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Dedication

To Bob Murphy and Doug Hagen.

You’ve always been like fathers to us. (And we love you, but you probably shouldn’t read this one!)
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Epigraph

Let’s go get the shit kicked out of us by love.

—Sam, Love Actually 

This year, you’re my only wish;

babe, you’re on my naughty list.

—INK, “Naughty List,” Merry INKmas

(Bootcamp Records) 
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PROLOGUE
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Teddy Ray Fletcher

A tusk?” he repeated, just to make sure he’d heard right.

“A wooden tusk,” the voice clarified. Teddy heard the whoosh of traffic and the sound of a car door closing. Why was it that managers and agents were always going places when they called? Did they save all their phone calls for their commutes? 

“Three broken arms, two broken legs, and five concussions between the four of them,” Steph D’Arezzo finished over the hum of an accelerating car. 

Teddy looked down at his desk, an acrylic thing his ex-wife had gotten him from IKEA before the divorce. 

A very stressful production schedule looked back up at him. 

He looked away from it, trying to focus on the picture of his two kids grinning from within his arms, their tiny hands clutching the tiny pumpkins he’d bought for them at the pumpkin patch that day. They used to be so little. And so inexpensive. 

“Okay, so you’re telling me that my entire costume and hair team went into the desert and stood under a wooden tusk, which then collapsed on top of them. And now they can’t work on the movie, which starts tomorrow.” 

“Costume team, hair team, and your gaffer, Teddy. And there’s no need to sound so judgmental about the wooden tusk. It was on a giant wooden walrus sculpture, after all. Don’t you know anything about festivals? Haven’t you been to Burning Man?” 

Teddy squinted at the far wall in his tiny office, trying to imagine the fast-talking, suit-wearing, phone-addicted Steph D’Arezzo doing drugs in the desert. “Have you been to Burning Man?” 

“We were all in our twenties once. No, don’t take the five right now, are you even looking at your GPS?” 

Teddy assumed she was talking to an Uber driver and ignored the last comment. “So they were at Burning Man?” 

“No, this was better than Burning Man,” she said. “It was UnFestival in Terlingua.” 

“UnFestival? I’ve never heard of it.” 

“Of course you haven’t,” Steph said dismissively. “It’s exclusive.” 

“Ah,” he said. “Invite only.” 

“No, Teddy, it’s uninvite only.” 

“Okay. Uninvite only to UnFestival. Where a wooden walrus fell on my crew.” 

“Just the tusk,” she clarified. “Will it stop dinging at me if I put on my seat belt? Oh good. And the walrus was part of the Alice in Wonderland theme, Teddy. It wasn’t just a random wooden walrus out on a mesa.” 

She scoffed as if that would be bananas. 

“And how do you know all this before I do?” he asked. 

“Ah, well, about that,” Steph said, and it was in that brisk I have some bad news voice that all managers seemed to have. 

Teddy’s butthole clenched. 

“I heard because it came bundled with another thing. I got a call from Winnie’s agent, and she’s going to call you later tonight when she knows more, but she wanted to put me and your male lead in the know, in case the story broke over social media before then. Winnie’s in the hospital right now.” 

Shit. 

Winnie Baker was a wholesome child star turned wholesome made-for-TV-movie actress, and she was going to be one of the leads in his first-ever Christmas movie production. More importantly, she was the star his director had specifically chosen to work with to make her directorial debut, and Teddy had to keep his director happy, because she made the Hope Channel happy. 

And getting Duke the Halls distributed by Hope—and their new streaming platform Hopeflix—was the only thing that could turn Teddy’s desperate Christmas movie gamble into real money. God knew his day job making cheap pornography wasn’t paying for his son’s art school tuition or his daughter’s startup making carbon-neutral sex toys. 

And Christmas movies couldn’t be that hard to make, right? They were almost like porn. The scripts were on the flimsy side and the production times were shorter than a community college wintermester. 

But now the wooden tusk. Now no Winnie Baker. 

But Teddy wasn’t a total asshole, so the first question he asked was “Is Winnie okay?” 

“She’ll be fiiiine,” Steph said, in a voice that clearly conveyed how much she cared. “The word is that it was an ayahuasca ceremony gone wrong—also at UnFestival. Do you know how easy it is to get dehydrated on the mesa? Even before you start shitting yourself? Anyway, she’s in the hospital now and hooked up to all sorts of IVs. Her agent thinks another few days and then a discharge with strict instructions to rest.” 

“So no movie for her,” Teddy said numbly. 

“No movie for her. By the way, if anyone asks, she’s being treated for exhaustion. Not for puking in a tent full of vegans and DJs.” 

Right. No one would want sweet Winnie Baker’s reputation tarnished—and Teddy definitely didn’t want the movie tarnished by association. No, he needed his new production company to appear five thousand percent aboveboard, so that no one would dig too hard and find out that Teddy Ray Fletcher was the same man who owned Uncle Ray-Ray’s, a porn studio specializing in—well, less stuff than it used to, now that his daughter was in her twenties and spent every family meal lecturing him about creating ethical mission statements. Last Thanksgiving, she and his son made him identify Uncle Ray-Ray’s core values. 

Core. Values. 

“So if I were you,” Steph went on, “I’d round up your director and get that shit recast ASAP. Sweet baby Jesus, did you see that? And on a unicycle! Only in Silver Lake, am I right?” 

Assuming that Steph was talking to her Uber driver again, Teddy wisely chose not to answer, already stuffing everything on his desk related to Duke the Halls into his briefcase—another present from his ex-wife. 

He was going to fix this. He was going to juggle Fletcher Productions and Uncle Ray-Ray’s so smoothly that no one from the Christmas movie would ever, ever know about his career making porn. He had not figured out how to make separate IMDb accounts (and how to furtively use his great aunt Phyllis’s address for a new LLC) for nothing! 

I can fix this, he told himself as he forced the briefcase closed and bolted for the door. I can still make this work. 

After all, how hard could it be to keep his two worlds separate? 

THREE HOURS LATER, Teddy was sitting across from his director in an airport Chili’s Too glowing with chili pepper string lights and mini Christmas trees at every table. He was trying to pull folders out of his briefcase while also choking down a molten-hot mozzarella stick. 

“Are you okay?” she asked. “You’re flushed.” 

Teddy fumbled some folders on the table and then dabbed at his forehead with his napkin, hoping he wasn’t sweating too much. His pale complexion showed every degree of flush and every stipple of sweat. It made him self-conscious. 

“This is stressful stuff, but nothing we can’t handle,” he said, trying to sound smooth and in control. He’d dealt with any number of porn catastrophes in his day, but unfortunately, the stakes were a bit higher here than having to recast a performer with hemorrhoids. “Obviously, it’s less than ideal having to make this decision in the airport right before your plane leaves for Vermont, but ayahuasca is unpredictable.” 

“Words to live by.” The director sighed. She was already pulling his folders across the table over to her side. Even as she sat in a booth made of vinyl and old crumbs, there was no hiding that indefinable celebrity aura she gave off. Gretchen Young had high cheekbones, flashing eyes, and warm medium brown skin—all of it finished off by long, waist-length twists, a nose piercing, and casual overalls that had probably cost as much as his watch. 

“And how hard do you think it will be to get someone else to Vermont in time?” she asked, spreading the headshots across the table. “There were a few other women whom I liked at the audition, but with the shoot happening over the holidays and the short notice …” 

“We’ll make it work,” Teddy said with a confidence he absolutely did not have. For one thing, the turnarounds on these Christmas movies were tight. Two weeks—three at the most. And with the actual filming set to begin in two days, he’d have to get their new actress out to Vermont by tomorrow, or the day after at the latest. While Duke the Halls wasn’t exactly written in iambic pentameter, he assumed Winnie’s replacement would want a day or so to read over the script and familiarize herself with the story. 

And for another, worse thing, the little Vermont town where Gretchen wanted to shoot the movie—Christmas Notch—had only one opening in its little Vermont schedule: during the actual, literal Christmas season. And while they wouldn’t be shooting on the twenty-fifth, they’d be right back to work on the twenty-sixth, meaning that whoever took Winnie’s role would have to be okay with potentially missing Christmas at home. 

Jesus. He needed another mozzarella stick. He shoved the breaded lava into his mouth and tried to remember that thing his son had told him about mindful breathing. 

“Fuck,” Gretchen breathed suddenly. “Who is she? We didn’t see her at the audition, did we?” 

“Uh,” Teddy said through his mouthful of food, racking his brain. 

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a headshot with nipples before,” Gretchen added thoughtfully. 

The horror slid through him in slow motion, as hot and gooey as the burning mozzarella lodged in his throat. He lowered his eyes to the table and saw what Gretchen was looking at: a picture that had most definitely not come from the Duke the Halls folder. He mentally rewound to three hours ago, when he had been shoving any and all folder-like objects into his briefcase, flustered and hurrying like hell so he could catch Gretchen before her flight. 

And now here he was, looking at a still from Uncle Ray-Ray’s latest porn shoot and not a headshot for Duke the Halls. 

Gretchen traced a long finger over the woman’s face. “She definitely wasn’t at the audition. I’d remember her. Who is she?” 

Teddy tried to put his hand over the rest of the folder—if she kept going through these pictures, she was going to see more than just nipples—and sound completely and totally nonchalant. Like this was no big deal. Like Gretchen didn’t have her finger on a picture of one of the hottest alt-porn stars of their time. 

“She’s very talented,” Teddy said, the nonchalance difficult to muster as he coughed down some stubborn mozzarella. “But she normally does edgier stuff. You know”—he cast around for the right nonporn word—“provocative. Artistic risks and stuff. Not really Hopeflix fare.” 

“She’s exactly what I want,” Gretchen said, still looking at the photo. “She’s perfect for the part of Felicity.” 

“Uh …” 

“I want her,” Gretchen repeated, looking up at Teddy. “I want her in my movie. What’s her name?” 

He almost said her stage name and then caught himself at the last moment. “Bee Hobbes. But you haven’t even seen her act yet,” he protested weakly. 

“Do you think she has a reel up on her website?” Gretchen asked. “I’ll Google her.” 

Teddy had a sudden, queasy vision of her Googling Bee Hobbes and somehow landing upon Bianca von Honey. And Uncle Ray-Ray’s. 

“No need to Google,” he said quickly. “I’ve worked with her before and she’s brilliant. But maybe we should have some other backup options, in case she can’t …” 

“No, it needs to be her,” Gretchen said, shaking her head, looking down at the picture again. “I want a degree of edginess; I want there to be something dangerous in the way the actors play Pearl’s script.” 

Pearl Purkiss was the screenwriter for Duke the Halls—and Gretchen Young’s girlfriend—and was in Christmas Notch now, preparing for a movie that didn’t currently have a female lead. “We could find another edgy person,” Teddy attempted valiantly, “if we just take a quick look at the other folder—” 

“I hope,” Gretchen said coolly, “that you’re not balking because she’s plus-size?” 

“What? No!” Teddy worked with Bee all the time! She was gorgeous and filthy and great for business! But she couldn’t be in a chaste-as-hell Christmas movie. For the flipping Hope Channel. What if she was recognized? What if Teddy Ray Fletcher was revealed to be a purveyor of porn and then poof went this fledgling Hopeflix partnership and his son the artist had to be a barista two years too early? 

“I just think that we should maybe pick some alternates in case she’s … busy,” Teddy finally said. 

“If we don’t get her, then I don’t even know,” Gretchen said, closing her eyes in a way that sent alarm bells ringing through him. Alarm bells that shrieked, Keep Gretchen happy so you can keep Hopeflix interested. “I already lost Winnie. Another disappointment so soon …” 

The alarm bells got louder. 

Would it really be so bad? Teddy asked himself desperately. Would it really be so dangerous to have Bee in the movie? 

She’d been begging him to cast her in something ever since he dreamed up this Christmas studio scheme last year, and she would have just as much to lose if her porn career came back to haunt her. And besides, how much did Hopeflix’s audience really overlap with the feminist porn watchers? What tattooed, fair trade coffee drinkers with their body-safe silicone toys were also tuning in to sexless holiday schmaltz? 

It might be okay, it really might. And if it was okay, if this did work, then perhaps he’d just stumbled upon an easy solution for any future casting problems. It was already giving him ideas for how to fill the holes in his production team created by the rogue wooden tusk. 

“I’ll reach out to her tonight,” Teddy promised. “Why don’t you, um, keep this folder here”—he carefully pushed the real Duke the Halls folder under her fingertips—“in case she can’t.” 

“I hope she can,” said Gretchen. “I get a really good energy from her picture. Very open, you know?” 

Teddy stopped himself from making the obvious very open joke, stress ate another mozzarella stick, and then gestured for the check. 

FINALLY, OUT IN the airport parking lot, he set his briefcase in the passenger seat of his minivan, did some mindful breathing that didn’t help, and dialed Bee as he stared at a stray cat licking its paws on top of a Tesla. 

“Hello?” answered Bee. 

“I hope you’re sitting down right now,” Teddy said. 

I know I am, he thought grimly. 




CHAPTER ONE
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Bee

I think six bottles of flavored lube might be overkill,” I told Sunny.

She nodded as she plucked two from the bundle clutched to her chest and threw them on my bed. “You’re right. Six is overkill. Four is the sweet spot. I’m cutting grape and French toast from the lineup. Honestly, what was I thinking including grape in the first place? No one chooses grape lube when there are other options. It’s the Pepsi of flavored lubes. And French toast is really more of an acquired taste.” 

“S, I don’t think I’m going to need any flavored lubes at all on the set of Duke the Halls. This is Hopeflix we’re talking about. If my grandmother’s stack of pioneer romance novels and megachurch energy had a baby, it still wouldn’t be as squeaky clean as the Hope Channel.” 

Sunny plopped down on the floor in a sea of dildos, butt plugs, silk ties, harnesses, Ben Wa balls, pocket rockets, anal beads, paddles, ball gags, and vibrating cock rings. Shortly after I found out I was being shipped off to Vermont to star in my very first nonporn film as part of Teddy’s venture into wholesome Christmas movies, I dumped out my suitcases, which just so happened to double as storage for my collection of toys, and started packing. And sure, two full suitcases of sex toys might be a bit much, but these are not only essential tools, they’re also a tax write-off in my line of work. 

“Bee, what if there’s an emergency?” Sunny asked. “And you’re lubeless?” 

She had a point. “One,” I said. “Sugar cookie flavored.” 

She rolled her eyes and tossed the bottle in with my toiletries. “Did you grab the fuzzy pink sweater out of my closet?” 

This was one of the benefits of having a friend I could actually share clothing with for the first time in my life. I thumbed through the stack of leggings, jeans, and shirts I’d set aside. “Not yet. Uh, what time is it?” 

She checked her phone as she stood and pulled the towel off her head, her damp black hair cascading over her olive shoulders. Colorful tattoos peeked from between the inky curls as she bounced back on the bed. “We’ve got forty-five minutes before we have to leave for the airport and I told my dad I’d be there in time to light the menorah, so get to packing, baby!” 

Sunny was my best friend, roommate, and self-appointed shepherd through the endless hole-in-the-wall L.A. and surrounding area Mexican joints, and her grandmother was my chocolate chip challah bread pudding dealer. We met on the set of my first scene. Even though she did porn, she also worked as a makeup artist and was part of the crew on set that day. I was excited, but terrified. ClosedDoors had always just been me and my camera. That first day on set was the first time I’d let go of some control. She immediately calmed my nerves when she’d said, “This whole shoot is for you, Bee. You’re the star of this show. Own it.” 

And she hadn’t been entirely wrong. After I blew up on ClosedDoors, a paid subscription app that was basically a hybrid of Facebook and Instagram, but much more … naked, Teddy Ray Fletcher reached out to me with an offer to sign a deal with his porn production company. I got lucky with Teddy. He was one of the good ones. The offer wasn’t exclusive. I could work with other production companies and keep my ClosedDoors account active. 

My first scene was the top performing video for Teddy that year and even won me a newcomer of the year nomination at the AVN Awards. (Of course, I didn’t actually win. It would be too much to let the fat girl actually win. Sunny wrote a scathing Instagram post about body-size disparity in adult films. It was TED Talk levels of good.) 

When Teddy landed the Hope Channel contract, I begged him for months to let me have a crack at one of his Christmas movies. I could play the dowdy sister or the dress shop owner. Hell, even Caroler Number 3 would be something. 

But he told me over and over again that there would be no crossing of streams when it came to filthy porn and wholesome Christmas content, which is why I never expected him to call two and a half weeks before Christmas and tell me he needed me in Vermont in twelve hours to take on the role of Felicity in Duke the Halls and replace the Winnie Baker. 

In fact, I almost didn’t answer his call. 

Teddy didn’t know how to text. Or so he claimed. Sunny said she once saw him respond to a text from his ex-wife with the flame emoji, but that was no better than folklore in the unbelievable history of Teddy Ray Fletcher. Which is why I almost sent him to voicemail when I saw his face (a picture of him sleeping in a director’s chair on set while people were literally fucking in front of him) light up my screen. 

Teddy called for the kinds of things that could easily be communicated in a text: Because there was an accident on I-10 and he wanted me to take some confusing route through the hills, and he didn’t trust my maps app to direct me around traffic. Or because he needed ideas for Astrid’s or Angel’s birthday. He called because he’d stopped for coffee and couldn’t remember if I drank “cow milk or that vegan nut shit.” He called because my moms were hounding him about sending DVD copies of my latest scene—not for them to watch, but for them to keep in their Little Bee Hall of Fame. 

Teddy definitely did not call because he’d accidentally cast me in a Christmas movie as part of his attempt to diversify his portfolio/go legit. (Porn, by the way, was very legit. Just ask the retirement account I started at the behest of my mothers when I was only twenty years old.) 

When he told me I’d be going to Vermont, I had to set the actual phone down while he continued to stress spiral on the line. 

“Teddy,” I said, finally picking up the phone again, “give me ten minutes. I need to think.” 

“Five,” he demanded, the defeat in his voice palpable. 

I wasted a whole minute trying to call Sunny, but she was on an early morning shoot and not in the … position to answer her phone. 

Growing up, I’d always loved being onstage. In fact, I’ve spent a lot of time wondering who I might be today if I hadn’t become instantly suburban famous in twelfth grade for posting my tits on Instagram before Tanner Dunn could beat me to it. That asshat. But now that the opportunity to not only be in Duke the Halls but to star in it was here, I felt frozen with indecision. What if I couldn’t pull this off? What if my costar, Nolan Shaw, just walked right off the set after finding out I’d be replacing Winnie? I was a porn star—an adult film darling! Teddy must have been losing his mind if he’d actually cast me in his Christmas movie. Even if I’d asked—no, begged—him to. 

And there it was. I had asked him. I wanted this in my gut. And if I’d learned anything since putting my titties on Instagram six years ago, it was that I should trust my instincts. 

Exactly four minutes later, I called Teddy back. “I’m in.” 

“Okay,” he said as he smacked on his nicotine gum so loudly I could practically smell the minty flavor through the speaker of my phone. “There’s gonna be some rules. And not the kind of rules that you and Sunny break for shits and giggles. I’m talking real rules, Bee. The kind that could actually ruin me and this idiotic venture if they’re broken.” 

“Okay,” I told him, feeling my inner teenager rear her angsty head. 

“I’m serious.” 

“I said okay.” 

“Fuck me,” he muttered. “Not literally.” 

I bit back a smirk. In my business, that was a really important distinction to make. 

TRUE LOVE WAS driving someone to LAX, and Sunny had proved her love for me on many occasions, but the traffic today was especially heinous. 

“Shit,” I whispered as I dug through my backpack. “I forgot my charger.” 

“Check your side pocket,” she said calmly. “And the charger for your laptop should work for Rod too.” 

“Rod! I can’t believe I almost forgot.” 

She nodded. “Leave no vibrator behind.” 

With chargers resolved, I slid the backpack down between my legs and leaned my head against the headrest, closing my eyes and taking a breather. Doubt washed over me the moment my brain began to quiet. This was an awful idea. I knew it deep down. My intuition was too good. I always felt the truth in my gut, even when it was the kind of truth I didn’t want to face. And this was one of those truths. 

I loved my job in the adult industry. It was a big middle finger to everyone who ever told me I had a pretty face or that no one would want a body like mine. But it was more than that. My job fulfilled me. It made me feel powerful. In control. It gave me community. Family, even. But Teddy’s new venture with Hopeflix had reawoken dreams I’d put to bed before I could even verbalize them. I’d wanted to be an actress since first grade when I had my first speaking role in the school’s production of Charlotte’s Web. (“Look at that pig!”) 

It was a few years, though, before I was faced with the realities of being the fat girl with leading-lady aspirations. Eventually, my dreams faded. When it came to acting, it was easier to leave it entirely than watch from the sidelines. It was one clean heartbreak instead of lots of tiny cracks. 

But now as an older, more sure version of myself, I wanted to take back the dreams that were stolen from me simply because some high school theater teacher couldn’t imagine someone like me getting the guy or saving the day. And everyone in porn—especially women—had an expiration date. I couldn’t help but think this might be good groundwork for future Bee. And yet, I had a hard time imagining how I would even pull this off. 

“This is a bad idea,” I finally blurted as we saw our first sign for LAX. “I need to call Teddy and tell him he’ll have to find someone else. And Nolan Shaw! I haven’t even wrapped my head around the fact that I’m supposed to be costarring with Nolan Shaw.” 

Sunny let out an excited shriek. “Do you think it’s best to come clean about the INK shrine above your childhood bed before or after you finish filming?” 

“Sunny! This is not something to joke about!” 

“You used to jack off to the ex–boy band member you’re about to star in a time-traveling Christmas movie with. Oh, and you’re a porn star. That is prime joke material.” 

I let out a soft whimper as I gripped the center console. We needed to go home. We needed to turn this car around. 

“Okay, okay,” she said, pulling off on a random exit and into a gas station that had a big sign reading PARKING LOT KARAOKE SATURDAY NIGHT. She slid the car into park and took her seat belt off so she could face me and give me her full attention. “You once did a sex scene on a Jet Ski. With a life jacket on. You can do this, Bee. And I’ve seen those videos and pictures your moms showed us when you took me home for Thanksgiving that one year. Little Bee was a total theater nerd. Little Bee is living for this moment.” 

“Adult Bee is too,” I said softly. “But I’m scared. I’m scared I’ll fail. I’m scared I’ll meet Nolan and he’ll be an asshole, or I’m scared he’ll meet me and be one of those awful piece of shit guys who are like ‘fat chicks need not apply’—” 

“Okay, first off. Fuck that potential version of Nolan Shaw. You are a goddess and there are literal human beings in your inbox who would pay to clean your house for you.” 

“I know, I know, I know. But it’s just … God, I loved him back in the day. I still have INK in my playlist rotation. But … he’s expecting Winnie Baker, Sunny. Not Bee Hobbes, total unknown.” 

“To him,” she muttered, and then in her this-is-all-fine-everything-is-under-control-these-nipple-clamps-aren’t-stuck-they’re-just-stubborn voice, she said, “Listen, I heard Winnie wasn’t the only person taken out by UnFestival. Some crew members were there with her, and you’re not the only replacement Teddy had to come up with on the fly. So there will be friendly faces too. That’ll help. And you’ll have me. I’ll text so much you’ll want to bury your phone in a foot of snow.” 

“Not possible,” I said. “Okay, well, maybe a little possible. But what other porn people? Anyone I know?” 

She shrugged as she put her seat belt back on and shifted the car into drive, deeming my crisis averted. “I’m not totally sure. I heard he was trying to get ahold of some people, but with Christmas coming up, the pickings were slim. So it sounds like it might be a mix of old-and new-school people.” 

“Okay, okay. That makes me feel … better.” 

She pulled back onto the highway and took the next exit for LAX. 

“Oh no, wait. What are you going to do for Christmas?” I asked. “Fuck. What am I going to tell my moms?” 

“Bee. Shut up. You know you’re my favorite gentile, and I never even did anything for Christmas before I met you.” 

“False.” 

“Okay. I did do one and a half Christmases with Cooper before we broke up, but those don’t count. His parents open presents on Christmas Eve. Who does that? Isn’t Christmas Day the whole point for you people? And your moms—they’ll be fine. Hell, maybe I’ll go home to your place for Christmas and live it up as an only child.” 

“My helicopter moms would actually love that. I assure you.” 

The ginormous white LAX sign cast a shadow over the road as we pulled into the airport and took the signs for Terminal 4. My brain began to revisit the remaining list of all the reasons why I should not do this. “What if someone finds out I do porn?” 

“Okay. This has two possible outcomes. The first and most likely scenario is that no one finds out. The people who watch those vanilla-ass excuses for movies are definitely not the same people who have Bianca von Honey underwear for sale in their search history.” 

“I don’t sell my underwear,” I clarified. 

“Semantics,” she said. “But don’t pretend you’re above it.” 

“Fair. Okay, what’s the second, scarier, much more awful scenario?” I asked. 

“The second scenario is that the people at Hopeflix find out about the job you openly do on the internet.” 

She said it so simply, but it wasn’t quite that uncomplicated. There was Teddy to consider. And Nolan, even. The Hope Channel and what they might do when they found out. They were the kind of company that had morality clauses in their contracts, so I didn’t think they’d super love finding out how creative I’d been with ropes and condom-covered cucumbers in the past. 

“There’s Teddy,” Sunny said, pointing to a man waiting outside the terminal wearing cargo shorts and a Hawaiian shirt, with a briefcase wedged between his feet like he was nervous someone might steal all of his very important papers with all the same information he could easily find on his phone if he only knew how to use it. 

He began to walk toward us the moment he saw Sunny’s baby-blue nine-year-old Toyota Prius covered in unmistakable bumper stickers like MY OTHER RIDE IS A DILDO AND DON’T YOU WISH YOUR GIRLFRIEND WAS PAGAN LIKE ME? 

Sunny put the car in park, despite the crushing traffic behind us, and got out to help me with my bags, which barely fit in a trunk that was roughly the size of my back pocket. 

“You’re gonna kill it, Bee,” she whispered over the honking horns. “You’re a star. Don’t forget it. Nolan Shaw won’t know what hit him.” 

“I love you, I love you, I love you,” I whispered back. “But you have to let me go before someone kills us with their Tesla.” 

“Fuck your Tesla,” Sunny shouted over my shoulder to no one and everyone, and then to me, she said, “I packed an extra travel-size lube in your backpack. In case of emergency.” 




CHAPTER TWO 

[image: Start of image description, Snowy town scene, end of image description]

Nolan 

Christmas Notch, Vermont, was still technically and legally an actual town, but it was hard to remember that when I was dodging chattering extras, crew members laden with equipment, and one very harried production assistant on my way into the Hope Channel production office. 

Nestled against the picturesque backdrop of snowy mountains and pristine forest, the small town was a pretty clutch of brick buildings, glass-fronted shops, and gorgeous Victorian houses. Ornate streetlamps lined the small roads, trees spread snow-covered branches everywhere, and, like a glittering ribbon wrapped around a gift box, a pretty, splashing creek ran along the edge of the town. It looked like a place from a postcard, which was why the Hope Channel set so many movies there—enough movies that the town’s entire economy hinged on hosting their productions and had for several years. Which meant even when it wasn’t the holidays, Christmas Notch stayed in Christmas mode year-round. There were always garlands strung from the windows and lights strung in the trees. The colossal outdoor Christmas tree never left the town square, and Christmas music played in every store, restaurant, and café no matter the season. 

Everything about Christmas Notch was artificial and curated, but that didn’t bother me in the least. I was used to artificial and curated—I’d started my career in a reality-show boy band, after all. 

What did bother me was the constant, incessant reminder of just how goddamn wholesome this whole venture was, and how very not wholesome I was. 

Focus, Nolan. It’s going to be fine. Everyone makes mistakes and all that. 

I mean, not everyone gets caught in a hotel room with the sweetheart of American figure skating, along with two Dutch speed skaters and a minitrampoline. And definitely not everyone precedes an international Olympic scandal with weeklong parties featuring fountains of single-malt Scotch and naked mimes. And oh my god, this movie was already a giant mistake. All of this was a giant mistake. I should get on a plane back to Kansas City right now and forget this stupid idea of rehabbing Nolan Shaw’s tarnished reputation. It was never going to work, it was never going to work—

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and my mind instantly dropped every thought that wasn’t about my family. I’d spent the night awake on the phone with Mom, but what if today was another hard day? What if she’d needed something, and I hadn’t gotten it for her? 

I stopped walking and hurried to pull my phone out of my pocket, my chest flooding with hot-cold panic as I fumbled my way to my messages. My sister’s latest text glowed up from the screen: 


Mads: Mom’s sleeping now. Barb is here with Snapple. 



Barb was our next-door neighbor, and she was an angel sent from heaven. (Snapple was her dog, and a demon.) Without Barb, I didn’t know what we’d do when Mom was having a rough time. I wouldn’t be able to go to work, and Maddie wouldn’t be able to go to school. I definitely wouldn’t be able to travel to Vermont as part of a moonshot scheme to somehow turn me into the kind of People-magazine-friendly celebrity who got considered for lucrative gigs judging TV contests and stuff. 

I texted Maddie and then put my phone back in my pocket, my acute panic fading into the low-key but constant worry I had whenever I couldn’t see her and Mom with my own two eyes. With Maddie, I only had the usual older brother fears that she would repeat all my mistakes, but with Mom … 

Well, Mom was a different story. 

I exhaled and tugged at the beanie covering my hair. I had to make this work. Not because I cared about being on judging panels or starring in a slew of made-for-TV movies, but because the INK money was gone—lost with our skeevy manager when he split town all those years ago—and my job working for my local community theater wasn’t enough to cover everything we needed. 

And Mom couldn’t work, and Maddie was in high school, and I had no degrees, no real skills, nothing except a decent voice and a face people liked, and if that was all I had to work with to make sure Mom and Maddie were comfortable, then so be it. I would make it happen. 

Which meant I had to be on time for this meeting with Gretchen if I wanted to make a good impression. If I wanted to show her that she hadn’t made a mistake casting a famously irresponsible, washed-up pop star as the hero in her movie. 

The production office was on the opposite end of town from the inn where the cast and crew were staying, but as Christmas Notch was only four blocks wide, it wasn’t a long walk. And while it was definitely cold—the kind of cold that made me want to dunk my entire body into a vat of hot cocoa, and not in a fun, kinky way—the town’s sheltered position in the mountains meant there wasn’t much wind, so that was one good thing. 

I arrived ten minutes early, which was, like, the first time I’d ever been that early to anything ever in my life, and I let myself inside the large house that had been converted into a production office. It was one of those Victorian mansions that looked like a giant dollhouse, with lacy wooden trim and a big front porch. Even in daylight, I could see electric candles glowing from the tall windows and a Christmas tree winking from the very top window above the door. Ridiculous. 

And the minute I walked inside, I collided with a woman in a long floral dress and snow boots. She had a fair, freckled complexion and a blond messy bun that was genuinely messy, and she wore big, square-framed glasses that dominated her entire face. When I caught her elbow to steady her, she beamed dreamily up at me. 

I was pretty sure this was Pearl Purkiss, the screenwriter. 

“Gretchen!” she called. “The duke has arrived!” 

A LOT OF former teen stars were royal fuckups, like me. 

Gretchen Young was not a royal fuckup. 

Not only did she have an Oscar under her fashionable vegan leather belt, but after she’d retired from acting, she’d spent her time doing good and worthy things, like meditating and climate activism and also adopting rescue dogs that she didn’t even make wear kerchiefs for Instagram pictures. 

And now that she was back in the business, it would’ve been easy for her to have a dismissive attitude toward something as superficial as a Hope Channel movie, but she didn’t. She was serious and committed and earnest as hell as we walked through Christmas Notch, and it made me very, very aware that I didn’t exactly have a public history of being serious or committed to anything ever. 

“Most of where we’ll be working is along Main Street,” Gretchen said, stopping at the edge of the town square. A crew member was laying down track for a camera trolley on the sidewalk while a woman walked a big, snuffling dog down the shoveled path through the middle. “There will be a few scenes here in the square. The diner is just this way—there will be a scene with the duke and Felicity there—and also, this isn’t for the movie, but if you want a good drink with no frills, the Dirty Snowball is just off Sugar Plum Avenue down that way. And two blocks south is the old toy shop. It’s not actually a toy shop,” she added, seeing the question in my face. “It’s where hair and makeup will be. Costuming too.” 

“I meant to ask about that,” I said. “My manager said something about an accident with some of the crew? At the same festival where Winnie got sick?” 

Gretchen nodded. “But Teddy Fletcher is sending us replacements for the four injured crew. They should be here by today—including the new costume designer. You’ll want to get the duke’s costumes squared away with him ASAP. I know the old designer already had some costumes shipped, but she never made it here herself, so who knows where they are inside the costume department.” 

“I’ll check in with the new person once we’re done,” I assured her, feeling like a student trying to impress a teacher for extra credit. I needed all the extra credit I could get. “Is there anything else you’d like me to do?” 

“Actually, yes,” Gretchen said—and right then, my phone started ringing. With an old INK song. 

Which was a little embarrassing. 

“I’m so, so sorry,” I said, pulling out my phone to glance at the screen as the opening bars of “2 Wicked 2 Love” played. I hadn’t silenced it in case my family needed to get ahold of me. But right now, when I was trying to impress Gretchen Young, and by proxy the rest of the world, its ringing was less than ideal. I probably looked like a douchebag. 

“It’s fine,” Gretchen said evenly. “Take it if you need to.” 

It was my manager, Steph D’Arezzo, not Maddie or Mom, and I was about to send Steph to voicemail when one of the production assistants jogged up to Gretchen to ask her something. 

Taking the opportunity to answer, I accepted the call with a quiet hello. 

“Nolan,” Steph said, sounding vaguely out of breath. “Is this a good time?” 

“Sort of,” I said, glancing over at Gretchen, who was now bent over the PA’s iPad. “Is now a good time for you? You sound like you’re doing something.” 

“I’m a teensy bit late for this little flight I’m catching,” she replied, “so I can’t talk long. I just called to say that Winnie’s replacement should be arriving on set soon.” 

“Right,” I said, kicking at a nearby snowbank. “Bee something?” 

“Bee Hobbes. According to Teddy, she’s only ever done indie, student-type things, so she’s basically brand new to this. Be nice to her.” 

I was a little wounded. “Of course I’ll be nice. I’m a nice guy, you know.” 

“Nolan, just days after serenading the world at the Olympics opening ceremony, you lured America’s favorite wide-eyed female figure skater into an orgy. An orgy with Europeans.” 

“It wasn’t like that,” I said, flapping my hand even though she couldn’t see me. “I already told you that I didn’t lure anyone. And the Dutch athletes were speed skaters. Have you seen the thighs speed skaters have? They would have done their own luring, even if I had been involved. Well, involved in more than a Good Samaritan way.” 

“The press didn’t see it like that. Dominic Diamond didn’t see it like that.” 

I growled a little at the mention of the blogarazzi asshat who’d built his career on my screwups. The Duluth Olympics had been the jewel in his gossip crown, and after that, he became the it celebrity reporter, despite being frequently wrong and, well, an asshat. 

“I know you hate him, but like him or not, he’s got the power to unfresh this fresh start of yours.” I heard the sound of suitcase wheels on a hard floor and then the muffled drone of a boarding announcement coming from somewhere distant as she spoke again. “And I don’t have to remind you again to—” 

“To keep my nose clean,” I cut in. “I know, I know.” 

“Don’t play smart with me,” Steph said. “I made my name taking duds like you and giving them real, solid comebacks. I know how to do this. But I don’t have time to waste on a client who isn’t going to follow the rules. And let’s face it, you’re not exactly known for following the rules.” 

Well. That was fair. 

“I mean it, Nolan. Until your brand is rehabilitated, you will be as pure as the driven snow they’re staging for this movie. You will be so celibate that Benedictine nuns will take notes on how you do it.” 

I was grateful she couldn’t see the flinch I just gave. There had been a very good reason I’d fallen so easily into the bad boy role when I was with INK, and it was because I’d basically been born to play it. Getting into trouble came all too easily to me, and being nun levels of celibate for the next however long was going to suck. A lot. 

But if that was what it took to help Mom and Maddie … 

I fought off a sigh. It sounded like my right hand was going to earn its keep for the foreseeable future. Thank God my favorite ClosedDoors creator updated her feed nearly every day. 

Steph kept talking, her suitcase wheels still rolling. “The Hope Channel has contractually locked you down for good behavior until the movie’s released. So if I hear even a whiff of scandal,” she warned, “if I hear even the puff of a gnat’s whisper that you are fucking somebody on set, I will make hair ribbons out of your arteries. Do you understand me? Ribbons. I will wear them to your funeral. I will drape your headstone with them like bunting.” 

“Bunting. Right.” I glanced over at Gretchen again. 

“Okay, and be nice to New Winnie, and don’t close the door yet, I’m seriously right here. No, it’s a carry-on. Oh, I will make room in a bin. I know what I’m doing.” 

Steph clearly had made it to her gate, so I told her goodbye and hung up. 

And right on time, my phone buzzed in my hand. I looked down and saw an update from ClosedDoors. Bianca von Honey had posted a new video. 

My cock gave an automatic stir at the sight of her name on my screen. When I was exhausted from working in the theater shop, when my life seemed to be nothing but overseeing precalc homework and coordinating doctor appointments and sorting through bills and bills and bills, the only thing that got me through the day was knowing that I would eventually get to shut myself up in my room and have a little alone time with Ms. von Honey. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t hook up in real life—I did—but being former INK star Nolan Shaw mostly made dating really fucking weird. I found that most people either wanted a story to tell their friends after we had sex, or they were nervous I was going to somehow make them the story instead. 

What could I say? It was hard in these streets for a disgraced former boy band member. 

But at least I had my little porn star crush. And maybe one day I’d find someone in real life as exquisitely dirty as Bianca. It hardly mattered at the moment anyway, given my new marching orders—pure as the driven snow and all. 

Gretchen was finishing up with the PA, and I came up beside her. “I’m so sorry about that,” I said, shoving my phone back into my pocket. “You were saying earlier …?” 

“Oh yes,” she said, “that’s right. Will you make sure you say hi to Bee when she gets in today? I know this is a short shoot, so I want to make sure you’re both comfortable jumping right into your scenes together.” 

“Absolutely—” I was cut off as “2 Wicked 2 Love” came blaring out of my pocket again. Gretchen’s eyebrow lifted, and I felt like a total dickhead. “I’m so sorry,” I said quickly. “It’s probably my manager again. Let me just send this to voice-mail, one sec …” 

But when I pulled the phone out of my pocket, it wasn’t my manager. 

It was Mom. 

“I’m really sorry,” I said, wishing I could crawl into a snowbank and hide forever. “It’s my mom. Can I …?” 

Gretchen nodded. “Of course.” 

But her eyebrow didn’t go back down, which didn’t feel like a good sign. 

I stepped away from Gretchen and went a few steps down the salted path through the square before I picked up. “Hey, Mom,” I said. “Everything okay?” 

“Everything’s okay,” Mom said. “I just—” 

“Maddie’s okay? You’re okay? Do you need me to move the appointment with Dr. Sam to earlier?” 

“Nolan,” Mom said. “Everything is fine. I was just calling to wish you good luck on your shoot. Doesn’t it start today?” 

I blew out a long breath, and then looked back to my director, who was currently standing in the cold looking at her phone and probably thinking about how inconsiderate I was. Yay. 

“Tomorrow,” I said. “Today is mostly about getting ready.” 

“That’s nice,” Mom replied. Her voice was nearly toneless. In the background I could hear the sounds of a television and Barb cooing at Snapple the dog. 

“Are you sure you don’t want me to see if I can move the appointment?” I asked quietly. 

“Everything is fine,” she said again, and this time I could hear more of herself in her voice. “I want you to focus on your work there, not worrying about your old mom, who will be totally okay without you here, by the way.” 

I rolled my eyes. “You’re not old, and I’m not worried.” That was a lie, I was a lot worried. “I just want to help is all.” 

“You are helping,” Mom responded, “and it’s going to be fine, I promise. Call me tomorrow to tell me how the day went?” 

Gretchen was looking up at me from her phone, eyebrow still lifted in a perfect, Academy Award–winning arch. 

“Yes,” I told Mom, needing to get back to Gretchen and also reluctant to hang up. “And I’ll call you tonight too. And Kallum is stopping by again, and you can call anytime, okay? I love you.” 

“I love you too, hon,” she said, and I stared at the phone for a minute after she hung up, my stomach in a tight, dry knot. 

“All finished?” Gretchen asked as I put my phone back in my pocket and walked over. 

“Yeah,” I said. And then added, pointlessly, “I’m sorry.” 

“It’s fine,” she said briskly. “Let me point you in the direction of the toy shop, and then you can connect with the costume designer. And on the way, we can talk a little about the duke. Speaking of, do you remember how to smolder?” 

AN HOUR LATER, the new costume designer—a tall white man with thick eyebrows and hair that had clearly been fussed over longer than the script—came to stand next to me in the costume department–cum–toy shop. He tucked his chin in his hand and nodded thoughtfully at the assless chaps on the chair in front of us, like he was a visitor to some kind of assless chaps exhibit. 

“So what you’re saying,” the designer said after a minute, “is that you can’t wear these for the movie.” 

Relief pumped through me. “Right.” 

“And what you need are …” 

“Fall front breeches.” 

“Fall front breeches. Which for some reason these can’t be, even though they’re already frontless.” The designer was giving me a look like I needed to rethink this. 

I stepped to the side, peering around the folding chair to the empty clothes racks and still-packed plastic tubs of costumes. “Do you mind if I—?” I made a gesture toward the plastic tubs. 

The designer rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling and let out a deep sigh. “Fine.” 

I hauled a tub to the ground and popped the lid open, hoping whoever had packed these totes had at least separated the contemporary clothes from the historical ones. But what greeted me under the lid was neither the usual Hope Channel uniform of sweaters and scarves, nor the Victorian-era garb I was hunting for. I held up a tank top and squinted at the dressing table that I could see through the shirt’s neon-green mesh. 

“When Mr. Fletcher called me, I wasn’t really sure what this movie was or what was going on with it,” the designer said, “so I brought my essentials with me in case there was nothing else here yet.” 

I pulled out a leather thong—with a pouchy bit at the front that was definitely made for holding penises—and then dropped it back into the tub. The origin of the assless chaps was starting to make more sense, except … 

“Wait. Essentials?” 

The designer shrugged when I looked back at him, as if to say, I said what I said. 

The next tub was filled with more of the same—plus a few outfits that looked like they came from the section of a Halloween store that was all sexed-up versions of regular costumes—and a leash. I could think of a lot more things to do with a leash than make a Hopeflix film with it, but that wasn’t helpful right now. 

“Okay,” the designer said. “So, like, those tubs in front are all mine. There’s probably not going to be fallopian breeches or whatever in there. But all of those in the back were here when I got in, so I think the last designer had them ordered in.” 

I dug the heel of my palm into my eye. “You couldn’t tell me this earlier?” 

“You were just so determined,” he said. “You had a flow. I didn’t want to get in the way of the flow.” 

“Right,” I said, closing the tub with the leash and then going over to the wall of totes he’d indicated. The very first one I opened revealed a bounty of waistcoats and ruffles. 

Historical jackpot. 

The designer joined me, peering down at the tub’s contents as I searched underneath the layers of shirts and stockings to find what I needed. Triumphantly, I pulled a pair of breeches free and held them up to gauge their size. 

“That’s them?” the designer asked doubtfully. 

“Yes,” I said, already toeing off my sneakers. There wasn’t really any time to waste because filming started tomorrow and the pace would be brisk, even by my standards (and I’d been on three global arena tours). We had less than three weeks on set to film the entirety of Duke the Halls, and then this twee, perma-holiday town would be summarily turned over to the next movie crew after New Year’s Day. 

“I guess I just don’t see what was wrong with the pants I showed you,” the designer said after a moment. “You wanted …” 

“Fall front breeches,” I said for the millionth time as I shoved my sneakers under a chair. 

“Right, and see, on the pants I showed you, the front has already fallen. There is no front left to fall. Doesn’t that save everyone some time?” 

I looked at him. “For what?” 

“What is this movie about again?” 

“A would-be bride who doesn’t believe in the spirit of Christmas gets sent back in time by the Christmas Witch? And then she meets a duke and learns the real meaning of Christmas?” 

The designer shook his head as I stepped behind the waist-high wall of tubs and started kicking off my jeans. “So there’s no sex in this?” 

I stared at
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