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Dedication


To Audrey. 
The songs you’ve written definitely don’t suck. 
You amaze me. 
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Prologue

The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face


“I have a boyfriend,” I squeak out, louder than I mean to, and realize in horror that it has carried over the chatter and background music filling this modern high-rise penthouse. Everyone near us turns to look at me. 
This will now be a core memory in my brain. Fifty years from now, I won’t remember the flashing lights, loud music, and coordinated dancing from the concert that my sister, Len, and I just attended. Or my dad, up on that stage, smiling and playing his guitar like his life depended on it. But the afterparty—the one to celebrate the end of the tour, the party I went to grudgingly, where I answered a very simple question like a complete moron—I will remember that part forever. Forever and ever and ever.
“Nice to meet you, I Have a Boyfriend,” the man in front of me says. He’s probably a head taller than me based on the way I have to bend my neck back to see him, and at five-foot-seven, I’m not all that short. He pulls his lips upward, and his thick eyebrows raise as his dark-brown eyes give me a little teasing glint. His hand is still hanging in the space between us, waiting for me to shake it.
I swallow and feel heat—and probably redness—working its way up my face. Maybe I should have worn a sign around my neck that says, Please don’t talk to me: I’m awkward. It would have paired well with my favorite little black dress. It’s got spaghetti straps and falls just above my knees—the dress, not my awkwardness. That’s a whole-body effort. 
All the eyes focused on me during my little outburst have now gone back to their own conversations.
“Sorry, it’s . . . Louella,” I say, reaching my hand out and shaking his.
His large hand engulfs my smallish one, and the tips of my fingers make contact with a silver chain bracelet he has around his wrist. His grip is firm and warm—a little too warm—and a bit on the sweaty side. But despite that, my heart races at the contact.
Oh, yes. Not good. Not good at all.
There are those moments when you meet someone and there’s an undeniable connection. A feeling like you’ve met them before, a sense of déjà vu washing over you so suddenly it feels almost otherworldly. In my twenty-four years, I’ve only experienced it one other time in my life. And . . . now, it would seem, for the second time.
Well, crap.
I’m doing my best to deny it or avoid it, hence the I-have-a-boyfriend word vomit.
First of all, I really do have a boyfriend. I wasn’t just saying that. A boyfriend I will hopefully someday be calling fiancé if all my plans go according to . . . uh . . . plan. And secondly, Finn Thatcher, bright star of the boy band More Than That—probably more famous than the pope—is not someone I want to have any sort of connection with. A very one-sided connection, inevitably.
He’s not what I expected, though, this megastar standing in front of me. I thought he’d be one of those typical cocky musicians, all full of himself, as if his essence would exude exactly how important he is, and how we pitiful creatures should feel privileged just to be in his presence. But that’s not the vibe he gives off. Not at all. He seems more . . . normal-ish. Normal with a side of boy-next-door charm . . . if the boy next door is ridiculously famous.
Perhaps that’s what I’m really feeling—the unexpectedness of it all, of him. Or maybe it’s just that I’ve seen his face so many times before. He’s everywhere. In my social media feed, on the magazine covers I see in the checkout line of the grocery story, covering every inch of wall in Len’s room . . . And now he’s standing in front of me, in acid-washed, purposely ripped jeans and a white V-neck T-shirt, my hand in his.
Yes, of course that must be it. This isn’t some kind of magical phenomenon. This isn’t an enchanted meeting or something ridiculous like that. I’m probably a little starstruck, even though I’m not necessarily a fan. It’s not that I dislike the bubblegum pop his band puts out—who could keep their head from bopping around to songs like “Girl, Take Me Back” or “License to Your Heart” with those catchy lyrics and fun beats? It’s just not the music I would actively listen to. All my knowledge of More Than That comes from Len.
Which is why I’m here, at this party I didn’t really want to attend. To babysit Len and make sure she doesn’t throw herself at someone in the band, with the band, or who has any sort of attachment to the band whatsoever. She will not end up in the back of a tour bus on my watch. No way.
I’m also here to make sure she doesn’t fangirl. The band’s manager gave us specific instructions to not freak out in front of the band—not to speak unless spoken to. That’s not a problem for me, but with a quick look at Len, I’m worried she’s getting close to detonation. She can only hold the fangirl in for so long. Even from across the room, with her back toward me, I can see her fidgeting as she stands with my dad while he schmoozes someone by a floor-to-ceiling wall of windows looking over the glowing buildings and streetlights of a summer night in downtown Nashville.
I walked away from them because I needed a drink and a quick break from our dad, who’s been embarrassingly chatting up everyone he can. This is his scene—or the scene he’d like to at least be part of. But then, just before nearing the makeshift bar, Finn Thatcher approached me. I send a plea to heaven that Len doesn’t turn around and see who I’m talking to right now.
Finn’s hand tightens around mine, and my heart does a little skipping thing that I’m going to ignore . . . completely.
“Louella,” he says my name and . . . yep. A tingle just went down my spine. What the hell? It’s just the way he says it, the way it rolls off his tongue, like his lips are meant to say it. “I’m—”
“I . . . I know who you are,” I say, pulling out of his grasp. I refuse to acknowledge that my hand instantly feels cold, and maybe even a little empty. Gah!
“Right,” he says, running the hand that was just holding mine through his dark-brown hair, giving it an I-just-woke-up look that’s all the rage right now, and my cold and empty hand twitches with the desire to do the same. I wonder if it’s as soft as it looks. Stop this right now!
“So, your name is really Louella?” His voice isn’t one of those deep, husky ones, but has more of a smooth baritone quality. It fits the angled features of his face and the slim-but-fit vibe he’s got going on.
“Yes,” I say.
“I don’t think I’ve heard that name before.”
“It’s . . . not common.” I’m not even sure why I told him my full name. Most people call me Lou, and I prefer it. Either way, I get a lot of comments: What kind of name is that? Were you named after your grandma? Do your parents hate you? And my favorite: Did you just make that up?
Finn runs his hand through his hair again, settling the ends down this time. “Have . . .” He stops himself, twisting his lips to the side. “Have I met you before?”
I shake my head quickly. “No,” I say, my heart now starting up a fluttering thing in my chest.
“It just . . . feels like I’ve met you before,” he says.
“I’m pretty sure we haven’t,” I say.
He reaches up and rubs his jaw, running a thumb and index finger down his strong, chiseled chin. I can see him trying to poke holes in my answer, a look of contemplation on his face as he tries to search his brain for when we could have previously met. I’m currently trying to stop mine from firing off a bunch of thoughts at once:
He feels it too.
Not a fluke.
Not one sided.
You should touch his abs.
What? Where did that come from? I’m not doing that. I most definitely did not stare—to the point of embarrassment—at those sculpted muscles of his when he ripped off his shirt during the concert. Because I have a boyfriend. I have a boyfriend.
“So, Louella that I’m not so sure I haven’t met before, who are you here with?” Finn asks, apparently deciding to move on. He gives me one of his signature smiles—wide with big, bright-white teeth—that always makes my sister, Len, sigh with longing. It’s a beautiful smile, I’ll admit. Finn gestures around the room full of people that I’m guessing are mostly friends and family of the band, and others who are part of the tour or in the industry.
“My dad filled in for your rhythm guitarist,” I say.
Finn’s eyebrows move up his forehead as that info clicks into place. No, I’m not some crazy fangirl who somehow wormed my way into this party. We had to go through three sets of checkpoints to gain entrance, so I’m not sure anyone could sneak into this thing. Still, I’m sure his rabid fans have found a way before.
“He took over for Jeff?”
“I . . . guess?” I didn’t really pay attention to the details. All I know is someone hired my dad—a studio musician here in Nashville—to fill in, and he was over the moon about it. A big break, he’d said.
That’s how Len and I ended up in the seating saved for friends and family of the band. Len willingly relinquished her seats in the nosebleed section of Bridgestone Arena to be closer to the stage. Then, to make her wildest More Than That dreams come true, someone invited us to this afterparty, which was set up to celebrate the last performance of the tour.
Something came up tonight and my mom couldn’t use her ticket, so I volunteered since I’ve somehow become the steadiest person in Len’s life. That’s essentially been my role since I was nine and my mom put that tiny bundle—with a headful of blonde hair and gray-blue eyes that matched mine—in my arms. I’m steady, reliable . . . and super annoying, according to Len. But someone’s got to make sure this kid makes it out of her teen years alive. Only four more to go.
“So, Louella with a boyfriend,” Finn says, that teasing glint back in his eyes. “Are you a musician like your dad?”
“Not at all,” I say, and shake my head for emphasis. I can play the guitar a little and keep a tune, and I sometimes like to write lyrics that no one will ever see. But the whole musician thing, the scene—essentially everything about it—is not my thing. That’s my dad’s thing. And it was my mom’s too, for a while. But she smartened up.
It’s a lifestyle I grew up with, and that was enough for me. Which is why, even if I didn’t have a boyfriend, I don’t want anything to do with Finn’s life. Even with this crazy sense of familiarity that may or may not exist (still trying for denial) between us.
I look toward the corner of the room where Len and my dad are still standing, only this time, I see she’s now turned her body toward Finn and me, and her eyes are bugging out of her head. She mouths the words “Oh my gosh,” and that’s my cue to end this conversation and get back to her to make sure she doesn’t freak out. More than she already is, at least.
I look back at Finn and see his eyes on me, his chest rising as he takes in a breath, his mouth opening as he gets ready to throw out another question.
“Well, it was nice to meet you, Finn,” I say, cutting him off.
His eyebrows move up his forehead again. “Oh, okay,” he says, sounding taken aback.
He’s probably not used to people—especially of the female variety—walking away from him. I’m sure he’s generally the one to end conversations, probably having to pry grabby hands off his body. Super famous pop star and all that.
I need to walk away, mainly because when I take another quick glance at Len, I can tell she’s about to disregard all the preparty warnings she was given and run over here, flailing her arms and screaming like a banshee, making sure my dad never gets asked back or ever works in this industry again. And also, because it’s for the best.
Finn reaches out and grasps onto my hand again, holding it in his, not shaking it this time. He gives it a gentle squeeze. Our eyes connect. My heart palpitates, and my breathing feels suddenly laborious. Now that I’m about to walk away, back to safety, I’ll own up to this connection. It’s palpable, like something I could reach out and touch between us. And I know, without a doubt, he feels it too.
It seems like he’s going to say something about it. Instead, he gives me a closed-mouth smile, a dimple on his left cheek popping out as he does.
And then he says, “It was nice to meet you, Louella.”
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Chapter 1

At Last
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Six Months Later


“Congratulations to my Lou,” my mom says as she comes over to me, pulling me into a big hug, her eyes filling with tears.
“Thanks, Mom,” I say as she holds me tightly. I catch a whiff of her signature perfume, the one that smells like gardenias. She pulls back and smiles brightly, one tear making an escape and moving down her cheek.
“I’m so happy for you,” she says. “I think you made a good choice.”
“Me too,” I say, feeling an ache begin in my cheeks from all the smiling.
She stands back, running her hands down the skirt of the red figure-hugging dress she’s wearing. Her long blonde hair is curled into big waves hanging delicately over her shoulders and looks extra shiny in the soft light coming from the dated tiered-glass chandelier hanging in the dining room of my parents’ 1970s ranch-style home. The home desperately needs an update. The kitchen even sports avocado laminate counters, which are so retro, they’ve almost become cool again. Almost, but not quite.
Everyone gathered at my parents’ house is looking especially nice on this cold end-of-December Sunday night. Everyone except me, that is. I’m going for a very disheveled look. Mismatched sweats with a grease stain just above my left boob. My blonde highlighted hair pulled up into a messy knot atop my head, and not a stitch of makeup on my face.
This is what my posterity will see in the pictures from the night I got engaged. Years from now they might even speculate how it all came to be, with my handsome fiancé in jeans, a blue button-up, and a blazer, his light-brown hair freshly cut and styled perfectly . . . and me looking like I’ve spent most of my life living under the Jefferson Street Bridge. Just fantastic.
In my defense, I’ve been working all day, finishing up some projects that are due tomorrow, since I’ve had the past week off to celebrate the season. I didn’t bother getting dressed up because I was just hopping over to my parents’ for pizza and cake to celebrate my birthday, which was two days ago. Not a gathering where the man I’ve been dating for the past two years asks me to marry him surrounded by my best friends, my family, and his parents—who are now my future in-laws. Kurt’s mom is too polite to say it out loud, but her concerned glances have me wondering if she’s questioning her son’s taste. Either that or she finds it tacky that my parents’ Christmas decor is still out, four days after the holiday. I guarantee her tree came down the very next day, in her meticulously decorated showroom of a home.
The frustrating part is, over the past few months, there have been four times that I thought this was going to happen—that Kurt would ask me to marry him. And each of those four times, I made myself look presentable. Something I don’t do on a daily basis, since I work from my little apartment just outside of downtown Nashville and rarely see people during the day, unless you count the meetings we have on Zoom for work, which I don’t.
But each of those times I made sure my hair and makeup looked good and that I had on a cute outfit, one that would look nice when we posed for the picture to mark this big life event. And each of those times I went home without a ring on my finger.
So, of course, today would be the day. I look down at my sweatshirt and attempt to scratch out the oil stain with my fingernail yet again, but it’s no use.
“We’ve got a lot of planning to do,” my mom says, picking up my left hand and looking at the new piece of jewelry I’m now sporting. She looks at me after inspecting my ring. “Do you have a date yet?”
I smile at her. “Well, I haven’t been able to get Kurt to nail down a date in the five minutes since he asked me.”
“Right,” she says with a laugh. “I’m just excited. My baby girl is getting married.” She does a little shimmy with her shoulders.
She’s only eighteen years older than me, and we’ve been mistaken for sisters more often than mother and daughter. And at this moment, the mother of the bride-to-be is definitely outshining the bride. Of course, she knew to put on makeup beforehand. A warning from any person in this room would have been nice. Anyone. Just a simple Try not to look like you rolled out of bed tonight, Lou, would have been great.
“I get to be in the wedding, right?” my sister, Len, asks as she approaches us. My mom gives my shoulder a little squeeze before walking away, toward my dad, who’s across the room, currently talking to Kurt and his parents. A small tinge of discomfort travels down my spine, having our parents together in the same room, which has rarely happened before tonight. This was by design on my part. Kurt’s parents are like expensive wine and mine are more like store-brand cola.
“Of course,” I say to Len.
“Good. Just remember that I look great in pink.” She gives me a bright smile. We look so much alike that I called her mini-me when she was younger, but now she’s nearly as tall as me, no longer the tiny little thing that used to follow me everywhere. I’m never sure which Len I’ll get when I talk to her these days. Sometimes I’m her favorite person and sometimes my mere presence has sucked the joy from her life. Teenagers. Luckily, today she seems in good spirits, wearing a cute light-pink dress that’s a little short for the temperature outside, but I’ll keep that thought to myself. It’s something I’m trying to work on—not parenting her. It’s a hard habit to break.
“I’ll be sure to take that into account,” I tell her.
She leans into me, so her mouth is near my ear. “Are you sure you want to marry him?” she asks, her voice low enough that no one can hear but me.
I pull back so she can see my face. “Yes, I’m sure,” I say. I know Len isn’t a huge fan of Kurt. She’s said more than once she thinks he’s boring. She’s fifteen. An accountant with a steady job and a 401(k) would sound pretty mundane to her. But Kurt is perfect for me. He’s not boring, he’s practical. He’s exactly what I want, exactly what I hoped for myself.
Sure, I would like the man I’m marrying to enjoy spending time with my only sibling more than Kurt does, but you can’t have it all. It’s not like he’s mean to her; he mostly just tolerates her. I get it, she’s a teenager, and she’s dramatic. Kurt doesn’t know how to handle that. They’ll have a better relationship when she grows up and matures, I’m sure of it.
“Fine,” Len says, giving me a fake pout. “I guess I’ll allow it.”
I let out a chuckle, feeling so much love swirl around in my stomach for this sister who has been my world for so long. “You’re the best.”
Val and Marco approach, and with a roll of her eyes at having to share the attention, Len pulls her phone out from one of the hidden pockets in her dress and walks away.
“I’m so excited for you,” my best friend, Val, says as she pulls me into a hug.
“I’m excited too,” Marco says, in an exaggerated voice as he joins in and we’re now in an awkward three-person hug, squishing Val between us.
Val is short for Valentina. Valentina Rivera Villanueva, to be precise. We’ve been friends since freshman year of high school. Her last name was Gonzalez until a few years ago, when she married Marco, whom she met our sophomore year. They became attached at the hip after that—or really, the lips. High school sweethearts, which is both adorable and cheesy at the same time. It’s been hard to be in their perfect-couple shadow for so long. I was almost always the third wheel in school, except on those rare occasions when I had a date.
“Thanks,” I say and then give her a chastising look. “A little heads-up would have been nice.” I gesture to my outfit.
“I’m sorry,” she says, sounding sincere. “I wasn’t told exactly what was happening—just that we were supposed to meet here. I should have figured it was something big, since Kurt isn’t the type to gather people.”
She’s not wrong about that. Kurt is a keep-to-himself, fiercely private person. He doesn’t have social media; he doesn’t share much about himself with his co-workers. Him wanting people to be here for this big occasion in our lives is definitely out of character.
“You look beautiful anyway,” Val says, giving me a dazzling smile, showing off her bright-white teeth.
I give her my best don’t-lie-to-me stare.
“Okay,” she acquiesces, “you should really burn this . . . whole thing.” She gestures with her hands toward my sweats.
“I’m going to have to keep it forever now, out of sentimentality,” I say, looking down at the stupid stain and wishing it away for the hundredth time. This feels oddly similar to those dreams where you’re naked and you can’t find your clothes.
“Think of the funny story you’ll get to tell your kids and your grandkids.”
“Yes,” I say, giving Val an exaggerated glare for her propensity to look on the bright side. “I’m sure my grandchildren will wonder how Grandpa ended up with all this.” I gesture toward myself, my hands starting at my face and moving down my torso.
“Maybe that’ll be the style by then. You’re ahead of your time.” She gives me a cheeky smile, her nearly black hair looking extra healthy these days. Thick and lustrous. It could be from the tiny baby bump she’s sporting. Baby Villanueva will be here in three and a half months. It’s a boy, and he’s yet to be named since Marco and Val can’t come to an agreement. Marco wants to name him after his dad, Humberto, and Val . . . does not.
“Doubtful,” I say. Her cheerful outlook has never quite rubbed off on me.
“Anyway, who cares about all that. You’re engaged,” she says, her voice doing a squeaking thing on the last part. She does a little foot-shuffle dance while clapping her hands, her hips shaking beneath her cute black A-line dress. When Val gets excited, it’s a whole-body effort. “Let me see the ring up close.”
I hold my hand out, and she inspects the two-carat round diamond on a delicate yellow-gold band. It’s a little bigger than I had imagined, and the clarity didn’t need to be so perfect, but it’s beautiful and the exact style I wanted. Kurt knew this, of course, because I told him. I didn’t leave pictures around his house, or a browser open on my laptop for him to “accidentally” find. He asked me what I’d want, and I told him. That’s how we do things. Except for getting engaged. He’d said he wanted to surprise me. Mission accomplished.
“Well, this definitely beats the blender he got you for your birthday,” Marco pipes in. He’s always been fine to just sit back while Val and I do our thing. That is, until he can no longer hold in a snarky remark.
“Marco,” Val says, reaching up and tapping his arm, her voice full of reprimand. “That was a thoughtful gift.”
Marco makes a little snorting noise out of his nose. “Sure,” he says. He’s been verbal about this before. Marco is definitely in the appliances-should-not-be-gifts camp.
Kurt and Marco aren’t the besties Val and I always dreamed our future husbands would be. They don’t hate each other, but there’s no burgeoning bromance happening either.
Marco is . . . Marco. With his curly, unruly hair and the mischievous grin he’s often sporting. He says what he thinks, puts his foot in his mouth consistently, and would rather make people laugh than be serious. He’s a lot like my dad in that way, except Marco has held a steady job since he was old enough to work. My dad hasn’t had a steady job my entire life, until recently, and even that is volatile.
And Kurt . . . well, he’s kind of the opposite of Marco, at least personality-wise. Sure, he’ll make a joke sometimes, but he mostly takes life seriously. I love a lot of things about Kurt, but his steady, practical, no-nonsense approach to life is high on the list.
I give Marco my best side-eye glare, puckering my lips as I do. “Hey, I like my blender. It’s useful,” I say.
To be perfectly honest, the blender had been a disappointment. Not that I don’t like practical gifts—the kind Kurt likes to give. All the gifts he’s given me since we’ve been together have been of the appliance variety. Like the air fryer he gave me for Christmas.
This is something I appreciate about him. I’m a practical gal myself. But I’d thought—or rather hoped—that instead of an appliance this time, Kurt would have given me a ring on my birthday. You know, like a two-for-one kind of thing—birthday plus engagement. It would’ve been very practical of him, very on-brand.
At least he gave me a present on my birthday. Being born two days after Christmas, when everyone is over gift giving and celebrations, does not a happy birthday make. Growing up, my parents attempted to make it special, but often we didn’t have the money to do something big to celebrate—not after they’d spent all the extra money on Christmas presents.
So, on my birthday, when Kurt presented me with that perfectly wrapped, large rectangular box and I saw he had, in fact, gotten me a blender and not a ring, I wondered if Kurt would ever ask me to marry him.
I wish I could go back and give two-days-ago me a hug and tell her everything would work out just fine.
“Of course,” says Val. “Blenders are very useful.”
“Not as presents,” Marco says.
Val’s face falls, her lips curving downward. She pulls her chin inward as she stares her husband down. “Because those customized bobbleheads of us that you gave me for Christmas last year have been super useful.”
“They have,” Marco says, nodding his head. “Remember the role-playing thing I did with them?”
Val muffles the last word, covering his mouth with her hand. A light-pink dusting spreads across her naturally tan skin. “I will hurt you if you keep talking.”
I smile and shake my head. My parents were high school sweethearts, too. But unlike them, Val and Marco waited until they were twenty-two to get married, and until they were twenty-five to venture into parenthood.
My parents were seventeen and eighteen when they married, and shortly after, I came into this world. Their marriage has never been a stable one—mostly fighting and making up—and then Len (short for Lennox) came along, and the instability only ramped up from there, even though they tried. My mom gave up her musical aspirations and went back to school to become a music teacher. We settled in Nashville instead of living the transient life we had lived up until I started high school. But it didn’t really fix things. It was more like a bandage. On paper, my parents should be divorced by now. But somehow, they’ve made it work. In a very dysfunctional way.
“So, now that I’m engaged,” I say, and Val lets out a little squeal of excitement while Marco’s eyes travel briefly to the ceiling. “I’ll be needing a maid of honor, or I guess, in this case, a matron of honor. Are you up for the task?”
“What about a male of honor,” Marco says, sticking out his chest and lifting his chin.
“You want to host a bridal shower?” Val asks him, her perfectly manicured eyebrows raised.
He scoffs, scrunches his face. “Like it’s hard?”
She shakes her head, and ignoring him, she turns to me with a big smile on her face. “I’m honored. Just remember to consider whatever size my breasts might be when you walk down the aisle. You know, for my dress.”
“Babe, your boobs are perfect,” Marco says, giving her a little eyebrow wiggle.
She squints her eyes at him. “I mean with the breastfeeding.”
I see Kurt walking toward us and give him a big smile. He’s my fiancé. We’re engaged. I’m going to spend my life with this handsome man and his slight southern accent. A warm, comfortable feeling settles over me. Everything has fallen into place.
Marco and Val both congratulate him as he approaches, and he answers with a closed-mouth smile and a quick nod of his head.
He then leans in toward me, and I can smell his woodsy cologne, and I think he’s going to give me a kiss, which is so out of character for him I feel my breath catch in my throat. Instead, he bypasses my lips—which, embarrassingly, I’d puckered in anticipation—and moves toward my ear and whispers, “Make sure Val doesn’t post any pictures.”
My happy, just-got-engaged bubble deflates a bit. Val is well aware she’s not supposed to post any pictures on social media of Kurt and me. We all are. His request would shock not one person in this room. He reminds us every time someone whips out a camera or phone. I’m surprised that wasn’t the first thing out of his mouth once the ring was on my hand and we started posing for pictures. At least he waited until after.
“Of course,” I say, trying to keep the irritation I’m feeling out of my tone.
Although, honestly, would I really want a picture of me looking like this out there? Actually, yes. I don’t really care. Because this is a big deal—a monumental moment in my life—and even though the people I care about most are all in this room, I wouldn’t mind being able to share it online. It’s one of the few times in life that it’s socially acceptable to brag.
How long are we going to do this? Will I never be able to post a picture of our wedding? Or even of our children? How long will he keep up this paranoia?
There used to be pictures of us online, on my Instagram account. Not a gratuitous amount, but just a few of us on some vacations we’ve taken, or a couple from when I’d dressed up on one of those infamous nights when I’d thought he was going to propose.
But I’d taken them all down. He’d asked me to, not long after the song came out.
The song . . . the one Finn Thatcher wrote about me. Finn Thatcher from the famous boy band More Than That. Finn Thatcher who I talked to for barely a moment at a party last summer, a moment that somehow translated into a song. A song that, after released, went gold the first week, platinum the second, and last month was nominated for a Grammy.
The whole thing threw Kurt for a loop. Jealousy was my first assumption. I mean, having your girlfriend of nearly two years inspire a song that’s currently being played everywhere would probably do that to a guy. Especially with lyrics like:
I run my fingers through your hair
You look at me with that bright-eyed stare
I’d like to state, for the record, Finn’s hands were never in my hair. There was some staring, though. It was like our eyes kept finding each other after that initial meeting. I kept that part to myself. As well as the strange connection between Finn and me. I haven’t even told Val. And I tell Val everything. Saying the words out loud felt like it would make it real. Like it would solidify it in stone or something. Besides, it could have been a fluke . . . a fluke that inspired a chart-topping song.
But Kurt didn’t care about the lyrics. Even when Finn crooned:
Hey, Louella, won’t you be mine?
I could love you ’til the end of time.
No, he was worried everyone would find out I inspired the world-famous song, and then somehow tie that back to him and it would affect his job. Kurt works for an accounting firm with some very high-profile clients. Clients that he won’t even share with me because of NDAs and boring stuff like that. Clients that like him to keep a low profile, or so he says.
Seems like quite the long shot, if you ask me. A real stretch. First of all, Finn promised my dad he wouldn’t reveal my identity. And secondly, who would really care about some random woman named Louella who inspired a song?
People have cared, though. It’s the craziest thing. People have written entire articles about who the mysterious Louella in Finn’s song might be. I don’t think I realized how ridiculously famous he is. I knew, but I didn’t really get it. If only all those curious people could see me now, in my stained, mismatched sweat suit.
It doesn’t help that Finn’s version of our meeting sounds a lot like a love-at-first-sight tale. He’s often been quoted saying that I might be the one who got away, or something along those lines. He extrapolated a lot more than I did out of our short meeting.
It doesn’t matter, though, because after three months, Finn has kept my identity a secret, and no one else has figured it out, since I’m not the only Louella in the world.
And Kurt shouldn’t stress, because he’s been scrubbed free of all my social media—like he never existed in my life. My accounts were already private, but Kurt made sure they were extra private (whatever that means). So, I think we’re safe to go back into the water. And—sticking with the water theme here—I have no plans to rock the boat. I would just appreciate if he refrained from the reminder not to post any pictures every freaking time we take one.
I just want my boyfriend—now fiancé—back. This whole thing has brought out a side of Kurt I wasn’t expecting. I miss the even-keeled, nonchalant man I fell in love with. I’d hoped his proposal was a sign he’d finally moved on. I guess we aren’t quite there yet.
I suppose I understand why he’s worried, as far-fetched as it seems. He told me about a former employee at the firm he works for who, nearing partnership, was fired because he’d posted something online connecting the firm to a very famous country music star. The firm was inundated with calls from adoring fans around the world. It took months for the calls to stop, and they lost the client and then fired the accountant. I guess there might be a smidgeon of a chance it could happen to Kurt if word ever got out. The smallest grain-of-sand-sized chance.
“Let me guess, don’t post any pictures?” Val says in low tones when Kurt walks away. He gave me a kiss on the cheek before leaving, so I guess there’s that.
“Yep,” I say, trying not to be frustrated. “So, you know, don’t post any of the pictures online, okay?” I let my shoulders slump.
As if the universe wants to rub it in, the random playlist my dad had asked his Alexa speaker to play as background music starts up the beginning chords of a song that has become the bane of my existence, or at least the bane of my relationship with Kurt. The simple, strumming rhythm of an acoustic guitar followed by the crooning baritone voice of Finn Thatcher. “Hey, Louella . . .”
“Noooooo,” I say. This is an all-around bad time for this song to play, for many reasons. But before I can stop it, Marco grabs a frosting-covered serving spatula we used for my birthday cake and begins serenading me. “Alexa, stop!” I try to yell over him, but it doesn’t hear me, and soon my dad walks over, wraps an arm around Marco’s shoulders, and leans in to sing into the makeshift microphone with him.
There’s a lot of pride on my dad’s face as he sings along in his baritone voice. The song has a whole other meaning to him, since it’s been the catalyst to all the work he’s gotten recently after playing the rhythm guitar on the track. At least I have Finn to thank for that. Any stability for my family—especially for Len—is a big deal to me.
It’s not long before Val, Len, and my mom join in, and I can’t help the laughter that bubbles out of me. I almost start singing myself, until a quick glance over at the corner where Kurt and his parents are standing, looking like a bevy of swans at a duck party, stops me in my tracks.
“Okay, okay,” I say over everyone, running my thumb across my throat—the universal sign for Shut it down.
I give Kurt a wince of a smile as my dad walks over to the speaker and manually skips the track, the catchy beat of a Miley Cyrus song starting up in its place. I expect him to be irritated, but instead Kurt gives me a little half quirk of his lips before turning back toward his parents to continue whatever conversation they were having before the unplanned musical interlude.
Now that’s more like Kurt. Maybe we are moving on after all. Soon I’ll have my unflappable man back—the one I fell in love with. He and I will have a very low-drama existence together, which is what I want—and is very much the opposite of how I grew up.
I’m going to be Louella Hansley-Lawson. The missus to the mister I’ve always dreamed of.
And I can’t wait for my life with him to start.
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Chapter 2

How Deep Is Your Love


The next morning, I wake up later than usual, having not been able to sleep all that well with my brain shooting off rapid thoughts like it often does. But last night’s sleep deprivation was all about planning a wedding, a much more welcome interruption than my normal everything-that-could-go-wrong thoughts. 
Around five this morning I finally took something, which got my thoughts to shut up long enough for me to fall into a restless sleep. Four hours of going in and out of consciousness does not a full night’s rest make. Luckily, I’m used to it. Sleep and I have a very volatile relationship, a feast or famine type of thing. Lately, it’s been mostly famine.
At least wedding plans are a fun thing to think about, unlike whether Len is sneaking out of the house again doing who knows what. Being her pseudo-parent from afar—even just three miles away—is a difficult plight.
I’ve never been engaged before, so I’m not sure how it all works, but ending the night with a quick peck on the lips from Kurt and then each of us getting in our separate cars and going to our separate places seemed very anticlimactic. But Kurt and I both had to work the next morning, so that’s how we left it. Except I’m sure Kurt went home and got a full night’s sleep, definitely not consumed with thoughts of wedding plans—and I . . . well, I’ve already established how my night went.
I groggily sit up in bed and look at the clock on my bedside table and blink a few times when I see it’s already nine in the morning. I don’t sleep with my phone next to me, or even on. It’s one of the techniques I have in place for the insomnia I’ve been dealing with since my sophomore year of college. No screens before bed.
I rub my eyes and let out a yawn. I’ll be late for work, but no matter, since most of the staff won’t be back until after the first of the year. I didn’t want to take the entire week after Christmas off with no plans but to stay in Nashville with Kurt working as well (not that Kurt would actively choose otherwise). Being a technical writer for a software company means I don’t have to work defined hours. Except for the meetings I’m required to attend, and as long as I hit my deadlines, it doesn’t matter how or when I do it.
I open the blackout curtains (another insomnia trick) and blink back the bright light that immediately enters my room. I then search my drawers for another pair of sweats—obviously not the ones I got engaged in, which were unceremoniously put in my laundry basket instead of burned like Val suggested. I put on some joggers and a zip-up hoodie, my typical work attire since no one sees me except for my coworkers in our Zoom meetings. Well, them and the employees of the smoothie shop just down the street, who see me nearly every day.
That was the reason Kurt gave me the blender for my birthday, so I could make my own smoothies and save money. You can take the accountant out of the office, but you can’t take the office out of the accountant. He’s always about “the bottom line” and “saving for a rainy day.” I get that, but sometimes I want to splurge. And a smoothie I would never take the time to make for myself is the perfect splurge. It’s part of my morning ritual now, and today—even though I’m already running late—is no exception.
The thing is, sometimes the visit to the smoothie shop is my only daily interaction with real, in-person humans. So I need it. It’s worth it for my mental stability. This is what I tell myself to justify it. And when we’re married, I’ll have real and in-person Kurt to interact with, so I can let go of my smoothie habit then. Maybe I’ll put that blender to use. It would also be a bit of a drive to the shop from Kurt’s house where we plan to live after we get married, instead of the quick jaunt down the street like it is for me now. Kurt won’t appreciate me driving every day to get myself a drink that I could make perfectly well at home. So, until then, I will indulge myself.
I put my still-shut-off phone in my pocket and slip on my engagement ring, which was sitting in a small blue ceramic tray on my gray farmhouse-style dresser. I smile as I look at it, all shiny and sparkling from the morning sunlight filtering into my one-bedroom apartment in Edgehill, a quaint neighborhood in Nashville. I wonder how long it will take for me to get complacent with my new accessory. Hopefully a long while.
I run a brush through my blonde hair, which is kind of all over the place since it was still damp when I went to bed after my shower last night. I decide to put it in a bun atop my head again. I let out a little snort laugh at myself in the mirror. I may not have a grease stain on my sweatshirt this time, but I look pretty close to how I looked last night. I’ve apparently learned nothing from yesterday’s mistakes. It doesn’t matter—this is how I usually look when I get my smoothie. They probably wouldn’t recognize me if I showed up in full makeup, with my hair down.
As I throw on a coat and head out, taking the stairs down the three stories to the main entrance of my redbrick apartment building, I think about how my life is going to change now that I’m engaged to Kurt. I don’t want to be one of those brides who can only think and talk about their wedding like the entire world revolves around it. But I feel slightly chastened because I get it now. It’s kind of a big deal. Mind consuming, as my lack of sleep last night can attest.
My foot hits the last step, and I push the door handle, the click of the automatic lock releasing, echoing off the cement walls. This renovated old building has only one main entrance, and it’s well lit, which was a big selling point for me when I started looking for a place. That, and being close to Len and my parents.
As I open the door, I expect a gust of cold air will surely hit my face, and although I feel the chill as soon as the door unlatches, it’s offset by all the other things happening around me.
There are people—strangers—gathered around outside my door, and upon seeing me, they’re all yelling my name and asking me random questions while flashing cameras go off.
What the hell? What’s happening?
I shield my eyes from the constant stream of camera flashes coming at me, all the while still hearing my name.
“Louella! Over here!”
“Louella, I have a question!”
“Louella, how does it feel to be the girl Finn Thatcher wrote a song about?”
I shake my head, trying to make sense of the chaos. I’m a little slow on the uptake, and I feel like a deer caught in headlights, but fight or flight does finally kick in, and I quickly grab the key fob from my coat pocket and use it to unlock my building. The door makes a clicking noise as the lock releases, and rushing inside, I use all my brute strength to get the heavy, slow-closing door to move faster. The chaos outside muffles as it finally shuts. I lean against it and try to take a steadying breath.
“What’s going on?” I whisper, breathlessly, to an empty stairwell.
But I think I know what’s going on, and by the churning in my belly, it seems my body has already figured it out. It just took a little longer for my brain to catch up.
People know. Somehow, they’ve figured out I’m the Louella in Finn’s song. But . . . how?
I rush back up the three flights of stairs, back to the safety of my apartment, and once inside, I slam the door behind me, locking it with the dead bolt. I pull out my phone, and as I power it up, it begins to ping and vibrate in my hand as it comes to life, with texts and voice mail notifications filling up my screen, covering up the picture I have as my wallpaper—the one of Kurt and me smiling happily on a beach in Miami. Multiple messages are coming in, from people I know and some from numbers I don’t recognize.
Before I can open my phone to see all the messages, it starts ringing, and Val’s name appears.
“Val,” I say after I touch the green “Answer Call” button and put my phone up to my ear. My voice comes out breathy and panicked.
“Lou!” she says loudly, my eardrum ringing in response. I briefly wonder how she can be so booming while in her cubicle, but then remember she’s off work until after the New Year. “Where have you been? I’ve called you like twenty times.”
“I . . . slept in,” I tell her. “Val, there are people outside my apartment. With cameras.”
“Paparazzi,” she says, her tone surprised, like it’s a piece of the puzzle she hadn’t expected. “Well . . . crap.”
“Wh-why . . .?” I stumble over my words, trying to make sense of it. “They know about the song, and about me. What happened?”
“You don’t know?”
“No!” I say, my voice pitching up in tone and volume.
Val lets out a heavy breath, the way she always does before telling me something big. “Well, Finn Thatcher was on a live special with Jimmy Fallon last night, and he accidentally let your name slip.”
“What?”
“I know,” Val laments. “I saw the clip this morning, after checking social media and seeing your face everywhere.”
“My face . . . is everywhere?”
She does that breathing thing again. “Yes.”
I’m still standing by the entrance to my apartment, having been sort of frozen in place with all that’s happening, like that one spot of dead calm right before a tornado hits. But with her words—knowing my name and face are all over social media—I suddenly feel the force of the storm landing upon me as the beginnings of panic set in. To steady myself, I turn my back so it’s against the door and slide down it, my butt landing on the cold, white, hexagon-shaped-tile floor.
“How did it happen? What did he say?” I ask Val.
“It seemed like an honest mistake, I swear,” she says. “Finn was talking about the song and the Grammys, and then Jimmy Fallon asked him about you, and he gave his standard answer about the party.” She stops to take a quick breath. “Then Jimmy asked if Finn has talked to you since, and he said he hasn’t but that your dad played guitar on the recording, and then . . . he mentioned your dad’s name.”
“My dad?”
“Yes. And then Jimmy asked if you had the same last name.”
“Oh gosh,” I say, as the panicky feeling takes a hard nosedive into my stomach and a nauseating churn begins.
“To his credit, Finn looked pale and tried to play it off, saying he wasn’t sure. But the damage was done . . . obviously. Pull it up and watch it.”
“Right now?”
“Yes! You need to see it for yourself. I just sent you a link.”
I put my phone on speaker, click on the link Val sent, and watch as Finn’s face comes into view on my small screen. He smiles that big smile of his—all toothy and bright, his tousled hair looking a little less tousled—as he talks to Jimmy Fallon, a picture of the New York skyline behind them.
“Move it forward to the last minute,” Val says over the top of the audio.
I do what she says and land right at the perfect moment. Just as Finn says it . . . my dad’s name: Sean Hansley. Even though Val has warned me what is coming, I gasp when I hear it, and then again when Jimmy’s eyebrows raise as he asks if we have the same last name. It all happens so fast.
Val is correct that it all looks very innocent. Finn doesn’t just look pale once he realizes his faux pas—he looks like he might actually throw up.
“Oh, that’s . . . not good,” I say after clicking out of the video.
“I know, but listen, Lou, we don’t know how this will play out,” Val says.
“Well, there are paparazzi outside my door. It already feels like a lot, and I’ve only known for”—I look at the time on my phone—“twelve minutes.”
“We’ll figure this out,” she says. And I love her for making my problems hers. That’s how our friendship goes, though. Come what may, we are in this life thing together.
“What about Kurt?” I finally say his name out loud, the one thing that’s been pulsing through my brain on loudspeaker since I first walked out my apartment building door.
Even if he wasn’t a factor in all this, I’m pretty sure I’d be freaking out about what this all could mean for me personally. But I don’t have the luxury of thinking only of myself this time. Kurt is my fiancé—a huge part of my life, and my future. This is exactly what he was afraid of, exactly what I was so sure wouldn’t happen. I guess he was right to be worried.
“Yes, I’ve been thinking about that,” Val says. “But I did a search for his name and nothing came up.”
“Really?” I ask, feeling the tiniest bit of hope in my panicked stomach. “You found nothing?”
Until right now—this very moment—I’d only felt irritation about Kurt’s over-the-top scrubbing of himself from my social media. But if it’s true and there really is nothing about him online, I see he was right to do it. I’ll be sure to apologize, even though I never said out loud how annoying I found it all. I’m sure he could read it on my face. 
“I can only find his LinkedIn profile and that’s it,” she says. “There are a lot of Kurtis Lawsons out there.”
“I guess that’s a good thing,” I tell her. “Even if his name somehow gets tied to mine, there will be a bunch of Kurtis Lawsons to filter through.” Unlike Louella Hansley, which apparently is so unique, there is only one. Lucky me.
My phone vibrates in my hand, and as if we’ve summoned him, I see Kurt has sent me a text. I click on it to see just two words: Call me.
“Crap, Val, I just got a text from him.”
“What did he say?”
“He wants me to call him.”
“Right,” she says.
“I don’t even know if he knows.” Kurt’s not the type of guy to read the headlines for TMZ. There’s a chance he has no idea. Would it be wrong for me to not tell him and hope it all goes away before he even finds out? Is that even possible?
My phone vibrates again.
Kurt: We need to talk about The Tonight Show.
“Yeah, he just texted me again. He knows,” I say to Val, my stomach dropping the same way it does on one of those free-falling rides. Blech.
“Lou, this isn’t your fault,” Val says, her voice steady.
“I know, it’s Finn Thatcher’s fault,” I say, a feeling of anger rushing through me. “It’s his fault for writing that stupid song. And . . . it’s also my fault for having a stupid name. Actually, if anyone is to blame here, it’s my parents’ fault for giving me such a recognizable name.” A pricking sensation starts behind my eyes, but I blink it back. I don’t need tears right now. “What am I going to tell Kurt?”
“Well, Kurt is logical, so you have to approach this logically. Get all your information straight before calling him.”
“How can I do that when I don’t even know all that’s happened?” I reach up and run a hand down my face, feeling overwhelmed by all of it.
“Okay, so far we know there are paparazzi outside your apartment, and you are all over social media, and I did a Google search, and there are . . . quite a few articles about you.”
“Articles about me? Already?”
“Well . . . word tends to spread quickly on the internet, unfortunately.”
“Do I even want to know?”
“You should probably look,” she says.
I let out a large breath while I pull up Google on my phone and search for my name. Immediately the screen populates with headlines.
Mysterious Louella Has Been Identified!
Finn Thatcher’s Louella Finally Revealed
All You Need to Know about Louella Hansley from Finn Thatcher’s Hit Song!
All you need to know about me? How could you possibly get that kind of information in less than twenty-four hours?
“Holy crap,” I say as I keep scrolling and scrolling. “How do they have all these pictures of me?”
There are quite a few pictures, and they all look to be coming directly from my social media accounts. Kurt made sure all my accounts were extra private, so it’s confusing to see pictures that were clearly from my Instagram used in the articles.
“I’m guessing people you know. That’s how pictures usually get leaked,” she says.
“Really? My friends did this? I’ll unfriend every one of them.”
“Good plan. But first things first. What are you going to tell Kurt?”
I sigh. “I don’t know. I guess I’ll just tell him all that I know, and then pray his name never gets out there. Better do it now.” I stand up from the tile floor I haven’t moved from during this entire conversation. Parts of my butt are now tingling.
“Good luck,” she says. “Call me after.”
We say goodbye and then I stare at my phone. I take off my coat and dump it on the small dining room table in my kitchen, then take a seat on the edge of my brown leather couch. I let out a long breath as I open my favorite contacts and click on Kurt, who has the top spot.
The phone rings just once.
“Louella,” Kurt says by way of greeting. I can hear the frustration in his voice just from that one word.
“I’m so sorry, Kurt,” I respond, even though my brain is asking me why I even need to apologize, since none of this is my fault. But I am sorry. Sorry I met Finn Thatcher, sorry he wrote a song about me, sorry my name is Louella, and sorry I thought he was being over the top when he was worried.
“This isn’t good,” he says.
“I wish . . . ,” I start, but stop myself because what can wishing even accomplish right now?
“I knew this would happen. I knew it.”
I take a big breath. Time to present him with the facts. “I know, you were right, and it’s . . . bad. But we don’t know how bad. I searched your name, and nothing came up. No connection to me.”
“For now,” he says.
“For now,” I echo. “We’ll just have to hope it stays that way. No one we know will say anything, and there’s nothing online, so I think our odds are good.” And now I’m giving out empty promises. I have no idea how this will play out. “I could also reach out to Finn or someone on his team? Tell them to make sure you aren’t mentioned?”
“No,” he says adamantly. “He’s done enough. This is probably a publicity stunt anyway.” It occurs to me Kurt has never referred to Finn by his actual name. It’s always him or that guy. Like saying his name out loud would make it even more real.
“I don’t think it is,” I say. “It seems like an honest mistake.”
He scoffs. “Everything they do is for publicity.”
“Wouldn’t he have warned me first if that was the case? So I wouldn’t have any legal recourse?” I don’t know much about the legalities, but surely I have some recourse. Like emotional distress. Or defamation or something. Not that I plan to do any of that.
“You could sue the bastard,” he says.
“And increase my news coverage? Is that what you want?”
“No. I want it to go away.”
“I wish it were that easy.” There I go, wishing again.
We’re silent on the phone. I understand he’s mad at the situation, but I can’t help but take it personally.
“Your dad isn’t going to try to capitalize on this, is he?” he asks after a few seconds of silence.
“No,” I respond quickly, my voice defensive.
I don’t know why anytime Kurt says something negative about my family, it rubs me wrong. I could have thought the exact thing myself, and it will still annoy me that he says it. I tamp down that feeling because I know Kurt is just upset and looking for more reasons to be.
“I’ll make sure no one in my family says anything.” I’ve got to start a list of things I need to do for damage control. Len being my top priority. No one moves news faster than a dramatic teen with some juicy gossip. She’ll think it’s a free-for-all now that my name is out there.
He breathes hard through the phone. I can imagine him rubbing his forehead with his thumb and ring finger like he does when he’s frustrated. “This is exactly what I was worried about,” he says.
“I know,” I say. “I’m truly sorry about . . . all of it.” Again, my brain reminds me this isn’t my fault.
I hear what sounds like a palm hitting a desk. “I don’t need this right now, Louella,” he says, his voice tense. If he weren’t at work, I wonder if he’d have yelled. Although Kurt has never been one to raise his voice.
“You and me both,” I say.
“Yes, but you don’t have as much at stake,” he says. “I’m only five years away from partnership. I’ve worked hard to get here.”
I’ve rarely gotten mad at Kurt since we started dating. Annoyed, sure, but never angry. But I suddenly feel an intense frustration flow through me. His anger is justified, but I’m having to deal with this too.
“Well, I may not have as much to lose here, but you’re not the one with your face all over social media and paparazzi outside your apartment building.”
“There are paparazzi outside?”
Crap. I probably should have waited to tell him that.
He curses into the phone, then takes a breath. “Did they see you?”
“Yes, I left my place to . . . run an errand,” I tell him, not wanting the fact that I ran to get a smoothie to add to his anger.
“You need to stay in your apartment until they leave,” he says. “Don’t give them any more information.”
“I didn’t say anything to them,” I say. “I saw them and ran back inside.” What did he think I was going to do? Yell Kurtis Lawson is my fiancé before I ran back in?
We’re silent on the phone, which is good because my brain is a mess of words right now, but coming to the forefront is the fact that he’s totally making this about him. I’m reminded again how this all doesn’t feel like the Kurt I dated. The man I fell in love with.
I hear him take another breath, just as I’m about to say something. “I know none of this is your fault, Lou,” he says, his voice taking on a softer quality, even if it seems forced. At least he’s trying.
This assuages my anger slightly. “And I know the unknown is scary. But we’ll figure this out,” I say. It’s not an empty promise because we’ll have to figure it out.
“I’m sorry, Lou, I’ve got a meeting I have to go to,” he says.
“Okay,” I tell him. “We can talk later. Maybe you can come over.”
“Not with the paparazzi outside.”
“Oh, right,” I say, wondering why that didn’t occur to me. Kurt’s not going to come anywhere near my building with the photographers swarming around like they are. “Well, call me later, then. Love you.”
“You too,” he says. His inability to say the words back would rankle under the circumstances, except he never says them when he’s at work. He’s nothing if not private, my fiancé. Which may have saved us both with this debacle, as much as I hate to admit it.
We hang up, and I drop back against the couch with a big exhale. Everything feels so heavy. My shoulders are tense, my head hurts, and my insides feel kind of like they are on fire. I can’t do anything about all that because right now I need to do damage control.
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Chapter 3

Sorry Seems to Be the Hardest Word


Damage control looks like temporarily deleting all my social media accounts, setting up Google Alerts for both Kurt and me so I can keep on top of the information out there, and then calling my parents and Len, individually, explaining how the situation is dire and it’s important they not talk to anyone. Mainly about me being engaged to Kurt, but also anything else about me so we aren’t adding to the chaos. 
With my mom it was easy—she got it and was willing to do whatever I needed. My dad and Len needed a little more coaxing. It wasn’t so much coaxing as it was lecturing. With my dad especially, because with all the work he’s getting, he’s around a lot of people in the business. I basically told him not to talk about me when doing all these jobs he’s got lined up. Not about me, and especially nothing about Kurt.
“So what you’re saying is, don’t talk at all,” he’d said.
“That would be great,” I’d replied. I knew he was joking, but it wasn’t a terrible idea.
For Len, we’d had multiple conversations when the song first came out, so telling her she needs to be even more careful didn’t go over well. If given the chance, she’d probably love to do an interview, solely to point out all the cringey things I do. Like still wearing skinny jeans. The horror.
Before, if Len had tried to tell the kids at school that her sister inspired the new super popular song by Finn Thatcher, most people probably wouldn’t believe her. She’s a chronic over exaggerator. To Len, pretty much everything is the worst. Every class in school is the most boring class of her life. Every new piece of clothing is the cutest thing she’s ever owned. So even though I’d told her not to say anything when the song first came out, I wasn’t that concerned. But now there’s actual proof—actual pictures and Google results of my connection to the tune—I really need to make sure she understands.
They also need to keep themselves safe. What if the paparazzi go after them? I have no idea how all this works, and so far there’s been no sign of them at my parents’ house, but I did throw out the idea that maybe Len should homeschool for a while, at least until the interest passes, and Len went pretty much ballistic over that idea, telling me I was “the worst,” asking me if I’m trying to “ruin her life.” I’ll just have to keep reminding her to be careful.
I emailed my boss asking for the day off. He’s not even in today, so I have no idea when he’ll see it. I didn’t give him a reason because what was there to say? Can I have the day off because I find myself famous overnight and there are paparazzi outside my apartment? Has there ever been a time-off request like that in the history of humankind?
I won’t have to do any damage control with my coworkers as far as Kurt is concerned because no one I work with knows about him, even though I’ve been with this company—and my team—for over two years now. How sad, really. But that’s how things go when you work from home, at least in my experience. There’s never been time for chitchat or watercooler gossip. I suppose we get more work done that way, but there’s not a lot of camaraderie with my team. At least in this case it has turned out to be helpful.
I still have one pretty big thing I need to do . . . and that’s responding to a text I have no idea how to respond to. The text from Finn Thatcher.
While I was doing damage control with my dad, he told me Finn’s manager had reached out to him earlier today and asked for my number . . . again. It’s true this isn’t the first time Finn’s tried to reach out to me. The first time was right after the song came out, after it went gold. Back then, I told my dad that I’d rather not give Finn my number, mostly because there was no need. He wrote a song about me, and it ended up being a chart topper and downloaded by millions of people. He’d promised not to tell anyone who I was, and that was all that needed to be said.
Also, I didn’t need the man who I’d had an otherworldly, inexplicable connection with, contacting me. Not that I was worried about myself; it just felt . . . safer. But this time, when Finn’s manager asked, I gave my approval. Even if Kurt said we didn’t need any help. But Kurt isn’t the one with paparazzi outside his door. Anyway, I figure if anyone can help me navigate this, it’s Finn—the person who caused it all.
After giving my dad the okay, I received a text approximately four minutes later from Finn. Which was . . . fast.
(615) 555-5923: I’m so sorry, Louella.
Then one minute later I got another one.
(615) 555-5923: I want to make this right.
Then another one, thirty seconds later.
(615) 555-5923: What can I do?
(615) 555-5923: This is Finn, by the way.
What can he do? Invent a time machine? Get ahold of one of those memory-clearing things from the Men in Black movies? Figure out how to unrelease a record-breaking, crazy-popular song?
I’m surprised he wants to help. In my limited celebrity experience—like the musicians my dad has played with over the years—there were a lot of egos. I’m pretty sure most of them would write me off and not give a crap about whether their actions affected me. As if fame is something everyone wants because it’s what they want.
So, I guess I’m grateful he wants to do something, because I do have questions no one I know can answer. Like how long do people (a.k.a. the photographers currently camping outside my apartment) care about stuff like this? And how long is my face going to keep showing up on the internet?
I’ve already decided my best course of action is to lie low for a while. Not because I want to archaically do what my betrothed has told me to do, but because it seems like my best option. Leaving here would mean more opportunities for them to see me, more pictures they can take. If I never give them what they want, then won’t they just get bored and go away? Isn’t that how you usually get rid of pesky things?
I’d secretly hoped the pictures the paparazzi already took of my unkempt self—and the fact I didn’t say anything and ran back inside like a scurrying rat (the comparison is apt)—would have been enough to encourage their departure. When I googled and saw newly posted pictures of my deer-caught-in-headlights-looking self outside my apartment building, I thought maybe it was all they needed. No such luck. There’s one corner at the bottom of my bedroom window that gives me a limited view, but it’s enough to see there are lurkers still waiting. Bundled up in coats and hats, cameras in hand.
I’m currently sitting on my bed, staring at my phone, trying to figure out how to reply to Finn. I keep vacillating between How dare you and It was an honest mistake. That basically sums up my thought process right now—back and forth, like a pendulum.
The truth is, I can’t really be mad at Finn; it was an honest mistake. It could happen to anyone. Well, maybe not this exact circumstance, but secrets are often unintentionally revealed. I’m mad at the situation, not him. And honestly, if Kurt weren’t a part of it, if we weren’t engaged and his privacy and job weren’t on the line, then this would still be annoying, but not so dire.
As I stare at my phone, I will myself to think of exactly what to say. I finally decide on this absolutely genius response:
Me: Hi, Finn
My phone immediately vibrates in my hand.
(615) 555-5923: I’m so sorry
Me: I know it wasn’t intentional
(615) 555-5923: I swear, I will do whatever I can to fix this
Me: I’m not sure there’s much that can be done. But I do have questions.
(615) 555-5923: Tell me
Me: In your experience, how long do you think it will take for the paparazzi to get bored and leave?
The three little dots when someone is responding appear and then disappear and then reappear again. Then my phone dings.
(615) 555-5923: Can I call you?
My eyes go wide at my phone. Can he call me? Finn Thatcher? Why would he want to call me? Do I want him to call me? The answer is yes, I suppose. I need as much information as I can get here, and texting does have limitations. Kurt wouldn’t like this, but I’m doing this to hopefully help the situation for us both. I’d like my fiancé back, thank you very much.
I text back a yes and then stare at my phone, feeling slightly nervous about having to talk to Finn Thatcher. It’s not nervous I’m-about-to-talk-to-an-uber-famous-star kind of energy; it’s more because I haven’t spoken one word to him since the party.
So much has changed since then. I also know how I reacted to him that first time. Will that strange sensation be gone? Could I even feel it over the phone? I haven’t felt it since—not during any of the interviews I’ve seen him do about the song, or when I’ve seen him perform it on TV. Not even when I catch little glimpses of that thick silver chain bracelet he always wears, the one I touched when we shook hands that night.
I don’t have time to overthink it because my phone rings with Finn’s number in bright-white digits showing on the screen.
I take a breath, feeling butterflies flutter around in my stomach, give myself a little pep talk—Don’t be weird, Lou—and then press the answer button.
“He—hi—ho . . . hello?” I sputter out. So, the pep talk did not work.
“Hi . . . Louella?” Finn asks, like maybe he somehow got the wrong number.
“Ye—yes, it’s me,” I say. Pull it together!
“Hi,” he says again.
“Hi,” I say back.
“Hi,” he says and then quickly adds, “I’ll stop saying hi now.”
“I think we’ve covered the greeting thing,” I say, feeling slightly less awkward now that it seems he’s feeling it too.
“Louella, I can’t apologize enough,” Finn starts.
“It’s fine,” I say. “I mean, it’s not really fine.” I let out a breathy laugh.
“I’m . . . well, I don’t know what to say. I screwed up. I’ve been so careful, after your dad told me not to say anything. I know how important anonymity is for you. I—”
“I know,” I say, interrupting him. No need to rehash it all.
“I’ll do whatever I can to help.”
“Got a time travel machine?” I ask, half-heartedly joking. Because if he actually has one, it would be super helpful right now.
“Yeah, but it’s in the shop. But I could see if we could borrow one?”
I snort out a laugh, his unexpected humor taking me by surprise. “I’d appreciate that.”
“Anything to make up for what I’ve done,” he says.
The good news is, right now I’m not feeling that peculiar connection with him, even hearing his voice over the phone. Which is a good sign because I felt it instantly at the party, from the first second he said hello. Maybe right now I have so many other feelings running through me that my brain doesn’t have room for the otherworldly ones. Or maybe the first time we met was just a fluke.
“So, um . . . since I’ve never done this before . . . the fame . . . uh, thing,” I say, not so eloquently, “I’m not sure what to do, and I have paparazzi outside my place.”
“Right, of course,” Finn says and then takes a breath.
“How long will it take for them to go away?” I ask.
“That’s . . . a good question,” he says. “It’s hard to say; it really depends on the situation. For a big story, they might hang around for a while.”
“And is this . . . big?”
“Maybe? I’m . . . not sure what they consider a big story.”
I get the feeling any story involving Finn Thatcher is big, and he’s just trying to be humble.
“Okay, so let’s pretend this is a big story,” I say. “How long do you think it will take for them to leave? Would it be like two or three weeks, maybe?”
He chuckles, and it’s not the humorous kind. It’s more hollow sounding. “I honestly don’t know. In my experience, they never go away.”
I let out a breath. “Well, I guess that makes sense.”
It doesn’t really, though. Why would anyone want this life? I’ve only had it for half a day and I already can’t stand it.
“I’d say that staying inside your place and not giving them what they want might make them go away faster.”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
“But also, my publicist, Sandra, can help. She says she’s got some ideas.”
“Really? Like what?” My voice is full of hope. The fact Finn has a publicist, and it’s her job to deal with things like this, never crossed my mind.
“I can set up a meeting for you to talk to her.”
“That would be great,” I say, feeling bubbles of excitement float up from my stomach. Could she make this go away?
“Excellent. Do you want to meet with her at my place?”
This makes me scrunch up my brow at my phone. “I’m in Nashville,” I tell him.
“Me too,” he says.
I take in a quick, surprised breath. “Oh . . . I didn’t know you lived here.”
“My place is in Midtown.”
“So you’re here, like, right now?” I ask, stupidly. He just said he was in Nashville. Geez, Lou! I don’t know why the idea of him not being that far away has me feeling flustered. I guess that’s not what I had pictured in my head. I thought he’d be in Los Angeles or Manhattan, or places where pop stars reside. Come to think of it, I have no idea where pop stars live. I guess, for Finn, it’s Nashville. Also, how does Len not know this? She usually knows all things Finn.
“Yep, I’m here,” he says.
“How long have you lived here?”
“Over a year now. I try to spend as much time as I can here when I’m not on tour. Where are you?” he asks.
“I’m in Edgehill.”
“That’s like, what . . . a mile from me?” Finn asks.
“Just about,” I say, surprised he knows the area so well.
“So it should be easy to get you here. I can send someone to pick you up. We could come to you, but under the circumstances, it’s probably not the best idea.”
“No,” I agree. Finn Thatcher does not need to be seen anywhere near my apartment. Kurt would not like that.
“Okay, just send me your address and I’ll get it arranged,” he says.
“Wait,” I say. “I don’t think . . . I . . .” I stop myself because my mind is buzzing with thoughts right now.
“If you’re worried about the paparazzi, I can get you out of there safely.”
“Like, how?” I ask him.
“I can send someone to escort you out.”
“No, I don’t want any more pictures of me out there,” I say, thinking of the ones taken earlier today and doing a little body shudder.
“Louella, I really want to help,” he says. “I’ve messed up. Please, let me.”
“I’m not sure what can be done,” I tell him. “I feel like if I just lie low, they’ll go away. Don’t you think?”
“I mean, in theory, yes,” he says.
“Okay, I think I’ll just do that for now. How long do you think it’ll take them to get sick of waiting and go away?”
“There’s no way to know,” he says. “They’ll probably stick around until something more interesting happens.”
“Until they find another shiny new story?”
“Right,” he says with a chuckle.
“Got any of those up your sleeve?”
“If I could think of something, I’d do it,” he says, and I believe him.
“Could you—I don’t know—ask people to leave me alone?”
“I’ve found that doing that only makes people more interested.”
“Right, I guess I can see how that happens. But it’s a pretty fickle industry, right?” I ask. “Shiny new things happen all the time.” I’m trying to be hopeful here, but it feels like I’m grasping at straws.
“Oh yeah, definitely,” he says.
“So I guess I’ll just sit tight in my apartment and wait, then,” I say. I look around my small bedroom from the vantage point of my bed, thinking of how I don’t mind working here during the day. How bad could it be to wait until this passes? But even as I think this, the bedroom seems to shrink a foot on all sides. The idea of staying home is usually a pleasant one to me, but the idea of being forced to . . .
“You’re sure this is what you want to do?”
“Yes,” I say, sounding shaky even to myself. But this is what I must do. For me and for Kurt. I’ll just wait this out until the paparazzi go away.
“Well, if I can help with anything, send over food, or . . . I don’t know, whatever else you might need, please let me know. Whatever I can do to make this up to you.”
“I will,” I say, knowing full well I won’t.
“I guess I’ll let you go, then,” he says, his voice soft, filled with a regretful sound.
We hang up with not much ceremony, just quick goodbyes. Not having any of those otherworldly connection feelings like the last time we talked, I feel fine adding his number to my contacts, even though I don’t plan to call in any favors. But I save it to my phone anyway, just in case.
Then, with nothing to do but lie low, I get up from my bed and go over to my desk, taking a seat in my ergonomic chair. I wake up my computer and pull up the project I’m working on. Even though I took the day off, it seems like the practical thing to do right now.
I’ve just got to wait this out. Soon it will all be something funny that happened to me once upon a time. A quick blip in my life. I just wish I knew how long the blip would last.
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Chapter 4

All By Myself


“Oh my gosh, are you  the Louella Hansley?” Marco asks dramatically when I open the door to my apartment, his voice booming down the quiet hallway.
“Marco,” Val says, her voice chastising, a bag of takeout Chinese food in her hand. “Keep your voice down.”
“Babe, can’t I be excited to see our famous friend Lou?” He gives me a shrug of his shoulders as they both come inside.
“Yes, but not so much you piss off the neighbors,” she says.
“I’m sure they already hate me,” I say. I wouldn’t know since I haven’t left this dungeon of an apartment in over a week. But I doubt having the paparazzi still hanging around outside is thrilling the other tenants. Not that they know I’m the cause. Like my colleagues, I also barely know my neighbors. Which is something I’ve been wanting to remedy, but now I’m grateful I procrastinated.
“You should have seen him with the paparazzi,” Val tells me, as she takes off her coat and drapes it over one of the chairs at my tiny dining room table, her little pregnant belly showing more under a tight black T-shirt. “He was literally posing.”
“They ate it up,” he says, demonstrating a teacup pose, hip jutted out with his hand resting on it, elbow bent. He puckers his lips to add to the look and then gives me a wink.
Val rolls her eyes, and I just smile, grateful to have them here, grateful for a break from the solitude. I’m going to do my best to live a crime-free life after this. Because holing up in my apartment for the past nine days has taught me I would not do well in jail. Especially solitary confinement. Besides a couple of visits from Val, that’s what this has felt like. Even with work and various phone calls. It’s all been so isolating.
I missed New Year’s Eve, missed the celebration with Val’s family I’ve attended for as long as I’ve known her. Even Kurt had planned to go with me this year. I made him go with me last year and he wasn’t thrilled at first, because he doesn’t like big, noisy events (and anytime with Val’s family is a big, noisy event). But one bite of the traditional pork tamales handmade by Val’s mom and abuela and he was hooked, not to mention excited to accompany me again this year. Well, as excited as Kurt gets.
Instead, while the Gonzalez family celebrated, Kurt and I both stayed home, him at his house, and me on my couch. We did FaceTime each other for a while, until Kurt decided to go to bed early, and I stayed up to watch the ball drop on my television. Worst New Year’s Eve ever.
“So how ya been, Lou?” Marco asks, taking a seat on my couch, making himself comfortable as he leans back, crossing one leg over the other.
“Just fantastic,” I say.
“She’s miserable,” Val interprets.
“It’s true,” I agree, sitting on the other end of the couch. Or rather, flopping down on it theatrically.
“Hasn’t your fiancé been here to keep you company?”
“Marco,” Val says, shaking her head. “You know he can’t come here because of his work.” I know these two have already discussed this, but Marco won’t pass up the opportunity to bring it up with me. It’s a very Marco thing to do.
“Yeah, but who’d even know he was coming to see Lou?” Marco asks.
“He doesn’t want to risk it,” I say, my tone robotic. I’ve had this actual conversation, or rather argument, with Kurt more than once since deciding to stick it out here and wait for the paparazzi to leave.
“Couldn’t he, like, wear a disguise or something?” he asks.
“Nope,” I tell Marco because this has been a conversation/argument Kurt and I have also had. “Too risky.”
Marco scrunches his nose, shaking his head. He doesn’t understand, and I don’t have the energy to explain. Or maybe I still don’t understand. I get that there are odds. There are actual pictures of Kurt and me together out there, because even when you delete pictures from the internet, they don’t actually go away, and blah, blah, blah. I’ve heard it all from Kurt.
But what are the chances of someone digging that material up, figuring out who he is, contacting his work for info, and him getting fired for it? It seems so far-fetched. But not improbable enough for Kurt to try to come see me. Plus, there are horror stories online, exposés on the (again, unlikely) lengths the paparazzi have gone to for information that has totally freaked him out.
At least there’s been no connection made between our names. I set up a Google Alert to notify me if his name comes up online, and so far, it’s been other Kurtis Lawsons that have shown up on the internet, but not him. I will say that when I do get an alert, which has only happened twice so far, it’s a bit of a jump scare. Definite heart palpitations.
Even with how over the top he’s been, the truth is, I miss him. I miss him so much it hurts . . . like in my heart. I want to see his face, and kiss his lips, and rub my hand over his stubbled jaw. He should be here with me right now, hanging with Marco and Val and eating Chinese food.
“What about your family?” Marco asks.
“I haven’t let them come over,” I tell him. Len has wanted to, of course. We’ve never gone this long without hanging out. We talk every day after school, but it’s not the same.
“Why?” he asks.
“They’re more recognizable.”
“And Len looks just like Lou,” Val adds from the kitchen, where she’s grabbing plates for the Chinese food.
I nod. “Yep, and so far no one is camping out in front of their house, and I want to keep it that way. I need Len to be safe.” I also can’t fully trust them. My dad, especially. He’s kept quiet, as promised, but it may be because he’s so busy with all the work he’s had since recording the song with Finn, and since Finn said his name on The Tonight Show.
“So, you’re just going to wait it out here until they go away?” Marco asks.
“That’s the plan,” I say.
Even though I’m starting to doubt this stupid plan. The paparazzi are relentless, and this hide-and-wait approach doesn’t seem to be working. I thought for sure they’d at least let up a bit, maybe there’d be a few stragglers, but the crowd only seems to be growing, at least from what I can see from the bottom corner of my bedroom window. I’m assuming they’ve stayed because of all the rumors that seem to change from day to day. The latest story is that someone said they saw Finn coming out of my apartment building late one night a couple of days ago. There was even a picture, but it was so blurry. It was of a man in jeans, wearing a hoodie with the hood covering his head. It could have been anyone.
I only know about the rumors because Val is my informant. I’d set up Google Alerts for myself, but when I woke up one morning to around three bajillion of them, I figured it would be better for my mental health if I turned the alerts off. I kept the one I set up for Kurt, though. I just want this to go away. The paparazzi and all the news.
The only time the photographers appear to let up is during the night. I found myself dreaming of making an escape then. But to where? Nothing’s open at that time, and it’s not like I could go over to Kurt’s place. He’d be too worried someone had followed me. He’d also be asleep. I can’t go home to my parents’ house, because then I’d be worried someone followed me. And yes, I do see the double standard there.
“Let’s eat,” Val says as she places the plates on the table and opens the bag, setting out the takeout cartons. It smells amazing, with hints of garlic and ginger wafting around my small place.
“I’m so excited to be eating real food,” I say as I get off the couch and walk over to the table, Marco behind me.
“I would argue that what you are eating is real food, and this is more of the fluffy stuff,” Val says as we take our seats and she opens a carton of glorious orange chicken, in all its fried and saucy deliciousness.
I side-eye Val. I’ve been having my groceries delivered and have been trying to order mostly healthy foods, since at some point this year—if I can finally get the paparazzi to go away—I’m going to marry Kurt and will need to fit into a wedding dress. Not that I’ve even had a chance to shop for a dress, nor can I get Kurt to even talk about a date. Not until my stalkers go away.
I even bought supplies to make my own smoothies but haven’t been able to bring myself to do it. It’s too depressing. I’ve already made up my mind that it can’t possibly be as good as the shop down the street. I won’t even test the theory, I’m so confident. I’ve also decided that even after we’re married, I’m not giving up that splurge. Kurt will just have to suck it up.
“Have you talked to the boy band wonder?” Marco asks.
“He’s texted me a few times,” I say, looking down at my plate of food and thinking of the few quick texts he’s sent to check on me.
I look up to catch Marco and Val giving each other a little look across the table. It’s a tiny lowering of the eyebrows from Marco and a fraction of a brow lift from Val. They seem to forget I’ve been the third wheel of this trio since sophomore year of high school, and I’ve seen all their looks. I know all their tells. This one is of the we-know-something-you-don’t-know variety.
“What?” I ask them.
“Nothing,” they say at the same time.
“Is there something wrong with Finn texting me?”
“No,” Val says. “Nothing’s wrong.” She picks up a spoon and dishes some ham fried rice onto her plate.
I look at Marco and see his lip twitching.
“What is it, Marco?” I demand. Of the two, he breaks the easiest.
“Marco.” Val gives him a look, and I give the same one back to him. Both of us with our eyes wide, eyebrows lifted. Both a reprimand. Val’s is saying You better not; mine is saying Do it right now.
He slams his hands down on the table, making it shake with the reverberation. He lets out a breath. Aha! I’ve got him. “People think you’re having Finn’s baby.” The words come rushing out of his mouth, like he’s been holding them in all night.
“What?” I ask, looking from him to Val.
“Marco,” Val says, this time through gritted teeth. “We were going to wait to tell her.”
I slouch back in my chair. “Are you serious? How do people come up with this crap?”
“This time, there’s actual proof,” Marco says.
“Mar-co,” Val overemphasizes each syllable of his name.
“Let me see it.” I hold out my hand.
Marco leans forward, and reaching toward his back pocket, he slips out his phone, wakes up the screen, and then after pressing something, turns the phone toward me.
I pick it up and look at the picture, which appears to be a screenshot from an article. “Oh my gosh,” I squeal.
It’s definitely me, right outside my apartment, my eyes wide with surprise. The moment before fight or flight finally took over and I ran back inside.
There’s a red arrow pointing toward my abdomen, where, from this viewpoint, the sweatshirt under my jacket was hitting my stomach just so, and it looks like there’s a little bump there.
“It was the pizza from the night before,” I protest. “You know what cheese does to me.” I turn to Val for confirmation.
She reaches out and touches my arm. “It’s a bunch of crap,” she tells me.
“It’s definitely crap,” Marco says, with a snort.
I give him my best death stare. “This is ridiculous,” I say, looking at the picture again. Marco reaches for his phone, but I yank it toward me, not ready to stop looking just yet.
“They claim that’s why you’re hiding,” Val says, gingerly.
I scoff. “Of course.” I hand Marco back his phone. “Will this ever die?”
“It will,” Val says, her voice full of the confidence I’m not feeling right now. “It will pass, and all this will be in your rearview mirror in no time.”
“It feels like it will never end, and I’ll die here waiting for them to leave.”
“Can’t boy band wonder do anything?” Marco asks.
I give him a shrug. “He offered. He said his publicist has some ideas. But I doubt it will help. He agreed staying put would probably be my best course of action.”
“Maybe you should see if his publicist has any ideas?” Val asks.
“I don’t know,” I say. “Kurt doesn’t want me contacting him. He says he’s done enough.”
Marco blows air out through his lips, making a quick raspberry sound. “Easy for him to say. He’s not the one stuck in his house.”
My first instinct is to defend Kurt, but it’s not like I haven’t thought the same thing. It does feel unfair. But then, isn’t it unfair of me to take a chance and jeopardize our future?
“He’s just worried—”
“About his job, we know,” Marco says.
I turn to Val, since she’s the more reasonable of the two. “It’s important to him—it’s important for both of us. We have to think of the future.”
Well crap, now I sound like him. It’s true, though. Even if there are thousands of other accounting jobs out there. Just not ones where he’s nearing partnership.
“Maybe you should at least see what ideas the publicist has?” Val says.
I lift a shoulder and let it drop. “Maybe. I’ll think about it.” 
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Chapter 5

You Make My Dreams (Come True)


I do think about it for the next couple of days. I even call Kurt to run it by him, but then chicken out. I already know what he’ll say. 
I decide my answer is to just stick it out. Then I think, Shouldn’t I have all the information first? Then I tell myself no and to just stick with my plan.
One particularly dreary morning, when I look out my window from my tiny vantage point and see that even in this drizzly winter rain there are still people with cameras waiting outside my building, I snap.
Without overthinking or considering what I’ll say, I pick up my phone and text Finn.
Me: Okay, I need some ideas to get rid of the paparazzi
I throw my phone down on my bed, expecting it to take a while for him to respond—him being the busy pop star that he is—but my phone beeps just a few seconds later.
Finn: I thought you’d never ask
He sends a little winking emoji after that, and I smile at my phone.
Me: I don’t know what else might work, but I’m climbing the walls in my apartment and things only seem to be escalating outside
Finn: I take it you heard about our secret baby
Oh gosh, he’s seen the picture? The one of me with cheese bloating?
Me: Listen, that was just a food baby
Finn sends back a couple of question marks in response.
Me: It was probably photo manipulation
I say this, knowing full well it wasn’t.
Finn: I didn’t see a picture. My publicist told me.
Well, that’s fantastic. Now he’ll probably go looking. Well done, Lou.
Me: What will they come up with next?
Finn: Probably that you’re cheating on me
Me: I’m not a cheater!
He sends back a laughing emoji.
Finn: Pretty crazy what they invent
Me: What’s the craziest rumor you’ve heard about yourself?
Finn: Too many to pick from. Most recent is that I’m balding and wear a toupee.
I pull my head back from my phone, tucking my chin into my neck in shock. I’ve seen his hair in person. I don’t think you could get that mussed-up look with a toupee. But I’m also not a toupee aficionado. Maybe there are some really good ones that are undetectable. I can definitely spot a bad one, that’s for sure.
Me: That’s ridiculous
Finn: There’s a picture where the wind is blowing just right, and some expert from Denmark said it was a toupee
Me: What did you do?
Finn: Someone asked me in an interview and I let them pull my hair
He sends a grimacing emoji, and I laugh out loud while sending him back one of those laughter-with-tears emojis. I’m not actually laugh-crying, but it was too funny for just the laughing face.
Me: So . . . what ideas does your publicist have?
Finn: How about I set up a meeting with her
Me: That would be great
Finn: Do you want to do it over Zoom? Or do you want me to sneak you out of there?
Me: Zoom works
Finn: Didn’t you just say you were going crazy at your place
Me: Zoom feels . . . safer. Don’t want to be seen, remember?
Finn: What if I can guarantee you get out of there safely and unseen
Me: Do you have magical powers?
Finn: Of course. But that’s not what I mean.
Me: How?
Finn: I have lots of tricks up my sleeve
Me: I knew it. Magic.
Finn: Trust me
Me: Can you guarantee it?
Finn: 100%
Finn: Or your money back
Finn: Sorry, it just felt right to say that. No money needed.
I’m smiling at my phone, at this back-and-forth exchange, and I am absolutely not going to let him sneak me out of here. But my lips fall as I look up and stare over at my reflection in the mirror attached to my gray dresser.
I look pale, and the bags under my eyes are extra dark. I’ve got my hair piled on top of my head, and I’m wearing yesterday’s joggers and sweatshirt. I know it’s only been eleven days and there have been people trapped in places for much longer and survived, but I feel like I’m wasting away. I look like I’m wasting away.
Getting out of here will be a risk for sure, regardless of Finn’s guarantee. He can’t know every variable. And there’s no way Kurt will approve of this. What to do? What to do?
Me: Get me out of here
Finn: I’ll make it happen
Then, because the uneasy feeling in my gut has me questioning all my choices, I text him back.
Me: Are you sure you can get me out of here with no one seeing me?
Finn: I’m offended you question my abilities
Me: Sorry
Finn: Apology accepted
Me: How does this work? Do I meet you on the roof and you whisk me away in a helicopter?
Finn: I’m not that cool. That would also bring too much attention. Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.
Me: Okay, I’m in
Decision made (sort of—I’m still going back and forth, even though I told Finn yes), I shoot over a text to Val telling her the plan. She texts back with a row of dancing-woman emojis.
Val: Get it, Lou! I love this for you
I’m not sure I love this for me, as I’m feeling large amounts of anxiety running through me. An internal war rages in my brain. Should I tell Kurt? If I tell him before I go, I know what his answer will be. But if I tell him after, then even if he’s angry, he’ll be happy the paparazzi have left and that his name and precious job are protected.
But then again, if Finn’s wrong and it doesn’t work, Kurt might be doubly mad. Ugh. I feel sick to my stomach.
My sanity is at risk here, being stuck in this place. Not to mention my skin is that of a person with a wasting disease from the 1800s. And isn’t all that important? I’m rationalizing. But if I go mental and start, I don’t know, licking the walls of my apartment because I’ve been stuck in my place for so long, then what kind of life would I be offering Kurt? What if my skin becomes so white I start to look translucent? Does he really want to marry a crazy, translucent-skinned wall licker? I think not. So, I’m doing this for him and for me. I’m doing this for us.
[image: image-placeholder]I keep up with the mantra that I’m doing all this for Kurt and for my sanity when, the next day, after we’ve set up a time to meet at Finn’s place with his publicist, a very built and tall man named Bruce shows up on my doorstep with a large furniture box on a dolly and quick instructions that I’m to get inside the box so he can take me to Finn’s.
I can’t help but wonder if this is how I die, and in the name of not wanting to do that, I tell Bruce—the man with the box—to hold on a second and quickly go back inside my apartment to send Finn a text.
Me: Are you high?
His response shows up a few seconds later.
Finn: On drugs? Nope. Not my thing.
Me: You want me to hide in a box?
Finn: It’s perfectly safe, trust me
Me: What if I’m claustrophobic?
Finn: Are you?
Me: No
Finn: Well, that’s good then
Me: I thought you’d send over a disguise—like a wig or something?
Finn: Too easy. They expect that.
Me: This is feeling more like an abduction
Finn: I’m giving you a 100% chance of getting out of there with no issues. I promise you’re safe with Bruce.
Me: Who is Bruce, exactly?
Finn: He works for the security company I use
Me: And you’ve done this before?
Finn: I’ve done a lot of things in the name of secrecy
I huff at my phone, my gut feeling even more barfy now. It’s not a real gut feeling, like my intuition is screaming at me not to do this. It’s a feeling literally in my gut. A churning, sort of nauseating sensation. I had ideas of what sneaking me out of here might look like, and in all my overthinking, being snuck out of my apartment in a furniture box definitely didn’t cross my mind. Maybe I should cancel and just do it over Zoom.
But I did my makeup and my hair, and I’m already dressed up in something other than sweats, even if it’s only a step up in jeans and a cream-colored sweater. I shouldn’t let all this go to waste. Plus, there’s also my sanity.
So, with the sweet taste of freedom from this place on my tongue, I open the door and greet Bruce, who’s patiently waiting for me in navy-blue coveralls with the name Moving Bros screen printed on the upper left-side pocket. I recognize the work someone has put into this ruse, down to the smallest of details. It’s also clear by the unruffled demeanor of the man standing before me that he’s done this, or something like this, before. That assuages my worry a little, but not by much.
I open the door wide, and with a gesture of my hand, the muscular Bruce eases the large box through it like a pro. Like he’s done this before.
“Hi,” I say with an uneasy voice, breathy and shaky. Hold the panic in, Lou.
“Hello,” Bruce says with zero happiness and a scratchy-sounding, deep voice. He’s a big freaking tower of a man. There are muscles everywhere.
I look at the box and then at him. I swallow hard. “How does this work, exactly?”
“You get inside,” he says, opening one side of the empty box and pointing to plastic handle-type things on each side. “You hold on to these, and I transport you.”
“Right.”
“Only to the van—then you can get out of the box.”
I take a breath and give him what is probably a tremulous-looking smile.
“Okay,” I say. “Let me just grab a jacket.”
I go to my bedroom and pull my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and quickly send a text to Val, not giving her too much detail but telling her I’m being taken to Finn’s and if she doesn’t hear from me by this evening to call the police.
After putting my black quilted puffer coat on, I let Bruce help me into the box, which is tall enough for me to stand upright in. I try not to berate myself for my dumb choices while he tapes up the box. He does a very thorough job of it. I wonder again if this will all lead to my death as I grab on to the handles like a lifeline.
Being transported in a box to get away from the paparazzi was definitely not on my life bingo card.
[image: image-placeholder]“You made it,” Finn says, opening the door to Bruce and me as we stand outside his penthouse apartment in Midtown. He’s got on a black V-neck T-shirt and straight-leg jeans, his thick, dark hair brushed back away from his face, his bare feet on the marble floor.
“Hi, Finn,” I say, giving him a little wave of my hand as I follow Bruce inside to the minimally decorated entryway, feeling like all my nerve endings are on fire and jittery like I’ve drunk five cups of coffee.
I don’t know if it was how I got here, Bruce successfully whisking me away from my apartment in a furniture box—not even a peep from the paparazzi—and then driving us both over in a white cargo van, or the exhilaration of being away from my pseudo-prison after nearly two weeks, but it feels like my heart is going to beat out of my chest.
Finn dismisses Bruce, telling him his assistant—Erica, I think he said—will call him when I’m ready to go back. My palpitations keep me from asking how I’ll get back. Will it be in the same box?
“I told you it would work,” Finn says to me after Bruce leaves, the door shutting heavily behind him with a thud, making a small side table in the entryway rattle against the wall.
Finn holds out a hand to shake mine, the corner of his lip pulled up in a know-it-all sort of grin.
I place my hand in his, and when our palms touch, the tips of my fingers making contact with that same silver chain bracelet he seems to always be wearing, I realize the nerves and heart palpitations aren’t only related to the events that transpired to get me here.
Crap.
Annnnnd, it’s back. That weird déjà vu feeling. Apparently, the rule is that in order to feel it, I must be sharing the same air as Finn. I’d thought it was a fluke, since texting with him and talking to him on the phone didn’t elicit the same reaction. No such luck.
I yank my hand out of his grasp and thrust it inside my coat pocket like he burned me. Do not touch the pretty man, Lou. No touchy.
He really is pretty, though. Especially in person, with those dark eyes, that thick, dark hair, and his angular jaw. He has a ridiculous number of eyelashes. I want to pet them.
Now I’m staring. I’m staring at the pretty man. Stop.
“You okay?” Finn asks, his eyebrows angling downward. It’s not a crap-I’ve-let-a-crazy-person-into-my-home look, but rather genuine concern.
“Yep. Yes. Great,” I say. “I haven’t . . . peopled in a while.”
It’s a dumb excuse, and not even true since I just saw Val and Marco three nights ago. I also see actual people over Zoom for work, and I FaceTime with Kurt and my family. But none of that really counts in this scenario. This is stranger peopling, which I most certainly haven’t done recently. Except I can’t seem to convince my own body that Finn is essentially a stranger. Because he is, and it’s reacting like we’ve known each other our whole lives.
Finn seems to accept my absurd answer, and his lips pull downward, his eyes crestfallen, his long lashes hooding his eyes. “That’s my fault,” he says.
“I didn’t mean . . . that’s not . . . it’s . . .” I stop myself from talking because I actually don’t know what to say. I didn’t mean to make him feel bad, but it is his fault I’m in this situation, and it’s not really okay.
Except, I don’t blame him. No matter how annoyed I’ve gotten about the situation, I can’t be mad at Finn because I know none of this was his intention. And judging by the look on his face right now, he’s punished himself enough.
“Stop apologizing,” I finally tell him.
“Never,” he says, one corner of his lip pulling up again. “Come on.” He does a head bob toward the end of the small corridor we’ve been standing in, and I follow him into the massive suite he calls home here in Nashville.
I have an odd sensation when we enter his main living area—like I’ve been here before. Not like the weird déjà vu I feel with Finn, but the sense I have, in fact, been here.
As I see the modern decor and the floor-to-ceiling windows displaying the pinks and oranges of the setting sun behind the tall downtown buildings, I realize why. Make it nighttime and fill this space with a bunch of people, chatting and laughing, with the sound of clanking glasses and the thrumming bass of indiscernible background music, and this is where they had the after-concert party all those months ago. The infamous party where I first met Finn.
I hadn’t realized it was the same place because Bruce, the security guard for hire, parked us in an underground gated parking lot and took us up a back elevator with pads hanging on the walls. Not through the ornate front entrance and the glass-door lifts Len, my dad, and I took the first time.
“I didn’t realize the party last summer was at your place,” I say, looking around at the large living room with a massive white leather couch. To my left is a dining area, and just to the right of that I see an open door leading to a brightly lit, expensive-looking kitchen.
“Yeah,” Finn says as he leads me past the living room and toward the dining area. “First and last party I’ll be having here.”
“Really?”
“I’m not really the partying type. Plus, some guy threw up on my rug,” he says, pointing to the light-colored area rug in front of the huge sectional couch.
I want to go back to the not partying thing because, hello—he’s a famous musician. Isn’t that a rule or something? Sex, drugs, and rock and roll. That’s how the musicians my dad’s played for seem to live. And, for a while, my parents too. But it was more alcohol and rock and roll. They smartened up after Len was born, but it was long enough for me to see it wasn’t the life for me.
I turn to ask him for clarification, but the sound of heels clicking on the marble floor stops me, and I turn to see a tall woman in a bright-yellow collared shirt and black trousers enter the room from a hallway I hadn’t noticed. She’s got dark hair and ebony skin, a thin smile on her red lips.
“You must be Louella,” she says, a deep, resonant tone to her voice. She walks toward Finn and me with a hand outstretched.
“This is my publicist, Sandra Carter,” Finn says, introducing the beautiful woman as she shakes my hand, her grip firm and steady.
“It’s . . . nice to meet you,” I say. I’m not easily intimidated by people, but Sandra has this aura of confidence surrounding her, making me feel like I should stand a little taller and perhaps do a little curtsy. I don’t, thank goodness. But I wouldn’t put it past me today.
She looks at Finn and then over at me. “Shall we get started?”
Oh, yes. She’s all business. I like her already.
We all take seats at a long, rectangular, modern glossy black table, with tall wingback dining chairs. I take a seat across from where Sandra sits with an open laptop, a phone, and a stack of papers. Finn takes a seat next to her and seems to have an all-business aura now too. It sort of feels like I’m at a job interview.
Sandra inhales, steeples her fingers together, and points them toward me. “I understand the paparazzi problem is getting worse at your place,” she starts, getting right to it.
“Yes,” I say. “Especially with all the rumors.”
“Par for the course with this job,” Sandra says.
“A job she didn’t sign up for,” Finn is quick to insert.
I’m also not getting paid for this job, and it’s affecting all aspects of my life, but I don’t think I need to say this.
“Right,” Sandra acknowledges. “I’ve got some ideas to hopefully get you out of this.”
“Sounds great,” I say, and then settle back in my chair, anticipating what she’s going to tell me. I think I like having Sandra in my corner.
“So, first thing we could do is to set up an interview.” She directs a manicured hand toward me. “If we give someone an exclusive with you, it usually does the trick of stopping everyone else from trying.”
“Um . . . ,” I say, feeling a little dip of my stomach. We’re not off to a good start here. I’m not sure what I was thinking she’d come up with, but it wasn’t this. I was hoping for something more diabolical, like maybe a plan to let off a daily stink bomb in the vicinity of my apartment building to ward off lurkers. Or a curse on anyone who dares to set foot in the area (minus those of us who live there, and their friends and families . . . actually, this idea has too many what-ifs).
I think I might have put too much hope into the outcome of this meeting. An interview is out of the question. Kurt wouldn’t like this idea, and it doesn’t help protect my family. If anything, it puts more information out there, which is not what I want.
“I’m not comfortable with that,” I tell her, and then chew on the inside of my cheek as she stares at me like she’s trying to figure me out.
“I told you she wouldn’t want to do that,” he says to Sandra. Then he turns to me. “These are just ideas, Louella. You don’t have to do any of them.”
“Okay,” Sandra says, elongating the word. “Then another option is to give the people what they want,” she says.
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“It’s simple. We set up dates for you and Finn and make sure the paparazzi get pictures of you. No interviews necessary.” She says this like it’s an everyday thing. No big deal.
“Finn and I . . . date?”
“She means like a fake thing,” Finn says, tapping a finger on the table between us.
“You mean . . . like we pretend to date? That’s a real thing? People actually do that?” I look to Sandra and then to Finn, who are both nodding their heads.
“It’s pretty simple,” Sandra says. “You just go out on some public dates and let the world see what they want—which is the two of you together.”
“The world wants to see us together?”
Sandra gives me a look like maybe she’d overestimated me and is now finding out I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed.
“That’s the point,” she says like I should know this.
“The point?”
“The point of the paparazzi and all the articles and posts online. People want to see you and Finn as a couple because of the song. They’re hoping for . . . romance.”
Romance? Between me and Finn? Why had this never occurred to me? Well, crap. Maybe I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed. I just thought they wanted to know the girl behind the song. I never thought it was because people were hoping for some fairy tale thing.
“But then what happens if we do that . . . the fake-dating thing?” I ask.
“The people get what they want, and the paparazzi get their pictures,” she says. “It’s a win-win since it will help promote the song as well.”
“I don’t care about that,” Finn interjects.
“And then we just . . . what? Keep up the facade?” I ask. My eyelids actually ache from all the eye-widening I’m doing.
“No,” Sandra says. “Eventually, you would break up.”
“Fake break up,” I say, and she nods. My eyes move down to the glossy black table as I try to make sense of it all. Is this a thing that happens frequently? Like, are we all being played? Did Kristen Stewart never really love Robert Pattinson? It seemed fishy at the time, since they went public as the movies came out and broke up shortly after the last one. Did they do that for the movie? What about Zac Efron and Vanessa Hudgens? Was that fake too? Say it isn’t so.
My formative and tween years are suddenly feeling like a lie right now.
“That’s correct,” she says. “It doesn’t have to last all that long, just until the paparazzi get their pictures and then leave you alone.”
I look up at Finn, who’s watching me from beneath those long, dark eyelashes of his, as if he’s anticipating what my answer will be. Does he want to do this?
I shake my head in a quick, rapid motion. “I . . . that won’t work either. I’m engaged, actually.” I hold up my hand to show them proof—the diamond ring Kurt gave me—but quickly snatch the hand back when I realize I’ve forgotten to wear it. How could I forget that?
My first time leaving my house since getting engaged, and I don’t remember to wear the ring? Wow, Lou. I guess it’s understandable since I haven’t gotten a chance to take it out for a spin because paparazzi have been outside my apartment pretty much since we got engaged. I stopped putting it on after a week or so because it kept snagging on stuff, and also because what’s the point? Still, I can’t believe I forgot it.
“You’re engaged?” Finn asks, his brows lowered, like he didn’t hear me correctly.
“Yeah . . . yes,” I say. “It happened the same day you were on Jimmy Fallon.”
“Oh,” Finn says, his shoulders dropping slightly. He gives me an apologetic smile, his lips pushed forward and just slightly raised in the corners. “The same boyfriend you told me about at the party?”
I nod my head, surprised he remembers. Although, I did yell it at him in this very penthouse.
“The same one,” I say.
I think all this celebrity revelation and the fact I fell for all of it has jumbled my brain, because Finn looks like he might be . . . I don’t know . . . maybe sad about my engagement. Or perhaps he’s upset that I can’t further his career by fake dating him. Somehow, that doesn’t seem right. He did just say he doesn’t care about that.
“Well,” Sandra says, steepling her fingers together again. “I can see why that wouldn’t work. This makes it easier, actually.” She gives me a thin smile, as if it’s not the outcome she wanted, but it’s still something she can handle. “We can just post on Finn’s social media accounts that you’re engaged.”
“No,” I say, holding a hand out. “I . . . my . . .” I take a breath, trying to think of the right words here. “My fiancé is very private; he doesn’t want any of this associated with him. He has this job, you see, and it’s important his name doesn’t get out there.” I stop myself from explaining more. Mostly because Kurt wouldn’t want me to, and also because they don’t need to know. But judging by the looks on Finn’s and Sandra’s faces, I’ve only made them more curious.
“What, does he work for the CIA or something?” Finn asks.
No, just an accountant with a healthy dose of paranoia.
“Nothing like that,” I say. “It’s just better if his information isn’t out there, to protect him. It’s also the reason I’m not comfortable doing an interview.”
“Got it,” Sandra says, and then twists her lips to the side as she thinks. “Well, it seems I’ll have to get more creative, then.”
“I could go on some dates to try to deflect,” Finn says, and Sandra’s head swivels so quickly toward him, I wonder if she’s pulled a muscle in her neck.
“With who?” she asks, her eyebrows moving up her forehead, the surprise in her tone evident.
“You know who,” Finn says, his lips forming into a frown.
She gapes. “You’d do that?”
He gives her a little shrug in response.
“But you—“
“I know,” Finn cuts her off. “It’s fine. I’ll . . . do it.”
“Okay, then,” she says, her tone still surprised. She appears to be holding back a smile of sorts, like this has gone even better than she hoped. She picks up her phone and clicks on something. “I’ll arrange it. Anthony is going to love this.”
Finn scoffs, like he’s annoyed by that fact. “Anthony Barnes is my agent,” he explains, as though that’s the most important part of this conversation.
What just happened?
“What’s going on?” I ask, unable to help myself.
Sandra looks to Finn, and he gives her raised shoulders. Nonverbal permission for her to explain.
“Anthony and I have been trying to get Finn to go on some dates with people from the industry, to help both careers. So far, no one’s been able to get him to do it.”
“Fake dates?” I ask. Then I try to rack my brain for people Finn has dated in the past. Len has surely told me. But I can only think of one or two he’s been associated with.
“It feels inauthentic,” Finn says. “I don’t like it.”
I stare at him for a second, confused by that. “But . . . you would have fake dated me?”
His eyes meet mine. “That’s different. You’re not trying to gain something from it. Plus, it’s my fault you’re in this position.”
“Oh,” I say, understanding now. I give him what I hope is a grateful expression, because knowing what I now know, him offering to do this seems like a big gesture on his part.
“It’s the least I can do,” he says, that sad smile on his face again.
“Do you think it will work?” I ask him and Sandra.
Sandra’s shoulders lift toward the ceiling and then drop. “There’s no way to know. But I’d say there’s a good chance.”
“It’s settled, then,” Finn says, and I catch that little sound of resignation in his inflection.
I want to ask if there are any other ideas, not wanting him to do something like this if he really doesn’t want to—and he certainly looks and sounds like this is the last thing he wants to do. But I don’t. Of the three options, this one will be the safest for me. Still, I can’t help but feel badly about the sacrifice Finn is making.
“Thank you,” I tell him. “I’m grateful.”
“I told you I would do whatever I could to help,” he says, giving me a small smile.
Now I just have to hope this works.
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Chapter 6

Just the Way You Are


“I miss you,” Kurt says to me as we FaceTime two days after I escaped to Finn’s house and back. With no one the wiser, I might add. 
“I miss you too,” I tell him.
I’m taken aback by his declaration. It’s the first time he’s said it before I did, and honestly, his replies always sounded more like the obligatory automated response than actual sincerity. It’s not that I doubt he misses me—I just think he’s got work and his life to live and he has less time to sit around and wonder what I’m doing or how I’m surviving being stuck in my apartment.
Which has been much better since my breakout to Finn’s. I don’t know if it was being in a new place or the hope of this all ending soon with the plan we developed, but my happiness level has lifted.
“I wish I could kiss you right now,” he says.
Two declarations? Now I’m wondering if Kurt has fallen and hit his head. Or maybe has been taken over by an alien. Should I ask him a question only he would know the answer to? Like where my only birthmark is? It’s a small one, on the outside of my upper left thigh. Maybe I should do some more investigating first and not jump to conclusions.
“Me too,” I say, and he smiles into the camera, the smile he saves for only me. It’s tender and warm, with a hint of mischievousness. I haven’t seen it in a long time. Loving feelings wrap around me like a nice, soft blanket. I do really miss him.
It’s hard to believe I haven’t seen Kurt in two weeks. Two weeks since I told him I would marry him. It feels longer than that. It could be because of my lack of human interaction. So far I’ve only seen Val, Marco . . . and Finn. But Kurt doesn’t know about the Finn thing.
He doesn’t know how I ended up in a furniture box and how Finn whisked me away to his high-rise apartment. Or how I got back to my place. How I ended up in black coveralls with the words Plumber Bros screen printed on the upper left-hand pocket, my hair pulled up on top of my head with a knit beanie covering it. That time, Bruce and I walked right by the few straggling paparazzi still hanging outside my place in the cold.
This was more along the lines of what I was expecting when Finn first proposed sneaking me out. Apparently, disguises are less risky at night. I guess Finn does actually know what he’s talking about. I shouldn’t have doubted him.
Right now, Finn’s on a date. I still have no idea who he’s with, not that it matters. All I know is it was someone who also has a place in Nashville, so it was an easy setup. I’ve done some speculating—it’s been a hot topic between Val and me. I guess we’ll find out when the pictures come out. I suppose I could have just asked him, but he was so cryptic about it. It felt like an intrusive thing to ask.
I’ve had to bite my tongue more than once to stop myself from saying something about seeing Finn and all that transpired to Kurt. I hate lying to him, but I can’t tell him now. I need to make sure it works before I say something. He can’t get mad at the risk when he knows the reward. Well, as mad. Hopefully this will work, and I can tell him soon. And actually see him in person.
“You could kiss me for real, you know,” I say, my voice dropping lower like some sort of seductress.
“How’s that?” Kurt asks, his right eyebrow pulling up in a suggestive way, like he’s wondering where I’m going with this and interested in the possibilities.
“Well . . . I could . . . sneak out of here,” I tell him, giving him a little flirty smile, purposefully blinking my eyes.
“What?” he asks, both eyebrows pulled downward now, the coy look vanished from his face.
I’m not giving up yet. “Well . . . I’ve been watching, and it seems like that paparazzi leave sometime around midnight.”
Out of curiosity, I did some research, because I was wondering how they can be out there for so long. Apparently, most of these photographers work for companies and they rotate shifts to keep the watch going. That sounds more boring than Kurt’s job.
“No,” Kurt says, his head shaking at the same time. “You’re not doing that. We can’t risk it. What if they follow you?”
There’s the fiancé I know and love. Well, the new and not-so-improved one. Definitely not invaded by aliens, then. Grrrrr.
“I’m pretty savvy, you know. I think I could manage doing it without getting caught.” I won’t mention that I still have a plumber’s uniform lying on my bedroom floor.
Kurt sighs. “We can’t take the chance.”
“Fine,” I say. It’s that kind of “fine” women are often called out for—the not-fine fine. I want to yell, to ask him how long he will let this go on. What if it’s months until they leave? What then? Doesn’t he freaking want to touch me? Hold me? Kiss me?
“I know you don’t understand what I’m facing here—”
“I get it,” I say, cutting him off. I don’t need another lecture on how hard he’s been working to make partner and how easily it could slip away if people were to find out, and then if fans started calling the firm, and if . . . there really are so many freaking ifs here.
“I’m sorry, Lou,” he says. He looks at his watch. “I’ve got to go; I’ve got an early meeting tomorrow morning,” he says.
“Sure,” I say, my tone flat. I won’t say what’s really going through my mind right now, which is: I think your job is more important to you than I am.
I know that’s not true; his job is important to him because of me, because of us and our future. Our life together, the place we will make our home, the children we will hopefully have. It’s all I ever wanted for myself. I’m grateful Kurt’s not someone like my dad who’d love to hop on my sudden fame to boost his own success. Still . . . there’s a little voice in the back of my head that keeps saying things like, Shouldn’t he want to move heaven and earth to be with me?
I’ve clearly watched too many romantic movies. Curse you, Mr. Darcy.
“I love you,” Kurt says, and I feel my sudden anger wilt slightly. That’s the crux of it: he loves me. And I love him. And once this whole paparazzi thing is in the past, and Kurt is back to his old self, we will have a whole lifetime to spend together. This is just a blip on the radar, really.
“I love you too,” I tell him.
[image: image-placeholder]The love between Kurt and me doesn’t seem to be enough to my two-in-the-morning brain that refuses to shut off all the thoughts running through it.
He should want to see you.
But he’s doing this for you!
He must not love you enough.
He loves you so much, which is why he’s doing this!
Kurt’s my lobster. We are just like Ross and Rachel from Friends.
We are nothing like Ross and Rachel.
Maybe you need a snack.
This is why I’m wide awake when I see my phone light up from across the room where it sits on my dresser.
I get out of bed, my toes curling inward when my feet hit the cold wood floor of my bedroom, and walk over to my phone, pick it up, and see there’s a text . . . from Finn.
Finn: Fake date is done
He adds a little check mark symbol next to it.
Without thinking much about it, I text him back.
Me: Hmm. Must not have been so bad since you’re texting me at this hour
For all that I’ve tried, I can’t stop the feelings of guilt that wash over me when I think about Finn doing this . . . for me. Even as Finn kept reassuring me that he was fine with doing it as I got ready in my plumber’s uniform before Bruce took me back to my apartment.
I realize it’s his fault I’m in the predicament I’m in, and he did offer to do whatever he could. I keep telling myself this. And yet . . . I can’t help this ridiculous guilty feeling.
Finn: I hope I didn’t wake you
Me: No worries. I was already awake.
Finn: I got home hours ago. Can’t sleep.
Me: Hours ago?
Finn: Wasn’t soon enough. But we were seen by lots of paps.
He sends me a thumbs-up emoji.
I nibble on my bottom lip as I type out my next words.
Me: I’m dying to know. Who was it?
I feel like I’ve crossed a line the instant I send it. But I can’t help my curiosity.
My phone vibrates in my hand just a second later.
Finn: Ella Abbott
My eyes go wide at that. Ella Abbott? The super famous country musician? She wrote a wildly popular song about her cat. It was actually about how she’d rather be with her cat than spend any more time with some guy that broke her heart. Pretty catchy, to be honest.
But Ella Abbott sells out stadiums when she tours. Why would she need extra publicity?
I pad over to my bed and settle in under the covers before texting him back.
Me: Why her?
Finn: Fans have wanted something to happen with us. The rumor started after a picture came out of us looking cozy.
Me: What kind of cozy?
Finn: We hugged. Once. And it happened to be photographed.
Me: They really do make mountains out of molehills
Finn: It’s like it’s their job or something
That makes me smile. What a dumb job, indeed.
Me: So . . . it wasn’t a good time?
Finn: Hmmm . . . a little like getting a tooth pulled without pain meds
Me: That bad?
Finn: Maybe worse than that
Me: Yikes. I’m sorry you had to do that. But thank you.
Finn: It’s the least I can do. I hope it works. I’m so sorry I’ve put you through this.
Me: I think you’ve apologized enough
I send a little smiling face with the text, so he knows I mean it.
Finn: I don’t think there are enough apologies in the world
Kurt would probably agree with him. I think the fact that Finn hasn’t just written me off and ignored what happened, or that he didn’t just let his people take care of things, shows his sincerity. He hasn’t even thrown any money at the situation to try to fix it, save what he spent on brawny Bruce the security guard.
Me: So why are you up so late?
Finn: Why are YOU up so late?
Me: How dare you answer my question with a question
Me: I’m not good at sleep
Finn: Me either
Me: Why can’t you sleep?
Finn: Not sure. It’s been a thing for a while. You?
Me: Since my sophomore year of college
Finn: What do you do when you can’t sleep?
Me: Try not to think of why I can’t fall asleep and why I should be asleep
Finn: I do that too. Then I give up and write songs.
Me: Maybe I should do something productive like that
Finn: You write songs?
Me: I don’t. My musical talent is a 1/10, do not recommend.
Finn sends back a laughing emoji.
The truth is I used to help my dad write some lyrics, and I wrote poetry in high school—which mostly consisted of unrequited love and overdramatic pining for some popular boy who had no idea I existed. His name was Liam Campbell. Actually, that’s still his name. And he still has no idea I exist.
I have the notebook in a box in my closet and I hope to never, ever read it. I’m not even sure why I’ve saved it. I should probably burn it.
I never showed it to anyone because of the embarrassment factor, but I also didn’t want my parents to know. They’d have liked it too much. 
It was hard to rebel against parents who lived a slightly tamer version of a rock and roll lifestyle for most of my childhood. My defiance was to be more straightlaced and boring. To be the responsible one. To write poetry secretly.
I gave it up in college, where I studied communications, which led to a technical communications class, and I was hooked.
My phone vibrates with another text.
Finn: I’m stuck on some lyrics
Me: What are you writing?
Finn: Not sure. Just a tune that came to me the other day. I’m stuck on a phrase.
Me: What’s the phrase?
I ask this out of curiosity, not because I think I can help him.
Finn: Hey, Louella, I’ve gotta tell ya
Me: I hate to tell you this, but someone already wrote that song
Finn: What? It must be amazing
Me: Meh
Finn: You wound me
I send him back a laughing face so he knows I’m joking.
Finn: Okay, here’s the real phrase
Finn: You should know that I don’t normally share lyrics I’m working on
Me: I’m honored
The three dots disappear and then reappear, and my screen dims. I wonder if he’s going to text back and say he changed his mind, but then my phone lights up.
Finn: Can’t remember how it all happened
You and me, that night so long ago
My world shifted, my thoughts drifted
Finn: I’m stuck on rhyming with ago or drifted. Nothing is working.
Me: I think I need more context
Finn: About the song?
Me: Yeah, what’s it about
The dots are back as he types out his response.
Finn: I’m still playing with it. But I think it’s about second chances, like meeting for a second time. And this is reflecting back on the first meeting.
Me: What was the inspiration?
Finn: A woman, from my past
Me: I like it
Finn: Thanks. Any ideas?
Me: Um . . . I don’t know if I’d be any help. Not my specialty.
Finn: What’s your day job?
Me: Technical writer
Finn: What do you write?
Me: Instruction manuals for software
Finn: Ah, so you’re the reason I can’t figure out how to program my universal remote
This makes me snort laugh.
With technical writing, there are the seven Cs. Your work must be clear, coherent, concrete, and concise, while being complete, courteous, and correct. Unfortunately, there are a lot of instruction manuals out there that are missing quite a few of those Cs.
Me: Well, not me. Probably someone who has no right writing instructions.
Finn: But what you’re saying is . . . you write
Me: Not creatively. Don’t get any ideas
Finn: Too late
I’m smiling at my phone, enjoying this back-and-forth more than I probably should. But seeing that nighttimes for me are mostly lonely, this is a welcome change.
Finn: Give it a shot
Me: This feels like peer pressure
Finn: No pressure whatsoever. But you should just try. Come on. All the cool kids are doing it.
Me: I promise you, I’m no good
Finn: Humor me
Me: You’re persistent
Finn: I’ve been told that a time or two
I bet. Persistence is definitely key to getting into and staying in the music business. And sometimes it takes half a lifetime and a lucky break, like my dad. Which is all thanks to Finn.
I text him back.
Me: Okay, fine. Let me think.
I scroll back to find Finn’s lyrics and read them a few times.

Can’t remember how it all happened,
You and me, that night so long ago.
My world shifted, my thoughts drifted . . .


Teenage Lou would probably go for the obvious. Like rhyming with ago. What rhymes with ago? A glow? Too close. A hoe? Nope.
This is all taking me back—younger Lou sitting on my bed, chewing on a thumbnail as I racked my brain for the right word to rhyme with baseball (I said I wrote poetry, I never said I was any good at it), since Liam Campbell was the catcher for the Turkeys. Yes, that was our school mascot. A turkey.
Back then I didn’t know much about romance since I’d never even been on a date. I’d often find inspiration from a movie or something I’d read. But it was always easiest to write about real experiences. Like the poem I wrote about the time Liam’s arm brushed up against mine in the hallway as we crossed paths between third and fourth period.
Okay, fine, we didn’t cross paths so much as I went out of my way—like, way out—to make sure we ran into each other. This was a common occurrence. I didn’t have eight tardies for biology that semester for nothing.
I have plenty of real-life experiences now, though. How come I’ve never felt inspired to write a poem about Kurt? I love him. We are in love. But the thought has never crossed my mind. Maybe because the poetry thing was just high school Lou. Or maybe because the beginning of my relationship with Kurt isn’t the stuff poetry is made up of. We met online, and when we finally met in person we’d already had multiple conversations via text and on the phone.
When we met for the first time in human form and not virtually—at a Mexican restaurant in Franklin—it was . . . easy. None of that first-meeting angst. We started dating after that, and we were pretty much exclusive within the first month, and now we’re engaged to be married.
You can’t write a song about that kind of love, though. No one’s compelled to put a song on repeat about comfortable and easy love. They want the life-changing kind. The kind where with one look you know your life will never be the same again.
I’ve never had the kind of romance Finn is writing about. But I have had experiences where I’ve met someone and my life changed. The first time I met Val was one of them. It was the only other time I’ve had that otherworldly connection like I felt with Finn. It was like I’d always known her and she was meant to be in my life.
Just like teenage me, as I’ve lain here and let my mind wander, words start to dance around in my head, and something starts to take shape.
I sit up in bed and text Finn back.
Me: What if you changed that second line?
Can’t remember how it all happened
You and me back when
Then it could go:
My world shifted my thoughts drifted
What we didn’t know then
Because I’m feeling ridiculously insecure, like one of those dreams where you show up to work naked, I quickly text him again.
Me: ???
Me: I don’t think I’m any good at this
The dots come and go on my screen again. Buds of self-doubt blossom in my stomach.
Me: Just . . . ignore that
I would unsend the texts, but I know he’s already seen them. I’m considering turning off my phone so I don’t have to see his answer when it vibrates in my hand.
Finn: You lied to me
Me: What?
I scrunch my face at my phone.
Finn: You said you weren’t good at this
Me: I’m not!
Finn: Well then you had a stroke of genius, because that was perfect. Exactly what I was trying to say.
Me: Really?
Finn: Really
Me: Well, don’t expect more of that. I think it was a one-time thing.
Finn: Too late. I’ve already signed you as my writing partner.
Me: Great. I’ll take 80% of your earnings.
Finn: You drive a hard bargain. Do you care if I use them, though? For my song? I’ll give you credit.
I pull my eyebrows down. He’s asking my permission to use the handful of words I added to his lyrics? Why is Finn so . . . surprising?
Me: Of course, and no credit necessary. I barely helped.
Finn: You’ve helped more than you know
Me: I better try to get some sleep
Finn: Good night, Louella
I stare at my phone for a second, nibbling on my bottom lip while I text him back.
Me: You can call me Lou, by the way. That’s what my friends call me.
Finn: Lou . . . I like that
Me: It rolls off the tongue easier than Louella. Much easier to text too.
Finn: I like Louella
Me: Well, it did spawn a platinum, Grammy-nominated song, did it not?
Finn: Multiplatinum. Don’t forget that.
Me: How shameful of me
Finn: Are you named after someone?
Me: It’s a mix of Lou Reed and Ella Fitzgerald
Finn: Lou Reed? From Velvet Underground?
Me: That’s right
Rarely does someone my age know who that is, but every once in a while, I’m surprised. Not by Finn, though. I would have felt disappointed if he hadn’t known.
Finn: I like your name even more now
Me: And not just because you got a MULTIplatinum song from it?
Finn: Psh. Who even cares about that.
Me: If you think that’s cool, my sister’s name is Lennox
Finn: Seriously? As in Annie?
Me: Yep
Finn: Your parents have good taste in names
Me: I didn’t think so when I was younger, but I like my name now.
Finn: Well, you know I’m a fan
Me: Maybe someday you’ll get sick of it
Finn: Never
Me: Good night, Finn
Finn: Good night, Lou
I smile to myself as I get off my bed and walk over to the dresser, where I put my phone back in its normal nightly spot.
Now, to figure out how to fall asleep.
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Chapter 7

I Want to Write You a Song


The next night, or absurdly early the next morning—however you want to think of it—Finn texts me again. 
Just as the night before, I’d been staring at my blank ceiling, my mind awhirl with thoughts. It’s the normal variety: wishing for sleep, missing Kurt and my family—especially Len, gosh I miss her face—being stuck another day in this freaking tiny apartment, wishing for sleep to come . . . And tonight’s extra special guest: contemplating if social media is good for the world or bad. I’m thinking bad. Especially considering if there were no such thing as the internet, I would most likely be free to roam about the planet right now, since it would be a lot harder for the paparazzi to find me or even post about me, and my fiancé would have nothing to worry about. Well, Kurt would probably still worry.
But then I wouldn’t be able to order underwear on Amazon and have it at my door by tomorrow morning. Gah. Why is this so hard?
When I see my phone light up on my dresser, I get out of bed and pad over to it.
Finn: You sleeping?
I smile at my phone. When you can’t sleep, nights can feel painfully long, and incredibly lonely. It’s just you and the crickets. Or other things that go creep in the night that I don’t like to think about.
It’s refreshing to have someone to talk to. Even if talking to Finn is probably not the best way to try to fall asleep. It took me almost an hour last night after we’d said goodbye. I did finally drift off and got five glorious hours before having to get up for a work meeting.
I text him back.
Me: Yes, I’m sleeping
Finn: Me too
Me: Are we sleep texting?
Finn: I think we are
I climb back into my bed with my phone in tow and tuck myself back under the covers, feeling the warmth that still lingers from my body heat.
Me: Did you ever sleep last night?
Finn: Yeah. Around four. You?
Me: I did. Got a whopping five hours.
Finn: Well done. I got six.
Me: Lucky
Finn: It did feel pretty nice
Me: I wonder if I’ll ever sleep like a normal person
Finn: I daydream about getting a full eight hours of sleep
Me: My favorite daydream. Working on lyrics tonight?
Finn: Yes, and also solving all the world’s problems
Me: Well, of course. And how’s that going?
Finn: The lyrics are coming along. The world’s problems . . . not so much.
Me: Well, at least until you solve the world’s problems, we will have great music to listen to
Finn: Maybe. I don’t know if it’s any good. Want to hear it? I could call you and play it for you.
Finn: If you want
I’m absolutely positive talking to someone on the phone will also not help my insomnia.
I stare at my phone, wondering if that’s crossing a line somehow. It’s one thing to be texting, but to actually talk to Finn in the middle of the night? It feels kind of intimate. I’m sure Kurt wouldn’t like it, but not because he’d be jealous or anything; he’d be more annoyed I was fraternizing with the enemy. During our FaceTime call tonight, he once again voiced his displeasure for “that guy” and the situation he put us in. Heaven forbid, he actually say Finn’s name.
To be completely honest, I’m getting tired of hearing about it. Finn is not the bad guy here. It was an honest mistake, and he’s trying to make it right. He went on a date that, for him, ranked up there with dental work, just to help me. That’s saying something.
The date hasn’t worked yet, but it’s only been a day. Val said the gossip columns were definitely talking about it, so I will stay hopeful.
I text Finn back.
Me: Love to
The call comes almost immediately.
“Hey,” I say after pressing the answer button.
“Hey there,” Finn says, in that baritone voice of his. I like the sound of his voice. It’s got comforting qualities. Like the sun in your face. Or wrapping up in a warm blanket.
“Let’s hear this song,” I say to him.
“Okay, but it’s pretty rough,” he says.
“I’ll be the judge of that.”
“Wow, you write a few lyrics and suddenly you know everything?” I can hear his smile through the phone.
“Yes, I’m an expert now. So sing it for me.”
“Okay, putting you on speaker,” Finn says, and I can hear rustling sounds and an audible clunk when he sets his phone down. He strums the guitar once, probably checking to see if it’s in tune, like I’ve watched my dad do.
He strums a few chords and then stops.
“Hello?” I ask, wondering if I lost him.
“I’m here,” he says.
“Are you going to play it?”
“Yeah, just . . . trying not to be nervous.”
I snort out a laugh. “You’re nervous? The Finn Thatcher? Do I need to remind you that you sing for huge crowds? Like tens of thousands of people?”
“I know,” he says. “But that’s easier than this.”
This makes no sense to me. “How so?”
“In a crowd, there are so many people, and all this energy. It almost feels unreal.”
“I can give you energy,” I say. “Do you want me to cheer and scream your name? I could even cry if you want me to.”
I couldn’t believe all the tears at the concert. So much crying. So many tweens and teens in tears as they sang along with More Than That. I don’t think Len cried, at least that I saw. She might have hidden it from me.
“That’s . . . okay,” he says, chuckling. “I think it might also be because the song isn’t done yet. I don’t usually play them for anyone until they’re finished, or at least close to it.”
A little blossom of . . . something grows in my stomach. Warmth? Happiness? I felt it last night too, when he told me he didn’t usually share song lyrics with people.
“Well then, pretend like I’m not here,” I say. “You can’t even see me anyway.”
“Right,” he says. “Okay, pretending you’re not here.”
He clears his throat and then starts strumming. Just a couple of intro chords before he begins to sing.
I’ve heard his voice many, many times because of Len, and also because the guy is everywhere. It may be even more rare to have not heard of Finn.
His tone is so clean and polished sounding. Like butter. Even as he plays me this song he said isn’t finished, it sounds more like he’s been singing it forever, as if it’s effortless.
The song is a slow-tempo ballad. A boy-meets-girl story. He said last night it was about a second-chance meeting, but it sounds more like unrequited love. The chance to meet again, and then it being thwarted once more.
He moves from the first verse to the chorus.

“How many times can this happen?
Three, four, even a hundred times.
I think I’ll always feel this way,
Even when we’re both old and gray,
Even if it’s never the right time for you and me.”

It dawns on me, as I’m feeling sort of like I’ve been put under a spell by his buttery voice and the tender way he’s singing this song, that I am literally getting a one-person concert from Finn Thatcher right now. It’s over the phone, but it counts. And not some song he’s been singing forever, but an unreleased, unfinished, raw one.
This should feel significant. Teens and twentysomethings around the world would sell their souls for a chance like this. Len would most likely spontaneously combust.
And yet . . . it just feels like I’m listening to an old friend sing me a little ditty he’s been writing.
I smile when he gets to the part I helped him with—if you can actually call it that, since I didn’t do much.

“Can’t remember how it all happened,
You and me, back when
My world shifted, my thoughts drifted—
What we didn’t know then.”

The melody and the guitar make all the difference. Lyrics, by themselves, can sound pretty cheesy. But slap a catchy tune to them, and voilà . . . it changes everything. And this song is really good. I’d download it right now if it were available, and probably listen to it on repeat until I got sick of it. It’s a thing I do.
After a bridge and a repeat of the chorus, Finn finishes the song with one final strum of his guitar.
“Well?” he asks, after a couple of beats of silence. “What do you think?”
I take a breath. “I mean, it’s . . . pretty good.”
“Only pretty good?” I can hear the smile in his voice, glad he caught my teasing through the phone.
“Well, that second verse was probably some of the best lyrics ever written.”
“Definitely,” he says.
“Specifically, the rhyming of when and then. Who would even think to do that? That’s some genius writing, right there.”
“I know. This clever person I know came up with it.”
“She . . .”—I clear my throat—“or he . . . must be pretty talented.”
“Extremely.”
I’m smiling into my phone, and I’m pretty sure Finn is doing the same, from the sound of amusement I hear in his voice as we banter back and forth.
“Genius writing aside, it’s a great song,” I say, pushing my feet out from under the covers to cool them off for a minute.
“I’m glad you like it,” Finn says.
“Is this going on the next album for the band?” According to Len, Finn helps write a lot of the songs More Than That records.
“I don’t think so,” Finn says. “I think I’ll hold on to this one.”
“For like a solo album thing?”
“Maybe someday,” he says. “I don’t know when, but I doubt the band will last forever.”
“Really?” My heart does a little sinking thing for Len. If that happens, it will devastate her. Like she might need real therapy to deal with it.
“It’s kind of the trajectory for these things.”
“What about Backstreet Boys, or New Kids on the Block? They’re still touring.”
“They both took breaks,” he says.
“So maybe that’s what will happen with More Than That? Take a break and then get back together?” Am I trying to find a positive swing here that I could sell to Len in the future if needed? Yes. Yes, I am.
“Maybe,” he says, but there’s doubt in his tone. “There’s been a lot of tension in the group lately.”
“What about?” I ask without thinking, and then quickly add: “You don’t have to answer that.”
“I don’t mind. It’s nice to talk about it, actually.”
“Good, because I’m invested now.”
He chuckles. “We’ve fought before,” he starts. “You can’t put five guys together, each with egos, and expect us to get along all the time.”
Right, the other members of Finn’s band. Mateo is the youngest one of the group, and has had the biggest glow-up, according to Len. He was only fourteen when the band got together, which makes him close to twenty now.
Then there’s Zach, the second oldest of the band, who’s the son of a famous musician from the 80s. He’s considered the bad boy of the group. The one seen partying the most. Then there’s Hayden, the redhead. He’s the prankster of the five. Tyrus is probably the most handsome, in most people’s opinions, but also the one with the most attitude. Like Finn, who is the oldest at twenty-five, he also writes songs for the band.
This is all according to Len, of course. All my knowledge of the band is from her. Honestly, if she paid half as much attention to her grades as she did More Than That, she’d have a 4.0 for sure. I told her this once, and she rolled her eyes so far back in her head, she said she could actually see her brain withering from that comment.
“That makes sense,” I say, tucking my feet back under the covers.
“This time, though . . . it feels different,” he says.
“What are you fighting about this time?”
Finn lets out a short, humorless laugh.
“It’s the song, isn’t it,” I say, my tone flat, doing a facepalm with my free hand.
Oh, this is bad. If More Than That breaks up, it will devastate Len. If she finds out it’s because of the song I inspired . . . she may never speak to me again.
“Yes,” he says. “Our contracts allow us to release solos outside of the band sometimes. Or duets with other artists. I haven’t done anything wrong, and we’ve all done it. Just none of the other songs . . .” He doesn’t finish his sentence.
“Have been nominated for a Grammy?” I finish for him, removing my hand and looking up at my ceiling.
“You got it,” Finn says. “These guys were my best friends for so long, it’s . . . hard to take.”
My heart hurts a little for Finn when he says this, like I want to defend him. I want to tell them all to knock it off. He just sounds so sad.
“Jealousy can be ugly,” I say.
“I’d probably be jealous, too, if it were the other way around. I think—or hope—that I wouldn’t be so vocal about it, but I don’t know how I’d act, so I’m trying not to judge.”
“You’d think they would be happy for you.”
“Yeah, but as a group we’ve never had a song nominated.”
“That seems . . . crazy,” I say. Crazy seems like too tame of a word. Ludicrous? Preposterous? How is it possible to be that popular and not recognized by your peers, by the people voting for those things? It seems wrong.
“I think it’s hard for people to take you seriously as a musician with songs like ‘License to Your Heart,’” Finn says.
“Hey, I like that one,” I say. It’s a catchy little tune.
“Thanks, I wrote it. Well, I cowrote that one with Tyrus.”
“How does it come to you—the music?” I ask, turning onto my side and snuggling into my pillow.
“It depends,” Finn says. “Sometimes words will come into my head, like a line or two. Or I’ll see something that’s inspiring.”
“Like what?”
“Like a place or . . . a person.”
“So . . . maybe like a person that you met at, oh, I don’t know . . . a party?”
He chuckles. “Exactly.”
“How did ‘Hey, Louella’ come to you?” I ask, now suddenly curious how that all happened.
“That one was . . . easy,” he says. “I wrote the whole thing in a night. The night of the party, actually.”
“Wow, I must be some fantastic inspiration.”
“I think you might be.”
“I was kidding,” I say.
“Except that the only two songs I’ve written since July have been after I’ve spent time with you.”
“I think we can chalk that up to coincidence,” I say, shaking my head, even though he can’t see me.
“Maybe,” he says.
“Well, I better try to sleep,” I say.
“Good night, Lou.”
“Good night, Finn.” 
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Chapter 8

(Everything I Do) I Do It For You


The fake dating with Finn and Ella isn’t working. 
It’s been a few days since their first date, and there are, in fact, more paparazzi outside my apartment building right now. It looked that way from my small window corner this morning, and then I had Val do a drive-by to verify.
Finn had taken Ella on a second date to try to double down on the rumors. And it was as equally terrible as the first, according to him. She apparently threw what he called an adult tantrum in the car because he wouldn’t kiss her for the paparazzi.
It was all for naught, though, because none of it is working. Everything he does and everything I don’t do only sparks more rumors. 
Most recently, a “reliable source” came out and said that Finn’s dates with Ella Abbott are a publicity stunt to get the focus off our secret baby. Oh, and we’ve eloped. Good news, Val said the ring he bought me is stunning.
I’ve never thought of myself as a violent person, but I would very much like to find this “reliable source” and punch them in their stupid, lying face.
“Wait, you’ve already been to Finn Thatcher’s place and you never told me?” Len shrieks into the phone.
She called me after school, freaking out about Finn and Ella and all the ridiculous rumors that have been going around about me today. Not that she believes them, of course—she knows me too well and doesn’t tell me I’m incredibly boring for nothing—but she wanted whatever information I could give her about Finn and Ella. She’s apparently team Fella—the couple’s name they were given years ago.
“I was sworn to secrecy,” I tell her. It’s a lie, but it’s the easiest way to shut this down. I don’t tell her because I don’t want her to have any information to share with her school friends. But with all the rumors going around, what does it even matter?
I also don’t tell her the Finn and Ella thing is actually fake, because it would ruin all her Fella dreams. I don’t want to burst her bubble about Ella, since she’s a fan, and from what I’ve garnered from Finn, Ella sounds like a raging toddler with the voice of an angel stuffed in a psychotic little button-nosed adult-size package.
I have to say Fella is much better than Flouella, which is the moniker given to Finn and me. I nearly choked on my own spit when Val told me that. Couldn’t they come up with something better? Not that any combination of my name with Finn’s is a better alternative. Finnella? Finnlou? Nope.
“And now you get to go there again?” she asks, her voice now a whine.
Get to? More like have to. Well . . . sort of. Sandra wants to meet again. She has another idea—hopefully one that will work this time, even though I’m skeptical. Finn doesn’t know the details; he just told me she wanted to present it to the both of us as soon as possible.
Like last time, I want to get out of this place, so when Finn offered to sneak me out again, I thought about it for approximately 2.5 seconds before saying yes. Someone who is not Bruce will be here to sneak me out in a couple of hours.
I’m not telling Kurt . . . again. Since our first plan doesn’t seem to be panning out, and I didn’t get caught outside my prison cell, he doesn’t need to know about this one either. Because, as I always say: honesty is the best policy, unless it will stress out your fiancé.
It plagued me last night, the lying—or rather, omitting—that I’m doing right now. Especially as I lay awake, not being able to fall asleep after talking to Finn.
It’s become a regular thing now, late-night chats with Finn. We’ve talked every night so far this week. The conversation has mostly been about writing songs. The writer’s block appears to have truly ended, since he’s written another one, and even sang it for me. I think it might be better than the first.
This time it was about getting to know someone and all the feelings that go along with it. Kind of like what we’ve been doing these past nights—getting to know one another. Except the song is more romantic, not like our conversations. But it’s not like you can write a hit song about a platonic late-night chat.
I’ve liked getting to know him. I already knew a lot of the little details from Len, like the fact his family is from Saint Louis, and he has one older sister and two younger brothers. But I didn’t know he’s had to move his family twice now, to keep the paparazzi away from them and to make sure his younger siblings—the two brothers that are still in high school—have a regular life. It made me think of Len and how I’m always trying to protect her.
“Yes,” I tell Len. “I’m going to Finn’s again.”
“Oh my gosh, Finn?” she shrieks. “You’re on a freaking first-name basis with Finn Thatcher?”
I pull the phone away from my ear so it doesn’t bleed.
“Calm down,” I tell her. “It’s not a big deal.”
“It’s a huge deal,” she says, her voice lowered but only just barely.
“Can I come?”
“Of course not.”
“Why?”
“For so many reasons. You weren’t invited, for starters. But also, you know we can’t risk it.”
“I’m so sick of this,” she says.
“Me too.”
“You get to do all the cool things, and I don’t even get to tell anyone about it.”
“I wouldn’t say any of this has been cool, but thank you for not saying anything.” I won’t tell her I’m proud of her because she hates it, and also because she most likely has said some things. I’m not stupid. But the fact that she’s been trying does make me proud.
“This is really hard, you know,” she says, her voice quieter.
“I know. I appreciate you keeping quiet. So much.”
“I don’t mean all that. I mean—” She stops to take a breath. “I mean not being able to see you. I miss you, Lou.”
My older-sister heart practically bursts out of my chest. Len, in typical teenager fashion, rarely says these kinds of things to me. I mostly get things like, You’re not my parent; Stop telling me what to do; Why can’t you part your hair in the middle like a normal person? I’ve tried the middle part and it just doesn’t work with my face shape.
“I miss you too, Len,” I tell her, blinking rapidly, my eyes unexpectedly welling up. “I hope this is all over soon.”
“Stupid Kurt,” she says. “If he weren’t so worried about his precious job.”
“It’s not all on Kurt,” I say. This is true. I may not have locked myself in my apartment if there were no Kurt, but I wouldn’t have actively tried to be in front of the paparazzi either. I still would have wanted this to go away. I still would have wanted to protect Len from all of it, which may have meant staying away from her anyway.
“When this is all done, can you take me to Finn’s place?” Len asks, bringing it all back around, the sentimental part of this conversation finished.
“You’ve already been there,” I say. “It’s where we went for the after-party.”
“That doesn’t count. I mean, like just us and him. Not with all those people around.”
“Maybe,” I tell her. “I don’t know how much I’ll see of Finn when this is all over.”
Even with all that’s happened, and how stuck I’ve felt, the thought of never talking to Finn makes me feel sort of sad. He’s my nighttime buddy now. Nope. I need a better way to say that.
But we have been talking at night, and when this is over, I’m going to miss that part. I doubt I could keep it up, especially when I marry Kurt. I don’t think he’d appreciate it very much.
“Just think about it,” she says.
“I will. But when this is over, I have a life and a wedding to get back to.”
“You’re so boring,” she says.
“I know,” I tell her. It’s not an insult. A boring, mundane life is the life for me. It’s what I’ve always wanted. Well, maybe not boring as much as simple and quiet. This whole instantly famous thing has only solidified that.
[image: image-placeholder]Sneaking to Finn’s house for the second time looks like me being stuffed into a UPS box. Which required me to squat, and now I think I’ll have a permanent cramp in my left calf for maybe the rest of my life. I also realized that none of my prewedding ab workouts have done anything. Core? What core?
At least Finn warned me to wear something comfortable, but he should have been more specific, because the stretchy jeans held up okay, but the cable-knit vest that I put over a white button-up shirt did not pair well with what ended up being an intense squatting workout. It was so hot in there. Luckily, I could air out my armpits once we’d gotten past the paparazzi unscathed and inside our transportation, which looks to be the inside of another van, where I was released from both the squat and the box.
My pseudo-abductor this time is a man named Otis, who has the most insanely dark-brown eyes I’ve ever seen, beautiful dark skin, and muscles for days. I had insta-feelings for this man, shallowly based on his looks alone.
It could also have been that, unlike Bruce, Otis made jokes and laughed from the moment we met in that deep bass voice of his. I was instantly at ease in his presence—which was also not like Bruce. Finn should have sent Otis first—I might not have been so apprehensive.
Otis’s smile is the stuff joy is made of. It’s a full-face thing, his cheeks shifting upward, eyes crinkling in the corners, his lips spread wide, displaying beautiful bright-white teeth. Someone should figure out a way to bottle that smile of his. They’d make gajillions.
The cold air on my face and body feels good as we exit the vehicle after parking under Finn’s building. Before we head to the elevators, I turn back to see my escape transportation is an actual UPS van.
“How did you swing that?” I ask Otis, pointing toward the brown van with the yellow logo and line down the side.
He chuckles as he presses the call button for the elevator. “Money,” is all he says.
I shake my head, thinking of how much it must have cost Finn to pull off something like this and hoping it wasn’t too much, as the ding of the elevator’s arrival echoes through the cement parking lot.
“My mama always told me that love is better than money,” Otis says as the elevator doors close with us inside and he’s pressed the number for Finn’s floor.
“Smart woman,” I say, wishing I’d heard those kinds of comments growing up. My parents were always chasing money and fame. I’m pretty sure my dad still is, even though he’s finally gotten a taste.
“Yeah,” Otis says on a sigh, his face serious. “But sometimes I feel like all I really need is a billion dollars.”
His lips curve up into one of his award-winning smiles, and I grin back at him.
His presence helps to ease some of the nervousness I’m feeling as the floor numbers get closer to Finn’s place. Twelve, thirteen, fourteen, almost there. My legs are even feeling wobbly, but that’s probably from the squatting.
I don’t know why I’m feeling anxious. It could be because, even though Finn and I have been texting and talking over the phone this past week, I’m not sure what to expect when I see him. Will it be weird? It feels like it will be weird.
When the door opens after Otis knocks, and Finn’s behind it—in dark jeans and a white T-shirt, his dark-brown hair wet like he just showered, and a bright smile on his face, and with those dang freaking eyelashes—my heart beats a little faster in my chest.
Yep, it’s weird.
It’s because that feeling is back. Again. Just the mere presence of him and I can feel that same electricity pulsating between us. I want to ask him if he feels it too. But I also don’t want to know because I’m engaged to Kurt and so whatever this thing is, is just a feeling. It’s not a big deal.
You know what? I’m just going to think of Kurt every time I feel that connection to Finn. When it happens, I’ll picture the man I’m going to marry. It will be my own version of aversion therapy. A figurative rubber band snap to my wrist.
“Hi, Finn,” I say, hoping he doesn’t hear the shakiness in my voice. Picture Kurt. You can do this, Lou. Think of his blue eyes and his light brown hair. That stubble along his jaw.
“Lou,” Finn says, my name sounding almost reverent on his lips.
Kurt.
This time, instead of shaking my hand, once inside, Finn pulls me in for a hug. His arms are tight around me, and I can feel his chin resting on the top of my head as I hug him back. I probably shouldn’t have since I’ve never been this close to Finn and his smell isn’t helping this ridiculous sensation I have around him. I get whiffs of tea tree oil, probably from whatever shampoo he uses, and a delicious spicy cologne. Kurt. Kurt, Kurt, Kurt.
I pull out of the embrace, and my struggle seems to be apparent on my face, because when I look at Otis, he’s giving me a cheeky little what do we have here smirk. My first instinct is to word vomit that I’m engaged to Kurt. It’s on the tip of my tongue, but I stop myself because that would sound an awful lot like someone trying to cover their butt and perhaps a bit like I doth protest too much, when all Finn and I did was hug. Plus, a quick glance down at my hand reveals I have, once again, forgotten my ring. How is this possible? Way to go, Lou.
I don’t have time to smooth over the situation or stop any insinuations that might be building in Otis’s mind, because Finn tells him he can go, and we’ll call him when I’m ready to go back.
Then it’s just Finn and me, standing in the entryway after Otis leaves, the sound of soft music coming from somewhere down the small corridor.
“How was your escape this time?” Finn asks.
“It was . . . an unplanned workout,” I tell him. “My quads will never be the same.”
He laughs, and my stomach dances around.
Kurt.
“It’s good to see you,” he says, a soft smile on his lips.
“It’s good to be out of my house,” I say, not returning the sentiment, even though I feel it in my bones. Kuuuuuuurt.
“Well, I guess we shouldn’t keep Sandra waiting.” I follow him into his spacious penthouse, seeing the familiar sight of those floor-to-ceiling windows and the sky filled with oranges and pinks as the sun gets ready to set behind the tall buildings of downtown Nashville.
It’s such a contrast to the small corner of my window that I peek out of every day, trying to spy on the paparazzi. Oh, to have this view.
“Good to see you again, Louella,” Sandra says as we move farther into the room. She was so quiet I hadn’t noticed her, sitting at the glossy black dining table, her eyes on her laptop. She’s wearing a fuchsia-colored blouse and matching lipstick.
“Hi, Sandra,” I say and give her a small smile and a wave when she looks up at me.
Finn pulls a chair out for me, and I take a seat across from Sandra. Instead of going around the table to sit by her like he did last time, Finn pulls out the chair next to me and sits, his leg brushing up against mine as he tucks his chair in.
Kurt. Must think of Kurt.
“Okay,” Sandra gets down to business right away. “So, the paparazzi are not letting up.”
“No, they aren’t,” I say.
“The dates with Ella don’t seem to be working,” Sandra says, something like disappointment crossing her face as she pinches the spot between her brows together and purses her lips.
“Finn says you have an idea,” I prompt, unable to tamp down the pathetic, hopeful sound in my voice. But I am hopeful. All my eggs are in this one basket.
“I do.” She takes a dramatic-sounding breath. In through her nose and out through her mouth. “But . . . it might seem counterintuitive.”
“What is it?” Finn asks, and I glance over at him to see his brows pulled downward, as if he’s concerned about what Sandra will come up with next. I wonder if he’s worried about what this will mean for himself, or if he’s worried about what it will mean for me.
Sandra leans back in her chair, resting her arms in her lap. “So, hear me out,” she says. “The Grammys are in nine days, and I think you should go together.”
“Oh, I don’t think—”
“I know.” She holds out a hand, cutting off what was going to be a kind but tersely worded rejection of this idea. “But let me explain. I was going to have Finn take Ella Abbott to the Grammys, to see if having them on the red carpet together might get tongues wagging in their direction, but she’s no longer interested in going with him.”
Finn snorts out a half laugh, half grunt kind of thing, the look on his face something along the line of sweet relief.
Sandra gives Finn a disapproving glare, her lips slightly pursed and her eyes squinting. Finn doesn’t even so much as flinch, and I’m sort of impressed by this. Even I recoiled a bit at her look, and I knew the expression wasn’t for me.
“So, here’s where I thought we could get creative,” she says, all back to business now, the scowl gone. “You go with Finn to the Grammys, Louella, not as his date but as his friend.” She puts extra emphasis on that last word.
“I don’t understand how this will help,” I say, now feeling like all the eggs in my basket of hope are cracking.
I look over at Finn for some support, to see him leaning toward Sandra, his face contemplative.
“I have a theory,” she says, looking at me. “You’ve got paparazzi outside your house because they want pictures of you. They want an interview. If, at the Grammys, they would get both of those things and see that there’s nothing romantic going on between the two of you, they might move on.”
“Ah,” Finn says, bobbing his head up and down. “I see where you’re going with this.”
“What?” I give him what is surely my ugliest confused face, with my chin pulled so far inward it probably looks like I have a couple more, with my eyes practically bugging out of my head.
He looks at me, giving me a one-shoulder shrug. “It’s like a reversal of the fake dating thing. We go out there and show them nothing is happening between us.”
“But, at the Grammys?” I ask, my mind a whirl of thoughts.
“It’s the best opportunity for it,” Sandra says. “Everyone gathered together in one place.”
“We won’t get a better opportunity than that,” Finn agrees.
“And you want me to . . . interview?”
I’m not sure why this part seems to be where I’m stuck, since there are so many other daunting factors. The top of them being that Kurt will surely not approve of this plan. But for some reason, picturing myself standing there with a microphone in my face, is causing me the most inner turmoil and making the corner of my eye do a little twitching thing. Probably because there’s a ten out of ten chance that I will say something stupid.
“No.” Sandra shakes her head. “Finn can field all the questions.”
I reach up and rub at my eye twitch, willing it to go away. That part solved, I now have 1.2 million other protests. For example, why are we even contemplating this?
“This feels like a long shot,” I say after a few beats of silence.
“But I think it has the potential to work,” Finn says.
“It’s our best chance,” Sandra says. “The worst case is nothing will change and you’ll still have cameras outside your apartment.”
“That’s true,” Finn says.
“I feel like there are other worst cases that could come from this,” I say. One of them is me falling on my face for all the world to see. And I don’t mean that figuratively. I mean literally tripping over something and falling. I’d say the odds of that happening are pretty high.
“Like people finding out about your fiancé?” Sandra asks.
“Well . . . yes,” I say. That should have been the first thing that came to my mind before me falling on my face.
She shakes her head. “Since no one knows about that, it won’t be on their radar. Finn will take the questions, so it’s not like you’ll have the opportunity to say something about it.”
That . . . makes a lot of sense. Dang it.
“You’ll have to make a decision soon, though,” Sandra says. “We don’t have much time to make this work.”
I look to Finn, who’s staring at me with eyebrows raised, waiting for my answer.
My mind is a mess of thoughts. Mostly with all the ways this could go wrong. But one keeps standing out. What if Sandra is right? Would seeing us as nothing more than friends take away the fascination? Could this work?
It feels illogical. But what was logical to me—sitting at my place and waiting for this all to go away—isn’t working. Could doing something like this be the answer?
“You’re sure I won’t have to talk?” I ask her. This is not me committing to anything, not without talking to Kurt. I already know he’ll hate the idea. I’m not a fan, myself. But I am partial to not being locked up in my place and this all going away.
Sandra nods. “Absolutely,” she says, her tone confident. “You won’t have to speak a word.” 
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Chapter 9

Ain't No Sunshine


“Absolutely not,” Kurt says as we FaceTime the next evening at our normal time, after I’ve told him Sandra’s grandiose idea. 
I didn’t call him when I got home from Finn’s, after Otis and I snuck back into my apartment later that night. This time under the guise of fixing the Wi-Fi, both wearing jackets with Spectrum on the backs. I had a roll of cable over my shoulder while Otis carried a large toolbox. I again had a wool hat on my head to cover my hair, and glasses on my face.
Someone stopped us this time, and I nearly had a panic attack because I thought we’d been caught. I could just picture my face all over the internet the next morning, and who knows what they’d say. Finn Thatcher’s inspiration now working for cable company to pay for secret baby! But it was just a paparazzo wondering if Otis could help him get on the building’s Wi-Fi, since he was using too much of his data standing out there waiting for me.
I had comments on the tip of my tongue—like, Serves you right, you a-hole—but I kept my head down, pretending to look at my phone, while Otis told the man he wasn’t allowed to give out that information, and we got back inside easily after that.
“Kurt,” I say as calmly as I can. “I know it seems counterintuitive.” I use the same words Sandra used at our meeting the night before.
“No, it’s insane,” he says.
He’s not wrong. On paper, it sounds like a total crackpot idea. I realize this; I even think this myself. I wasn’t even going to call Kurt today. Once I got home, after leaving Finn’s place, Sandra’s idea seemed preposterous. It took me forever to fall asleep, and not because I was texting with Finn (I think he suspected I needed a little time to think), but because my mind was racing with all the reasons it would never work.
But when I woke up this morning and saw the paparazzi still waiting outside in the cold, drizzling morning weather, I realized something. Nothing about this situation is normal. It’s all crazy and ridiculous. And sometimes, in situations like this, you must fight fire with fire.
“It sounds that way, I agree,” I tell him. “But it also, in a weird way, just might work. Give the people what they want, which is Finn and me together. Show them all these rumors aren’t true, and that we are not a thing. I think it’s this unknown that’s making everyone so crazy.”
“What rumors?” Kurt asks, two distinct lines forming between his brows as he pulls them together.
“Not about you,” I say, knowing that’s where his mind went. There’s been no association of his name with mine, thank goodness. Not one Google Alert about my Kurtis Lawson.
“Just some dumb ones,” I tell him, not really wanting to specify.
Thankfully, Kurt has no idea since he has no interest in celebrity gossip sites or anything along those lines. He doesn’t have social media where he might see posts about and Finn and me. The only news he cares about is the political and money kind—stocks and markets and whatnot.
Pop culture has never been Kurt’s thing. When we first started dating, I couldn’t believe it when said he didn’t know who Daniel Radcliffe is. We’d been talking about the Harry Potter movies, and he’d seen them all and read the books. But he couldn’t have cared less about the actors playing the parts. They were just actors to him.
I, on the other hand, had read up on the lives of the people who played Harry, Ron, and Hermione. I watched all the interviews about the audition process, knew where they each grew up, and took a quiz on which Harry Potter character I was the most like. I took it until the result was Hermione Granger, which was only three tries, thank you very much. The first try said I was Dobby. Hardly.
Kurt didn’t even know who the band More Than That was and had never even heard the name Finn Thatcher until Finn wrote that song inspired by me. Kurt’s music tastes are more along the lines of good ole boy country—the older stuff—and anything classical. That’s if he listens to music, which is rare. He mostly keeps his radio on AM and listens to talk shows, or he’ll listen to podcasts about investing and the stock market.
But I don’t need Kurt to care about that stuff. The celebrity life is not important to him. I kind of like that about him and appreciate it now more than ever. In fact, in my opinion, we need more Kurts in this world.
I take a breath. “Kurt, I know we’re in a precarious situation here. I want to keep you safe as much as you do. I won’t be giving any interviews. I won’t even wear my ring. Finn won’t say anything to allude to you. This is us showing the world that Finn and I are only friends. And maybe—hopefully—after that, all the interest will go away, and we can get back to our lives.”
“I don’t like it,” he says, but I can see the slight shift in his expression, the minuscule change in his tone.
“I know. I knew you wouldn’t when Finn and his publicist presented me with the idea.” I still haven’t told him the meeting was in-person. I will once this is all over. For now, I’m keeping Kurt on a need-to-know basis. “But I think it’s our best shot right now.”
He lets out a breath. “I think we should just keep waiting.”
I close my eyes for a second to ground myself. I don’t want to get mad; I need to keep my cool. But that comment makes my blood heat up to not quite boiling, but something awfully close.
“We’ve tried that. I can’t keep staying in this apartment,” I tell him. “I’m going crazy in here, Kurt.”
“I know, it’s just not—”
“Don’t you want to see me again?” I cut him off. “Don’t you want to touch me? We haven’t seen each other in person in over three weeks.”
He sighs. “Yes, I know. I want all that. But . . .” He stops himself. Probably because of the look on my face, which is something like, Don’t you freaking say it. I can’t hear another line about his job, about how important it is.
“You’re worried about all the things,” I say instead. “But don’t forget to worry about me too.” I feel my blood ratchet up a notch in heat as I say this. This has been my biggest issue all along with this situation. What about me?
Kurt’s eyes go wide like he can’t believe I’d think this. I know I’ve said this to him before, but for some reason my words really hit him today. “Of course, I’m worried about you,” he says, his voice thick with sincerity. “I don’t want you to think that I’m not.”
“I know that,” I tell him. “But I don’t think you’ve really understood how all this—being stuck here—has affected me. I can’t stay in here forever. We need to at least try whatever we can.”
He doesn’t say anything; he just lets out a large exhale. It’s a resigned sounding one I jump on.
“We’re going to have to trust Finn’s publicist on this one and hope it works. And if it does, then we can get back to planning our lives together.”
“I don’t like it,” he says.
“Me either.” That’s the honest truth. Going to the Grammys with Finn, and all that we have to pull off, sounds a bit like torture.
“I guess . . . do it, then.” I can tell it’s not a 100 percent committal, more like 15, maybe 20. But I’ll take it.
“Okay,” I say. “Then I’m going to tell them yes.”
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Chapter 10

Against All Odds


“Oh my gosh, Lou, I love it,” Val says from the couch in my living room as I walk out of my bedroom in a pink chiffon dress with a pleated bodice, cut-out sides, and an open, lace-up back. The skirt is flowy and tiered, but my favorite part is the dramatic-looking ruffles covering my shoulders. 
“Hmm, I think it’s a bit revealing if you ask me,” Marco says, sitting next to her.
“Really?”
“No, it’s not, Lou. And, Marco, no one asked you,” Val says, nudging him playfully with her shoulder. She’s got a hand resting on her belly, which seems to be bigger every time I see her.
“Well, Lou’s mom isn’t here, so someone’s got to play the part,” he tells her.
“Lou’s mom will love this dress,” she says.
“She’d also probably look better in it,” I say as I look down at myself, something unsettling washing over me. The Grammys are in two days. The closer we get, the more I think this all might be a terrible idea. Like choosing to cut bangs right before your senior prom. Why did you do it, teenage Lou? Why?
“No way. That dress fits you like a glove,” Val says.
It should. Over the past week as I’ve been prepped for the Grammys, rapid-fire style, I’ve tried on multiple dresses and gone through multiple fittings. I’ve also had my hair highlighted, and a consult on my makeup, and someone here to teach me how to pose (it’s a thing). I’ve been spray tanned, plucked, and waxed in places I sincerely hope no one will see on the red carpet. And it was all done in my little apartment in Nashville.
Apparently, Sandra, with Finn’s credit card, is a force to be reckoned with.
It feels weird letting Finn foot the bill, like he’d insisted. Not weird enough for me not to allow it, because I saw some of the price tags on the dresses Sandra sent over and I’m pretty sure my bottom-line-loving fiancé would prefer I not go into debt for this, because I would have had to.
Finn is also covering my expenses there, including my flight—in a private jet, no less—and the best part is he invited my family to go too, since his own family couldn’t attend. I cried real tears when he told me. It was over text, so he couldn’t actually see me cry. Which was good, because it was the snot-nosed kind.
He arranged it all without asking me first, which was smart of him because I would have probably felt bad about the cost and told him no.
I appreciate his generosity, even though I suspect he feels like it’s part of his penance for what he’s put me through. He’s stopped apologizing with his words and has now moved on to grand gestures.
“Tell me the truth,” I say to Val and Marco as I turn to the side. “Do I look pregnant in this?”
“No,” Val says.
“Maybe,” Marco says, bobbing his head from side to side.
“Marco,” she says, laughing. “She does not.”
“I better not,” I say, looking down at the fitted bodice, which accentuates my flat stomach. Flat, only with the help of some extra-strength Spanx.
“You look great, Lou,” Marco says. “And not pregnant at all,” he quickly adds, after Val gives him a little side-eyed glare.
“I guess I’m doing this.” I let my hands drop to my sides.
“Lou, you get to go to the Grammys,” Val says. “How about you try to enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?”
“I’m trying,” I say, running a hand down my torso and taking a big breath in, which isn’t all that easy because of the Spanx. I’m not actually trying; I’m just surviving at this point. And trying not to show up to the Grammys with another food baby. By my calculations, I should probably stop eating . . . two weeks ago. Is that a thing? A retroactive diet? I should look that up. I’m sure someone’s invented it.
“Yeah, and if you run into Lizzo, can you tell her I’m a big fan?” Marco asks.
“Yes, because that wouldn’t be awkward at all,” Val says. “Hey, Lizzo, some rando in Nashville thinks you’re swell.” She says this in a very goofy voice that I hope isn’t supposed to be an imitation of me.
“I’m not even sure who I’m allowed to talk to,” I tell them.
I’ve barely talked to Finn this week because he’s already in Los Angeles doing all the other Grammy things he has to do. Sandra hasn’t given me any further instructions, but I’m sure she’ll have plenty for me on the red carpet.
At least Sandra will be there with me that night, making sure Finn and I do all the rounds. She’ll make sure we talk to the right people and are seen by the right cameras. She’ll also make sure Finn and I are showing everyone how just friends we are.
We are just friends. I know that, and he knows that. In theory, it should be easy to make people believe this, because it’s actually true. If Sandra hadn’t lectured us the other night, I wouldn’t be questioning it all so much.
“You’re going to have to really sell this,” Sandra had reiterated before we ended our meeting last Sunday night. “This whole friendship thing. You’ll have to fake it.”
“Fake it?” I’d asked, confused.
She’d looked to Finn and then to me, her chin pulled inward, her eyes staring us down.
“No fond glances between the two of you. No intimate-looking touches, even the unintentional kind. And if you win the Grammy, Finn, you can’t thank Louella in your speech at all. You’ll have to do a damn good acting job to make sure people believe you’re just friends,” she’d said. “You can cut the attraction between the two of you with a knife.”
“No,” I’d protested with a shake of my head. “I’m en—”
“Engaged,” she’d cut me off. “Yes, I know.” It was clear by her expression that she wasn’t buying what I was selling. Or not the entirety of it, at least.
Later that night, when I was lying in my bed, once again unable to sleep, my mind kept going back to Sandra’s verbal lasso of truth.
The word “attraction” was living rent-free inside my mind, and it wouldn’t leave. I’d never thought of it like that. It’s more like a déjà vu feeling. A connection of sorts. If Sandra could see it, did that mean Finn felt it too?
Finn hadn’t been able to sleep, either, that night. I doubt for the same reasons as me. But when he’d texted at his regular time at two in the morning, neither of us said anything about it. We worked on some lyrics, like everything was normal. Just two friends chatting in the middle of the night, writing songs—this time about unrequited love. Gah. None of this is normal. What is my life?
The lyrics to this one were easy to write, since I had teenage Lou and Liam Campbell, the star of my poetry book. So much pining.
A week later and Sandra’s accusations are still replaying in my head, and it’s made me nervous for this whole thing. More nervous than I already was. Now I don’t know how to act, not to mention acting isn’t my forte. I didn’t get relegated to the tech crew after auditions for my junior high school play for nothing.
I’ll just have to hope I can pull this off. For Kurt and for me, and for Finn too. We have to make this work. 
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Chapter 11

Fly Me to the Moon


The next morning, I got to walk out of my apartment building. Like, actually walk out of it, just like I used to nearly a month ago. I walked down the stairs, opened the door, and walked right out into the cool morning air. 
Well, not exactly how I used to. When I opened the door, there were people yelling my name, trying to get my attention, and taking pictures all around me. I also had Otis and Bruce there as my escorts and my security guards for this trip.
I knew they were coming—that had been part of the deal because Finn insisted on it. And I was happy to see Otis’s beautiful smile outside my door. I barely know him, but for some reason his presence is comforting. Bruce . . . not so much.
I’d thought I would have to sneak out of my apartment like all the other times and had been gearing myself up for whatever contraption I was going to escape in, but Sandra decided last minute we needed pictures of me leaving my place to help fuel the rumor that I’ll be attending the Grammys with Finn.
I don’t know why she keeps calling it a rumor; I will, in fact, be at the Grammys with Finn. A truth that feels all too real as I get into a black SUV with practically opaque tinted windows, Otis climbing in back with me and Bruce sitting up front with the driver.
No one follows us as we head over to the private terminal at the Nashville airport, but just in case, the driver takes a circuitous route to get us there. The normal twelve-minute ride is more like thirty by the time we arrive.
As we pull into the terminal, I send Kurt a quick text letting him know I’m on my way, and I’ll call him once I get there.
I’m determined to keep him in the forefront of this trip by keeping him posted on everything I do. It’s how I’m going to ensure all interactions with Finn look nothing more than friendly at the Grammys tomorrow night, how I’ll bury the so-called attraction between us. I’ll do it by keeping my eye on the real prize here, the real reason I’m doing all this: to start my life with Kurt. It’s aversion therapy part two. I came up with it last night as I was lying in bed, my mind refusing to quiet so I could sleep, and it felt like the right plan.
I didn’t inform Kurt that I plan to keep him posted on everything, and honestly, he probably won’t care about all the details. He just wants to be on the tail end of this, to see it far away in the rearview mirror. Me too.
My phone beeps in my hand and I see Kurt has replied.
Kurt: Okay
So, it wasn’t the Fly safe, I love you, I’ll miss you text that most men would probably send their fiancées if they were flying across the country. This is not a post-song Kurt thing, he’s never been much of a texter.
I’m feeling butterflies in my stomach as we approach the private terminal, excited to see my family in person for the first time in nearly a month.
To make sure we weren’t seen together by the paparazzi, another hired car dropped them off not long before we got here.
“Lou!” Len yells from across the small, expensive-looking terminal as Otis and Bruce escort me inside the sliding glass doors.
She runs toward me and practically jumps into my arms, the force pushing me back a little. I steady myself as I wrap my arms around her and hold her close.
“Are you crying?” she asks, after hearing me sniffle in her ear. She tries to pull away, but I won’t let her. I’m going to awkwardly hug her way past the normal amount of time in this fancy airport terminal.
I pull my head back so I can see her pretty face, and a tear escapes, rolling down my cheek. I’ve seen her plenty of times over FaceTime, but it’s just not the same. She looks older since the last time we were together, the night I got engaged to Kurt. Her face seems more defined, and her hair is longer.
“Why are you so embarrassing?” she asks, her nose crinkling. But then she smiles and pulls me into a hug again. “I missed you, too.”
My parents are next to hug me, my mom first and then my dad. I cry when I hug them, too. I haven’t talked to them half as much as I’ve talked to Len; with my mom’s work keeping her busy and my dad’s schedule booked up with gigs, it’s been hard to connect. I don’t think I realized how much I missed them until right now.
Soon we’re escorted out of the building, our luggage taken by trolley to load on the plane. We’re guided to a small aircraft and file up the steps of the entrance. A woman dressed in a dark-gray suit coat and pencil skirt greets us as we come aboard.
“I can’t believe we get to do this,” Len says as we file inside. She lets out a little squeal when she sees the beautiful interior of the jet, with large beige reclining leather seats for each of us, and dark wood panel accents all around. There are a couple of large-screen televisions on either end of the cabin, and a couch and table in the back, near what looks like a small bar.
This is probably the third flight Len has been on in her entire life. I’d never even been on a plane by the time I was her age. We were too poor when I was younger to travel anywhere other than places we could reach by car. My parents loved road trips, especially when they were chasing their music dreams, but I never enjoyed them.
Since graduating college, I’ve been on quite a few flights. I flew when I was first interviewed at the headquarters in Atlanta for my job, and when I’ve had to go back for the big company meetings they hold annually. I’ve also been on half a dozen or so leisure flights, going on trips with Val and some of my college roommates, and on a couple of trips with Kurt. But no flight I’ve been on has ever been like this.
“So, this is how the other half live,” my dad says as we all take our seats. Len in a chair facing mine, my parents facing each other in another matching set. Otis and Bruce take seats behind us.
“A girl could get used to this,” my mom says, buckling into her seat.
I get what she means, but I don’t want to get used to any of this. I’ll take commercial air and the simple life, thank you very much.
[image: image-placeholder]Except for a small bout of turbulence during the three hour and forty-minute flight, we arrive at the Van Nuys Airport without a lot of fanfare.
We’re escorted off the plane and into a waiting SUV, which takes us to the Beverly Hilton, where we’ll spend the next few nights. Finn was kind enough to pay for us to stay through Tuesday so we could do some sightseeing on Monday, since none of us have ever been to Los Angeles. I’m not sure how much I’ll be able to see since I don’t know how the whole Grammy thing will play out, but I’m happy my family will get to do the tourist thing, with or without me.
The hotel is beautiful inside, with enormous arrangements of purple orchids, and sculptured gold-colored walls with pops of teal throughout. There are seating areas with modern upholstered chairs in shades of taupe, arranged around coffee tables with marble tops and gold metal bases.
I feel freer here already, freer than I’ve felt in a month. It might be because there hasn’t been one camera sighting since our arrival at both the airport and the hotel. Not one person yelling my name, asking for an answer to a question or for me to pose for a picture. It might be that we’ve yet to go to places where the paparazzi congregate, and I doubt we’d find any here with all the security guards they have around the place. Whatever it is, I’m giddy with this sense of freedom. I want to run through this lobby and scream I’M FREE! at the top of my lungs.
I don’t, though, because I feel like that might defeat the whole purpose of not trying to draw attention to myself. I also don’t want to let myself get used to it. Because this all could be fleeting. And the thought makes me . . . well, I don’t actually want to think about that.
We’re quickly checked in, and then Otis and Bruce escort us to our rooms, which are in the Wilshire Tower. Finn was apologetic when he texted me that Erica, his assistant, was only able to get us a couple of studio rooms because of how late we booked.
As I walk into my room, my parents checking out their room with Len just down the hall, I gawk at Finn’s apology. The room is gorgeous, with a seating area and a large king bed. There’s a terrace with seats overlooking the city, and a bathroom that’s as big as my bedroom back in Nashville.
I take a minute to ponder on the fact that this is my life right now—private jets and luxury hotels—as I flop down on the bed, feeling the plush mattress beneath me.
I shoot off a text to Kurt telling him we’ve arrived and send him a picture of my room, to which he sends back a thumbs-up. Not an emoji one that he had to search up to send back, but rather one of those instant-reply ones that show up in the corner of the text. And people say romance is dead.
I send Finn a quick text next.
Me: Wow, you really let us down with these dumpy rooms
I add a winking face, so he knows I’m joking. My phone beeps only seconds later.
Finn: I know. I’ve already fired Erica for this.
Me: You better be joking
Finn: I am. How was your flight?
Me: Fine, I guess. The plane was just okay—I don’t know how you people do it, living in squalor like that.
He sends back a laughing emoji.
Me: It’s all above and beyond, as usual
Finn: It’s my pleasure
Me: Where are you staying?
Finn: I have a place here
Me: Of course you do. Wait . . . how many places do you have?
Finn: Just the two
Me: And you call yourself a famous musician
Finn: How many places does a famous musician usually have?
Me: No clue. You’re the only one I know.
He sends back a laughing emoji.
Me: When will I meet up with you tomorrow?
Finn has to go to some sort of awards ceremony earlier in the day where they hand out the bulk of the Grammys, before the big telecast later that night. So, I won’t see him until right before our red carpet debut. I haven’t let myself think about that part too much, because when I do, I get the pukey kind of butterflies in my stomach.
Finn: I’ll meet you outside the red carpet. Sandra will send more details.
Me: See you then
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Chapter 12

I’m a Believer


Sandra sent details early the next morning. 
There will be a driver to pick me up around two o’clock so I’m on time for the three o’clock red carpet event with Finn. This is where the most important things will happen—our biggest performance together as the friendliest of friends . . . but not too friendly. Maybe I should have hired an acting coach, or at least searched Google for some tips. Maybe I’ll have time in the car on the way.
The awards show starts at five and will go to eight thirty. Afterward there are a slew of parties, and Finn will need to attend a couple of them, especially if he wins. Sandra asked me to keep the night open in case she needs me to go to one with him.
She hasn’t decided which would be better for our plan, since there are variables. If I don’t go with him, it could look like a snub from me, which could spurn a lot of attention from gossip sites. But if I do go, then that’s more time for us together, more time for us to make things look more than friendly. More chances for the right camera angle to snap a picture that makes it look like there’s more going on than we are letting on.
It’s amazing what people will come up with for clicks.
My hair and makeup team showed up at eight this morning, and Len and my mom have joined me while I’m prepped. My dad is apparently walking around the hotel, hoping to see a few musical idols around the place. It might be possible—this hotel is considered one of the most popular for Grammy attendees.
“These bags under your eyes,” Mairi, the makeup artist Sandra hired, says, with her slight Irish accent as she looks me over. I’m sitting in a tall portable makeup chair—which looks a lot like a director’s chair—my hair already curled and pinned up with Mairi hovering over me, making tsking sounds as she studies my face. “What am I going to do with you?”
“I didn’t sleep very well,” I say.
“Clearly,” she says. She doesn’t seem to be the type of person to sugarcoat things, and I like it.
“You there,” Mairi says to Len. “Can you go get me some ice? The bucket’s over there.” She points to a shiny silver bucket sitting on the small bar in the corner of the hotel room. Len does as she’s asked, grabbing the bucket and leaving the room. Mairi turns back to me. “We’ll have to try the cold compress trick.”
“Does it work?”
“Rarely.” She smiles. “It’s worth a shot anyway.”
I might have slept an hour total last night. I was feeling all the stress of being here, the worry that I’ll mess up, and thinking about all the things that could get worse, even though Sandra has reassured me they won’t. But how does she know for sure? She was pretty confident the Ella Abbott thing would work, and it didn’t. Does she even know what she’s talking about?
Around four in the morning I started to feel panicked that somehow me being on national television would lead back to Kurt. I even got up and grabbed my phone to check my Google Alerts and did a search of my own. There was nothing.
I don’t know how anyone could find out about Kurt and me. No one really knows about us except for our tight circle of friends and family, thanks to Kurt’s extra private ways. Unless I randomly blurt I’M ENGAGED TO KURTIS LAWSON on the red carpet tonight, I’m pretty sure it’ll be okay. But what if I’m missing something? What if there’s something I haven’t thought of? I spent the next hour thinking of all the possibilities, until I finally drifted off for a bit, my alarm waking me up around seven.
I may look exhausted right now, with the bags under my eyes and all that, but I don’t feel tired. I feel hopped up and jittery. Probably because of the adrenaline coursing through me, with a large side of caffeine.
After an hour or so, some cold compresses, and extra makeup under my eyes, Mairi stands back and, with a nod of her head, deems me acceptable. At least as far as my makeup is concerned.
“Do not mess this up,” she warns, and I know she means the makeup, but it also feels like a warning for the entire night, even though she has no idea what tonight could even mean for me.
Mairi does my mom’s and Len’s makeup while a woman named Teresa finishes up my hair.
Once my hair is perfectly styled—down and hanging over my shoulders in big, soft curls—I put on my pink dress with the ruffled sleeves and a pair of strappy heels that are not too high and surprisingly comfortable and take a look in the full-length mirror hanging on the wall next to the bathroom.
“You look like a princess,” Len says, standing just behind me. I can see her smiling face in the mirror. She’s wearing her own pretty pink dress, her hair and makeup done.
“You do too,” I tell her.
“You both look so beautiful,” my mom says, standing near us, looking lovely herself. She’s in a black strappy dress, her hair curled similar to mine.
It’s strange, seeing myself all dressed up like this. It still looks like me, just more enhanced. Mairi’s makeup has brought out the blue in my eyes and given my skin a soft glow. The dress goes perfectly with my skin tone and fits my body like a glove. I kind of do feel like a princess. A princess who’s loaded up with caffeine and adrenaline. I’m still feeling jittery. That probably won’t go away until I’m done with tonight.
I have a lot of feelings going through me right now, but I’d say nervousness gets the top spot. It’s been here all day, looming underneath everything else that’s going on, but now it seems to be coming at me with full force. I’m also bothered by the realization that when I saw myself in the mirror, the first thought that popped into my head is whether Finn would like how I looked. What the hell, Lou? It should have been Kurt that I thought of. Kurt.
I grab my phone and snap a picture of myself in the mirror and send it to Kurt, reminding my brain that he’s the one who should like the way I look.
Me: What do you think?
My phone beeps soon after.
Kurt: Nice
Nice? Okay, fine. Kurt’s not interested in the play-by-play. I’d sent him a couple of texts earlier, pictures of me getting prepped, and got a couple of thumbs-up in response. Real emojis this time, which was only a slight step up.
I get it; he doesn’t want me to be here. He just wants this all to go away. But “nice”? There are so many other words. Like pretty. Or beautiful. Or love goddess of my heart. Not that Kurt has ever called me the last one. I wouldn’t mind him being a little more flowery with his word choice, especially at a time like this, when he needs to stay at the forefront of my mind while I try to pull this off. Kurt, Kurt, Kurt. I’m just going to keep repeating it in my head. Kurt, Kurt, Kurt.
Stupid Kurt.
He doesn’t know, though. He doesn’t know about the connection I’ve been feeling with Finn. That’s not something you share with your fiancé, the man you plan to spend your life with. I shouldn’t even be having these freaking feelings for anyone but Kurt. He’s the man I’m going to marry—he’s the one I want. Kurt doesn’t know this trip out here could all be for naught if I don’t do a good job of convincing the world that Finn and I are only friends. And we really are only friends, despite the connection, or attraction, according to Sandra.
I take a breath to steady myself, still looking in the mirror. I can do this. I have to do this.
“Are you okay?” my mom asks me.
“What?” Her words are like cold water on my face, pulling me out of my head.
“You look like you’re going to throw up,” she says, placing a hand on my arm.
“Yeah,” I tell her. “I’m . . . fine.” I could explain to her all I’m feeling—I could use someone to talk to right now—but I’ve never had that kind of relationship with my mom. I’ve never turned to her for advice, never wanted to get her opinion. I always felt like the adult in our relationship, even when I was much younger.
“All right, it’s time to go to the ball, Cinderella,” Mairi says, coming over to me. She looks me over, tucking a stray curl back and adjusting one of my sleeves. She then pulls a silver tube of lipstick out of a makeup bag hanging around her waist like a belt. She quickly applies more, and then walking over to the small bar, she grabs the clutch purse that matches my dress, opens it, and tucks the tube inside before closing it and handing it to me. “For touch-ups,” she instructs.
“Do I look ready?” I ask, looking from her to my mom and Len. All three offer praise and nods of their head. A veritable room of complimentary bobbleheads before me.
I look at the time on my phone, realize it’s time to go, and attempt a calming breath in my Spanx (so not calming at all), before saying my goodbyes to everyone and attempting to hug Len but not before being reprimanded by Mairi for trying to “make a hames of everything.” I have no idea what this means, but I take it that hugging right now, all gussied up like I am, is a no-no. Right, okay. No hugging. Got it.
“Well, well, well,” Otis says when I open the door to my room and walk out into the hall to find him waiting for me with that big, gorgeous smile on his face. “Don’t you clean up nicely.”
“Thank you,” I say, grateful it’s Otis who’s waiting for me and not Bruce, who’s staying back to escort my family. Otis has a calming nature about him, which has helped to abate some of the nervousness I’m feeling right now. And Bruce . . . does not.
“I could say the same about you.” I acknowledge his black tailored suit with a little bob of my head.
He grabs the knot of the tie at his neck and shakes it back and forth, giving me a little wink. “Why, thank you.” He gestures with his hand toward the hallway leading us to the elevators. “Shall we?”
We walk side by side down the quiet hall, my dress making soft swishing sounds.
“Nervous?” Otis asks when we arrive at the elevators, as he presses the call button.
“Can you tell?” I think a perfect stranger could tell. I’m so jittery right now. Caffeine and nerves are a bad combination.
“Just a little,” he says, making a pinching gesture with his index finger and thumb.
Once in the lobby, we make our way toward the exit, my shoes making clicking noises on the expensive-looking tile floors as we walk side by side. We go out through the automatic sliding glass doors, the lukewarm air of a wintery Los Angeles day feeling pleasant on my skin, to find a slew of black cars and limos awaiting with multiple valets working quickly to keep the traffic moving.
I think I recognize a few people, spotting possible celebrities as they get into their cars, their entourage surrounding them. I don’t have an entourage; I have Otis. And I’m grateful for him.
Otis pulls his phone out of his pocket as we stand by the curb. He taps on a button and holds it to his ear. “We’re ready,” he says and then hangs up.
I watch the action around me as cars pull up and people get in and then drive away, most of them probably headed to the same place I am. Len would be freaking out right now. She’d know exactly who’s out here and would be able to rattle off a bunch of gossip about each one of them.
Not long after Otis’s call, a long stretch limousine pulls up, and Otis puts a hand lightly on my arm, guiding me toward it.
“This is my ride?” I ask, pointing at the shiny black vehicle.
Otis chuckles. “Sure is,” he says.
“I’ve never been in a limo,” I tell him.
He shrugs a shoulder. “It’s just transportation.”
One valet dressed in a white shirt, red vest, and black pants sees us walking toward the car and rushes to reach it before we do. He opens the back door and stands by it.
“I’ll be riding in the front if you need me,” Otis says.
“Really? You can’t ride in the back?”
“No, ma’am, gotta do my job.” He gives me a wink.
Right. This isn’t some fun little jaunt for Otis; he’s been hired to be here.
“Of course,” I say, feeling foolish. “It’s just a long ride . . . by myself.” Why does the thought of doing this by myself seem so hard right now?
He gives me a strange look, his brow furrowed, his lips sort of puckered. “By yourself?”
“Yeah,” I say, giving him a weird look.
“But Finn’s in there,” he says, pointing to the luxurious car.
“No, he’s not, he’s at an awards thing,” I tell Otis.
“Take a look for yourself,” he says, a smirk on his lips.
I lean down and poke my head inside the open door, and sure enough, sitting in the back of the limo is Finn.
“What are you doing here?” I can’t help the smile on my face as I climb inside the car, taking a seat on the black leather-covered bench nearest the door, the valet shutting it behind me. It’s a beautiful interior with a minibar and a decent-size TV screen near the front.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at the awards?” I ask him.
He’s wearing a three-piece black tuxedo with a white, collared shirt under the vest and no tie at his neck, just a couple of buttons opened instead. He’s gone for a slicked-back style with his dark brown hair, rather than his normal tousled one.
He looks . . . really good. Like, really, really good. It’s totally okay for me, as an engaged woman, to realize this. I still have eyes. I can see things. I’m not one of those people who only has eyes for my fiancé. Although that would be helpful right now, as we sit here alone in this massive limo that is suddenly feeling extra small, with him and me and this electricity between us taking up all the space.
Kurt.
Back to the metaphorical aversion therapy I go. Maybe I need a real rubber band to snap my wrist.
I forget when I’m not around him. I forget how the connection feels, how it snaps and crackles between us. After a while of not being near him, I can even convince myself that it’s a fluke. But then I see him, and it all comes rushing back. And then it feels like too much, too strong.
“I left early,” he says. “It was boring. I thought you wouldn’t mind the company.” He’s not wrong. I just asked Otis to sit back here with me, didn’t I? But Finn doesn’t provide that calm, breezy feeling Otis does. In fact, my heart feels a little like it might beat out of my chest right now.
“You look . . . beautiful,” Finn says, a soft smile on his lips.
Well, that’s not going to help things.
Kurt.
I look away from him, down at my dress, the soft pink fabric draped over my legs. Kurt said I looked nice when I texted him a picture. Not beautiful. Nice. He really needs to up his game here. A game he has no idea he’s even playing. There’s no game, really. Kurt is my choice.
“Thank you,” I say. “I like your suit.” I hold out a hand, palm up toward him.
“Thanks. It’s . . . by . . . a . . . some designer whose name Sandra will remind me of when we get there.” He chuckles, half-heartedly, and I laugh more than is necessary.
My gosh, you could cut the awkwardness with a knife in here.
He wipes his hands on his pants. “So, I need to talk to you about something,” he says.
“Okay,” I say, feeling butterflies swim around in my stomach. Is he going to bring up what Sandra said? Right now? Do we really need to talk about it? Shouldn’t we just pretend like she never said it? Like I’ve been trying to do?
“Do you mind if . . . I move a little closer? You feel kind of far away,” he asks.
“Uh . . . sure,” I say, the butterflies multiplying. I was feeling quite cozy, being a good couple of meters away from him. Maybe even too cozy.
He hurries over to the bench across from me, our knees nearly touching when he sits, and just in time, as the car starts to move, slightly jostling us around as we head out. I hadn’t even realized we’d just been sitting here at the hotel this whole time.
“So,” he starts. “You know the rest of the band will be there tonight,” he says.
Okay, so we’re not going to talk about what Sandra said. Cool. Cool. And why does he have to smell so good? It’s that spicy scent he always wears.
Kurt.
“What about them?” I ask.
Finn had told me the team managing More Than That thought it would be good publicity to have them all together, as a show of support for Finn. This annoyed me because, from what Finn has told me, they haven’t been all that supportive.
“They . . . might be a little rude to you,” he says.
“To me?” I scrunch my brow. “Why?”
“Because you coming with me looks like a publicity stunt to them,” he says.
“But that’s not why.”
“I know,” he says, dipping his chin once. “But they don’t know that, so they’ve made assumptions.”
“So set them straight,” I say.
The corners of his lips pull upward. “I don’t think you want me telling them we’re doing this tonight so we can get the paparazzi off your back and protect your fiancé‘s job.”
Fiancé. It sounds weird when Finn says it. Maybe because I’ve never told him Kurt’s name. This was on purpose, of course. It still seems strange after all that’s transpired, all the conversations I’ve had with Finn, he has no idea who Kurt is. We’ve never really talked about him.
“Right,” I say. “Good point.”
“Anyway, I just wanted you to be prepared. Don’t read too much into how they act around you. They’re mostly annoyed with me.”
“That situation isn’t getting any better, then?”
“I wish,” he says, his voice almost a whisper.
“I’m sorry.”
“Me too.”
It’s quiet in the car now, just the hum of the tires and the sound of a car honking its horn. I look out the window to see traffic is at a crawling pace.
“I know that the purpose of coming with me is to get the paparazzi to move on,” Finn says, after a few seconds of silence has passed. “But . . . I’m glad you’re here. It’ll be nice to have one person who likes me there tonight.”
“What? I’m not the only person,” I protest. “Sandra will be there.”
He bats the thought away with his hand. “Because it’s her job.”
“What about all the adoring fans that will be there tonight?”
He shrugs his shoulders. “They don’t really know me. They just know whatever Sandra wants them to know.”
The look on his face right now, there’s so much vulnerability there. I want to reach my hand out and touch him, to offer him some comfort. But I don’t. 
He schools his features, the corner of his lips quirking upward. “I know, I’m such a cliché. The tortured, lonely rockstar.”
I smile back, but my stomach does a little twisting thing. How strange to feel so alone when you are so well known.
“Then I’m glad I’m here too,” I tell him.
“Liar,” he says, giving me his full, beautiful smile. 
“Well, maybe not here, exactly.” I give him a sheepish look. “I’m nervous.”
“It’ll be fine,” he says. 
“Will it?” I ask.
“Absolutely. No big deal.”
I let out a snort laugh. “Yeah, no big deal at all. It’s only the Grammys.”
Standing in front of a bunch of cameras would normally be the part that freaks me out the most. But I’ve also got Sandra’s voice in my head reminding me of the acting job we’ll have to pull off tonight, of the attraction that is apparently very obvious to her, making it all the worse.
“What Sandra said the other night,” Finn says, and my eyes dart to his. Could he tell what I was thinking, or did I say that out loud?
We never talked about it. Not that we’ve had much of a chance to. Finn has been here in Los Angeles for most of the week, and the time difference has put a damper on our late-night chats. Not that I’d have brought it up anyway. If I didn’t say it out loud, then it’s not real.
“Yeah” is all I say. I should say something else, but I can’t think of anything. I definitely won’t be telling him that her comment has been running through my head like a permanent news crawl.
I’m about to say something, anything, but then Finn’s demeanor shifts. He leans back in his seat, pulling a leg up and crossing it over the other one so his ankle rests on his knee. The left corner of his lip moves slightly upward.
“You know what? Sandra doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” he says, his voice moving up a few decibels.
“She . . . doesn’t?” I pull my brows inward, confused. He certainly didn’t deny it that night.
“No.” He shakes his head, his lips pursed together. “She’s . . . full of it.”
I’m a little slow on the uptake, but then I realize what’s happening. With his overexaggerated movements, the overselling tone in his voice . . . I know what he’s trying to do.
“I know, right?” I say, joining in, matching his actions. “I mean, how ridiculous.”
“So ridiculous,” he says.
“Of all the preposterous things she could say.”
“Preposterous,” he agrees.
“I mean you and me—“ I point to him and then to me. “She’s crazy.”
“Out of her mind.”
We stop, and then we smile at each other, our grins both wide and toothy.
“We’ve got this,” he says, giving me a little wink.
And for the first time since last week, since Sandra said what she said, and since I arrived in Los Angeles . . . I think I might believe him. 
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Chapter 13

Don’t Stand So Close to Me


As it turns out, my worry and sleep loss over this whole red carpet thing may have been all for naught. 
One thing I hadn’t considered was how shell-shocked I’d be by everything. From the moment we arrived at the drop-off and Otis escorted us out of the car with Sandra waiting nearby in a sleek black dress, all the paparazzi lined up behind short metal barricades, yelling names, trying to get pictures, so many famous people around us, it all felt like some weird fever dream.
Finn and I do our job: we pose for pictures, purposely keeping a friendly distance between us. No touching of any kind. After that, we move from the red carpet area down to a larger section where some interviews with reporters are taking place, where we also don’t stand close or touch.
Sandra is keeping us on a tight schedule, allowing Finn only a few questions with each reporter, none of which can be about me, except for him to state I am, in fact, the Louella from the song and that I am only here to offer friendly support to Finn on his big night. The word friend is tossed around so many times, I wonder if someone will make a montage of it.
She’s my friend. We’re friends. My friend, Louella. Friend. Friend. Frieeeeeeend.
It’s possible that, in my head, I’m making all this more dramatic than it actually is. All week I had pictured various situations, all of which would have the paparazzi still at my door. Like someone with a camera catching me looking at Finn, just at the right moment, that attraction between us visible like Sandra said it is. Or me falling on my face. That one is still a possibility.
But there hasn’t been a chance for accidental glances or touches between Finn and me. After pictures, I’ve mostly stood back while letting him be in the forefront doing all the talking, just like Sandra promised. Someone even asked who made my dress and Sandra answered the question for me. She’s made quick work of moving all attention away from me throughout the night. Bless her.
“This is our last one,” she says to me as we walk toward yet another reporter, Finn a step ahead.
“Great,” I say, glad to be done but also relieved that we made it. I could jump for joy, or maybe cry with relief. Or both.
My part is basically over. Next, Finn will join the rest of More Than That—who I’ve yet to meet—and they will have to go through the same circuit we just went through, but this time I get to sit back with Otis and wait for the awards to start.
“Was it so bad?” Otis asks after the final interview is over and he and I move to a designated waiting area for friends and family to get water and have a chance to freshen up. I need it. I feel like I’m cold-sweating. Which is the worst kind of perspiration.
“Not my worst night,” I say with a shrug. “So far. There’s still plenty of time, though.” The part I was the most worried about is over.
Otis chuckles with that deep voice of his, and it feels like a warm blanket wrapping around me.
“I still need to make it through the awards,” I say.
“That’s the easy part,” he reassures me. “You’ll just have to sit there and smile.”
If only it were that easy. I’ve been given notes from Sandra. I can smile, but not too big. If Finn wins, I can’t jump out my seat or hug him or anything. I’m just supposed to grin and clap.
Otis stays with me in the waiting area for the next hour or so, and we chat about life. We talk about his wife and daughter and how he doesn’t like to travel, but he sometimes has to for this job. He’s actually based in Nashville and does most of his work there—there are plenty of country stars who call Tennessee home who need security on a regular basis. When I asked him why he took the job to come to Los Angeles, he winks at me.
“I’ll travel for people I like,” he says.
There won’t be much I’ll miss when my brush with fame is over, but Otis will definitely be one.
When Finn and the rest of the band are done with their interviews, they meet us in the waiting area.
I take a deep breath as the five of them approach Otis and me.
“Lou,” Finn says as they step forward. “I want you to meet the rest of the band.”
I swallow down my nervousness, not sure what to expect. They don’t seem like there’s bad blood between them, but as Finn introduces them, I catch little hints here and there.
First is Zach, in a black suit with a black shirt. He gives me a once-over and a quick closed-mouth smile before he saunters over to a woman with silky black hair. I’m guessing his date for the night.
Tyrus is next. He’s always been the more daring dresser of the group, and tonight he’s in a double-breasted suit in some sort of shiny gold laminate fabric. He gives me a quick nod before walking away.
I meet Hayden and Mateo after that, both of whom have gone with a more classic look like Finn, black suits with white shirts, and both are much chattier. At different times, I catch each of them giving either me or Finn a sort of glare. It’s a little side-eye thing from Hayden, and a sort of squinting thing from Mateo.
When it’s time for us to take our seats for the broadcast, after we grabbed something to eat in one of the VIP lounges, I’m feeling pretty good about how everything has gone so far. Finn and I sold our friend-ness well according to Sandra, the rest of the band was a little cold but nothing I can’t handle, and I haven’t tripped or fallen on my face.
If this doesn’t work, I’ll at least know I did my best and there isn’t anything I could have done differently.
I’m just going to hope, and maybe say a prayer or two or three or maybe one thousand, that it’s enough.
[image: image-placeholder]Attending a live broadcast for an awards ceremony is much different than watching it on TV. First of all, every time there’s a commercial break, a countdown clock above the stage starts, and that’s how long everyone has to stand up and stretch, make a call, order a drink from the waitstaff, or make a run to the bathroom.
We’re sitting just off the stage in a carpeted area where there are cocktail tables with four chairs facing forward around each one. It’s sort of like a swanky bar scene, except it’s filled with famous musicians and their plus-ones.
Finn has introduced me to some of them, the ones in closest proximity. I’ve met people ranging from musicians who have come on the scene recently to ones who have been in the industry for decades. People my dad would salivate at the chance to spend time with.
Everyone has been nice, except for Ella Abbott, who’s also a nominee and is sitting just one table away from Finn and me. Whoever made the seating chart probably did that on purpose. I’m sure all the gossips are loving all the glowers Ella’s sent in our direction.
“She hates me,” I say to Finn during the latest break. I’m leaning toward him so he can hear me, but only a little. It’s hard not to look cozy in the setup they have for the show. It’s meant to look cozy, with the lanterns on each table and the dark colors of the tablecloths and chair covers.
“She hates everyone,” he says.
It’s then I realize the glower is a permanent fixture on her face. Everyone is a recipient. Except when she knows the camera is on her. Then she suddenly morphs into America’s darling, smiling and waving and posing. Yuck.
Another thing that happens at an awards show that you don’t see on TV is that all the seats where the musicians and other famous people sit need to be occupied at all times to make sure the crowd never seems empty when the camera pans across the venue. So, when people leave to go to the bathroom and don’t make it back in time, a seat filler quickly takes their spot, and then they have to wait until the next commercial break to get back to their seat.
This is all to say that when Finn leaves his seat, I get the opportunity to sit next to some rando. Which hasn’t been so bad, honestly. They tell the seat fillers to not to talk to you unless you talk to them, but it feels awkward to sit next to someone and not converse. And really, it’s kind of refreshing to be sitting by someone who’s also not in the business.
So far, a guy named Carson, a junior advertising executive, has sat next to me twice, first when Finn had to go onstage with More Than That to announce the winner for Best Pop Duo/Group Performance (which felt a bit like a slap in the face to me, since they’ve never won a Grammy, but they did it all with smiles on their faces). And the second time is right now as Finn leaves me to go backstage to prepare to sing the song. The one he’s nominated for, the reason I’m here, the reason my life is so upside-down—like it is right now, with me at a live taping of the Grammys and not at home watching it on television with Val and her family like I normally would be.
Seriously, what is my life?
I certainly wouldn’t have watched the broadcast with Kurt, who has never seen an awards show of any kind in his life, and who I doubt is watching tonight. I also quit giving him a play-by-play once I got in the limo with Finn. He wouldn’t have liked that. And he wasn’t appreciating my previous attempts at keeping him in the loop anyway, so why bother. It’s been a whirlwind of a night; my brain hasn’t been able to concentrate on the connection between Finn and me, so there's no need for my aversion therapy.
They give the thirty-second warning for the break, and people rush to take their seats. With Finn gone and seat filler Carson in his place, I shoot off a quick reply to Len. She’d texted me a selfie earlier, of her and my parents from their seats in the tier above where I’m sitting. They look like they’re having the best time. I felt a pang of envy wash over me when I saw the picture, wishing I were with them instead of down here by the stage, a camera in my face.
That’s how the countdown ends, me clapping and looking at the stage as a cameraman kneels on one knee—I guess so he can be level with my face—and records me as we go live once again.
The announcer offstage welcomes Amaya, a larger-than-life pop singer—who goes by just the one name—over the loudspeaker as she waltzes onstage with a bird’s nest on her head. Not like a messy hair look—an actual bird’s nest. She’s well known in all the celebrity publications and gossip sites for her performance art. And apparently costume changes as well, since she was not wearing this getup on the red carpet when I saw her earlier. Earlier, she was wearing a huge coat made of multicolored feathers with a six-foot train and high-heeled platform shoes so tall my feet ached just looking at them.
“In a chance meeting at a party,” Amaya starts, her melodic voice echoing through the arena, “this Song of the Year nominee felt inspired to write some lyrics about a woman named Louella.”
With the camera on me, I do my best to look straight ahead at the stage and keep my lips pulled up only slightly like Sandra told me to do. Breathe, Lou. Breathe. Somewhere from the back, I hear a few girls screaming and wonder if one of them is Len.
“What started as a catchy tune,” Amaya goes on, “ended up being a worldwide sensation. Singing his first solo debut, nominated for Song of the Year, here is Grammy nominee Finn Thatcher with ‘Hey, Louella.’”
The crowd claps and there’s some more screaming from the upper tiers of the arena as a spotlight appears, shining on a lone Finn sitting by himself on the massive stage, perched on a barstool, a natural wood Martin acoustic guitar in his hands. He’s in a different suit now. A burgundy one that looks amazing against the nearly black backdrop.
He strums the intro chords, and then he begins to sing.

“Hey, Louella, I’ve gotta tell ya
We might have never met before
Until you walked through that door,
But it felt like years or maybe more
That I’ve known you; can I hold you?”

I can hear people in the crowd singing along. I don’t join in but instead keep a simple smile on my face with the same camera operator focused on me. I am friendly. I exude friendliness.
I hope I’m not overdoing it and giving away any hint of the connection that pulsed through me the moment I saw Finn up there on that grand stage.
He looks so calm, singing all by himself. The confidence shines from him, his smooth vocals echoing throughout the arena.
After the first chorus, Finn stands up from his seat, and with a quick drum intro, the full lights pull up on the stage and suddenly there’s a band behind him. They’ve upped the tempo a bit, giving it more of a pop vibe rather than the folksy sounding one on the recording.
Finn ends the song with a big flourish, the lighting on the stage making it look as if fireworks are going off, the spotlight still on him. It’s all very theatric and exciting to watch, and it’s getting harder and harder to keep the just-a-friend smile on my face, but I somehow manage.
When the song is over, the audience yells and screams, and I stand up then, Carson the seat filler joining me in giving Finn the standing ovation he deserves.
It was a fantastic performance, even for a song we’ve all heard so many times before. I’m smiling big now and clapping with extra gusto, not keeping it easygoing like I’m supposed to. Only because the camera is no longer on me. The cameraman, it seems, has found a more enticing view. I follow with my eyes toward where he’s filming and see, in the first row of seats, just behind the cocktail tables, the other members of More Than That. And not one of the four is standing up to applaud their bandmate.
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Chapter 14

Silly Love Songs


Finn won. 
He won the Grammy for Song of the Year. I had to play it cool even though I wanted so badly to hug him, to celebrate with him.
While they were reading off the nominees, I could feel his leg slightly pressed against mine. A subtle way to connect that was only for him and me. I pressed back, letting him know I was here for him.
He’d never said out loud to me what it would mean for him if he won. He’d never voiced how much he wanted it. Maybe he’d been trying to downplay it before, to not let himself get too excited about it. But I could see it that night. I could feel it practically emanating from him.
It was hard to keep cool with our legs pressed against each other. It was even harder to feign my calm disposition when Finn gave his speech after winning. Because he’d thanked me. He wasn’t supposed to; he’d been told by Sandra not to mention me. But he did anyway.
“And to Louella,” he’d said, his eyes finding mine, after thanking his fans, his family, the members of More Than That—even though those jerkwads didn’t deserve it—and all the people who work for him, including Sandra and Anthony, his agent. “If I hadn’t met you, none of this would have been possible. Thank you for your . . . fr-friendship.”
He’d stammered over the word, and I was so caught up in the moment that I didn’t have a chance to panic over it until later that night when I couldn’t sleep and watched the replay on my phone.
It was more than just his words, though. It was his eyes. There was a light to them, a brightness that was easy to see. What made it worse was that when the camera panned to me, my own eyes were doing the same thing. Stupid freaking connection.
I didn’t attend any of the after-parties, per Sandra’s instructions. She felt we’d “done enough” at the Grammys. I’m assuming she was referring to Finn’s speech. She’d said this with her eyes hooded, her lips pulled into a frown when we’d met with her directly following the awards. The woman is pretty amazing at telling an entire story with her facial expressions. This face was along the lines of I hope you two idiots didn’t mess this up.
So Otis escorted me back to my room, and I stayed there while my family went with Finn to one of the parties. Len was so bummed when she found out we couldn’t go that Finn asked if he could bring them with him. Sandra didn’t mind the idea, because if he was bringing my family, then clearly I wasn’t snubbing him and just didn’t feel up to it. That’s how they spun the story, at least.
The next day, I actually didn’t feel all that well. My head was pounding, and my limbs felt achy, probably because of all the sleep I hadn’t gotten over the past week, or years really, and so I let my family do the touristy thing without me. Len wasn’t happy about it, but she got over it quickly when my parents decided to skip all the sights and spend the day at Disneyland.
I hadn’t talked to Finn since the broadcast, but we had the following text exchange the morning after.
Finn: Thanks for coming with me
Me: No big deal. I mean, it was just the Grammys. Whatever
He’d sent me back a laughing emoji.
Me: I’m so happy you won
Finn: Still can’t believe it
Me: You deserve it
Finn: Don’t know about that, but I’m grateful. None of it would have happened without you.
Me: Meh, you’d have found some other girl with a weird name to write a song about
Finn: Nope. Only your weird name would have worked.
I’d laughed at that and then wondered if I’d ever see or hear from Finn again. He’ll be busy doing interviews and appearances for the foreseeable future, now that he’s a Grammy award winner. If this all works and the paparazzi leaves me alone and I go back to my life and he goes back to his, then there really will be no reason. And even though me going back to my life was the ultimate reason for all this, the thought makes me kind of sad. Not the getting back to my life part, but the no longer having Finn in it part.
The next day we fly home, which is uneventful. We get on the private jet and my parents and Len sleep most of the flight, having had a full weekend. That is, after Len gives me a full report on everyone she met at the party and everything she saw, including every ride she went on at Disneyland.
We get back late that night, later than the paparazzi normally wait outside my apartment, so it is hard to gauge whether Sandra’s idea has worked or not, since no one is lurking outside my redbrick building.
The night is eerily quiet as Otis walks me to my door, carrying my suitcases for me. Once inside, he deposits them in my living room.
“You survived,” he says.
“I did,” I reply. “Thank you so much for everything, Otis. I really appreciate it.”
He gives me a hug. “It was all my pleasure, Lou.”
[image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I wake up for work after sleeping a full eight hours, something I haven’t done in who knows how long. But apparently it has all caught up to me—the crazy life I’ve been leading for the past month. I don’t think I even dreamed, not that I can remember anyway.
I lie in bed for a while, staring at the ceiling, thinking about the weekend, not sure I want to look outside my window quite yet. But I finally psych myself up enough to do it, even with the dread pooling in my stomach at the thought of finding paparazzi still out there. Because if this didn’t work, I’m not sure what else we can do.
I take a deep breath and then pull the corner of my drapes back and take a peek. A sudden feeling of hope overshadows the dread.
No one is there. Not that I can see from this vantage point anyway. I pull back the curtains fully and can’t help the smile that spreads across my face. The sun is shining, there’s not a cloud in the sky, and unless there are paparazzi closer to the entrance of my building that I can’t see from my vantage point, this might have worked.
I quickly throw on some sweats, my shoes, and my coat and make my way downstairs to the exit. I push on the door, hearing the clicking sound it makes in the stairwell, and walk out into the chilly morning air.
No one is here. No one is here!
I laugh out loud. And dance around like a crazy woman. An older couple walking past me, quickly cross the street to get away from me. They probably think I’m on something. I am on something: it’s euphoria and elation, with a tiny dash of apprehension, because this could be a fluke. I could wake up tomorrow and they could all be back. But for today, I’m free.
I pull out my phone, snap a picture of me in front of my empty apartment entrance, and send it to Finn with the caption “I’M FREE!” underneath.
Then, putting my phone in my pocket, I do something I haven’t done in over a month: I walk down the street of this quaint little part of Nashville toward the smoothie shop.
It’s just as I’m nearing the entrance of the shop that I realize something. I haven’t told Kurt. I hadn’t even thought to. I’m sure it’s just because I’ve been so focused on the paparazzi and the Grammys and Finn . . . except . . . except I texted Finn right away.
I’m not going to read into this. I pull my phone out of my pocket and quickly remedy my faux pas, taking a picture of myself at the smoothie shop to send to Kurt. But then think twice. He might think it’s too soon for me to be going out. So, I just send him three words: No more paparazzi. 
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Chapter 15

Looks Like We Made It


“I’ve missed you so much,” I say to Kurt as we hug in his living room, his arms tight around my waist, my head tucked under his chin. I can’t believe it’s been over a month since I’ve seen his face in person or been able to touch him. 
It took a week of no paparazzi outside my place for him to finally relax and let me come over. Even then, I had to do it at night, with my head covered, and I had to park down the street. Baby steps.
It was a bit over the top, considering there was no one outside my building to even follow me over here. It’s a veritable ghost town over there now. But in the name of being supportive, even of his nonsensical logic, I did as he asked.
I made it to his place without being tracked. Surprise, surprise. Unless you count Len, who’s got me on an app we share and can track everywhere I go. I got the app originally to keep track of her, but she’s used it on me more than I have for her. So that backfired.
I often get texts like:
Len: Why are you at the store? Get me some gummy worms
Len: What movie are you seeing?
Len: Ugh. Are you with Kurt? Gross
I got the last one just as I knocked on the door of Kurt’s three-bedroom craftsman-style bungalow. Apparently, five weeks of distance from Kurt did not make Len’s heart grow fonder for him.
To be honest, my own heart feels a bit confused at the moment. I was excited to see Kurt when we made the plans; I even felt little flutters of butterflies in my stomach on my way here.
But now that I’m in his immaculate place, with the white walls, minimal décor, and the scent of his familiar woodsy cologne as he hugs me, I feel sort of . . . lost. It could be I’m still reeling from everything that happened. It could also be that I spent so much time away from him, I sort of got used to it.
“I’ve missed you, too,” Kurt says. I pull my head back to look at him, and he leans in and kisses me gently on the lips.
It all feels the same: his arms around me, the softness of his lips, the way the stubble on his jaw rubs against my skin.
He pulls his head back and gives me a soft smile.
“It smells great in here,” I say, before he has the opportunity to lean in again. I don’t know why, but kissing him feels too soon all of a sudden. Like it’s too much. Like I’m not quite ready for it. Which I’m sure is just a temporary thing I’m experiencing, that’s all.
“What’s for dinner?” I ask.
“Spaghetti,” he says.
Oh yes, Kurt’s signature dish. I’d suggested we go out, but he’s not ready to be seen with me in public yet. So I told him we could order in, but then my bottom-line-loving fiancé reminded me we have a wedding to pay for soon.
Finn’s generous nature feels like such a contrast to Kurt’s practicality. Not that it’s even fair to compare the two, since Kurt doesn’t have that kind of money to throw around. Still, something tells me that even if he did, he wouldn’t be as quick to cover things like Finn is.
There I go, thinking about Finn again. It’s hard not to. I think it’s because the whole situation with him has been on my mind constantly over the past five weeks. I’m used to the thoughts, that’s all. It’s become a habit now.
He’s still texting me now and then. None of the late-night chats like before, but that’s because he’s been traveling all over the place, still doing interviews after winning the Grammy. The award has put life back into a song that hadn’t even died yet.
I also can’t help but worry about him and his band. The truth is, it didn’t even matter that we’d given each other googly eyes when he’d given his acceptance speech, because by that time, the focus had shifted away from me and to the future of More Than That. The internet has been full of speculation.
Nearly all the articles that came out afterward were about the clear tension between the band and featured pictures of the other four obviously snubbing Finn that night. During the red carpet interviews, you could see their looks of disdain.
The only publicity I received was a quick reference to my attendance and what I wore. Everything else centered on the band.
Len called me frantically a few days after, wondering if Finn had said anything to me about the band breaking up, and I was grateful it wasn’t in-person so I could lie without her seeing my face. She’d surely see right through it.
“You hungry?” Kurt asks, bringing me out of my reverie.
“Yeah,” I say, and he grabs me by the hand and leads me to the dining room, where he’s dimmed the lighting, set the table, lit a couple of candles, and has some wine chilling.
“Your dinner, my lady,” he says, giving me a wink. Kurt may not have the soul of a romantic, but he can put on the charm now and then. This is all very reminiscent of pre-song Kurt. I feel a surge of relief rush through my body. There are still hurdles to get over, I know this, but it seems like we are finally moving forward again. 
“I love it,” I tell him.
This is what I want, this life with Kurt. My confused heart just needs to reacclimate. Or maybe more like recalibrate. I need to focus on him and our life together. We are engaged, we’re getting married. There may not be any zaps of electricity between us, but our relationship has always felt more comfortable than anything, and there’s something to be said about that. Entire menus of food have been dedicated to comfort. Comfort is a good thing.
Tendrils of that comfort wrap around me as Kurt pulls out my chair at the table, giving me a quick kiss on the top of my head after I sit down.
Right here with Kurt is where I belong.
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Chapter 16

Breaking Up Is Hard to Do


“This is the worst day of my life,” a tear-streaked-faced Len says to me as we sit on the old leather couch in the living room of my parents’ house. 
I came over to console her after she got the news. News I’d known for a week because Finn had told me and asked me not to say anything. I’ve had to stay away from Len for fear it would burst out of me. Like a dam.
“I’m so sorry, Len,” I say, reaching over and rubbing her arm, trying to comfort her.
“How could they do this to me?” she sobs.
I’m not sure how this is about her, exactly. But Len does think the world revolves around her. Teenagers.
“Well, bands do this all the time,” I say. “One Direction, *NSYNC, the Beatles.”
“One Direction went on hiatus. At least they left us with hope. More Than That didn’t even give me that. They just . . . broke up.” She hiccups.
Nearly four weeks after the Grammy win for Finn, and now his band is no more. They made an official announcement today, and it’s consumed the internet. Even Kurt heard, which means the news made it to his world of money markets and talk radio.
I hadn’t told Kurt either, even though he knows Finn and I still text sometimes. I told him about the texting one night as we were snuggling on the couch. I felt like he should know and was ready to defend myself since it’s not a big deal, not anymore at least, but he didn’t seem to care. Now that the paparazzi are gone and the world seems to have mostly moved on from me (Val is still getting some Google Alerts but so far it’s been nothing of consequence), he seems to relax more and more. Not fully of course, but we’re getting there.
My life, for the most part, feels pretty normal. I’m still working on lyrics and texting a famous musician sometimes, but other than that, it’s been business as usual. Work, see my family, hang out with Val and Marco, and spend time with Kurt. No wedding planning yet—I think Kurt needs a little more time to make sure all the hoopla is over—but we’ve been talking about it.
“I can’t believe this is happening,” Len says, laying her head back against the couch.
“I know. It sucks.”
“Do you think they’ll get back together?” she asks, looking at me with red-rimmed eyes and wiping her nose with the tissue I gave her.
“Maybe? Anything is possible,” I say. It’s more to appease her than anything. Finn had told me there was very little chance of that happening now. There were a lot of words exchanged between members, words that will be hard to take back. But Len doesn’t need to know that.
Thankfully, in all the news that has come out about it, there wasn’t any talk about “Hey, Louella” being the catalyst. According to Finn, it was more of the straw-that-broke-the-camel’s-back kind of thing. So at least Len can’t blame me for this. So far, news sources have only been reporting that the breakup was a long time coming, and that it’s in the best interest of all five members of the band.
“I hate this so much,” she says.
“Yeah. Life isn’t fair.”
“Stop,” she says, her eyes moving to the ceiling. “Don’t start with that life-isn’t-fair crap; it’s so annoying.”
I don’t think I’ve said this to her that often. But even if I have, it’s the truth. Life isn’t always fair. It’s not fair to Finn that he and his band couldn’t make it work. It’s not fair to hundreds of millions of fans who’ve stayed loyal to the band for all this time to watch them break up. It’s not fair that my smoothie this morning was not that good. But that’s life.
[image: image-placeholder]Five days later, at least for me, seems to be incredibly fair, and kind of perfect.
“You really want to go to dinner out in public?” I question Kurt for what is probably the fifth time. I can’t help myself—it feels like I’m being tricked.
“Yes,” he says, also for the fifth time. “I’m being serious, Lou. I’d like to go to that Mexican place, the one with the margaritas.”
“Where we went on our first date?” I’m feeling all kinds of gushy feelings toward my fiancé right now. He’s been a lot more romantic these days. And by a lot more, I mean he’s done a few tiny things. But that’s romantic coming from Kurt.
“Is that where we went?” he asks.
“Yes,” I say, the gushy feelings turning to something akin to mushy. It’s fine, I don’t need him to remember all the details. I’m just happy he wants to be seen with me in public again.
Cue the “Hallelujah Chorus.”
It’s not all sunshine and butterflies. Kurt still wants to meet me there, staggering our arrivals. I recall that the dim lighting is one of the biggest complaints on Google for this particular Mexican restaurant. So barely seen together in public, but at least we’re headed in the right direction.
Things are improving with Kurt and me, even if we’ve fought more in the past few weeks than we ever have. He’s still so over the top about protecting himself and his job, and I’m sick of hearing about it.
It’s true that I’m still being recognized, but not so much as when I first got back from the Grammys and started venturing out in public. It’s more of a rare occurrence now. It would seem that the world now cares about More Than That breaking up and not so much about some random girl name Louella.
Sometimes, when I can’t fall asleep, I almost wonder if it really happened at all—the song, Finn, the paparazzi, the Grammys. But then my phone will light up with a text from Finn and that little reminder brings me back to reality. It did happen, and now it’s over.
Now that I’m back to my normal life, tomorrow I get to throw a baby shower for Val. We’re doing it at her parents’ house. We’ll eat amazing food, open gifts where we all ooh and ahh chorus-style, and we’ll be playing some games—only because Val specifically requested we not play any. And because of that request, I googled the worst baby shower games out there, and that’s what we’re doing. Even the one where you melt different candy bars inside diapers and guests have to guess which candy bar. Which is honestly a really dumb game.
I’m just grateful I get to do this stuff again. All the little things. It’s where I want to be, even if sometimes I get this little nagging sensation in the back of mind, a tiny voice asking me if this is what I really, truly want.
It might be the dumbest thought I’ve ever had. Of course, this is what I want. I want a simple life. I want white picket fences and a flower garden. Even though Kurt’s house has one of those vinyl fences that his HOA requires. It’s still white, so that works. And I don’t know anything about planting flowers and have killed off even the easiest plant to keep alive, like a succulent. But I can learn.
I’ve been shown a different life, one I never wanted for myself, and it only confirmed that desire. Even if that one came with chocolatey-brown eyes and an incredible baritone voice. It’s not as if the option was ever on the table anyway. There may have been a verified mutual attraction between Finn and me, but that’s it. And the further I get away from that, the sillier it all feels.
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Chapter 17

Love Stinks


The next morning, I wake up later than I mean to and fumble around for some sweats to throw on. I have only a couple of hours before I need to head over to Val’s to set up for her shower, and even though I told Kurt I’d cut back on my smoothies from five times a week to three, this week I’ve gotten one every day and I’m about to get another one, for a total of seven. I went twice on Thursday. 
It’s a little gratuitous, even for me. I’m feeling sort of like a chipmunk preparing for hibernation. Because someday, in the near future, I’ll be married to Kurt and living at his house, and I’ll be too far away to get my smoothies, and I’ll finally have to put the blender he got me to use. Or give them up completely. It’s rationalizing, and I’m fine with it.
I throw on a lighter jacket since the colder temperatures have let up now that it’s March, and slide the phone that I haven’t powered up yet into my pocket before I go down the stairs of my apartment building, feeling the elation of being able to do this. I will never take being able to walk down my street for granted again. Okay, I probably will because that’s just how these things go, but the luster hasn’t quite worn off yet.
But as I open the door, anticipating the cold air on my face, I’m instead hit with another sensation: déjà vu.
There are people standing outside my building again. So many of them. And they are all holding cameras and yelling my name.
“Louella, over here!”
“Louella, have you seen the interview?”
“Louella, just one question!”
“We hate Louella! We hate Louella!”
This can’t be happening. I must still be asleep. Of course, that’s it. Wake up, Lou! Wake up!
But . . . it seems real. I can feel the slight breeze on my face. I can smell the exhaust from the cars driving by. I can see all the people standing outside right now and hear the clicking of cameras going off and the questions being yelled at me.
There are more people this time. More cameras, more questions, more chanting. The chanting is coming from people holding posters and not cameras. One says, Louella Killed MTT. Another says, Why, Louella?
What?
Fight or flight thankfully kicks in, and pulling my keys from my pocket, I use my key fob to quickly unlock the door and escape back inside. Something like panic moves through me, from my head to my toes, as I run up the stairs and back to the safety of my apartment.
This can’t be real, can it? This couldn’t possibly be happening again?
I’m not giving up hope that I’m still asleep in bed, that this is all just a bad dream.
I pull my phone out of my pocket and power it back up. Just like last time, my phone begins to ding and buzz as my screen fills up with missed texts and calls and new voicemails.
I don’t look at any of them. I pull up the number of the first person I think of and hit the call button.
“Lou?” His voice sounds frantic, even from that one word. He picked up so quickly, my phone didn’t even ring.
“Finn?”
“Lou,” he says again, this time with relief. “Are you okay? I’ve been calling. I’m . . . so sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Lou.”
“What’s going on?”
He cusses. “It’s a mess,” he says. I can picture him running a hand through his hair, messing it up like he does.
“Why are there paparazzi outside my door again?” My voice sounds oddly calm right now, which is not at all how I’m feeling on the inside.
He lets out a breath, like it’s something he needs to remember to do. “There was an article that came out last night.”
“An . . . article?”
“It was Hayden; he did an interview,” Finn says, his voice low and quiet.
“What did he say?”
“He basically blamed the breakup of the band . . . on you and me.”
“What? Why? Why would he do that?”
“I don’t know,” he says. “I’ve tried to call him. I’ve tried to make a statement of my own. I’ve posted on social media, but everyone has run with his version of what happened.”
“Wait, so, people think I’m the reason More Than That broke up?” I ask, trying to make sense of what he’s saying.
“Hayden said that it was my fault, essentially,” he says. “But it was . . . you and the song I wrote that was the catalyst for everything.”
“You said it was a long time coming.”
“It was . . . it is. I . . . I don’t know what he’s trying to pull here.”
I’m still standing in the entryway of my place, still in my coat and hat as I talk to Finn. Just like last time—the first time—I lean against my door and slide down it until my butt hits the cold tile floor.
“This can’t be happening again, Finn,” I say. “This can’t . . .”
I stop talking because it doesn’t matter what I say—this is actually happening. I’m not dreaming or having some trauma-induced flashback. This is real. My quiet life is being upended once again.
“I’ll fix it, Lou,” he says, his voice more frantic again. “I’ll make it right. We’ll do whatever we have to.”
I laugh—it’s sardonic in nature because nothing about this is funny. “What can you do, Finn? The paparazzi are here; the damage is done.”
Oh my gosh, the damage. So much of it. I’m back at square one, essentially, back to the beginning. Only this time, it’s worse. There aren’t just paparazzi outside, but people holding signs. People aren’t here because they want a love story—they’re here because they’re mad . . . at me. For something I didn’t do, something I never asked to be a part of.
And for the first time since it all happened, I’m feeling angry . . . toward Finn. It’s not fair, I know. It’s not his fault. He didn’t write the article. The logical part of my brain knows he wanted none of this to happen, and yet it has.
“I have to go,” I tell Finn. I need to hang up before I say something I don’t really mean.
I click out of the call without a reply from him and let my phone drop into my lap, feeling it buzz when it lands. Probably Finn calling me back. I’m not going to answer because right now I think I’d rather have the nervous breakdown that I absolutely deserve.
I put my face in my hands and let out a scream. It’s a loud one, and hurts my throat as I let it out, but it’s thankfully muffled by my hands. I don’t need my neighbors calling the police.
The next part of my nervous breakdown looks like some much-needed crying. It’s more of a loud, moaning wail, which I also do into my hands to muffle it. It doesn’t feel like enough. I want to break something or scream again. But my throat is still raw from the last time, and honestly, I don’t want to have to clean up something while I’m still raging.
I’m just so mad. I’m mad at music and fame and all the games and the lies and everything that we—the regular people—fall prey to. It’s wrong. And it’s not fair. I’ve got paparazzi outside my door because of it.
I’m supposed to be getting ready for a baby shower for my best friend right now. I’m supposed to be spending the day with her and celebrating her. And now . . . I probably can’t go. I probably shouldn’t go. I can’t pull her into all of this. I’ve got an angry mob outside this time.
And then there’s Kurt. I’m pretty sure we won’t be going on our date tonight. Unless, since the last time we spoke, he’s had a complete change of heart about his work and his privacy. Nope, I’m most likely back to square one with him too. Am I going to have to hole up here again?
I should call Kurt; if he doesn’t already know, he deserves to hear it from me. But first I need to know what I’m dealing with here. I pull up the interview Hayden gave and read it.
It’s . . . a lot. Starting with the title: Is Louella Hansley the New Yoko Ono? It’s packed full of exaggerations and straight-up lies. He made it sound like they gave Finn an ultimatum. It was either me or the band, and he picked me. What the hell? I’ve been with Kurt this entire time. But because nobody knows that, and no one can know, the lie is easy to believe.
I check my Google Alerts for any word on Kurt, just in case, and find nothing. So, at least there’s that. Of course, the article just came out last night, so there hasn’t been enough time for the media to completely rip my life apart. I’m sure more is coming. I’ll just have to pray they never find out about Kurt.
I should do something—call Kurt, call Val, take some action. What I really want to do is lie down on the floor I’m currently sitting on. Just lie here and avoid it all. I give it a shot, lying down on my side, my face hitting the cold tile. I could just go to sleep right here—maybe I’ll wake up and it really will all be a dream.
My phone vibrates in my hand, and I look at it. It’s Kurt. I debate answering, but then give in and hit the button.
“Kurt, hi,” I say, my voice doing a breaking thing. I take another breath.
“Louella,” he says, no kindness to his voice, no worry or concern. There’s just one emotion that I can hear loud and clear in that one word . . . anger.
“So, I’m guessing you heard,” I say, my voice coming out frog-like. I can’t hold back the rush of tears. They fall sideways down my face as I continue to lie on the floor.
“I did,” he says. “I saw the article.”
“The paparazzi are back.”
He cusses. He’s home this time, so he isn’t trying to be careful or keep his voice down. “This . . . this isn’t good, Lou.”
“I know,” I tell him, feeling like he said those exact words the first time this happened.
There’s silence on the phone, except for some sniffling from me.
“I can’t keep doing this,” he finally says.
“Can’t keep doing what?”
“This . . . this whole paparazzi and Finn Thatcher and . . . and all of it,” he says.
“You think I want to keep doing all this?” I ask, sitting up as I feel irritation bubble up inside me. Just like last time—the first time this happened—Kurt’s sentences all seem to begin with “I” and not “we.”
I realize this is about him, too, because we’re engaged. But he didn’t suffer any of the consequences the last time . . . I did. The burden was completely on me. I was stuck in my apartment while he lived his life. He could leave his house with no one outside his door. He could go to work and go buy groceries when he needed them. Except for my absence, Kurt’s life was like it always was.
But he can’t keep doing this? Shouldn’t we be a team? Shouldn’t we be a we here? I know he’s worried about his job and what could happen if word got out, but shouldn’t I matter too? Shouldn’t I matter more?
It’s hard to see things perfectly clear right now, but I’m pretty sure the answer to all those questions, when it comes to Kurt, is . . . no.
He’s not offering me any words of comfort or telling me we’ll get through this. He’s telling me he can’t do this.
I know it’s the anger and frustration running through me, and I probably should take some time to think before I speak, but I can’t stop my next words.
“Maybe all of this is just too much for you, Kurt. Maybe I’m too much.”
Silence again.
“Do you have anything to say?” I ask. I’m looking for a rebuttal here, Kurt. Anything to hold on to.
“I don’t know what to say, Louella.”
That was not the thing to say.
“Let me know when you figure it out,” I reply, and hang up.
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Chapter 18

Safe Inside


In my snot-nosed, bleary-eyed state, I decide, after picking myself up off the floor and pacing around my small living room, that I’m doing things differently this time around. I’m not going to hole up here, worried about Kurt and his job. 
I’m going to live my life, and that starts with going to the baby shower I planned for Val. Famous people live their lives every day, and I might only be famous because everyone who loves More Than That thinks I’m the reason they broke up, but I will not let that stop me.
I call Val and tell her I’m going to be there—because that’s what you do for the people you love; you take risks (did you hear that, Kurt?)—and she doesn’t try to talk me down. She just tells me to be safe.
I am going to be safe. I still need to be cautious; I still have family and friends to protect. I don’t want anyone to see me or follow me. And to do that, I’ll need help.
Not wanting to ask Finn for help because I still don’t know how to navigate all that, I go directly to the source.
“Otis?” I say when he answers.
“Hey, Lou, what are you up to?” I can tell by the tone in his voice that he knows what’s going on right now.
“Oh, you know, just living the dream,” I say as I take a seat on my couch, sniffling when my eyes water again. It’s good to hear his voice.
“What can I do for you?” This time there’s concern there.
“I need to get out of here,” I say. “Can you help?”
“Are you okay? Are you safe?”
“Yeah,” I say, nodding my head even though he can’t see me. “I’m . . . well I’m not fine, but I’m safe.”
“Where do you need to go?”
“To my friend Val’s place. Can you get me there?”
“Of course,” he says without delay. “I was already on my way.”
“What?” I ask, confused by this.
“Oh yeah,” he says. “I’ve got me an easy job for the foreseeable future. Watching over you.”
“Wait, what? I’m so confused.”
“I’ve been hired to make sure you’re safe,” he says.
I close my eyes, and a tear leaks out. Of course, Finn would do something like this. I don’t know why I’m even shocked.
“Would you rather they send Bruce?” he asks, humor in his voice now.
“No, no, that’s okay. I’m . . . grateful,” I say, my voice thick.
“So, sit tight; I’ll be there in about twenty minutes, and we’ll get you out of there.”
I get to work making myself presentable, which is no easy feat—my red eyes and blotched face will take approximately eight gallons of cover-up to fix. I don’t bother trying too much—it’s pointless.
Just as I’m putting on some brown combat-style boots, I hear a loud knock. I look at my phone and it’s only been ten minutes. I guess Otis made it here faster than he anticipated.
It takes me a second to finish up, and the knocking keeps going, loud and persistent.
“I’m coming,” I yell as I make my way from my bedroom and through the living room. I wonder what Otis is getting at with this obnoxious knocking. He’s never done that before.
I go to open the door, but then I hear voices, and it stops me in my tracks. It’s not the deep bass voice I’m expecting, but more like multiple voices, more high-pitched in sound. Like teenage girls. I put my ear up against the door.
“This is her place, right?” I hear a youngish-sounding girl’s voice, like someone around Len’s age, followed by more harsh knocking.
Is Len here? How? It better not be her. She shouldn’t be here right now with all the paparazzi outside.
I peek out the old peephole on the door. It’s foggy and yellow tinted, but I can see there are three teenage girls outside my door I don’t recognize. All of them not Len.
“Hello?” one of them says, and then kicks the door.
“Hello?” I respond through the door, confused.
“Oh my gosh,” I hear one of them say. “She’s in there.”
“Are you Louella Hansley?” another voice asks.
A feeling of dread pools in my stomach. Who are these girls?
“You broke up More Than That.” Another kick.
People—strangers—have entered my building and somehow found my apartment. What the hell?
“This is trespassing,” I say through the solid wood.
“You ruined everything,” one of them yells as another one punches the door.
This shouldn’t scare me; these are teenage girls that look close to Len’s age. They’re ill-informed, possibly crazed teenagers. And yet, my heart is beating wildly in my chest. This is beyond violating. There are actual angry humans at my door, and I don’t feel safe.
“You should know this is illegal,” I say through the door. One of them kicks it again.
“I’m calling the police,” I tell them. This seems to do the trick. I can see enough to see their demeanor change, see the way their bodies tense before they turn and run down the hallway. But not before one of them kicks my door again.
When only a few minutes later I hear three swift knocks, I jump. This time when I check the peephole, I see Otis’s large, muscular frame standing there, and I take a steadying breath. I open the door and he walks in, that big smile on his face.
It drops when he sees me. “What’s wrong?”
“There were people—teenage girls—pounding and kicking on my door right before you got here.”
”What?” Otis asks.
“I told them I was going to call the police and they ran away.”
He rubs a hand down his face. “How did they get in?”
“I don’t know. The main door is locked, and you can’t get in without a key.”
“They probably followed someone.” He exhales loudly, placing his hands on his hips. “I think you need to pack a bag. You shouldn’t stay here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, you’re not safe here. Someone probably posted your address online. Who knows who else will show up here. It’s pretty crazy out there, worse than I thought.” He points toward the entrance of the building. “I think you should leave.”
“Leave?” I stare at him. “Where would I go?”
My heart sinks when I realize I have no place to go. I can’t risk going to my family’s, or Val’s. What if someone follows me there? What if someone posts their addresses online?
I realize now I was a fool to think I could go to Val’s baby shower—the shower I planned. Even if I had Otis sneak me out somehow. What if it didn’t work? It’s too much of a risk.
“Let’s ask Finn,” Otis says.
[image: image-placeholder]Otis doesn’t even bother sneaking me out this time. In fact, he makes a big show of me leaving. I’m wearing a hoodie with the hood covering my head, my light jacket on top of that, and sunglasses on my face, even though no one is wearing them on this overcast day.
With an arm around me and the other one holding my suitcase, Otis walks me through the crowd, cameras flashing all around us, with people yelling my name and others holding up signs about how much they hate me.
He walks me over to a black SUV with tinted windows, and opening the door, hustles me inside. I get settled into my seat while he puts the suitcase in the back and then gets in the other side, next to me.
“Go,” he tells the driver.
On the way over, I call Val and tell her what’s happened.
“Don’t even worry about it,” she says, after I explain. I’ve got tears running down my cheeks. I don’t want to miss this. It’s important to me.
“I want to be there,” I lament.
“But your safety is more important.”
“It’s not my safety I’m worried about,” I tell her.
“Well, I am,” she says, and that makes me cry even more. See? This is how you treat someone you care about.
“Please tell Marco to take pictures and tell him he still has to play the games.”
“I’ll tell him to take pictures.”
“And the games,” I reiterate.
“Listen, if I can’t have my best friend here, I need to have at least some benefit.”
“I’ll tell Marco to do it.”
“And I’ll make him sleep on the couch,” she says.
We hang up after I’ve apologized a few more times, and she’s told me to stop it now.
I look out the window as we pass various buildings, the driver moving in and out of traffic with ease as he leads whoever is following us on a bit of a goose chase. We’re taking the long way to Finn’s. I knew when Otis called him that’s where he would tell us to go.
When both Otis and the driver think the coast is clear, we make it to Finn’s building, where we’re dropped off in the gated parking garage underneath the building.
Finn must have been waiting by the door when we finally make it to his penthouse, because Otis only has to knock once before the door opens and Finn is standing there in black jeans and a fitted gray shirt.
“Lou,” he says when he sees me. “Are you okay?”
I probably look a mess, having cried all morning and then cried yet again in the car on the way here while I was talking to Val.
“I’m fine,” I tell him, but the tears that started after he opened the door betray me.
How can someone who’s caused me so much distress also bring me so much comfort? It doesn’t make sense. Maybe because when it comes down to it, Finn is my friend. Despite all that’s happened, his warm brown eyes are a sight for sore eyes. I’m not just saying this—my eyes really are sore.
Finn pulls me into him, wrapping his arms tightly around me.
“I’m so sorry, Lou,” he whispers in my ear. “So, so sorry.”
I let him hold me, and it feels good, maybe a little too good.
I wipe my eyes after we pull apart, and Finn grabs my hand, leading toward the main living area of his place, Otis following behind.
We take seats on the plush white leather sectional couch, me next to Finn and Otis sitting by himself on a different section.
“We need to find a place for Lou to stay,” Otis says. “It’s too dangerous at her place.”
Finn nods.
“I’m not sure where I can go,” I tell them. “I can’t go to my parents’ place—”
“No,” Finn interjects, shaking his head. “That’s a bad idea.”
“What about your fiancé’s place?” Otis asks.
“That’s not an option,” I say. Finn dips his chin, understanding in his face. This makes my eyes tear up again. Finn thinks it’s because of Kurt’s job and his privacy. That’s true, but it’s also because I don’t know where I stand with Kurt. I thought—or hoped—he’d call me back not long after we hung up, telling me he’s sorry and that we can figure it all out together. But that didn’t happen.
“What about a hotel?” I ask.
Both Finn and Otis shake their heads. “That’s too risky. Too many ways to get inside, not enough security,” Otis says.
“You could stay here,” Finn offers.
My eyes go wide at that. Stay here? With Finn?
“I’ve already got security set up here,” he says to me. “And I know you’ll be safe.”
“I don’t know . . .” My mind shoots off a hundred different thoughts at once.
“Just for a couple of nights, until we can think of something else,” Finn says. “I’ve got plenty of room here—you’ll have your own space.”
I look to Otis, to see if I can read his thoughts on the whole matter through his expression, and he gives me a little nod of reassurance, like he, too, thinks this is the best option for me right now.
“Okay,” I say.
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Chapter 19

Just the Two of Us


After Otis left and Finn showed me to my room, I holed up there for the rest of the afternoon and night, not wanting to be around people. 
It’s a beautifully decorated, large bedroom with its own bathroom, a writing desk in the corner, and a large-screen television hanging on the wall across from the king-size bed. The tags are still on the throw pillows, and I wonder if anyone has ever slept in this room before.
The next day is Sunday, and I pad out of my room midmorning, golden sunlight filtering through the floor-to-ceiling windows. My stomach is growling when I see Finn sitting on the big leather couch, a guitar in his lap and a pen in his mouth. There’s an open notebook by his side.
“Hey, Lou,” he says when he sees me, a soft, sort of timid smile on his face.
“Hey.” I give him a little wave. “I’m feeling hungry.” I point toward the kitchen.
“Of course,” he says, laying the guitar down on the couch and standing up.
He’s wearing a dark-blue hoodie with steel-gray joggers. I’ve never seen him dressed down like this. I force myself to swallow and look down at the thin black T-shirt and soft black shorts I slept in. Or . . . tried to sleep, really.
“Let me show you around,” Finn says, walking over to me.
I follow him into the kitchen, wishing I could do something about the strain between us. There’s no fun banter, no teasing. Even with the crackling connection I still feel. My mind is a mess right now, and I’m guessing Finn doesn’t know how to act around me. He keeps giving me puppy dog eyes of guilt that I’m not sure how to handle.
He shows me where everything is around his fancy, ornate kitchen. It’s white with gold finishings and has one of those refrigerators that looks like it’s part of the cabinetry.
“We can get you whatever you want,” he says, after showing me what he has stocked. “Just let me know and I’ll make sure Erica orders it.”
“This is great,” I say, grabbing some granola from the pantry and some yogurt and raspberries from the refrigerator to make a parfait. “Do you want some?”
“Sure,” he says, sliding open a drawer to show me where the utensils are.
“Bowls?” I ask, and watch as he reaches across me and swings open a cabinet door to my right full of matching dishes, his spicy scent filling the air around me.
I pull a couple of bowls out and set them on the counter.
“I forgot to thank you,” I say as I assemble the parfaits.
Finn snorts out a laugh. “Thank me? For what? Ruining your life?”
“It’s not totally ruined,” I say. Although I’m homeless, with nowhere to go, and may no longer be engaged. So that’s not . . . great. “I meant for sending Otis.”
“It’s the least I could do,” he says. “I wish I could do more. I’ll do whatever you need, whatever I can to help you, Lou.” He’s giving me guilty eyes again.
My heart does a little fluttering thing in my chest. Why couldn’t Kurt have said these kinds of things to me? Instead, I got I can’t keep doing this.
“We’re back to the apologizing thing again, are we?” I give Finn a little smile.
The corners of his lips pull upward. “I have a bunch of new things to apologize for now.”
I top the parfaits with raspberries. “Honey?” I ask Finn.
“Yes, dear?” he asks, and gives me a smile.
I shake my head. “Do you have any honey?”
“Oh, right.” He gives me a teasing smirk before going into the pantry and coming back with some expensive-looking organic kind.
I drizzle it over the top of the parfaits and then hand him a bowl.
“Thank you,” he says.
We lean against the counter as we dig in.
“This is good,” he says after taking a bite.
“It’s one of my go-tos,” I say. Besides my precious smoothies. Who knows when I’ll get to have one again.
“So,” he says after a couple of seconds of silence, the only noise coming from the crunching of granola. “Those girls that showed up outside your door.”
“What about them?”
“We’ve got names,” he says.
“What?” I look at him, my brows pulled together. “How did you get that?”
“They had video of them from the one security camera at the entrance of your building.”
They have a security camera? I had no idea.
“We can press charges,” he says.
“Why would we do that?”
He cocks his head to the side. “They broke the law.”
“I know,” I say. “But they’re just teenage girls. They didn’t know better. They were angry because I ruined their favorite band in the entire world. I’m the new Yoko Ono, after all.”
Finn winces at my words. “None of that was your fault.”
“Not according to your billions of fans.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s not billions.”
“Oh sorry, I meant trillions.”
He laughs, and it’s low and warm. But then his face turns more serious. “Are you sure? About not pressing charges?”
I nod. “I keep thinking about Len. I don’t think she’d do something that feral, but she’s been pretty devastated about the breakup. Irrationally so.”
I called her and my parents last night when I was hiding in my room, to make sure no paparazzi had shown up at their place, which they hadn’t, thank goodness. Len had read the interview from Hayden and was indignant on my behalf, but not before making me clarify it wasn’t true.
“Well, someone should at least talk to them about it,” he says.
“True,” I say. “Maybe we could send the police over just to warn them.”
“Or Bruce,” he says, giving me a knowing smile.
“Let’s not scare them that much.”
I look at my half-empty bowl, pushing a raspberry around with my spoon. “I feel like the most hated woman in the world,” I say, giving him a smile without teeth.
“I promise you, it’s not as bad as it seems.”
“Says the man who everyone has already forgiven.”
How is that fair? Hayden blamed us both in the article, but there hasn’t been half as much hate for Finn as there is for me out there right now.
Finn scoffs. “I’m pretty hated right now.”
“Really? Where are the paparazzi and crazed fans at your place?”
He furrows his brow and then walks over to a window in his kitchen. He gestures for me to come look, with a side nod of his head.
I walk over and look out the window, down at the street below.
“Oh,” I say when I see them: a small gathering of people standing by the entrance to Finn’s building. It’s too far away to see any cameras, but I do see what looks like people holding up signs. “Have they always been there?”
“Off and on,” he says. “This building has security guards, so that deters people most of the time.”
“But right now?”
“People hate me enough to not care about the guards and are camping outside my building.”
“Or they’re cheering for you.”
He shakes his head. “According to the security cameras out front, the posters say different.”
I look down at the people again, and then back at Finn. “So what you’re saying is, we’re both the most hated people in the world right now.”
I don’t know why this makes me feel better. Maybe it’s that I’m not the only one dealing with this when I thought I was.
Finn bobs his head back and forth, his eyes looking upward. “There are probably worse people out there.”
“Probably,” I say.
“For now, Sandra has instructed me to lie low until I’m a little less hated.”
“Here’s to being hated together,” I say and hold up my bowl.
Finn grins as he clinks his against mine.
[image: image-placeholder]Later that night, I’m lying in bed staring at the ceiling, wishing I could fall asleep. My mind keeps going back to Kurt and our last conversation. I haven’t heard a peep from him since, and the longer he takes, the angrier I get.
After eating breakfast with Finn, I spent most of the day in my room catching up on work and talking to Val—who admitted she did, to my delight, play a game at her shower but, not the diaper one, which slightly ruined my delight—and checking in on Len and my parents. Still paparazzi and rabid fan–free, thank goodness.
Besides this morning, the only other time I left my little retreat of sorts was to make some dinner. But on the way to the kitchen, Finn told me he’d gotten takeout from a Chinese place down the street and, not wanting to bother me, had ordered nearly a fridgeful of options. I thanked him and made myself a plate of food and took it back to my room.
I feel rude, leaving Finn to himself all day, but I also have a lot to process right now, and I just need time. I think he gets that. But he also has a lot to process, dealing with the breakup of his band and fallout from that. Plus, from what I am hearing, he’s been busy working on songs and making calls. He’s also got a lot to work through himself, now that he’s officially a solo artist.
I’m chastising myself and promising that I’ll be less rude tomorrow when my phone lights up on the desk where I left it, and I get out of bed to see a text from Finn.
I chuckle as I open my phone and click on my messaging app.
Finn: How’s sleeping going for you?
I nibble on my lower lip. I could choose not to answer. I could put my phone down and go back to bed. Instead, I take the phone with me and tuck myself under the covers.
Me: Hmm . . . not great
Finn: Me too
Me: I figured, since you’re texting me
Finn: Excellent deduction skills
Me: What’s keeping you awake?
Finn: Probably the same thing as you
Me: I was trying to remember when my last period was
Finn: No way, me too
I laugh quietly at my phone and then wonder why I’m trying to be quiet since the person I’m texting is just a room away.
Finn: I’m actually thinking about lyrics
Me: What? I’m shook
I send him back a winking emoji.
Finn: Thought I’d give it a shot
Me: Reach for the stars
Me: What are you writing?
Finn: Got a new tune on my mind and I need some lyrics
Me: And?
Finn: And I can’t think of any
Me: Writer’s block again?
Finn: Shut your dirty mouth
Me: My apologies
Finn: I need a subject
I think back to the songs we’ve worked on together. One was about meeting someone for the second time, one was about unrequited love, and the other was along the lines of what might have been.
So much love. Love . . . blech. It’s all feeling a bit overrated right now. The romantic kind, specifically.
Me: Maybe don’t write a song about love
Finn: That’s like Songwriting 101
Me: What about an inspirational, you-can-do-all-the-things kind of thing
Finn: Oh yeah, keep going with this, it’s helping me fall asleep
Me: Watch it. I know where you sleep.
Finn: Yes, but I also know where you sleep
Me: This has taken a creepy turn
Finn: It has
Me: Okay, fine, write another song about love
Finn: Excellent idea
I stare at the ceiling, thinking about love tropes. There are so many, and all of them feel tainted right now because of Kurt.
Me: Question for you
Finn: Tell me
Me: Pretend you have a girlfriend
Finn: Ouch
Finn: Who says I don’t?
I stare at my phone, now wondering if I missed something. Is Finn dating someone, and I had no idea? And why does this thought make a little churning thing happen in my stomach?
Me: Do you?
Finn: No
Me: Okay, so then pretend
Finn: Got it. Pretending.
I sit up in bed, an idea coming to me. That wasn’t my reason for asking—I was thinking about Kurt and the last thing I said to him, and the radio silence since, and wanted to see what Finn thought . . . hypothetically. I’m not ready to tell him, or anyone, what might be happening with Kurt. I haven’t even said anything to Val. Probably because I’m not even sure myself.
Me: Wait. Pretending. What about pretending?
Finn: Pretending what?
Me: Pretending love—an idea for a song
I don’t get anything from Finn for a minute, and I start to wonder if he hates the idea. But then the three dots show up.
Finn: I’ll pretend I’m yours, and you pretend you’re mine. We can pretend this is real, we can pretend it’s all fine
Me: I think you’re on to something
Finn: I think so too
Finn: Do you want to attempt to sleep or do you want to meet in the living room and work on this with me
Meet Finn? In the living room? Right now? I look at the time on my phone. Two thirty in the morning. I know what I should do, which is try to sleep. I have a meeting for work in the morning.
I text Finn back.
Me: Be there in five
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Chapter 20

Fake Love


It turns out the song is a bit prophetic. 
“You want us to pretend to be in love?” Finn asks Sandra, his look and tone incredulous.
“It’s the only thing I can think of to get your life back, Lou, and increase your approval rating, Finn, since the band broke up. Especially if you want to get into the studio right away and start recording a solo album. The chatter online isn’t looking good right now,” she says, sitting across from Finn and me at the shiny black dining table that’s never used for eating. At least, not that I’ve ever seen.
Sandra flew out from Los Angeles to meet with us today to tell us about an idea she has. It shocked me when Finn told me she lives in LA. I’d never thought about her life past what she does for Finn, sort of like when you find out your third-grade teacher is a real human with a life outside of the school. Weird.
The “just a couple of nights” Finn offered for me to stay at his place has turned into five nights. Five days and nights of working, hanging out, eating meals together, and writing songs when we should be sleeping. We’ve gotten into a sort of groove. Sort of, because the looming feeling that this is temporary and I’ve yet to figure out what I’m going to do is still hanging over my head. And because there doesn’t seem to be any letting up on the hatred coming at Finn and me. The hate is actually multiplying and growing. Like if you threw water on it or fed it after midnight.
The latest, according to Val—who’s still playing the part of my informant since it’s better for my mental health if I don’t look—is that Finn and I are attention whores, working together to take him to new levels of fame and to get my name out there. Which couldn’t be further from the truth. I don’t want my name out there. In fact, if I could, I’d retract my name from everything. Delete, buh-bye, gone. If only it were that easy.
“No,” Finn says. “Lou told you before that she doesn’t want to do that.”
“I know, but I think this is our best shot,” Sandra says. “My theory is, if we give the world what they want—a love story between the two of you—then maybe they’ll be more forgiving about what they think happened with you and the band.”
“Which Hayden made up,” Finn says.
“We all know that,” she says, her tone flat, her lips pulled downward.
“So, you mean like a fake dating thing?” I ask.
“Yes, but more than that. You have to sell them a love story. You have to look like you’re in love.”
“I don’t think they want that anymore,” I tell her. They mostly want my head on a platter. There’s a whole subreddit dedicated to it. Impressive, really. There are some great photoshopping skills out there.
“People are suckers for a love story,” she says.
Finn shakes his head. “We took that option off the table last time. Because Lou’s engaged.”
Sandra looks at me. Do I tell them? Do I say that there’s been no word from Kurt since our last conversation? It’s been nearly a week, and the douchebag hasn’t even sent a text. I’m not sure I’m ready to say out loud what keeps spinning around in my head, that it’s over between Kurt and me.
The whole thing has been weighing on me. Luckily Finn thinks my sadness is from everything that’s happened since Hayden’s article. That’s part of it, for sure—my life being upended again—but the bigger part is what’s happening with Kurt. Or, really, what’s not happening. I can’t decide what breaks my heart most: losing him, or losing the life I’ve wanted for myself.
I’ve cried a lot. I’ve chastised myself a lot too. Because when it comes down to it, do I really want to be with someone who doesn’t put me first, who probably never has? I’ve racked my brain and I can’t think of a single time while we dated that my needs were a top priority for Kurt. Even down to the stupid appliances he bought me as gifts. He never asked what I wanted—he bought what he thought was best, what was practical. That’s not what I want for my life now that I really look at it. So why is it so hard to let go?
“What would we be doing, exactly? To pull this off,” I ask Sandra, deciding I don’t want to say anything just yet about Kurt. My head is so all over the place with the situation.
Finn pulls his head back, his brows pinching together as he looks at me. “You’re considering this?” he asks.
I lift a shoulder and let it drop. “I don’t know,” I say. “Sandra obviously knows what she’s doing. Her plan for the Grammys worked until Hayden messed that up.”
“True,” he says. “But, Lou, we don’t have to do this. Wouldn’t this bother your fiancé? You and me being seen around town together? There’s got to be something else we can do.” He turns what looks like pleading eyes to Sandra.
“He’s fine with it,” I say. It comes out sort of rigid sounding, maybe even a little robotic. By some miracle I don’t tear up when I say this, even though I can feel the emotion sitting right below the surface. Pull it together, Lou.
“Excellent,” Sandra says, placing both hands on the table. “The plan would be for you and Finn to go on some public dates—ones that we will leak to the paparazzi, of course. You’ll need to look like you’re together. Hold hands, look cozy. That kind of stuff. It needs to look like a real relationship.”
“So, the opposite of the Grammys,” I say.
“Exactly,” she says. “You’ll have to sell the romantic relationship in order for it to work.”
“How long?” I ask.
She purses her lips. “It . . . could take a while,” she says. “I say we shoot for the Billboard awards in Las Vegas, where we expect Finn to be nominated. We won’t know for sure until April, and the broadcast is in May.”
“So, two months,” I say. Two months of fake dating Finn. Can I do that?
“I think that’s a decent amount of time. We’ll have to keep an eye on social media and forums to see if things are working.”
“Then if it does, we . . . fake break up?”
“That’s how this works,” she says.
“And then what happens after that?”
“Well,” she says, “in theory, there’ll be some fallout. We’ll have to present it in a way that it benefits both parties, like it was a mutual decision. People will be upset, but eventually, they’ll move on. And then that will hopefully mean they’ll move on from you.”
“We really don’t have to do this, Lou,” Finn says again. “We can figure out something else.”
My brain is so busy trying to work through what Sandra is telling us that I just now remember Finn hates this kind of thing. How could I be so selfish? Geez, Lou.
I turn toward Finn. “I’m sorry, Finn. You’re right. We don’t have to do this. I know you hate this kind of stuff—”
“No,” he interrupts. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’ll do it, but not because I care about my approval.” He looks at Sandra and then back at me. “But because I told you I’d do whatever it takes to help you.”
The tears do well up this time. Stupid eyeballs. But honestly, how can somebody so amazingly wonderful, someone I clearly have a connection with, come with a life I never wanted? Why couldn’t Finn have been an accountant or something less . . . famous?
I know the answer to that, because an accountant’s job or anything like it would never make Finn happy. He’s got something about him—something the world needs more of. But this is not the kind of life I want for myself, and I’m willing to do what it takes to try to get out of it . . . again.
I take a breath and then turn toward Sandra. “Let’s do it.”
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Chapter 21

You Make Loving Fun


Our first official date isn’t your typical date. 
First of all, it’s fake. But besides that, we’re also escorted—for safety—by Otis, with his big smile, and Bruce, with his scowl. We could have walked to the restaurant just off Twenty-Seventh, near Centennial Park, but instead we were driven there in a black SUV with dark tinted windows.
It’s American fare with a contemporary vibe. But, most importantly, the wall on the north side of the restaurant is all windows, giving passersby, and nosy people with cameras, a perfect view.
Erica, Finn’s assistant, found the place and made the reservation, and Sandra leaked it to the right people. Right being relative. I’d say leaked to the most annoying, no-regard-for-privacy people.
I made sure my family, as well as Val and Marco, know what’s going on, what Finn and I are up to, so when they see pictures of us, they won’t call me freaking out. My warning was mostly for Len.
“Don’t be nervous,” Finn half whispers to me as we sit at a table right by the window, the tables on either side empty. I wonder if that’s by design.
Finn’s wearing dark jeans with a maroon button-up shirt, which reminds me of the suit he wore while performing at the Grammys. It’s . . . not ugly on him. He’s also got on his silver chain bracelet, which I haven’t seen in a while.
“Why, can they smell my fear?” I say back. In my rush to pack my stuff, I didn’t bring anything nice to wear. I found a pair of jeans and a black mock-neck sweater that I made work by doing my hair in big, soft curls and wearing a little more makeup than usual. When I wear makeup, that is. Finn and I have spent most of the past week in loungewear. Which is also . . . not ugly on him.
“Absolutely,” he says. “They feed off fear—that’s how they regenerate their demon powers.”
“That makes a lot of sense,” I tell him, my face mock serious.
We make quick work of ordering food and drinks, the server not showing even a hint that she knows who either of us is. She’s professional and treats us like any old customer that comes through the place.
With the warm lighting and soft music of the restaurant, it almost feels normal.
I lean in toward Finn after the server has left to put in our orders. “I don’t see any paparazzi,” I say, quietly and out the side of my mouth.
He holds his glass up, like he’s taking a drink, but uses it to cover his mouth instead. “There’s one to the left, hiding behind a bush,” he says before taking a sip.
I look down at the table and then take a quick glance to my left, and I can see someone there, the long telescoping lens of a camera poking out of the bush.
“You’re good,” I say, impressed Finn caught that.
“I’ve been doing this for a while.”
I swallow. I guess this means it’s showtime. Come on, acting skills you don’t have, do your thing.
“So,” I say, smiling at Finn. “What are we supposed to do, exactly?” We should have made a plan when we were back at his place or practiced or something. But it’s a date—how hard can that be?
Harder than I thought, apparently. I’m nervous, which isn’t helping things. I don’t know why. This is Finn. The man I’ve been living with for over a week. The person I’ve been staying up late with writing songs and being silly. He’s not some random guy. He’s . . . well, he’s Finn. My friend Finn. My friend Finn who I also feel an odd connection with.
“We act like we’re on a date,” he says.
“Right.” I swallow. “And how do we do that?”
The corner of his mouth moves upward. “Well, if this were a proper date, I’d tell you how happy I am to be here with you.”
“Cheesy,” I say.
He tucks his lips inward, trying not to laugh. “I’m trying to be fake romantic here.”
“Oh, right. Sorry.”
“I’d also probably lean in,” he says, doing just that, “and tuck some hair behind your ear, like this.”
I freeze as he reaches up, his hand barely grazing my cheek, his fingers feather light as they touch the tip of my ear as he pushes some of my hair behind it.
“Oh, you’re good at this,” I say, my voice quiet and breathy.
Did he do this kind of stuff with Ella Abbott? The few pictures I saw—the ones Len and Val had screenshot and sent to me—looked like they were fighting the entire time, rather than enjoying their date. Finn’s body language read like he wanted to run in the other direction.
He lets his hand linger there for a moment before running his fingers down the length of my hair.
“That was . . . also . . . cheesy,” I say, my inability to speak properly giving away my actual feelings, which are, More, please.
Stop it, Lou.
“We have to touch, you know. If we’re going to sell this love story,” he says. “Cheesy or not.”
“I know that,” I say. “I’m just . . . maybe we should have practiced or something.”
He chuckles. “Relax, we don’t have to be perfect. We can just be Finn and Lou.”
“With more touching?”
“Exactly.”
I nod. “Okay, so what else would you do if this were a date?”
He looks as if he’s contemplating for a moment, his hand moving up to his jaw, fingers running down the sides.
“I’d try to get to know you better,” he says.
“What’s your best first-date question?” I ask.
“If you could be a fish, what kind would you be?”
I huff out a laugh. “Really? That’s your go-to question?”
“It says a lot about someone,” he says, a teasing look on his face.
“Fish is very specific,” I say and twist my lips to the side. “I think I’d be . . . a clown fish.”
He furrows his brow. “A clown fish?”
“Yeah, like the ones that hide in anemones? They keep to themselves, do their jobs.”
He grins. “I suppose I can see that.”
“And you? Wait, let me guess . . . a shark.”
“A predator?” he asks, his nose crinkling.
“Not a mean shark. A nice one. Like a nurse shark.”
He shakes his head at me. “I’d be a sea turtle.”
“Wait. I didn’t know we could pick any creature in the ocean,” I say. “I want a do-over.”
“Sorry, your first choice is your answer.”
“By whose rules?”
“Mine, of course. This was my question.”
“Then I get to ask the next one,” I say.
He gives me a quick dip of his chin.
I think about it for a minute. “If you weren’t a megafamous singer, what else would you have done?”
“That’s easy. I would have done something else with music. Maybe a teacher, or a producer.”
“When did you know that music was your thing?” I ask and then take a sip of water.
“From a young age. My mom says I was born singing.” His eyes move to the side, a soft, wistful look on his face. “I made instruments out of everything. A cabinet door, a pan, a glass. It was always my thing.”
“Your parents must have loved the racket,” I say, knowing how noisy my house was growing up. If my parents weren’t singing and playing guitar—their instrument of choice—they were blasting music over whatever speakers were available.
“I’m sure it got very annoying. But they never said anything; they just let me do my thing.”
“What about the rest of your family?”
“My older sister is a chef,” he says. “And both my younger brothers are still in high school. My parents had an oops baby with my brother Cole, who’s nine years younger than me, so they had another one—Max—a year later so he wouldn’t be lonely.”
“That’s a big family,” I say, wondering what it would have been like if my parents had given Len a brother or a sister. What would I have done with another sibling to worry about?
“What would you say your biggest flaw is?” he asks.
I give him a sidelong glare. “That seems more like a third-fake-date question.”
“Well, we’re already living together. We’ve skipped a bunch of steps.”
“Oh my gosh,” I say, laughing. “This is so weird.”
“You mean living together for real, or going out on fake dates?”
“Both,” I say. 
Finn shrugs a shoulder, like this is just normal for him.
I gave up trying to find another place to stay because anytime I brought it up, Finn would shoot down the idea. In truth, his apartment is probably the safest place for me right now. Besides, cohabitating with Finn—platonic as it is—makes this whole fake thing more believable. 
“So back to the question,” he says.
“Right . . . my biggest flaw . . . I guess I can be a little obstinate.”
“You don’t say,” he says, a corner of his mouth quirking upward.
I roll my eyes, but there’s a smile on my face. “I’m not that bad.”
“Says the woman who stayed in her apartment and refused to leave for a month.”
“That’s because both you and Sandra said it was the best idea,” I defend myself.
“I didn’t mean to that extent.”
“I did leave, though. I came to your apartment.”
“When I had someone roll you out in a box,” he says.
I sit back in my chair, crossing my arms. He’s not wrong. I stayed, even though I hated it.
“I was hoping it would go away.” I was also doing it for Kurt and his privacy, but it turns out that’s probably moot.
“I know this life isn’t for you, this whole fame thing,” he says.
I don’t say anything; I just give him a little lift of my shoulders, nonverbally saying, What’s done is done.
“I’m just—”
“Don’t,” I say, cutting him off. “No more apologies.”
He gives me a half-hearted nod.
“Okay, it’s your turn. Your biggest flaw?”
Finn studies the table for a few seconds before looking at me. “I have a hard time trusting.”
“Because of what happened with More Than That? And Hayden?”
He gives me a doleful look. “That didn’t help. But it’s been an issue for longer—much longer than that. So many people have used me or . . . turned on me. Besides my family, it’s hard to know who I can count on.”
I reach over and place my hand on the top of his. It’s an instant reaction—I don’t even think about doing it, I just want to offer him comfort. “That would be hard.”
I want to tell him he can count on me, and he can. I’ll always be here for him. But if this works—this fake dating—like Sandra thinks it will, I plan to go back to my old life, the one where I do mainly the same things day to day and there are no paparazzi following me around. A simple, easy existence. Even if, right now, that life seems in limbo in so many ways.
Our food arrives and the conversation stays light as we eat, and there’s never any sort of awkward silence. That was a thing while dating Kurt—awkward silences. I got used to them because I realized Kurt needed time to think about things. They became more silences and less awkward.
Part of me is wondering if that’s what’s happening right now. He’s thinking. But then another, louder, part of me is saying, Who freaking cares? He basically abandoned me when I needed him most . . . twice. Even so, I still can’t bring myself to cut him out completely, to delete his number or send back his ring, even though I’ve barely worn it since he asked me to marry him. Maybe I should have taken that as a sign.
“How do you think we did?” I ask, over a shared mini chocolate lava cake with some vanilla ice cream.
“I think it felt . . . like a date,” Finn says before eating a spoonful of the dessert.
“It kind of did,” I admit, astonished by this. Once we settled into conversation, I sort of forgot what we were here for. We were just Finn and Lou. It was easy, even with that crackling connection between us, which feels less frantic now, maybe even settled.
I feel it burn a little brighter as we leave, when Finn takes my hand in his, intertwining our fingers. He’s held my hand before, but never like this. This feels possessive in nature, almost needy. Especially so when we get into the SUV and he doesn’t let go.
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Chapter 22

Something Just Like This


This is how the next couple of weeks go. Planned fake dates and outings that become easier each time we do it. Like they’re just a natural part of my life, like waking up in the morning. Even if it’s usually the late morning for Finn and me. Our very real nights of writing music are still a thing. I’m keeping up with work, but barely. 
The pictures the paparazzi are taking and selling to the gossip sites and magazines are just what Sandra wanted. Pictures of us laughing at dinner, some of us where we look like we’re in a serious conversation, and some of the cozier variety.
Some headlines have given us hope that this is working.
Finn Thatcher and Louella Hansley Go on a Date!
Hey, Louella! Finn Thatcher Goes Out in Public with Louella Hansley
And my personal favorite:
All the Things We Love about Flouella
I’m leaning into the combination of our names. I’ve decided it’s so ugly, it’s almost cute.
We are light on our public displays of affection: hand holding here, a light touch there, an arm around me as we walk. Enough to give the idea that there’s something happening between us.
The problem is . . . there’s something happening between us. I can admit this. Not out loud—I’m not crazy. But I can feel a shift in our relationship. A change.
It all feels too easy, too natural. The lines between real and fake are becoming so blurred for me when it comes to Finn that I don’t know what to believe anymore. It feels real to hold his hand, real to let him touch me or put an arm around me. Like all those things are supposed to happen. Like we’re a real couple. Instead of having to remind myself that we need to pretend it’s real, I’m having to remind myself it’s fake.
Finn is careful not to cross a line, because . . . well, I’m guessing it’s because he still thinks I’m engaged to Kurt. And I’m not. Not anymore. Not as of five days ago, when I returned the ring to him.
He’s never called or texted, not once since our last conversation. Not even after Marco dropped off the ring. I had him give back the blender too. Out of sheer pettiness.
Marco was all too willing to do it after I told Val what had happened.
“So, I think Kurt and I are done,” I’d told her about a week after my first fake date with Finn, and still not a whisper from Kurt.
“What? What happened?” she said.
I explained the conversation Kurt and I had after the second time the paparazzi were at my door, and the radio silence from him since.
“Oh, Lou,” she said. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”
“I think so,” I told her. There have been lots of tears. And then sometimes laughter would bubble up out of me from the ridiculousness of the whole thing. You think you know someone when you date them for two years, and then you find out that an accounting job means more than you do. What a life lesson.
“Can you hold on a second?” she asked.
I heard muffled sounds, and then loud enough to possibly damage my eardrum, Val yelled, “Babe, Lou and the jackass are done!”
“Are you serious? ’Bout damn time,” Marco yelled back.
Then it sounded like there was some sort of cheer happening, possibly some dancing.
“Oh no,” Val said in a panicked, out-of-breath voice when she got back on the phone.
“You didn’t mute me,” I said flatly.
She said something in Spanish, which I’m pretty sure was a whole line of swear words. “Freaking pregnancy brain,” she said. “I’m so sorry, Lou.”
“The jackass? Did you always think that?”
“Kind of?” Her voice sounded sheepish. “I mean, Kurt was fine. He was just sort of a . . . jackass.”
“Why did you think that?”
“It was just a feeling, a vibe. He seemed sort of holier-than-thou. You know?”
“Why didn’t you say something before?”
“Because you seemed happy, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.”
So, we tasked Marco with going to my place and grabbing the ring and the blender and taking them to Kurt. Marco asked if I wanted him to pass anything on to him—like a karate chop to the groin—which I declined. I couldn’t think of anything for him to say either. Thanks for not being there for me? Thanks for being silent when I needed you the most? Thanks for all the appliances? Gosh, he really is a jackass.
I thought of something to say a couple of days later before deleting his info off my phone and blocking him:
Me: Goodbye, Kurt
It wasn’t my best work, but I wanted to make sure he knew, without a doubt, that we are never ever getting back together. He never tried to make any sort of contact.
In hindsight, I’m recognizing all the red flags now. From even before the whole insta-fame thing. How he never took to Len and barely wanted to hang out with my family. How he’d scoff when I’d want to hang out with Marco and Val.
I still get a pang of sadness now and then. But I know it’s more about the loss of the idea of Kurt than the loss of Kurt himself.
I haven’t told Finn. In fact, I haven’t told anyone except Val and Marco. I will tell him, but right now it feels like a protection. A way to keep things from really happening between us, because Finn won’t cross that line, not while he thinks I’m engaged. Even though sometimes my entire body would like him to. It says a lot about him, really.
I need to keep my head on straight. Finn’s life, all this fame, it’s not what I want. It’s the exact opposite of what I’ve wanted for myself. I can’t imagine a life that’s not fully mine—that’s constantly being posted in tabloids and being talked about online—and having to deal with the paparazzi on a consistent basis.
For now, I’ll keep the whole broken engagement thing to myself. Especially as we get ready to take off to go see Finn’s family in Saint Louis for the weekend. We are “fast-tracking” our fake relationship, according to Sandra. Because it’s already been a little over two weeks, and despite the articles that have come out, the forums and social media posts paint a different picture. The majority of people still hate us—me the most. We’ve got to sell the love, as Sandra said. So going to Saint Louis will look like a big step for us—the whole meeting-the-family thing—and Finn is excited about going home.
“What are your parents’ names again?” I ask as we settle into our seats on the same private jet I took to Los Angeles with my family. It’s not his—it’s more like a timeshare deal, but with a plane. I didn’t even know that was a thing. Rich people.
“Don and Melissa,” he says.
“And Sydney, Cole, and Max,” I say, recalling his siblings’ names.
“You got it.” He reaches over and grabs my hand and squeezes it a couple of times.
This is what I mean by the lines blurring. No one is even on this plane to snap a picture of us, save the crew and Otis and Bruce, who all couldn’t care less, and yet holding hands seems like something we do, something we’ve always done.
And something I like doing.
[image: image-placeholder]“Donny!” a teenage boy who looks like a younger and shorter version of Finn yells as we walk in the door of a beautiful, moderately sized home. The exterior is white with a wraparound porch and big white pillars, and the interior, from what I can see in the entryway, is bright with plenty of light and warm colors.
The teen practically pushes Finn over when he jumps on him, arms wrapping around him. Finn laughs as he hugs him back.
Another teenager runs down the large staircase, which is a big sprawling thing to the right of the entry. It sounds like elephants stampeding, and he also practically jumps on Finn, joining in on the hug.
Only a few seconds later, the rest of the family joins us. His dad, who has Finn’s eyes, and his mom, who has the same jawline and coloring, and his sister, who’s very beautiful with long brown hair the same color as Finn’s.
“Donny’s home,” his dad says, when it’s his turn to hug Finn. They smile at each other with similar toothy grins.
Donny? Why does everyone keep calling Finn that?
Finn hugs his sister and then his parents, each in turn. Then, with a gesture of his hand toward me, he says, “This is Louella.”
I smile and give them all a little wave, thinking we don’t have enough history for them to hug me. But I’m wrong about that assumption. Every one of them, including the teenage boys, gives me a hug after they’ve been introduced. Melissa, Don, Sydney, Cole (who looks the most like Finn), and Max (the loud stair stomper). It’s . . . nice? Welcoming? Unexpected? All those things, really.
I take a breath as I trail behind all of them into a great room with an open-concept kitchen, living room, and dining area. There’s a lot of white with splashes of warm reds and dark blues. It looks like . . . a home. I love it.
And Finn looks like he’s feeling very much at home as he laughs with his family as we make our way to the living room, everyone taking seats on the light-gray couch set. I sit next to Finn after he pats the spot by him.
“I’m so glad you’re here, Louella,” Melissa says, a kind smile on her face. “We’ve heard a lot about you.”
I smile, but immediately there are a bunch of questions fluttering around in my brain. They’ve heard of me? What has Finn told them? Do they know our relationship is fake? How do I even act right now? Breathe, Louella.
I’m nervous. I don’t know why. I don’t have a lot riding on whether Finn’s family will like me or not. This isn’t a bringing-home-a-significant-other-to-get-your-family’s-opinion kind of thing. So why does it feel like it? Why do I want them to like me?
“How’s the fake dating going?” Sydney asks.
Well, that answers that, then.
Finn turns to me when he replies, “I’d say it’s going pretty good.” He rubs my forearm lightly with his hand.
“All the girls at school hate you,” Max says to Finn. “They keep trying to get info from me.”
“He doesn’t mind it,” Cole says. “He’s getting a bunch of attention.”
“So are you,” Max says, pulling a throw pillow out from behind him and throwing it across the room at his brother. He misses.
“I don’t need to have a famous brother to pull girls,” Cole says.
“Neither do I,” Max says, defensively.
“Boys,” Melissa says, that one word a chastisement.
I can’t help but think of Len and how much she would love to be here right now. Although Max and Cole would get attention from her, and it would absolutely be because Finn is their brother.
“Syd is making us dinner tonight, Donny,” Finn’s dad says, changing the conversation.
I lean over to Finn, my mouth near his ear. “Why do they keep calling you Donny?”
“Because that’s his real name,” Cole says, having heard my question. He’s sitting the closest to us.
“What?” I pull my head back so I can fully look at Finn. Len knows all the things about Finn. How did she not know this?
“It’s not my real name,” Finn says.
“It was, when you were born,” Sydney pipes in.
“My mom changed it when I was two,” Finn says to me. “She decided we had too many Donalds in the house and it would get confusing. My middle name was Finn, and that’s what they all called me, so she made it my first name, officially.”
“We started calling him Donny when More Than That made it big. To keep him grounded,” Sydney says.
“It’s so he doesn’t get a big head,” Cole says.
Ah, family. They always know how to put you in your place. I only have Len, but she definitely knows how to keep me humble.
“I don’t think it’s working,” I tell them, giving them a purposeful smirk.
“Oh, I like her,” Sydney declares.
[image: image-placeholder]“Did Finn tell you about the time he was singing in the seventh-grade talent show?” Cole asks.
Finn’s head lolls back, and he lets out a moan. “You were a toddler when that happened,” he says to Cole. “You don’t even remember.”
“Yeah, but it’s a classic.”
“Tell her,” Max says.
“Yes, tell me,” I say.
Sydney made us some kind of stew with tender chunks of beef and root vegetables, a salad, and crusty bread on the side. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a home-cooked meal like this. I also haven’t laughed this hard in a long time, listening to them regale me with tales of young Finn. My cheeks are actually burning.
“He was going to sing ‘Just the Way You Are’ by Bruno Mars, but instead he forgot the words, and then—”
“I cried,” Finn interrupts Cole.
“That wasn’t all you did,” Sydney says, giggling.
Finn rolls his eyes. “Fine, I cried, but I didn’t want to give up, so I . . . did a dance.” His voice drops on the last part, like it’s hard for him to say out loud.
“You did a dance?” I ask, to clarify.
“We have video,” Max says.
“But it went a little something like this,” Cole says, and all three siblings get up from the table and start doing some sort of wobbly dance moves, similar to those huge blow-up tubes with the faces that dance around in the wind.
“It wasn’t that bad,” Finn protests after running a hand down his face.
“We’ll show you the video, Lou,” Max says. “It’s that bad.”
We’re all laughing now, and Finn is taking it in stride. Shaking his head, but there’s a hint of a smile on his face. Like he doesn’t really mind it and even kind of loves it.
“Well, Donny,” Melissa says. “You know the drill.” She winks at Finn, and the rest of the family gets up and leaves the table.
“I’m on it.” He stands up and grabs dishes off the table, stacking one on top of the other. I get up and help him, making a pile of my own.
“Anytime I come to visit, I get dish duty,” he says as we carry the dishes to the counter and set them next to the large farmhouse-style sink.
“If your fans could see you now,” I say as he turns on the water, running his fingers under it to see if it’s warming up. “You could be featured on one of those Celebrities—they’re just like us! sites.”
“Finn Thatcher can clean his own dishes,” he says in a dramatic radio announcer–sounding voice as he plugs the sink and adds dish soap to the water.
I take my phone out of my back pocket and snap a picture. “I feel like I need to have proof of this.”
He dunks his hand in the sink, pulls it out, and flicks some water on me.
“Hey!” I yelp, wiping the sudsy water off my face with my hand.
I try to get him back, reaching for the water, but before I can, he grabs me by the waist, picking me up like I weigh nothing, and spins me around and away from the sink.
“Put me down, Donny!” I say, trying to wiggle out of his grip, but I’m also laughing, so it’s a futile attempt.
This goes on until I finally give up, my body going limp when I quit fighting. I expect him to put me down, but when I look at him, my face hovering just above his, his arms still around my waist holding me up, I see he’s staring up at me. My breath hitches in my throat at the way his dark-brown eyes are taking me in.
Our mouths are only inches apart. I could lean my head down and kiss him, right here in his family’s kitchen. And the crazy part is, I want to. I want to kiss him. I want to know what his lips feel like, what he tastes like. Do it!
“Are they gonna kiss?” Max asks, loud enough for us to hear, and it’s a thunderclap kind of spell breaker.
I practically jump out of Finn’s arms, my face feeling like it’s on fire. I turn away from him and move to grab more dishes off the table, my heart racing like I’ve run a marathon.
That was much too close.
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Chapter 23

Wicked Game


Finn: Are you awake?
It’s one thirty in the morning when this text from Finn comes in, my phone lighting up on the dresser where I set it before getting into bed. 
I’m in the main-floor guest room of the Thatchers’ home, a charmingly decorated room with hints of blues and grays and smells of fresh linen. The bed is comfortable, and Finn’s mom even turned down the covers for me while I was brushing my teeth in the connecting bathroom. It feels strangely wonderful to be doted on by her. I have very little experience with this since my mom has never been the doting kind.
Finn is upstairs in a trundle bed in Max’s room, since I got the guest room. He was happy to do it, and Max was even happier to share his room with him. It’s cute, really, how much his family loves him. How normal his life is here with them. Here he’s not Finn, the massively famous singer—he’s Donny, the man who does the dishes after dinner and has to sleep on a pullout bed at night.
I like how his family keeps him grounded. I like how I feel with them. I think that’s why I wanted to kiss him earlier tonight. Because it all felt so normal, being here with his family, teasing him in the kitchen.
But I have to remember the reality here. This isn’t the norm for Finn. His real life is very much the opposite of this.
I grab my phone off the dresser and take it back to bed with me. I send him a text back after snuggling under the covers.
Me: Yes. I’m a vampire, remember?
Finn: How could I forget? I can’t believe I brought a thirsty bloodsucker into my family home.
Me: Rookie mistake. I like your family, though. So I’ll keep my fangs to myself.
Finn: Are you comfortable? My dad is cheap and keeps the heat at near freezing.
Me: My dad is the light police. He’s spent half his adult life turning off lights.
Finn sends back a laughing emoji.
Me: I feel great. How about you?
Finn: Max is snoring. He also talks in his sleep.
Me: Poor Donny. I’m not giving up this room for you.
Finn: After all I’ve done for you
Me: Hmmm
I send him one of those thinking emojis.
Finn: Okay, fine. You deserve it. You can have all the better rooms forever.
Me: It’s the least you can do for the most hated woman in the world
Finn: Not everyone hates you. My family likes you.
Me: I like them
Finn: I’m glad you’re here
Me: I didn’t have a choice. Sandra made me.
I send a winking emoji so he knows I’m kidding.
Me: I’m glad I’m here too
Me: What’s keeping you awake tonight? Lyrics?
Finn: Not really. I’m just . . . thinking
Maybe this time we really are both thinking about the same thing. If I had to guess, or put money on it, I’d say it’s about that almost kiss in the kitchen, or whatever that was. That’s what I’ve been thinking about, at least. Probably for a different reason than Finn.
I’ve been chastising myself for getting caught up in it all. For letting that connection, or attraction—whatever it is—between us override what’s right for me, which is to stay in my own freaking lane. No detours, even if that detour has a chiseled jaw and a kind heart.
Knowing Finn . . . he’s probably feeling large amounts of guilt for letting us get that close when he thinks I’m a taken woman.
I should tell him. I will tell him. But right now, it’s better if I don’t—it’s safer. Not with all the emotions I have running through me. Not with how I’m feeling being here with him and his family, and the normalcy of it all. This is not Finn’s real life. I need to remember this.
Me: Me too. Thinking about how I never got to see the video of you dancing.
Finn: You’re supposed to forget
Me: Never
Finn: If you’re nice I’ll show it to you tomorrow
Me: I think I’d rather see a re-creation
Finn: I’m a much better dancer now
Me: I’ll be the judge of that
Finn: I did think of some lyrics earlier. Want to hear them?
Me: Tell me
The three dots appear on my screen as he types his reply.
Finn: I’ll think of you every now and then, i’ll think about what could have been. I’ll wish I could have let you know, how much it hurt to let you go.
Me: Sounds like a bridge
Finn: That’s what I was thinking
Me: It has potential
Finn: You hate it
Me: I didn’t say that. I like it. What’s the context?
There’s no response for a minute, and I wonder if he’s going to reply. We’ve both fallen asleep during some of our late-night texting before. I even got hit in the face by my phone once, which wasn’t very fun.
The dots appear and I turn onto my side, pulling the blankets up over my shoulder as I wait for his response.
Finn: Just a girl I was thinking of. From my past.
As we’ve been working on lyrics together, Finn has explained to me how the words come to him. It’s usually from past relationships. The heartbreak, the loneliness, the wishing things could be different. I know where he gets his inspiration.
Which is why I should ignore the fact that my heart does a minor sinking thing at his answer. Finn can have all the past girlfriends and future ones he wants.
For a moment I picture him on the covers of magazines, or in my social media feed—if I ever get back on social media—his arm around someone else, laughing and smiling together.
My heart sinks even further. But I tell it to stop this nonsense. Because that’s what’s going to happen. I’ll go back to my low-key life, and Finn will stay in his mega-famous one. And that’s just how it will be.
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Chapter 24

Let Me Kiss You


“That’s not happening,” Finn says as we sit by each other at the long, glossy black table in his dining room, in front of a laptop screen on a Zoom call with Sandra. 
After a thoroughly relaxing weekend, where I did, in fact, watch Finn’s mortification in the seventh grade, and then laughed until I cried as he and his siblings did the dance for me all together, we flew back to Nashville and had to jump right back into our real lives. Or our real-fake lives, as it were. The one with paparazzi waiting outside, unhappy fans, and an impatient publicist telling us what to do.
For one full weekend, we got to be Finn and Lou, with no one around to tell us how to act, or where we need to show up, and it was . . . blissful. And a stark reminder that the showbiz life is not for me. The sooner we can be done with this, the better.
“Finn, I don’t know what else we can do,” Sandra says. She’s wearing a jewel-tone blue shirt, her makeup flawless. “We’ve got Hayden doing a full publicity tour now, and all the work we’ve been doing hasn’t been enough.”
It’s true. Hayden had given the one interview that blew everything up, and that seemed to be it. But, as it turns out, he was just waiting it out, biding his time, before starting up a full-blown crusade of sorts. Doing interviews, going on talk shows. He must have one hell of a publicist, because he’s somehow able to do it all and still look like this humble, down-on-his-luck guy who had his heart broken when the band broke up.
I’d love to punch him, right between his sad puppy dog eyes.
Finn shakes his head. “You’ll have to think of something else. Lou’s engaged, and that is taking it too far.”
That would be me and Finn kissing. Publicly. According to Sandra, we aren’t selling this love thing enough. We look cute, we look cozy, but do we look in love? Apparently not. And now, with Hayden doing his sad-boy publicity tour, we have to up the ante.
My heart nearly jumped out of my chest when Sandra proposed it, and my body internally held up a sign with the words Yes, please. My brain, however, reminded me that this is probably a bad idea.
“I realize Lou’s engaged—”
“I’m not . . . actually,” I interrupt her, the words falling out of my mouth before I can really think it through. It had to be said; I needed to tell Finn. This wasn’t exactly how I wanted it to happen, but here we are. “We broke up,” I tell them.
“What?” Finn says, turning his face toward me, his forehead scrunched, his brows pulled together, his mouth slightly open.
I take a very large breath to steady myself. It barely helps. “I gave the ring back.” Well, Marco gave it back, technically.
“When?” he asks, the look of confusion still plastered on his face.
“Last week,” I say.
His face then morphs into something different. Something more like hurt as he looks away from me, his posture becoming more rigid.
I knew the news would shock him at the very least. But I expected looks of sympathy, maybe even a hug. But hurt? I’m not sure what that’s about.
“I haven’t really told anyone,” I say, feeling like I need to defend myself now. “I’m . . . still sort of processing it.”
Finn’s posture changes then, more like what I was expecting. He gives me a sad smile, the corners of his lips turning slightly down, his eyes doing a sort of drooping thing.
It’s mostly true—Val and Marco know, but I still haven’t told anyone else. I got a text from my mom a few days ago, asking about wedding dress shopping. I need to tell my parents. I need to tell Len, even though I suspect she’ll be thrilled.
I was also telling the truth about the processing. I’m still working through it. You don’t just hop out of a two-year relationship unscathed. But the truth is, I’ve been processing it for nearly a month now, since the last time I spoke with Kurt, putting the ball in his court. The ball he never hit back, the butthead. 
I’ve had some time to adjust to it. The thought of not marrying Kurt doesn’t make me sad anymore, as much as it makes me mad. Like, how did I waste so much time?
I told Val that, and she said something like You live and learn, and how I’ll be better off without him. I told her she could take her platitudes elsewhere and just let me be angry.
“Well then, if Louella is no longer engaged,” Sandra says, “you shouldn’t have any objections, Finn.”
Finn’s eyes roam around the room and then turn back to me before looking at Sandra. “That’s still a position I don’t want to put Lou in.”
“I’m fine with it,” I say, the words once again sort of spilling out of my mouth. I’m having some sort of brain-to-mouth malfunction, or maybe a misfire, considering my brain just told me this would be a bad idea. Meanwhile, my body is doing a full huzzah! thing, a bunch of adrenaline immediately coursing through me.
“Perfect,” Sandra says. “Then I’ll arrange it.”
By arrange it, she means making sure we’re in the right place at the right time when we do it—i.e., somewhere that photographers can snap pictures.
The rest of the day, things are awkward between Finn and me, to say the least. It’s not about the kiss, because Sandra instructed us it’s to only be a simple one, nothing too crazy. It just has to look real. The awkwardness has to do with my not being engaged.
I’ve been working most of the time, but when I’ve seen Finn, like when I come out of my room to make myself some lunch, he looks at me like he wants to say something, or maybe ask me something, and then seems to think better of it and looks away like he’s just remembered something important he has to do.
I know what he’s doing. He’s letting me tell him when I want to, but he really wants to know, and so it’s a constant struggle to keep his mouth shut.
I decide to put him out of his misery later that night, when I find him sitting on the couch, with his guitar in his lap, a notepad next to him.
I sit near him, folding my legs crisscross style on his large sectional. We’re both in our cozy hang-out-around-the-house clothes. Which is usually joggers and a T-shirt or sweatshirt. Finn is in a tee, and I’m in a sweatshirt tonight. Finn is pretty when he’s dressed up, but something about him dressed down is even more handsome to me. Maybe it’s because I’m the only one who gets to see this side of him right now.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Kurt,” I say.
His eyes shoot up to me. “Kurt? That’s his name?”
I look down at my fingers, twiddling in my lap. This is the first time he’s ever heard me say Kurt’s name.
“Yes,” I say. “I didn’t tell you his name because I was trying to keep his identity secret.”
“Right, because of the superspy thing?”
I scoff. “He’s an accountant, actually.”
Finn looks so confused by this admission that it almost makes laughter bubble out of me.
“He’s an accountant?”
“Yep,” I say, adding a nod for emphasis. “You heard that correctly.”
“So then, why the secrecy?”
I let out a breath and then I tell him. I tell him about how Kurt reacted when the song first came out, how he asked me to remove him from social media. I told him about what happened to the other accountant at his firm and how he got fired for outing a famous client, and how Kurt was worried the same would happen to him, but in a roundabout sort of way. I explained why that was my biggest reason for secrecy and how it affected my relationship with him. Then I told him about how he freaked out after the first bout of insta-fame, and how he basically ditched me after the second.
For Finn’s part, he lets me talk. He doesn’t interrupt, except to ask clarifying questions. He mostly just listens.
“Wow,” he says when I finish. He drags a hand down his face.
“I know,” I say.
“So, this is basically my fault.”
“No,” I protest.
“It is. Your whole relationship demise is on me.”
I reach over and place a hand on his arm. “Finn, it’s true that it was the beginning of the end after you let my name slip on Jimmy Fallon.”
Finn winces.
“But think of it this way. If that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have figured out I wasn’t first in Kurt’s life until later, like after we were married, or even had kids. And then it would have been so much messier. So, in a way, you kind of saved me.”
He leans his head back against the couch. “You’re just trying to make me feel better.”
“I’m not,” I say. “I’ve had time to think about it.”
He looks over at me. “I’m sorry you didn’t feel like you could tell me before.”
“I’ve only told Val and Marco,” I say. “No one else knows. Well, I guess Kurt knows.” I’m sure his parents know, too. They probably breathed a sigh of relief. I never felt fully welcomed by them when we spent time together. It certainly wasn’t anything like how Finn’s family treated me this past weekend. Like I was one of them.
“How did you tell him?”
“Marco returned the ring for me. I haven’t said a word to him since he told me he couldn’t do this anymore after Hayden’s interview came out.” Well, I sent a text, but that feels irrelevant right now. Plus, I keep thinking of all the things I could have said that would have been more of a punch to the gut. Like, sorry you’re such a paranoid weirdo, Kurt. Or, good luck finding someone who doesn’t mind your terrible taste in gifts. Oh well, what’s done is done.
“Freaking Hayden,” he says, his eyes moving to the ceiling.
“I hate sayings like this, but I do think things happen for a reason. I learned Kurt’s true colors because of it.”
“And got stuck with me.”
“That is probably the worst part of this whole thing,” I say, giving him a mock-serious expression.
He pokes me in the ribs, lightly, but just enough for it to tickle. I grab his hand when he tries it again, and instead of letting go, he turns his hand so his palm is against mine and he intertwines our fingers.
“I feel like you should hate me,” he says, his eyes focusing on our hands as he rubs the back of mine with his thumb. Goosebumps crawl up my arm.
“None of it is really your fault,” I tell him.
“Except for the Tonight Show thing.”
I rock my head from side to side, my eyes looking upward. “I mean, it wasn’t intentional.”
“I’m really sorry, Lou,” he says.
“No more apologies.”
“I feel like there will be more.” He smiles at me before leaning his head back on the couch again, looking up at the ceiling, still holding my hand, still running his thumb over my skin.
“What are you writing?” I ask with a head nod toward his guitar.
“I was trying to work on the song I started writing in Saint Louis, but my brain is kind of fried.”
“Maybe you need sleep,” I say, and when he turns his face toward me, I give him a smirk.
Telling someone who has a hard time sleeping that they need sleep is like telling someone who’s anxious to just stop worrying.
“Want to watch a movie?” he asks.
“I’d love to.”
He looks at me like he wants to say something but doesn’t know how to say it.
“What?”
“This is going to sound like a line, but I don’t know how to use the TV out here.” He nods at the big-screen television hanging over the gas fireplace.
“You don’t?”
“No, I wasn’t lying when I told you I couldn’t figure out the universal remote.”
I snort out a laugh. “I swear to you I didn’t write the manual for that.”
“The one in my room works, though,” he says, giving me a sort of sheepish look. “I have a king bed—very comfortable—and we can put a pillow in between us. I promise, this is not some slick move to get you into my bed.”
Into my bed. Why do those words make a light chill run down my spine?
“Can we eat popcorn?”
“Um, you can’t watch a movie without popcorn.”
“I like how you think.”
[image: image-placeholder]As promised, Finn puts a king-size pillow in the middle of the bed, which is unnecessary on this massive thing, there’s so much space between us. He also has one of those adjustable systems, so we can lie with our heads inclined as we watch the movie. He wasn’t kidding about comfortable. I’ve never been in a cozier bed.
We pick Thor: Ragnarok to watch; we’ve both seen it before, but it’s been long enough that it will be fun to watch again.
Around three-quarters of the way through the movie, my eyelids start to feel heavy, and without fighting it, I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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Chapter 25

These Arms of Mine


The sleep I got that night in Finn’s bed was by far the best sleep I’ve had in a long time. 
It wasn’t just the amount—which was a full eight hours, thank you very much—because I’ve slept that long before, but it was just this lovely, restful slumber.
I blamed the magic on Finn’s bed, but he also slept just as well, so we hypothesized it was luck, or maybe the combination of popcorn and Chris Hemsworth, that did it—he does have those come-to-bed blue eyes.
But just in case our hypothesis was incorrect, we tested it again the next night, and low and behold . . . we slept. Like babies. We watched the first Thor movie and only made it halfway this time and didn’t bother with the popcorn.
This morning, though, somehow the pillow Finn put between us had moved down toward the bottom of the bed, and Finn and I ended up snuggled together, my head on his chest, his arms wrapped around me. So that was . . . awkward, especially when I realized I’d drooled on him. Why, Louella? Why?
Tonight, we’re going to attempt it without Chris Hemsworth and his bedroom eyes and throaty, deep voice, and just go to bed like normal people. If you can call any of what’s happening normal.
I don’t want to say out loud that Finn’s nearness is what’s been the trick for me. His steady breathing as he sleeps and knowing he’s only an arm’s length away—or in this morning’s case, a pseudopillow that I drooled on (seriously, why?)—has made me feel . . . safe. Which is strange because I never had that feeling with Kurt. Maybe I was trying too hard to be the perfect girlfriend for him. I don’t have that feeling with Finn. I’m not his girlfriend, for one, but also because I’m comfortable around him and I feel like myself. We’re just Finn and Lou, fake dating friends who have been able to get a full night’s sleep in the same bed. Totally normal.
Finn strums a chord on his guitar. We’re sitting together on the couch, writing lyrics with the lights low, the backdrop of the city lights of Nashville outside the floor-to-ceiling windows of this penthouse. It’s kind of dreamy.
“I like the tune you’re humming,” I say after hearing him hum a string of notes together.
“I thought of it this morning,” he says. “It’s been in my head all day.”
“Any words yet?”
He shakes his head. “Not yet.”
I twist my lips to the side, feeling butterflies in my stomach. There’s a big elephant in the room that neither of us has addressed since we found out. Sandra has set up the date—the one where the paparazzi will catch us kissing—and it’s tomorrow.
I’ve wanted to talk about it because it feels like it will be more awkward if we don’t. We need a plan, like how we’re going to act, what we’re going to say. Sandra really reiterated that we have to sell it.
“You two had more chemistry when you were trying to look like friends,” she said when we did our Zoom call earlier today.
And here I thought we were doing a good job. It’s possible I might look a little rigid in some pictures that were posted of us. I blame nerves. I also blame Sandra; she puts too much pressure on us with all her demands.
“So tomorrow,” I start, and then nibble on my bottom lip.
Finn stops strumming his guitar and looks at me. “Tomorrow,” he says.
“How are we going to do this whole kissing thing?” I say, just ripping the bandage off instead of skirting around it like I want to.
“I guess we just . . . do it,” he says.
“Yeah, but—” I stop and take a breath. “I haven’t kissed that many people.”
“You think I have?”
“You are the great Finn Thatcher. People magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive,” I say, tilting my head to the side. Len had bought seven copies and made a collage in her room over her bed of his face on the front cover.
“That was one time,” he says. “And don’t believe everything you’ve read about me.”
I haven’t read much about Finn—it’s more what I’ve heard from Len.
“I grew up around rock stars—or wannabe rock stars—remember?”
“We’re not all like that,” he says.
“Well, I’m sure you’ve kissed more people than I have.”
“Maybe,” he says. “I was a dumb teen when the band first started. And girls were throwing themselves at us. I never liked it, though. It all felt inauthentic.”
There he goes, surprising me again. Finn really isn’t like the classic famous music star archetype portrayed in the media and in movies and books. He’s just his own brand of musician, doing his own thing.
“Well, I’ve only had one serious relationship my whole life,” I say. It was Kurt, of course. And that turned out super great.
“Me too,” he says.
I pull my brows together, not believing him.
“Who?”
“Lauren Scott,” he says.
I remember seeing pictures of them together and Len changing the station whenever her bubblegum-pop music would come on. She never wanted “Flaurinn” to be a thing. So, out of protest, she refused to listen to her music.
“What happened?”
“She . . . used me to further her career,” he says. “Eighteen months together before I realized it. All the red flags were there . . . I just didn’t see them.”
“I get it,” I say. “There were so many red flags with Kurt. I think I just didn’t want to see them.”
“Funny how that is.”
The room is silent for a bit, both of us lost in our thoughts.
“I feel like we need a plan for tomorrow,” I finally say, getting us back to my intentional topic.
He sets the guitar down next to him, angling his body toward me, giving me his full attention. “Okay, let’s figure it out.”
“So, Sandra wants us to do it at the park, sitting on a bench near the entrance,” I say, reiterating the directions she’d given us earlier.
“That’s what she told us.”
“But do we sit down, kiss for the cameras, and then what? Just get up and walk away? How is this supposed to work?”
“We probably need to let it seem more natural,” he says.
“Right.” I look down at my hands in my lap, my stomach swirling as the butterflies multiply, just at the thought of kissing him.
I don’t know why I’m being nervous or shy or whatever about this. This is Finn. I know him. We’ve slept in the same bed, for crap’s sake. He’s my friend, the person I’ve spent the most time with over the past month. He’s just Finn, and I’m just Lou. This is not a big deal.
“Okay, so we will, what . . . walk nonchalantly to the bench. You’ll ask me to sit, we’ll cozy up, I’ll say something funny, which you will laugh at—”
“Why can’t I say something funny?”
“Because I’m the funny one,” I say, like this is a well-known fact. 
“I’m not?”
“Well, of course you are, but you’re the brooding, dark musician,” I say.
“That’s how people see me?”
I huff out a breath. “Well, I don’t know how other people see you. But before I knew you, you seemed like the more serious type.”
He always came off as the big brother of More Than That to me. It was a natural role, being the oldest. Hayden was always the funny one. Psh . . . Hayden. Every bit of knowledge I had about him is now tainted by his current actions. 
“Me?” He points to himself.
“Obviously now I know that’s not true,” I say. “Okay, fine, you can say something funny.”
“Thank you.”
“Then I’ll laugh, we’ll look deep into each other’s eyes and lean in, and then . . .”
Finn snort laughs. “You’re literally planning this.”
“Well, yes,” I say. “We’re trying to sell our love to the world, remember?”
“It shouldn’t be that hard,” he says.
“I’m not trying to make it hard, I just . . .” I let out a breath. “I just want to do it right. What’s Sandra going to make us do next if this doesn’t work? Release a sex tape?”
Finn’s mouth opens like he wants to say something, but I think I’ve rendered him speechless.
“I was kidding,” I say.
He blinks a couple of times. “Of course,” he says.
“Maybe we should practice,” I suggest.
“The sex tape?”
“No.” I laugh while shaking my head. “The kiss, you idiot.”
“Right,” he says.
“This shouldn’t look like our first,” I say. “What if we both have the same moves?”
He wrinkles his brow. “What do you mean?”
“You know,” I say. “Like what if when you lean in to go for it, you angle your face to the right and I also angle my face to the right, and then we end up bumping noses or something.”
“Do you angle your face to the right?”
I look upward, toward the left as I think about this. I try to remember the last time I kissed Kurt. “I have no idea,” I finally admit.
“Okay,” he says, positioning himself so he’s sitting straight on the couch. He pats the spot next to him. “Let’s pretend we’re sitting on the bench.”
I turn and scoot myself over so we’re close enough that our legs are touching. A spark of something shoots up my spine at the contact, and when he puts his hand on my leg, just above my knee, I have to remind myself we are practicing. Practice, practice, practice.
Finn clears his throat. “We’ve just sat down on the bench,” he says. “Maybe you should lean toward me or something; you feel like a statue right now.”
“I do not,” I protest, even though my back may be a tad straight at the moment.
“Relax,” he says. He pops out his elbow and I weave a hand through, our arms intertwining. The gesture has me leaning into him.
“Okay, say something funny.” I feel all kinds of awkward as we sit together on the couch. This is never going to work. Breathe, Lou.
“I can’t just say something funny,” he says.
“Tell me a joke, then.”
We look at each other. I can feel his warm breath on me, the lingering smell of that spicy cologne he wears, the remnants of tea tree oil from his hair.
“Why do seagulls fly over the ocean?” he asks.
“Why?”
“Because if they flew over the bay, they’d be bagels.”
“That was really dumb,” I say. So dumb I’m trying not to laugh as Finn inches toward me.
“I have more,” he says, his voice almost a whisper now.
“Tell me,” I say, now in a half whisper too.
“Why are the fish’s grades bad?”
“What is it with you and fish?”
“Because they were below sea level.”
“That was even worse.”
We’ve been doing this dance of slowly moving closer to each other while Finn tells me his terrible jokes, and now we’re so close, our lips are practically centimeters apart.
“You go right, I’ll go left,” Finn says.
“Wha—”
I don’t even get the word fully out because in a superfast move, Finn angles his face slightly to the left and closes the distance, his lips touching mine.
It’s soft, and gentle, and just the right pressure. I’m caught off guard by it, so I take a second to press back, but when I do, a soft moan escapes his lips.
It lasts only a few seconds before he pulls back. It wasn’t a peck, but it wasn’t much more than that. Still, the contact ignites a fire in my body, my blood pumping fast through my veins.
He’s feeling something, too, as we stare at each other, our mouths still close together, our chests rising and falling in almost the same pattern.
“How was that?” Finn asks, his voice still low, but now with a sort of breathless quality to it.
“That was—” I swallow. “Good.”
“Should we try again?”
I don’t even answer; I close the distance this time, my lips pressing into his. I lock lips with him, his bottom lip in between mine.
With the hand not tucked in his arm, I reach up to his face, gently running my fingers along his strong jaw. Our mouths move over each other, doing this dance of intensely sweet and achingly tender. Finn grabs at my waist, pulling me toward him as his fingers lightly dig into my side.
That’s when things escalate, moving from tender to something more needy. I run my tongue over his bottom lip, and he takes over then, changing the pace as he untangles our arms so he can bring his other hand up to the back of my neck, tilting my head back, giving him better access to my mouth, his tongue dipping inside and touching mine.
Feeling the intensity—that otherworldly feeling, pulsating like a real, tangible thing as it intertwines between us—and wanting to be that much closer to him, I pull away from the kiss, using both hands to push him back toward the couch. Then, swinging my leg around, I pull myself up so I’m now straddling him.
With both hands on the sides of his jaw, I lean in and pick up where we left off—lips, tongues, mouths, and teeth—as now and then he softly nibbles at my bottom lip, sending electric shocks down my spine.
This kiss, the possessive way his hands are on my back, how he holds me close to him, the strange connection I feel with him buzzing around us . . . I never want this to end.
But somewhere in the back of my mind, there’s a little voice trying to yell something at me, trying to remind me of something. And when Finn’s hand moves under the backside of my now too-warm hoodie and I feel the contact of his hand on the skin of my back, the voice gets loud enough for me to truly hear it.
Too much, too far. That’s what it’s saying.
I pull out of the kiss, jumping off him almost like a reflex. I cover my mouth as I stand up, my hand touching my swollen lips. Finn stands up after me, worry on his face.
“Lou, I—”
“It’s . . . that was . . . ,” I interrupt him, but I can’t bring myself to form a coherent sentence. I can hardly take in a good breath right now.
“I didn’t mean—”
I know what he’s going to say, that he didn’t mean to take it that far, but he can’t take the blame. That was both of us, and maybe even a little more on my part.
This is the bad idea my brain had warned me about when Sandra presented us with it. Bad because it feels so good to kiss Finn—so right. It would be easy to fall into this . . . whatever this is with him. But there are too many factors, too many issues—ones that don’t work, that won’t work.
“Let’s . . . not do that tomorrow for the cameras,” I say, trying to lighten the situation, but it doesn’t work. Finn’s look is so concerned, it’s almost pained.
“Right,” he finally says, reaching up and running a hand through his hair, messing it up.
“I’m . . .” I hook a thumb behind me. “I’m just going to go . . . um, to my room.”
I leave like I’ve got hot coals under my feet, and when I get inside my bedroom, I shut the door and, leaning my back against it, slide down and put my face in my hands.
I should have known better; I should have known with all those feelings I’ve had around Finn that kissing him would ignite something inside me, that it would nearly undo me. And it did. All those things happened.
There’s a battle going on inside my head right now between the knowledge that I need to stay here and the desire to go back out there and finish what we’ve started, or at the very least, do more of it.
I take a steadying breath, get to my feet, and walk over to the bed, flopping myself on it. I’ll get to lie awake in this bed for hours now, instead of sleeping soundly next to Finn. It just doesn’t seem like sharing a bed with him is a good idea right now.
But sometime around three in the morning, when I’ve tossed and turned in my bed, unable to stop thinking about the kissing, the sounds Finn makes when his lips are on mine bouncing around in my head on repeat, I get up and quietly sneak toward Finn’s bedroom.
With any luck, he’ll be out cold, and I can slip under the covers and maybe get some actual rest.
No such luck. He’s awake.
“Hey,” he says when I enter the room.
“You can’t sleep either,” I say, not in the form of a question.
“Nope,” he says.
I walk over to the side of the bed I’ve been sleeping on—the side it appears he left open for me.
“Do you mind?”
“Not at all,” he says, pulling back the covers for me.
I get in and snuggle down in the bed, already feeling much more settled than I did in the guest room.
“I’m sorry, Lou,” he says.
I turn my body so I’m leaning on my side, facing him. “You apologize too much.”
He huffs out a laugh through his nose. “I mean it, though. I shouldn’t have let it go that far—the kiss.” He says kiss like it was hard to say out loud.
“Um, I was there too,” I say. I also want to add that I liked it a lot, like a lot a lot, but I’m pretty sure it was obvious.
“I know, but you just got out of a long-term relationship.”
“Yeah?” I’m confused about what that has to do with anything.
“You need time, I’m sure. To move on and all that, and I hope you don’t think I was taking advantage of that. That’s not . . . I never . . . I promise you that’s not what I was thinking.”
Oh wow, oh . . . gosh. Finn thinks I’m on the rebound? I mean, I guess I am, sort of. But I didn’t kiss him back because I was trying to get over Kurt. I didn’t even once think about Kurt when I was kissing Finn. Not even to compare—not that it echoed anything I had with Kurt, because it didn’t, now that I think of it. The kiss with Finn was way better than any I’d ever had with Kurt. Kurt’s kisses weren’t bad; they just weren’t all that great either.
The reason I stopped was because I remembered why it’s a bad idea. I’d temporarily forgotten, when his fingers were weaved in my hair and his mouth was moving over mine, that we have different lives, and we want different futures. We can’t take things further—even though my body really, really wants to—because it will only end in heartbreak. It can only end in heartbreak. I can’t be another person in Finn’s life who takes and doesn’t give back.
That’s the truth of the matter, but also . . . Finn isn’t wrong. I did just get out of a relationship, one I thought was going to be for the rest of my life. Isn’t that the much easier answer to all this anyway? That I’m not ready for anything right now?
I reach out and place a hand on his arm to offer him comfort. “I know, Finn. I know you,” I tell him. “We just got caught up in the moment, that’s all.”
“I won’t let it happen again,” he says.
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Chapter 26

Could It Be I’m Falling In Love


“Are you kidding me with this?” Sandra says, standing in front of the velvet blue couch that Finn and I are currently sitting on. It feels a lot like being lectured by a parent. Especially with the scowl on her face. 
We’re in a beautiful hotel suite with views of downtown Austin, Texas, getting ready to leave for the Country Music Television awards. Finn’s in a dark-gray suit with a light-blue shirt, and I’m in a matching blue one-shoulder sequin dress.
It was a last-minute thing. Finn sang the backing vocals on a song titled “I Might Love You” for Mandy Miner, who’s made a name for herself in country music the past few years. The music video for the song is a contender for the Female Video of the Year award. She’ll be performing the song live tonight with Finn.
Finn wasn’t planning on going, but with his Grammy win, the producers of the show thought it would be good to have him there. Sandra agreed and thought it would be good to get him more exposure since the breakup of More Than That and the subsequent fan hate that followed.
Sandra pokes a long, manicured finger at the picture she’s holding in her hand. It’s of me and Finn kissing in the park.
“I’ve seen toads kiss more passionately than this,” she says, dark eyes wide, her lips turned down. Even with her angry face on, she looks stunning in a shorter black dress with long sleeves.
“It’s not that bad,” Finn says.
“Yeah,” I agree. Although it’s not that great either.
True to his word, Finn has let nothing happen between us again. It’s been only four days, but we’ve kept things very friendly between us. No awkwardness, just Finn and Lou hanging out, spending time together, writing lyrics, and sleeping like the dead in the same bed, pillow between us.
Apparently, we may have appeared just a little awkward when we had to kiss for the paparazzi.
In hindsight, practicing was probably a bad idea. Had we not kissed the night before, then things wouldn’t have escalated like they did, and Finn wouldn’t have been so careful when we did our performance for the cameras.
“You two need to up your game tonight,” she says. “I want to see actual love oozing from your pores.”
Finn and I laugh about it in the back of the limo on the way to the awards, our security sitting up front with the driver. It was too last minute, so the company he uses sent another team with us. No Otis to calm my nerves, but I’m not the nervous wreck I was last time.
“You have to stop,” I tell him, my stomach hurting from laughing so hard. “My makeup will run, and Sandra won’t be happy about that.” Not to mention all the prep I had to go through to get ready. It was the Grammys all over again.
“Okay, but you have to admit I do look constipated,” Finn says, holding up the picture that he pulled up on his phone. This one is actually worse than the one Sandra showed us.
“Stop,” I tell him, holding my stomach as the laughter starts up again.
“Is this what I look like when I kiss?”
We’re both still laughing, but a vision of Finn’s face when he kissed me, that intense look in his brown eyes, the sincerity . . . no. That picture is definitely not how he looks when he kisses.
I let out a large exhale, attempting to calm myself. “No more talking about the picture,” I tell Finn. “We need to focus on tonight. We’ll need to make a better effort so Sandra doesn’t lose it.”
“Yes,” Finn agrees.
“Let’s give them a good show,” I say.
“As long as you don’t call my moves cheesy,” he says, referring to our first fake date.
“I make no promises.”
He smiles at me. “We can do this.”
“I’ll pretend I’m yours, and you pretend you’re mine,” I recite the words from the song Finn and I finished writing the other night.
Something like irritation—or hurt, maybe—crosses his face, and I wonder if I’ve said something wrong, but then he smiles at me and grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze.
“Yep, let’s pretend the crap out of this thing,” he says.
When we arrive at the red carpet, posing for the cameras, fielding questions, and then moving on to the interviews, the pretending is going well. It’s so much different from the Grammys, where we were trying to sell a friendship and nothing else. This feels much easier. I’m not worried about an accidental look at Finn, or the accidental touch that someone might construe as more. Tonight, the more of that, the better. It also helps that the rest of More Than That aren’t here causing problems with their snubs.
I answer questions this time, mostly about what I’m wearing, and Finn keeps an arm around me while he’s being interviewed.
“How do you think we’re doing?” I whisper into Finn’s ear after we finish an interview with Entertainment Tonight.
“I think we’re nailing it, but maybe you should pretend like I’m saying something funny right now,” he says, his lips near my ear. His breath on my skin is doing funny things to my stomach.
“Got any dumb jokes up your sleeve?” I ask.
“No, but I’ve got this.” He pulls his phone out of his pocket and subtly shows me his screen saver, which is now a picture of our constipated kiss.
I do laugh, maybe harder than I should, but Finn is right there laughing with me. Sandra gives us a thumbs-up as she walks us to the next interview.
When the interviews are over, they escort us into the large arena where the awards are being held. It’s a different setup than the Grammys. The nominees have seats in the first tier above the stage, and around the front of the stage, fans—who I’m assuming pay a lot of money to be there—get to stand and watch.
Finn and I take our seats, which are a couple of rows back, and the energy here seems a lot more fun than my last experience. Everyone I’ve met has been lovely so far. Everyone except Ella Abbott, who’s once again seated near us, and is once again giving me dirty looks.
“I can’t believe you fake dated her,” I say into Finn’s ear so no one around us can hear me.
“Me either,” he says, giving my leg, just above the knee, a quick squeeze. “You’re a much better fake date.”
“Aw, I bet you say that to all the girls.”
We are nailing this fake-date thing, though. I think Sandra will be happy. The PDA has been on display, except for kissing. And it’s all felt so easy. Maybe even a little too easy.
When it’s Finn’s turn to go backstage to prep for his song with Mandy Miner, a seat filler—a man probably around my age in a black suit and cowboy boots—takes his spot, and I take the time to shoot off a quick picture to Len. Who sends me back a GIF of a woman fainting.
I finally told my family about Kurt and me a few days ago. My parents were supportive, though my mom sounded a little disappointed that she wouldn’t get to wear the mother-of-the-bride dress she’d just bought. Len practically did a cheer, before offering sympathy, most likely because of the look my mom was giving her on the other side of the line.
I keep feeling like there are other people I need to tell, but there is no one. Nobody from work knew, no one on social media. How strange to have ended one of the biggest events of my life and have so few people know about it.
The ten-second warning sounds, alerting us that the commercials are ending soon and the live broadcast will resume. Everyone rushes to take their seats.
As soon as the LIVE sign flashes, a voiceover announcer welcomes Mandy Miner with special guest Finn Thatcher to the stage, and the crowd claps and whistles and screams.
The lights shine on Mandy with her sleek, long dark-brown hair; she’s sitting on a stool, a guitar in her hands, wearing a beautiful gold dress and a cowboy hat on her head, and Finn’s sitting next to her, in the same suit he wore tonight, holding a microphone in his hand.
Mandy starts to sing, her voice rich and lovely as she croons her nominated song.

“I close my eyes and I see your face;
I hear your voice and I can’t erase
You. I think I might love you.”

I look at Finn’s face as he joins in on the second verse. His hand pressed to his chest, his eyes closed as he sings the words.

“When I reach out, I want you there—
All of the words I want to share
With you. I think I might love you.”

They sound amazing together, their tone matching perfectly as they move to the chorus.

“Maybe I love you, maybe you love me,
‘Cause, baby, with you is where I want to be.
I don’t think it’s fate, I don’t think that’s true,
Because all I want is to stand beside you.
And I, I think I might love you.”

The crowd of fans in front of the stage is rocking back and forth to the music, but I can’t keep my eyes off Finn. He’s singing with so much heart, like he’s really feeling the words. I feel them too, even as I remind myself he’s putting on a show, and I’m supposed to be doing the same. But somehow, it doesn’t feel like we’re acting.
Especially as they sing the final chorus and Finn looks directly at me when he sings the words, I think I might love you.
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Chapter 27

Can’t Fight This Feeling


“Congratulations, you’re  People magazine’s favorite couple right now,” Sandra tells Finn and me over speakerphone as we sit in a break room at the studio where Finn is working on his first solo album.
It wasn’t part of Sandra’s plan for me to be here. In fact, we didn’t even make a show of it, leaving Finn’s place like we have been, out the front door for the paparazzi to see us. This time, a driver picked us up in the garage under Finn’s building to bring us here. Just like the old times.
But I want to be here. First of all because Finn asked me to come, and also because going to the studio with my dad was one of the few things I liked about being raised by musicians. There’s just something so cool about it. And the studio Finn is using is one of the most famous in Nashville, so of course I wanted to see it.
“That’s good news,” Finn says, holding out a hand toward me, palm up, and I slap it with mine.
“The pictures they got of you at the CMT awards were just what you needed.”
I saw the pictures myself, since both Val and Len had sent me screenshots, both of them asking me if something is actually going on between Finn and me. Val was quick to believe me, but I think Len still has suspicions.
The shots they got of us were pretty convincing. Especially the one someone caught of us laughing on the red carpet at Finn’s screen saver. It looks real, and that’s because the moment was. And so was the other more concerning shot, the one of Finn looking at me while he was singing. Val sent me that one, and I saved it to my phone. For posterity’s sake . . . or something.
I need to talk to Finn. We need a serious come-to-Jesus moment for both of us. I need to know where he stands, and he needs to know where I do. The problem is . . . I’m not so sure anymore.
“Well, I’m glad we put on a good show,” Finn says, a glass of warm tea in front of him. Something I was told helps his vocals before recording.
“Talk online is shifting,” Sandra says. “And now with the official nomination for the Billboard awards, this is good. So don’t go messing it up.”
It’s true—the announcement came in a couple of days ago, and we celebrated by getting another full night’s sleep in Finn’s bed. Which might make us sound like old people, but I can’t bring myself to care.
“She really knows how to motivate a person,” I say after we hang up.
“I know,” he says. “But she’s the best in the business.”
I’ve never worked with a publicist before, but I’d have to agree. The woman knows her stuff.
When one of the studio coordinators comes to tell Finn it’s time to lay down his vocal track, we follow him through a long corridor and into a room split in two. The smaller side is full of mixing boards and computers, and, separated by a window and door, the other side is where the music actually happens and where Finn will be.
I take a seat on a large, dark-gray leather couch and watch as they get Finn set up. He’s laying down vocals on top of the instrumental part that was already recorded. Then there’s the editing, mixing, and mastering that all happens later. It’s a process.
But it’s a process I actually enjoy. Once upon a time, I thought this might be my future—working in a studio, creating. But then I saw how some musicians behaved, how demanding they could be—so freaking difficult—and I changed my mind.
Finn’s not one of those musicians. He’s been kind to everyone we’ve seen today, chatting and recalling personal things they must have told him when he was here before. I like that he pays attention to details like that. Maybe if younger Lou had met more musicians like Finn, I would have worked in a studio. I wonder how different my life would have been.
It’s quiet in my part of the studio; the engineers running the mixing board are wearing headphones to hear Finn record his track and adjust levels as necessary. Someone sees me sitting there and hands me some headphones, and I quickly put them on.
I hear his voice come through immediately as he sings the chorus to the very first song we worked on together.

“How many times can this happen?
Three, four, even a hundred times.
I think I’ll always feel this way,
Even when we’re both old and gray,
Even if it’s never the right time for you and me.”

It sounds different with the track behind him—the bass, drums, and acoustic guitar. I love what they’ve done with it. I listen to the words and think about three months ago when he first sang it for me. So much has happened since then. There’s been paparazzi, awards shows, songwriting, crazed fans, fake dating . . . a kiss I can’t stop thinking about.
He sings the next part of the song, the part I sort of helped with.

“Can’t remember how it all happened,
You and me, back when.
My world shifted, my thoughts drifted—
What we didn’t know then.”

Finn had told me the song was about seeing someone for the second time. That was right after he’d snuck me over to his place in a furniture box. The second time we’d seen each other, the first time since he wrote “Hey, Louella.”
Wait . . . but does that mean? No. It doesn’t mean anything. He’d been working on it prior to my great escape to his place. But didn’t he tell me he’d been having trouble writing music? And that it was after seeing me he felt like writing again?
Is this song . . . about me? No. That’s dumb. That’s silly . . . preposterous, even. But some of the other songs . . . He wrote the unrequited one after he found out about my engagement to Kurt. He also wrote the one about what could have been, after the Grammys, after the paparazzi had left me alone.
I’ve been looking at my hands in my lap as my mind whirls around, trying to make sense of it all, but I look up to see Finn through the glass, his eyes on me as he sings the last line of the chorus again. Even if it’s never the right time for you and me.
Oh . . . my gosh. He has been writing songs about me, inspired by me, or whatever . . . and I’ve been helping him. This whole time, and I had no idea. It hadn’t even occurred to me.
My eyes stay glued to his as he sings the bridge of the song:

“I can’t help but hope
That someday you’ll see
That I’m who you want,
That I’m who you need.”

There are no paparazzi here, no one to capture a picture of this moment, except a bunch of studio engineers and coordinators who couldn’t care less. Maybe I don’t need to have a talk with Finn about where he stands. I think I already know and have for a while.
So, that leaves me. I know where I stand; I’ve known all along. But am I an idiot? Am I being so narrow-minded, so obstinate about the future I’ve envisioned that I’m keeping myself from something that might make me truly happy?
Shouldn’t I at least give it a try? Won’t I regret it if I don’t?
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Chapter 28

Complicated


“He’s beautiful,” I tell Val, sitting in a hospital rocking chair, holding her hours-old baby boy in my hands. No name yet. Marco is still holding out for Humberto, and Val said that since she pushed this baby out of her lady parts, there’s no way that’s happening. 
She went into labor early this morning, and baby not Humberto came into the world only five hours later, weighing seven pounds and three ounces.
“Would you look at all that hair,” she says, lying in the hospital bed, looking tired but happy. “No wonder I had so much heartburn.”
The slumbering newborn in my arms has a beautiful head of dark, almost black hair, and the same olive skin as his mom.
“I can’t believe you’re a mom.”
“I know, and even scarier than that, Marco’s a dad,” she says.
“Don’t worry, baby boy,” I coo in a voice I didn’t know I was capable of. It’s all high pitched and singsong sounding. “I’ll make sure your father doesn’t completely mess you up, yes I will.”
The little thing scrunches his entire face and I think he’s about to cry, but then he settles down and goes back to sleep.
“I’m obsessed with him,” Val says, looking at me. “I’ve never loved another human being more.”
“I won’t tell Marco that,” I say.
“I’ve told him already,” she says with a shrug.
“Won’t tell me what?” Marco asks as he walks into the room. He’s got Starbucks and a bagful of fast food, which he sets on a side table next to Val. She sent him to get her real food because she couldn’t take the hospital fare.
“Just that you’ve been outranked,” she says with a little side bob of her head over toward her baby boy.
“I’m not worried. Humberto will poop on you, and we’ll see what the ranking is then.”
“That’s not his name,” she tells him, opening the bag of food and fishing out a breakfast sandwich. She opens it up and takes a bite.
“I’ll wear her down,” he says to me, as he comes over to the rocking chair I’m sitting in and looks down at his son.
I want to tell him not to get his hopes up, but I’m frozen as I watch his face as he leans over me, rubbing a thumb over his son’s tiny cheek. He’s making little cooing noises and looking at the little bundle in my arms like he’s never seen anything more amazing.
It’s so . . . weird. My two closest friends in the world are parents. I’m not sure I’ve fully understood the magnitude of this until right now. It’s kind of huge. Their lives are about to change in a big way, and they get to do it all together, as a family, in a low-key way.
My eyes water, and Val notices.
“Marco,” she says. “Can you get me some ice? Not the kind from this floor—the pebble ice from the cafeteria.”
“Of course.” He touches his baby’s face one more time before walking over to her.
“Thank you,” Val says as Marco leans down and kisses her on the top of her head. She looks up at him, giving him a soft, happy smile.
That soft smile quickly morphs into a frown when she turns to me. “What’s going on with you?”
“What?” I ask.
“I can tell something’s up with you,” she says. “Tell me.”
I let out a breath, and baby Villanueva makes a little whimpering sound in his sleep. “I’m fine,” I tell her.
“You’re not fine, Lou,” she says. “I could tell the minute you walked in.”
Dang it, crappy acting skills. I thought I’d done a good job of schooling my emotions. Or maybe it’s because Val knows me better than anyone else in the world.
“Okay, fine. I have feelings for Finn.”
“I knew it,” she says, her eyes big. 
“No, you didn’t.”
She tilts her head to the side. “Lou, you are super talented, but acting isn’t one of your skills.”
I give her a side-eyed glare, but I’m half smiling, so it doesn’t have the same effect.
“So does he feel the same?”
“I think so,” I say. “We . . . kissed.”
She pulls her head back, scrunching her face. “Are you talking about the kiss you did for the paparazzi? Because I’ve seen better kisses between goats.”
“Not that one,” I say. “It was . . . before that one.”
“Ohhh,” she drags out the word. “Oh my gosh, how was it?”
“It was . . . really good.” I’m downplaying it. But out-of-this-world, best kiss I’ve ever had feels like a bit too much. Even though that’s exactly what it was.
She claps her hands. “I knew there was something going on at the CMT awards.”
“Things have been going on for a lot longer than that,” I tell her.
Her eyes go wide.
“Not like that. I mean, there’s been something brewing for a while. I’ve felt this weird connection with him from the first time I met him,” I say. “It wasn’t anything romantic, just this feeling like I’ve known him for a long time.”
She nods her head. Both Val and I had that strange déjà vu feeling when we first met, like we knew right away we were going to be best friends.
“But then after things ended with Kurt . . . things shifted.”
“So, what are you going to do?”
“I don’t know,” I say, feeling the tears pricking behind my eyes. “I’ve never wanted his life and all that comes with it—the paparazzi and the lack of privacy. These past few months have only reinforced that. But the other day, I wondered if I’m just being an idiot and if I should give it a shot.”
I said nothing to Finn about the songs he’s been writing, or about my thoughts in the studio. I needed time to think. It’s been two days and I’m not any closer to figuring things out.
“I vote yes,” Val says. “You’re being an idiot.”
I snort out a laugh. “There are too many what-ifs,” I say. “What if we try and it doesn’t work out?”
“That’s always a risk in any relationship.”
“That’s true, but what if it’s because I can’t deal with all of it—the lack of privacy and all that entails—and then I break his heart, and mine too.”
She shrugs. “That is a tough one,” she says.
“I see you and Marco, and I think this—this is what I want.” I look down at the sleeping baby in my arms, and my eyes tear up enough that one falls out and runs down my cheek. “If something were to happen with Finn, and we got married and had a baby, it wouldn’t be like this. There would be paparazzi waiting outside to take pictures. I’d need security just to get safely to the hospital.”
I couldn’t even come here today without Otis escorting me, and we had to take a longer route to shake off the paparazzi following us. It’s hard to imagine doing this for a long period of time.
“I guess you have to decide if it’s worth the risk,” she says. “If Finn is worth it.”
“I think it’s more complicated than that,” I say.
It’s true: it’s not all cut and dry. There are a lot of risks, a lot of what-ifs. Maybe even too many. They’ve all been running through my head over and over again. It’s been hard to have a coherent thought. What I do know is I have to figure it out soon. This living in limbo thing—both physically and mentally—is wearing on me.
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Chapter 29

Thinking Out Loud


“I think we can safely say it worked,” Sandra says over Zoom. Finn and I are sitting at the long, glossy black table in front of his laptop. 
It’s been a week since Val’s baby boy was born (whose name is still a source of argument). Finn’s been gone for most of it, doing some interviews in Los Angeles. He got back late last night. He asked me to go with him, but I figured time alone here was what I needed. He understood. We still texted every night, and I still slept in his bed while he was gone. But not very well.
I was right to stay. I did a lot of thinking, and crying, and talking to Val, and after much waffling, I’ve made my decision.
“I think it’s safe to say the narrative has shifted online. The majority of people don’t hate either of you anymore,” she says.
“That’s great,” I say, and Finn nods his head.
“We’re in a better position for you to release your solo album, Finn, and I think Lou can hopefully put this all behind her soon. We’ll plan to keep the schedule of announcing the breakup after the Billboard awards.”
“Right,” I say to Sandra, wishing I didn’t see Finn’s obvious wincing face on the screen in front of us. “Does that . . . mean I can move out?”
I feel Finn’s head turn toward me. “What?”
“Yes,” Sandra says. “I’d say let’s wait until after the Billboard awards, when we announce the breakup.”
“Lou’s place isn’t safe,” Finn says. “The paparazzi will go right back if they know she’s there.”
“I’ve found another place, actually,” I say, keeping my eyes on Sandra, not wanting to see Finn’s face.
How am I always announcing big things to Sandra instead of talking to Finn first?
I think I know why. I’m a big freaking chicken.
“Where?” Finn asks.
“In Bellevue, about twenty minutes from here,” I say to the screen. “It’s a furnished apartment, so I won’t need to take much. My family is going to clean out my old apartment for me.”
This is all part of my plan, part of my decision. It’s a fresh start for me—hopefully one that’s paparazzi-free and will stay that way, as long as I’m careful. Leaving most of the furniture behind that I’d planned to get rid of once I married Kurt, is the easiest way to move out without a big show.
Len was upset; first of all that I was ruining things with Finn—she’s clearly fallen for the fake dating thing even though I told her not to—but then because I’d also be farther away from her.
I felt a lot of turmoil over moving away from Len. That same need to protect her and keep her safe—the one I’ve had since I first held her—plaguing me. She’ll only be a car ride away. It’s not like I can’t still be around for her. But the truth is, Len has been fine without me. This whole time I’ve barely been able to see her, to check in on her, and she’s been totally okay. I’m not sure if I should be happy or sad about this.
“Sounds like you’ve got it all handled. We’ll talk later this week to make plans for Vegas,” Sandra says, giving us a little wave goodbye before hanging up.
Finn turns to me immediately afterward. “When were you going to tell me?”
I take a breath, keeping my eyes forward. I can’t look at him. I don’t want to see his face, to see the hurt that’s there. I can already hear enough of it in his voice.
“I can’t stay here forever, Finn,” I say. “I’ve been in limbo, not having a place to go for a while.”
“You . . .” He stops himself, his features rigid, a shade of red crawling slowly up his neck. “You have a place here.”
I turn to him now. “I know, and I’m so grateful for your generosity—it’s been amazing. But this was all only temporary.”
He runs a hand through his hair, messing it up. Standing up from the table, he paces away from me. “So, then what?” he asks.
“What do you mean?”
He turns so he’s facing me. “After you move out, after we fake break up, or whatever, then what happens?”
“You go back to your life, and I go back to mine. We can still be friends. I want that. We can text, and I’ll still help you with lyrics if you want.”
He puts his hands on his hips while shaking his head. “That’s . . . not what I want,” he says.
“Okay, we don’t have to do that, then,” I say, feeling like a heavy rock just fell inside my stomach. Did he mean the lyrics part or the friends part?
“That’s not what I’m saying. I don’t want you to just be someone I text for help with lyrics.”
“Finn . . . I—”
“I’ve thought about this a lot. I know you’ve been trying to get over Kurt,” he interrupts me, his eyes on me, his face slightly angled to the side. “But honestly, it seems like you are over him. You don’t even talk about the guy. Then I keep telling myself I don’t want to be a rebound man. But I’ve been used before, many times, and I never once felt that from you.”
“No, never, Finn. I—”
“So, then it comes down to this—I’m in love with you, Lou.”
“What?”
“I love you,” he says. “I’ve known it for a while, but I didn’t want to mess things up. And I know what I have to offer you—this life of fame and paparazzi everywhere—is not what you want, but I don’t know.” He runs a hand through his hair again, looking away from me. “I guess I just thought maybe if I gave you time, none of that would matter to you.”
“Finn.” I close my eyes, shaking my head. This is not how this is supposed to go. I figured he’d push back, that he’d feel hurt, but love? That’s not what I was expecting.
“I think you should admit to yourself that you love me too,” he says.
“What . . . that’s . . . I . . .”
“You do, Lou. I can feel it.” He pokes himself in the chest with his pointer finger. “It’s in the way you look at me sometimes, and when you touch me, and in that freaking practice kiss that we both know wasn’t practice. It’s there.”
“We were pretending,” I say, the words sounding hollow.
“That wasn’t pretend, and you know it,” he says.
“Finn, your life, it’s . . .” I stop talking, trying to think of the right words. “There are just too many what-ifs.”
“Like what?” he asks, folding his arms.
“What if we do this and it gets to be too much? The lack of privacy, the paparazzi.”
“We’ll figure it all out together,” he says.
“But what if I get to a point that I just can’t deal with it—with all of it?” I hold out my arms, my palms up.
“I’d buy you a secluded house in a small town where no one knows us.”
“Does that even exist? A town where no one knows you?”
“Of course it does.”
I reach up and rub my forehead. “But I want to live my life, Finn,” I say. “I don’t want to have to escape somewhere. I want to live in a city and have a low-key existence with a family and stability. I grew up on the road with my parents, and I . . . hated it. I never felt settled. I never felt like I had a place where I belonged. I don’t want to live my life having to watch where I’m going because I’ll be seen by the paparazzi or have a run-in with a crazed fan.”
“I know I’d be asking a lot from you,” he says, his voice strained.
“And I’d be asking a lot of you. What if you get sick of me? What if you get tired of dealing with all my crap?” I don’t say what I’m really thinking, which is what if I’m not worth all the trouble? I certainly wasn’t to Kurt.
Without warning, my eyes fill with tears, and one lone drop falls out and rolls down my cheek.
Finn rubs a hand down his face. “I’d never get sick of you.”
“You don’t know that.”
We’re quiet now, the only sound the heated air flowing through the vents.
“Please,” Finn says, his voice quiet. “Just think about it.”
I sigh, and another tear falls. “I already have,” I say. I’ve thought about it until my head aches, and with every possible happily ever after I try to formulate, there’s always the paparazzi hanging over it. Dating, wedding, baby, all of it. My life would never be my own.
“Maybe . . . maybe if our lives were different,” I say, the tears now streaming down my face more steadily. I don’t try to stop them.
He stares at me. I can tell he wants to say something, like he’s trying to come up with some way to talk me out of this. My own brain is yelling at me right now, telling me I’m being a fool. But it’s not coming from the logical side.
“You won’t even try?” Finn finally says. 
I shake my head. “Trying will only make things harder when it doesn’t work out.” 
“You can’t know it won’t,” he says. 
“I can’t know it will either.”
It’s silent again. I can feel his eyes on me, but I keep mine down, focusing on my hands twisting in my lap.
“So that’s it, then,” he says. I look up to see his defeated expression—his head tilted downward, his shoulders slumped. 
“I’m so sorry, Finn,” I tell him on a sob.
He lets out a shaky breath. “Me too.”
He starts to walk away but turns back. He huffs out an ironic-sounding laugh, and a tear that is nearly my undoing travels down his face, landing on that chiseled jawline of his. “I’ve always been worried that I’d fall for someone who would use me for the fame. Turns out, I fell for someone who wants nothing to do with it.”
He leaves for real this time, the click of his bedroom door echoing down the hall.
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Chapter 30

The Tracks of My Tears
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I cried a lot that night, after Finn walked away, after I went back to my room. 
I cried about all the things we said, that we didn’t say, that I should have said. I cried because this needed to happen—the heartbreak would have been much worse if we’d taken this any further—and then I cried some more, wondering if I was making a huge mistake.
I decided to sleep on it, that maybe the right answer would come to me the next morning. I finally took something at five in the morning to help me sleep, and when I woke up, running out of my room frantic to see Finn, to maybe talk it all out, to at the very least figure out a way to be friends, he was gone.
He’d apparently taken an early-morning flight to Los Angeles. I got a call an hour later from Sandra, letting me know I no longer needed to attend the Billboard awards, that they’d leak the breakup beforehand, and I could have the penthouse apartment for as long as I needed until my new place was ready.
So that’s really it, then. I sit on Finn’s massive couch and cry some more.
I feel like I’m living under a blanket of fog after that. I numbly arrange for everything to be moved out of my old apartment and enlist Marco to help my family get rid of all the furniture I’m leaving behind.
I don’t stay long at Finn’s because it feels like ghosts are following me everywhere. In his living room, at the black dining table, in his bedroom.
A few days later Otis escorts me over to my new place, leaving from the parking garage in the early morning so no one will follow us. I feel like I’m all cried out, but as we drive away from Finn’s building, the rising sun appearing on the horizon, I cry again.
I cry some more as I try to settle into my new place, cry as I punish myself by watching the Billboard awards. I hold my breath when Finn appears on the red carpet in a navy-colored suit, scared to see who Sandra had paired him with for this one, and then do a full-body sag when I see he’s brought his sister, Sydney. 
I cry some more when he wins Top Hot 100 Artist. He doesn’t thank me in his speech this time. I don’t expect him to.
I think I might be imagining that his smile seems a little forced, but it’s all over the gossip sites the next day how sad he looked. The internet has definitely painted Finn as the one who got his heart broken, even though the statement Sandra released says it was a mutual decision between us.
I guess it’s good because no one seems to care about me at all. I’m just the girl who broke Finn’s heart. I’ve been careful about covering up my hair and wearing sunglasses when I go out, but I’m not sure I need to—there hasn’t been one sighting of paparazzi around my new place, or strangers approaching me at the new smoothie shop I found close by. It’s not within walking distance and it’s not as good, but I’ll adjust.
I wanted to text him that night after he won, to tell him congratulations, but I didn’t. The thought that he might have blocked me stopped me from doing it. I worried that knowledge might put me into a bigger tailspin than the one I was already in.
So, my life is pretty much back to normal. Minus Kurt, of course. Good riddance. Oh, and all the crying. I keep wondering when the time will come that I’ll wake up one morning and just feel good about everything. That I’ll know I made the right decision. But it’s been two weeks since Finn’s win at the Billboard awards, and all I can do is cry.
“You’re miserable, Lou,” Val says, her face full of concern as we sit on the couch in her perfectly decorated living room on a Sunday night. She likes the bright colors. Pops of red and yellow all around the space.
“I’m fine,” I say, wiping my tears while the sweetest baby boy sleeps, perfectly tucked in my arm. He smells of baby lotion and is rocking the cutest little dark-haired fauxhawk.
Isaac Humberto Villanueva—they finally settled on a name. I guess they compromised. I wanted to razz Val about it, but I was too busy feeling sorry for myself. And crying, obviously.
“I think we can all agree that you made a really dumb choice,” she says.
This makes me laugh, which makes more tears come out of my eyeballs. “Thanks,” I say.
“Why don’t you call him?”
“I don’t think he’ll answer,” I say. Another thing that might put me in a tailspin. Even if he hasn’t blocked my number, would he even pick up if I called?
“You’re still crying?” Marco says when he comes back into the room. He’d left to give me and Val some time, probably because I’ve been blubbering since I got here. Apparently, he’s done leaving us alone. It’s good; maybe he’ll have a different perspective. Or maybe he can bring up a whole other subject entirely. I could use a distraction.
“It’s what I do now,” I answer, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand.
He tries to take Isaac from me, but I hold tightly to the sleeping baby as I shoo him away with a dirty look. He then takes a seat on a red accent chair across from us.
“Did you even cry this hard when you broke up with Kurt?” he asks.
“Nope,” I say. I’d realized that as well—I think it was sometime around day ten of my crying spree. I’d cried about Kurt for sure, but that was nothing like this kind of heartache. And Finn and I weren’t even in an official relationship. We were in a fake one.
“So just tell him you screwed up,” he insists. I should have known he’d side with Val.
“But that’s the thing: I don’t know if I did,” I say. Even as heartbroken as I feel, I still don’t think Finn’s life is the right one for me.
“You did,” Val says, her tone definitive.
“Val, you know why that’s not true,” I say. “I don’t want a life of fame—of dealing with the paparazzi, of being constantly scrutinized online.”
“Those are just details,” Marco says, waving my words away with his hand.
“Big ones, though. Life-changing ones. I’m just going to find myself a chiropractor or maybe like a software engineer or something. Someone with stability and a low-key life. We’ll buy the house next door to you and live happily ever after.”
“You know I’d love that, but you won’t really be happy,” Val says.
“Yes, I will,” I protest.
“You’ve had true love,” Marco says on a sigh. He leans back in his chair, his hands on the armrests. “It’ll be hard to find that again, and you’ll always be comparing.”
“Babe,” Val says, her tone warm. “That was really insightful.”
“Thanks, babe.”
I roll my eyes at them. “That wasn’t insightful,” I say. “You two are supposed to have my back.”
Val puts a hand on my arm. “We do have your back, Lou. Having your back means telling you the truth. You’re miserable, and Finn, if the articles and pictures are correct, is also miserable, and there’s a super easy way to solve that.”
I shake my head, being careful not to jostle a sleeping Isaac, who’s still in my arms. “It’s not that easy.”
“Yes, it is,” she says.
My phone beeps next to me, and I look down to see a Google Alert come in for Kurtis Lawson. I’m still getting them now and then for random men with the same name as my ex-fiancé.
“Remind me how to turn off Google Alerts,” I say to Val. She’d recently turned off the one she had going for me, after my fake breakup with Finn, since I didn’t need her to be my informant anymore. All of it would be too hard to hear.
“Hand it over. I’ll do it,” she says, holding her palm out toward me. I hand her my phone and she clicks on something, and then stares, wide-eyed, at the screen.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
“That alert wasn’t for any Kurtis Lawson,” she says. “That’s your Kurtis Lawson.”
“What?” I scrunch my face at her, not understanding. My heart picking up its pace as I wonder if they finally put the two of us together. Old habits are hard to break.
Val turns the phone toward me, and there on the screen is a picture of Kurt. A mugshot, actually. Wait. What?
“He’s been arrested,” she says, her eyebrows moving up toward her hairline.
“No, that can’t be possible.” I grab the phone out of her hand and quickly scan the article. This has to be a mistake.
But it’s not. It’s him. It’s my Kurtis Lawson. And according to the article that popped up in my alerts, my former fiancé . . . is a criminal. How is this possible?
“He’s what?” Val says when I tell her.
I feel like I’ve gone into shock. Nothing makes sense. “It says here Kurt was stealing from the firm he worked for, scamming money out from under his clients. To the tune of two million dollars,” I tell them.
“Holy crap,” Marco says, slapping his knee.
“That’s . . . crazy. That doesn’t make sense,” Val says.
“No, it doesn’t,” I say, staring down at the unbelievable view of Kurt’s mugshot on my phone screen.
We spend the next half hour doing a deep dive, looking for whatever information we can find. Well, Marco and I do while Val breastfeeds Isaac and plies us with questions, like an armchair—or, in this case, rocking chair—quarterback. 
“I seriously can’t believe it,” I say, flopping back against the couch after we’ve found probably all the information we’re going to find at this point. It’s still breaking news—Kurt’s arrest was just yesterday.
“No wonder he was so weird about the song Finn wrote about you,” Val says, a well-fed and drowsy Isaac lying on her shoulder while she pats him lightly on the back, trying to get him to burp.
“Oh my gosh, you’re right. It all makes sense now how over-the-top he was about his privacy.” My mind is still reeling, trying to recall any red flags. Besides the extreme need for privacy, I can’t come up with anything else. He didn’t drive an expensive car or lavish me with expensive gifts. He gave me appliances, for crap’s sake.
“He was trying to stay under the radar,” Marco says. “Wow, you think you know someone.”
“What if Finn’s song never happened, and you were still engaged to Kurt?” Val asks. “Would they implicate you in all of this? As his fiancée?”
I shrug. “No one really knew we were together. Just you two and my family. Nobody at work, no friends online.” I still can’t believe even-keeled, boring Kurt is a criminal.
“But there still would have been pictures online. You wouldn’t have taken them down if there was never a song,” she says. “I’m sure during the investigation they would have figured out you were together. At the very least, they’d question you.”
Marco snaps his fingers at me. “You’d probably be on the news—the fiancée of a criminal.”
“Ex-fiancée,” I say, scrunching my face at him. “I’m confident that had there been no song and Kurt and I were still together, this whole being a criminal and going to jail thing would have been a deal breaker for me.”
“But there would be interviews, probably even a subpoena,” Val says.
“You might be in articles,” Marco adds, his eyebrows raised high on his forehead. “There might be pictures of you online. Maybe there’d even be paparazzi at your door, but for a whole other reason.”
“You’d be famous,” Val says, cocking her head to the side, a smug smile on her face.
“You guys,” I say, looking at Marco and then Val, knowing what they’re getting at. “That’s a real stretch.” Any recognition I might have experienced being engaged to a local criminal would be nothing like dating a super famous musician. 
“Is it though?” Marco asks. 
“It is,” I say.
“It might not be the same,” Val says. “But you spent all that time with someone who you thought would give you this low-key, no drama life. And now we know it isn’t true.”
“Yes, the lesson here is I am a poor judge of character,” I say. 
“No,” Val shakes her head and Isaac makes a little whining sound. She pats his back again. “The lesson here is you have no idea where life will take you. You can’t plan this stuff. You think I planned to marry the first guy I dated in high school?” 
“Hey,” Marco says, sounding affronted. 
Val holds a hand out toward Marco. “I didn’t. And my life is better than I ever could have imagined.”
“We do have the best life,” Marco says, giving Val what I can only describe as heart eyes. 
“You guys make me sick,” I say. I’m mostly joking. 
“So, the question is, do you love Finn?” Val asks, looking at me. 
I feel tears prick behind my eyes. I close them, so I don’t have to look at the faces of my two closest friends in the world. 
“Lou?” Val presses me. 
“I do,” I say, my voice nearly a whisper. I’ve never let myself really accept it, even after Finn called me out on it that last night I was with him. But he wasn’t wrong. I do love him. And I miss him so much my heart actually aches. 
“Then give up on all these plans, Lou. Stop holding yourself to some crazy notion of what you think life should be like … and take a freaking chance.” 
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Chapter 31

Whatever It Takes


“This is a stupid idea, right?” I ask Val, who’s got a sleeping Isaac up against her chest, some sort of wrap around the two of them, keeping him snug in there. 
“No, this is a great idea,” she says. 
We’re sitting on the old couch in my parents’ living room with Len, as she helps me make an account on TikTok, where I’m about to post my first video and hope it goes viral. I’m praying, manifesting, wishing on all the things . . . whatever it takes to make this work. 
“What if he never sees it?” Dread pools in my stomach at the thought.
“He’ll see it,” Val says.
“He’ll definitely see it,” Len affirms. “I’ve tagged him, and his manager, and his publicist, and his label, and any members of his family that I could find.”
I feel like I should be worried that my baby sister knows this much about TikTok and has also possibly dabbled in a little stalking. I’ll save my lecture for later, because right now I need her expertise if I’m going to pull this off.
The next morning, after finding out about my criminal ex-fiancé and not being able to sleep, I gave into the fact that I’d made a huge mistake with Finn. I realized I’d done to him what Kurt did to me. I’d made my fears and this over-the-top need for security in my life a higher priority than my love for him.
I’d been so positive that a life with Finn would go a certain way—all those what-ifs I’ve come up with—when in reality, I don’t really know. I can’t really know. It’s not something you can predict. It’s all a risk. But what I do know is having him by my side, if he still wants me, will be enough to get through it all. He is enough. 
I have to admit that realizing this and letting go of every expectation for my life has felt so freeing. It’s only been a day, but it’s like this huge weight has been lifted off my shoulders. I feel like a new Lou. Maybe even a better Lou. 
So, I wrote Finn a song. It’s terrible, to be honest. My dad helped me, making up an accompaniment on his guitar. Len recorded me singing it with my phone, my dad playing his guitar behind me. And now, I’m going to put it online for the whole world to see. Well, I hope they see it. My plan sort of hinges on it going viral, actually.
My thought is, in order for me to prove to Finn that I choose him even though he’s ridiculously famous and all that entails, the best way to do that is to put myself out there, to show him I’m willing to be famous for him.
This all made sense in my head when I came up with it. But what it comes down to is this: I want Finn. He wasn’t wrong: I am in love with him, and this is my grand gesture to show him. By releasing a song that has the potential for millions of people to see it. I hope. It’s a little song I call “Hey, Donny.”

Hey, Donny, I want you to know
That ever since I walked through your door,
I’ve never wanted anyone more.
You’re the one for me, can we forever be?

Hey, Donny, please say you’ll be mine—
I promise I’ll love you until the end of time.
I’ve been a fool, it’s plain to see;
With you is where I want to be.


It’s a play on the song he wrote for me, only it’s kind of the worst. But I’m not trying to write a hit here. I’m only trying to tell the man I love that I want him, and I want to be with him, despite the fame and everything that comes with it.
“Okay, are you ready?” Len asks. “I’m about to post this.”
Val grabs my hand in hers and I take a big breath before giving a nod to Len. You can do this, Lou. 
Here we go.
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Chapter 32

Just the Way You Are


The song does exactly what I want it to do. Three days later and I’m at just over four million views—and climbing. I’ve also gained a lot of followers, which is moot since this is the first and last TikTok I’ll ever be posting. 
The comments are full of speculation. People asking who Donny is, others taking guesses. Quite a few have gotten it right, that it’s some sort of code name for Finn.
There have been haters in there, too. Quite a few, if I’m being honest. I’m still the woman who broke up More Than That, according to some people. I’ve also gotten a lot of “this is terrible” comments, and I pressed on the little heart by their post, since it’s not a false observation.
The best one I’ve gotten so far was last night when a user named @ColeThatcherIsTheMan commented “No way!” with a line of laughing faces. I wish I could have hearted it a thousand times since it’s what I was hoping for. 
At least I know now that Finn will see it. There’s no way his brother saw my post and didn’t share it with him.
Now I just have to pray it works. That when he sees it, he’ll understand what I’m trying to do. And then maybe he’ll text me or call . . . or maybe he’ll do nothing. Which is totally possible, but also something I’m trying not to think about because when I do, my insides do a squeezing thing. 
Currently, I’m attempting to work, which isn’t going well, with my brain not being able to concentrate like it is. It’s amazing I’ve gotten any work done in the past month since my last conversation with Finn.
My phone dings with a text, and my heart does a little jumping thing. It’s been skipping a lot lately. Every time I get a call or a text, hoping it’s from Finn, but so far it hasn’t been him. 
But this time, when I look at my notifications, my heart takes off at a full gallop.
Finn: Nice song
I take a steadying breath, trying to calm my nerves, which doesn’t work at all. My mouth has gone completely dry, and I’m shaking.
I quickly type back a reply.
Me: Thanks. It’s kind of a rip-off from another song.
Finn: Yeah, I caught that
Me: I hoped you might
The three dots appear and then disappear, and for a painful moment, I wonder if that’s all he’s going to say. But it’s enough to give me hope. It’s not a love declaration or anything, but it is a door opening, even if just a crack.
My phone vibrates in my hand. And I feel the metaphorical door widen with his words. 
Finn: I can’t stop thinking about you
Me: I can’t stop thinking about you either. I made a huge mistake.
Finn: You broke my heart
Me: I know. And I’m so, so sorry. 
I have tears streaming down my face now. I’m typing back a reply—a bigger, more heart-felt apology—when I hear a knock on my door.
Could it be? Don’t get your hopes up, Lou. It’s probably just a package. I’ve done a bit of retail therapy these past few weeks, so it wouldn’t be surprising.
But just in case, I wipe my face with the bottom of my T-shirt and run my fingers through my hair as I walk over to my door and open it, feeling the warm May air waft through.
I let out a little sob when I see him.
Finn Thatcher is at my door in dark jeans and a white cotton shirt, that silver chain bracelet on his wrist. And standing a few feet behind him, giving me a little wave and a wink, is Otis.
“Hey, Louella,” Finn says, a soft smile on his face.
“Hey, Donny,” I reply on a half-laugh, half-cry sort of thing. Tears are falling down my face now.
“Can I come in?”
“Of course,” I say, my voice sounding clogged with all the emotions running through me. Keep it together, Lou. 
He turns back to Otis. “I’ll call you when I’m ready.”
I feel a little sinking sensation in my gut at his words. Does he mean for Otis to stick around because this will be short? A quick face-to-face rejection?
Nope. I won’t let myself go there. He’s here, and it has to mean something. It has to.
Finn walks inside my place, and I shut the door behind him, giving a quick wave to a smiling Otis before I do.
I watch Finn, his back toward me as he peruses my apartment. It’s a small space, and I haven’t taken the time to hang anything on the walls, or even unpack some boxes yet. It hasn’t felt like home since I moved in, and I’m not sure it ever will. Home for me is not a location, but a person. The one standing in front of me right now.
“You’re . . . here,” I say, wiping tears away with my hand.
He turns toward me. “I’m here.”
“I’m so sorry, Finn. I have so much to say to you, so much to explain. But what it really comes down to is, I’m an idiot,” I tell him, giving him a timid smile and a quick lift of my shoulders.
“So am I,” he says.
This has me pulling my brows inward. “No, I shouldn’t have . . . I mean, I should have . . .” Words. Why must words be hard right now?
“I should have fought for you,” he says, taking a step toward me, and I get a whiff of that spicy cologne he wears. “I shouldn’t have left like I did.” He reaches up and runs his fingers through his hair, messing it up. His eyes look upward before returning to mine. “I was hurt, and prideful, and then it felt like it was too late, and I just kept hoping you’d text or call . . . or something.”
“I figured you blocked me.”
“Never,” he says, shaking his head, sincerity in his eyes. “I wouldn’t do that. It was my only tether to you.”
“Well, if I had known it would be that easy, I wouldn’t have made a fool of myself on the internet.”
He gives me a half-grin and takes another step toward me so he’s standing close, just inches away. He searches my face before reaching up and tucking a loose tendril of hair behind my ear. That electrical, otherworldly connection pulses between us. I recognize it for what it is: Finn is meant to be in my life, and I’m meant to be in his.
“Well, I liked it,” he says.
“I hoped you would,” I say. 
He takes a breath, exhaling loudly. “You know what being with me comes with,” he says. “There might be paparazzi waiting outside right now.” 
I shake my head slowly. “I don’t care. Not anymore. You’re worth it—all of it.” 
“You might get sick of it.” 
“I might. But we can figure it out together,” I say, echoing his words from that night not so long ago. What a fool I was then.
He smiles. A big, beautiful one, making my stomach fill with butterflies.
“So, you’re admitting you love me?”
“Did I not sing a very terrible song about it?”
“I thought it was a great song,” he says. 
“Well, just in case you didn’t get the message,” I say. “I love you, Finn. So much.” 
“Good. Because I love you, Lou.” 
He places a hand on my cheek, keeping his eyes steady on me, before they flutter shut as he leans in and presses his lips against mine. It’s soft and tender and filled with so many unspoken words, ones that honestly don’t need to be said. I’m his and he’s mine, just Finn and Lou, and that’s how this love song ends. Or rather, begins.
His other hand moves to my back, pulling me close to him, like he never wants to let me go. I wrap my arms around him, returning the sentiment.
I may not know what the future holds, but as long as Finn is in it, I think I’ll be just fine.
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Epilogue

Always Be My Baby
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5 Years Later


The breezy mid-afternoon air ruffles my hair as I sit on the deck, wrapped in a blanket on an outdoor sofa, looking out over a mountain view that seems to stretch all the way up to a clear, blue September sky. 
How is this my life? 
Well, this isn’t my life exactly, this is my escape from life. 
True to his word, Finn built me a house to run away to—in a small Montana town—void of paparazzi. It shocked me that such a place existed. It’s quiet, it’s serene, and it’s perfection. The air feels cleaner here; the trees seem greener. At night, the sky is full of millions of twinkling lights you never get to see in the city. 
The most amazing thing is, no one seems to know who Finn is in this quaint mountain town. Or if they do, they don’t seem to care. We can live a low-key, normal kind of life while we’re here. Well, normal-ish. The house is a little bigger than I’d imagined—it has a movie theater, an indoor pool, and a state-of-the-art recording studio. But we can go out to dinner, or just walk around the small town, and no one asks for a picture or an autograph. It’s dreamy. 
We don’t come here all that often, maybe once or twice a year, around the time the fame and the paparazzi start to weigh on me. This time, it was to escape some rumors that were spreading like wildfire and causing a ridiculous horde of photographers to hang out around the penthouse in Nashville, where we spend the bulk of our downtime. 
“There you are,” Finn says, from the French-style doors that lead from the master bedroom to the deck. I’d left them open when I came outside, so the sweet mountain air will linger once I’ve gone back in. I love it so much here.
“Done working in the studio?” I ask, as he sits next to me. 
“For now,” he says, and I smile. That’s usually where I can find him while we’re here. And he often finds me on this deck, that runs along the back side of the house. It’s my favorite spot.
He puts an arm around my shoulders and then pulls me in toward him. I turn, my legs stretching out along the sofa as I lean my upper body against him, my head laying back on his chest. His hand finds mine, and I look down to see his thumb running lightly over the ring on my fourth finger. The diamond sparkles in the sunlight. 
Finn asked me to marry him sixth months after my Donny song went viral. We were sitting on that big white couch working on lyrics late one night, and he asked if he could sing me something he’d been working on. It was another verse to the song he wrote about me, the one that started it all. 

Hey Louella, can I be your fella?
I don’t want to do this life,
Without you always by my side.
So, I’m asking you to be my wife.
We can have a family, forever you and me.


He pulled a ring out of his pocket, a simple oval diamond on a platinum band, and I said yes with not even a second of hesitation. We were married a year later in a private ceremony, in a glen in the Smoky Mountains, surrounded by tall pine and evergreen trees, and our closest friends and family. We pulled it off, with no paparazzi in sight. Which wasn’t an easy thing to do, and I think Sandra was a little twitchy over the secretive thing (she did a full-body slump when we told her it wasn’t going to be a big affair), but we let her post a picture a few weeks later. 
I’d kept my job and worked from wherever Finn was playing, interviewing, or recording as his solo career took off. I needed the normalcy of it, something I could call my own and the paparazzi would have no interest in. But I quit about a year after we married and moved into a new career: writing lyrics. Not just for Finn, but for other artists, too. In the top ten spots of the Billboard year-end charts last year, there were three songs written or cowritten by me. I’m now sort of famous in my own right, which is crazy to me and something younger me would have scoffed at. Or maybe mocked. But life rarely turns out the way you expect. In fact, I’ve learned you should really let go of expectations. It’s much easier that way.
“You tired?” Finn asks. He places a soft kiss on the back of my head. 
“Always,” I say. 
His hand moves away from mine and lays ever-so-gently on my barely protruding belly. Not a food baby this time, even though that’s what it looks like. Nope, there’s an actual baby growing in there. I still can’t wrap my head around it fully. I’m entering my eighteenth week, and no longer want to throw up at the sight or smell of food, which is a welcome change. 
It’s also the reason for the escape to our Montana hideaway. Somehow word got out, and the paparazzi have been relentlessly trying to get a photo. I’m due in early February and Finn has a million things to do before then, so we can’t hide away forever, but I needed a little break.
It’s a girl, and we haven’t come up with a name yet. It’s harder than I thought it would be, and nothing has felt right. In the meantime, Finn has taken to calling her Flouella. I laugh every time. That’s definitely not in the running. Neither is Marco, or any variation of the name, as Marco keeps suggesting. I told him he can name his own baby, but I doubt Val will agree to that. They’re expecting a girl, baby number three, a month after ours. Val and I have already decided our daughters will be best friends.
We try to see Marco and Val as much as possible. In fact, they’re coming up here next week for a visit. We may not live next door to each other, but Marco and Finn get along like Val and I always dreamed our husbands would.
My family is thrilled about the pregnancy. My mom started buying baby clothes as soon as she found out. At forty-seven, she’ll be a young grandma, but is fully embracing it. 
I see my parents as much as I can while we’re in Nashville, and when my dad plays for Finn in the studio. Len comes to see me when she can, but she’s busy with college life in Knoxville. Between finishing her degree in accounting (a surprise twist I did not see coming) and spending time with her boyfriend, Austin, she barely has time for me. But we still have our daily FaceTime calls, usually between classes as she’s walking across campus.
“I remembered something earlier today,” Finn says, his fingers making lazy circles on my baby bump. 
“What is it?” I ask. 
“A name I thought of a long time ago.” 
“Oh, yeah?” 
“It was after you told me how you got your name. I remember lying in my bed, thinking if I ever had a girl, I’d name her Etta.” 
I turn my head, looking up at him. “Etta? Like Etta James?” 
He looks into my eyes. “Etta James Thatcher.”
A little tingle moves down my spine as I picture a little girl named Etta, with Finn’s dark hair and my gray-blue eyes.
“What do you think?” he asks. 
“I love it.”
“Is that it, then?”
“I think it is.” 
“Okay, but we should probably keep Flouella as a backup,” he says, his face mock serious.
“Of course,” I say.  
His fake intense look morphs into a big smile, and I give him one in return.
I may get tired of the fame and the paparazzi sometimes, but I will never tire of the man holding me in his arms right now. 
I can’t wait to see what the future holds. 


THE END
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