

CHAPTER ONE

[image: Image]

Winnie

My name is Winnie Elizabeth Baker, and except for the one time I let a friend pierce my belly button, I have done everything right.

When my parents wanted me to spend every weekend auditioning for local commercials, I did exactly as they asked.

When they wanted me to upend my life at age ten and move to Los Angeles to star in a wholesome family sitcom, I did that too.

I hid my narcolepsy from the industry so well the tabloids still have no idea.

I married my childhood sweetheart when I was eighteen years old, and I didn’t even kiss him until the day of our wedding.

I was a model daughter, a model wife: sweet, friendly, well-behaved. An icon for young women with purity rings everywhere.

So then why was I sitting in a therapist’s office, holding up my phone, and gesturing at what was on the screen like I was the glummest Vanna White of all time?

“And then Dominic Diamond dredges up this old picture, and now all anyone can talk about—again—is how Winnie Baker lives to make a scandal out of herself.” I dropped my phone in my lap, not wanting to look at the picture anymore, even to prove a point. I’d already seen it thousands of times anyway: a seventeen-year-old me, passed out in a car in front of the Chateau Marmont after that year’s Teen Choice Awards. My head was lolled back on the headrest, my normally fair cheeks were flushed red, and my mouth was hanging open.

Picture-me looked drunk, and even worse, picture-me looked sloppy. Promiscuous, even, according to my parents. In many ways, the picture had been when everything changed for me; it had been the beginning of the end.

“Dominic Diamond is a gutter-dwelling sociopath,” Renata said calmly. As a therapist to actors, models, and—if the rumors could be believed—a certain California-dwelling prince, Renata was more than familiar with Dominic Diamond. He was a gossip blogger turned gossip influencer who spared no one in his nasty content updates, and I’d believe in a heartbeat that he was the subject of many sessions here in Renata’s office. “He’s not allowed to change how you see yourself.”

“But this is bigger than Dominic,” I said, swiping my screen to show the next image on the post. It was a screenshot of a headline from a major news site. “Former Child Star Hospitalized After Drug-Fueled Music Festival in Texas, Says Anonymous Source.” And then another screenshot, this time from an article published yesterday: “Troubled Actress Once Famed for Promoting Family Values Now Officially Divorced.” “Everyone thinks I’m off the rails now. That I just randomly got a divorce for no reason. Like a hypocrite. Like a—like a crazy person.”

“I don’t like that word,” Renata put in mildly.

“People on social media like it,” I mumbled. My ex-husband liked it too, even if lazy was his preferred insult of choice. If you weren’t so lazy, you’d have better work than Hope Channel movies. If you weren’t so lazy, you’d be healthier, and if you were healthier, you’d be pregnant by now. And so forth. Lazy was a word that cut twice: once, because I considered myself to be disciplined, diligent, in control at all times, and twice, because my narcolepsy meant there were times that discipline and control were beyond me no matter how hard I tried.

“I did everything right,” I said finally, telling her what had been running through my mind all day. “I thought I was a good daughter, a good wife, a good actor. But it didn’t matter, did it? Michael cheated on me anyway. My parents still sided with him. And the one time I did do something for myself, something that was supposed to be fun, I ended up puking my guts out in a Texas desert, two hundred miles from a real airport. I missed the shoot for my next project, and the Hope Channel recast me, and now the entire world thinks I’m irresponsible. And I don’t have a job and I can’t repay the Hope Channel the money I owe them and everything is gone and I blew it all up myself—and it wasn’t even a regular music festival! It was UnFestival, which is an exclusive desert experience and so much more than a regular festival could ever be!”

I sucked in a breath after that surprise monologue, blinking back the burn behind my eyelids. I wanted to cry. But I’d been raised better than that; I’d learned better after fourteen years of marriage. Being out of control wasn’t welcome in my life, and had never been.

“You can cry if you’d like,” Renata said, almost as if she knew what I was thinking, but before I could respond, a tiny alarm beeped from her watch.

Our session was up.

She sighed at her wrist as she silenced the alarm. “Next time, I’m going to remind you earlier that there’s no need to hide your feelings here. But for now, I want you to remember what you told me during our second session, after I’d asked you to come up with a goal for our time together. Can you think of it?”

“Yes,” I said, eager to be a good therapy student. “My entire life, everyone else has defined Winnie Baker for me, but now, I want to define Winnie Baker for myself. I want to be a new Winnie.”

Renata nodded. “Maybe think about what that means in conjunction with what people are saying online right now, hmm? And what we can and can’t control?”

“Okay,” I said. With great confidence, because a new Winnie was not going to care about what people said online. Just like how a new Winnie was never, ever going to make the old Winnie’s mistakes.

And Old Winnie had made quite a few, indeed.

COMING OUT OF Renata’s building always felt like coming out of a womb, and I had to blink in the bright California sunshine for a few minutes until I could see again. And that was with my sunglasses on. In January.

“Finally,” a sharp voice said next to me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin.

But when I turned to issue a panicked “no comment,” it wasn’t a paparazzo at all, but a tall woman wearing a knotted trench coat and a smile that was somehow bossy and reassuring at the same time.

“I’ve been waiting here for five minutes,” the woman said, making five minutes sound like twelve hours. She stuck out a manicured hand, which I took. She had a quick, hard handshake. Michael would have hated it.

It made me like her immediately.

“Steph D’Arezzo, talent manager,” she said briskly. “Nice to meet you.”

Steph. Steph. The name swam hazily to the surface of my memories. “You’re Nolan Shaw’s manager,” I said. Before I got sick at UnFestival and had to be recast, the former bad boy of pop Nolan Shaw was going to be my costar in Duke the Halls. I’d been nervous about working with him when I’d signed on—even after his years out of the spotlight, I couldn’t picture him as anything other than the beanie-wearing boy-Jezebel I’d known as a teenager—but my distrust had been misplaced. He’d been fiercely supportive of his girlfriend, Bee Hobbes, when she’d been exposed as an adult content creator, and he’d also been nothing but a consummate professional since then, even helming a reboot of the reality show that had once made his career, Band Camp.

“That’s right,” Steph said. “Do you know how I made my name in this business, Winnie?”

I shook my head. Family and faith-based content was a whole other entertainment world, and where all of my career had taken place. I only had the faintest handle on the goings-on of the industry at large.

“I spin straw into gold. I take washed-up, scandal-ridden frogs and I turn them back into princes. Et cetera. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

“You rehabilitate celebrity reputations,” I guessed.

“That’s right. I do fixer-uppers exclusively, but if that fixer can’t be uppered, I move on, because sometimes teamwork does not make the dream work, especially if half the team is a goddamn mess.” Steph reached for her purse, stopped. Huffed at herself. I got the distinct vibe she was a former smoker. “But it turns out,” she continued, “that sometimes a little scandal is good for business. I thought Nolan Shaw falling in love with Bianca von Honey was the end of his comeback, but it turbocharged his career instead. If I’d had a hundred years and even more assistants grabbing me cold brews, I still couldn’t have masterminded the boost he got from living his cute, messy life the way he did last year. You see what I’m saying?”

I didn’t see. All I’d gotten for my brushes with scandal were broken contracts and estranged parents. And Dominic Diamond posts.

Steph seemed to know what I was thinking, because she crossed her arms and regarded me with an arched eyebrow. “They screwed you over pretty good, huh?”

“I—”

“Let me guess,” she went on. “That Michael guy cheated on you, and you wanted to keep it private, and then he rewarded you by spinning the story to make it sound like you were the bad one. I’m guessing he was behind the leak last year about your hospital stay being for drugs instead of exhaustion?”

I flushed. That was exactly what had happened.

“‘Winnie Baker’s Fall from Grace,’” Steph said as if quoting a headline only she could see. “It’s a good story. Because saints love to hate sinners, and sinners love knowing that the saints are all secretly sinning too. Everyone clicks that headline. Everyone.”

“You don’t have to tell me that,” I said as politely as I could.

Steph nodded. “You’re right. I don’t.” She leaned forward, a glint coming into her eye. “Doesn’t it piss you off that he got to keep everything? The good reputation, the gigs, the moral high ground?”

“Of course it does,” I said. Breathed. “All I wanted was to move on. But he wouldn’t let me.”

“Because he’s a chode and chodes think small, Winnie.” Steph reached into her purse and pulled out a card. Her business card.

I took it, not sure what was happening.

“Have you heard of Hope After Dark?” she asked, snapping her purse shut.

“Um, yes,” I said. Everyone had—the announcement that the Hope Channel was veering into racy content had been a bomb-shell no one had missed.

“The lead actor is my client. Kallum Lieberman, one of Nolan Shaw’s former bandmates. I believe you two have met before?”

Met. Memories of that fateful Teen Choice Awards flashed through my mind: Blue eyes, a surfboard falling onto my foot. Hobbling around the after-party with my toes throbbing inside my kitten heel, narcolepsy clawing at my brain. Escaping the party at the Chateau Marmont to hide in the car, where I’d curled up on the seat and let drowsiness take me under.

And then the picture. The infamous picture. Taken by none other than Kallum Lieberman and posted to his MySpace that very night.

“Yes, we’ve met,” I finally answered.

A nod. “Well, I think you’d do great opposite him in the first Hope After Dark movie.”

For a moment, I thought I didn’t hear her correctly. That I was mistaken. Then she gave my confusion a sharp smile. “Think about it. You have a Hope Channel contract you’ve never fulfilled, right? One in the process of being canceled because you broke their morality clause while you were at UnFestival?”

Ugh. “Yes.”

“What if you didn’t have to pay back the money you’d gotten from signing the contract? What if you could still satisfy that contract with a different Hope property?”

“I’ve already tried,” I said. “Before my agent dumped me. They said with my reputation, they couldn’t cast me in anyth—”

Steph interrupted me. “That was then, Winnie. This is now. After Duke the Halls and the way its stars have blown up after the Bianca von Honey scandal, Hope is seeing things in a brand-new light. And who better to head up their spicy new start than their fallen angel?”

“It would never work,” I said, still utterly bewildered. “I can barely believe they’re doing Hope After Dark as it is, but to work with me again? They’d never go for it.”

“Oh, they already have,” Steph said smugly. “And they loved the idea so much they begged me to get you to sign on, pronto. Which means the role is yours if you want it. A salvaged contract, a salvaged bank account, and who knows? Maybe a whole new direction for you.”

“I can’t be in a sexy movie,” I murmured as I looked back down at her business card. The idea was ludicrous. I’d never even seen a raunchy movie. I didn’t own a single sex toy, I’d never even … done things to myself, and I was pretty sure the only time I’d ever had an orgasm was while I was asleep and dreaming raunchy dreams that never seemed to star Michael. On the night my divorce was finalized, I’d drunk half a bottle of wine and Googled the word pornography for the first time in my entire life … and then I was so embarrassed by myself that I’d slammed my laptop shut and binged TikToks about spooky lakes instead.

And the thing was that I wanted to get rid of these walls in my mind; I wanted to watch porn and sexy movies and be the kind of person who could make dirty jokes. The kind of actor who could star in a Hope After Dark movie. But I wasn’t. I was Winnie Baker and I was something much worse than a prude: I was a former prude who had no idea how to un-prude herself.

“Just think about it,” Steph said. She patted my shoulder and strode off, trench coat flapping just above her high heels as she walked. I was still holding her card like it was a live grenade, half tempted to lay it on the curving cobblestone path that led to Renata’s tucked-away building and walk away. Forget this conversation ever happened.

But I didn’t do any of that. I put the card in my pocket, squared my shoulders, and went home.

HOME WAS NOT the house I’d lived in for over a decade, nor was it my parents’ house. The former was Michael’s—bought for him as a wedding present by his mom and dad, who ran a faith-based media empire and had more money than every megachurch in Texas twice over—and the latter I was tacitly no longer welcome in. So I was currently bunking in an old friend’s pool house. She also happened to be the only friend I had left.

I stopped by her back door on my way back to the pool house and saw her sitting at the kitchen island with her chef-made meal and a glass of something clear, which I knew wouldn’t be water. Sure enough, when I slid open the door and stepped inside her minimalist kitchen, I saw a half-empty bottle of Grey Goose on the counter.

“Winnie!” Addison exclaimed, spinning on her stool and padding over to me in her bare feet. They were pale—she was due for a spray tan soon. “I had the chef make dinner for you too tonight.”

“Thanks, Addy,” I said, giving her a big hug. Actor, singer, and self-identified girl boss Addison Hayes had been on another show—a semiserious drama about a widowed pastor and his family—when we were both teenagers, and we’d been put together as manufactured best friends by our management teams. We had matching careers, matching blond hair, matching purity rings. I even did guest vocals on her first album, which had been the launching pad for her wildly successful crossover music career.

We’d drifted apart after the Chateau Marmont incident—all my time and energy was sucked into repairing my image after that—but had reconnected a few years ago, when we’d starred in a Hope Channel movie as long-lost sisters who fell in love with a pair of long-lost brothers. She’d been the only one to stay in touch through the divorce, much less to offer any help, and while we kept it hidden that I was living here so she wouldn’t be tainted by association, she’d still welcomed me with open arms and even more open vodka bottles. I’d be grateful for that welcome until the day I died.

“How was the shrink?” Addison asked, sitting back down and picking up her fork to eat her tiny square of white fish.

I found a plate tented with foil on the counter and got myself a fork. “Fine. I complained about Dominic Diamond.”

“He’s a fuckface,” Addison said. “Do you wanna vodka about it?”

Addison’s willingness to (1) curse, (2) drink, and (3) talk about sex like we didn’t grow up having accountability partners to make sure we weren’t thinking about genitals ever at all had been really strange at first. And then it had become incredibly freeing, because I realized all the things I used to worry would make me a bad person … wouldn’t? Or wouldn’t necessarily? Because Addison was a lot of things, but she was also kind and loyal and a good listener, and she opened her home to me when I had no other place to go … and maybe when it came down to it, being a kind person was more important than having an empty swear jar.

“I might vodka about it later,” I said. “But something else interesting did happen, actually …”

After I finished telling her about Steph and the Hope After Dark offer, Addison was staring at me, her perfectly contoured face gone ashen, like I’d just told her I’d picked up a hitch-hiker off the road and that he was going to live in her backyard sauna now.

“And you immediately told her no, right?” asked Addison. “I mean, what the fuck? The Winnie Baker in a TV-MA movie? You have a brand!”

“Addy,” I said, gently, tiredly, because I had to keep explaining this to people. “The brand is dead. There is no more the Winnie Baker. There is only Winnie Baker who got strung out at UnFestival.”

Addison sniffed in my defense. “Anyone should be so lucky. That’s an exclusive desert experience.”

“This is what I keep trying to tell people!”

“But baby girl,” my old friend said, suddenly serious. “No brand is dead while you’re still alive and pretty. You know what our circle loves more than anything? A good redemption story. And you have all your cards left to play when it comes to one. Make a big deal about how you’ve stopped backsliding and about how you’re trying to work things out with Michael, because your heart has been changed. And then the jobs will come back, the money will come back. Hell, maybe even Michael will come back.”

“But I don’t want Michael back,” I protested.

“Duh,” Addison said, flipping her shining, camera-ready waves over her shoulder. She’d been on QVC every day this week selling leggings for her lifestyle brand, Wishes of Addison, and she hadn’t messy-bun-ified her TV hair yet today. “But think of the optics, Winnie! Couple reunited! Love conquers all! You’ll feed the narrative with a People story and joint public appearances at our church, and everyone will eat it up.”

I made a face, and she gave me a look like I was being deliberately childish.

“I’m not saying love him again. Shit, I’m not even saying only be with him. Just get back together for publicity’s sake and then secretly see other people. Famous couples do it all the time.”

“You don’t do that,” I pointed out. Addison was a rare single woman in our sphere.

“That’s because I have some mileage left on the whole ‘living my calling’ angle,” she said, picking up her fork and gesturing with it like there was an invisible PowerPoint presentation she was teaching from. “I predict that in two years, Wishes of Addison will be anchored enough that I can transition into the ‘I’ve just found the love of my life’ phase of my career, and then by thirty-six, I’ll start the baby phase. After that, Wishes of Addison will launch its new arm, Baby Wishes, and I’ll sell the company and take a job as the chief creative officer. And then? Hotels.” She nodded at her fork and then started digging at her fish again.

“You want to own hotels one day?”

“Fuck yes,” Addison said through a bite of swordfish. “Do you know how much good I could do for the world as a hotel owner? First item of business: every hotel room bathroom has a proper, working fan. Every single one. And a bidet! Second item of business—”

“Is this really my only option?” I cut in, looking down at my own plate of fish. I still hadn’t sat down yet. “Get back together with Michael unless I want to secretly live in your pool house forever?”

“Girl, no,” Addison said. Now the fork was pointed at me. “I’m not telling you to be Michael’s doormat. I’m just saying that you should pretend to be in public. And then do whatever you want in private. Play the game, but still have fun.”

“Is that what you do, Addy?” I asked. For all the time we spent together, I didn’t actually know what her romantic life was like. Given how open she was with me about everything else, it was a little strange that I didn’t know anything more than that she sometimes slipped away at night.

The fork sank down a little, and Addison’s gaze dropped with it. “I do my best,” she said, but for the first time since I’d walked into her kitchen, she sounded a little uncertain.

And it struck me how ridiculous it all was. Here we were, thirty-two years old, household names, and still feeling like our entire lives had to be played by a set of rules that was handed to us when we were too young to choose for ourselves. And I was abruptly sick of it.

Not just tired of it and not just sad about it. But sick of it. Fevered, flushed, shaking. My body readying its defenses to fight off the past that corralled me, the bleak future that beckoned.

I want to define Winnie Baker for myself. That’s what I’d told Renata today. Either I meant that or I didn’t. And if I was going to mean it, then I needed to mean it.

I set down my fork. “Fuck it,” I said and pulled Steph’s card out of my pocket.

Addison’s eyes went as round as Wishes of Addison tealights (only $12.99 at Target and on wishesofaddison.com) as she watched me reach for my phone.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“What has playing the game gotten me, Addy? A cheating husband, a public divorce, and therapy bills that I can barely pay. If the world thinks I’m a fallen angel,” I said, dialing Steph’s number, “then at the very least I want to choose my own wings.”




CHAPTER TWO
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Kallum

Kallum?” Payton asked from beneath me, her legs spread like an invitation as the last letter of my name slipped into a moan. “I … This feels good. Like, so supergood … But I can’t miss the bouquet toss … so maybe we could speed things up here …”

“Oh right. Yeah.” I flipped my tie over my shoulder and began to thrust deeper and harder. I always liked to take my time, and I did aim to please, but just like the Slice, Slice, Baby motto said: Speedy delivery guaranteed or your next pie’s on the house!

She buried her chin into her shoulder and let out a low groan through her teeth, like if there were a pillow to bite down on, she would. “Wait, wait, wait! Can you do the thing?” she asked breathlessly.

“The thing?” At this pace, I couldn’t last much longer. Payton was one of my sister’s oldest friends, and one of the first girls I’d ever seen without a bra under their clothes. (Unless you counted my mom or Tamara, and I definitely did not.) Bras were dumb. So, so dumb. I loved the swoop of a woman’s breast without one—a preference I discovered at a young age thanks to Payton. Fucking Payton now, though, in her best friend Natalie’s bridal suite, was the kind of teenage fantasy too good to be true.

She ground back into me. Was this love? It could be love. It might be love.

“You know, the dough thing,” she said as she slid off my dick and waited for me to make my move.

I inhaled deeply, ready to put her right back where she was. God, I said I wouldn’t do this. I said the last time was the last time … but this really was the last time. I couldn’t say no to Payton. I’d never be able to live with myself.

She pouted and her nipples pressed through the silk of her bridesmaid’s dress, begging me to run my mouth over the fabric. But then I’d break the most important rule of fucking at weddings: do not, under any circumstances, ruin the dress. Sex with clothes on was A+++. Five pepperonis out of five. But having to be gentle and careful with those silly dresses no one ever wore again after that one night always made me feel like a bumbling giant at a tea party.

But one day I would fall in love and I’d treat my dream girl to a new dress every day just so I could tear it to shreds every night … with her permission, of course. And maybe one day was today, who knew?

From the other side of the event hall, the DJ’s voice echoed through the thin walls of the former nunnery turned hipster venue. “Ladies, ten-minute warning before that bouquet toss. Let’s get ready to ruuuuuuuumble!”

Wedding DJs were the worst … but Nolan always said I only thought that because I saw myself in them. To that I said, Don’t you put that evil on me, Nolan Shaw. But maybe I was just like a wedding DJ. You couldn’t tell me those guys dreamed of playing weddings when they were young and dumb and still foolish enough to dream. Back in my INK glory days, I thought I’d be living it up thanks to a long-lasting solo career after me, Nolan, and Isaac would eventually go our own ways. At the very least I’d be producing music, but here I was instead, the owner of a regional pizza chain, fucking his way through half the weddings in the greater Kansas City area.

There was the sex tape, though. That had been a surprisingly not-awful thing—well, unless you asked my sister and my mother. (Or myself, if my head had too much space to think as I was falling asleep at night.)

Speaking of Nolan though, he was supposed to be here. All Natalie had wanted as a wedding gift was for me and Nolan to sing “A Love Like That” from our sophomore album for her first dance, but he backed out at the last minute, and when Natalie found out I was the only crooner left standing, she not-so-gently told me that they’d just have the DJ play the original recording.

Yeah, that one bruised my ego.

But to be fair, we did hook up a year and a half ago at Chad and Chad’s wedding—yes, they were both named Chad. The next day, Natalie went on to catch the bouquet and then meet her newly acquired husband at the post-wedding brunch—and she turned out to be the latest in a long line of bridesmaids to find the love of her life soon after shagging me. It wouldn’t have been so bad if word hadn’t spread across the whole group of people Nolan and I had grown up with. These days, I’m the most sought-after party favor at any wedding, luckier than catching a bouquet.

At first, it was fine. But after the sex tape and the rash of weddings over the last year, I was starting to feel like the pizza you left in the fridge the night before leaving for vacation.

But Payton … I couldn’t say no to my former crush, now, could I?

“Ten minutes,” she said. “Let’s try to wrap this up in two. I gotta check on Natalie before the toss. Your sister did her bustle, and no offense, but her fingers are about as nimble as a pack of Hebrew National Hotdogs.”

Right. I nodded. The grand finale. I had to make this good. Payton was the kind of woman who left detailed ratings on Google. If I didn’t give her a mind-blowing orgasm, she’d make sure everyone we grew up with knew about it. “Let’s do this,” I said, “but maybe try not to drop my sister’s name while we’re boning.”

She gave me a small salute and immediately squealed as I hauled her up by her soft, round hips and flipped her over. She rucked her dress up around her waist and leaned over the arm of the velvet settee. Okay, I could turn off my stupid, mopey brain long enough to enjoy this teenage fantasy come to life.

She readjusted her nude mesh underwear and pulled it to the side, an act of politeness and filth all at the same time.

Midwesterners are nothing if not considerate.

And yeah, she was right … I could do a lot in two minutes.

Without warning, I thrust forward and Payton threw her head back in response, her soft black tendrils turning messy as they cascaded against her back. She bit into her own palm to silence herself, and that right there was enough to make me come.

Even though I knew I shouldn’t (if rule number one was the dress, rule number two was definitely the hair), I wrapped her locks in my fist and gently tugged.

“Oh God, Kallum, say it! Please. Say it!”

And that was it. That was enough to kill the mood. At least in my head it was. But my head didn’t bother to deliver that message to my stupid dick, which was basically on the verge of spilling.

“Say it,” Payton begged.

I took a deep breath and let her hair fall back over her shoulder before I slapped her ass and plowed into her just like I had with another bridesmaid in my now-infamous sex tape. “And that’s what I call tossing the dough,” I said with as much enthusiasm as I could muster as she pushed back against me, our rhythm sending her over the edge … and well … me too.

Consider this dough tossed.

“WHAT’D I MISS?” I asked as I sat back down at our family table between Dad and Tamara.

“Not a goddamn thing,” Dad said, like the most hopeless man in the world. My father (God bless him) had sat through more bat mitzvahs, bar mitzvahs, funerals, weddings, birthdays, showers, and anniversary parties than any human person should have to in their lifetime—especially my dad, who communicated in grunts and nods and still referred to INK as my little high school band. (He was proud though, in his own way. I once found a stash of INK clippings tucked away in the bottom drawer of his impeccably organized rolling Craftsman toolbox.) All the social events Jacob Lieberman suffered through were in the name of love, however, because being married to Josephine Lieberman required more schmoozing than the fucking mayor.

Mom reached into her purse and handed me a Styrofoam container. “You missed the cake, but don’t you worry, Mommy had one packed up for you.”

“Aw, thanks, Ma,” I said as I opened the container and scooped a bite of Chantilly cake into my mouth.

“Where the hell have you been?” my sister said as she flopped down beside me in the same color dress as Payton wore but in a different style.

I turned to her and made the mistake of making eye contact. That’s all it ever took with Tamara. She was tall and sturdy, with the same strong eyebrows and pale olive complexion we both shared, and she could see right through my charm like no one else could. And she was also the owner of a T-shirt-printing empire on Etsy, which turned out to require more cutthroat instincts than you’d think.

She slapped me with her beaded clutch. “You piece of shit!”

“What?” I asked as innocently as I could with my mouth still full of cake.

Beside me, Dad’s head began to droop as he dozed to Cardi B’s “WAP” playing on the dance floor.

“Tamara, don’t hit your brother,” Mom said in her shushing voice, which had a particularly triggering effect on my sister.

Still, I couldn’t help but parrot our mother. “Yeah, Tammy Cakes. Don’t hit your brother.”

“Well, maybe I wouldn’t hit my brother if he didn’t fuck Payton!” she said as Toby, one of the triplets, flung himself into her lap, practically knocking her chair over. (I swore, those six-year-old meatheads didn’t know their own strength.)

“Is it over yet?” he moaned.

Dad shook his head awake, like an old cartoon character. “Not soon enough, kiddo.”

“Kallum would never do that,” Mom said, still talking to Tamara. “Come here, Toby. Come see Bubbie Jo.”

“Mom, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Tamara said as Toby fled for his grandmother’s welcoming arms. “You have to stop pretending Kallum’s some kind of angel. At the very least, you could treat him like an adult man. Let’s not forget the sex tape that humiliated the whole family.”

Mom willfully ignored her and held Toby in her lap, whispering soft words in his ear. Watching her with him was like a flashback to my own childhood. I could practically smell the butterscotch on her breath. It had taken Mom a while to get over the sex tape, but once she had, it was as if it never happened … which was why the news I had to break to my family tonight might just destroy her.

“Kallum, baby,” Mom said, “did you ever call that sweet girl from the health department?”

“Ma, I can’t date my health inspector. That’s a conflict of interest,” I explained.

She rolled her eyes. “So politically correct these days. That girl might be the love of your life—the mother to my grandchildren.”

“The second mother to your grandchildren,” my sister inserted.

Mom didn’t take the bait. “You should call her. I think April Kowalczk”—that was Nolan’s mom—“might even know her mother from Jazzercise.”

Toby threw his head back before burrowing even deeper into her, which was enough of a distraction for her to drop the conversation.

I turned to Tamara and whispered, “How’d you know it was Payton?”

She swatted me again, and this time much harder. “I knew it! You only go after the brides-maids, and there’s only two brides-maids tonight, you buttface. Me and Payton. And it certainly wasn’t me.”

A chill of disgust rolled down my spine.

“The feeling is mutual,” she confirmed.

Tucker, my brother-in-law, sauntered across the dance floor and then sat down next to Tamara with his arm draped over the back of her chair.

“Where are the other two?” she asked, referring to the other two triplets, Tristan and Theo. With a total of five kids, my sister was doing a constant headcount.

He pointed across the room with his chin. “Over with your auntie Fran. She’s giving them fifty cents for every plate they help clear.”

“She knows there’s a catering staff whose job that actually is, right?” Tamara asked.

Tucker shrugged. “What can I say, babe? We’ve got some little entrepreneurs on our hands.”

She leaned over and kissed his cheek before whispering, “I think I’d rather them be doctors like their daddy.”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes a little. Tucker’s face was plastered across billboards and bus benches all across the city. He was a urologist and the self-proclaimed “Vasectomy King of Kansas City,” though I personally referred to him as Dr. Dick—something my father found hilarious.

Despite Tucker being a little bit of a tool, he was good to my sister, and after all she’d been through, she deserved it.

“All right, party people,” the DJ said, “it’s time for that bouquet toss.”

This was the perfect time. Mom would be in a good mood from all her favorite romantic wedding traditions and Tamara was just a little bit drunk. Dad was practically asleep. And Tucker … well, I didn’t really care what Tucker thought.

“I have news,” I blurted.

“Us first,” Tamara said.

“What?” I asked. “Is it another baby?”

Tucker snorted and threw back the rest of his Scotch. “God, I hope not.”

In addition to the triplets, Tamara had an older child from when she was seventeen and then her youngest, Talia, who was conceived just a few days before Tucker went under the knife for his own vasectomy. Needless to say, a sixth kid was not part of the plan.

“Is now the best time to talk about this?” Mom asked Tamara.

“The best time for what?” I asked, the panic in my chest tightening. “Ma, are you okay? Is something wrong with you or Pop?”

“No, no, no,” she said, enjoying my concern just a bit.

“They’re fine,” Tamara told me.

“I don’t get what the big deal is,” Tucker said before turning to me. “We’re going on a cruise for Hanukkah this year. There. Now he knows.”

My heart sank. “A cruise?” I asked. “But I get seasick. You guys remember the last time.” Soon after INK split and I moved back home to Kansas City with what money I had managed to save, Cruising with the Stars reached out to me about filling a spot on one of their cruises to the Bahamas after Kelly Clarkson had to drop out at the last minute. I’d get a nice paycheck, and the suite they offered me was big enough for my parents, Tamara, and her oldest kid (and my favorite nephew), Topher, who’d been thirteen at the time. I’d only made it through one performance before getting so violently seasick they had to fly me home from Nassau. But hey, the family got to swim with dolphins.

“We know,” Tamara said diplomatically. “Which is why we wanted to let you know now …”

“So that—what? I could train my nausea-stamina or something? I’m going to be puking my guts out over the railing the whole time.” This didn’t make any sense. Lieberman family Hanukkahs, particularly the first and last nights, were more cherished than any other holiday. Hell, even when I was on tour, I was sure to be home. I even brought Isaac and Nolan back with me on more than one occasion.

Mom gave Tamara a panicked look, and even Dad was awake now.

“Kallum, you’re not going,” Tamara finally says. “I mean, you could if you wanted to, but no one’s going to want to be your nursemaid the whole time.”

“But why Hanukkah?” I asked. “You could all go any other time, but—”

“Mom has always wanted to go on the Cruise of Lights, and well, Tucker and I are taking Mom, Dad, and the whole family for their fortieth anniversary.”

It was hard to argue with that. Mom had ordered catalogs for the Cruise of Lights every year since we were kids. A cruise chock-full of Jewish entertainment, all-kosher dining, and even trivia nights. Even though our family didn’t keep kosher and there wasn’t a shortage of trivia nights on the family social calendar, the cruise was still the woman’s dream come true.

“You never know,” Mom said as Toby fell asleep in her lap, “you just might find a nice girl before then who you’d like to share the holiday with.”

Tamara studied her half-eaten cake. Before she met Tucker, Mom had spent every waking moment looking for a suitable bachelor who would consider courting a single mother. I’d never really been marriage material, and my sister and I butt heads on lots of things, but at least she had my back on that.

“Your turn,” Tamara said, softer than usual. “What’s your big news, little brother?”

“You all know how Nolan did that movie, Duke the Halls, and it really took off?” I asked. “And he even met his girlfriend, Bee?”

“His mother is just so proud of him,” Mom said. “And I watched it twice!”

Tucker nodded. “Gentiles really know a thing or two about holiday movies.”

Pop scoffed. “Everyone knows the best Christmas movies are made by members of the tribe. After all, didn’t Irving Berlin write White Christmas?”

Mom beamed at him.

“Well, the execs at the Hope Channel were so psyched about how well Nolan’s film went that they asked me to star in one too.”

For a very rare moment, my entire family was silent, and even the smooth R&B song playing in the background seemed to melt away.

And then they burst into sidesplitting laughter.

I could have just waited until the movie came out. Ya know, forgiveness after the fact? But if I did that, Mom might never get over it. Better to warn her of things to come. I learned that lesson after failing to mention the sex tape to her before it was all over the internet.

“Want to hear something even funnier?” I asked. “They’ve got me playing a young Santa.”

Pop’s eyes went wide before he began to laugh even harder. “Put that tummy you got going to good use!”

I gave him a half-hearted grin. Well, fuck. Here goes nothing. “It’s actually part of a new initiative of, uh, scintillating holiday movies called Hope after Dark.”

Everyone continued on laughing until Tucker tilted his head to the side. “Bro. Like … a Christmas porno?”

Mom was the first to stop laughing, and then Tamara, and then Dad.

“What does this mean?” Mom asked, her voice now full of alarm and suspicion. “Hope After Dark?”

“You didn’t actually say yes to this, did you, Kal?” Tamara asked. “Not after everything that industry has put you through. Everything it’s put all of us through.”

“Of course he didn’t,” Mom said.

I looked at her then, and I could see the disappointment already forming in her soft hazel eyes. Of course I said yes. The moment Steph called me with the offer from Teddy, I was in. It was foolish. I had everything I needed. A thriving business. Family who loved me. But after spending my teen years being every girl’s last choice for a fake boyfriend at slumber parties, seeing T-shirts with my face hitting clearance racks nationwide, and being the only member of INK to not receive an offer for a solo album, there was nothing else for me to say but yes.

Not only had the sex tape made me relevant again, but for the first time, I was the hot one. I was the sexy one with the dad bod and the sexual enthusiasm of a tattooed line chef.

And just maybe there was a life for me outside of Slice, Slice, Baby and being the most okay-est uncle ever. (It wasn’t my fault that baby Talia cried every time I made eye contact with her.)

“The contract is signed,” I said. “I leave for LA in two days and then I’ll go to Vermont for three weeks of filming.”

“What about the restaurants?” Dad asked, suddenly concerned for my pizza empire.

“Topher is in charge while I’m gone,” I explained. “And he’s cat-sitting Bread too.”

My sister’s jaw dropped. “You mean to tell me that my twenty-year-old son is in charge of your entire restaurant chain for nearly a month and you didn’t even speak to me about it first?” Tamara asked. “He’s still in school!”

I nodded. “The staff is solid, and Toph can troubleshoot. I’m just a phone call away.”

Mom stood, hoisting Toby up with her. “I’m ready to leave. Tammy, we’ll take the boys home and relieve Talia’s babysitter.”

“But, Ma, you’ll miss the send-off for the bride and the groom. There’re supposed to be sparklers,” I tell her. “Your favorite.”

“I’m not feeling very well,” she said in the same curt tone she used the day she found out I’d agreed to change the spelling of my name from Callum to Kallum for the sake of INK. (You couldn’t spell ink without a K, ya know?)

“Good night,” I said with a nod. “I love you.”

My father came around the side of the table and gave me a firm grip on my shoulder. “Night, son.”

Beside me, Tamara shook her head before gulping down the rest of her wine.

Just beyond our table, I watched Payton reach above her head, a laughing grin on her face as she caught Natalie’s bouquet.

The tradition lived on.




CHAPTER THREE
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Winnie

The Hope Channel office was a glass and granite nightmare in Studio City, lined with boxy bushes and with absolutely no visitor parking.

Addison pulled her G-Wagon up to the curb, put it in park, and then chirped, “Home sweet reliable paycheck home!”

I looked down at my trembling hands, wondering if it was my narcolepsy medication making me jittery. With my type of narcolepsy, I didn’t have to worry about sudden losses of muscle tone, only extreme sleepiness during the day and screwed-up sleep at night. The medicine helped a lot, but it wasn’t perfect, and sometimes it made me feel a little fried during the day, like a long-haul trucker on his seventh cup of coffee white-knuckling the steering wheel.

Then again, this might just be good, old-fashioned about-to-make-a-sexy-Santa-movie nerves. It had been two weeks since I told Steph I’d take the role, and for every hour of those two weeks, I’d doubted my decision, because:


1. I wasn’t sure if I even knew how to be sultry on-screen, given that I wasn’t even sure if I’d ever been sultry in real life. Michael certainly claimed I’d never been—one of the reasons for his infidelity, he said.

2. After the divorce, I’d finally stopped living on the edge of starvation in order to maintain the “right” image, and my body had changed. My tummy was softer, my hips were rounder. My thighs were not runway-model thighs. And that was all going to be on camera. (And then on Hopeflix, where viewers could easily grab as many unflattering screenshots as they liked.)

3. Kallum Lieberman was my costar. The same Kallum Lieberman who took the infamous Chateau Marmont picture … the catalyst for my life being turned upside down.

4. Could Santa even be sexy? What about smelly reindeer and a velvet capsule wardrobe could possibly be sexy???



Addison faced me and took a long slurp from her iced beet juice. “It’s just an intimacy coordination meeting,” she said. “Everything will be supersafe and slow today, I promise.”

“Have you even done one before?”

“Well, no, but I watched an SNL skit about them once. So chillax, sweetie, it’s going to be great.”

“Is it obvious I’m nervous?”

“Girl, you’re turning that heated seat into a vibrating seat with how much you’re shaking. Take a deep breath—and maybe an edible—and then go show the world what I already know: that you’re a sexy narcoleptic flower just waiting to blossom.”

“I don’t have any edibles,” I pointed out, but I did take a deep breath.

“I have some in my purse, obvi,” Addison said, but I was already waving her off and unbuckling my seat belt.

“Thank you for dropping me off,” I said, sliding out of the car.

“No worries! I’ll be nearby in a Wishes meeting, so just call when you’re done. And, Winnie?”

I shut the car door and looked back at my friend through the rolled-down window, knowing she was about to say something kind and empowering, and that it would fill me with confidence and courage, and that I would use her words to draw strength from for the rest of the Santa, Baby production schedule. “Yes, Addy?”

“Let me know if Kallum’s actually packing or if those were just good camera angles in his video, okay? I have a bet with my spray tan girl.”

And then she sucked down another two inches of beet juice and took off, tires screeching on the asphalt.

“… AND YOU’RE GOING to love coming back to Christmas Notch,” Don was saying to me. “Hopeflix is sparing no money bringing Hope After Dark to life, and we’re even building custom sets. Just wait until you see the sleigh where Santa first seduces your character! No spoilers, but the gold carriage the British monarchy trots out for parades has nothing on this. Except for the actual gold, maybe.”

Don Dilly was a Hope Channel producer—one I’d worked with several times before—and I got the distinct impression from his bright chatter and constant gesturing that he’d been told to hype up the project and hype me up as well, probably to reassure me that I was firmly back in the Hope Channel’s embrace. Unfortunately for him, no number of monarchy-topping sleighs was going to settle the metallic panic currently roiling in my chest. And it didn’t help that the hallway we were walking down was lined with framed Hope Channel movie posters—several of which had me on them. Me smiling or me with a face full of Christmas wonder or me looking beatifically up at a bland man in a sweater.

Seeing all these past Winnies—happy, slender, blank—was beyond disorienting.

I wasn’t her anymore.

So why was I here?

“Now the intimacy coordinator is a hoot, a real hoot,” Don was saying, and for the first time, I detected some nervousness under his otherwise chipper tone. “Quite the character, very different from people we usually have on set—well, Duke the Halls being the exception. Anyway, Hope After Dark is a really exciting direction for Hope Media at large, and we think some out of the box thinking is warranted in who we partner with, but that being said, he is a little—”

The door at the end of the hallway crashed open, revealing a white man about my age with blond hair, a beach-ready suntan, and the face of a Ken doll. One hand held a phone in front of his face, and the other hand held the ugliest dog I’d ever seen in my entire life.

“I don’t care how good he is with animals, I don’t want him around Miss Crumpets when she’s visiting you!” he was yelling into the phone. “And you owe it to me after you stole my lube dispenser from my bedside table, and don’t lie and say you didn’t, because my sister saw you, and you know it’s emotionally mine after spending the last two years cleaning lube off the floor because you didn’t know how to use it right, and that stuff stains, Levi!”

“—out there,” Don finished heavily. “He’s a little out there.”

For the first time, the intimacy coordinator seemed to notice that he wasn’t alone in the hallway, his blue-green eyes narrowing at us. From the end of his phone, someone was yelling back at him, but he ignored them and used his ugly dog’s paw to point at me. “You. Winnie Baker. I’ll be back for you and Kallum when I’m done with this.” And then he was pushing past us to the door outside, the dog wriggling in excitement the whole way.

Don cleared his throat in the ensuing silence. “Should I show you to the meeting room?”

He didn’t need to show me—I’d shivered through enough AC-blasted meetings in these offices that I could have probably drawn the building’s vent schematics from memory—but I still let him take my elbow and lead me into the room, which was empty save for us, the furniture, and a pink plastic box on the meeting room table.

No Kallum. Not yet. I took in a sudden breath and realized I’d been holding it all this time.

Okay. Okay, I could do this. I’d white-knuckled my way through narcoleptic episodes, through diets so brutal that gallons of coffee were the only way to stop my stomach from chewing itself apart, through long dinners with Michael where he never tore his eyes away from his phone to talk to me. If I’d made myself uncomfortable for him, for my parents, for my old agent, then why couldn’t I make myself uncomfortable for myself? For something that I wanted to do?

The new Winnie Baker had herself under control. The new Winnie Baker had her shit together. And she was going to make a sexy Santa movie and show the world that she was here on her own terms, dang it.

A small ding chimed next to me, and Don glanced at his smartwatch. His face paled as he read the message. “Oh crapping heck,” he mumbled.

“Everything okay?”

“A snowstorm just hit a set in Georgia, and now a ten-thousand-dollar-a-day machine for making fake snow is stuck in the real snow. Excuse me, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Don ducked out, already pulling his phone free, and then it was just me in the room. Just me and the vents keeping the room at the approximate temperature of a meat locker.

I didn’t sit, still needing to force myself back into Winnie Baker Has Her Shit Together mode. Instead, I paced around the table and dragged my fingers over the surface, stopping when I got to the pink plastic box, which was none other than a vintage Barbie-branded Caboodle.

An unlatched vintage Barbie-branded Caboodle, and even though I knew it wasn’t polite to snoop, I lifted the lid anyway and then stared at the contents inside, unable to piece together why they were all in the same place. Body tape, thin pieces of foam that reminded me of the shells stuffed inside bra cups, kneepads, baby oil. I picked up a flesh-colored piece of fabric that was sewn into the shape of a pouch and then stared at it for a moment.

“That would be my pickle pouch,” came a deep, cheerful voice from behind me, and I startled, dropping the pouch as the lid to the Caboodle lightly clunked back down. I turned around to see Kallum Lieberman standing only a few feet away—and then had to tilt my head back in order to keep seeing him, because oh my God, had he always been that tall?

Tall and big. Like big enough to be throwing logs at one of those Scottish competitions made up entirely of burly men in kilts. His head practically scraped the ceiling, and his shoulders were broad enough to cast a shadow over me. The graphic T-shirt he wore under his denim jacket clung to the outward curve of his stomach, and his big, sturdy thighs pushed against his jeans.

And his hands! They were massive! Surely they couldn’t have been that big when we were younger? Because I’d never seen hands like that, hands the size of dinner plates, and they looked so impossibly strong, like he could wrap his fingers around my arms and lift me bodily off the ground without so much as a grunt.

Somehow, totally unbidden, the image of those hands on my waist floated to the surface of my mind. Stroking my hips. Pressing into my skin. Searching out my navel and the little dents at the small of my back.

With a flush, I realized that I’d been staring at his hands. His hands, which were down by his thighs, and it must have looked like I was staring at his—

“Making sure the pouch will fit?” Kallum asked with a giant grin. Through the dark blond of his beard, a dimple pulled, and then something in my stomach felt like it was falling all the way down to the floor.

“Because I already told Jack he’ll need to find something larger,” Kallum added. “Like a sock hat. Or a sleeping bag.”

He laughed, and it was deep and happy, like he didn’t have a care in the world. And maybe he didn’t. Maybe he walked around oblivious to everything, leaving a trail of dropped surf-boards and sleeping Winnie Baker pictures behind him.

I stuck out my hand and pasted on the biggest smile I could. “Winnie Baker,” I said. “It’s lovely to meet you in person.”

His smile faded a little, the
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