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            Dedication

         
         
            For the people who write the world’s most gorgeous stories about television shows I might have seen one episode of twenty
               years ago. You’re lifesavers.
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            Chapter One

         
         Every day this week, the air conditioner on set has woken up and chosen violence. Simon is not prepared to work in tundra
            conditions. He isn’t built for Siberian gulags or ice fishing huts.
         

         
         A production assistant brings him a blanket—actually just kind of tosses it in his direction and runs, because possibly some
            of Simon’s discontent is showing on his face, and in his body language, and in the fact that he’s said, “I guess this is how
            I’ll die, not that anyone cares,” fifteen times already—but the blanket is made of something scratchy, and his fried nerves
            can’t take one more entry in the Bad column.
         

         
         “You look like you’re in a nursing home,” Charlie says when Simon has the terrible blanket wrapped around his shoulders. “Or,
            like, you’re doing a fashion shoot where the concept is sexy assisted living facilities in outer space.”
         

         
         After seven years, Simon shouldn’t be appalled by the things that come out of Charlie’s mouth. But before Simon can present
            Charlie with an itemized list of everything wrong with what he just said, the assistant director shouts that it’s time for
            yet another take of this godforsaken scene.
         

         
         He’s spent the past three hours huddled up with Charlie behind the fuselage of a crashed spaceship. He’s said the line, “Wait, I think they hear us,” so many times the syllables have unraveled into a meaningless series of noises. 

         
         They shoot another take. And another one after that, Charlie’s enormous arm a heavy weight around Simon’s shoulders, his body
            a hulking and weirdly familiar presence against Simon’s side. A disheartening percentage of Simon’s career has been spent
            hiding behind spaceships, alien temples, and gigantic fungi with Charlie Blake.
         

         
         There is not a single person on this set who wants to be here. They should have wrapped two hours ago. Lian, the showrunner,
            looks like she could light the entire set on fire using only her eyes. That would at least warm them up, so Simon’s all for
            it. He catches her eye and tries to silently communicate that arson is a valid choice right now. She shoots him an extremely
            unimpressed look, which is unfair because it’s not like this shitshow is Simon’s fault.
         

         
         They shoot yet another take, but when the actress playing the bounty hunter finally delivers her line the way the director
            wants, a piece of the prop tree thuds to the floor. Simon’s never heard a more demoralized “Cut.” There’s an ominous throbbing
            behind his left eye, but maybe if he ignores it, it won’t turn into a full-fledged migraine.
         

         
         “Just fucking calm down,” Charlie hisses while the crew sets up for another take.

         
         “I don’t know why I didn’t think of that.” Simon pitches his voice to maximal dickishness. Which, for Simon, is about twenty
            times the amount of dickishness a normal person can summon up. He knows his strengths. “That never occurred to me. You are
            so right. I should calm down.”
         

         
         Charlie clenches his jaw, a sure sign he’s pissed. Anytime he isn’t grinning vapidly is a sure sign he’s pissed. He is not a man of nuance or depth. A little more work and Simon can get that vein in his forehead to pop. 

         
         “I mean,” Charlie says, “you’re stressing everyone out. I’ve worked with you long enough to know this is just your usual C-minus
            personality, but they think you’re mad at them.” He flicks a glance at the empty circle of space surrounding them. The crew
            has cleared a blast radius. “Maybe if everyone settles the fuck down, we can get out of here before midnight.”
         

         
         “That has nothing to do with me,” Simon says. “Maybe they’re afraid you’re going to dump coffee on them.” This is probably
            unfair, because it’s been years since the coffee incident, but nobody’s ever accused Simon of letting go of things too easily.
         

         
         The vein in Charlie’s forehead pulsates, and Simon’s hit the jackpot—bells ringing, lights flashing, coins all over the floor.

         
         Charlie opens his mouth but snaps it shut before saying anything.

         
         “What?” Simon asks.

         
         “Crew’s watching,” Charlie mutters.

         
         Obviously everyone on set knows that Charlie and Simon loathe one another—after all this time, there isn’t much the crew doesn’t
            know—but Simon tries to keep it professional. Or professional-adjacent.
         

         
         They aren’t touching anymore, but they’re still sitting close enough that they hardly need to speak above a whisper. They’re
            basically huddling for warmth, after all. Simon wishes he’d taken advantage of the downtime to go someplace—anyplace—else.
            But the props people are nearly done fixing the tree, so there’s no point in getting up now.
         

         
         For the hundredth time in the past hour, Charlie slides a hand under his shirt and scratches his shoulder. To call it a shirt is an exaggeration. It used to be a shirt, but now it’s some shredded fabric attached to Charlie’s chest with double-sided tape in a way that’s somehow more lewd than just taking the whole thing off. In theory, the shirt was shredded when they were attacked by knife-wielding aliens. In reality, it’s because one of Out There’s real creative innovations is coming up with excuses to show as much of Charlie Blake’s torso as possible. Simon would bet
            there’s nobody in the history of network television who’s spent as much time topless as Charlie has.
         

         
         “Just take some Benadryl,” Simon says.

         
         “What?”

         
         “You’re allergic to the tape.” It’s happened before with mic tape and other adhesives. Just last fall Charlie got hives from
            the clear film they put on new tattoos. How on earth is Simon the only one who remembers this?
         

         
         “I swear to God you’re fucking telepathic when it comes to things that embarrass me,” Charlie says under his breath, which
            makes no sense because the man is scratching himself in public. That’s what he should be embarrassed about, not the allergy.
         

         
         “Can you please just ask a PA for some Benadryl so I don’t have to watch you paw at yourself?”

         
         Charlie scrubs a massive hand over his big stupid jaw. “If I mention I have hives, we’ll be here forever. Somebody will have
            to fill out paperwork. Fuck’s sake, it’s just a rash. Some of us don’t have riders in our contracts about which brands of
            hairspray they’re allowed to use on us.”
         

         
         “Okay, and stay with me here for a minute, Charlie, but allergies are literally why people have riders about that sort of thing.” Something wonderful occurs to Simon. “Wait, you do know that allergies aren’t good for you, right?” Charlie used to think New England was a state. There is no limit to the things he doesn’t know. 

         
         “I fucking know that hives are—”

         
         “Stop that,” Simon hisses, swatting Charlie’s hand away from his shoulder. “You’ll be scarred for life.”

         
         Charlie grabs Simon’s wrist, his fingers encircling it far too easily, then scratches his shoulder with his free hand. Simon
            attempts to wriggle free and, when that doesn’t work, tries to pry Charlie’s fingers open.
         

         
         “You have five seconds before I bite you,” Simon says reasonably.

         
         “All right, mister workplace health and safety.”

         
         “Gentlemen,” Lian says, looming over them, murder in her eyes.

         
         “We’re being good,” Charlie says immediately, dropping Simon’s hand.

         
         “If I kill you both, every person on this set will give me an alibi,” Lian says. “We’ll finish the season with Alex and Roshni
            playing your roles and call it another alien body swap storyline. Am I making myself clear?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Charlie says, the picture of innocence. Simon wants to drown him.

         
         It’s past midnight by the time Charlie’s and Simon’s characters are rescued from their hostile alien planet and they can all
            go home.
         

         
         In the parking lot, Simon presses the button on his key fob, trying to hear his car beep over the pounding in his head.

         
         “You can’t drive,” Charlie says, coming up next to him. His mouth is full and he has half a blueberry muffin in one hand. Simon would kill a man for some of that muffin. Every time he stops by craft services, they’re out of muffins. Every time he sees Charlie, he’s eating one. Simon suspects foul play. “You’ve been yawning for an hour. You’ll be asleep before you get on the highway.” 

         
         “And how exactly is this any of your business?”

         
         “If you’re dead in a ditch, we’ll never finish this episode.” Charlie crosses the parking lot. By the time Simon realizes
            he’s following, it’s too late to change course without looking like an idiot. “For the millionth time, how hard is it to just
            let the studio send a car when you know we’ll be late?” Charlie unlocks his car. “Get in.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “I’m going to run you over if you don’t get in.” Charlie opens the passenger door. “I’ll chase you across the parking lot
            until I’ve run you over and then I’ll put the car in reverse and do it again, so help me—”
         

         
         “Do you ever stop?” There’s a blurry halo now around the LEDs illuminating the parking lot. Simon knows he can’t drive with
            a migraine, but he also can’t let Charlie be right. Truly a no-win situation.
         

         
         Charlie sighs and looks up at the sky. “It’s better for the environment,” he says. “Only one car going to our neighborhood
            instead of two.”
         

         
         Somehow Charlie figured out that It’s better for the environment is Simon’s override code, not because he cares that much about carbon emissions or whatever, but because he can’t disagree
            without sounding like more of a dickhead than he’s willing to let even Charlie think he is.
         

         
         “Oh my God, shut up.” Simon gets in the car. It’s ridiculously comfortable, something he forgets in the weeks or months between
            the times Charlie forcibly kidnaps him and drives him home.
         

         
         “You should put something on that rash,” Simon says after a minute, when Charlie’s basically driving one handed and scratching his shoulder with the other hand. 

         
         “It’s fine.”

         
         Simon rummages around in his bag and hands Charlie a tube.

         
         “Of course you carry around allergy cream.” Charlie says this like he’s discovered some filthy secret.

         
         “My God, you’ve found me out.”

         
         “You’ve been in GQ.”
         

         
         “What does that have to do with anything?” Sometimes Simon worries that Charlie’s thought process is fundamentally broken.

         
         “You look like that and you still manage to be the least cool person I’ve met in my life.”
         

         
         Simon sighs pointedly. He’s reasonably tall and fairly thin, and his cheekbones and jawline do a lot of work that his personality
            doesn’t. All that, plus good clothes and a decent haircut create the optical illusion of charisma. The only reason Charlie
            doesn’t understand this is because he’s the kind of man who spends three hundred and sixty days a year wearing cargo shorts,
            flip-flops, and T-shirts that got shot from cannons at sporting events.
         

         
         “Nobody says cool anymore,” Simon says, which is something he learned from his niece and has been saving for the right moment to deploy against
            Charlie.
         

         
         But Charlie just starts laughing—his real, ear-splitting, honk of a laugh; not the smoldery, square-jawed ha he does on camera. “Have you been watching TikTok unsupervised?”
         

         
         Simon tries to breathe in slowly and breathe out even slower, or whatever it is you’re supposed to do when you want to throttle your coworkers, and when that doesn’t work, he focuses on the fact that he only has to put up with Charlie Blake for another month. One month, and he’ll be done with Out There, done with Charlie, done with storylines he’s already acted out a dozen times.
         

         
         At the next red light, Charlie uncaps the tube and reaches under the collar of his T-shirt to rub some ointment on his shoulder.

         
         “You can take it home and give it back to me tomorrow,” Simon says, magnanimous, like he can’t afford to just let Charlie
            keep some Target-brand allergy cream.
         

         
         Charlie throws the tube across the car into Simon’s lap.

         
         Simon shuts his eyes against the glare of oncoming headlights. He doesn’t mean to fall asleep, but the next thing he knows,
            Charlie’s pointing the air conditioning vent directly in his face.
         

         
         “What the fuck,” Simon mumbles. “What is wrong with you?”

         
         “I was trying to aim it away from your face, you paranoid weirdo. Shut up.”

         
         The next time Simon wakes up, they’re in his driveway.

         
         “Come on,” Charlie says, flicking Simon’s shoulder. “Get out of my car.”

         
         

         There’s a ten-year-old Prius chaotically parked in Simon’s driveway, a notification on his phone that his home alarm’s been
            disarmed, and a single word text from Jamie: “sorry.”
         

         
         Simon wants to pause outside his front door for a minute to get his thoughts together, but Charlie always waits to make sure
            Simon gets inside, like he’s dropping Simon off after a playdate. So unless Simon wants to have a mini breakdown with Charlie’s
            headlights turned on him like a prison searchlight, he has no choice but to open the door before coming to grips with what
            he’s going to find on the other side.
         

         
         Six cardboard boxes are piled in the foyer, each one of them battered and crumpled from all the other times they’ve been used to hastily pack Jamie’s things and bring them to Simon’s house. There isn’t a right angle to be found among them. 

         
         On the sofa, Edie sits with her ears impatiently in the air, staring at the door like a parent waiting for a teenager out
            past curfew. She loves Jamie, so this is just drama, but Simon can respect the effort.
         

         
         “Sorry,” Jamie says. He’s sitting cross-legged on the other sofa. There are purple circles under his eyes and his hair looks
            like it’s been in the same ponytail for a few days, but he looks better than he did the last few times they went through this.
            “I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”
         

         
         “You can always come here.” Simon means it, but right now he’d very much like to pack a bag and stay at a hotel. He loves
            Jamie, loves him as much as he’s capable of loving anyone who isn’t his dog, but right now, all he wants is to take his migraine
            medication and collapse dramatically into bed without anyone asking whether he’s okay.
         

         
         With Jamie around, there’s always someone to bear witness to exactly how far from okay Simon is. He’s spent decades patching
            together something that looks like fine from a respectful distance, but once anyone gets too close they can see the seams.
            Simon has let Jamie see more of the seams than anyone else—and a lot more now than when they were dating—but nobody needs
            to see the full picture. Simon doesn’t want to see the full picture.
         

         
         “It’ll only be for a week or two,” Jamie says.

         
         It’s never only for a week or two. Simon doesn’t even want it to only be for a week or two. He’s told Jamie—oh, maybe ten or twenty thousand times—that he can move into the spare bedroom permanently. He likes having Jamie around—or, he does when he can keep his own shit together well enough that Jamie won’t suspect how close he is to unraveling. 

         
         “The spare bedroom belongs to you. I don’t know who else you think ever sleeps there.”

         
         Jamie opens his mouth and Simon knows that he’s going to offer to pay rent, just like he does every time they have this conversation,
            and the ball of pain behind Simon’s left eyeball might actually detonate if he has to go through it again. “I’m glad you broke
            up with him,” he says quickly. “Now I don’t have to go to jail for murder, so that’s nice for me.”
         

         
         “Technically, he broke up with me.”

         
         Simon groans and covers his face with his hands. Jamie dates men who are objectively terrible—not violent or abusive, but
            dirtbags who get upset when he doesn’t promote their YouTube channels or copyedit their screenplays.
         

         
         Simon and Jamie were together for over a year. If Simon hadn’t already known he was a nightmare at relationships, Jamie not
            only wanting him but staying with him would be all the proof he needed.
         

         
         Simon sits next to Jamie and lets Edie climb into his lap. He matches his breathing to the rise and fall of her chest, focuses
            on the weight of her on his thighs. Somehow, a ten-pound mini dachshund does better work than the heaviest weighted blanket
            he’s ever bought.
         

         
         “I was going to ask you to stay here this summer anyway,” Simon says. “I don’t want to drag Edie to New York just for her
            to be alone all the time in a strange apartment.”
         

         
         After they wrap up this season, Simon’s starting rehearsals for an off-Broadway production of The Tempest, directed by someone he went to college with. The role fell into Simon’s lap when the actor who was their first choice broke his leg. He still can’t believe he got it, and was convinced it was all down to stunt casting until he spent an hour looking up every production the theater had done and combing the casts for anyone who looked suspicious. 

         
         This would be the perfect time to mention that he isn’t doing another season of Out There, but he doesn’t know how to talk to Jamie about this. A few years ago, Jamie played a recurring character on the show. He
            tried not to act crushed when his character got killed off, but Simon leaving the show on his own terms will probably not
            be a great experience for Jamie.
         

         
         “I always knew I’d wind up dog sitting for celebrities,” Jamie says. He must notice how uncomfortable Simon looks, because
            he quickly adds, “I will happily stay in your very nice house with its very nice kitchen and the world’s most perfect dog.”
         

         
         “Well. Thanks,” Simon manages.

         
         Jamie squints at him. “Do you need to take your migraine meds? Your eye is twitching.”

         
         “No,” Simon says, even though there is no sane reason in the entire universe for him to lie about it. “I’m fine.”

         
         

         During Simon’s more generous moments—nine hours sleep, no skipped meals, at least twenty-four consecutive hours away from
            Charlie—he can admit that a lot of the bad blood between them is because they got off to a terrible start.
         

         
         After college, Simon landed a minor role playing a slightly villainous elf in the adaptation of a fantasy series he’d been
            obsessed with as a teenager. Working on Tree of the Gods had been a living nightmare, but he’d been nominated for a couple awards, even managed to win one, so he probably shouldn’t
            complain.
         

         
         When that show ended, he’d met with Lian Zhong, who’d been in the writers’ room and was preparing to shoot a pilot about people stranded on a hostile planet after a shuttle crash. 

         
         “Think Twin Peaks in space,” Lian had told him. “Leaning hard into the camp.” She wanted him to read for the part of Jonathan Hale, the ship’s
            doctor with a mysterious past.
         

         
         All the other scripts Simon had been sent were for gritty prestige dramas. Out There looked like the opposite, weirdly out of step with the rest of the market. It looked fun, and Simon needed a break. Badly. He figured it would last one season, maybe two, and then he’d go back to more serious work.
         

         
         “I want it to be a good experience for everyone,” Lian had said, putting enough weight behind each syllable that Simon knew
            she meant it wouldn’t be like Tree of the Gods. Simon trusted her to not be a fascist or a psychopath. He was right about that much, at least.
         

         
         When they shot the pilot, he was mostly impressed with the rest of the cast. There’d been Alex Guttierrez, who’d just finished
            a stint as a villain in a superhero television series. There was Samara Jackson, who’d been on a Disney show and then a teen
            drama.
         

         
         Then there was Charlie Blake, all of twenty years old, who’d done one season of a reality television show allegedly about
            restoring old cars but actually about Charlie taking off his shirt. He wasn’t bad, but it was clearly a case of his personality
            mapping pretty closely onto the role. Charlie was playing Luke West, a hot-tempered former juvenile delinquent sent on parole
            to colonize a newly terraformed planet. And, well, Charlie—with his shaved head and his DIY-looking tattoos—looked like he
            knew a little bit about being a juvenile delinquent.
         

         
         But when the network saw the pilot, they wanted more Charlie. Presumably what they really wanted was more of Charlie’s shirt off, because that’s exactly what they got. 

         
         Simon had been livid. It wasn’t just that he didn’t have top billing or enough lines. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to share
            the spotlight—or not only that, at least.
         

         
         The real problem—and Simon knows this makes him a snob, this isn’t news to him—was that a former reality show star brought
            down the tone of the show.
         

         
         Halfway through the first season, when Charlie started missing call times, showing up drunk, and generally acting like he’d
            read a book called How to Crash and Burn in Hollywood, Simon was annoyed. When Charlie punched the wall of his trailer and broke his hand, Simon was more than annoyed. When Charlie
            dumped hot coffee on a guest director who’d—admittedly—been a complete misery to work with, Simon expected Charlie’s character
            to be written off the show. But Lian—for reasons Simon doesn’t understand and officially does not care about—gave him a second
            chance. Or, really, a fifth or sixth chance by that point.
         

         
         Simon never expects people to change—at least not for the better. And he’s not sure Charlie did change, but his behavior did,
            at least on set. During the second season, he was professional. He apologized in person to everyone—even Simon—and basically
            went out of his way to be a total fucking delight and people fell for it.
         

         
         If Simon were a better person, maybe he’d have let it go. Maybe he’d even have been impressed that Charlie managed to turn
            things around for himself. But all Simon’s feelings were clouded by being stuck—with Charlie, with Out There, with a future that narrowed down and closed off before he even realized it was happening. Because the show turned out to be a hit, and Simon’s fun little break has lasted seven years. 

         
         Hell, if Simon were a better person, he’d be grateful. He has steady work on a show that’s never going to win awards but has
            a loyal enough following that the annual cancellation rumors never feel too realistic. He has a house he loves, a dog who
            tolerates being put in sweaters, and a friend he can list as his emergency contact.
         

         
         But Simon is not a better person, and for the past few years, he’s become increasingly nervous that the longer he spends on
            Out There, the harder it will be to find work on something different. Casting directors will look at him and think: midbudget science
            fiction show. They won’t remember the award or the nominations; they won’t remember the Shakespeare festivals or the projects
            he’s managed to squeeze in when he isn’t shooting Out There. He’s tired of eleven-hour days, nine months a year, playing a role he could do half asleep. He’s especially tired of Charlie
            Blake, who obviously is loving every minute of it.
         

         
         That sounds shitty, like Simon’s phoning it in on Out There, but he isn’t. He has too much pride to let footage exist anywhere in the world of Simon Devereaux being a bad actor. But
            there are only so many times you can get rescued from space prisons, participate in love triangles with space diplomats, or
            heroically save people’s lives from space viruses. He’s bored. It sounds so petty, but that’s what it comes down to.
         

         
         And, honestly, that is kind of Charlie’s fault. The show could have been something a little . . . elevated, maybe? Something character driven, at least. But Lian and the rest of the writers have to work around Charlie, who’s very good at motivational speeches, heroic rescues, and a sort of constant smolder. He knows how to take big blue eyes and a six-pack and somehow make you think you’re watching something special. Simon doesn’t blame Lian for realizing she had something good on her hands and deciding to capitalize on it. 

         
         It’s just that even if the rest of Simon’s life is going to hell in a handbasket, at least he can fix his career, so that’s
            what he’s going to do.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Simon’s in his trailer, very much minding his own business, when Alex Gutierrez, who plays the captain of their spaceship,
            flings herself through the door and whispers, “Is it true? Tell me you aren’t leaving.”
         

         
         Somehow, Alex is immune to all the please-go-away vibes that constitute Simon’s only coping mechanism. She texts him for no
            reason Simon can discern, sails uninvited into his trailer, and beams at him without any provocation. At first, he worried
            she had somehow failed to notice exactly how gay he is and was attempting to flirt.
         

         
         Simon isn’t used to his general repellence not working. He’s had decades to refine his strategy. He doesn’t say much, but
            his face is naturally pretty bitchy—it’s the cheekbones—so his silence gets interpreted as arrogance. He does nothing to contradict
            this assumption. And so instead of seeming awkward and anxious, he comes off as aloof. Bored. Kind of an asshole. People leave
            him alone. It’s wonderful.
         

         
         He’s reasonably cordial with everyone at work. Almost everyone. He’s polite. Well, he tries to be polite and maybe gets halfway there most of the time. Fact is, television sets are loud and the lights are too bright; the costumes are unbearable and there’s always someone touching you. You’d think he’d be used to it, but maybe he’s sliding toward a cranky middle age. Crankier. In any event, the fact that Alex is here at all boggles the mind. 

         
         “I’m not discussing this,” Simon says, a little tartly and, case in point: not particularly nice.

         
         Alex is in full makeup, green lines branching across her cheek because Captain Alvarez has been infected with some kind of
            space pathogen. Alex is spending the last two episodes of the season lying very still in med bay. “That’s a yes. You’re leaving.”
         

         
         “Nothing’s decided.” He isn’t lying, exactly. So far, nothing’s official. His agent keeps telling him to give it time, to think about it, and Simon can’t seem
            to get across to him that he’s done all the thinking he needs.
         

         
         He’s well aware that any other actor who hadn’t signed a new contract by this point would have their character killed off
            before the season ended. He’s seen it before: they’ve been mauled by giant space beetles, executed by space fascists, and
            devoured by space parasites. The next season, they’re replaced by new characters on this ragtag band of conventionally attractive
            space explorers. It’s the circle of life.
         

         
         But Simon’s getting special treatment, and he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t flattered.

         
         “That’s not a no,” Alex says.

         
         “It was supposed to be a secret. Who told you?”

         
         “Why keep it a secret? I mean, if you leave, it’s not going to be a secret for long.” She’s looking at him intently, like
            she really wants to know his answer. Like she has opinions she wants to share. Simon wonders exactly how unprofessional it
            would be to shoulder her out of the way and flee his own trailer.
         

         
         “Not while we’re still shooting. I don’t want people to . . .” Simon isn’t sure how to finish that sentence. He doesn’t want to have to say goodbye a hundred times? Accurate, but impossible to explain to people whose brains are wired normally. He doesn’t want to notice that people are glad to see him go? Also accurate, but nothing could make him say that out loud. 

         
         “Yep,” she says, like Simon just confirmed her suspicions, but she doesn’t look mad about it. Simon is confused by almost
            every aspect of this interaction.
         

         
         “Charlie’s going to lose his shit,” she adds.

         
         The idea of how happy Charlie will be when he finds out he’s rid of Simon makes him feel like he’s lost a game he shouldn’t
            even admit he’s been playing.
         

         
         “Well, you can see why I don’t want to be around for that,” he says.

         
         “Hmm,” is all Alex says, but then she takes out her phone and shows him a video of her dog, and he shows her a video of his
            dog. This is the level of interaction Simon can cope with, even when in the background of one of Alex’s videos he can hear
            Charlie laughing.
         

         
         

         “What on earth,” Jamie says the following night. He’s on the sofa next to Simon, looking at his phone.

         
         For the past twenty minutes, a bowl of milk with seven floating cornflakes has been sitting on the coffee table, a constant
            irritation at the back of Simon’s mind. He’s counted the cornflakes a few dozen times because his brain has decided something
            dire will happen if he doesn’t keep a weather eye on the cornflake situation.
         

         
         “Hmm?”

         
         There’s an expression of unholy glee on Jamie’s face. “Charlie Blake liked all your Instagram posts going all the way back to November.” 

         
         Jamie’s been running all Simon’s social media for years. Jamie won’t let Simon pay him, and at this point Simon’s given up
            trying. Money is always lurking in the dark corners of their friendship. It’s not that Jamie’s broke—he makes a living off
            his YouTube channel somehow, in addition to residuals from old acting jobs. But Simon feels . . . not guilty, exactly, but
            something like that. Survivors’ guilt, maybe.
         

         
         “He shared that video of Edie in the sweater vest,” Jamie says.

         
         Simon slides closer to look at Jamie’s phone. On the screen is a video of Edie taking a nap, snoring loudly, wearing a cable-knit
            sweater. Jamie posted it a few hours earlier, and Charlie apparently shared it along with a string of heart emojis. “Maybe
            he did it by accident?”
         

         
         “You think he tripped and fell and liked twenty pictures of Edie?”

         
         “Maybe his phone got hacked? Maybe he’s having a neurological episode? Maybe it’s a cry for help?”

         
         Jamie gives him an unimpressed look. “You’re better than this.”

         
         Simon counts the cornflakes again. Still seven, what a surprise. Would it be too weird to reach over and eat one to achieve
            a much more comfortable six cornflakes? He turns his entire body so the bowl is no longer in his field of vision.
         

         
         “What I think,” Jamie says, “is that Charlie has his notifications set so he doesn’t see when people like his posts, and it
            hasn’t occurred to him that you might not do the same thing.”
         

         
         None of this explains what Charlie was doing liking all those posts in the first place, but Simon’s ready to file it away as one of life’s unsolvable mysteries, until the next day when Charlie walks into his trailer. Simon’s expecting Jamie, who went off to talk to somebody. It was probably unprofessional of Simon to bring Jamie, but he’s convinced that if Jamie has five unsupervised minutes, he’ll wind up eloping with the first dirtbag he meets. 

         
         When Simon realizes it’s Charlie standing in the doorway, he’s hit with the same reaction he has whenever Charlie takes him
            by surprise: he wants to push him out the door but in a way that involves at least a little groping. In the instant before
            Simon processes that this is Charlie Blake, what he sees is—
         

         
         Well, Charlie looks the way he looks. It’s just that Simon notices sometimes, and he’d prefer not to. The fact that Simon
            can catch a glimpse of Charlie Blake, a man who’s just this side of feral, and think hmm is proof there’s no sense in this world.
         

         
         Then Charlie takes a huge, showy bite out of one of those blueberry muffins that keep disappearing from craft services. What
            the hell? Simon doesn’t even like muffins, or blueberries, or foods that get crumbs all over the place, but these are surreal.
            They’re basically brioche, and when Simon’s migraines are so out of control that he thinks he might as well try avoiding gluten
            for the twentieth time, he decides that these muffins are gluten-free in, like, a spiritual sense. They would never hurt him.
         

         
         And now it’s been a full month of watching Charlie eat them while Simon can’t find any. Nobody would blame him for reaching
            out and snatching that muffin right out of Charlie’s hand.
         

         
         Instead he asks, “Can I help you,” dickishness cranked all the way up.

         
         “Just saying hi.”

         
         “Saying hi,” Simon repeats, because they do not have a saying hi kind of relationship. And then, proof positive he’s been spending too much time around Jamie, his mind immediately supplies
            the messiest thing he could possibly say. “Thanks for liking all those pictures of Edie. You were so thorough.”
         

         
         Simon expects a comeback from Charlie, because this is the rhythm that’s defined the last seven years of Simon’s life. Instead,
            Charlie stands there and slowly turns pink. It takes Simon a moment to understand that this isn’t a sunburn or yet another
            allergic reaction, but Charlie blushing. Simon isn’t sure he’s ever seen Charlie blush, not once. 
         

         
         Charlie casts his gaze around the trailer, clearly looking for inspiration to change the topic. Simon watches in bewilderment
            as Charlie studies the paperback Jamie left open and face down on the table, the bottle of nail polish (also Jamie’s), the
            two half-eaten salads.
         

         
         “Are all those yours?” Charlie finally says, gaze landing on the admittedly vast array of prescription bottles on the table
            next to the salads.
         

         
         “That’s what you’re going with?” Simon asks, and he’s blaming Jamie for that too.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” Charlie’s still looking at the bottles. Usually they stay in Simon’s bag, but Jamie wanted aspirin and Simon’s
            been turning his bag inside out trying to find it.
         

         
         “Um, yes?”

         
         “Because that’s a lot of medicine for a person who’s okay.”

         
         “Seriously?” Simon points at each prescription bottle in turn. “Allergy, migraine, another migraine, antianxiety, another antianxiety, antinausea. That’s it. Do you want a doctor’s note? A treatment plan? Are you doing a drug sweep of all your colleagues’ belongings?” 

         
         “You should keep those locked up,” Charlie says. Simon searches his face for some sign he’s being made fun of and comes up
            with nothing.
         

         
         “They’re usually in my locked trailer.”

         
         “Hmm,” Charlie says, because he is actually, honest-to-God, accusing Simon of unsafe drug practices. “You should leave them
            at home.”
         

         
         “Are you under the impression that people can schedule their panic attacks and migraines for when they’re at home? Genuinely
            curious. You can leave anytime, you know!” He makes a shooing gesture toward the door, not something he’d do to anyone else,
            not even Edie (especially not Edie).
         

         
         Charlie flinches a little, and Simon enjoys the dopamine hit he gets whenever he cracks Charlie’s facade of relentless cheerfulness.
            Then Charlie puts on the slightly constipated expression he uses when his character has just lost a crewmember. “Are you okay?”
            he asks, like he didn’t just ask the same thing two minutes ago.
         

         
         For one hysterical moment, Simon imagines answering honestly. No, he isn’t okay. He left okay in the rearview mirror nearly
            a year ago when his migraine meds started fucking with his old anxiety meds, and since then he’s relying on much-less-effective
            anxiety meds. He isn’t okay, but he also isn’t getting three migraines a week.
         

         
         “I’m fine as long as I have my medicine,” Simon says pointedly. “And as long as people don’t barge into my trailer and accuse
            me of drug trafficking.”
         

         
         Charlie looks torn between embarrassment and offense. On anyone else it would look ridiculous. On Charlie it looks—it doesn’t matter what it looks like, because Simon’s quitting this show and will peacefully live out his years not thinking about what Charlie Blake looks like. In a few weeks he’ll be in New York, where he’ll have a job that doesn’t involve spaceships and where he won’t have any coworkers he wants to sexily murder. 

         
         “I stopped by to ask if you wanted to come to the after party at my house. It’s after the wrap party.”

         
         “I know how after parties work, thanks.”

         
         “You could bring Jamie.”

         
         Simon nearly says that of course he’d bring Jamie, because Jamie’s been his plus one to everything for years. But Charlie
            speaks first. “Partners are invited.”
         

         
         “Jamie and I aren’t together,” Simon says before he can investigate why he needed to clarify that particular point.

         
         “Oh God, I’m so sorry.” Charlie looks at the pair of salads, like he thinks maybe Jamie dumped him midway through lunch.

         
         “It’s been a while.” It’s been five years, but Simon’s used to people assuming he and Jamie are still together, because some
            straight people have a hard time with the idea that you can be friends with someone you’ve had sex with.
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “We’re friends,” Simon explains.

         
         “That’s nice,” Charlie says, sounding perplexed. Charlie isn’t the kind of straight person who should need this explained to him, because he’s friends with Alex, and also Bethany in the costumes department, and probably every other woman he’s dated. He accumulates friendships like some kind of snowball of extroversion, always gathering and never letting go. It makes Simon—who has one friend and a handful of people whose texts he mostly returns—feel panicky, but also, maybe, a little ashamed. 

         
         Simon claps his hands together. “What a fun conversation this is. We should do it more often.”

         
         For a horrible moment, Charlie’s face brightens. Then he seems to register the sarcasm and his expression closes off. Simon
            feels like one of nature’s greatest monsters for the split second before remembering this is the same man who’s spent the
            last month somehow depriving Simon of blueberry muffins.
         

         
         “Anyway, you’re invited. Jamie’s invited.” Charlie’s hands are in his pockets, his gaze on the wall behind Simon’s head. “People
            swim. So, like. Bathing suits.”
         

         
         “Thank you for explaining how to use a pool. Please go now.”

         
         When Charlie leaves, Jamie immediately enters, an expression of shit-stirring ecstasy on his face, and Simon doesn’t need
            to ask whether he eavesdropped.
         

         
         “Charlie Blake is the only living person who thinks you need to be told not to skinny dip,” Jamie says, dropping into the
            chair next to Simon’s. “Also, why did he invite you in the first place?”
         

         
         “He always asks.” This is the first time he’s invited Simon in person, though. Usually the invitation arrives in the form
            of a message in the group chat Alex keeps re-adding him to. “He invites the whole cast, but he knows I’ll say no.”
         

         
         Charlie’s parties are probably loud and crowded, filled with various kinds of smoke and appetizers that’ve been left out too
            long for food safety purposes; the kind of parties where if you open the wrong door, you find your actual coworkers having
            sex with one another. Simon’s policy about all these things is a firm no thanks.
         

         
         “I’ll come along if you want company,” Jamie says, as if there’s any question of Simon attempting a social event without him.

         
         If the past is anything to go by, Jamie is right on time for a rebound. There is literally nobody on the cast or crew of Out There who would be a worse choice than whoever Jamie will pick if left up to his own devices.
         

         
         “Okay,” Simon says. “We’re going.”

         
         

         In the last episode of the season, Charlie’s character tries to rescue Simon’s character from a hostage situation. Something’s
            wrong with the escape shuttle, and Jonathan Hale is insisting that Luke West leave him behind and save himself.
         

         
         “Just—just shut up,” Charlie says while heroically shouldering open the shuttle door. He’s wearing a whole entire shirt and
            his light brown hair is carefully disheveled. “I’m not leaving you here. I’m not getting in this damn thing by myself.”
         

         
         “I won’t let you die here, you—”

         
         “Let?”
         

         
         Charlie grabs Simon’s collar in a way that’s fifty percent menacing, fifty percent affectionate, and will be cherished forever
            and GIF’d immediately by queer spaceship enthusiasts. It goes on like that, as it does at least once a season. Luke and Jonathan
            angrily-slash-sexily attempting to sacrifice themselves for one another is a core part of the show.
         

         
         Nobody ever explicitly told Simon to play this kind of thing romantically, and so he doesn’t. His character is too buttoned-up
            to play anything romantically, including actual romantic scenes. But sometimes he thinks Charlie is playing it romantically. Then again, there isn’t anything Charlie could do to make the sentiment “I’d rather die with you than live without you” more romantic than it already is. 

         
         Occasionally, interviewers who think they’re being clever ask Simon what he thinks about all the gay fanfiction being written
            about his and Charlie’s characters. He always says he’s thrilled fans feel inspired to write stories about Out There. Which is true enough—the fact that Out There is a show fans have that kind of relationship with is part of why he’s stuck around so long.
         

         
         For general sanity purposes, Simon doesn’t let himself think too hard about what goes on in the writers’ room. They do their
            job, he does his. But they’ve spent years writing lines and entire story arcs for him and Charlie that are pretty romantic.
            And yet, their characters keep getting paired with women.
         

         
         He knows plenty about the history of movies and television shows depicting characters of the same gender in unusually close
            friendships, acting in a way that can only be described as romantic, but then becoming involved in straight romantic relationships.
            Somewhere in the bowels of the internet is all the Lord of the Rings fanfic he wrote in middle school, and also all the Sherlock fanfic he wrote in high school. Simon basically has an honorary master’s degree in dubious homoerotic tension.
         

         
         At the time, he had no problem recognizing that tactic as textbook homophobia. Now, though, he’s less sure.

         
         There’s no shortage of queer talent on the show. For all intents and purposes, Simon is out at work. So is Alex, who’s brought
            partners of various genders to events. Two of the writers are nonbinary. Lian has a bi pride sticker on her laptop and an
            ex-wife in Palo Alto. There are queer characters and a couple of storylines that are fairly overt metaphors for trans rights.
         

         
         But it’s network television, and a queer romantic relationship between main characters is probably a step too far. From the
            beginning, Lian’s been negotiating a delicate balance between doing what she wants and making the network happy.
         

         
         Simon doesn’t think he’d ever recover from having to shoot a romantic scene with Charlie, so whatever’s going on with the
            writers has worked out pretty great for him. And less great for, like, equal representation on slightly above-average science
            fiction shows. But Simon isn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth.
         

         
         The point is, he’s done this before, this romance-but-with-plausible-deniability scene. This time, though, when Charlie’s
            knuckles skim Simon’s throat as he grabs Simon’s collar, Simon hesitates before delivering his next line. When they lean together,
            their bodies fitting the way they always do, Charlie smelling like coffee and mints and whatever shampoo was probably on sale
            at Costco, it hits Simon that this is the last time.
         

         
         Simon will be so glad to be done with this show. He doesn’t know where this nostalgia is coming from.

         
         “Don’t you dare tell me to leave you,” Charlie says, and Simon rolls his eyes. It’s familiar and kind of dumb. As they reset
            the shot, Simon can’t believe he isn’t going to do this ever again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            
               
                  From an Out There fan Discord
                  

               

               
                  SpacePope: There is no plausible heterosexual explanation for “Don’t you dare tell me to leave you.” I will not be hearing any arguments
                     at this time
                  

                  SpacePope: Are you telling me someone wrote those words and expected me to hear them with my own gay ears and not come to some conclusions??
                  

                  SimonDevereauxsCheekbones: My cousin’s a PA (not on Out There but on another show at the same studio) and he says a third of the Out There writers’
                     room is like. Very gay.
                  

                  HowlsMovingSpaceship: Okay sorry to be Like That but you realize that queerbaiting is worse if it’s done by queer writers who know exactly what
                     they’re doing, right?
                  

                  SpacePope: How is that even queerbaiting? It’s just plain queer.
                  

                  HowlsMovingSpaceship: It’s the literal definition of queerbaiting. If you judge by the words coming out of their mouths, Luke and Jonathan are
                     basically in love. Meanwhile, Luke is always—ALWAYS—involved with at least one woman.
                  

                  SupervillainApologist: guys, mom and dad are fighting
                  

                  GalactoseIntolerance: Y’all. It’s a network show. If anyone actually believes they’re going to write a gay relationship between the two main characters,
                     that’s kind of on them.
                  

                  SpacePope: That might have been true five years ago but IDK if it’s true anymore?? Off the top of my head, I can name four successful
                     mainstream shows that are super gay.
                  

                  DeathStarJacuzzi: In my mind, they’re established life partners in an open relationship, and the writers assume it’s so obvious that it never
                     needs to be stated
                  

                  SimonDevereauxsCheekbones: Guys, my cousin says Simon is gay and is out to everyone, brings his boyfriend to parties, etc.
                  

                  HowlsMovingSpaceship: Tell me exactly how you think this is relevant
                  

                  SimonDevereauxsCheekbones: Just that it’s less likely to be queerbaiting if there’s an actual gay actor involved? Maybe?
                  

                  SpacePope: Are we publicly outing actors now?
                  

                  SimonDevereauxsCheekbones: It’s not public! This is a private server.
                  

                  SpacePope: It’s public enough.
                  

                  HowlsMovingSpaceship: Mods, can someone delete the last few messages please?
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Simon has rules: the cups go in the cabinet in a particular order, the car gets parked in a particular part of the driveway,
            and the laundry gets done in a particular way. They’re so second nature that he sometimes doesn’t notice he even has a rule
            until someone breaks it. With Jamie around, his rules are in shambles and he’s constantly running into evidence that his mind
            was put together wrong.
         

         
         He can’t tell whether Jamie’s noticed. Probably not, because if he had, he’d have insisted on talking about it. Or—worse—he’d
            have quietly started following Simon’s deranged little rules because he doesn’t want to be a bother. Which is all the more
            reason for Simon to make sure Jamie never finds out, obviously.
         

         
         Simon’s sitting on the sofa, trying to read a book while his brain is screaming that the cabinets are wrong and his groceries are wrong and also everything in the world is wrong because Simon didn’t turn the doorknob the correct number of times and how can
            a person be expected to function under these circumstances.
         

         
         Yesterday, his therapist gently reminded him that his rules have a name, a diagnosis, and a treatment plan; it isn’t just that Simon’s super bitchy about his surroundings. When he was living alone, he’d been able to delude himself into thinking he was cured. He doesn’t want to admit how much worse he is now than he was a year ago. 

         
         The thing is, he likes having Jamie here, and he wishes the more malfunctioning parts of his psyche would get on board with
            that. There’s some deep, pathetic part of Simon that wants to take the people he loves—who love him—and just, like, chain
            himself to them. Metaphorically, maybe. But also kind of literally. He’d cut out his own tongue before letting anybody figure
            that out.
         

         
         At the other end of the sofa, Jamie gasps.

         
         “What?” Simon asks, glancing over the top of his book. Jamie has the look he only gets when he has something a little mean
            and very messy to share. Simon’s mood instantly brightens. Other people’s drama is a thrilling change from the contents of
            his own mind.
         

         
         “Did you recommend a book to Charlie?” Jamie asks.

         
         “I’m not sure anyone’s recommended a book to Charlie in his life.”

         
         “It’s—okay, I’m just going to read the caption.” Jamie drops his voice an octave and adopts a slightly country accent Simon
            gathers is supposed to sound like Charlie. “Having a blast reading this book my man Simon Devereaux recommended!”
         

         
         “What the hell,” Simon whispers. “My man?” Has Charlie had a stroke? Then his brain catches up with the rest of what Jamie
            said and he reaches for Jamie’s phone.
         

         
         On the screen is a selfie of Charlie with a book. He’s lying down, the book open on his chest, the photo taken at just the
            right angle to make the most of his entire shoulder/biceps region. But Simon is strong; he isn’t letting himself get distracted
            by any of that.
         

         
         The book on Charlie’s chest is A Scorched Land, the same book Jamie was reading in Simon’s trailer the other day, which—it’s a free country, and Simon might have opinions on the books Jamie chooses to read but he keeps them to himself. Mostly. But that doesn’t mean he wants his name publicly associated with books about dragons falling in love or whatever the hell is going on in that series. 

         
         “Can anyone tell me,” Jamie goes on, leaning over Simon’s shoulder and reading the caption in his fake-Charlie voice, “whether
            this girl is actually going to get together with this dragon or???”
         

         
         “Oh my God.”

         
         “Charlie, God bless him, is over there fully believing you’d read a book about dragonfucking,” Jamie says. “Honestly, you
            should be flattered.”
         

         
         “What are the comments?”

         
         Jamie takes the phone back and scrolls. “Mostly recommendations for books with actual dragonfucking.” He types something,
            presumably his own recommendation.
         

         
         Simon takes his own phone out of his pocket and unlocks it, all the while knowing it’s a bad idea. He opens Instagram, ignores
            his notifications, and navigates to Charlie’s profile.
         

         
         “I feel like I should take your phone,” Jamie says. “I think you’d take my phone in this situation, but on the other hand
            I really want to see what happens. God, I hate hard choices.”
         

         
         “I’m only going to message him,” Simon says. “Nothing public.”

         
         “That’s not what I’m worried about. I think you’re so obsessed with that man, you’re basically under the influence. Double
            the legal limit. You have no judgment where Charlie Blake is concerned.”
         

         
         “Charlie Blake robs everyone of their judgment,” Simon says. “He’s like a walking injury to the prefrontal cortex.”

         
         “Welllll,” Jamie starts, but Simon’s already typing.

         
         
            
               
                  Simon: That was Jamie’s book. I haven’t read it.
                  

               

            

         
         Dots appear almost immediately.

         
         
            
               
                  Charlie: ok so can you ask him if the girl is in love with the dragon? comments are divided
                  

                  Charlie: also you should read it, 100% bugfuck nuts, why aren’t all books like this
                  

               

            

         
         Simon squeezes his eyes shut, as if when he opens them he won’t see a screen that’s asking him to make bad choices.

         
         
            
               
                  Simon: From what I understand, Jamie thinks everyone’s in love with the dragons, but he isn’t sure whether the characters or the
                     author are aware of this.
                  

                  Charlie: ???
                  

                  Simon: Same
                  

               

            

         
         He immediately regrets it. It looks like he’s trying to have a conversation with Charlie, something he affirmatively does not want, because he values his sanity. 

         
         
            
               
                  Charlie: tell him I liked the book. i read it in like five hours
                  

                  Charlie: first book i finished since high school
                  

                  Charlie: maybe middle school
                  

               

            

         
         “Jamie.” Simon shuts his eyes again because he’s pretty sure he’ll start laughing if Jamie catches his eye. “Charlie wants
            you to know that he loved this book. It’s the first book he’s finished in years. He seems excited to have discovered books,
            as a concept, and is giving you a lot of the credit.”
         

         
         When Simon opens his eyes, Jamie looks deliriously happy with the mess of it all. “What does he talk about with the people
            he dates?”
         

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         “Charlie was with Alex for a while. She’s super smart. Didn’t he also date Bethany in costumes? She has an MFA.”

         
         Simon opens his mouth to point out that intelligent women are perfectly capable of dating people for their looks, but something
            stops him. Charlie isn’t book smart. Simon isn’t sure he finished high school. Sometimes it seems like he might not even have
            finished kindergarten; Simon was eyewitness to the moment Charlie—delighted—learned that the rhinoceros is not a creature
            from the Mesozoic Era but something you could see at the zoo.
         

         
         But Charlie learns his lines faster than anyone Simon’s worked with and he’s quick on his feet. “I think he’s smart in some
            other way. Like, some mysterious way you and I can’t recognize.”
         

         
         Jamie blinks at him. “That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said about Charlie Blake.”

         
         Simon lobs a throw pillow in Jamie’s direction.

         
         

         It’s Out There tradition to have dinner at Lian’s house the night after shooting wraps—just the main cast, no partners. It’s a social obligation
            Simon doesn’t actively dread. He sees these people nearly every day. They already know he’s standoffish. Expectations are
            appropriately low. Simon could probably take out his phone and do a crossword puzzle and nobody would even think it was strange.
            He could put on noise-canceling headphones and dark sunglasses and simply astral project to some calmer, better place, the
            way he does sometimes on set. They’d all just say, that’s Simon, he’s an asshole, what can you do.
         

         
         He sits next to Roshni, who’s played a bounty hunter on Out There for four seasons. She’s part of what Simon thinks of as the Calm Faction of the cast and crew along with Simon and Lian,
            as opposed to the Feral Faction, which includes Charlie and Alex. Somewhere in the middle are Petra, who plays a telepathic
            diplomat, and Amadi, who plays an alien prince.
         

         
         The food is—well, Simon picks at it and spreads it around his plate, because he’s had two migraines in the past month, which
            is a lot better than this time last year but it’s still more than zero.
         

         
         He’s operating on the theory that if he avoids every migraine trigger in existence, he might get marginally fewer headaches. Not that he’s noticed any kind of correlation between what he eats and whether he gets a migraine. It’s more like he’s hoping the universe will deduct a headache or two for his extra effort. This is—he is well aware—not rational, but neither is repeatedly counting the hoops in Alex’s left ear, and he’s already done that six times tonight. 

         
         Lian comes up behind his chair and leans down. “It’s vegan,” she whispers.

         
         Which means (1) it doesn’t have whatever aged meats or cheeses give some people migraines, and (2) Lian’s been paying attention
            to what he eats. This gives Simon a strange feeling that he refuses to identify or dwell on, so he takes a bite of what turns
            out to be some kind of grain salad and arranges his face so it looks like he’s paying attention to the conversations around
            him.
         

         
         Charlie (wearing actual cargo shorts in a room full of adults eating an expensively catered dinner at their boss’s house)
            is arguing loudly with Alex about something Simon thinks is a cartoon. They’ve been having this exact argument for seven years.
            Amadi is letting Petra monologue about her wedding plans. Roshni and Lian are whispering, their heads close together.
         

         
         It’s comfortable in a way he imagines isn’t so rare for most people. He isn’t going to miss the work, but he might miss this
            feeling of almost belonging. He’ll never go to Lian’s house for another dinner she insists is
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