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I didn’t recognize him, and he smirked about that during our whole conversation, and the irony went entirely over my head.

“Must be tough, yeah,” he said, “having your pen name outed like that.”

I went on and on, babbling about it, not even realizing his pen name had been outed. Hell, I didn’t know he was a writer. He didn’t look like a writer.

Writers, by and large, not attractive.

I don’t say this to be cruel. Obviously, I’m a writer. I don’t consider myself particularly attractive. Most people, generally speaking, not attractive. Beauty wouldn’t mean anything if it wasn’t rare, after all. 

But, the thing is, you can be a writer without anyone ever seeing you. It’s a rare profession in that way. Most professions require some amount of face time, but authors can be nearly invisible. So, attractive or not, it doesn’t matter.

And him? He was very, very fucking attractive.

Lots of women, when they’re around attractive men, they get quiet and shy. This is a good strategy, because men—deep down—want demure little cute things to protect or whatever. Me, though? When I get scared or nervous or freaked out, I get loud.

I act as if I’m not scared. I act like I’m tough and made of bullet-proof glass.

This gets me laid, sure. Men all want to fuck a fearless woman. But it doesn’t get me love. You can’t love someone who won’t let you in, after all. And men like to rescue women. I don’t ever admit I need rescuing.

Not that I thought, then, that I was trying to fall in love with him.

He was just, you know, pretty. Very pretty. One of those men who’s tall and broad, with those powerful shoulders and thick forearms—the kind where you can see the sinews moving under the smattering of hair when he picks up his glass. The kind of man where his arms are like weapons, deadly, mesmerizing. But the kind of guy whose face… well, it’s like some sculpted angelic cupid thing, with the cheeks and the blond ringlets and the whole nine yards. 

And he had an accent, too.

It was sort of muddled, not exactly British, but he’d say certain things with that posh, BBC pronunciation and other things sounded very American. I’d later find out that this was because his mother was American and his father was a British viscount. And that now that his father was dead, he was a viscount. A titled, pretty, muscled god of a man.

Yeah, show me a woman who wouldn’t fall in love with him. I couldn’t help it. 

We were sitting at an outdoor bar at a hotel in Siesta Key, Florida. We were at a writer’s conference. Well, the writer’s conference was being hosted at this hotel, but I wasn’t actually going to any of the actual writer’s conference sessions. 

I was just there to get drunk, not to learn anything.

I was lucky in a lot of ways. I’d gotten into the self-publishing game at exactly the right time, before there was a lot of competition. I’d secured an audience for my cupcake cozy mysteries, all about a baker in a cutesy small town and her on-again-off-again vampire boyfriend. Cupcakes and Fangs! It sold. I made money, hand over fist, easily. 

I didn’t need to learn anything, because there was no secret to how to sell books. It was easy. Write a thing people like. Then write the same thing over and over and over and over until you felt like shooting yourself in the head.

Anyway, I didn’t come to these conferences for advice. I came because I was a pathetic shut-in with no social life, and other writers were as socially awkward as I was, so I felt comfortable around them. They were worse socially than me, actually. They thought I was good at being social since being nervous meant I got so loud and boisterous. I was, however, just as scared as they were. We were all terrified of people—writers are—and conferences were a safe space for us to let loose a little.

“It really wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d just wouldn’t have given myself a male pen name,” I said to the god-man with blond ringlets. “Now, I’m so, so canceled.”

 He raised his eyebrows, lifting his drink, which was in a plastic cup topped with a toothpick skewered with a pineapple and several cherries. We were sitting with our backs to the beach, facing the bar, which had some kind of island theme. My plastic cup had a pineapple toothpick also. The drinks themselves were heavy on the rum and all manner of tropical fruit juices—alcoholic punch. “Canceled? You don’t say. You hear about people being canceled, but I don’t know if I’ve ever met someone who was being canceled.”

I groaned into what remained of my drink. “I’m being dramatic. I’m dramatic sometimes.”

He chuckled, staring at me with that look that men got sometimes when I was pretending to be fearless around them.

I think he might fuck me, I thought.

The truth was, sex with strange men, godlike or not, terrified me. I usually did it anyway. I did things that frightened me all the time, but… for whatever reason, I never got less afraid. Something in me, that part that got accustomed to scary things, was broken. I never got accustomed, not really. I was always afraid.

“I thought that was sort of a literary thing,” he said, smiling at me. His eyes were as blue as the ocean in the distance. It was mid-afternoon. “Isn’t that what the Brontes and also George Eliot did? Female writers with male pen names?”

“Right,” I said, “but I pretended to be a gay man. And I’m neither gay nor a man. Women write about gay men all the time. Most male-male romances are written by straight women. So, it would have been fine, really, but no. I had to pretend to be someone I wasn’t.”

“And that’s… bad?”

“That’s appropriation,” I said. “That’s fetishization. That’s… oh, I don’t know. Go look me up on Instagram and you’ll find a bunch of women on a righteous-anger kick about what a horrible person I am.”

His smile deepened. He leaned closer to me. “Are you a horrible person?”

I lifted a shoulder, holding his gaze, grinning back. “Possibly.”

He laughed, and he was fucking beautiful when he laughed.

“No, I see their point,” I said, glancing over my shoulder out at the horizon. “It’s not my place to tell the stories of marginalized people. It steals their voices. And the fucked up thing is that I didn’t even need to do it. My cozies make tons of money. I can keep writing cupcakes and vampires and mysteries until the end of time and be a very wealthy woman, but was that good enough for me? No, it wasn’t. I had to create a pen name alter-ego and start writing books that were completely different than my other books. And now, everyone knows, and I’m canceled, and I’m not making much money at all.”

“What did you say your other pen name is?” he said.

“Luna Finn,” I said. “That’s my cozy name.”

He got out his phone.

“Are you looking me up?” I said.

He scrolled. He raised his eyebrows. “This book has two hundred thousand ratings.”

“It’s been out since 2013,” I said. 

“It’s ranked, um… that’s a rank that’s not making money?” He showed me the phone.

“You know about book rank?” I tilted my head to one side. “You’re a writer?”

“I am,” he said.

“You’re not wearing…” I lifted my badge from the conference, which said my real name on it. I had stopped disclosing my pen name years ago because people started acting weird around me when they knew who I was. I came under fire for two reasons: One, I made a lot of money. Two, I wrote “fast.”

When “slow” writers said other authors were fast, really, all it meant was that the slow writers tended not to be very consistent or disciplined. This was actually pretty typical for artistic types. It tended to go hand-in-hand with being creative and being sort of dreamy and having an inability to sit down and work.

I just hit the lottery, really, that was all. I happened to have a disciplined disposition. 

It wasn’t a good thing, exactly. It was driven by fear, just like everything else in my life. If I didn’t sit down and write words every day, I was anxious. The anxiety was awful. I wrote for survival as much as anything.

“I’m not here at the conference exactly,” he said. “I’m not a member of the organization. I’m a guest. I’m coming to a dinner or something, mix and mingle. Those things make me nervous. Thought I’d pre-game.” He lifted his drink.

“So, what do you write?” I said.

He shrugged. “Well, lately nothing.”

“Why not?”

“Writer’s block, I guess.” He turned to the bartender, before I could say anything, and asked for another drink. As the bartender poured the rum and juice, he watched her and not me. “I suppose you never get writer’s block.”

“That’s not true,” I said. “I have. I just… I have to get through it, because if I don’t write, I go insane.”

He turned back to me, smiling.

“That’s me being dramatic, but it’s also true. On the other hand, most writers are a little bit insane.”

He considered this. “Maybe.”

The bartender handed him his drink.

He paid cash, stuffing extra bills into the tip jar. He rounded on me. “How do you get through it?”

“Through writer’s block?”

“Mmm,” he said.

“Well, I… write.”

He laughed.

I tipped my head down, embarrassed. “I mean, there’s usually something in the way of my writing, and I bulldoze it down, I suppose.”

“Something in the way, like…?”

“Well, lately, the pen name was the bulldozer.” I sighed, feeling wistful. “The thing in the way of writing my cupcake-vampire books was that I was bored. I didn’t want to write them. I kept coming up with ideas that would involve drastically altering the series. Like, a meteor hits Shanty Rocks and all of the businesses we know and love and half of the characters are destroyed in a ball of fire.” 

He shrugged. “I’d read it.”

“Well, it would have been a betrayal to the readers. They don’t come to that series because they want destruction and fire. They want cupcakes and cuddly vampires.”

“Cuddly vampires?”

“That was why it was fun at first,” I said, shrugging. “He was just so not a vampire. I had fun because I was turning all these stereotypes on their heads. And there was the relationship, too. I held off them kissing as long as I could, just savoring it. But then, when you write a thirty-book series, eventually, every aspect of a relationship is explored. And you get bored.”

“Sure,” he said.

“You know who doesn’t get bored, though? Your fans. They never get bored. They will take another book, always another book, and if you want to keep having a career, you give them what they want,” I said. “But I couldn’t unless I had something else.”

“So, you started the pen name.”

I nodded. “I wanted to write romance that wasn’t… romantic. And for some reason, it just seemed to make sense to write these books about gay men. But I’ve come under fire for that, too. Gay stereotypes, yada yada. I probably was stereotypical.” I sighed. “I think I deserve being canceled, really. I’m not even mad.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I think I always figured something awful would happen and my writing career would end,” I said. “I had a plan, too, that I was going to set aside my retirement, but first, I was looking after my mother. She was sick and she had dementia, and I…”

“Was?” His voice changed. 

I nodded.

“My father died a few years back,” he said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“I knew it was coming,” I said.

“My father was ill, too,” he said. “But also, I couldn’t get there when he died. I always feel awful about not being able to say goodbye.”

“I got to do that,” I said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

We eyed each other, and the mood had changed now. 

“Sorry,” he said. “Back to being canceled.”

I laughed. “Oh, yes, just what I want to talk about.”

“Sorry,” he said again, chagrined.

“No, it’s fine,” I said, waving it away. “I don’t think the canceling is really about me.”

“Who’s it about, then?”

“It’s about other people. I’m a cautionary tale so that everyone can see how I’m being treated for doing this, so that they won’t do it. I’ve got to fall on my sword for society, take it on the chin, and… it doesn’t matter. I can always start another pen name.”

He nodded. “That’s true.”

“When you’re a writer, you can be anyone.”

“Until you get outed,” he said.

“Well, true,” I said. “I think the thing that does make me angry is that it’s not actually gay men who are leading the charge. It’s straight women, taking up the mantle of the gay man, as if he needs them to fight his battles against me.” I pointed at myself. “I think their canceling me on the behalf of the gay community is a little savior-complex of them. But, whatever, I shouldn’t have done it in the first place. Mea culpa.”

“Have you apologized?”

“No, no.” I shook my head. “Doesn’t help to apologize. I think it makes them worse. They feel even more entitled to rip you apart if you admit guilt. No, I hired a PR person and she said that all I can do is shut up and go away and wait until they move on.”

“So, it doesn’t bother you at all?”

“No,” I said. Ha. I was super depressed over it, that was the truth. I hadn’t been this low in a long time. The writer’s conference was probably a terrible idea, but I couldn’t bear being alone. My mother had died three months before the canceling began, and then my book sales plummeted, and even though I had savings and a very nice house I owned outright and no real need to worry about my income, it had been devastating watching everything fall down.

I blamed myself.

If I could have just given the fans what they wanted from me, none of this would have happened.

Here I was, lucky bitch, able to write like mad, with a popular series and a bunch of fans. Here I was, with everything another writer would want.

And could I be happy?

No.

Sometimes I just wanted to shake myself.

He propped up his chin on a fist, eyeing me. “Teach me your ways, wise one.”

“Are you being canceled?”

“Not exactly,” he said. “I, uh, I’m an idiot.” He drank more of his drink.

“What do you write?” I said again.

“Crime thrillers,” he said softly. “Well, one, anyway. More of a psychological thriller, really. It was all about murder. It was a stupid choice. That’s why I used a pen name. I should have written something else, anything else.”

“Why?” I said.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe I’ll keep that to myself. I suppose I’m enjoying the fact that you don’t know who I am.”

Now that he mentioned it, maybe he looked familiar. I looked him over. Why shouldn’t he have written about murder? And then it dawned on me. “Oh, shit, you’re him.”

He tipped the drink back into his mouth with a rueful chuckle. “Should have kept my mouth shut.”

I couldn’t remember his name, but I remembered the story on the news. He was one of those innocent-men-in-jail people. He’d given a false confession, but only because his girlfriend was the actual murderer and he’d wanted to save her. And I did remember when it came out that he’d written a novel under another name. It hadn’t done very well, but that was no surprise, really, because most books didn’t do well.

My gay pen name, it sure as hell hadn’t been lucrative, but I hadn’t cared. I hadn’t done that for the money. I’d done it to survive.

When it came out that he’d written it, his book had shot right up into the bestseller lists everywhere. People were astonished he’d write a book like that. It was a kind of Talented-Mr.-Ripley thing. Like that You book by Caroline Kepnes. Written from the perspective of the murderer. It was called Necessary Things.

The narrator of Necessary Things was manipulative and cold and dismissive of everyone around him. A real psychopath.

“I read your book,” I said. “It was good.”

He ducked down his head, embarrassed, actually blushing.

“It was really good,” I said. “I don’t think… I mean, obviously, when you write something, it doesn’t mean you actually are like that. It’s… the point of it… of writing, sometimes, it’s to be someone else.”

He lifted his gaze to mine. “True.”

Of course, sometimes the point of writing was to be yourself—really yourself—the barest and most awful self you could be, and to serve that up to people and to see if they would swallow you down anyway.

I didn’t say that out loud.

“You’re not going to ask?” he said.

“Ask what?”

“If I did it.” He took a drink.

“People ask you that?” I was appalled. “What do they expect you to say?”

“Right?” he said, laughing.

“I mean, let’s say you really did do it,” I said, spreading my hands. “Let’s say the confession’s real, you’ve somehow gotten out of prison, and now you’re just going to admit to them that you’re guilty? Why would anyone ask that?”

“People aren’t very intelligent,” he said.

“They are not,” I said, nodding. “And they’re not very imaginative. They can’t put themselves in the place of other people. They can’t think as if they’re someone besides themselves.”

“Well, that’s why they like books, I suppose,” he said. “To see what it would be to be someone besides yourself? To think like someone else?”

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, true.”

We smiled at each other.

“So,” I said. “Did you do it?”

He laughed again.

I laughed, too, my laughter spilling out brightly against the Florida sun, which was hanging heavy in the afternoon sky, reflecting over the water. 

“No,” he said. 

“I was just…” I shook my head and now I was blushing.

“I know,” he said. “I know, you were joking.”

“I would never really ask you—”

“I know.” He smiled at me. God, he was gorgeous. “This dinner, what are the chances you’ll be there?”

“I don’t know anything about a dinner, I’m afraid,” I said. “The conference feeds us catered lunch usually, but dinner’s on our own.” Once upon a time, at these things, I would have had people sort of following me around, wanting to be my friend. Maybe because they were hoping I’d tell them the secret to making money from writing or maybe because they knew I made money and were thinking I’d want to buy everyone drinks for the tax write-off. Regarding the latter, they were probably right. My tax guy was always telling me to spend more money. Writing isn’t like other businesses. You don’t have a lot of supplies or overhead. So, when you have a chance to spend money on a write-off-able expense, well, you should do it.

Last year, when I came to this conference, I’d hung out with friends, other writers. But this year, I was canceled, so I had lost some of my friends.

I didn’t blame them. If they’d come out on my side, they might have gotten canceled too. My friend Jacques, who was a gay writer, had come out staunchly supporting me and gotten a whole lot of flack for his trouble. 

Most of my interactions thus far had been me flying under the radar. I wasn’t sure why I’d opened up to Jacob the way I had. Well, at that point, I didn’t know that his name was Jacob. I’d find that out later.

Jacob got his phone out. “I’m going to ask if you can come.”

“To the dinner?” I was startled. “What is it? Where is it? Who’s going to be there?”

“Do you not want to come?” he said.

“Don’t tell people who I am,” I said.

He tutted at me. “Oh, none of that. That’s why I want you there. It’s sort of similar, since we both got outed. No one else understands.”

And just like that, I wanted to be there. “You and me against everyone else?” I said.

He grinned at me, and his eyes were as blue as the place where the sky met the water. “You and me,” he said, his voice low and resonant.
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THE dinner was going to be at a restaurant, a short drive away from the hotel. We’d have to Uber over, I thought, except Jacob said he had a car here, that he wanted to drive, and so I acquiesced to that.

I went to my room to change and get ready. I googled him, searching through everything I could find to refresh my memory about him and his fifteen minutes in the spotlight.

I hadn’t learned anything about the case until he was getting released from prison. There had been a short hullabaloo, a bunch of celebrities taking up the mantle, demanding he be let go because he was innocent, and then the charges against him had been dropped and he was let out.

That’s when I’d tuned in.

I remembered seeing the pictures of him, how tall he was, how attractive…

Thinking about how this man was willing to go to jail for the rest of his life for a crime he didn’t commit in order to save the woman he loved. Thinking that was romantic. And wondering about the girl. What had she been like?

She was dead.

She’d killed herself, leaving a suicide note that confessed to the crime, saying she couldn’t let Jacob go away for something she’d done. Then they’d found the murder weapon in her possession, hidden away with her things. Her DNA had already been found at the crime scene, previous to this, but she hadn’t been arrested because she sort of lived at the crime scene.

It was her parents, that was who had been murdered. She’d been in college, living on campus, but she’d come home to see her parents as recently as the weekend before. Her DNA was bound to be there.

I remembered watching the interview with Jacob afterward. He’d done one big tentpole prestige interview with a big-deal journalist, who’d interviewed him on a set with muted couches and a potted palm and nodded sympathetically during all his answers. 

“Aspen always seemed fragile in this way,” Jacob said. “You wanted to take care of her. You sort of ached to do it. It didn’t seem right to me that she’d suffered with these awful parents and was then going to have to navigate the hellscape of getting out of it so I just took the blame for her.” 

I had to look up that quote. I didn’t remember it verbatim.

Apparently, her parents had been abusive. But Jacob had been vagueish on the details. They were “awful” but he said that since they were all dead—Aspen and her parents—there was no point in getting into a smear campaign on what had happened.

“They all suffered,” he said. “And it ended in violence and blood. Now, I hope they all have some peace.”

His confession to the police had been all wrong in that way of false confessions. He’d not explained the correct order of things and had neglected to account for a number of wounds. Apparently, the parents had been stabbed numerous times, something that indicated that the murderer had likely known the victims and had a personal vendetta. It had always seemed more likely to be someone other than Jacob.

There was no forced entry. The victims had likely invited their murderer inside.

If it hadn’t been for Jacob’s confession, he wouldn’t have been arrested. No evidence against him, not really.

I changed, put on makeup, and surveyed myself in the mirror.

I wasn’t particularly attractive, in the way of most authors.

I wasn’t unattractive, I supposed. I was overweight, but not so much that I didn’t have the vestiges of my figure. I looked less overweight lately. Since the canceling, I’d lost my appetite, maybe lost a few pounds. I was a little more svelte than usual. 

I had thick thighs and rounded hips. My legs were cellulite city. But I managed to still have a tiny waist and a flat stomach. Of course, my breasts? Flattish, too. 

Well…

If I hadn’t had thunder thighs, my breasts and waists would have looked very nice, really. Ample breasts, a small waist… but then, there was the bottom part of me, all out of proportion and enormous.

I turned sideways, skimming my hands over my thighs. With men, I pretended I liked the way I looked, and they seemed to fall in line. I wasn’t one for showing weakness. Of course I never knew if they really found me attractive or if they were just saying they did because, well, who argues with someone who thinks they look good? 

It was that vulnerability thing. I didn’t do it, and so I never got any sort of reassurance. 

My hair was light brown, frizzy, wavy. I smoothed some product into it, turned over, ran my fingers into it, and then, voila—tousled perfection.

Whatever.

Looking good was nice, of course, but being confident—or faking confidence as the case may be—was the next best thing.

“He’s a fucking viscount, Heather,” I whispered to my reflection. “It’s like a Georgette Heyer book. I wonder if anyone calls him Lord Tharpe.” I felt shivery just thinking of that. 

Here was the other thing. He’d been in prison after his arrest for two years, and he’d grown up a heck of a lot in that time. His mug shot, when he was eighteen? He was skinny and wearing glasses and he had acne on his chin. Then he got out, twenty years old, the golden god of titled British-American innocence, swoon-worthy.

Looking at his mug shot, it had been even stranger to think anyone had imagined he could have murdered two people. He’d looked like a child, a nerdy and bookish shy little boy.

On the other hand, Aspen Reed? She sure as heck didn’t look like she could have managed it on her own.

“Maybe they did it together,” I said to the mirror. I got another shiver at that. “What, Heather, you want to fuck a murderer?”

I shrugged at myself. It wasn’t as if he didn’t do it for a romantic reason, right? Did I want a man who’d kill for a woman? I mean… who wouldn’t?
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JACOB looked me up and then down and then up again. He was smiling. “This is nice.”

I gestured to my clingy little black t-shirt dress. “This old thing?” I pursed my lips. We were flirting, him and me.

We were in the lobby of the hotel.

He nodded at the door. “I pulled up.” He pointed at a sleek, black BMW in the front of the hotel, visible through the glass doors in the front.

“Oh, that’s nice,” I said.

“That old thing?” he said, offering me his arm.

I took his arm, grinning impishly up at him. “You’re fun, aren’t you?”

“Me? No, definitely not,” he said. “I’m the opposite of fun. I’m serious and brooding and very boring.”

I giggled. “Well, me, too.”

He let out a laugh.

The dinner was awful.

It was being hosted by Myla Bailey, who’d had a runaway hit of a thriller book maybe five years ago. Before that book had come out, she’d published three other reasonably successful books, but since her breakout, she hadn’t written anything. 

This sort of thing happened to authors. Fear of competing with yourself. After you write the book of the decade, what do you write next? How do you top that?

Anyway, I’d hung out with her a few years ago, when it had only been two years since the book had come out, and she’d seemed sort of, well, annoyed with me back then. Through a veneer of politeness, of course. I chalked it up to envy. 

Which on the surface, seemed ridiculous. I’d never been a number one New York Times bestseller like she was. 

But I could write, and she couldn’t, so she was annoyed. Writers can always find something about another writer to be envious about, in my experience. I’m guilty of it, too. I couldn’t say that I wasn’t envious of her. She didn’t have to write about cupcakes and vampires, after all.

Anyway, at the dinner, she made some comment about my canceling, something loud and cutting. “You didn’t tell me it was her, Jacob. I don’t want anyone thinking I invited her. I don’t endorse that kind of appropriation or fetishization.”

So, we left.

He didn’t make a big thing of it, but he took me by the hand and said we should get out of there maybe, and I said that was a great idea, and we got back in his sleek little car and drove along the coast, one end of the island to the other.

“I don’t know why I came here,” he said.

“You should go back to the dinner without me,” I said. The windows in the car were open and the muggy Florida air was kissing its way up the back of my neck, making my wild, wavy hair even wilder and wavier.

“No way,” he said. “You would have been the only thing to make it bearable.”

“Me?”

“You seem so fearless,” he said. “Brave.”

“It’s an act,” I said.

He laughed.

“I’m serious. I’m afraid of everything.”

He turned the car around in the huge parking lot for the public beach access. We started driving back towards the hotel. “I’m mostly afraid of myself, I think.”

“Really.” I turned to look at him. It was now twilight, and he was difficult to make out in the blue-blackness of the evening. “That’s a strange thing for a former murder suspect to say.”

“You don’t believe that I didn’t do it.”

“I do, I do,” I assured him.

“I don’t like talking about it, that’s the thing.”

“Of course you don’t,” I said. “I’m sorry for bringing it up.”

“No, it’s… you’re fine.”

It was quiet.

“Back then,” he said, “before I got arrested, you see, I always wanted to be a writer. It’s all I ever wanted. I got talked into studying political science at Tulane, but that’s not what I wanted to do. It was just that you don’t go to school for that, not according to my mother, not according to my father. You don’t study creative writing.”

“I mean, I maybe agree,” I said. “College creative writing programs are shit. If you want to learn how to write, you need to learn from people who are actually making money at writing.”

He laughed. “Well, I would bow to your expertise, then.”

“Are you kidding?” I gaped at him. “Your book topped all the bestsellers lists. I’m sure it made money.”

“But it wasn’t pure,” he said. “That was blood money.”

I looked away, getting a funny feeling in the pit of my stomach.

“So, another pen name? Is that what you’d do?”

“Probably,” I said. “But I don’t know if it’s what I’d tell you to do. You said you had writer’s block, anyway.”

“Ah, true,” he said.

“So, what’s in the way of your writing?” I said.

He sighed heavily. “I wrote half of that first book in jail. Nothing to do, you know? It was easy to write about something grim like that when I was awaiting trial and I thought I might never get out. I thought it might be a funny gimmick, then, a convicted murderer writing from the perspective of a psychopath.”

I grimaced. A funny gimmick? Really?

“Anyway, I don’t want to write about that anymore.”

“Oh,” I said. “Well, that’s probably good.”

He laughed.

“I only mean, from the perspective of your needing a pen name. Write something else, something cheery—”

“Cheery?” 

“People want to read to escape,” I said.

“Escape to cuddly vampires and cupcakes and small towns,” he said.

“It doesn’t have to be like that,” I said. “Um, it should be something you’d never get to do in real life. It’s good if there are rich people or exotic locales or a lot of crazy, wanton sex or—”

“Getting the picture,” he said, laughing.

“What do you want to write about?”

“Love, maybe,” he said. “But men don’t write romance novels.”

“They do sometimes,” I said. 

“I don’t know if it would be cheery, though,” he said.

“Well, then I don’t think it would be a romance novel,” I said. “Romance novels have to have happy endings.”

“Do they?”

“Mmm, if it doesn’t end happily, it’s not a romance novel.”

“What is it, then?”

“Probably something literary. Women’s fiction. Or one of those books with ‘a novel’ after the title.”

He smirked.

When we got back to the hotel, we walked through the lobby and dawdled around at the elevator, talking about something stupid, like some comedian special we’d both seen on Netflix. It wasn’t the content of the conversation that was important. It was how close we were standing to each other, the way we were gazing into each other’s eyes, the way his hand kept brushing up against mine.

Finally, I just did it. I was getting impatient for him to do it. “Come back to my room?” I said.

His lips parted. “Let’s…” His voice dropped in pitch. “I will if we both agree to not go to bed with each other yet.”

I blinked at him, surprised by that.

He brushed his hair away from his forehead, blushing, looking embarrassed.

I reached up, touching him unbidden. I shouldn’t have. I don’t know why I did. It was forward of me. “Where’d you get this scar?”

He backed away, hand going up to it, swallowing. “A fight.”

“Oh,” I said softly.

“Yes, it was in jail,” he said, nodding. “Yes, it was like that. It was, um…” He looked away.

“I didn’t think that,” I said quickly. “I didn’t think that at all.” It was like what? What did that mean? Did he mean…? My eyes widened, and I leaned closer. “You don’t mean…”

He looked up at me. 

I swallowed.

We just gazed at each other.

“I’m sorry,” I breathed.

“No, I fought him off,” he said. “It wasn’t that bad. Really, truth is, most of it… I think it’s consensual. People get lonely when they’re locked up and beggars can’t be…” He was blushing again. He rubbed the back of his neck, bowing his head. “I’m going into the elevator to die all alone now. You stay here.”

I touched him again. “No, don’t be embarrassed. It’s me. I shouldn’t have said anything about—”

He caught my hand. “I like you, Heather Wyatt. I don’t want it to be tawdry with us.”

My breath got stuck in my throat. I gazed into his stupidly handsome face. “Oh,” was all I managed.

“Unless that’s what you want. If it’s all you want,” he said. “If you just want some sort of, erm, one-night thing, then—”

“No, that’s not all I want,” I said. “I mean, obviously I just met you, so I would need to get to know you before I decided that I wanted anything more.”

“No sex,” he said, glancing at the elevator and then back at me. “All right?”

“All right,” I said. It was weird, but it was kind of nice. I smiled at him. “Very much all right.”

“Then let’s go to my room.”










HE was staying in one of the penthouse suites, all the way at the top of the hotel. It was nicer than my suite. I’d been up here, though, a year or two ago. Two authors I knew had gone in together to get one of these suites and we’d all come up here and hung out.

It had a full-sized kitchen with counter space and a dining area. There was a big TV room with thick couches and an outdoor balcony area for sunbathing. 

“This was all that was available when I booked,” he said, as if he was embarrassed about it.

“It’s nice up here,” I said. 

“Too much space for me,” he said. “I’m supposed to leave in the morning, anyway.”

This disappointed me. But I just said, brightly. “Where to? Home?”

He rubbed his forehead, showing off that scar of his again. “I don’t even know where home is anymore.” He shrugged. “Maybe I really never knew that. My mother’s always kept homes in America, and my father had his family’s lands, plus some vacation homes in various places. I was never settled, even as a kid, and I spent a lot of time in schools.”

“Like boarding schools?” I said.

“Yeah,” he said. “Aspen and I had that in common. Wine?”

So, he just mentioned her casually, then? What was I supposed to do with that? “Wine’s good.”

“I only have red,” he said.

“That’s fine.”

We went onto the outdoor balcony area with our wine. “Anyway, yes, I’m meant to go back to England tomorrow, but I suppose I don’t have to. When do you leave? At the end of the conference?”

“Well, there are some things happening Sunday morning,” I said. “But I’ll be on a flight early that day. I typically don’t stay for that.”

“So, if I stayed one more day, we could, um—” He shook his head. “Well, no, because you’ll be doing conference things on Saturday.”

“I won’t,” I said. “I mean, I’m here to get drunk. Er, network. I’m here to network. With booze.”

He laughed.

I laughed.

We went over to the railing and looked out at the ocean, at the beach seventeen stories below, at the stars in the sky. 

“I don’t know why I’m here,” I said softly. “But if you can stay… I’d like that.”

He wound his arm around my waist, letting his huge palm settle on the curve of my hip. He pulled me into him, and I could feel the heat of his body, smell the scent of his soap and aftershave, and it made my heart pound in anticipation. I leaned into him, enjoying the revelation of closeness.

“Getting drunk, huh? You’re pretty upset about the canceling, then?” His voice was deep. His breath ruffled my wavy hair as he spoke into the crown of my head. He was very, very tall. 

I wanted to melt into him. “I said I was fine with it, didn’t I?”

“You’re a very good liar, aren’t you, Heather?” he breathed, nose in my hair.

I felt lightheaded. “Well, I suppose I lie for a living.”

He clutched me closer. “Tell me something, then, tell me something about yourself that you usually hide from other people.”

I let out a trill of laughter, trying to fight out of his grasp. What kind of game was this?

He held me tighter, trapping me, pulling me in against his chest. “Too much? Tell me something you don’t like about yourself, then.”

I looked up at him, placing a palm on his chest, trying to push myself free of him. “Why?”

He held my gaze, and his blue eyes weren’t so blue in the darkness. He seemed tall and huge and too strong, dangerous somehow. “It’s a trust-building exercise, Heather.”

“Is that what we’re doing?” I felt like it was hard to catch my breath. “Building trust?”

“You want me to change my plans for you, don’t you?” he said. “Why should I do that? Tell me something that makes me trust you.”

My lips parted. My breath came out raggedly. I couldn’t look at his face. I focused on his chest. “Something I don’t like about myself?”

“It can be something shallow, something about your appearance,” he said with a shrug. “I don’t like my nose.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your nose!” I burst out with.

He shrugged. “Now, you.”

“My thighs,” I said. “My hips. The entire bottom half of my body.”

He smiled at me, his hand going lower, exploring the ample flesh of my hip, dragging his fingers lower to my thigh.

I felt hot and cold at the same time. I made a noise in the back of my throat.

“Most women don’t accentuate the aspects of their bodies they dislike.” He was amused. 

“I’m not most women,” I said.

“No, you’re not.” He took my wine glass from me and set it on the table on the balcony. He pressed me into the wall behind the table, his body flush against mine, lined up against me, and everywhere we touched tingled. He tilted back my face, and I thought he was going to kiss me, but he simply traced my lips with his forefinger. “I should say that I like the bottom half of your body, shouldn’t I?”

“You don’t have to—”

“I find you incredibly alluring, do you know that?”

I did know that, really. “But not because of me,” I blurted.

He snorted. “What?”

“It’s—I’m not being real,” I said. “I’m just pretending, playing a part.”

He traced the bottom half of my lip. “Are you trying to trick me?”

“No, I just mean… I’m not confident, and I’m not alluring, and I’m not anything of the things I pretend to be.” I didn’t know why I was saying this to him. I didn’t know why I was admitting it out loud. I wasn’t that drunk, and the only time I’d ever tried to explain this to someone, I’d been slurring my words and they’d laughed off everything I said. 

“Stop pretending, then.”

“I can’t.”

He threaded his big, big fingers into my hair, cupping my cheek with his massive palm. He lowered his face and we were nose to nose. “You can,” he said, his voice rich and deep. “Stop pretending.”

I let out a gasp of a breath.

“I mean, everyone pretends,” he said, looking into my eyes. “I pretend, too. You might not believe this, but I think I like you because you make it seem as though I don’t have to pretend.”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense at all.”

“You sure? You sure you’re not always trying to give that to everyone around you, that safe space to simply be? Are you sure you’re not waiting for someone, anyone, ever to give it back to you?”

My eyes stung.

“Here we are, then, Heather. Maybe we’ve just been waiting for each other.”

Oh, fuck. I liked that. How could I not like that?
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I slept in his bed with him that night, but we didn’t even kiss.

He wrapped me up in his arms and rubbed his nose over my nose, rubbed it over my neck and my jaw. He rolled over me, and rested his pelvis against the cradle of my hips, gasping into my ear.

“I think I’m older than you,” I whispered in the darkness. I was wearing my t-shirt dress but I’d removed my bra, and he was only wearing a t-shirt and boxers. It was incredibly intense, the closeness, the lack of kissing or any overt sexual behavior. It made everything seem heightened in a way that I found I liked.

“Mmm, yes, I think so,” he said into my neck. “As it happens, I like older women.”

Later I’d find out she was older than him. Aspen Reed. He was eighteen. She was twenty. When I compared pictures of his mugshot to pictures of her at the time, she looked incredibly too old for him, like she was a grown woman and he was a boy.

But our age difference was more than two years.

He was twenty-five.

I was thirty.

It was only that, even from the beginning, he didn’t seem younger than me.

He lay his hand on my neck. He wasn’t restraining me in any way. There was no grip. It was just his hand resting against me, his long fingers draped down over my neck. He was perched between my spread legs, and my dress was hiked up and he was pressed against the thin layer of my panties, only wearing his boxers. We were touching, but there were barriers. I felt hot all over. I felt like something inside me was going to expand and burst out of my skin. 

I felt pinned down under him, and I wanted to wriggle into it, fight a little, writhe against it. I was incredibly turned on in a way I never was with men. I had sex, usually with strangers, but it was never very good. I tried to please them, and when it came time for me to instruct them on how to please me, I froze up. I’d be too timid to say anything, and it was easier to just pretend as if I was satisfied, even if I wasn’t. I didn’t overtly fake orgasms or anything. If asked, point blank, I’d admit I hadn’t come. But if they interpreted my moans to mean that I had climaxed, I didn’t disabuse them of the notion.

“I want to kiss you,” he told me. “I want to do all sorts of things to you, Heather, and eventually, I will, every single one of them. But not yet.”

“No kissing at all?” I breathed.

“No,” he said. “It’ll be better if we wait.”

“How long?” I said.

“As long as we can manage,” he said. “As long as we can hold off.”

My whole body felt tight. I rocked my pelvis into him, and he let out a little groan and shut his eyes.

He let me do that for a while, his hand on my neck the whole time, and I started to think that I was going to come in front of him, which was ridiculous.

There was only one man who I’d had regular orgasms in the presence of, and it was my ex-husband Brody. Even then, though, it had usually been the result of a vibrator. Falling apart in front of a man I barely knew, while I was just grinding on him with two layers of clothing between us, it was insane.

A good kind of insane, though.

“You’re all right with it?” he said. “With waiting?”

“Yeah,” I said. It sounded exciting, actually. It sounded intense and capital R romantic, like something out of a Byron poem. “Yeah,” I said, and I stopped grinding, deciding to hold off on the orgasm, too.

“When we finally give in, it’ll be seismic,” he said.

I sighed.




THE next day, we went all over the hotel holding hands, which felt delicious and exciting and kind of like we were in high school or something again. 

Myla Bailey cornered me in the hallway outside of the conference sessions. There was a coffee cart there with complimentary coffee, so I’d come to get some of that and people were coming out of the sessions. One of them was Myla.

She took me by the arm and said, “Walk with me,” and pulled me down the hallway to stand far away from everyone else. “Are you just having a breakdown or something?” she said.

“What?” I said. 

“You got caught writing offensive trash, so now you’re falling the fuck apart?” she said. “What are you doing with Jacob Lloyd?”

“I don’t know.” I blushed, scuffing the toe of my foot against the carpet. “It’s just happening, and he’s nice, and I like him, and—”

“I did not bring him here so that he could hook up with women old enough to be his mother.”

“How old do you think I am?” I glared at her.

She let out a little embarrassed breath. “I guess you’re younger than the other cozy authors, aren’t you?” She tilted her head. “God, you must have been a baby when you first hit it big, then.”

“Nineteen,” I said, shifting on my feet.

“That must have been a mindfuck,” she said, sympathetic.

“Well… actually…”

“People don’t realize that success is stressful,” she said.

“You know, they don’t,” I said.

We eyed each other for several moments, a current of understanding going through us.

“Anyway, point is, cut that off with him.” She shook her head.

“Why?” I said. “I like him. He’s got his own money and he’s secure in himself, and do you have any idea how hard it is to find a man who can deal with a woman who has a thriving career?”

Her shoulders slumped. “I guess you heard about my divorce.”

“I didn’t,” I said. But I wasn’t surprised either. That happened a lot, too, to authors. Their writing careers survived. Their marriages didn’t.

“I’m trying to introduce Jacob to someone,” she said. “I wanted to feel him out on it last night at the dinner, but he disappeared, and now you’re in the way of all of it—”

“You’re playing matchmaker with him?” I was so confused.

“No, not introduce him like that,” she said. “Oh, never mind. Just, both of you, come to lunch with us today.”

I went back to Jacob, who was getting more coffee.

He stirred his cup with a wooden stirrer. “What was that about?”

“Myla wants to take us to lunch,” I said.

“Both of us? Because I got the impression she didn’t like you.”

“Yeah, well, she seems to have accepted that I’m part of the package or something. I can stay here if you want.”

“No,” he said. “I want you to come. We should probably go, though. Myla helped with my release from prison. She wasn’t the author of an NYT bestseller back then but she was still a respected author. And you know she used to be a lawyer, right?”

Maybe I knew that. There seemed to be an awful lot of former-lawyer authors, actually.  “So, what? She helped with legal issues to get you out? Didn’t you have your own lawyers?”

“Well, the state dropped the charges, but I think that had something to do with the pressure from the outside,” he said. “I did have lawyers, obviously.”

“But not before you confessed.”

“They would have told me not to,” he said, but his tone told me not to ask more questions or to pursue this at all. He’d said, after all, that he didn’t like talking about it. But then he brought up Aspen Reed in casual conversation, and I didn’t know how to interact with him about any of it.

We went to lunch.

It was at a restaurant in the hotel, one that overlooked the water.

Myla introduced us to a woman named Saylor Faith, who was a pretty Black woman with an intricate braided updo. She was wearing a creamy pantsuit. She was all smiles as we sat down. 

“I don’t mean to ambush you, Jacob,” said Saylor. “I just happen to live in the area, and when I knew Myla was going to be here, we got to talking about you, and she said she could maybe introduce us.”

“I was going to ask you,” Myla said. “But you ran away last night.”

Jacob looked at me and then at the two women. “What’s this all about?”

“I’m a filmmaker,” said Saylor. “I make documentaries. I’ve been looking for something true crime, and
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