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            Chapter One
In Which the Fear of Being Known Results in Free Flowers

         
         The woman in the plaid coat eyes the carnations wearily, checking and rechecking the price, picking up first one color and
            then another. I glance up at her from behind the front counter of this too-warm flower shop that I call home—literally, I
            rent out the tiny studio upstairs—and try to gauge if I’m needed. The way she frowns and immediately looks away when our eyes
            meet tells me I’m probably not. Fine, but don’t come crying to me when you make your “celebratory bouquet” with a bunch of
            flowers that mean “I hate you.”
         

         
         I scoff to myself and go back to dragging my rose stripper down the stems of the latest delivery. The sharp blade rips the
            thorns and leaves off with a satisfying slicing sound that almost lets me forget the truth of it all—which is that my job
            here is to smooth out all their wildness, file down their rough edges, and make them more palatable. The plant version of
            what I’ve been trying to do to myself my whole damn life, with mixed results.
         

         
         God forbid anybody ever appreciates anything in its natural state—thorns and all—and saves me some scratches. Nope. People want all of the beauty, but none of the pain. It’s the same everywhere, even out here in this little town by the sea, where it’s about flowers and sand, instead of back there, where it’s about bodies and fame. 

         
         But we’re not talking about back there. Especially not today of all days, on the five-year anniversary of my escape to the East Coast. Today is for celebrating.
            Cel-e-brating. But first, I need to make a sale.
         

         
         I scrunch my eyes shut in a hard reset and grab another stem, trying to will the woman to buy something through powers of
            hypnosis and compulsion that I definitely don’t have, but pretended to once, in a pilot that never aired. You know you want one, do it, pull the trigger, buy the flower, buy something, buy anything, buy it, come on buy it, repeats in my head so hard I’m getting a headache. It’s probably about as effective now as it was then, which is to say
            not at all.
         

         
         I don’t even care if she just gets that lone shitty carnation in her hand. I just need something, anything, to show for the
            fact that I dragged myself down the stairs and have been perched at this counter since ten o’clock in the morning—ripping
            leaves off stems because I’ve already fulfilled all the specialty orders and no new ones have come in yet.
         

         
         It’s been a slow day, and by slow, I mean empty, and by day, I mean week, and by week, I mean month, if I’m being honest.
            The worry lines and dark circles surrounding my boss—and best friend—Regan’s eyes have been noticeably more present lately,
            and I hate it.
         

         
         Apparently In Bloom Flowers and Gifts has been a staple in the Town of Clayborn for decades—I remember seeing it when I came here on vacation in a past life—but Regan only took it over about six years ago, after her grandma retired and fucked off to Florida, swearing off the cold Maine winters forever. I came on the scene only a year later, fresh from LA and ready to do something, anything, new—and while it was already slow then, it wasn’t this bad.
         

         
         I’m pretty sure that the rent I pay Regan, and my specialty bouquets that we ship out to event planners, are the only things
            keeping the lights on around here. And if that means I occasionally overpay my rent during the leaner months, even if Regan
            protests, so be it.
         

         
         I don’t mind, though. Friends help each other out, and god knows Regan shows up for me just as often. Besides, the cash sitting
            in my old accounts feels like dirty money these days—the least I can do is let it help someone. Better that than putting it
            up my nose or investing it in the latest crypto Ponzi scheme like some of the other failed former child actors my age do.
            Who knows where I would have ended up if Regan hadn’t taken me under her wing, back when I first showed up in all my “I’m
            not running away, just starting over” glory.
         

         
         I was fresh off the biggest heartbreak of my life—crashing in a rental cabin full of sand, barely eating or sleeping, and
            definitely drinking too much. I probably made every bad choice a person could make back then. After a lifetime of only doing
            what I should, of always being the responsible one in my relationships, I guess that felt like freedom to me. Unfortunately, it also felt like crap.
         

         
         Walking into In Bloom and asking for an application was just about the only thing I did right when I first moved here. I got
            lucky. Most people probably would have turned me away in the state I was in, but not Regan. She took one look at the exhausted,
            depressed disaster in front of her and decided I wasn’t just worthy of being an employee but also of being her friend. If
            my old agent could get 15 percent for finding me the jobs that made up my past life, I figure it’s the least Regan deserves
            for actually saving it.
         

         
         My old agent. The same one who sent my career down the toilet when he—

         
         “Dammit!” Blood spills down my hand, a new gash glaring up at me from the side of my finger, and suddenly that slicing sound
            doesn’t sound so relaxing anymore. That’s what I get for letting my mind wander into such dangerous territory. I grab a paper
            towel off the rack, wrap it as tight as I can, and then grab a few more when it immediately soaks through. Perfect. Just what
            I need. More blood spilled in the name of beauty.
         

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         I snap my eyes up from my hand in time to see Ms. Plaid Coat sliding the carnation back into its bucket. Not good. I still
            want this sale. “I’m great!” I say, too cheerfully.
         

         
         Be cool, I tell myself. Come on, I’m an actor, or used to be. And, as they say, the show must go on.

         
         Sure, the acting might look a little different these days—more customer service smile than red carpet looks—but still, selling
            yourself is selling yourself. I can be lovable. I can be delightful. I’m still Anderson goddamn Ducharme after all.
         

         
         With a deep breath, I turn the dial inside my head from “recluse” to “amiable charmer,” grab a few more paper towels and attempt to approach Ms. Plaid Jacket. This is for In Bloom. I can be pleasant and sociable for In Bloom. 

         
         “Aren’t carnations beautiful?” I try as an opening volley.

         
         “They’re cheap is what I like about them,” the woman answers gruffly, her eyes drifting to my paper-towel-wrapped hand.

         
         Okay, I think, okay, and I switch gears. “Yes, very practical too! Did you know that every color has its own meaning?” I study the rack of flowers
            for a moment before pulling out a few in coordinating celebratory colors. Understanding the language of flowers has been an
            obsession of mine since I was a little kid daydreaming in my mother’s massive gardens. “What’s the occasion? I could help
            you craft a bouquet that expresses whatever you’re trying to say without breaking the bank to do it.” I jiggle the stems I’m
            holding in my paper towel hand in her direction. “We’re all about affordability here.”
         

         
         Oh my god, what does that even mean?! Stop waving your bloody hand around.

         
         “I’ll take four of the yellow ones and call it a day,” she says. “You know you can just superglue whatever’s bleeding under
            there if you don’t want to pay for stitches, right?”
         

         
         And wait, did this just work? Are we bonding over being too cheap for medical bills?

         
         “Good idea,” I say, meaning it too. I’d rather bathe in superglue than risk going to urgent care, where I have to fill out
            forms with my actual legal name and worry about them being leaked. There’s just one problem . . . “What is this for, though?
            Because yellow means—”
         

         
         The woman turns to look at me, probably opening her mouth to tell me she doesn’t care, when a look of recognition dawns across her features. And oh, oh no. I slide my attempt at an arrangement back in with the others and hastily grab four of the bright yellow blooms.
         

         
         “Never mind! I’m sure yellow’s perfect!”

         
         “Wait, do I know you?” the woman asks, leaning a bit closer. I realize too late that she’s not as old as I thought. Probably
            not quite young enough to be a part of my former fan base, but not far enough off for me to feel safe. Especially if she has
            any younger siblings. Shit.
         

         
         “I have a . . . common face,” I say, wincing at how awkward it sounds. I mean, what’s the alternative: admitting that yes,
            once upon a time I was the costar of a wildly popular teen sitcom on the megawatt children’s network that everybody knows and loves? That yes, I am the very same girl who disappeared without a trace five years ago, tired of only being offered bit parts in high school dramas
            despite already being twenty-three? And that yes, all of those things, combined with my desperate desire for a clean break
            with my ex, led to me washing up in this very same dingy town where Ms. Plaid Jacket is currently buying apology carnations
            from without even bothering to know the meaning of them?
         

         
         No. I’ll take awkward any day.

         
         Plaid Jacket narrows her eyes. “Aren’t you that girl from that show? What was it called again? God, it’s on the tip of my
            tongue . . .”
         

         
         My body flushes hot, and I’m instantly brought back to a session with my old therapist in LA. “Where do you feel the anxiety
            in your body, Andy?” she would always say, because back then I was Andy, not little Annie who spends all day de-thorning roses in this tourist trap of a coastal Maine town.
         

         
         I feel it fucking everywhere, Janet, is how I always answered that question—and how I would answer it now, if I could afford to. And if therapist Janet wasn’t
            on the exact opposite coast . . . along with the rest of my old life.
         

         
         “Nope,” I say, rushing the sad little carnations over to the counter.

         
         “No, you definitely are! Oh my god, can I get a selfie? My little sister will flip!” she says, following me, already pulling
            out her phone. “She was obsessed with you. Especially when she found out you and Nikki weren’t just—”
         

         
         “It’s not me,” I say, cutting her off, and then lean conspiratorially over the counter. “But can you keep a secret?”

         
         “Probably.”

         
         “Andy is my cousin.” The lie falls off my tongue so easily it feels like the truth, but isn’t that all acting is anyway? Just
            a giant lie in a gorgeous production package?
         

         
         “No way, seriously?”

         
         “Yep, obviously the genes are strong on that side of the family,” I say, waving my hand casually toward my face and then holding
            my breath for her reaction.
         

         
         “So you grew up with Andy, then? The Andy, from The Nikki and Andy Show?”
         

         
         “Mmmhmmm,” I say, glad that my ruse seems to be working. It’s not often that I get recognized anymore, and I’d like to keep
            it that way.
         

         
         “Do you still talk to her, or did she cut you off like she cut off—”

         
         “All the time,” I say, and force on a smile.

         
         Plaid Jacket’s face lights up and I mentally kick myself. “Then you know where she is?”

         
         “No!” I say, a little too fast. “We don’t . . . we don’t really talk about that. She’s just out there, somewhere, finding
            herself.” I mean, it’s not technically a lie.

         
         Disappointment etches itself across Plaid Jacket’s features. “Sounds like she still sucks just as much as she used to then.”

         
         “What?” I jerk back. “No, She’s great. Perfect, actually. I love her.” And then, because I can’t stop myself: “You don’t even
            know her.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” the woman says, holding up her hands. She’s clearly taken aback by my little outburst. “I just meant, you know, there
            were all those stories about her online before she took off and here we are, years later, and she’s still ‘finding herself’?
            Not even telling her own family where she is?” She gestures toward me. “You are way cooler about that than I would be if it
            was my cousin.”
         

         
         “Can I wrap these for you?” I ask, desperate to change the subject before my rapidly clenching fists snap her carnation stems.
            “I’ll even throw in some baby’s breath for free to punch it up a little.”
         

         
         That’s not all I want to punch up right now.

         
         “Oh, thanks, yeah, that’d be great,” the woman says, momentarily distracted by the allure of a good deal. Most people around
            here are. It’s not a very wealthy town, after all, especially not during the off-season.
         

         
         I force the pathetic arrangement of sad carnations and wispy baby’s breath to look prettier than it has any right to be—while still being careful not to bleed all over it—and then usher the woman out the door with her five-dollars-plus-tax purchase as fast as I can. 

         
         I’m still patting myself on the back for the bullet (barely) dodged when Regan steps out of the back room, where she’s been
            breaking down boxes from today’s delivery. Gouda, my fluffy gray gremlin of a cat that I rescued from a dumpster nearly seven
            years ago, follows right behind her, meowing for food even though it’s not even close to feeding time.
         

         
         “Did I just hear you give away flowers for free?” Regan asks, arching her eyebrows when she sees me using floral tape to wrap
            fresh paper towels around my hand. “Don’t tell me you cut yourself again.”
         

         
         A tinge of guilt has me biting my lip. “Just a scratch this time,” I lie. “And I only gave her a few sprigs of baby’s breath,
            which I’ll cover. Let me just run up and grab my wallet.”
         

         
         “Relax,” Regan says. “It’s like twenty-five cents. I know you’re good for it. How’d that happen, though? You’re usually worse
            than me about the bottom line.”
         

         
         I snort at that, even though I know it’s true. I guess there’s just something about having everything stolen from me, aside
            from the legally mandated Coogan Account and its paltry balance—15 percent of everything I earned as a minor safe and sound
            under federal law—that has me checking and rechecking the books here. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice . . .
         

         
         “Was she cute?” Regan teases, sliding the rest of the roses over to finish them up herself. It’s almost closing time, and as much as I’m happy to stay here twenty-four-seven, because god knows I have nothing else to do, I know Regan is anxious to get home. Besides, it would be almost impossible for me to finish stripping the stems now that my hand is wrapped up like a Bounty boxing glove. 

         
         “God, I wish. No, she thought I looked familiar,” I admit eventually. “I needed to distract her and send her on her way.”
         

         
         “Ahh,” Regan says with a sigh. “Did you go with the distant cousin lie or the ‘everyone has a doppelgänger and it’s so annoying that mine was on TV’ one?”
         

         
         “Cousin.”

         
         “Good, that one’s way more believable.” She pauses, studying my face. “It’s been a little while since that’s happened. You
            okay?”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say, not meeting her eyes, because we both understand the answer to that question has been not really for most of my life.
         

         
         Regan knows the truth of who I am and who I used to be, because of course she does. I still remember working up the courage
            to come clean, and how worried I was that it would change something between us . . . but when the time came, it was kind of
            underwhelming.
         

         
         Turns out she had figured it out almost immediately, back when I was still renting cabin six from Mrs. Sanderson and spending
            way too long shaking sand out of my clothes. Regan didn’t care one bit, although she did admit to streaming every episode
            once I officially moved into her rental upstairs. She said it was part of her “background check,” and I was desperate enough
            for a friend that I laughed it off, even though it was deeply mortifying.
         

         
         Once I realized my secret really was safe with her, I signed a one-year lease and decided I was staying. The place isn’t much, especially compared to what I was used to on the left coast—barely a one bedroom thanks to a hastily added wall—but I love that it’s just mine. Well, mine and Gouda’s—who, as if on cue, lets out another yowl before curling up on the heating vent.
         

         
         Sometimes I wonder if Gouda misses LA, the sounds and smells and sunshine she used to soak up through the window of the fourth-floor
            condo we shared with my rotten ex, the feel of real marble and hardwood under her paws, rather than linoleum or laminate,
            but if she does, she hasn’t complained in any real discernible way.
         

         
         Besides, she hated my last girlfriend even more than I did by the end. While I’m sure Gouda could have done without the impromptu
            cross-country road trip, and she definitely could have done without me driving straight to the beach the second we pulled
            into town, I’d like to think she’s happier here.
         

         
         I know I am, even if my ex-celebrity status has kind of become a running joke around my friends. Like when I sign the same
            printed-out time sheet that In Bloom has been using weekly since it opened in 1980, Regan always says she’s going to take
            THE Anderson Ducharme’s autograph and put it on eBay, or when Johnny, Regan’s other best friend and the town mechanic, dressed
            up as my old character for our three-person Halloween party last year. It’s ridiculous, sure, but I don’t really mind anymore . . .
         

         
         Because it means that someone found out—two someones, actually—and the world didn’t end. They’re still my friends, they don’t care about any of the Hollywood bullshit, and I don’t I have to keep my past a secret. I breathed a little bit easier after that. 

         
         I probably would breathe a lot better now if I wasn’t still worried about everyone else on this planet finding out, but oh
            well. It’s just hard knowing that anyone in the entire universe can google the worst moments of my life at a second’s notice
            once they realize who I really am.
         

         
         It’s why I don’t get too close with anyone else around here. I can’t trust it, not really. Which means that Regan does the
            bulk of the deliveries and all of the farmers markets, while I handle the inventory and custom orders. It works out well. She’s an extrovert who gets antsy
            in the silence of the store . . . and silence is what I came here for. Isn’t it?
         

         
         I know what it sounds like—it sounds like I’m hiding, and like Regan and Johnny have been aiding and abetting me these last
            few years. But I’m not. I swear, I’m not.
         

         
         This place gave me a chance to start fresh. A chance to figure out who I was on my own terms, despite everything from my old life telling me that who I was was not enough. That I could only ever be a speck of dust overshadowed by someone else’s light, never standing on my own. Never being seen
            for who I truly am.
         

         
         I had to leave. I had to choose myself for once. So I packed up what little I owned and left, ditching the warm West Coast
            for the ice-cold East in the middle of March. I was reborn in those frigid waters—with my cat yowling from her carrier in
            the front seat of my car, surrounded by expensive luggage and garbage bags full of my belongings; an odd mix, just like me.
         

         
         I had walked onto the beach that night in sneakers and leggings and an old concert hoodie I still have in the back of my closet. I kept going until the water skimmed my hips and then my belly and then my chin. And when I finally turned and bolted back up the sand, wet and shivering and feeling totally wrung out—I knew I was already becoming something new. Something just for me. 

         
         Andy was gone. Andy had to die.

         
         Long live Annie, future florist, instead.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
TMZ Will Break Your Heart

         
         I shouldn’t be doing this.

         
         I should not be doing this.
         

         
         And I’m not just talking about the fact that I’ve just superglued two of my fingers together in an effort to close my cut
            from earlier that definitely could have used a stitch or two. No, I’m talking about the other, worse thing: cyberstalking
            my old life.
         

         
         I can’t help it. Being almost recognized by that woman at the flower shop has sent my head spiraling six thousand miles, and
            more than a couple years back, to the land of beauty and fame—or tabloids and garbage, to be more accurate. I get that all
            this is going to do is toss my mental health in the toilet and then double flush, but I can’t stop.
         

         
         (Even though I should absolutely stop and in fact paid a lot of money for Janet to teach me how to stop. TMZ will break your heart was a frequent mantra of ours once upon a time.)
         

         
         But damn it, Janet, if even superglue won’t keep me away, I don’t know what will.

         
         It starts as a small niggle in the back of my brain when I first walk into my silent apartment, having left Gouda downstairs to finish out her nap on the vent. Just a gentle pressure to look, see, consume that grows into a gnawing headache I can’t escape from, no matter how hard I distract myself with the task of tending wounds. It’s possible, I realize, that what happened to me, what Nikki did to me, what they all did to me, will always be the biggest wound, and that perhaps there is not enough superglue in the world to fix it.
         

         
         So I scroll. I scroll as I fix my bleeding fingers or make them worse, because the truth is, the need to know has filled my
            entire body up to the brim. I’m a live grenade so terrified someone’s gonna pull my pin that I just go ahead and do it myself.
         

         
         It always starts with a simple google, having long since deleted the alerts on my name. I sigh and try to pry my fingers apart
            while the results load, most of them old and outdated—I pretend that’s a relief and not a disappointment. Why would anyone
            be posting an article about me now anyway? What would they even say? “Failed Actor Turned Recluse Still Reclusing”?
         

         
         My parents long ago reassured everyone from NBC to TMZ that, despite my sudden disappearance and the deletion of all my social
            media accounts, I was still alive and well and just “taking a break.” Pretty soon most people stopped caring. You stop commodifying
            yourself, they all just move on to the next person who will.
         

         
         Like I said, I should be relieved.

         
         I should. But I’m not.
         

         
         I click over to Google Images, just to see if there’s anything I should be “worried about.” That’s what I said last time Regan caught me checking—that I just needed to make sure everything was on the up-and-up. 

         
         A few years ago, I went grocery shopping with my dad during a holiday visit. One of the creeps I went to high school with
            snapped a picture with their phone and sold it—suddenly an image of me weighing brussels sprouts with no makeup on and glaring
            three-inch roots was everywhere.
         

         
         Each headline was worse than the last. First there was “She Lives!” Then “From Major to Meijer” and, most embarrassingly,
            in a nod to a running joke about my former character’s hatred of all things green, “Sprouting from the Dead: Kiddie Star Finally
            Eats Her Veggies.”
         

         
         Then it just got mean. The few people who still talk about me on social media started suggesting that I leaked the photo myself
            to stay relevant—as if I purposely wanted to be associated with the most hated vegetable on earth for all eternity. (Okay,
            so maybe that joke about not liking vegetables was based on a true story.) It was so insulting. If I was going to leak anything,
            it would be a picture of me looking hot next to one of my kick-ass floral arrangements, thank you very much.
         

         
         Giving up on both Google and ever getting my fingers unstuck from each other, I head over to Instagram. I have one heavily
            locked down account that I only use to stalk my old “friends” as they live their most fabulous—read: manufactured—lives for
            the cameras. I only very occasionally comment on their posts, and it’s never mean. (Okay, fine, sometimes I post a hundred
            eyeball emojis when they post something obviously fake, but I’m only human.)
         

         
         It’s just that I literally can’t believe no one has figured out Kendra’s “private plane” is a rental set. The girl flew Southwest when I knew her, for god’s sake—a fact that I vowed to take to my grave after she threatened to shove her red-bottomed heel into my eye if I ever told. (Honestly, if anyone was going to commit murder via extravagant apparel, it would be her.) 

         
         Then there’s Demarco, who pretends to be a perfectly vanilla hetero boy next door, the ideal ageless, sexless leading man
            for Hallmark mothers to pine over . . . the same Demarco who is actually a darling bisexual like me and Nikki, and who’s so
            deep in the kink scene that he’s a member of not one but two of the most elite dungeons in LA.
         

         
         I still remember when we bumped into him at one of them. Nikki had taken me there to “research” the latest spicy fanfic-turned-industry-smash
            that was in the studio’s pipeline . . . she never booked the job, but at least we got a lot of great new ideas from it. We
            also got an eyeful of Demarco we were not expecting.
         

         
         I click to his profile first. Of all the friends I had back then—or thought I had—he’s the only one I’ve actually missed.
            I take a deep breath and a swig of cheap beer, almost snorting it out my nose when I see Demarco’s latest post. He’s gushing
            about getting the starring role in a Christmas movie on the new ultraconservative holiday channel. You know, the one that
            thought Hallmark was too progressive. Yikes. Second thought, maybe I don’t miss him all that much.
         

         
         I shake my head and steel my nerves when I see who Insta is suggesting I follow next. A name that still makes my stomach swoop even after all these years and a face that makes my blood turn to cold fury. Because suddenly there she is, in all her blue-check-verified, hot-shit, 18.3M-followers-and-counting celebrity glory: Nikki Colletti. 

         
         Nikki wasn’t just the costar of The Nikki and Andy Show, but also of my entire former freaking life—the very ex I had to fling myself across the entire country to finally be rid
            of. I guess you could say it was a pretty bad breakup—well, for me, at least. Nikki didn’t waste much time scooping up an
            Oscar and, if TMZ is to be believed, an entire cast of lovers to go along with it.
         

         
         I don’t dare click on her stories, scared that she’ll somehow figure out that my “Mallory Malbone” account is really me, even
            if I did use a picture of one of my best clients as the profile pic—a sweet little horse rancher a state over with a propensity
            for event planning and flowers. That rancher probably single-handedly saved In Bloom this year, finding us after one of my
            floral arrangements went viral on TikTok.
         

         
         Sorry, Molly, but I had to.

         
         (Do I feel guilty for using her picture to spy on my old friends? Yes. Am I going to stop? Probably not. Did I at least change
            her name? Sort of? Besides, everybody has a doppelgänger, right? Hers just happens to be . . . well, my fake Instagram profile.
            Besides, from what I know of her, she’d get it. Probably even support it.)
         

         
         I click over and scroll down Nikki’s grid, looking at all the artful selfies and random blurry shots that are just enough
            of an enigma to leave her fans commenting guesses as to where she is and what she’s doing—gaming the algorithms, always.
         

         
         Jealousy stirs deep in my belly as I keep scrolling—who’s taking the faraway shots? I know she doesn’t know how to use a timer—but then swiftly swirls into something else, something we’re not going to talk about, or even think about, as my scrolling finger stutter-stops on a close-up of her skin. 

         
         You can’t see her face, but I don’t need to. There was a time when my fingertips had felt every inch of her; when I knew her
            bones as well as I knew my own, could map her pores and freckles from memory—and while our fingerprints have long since washed
            off each other’s bodies, they haven’t washed out of my mind.
         

         
         I’d know that collarbone anywhere.

         
         I stare at the way the beads of water and sand trail down her skin in the picture, dipping lower and lower until they disappear
            beneath the fabric of her tiny bikini—the same bikini I’ve tied and untied for her a thousand times, with the taste of sea
            salt on our tongues and our laughter giving way to sandy kisses.
         

         
         I shift in my seat and swallow hard, trying to forget that I once knew every bit of her, inside and out, and now I don’t know
            her at all. I may have been the one who ultimately cut the line and ran, but that doesn’t mean I wanted to. That doesn’t mean
            her hooks aren’t still in me.
         

         
         I take another swig from the bottle, and then another, picking at stray bits of glue on my fingers even though it hurts, trying
            to distract myself from all the questions I shouldn’t be thinking. Does she ever miss my laugh the way I do hers? Or the taste
            of my skin on her tongue?
         

         
         God, this is embarrassing.

         
         I hate her, I remind myself, a lot. A lot a lot. Everything I’m feeling right now? Everything I’m thinking? It’s just chemicals, brain chemistry, crossed lines from past lives, because now, in this one, I. Hate. Her. She’s the devil, the evil empire, Kylo Ren pre–redemption arc but worse. She’s the Wicked Witch of the West, and I’d do well to remember it.
         

         
         I huff out a breath, polish off the beer in record time, and click over to TikTok, switching from the In Bloom store account
            I manage to my “super-secret, very bad, do not use” account that I only let myself pull up on the worst of brain days. The
            evil algorithm instantly rewards me with clip after clip of my old show. I pick one, slumping in my seat as I watch the younger
            version of myself burst into the living room stage set with a boisterous, “Honey, I’m home!”
         

         
         I can’t help but cringe.

         
         My character was always the loud, ridiculous one—the comic foil designed to reassure parents that they didn’t have to worry,
            that things would never get too serious around here. Meanwhile Nikki’s character was the sweet, quiet, thoughtful one—the one you rooted for.
         

         
         I had tried out for that role too, but they said my “face wasn’t quite right for the part.” I had heard that before—had spent
            hours in the mirror wishing my eyes were less owlish, my features more delicate. When I saw Nikki on set the first day, I
            got it, though. She was perfect. A classic beauty even at seventeen—able to seamlessly morph between looking like the girl next door and a silver screen
            starlet with a flick of her makeup brush.
         

         
         As if on cue, Nikki appears in the clip with a wide grin on her face. This is from early in the first season, when the show
            was still trying to decide if we were going for slapstick or snarky and when Nikki and I were just getting comfortable enough
            with each other to flirt.
         

         
         I catch myself smiling at the younger version of us, even if I am on-screen carrying a comically large movie theater soda and popcorn destined for disaster. Naturally, they had me trip over
            an ill-placed backpack that Nikki’s character had been warning me not to step on. In the time-honored tradition of cheesy
            kids’ comedy, everything goes flying everywhere . . . but especially all over her.
         

         
         I vividly remember filming this one.

         
         Nikki’s supposed to be furious after getting covered in my soda and snacks, her straitlaced stick-up-the-ass character still
            not sold on being friends with such a clown . . . but she couldn’t be. Not back then, when it was all brand-new butterflies
            between us. Little me winks at the camera—my character’s signature move—and Nikki exaggerates her pout in attempt to not break
            character once again.
         

         
         This was the seventh take, the first six ruined when my giggling triggered hers. The director was getting angry, as were the
            producers, right along with Nikki’s agent, Eliza, who was always ready to ruin our fun. She was twice the stage mom Nikki’s
            real mom was, and getting paid for the privilege.
         

         
         Screw Eliza and screw the director and producers too.

         
         Maybe they should try being seventeen on an ice-cold set, dousing their crush in soda over and over again until her shirt
            clings to her like a second skin and her bra loses the battle to contain freezing nipples. I dare them not to blush. Not to
            giggle nervously as they notice. Not to worry about the heat pooling deep in their bellies and whether everyone on set can
            tell. Whether the whole world could tell.
         

         
         The canned laugh track rips me out of my thoughts, and god, how I hate that sound now. Back then, I used to pretend that it was real. I obsessively watched each episode when it aired, trying to find ways to do better and convincing myself that the laugh track meant that I had pleased the studio execs and other gods of Hollywood—that I was doing a good job. Surely they wouldn’t add laughter if the episode sucked, right?
         

         
         I was so hungry for approval and praise back then, like a dog begging for pats whenever anybody looked my way. I just wanted
            to be accepted, you know? To be loved. But love is fickle, anyone in Hollywood will tell you. And the quickest way to make
            Hollywood fall out of love with you is to outlive your usefulness.
         

         
         So I tried, desperately at times, to stay useful, even if that meant doing double or triple the amount of work on our show
            than Nikki did. God, she was barely even on set the last couple of seasons, her star rising so fast it outpaced mine and then
            all of ours, long before any of us wanted it to. Blink and we’re costars, blink again and she’d become the sun itself.
         

         
         She never even said thank you for all the times I covered for her—I don’t think it ever even occurred to her that she should.
            Yet to most of the world, I’m the awful one—because I’m the one who left.
         

         
         I swipe up again, just about ready to switch back to the florist account, when I see Nikki—not past Nikki, but current. It looks to be a teaser for an upcoming E! exclusive interview that’s going to go up tomorrow. They’ve sat her in an all-white room, and whatever intern is in charge of random TikTok graphics has even stuck an annoying “breaking news” gif on top of it. It flashes gaudily in the corner of the screen, ruining whatever effect they were going for with the colorless background. I’m about to scroll by—my eyes already rolling at what I assume is the latest casting news for some indie movie that’s much cooler than anything I ever did—when I hear it. 

         
         “I don’t know if I would call it a tell-all,” she says with a laugh, “but it’s definitely a tell-most. It might even clear up a few mysteries for my fans.” And then she does it, the wink. The wink that I came up with for my character all on my own, but never got
            credit for—the fourth-wall-breaking wink that made our show iconic and left the writers scrambling to look like they did it
            on purpose. The wink that then went on to become my signature move, not just on our sitcom but at every red carpet and comic
            con signing table I graced before I disappeared for good. My wink. Not hers. Hasn’t she taken enough?
         

         
         And, what, is that supposed to imply she’s talking about us? Me? Not just her time on the show, but mine as well? I swear to god, she better be sitting on some other whole-ass mystery, because if she even thinks she’s going to
            use me leaving her, leaving Hollywood, as memoir clickbait . . . then she’s not just a bad person, she’s evil.
         

         
         I check the timestamp on the TikTok—seven minutes ago. This really is breaking news. I click over to google her again, this time adding words like “book” and “memoir.” The results start piling up, mostly social media stitches of people reacting to her quickly-becoming-viral TikTok in real time. But they’re not talking about her, they’re talking about . . . me. Reveling in the idea that they’ll finally get their answers, their pound of flesh for me daring to take back my life. My quiet anonymity is threatened in the blink of an eye, and even Gouda scratching at the door to be let in—evidently done with napping in the shop—can’t pull me away. 

         
         Because she’s really doing it. She’s writing a memoir, telling her version of our story—and it is our story, judging by all the winks and comments she’s sending to everyone freaking out beneath the post.
            It has to be a public spectacle with her, always. How very typical. How very Nikki.

         
         The urge to unblock her number long enough to scream at her for doing this again, for talking over me again, wells up inside me. I even get so far as to pick up my phone . . . but good sense wins out at the last minute, and I call
            Regan instead.
         

         
         “She’s writing a book!” I practically screech the second the call connects, trying to hide the hurt and fear behind my anger.

         
         “Who is? What are you talking about?”

         
         “Nikki! She’s writing a book about growing up in Hollywood and her time on the show. She even did the wink. My fucking wink.”

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         “She’s going to ruin everything!” I try to run my hand through my hair, remembering too late the predicament with my hand
            when the crunchy glue snags my strands. “Also, I may have superglued my hand together.”
         

         
         “You . . . never mind. I’ll be right there,” Regan says. In the background, Johnny asks, “What’s going on?” because of course
            he’s at her house. They’re in love, Your Honor, I’ll swear to it even if they pretend they’re not—but none of that matters
            right now.
         

         
         “Thanks,” I say. It comes out more plaintive than I mean it to, and I can’t decide what I hate more: that Nikki’s writing
            a book or that my past still has this much power over me.
         

         
         

         I don’t have to wait long for them to arrive, seeing as how Regan lives barely a block and a half away. The fact that Johnny’s right behind her bearing pizza and more beer is a welcome surprise, as is the acetone Regan brought for my fingers. I must have interrupted a date night . . . not that they would ever call it that. 

         
         “Who needs to get slapped?” Johnny asks. “The publisher for agreeing to this, the TikTok gods who put it on your For You page,
            or can I finally go straight to the source?”
         

         
         I shrug and accept his one-armed hug while Regan gets busy putting away the beer. To say that Johnny hates Nikki would be
            an understatement. He’s taken on the role of a protective big-brother type after we somehow managed to turn a drunken one-night
            stand into an actual yearslong friendship.
         

         
         I think it was that protectiveness, mixed with his special blend of bluntness and honesty, that had me ready to jump into
            his bed that night. I wasn’t used to that sort of thing after being surrounded by fast-talking, double-tongued Hollywood types
            who would sell you out on a dime, and I was intrigued. I suppose the fact that we also closed down the bar didn’t hurt. I
            wouldn’t say we regretted it the next morning, but we both knew sleeping together was a mistake.
         

         
         Regan told me not to worry about it when, not long after hiring me, I confessed that I had slept with someone she obviously
            considered a close friend. She said Johnny was basically part of the town’s welcome basket: here’s a map of the farmers market,
            here’s one of Janey’s pies, and don’t forget your complimentary dicking down, courtesy of the owner of Main Street Mechanics.
         

         
         Plus that was long, long before I realized that Johnny was head over heels for Regan, and that she was pretending not to return the feeling. They weren’t as obvious back then as they are now. 

         
         “No one’s slapping anyone,” Regan says, handing me a plate and carrying the box into the living room while Johnny is preoccupied
            with soaking a paper towel in acetone.
         

         
         “Yet,” he says, which makes me laugh even though I feel like my stomach is about to come up my throat.

         
         “Yet,” she amends when she finally gets a chance to look at me. I don’t miss her wince. I rub my hand over my eyes, embarrassed,
            as she yanks me into a tight hug. It’s true. I may have cried a little, or a lot, in the ten minutes or so it took them to
            come over. I’m sure I look like garbage and I’m probably giving them flashbacks to when we first met.
         

         
         Regan leads me over the big armchair in the living room and sits me down so Johnny can get to work gently dissolving the superglue.
            He’s exceedingly careful to avoid the actual injury, and if someone doesn’t say something soon, that alone is going to start
            up the waterworks again.
         

         
         “You guys want to see?” I ask, holding up the iPad with my free hand and pushing play before either of them answers. They
            watch obediently, Johnny’s jaw clenched and Regan letting out a sigh as the clip finishes. I drop into my chair, my head hanging
            back in defeat as Johnny wipes my hands down and goes to the kitchen to put everything away.
         

         
         “Well, damn,” he says, returning quickly with another beer.

         
         “Well, damn,” I agree, clinking my bottle against his in the most depressing cheers I’ve ever been a part of. At least my
            fingers are unstuck now.
         

         
         “Maybe this won’t change anything,” Regan says, trying to be logical, trying to keep me from losing it.

         
         “If that wink means what I think it means, I don’t see how it couldn’t.”

         
         “No one knows you’re here.”

         
         I shake my head. “You really believe that?”

         
         Johnny takes a sip of his beer. “What do you mean?”

         
         “You really think you two are the only ones who live here who’ve ever recognized me? Because I think people eventually did
            but have just kept it quiet because nobody really cared about me anymore. That woman at the flower shop is going to realize
            I’m not a distant cousin once my face is back on TMZ all the time. Nikki’s about to send a lot of eyes in my direction, and
            I’m sure one of the gossip sites will pay good money for someone to sell me out.”
         

         
         “So what?” Regan says. “Let them look. Who cares? You’re doing good. You’re making a solid life for yourself with your floral
            designs. Forget all the noise, Annie. It doesn’t matter.”
         

         
         She’s right, I know she’s right . . . or rather I know that she should be. But I’m not ready for this. I’m not ready for any
            of it. It feels too much like the first time, like when everyone found out their favorite child actors were actually queer—long
            before Nikki and I were ready to come out. Only this time it’s not just my sexuality being exposed, but my entire freaking
            life.
         

         
         And yeah, maybe I told myself—and keep telling myself—that this was a fresh start, a new life; that I’m not hiding here but
            rebuilding . . . but the truth of the matter is that I am hiding. I have been for a long time, and just like years and years ago, when reporters came around set desperate to expose my private life, I’m not ready. I’m not ready to reconcile that Andy was a part of Annie and vice versa—and I shouldn’t have to just because Nikki decides it’s time. 

         
         “You know we have your back, right?” Johnny says, stuffing a second slice of pizza into his mouth and chewing thoughtfully.
            “Whatever you want to do, however you want to handle this.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” Regan agrees. “Always.”

         
         “Especially if it involves ending you-know-who,” he adds with a cheeky little smile. Regan smacks his arm, and he grabs her
            in a gentle headlock as I look away. Normally, I bask in their warmth, enjoying watching them skate around the idea of being
            in love, inching toward it instead of barreling. It almost makes me believe in it all over again. But not today.
         

         
         Today their warmth only highlights how cold I feel. Forget love. Forget all of this.

         
         I finish my second beer, my head comfortably buzzing, as I grab a slice of pizza for myself. I don’t drink all that often.
            Nikki scared me away from all of that, the way it took over her life—because the better parties always brought with them the better booze, the better pills, the better fun. But I have to admit that tonight, I don’t really care
            about unhealthy coping mechanisms. I just want to forget for a little while that Nikki put my whole life in a blender with
            her bullshit memoir. Forget the wink and the smiles and the laugh tracks. Forget her warm skin and her cold heart and what
            she did to me.
         

         
         Regan puts on my favorite trashy reality show and drags me over to the couch so she can rest her head on my shoulder as Johnny clears our plates. He covers us with my fuzziest blanket when he comes back, not even complaining that I stole his place on the couch, just settling into my old spot on the chair and passing me another beer and another and another, until I can finally breathe for a second. Until I can believe that in some universe, this might all end up okay. 

         
         Of course, that only lasts until the room starts to spin and I commandeer the TV again, drunkenly casting TikToks and reels
            to the fifty-five-inch screen. I make them sit through countless clips of my old show and interviews, as well as ones I’ve
            found of people ripping into Nikki for her various scandals over the years.
         

         
         I punctuate each one by saying things like “See, she’s evil, right?” and “Don’t you think I should’ve gotten an Oscar instead
            of her?” until Regan declares it’s bedtime and Johnny, the traitor that he is, agrees.
         

         
         I begin my forced march to brush my teeth and apply my night serums, skincare being the one habit I’ve never given up from
            my Hollywood days. I’m interrupted only briefly by a quick visit to the porcelain gods, my stomach rebelling from too many
            bad beers and greasy slices of pizza while Johnny paces outside of the bathroom and Regan holds my hair. Normally, this would
            bother me, but I’m past the point of caring about anything right now.
         

         
         “You know what?” I announce, dropping on top of my comforter after brushing my teeth for the second time. “I’m gonna call
            Nikki and tell her exactly what I think about her doing this. Put her right in her place for once.”
         

         
         “No, you’re not,” Johnny says gently, helping Regan tuck me into bed properly. She’s careful to pull my phone from my hand, placing it on the charger across the room—the one I put there in an effort to spend less nights googling.
         

         
         “You’re going to get some rest, and when you wake up, I’m going to have a fresh bottle of water and some ibuprofen waiting
            for you and your hangover.” Regan smiles. “Now sleep.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” I mumble. “S’probably not her number anymore anyway.” I pull my blankets up to my chin and let my eyes slip shut.
            “Love you guys,” I say, like we always
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