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NAOMI GRANT KNEW that every superhero worth their salt had a secret identity. An alter ego that represented their humanity and kept them tethered to “the real world,” usually by virtue of being unassuming—Bruce Wayne notwithstanding.

Naomi could relate, though her given name was dusty from disuse. Hannah Sturm, with her easy smiles and trusting eyes, hadn’t made a public appearance in over a decade. And why would she? Naomi Grant was the one people wanted.

The one musicians invited to launch parties. The woman paparazzi followed to the drugstore. The shiny sexpot that tech moguls attempted to fuck when they wanted to feel edgy.

Of course, Naomi Grant wasn’t a superhero.

She was a porn star. Well, former porn star turned co-CEO of an inclusive sex education start-up. Try fitting that on a business card.

Her superpowers, at least most of the marketable ones, were of the distinctly bedroom variety.

There wasn’t much use for her lauded talents here at the Los Angeles Convention Center, for a national teaching conference full of harried, unappreciated, and underpaid people in sensible shoes.

At the registration desk this morning, bent over her blank name tag, a strange urge to write Hannah had flitted across her brain. The impulse so strong, she had to stop her hand from moving, from clumsily following the long-dormant instinct to re-create a signature that no longer belonged to her. It would have been nice to slip on anonymity for a few hours. Hannah could blend in with a crowd, while Naomi, in unforgiving contrast, had been born—or rather made—to stand out.

Ever since her thirtieth birthday had come and gone last year, she had spent an inordinate amount of time thinking about the seams of her identity. Making sure no one found out that the line separating where Naomi Grant ended and Hannah Sturm began had grown wan and thin. Some days the current pulling her toward her past was an undertow that threatened to take her out at the knees.

It didn’t help that her best friends and business partners, the people she spent the most time with, were normal-adjacent. Engaged. Homeowners.

Sure, Clara and Josh fucked more than average, but that hadn’t stopped them from sending out a saccharine Christmas card this year. It was still hanging on her fridge in March. Yesterday, she’d caught herself smiling at it when she’d gone to get cream for her coffee. Gross.

Hannah would have known better than to show up to an all-day teaching convention wearing vegan leather pants and a bra that left her trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey. But at least Naomi wasn’t the only one uncomfortable in this lecture hall. Behind his lectern at the front, the poor workshop instructor was sweating bullets.

“Thank you all for joining me today.” A crack of piercing static cut through the room as he brought his mouth too close to the microphone.

Naomi winced.

“Let’s kick off today’s inclusive design workshop with some brief introductions. I’d like to get a sense of what and where you teach so I can tailor my materials to your collective use cases. Let’s stand, shall we?”

Everyone got to their feet in the slow, grumbly way that stank of collective reluctance. This conference on the future of education had seemed like a good idea last month when Naomi had received yet another rejection on an application for an adjunct professorial position at the local community college. She figured the broad appeal of the programming would provide opportunities for her to network in expanded education circles, as well as the chance to learn new techniques for Shameless, the subscription web platform she ran. It was a stretch that adding conference attendance as a credentials line on her résumé would convince higher ed to take her accomplishments in the analysis of human sexuality and relationship dynamics seriously, but she’d run out of better ideas.

To her left, a man in his midfifties introduced himself as a medieval literature professor from Green Bay. This wasn’t exactly her usual crowd. She had a feeling her fellow educators weren’t going to warm to her subject matter expertise in quite the same way they did to more benign departments. She braced herself for the impending impact of leers and jeers, but the shift in her normally fluid posture felt like overkill. Hadn’t she faced worse crowds than this?

Back in her waitressing days, she’d once hosed down a pack of drunk frat boys on the Venice boardwalk.

The workshop attendees moved through the rows of participants at a rapid clip. Classics. Communications. Molecular biology. Naomi pressed her tongue against the back of her bottom teeth, an old habit from when she’d had it pierced and the sound of stainless steel meeting bone warded off strangers.

She liked to pretend she found average people boring, with their sitcoms and their mortgage payments and their shame over what made them hot. But the truth was, she knew better than anyone how quickly they could turn hostile, especially in groups as large as this one. Naomi swept her hair off her damp neck, snuffing her flight response before it could flicker fully to life.

She’d paid good money to be here and had just as much right to stand in this sweaty auditorium as anyone else.

Ever since she’d finished getting her master’s in social psych last year, she’d missed classrooms. Not just the physical environment, but the energy. The exchange of knowledge. She loved testing hypotheses, which made sense when you considered the fact that her entire adult life was built on the principle of proving other people wrong.

Finally, every pair of inquisitive eyes in the room turned her way. Her throat went tight. She wished she’d bought a soda on her way in. Something cool and fizzy enough that the bubbles stung her nose. She knew soda was a nutritionist’s nightmare, but that was half of the appeal on the rare occasion she indulged. It was like the way a drag on a cigarette made her feel like she’d been cast in a film noir for a moment, before she remembered she was taking years off her own life with each inhale. There was something about flirting, just a little—the tiniest sip—with her own destruction that appealed to the darkness in her.

“Hi there.” Naomi’s stage voice came out unbidden, husky and inviting. She shook it off. These people wouldn’t appreciate her Jessica Rabbit impression. “I’m Naomi Grant, and I’m a sex educator.” A few participants bristled at the word sex. One woman’s eyes popped wide like umbrellas. How predictably pedestrian.

The familiar pleasure of shocking sensibilities rushed over her, and she cocked her hip. “I run a website, Shameless, focused on promoting healthy and satisfying emotional and physical intimacy through instructive videos, essays, and interactive tutorials.”

Green Bay coughed hard enough to make an angry vein throb in his forehead.

“Our online platform features content that blends education and entertainment and has a monthly paid subscriber base of about five million global users.” She recited the practiced sales pitch with as much bravado as she could muster in the face of so many furrowed brows. “I’m hoping to extend my classroom into face-to-face learning environments.”

The instructor nodded, making a valiant attempt to look nonplussed. “And have you found success in that endeavor?”

She gave him a rueful smile. “I haven’t”—she read off his name tag—“Howard.” Poor guy, he never could have imagined when he woke up this morning that he’d accidentally trip the wire on her bruised pride. “I’ve reached out to a few colleges and community organizers, have even made it to final-round interviews for a few positions, but as it turns out, some people,” she said with a pointed look around the room, “are resistant to hiring a lauded sex worker to join their faculty.”

A low hum of conversation broke across the room as her words landed. Everyone else had just given their name and the subject they taught, but Naomi wasn’t satisfied with the mixture of skepticism and confusion her introduction had received. A ridiculous urge to make these strangers understand her experience kept her talking, even when she knew they’d wave away her qualifications like everyone else.

“Look, I think we can all agree that pompousness and privilege rule academia. It’s bullshit.”

“Umm.” A man raised his hand to interject.

Naomi ignored him.

“I’ve got an advanced degree from Cal State. My website collects over a billion data points about relationship dynamics and sex annually, and I have the unique lived experience of navigating intimacy as not only an adult performer but a public figure to boot. You’d think that would qualify me to teach people how to establish intimate connections, but apparently”—she threw her arms up—“you’d be wrong.”

Enough people had told her no at this point that her mind had turned earning acceptance from a stuffy institution into a dare. She wanted the gravitas of an employer with an established name. Besides, she’d already built Shameless from scratch, and while a start-up was rewarding, it was also exhausting.

“Don’t you think, Howard, that the world would be a better place if we opened a dialogue that made people feel comfortable advocating for themselves in their relationships?”

“I suppose …” Howard had started to turn puce.

“Do you ever ask yourself why people are so afraid of sex?”

Naomi winked at the woman staring at her in open horror, in an effort to fight a sinking feeling of disappointment in her gut. For all her grand speeches, she’d finally hit a wall she couldn’t swim under.

“I do. All the time. I’ve got theories. And maybe they could actually help people. But no one wants to hear it.”

Outside of her ego, Naomi believed sex ed and relationship discourse had a place in accessible, mainstream education. Her experience and theories would have the greatest impact if she could establish a wider audience. As much as she loved society’s rebels, she didn’t believe healthy resources for establishing intimacy should be restricted to them.

“And it’s not like I didn’t know that going in.” Naomi huffed out a dramatic exhale. “But I guess—call it the naivete of youth, but I thought the world might get a little more open-minded by the time I retired from performing. But I was wrong. And you know why?” She pointed an accusatory finger at her startled audience.

“Because if anyone let me teach, they would have to address the toxic environments and toxic people they continue to uphold. And that would be really uncomfortable, wouldn’t it? That would be really fucking inconvenient.”

“Miss Grant,” Howard tried to cut in, “perhaps we might move on to the next—”

“Don’t you ever get mad, Howard?” She walked up and placed her hands on either side of the lectern. “The numbers are bleak. We’re facing a dating epidemic, not to mention an orgasm deficit. The sooner we stop pretending the digital age hasn’t changed the way we interact, the better we make our chance that entire generations don’t die horny and alone.”

“Right.” The instructor tugged at his collar and raised his voice, trying to rein in the room. “Anyone else want to jump in here?”

Naomi sighed and returned to the circle, letting the new tension in the room roll off her back. Her shame sensor had run out of batteries a long time ago. She’d made her career out of being an outlier, and a safety net out of being an outcast. It was easy enough to tune out the rest of the intros. At least until they got to a man who was way too hot to be a teacher.

He looked like a Calvin Klein model, and she observed that with the authority of someone who had fucked more than her fair share of Calvin Klein models. The shadow cast by his bearded jawline was ridiculous. She could wait out a summer storm underneath that thing.

“Hey everyone. My name’s Ethan Cohen,” the model said, “and I used to teach high school physics.”

Naomi immediately wanted a follow-up on that used to. Had he been cast as an extra? Those cheekbones deserved at least a hundred thousand followers on Instagram. Her eyes traced his profile as he kept talking. On closer inspection, he was too short and lean to be a model. In heels, she’d have the advantage. The chiseled sculpture of his face had distracted her inspection. That and the way he carried himself. His legs were spread wide enough that … damn. She couldn’t tell with him in those khakis.

Still, she smiled, target acquired. He was the perfect distraction from her occupational woes.

It had been a while since she’d wanted to jump someone the way she wanted to slither all over this guy. She loved her job, but running a start-up meant regularly working eighty-hour weeks. The combination of stress and exhaustion was hell on her libido. How ironic that satisfying sex was her life’s work and yet her last few months had been decidedly sexless. She smirked. Unless you counted solo sessions. Those were still A+.

What kind of underwear had she put on this morning? Certainly, if she’d known the day would present such delectable opportunities, she would have pulled out something set to stun.

Introductions wrapped, and Howard released them back to their seats with a wave. As the familiar scratch of multiple pens moving over paper lulled her into a daze, she sifted through approach tactics. Usually when she wanted to get someone into bed, she just took off her top to save time. One cursory scan of the room confirmed that plan wouldn’t fly in this environment. Oh well. She’d wing it.

But, as it turned out, she didn’t have to. While she packed her bag at the end of the lecture, a pair of khakis stopped next to her desk.

“Excuse me. I’m sorry to bother you, but I wondered if I could make you a proposition.”

Naomi raised her eyes slowly. Above his leather belt, he wore a perfectly pressed white button-down, open at the collar, though not enough to pay off the shadowed promise of chest hair. Once again, she lingered over his jawline. It was even better up close. She couldn’t wait to feel that beard against the inside of her thighs.

“Sure,” Naomi said, putting a little purr into the r. “Give me your best.”

When he smiled, his whole face went to work. Damn, this guy was trouble. It was a good thing she’d shown up as Naomi. Hannah Sturm wouldn’t have stood a chance.

Hannah would have shown off to get his attention, dropped her pen so he’d have no choice but to bend down and find himself face to face with her legs, for example—but Naomi knew that moves like that were for rookies. The key to seduction was to make the other person think falling for you was their idea.

“You mentioned you’ve had trouble finding an institution that will hire you?”

At least she knew one person had listened to her spirited diatribe. Naomi nodded.

“Are you still interested in securing a live lecture role?” His voice treated the matter with an appropriate amount of concern. Naomi appreciated that. She had found a new respect for serious people in her thirties.

“I am.” She paused her hand where it had been decadently skimming a path across her collarbone in casual invitation.

“In that case, I’d love to offer you a position to consider.”

Now they were talking. Luckily, she could forgive a slow start.

“Just one?” Naomi smirked.

He blinked at the shift in her tone but gave no other sign of awareness that he was receiving an opening other people would kill for. This guy was either immune to innuendo or so earnest it bounced right off him.

“Would you be interested in conducting a seminar on modern intimacy for my synagogue?”

That was—did he say—had she really been out of the game so long that she couldn’t tell flirting from … this? The reason for the goose bumps on her arms transformed. She hadn’t thought about synagogues in a long time.

When she spoke next, her carefully constructed walls were back in place.

“I can’t imagine a religious organization would offer me a more welcome reception than higher education, but thanks anyway.” She started walking out of the classroom, leaving him to lap at her heels.

“I can assure you that you’d be very welcome at Beth Elohim.”

“How’s that?” She threw the words over her shoulder.

Ethan managed to jog in front of her, shoving his hands into his pockets and offering her a weak smile. “Well, for starters, I’m the rabbi.”

“I’m sorry.” She stopped walking to gape at him. “You’re the what now?”

“The rabbi?” He tilted his head, like he was trying to figure out if she didn’t understand the meaning of the word or simply that he’d used it to describe himself. “I’m a religious leader at the synagogue.”

She brushed aside the unnecessary definition. “Aren’t you a little …”

“Young?” He ducked his chin, as if he got that comment a lot.

“Hot.”

He laughed, the sound strangled at first and then a bit more relaxed. “There aren’t any rules dictating the appropriate level of attractiveness for religious leaders. At least not in Reform Judaism.”

Well, he hadn’t tried to deny it.

“Unbelievable.” And to think she’d had so many wicked plans for him.

“Is that a no?”

Naomi smiled at him with her mouth closed and resumed walking. She checked the schedule in her hand. “That’s a no, pal.”

“Can I ask why you won’t consider it?” He jogged a little to catch up with her long-legged strides. “I’m told given the opportunity, I can be very convincing.”

She huffed low in her throat. Now, that she could believe. “I’m surprised you have to ask.”

“Are you an atheist? Even though the course would be affiliated with the synagogue, as the instructor, you’d be under no obligation to practice.” Ethan’s words tumbled over themselves as he rushed to reassure her. “We offer quite a few secular meetings. Knitting, for example, and water aerobics at the JCC.”

Naomi’s eyes narrowed, and her feet came to a halt. She could smell a stunt a mile away. “I’m not into being used in some kind of publicity farce.” If her name made headlines, she’d dictate what they said.

He stopped dead in his tracks so that the two of them were now creating a blatant traffic jam in the stifling hallway. “Of course not. I would never—”

“Or a charity case.” Naomi had no interest in “rehabilitating her image.” No desire to let her life become the before in some motivational recruitment video. The last thing she needed was saving.

“Naomi … erm … Ms. Grant … You’d be doing me the favor. If anyone’s a charity case, I am. Me and my crumbling synagogue. Seriously, our attendance numbers are so low we can barely fill the first ten rows.”

“Trust me, I’m not the answer to your prayers.” He obviously didn’t understand who she was or what she did. “Look me up, you’ll see what I mean.” Naomi didn’t regret any of her actions, but she also wasn’t naive about their consequences.

“With all due respect, I know who you are,” he said, and to his credit, he didn’t smirk. “My sister was an early adopter of your company’s subscription platform.” He did lower his eyes at that, but only for a moment. “She’s a big advocate of the work you’re doing to build an inclusive online community. She went so far as to send me your profile in Forbes.”

And there, finally, was a blush. A poppy shade, high and bright on his cheeks.

“I believe they called you ‘Alfred Kinsey in stilettos.’”

Naomi wrinkled her nose. “I’m sure they meant well.”

“I think you’re very impressive,” he said, his voice deliciously deep.

“You’re not a Shameless subscriber, are you?”

Reform Judaism might be relatively chill, but it wasn’t that chill. At least, not the last time she’d checked.

“No. I mean, not yet. If that’s important to you, I’ll certainly look further into it.”

Naomi’s heart stuttered, and she had to remind herself again that he was persona non grata. It had been a long time since she’d received a proposition that wasn’t carnal.

“Ms. Grant.” He opened the door for her as they got to the end of the hallway. “I’m offering you a classroom because I believe in your capabilities as an educator. I’m trying to rebuild a community of my own. To appeal to younger people. To show them that Judaism and their lifestyles are complementary rather than at odds. If I can’t make Judaism relevant, if its practice can’t accommodate what intimacy looks like today, what’s left of my congregation is going to get rid of me well before I show them what I’m capable of.”

Naomi was shocked that the hallway full of conference attendees hadn’t stopped to clap at that little speech. She had to get out of there before she did something reckless.

“I’m not the person you’re looking for. It was nice meeting you.” Sort of. “Good luck saving your synagogue.”

“Wait. Just one more moment. I promise to stop bothering you after this.” He had no idea how much he was bothering her. “But is there any chance you could recommend someone else from your company who might consider the opportunity?”

Naomi slowed her stride. “Are you married?”

The question landed like a piano between them. “Uh … no.”

“Engaged or otherwise romantically attached?”

“I’m not.” He shook his head for good measure.

“Then I’ve got nothing to offer you.”

“Kol hat’chalot kashot,” Ethan said under his breath.

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry,” he said, offering her a smile. “It’s an old Hebrew adage. It means ‘All beginnings are difficult.’ I have to confess. I’ve lost the thread of this conversation. Are you still rejecting my job offer?”

“I haven’t stepped foot in a synagogue since my bat mitzvah,” Naomi said, which wasn’t exactly an answer, but he’d leaned toward her and she’d caught a whiff of spicy aftershave, and now she didn’t remember where she was supposed to be walking.

“Oh.” Ethan’s breath caught on the word. His pupils went wide. “You’re Jewish.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” She’d imagined this entire interaction going a lot differently a few minutes ago.

“Right. Okay. Sorry. I’m not trying to hassle you. If you change your mind, I’m at Beth Elohim in Pasadena almost every day of the week.” He passed her a card.

Naomi opened the door to a new classroom but didn’t enter. Instead she moved to stop his progress with an extended arm. “You’re sure you’re a rabbi?”

He gave her a last smile, probably relieved he knew how to answer this question.

“Very sure.”

“Just my luck,” Naomi muttered under her breath, crumpling the business card in her fist as she walked out of his life forever.
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SOMEHOW, NAOMI GRANT, renowned rebel of the status quo, had found herself with a nine-to-five job and a corner office. Two years in, Shameless, once little more than a defiant idea to revolutionize and democratize sex education, now brought in enough paid subscribers to fund an official headquarters in West Hollywood, in addition to studio space in Burbank. Despite her best efforts to resist routine, Naomi could now reliably be found at an established location on weekdays.

What was worse, when her company responsibilities had naturally evolved from taking her clothes off to organizing vendors and spearheading meetings, she’d had to surrender large swaths of her strategically vampy wardrobe in favor of slightly more boardroom-friendly workwear. Naomi’s one consolation was that most of her new blazers had spikes on the shoulders. No one was getting chummy on her watch.

A few days after the teaching conference, Naomi’s co-founder and unlikely best friend, Clara, entered her office presenting a tiny loaf of bread.

“It’s banana,” she informed Naomi the way one might try to entice a particularly grumpy bulldog to swallow a pill, “your favorite.”

“Uh-oh.” It was no accident that when Naomi had approved the office floor plan, she’d put Clara on the opposite end.

Not to be dramatic, but if Naomi could carve out the hard-won affection Clara had engendered in her with a steak knife, she’d consider it.

“Oh, come on.” Her visitor deflated. “Don’t ‘uh-oh’ like you hate presents. I happened to have extra bananas.” Clara bent in front of the bar cart Naomi had purchased to remind herself she used to be fun and opened a drawer to reveal cutlery and tea plates that Naomi definitely didn’t recognize.

“Did you hide flatware in my office when I wasn’t looking?” Naomi had never imagined herself in a permanent partnership of any kind. This invasion of her space really was a step too far.

“Relax.” Clara ignored her friend’s indignation. “We spend so much time here, I thought we’d have occasion to break bread eventually. Plastic cutlery is bad for the environment.”

No one except Naomi realized how devious Clara could be. Even her fiancé probably didn’t fully comprehend how much planning and strategy hid behind those big eyes. There was a reason they worked so well as co-CEOs. They both knew how to get people to do what they wanted. The difference was, people expected Naomi to scheme and seduce to get her way. Really, all she had to do was create enough air cover for Clara to disarm people through a lethal combination of well-bred manners and zealous enthusiasm. As it turned out, “fanatical but also polite and well-spoken” were excellent traits for a founder of a start-up.

“I feel like you’re about to ask me to donate a kidney.” Naomi accepted the treat anyway.

The choked little laugh Clara gave was unsettling. “I promise it’s not that bad.”

The bread melted in Naomi’s mouth, further arousing suspicion. Either Clara had significantly outdone herself or, more likely, she’d bought the confection and transferred it to her own Tupperware.

“All right, let’s have it.” The weight of the impending favor request hung in the air.

Clara closed her eyes and then spoke very quickly. “Will you be my maid of honor?”

Naomi stopped chewing. A piece of walnut stuck in her molar.

She’d known, after Josh—Clara’s fiancé—had proposed in the fall, that a wedding was inevitable. She’d just never stopped to consider the scale of the event’s consequences. Shameless took up so much of their time and energy, and Josh was booked solid as an expert witness in a new round of court cases defending the rights of sex workers.

Still, Naomi should have seen this coming, and would have if, for whatever reason, she hadn’t fallen so far off her game lately.

Her silence seemed to fuel Clara’s urgency.

“I know it’s a lot to ask, and if you’d rather not do it, I can call my cousin. It’s just, no one in my life knows me the way you do. You realize what a complete mess I am and still trust me to run a business with you. You’re the most competent person I know, and you always bring me pizza after my mother calls.” Clara cleared her throat. “Also, obviously, you know Josh rather intimately.”

Naomi wondered how many women who got asked to be maid of honor used to fuck the groom, and on camera no less. She sighed.

“You don’t have to wear a dress,” Clara said, as if that would be the biggest point of contention. “You can wear one of those jumpsuits that make you look like you’re gonna murder everyone and then use their warm blood for your lipstick.”

It was useless for Naomi to try to hide her smirk. “I have been meaning to pick out a new signature red.”

All humor aside, weddings meant family and toasts and line dancing. Cake cutting and smiling for hours’ worth of pictures. Bachelorette, bridal shower, rehearsal dinner. They meant open bars and men who thought they knew her because they’d jerked off to her videos a few times. Naomi felt the commitment closing like a lasso around her, ready to yank.

“Please, just say you’ll consider it.” Clara shoved her dark hair out of her eyes. She’d gotten bangs in January—despite Naomi’s many adamant warnings—and they were finally starting to grow out.

Naomi folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t have to consider it.”

Clara’s face fell like a stack of cards.

“Obviously, I’ll be your maid of honor.” There had never been a question, really.

“You’re serious?” Clara literally clutched her pearls.

“No, this is one of my many hilarious jokes,” Naomi said flatly.

“Ahh. Thank you. Thank you.” Clara jumped out of her seat to throw herself into Naomi’s arms.

Maid of honor was never a title Naomi had expected to earn. She had a lot of friends and various lovers, both past and present tense, but she still kept most of them at arm’s length. It was kind of nice, maybe, that she was important enough to someone to be invited to stand up next to her on one of the biggest days of her life.

“Yay!” Clara shouted into her ear.

“Yeah, yeah.” Naomi didn’t mind the responsibility as much as she minded the tradition. And the guest list. Knowing Clara’s family, the Wheaton-Conners nuptials would be no small affair.

She groaned. Love really was a terrible weakness. No other vice made you vulnerable in quite the same way. Naomi wasn’t a monster. Despite the consequences, she still loved people. She just tried to keep it to a minimum, firmly believing that you didn’t have to be close to love someone, you just had to be committed.

Like her parents, for instance. She loved them fiercely. They had moved from Boston to Arizona last year to retire and were now members of an elder living community that all available evidence suggested was also a nudist colony.

Apparently, getting naked for public consumption ran in the family.

Naomi couldn’t remember if the community didn’t allow cell phones or if the inhabitants just never had any pockets to carry them in. But either way, the result was she spoke to her mom and dad every few months and saw them once a year or so. Neither party seemed to mind.

“Can we talk about business now that you’ve gotten what you wanted?” One was Naomi’s cap for tender moments in a day.

Clara finally released her and plopped into the chair across from Naomi’s, folding her hands neatly in her lap. Her co-founder was practically glowing now that she’d received good news. “Where do you want to start?”

Naomi opened one of the meticulously color-coded spreadsheets Clara had built to organize their daily status. Sometimes obsessive, type A overachievers came in handy. “Partnership strategy?”

She scrolled through the file before reading aloud. “We’ve got a team of female engineers coming in on Wednesday to pitch sex-tech prototypes.”

That should be fun. Expanding the line of merchandise in Shameless’s business model was a priority for this year. So far, they’d limited their merchandise to purely aesthetic items: coffee mugs, stickers, pins, the occasional decorative cross-stitch bearing their tagline, “Equal-Opportunity Orgasms.” The Shameless brand held weight, and Clara and Naomi subjected any extensions of the company to extensive vetting.

Naomi scanned for the next item. “Casting new performers for the sixties series?” One of their content priorities for the next few months was developing different videos dedicated to enjoying sex in the later decades of life.

Clara flipped through her planner. “Auditions will be held Thursday through Sunday. Cassidy is running the show, but of course if you want to stop by, you’re welcome.”

Cassidy was their executive producer, and Naomi trusted her completely. They’d worked together before Naomi had left to run Shameless, back when Cass was making queer erotic films out of her garage. Cassidy was essential in helping make their site more inclusive. She was also the elder queer who had helped baby Naomi navigate coming out as bi over a decade ago. It had been a no-brainer to make her one of their early hires.

Naomi marked the dates in her own iCal. “Got it.”

Clara absently straightened Naomi’s Post-its to ninety-degree angles. “Hey, how was that conference you went to on Monday?”

Naomi ran her nails across a run in her silk skirt. She could hardly confess to Clara that she’d spent the better part of the last few days thinking about a smoke-show rabbi who’d made her an offer she’d had to refuse.

“It was nice. I learned a new approach for how to optimize subtitles for audio-impaired subscribers.”

“Oh, great. I’ll let production know we need a regroup.” Clara looked at her expectantly. “And …”

“And what?” The words came out more urgent than she’d meant them.

“Did you network?”

Naomi could tell she was one wrong move away from another lecture on the importance of “expanding” their “business ecosystem.”

Naomi wrinkled her nose. “Not really.”

Clara leaned forward. “What’s that face?”

What face? would hardly fly. “A man tried to pick me up.”

“That seems annoying but unfortunately not out of the ordinary.” Clara frowned.

“No. Not like that. I mean he offered me a job. A teaching job.”

“Oh.” Clara’s face shifted. “But that’s good? You’ve been looking for an opportunity to educate in person for months now.”

“He’s a rabbi.”

“As in …”

“There’s only one definition of rabbi.”

“Wow.” Clara leaned back in her chair. “What did he want you to teach?”

“Modern intimacy.” He hadn’t even blushed when he’d said it. Every inch of him—the ones she could see anyway—had been sincere.

“Huh.” Clara tilted her head. “That’s actually kind of perfect, given your experience and areas of interest.”

Naomi picked up a pen and flipped it end over end between her fingers. Just because Ethan had offered her a classroom and the chance to reach the types of people she most wanted to help didn’t mean it was a viable option.

“It’s not perfect. It’s organized religion. You know I don’t like organized anything, and religion specifically makes me itchy. All those people believing in things larger and more powerful than themselves?” She shivered. “Besides, no matter how liberal he is, Judaism still has a lot of rules, and I always forget them.” There was a difference between fun rule-breaking and embarrassing rule-breaking, and she knew from experience that this offer would lead to the latter.

“Wait a second … Are you … Oh my gosh …” Clara squinted like she was putting the pieces of a mental puzzle together. “You’re Jewish?”

Naomi crossed her arms. “Not actively.”

“Whoa. Okay, but you were raised Jewish?”

“Barely.” Her parents had mostly phoned it in. They’d celebrated the High Holidays until after graduation when Naomi left for L.A., and then petered out to just Yom Kippur. Maybe Rosh Hoshana and Passover, if someone invited them over.

L.A. had its fair share of trendy kabbalah enthusiasts, but even on days when a higher power would have been welcome, the idea of “a porn star walks into a synagogue” had always been better suited to a punch line than real life.

“You should absolutely do this.” Clara stood up, using her meager height to add gravity to her declaration.

“I’m not. I can’t. It’s too late.” Ethan Cohen had probably secured a less inflammatory instructor by now.

Clara pursed her lips. “You just made three excuses in one breath. There’s something you’re not telling me here.”

“I’m scared,” Naomi said, dropping a veil of sarcasm over her voice in an attempt to position the truth as a lie.

No dice. Clara came over to lean her butt against Naomi’s side of the desk.

“Don’t even try it.” Her tone was softer now that they were at a closer range, but still firm. “You want to help people, to educate them. You should do this. Besides,” she said, tapping the desk with her fist in emphasis, “I don’t believe you’re afraid of a rabbi.”

“Ugh, fine.” Naomi exhaled extravagantly. The chances of that excuse working had been slim anyway. “The truth is, I’m attracted to the stupid, inexplicably sexy rabbi, and I’m worried that if I spend an extended period of time with him, I’m gonna ruin his life.”

“Excuse me?” Clara blinked several times in a row.

“He’s young and handsome, and if I’m in his general vicinity for too long, I’ll lure him away from the path of righteousness, and then I’ll wind up a dirty cliché.” Naomi had spent her entire career avoiding society’s stereotypes about adult performers. The idea that she’d let a man flip her narrative into tawdry territory was unpalatable, to say the least.

Clara was looking at the ceiling with her brow furrowed. “I’m so confused right now. Did this man hit on you?”

Naomi bristled at the idea. “No. Of course not.” His beard alone was practically stalwart.

“But he gave you a bad vibe?”

Naomi wiped dust off her keyboard. “The vibe was fine. Wholesome, you might even say.”

“Did he in any way indicate that he was attracted to you?”

She shrugged. “Most people are attracted to me.”

“That’s true.” Clara tapped her foot on the floor. “But it’s not like with priests, right? Rabbis aren’t forbidden from having sex?”

“No, rabbis are definitely free to fuck. But they do have to maintain a certain public reputation, which my particular brand of notoriety goes against.”

“Well, that’s his problem, then. This man is obviously confident enough in his religious convictions to dedicate himself to a lifetime of study. I think he can resist whatever spontaneous lust you inspire and focus on your professional virtues.”

“I don’t want him to resist me.” She sank her lips into an indulgent pout. “I don’t like being resisted.”

“You’re a grown woman. You can fall into bed with almost anyone you want.” Clara’s tone shifted into one Naomi recognized from their daily team stand-up meetings: authoritative but kind. “Stop using sex as a shield to keep people at arm’s length. This is your dream. No excuses.”

When had the universe fallen so out of sync? Naomi was supposed to be the aggressive one in this pair. She’d empowered Clara too much over the last few years. The old Clara, fresh off the plane from Greenwich, Connecticut, would never have told Naomi what to do.

“All right. Fine.” A diluted sense of dignity kept her from pouting.

Her business partner grinned.

“Not because you told me to, but because I’m getting old and boring, and if I don’t create some new controversy to hold public interest, I’ll fade into the shadows of infamy.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Clara said. “Infamy is beneath you. Your collective exploits are worth at least a hardcover memoir on the New York Times Best Seller list.”

Naomi pretended to adjust the seat of her chair so Clara wouldn’t see her smile. “You know, you really came in hot this morning.”

“Yeah, well”—Clara tucked her hair behind her ear—“this intimidating redhead at work keeps telling me I’m a badass business bitch and I better act like it.”

“I’ve created a monster.” Naomi shooed Clara off her desk by spanking her hip with a file folder.

In no hurry at all, Clara made her way toward the door. “So, you’ll call him and tell him you accept?”

Naomi clicked her mouse a little harder than necessary. “I don’t have his number.” She’d fully destroyed the business card.

“Hello, he’s a rabbi in L.A. You know his name. Google him.”

“Oh yeah.” Naomi rolled her eyes. “Because Googling a hot stranger worked out so well for you.”

Clara looked wistfully down at her engagement ring. “Man, it really did.”
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ON WEDNESDAY NIGHTS, Ethan ran a meeting for mourners. It was outside the purview of Beth Elohim’s historical programming, but since the majority of the congregants he’d inherited had been born during the Second World War, death quickly became their common denominator. The gathering, held in one of the synagogue’s smaller side rooms, had ended forty minutes ago. But Morey, seventy-eight and a regular, liked to linger and malign Ethan’s shuffleboard skills over paper cups of juice.

In the middle of a groan protesting one of Morey’s more colorful claims, Ethan’s gaze landed on the doorway.

He blinked twice.

If the frown on her face was anything to go by, Naomi Grant was wondering if she was in the right place.

Unfortunately, Ethan couldn’t blame her. The outdated wallpaper and scuffed floors didn’t exactly show the synagogue, originally built in the 1920s and updated for the last time somewhere shortly after, to its best advantage. Budgets were tight. They kept things clean and running, but they didn’t have any of the glamour of some of the other Hollywood shuls. Ethan himself had been up on a ladder that afternoon cleaning air ducts. He still had stubborn smudges of dust up and down both forearms to prove it.

If Naomi took one look at their sorry state—his and the facility’s both—and didn’t like it, well, there wasn’t much he could do.

He gave her a little wave that had no effect on the downward curve of her lips.

“Excuse me a moment,” he said into Morey’s good ear, getting to his feet from the folding chair he’d been occupying.

Gesturing for Naomi to join him in the hallway, Ethan shut the door behind him.

Sometime earlier this week, he’d convinced himself that the way her beauty had hooked him behind the navel and yanked was a fluke. A trick of the conference center lighting. Or a consequence of an empty stomach.

No such luck.

She frowned at him now, brows drawn together over her nose. Her obvious displeasure did nothing to dampen the fact that there was something brilliant about her. Like she was painted in brighter colors than everyone else. He found himself a little breathless, drinking in the sight of her in the dim corridor like oxygen.

The word “Wow” escaped his lips. He shook his head immediately, heat rushing up his neck. “I mean, hi.”

A ripple of something passed across the surface of her scowl, and for the first time since he’d met her, Ethan could imagine how devastating it must be when she smiled.

“I think I prefer ‘wow,’” she said, studying him without apology.

A wave of self-consciousness rushed over him. Last time she’d seen him, the time she’d called him hot, he hadn’t been wearing his kippah. The ritual head covering should hardly make a difference, but maybe it did. Maybe when she looked at him now, she saw baggage and responsibility.

It was probably for the best. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to concentrate if she looked at him now the way she had at the convention center. Like he was something to be devoured.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you again.” If ever there was a woman who had better things to do than speak to him, it was Naomi Grant.

“Am I interrupting?” She gave a nod toward the room behind him.

Morey was now blatantly watching them through the interior window.

“Don’t mind me,” he shouted through the plexiglass, straightening to his full five feet, five inches. “I was just on my way out.” He exited the room and escaped down the hall as quickly as Ethan had ever seen him move.

Once he was gone, Naomi pinned Ethan in her gaze. “Do you still want to hire me?”

“Uh,” he said, thrown. “I mean, yeah. Yes.” Just having her in the building seemed to make the faded space come to life. “I do.”

“Okay.” She nodded. “Then pitch me.”

“I’m sorry?” Maybe if he looked at her from an angle instead of straight on, it would be easier to concentrate.

“This is a business proposition, right?” She folded her arms. “You outlined the basics at the convention, and now I’m willing to consider your offer, but in order for me to come to a decision, we need to go over the details.”

While Naomi seemed slightly less hostile tonight than she had at the convention center, the hallway’s dim bulbs couldn’t hide the way her flame-colored hair flashed, threatening to send their immediate vicinity up in smoke.

Ethan said the first thing that came to mind. “I’m not trying to trick you.”

Her eyes lingered on the exit behind him. “That’s what they all say.”

Right. It was on him to show her that she was safe here, that she was welcome.

“Why don’t we go outside? There’s a bench out back we can use.”

She might feel less caged outside the synagogue walls.

“I’m not usually skittish,” Naomi said as she followed him to the door, as if worried he’d bring up the way everything in her body language threatened to run.

They got to the old bench Sal Stein had dedicated to his departed wife. Ethan said a quick prayer as he touched the plaque, his thumb brushing absently over the inscription, lingering for a moment in borrowed memory.

As they took their seats at opposite ends, silence and the early-spring evening stretched out between them, everything fragile and new.

She’d asked for a pitch, he reminded himself, and cleared his throat.

“So, the synagogue supports a variety of cultural and educational programming—”

“I don’t get it,” Naomi interrupted him.

“Don’t get what?” He didn’t mind the immediate interjection. Lots of people got defensive when they were uncomfortable.

“You said you were a physics teacher. Back at the conference center.”

Ethan sat up straighter, surprised she remembered.

“I was. At Greenbrier in Santa Monica.” The fancy prep school catered to the offspring of the rich and famous.

“But now you’re a rabbi?” The set of her shoulders was intensely defiant. “Isn’t there inherent contradiction between science and religion?”

Ethan exhaled. His call to become a rabbi had occurred as a messy combination of grief and yearning. It was easier to distill the origin of his belief system to a single book, though it wasn’t any book people expected.

He lifted a shoulder. “Blame Einstein.”

“Really? That’s what you’re going with?” Her words were flinty, testing his speed to spark.

He let them smolder and die.

“Einstein wrote, in 1930, ‘To know what is impenetrable to us really exists, manifesting itself as the highest wisdom and the most radiant beauty, which our dull faculties can comprehend only in their most primitive forms—this knowledge, this feeling is at the center of true religiousness.’”

Naomi shook her head. “You memorized that?”

“Those words made sense to me when nothing else did,” he said, thinking of standing in the rain at his father’s funeral. “The idea that there was so much in the universe I would never understand, never unravel, no matter how much I studied. The knowledge that my life wasn’t a problem I could ever solve let me focus my energy elsewhere. Those words felt like freedom.”

She stared out at the dark courtyard. Probably cataloging all the overgrown weeds.

“So,” Naomi said, as if choosing her words carefully. “You’re saying Einstein helped you discover that ignorance is bliss?”

“More like faith,” he corrected, his voice light.

“Tomayto, tomahto.” The hint of teasing in her tone shot pleasantly up his spine.

Well, that was inconvenient.

“I’ve always wanted answers.” He used to make himself sick over the lack of them, actually. “Both my study of physics and my study of the Torah started in pursuit of understanding the infinite mysteries of an interconnected universe. Both are continuous study. Man’s search for meaning. Judaism offers a ladder to being a better person that I never have to stop climbing.” Ethan rubbed the back of his neck. “I just realized how idealistic it sounds when I say it out loud.”

Naomi let out a gentle scoff. “If idealism is the worst of your traits, you’re the best man I’ve ever met.”

He was grateful that the twilight provided some cover for the way that half of a compliment went straight to his head.

“I bet you’re a big hit at services,” she said, throwing her arm across the back of the bench and shifting a few inches closer to him. “Young, handsome, smart.” She wrinkled her nose, alarmingly mischievous all of a sudden. “Good with your mouth.”

Ethan swallowed hard, shifting to survey the door of the synagogue
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