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            Prologue

         
         I would never forgive Love Actually. How dare they make me think airports were romantic places?
         

         
         I smoothed the front of my coat—a tangerine wool number I found in a Las Vegas thrift store—and tried not to look at the tall,
            handsome man next to me. At his artsy glasses, at his lean frame. At those high cheekbones and that narrow, light brown jaw
            currently rough with stubble.
         

         
         If I looked at him being all handsome and creative looking, I was going to speak, and if I spoke, I just knew it would be something embarrassing. And Luca né Jeffrey Derosa was many things, but he was never embarrassing!
         

         
         The Burlington airport hummed and moved outside of the little nook where we were waiting. Outside the windows, snow fell in
            giant, fluffy flakes, just as it had for the past two weeks while Angel Fletcher and I had shacked up in a ramshackle rental
            just up the street from the Hope Channel’s offices. Two weeks of nothing but sex and pancakes and being really clumsy at using
            a wood-burning fireplace—not to mention the two weeks before that when we’d started our liaison amoureuse on the set of Duke the Halls. Which meant Angel Fletcher and I had been sort-of-maybe-kind-of-together for a month.
         

         
         A month.

         
         And okay, yes, working for the wholesome AF Hope Channel wasn’t exactly the most sensual milieu for a budding romance. And
            fine, maybe we hadn’t actually talked about being together, but that’s only because there hadn’t been anything to say. We’d been dancing around each other for
            the two years since I started working for his dad (Teddy Ray Fletcher, LA’s premiere producer of top-quality pornos, also
            the producer of the very non-porno Duke the Halls, it’s a long story). And finally, among the snow and Christmas lights, the thing between us had caught fire. A heartrending
            saga two years in the making, now complete with stubble-burns all over my neck and a happily ever after.
         

         
         Except . . . except now it was time for us to fly home, and I guess I’d assumed this moment would come with more orchestral
            crescendos. And fewer awkward silences.
         

         
         Why wasn’t Angel saying anything? I snuck a glance over to see him typing rapidly on his phone, switching between his email
            app and the airline app. A series of snow-related cancellations had meant we’d gotten rebooked on two different flights home,
            but we were both headed back to LA and to the rest of our great love affair, and so shouldn’t we be beaming secret smiles
            at each other right now? Shouldn’t we be searching for an abandoned gate with a convenient make-out corner? How could we go
            from playing house—while mostly naked—to barely able to make eye contact?
         

         
         No, I was imagining things. I inarguably had an incredible imagination (which is why the wedding fashion world tragically
            lost its brightest future star when I was forced to drop out of fashion school due to cashflow—or lack thereof) and sometimes
            my imagination ran away with me, that was all. We were in this together, and anyway, there was no way he could miss how I
            felt. I’d willingly extended a stay in a Christmas-themed hellhole for him! I’d let him see me in the morning! Multiple mornings!
            In my twenty-four years, I’d never let someone I wanted to kiss see me before I had time to dab flawlessly matched light olive
            concealer under my eyeballs!
         

         
         But I couldn’t shake the feeling that, like a gorgeous but fragile movie costume, my great love affair might not survive a
            change of scenery. The last month, with all its midnight kisses and toe-curling sighs, might become nothing more than a memory,
            and the memory might start right here in a technically international Vermont airport.
         

         
         I cleared my throat, not sure what to say, but knowing it would come to me. I was nothing if not an improviser, and I would
            find exactly the right way to tell him that this last month had been everything.
         

         
         Angel looked up from his phone, his sepia eyes glinting almost bronze in the lights of the airport. His eyelashes cast faint,
            fan shapes on his cheeks, and for a moment, I was so hypnotized by the shape of them that I forgot I was supposed to be talking.
         

         
         “Yes?” he asked softly, hesitantly. Angel wasn’t a hesitant person, but we’d been in each other’s orbits for a long time now,
            and I knew he was a thoughtful person. Probably came with being an animator—half artist, half computer genius. So I wasn’t really hearing hesitation, I
            decided. He was probably just thinking about everything we needed to do when we got back to LA. He had one more semester of
            art school left, and his sister, Astrid, was trying to launch an eco-friendly sex toy empire, so there wouldn’t be a shortage
            of demands on his time.
         

         
         Of course, I’d be the most interesting and sexy demand on his time.

         
         “Do you want to come to Vanya’s birthday party this weekend?” I finally asked. Vanya was my best friend in Los Angeles, and
            the pickiest person I knew (aside from myself, of course). I only introduced people to her who I knew were special, perfect,
            chosen—partly for Vanya’s sake, and partly for my own. If someone met my platonic soulmate, then that person was inside the
            very deepest layer of the onion, a layer so deep you couldn’t even make onion rings with it, and there was no undoing that.
            I felt the face-tingling thrill of doing something this bold for me. “I’d like to see you there.”
         

         
         Angel blinked once, twice. “This weekend?” he asked.

         
         “The very same,” I said, but of course, right then the thrill shifted into something closer to panic. I’d never invited someone
            I was romantically entangled with to meet Vanya, and oh God, what if Vanya hated Angel? Or what if Angel heard stories about
            me from before I’d reinvented myself as a sexy, eyeliner-wearing swan, and lost interest? Oh God, oh God—
         

         
         Angel opened his mouth, but I interrupted him before he could speak.

         
         “I mean. Only if you want to. Or have time.” I tried to make my voice as casual as possible, like this wasn’t the biggest
            thing I could offer him short of getting a tattoo on my unmentionables. “Just let me know.”
         

         
         Angel’s tongue dipped down to lick his lower lip, which was extremely unfair, because now all I could think about was his
            tongue. And licking. And the kilt I was wearing under my tangerine coat was great for many things, but hiding erections was
            not one of them.
         

         
         “Luca, I need to—”

         
         Just then the boarding announcement for my flight came over the intercom. I turned to see people lining up at my gate, and
            I knew I needed to get myself and my fantastically long legs settled so I didn’t have to do the awkward aisle shuffle when
            I got to my row.
         

         
         I turned back to Angel, seeing him in all his stubbled, bespectacled glory, his strong throat working, his high forehead furrowed
            like he couldn’t figure out the answer to some important problem, and he was so adorable and hot—and adorably hot—and I couldn’t
            help myself, I surged forward and kissed him.
         

         
         His lips were warm and supple, and when I ran my tongue along his upper lip, he parted for me with a groan. The inside of
            his mouth was hot, silky, soft, his tongue unbelievably wicked against mine, and the memory of a thousand other kisses burned
            inside me. Kisses in the bed, on the floor, in the shower. Sideways while I was bent over a kitchen table or the back of a
            couch . . .
         

         
         His hands found their way inside my coat, fisting the thin sweater I wore, and I cupped the nape of his neck to kiss him even
            harder. Found the lapels of his coat to tug him closer and closer and closer. I knew we were mostly sheltered from sight in
            our little nook, and all I could think about was shoving him back against the wall and grinding my hips against his until
            we both felt better.
         

         
         “Flight number 2287, nonstop to Los Angeles, boarding now,” called the fatigued voice over the intercom. “Group one, please
            board.”
         

         
         I broke away from the kiss, noting with some smugness how stunned Angel looked right now. “Will you think about the party?”
            I asked.
         

         
         His eyes were glazed, and with the air of someone shell-shocked, he reached down to adjust himself in his jeans. “Yes,” he
            managed to get out.
         

         
         “I can’t wait to see you in LA,” I whispered, and then I gave him another lingering kiss, leaving him slumped against the
            wall, his hand holding his hand-painted denim coat closed over his hard-on.
         

         
         I was smiling to myself the whole way back to Los Angeles.

         
          

         Two days later and I was not smiling.

         
         Angel hadn’t called, hadn’t texted, hadn’t DM’d. A piece of me larger than I was ever willing to admit boarded that plane
            expecting to see him just hours after we landed, already sprawled across my bed the moment I walked through the door.
         

         
         That first night I got back to LA, I waited hours for a text, but eventually I fell asleep with my phone in my hand. When
            I woke up in the morning without any contact from Angel, it felt like someone had filled my throat with gravel.
         

         
         I’d learned long ago what silence meant; my parents had taught me that, along with my childhood friends and the first boy
            I’d ever kissed. And I’d only ever reacted one way to silence—by leaving. If someone didn’t have the gumption or the guts
            to say what they wanted to say to my face, then they didn’t get my face at all any more. Why would I stick around just to
            be ignored?
         

         
         Except . . .

         
         Except maybe, the teensiest bit maybe, Angel deserved the benefit of the doubt. He had spent an entire evening in Vermont cooking me steamed dampfnudel
            because we saw it on an episode of The Great British Bake Off after all, and had even made the vanilla sauce to go with it.
         

         
         So I relented and did the whole benefit of the doubt thing: I texted first, telling him the time and place of Vanya’s party.

         
         And still, no response.

         
         The night of Vanya’s party, I spent way too much time getting ready, ultimately choosing the perfect skintight leather pants
            and my favorite black tunic sweater with thoughtfully placed shreds and holes. It was like a comfort blanket. A truly fabulous
            and devastatingly hot comfort blanket.
         

         
         And then I went to Vanya’s warehouse/domicile, completely prepared for my artsy Prince Charming to show up and sweep me off
            my feet. He’d tell me that he’d been so busy, so overwhelmed, but that he was still consumed by the memory of firelight on
            my skin as we’d made love in front of the fire in Vermont.
         

         
         Never mind that we never actually got the fire to light long enough to also have sex while it was burning. It was the vibe that mattered.
         

         
         He would apologize and then he’d kiss me and then he’d apologize to Vanya for turning me into an insecure mess for the last
            three days and then Vanya would graciously forgive him and ask him what he thought about her latest canvases (and it would
            be a trick question, because she hated her most recent work) and then even if he got it wrong, he’d get it wrong so sweetly and cutely that it wouldn’t matter.
            And then we’d both get tipsy from violet femme cocktails and go back to my apartment and have the kind of sex that required
            towels.
         

         
         And I was ready for The Moment. I posted myself far from the door and made sure to be mid-laugh as many times as possible,
            so when Angel walked in, he’d have to search for me, and then when he found me, I’d be utterly unconcerned with his tardiness
            and surrounded by a crowd of people who were completely charmed by me.
         

         
         But the first hour of the party passed without my Prince Charming walking through the door.

         
         And then the second. And then the third.

         
         By the fourth hour, I’d had five drinks and had to convince Vanya several times not to issue her version of a CIA burn notice.
            With an inadvisable amount of gin circulating through my system, I did something I had never done, and would never again do
            if I could help it.
         

         
         I texted someone who hadn’t responded to my last text.

         
         Aaaand I got no response.

         
         Again.

         
         By the fifth hour of the party, I was sitting glumly on my best friend’s bed watching the rest of the guests get on without
            me, or the indie-music soundtracked moment I’d been waiting for. Vanya sashayed over in a chartreuse caftan and boots with
            multiple goldfish in the clear platform bottoms, her long pink hair catching on her rich brown shoulders. She sat on the bed
            next to me and handed me a fresh drink in one of those Gatsby-looking glasses she liked so much.
         

         
         “Is this him?” she asked, showing me his Instagram account.

         
         “Yes,” I said automatically, having become an expert in Angel’s social media over the last three days and already knowing
            every post, caption, and comment. I tapped through his profile through sheer force of habit, not expecting to see anything
            new, and that’s when I saw it. A tagged post, shared just a few minutes ago.
         

         
         It was a picture of Angel with an unmistakably Parisian cityscape behind him. Angel had his arm around a tall blond guy that
            looked like a long-lost Hemsworth brother. And the Hemsworth had his arm slung over Angel’s shoulders and his fingers tangled
            casually in the lapel of Angel’s coat. A familiar gesture. A possessive one.
         

         
         The caption was just a baguette and a heart.

         
         “That’s his ex,” I said numbly. “Blake.”

         
         “He’s with his ex in Paris,” Vanya said to drive the point home, but there was pity in her voice too. “Babes.”

         
         My hand was shaking. I couldn’t look at this picture anymore. I couldn’t look away. Angel was in Paris. Letting his ex touch the lapel of the same denim coat I’d used to pull him closer to my mouth.
         

         
         Had Angel known then he wouldn’t come to the party? That he’d be in Paris? With a guy named Blake who never missed leg day?
            Was that why he hadn’t responded to my texts?
         

         
         “You know what you need to do,” my best friend said, as seriously as anyone wearing goldfish shoes could say anything. “Burn.
            Notice.”
         

         
         She was right. I handed the phone back to Vanya, tossed back the rest of my purple cocktail, and handed Vanya the empty glass.
            And then I pulled out my own phone and tapped open my text messages.
         

         
         When Vanya saw I’d texted him twice with no response, she sucked her teeth.

         
         “Burn notice,” she repeated, and then made an approving noise as I opened up his contact info and then tapped Block This Caller. I pulled up one of his social media accounts and blocked him, and then another and blocked him there. On and on until the
            only place left was his Instagram, where I had to see him canoodling with Blake once again before I could block him there
            too.
         

         
         And now he wouldn’t be able to call, text, or DM—and even better, I could pretend that Angel Fletcher, my lowkey crush for
            two years (and highkey obsession for a month) had never existed.
         

         
         Just a hypothermic hallucination while freezing my nips off in Christmas Notch. Just a hazy dream brought on by too much Grinch
            Punch at my favorite Christmas-themed strip club, The North Pole.
         

         
         Angel Fletcher thought he could ghost me? Well, I could ghost him better.

         
         Boo, bitch.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Seven Months Later

         

         A backyard barbecue was deeply off-brand for me, and I made sure Bee Hobbes, my friend and the star of Duke the Halls, knew so when she invited me to her new Los Feliz digs.
         

         
         “Pretty please,” she’d begged over FaceTime. “I need someone to hang out with Sunny while I’m playing hostess.”

         
         Sunny was another adult film star in Uncle Ray-Ray’s stable, and since I’d been doing costumes for Teddy Ray Fletcher and
            his band of performers for years, I’d known her as long as I’d known Bee. Which was why I knew the truth. “You just want me
            to keep Sunny and Jack from getting into a fracas at your barbeque.”
         

         
         Bee made a face, her full mouth screwing up into a pout as her septum piercing glinted on the screen. “I can’t babysit them
            while I’m also refilling punch bowls, you know? I need a wingperson.”
         

         
         I’d pinched the bridge of my nose. “Can’t your floppy-haired boyfriend do it?” Nolan Shaw was the former boy band member who’d
            inexplicably captured Bee’s heart while they were filming Duke the Halls, despite him being a human disaster who’d single-handedly (or, fine, mostly inadvertently) ruined my favorite ice skater’s career. But I guessed Bee had a soft spot for tattooed boys who looked good in tight pants,
            because now they were a disgustingly smitten couple and did things like acquire houses together and then throw meat-themed
            housewarming parties for said houses.
         

         
         “Luca!” Bee had exclaimed. “Just be there! Or,” she’d added in the voice of a threat, “I won’t tell you a secret. A very special secret that Sunny and I learned.”
         

         
         “What secret?” I’d demanded. People didn’t hide secrets from me; I hid secrets from them.
         

         
         “Come and you’ll find out,” she’d sang, and then had hung up.

         
         . . . which was why I was now at a barbeque in Los Feliz, even though I could have been doing any number of more interesting
            things, like taking a bath or catching up on my favorite true crime podcasts.
         

         
         But no, I was here to babysit Sunny Palmer when she was the one who’d made an archnemesis of Jack Hart in the first place
            by sleeping with his stepmom at his wedding. Which I understood, because Rebecca definitely had mommy energy, if you got my drift, but still. Sometimes you had to soak in your own dishwater, and in this case, the dishwater
            was having a very flexible porn star as an eternal enemy.
         

         
         Summoning up the sense of loyal, unruffled duty that I was sure I was famous for, I stepped out onto the patio overlooking
            the pool in Bee’s new backyard and looked around for my curvy, tattooed charge.
         

         
         Movement near the edge of the pool caught my eye. A lanky form in a vintage cardigan and jeans. Hair shaved close on the sides
            and left long on top. Big, wire-framed glasses, and before the person ducked their head, I saw thick brows, a long nose, and
            a very, very kissable mouth.
         

         
         I froze, my heart liquefying into a toxic sludge in my chest. I couldn’t seem to inhale properly, my chest stuck in exhale-mode,
            as sparks danced at the edge of my vision.
         

         
         Angel.

         
         He was back from Europe.

         
         Angel was back from Europe, and no one had told me.

         
         “Breathe,” said someone from next to me, and I turned to see Bee approaching, her face creased in worry. “Breathe, baby.”

         
         “Angel is here,” I whispered. “You didn’t tell me Angel would be here!”

         
         “I didn’t know!” Bee said and held up both hands. “I mean, I suspected there might be a teeny, tiny chance he’d come because
            the invite was pretty open, but—”
         

         
         I glared at her.

         
         “Okay, look,” Bee said, changing tack. “You told me that you were completely, one hundred percent over Angel. In fact, let
            the record show you’ve made a point to announce you’re so very over him at least once a week. Is that the truth or not? Am I going to have to start hosting two parties for every milestone in my
            life now? Do I need to have a shadow cabinet friend group and then a real friend group?”
         

         
         I was still glaring, but she did have a very small point, which was that I had been slightly declarative about
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