

      “At
        my place,” he says, and when I look his way, he’s
        grinning wolfishly back at me. “Ten acres all to myself. I just
        assumed that you’d be staying here. I hope that’s okay?
        If you’d rather … I could get you a hotel.” Tam is
        frowning, like it’s just occurred to him that I might want some
        space.

      I
        shake my head.

      Can’t
        break the curse from a hotel room.

      Besides,
        who would turn down a stay in a house like this?

      “No
        space, remember?” I whisper, and the smirk on his fancy lips …
        holy crap.

      “I’ll
        see you in the morning,” Jacob calls out as we exit the SUV,
        and Tam waves over his shoulder at him. Daniel and Joules stay with
        us, and everyone else leaves, heading back down the long drive we
        just came up.

      I
        look around at the up-lit foliage, at the pool just up the stairs
        from us, at the dark hills behind the house, and the bright city down
        in the canyon below.

      “Where
        do you want him to sleep?” Daniel asks, pointing over at
        Joules. My brother crosses his arms and quirks a brow, waiting as Tam
        glances over his shoulder. Tam waves his hand around lazily.

      “The
        guest house is up that way.” Tam looks Joules up and down, and
        even with his eyes half-asleep and his mouth perpetually edging
        toward another yawn, he gets a little cocky. “If you come into
        the main house, stay away from my bedroom, okay?”

      Tam
        reaches down for my wrist and pulls me up a curved stone walkway
        toward the swimming pool. It steams gently in the warm evening air,
        lights in the ground on all four sides, and in the water as well. We
        edge past that and to a set of glass doors in an entirely glass wall.

      Tam
        waits for Daniel to enter first and clear the space while Joules
        heads up a second path, toward another house built in the same style
        as the one in front of us, like a miniature (relatively miniature)
        version of the main house.

      “I
        already had his luggage delivered to the guest house,” Tam
        says, arms crossed in front of him, green eyes on me. “And I
        had our things brought here.” He turns away before I can
        respond, and opens the door, letting me step in before him.

      Daniel
        has disappeared somewhere inside, but I imagine if the house is
        well-lit and air-conditioned and clean, then people have been here.
        Probably a security team is outside. Ten
          acres in Beverly Hills, holy shit. Do I even want to know how much
          Tam paid for this place? Yes,
        yes, I do. I’m nosy as hell.

      I
        keep the question to myself for the moment, watching Tam as he kicks
        his shoes off. He’s still yawning as he pads into the kitchen,
        this sleek bank of gray cabinets with white stone countertops and
        lots of extra lights. The underside of the upper cabinets are lit.
        The insides of the cabinets with glass doors are lit. There’s
        just a lot of extra in
        here.

      Tam
        opens the fridge and rummages around, drawing out a water bottle and
        then glancing back at me.

      “What
        do you want to drink, Kayak?” he asks, and I smile, this
        tenuous sense of waiting slipping
        over my shoulders.

      Tam
        and I are getting ready to fuck each other, aren’t we?

      Only,
        Daniel is in here somewhere, and I won’t be able to relax fully
        until I know we’re alone-alone.

      “You
        wouldn’t happen to have any boba in there?” I tease, and
        I certainly don’t expect Tam to bring me one.

      It’s
        in a cute, little red cup with a colorful label on the front
        advertising strawberry popping boba. The straw is wrapped in plastic
        and glued to the side. Ready-to-drink boba tea? I’ve never seen
        such a thing.

      “Here
        you are, Miss Frost,” he says, and then he takes a seat on the
        angular sofa in the living room area, and I join him, sitting a
        careful three or so feet apart. “Daniel won’t be long,”
        Tam assures me, his eyes bright, his smile edgy.

      I
        shift in my seat a little, detaching the straw from the side of the
        drink. I pull the plastic off it and then hesitate, unsure where the
        trash can is in this modern palace that Tam Eyre calls … home?
        No, I don’t think so. I think that as nice as this place is,
        it’s still just a house.

      “Here.”
        Tam holds out a hand, and I pass over the wrapper, my fingers
        scraping across his palm.

      “All
        clear, boss,” Daniel says, reappearing with two other security
        guards that I’ve never seen before.

      “Thanks,
        Daniel,” Tam says, but he’s still looking at me. He tucks
        the wrapper into his pocket and waves over his shoulder as Daniel and
        his men exit the residence.

      Door
        shuts. I hear it lock.

      “Are
        we alone-alone?” I ask Tam, holding the straw above my drink. I
        have yet to penetrate the lid with it. Have
          yet to penetrate. Right.
        Okay.

      He
        leans in toward me, holding that silver and sea green water bottle in
        his hand, the one he let me drink from at the rental house.

      “We’re
        alone-alone,” he assures me, and then he stands up and holds
        out a hand. I stab my straw down into the drink and take a sip,
        reaching out my own hand so that Tam can pull me to my feet. He turns
        without a word and leads me through a labyrinthine series of passages
        and then up a set of stairs to his room. “Bedroom lights on,”
        he commands as he pads into the room, and voilà.

      “Very
        fancy,” I assure him, sucking on the straw of the drink.

      Tam
        glances over his shoulder at me. We’re standing at the end of a
        massive bed with silky gray linens and a mountain of gold and silver
        pillows. White nightstands with no legs are affixed to the wall and
        outfitted with ugly, silver lamps. A couple of dressers. A shelf
        covered in what I suspect are very precious trophies and awards
        (several Grammys anyone?). Other than those awards, it’s very
        cold and impersonal in here.

      “How
        many days a year do you stay here?” I ask as Tam drops my hand
        and turns, planting his hands on his hips. I suck on my straw again,
        as if I’m calm, entirely unaffected by standing in Tam Eyre’s
        bedroom. Better than that, standing in the bedroom of a man who makes
        me feel like my clothes are an offensive imposition.

      I
        get the feeling that I’m good at it, too, at forcing myself to
        remain calm when my heartbeat is a hummingbird, and my body feels
        sweet but empty. Warm honey and spreading thighs. I close my eyes on
        an exhale, straw still stuck between my lips.

      I
        hear Tam take a step toward me, so I take one back on reflex,
        cracking a single lid to peep at him.

      He
        looks bemused, maybe a little bit frustrated. A lot anticipatory.

      “Dim
        the bedroom lights,” Tam commands, lowering his voice to a
        rough whisper. I’m surprised he has any voice left at all,
        after singing his heart out for the past year. “Why do I get
        the feeling that none of this impresses you? The house, the money,
        the fame, the concert.”

      “Wrong.
        I was very impressed with the concert. It’s clear that you’ve
        worked your ass off to be where you are right now.” I suck on
        the straw, rewarding myself with several popping boba. I chew them as
        I watch Tam, tasting strawberry. “But otherwise, you’re
        right. I don’t care about any of those things.”

      Tam
        adjusts himself, one fist propped on his hip, his other arm hanging
        by his side.

      “Your
        luggage is over there.” Tam points with his right hand, and I
        glance over my shoulder to see that my suitcase and my bag are tucked
        neatly against the window, right next to Tam’s bag—the
        one with the ruined sweater in it. I
          really liked that sweater on him, I
        think. Is
          it truly not salvageable?

      I
        move another step away from him and turn, and Tam takes hold of my
        waist from behind.

      “I
        should probably shower first, but I don’t give a shit right
        now,” he whispers, putting his face up against the side of my
        neck. I gasp and close my eyes, squeezing the drink in my hand a
        little too tight.

      All
        day, all of the kissing.

      Last
        night, the fucking-that-wasn’t-quite-fucking.

      Push.

      Pull.

      Tug.

      Yank.

      Tam
        shoves the drink from my hand and ignores it when it hits the floor,
        spattering strawberry liquid everywhere. He kisses my pulse, tastes it, savors the wild, frantic feel of it against his tongue.

      I
        exhale to release the tension in my body, melting back against him
        and welcoming his touch.

      “Good
        girl,” Tam whispers, and my body erupts in goose bumps. He
        takes hold of my sweatshirt and yanks it over my shoulders and down
        my arms. It hits the floor between our bodies as Tam threads his
        fingers into mine, cradling my back to his front.

      His
        teeth graze my skin as I stare at the shelf of awards, proof that the
        world loves Tam Eyre.

      It
        should be so easy for me to love him, too.

      But
        can I get him to love me?

      Sex
        with Tam isn’t just something I want to do—and believe
        me, I want it bad—but it’s also something I have to do.
        Sex with Tam is sex with my Match. Sex with Tam is cursed. Or, perhaps, curse-breaking.

      I
        try to turn around, but he won’t let me, stopping me with a
        firm grip on my hip. He slides a single finger underneath my overalls
        and beneath my T-shirt, stroking my hipbone with slow, needy drags.

      His
        other hand releases mine, palm sliding up the front of me, over my
        belly, to my breasts. He flicks the metal buckle off the button and
        one strap falls dangerously off my shoulder.

      “Tell
        me again,” he murmurs against the tender skin of my throat, his
        tongue a searing swipe of heat along the side of my neck. I tilt my
        head to give him easier access, and he makes a sound of approval that
        I can feel in my bones. “Tell me what you want me to do to
        you.”

      “Fuck
        me, Tam Eyre,” I groan, and he yanks the other side of my
        overalls so hard that something snaps off. The gray fabric falls in a
        puddle around my sneakers. His fingers find the soft cotton of my
        panties, stroking once over the already damp spot in the center.

      He
        goes very, very still behind me.

      “Kissing
        me all night, that made you wet, didn’t it, Lake?” I nod
        because I can’t seem to find the right words. “Mm. Good.
        Because it drove me fucking crazy.”

      Tam
        turns me around and walks me back into the wall, one palm next to my
        head, the other on my waist. He kisses me like he’ll die if he
        doesn’t maintain some sort of contact between us, and I return
        the favor. I throw my arms around his neck and pull him as close to
        me as I can get him. My fingers dig into his soft hair, twisting the
        strands around and yanking on them to see what his reaction might be.

      Tam
        removes his hand from the wall to dig strong fingers into my own
        hair, gathering it up with that same reverence he used on me before.
        But that soft touch only lasts a few seconds. Tam’s fingers
        tighten, nice and slow, forming an impossibly strong grip. He gives a
        little tug that encourages me to arch my neck for him.

      Teeth
        all over my skin, just a brush of ivory followed by the sweetest,
        hottest, wettest tongue.

      My
        mind feels like it’s fracturing; I can’t wait any longer.

      Tam
        reaches between us like he can sense my frustration, and he rips his
        pants open, shoving the denim down his hips. I make a sound when he
        wraps an arm around my waist and lifts me up like it takes no effort
        on his part. He lifts women up all the time onstage, but those are
        lithe, strong, dancer’s bodies.

      Doesn’t
        matter.

      My
        legs go around him, still wearing my shoes and socks, my thighs bare.
        I can feel Tam’s erection grinding against my panties, and I
        wish they were gone, too. I’m over the fabric barriers between
        us. Like
          that damn sweater.

      Tam
        keeps me up with a single arm around the waist, and I only have to
        help a little, clutching onto his neck with shaky hands. He jerks my
        panties to the side with two fingers, and I feel the hot tip of him.
        A push, a probe against slick, wanting heat.

      I
        tilt my head back to see Tam looking down at me, almost like he’s
        waiting. He drops his mouth to mine, an offering, a prayer. I can
        taste the fervent awe of his attention in every stroke of his tongue,
        can feel my body fall to simmering supplication in his hands.

      His
        hips drive forward, and the gasp that slips from my throat is caught
        right up against his. We both go still for a minute, my arms pulling
        against his neck, his body trembling as he fights the urge to move.
        Tam adjusts his free hand to my ass, propping me up so that I can
        stay just like I am, legs open wide around him, body pinned to the
        wall.

      We
        study each other briefly, my body blooming to make room for him, his
        adjusting to the tight grip of my inner muscles. I realize with a
        start how much trust he’s putting in me right now. I told him
        that I was taking birth control, that I was clean—and I am—but
        he didn’t question it. Not once.

      “Lake,”
        Tam murmurs, voice laced with adoration and awe. “Mm.” He
        makes another pleased sound, and then he does exactly what I asked
        him to do. He fucks me into the wall as I cling to him for dear life,
        swept away by the sensation of his body inside of mine.

      The
        only person in the world to have Tam Eyre this way, to listen to his
        private sounds, to watch the careless abandon in his face. He
        lets go of everything to be with me, and I do the same. My mouth is
        on his neck, teeth gently scraping his Adam’s apple. He
        shudders and grips me tighter, working his hips against mine. I’m
        undulating too, seeking friction and heat. It’s not even a
        conscious choice, just my body seeking out the pleasure in Tam’s.

      “It
        doesn’t hurt?” he whispers, going still suddenly, like
        he’s just realized he should check in with me.

      “Not
        at all,” I breathe, my heart fluttering when he tilts his head
        down, making an effort to kiss me with our height difference at play.
        He takes it slow, absorbing every wild, frantic breath that leaves my
        lips. They feel tender and sore, gently used, bee-stung and plump.

      “Thank
        fuck,” Tam grinds out, his mouth hard and commanding. I love
        it. I relax and let him take over, guiding us both through this
        frantic joining with one hand kneading my ass cheeks, the other arm
        ironclad around my waist.

      He
        rolls into me with grace, his finely tuned body meeting the impulsive
        thrusts of my own hips like he was born to do this with me, like this
        is our thing. Maybe
          the curse isn’t so bad after all? I would never have found Tam
          without it. That
        thought flickers through my mind, a blasphemous, horrible thing, and
        then it’s gone, and all I can do is fall even deeper into Tam’s
        spell.

      He
        weaves magic for me with his body, rubbing his pelvis against mine
        and taking note when his movements make me gasp. He replicates that
        same pressure where I need it most, rubbing more than he’s
        thrusting. There’s so much wetness between our bodies, this
        slippery slide of him and me.

      Pressure
        coils with each movement, with each nip of his teeth on my lower lip,
        with the absolute command in his gaze. This is what I asked for, and
        he’s giving it to me. Fuck
          me, Tam. Yes, just like that. Stay close.

      A
        tightness, a spreading heat, this need for something more. The
        climax is right there, but I can’t take it. My body feels
        unbelievably sensitive, and I know if I just fight a little harder,
        let that pressure build up to an explosion, that I’ll be
        rewarded for it.

      But
        I … I shift against Tam, breathing hard, rubbing myself
        against him as he works his body into my sleek, wet core. I can feel
        myself wrapping him nice and tight, banding around him, fucking him
        like he’s fucking me. He pushes, and I pull. He tugs, and I
        yank. He chases, and I stop running.

      “Tam,
        it’s … I don’t think I can keep going … I
  …”

      “Just
        a little longer,” he whispers back to me, his voice a rough,
        carnal grating that strips me raw with his next words. There’s
        so much heat in them that they burn. “I want to come in you.”

      My
        fingernails dig into Tam’s shoulders, probably leaving marks
        that will piss Jacob off later.

      I
        don’t care.

      The
        curse chose him for me, and he’s mine.

      “Shit.”
        Tam releases his grip on my ass, slamming his palm into the wall
        again. He leans his forehead against mine as my body bears down on
        him, tighter, tighter, tighter. Tam pushes in deep, and I feel him
        everywhere around me, all at once. And then my body releases
        suddenly, and he makes this … this sound. It’s
        a sound that, were it possible to package it and sell it to his fans,
        would strike a deadly premium. It’s the deepest, most
        delectable note he’s ever sang, and it’s a song that’s
        only for me.

      I
        let out a shaky exhale, my legs still spread wide around him,
        complete with sneakers on my feet.

      Tam
        moves a few more times, almost against his will it seems, and then
        his entire body is softening against mine, relying on the wall for
        leverage.

      His
        eyes are closed, sweet panting breaths slipping past his lips.

      My
        entire body is on edge, desperate for more but also desperately in
        need of a break.

      Tam
        readjusts his grip, both hands on my ass, and then he leans back so
        that we can look at each other again. He’s the one that starts
        laughing first, and then I’m laughing, too, and he’s
        groaning like he’s in pain.

      “Not
        yet,” he breathes out, voice rough. “I want to go again,
        but not yet.”

      I
        laugh harder, and my body squeezes around his without any input from
        me.

      Tam
        stands up, stumbles a bit, uses a palm on the wall to steady himself.
        He shakes his head, and then he turns and takes me over to the bed.

      It
        was right there, and we didn’t make it.

      We
        didn’t even make it to the damn bed.

      He
        helps me down, the slide of his body from mine making me groan as I
        collapse onto the edge of the mattress. Tam doesn’t waste any
        time kicking his pants off. He rips his sweater and shirt over his
        head like they’ve personally offended him.

      “Tam,”
        I whisper, even though we’re the only ones here. Just two
        people in a house that’s got so many square feet, I’m
        sure it’s in the five-digit range. Ten thousand square feet?
        More? “I’m getting your bed all dirty.”

      “I
        don’t care,” he tells me, standing naked in the dim
        shadows of the room. The only lights come from the atmospheric glow
        on the underside of the floating nightstands. A nightlight glowing in
        a socket on the far wall. A weak trickle of light from the cracked
        bathroom door. Just snippets and snatches of light. “Actually,
        I do care,”
        he corrects, kneeling down in front of me. “Just not in the way
        you might think.”

      His
        fingers work deftly at the laces of my shoes, pulling one off and
        then the other. He takes one look at my socks—they have boba
        teas stitched into the ankles—and leaves those on. Tam looks up
        at me from under a fall of sweat-soaked hair, his eyes dark shadows
        in the palatial bedroom.

      His bedroom.

      Tam
        Eyre’s bedroom.

      I
        look back down at him, trembling, his climax marking my damp panties.
        Tam curls his fingers around the waistband, making me shiver when his
        skin rubs over my own sweat-kissed flesh. He drags them down my legs
        and tosses them aside before helping me out of my shirt.

      “And
        what way might that be?” I ask belatedly, watching in awe as he
        slides a knee between my legs, reaching around me to unhook my bra.
        Tam slides it down my arms, his attention on my breasts, his tongue
        teasing his swollen lower lip.

      “I
        like it,” he tells me unashamedly, the edge of need in his
        voice undiminished by our quick, frantic coupling against the wall.
        He sweeps his fingers through my hair again, putting his lips to my
        forehead. “I like knowing that it’s me, dripping out of
        you. That it’s only ever been me. That if I just behave myself,
        it will only be me in the future.” Tam slides his hand back
        down, cradling my face between his palms. He kisses me, but not as
        deeply as I want, drawing away when I push forward.

      Can
        he feel me trembling? Does he have any idea the effect that he’s
        having on me?

      “I
        like knowing that I’m the only woman that’s ever felt you
        like that,” I admit, and even in the dark, I can see his smile.
        I can feel it. The heat of it warms my face. “I’m glad
        that I waited for this, for you.”

      I
        hesitate, like maybe I’ve said too much. In the beginning, Tam
        was skittish and standoffish and a comment like that might’ve
        sent him sprinting in the opposite direction.

      Not
        anymore.

      “Lake,”
        he tells me seriously, drawing back to settle on the floor in front
        of me. Tam takes my leg and gently pushes it open, pressing a kiss to
        my knee that has me clenching my fingers in his blankets. “I’ll
        be twenty-seven in five days. Twenty-seven.” He laughs, this
        private little purr that’s only for me. I wet my lips, and I
        shift, arching toward him unconsciously. Tam presses another kiss to
        my inner thigh, and I let my head fall back, hair tickling my
        shoulders. “The only person who has ever tempted me to lay
        myself bare has been you.”

      He
        surges up and snatches me around the waist, hauling me up in the bed
        with him. I’m giggling as Tam fiddles with the blankets, trying
        to get them over the top of us rather than underneath us. They’re
        a bit tangled, but he manages, tucking me up close against him and
        leaning over so that he can kiss me.

      My
        fingers find his hair again, and his do the same to mine. He takes
        his time with me, holding me close like he’s more than just
        attracted to me. Tam genuinely cares if I’m having a good time
        or not.

      “Just
        because I didn’t …” I trail off, my words so raw
        and vulnerable in the dark. “I’m still having a good
        time, even if I didn’t come.”

      Tam
        makes this sweet sound of affirmation, brushing his lips over my
        temple.

      “I
        know.” His smile against my hair is enough to get me writhing
        again. “I could feel you. Tight, strong contractions, and then
        a release, like you were welcoming me in. Like an invitation. It felt
        like you wanted me to come in you.”

      “I
        did want it,” I tell him, and he makes another sound, a much
        less nice one. It’s male and primal, and it matches the way he
        kisses my throat with just a little bit of teeth and so much tongue.
        Tam’s hand covers my left breast, kneading the plump flesh
        under strong, rough fingertips. When his thumb dances over my nipple,
        my pelvis bucks up off the bed, and he responds by adjusting himself
        so that he’s between my spread thighs.

      “Such
        a good girl for me,” Tam murmurs, and then he’s sliding
        into me again. All of that empty space inside of me is swallowed up,
        a delicious heavy fullness in my pelvis that he strokes to a bright,
        hot flame at my center. Instead of rocking and grinding like he did
        before, Tam pulls all the way out and then slams hard into me.

      My
        back arches, and my fingernails draw down the strong lines of his
        back. My thigh muscles quiver with the effort of spreading so wide,
        but I need Tam as close as I can get him, his pelvis tucked securely
        in my hips.

      He
        draws all the way out before pushing back in, stirring that friction
        I want so badly. I cling to him, wanting it but fearing that edge,
        the one that I won’t allow myself to fall from. Tam is so
        patient, taking me there and then waiting for me to relax. Again,
        again, again.

      I’m
        panting so heavily, sweating all over him, ruining his back with my
        nails even though Jacob asked me not to do that. A whole year
        (almost) of chasing Tam, and here we are. I can feel the curse mark
        burning against my wrist as Tam sits up, untangling my arms from his
        neck.

      He
        holds my legs, and then he fucks me nice and hard, my breasts
        bouncing, my hands coming up to press into the headboard. When the
        surge of energy gets to be too much, I find my knees clamping
        together in front of Tam’s chest.

      “Wait,
        wait,” I choke out a single, twisted breath stuck in my chest,
        an impossible coil of energy at my core. Tam lets me close my legs,
        but he doesn’t stop thrusting into me. He takes my shoulders
        with his hands, and then he gently holds me there while I fight
        against something I really, really want. I can’t explain it.
        It’s always been this way when I’ve taken care of my own
        needs. I just can’t get
          there.

      Tam
        makes me go all the way, holding me down with patient hands, his cock
        stoking and stoking and stoking. I’m trembling violently,
        gasping for breath, my own hands like claws on his biceps. I push at
        him, but it doesn’t do me any good. If I want him to stop, I’ll
        have to tell him to stop.

      But
        I can’t talk, and it feels so good, and I’m coming
        completely unraveled.

      With
        a cry that I just know will embarrass me come daylight, I unfurl
        underneath Tam. I might scream. I definitely hurt him a little with
        my fingernails, unsure whether I’m pulling him close or pushing
        him away. I’m trembling so violently under that onslaught, a
        sweep of pleasure that hits in the spine and tears through me. In my
        chest, in my fingers, in my toes, in the laugh that spills from my
        throat.

      And
        then I’m half-crying and half-laughing as Tam kisses the corner
        of my mouth, rolling off of me to collapse on his back. He throws an
        arm over his own face, and he’s laughing, too.

      “Holy
        shit, did you just come?” he asks, adjusting his arm so that he
        can look at me. It’s hard to see much in the dark, but I scoot
        closer to him anyway, and he turns on his side to face me.

      “Mm-hmm,”
        I murmur, feeling sleepy but satisfied.

      “First
        time?” he clarifies, and I nod against the pillow. “Good.”
        Tam puts his hand on the back of my head, kissing the sweat from my
        face. “Then I get to keep that, too. And I’m greedy,
        Lake. I’m hungry. I don’t know how I come across to you,
        but I didn’t get to where I am without learning to take what I
        want, when I want it.”

      I
        shiver all over, sliding my palm down the taut muscles of his belly.
        I’m not sure I’ll ever get over how gorgeous he is,
        strong and supple and lean. My fingers find his hardness beneath the
        blankets, wet from my body and his own earlier release.

      “Right
        there,” he groans, sliding an arm under me and dragging me a
        little closer. Makes it harder for me to jerk him off, but I like the
        closeness, the feel of his breath in my hair, the sound of his
        heartbeat. My thumb circles the head of Tam’s cock, slips
        across the sensitive slit on the underside, brings him shuddering to
        climax, the spill of him trapped between our bodies.

      We
        lay in silence for a minute, listening to the combined sound of
        panting breaths.

      “Stay
        right here for me,” Tam says softly, getting out of bed and
        heading into the bathroom. He comes back with a cool, wet cloth,
        mopping up the mess of him on my skin, drawing the fabric down over
        my belly to my thighs, cleaning me up with gentle strokes that have
        me trembling all over again.

      “I
        think I just had a sexual awakening,” I whisper in awe, waiting
        for Tam to finish his cursory cleanup of the bed. He tosses the towel
        on the floor to deal with later, and I wonder if he has a cleaning
        crew or … of course he has a cleaning crew.

      “Yeah?”
        Tam asks, climbing back into bed and pulling me to him. He sounds
        ridiculously pleased with himself. “Me, too.” He chuckles
        as he wraps me up nice and tight, my head tucked under his chin. I
        nuzzle into him with a sigh, happy and content.

      This
        moment would be perfect if … I ignore the burn of the curse
        mark on my wrist.

      So,
        there you go.

      Tam
        and I went all the way, and the mark is still inked into my flesh.

      I
        ignore the sting of that reality and focus on the present instead.
        Tam is cradling me like I’m something precious, something worth
        keeping.

      Fatigue
        and satisfaction sweep over me, and I fall into oblivion with
        international megastar Tam Eyre breathing sweetly and softly beside
        me.

   

 















CHAPTER FOURTY-SEVEN

LAKE

  52
  bobas left until we both die …

      



I
        wake up with the most delicious post-coital hangover, a little
        groggy, a little sore, a lot happy. I snuggle into one of Tam’s
        cushy pillows, cracking my lids to a dim, empty bedroom and a little
        divot where Tam used to be. I sit up quickly, yawning and stretching
        my arms over my head.

      My
        gaze shifts toward the bathroom, wondering if Tam might be in there.
        But then I remember what Jacob said last night, about some early
        morning meetings. I scoot off the edge of the bed, turning on the
        lamp until I get the strength to stand up and open the curtains.

      There’s
        a note waiting for me, tucked underneath my phone. I don’t even
        remember where my phone was last night. Probably in the pocket of my
        overalls? I look around to see that someone—it had to be Tam,
        right?—has already cleaned up the spilled boba, picked up our
        clothes and the discarded towel.

      Hmm.

      Maybe
  … he doesn’t have a cleaning crew?

      I
        pick up the note and rub at my blurry eyes so that I can read it
        over.

      Forced
        at gunpoint by Jacob. Please help me. My
        lips quirk as I remember the note I threw at his head—if you
        don’t love me, we both die, please help me. I continue reading. I’ll
          be back midafternoon. Get some rest now because you won’t be
          getting any later. xoxo Tam

      I
        shake my head and put my hands—and the note—against my
        face, hiding a stupid smile.

      Did
        I just … Yeah, I just did.

      I
        slept with Tam. Fucking
          finally.

      I
        drop my hands to my lap and then slide off the bed, deciding that an
        immediate shower is in order. There’s more … cleanup
        from last night to take care of. I yawn my way into the oversized
        too-white bathroom and start the water.

      The
        first thing I do is start going through shampoos and conditioners,
        hair masks and face masks and cleansers and body washes and …
        There’s an entire Sephora in here. No, there’s an entire
        Sephora and two
        Ultas. It’s a lot.

      I
        squint my way through the bottles, selecting one that seems like it’s
        made for colored hair. I take my time washing, enjoying a lazy
        morning in Tam’s beautiful home. There’s a big, frosted
        window in the bathroom, orange-yellow sunshine spilling in prisms
        across the tiles.

      I’m
        in a state of disbelief as I shower, my mind on last night and
        everything that happened. The night was wonderful, and the moment is
        forever etched into the depths of my soul. But this morning? I lift
        up my left wrist and stare at the curse mark.

      We
        have seven weeks. That’s it.

      And
        there’s only an eight-percent chance that we’d sleep
        together and still fail. Eight percent. I purse my lips in
        frustration and drop my arm to my side. If I focus on the curse and
        how little time we have left, I’ll start to panic. I can’t
        get Tam to fall in love with me if I’m in a state of
        anxiousness.

      I
        climb out, dry myself off, dress in some baggy white sweatpants and a
        hoodie with no bra.

      I
        step out of the bedroom and then lean back against the door to close
        it, eyes shifting to one side. The hallway ends in a wall that’s
        entirely glass. Outside, I see shrub-covered hills and sunshine and
        not much else. Turning to my left, I see a long hallway that hooks a
        sharp right at the end. In front of me are the stairs.

      Okay
        then.

      I
        push off the door and head straight for the stairs, hoping to find
        the kitchen. Trying to conjure up memories from last night doesn’t
        work. I let Tam take my hand and lead me, and I have no idea where
        the hell I am.

      I
        pause in another gigantic hallway, capped by another glass wall that
        vaults a good twenty or so feet in the air. Sunlight spills across
        the floor as I pause with one foot half-lifted, hands in my pockets,
        eyes narrowed.

      I
        doubt Tam needs a house this big, but I also realize that with his
        security concerns, only something like this would do. He’s too
        popular to live somewhere normal. He’d be crushed to death by
        fangirls the day he moved in. I smile a little at the thought of Tam
        climbing out of a moving van with boxes stacked in his arms,
        sprinting wildly away from a horde of women with signs written in
        glitter.

      Not
        that I blame them.

      Tam
        is pretty fucking awesome.

      I
        did not expect him to go full boyfriend on me like that, and I’m
        obsessed. My cheeks heat, and I think about the terrible fact that I
        really, really, really like
        him. I’ve never felt anything this intense in my entire life.
        It’s hard to think about anything but Tam. Not even the curse
        can pull my attention for long, and it’s the entire reason I’m
        here.

      I
        pick a direction at random, opening doors as I pass them by. The
        first one I open reveals a massive room with mirrors on all the
        walls, a dark ceiling with sound-dampening pads on it, and shiny wood
        floors. A sense of déjà vu hits me, and it takes a few
        minutes of staring to realize that this is the room where Tam films
        his dance practice videos.

      Oh.
        Wow.

      I
        move into the room, my bare feet whispering across the floor. One of
        the things I noticed when I was watching his practice videos was how
        his—and the other dancers’—sneakers squeaked across
        the floor. It really stuck out for me, that rhythmic cry of rubber on
        wood.

      I
        pause dead-center to stare at myself, reflected back on all four
        walls.

      “Break
        up with me,”
        I sing off-key, confident in the fact that I’m completely alone
        in here. “If you dare. But I know you won’t, and you can’t
          resist. Why lie to me?” I try one of Tam’s signature body roll dance moves, and I end
        up finding myself so ridiculous in the mirror that I double over
        laughing. I’ve got tears in my eyes as I try again, and
        something pulls a little between my legs.

      I
        clamp a hand over both my mouth and my sore vagina. I’ve used
        my fingers on myself plenty of times in the past, but I’ve
        never really tried a toy. So … Tam was a little different. My
        mouth twitches, and I flee the room, still searching for the kitchen.

      I
        swear at one point, I feel a breeze. It tickles my hair against the
        back of my neck, and I imagine dry leaves or tumbleweeds blowing
        across the ground dramatically. I am officially lost. Searching for
        the source of the breeze only makes it worse, and I somehow end up in
        a laundry room.

      When
        I emerge from the laundry room, I realize I’m at the staircase
        again. The same staircase
        that I started with when I came down.

      I
        go back to the bedroom to get my phone so that I can tell Tam how
        lost I am in his giant house. Instead, when I get in the room, I find
        my gaze drawn to Tam’s duffel bag, the one with the sweater in
        it. I really liked
        that sweater on him. When he hugged me while wearing it, long sleeves
        falling to cover his hands to the fingertips, I swooned a little.
        Maybe it could be saved?

      I
        walk over to Tam’s bag, curious about boundaries and all that.
        Should I be unzipping his bag, even just to grab the sweatshirt? I
        consider it for a while, but in the end, I asked Tam to invade my
        space. I said that. He seems keen to comply, so … I unzip the
        bag, dig around until my fingers hit plastic, and I draw out the
        sweater.

      I
        stand up and toss it back on the bed, so I can get a tie to put my
        hair up. I’m gathering it into a ponytail when my mind drifts
        to Tam yet again. The way he came over to stand beside me and Leo,
        the expression on his face, the sharp glint in his green eyes.

      I
        look up and meet my reflection in the large mirror that’s
        leaned up against the wall.

      “Are
        you going to accept his offer or not?” I
        mock, pretending to be Tam. I point at myself and lift my chin. “No,
        you jealous potato, I am not. You
        know why?” I do another one of his dance moves—badly—and
        then grin at myself. “Why, I’ll tell you. Because I’m
        dating international superstar Tam motherfucking Eyre.”

      I
        readjust my hair, make sure my ponytail looks at least halfway
        decent, and then I take the sweater down to the laundry room. A quick
        Google search gives me what I need, and I work at getting the dried,
        um, stain off with a brush before I soak it in cold water, and then
        wash it like normal.

      While
        that’s going, I continue my search for the kitchen and swallow
        back a shout of triumph when I spot the angular sofa from last night.
        Joules is sitting with his back to me, peeling an orange.

      “Good
        morning, sweet brother,” I call out to him, padding up to stand
        beside him. I put my hands on my hips, and Joules pauses, looking up
        at me. He must be able to tell something happened last night based on
        the way I’m standing or smiling or being nicer to him than I
        should be. He’s
          lying to me. He’s lying, and I should be pissed.

      Joules
        drops the orange and shoots off the couch, snatching my wrist before
        I can run away from him. I groan and just let him look at it. What
        good is hiding it going to do for me anyway?

      “Shit,
        fuck,” he grinds out, scowling in the direction of the
        all-glass wall behind me. The city glints under the sun in the
        distance, the swimming pool a nice blotch of blue against the urban
        landscape. “He slept with you, and he didn’t …
        I’ll kill him.”

      “Joules,”
        I warn as he drops my wrist and turns away, pushing his hands up and
        into his hair. The way he’s talking, the way he’s acting
  … I don’t like it. “I don’t understand why
        you won’t tell me what’s wrong, but I don’t think
        you need to worry about me and Tam.”

      “Of
        course I’m going to worry about you and Tam. Until the curse is
        broken, I’m going to worry about you every fucking day.”
        He turns back to me, fingers still buried in his hair, and looks me
        up and down with dark, troubled eyes. Joules drops his arms by his
        sides. “I got complacent with Joe and Marla. I was sure that
        they were in love. They’d slept together, and there’s the
        eight-percent rule and all that. Lake, if I’d only pushed him
        that much harder, he could be here with us.”

      I
        swallow the hard lump of grief in my throat.

      “I’m
        going to tell Tam about Joe finally,” I admit, as if I’m
        telling Joules the worst possible secret. Talking about that last day
        is … so hard. Joules screaming, and the CPR, and the pleading
        look in Joe’s eyes as he slipped away … “I mean,
        he knows about Joe, but I’m going to talk about what happened
        that day.”

      Joules
        sighs.

      “I
        already told Kaycee,” he admits, and my eyes go wide as I stare
        at him. He stares right back. If he is matched to Kaycee like I
        suspect, this is a good thing. It’s a great thing. “When
        we slept together, night before last.”

      “That’s
        good,” I tell him, and his shoulders relax a little. “If
        you’ve done that already, then you must really like Kaycee.”
        I put my hand to my chest. “That’s how I feel about Tam,
        so don’t stress.”

      “I’m
        glad that you feel
        that way, but what about him?” Joules retorts, the edge of his
        lip curled up in distaste. It’s not just Tam that he’s
        upset about, it’s whatever else is going on that he won’t
        tell me about. “He has to love you back, Lake.”

      “Have
        you seen him?”
        I respond, clasping my hands together. “Joules, he’s
        giving this his all. Please. Consider us a done deal, okay?”

      My
        brother appears skeptical, giving me another once-over and a shake of
        his head.

      “God,
        you’re so dick-drunk right now, I can’t even talk to
        you.”

      I
        roll my eyes at him, stealing his peeled orange off the table. I
        crack it in half and offer one side out to him. He takes it and sits
        back down on the sofa with a sigh.

      “Tam
        offered to pay me to be your bodyguard,” Joules says, and I
        stop with an orange slice halfway into my mouth.

      “Wait,
        what?” I clarify, trying to puzzle it out in my head. “Tam
        thinks I’ll need a bodyguard?”

      “You
        will for sure need a bodyguard once you two go public. I’m
        shocked that you haven’t been outed already, with the way you
        two were carrying on at the concert.”

      I
        frown at that.

      Oh.

      Yeah,
        I knew my life would change once I started dating Tam, but I haven’t
        had much time to consider anything but the curse. And still, since it
        isn’t broken, that’s my priority. It has to be, or we
        only have fifty-odd days to live. A
          bodyguard, huh? And Joules? Tam would pay my brother to hang out with
          us during the day?

      “That
        sounds like a win-win, right?” I ask, because I already know
        that Joules’ new salary is about four times higher than he was
        making back home. “Only … you don’t look like you
        agree.”

      Joules
        meets my gaze, chewing thoughtfully on his own bite of orange.

      “Kaycee’s
        also offered me a job as her bodyguard,” he admits, and my
        cheeks flush.

      My
        brother and I are … Well, we’re both in our
        mid-twenties, so it’s not like it’s unexpected that we
        might find people to settle down with. Only, I thought Joe would be
        here with us, and … I
          just want to break the curse. I
        rub at my wrist and Joules notices.

      “You
        should take that job,” I blurt before he can get it in his head
        to do anything else. “Take the job with Kaycee. Go after
        Kaycee. Give a relationship with her a real, fighting chance.”

      “I
        could never do anything that would cause you harm,” Joules
        whispers, voice rough, dark eyes shifted to the side. He scoots
        forward on the couch and then reaches out for my hands. The orange
        falls into my lap. Joules looks back at me, and I can see that this
        is going to be one of the most difficult conservations we’ve
        ever had.

      Because
        he’s lying to me. Because he’s nervous about something.
        Because he loves me more than he loves himself.

      But
        see, I feel the same way about him.

      “Tam
        and I are this close
        to breaking the curse,” I tell Joules, even if I’m
        scared. Even if I don’t know if that’s true or not. Even
        if I don’t want to die. I force my fingers to stay relaxed in
        his hands, force a gentle smile to my face. “There’s
        nothing more you can do for me. We’re dating. We’re
        sleeping together. We’re spending time together. Joules, this
        is on me and Tam now. This is us. I love you so much, but I don’t
        need you right here, right now. Whatever it is that you need to do, I
        want you to go do it. Work for Kaycee Quinn.”

      Break
        the curse, I
        think, because if I say it aloud, Joules will get angry with me. But
        I think he’s cursed. I don’t know when it happened, but
        if he’s acting weird about Kaycee, then it must be Kaycee,
        right? But if I don’t let Joules go, then he won’t be
        able to do what he needs to do. If
          only you’d let me help you, you ass. But he won’t because he’d fear that my curse
        wouldn’t break.

      “Lakelynn,
        I’m not as strong as you think I am. Joe is gone. You cannot leave
        me. Do you understand?”

      I
        nod frantically at him, and then squeeze his hands back when he
        squeezes mine.

      “Same
        goes for me, Joules. Don’t you leave me here by myself.”

      “You
        won’t be by yourself,” Joules replies with a sad smile.
  “You’ll be with Tam.”
        He spits his name out and then shakes his head with a sigh. “He’s
        so lucky that he’s your Match. If he wasn’t I swear …”

      “I
        believe it,” I tell him, and then I tug Joules by the hand into
        the kitchen. I release him to sit on a stool and go about scouring
        Tam’s food supply. “Let me make you breakfast, okay?”
        I pause with one hand on a cabinet door and glance over my shoulder
        at Joules. “I’m guessing that I won’t be seeing you
        for a little while?”

      “I’ll
        give you until the end of the month to break the curse, and then I
        expect you to come home and bring your pop star fuckboy with you. If
        it isn’t broken by then, we’ll … I want us to be
        together.”

      “Okay.”
        My throat is tight when I go back to searching through cabinets, but
        I tell myself it’s all going to be okay. It’s going to be
        fine.

      But
        those thoughts? Each one has the sharp, metallic taste of a lie.

   

 















CHAPTER FOURTY-EIGHT

TAM

  52
  bobas left until they both die … (the same day)

      



“Please
        pay attention for another twenty minutes,” Jacob says, standing
        over my chair. I’m poised at the edge of a conference table,
        head parked on my hand, eyes closed. We’re taking a
        twenty-minute break before we reconvene, and all I want to do is go
        home.

      The
        CEO isn’t even here—her headquarters are in San
        Francisco—but we’re finishing up the concept for the new
        album with the creative team, and if I’m not here, I won’t
        get much input. I have to advocate for myself.

      But
        damn, Jacob forced me out of that room with guilt and threats.
        Leaving a warm, sleepy Lakelynn behind in my bed didn’t sit
        right with me.

      “I was paying attention, Jake,” I tell him, opening my eyes when I
        hear a ping from my phone.

      I
        slide it across the table and turn it over, glancing at my
        notifications. The security cameras at my house have been going off
        with Unfamiliar
          Face notifications,
        but it’s just Lakelynn so I stopped looking at them. She has
        Joules there, along with a large security team, so I’m not
        worried. “But this is my break. Can
        I please have a break?”

      I
        look up, and I can see that Jacob is not pleased with me. Too bad. I
        have my girlfriend at my house, and I’m distracted. I don’t
        want to be here. I want to be with her.

      “Fine.
        Do whatever you want.” Jacob stands up, straightens his jacket
        out with flustered movements, and then storms over to me. His next
        words come in the form of an angry whisper. “Come to work with
        scratches all over your arms and back like you’ve been in a
        fight with a tiger. Very professional.”

      He
        flees the room with a huff as my lips twist into a smile.

      A
        fight with a tiger? Well, well, Lakelynn.

      I
        tap the notification for the cameras, just so I can see her face. The
        first ‘event’ recorded by the security cameras is Lake,
        sitting up to find my note. I smile when she slaps her hands over her
        face. I wet my lips when she walks naked into the bathroom. I scroll
        through the footage until I see her start to wander the house. She
        finds my dance room first, and I have to put a hand over my mouth to
        muffle my laughter when I see her imitating the choreo for “Break
          Up With Me”. I
        slip an earbud in and turn up the sound, just to see what she’s
        saying.

      She’s singing. And
        it’s so terribly awful, and somehow incredibly endearing.

      My
        chest feels tight, and my mind shifts gears. Last night was …
        I’m having a hard time controlling myself around Lake. Now that
        I’ve let myself relax around her, I’m falling hard and
        fast. Just looking at
        her excites me. My mind strays back to her every thirty or so
        seconds.

      I’m
        going crazy, and I don’t even care.

      Lake
        makes an accidental circle, finds the laundry room, and returns
        upstairs. I watch her on the bedroom cameras as she stares at my bag
        for two or three minutes straight. She ends up kneeling down beside
        it and drawing out the sweater in the plastic bag.

      An
        old twinge of fear grips me, but I push it down and rid myself of it
        for good. Whatever Lake is doing with that sweater, I trust her.

      I
        keep watching, rewarded immediately for putting my faith in her.

      Lake
        is … scraping the sweatshirt. Soaking it. Washing it.

      I’m
        about to get up, say to hell with the meeting, and go straight home
        to her. But then I see that she’s found Joules and that they’re
        having a conversation. It looks intense, so I rewind the footage a
        bit to see what’s going on.

      They’re
        discussing the curse.

      I
        listen to the entire thing, and I only stop when Lake starts cooking
        for Joules, and their conversation switches to family members I know
        nothing about.

      I
        get up and stuff my phone in my pocket.

      “I’m
        going home,” I tell Daniel as I pass by, and he nods, getting
        on his phone to call Pat. Jacob is gaping at me as I sweep past down
        the hallway. “You know what I want from this album. Tell them
        it’s all a no-go unless they make it happen.”

      I
        use the stairs because I’m too impatient for the elevator, and
        then I head straight home.

       [image: ]

      Joules
        is still in the kitchen with Lake when I walk in the door. He’s
        leaning over the countertop while he eats, and she watches him with
        satisfaction from the other side. They’re both chuckling about
        something.

      I
        pause just inside the door as Lake looks up to see me, her cheeks
        going pink, her pupils widening. My body recognizes it right away,
        the instantaneous shift in her demeanor. From laughing and smiling to waiting. Anticipating.

      I
        squeeze my right hand into a fist before forcibly relaxing it. In my
        other hand, I have a boba that I’ve brought home with me.

      “Oh,
        hi,” Lake says, and her sweet, soft voice does everything for
        me.

      As
        soon as I can get rid of Joules, I’m going to fuck her again.

      “Hey,”
        I respond, and the word comes out with an edge to it. Lake shudders
        as I carry over her tea and set it down on the counter. But not too
        close to her. I keep a careful distance for now. My eyes shift over
        to Joules, and I see that he’s taking his sweet time with the
        bacon and eggs and waffles that she’s made for him.

      This
        woman has found my waffle maker that even I’ve never used and
        made breakfast on her first morning here.

      I
        want her to stay with me like this forever, but I can’t say
        that aloud just yet.

      I
        exhale and Lake does the same, our eyes on one another.

      “Are
        you hungry?” she asks, and I should say no because I had a
        green smoothie this morning and that’s all I can really afford
        calorie-wise until dinner.

      I
        nod and take a seat two stools down from her brother.

      “I’m
        going to start working for Kaycee, so I won’t be around much,”
        Joules begins, still staring at his plate. I heard all of this and
        more from the security cameras, but I don’t volunteer that
        information just yet. I’ll tell Lake after Joules is gone.

      “Okay,”
        I tell him, planting an elbow on the counter and resting my cheek
        against it. Thank
          fuck. Lake and I can be alone.

      “But
        no matter how you feel right now, how she feels right now, the curse
        is not broken.”
        Joules finally turns to look at me, and there’s an honest
        pleading in his face that makes me take this even more seriously than
        I already am. I’ve decided that believing in the curse won’t
        change a thing. I’ll just roll with it. “Please take care
        of my little sister, get to know her. Let yourself believe that you
        guys could be together for the rest of your lives. I know it’s
        a lot to ask, but I’m begging you.” Joules stares right
        at me, and my lips part. I sit up straight on the stool to look back
        at him. “I’m trusting you with the person that I love the
        most, Tam.”

      “Joules,”
        Lake says softly, and my heart thumps painfully.

      “I’ll
        take care of her,” I promise him, because if this curse doesn’t
        break then … it won’t be on my end.

      Joules
        stares at me like he’s testing my mettle. I don’t flinch.
        I look right back at him. Maybe he doesn’t know that I waited
        twenty-seven years to let myself fall in love. This is a big deal to
        me—curse or no curse.

      Lakelynn
        and Joules are the only people I’ve met in years who treat me
        like a regular person, who have judged me solely by my character.
        They found it lacking. I could see it that night, Joules’ face
        covered in blood and Lakelynn looking at me like I was a mistake.

      “I
        didn’t come here for him,” she’d
        said to her brother. “I
          came here for you.”

      I
        won’t let that happen again.

      “Won’t
        ask her to get on her knees and suck your dick?” Joules replies
        dryly, and I lift a brow.

      “I
        can’t promise I won’t do that,” I admit, and
        Lakelynn makes a sound, spilling some of the batter as she tries to
        pour it into the waffle maker. “But I’ll be nicer about
        it.” A pause. “Or else I’ll just make sure we’re
        both on the same page with what we want.”

      “Lovely.
        An old virgin dom. Just the sort of guy I wanted to leave my sister
        with.” Joules slides off the stool and snatches up his jacket.
        He moves around the counter to give his sister a kiss on the
        forehead, his eyes leveled over her head and fixed right on me. If
          you hurt her, I will kill you. And
        I believe it, too.

      “Wait,
        did you say virgin?” I say after a minute, when I realize the
        full impact of Joules’ insult.

      “He
        knew you were a virgin from moment one,” Lake explains gently,
        and I raise both brows.

      Well,
        shit.

      “Text
        me twice a day or I’ll hunt you down,” Joules calls out,
        sweeping past me and out the door. I text Pat and tell him to give
        Joules a ride to wherever it is he needs to go. If it’s
        Kaycee’s house, she’s all of five minutes down the
        street.

      I
        look over my shoulder and out the wall of glass until Joules
        disappears down the path in the direction of the garage.

      Only
        then do I turn back to Lake.

      She’s
        already blushing.

      “I
        feel like you’re anticipating something,” I say to her,
        which is just mean. Because we both know exactly what we’re
        anticipating. Hell, I warned her in the note I left. I just really,
        really like her reaction when I say things like that. She squirms,
        and then steels herself, trying to act cool as she tucks sea green
        hair behind both ears. “Want to tell me what that something
        might be?”

      “How
        was your day today?” Lake asks, looking up and refusing to take
        the bait. My fingers curl on the countertop as I search for an
        appropriate response. No,
          fuck this.

      I
        stand up and walk around the kitchen island, snagging the cord for
        the waffle maker and yanking it from the plug.

      Lake
        looks up at me, lips parting as I take her chin in my fingers and
        kiss her.

      She
        lets me walk her backward and over to the couch, my hand sliding up
        and under her hoodie to find her breasts naked and waiting for me. I
        groan against her lips as I thumb her nipple, kissing the tiny gasps
        off her swollen mouth.

      “I
        should never have left this morning. That was a mistake.” I
        tell her this with our mouths just a hair’s breadth apart. “Not
        after last night.”

      I
        lower Lake to the couch, shoving her sweats down so that I can cup
        her between the legs. She’s wet for me already, like maybe
        she’s been thinking about me since she woke up this morning. I
        smile as I nip her lower lip, stroking a finger along her center and
        reveling in the soft, happy shudder of her body underneath me.

      No,
        I can’t wait.

      I
        take my hand away and Lake groans in frustration. I yank her pants
        down and toss them aside, pushing my own to mid-thigh. She spreads
        her legs around me, one flung over the back of the sofa, the other
        foot on the floor. My own foot rests beside hers for leverage as I
        thrust in, thrilled at the sight of her in the early afternoon
        sunshine.

      Gold
        light spills over Lake’s beautiful hair, turns her skin to
        cream, paints her lips a vibrant pink. I curl my fingers into hers,
        take her mouth with my own. Lake is so sweetly enthusiastic when I
        touch her that I want to do it more, kiss her with every thrust,
        touch and pet and worship her with my hands.

      I
        pin her down again when she starts to come, and she pushes right back
        at me. But I meet her eyes when I do it, can see her struggling not
        to call it off. With a groan, Lake thrusts her hips up hard against
        mine, tightening so firmly around me that I can’t move. She
        pulses as she cries out, shoving against me. And then her entire body
        is softening, melting, molding against me.

      “Keep
        going,” she whispers, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      It
        doesn’t take much, just the pair of us, lazy and sloppy and
        precious in the sunshine. I climax buried deep inside of Lake,
        holding her against me, listening to the frantic beat of her heart.

      “He’s
        giving this his all. Please. Consider us a done deal, okay?” Her words to Joules come back to me, and I sigh, holding onto her
        just a little tighter. I got a perverse amount of pleasure at hearing
        her say that.

      “I
        need to tell you something,” I whisper, pushing up so that I’m
        on all-fours and barely touching her. Lake is blushing as she adjusts
        herself onto her elbows. It’s a little different, for sure,
        making love in bright sunshine. I could see everything—the
        strain in her face, the tightness in her neck, the backwards roll of
        her eyes. It’s a lot. I
          wonder what I looked like to her.

      “You’re
        going to come, and then drop that horrible statement while we’re
        still half-naked?” she whispers, and I laugh, dropping my head
        down a little.

      “It’s
        not that bad, but I feel like it gets worse the longer I don’t
        say it.”

      Lake
        wiggles out from underneath me and oofs as
        she falls to the floor. I grin as I sit up, watching her scramble to
        collect herself. I love the way she yanks her sweatpants up like
        that, as if I’m not dripping down the insides of her thighs
        right now.

      Shit,
        I love that.

      I
        look up at her stern expression, and I take my sweet time pulling my
        own sweatpants up. I let the waistband snap against my hips as I sit
        back, hands on my thighs.

      “I
        forgot to warn you that there are security cameras here,” I
        explain, but Lake doesn’t get it. She just blinks down at me
        and then shrugs.

      “Okay?”
        She tilts her head slightly to one side, sea green hair mussed up
        from being underneath me. I shiver and close my eyes briefly. This is
        all new to me, and frankly, I’m having trouble not just
        reverting to sex right now.

      I
        make myself open my eyes, force my body to back off for a minute.

      “So,
        I got an alert on my phone that there was someone here. I clicked it
        because, why not, and I happened to, uh …” I run my hand
        over the back of my neck, lips twisting. “Well, I saw a few
        things.”

      Like
        you, dancing and then grabbing your pussy because I made it sore with
        my dick.

      I
        meet Lake’s eyes, pleased to see that she’s blushing now.

      “What
        things?” she whispers, tucking her hair behind her ears.

      “Well.”
        I stand up in front of her and cross my arms. “Are
          you going to accept his offer or not?” I
        repeat my words from last night and Lake groans. But I’m not
        done yet. “No,
          you jealous potato, I am not.
            You know why?” I pat her on the head, and she moans in agony, putting her hands over
        her face. “Why,
          I’ll tell you. Because I’m dating international superstar
          Tam motherfucking Eyre.”

      “You
        could’ve stopped at the first line, and I would’ve
        received your message loud and clear.”

      “I
        know,” I tell her, petting her hair back and ignoring my body’s
        signals. I’m hard again. Already. “But it’s funnier
        if I deliver the whole thing.”

      She
        jokingly slaps my hand away, and then hesitates.

      “Hey,
        uh, can I show you something?”

      I
        nod, and Lake takes my wrist, using a strange, roundabout way to get
        to the laundry room. Her way involves going outside and cutting
        across one of the porches to get there. Not sure exactly why this is
        what we’re doing, but I find myself laughing and enjoying the
        long journey.

      “Most
        people don’t have security cameras in their house, Tam,”
        Lake informs me as she pushes into the laundry room. I see that she’s
        finished drying and folding the items I put in the washer before I
        left. That’s adorable. I love that.

      I
        wet my lips and look over at her. I’ll do all the chores if she
        wants. I like cleaning up after myself because it means that I can be
        alone when I’m here. I get precious few weeks like that a year,
        and I treasure them. But splitting chores like this? It feels good to
        share something so mundane but necessary.

      “I
        know, and I’m sorry. On the plus side, seeing you like that
        made me want you even more.”

      Lake
        releases my wrist and turns around, backing up a few steps.

      “Well
  … that’s good because I had no intention of acting any
        differently than that. Watching Joe die made me realize that there’s
        no point in wasting time pretending about who you are. Anyway.”
        Lake turns away like she isn’t sharing these deep, personal
        little parts about herself. “Check this out.” She
        presents me with the cream-colored sweater that I defiled. Only, it’s
        clean and nice and folded, warm from sitting on the top of the dryer.

      I
        slip it straight on over my T-shirt, and then I wrap Lake in the
        overly long arms.

      “Oh,
        that’s nice,” she breathes, curling her fingers against
        the soft fabric and closing her eyes.

      We
        stand there for a few minutes before I let her go.

      Guess
        everyone was right about the sweater, huh?

      “I’ve
        had so many fans tell me that they’d die if I hugged them while
        wearing this. Is it as nice as they imagined it would be?” I’m
        teasing her, but her expression is thoughtful, and I see that little
        dimple on her right cheek when she smiles. I cross my arms as I wait
        for her to answer.

      “I
        like the sweater, but I prefer the sweater off.”

      “Mm.”
        I take another step toward her, so that we’re toe to toe. “I
        take it that you had a good time last night then?”

      “One
        would assume, considering the couch just now …” She
        trails off, turning her head slightly to one side.

      “I’m
        not here for assumptions, Lakelynn Frost.” I tap her chin with
        a single finger, and she turns right back toward me again. “Tell
        me.”

      “Tam
        Eyre …” Her voice cracks, and I gather her to me so that
        I can kiss her again. She’s panting against my mouth when I
        draw back for breath. “You’re … off tonight?”

      “I’m
        off,” I assure her, because I’ve told Jacob that if he
        bothers me in the next seventy-two hours that I’m going to fire
        him for real this time. My tongue traces over Lake’s lower lip,
        and she presses into me, seeking more. I draw back, and she moves
        forward onto her tiptoes, reaching. I exhale and fist her hair,
        pushing my tongue into her mouth as she grabs at the front of my
        sweater. Her hand slips between us, cupping me through the pale pink
        joggers I’m wearing.

      I’ve
        accounted for everything … except my mom.

      “Thomas!”
        I hear her calling out to me, and I freeze. Lake startles, and I
        release her hair just in time to keep her from pulling it out.

      “It’s
        my mom,” I explain, but I think Lake already knew that and
        maybe her reaction is a result of that knowledge. My mom wasn’t
        exactly warm toward her at that meeting. Probably because she could
        tell where my heart was before I did.

      She
        doesn’t know that I’m breaking up with Kaycee yet. She’ll
        fucking hate that.

      Lake
        is blushing, putting a hand on her lower belly.

      “Can
        I change in here real quick?” she whispers, gesturing at the
        folded clothes behind her. There are the overalls I took off. The
        panties that were wet with my cum. Those silly boba socks that I
        stripped off her feet in the morning, just barely resisting the urge
        to kiss her on the top of her foot.

      “There’s
        a bathroom just there.” I point at the corner, and Lake gives
        me a look.

      “I
        thought that was a storage closet. How is there a bathroom in your
        laundry room? Does that make sense?”

      I’m
        trying to muffle my laughter in my sweater, so that my mom doesn’t
        find us in here before Lake is ready, but it’s too funny to me.

      “Tam,
        seriously? I’ve counted eleven bathrooms so far today.”

      “There
        are twenty bathrooms,” I tell her, still laughing, and she just stares at
        me.

      “Sir
        Tom, why on earth would you need twenty bathrooms?”

      I
        give her a pat on the head and then point again, liking the way the
        long, cream sleeve of the sweater drapes dramatically over my hand
        and fingers. I’ll remember that for a future music video. Lake
        seems enthralled. I flick my fingers at the bathroom door.

      “Maybe
        there are twenty bathrooms exactly for situations like this? You
        better hurry, or I’m introducing my new girlfriend to my mom
        with …” I don’t have to say it. We both know.

      Lake
        gathers her clothes and takes off with me following her. She gives me
        a look, but I’m just here to wash my hands real quick. I wink
        at her as I dry them off on a towel, and then I slip out of the
        bathroom and laundry room both.

      Just
        in time, too.

      My
        mom is frowning and striding my way with purpose. She’s taken
        her shoes off, but that doesn’t diminish the powerful figure
        that she cuts in navy slacks, a loose jacket, and a cream blouse.

      “Hi,
        Mom.” I wrap my arms around her, but not too tight, not as much
        as I usually do. She notices and is immediately suspicious.

      “Have
        you seen it then?” she asks gently, but I just tilt my head at
        her. I have no idea what she’s talking about. “Shit, Tam.
        Oh, honey, it’s not good.”

      I
        cross my arms, and I just wait.

      Lake
        slips out of the laundry room, looking cute in her overalls and a
        T-shirt that reminds me of our first kiss. She’s already
        smiling, but there’s an edgy tension to her that I’m not
        sure I’ve ever seen. My lips tilt upwards at the corners. She
          wants to make a good impression on Elena.

      “Mom,”
        I begin, unsure why her expression is the way it is. Have I seen
        what? But introducing Lake is more important than digging into
        whatever stupid video has gone viral. Me, taking a piss. Me, vomiting
        and passing out. What could it be now? I don’t know if I even
        care. “Elena. This is Lakelynn Frost, my new girlfriend.”

      My
        mom is oddly silent, and then she passes her phone over with a TikTok
        video queued and waiting. Lake leans in toward me to look at it, too.

      The
        caption reads: Tam
          Eyre performs for his lover in a tea shop. Uh-huh.
        There I am, dancing on a hopscotch for Lake’s cousin. My
        girlfriend clamps both hands over her mouth, stumbling back and
        turning away. She looks like she might throw up.

      “It
        gets worse.” My mother’s gaze slips from me to Lake, and
        I can see that calculating glint in her eyes that I know so well.
        Cutthroat. Merciless. Elena takes her phone from me and navigates to
        another video. “Interesting timing, your new girlfriend and
        this video.”

      Uh.
        I give my mom a look, but she just shakes her head and hands her
        phone back to me.

      I
        take it. I press play. Lake turns around just in time to see what’s
        on the screen.

      There
        we are. Her, in an oversized T-shirt. Me, shirtless. My hands are on
        her waist, our foreheads are bent close. I can see the expression in
        my eyes the way Lake must’ve experienced it. I look like a
        desperate man right there.

      “Would
        you let me fuck you, Lakelynn?” I
        hear myself asking, voice deep and husky and warm.

      Thirty-two
        million views.
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“Apologies,
        but I’ll be stealing Tam away for a little while.”
        Elena’s eyes are hard on me, like she suspects I’ve got
        something to do with the leaked videos. I
          might not have done anything, but somebody in my family did. I’m
        nauseous, dizzy on my feet with betrayal and fear.

      Because
        Tam is not happy.

      His
        hand is clenched around that phone like a claw. The edge of his lip
        is curled up in a disgusted scowl. He’s ice-cold fury and pop
        star petty, and it is not a
        safe combination for me. If Tam kicks me out of his house, out of his
        life, it’s over.

      Fifty-two
        bubble teas and a cold grave.

      Tam
        drags his attention away from the phone and over to me. Our eyes
        meet, and I can see that he’s struggling with a mix of
        emotions. What can I possibly do here but apologize? I assured him
        that he’d be safe with me and my family. I encouraged him to be
        vulnerable around me. Somebody that I trusted betrayed us both and
        made his worst fears come true.

      “I’m
        sorry—” I start, but Tam clenches his teeth and cuts me
        off.

      “Give
        me your phone, Lake.” He holds out his hand, and I hesitate. My
        phone? What does he need my phone for? I think of all the ways that
        Tam has tested me in the past and realize that this is another one.
        He wants to see if I have the videos on my phone, if there’s
        any evidence of me having uploaded them.

      It
        hurts. It hurts so bad that he doesn’t trust me anymore. But
        why the hell should he? He trusted my judgment, and my judgment was
        bad. When he holds out his hand, I give him the phone without
        complaint.

      “The
        CEO called me personally,”
        Elena continues, crossing her arms. What a way to meet my boyfriend’s
        mother. The whole sun-soaked afternoon is ruined. And there’s
        Tam, wearing the sweater I so carefully treated and washed for him. I
        can still taste him on my lips, can feel him between my thighs. To
        see his face as cold as it is? What a blow. “The internet is
        calling you a cheater, and they’re calling her—”

      “Enough,”
        Tam growls, slipping both my phone and his mother’s into his
        pocket. “Don’t you dare say a word.”

      “Tam,
        I—” I reach out a hand for his sweater sleeve.

      “If
        you need a phone …” he begins, voice measured. I end up
        dropping my hand by my side. It doesn’t seem like the best idea
        to touch him while he’s in this mood. I very clearly remember
        the blow job incident. “There’s one in my office. Laptop,
        too.”

      “Thomas,”
        Elena begins, but he sweeps right past her, taking off down the hall
        at a clip that I couldn’t keep up with unless I ran after him.
        Should I? Am I meant to be chasing him down right now, doing my best
        to explain things? Elena and I exchange a long look, but I have no
        idea what to say to her that’ll help.

      “I’m
        sorry,” I repeat again, but she just turns and follows her son
        down the hallway.
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      “It
        had to be Chloe!” Lynn is saying over the phone, her voice
        hushed, like she’s trying to have this conversation with me
        where nobody else can hear it. Maybe because we’re having a
        terrible, awful discussion that neither of us wants to have.

      Somebody
        in my family leaked private videos of me and Tam.

      That
        first one was filmed in our second-floor hallway. I do my best to
        think back to who might’ve been there at the time, but I’m
        coming up empty. Obviously, it had to be someone who was at the tea
        shop with us, in order for them to upload both videos.

      That
        leaves Lynn, Maria, Luna, Ella … and Chloe.

      Chloe,
        whom I’ve known since preschool. Chloe, who sat with me every
        night for two weeks after Joe died. Chloe, who I trusted with
        something that could endanger my life.

      Because
        if Tam takes this the wrong way, I’m screwed.

      All
        along, his greatest fear was being used, being put on display,
        manipulated and deceived.

      And
        this? It’s exactly what
        he was so nervous about. He let go and gave himself fully to me, and
        this is how I repay him?

      The
        way his mom was looking at me, I could tell she wanted a minute alone
        with him. The way Tam was looking at everyone and everything, I
        thought maybe he needed a century to calm down. I came upstairs,
        waited in his bedroom for an hour or two.

      When
        I went downstairs to check on them later, they were gone.

      The
        house is empty.

      So
        here I am, sitting on the edge of Tam’s desk, unsure if I’ll
        even still be welcome here, making phone calls back home.
        Fortunately, I’m from a bygone era. I memorize the
        important phone numbers in my life.

      “Chloe,”
        I start, but I can’t make myself say it. If she really did
        this, then she put my life at risk. This could be the reason that Tam
        and I can’t break the curse. And for what? What did she get out
        of posting those videos? “Oh, fuck, Lynn. Oh, fuck.”

      “Lake,
        I don’t want to scare you, but it’s going mega-viral.”

      “What
        are people saying?” I ask, but then I wish I hadn’t
        because I can take a guess.

      “That
        Tam is cheating on Kaycee, that you’re a …” She
        can’t say it, but we both know. Nothing good. “Have you
        tried calling Chloe? I did, but she won’t pick up. If you think
        about how the dance video was filmed, it could only have been her or
        Maria. And, come on.” Lynn scoffs. “It wasn’t
        Maria.”

      My
        cousin loves me, but she loves my mom more. She would never do
        something like this and risk ruining her relationship with her aunt.

      So,
        Lynn is right.

      It
        had to be Chloe.

      “I’ll
        call her,” I say, and I can hear the brush of Lynn’s face
        against the phone as she nods. I smile at that. “I love you,
        Lynn. Talk to you later.”

      “Love
        you, Lake. Keep me updated.”

      I
        hang up first, dialing Chloe’s number and waiting. Waiting.
        Waiting. I dial her a second time, and I’m sent straight to
        voicemail. With a sigh, I try messaging her from Tam’s laptop.
        I copy and paste that same message onto every social media platform
        that Chloe frequents.

      I
        really need to talk to you. Please get back to me as soon as you can.

      The
        fact that she isn’t picking up, isn’t responding when we
        both know that she’s addicted to her phone, that’s a
        concern. That’s what makes me feel guilty.

      I
        retreat to Tam’s bedroom, fall back on the mattress, and edge
        up into the pillows.

      Tam
        on the sofa, strong and confident above me. Making me come. Letting
        me drag him around by the wrist. Wearing the sweater that he rutted
        into my hips.

      I
        roll on my side and close my eyes.

      If
        I’m in his bed, then he can’t avoid me forever.
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When
        I wake up in the morning, Tam isn’t with me in bed.

      I’m
        alone, but I’m still in his house. That’s a good sign,
        right? He can’t be that angry
        with me. I scramble back to the office, using the laptop to check my
        messages. Nothing from Tam or Chloe, but plenty from the rest of my
        family.

      Namely
        from—

      “There
        you fucking are.” It’s Joules, throwing open the doors
        with a scowl. “Lakelynn, what the hell? I ask you to text me
        twice a day, and then something like this happens, and you don’t
        call me once.”

      “Tam
        took my phone from me,” I mumble defensively, swiveling in the
        chair to look at my brother. He’s got one shoulder leaned up
        against the doorjamb, arms crossed, scowl locked firmly in place.
  “I’m sorry that I told you not to worry about anything.
        Yet, here you are again, because of me.”

      My
        brother softens a little. But only a little.

      “Where
        is he?” Joules demands, but I just shake my head. I had Tam’s
        number saved to the cloud, so I was able to retrieve it from his
        laptop. Can’t get ahold of him. My calls go straight to
        voicemail.

      “I
        have no idea. He won’t answer my messages.” I tap my
        fingers on the edge of the desk. “Joules, this is really bad.
        Tam is a super private person, and now that image of him and me is
        out and … What about Kaycee? Is she doing okay?” I feel
        horrible because I’ve only just now thought of the implications
        for her. Isn’t it going to look like Tam Eyre cheated on her
        with some nobody girl from Arkansas?

      “Kaycee
        is fine. Didn’t you see that she and Tam put out a joint press
        release?” Joules raises his eyebrow as he comes over to stand
        in front of me, showing off his phone screen.

      Tam
        and Kaycee: We Both Found Love But We Had a Contract.

      Oh.

      Holy
        shit.

      Love?

      I
        snatch Joules’ phone, scrolling quickly down the article.
        There’s a video that goes with it, but Joules steals it back
        before I can click on it.

      “Did
        you see all of this?” he asks, and then he shows me all the
        videos that’ve been popping up since yesterday. Videos of Tam
        kissing me in Japantown, videos of us having peppermint boba and Thai
        tea ice cream in Portland, a quick snippet of footage before the SUV
        door closes and Tam has me in his lap. “Do you think that
        bastard did any of these things by accident? He knew people would see
        him.”

      I
        squint at the phone as I think about it.

      Joules
        is right.

      As
        soon as the public found out Tam was with the freckled girl with
        green hair, these things started to be uploaded and paid attention
        to. Tam would anticipate that, wouldn’t he? I bet he did.

      I’m
        still stuck on the first thing that Joules showed me.

      I
        use the laptop to search for the original article, tapping play on
        the video. There’s Tam, smiling in that beatific way of his,
        still wearing the sweater that he fucked into me, and that I washed.
        I shift a little on the chair as he leans forward to speak into the
        microphone. Kaycee is seated beside him, arms crossed over her chest,
        not looking quite so nice as
        she usually does. Her eyes are narrowed to slits, and she stares at
        the gathered crowd with unmasked irritation.

      “We
        had a press release planned, but … life happens.” Tam
        chuckles and then reaches up to push his strawberry hair back from
        his forehead. Silver flashes pepper him as people take pictures.
  “Kaycee and I are each pursuing different relationships, but we
        can assure our fans that this won’t affect our performances
        together. We apologize for not putting our music and our fans first
  …”

      Joules
        waits patiently, but it’s a lot of word salad and little value.
        Doesn’t matter. The press eats up the words coming out of Tam’s
        mouth. Kaycee adds her thoughts in short, clipped tones, puckering
        her fuchsia-painted lips in a way that I know Joules likes. He sighs
        strangely from his spot in the doorway.

      “We’re
        human, too,” Kaycee says, staring out at the reporters and
        influencers and superfans like they’re letting her down by
        making such a big deal out of this. “Please respect our privacy
        until we’re ready to reveal more. Tam, in particular, has had
        his privacy violated more than once. Do your part by reporting the
        video when you see it, and by not participating in a flame war on an
        innocent girl that you know nothing about.”

      “Sources
        say that the girl’s name is Lakelynn Frost, a college student
        from Alabama,” someone calls out, and Tam’s mouth
        twitches. His hands tighten into fists on the tabletop. He’s
        pissed off, but he’s doing his best to keep his emotions
        hidden. God, I don’t blame him.

      Chloe,
        how could you do this to me? I
        think, certain by now that it was her. If it wasn’t, she
        would’ve called me back or at least texted me. This radio
        silence is … very telling. My heart shifts a little, cracked
        into pieces that grate on one another when I move. Being betrayed by
        someone you trust is the worst feeling in the world. It’s
        almost worse than watching them die because it means the person you
        thought they were never really existed in the first place.

      I
        wish Joe were here.

      “She’s
        from Arkansas,”
        Tam corrects, and then he stands up with a forced smile on his face.
  “Thank you so much for joining us. We’ll talk more soon,
        okay?” He makes a little heart with his fingers against his
        cheek, winks suggestively, and then leaves the stage. Kaycee isn’t
        far behind him.

      That
        was posted yesterday afternoon. So where is he? I wish he would let
        me talk to him, but I can understand why he might need a minute to
        himself. Maybe he stayed in a hotel to get some space? Maybe Tam is
        here in the house, and I just don’t know it because it’s
        so cavernous?

      “Mom
        and Dad said there are reporters outside, but Uncle Rob sprayed the
        hose at them, and they backed off a little.” Joules shrugs,
        like it’s no big thing. “So, it was one of your shithead
        friends, was it? I told you
        not to bring them with us.”

      “Chloe,”
        I whisper, closing my eyes against the knife in my back. “It
        was Chloe.”

      Joules
        scoffs, but I hear footsteps as he approaches the bed, wrapping me up
        in his strong arms.

      “I’m
        sorry, Canoe,” he tells me, once again stepping in to fix a
        shitty situation. I told him that Tam and I could do this together,
        that in the best possible way, I didn’t need him right now.
        Look at where we are. “Tam bailed and you haven’t seen
        him since yesterday?” I nod, cheek squished up against Joules’
        midsection. “Come on then. My turn to cook for you.”

      Joules
        pulls me off the chair and then lets go of my hand. Unlike me, he
        seems to have no trouble navigating straight to the kitchen, and he
        doesn’t have to cut across random patios to get there. I
        breathe out a small sigh when I see the ugly, modular sofa where Tam
        had me pinned and wanting just yesterday. How could something like
        this happen? I was so careful. I pursued him so fucking carefully.

      I
        rub at my face, this sense of dread settling in me that I know I have
        to come to terms with.

      Tam
        and I have less than two months to break the curse. That’s it.
        And now, we have an obstacle beyond the simple, basic math of two
        people getting to know one another. Chloe has shoved a boulder into
        my path, and I don’t know how to get around it.

      “We
        might die, Joules,” I whisper, just standing there as he starts
        rummaging around in the fridge. He goes very still and looks around
        the door at me. It’s this big, double-wide commercial thing
        that holds way more food than one person could ever need. It’s
        well-stocked with things that I know Tam can’t eat on the
        regular. Did he have one of his assistants buy all this food for me?
  “Tam and I, we might actually fucking die.”

      Joules
        closes the fridge, and it catches on the edge of my mind how weird it
        is that the kitchen is clean. I left it a mess yesterday, intending
        to come back and clean up after Tam and I had … So, yes to the
        cleaning crew? I don’t even care right now. Irrelevant.

      I
        rub my temples and close my eyes.

      “Lake
  …” That’s my brother, his voice broken and edged
        with fear. But then he stops talking, and I hear another sound. My
        eyes open to see Tam, using the long sleeve of his sweatshirt to open
        the glass door that faces the kitchen.

      He
        kicks his shoes off and then just stands there, looking between the
        pair of us.

      I
        can’t move. I can’t breathe. I don’t know what to
        say to him except …

      “Tam,
        I’m so sorry,” I whisper, and his green eyes widen
        slightly. I walk a little too quickly, and then I run, throwing my
        arms around his waist and squeezing him with every ounce of my
        sincerity. Maybe, if I’m as fully honest with him as I can be,
        he won’t be too upset with me.

      “Lakelynn,”
        he starts, reaching down for my arms.

      “I’ll
        be outside,” Joules growls, and I can hear him stomping around
        in that way of his. “Right outside.
        As in, if you fuck this up, I will end the curse early just for the
        pleasure of seeing you squirm.”

      The
        glass door slams as he makes his exit, and Tam finally gets a proper
        hold on my arms.

      “Lake,
        stop, stop, stop,” he says, and when he pushes me away, I let
        go. He’s holding me by the forearms, still wearing that stupid
        sweater, pink hair a chaotic swirl around his handsome face. His lips
        are parted, eyes wide. “What are you doing?”

      Tam
        leans down to peer at me, and it all comes pouring out of me in a
        rush.

      “I’m
        so sorry,” I tell him, thinking about that intimate moment in
        the hallway, the one that now no longer belongs to just the two of
        us. The world has a hold of that now, and I hate it. Maybe it’s
        a good thing that Chloe isn’t around because I’m not sure
        that I’d be able to hold back. How could she do something like
        that to me—with or without the curse? I look right into Tam’s
        eyes, and I tell him the truth. “I didn’t know that …
        I can’t believe Chloe would … We’ve known each
        other since preschool.”

      “Lakelynn.”
        Tam grips my forearms nice and tight, his voice firm. “What I
        meant was: why are you apologizing to me for something you didn’t
        do?”

      I
        just stare at him, completely and utterly confused.

      “Wait,
        you’re not upset?” I ask, and Tam gets this lopsided sort
        of smile on his face. He lifts a hand and uses his thumb to swipe
        under my eye. Maybe I had a tear, but I won’t admit to it.

      “Upset?
        Oh, I’m upset alright. What happened between us in the hallway
        that day, that was for me and you.” His jaw clenches, but he
        forces himself to relax, sweeping hair back from my face. “Also,
        this is not how
        I wanted the news of our relationship to break. What I don’t
        understand is why you think I’m mad at you?”

      “I
  …” Words fail me there for a minute. I take a small step
        back from Tam, just so I can have the space I need to think. When
        he’s in my space, I forget about everything but him. “I
        thought you were … Well, I guess I was sitting here waiting
        for you to kick me out of your house.” I give a little laugh,
        rubbing at the back of my neck the way that Tam does sometimes.

      “Kick
        you out …” Tam tapers off, and I look up to see this
        slow, dawning horror on his face. “You’ve been sitting
        here thinking that I was going to kick you out?” He’s
        blinking rapidly at me, like he’s as confused as I am. “Didn’t
        you get my notes? Or the new phone I left for you?”

      “I
        didn’t get any notes,” I admit, wondering why he didn’t
        call the landline to speak with me. Or … maybe he did, and I
        just didn’t hear it ring while I was asleep? There’s only
        one phone in the office that I know about.

      “Lake,
        both of our phone numbers got leaked along with the videos. I left
        you a brand-new phone on the counter with a note. I … Shit.”
        Now Tam is the one rubbing at the back of his neck, and I almost
        smile at the sight. “You’ve been sitting here since,
        what, yesterday, thinking that I was going to kick you out of my
        life? Fuck me.” Tam spits those last two words out, but he
        isn’t looking at me anymore. I think he’s finally noticed
        that Joules is leaned back against one of the glass walls outside,
        waiting. “I left my girlfriend alone, scared and worried for
        two days?” He sounds shocked that this is even happening which
        I take to be a good thing.

      “You
        trusted me, Tam. You came to meet my friends even though you knew it
        was probably a bad idea. You danced for them. You came to my house,
        and you bared your heart to me, and now …” I gesture
        loosely with one of my hands. “And your phone number? How did
        Chloe get your …” There were numerous opportunities for
        Chloe to do that. I let my friends and family touch and use my phone
        as needed, without any questions whatsoever. “Anyway, that’s
        who it was. My friend, Chloe.” My breath hitches a little, but
        I need to deal with Tam before I can deal with Chloe.

      “Lakelynn,
        Canoe, Kayak, Paddle Boat … listen to me. We have a lot of misunderstandings happening right now, but I
        need you to understand one thing first. I’m going to make it
        perfectly clear, okay?” Tam rubs his thumbs over both of my
        cheeks now. “We are way past
        the point of me doing something as stupid as kicking you out on a
        whim.” He exhales, almost like he’s in pain. “I
        know how I treated you at the rental house. I know it was bad. I know
        that. But you and I …”

      I
        put my own hands over his, pressing them into the sides of my face.
        My heart is skipping and stuttering like a broken record. I don’t
        interrupt Tam. I just wait, patiently, for his confession.

      “You
        and I are a thing now, Lake. We’re … together.”
        Tam sounds breathless, a little bit excited, a little bit frustrated,
        too. “I didn’t wait twenty-seven years to sleep with a
        girl and then kick her out because her friend broke her heart. I can
        see it in your face, so don’t lie to me. You’re upset.
        That’s why I asked: why are you apologizing to me? Honey,
        you’re heartbroken.”

      Honey.
        Did he just call me honey? Did I like it? Oh
        yeah.

      “You
        trusted me, and I …” I can’t seem to collect my
        thoughts. They’re all over the place. “Chloe knows about
        the curse. She could’ve killed us both.”

      “Maybe,
        if this had happened in the beginning.” Tam slides his hands
        gently out from underneath mine, and then he takes his phone from his
        pocket. He taps out a message, and I hear a different phone buzz on
        the countertop. Tam picks it up for me and hands it over.

      I
        lift it up to see that I missed a bunch of texts from a contact named Mean
          Spirit.

      I
        love this sweater even more now.

      I’m
        going to wear it at the press release, and only you and I will know
        that I almost set it on fire.

      Correction:
        only you and I will know that we had a threesome with it.

      There’s
        an adorable selfie of Tam that follows, and I squeeze my new phone
        against my chest.

      Oops.

      “Notes?”
        I squeak out, and he gives me such a cute, cheeky smile in response
        that my knees go a little weak.

      “I
        stuck one to the bedroom room door before I left the house. I thought
        you were upset and needed a minute, and I knew my mom was making you
        nervous.” He snaps his fingers. “Oh, and I also left
        another note on the nightstand this morning.”

      “What
        did I tell you about giving me space?” I whisper, and Tam wets
        his lips, angling his body toward me in such a way that I can’t
        help but get the message. He
          likes me. A lot. “Also,
        this morning?”

      Tam
        takes his phone, navigates to whatever it is that he’s looking
        for, and then holds it out to me. I take it gingerly, but I don’t
        need any proof. His words are enough. If he says he was here, I
        believe him. Still, I watch the video. I watch Tam walk into his
        bedroom and pause. I watch him come up beside me and stare down at my
        sleeping face with a gentle expression on his own. He crawls into bed
        beside me, curls an arm over my waist, and falls asleep.

      I
        drag the bar at the bottom of the video until I see Jacob come in to
        wake Tam up. He kisses me on the forehead, writes another note, and
        then leaves again.

      Ah.

      So
  … I look up suddenly.

      “Did
        you clean the kitchen?” I ask, and Tam nods, tucking his hands
        into his pockets.

      “I’d
        rather be alone and clean my own messes than have someone in my house
        on my days off.” He smiles at me, and the effect is instant and
        irreversible. I’m so into Tam Eyre right now. I almost check
        the curse mark on my wrist to see if it’s still there, but I
        don’t have to look to know that it is. But
          we’re close. We’re so close.

      “Sorry,
        I … I was planning on cleaning the kitchen myself.”

      “Lake,
        stop. I know that I made you work for my attention in the beginning,
        but we’re in a different place now.” Tam accepts his
        phone when I hand it to him, tucking it into his back pocket. He
        edges a glance in Joules’ direction, but my brother is long
        gone. “Tell me the truth: you’re not okay, are you?”

      “I trusted her,”
        I whisper, so relieved that Tam is not only not angry
        at me, but also that he’s here with me as a confidante,
        somebody to talk to, to lean on, to rely on. “Tam, I never in a
        million years would’ve believed she’d be capable of
        something like that.”

      He
        studies me with such sad resignation that I ache for him as well as
        myself. “Who
          hurt you, Sir Tom?” I’d
        asked, but now I see that it isn’t one person, but many people.
        Tam’s reactions to my advances weren’t simply because he
        was a grump, but because when you touch your hand to a stovetop, you
        get burnt. And if you keep touching, and you keep getting burned, of
        course you’re not going to believe it when somebody tells you
        it’s safe.

      “I
        hate that this is happening to you,” he says gently, pressing
        his tongue against the inside of his cheek in thought. “I hate
        that you’re getting a glimpse of the world through my eyes. I
        liked it much better seeing it through yours.” Tam takes a step
        toward me, and I put my arms back around his waist, my cheek pressed
        against the softness of his sweater. He strokes my back, and I feel
        so soothed, so complete. It helps cool the poisonous ache that Chloe
        left in my heart. “Just think about it this way: you introduced
        me to, what, twenty-seven of your closest friends and family?”
        Tam chuckles, so I don’t correct him and say that there were
        thirty-one people at the barbeque, not including him and myself. “And
        only one apple was bad. Those are great odds. Better than most. I’ll
        admit: I’ve been waiting for something like this to happen all
        along.”

      I
        nuzzle into his chest, and he lets out a deep, wanting sigh that has
        me thinking about other things. Now that we’ve introduced sex
        into our arrangement, it always seems to be hovering near the top of
        my priority list.

      “Is
        that why you weren’t afraid to kiss me in public?” I ask,
        mesmerized by the feel of his hand tracing down my back. “You
        knew it’d all come out eventually?”

      “I
        was hoping those videos wouldn’t go viral until after the
        planned press release, but yeah. I knew. I knew that as soon as word
        got out that I’d been spending time with a freckle-faced cutie
        with hair the color of sea glass, that people would realize all of
        those maybe-it’s-Tam-Eyre sightings
        were, in fact, definitely-Tam-Eyre sightings.”

      “I
        can’t believe she would do that to me. What did she even gain
        by posting those videos in the first place?”

      Tam
        sighs, scooting back a bit so that he can look down at me. I notice a
        drink carrier sitting on the little bistro table outside the window
        behind him. There are four bobas in it, and my mouth twitches.

      “Sometimes,
        people do shitty things for no reason. Or hell, maybe she had a
        reason that made sense to her at the time. I don’t know. All I
        know is this: you are not the bad guy for trusting her. She is the
        bad guy for abusing your trust. And Lakelynn, your trust is valuable.
        I see that you don’t give it easily.” Tam leans in and
        this time, he kisses the unmistakable tear right off my cheek.

      “Apparently,
        I gave it to all thirty-one people at the family barbeque.” I
        make myself smile, but another tear falls. And then another. Chloe really hurt
        me, even if I’m trying to be strong about it.

      “Yes,
        and only one of
        those people thought to upload videos of us together. Just the one.
        You should be proud of your social circle, Lake. It’s something
        about you that I envy, something that I wish I had.” Tam kisses
        my cheeks again, but at this point, he’s just brushing his lips
        against salt because there’s too much of it.

      “Lucky
        you then that we were matched, huh?” I say, teasing him. Tam
        doesn’t take it that way. He pinches his lips a little and
        nods, like he agrees with that statement.

      “I
        am lucky. So fucking lucky.” He hesitates for a second. “Lake,
        we will never just end,
        okay? If we’re going our separate ways, I expect a long
        conversation and some critical thinking.”

      I
        squeeze him a little harder, and he presses a kiss to the top of my
        head.

      I’ve
        traded Joules out … for Tam.

      It’s
        a little sad, but it feels okay. It feels right.

      “I
        can’t believe Chloe betrayed me like that,” I whisper
        again, and Tam lets out a soft, sad sigh.

      “Oh,
        damn, Kayak, you can’t do that to me. You’re breaking my
        heart.” He scoots me back a step so that he can look into my
        eyes. Also, Kayak? I want him to keep calling me that. Or Jet Ski. Or
        Yacht. Or whatever water-related joke he wants to make. “Let’s
        have some boba and talk about it, okay?”

      I
        nod, and Tam leans in to press a sharp, hot kiss to my mouth.

      Thank
        you, Tam Eyre, for being awesome.

      Because
        nobody likes a third-act breakup.

      I
        give the middle finger to the curse, and then I follow Tam outside to
        sit with our feet in the pool, bubble teas in our hands.

      We
        don’t move from that spot for hours.
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  bobas left until my baby sister dies … (the same day)

      



I
        walk into the bedroom to find Kaycee sitting on the edge of her bed,
        lithe body leaned back onto her palms. She
          was waiting for me. I
        smirk as I stroll in, heeling the door shut behind me.

      Something
        about today felt comfortable for me, like riding in to save the day
        for Lake is what I’m supposed to do. But then Tam came back,
        and he wasn’t nearly as horrible as I expected him to be.

      I
        rub my chin, images of her throwing her arms around him flooding my
        brain.

      My
        baby sister doesn’t need me anymore, does she?

      For
        real, at this point, there’s nothing that I can do to break the
        curse.

      “Are
        you okay?” Kaycee asks, her voice softening a little as she
        sits up and plants her chin on a fist, that pornographic mouth of
        hers puckered up. I have to look away, sweeping a hand through my
        hair. I’ve already given her my biggest secret, so what’s
        one more?

      “Not
        really,” I admit, a completely uncharacteristic confession. I
        don’t tell people my problems. I fix other people’s
        problems. I … Shit. “I don’t think that Lake needs
        me anymore.” I sound so lost when I say that, but Kaycee shifts
        her expression into a gentle, understanding smile. “I know that
        she’s twenty-three years old, and that this is normal. She
        should be transitioning into her own space, meeting new people,
        growing up.”

      I
        let my head fall back, closing my eyes against the pain.

      Growing
        up is both sad and joyous, all at once. What’s worse is having
        that journey cut short. As long as Lake is happy with Tam then …
        then I’m happy, too. I’m fucking happy for her. I’m
        so goddamn happy. All I want is for my little sister to live.

      Joe,
        please. If you can hear me, put all of your love and your energy into
        Lake and Tam. Help them break the curse, so that I can die in peace.

      “Joules.”

      I
        open my eyes and drop my chin to find Kaycee standing right in front
        of me. She puts her palms on my chest, and some of the tension leaves
        me. She slides that same palm up to rest against the side of my neck,
        and I come apart.

      I
        put my arms around her, and she makes this soft, happy little sound,
        hugging me back. Since that night in Chinatown, we’ve been
        fucking each other nonstop. But hugging? This is a little new to us.
        Well, it’s a lot new to me. I haven’t been with many
        girls that I just felt like hugging.

      “I
        ran over there to play white knight, and she didn’t need me.”
        I give a soft little laugh, nuzzling against Kaycee’s
        sweet-smelling hair. She always smells good, like peach and vanilla.
        Better is when I fuck her, and she smells like our combined sweat,
        her arousal, my release. Ugh.

      “You
        know what that means, right?” Kaycee whispers, not at all
        bothered by the media shitstorm caused by that video. When I get
        home, I’m going to pay my female cousins to beat Chloe up for
        me. What a cunt. How dare she betray my sister like that? She
        might’ve killed her.
        If Tam were behaving as unreasonably as he was in the beginning, she
        would have.

      “You
        tell me,” I murmur, walking Kaycee back toward the bed. I want
        to feel her naked skin against mine, to remember that I’m not
        alone in this, that I have someone who knows that the curse has
        struck me, too. “You’re smarter than I am.”

      “Oh,
        really?” she teases, but she relaxes back on the bed when I
        push her down on it, spreading those sexy thighs as she looks up at
        me. Her lashes are so long, so dark, and she knows just how to wield
        them like a weapon. I reach down and flick open the button on my
        pants. I need this
        today, to lose myself in Kaycee’s embrace, so that I can feel
        alive. Primal. Human. “Joules, wait,” she says when I reach out to put my hand
        on the inside of her knee.

      But
        oh. She says to wait? Her thigh muscles tremble when I trail my
        fingers up toward her pussy.

      Kaycee
        reaches out to put her hand over mine.

      Our
        gazes clash, and I wet my lips, pulling my cock out and fisting it in
        my hand.

      “Yeah?”
        I arch an eyebrow, but we both know that there’s some serious
        shit we need to talk about.

      “The
        show in San Francisco was my last show with Tam. I have a few days
        on-set for the drama next week, and then I’m off for the rest
        of the month. Longer, if I say so.” Kaycee tucks her knees
        together, nice and tight, and then leans in toward me. I almost can’t
        look at her because I know where we’re going with this, and I’d
        rather talk about anything else. “Joules, let’s go to
        Arkansas together. Let’s find your Match. Let’s save your life.”

      Now,
        I don’t even know if Kaycee truly believes in the curse. I’ve
        told her everything that I know about it. I’ve shared my Frost
        family journal with her. I’ve shared the Cloud drive with the
        uploaded archives. I … told her about Joe and Marla. But
        whether she believes me or not, she acts like she does, and I can’t
        ask for anything more than that.

      I
        stop rubbing my cock. I almost go soft, actually. Kaycee notices and
        scoots closer to the edge of the bed, gently pushing my hands away so
        that she can take over. I hiss out a breath and close my eyes.

      “Joules,
        let’s go to Fayetteville together. We have time.”

      We
        have less than eight weeks. It’s not enough.

      But
  … but it could be.

      I
        hate this sense of hope in my chest, like I might live through this
        to see Tam and Lake get married and make little pop star babies. Like
        I might live to see if Kaycee really is the woman I’ve been
        waiting my entire life to meet. Like I might not die on the ground,
        gasping for breath, the way Joe did.

      “Take
        me home to meet your family,” Kaycee insists, and damn it, she
        says it while her hands are wrapped around my cock. She fists me nice
        and hard, gives a possessive tug that has my lips curling and a
        little growl slipping out. But then you know what this woman does?
        She drifts the tips of her sharp fingernails along my length, and I
        lose it.

      I
        open my eyes to see her staring up at me in challenge.

      “Suck
        my dick, and I’ll consider it,” I tease. We both know I’m
        going to give in. Because as much as I pretend like I don’t
        care about dying, I do. I’m afraid, too. I want to stay with
        Lake and Kaycee and my parents. God, my fucking parents. Aunt Lisa
        and Maria and Lynn and Uncle Rob and my grandmother.

      “You
        better not renege on this deal, Joules Frost,” Kaycee warns me,
        letting go of my cock so that she can grab a pillow. I take a step
        back, and she tosses it onto the floor in front of me, getting to her
        knees with her blond hair falling in loose waves around her
        shoulders.

      “Sorry
        for pullin’ a Tam Eyre on ya,” I tease, but Kaycee
        doesn’t take the bait.

      She’s
        dead serious.

      I
        feel myself sobering up, but then she wraps her pretty hand around
        the base of me again, and I’m struck right through the heart.
        Lost to her. I hate losing,
        but when it comes to KQ? It’s a privilege.

      “No,
        Joules. Not a joke. Take me home. Let’s break the curse
        together.”

      “You
        forget that breaking the curse might involve me screwing a married
        mother of three.” Definitely getting soft now, but Kaycee takes
        care of that by working her hand in a corkscrew down the length of
        me. My breath hisses out, and I buck my hips into her grip.

      “There’s
        a chance of breaking it platonically, right?” Kaycee pumps me
        once, twice. I’m not thinking about platonic anything at this
        point. I’m not thinking, period. Which is probably why I agree
        to this shit. “You’re not allowed to give up on me,
        Joules. You’re not.”

      She
        leans forward, spreading her bright pink lips over the head of my
        cock. Lipstick smears over my shaft as Kaycee takes me in until my
        crown hits the back of her throat.

      “Shit,
        yes,” I murmur, letting my head fall back, fingers digging into
        her hair. Kaycee is the female version of me, a persona that I never
        expected to vibe with let alone fall for. She takes what she wants
        when she wants it, and she isn’t shy about it.

      She
        attacks my dick with that same level of vigor, pink lips wrapped
        around me, an enviable level of suction in her throat that has my
        pelvis gyrating against her face. I fuck her mouth like it’s
        her pussy, and she responds like she’s getting off on the act
        as much as I am. Kaycee sucks hard, her lips tainting me with waxy
        fuchsia lipstick, her tongue wet and hot and wanting. She isn’t
        shy in her movements or her noises, bringing me right to the edge of
        climax before she pulls back.

      I’m
        panting above her as she swipes an arm over her mouth, smearing her
        lipstick. She looks up at me from big brown eyes framed in dark,
        curled lashes.

      “I
        am not going to let you sabotage yourself, Joules.” Kaycee uses
        the bed to get to her feet, reaching up with both hands to snatch my
        shirt and yank it over my head. I fist my own cock, wet from her
        saliva, and I work myself up into a frenzy as I watch her undress.
        Kaycee shoves her hot pink sweater over her shoulders, shimmies out
        of her tight, black pencil skirt. “I’ve put my money on
        you, and I refuse to be widowed at such a young age.”

      “Widowed?”
        I tease, voice rough, husky, desperate. She could ask me for anything
        right now, and I’d grant her wish—even if her wish is for
        me to go after a married mother of three. I
          thought Lake’s Match was bad, but mine is worse. Mine is so
          much worse. “Getting
        a little ahead of yourself, eh, Kaycee Quinn?”

      “I
        could have any man I wanted, and the man I want is you, Joules. Are
        you going to spit on that reality or are you going to embrace it?”
        Kaycee lifts a brow and then slips the straps of her bra down,
        revealing her taut, little breasts, her furled pink nipples, her
        heaving breaths. When she steps out of her panties, I lose myself.

      “I’m
        embracing it, KQ,” I tell her, panting between strokes of my
        fist down my lubed cock. “If I live through this, I’ll
        put a ring on your finger.”

      She
        smirks at me.

      “As
        if that’s the ultimate goal. Don’t fool yourself, Joules.
        All I want out of this is a slice of happiness, okay? We don’t
        have to get married.” An entirely naked Kaycee crawls onto her
        Beverly Hills bed, falling back into the pillows and then spreading
        her pale thighs for me. She says something to me in Korean that I
        don’t understand but makes me feel crazy anyway.

      All
        of that is great. All of that is hot as hell. But what’s even
        more intense is when she opens her arms to
        me in an embrace.

      Before
        Kaycee, but after Joe, I didn’t have anyone that I could break
        down in front of. Anyone that I could be vulnerable with. I have that
        now, and it feels so temporary that I just freeze where I am. For
        once, I’m not a hot-blooded fuckboy with an easy smirk and
        quick hands.

      I’m
        just … Joules.

      “God,
        don’t look at me like that, Joules, or I …” Kaycee
        gestures at me, and I take a deep breath. I kick my boots off, push
        my pants down, and crawl into bed with a pop star.

      Her
        long nails drift through my hair, teasing my scalp and drawing
        breathless sounds from me that I’m not sure I’ve ever
        made before in my life.

      “How
        are you doing this to me?” I whisper, kissing her shoulder, the
        fine birdlike bones of her clavicles, between her perky breasts. “You
        let me fuck your mouth like a bad girl, and then cuddle me in your
        bed like a lost boy.”

      Kaycee
        strokes my hair as I kiss down her belly, tracing her stomach muscles
        with my tongue. When I hit a spot she really likes, they contract,
        this concave shape to her sharp inhalations that I memorize. My teeth
        grip her belly button ring, give it a tug. She exhales, stirring my
        hair as California sunshine bathes the room in a surreal golden halo.

      It’s
        just an afternoon like any other, fifty-four days before my death.

      “I’m
        not a girl, and you’re not a boy,” Kaycee murmurs, still
        petting my hair. I look up at her, and the expression on her face is
        pure confidence, the same sort of take-no-shit attitude that she used
        to claw her way to the top of a cutthroat industry filled with wolves
        and ringed with judgmental onlookers.

      She’s
        a queen, a goddess, and that expression? It makes me feel
        like maybe she’s right, like we could break this curse together
        if we tried. It’s a false hope, but I cling to it because I
        want so desperately to live. For
          her. With her. Because of her.

      “You
        could’ve fooled me,” I tease, pressing my lips to the
        smooth silk above her clit. Kaycee is hairless from the neck down.
        Her brows are sharp and arched over those big eyes, her lashes full
        and thick. But that halo of wavy hair around her pale, dichotomous
        face? That kills me.

      Half-angel,
        half-devil.

      I
        smile as she smirks down at me, fisting my hair and trying to push me
        where she wants me to go.

      “I’m
        a woman—your woman. You’re a man—my man. And we’re
        going to make this curse our bitch. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes,
        ma’am,” I reply with a little smirk, but when she tries
        to push me down again, I surge up over her, gathering her into my
        arms. We’re both laughing as I slip a condom on, throw her over
        a small mountain of pillows, and fist that golden hair for a nice,
        hard ride.

      Afterward,
        we put silky robes on—mine is too short, and too pink, and ridiculous—and
        we make our way downstairs to the hot tub. KQ has champagne, a
        wall-mounted TV, and exquisite taste in slasher films.

      A
        pop star and her bodyguard.

      Such
        a cliché.

      Such
        a promise for a happily ever after.

   

 














CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

LAKE

  48
  bobas left until we both die …

      



“Wait,
        you’re leaving?” I ask Joules over the phone, standing in
        Tam’s kitchen as I consider what sort of cake I want to make
        for his birthday. He’s out of the house again, doing God only
        knows what. An interview, I think? But I’m not sure.

      All
        I know is this: he tossed me a package on his way out the door and
        said all he wants for his birthday is me. Upon opening said package,
        I found the same apron that I wore back home, the one I borrowed from
        Lynn. It’s pink and frilly, and it says Mrs.
          Tam Eyre on
        the front of it.

      Cheeks
        flushed, I slipped it on over my head and I’m wearing it even
        now.

      Hey,
        Tam didn’t hold the Chloe thing against me. And, he
        let us sit on his roof to watch fireworks on the Fourth of July a few
        days ago. My first ever Fourth away from home. My second ever without
        Joe. Tam has been great, so if he wants me to wear an apron for his
        birthday …

      “Kaycee
        wants to meet Mom. What else am I gonna do?” Joules asks, and
        his voice sounds both gruff and pleased at the same time. Either I’m
        right and Kaycee is his Match or else he’s simply fallen hard
        for her. I hope it’s both things, and there isn’t
        something else that he’s lying to me about. “Besides, I
        saw you with Tam the other day. Are you sure that
        the curse isn’t broken yet?”

      I
        lift my left wrist up for inspection, but there it is in all its
        red-stained glory. The curse mark stares back up at me, glimmering
        gold at the edge in defiance of my relationship with Tam.

      Despite
        his reservations and his fears, he didn’t come for me when the
        video was leaked. He didn’t blame me for it. Instead, he held
        me and comforted me, let me sleep in his arms in his bed with nothing
        expected in return. We didn’t even have sex that night though
        sex is pretty much all I can think about right now.

      Tam. I just want Tam to come home, so I can show him this apron, and the
        cake I’m about to make. That is, as soon as I commit to the
        actual baking process. Heh.

      “That’s
        great, Joules,” I tell him, even if the thought of him going
        home to Arkansas makes me feel a little lonely. My first thought is: I
          can’t stay in Los Angeles all by myself. But
        then, my brain immediately redirects to Tam, and I don’t feel
        that way anymore. Things are changing in my life, and I don’t
        know how to process them all. “When are you leaving?”

      “Last
        day of Kaycee’s drama shoot,” Joules confirms. “Well,
        the day after. We’re going to hop in the SUV and start
        driving.”

      I
        hesitate before I respond, because I love my brother more than anyone
        else in the world. I’m also happy for him. I’m also
        worried about him. If Kaycee is his Match, then I don’t want to
        do anything to stand in the way of that. If I were to survive the
        curse, only to find out that Joules was going to die soon after, I
        would never forgive myself.

      I
        take a sip from the boba that Tam left for me this morning, just to
        fortify myself.

      “Hey,
        Canoe …” Joules says gently, before I find the right
        words to respond. I go very still, fingers tightening around my boba
        cup until it dents beneath them. He sounds like he’s this
          close to
        telling me the truth about what’s going on. I brace myself for
        impact. “When I get home, I’m going to pay our female
        relatives to beat Chloe Lindt up, okay?”

      “Joules
        Frost!” I warn, but he hangs up on me. “This bastard,”
        I growl out, miming throwing my phone. Of course, I don’t go
        through with it because, well, I need a means with which to
        communicate with my family. Ahem. I take another sip of boba, cheeks
        flushing when my mouth floods with little chewy tapioca pearls. Ahhh.
        Sunshine in a cup.

      Chloe.

      Sigh.

      She
        hasn’t spoken to me, Ella, Luna, Maria, or Lynn. We were able
        to confirm that she’s okay by calling her mom, but Mrs. Lindt
        didn’t seem to have any clue that something had happened
        between us. I squeeze my eyes shut against the betrayal. It could’ve
        been bad, yes, but Tam handled the situation like a true gentleman.
        Unfortunately, no matter how sweet he is to me in private, I don’t
        dare look online for fear of what people are saying about me. I know
        it’s bad, based on what my family is telling me.

      Also
  … also … my parents … I open my eyes and fight
        the urge to gag.

      “Would
        you let me fuck you, Lakelynn?”

      That’s
        just lovely. Exactly the sort of emotional vignette that I wanted my
        grandma to view online along with millions of others. Just peachy.

      Maybe
        I should let Joules hire our cousins to—

      “No,
        shit.” I shake my head, set my boba down, and push the sleeves
        of my sweater up. Tam and I both seem to have a thing for each other
        in soft, fuzzy sweaters. The way he puts his hands on my waist, skims
        his palm over my breasts, I— “No, shit. Focus Lake.”
        I give a double fist pump. Head in the game.

      I
        am going to bake Tam Eyre a birthday cake.

      When
        I messaged him this morning to ask what sort of cake he likes, he
        sent back: sugar-free
          and low-calorie. Haha. *skull emoji*

      I
        was thinking more along the lines of strawberry, chocolate, red
        velvet, that sort of thing.

      Oh
        well.

      Maggie
        went out to grocery shop for me since there are too many paparazzi
        outside the gates to get in and out of the estate easily. I’m
        not ready to face them. My poor family though … Tam asked
        Daniel to assemble a security team for them as well. What is wrong
        with people? Crowds showed up to take photos, and groups of teenage
        boys came to spray-paint horrible things about me on the garage.
        That’s okay though because Uncle Rob chased them with a
        baseball bat and smacked them in their asses while their girlfriends
        filmed. The entire thing got posted online (of course) and it was
        nice to see the stupid punks get what was coming to them.

      Anyway,
        here I am with a counter full of ingredients I barely recognize,
        trying to prep myself for making a sugar-free, low-calorie cake in
        the shape of a watermelon slice. I’ve got real watermelon, too,
        and I’ve already taken the time to slice it into rings. I’m
        going to use star-shaped cookie cutters on the sweet, red flesh, and
        then I’ll stick straws into them so they’re like
        popsicles or something. I have a jar filled with a colorful mix of
        beans, just for the look of it. I’ll put the watermelon pops
        into that, an aesthetic bouquet of fruit that Tam Eyre isn’t
        supposed to like.

      Damn
        though, was Joules right about not looking him up online or what? He
        is nothing like
        his public persona. Too grumpy. Too in love with watermelon. A bit
        bossy in the bedroom.

      I
        bite my lip.

      “No,
        shit.” Third time’s a charm. I refocus on my task and
        manage to get the batter whipped up. I’m using soy milk, apple
        cider vinegar, Greek yogurt, applesauce, vanilla, whole wheat flour,
        monk fruit sugar, lil’ bit of salt, some baking soda. I’ve
        never made a cake like this in my entire life. I know what my mom and
        grandma would say, what GG Louise would’ve said if she were
        still alive. “That
          a cake or a shelf at the health food store?”
        I chuckle as I quote her, swaying my hips to Tam’s music on the
        impressive sound system that covers every square inch of the house.

      Once
        I’ve got the cake baking, I hit the frosting next. I’ll
        do a regular cream cheese frosting, but I’ll halve the powdered
        sugar, and I’ll only frost in a very thin layer. I’ve got
        beet powder to turn the frosting red without using artificial dyes.
        For the green rind of the watermelon, I’ll use matcha powder.
        And to make the black seeds? Well, fine, I had Maggie grab some dark
        chocolate.

      A
        text pings on my phone, and I suck a bit of cream cheese off a finger
        before I pick it up to check.

      It’s
        my mom.

      Uncle
        Rob used his shotgun on a drone that was flying around the backyard.
        God, almighty, what is wrong with these Tambourines? I chuckle at her text even as I’m realizing that I never
        considered drones before. Oh dear.

      I
        pad over to one of the glass walls and lean in toward it, peering up
        at the sky. With as popular as Tam is, I’m surprised that I
        haven’t seen any drones yet. I turn and lean my back against
        the wall, tapping out a reply.

      Oh,
        Uncle Rob. Hey, did Joules tell you he was coming home early? I
        leave the message purposefully vague, fishing for information. But if
        Mom knows that her only son is cursed, she doesn’t let on.

      I’m
        excited to meet his new girlfriend—your Aunt Lisa is a huge fan
        of Kaycee Quinn—but I’m still worried about you. Lake,
        there’s not a lot of time left.

      There’s
        not. I know that. But what more could Tam and I possibly do to break
        the curse? He’s so sweet to me. He’s … we have
        brilliant chemistry when we’re naked. He’s letting me
        live in his house.

      I
        turn my phone screen off and set it aside to check on the cake.

      Ah,
        all done!

      I
        pull it out to let it cool, snacking on one of the watermelon pops
        while I sway to Tam’s music. I’ll admit, I wasn’t a
        fan at first, but it’s growing on me. My new favorite is this
        horribly embarrassing song called “Our
          First Night” which
        is about a couple’s first time in bed together. He wrote this
        when he was still a virgin and yet, one would ever know listening to
        it.

      I
        take the cake out of the pan and then I cut it into thirds, stacking
        them together with a bit of the red frosting. I put green on the
        rind, red on the point, melt the chocolate and drip it onto wax paper
        in the shape of seeds.

      When
        I’m done, I have a nice-lookin’ cake shaped like a slice
        of watermelon.

      I
        snap a few pictures to send to my family, and my face falls when I
        remember that I booted Chloe from the group chat. God. What a mess.

      Another
        text comes in, and I see that Tam has sent me a selfie with a face
        mask on, sunglasses pulled low on his nose, a ballcap on his head.

      OMW. That’s
        all it says.

      I
        sprint upstairs—okay, I walk because it’s basically a
        hike to get there—and I give myself a little peptalk in the
        mirror. I have a plan for how I want to handle this birthday thing,
        and I’m not letting my inexperience or tendency to be awkward
        hold me back.

      “You
        can do this, Lake.” I point at myself, and I don’t think
        about my complete and utter lack of game. Remember the restaurant in
        Portland when Tam pushed my hand off his knee? That was … ugh.
        But this is going to be different. My lips curve as I remember Tam’s
        words to me from the other day. “Lake,
          we will never just end,
            okay?”

      I
        can do this.

      I
        strip off the apron along with all of my clothes—and then I put
        the apron back on. Just the apron. Tam assured me that despite the
        glass walls, I’m safe in here. We have our privacy. When I
        asked him why he had glass walls in the first place, he just gave me
        a look and raised brow, all cocky and shit. “Because
          the view is nice?”

      What
        an arrogant ass.

      I
        slip on some fuzzy pink slippers that look nice with the apron, and I
        force myself out of the bedroom door and down the stairs before I
        lose my nerve. If I let my gaze slip to the side, I catch images of
        my bare-naked ass in the glass walls.

      Lovely.

      I
        forge onward, until I find the kitchen again. This morning, when I
        woke up—warm and cozy in Tam Eyre’s bed—I found a
        hand-drawn map waiting for me by the lamp.

      This
        a quicker—but much less fun—way to find the kitchen. xoxo
        Tam

      God,
        I like him. A lot. I genuinely enjoy his company which, if I’m
        being honest with myself, is not something that I was expecting. When
        I first found out that I was matched to him, I was really just trying
        to avoid the reality that I might die.

      When
        I get downstairs, Tam is already there, mask pulled to his chin,
        sunglasses about to fall off his nose. His ballcap has been
        discarded, leaving the sweet, chaotic mess of his hair to catch the
        sunshine. He’s peering at my cake with that cute little divot
        between his brows, a soft smile on his lips.

      “You’re
        back,” I blurt, jumping a little. I didn’t expect him to
        get here so quickly. I was going to fortify myself with another
        watermelon pop.

      “What—”
        Tam starts, turning to look at me. And then he doesn’t talk
        anymore. All of the blood leaves his face, and his body gets this
        strange, supernatural stillness to it.

      “What
  … the fuck?” I finish for him with a little laugh. “If
        that’s what you were going to say, I’ll answer for you.”
        I throw my arms up. “Happy birthday!”

      I
        know what I look like, naked and wearing a frilly pink apron that
        reads Mrs.
          Tam Eyre. See?
        Maybe I do have some game?
        He looks like he’d much rather eat me than that cake. Which is
  … that’s probably good since I didn’t taste it. I
        didn’t want to cut into the cake and ruin the potential
        perfection of the watermelon slice design. It could very well taste
        like sawdust.

      “Happy
  …” Tam doesn’t seem to know what he’s saying
        or what his original question was. His pupils are blown now, and I
        like the way he takes off his sunglasses and rubs at the bridge of
        his nose. “Lakelynn Frost,” he says with a little
        chuckle, tossing the glasses onto the counter and making his way
        toward me with a stride that is pure, carnal intent.

      I
        make a sound as he wraps an arm around my waist, hauling me off my
        feet with no visible strain. Only my toes are touching now, but
        there’s no pressure on them at all. Tam stares down at me with
        a face built to be famous. He really is handsome, there’s no
        denying that.

      The
        expression on his face doesn’t hurt, this miasma of desire and
        blatant expectation.

      There’s
        only one reason your girlfriend greets you naked at the door.

      Tam
        kisses me, like it’s my birthday
        instead of his, walking us both backwards until my shoulders bump
        into one of the sun-warmed glass walls. With his free hand, Tam
        threads his fingers into my hair with that gentle, prayerful
        reverence of his. I love that, how he can worship me with one hand,
        and command me with the other.

      “Did
        you bake me a cake, Kayak?” he murmurs against my mouth, teeth
        grazing my lower lip. I wrap my arms around his neck, using my
        fingers to toy with the soft strawberry strands of hair at the back
        of his head.

      “Low-calorie
        and sugar-free,” I assure him earnestly, just wanting to get
        back to the kissing and hopefully, if things go well, the wild
        fucking that comes next. But Tam looks confused. He snorts a
        surprised laugh and then uses his hand to rub at his adorably baffled
        facial expression.

      “That
        was a joke, Mrs. Tam Eyre.”

      “Mrs.
        Tam Eyre?” I cock a brow as Tam pushes a knee between my
        thighs, spreading them and simultaneously pinning the bottom of the
        apron to the glass. Between his arm and that knee, I’m
        thoroughly captured.

      “I
        mean, it says so right here.” He traces the pink lace neckline
        of the apron, long draws of that rough fingertip over my clavicle. I
        make a small sound as Tam shifts his knee up a little, brushing my
        already wet sex with the fabric of the apron. “Anyway, you’re
        naked in my house. You baked me a cake. You cut watermelon into the
        shape of stars.”

      “They’re
        watermelon pops,” I tell him, and he cuts me off with a kiss,
        lifting me up with that arm around my waist. There’s a quick,
        deft undoing—never a fumbling—of Tam’s pants, and
        then he’s shoving the apron up and pushing his hot, hard body
        into mine.

      His
        mouth is on my neck as he thrusts my ass into the window, slamming
        his own palm into the glass for leverage. In the background, his
        music continues to play, and I find myself hyper-fixated on the
        layering of rough, sex-drenched groans against slick, melodic croons.

      And
        then … oh.

      “Break
        Up With Me” starts
        to play.

      The
        best part is that Tam doesn’t even notice, doesn’t care,
        because he’s so invested in me, and I can only hear it because
        I am so goddamn invested in him. I writhe against him, clutching at
        his head, pressing his mouth to my neck. My eyelids are just barely
        cracked, hooded with desire and lashed in fluttering sweeps of black
        that bat under the heavy weight of pleasure.

      I
        spot the curse mark on my wrist.

      You’re
        not in love yet or else the curse would be broken.

      That’s
        a tough pill to swallow, but it’s also … it’s
        early in our relationship. It’s okay. It’ll be okay.

      I
        banish any further thoughts of the curse mark.

      I
        dig my fingertips into Tam’s hair as he moves his mouth from my
        throat to my lips, tasting the lingering sweetness of powdered sugar
        from the frosting.

      “My
        birthday, right?” he murmurs, like he’s trying to ask me
        something. Pretty sure I hum an affirmative, and then Tam is setting
        me down and spinning me around. He pulls on my hips, and I put my
        palms up on the glass to brace myself. I even get on my tiptoes to
        make it easier for him, but if poor Tam wants this, he’s going
        to have to even the height differ—

      Oh.

      Tam
        pushes himself into me, his hips hitting my ass. I curl my fingers
        against the glass and lift my head. The very first thing I see is his
        rapt attention, fixed on my face. Our reflections stare at each
        other, and then he begins to move.

      It’s
        so bright outside, so easy to see everything.

      The
        indentations of Tam’s fingers in the soft pale skin of my hips,
        the way my breasts sway with each forward-and-back, forward-and-back.
        Sea green hair falls gently into my face, and I exhale, stirring it
        with my breath.

      Tam’s
        eyes and mine never leave each other, and I have the privilege of
        watching his orgasm face in real time. So
          beautiful. I
        don’t know how he does that, turns something so embarrassing
        into performance art. His gaze is half-lidded, but I can still see
        the shift of his green irises as his eyes roll back. Porn star mouth
        parted, rolling his lower lip under his teeth, the tense strain in
        his strong arms.

      Tam
        slides out of me and then hits his knees right behind me. He’s
        still panting when he re-grips my hip with one hand, slipping two
        fingers into me with the other. Pushing his release back into me.

      I
        close my eyes tight, drop my head. I end up sliding down the wall
        until I’m on my hands and knees, Tam’s fingers still
        buried inside of me. I put my own hand to my clit and relieve the
        pressure while he smiles at
        my reflection.

      When
        I get too close to a climax of my own, I find it impossible to keep
        my fingers moving. Tam takes over for me, one arm coming around my
        waist and dipping to my clit, the other still firmly buried in me. He
        takes me right back to that edge, and when I start to fight him, he
        just uses raw strength to hold me still until that wave breaks.

      I
        tremble and then collapse, caught around the waist with Tam’s
        arm and hauled into his lap.

      We
        can still see each other in the glass. Him, sitting with his legs
        straight out and spread. Me, tucked up against his bare body. His
        pants are still rucked down to the center of his thighs.

      Tam
        keeps his arm banded around my middle and then rests his chin on my
        shoulder, watching me with lazy, sated pleasure in the reflected
        glass.

      “Favorite
        birthday of all-time. Hands down.”

      I
        rotate my wrist so that the curse mark isn’t visible, and then
        I turn my head to look at Tam.

      “Is
        this what you expected when you gave me the apron?”

      “Actually,
        no. I sort of assumed you’d wear it over your clothes. Then
        again, you didn’t wear clothes over your lingerie, so I guess
        this is sort of your style.”

      “I
        assumed the hot dog costume would be hot!” I protest, wiggling
        away from him. I stand up, and … there’s a mess. A mess
        of Tam Eyre. “Let me go clean up. Have a watermelon pop while
        you wait.” I move away from him while he’s still droopy
        and sexy on the floor, watching me. I can feel his eyes on me until I
        turn the corner, and only then do I let myself smile as wide as I
        want to. I might also giggle, but I made Tam promise not to watch the
        security cameras unless there was some sort of threat. He won’t
        know about this.

      I
        take a cool shower and study the apron. Seems salvageable, so I put
        it back on, wearing it downstairs to find Tam sitting on one of the
        stools at the kitchen island, frowning.

      I
        pause to study his expression, and he turns a look on me that tells
        me I’m in trouble.

      “What
        the hell is this?” he asks, pointing at the ceiling.

      Oh.

      My
        playlist has clicked over and we’re now listening to “NIGHT
          DANCER” by
        imase—a Japanese pop star that I have a huge crush on.

      “Don’t
        you love him?” I ask absently, getting out some plates so that
        I can cut the cake.

      Tam
        leans in across the counter, wearing an oversized cotton cashmere
        T-shirt that he admitted spending four-figures on. It’s a pale
        coral color that makes his eyes look like a supernatural shade of
        emerald. Still, his pupils are too big. Still, my body gets weird
        when he looks at me that way.

      “Love
        him? No. My girlfriend prefers some other guy’s music over
        mine. My ego is wounded.” He drops his head in mock defeat, and
        then lifts it up with a predator’s glint in his gaze that makes
        me shift on my feet. Touch
          me again, I
        think, and then Tam is standing up and coming around the counter.

      He
        reaches behind my neck and unties my apron. Does the same to the
        waist. I’m naked before him, holding the knife I’d
        intended to cut the cake with.

      “I
        seriously can’t function with you like this. I’m sorry,
        but …” Tam tears his fancy shirt over his head and then
        yanks it over mine. He lets the fabric fall into place, and it hits
        me just below
        the ass. He puts the apron back on, and we’re both breathing
        hard and acting really weird. “Is it just me or do you think
        about fucking me all the time?” he asks, and I’m struck
        by his boldness.

      “Um, all the time,” I admit, and Tam retreats back to his stool like he
        needs the space to survive.

      “Good.
        Not just me then.” He smiles at me as he ruffles up his hair,
        other hand on the stool between his legs. Sunlight hits the
        well-worked planes of his upper body, and I forget all about the cake
        again. Tam takes one of my watermelon pops, and watching him bite
        into the fruit’s sweet flesh is basically pornography.

      “There’s
        something I want to ask you about.” I shake my head and then
        realize that I have no idea how to cut a cake that’s already in
        the shape of, well, basically it’s a giant cake slice already.
        Hmm. I cut the tip off the triangle, put it on a plate, and pass it
        over to Tam.

      “Ask
        away,” he says, accepting the plate from my hand and breathing
        the smell of the cake in nice and deep. “Screw my diet. I’m
        eating all of this.”

      “Low-calorie,
        sugar-free,” I remind him, cutting my own slice. “Anyway,
        I wanted to ask you about drones.”

      “Drones?”
        he asks, sliding one of the two forks I grabbed across the counter.
  “What about drones?”

      “Do
        people try to spy on you with them?” I plop my own cake slice
        onto my plate.

      “Every
        damn day,” Tam says with a laugh that clearly tells me he’s not amused. That’s his grump-laugh. “We have eagles that are
        trained to take down the drones.” Tam cuts a bite off the end
        of his cake as I stare at him. He’s messing around with me,
        right? Eagles? Did he just say eagles?

      “Eagles?
        As in, birds of prey? Am I understanding this correctly?” I’m still holding
        the knife that I used to cut the cake. I toss it into the sink as Tam
        looks up to meet my eyes.

      “Yeah,
        birds. Live birds. I have a security guy who lives on the property;
        the birds are his.”

      “That’s
  … Okay, then.” I rub my forehead. “You have a man
        that you pay to live at your mansion in Los Angeles, and he keeps
        birds who are trained to attack drones? Am I … is that what
        you’re trying to say to me?”

      Tam
        grins, licking a bit of watermelon juice from the corner of his lip. Oh. My
        heartbeat flickers strangely.

      “Kayak,
        we get dozens of
        drones here every week. Dozens of them. If I didn’t pay someone
        to help me with that, I’d never get a minute that wasn’t
        recorded and shared online.” Tam’s smile falters a
        little, and I can see that as much as he loves his job, that he also
        wishes he had privacy. Falling in love with him means giving that up
        for myself. I will never just be
        Lakelynn Frost ever again—I will forever be referenced in
        connection to this man.

      That
        hurts a little bit, I admit.

      “There
        are no laws against spying on someone with a flying camera? Seems
        like there should be.”

      “Ehh,
        California has some anti-paparazzi laws, but all it really says is
        that the videos can’t be used for commercial gain. Most people
        just want a viral video.” Tam shrugs, like it’s no big
        deal. It is. I can see it in the tense set of his shoulders. Maybe I
        shouldn’t have brought this up on his birthday? “Anyway,
        we collect the downed drones and hold them at the gatehouse. Usually
        takes two-to-three days for the owner to get the proper paperwork in
        order, and then they can come and pick them up. My legal team
        reimburses them for the damages.”

      “You reimburse these
        fuckwits for spying on you?!” I blurt, and Tam cringes a
        little. But then he laughs again, ruffling up his hair.

      “That’s
        how we keep such good records of the people doing it. Too many times,
        and we can get them in court for harassment. My mom handles all of
        those things for me.” Tam stares down at his cake, a tender
        sweetness coming over his lips as he looks at it. Because
          of me. That tender sweetness is for me. He
        looks up and makes absolutely no effort to hide that fact from me. “I
        don’t have the stomach for it. What I do have
        the stomach for is your cake.” Tam winks at me. “Any
        special reason you asked about drones?” He stops with the cake
        bite halfway to his mouth. “You didn’t see one here
        today, did you?”

      “No,
        no, nothing like that,” I assure him, and he finally finishes
        putting the cake into his mouth. He goes a little quiet as he chews,
        so I try to distract myself from my fears over the taste. “My
        Uncle Rob shot a drone out of the sky with his shotgun today.”

      “A
        drone at your parents’ house?” Tam asks, and then he
        curses, setting his fork down. He stares at the countertop and makes
        a face. “What the hell, Tambourines?” Before I can stop
        him, Tam grabs his phone and lifts it up to record himself.

      Shirtless.
        With my cake in front of him.

      “Hey,
        Tambourines? Can you please leave
        Lakelynn’s family alone? I know you’re curious, but we’ll
        tell you more soon, okay?” He finishes, and then I get a
        notification from TikTok that Tam Eyre has posted. Ah. I see. Me and
        one-hundred-and-seventy-million of his closest friends.

      “Is
        that going to be okay? You won’t get in trouble for it?”
        I ask, because I know this is one of the things in the beginning that
        made Tam the most nervous about dating me.

      “I
        have fans who respect me, who genuinely care about my music. They’ll
        stop if they know they’re hurting me by doing it. As for the
        handful of crazies … the security team that Daniel set up
        should be able to handle it.” Tam picks up his fork again and
        takes another bite of his cake.

      I
        smile.

      Must
        be good, right?

      I
        cut a bite of my own cake, and put it into my mouth, expecting—if
        not a flavor explosion, then at least a flavor sprinkle. Instead …
        it’s … wow. There’s no taste from the beet powder
        in the red frosting, but the green part tastes like, well, green tea.
        Like matcha. Ah. Um. The cake itself is chewy and gummy and horrible.

      I
        look up at Tam, and see that he’s chewing thoughtfully, eyes
        shifted to the side, and he’s trying really, really hard not to
        laugh.

      “It’s
        horrible. It’s awful.” I set my own fork down. “Stop
        eating it, Tam. It’s disgusting.” I’m so
        embarrassed right now, cheeks flaming.

      “No,”
        he says after swallowing, hand shaking on the fork, still not looking
        at me. “When you’re like me, you get used to diet food
        after a while. I know what a low-calorie, sugar-free cake is supposed
        to taste like.” A little bit of laughter slips from his lips.
        He puts a fist up to his mouth to stifle it. “It’s
        delicious.”

      “You
        fucking liar,” I whisper, opening the trash compactor with my
        foot and tossing my cake slice into it. “Be honest with me
        right now.”

      Tam
        looks back at me and then picks up the rest of his cake in his
        fingers, putting the entire thing into his mouth as he winks at me.
        He chews it slowly, thoughtfully, and then licks his fingers clean in
        a dramatic show afterward. His nipples are hard as well. Couldn’t
        miss that. Not for a single second.

      “You
        have tears at the corners of your eyes. It was so gross that you’re
        crying.”

      “I
        loved every bite,” Tam tells me, and his words reek of honesty
        in a way that makes me fall a little harder for him. He means that.
        Just because I made the cake for him, he means that. “You took
        exactly what I said, and you baked me a low-calorie, sugar-free cake
        in the buff. You made watermelon pops because you know what a filthy
        liar Tam Eyre is. In the span of an hour, you’ve made me come,
        you’ve made me cake, and you’ve made me laugh. Lake, I
        will write many songs
        about you.”

      “Oh,
        please. You can’t pull that pop star shit on me and expect me
        to swoon.” I’m
          swooning.

      Tam
        stands up and makes his way over to the fridge, opening the doors and
        then purposely canting his gaze over to mine. He cracks a seltzer
        water, drinks it in a way that’s as pornographic as him eating
        watermelon. Finishes that can. Opens another. Chugs that.

      Just
        like I did after I sucked him off.

      I
        narrow my eyes, but then Tam is crushing that second can and tossing
        it aside. He closes the fridge doors.

      He
        comes for me.

      He
        takes me again in the kitchen, still wearing his shirt.

      He
        lied to me about loving that awful cake.

      Because
        sometimes people lie to protect the ones they love.

      People
        like … Joules.

      Like
        Joe.
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      “Tell
        me something I don’t know about you,” Tam says, fingers
        stroking through my hair as I lie on his chest in the dark. I’m
        still wearing his T-shirt, but we lost the apron somewhere. I feel
        the urge to apologize about the cake again, but I choke it back.

      Because
        I know what I need to do.

      Tam
        can’t truly fall in love with me if I don’t give him
        every quiet, private part of myself. And I want him to. I want Tam to
        fall in love with me. I want to break this awful curse.

      I
        exhale, and he stiffens up a little underneath me.

      “Are
        you okay?” he asks, his voice colored with concern.

      “I’m
        fine.” I curl one of my legs over Tam, and he shudders like
        I’ve just rubbed a hand along his erection. Am I that exciting
        to him? I smile at that. “I just thought that if we want to
        break the curse … I should tell you more about Joe.”

      “Your
        cousin,” he says, and I nod. He can feel my hair moving against
        his chest, and goose bumps spring up on his arms. I smile a little
        more—despite the subject matter. “He passed away last
        year?”

      “He
        did. More like a year and a half ago now.”

      “With
        his Match, Marla.”

      “So
        you were listening at the steakhouse? I was certain that I was
        alienating you further and further with every word coming out of my
        mouth.”

      Tam
        shifts, tightening his arm around my waist and encouraging me to lay
        more fully on top of him.

      “Well,
        it was a close call. I won’t lie. But Lake, when I caught you
        crying over that Styrofoam tombstone, my heart broke a little. I
        don’t know. I could just tell you wouldn’t make things up
        about Joe.”

      I
        sniffle and close my eyes.

      I
        hate telling this story.

      I’ve
        only told this story to the grief therapist I went to afterward.
        Didn’t help. I left that appointment, and I threw up in the
        trash can at the end of the sidewalk. Never spoke about it again.
        Everyone in my family was there anyway, so it’s not like I need
        to talk about it.

      They
        know.

      We
        all know.
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      497
        bobas ago – aka fourteen months ago

      

      

I’m
        standing in the entryway, heart in my throat.

      I
        can’t fucking breathe.

      Aunt
        Lisa is pacing in front of me. Joules is leaned up against the wall
        on my right, arms crossed over his chest. My gaze slants to his and
        our eyes meet. Joe went out to meet Marla more than three hours ago.
        It’s almost five-thirty, and Joe has until eleven-twenty-two
        Central Standard Time to make her fall in love with him.

      If
        he doesn’t then he’ll … I can’t. I won’t
        let my mind go there. It’ll be okay. Joe can pull off a Hail
        Mary. It’s happened before, with plenty of our ancestors. Hell,
        it happened thirty-two times in one year, back in 1823. I wring my
        hands in front of myself, waiting. Waiting.

      My
        mom and my grandmother fiddle around in the kitchen. My dad and my
        uncles sit on the couch, a show on that they’re not watching.
        It’s on mute, and I’m not sure anyone’s even
        noticed. Maria and Lynn sit at the dining room table.

      Tick.
        Tick. Tick.

      The
        front door opens, and there’s Joe with his blond hair and green
        eyes. Smiling. He’s smiling.

      I
        run past Aunt Lisa and throw my arms around his neck, sure that he’s
        figured it out. He’s broken the curse.

      “Hey,
        hey, Canoe,” he whispers with a little laugh, pressing a kiss
        on my cheek. That was my third-to-last kiss from Joe, so I remember
        it well.

      “Please
        tell us you did it,” I blurt, pulling back from him and
        reaching for his left wrist. He lets me take it, almost as if he’s
        too ashamed to say the words aloud. I shove his jacket sleeve up as
        Aunt Lisa stumbles over to us, Joules strolling cautiously behind.

      The
        mark is still there.

      I
        jerk my gaze up to meet Joe’s.

      He
        won’t look at me. Won’t look at his mom. Won’t look
        at my brother, his best friend in the entire world (besides me, of
        course).

      Bile
        riles in my throat, but I choke it back.

      “I
  … I’m freaking Marla out now. She asked me to leave
        several times. I was scaring her. I … couldn’t stand
        outside and scare her, could I?”

      “Joe,
        this is your life!” Aunt Lisa screams at him, voice raw with
        panic. “Do what it takes. Whatever it takes. I don’t care how that bitch feels.” She has tears streaming down her face,
          but Joe is angry now.

      “Don’t
        call her that,” he says, voice rough but determined. “It’s
        only been a year since the man she loved died right in front of her.
        She’s doing her best. I’m doing my best. We’re just
  … doing our best with a curse we don’t know anything
        about.”

      Aunt
        Lisa collapses, but Joe catches her, and then my uncles and Dad are
        helping to get her seated on the couch. Joe’s mom puts her face
        in her hands and weeps.

      I’m
        stuck in place, feet frozen to the floor, struggling with the sharp,
        acidic burn in my stomach and throat. Fear.
        That metallic twang is fear.

      “What
        are we going to do?” Joules ask gently, standing just in front
        of Joe. He hasn’t moved away from the front door. He’s
        wearing a scarf. I will forever remember the expression on his face.
        Distant. Like he was already dead. He knew. He knew from the moment
        he walked in the front door that this was going to be his last time
        coming home.

      Joe
        turns suddenly, and then he kisses me on the forehead. Once. Twice.
        His breath stutters out as he hugs me tight, and then Joules is
        there. It’s when my brother puts his arms around our cousin and
        squeezes him that I know for sure this isn’t going to be okay.

      No
        miracles are going to happen.

      My
        cousin is going to die.

      At
        eleven-twenty-two Central Standard Time.

      And
        Marla, his Match, she’ll die with him. No matter where she is.
        No matter what she’s doing. No matter how unfair this whole
        thing is. That’s why it’s a curse, right? Nobody said a
        curse would be fair.

      “Look,
        it’s probably a bunch of shit, right?” Joe teases,
        forcing a smile when Joules and I give him some space to breathe. He
        smells like this special cologne that Marla made for him, ash wood
        and cinnamon or something. She likes to mix scents. It’s her
        hobby, to sell perfumes in locally owned stores around the city. “I’m
        sure I’ll be fine.”

      Joe
        knows that he isn’t going to be fine, but he takes off his
        scarf like normal. Hangs up his jacket like normal. Walks into the
        dining room like normal.

      All
        of his favorite foods are laid out across the surface of the table.
        Homemade macaroni and cheese. A supreme pizza from his favorite
        place. The cake that Marla baked for him a few days ago, when we all
        still had hope that they’d break the curse. Gram’s curly
        sweet potato fries. A casserole that Aunt Lisa made and probably
        burned, but that Joe will pretend to like.

      “All
        this for me?” he teases, and my aunt shoves up from the couch.
        She stumbles in her haste to get to her son, and then she hugs him
        and rubs his back. For ten minutes. Ten straight minutes. Nobody else
        moves until they’re done, and then everyone is kissing and
        hugging Joe. They’re all crying and laughing, and people are
        trading stories like this isn’t the worst day of our entire
        lives.

      I
        stand back from the group with Joules by my side. We clutch hands. We
        squeeze.

      “I
        can’t live without him,” I whisper, eyes wide. I’m
        in shock. I am absolutely in shock.

      Still,
        some part of me can’t give up this fantasy that the curse is,
        indeed, a bunch of bullshit. It’s not real. How could it be
        real? There’s no magic anywhere else in the entire world, but my family is cursed? That’s dumb. That makes no sense. Joe is
          going to be fine. He’ll live right past eleven twenty-two
          Central Standard Time. Marla will live past eleven-twenty-two Central
          Standard Time. It’ll all be fine. It’ll be just fine.

      We
        join the family for a meal at the table, Joules and me on either side
        of Joe. We take a lot of pictures. Too many pictures.
        I still can’t look at any of those pictures.

      Joe
        asks if we can bring some mattresses downstairs, put them in front of
        the TV, have a sleepover and a movie night.

      We
        do.

      We
        drag my mattress down three flights, drag Joules’ mattress, my
        parents’ mattress. We make a nest out of blankets and pillows,
        and we all cuddle up together. Aunt Lisa is behind Joe on the couch,
        occasionally running her fingers through his hair. I’m on Joe’s
        right. Joules is on his left.

      We
        turn on a movie.

      Nobody
        is watching it.

      The
        clock says eleven-eleven, and I make a wish. I close my eyes, and I
        wish with my whole entire heart for Joe to be okay. I will give up my
        own life. I beg the universe. I plead. I make bargains. Surely, if
        the curse is real then I must be able to trade my life for Joe’s?

      It’s
        eleven-nineteen, and there are several people who are crying. I’m
        one of them.

      “I’m
        fucking scared,” Joe says, and is his breathing already slowing
        down? “I’m so scared,” he whispers, and there are
        tears in his eyes. I brush them away with my thumbs, and I cuddle
        nice and close to him. I hold him. I let him know that he isn’t
        alone.

      “We’re
        right here, Joe,” I tell him, and then I kiss his cheek. That’s
        the last time I ever kiss him. I’ll die clinging onto that
        memory.

      It’s
        eleven-twenty. Aunt Lisa has called for an ambulance, but it won’t
        matter. It won’t change anything.

      “I
        love you, more than anything,” Joules says to Joe, and they’re
        looking at each other. That’s when Joe starts to breathe a
        little strangely. He keeps looking at Joules, and Joules is looking
        at him, and they’ve both read every book in the archives dozens
        of times over. We all have.

      The
        rules are clear.

      Get
        matched. Three-hundred-and-sixty-five-and-one-fourth days. Death.

      Becoming
        dirt. Growing a tree. A tree. A tree.

      Joe
        gasps and grabs onto the front of Joules’ shirt.

      “No!”
        That’s me. Joe is coughing. Joe is gasping. He’s pulling
        at Joules, and my brother is taking action because that’s what
        he does.

      “Help
        me, Lake!” Joules shouts, and my uncles and cousins are there.
        Aunt Lisa is screaming. We’re lowering Joe to his back, his
        head between my legs, my fingers stroking over his forehead. Joules
        starts CPR while Joe is gasping for breath, while his eyes look up at
        me in pleading.

      “Marla,”
        he whispers, and I hate her. I hate the curse. I hate this fucking
        curse.

      That’s
        the last word that Joe ever says.

      Joules
        is still performing CPR, breathing into Joe’s mouth for him,
        pumping his chest. I’m holding his head, looking down at his
        beautiful eyes, watching them glaze over. The front door is opening.
        Paramedics. Joe is taken away from me.

      Aunt
        Lisa is screaming in my mother’s arms.

      Joules
        is pulling his own hair, tears streaming down his face, lips parted
        in shock.

      He
        lifts his eyes to mine.

      We
        stare at each other.

      Joe
        Frost is pronounced dead in the ambulance, and in forty-five days he
        is dirt and there is a tree growing in what was once my cousin.

      So,
        the curse is real.

      The
        curse is so fucking real.
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      48
        bobas left until we both die – aka present day

      

      

I’m
        choking on my tears as I sit up suddenly, struggling to breathe. Tam
        rolls over and procures yet another handkerchief—a blue and
        white one this time—and then passes it over to me. I blow my
        nose, trying to pull myself together.

      “Lake
  …” Tam’s voice is so soft, so private, so
        beautiful. I don’t look at him. I can’t. Because I’m
        worried about Joules. Because I’m worried about us.

      Forty-eight
        days is not a lot of time. It’ll be over in the blink of an
        eye, and there are no special bargains to be made, no falsehoods to
        prove.

      “No
        matter how much I think I like you Tam Eyre, no matter how much you
        think you like me. This …” I hold out my wrist. It’s
        dark in here, so it’s hard to see, but I know he’s aware
        of what I’m trying to show him. “This mark will kill us
        both on August twenty-fourth at eleven-twenty-three p.m. Central
        Standard Time.”

      Tam
        takes my wrist, rubbing his thumb over the mark. It flares gold, a
        very obvious oddity in the dark bedroom. Tam exhales in surprise.

      “If
        the curse isn’t broken, Lakelynn, then …” Tam
        takes a minute to collect himself, and then he reaches over to switch
        on the bedside lamp. When he turns back to me, Tam takes my face
        gently between his hands and leans in like he’s going to kiss
        me. “If the curse isn’t broken yet, then it’s not
        on my end.”

      I
        let out a stuttering breath, and then Tam kisses the tears off my
        cheeks, kisses my lips.

      “Do
        you hear what I’m trying to say?” he whispers, and I nod.
        I kiss him back, and I don’t let him say the actual words just
        yet.

      Because
        no matter how deep his infatuation for me goes, he isn’t in
        love with me.

      If
        he were then … I push the curse to the back of my mind, fall
        into the pillows, and take Tam Eyre with me.

   

 














CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

TAM

  47
  bobas left until we both die …

      

      

The
        day I left Lakelynn locked outside the rental house was the day I
        started to suspect that—despite the curse—I was the one
        who was falling first. Leaving her outside like that wasn’t
        because of Kaycee, like I told myself at the time. It wasn’t
        because I was still truly entertaining the idea that Lake was a
        crazed fan with a deep, skillful agenda.

      It
        was because I was selfish. And afraid. I felt drawn toward her in a
        way that I’ve never been drawn to anyone before. I wanted her
        to be real so badly, and she is. She is real.

      I
        scrub a hand down my face, yawning dramatically as I hit the button
        on the blender. Today’s green smoothie consists of spinach,
        green apple, cashews, a very small
        dash of maple syrup, some lemon juice, water, and ice. Yep. That’s
        it. Delicious.

      My
        eyes shift over to the glass lid sitting on top of Lakelynn’s
        horrible cake. There’s a strange tightness in my chest, this
        flood of warmth. I jokingly told her I wanted a health food cake, and
        she made one for me? In the shape of a watermelon slice? I just …
        I can’t with this girl.

      She
        plays ring toss in the swimming pool like she’s still a kid at
        heart. She covers her laptop in boba stickers. She greets me naked at
        the door on my fucking birthday.

      I
        smile, sliding a hand over my mouth to cover the expression.

      “Make
        any for me?” a voice says from right behind me, and I’m
        not even surprised. I’m used to being alone in my hotel rooms,
        in my house. That’s how it feels sometimes, like I’m
        either alone in a crowd or alone-alone. Lake eases that ache inside
        my chest, makes me feel like I’ve got someone on this earth
        who’s genuinely interested in the core of me. Not the dancing,
        the singing, not the outfits. Just me.

      I
        turn around and lean my elbows back against the counter, like my
        heart isn’t racing. I probably look much cooler than I feel.
        That’s how it always is, but I’ve been training my entire
        life to do things like this. To flirt. To look pretty. To appear
        relaxed.

      “If
        I thought you’d like it, I would,” I tell Lakelynn. She’s
        standing sleepy and adorable in front of me, yawning and looking
        around the room like she’s just realized that the sun is only
        on the cusp of waking up. “As it stands, you’ll break up
        with me if I force you to eat this. Want something with chocolate?”

      “I
        said that I’d work out with you. Why didn’t you wake me
        up?” She yawns again, and I can’t help myself. I push up
        off the counter, and I put my arm around her, rest my chin near the
        top of her head. I like the way her fingers curl automatically in the
        front of my shirt.

      “This
        is only one of two workouts I have to do today. Come with me on the
        next one. Right now, I want you to go back to sleep. Getting up early
        like this is hell.” I whisper all of this against her hair,
        closing my eyes as her soft form melts into mine. I’m having
        all sorts of urges that I’ve sung about, but never experienced
        before.

      At
        twenty-seven, I feel like I’m going through a second puberty or
        something.

      Or
        maybe my body and my heart were both asleep, and Lake has only just
        now woken them up?

      I’m
        in love with her, and she’s not in love with me.

      I
        open my eyes, lips curving into a smile that I know she can feel. I
        tilt my chin, give her a kiss on the head, and step back. It takes
        her a minute to untangle her fingers from my shirt, the fabric
        pulling.

      I
        need to get her out of her own head. I need to wake her up next.

      “What
        are you thinking about, so serious?” she asks, tilting her head
        slightly to study me. She’s incredibly perceptive, this girl
        who chased me down and thoroughly caught me. I’ve been snatched
        by Lakelynn Frost.

      IF
        YOU DON’T LOVE ME, WE BOTH DIE … PLEASE HELP ME—the
        silly letter that she threw at my head. I don’t even care if
        the curse is real or not. What she told me about Joe is pure,
        undiluted truth. One of the rawest stories I’ve ever been told,
        the depth and strength of that enduring grief. It rides in her gaze
        even now, as she’s peering up at me like all is right with the
        world.

      Sunshine
        in a cup, huh?

      The
        woman I’ve fallen in love with is hopeful, beautiful, and
        destroyed, and she doesn’t even know it. I wish so badly that I
        could’ve met Joe. He must have truly been an incredible person
        to ruin someone as wonderful as Lake with his absence. My chest
        constricts again, and I fold my arms quickly to help hide my clenched
        fists.

      Whether
        the curse is real or not, Joe died horribly. Lakelynn suffered
        because of it. Lakelynn is convinced that
        we’re both going to die in a few weeks.

      “Tam?”
        Lake asks, and I realize I’ve been standing in silence for at
        least two minutes. Maybe longer. The beautiful thing about Lake is
        that she lets me have all of that time to think.

      “I’m
        thinking how wonderful it is that my birthday cake is low-calorie and
        sugar-free, so that I can eat another huge slice after I go running.”

      “I
        really want to accept your offer about getting back in bed while you
        go running alone. But.”
        Lake rolls her shoulders, like she’s trying to wake herself up.
  “I won’t stand here and be lied to about that cake.”

      I’m
        smiling nice and crooked now, and I see that Lake’s eyes track
        right to my mouth. She’s ensorcelled me. She’s made me
        like her. I’ll pose however it is that she likes me best, just
        to see her smile back.

      “Fine.
        It’s truly an awful cake, but you tried to give me what I asked
        for. It’s the thought that counts, right?”

      “You
        must’ve gotten a million cakes baked in your honor yesterday,”
        she muses, and I shrug one shoulder.

      “In
        my honor, maybe. But not for me. Not in the way you did it.”

      The
        kitchen goes silent, and I turn to give us both a minute, snagging
        two glasses with straws.

      I
        pour half of my smoothie into Lake’s cup, knowing she won’t
        like it anyway.

      “Thanks.”
        She takes the glass from me, and we both take a sip.

      She
        goes very, very still, and I grin.

      “See?
        Your cake? My smoothie? Health food. I told you I was used to it.”

      “Tam,
        this is disgusting.” Lake shoves the glass on the counter like
        it’s a bunted insult. She gives me a look. “I’m
        going running with you.”

      “You
        insist, huh? Well, then.” I turn and grab a small stack of
        clothes off the counter, presenting them to Lake with a smirk. “Say
        it, and you can have them.”

      She
        reaches out to inspect the items, and it takes her a good thirty or
        so seconds to register what I’m holding—a stack of sports
        bras. Her eyes lift to mine.

      “Tam,
        I need a sports bra,” she
        whispers, and I wet my lips. Oh God. The tension between us. “How
        did you know my size?” she asks, and I give a soft, little
        laugh.

      “I
        measured them—with my hands.”

      Lake
        punches me in the shoulder just as the door opens and both Jacob and
        Daniel walk in.

      Oh.
        Damn. I forgot they were coming with me. They’re both dressed
        in running clothes, ready to hit the trails on my property. Ten acres
        all to myself, no paparazzi, no fangirls. That never happens. I spend
        all my time running in glass cubes on treadmills, staring out at
        unfamiliar cities with my mind stuck in a faraway place.

      “I
        checked the tags on your bras,” I whisper into Lake’s
        ear, and then I dump the stack of bras into her arms. I stand up and
        smile at the boys. “Do you guys want a smoothie?”

      “I’d
        rather not. I dislike throwing up this early in the morning, Sir Eyre.”

      “At
        least you’re addressing me with the appropriate amount of
        deference, Jake,” I tease him, winking just to add insult to
        injury. Jacob shudders. If there’s one person in this world
        who’s truly immune to my charms, it’s Jacob. I can never
        quite swindle my cousin. Poor
          Lake. Poor Joe. Poor … Joules. “I see we’re still talking like we’re from Bridgerton.”

      Jake
        ignores me, but Daniel smiles at
        Lake. He smiles at her, and I’m not sure if I’ve ever
        seen him smile before.

      “We’re
        running with him today, so don’t feel pressured to come if you
        don’t want to.” Daniel’s gray eyes flare with the
        barest hint of a tease as he looks my way. First time I’ve seen
        that, too.

      Lake
        hesitates, and a strange cloud shifts across her gaze. It’s
        there and gone so quickly that I question my instincts, but …
        should I stay in with her instead of working out? Or maybe she’s
        just tired?

      “Well,
        okay then. But I’m working out with you later.” She turns
        to head back in the direction of the bedroom. “Wake me up when
        you get back.” I nod and Lake smiles. “Good morning,
        goodnight,” she tells Jacob and Daniel, and then she’s
        heading around the corner and out of sight.

      We
        all wait until we hear the distant sound of a door opening and
        closing.

      I
        level my gaze on Jacob, ready for him to come at me.

      “An I
        told you so would
        be welcome, at any point,” he says, gesturing in Lake’s
        direction. “Did I tell you this girl was going to cause you
        trouble?”

      “Is
        it her fault that her friend turned on her, and she didn’t
        expect it because she’s a fucking awesome person? Lake is one
        of those rare humans who can get genuinely excited over someone
        else’s success with zero resentment. She doesn’t do
        shitty things, so she’s surprised when others do shitty
        things.” I sigh. Might as well get this over with because it’s
        going to come out sooner or later. “I’m in love with
        her.”

      Jacob
        groans and turns away as I finish my smoothie and switch it out for
        Lake’s abandoned one. Heh. Was I right or what?

      “You
        know that I hate to get involved, but thank God.” Daniel puts
        his hand on my shoulder, and I get this little thrill, like maybe he
        really is my friend. I’m glad he approves because I’m
        committed to Lake anyway. There’s nothing anyone could say to
        change my mind. Only Lake has the power to do that. “She’s
        a wonderful woman, and you’re an idiot if you miss this
        opportunity.”

      Daniel
        gives me a pat, turns, and then heads outside like even that show of
        emotion was too much for him. I see him put his hands on his hips and
        gaze up at the sky, like maybe he wants to experience the same things
        that I’m feeling right now. It’s heady. Addictive.
        Falling in love really is like a drug. All I can think about is
        Lakelynn. Even my career seems like a dim and distant star.

      “Your
        fans don’t like her, Tam. This isn’t reflecting well on
        you.”

      “Then
        maybe they’re not my fans at all? Because if they were, they’d
        be so fucking happy for me. We’d celebrate this together.”
        I put my smoothie cup down on the counter and walk up to Jacob with a
        tight smile on my face. “Put together a press conference—I’ll
        be taking Lake with me.”

      “Tam,
        wait a minute.” Jake rushes out the door behind me.

      “Oh,
        so it’s Tam now?” I ask, and it’s only partially a
        joke. I give Jake a hard look. “I’m serious about this.
        I’ve explained that to you. Campaigning against Lake isn’t
        going to work. Please stop.”

      Jake
        sighs and throws his hands up in defeat.

      But
        it’s Daniel, unable to hold back another smile, that makes my
        decision shine bright in the early morning sun.

      “Let’s
        run, shall we, boys?” I take off, and I make a race out of it.

      You
        don’t become the world’s most beloved pop star without a
        competitive edge.
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      When
        the guys and I take a break to drink some water, and cool off in the
        shade, I check the security cameras for the house. Not to spy on
        Lake—I told her I wouldn’t do that—but just to make
        sure she’s in bed, asleep, and that all is good.

      Instead,
        I see her crying, holding onto a pillow when she should be holding
        onto me.

      “Where
        the fuck—” Jacob calls out, but I’m already running
        away too quickly to hear him.

      I
        sprint down the hill, scattering dust and rocks, coating myself in
        dust and rocks. I don’t care. I stumble onto the porch and then
        inside, sprinting up the staircase, and forcing myself to slow down.

      I
        don’t want to scare Lake.

      I
        open the door gently and peek in.

      “It’s
        me,” I say, and the sounds from the bed cut off abruptly. I
        step inside and close the door behind me, stripping my shirt and
        shoes as I go. I’m panting too, and very sweaty, but I’m
        not bothering with a shower until I’ve checked on her. “Hey,
        I gotta just get this out there and tell you that I glanced at the
        security cameras.” I sit on the edge of the bed, my eyes still
        adjusting to the dark. I can’t really see Lake right now, just
        the vague shape of her body under the covers.

      “Uh-uh.
        You glanced?” she whispers, but her voice cracks and my heart
        breaks along with it.

      Telling
        me about Joe last night, that was her putting herself out there for
        me. She was showing me her weakness to see how I’d react. I
        cannot fuck this up. I refuse to
        fuck this up. I kick my dusty shorts off, and then I climb under the
        covers with her. I even put them back up over my head because that’s
        how she had them.

      I
        see that she has her phone. When I reach out to take it, I look at
        the screen.

      There’s
        Lake with a guy on either side of her. She has her arms around their
        necks, wearing that same one-piece swimsuit she donned at the rental
        house. On her right, there’s Joules, same dark hair, same cocky
        smile. This picture can’t be all that old. On the other side,
        there’s a blond-haired, green-eyed guy that must be Joe.

      I
        flick across the phone to find the next picture.

      It’s
        taken in the same format: Joe on the left, Lake in the middle, Joules
        on the right.

      Only,
        none of them are smiling. I mean, they’re trying to smile,
        standing in front of the dining table I recognize from Lake’s
        parents’ house. The surface is covered in food. A casserole
        dish that’s burnt on the bottom, a half-eaten cake, a pizza
        box.

      Ah.

      Shit.

      These
        are the pictures from the day that Joe died.

      “Can
        I keep looking?” I ask, and Lake nods, hair whispering across
        the pillow. I scroll to the next image.

      It’s
        a video.

      I
        look over at Lake to be sure she’s okay with me watching this,
        but she reaches out and taps play before I can even ask.

      “Did
        you get your sunshine in a cup today?” Joe
        asks Lake, putting his arm around her and hugging her close. They
        both look so sad, like they’re saying goodbye. “I
          should’ve grabbed you a boba on the way home.”

      “It
        won’t taste the same without you,” Lake
        breathes, but Joe doesn’t respond. He ruffles up her hair the
        way that Joules does. Shit. Knowing that Joe is about to die, this is
        really, really hard to watch. I think about the redbud tree in her
        parents’ backyard.

      Maybe
  … after the last concert … Yeah,
    I need to take Lakelynn home. She won’t relax enough to fall in
    love with me if Joules isn’t around. If she can’t see
    Joe. She needs to go home.

      I
        don’t say anything just yet. I don’t think she believed
        me when I told her that if the curse wasn’t broken, that it
        wasn’t on my end. I should just string together the three
        proper words and make it blatant.

      I
        stop the video.

      She
        told me last night that she’d never looked at these pictures.

      “I
        love you,” I tell Lake, and she stops breathing. I turn my
        head, pushing the covers down so that the little bit of ambient light
        around the curtains can help illuminate her face. I put her phone
        aside and turn my whole body, putting a dusty hand on her cheek.
  “It’s you who isn’t in love with me, and I’m
        sorry. That’s my fault.”

      “Stop
        it,” Lake says, but when she bats my hand away, I catch her
        wrist and place a kiss on her palm.

      I
        smile. I squeeze her wrist. I lean in toward her, and she rolls onto
        her back so that I can lean over her. My lips brush hers, and she
        makes a rough, but very, very sad sound. She wants me to have sex
        with her so that she can forget, but we’re not doing that yet.

      “The
        dream that I fought for my entire life, gave up my youth for,
        sacrificed a normal life for, put my privacy on a blood altar to be
        stolen away and mocked. All of that, I’d give it up for you,
        Lake. That’s how I know. I’d rather play ring toss in the
        pool with you than perform onstage.”

      “Tam,”
        she warns me, but I’m not letting her get out of this because
        it’s true.

      “I’m
        in love with you, and you’re not in love with me. We have
        forty-seven days to break this curse. I’m not going to sit
        around here wasting time on bullshitting you. I know you miss Joe,
        but you can’t give up. Not yet.”

      “I’m
        not giving up …” Lake starts, but even she doesn’t
        sound convinced. “I’m afraid, Tam.”

      I
        press my mouth to hers, let her grapple onto my hair, pull me close.
        But then I pull away when our bodies start shifting like we’re
        about to fuck. Not yet. We’re not there yet.

      “We’re
        going to spend the next six-or-so weeks getting to know each other.”
        I pause, considering. “Maybe I should cancel everything through
        September?”

      “No,
        no, no,” Lake says, putting her hands on my shoulders. She digs
        her fingers into my muscles, and I exhale as tension slips right out
        of me. “I don’t want that. You have, what, one concert
        left?”

      “One
        concert, and then a livestream event on the literal day the curse
        ends. Also, a press conference that I somehow volunteered us both
        for. A handful of ad shoots. Studio time. A new dance to learn. A new
        album to conceptualize. A drama to start shooting.” I give a
        little laugh. “See what I mean?”

      Lake
        thinks on that for a minute. I think she feels bad for interrupting
        my life, like she’s trying to fit into my world without asking
        me to fit into hers. That could be our first problem.

      I
        can do this. I can unravel Lakelynn. I can chase. I can catch.

      I
        suck on the side of her neck, and she kicks her heels into the
        sheets. I use that opportunity to put a knee between her legs, and
        she inadvertently rubs her wet sex against my thigh. Oh,
          shit. I
        can’t take much more of that.

      “I’m
        cancelling it all,” I tell her. I’m not even asking. I’m
        just going to do it.

      “Everything
        but the concerts. The first and … and the last. Either the
        curse will already be broken by then or else … it might be
        nice for you to say goodbye.” Lake moves her hips again, on
        accident or instinct, I think. She rubs on my thigh, and we both have
        a little trouble with that the second time around. “Yes, cancel
        all the rest.”

      “Good
        girl,” I whisper against her ear, and I don’t mean it in
        any condescending way. Lake is good. She’s so fucking good. All
        I want to do is reward her for that. “Good girl.”

      The
        second time I whisper it, she relaxes substantially, enough for me to
        slip inside of her, curl our fingers together. I fuck her into the
        mattress until the tears on her cheeks are from pleasure and not from
        pain.
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“Hey.”
        Joules is shaking me awake. I come to, arms crossed over my chest,
        head leaned on a pillow that I stole from our last motel. I expect to
        see another gas station or a rest stop in the middle of
        Wherever-the-Hell, USA. Instead, there’s a house. Two stories.
        Dark blue. Black trim. Red front door. “We’re here.”

      We
        did it. After three days of driving hell, cheap motels (chosen for
        anonymity’s sake), and hot fucks in uncomfortable beds, we’ve
        arrived.

      The
        Frost Family abode.

      I
        flip down the visor to check my makeup. Fortunately, I only use
        quality products, so nothing is smeared, nothing is smudged. I was
        rather impressed the other day when Joules grabbed my face while we
        were having sex and managed to smear his thumb through my eyeliner.

      When
        I looked at myself in the mirror afterward, I had lipstick on my
        cheek, too. I looked like a woman who’d had a really, really
        good fucking time.

      We
        couldn’t fly from Los Angeles to Arkansas. Too risky. If we
        flew commercial, I’d have to scan my ID at the airport—even
        celebrities aren’t immune to security checks. Using the Hype
        company jet is not an option for personal business. We thought about
        chartering a plane, but in the end, Joules and I just hopped in the
        car and drove home.

      Home.

      I
        like the idea of that, of having someplace that feels like the locus
        of your life, a comfortable spot you can return to again and again
        and again.

      “Last
        chance to back out of this,” Joules says, working his jaw, like
        he’s pissed off about something. I think he’s mad at
        himself for lying to his family. He only has two extra days over his
        sister. By the end of next month, they could both be dead.

      “Last
        chance?” I ask in such a dry tone that Joules turns to look at
        me. He presses his tongue against the inside of his cheek, and I look
        away. I’ve never been around someone like this, someone who
        makes me want to be naked nearly every minute of the day. “We
        just drove for three days straight, and you’re asking if I want
        to back out now? Grow up, Joules.” I climb out of the SUV, a
        smile curving my lips, and I stride right up to the front door.

      I
        only knock once, and then I open it.

      Because
        Joules told me his family never locks their door, and he was right.
        The door opens right up—huge surprise to somebody who grew up
        in LA—and I step into a small, tiled foyer with a staircase in
        front of me and a living room on my left.

      The
        house smells like clothes warm from the dryer, cherries, and
        something powdery, like baking soda. I close my eyes and breathe it
        in.

      “Joules?”
        a woman’s voice asks, and then I hear a strange sound. I open
        my eyes to find that same woman gaping at me, hand over her mouth,
        eyes wide. “Kaycee Quinn. Kaycee
          Quinn.
        Devon, get in here! It’s Kaycee fucking Quinn!”

      “Would
        you stop that? Mom is in the backyard, and you’re cursing—”
        The second woman—Devon, I guess, which would be Joules’
        mom—is just standing there and staring at me, eyes as wide as
        the other woman’s. “I’ll be damned. It is Kaycee
        fuckin’ Quinn.”

      “Yeah,
        yeah, it’s Kaycee fuckin’ Quinn,” Joules says,
        striding in beside me. I’m still struck by how big he is, how
        strong, so sure of himself. Confidence like that is addictive. I want
        to lick it off of him. I gravitate toward him. Standing as he is
        right now, stance cocky and relaxed, it seems impossible for someone
        like Joules Frost to die. “More importantly, Aunt Lisa, Mom,
        this is my girlfriend, KQ.”

      “I
        promised I wouldn’t freak out, and I’m sorry,” his
        Aunt Lisa says, putting both hands over her mouth. “Of course.
        You’re here as Joules’ girlfriend. It’s nice to
        meet you.” She comes right up to me, and she hugs me.

      I
        don’t even hesitate; I just hug her back. And when Joules’
        mom approaches me, I hug her, too.

      “Gram’s
        out back,” his mother tells him, and Joules nods, giving me a
        sideways glance that I can’t interpret. I assume it’s
        because that’s where his cousin’s grave is. Joules
        reaches down to take my hand, and he pulls me outside.

      The
        backyard is huge, fenced off, and crowded by a forest just beyond the
        rear property line. It’s beautiful. I can hear birds, can smell
        the flowers in the garden beds, can hear someone nearby cutting
        grass.

      Joules’
        grandmother is in the garden, on a pink kneepad with a small shovel.
        She waves at him, and he waves back. And then his uncles come in the
        back gate along with his dad, and I’m suddenly just meeting
        everybody. There are people everywhere. Lots of Frosts.

      And
        then the yard suddenly empties, and it’s just me and Joules
        again.

      He
        scoffs and gives the house an odd look over his left shoulder.

      “How
        many of those fuckers think I’m cursed? Did you see it? They
        suspect.”

      “Just
        tell them the truth then,” I plead, but Joules ignores me. He
        turns instead to the tree at the back of the yard. Its branches are
        covered in heart-shaped green leaves, a few canary-yellow ones here
        and there.

      “This
        is a redbud tree. Looks much nicer in early spring. Also, this is
        Joe.” Joules sits down hard on the grass in front of the tree,
        elbow on his knee, fingers buried in his hair. I squat down beside
        him and reach out a hand, brushing my knuckles down the stubble on
        his face. He told me this morning that he only forgets to shave when
        he’s stressed out. Poor
          Joules. “We’re
        here. Now what?” he asks, like he’s specifically asking
        me.

      I
        think Joules is used to being in charge at all times. While he’s
        more than happy to do it in the bedroom, maybe he’s tired of
        having to be that person in everyday life? Seems like he’s been
        doing it for years, taking as much onto himself as he could to spare
        the feelings of others. Joules,
          damn it. Stop making me like you so much.

      “I
        think we do what we talked about: let’s find your Match. Let’s
        break this curse, Joules. No matter what it costs. I want to do that
        for you.” Now, I’m still not sure that I believe the
        curse, but Joules does. I’m going to work with him to break it
        until it’s over. That’s all I can do. “You know
        where to find her or how to contact her?”

      “If
        I go to her church, the curse will give me a meet-cute,” Joules
        whispers, still staring at the bark of the tree. “If I die,
        have my family add my dirt to Joe’s. We can grow this tree
        together.” He snorts and then reaches up to rub his face. Can
        he feel me glaring at him right now? He isn’t allowed to give
        up. “Alright, alright. We can relax until Sunday, and then
        we’ll do it. I’ll introduce you to my Match.”

      Joules
        stands up suddenly, and then holds his hand out for me. When I reach
        for it, and he wraps his fingers around mine, I’m lost. He tugs
        me up and into him, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Care
        to see my childhood bedroom?” Joules cocks a dark brow, and
        then leans in to whisper to me. “I’ll let you defile me
        in it.”

      “Wait, I’m the
        one who has to do the defiling?” I tease, and he makes this
        low, hungry sound that probably isn’t appropriate in his
        parents’ backyard. He might be twenty-six years old, but a mom
        is a mom.

      “Bring
        Kaycee in here and fix your girlfriend a plate. Dinner’s
        ready.” His mom pops her head out to yell, and then disappears.

      “You
        live in, like, a made-for-TV-movie family or something,” I
        tease, wrinkling my nose. Joules scoffs a laugh and then taps a
        finger over his left wrist.

      “A cursed made-for-TV-movie
        family,” he corrects, nodding his head in the direction of the
        house. “Come. Eat something. I’ll make you work it off
        later. If you ride me reverse cowgirl … hmm … what do
        you think, burns two-or-three hundred calories an hour?”

      “Cute,”
        I reply, shouldering past him. But I do think he’s cute, and he
        knows it. That’s the problem.

      By
        the time I get inside, Joules’ mom has fixed me a plate that
        has more calories on it than I’ve eaten in … forever.
        But I sit down dutifully beside Joules and his twice-as-full plate. I
        eat half, and then give the rest to him. He’s big, and fit, and
        has no problem finishing it for me.

      We
        sit there with his arm thrown across the back of my chair, and I
        think there’s almost, almost, almost a
        moment where he tells his mom that he might die. But then his Aunt
        Lisa sighs strangely, gaze on the picture that’s hanging on the
        wall. The one with her dead son in it.

      “Joe
        would’ve liked you, Kaycee,” Lisa tells me, but I already
        knew that because Joules has told me that several times. I think it’s
        important to him, to weigh his cousin’s opinion on things.

      “Thank
        you,” I tell her, and then Joules loses that shine in his eyes
        that hints at the truth.

      Instead,
        he turns a smoky gaze on me, and raises an eyebrow.

      “Last
        chance for a hotel,” he mouths, and his mother throws a dish
        towel at him.

      “Until
        the curse is broken, stay here.” His mom hesitates, and Joules
        goes white-knuckled with panic, like he thinks she’s figured it
        out on her own. “I’m so worried about Lake that I’m
        having trouble sleeping.”

      “Yeah,”
        Joules says suddenly, too quickly. He rubs a hand over his face
        again. “I’m worried about Lake, too.”

      We
        get up a few minutes later, and Joules leads me by the hand. Up the
        stairs. Into his room. He shoves the door closed behind me, and then
        pins me to it.

      If
        he’s going to pursue his Match … we might not get too
        many more nights of this.

      I
        already feel myself mourning Joules.

      I
        already know that my bodyguard, Wrenlee, was right.

      Choosing
        Joules was choosing to pursue pain.

      I
        don’t have to say a word, and Joules knows exactly what I want.

      He
        turns the TV on with a remote that he fumbles off the dresser, still
        kissing me. Turns the volume up. Throws me down on the bed, and
        covers me with his body.

      Fucks
        me like a wraith, like something wild and otherworldly.

      Like
        somebody with nothing left to lose.
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“This
        is it?” I ask, parked on a quiet, little side street outside of
        a white church with yellow flowers in the window boxes.

      “This
        is the place,” Joules breathes, sitting in the passenger seat
        entirely against his will. I insisted on
        driving, even had to bite him once on the neck to get him to agree.
  “She’s here three or four days a week. Church service on
        Sundays and Wednesdays. Runs a book club on Thursdays. Volunteers at
        the daycare on Saturday while her husband is at home with their three
        kids.”

      Wow.
        This woman doesn’t sound like Joules’ type at
          all. Maybe
        I’m biased because I like him so much, and I want him to be
        mine, but … how is this even fair? Sure, Tam Eyre was a tough
        sell for Lakelynn, but at least they’re compatible people.
        Joules’ Match is the exact opposite of a man who fucks like an
        angry spirit. I shift in my seat and Joules notices, wetting his lips
        and cursing me under his breath.

      This
        is not what we’re supposed to be doing.

      We’re
        supposed to be checking out his Match. So he can fall in love with
        her. So he can break the curse.

      I
        don’t know what’s going to happen between us, if that
        means we’re done forever. If … he might come back to me
        after the curse is gone. Doesn’t matter. Just so long as he
        lives. Saving Joules is my only priority
        right now. I keep turning down offers from my publicist because I’d
        rather be here.

      Little
        side street. White church. A woman with flaxen hair in a white coat
        and jeans, a white beanie on her head, holding the hands of two
        little kids and laughing. She’s laughing. She’s gorgeous.

      “Fuck
        me,” Joules moans, scraping his fingers through his hair.

      “Happily.
        Later. Get out of the car.” I poke him with my bare toe. I
        kicked my heels off to drive his mother’s SUV over here. I
        didn’t even bother with a disguise. Nobody knows where I am
        right now, so nobody will expect to see me here. I doubt I’ll
        have any problems. I feel like Tam has it worse than I do.

      Joules
        opens the car door and climbs out, pushing it shut with his gaze
        locked on the blond woman.

      He
        looks like he wants to run away from her instead of toward her, but
        he catches up in time to open the church door for her. Seems like her
        husband and other kid are somewhere else.

      Is
        this the meet-cute?

      God,
        this curse is gross. It’s
        so awful. What a terrible, terrible thing to do to such a nice
        family. I’d kill to know what happened with their relative that
        rippled pain so far past its originally intended audience. Or hell,
        isn’t it possible that their ancestor did nothing at all, and
        was still cursed? Who knows?

      Joules
        disappears inside the church.

      I
        sit there for all of three minutes until I’m scrambling to put
        my heels on, speedwalking my way down the sidewalk and slipping
        inside. The room is filled with low-level chatter, a few heads
        turning to take me in. The ones who do look seem a little confused by
        my presence—maybe it’s my outfit?—but they turn
        back to the front and don’t bother me.

      I
        can see Joules sitting three rows away from the front, left side, in
        the final spot on the pew. His Match is on his left with her kids on
        the other side.

      Huh.

      She
        sat with him right off the bat?

      Before
        the service can start, a man comes in holding a toddler in diapers.
        He walks up to the row where Joules is sitting. They have a mild
        conversation, and the man ends up stepping past Joules to sit on the
        other side of his wife and kids.

      Yep.

      ‘Cause
        that’s the husband.

      I
        watch them for the duration of the service, and then I meet up with
        Joules on his way out. He probably shouldn’t be seen with me,
        but he can pretend that I’m his sister or something.

      “How
        was it?” I ask once we’ve climbed into the SUV and shut
        the doors.

      Joules
        just stares out the windshield.

      “I
        got invited to a potluck. A fucking potluck. My
        Match—her name is Allison—invited me to a potluck. Sorry,
        Allison and her husband invited
        me to a potluck.” Joules slumps back in his seat, elbow on the
        door, face in his hand. “This so beyond insane. And I thought
        Marla was bad? I complained about Marla?
        Posthumously, I am so goddamn sorry, Marla.”

      “You’re
        going to the potluck, right?” I ask, but Joules just nods, face
        still in his hand.

      “I’ll
        go and see if a platonic curse break is possible.”

      “It’s
        a two-percent chance,” I tell him, voice cracking. He’s
        the one who told me that. Out of all his relatives—thousands of
        confirmed records—only two percent of the Frost family was able
        to break the curse without romance and sex. Two percent.

      “So
        it is.” Joules doesn’t say another word.

      When
        we get back to his parents’ place, I make up an excuse about
        being tired and wanting a nap. Then I sneak out the front door and
        steal the SUV. I doubt Joules will notice. He was in the backyard
        helping his mom and grandma weed the garden.

      In
        all the research that Joules has on his Match, there’s an
        address.

      I
        get some cash on the way, and I park across the street. I’m not
        even going to wait for the husband to leave. I’m just going to
        walk right up to the door and knock. I’ll ask to speak with him
        outside. The chances of him not knowing who I am are slim. I’m
        sure he’ll come.

      Then
        I’ll offer him five-million dollars to divorce his wife. I can
        afford to spend that much cash. That’s how well my career is
        going. Where’s the harm? If he refuses, then he genuinely loves
        his wife. If he accepts, then she’s better off without him.

      I
        don’t want Joules to die.

      I’m
        not proud of why I’m here or what I’m going to do, but I
        have to do it. When you care about someone, you’ll do
        unspeakable things under the banner of love. Whatever it takes,
        really. Anything. Even this. I don’t mind playing the part of
        the villainess if it means Joules can live.

      I
        climb out of the car and start across the street, the money tucked
        into my jacket. Footsteps sound behind me, and I whirl sharply. I
          should’ve brought Wrenlee with me, I
        realize with a start. But I wanted to be alone with Joules, so I told
        her to stay in Los Angeles. It felt like with Joules around, I
        wouldn’t need another bodyguard.

      My
        boyfriend is my bodyguard. Is that a pop star cliché or what?

      “It’s
        just me,” Joules says as the panic surges, and then cuts off
        abruptly when I register that it truly is him behind me. His fingers
        are wrapped around my wrist, and I realize that I’d lifted my
        arm to punch him in the face. Joules scowls. “If I were an
        attacker, what were you planning to do to me?” He releases my
        arm with a huff. “What are you doing here?”

      “You
        followed me to the ATM and then to here before confronting me?”
        I ask. Damn. What if he’d actually been a fan or a stalker or
        something? I rely on luck a little too much, don’t I? “Joules,
        I …” I make myself breathe.

      Joules
        reaches out with two fingers, flicks my leather jacket open.

      My
        breath catches as he trails his fingertips from my clavicle, down my
        side, right to my pocket. He withdraws the envelope and holds it up
        for me to look at. His expression is wry, devilish but not
        displeased.

      “Were
        you trying to pay Allison’s husband off? With this?”

      “I
        was going to offer him a contract for five million—just to
        divorce her. That’s it.” I cross my arms and shrug, but I
        might also be blushing just a little. He probably can’t see it
        through my foundation, so it’s fine. This is my own brand-name
        stuff. Persephone’s
          Court by Kaycee Quinn, an
        homage to my fan club. You’re
          spiraling girl, relax.

      “No.”
        He tucks the cash back into my pocket. “That’s not the
        kind of man that my family raised me to be.” He rubs at his
        jaw, freshly shaved. That’s a good sign. So, he must’ve
        done that before going into the backyard to help his mom. Or …
        he wasn’t helping his mom, was he? He was spying on me because
        he thought I might do something like this. “But I like that
        you’re willing to play dirty for me.”

      “I’ll
        do anything to keep you alive, Joules.” I sigh, still standing
        in the middle of a street that’s so quiet, not a single person
        has driven down it while we’ve been standing here.

      “You
        think I’m worried because I’m not sure if I can get
        Allison to fall in love with me?” Joules laughs at me, ruffling
        up his hair. “Kaycee, it’s because I know for sure that I can’t
        fall in love with her.”

      “I
        don’t want to lose you, Joules,” I whisper, and it hits
        me that I like him so much that I’ve just started assuming that
        he’s right. He is going to die on August twenty-sixth, which is
        just over a month away.

      “It’s you that
        I’m in love with. I can’t fall in love with Allison.”
        Joules steps forward and puts his hands on either side of my face,
        looking down at me with a small, sad smile. It’s not that he’s
        given up, it’s just that he knows. Joules is smart, shrewd, and
        arrogant, but even he can see that this isn’t happening. “So,
        do we waste our time trying to break the curse platonically? Two
        percent chance? With only five weeks?” Joules presses his mouth
        down against mine, hot and hard. A flick of tongue. Then he whispers
        against my lips. “Hang out with me, Kaycee. Just be with me.”

      I
        throw my arms around him, and he holds me there in the middle of the
        street until Allison comes out to check on us.

      She
        jogs over, pretty blond hair bouncing in the late afternoon sunshine.
        She puts her hand on my shoulder and leans down to peer into my face,
        genuinely concerned for my well-being. I
          feel awful. I feel like a piece of shit. But I’d still screw
          you over if it were possible to save him.

      “Are
        you okay?” she asks me gently, like she thinks maybe I came
        here because I saw her at church. “Do you need me to make a
        phone call for you, Kaycee Quinn?”

      “Kaycee—”
        Oh. Shit. She knows who I am. Of course she does.

      “I’m
        the team leader for Miss Quinn’s personal security,”
        Joule says, and then he smirks and crosses his arms. “I’m
        also her boyfriend.”

      “Are
        you sure you don’t need any help?” Allison asks, glancing
        over her shoulder at her husband. He nods, like he’s got her
        back, and I wonder if Joules never had a chance in the first place.
        He likes me, but maybe Allison genuinely likes her husband in the
        same way.

      “I’m
        fine. I just … what a weird coincidence. Joules’ family
        lives just around the corner.” I smile at Allison and then I
        turn away from her before we get any further into the conversation. I
        grab Joules by the arm and drag him away, and he lets me.

      Only,
        when I open the passenger door for him, he grabs me around the hips
        and lifts me into it.

      “Sit,”
        he tells me with a raised brow. Joules shuts the door, climbs in the
        driver’s side, and off we go. He doesn’t even glance at
        Allison in the rearview mirror.

      A
        sickening sort of panic sets in then.

      Because
        Joules is done with Allison. He’s done because he saw something
        in himself today that makes it impossible. Me. I
        should have trusted my initial instincts and stayed away from Joules
        Frost in the beginning. Only … it’s too late now.

      “Let’s
        go get some boba,” he says, exhaling, and I glance his way.

      “You
        like it as much as your sister, don’t you?” I tease,
        voice breathy with the sense of impending loss. Soon, very soon,
        Joules is going to die. I have to accept that. While he’s still
        here with me for five more weeks, I have to come to terms with the
        idea.

      “It
        was more Joe’s thing. One time, Lake just blurted out that
        bubble tea was happiness in a cup, and Joe ran with it. Whenever she
        cried, he bought her a boba. If she hurt herself, he bought her a
        boba. Always. So, it’s a Joe and me and Lakelynn thing, I
        guess. Because whatever one of us did, we all did.”

      “Lakelynn
        will break the curse,” I tell him, but Joules remains tense,
        eyes on the road but mind somewhere else entirely.

      “Maybe,”
        Joules replies, and the reality of the true sorrow in his voice, that
        memory, is going to break me into pieces after he’s gone. For
        now, I manage to hold myself together.

      However
        much time, we’re going to make every second worth it. I reach
        out for his hand, and he wraps his fingers around mine, just
        squeezing.

      I
        don’t shed a single tear until I’m alone in the shower.
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  bobas left until we both die …

      



The
        press conference is today.

      I
        wouldn’t be doing it if it weren’t for Lake. If we
        announce our relationship, it’s less taboo. Less reporters.
        Less harassment for her family. I also think Lake wants to do this
        because she believes that if we announce it before we die, that her
        family won’t suffer after she’s gone.

      I
        have to change that mentality.

      “Are
        you excited for the press conference?” I ask her, lying on my
        side, completely naked. I wanted to see if she’d stare at me
        blatantly, if she’d look away, if she’d blush. Instead,
        she turns right toward me, puts her hand on my—

      Shit.

      Lakelynn
        works me with her hands, and then uses an already dirty T-shirt for
        cleanup.

      “Don’t
        worry; I know how to wash these now,” she says, and I laugh,
        putting my hands over my face.

      “I
        thought I was fucking with you by being naked. Didn’t expect
        that.”

      “Well,
        a cursed individual has to try harder than the rest. Who wants a
        soulmate whose weird, spiritual connection kills them?”

      I
        drop my hands by my sides, using a bit of sheet to cover myself up.
        It’s early. I woke Lake up at nine in the morning so that we
        could dally and relax and hang out before leaving at two.

      “You
        think we’re soulmates then?” I ask, intrigued by the
        idea. I don’t know if I’ve ever given the thought true
        consideration until right this very second.

      Now Lakelynn
        blushes.

      “I
        guess … it’s a theory.” She shrugs. “Or
        maybe it’s random? Or maybe the curse picks the worst possible
        Matches on purpose?”

      “I’m
        the worst possible Match?” I ask, turning my head to look at
        her. She stares right back at me in the light from the bedside lamp.

      “Why
        did you ask me if I was excited about a press
          conference?
        Tam, I’m terrified. I barely even know what a press conference
        is. We just sit there, and you answer questions?”

      She
        avoided my question about being the worst Match. I
        see how it is.

      “They
        might ask you questions, too.” I grin at her, rolling onto my
        side again but making sure to keep the sheet in place over my hips.
  “I asked if you were excited because I’m … I don’t
        know, publicly claiming you as my girlfriend.”

      “Um.”
        Lake scratches at the side of her head like she’s thinking hard
        about what I’ve just said. “I … guess that’s
        nice? I mean, no. No, I’m glad. Thank you, Tam.” She
        looks up at me, like she’s determined to do the right thing.

      Because
        she thinks she’s still chasing me, that if she says the wrong
        word, it’s over.

      “I’m
        in love with you,” I remind her, and she scoots away from
        me. “You’re the one who told me to obliterate your space.
        Have you changed your mind?”

      “No.
        I just think that I should move us from the bed to the shower. We
        have to leave in, what, four hours? How are we going to get out of
        here on time if we keep having sex with each other?”

      “So,
        that’s the problem?” I ask with a grin, and then we both
        tense. Like maybe we should be
        having sex with each other. Right now.

      Lake’s
        phone rings, and I groan, rolling onto my back and flinging my hand
        out to grab it.

      “Good
        morning, Joules,” I tell him, and there’s a long pause
        before he sighs.

      “Give
        my sister the phone—now. I won’t ask you twice.”

      “What
        happens if I don’t?” I tease him. “You’ll fly
        to California just to get your ass kicked?”

      “So,
        you’re spineless enough to hide behind your bodyguard again?
        What’d you even bother to take that punch for?”

      I
        sit up as Lake gestures at me to hand over the phone.

      I
        keep it.

      “Last
        time, I took a punch because I deserved it. There won’t be
        another opportunity for that. If there’s a next time, I’ll
        stand up for myself. What I meant was: I’m more than happy to
        kick your ass.” I glance over at Lake and wink. That’s
        it. I’ll be nice. “Can I talk to you for a minute though?
        In private?”

      I
        give Lake a look, and she gapes at me.

      I
        stand up and take the sheet with me, sitting on the edge of the
        bathtub.

      “Didn’t
        you hear me say no?” Joules is asking dryly. He sighs again.
  “What is it? What do you want? I called to talk to my sister.”

      “I’m
        in love with Lake. She’s the one who doesn’t love me, so
        we can’t break the curse. I might need your help.”

      There’s
        a long pause there.

      “You’re
        not in love with my sister,” he replies, like he’s
        disgusted with me.

      “Don’t
        tell me who I love,” I reply with a bit of an edge. “You’ll
        lose that argument. Anyway, if you have pointers, I’ll take
        them.”

      There’s
        a long silence, and then Joules is cursing.

      “I’m
        not surprised. I should be, but I’m not. I should’ve seen
        this coming. I should’ve prepared for this from the start.”
        He’s cursing again, and I get that he truly does feel like he’s
        partially responsible for this. So do I. “You’re in love
        with her?” he asks.

      “I’m
        in love with her,” I promise him, and Joules gives a little
        exhale. “I thought if I brought her home, she might relax
        enough to let it happen. I’m pretty damn confident that she
        likes me back.”

      “Give
        her the goddamn phone then, and we’ll find out, won’t
        we?”

   

 















CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

LAKE
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“Hello?”
        I’m yawning. I’m also glaring at the wall in the general
        direction of Tam because he stole my phone and then had a private
        conversation in the bathroom with my brother. I was tempted to creep
        up and put my ear to the door, eavesdrop on them. But I didn’t.
        Whatever Tam said, Joules will tell me about it.

      “You’re
        not in love with him yet?” he asks me, all suspicious.

      I
        open my mouth to tell him what a stupid question that is.

      Tam
        is sweet. Tam is funny. I like spending time with Tam.

      He’s
        tall and handsome and wealthy and talented. Who wouldn’t love
        Tam Eyre?

      Except
        for me.

      What
        the hell is wrong with me?

      “I
        really, really like him,” I tell Joules, feeling my cheeks
        flush. “I think about him constantly—”

      “In
        what terms?” Joules demands, and I roll my eyes, even though he
        can’t see me.

      “In
        what terms?” I repeat, confused. “What does that even
        mean? I like spending time with him which is good because we have to
        spend time together because of the curse—”

      “That’s
        your problem right there,” Joules assures me, like he’s
        the expert in my love life, and I know nothing at all. “You’re
        only thinking about him because of the curse. Try to see him as a
        man. Pretend you’re dating him because you like him, and not
        because of the curse.”

      “Remember
        your advice about the lingerie?” I remind him, bringing up his
        initial idea that I throw myself at Tam. Then we got to know the guy,
        and Joules realized that was the exact wrong method
        to use on Tam Eyre. “I am getting
        to know him. But these things take time.”

      “Not
        if you’re cursed they don’t,” Joules warns me, and
        I throw up my hand in frustration. He still can’t see me, but
        so what? I want to chuck my phone.

      “That’s
        exactly what I just said, isn’t it?” I hiss back at him.
  “You’re telling me to forget all about the curse …
        because of the curse.”

      “Right.
        That’s exactly what I’m saying. You have to
        take the risk and let yourself be vulnerable. It’s not fair,
        but that’s why it’s a curse. It’s a curse, Lake. A
        fucking curse.”

      “I
        hear you,” I whisper back at him, that icy needle of fear in my
        heart twisting in a slow circle. “You’re matched to
        Kaycee, aren’t you? When did it happen? Joules, tell
          me.”

      “I’m
        in love with Kaycee,” he admits, and his voice gets a little
        soft when he says it. I’m blown away by the raw honesty in his
        words. I’ve never … My brother has just shocked me with
        that statement. “So don’t worry about me. Handle your
        shit.” A long pause. “And come home. Now. ASAP.”

      Joules
        hangs up, and I sit there with my phone in my lap.

      This
        is on me.

      I’m
        the reason that the curse isn’t broken.

      Not
        Tam.

      Me.

      Oh
        my fucking God.

      I’m
        literally killing myself
        because I won’t fall in love with a gorgeous, rich, adorable
        superstar who takes control in bed? No. This is dumb. This is
        ridiculous.

      I
        call Lynn next.

      “I
        haven’t fallen in love with Tam yet, Lynn. It’s not him;
        it’s me.”

      My
        cousin doesn’t say anything for a while, but I can hear her
        sitting down on—wait, is that the springy sound of my mattress?

      “You’ve
        been staying in my room, haven’t you?” I ask, but I’m
        not surprised. I remember sleeping in Joe’s room with Joules a
        few times, waiting to see if he’d stay out with Marla or come
        home. We were always so excited when he didn’t come home
        because we thought he was going to make it. We were sure of it.

      I
        do need to go home. Just in case.

      “Maybe
        a night or two, here and there.” I can imagine her tracing the
        flower designs on my blanket with a single finger. I can’t let
        myself forget that Lynn also lost Joe. Lynn was there, too, crying on
        the sofa cushion next to Aunt Lisa. And now she’s at risk of
        losing me, too? “But … Tam is in love with you? That’s
        great, right?”

      “I’m
        the problem,” I tell her, because I know that Joules is right.
        I don’t even have to take Tam’s word that he loves me. I
        know that I haven’t let myself fully fall for him either. I
          don’t want us to die. Why am I making this so unnecessarily
          hard on myself? “What
        the hell is wrong with me? Aren’t you already in love with him?” It’s a joke, but only sort of.
        Lynn has been telling me for years that she’d snub her own
        Match just for a single date with Tam Eyre.

      “There’s
        nothing wrong with you, Lake,” my cousin tells me gently, and
        the sound of her voice breaks my heart. Because she sounds like I did
        when I was talking to Joe, trying to console Joe, trying to help Joe
        through the curse. “You guys just started dating; love takes
        time to kindle.”

      I
        turn my head toward the bathroom door.

      If
        I had time, if Tam were just a man, and I was just a woman, and there
        was no curse … it’d be easy.

      Time
        is all we need, but time is what we absolutely do not have. Fear
        roils inside of me, but I crush it down.

      I
        can do this.

      Tam
        is an easy person to love.

      Only,
        I haven’t been letting myself love him, have I? I was so
        focused on getting him to notice me, to simply exist for him. And
        then I was so worried about chasing him away. I gave him a blow job
        not because I wanted to, but because of the curse. If I’m being
        honest with myself, I slept with him much sooner than I would’ve
        otherwise. Because of the curse. Everything I’ve done thus far
        is because of the curse.

      Lakelynn
        and the curse.

      Lakelynn
        and the pop star.

      Lakelynn
        and her Match.

      But
        not just … Lake and Tam.

      I’ve
        got this. I have so got this.

      “Are
        you having a long internal monologue with yourself, Miss Lakelynn
        Frost?” Lynn asks me, and we both chuckle. Us Frosts are famous
        for that sort of thing. Tam does it, too, which is probably one of
        the reasons I like him so much. I love to watch a person’s face
        as they have a conversation with themselves in their own head. You
        can learn so much from the shape of their mouth, the twitch of their
        brows, the narrowing of their eyes.

      “Yes,
        ma’am, I was, and I won’t even apologize for it.”

      “Good.
        Don’t.” An awkward pause, and Lynn is never awkward.
        Bubbly and effervescent and fervently, rabidly, always a Tambourine.
        But never awkward. “Are you … are you coming home soon?”
        she asks, and my heart skips a beat.

      “I’ll
        come home and break the curse right in front of you,” I
        declare, standing up from my seat on the closed lid of the toilet.
        Tam gave me the phone while I was still in bed, but then he dropped
        the sheet so … I had to get out of there. “Then I’ll
        describe to you exactly what
        it feels like to break it. Since, you know, none of our relatives
        could ever be bothered.”

      “My
        favorite entry is from 1967, our Great-Whatever-Aunt Marina.”
        Lynn clears her throat, and I can just imagine her sitting up
        straight, chin lifted. “The
          curse broke today. With only eleven days left, I’d almost given
          up. All I can say is this: it was groovy. So dang groovy. There were
          stars and … there were stars.”

      We
        both chuckle at that.

      “Here’s
        mine. 1822. Our direct maternal relative, Cassandra Frost. Although
          the Match provided to me by the curse was of substantially lower
          social standing than a man that might’ve been chosen by Father
          or my dear brother, I am pleased. He is a looker, and the source of
          much outrageous attention from our feminine neighbors. In only
          fifty-one days, we have broken the curse. The sensation of it
          breaking was much the same as my first time in bed with him. I cannot
          tell anyone but you, dear journal, as we were not supposed to go to
          bed together until after the
            wedding.”

      Now
        Lynn and I are both laughing.

      “Fine.
        You win. Yours is better.” Lynn pauses, and I know she’s
        going to ask about my journal. “Have you written about …?”

      “Lynn,
        I’m hanging up.”

      “I
        just want to know if he’s as good in bed as everyone thinks he
        is!” she calls out, but I’m laughing too hard to even
        respond now.

      “I’m
        hanging up, and I love you!” I yell back, and then I turn the
        phone off and put my head in my hand.

      Yeah.
        I should go home. I want to see my family.

      Tam
        should get to know my family.

      Maybe
        that’s the problem? Maybe I can’t fall in love with
        someone who isn’t a part of the Frost family social group? That
        could very well be it.

      I
        stand up and pad proudly back into the bedroom, ready to fight for
        this. For Tam. For myself. For Joules. For Joe. Because I know my
        cousin would be heartbroken if I joined him in the afterlife so soon.

      “Hey,”
        I say, stepping into the bedroom to find Tam halfway through putting
        a white T-shirt on.

      “Hey,”
        he replies, hair mussed up as the tee slides over his head, fabric
        stretching over strong, smooth muscles. Muscles that I’ve felt
        contracting as he moves on top of me. Behind me. Puts me against the
        wall. Bends me over.

      I
        forget what I was even planning on saying. His belly button is the
        last bit of him to get covered up, and my gaze catches on those
        freckles. Oh.
          Those freckles. I exhale and lift my eyes to his, only to find him looking at me like
        we’re never leaving this bedroom.

      “I
        want to fall in love with you,” I tell Tam, and he laughs at
        that, reaching up to rub at his forehead.

      “I’m
        relieved to hear that.” He hesitates slightly, gaze shifting to
        one side. “I owe a lot to the curse, don’t I? I’d
        have chased you off long ago without it.”

      “You
        do have millions of people who are in love with you,” I admit
        with a shrug. “Without the curse, I wouldn’t exist for
        you at all.” That’s just a fact. I’m okay with
        that. I would’ve been okay with that. But now that I know him?
        I try to imagine a future without Tam in it, and everything feels
        bleak. My turn to hesitate. Tam senses it and walks over to stand
        right in front of me. Doesn’t make it any easier to ask the
        question poised at the edge of my lips. “Why did you ask Joules
        for advice?”

      “I
        wanted to prove to you that we can get along. You care what your
        brother thinks, and I figured—”

      I
        reach up and put my hand over Tam’s beautiful mouth. It’s
        distracting. Also, come the hell on.

      “You
        threatened to beat him up.” I drop my hand by my side, and
        Tam’s sweet lips are parted in surprise. Even worse than
        before. I can’t concentrate.

      “Well,
        that was … we just have a certain sort of chemistry.”
        Tam shrugs. “But I know you love him, and I’m going to
        make an effort. Nobody knows you as well as he does.”

      Nobody
        but Joe. I
        think Joe knew Joules and me better than we know each other and
        certainly better than we know ourselves. Ugh. Shit.

      “Did
        he give you good advice?” I can’t help asking. I want to
        know. “My brother thinks he’s a friggin’ love guru.
        Let’s hear it.”

      “He
        said he’d find out if you liked me.” Tam puts his hands
        on his hips and raises a brow. The curtains are open now, casting a
        beautiful golden glow in the room, limning Tam with sunshine. “But
        I didn’t need him to ask. I already know the answer to that.”

      “Oh,
        do you now?” I tease, skirting around him and heading into his
        closet. If Tam is going to be my boyfriend, then I want the full
        boyfriend experience. I want to steal his clothes, regularly. I want
        to wear his gray sweatpants after he’s worn them, and they
        smell like him. Mostly, I want his T-shirts.

      I
        open the closet door, not expecting … Um.

      It’s
        a full-sized room. With fancy lights and drawers and cabinets. With
        enough racks to fill a boutique clothing store. Three boutique
        clothing stores.

      I
        turn around and Tam is right there, elbows pressed against the
        doorjamb on either side, leaning in toward me. I take a few steps
        back, turn, and snag the first shirt that I find.

      It’s
        from last year’s world tour.

      Cute.

      Tam
        is smiling crookedly as he watches me tuck it up against my chest.

      “I’m
        wearing this,” I tell him, testing boundaries. He shrugs, still
        smiling at me.

      “Wasn’t
        gonna stop you,” he tells me, moving aside and holding out a
        hand so that I can escape the closet. Wait,
          do I want to escape the closet? Yes.
        Shit. Yes, I do. We have a press conference today. A press
          conference.

      Then,
        we have Tam’s last show in Los Angeles.

      After
        that … road trip? I don’t think we can fly home. It
        can’t be easy for Tam to navigate an airport with his level of
        popularity, not without a full entourage. And his jet is tracked on
        this website that also follows Elon Musk and Taylor Swift and whoever
        else. No, if we want to get back to Arkansas, we’ll need a plan
        to escape the paparazzi.

      I
        get as far away from Tam as I can, and then I quickly yank my pajama
        shirt off. I put my bra on in record time, and Tam makes a soft noise
        from the other side of the bed.

      “That
        pink lace, your chest … My God, Lakelynn.”

      I’m
        blushing as I pull the shirt on. Underwear … I’ll make
        sure I don’t bend over with my ass in his direction. If he sees
        all that, we’re done. We’re not making it to the press
        conference today.

      “You
        like my boobs?” I ask him, which is maybe a dumb question.
        They’re just … big and soft and full, so different from
        the girls he’s around on the regular. I love my body just as it
        is, no changes necessary. But I am curious.

      “Like
        them?” Tam laughs at that, putting his hands on his hips.
  “Lake, come on.”

      I
        shove my panties and pajama shorts down to the ground and step into a
        fresh pair of underwear while Tam is stuck staring at me. Denim
        shorts so that I can tuck a bit of the loose T-shirt in. The denim
        shorts. The ones I got oral in.

      “This’ll
        be fine for the press conference, right?” I ask, wondering if
        maybe I have no idea what I’m doing. Do I need to dress up? Is
        this something I should be fancy for?

      “The
        press conference?” It takes Tam a few seconds to remember
        what’s happening. “Oh, Lake.” He puts his hands up
        to his mouth, smirking at me. “We’ll both be taken into
        hair and makeup, dressed by a stylist. I’m sure it’ll be
        loads of fun.”

      “I
        see.” I grab a pair of sneakers to put on at the door, forgoing
        socks. Joules hates it when I don’t wear socks. He says it’s
        disgusting. Joe used to play us both up, condemn socks around me,
        laud socks around Joules. He wore sandals unless it was snowing
        outside. Even then, sometimes … My heart contracts. I bite
        back the pain for now.

      “Don’t
        try to distract me with talk about the press conference. Did you
        really just ask me if I like your boobs? That’s crazy. I’m
        writing a song about soft, fuzzy sweaters. Not even kidding. The
        shape of you, Lake … I love your shape. I love the way you
        feel under my hands. I love the way you feel when I’m inside of
        you.”

      “Can
        you stop?” I whisper at him, trying to slip out the bedroom
        door without him grabbing me. He does it anyway, snatching me around
        the waist as I laugh. Tam presses his mouth against the side of my
        neck, and makes me groan, my knees going weak. “Wait, stop! No
        hickeys.”

      “All
        the fucking hickeys.” Tam huffs and releases me, striding past
        and into the gargantuan hallway in his bare feet. “In a few
        hours, the whole world will see how serious I am about you. If I
        leave my mark on your neck, eh. Even better.”

      I
        smirk at his back. I doubt Jacob would agree with that, but I like
        it.

      His
        confidence is beyond sexy to me.

      My
        gaze shifts to the curse mark on my wrist. I keep surprising myself
        when I see it. Somehow, it feels like I do love
        Tam. Only … maybe not enough.

      Not
        yet.

      But
        soon.

      Soon.

      In
        thirty-two bobas or less.
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      Tam
        has a deal with his neighbors, a trick to use the back gate on his
        property so that he can sneak through their yard and escape out their
        front gate. On our way down the winding drive, we run into Tyler the
        Eagle Guy. He has a bird on his arm, and I’m absolutely
        enthralled. I want to spend a whole day with this man, watching the
        birds kill drones. How cool is that?

      Tam
        rolls the window down, has a brief conversation with the
        guy—twenty-two drones taken down just this week—and off
        we go.

      There
        are paparazzi swarming the neighbor’s gate, too, but not nearly
        as many as at the front of Tam’s house.

      I
        can feel the crush of them around the car as I sit in the backseat
        next to Tam.

      I
        know it sounds crazy, but when we’re alone, he’s just a
        guy to me. I sometimes forget that he’s one of the most famous
        people on the planet—if not the most
        famous person. I scoot a little closer to him, and he puts an arm
        around my waist, fingers kneading my hip in a way that should be
        illegal.

      “What
        happens if one of these people tries to shoot you?” I ask him,
        but it’s Daniel who answers.

      “I’m
        a trained first responder, and I carry medical supplies in the event
        of an accident.” He doesn’t even look back at us when he
        answers, sitting stoically in the center captain’s chair with
        his arms crossed over his chest. “But we won’t need them
        if you remember to take me with you when you go out.”

      And now Daniel
        cranes his head around to stare at Tam. Those gray eyes, my God. He’s
        a heartbreaker and a
        bone breaker. I bet Ella would be into him. Maybe I should set them
        up?

      “Are
        you looking for love perchance?” I ask, trying for a smile.
        Jacob makes a weird sound from up front and Pat, the driver, laughs.

      “Excuse
        me?” Tam asks, looking scandalized. “Aren’t we a
        thing?”

      I
        give him a look, but he just smiles at me and winks.

      “For
        Ella. My friend with the glasses.” I gesture at my face. “Did
        you happen to see her when we were at the boba—”

      “I
        don’t even notice women,” Daniel replies, deadpan. “My
        job is far too
        stressful for me to think about romance.”

      “You
        could set Jacob up though,” Tam offers, gesturing at his
        manager. “He could really use a girlfriend. He’s been
        single since birth.”

      “I
        date,” Jacob declares, but he makes it sound like a necessary
        chore, something like sweeping the floor or wiping smudges off
        windows. Tam does that a lot, wipes smudges off the glass in his
        giant glass house. “In fact, I went on a blind date just last
        night.”

      “And
        how did that work out for ya?” Tam replies, getting a little
        bit of an attitude, like he’s picking.

      “I
        am not speaking to you, Mr. Eyre. I was addressing Miss Frost.”
        Jacob turns around to look at me, dark brown brows drawn together.
  “The girl was lovely. She spends most of her free time
        scrapbooking for TikTok. She has nearly three million followers, if
        you must know.”

      All
        eyes shift to Tam. I can just imagine an arrow over his head,
        pointing down at him with flashing lights. Has
          One-Hundred-and-Seventy Million TikTok Followers. Most followed
          person in the whole world. Popular and sexy and all mine. I
        smile to myself.

      “Well,
        I only have twenty-six followers, so that’s pretty cool,”
        I reply, sitting back in my seat. I’m a little bit relieved
        that Jake isn’t looking for help with romance. I’m not
        actually sure that any of my friends or cousins would be the right
        fit for him.

      “Not
        anymore,” Tam whispers, leaning in toward me. I give him a
        look.

      “Only
        my family follows me.” It’s true. And my mom refuses to
        get a TikTok. My grandma has three-hundred-thousand followers, and
        makes videos about housekeeping and baking. She’s got a cottage
        core vibe which is pretty dope.

      “You’re
        dating Tam
          Eyre,”
        says Tam Eyre, smirking down at me. “You have more than
        twenty-six followers now.”

      “You
        looked?” I retort, and he leans in, pressing his nose right up
        against mine.

      “I
        don’t have to,” he growls, and then he kisses me. Keeps
        kissing me. I’m the one who pulls away, just to keep things
        professional in the SUV. “But good for Jacob, and his famous
        scrapbooking future wife.”

      “I
        found her videos tedious. I’m not off the market yet.”
        Jacob turns back around, and Tam stifles a laugh behind his hand.

      “Jake
        is very picky,” he tells me, and his manager makes another
        huffing sound of frustration.

      “I
        believe what Mr.
          Eyre is
        trying to say is that most of my dates have only been interested in
        me as a means to get to him.” Jacob snorts, and then puts a
        headset over his carefully slicked-back hair. It’s a very
        purposeful end to our conversation.

      “We
        should discuss Miss Frost’s bodyguard,” Daniel says,
        looking out the tinted windows like he’s scanning for threats.
  “I can’t be in two places at once. Besides, if push comes
        to shove, I’ll have to protect Tam first. I don’t like
        those odds.”

      “No,
        you will protect Lake first,” Tam says, voice hard. I get goose
        bumps, but in a good way. “But yeah, we’ll need to look
        into that. I think a female bodyguard would be nice.”

      “Why
        do I need a bodyguard?” I ask, completely baffled. Joules tried
        to explain, but I still don’t get it.

      Tam
        offers me a sympathetic look and strokes my hair back, but he doesn’t
        answer the question.

      “I
        wish we could’ve used Joules,” Daniel muses. “Your
        brother is truly a strong, gifted, capable individual.”

      I
        grin at that.

      “Well,
        I won’t tell him you said so or his head will expand and then
        explode. He’s already way too proud of himself as it is.
        Practically a peacock in heat.”

      Can’t
        you just see it in your head? Joules, with a big-ass plume of sparkly
        feathers coming out of his butt. The image sticks with me for the
        rest of the drive.

      Thirty
        minutes later, we arrive at our destination, and I see why Tam didn’t
        answer my question about having a bodyguard. He didn’t need to.
        I can see it all for myself.

      “Clear,”
        Daniel murmurs into his headset, and then he’s opening the door
        and there’s a rush of heat and sound and energy. Flashing
        cameras. Screams. A jostling, heaving mass on either side of the
        velvet ropes and the guards in their intimidating all-black uniforms.

      Tam
        pulls me along by the hand, but as soon as I set foot outside the
        SUV, all eyes are on me.

      When
        I was following along behind Tam before, some nameless assistant that
        nobody cared about it, it was bad but it wasn’t like this. Now?
        I’m the ‘other woman’. I’m the girl who took
        him away from Kaycee Quinn. I’m a nobody from Arkansas
        who—according to a large percentage of his fandom—doesn’t
        deserve the king of modern-day pop.

      Tam
        doesn’t pose at all, doesn’t wave, just steps back to
        stand beside me. He removes his sweatshirt as I turn into his side,
        trying to hide my face, and then he covers me up with it.

      “Pretend
        they’re the ocean, and this is a jetty. The goal is just to
        walk the jetty as fast as possible, before a rogue wave sweeps up.”
        He presses a gentle kiss to my cheek under the cover of the fabric,
        and then guides me inside the relatively quiet hallway.

      The
        doors slam shut behind us, cutting off a lot of the sound.

      I
        nearly sag against the wall.

      Is
        this … the obstacle standing between me and Tam? I
        wonder. I like pretty much everything about him. Even his grumpy
        moods have grown on me. He’s kind, funny, gentle, but he also
        seems to have a sixth sense in knowing what I might like in bed. But
        this? The fame and the popularity?

      I
        don’t like it.

      He’s
        worth it though, I know that. I can see that.

      “You
        know that shirt you’re wearing?” Jacob says to me,
        turning over his shoulder with a sniff. “That was a keepsake,
        and not something to be worn.”

      “Leave
        her alone, Jake,” Tam warns, and I like the way his voice gets
        stony when he’s defending me. Reminds me of the look that’s
        permanently in Daniel’s eyes. “Come on, Kayak. Let’s
        get you through your first hair and makeup experience.”

      Tam
        curls his hand around mine, brings my knuckles to his lips for a
        kiss, and leads me down the hall.
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      Tam
        tells the makeup artist and the hair stylist things that I barely
        understand, gesturing at me as he talks. He rejects the first two
        outfits I’m given, and thank God for that. The first one looked
        like a burlap sack, and the second one looked like it belonged in the
        red-light district.

      The
        third one is nice, a long-sleeved, pale pink knit minidress with a
        slip underneath. It looks nice with my hair, with Tam’s hair,
        with the casual All-American look that he’s been dressed in:
        oversized gray sweatshirt, a handful of slim silver necklaces,
        tucked-in pink tee that matches my dress, shredded baggy jeans,
        sneakers to match the shirt.

      “I’m
        going to pass out,” I whisper, standing beside him in heels
        that I can barely walk in. Tam notices and frowns slightly.

      “One
        sec.” He jogs back down the hallway and returns with sneakers.
        They’re black high-tops that look like they would take forever
        to lace up. Only, there’s a zipper in the side. Tam squats down
        in front of me and looks up, a pretty half-smile on his face. “Hold
        onto my shoulder,” he says, and I do, loving the warm, hard
        feel of him under my palm. He helps me out of the heels and into the
        sneakers with the white soles.

      When
        he stands up, he kisses me on the cheek, and then Jacob is ushering
        us onto a stage in front of a vast auditorium filled with members of
        the press, with popular influencers, with the board of Hype Records,
        with the board of the Tambourine fan club.

      I
        walk like I’m confident, like I’m sure of myself.

      I’m
        not.

      I
        want to run away.

      Instead,
        Tam pulls my chair out for me, and people gasp. Enough people that it
        sounds like another rogue wave on the proverbial jetty. But
          he’s an old-fashioned gentleman. Don’t they know that?
          Don’t they know that he carries around bandages and painkillers
          in his wallet, handkerchiefs in his pockets. He always cleans me up
          after we make love—or fuck each other—and he eats
          horrible cake that no other human being on Earth would take a second
          bite of.

      That’s
        how I steel myself for what’s to come, focusing my energy on
        all the good parts of Tam.

      “Good
        morning,” he says into the microphone that’s posed on the
        table in front of him. I have one, too, but I stay leaned back, as
        far away from it as I can get. I make myself look out at the crowd,
        and I smile because I’m not sure what else to do. People are
        snapping pictures of me like crazy, and it’s hard to see. I end
        up squinting. Tam reaches into his pocket, pulls out his sunglasses,
        and passes them over to me.

      We’ve
        both turned in our seats to look at each other.

      “If
        the flashes hurt your eyes, you can put these on,” he tells me,
        and his voice gets caught by the mic and amplified. People stop
        taking pictures for a minute—at least, they stop using flash. I
        keep the sunglasses on the table in front of me, just in case. Tam
        turns slowly back to the mic. “Good morning,” he repeats,
        putting a smile on his face. It doesn’t reach his eyes. They
        remain hard, unyielding. “I wanted to officially introduce you
        all to my girlfriend, Lakelynn Frost.”

      The
        crowd goes crazy again, people shouting to be heard over one another.

      Tam
        doesn’t move. He just waits, sliding his hand onto my thigh,
        just below the fabric of the dress. His thumb strokes the inside of
        my leg, and I reach down on reflex, clamping my fingers around his
        wrist. Too sensitive. I can’t take it. Tam’s mouth edges
        into a smirk, and the shouting dies down.

      “Go
        on,” he whispers, leaning in toward me. “Introduce
        yourself.”

      I
        reach out for the mic and drag it a little closer.

      “Hey,
        um.” That’s all that comes out. The crowd is staring at
        me. The leader of Tam’s fan club is scowling like I kicked her
        puppy. “You can … call me Lake if you want.”

      Tam
        takes over before it gets anymore awkward.

      “As
        you know, Kaycee Quinn and I mutually decided to see other people.
        We’re better off as friends. I value her creative input, and I
        think she’s an incredibly talented artist, but there was no
        spark between us. We both deserve better than that, and we both found
        love independently. At the time, we were both under a contractual
        obligation to remain together in the public eye. Fortunately, we’re
        a family at Hype Records, and both Kaycee and I were able to amend
        our contracts.” Tam leans back in his seat, crosses his arms,
        and the crowd surges again, snapping photos and taking videos,
        yelling out questions that go unanswered.

      I
        had no idea Tam was doing all these things behind-the-scenes for me,
        like getting his contract modified. That can’t have been easy.
        My cheeks heat a little, and I shift in my seat. Oh,
          Tam. I’m so sorry. I
        resist the urge to scratch the makeup that’s currently covering
        up the curse mark on my wrist.

      Then
        I think about Joules, and all of the scratching. I knew that
        son of a bitch was cursed! How dare he lie to me. It takes a
        gargantuan effort not to grit my teeth.

      I’ll
        save that for later, when we get to Arkansas. I’m going to
        tackle Joules and reveal the mark on his wrist. Please
          save him, Kaycee. Don’t let my brother die.

      “We’d
        like everyone to respect our privacy while we get to know each other.
        I’ll be sharing plenty of videos and stories about me and Lake
        to social media starting in September. For now, we just want to be
        together.” Tam nods at Jacob. “We’ll take questions
        now.”

      Jacob
        takes control of the mob, picking people to stand up and ask
        questions. The first dozen or so are pretty standard—will this
        affect your collaborations with Kaycee (no), will this relationship
        affect the new album (yes, in a good way), how about the concert
        tomorrow (no changes to that). And so on and so forth. I’m
        almost bored by the time the first doozy is flung our way.

      “This
        one’s for Lakelynn,” the girl says, this gorgeous woman
        with bright purple lipstick that I recognize from TikTok. “How
        does it feel being the whore who broke up music’s hottest
        couple?”

      Tam
        stands up suddenly, and the room goes quiet. He smiles, and it isn’t
        nice. It’s his grump smile, and I told you
        there was plenty to love about his grumpiness.

      “Either
        you leave, or I leave,” he says, staring the girl down. “Get
        out.”

      She
        hesitates, so Tam reaches down for my hand, and the room gets really,
        really mad—at the girl. She’s encouraged to leave, and so
        she finally does. I wish I could say she looked sorry for what she
        did, but she’s smirking on her way out the door. I’m sure
        that video will go viral, and that’s all she needs and cares
        about.

      Tam
        sits back down.

      “There’s
        no excuse to behave like that; I won’t tolerate it.” He
        smiles again, and I fall a little harder, a little deeper. An iceberg
        inside my heart shifts, making room for warm water. I can do this. I
        know I can. Tam and I are going to be okay. “Next question.”

      And
        so it goes—for four more
        hours.

      By
        the time we leave, I’m half-asleep and yawning. Also, I get to
        keep the dress and the shoes which is cool.

      “Alright,
        Kayak,” Tam says as soon as we’re seated in the back of
        the SUV again. I put my head on his shoulder, eyes drifting closed.
        That was a lot of people. So much peopling. I see why Tam is tired
        all the time. My boyfriend puts his lips right up against my ear to
        whisper, nice and husky and needy. I can hear in his words that he’d
        fuck me right now if he could, and I love it. “You were a good
        girl for me. Let’s get a boba.”

      “Three
        bobas,” I say, and Tam buries his face in my hair.

      “Three
        bobas,” he agrees, always shaking things up.

      Because
        he was right the first time: nobody knows how many bobas they have
        left until they die.

      Not
        even me.
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  bobas left until we both die …

      



My
        mom is waiting in the kitchen for me. I’m up early to go for a
        run and here she is, my smoothie already made and sitting on the
        table. I give her a boyish smile in thanks. I’m twenty-seven
        years old. I’m busy. My mom is busy. When we do get the time to
        see each other, we almost exclusively talk about business.

      This?
        Doing something mom-like for me? I love it.

      “Thank
        you, Mama,” I tell her, giving her a kiss on the cheek as I
        pick up the glass and throw it back. No straw today. I set the glass
        down on the table, remember belatedly that I’m not wearing my
        shirt and snag it from around my neck. I yank it over my head as
        quickly as I can, and then smooth my bedhead with my fingers. It’s
        a rare morning when I go without getting my hair fixed by a stylist.
        You better bet that a couple of sweeps with a brush is the most I’ll
        do on my time off.

      “You’re
        very welcome.” She gives me a begrudging look. “I’m
        sorry I’ve been so on you about your diet. How did your
        physical go the other day?”

      I
        was going to skip that, but the doctor was already waiting in the
        kitchen with Jacob when we woke up. Didn’t take long, all of a
        half hour.

      “I
        gained a pound,” I tell her, leaning back against the table and
        crossing my arms. “Of muscle.”

      “Oh?”
        She’s surprised, but she shouldn’t be. I haven’t
        stopped working out, but I’ve been eating a bit more. Exercise
        and extra calories plus protein equals muscles. “That’s
        nice.”

      It
        gets a little awkward, like maybe we’ve forgotten how to talk
        to each other.

      “How’s
        Christian?” I ask, wishing she’d marry her boyfriend. I
        know she wants to. I see all of his social media posts, and he is
        very much into my mom. He
          looks at her the way I know I’m looking at Lakelynn. “Did
        you accept his invitation to spend the holidays with his family?”

      My
        mom purses her lips and then looks away, out the window toward the
        sun as it edges up over the mountains. She thinks for a minute, and
        then she turns back to me.

      “You
        want to spend the holidays with your new girlfriend’s family?”

      I
        nod. She figured it out. If
          we’re still alive by then. I’m
        a little freaked out. Now that I believe in the curse, the danger’s
        become real. If we hit August twenty-fourth and Lakelynn doesn’t
        love me, we’re both going to die. And in the meantime, I’m
        going to spend my possible last days with her family. Not with my
        mom. I have to address whatever needs to be addressed between us
        right now. I
          should tell her that I love her.

      “Oh,
        and I want you to add something to my will.” Maybe that’s
        a weird request to make on an early morning during a rare, unexpected
        visit like this. I know why she’s here: to talk about Lake. She
        isn’t happy about what I put her through. She’s the one
        who handles my contracts, and she had to go head-to-head with the CEO
        over me. But Lake was right: I’m Tam fucking Eyre. I can keep
        making music, label be damned. My fate is out of their hands. They
        caved and gave me what I want, and the only thing I really want right
        now is … Lakelynn. “Just in case a stalker gets me or
        something.”

      “You’re
        saying that because people are angry about your relationship with
        Lakelynn?” Mom asks, but I just shrug. People aren’t that angry,
        and they’ll get over it. I haven’t lost significant
        followers on any social media platform.

      “I
        want to make sure that if something happens to me, that her family
        gets money from my estate.”

      Elena
        has no idea what to do with that information, putting a hand up to
        her chest and fiddling with the edges of her navy-blue blouse. It’s
        a smart look, with the white pants and the silver heels.

      “You just started
        dating her and now … she wants you to give her family money in
        your will?
        Tam, sweetheart. Thomas. Listen to me.” My mom comes over to
        me, taking my hands in hers. “I don’t trust her. I don’t
        have a good feeling about this. Something is screaming at me that I
        should get you away from her.”

      “Please
        make the changes to my will,” I tell her with a smile,
        rearranging our hands so that mine are on top. I appreciate what
        she’s saying, but this wasn’t Lake’s idea. It’s
        just mine. I’m not even going to tell her about it. Despite the
        precautions I’m taking, I do believe
        in me and Lake. I think we’ll break the curse, and we’ll
        get married one day. Frankly, if it wouldn’t make me look
        crazy, I’d have already asked her to marry me.

      “I’ll
        think about it,” Elena says with a frown, drawing back from me
        and dropping her hands to her sides.

      “No,
        Mom. I’m telling you: make the change, please. Send it over to
        me, so I can sign it.”

      We
        just stare at each other.

      “You’re
        serious about this girl?” she asks, and I nod.

      “I’m
        serious.”

      She
        purses her lips again.

      “She’s
        not on-brand.”

      “Not
        everything needs to be on-brand.”

      Elena
        sighs and reaches up to fiddle with her earring.

      “I
        know. You’re an adult. I trust you. It’s just … I
        don’t like her.”

      “Give
        it some time.” Until
          after August twenty-fourth. “And
        you will.”

      I
        feel like there’s some part of my mom that recognizes how
        dangerous my connection to Lake really is. Or maybe she can sense
        that her son is in love with a girl who isn’t in love with him?

      Thirty-one
        bobas until we both die. Damn.

      “I’ll
        make the changes and have that to you by the end of the day, Mr.
          Eyre,”
        she teases, and then I know for sure that we’re okay. I give
        her a wry smile.

      “Don’t
        you start talking to me like I’m a duke as well. Might just
        start believing it.”

      “Today
        is the first day you’ve ever spoken to me like … I’m
        you’re employee.” Mom chuckles, as if there’s
        something funny about that. She must know how much I love her then,
        huh? She knows that her being my mom is more important than my
        career.

      That’s
        why I know I love Lakelynn, too—because I’ll sacrifice
        the world for her. The entire world. The whole fucking world.

      “Oh
        dear.” My mom shakes her head at me. “That look on your
        face. Son, you have it bad. This will thing was your idea, wasn’t
        it?”

      “Lake’s
        practical. She’d tell me that it was a good idea, that I was
        thinking ahead. But she wouldn’t revel in it or covet it.
        That’s not how she is. I’ve never met someone who lives
        happily in the little everyday moments like she does.”

      My
        mother smiles at me and then walks over to give me a kiss on the
        cheek.

      “I
        love you, Thomas,” she tells me, and this time, it’s she
        who hugs me. I like that, too.

      “I
        love you, too,” I reply, and then I hold on tight.

      Just
        in case.

      Just
        in case.

       [image: ]

      Lake
        is so sleepy and cute. I could sit here and stare at her for hours,
        but … that’s probably creepy. I smile and reach out to
        run my finger down the length of her nose. She slaps me and rolls
        over, grumbling and nuzzling into a pillow.

      I
        love that, too.

      I
        like watching her, playing around with her. She does the funniest
        things, like challenge me randomly to rock-paper-scissors to make
        some random, arbitrary decision like what LaCroix flavor to drink.
        She turns the volume on her phone down low, so that she can listen to
        that song, “NIGHT
          DANCER”,
        while she’s in the shower. She thinks I don’t know she’s
        doing it.

      “Time
        to wake up. Concert day,” I whisper in her ear, and I get this
        straight fucking thrill at having my girlfriend here with me. I can
        tell Lake the truth about everything; she keeps secrets. She keeps
        better secrets than I do. She’s so tenderly respectful of our
        privacy, same way that I am. And the sex? I’m glad I waited for
        her to come into my life. We fuck each other like we were born to do
        it. “Our last concert.”

      Lake
        rolls back over to look up at me, blinking her way out of sleep.

      “How
        many concerts were there in total? Ten-thousand?” she mumbles,
        and I grin.

      “Fifty
        million, but you missed some.”

      “Hmm.”
        Lake rolls back over, but I climb under the blanket and press my body
        nice and tight against the back of hers. She shivers. “That’s
        extremely unfair, Tam Eyre.”

      “I
        don’t play fair. How do you think I got famous?” I bite
        her ear, and she shudders, arching back into me on instinct. See what
        I mean? Born to do this.

      “Hey,”
        Lake says, panting a little. Her voice is firm enough that I know she
        wants to talk about something important. I go still, body wrapped
        around hers. “Thank you for fighting to modify your contract. I
        never expected to be your girlfriend publicly. I assumed that I’d
        be … well, a secret or something.”

      My
        heart aches, and
        I know I’m going to be writing some pretty amazing songs
        because of this woman.

      “Would
        you ever want to be with a man who would keep someone as incredible
        as you a secret? Oh, Lake. That wasn’t an option. Not for one
        single second. I planned on finding my way out of the contract the
        moment I sent you running out of that house in Oregon.”

      She
        turns in my arms, her head under my chin. I like her this way, too. I
        like her every which way. I can barely keep my hands to myself. I
        find myself staring at her a lot, thinking about how pretty she is,
        wondering what she’s going to say next.

      Yep.
        I am thoroughly captivated. Maybe I knew she would do this to me from
        the start, and that’s what I was afraid of?

      “I
  … wow. Okay.” Lake leans back so that she can brush her
        soft fingertips against my cheek, look into my eyes. “Still,
        thank you. Just say you’re
          welcome.”

      “You’re
        welcome,” I tell her honestly. “And thank you. You
        were the one who gave me the confidence to do that. Remember? I’m
        Tam fucking Eyre. I could start my own record label. I could …
        what was it? Change the resale ticket industry? Kick some scalpers’
        asses?”

      “Damn
        straight,” Lake says with a nod, smiling up at me. The way
        she’s looking back at me, it feels like she loves me. Is it possible for the curse to malfunction? To
        hiccup? To get stalled? Do we need to be looking for another way to
        break it? Or is it just my wishful thinking, the sudden desperation I
        feel for her to love me back.

      I’ve
        never experienced such an intense strength of longing in all of my
        life.

      Some
        of my songs—just words until right now—make a whole hell
        of a lot more sense. This is why people listen to my music.

      “When
        I fell on my knees for you, and you turned away, I was less than
        dust. I was nothing.”

      From
        one of my B-side tracks, but still pretty damn popular. Ninety-seven
        million streams and climbing, or something like that. I understand it
        now. I get it. Love is dramatic.

      “So,
        what’s the schedule for today?” Lake asks me, and I can
        feel my face go a little dark. She senses it and wets her lips in
        response. We blink at each other. We are this close
        to sex right now.

      “Are
        you up?” It’s Jacob, opening my bedroom door.

      I’m
        going to actually kill
        him this time.

      “Get
        out of my room—and don’t ever come
        in again without knocking.”

      Jake
        retreats and slams the door, but I can hear him yelling at me in the
        hallway.

      “Fine!
        Stay in bed with your new girlfriend all day and miss the concert.
        Treat your fans like they mean nothing to you. Go on, I won’t
        stop you, Your Majesty.”

      “Finally,
        he got my title right,” I breathe, and Lake starts laughing.

      “You
        are so scary when
        you’re grumpy,” she says, but she’s still laughing.

      I
        smirk at her and lean in, licking the curve of her lower lip.

      She
        stops laughing.

      “If
        I can’t have you right now, then I’ll have you in my
        dressing room. Prepare yourself: I’m going to fuck the shit out
        of you between “Green
          Apple” and “The
            Guilt Between Us”.”

      “Get
        away from me.” Lake slips out of bed and locks herself in the
        bathroom.

      But
        she knows.

      We
        both do.

   

 















CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

LAKE

  31
  bobas left until we both die … (the same day)

      



My
        pop star boyfriend is going to kill me before the curse does.

      How?
        How did he ever learn this dance? I
        wonder as Tam rolls his hips, his heavy breathing over the mic that’s
        pressed up near his lips. I’m close enough right now to see the
        sweat on his face, tucked up with a bunch of security guards between
        the metal fence behind me, and the pit beyond that. People are
        screaming for Tam, crying, singing at the tops of their lungs.

      From
        where I am, I can get backstage in less than a minute. Nobody will
        stop me if I walk up those black steps and slip behind the curtain. I
        have a badge. Also,
        I’m a minor celebrity myself. People are recording me, taking
        photos, yelling for my attention.

      I’m
        literally famous for having sex with Tam Eyre.

      “What’s
        he like in bed?” a girl screams from way too close to my ear. I
        edge away from her, watching as Tam struts to the end of the stage
        like he’s looking for someone.

      You
        better not! I
        think at him, and here he comes, moving much closer to the edge of
        the stage than this routine is supposed to. Trust me, I know. I’ve
        seen this exact same routine dozens of times by now. And that’s
        just live. I’ve watched it even more times online. You know
        why? Because it’s “Break
          Up With Me”.

      Tam
        never stops dancing or singing; he just closes the distance between
        us, takes off the bracelet on his wrist. Tosses it to me. I catch his
        sweaty bracelet in my palms, and the people around me go crazy. Some
        of them beg me for the bracelet.

      You
        know what?

      They
        can have it.

      I
        toss it into the crowd, and fans dive to collect it. A girl holds it
        up in triumph, and others groan.

      I
        put a hand over my mouth and dash backstage, so that I can see Tam
        between sets.

      He saunters off
        that stage, pausing right in front of me. Headset still on. Hair
        shiny under the bright lights. Tight black shirt. Some weird
        half-kilt thing over his pants that’s supposed to be a nod to
        his Scottish heritage. Big black boots.

      “I
        gave your bracelet to a fangirl,” I tell him, and he laughs.

      “You
        gave my bracelet to a fangirl when I threw it to you? Aw, Lake. I’m
        hurt.” Tam slides his fingers through my hair, pushing his mic
        aside so that he can kiss me. I tilt my head back to give him easier
        access, but it’s a kiss that doesn’t last nearly long
        enough.

      He
        takes off for the dressing room, and within minutes, he’s
        onstage again.

      “Green
        Apple” is
        starting.

      I
        refuse to remember Tam’s exact words
        to me this morning.

      I
        won’t do it.

      Fuck
        the shit out of me, that’s what he said, right?

      I
        immediately go into the dressing room, just to ensure that I won’t
        be late.

      I
        bite my lip and look around, but it’s a small space—much
        smaller than the one in San Francisco.

      Hmm.

      I
        lock the door, and then I strip down to my lingerie.

      It’s
        the same lingerie that I wore under the hot dog costume, yes.

      In
        the corner of the room, I can see a small monitor showing the stage
        and Tam’s current song.

      “Green
        Apple” is
        this cheeky K-pop esque taunt. I’m not sure how I missed it the
        first time around—I used to skip this song when it came on—but
        now I hear it for what it is. He’s talking about people he
        doesn’t like. Don’t know who, but it’s a subtle
        roast.

      He’s
        so clever, goddamn it. I knew he would be. I’m still finding
        myself surprised. He manages to trick me with that pretty smile every
        time.

      Tam
        does a move in this particular routine that involves holding his arms
        above his head, elbows out in a diamond shape. He clasps his hands
        together, moves his hips to either side, and gets low until he ends
        up falling to his knees. One palm down on the stage, then the other.
        Essentially on all-fours.

      Damn.

      He
        gives this bedroom face that has me wondering how I survive that look
        when it’s focused solely on me. Tam crawls for a few seconds,
        and then gets expertly back to his feet.

      “Just
        a sour bite, but you’ll like it. The fruit you want, those
        green apples. I got them for cheap, but you can have them for free.”

      Mm.
        Mm-hmm. Okay, maybe not a subtle dig after all. That’s kind of
        obvious, isn’t it? Green, like envy. Sour apples. He’s
        teasing, and I just didn’t notice it. I
          can be so dense sometimes.

      Tam
        finishes the song with this a
          cappella note that just destroys the
        audience.

      They’re
        frothing at the mouth for him when he winks and turns, striding
        offstage.

      There’s
        a special intermission today, featuring a few guest artists who are
        local to the area. And when I say ‘local’, I mean Beverly
          Hills, probably
        next-door neighbors to Tam. It’s a big deal. Kaycee Quinn was
        never scheduled to sing tonight because she was supposed to be
        working on her drama.

      Instead
  … she went to Arkansas with my brother? Of course they’re
        matched. I feel stupid for not realizing it until now. It’s as
        obvious a plot as Tam’s quippy lyrics.

      He’s
        coming.

      Any
        second … the doorknob jiggles, and I rush over to open it.

      Tam
        explodes into that room like a storm, slamming the door shut,
        grabbing me. There are clothes coming off of him between sharp, hot
        kisses, roaming hands. His skin is wet and hot from dancing, and he’s
        breathing hard from all the physical exertion. His voice, just a
        little rough from singing live, is husky and horny and tender all at
        once.

      “What
        the fuck is this?” he asks me, fingers tracing the edge of the
        balconette bra. He burns a line over the two pale mounds of my
        breasts, his green eyes destroyed by the desire in his pupils. Tam is
        hyped up from the show, and the crowd. The energy here tonight is
        hot. I can feel it. I know the
        crowd can feel it.

      They’re
        even crazier than normal, making the stadium feel like the close
        confines of a bedroom.

      “I
        wore it for you the first time; I’m wearing it again to see
        what it’s like when you actually want me in it.” I’m
        smirking as I say that, just a tease, but Tam takes it like a challenge.

      “Oh?”
        He laughs at me, putting his hand in my hair, and taking hold with
        firm fingers. He tilts my head and nips at the wicked-fast jump of my
        wild pulse. “You think I didn’t want you in it before? I
        hadn’t had a hard-on in months, Lake.
        Months. Couldn’t get it up to save my life. Even went to the
        doctor and was told I was exhausted, that’s it. But then you
        came along and what do you think happened?”

      Tam
        bites me, sucks on the sensitive, exposed skin of my neck. Bites me
        again.

      I
        moan and slide my hands over his strong shoulders. Somehow, he’s
        already not wearing a shirt. Just the pants from the video, these
        leather ones that I’ve always wondered how he was able to dance
        in. When I reach down for his fly, I see how hot his hips are
        underneath, skin dewy and inviting. I want to kiss every square inch
        of Tam Eyre’s body.

      My
        eyes slide over to the curse mark on my wrist.

      Nope.
        Still there.

      Oh
        well. I don’t even care in that moment. If I’m going to
        die, this is what I want to be doing in my final days. Tam takes my
        hand and puts it right over the tight black briefs he had to wear to
        squeeze into these pants. Trust me: his dick would be an obscene line
        under the leather if he didn’t, and I don’t think he
        wants his concert to be X-rated.

      I
        rub him through the fabric as he guides me over to the couch,
        encouraging me to sit on one of the square-shaped arms. On the
        monitor in the corner, a cheer goes up and one of Tam’s guest
        artists takes the stage. The timer on the wall beside it reads
        fifteen minutes and twenty-two seconds.

      We
        don’t have a lot of time for foreplay, do we?

      I
        shove Tam’s underwear down, freeing him and taking his hot,
        hard length into my hand. Our mouths are magnetized, drawn to one
        another like fireflies under a summer rain. Lightning in the sky.
        Lightning in our signals. Lightning when we crash together, grabbing
        at each other.

      My
        hand is in Tam’s hair; his is buried in mine.

      Undoubtedly,
        he’s the one gripping harder, pushing our mouths together as I
        work his body with my fingers. His hips are pumping into my fist, his
        free hand gripping my shoulder while the other remains tangled in my
        hair.

      Tam
        is panting hard now, even harder than when he walked in the room,
        sweaty and wild from his time onstage. He looks at me, really looks at
        me, and that iceberg melts a little more. Warm water, sloshing around
        in my heart. I need it to go hot. I need it to boil.

      The
        crowd is in a screaming frenzy outside this small, closeted little
        room. I’m almost afraid to see what happens when Tam takes the
        stage again. The guest artists are nice, but we know who everyone
        came here for.

      My
        boyfriend.

      That
        whole stadium is here for my man.

      That
        makes me smile, and Tam kisses the sweetness of that thought right
        off my mouth. Strong, lascivious licks. He melts my bones, makes it
        hard for me to move my hand on his cock. I’m liquid under that
        stare, under that wicked mouth.

      “I
  … I can’t move. I’m sorry,” I breathe back
        at him, the sound stuttering and strange.

      Tam
        captures my face between both of his hands, putting his forehead
        against mine.

      “We
        had a whole year for foreplay,” Tam murmurs. “We can skip
        it for right now.”

      His
        headset is still on, but twisted, muted, the mic shoved out of the
        way. His hair is all messed up, his stage costume bunched around his
        thighs. It’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life,
        seeing Tam Eyre so disheveled and wild and male.

      He
        wets his already swollen lips, my fingers almost slack around his
        impossibly rigid hard-on.

      “Say
        it again,” he commands me, and my skin goes tight, like it’s
        a suit that I want to shed. I want to meld with Tam, twist up in him
        until there are no discernible lines between us. Not between our
        hearts. Not between our bodies. Not between … I don’t
        think about the curse.

      “Fuck
        me,” I whisper, my eyes on his, my pulse so fast and fluttery
        that I’m getting dizzy.

      “That’s
        my good girl,” Tam says with a smile that’s as sweet as
        it is spicy. He takes my mouth again, like we have all the time in
        the world.

      According
        to the clock, we’ve been kissing each other for five minutes.

      Only
        ten left.

      Ticktock.

      A
        different, better sort of countdown than the curse.

      Tam
        slides his hands down to either side of my neck, over my shoulders,
        and then he uses his thumbs to pull down the blue silk of the
        balconette bra. My breasts spill into his warm, rough palms, and I
        shudder against a surge of fresh heat when he gives my nipples a
        worshipful brush with his fingertips.

      “Beautiful.”
        Tam continues his appreciative exploration of my body, moving his
        hands down the front of me, squeezing my waist, gripping my hips. He
        takes hold of my panties next and then pauses, muscles going taut
        with tension. “What the hell is this?”

      “If
        you don’t put the panties on over the garters then—”

      Tam
        exhales, and then he’s wild as he rips the underwear off me. My
        thigh-highs and garter belt are still in place, an obscene frame for
        the wet heat and the delicate curls above it, trimmed and tidied up
        for this exact moment. I am ready for this.

      “I
        had no idea …” he breathes, studying me with a fervent
        obsession that I can feel reflected in my own heart. “You’re
        so naughty, Kayak.”

      “Virgin
        by choice. But not naïve. Not without desires, Tam.”

      He
        lifts his gaze from my body—with great effort, mind you—and
        meets my stare again.

      His
        lips curve.

      “Not
        without desires, Tam. I need a sports bra, Tam. Fuck me, Tam. Are
        you trying to kill me?”

      He
        grabs onto my ass and drags me to the edge of the sofa arm.

      But
        it’s too short. He’s too tall.

      He
        makes a face, and then he just tips me backward, and I let out a
        small gasp. I fall onto the sofa, and Tam climbs on with me, using
        his arm around my waist to scoot me down so there’s enough room
        for him.

      I
        put my hands on his bare shoulders, struggling to catch my breath.
        No, I don’t think I need to keep struggling. I’m not
        going to catch it at all because Tam has thoroughly caught me.

      “Have
        you gotten bigger since we met?” I whisper, and he gives a low,
        private little chuckle, nuzzling his face against the side of my
        neck.

      “You
        make me eat more. I just work out more to make up for it. I got a
        little more …”

      “Stacked?”
        I supply as Tam lifts up, using a hand on the couch arm behind my
        head to give himself leverage.

      “Fuckin’
        stacked.” Tam reaches between us, lines our bodies up, and then
        it’s just a smooth glide of his strong body into mine. He’s
        so athletic, it’s like he can make anything work for sex. Any
        position, anytime, anywhere. Against a wall, on the floor, on a couch
        that’s too narrow and too low.

      I
        arch my back as Tam fills me up, our pelvises hitting with a hiss
        from him and a whimper from me.

      There’s
        a knock on the door that Tam ignores. Pretty sure it’s Jacob.

      We
        ignore him, my arms slipping around Tam’s neck, his body
        rocking mine with every thrust. My nipples are points of fire,
        catching and blazing when they rub up against Tam’s naked upper
        body. I can feel his leather pants when I rub my foot along his calf,
        and my mind conjures up images of his music video, the one I
        masturbated to way back when.

      Tam
        seems to have a thing for my neck, using his free hand to tilt my
        head back, his lips on my throat. Kissing, sucking, leaving more
        hickeys than I can count. I don’t even care. Every inch of my
        skin has turned into an erogenous zone that needs, begs, pleads to be
        touched.

      I
        writhe against him, pushing my hips up to meet his downward thrusts.
        Or … I try to anyway. Tam is savage, a slick hard slide of his
        body that pins my pelvis to the couch cushions. I let him take over
        the interaction, working my fingers into his hair, my head thrown
        back, throat exposed. He owns that, too, bruising me with kisses and
        nips and sweet, hot suction.

      “More,
        more, more,” I’m murmuring mindlessly, pulling him
        against me. He’s moved his hand from the couch’s arm to
        the back, his spine curved so that he can reach my neck with his
        mouth while he fucks. Tam kisses up my jaw, sucks on my lower lip.

      My
        hands slip from his hair to his neck, rubbing his warm, dewy skin,
        working over all those wonderful muscles. He bites my lip next, and I
        make a noise for him that he likes. He kisses over that bite, and I
        make another sound. He thrusts deep and there’s yet another,
        different sort of whimper.

      “I
        can make music with your body, can’t I?” he whispers, and
        then he braces himself and comes at me with such beautifully
        explosive energy that I don’t register the timer hitting zero
        on the wall. Don’t pay attention to the sound of the door
        opening, of Jacob cursing.

      Tam
        doesn’t look at anything but me, grinning when I tense up
        suddenly and shove at his chest.

      We
        look at each other, but it’s not a no from
        me, just an involuntary reaction. I can’t seem to climax
        without fighting it a little bit first.

      Tam
        keeps going, and I push even harder at him, harder,
        dig my nails into his chest. He curses under his breath, but he
        doesn’t stop. I’m wrapping him so tight now, locking
        down, propositioning him with my body. He puts a hand on my shoulder
        when I thrash a little bit, and then the wave crests, crests, breaks.

      With
        a groan, I just let go completely, my body surrendering to his.

      Tam
        doesn’t make it much longer than that, finishing with rhythmic
        rolls of his hips, hand still on my shoulder, holding me still as I
        pant beneath him. When he collapses, I catch him, wrapping my arms
        around his body and breathing alongside him, hearts pounding
        together, muscles rippling with the aftershocks of pleasure.

      On
        the monitor, I see that the crowd is chanting Tam’s name.

      “I
        think you’re late,” I tell him, and he laughs, pushing up
        and out of me as I groan and roll onto my side. I squeeze my thighs
        together. Is there … I think there’s an attached
        bathroom. There better be.

      “I’m
        never late. They’ll survive this one time,” he says,
        kicking his shoes and pants all the way off. Tam snatches the navy
        pants he’s wearing for his next set, pulling them on before he
        comes over to me and offers his hand. “C’mere, Kayak.”

      I
        take his hand, loving the way his fingers look when they wrap my
        wrist. He hauls me up, catching me when I stumble a bit. Tam leads me
        into the bathroom. There’s a toilet and a sink, but no shower.
        Why would there be? We’re backstage at a concert venue.

      “Don’t
        clean up too well. I want to know that part of me is still inside of
        you.” He winks at me, tongue pressed against the corner of his
        lip in this cheeky look that is in no way by accident. “Here. I
        saw these hanging out of your duffel bag, and I snatched ‘em up
        for you to put on after.”

      Tam
        tosses me the sweatpants I bought from his merch stand—the ones
        that read I
          Heart Tam on
        the ass. I catch them, cheeks going red. He moves to leave the
        bathroom, and I call out to him.

      “What
        about you? Don’t you need to clean up?”

      “Me?”
        Tam glances back with his hand on the doorknob. “Hell no. I’m
        going to perform with you all over me.” He gestures in the
        general direction of his dick, and then he leaves. He shuts the door
        behind him, and then I hear Jacob cussing him out.

      Oh.

      Okay
        then.

      I
        like you, Tam Eyre.

      I
        shiver all over, and then I clean up and get dressed.

      When
        I step out of the bathroom, Jacob is waiting, watching the monitor in
        the corner. I look up to see that Tam is doing his next dance,
        dressed in a navy coat with gold buttons and no shirt, leather boots
        on his feet. His hair looks exactly like it did when he walked out of
        here, and his makeup is smudged.

      The
        crowd is absolutely loving it, especially when he does this little
        shoulder shimmy and drops his jacket off his shoulders.

      “You
        might be poisonous, but I’m the one with the venom. It only
        hurts when I bite you. My teeth in your neck, your poison in my
        veins, my venom in yours.”

      I
        stop right where I am, reaching up a hand to gingerly touch my palm
        to the soreness on my neck. Jacob looks back, and then he chokes,
        blushing and turning away. Am I that, um, marked? I rush over to one
        of the mirrors—I never bothered to look at my reflection in the
        bathroom—and find that I’m covered in hickeys. Covered in
        them. My neck is a mess of red, and it’s only going to get
        worse.

      I
        steal Tam’s hoodie and yank it on while Jacob’s gaze
        remains fixed firmly on the wall.

      He
        says nothing to me, and I say nothing to him.

      I
        book it back to that sweet spot in front of the stage. Best seat in
        the house.

      As
        soon as people see me, I wonder if haven’t made a mistake?

      I’m
        back. Wearing a different outfit. Wearing these sweatpants.

      And
        the hoodie?

      “Is
        that the hoodie from “Kiss
          This Rizz”?”
        a woman says, loudly enough that I can hear her over the crowd. I
        look down to see that I’ve taken one of Tam’s stage
        outfits. I’m wearing the hoodie he performed in.

      Right.

      Dating
        a pop star is weird.

      I
        flee backstage, and I hide myself on a stool in the corner.

      Two
        songs later, Maggie brings me a drink carrier with four bobas in it,
        and Leo—the guy that asked me out—sees me there and keeps
        a very healthy distance between us.

      With
        my cheeks tinted pink, and a private little smile on my lips, I suck
        on a brown sugar lava milk tea with brown sugar jelly and tapioca
        boba.

      And
        then I wait for that critical moment in the night when Tam Eyre is
        all mine again.

   

 















CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

TAM

  31
  bobas left until we both die … (the same day)

      



This
        is the first time I’ve ever felt the urge to risk everything.
        You are worth that to me. That’s
        what I’m thinking when I step out of the dressing room in my
        street clothes to find Lake waiting for me in … oh fuck. No
        wonder she’s been hiding from me for the rest of the concert.

      She’s
        got on an iconic hoodie of mine—it’s royal blue and black
        in a checkerboard pattern, but the back is made of sheer black fabric
        and is entirely see-through—and pants that say how much she
        hearts me right over her soft, plump ass.

      I
        roll my lips inward, and then exhale. I squeeze my hands into fists
        on either side of me. Right. Self-control. I used to have it. Not
        sure that I do anymore. I lean down, sweeping hair behind Lake’s
        ear before I whisper: “you do know that the back of that
        sweater is see-through, right?”

      I
        snag a sip of her bubble tea—it’s a good one tonight—and
        then stand up, folding my arms over my chest.

      “Your
        whole crew’s already seen my bra,” she admits with a
        loose shrug of her shoulders. “What’s it matter now?”

      I
        walk in a half-circle around her, pausing to stare down at the
        visible back strap through the fabric. Then I remember how this girl
        came right up to the window when I was sitting in the SUV, wearing
        only lingerie, a jacket, and sneakers. Didn’t even care.

      I
        love that about her.

      But I do
        care.

      “Hmm.”
        I slip my jacket off my shoulders and toss it over hers.
        Interestingly enough, it’s the same jacket that I offered her
        when she was kicking the hot dog costume. Same lingerie. Same jacket.
        Same Lake.

      Completely
        different Tam.

      I’ve
        broken open on the inside, all of these new feelings and wants, urges
        and desires, fears and longing, it’s all twisting up into songs
        and lyrics and rhythms and choreo. I want to create in the name of
        all these feelings, so that I can share how wonderful they are with
        the entire world.

      “Jealous,
        much?” Lake responds, but she doesn’t give the jacket
        back to me. I catch sight of that guy—Leo—skirting around
        the edges of the room, doing his best to avoid me. I smirk and give a
        little laugh, and then Lake slaps me in the chest. “Pay
        attention. What’s our plan now?”

      “Plan?”
        I shrug. I have a plan, but I’m not saying anything here, not
        with Jacob around. “There’s no plan. Back to the house?”
        I cock a brow. We had to helicopter in today because the traffic was
        so bad, and the paparazzi were even worse.

      Lake
        was stunned to learn that I not only have a landing pad on my
        property, but that we’d actually use a helicopter to get me
        from the house to the stadium. Not unusual. Happens all the time.

      “You’re
        lucky: you were late, and you were inappropriate, but your fans loved
        it.” Jacob shoves his iPad into my hands, and I look down to
        see that tonight’s show is trending. I click on one of the
        posts and scroll to the comments.

      Dude,
        did Tam get hotter? Is that even possible?!

      Is
        it me or does he look like he just got some backstage? Mmmm. So sexy.

      Did
        you guys see his girlfriend? Deer in the headlights stare. New
        outfit. HIS hoodie. And her neck!!!!!

      I
        hand the iPad back to Jacob, and then I reach out to snatch the edge
        of the hoodie. Lake slaps at my hand, but she’s holding her
        precious boba, and she can’t stop me when I use both of mine to
        pull her hoodie down.

      Her
        neck.

      “Holy
        shit.” I feel the blood drain from my face. Sure, I meant to
        leave my mark, but not like that. “Are you okay, Kayak?”
        I ask, and then I tug a handkerchief from my pocket, steal a water
        bottle from Maggie, and pour cool water on it. I press the cloth to
        the side of Lake’s neck, and her entire face goes beet red.

      “Just
        fine, Sir Tom.” She slaps her hand over the handkerchief and
        takes a step away from me. I run my hand over my hair. If I haven’t
        hurt her, then I’m pleased by the sight. If I have, then I
        deserve a swift kick in the nuts.

      “You’re
        sure?” I ask as people scurry around us, doing the million jobs
        that need to be done before, during, and after every show. Sometimes,
        I feel like I have it easy. I just show up. Lake nods in response to
        my question, and I move over to the stool where she was sitting to
        collect her other drinks for her. I think I might steal the
        strawberry one. “Because if you’re okay, then … I
        love that the whole world knows you’re mine tonight.”

      I
        make sure to whisper that. I don’t need every single thing I
        say to Lakelynn to become a meme.

      “I
        love that, too,” she admits, and I can’t fight back the
        grin.

      We
        walk together down the hall, Daniel and Jacob trailing behind.

      Before
        we go outside, I put Lake’s hood up, zip the jacket in the
        front, and then we run. We sprint down the cleared path between two
        surges of heaving, screaming fangirls (and some fanboys) and into the
        SUV.

      Lake
        and I sit in the back, fingers entwined, each of us sipping on a
        boba.

      All
        is normal and good until we get back to the house. Daniel clears it
        for us. Jacob uses the bathroom like he always does after a show (he
        refuses to use public toilets most of the time).

      “Hey,”
        I tell Lake, licking my lips and watching to make sure that Daniel
        has slipped back outside. I look back at my girlfriend, all cute and
        bundled up in my clothes, nursing her final bubble tea. She was
        wearing a T-shirt today that read: You
          Are the Boba to my Tea! with
        a pair of kissing anime characters. I almost tore it off her and took
        her up against the side of the helicopter. Wait,
          what was I going to say to her again? I
        shake my head and put my hands on her shoulders. “I need you to
        come with me.”

      She
        looks confused, but she follows when I snatch Jake’s keys off
        the counter. I had Maggie arrange for our bags to be packed and put
        in the back of Jacob’s car. He just doesn’t know that
        yet. Nobody does which is sort of the whole point.

      How
        else are we supposed to get out of here and go to Arkansas? The only chance
        we have of being able to spend time at Lake’s family home is if
        the whole world is convinced that we’re holed up in here.

      “Get
        in,” I tell Lake, opening the passenger door for her. She looks
        at me, at the car, grins. She hops in and has her seat belt fastened
        before I can even close the door.

      I
        sprint to the other side—even if I know Jake’s
        after-concert bathroom breaks always take way longer than they
        should—and we’re out of there before anyone realizes that
        we’ve gone. I stop halfway down the drive and reach into the
        bag that I also instructed Maggie to pack for me.

      Ballcaps.

      Sunglasses.

      Face
        masks.

      Scarves.

      Glasses.

      We
        don’t need every item right this very second, but maybe later.
        I’m so in love with this girl that I believe what she’s
        telling me about the curse. I believe that if I don’t get her
        to fall in love with me, we’ll both die. I’ll use any
        trick necessary to save her life. I’ve already asked my mom to
        cancel everything between now and that final concert, the one that’s
        being filmed for the docuseries.

      It’s
        going to be me and Lake and the open road.

      If
  … we can get past the paparazzi.

      “Hey,”
        I tell her, turning in my seat. Lake turns to look back at me. Her
        eyes are sparkling. I
          found my partner in crime, I
        think, and I’ve never felt a better emotion in my entire life.
        Not ever. I see why music, art, and books are dedicated to love. It’s
        heady. “Can I ask you to do something really weird, something
        that only Tam Eyre or a serial killer would ever ask you?”

      “You
        may,” Lake says, struggling to keep her face neutral. She wants
        to smile or laugh, but she’s trying to take this seriously.
  “What is it?”

      “Can
        you squeeze onto the floor in front of your seat so that nobody will
        know you’re in here with me? They recognize Jacob’s car,
        and they don’t harass him nearly as much. If we can get out of
        here, they won’t follow us.”

      Lake
        cocks a brow.

      “That
        doesn’t sound very serial killer-y to me,” she says,
        pretending to be disappointed.

      “That’s
        not the serial killer part.” I reach into my door and pull out
        a black trash bag. “Can you cover yourself with this? I meant
        to ask Maggie for a blanket, but I forgot. This was just in here.”

      Lake
        stares at me.

      “Jacob
        had a random roll of black garbage bags in his door? Now, that really is serial
        killer material.” She takes the bag, rips it open, and curls
        into a ball on the floor, dragging the plastic over herself.

      This
        is the dumbest fucking plan ever.

      I
        yank on a beanie and a pair of fake glasses, flip my visor down, and
        then I hit the gas.

      We
        use the front gate because it’d be more suspicious
        if ‘Jacob’ left the property the back way.

      That
        means the crowd is thick. And I’m heading out there without Daniel. I could be killed.

      I
        press the gas down a little more, but I can’t go too fast or
        I’ll hit someone.

      Nobody
        tries to stop me, and I heave a sigh of relief at the end of the
        block.

      “Give
        it two minutes, and you can get back in your seat. It stresses me out
        that you’re sitting on the floor anyway.” I tap my hand
        on the steering wheel for a minute. “Wait. Don’t tell
        your brother about this. He might try to punch me.”

      “Might?”
        Lake mumbles from under the plastic. “Oh, he will definitely punch
        you.”

      “He
        can try,”
        I repeat, checking in the rearview mirror to make sure that nobody is
        following us. “Okay, clear.”

      Lake
        emerges with a groan and a little stretch. When she puts her seat
        belt back on and rests her hands in her lap, I relax a little.

      “That
        was fun,” she admits, smiling to herself.

      But
        her eyes, they’re on the mark on her left wrist, the ragged
        heart-shaped constellation etched into her skin at birth. I can’t
        decide if I’m lucky because I got to learn that magic is real
        as a grown-ass adult or … if I’m being punished for
        something.

      No.
        If I were being punished, I wouldn’t have met Lakelynn.

      Knowing
        her for any period of time is better than never having met her at
        all.

      I’m
        lucky.

      It’s
        magic.

      “Ugh,
        my neck,” Lake complains absently, rubbing at it.

      We
        both go weirdly silent.

      “Yeah,
        I’ve got painkillers in my wallet,” I tell her, sitting
        up so that she can dig it out of my back pocket. Pretty sure she
        gropes me, but I was hoping for that anyway, so I’m not upset.
        I sit back down, a little smirk on my lips that matches the smirk on
        hers.

      Too
        bad we’re on the run or I’d fuck her every hour or so
        during the drive.

      “Don’t
        even go there,” she warns me, as if she can read my thoughts. I
        lift a brow in question. “You know what I mean. We’re not
        having sex at a rest stop. Between the ordinary families passing
        through, and the total creepers hiding in the bushes, I could not
        think of a worse place.”

      “I
        wasn’t thinking of fucking you at a rest stop,” I tell
        her, glancing over. “I was thinking of fucking you in a hotel
        suite.”

      We
        make it four and a half hours before the first stop.

       [image: ]

      30
        bobas left until we both die …

      

      

“Joules
        and I struggled with this last time,” Lake explains to me,
        standing on the side of the road in this deserted spot in the middle
        of nowhere. Honestly, I’m unsettled by this drive. I’ve
        been all over the world, but I’ve never just driven like
        this. Except, you know, for that ten hours I went to give Lake head.

      This
        time, it’s going to take more than twenty-two hours, and it’s
        so remote and desolate and quiet out here that I’ve got the
        chills.

      “Struggled
        with what?” I ask, finally getting the slow-ass vending machine
        to give me a water. It’s hot as hell out here in …
        Arizona? Is this Arizona? I frown and look around, like I might be
        able to ascertain which desert this is by staring at the scraggly
        bushes.

      “Finding
        boba places during the drive that are open when we pass through town.
        I might have to get myself a cherry Coke and pretend it’s a
        boba.” That’s exactly what Lake does, marching over to me
        and then patting her pockets down in search of her wallet.

      “I’m
        not sure if I have quarters—” she starts, like she truly
        grew up not only in a different world than I did, but also in a
        completely different time period.

      I
        swipe my credit card on the machine to add a credit, and then gesture
        with my chin.

      “Get
        some cherry Coke and some
        cherry licorice. Your man will pay.”

      Lake
        laughs at that.

      “God,
        remember how dumb you were at the restaurant in Portland?” she
        asks, her laughter doubling as she tries to get the memory out. Her
        palm slams into the faded, cloudy button, and the machine spits out a
        cold, dewy can. My eyes fall on Lake’s bruised neck. All that,
        just from kissing? I want to soothe it all with my tongue.

      “I
        was dumb? Because Joules was trying to show me who was boss, and I
        wouldn’t let him do it?”

      “You
        guys are gross together,” she tells me, and then she steals my
        credit card from my fingers, swipes it again, buys her licorice. The
        pack gets stuck, and she kicks it to get it to come out. I would’ve
        just paid again and pressed the button for another one. “You
        and Joules are like …” Lake turns to me, sweat beading
        on her Tam-kissed throat. It’s hot as fuck out
        here. “Unneutered male dogs.”

      “I’m
        an unneutered dog now?” I’m shocked as I look her over,
        but she’s just laughing at me again. “I swear to God,
        Lake. You have no idea how hard I’m going to spank you
        tonight.”

      I
        follow her back to our car—the only one in the parking lot—and
        we both climb in, cursing at the hot leather under our asses. It’s
        been baking in here while we’ve been enjoying some fresh air.

      After
        stopping at that hotel and getting naked together, we took a little
        nap and got right back to driving. We’ve been driving nonstop
        since, taking turns to sleep. The farther we drive, the more I can
        see in her eyes how determined Lake is to get back to her family.

      It’s
        her turn again, so I begrudgingly take the passenger’s side.
        I’d drive the whole way if she’d let me.

      First
        thing I do is ball up my sweater and pretend like I’m going to
        take a nap.

      I’ve
        done this a couple of times. When she thinks I’m asleep, I’ll
        crack one eye to see what she’s doing when nobody’s
        looking. Usually, Lake looks … sad. She doesn’t seem sad
        right now, but I know she’s having trouble keeping her mind off
        Joe. Off our own curse. Off the possible Joules-Kaycee situation that
        she told me about while we drove this morning.

      This
        time isn’t any different. After about fifteen minutes of
        driving, it happens. Lake glances over at me, tapping her fingers on
        the wheel. I make sure my eyes stay closed.

      “Tam?”
        she asks, but I don’t respond.

      Next
        time I crack my lids, I see it, that melancholy and fear etched into
        her mouth, in the tightness around her eyes. When she reaches up and
        swipes the start of a tear, I almost lose it. I
          should give her space; I’ll just let her have this time to
          herself.

      Wait.

      I
        frown and sit up, and Lake wiggles around in her seat like she’s
        been caught doing something bad.

      “You
        told me to obliterate your space, right? You look upset. Want to talk
        about it?”

      “I
  … feel like an idiot.” She blushes. “Who wouldn’t
        fall in love with you overnight, Tam Eyre? You’re a whole lot
        of special.”

      “A
        whole lot o’ special?” I repeat, taking on a bit of a
        twang. She didn’t say it quite like that, but she almost did.
        There’s the vaguest hint of a Southern accent when she says
        certain things. I’m not sure if Arkansas is part of the Midwest
        or the South or … is it in tornado alley? I don’t know
        that either. “Why are you so cute?”

      “Is
        that what I am?” she asks, voice taking on a teasing lilt so
        that she can move us away from more sensitive subjects without my
        noticing. I almost miss it here, too. “A
          cute girl who knows how to stay true to herself?”

      “Did
        I say that?” I’m confused. Lake sighs dramatically. It’s
        almost the official Tambourine slogan—cute,
          confident & true to ourselves—but
        I don’t think that’s what she means.

      “You
        did. In a viral video. You told the interviewer that you liked cute
          girls who know how to stay true to themselves. Or
        something like that. It was dumb.” Lake chuckles, and I narrow
        my eyes.

      “Nice
        try.” I fold my arms and turn to look out the window again.
  “You said you felt like an idiot because you’re not in
        love with me. It’s okay. Love happens at different times for
        different people.”

      “You
        weren’t supposed to fall first,” she mumbles, and I give
        her an incredulous look in response.

      “So,
        you don’t want
        me to be in love with you? I thought that was the end goal for every
        move you were making.”

      “It
        was!” Lake says, slapping a hand against the wheel and worrying
        at her lip. I put my fingers out to stop her, and she bites me.
        Gently. With a flick of the eyes that has my pants getting tight in
        the front. I pull my hand back and press a kiss on my own fingers,
        right over that bite. Lake shivers. “It was, but now I’m
        just worried that … maybe we’re having too much sex, and
        we don’t know each other well enough yet.”

      Lake
        reaches into one of the cup holders and pulls out a box that I saw
        her digging from her bag at the last rest stop. I take it when she
        hands it over, reading the text on the outside. It’s a
        conversation deck, you know the ones that have questions on every
        card. Ah. Too much sex. Time to get to know each other.

      I
        lift the lid on the deck and pull out a card.

      “So,
        we’ll talk in addition to having sex, hmm?” I tease,
        reading the question on my own card and then raising a brow. Okay.
        Maybe Lake wasn’t aware that there was an Intimate
          Questions add-on
        pack in this box. “Do
          you like your ass played with?”

      “What?!”
        Lakelynn doesn’t swerve, but her eyes are a little wide. “Okay,
        so it was in the box. That’s fair. I saw that there was an Intimate
          Questions addition.”

      “You
        did know, huh?” I turn toward her, fanning my face with the
        card. “Answer it then. I want to know. We haven’t …
        gone in that direction before.”

      Granted,
        we were both virgins all of a month ago.

      “My
  … ass?” Lake narrows her eyes in thought, rubs her chin.
  “My cheeks, yeah. The, uh, not the other bit.”

      I
        nod. I can empathize with that.

      “Same.”
        I file the card away and pick another. This one is about sports. I’ll
        be the first to admit that I know next to nothing about sports. “Do
          you have a favorite football team?”

      “Razorbacks,”
        Lake says with a chuckle, and I just stare at
        her. “The University of Arkansas.” She glances over to
        see me looking at her like we’re strangers. I guess we still
        are, but that doesn’t change how I feel about her. Even now,
        about to die from the curse, this is the happiest I’ve been in
        years. “What? Arkansas doesn’t have an NFL team, so …
        college football.”

      “College
        football.” Wow. This deck was a great idea. “I don’t
        even know the name of a football team. Sorry.”

      “Not
        even one?” Lake retorts, and I shrug, rifling through the deck
        for another card. “Makes sense. You’ve been busy with
        your career.”

      “I
        don’t have much to talk about, do I? Besides my job. Or
        reading. I spend all my time working out, learning dances, writing
        music. You’re more interesting than I am.” Ah. How about
        I pick a card at random? I read it out before Lake can respond. “If
          you were to—”

      I
        stop reading.

      If
        you were to die tomorrow, how would you like to be buried?

      I
        check the side of the box again. It claims to include two dozen
        different categories including Intimate
          Queries, Pop Culture, and even a card type known as Morbid Curiosity. Alright
        then.

      “Read
        it,” Lake tells me when I try to switch the card out for
        another. “No matter what it is, it won’t bother me.”

      “This
        might,” I warn her, but she shakes her head. I wet my lips.
        Alright then. “If
          you were to die tomorrow, how would you like to be buried?”

      Lake
        grins at that, giving me a look and raising both her brows.

      “Easy.
        I want to be turned into dirt, same as Joe. Dark humor is a Frost
        family tradition. Never be afraid to bring up death or make a
        horrible joke about it.” Lake is watching the road again. I
        can’t help but notice that she’s not tense at all
        anymore, like maybe talking to me—even about death—is
        making things better. “What about you?”

      “Buried
        in the same cemetery as my dad,” I say automatically, but now
        that I know about this human composting thing, now that I’ve
        seen the tree … Shit. I need to email my mom next chance I get
        and have my will changed. Just in case. “Or like what you
        said.”

      “There’s
        even a process where they can turn your body into water. It’s
        called alkaline hydrolysis or water cremation. Pretty cool, huh?”
        Lake reaches into the center console for her licorice. I grab it for
        her and tear the top open, hand it back.

      I
        turn to the road, and I’m quiet for a while.

      One
        of the things I love about Lake is that she lets me be quiet, gives
        me the time I need to think. She does it, too, spaces off like I do,
        mind churning, heart thundering. We’re alike in the best
        possible ways.

      “That
        is pretty cool,” I answer finally, realizing that no matter how
        it happens, I feel like it’d be nice if we were together. “If
        the curse takes us, can I be dirt, too? I’d like to join Joe’s
        tree.”

      Lake
        doesn’t say anything for a while, eating her licorice. When I
        look over at her, I see that she’s smiling but also that there
        are tears tracking down her cheeks.

      “I’d
        like that a lot,” she whispers back, reaching out her hand for
        mine. Lake sniffles a little. “Hey, did you know that the word boba is
        a slang word for breasts? Because of the shape of the tapioca balls?”
        She smiles even wider through her tears.

      I
        loosen my seat belt, lean over, and gently kiss the liquid from her
        soft cheek.

   

 















CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

DANIEL
        (TAM'S BODYGUARD—IT'S IN THE CONTRACT)

  I
  know nothing about bobas and curses … but also 29 bobas left …

      



These
        two idiots honestly believe they left the house without me. They
        honestly believe they escaped the paparazzi. They honestly have no
        idea that they’re being watched—by me and a few others. I
        can’t tackle every fan, but I sure as hell can make certain
        they keep their distance.

      I
        can also legally intimidate them.

      “Excuse
        me, can you please sign this NDA?” I thrust the iPad that Jacob
        gave me into the arms of a young woman. She’s wearing Tam’s
        logo on a hoodie and filming him and Lake do some sort of weird kabedon thing
        against the outer wall of the rest stop.

      Kabedon,
        of course, meaning when a man slams his palm on the wall next to a
        woman’s head and essentially pins her against it. Lakelynn does
        it to Tam as well, playing a little role reversal. I have no idea why
        they keep doing that, but it’s driving me slowly insane.

      “I
  … do I have to?” the woman asks, and Jacob makes a
        sniffing noise from behind me.

      “A
        thousand dollars if you do, right this very second.” A long
        pause where the woman just stares at him. Jacob purses his lips. “And
        a signed exclusive photocard.”

      Jacob
        digs out a stack of photocards that he found in the trash at one of
        the concerts. They’re racy, featuring Tam in boxers and nothing
        else. They were supposed to go in the swag bags provided to the Hype
        Record executives, but they never made it.

      Luckily,
        we have them now.

      “I
        can keep the recording, right?” the girl asks, signing the
        document with her finger.

      “Just
        so long as you don’t post it online,” Jacob returns,
        passing over the photocard and the money. The woman takes off,
        leaving Tam and Lake undisturbed for another day. “We’re
        standing right
          here, and
        they haven’t noticed us. How is that even possible?”

      Jacob
        has been bitching and whining since we left Los Angeles. I refuse to
        acknowledge him any longer, slapping the iPad on his chest and
        heading to the restroom. I use the large-sized family bathroom with
        the locking door. I can’t afford to run into Tam at the urinal.

      I’m
        in and out, nice and quick.

      Maybe
        I should tell Jacob that Tam is oblivious to his own fame? In
        Japantown, when he was kissing Lakelynn, a man tried to assault him.

      “Shit,
        we have a runner!” one
        of my guys called over the radio, and then I saw the creep, dressed
        in a trench coat and making quick progress across the courtyard. I
        chased the man down and tackled him hard enough that when he tried to
        scream out his love for Tam, he could only wheeze.

      The
        lovebirds just kept kissing, odd late-season cherry blossoms flowing
        in the wind.

      My
        eye twitches as I hit the vending machine for an energy drink.

      This
        motherfucker is going to be the death of me; I can’t even
        believe I took this job.

      Only,
        it pays well and it’s relatively easy in comparison to the jobs
        I could be working.

      Besides
  … I do like Tam. I really like him with Lake. He needs her.

      “Why
        is it so hot out here?” Jacob is complaining, as if he doesn’t
        live in Los Angeles. “Where are we right now anyway?”

      “Oklahoma,”
        I explain, and then I get back in the car and wait for him to join
        me. If he takes as long in the bathroom this time as he did last
        time, we might lose them again. For a couple of hours there near
        Amarillo, Texas, I wasn’t sure. Fortunately, I used the tracker
        on Tam’s phone to find them at a bubble tea shop. Crisis
        averted.

      Jacob
        is quick this time. He’s back in the car before Lake or Tam
        reappear, fortunately skipping their strange kabedon routine.
        I breathe out a sigh of relief when they’re safely secured in
        Jacob’s vehicle.

      “My
        God, they’re stupid,” Jacob murmurs under his breath.
  “How would they ever survive without us?”

      “Without
        us?” I echo, and then I sigh. Without
          you, they’d finally have some peace. Without me, they’d
          be dead.

      I
        say nothing, start the SUV, and follow them back onto Highway 412.

      We’re
        almost at our final destination.

      I’m
        curious to see what happens next.

      I’m
        also curious to see Lakelynn’s friend again, the one with the
        glasses. Ella?

      But
        not that curious.

      Of
        course not.

      I’m
        fucking stoic.

   

 















CHAPTER SIXTY

JOULES

  28
        bobas left until my baby sister dies … and I follow her to the
  grave 2 bobas later …

      



“Hey
        Joe.” I sit down cross-legged in front of the redbud tree. The
        leaves are all yellow at this point, bowing to autumn’s touch
        before any of the trees in the woods behind the house.
  “Brought
        you some sushi from that place you like.”

      I
        just left Kaycee freshly fucked and softly snoring upstairs, so I
        should be alone for a little bit. Shouldn’t have to worry about
        her sneaking out either. We did all that responsible adult shit
        together back in LA, so we could screw each other bareback. Just got
        the results online. Today was our first time without a piece of latex
        between us, the first day I got to empty myself inside of her instead
        of into a condom.

      A
        smirk taints my lips as I crack the lid on the plastic container and
        set the food beside Joe’s trunk. The wind blows, ruffling my
        hair. The sun is out, so even though it’s not particularly hot,
        my back feels warm under its rays. I take the heat in my skin as a
        response from Joe.

      “This
        is not the sushi from the place I like. This is the place that you
        get into without waiting in line.”

      “Fine,
        you’re right. It’s from your second favorite place.”
        I push the container a little closer. “I’d wait in line
        if it would bring you back, but I went to that restaurant twelve
        times in the month after we planted this tree, and you never once
        talked to me. This’ll do.” I stare at the food, watch as
        a single ant crawls up the side of the container. Sometimes, that
        bothers me, watching the bugs eat the food I brought for Joe. “Hey,
        man, you won’t mind if I eat some, will you?”

      I
        take two rolls and bury them for Joe, and then I brush the dirt off
        on my pants and dig into the rest. Might have a little dirt still
        under my fingernails, but what difference does it make? I’ll be
        dirt in thirty days anyway.

      I
        add some wasabi and ginger to a spicy tuna roll, chewing
        thoughtfully.

      “Do
        your angel thing,” I tell Joe between bites. “Save
        Lakelynn from her own stupidity, okay? You know that I’d be
        useless without her, but she’ll be …” I
          can’t breathe. “She’ll
        be just …” I
          can’t breathe. “Just
        fine without me.”

      The
        sound of the back gate creaking draws my attention, and I turn over
        my shoulder to see …

      It’s
        Lake.

      I
        shove up to my feet, spilling sushi everywhere and cursing. I don’t
        check the makeup on my wrist. I’m sure it’s still intact,
        but if I look then she’ll notice me looking.

      “Did
        you miss me?” she calls out, striding across the grass and
        opening her arms like she’s going to hug me. The little shit
        dives for my wrist first-thing, and I just barely manage
        to get out of her reach. That’s when I notice that she has
        something in her hand.

      “What
        the fuck is that?” I ask, holding my arm up in the air. “What
        are you tryin’ to do to me?”

      “Give
        me that wrist, Joules Frost.” Lakelynn’s eyes are
        glittering, fervent. “I’m going to use this makeup
        remover wipe on you, and you’re going to take it.” She
        lunges at me, and I catch her around the waist with one arm,
        struggling against her as I keep my left arm up in the air.

      “This
        is not the hug that I deserve!” I shout at her, but Joe and I
        trained her well. She’s wild and feisty, and she knows how to
        play dirty.

      Tam
        appears behind me, snatching my wrist in his hand and yanking it
        down. The bastard pop star is stronger than he looks, and I grit my
        teeth as he rubs another wipe over my skin, clearing just enough of
        the foundation away that the mark’s true color is revealed.

      A
        brilliant, bloody red. It shimmers with a bit of gold at the edge,
        and Lakelynn shouts in terrified triumph.

      “I
        knew it, but I didn’t want to know it,” she cries, and I
        release her, hugging my arm to my chest and scowling as I take a step
        back from the pair of them. My sister has tears in her eyes, and my
        heart breaks in half—especially since I’m about to lie
        through my goddamn teeth.

      “Don’t
        you dare tell Mom,” I grit out at her, taking a step closer.
        Tam inserts himself between us, and I want to punch him so damn bad.
        But I don’t. Because he’s in love with Lake, and he’s
        just trying to protect her. I respect that. I peer around him and
        point. “Don’t tell anyone in the family, do you
        understand me?”

      “Are
        you insane? How much time do you have left?” Lake steps up on
        Tam’s left side and grabs onto his arm. The instantaneous
        reaction in his body gives me hope. His tense muscles relax a little,
        and he softens toward her, but when his gaze lands on me again?
        Fierce and protective. I smile. When I’m gone, Lake will have
        Tam. That’s comforting for me (though you’ll never hear
        me admit it out loud).

      “Way
        more time than you,” I retort, which is a complete bunch of
        bullshit. I have two extra days over my sister. Two days. “It’s
        me and Kaycee, alright? And it’s not a big deal because I’m
        in love with her.”

      “You’re
        a liar,” Lake hisses, narrowing her eyes. She knows me far too
        well for this. But I don’t care. She can know I’m lying,
        and still not know the truth. That’s fine by me.

      “He’s
        not lying,” Kaycee says, striding across the grass in jean
        shorts, a too tight black wifebeater, and no shoes. She’s the
        most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I wet my lips as she gets
        close, her blond hair dyed black again. She ordered some fancy color
        to the house, and made me sit on the toilet next to her while she
        bent over the sink and dyed it.

      That
        was so fucking nice. I wish I could grow old with her and watch her
        dye her hair a million times. Once will have to be enough.

      “Hey
        Kaycee,” Lake says gingerly, a little weird around the girl
        whose boyfriend she stole. Doesn’t stop her from pushing for
        more information. “And … he’s not lying?”

      Kaycee
        comes right up to me and takes my arm in a similar manner to Lake.
        The edge of my lip quirks as I stare Tam down.

      “Thanks
        for losing your ex-girlfriend to me,” I tell him, and Kaycee
        elbows me.

      “Joules
        Frost,” she warns, but Tam just smirks back at me, tucking his
        free hand into his jeans pocket.

      “Still
        fucking your sister,” he replies, and Lake punches him in the
        bicep.

      What
        a pair of couples we must make.

      “I’m
        going to kill him after the curse is broken,” I tell Lake
        casually, and she rolls her eyes.

      “Tell
        me how much time you have, Joules. For real.” Lake gives Kaycee
        a look. “And are you really his
        Match, or are you both bullshitting me?”

      “Would
        I be here if he hadn’t convinced me that some magical curse
        actually exists? Hell no.” Kaycee grins and then gestures with
        her head in the direction of the house. Her long hair brushes my arm
        when the breeze picks up, and that touch becomes an echo of, oh,
        about two hours ago when she was sweeping her hair over my naked
        body. “Tam, I think you’re a lousy friend and you were a
        really shitty boyfriend to me, but you have got to
        check out their family archives. The journals are … well,
        you’ll see.”

      “1822.
        Cassanda Frost,” Tam says, and I narrow my eyes when I realize
        he’s about to recite Lake’s favorite journal post about
        breaking the curse. “Although
          the Match provided to me by the curse was of substantially lower
          social standing than a man that might’ve been chosen by Father
          or my dear brother, I am pleased. He is a looker—”

      Lake
        puts her hand over Tam’s lips and stares at him in shock.

      “You
        were eavesdropping on me when I was talking to Lynn?”

      Tam
        nods, and Lake sighs, dropping her hand.

      I
        know she can hear Dad and the uncles coming around the side of the
        house toward the gate.

      We’re
        running out of time, and I know that she’ll keep my secret for
        as long as it takes her to break her own curse. Then she’ll
        spill the beans whether I want her to or not.

      Our
        gazes lock.

      I
        can feel Joe’s spirit leaning up against the tree, ankles and
        arms crossed, frowning at us.

      “Would
        you two stop? I’m not going to let either of you die, okay? We
        can figure this out together. Don’t we always?”

      Only,
        Lake and I couldn’t help Joe. How can we expect to help each
        other? But Lake will try. I will try. It’s just the way we are.
        I reach out and ruffle her hair, bending low so that we can be face
        to face.

      “If
        you want to help me, break your damn curse, so I can stop worrying
        about you and I can worry about me instead. That’s what you can
        do, Canoe.” I stand up suddenly, yanking my sweatshirt sleeve
        over my wrist in time for Uncle Rob to appear on my right. Dad’s
        on the left. Uncle Peter pauses next to Tam.

      They
        both notice the mark on Lake’s wrist right off the bat. Nobody
        notices the bruises until after she’s hugged them all and is
        complaining about the heat.

      So,
        Lake takes her sweater off and then we’re all staring at her
        neck.

      “You
        son of a bitch,” I growl at Tam, and then Lake is throwing her
        arms around him to protect him from all four of us.

      “The
        hell is this, son?” Uncle Rob asks, but my dad … the
        death in his eyes is way worse. Well, better they get to this bastard
        before I do. Uncle Peter can hold Tam down while the other two—

      “They’re
        just hickeys. Leave him alone.” Lake chuckles, but Tam is
        white-faced and still. Probably because he knows we all know that he
        told my virgin sister to suck his cock while in a mood. I’m
        never forgiving him for that. “Besides, you know you can’t
        kill him until after we break the curse.”

      “You’re
        sleeping with my daughter, and you haven’t broken the curse?”
        my dad growls, and Tam turns to look at him like he might stand up
        for himself.

      Lake
        doesn’t give him the chance.

      “It’s
        me,” she says, letting go of Tam and lifting up her wrist. Her
        eyes slide to mine, but I’m still prepped and ready to beat Tam
        up. Hickeys? Those are just hickeys? How the fuck? You know, I don’t
        want to know. My sister would never keep quiet about a man hurting
        her. I relax my fists. “I’m the one that isn’t in
        love with him. Not the other way around.”

      “Oh
        dear,” Dad says, reaching up to ruffle his dark hair. He runs a
        hand over his beard. “Oh shit.”

      “Oh
        dear, oh shit,” Lake repeats, and I sigh, glancing down to find
        Kaycee watching me.

      Oh
        dear, oh shit. If
        my dad knew I was lying to him, he’d … he’s going
        to fall to his knees when I’m gone. I know that. My death is
        going to destroy my family, another blow as heavy as Joe’s
        loss. I’m not sure my mother’s moved past Aunt Clara’s
        death or Uncle Jack’s or GG Louise.

      I
        rub my hand over my face.

      “Can
        you help me with something real quick?” Kaycee asks, tugging me
        away from the group. Maria and Lynn are on their way outside, Ella
        and Luna trailing behind. And there’s my mom and Aunt Lisa and
        Aunt Daphne. Nobody will notice if I sneak away for a few.

      Kaycee
        drags me inside and up the stairs to my bedroom, shutting the door
        behind us.

      I
        collapse on my bed, rubbing at my face with both hands.

      “Lake
        only has four weeks to live,” I whisper, wondering if I’m
        going to have to watch my little sister go before I do. Just
          like I failed Joe. I
        keep my face in my hands because I’m not okay.

      I’m
        about to turn twenty-seven. I just fell in love for the first time.
        Lake’s got a man who genuinely cares about her (even if I still
        hate him a little). This is … we just lost Joe … My
        life up until that moment was pretty damn charmed. After that? This
        is what comes after that?

      “Hey.”
        Kaycee takes my hands and gently tugs them away from my face. I stay
        strong in front of everyone else, my entire family. I tried to never
        let Lake or Joe know how afraid I was. I’m trying to do the
        same thing now. But I’m human, too. I’m scared.

      I’m
        going to die—very soon. And there’s nothing I can do
        about it.

      At
        least when it comes to Kaycee, I can be a little weak. I snatch her
        wrist and put her palm to my cheek instead, closing my eyes.

      “Hey,
        what?” I ask, keeping them closed. My window is cracked, so I
        can hear birds, the leaf blower from two houses over, a car driving
        slowly past. I can feel sunlight on my skin, and I soak it in. I
        don’t know what happens when we die, but if there’s no
        sunshine-on-skin then I’m not okay.

      I
        am not okay.

      Tears
        roll down my cheeks, even with my eyes closed. I haven’t cried
        since the day Joe died. Not before that, not after. Not at all since
        I was maybe sixteen.

      “Hey,
        I’m right here, and I’ve got you,” Kaycee whispers,
        gingerly kissing me on the forehead, on the cheek. I wrap her in my
        arms and pull her into me, so that she can straddle my lap and kiss
        me while I hold her. I crack my eyes open to see that she’s
        crying, too. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’m
        sure I’ll be missing you more,” I tell her, and then I
        roll Kaycee down onto the bed, curl our hands together, and I kiss
        her again. She tastes like lip balm and salt, like somebody I barely
        know but wish I knew everything about.

      Our
        mouths drift, nice and slow, and then the salt begins to fade away,
        and Kaycee tastes like sunshine. That’s better. Sun and
        strawberry. I like that.

      She
        adjusts her leg, pushing her knee against my crotch so that I can rub
        on it. I do, rocking my hips while I break away to stare down at her.
        Maybe I lied about her hair. The black is best. It’s her
        natural color, too. That makes me smile.

      We’re
        kissing again, and she arches her pelvis upward like she wants me.

      That’s
        too bad because we’re going to take our time here.

      “Do
        you think less of me for crying?” I ask her softly, because
        maybe I have some issues of my own to work out.

      “I
        think more of you for being perfectly honestly with me.”
        Kaycee’s voice is low, inviting, and absolutely fucking wanton.
        I sit back on my calves, and Kaycee follows me up. She slides her
        palms up and under my shirt before taking it off for me. She even
        pauses with the fabric stretched over my mouth and kisses me through
        the cotton.

      I
        like that, the temporary barrier between our hungry mouths.

      The
        shirt hits the floor, and I put my hands on her waist, taking her
        neck as she groans and digs her fingernails into my bare arms. I’d
        kill Tam Eyre for what he did to my sister, but I want to do the same
        thing to Kaycee. I’m such a fuckin’ hypocrite.

      I
        slide my hand onto the side of her neck, holding her in place so that
        I can ravage all of that soft, beautiful skin with my mouth.

      “Joules,”
        Kaycee growls out, squeezing hard enough that her fingernails hurt. I
        love it. I bite her and she grapples onto me with so much force that
        I can feel it in my groin. “Take your pants off.”

      “No.
        We’re going to do this at my pace.”
        I lick her throat, kiss over her pulse, and then I fist my fingers in
        her hair. I repeat myself. “At my pace.”

      “Your
        pace?” she pants back at me, always defiant but happy to play
        games with me. It’s a brilliant combination. I’ve never
        been challenged like this before, and I love it. “Which would
        mean wham, bam, thank you, ma’am?”

      “Aw,
        I’m not so bad as all that, am I?” I give her hair a
        yank, and she lets out an excited, little breath. I wet my lips. I
        hate being vulnerable, and I already fucking cried today, so …
        But there aren’t a lot of bobas left for me. Not a lot of
        kisses. Not a lot of sex. Not a lot of sunrises or sunsets.

      I
        have thirty days left to live, and I’m going to make love like
        I have a million.

      My
        breath catches, and Kaycee senses it. She’s good at that,
        catching me off-guard. All the little things that others overlook, KQ
        never does.

      She
        puts her arms around my neck and drags me down to the bed.

      Shit,
        I’m going to miss her as much as I miss Joe.

      I
        shut my thoughts down and let my body guide my heart.

   

 















CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

KAYCEE

  28
        bobas left until they both die … and only 30 bobas left until
  Joules dies … (the same day)

      



If
        I let myself think too hard about it, I’ll panic. I don’t
        want to panic right now. I want to feel my man’s lips on my
        forehead, on my closed eyelids, on my cheeks, my mouth. I want to dig
        my fingernails into his hair as he kisses his way down my neck,
        between my breasts, lets his hot tongue linger over my pearled
        nipples.

      The
        lace barrier of my bra isn’t enough to hide the heat in Joules’
        hungry mouth, in his wicked tongue. One of his hands is braced on the
        bed beside my rib cage while the other traces over my body as if he’s
        worshipping it. I’ve never been with a guy who can fuck hard
        and hot, but who can also take me tender and soft. Joules is
        everything I’ve ever written about in my lyrics, ever sang
        about onstage with emotion bubbling up in my throat.

      He’s
  … he’s everything.

      I
        arch my back, pressing my breast into his mouth, but he pulls away.
        He kisses down the taut, flat lines of my belly, pausing at the edge
        of my denim shorts. A single finger traces along the edge of the
        waist before flicking open the button. Joules, character that he is,
        uses his teeth to tug the zipper down.

      I
        lift my head to find him staring up at me, zipper in his mouth, the
        edge of his lip in a cute, little smirk. He’s arrogant and full
        of himself, but for good reason. He’s pretty enough to be in a
        boy band with Tam. Pretty enough to star as the male lead in a drama.
        And he’s kind. On the inside, underneath all the smut and
        bullshit, he’s kind.

      Joules
        tugs my shorts down, but only a little. He presses his lips to the
        lace of my panties, kissing me through the thin fabric. I throw my
        head back, digging my nails into the sheets of his teenage bed. It’s
        a double, so a little narrow for two people, but we cuddle so close
        at night that we could be comfy on a twin.

      That
        cute, saucy mouth of his works over my panties, getting them wet from
        both sides. Can
          he taste me through the lace? I
        wonder, but I’m too spellbound to ask. My gaze is half-lidded
        and fixed on the ceiling, a backdrop of idyllic suburban life playing
        outside the window. I can hear someone leaving the house, another
        person calling out to them, a car starting.

      For
        me, this is foreign, a whole new experience. I like the normalcy, the
        easy gait of life, the comfort and love in this house. I’m as
        in love with Joules’ family as I am with him. Although … oh.

      He
        bites gently onto the plump heat between my legs, and then abruptly
        releases me, dragging my shorts off. They end up on the floor beside
        his quickly discarded pants. We’re down to underwear now, and
        I’m absolutely dying to just rip it all off. I want skin on
        skin.

      “We’ll
        get there, baby,” Joules tells me, mind reader that he is. Lips
        lingering over my belly button, trailing up my body to my clavicle,
        gently grazing me with his teeth. I grab at him, but he pins my arms
        to hold me down, and I like that, too. “We’ll get there.”

      His
        voice is rough, a graze that sinks into my skin. I can feel each
        word, nice and hot against my bare flesh. Joules licks a path just
        above the frilly white hem of my bra. He nips the red bow, yanks on
        it, snaps the strap with his teeth.

      I
        hear people in the hallway, but he ignores them. Tam and Lake are
        here, and everyone is focused on them when they should be worried
        about Joules. Poor Joules. My Joules.
        His love for me is going to kill him.

      “Are
        you sure you don’t want me to hire a hitman for Allison’s
        husband?” I ask breathlessly, and it’s sort of a joke.
        Mostly a joke. Really, just a joke.

      Joules
        laughs against my skin and then noses his way into my hair, pushing
        his knee against my aching core and encouraging me to rub against
        him.

      “I
        love how naughty you’re willing to be on my behalf, how far I
        know you’d actually go. You’re the sort who buries bodies
        for the person they love, aren’t you, Kaycee?”

      “I’m
        the woman who turns people into bodies
        for the man I love.” I yank at his hair, and he lets me drag
        his mouth back to mine. He can taste the reality of that statement on
        my mouth, and I can taste cherry Coke and desire on him. A little bit
        of sadness, too. If there was any way
        to save Joules, I’d do it. But I’ve read half the books
        in the archives by now, and I don’t see a way out.

      Curse,
        indeed.

      My
        hand grabs onto his left wrist, and I bring that strange, smudged
        heart design to my mouth. I bite onto his wrist, suck hard, suck
        harder. Joules groans and shakes his head, his ebon hair tickling my
        cheek. I lick and kiss over that design, memories of last night
        flooding my brain.

      Joules
        wrapped a blanket over my shoulders, took me by the hand, and led me
        outside.

      There
        was a telescope waiting. I’ve never used a telescope in my
        entire life. Together, we looked at the stars. Joules knew exactly
        where to aim the telescope to find the heart nebula, this faint
        smudge among the stars that’s a perfect match to the design on
        his wrist.

      He
        tears his arm from my grip, pressing it against his chest, breathing
        hard.

      Joules
        looks up and our eyes meet.

      When
        he slides a hand underneath me and helps me sit up, I go with him.
        It’s like a dance, our gazes locked, bodies quivering. There’s
        a sweet, gentle layer of fresh sweat on him, on me. It’s a warm
        afternoon, and the breeze from outside smells like grass clippings
        and the dirt his uncle delivered for the garden.

      I
        inhale, and then Joules does, like he’s trying to steal some of
        my breath for himself.

      With
        careful, clever fingers, he undoes my bra, still looking at me. Pulls
        the straps down my arms, still looking at me. Kissing me with his
        eyes open.

      His
        palm slides over my breast, cupping the tender flesh and kneading
        with his fingers. I don’t have a lot of cleavage, but Joules
        touches me with reverence, paying careful attention to the areola
        around the sharp, almost painful point of my nipple.

      I’m
        trembling now. I’m not sure that I’ve ever let someone
        strip me this bare, make me feel this raw. And it’s not just
        the feel of his hand, or his knee rubbing against the damp heat
        between my thighs. It’s not even the look in his bright blue
        eyes, an imploring, a promise of connection, a silent agreement.

      We
        will take our love as fast and as far as we can go.

      But
        you know what’s really making
        me tremble?

      It’s
        the memory of Joules saving my drunk ass from the bar. Giving me his
        hoodie. Calling me out on my shit. Being my friend. Driving
        cross-country with me. Looking at the stars through a telescope while
        his thumb traced a tender line down my nape.

      “Do
        you know what song of yours I like the most?” Joules whispers,
        biting my nipple and giving it a gentle tug. I arch into him, and he
        purrs in satisfaction, sweeping an arm underneath my curved spine to
        hold me in place. He takes his time getting to know my breasts with
        his mouth, dragging out the suspense of his question until I’ve
        forgotten he ever said anything. “Beauty
          in a Temporary Space,”
        he answers.

      The
        lyrics hit me like a brick.

      “If
        it can’t be lost, then it could never have been found in the
        first place. It’s okay to love something, and then let it go.
        It’s okay to say goodbye because saying goodbye leaves room for
        saying hello.”

      “I
        want you inside of me,” I tell him, my own voice like the
        gentle brush of wind outside, stirring sweet windchimes and making
        the wooden birdhouses in the tree clack together. “Now, Joules.
        We can go slow, but I want you.”

      “My
        pace,” he growls back at me, kissing down my belly and then
        taking my panties in his teeth. I grab two handfuls of his flannel
        sheets as he drags that lace down my thighs, over my dance-shaped
        calves, my pedicured toes. The scrape of lace on ardor-dipped skin is
        a lot. Too much. I can’t take it.

      My
        thighs part automatically, and Joules makes another rough, hungry
        sound, swiping his hand down his face. I liked it when he had
        stubble, that rough grate against smooth skin. I like this, too, when
        he rubs his naked cheek on the inside of my leg.

      Joules
        maps my flesh with his mouth and tongue, from my toes to my knee to
        the crease between my thigh and my pelvis. He absorbs me with long
        licks, nuzzles me, nips me. When his mouth finally lands on the hot
        center of me, that lazy exploration shifts into something more
        desperate, something hungry that needs to be sated.

      I
        throw my arm over my lips and bite down hard, trying to stifle the
        sounds. If I let out a scream, the entire neighborhood will bear
        witness. And I don’t want that. This is me and Joules, just us.
        Rare, precious privacy for him and me.

      Thank
        God that Uncle Rob has a shotgun for drones.

      Joules
        is the boyfriend I always wanted, a man capable of bringing tears to
        my eyes with his tongue. A man capable of summoning a scream to my
        lips with his teeth scraping my inner thigh. I’m clawing at his
        hair now, yanking and pulling and demanding.

      He
        breaks free from my pussy and kisses me, the soft sweetness of my
        body on his lips.

      “Goddamn,
        Kaycee,” Joules says as he grips the side of my neck, stroking
        my pulse with his thumb. Using his other hand, he pushes his boxers
        down, makes a sound of frustration and then wrangles them off and
        onto the floor.

      There’s
        no resistance when his body slips into mine, just a satisfying
        fullness that catches my breath in my chest, that draws my hips up to
        meet his. He’s hard and hot and panting, wrapping me up in his
        arms and just holding me there.

      We
        don’t move. The sprinkler goes off in the front yard, and
        someone curses.

      “Kaycee,”
        Joules murmurs against my hair, and then he’s kissing me on the
        top of my head, bracing himself on his forearms. He smiles at me,
        this cocky tilt to his lips that’s both tender and
        infuriatingly arrogant. He knows what he’s doing to me, but
        here’s the thing: I also know what I’m doing
        to him.

      I
        roll my hips, rocking them up and into Joules. He exhales harshly,
        but he doesn’t give in, doesn’t move.

      We’re
        still looking at each other.

      “Stop
        being mopey, and fuck me,” I tease, giving him my best bedroom
        look, the one that sells out concert stadiums and breaks viral
        records. My heart might be breaking, but Joules is here now. Warm and
        strong and infuriatingly still. I’m not wasting this. “Joules,
        I will poison your oatmeal.”

      “Good
        thing you’re on-track to be my future wife. You could use the
        Frost last name with that attitude.”

      I
        laugh at him, and that gets his muscles to go taut with strain. I
        squeeze a little harder and Joules grabs me by the hair, tilting my
        head back.

      “Not
        happening,” I whisper huskily up at him. “The name Quinn is worth hundreds of millions. We know who the stay-at-home parent is
        between us.”

      Joules
        chuckles, plants his hands firmly on either side of my head, and then
        he starts to move.

      I
        would gladly pay his way for the rest of his life, let him live in
        luxury and never work, if only he’d be beside me. Every day for
        the rest of both our lives. Yeah,
          that’s what I’ll do. I’ll marry him. Put a ring on
          that finger and make him mine.

      Screw
        you, Allison. Fuck you. I don’t even know you, but …
        fuck you.

      I
        grab at Joules’ neck, arching my own so that we can kiss. A
        little less practiced than we both usually are. Joules and I are
        conscious of our appearances, our expressions, our sounds. We both
        like a little something extra in our sex, this smooth, sharp-edged
        gilt. But that gold shine is gone today, and we’re just two
        people who are really, really into each other.

      “Joules,”
        I murmur, and he says my name back. Maybe a hundred times. Maybe a
        thousand. He holds me, and he takes care of me, and I do my best to
        return the favor.

      We
        find each other with his cock slamming deep, with his hand cradling
        the side of my neck, with his mouth on mine. Our eyes open, and it
        happens for me first. Long, hard pulls on my inner muscles that
        stroke him, beckon. Joules is good though, so he makes me take it all
        before he thrusts to finish himself.

      It’s
        the most powerful sensation I’ve ever experienced, looking up
        at him while I come, while he comes, when I know that he’s
        going to die. He can’t be mine forever, but he’s mine for
        right now. This moment is worth fucking everything.

      Everything.

      We’re
        panting, shuddering, pulling in huge swells of oxygen. Outside the
        window, someone curses again, and the sprinkler switches off.

      “I
        love you, Joules,” I tell him, my fingers laced together on the
        back of his neck. He nods, lips pursed tight, like he knows. He knows.

      “I
        love you, too, Kaycee Quinn.” He kisses me and seals the deal.

      He
        is mine, and I am his.

      For
        now.

      Just
        for now.
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“This
        is … basically insane,” I tell Tam when he drops our
        bags on the floor of my bedroom and stands up, hands on his hips as
        he looks around again. He’s only been in here for a total of
        maybe two minutes before, so it’s basically new to him. “You,
        standing in my bedroom.”

      “Fantasy
        come to life?” he asks hopefully, heeling the door shut. It
        opens almost immediately, and my cousins and friends pour in.

      Minus
        Chloe, of course.

      “What’s
        the percentage of Frost family members who didn’t love their
        Match?” Ella demands, and Tam cringes a little, running his
        tongue over his lower lip. “I tried to do a quick survey of the
        journals, but I haven’t been able to get clear answers.”

      “We’ve
        never kept track of that sort of thing,” I explain with a shrug
        as Maria steals a beanbag, Luna perches on the couch (while making
        eyes at Tam), and Lynn joins me on the bed. Ella stays near Tam, her
        arms crossed, glaring at him out of the corner of her eye. “Ella,”
        I warn her, and she snaps her gaze to mine like she’s guilty.

      “Sorry,
        I’m just conditioned to be wary of Matches.”

      “I’m
        the good kind of Match,” Tam tells her, tucking his hands into
        his pockets and giving this sweet, sexed-up vibe off without even
        meaning to. “Making sure that Lake survives, that’s my
        only purpose right now.”

      “I
        saw that you cancelled a bunch of events,” Lynn says to him,
        offering me a lollipop. She’s sucking on one, too. Both hers
        and mine are root beer flavored. Nice. Joules thinks it’s the
        most disgusting flavor known to man. Joe backed him up on this one. I
        tear the paper off and stick it in my mouth. Tam watches that motion
        like I’ve just taken off my bra. “But everyone online is
        saying to leave you alone, that you never take time off, that you
        deserve it. See? Your true fans have your back.”

      “Much
        appreciated, true fan,” Tam says with a little wink. He takes a
        seat on the couch next to Luna, in the spot where Chloe would usually
        sit. Luna bites her lip at him, but he gives her a look that’s
        clearly a warning. She’s not serious about it, I know that.
        It’s just how she is.

      “Luna,
        leave him alone.” I chastise her, and she laughs, punching Tam
        in the shoulder. He blinks at her in surprise.

      “Sorry,
        I’m so thirsty. I get excited around attractive guys. But if
        you actually hit on me while being my friend’s Match, I’d
        kick you in the balls.”

      “That’s
  … nice,” Tam says, but then he just laughs and shakes
        his head.

      “Hey,
        so,” Lynn starts between licks of the candy in her hand.
  “Joules wants to pay us girls a hundred bucks each to beat
        Chloe up. What do you think? I’m inclined to agree.”

      “He
        only offered me seventy-five!” Luna shouts, slapping her hand
        down on the couch arm.

      “He
        offered me fifty,” Maria mumbles, without even looking up from
        her book.

      “Wow,
        learn to negotiate.” Lynn shakes her head, and I exhale,
        situated on my bed near the mountain of pillows that I’ll be
        sharing with Tam tonight. We’ve been sleeping in the same bed
        every night. Having sex. Cuddling. Having sex again. More cuddling.

      I’m
        excited to do that here, in the place where I feel the most at home.

      “I
        say do it,” Tam agrees, and I give him a look. He shrugs. “Just
        being honest.”

      “She’s
        been messaging me,” Luna hedges, picking at a loose thread on
        the arm of the couch. “She misses … this.” Luna
        gestures around the room. “Being a part of this.”

      I
        do my best to smile gently.

      “You
        don’t have to stop hanging out with her, you know?” I
        tell her, and Luna flushes.

      “If
        she’ll betray one of us, she’ll betray all of us.”
        Ella takes the last cushion on the couch. “Thanks, but no
        thanks.”

      “I
        agree with that.” Lynn looks apologetic, like she thinks I
        wanted them to reconnect with Chloe. It’s up to each of them,
        but I won’t hold it against Luna if that’s what she
        wants.

      “She
        was always more your friend than mine.” Maria still doesn’t
        look up from her book.

      “When
        a person tells you who they are, believe them.” Tam locks his
        fingers together behind his head. “But if it’ll make you
        feel better, talk to her. Just be prepared that you might not like
        what you hear.”

      Nobody
        says anything for a while, and then Maria starts complaining about
        her book and both Ella and Tam jump in because they’ve read the
        same series. I relax on my back with Lynn beside me, closing my eyes
        and just enjoying the sound of everyone talking around me.

      Later,
        after Ella and Lynn and Maria have gone, Luna comes up to me with a
        message on her phone. It’s from Chloe.

      If
        she calls me, I’ll talk to her, Chloe
        says, but I don’t know. I might. I might not.

      “Thanks,
        Luna.” I give her a hug, bid her goodnight, and then …
        it’s just me and Tam. Alone in my bedroom. “The paparazzi
        haven’t found us yet. That’s impressive, don’t you
        think?”

      Tam
        makes a bit of a face, standing up from the couch and making his way
        over to me.

      “Probably
        because Daniel and Jacob have been following us.” Tam gestures
        with his chin in the direction of my bedroom door, hands tucked into
        his pockets. I like the smile on his face, both cheeky and
        apologetic. “Come on. They’re downstairs waiting to talk
        to us.”

      I
        raise a brow, but I get up and follow Tam down two flights of stairs.
        We pause on the second floor, staring silently at the spot where he
        wrapped his hands around my waist and asked—

      “Hey.”
        Tam turns and takes my chin gently in his fingers. “You’re
        not thinking weird thoughts, are you? Didn’t we agree that we
        were having too much sex?”

      “I
        might’ve been hasty in that declaration,” I admit, and he
        laughs at me, kissing me on the mouth before taking my hand and
        walking side-by-side with me down to the first floor.

      Daniel
        is on one of the recliners with a cup of coffee in his hands; Jacob
        is on the couch, arms crossed over his chest. My mom is trying to
        feed them.

      “Are
        you sure you don’t want any leftovers? We have vegetarian
        options if you’re crazy enough to reject my brother’s
        barbeque.”

      “I’m
        starving, thank you,” Daniel says, sipping his coffee. “I’d
        love to eat whatever you’re willing to give me.”

      My
        mom loves that, grinning as she goes about fixin’ a plate.

      “Jacob?”
        Tam prods, pausing at the edge of the living room with his hands on
        his hips. “This is my future mother-in-law we’re talking
        about. Can you be on your best manners?”

      “My
        apologies, Your Great and Royal Highness, but if you hadn’t
        jumped into the conversation, I was about to thank the lady of the
        house for her hospitality and regretfully decline the food.”
        Jacob curls his lip at Tam, like the twenty-seven-year-old man isn’t
        allowed to travel without his express permission.

      I’m
        caught up on something else entirely.

      “Future
        mother-in-law?” I ask, and Tam flushes just a little. He
        reaches up to adjust the white beanie on his head.

      “Um,
        well. This is a very long-term sort of relationship, isn’t it?
        I wasn’t trying to jump the gun, just wanted to be realistic
        about our prospects.”

      “The
        boy knows what’s going on,” my mom says, and then she
        points at me—with a knife. Like I did when I was trying to cut
        the cake in Tam’s kitchen. Must be a Frost family thing, to
        threaten people with knives during a casual conversation. “You’re
        the one that’s stuck in that head of yours. Don’t do to
        me what your Aunt Clara did.”

      “Aunt
        Clara didn’t love her Match?” I ask, bewildered. I’ve
        never heard this story before. I’ve even read her journal—seven
        solid times, cover to cover. Tam cringes at my words, and I feel
        immediately bad for asking that.

      “She
        never had a chance to write about it if that’s what you’re
        wondering. She didn’t realize until the end. It was a whole
        mess. He was a senator, you know. She just assumed that he would
        never love her, but he did. My God, he really did.” My mom
        finally starts using the knife to cut slices off a fresh loaf of
        bread. She’ll probably put garlic butter on there, toast it up
        for Daniel. “Your aunt had trouble understanding how someone
        like him could love someone like her.”

      “It’s
        not that way,” I whisper, but Tam’s eyes have slid over
        to me, and Jacob is clearing his throat in a weird way.

      “I
        don’t mean to interrupt, but this seems like a very personal
        discussion. If we could bother you for some food to-go, I’d
        like to get Tam to the hotel—” Jacob doesn’t get to
        finish his sentence because Tam interrupts him, waving his hand and
        striding into the living room.

      “No.
        I’m not staying at a hotel. I want to stay here.”

      “And
        if the press finds out that you’re here?” Jacob snorts a
        laugh and then rubs his forehead. “I really am going to quit
        and go work for Aunt Elena. Truly, this stress is going to kill me.”
        Jacob drops his hand into his lap. “Tam Eyre, the whole world
        knows that you’re dating this girl. If someone sees you here,
        who do you think will suffer? This family will suffer, that’s
        who. Not you. But this family.”

      Tam’s
        lips part.

      “No,”
        my mother says, setting the knife down hard on the counter. “They
        both stay here. Nobody’s suffering anything. I want my daughter
        at home, and she needs her Match with her. End of discussion. Would
        the two of you like to stay here as well?”

      “I’m
        afraid that I must insist,” Daniel says with a sigh. “I
        need to be able to protect them both, and I can’t do that from
        a hotel room.”

      “It’s
        settled then,” I clap my hands together. “Tam and I will
        make up the beds in the den. We have not one, but two pull-out
        couch beds.” I grab Tam’s hand to tug him away before
        Jacob can finish sputtering in obvious distress. Can he handle sheets
        with low thread counts?

      We’re
        about to find out.

      “You
        don’t think you’re good enough for me?” Tam asks
        gently, but I ignore him, opening the door to the den that we haven’t
        used much since Joe died. This room has him written all over it, like
        a dusty shrine. I start chucking cushions off the first couch. Tam
        steps forward to help me grab the metal bar, so that we can pull out
        the bed.

      “That’s
        not it at all,” I answer, but I guess it could be? Is that what
        I’m doing? Did Tam’s rejection of me for so long make me
        start to feel small in some way? No. I don’t feel that at all.
        If I didn’t like him as much as I do, I would’ve given up
        a long time ago.

      Now
        that we’re here, side-by-side, setting up a couch bed for his
        manager, I feel the truth in it.

      I
        pursued Tam because I liked Tam that much.

      I
        open a cabinet in the corner and start grabbing sheets and blankets,
        stacking them on the arm of the couch. We make the bed up together.

      “I
        have a pretty solid sense of self.” I tap a palm against my
        chest and then smooth out a wrinkle in the sheets.

      “Maybe
  … I haven’t groveled hard enough?” Tam asks,
        lifting a brow. “I can grovel harder if needed.”

      “Grovel
        for what? You weren’t so bad. Considering all the things you’ve
        been through, I think you gave me the best possible opening to get to
        know you.” We start taking cushions off the second couch. Tug
        the mattress free. “If I thought you didn’t deserve my
        attention, I would’ve just given up on you to focus on my
        bucket list.”

      Tam
        pauses for a minute, like he’s giving a lot of focus to a
        difficult problem.

      We
        each grab a corner of the fitted sheet, and I chuckle a bit at the
        thought of Jacob sleeping down here.

      “If
        I felt like I was being bewitched by you, but you were only being
        honest … what does that mean?” Tam looks up at me,
        eyelids heavy and half-lidded, lips parted.

      Oh.

      Did
        he … Oh.

      My
        hands are shaking as I hook the sheet on the corner of the mattress
        before returning the hazy heat of his gaze.

      “Can
        I tell you what I think it means?” Tam asks gently, and I nod
        because I want to hear his take on such a beautiful statement. Those
        are the sorts of words that etch themselves into your heart, the sort
        of words you take to the stars in the next life. I
          can’t breathe. I
        blink a few times, and I swear that I can see a night sky behind my
        eyes, a burst of color where the heart nebula constellation rests in
        all that ebony space.

      I
        rub the mark on my wrist as Tam comes over to stand in front of me.

      My
        breath catches as he puts his palms on either side of my face,
        sliding those rough fingertips over my cheeks.

      “What
        does it mean?” I ask, but I know. I know exactly what that
        means. If I hadn’t gone with my gut and been honest with Tam
        since the very beginning, we would never have gotten to this point. I
        gave Tam my true self, and he felt like that was me working my
        hardest to get him to like me.

      “It
        means that I’m in love with you.” Tam rolls his lips in,
        presses them tight, exhales. “It means that you’re …
        a cute girl who knows how to stay true to herself.”

      I
        punch him reflexively in the shoulder, but he doesn’t move.
        Instead, he just slides his fingers into my hair and kisses me until
        I’m positive that
        I see stars. This
          is it! We’re breaking the curse. I can feel it.

      But
        then he gives me some space to breathe, and everything is as it was.

      “If
        I felt like I was being bewitched by you, but you were only being
        honest … what does that mean?”

      It
        means that Tam Eyre is a hopeless romantic, and that his behavior and
        his words, they’re bewitching me.

      “I’m
        sorry that I treated you so poorly,” he says again, but I wave
        my hand to dismiss the worry.

      “If
        I thought you were truly awful, that you were going to treat me badly
  … I’m not trying to be mean, but I wouldn’t have
        pursued you because I wouldn’t have been able to love you. I
        wouldn’t have wanted to waste my time. I could never love a man
        who treated me as less than.”

      Tam
        smiles at me, sweeping my hair back and leaving me with goose bumps.

      “You’re
        so honest, Lake. So refreshingly honest.” Tam steps back from
        me, crossing his arms over his chest. We study each other, and I try
        to put myself in his shoes. He’s in love with me, and I’m
        not in love with him. Worst case scenario. I’ve seen this
        before, with Joe and Marla. She liked him—a whole hell of a
        lot—but she didn’t love him. Not yet.

      Since
        Joe did, I’ve had this fear of becoming him, of loving someone
        blindly, of calling out to them in my last moments … but they
        aren’t there. They don’t care. Marla didn’t love
        him. She killed him.

      My
        heart seizes, and I turn away, speedwalking out into the hallway and
        back toward the living room.

      Am
        I afraid to fall in love with Tam? Because if I let myself fall in
        love with him, and the curse breaks, then I’ll have to know. I
        want him to be real as badly as he wanted me to be real. I’m
        punishing myself. I’m punishing myself, and I’m afraid.

      The
        stairs creak, and I look over to see Joules and Kaycee descending,
        hand-in-hand. My mom hears them, too, and comes around the corner,
        smiling privately to herself.

      “Where
        have you been for the last two hours?” she asks, but Joules
        just laughs and Kaycee blushes. She looks adorable in this white and
        pink pajama set that I think I recognize from one of her music
        videos.

      “Mom,
        I’m a grown-ass man. You sure you want to ask that question?”
        Joules and Kaycee hit the foyer, and my mom tsks her tongue and
        shakes her head. She’s a big believer in waiting for one’s
        Match to show up before getting involved, but uh, maybe she should
        ask her poor Great Aunt Marjorie who was single and a virgin for her
        entire life. She died at sixty-eight in an awful car accident,
        leaving behind a Frost family journal that was full of longing.

      Also
  … isn’t Kaycee supposed to be Joules’ Match?

      Tam
        finally emerges from the den, ruffling up his hair. He follows me as
        I trail after Joules, Kaycee, and Mom into the dining room.

      “Your
        birthday is coming up, Joules,” my mom begins, starting to fix
        two plates of food without even being asked. Kaycee swallows like
        she’s looking forward to this, and I imagine that she’s
        on as strict a diet as Tam. The food here probably comes as a bit of
        a shock. We eat way too much meat and butter, not even going to lie.
  “What do you want to do for that?”

      “I
        want everyone in the family to get on the ground and worship me like
        a god,” Joules says, and he might be joking but he’s also
        a little bit serious. My mom throws a roll at him, but Kaycee catches
        it and takes a bite. Joules grins as he looks over at her, and she
        looks back.

      They
        stare at each other, and I feel all the blood drain from my face. I
        get lightheaded on my feet and sway, but Tam catches me by the elbow.
        Everyone turns to look at me, and a little dimple appears on my mom’s
        cheek. Huh. Must’ve gotten that from her.

      “You
        okay, Canoe?” Joules asks, studying me with a cloak of
        suspicion hanging over him.

      I
        stare right back, and his jaw clenches.

      He
        knows that I know; he knows that I can see it.

      Joules
        and Kaycee, they’re staring at one another like they’re
        in love. Both of them. And if they’re in love with each other
        then … she isn’t his Match. Kaycee Quinn is not Joules’
        Match.

      “I
  … yeah, I’m …” The front door opens behind
        me, and Daniel returns with two duffel bags slung over his shoulder.
        Jacob is sighing dramatically as he follows him, and I see that he
        isn’t carrying any bags at all. “Just tired. We’re
        going to head upstairs.”

      I
        take Tam’s hand and I tug him along with me, dragging him into
        the room and slamming the door behind us. I put my back up against
        it, breathing hard.

      “There’s
        no way you’re getting out of this without telling me what’s
        wrong,” he says, standing right in front of me, hands on his
        hips. Tam’s stern expression gentles as he looks at me, and his
        lips part, like he might mention something about being in love with
        me or … I interrupt him.

      “Joules
        is lying; Kaycee isn’t his Match.” I step forward and put
        both of my palms on Tam’s chest. This time, he’s the one
        who gets goose bumps. “They’re in love with each other.
        If she were his Match, the curse would be broken. Tam, he’s lying.”

      “Why
        would he lie about that?” Tam asks, getting that adorable
        furrow between his brows. I reach up with my thumb and give it a rub
        for good luck. Tam returns the favor, smudging my cheek dimple as we
        frown at each other in thought.

      “Because
        he doesn’t want to tell me until I’ve broken my own
        curse. Ugh.” I drop my hand and pace past Tam, walking a rut in
        the old rug over the even older wood floor beneath it. “That
        motherfucker. That piece of shit. That lying scumbag.”

      Tam
        chuckles, but I give him a look and he offers a sheepish one in
        return.

      “You’re
        cute when you curse,” he tells me, and I groan, flopping down
        on my bed and putting my hands over my eyes. “Hey, don’t
        stress. I’m sure Joules knows what he’s doing, right?”

      “You
        mean lying to me and the rest of the family so that we don’t
        worry about him? Oh yeah. He knows exactly what
        he’s doing. I just can’t decide if he’s waiting for
        me to break my curse first or if he’s too into Kaycee to try to
        break his own. Maybe both.” I sit up as Tam comes over to stand
        beside me. “I need to figure out how much time he has left.”

      “Lake.”
        Tam sits down beside me, taking his beanie off and leaving his mussed
        hair to entice me. My fingers itch to run through it, to comb it back
        from his handsome face. It’s dim in here, all of the lights
        turned off except the strands of white Christmas lights woven into
        the footboard and dangling from the rafters. The gentle glow only
        enhances Tam’s extraordinary features. “This is probably
        what Joules was worried about.” He takes my hand in his,
        curling our fingers together. “However much time he has left on
        his curse, it’s more than you’ve got, isn’t it?”

      I
        nod.

      For
        sure Joules didn’t get matched before me or he would’ve
        told me. But any time after?

      “I
        can’t lose my brother,” I whisper, and then I feel
        wetness on my cheeks, and I realize that I’m crying. Again. As
        the boba clock ticks down toward the end of my curse, more and more
        emotion breaks out of the cage that I’ve kept it trapped in.
        Emotion about Joe. Emotion about myself. About Tam. About Joules.

      “Let’s
        break our curse, and then we’ll help him with his, okay? I
        promise. I’ll take the whole year off to make sure that Joules
        survives.”

      “You
        have the European leg of your tour—” I start, but then
        Tam is kissing the words off my mouth. He presses forward, and I fall
        back naturally, head hitting my pillows, arms sliding around his
        neck.

      We
        make love in my room with the glow of Christmas lights all around us,
        and the open skylight above us showcasing all the beautiful stars
        above.

      As
        long as we’ve got time, there’s hope.

      There’s hope.
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The
        morning sunshine is hot on my face, and I grumble as I try to bury
        myself in the pillows. I have a special method for blocking the
        skylight above my bed. Two metal rings on either side of the window,
        and a curtain that I can hook to both sides with a metal pole. Joe
        designed the whole thing.

      But
        I forgot.

      I
        forgot because … Tam’s
          hand curled around the headboard, his naked body rocking into mine,
          hips undulating, lips parted. Oh,
        yes. Having sex with Tam here has changed things for me. Seeing him
        with my family, in this house, in my bed?
        Game-changer.

      I
        force my sleep-heavy lids open and lift my left wrist up for
        inspection.

      Damn.

      I
        really thought … and last night, when we were making love, I
        was convinced that I was finally going to topple off that cliff. But,
        like with my orgasms, I’m having trouble letting go enough to
        tip over that edge. The iceberg in my heart is melting, and I’m
        happy, and I think Tam is … well, he’s just wonderful.

      He’s
        wonderful.

      He’s
        also kissing the back of my neck and making me shiver.

      “Good
        morning, Kayak,” he says, and I snort. “I love how
        tangled your hair gets at night, after we’ve fucked, and you’ve
        spent hours rolling around in your sleep.”

      I
        feel a bit of heat suffuse my cheeks as I turn over to look at him.

      Holy
        crap.

      Tam
        is propped up on one elbow, head resting in his hand. That strawberry
        hair is bed-mussed and fuck-tossed, and he has as many hickeys on his
        neck as I did on mine. Also … also … a bite mark on his
        chest, right next to his nipple. My blankets—including the
        quilt that GG Louise made—are gathered around his waist. One
        strong leg has escaped and is now draped over my own.

      The
        way the sun hits Tam’s face is miraculous, painting his eyes in
        emerald green with flecks of spring and hints of fall, burnishing
        that pop star mouth with gold, emphasizing the little red line on his
        cheek from sleeping on a pillow crease. His skin is like milk, and
        his attention is rapt friction. I can feel that
        gaze on me like a spotlight, as if I’m the one performing
        onstage for millions of adoring fans.

      Only
  … I can get all of what Tam gets out of his fame from him
        alone.

      “Hi.”
        I reach up a hand and rest it against his cheek, and he closes his
        eyes, like he’s beyond happy for me to touch him. “It’s
        two in the afternoon. Have you ever slept this late before?”

      “Only
        after going to bed at nine or ten in the morning,” he admits,
        eyes still closed. It’s a nice day today. I can feel the breeze
        through the open skylight, tendrils of hair drifting across both my
        forehead and his. I sit up and kiss him, pulling away before we get
        lost in one another’s bodies.

      We’ve
        been having plenty of sex, but that isn’t breaking the curse.
        Might have to get that conversation card deck out of the car and go
        at it again.

      I
        yawn and stretch my arms over my head, and Tam grabs me from behind.
        He surprises me by dragging me back into bed and climbing on top of
        me.

      An
        hour later, we finally drag
        our pajama-clad asses out of the room.

      If
        death is imminent, this is how I want to spend my last days. Sleep
        late. Have sex. Eat toast. Ask awkward questions from the
        conversation deck that … my mom has in her hands?

      “Excuse
        me,” I murmur as Tam and I come down the stairs to find my mom,
        grandma, and aunts in the kitchen, giggling. “What are you
        doing with that?”

      “Do
        you prefer your partner to go down on you? Or do you want to go down
        on your partner?” my
        mom reads, just a bit of a Southern accent in her words. “Hell,
        Lake. This is not the way to break the curse.” She tosses the
        card aside and grabs another. “Name
          three animals off the top of your head that you just don’t
          like—no rhyme or reason required.” Mom looks up and cocks a brow.

      “Hippopotami,
        storks, and diving bell spiders!” I don’t know why I’m
        shouting. I’m sleepy and sexed-up, and … why are my
        female relatives reading about oral sex in the kitchen? That’s
        weird. Tam is just staring at me, and when I look his way, he rubs
        the back of his neck.

      “Black
        mambas, funnel web spiders, and chickens.” I laugh at that, and
        he grins back at me. “Also … what the hell is a diving
        bell spider?”

      “Awful,
        nasty things,” my grandmother says with a sigh, arranging fresh
        flowers into a vase. “They make webs underwater.” She
        fluffs the blossoms as I lead Tam over to the stools at the kitchen
        island. “If any of y’all plan on reading those cards
        aloud, then I’m leaving.”

      “Oh,
        Mama. It’s modern-day,” my mom calls out, but Gram is
        already fleeing outside to water Joe and put some fertilizer around
        his trunk. She’s very particular about his care. I can hear her
        grumbling before the screen door slams and cuts off some of the
        sound. “Breakfast?” Mom asks, looking back at us while my
        aunts stand behind her and sip coffee. Well, Aunt Lisa probably has
        coffee. Aunt Daphne (Maria’s mom) is on a health kick and only
        drinks water. Aunt Mandy prefers chamomile tea at any time of the
        day, and she’s gazing at
        Tam with #TambourineFangirl energy.

      Aunt
        Lisa notices and gives me an apologetic look.

      “Sorry,
        my baby sister’s a little starstruck.” Aunt Lisa grabs
        Mandy by the ear and forces her out the back door with Daphne at her
        heels, leaving Tam and me alone with Mom.

      “I’d
        love some breakfast,” Tam replies politely, acting as if my
        aunt (sixteen years his senior) wasn’t gazing at him like he
        was her Match. I chuckle as my mom zones in on my new boyfriend.

      Having
        Tam at my parents’ house is a dream. He fits in well here, even
        if my mom hasn’t forgiven him for, um, the blow job incident.
        She’s staring at him over a piece of toast—that she won’t
        let him butter because she wants to do it.

      She
        tosses the toast onto his plate and Tam offers up his most beautiful,
        boyish smile. It works, too, because my mom is a sucker and she’s
        used to caving into Joules.

      “Oh,
        it’s a good thing we didn’t have more boys in this
        family. I’m such a sucker. They would’ve been the death
        of me.”

      “You’re
        saying that Lake is a blessing then?” Tam asks cheekily, and my
        mom’s mouth twitches like she wants to smile. Joules walks up,
        miming a blow job with his tongue pressing against the inside of his
        cheek.

      “You
        son of a bitch!” I throw my own toast at him, and the butter
        sticks to his arm.

      “How
        fucking old are you? I’m practically thirty, and I’m too
        old for this crap.” And then Joules flicks the toast right back
        at me, and it sticks to my thigh. He grins, and I narrow my eyes on
        him. “Mom, can Kaycee and I have some toast? Only half a slice
        for her, and it has to be that wheat-nut shit.”

      “Of
        course, sweetheart,” my mom says, and I give Joules a horrified
        look.

      “Like
        you said, you’re nearly thirty. We’re home now. You told
        me you were getting your apartment back, right?” I’m
        pouting. I cannot stand being lied to. The toast I could forgive, but
        not the lies.

      “You’re
        getting your apartment back?” my mom asks excitedly, but Joules
        just laughs.

      “I,
        uh, that didn’t work out like I thought it would.” Joules
        very quickly makes a beeline for the back door, letting the screen
        shut behind him. So that was a lie, too? A lie for him to come back
        home. Because Kaycee is not his Match. If Kaycee were his
        Match, he wouldn’t have needed to be in the Fayetteville area.

      His
  … his Match is someone local.

      If
        his Match is someone local, then—

      I
        throw the toast down, and I sprint for the back door. A yawning
        Kaycee acts like she might follow me out, but I slam the back door
        hard behind me and hope that nobody follows. In my bare feet, I stomp
        right up to my brother as he stands before Joe’s tree, and I’m
        shaking so badly that I can barely get the words out. Luckily,
        Grandma is tinkering in the shed with her earbuds in. She won’t
        be able to hear us.

      “How.
        Much. Time.” This is not a question. If he doesn’t tell
        me right here and now, I’m going to tell the whole family that
        he’s matched. “Joules Frost—”

      “Ten
        months,” he says softly, closing his eyes.

      I
        just stand there.

      Ten
        months? Is that a lie, too?

      “When
        did you meet her?” I demand, crossing my arms and wiggling my
        toes. The ground is a little wet from the hose, but it feels nice,
        all of that moist dirt under my feet. Joe’s dirt. Joe. I wiggle
        my toes some more.

      “When
        you were sick and we came home,” Joules says, looking over at
        me, his face both sad and serious. “You’re too smart for
        your own good, you know that?”

      “You’re
        not smart enough. Stop lying to me. If there is anything else
        you need to tell me, I want to hear it now. Whatever else you’re
        keeping from me, I will never forgive you.”

      Joules
        nods at me and turns back to the tree again.

      “Her
        name is Allison, and she’s a married mother of three who spends
        half her week at church.”

      There’s
        dead silence between us, the sound of insects rising to a crescendo.
        It’ll stay warm around here until the calendar flips over to
        October. One day, it’ll still feel like summer. The next? Cold
        and quiet.

      “Joules,
        do you have a plan? How the hell do you pull something like that
        off?” I’m panicking a little. He can tell from the sound
        of my voice, I’m sure.

      “Why
        are you worrying about me when you have less than a month left?
        Explain that to me, Canoe. Because this is the entire fucking reason
        I didn’t tell you in the first place.” Joules scowls at
        me which, you know, I understand. He’s right. If I don’t
        break my own curse, I won’t be able to help him with his.
  “That’s why Kaycee is here. She’s helping me break
        the curse.” Joules shrugs, like it’s no big thing for his
        new pop star girlfriend to come home so that she can facilitate his
        romance with a married woman—against his will, no less. “If
        you want to help me, too, then break
          your own damn curse.”

      When
        he goes to flick me in the forehead, I dodge him. Something still feels
        wrong here. Whatever it is though, I know that my brother is right.

      “Sorry,”
        I say finally, sighing so heavily that it feels like all the tension
        is leaving my body. I end up flopping onto the ground, getting my
        pajama shorts dirty. Joules sits down beside me, and we both just
        stare at Joe. “I think I … I’m letting myself get
        fixated on your curse because I don’t know how to break my own.
        I’m looking for all of these solutions and reasons, but really,
        it all comes down to how I feel about Tam.”

      The
        screen door opens with a squeak, and I glance back to see Tam,
        shoulder propped against the doorjamb. He waves at me with a piece of
        toast, and I give a little laugh into my hand. Probably blushing,
        too.

      “Then
        for the time being, stay with Tam and don’t worry about me.”

      When
        I look back at Joules, he puts his hands on either side of my face,
        presses a kiss to my forehead, and then stands up. He trades places
        with Tam who sits down in the grass and offers me up the toast. I
        decline and he eats it himself.

      I’d
        say it was weird to see him sitting in wet grass like it’s
        nothing, but he did rescue a spider so … snap judgements
        should never be made. Tam might be a glittery onstage presence, but
        there’s something unhurried, confident, and natural about him
        that I like.

      “Joules
        told me that he has nine months left, but he’s lying.” I
        sigh and scoot a little closer to Tam. He sweeps an arm around my
        waist and pulls me into his lap, his breath ruffling up my hair. When
        he lifts the toast to my mouth, I take a small bite. “But I
        told him I’d let it go until we broke our own curse.”

      “Smart.”
        Tam waits for me to finish the bite of toast, and then offers it to
        me again. I take it in my hands, and we spend the day relaxing
        outside by the tree. In the sun. Flowers. Wind. Dirt. Kisses.
        Lemonade.

      Sometimes,
        to move forward, you have to learn to stand still.
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Lake
        has a half-smile on her face that I can interpret with a single
        glance. She’s amused, pleasantly surprised about something. I
        crouch on the other side of her family’s archive room, admiring
        the stripe of sunlight that’s hitting Lake’s sea green
        hair. There’s a stack of well-read journals in front of me, and
        several dozen Frost family voices ringing in my head.

      1912.
        My mother witnessed her Match climb aboard the RMS Titanic. Suffice
        to say, she did not live long enough to complete her journal.

      1999.
        I wish I’d been matched to one of the Backstreet Boys. Instead,
        I got our neighbor boy. I am hella mad about that. Senior year is
        going to suck dick. *drawing of a dick with hairy balls that looks
        weirdly like Lake’s dick drawings*

      I
        grin.

      “What
        are you reading over there that’s interesting?” I ask,
        and she blinks up at me, smile widening.

      “I
        forgot about this one.” Lake wets her lips and looks down at
        the page. She even makes a dramatic show of clearing her throat
        before reading the passage. “2004. I
          broke the curse, and I get why none of our ancestors could explain
          it. Imagine listening to your favorite song for the first time.
          Imagine reading your favorite book for the first time. Just …
          imagine. That’s what it’s like.” She
        closes the journal and gives a little laugh. “I can’t
        wait to see what really happens when the curse breaks; I’m
        going to write all about it in my journal.” Lake stamps one
        fist into the palm of her other hand. “I might not have kept a
        very good journal thus far, but I’ll be damned if my ancestors
        don’t know the truth.”

      “Our
        kids will be cursed, won’t they?” And now I’m
        smiling for several reasons. Lake is adorable. Mostly, that’s
        the important part. She’s also acting like she believes we’ll
        break the curse. It could be any minute now. She looks at me with so
        much love that I’m surprised it hasn’t broken yet. That’s
        why we’re in here anyway, reading through the books and looking
        for situations similar to ours. Maybe there are tips and tricks?

      “Kids?”
        Lake responds absently, like she hadn’t thought about it.
        That’s the other reason why I’m smiling. “I never
        gave it much thought, in truth. They’d be cursed which is
        terrifying. I can’t imagine what my Aunt Lisa went through.”
        The mood sobers, but Lake is good at bouncing back. She smirks at me
        and shakes her head. “And there you were, offering to get me
        pregnant in a San Francisco hotel room. Sir Tom, my God.”

      I
        rub at the back of my neck, but I don’t apologize. I know what
        I was offering. I’m twenty-seven years old. I wouldn’t
        mind … Anyway, we can wait. Lake is only twenty-three.

      “If
        coming inside of you that night would’ve broken the curse, I
        would’ve done it. Instead, the sweater got what was meant for
        you.”

      Lake
        groans just as the door opens, and we both turn to find Jacob
        standing there with his headset on.

      “We should be
        working out. We should be learning new choreo. We should be having
        fan calls with—”

      “You
        said no more fan calls for the rest of the year,” Lake
        announces, shoving up to her feet. I follow up after her and watch in
        bemusement as she takes Jacob down with a smile. “He’s
        not doing anymore—not even if we live through the curse. We’ll
        spend Christmas right here.” My girlfriend points at the floor,
        a smirk of triumph on her face.

      Hell
        yes. I love that. I want that look.

      I
        give Jacob a cheeky grin and shrug my shoulders.

      “Sorry,
        Jake. We’re cursed. Have to take some time off.” I pause.
  “Also, you forgot to call me Your Majesty.”

      “Daniel
        found a girl climbing over the back fence today. Did I mention that
        to you? She was wearing a tutu.”
        Jacob whirls around and storms down the hall, leaving the door open.
        Our secret little spell in the room is broken, so I reach down for
        Lake’s hand and guide her out of there.

      “A
        tutu?” I ask Daniel when I come into the living room to find
        him leaning against a wall, arms crossed. He’s staring at
        something so intently with those creepy gray eyes of his that I get
        worried about stalkers or at the very least, paparazzi. I turn to see
        what he’s looking at, surprised to find Lake’s friend
        Ella staring back at him.

      Her
        arms are also crossed, glasses slightly askew.

      “It
        wasn’t a tutu, and I wasn’t climbing over the fence,”
        Ella grinds out, directing a look at Jacob. He pretends not to
        notice. “I was walking into
        the back gate.”

      “Why
        wouldn’t you just come in the front door?” Daniel
        retorts, and I see a smudge of blood on his face. His blood. Coming
        from a cut at the edge of his lip. He notices me looking and sighs.
  “She elbowed me in the face when I grabbed her.”

      “I
        brought Joe some sushi!” Ella yells, shaking the bag. “And
        you ruined my skirt. I want compensation.”

      I
        glance past her at the muddy fabric lying on the mat near the front
        door. It does honestly look like a tutu.

      “Ella,
        that’s a tutu,” Lake says, but her friend just huffs and
        storms away. She gives Daniel a look. “Are you into her? She’s
        single.”

      “I
        don’t date. I have Tam to deal with.”

      “Tam
        is my problem now,” Lake says easily, and I shiver. Jacob
        really does want to work for my mom instead. He could do that, and if
        Lake wanted … God, would that be rude to ask that of her? She
        could travel with me as my manager. Or even just as my wife. Whatever
        she wants. It’s better if I marry her, then she won’t
        have to worry about her future. My money would be her money.

      The
        front door opens, and we all turn to see … a girl walking in.
        I don’t know who she is but based on the sounds that both Lake
        and Ella—who hasn’t quite gotten into the backyard
        yet—make, it must be bad. Sharp, surprised gasps.

      “Chloe.”
        Lake swallows hard and steps in front of me, like she’s
        protecting me from something. That gets Daniel all riled up, but she
        waves him off. “Stop, stop, stop. She’s not that kind of
        threat.”

      Jacob
        slides between Chloe and the door, an iPad already in-hand. He shoves
        it against her chest, teeth gritted.

      “Sign
        it now.” Jacob stares her down and Chloe’s lips part like
        she might argue. But then her gaze lands on Lake again, and she
        finally does it, grabs the magnetized pen off the side and signs the
        screen. “Thank you.” My cousin heads back into the
        kitchen, uninterested in whatever else goes on over here.

      “You
        just walked in here?” Ella demands, reappearing with the sushi
        bag still clutched in her fist. “You’re not allowed to do
        that anymore, Chloe. You gave all that up when you put Lake’s
        life at risk for some cheap social media clout.”

      “I—”
        Chloe is looking at me now, and I’m almost surprised by the
        shine in her eyes. She’s looking at me like Tam Eyre, the
        megastar. That’s not how Lake’s family looks at me (even
        Aunt Mandy has stopped doing that). I’m just … Lake’s
        boyfriend here. An extension of her. A new family member. Her future
        husband. That’s it. Chloe tries to blink the stardust away, but
        it’s hard to hide.

      I
        walk up to stand next to Lake, arms crossed.

      “You
        owe me a fucking apology,” I tell Chloe, and Lake turns to look
        at me, like she’s not sure where I’m going with this.
  “Seriously. Your best friend is standing in her own home,
        having a private moment with her boyfriend, and you thought it was
        cute to film it and post it online? Why?”

      Everyone
        turns to look at Chloe now, standing there in a hot pink cardigan
        sweater with pearl buttons.

      “I
  …” She takes a deep breath. “I told some people
        that I was hanging out with Tam Eyre, and they didn’t believe
        me.” She hesitates, like she knows what she needs to do but
        doesn’t want to do it. “I’m genuinely sorry that
        happened. I didn’t mean it to. I just got pissed off because
        people were calling me a liar.”

      “People?”
        Ella laughs. “Nobody should have even known about Tam. He’s
        Lake’s Match, Chloe. What if he’d broken up with her, and
        they’d both died? Are you nuts?” She scowls and shakes
        her head. “I don’t want to see or talk to you. Write me a
        letter if you want to try to apologize properly.” Ella takes
        off outside, and I lean down, putting my lips near Lake’s ear.

      “You’re
        welcome to forgive her or kick her out. Whatever is best for you.
        Just remind her that if she posts anything else about us, it’s
        the sue stick.”

      Lake
        chuckles, and I grin, heading into the den with Daniel to give them
        some privacy.

      “Lynn
        and Maria tried to beat me up—” That’s the last
        thing I hear before the door is shut behind us.

       [image: ]

      Doesn’t
        take Lakelynn long to find me sitting across from Daniel, a
        checkerboard tucked between us. He’s weirdly good at this game,
        and it’s pissing me off. Not sure if you’ve noticed, but
        I don’t like to lose. Number one artist on Spotify. Most
        streamed song of the year. Terrible at checkers.

      I
        pretend to be distracted by Lake, so I don’t have to keep
        playing and horrifically lose to my bodyguard. He steps outside to
        give us a minute.

      “What
        happened?” I ask, standing up and moving too close to Lake. She
        loves that, when our toes touch and she has to tilt her chin back to
        look up at me.

      “I
        told her that I didn’t know if we’d ever be friends
        again, that she’d lost the privilege of being the sort of
        person who can just walk into my house. But I didn’t tell her
        never. I told her maybe, and then I told her I loved her, and I gave
        her a hug.”

      Lake
        just looks up at me, and we both know why she did that.

      “It’ll
        be okay,” I promise again, kissing her and tasting …
        rose?  … on her lips. “Where did you get a bubble tea?”
        I’ve just noticed that she’s holding one in her right
        hand.

      “From
        Joules.” She lifts it up with a sigh and sucks on the straw. I
        see black boba balls move up the straw. Lake sighs happily. Sunshine
        in a cup indeed. “He gave it to me, and then asked Kaycee to
        drag Chloe outside.”

      “Did
        she?” I’m thrilled to find out if this actually happened.
        Hopefully nobody caught it on video … Well, maybe it’d
        be good for Kaycee’s career. She has this good
          girl on the verge of going bad vibe
        that’s really in right now.

      “She
        did.” Lake takes another sip of her drink and chuckles, shaking
        her head. “Joules once said that you and Kaycee had the worst
        sexual chemistry he’s ever seen in his life.”

      “That’s
        true.” I hate to admit that anything Joules says is right, but
        I’ll give him this one. “Kaycee feels like a friend. You
        feel like a lover.” Lake smiles sweetly into her straw.
  “Without the threat of the curse, would you have told Chloe to
        go fuck herself?” I’m thinking about the dick sucking
        incident all over again. I know by the high color in her cheeks that
        Lake is thinking the same.

      “Yes.
        Well. I guess I’m not acting like myself because of the …
        curse.” She trails off, inhales sharply, eyes widening. “I
        think I get it now. I know why I haven’t broken the goddamn
        curse.”

      I
        raise a brow, resisting the urge to kiss more of that sweet rose
        taste off her lips.

      “Yeah?”
        I tilt my head and reach up to adjust my beanie because I know that
        Lake likes it when I do that.

      “I’m
        still reacting to
        the curse. As soon as I let myself forget about it, I’ll fall.”
        She looks so relieved, as if it wasn’t obvious all along. I’m
        smiling wryly back at her, wondering absently if there’s a boba
        out there for me, too. I’m addicted to the damn things now.

      “Once
        the curse breaks, it’s going to get really serious, really fast
        between us. I hope you’re okay with that. I want you, Lake, and
        not in a casual way. In a forever sort of way.”

      “You
        only think that because of the curse …” she mumbles, but
        that’s dumb and we both know it. I take her chin in my fingers
        and lift her gaze back to mine. She sucks on her straw, chews her
        boba. I suck on her straw. Do the same.

      “I
        want you because I want
        you. I like to talk to you. I think you’re upstanding. You’re
        honest. You’re funny. You’re a hot fuck. Let’s
        enjoy my time off because this doesn’t happen very often.”
        I smile at her. “I’ll do whatever you want. Anything.”

      “Foot—”
        she chokes out, and I tilt my head to the side. Oh?

      “Feet
        stuff?” I ask, surprised that we’re getting to the kinky
        stuff so quickly. But I guess as far as kinks go, this one isn’t—

      “Football
        game tomorrow,” she finally finishes, and then she’s
        laughing so hard that she almost chokes on rose milk tea. “Sir
        Tom, what the actual fuck?
        Are you into feet?”

      “I
        thought you were into feet, and I was trying to be cool about it.”
        I flick my tongue against the edge of my lip. “You are such a brat.”

      “You
        only like good girls then?” she teases, and then she flees that
        room because she knows what I’ll do to her if she doesn’t.
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Joules’
        twenty-seventh birthday just so happens to coincide with game day.
        Everyone—including Tam—is decked out in Razorbacks gear.
        One of the cousins—probably Maria—also hung a Razorbacks
        ballcap over the corner of the framed picture with me, Joules, and
        Joe in it.

      Uncle
        Rob is trying to teach Tam about football, but poor Tam isn’t
        interested. He’s trying. There’s just no spark there.
        Jacob loves it,
        and Daniel is … well, he’s stoic.

      Ella
        is having trouble letting go of her crush for Joe, but I can tell
        she’s interested in Tam’s bodyguard.

      “Someone
        told me there’s … karaoke after the football game?”
        Tam asks as he walks back to the kitchen island. My girls and I—minus
        Chloe—are eating snacks and gossiping. Luna has a new boyfriend
        (Luna always has a new boyfriend), and one of our friends from high
        school just got married to a dentist.

      “Oh,
        yeah.” I choke on a Cool Ranch Dorito and pretend like the idea
        of Tam Eyre singing into our family’s shitty old karaoke
        machine isn’t … really, really weird. “If our team
        wins, we sing karaoke. But only if they win.”

      “Are
        they winning?” Tam asks, but he’s being an ass. They are not winning. And even someone who knows nothing about football can read
        the numbers next to the team logos on the corner of the screen. “I
        hope so. I think I can win at karaoke.”

      Lynn
        snorts and shakes her head, trying one of Aunt Lisa’s tofu dogs
        in a blanket. Her expression speaks volumes as she carefully places
        the uneaten half back on her paper plate.

      “Karaoke
        isn’t a game you win or lose, Tam Eyre.” I give him a
        look. He’s dressed in his red Razorbacks tee, a pair of dark
        blue jeans, and sharp black leather sneakers. He looks like he’s
        ready to set foot onstage. Pose for an Insta ad. Make a
        sure-to-be-viral TT. Ugh.
          Being around Tam on the regular is not good for my mental health. I’m
          obsessing.

      This
        morning, I went in the bathroom, locked the door, and I did something
        that I’m not proud of.

      I
        paid for a Tambourine membership. And not just the yearly fee that’s
        like twenty bucks. I got the membership kit that comes with swag and
        an exclusive photocard that makes my eye twitch. It’s not as
        bad as the one for the Hype Record execs, but Tam is wearing jeans
        and no shirt. He’s got a ballcap on and is leaning against a
        vintage car with a wrench in his hand, a smear of faux grease on his
        gorgeous jaw.

      Oddly
        enough, Tam does know
        how to work on cars. He made some tweaks to the Firebird with my
        Dad’s help, standing barefoot in a grease-stained wifebeater on
        our driveway. Ballcap, face mask, and sunglasses in place. I maybe
        took ten or a hundred photos for myself. Jacob may have had a small
        heart attack.

      Anyway,
        Tambourine merchandise.

      I
        signed up for that—willingly. I paid for expedited shipping
        because … Well, I want my merch in case the curse kills me. I
        will go to the grave wearing Tambourine brand fan club underwear.
        Didn’t know that was a thing until today. I am sad to report
        that it is indeed (and that people ask Tam to sign them at
        events—while they’re wearing them).

      “But
        if karaoke were a
        game that someone could win, then I would win it.” He grins
        sheepishly, tongue posed at the edge of his lip in a cheeky come-get-me face.

      “I
        wouldn’t put money down on that,” Kaycee declares,
        appearing in the back door with Joules behind her. My brother scoots
        past and then waves his hand in front of Luna’s face when she
        doesn’t immediately start flirting with him. Hasn’t
        flirted with Tam at all today either.

      “She
        sick or somethin’?” Joules asks, and Ella snorts. She’s
        still glaring at Daniel, but he’s pretending not to notice her.
        I can scent their chemistry on the wind, so nobody’s fooled.

      “New
        boyfriend,” Ella declares as Kaycee comes around the edge of
        the counter to face Tam down.

      “If
        it comes down to karaoke, let’s have the family take votes for
        a winner. Joules and Lake can’t vote, but everyone else can.”
        Kaycee holds out her hand, and Tam grins, giving it a firm shake.

      “Deal.”

      “There
        are no winners or losers in karaoke,” I repeat, because if
        there are, I’ll definitely lose. I have the worst voice out of
        the entire family. I can keep on rhythm, and I’m not tone-deaf,
        but my vocal cords and my throat refuse to get onboard with the
        program.

      “Are
        you scared to sing in front of me?” Tam murmurs, leaning his
        hip against the kitchen island, arms crossed, a million-dollar
        expression on his face. Wait,
          is that the same expression on the exclusive fan merch photocard that
          I ordered?

      My
        dad and uncles groan painfully from the direction of the couch, so I
        just assume the game isn’t going well. There’s a knock on
        the door shortly after, but I ignore that, too. I only have eyes for
        Tam Eyre today. Maria sets her book down to see who it is.

      “Not
        scared per se, but I … Tam, you won’t look at me the
        same if you hear my version of singing.”

      “But
        I have heard it.” He lifts up a finger as Joules follows Kaycee
        around the kitchen, kissing the side of her neck as she tries to cut
        him a piece of his own birthday cake. Tam glances their way and then
        looks back at me, and we’re both probably thinking about the
        low-calorie, sugar-free cake that I baked for him. “In the
        shower, when you think I’m not around, you listen to “NIGHT
          DANCER” and
        sing in horribly accented Japanese.”

      My
        mouth drops open and Lynn taps my chin, so that I’ll shut it.

      “I
        don’t even speak Japanese; I’m doing my best!” I
        whisper, and Tam just laughs, throwing his arms around me and
        dragging me close.

      “You
        sing more than you think you do. All the time. Pretty sure you’re
        not aware of it most of the time.” He kisses my temple, and I
        go soft and gooey in his arms. Lynn makes a noise beside us, like
        she’d rather not see such a sappy display. I don’t blame
        her. Lovey-dovey couples are nauseating to be around.

      “Hey,
        you got a package.” Maria holds out a box as Tam draws away
        from me, and my eyes go wide. I
          ordered the fan merch this morning. How did … Oh my God.

      “Oh,
        cool.” I act nonchalant, snagging my soda off the counter and
        taking a sip, like I don’t even care. “You can just toss
        it on the bottom stair, and I’ll take it upstairs later.”

      “This
        is a Tambourine Merchandise Kit,” Tam says, taking the box from
        Maria as my cousins snicker.

      “Caught
        in the act,” Lynn breathes, and I throw a Dorito at her.

      “It
        is not,” I tell Tam, but then I notice the tape on the box.
        It’s white with orange tambourines printed on it. Hmm. Okay. I
        see how this is going to go. I scratch at my neck as a flush rises,
        hot and itchy over my chest and neck and cheeks. “This is …
        I ordered it this morning. I’m not sure how it got here so
        fast.”

      “There’s
        a fulfillment center near the airport,” Lynn explains,
        unhelpfully. Tam is toying with the box, offering me a look over it
        that promises nakedness when we go upstairs.

      I
        cough and then force more flat, syrupy soda down my throat.

      “You
        wanted panties with my name on them that badly?” Tam smirks at
        me. “I could just sign some for you. Hell, I’ll sign all
        your panties.”

      “Alright,
        enough of that shit. It’s my goddamn birthday today.”
        Joules is glaring at Tam across the kitchen island, but then he turns
        away to feed a bite of cake to Kaycee. Tam tried to eat cake earlier,
        and Jacob let him have two bites before he ripped it away from him.
        Sigh.

      Tam
        sets the box down on the counter and uses a nearby knife to cut the
        tape. He starts pulling items out: there’s a signed CD in a
        fancy gold wrapper with a black tambourine on the front, a water
        bottle that says Lonely
          Boy Looking for a Girlfriend, the
        promised panties, the photocard, and a lanyard with a badge that
        proclaims my official status as a Tambourine.

      “How
        much did this cost?” Tam asks absently, like maybe he’s
        never seen this ‘official merchandise kit’ in his entire
        life. He frowns at the photocard, and then shrugs, setting it aside.
        And then … he pulls a Sharpie from his back pocket and starts
        scribbling.

      “Don’t
        you dare draw a dick on any of my merch. Remember the tote bag
        incident?” I cross my arms, simultaneously thrilled and
        embarrassed. Is this even real? The world’s most popular
        recording artist is standing in my family home, signing his own
        merch? Wearing my hickeys on his neck? Proudly leaving hickeys on
        mine?

      “Did
        you order my merch kit?” Kaycee asks Joules, and he goes very
        still, turning his head to look at her. She now has her own slice of
        cake on a plate, but it’s a teeny, tiny little slice, as thick
        as three sheets of paper. Also, she’s scraped all the frosting
        off.

      “Why
        would I need a merch kit? I’m fucking you.”

      My
        mother appears from the backyard, slapping her son in the back of the
        head with a pair of gardening gloves.

      “I
        raised you better than that,” she growls at him, and he at
        least pretends to
        be sheepish for five seconds.

      “Hey,
        I’m not the one who demanded that a virgin girl go down—”

      My
        mom slaps Joules again. Four times, actually. He lets the subject go
        with a curled lip, eyes narrowed on Tam. My boyfriend ignores him,
        writing all sorts of messages on my stuff that probably increases the
        value by tenfold. Maybe more.

      “Are
        you sure you still care about that silly tote bag?” Tam asks
        gently, lips in a soft, private smile, eyelids droopy as he shifts
        his gaze to mine. “How about a house? I’ll buy you a
        house nearby, so that we can stop in and visit your family on the
        regular.”

      Um.

      “What
        a lovely young man,” my mom says with a sigh, ruffling up Tam’s
        hair. “You made a mistake before, and you’ll never make
        that mistake again, will you?”

      Tam’s
        lips part, and I worry that he might say something incriminating.
        Joules is already scowling at him, hand clenched around his cake
        fork.

      But
        then my dad and uncles are cheering, and we all turn to see that the
        Razorbacks have made an impressive comeback.

      Well
        then.

      Time
        for karaoke?
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      Tam
        orders a round of bobas for everyone, and we settle into the living
        room with the old karaoke machine. It’s so ancient that there
        aren’t any songs newer than 2008 on it, and it has no
        capabilities of downloading new ones. Yep, it’s like that.

      I
        stand next to Tam as he uses the tiny screen to scroll through the
        pixelated album covers. When he can’t find anything that
        catches his fancy, he uses his phone to get what he wants. The mic on
        the machine will work with or without an accompanying track.

      Tam
        settles on Adele’s “Set
          Fire to the Rain”, and
        grins.

      “Oh
        yes,” Tam whispers, and then he dims the lights, completely and
        utterly comfortable with performing in front of my very judgmental
        family, all of whom know that he asked me to suck his— Yeah.
        They’re all still stuck on that, very well may be stuck on that
        for thirty or so years.

      The
        couch has been pushed back against the dining room table to make
        room. We’ve got a stage now, the wood floor bare and showcasing
        a rectangle in the shape of mom’s old rug. The sun has bleached
        the floor around the edges, leaving two distinct tones. Tam positions
        himself directly in the center of that, ballcap tossed aside and hair
        mussed. He’s already kicked off his shoes.

      I’m
        going to watch Tam Eyre perform for me in his socks.

      My
        face breaks into a grin, and I get out my phone. I have got to
        film this.

      “No
        phones allowed,” Jacob declares, but Tam gives him an evil
        look.

      “Jake,
        what did I say about my girlfriend? Leave her alone. There’s
        nothing for you to manage when it comes to my personal
        relationships.”

      “That’s
        where we’re at now, is it?” Jacob asks with a sigh, and
        then he makes a show of turning his phone off and tossing it onto a
        side table. He levels a dark look on Tam that makes Lynn do a double
        take, like she didn’t expect Tam’s manager to be so … sassy. “Alright then, Tom.
        Go ahead. Do what you want to do. Eat three slices of cake for all I
        give a shit. I dare you: try to
        live up to Adele’s beautiful voice.”

      Tam
        grins, flips the microphone in the air, and catches it.

      “Oh,
        is that a challenge?” he asks, and then he hits play on his
        phone, unleashing a beautiful instrumental version of the song.

      Our
        eyes meet.

      Tam
        closes his eyes, inhales for the first ten or so seconds, and then
        opens them back up.

      His
        voice is … I nearly drop my phone, but Lynn catches it and
        continues to film. I put my hands over my mouth. I’ve seen Tam
        sing, plenty of times. Dozens and dozens of times. But not like this,
        up close and intimate.

      Tam’s
        voice sweeps the living room like a wave. I can feel it.
        My family members shift on their feet, exhale, murmur curses under
        their breath (in the case of Uncle Rob and Joules).

      “He
        might be a bastard, but he can sing,”
        my uncle whispers to my brother. The latter scoffs, but he has a look
        of grudging approval written into his hostile features. Oooh. Tam
        hits a high note, and I get the chills. When I refocus my attention
        on his face, he’s looking right at me.

      I
        curl my hands into fists, my breathing erratic and strange. The curse
        mark burns so hot that it hurts, but I ignore it. I’m not
        letting the curse steal this moment away from me. I keep my gaze on
        Tam even though it’s hard for me. It’s getting kind of
        emotional in here.

      Joe
        is buried outside.

      Joules
        and I might soon be buried outside, too.

      My
        breath hiccups, and I work my jaw to keep myself still. My fingers
        are rubbing at the rough denim of my jean shorts, a drag that helps
        release the tension coiling inside of me.

      When
        Tam closes his eyes, I do the same, and it’s just the release I
        needed. Like when we’re in bed together, and it gets too
        intense, when I can’t take it anymore. He already knows how to
        stop, go slow. It’s like when we’re walking, and he gets
        just ahead of me before he slows. Tam always waits for me to catch
        up, and then after that, we walk side-by-side.

      I
        like the gait of his affection, slow and steady, but forging. He
        moves forward even when I lag behind. It’s a dynamic that’s
        going to work beautifully as we get to know each other better. He
        forges ahead, and I sit back to observe. I’ll notice what he
        misses, and he’ll discover new paths I would never have seen on
        my own.

      The
        song finishes, and the room goes completely silent.

      I
        open my eyes, fingers pressed tight into the fabric of my shorts.

      “I
        know this is against the rules,” Tam murmurs into the mic,
        holding it in both hands, eyes downcast. “But could I sing one
        more?”

      “Please
        dear God, sing a dozen more,” Aunt Mandy murmurs. And not just
        because the family is spoiling us—they won’t admit it,
        but they are, just like they did with Joe—but because she’s
        a big ol’ Tambourine.

      Tam
        clears his throat, meets my eyes for the second time, and starts
        singing a
          cappella.
        As in, no instruments. Just his voice.

      It’s “Sweet
        Honey”.

      Oh
        God. I’m dead. I’m officially dead.

      “Lay
        your head on my shoulder, and I’ll lay you down on my bed. My
        hand tangled in your hair, the honeyed afternoon stretched out
        against the sky. The sugar rush of your lips. Clouds of cream, edges
        dipped in liquid gold. Churning heat and fiction. It’s just a
        dream, all that sweet honey.”

      “Soon
        as the curse is broken,” Joules murmurs, drawing a thumb across
        his throat.

      I
        ignore him, digging my fingers into my thighs so hard that both my
        fingertips and my legs hurt. Might even have bruises.

      Tam
        trails off with a single, sharp-edged note that sounds like an
        invitation.

      Everyone
        else claps, but I just stand there.

      “Okay,
        video posted,” Lynn says cheerfully, moving forward to hand my
        phone out to Tam. Jacob goes stiff, and Daniel moves away from the
        wall like he might tackle Lynn the way he did Ella.

      Ella
        jumps in front of him, eyes narrowed.

      “Don’t
        even think about
        it,” she hisses as Tam takes possession of the phone. He’s
        smiling as he clicks on the video, skimming through it to the end.

      “You
        were way too awesome not to post,” Lynn says, and Jacob makes a
        sound of pure frustration.

      “Wait
        until the paparazzi show up,” he warns us, but Tam doesn’t
        delete the video, putting my phone into the back pocket of his jeans
        so that he can hand the mic over to Kaycee.

      “I
        hate to admit it, but you’re good,” Kaycee says with a
        sigh. She strikes a pose with her back to the audience, and then
        presses play on her phone. There’s an instrumental of her most
        popular song playing. Pretty sure this one is called “Not
          Your Wife”. Something
        like that.

      She
        starts to sing, but I’m still so struck by Tam’s
        performance that I can’t move.

      He
        takes me by the arm and drags me around the corner, past the stairs,
        and into the hallway that leads to the den. Tam very gently puts his
        hands on my shoulders and pushes me up against the wall.

      “Breathe
        for me, sweetheart,” he says, and I give a shaky exhale.

      “I’ve
        never seen anything like what I just saw. You’re …
        fucking amazing, Tam.” For the first time, I really get his
        level of popularity. Truly. I can’t imagine not being around
        him and spending time with him. If I had to pay to do it, I’d
        buy that ten-thousand dollar meet-and-greet ticket willingly.

      “You
        liked that?” He sounds pleased, nuzzling against the side of my
        throat. My eyes close, and I exhale into his hair. “It was all
        for you.”

      “I
        could tell.” I put my arms around Tam’s neck, and he
        slides his around my waist. “Thank you.”

      “No,
        thank you. I haven’t had a minute to truly enjoy any of my own
        success. Not until you.” Tam takes in a long, slow deep breath,
        and then lets it out like a sigh.

      Kaycee
        has taken up “Easy
          On Me” by
        Adele—clearly she doesn’t like to lose either.

      I
        laugh, and Tam does the same, rocking me back and forth as we listen
        to the music.

      That’s
        the night that I fully let go, that I open myself up to the love
        that’s sitting right there in front of me.

      Tam
        takes me by the hand, drags me back into the living room, and he’s
        a damn good sport while my family tells him that Kaycee won karaoke.
        She … danced, after all.

      I
        give Joules a hug while everyone else is looking at the karaoke score
        sheets that Lynn drew up. Uncle Rob gave Tam a three, but that could
        be because he’s still mad at him. Probably threw the score a
        little.

      “Happy
        birthday,” I whisper to Joules, letting my love for him flow
        freely in my words. My brother rubs my back, and I memorize the feel
        of his hand. Just in case.

      “I
        love you, Canoe,” he tells me, and I sigh, letting him go and
        giving him a wry look.

      “I
        love you, too—even if you’re a liar.”

      “You
        mean especially if.” Joules winks at me, and then laughs,
        moving forward until we’re shoulder to shoulder but facing in
        opposite directions. He puts a hand on my shoulder and leans in.
  “Also, my girlfriend kicked your boyfriend’s ass.”

      “Agree
        to disagree,” I respond, and then Joules is grabbing Kaycee
        around the waist and kissing her. I’m snatching up my official
        Tambourine merchandise kit, and then I’m snagging Tam by the
        hand and taking the best fucking swag in the world upstairs with me.

      Yeah,
        my Tambourine kit comes with nudity.

      Lucky
        me.

      My
        bedroom door closes.

      Time
        ticks by, one boba after another until … there are only two
        bobas left.

   

 















CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

LAKE

  2
  bobas left until we both die …

      



The
        paparazzi are everywhere, a malignant, omnipotent miasma that’s
        seeped into our neighborhood. Clogging the street outside. Flying so
        many drones that we’ve had to close all the blinds and
        curtains. Climbing over the back fence and breaking one of Joe’s
        fucking branches off.

      I’m
        shaking out my hand, and everyone else is staring back at me.

      “What
  …” Joules doesn’t even finish his sentence, but he
        does hook a wry little smile. “Did you punch a reporter in the
        face?”

      “Social
        media influencer.” I shake my fist out again. I did punch the
        girl right in the face. I watched her break one of Joe’s
        branches from the safety of the kitchen window, and I couldn’t
        help myself. Daniel escorted her off the property with blood dripping
        from her nose.

      “You
        punched an influencer in the face? That’s amazing!” Lynn
        sounds thrilled, but she’s the only person that’s
        excited. “What?”

      “You
        posted the video; this is your fault.” Jacob sniffs haughtily,
        and Daniel remains … well, he just stands there and stares at
        the floor with eyes the color of slate and muscles in his arms that
        are bigger than Tam’s.

      “We
        don’t know that,” Kaycee says as Tam grabs my hand,
        taking me to the sink so that he can wash the blood off. His lips are
        pressed tight, and I know that he’s worried. Not just about the
        paparazzi, but also the timeline. We only have two days left to break
        the curse. Two
          days. “Could’ve
        been a neighbor. A fan who came to see the family. An informant on
        one of our teams. That Chloe chick. Tam, standing in the driveway
        working on a vintage car.”

      She
        isn’t wrong.

      Joules
        is pale, swiping his hand down his face. It’s just him and
        Kaycee, Tam and me, Jacob, Daniel, and Lynn here. Everybody else got
        trapped outside the house, and it’s nearly impossible to get in
        or out right now. The police are doing their best to clear the crowd,
        but word got out in the early morning, and they all just showed up
        here like a horde of zombies.

      I’m
        so on edge today, obsessing over the curse even though I know that
        obsessing over it is my problem in the first place. I let it go for a
        few weeks there. I did. But then we hit a six-day countdown, and it
        really hit me. Not even a week left. Just days. Only days.

      Tam
        and I woke up, tangled in one another’s arms, listening to
        birds chirp outside. All we had was the skylight cracked, but a man
        climbed up there and took a picture of us through the glass. That
        picture is all over social media right now. It’s trending, and
        Tam’s mom is on the attack with her entire legal team and Tam’s
        publicity team.

      He
        doesn’t care about any of that right now, and neither do I.

      We
        have two days left to live, and I do love him. I swear that I do. I know that
        I do. He’s incredible, and if I had to pick someone out of all
        eight-plus billion people on this planet to be mine, I would pick Tam
        every time.

      We have to
        keep pressing forward, just knowing that it’ll be okay. We are not going
        to die in two days. We’re not.

      “We
        have to go back to LA anyway, right?” I ask, looking up at Tam
        as he’s fixated on the superficial wound gracing my knuckles.
        He adds extra soap to make sure it’s clean, cool water and suds
        and rough fingertips skating over my skin. My breath catches as he
        looks down at me.

      “LA?”
        he asks, and then he thinks it over for a minute. “For the
        docuseries concert?”

      I
        nod. I truly think he’d forgotten about it. Tam really settled
        into his life here, and he was exceptional at lounging in the
        sunlight wearing gray sweatpants, reading romantasy books, and then
        taking the ideas he got from them upstairs into the bedroom with me.
        I’ve never been handled so tenderly yet so greedily in all my
        life. “I suppose it would get us out of here. We can’t
        relax like this. We need my estate, with a full security team and
        stone walls.”

      “And
        also drone eagles,” I remind him, and Tam chuckles.

      “We
        stay together.” Joules is not asking a question or making a
        suggestion. He’s standing there with his legs spread
        shoulder-width apart, arms crossed, expression dour and fixed on me.
  “Me and Kaycee and you.”

      “I
        hear you,” I tell him, looking over at Kaycee. She doesn’t
        argue.

      “It’s
        a good idea. And since we’re both flying in, and the concert is
        coming up … company jet?” Kaycee shrugs, a
        sorry-not-sorry-vibe.

      “Yeah,
        let’s take the jet,” Tam says absently, like a private
        flight in a luxury jumbo jet is no big deal. “I’ll have
        my mom set up a flight as soon as possible.”

      He
        shuts the water off, gently dries my hand with a paper towel, and
        fishes the first-aid kit from under the sink. I remember treating his
        face here before, after Joules punched him. He must’ve
        remembered where to find it.

      Tam
        wraps my knuckles with some white gauze while I think it over.

      “Let’s
        leave as soon as possible. The others can meet us at the airport.”
        I give Tam an apologetic look. “Can we take everyone on the
        jet? My whole family?”

      He
        nods without even looking up.

      “It’s
        big enough for the entire board of directors—not that they each
        don’t have their own jet. But still. Plenty of room.” He
        clips the gauze into place and releases me. “We’ll go to
        Los Angeles—even if I decide not to do the concert.”

      The
        concert, which is on the exact last
        day of the curse.

      In
        fact, I’m not sure that Tam could finish his entire setlist
        before the curse kills us.

      “I
        want you to do the concert,” I tell him, catching his hands in
        mine again. We look at each other, and I see that this is as raw and
        real as we can get. Tam and I are experiencing each other like we’ve
        been in a relationship for decades. There’s nothing to do, but
        let ourselves go, fall, twine into each other. It’s too late in
        the game for bullshit. “If we really do die, what would you
        want to do with your last days? We did what I wanted to do these last
        few weeks. It’s your turn, Tam.”

      He
        hesitates, but then his fingers are wrapping around mine and he’s
        pulling me in for a kiss.

      “I will do
        the concert. And you know why? Because we’re not going to die.” He kisses me on either cheek. “I want to
        keep going with my career, Lake. You’ll be able to do whatever
        you want with your own life. I’ll make sure that happens.”

      “Oh,
        could you also transfer my parents some money? Pay us back for having
        to chase your ass around the country?” Joules scoffs and puts
        his hands on his hips. “That’s not even a joke. I’m
        being serious.”

      “I’ll
        transfer the money,” Tam says, but he doesn’t even look
        at my brother.

      “I’ll
        talk to Elena and see if we can’t get a flight out of here
        tonight.” Jacob shudders, and I don’t blame him. It looks
        like there’s a parade out in the street, and a hiking club out
        back. Just past our fence is the Hobbs State Park-Conservation Area.
        People are hiking into the woods, so that they can get to the edge of
        our property line to camp the fence. The park ranger cleared them out
        twice already, but they came back. “But we can’t take so
        many extra guests. You know that.”

      “We will take
        all of the extra guests, or I will not perform at the concert. Make
        that clear if the CEO has questions.” Tam crosses his arms over
        his chest and gives his manager a cool look. “You hear me,
        Jake?”

      “Oh
        yes, My Lord.” Jacob scowls, and Tam grins. “Whatever his
        greatness desires must certainly come to fruition.”

      “I
        kind of like him,” Lynn whispers, and I snort. Wouldn’t
        that be cute if we paired Lynn off with Jacob, and Ella off with
        Daniel, Joules with … Allison? Was that his Match’s
        name? My eyes shift to him and Kaycee again, but I shake it off.

      Tam
        and I have two days
        left.

      This
        is an us problem.

      “Well,
        you’re also kind of coming to LA with me.” I grab Lynn’s
        arm, and swallow back the fear.

      My
        whole family, my friends, on a private jet to stay in Tam Eyre’s
        estate. That’s as unbelievable as the curse part. Maybe it’s
        even less believable
        than the curse part. “Time to pack?”

      “Only
        if the jet isn’t ready before we’re done,” Tam
        offers with a little wink, and then he nods in the direction of the
        stairs. “Come on. I’ll pack your I
          Heart Tam sweatpants
        for you.”

      “Cute.”
        I roll my eyes, but I happily follow him up the stairs and into my
        bedroom—for what may be the very last time in my entire life.

      That’s
        okay. It’ll be okay. Tam and I will be
        okay.

      Because
        I love him.

      I
        do.

      I
        fucking love him.
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      Tam
        and I are standing outside by Joe’s tree. Joules is with us.
        Kaycee, too. Lynn and Jacob stayed inside to give us some privacy,
        but Daniel is stalking the perimeter like an agitated apex predator.
        He’s not afraid to come down hard on fangirls and fanboys. He
        leapt the fence and cleared the people in the woods before he deemed
        it safe.

      But
        only for a moment.

      I
        can hear the crowds out front even now, a bit thinned from this
        morning but still loud. Buzzing. Hungry. They want Tam as badly as I
        want Tam, and they’ve never seen his orgasm face. I give a
        private little laugh at the thought.

      “Stop
        thinking perverted shit and tell your cousin you love him before we
        leave,” Joules says, and his voice only starts out in an
        annoyed growl. It ends in a lingering that makes me uncomfortable.
        People don’t just linger in
        their words like that unless they’re dying.

      I
        know for a fact because I’ve been doing it myself.

      “Tell
        Joe that you’re going to take care of me.” I point at Tam
        and give him a wink. “He was old-fashioned; he’ll want to
        hear it.”

      “I’d
        like to hear it,” Joules mumbles, scowling until Kaycee gets up
        on her tiptoes and whispers in his ear. That scowl quickly morphs
        into something hungry and feral that I’d rather not see.
        Disgusting. Hopefully my face doesn’t look like that when I’m
        thinking about Tam.

      “Hey
        Joe.” Tam squats down and pokes a finger into the dirt at the
        base of the tree. “I’m taking Lake home with me. I don’t
        know how often we’ll get to come back here since I tour, and I
        want to bring your cousin with me. I’ll pay her a ridiculously
        high wage to be my manager, if she wants.” He glances in my
        direction, stands, and then turns to me.

      Tam
        takes my hand, and then he presses something skin-warmed and round
        into it. His eyes, when I look up at them are the darkest shade of
        serious, full of love but also with an understanding that I won’t
        let myself accept. I’m convinced now that we’re going to
        make it. Tam loves me. I love him. It’ll be any
          second now. Any second.

      “What
        is this?” I ask, and then I unfold my fingers to find a dirty
        rock that he dug out of the soil. A little keepsake from Joe to take
        with me. It’s not a part of him, but it’s been living
        here, covered in this same dirt. Maybe, if there are ghosts, Joe’s
        spirit could ride around in this, and I could keep him with me
        everywhere? Maybe that’s exactly why Tam gave this to me.

      “I
        don’t have a ring, and I will do this properly later, but I
        want you to know that I’d love to marry you. It could be
        tomorrow at the concert. It could be in ten years or twenty. Doesn’t
        matter. You can keep this rock until you’re ready. Just …
        put it in my pocket at some point. I’ll keep a lookout.”

      “You
        want her to stick a dirty rock in your pocket as a proposal?”
        Joules asks, but his voice is too soft at the end there. As I said
        before, a lingering. Kaycee
        moves away from him and leans in, palms on the trunk of the tree
        before she kisses it. She whispers something against the bark, and
        then throws a saucy look over her shoulder.

      In
        the pink pencil skirt, heels, and blouse she’s wearing, we may
        as well be at a photoshoot. Again. With Tam and Kaycee around, it’s
        a constant, never-disappointing aesthetic.

      “I
        gave up my intentions, but they were nowhere near as nice as Tam’s,”
        she purrs. “I promised to fuck you for the rest of our lives,
        and put a ring on it.”

      Joules
        snorts, and I wonder what sort of arrangement they’ve worked
        out. Kaycee knows that this Allison person is Joules’ Match.
        She even drove me past her house the other day, when we left to go
        pick up a boba order. We parked across the street, waited for Allison
        to come out, and just studied her for a minute.

      Neither
        of us spoke, and then we left together and didn’t tell Joules.

      “You
        realize that someone might be recording this?” Tam suggests,
        looking up into the boughs of the tree. There are approximately two
        yellow leaves left, and it’s creepy somehow, like the curse
        knows how many bobas there are in our countdown.

      “I
        hope they do,” Kaycee says, fiddling with the sleeve of her
        top. She has her black braids twisted into a thick coil on the back
        of her head, her lips splashed in the most outrageous pink to match
        her skirt.  “It’d save me the trouble of a press
        conference.”

      Kaycee
        steps back from the tree to grab Joules’ arm; Tam wraps his
        arms around me from behind.

      The
        four of us stand there in silence until a drone comes buzzing over
        the trees.

      This
        time, it’s Joules who grabs Uncle Rob’s shotgun from the
        locked kitchen pantry. He walks out onto the deck, takes aim, and
        blasts the machine out of the sky. It falls into our yard and,
        according to Arkansas law, we don’t even have to give it back.

      That
        feels like a sign.

      “Time
        to go,” I say, and it is.

      It’s
        time.

      I
        say goodbye to my childhood home, grab my duffel bag—lose my
        duffel bag to Tam—and then follow Daniel outside and down the
        roped off pathway that’s carved through my lawn. The sprinkler
        goes off as soon as we go outside, and I remember that my dad said
        the timer was broken and it was going off at weird times.

      The
        four of us are running, and laughing, and our clothes are sopping wet
        as we slide into the back of the SUV. The door closes, cutting off
        camera flashes and screaming fans. There was a girl with a sign that
        read Sweat
          on me, Tam! I
        kid you not. Heh. Gross as that sign is, I have to admit that getting
        sweated on by Tam Eyre is—

      “Just
        don’t,” Joules warns me as Tam tucks me close in the
        backseat. He turns and puts his mouth up near my ear.

      “Whenever
        you’re thinking about having sex with me, your entire
        expression changes. I’m not the only person who notices that.”

      I
        just laugh because I don’t really care, and he knows that. I
        let him tell the whole world that we were together, didn’t I?
        At a press conference.

      I’m
        wearing Tambourine-branded panties; he’s wearing a bite mark on
        his inner thigh.

      Me
        and Tam Eyre, we are absolutely a thing.

      I
        lean over him, roll the window down and toss out the signed photocard
        that I had in my pocket. A girl catches it, and her eyes go wide in
        shock. We’re gone too quickly for me to see more than that, and
        Jacob and Daniel both are telling me to close the window. Lynn is
        giggling from her spot on the floor between the two captain’s
        chairs.

      “Let
        Lake do what she wants,” Tam says, but I roll it up anyway,
        tuck myself against his side and bask in the glory that is this
        single, perfect moment.

      Perfect.

      This
        is perfect.

      Everything
        is going to be just fine.

   

 















CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

TAM

  2
  bobas left until we both die … (the same day)

      



I
        open the front door of my house and stand back, letting Lake’s
        family spill inside. The glass closes behind us, and everyone else
        disperses. They don’t ask; they just start looking around.

      “Sorry,
        they’re like that,” Lake explains with a cringe, and I
        grin back at her.

      “I
        don’t mind at all.” And I don’t. When it’s
        Lake and her family, I don’t feel like I’m on display.
        I’m a person who’s judged by my behavior and little else.
        My music is just a cool side bonus to these people, and I’m
        here for it. They took advantage of the food and amenities on the jet
        while Lake laid with her head in my lap, and I stroked her hair back
        with my fingers.

      We
        spent most of the flight just staring at each other.

      The
        closer we get, the harder it becomes. I do my best to ignore it. My
        feelings for Lake only grow. But … she can’t force
        herself to reciprocate them. It’s okay. I’m a little
        scared, but it’s okay.

      We’re
        going to die tomorrow night? I
        don’t even know how to process that information.
        Eleven-twenty-three tomorrow, and we’re done. That’s it. Less
          than twenty-four hours from now.

      It’s
        eleven-forty-two p.m.

      “Are
        you sure you
        want me to perform tomorrow?” I ask Lake again, and she gives
        me a look. I can barely stand it, the shape of that Tambourines shirt
        over her breasts. The fan club’s slogan Cute,
          Confident & True to Ourselves is
        printed there, and Lake took absolutely no time at all in pointing
        out how fluffy and cheesy that line really is.

      “I
        see where you got that from now, the whole ‘I like cute girls
        who know how to be true to themselves’ thing. Nice one, Sir
        Tom.”

      I
        smile.

      “You’re
        special, Tam. The world needs you. Remember that girl at your meet
        and greet? The one who said that your music saved her life? A lot of
        people are lonely and looking for a friend. Your songs are like you
        talking to them, and when they come to your shows, they’re
        talking back. If you don’t show up …” Lake inhales
        and then shakes out her hands (probably because her knuckles are
        bruised pretty bad from knocking out that influencer). Didn’t
        know she had it in her. My little Kayak is fierce as hell. “You
        just can’t not show up.”

      “You’re
        right about that.” I spread my hands. “I’m going to
        show up because it’s going to be the best night of our lives.
        The start of forever.” I run my palms up her arms, squeezing
        her elbows, her upper arms. I bend down to kiss her, and I take my
        time with it. I sew my fingers into the gentle green wave of her hair
        (it really is my favorite color).

      I
        taste brown sugar on her lips this time, and I can’t hold back
        a chuckle.

      “My
        girlfriend tastes like bubble tea. Do you know how much I love that?”
        I whisper against her mouth, petting her throat with my thumb,
        stroking her tongue with my own.

      “I’m
        staying here tonight,” Daniel says from somewhere in the living
        room area, but I just give him a quick thumbs up, so that I can keep
        kissing Lake. Jacob is scoffing somewhere on my right, trying to be
        patient because he at least understands that everyone here believes
        in the curse except for him and Daniel. This brief silence is his
        most desperate attempt at being sensitive.

      “I
        truly hate to interrupt such a touching display,” Jacob begins,
        and I sigh as Lake grins. I stand up and glance his way, but I don’t
        let go of the side of her neck. Don’t stop petting her pulse.
        She stops smiling, and her lips part in a breathy sigh. “But
        let’s talk timelines for tomorrow. The helicopter will arrive
        to pick you up around ten. The Frost family will be escorted in
        separate vehicles to the stadium, and everyone will be given a
        backstage pass.”

      “Sounds
        great,” I murmur, but my eyes have already shifted back to
        Lake. We both know that we should probably take the time to make sure
        each person in her family has a room picked out for tonight, but
        there’s a strong possibility that we might go straight
        upstairs.

      Neither
        of us is going to sleep, I don’t think.

      “Everyone gets
        a backstage pass?” Jacob reiterates, but I ignore him. I don’t
        need to repeat myself. I move away from Lake and into the kitchen,
        squatting in front of the wine fridge. I pick the most expensive
        vintage I have, and Jacob chokes on the six-figure cost from behind
        me. He won’t say anything though. He knows I’m not in the
        mood tonight. “Everyone-everyone?”

      I
        grit my teeth.

      “Everyone,”
        I repeat loudly, turning to see Lake hovering behind Jake, hands on
        her hips. She’s giving him a look that he’s pretending
        not to notice. “Oh, and did you fire that guy, Leo, yet?”

      “Tam
        Eyre, knock that off,” Lake warns me, and I grin, taking the
        cork out of the wine.

      “Jake,
        everything is fine. I’ll put on a hell of a show tomorrow
        night. You won’t even remember my last two concerts. I’ve got
          this.”
        I grab one of the bags of food from the counter—still hot,
        thanks Maggie. “Want to grab the glasses for us, love?”

      “Will
        do.” Lake collects a pair while Jacob sighs and murmurs behind
        us. We leave him downstairs and flee to my bedroom. I’d like if
        it were Lake’s bedroom, too. If only I could get her to think
        of it like that.

      We
        settle into the pillows with a sigh, both of us leaned back against
        the headboard.

      I
        pour the wine while she holds the glasses, and then we both just
        relax in silence for a while, eating the burgers and fries that
        Maggie brought over.

      “If
        you were moving into this room tomorrow, what would you change?”
        I take a sip, and then raise a brow. How much did I pay for this
        wine? Must’ve been a charity auction. I sure hope it was. This
        stuff tastes like double-digits, not six-figures.

      “Assuming
        your budget?” Lake asks, but I just smile. She knows that I’m
        dying to spend money on her. Lake doesn’t like it, and I get
        it. If I buy everything, do everything, then I can also take it all
        away. That’s why I want to—

      Lake
        leans over and slips the rock into my hoodie pocket. I’m just
        sitting there with my wine in my hand, blinking in surprise, and then
        I turn my head suddenly to look at her. She has a sexy, little smile
        on her face, gaze trained on the torn knees of my jeans instead of my
        face.

      “I
        don’t like big weddings, but we can do something small in the
        backyard.” Her brown eyes lift up to mine, long lashes sweeping
        up toward her dark brows. “What I do like
        is paperwork. You know …” Lake sits back into the
        pillows, taking a drink of her own wine.

      I
        wonder what she’s going to say. You
          know that we lost our virginities to each other, in this very room,
          against that very wall? Or
        maybe I’m the only one thinking about that.

      “You
        know …?” I prompt, because I don’t know. I really
        fucking want to know.

      “I’ve
        never known what I wanted to do as a job. Work with my family at the
        construction business. Get a job as an AI slave in some corporate
        tech-y space. Run off into the woods and live like a hermit. But if
        you’re genuinely serious about me working as your manager, I’d
        love to give it a try.”

      My
        cheeks warm, and I sip my wine again. Oops. All gone. I pour some
        more, heart pounding.

      Lake
        digs around in the nightstand and takes something else out, putting
        it into her pocket. I don’t ask. I figure she’ll tell me
        eventually.

      We’re
        going to die tomorrow. I
        don’t even care because I’m living this fantasy with
        Lake, and I’m going to keep living it. This is heaven for me. A
        day with her family. A night with only her. A concert with the world,
        all my earthly friends. Oh,
          and Dylan and Adam, too. Bummer. I forgot they were guest starring.

      “I’ll
        give you a grossly inflated salary. I already do that for my mom and
        Jacob. Daniel, too.” My lips quirk at the edges. “Though
        I’d pay you the most.”

      “Pay
        yourself the most, Tam.” Lake finishes her wine and silently
        asks for more, holding her glass out to me. I fill it to the brim,
        and she offers me an invitational smile as thanks. “Tomorrow
        night, when we come back here after the concert, I’ll start my
        list. Paint, new light fixtures, new curtains. I have a feeling you
        didn’t pick out a single thing in here? We’ll do it
        together.”

      “You’d
        be right about that.” We clink glasses. “What about …
        do you have anything to say about my songs?” I scratch at my
        temple, trying to hide the smile on my face. “If you ever have
        input then—”

      “Tam,
        I’m wearing fan girl panties that you signed with a Sharpie. I
        think your music is just fine.” Lake snorts into her wine, and
        then I’m laughing, and I can’t stop. That’s what
        she does to me, this girl.

      “Wait,
        wait, wait. When you needed to seduce me—when your life
        literally depended on it—you told me that my music sucked? And
        now, you like it?”

      “My
        life still does depend on it!” she yells at me, hitting me with
        a pillow. Lake spills wine all over the sheets. “Crap. Oh well.
        We might be dead tomorrow, so I won’t have to wash these.”

      There
        it is, the dark humor. I take that as a good sign. Still laughing, I
        steal Lake’s glass from her hand and set it on the nightstand
        beside my own.

      I
        kiss her mouth again, licking the edge of it just to watch her
        squirm.

      “Don’t
        worry: I like to wash the sheets. I even hang them outside to dry
        sometimes. I don’t ever put my grandfather’s
        handkerchiefs in the dryer.”

      “You’re
        so weird,” she whispers, putting her hand on the back of my
        head and kissing me. That’s
          better. We
        slide down into the pillows, my body pressing Lake’s into the
        mattress, our mouths working slowly but purposefully. This could be
        the last make out session we ever have, and it’s got to be
        good. “Let’s get in the pool—naked. Your drone
        eagles will keep us safe, right?”

      “You’re
        such a snarky little shit,” I growl at her, biting her lower
        lip. “But that’s okay: by the end of the night, I’ll
        make you behave.”

      “I
        would love to
        see you accomplish that, Sir Tom.” I scoop her into my arms,
        and she makes a surprised sound. But it’s nothing. She’s
        not as heavy as she thinks she is, and I’m a lot stronger than
        she thinks I am. It works out.

      I
        take Lakelynn outside and set her down, moving over to the panel on
        the wall and flicking off all the outdoor lights. Less lights means
        less chance of being filmed. But even if we are filmed, so what? This
        is my life. I’m an adult. Nobody should be able to see me from
        here unless they’re creeping.

      I’ll
        do whatever the hell I want to do—especially tonight.

      Even
        with the light pollution from the city, there are visible stars, dots
        of silver winking overhead.

      Lake
        backs up toward the pool, slipping out of her shoes, socks, and
        shorts. She even reaches under her shirt, unhooks her bra, and does
        this magic maneuver that ends with the bra off, but the shirt still
        on.

      I
        cross my arms, lifting a brow at her mischievous little smirk.

      You’d
        never know that the both of us were doomed to die tomorrow.

      A
        thought occurs to me: what
          if the curse isn’t real at all? Doesn’t
        matter. That’s better, actually. Then we’ll be okay. Then
        we go on just like this for decades more. I want an entire lifetime
        painted in the colors of Lakelynn Frost.

      “You’re
        probably wondering what I’m up to,” she says, gaze
        shifting toward the lights of the city. She contemplates the urban
        sprawl for a moment before turning back to me. “It’ll all
        make sense in a minute.”

      “Will
        it now?” I ask, dropping my arms to my sides and starting
        toward her. She backs up, and I worry that she’s going to fall
        into the pool by accident. Lake grins at me, turning and hopping in
        as I jog over to the edge, ready to leap in and save her if needed.
        She pops right up, tossing her hair back. It’s not easy to see
        out here, but I get the idea that a tight, wet T-shirt is waiting for
        me inside the warm waters of the swimming pool. “Oh, fuck,
        Lake. You manage to surprise me every time.”

      I
        tear my clothes off like there’s a ticking bomb strapped to
        them, and I leap into the water. Lake can’t hold back a little
        shriek when I splash in beside her, but that’s okay. We’re
        adults. This is my house. It could be … she gave me the rock
        back, so it will be
        our house sometime soon.

      If
        anyone has a problem with this, well. They can deal.

      I
        emerge from the water, sweeping my hair back from my face. Lake has
        already moved toward the shallows, so I follow her, aware that as the
        distance between us closes, the tension twists and tightens. I can
        feel my heart in my throat when my feet finally hit the cement
        bottom.

      Lake
        has purposely backed herself up into a corner, and I go to her,
        putting my hands on either side of her. My fingers are tense on the
        tiled edge to her right, water streaming over the fingers of my left.
        This is an infinity pool, so water runs over one side and into a
        decorative pond down below.

      “You
        look … nice,” Lake hedges, and I lift both brows in
        response. “With starlight and chlorine in your hair.”

      Oh.
        Damn.

      “I’m
        stealing that for one of my songs.” My lip quirks at the edge
        as I lean in to kiss her. I’m thwarted when Lake ducks under
        one of my arms and makes a quick getaway, swimming back in the
        direction of the deep end.

      Hmm.

      I
        didn’t get to enjoy that T-shirt, and I want it.

      I
        want it so fucking bad.

      “Where
        do you think you’re going?” I ask her.

      Lake
        ignores me, swimming lazy circles on her back, waiting. I give a slow
        chase, moving from one part of the pool to the other. She keeps me on
        my toes, forcing me to try a little harder, swim a little faster. I
        even catch her grabbing something from the pocket of her discarded
        shorts and bringing it into the water with us.

      Twenty
        or so minutes into this game, and I decide that I want to win it.

      I
        surge into a strong breaststroke, trapping Lake against the ‘missing’
        edge on the infinity side of the pool. She’s facing me, and
        I’ve got one arm on either side of her, hands curled over the
        glass wall that marks the edge of the hillside and the manmade
        waterfall that tumbles down below.

      “This
        could very well be our last night on Earth, and you’re running
        from me?” I tease, but there’s the hint of a growl in my
        words. I appreciate it when Lake’s arms ripple with goose
        bumps.

      “No,
        we’ll definitely have more nights on Earth. The only question
        is whether or not we’ll be turned into dirt, and then live out
        our next lives as redbud trees or loblolly pines or wherever else our
        soil is used to nourish.” She shrugs, using that dark humor as
        a shield against the curse and all the deep, terrifying questions we
        both have about the smudged red heart design on her wrist.

      I
        look up, wishing we had a telescope so that we could see the heart
        nebula. There was one at her parents’ house, but I didn’t
        think to use it while I was there. And now …

      “Hey.”
        My voice is low, a tender whisper that makes Lake shiver. She throws
        her arms over her chest, hiding the seduction that is a wet, white
        Tambourines T-shirt with no bra. I very carefully reach down and
        untangle her from herself, wishing I’d left the pool lights on
        so that I could see better. Still, even if I can’t see the
        shape of her pink nipples beneath the fabric, I can see the points of
        them, the hardness that’s also a silent request. I brush my
        thumb over one, and she gasps. “Talk to me.”

      “Tam,
        I have a secret,” Lake says, her voice so low that it’s
        almost lost in the tumble of water behind her. She looks up at me,
        the cityscape twinkling even brighter than the faint dusting of stars
        overhead. “Can I tell you?”

      “You
        can tell me anything, anytime, anywhere. I promise that I’ll
        always listen, that if I feel angry or upset or hurt, that I’ll
        always do the courtesy of hearing you out. That if I need a minute,
        I’ll take it before I respond. That way, you’ll only ever
        hear my words and not just my reactions or my emotions.”

      Lake
        is just staring up at me like she didn’t expect that. Maybe I
        didn’t either, but if you have less than a day to live, and you
        can’t be honest, when are you going to be? My career is a
        blessing, truly. It’s literally a miracle, isn’t it? But
        it comes with a lot of liars, and a mountain of bullshit, and too
        many trust issues.

      I
        won’t have that with Lake. One precious thing that’s
        mine, this honesty between us.

      “Those
        sound like marriage vows, Tam. Maybe you should write them down?”
        Lake leans back against the waist-high wall behind her as I lean in.
  “Or write a song with—”

      “No.”
        I put my hand on the side of her face, caress her water-kissed lower
        lip with my thumb. Each droplet is like a blessing, something to wipe
        away and then taste. I bring my thumb straight to my mouth and I lick
        chlorine and a little bit of brown sugar boba from my skin. “Those
        words were only for you. Now, tell me your secret.”

      I
        cup her right breast in my hand, kneading the fabric of the shirt,
        rubbing gently over her nipple.

      “I
  … shit, stop that.” I stop, and she makes a sound of
        frustration. “Never mind. Don’t stop. All I wanted to
        tell you was this: I’m not afraid anymore, Tam. I’m not
        scared. I’m just here with you tonight. That’s it. Me and
        you. I don’t care about the curse or what it will or won’t
        do.”

      I
        exhale, and then I kiss her.

      I
        hold her face, and I kiss her with all of the feeling this night
        deserves. A beginning and an end all wrapped up in one.

      “God,
        I love you,” I tell her against her mouth, struggling to find
        some balance between talking and kissing. Mostly, there are jumbled
        words, and there’s tongue, and her soft sighs that accent the
        night sounds that come with living on ten acres in the middle of the
        city. The rustling of leaves, the splash of water, the distant drone
        of traffic. “I love you in this pool, in this shirt, in my
        house, in my life.”

      I
        lift Lake up to sit on the edge of the thick, glass wall. It’s
        maybe four inches across, wide enough for her to perch, but also
        shallow enough that she clings to me. Her hands are on my shoulders,
        and I’m not the only one out here with chlorine and stardust in
        my hair.

      “I
        want to stay up all night, and eat a lot of ice cream, and watch the
        sun rise up over the hills,” she tells me, and I nod because
        that’s all I can do. I’ve lost my voice. I gather her wet
        hair into a fist, and I kiss her with rough, hungry sounds, my left
        arm wrapping her waist.

      I
        love the feel of her hard nipples against my chest, the wet cotton
        T-shirt a barrier between us that demands to be broken. I’m not
        about to stop kissing to take the shirt off, so I release her hair
        just long enough to shove it up and over the generous swell of her
        chest. Big, soft, full. I might say something lewd like damn,
          but you’ve got nice tits. I
        might say something gentle like do
          you have any idea how beautiful you are? Outside.
        Inside. Lake is pretty everywhere.

      I
        say nothing with my words and everything with my mouth and my hands.

      Lake
        makes silent conversation in turn, pale thighs spread wide around me,
        her cotton panties rubbing against my lower belly. I’m going to
        fuck her right here in the spill of water with gritty Los Angeles as
        a distant backdrop, and the obscene wealth of Beverly Hills wrapped
        around us. I’m going to fuck her just like she asked me to, and
        then we’ll eat ice cream, and then we’ll
        make love in our bed.

      My
        hand dips between us, a single knuckle rubbing that plump pussy
        through the wet cotton of panties that I signed with a Sharpie, that
        Lake ordered in a merch kit because she’s fallen in love with
        every part of me. Thomas. Tam. Me. The artist. The grump. The singer.
        All of it.

      I
        believe that.

      I
        believe that she’s in love with me, and I know I’m in
        love with her.

      If
        the curse hasn’t broken, then the magic is the problem. It’s
        stuck or caught up or delayed.

      We
        make our own magic out there in the swimming pool with only the warm
        breeze for company.

      I
        hook my finger around the edge of Lake’s panties, and I stroke
        her bare body underneath. She moves her hips against my hand, her
        clit swollen, a slickness on her folds that isn’t from the
        water. If we’re going to do this out here, I need her nice and
        slippery first.

      “Hey,”
        she whispers, and then she presses a little glass bottle into my
        hand. It must be the thing she took from her shorts earlier, that she
        got out of the nightstand drawer. I look down at it, but it’s
        too dark to read. “Oil-based lubricant with a little CBD.”

      Oh,
        shit. I’m dumbstruck, moonstruck, lovestruck. All sorts of
        struck.

      I
        keep the bottle tucked tight into my palm and put my arm around her
        again.

      Lake
        touches all over me, savoring the breadth of my shoulders, the curve
        of my biceps, the definition in my chest and stomach. Working out is
        part of my job. It always will be. I’m just glad that she
        enjoys it. And me? I like her softness, the feminine shape of her,
        the full, heaviness of her breasts. As those thoughts hit my brain,
        my body reacts, and my arm tightens possessively around her waist.

      “Come
        here.” I drag Lake off the edge of the wall, turn her, and I
        bend her over it. Her toes don’t touch the ground, but the
        water makes up for that. She’s got the wall for support, my arm
        around her waist, and the other yanking her panties down her ass.

      I
        get them to about mid-thigh, and then I leave them there. Lake won’t
        be able to spread her thighs, but that doesn’t matter. I
        straddle her closed legs with my own, and I twist the lid off the
        glass lube bottle with my teeth. I don’t even care how much we
        use or if it gets in the water. Nothing matters. I clumsily tip the
        bottle into the same palm that’s holding onto it, and let it
        spill all over me.

      I
        throw the bottle aside.

      Could
        be a scandal, if the pool guy finds our lube bottle floating in here.

      Don’t
        care.

      I
        rub my fingers together, smearing the sweet-smelling oil, and then I
        dip them into the water and, more importantly, into Lakelynn. There’s
        a nice, slick side followed by her needy gasp. I close my eyes and
        savor the clench and pull of her inner muscles, spreading the lube
        with each thrust. It might not last long, but it’ll be enough.

      This
        is a fuck. Then ice cream. Lovemaking.

      Those
        are my only plans for the night.

      I
        open my eyes, so that I can watch the shift and wiggle of her body,
        withdrawing my fingers from her greedy core. When I guide myself into
        her waiting heat, she’s wet and ready and moaning, hands
        clutching at the glass wall for support. Water rushes over her
        fingers as she tightens her grip in response to my first thrust. My
        hips pin hers against that same wall, legs trapped by her own
        panties, an accompanying splash.

      I
        put one hand on her shoulder, the other holding her waist, and I fuck
        her against that thick, glass wall. Part of me wishes I were standing
        on the ground down below, next to the pond, and looking up. What
        would I see from down there? Her face, eyes closed and lips parted,
        neck a pale, curved thing in the dark. Could I see through the glass
        to the underwear that’s keeping her thighs closed? Her feet
        that can’t quite touch the ground?

      The
        view from here is perfect, too. The shape of her back. The damp spill
        of her hair. The T-shirt rucked over her tits. They’re plump
        and hanging over the edge, bouncing with each thrust. Oh,
          I bet that’d be a nice view from down below, too. The best.

      “Such
        a good girl for me, Lake. Always. Didn’t I tell you that I’d
        make you behave?” My words are rough, horny whispers, nothing
        that I’d ever want anyone else to hear. This is between us. I’m glad that
        Joules paid his cousins to beat that Chloe girl up. She tried to
        steal this energy and give it to the world. It’s only for me
        and Lake. Just me and Lake.

      She
        can’t even respond to me. All she can do is gasp and cling to
        that wall, claw at the wet glass and the waterfall that can’t
        be grabbed. Hard, fast, deep. I can put my entire body inside of
        hers, feel her ridges and her slickness, the strength of her female
        body, the blessing that comes with her sharing it with me.

      “Tam.”
        It’s just my name, slipping almost accidentally from her lips.
        But it may as well be the first word in the spell we’re weaving
        together.

      “Kayak,”
        I say back to her, and she almost laughs, but then her body locks
        tight, and I grit my teeth and I go hard. Harder. I take her until
        she begs me to stop, and I go perfectly still, letting her catch her
        breath, relax, unwind.

      “Hard,
        fast, deep.”
        Lake’s words bring me to the edge, and rapid, wild movements of
        my hips take me the rest of the way. When she turns her head to look
        over her shoulder, and I catch her profile against the lights of the
        city, that’s when I come. I lose myself in her body, and her
        presence, and her smell. The climax comes with a tightness in my
        balls, in the unconscious pumping of my shaft. Spilling, releasing.

      I
        sag over her, putting one hand on the wall next to hers. Breathing.
        Unwinding. There’s a brilliance in clarity there that I catch
        and hold onto. I press my lips against her cheek, and then I
        carefully draw out of her, helping her to the edge of the pool and
        lifting her up and out to sit on the edge. Her panties are still
        tangled on her legs, her shirt covering just one of her breasts.

      We
        sit there together for a while, and I work my jaw, gnawing on my lip
        as I think about all the tricks I’m going to use to get her to
        come for me upstairs. We’ll get to know each other, and it’ll
        get easier and easier and easier, I think.

      “Where
        did you get that lube?” I ask, and she makes a small sound,
        reaching up to tug her T-shirt down. The sight of that heavy, wet
        fabric molding over her soft body has me wondering if we shouldn’t
        go for round two right here on the patio.

      “I
        texted Maggie and asked if … Well, I had the box delivered
        here and all I did was ask if she could put it on the nightstand. I
        didn’t think she’d open it and get the bottle out of the
        package.”

      I
        look over, and even though it’s dark, I think Lake is blushing.
        Freckles and a blush. I’m held hostage to those things. I’m
        a prisoner to the shape of that mouth. I’m captive to the way
        her hair sticks to her forehead.

      “I
        also texted Maggie,” I add, a grin taking over my lips. “Want
        to see what I ordered?”

   

 















CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

LAKE

  1
        single boba left until we both die … (because it’s after
  midnight now)

      



Tam
        guides me into the kitchen by my hand, and then opens this weird
        freezer drawer thing that’s on the kitchen island. Inside,
        there are six brightly colored pints of ice cream. Each one has an
        adorable design on it, smiling strawberries and chocolate bars with
        big eyes and long lashes. Very cute.

      “Boba
        ice cream,” Tam tells me, sounding way too pleased with
        himself. He always sort of sounds that way, and having sex with me in
        his swimming pool did nothing to diminish his cheeky confidence.

      I
        pick one of the pints up and study it.

      “Technically, you
        can’t put boba in ice cream because the tapioca balls get hard
        as rocks. This is made with glutinous rice flour balls which are
        basically mochi—” Tam cuts me off with a kiss, and I
        smile against his mouth. “But I fucking love it. I just wanted
        to get technical with you for a minute.”

      “Get
        technical with me over ice cream and a walk,” he says, and he
        fetches us both clothes so that we can hike around his property with
        spoons and ice cream and companionable silence. “That’s
        where Tyler, the Eagle Guy lives.” Tam points to the small
        cottage, and the outbuilding beside it. “The caretaker lives
        over that way.” He swings his arm in another direction, just
        past a copse of palm trees.

      I
        sense eyes on us, and I try not to think that maybe Daniel is
        following us and also that he saw us together in the pool. Please
          tell me he didn’t. But the reality is that when I’m with Tam, there might always
        be someone or multiple someones on the edges of our privacy, peering
        in past the intimate bubble we surround ourselves with.

      I
        take another bite of ice cream, and it’s amazingly chewy and
        chocolatey, and I’m in love with it.

      “This
        might not be real boba, but it’s basically boba, and I’m
        obsessed.” My cheeks heat as I take another bite, and then I
        give Tam a narrow-eyed look that he returns with a gleeful little
        smirk.

      “Don’t
        worry: we won’t count this as our boba of the day. We’ll
        have Maggie bring enough for the entire staff, and your whole family,
        and we’ll all drink boba backstage.” Tam takes a bite of
        his own ice cream, diet tossed aside in favor of carpe diem.

      He
        leans his head back and closes his eyes, the breeze tousling his
        already mussed hair. He’s got on a Tambourines hoodie and
        sweatpants. I’m in much the same, with I
          Heart Tam stamped
        onto my ass. I stand there, eating ice cream while I study him. He’s
        holding his own ice cream, taking in the warm night with a smile on
        his face.

      When
        he drops his chin and turns to look at me, I swoon. I swoon a lot
        around Tam, and he really doesn’t have to do much to get me
        there anymore. He knows. The edge of his lip lifts, and he presses
        his tongue against the inside of his cheek.

      “Let’s
        get a dog,” he says randomly, and I tilt my head to one side in
        confusion, sucking chocolate off the end of my spoon. “I’ve
        always wanted a dog, but I travel too much. Only … if you were
        with me, maybe we could handle it?”

      “A
        small dog?” I ask, testing him. We haven’t had this
        discussion before, about dog breeds. This could make or break our
        burgeoning relationship. “No Pomeranians.”

      Tam
        looks offended, looking me up and down and then running his own
        tongue around the edge of his spoon. He licks strawberry off the
        metal like he’s servicing the cutlery. Oh
          my God. I
        stay strong, scraping my teeth over the next bite of ice cream. Tam
        retaliates by scooping an extra large helping of strawberry so that
        he can make out with it. At least, that’s what it looks like.
        I’ve never been jealous of ice cream before. This is a new
        thing for me.

      “What’s
        wrong with Pomeranians?” he asks suspiciously, and I shrug.

      “I
        like working dogs. Border collies, Aussies, heelers. Give me a dog
        with a job.”

      “Poms
        have jobs—to look cute.” Tam meets my eyes as he drags
        his tongue over his ice cream. “But we can get whatever dog you
        want, as long as you think you can handle it while I’m
        working.”

      “Oh!”
        I gesture with my spoon, like it’s an exclamation point, and
        accidentally fling a spoonful of chocolate ice cream onto Tam’s
        white hoodie. He just looks down at it, watching as it slips off and
        plops onto the ground at his feet. Oops. He goes back to eating his
        ice cream, the little smile on his face telling me that maybe he
        finds me cute. I blush, but I keep talking. “We could get a
        border collie, and he could run with us in the mornings.”

      Tam
        gives me a look.

      “We
        can only run outside when we’re here. Mostly, it’s
        treadmills in hotel gyms.” He must notice the crestfallen
        expression on my face because he makes a quick course correction. “We
        could take him to sheepherding classes together.”

      “Sheepherding
        classes?” I make a show of looking around. We’re in …
        Los Angeles. “Is that even a thing? And if it is, they
        certainly don’t have any here.”

      “Which
        is the beauty of traveling around the country.” Tam taps at my
        forehead with his mouth-warmed and licked-clean spoon. “In
        Oregon. Or Arkansas. Or wherever.”

      “What
        about when we travel overseas?” I retort, and I swear on Joe’s
        spirit that my curse mark is on fire. The
        stars overhead seem suddenly brighter, and I get a little too
        excited. This is it, isn’t it? The curse is breaking! I step
        forward, and I grab Tam’s hoodie in a single fist. My other
        hand is a little preoccupied with my ice cream container. “Can’t
        take the dog with us, can we?”

      “Depends
        on the country. If we have the right paperwork, and maybe a
        quarantine, then yes. If not … we’ll hire a dog nanny. I
        can afford that sort of thing, you know.”

      I
        shove up onto my toes, and I kiss Tam hard enough to bruise both our
        mouths.

      We’re
        kissing and stumbling back toward the house, getting ice cream all
        over each other. We throw the pints in the sink and retreat upstairs
        together, shedding our clothes and climbing into bed with nothing but
        our own skin between a pair of wildly beating hearts.

      The
        mark continues to burn against my skin, so hot that Tam hisses in
        pain when my wrist touches his skin.

      “What
        the hell?” he whispers, taking my hand and then rubbing his
        thumb over the design. “It’s on fire.”

      “It’s
        on fire,” I tell him with a smile, and I wonder if this is the
        beginning of the process that my stupid relatives refuse to write
        about. I’m already penning the words in my mind. When
          the curse is about to break, you might be talking about dogs, but
          what you’re really doing is planning a life together. The mark
          will burn so hot that you’ll fantasize about cutting it off.
          Don’t worry! That’s normal. Also, you might see stars. So
          many stars.

      I
        can see them right now, scattered over the room, silver dots that
        wink and sparkle.

      Tam
        drops his mouth to mine, and I grab onto him, both of us cursing
        between kisses at the mark’s heat. I can feel his heartbeat, as
        frantic and excited as my own, as we slip into each other like puzzle
        pieces. Sharp-edged. Weird-edged. Strange shapes. How we fit
        together, it doesn’t make a lot of sense. The universe is so
        vast that it seems impossible for us to have found our way to this
        moment, this night, this space in the dark, cool shadows of an
        air-conditioned room.

      His
        hands are all over my feverish skin, palms skipping up my waist,
        fingers gentle and then possessive and then hungry over my breasts.
        His right hand heads back down again, skimming over my hip. There’s
        a nightlight on the wall beside us, providing just the faintest hint
        of a glow. I can’t see the green in Tam’s eyes like this,
        just shadows of an expression and a sense of right.

      However
        he’s looking at me, it feels good. I move for that stare, hips
        rising up to encourage his to push forward. He
          believes me. He’s believed in me for a long time. I
        grind against him until Tam chuckles and drops his head, burying his
        face against the side of my neck. Since he believed in me, I don’t
        mind doing all the work tonight.

      “You’re
        so eager, Kayak,” Tam whispers, and I chuckle. He grunts. That
        makes me laugh harder, and then he’s lifting up and putting his
        hand on the headboard. Gripping it. Staring down at me through the
        gloaming. “Do you like being with me that much?”

      “I
        do.” I’m not ashamed. Not embarrassed. I’m enjoying
        this moment. I’m happy here
        with Tam. I’m always happier around Tam. He’s someone I
        didn’t know I needed, but now can’t imagine living
        without. “I do.”

      I
        can’t see his face through the stars filling my vision, but I
        don’t worry about it.

      What
        was it that my second cousin wrote in her journal?

      Breaking
        the curse is like listening to your favorite song for the first time.
        It’s like reading your favorite book for the first time. Here’s
        what I’ll add to my journal: it’s
          like wrapping yourself in the soul of somebody you want to grow with,
          that you want to experience life with, that makes you less afraid of
          change or wrinkles or dying.

      Tam
        rolls us over, and I let out a wild laugh that makes him moan
        underneath me.

      “Stop
        that,” he teases, his big hands hot on my naked hips. As I
        blink my way through a curse-induced-constellation-hallucination, I
        can see him sprawled beneath me in the dark. His strawberry blond
        hair is edged with a bit of the nightlight’s glow, his
        expression curious and hopeful but intense.

      I
        run my palms up his naked chest, and the focus in his shadowed
        features tightens, twists, finds the center of my soul as well as my
        body.

      “Show
        me, Lake. Show me that you like that.” Tam’s words are
        blurred with desire, with a thirst for connection that we all feel.
        Even an idol. Even a superstar. Even someone with hundreds of
        millions of followers and no real friends.

      I
        lean down and whisper to him in the dark.

      “I’ll
        show you with my body that I like you as a man, and I’ll show
        you with my heart that I love you as a friend.” I sit back up,
        gathering my hair and pushing it over my shoulder. Something about
        that move—or maybe the naked words that just slipped out of my
        mouth—causes Tam to groan. He thrusts upward, and I let out a
        surprised mini-scream, digging my fingers into his fervid skin.

      Tam
        is buried as deep inside of me as he can get, and he’s strong
        enough that if he wants to take over and control our shared friction,
        he certainly can.

      “Shh.”
        I put my palm on his chest, closing my eyes so that I can feel his
        heartbeat against my skin. “I’ve got this.”

      I
        roll my hips on him, and he makes a sound that tells me he’s
        pleased with the motion.

      “Yes,
        like that,” he grates out, his hands tightening over my hips,
        pressing me down against him. I rock myself forward, rubbing the
        swollen bead of my clit against his body. Pleasure shoots through me,
        and I shiver. This is our first time doing it like this because Tam
        is a little wild, a little dirty. He grabs me whenever he can, takes
        me wherever he wants, and he knows that I love it because I tell him
        that I do.

      I
        open my eyes to see that his are slits, lids droopy with pleasure. A
        naughty smile taints my lips, and then I roll my hips in a little
        circle, rubbing his body against the inside of mine.

      Tam
        curses beautifully, a string of colorful epithets that have me
        laughing even as I lift up on my knees, and then slide back down.
        It’s slow enough that even I’m sweating a little. I do it
        again. Again. Tam grabs my pelvis this time and pulls me back to him,
        and we both grunt.

      The
        stars are still there, twinkling all around me, and the curse mark is
        so bright that it casts a red glow over our naked bodies. Pale skin
        turns crimson, my wrist edged in poisonous gold. Oh. It’s
        pretty. I still hate it, but it’s ethereal.

      Magic.

      We’re
        experiencing magic.

      And
        it’s more than just the curse. It’s me and Tam. It’s
        finding someone who makes you laugh, who makes you moan, who makes
        you smile, who gives you a handkerchief when you cry, who believes
        you when the rest of the world is against you.

      I
        lean down to kiss him, and we’re so wet together that he slides
        out of me. His hands smooth down my spine, and he kisses me back like
        we have a million bobas left. Like our life is a boba shop, and not
        down to a single tapioca pearl.

      I
        chuckle a little as Tam sweeps a hand over my cheek, fingers
        reverently twisting my hair.

      I
        reach between us, and I position him on the outside of me. The head
        of his cock rubbing my clit, my folds massaging his shaft. This time,
        it’s my turn. I take Tam by the wrists, and I pin him into the
        bed.

      He
        laughs at first, but those sounds quickly shift into moans as I rub
        and rub and rub. We’re hot and slick together, and the friction
        is good. It’s so good. It’s good. It’s …
        it’s … it’s …

      I’m
        moving wildly, on instinct, almost against my own will. I bite my
        lip, squeeze my eyes shut, and push my own fingers roughly inside of
        myself.

      “Holy
        shit,” Tam breathes, and then he’s slipping one of his
        big fingers in alongside two of mine.

      I
        climax so hard that I’m choking on my own breaths, on the
        stars, on the heat of the curse mark searing my wrist. My head falls
        to Tam’s shoulder, and we both remove our hands. He pets my
        back, whispering soothing things into my ear that I can hardly hear
        over my own gasping pants.

      “That
        was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he
        tells me, and his words ring with the raw truth of it. I lift my face
        up to stare at him, and then I tighten my jaw in determination. I put
        Tam right back where he was on the outside of me, and I grind into
        him until he’s gripping the sheets in an effort not to roll me
        over and fuck me.

      “Stay
        right there, and I’ll get to see the hottest thing that I have
        ever seen.” I undulate on Tam, and when I think he’s
        close, I sit up so that I can watch him spill his release across his
        own stomach and chest. The sounds he makes are unintelligible but
        beautiful, a song he sings just for me.

      I
        shift back onto his thighs, so I can study him, his penis twitching a
        little, one arm thrown over his face, proof of his enjoyment on his
        taut abs. I grin again, climbing off of him and offering out my hand.

      “Come
        on. My turn to clean you up.”

      “No
        fucking way. I’m the bossy grump, and you’re the sunshine
        that I cup in my hands.” He moves his arm off his face, and
        then sits up. I have never seen a more beautiful sight than Tam Eyre,
        freshly sexed and damp with exertion, smiling at me in the dark of
        the bedroom that we’re going to share.

      I
        ignore the heat of the curse mark as I keep my hand extended, and he
        sighs in playful resignation as he takes it. We walk hand-in-hand
        into the bathroom, and I lean against the wall while he turns on the
        shower and climbs in when the water is still cold.

      When
        it warms up, I join him, and he takes me into his arms.

      “More
        wine and more ice cream,” I insist, and he nods against my
        hair.

      Still,
        I see stars. All around us. A frame of them.

      Fuck
        you, you stupid curse. You can’t take any of this away from us.

      When
        we get out of the shower, I let Tam dry me off, his hand ruffling up
        my wet hair as he towels me down. We each don T-shirts and boxers
        (all the items belong to him) and we head downstairs for more
        expensive wine and boba ice cream that’s really mochi ice
        cream.

      Together,
        we sit on the edge of the swimming pool until the heat and energy
        between us take control. Back to the bedroom. Nudity and friction.
        And then, accidentally, sleep.

      We’re
        supposed to watch the sunrise, but we fall asleep.

      We
        miss it.

      We
        miss that final sunrise, but it doesn’t matter because I’m
        convinced that when I wake up, the curse will be broken.

      How
        could it not, after a night like that?

   

 















CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

LAKE

  0
        bobas left until we both die … I might drink one today, but
  this is it … the last day …

      

      

I’m
        the first to wake up, stretching and smiling as I come to. The alarm
        on my phone is going off, one of Tam’s songs summoning me back
        to the world of the living. I shut it off, yawn again, and then I
        check my wrist.

      The
        curse mark is still there.

      It’s still
        there.

      “Is
        it time to get up?” Tam mumbles into his pillow, but I can’t
        answer him. Because I lied last night. Okay, fine, I didn’t lie
        when I said that I wasn’t afraid anymore. In that space, in the
        dark and in my own selfish joy, I didn’t feel scared at all.

      But
        now?

      I’m
        trembling all over, and my breath catches, and that’s when Tam
        rolls over to check on me.

      “Lakelynn
        Frost, don’t you go there,” he growls out, wrapping me in
        his arms and pulling me against him. He tucks my head under his chin
        as I grab onto him, and I just let myself go.

      I
        cry into Tam’s bare chest, and I think about him dying, and I
        just can’t. If
        it were just me that the curse was taking, I could handle that. I’d
        be scared, but not like this. Not like this. I understand Joe
        suddenly, the way Marla’s name was the very last word he ever
        spoke. I’ll be calling out for Tam if it happens. I’ll be
        worried about Tam.

      “We
        missed the sunrise!” I tell him, pushing back a little bit. I’m
        panicked. Isn’t he scared? I search his face for fear, but all
        I see in Tam Eyre’s expression is worry for me. “Tam, we missed it.”

      “We’ll
        watch it together tomorrow.” He’s dead-serious.
        Unwavering. I grab his face, and I press my forehead to his. As I do,
        I touch a palm to his chest, and I can feel the truth of it: he’s
        scared, too. He’s putting on an act for me, but he’s as
        terrified as I am.

      How
        is this happening? We love each other, and the stupid fucking curse
        isn’t getting the memo. It’s broken. The magic that’s
        warped my family’s fate for centuries is warped and twisted.
        We’ll be the first matched pair to go to the grave while in
        love with each other.

      A
        knock at the door is a strange, prosaic reminder that even if Tam and
        I are in the middle of a crisis, the world is still turning. I expect
        that it’s Jacob.

      “Get
        decent because I’m coming in there.” It’s Joules.

      It’s
        Joules. Oh,
          Joules.

      I
        breathe against Tam’s chest and get my emotions under control.
        My family is suffering today, too. Worse than I’m suffering. I
        know that to be a fact because I was there when Joe died. I would’ve
        taken his place in a heartbeat. Would’ve been happier knowing
        he was with the family even if I were gone.

      Joules
        is the one who’s going to break if I die. Tam will be gone
        alongside me, to wherever it is that people go when they die. But
        Joules? He’ll be here. He will stay here alone, and that is so
        much harder for me to comprehend.

      Tam
        kisses me on the forehead, and we get up, pulling on whatever clothes
        are most easily accessible. I’m in Tam’s boxers and a
        flannel pj top that I brought from home. He’s wearing …
        jeans. That’s it. Also, his button is undone, and when I flick
        the curtains open, I glance back and notice that his head is tipped
        back, fingers in his hair like he’s posing.

      Only,
        he’s not.

      He’s
        upset.

      He’s
        upset, but he’s trying not to be.

      “Come
        in,” Tam calls, but when he drops his chin and opens his eyes,
        it’s me that he’s staring at. Joules comes in with Kaycee
        on his heels. It’s a little weird, having them in the room
        where Tam and I— But I don’t get to enjoy this moment of
        embarrassment because the curse is digging its fingers into that,
        too.

      I
        shake out my hands and wish that the curse was another influencer
        that I could punch.

      “Well?”
        Joules asks, sounding both annoyed and desperate. When I look at him,
        we communicate with each other in perfect silence.

      His
        rough intake. Please,
          Lake. I need this win.

      Me,
        turning my wrist over. Him, closing his eyes. Clenching his fists.
        Struggling and breathing hard.

      Joules
        opens his eyes again to look at me as both Tam and Kaycee wait in
        patient silence on either side of my brother.

      “We’re
        still going to the concert, right?” Joules asks casually, as if
        nothing is wrong. We did this with Joe, too, acted like it was no big
        thing in the morning. Grew progressively more freaked out as the
        hours ticked by. Little boba pearls in an hourglass,
        drip-drip-dripping. It’s a cute image, but it’s not cute
        enough to erase the horror in my chest.

      “Whatever
        Lake wants,” Tam says, affecting a casual slouch that isn’t
        casual at all. He has one knee bent, the other straight. Beams of
        sunlight on his bare toes. He rubs at the back of his head with his
        left hand, turning to look at me with an expression that reminds me
        of the ones I got when we were breaking down each other’s
        barriers in the rental house.

      It
        hits me again, the intensity of that look.

      “Of
        course we’re going to the concert,” I tease with
        absolutely zero sincerity. “Jacob already dislikes me. Do you
        want him to kill me?”

      “He
        doesn’t dislike you,” Tam says with a soft smile,
        gentling himself toward me. “If he did, he’d address you
        as Milady.”

      “Good
        morning, Sir Eyre, Miss Frost.” Jacob turns to give Joules and
        Kaycee an odd look. “I don’t even want to know about
        this. Don’t explain it to me. Your ex-girlfriend in your
        bedroom alongside your current girlfriend, who is only wearing
        boxers. Right.”

      “Jake,
        seriously? Do not get on my bad side today.” Tam huffs and
        drops his arm, exchanging a look with Joules. I don’t know what
        they’re saying, but there’s a silent conversation going
        on there, too.

      “I’m
        not performing tonight, so … hwaiting.”
        Kaycee gives a little fist pump, using the Korean for fighting! as
        in let’s
          fucking do this. But
        the gesture is just that, an empty shallow gesture. She turns and
        pads out of the room, and I don’t like the moist look in her
        eyes.

      I’m
        sure that Kaycee is worried about me because she’s worried
        about Joules. But … her expression was worse than that. I jog
        over and grab Joules’ wrist before he can leave to wake up the
        family.

      “You
        didn’t get matched on the same day as me?” I ask, and
        Joules stiffens up before he relaxes.

      “Seriously?
        It’s your last day, so now you want to make up a story where
        it’s mine, too? Don’t do that to yourself.” Joules
        goes to pull his arm from my grip, but then stops. He turns and he
        gathers me up, crushing me against him, and squeezing too hard. “Do
        not do this to me, Lake. Joe is gone. I’ll be alone. I can’t
        do it if I’m alone.”

      I
        want to cry again, but I don’t. I hug Joules back, sniffling
        just a little when I pull away from him.

      I
        make myself smile as Jacob waits not-so-patiently for this display to
        end.

      “Make
        sure everybody knows that they’re leaving the same time as we
        are; it’s just going to take them way longer to get to the
        stadium in a car.” My words are blurred at the edges, stretched
        at the end. Lingering. Trapped
        between this world and the next.

      “Will
        do, Canoe.” Joules ruffles up my hair with his hand and even
        manages a smile that’s far too nice for my liking. He never
        smiles at me like this, a tender mix of love and acceptance. It’s
        killing me. He turns away from me to follow after Kaycee.

      “Sir
        Eyre, you’re opening with “Sweet
          Honey” tonight.
        I know that’s odd, but we need something short, sweet, and to
        the point.” Jacob snorts as he taps around on his iPad.
  “Something without a bridge.”

      Tam
        is watching me, hands in his pockets. I don’t think he even
        realizes that Jacob is standing there.

      “Next
        up is the first of two songs with Stricken and Dylan—”

      “Shit.
        I keep forgetting about them.” Tam gives me an apologetic look.
  “Do you want me to kick them out of the show? They won’t
        get on your nerves, will they?”

      I
        shrug as Jacob sputters.

      “They
        were nice enough at the escape room. Do what you need to do,” I
        tell Tam, and Jacob scoffs.

      “I’m
        not going to comment on that either.” Jake returns his
        attention to the screen. “Third song of the night is—”

      “What
        time does the concert end?” I ask, trying not to mentally
        calculate which song it is that we’re going to die in. Will Tam
        collapse onstage with a stadium full of fans watching? No,
          no. If it comes to that, I’ll go to him, and we’ll hunker
          down in the dressing room together. But that won’t happen. It
          will not come to that.

      “Just
        after midnight,” Jacob responds, narrowing his eyes on me.
  “Why?”

      “No
        special reason.” I grab my duffel bag, toss the strap over my
        shoulder, and head into the bathroom to take a shower.

      Tam
        doesn’t leave me alone, following right in after me and locking
        the door behind us.

      He
        holds me under the hot spray of the shower twenty minutes longer than
        he has time for.
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      We’re
        running so late when we get to the stadium that Jacob starts off the
        morning by apologizing to everyone that he runs into. Hair and
        makeup. Wardrobe. Executives. The film crew. The backup dancers.

      It’s
        astonishing to me how many people rely on Tam to do their jobs. I’m
        glad that I can be here for him. That’s a ton of stress, and if
        I’m able to take any of it off his shoulders, then I’m
        happy about that.

      “Hey
        Leo,” Tam says, dressed in his first costume of the day,
        headset on his shiny pink hair. He uses his water bottle to give his
        assistant—one of dozens—a sharp, terrifying look. Poor
        Leo freezes like a deer in the headlights, and I slap Tam in the
        shoulder.

      This
        is so normal. It shouldn’t be. I’m shaking. I’m so
        scared.

      “Leave
        that poor man alone.” I cross my arms and pretend to be
        annoyed, catching sight of Joules and Kaycee both with drink carriers
        in their hands. They come up to us, and Joules shoves one of the
        drink carriers into Tam’s arms.

      Employees
        nearby gasp, and I feel the genuine ripple of true shock.

      Fortunately,
        everyone here has signed the strictest NDA in the business. They
        can’t even talk to each other about it.

      “Family
        incoming. Your assistant gave these to me.” Joules releases the
        drink carrier and steps back in time for the horde of Frosts—and
        Luna and Ella and Aunt Lisa’s husband, Greg. Drinks are passed
        out, and I’m kissed and hugged and fawned over too many times.

      Everyone
        is smiling and laughing, telling stories I’ve heard a million
        times before.

      Like
        with Joe. Exactly like it was with Joe.

      “Is
        your mom coming?” I ask Tam, sipping my peach Yakult with
        popping boba and thinking that if I do die, this isn’t a bad
        last drink to have.

      “Nah,”
        Tam says, slipping a hand into the pocket of his red pants. There are
        navy stripes on the side, and a lot of glitter. I’d say they
        were ridiculous, but with the half-tucked T-shirt, red beanie, and
        boots, they look good. The pants of a performer, something to catch
        the light. Oh, and his makeup? Light foundation, pinked cheeks, a tad
        of red shadow around the edges of his eyes, sharp tight black liner.
  “She’s negotiating some overseas contracts, so …
        we had a good talk the last time I saw her.”

      “Right.”
        I turn back to my brother, his hand wrapped tight around Kaycee’s,
        lips pursed, expression locked on the curtain at the front of the
        stage. When he senses me staring at him, he turns slowly to look at
        me. Kaycee scoots a little closer to him, but nobody says anything.

      Because
        it’s fine. It’s all just fine. Everything is fine.

      I
        wore long sleeves today on purpose, a white top with black polka dots
        that’s nice and soft enough to please Tam. Can’t see the
        mark in this sweater, and that’s how I like it. Don’t
        care. Not even worried.

      “Didn’t
        you wear white for “Sweet
          Honey” before?”
        I ask, and Tam grins.

      “Costume
        changes are always a hit. The director of the docuseries thought red
        would be a punchier, racier color. You know, to set the mood.”

      “This
        docuseries, it’s basically light-core porn, isn’t it?”
        I ask, trying not to think of those stupid photocards. He was
        practically naked in them! I’ve never been a prude before.
        Might be now, when it comes to Tam.

      And
        I’m about to watch him seduce ninety-thousand people—not
        including staff. Or the future viewers of the show they’re
        making about him. If
          he dies, it’ll be even more popular. I
        crush that thought by sipping up a huge mouthful of boba. If I’m
        chewing popping peach, then I can’t think morose thoughts.

      If
        Tam and I weren’t about to drop dead, my family would probably
        be having a pretty good time. As it is, I still think they’re
        having a good time. Aunt Mandy and Lynn, in particular.

      “When
        the show starts, we’ll go stand in front of the stage,” I
        explain to my parents, trying not to look them in the eyes. For some
        reason, I feel embarrassed, like I let them down. Because this must be
        my fault. Tam says he’s in love with me, and I believe him. I feel like
        I’m in love with Tam, but … Shit.

      My
        breathing picks up, a little fast, a little weird.

      Joe,
        before he left the house to visit Marla, hand on the doorknob. Me,
        wondering if Joules and I hadn’t invited him out to the café
        that night, if he’d still be alive. It was trivia night. Joe
        didn’t want to go. Marla was working. It’s how they met,
        how they … matched.

      Useless,
        spinning anxieties wrack my poor brain and tired heart.

      “Lake.”
        It’s my dad, putting a hand on my shoulder so that I’ll
        look at him. Joules has disappeared with Kaycee, and Tam’s been
        pulled to the side to discuss something with Daniel. It’s my
        moment to … be alone with my parents. As alone as it ever gets
        backstage. There are so many people.

      “I’m
        okay,” I tell him, which is a lie.

      “You
        don’t have to be okay.” My mom is eerily calm, so calm
        that I know she’s freaking out. My dad is less subtle about it,
        swiping his hand over his mouth and beard, sweating, cursing under
        his breath when he thinks I can’t hear him.

      “I
        know, but I am.” I raise both brows and give my dad a pat on
        his massive bicep. “I’ve got this. Just relax and try to
        enjoy your future son-in-law’s show.”

      “I’d
        rather break his neck,” my dad murmurs, and he sounds exactly
        like Joules when he says that.

      I
        make my way back to Tam’s side, and I stay there until it’s
        time for the show to start.

      We
        stand there, in front of the big curtain, staring at each other. Tam
        is breathing hard, his mic in front of his parted lips.

      “If
        at any point you want me, just come out on the stage and grab me.
        I’ll leave with you. We’ll do whatever you want, go
        wherever you want.”

      I
        nod at him, putting my hands on the front of his T-shirt. His skin is
        nice and warm underneath. I give Tam the most genuine smile that I
        can muster.

      “No
        need for that. We’ll see the end of this concert.”

      He
        smiles back.

      “Fuck
        yeah we will.” Tam kisses me for a final time, and then he
        moves away to take his spot on a taped-off X at the center of the
        curtain.

      I
        jog to the steps and then down, outside to the murmuring crowd.
        Tambourine light sticks are pulsing with ethereal, cream-colored
        glows, but the overhead lights are off. I find my family right away,
        clustered in the small space between the stage and the metal fence
        that blocks off the crowd. Security guards stand with their backs to
        us, watching the fans, making sure the barrier stays in place.

      “Finally,”
        Joules growls at me, yanking me over to stand beside him. He keeps
        Kaycee in one arm—she’s not even bothering with a
        disguise—and me in the other.

      The
        massive screens on either side of the stage flare to life, an
        impressive level of definition and color and sound. It’s Tam,
        the camera zooming in on that half-lidded look, like a lazy
        seduction. He turns his head toward the screen, and the room ripples
        with a collective scream.

      They
        probably think this is a pre-recorded video, like a lot of concerts
        have. A piece of an unreleased music video. Or maybe something that
        was filmed specifically to tease the audience tonight. But it’s
        not. It’s Tam. It’s actually Tam backstage.

      The
        curtain slides open, and the lights on either side of the stage floor
        brighten. White and red, bathing the lone figure in the center. There
        are gasps, shrieks, shouts.

      The
        camera stays zoomed in as the music starts, this low, sexy bass that
        summons Tam’s backup dancers onto the stage. They jog into
        place, all of them wearing denim and some combination of red and
        white up top, a bit of navy splashed in accessories here and there.

      Tam’s
        dance starts before he even turns around, rolling his head around on
        his neck. He presses his fingers into the mic and starts with, “Hey
          LA.” Nice
        and quiet. Everyone hears it, and all of the lights turn on, a
        spotlight following Tam as he turns and walks to the front of the
        stage.

      “He-ey,” he
        sings, moving his shoulders, rocking from one foot to the other with
        the beat. “Let’s
          make a little fiction, tell a story, write a song. Sticky honey on
          your lips every time you lie to me. I don’t mind. Just kiss me,
          stain my skin with wet gold.”

      The
        dance starts up, Tam and the backup dancers moving in a wave of
        almost peculiar unison. It’s eerie how on-time everyone is. Not
        a step out of place, not a single delayed flick of a hand or shift of
        a foot. Tam’s part differs in the middle, but when he starts
        singing again, he catches right back up with the other dancers.

      “Lay
        your head on my shoulder, and I’ll lay you down on my bed. My
        hand tangled in your hair, the honeyed afternoon stretched out
        against the sky. The sugar rush of your lips. Clouds of cream, edges
        dipped in liquid gold. Churning heat and fiction. It’s just a
        dream, all that sweet honey.”

      When
        Tam gets to that part, his hips rock as he purrs those
        last few sentences, like he’s about to come. It’s not
        unintentional, even if it’s a little weird for me.

      “Would
        you stop blushing?” Joules shouts over the music, but I can’t
        help it. I might be blushing, but I’m grinning now, too.

      This
        was the right choice, coming here. Watching Tam. If I have to die,
        yeah, this is a good way to go.

      I
        race up the steps as the song comes to an end, and I’m in the
        dressing room to greet Tam when he bursts in. Sweaty. Panting.
        Grinning back at me.

      We
        only have time to kiss, but I lick that last song from his lips, help
        him into his next set of clothes and send him on his way. More
        jogging to get back into the crowd, merging with my family. I push
        into the center of them this time, ready to throw my fist in the air
        when Tam appears onstage again.

      He’s
        got an outfit on this time that vaguely reminds me of a pirate: tight
        black pants, boots, a tricorn hat. The song has nothing to do with
        any of that. It’s about his career, I think. References to
        sacrifice and big rewards, loneliness and music.

      Someone—I
        think it’s Lynn—presses a light stick into my hand, and
        the color changes in time to the song. I start to jump along with the
        rest of the crowd, pumping that stick up in the air like a real
        fangirl.

      Tam
        makes it worthwhile, moving to the edge of the stage so that he can
        look down at me. I know he sees me when he winks, and his expression
        is caught on the live cam, blasted all over the massive screens.

      I
        scream when everyone does, just one voice among many. There’s a
        synergy in this stadium that goes way beyond Tam and his music, hits
        on a little bit of loneliness and refracts it back in connection.

      Everyone
        in this room is connected by something, standing here right now and
        watching the same show, experiencing many of the same feelings. It’s
        powerful, and it’s stirring, and I’m electrified by it.

      It’s
        high stakes there, passing the light stick to Lynn. Meeting Tam for a
        hot, frantic kiss. Running back. Watching him. Falling for him even
        harder. Happy to share him with the world tonight.

      Song
        five features Adam Stricken and Dylan Bonne, Tam’s friends that
        I met at the escape room.

      It’s
        a bouncy track that starts with the boys in a triangular formation,
        all of them wearing jeans and letterman jackets. Stricken is the
        first to sing, a cool, pop-tainted-rap that he busts out while
        dancing with Tam and Dylan.

      They
        look a little like a K-pop group right now, taking turns with their
        own parts of the song, and singing in harmony for the rest. Dylan is
        up after Stricken, and Tam is last. There’s a noticeable shift
        in the audience when he takes center-stage for the chorus.

      There’s
        a lot of hip movements in this dance, and Tam knows exactly which
        cheeky, shit-eating expression to wear for each of them. He gets on
        his knees with the other boys at some point, doing this backbend that
        would probably snap my spine. Tam gets out of it—while
        singing—and then rises to his feet like he’s possessed.
        It’s effortless for him.

      My
        dad’s hand is on my shoulder for this one, and Maria is
        clutching my fingers in an iron grip.

      During
        the next song—also with Stricken and Dylan—Tam starts off
        on the piano, playing for the other two men. It’s a sexy,
        sultry little song with a bright beat that gets the crowd (including
        me) moving.

      Tam
        struts into the center of the stage with a black-and-white plaid
        shirt tied around his waist, a casual boy next door look on him that
        doesn’t quite match up to the unearthly perfection of his face.

      No
        wonder I balked so hard in the beginning.

      He’s
        just … yeah, he’s fucking lovely.

      I’m
        enjoying the show so much that I don’t notice the rotation of
        my family members. Mom hugging me. Aunt Lisa kissing my forehead.
        Holding Maria’s hand then Lynn’s then Ella’s then
        Luna’s. Always by Joules. Forever wanting to stay by Joules.

      They’re
        making their rounds, hugging and kissing me like they did with Joe.

      I
        ignore that thought until the boba balls are running low, until I
        can’t deny the reality of this night any longer. We are right
          there at
        the end, and it’s ten-twenty-nine p.m.

      At
        ten-thirty-four, I’ve stopped raising the light stick, stopped
        jumping, stopped singing.

      I
        just stand there with the stick held at my side, staring up at Tam
        with my mouth parted, eyes wet.

      We’re
        scheduled to die at eleven-twenty-three.

      Less
        than an hour.

      Tam
        is singing this incredible ballad called “In
          the Gloriousness of Us”.

      I
        drop the light stick on the ground, pushing gently past my cousins
        and taking off at a run.

      Up
        the stairs.

      Past
        security and right onto the stage.

      The
        crowd gets weird when they see me, and people stop waving their light
        sticks, stop moving in a glittering wave. From up here, they look
        like stars. So many stars. My mark rages, fire
        licking at my veins. I can tell that it wants to hurt me, that the
        whole purpose of this magic is to stain and punish. It led me to Tam,
        yes. It made me love Tam, yes. But only so it could rip it all away.

      I
        don’t understand how so many of my ancestors survived. I really
        don’t.

      I
        stumble up to Tam, catching his arm, and his singing falters, stops.
        The music keeps playing, but there are no words because my boyfriend
        sings live. He
        sings live because he cares about his craft, because he wants the
        crowd to be happy, because he’s truly one in a billion.

      “I
        can’t wait any longer,” I whisper, and Tam nods, reaching
        up to take his headset off. He tosses it onto the ground, and then he
        grabs me by the hand.

      We
        walk offstage to the distant rumbling of confusion, the whispers of
        disappointment.

      Tam
        doesn’t let anyone stop us, forging a path straight through the
        staff and into the dressing room. When he goes to lock the door, I
        shake my head.

      “My
        family—”

      Joules
        bursts into the door, panting, stricken. Kaycee is there with him,
        and Lynn is right behind. We all squeeze into that room, and then the
        door is shut. Locked. Tam and I sit in the center of everyone, legs
        around each other, hands held between us.

      It’s
        ten-fifty-nine.

      I
        look into his green eyes, at the beads of sweat on his forehead, at
        his dance-mussed hair.

      “You
        were incredible tonight,” I tell him in a whisper, not caring
        that everyone can hear me. “The best show you’ve ever
        done. The absolute best.”

      “Because
        it was for you,” he tells me in a rough voice, squeezing my
        hands. “That was all for you, Lake. I would’ve done the
        same in your living room if that’s what you’d wanted. In
        my socks. Shirtless.”

      I
        laugh, but I’m also crying, so when I reach up the back of my
        hand to my eyes, it comes away wet. I return my hand to Tam’s,
        and we continue to sit there together. Waiting. Just waiting. I lean
        in, and he does the same, and we kiss each other, long and slow.

      It’s
        eleven-fifteen now.

      Joules
        collapses on his knees beside me, tears rolling freely down his face.

      “I
        cannot fucking do this without you, Canoe,” he grinds out, his
        teeth gritted hard, face strained. Joules reaches out a hand and cups
        the side of my face, putting his forehead to mine. I’m just
        crying now, openly and without shame.

      I
  … I don’t know what happened.

      I
        love Tam. Tam loves me.

      I
        am going to miss Tam the most. If I don’t see him again after
        this, I’ll …

      My
        brother and I hug each other until eleven-twenty-two. That’s
        when he draws back, eyes wet, and gives me the space to turn back to
        Tam.

      “I
        don’t regret anything,” Tam tells me, and then we both
        gasp in time with one another. His hand flies to his chest, and he
        sucks in another violent breath, like a spasm. Just
  … like … Joe. I
        do the same. My mom is screaming this time, and Joules is holding a
        fistful of his hair in his hand. Kaycee is holding him from behind,
        squeezing him with her eyes shut.

      Tam
        and I gasp again, and I get a little lightheaded. I can’t
        breathe. Those forced contractions in my chest don’t seem to be
        pulling in any air.

      “Me
        neither,” I choke out, and that’s the last of it. No more
        words will come.

      We’re
        both gasping and choking and blinking furiously. Tam yanks me hard
        against his chest, puts his arms around me, holds me against him
        while we die.

      We’re
        dying together, as in-sync with our final breaths as he was with his
        dancers.

      Joules
        is right there beside me, hand on my arm.

      There’s
        a tightness in my chest as I pull back to look at Tam, vision
        swimming, the last person I will ever see. I
          should’ve made Tam go to the hospital, I
        think, but it doesn’t work. I’ve had forty different
        relatives check themselves into the ER in advance, and not one of
        them could be saved. It’s never happened, not once in our
        family history.

      I
        lift my hand up to Tam’s cheek, and he looks right back at me
        as I drag my fingertips over his face. My hand falls; my eyelids are
        drooping. We’re collapsing together, lowered to the ground by
        my family. Tam and I are still staring at each other, lying on our
        sides on the dressing room floor.

      It’s
        Joules who reaches in and makes sure that our fingers are twined
        together.

      My
        eyes drift shut, and … I see stars.

      I
        see stars everywhere, all around me.

      There
        is nothing but stars.

      The
        curse mark has turned me feverish, and I can feel that fire licking
        at me, trying to turn me to ash before I’m even dead.

      There’s
        a hand on the back of my neck, lips against my temple, and I think
        for a minute that it’s Joe. It could be, right? Because I’m
        dying, and I can’t see anything but stars. There’s no
        dressing room. No stadium. No worried family members. No breathless
        Tam.

      Me
        and stars, and a sense that I’ve been here—wherever here
        is—before.

      Someone
        is kissing my forehead softly, lovingly. I can hear a wild heartbeat.
        But I only see stars. Just stars.

      “It’s
        beautiful, don’t you think?” Joe,
        standing under a night sky with a telescope, looking up at all the
        things in space that he can’t see but that he knows are there.
        Cassiopeia. The Heart Nebula that he’s seen a million times.
        Mystery. The unknown. All of that. Joe turns to me, the wind ruffling
        his blond hair. “But
          I think it should stay wild for a little longer, that last frontier.”

      “Joe,
        can you save Tam? Even if you don’t have the power to save me,
        please save him. Sever our connection.” I
        hate that I’m asking that, but it needs to be done. Whatever it
        is in the curse that draws two people together, I want to cut that
        cord. I want Tam to live.

      But
        Joe doesn’t look at me because he’s dead, and this is
        just my mind’s last, frantic grasp at a life that’s
        slowly slipping away.

      Why
        does it have to be like this? Why couldn’t I have died in Joe’s
        place? Why can’t I die in Tam’s?

      I
        try to walk toward Joe, but the more steps I take, the farther away
        he gets.

      He
        glances over his shoulder, and I stop moving. His green eyes find
        mine. The curse mark rages on my skin, an angry, writhing thing, some
        remnant of the past that keeps punishing us for no other reason than
        that it can. In another life, maybe I would’ve tried to find
        the origins of it.

      But
        the origins don’t matter.

      It’s
        the present that counts, and the present is slipping through my
        fingers like sand.

      “You
        and me, Canoe. We’ve always been the most similar.” A
        smile from Joe that cracks my heart in half. My oxygen-starved brain
        is teasing me with a final goodbye from the person I loved the most.
        A person that’s now gone. We’re still standing under a
        blanket of stars, in a field of flowers that look suspiciously like
        the blossoms on the redbud tree back home. None of it is real, I know
        that. Doesn’t mean I’m not crying, wishing I could run to
        Joe, that I could hug him. “We’re
          both so stubborn.” My
        cousin turns around to look at me, the wind catching in his hair. “It
          wasn’t Marla that didn’t love me, Lake. It was me that
          wasn’t in love with her. That was all me.” One
        of those cheeky smiles that I miss so much. “I
          was afraid, and so are you. Loving someone else takes courage because
          it opens you up to hurt.”

      “Joe,
        he’s dying,” I
        whisper, because as much as I want to stay here, I can’t. I’m
        dying, and so is Tam. I’m dying and none of this is real, even
        if I want it to be so badly. “Save
          him for me. Please.”

      “You
        save him yourself,” Joe
        replies, tucking his hands into his pockets. He looks back up at the
        sky, the bright red smudge of the Heart Nebula glittering above us
        amongst a blanket of silver stars. “Let
          yourself fall, Lake.”

      There’s
        a tugging, a pulling, a summoning. I’m being torn in two
        directions, and I’m fighting against it with everything I have. I’m
          going to miss Tam. All I want is to be with Tam. But if only one of
          us can live, it has to be him.

      Even
        my dream-self closes her eyes, and darkness settles in all around me.
        There’s an agonizing pain in my chest, a panic that I can’t
        control. Loving Joe and then losing Joe, that was the worst pain I’ve
        ever felt. It dims the sensation in my chest, puts it in perspective.
        Loving Joules, worrying about Joules. Loving Tam, even if Tam doesn’t
        love me. That’d be okay if it were true.

      It’s
        not.

      I
        know that he loves me, and I fucking know that
        I love him, too.

      I
        know because, like with Joe, I would truly give myself up to save
        him.

      Nature
        is about survival. Most living things will do whatever it takes to
        survive—even at the cost of another’s life. Even at the
        cost of a life that they purport to love.

      Not
        here. Not like this.

      Tam.

      Oh,
        Tam.

      I
        turn, and then I see him. I see Tam, waiting at the edge of the hill,
        hands in his pockets. He’s just watching me, and he cocks a
        brow as our eyes meet.

      “Hello,
        Kayak.”

      A
        sensation passes through me, the purest love, distilled and strong
        and so like Joe.

      I
        wake up with a gasp, sucking in air, knocking my forehead into Tam’s.
        He doesn’t pull away, not even when a bit of blood drips down
        from a cut in his skin. He’s peering at me, holding my hand,
        shaking all over. There are tears on his cheeks, too, a look of wild
        bewilderment in his green eyes.

      I
        blink at him, a strange settling in my body that feels like falling.
        Like landing. A grounding.

      “Wha
  …?” my voice warbles, trembles. I try to lift my hand to
        touch Tam’s face, but I can’t make myself move. I’m
        gasping for breath, these deep, violent inhales that turn my brain
        into fireworks. I close my eyes because the world is spinning,
        blurring, frosting at the edges.

      “Lake.”
        It’s Tam, his own voice liquid and strange. “Look …” Gasp.
  “… me.”

      His
        fingers are shaking as they brush over my cheek, and I force my heavy
        lids wide to find him with tear tracks on his own glitter-strewn
        cheeks.

      I
        don’t check the curse mark. I only look at Tam. I only care
        about Tam right now.

      “We
  … lived?” I ask, and I can hear my mom just sobbing and
        sobbing from somewhere behind me. It takes a great effort on my part,
        but I turn my head to see Joules with tears running down his cheeks,
        teeth clenched, hands fisted in my shirt. He’s the first to
        reach over me and grab my wrist, lifting the naked skin up to the
        light for everyone to stare at.

      “We
        lived,” Tam murmurs, his words still fuzzy. He digs a shaky
        hand into his pocket and pulls out a handkerchief, a white one with
        gold stars on it. He dabs at the blood that’s dripped off his
        own face and onto mine, gently wipes away my sweat.

      The
        room is both loud and quiet at the same time. My family is in
        complete shock. So am I.

      What
        just happened? Weren’t we dying? Weren’t we just gasping
        for breath?

      I
        finally convince my hand to move, stealing the handkerchief from Tam
        so that I can dab at his face, sweeping the blood away from his
        forehead. We’re lost in each other, absolutely lost.

      “Let’s
        give them a minute,” Joules murmurs, kissing me on the temple.
        He rises to his feet, a little unsteady. It’s Kaycee that
        catches him, helping him out the door. My family follows reluctantly,
        various people—mostly my mom—pressing kisses all over my
        head as they go.

      I
        can hear Jacob giving orders outside the door, the crew scrambling to
        cover up Tam’s absence. Pretty sure I can hear Stricken or
        Dylan or both giving an impromptu performance. The door to the
        dressing room slams shut, and then it’s just me and Tam, a
        little bit of blood, a whole lot of what
          the actual fuck?

      Tam
        takes my arm, rubbing his thumb over the rapid pulse in my wrist.

      “I’m
        so glad you’re okay,” I tell him with a sniffle, and he
        looks up at me. My arms go around his neck, and his arms capture my
        waist. He drags me into his lap, and then we’re both laughing.
        We’re laughing, and he’s kissing all over my cheeks and
        lips and forehead.

      “What
        the hell, Lake? What the hell?” Tam is grinning as he slumps
        back against the edge of the couch, tugging me forward so that I’m
        properly straddling him. His hands smooth over my body in wonder,
        like he’s having as much trouble understanding what just
        happened as I am.

      “Did
        you see stars, too?” I ask, and Tam nods. I suck on my lower
        lip in thought, our eyes still focused wholly on one another. “Did
        you see … anything else?”

      “I
        saw you,” Tam says, and my eyes widen in surprise.

      “Me?” But
        I saw Joe. What does that mean if I saw Joe first? “Just me?”

      Tam
        sweeps hair back from my face and smiles.

      “Standing
        in a field, looking at a blond guy with a telescope. You, and Joe,
        and the stars. That’s what I saw. What I heard was you begging
        for my life in place of your own.” Tam grips my chin in his
        fingers and stares at me with a look that I haven’t seen much
        of since our night in the rental house. He looks grumpy and mean and
        way too serious. “Don’t you ever do that again.”

      I
        laugh. It just comes out, a sharp burst of sound, and then I’m
        covering my lips with both hands. Tam tugs on my wrists—my
        perfectly naked, curse-free wrists—and forces my hands away
        from my face. He tilts his head just slightly and smiles at me.

      “I’m
        serious. And don’t ever be ashamed of laughing again. Not after
        this. What could we possibly do
        after this if not celebrate being alive together?”

      The
        door to the dressing room opens and Jacob waltzes over to us like
        nothing is wrong. Like something miraculous and terrifying and
        spectacular didn’t just happen five minutes ago. We both just
        stare up at him like we have no idea who he is or what’s going
        on.

      “Pardon
        me, My Great and Terrible Lord, but did you just so happen to forget
        that there are ninety-thousand
        people out there waiting on you? Not including the staff. Not
        including the film
          crew. You
        do know that this incident will be included in the documentary?”

      “Not
        if my lawyer has anything to say about it,” Tam murmurs
        absently, like he’s just saying the words reflexively, like he
        doesn’t even register them coming out of his mouth. We’re
        still staring at each other.

      “Lovely.
        I assume you’ve broken the magic curse and will live happily
        ever after?” Jacob puts his hands on his hips and snorts at us,
        the edge of his lip twisted in a slight scowl. “Hmm.
        Interesting how it went to the very last second and spontaneously
        resolved itself. I assume you are coming
        back to the stage, Your Highness?”

      “The
        stage?” Tam asks, tracing my lower lip. I don’t know how
        to explain what just happened, but I’m happy. I am so fucking
        happy. I see now why my relatives never wrote down what it’s
        like when the curse breaks. There aren’t words for something
        like that. It just … is.

      “He’s
        coming back to the stage,” I say when Tam can’t seem to
        find the words. He blinks at me like he’s waking from a trance.

      “Let’s
        tell everyone that I was having an allergic reaction, and that you
        noticed early. Saved my life.” Tam’s lips spread into a
        slow, devious smile. Like I said, cunning. The sort of man that gives
        you the best kind of trouble and the deepest kind of love—heady,
        addictive, all-consuming. “Your bad reputation from breaking me
        and Kaycee up … consider that scrubbed. Almost dying has done
        us some favors.”

      “God,
        please help me,” Jacob murmurs, pinching his nose as Daniel
        walks into the room, heavy footfalls from his boots. He pauses just
        behind me, and I look over my shoulder to see him waiting with his
        hands on his hips.

      “I’m
        glad you’re both okay,” is what he says, and it’s
        neither an acknowledgement nor a condemnation of the curse’s
        reality. I smile softly to myself, hands on Tam’s shoulders.
        When I push up to my feet, he’s quick to follow, and we both
        sway a bit. Tam and I grab onto each other to settle ourselves.

      “Well?
        What am I telling the crowd? At this rate, it might as well be an
        Adam Stricken concert.” Jacob huffs, and Tam glances absently
        in his manager’s direction.

      “Who’s
        Adam Stricken?” Tam teases, and Jacob’s face turns neon
        red. “Okay, okay, Jake, I get
          it. I’m coming.”

      “I’m
        sorry I almost killed us,” I whisper, but Tam just shakes his
        head and leans down to kiss both my cheeks. Jacob storms over and
        shoves the headset onto his pink hair, pushing the mic between our
        mouths to prevent a spontaneous make out session.

      All
        I want to do is kiss Tam right now.

      But
  … we have time. We have a hell of a lot of bobas in our
        future.

      “When
        you said I didn’t know how many bobas I had left, you were
        right,” I admit, and Tam grins as he stands up straight.
        There’s a tiny bit of blood on his outfit, but that’s
        okay. It’ll lend credence to our story.

      “Told
        ya we’d live through this,” he says with a wink. While
        his expression might be a shallow tease, the look in his eyes holds a
        heavy sweetness that I want to tuck close to my chest. My heart is
        light in a way I haven’t felt since we said goodbye to Joe.
  “I’m an idol; I know everything.”

      “Out,
        get, now.”
        Jacob slaps Tam with his iPad, and Tam gives him a look of pure hurt
        in response.

      “I
        almost died, and you’re fucking hitting me?”

      Jacob
        slaps him again, and Tam licks the edge of his lip, grabbing my hand
        and pulling me out of the dressing room. Every single person
        backstage is staring at us.

      “I
        was having an allergic reaction; Lake saved my life tonight.”
        Since only half of that statement is a lie, it rings true, and the
        expressions around us shift from confused and upset to shocked. Tam
        turns to the production manager. “Let everyone know that we’re
        jumping right in where we left off. Restart “Glory”,”
        he commands, using the nickname for that final song. “I’ll
        explain everything to the crowd.”

      Tam
        puts his hand on the back of my head and kisses my forehead.

      “Good
        luck out there,” I whisper to him, and he grins.

      “Good
        luck back
          here.”
        He gestures at my not-so-patiently waiting family members and winks
        again.

      Tam
        heads out onto the stage, and I hear him greeting the audience
        through the speakers. His face is on all the monitors, smiling.
        Bleeding just a little. Glitter smudged onto his cheeks.

      “There
        was a medical event, and my girlfriend, Lakelynn Frost, noticed it
        before anyone else. She saved my life.” Tam reaches up with two
        fingers and presses the mic a little closer to his face. “Without
        her, I would’ve died tonight.”

      I
        exhale as I turn my attention to my family. My girls are there first,
        fussing over me, asking rapid-fire questions that I don’t know
        how to answer. Aunt Lisa is in tears when she hugs me, and my parents
        appear both harrowed and relieved.

      But
        it’s Joules that catches and holds my attention.

      I
        smile at him.

      My
        first loves, Joe and Joules. A different kind of love than I have for
        Tam, but equally powerful.

      “I
        made it,” I tell him, and his eyes get wet. He’s trying
        not to cry, doing his best to look like some sort of book boyfriend
        prick. Doesn’t work. Because I know him too damn well for that.
  “Just cry already. We both know that you want to.”

      “Canoe.”
        Joules steps forward as Kaycee waits with her back to the wall, arms
        crossed, a distant smile on her face as she watches us. I don’t
        like that, the shape of her smile. My brother puts his hands on
        either side of my face and gazes down at me. “You scared me so
        bad tonight, baby sister.”

      “I
        know, and I’m sorry,” I whisper back, and then I close my
        eyes as Joules yanks me into a hug. I can hear Tam singing from the
        stage, and his voice is beautiful. It
        transports me to a happy place, and I pull away from my brother with
        a huge smile on my face.

      That
        is … until I see the look on his.

      Joules
        isn’t crying anymore, but his face is still wet. His mouth is
        flat and resigned.

      “You
        know,” he says, his voice so rough and pained that everyone
        else—even Uncle Rob—stops talking to pay attention to
        what’s going on with us. “I was torn over this.”

      “Torn
        over what?” I ask, my glee swirling down the drain, replaced by
        a sharp, ugly, metallic spike of fear. I take a small, wary step back
        from my brother. “Joules, no.”

      “I
        wanted to give you as much time as possible to be happy, but I …
        I promised you. I promised you that when your curse was broken, I’d
        tell you about mine.”

      “No.”
        I want to scream, but the word is lodged in my throat. “Joules,
        shut up.”

      He
        wouldn’t bring up his curse tonight unless he was almost out of
        time.

      He’s
        almost out of time.

      “What’s
        going on?” my mother asks, coming up to stand between us. She’s
        breathing hard because she knows it the way I know it. In the heart.
        In the bones. In the soul.

      “He’s
        cursed,” I blurt out, because I want Joules to tell me how long
        he has left, and he won’t until everyone knows. Now they know.
  “How long, Joules?”

      “You
        were matched?” Lynn asks, voice high-pitched and frantic. She
        exchanges a look with Maria.

      “I
        was matched,” Joules admits, letting his head hang, closing his
        eyes. “Two days after Lake was.”
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I’m
        not sure how I make it through the rest of that concert, but I pull
        myself together. I smile at Tam when he comes offstage. I kiss him.
        We hold each other. He’s still reveling in the beauty of our
        survival, and I’m already grieving again.

      Joules
        is going to die.

      Joules
        doesn’t know Allison at all.

      Allison
        is married, a mom, someone with an entirely different value-system
        than Joules.

      Joules
        and Allison are not going to break the curse.

      “What’s
        going on?” Tam asks as we walk from the helicopter to the
        house. Joules and Kaycee are with us, but they haven’t said a
        word. Poor Tam looks terrified, so I stop him just outside the door,
        leaving Joules and Kaycee to go inside.

      As
        soon as my family gets here, we need to make a decision about what
        we’re going to do.

      “My
        brother … the curse … his Match …” I stop
        talking, force a breath in, force an exhalation out. “Joules
        only has until four-forty-two in the afternoon the day after
        tomorrow.” I let that sink in, and Tam’s eyes widen. His
        lips part. He doesn’t know what to say any more than anyone
        else in the family did. I think my parents are hurt that Joules kept
        this secret from them.

      Mostly,
        they’re afraid.

      We’re
        all afraid.

      A
        miracle happened tonight, and miracles don’t often happen
        back-to-back.

      “He
  …” Tam trails off and then he’s wrapping me up in
        his arms and holding me tight. I am so grateful then that there are
        drone eagles living here. Drone eagles. Fucking drone eagles. I’m
        crying a little bit, but I don’t want Joules to see. I cannot let
        Joules see.

      “I
        killed him,” I tell Tam between breaths. “I killed my own
        brother. He couldn’t break his own curse because he was so
        worried about mine.” I lean away from Tam, but my hands stay
        clutched in his pale pink T-shirt. He wraps his hands over mine,
        holding tight.

      “You
        didn’t kill him, Lake. He made a choice. I’d choose you
        every time, too. There’s nothing crazy about that.”

      “For
        once, he says something worth listening to.” Joules strides up
        to stand beside us, hands on his hips, a dark look on his face. He
        has the audacity to scowl at
        me. “What would you have done, Lake? Saved my life or broke up
        someone else’s marriage?”

      I
        want to yell at him the way Aunt Lisa yelled at Joe. “It’s
          your life! It’s your fucking life!”

      “I
        would do whatever it took to save you,” I growl back at him,
        and I’m serious. He knows that.

      “I
        tried,” Kaycee offers, raising her hand as she steps forward.
        She’s wearing the Frost Family Construction hoodie, and I
        wonder yet again how she ever got involved in the curse side of
        things. “I wanted to pay Allison’s husband to leave her,
        but he wouldn’t let me. Said no to the idea of a hitman, too.”

      My
        gaze slides back to Joules, and he turns away.

      “Wouldn’t
        have mattered. I’m in love with Kaycee. I was never going
        to fall in love with Allison.”

      It
        gets really quiet, really fast. I suddenly miss last night when Tam
        and I were eating boba-not-boba ice cream and having too much sex.
        This feels worse somehow. I live only at the expense of my brother?
        How is that fair? Why is this stupid curse so goddamn awful?

      “So
  … we’re just supposed to stand here and let you die?”
        I choke on the words, the chill in my heart only slightly warmed by
        Tam’s arm around my waist.

      “We
        could use the company jet to fly back to Arkansas,” Tam
        suggests and Jacob, who’s been standing off to one side with
        Daniel, makes a noise of disgust. We all ignore him. Not to be rude,
        but I don’t have fucks to give to Jacob. “Let me know
        now, and I’ll have your family taken straight to the airport.
        We could be there in twenty minutes.”

      Kaycee
        and Joules look at each other. Tam and I do the same. He isn’t
        smiling, but there’s a gentleness in Tam’s eyes that
        reminds me that I’m not alone. No matter what happens with
        Joules, I’ve got someone going through it with me.

      “I
        want to see Joe,” Joules admits, shrugging. “I’d …
        it’d be easier to go through that at home.”

      “We’ll
        take the jet, and if somebody needs to be blamed for using it when
        we’re not supposed to, I’ll take the blame,” Kaycee
        says loudly, scowling in Jacob’s direction. She even flips him
        off, calls him a name under her breath that I can’t understand.
        I think she’s speaking Korean.

      “Canoe?”
        Joules asks gently, and I nod.

      “Let’s
        go home, Joules,” I whisper back, and so … we do.
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        single boba left until my big brother dies … (the wee hours of
        the morning)

      

      

It
        only takes three hours for the flight from LA to Fayetteville.

      My
        family does what they do best, laughing and joking, telling stories.
        It’s my curse all over again. It’s Joe’s curse.
        It’s GG Louise’s curse. It’s Aunt Clara’s
        curse.

      We
        land and another entourage of SUVs picks us up, shuttles us back to
        the house. There are still paparazzi and fans camped outside, but
        this is bigger than that. I don’t care about those people right
        now. I just want privacy to be with my brother.

      Tam
        asks Daniel for more security, and by the time the sun comes up,
        there’s a full team situated around the edges of the property.
        It buys us the space and time we need to … process.

      And
        there’s not a lot of time to process.

      Joules
        retreats to his bedroom with Kaycee and shuts the door; I take Tam
        upstairs.

      Lying
        in my bed, I feel nostalgic for
        last week, when we were here, and I didn’t know that Joules was
        going to die. I reach out and rub my thumb against the furrow in
        Tam’s brow. He returns the favor, rubbing my dimple.

      “Good
        thing we learned our lesson about the skylight already,” I
        whisper, an old blanket nailed to the ceiling above my bed. Tam and I
        won’t be photographed in our underwear again.

      “Lucky
        that,” he replies with a little smile. “In the morning,
        do you want to eat Trix cereal with me? Your mom bought me a box
        before we left for LA, and she said she’d keep it in the
        cabinet for my next visit. Well, it’s my next visit and I want
        it.”

      “You
        never got to eat cereal as a kid, did you?” I ask, and Tam
        shakes his head.

      “Just
        salad,” he whispers, and that makes me laugh. It’s only
        sort of a joke though. My brother is only sort of going to die at
        four-forty-two in the afternoon tomorrow. Ouch. “Rarely had
        cereal as a kid. Never have cereal now. If Jacob sees me eating it,
        he might punch me.”

      “As
        if you’d let him,” I tease, and Tam raises a brow. We
        both laugh at the reality that Tam did, in fact, let Joules punch
        him.

      Joules.

      Shit.

      I
        roll onto my back, the Christmas lights burnishing the familiar space
        with gold.

      “My
        brother is going to die,” I say aloud, and then I close my
        eyes, knowing that I have to accept it. Knowing that my life with Tam
        is going to start from the seed of tragedy. I can do it. I can
        survive this, but oh my fucking God, it’s going to be hard.
        It’s going to be so hard, but I will get
        through it. I’ll get through it just by taking everyday
        breaths, by doing everyday things like kissing Tam or falling asleep.
  “I am going to sleep tonight. Today. Whatever.”

      “Rest,
        and I’ll tell you when Joules comes out of his room, okay?”
        Tam pushes on my shoulder, so that I’m lying on my side, and
        then he spoons me. He wraps his arm around me, and I let the
        exhaustion of the day decimate any reminder of my worries.
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        single boba left until my big brother dies … (later that same
        day)

      

      

Tam
        shakes me awake in the late morning, so that I can join Joules in the
        backyard. We sit cross-legged in front of Joe, getting our pajamas
        damp from the dew. It goes Tam, me, Joules, Kaycee. We’re all
        holding cereal bowls in our laps and consuming far more sugar than we
        probably ought to.

      “You
        always loved Cheerios best—which is honestly weird, Joe.”
        Joules chuckles as he pours out a spoonful of cereal and milk at the
        bottom of the tree. “When I die, I want Reese’s
          Puffs.”

      “You’re
        getting something whole grain with oat milk,” I tease, and then
        my cereal all comes up in my throat, and I have to drink the milk
        from my bowl to wash it back down. Joules
          is going to die. Joules will be gone. Joules is going to leave me
          like Joe did.

      Tam
        takes my wrist and gently pulls the bowl away from my mouth. My next
        bite of cereal tastes like sugar and salt, but I don’t say
        anything aloud. Joules doesn’t want that. He wants to spend the
        day being lazy, pretending we’re seventeen years old and lying
        on the grass out here with no worries in the world.

      I
        give a shaky exhale, take another bite of cereal.

      “When
        I’m gone, Lake, I want you to be happy with Tam. Just focus on
        Tam. Get your degree. Get married. Buy a house. Adopt a dog.”
        Joules swallows his emotions as he stares down at the dirt in front
        of him. “Have kids—someday. Don’t you dare wander
        around here thinking you killed me or whatever stupid shit you’re
        dreaming up.”

      “Screw
        you,” I whisper, but there’s no heat in it.

      Joules
        sighs as he looks at Tam.

      “I
        hate that I have to trust my sister to you, but it is what it is.”

      “Gee,
        how kind of you,” Tam replies with a little half bow. He snorts
        and picks up his cereal spoon, but I know better than to think he’s
        as nonchalant as he’s pretending. He’s worried about what
        this is going to do to me.

      “And
        you.” Joules turns sideways to look at Kaycee, but she just
        offers him an unimpressed once-over. “Get back to your career.
        Find a hot husband. Move the fuck on.”

      “You
        disgust me, you know that?” Kaycee says, and then she flicks
        cereal on him. Joules scowls at her, and then tackles her into the
        grass.

      Yep.
        Time to leave.

      Tam
        and I hurry back inside, shutting the back door and laughing. The
        sprinkler in the backyard—malfunctioning off the same timer as
        the front—goes off, and I hear Kaycee’s shrieks.

      “I
        just made turtle brownies.” My mom puts them on the counter,
        like nothing’s wrong. Same as she did for the three weeks that
        Tam and I stayed here. Just plugging along. It’s a normal
        everyday and nobody is going to die.

      I
        suppose that’s a testament to the way we live our lives. What
        if you only had one year to live? Would you keep doing what you
        always do, or would you change things? I like my life. My family
        likes their lives. We'd just keep on with all of this.

      Joules
        and Kaycee pad in the back door, soaking wet. They each grab a huge,
        gooey brownie out of the tray, pour some milk, and head into the
        living room together.

      “Here.”
        Tam plates a brownie for me, too, and I sit with my brother on one
        side, my boyfriend on the other. It’s a bit squished with four
        adults on one couch, but we make do. Eat brownies. Drink milk. Watch
        a movie.

      When
        it gets late and Joules takes Kaycee upstairs, I understand.

      They
        want their own time to say goodbye, the way that only lovers do.

      “Let’s
        go use the telescope,” Tam tells me, so we bundle up in
        blankets and we go outside. Standing on the grass and looking up, we
        use an app on my phone to position the telescope so that we can see
        it.

      The
        Heart Nebula.

      That
        stupid fucking constellation.

      I
        flip it off and then lean around the telescope to shout at the night
        sky.

      “I
        hate you Cassiopeia!” I shout, and Tam laughs. He can’t
        seem to stop laughing, bending over at the waist with his borrowed
        blanket hanging down on either side of him.

      “You
        tell that emissions nebula who’s boss,” Tam murmurs,
        turning his head to look at me. “I know I should hate it
        because of what it’s done to you, what it’s still
        planning on doing to you.” Tam pauses and stands up straight,
        taking the blanket off his shoulders and adding it to mine. I give a
        little smile and tuck it closely around me. “What it did to us.
        It’s hard to be mad though when it brought you to me.”

      “Can
        you please stop? You’re not on the clock today, Tam Eyre.”
        I bump him with my shoulder, but he just smiles a little wider. We go
        inside to get more brownies and find my mom weeping at the dining
        room table.

      It’s
        just that sort of night.

      There
        are two faces: one happy and one that’s oh so fucking sad.
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  We
        drank the last boba, the very last boba … the cup is …
        empty …

      

      

We
        have a big barbeque in the backyard with all of Joules’
        favorite foods.

      The
        sight of the picnic table covered in bowls of chips, an egg souffle
        that Aunt Lisa messed up three times before she got right, a towering
        bowl of green-skinned apples because my brother is a weirdo and
        Granny Smiths are his favorite.

      Joules
        is lounging on the grass in front of the tree, head thrown back, eyes
        closed. Sun bathes his face, turns his smile into gold. He looks like
        he’s already gone, and I can’t stand it. I look at Tam,
        and he reaches out to brush my hair back.

      “Go,”
        he says, and I do. I jog over to Joules and drop down on the ground
        beside him.

      We’ve
        been hanging out here since the sun came up, and it only gets worse
        with each passing moment.

      Because
        it’s two-fifteen and there’s not much time left.

      “Counting
        down the magic seconds until an unknown force strikes down your
        relatives, that’s pretty harsh, don’t you think?” I
        ask, trying on the mantle of dark humor. It works on Joules, and his
        smile gets a little wider. He drops his chin to look over at me.

      I
        can see Kaycee pacing in the grass just a few feet away from us,
        biting onto her thumbnail in thought.

      “At
        least I got to fall in love first,” Joules remarks, turning
        back to the tree. It’d be nice if it had flowers. Leaves, at
        the very least. It’s still warm, and it’s August, but
        it’s just a bunch of barren sticks. Thanks
          a lot, Joe. You better take care of Joules.

      Bile
        rises in my throat, and I turn to Joules, grabbing onto the front of
        his shirt. My teeth are gritted. I want to scream and cry at the same
        time. I want to punch another influencer. I want to drink another
        boba. I want to collapse and die, but I also want to be strong for
        him.

      “Why?
        Why did you spend all that time with me when you should’ve been
        trying to break your own curse? I don’t understand, Joules. I
        don’t get it.”

      His
        eyes are wet even as he scoffs and rubs his hand over the lower half
        of his face.

      “I
        couldn’t save Joe, but I could save you. Lake, you know I’d
        give my life to you. I did. I have.”

      I
        shove at him, but he grabs me so that he can hug me, and it’s
        the worst moment of my life.

      Saying
        goodbye to Joules is … torture.

      We
        hold each other, and it’s now three o’clock.

      Tam
        brings over some plates of food, and we all eat hot dogs and Joules
        pulls up the worst photos of me in the hot dog costume so he can make
        fun of them. Kaycee sits in his lap. Kaycee cries on his shoulder.
        Joules disappears briefly into the front yard to talk with my dad and
        uncles. He takes pictures with Lynn and Maria and Luna and Ella.

      He
        holds my mom while she cries.

      It’s
        four o’clock.

      Forty-two
        minutes to go.

      Everyone
        sits as close to the tree as possible, just talking, relaxing. I’m
        in Tam’s lap, but my eyes are on Joules. All of our eyes are on
        Joules.

      It’s
        four-forty, and I’m starting to feel the beginnings of a panic
        attack coming on.

      Then
        the clock ticks again, and Joules takes his first violent inhale.

      I
        scramble out of Tam’s lap and grab onto my brother’s
        shoulders.

      “Look
        at me,” I whisper at him, holding it together just for this
        final moment. He needs me now. He needs me here. Kaycee is kneeling
        on his other side, rubbing his back, tears streaming down her face.
  “You’re okay. We’re here together. We’re
        here.”

      “I
        love you, Joules Frost,” Kaycee tells him, kissing his cheek.

      In
        typical Joules fashion, he just laughs between hiccupping breaths.

      “I
        think we can have more than one soulmate,” Joules says,
        shuddering with his next, rattling inhale. “And they don’t
        have to be romantic.” He turns to me, and I know it’ll be
        the last time that he ever does. “You and Joe are my soulmates.
        You should’ve been my Matches. I’d have given anything
        for him, but at least I was able to save you.” And then he
        turns to Kaycee and touches his hand to the side of her face. “You’re
        the first and only woman I’ll ever love.”

      He
        smiles, and it’s not even a line because Joules is about to
        die. Kaycee really, truly is the only woman he’ll ever love. I
        grab onto him, throwing my arms around his neck, tears pouring down
        my face.

      “I
        don’t want to live without you!” I yell at him, but he’s
        breathing too hard now to respond. He’s panting and choking,
        and he’s leaving me just like Joe did. I can’t stop it. I
        can’t save him.

      Kaycee
        and I are both weeping as my uncles and dad help to lay Joules in the
        grass, his blue eyes staring up at Joe’s naked branches. He
        inhales, and there’s a long pause. He exhales, and there’s
        another long pause. I’m brushing his hair back; my mother is
        clinging to his shirt; Tam is holding me; Kaycee is caressing his
        face.

      Another
        inhale. A pause. An exhale.

      Nothing.

      Silence.

      The
        only sound is my Aunt Lisa, calling for another ambulance.

       [image: ]

      There’s
        an entire minute there where nobody moves. Joules doesn’t
        breathe. The mark on his wrist doesn’t disappear the way mine
        did. There’s no last chance save for my big brother.

      I
        slump back onto my ass and Tam is right there, wrapping me up in his
        arms from behind. Someone starts to wail, and Ella runs into the
        front yard to meet the paramedics.

      “He’s
        gone,” I whisper, staring at Joules’ still body in the
        grass. “I lost him. I saved myself, and I lost him.”

      “He
        gave himself to you. That’s completely different.” Tam
        rests his head against mine, rocking me gently. I can’t be
        soothed because I can’t even feel. There’s no
        sadness yet because there’s nothing. I’m an empty shell,
        a person without a soul, a sister without a heart. “He loved
        you so much, Lake. So, so much.”

      I’m
        crying softly now, and so is Kaycee, lying on Joules’ chest.

      He’s
        been dead for several minutes now. I think I can hear the sirens down
        the street.

      The
        wind blows past, and I notice something strange.

      A
        single, silky pink petal floats down from above, and I look up.

      The
        tree is blooming.

      The
        redbud tree is blooming,
        its branches exploding with wild, luxurious pink. It’s
        shameless against the blue sky and white clouds. Absolutely
        shameless. Joules. This
          is Joules. I can feel
        it!

      I
        push up from Tam’s lap and run to the tree, putting my hands on
        the trunk. There’s energy in this tree, a sense in me that I’m
        okay here. I’m safe. I’m loved. It’s
          Joules.

      I
        turn around and I stumble over to him, falling to my knees beside his
        body. His eyes are open but sightless, lips parted, chest still. I
        put my hand on the side of his face as Kaycee finally looks up to see
        what I saw. My mom gasps, and my dad curses. Uncle Rob comes jogging
        up to stare at the branches.

      Above
        us, the beautiful late summer sky morphs into a sea of navy and black
        and silver, a nighttime full of stars in the middle of the day. In
        the center of it all, there’s the Heart Nebula, pulsing with a
        bright red light. It bathes us all in its glow the way my curse mark
        did the night before Tam and I broke the curse.

      “What
        the hell?” Tam whispers, grabbing onto my arm. I can’t
        tear my eyes away from the sky, and then I feel this awful burning in
        my wrist, in my belly, in my chest. I suck in a gasping breath, in
        perfect unison with the rest of my family.

      My
        mom and Aunt Lisa and my grandmother and Aunt Mandy and Maria and
        Uncle Rob and Aunt Daphne and Uncle Peter and Lynn.

      Anyone
        with the Frost name; everyone with the Frost blood.

      My
        mother collapses to her knees. Aunt Lisa stumbles into the wall. Lynn
        falls as she’s opening the back gate for Ella and Daniel, Jacob
        and the paramedics. I suck in another breath, but it doesn’t
        quite catch. I’m suffocating. Again.

      Tam
        catches me when I fall backward into his arms, lowering me to the
        grass, climbing over me. He touches my face, lips moving without
        words coming out. I can’t hear anything anymore. Can’t
        see him. Can’t breathe.

      I
        can’t see anything but stars.

   

 















CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE

TAM

   

      

      

I’m
        putting my hands on my girlfriend’s chest, breathing into her
        parted lips. The paramedics try with some of Lake’s other
        family members, but they’re all still and quiet and …

      “Wake
        up, Lake,” I breathe out, tears streaming down my face. What
        the fuck is happening? This can’t be happening. I’m still
        here, so she can’t go. She can’t.

      Lakelynn’s
        dad is screaming for his wife and children, and Luna is weeping over
        Lynn. Lisa’s husband, Greg, picks her up in his arms and runs
        her through the gate into the front yard. Maybe he’s thinking
        of getting in his car and going to the hospital, but I don’t
        dare stop my CPR efforts to try.

      I
        need to get oxygen into Lake. I have to. She’ll wake up. She’s
        going to wake up.

      The
        tree is blooming; the sky is filled with stars during the day; the
        Heart Nebula is so close to us that it takes up most of the sky. This
        is magic. I am seeing magic.

      I’ve
        trusted Lake for a while, believed in the impossible simply because
        she asked me to. Here I am, getting all the proof I never needed.
        Jacob is yelling something that I can’t hear while Daniel
        assists the paramedics, offering CPR to Maria.

      “What
        the hell is going on?” Kaycee whispers, staring up at the tree
        branches and the sky beyond. “What the fuck?”

      Brown
        petals begin to fall, blanketing Lake’s body. I lift my gaze up
        to see that this tree, the one that’s planted in Joe’s
        soil, the one that just spontaneously bloomed for no reason at all,
        is now dying. It’s dying right before my eyes in real time.

      I
        refocus on Lake, breathing for her, crying for her, begging her.

      She
        doesn’t move.

      For
        eleven minutes, Lakelynn Frost is legally dead.

      The
        love of my life is dead.

      The
        love of my life.

      My heart.

   

 















CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO

TAM

   

      

      

I
        see stars. I’m transcendent, and I can go anywhere, be or do
        anything. Dying is like being born. You’re here, and then
        you’re somewhere else. That’s all there is to it:
        movement. I think I’m dead. No, I’m sure of it.

      My
        hand reaches out for Joules, for Joe. They’re somewhere around
        me; I can feel them. But I can’t talk to them. It’s not
        like that here—wherever here is. I can feel something uncoiling
        inside of me, an energy that permeates my entire heart and soul.

      “This
        is my last chance to say goodbye.” It’s
        Joe, whispering to me. “I
          don’t want to leave you guys, but I have to. You’ll be
          okay now, Joules. You’ll be just fine, Canoe. I love you so
          much. So, so much. Drink some sunshine in a cup for me, alright?”

      There’s
        just a strong sense of being loved, and then there’s a falling.

      I
        see the sky, and I see myself, hand reaching up for the stars, for
        Joe.

      I
        tumble downward until I hit something that hurts.

      I
        wake up, dragging in a breath at the same time that everyone else in
        my family does. Coming back to life. Choking and clawing at Tam’s
        arms, feeling his hot tears on my face.

      “Oh
        my fucking God,” Tam is saying over and over again, holding me,
        dragging me into his chest, squeezing me too hard. He seems to
        realize that, so he releases me, helping me to catch my breath. He
        rubs my shoulders, whispers encouragement into my ear.

      My
        fingers are curled into a blanket of brown petals, and I look up with
        bleary eyes to see that the tree that bloomed so beautifully just a
        second ago is now dead.

      “It’s
        dead,” I whisper, horrified.

      “You were dead. For eleven
        minutes,” Tam whispers, like he doesn’t dare speak any
        louder than that. “You were dead, Lake.” He’s
        grabbing at me, holding onto me, loving me through the chaos.

      “You’ll
        be okay now, Joules.” That’s
        what Joe said. Joe. Not a figment of a dying brain, but Joe.

      I
        don’t want to leave the safety and warmth of Tam’s arms,
        but I have to see. I have to know. I turn and then I find him there,
        looking right back at me.

      It’s
        Joules.

      Joules
        is sitting up and Kaycee is hugging him with her arms around his
        neck. He’s breathing hard and staring at me. I’m
        breathing hard and staring back at him.

      I
        can’t help it. My eyes spill over again, and I taste salt and
        grass and Tam’s essence when I lick my lips.

      My
        Match helps me over to my brother, and then we’re just putting
        hands on each other’s faces.

      “Joe,”
        I whisper, and Joules nods because he can’t speak. Because he’s
        alive when has no right to be. He holds out his wrist, and we both
        see that the mark is gone.

      “The
        curse is broken,” Maria is calling out in a rough scratch. “I
        don’t have my mark.”

      “I
        don’t have my mark either,” Lynn is breathing, and there
        are paramedics who look really confused, honestly freaked all the way
        out. Daniel is … stoic. Jacob is ashen and swaying on his
        feet.

      I
        turn back to Joules again as my dad holds my mom in his arms and
        Uncle Rob sits in the grass, staring up at Joe’s tree.

      “I
        just witnessed magic in real life,” Kaycee whispers, but more
        like she’s talking to herself than to anyone else. She snatches
        my brother’s face in her shaking hands, and he just gapes at
        her with wide, blue eyes. Blinks. Inhales. “I just saw magic. Joules, I love you. Oh my God, I love you.”

      And
        we did see magic. We got to experience it before it was gone. Like
        maybe the curse wasn’t a curse after all, but
        a blessing. Joe traded the family’s blessing for Joules’
        life. I felt it there in that space, an accident in the universe that
        maybe we were never meant to know. Matched to someone we could love,
        but burning down a fast, hot wick.

      I
        put my arms around Joules, and he hugs me back, rocking me. He’s
        not even trying to pretend that he isn’t crying this time. Tam
        rubs my back, and I’m pretty sure that he’s crying, too.

      “I
        don’t understand, but I owe Joe fucking everything.”
        Joules sounds both awed and upset, like we couldn’t save Joe,
        but Joe could save us. He’s laughing, but he’s also
        crying.

      That’s
        life, laughing while crying.
        Crying while laughing.

      I’d
        say it was love that broke the curse, but that’s not fair. Joe
        was loved. We could not have possibly loved him anymore. My Aunt
        Clara was loved. Great Grandma Louise was loved. People don’t
        die because you don’t love them enough. Sometimes, they just
        die.

      But
        not today.

      So,
        maybe it was love in a way because I believe it was Joe. Joe saved
        Joules and Joules saved me.

      “It
        was Joe,” Joules repeats when the Frost family descends on him,
        people crying and talking over each other. “It was Joe, Lisa. I
        saw Joe.”

      Joules
        kisses everyone, and then he kisses his little sister twice.

      “You
        are worth every sacrifice.” My brother stands up and moves over
        to where Kaycee is standing, trying her best not to be intrusive. He
        scoops her into his arms and kisses her in an entirely different way
        than he kissed me.

      “Be
        my girlfriend, Kaycee Quinn,” he murmurs, and she shakes her
        head at him.

      “I’d
        rather be your wife,” she whispers, and Joules laughs. He
        laughs, and then he fists a hand in her hair and kisses her again.

      “Wife
        it is,” he growls, and then I can’t take it.

      I
        turn and I find Tam, standing there and staring at me with such
        reverence that I could survive the rest of a very long life on that
        one look alone.

      “I
        love you, Tam Eyre,” I tell him, but he just laughs and closes
        the short distance between us, capturing my face in his big, warm
        hands.

      “I
        love you so damn much, Lakelynn Frost.” Tam is kissing me
        again, and I can hear Joules laughing, and … somewhere out
        there, Joe is waving goodbye.

   

 















CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE

JOULES

  1
  boba later … (that same night)

      



Kaycee
        and I are sitting on the edge of my bed.

      It
        almost felt impossible to leave my family to come up here, to
        reconcile the fact that I’m alive after really, truly being
        dead. I was dead, and Joe was there. I’m not sure that he is
        anymore, like maybe he left to start a new life somewhere else, but I
        just don’t know.

      “What
        was it like?” my future wife whispers, her fingers tangled in
        mine.

      I
        turn to her, but I can’t make myself say it. Because there
        aren’t words. It was movement and love, and that’s all
        that I know. Fuck,
          well, I guess owe my ancestors some apologies. I
        always thought they were hacks for refusing to write about this.

      I
        force my lips into a smile, digging my fingers into Kaycee’s
        dark hair. Her big, brown eyes swell with tears, but I kiss them off.
        My wrist is bare. I’m alive. My sister is alive. Joe is dead,
        but life is never perfect. It’s just … life. Imperfect
        and beautiful.

      “I
        will never take you or my family or anything else for granted ever
        again.” I hold my hand against the side of Kaycee’s face,
        and she leans into me. There’s a knock at the door, but it
        opens before I can say anything else.

      Lake
        and Tam, they’re holding hands as they walk into my room
        together.

      Then
        it’s just the four of us, the idea of magic, and the sense that
        we have a long future ahead of us.

      “We
        broke the curse,” Lake says, and Tam lifts her hand up to his
        lips to kiss her knuckles. Since I died and came back to life today,
        I give the guy some grace. He isn’t so bad. Could’ve done
        a lot worse. “Joe broke everyone’s curse.”

      “That
        means our future kids won’t be cursed either, will they?”
        Tam asks, a wonder in his voice that’s reflected in Kaycee’s
        face, in my sister’s smile.

      “Why
        don’t we get started on that, KQ, so we can find out?” I
        growl, and Kaycee snorts. Her cheeks flush, and I grin as I lean in
        to nip at her lower lip.

      “Maybe
        in ten years, Joules Frost.” She stands up and holds out her
        hand, raising a brow in invitation. “Telescope?” she
        whispers. I take her hand in mine, grab my sister’s with the
        other, and the four of us make a chain going down the stairs and into
        the yard.

      The
        rest of the family joins us, a group of warm hearts and wondrous eyes
        looking toward the sky.

      We
        set the telescope up, and we peer through it, and there’s the
        Heart Nebula staring back at us from the other side of the galaxy.
        Stars and a lawn covered in brown petals. A dead tree.

      Hope.

      I
        give a little laugh and rub my hand over my mouth.

      Tam
        is holding Lake, rocking her back and forth. My parents are gazing at
        one another like they fell in love all over again today. Aunt Lisa is
        sitting in a chair with Joe’s picture in her lap, smiling.

      Tam’s
        stupid manager is pacing and cursing while his bodyguard leans
        against the wall and talks with Ella in low, reverent tones. Because
        he saw it. We all saw it.

      Magic.

      “We
        did it,” Lake says, sidling up to me. “We did it,
        Joules.”

      “We
        did,” I reply, taking her in my arms and looking up at the sky.
        Tam and Kaycee stay close, and I imagine that the four of us will be
        spending a lot of time together. Because if you have time, use it
        wisely. “Thank you, Joe!” I call out, and Lake laughs.

      Another
        drone flies into the yard and Uncle Rob picks up the shotgun.

      Thank
        fuck for that.

      Who knows what
        stories the paramedics are going to tell about what they saw.

      Who
        cares?

      The
        ruined drone falls into the cloud of brown petals on the lawn as I
        hug my sister and my girlfriend close.

      And
        that’s the story of how the Frost Family broke the curse.

      Peace
        and love and all that shit.

      Goodbye
        and goodnight.

   

 















EPILOGUE

LAKE

  Seven-hundred-and-two
        bobas later … (haha, fine I’ll take it easy on you:
  that’s about two years in boba-time)

      



Kaycee’s
        wedding dress is beautiful, this short, lacey summer dress with a
        slip underneath. She added a white ballcap and white sneakers with
        lace ties and a dash of glitter. It makes her look like a pop star
        which, you know, is acceptable.

      We
        have a lot of famous pop stars in the Frost family, pop stars who
        believe in real magic.

      I’m
        standing beside my brother’s soon-to-be wife while she checks
        over her appearance in the floor-length mirror in my bedroom. The
        wedding today is being held in the backyard, under the redbud tree
        that only blooms if it’s a particularly clear night with a lot
        of stars. Otherwise, it’s barren but beautiful the rest of the
        year.

      “I
        can’t believe it’s taken us this long to get down the
        aisle,” Kaycee murmurs, glancing over at me with a raised brow.
        I lift up my own hand, graced with a wedding ring, and I at least
        have the common decency to look guilty.

      “Sorry,
        but Tam is persistent.”

      “And
        Joules isn’t?” Kaycee asks, but she asks it with a smile.
  “This is better. We took our time, and we didn’t rush it.
        You and Tam died together, so it makes sense that you’d tie the
        knot first.”

      “I
        love that you know about the curse,” I tell her, and she
        laughs, letting me grace her cheek with a kiss. You would never know
        that just a short time ago, I was gunning to steal this woman’s
        boyfriend. Instead, we made an exchange, and she got my grumbly,
        growly brother in Tam’s place. “Meet you downstairs?”

      “Hell
        no. I’m ready now.” Kaycee adjusts her ballcap and we
        head downstairs to find both Tam and Joules waiting for us. “You’re
        lucky I even got this dressed up,” she tells Joules, and he
        scoffs. But his eyes? He’s smitten.

      It’s
        honestly gross.

      “Can
        you eye-fuck your new bride after the ceremony?” I
        ask, nodding with my chin in the direction of the screen door. After
        this, Tam and I will go with Joules and Kaycee to an undisclosed
        location for some time off. Tam hasn’t had more than a handful
        of days away from work since we got married the year after the curse
        was broken.

      Oh,
        and also we have a dog.

      I
        reach down and give his silky ear a scratch. I named him Jet because
        we have a lot of J names in our family. It seems to fit. He’s
        black-and-white and beautiful.

      “I’ll
        eye-fuck your sister instead,” Tam quips, and Joules grits his
        teeth.

      “You’re
        not invited to my wedding,” he growls out, but then he’s
        turning and holding his arm out for Kaycee to take. Joules softens
        toward her, goes all tender in the face. I pretend to sigh in
        irritation, but he ignores me.

      While
        Joules and Kaycee have their moment, I turn to Tam.

      He’s
        watching me from hooded eyes, hands tucked in the pockets of his
        black slacks. His dress shirt is a pale pink, and he’s got gray
        suspenders and matching boots on. He’s about this close to being in a
        music video. In fact, there’s a chance that the suspenders are
        from the last one he did.

      “I
        can’t believe that we’re here together, right now,”
        I tell Tam, and the edge of his lip quirks in a smile. “That we
        survived. Joules survived. Even Allison.”

      But
        Joe didn’t, and I still have to deal with that every day.
        There’s a peace there that grows with each breath that I take,
        with each boba that I slurp down, with each Tam Eyre concert I
        attend.

      I
        am a massive Tambourine now. I can even repeat the catchphrase—Cute,
          Confident & True to Ourselves—without
        bursting into laughter. Maybe Tam’s music is just pop, and
        maybe it doesn’t mean anything when compared to stars and
        redbud trees and Heart Nebulas, but it brings people happiness. It
        draws them together. It’s a light in a sometimes-dark world.

      Maybe
        there isn’t a lot of magic in this place, but there’s a
        little bit, and if we learn to listen and look for it, we can find
        it. In the pattern of a snowflake. In a sunset. In the stars on a
        clear night. In Tam’s eyes as he gazes down at me.

      “Against
        my better judgment, I believed that what you were telling me about
        the curse was real. I saw a tree bloom on the cusp of fall and then
        die just as quickly. I saw a daytime sky turn to stars, and I saw the
        woman I love die in my arms.” Tam pulls in a deep breath, but
        he doesn’t move. Not yet. “I saw your family fall in
        unison, and wake in unison. Lake, there is nothing about us that’s
        believable. We’re exceptional together.”

      My
        breath catches, and I step a little closer to him, weaving my fingers
        into his strawberry hair.

      “Thanks
        for loving me, so that we didn’t die,” I say, with all
        due seriousness.

      “Aw,
        you’re so very welcome,” Tam teases, wrapping me up and
        kissing me again. We have a house here, but we don’t visit as
        often as we’d like. Tam’s career keeps us on our toes,
        and Kaycee’s has a hold of her and Joules. So, whenever we come
        home like this, I swear that Tam must taste all of that
        bittersweetness on my lips.

      “Can
        I please get married or are you two going to fuck right here in Mom’s
        living room?” Joules snorts, and Kaycee laughs. Tam and I just
        give each other a look because we already did what Joules is
        suggesting last night.

      We
        head outside for a simple easy wedding on a summer day in northwest
        Arkansas.

      The
        air smells like flowers, and the entire world is in bloom—everything
        but the unpredictable tree.

      Joules
        marries Kaycee, and I wear a ring on my finger that I got in a boba
        tea shop. Tam and I sit with our dog on a folding chair, and we hold
        hands as we look up at the sky.

      We
        take our vacation with my brother and his new wife, and then we hop
        right back into a new world tour.

      Tam
        Eyre is fucking amazing, and I won’t rest until the whole world
        knows it.

   

 















BONUS CHAPTER

DANIEL KANG (YEAH, THE BODYGUARD)

  30
        bobas after the wedding … (because every character deserves
      their boba, right?)

      



I
        edge up to that girl, Ella, the one with the glasses that I’ve
        had my eye on for a few years. We see each other every now and again,
        and we’re always texting. We talk every night for hours, but
        nothing else has happened.

      I
        should put my tongue down her throat, I
        think, and then I’m snorting, and Ella is giving me an odd
        look. I like the way she stares back at me like I’m full of
        crap. I like the way she elbowed me in the face and made me bleed
        once. I like that she wears tutus but isn’t aware that they’re
        tutus.

      She’s
        wearing one now, a hot pink one over black leggings. She’s
        twenty-five and doesn’t give a shit if people stare. It’s
        possible that I’ve been falling in love for a while.

      “I
        keep waiting for you to ask me out, but you’re not doing it.
        It’s annoying me, if I’m being honest.” Ella turns
        to me, pert mouth in an adorable frown. Her brown hair frames her
        pretty face, and makes me feel a little dizzy.

      I
        just blink back at her, stoic. I’m always stoic.

      Except
        for right now, backstage at a concert in—where are we
        again?—but I don’t care where we’re at. I walk up
        to Ella, who just so happens to be standing next to Jacob and
        Lakelynn and Tam’s mom, Elena. While Tam is singing “Sweet
          Honey” onstage
        in front of thousands, I kiss my girl in front of the entire
        backstage crew and feel like the luckiest man in the world.

      “Oh,”
        Ella whispers as I draw back, my gaze shifting to the side. “Daniel
  …”

      Not
        right now, goddamn it.

      A
        girl is sprinting across the stage in sneakers, wearing a Tambourines
        shirt, and holding a light stick.

      “Drinks
        with me tonight, after the show?” I ask breathlessly, looking
        back at Ella. She pushes her glasses up her nose and then nods.
  “Wonderful.”

      I
        take off running and manage to snag the fangirl just before she
        appears onstage with Tam.

      It’s
        a long night, but at least now, I have something to look forward to.

      “How
        is your cousin, Lynn, doing?” Jacob asks Lake absently, and I
        laugh as I drag the crying fan across the room and out the back
        entrance.

      I
        make her sign an NDA, give her an exclusive photocard with Tam
        half-naked on it, and I shut the door.

   

   

  THE END – HAPPY BOBA
DRINKING, EVERYONE!
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  She hates tapioca pudding, loves to binge on cheesy horror movies, and is a slave to many cats.  When she's not vacuuming fur off of her couch, C.M. can be found with her nose buried in a book or her eyes glued to a computer screen.  She's the author of over a hundred novels - romance, new adult, fantasy, and young adult included.  Please, come and join her inside her crazy.  There's a heck of a lot to do there. 

  Oh, and Caitlin loves to chat (incessantly), so feel free to e-mail her, send her a Facebook message, or put up smoke signals.  She's already looking forward to it.
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