

One

Daisy Emmett knew she should never have agreed to help her mortal enemy the moment she saw the keep out sign. Or, more accurately, the twelve keep out signs, in varying shades of unhinged. There was an official-looking one, advertising extreme legal action for all trespassers. Then a gigantic round one attached to the barbed-wire-laced gate of his middle-of-nowhere Maine home, with various health-and-safety-style stick figures being brutalized by booby traps all over it. And if that wasn’t enough to put you off, there were also the seven massive dogs the other signs advertised.

She felt pretty sure one of them was just a picture of a werewolf.

Its fork-sized fangs glared down at her from a glossy billboard-looking thing atop the fence next to the gate. And this fence was big. It stood twice as tall as her, even though she was five-five in her very professional heels, and it seemed to wrap around the entirety of the property that lay beyond.

All of which was, in one way, understandable.

Caleb Miller was a very famous man. And not just because his books were familiar with the number-one spot on every bestseller list in existence. Or because there was now a near cottage industry of glossy TV adaptations of most of his work, two of which had starred Nicole Kidman. Or because many airport bookstores survived on his name alone.

No, there was also his mythos.

The legends that had built up around him.

That he hated talking to people so much everyone in the small town he lived in had barred him from their establishments. That he never smiled; that he did smile but his smile was bloodcurdling; that if you smiled at him, he would have you fired. And of course the big one: that the only thing he cared about was the mysterious beloved he had lost long ago.

Oh yeah, people loved that one.

She could definitely see some trying to scale his fence over it. So it made sense, it really did. And yet at the same time, all this just seemed like typical Miller bullshit to her. She could still see him now in her mind’s eye, sitting across the table from her in Professor Dunderson’s workshop. Perpetually sat back in his chair, enormous arms folded across his thick chest, expression set to withering.

An opinion like happy endings are for fools always on his lips.

In fact, those were the very words that had landed him in this much hot water—spoken on The View, directly to Whoopi Goldberg’s face. Before he’d stormed off, to the horror and shock of literally everybody on the planet.

Though if she was being honest, she had no idea how he’d even managed to write romance novels that so many people actually believed in and loved in the first place. Or how he made his fan club think he had secret passionate depths, and some love story for the ages in his past. All those dedications at the start of his books—my soul is lost without yours, my heart wants to march to where you are sleeping, there is no light without the one that you provide—were just bunk, as far as she was concerned.

Lemony Snicket–style nonsense.

Something to get people salivating and speculating.

He was savvy enough for it, after all. He’d tricked her into thinking he had a soul at one point. Right the way back before their enemyship had begun, when she first heard him speaking in some lecture and thought—I want to know that guy. The one who understands The Remains of the Day. The one who understands every single thing that lies beneath the surface of that fool’s words. The one who said it all to back up a girl who’d just been interrupted by some dipshit.

Then she had watched as he slowly ground all her glowing first impressions down to dust.

By graduation, she’d wondered if she could get away with murdering him.

And it seemed like nothing about him had changed. Honestly, she wasn’t sure why she’d imagined otherwise. Or what had made Henry Samuel Beckett—“Beck” to his friends, of which she had somehow found herself being one—believe that hiring her for this job was a good idea. Because, yes, she had a fabulous public relations company with a stellar reputation. Sure, she also had a kind of former relationship with the man Beck had wanted the public relations sorting for. But it had all just seemed to happen so quickly and in such a poorly-thought-outway.

Beck had bowled her over with his golden retriever enthusiasm over dinner, the minute she just happened to mention she had once known Caleb Miller. And her other good buds, Mabel and Alfie, had chimed in with what a great opportunity this would be to raise her company’s international reputation. And then the next thing she knew, they had been making plans over Alfie’s birthday steaks.

A book tour. For Miller’s latest book, If You Were Mine.

But one that would really give him every opportunity to show his softer side, his better side, the side of him that was passionate with this mystery woman the internet always blathered on about. He must have one, Beck had insisted, with his big earnest eyes all wide and his warm voice all full of sincerity. God, it was like he had hypnotized her with kindness.

She hadn’t even managed to say that Miller definitely didn’t.

She just couldn’t when faced with someone who thought life was all rainbows and sunbeams.

Instead of what it actually was: turning up to a supposedly arranged meeting with your mortal enemy just to discover the only way in was via an intercom that didn’t work. She finally took a breath and dared to press the button on it, and it tilted sideways. It made a weird hollow noise. Then she looked behind and found not one connected wire.

She was forced to knock.

But of course knocking just triggered the sound of a snarling dog. It made her jump back and scan the surrounding area, as if it was going to lunge at her somehow. Heart racing, every breath coming too quick and too ragged, one hand on her chest—until she realized. She heard it loop, pretty distinctly, and rolled her eyes.

It wasn’t real.

Of course it wasn’t.

The chances of Miller having another being in there that he needed to care for were precisely zero. The usually unfriendly campus cat at Nordbrook had taken a liking to him, and she’d never seen anyone ignore something so fiercely in all her life. People had looked on in awe at this wizard who had received the blessing of that perfect creature, while he’d responded with nothing but fuming. Once she was sure she’d heard him hiss, Leave me alone, I will never love you.

And then there was the time the dean’s daughter had accidentally taken his hand, because he was older than most students and sort of shaped like her dad. He’d whipped that thing away so fast you’d have thought the kid was made of molten lava. She wouldn’t have been surprised to see him nudge her with his foot.

Nudging things away had been his favorite pastime, after all.

If one of the romance novels she loved to read in college had gotten too near to him: Nudge.

Her cardigan brushed his sleeve on the arm of a lecture hall chair: Nudge.

Someone looked at him too long, or spoke to him too much, or breathed in his direction, or broke the cone of silence he established around himself at parties she didn’t understand him attending: Nudge, nudge, nudge, nudge, nudge. Hell, she was fully expecting a nudge now, even if she did somehow manage to get to him.

You scale that fence and he’s going to shove you off it, she told herself.

But that core of determination inside her was, unfortunately, already forcing her to slip off her heels, climb up onto the bonnet of her car in her stockinged feet, and get ahold of the top of the fence. There was a sign with a sturdy edge that she could get her foot onto, and she did. She dragged herself toward it and up, muscles screaming, something going prang in her shoulder as she went about it.

But she got one leg over.

She managed to hold there, half balanced on the inch-thick wood between coils of barbed wire, while she got her breath back. Then, after that, all she had to do was slide herself all the way over and down, no problems. Just a quick ten-foot drop into a probable snake pit. No big deal. Think of Caleb Miller winning this war against doing something he actually agreed to, she thought, and went to slide to the right.

And that was when she heard the throat clear.

Barely more than a sigh, soft as a slight breeze.

But enough to immediately raise her hackles. Of course it did—she would have known the sound of him anywhere. He had always looked like the kind of man who spoke with a deep roar of a voice. Only he didn’t really at all. Instead, every sound he made almost seemed to purr out of him and pour over whoever he was speaking to. It made her think of melted butter spread over something just ever so slightly rough.

Though she told herself that maybe the mismatch between the sound and the look of him wasn’t the same as before. Maybe he was different now. Maybe he had shrunk. Or shaved. Or started wearing soft jumpers. She’d turn her head and find somebody as unintimidating as a spoon. But then she dared to actually look at him, and oh god god god.

He was exactly the same.

Absurdly the same. He even appeared to be wearing an identical uniform to the one he’d always adored when she’d known him back in college. Worn jeans, of the kind you might find on a cowboy who had time traveled here from 1975, a belt with a whole plated buckle on it, boots the size of bowling balls, a sad gray Henley underneath a denim shirt that looked as if it had been washed every day since the dawn of time.

It was honestly a miracle it was still blue.

Or that his enormous body wasn’t just bursting out of it.

Not that she wanted to see said body, all things considered. His shoulders still looked too broad to fit through the average doorframe; his chest was so burly it seemed like a miracle he could comfortably cross his arms over it. And of course said arms were testing that threadbare material.

His biceps bloomed against it, as rounded as some overripe fruit.

She remembered people saying that he had grown up on a farm, or hauled things around for a living, or chopped wood as some kind of hobby. And she could actually see a block with an axe in it by his front porch. But she didn’t think that was it, she never had. He looked like the type of man who came by his bulk through hard graft of some type. Yet she was sure it was something else.

Five thousand press-ups in the early-morning light to stave off having a single emotion. Or maybe a twenty-mile run in the middle of the night after nightmares that gave him a slight feeling. She knew for a fact that he loved to swim when no one was around, because of that time in the old Swanson building back on campus.

The cracked door.

The flicker of blue light through the water, and nothing else.

Four in the morning, everything silent and still except for the sound of him surging from one side to the other. The look on his face when he’d caught her standing there with her hand just barely holding the door open. She could still see it now, behind her eyes. Like she’d slapped him. Like she’d stolen something from him.

Though sometimes she thought she’d imagined that last part.

It had disappeared so quickly, after all. And it had been replaced by exactly what she saw on his face now. That smug smirk, near hidden amidst the grizzled beard now just touched with gray. Black-as-pitch eyes with a flicker of amused light in them, beneath that constantly heavy, lowering brow.

He had a slab of a face, slow and resistant to showing emotion of any kind.

But he always managed to achieve triumph at the sight of her failures. “Oh, what a shock, Daisy Emmett is clumsily risking her neck for some completely unnecessary and ludicrous cause. What happened, you hear a shitty opinion coming from my yard that you just couldn’t wait to shoot down?” he said, after a long moment of drinking her in.

It made her wish her ass weren’t quite so in the air.

Though she couldn’t focus on that now. He had just said a lot of words. And she had to now destroy all of them before he imagined he had the upper hand. “If shitty opinions were the only thing inspiring me, just knowing the shitty-opinion machine was on the other side of this thing would have me nuking the place from orbit. In fact, I might anyway, considering you’re still acting like I’m a messy disaster who cares too much about everything.”

“You once sank up to your waist in quicksand trying to rescue a rabbit.”

She attempted to throw up a hand. Wobbled, and then drew it back, and settled for just saying how wrong he was getting things. “It wasn’t a rabbit, it was a small deer. And it wasn’t quicksand. It was a completely innocuous-looking mud puddle. That absolutely nobody could have imagined would be dangerous.”

“Well, I managed to see it. And warn you about it, I might add,” he said, just a little sullen about it now. She could see that pouty lower lip a little better beneath his sloppy mustache, and that meant she had scored a point.

Now to go for the win.

“Because you’re a survival manual made flesh. I feel like you were born in some apocalyptic future and somehow managed to find your way back through time to us. Much to my unending fury at whoever made that possible,” she said.

And got a brief flash of outrage, before he settled into sardonicism.

“So you’d sooner have zombie hordes murder me in some 2050 hellscape.”

“I didn’t say anything about zombie hordes. Or you being murdered.”

“Yeah, but we both know you’re thinking it. And not just because you’d love to see me trampled to death by a million undead beings,” he said, so withering and sure about it that she wanted to shrug his claim off. She wanted to scoff at the idea that he still knew her so well. That there was a familiarity between them, despite how much seething hatred there was in the middle of it.

But she couldn’t.

She understood exactly what he meant.

He had been the only person in her year who’d loved zombie movies as much as her, much to her irritation. If zombie movies were ever mentioned in any lecture, their hands were raised as one. They had both attended a marathon of them once in the screening room at the back of the audiovisual center, and he was the only other person who’d made it through all seven movies.

She remembered waking up to him standing over her, disapprovingly.

He had always hated her love of an excessive amount of movie snacks.

Though she was hardly about to cop to recalling any of that. It already felt like she was being drowned in memories she had long since forced out of her head. She wasn’t about to let him know this was the case. “Why are you still calling them beings and acting like they’d do something that pedestrian to your helpless body? They would pull your guts out through your asshole, Miller. See, this is your whole problem. No apocalyptic imagination at all. It’s why your Dawn of the Dead homage died on its arse,” she said, and was pleased at herself for it, too.

Her heart only sank when she saw him tilt his head to one side. Flinty eyes suddenly gleaming. “So you’ve been avidly following my career, then,” he said. Like the spectacular ass he was.

“Don’t say it like I’m obsessed with you. It’s what I’ve been hired for.”

“Somehow I doubt taunting me about my failures was in the job description.”

“Nor was climbing a fence to get you ready for this book tour, but here we are,” she said, as she did her best to reposition on said fence. It was starting to dig into her shins and her palms. Plus this vicious back-and-forth wasn’t exactly helping her stay stable. She needed to turn, to sit on it instead.

And she sort of managed.

Her skirt was now too high up her thighs, but she was perched on the fence.

Though it was only after she had that she realized he hadn’t spoken for a long while. Which wouldn’t have meant that much, under most circumstances. He wasn’t a super big talker. He’d once been told off by one of the university librarians for shushing people too much.

But this was an argument.

With her. Oh, he always had words for that.

So what was with the silence?

Then she saw the way he was looking at anything but her and wincing just the tiniest bit, and knew before the words shoved out of him. Almost like a cough, except with syllables and sentences. “Yeah, but I’m not going on any book tour.”

“What do you mean you’re not going? Beck said you had completely and wholeheartedly agreed,” she snapped out, fully expecting some weasel-worded excuse or lie. But instead he snapped back, sharp as anything.

“Yeah, quick question. Did he almost throw up after he did?”

“No. He just went to see if his cat needed letting out.”

“He doesn’t have a cat. Him and his wife have a dog, Ziggy.”

See, and you knew that but still fell for it, she thought to herself. She even pictured the dog in question when he said it: a miniature schnauzer that lived for dragging people’s socks off their feet.

She couldn’t let Miller know any of this, however.

She had to play dumb.

“But then why wouldn’t he just say what kind of pet he actually has?”

“I take it you’ve met him, right? And seen him trying to cover his tracks?”

“Yeah, he does it poorly. That still doesn’t explain why he would do this.”

“Maybe he thought you could persuade me. Given our past relationship,” he said, the last two words so casually spoken it jolted her a little. Since when do you think we had one, she wanted to spit at him.

But then he rolled his eyes.

So she rolled hers back.

“Since when did our past relationship involve me ever persuading you of anything? I couldn’t even get you to concede that fast zombies are superior to slow zombies. You stormed out of a whole classroom because I argued that something slower than a sloth could never really be a threat to humanity,” she said, and was relieved to see how hard it got to him.

She practically saw the memory slap him across the face. “Yeah, and I’m still furious about it. A sloth,” he ground out, near enough between gritted teeth. Just like when she’d done it all those years ago. In fact, everything was just like it had been all those years ago.

It almost made her dizzy to feel how easy slipping back into it all was.

Everything was supposed to be distant. Stiffly polite. Unfamiliar. Gracie Bremmel, wasn’t it? he was supposed to say. I sort of remember you. I kind of know what you’re talking about. Here, hold my latte for me while I get settled in business class.

Or worse. Like some of the footballers and celebrities she’d handled before Alfie. The spoiled ones, the gross ones. The ones who’d thrown up on her and called her at three in the morning. He won’t be like that, Beck had said.

And he’d been right.

But somehow, the reality was worse.

It was making her sweat; it was making her blush and be as awkward as she had been at twenty-three. The cracks in the brisk professionalism she’d papered over her personality were showing. She had to really dig her nails into her palms. Straighten, smooth out her expression. You have your own business now, Daisy, she told herself. And you run it like a well-oiled machine. You run everything like a well-oiled machine. Your whole life is breezing in, all brusque and efficient, and solving everybody’s problems. Then she answered him, as firm as she had ever been with anyone. “I’m not going to argue about it while stuck up here,” she said. “In fact, I’m not going to argue about anything like that with you at all.”

Only the second she had, he came right back at her. “Well, there’s a real simple solution to that dilemma. It’s called going back to where you came from before I call the cops,” he said, and on the word cops it just happened. Words burst out of her before she could stop a single one of them.

“You hate the cops. You’d sooner be murdered by burglars than call them.”

“Back then. But maybe I don’t feel that way now. Maybe I like them.”

“Maybe you should. Maybe it’s great that they have such massive budgets and almost no oversight. In fact, I’m thinking of writing to my congressperson to demand they be allowed to act with even greater impunity, primarily—” she started, but of course he cut her off before she could finish.

Of course he did. She had known he would.

He even threw up his hands. Near exploded about it.

“Oh my god, stop, stop, just shut up. You do not believe that, I know you don’t. And even if you did, you don’t have a congressperson. You have whatever they have in England . . . ​a parliamentary . . . ​Lord . . . ​a guy in a wig or a guy with a big wand or I don’t fucking know. Either way, knock it off.”

“Right, because you can’t even stand to hear it when you know it’s bait.”

“Fine, I can’t, I won’t be calling them,” he conceded. But oh boy, the concession infuriated him. He jabbed a whole finger at her before he continued. “But I will be going back inside, and locking all the doors, and nothing you do is going to make me come back out. So if you drop down into the yard, you’ll just be stuck here, all night, with nothing to climb on to get back out again. Good luck.”

Then he spun on his heel and stomped back to the house.

The slammed door echoed like a gunshot in the silence that followed.

Satisfying, she thought. Or, at least, she did until something started to dawn on her. Slowly, as she levered herself back over and down to the bonnet of the car. She shoved her feet back into her heels, got behind the wheel, and started the engine, and then there it was—a flash of that anger of his, too fierce to just be about how she’d baited him.

No, it was something more.

Something about that sense of familiarity, of being known somehow.

It had distressed him, as much as it had distressed her. She knew it had, because as she drove away she saw the gate crack open, like the door she’d held at the pool that time. Followed by the barest hint of his face, as shadowed as hers must have been, yet so clear she couldn’t mistake it.

It was the same expression he’d had then.

Only now she knew what it was.

Not anger, not irritation, not resentment.

Fear.




Then


She wasn’t sure what to expect when The Guy with the Cool Comments—who she now knew was called Caleb, thanks to Professor Dunderson doing an actual register—raised his hand to discuss the zombie story she’d written. She only knew that the sight of his hand, heavier and more weathered than anything else there, lifted almost casually, made her heart drum against her insides.

Now, she thought, was the moment.

The one where they would connect, in a way she had always hoped to with a boy. No, not a boy—a man. Because he undoubtedly was one. He’s almost thirty, I heard, Jessica had told her, when she’d accidentally mentioned him in a conversation about nothing that mattered.

But he looked older than that to her.

He had salt in his hair and his sort-of beard.

His hands were lined, his eyes tired.

As if he’d already lived a thousand lifetimes. As if something terrible had happened to him when he was a kid. And soon he would share it with her, and she would maybe find a way to comfort him, and solve his problems, in that way she was starting to learn she was good at. In that way she now used to help her make friends.

Only maybe she wouldn’t even need it with him.

He seemed so strangely like someone who would understand her anyway. He cannot face his own need for another person, he cannot stand the vulnerability and humiliation of them knowing it; he longs for them to just see without him having to say, he had said, about a book she had stayed up all night with. Not because the reading list said she had to, but because she had loved it so passionately.

The Remains of the Day, it was.

He understood The Remains of the Day in the same way she had understood it. And it wasn’t the only time that had happened. There were other things he had said that sounded the same way—like her own thoughts were coming out of someone else’s mouth. Like his heart beat the same way hers did, too big and too strong for his chest, for the world, for everything.

Then Dunderson nodded at him, and Caleb turned those beautiful, deep dark eyes on her. “I think it was sappy, honestly. It’s the middle of a zombie apocalypse and they’re falling in amazing, star-crossed love? Come on. Nobody even does that in our perfect real-world circumstances. The chances of anyone swooning all over someone else while raging undead cannibals roam around outside their fortified house are beyond zero. Zero is in the rearview mirror. It’s a dot, it’s done, it’s disappeared over the horizon,” he said. In the same manner someone might explain what they had for dinner to a doctor. Bland, and maybe just a touch annoyed at being forced to say.

Even though nobody had forced him at all.

He had volunteered to take her heart in his fist and crush it. And true, he hadn’t entirely known that he could. To him, this was just criticism of some girl’s story. Yet somehow, that didn’t make it feel any better. It just made her squirm in her seat. Her cheeks heated, thinking about all her silly childish fantasies of the friendship they would forge.

More than friendship, in fact.

Oh, she thought. I really imagined more than friendship.

Then she just wanted to slide under the table. Or excuse herself and never come back. Anything but what she was doing now: sitting there, face burning a no-doubt brilliant pink, mouth stopped. While everyone around her waited for her to answer him. To be upset, she suspected, judging by their cringey faces and their big gossip-hungry eyes.

Then there were his: not even on her anymore. He was looking at his own work, neatly typed and perfectly ordered in front of him. A stream of perfect, evenly sized paragraphs, as if his writing came out of him like a printout from a machine. A receipt, for services rendered.

That is what it sounds like, after all, she thought.

Then suddenly the upset feeling was dropping. The heat was leaving her cheeks. Her heart stopped cringing away in her chest, and seemed to harden just a little. She sat up straighter, and even let out a little laugh. “Well, we can’t all write like robots who haven’t yet learnt human emotion,” she said, before she’d even thought it through. It just popped out.

But it worked.

Everybody almost immediately giggled. A little nervously at first, but then louder. And oh, those dark eyes whipped up quick from that mechanical work. They hit her with a flash of what looked like actual feeling, for a moment. Something seething, it looked like, to her.

But then it seemed to vanish, and it was replaced by a firm nod.

He sat back in his seat, big arms crossing over his chest.

“Figures you would think that,” he said, as if he’d secretly known that things would go this way all along. And really, her only regret was that she hadn’t known, too. This was the way things were, forever and ever, amen.






Two

She had a good idea what he had been angry about, and fearful of—both then and now. There was no one in the world who liked being known less than Caleb Miller. Even Professor Dunderson had called him a clenched fist. A closed book. I haven’t the foggiest how you can read him, Daisy, he had once said to her.

But even her reading had been a thin sort of thing.

Fumbling in the dark, instead of her usual laser-like precision. She could tell what most people needed from twenty paces, know what they were going to ask for before they even thought of it, guess their next move before they made it.

Just not with him, never with him.

This was the closest she got.

Vaguely recognizing fear when exposed to it a second time, ten years after the fact. Then shakily joining the dots to arrive at the most obvious solution: that she knew him too well, and he didn’t like it. And even that wasn’t something she was completely sure about. She lay awake going over and over it, searching for holes, things she’d missed. Then almost ended up messaging Beck some really weird nonsense at four in the morning.

Like: In the eight years you and Harchester have worked with him, have you ever known him to be afraid, and if so, what was he afraid of? But she managed to contain herself enough to be practical. Very annoyed, but practical. BECK YOU SAID HE HAD AGREED, she messaged. Then instead of refreshing a thousand times to see how sweet, soft Beck had taken this, she got up. Went out onto the sort of porch that wrapped around the motel, and let the frosty Bangor air cool her down.

She even grabbed herself a Twinkie from the humming vending machine next to her room. Then ate it, cross-legged on the starchy-sheet-covered bed, while going over the itinerary again. Seven stops, in a variety of venues, from convention centers and theaters designed for him to have apologetic chats in front of sizable audiences, to independent bookstores big enough to meet the demands of a man who had never toured before. Starting with Salem, New Hampshire, then on to Hartford, Connecticut; Paramus, New Jersey; Doylestown, Pennsylvania; Detroit, Michigan; Chicago, Illinois; and finally ending in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Planes to catch between most destinations, cars arranged at all points, hotels booked so nothing was back-to-back.

All of it meticulously timed and planned and plotted.

She’d even made sure there was a full week between her arriving in Bangor and the first stop they needed to get to—something that had seemed very sensible of her at the time. Though she had to admit, it was now starting to seem a little less so. And a little more like a razor-thin margin.

Not to mention far more annoying than she had let herself believe when Beck—or rather Harchester, the publisher he edited for—hired her to do what she did best: handle the talent. She’d imagined herself doing just as she had for celebrities like Alfie—which was mostly sourcing sudden items they needed, and arranging last-minute details.

Breezing in and out of their lives, and always at a distance.

But that had broken down. And not just because Caleb had spent twenty minutes getting an eyeful of her humped butt on top of a fence. Or because they’d fallen right back into arguing like no time had passed at all.

She was already obsessing over the sheer maddening mystery of him. Even as she ate her Twinkie, and went over all her contacts for every venue, and primed I need backup types of messages for the publicity team he had previously refused to really work with at Harchester, on the inside it was all questions about everything he had done.

Despite the fact that it had only been a half hour of contact.

What would it be like after an hour of him? Maybe even days of him, if they missed a flight, or had rooms too close together in the hotels she’d booked? A dozen arguments about nothing, all ready to go round and round in her head. A million gestures and foibles and quirks to obsess about over the course of a whole month.

It was undeniable that she hadn’t really thought this through.

Which was very odd, because she always thought things through.

She was known for it. Her business—Emmett Solutions—relied on it. She was a fixer, an assister, a celebrity polisher. Hell, she wasn’t even just that anymore. She was a woman with ten employees working under her, being things like assistants to whole actual former members of One Direction, and PR disaster solvers for movie studio heads. In truth, she was now so important that she had actually assigned someone to keep things running smoothly in her absence. A cool person, too—Kelsey Yates, owner of fifty-seven colorful jumpsuits, sharp as a tack, and so cool it made her quail a little to think of this woman reporting to her.

But she did.

Kelsey had reported to her an hour ago, in fact. Just wanted to make sure I have the go-ahead to tell this comedian that we work with disasters, not creeps, she had emailed. Then on the end: boss. She, Daisy Emmett, was the boss. And she was damn good at being the boss, too.

Yet somehow she was suddenly frazzled and unable to sit down. She paced, waiting for a reply from Beck. Saw Caleb’s face every time she closed her eyes. That sulky lower lip, so often pinched into a disapproving line. The grizzled fur along his killer jawline, now more salt than pepper. That roll always ready in his dark eyes; that line perpetually between his thick brows.

Everything so strangely the same.

Even the clothes—the denim shirt, the jeans, the boots.

And worst of all: the things he said. Because Christ, the answer Beck gave her. Well jeepers Daisy, he DID agree to this, he had written. I mean maybe not as wholeheartedly as I suggested, but I swear it was there. Then below it, he had pasted the actual thing Miller had said. Well I suppose if my contract says it I really should, shouldn’t I? she read, and came fairly close to hurling her laptop.

She had to take deep breaths, go get another Twinkie, cram it all into her mouth in one go. And only after she had could she sit back down on the bed, cross-legged in front of her laptop, and address the situation.

Because the thing was: that was a yes, from anyone else.

But oh, it was something very different from him. Very different, and very not understandable to someone as sincere and decent as Henry Samuel Beckett. Beck, that is him saying it would be sensible to agree but he’s not going to, she typed back, once she’d fully composed herself. It’s him mocking the contract. Or saying he doesn’t care about it. He’s being a sarcastic ass.

And she could practically see Beck’s answering expression behind her eyes, once she’d sent it. The living embodiment of the word golly. The very essence of goodness me. Those big eyes of his suddenly even more enormous, his mouth beneath his mustache an O of scandalized bafflement.

Though it still made her laugh with near surprised delight when he actually replied with the shocked-face emoji. Then three little dots, and a stop. Then three little dots, and a stop. And finally some words:

Oh no I’m so sorry Daisy. You must come home immediately, I’ll sort everything, we’ll talk to him, don’t worry, I will get you out of this terribly harrowing situation I have buffoonishly put you in.

Because that was the thing about Beck:

He was a good man. Very good. Too good, really, considering her reaction to his scrambled apologies. She saw him take the blame for something he hadn’t done, and immediately wanted to hug him through the iMessage app. And then just tell him everything was going to be okay, honestly.

She even found herself typing it.

Like he’d knocked her solving-other-people’s-issues funny bone. And her hand simply kicked up and onto the keyboard of her phone. Hey no, I’ve been in worse situations. Way worse. One time I had to discreetly get a famous British actor out of a hotel room with his knob still stuck in a bathroom tap, she wrote. Then after a moment of tense negotiation with herself, she finished the thought. So this is basically child’s play. I’ll get him to come around.

Even though she didn’t know if she really believed it.

Caleb Miller never wanted to come around about anything. Hell, he was a whole romance writer now, inexplicably, yet somehow had never even come around to the idea of anyone living happily ever after. He’d just obviously been able to pretend to feel the things he had put in his admittedly good books in order to phonily recreate them in a convincing way, until finally he’d gotten sick of even that much.

Because it wasn’t just the stuff he’d said on The View.

It was the stilted book before that—Everything Is Not Completely Fine.

The one she flicked to, and read over the beginning of, as she tried to figure out what to say to Beck. Just to remind herself of who he was, or who he had become now that even pretending to understand love had fallen away.

He stood on the bluff, looking out at the raging ocean, she read.


The cold, raging ocean. Like the one inside himself, that he knew now he could never conquer. If he had stayed with Rose it would have drowned her, that much was certain. He was not fit to love someone like her, or be loved by her. His happy ending was in being at peace with that. Or whatever kind of peace he could manage.

He pictured an island in the middle of this expanse of rough water.

A house there, lonely as a lost bird, weather-beaten but still standing.

Not much inside, of course. Spare and simple. But it was enough for a man like him. It would keep him safe. It would keep Rose safe. And she would go on to find the man she deserved, warm and passionate and good.

Maybe, he reasoned, after a time he would get himself a dog.

Then he started toward the nearest boat rental company.



And that wasn’t even the worst of it.

There was also the god-awful epilogue that suggested maybe things weren’t fine at all. Maybe the ornery asshole doesn’t get the girl at the end. Maybe he doesn’t even deserve to. Maybe he should live in a survivalist compound with seventeen werewolves guarding the gates.

If you’re sure, Beck typed.

I’m sure, Daisy replied.




Three

She knew she wasn’t going to be able to come at him the same way twice. He was just too practical a person, and would undoubtedly have plans to prevent another attempt at intruding on his life. Structures to better keep her out. Obstacles to prevent further fence climbing. Silent alarms rigged to her exact body temperature, in order to fire shotguns into her face if she came within a ten-mile radius.

And that meant thinking of another way.

Something that would catch him unawares.

Like waiting in an alleyway across from his favorite and monumentally dull-looking diner with a pair of binoculars in her hands. Then darting in that direction the moment she saw him push through the double doors, paper rolled up under his arm, same uniform on as the day before, stay away from me expression already on his tomb-like face.

She used to think of it as a scowl, but it wasn’t really.

It was more of a subtle tension. A sense that just underneath the surface, every single muscle he had was tightly clenched. Though they all definitely clenched harder when she slid into the seat opposite him, in the sturdy brown vinyl booth he’d picked, in some dark corner. His back to the wall, of course, newspaper up like armor, one corner of it only dropping when she accidentally rattled the cutlery.

And then there it was: that tension at a ten, instead of a five. In fact it looked so
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