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          CHARLEY

        

      

    

    
      I never feel like I’m truly home from tour until my dick is in my hand.

      You could say it’s the same routine every time, the same flow of motions. I return to L.A. to my house—clean, white, and acoustic…empty. I yell out and my voice echoes as I beckon my dog, Parker, from the back of the house. Then I say hello to my housekeeper and my chef, welcoming them back to their jobs of taking care of me. I send texts to the people who manage my life, making sure all of my handlers know where I am before I escape—wind down, close the tabs in my brain.

      Eventually, I head to my room to stare out the floor to ceiling windows beside my bed—you can see the Pacific from here, but that’s not what I want to see when I get home, so I adjust the blinds, turning on the shields that cover my windows, blocking out all traces of light. I shut my bedroom door, take off my watch, empty the change in my pocket, place my wallet on the nightstand, then fall into bed, relishing the silence as I pull out my phone.

      Then I read. As always, I read her story. Our story, ignoring the rules I have in place for my sanity—don’t believe anything you read online, and leave the past behind.

      I can’t sleep until I’ve gotten myself off to the picture she creates at least once—images of me, ten years ago, young in Hollywood, pressing a woman against a wall outside a party, feeling the sting of my mistakes. I can’t sleep until I relive it, until I read about this version of myself that both exists and doesn’t, and as I read, my hand inevitably always slips down into my boxer briefs.

      Touring is sacred—the ritual essential. And this homecoming is like the rest. I settle into my routine and let out a deep breath.

      I love performing. I love being in front of a crowd, drenched in sweat, letting my fingers bend the keyboard to my will.

      But I can’t find this kind of silence on tour—and I need it. I need a break, a small crack in the wall. I need a cavern to dive into. Because when I’m not Charley Otto—twenty-nine-year-old pop star—I’m just a guy who wants someone to see beyond the image.

      And this girl—this woman—who wrote fan fiction about me years ago, seems to be the only person who knows who I truly am.

      I don’t know her name but I know her scent, the way she laughed, the color of her hair.

      And the day after our...meeting…I got back together with my ex-girlfriend, Fallon. A public and messy affair that the gossip magazines loved to dissect. That toxic relationship was great for my songwriting, but it was shit for my mental health. I was a side piece, then a boyfriend, and last, a dirty secret. Fallon Farris and I were everything to each other and nothing to each other.

      I’m not surprised the author of the Wordpad story sounded bitter when she wrote about the way I always went back to Fallon like an idiot.

      Pop stars aren’t strangers to the fan fiction written about them. Most stay away from it, the Harrison Shaw’s and Sean das Dores’s of the world likely do.

      But not me. I read some on a dare, after an interviewer brought up the existence of such stories to me. What I found shocked me. Most were filthy, which was fine by me. And some were silly. And some called me by name, but my personality was nowhere to be found; so I read them in a detached state.

      But with this story, The Regret, I felt exposed. I told no one I devoured the story on Wordpad, that I analyzed it, studied the profile name of the author, and the fictional name she gave herself—Lettie.

      Asking anyone other than a professional to help me find the author’s identity would force me to admit something about the story bothered me…or intrigued me.

      Or was real.

      In The Regret, I’m twenty-four, wild, running through women and flashy drugs. I’m a nerd who wants to impress a girl he meets at a party—a guest no one knows, likely a party crasher. A girl with bright red hair, pale skin, freckles. Someone...innocent. Or so I thought.

      In the story, the girl and I leave the party, crash other parties, skinny dip in the ocean, make out in the sand…fuck on the balcony. And when morning comes, the fictional me leaves, and for years fictional me leads this girl on, breaking her heart, treating her like someone he only wants to see at night.

      None of that is true, not the years after, anyway, and the drama of the fictional me and the fictional she. But the initial night our fictional counterparts meet mirrors our real story, faded in the fringes of my mind.

      I never got her name. I don’t remember her face. I was too drunk, too much of a young moron. And now I’m forever immortalized in her memory, in her words. And I can’t stop reading them, years after she stopped posting, years after I found them.

      Because I want to be some version of the person she wrote, even in all of his imperfections.

      And I want to know how she knows where I live, and why she keeps sending flowers to my studio with words from her story.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While on tour in Europe, I hired a lawyer friend who used to moonlight as a private investigator to discover the identity of the woman who seemed to know more about me from one night than people who have known me my entire life. I didn’t expect to get any results soon, or at all. But later in the afternoon, after my hands are clean and my mind is clear, I look at the text stating he has her identity. She doesn’t get to sit on the fringes of my life anymore, toying with me.

      It’s been an hour since I responded, and Cal said he’d like to come by to give me the information in person. So I’m sitting in my living room, the windows open to the breeze and the ocean, watching the last remnants of summer slipping away, and trying to find something to do with my damn hands.

      That overachieving voice in the back of my head tells me it’s time to head back to the studio. I’m long overdue for a record, but nothing is igniting a spark.

      My writer’s block has been debilitating. I’ve been so immersed in my tour and uploading videos of myself creating melodies on the keyboard that I haven’t created anything usable for a record in the past year.

      To write is to carve out a piece of yourself and lay it on the line. And in my case, the entire world gets to judge that vulnerable feeling. I’m terrified to go to that space again, and I’d rather focus on my mystery woman right now. A more terrifying alternative.

      A knock on my door pulls me from my thoughts, and my housekeeper emerges from the dining area. “Melanie, it’s Cal Prentice. I’m expecting him,” I say, though no one makes it to my door unless they’re expected. My restless energy has me talking to talk, acting like Melanie doesn’t know my life better than I sometimes do.

      I head to the kitchen, opening the fridge to grab two waters. When I turn, Cal is walking to the bar that’s separating me from him. “Charley,” he says my name like an old friend, and I don’t mind the charade. We don’t know each other that well. “You look good. Just get back from tour?”

      “Yeah, man,” I answer, reaching across the island to shake his hand. “How are your kids?”

      “Hilarie’s starting college this fall. East Coast. Braden.” He snaps his fingers. “Braden is a sophomore.”

      I offer him a water bottle, placing my hands on the countertop as he opens it, taking a drink. “That’s great, man,” I say, eager to get down to business. Eager to stop calling Cal man like we’re buddies.

      Cal places the lid back on his bottle. “I won’t take up much of your time.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. I’m finally going to know her name. “No problem. Should I sit?”

      He smiles, bringing his briefcase up to the island surface, and opening it. “It’s interesting.” Cal pulls out a folder, opening it before sliding it to me.

      I pull the folder toward me, staring into blue eyes, a button nose, and a wide smile. Hair like fire. The most mesmerizing freckles. It’s her.

      “Her name is Scarlette Shannon. The It Girl in publishing at the moment. She’s wholesome as can be, or at least her online persona is. She posts a lot of videos interacting with fans on her social media platforms. She writes young adult high fantasy. Netflix is currently adapting one of her trilogies into a limited series, while Hulu has already released season one of a show based on her The Auburn Court trilogy. She’s thirty-three. Unmarried. No children. Her father lives here in L.A. Her mother is in Little Valley, New York, her brother is in Jersey City.”

      I take in the information, scanning the words in front of me. “And she lives here still?”

      “Yes. Still here in L.A. Though, I imagine she’s upgraded her living situation since then. How old were you when you met?”

      “Nineteen,” I say, my voice cracking.

      Cal laughs. “She was a little cradle robber, eh?”

      I force a smile. “I don’t think four years counts for much.”

      “Would you like to know where you can find her?” Cal asks.

      I close the folder, then look him in the eye. “Yes. Yes, I would.”
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      I love Cass, he’s the ultimate book boyfriend. Did anyone inspire him?

      In the back of the bookstore I find silence, peace. I relive the day, the reality of my life. And I hear the words of my fans. Who inspired Cass?

      Everyone has a crush—that childhood heartthrob they adore. People go through phases; sometimes the crush grows with them, sometimes they fade away into obscurity. I didn't like the same boys my friends did. Predecessors to the Harrison's and the Sean’s of the world. No, I was into the nerdy one. The keyboard obsessed, perfect pitch, oddball. Charley Otto—the beautiful boy with the voice I listened to as I went to sleep every night. When I moved to L.A. for college from New York state, I imagined us falling in love one day, meeting at a coffee shop or on the street, anywhere really.

      But L.A. wasn't what I expected. My life here wasn't one of stars and glamour.

      I graduated from high school a virgin. I'd never smoked a cigarette, never had a drop of alcohol touch my tongue. So when college came around, and I could move away from my strict mother and the pressing shadow of the family business, I went wild.

      I had one dream in life, and my degree would help me with little else. Creative writing is a waste of a degree in the eyes of most. Especially my mother, who begged me to study something more practical. But I couldn’t’t let go of my desire to create. So when I moved in with my father, who must have passed on his creative side to me, I thrived.

      I penned ten novels that will never see the light of day. I obsessed over the written word and the worlds I created alone in my bedroom as I earned my degree, before selling my first manuscript at twenty-six. I’m gifted with the pen, and when I wasn't out sowing my oats all those years ago, I was creating elaborate worlds for my characters to inhabit.

      It was maddening work; the way writing always is, and I never wrote from experience. Not exactly. My stories were home to strigoi, elves, fairies, witches, and demons.

      And though I could create a fictional world more vivid than the one I lived in, my professor urged me to work on my character relationships, to step outside my comfort zone. I could paint the picture of the world my characters lived in, but their love story? Their hero's journey? I needed to work on that if I wanted to turn my dream into a viable career.

      When I wasn't working on my courses, I worked odd jobs for extra cash. I lived with my father through college—making up for lost time—but I needed money for gas, savings, clothes, and other essentials. So I catered. I served tables. I worked at the coffee shop around the corner from our house.

      And every day, as I put on my best customer service face, I wondered if it would be the day my teenage dream came true—Charley Otto would walk into my coffee shop, and I would take his order. Or the party I catered would be in his area.

      Fantasies are potent. They drove me to my keyboard, fueled me. But coming face to face with my celebrity crush never happened the way I hoped for.

      My friend Alicja, who I met freshman year, worked many of the same odd jobs I did. She was born and bred L.A. and lived in a house with ten people she didn't know. It was sketch, and so were the people who lived there with her, but every wild thing I did in my early twenties stemmed from the decision to hang with her and her brother, Jacek Cleo—a child actor famous in his own right, known to the world as Jack.

      Everyone knows someone. And everyone has an in to something coveted in L.A.

      When I was twenty-three years old, I went to a party that led to a party, that led to a club, that led to another house, that led to a world I didn't understand.

      Alicja had movie-star good looks, just like Jacek. And college was just something to appease her parents, who didn’t want her to follow the same path as her older brother. Jack had friends in all the right places, but ultimately would be eaten alive by Hollywood in the years to come.

      But before that, he was magnetic, electric to be near. I fell into the pull radiating from Jacek. He called me little sister, and later, the perverseness of the nickname would leave a stain in my mind.

      Most nights we were just pretty enough and just close enough to Jacek to be space fillers—to hover around the pool and be the pretty girls orbiting successful young men.

      But that fateful night I was more than a stand-in; I was a pretty girl in a green dress who locked eyes across a room with Charley Otto. I wrote it into the light. And I’ve never stopped.

      The life of many authors isn't glamorous. Most spend their time in dark rooms, pouring their hearts into stories that no one but their mother or best friend or maybe a coworker or two read.

      I was there once—stacks of manuscripts in a fireproof safe in my closet. But that's not my life now. The writing world knows my name. Teenagers have my books stacked on their bookcases. A-list Hollywood actors are vying for the roles on shows portraying my stories. Book signings are a big deal in my life, and I love interacting with my fans on Twitter and Instagram. My readers make my life what it is. Without their rabid excitement over my work, I’d still be writing in my father's house and posting fanfiction under a fake name.

      I blush in the bookstore's bathroom at the memory of my past.

      I wrote fanfiction about Charley Otto as an exercise, and posted it online under an obscure username. It was a way to step away from the seriousness of my fantasy stories, an escape. The anonymity meant I could stretch my limits. I could write something ridiculous and over the top if I wanted.

      When I posted our story, I never imagined it would take off. I never imagined it would be something preteens and grown women obsessed over.

      They wanted the version of Charley that I wrote, but what they didn't know was that he was real. That every word I wrote was based on the image of his face, close up. The way his lips felt on mine—hungry and inexperienced and drunk. It was a night that never should have happened—a memory I could never shake—and immortalizing it was the only way I knew how to forget it.

      Except I never did.

      The only one from my team who knows I posted The Regret on Wordpad is my agent. Because that’s where he discovered me. His niece read my work and begged him to read it. So when he slid into my DMs, I lost my shit.

      It’s a ridiculous story, and we kept it between us. The official story is that I submitted my fantasy work to his agency. We never wanted the word to get out that the author of The Regret was me. So we went the traditional route. Because the world loves to ridicule what women and young girls like. And Wordpad, a site for fan fiction and the like, is considered low brow, despite movies being produced based on work coming from the site.

      I’ll never forget what the experience of writing and posting The Regret taught me. My characters’ relationships improved, and my professor was proud of the strides I made. I never told her what I did to elevate my work. I just smiled as my grades improved, one step closer to my goal.

      All the mindless jobs and the useless degree paid off eventually, and my mother and stepfather ate crow while my father beamed with pride.

      I’m living the dream. My dream.

      I stare into the mirror, wondering what Charley would think if he could see me now. Would he remember me? Would I have the guts to tell him what our night meant to me? I roll my eyes at my reflection as I freshen up my lipstick, wiping the eyeliner from under my eyes. When I walk out of the bathroom, Alicja is waiting for me. My wild friend is still in my life, as my assistant. She handles social media and my online merchandise shop. She also accompanies me to book signings and events like BookCon and Comic-Con.

      She was there the night I met Charley, but she doesn’t know about the story it inspired. So when I see her lips moving and his name coming from them, I halt.

      I shake my head, looking at the back entrance of the bookstore where our Uber is supposed to be. “What did you say?” I ask, brows furrowed.

      “Charley Otto is outside.”

      I stare, and she stares back. The moment stretches out, too quiet. And then my ears ring. “I’m sorry,” I croak. “I thought I just heard you say Charley Otto is outside?”

      Alicja nods her head, sweat on her brow. “Yes. That's what I said.”

      “Why...is he outside a bookstore…” My brain is short-circuiting.

      My friend’s eyes are wide, and she looks shocked, borderline nervous. “He’s here for you.”

      I see stars, my stomach lurching. “I'm confused...” I say as I reach for the wall, steadying myself.

      Alicja reaches for my arm, a hand moving to my back. “Shit, are you okay?”

      I have a flash to our pasts, both of us drunk, trying to help each other into her house. I don’t miss those days. I gather myself before speaking. “I’m just...what the hell?”

      “I don't know, Scar.” She laughs, nervous and a little hysterical, finally reaching me on my level, which is comforting. “He's in a SUV. He asked for you by name.”

      I clench my eyes for a moment, feeling sick, and when I open them I zero in on my shoes. They’re brand new. It would be a damn shame if I puked on them.

      After a moment, I straighten up. “Okay, um…is our Uber here too?”

      “Yes. I have a ride. Are you okay going with him?”

      “Okay, so I am going with him?”

      Alicja’s voice reaches a high pitch. “Shit, I don’t know, this is weird! What’s it been, ten years? Is this a prank?”

      “Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck,” I ramble. “Okay, this is fine. You get in the Uber, and I'm going to...that big black SUV over there.” I peer out the open door, the bookstore employees eyeing our meltdown with caution.

      Alicja grabs me by my shoulders, looking me in the eye. “You got this. You got whatever the hell this is.”

      I smile and watch her turn, leaving me in the hallway. When I look out, I see Charley Otto opening the passenger door for me.

      And when we lock eyes, he smiles.
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          CHARLEY

        

      

    

    
      Scarlette is in the bookstore’s hallway staring at me like a frightened deer, and honestly, my heart is beating out of my chest, and I know my palms are sweating. Was this a dumb fucking idea? I haven’t seen this girl…woman…in ten years, and I barely remember the night we spent together party hopping, making out in clubs, and finally ending up at my place a couple hours before the sun rose. I left before she woke and made sure my then housekeeper took care of getting her home.

      It was an awful way to handle things. But I was nineteen—a virgin—and wildly inexperienced with women. Shit, I don’t know a damn thing about them now, if I’m honest, but I do know the woman walking toward me is breathtaking. Her lipstick is red, and she looks nothing like L.A. girls. Not the ones I’ve been with, anyway. She looks like a woman who creates worlds with her mind. She looks like she could run at any moment now. So I wave.

      Wow. What a dork. I am a colossal fucking nerd, and I loathe myself.

      But she waves back.

      “Scarlette?” I ask, reaching out my hand when we’re within arm’s length of each other.

      She nods in return. “Yes, I’m Scarlette. Um, what exactly is going on here?” Her pitch is higher than I recall. I may have watched a few videos of her doing interviews on YouTube on the drive over. Her voice is normally lower, huskier. I wonder if I’m making her nervous.

      “Would you like to go for a drive?” I ask, painfully aware that the bookstore employees are loitering by the back entrance, and her friend is hesitating outside her ride. I don’t see any phones recording, luckily. Yet.

      “Yeah. Okay,” Scarlette says, walking toward the open door behind me. I move aside, the scent of her perfume hitting me as her long hair brushes my arm, making me turn to watch her. She moves to the far side of the back seat of the SUV and twists her purse strap in her fist. I join her, closing the door behind me, shutting out the noise.

      “Where to, Mr. Otto?” my driver asks before the silence can grab us.

      I turn to Scarlette. “Are you okay with going to my place?”

      “Uh fuck, okay, yeah,” she whispers, her pale face turning red.

      I want to tell her everything I know and ask her about the things I don’t know. But I feel like she’ll want to wait until we’re alone. I have no issue pretending my driver isn’t here, but not everyone is used to being driven around L.A. I avoid it when I can.

      We ride in silence for forty-five painstaking minutes, winding into the Hollywood Hills.

      When we get past the gate of my community, I hear Scarlette move next to me. She’s looking out the window, taking in the homes. “What celebrities are your neighbors?” she asks, breaking the silence.

      I clear my throat. “Oh, well…Bruce Springsteen.”

      She turns to me. “Shut up…”

      I nod, suppressing a smile, because I don’t want to sound like I’m bragging. I don’t feel like I fit in with celebrity neighbors. I don’t feel like I fit in anywhere.

      She turns back to the window with wide eyes, and the scene outside has nothing on her awe at houses I drive by every day.

      After a moment, Scarlette turns back, and my jackass is looking at her. I glance away, a faint sorry falling from my mouth before I turn ahead. Before we can speak, we reach my driveway, and I watch her face light up again. The ocean isn’t far past my house. I could jump off my balcony into the sand and run a few yards toward the water. The expanse of blue beyond is holding her eye when she speaks again. “You’re right on the water. Wow.”

      I watch her for a moment before exiting the SUV, jogging to her side, and opening the door before my driver can.

      I offer my hand, and she scrunches up her face, blushing. In turn, I feel my own cheeks warm. Who am I? Prince Charming? I wonder as we walk through the gate at the side of my mansion and into the backyard. The pool stretches on, appearing to feed into the ocean, and I wish I were in the ocean right now, not under the metaphorical spotlight I feel burning above me. I reach up, running my fingers through the mop on my head. God, I need a haircut.

      After a moment of taking in every sight, Scarlette turns around, hands on her hips. Her shyness has faded away, and I see before me a glimpse of the girl I met years ago, older than me…beautiful and wild and reckless…different than the one who tore my heart out just to see how it ticked. “So why am I here, Charley Otto?”

      The side of my mouth turns up at this version of her. “Would you like to come in for a drink?”
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      His modernist home is beautiful—art everywhere, ambient music lulling me into a warm feeling of calm—and it’s familiar. I don’t want Charley to know that, though.

      When you make out with a pop star you had a massive crush on, the feeling never disappears. Sure, it fades, but the knowledge of his lips on mine when we were younger burned into me, never disappearing.

      I watch his social media stories, keep up with his life. Eventually it stopped hurting, and it just felt nice knowing he’s here, in this city with me—a world away but so close.

      A woman, likely a housekeeper or something similar, leaves the kitchen when we walk into the house.

      “Are you ever alone?” I ask, setting my purse on his dining table.

      Charley walks into the kitchen to the fridge. “What do you mean?”

      I hum at his voice. I can never get over the fact that his speaking voice is deep, while his singing is high, melodic. The perfect falsetto.

      “You have a driver and whoever that lady is; probably an assistant and others working for you, too. Are you ever alone in this big house?” He appears to be in his social media posts, but there is always someone off camera. He over shares, telling me and the world that he may never be alone…but maybe he’s lonely.

      Charley smiles, reaching for a water, offering it to me. “I’m a very in-my-head person. The anxiety, it can hit me hard. I don’t really do well when I’m alone, because when I’m alone with my thoughts…it’s not good.”

      His smile wavers, so I walk to him, taking in his words. They make my chest ache, so I focus on something more superficial—his clothes. A denim shirt rolled up to his elbows and dark jeans. Denim denim denim, I mumble under my breath to the tune of the Mario Bros. theme song.

      He turns his head, laughing. “Did you just say denim denim denim?”

      I blush. “Yes, I mean…” I wave my hand up and down his body. It’s not a bad look at all. He looks...well, he looks fucking hot. He’s grown into his looks, grown into his uniqueness. When he first hit the music scene, he blended in, made moves similar to all the pop stars in the industry. Now he is uniquely himself, and I love it. I want to touch him.

      We laugh together until there is nothing but silence between us again. Then we speak, both of us staring with “So…”

      I nod at him, wanting hear what he has to say first.

      He clears his throat. “I read The Regret.”

      I blink. “What’s that?”

      He raises an eyebrow at me, the one with the scar, and I shake my head, speaking again.

      “Okay, well, who else knows? Because no one is supposed to know it’s me. It’s just me and my agent on my end. Something like that could affect my career.” I’m stern, my business voice coming out. I write high fantasy for young adults. If they found out about my dirty fan fiction written years ago about Charley…it would not be a good look.

      He nods, his features reassuring. “Just me and the guy I hired.”

      “You hired someone?” Well, that wasn’t my business tone.

      He moves closer to me. “A private investigator. Well, he used to be one, he’s a lawyer now—”

      “Why?” I whisper, heart thudding in my chest.

      Charley closes his eyes then sets his water bottle down. “Because I recognized it. I remembered…” his lips press together before he speaks again, “…you. I remembered you.”

      “So you remember peacing out? Leaving me alone to figure out that it was just a drunken mistake? You remember that part?” My voice is erratic, and I need to find my composure.

      Before me, Charley looks ashamed, a little sad. “I don’t remember all of it. I was wasted on... something. Those years were...not my finest. I was a virgin from New Jersey thrust into the Hollywood scene with an on-and-off girlfriend who was mean as shit. And you were, you were nice. And you were not L.A., and I didn’t know what to do with that.”

      I shake my head. The wounds we bury deep can resurface with a vengeance. “It’s fine. I don’t... I’m not...I’m over it. I don’t know why I just got so mad.”

      He smiles, bowing his head. I watch his mop of hair fall. “Because you’re not actually over it. It’s fine. I was a dick, but I’m not that guy anymore.”

      I walk toward the kitchen, rest my arms on the island between us. Why am I here? What does he want from me? “So what else did the PI Dick tell you?”

      Charley laughs at my dick comment, his wide smile making my stomach tumble. “About your career. Your success. I have a cousin who’s obsessed with your books, actually. So I get it. I think it would break her heart if she knew you wrote...what you wrote about me. I’m not here to out you or anything.”

      “Then what am I here for?” My mind wanders, fantasies written in seconds, fading in and out.

      He looks down at his hands—his long fingers. God. This is not good. “I read The Regret...a few times. More than a few. It became a ritual. You asked if I’m ever alone here? I am, sometimes. It’s a routine for me. When I come home from the tour, I read it. When I’m alone here, I read it. I have it memorized, some parts.” His voice dips low, and I wonder what it would be like if he looked at me with the same intensity he’s aiming at his hands. And my wonder pulls me back to the story. I kissed him everywhere. His neck, the salt there. His lips, the liquor.

      I feel myself blush.

      “It felt like you knew me better from meeting me once than some people who’ve known me my whole life know me. I need more people in my life who can see me like that. That’s the lie we feed people—that when you get more famous, you have more friends. I just, I had to find you again so maybe we could be friends.”

      My heart seizes for a moment at his words, then I deflate. “You want to be friends?” What did I think this was going to be? That Charley Otto was going to bring me here and ask me to be his girlfriend? He was going to say, hey, I know who you are, and I was an asshole. Let’s finish that night! I won’t leave the next morning!

      The silence stretches between us, and Charley’s eyes are vulnerable.

      “I would like that,” I answer, brushing the hair from my face. He smiles, and those soft green eyes change, making my stomach do somersaults.

      He’s more handsome here in front of me than he ever could be on my phone or TV screen, the way I watched him at the Grammy’s. He’s weird and awkward and so very...sexy.

      “Great,” he laughs, drumming his hands on the countertop. “Okay. So, friends. Friends get tours of the house. Do you want a tour of the house?”
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      I’m giving her a tour of my house? What kind of asshole am I? I point at art on the wall. “Art.” I move on. “Art.” I move on again. “Art.”

      Scarlette laughs. “You’re just like you portray yourself online, aren’t you?”

      I stop at the top of my stairs. “What’s your Instagram account? TikTok?”

      She crosses her arms. “Why?”

      “I want to see if you watch my stories.”

      She brushes past me. “I think you can find me now. You didn’t look it up as soon as the PI gave you my info?” Her tone isn’t accusatory anymore, more curious. To answer her, I pull out my phone and find her accounts, again. This time, instead of stalking the accounts, I hit follow. I motion for her to pull her own phone out when I’m done.

      She reaches into her pocket, then smiles. “Creep.”

      I shrug. “You wrote porn about me. Who’s the creep?”

      She glares. “You liked it. Who’s the creep?”

      I laugh out loud. I can’t help it, and when I walk past her, I brush against her. “I think we’ll be good friends,” I say as I walk into my studio, where a wall is lined with keyboards. I hear Scarlette walk in behind me. And when I turn around, she has that same stunned look on her face I admired earlier when she saw my place. She’s eyeing the keyboards, my prized collection.

      I bury my hands in my pockets, feeling vulnerable around her. I never show this wall in my social media stories. “You have to leave a little mystery,” I whisper, making her look my way.

      “It’s hard to leave a little mystery when someone hires a PI to hunt you down.” She raises an eyebrow at me, and I ache to touch her, run my fingers through her hair.

      “You were my mystery for years,” I admit, stepping closer.

      She walks around the room, out of reach. “Have you always been looking?”

      “Yeah. For a while.” I swallow. “Never seriously. And maybe it’s because I was afraid.”

      Scarlette stares into my eyes, and it’s something I miss, that I wish more people would do. “I’m glad you found me.”

      “I, uh…” I run a hand over my face, thinking out loud. “What are we doing here?”

      Her hair glows in the light, the beach beyond her creating perfect shadows. “You brought me here. I could ask you the same question—did you aim to impress me with your house and your driver and your studio? Money doesn’t impress me anymore. I have my own. I make it doing what I love, just like you. I may not be a household name as you are, but in my line of work, I’m well known.”

      “And you’re talented,” I say.

      “When did you find out my identity?”

      “This morning,” I answer.

      She smirks. “You haven’t had time to read my work. You read a writing exercise, essentially. That’s what writing about you was. I was trying to stretch a muscle.”

      “By writing about my muscle?”

      “They didn’t look like they do now,” she replies, motioning to my arms.

      “No, I meant—” I start.

      “You meant your dick. I got the joke.” She smiles at me, and I know her humor. I remember it. It’s still there.

      Scarlette continues. “You like what I wrote back then because it was about you. We’re all a little narcissistic when it comes down to it.”

      I shake my head, walking toward her. She acts as though it’s a dance, moving away. “I think you’re talented because you are. Maybe it was just a writing exercise, but you saw me for who I was—that’s talent. I was drunk and an idiot, and you saw my insecurities about the industry. My fear of this city and the way people would use me. And they did, just as you wrote. No, I haven’t read your published work. Not yet. But I ordered copies of everything this morning as soon as I got your name. So I plan to...reconfirm what I already know.”

      “Charley,” she breathes, “what are we doing here?”

      “I don’t know. But I want to know you. And I think you already know me.”

      She smiles, blushing. And hadn’t I said I want to be friends? That’s bullshit, but I don’t know if I should just cut through it or tread lightly. I want to ask her about the flowers, but that may scare her off. I’m not bothered by the deliveries over the years. I’m flattered that she’s held onto this crush.

      I’m forming one myself.

      “Maybe I knew you,” she says, running her hand along a keyboard. “But it’s been a lot of years, and you’ve grown up. So maybe I don’t. And that’s okay.”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah.” She laughs. “Because I’d like to get to know you again.”

      I look out the window, to the ocean, past the balcony. “Dinner here? Tonight?”
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      I'm in so much trouble. So much damn trouble.

      Charley’s driver drops me off at my home, and I run inside—heart pounding. How will I explain him showing up? It’s straight out of a story and I can’t tell Alicja why I’m going on a date with Charley. Well, not the real reason why. I pull my phone out and see she’s texted me multiple times. Fuck.

      I'm in so much trouble. What do I say? He remembered me from a drunken night ten years ago? That he just had to see me again? No one is going to believe that.

      I throw my purse on the sofa before walking into my kitchen. Surprisingly, the fridge has no answer for me, but I look inside anyway.

      Could I use the cousin angle? He said he had a relative who read me. He’s just such a great cousin that he had to meet me? And he showed up to the book signing in the back so he wouldn’t make a scene, and he wants signed copies? Wow, that’s a stretch. But it’ll have to do.

      I chug half a bottle of water, then grab my phone. Ignoring the text from Charley giving me his number.

      I word vomit my dumb-ass explanation to Alicja and bring my phone to my forehead after hitting send. “You are a dumbass,” I mutter.

      But a dumbass who is going on a date with her early
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