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      The tagline for this book should be, “Loosely based on a kind of true story!” Sherman, set the Wayback Machine for March 13, 2017.

      That was the date when I pinged the extremely talented, kind, and tolerant actor Louis Herthum on Twitter and told him that he’d helped to inspire my new dystopian SF romance novel Degree of Resistance with his performance in Westworld. This resulted in a brief but lovely chat, at the end of which I asked if he’d like a print copy of Degree. To my delight, he said yes and told me where to send it. The next day I signed a spandy new copy to him, packaged it up, and mailed it off, happy as a clam.

      Six hours later, I had a nervous breakdown.

      See, since I write romance novels that tend towards the explicit side of things, sex scenes don’t shock me. They’re simply another part of the plot, and not even the most interesting part a lot of the time. But being, you know, a dork, I tend to forget that non-Romancelandia folks don’t always share that view.

      So, I had just sent a perfectly nice stranger a book that had some rather hot (well, no—extremely hot) scenes in it. Worse, I’d told him that he had inspired the plot. As the full horror of what I had done dawned on me, I became absolutely convinced that he would put two and two together and come up with, “Note to self—make sure this pervert never comes within 50 yards of me.”

      Why, yes, I’m a little neurotic when it comes to my writing, why do you ask?

      Panicking, I called my friend T. As she tried to talk me down, pointing out that 1) Lou’s a guy, so it was highly unlikely that 2) he would read a romance novel, even one with heavy SF themes, and 3) would most likely stick it on a shelf as a nice piece of egoboo, I was busy coming up with an insane plan—I would fly to LA, break into his agent’s office, steal back the book, and nobody would be the wiser. Brilliant! It would work!

      Needless to say, I was talked out of this. But after I calmed down I did have to admit that it was a hell of a funny idea. And when I decided to try writing a contemporary romantic comedy, it popped back into my head and waved its little hands, saying, “Me! Use me!” Seeing as I’d already lost some of my sanity and a largish patch of stomach lining on the concept, I figured why not. You hold the result in your hands.

      By the way, this book? No sex. Lots of comedy and banter between my leads, but no sex. Yes, I’m shocked as well. (And if you’re reading this, Lou, you get a cameo with some major award nominations as thanks for being the angel you are.)

      On to the technical details: To My Muse could not have been completed without the awesome beta talents of Fazia Rizvi, Lisa Trainor-diNorcia, J. Kathleen Cheney, and Peter White, and the king god hella killer editing skills of Theresa Havens. Gods and goddesses, all of you. Any inaccuracies in the representation of Indian culture, LA topography, or professional screenwriting are my fault entirely.

      Much of this book was written to a combination of soundtracks and music from Florence + the Machine, Rihanna, and Shawn Mendes.
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      I will never, ever, EVER drink tequila again. And this time I mean it.

      Okay, yes, I’ve said that before. I may have even said it on Twitter or Facebook after a horrendous hangover, asking my friends, friends of friends, and complete strangers who follow me to make sure Patrón Silver never passes my lips again. And I meant it each time, I honestly did.

      But this time, I did something incredibly stupid on tequila, and I don’t know how I’m going to fix it. See, I wrote this fantasy romance novel called Feast of Lovers, and the lead character is based on my current favorite actor Tom Morrison (aka British Sex on a Stick).

      That’s not the bad part. The bad part is that there are explicit, absolutely filthy, smokin’ hot sex scenes in Feast. All these scenes involve my sexy hero, based as I already said on Mr. Morrison and his gorgeous assets.

      And I may have sent him a copy while blitzed on shots. So, yeah, no more tequila for me.
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      It all started when I had to go to my parents’ house for Family Dinner.

      Well, “had to go” is a bit strong, but you have to understand what my family is like. My dad is a failure analysis engineer for Boeing, Mom comes from old Pasadena money and is a thoracic surgeon at Cedars-Sinai, and my younger brother Derek is the CTO at Limner FX, which provides CGI for movies, computer games, etc. With that much brain power in my immediate family I’m very much the black sheep (literally—you should see my hair first thing in the morning) with my tech writing job for Golden State Bank.

      And while togetherness is a big thing for the extended Nayar clan, you can imagine what it takes to get these three overachievers together. So Dad, being the engineer that he is, fixed it by instituting Family Dinner once a month. Which I like most of the time, except when Dad pounces on me the moment I walked through the door.

      “Hello, baby,” he said, taking the poppadoms I'd brought. “Derek’s going to be late, but he told me to tell you that there’s a tech writer position opening up at Limner.”

      Here we go. “I’m not going to work for Derek,” I said for, oh, the millionth time. “He’s a bossy jerk and I’d strangle him with a power cord by the end of the first day.”

      Dad trailed along behind me as I headed to the kitchen. “He said something like that, too. He also said that it makes thirty percent more than what you’re making at the bank.”

      Damn Derek for finding my weak spot. Living in LA is freaking expensive and even my decrepit one bedroom apartment in Highland Park is ridiculously overpriced. “Money isn’t everything,” I said, hoping I’d find sanctuary in the kitchen.

      Mom was at the stove cooking korma, judging from the yummy smell, and paused long enough for me to kiss her cheek. “Mom, tell Daddy to stop bugging me to work for Derek,” I begged.

      She shook her head. “Sanjay.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt her to interview,” Dad insisted. “She doesn’t have to take the job if she doesn’t want to.”

      “Honey, we’ve talked about this.” She tasted the sauce, then sprinkled in more garam masala. I always thought it was hilarious that she’s from Pasadena and Dad’s first-generation American (Dada and Dadi are from Kerala by way of Mumbai before they immigrated to the States), but Mom’s the one who makes fantastic Indian food. Dad can make spaghetti. Kind of. “Lily’s career choices are up to her. Don’t push.”

      Dad grumbled under his breath but gave in. “How are things going for you, work-wise?” Mom said to me.

      “Not bad.” I rummaged around in a cabinet for dinner plates, handing one to Dad for the poppadoms. “My Night’s Caress books are selling pretty well, and my self-pubbed stuff is doing even better. Feast of Lovers is still in the top one hundred on Amazon for fantasy romance.”

      She gave me a look over her glasses. “Sweetie, I’m talking about your real work.”

      Ouch. Direct hit to the writer’s ego. “Mom—”

      She held up the hand that didn’t have a spoon in it. “I know you put a lot of time and effort into your books, and your work ethic is admirable. I just wish you’d do the same thing with your actual career.” Meaning I should be a project manager or even an executive at Golden State by now instead of a lowly tech writer. Or, god forbid, a romance writer.

      True story—nobody in my family has ever read one of my books. Not even my Auntie Dimple, who goes through romances like the Kardashians through Rodeo Drive. I had to use a pseudonym instead of my own name because Dad didn’t want my grandmother finding out that I wrote, “that sort of thing.” So instead of being known to a very small percentage of the romance audience as Lily Nayar, I’m Lilian DeVries. A prophet is never honored in her hometown.

      But I didn’t want to fight about this again. I grabbed a poppadom and broke off a big chunk. “Work’s fine,” I mumbled through a mouthful of fried lentil.

      “Really? You never sound that happy about it. Maybe you should hear Derek out about this position. A change of pace might do you good.”

      I would rather orally service Steve Bannon than work for my little brother. I love Derek, don’t get me wrong, but he’s got that male habit of assuming that he knows best, especially when it comes to the women in his family. Clearly I should have beaten the crap out of him more when we were kids.

      “I’m happy at Golden State,” I lied. “I have a 401K and everything. Besides, Limner is on the other side of LA and I am not doing that rush hour traffic every day.”

      “Well, I can’t blame you for that. And if you want to stay where you are, that’s fine,” Mom said, turning the heat down on the sauce. “Could you set the table, please? Your grandparents should be here soon.”

      I grabbed silverware and headed out to the dining room. Truth is, I wasn’t happy at Golden State. My team leader is a micromanager named Marion Warner whom I nicknamed Bubbles after that old joke about finding your happy place. You know, the one where you get rid of stress by imagining yourself in a beautiful meadow with a babbling brook, and you’re kneeling by the brook holding an annoying person’s head under the surface until the bubbles stop? I made the joke to one of my coworkers. Within a week everyone was calling Marion Bubbles. You can guess how popular she is.

      But I’d had worse managers, and I was not about to trade Bubbles in on a boss who would take over every spare moment I had in the name of “family.” Plus, Golden State was fifteen minutes from my apartment. No way I was giving that up for an hour plus commute across the hellmouth that is LA traffic.

      I heard the front door open as I set the last fork down. My grandmother sailed into the dining room in a teal and gold saree, holding her arms out as soon as she saw me. “Lily,” she said happily. “You look so pretty today.”

      “Thank you, Dadiji. So do you.” I kissed her soft cheek. “Where’s Dadaji?”

      She huffed. “He’s looking at the car’s engine. He said it’s making a noise. I couldn’t hear anything, but what do I know, I’m only a woman.”

      We shared an eye roll before Dad came in for his own hug and some good-natured scolding about being too skinny. “Helen needs to feed you more,” Dadi said firmly.

      “Amma, I’m training for a marathon,” Dad tried. “I’m supposed to be losing weight right now.”

      Dadi waved that off. “A man should not be so thin. It makes you look poor. I’ll make onion bhaji and kheer for you.” Patting his cheek, she bustled into the kitchen to help Mom with dinner.

      Dad glanced at me. “You’ll take the bhajis home with you, right?”

      I knew how much he loved the crispy onion dumplings. If they stayed in the house, marathon or no marathon, he’d wind up polishing them off. “Yummy free carbs? Twist my arm.”

      He gave me a thumbs up and headed into the kitchen just as my brother showed up with Dada on his tail. Derek was already (or still, knowing him) on a call and wandered off towards his old bedroom arguing about milestones.

      Dada gazed after him with pride. “Only twenty-five and already an executive. It’ll be a lucky girl who marries him.”

      Allow me to point out that I have nine cousins, most of whom were married and had kids, so there were already plenty of grandchildren to carry on the family line. But Dad was the only one of his siblings who had married a non-Indian so Derek and I tended to get a lot of extra “encouragement” about Indian culture and traditions from the Nayar side of the family. One of those traditions was the vital importance of getting married—preferably to someone Indian, in our caste, and with a high-paying job. Once that was done, we were supposed to start having children as soon as possible. Grandparents needed great-grandkids to spoil, after all.

      “And what about you?” Dada continued, turning to me. “Have you found a nice boy yet?”

      See what I mean? “Not yet, Dadaji.”

      He clicked his tongue. “You should talk to your grandmother. One of her friends has a grandson who’s looking for a wife. He’s done very well for himself—he owns two luxury car dealerships in Santa Monica.”

      Because hawking pricey cars to status-obsessed Angelenos equals good husband material. “That’s okay, Dadaji,” I tried. “I’m not looking for anyone right now.”

      “You don’t have to look. That’s what your grandmother is for.” He patted my shoulder. “I’ll tell her to tell her friend to tell her grandson you’re waiting for his call.”

      Oh, yay.

      Derek walked back in, separated from his cell phone for a change. “Lil, I’ve got a job for you,” he said immediately.

      “No.”

      “It’s got creative elements.”

      “Creative elements” to Derek meant PowerPoint. “No.”

      “It makes more than Golden State.”

      I stuck my fingers in my ears. “I am already employed la la la.”

      He reached over and pulled my hands away. “I’m serious. We’ve got a major project coming up and our tech writer quit. I need someone who can hit the ground running with little to no ramp up time.”

      Translation: he needed someone who would work nights and weekends for no pay. And who better to bully into that position than your own sister? “Why did your tech writer quit?”

      He shrugged. “She sold a screenplay or some bullshit like that.”

      “Derek,” Dada said sternly. “Language.”

      Derek grimaced. “Sorry, Dadaji. Lil—”

      But I’d already stiffened. “Not. Interested.”

      The little shit turned to authority. “Dadaji? Tell her she needs to apply for the job.”

      “Lily, you should hear him out,” Dada advised. “More money is always good. And you might meet a nice boy there.”

      I threw up my hands. “Is nobody listening to me? I said no. No means no.”

      “But Lil—”

      Thank all the gods, Mom came in at that moment with a steaming bowl of delicious chicken korma. “Dinner’s ready. Lily, sweetie, go get the rest of the food.”

      I caught a bit of a break as I helped load the table with enough calories to feed your average army battalion (you will never go hungry at Family Dinner, that is guaranteed). But I was trapped after we sat down and started eating. In between bragging about all the cutting edge CGI his company was developing, Derek kept pushing the job at me, saying that I had to read the description, he couldn’t do it justice (in which case it had to be horrible, like Powerpoint crossed with manual data entry), blah blah blah.

      Worse, both my grandparents and Dad sided with him. Mom did her best to mediate, but in the face of that much concentrated effort there wasn’t a whole heck of a lot she could do.

      “All right, I will look at the job,” I finally yelled as we started on dessert. “I am not saying I will take it, but I will look at it. Will that shut you up?”

      Derek sat back, satisfied. “You’re gonna love working for Limner. The benefits package alone is worth it. I’ll send you the link now—”

      He reached for his phone and Mom tapped his hand. “Not at the table,” she ordered. “You can do it after dinner.”

      He grinned and started eating his kheer. I hoped he’d choke on it, but we had a doctor sitting with us. With my luck she’d just save him, dammit.

      I’d calmed down a little by the time dinner was over. Mr. CTO was back on another call as soon as he’d scraped up the last of his kheer, and then Mom had to take her own call from the hospital. Dada and Dadi explained that they were heading to Auntie Dimple’s house for yet more dessert and coffee, so Dad and I were left to clear the table and do the dishes.

      I loaded the dishwasher while he packed up the leftovers, the bulk of which would come home with me because a poor technical writer needed as much free food as she could get. “I’m glad you’re going to look at that job, Lily,” he said as he scraped sauce and meat into a container. “You don't have to take it if you don’t want to. But it might be something good for you.”

      I sighed as I slotted a dish into the rack. “Daddy, remember when Derek and I were little and I made him dress up like a PowerPuff Girl for Halloween because Neena and I needed a Buttercup?”

      He winced. “Unfortunately.”

      “Yeah. That’s why I can’t work for him. He’s going to sit there being all managerial and I’m going to see him in a green and black spandex miniskirt with Mary Janes. And he knows that’s how I’m going to see him, so he’s going to be extra macho to overcome it, and then it'll be power cord time.”

      Dad shook his head. “Sometimes I think we should have had more kids. You two might not have been so head-to-head all the time if you’d had other brothers and sisters to abuse.”

      I thought about it and shuddered. My aunts and uncles on Dad’s side had enough kids to constitute private security forces, if not actually a small army. And the oldest kid in each family was expected to act as a third parent from early on. “You did the right thing, trust me.”

      “Mm. If you say so.” He leaned over and kissed my temple. “I’m proud of you, baby, whatever you decide to do.”

      “Thanks, Daddy.”

      Derek came in, rooting in the refrigerator for some mango juice. “I sent you the application, Lil,” he said, swigging from the bottle.

      “Glass, Derek,” Dad ordered.

      Derek shrugged in apology and grabbed a tumbler out of a cabinet. “Get it back to me ASAP, okay? I want you in position by next week,” he said, pouring the remainder of juice into the glass and knocking it back like a Scotch.

      His phone buzzed. Derek shoved the used tumbler into my hands and walked out, already talking to whatever underling had contacted him this time.

      I stared at the sticky glass my brother had handed me as if it were a preview of my future at Limner. Do this, Lily. Write that, Lily. Become my personal slave and devote every waking moment to my company, Lily.

      I jammed the glass in the dishwasher’s upper rack, imagining it was Derek’s mouth. No way was I filling out that job application. I’d show up on Bannon’s doorstep with freshly greased lips first.

      Dad watched me throw more glasses into the dishwasher. “You okay?” he asked hesitantly.

      “Fine,” I said through my teeth. “Just fine.”

      Narrator: she wasn’t fine.
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      Later that night after I got home, my doorbell rang. I tripped over the rug as I ran to answer it (I am a thing of grace and beauty, a joy forever).

      Framed in the doorway was a magnificent woman in a motorcycle jacket and boots, holding up a bottle of tequila in one hand and a bottle of margarita mixer in the other. “Tonight was Family Dinner, yes?” she asked. “I sensed there might be a need.”

      “Oh, thank you,” I moaned, waving her in. “Could you just stick it in an IV?”

      “Nah, you want to drink this, trust me,” she said, heading to the kitchen. “The mixer’s some new stuff we got at work for a video on regional margaritas. It’s damn good.”

      When she’s not out on her motorcycle delivering cocktails to her friends, Theresa Eastridge is a senior video producer at ThruPut, the digital media company that turned into a global juggernaut when nobody was looking. With lavender-streaked hair and the kind of super curvy Marilyn Monroe figure that looks fantastic in retro swing dresses, Theresa is what every weird geek girl wants to be when she grows up. She’s also been my best friend since college and is probably the only person who cheered me on when I decided to start writing romance. Plus she offered to find someone to break Kirk’s fingers when he dumped me. I would ride or die for her.

      She poked her head out of my kitchen. “Frozen or on the rocks?”

      I dropped onto the couch. “On the rocks. Faster that way.”

      “That’s my girl.” I heard the fridge grind up some ice, then the “shookah-shookah” sound of drinks being mixed in my old Tervis water bottle. She came out with two wine glasses filled to the brim with yellow-orange happiness. “So how bad was the gathering of the clan?”

      I took a big mouthful of citrus-infused tequila and felt it go to work. “On a scale of one to ten, around eight. My grandmother wants to fix me up with a car dealer, and my dad and grandfather want me to go work for Derek.”

      “Oh, hell no.” She slurped her own margarita, daintily wiping a drop off the corner of her mouth with a thumb. “You’ll wind up strangling him with a power cord, and while you’ll look lovely in prison orange I am not dragging my ass over to CIW once a month to visit you. I take it they’re still ignoring your successful writing career?”

      I snorted. “Which one? The real one or the fake one I do under an assumed name so that I don’t bring shame down on our house?”

      “Oh, boy.” She swung muscled legs up and over the arm of my chair before taking another slug of her margarita. “I love your family, but they’re completely wrong about this. Romance is an empowered feminist genre. Even the bodice rippers in the Seventies were a way of reclaiming our sexuality from the patriarchy. And it’s not like you suck at it. You’ve got a reader base, right?”

      “Yeah.” It wasn’t ginormous, true, but I had over five hundred people on my newsletter list and a couple of dedicated fans who bought everything I wrote. “And Feast of Lovers is still in the top one hundred for Fantasy Romance.”

      “See? You need to keep building on that. Speaking of Feast of Lovers—” She nodded meaningfully at my TV. “I haven’t seen this week’s ep of GearShifter yet.”

      “Well, we can’t have that.” I grabbed for the remote and flicked through my watch list until I found GearShifter, one of the best damn shows on TV. A cross between Firefly and Fullmetal Alchemist, GearShifter was set in a quasi-Victorian steampunk future and featured a ragtag group of smugglers who accidentally stole some dimension-hopping tech and the totalitarian government that wanted it back. Theresa and I were proud members of the show’s insanely devoted fandom, and her GearShifter AU academy fanfic was hella popular on AO3.

      As for me, I watched GearShifter for the lead actor, Tom Morrison. If you haven’t already seen him in something, imagine the love child of Nathan Fillion and Ben Barnes with a healthy dash of Henry Cavill thrown in and you’ve got the right idea. Long, lean, and utterly gorgeous with a melting Welsh accent, Tom played Tanis O'Day, the leader of the smugglers, and I freely admit that he’d inspired my hero Drake Montmorency in Feast of Lovers. Hell, I even dedicated the book to him in gratitude.

      Not that he’d ever see it, of course. God only knew what would happen if he ever read my thinly disguised fantasies about him.

      The show’s opening credits came on just as Theresa peered at her now-empty glass. “Hmm. This seems to have evaporated. Damn this dry California air.”

      “I’ll get it.” I drained my own glass and grabbed hers. “I need another one, anyway.”

      Well, it would have been rude to let her drink alone. And that margarita mixer was pretty damn good.
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      BTW, there’s a reason why I reacted the way I did to the Limner tech writer’s excuse for quitting, and it wasn’t because Derek cursed (everyone apart from Dada and Dadi knows I drop more F-bombs than Martin Freeman on a bad day). Allow me to back up two months to the day where my dickhead ex-boyfriend Kirk broke up with me.

      I’m fully aware that most guys who dump a woman get the appellation of “dickhead.” But in this case Kirk went above and beyond mere craniophallic behavior into the realm of “WTAF?” when he texted me that he’d sold his screenplay Roanoke Nights to a major production company, and, oh, by the way, I think we should see other people, take care, babe.

      Being dumped by text didn’t surprise me. What pissed me off, however, was that I had written a good sixty percent of Roanoke Nights. But Kirk is the one who has a BFA in screenwriting from USC (did I mention the wealthy parents who were happy to subsidize his creative lifestyle), which had translated into industry contacts.

      Meanwhile, I’d written four scripts that had been produced as student and short films, but my degree was in English Lit with a minor in Technical Writing. Oh, and I was brown. And a woman. Not nearly as appealing to your average Hollywood producer as someone like Kirk.

      Now that I look back, he did always seem more interested in my mad word skillz than my lovely lady lumps. I can’t count the number of times I’d gone over at his place after a hard day of writing online help for Golden State Bank employees, hoping for a little bedroom action. Instead, I’d get, “I dunno, babe, I can’t get into this scene. Can you take a look at it? You’re so good at interpersonal stuff.”

      And there I’d go, putting my hard-earned words into his script while he played video games. I even came up with the lead character’s motivation and backstory, and the major crisis in act two. But because I always worked on Roanoke Nights at his place, I have no proof whatsoever that I should be listed as co-writer.

      Like I said, dickhead. He should develop a terminal UTI.
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      Unsurprisingly, the morning after Fun with Margaritas was bad. Foul mouth, throbbing headache, vomitous stomach, please put me out of my misery bad. But it was also Monday and I was raised by parents who never accepted anything less than me bleeding from my eyeballs as a reason to stay home from school.

      So I got my no-longer-21 ass out of bed, threw up, took a shower, brushed my fuzzy teeth, got dressed and pedaled off slowly to work (I do have a car—this is LA, don’t be silly—but it’s a 2003 Honda beater with no A/C and an amusingly erratic electrical system. I prefer to save what’s left of its remaining life for short trips like Family Dinner).

      I did notice as I was staggering through the living room that there were sticky shot glasses and an almost empty bottle of tequila next to an open box of my trade paperbacks. God knows what we did last night—probably trash texted Kirk, knowing Theresa.

      Dodging insane drivers as I biked to the office served to circulate the leftover booze in my system, and I was pretty sure I was a charming shade of puce by the time I reached the Golden State Bank headquarters. As luck would have it, I didn’t even have time to say hello to my fellow tech writer Brigina and duck under the table for a quiet vomit before Bubbles hove into sight.

      “Lily, your status update email for Friday didn’t use the proper subject heading,” she said in that prim, nasal tone that made me want to punch things. “You know I want all of the team members to use the required subject headings so that they’re automatically sorted into the correct email inboxes.”

      Behind her, Brigina mimed shooting herself, and I wouldn’t have objected to someone putting me out of my own misery. Imagine a suburban soccer mom with a wardrobe straight out of the bad part of the Nineties, watery blue eyes, permanently scrunched nose, and breath that always smelled like coffee and mints. That’s Bubbles. And I knew damn well her bank executive husband was pulling in at least $500K and both their kids were out of college, so why she was working at Golden State as a mid-level manager was a mystery. Maybe hubby had a gambling problem. Maybe she had a divine calling to make other people’s lives miserable—St. Bubbles the Perpetually Aggravating.

      I managed a half-assed grimace that passed for a smile. Judging from Bubbles’s reaction, it must have been ghastly. “I’m so sorry about that, Marion,” I said, hoping I didn’t puke on her shoes. “I’ll make sure I use the right headers next time. I wasn’t feeling all that great on Friday—I think I may be coming down with something.”

      Bubbles backed up a bit, being something of a germaphobe. “Well, make sure you wash your hands thoroughly and use hand sanitizer,” she said. “And if necessary, I can approve a work from home day. But only if you truly need it.”

      I perked up. The thought of working in my jammies with The Chainsmokers blaring in the background had its appeal. “Um, okay.” I gave a weak cough for effect. “Let me see how I’m doing by the end of the day.”

      “All right. And remember, we have a team meeting at ten.” With a final dubious look, she scuttled back to her cubicle, leaving us in blessed peace.

      Brigina leaned over. “You okay? You look green.”

      With my skin tone, that’s an achievement. “My best friend is an enabler when it comes to tequila. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” Hoping that was true (I hate throwing up at work—everyone gets the wrong idea and then they’re pissed off when you explain during the surprise baby shower that you just had food poisoning), I logged in and opened my current project.

      It wasn’t until lunch that I got the chance to check my personal email. As expected, Derek’s job application was there along with a bunch of spam that invited me to date hot Russian women (not my type—too blonde) or try CBD oil for my assorted ailments (I had a variety of dispensaries within easy driving distance, not that I indulge in the demon weed or anything. Ahem).

      A few taps of the screen, and everything went into the trash. I’d have to dodge Derek for the next week but that was easy enough with caller ID. Except—damn. He’d probably swing by my place and whine at me in person. So much for a work from home day.

      And yes, I can hear the audience of outraged feminists out there yelling for me to cowgirl up and inform him I didn’t want the job. If you remember, I tried that. It was easier for me to turn Theresa’s apartment, a couple of decent coffee shops, and my favorite B&N into my very own witness protection program until he gave up and hired someone else. Plus it would force me to get some serious work done on my current WIP instead of resorting to my usual procrastination methods (reorganizing my closet, watching YouTube for makeup tips, and Taking Care of My Personal Needs, if you know what I mean and I’m sure you do).

      So I spent the next three days playing Hide and Seek with Derek. During the day, I made sure that the employees of Golden State Bank had accurate user guides and training videos for their in-house banking apps. Evenings were spent at T’s delightfully retro cottage in Highland Park (I also live in Highland Park, but my one bedroom isn’t nearly as charming as her place) playing with her schnauzer Daisy, or hitting my favorite coffeeshops and bookstores with my iPad. I got a good three chapters done in the process so no complaints here.

      And then my “nyah nyah you can’t find me” spirit went to shit on Wednesday afternoon. I’d gone to the bathroom and was browsing Twitter in the stall (oh, please—you know you do it, too) when I saw a TMZ piece about Roanoke Nights. With a sinking stomach, I clicked on it.

      The damn thing had been green lighted for production, which meant that Kirk had been paid. I know screenwriters get bubkes compared to actors or directors, but I also know industry rates. Half of what Kirk must have gotten for the script would have been enough for a decent used car, and I wouldn’t have to take my life into my hands biking through LA traffic anymore.

      Moreover, it meant he had his foot in the industry door. He could get more work based off this one sale, while I was still an unknown commodity. And knowing Kirk, he had other wannabe screenwriters lined up for a starring role as girlfriend/ghostwriter.

      So it was not the happiest of technical writers who slunk through my apartment door after work that night. After checking on my available alcohol level (two bottles of red wine—go me), I shoved a pizza in the oven, figuring I’d eat it while I balanced my checkbook (yes, I balance my checkbook. My father is an engineer and my grandfather started his own business—being lackadaisical about money is not an option in my family), then I’d finish the night by burning Kirk in effigy and pissing on the ashes. If Derek did have the balls to show up, I’d scream at him through the door until my neighbors called the cops. My grandparents would probably disown me for it, but in my current mood I didn’t care.

      While my dinner cooked I pulled out crumpled receipts from my purse and laid them out on the desktop. Supermarket, gas, Starbucks, sushi, Starbucks, Rite-Aid, Starbucks, I had to do something about my triple venti nonfat latte habit—

      Post office. I frowned at the receipt. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone to the post office. I pay bills online, and I usually get Dad to mail packages for me through the company mail room. So why had I gone to the PO?

      The receipt was from Sunday, the evening of Tequilafest, and a sticky with an address on it in my handwriting was attached to the back. A vague memory of Theresa giggling while I hunted for a padded envelope came to mind. Did we send a package of poop or something equally nasty to Kirk? Not that I would object, mind you, but I wanted to be able to savor the memory.

      I squinted at the fine print on the receipt. According to it, I had used the automated postage machine to send a package to…

      Beverly Hills.

      Kirk lived in Hollywood, so I hadn’t sent a poop bomb to him. I didn’t know anyone in the Hills. Why the hell would I mail a package there? For that matter, what the hell would I send there?

      A little worried now, I pulled up my laptop and checked the tracking number on the USPS’s website. Whatever I’d sent, it had arrived yesterday morning.

      I Googled the address on the sticky. It belonged to Bryce Lambert Associates, a talent agency. I’d heard of them before, mainly because one of their clients had gotten pissed at being put on ThruPut’s Twenty Cheapest Actors in Hollywood list, much to Theresa’s delight. But I couldn’t figure out why I’d send something to them.

      An image of the sticky shot glasses and the open box of books came to me, followed by another worryingly vague memory of signing a book. Oh, God. I didn’t get loaded and send them a copy of one of my books, did I? Great. Now some junior agent would think I was a clueless idiot.

      There was only one thing to do. I texted Theresa.

      
        
        Did I mail something on Sunday night?

        

      

      One minute and a gnawed thumbnail later the response arrived:

      
        
        Yup. Don’t you remember?

      

      

      
        
        Uh, no. That’s why I’m asking. What did I mail to Bryce Lambert Associates?

        

      

      
        
        A copy of FEAST OF LOVERS.

      

      

      

      Fuckity fuck fuck. Unprofessional, thy name is Lily.

      
        
        Why did you let me do that? Do they even handle writers?

        

      

      To my annoyance a drop-down message appeared on the phone screen. I had a DM on Twitter from—

      Oh. My. God.

      The eensy message said I had a DM from Tom Morrison waiting for me.

      It had to be a joke, some fan using his name or Theresa using a burner account to prank me. If it was Kirk, I’d hunt him down and gut him. But there was no freaking way that Tom Morrison even knew I existed. Him DMing me on Twitter? Not possible.

      It took forever to open the app, then hit the little envelope icon, my fingers were fumbling so
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